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Chapter 1

Rule number one: Don’t commit yourself to disposing of your client’s rivals unless you’re sure they deserve it (or you’ve been paid an obscene sum to do so).

‘Miss Harriet Smith?’

Her booming voice reverberates around the room and it takes all my years of training not to flinch as she addresses me. She’s a dragon of a lady, with enough money to earn epithets like ‘distinguished’ and ‘refined’, and she has ice-cold eyes that look through you, as if you aren’t worth the bother of looking at. Which is a bit rich, given that she’s the one who summoned me. There’s a huge portrait of Mrs Churchill on the wall behind her – a younger, thinner incarnation in her wedding clothes, thirty-five years earlier – with that same glazed expression as the woman herself. It’s not quite as imposing as its flesh-and-blood counterpart. She’s dressed in a charcoal-grey gown of half-mourning which adds to her gravitas. I wish there was something more between us than the narrow mahogany desk that wobbles dangerously as she leans across it, her fingernails tapping out an erratic rhythm. The teacup beside her rattles with every beat, setting my teeth on edge.

I don’t let her see any of this, of course. Instead, I smile sweetly, inhaling the cloying scent of lavender that wafts through the room, and answer her question as cryptically as possible. ‘For now.’

‘Not your real name, I presume.’

‘That’s very astute of you, ma’am.’

If she perceives my sarcasm, she doesn’t acknowledge it. She leans back in her plush, velvet chair, squinting against the sunlight that streams through the window. I think about offering to draw the curtains but, on second thoughts, I’d rather she didn’t look at me too closely.

‘Names are important among my set, you understand. A name can tell you a lot about a person, don’t you think?’ She pauses for a moment, as if she’s expecting a response, and so, of course, I say nothing.

She continues, apparently unperturbed by my silence. ‘I knew a Smith once. Gardener,’ she booms, and this time, I nearly do flinch. ‘An odd fellow, but I never had any trouble with him. There was a regrettable incident involving his daughter and a member of the local regiment. Dreadful business. Naturally, I had to let him go. A shame, really. He was an artist with the pruning shears.’ She stares wistfully out of the window, presumably thinking of better days and neater rosebushes.

‘You may be wondering, Miss Smith,’ she says, her distaste for my pseudonym only too palpable in those two sharp syllables, ‘for what purpose you have been summoned.’

I am curious, I’ll admit. (But not to her.)

‘You come to me by personal recommendation from a most distinguished individual.’

She waits for this to impress me. It doesn’t. I’ve dealt with many distinguished individuals in my time and they’re all the same. Abrupt. Demanding. Looking as if they’d sat on a cactus but were far too well bred to do anything about it. And, considering that I’ve spent half my short life conning them out of their undeserved fortunes, I can’t imagine that many of them would be willing to give me a glowing reference for anything other than lying, thieving and, in recent years, seducing their husbands. Of course, since the Derbyshire disaster, I have stooped to taking on a few jobs on behalf of ladies and gentlemen who have a problem to solve and don’t want to get their hands dirty, but I doubt any of them would be likely to share their secret shame with Mrs Churchill.

‘I never do anything without personal recommendation, you understand,’ my would-be client continues.

Rich people never do. I can think of a few recommendations I’d like to put to the lot of them, although none of these are polite enough to record here. Besides, it wouldn’t be professional.

I offer her a deferential nod. ‘I’m honoured, ma’am, I’m sure.’

Her eyes sweep over my face, taking in every detail. ‘I must say, I was expecting someone more experienced.’

‘I’m quite experienced enough, Mrs Churchill. I’ve been working in this business these past nine years.’

I don’t mention the fact that I was eight years old when I started. My youth has given me many advantages in my line of work, but since I stopped working with my father and started seeking out my own clients to make my living, I’ve found it’s better to keep my seventeen years to myself.

There’s a paper knife on the desk in front of her, its hilt bedecked with wonderful jewels – emeralds and rubies and pearls. Beautiful. Exotic. Completely over the top. I covet it. She sees me looking, perhaps, because her fingers are upon it as she continues. ‘My friend. The one who recommended you. She tells me. . . She tells me that you observe people. Find. Things. Out.’

