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1. Annabel Blake

 
THE CONSENSUS AMONG THOSE WHO KNEW HER WELL, JUST enough, or even at a glance, was that Annabel Blake was born in the wrong century. She had delicate wrists, skin untouched by sun or ink; preferred upswept hair (though the tendrils fell naturally), wore gauzy pastels and floral prints, preferred sensible flats to heels, and had never once entered a gym voluntarily but could walk miles in a day without a second thought. In the hot, sticky months, she carried a parasol over her head and a light shawl rolled up and tucked into her tote, snug against the stack of books she carried for lunchtime reading, including whichever Austen was currently in rotation. Annabel’s manners were impeccable and her grammar exacting (though she enjoyed a semicolon more than she should). And when baby-doll dresses were the nadir of fashion and not one could be spotted from her stop on Twenty-Third Street to her left turn in midtown, she was known to rock an Empire waist, a ribbon about her neck or hair, and a faraway smile on her naturally rose-colored lips.

Annabel Blake knew, better than anyone who knew her, that she’d been born in the wrong century altogether.

On one particular morning in early summer, believing it the day that would begin the fulfillment of her fondest hopes, Annabel woke to the cheery brrrnng of the windup clock by her canopy bed—yes, the one she’d had since childhood, because it was, after all, her childhood room, despite now paying her parents market rent for it. The clock’s bright reveille had begun Annabel’s every morning since she’d moved home from college. Being a creature of habit (the details of her life curated to some effect that seemed to delight only her), she liked the way it set her mind astir. Annabel greeted the little clock’s good round face with a fond hello and gratitude for circularity, second chances, and fresh starts.

It being a decidedly fresh-start day, she sat upright, eyes sparkling with an idea. She pulled her laptop from under a pillow, balanced it on her knees, and typed the title she’d awakened with, the one thing her just-finished novel lacked. Under it, she wrote her name in the author line, thought better of it, had another cracking idea, and wrote instead: By Elliot Price-Bennet. Satisfied, she pressed one last button and waited those thrilling few seconds for the printer downstairs in the kitchen to whir to life and begin spitting out pages. She sprang from the bed in her white cotton nightgown and practically waltzed to the sound of it, because almost everything in Annabel’s world seemed to go better in three-quarter time.

“We’re not made of paper, sweetie,” said her mother without looking up, when Annabel appeared in the kitchen to her parents’ grumbled good mornings. She didn’t take it personally; they were creatures of habit too. She was used to the way her mother sat at the island every morning poring over real estate updates on her laptop while gossiping about who was moving into the neighborhood and who was moving out, with an emphasis on square feet and social standing, not to mention the ups and downs of property values.

“Did you see the Wilsons just listed?” her mother said to no one in particular. “I pulled the comparables, and I bet they get fifty thousand over what they paid two years ago!”

“Hm,” said Annabel’s sweet but ineffectual father from his spot at the rattan glass-top table in the kitchen nook, puzzling over the monthly bills the old-fashioned way, with paper and pen, his half-moon readers perched at the far end of his nose.

Mornings in the Blake household were mostly for worrying about money (theirs and other people’s). Having recently put their two daughters through college, there never seemed to be enough of it.

Annabel collected her pages from the printer, stacked the manuscript neatly on the counter, tied a ribbon around it, and clutched it to her chest.

“I finished my novel last night!” she announced to the room. “It’s called What You Wish For.”

“That’s nice, honey,” said her father, preoccupied.

“Do you know what I wish for?” said her mother. “Now that you have that novel out of your system? That you’d do something practical, like get a realtor’s license, like I did. People are making money hand over fist!”

“Why aren’t we, then?” Her husband was leafing through the month’s rather lengthy Bloomingdale’s bill.

“I’m just getting started. These things take time.”

“So does being a novelist.” Annabel slipped the manuscript into her tote and turned on the electric kettle. “I’m just getting started too.”

Her mother finally looked up. “Talk to her, Dad. Novelists never move out.”

“Annabel, novelists never move out,” said her father with a side wink, more to check a box than make a point. “Though it would be nice if you girls would cut up your Bloomingdale’s cards, now that you both have jobs.”

“I never had a card,” said Annabel, as she spooned loose-leaf tea into a pot.

“Your sister, then.”

“Good luck. Cassie’s always thought of Bloomingdale’s as a sort of second home.”

“Explains why we’re paying their mortgage.”

As if on cue, Cassie shuffled in that very moment, wearing furry Birks, her old UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA cropped baby T-shirt, and short-shorts, with a pink satin eye mask pushed up on her forehead. Annabel was surprised to see her.

Cassie was older by two years, tall and blond, an influencer whose star was on the rise, and as different from her younger sister as she could be. Where Annabel had always been quiet and bookish, most at home in her make-believe world, Cassie was born sure of herself and wildly outgoing. In their childhood years, Cassie’s lemonade stands to raise money for her mani-pedis (it even said so on the jar) raked in more than Annabel ever did selling raffle tickets for cotillion high tea. In college, where Cassie had been president of her sorority, “semi-cliquey and sorta judgy, but super chill,” Annabel had been proud founder of the Quip & Quill Book Club, topping out at five members.

