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				To my wonderful friend Caroline. 

				You are such an inspiration.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘Do not be in a hurry: depend upon it, the right Man will come at last.’

				Jane Austen, Letters 1817

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				Sarah Castle wasn’t in the habit of blindfolding people, but her sister’s twenty-first birthday was a delightful exception. As she drove through the winding lanes of Devon, she glanced quickly at Mia. She did look funny with the red polka-dotted scarf tied around her eyes and her curly dark hair flattened into submission.

				Slowing down to take a bend in the road, Sarah tried to think how she’d spent her own twenty-first birthday. With a nine-year gap between them, Mia would have been just twelve and had probably been at school.

				I would have just finished university, Sarah thought, remembering that summer. It had been the summer their mother had walked out on them and the summer Sarah’s role had changed. There had been no note of explanation and no telephone call to check up on them. It was as if Monica Castle had decided she’d completed her role as a mother and moved on to other things somewhere else. Of course, neither of their fathers wanted to know, although the occasional check arrived to pay the rent and assuage some guilt.

				From the wide-eyed graduate who was going to conquer the world, Sarah became a surrogate mother, tidying up after her little sister and making sure she always had clean clothes and was eating properly. Her own life had taken a back seat and, whilst working part-time at a restaurant, she’d studied to become an accountant.

				No wonder she hadn’t had time to celebrate her twenty-first birthday, but this weekend was going to make up for it.

				She glanced quickly at Mia and smiled. Some sisters might not have survived the kind of relationship that was forced on them, but it brought Sarah and Mia closer together, and now that Mia had also graduated, she was about to leave home and start leading her own life. She’d already been talking about sharing a flat in Ealing with her friend Shelley, and Sarah was desperately trying not to act like a mother hen, fussing around Mia and making life impossible with endless questions. Mia was a grown woman, and Sarah had to remember that, although, looking at Mia now, she still seemed young and naive. She’d always reminded Sarah of Marianne from Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. She had the same drive and passion, teamed with inexperience. A lethal combination, Sarah thought.

				Oh, stop worrying. Stop worrying, she told herself. This week was about pure unadulterated pleasure. She wasn’t going to think about Mia living in an appalling flat, unable to pay her bills, and getting into all sorts of trouble because she wouldn’t have her big sister to keep an eye on her. Oh, no. It was going to be a week of ‘busy nothings.’ They would walk. They would talk. They would eat and read and watch films. Sarah had a suitcase that was almost completely full of films, from the 2005 adaptation of Pride and Prejudice to the BBC version of Persuasion. She had been forced to take out some of her clothes, because they wouldn’t all fit in. Of course she could have put the films in a separate case, but that would never have done. Sarah was very particular about such things. You took one suitcase away on holiday, and that was all. She only hoped that the warm weather would continue and that she wouldn’t have need of the big woolly sweater she pulled out at the last minute.

				Banishing thoughts of a freak May snowstorm, Sarah thought about the week that lay ahead. No doubt there would be the usual arguments about who was the best Elizabeth Bennet and who made the most dashing Mr Darcy. This disagreement was when their difference in age became most pronounced, as Sarah would be singing the praises of Colin Firth as Mr Darcy and Ciarán Hinds as Captain Wentworth, whereas Mia would be swooning over Matthew Macfadyen and Rupert Penry-Jones.

				‘But he’s far too pale to be a convincing Captain Wentworth,’ Sarah would say. ‘He doesn’t even look as if he knows where the sea is!’

				‘Well your Captain Wentworth looks like a grandfather,’ Mia would retort.

				Sarah grinned. There were some things about which they would never agree, but one thing they agreed on was that this week was going to be free from men. Sarah had just ended a relationship that had been a complete disaster from start to finish, and Mia was still nursing a broken heart after her latest boyfriend, Guido, had gone back to his mama in Italy. Sarah sincerely hoped there were no men in Devon or, at least, not in their little corner of it. She was fed up with living in a city where there was a rogue around every corner. The only men she wanted to think about were the fictional heroes in her Jane Austen novels. They were the only perfect men in the universe, weren’t they? They never broke your heart. Living safely within the confines of a novel, they were the very best kind of lover.

				‘Are we nearly there yet?’ Mia asked, breaking into Sarah’s thoughts.

				Sarah laughed at the childlike question. ‘Nearly,’ she said. ‘You’re not feeling dizzy, are you?’

				‘No, I’m fine,’ Mia said.

				‘Because we can take the scarf off, if you’d like.’

				‘Oh, no! I like surprises,’ Mia said.

				‘And you’ve no idea where we are?’

				Mia shook her head. ‘Somewhere complicated,’ she said. ‘All these twists and turns.’

				It had certainly been a complicated journey, with Mia coming from London and Sarah from Winchester. They’d finally managed to meet up in Exeter and had driven through the rolling Devon countryside together, both glorying in being released from their city lives for a few days. Sarah couldn’t wait to get out of the car and stretch her legs and stride across a few fields like Elizabeth Bennet or Marianne Dashwood.

				It was then that she saw the track that she’d been looking out for and turned off the main road onto the private one. Mia swayed in the seat beside her.

				‘We’re getting close, aren’t we?’

				‘Not long now,’ Sarah said, although she had never been there before herself, so had no real idea of where they were going. Still, she could feel a bubble of excitement inside her. It had been such a hard secret to keep from Mia. Sarah didn’t like secrets. She liked openness and honesty, but, she told herself, this was different. This was a secret to beat all secrets, and she couldn’t wait for it to be revealed.

				The turnoff came quickly, and Sarah slowed the car, parked it, and turned off the engine.

				‘Can I take the scarf off?’

				‘No!’ Sarah said. ‘Stay right there.’ She got out of the car and ran around to open Mia’s door, releasing her seat belt and taking her arm.