That’s one way of putting it. And I’ll give them this, if there’s one thing the rich excel at (besides taking and making recommendations) it’s a good euphemism. Observe people. Find. Things. Out.

‘That’s part of it, ma’am.’

She squints at me over her pince-nez, bosom heaving as she leans across the desk again. ‘Of course, I know all about her little. . . problem.’

I doubt that very much, whoever this mystery friend is.

‘I am her confidante in all things.’

I doubt that too, but I don’t let on. ‘I’m relieved to hear it, ma’am.’

‘Relieved? Why should you be relieved?’ She brandishes the paper knife like a dagger and, with the pointy end a few inches from my face, I decide I don’t want it so much after all.

I stay calm. Stand my ground. (Well, I’m sitting down, but you get the picture.)

‘Because, ma’am,’ I say, ignoring the paper knife, ‘it saves me from having to deny your request for the particulars of her little problem. Client confidentiality, you understand.’

‘Indeed.’ The paper knife retreats an inch or two. ‘She spoke highly of your. . .’ she searches for yet another of her charming little euphemisms, ‘discretion. What I am about to tell you goes no further.’

‘May I assume you’re ready to agree terms?’

‘You may be assured I will make it worth your while. We can settle the details later,’ she says with a wave of her hand. The paper knife comes perilously close to the end of my nose. I still don’t flinch.

‘I would prefer to settle them now, if you please.’ I take out my pocketbook and slide it across the table. ‘Here is a list of my rates.’

‘Rates?’ The letter opener makes a satisfying clank as it lands next to my pocketbook.

‘You will find them very reasonable, I’m sure.’ I give her my best Harriet Smith wide-eyed innocent look and flutter my eyelashes for good measure.

‘I shall review your rates at my leisure. In the meantime—’

‘I have taken the liberty of drawing up a contract for your convenience.’

‘Contract?’

I push it towards her. ‘It only awaits your signature, ma’am.’

‘Don’t you want to hear the details first?’

‘We can settle the details later, can we not? Besides, I never commit details to paper. It’s imprudent in my line of work.’

Except for details of payment. That’s very important.

She looks as if she’s about to raise an objection but, whatever it is, she must have thought better of it, because she’s reaching for her pen now. ‘Very well.’ She dips the nib into the inkwell with such violence it makes me glad she’s not still holding the paper knife.

‘Emily!’ she barks.

The maid is beside her mistress so quickly I can only assume she’s in the habit of listening at keyholes.

‘Mend my pen,’ Mrs Churchill demands. ‘Or, better still, fetch me a new one.’

‘Emily hasn’t been your maid for sixteen years, ma’am. I am not Emily,’ the maid remarks as she bends over to examine the pen, wrinkling her button nose. Her face would be pretty if it wasn’t for the permanent frown etched across it.

‘No, well, you couldn’t be, could you? Emily was far too well bred to answer back. If only she hadn’t run off with that dreadful coachman.’ Mrs Churchill stares off into the middle distance, her expression grave.

‘A lucky escape, I assure you,’ not-Emily says under her breath as she hands the pen back to her mistress.

Mrs Churchill is roused by the tinkle of broken glass in the hallway. Not-Emily sighs. ‘That will be Matilda. Again. She’s not cut out to be a housemaid. I can’t imagine what tempted you to hire her in the first place.’

‘That is all,’ Mrs Churchill snaps, gesturing towards the door. The maid departs, taking her dark mutterings with her.

Mrs Churchill sniffs loudly. The pen hovers as she squints at the contract. ‘An advance on expenses?’ she says with a frown.

‘Naturally, there will be expenses,’ I reply, keeping my expression neutral.

And I have no money of my own to pay them.

‘I shall dictate the amount,’ she says, and I can’t exactly object, so I don’t.

I love that sound. The scratching of pen against paper. It’s the sound of adventure. Possibility. The glorious satin reticule I absolutely can do without but, then, why should I when I have rich society ladies throwing money at me? Well, one, at least.

