

[image: Most Ardently Yours by USA Today bestselling author Freya Sampson. In one corner, a small, illustrated figure of a Regency man stands against a bookstore display. A woman holds a book in the opposite corner. A man peeps from the bookstore window. A quote from USA Today bestselling author India Holton says: ‘Fans of Pride and Prejudice will adore this’.]






Praise for 
Most Ardently Yours

“Charming, witty, an absolute delight—­the perfect read for Austen fans and anyone who’s daydreamed about a book boyfriend.”

—­Sophie Cousens, New York Times bestselling author of Is She Really Going Out with Him?

“Most Ardently Yours is like a magical cross between Kate & Leopold and Notting Hill, and I loved it so much! This book feels like a nineties rom-­com in the very best way, and I am genuinely sad it’s over. 10/10 would recommend!”

—­Lynn Painter, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Better Than the Movies

“I love everything Freya Sampson writes, and Most Ardently Yours is no exception. It’s such a sparkly, cozy, wonderfully fun book, and at the same time, it connects with the reader on a genuine emotional level. Fans of Pride and Prejudice will adore it, but I just know everyone else will too. There are so many laugh-­out-­loud moments, so many gasp-­worthy twists and heart-­lifting scenes. And the romance is truly scrumptious. Freya Sampson has proven yet again that she is an absolute master storyteller and one of my forever favorites.”

—­India Holton, USA Today bestselling author

“Most Ardently Yours is the epitome of the Mr. Darcy hand flex, and I devoured every page. Cozy, brilliant, and deeply romantic, this is every bookworm’s dream!”

—­Amy Lea, international bestselling author



“Most Ardently Yours is the kind of novel that feels like stepping into your favorite bookstore on a rainy afternoon and forgetting the rest of the world exists. Utterly charming, deliciously bookish, and threaded with a touch of magic, Freya Sampson delivers a premise so irresistibly fun it made me grin from the very first page. With sparkling wit and a swoon-­worthy appearance from Austen’s most beloved hero, this story is a heartfelt, romantic treat for anyone who loves books, bookstores, and the quiet wonder of getting lost in a story that feels like it was written just for you.”

—­Ali Brady, USA Today bestselling author of Battle of the Bookstores

“A lively and unputdownable story that’s up to its breeches in charm, Most Ardently Yours has all the best elements of a fantastic read: romance, humor, and Mr. Darcy. Freya Sampson’s writing is the perfect balance of wit and heart, leaving us laughing as much as we swoon. Readers who’ve always wondered what it would be like to date your favorite book boyfriend—­this one’s for you. You’re going to love it.”

—­London Sperry, author of Passion Project

“Delivered with Freya Sampson’s singular wit and humor, Most Ardently Yours feels like the love child of two of my all-­time favorites: Kate & Leopold and Pride and Prejudice. A romance novel for romance lovers, this story is smartly self-­aware and absolutely frothing over with what we treasure most about this genre. This was the most fun I’ve had with a book in quite some time. An absolute delight. I loved it—­most ardently.”

—­Ellen O’Clover, author of The Heartbreak Hotel



“Watch out, Bridget Jones! I have a new favorite modern-­day Pride and Prejudice. Sampson’s Most Ardently Yours is a fantastically imaginative homage to the power of romance novels, indie bookstores, and, of course, the lifelong pursuit of Happily Ever After. I loved every minute.”

—­Lucy Gilmore, author of The Lonely Hearts Book Club

“Freya Sampson brings her trademark charm and wit to the romance genre, and we are all so much richer for it. Inhabitants of romancelandia will find themselves smiling throughout as Sampson brings Fitzwilliam Darcy to life. Literally. Sweet, sexy, and laugh-­out-­loud funny, this book is a love letter to the romance genre and deserves a keeper place on the shelf.”

—­Elizabeth Everett, USA Today bestselling author of Magic and Mischief at the Wayside Hotel

“Heartfelt, inventive, and hilarious, Most Ardently Yours is a sparkling celebration of the books and characters that shape us. It’s a powerful reminder that finding our ‘happy ever after’ is ultimately up to us—­as long as we have the courage to face our fears and pursue it. This is the perfect bookish read for Austen fans and booklovers!”

—­Shauna Robinson, author of Lauryn Harper Falls Apart

“Freya Sampson’s books make my heart happy. Most Ardently Yours will sprinkle you with book magic and make your book-boyfriend dreams come true.”

—Jenny Bayliss, author of I’ll Be Home for Christmas
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For anyone who has ever believed they’re not worthy of

their own happy-ever-after




It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single woman in possession of many romance novels, must be in want of a book boyfriend.
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CHAPTER ONE

If you’ve ever visited London’s West End, you might well have walked past Baskerville Books. It’s situated in Cecil Court, a narrow thoroughfare between the bustling theaters and restaurants of Charing Cross Road and St. Martin’s Lane, just a stone’s throw from Trafalgar Square. Venturing into Cecil Court is like stepping back into Victorian London. Ornate hand-­painted signs hang above the shops, advertising antiques dealers and art galleries, and every December, Londoners congregate there to sing Christmas carols and drink mulled wine, like something out of a Richard Curtis movie.