				‘I feel like an invalid,’ Mia said.

				‘Come on,’ Sarah said.

				‘It’s steep,’ Mia said.

				‘It’s all right. I’ve got you.’ Sarah led the way down a path and then up a grassy bank until she reached a small wooden gate. She placed Mia’s hands on top of the gate, and only then did she untie the scarf.

				‘Happy birthday,’ she said, leaning forward and kissing her sister’s pink cheek.

				For a moment, Mia just stood blinking, as if getting used to seeing again, but then she gasped and her mouth dropped open.

				‘Oh, my goodness! It’s Barton Cottage! You found Barton Cottage!’ Mia jumped up and down on the spot like a little girl, which, Sarah knew, she would always seem to her. She would always be her little sister. She smiled as Mia’s eyes widened in delight at the sight that greeted her. It was truly beautiful—the perfect Georgian country manor, its pale walls and large sash windows so open and friendly. But it was more than just a beautiful house—it was the house used in the 1995 film adaptation of Sense and Sensibility—the one to which the Dashwood sisters have to move after their father dies.

				‘It’s so beautiful,’ Mia said. ‘This really is it, isn’t it?’

				‘It really is.’

				Mia turned to face Sarah, her dark eyes brimming with tears. ‘I can’t believe you found it, and I can’t believe we’re really staying here.’ She opened her arms wide and then wrapped them around Sarah, squeezing her until she begged for mercy.

				‘Don’t you want to see inside?’ Sarah asked, extricating herself from Mia’s embrace.

				Mia nodded, her smile reaching gigantic proportions.

				They opened the little wooden gate and walked up through the garden. Everything was lush and lovely. Frothy cow parsley grew in abundance, and bright red campion blazed in the hedgerows. To the left of the house lay a field of bright bluebells, and a beautiful lawn stretched out in front of the house in green splendor. It was as if spring had danced over everything, leaving no surface untouched.

				As they reached the front door, Sarah turned around to admire the view down to the estuary. It was flanked with pale blond reed beds, and a little lane ran alongside it.

				Mia gasped. ‘That’s the lane Willoughby rode along, isn’t it?’

				‘And Colonel Brandon too,’ Sarah said, wistfully glancing along it in the hopes that Alan Rickman might show up on horseback at any moment.

				‘We’re going to have the best week ever here!’ Mia said.

				‘Of course we are,’ Sarah said. ‘A perfect week.’

				But perfection is hard to come by, even in Devon, and Sarah had been wishfully thinking when she’d hoped there were no men in their little corner of the English countryside.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				Three years later

				Sarah Castle woke up and couldn’t believe what she was seeing. What on earth had she been thinking? How had she let it happen? She felt absolutely mortified and tried to shut her eyes, banishing the image from her brain, but it was no good— it had to be faced head on.

				Sitting upright, she flattened down her hair with her hands and then swung her legs out of bed. She placed her left foot into its slipper and then the right one, careful not to touch the carpet.

				It wasn’t the first time this had happened, and she swore silently to herself that it would never ever happen again. Taking a deep breath, she stood up and straightened the offending curtain, shaking her head at the kink that had somehow been left in it overnight, and then she sighed in relief. That was better. Now the morning could begin properly.

				There followed a strict routine of bed making, washing, and tidying before Sarah allowed herself to have breakfast. Not for her was the slatternly slippered shuffle into the kitchen for that morning cup of coffee. Oh, no. Sarah had to be immaculately dressed before she graced the kitchen. There she would take breakfast whilst writing her first list of the day, which was actually a list of lists. She would need to make a list of jobs for the week ahead, a list of all the jobs that needed doing that day, and a list of things that needed doing around the house.

				Today was different, however, because she was going away. Work could be forgotten for the next few days. Well, not completely forgotten—she wasn’t the type of person who could wholly switch off from work—but being a self-employed accountant, she found it easy to take time off when she needed, and the Jane Austen Festival in Bath each September was an annual treat.

				People would come from all over the world for the festival, taking part in the great costumed promenade through the beautiful Georgian streets and going to talks, dance lessons, and classes in etiquette and costume. It was an event that no true Janeite could miss.

				Sarah had booked herself into a small bed and breakfast just off Great Pulteney Street, an area that would have been familiar to Jane Austen. Sarah had already made one trip ahead of her time in Bath, to see the bed and breakfast, because she couldn’t risk staying somewhere that wasn’t suitable. She’d only made that mistake once, booking a hotel room in Glasgow for an accountancy training day. It had been a disaster. The carpets looked as if they hadn’t been vacuumed for at least two days, there had been a strip of wallpaper in her room that had unfurled itself in a most unbecoming manner, and nothing had been straight—the pictures on the walls, the curtains across the landing, and the dining-room place settings. Sarah had to spend a good half hour of her own time going around straightening things before she could settle. It really wasn’t the sort of thing she wanted to worry about when she was on holiday, but it was impossible to switch off from such things.

				Sarah had always known she was different. It had nothing to do with her looks, because she was very pretty, with rich brown hair and eyes to match. Neither did it have anything to do with her intelligence, which was way above average, but even from a young age, she felt removed from those around her, because she seemed to see the world differently.

				The earliest recollection she could pinpoint was when she was ten years old. She’d been shopping in Oxford Street with her mother and paid a visit to the ladies’ toilets in a big department store.

				Sarah had been very careful not to touch anything she didn’t need to touch and had washed her hands twice, and then her mother asked her something. It was a simple enough question, but it stopped Sarah in her path.

				‘Open the door, will you, darling?’

				Sarah stared at the big, wide door handle, a handle people would have touched, people who might not have washed their hands twice, as she had, or even washed their hands at all.

				Her mother sighed. ‘Sarah, open the door for me.’

				Sarah turned to her mother and saw that she was carrying four big bags and didn’t have a hand free. She bit her lip and looked, once more, at the door in front of her.