They hadn’t grown into the sort of sisters who go for coffee, have tête-à-têtes. It wasn’t that they fought. There was nothing of Annabel’s that Cassie wanted, and nothing of Cassie’s that she did. They were simply mismatched—in wants, hopes, tastes. They loved each other, of course; it was just that they had nothing in common. Zero, really. Except having issued from the same loins.

While Annabel knew she held a special place in her father’s heart, she counted her mother as Cassie’s biggest fan, having adopted the view that the world these days didn’t favor books and brains in young women as much as “looks and feels.” Cassie, it seemed, had both in spades.

“I need matcha,” Cassie said, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“Sorry, sweetie,” said their suddenly doting mother. “You should’ve given me some notice.”

“A triple-shot latte, then.” Cassie slouched to the espresso machine.

“What are you doing here?” Annabel asked brightly, putting a slice of bread in the toaster.

Cassie spooned coffee into the portafilter. “I’m between living situations? Till we take the vlog on the road?” Cassie had a habit of ending her sentences with a question even when there wasn’t one. She tamped the grounds, loaded the filter, pressed the button, walked to the fridge, and opened the door, vaguely looking inside. “Is there oat milk?”

Their father looked up from the Bloomingdale’s bill, taking her in. “Did we buy that underwear?”

“It’s not underwear, Dad. It’s Skims,” said Cassie.

He flipped from one page of the bill to the next. “How many Skims does one person need?”

“I think they might come on as a sponsor.”

“Well, till then I guess we’re sponsoring them.”

“I just put it on the card, like always.” She turned to face him holding a carton of oat milk. “Is there a problem?”

“No!” their mother intervened. “Cassie’s on the cusp.” She looked at Annabel. “Your sister has an agent now.”

Annabel poured boiling water into her teapot. “An agent, wow,” she said, with a hint of envy.

Cassie poured oat milk into a pitcher with an easy shrug. “You bring about what you think about. Manifesting 101.” She turned on the steam wand; the hissing and frothing seemed to wake up her brain. “So basically, I’m just filming myself crashing cool spots in the city, sneaking into VIP parties, trying out the bougiest hotel suites I can sweet-talk my way into, then—bam—a video goes viral, and apparently, I built a brand.” She finished frothing. “Now it’s sponsors, collabs, and yeah, an agent and a streaming deal in the works.”

“A streaming deal. Huh.” Annabel had no idea what any of it meant.

Cassie took her sister’s baffled look as an invitation to explain. She talked as she frothed.

“So, we’re turning my YouTube channel into a full-on travel show, but with my vibe. Getting paid for what I was doing anyway.”

“I really am happy for you, Cassie.”

“I know, right? Capitalism is insane, but I am not mad at it.”

Cassie pulled her phone from her sports bra to check the time. “Speaking of which, new vlog posts in five.”

“Cued up and ready to go,” said their mother, toggling to YouTube.

“Well, Annabel finished her novel,” her father offered up with a quiet dash of pride.

“Slay,” said Cassie. She turned toward Annabel, registering her outfit for the first time. “What are you wearing?”

Annabel opened her arms to show off her midi dress with the tight floral print, cap sleeves, and lace collar. “Vintage Laura Ashley!”

“Um, who is . . . ?” said Cassie, not even vaguely interested.

“Iconic British designer, huge in the eighties—timeless English charm, romantic with a modern sensibility—”

Cassie put a hand up to stop her, fingers spread, the birth of an idea. “Wait. I got it. Girls Gone Mild!” She grinned at her own brilliance, teeth a near blinding ice white. “Dibs on the hashtag.”

“I am not mild.” Annabel’s toast popped up. “It’s a tea dress!”

“What’s a tea dress?” said Cassie.

“A dress you have tea in.”

“So, wild guess. This novel of yours? Big on tea dresses?”

Annabel slow-stirred her tea, ignoring Cassie’s dig. “Well, it’s set in the Regency. And they pretty much invented the tea dress.”

“Hm. I should invent the matcha dress. Kidding. You go, girl.”

“I’m showing it to my boss today. The novel.”

“She’s the agent, right?”

Annabel nodded, pouring tea through a strainer into her floral china cup. “I’m hoping she’ll at least read it.”

“Queen,” said Cassie, with another look up and down. “But maybe you should change first? Into something more . . . main-character energy?”

Annabel opened her mouth to object, when the doorbell rang.

“That’ll be Billy,” said Cassie, heading for the door. “He better have my matcha.”

Annabel settled into her usual spot in the nook next to her father with her tea and toast when Cassie reappeared with Billy. He had a laid-back, “whatever, dude” vibe, cute but shambolic, hair like a tossed salad, baggy clothes, beat-up Vans, a skateboard under his arm, and a little brown bag in hand.

“Billy, Mom, Dad, A-bel.” Cassie pointed around the room, vague introductions. “A-bel, Mom, Dad, Billy.”

Billy raised a hand. “Hey.”

“Billy’s my ‘creative consultant’ on the show,” said Cassie with air quotes.

“Whoa,” said Billy. “That sounds so . . . professional. Like a career or something.” He shivered, like it gave him chills. “I think of it more like vibes management.”

Cassie rolled her eyes, a mannerism she’d perfected over the years. “Which mostly means he holds the camera, gets free drinks, and occasionally says something dumb enough to go viral.”