Anyway, you might have noticed I said “walked past Baskerville Books,” as opposed to walked into it. That’s because if, like me, you’re a book-­loving woman, chances are you’ll have glanced in the shop’s window, given a weary sigh or a knowing eye roll, and kept on walking. It’s not that there’s anything sinister or wrong with the window, per se. It’s just that it’s filled with what my best friend, Bianca, and I refer to as “dick lit”: books written by middle-­aged men, for middle-­aged men. There are different genres within dick lit, such as “Action DL” (often featuring plots to overthrow governments, car chases, and superfluous women with prominent breasts), “Motivational DL” (with titles like 50 Rules for Being a Real Man), and “Literary DL” (which are overly long, utterly pretentious, and win all the big literary prizes). Baskerville Books is a first-­class example of a dick lit–­oriented shop, its window display screaming Women not welcome: Take your hormones elsewhere.

It was for this reason that I’d never set foot in there, even though I must have walked past it hundreds of times in the seven years I’d worked in nearby Covent Garden. And I don’t think I’d have ever gone in if it weren’t for the sudden biblical downpour that opened up on me as I was walking to meet Bianca for our Wednesday-­night drinks. Given it was the first week of September and the weather app had promised temperatures of twenty-­eight degrees and blue skies, I’d left the house that morning wearing a floaty white sundress and flip-­flops, without so much as a thought for umbrellas or raincoats. So the second the skies opened, I was drenched. To make matters worse, the fabric of my dress immediately turned transparent, displaying to the world the black knickers I’d unadvisedly put on because they were the only clean pair I had. In a blind panic, I ran to the nearest shop, tugged on the door, and fell inside in a heap of swear words, sodden hair, and see-­through cotton.

I looked up, disoriented, and then I spotted a novel by Lee Child and my heart sank. For a second, I considered reversing back outside and taking my chances with the elements, when a crack of thunder warned me otherwise. Instead, I stared longingly out the window, cursing myself for ever having trusted the wretched British weather.

“Sorry, we’re about to close,” a voice said behind me.

I turned to see a man emerging from a door at the back of the shop, carrying an enormous pile of books that obscured his face.

“Please, can I hide in here for a minute? It’s chucking it down out there.”



There was a distinct tut from behind the books. “You can stay while I put out this new stock, but then I need to lock up.”

“Thanks.”

I glanced around the shop, taking it in properly for the first time. From the boring, slightly dusty window display, I’d imagined it would be neglected and uninviting inside, but it was actually beautiful. Tall oak bookcases lined every wall, each crammed with books in a slightly chaotic but charming way, and cozy-­looking chairs were tucked into the nooks and crannies. Tables were scattered around the main floor, and the whole place had that papery, faintly vanilla-­y smell shared by all good bookshops. I wandered over to the nearest shelf and scanned my eyes along until I saw Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun and The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood. Maybe this place wasn’t as bad as I’d always thought?

“Do you have a romance section?” I called over my shoulder as I walked along the wall of bookcases.

“No,” came the bookseller’s brief-­but-­to-­the-­point reply.

Disappointing, but not a massive surprise, given the higgledy-­piggledy nature of the shop. “Do you have the latest Emily Henry in?”

“Emily who?”

Seriously? I turned to look at the man. He had his back to me as he shelved books, but he was tall and dressed in jeans and a pale-­blue shirt. I could make out the muscles in his broad shoulders as he reached up to the top shelf.

“Emily Henry,” I said. “You know, Beach Read, Book Lovers?”

“Sorry, not heard of her.”

“You must have! She’s one of the bestselling romance authors of the past ten years.”

There was an audible sigh as the man turned around, and I got my first look at his face. He had messy, dark-­blond hair—­the kind that made it look like he’d just rolled out of bed even though it was 6:00 p.m.—­and a sharp jawline dusted with stubble. His eyes were a bright, icy blue, the same color as his shirt, and I saw his pupils dilate as they fell on me. I would have felt flattered, only when I glanced down, I saw that the front of my dress was completely transparent, showing my nipples off in a way any dick lit author would be proud of. I quickly put a hand up to cover my chest, hoping my face hadn’t turned as red as it felt.

He coughed to clear his throat. “I’m afraid I don’t have any of her books in stock. You can try Goldsboro Books, they’re just up the—­”

“I know where Goldsboro is, thank you very much. I just can’t believe you work in a bookshop and you’ve never heard of Emily Henry. What about Julia Quinn?”

He shook his head.

“Beth O’Leary?”

“Nope.”

“Talia Hibbert? Come on! How about Ali Hazelwood or Casey McQuiston?”

“I feel like this could go on all evening,” he said.

“What about Jane Austen? If you tell me you haven’t heard of her, then I might have to walk over there and punch you.”

The man arched an eyebrow, and I saw the side of his mouth twitch. “I am aware of her. But if you’re asking me whether I sell books by any of these authors, the answer is no. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to close up.”