				‘What is the matter with you, child?’

				‘I’ve just washed my hands,’ she said, but her mother didn’t seem to understand her and, if it hadn’t been for the little old lady who had come into the ladies’, Sarah and her mother might still be standing there today.

				Her mother never understood Sarah’s profound fear of dirt—not just the sort of dirt that clumps around a pair of Wellington boots or blows in the summer wind and sticks to your sun cream. There was other dirt too, the invisible sort that came from other people and could make you ill. Microbes, bacteria, and viruses—they were all out there, and one had to be constantly on one’s guard against them.

				Sarah tried to avoid public toilets as much as possible now. If it was at all possible, she’d much rather go in a nice clean field where one didn’t have to worry about door handles or picking up a bar of soap that would probably do more harm than good.

				It wasn’t just her fear of dirt that marked her out as being different, though. Growing up, Sarah had earned herself the nickname ‘The Neat Freak,’ because she was forever tidying up and not just after herself, but after everybody around her, as well. Everything had to be in its right place. Didn’t that make sense? Wasn’t that the way things were meant to be? Why didn’t everyone agree with her? Why did everybody else seem to like living in chaos where keys and purses and umbrellas were constantly lost? It baffled her, it really did.

				This determination for everything to be just right was noted by her first boss—Mr Henderson—who couldn’t understand why the teenage Sarah was taking so long to stack the supermarket shelves, but every tin had to be exactly right, with the label not just facing out but also facing out symmetrically. She then noticed some of the other products on the shelves that had been put out by others, and had to straighten those. It was all very time consuming, and Mr Henderson had thought she was a slow worker, so she was fired. How ridiculous was that, to be fired for being too good at her job?

				It wasn’t until Sarah was twenty-four that she heard the term OCD. Obsessive–compulsive disorder—that’s what she had. It was a well-recognized condition, and she was by no means the only person to suffer from it. All over the world, people were straightening things and washing their hands until they cracked. People with OCD were counting things and scrubbing things, making lists, and ordering their lives into a set of neat and regular routines. It was their way of controlling the world, and it made perfect sense to them. There was no other way to live, and even though it might drive them crazy and they knew it was illogical, they couldn’t stop themselves.

				Sarah often tried to imagine what life might be like without OCD. She tried to envisage a different version of herself—a Sarah who was more relaxed, who could get out of bed and not worry about straightening the pillow and covers. A Sarah who didn’t need to brush her hair with one hundred strokes and start all over again if she was interrupted.

				Or, perhaps, OCD could be something that you could choose to suffer from on certain days of the week; you could mark it in your diary for Mondays and Thursdays, leaving the other days of the week free, so you could behave like a normal human being. But that was never going to happen, and there was no use in wishing it so.

				As she packed her suitcase for the festival, Sarah’s eye caught a little framed silhouette of Jane Austen that hung on the wall beside her bed. It was a dear little thing, framed in oval brass and with a traditional acorn hanger, bought on a previous trip to Bath. The reason it caught her eye now was that, like the curtain before, it wasn’t hanging quite straight. She must have knocked it whilst dusting. Neatly folding her pair of jeans and placing them in the bottom of the suitcase, she walked across the room to straighten the little frame. As she did so, she couldn’t help remembering another frame she’d once straightened and how much trouble it had got her into.

				She’d been about twelve and was visiting a very posh art gallery in London with her school. She still remembered walking into a large, airy room hung with beautiful landscapes in large gold frames and standing in the middle of the room to admire them. It had been perfect. Even at the tender age of twelve, Sarah had been drawn to Georgian architecture. There was something intrinsically pleasing about the straight lines and symmetry of the rooms that made her feel calm and gave her a feeling of being oh-so-right.

				But it hadn’t all been perfect that day, because one of the paintings hadn’t been straight. It was a landscape—a simple river flowing through the mountains—but it was distinctly wonky. Sarah looked around her, because she felt sure that she wouldn’t be the only one to notice it, but nobody seemed to be paying it any attention.

				Sarah shook her head, bemused as to how it had gone unnoticed. In such a symmetrically pleasing room, the wonky painting was virtually screaming out loud to be straightened, and without even pausing to question her actions, she crossed the room and took the painting in both hands.

				The alarm that went off had never been equalled in loudness before or since, and it still made Sarah shudder to think of it.

				‘What on earth were you doing?’ Her teacher’s face was scarlet with embarrassment as security staff sprang into action and she and her teacher were escorted into a book-lined office.

				It was soon pretty obvious that a twelve-year-old girl had no intentions of stealing the priceless artwork, and she was allowed to go on her way without further questioning. Now, as she fixed the little silhouette on the wall, she couldn’t help smiling. OCD had certainly made her life interesting.

				Catching sight of her reflection in the mirror, Sarah smoothed down her hair with her hands. She kept it in a neat bob, its edges so sharp that it looked in danger of slicing her cheekbones. Her mother used to let Sarah’s hair get completely out of control, and Sarah had hated her for it, because she knew that once it got to chin length, one side curled outwards and the other inwards, which was absolutely appalling and not to be endured.

				Everything about her was controlled, from the way she styled her hair to the neat skirts and jackets she wore for work. Straight lines were featured heavily. Not for her were the ruffles and flounces that came in and out of fashion—they were far too messy and unpredictable. You knew where you were with a straight line; it didn’t mess around.

				Mia often made fun of her for dressing so neatly and precisely.

				‘You work from home! You could hang around in your pajamas all day, and nobody would notice.’

				‘But I don’t want to hang around in my pajamas all day,’ Sarah said. ‘It just isn’t right.’

