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For my dear friend Dana





To you I shall say, as I have often said before,

‘Do not be in a hurry, the right man will come at last.’

Jane Austen




Chapter One

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single girl in possession of her right mind must be in want of a decent man.

There’s just one problem . . .

‘. . . so we had a drink each and shared a pizza, but you asked for two extra toppings on your half, which means you owe . . . Hang on a minute, I’ve got a calculator on my phone . . .’

Sitting in a little Italian restaurant in Manhattan’s Lower East Side, I stare across the checked tablecloth and watch, dumbfounded, as my date pulls out his phone and proceeds to cheerfully divide up the bill.

. . . where on earth do you find a decent man these days?

I’m having dinner with John, a thirty-something architect I met briefly at a friend’s birthday party last weekend. He seemed nice enough when he asked for my number – nice enough to share a pizza with on a Tuesday evening after work, anyway – but now, watching him hunched over the table, number-crunching, I’m fast realising I’ve made a mistake.

‘. . . an extra seven dollars seventy-five cents, and that includes tax and tip,’ he declares triumphantly, and shows me the screen to prove it.

A very big mistake.

To be honest, I blame Mr Darcy.

I was just twelve years old when I first read Pride and Prejudice and I fell for him right from the start. Forget the pop stars whose posters I had tacked to my wall – Mr Darcy was my first love. Devastatingly handsome, mysterious, smouldering and a total romantic, he set the bar for all my future boyfriends. Snuggled under the bedcovers with my flashlight, I couldn’t wait to grow up so I could find a man like him.

But now I have grown up. And here I am, still looking.

Digging out a twenty-dollar bill from my purse, I pass it to John.

‘Have you got the seventy-five cents?’ he prompts, his hand still outstretched.

You have got to be joking.

Except he’s not.

‘Oh . . . um . . . sure,’ I mutter, and begin rooting around in my change purse.

Don’t get me wrong. I don’t need a man. I have a career, I pay my own rent, I have a set of power tools and I know how to use them. And as for the other thing, well, that’s what battery-operated toys were invented for.

I hand John the seventy-five cents. Then watch in disbelief as he proceeds to count it.

Still, that doesn’t stop me hankering after a bit of that good-old-fashioned romance I’m always reading about in books. Or daydreaming about meeting someone who could sweep me off my feet and set my pulse racing. A dark, handsome, faithful man, with impeccable manners, brooding good looks, witty conversation and one of those big, broad, manly chests you can rest your head upon . . . 

Instead, in the last twelve months I’ve been on one disastrous date after another. Now, OK, I know everyone has a bad-date story to tell. It’s completely normal. Who hasn’t been out with Creepy Guy/Mr Nothing in Common With/The Man Still in Love With His Ex (delete as applicable, or in my case, don’t delete any of them)? It’s just part of being single. It has to happen once. And twice is bad luck. But a whole string of them?

For example, here are a few off the top of my head:

1. Bart had ‘issues with intimacy’. Translated, this meant he wouldn’t hold my hand as it was ‘too intimate’, but it was perfectly OK to ask me back to his to watch a porn movie on our first date.

2. Aaron wore white cowboy boots. Which is bad enough. But after cancelling on me at the last minute, telling me that he had to work late, I spotted the boots glowing in the darkness of the movie theatre that night. Scroll up and there was Aaron on the back row with his tongue down another girl’s throat.

3. Then there was Derek, the nice school teacher who invited me over for a home-cooked dinner. Unfortunately, he ‘forgot’ to tell me it was his mother doing the cooking. Five courses and three hours of listening to how fabulous Derek was later, I managed to escape before she got out the baby photos.

4. And now there’s John, otherwise known as Mr Chivalrous . . . 

‘So, how about we do this again?’ he’s asking me now as we’re leaving the restaurant.

‘Oh—’ I open my mouth to reply but instead give a muffled yelp as John lets the door swing back in my face. I just manage to stop it with my elbow. Not that he notices – he’s already on the sidewalk lighting up a cigarette.

Rubbing my bruised elbow, I join him outside. After the warmth of the restaurant the cold hits me immediately. It’s December in New York and it’s way below zero.

‘What are you doing Friday?’ he persists, raising his eyebrows and taking a drag of his cigarette.

Oh, hell, what do I say now?

I falter. Come on, Emily. You’re both adults. It will be fine. Just be honest and tell him.

Tell him what? pipes up a little voice inside me. That you’d rather stick pins in your eyeballs than go on another date with him?

‘Erm, well, actually—’ I say in a constricted voice and then stop mid-sentence as he blows smoke in my face. ‘I’m kind of busy,’ I splutter.

‘Too many parties, huh?’

Trust me, I so want to be honest. Why let him off the hook with an excuse? Why protect his feelings? What about those of the next poor, unsuspecting girl he’s going to date? It’s my duty to tell him. I mean, not only is he cheap and rude, but he has a backpack shaped like a teddy bear.

That’s right. A teddy bear backpack.

I glance at it now. Under the street lamp, you can see its furry face. Despite my feelings, sympathy tugs. Oh, c’mon, don’t be so unkind, Emily. It is kind of cute. For a ten-year-old.

Swallowing my annoyance, I force a smile. ‘Yeah, ’fraid so.’ I nod, rolling my eyes in a ‘Phew, I’m exhausted from all this crazy partying’ kind of way. Honestly, I should be an Academy Award-winning actress, not the manager of a quirky little bookstore in SoHo.

In truth I’ve been to one party. It was at the Orthodontists’ Society and I had a cold. I spent the whole evening popping aspirin and discussing my cross-bite, and I was in bed by nine thirty. The excitement nearly killed me.

‘But it was nice meeting you,’ I add warmly.

‘You too.’

John appears to visibly relax and I feel a warm, virtuous glow envelop me. See. Look what a difference a few kind words can have. Now I feel really good about myself. Saint Emily. Hmm, it’s got quite a ring to it.

Buoyed up by my success, I continue: ‘And I love teddy bears—’

In one seamless move, John takes a final drag of his cigarette, grinds it out under his foot and lunges for me.

Oh, God. This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening.

It’s happening.

For a split-second I freeze. Everything seems to go into slow motion. I watch him looming towards me, eyes closed, mouth open, tongue sticking out, and realise he’s misinterpreted kindness for a come-on. Fortunately (or should that be unfortunately?), I’ve been on enough bad dates in the last year to keep my reflexes sharp, and at the last moment I come to and manage to swerve just in time.

His lips crash-land on the side of my face and he plants a sloppy kiss on my ear. Eugghhh. I pull away sharply. Even so, it’s a bit of a struggle as he has his hand wrapped round my waist like a vice.

We spring apart and face each other on the sidewalk.

‘Well, in that case, I think I’ll grab a cab home,’ he says curtly, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his pleated pants.

‘Yeah, me too,’ I reply shakily, wiping my spit-soaked ear with my sleeve.