He stepped toward the front door and pulled it open, but I stayed where I was, my arms crossed resolutely over my chest.

“I’m not leaving until you tell me why you won’t sell any of these authors,” I said. “Is it because they’re women?”



“I stock plenty of female authors. I also sell books by trans and nonbinary authors, in case you were worrying about that too.”

“Then what, you only sell tomes that get reviewed in The Sunday Times? Action series with twenty-­five books and still no end in sight? Nothing with pastel colors on the cover?”

“This is getting ridiculous,” he said. “Look, the rain has stopped now, so you can safely go on your way without exposing yourself to anyone else.”

I should probably have left at this point—­thrown out an excellent, scathing one-­liner and marched out of the shop with what was left of my dignity intact. But there was something about this man and his stubborn, sarcastic arrogance that made me open my mouth again.

“I’m not going anywhere.”

We stared at each other for way longer than was comfortable, our eyes locked in mutual irritation. He was the first to look away.

“Fine, if you really want to know…I hate romance novels.”

“What?” It was such a ridiculous statement that the word exploded out of me in a chicken-­like squawk. “How can you hate an entire genre of books?”

“Quite easily. And given I own this shop, I get to choose what I sell and what I don’t.”

“That is the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard,” I said. “Like, I really hate cheese, but I work in a café and I know that lots of other people like cheese, so I still serve it to them. That’s how a business works.”

“You hate cheese?”

“It is literally sour, curdled milk and not fit for human consumption.”

There it was again, that hint of a stifled smile. Was he laughing at me? I felt a flash of anger.

“Do you hate women, is that it? Because it’s kind of a bad look to slag off a genre whose readership is 80 percent female.”



“I definitely don’t hate women.” His eyes were fixed on my face, and I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed.

“OK, well, if this is some absurd misconception that romance novels are ‘badly written,’ then let me tell you that is total bullshit. And just because they usually have a happy ending doesn’t mean they’re any less valid than your boring, macho ‘men’s’ fiction.”

I realized that by this point, my voice was several decibels louder than it needed to be, and I was definitely overusing the fingers-­as-­inverted-­commas hand sign, but I didn’t care. This guy was belligerent, misogynistic, and starting to really piss me off.

“I’m not saying they don’t have literary value,” he said. “All I’m saying is that I don’t have to stock them in my shop.”

“But why are you—­”

“Oh my God!” he interrupted, running a hand roughly through his hair. “OK, fine. I hate romance novels because they’re toxic. They sell readers—­predominantly women, as you say—­completely unrealistic ideas of what love should be like. In romance novels, the enemy becomes the lover, the baddie gets their comeuppance, and the girl always gets the guy—­or the girl, if she’s that way inclined. But that’s not how life works. Enemies usually stay enemies, baddies continue being dickheads, and people break your fucking heart. So I’m sorry if I hate a genre of literature whose entire premise is to sell readers the lie of the happy-­ever-­after. There, is that clear enough for you?”

There was a moment of stunned silence, and all I could hear was our breathing and the distant rumble of buses on St. Martin’s Lane.

“I’m so sorry.”

The man’s eyes swung to me in surprise. “What for?”

“Did she cheat on you? Run off with your best friend? Oh my God, did she die? That’s awful, you must—­”



“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Clearly someone seriously broke your heart to make you so bitter and twisted, because no ordinary person gets so worked up about fictional books.”

As I said that, I realized I was very much someone who got worked up about fictional books—­I once refused to talk to Bianca for a whole week after she accidentally revealed the ending of One Day to me—­but there was no way I was going to admit that to this jerk.

“I’m not getting worked up, and no one broke my heart,” he said, although his deepening scowl suggested otherwise. “You told me you wouldn’t leave until I explained why I hate romance novels. I have now told you, so could you please get the hell out of my shop?”

He turned away to carry on reshelving books, but I stayed where I was, unwilling to admit defeat. And that’s when I saw it. On the top shelf of the nearest bookcase, misfiled between Paulo Coelho and J. M. Coetzee, was the spine of a book I knew very well. I stood on my tiptoes and pulled it out, waving it in the air like it was the World Cup trophy.

“You do sell romance novels!” I crowed.

“What ro—­” The man swung back around and then stopped, his eyes narrowing. “Where did you get that?”

“Just here, on the top shelf. Ha!” I sauntered toward the till, sashaying my hips in a way I hoped made me look triumphant and powerful, as opposed to like a heavily pregnant cow. “I’d like to buy this book, please.”

The man stalked over to the counter. “It’s not for sale.”

“But you’re a bookseller. By definition, your sole purpose here is to sell books.”

“Not this one.” The man reached out, clearly waiting for me to hand it over. But some childish impulse kicked in, and I found myself hugging it tighter to my chest.



“But I want it.”

“I can ring Foyles and see if—­”

“No, I want this one.”

“Please give it to me.”

There was a slight desperate tone in his voice—­one which, in retrospect, I should probably have paid more heed to. But I was drunk on an intoxicating cocktail of anger and self-­righteousness, and so I ignored him.