				One of the reasons Sarah had become an accountant was so that she could work from home. Home was an environment she could control. She didn’t have to worry about co-workers and the mess they made, and there was a certain calmness that came from knowing exactly where everything was at a given time. Imagine trying to work in an open-plan office with other people—the thought was just preposterous. She would have to share her space with total strangers, who might pick up her things. No, working from home was a much safer option.

				Post was an issue, of course. She found it irritating that anybody could pop a filthy envelope through her mailbox, so she employed a pair of fine cotton gloves that she donned before touching anything that landed on her doormat.

				Her clients were harder to control. When she could, she met them in a local pub that she knew to be clean.

				If people turned up at her home, she showed them through to the room that she kept specifically for that purpose and would later vacuum and polish any surfaces she had seen them touch during their visit.

				It really was an exhausting business, and there was never an end in sight. Sarah just seemed to lurch from one anxiety to another.

				The only thing that could make her forget her OCD was Jane Austen. When she immersed herself in Austen, her lists were forgotten, and she managed to stop thinking about the dust that might be accumulating behind her wardrobe and the fact that the vacuum marks in the carpet were no longer visible. Whenever she picked up one of the six perfect books or switched on the television to watch one of the wonderful adaptations, she could truly relax and become a person that she barely recognized. That was the power of Austen.

				She first discovered Jane Austen when she was at school. Her English teacher was meant to be teaching them Charles Dickens’s Hard Times but had rebelled and given each pupil a copy of Pride and Prejudice instead, and thus began a lifetime of romance for Sarah. Whenever she was feeling stressed, whenever life got too much for her and even she couldn’t organize or control it to her liking, she could lose herself in the magical world of heroes and heroines, where love and laughter were guaranteed, and where a happy ending was absolutely essential.

				Then, a few years ago, she discovered the Jane Austen Festival in Bath. It had been a complete revelation to her that, all over the world, there were fans who were as obsessed as she was with the Austen books and films. She made many new friends, and they were the loveliest people in the world. Well, you couldn’t imagine a mean, nasty person adoring Jane Austen, could you?

				And here she was packing her suitcase once again, except she was a little nervous this time; she hadn’t been for the past two years. She and Mia usually attended together, dressing up in Regency costume and giggling their way around Bath together, eyeing up any young man who might be a contender for Mr Darcy, but that was before things had gone wrong, wasn’t it?

				She sighed and picked up a tiny silver photo frame that sat on a highly polished table by the side of her bed. It was a picture of her and Mia at Barton Cottage in Devon three years earlier. They were both squinting into the sun and laughing. How happy they both looked, and how long ago that all seemed now!

				‘Three long years,’ Sarah said.

				And not a single word spoken between them in all that time.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 3

				Mia Castle got out of bed, idly thinking how clever she was not to have needed her alarm clock, when a sudden cold fear iced her spine and she remembered that the alarm clock had indeed gone off and that she had silenced it with an angry hand and then promptly fallen asleep again.

				‘I’m late!’ she yelped, throwing back her duvet and leaping out of bed, tripping over the slippers that had been left among a tumble of clothes on the floor. Bending down quickly, she grabbed the pair of jeans and gave them a quick shake before shoving them into the suitcase at the end of the bed. They were mostly clean, after all.

				Flinging open her tiny single wardrobe with the wonky door, she grabbed an armful of sweaters and shirts, most of them unironed, and dumped them into the suitcase. Next came the shoes. How many to take? It was an impossible question to answer, so they all went in: flat ones, heeled ones, scuffed ones, and cute ones.

				Then it was the entire contents of the bathroom, from shampoo bottles to hairbrushes to an overstuffed bag of old bits of makeup. She didn’t have time to be selective—not that her packing would have been any different if she had more time. Her suitcases were usually a big jumble of everything.

				She then took the quickest of showers. She didn’t have time to wash her hair, but let it tumble its way down her back, the dark curls as wild as briars as she pulled on a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt with the name of a rock band she’d seen when she’d been at drama school. She hadn’t heard of the band since, but it was a very nice T-shirt and one of the few that didn’t have great gaping holes in it.

				Because she wasn’t a complete slob, she opened her fridge and took out a pint of milk, pouring the contents down the sink and binning the empty carton. If her days of being a student had taught her nothing else, she’d learned about the perils of out-of-date food.

				Putting on a watch with a leather strap almost worn away to a whisper, she glanced around her flat. She was looking forward to getting away from the dark, depressing place. Nine wonderful nights in Bath, she thought, where she wouldn’t have to wear earplugs to shut out the noise of the traffic and her neighbors or worry about inhaling the pernicious damp in her shower room.

				Reaching for her handbag, she checked her train tickets. She was only just going to make it in time.

				‘Handbag,’ she said, grabbing it from her bedside chair. ‘Suitcase,’ she said, sitting down on top of it to squash it into submission. What on earth was in there to make it bulge so? she wondered. She hadn’t packed that much stuff. Still, it was a whole nine days away from home, and at that time of year, it was impossible to know what to wear, so everything had to be packed.

				She was just about to wheel the suitcase out of her front door when she suddenly remembered something.

				‘Costume!’ she shouted. It was the most important item of clothing, and she’d almost forgotten it. She’d left it draped over the threadbare armchair that sat by the window overlooking the dirty street below. How white and pure and beautiful it looked in the dark, dingy bedsit! I don’t belong here, it seemed to say. I belong in a beautiful Georgian sitting room with candles and mirrors and a huge sash window overlooking an immaculate lawn.

				‘Poor dress,’ Mia said, picking it up and holding it against her. ‘But don’t worry, we’re going to Bath. You’ll love it there.’

				What was she actually going to do with her costume, though? There was no way it was going to fit into her suitcase, and even if it did, it would get horribly creased. She looked around the tiny bedsit as if inspiration might strike, and surely enough, it did as she spied the overflowing bin in the corner of the room.

				A bin bag would do the trick. It wasn’t very dignified for such a lovely dress, but it would have to do.