She pushes the contract back towards me, determined not to look at it, as if any kind of financial transaction is beneath her notice. I sign my own name on the paper, blot it, fold it neatly and slip it into my pocketbook, leaving a second copy on the table for Mrs Churchill’s own records. To business, then.

‘Now, what is it I can do for you, Mrs Churchill?’

She’s fiddling with the catch of a silver snuffbox that looks as if it cost more than my entire wardrobe. Finally, it’s open and she takes from it a portrait miniature and flings it in my direction. The young woman in the picture has an elegant kind of beauty. Her face is pale and aristocratic, but there’s a softness to it which tells me she hasn’t lived among the Churchills of this world. The playful glint in her eyes and the curve of her lips suggests she’s privy to some tantalising secret – the kind of secret that, should she care to reveal it, would bond us together, for ever. I picture us walking through the Bath Assembly Rooms, arm in arm, fending off an army of eager suitors. The best of friends.

‘Her.’ Mrs Churchill leans forwards and taps a gaunt finger against my would-be best friend’s forehead. ‘Miss Jane Fairfax.’ She pronounces every syllable as if it’s poison on her tongue. ‘I want her gone.’

‘I think you misunderstand the nature of my business, Mrs Churchill.’

‘Jane Fairfax will soon be visiting her aunt in the village of Highbury. You have a contact in Highbury, I understand – a way in. It’s one of the reasons I chose you for the job. My friend said you can make problems go away. Well. Jane Fairfax is my problem. And I would like you to make her go away. I don’t care how you do it. Publicly humiliate her. Pay her off. Send some scoundrel in to seduce her, for all I care.’

‘Goodness. What has the poor girl done?’

Mrs Churchill snorts. ‘Do not be fooled by her delicate looks, Miss Smith. She is not the sweet girl she would have everyone believe. She is like you.’

Charming.

‘A swindler,’ Mrs Churchill clarifies when I don’t respond. ‘The other reason why I hired you.’

‘I prefer the term con artist.’

‘You can call it whatever you please. But the truth is, she’s managed to get her claws into my nephew—’

‘Frank Churchill?’

‘You know him?’ Mrs Churchill demands. She looks mildly alarmed at the prospect that I might move in the same social circles as her dear nephew.

‘I know of him, of course.’

I know he’s an absolute scoundrel with a wandering eye and a gambling habit.

She relaxes a little at this. It’s perfectly acceptable for me to gaze admiringly at Frank Churchill from a distance, it seems.

‘Well, this Fairfax girl has Frank in her power. They met in Weymouth last autumn and have corresponded ever since. In short, he means to marry the wretch.’

Now we’re getting somewhere.

‘I see. Has he announced his intentions?’

‘He has not,’ Mrs Churchill barks. ‘But I know what he is planning. He has been out at all hours. Smiling too much. Yesterday, I even caught him whistling,’ she adds, as if this is incontrovertible proof of his marital plans.

‘And what makes you think Jane Fairfax is a swindler? Could she not just be a girl in love?’

‘In love? She’s as poor as a church mouse.’

‘And poor women, of course, have no feelings.’

Mrs Churchill’s eyelid twitches. ‘I think you understand me, Miss Smith. It would be a very good match for her. You are perhaps not aware that Frank is much more than my nephew. He is my ward. My husband’s sister was something of a free spirit. A rebellious girl who thought more of her own immediate pleasure than familial duty. She married a most unsuitable man – a Captain Weston – who could not keep her in the manner to which she had been accustomed. They lived beyond their means, were dreadfully unhappy and she died before her poor son Frank had left infancy. We offered to take him in, of course, and to make him heir to the Churchill fortune on the understanding that he took on the Churchill name. Well, his father was glad to be rid of him. So you see, it is vitally important that he marries the right sort. Frank will come into his inheritance at five-and-twenty. In less than two years, he will be master of this estate.’

‘I understand you perfectly, Mrs Churchill. But if marrying for money were a criminal offence, half the young women of England would be under lock and key.’