“If you hate romance books, then I’m doing you a favor by taking it off your hands.”

“Christ, just give me the damn book!”

I’m not proud of what I did next. It was silly, petty, and technically speaking, illegal. But in the heat of the moment, all I could think about was getting Elizabeth and Darcy away from this awful man and his cozy but despicable bookshop.

And so, dear reader, I thrust the copy of Pride and Prejudice into my bag, I turned, and I ran.







CHAPTER TWO

“You did what?”

I was sitting opposite Bianca in a crowded bar on Greek Street, my face still pink from having sprinted across Soho, a glass of wine in one hand and the stolen liberated book in the other.

“I couldn’t leave it there, B. The man was a monster who would’ve ripped it up the second I left. I rescued it for the greater good!” I slammed my glass down with rather more force than intended, spilling wine over the table.

“All right, Robin Hood, calm down,” Bianca said, grinning as she topped me up. “Was he really that bad?”

“Worse! He was so patronizing, like I was some airhead schoolgirl in danger of eloping with a seven-­foot hairy monster because I’d read Beauty and the Beast. I’ve never met such a sexist, self-­important, prejudiced prick.”

“Let me guess: Was he old and wearing a tweed jacket with elbow patches? Did he have halitosis?”

“No, that’s the worst part. He was young—­early thirties, I’d say—­not remotely smelly, and objectively handsome, in an Adam-­out-­of-­The Love Hypothesis kind of way.”

“Ohh, big hands,” Bianca said approvingly. “What a shame he was such an arse; I could see you with a sexy, brooding bookseller.”

“Ugh, I can safely promise you I would never date that man.”

“I wonder what made him hate romance novels so much?”

“My theory is abandoned by the love of his life, or else major mummy issues. Either way, I refused to leave my babies in his huge, evil hands.” I looked down at the copy of Pride and Prejudice, stroking its cover. “It’s all right, my darlings, you’re safe now. The nasty man can’t hurt you anymore.”

Bianca laughed, a wicked cackle that was one of my favorite sounds in the whole world. “He was correct about one thing, though—­”

“Nothing that man said was correct,” I muttered.

“Come on, you have to admit that romance novels have given us high expectations of what a boyfriend should be like.”

“My expectations of men have always been on the low to medium side, I’d say.”

“What about that guy in sixth form who you dumped because you said he was a rubbish kisser and every decent book boyfriend is always phenomenal at it?”

“That wasn’t the only reason I dumped him,” I said. “He also left messages on read for three days, which is a massive red flag.”

“And who was that sweet guy from your uni course—­the French one who carried a guitar everywhere?” Bianca asked.

“Tomas?”

“He was besotted with you, but you refused to go on a date with him because you said you needed a man who could banter with you like Joshua from The Hating Game.”



“It’s not my fault I find a sarcastic wit attractive,” I said. “Plus, you can’t talk: Remember when we were going through our intense Twilight phase, and Rick Simmons asked you to the school prom and you said you’d only go if he’d cosplay with you?”

Bianca smiled at the memory. “He did it, as well. I still have a photo of us somewhere: me as a smoking-­hot Black Bella and him as Edward, with too much talcum powder on his face.”

I laughed. “Yeah, he was an underwhelming vampire.”

“But this is my point, Zo. We’ve always had such perfect book boyfriends that real-­life men are only ever going to be a let-­down in comparison.”

I leaned back in my chair and took a sip of wine. “I’d say it’s the other way around for me. I’ve always had such shitty real-­life men that I’ve come to realize book boyfriends are the only ones who won’t let me down.”

“OK, but however great Xaden Riorson is, he’s not going to make you a baked bean toastie when you’re hungover, is he? And Wes Bennett can’t give you a hug when you’ve had a shitty day at work.”

“I have you for the hugs, and I can make my own toasties, thank you very much.”

Bianca chuckled. “Of course you can, and I’d never suggest you need a man to be happy or complete. But you once told me that one of the reasons you love romance novels so much—­one of the reasons you wanted to write them yourself—­was because above all else, you love the promise of a happy-­ever-­after. And I don’t think you’ll ever find your own version of that if you’re always comparing every man you meet to Adam Carlsen or Fitzwilliam Darcy.”

I took another swig of wine. I knew Bianca meant well, but on this one, she was wrong. Just because I loved a happy-­ever-­after in a book didn’t mean I expected to have one myself. Hell, I couldn’t even write a convincing one, which was part of the reason why I’d given up on my dream of being a published author—­so how could I ever hope to have one in real life?

“Happy-­ever-­afters are for novels,” I said, then realized I sounded alarmingly like that grumpy bookseller. “Anyway, you disprove your own theory. You’ve had dozens of book boyfriends, and yet you still found Steve, who is 100 percent perfect and, unless there’s something you’re not telling me, 100 percent real.”

“True, he is pretty dreamy,” Bianca said, her face softening at the mention of her fiancé. “Although I wouldn’t go as far as saying he’s perfect. This morning, I walked into the kitchen to find him picking his toenails while eating toast.”