				With her suitcase threatening to explode at any moment, her handbag stuffed with books for the train ride—Persuasion and Northanger Abbey to get herself in the mood for Bath—and her bin bag, she left her flat, locking her door behind her and looking forward to getting as far away from it as possible for the next few days.

				It really was a terrible flat, but it was all she could afford. Well, she couldn’t really afford it, if she were honest. Who would have thought it? Three years after leaving drama school, and she was still in debt. What had happened to her dreams of being discovered and becoming an overnight success? She’d been so sure it would happen. Mind you, so had the thousands of other drama school students who had graduated the same year she had, to say nothing of those who had graduated before her and those who followed her. All of them had the same dreams and aspirations, and ninety-nine percent of them were probably stuck in a dingy bedsit and waiting tables at some terrible restaurant.

				Success, it now seemed to Mia, was as elusive as a Jane Austen hero, but, as with her deep-rooted knowledge that she would find a modern-day Mr Darcy, Mia wasn’t going to give up on her dream of becoming a singer. It was all she’d ever wanted to do. Her mother used to joke that, when a baby, Mia hadn’t ever cried but rather had sung whenever she wanted something. Growing up, she’d taken every opportunity she could to show off her talents, from grabbing the microphone at her auntie’s wedding and treating everyone to a very gutsy version of ‘White Wedding’ to hogging the karaoke at the local club. Mia sang at every opportunity, which could be particularly annoying if you were her neighbor, and she frequently received angry bangs on the flimsy walls if her rendition of ‘Nessun Dorma’ really was making it impossible for people to fall asleep.

				What was to become of her, she dreaded to think. She lost count of how much she owed in back rent, and there was no way she could ever hope to save enough for a deposit on a place of her own with the money she was making from her job as a waitress.

				And then there had been that recent audition. Mia shivered whenever she thought about it and tried to put it at the back of her mind, but it refused to go away. Just a fortnight before, she had auditioned for a new show in the West End. It was everything she ever dreamed of, and she queued up with the rest of the hopefuls, her heart hammering and her nerves jangling.

				She shook her head. She wasn’t going to think about it. She refused to think about that now. She had a train to catch and plenty of other things to worry about, such as sneaking by her landlord’s door without being heard.

				As she began to descend the stairs with her suitcase, she counted, remembering that the fourth stair was creaky in the middle and the fifth was creaky on the right side, but Mia had perfected a strange sort of ballet movement to avoid setting them off. It was a bit more difficult with a huge suitcase and bin bag in tow, but she managed to do it, making it down onto the next landing and the next flight of stairs. That was where Mr Crownor had his lodgings, and she did not want to run into him right now. He was the sort of man one tried to avoid at all costs, not only because he was most unpleasant in manner, but also because his personal hygiene left a lot to be desired. But just as Mia’s foot hit the first stair, his door flung open, and he walked out onto the landing.

				Mia froze and tried not to inhale, but the landing was soon ripe with the stench of garlic. Slowly she turned around, knowing she’d been caught and there was no escape.

				‘I’ve been hoping to run into you,’ Mr Crownor said. ‘You’ve been doing a pretty good job of avoiding me, haven’t you, young miss?’ He jabbed her left shoulder with a stubby, nicotine-stained finger. His thinning hair was slicked across his head in a greasy wave, his bloodshot eyes bulging out of their sockets as his stomach bulged over the waistband of his jeans. It was a sight that should only ever come out once a year, at Halloween.

				‘I’ve not been avoiding you, Mr Crownor,’ Mia said, inching backwards down the stairs.

				‘Oh, you haven’t? You sure about that? Because you know you’re behind with your rent—again.’

				‘I know,’ Mia said, swallowing, ‘and I’m so sorry.’

				‘So where’s my money?’

				‘It’s coming, Mr Crownor. I just need a little bit more time.’

				‘Time, eh?’ he said, his eyes bulging toward her most unnervingly. ‘Well—see—I ain’t got any more time to give you. I’ve got people queuing round the block for your flat. It isn’t easy to find luxury apartments in this part of town.’

				Luxury? Was he talking about the same pokey little bedsit with the moldy ceiling and the permanent smell of damp?

				‘Mr Crownor, as much as I’d love to talk to you, I really must go. I have a train to catch and—’

				‘So you’ve got money for a train ticket, have you? Well, I might have liked some of that money.’

				‘I promise I’ll have the money for you when I get back,’ Mia said.

				‘A working trip is it, then?’ Mr Crownor’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

				‘Yes,’ Mia lied. ‘That’s right.’ Well, all those years in drama school had to be good for something, didn’t they? ‘Now, I’ve really got to go, or my boss will be furious with me, and I won’t earn a single penny!’ Before he could stop her, she trotted down the stairs, her suitcase banging behind her.

				‘Well, don’t be surprised if I’ve let your room whilst you’re away,’ Mr Crownor shouted after her.

				Mia ignored him, slamming the front door behind her and shuddering. Horrible, horrible man! That such men existed was just too depressing. Mia was a romantic and wanted to exist in the world where all men were handsome and eloquent and—above all—polite. Was that too much to ask? Unfortunately, her experience with men had been far removed from the novels she read. Life at drama school had been full of show-offs and fools. It had all been very depressing, and then she met Guido. He stepped on her toes outside Covent Garden tube and hadn’t stopped apologizing for the rest of the day. He was tall, dark, and handsome, and she’d really fallen for him, but he was in town for only a month and then went back to his mama in Italy. It was the story of Mia’s life.

				‘There are no heroes in London,’ she said under her breath as she hailed a taxi, knowing that she was about to use the last ten-pound note in her purse, but not able to face the bus or tube with all her luggage. No wonder her best friend Shelley had swapped London for Bath two years before. Not only was she living in a beautiful house, but she was also very handy for the Jane Austen Festival.