‘It is not about money, Miss Smith. It is about legacy. Frank must take a suitable wife for the preservation of the Churchill line. Of course, there is a stipulation that Frank will not inherit unless I approve of his choice—’

‘Then, pardon my ignorance, Mrs Churchill, but why do you need me? Why do you not just simply withhold your approval?’

Mrs Churchill raises an eyebrow. ‘If I thought it were that easy. . . My nephew has inherited something of his mother’s stubbornness. I fear that if I oppose the match, he will surrender his claim to the Churchill estate and run away with the girl. And this house and everything that comes with it would pass to the Eddowes, a vulgar family, barely related to my husband, who are in trade and hail from Birmingham.’ There’s a tremor of rage in the final word. Birmingham is apparently a step too far for Mrs Churchill.

‘And so the Churchill line would come to an end,’ I muse. I see that this would be a fate worse than Jane Fairfax for Mrs Churchill. I know her type. She had married into the great Churchill family and out-Churchill’d them all. For there’s no one more zealous than a convert.

‘There is also the matter of the missing jewellery,’ Mrs Churchill says, eyes narrowed. ‘Two pearl necklaces, a gold locket, a pair of diamond earrings.’ She counts them off on her fingers. ‘Family heirlooms, passed down from my late husband’s great-grandmother. They would have gone to Frank’s bride eventually, but not to the likes of her.’

‘You think your nephew has given them to Jane?’

‘Where else would they have gone? She has bewitched him. He has lost all sense of reason and duty. You will retrieve the jewels. I will not have them round the neck of a mere lieutenant’s daughter,’ she says, conveniently forgetting that she is the daughter of a mere apothecary. (I do my research.) ‘I will not let her take Frank away from me. I will not—’ She breaks off in frustration, clearly sensing my lack of investment in her plight. ‘She is poisoning him against me.’

The venom in her assertion does nothing to help her case. I’ve heard it so many times before. From overprotective mothers. Jilted lovers. Jealous wives.

‘I see from your expression that you think this an exaggeration.’ She removes her pince-nez and looks at me – really looks – for a good few seconds, as if weighing up whether to let me in on some terrible secret.

I do my best to look sympathetic and trustworthy in equal measure.

She returns the pince-nez to the tip of her nose and reaches her hand towards a cup of tea that must have long since gone cold.

‘Speaking of poison.’ Gently, triumphantly almost, she places the cup in my outstretched hands.

I smell it as soon as I lift the cup. The unmistakable almond odour.

‘Cyanide.’

It’s not a question, but she answers it anyway.

‘She means to secure Frank’s fortune and I am the only obstacle left in her way. Marrying for money may not be a crime, but murder certainly is.’

‘You’re suggesting that Jane poisoned your tea?’

‘I am not suggesting it, Miss Smith. I know it to be true. Jane Fairfax is trying to kill me. And you are going to stop her.’






Chapter 2

Rule number two: When seeking help from unwilling sources, ambush them in the middle of the night. It’s harder to say no when you’re half asleep.

‘For the love of all things holy—’

There’s a tell-tale squelch as I jump down from the stile. I withdraw my nankeen boot from the pungent, slimy substance and drag my heel across the grass.

Please don’t be ruined. I can’t afford another pair right now.

I squint against the darkness, arms out in front of me to ward off insomniac cows. I don’t trust cows. Their eyes are too big and their moos are too loud and—

I squeal as something huge, rough and wet swipes at my hand. The licking. That’s the worst part. The cow lets out a low bellow as I push my palm against her muzzle. ‘Get away!’

And now I’m covered in mucus as well as saliva.

She licks me again.

‘No wonder we eat your kind,’ I mutter as I inch away from her, attempting to keep eye contact, which is difficult considering that I can’t actually see her eyes in the near-blackness. I can feel them on me, though, as I take another backward step. When I’m certain the cow-beast isn’t following, I turn around and run like hell for the gate. I clamber over it, boots crunching on the gravel as I tiptoe towards the farmhouse.