Silence. We both stand on the kerbside trying to hail a cab. Finally, after a painful few minutes, I see the familiar sight of a yellow cab with its light on. It pulls up and I heave a sigh of relief and reach for the door handle, but John beats me to it. I’m pleasantly surprised. At last! A bit of chivalry.

Heartened, I soften and throw him my first real smile of the evening as he tugs open the door. Perhaps I’ve misjudged him. Perhaps he’s not so bad after all.

Without hesitation, he jumps inside and slams the door.

‘Well, thanks for a great evening,’ he says, sticking his head out of the window. ‘Happy Holidays!’

‘Hey!’ I yell, suddenly finding my voice. ‘Hey, you’ve stolen my—’

But the cab takes off down the street with a screeching of tyres.

Abandoned on the slushy sidewalk, I watch the tail-lights disappear into the traffic and, despite my anger, I suddenly feel myself crumple inside. Unexpectedly my eyes prick with tears and I blink them back furiously. Honestly, what’s got into me? I’m being ridiculous. The man was a total jerk. I’m not upset. I’m fine, totally fine. And sniffing determinedly, I stuff my hands in my pockets and head off in the direction of the subway.

‘You should have called the cops.’

It’s the next morning and I’m at work at McKenzie’s, a small, family-owned bookstore, where I’m the manager. I look up at Stella, my assistant, who’s standing on a stepladder stacking books.

‘Why? For stealing the first cab?’ Smiling resignedly, I pass her more titles. ‘Please, Officer, my date stole the first cab. He’s not a gentleman. Arrest him.’

‘No, not for that,’ she retorts, putting one hand on her hip and pulling a horrified expression. ‘For wearing pleated pants!’

Stella and I met when she came in for an interview and bowled me over with her extensive knowledge of literature. At least, that’s what I’d been expecting after reading her impressive CV. However, five minutes into the interview it became apparent that works of fiction weren’t just limited to the bookshelves. Having just graduated from fashion college, Stella didn’t have the first clue about books, thought a thesaurus was a dinosaur and finally confessed that the only thing she ever read was her horoscope.

‘Well, at least she was honest, and honesty is very important,’ I’d pointed out to Mr McKenzie, the owner, as justification for hiring her.

To tell the truth, it had been a case of the lesser of several evils. With her bubblegum-pink hair and bizarre asymmetrical outfit that, to a fashion flunky like me, looked frighteningly fashionable, Stella had seemed like she’d be a lot more interesting to work with than some of the other applicants – such as Belinda, a self-confessed ‘internet geek’ who spent every evening on her sofa updating her blog, or Patrick, who was nearly forty, still lived at home with his parents and ‘adored modern jazz’.

Exactly. Like I had a choice.

Three years and an entire rainbow of hair colours later, we’re the best of friends, and although professionally speaking I’m her boss, most of the time it doesn’t feel like that. Probably because when I give orders Stella ignores them.

‘But seriously, Emily, you should have punched this John guy’s lights out,’ she continues, vigorously shoving a fistful of books on the shelf. ‘If he’d stolen my cab, I would have killed him.’

‘I don’t doubt it.’ I nod. Behind all those wacky outfits and perfect accessories lies the fierceness of a Rottweiler. In fact, Stella once nearly killed an ex-boyfriend by squirting pepper spray at him during an argument over who should win a reality show. It triggered an asthma attack and he had to spend the night in the emergency room.

‘So, what are you going to do now?’

‘Delete his number.’ I shrug, ripping the tape off a fresh cardboard box.

From the top of the stepladder Stella throws me a sympathetic look. ‘Oh, fuck. I’m sorry, Em, that sucks.’

‘Hey, I’m over it,’ I say, doing my best to sound casual. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not upset over last night. More resigned.’

I’m trying to put a brave face on things, but to tell the truth, last night really got to me. It wasn’t John that upset me – he was just the straw that broke the proverbial camel’s back. Or to put it another way, the date that broke me. Because that’s it. I’ve decided. No more disappointment, dashed hopes and disastrous dates. I’m done.

‘You know, I have a friend who’s got this really hot brother that’s just broken up with his girlfriend . . .’

‘Thanks, but no thanks.’ I shake my head determinedly.

‘But he’s really great,’ persists Stella.

‘If he’s that great, why did they break up?’

With the palm of her hand, Stella rubs her nose in concentration, her chunky wooden bracelets clanking loudly. ‘Hmm, I’m not exactly sure. I think it might have been something to do with his drinking . . .’

I shoot her an incredulous look. ‘You’re trying to fix me up with an alcoholic?’ I gasp indignantly.

‘Was,’ she retorts defensively. ‘He’s in AA.’

‘Well, then he’s not allowed to date anyway,’ I say firmly. ‘It’s part of the twelve steps or something.’

Stella looks suitably chastised. Chewing the purple nail polish from her fingernails, she waits mutely at the top of the ladder as I resume unpacking the paperbacks, peeling off the plastic wrapping and piling them up on the floor.

It’s still early and the shop is empty. For a few moments we work together without speaking, until the silence is interrupted by the tinkle of the doorbell. I glance over and see a customer entering. A woman, wrapped up in furs. She catches my eye and smiles, before heading into the biography section.

‘Why aren’t men today like the men in books?’ I continue, unpacking a pile of classics. ‘Seriously, Stella, I’ve had enough of modern-day love,’ I say firmly. ‘And I’m sick of modern-day men. From now on I’m going to stick with the men in here.’ I pause over a copy of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, fingering the cover affectionately. ‘Just imagine being in a world where men didn’t steal your cab, cheat on you or have an addiction to internet porn, but were chivalrous, devoted and honourable. And strode across fields in breeches and white shirts clinging to their chests . . . yum . . .’

Absently flicking open the novel, I plunge straight into a sexually charged scene between Elizabeth Bennet and Mr Darcy. God, I love this bit. I lean against the bookshelf and continue reading.

‘I mean, why can’t I go out on a date with Mr Darcy?’ I sigh wistfully. Pressing the open book to my chest, I gaze off into the middle distance.

‘Oh, is he the cute guy who works at the Apple store?’ pipes up Stella from the ladder.

I look up at her. Surely I didn’t hear that right.

‘Because I can try to get his number for you . . .’

‘Stella!’ I cry in disbelief. I knew her grasp of literature was slim, but this is unbelievable. Surely she’s seen the movie at least. ‘Are you telling me you don’t know who Mr Darcy is?’

She looks at me warily.

‘He’s not the guy that works at the Apple store?’ she asks tentatively.

‘No!’ I gasp impatiently. ‘He’s the sexiest, most romantic man you can imagine. Not only is he respectful and knows how to treat a woman, but he’s this dark, brooding hero who’s incredibly dashing and has all this repressed passion that’s just waiting to be unleashed . . .’

‘Jeez, he sounds like a female wet dream,’ she giggles.

I throw her a sobering look.

‘So, where do we find this Mr Darcy?’ she asks in a subdued voice. ‘I wouldn’t mind meeting him myself.’