“Recurring character, actually. Her followers love me.”

“My followers tolerate you.” Cassie topped her espresso with foam. “And he’s secure enough in his masculinity to carry my purse if I need him to,” she said to the room.

“A hundred percent,” said Billy.

Annabel considered them both. Whatever Billy was to Cassie, with her flirty-but-over-it attitude, he was no doubt part of her menagerie of loyal exes. She marveled at the way her sister seemed to collect men like lip gloss, one in every pocket, in a variety of flavors.

“I’m personally a big fan, Billy,” said their mother.

“Appreciate you,” Billy said, then turned to Cassie, offering the brown bag with a flawless English accent. “Your matcha, milady.”

“Wow,” said Annabel. “Good accent.”

Cassie looked at Billy with a bored eye roll. “Isn’t she adorbs?”

“I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“I told you I had a sister.”

“Everybody, shhh!” said their mother, turning up the volume and making YouTube full screen.

“Here we are at the hottest venue in the city!” said on-screen Cassie, boobs spilling out of her top, surrounded by ravers at a hip, happening club, replete with fire dancers and a fog machine. “They call it the Bushwick Arts Club, but I personally see zero art. Not that I’d recognize it if I saw it, but it’s, like, literally a million party people and cool dance vibes.”

She was shouting over the deep booming bass of the giant subwoofers.

Annabel mindlessly buttered her toast, watching people around Cassie cheer, pour drinks on their heads, peel off various articles of clothing.

“What’re you wearing?” said her father, squinting over his readers to the laptop screen. “Is that a—?”

“Corset,” said Cassie.

“Well, it looks like a bra. An expensive one.”

“It’s kind of a bra-slash-corset,” said Annabel helpfully.

He looked at the bill one last time. “Yep, we should own it free and clear by the end of summer.”

On-screen, Billy appeared in a drenched T-shirt.

“Okay, back by zero demand but lots of misplaced affection is Billy Bronson!” Cassie said. “Who’s livin’ the dream, right, dude?”

“My current dream has been to actually break a beer bottle over my head,” said Billy, slightly slurring, “like, total determination.” He held up a broken beer bottle. “And it finally happened. Tonight. It was a true historic moment.”

“Not that we’re the History Channel,” said Cassie. “Not that anyone would confuse us.”

“Not with those boobs,” said Billy, with a fist bump.

“Not that we’re the Boob Channel, either, but hey, we kind of are!”

“Look at your followers!” said their mother. “You’re exploding!”

“Out of her bra-slash-corset,” said their father under his breath.

Annabel caught it and smiled.

On-screen, Cassie turned back to her audience. “Next time you see us, we’ll be live from Lon-don!”

“Yo, wild on Notting Hill!” said Billy. “It’s gonna be sick.”

Annabel stopped buttering her toast, shoulders sagging. “You’re going to England?”

Cassie turned to her. “Like I said, travel show?”

“But you hate England.”

“True. But we have sponsors. Who apparently love England.”

“It’s gonna be awesome,” said Billy. “Bloody awesome,” he added in his accent.

“Okay,” said Cassie. “Enough with the bit.”

Annabel, having lost her appetite, stared at her toast. “England. Wow. I’ve never even been once.”

Cassie swept by to snag a bite. “You know, I don’t know if you’re aware, but you say ‘wow’ a lot.”

“I like it,” said Annabel.

“Who doesn’t? It’s just, there are other ways to say it. Slay, queen, sick, lit, fire, if it’s the good kind of wow. Burn, ouch, snap if it’s not.” Cassie returned the toast to its plate. “You just make up words, you know, mix it up a little?”

“I think I’ll stick with wow.” Annabel stood and slung her tote on her shoulder.

“You do you.” Cassie shrugged.

“Anyway, wish me luck?” Annabel said to the room in general.

“Yo, dude, good luck,” Billy said. “For whatever.”

“What he said,” said Cassie.

“Real estate, sweetie. In your future,” said her mother. “I’ll send a link.”

“Good luck, Annabel,” said her father. And then, as an afterthought, “But if Bloomingdale’s happens to send you a card, cut it up right away?”

Annabel smiled and paused in the doorway, already restored to her default setting: hope.

“Bloomingdale’s means nothing to me!”






2. Stella Barron Literary Agency

ANNABEL PUSHED THROUGH THE GLASS DOOR AND INTO RECEPTION with no time to spare. Stella wasn’t known to be on a schedule—ten o’clock was the earliest she’d been sighted in weeks—but Annabel couldn’t risk missing her chance. Balancing a cardboard carrier with three coffee drinks, she gave one to the receptionist in exchange for a stack of mail, put the second on her own desk beside a mangy old cat fast asleep on her slush pile, then pushed into Stella’s minimalist office, all cool colors and sharp edges. Her high-gloss lacquer desk was a just-so, everything-in-its-place affair. Annabel set Stella’s triple-ristretto flat white to the east of her desktop monitor, the west of her marble inbox, south of the framed photos (Stella with various authors du jour), and north of her limited-edition gold fountain pen, a gift from a former lover Stella kept not for nostalgia of any kind, but for its sharp nib and smooth hand.

Annabel pulled the manuscript from her tote and placed it neatly at the top of Stella’s inbox, rehearsing what she’d say while she sorted through mail, magazines, catalogues.