Mrs Churchill was right. Not about her nephew’s fiancée trying to kill her. (Well, she might be right about that – only time will tell.) But about the other thing. I do have a way into Highbury. Unfortunately, that way involves scrambling over a rusty stile, traipsing through cowpats and nearly being licked to death by an overexcited Welsh cow.

That’s the easy part. The real challenge is waiting for me behind this door. The lights are out, but I know he’s there. Alone. I checked. His mother and sisters are visiting a cousin in Bath who is ready to give birth any day now.

My hand hovers over the doorknocker.

Here goes.

The door swings open before I even knock.

‘No. No. No.’ He rakes his fingers through his chaotic curls and scrunches his eyes shut, as if he hopes that I’m just a dreadful hallucination.

Afraid not.

Robert Martin: tenant farmer, frustrated writer and now (much to his dismay) general lackey, sole confidant and best friend of Harriet Smith. (Although I’m not sure he’d agree with the best friend part. Not after what happened aboard the Harlequin.) Unlike me, Robert is making the dishevelled look work for him. He isn’t every woman’s dream, but he has a certain rustic charm. Short, tanned, well built, a scattering of freckles across his nose and a mess of chestnut curls that are begging you to run your fingers through them. (Not that I’ve ever tried.) And, at four-and-twenty, he thinks himself infinitely more mature and sensible than I am and doesn’t let me forget it.

I fold my arms. ‘I haven’t asked you anything yet.’

He opens his eyes and lets them rove over my body, taking in my flushed cheeks and haphazard attire. It’s not exactly the vision of loveliness I wanted to present to him but, then, I hadn’t factored in the field full of monsters. Thank goodness it’s dark, at least.

‘The first no was an objection to your presence. The second was a pre-emptive no for whatever insane favour you’re about to ask me.’

‘And the third no?’

He shrugs and offers me his trademark lopsided smirk. ‘That one was just for emphasis.’

‘Well, will you at least let me in? I need to clean my boots and wash the cow saliva off my hand.’

‘There’s a pail of water in the cowshed. Goodnight.’ He attempts to close the door, but I anticipate the move, pushing my full weight against it until my leg is wedged in the gap.

‘Look, I appreciate we didn’t leave things on the best of terms. . .’ I slide my body all the way across the threshold and into the farmhouse kitchen while Robert is distracted by his own indignation.

‘The best of terms? Harriet, you left me aboard a ship full of drunk, angry sailors in the middle of the Irish Sea—’ The glow of the lantern on the kitchen table illuminates his features well enough for me to see that I have some work to do to placate him.

‘Yes, well, there was a very good reason for that.’

‘Let me guess. You thought you saw your father?’

There are two crucial things to know about my father. Firstly, he’s a brilliant con man who taught me the tricks of the trade while I still had my milk teeth. He’s as cunning as they come: a consummate liar; an expert thief; a master of disguise. Secondly, he’s excellent at holding a grudge and he has a very big one against me right now. If he ever catches up with me, he’ll make me pay for what happened on our last job. Our final job.

I betrayed him, I suppose. But he betrayed me, too. He was conning some great lady in Derbyshire and I was left to seduce her supercilious nephew. But then I fell in love, confessed all, and the gentleman still wanted me. We were going to run away together. Leave behind the world of exploitative fathers and overbearing aunts. But Father wasn’t willing to lose me and my talents to a rich toff, so he did what any devoted father would do: drugged me, paid a cad to seduce me and ensured that my lover walked in on the scene. It didn’t turn out so well for my father in the end. No longer bound to me, my lover immediately revealed my father’s intentions to his aunt. But I should have known my father wouldn’t make it to a jail cell, let alone the gallows. He conned his way out of it, went on the run and now he’s out there, somewhere, hunting for me. And knowing Father Dearest as I do, he won’t rest until he has destroyed my life as thoroughly as I have destroyed his.