Picking up a copy of Pride and Prejudice, I waggle it at her like a prosecution lawyer with a piece of evidence.

Puzzled, Stella narrows her eyes and peers at me for a moment, trying to work it out. Then suddenly it registers.

‘A book?’ she gasps in disbelief. ‘This amazing man you’re raving on about is a character in a book?’ For a moment she glares at me, wide-eyed, then she stomps down the ladder and snatches the paperback from my hand. ‘I’ll tell you why you can’t go on a date with Mr frigging Darcy,’ she scolds. ‘Because it’s fiction.’ Climbing back up the ladder, she holds the novel out of my reach. ‘He’s not real. Honestly, Emily. Sometimes you can be such a hopeless romantic.’

She says it with such pity it’s as if I’m suffering from a terminal illness.

‘What’s wrong with being a hopeless romantic?’ I demand defensively.

‘Nothing.’ She shrugs, plopping herself down at the top of the stepladder and hugging her bony knees to her chest. ‘But I’m afraid you’re going to have to face facts. You need to live in the real world. This is New York in the noughties, not the pages of –’ breaking off, she glances at the blurb on the back of the book ‘– a nineteenth-century novel set in the English countryside.’

Then Stella descends the ladder, grabs the rest of the pile of Pride and Prejudice and stuffs them unceremoniously on the shelf behind her. ‘Repeat after me, Em: Mr Darcy does not exist.’




Chapter Two

The rest of the morning slips away in a frenzy of Christmas shoppers. Most of the bookstores these days are the large generic ones with in-house coffee chains, more interested in 3-for-2 promotions, sales figures and attracting people to buy overpriced non-fat lattes, but McKenzie’s is different.

Small and owned by the same family for three generations, we’re tucked down a side street and squashed in between a milliner’s and an Italian bakery. Most people walk straight past us, too busy looking at all the weird and wonderful hats in the neighbouring window or dashing next door to order a toasted ciabatta sandwich. They don’t notice the old mahogany door with the original stencilled glass, through which the sun shines of a late afternoon, creating patterns of light on the polished wooden floor. But for those passers-by who do happen upon us, either by chance or through recommendation, their first time is never their last.

I always think stepping through that door is a bit like stepping through the wardrobe and into Narnia. Outside is the hectic buzz of everyday New York, but as the bell chimes to greet your arrival, you leave reality behind and enter a world of your imagination.

McKenzie’s is only a small shop but it’s brimming with an eclectic mix of reading material. The walls are lined with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves where bestselling paperbacks rub spines with first editions, specialist titles and rare publications, while in the middle of the floor is a large trestle table laden with sumptuously photographed coffee-table books.

My favourite spot is over by the window. There, next to magazine racks filled with publications from all around the world, is an old leather button-back sofa. Worn and sagging in the middle, over the years it’s where thousands of customers have escaped their everyday lives for the few moments it takes to read the first chapter of the latest suspense thriller or be moved by a single verse of beautiful poetry.

I’ve worked here ever since college, and for someone who loves nothing more than curling up with a good book, it’s my dream job. My parents joke that I was predestined from birth to end up here, that books are in my blood. My parents are academics – my mom teaches English, and my dad art history – and they’re both total bookworms.

Growing up, there was no TV in our house. Instead, my brother and I were told to use our imaginations and were given books. According to my parents, I learned to read when I was only two and a half years old. When all the other toddlers were going to the park to play on the swings, my mom and dad were taking me on trips to the public library.

Apparently, my first words were ‘Please be quiet.’

However, Mr McKenzie is getting old, and with his only son a doctor and not interested in taking over the business, there’s been talk of him selling up. Six months ago he had an offer from one of the big coffee chains, who wanted to replace the stencilled glass with their logo, lay a cement floor and put fake books on the mahogany bookshelves. He turned it down, said over his dead body. But even so, I’ve got a feeling my days here are numbered. Not that I’m bothered about myself – I can always get another job – but there’ll never be another bookstore like McKenzie’s. Once it’s gone, it’s gone for ever.

Handing a customer his change, I turn to the person next in line and see there isn’t anyone. I heave a sigh of relief. Thank God. Stella’s still out at lunch and the run-up to Christmas is always manic. Everyone’s on the hunt for the perfect gift. This is the time of year that most people head to the table first, under the illusion that bigger is always better and only a large, expensive coffee-table book will suffice. True, they make an impact, but invariably these volumes of glossy photographs are flicked through once and then left to gather dust, whereas a much-loved paperback will be enjoyed on the subway, in the bathtub and under the bedcovers, and loaned to friends and family to be read time and time again.

Nobody will ever forget Wuthering Heights, but who’s going to remember The History of the Wild and Wonderful Trapeze Artists? I muse, noticing a figure over by the trestle table. Short and stocky with hair almost a whitish-grey, he’s leafing through the large hardback book. I walk up to him. He’s deep in concentration.

‘Is that for Stella?’ I ask, peering over his shoulder.

He jumps. ‘Hey, Em, how are you?’ he gasps, his boyish face breaking into a grin.

‘Oh, you know.’ I smile as he gives me a kiss on each cheek, sprinkling me with the flour that has coated his jet-black hair, making it appear white. ‘How are you, Freddy?’

Freddy is Stella’s husband, but theirs is only a green-card marriage. They met two years ago when she went into the bakery next door to buy sandwiches for lunch and they’ve been great friends ever since. Freddy’s Italian, and when his visa ran out, Stella offered to marry him. In return she gets to live cheaply in his little apartment above the bakery. It sounds like the perfect arrangement, and it is. Apart from one little fact: Freddy’s obviously hopelessly in love with her – and the only person who doesn’t notice is Stella.

‘So, what do you think?’ he’s asking, gesturing to the book. ‘For Christmas.’

I wrinkle up my nose. ‘Stella might work in a bookstore, but I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen her read a book.’

‘Hmmm, I guess you’re right . . .’ He nods, frowning. ‘But she could look at the photos,’ he suggests brightly.

‘Have you ever seen her look at a photo that wasn’t fashion photography?’ I ask, raising my eyebrows.

Freddy slumps and lets out a deep sigh. ‘I give up. I’m useless. I can’t even buy her a gift.’

He looks so woebegone my heart goes out to him. ‘Look, can I make a suggestion?’

‘Sure.’ He nods dolefully.

‘Let me do a bit of detective work for you, find out what she’d really like.’ I squeeze his arm. ‘And I promise it won’t be Wild and Wonderful Trapeze Artists.’ I smile, gently easing the book out of his hands. ‘Not that I’m saying it’s not a great book,’ I add, in loyalty to the store. ‘But just not for Stella.’

Freddy shoots me a grateful look, and after saying our goodbyes he leaves the store. On his way out he nearly collides with Stella, who appears back from lunch, her face flushed with excitement.

‘Hey, Freddy,’ she says distractedly. Sweeping right past him and over to me, she announces, ‘Have I got a surprise for you!’