“I know nothing annoys you more than everyone thinking they can write,” Annabel said to herself. “And I would never ask if it weren’t . . . for a good friend.”

She stopped short when a British Interiors rose to the top of the pile. Gracing its cover was a painted watercolor portrait of Annabel’s hero, idol, and guide in all things, wearing a pale Regency gown with her topaz cross about her neck, sitting at a simple writing desk under a sashed window, pen in hand, beneath the title: “In Jane Austen’s World.”

Annabel sighed, bit her lip, and lost her nerve. She plucked her manuscript from the inbox and walked to gaze out on the cityscape, trying to recover her courage.

“Actually, it’s not a friend, Stella. It’s me.”

“I’d stick with the friend if I were you,” said a voice from behind.

She turned to find Stephen Chao leaning against the door. He was fiendishly handsome, Stella’s chosen writer of the moment, though he had started exactly where she was now, as a lowly assistant. He had a pub date fast approaching for his new novel and a spot on several “most anticipated summer books” lists. Annabel generally thought him out of her league, but that didn’t prevent her being besotted with him, and even, on some days, believing him semi-besotted back.

“Stella’s Rule Number One, remember?” he said. “No writers need apply.”

“I know. I wasn’t exactly lying when I got the job. It’s just—I never thought I’d have the nerve to tell her.” Annabel looked down at her novel. “Which obviously I don’t.”

Stephen stretched out his hand. “Then let it be a friend of mine.”

She held her breath and handed over the book, the thing upon which all her hopes hinged.

“What You Wish For,” he read from the title page.

“Too frivolous?”

“By Elliot Price-Bennet?”

“Too obvious?”

“That you did a mash-up of Austen heroines to come up with your pen name? Maybe a little.”

“You’re right. It’s stupid.” She reached to take it back, but Stephen pulled it away.

“But maybe lose the ribbon?”

“Right.”

Stephen dispensed with the ribbon and opened to page one, reading aloud.

“ ‘Whether a single waltz might be sufficient to alter the course of one young woman’s life was the last whisper on many lips on the eve of Clara Winter’s first ball.’ ”

He looked at Annabel. “Waltzing, hmm?”

Annabel pinched the sides of her dress and curtsied gracefully. “‘Fine dancing, I believe, like virtue, must be its own reward.’”

Stephen cocked an eyebrow, even more irresistible. “Gotta love a girl who can quote Emma.”

“All her books,” Annabel said, “pretty much by heart.”

Stephen set the manuscript down. “You’re not quite of this world, are you, Annabel Blake?”

She shrugged. “It’s the only world on offer.”

He stepped closer, touching the lace at her collar.

“Part of me wants to kiss you right now, but something tells me it would be wrong,” he said. “Though that never stopped me before.”

She wondered if he could hear her heart beating too. “Well, don’t let it start stopping you now?”

She was about to close her eyes and pucker her lips, when Stephen, instead of kissing her, took her playfully into a waltzing stance.

“My dirty little secret?” he said. “I was a cotillion kid too.”

Stephen waltzed her about the room, counting out loud. “One-two-three, one-two three . . .” He didn’t know the footwork like she did, but Annabel was happy to let him lead. Happy for his attention at all.

“Sorry to interrupt your little cotillion, dears, but I’m in no mood!”

Just like that, Stella Barron burst in like a summer storm.

Annabel stepped back awkwardly as Stephen turned his attention to Stella, who liked being the center of it. She was a woman of a certain age, high expectations, and low tolerance—an Americanized ex-pat, except for the posh English accent that only made her more feared by everyone except her own “stable of authors,” whom she fêted aggressively.

Maisy, the old cat, followed her in with a whining meow as Stella sat on her sleek leather sofa to slip out of her Hokas and into her heels.

“I have to cancel the Hamptons! It’s my mother.”

“I thought she was dead,” said Stephen.

“Oh, but that wasn’t enough.” Stella walked to her desk. “Besides leaving me her decrepit puking cat, she tosses in that crumbling old pile of a country house!”

“Everyone in England wants a crumbling old country house,” said Stephen.

“That’s why I left England!” said Stella, wielding a letter opener to attack the pile of mail, when she picked up the British Interiors and scowled. “Why do they keep sending me this shit? I give fuck-all about ‘Jane Austen’s World.’”

“How can you say that?” Annabel blurted it out before she could stop herself.

“Jane Austen is dead to me. There. I said that too.”

“She doesn’t mean it,” Stephen said to Annabel. “She’s just mad she didn’t think of zombies or sea monsters!”

Stella sat in her chair. “The whole Regency world can bugger off for all I care.”

Annabel spotted her manuscript on the desk. She wanted to snatch it up but feared drawing attention to it.

“In fact, as far as I’m concerned,” Stella said, “Sotheby’s can take the whole bloody lot away. But oh, no! Aunt Bunty insists I come have a ‘look-see’ at Kidlington House for anything of sentimental value.”

“But you don’t value sentiment,” said Stephen.

“Exactly! But that’s my summer holiday! Instead of the Hamptons, I get two hellish weeks. And a house full of Hepplewhites!”

“Real Hepplewhites?” said Annabel, forgetting herself again.