“Ugh, gross! I take it back: Edward Cullen would never do that, so you should marry him instead.”

“Nah, he’s too problematic; I’ll stick with Steve and his toenails.”

“Cheers to that!” I raised my glass, and as we clinked them together, I felt a rush of love for my best friend. I’d known Bianca since we were two bookish eleven-­year-­olds who’d bonded over our mutual love of Malorie Blackman. Since losing both my parents—­my mum to cancer and my dad to fuckwittery—­Bianca was the closest thing I had to family: the Jane to my Elizabeth Bennet, the peanut butter to my jam, the—­

“Whoa, this wine has gone straight to my head,” I said.

“That’ll be the shoplifting. Breaking the law always makes me thirsty too.”

I groaned. “Please don’t remind me. I never want to think about that awful bookshop again.”

“Which one was it?”



“Baskerville Books.”

“Ohh, I know the one. That shop has big dick lit energy. In fact…” Bianca trailed off, and when I glanced up, I saw she was biting her lower lip.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I was just going to say I’m pretty sure that’s where Crispin had his book launch last week.”

At the mention of that name, I felt my heart plummet from my chest cavity down to somewhere around my knees. Crispin Carter, the man I’d dated for four years. The man who’d destroyed my dream of being a writer and then destroyed my heart.

“Sorry, I wanted to tell you in a more delicate way than that,” Bianca said.

“It’s OK. I knew the book was out.”

I knew because it was everywhere I sodding looked: glowing reviews in all the newspapers, an interview on Radio 4—­I’d even walked past a giant poster in Camden Town Tube station. “The voice of a generation,” it had smugly declared, with quotes from Ian McEwan and George Saunders. I’d started taking the bus to avoid it.

“If it’s any consolation, the book launch looked shit,” Bianca said. “Also, I saw photos on Instagram, and he’s grown this stupid little goatee that makes his mouth look like a vulva.”

I snorted into my wine. “Oh God, I can just imagine it. I suppose she was at the launch too?”

She was Petra, the woman Crispin had started dating shortly after he’d dumped me. I’d never met her, having completely cut Crispin and his friends out of my life, but I may or may not have done some drunken late-­night googling, and from what I could tell, Petra had supermodel good looks and strong manic-­pixie-­dream-­girl energy.



“I think she was there,” B said, reaching across the table and squeezing my hand. “You OK?”

I sighed. “Yeah, fine. I mean, as much as it pains me to say it, Crispin deserves this success. His book may be the dictionary definition of naval-­gazing dick lit, but at least it’s well written.”

“It’s only well written because of everything you did to help it. Jesus, if it hadn’t been for you, Crispin would still be sitting in his ratty dressing gown, sobbing over his stupid typewriter.”

“Well, I’m sure he’ll mention me in his Booker Prize acceptance speech,” I said, the bitterness thick in my voice. Because Bianca was right: I had helped Crispin write that book. I’d spent hundreds of hours talking through the plot with him, reading his endless drafts, and massaging his fragile ego when he got yet another agent rejection. But when I asked him for feedback on my own writing, all Crispin had ever given me was blunt, derisive criticism, until eventually my confidence had been worn down so low that I stopped writing altogether. And the thanks I got for it all? A week after Crispin finally signed with an agent, he dumped me and threw me out of his flat.

“Fuck him!” I said graciously. “I hope his book bombs spectacularly and he’s destined to spend the rest of his life going to book signings where only one person attends, and they turn out to be there by accident and drink the free wine but don’t buy a copy of his stupid novel.”

“That’s my girl!” Bianca clinked my glass again, and we downed our drinks.

[image: ]

We spent the next few hours discussing Bianca’s upcoming engagement party and generally putting the world to rights, and by the time we hugged good night and set off to our respective homes, the streets of Soho were looking pleasantly fuzzy. I caught the 88 bus at Oxford Circus, took my usual favorite seat at the front of the top deck, and watched the city spin by. But as the bus wound its way north along the edge of Regent’s Park, I found my thoughts swaying back to what Bianca had said about book boyfriends and unrealistic expectations.

It was true that I had a track record of falling for fictional characters. My first love was Percy Jackson, who I developed an embarrassingly intense crush on at age nine. During my awkward teenage years, I spent hours locked in my bedroom, mooning over moody, emotionally stunted types like Heathcliff and Rhysand, and at university, I went through a pretentious phase of only dating men born before 1900 (although, in secret, I had a passionate months-­long affair with Atlas from It Ends With Us). By the time I graduated and moved back to London seven years ago, my tastes had broadened, and since then I’d been wooed by everyone from Anthony Bridgerton to Alex Volkov. But through it all, there had been one man who stood out above all others. Someone I’d first been introduced to by my mum, and who’d stuck by me through the good times and the bad, through triumph, tragedy, and heartbreak. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.