Over her shoulder I can see Freddy. Pausing momentarily in the doorway, he’s looking at Stella. His expression says it all.

‘You are going to love this.’

As he disappears into the street, I turn back to Stella.

‘Love what?’ I murmur. Plonking myself down onto the little wheelie stool behind the counter, I slide over to the computer. I know Stella well enough by now to know that whenever she thinks I’m going to love something, I invariably don’t.

I begin checking work emails. The shop has finally emptied, apart from the woman still over in the biography section, and it’s a good opportunity to make a start on all the last-minute Christmas orders.

‘I know what you’re going to do!’ Stella continues, oblivious in her enthusiasm. Unknotting her stripy scarf, she skips round the counter and stands next to me, panting breathlessly at my side, not unlike my parents’ Labrador when there’s food around.

‘About what?’ I continue typing.

‘About all these terrible dates you keep going on,’ she gushes.

‘Thanks for reminding me, but I’m not dating any more.’

Stella waves her fingerless-gloved hand dismissively. ‘You’re going to cheer yourself up and come with me and a bunch of girlies,’ she continues excitedly.

There’s a pregnant pause as she waits for me to ask where exactly it is I’m supposed to be going with her and a bunch of girlies – no doubt with an equal sum of excitement to hers – but I can only manage a half-hearted ‘Hmmm.’

Which isn’t enough for Stella, who whoops, ‘Em, you’re going to Mexico!’ in the kind of voice quiz-show hosts use on their poor, unsuspecting contestants.

I turn away from the monitor to stare at her. ‘Stella, what in God’s name are you talking about?’

‘For New Year!’ she gasps, plonking herself down on the counter. I throw her an authoritative look, but as usual she ignores me. Crossing her legs, she yanks up her fishnets and continues: ‘My friend Beatrice who lives in London just called. She’s booked this trip to Cancún in Mexico. Two people have dropped out at the last minute, which means there’s two spaces left.’ She grins excitedly. ‘Me,’ she announces, pressing her thumb against her chest. ‘And you.’ With a flourish, she points her finger at me. ‘We just have to buy our own flights from New York.’

‘And who’s going to be working here while we’re both swanning off to Mexico?’ I mutter dismissively. Honestly, Stella has no clue what it’s like to be a manager. She thinks a store runs itself.

‘It’s all sorted,’ she says triumphantly. ‘Mr McKenzie’s already offered.’

‘As in Mr McKenzie the owner?’ I look up with surprise. ‘You mean you’ve already asked him?’

‘I called him earlier. He said he’d be only too happy to look after things while we’re away. To be honest, he seemed rather delighted to be asked,’ she confides happily. ‘Says it will do him good to get out from under his wife’s feet for a change.’ Stella pops some bubblegum into her mouth and starts chewing.

Taken aback, I stare at her. I don’t know whether to be happy that, for the first time in five years, I don’t have to work the week between Christmas and New Year, or annoyed that Stella’s gone right over my head. I go for the first option.

‘Oh, OK.’ I nod, for want of something to say.

‘Awesome,’ whoops Stella, blowing out a big purple bubble and popping it with her tongue. ‘It’s gonna be fab. Apparently, it’s one of these all-inclusive holidays for adult singles under the age of thirty looking for a good time—’

Oh, no.

I get a sudden sinking dread. I’m always flicking through the British mags we sell in the store, so I know all about these types of vacation. Enough to know they’re my idea of hell.

‘A good time?’ I repeat, warily.

‘Uh-huh.’ She beams proudly. ‘Great, huh?’

Now wait just one moment. Did she actually say the word great?

‘Well, the thing is—’ I begin, quickly trying to think of an excuse.

But she doesn’t let me finish. ‘Oh, fuck!’ she gasps, clamping her hand over her mouth. ‘I didn’t think.’

Now what?

‘I’m so tactless.’ Laying a consoling hand on my shoulder, she says in a hushed voice, ‘I didn’t think about the age issue.’ There’s a pause and then she whispers consolingly, ‘You’re not under thirty, are you?’

I pull away crossly. ‘Excuse me, but I’m twenty-nine!’ I admonish, putting my hands to my face as if suddenly expecting it to have sagged down by my knees since I last looked in the mirror.

Honestly. I love Stella and I know she means well, but sometimes I wonder what’s going on in that (currently) platinum-blonde head of hers. First she tries fixing me up with an alcoholic, and now she’s telling me I’m old.

‘I’m only two years older than you,’ I add defensively.

Stella winces. ‘Oops, sorry, I didn’t mean . . . I just meant . . . Well, you know what I’m like with numbers and shit and . . . you’re ageless, Em,’ she finishes brightly, smiling at me with that pink-cheeked, perky-eyed, twenty-seven-year-old face of hers.

‘And you’re about to be out of a job if you keep going,’ I warn grumpily.

‘Oh, come on, Em, it’s just what you need.’

Stella’s enthusiasm is like a bulletproof vest. I swear it’s impenetrable.

I swivel my stool to face her fully. ‘Stella, believe me, it’s the last thing I need.’

‘It’s all-inclusive,’ she adds, winking.

I don’t even want to begin to imagine what she’s referring to. Fortunately, I don’t have to as we’re interrupted by a customer.

‘Excuse me, but I’d like to take this, please.’

I look up and realise it’s the woman from the biography section. Gosh, is she still here? I thought she’d already left.

‘Did you find everything you were looking for?’ I ask, regarding her curiously. Wearing a fur hat, delicate drop earrings and a heavy, flowery scent, she has a quaint, slightly old-fashioned air about her. You’d think she’d just stepped off the set of a period film and not the streets of Manhattan.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she replies in an English accent. Without looking up she slides a slim, leather-bound volume onto the glass countertop.

I pick it up and glance at the title. ‘The Private Letters of Jane Austen’ is embossed in gold lettering. Funny, I don’t remember ever seeing this book before. I turn it over, but there’s no barcode on the back, just a handwritten sticker. It’s not my handwriting. The book must have been sitting unnoticed on the shelves for years, I ponder, ringing up the purchase.

‘Here. Why don’t you take a look at the resort?’ Reappearing from the back, Stella plops a glossy brochure next to the cash register. Out of the corner of my eye I see a close-up shot of busty girls in bikinis shrieking with their arms above their heads as they ride an inflatable banana. The words ‘fun!fun!fun!’ are emblazoned across it in acid-yellow.

‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to count me out,’ I reply, without even picking it up.

‘But why? It’s a really good deal, it’ll be fun. Think of all that sun, sea, sand . . .’ Glancing at the customer, Stella lowers her voice, leans towards me and whispers in my ear, ‘Sex!’

A vision of dancing around in a foam-filled nightclub in a beaded wristband with a pina colada stuffed full of brightly coloured umbrellas fills me with dread.

‘I am,’ I murmur, handing the English lady her receipt and brown paper bag with ‘McKenzie’s’ printed on the side. She dips her head politely, her face still hidden by her gigantic fur hat, and then turns and walks away.