				Hopping in the back of a taxi a moment later, Mia closed her eyes. She was so looking forward to her trip to Bath, but something was worrying her, something she hadn’t allowed herself to dwell on too much.

				Sarah.

				She hadn’t spoken to her sister for three years. Prior to that, Bath had been their special place where they went together, taking part in as many Jane Austen activities as they could. But since their trip to Barton Cottage, Mia hadn’t been to Bath for fear of running into Sarah.

				‘As long as she isn’t there this year,’ Mia said to herself.

				But what if she was?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 4

				Barton Cottage

				Edward Ferrars is such a wimp!’ Mia said through a mouthful of crisps.

				‘Edward Ferrars is not a wimp.’

				‘How can you say that?’ Mia asked, leaning forward in the squashy sofa and throwing a cushion at Sarah, who was sitting opposite her. ‘He’s bullied by his sister, he never speaks his mind, and he almost loses the woman he loves because of it.’

				‘But he’s trying to do the right thing,’ Sarah said. ‘It almost breaks his heart to think that he might lose Elinor, but he’s intensely honorable and stands by Lucy Steele, even though he knows they’ll be miserable together.’

				‘Oh, that’s ridiculous! What sort of a man would marry somebody like Lucy Steele, when he’s in love with somebody else?’

				‘An honorable man,’ Sarah said. ‘But perhaps honor isn’t something you admire in a man. Perhaps you would have preferred Edward if he’d been more like Willoughby.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘I mean you’re easily pleased. All you look for is a handsome face and a little bit of charm—you’re just like Marianne.’

				‘And you’re just like Elinor.’

				‘I am not like Elinor,’ Sarah said.

				‘You so are! I can’t believe you can’t see it.’

				‘I can’t see it because it’s not there to see.’

				‘Oh, let’s not have this conversation again.’ Mia groaned. ‘Every time we watch Sense and Sensibility, we end up fighting.’

				‘That’s only because you have no common sense. You’d have forgiven Willoughby, wouldn’t you? You’d have taken him back and had him break your heart all over again.’

				‘No, I wouldn’t have.’

				‘Yes, you would.’

				Mia stretched to her right and picked up another cushion, throwing it across the room at her sister.

				‘Hey!’ Sarah yelped when it hit her on the head. She grabbed a cushion of her own and hurled it back toward Mia. There then ensued a major cushion fight, with both sisters grabbing every piece of soft furnishing they could find.

				Finally, Sarah stood up. ‘Enough!’ she bellowed. ‘I can’t breathe!’

				Mia fell into a giggling heap on the floor. ‘I haven’t laughed like that in years,’ she said.

				‘I think I’ve pulled something in my back,’ Sarah said, but she was still laughing. ‘God, I can’t believe I’m thirty. I feel so old.’

				‘You’ve always been old,’ Mia said from the carpet.

				‘Thanks very much. It’ll come to you soon enough.’

				‘No, it won’t,’ Mia said. ‘I’m only twenty-one. You’ve got almost a decade on me.’

				Sarah’s mouth dropped open. ‘What a thing to say! And to think I could have invited anyone here.’

				‘No, you couldn’t have. You haven’t got any friends. Who would put up with you as I do? Nobody, that’s who.’

				‘You are a cruel, cruel sister!’

				‘No, I’m not,’ Mia said. ‘I’m just unrelentingly honest—like Marianne.’

				‘Yes, you are like Marianne, and that’s your problem.’ Sarah was smiling, but Mia knew she wasn’t joking.

				‘Well, at least I can relax,’ Mia said.

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘I mean, look at you—we’re on holiday, and you’re still dressed as if you’re about to be interviewed.’

				Sarah frowned and looked down at the neat pair of cotton trousers she was wearing and the slightly baggy blouse. For her, that was slumming it.

				‘You’ve got to learn to relax more.’

				‘I am relaxed,’ Sarah said.

				Mia sighed. She gave up on her sister—she really did. Mia had taken an early shower and was in a pair of comfy pajamas. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail, and she was halfway through a family-sized bag of crisps. Sarah didn’t wear night clothes until she was ten minutes from getting into bed.

				‘I can’t believe we’re watching Sense and Sensibility in the very cottage where it was filmed,’ Mia said, deciding to change the subject. She didn’t want to fight with Sarah, even if it was a good-natured sort of a fight with cushions and everything.

				Sarah sat down on the floor next to Mia. ‘I’ve been wanting to bring you here for ages. One of my clients came here with Pride and Prejudice Tours and showed me the photos. I couldn’t believe you could actually hire it.’

				‘Well, it’s the best birthday present ever,’ Mia said, resting her head on her sister’s shoulder.

				There was a sudden knock on the door, and the sister’s sprang apart.

				‘Oh, my goodness! It’s Willoughby! We’ve conjured up the spirit of Willoughby,’ Mia said excitedly, scrambling up from the carpet.

				‘What are you doing?’

				‘I’m trying to see who it is.’

				‘Well, can’t you answer the door properly?’ Sarah said.

				‘I can’t answer looking like this,’ Mia said, motioning to her pajamas.

				‘Well, I haven’t got any makeup on.’

				‘Oh, I can’t see who it is,’ Mia said.

				‘Who on earth could be knocking? We’re in the middle of Devon.’

				‘The owner?’ Mia suggested. ‘A mad axman?’

				‘Don’t even joke about such things.’

				Mia jiggled the curtains. ‘It’s no use. I can’t see him.’

				‘How do you know it’s a “him,” then?’

				‘Just wishful thinking,’ she said.

				‘I thought we made a pact to swear off men,’ Sarah said. ‘At least for a week.’

				Mia shrugged. ‘Those sorts of pacts never last.’

				There was a second knock on the door.