At the thought of him, I retrieved the stolen copy of Pride and Prejudice from my bag. The spine was cracked, and multiple page corners were turned down, as if someone had read and reread it many times before, but the dust on the edges suggested the book had been abandoned long ago. I flicked to a random page and tried to read the top line, although the letters were slightly blurry, thanks to all the wine I’d consumed tonight. Still, I recognized the passage and smiled as I started to read about Darcy asking Elizabeth to dance. It was from chapter ten, the scene at Netherfield where Elizabeth and Darcy verbally spar with each other, and one of my and Mum’s favorites.



“Elizabeth, having rather expected to affront him, was amazed at his gallantry…” I read, possibly aloud because, well, wine. “Darcy had never been so bewitched by any woman as he was by her.”

God, Darcy was wonderful. Yes, he was proud and judgmental at the start, but he was also honorable and kind, willing to admit when he was wrong and steadfast in his commitment to the woman he loved. Here was a man who wouldn’t abandon his sick wife and distraught teenage daughter the second life got messy, like my arsehole father had. And he definitely wouldn’t tell Elizabeth her writing was oversimplistic and unrealistic, then dump her and shack up with a trust-­fund-­enabled spoken word poet, like Crispin had. I closed my eyes and wished, for the thousandth time in my life, that Mr. Darcy was real and would save me from the awful, underwhelming, romance-­hating men of London.

At which point, I must have dozed off to sleep, because the next thing I knew, I was at Parliament Hill Fields, being shaken awake by the driver complaining about piss-­heads on her bus.







CHAPTER THREE

The following morning, I woke up with a banging headache and Mr. Wickham sitting on my face.

Mr. Wickham, I should make clear, was not my cat. I’d had no desire to own a pet—­why would I want to fall in love with something that would die in ten years’ time and break my heart?—­yet one day Mr. Wickham had climbed in through my window and simply refused to leave. I tried everything: I took him to the vet and asked them to trace his owner, I didn’t encourage him with food, I put him outside and locked all my windows. Yet for some reason, the wretched animal kept coming back, until he wore me down so much that I admitted defeat and started to feed him. I eventually named him Mr. Wickham because, like his namesake, he was a massive sex pest.

“Get off!” I muffled into his backside, a request that was met with a hiss and a sharp scratch on my shoulder.

He jumped off my face, landing with an inelegant thud, and I groaned as sunlight streamed through the broken blinds and hit my eyes. I lived in a small, makeshift apartment in the eaves of a rickety old Victorian town house in Kentish Town. If that sounds romantic, like something out of an E. M. Forster novel, let me quickly disavow you of that notion. The building was owned by Mrs. Atallah, a tiny, fierce Lebanese pensioner who moved to the UK with her husband in the 1980s and had lived here alone since he died fifteen years ago. To help cover the bills, Mrs. Atallah converted the top floor into a self-­contained flat, with little thought for planning regulations or health and safety. As a result, the apartment was tiny and badly designed, with dodgy plumbing and nonexistent soundproofing. But on the plus side, it was close to where I’d grown up with my mum in Camden, and most importantly, it was cheap. And given that was my primary requirement after Crispin unceremoniously made me homeless two and a half years ago, I’d chosen to turn a blind eye to the flat’s many, many faults.

That morning, the hot water was on the blink, so I had an ice-­cold shower, fed Mr. Wickham the ridiculously expensive tinned tuna he liked, then ate my own breakfast of cereal and coffee (I tried not to do much cooking because I never knew when the wiring might finally give up and the building burst into flames). The weather forecast was for another warm day, so I pulled on a pair of denim shorts and my “I Like Big Books and I Cannot Lie” T-­shirt, and set off for work.

When I first graduated and moved back to London, I had grand plans. I was going to become a bestselling romance author before my twenty-­eighth birthday, be in a loving and mutually respectful relationship, and own a chic flat with no IKEA furniture in sight. Things got off to a promising start when I got accepted into a prestigious novel-­writing course—­the same course where I met Crispin “Voice of a Generation” Carter. We quickly moved in together, but unlike Crispin, who was financially supported by his parents, I couldn’t afford to write full-­time. So when I saw an advert for a waitressing job in “London’s premier literary-­themed café,” I applied the very same day. I had images of a cozy, bookish place, a low hum of conversation under the background classical music, where writers would drink endless cups of strong black coffee while they worked, occasionally stopping to share nuggets of creative wisdom with me.

Fast-­forward seven years, and I was now twenty-­eight, single, and living in the aforementioned death trap, and not only was I not a bestselling romance author, but I’d also finally admitted I was never going to write a happy-­ever-­after worthy of publication and had stopped writing altogether. I did, however, still work at Cake Expectations, though I had yet to see one writer in there, and customers were more likely to share complaints than creative wisdom.