‘I mean, look at this guy. He’s gorgeous.’

I turn my attention back to Stella, who’s poring over the brochure.

‘I’m not going,’ I say firmly.

‘Oh, Em . . .’ she whines.

‘No.’ I shake my head resolutely and move back over to the computer. I resume checking emails: books on order . . . promotional offers . . . 

‘So what are you going to do? Are your parents going to be home this year?’

My parents live upstate but they haven’t spent Christmas and New Year at home since I graduated from college. Last year it was a safari in Botswana. The year before it was two weeks on a houseboat in India. And before that . . . Gosh, I’ve lost track, but it was somewhere phones don’t work.

‘Spending your inheritance’ is how they laughingly describe these trips, and I’m really pleased for them. They’re born-again hippies with money. They wear Birkenstocks, drive a Prius and eat organic – Dad even took up yoga until he put his back out – and every year they disappear without so much as a Christmas card.

‘No, this year they’re going to Thailand on some meditation retreat.’ I shrug. ‘But I’ve been invited to my auntie Jean’s for dinner on Christmas Day.’

Admittedly I used to get a bit upset when all my friends were going to spend the vacation at home, with the tree and turkey and everything, but I’ve got used to it now. Usually I go stay with my brother, Pete, in Brooklyn, but six months ago he met Marlena, an actress, so this year they’ve decided to visit her parents in Florida for New Year. Which is fine. I’ll probably stay home this year and curl up with a glass of wine and a good book. New Year’s Eve is always a huge anticlimax anyway, isn’t it?

‘But what about New Year’s Eve?’ asks Stella, not looking up from her brochure.

Saying that, I’d prefer not to admit my plans to the girl who thinks staying in on just a regular Friday night is a fate worse than death.

I pause, and at that moment I notice something on the counter. It’s a flyer. That’s weird. I didn’t see it before. I wonder who left it? Curious, I reach over and pick it up. It’s a photograph of stunning countryside over which, in black lettering, reads:

Specialist tours for literature lovers.

Spend a week with Mr Darcy. Explore the world of Jane Austen and Pride and Prejudice in the English countryside.

‘I’m going to England,’ I blurt.

As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I want to stuff them back in again. Oh, shit. Why did I go and say that?

‘You are?’ Stella rounds on me, her eyes wide with astonishment. ‘When?’

Oh, double shit. I have no frigging idea.

Anxiously I glance at the flyer. There’s a website address and so, pretending to be still busy checking emails, I quickly type it into the computer. A page immediately opens.

‘Um . . .’ I try to act all casual while quickly scrolling down through the information surrounding the tour. I’m just going to have to bluff it. ‘Soon . . .’ I hedge, playing for time. Where are the damn dates? They must be here somewhere. Trying to stay cool, calm and collected, I smooth back my hair and keep scrolling, my eyes scanning furiously. I can feel Stella’s eyes burning a hole in the side of my head.

OK. No need to panic, Emily.

An image of the inflatable banana pops into my head.

I panic.

Then I see them. Written in fine type at the bottom are all the various dates for tours. At last! Spotting one that coincides with the vacation to Cancún, I click on it. Well, you never know, they might have a cancellation over New Year. Surreptitiously I cross the fingers of my left hand underneath the counter. And anyway, it’s not as if I’m actually going, I’m just pretending.

I do a double-take as ‘one seat left’ pops up on the screen and stare at the words in astonishment.

‘How soon?’ challenges Stella.

Then again, it might be rather fun. England for New Year. I can just imagine it now. All those cute little villages, cosy British pubs with open fires and bursting with history.

And not an inflatable banana in sight.

I move the mouse to ‘book now’ and click.

‘Next week.’




Chapter Three

A week later, having spent a quiet Christmas Day at my Auntie Jean’s, I’m back at my flat packing for my trip. It’s December 27 and my flight leaves in a few hours. Stella’s sitting on my sofa bed eating her way through a tub of hummus and watching me trying to squeeze more books into my luggage. No matter that I’m only going for a week, I have to be prepared. Obviously I’ve had to pack all six of the Austen novels, which takes up a fair amount of room, although I’ve left out Pride and Prejudice to take in my hand luggage as I want to read it again.

Then of course there’s the contemporary stuff, like this book by a new writer that’s been number one on the New York Times bestseller list for the last six weeks that I’ve been dying to read.

‘You’re going to spend the holidays in England. In the freezing cold. With some Jane Austen book club?’ asks Stella, interrupting my thought process.

‘It’s not a book club, it’s a specialist tour. And it’s for literature lovers,’ I correct primly, quoting the flyer.

Scooping up a blob of hummus on the end of a baby carrot, Stella looks at me with undisguised despair. She’s come over with the excuse of borrowing my flat-irons, which I’ve never used and are still in their box, to take to Mexico. But now, nearly a whole tub of hummus later, I realise it’s all been a ruse – she’s here to try to get me to change my mind.

And she’ll stop at nothing.

‘You know what that means, don’t you?’ she continues, munching loudly, her chin resting on her black Lycra-clad knees.

Reluctantly turning away from a pile of paperbacks on my bedside table, I make a start on my sock drawer. ‘No, but I’m sure you’re going to tell me,’ I say stiffly, bundling socks into little balls.

‘Kooks,’ she says matter-of-factly, throwing me a look.

I pause mid-sock-ball. ‘What do you mean, kooks?’

‘You know. Weirdos. Misfits. Old people.’

Aghast, I stare at Stella. ‘I can’t believe you just said that.’

Oh, OK, so I’m not really shocked, but being her boss I have to at least appear to take the moral high ground here.

‘Well, think about it. What kind of people want to spend the vacations with a bunch of strangers, talking about books?’

‘I do,’ I gasp, offended.

Stella throws me a look of pity.

‘I happen to like books. I’m the manager of a bookstore, remember? Does that make me a kook?’ I ask haughtily.

Stella scrapes another baby carrot round the sides of the plastic tub to get the last of the hummus. ‘No. You were a kook anyway.’ She smiles, licking off the excess.

Throwing a velvet cushion at her, I turn back to my bookshelves to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything.

‘Forgive me if I’m being stupid, but are you actually going to take any clothes on this trip?’ asks Stella after a moment.

‘Of course,’ I reply indignantly. ‘I just haven’t gotten round to that bit yet.’

Actually, to tell the truth, I haven’t really given the clothes bit much thought. After all, I’m only away for a week.

‘And it’s not as if I’m going to need that much,’ I point out in my defence.

‘But you’re going to need some.’

I turn round to see Stella eyeing my luggage with suspicion.

‘I don’t see any in here yet, and it’s already quite full,’ she continues doubtfully, before suddenly flashing me a smile, ‘Don’t tell me! You’re planning a trip to Topshop the moment you arrive.’

‘What’s Topshop?’

Stella looks at me in disbelief. ‘What’s Topshop!’ she cries. ‘Topshop is my holy place.’