				‘He’s not giving up, whoever he is,’ Mia said, and then she dived behind the curtain. ‘Oh, my goodness! I think he saw me!’

				‘Is it a “he”?’

				Mia nodded. ‘A young he, too.’

				Sarah got up from the floor and joined her sister by the curtain before daring to look out of the window herself. ‘What do you think he wanted?’

				‘To meet two young beautiful women, of course.’

				‘Do you think we should call him back?’

				‘I’m still in my pajamas,’ Mia said.

				‘You’re right. We’ll have to hope he calls again. Do you think he will?’

				‘I should think so,’ Mia said, little knowing what problems it would cause them.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 5

				Shelley Quantock was eagerly looking out of the window of her Georgian terrace. Mia was late, not that there was anything new in that. In all of their years together at drama school, she’d never known her friend to be punctual. Still, it didn’t stop Shelley from hoping, and she continued to pace back and forth between the window and the bookcase until her friend arrived.

				At least it was a nice room to pace in, she mused, thinking of the last phone call she had with Mia and how she hated the thought of her friend stuck in a grimy bedsit in London.

				‘Why don’t you move in with me? There’s plenty of room,’ Shelley had pleaded.

				‘I can’t leave London,’ Mia said.

				‘Why not? I did, and it hasn’t done me any harm.’

				‘Yes, but you don’t want to set the world on fire, do you?’

				It was true. Even at drama school, Shelley hadn’t ever really burned with the same sort of ambition that most of the other students did. Was that a failing? she wondered. She’d never wanted to set the world alight—she’d only ever wanted to have fun. That’s all drama school had been for her, an entertaining way of passing the time, but she knew that her friend was different. Her friend pined for the big time—of making a name for herself and seeing it up in lights, but if Shelley were absolutely honest, she herself rather preferred the quiet life. For all her loudness and easy confidence, she really couldn’t imagine hankering after a life in the public eye, although she had once had a brief brush with fame doing the voice-over to one of her father’s herbal tea commercials.

				Hugh Quantock was huge in herbal teas and could quite easily have bought Shelley and Mia a deluxe flat in the very best part of London when they graduated, but he refused. A couple of years later, however, he purchased 6 Southville Terrace in Bath, a beautiful honey-colored house with a huge bay window. It had been an investment, he said, not wanting his daughter to think she was being mollycoddled. Besides, Bath was the gateway to the South West—an area he had his eye on, in terms of business development. Shelley felt as if she didn’t deserve such a beautiful house, because she’d never really worked a day in her life, but her father bought it as an investment and expected her to pay him rent. As a result, she got a part-time job at Tumble Tots nursery and surprised herself by how much she loved to look after the little ones, which was funny, because she never imagined herself working with children.

				As an only child, Shelley had no experience looking after anyone other than herself, but there was something very satisfying about picking up a child who had fallen over or buttoning up a coat before home time or wiping a nose that needed wiping. She’d always thought of herself as the least maternal of women, but perhaps things were changing.

				She laughed at the thought. She’d have to get a love life before she had a child, and that prospect didn’t look very likely at the moment. The only man in her life was a strange lodger called Pie. Shelley wasn’t even sure if that was his first name or last name, because he didn’t say much—he just sort of drifted in and out of 6 Southville Terrace on his way to and back from goodness only knew where. Even if he had been able to hold a half-decent conversation, he wasn’t her type at all, spending most of his time filling the enormous armchair in the front room whilst watching dreadful sitcoms, his mop of brown hair hanging loose and hippie-like over his shoulders.

				Here she was, living a contented life in Bath. It really was one of the most beautiful cities in the world, and she knew it was a privilege to live there. She still got a buzz from walking around the streets and discovering crescents and squares that Jane Austen and her family would have known. It was amazing to be living in the very city her idol once lived in.

				Jane Austen was the reason that Shelley and Mia had bonded so quickly at drama school. Shelley would never forget walking into rehearsals one day and seeing Mia slumped against the wall, totally absorbed in a book that turned out to be Sense and Sensibility.

				‘Oh, my goodness!’ Shelley had exclaimed. ‘I just love that book.’

				‘You do?’ Mia said, looking up from her book in surprise.

				Shelley slumped down on to the floor next to her. ‘I have to admit to being just a little bit in love with Willoughby.’

				Mia giggled. ‘Me too. Apart from his breaking Marianne’s heart and almost being the cause of her death, that is.’

				‘Well, that goes without saying, but he’s no different from most of the men I’ve dated. They were all handsome heartbreakers too.’

				Mia nodded in sympathy. ‘They’re the best and the worst, aren’t they?’

				The two of them had been friends ever since.

				It was whilst Shelley was remembering this that a taxi drew up to the curb and a crumpled-looking figure emerged.

				‘Mia!’ Shelley cried, running to the front door and flinging it open. She watched as Mia struggled with her suitcase and a large bin bag.

				‘What on earth is all this?’

				‘Oh, you know me—I could never travel light.’

				‘Is it your costume?’

				‘Yes; don’t crumple it.’

				‘I wouldn’t,’ Shelley said. ‘Is it the old standby?’

				Mia nodded. ‘I couldn’t afford a new one.’

				‘Well, we can retrim it and make it a bit special, can’t we?’ she said, daring to peer into the bin bag.

				‘Do you have any money for the taxi?’ Mia interrupted just as the taxi driver honked his horn. ‘I’m absolutely broke.’

				Shelley nodded, running into the house and coming back out a moment later to pay the red-faced cabbie.

				The two women then embraced.

				‘Gosh, I’ve missed you!’ Shelley said.

				‘I’ve missed you more,’ Mia said. ‘London’s not the same without you.’

				‘Well, of course it isn’t, but you wouldn’t expect the inhabitants of Bath to do without my scintillating wit and vibrant personality, would you?’