I arrived just before ten, greeted my colleagues, Dana and Enzo, and headed to the staff room to change into my uniform. Cake Expectations was “London’s premier literary-­themed café” because a) we were London’s only literary-­themed café and b) our owner, Gerald, heavily promoted the fact that Charles Dickens might have written part of Great Expectations on the site, although there was no evidence to back this up. Still, Gerald had never been one to let the truth get in the way of a good profit, so he opened the café, furnished it with a few old books he got from a charity shop, and then came up with the highly impractical idea of making his staff dress up as famous fictional characters. Today, Enzo had opted for the Hamlet uniform (baggy trousers, a frayed black jacket, and a stupid plastic skull he was supposed to carry at all times) and Dana had gone Juliet (a once-­white dress that was now stained from the many gallons of tea spilled on it over the years). That left me with the choice of Gandalf (sweaty beard), Miss Havisham (uncomfortably heavy dress with fake cobwebs), Mary Poppins (big hat and handbag), or Elizabeth Bennet (empire-­line dress that was two sizes too big for me). Still, the latter was preferable to the hat or the cobwebs, so I pulled on the dress, pinned up my wavy brown hair into something vaguely resembling a Regency hairstyle, and headed out to start work.

It was a busy shift, with most of the tables booked for lunch and afternoon tea, and it wasn’t until three o’clock that I got to take a break. My head was still thumping, so I grabbed a sandwich and a Diet Coke and ate them in the staff room while Enzo regaled me with his latest Grindr exploits. Cake Expectations had a high staff turnover, but Enzo had worked there for two years, making him the second-­longest-­serving employee after me. As such, we’d gotten to know each other fairly well, and although I wouldn’t call him a friend (I wouldn’t really call anyone a friend except Bianca), I enjoyed living vicariously through Enzo’s hilarious dating stories. But as he was trying to explain something that sounded gravitationally impossible, I heard a raised voice coming from the café floor.

“I will not be silenced. This is intolerable!”

I looked at Enzo, who shook his head. “No way, his energy is all off.”

I stifled a snort. Enzo was a self-­proclaimed spirit-­channeler and clairvoyant, skills that mainly seemed to manifest themselves when deciding which customers he didn’t want to serve. But he’d been the one to deal with the unfortunate toilet incident that morning, so I threw my empty Coke can in the recycling bin and walked out to the main floor.

Dana was standing by the front door, talking to a tall man dressed from head to toe in a Regency costume, like something out of Hamilton. This in itself wasn’t as weird as it sounds—­we sometimes got customers coming dressed up as their favorite fictional characters—­but this man’s clothes were next level. He was wearing a beautiful navy tailcoat, tight beige trousers, and a white shirt with a high collar and elaborate cravat. He had chocolate-­brown hair, worn long so it sat against his collar at the back, and his muttonchops were clearly real, as opposed to the silly stick-­on ones you could buy online. To top it all off, he had chiseled cheekbones and a sharp, angular nose, which he was glaring down at Dana.

“I’m sorry, but as I explained, we’re a café not a taxi office,” she was saying.

“Then pray explain why the word Hackney is displayed outside if you do not offer hackney carriages? Is this some deliberate and pernicious attempt to confound your customers?”

“It says Hackney because that’s the brand of gelato we serve,” Dana said. “Why don’t you call an Uber if you’re in such a hurry?”

“I have never heard of that which you speak. This is insupportable!” The man was speaking so loudly that several customers had stopped talking to listen. “I demand to converse with the proprietor of this establishment.”

I cleared my throat. “The owner’s not here, but can I help?”

The man turned to look at me, and as his gaze met mine, I felt the air being sucked out of my lungs. His eyes were large and dark hazel, and I watched as they widened in something like recognition. I’d never seen him before, but there was something so familiar about his face, so absolutely right, that I suddenly felt a bit dizzy.

“This guy thinks we’re a taxi office,” Dana said flatly.

“That’s OK, I’ll deal with it.”

I walked across the café toward him, not entirely confident that my legs wouldn’t give way and leave me in a heap on the floor.

“How can I help?” My voice came out as a weird, high-­pitched squeak, and I winced.

“Madam.” He gave a formal bow. “My sincerest apologies for the untimely disruption, but I am in urgent need of a carriage.”

I swallowed. If this was some role-­play thing, then it was very convincing. Maybe he was one of those method actors who fully immersed themselves in a role, like that guy who played Kendall in Succession? Which was all very well (and, if I’m honest, pretty sexy), but he was disturbing our customers, and my colleagues and I needed the tips.

“I’m afraid, as Dana explained, we’re a café. You might have better luck trying the taxi rank around the corner.”

The man furrowed his brow. “Upon my word, I do not comprehend; I have seen no horses on the roads of this wretched place.”

“Are your mates secretly filming this for some TikTok prank?” I asked. “Because this is very funny and everything, but you need to leave now so we can get on with our jobs.”

I turned to walk back to the counter, and then I heard the man’s voice again, quieter this time. “Lord, wake me from this interminable nightmare and return me to Netherfield Park, I pray, for I cannot abide this torment a moment longer.”

Netherfield Park. I turned back to see the man’s face contorted with concern. Oh God, what if this wasn’t some silly stunt? One of Bianca’s aunts worked as a mental health nurse, and she’d told me about patients of hers who had full-­blown delusions where they thought they were someone else, like Elvis Presley or Joan of Arc. What if this guy was in the middle of a mental health crisis? He’d started to pace now, moving back and forth across the floor with his hands clasped behind his back. I took a deep breath.

“Can I ask your name?”