Just then, Maisy jumped onto the desk, causing Stella to shoo her off. “This fucking cat.”

Annabel stepped forward to rescue Maisy, but she was already puking all over Stella’s abstract modernist rug.

“On cue!” said Stella.

Annabel looked between her manuscript, the cat vomit, and Stephen, who saw her dilemma. Thinking fast, he grabbed the manuscript and held it high.

“I may have just the thing to cheer you up, Stella. It’s possible I’ve discovered a brilliant new writer!”

Annabel was stunned by the gesture.

Stella eyed the manuscript greedily. “Real-ly?”

“Well, I’m only on page one. But I love her sensibility.”

Between flattered and mortified, Annabel swept the cat into her arms, eager to escape. “C’mon, Maisy. Let’s get something to clean up this mess.” She slipped out and around the corner to the supply cabinet, when she heard the double ding of a text on Stella’s phone.

“Shit. That bitch Caroline’s backing out of dinner tonight.”

“Caroline’s not a bitch,” said Stephen.

“She is if she backs out of dinner, morning of. Now we’re uneven!”

“Good. Let’s cancel the whole thing.”

“Darling. Don’t be silly. You’re the guest of honor. I’ll think of someone,” Stella said. “Wait! Why not invite your brilliant new writer?”

Annabel froze at the door, squeezing a roll of paper towels. She could see Stephen, and he could see her, but Stella didn’t know she was there.

“Better yet, why not Annabel?” he said.

Stella scoffed. “My Annabel?”

“She’s not your Annabel, Stella. She’s an interesting young woman with aspirations, dreams—a life.”

Annabel was grateful Stella couldn’t see her blushing.

“Are you kidding? I mean, I admit she’s the most capable assistant I’ve had, present company included.” Stella lowered her voice. “But as far as I can tell, she’s got no life, no boyfriends, or friends, for that matter!”

“Maybe no one’s good enough for her.”

“‘Good’ is definitely the problem. I mean, have you met her? She’s like Laura Ashley’s wet dream!”

“Laura who?” he asked.

“Good Lord. Am I that old, or just that English?” Stella shouted toward the door. “Annabel! This cat puke isn’t cleaning itself!”

Now doom-hugging the paper towels, Annabel steeled herself and walked in, careful not to make eye contact. She kneeled down to wipe up the cat vomit, hoping to escape with one shred of her dignity intact.

“Annabel, you’re free for a dinner party this evening, aren’t you?” said Stephen.

Annabel looked up. “Oh, I couldn’t.”

“See? She couldn’t,” said Stella.

“I am the guest of honor, Stella. You said so yourself.”

“Oh, fine, then. Annabel, I’d love to have you, of course.”

Annabel stood with a wad of dirty paper towels, dignity hanging by a thread. She looked between Stella, tapping her French silver-tipped nails on the desk, and Stephen, with her manuscript under his arm. Her future, it seemed, was in both their hands.






3. The Dinner Party

PROMPTLY AT TEN MINUTES AFTER EIGHT O’CLOCK THAT NIGHT, which Annabel took as fashionably late, she stood at Stella’s apartment door in a little black dress Cassie had deigned to lend her—strappy fit-and-flare mini-cocktail, trust me, it’ll be perfect—with a bouquet of flowers in hand. The dress wasn’t her style; it was too big and didn’t hang quite right, but she didn’t care. She’d imagined this for so long, her first real New York dinner party, with proper place settings, candlelight, cocktails, and literary conversation that popped and fizzed. She and Stephen might trade knowing glances across the table. She’d laugh at his charming wit; he’d draw her out and listen intently to her every word. She was ready, Annabel had told herself all day; she could do this.

“Oh, thank God you’re here!” Stella had flung open the door in a silk kaftan and chunky necklace, giving Annabel a quick once-over. “What are you wearing?”

“Oh . . . It’s my sister’s.”

“Hm. Never mind. Come in, come in!”

Annabel stepped inside, catching a glimpse over Stella’s shoulder of a few guests mingling in the living room, including Stephen, who was talking to someone she couldn’t see. Annabel smiled her prettiest dinner-guest smile.

“Thank you for asking me.” She handed Stella the bouquet.

“Aren’t you lovely,” Stella said. “Be a dear and put them in water for me?” She held out the bouquet and pointed down the hall. “Kitchen’s that way. Vases are top cabinet on the left.”

Annabel looked at the flowers, confused.

Stella leaned in, whispering. “Caroline showed up after all. So, we’re even again!”

“Oh.”

“But by chance, the caterer showed up one person short.”

Annabel finally understood. She looked longingly into the living room. Stephen caught her eye, then quickly turned back to Caroline—Annabel could see her now—a beachy-wave blonde in a backless black dress that fit like a glove. They were deep in conversation.

Annabel took the flowers.

“Darling,” said Stella. “I knew you wouldn’t mind.”

***

It was near midnight when Annabel stood washing dishes with an apron over her dress. What was left of the catering crew, two young men who snapped each other with kitchen towels to relieve their boredom, agreed there might still be time to make the club downtown “if the old people would finish their fucking flan.”

“You guys go,” said a defeated Annabel. “I can wait for the dessert dishes.”

“Cool, bro. Yeah, hey,” said one of them, pulling off his clip-on bow tie before she could change her mind.