I look at her blankly.

‘Never mind, you wouldn’t understand,’ she sighs, shaking her head. ‘Clothes are obviously not a priority.’ She looks pointedly back at my luggage.

‘OK, OK, point taken,’ I say huffily. ‘Maybe I need to bring a bigger bag.’ Reaching under my bed, I tug out my old suitcase on wheels and flip it open. ‘See. Plenty of room.’ Hastily I decant my books into it and turn to my closet.

I tug out a couple of sweaters. One is pink mohair with glittery bits round the cuffs and is sort of my fun sweater – you know, for having a snowball fight or something. Not that I’ve had a snowball fight since I was about ten, but it was featured in a magazine in one of those photoshoots where the models are rosy-cheeked and twinkly-eyed, and wearing mini-skirts and stripy tights. A look I’ve never managed to achieve, being a total fashion flunky. Every season I think about it – for about five minutes – and then put on my old jeans I’ve had for years.

My other sweater’s a black cashmere turtle neck. I bought it in some fancy designer boutique one January as part of my resolution to be more stylish after Stella, with typical subtlety, had pointed out that ‘Books might be your passion, but you can’t fuck a paperback.’ Even in the sale it set me back a fortune. I thought it would make me look smart and elegant, but to tell the truth I feel really boring in it. Like I’m an accountant or something.

I hold up both sweaters for Stella’s opinion. ‘Pink or black?’

She peers at them with a disapproving fashionista’s eye. ‘Definitely the pink,’ she says after a moment.

‘But the other one’s cashmere,’ I point out.

‘So?’ Stella shrugs.

Being a couple of years younger than me, Stella has not yet reached the age when you read Vogue at the hairdresser’s and crave to be one of those celebrities who, when interviewed about what essentials they buy for their winter wardrobe, reply casually, ‘Cashmere in bulk.’ She’s still happy with an acrylic mix.

‘It’s boring.’ She yawns dismissively.

I stuff both in my suitcase. She’s right – the pink is much nicer – but I have to bring the black with me to justify spending that much. Even if it just passes back and forth across the Atlantic without even leaving my suitcase I’ll feel better. And I might wear it.

No, you won’t, Emily. You’ve had it for three years and you’ve never worn it. It makes you look like Auntie Jean.

Oh, shut up.

Turning back to my closet, I try deciding what else to take. God, I hate packing. I’m crap at it. I have no idea what to take.

Giving up with any pretence of choosing, I chuck in lots of basic stuff – T-shirts, jeans, sweatshirts – then try to zip it up. But the zipper won’t budge. Seeing my plight, Stella untangles her legs from beneath her and joins me. Together we bump up and down on the lid, wiggling our butts and grunting a lot. Finally I zip it up. Just.

‘Right, that’s it. All done.’ I stand back and look at it with satisfaction. ‘What about you? Have you packed already?’ 

‘Yep. I did a major splurge at this really hip new store in Greenwich Village,’ she enthuses, idly looking through all the bottles of nail polish on my dresser. ‘And then I found these amazing beach cover-ups. I’m taking a different one for every day that I’m going to just throw on over my bikini and flip-flops.’ Unscrewing a lid, she paints a thumbnail, holds it to the light, then wrinkles up her nose in distaste and screws the lid back on. ‘I’ve got my whole look planned. It’s a sort of fusion between Miami Beach and Ibiza.’

‘But you’re going to Mexico,’ I point out, puzzled.

‘Honestly, Em, it’s a fashion term,’ she gasps, shaking her head in despair. ‘Oh, and of course I’ve packed condoms,’ she adds nonchalantly, in the way people always do when they’re dying for you to ask them about it. Usually I’d ignore it, but this time I am dying to know.

‘Condoms?’ I repeat, slightly shocked. ‘But what about Freddy?’

‘What about him?’ she says innocently, picking up a copy of The Time Traveller’s Wife from my dresser and leafing through it. Trust me, if ever there was suspicious behaviour, this is it.

‘I thought something might be happening between you two.’

‘Why, because we’re married?’ she teases. ‘You know that was purely so he could get his papers. He’s adorable and I love him to bits, but he’s so not the right guy for me,’ she says decisively. ‘And I’m so not the right girl for him.’

‘Why not?’ I persist.

‘We’re complete opposites,’ she says simply. ‘I’m a vegetarian, he eats salami for breakfast. I’m untidy, he’s a neat freak. I like to stay up late, he’s in bed by nine thirty every night as he has to be at the bakery for four a.m. We’d drive each other crazy if we were really a couple.’ She fidgets with her wooden bangles, rolling them up and down her forearm in agitation. ‘Look, Freddy’s the sweetest person in the whole world, and he’ll make someone a wonderful boyfriend, but not me.’

Grabbing my big, fluffy, mohair scarf, I turn to face her. ‘Well, I think you’d make a great couple,’ I persist.

‘Oh, Em . . .’ Stella shakes her head pityingly. ‘Get real.’

‘I am real,’ I reply indignantly.

‘No, you’re not, you’re a romantic,’ she dismisses.

That’s the second time Stella’s called me a romantic this week, and it’s beginning to grate.

‘I’m also a realist,’ I point out righteously.

Stella throws me a look that says purlease.

‘I am,’ I repeat feebly.

‘And this from the girl who wants to date Mr Darcy.’

Feeling my cheeks burning, I stalk over to my hand luggage to start packing that.

‘Who, might I add, you told me was fabulously wealthy,’ adds Stella, picking up my brand-new copy of Pride and Prejudice, which I bought to take with me on this trip. My old one has been read so many times it’s falling apart. ‘I mean, c’mon. Let’s be honest. That Elizabeth Bennet was only interested in Mr Darcy because he was an aristocrat and had that big fuck-off estate wherever it was . . .’

‘Pemberley in Derbyshire,’ I prompt. Earlier I gave Stella a little potted synopsis of the novel, though I don’t remember it sounding like this.

‘. . . trust me, she would never have even looked at him if he’d lived in a tiny apartment above a bakery.’ Sighing, she puts down my book and absently picks up my itinerary. ‘Ooh, look, you’re going to a New Year’s Eve ball,’ she says, perking up. ‘Groovy.’

‘I know, great, huh?’ I smile, relieved to be changing the subject. Padding into my tiny bathroom, I open my cabinet and begin haphazardly chucking stuff into a sponge bag.

‘So what are you going to wear?’

‘Wear?’ I pause mid-chuck, feeling my frisson of excitement disintegrating at the thought of being hauled in front of the fashion police.

‘Please tell me you have a dress,’ hollers Stella sternly.

I shut the door of the bathroom cabinet and look at my reflection in the mirror: shit.

‘Of course I have a dress,’ I say defensively, emerging from the bathroom. ‘Honestly, what do you think I’m going to wear? T-shirt and jeans?’

By the look on her face that’s a yes.

She narrows her eyes. ‘Well . . . where is it?’