Luckily for me, the man my father paid to ruin my one chance at happiness – an opportunistic leech called George Wickham – was exactly the kind of man to brag to his friends about his planned exploits. And while Wickham’s best friend, Reuben Denny, thought that a drugged seventeen-year-old girl was fair game, Denny’s lover, Robert Martin, did not. Robert may have been infatuated enough to desert his farm and pursue Denny one-hundred-and-fifty miles across the country, but he wasn’t so far gone that he would fail to act when he discovered Wickham’s intentions. And so, if it hadn’t been for Robert’s poor relationship choices, but essentially good character, things would have been a lot worse for me that night at the Featherstones’ ball. He stepped up when every gentleman of my acquaintance had abandoned me. Despite my intoxication, I’ll never forget the hard set of his mouth and his eyes full of righteous indignation as he pulled Wickham to his feet and punched him in the face. Afterwards, when I was alone, penniless and desperate, Robert helped me get back on my feet, which, much to his dismay, meant back on the con. But conning people isn’t so easy without my father by my side and so I’ve fallen into the habit of turning to Robert every time I get myself into a scrape. Robert has become my saviour. My ever-reluctant safety net. Unfortunately for me, this means that I have to put up with his smug I-told-you-sos and the constant crick in my neck from gazing up at him on his moral high ground.

‘I swear, I really thought it was him this time—’

Robert shakes his head. ‘Like the time you saw him at the Derbyshire militia camp—’

‘Ah, well—’

‘—and at the Bath Assembly Rooms—’

‘You see—’

‘—and in that gambling den in Westminster Abbey.’

‘I’ll admit that one was a bit of a stretch.’

Robert throws up his hands. ‘Harriet, this obsession with your father – it’s not healthy.’

Robert’s right. Ever since I fled from Derbyshire, I’ve seen my father everywhere thanks to my overactive imagination and guilty conscience. But my father is going to track me down eventually.

‘Look, I’m sorry for abandoning you but, in my defence, it did look an awful lot like him and please don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy being stranded on a ship full of burly sailors at least a little bit.’

Robert smirks. ‘It wasn’t all bad. But the answer’s still no.’

‘Please, Robert. It’s just one tiny favour. I have a job in Highbury and I don’t even need you to find me somewhere to stay.’

‘What kind of job?’

‘Nothing big,’ I assure him. ‘Just breaking off an engagement. Retrieving some jewels. The usual kind of thing.’ I don’t mention the attempted murder, or the promise I’ve made to catch Mrs Churchill’s would-be killer before they strike again. The truth is, seduction and thievery are my areas of expertise. Murder, not so much. And while poisoned tea and wicked women is exactly the kind of fare Robert would put in his strange, experimental novel (which I’m not convinced the English public are ready for), in real life, he’s a bit more squeamish. He thinks my work is dangerous enough as it is. If I confess that I’ve been hired to catch a killer, he’ll refuse to help me at all.

‘Where are you staying?’ Robert asks reluctantly.

‘Mrs Goddard’s school. She’s taken me on as a parlour boarder and my expenses from my employer barely cover it, so I really do need this new job to work out. There’s good money in it if I’m successful. I just want to get the lay of the land.’

Robert leans against the wall, fingers drumming on his thigh. ‘You want gossip on my neighbours.’

‘Not even that, really. Just one of your neighbours.’

He hits me with his holier-than-thou stare. ‘Who?’

‘Jane Fairfax.’

‘Jane Fairfax? For a start, she’s not my neighbour. She doesn’t even live in Highbury.’

‘I know that.’

‘Then why are you in Highbury?’

‘She’ll be here soon. Trust me.’

‘Well, it seems you’re better informed about Jane Fairfax than I am,’ he says, grasping my elbow and steering me towards the door. ‘Goodnight.’

I press my back up against the door as Robert reaches for the doorknob.

‘Please, Robert,’ I say, placing my hand against his chest and pushing him further into the kitchen. ‘I just need to get a feel for her. Who are her friends? Enemies? Who will know her deepest, darkest secrets? That sort of thing.’