Annabel was relieved to be alone. She reached for a towel to dry the dishes, when Stephen appeared in the door.

“Sorry about the whole Caroline thing.”

He had the last dirty plates in hand and a manuscript under his arm.

“You know Stella,” he said.

Seeing the sympathy in his eyes, Annabel set aside her shredded pride. Here was her chance to salvage something from the awful night.

“It got me out, anyway,” she said with a small shrug.

“It’s good to get out.” He set the plates on the counter and handed her the manuscript. She recognized it as her own.

“You read it already?”

“Had to see how it turned out.”

Flattered, Annabel held the manuscript to her chest.

“But it isn’t really the waltzing that changes her life, is it?” he said. “It’s the falling in love.”

“Yes! With Captain Fowle. Who no one thinks a good match. But she defies them all.”

“And I like that about her,” said Stephen. “I do.”

He stepped closer. Annabel met his gaze, barely breathing.

“It’s good to fall in love,” he said. “It does change things . . .”

All she could manage was a nod, but there were subtleties in a nod, and she hoped hers conveyed that she felt the same.

“. . . Like how you see the world . . . see yourself in it.” He leaned closer. “It awakens this incredible desire.”

Annabel dared to believe a kiss might be close at hand.

“Her desire for him,” she said.

Stephen pulled back. “No, Annabel. Your desire. To write.”

She tilted her head, trying to make out this turn.

“Look,” he said gingerly. “The writing’s pretty. It’s literate, atmospheric. Maybe a little derivative, okay, maybe a lot, but clearly if this is the world you want to write about, you have the chops.” He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “But you’re standing outside of it. Keeping it at a distance. It doesn’t feel like it comes from here.” He put a fist to his gut. “From who you really are.”

“But what if it is? Who I am.”

He shook his head. “Then you definitely need to get out more.”

Annabel wilted. What she’d taken as sympathy now seemed closer to pity.

“I mean, the whole time I’m reading it, I’m thinking it’s a love story, okay. But it just feels like it’s been written by . . . someone who’s never been in love.”

Annabel closed her eyes, crushed, when Caroline stuck her head in the door.

“Hey, you. I thought we were cabbing it together.”

Stephen looked between them, gave Annabel a painfully friendly pat on the back, and whispered, “But don’t give up. If it’s what you really want.”

She was glad he was gone by the time she turned back to the sink and her tears turned to waterworks.

“Oh god,” Stella said from the doorway. “Is this about the catering thing?”

Annabel turned to face her, no way to hide it. She gulped down tears, shaking her head.

“Okay, not the catering thing. Are you going to make me guess?”

“Stephen hated it.”

“Hated what?”

She pointed to her manuscript on the counter. “My novel.”

“Your novel?” Stella picked it up. “Ah, now I see. You’re his brilliant new writer.”

Annabel nodded, sheepish. “Only not brilliant at all, apparently. In fact, pretty much hopeless.” She wiped her tears with the apron hem. “So hopeless, I actually thought he was going to kiss me!”

“Stephen? Oh god. Don’t let Stephen kiss you. He kisses everyone. He’s like a pathological kisser.”

Annabel threw up her hands. “Well, it would be nice to be kissed sometime this century!”

Stella had to fight a smile. “So, is this about Stephen or the novel?”

“It’s about both! I mean, you said it, Stella. I don’t have a life, friends, certainly not a boyfriend!”

“Oof. I did say that, didn’t I.”

“But he said it too.” Annabel let it all out, rambling between snivels and sobs. “Like, how could I have the audacity to think I can write about love? Which I have exactly zero experience of—he nailed that—and the audacity to think I could be a writer at all, which I’ve only wanted to be my entire life, which I should’ve told you, because I know you wouldn’t have hired me, you were so clear about that, so the only fair thing is for me to quit—”

“Quit? Wait, why would you quit?”

“Rule number one,” she sniffled. “No writers need apply.”

“Oh, darling. That’s more like rule number six or seven. Rule number one is not giving a shit about one man’s opinion, and certainly not letting him talk you out of something you’ve wanted your whole life. I mean, not everyone finishes writing a novel, good or bad. Do you know how many crap novels of Stephen’s I had to read before I signed him?”

Annabel shook her head, one last staccato sniff.

“I’m certainly not letting you quit.” Stella looked down at the manuscript. “Just write it better. A hundred times, if need be. That’s what writers do.” She held it out. “Have another go.”

Annabel looked at her book in Stella’s hand. All those pages, all that work, only to do it again? She took it and felt the weight of it. “Where would I start?”

“I recommend page one.”

“No, but I mean—”

“Okay, fine. But you did not hear this from me.” Stella huffed with a simultaneous roll of her eyes, as if it pained her to say it. “Write what you know.”

It was the oldest cliché in the business. Stella hated clichés, but there it was.

Annabel gripped the manuscript in her hands. “But this is the world I know best.”

“In any world. Find what’s true for you.”

Annabel looked at her book, wanting to believe. She was tempted to wallow a little longer, but it wasn’t in her nature. Hope was a stubborn thing.

She looked up with a cleansing sigh. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll try.”

“Just not on working hours!”

“Absolutely, of course—”

Stella held up a finger. “Unless . . .”