‘In my suit bag.’ I gesture to the black vinyl bag hanging on my closet.

‘Can I see it?’ she asks, reaching for the zipper.

‘Not really. It’s all packed,’ I say, hastily making an excuse. ‘In tissue paper,’ I add.

Good thinking. Tissue paper makes it sound as if it’s from a really expensive boutique.

Stella looks suitably impressed, but still suspicious. ‘Describe it,’ she demands, folding her arms.

‘Erm . . . well, it’s . . .’ I falter as I think about my shopping trip a couple of days ago on a mission to find something. And how I flailed around in H&M with armfuls of dresses, feeling overwhelmed and desperate, until finally I just went for the most— ‘Festive,’ I say vaguely.

‘Festive?’

‘And fun,’ I add hopefully.

‘Festive and fun?’ she gasps in disbelief. ‘Emily, are we talking about a dress here or a novelty blow-up Santa?’

I make a last-ditch attempt. ‘It has sequins,’ I venture doubtfully.

Stella’s face collapses. She looks distraught, standing there in her vintage pussybow blouse and asymmetrical skirt from a boutique that’s so intimidating I daren’t even peer in the window.

‘Festive is not fun, Emily, it’s a fashion nightmare,’ she’s shrieking, clutching her temples. ‘Festive has zero style. All those boring little black dresses, sequinned scarves and sparkly eyeshadow.’ She gives a little shudder and suddenly I remember.

Oh, no. Please don’t let her see my new—

‘What’s this?’

Too late.

Pouncing on my new sparkly eyeshadow that I bought in the same desperate shopping trip, Stella sweeps a shimmery stripe across her eyelid, then stands back and peers at herself.

‘Iridescent Frost?’ she accuses.

I knew I should have bought matt. I knew it.

‘So, back to Freddy. There’s definitely no chance of romance?’ I ask, trying to distract her before it gets worse and she discovers the sequinned scarf I bought on a whim at the weekend.

Thankfully it works.

‘Absolutely not,’ she gasps and flops down onto my white cotton comforter. ‘I may be married, but I’m very much single. And I need my best friend.’ Pouting, she rolls over onto her stomach and props herself up on her elbows. ‘Are you sure I can’t persuade you to ditch the old folks on the minibus and come have some fun in Mexico instead? There’s still one space left.’ She pretends to whimper.

‘It’s a luxury coach,’ I correct her. ‘And no thanks.’ I shake my head. ‘I know you find this hard to believe, Stella, but I want to go on this tour.’ It’s true. Now I’ve had the chance to think about it, I’m really looking forward to it. ‘I’ve always wanted to go to England, ever since I read Jane Austen, and now’s my opportunity.’

‘Well, the British men can be pretty cute,’ concedes Stella, completely missing my point. ‘Just look at Daniel Craig.’

‘I’m not going for the men,’ I gasp impatiently, attempting to stuff The Time Traveller’s Wife through a tiny gap in the zipper of my suitcase.

‘Not even James Bond?’ she sighs dreamily. Then, seeing me struggling, snaps, ‘Honestly, Em. Haven’t you got enough books already?’

‘Some people pack too many clothes, with me it’s books,’ I say coolly, in an attempt to justify myself.

Hoisting herself up from my bed, Stella shoots me a look that says she’s not buying it.

‘I never know what I’m going to want to curl up in bed with.’ I shrug.

‘How about trying a man?’ she retorts, tugging on her scarf and mittens.

Now it’s my turn to shoot her a look.

‘Seriously, Em, how long has it been since you actually . . .?’

‘I’ve told you. The only men I’m interested in are in here . . .’ I grab my copy of Pride and Prejudice and slap it on the top of my suitcase.

‘OK, OK, I won’t say another word.’ She holds up her mittened hands in surrender. ‘Anyway, I’d better go. I’ve got a few last-minute things to do before I leave for Mexico.’

We both look at each other and I realise it’s time to say goodbye.

‘Well, toodle-pops,’ trills Stella in an appalling attempt at a British accent.

‘I think it’s toodle-pip,’ I grimace, laughing.

‘Oh, well, whatever it is those crazy Brits say.’ She shrugs, and then her face softens. ‘You look after yourself and have a good time, OK?’ Throwing her arms round me, she gives me a hug. ‘Promise?’ she asks, uncharacteristically emotional.

I squeeze her tightly. ‘Promise.’

For a brief moment I feel a twinge of doubt about spending New Year’s alone and not with Stella and her friends, but just as briefly I dismiss it. I’m a big girl. I’ll be fine. ‘Now, make sure you call me from Mexico, let me know how the margaritas are, won’t you?’

‘Definitely.’ She nods, throwing me that famous Stella grin. Releasing the latch, she tugs open the door. ‘Oh, and by the way . . .’ she pauses in the doorway ‘. . . this eyeshadow is awesome.’ And winking at me, she disappears into the hallway.




Chapter Four

Fast-forward eleven hours and I’m standing in the immigration line at Heathrow Airport, jet-lagged but excited. I feel a whoosh of exhilaration. Even now I can’t believe it’s really happening, that I’m actually here in England. England!

‘Next!’

Stifling a hippo-sized yawn, I look up to see I’m being waved forward by one of the officials, a grim-faced, middle-aged woman with short, frizzy hair and glasses.

‘How long do you intend to spend in the United Kingdom?’ she demands in a clipped voice as I approach the counter.

‘A week,’ I reply, giving her a friendly smile.

It has absolutely zero effect. Taking my passport, she studies it gravely and begins tapping furiously into her keyboard.

‘And what is your purpose for visiting?’

‘I’m here on a tour,’ I reply eagerly.

Without looking up, the immigration officer pushes up her glasses and continues tap-tapping, her lips tightly pursed.

My excitement wobbles. Her silence is beginning to make me a bit nervous. As if I’ve done something wrong somehow. A flashback of being caught shoplifting pops into my head and I feel a beat of worry. Oh, God, don’t say I’ve got some kind of criminal record and they’ve found it on an international database. OK, so I was only eleven and it was Barbie clothes, but still. I have a history.

With my front teeth I begin chewing the flaky bits off my lips, which I only ever do when I’m nervous, and which I shouldn’t do as they always start bleeding.

They start bleeding.

‘What kind of tour?’ asks the officer, breaking off momentarily to flick through my passport. She grimaces at my picture – which isn’t that bad – then resumes her work at the keyboard. What on earth is she typing? An essay? A police report?

My stomach nosedives.

‘It’s a specialist tour for literature lovers,’ I croak, my voice coming out all funny and high-pitched. Clearing my throat, I swallow a few times. ‘A week in the English countryside to explore the world of Jane Austen and Pride and Prejudice,’ I add weakly.

As if she cares, I think anxiously.

‘Pride and Prejudice?’ she repeats sharply, without looking up. Her fingers freeze on the keys. ‘Did you just say Pride and Prejudice?’

My immigration officer seems galvanised by this news.

‘Um, yes.’ I nod, uncertainly.