				‘I wish you’d come back.’

				Shelley linked Mia’s arm, and the two of them went inside with the bags. ‘I can’t come back. I’ve got this place now, and I’ve even got a job—a proper job, this time.’

				‘You mean you’re not busking outside the abbey anymore?’

				‘I haven’t done that for years!’ Shelley said. ‘I’m working at the nursery down the road.’

				‘A nursery? As in plants?’

				‘No, as in children.’

				‘Blimey,’ Mia said. ‘You’re not getting broody, are you?’

				‘I might be,’ Shelley said, the traces of a faint flush coloring her cheeks.

				‘What happens to our “No men, no children, just fame and fortune” plan?’ Before Shelley could reply, Mia caught sight of somebody sitting in the front room.

				‘Who on earth is that?’ Mia asked in a hushed tone.

				‘Oh, that’s just Pie. He lives here.’

				‘He’s not your—’

				Shelley’s mouth dropped open before Mia could even finish her offending question. ‘No way! He’s here so I can pay my father his blasted rent.’

				A strange scraping sound came from the hallway at the back of the house.

				‘Oh, Pie! I thought I told you to close the kitchen door.’

				An enormous chestnut beast hurled itself along the corridor and almost knocked Mia on her back.

				‘Oh, Bingley!’ Shelley shouted, grabbing hold of the dog’s red collar and trying to restore some sort of order. ‘Are you okay, Mia? He didn’t mean to scare you. He’s friendly, really.’

				‘What breed is he?’ Mia asked with a grin. ‘I can’t tell.’

				Shelley shook her head. ‘He’s a cross.’

				‘What’s he crossed with?’

				‘I don’t know. Something fat and greedy.’

				‘He’s lovely, though.’

				‘Don’t you believe it,’ Shelley said. ‘Nobody wanted him, and I’m beginning to see why.’

				‘I had no idea you had a dog.’

				‘No, and neither does my father. He’d kill me if he knew I had an animal here.’

				Mia bent down to pat the dog. ‘He is rather beautiful,’ she said. ‘I can see why you fell for him.’

				‘You can take him home, if you want.’

				‘I think Mr Crownor would be even less sympathetic than your father to my having a dog.’

				‘You’re not still in the awful bedsit, are you?’

				Mia nodded. ‘Just for the time being.’

				‘I know,’ Shelley said, ‘fame and fortune are just round the corner, aren’t they?’

				Mia smiled, but there was a sad look in her eyes, and the first time, Shelley saw doubt there.

				‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let’s have a cup of tea.’

				Mia looked anxious.

				‘A proper cup of tea,’ Shelley added, ‘although Dad sent his usual testers, if you fancy giving them a try.’

				‘And what have we this week?’

				‘Erm, Camomile Dreams, Nettle Surprise, and Fennel Twist.’

				‘I think I’ll give those a miss, if you don’t mind.’

				‘That’s probably a good move. I mean, Camomile Dreams isn’t too bad, but you really don’t want to smell the Fennel Twist. I came home last night, there was the strangest fug imaginable, and I found Pie in the kitchen with a mug of the stuff. I swear the whole kitchen had turned green.’

				‘You’d better let your dad know.’

				‘Yes, I think I shall fine him this time, say six months’ rent.’

				The two of them ventured into the kitchen, but luckily there was no green fug to greet them.

				‘There’s nothing like Quantock Teas to put you off herbal for life,’ Shelley said as she reached for a canister filled with regular tea bag.

				‘Hey, that’s a pretty good slogan, if you wanted your father’s business to go bust overnight.’

				Shelley laughed.

				‘What happened to your commercial?’ Mia asked.

				‘Daddy withdrew it,’ Shelley said.

				‘Why? I thought it was brilliant! How did it go again?’

				Shelley took a deep breath and then recited the commercial for which she’d done the voice-over. ‘Tick-tock. Quantock. It’s time for tea.’

				Mia roared with laughter at the husky voice Shelley used. ‘Daddy said it was way too sexy and gave the completely wrong impression about the tea bags.’

				‘I bet sales would have soared if he’d let it run its course.’

				‘I guess we’ll never know,’ Shelley said, silently bemoaning a lost career as a voice-over artist.

				Mia looked out the kitchen window onto a small patch of emerald lawn.

				‘Who’s that?’ she suddenly asked, seeing a man in the garden next door across the low fence that divided the terrace.

				‘That’s Gabe Sanders,’ Shelley said, her eyes lighting up. ‘You’ll like him. In fact, I must introduce you.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because you’re single.’

				‘Oh, don’t start all that again,’ Mia said.

				‘But you are, aren’t you?’

				‘So are you,’ Mia said. ‘Anyway, he’s an old man.’

				‘He is not an old man! He’s not even forty. Just come and say a quick hello.’

				‘I’m not into older men,’ Mia said.

				Shelley’s eyebrows rose. ‘There’s a lot to be said for an older man. Just remember Colonel Brandon wasn’t exactly in the first flush of youth, and he’s one of my favorite heroes.’

				‘Yes, but Colonel Brandon probably wasn’t a redhead.’

				‘Neither’s Gabe,’ Shelley said. ‘He’s more of a strawberry blond, wouldn’t you say?’

				Mia took another look at the neighbor and noticed that his arm was in a sling. ‘He’s broken his arm.’

				Shelley nodded. ‘Skiing accident. You wouldn’t want for expensive holidays if you hooked up with him. Come on, let me introduce you!’

				‘Can’t we just have a cup of tea and a chat? I’m exhausted and really haven’t got the energy to be introduced to anyone, even if he could give Colonel Brandon a run for his money.’

				Shelley sighed. ‘All right, then,’ she said, taking pity on her friend. ‘I’ll introduce you to him tomorrow.’ She couldn’t help grinning as Mia rolled her eyes at her.
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