Annabel waited as traces of an idea began to form on Stella’s Botox-frozen forehead, straining to express itself.

“In fact, yes, this might just save my holiday in the Hamptons . . . with a bit of a holiday for you!”

“A holiday for me?”

“A writing holiday! Of sorts.” Stella was actually smiling. “Oh yes, I know just the place!”






4. Kidlington House

KIDLINGTON HOUSE SAT AT THE END OF A WINDING GRAVEL DRIVE, a shabby Georgian beauty and the stuff of Annabel’s dreams. She’d expected Aunt Bunty at the station, but an old shiny black cab pulled up instead; the driver seemed to know who she was. He had bulldog jowls and a sweet, pushed-in face, a tie knotted at the neck of his short-sleeve collared shirt. Annabel took it all in, the green rolling hills bathed in honeyed afternoon light, hedged roads, rustic stone walls, cows dotting the scenery like props. She opened the window to feel the fresh country air that whipped wisps of hair against her face. It was as good as pinching herself to make sure it was true: two whole weeks of writerly bliss in the English countryside, a house full of Hepplewhites, and a world to which she’d always known she belonged.

Stella got her holiday in the Hamptons, and Annabel got this.

After the driver unloaded her bag, doffed his cap, and wished her a good stay, Annabel stood gazing at the house, enchanted. Maybe up close, it was true, one could see the rain-stained stucco coming off in rough patches and the woody wisteria with its lackluster blooms overtaking the front portico, its columns leaning decidedly to the left. Paint peeled off the white-sashed windows, potholes and weeds overtook the gravel drive, but it didn’t take much squinting for Annabel to see the Regency gem it once was.

An old Morris Minor spit gravel up the drive and crunched to a stop. Annabel turned to see an older woman spring out of the tiny car with a squeak of its door, white hair in a loose topknot, ruddy cheeks, wearing mud-crusted wellies and a scuffed Barbour coat, with a fresh garden bouquet in hand. She was Stella’s opposite in every way.

“You must be Annabel,” she said, pumping her hand enthusiastically.

“And you’re Aunt Bunty. Even better than I imagined.”

“Not to worry, I clean up nicely,” Bunty said with a laugh like a bell. “So sorry I couldn’t pick you up myself. Lost track of the time. But Gerald got you here in one piece, I see.”

“Thank you for sending him.”

Bunty thrust the bouquet into Annabel’s hand. “In any case, fresh flowers, that’s what I said to myself. That’ll be a nice pick-me-up after a long trip. Hope you rested up on the plane. You’ve got quite a task ahead of you, sorting this place out.”

“Oh, I’m ready,” said Annabel. “And couldn’t sleep a wink. All the anticipation, you know?” She stuck her nose into the bouquet, breathing it in. “So many favorites. Spring jonquil, columbine, bellflower, rose. How lovely.”

“You forgot the forget-me-nots!” said Bunty with an approving smile. “Aren’t you every bit as lovely as Stella said you’d be!”

“Stella said that about me?”

“In her way. You know Stella.”

Annabel smiled, an instant affection.

Bunty leaned into the car and grabbed a beat-up tote from the passenger seat.

“A few provisions to tide you over. A little light something for tonight if you’re hungry, scones and jam for brekkie. But shops in town are open, except Sundays, for whatever else you need.”

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

“No need!” Bunty slung the tote over her shoulder and pointed to the hillside in the distance. “Town’s that way. But faster to take the path outside the gate at the back of the garden. That is, if you can find it.”

Bunty jangled a chaotic key ring out of her pocket and maneuvered the biggest key off. She stepped to the front door, batting the droopy wisteria out of her way, and turned the key, but the door wouldn’t budge. “Right. Door sticks sometimes.”

“How great is that?” said Annabel, flowers in one hand, suitcase in the other.

“Just needs a bit of an old-fashioned push.” Bunty put her hip all the way into it and chirped when the door opened wide. She stepped aside and extended an arm. “I give you Kidlington House.”

Annabel stepped over the threshold into the foyer, eyes like full moons. Yes, the inside had the same sweet tumbledown quality as the outside—a water stain here, a crack there, walls in need of fresh paint, flagstones (a few that wobbled) with dips and shiny places where two centuries of feet had walked, a mahogany staircase (dulled over time except where hands had touched it most), and small gaps in the ceiling’s moldings—but its graceful charm shone through.

Bunty closed the door and pointed to an old toggle to its right. “Requires a bit of a hunt to find the light switches. Retrofitting an old place like this is a nightmare. She flicked the switch up and down. “Tad temperamental, but a little jiggle usually does the trick!”

Above them, a giltwood six-arm chandelier buzzed to life, three of its six dusty bulbs aglow.

“Also electrified somewhere along the way but said to be original to the house.” Bunty crossed her arms. “I should think it ought to stay. I’ll rustle up a few more bulbs for you.”

But Annabel hardly heard a word Bunty said. She’d set down her suitcase, taking it all in with a slow circle turn. “I can’t believe it. Kidlington House.”

“Such as it is,” said Bunty, looking around at it like the home had seen its best days and might benefit from being put out of its misery. She took the flowers back from Annabel.

“I’ll just put these in water for you. Got to be a vase of some sort around somewhere.”