She looks up, her face flushed with excitement. ‘Oh, my goodness, I can’t believe it! I love Pride and Prejudice!’ she shrieks loudly. Clutching at her polyester chest, she throws me a dazzling smile. ‘I just saw the film adaptation with Keira Knightley. Wasn’t it wonderful?’

I’m completely taken aback by her transformation. ‘Erm, yes . . .’ I stammer.

Leaning back in her chair, she loosens the top button of her blouse and begins fanning herself with my passport. ‘And that Mr Darcy.’ Rolling her eyes, she shoots me a lustful look. ‘Sex on a stick!’ Leaning forwards, she winks conspiratorially. ‘I tell you what, I wouldn’t kick him out of bed,’ she whispers, and giggles girlishly.

I stare, dumbfounded. I know Mr Darcy has an effect on women, but this is incredible.

Several minutes later we’re on first-name terms and Beryl is telling me all about her recent divorce from her husband, Len, her decision to work over the Christmas period and how much she wished she’d heard about the tour . . . 

‘. . . because it sounds marvellous, love.’ She smiles warmly, handing back my passport. ‘I’d rather be spending the festive season with Mr Darcy than a load of tourists, I can tell you. Maybe next year, eh?’

‘If you want, I’ll let you know how it is,’ I offer pleasantly.

‘Ooh, would you do that?’ Beryl smiles, and scribbles something on a piece of paper. ‘Here’s my email address.’

As I take it from her she squeezes my hand earnestly. ‘Have a great trip.’

‘Thanks, Beryl.’ I smile, slipping my passport into my pocket.

Waving goodbye, I grab my wheelie suitcase and pass through immigration with ease, then pause at the exit to look back. Just in time to hear Beryl bark, ‘Next,’ and see her smile morph into that scarily grim expression as she summons another nervous passenger. ‘How long do you intend to spend in the United Kingdom?’

I smile to myself. Thanks a lot, Mr D.

Walking through the arrivals gate, I’m greeted by crowds of people leaning over the barriers waiting for their loved ones to appear off their flights. The place reeks of festive excitement. Strung with Christmas decorations, carols are being piped over the speakers and tinsel and lights are everywhere. A buzz of English accents hums around me, and my ears home in on pieces of conversation, like a radio being tuned in, picking up the different stations.

‘Oooh, sweetheart, you look smashing with that suntan. Doesn’t she look smashing with that suntan, David? It’s been brass monkeys here . . .’

‘. . . what on earth do you mean, his plane’s delayed, darling? Crikey! We’re supposed to be at the registry office in less than an hour . . .’

‘. . . we’re taping Coronation Street, so as soon as we get home I’ll put the kettle on. I bet you’re gagging for a nice cup of tea . . .’

Smashing? Crikey? Gagging? Brass monkeys? Marvelling at all these weird and wonderful words, I weave my way through the crowds. Apparently, someone is going to be here to meet me, but I don’t know how I’m supposed to recognise them . . . 

‘Emily Albright?’

In the middle of the scrum of people, I spot a tiny, bird-like figure in a tweed suit holding up a sign with my name on it. I rush over, wheeling my cart with my luggage behind me.

‘Hi,’ I say politely. ‘Nice to meet you.’

The woman with the sign throws me a lively smile and extends her hand. ‘Miss Steane. Your tour guide. A pleasure to meet you, too,’ she replies jovially, her hazel eyes twinkling.

Something about her makes me falter. She seems really familiar. Have I met her before? For a moment I try to place her. Her face is freshly scrubbed and her hair is pinned up in a no-nonsense fashion. Yet, despite her frumpy appearance, she’s probably only the same age as the forty-something women I see on the streets of Manhattan, groomed to within an inch of their expensive honey-blonde highlights.

I smile, giving up on wracking my memory. Nope, it’s impossible. She probably just reminds me of someone off TV or something, I decide, going to shake hands.

‘We’re delighted to have you onboard our Jane Austen tour.’

‘Why, thank you.’ I nod as she grips my hand and pumps it vigorously up and down.

For such a petite woman, Miss Steane has an unexpectedly firm handshake.

‘I’m sure you’re going to find the next few days truly fascinating,’ she continues.

‘Great, thanks.’

‘You’ll discover a whole new world.’

‘Um . . . wow . . . thanks,’ I say, trying to sound casual.

She still hasn’t let go of my hand.

‘And as your guide I’m here to make sure it’s an experience you’ll never forget,’ she intones earnestly, fixing me with her bright hazel eyes.

Wow, she’s certainly very enthusiastic about her job, isn’t she?

‘Fab.’ I nod, smiling harder.

She beams broadly. ‘Splendid!’

Finally releasing my fingers, she deftly snaps the sign to her clipboard and tucks it under her arm. ‘Now, if you’d like to follow me . . .’ And I’ve barely had time to register before she’s taken off across the airport and is disappearing in a blur of tweed into the automatic twirling doors.

For a moment I watch her. Seriously, she really does look very familiar. I wonder if— Oh, God, Emily, you’re being ridiculous. You’ve never met this woman in your life. And pushing it from my mind, I grab my wayward cart and race after her.

I’m loving England.

OK, so I’ve only been here an hour, and we’re still only in the parking lot, but I’m already won over. For a start, everyone’s just so polite. They keep saying sorry, even when it’s me who bangs my cart into their legs. Plus, there are all these orderly lines – sorry, I should say ‘queues’ – for cabs, tickets, the washrooms, you name it, and everyone is waiting quietly and patiently. Which would never happen back in the States, they’d be kicking up a fuss and loudly complaining.

Plus, everything just seems so cool. Stella’s always telling me that New York is the fashion capital of the world, but everyone looks so stylish here. Everything does. Like, for example, the money. I just love how it’s all different sizes and has the Queen’s head on it. Dollars are so boring and green, and just so samey in comparison.

And what about the black cabs? Our yellow ones barely fit two people in the back, and my knees are always banging up against the driver’s seat, but I just saw a whole family climb inside one of the black ones a moment ago. And with all their luggage. It was incredible.

Stepping onto a pedestrian crossing, I look the wrong way and nearly get myself run over by the aforementioned cab. (Repeat after me, Emily: look right, not left; look right, not left.)

‘Watch where you’re going, luv,’ yells the burly cab driver as he screeches to a halt.

My God, did you hear his accent? Is that real Cockney? Throwing him an apologetic smile, I scoot to the other side. Because I love it. It’s like something out of Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels. Which is kind of apt, as I would kill for that accent.

‘We’re parked over there,’ Miss Steane is trilling as we hurry across the parking lot. ‘It’s the blue-and-white one at the end.’ She gestures over to a large coach and I feel a beat of pleasure. It looks really swanky. The type that has air-conditioning and a luxury bathroom.

See, I knew it wasn’t going to be a battered old minibus or anything, I think righteously, remembering back to Stella’s negative comments last night.

With a whoosh of air pressure the automatic doors swing open and
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