He stopped and pulled his shoulders back proudly. “Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, at your service.”

My stomach gave an involuntary lurch. Of all the characters in all of fiction for this man to believe he was…



“Do you have any medication on you? Any pills that you might have forgotten to take?”

He scowled. “I assure you that I have an exemplary constitution, madam.”

“And do you know where you live?”

“My estate is Pemberley in Derbyshire.”

OK. “And do you know where you are now?”

The man’s scowl deepened. “A nightmare? I have no sense of where or what this abominable purgatory is, only that I must escape it before I am driven to despair. I feared I should never see a familiar face again, until I happened upon this establishment and came upon you.”

I was about to ask what he meant, and then the penny dropped. My uniform. He must have mistaken me for someone else from Regency England. Wow, he really was deep into this delusion.

“Is there anyone I can call for you?” I asked.

“Call?”

“Telephone. A family member or a social worker, maybe?”

He looked at me as if I’d just spoken in Dutch.

“OK, well, in that case, how about you sit down and have a nice cup of tea, and I’ll see if I can get you some help. How does that sound?”

For a moment I thought he was going to argue, but then his shoulders sagged. “I would be most grateful for sustenance, for I have not dined since Netherfield this past evening.”

“Great. Why don’t you sit here, and I’ll get you the menu.”

I ushered him over to a table in the corner—­as far away from the other customers as possible—­gave him a menu, and then retreated to the staff room to call Bianca’s aunt, leaving the man staring around the café as if he’d never set foot in one before.







CHAPTER FOUR

B’s aunt confirmed my suspicion that the man was likely having an acute mental health episode and advised me to take him to the nearest hospital. In the meantime, she said to try to keep him as calm as possible, which meant playing along with his delusion so he wouldn’t get upset. With that in mind, I headed back over to his table with a pot of tea.

“Would you like to order anything to eat, Mr. Darcy?”

He studied the menu, frowning. “I am unfamiliar with any of the dishes presented here. What, pray tell, are Sherlock Scones?”

“They’re scones with clotted cream and jam. We’re a literary-­themed café, so all the dishes have book-­related names. Although, I’ll admit, some of the puns are pretty weak.”

“I consider myself a scholarly gentleman, but I cannot boast to recognize any of these references. Lord of the Ring Doughnuts?”

“That’s Lord of the Rings by Tolkien.”

He shook his head. “Crepes of Wrath?”

“Yeah, that’s Grapes of…” I paused when I realized what was going on. All these books had been written after the early-­nineteenth century, the period Pride and Prejudice was set in, and the time this man seemed to believe himself to be from. I studied the menu, looking for any titles that he might recognize. “How about a Hamelette? That’s a ham-­and-­cheese omelette, and probably one of the least offensive items on the menu.”

“As you wish,” he said curtly.

I returned to the till, where Enzo was waiting for me with pursed lips. “Dana tells me we have Mr. Darcy in the house.”

“That’s what he thinks, poor sod.”

“I told you he had odd energy; I felt it the second he walked in. I’m not sensing anything evil or dangerous, but there’s something freaky going on there.”

We both stared at the man, who was cautiously poking the light bulb on the table lamp.

“He’s not as hot as Matthew Macfadyen or Colin Firth, is he?” Enzo said.

“I think he’s quite handsome.”

As I said this, I remembered that moment he’d first looked at me, when I’d felt as if my whole world was tilting off its axis. I’d never believed in love at first sight—­instalove had always been one of my least favorite romance tropes—­but was this what it felt like, both thrillingly new and as if I was somehow coming home? And I knew he’d felt it too; I’d seen the shocked recognition flash across his face. But then again, the man was clearly going through something, so this was hardly the time to be thinking about romance.

I served him his Hamelette, which he devoured in about three minutes, and then I took him a slice of Life of (Apple) Pi for dessert. I knew he was unlikely to have any money to settle the bill, so I paid for it out of my own pocket. By that point, it was the end of my shift, so I changed back into my own clothes and headed over to his table. He looked at me in confusion, clearly not recognizing me out of my Elizabeth Bennet dress.

“It was my work uniform,” I explained.

“I was under the impression—­”

“You thought I was from Pride and Prejudice too?”

His brow furrowed. “Where is Pride and Prejudice?”

“It’s the book, Mr.… You know what, never mind. You said you wanted to get back to Netherfield Park?”

“That is correct,” the man said. “I have been staying there with my friend, Mr. Bingley, who will be most concerned at my unscheduled disappearance.”

“I think I can help you get back there, if you want to come with me now?”

“To Hertfordshire?”

“Sure,” I said. “We just need to stop off somewhere first where there are some people who can help you, and then you can go back.”

I saw relief flash in his eyes. “Thank you, madam. And I apologize, for I have not yet inquired of your name.”

“I’m Zoe Knight.”

“Well, Miss Knight, I am most grateful for your assistance.”

I said goodbye to Enzo and Dana, promising I’d text them when I got home to let them know I was safe, and then led the man outside. As soon as he stepped onto the crowded pavement, his face fell.

“What is this
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