Bunty strode off in the direction of what Annabel presumed was the kitchen, her voice raised a register.

“Personally, I’ve always had a terrible soft spot for Kidlington . . .”

A few steps past the stairway, Annabel came face-to-face with a deeply patinaed longcase clock, a good deal taller than she was. Its brass hands were frozen in place, face dulled with dust, but it stood proudly, watching over the house.

She heard water running, and Bunty talking over it.

“Original to the family, the house, generations upon generations, but of course Stella can’t wait to be rid of it, and I don’t suppose we can blame her. An old pile like this falls apart in dribbles and bits!”

“I couldn’t imagine it any better,” said Annabel, as Bunty reappeared to find her staring up at the clock’s painted full-moon face in the break arch at the top, against a background of indigo night and gold stars.

“Ah, the old clock. Shame it doesn’t work anymore. Not since our one clock man passed, last of a long line. It had the dearest most unmistakable eight-bell chime at the quarter hour, rang all through the house. But of course, time isn’t the same anymore, is it?”

Annabel looked at Bunty, holding a glass pitcher spilling over with the garden bouquet.

“What do you mean?” Annabel said.

“I don’t know what I mean, exactly.” Bunty set the pitcher on the period console table next to an old black rotary phone. “But maybe while you’re here, you’ll see.”

Bunty pointed to the telephone. “I’m afraid this is your link to the outside world.”

“I haven’t seen one of those in forever.”

“Thank god it still works.”

Annabel picked up the earpiece, delighted to hear an actual dial tone. “It does work!”

“There’s no mobile service to speak of. Maybe up in the attic, third floor, far corner, if you can get around the collectibles, then stand just so.”

Annabel laughed when Bunty contorted into a birdlike pose.

“And no internet at all. Have to come to town for that.”

“No wonder Stella hates it.”

“Drove her batty last time. She’s got no patience for any of it.”

Annabel looked down at the console table. “Hepplewhite?” she asked.

“Hm. Not sure about this piece.” Bunty pointed to an open doorway. “Best ones are just in there.”

Annabel stepped to the entrance of the large drawing room. Its small imperfections, the chaotic jumble of old and new, didn’t spoil its faded elegance. The marble mantel was chipped, Persian rug faded; there were sun-bleached patches on the walls where paintings no longer hung. Kashmiri shawls draped over the sagging bits of two shabby-chic sofas opposite a whitewashed country-French armoire; sundry side tables sported mismatched lamps and a clutter of trinkets and treasures: shells, inlaid boxes, a collection of frogs—ceramic, carved wood, jade, glass—all with a thin layer of dust. But the room’s proportions were perfect and its tall, sashed windows the just-right backdrop for the jewel of the room, a Hepplewhite suite: round rosewood table, two shield-back armchairs in pink damask, and a curved-back settee with carved mahogany trim ending in rosettes at the arms and proceeding to splayed feet. The wood could use refinishing, the threadbare upholstery a redo, but Annabel didn’t care. She walked to the settee, gently resting a hand on its back, gazing at the other members of its party like lost family.

“Oh my,” she said. “Real Hepplewhites.”

Bunty stepped beside her. “Mm. If there was a better period in English design, I for one do not know it.”

Annabel nodded, in awe. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen any, you know, in their natural habitat.”

“Not the most comfortable, but certainly the most beautiful.” Bunty patted the back of the settee. “Come to think of it, this one had a sister once. Not sure where she got off to.”

“I can relate,” Annabel said with a smile.

Bunty picked up a jade frog from the round table and blew off its dust. “My sister was a bit of a collector,” she said. “As you’ll soon discover. Afraid you’ve got your work cut out for you.”

“I don’t mind,” said Annabel. “I’m so happy to be here.”

Bunty crossed her arms with a sigh and looked around the room as if seeing mostly the chore ahead. “Sorry to say a Mr. Patterson from Sotheby’s will be ’round Saturday morning to start collecting the larger pieces.”

“Stella said.” Annabel looked around too. “But don’t worry, I’ll find something of sentimental value.”

“Oh, Stella doesn’t value sentiment.”

“But I do.”

Bunty reached out a hand. “But this isn’t the best room, not in my opinion. Come have a look-see.”

Bunty led her past the dining room, kitchen, and a ribbon of small rooms, pointing and naming them as she went: pantry, mudroom, laundry, closet, gardening whatnot, whatever that is, when she stopped at a thin double door near the back of the house and turned to Annabel with a conspiratorial wink.

“This was always my favorite.”

Bunty opened the doors onto a library, warm and welcoming, with an old comfy couch and two armchairs on a Persian rug across from a dark oak-manteled fireplace. There were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on one wall, stuffed every which way with all manner of books, old and new. The room smelled of leather and wood smoke. Wan light poured through a pair of French doors and one tall window clouded with dirt and age. Under it sat a petite satinwood writing desk with a single drawer and thin tapered legs, a matching chair. It gave off its own ambient light.

Annabel walked to it, ran her hand across its softly glowing patina.

“This desk . . .” She looked back at Bunty. “It reminds me of that watercolor of Jane Austen, the one her sister painted. You know, where she’s sitting with a pen in her hand, wearing the topaz cross her brother gave her?”

“Oh, I adore that painting: Jane, in the pink of health and the peak of
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