Whether or not she’s capable of murder, Mrs Churchill is convinced that Jane is responsible for the attempt on her life, so much so that her instruction was not to catch the poisoner, but to stop Jane Fairfax. She can give me no proof that Jane was anywhere near Enscombe on the day of the poisoning, but that doesn’t seem to bother Mrs Churchill. Jane is guilty and that is that. I suppose it’s as good a place to start as any. And, while I can’t yet prove Jane had the opportunity to do the deed herself, she certainly has a good motive.

Robert sighs. ‘From what I know of her, Jane Fairfax isn’t the kind of girl to have any deep, dark secrets. Or enemies. Mr Knightley speaks very highly of her,’ he adds, a blush rising to his cheeks.

‘Ah, the famous George Knightley.’

It turns out that Robert is madly in love with his landlord and I, for one, cannot blame him. Judging from his portrait miniature and his great estate, Mr Knightley has two of the best qualities a man can possess: high cheekbones and an even higher income. Even though he’s twenty years my senior, I think I might be half in love with him myself, if I were in the market. I’m not, of course. Love and con artistry make strange bedfellows.

‘Jane’s an orphan,’ Robert says. ‘She was taken in by her father’s friend. A colonel, I think.’

‘Colonel Campbell.’

Robert frowns. ‘I thought you needed information on her?’

‘I do,’ I insist. ‘But I didn’t come in completely blind. I’m not an amateur.’

If I’m honest, there’s not much Robert could tell me about Jane Fairfax that I don’t already know. But I’ll need him soon enough, so I may as well get him used to the idea of helping me.

‘Well, you probably know she has an aunt and grandmother in Highbury, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.’

‘Yes. The Bateses,’ I say.

‘I warn you, Miss Bates is a bit of a talker.’

‘All the better for me. And then there’s Emma Woodhouse: the young heiress of Hartfield. She’s the same age as Jane. They are friends, I imagine?’

Robert snorts. ‘I’m not sure Emma Woodhouse has any friends. Apart from her old governess, Mrs Weston, but I don’t think that counts.’ There’s an uncharacteristic sneer in Robert’s voice. He’s a hard man to make an enemy of (I’m living proof of that) so whatever Emma Woodhouse has done to offend him, it must be particularly egregious.

‘Ah, yes. Mrs Weston. Recently married to Mr Weston of Randalls. He has a son, doesn’t he?’

Robert huffs. ‘Apparently. Not that Frank Churchill has ever graced us with his presence in Highbury. Mind you, he gave up his father’s name easily enough, so I suppose he’s not in a great hurry to visit him, either. Mr Knightley thinks it’s most undutiful of Frank to neglect his father’s new wife. He didn’t even turn up for the wedding.’

‘Well, you can hardly blame him for that. His father gave him up easily enough to his wife’s rich relations. The Churchills have been better parents to Frank than Mr Weston ever was. It wasn’t that he couldn’t afford to keep Frank at home. He just found it more convenient to pack him off to the Churchills.’

Robert narrows his eyes. ‘As much as I would like to debate with you the respective familial duty of Mr Weston and Frank Churchill, I have to be up at four o’clock to milk the cows.’

I bite my lip against the twitch of a smile. ‘I think that’s enough to be going on with. Frank Churchill: undutiful son; Jane Fairfax: poor orphan girl; Emma Woodhouse: friendless heiress; Miss Bates: garrulous spinster; Mr Knightley: absolute heaven. Does that sum it up?’

Robert blushes again. ‘Perfectly,’ he says as he hooks his arm around my waist and reaches for the doorknob.

‘Oh, one more thing,’ I say, inhaling the scent of sweat, cow dung and vegetable soap that emanates from Robert. It’s strangely intoxicating. ‘The Bateses – where do they live?’ I ask as he pushes me through the door.

‘On the high street, above the milliner’s,’ Robert says, slamming the door in my face.

‘Lovely. I’ll start with them,’ I announce to the doorknocker.

* * *

‘Miss Smith – I do hope you are settling into Highbury – so kind of you to visit – and when you have only been here two days – I’m sure you must have more exciting things to do than call on us.’ Miss Bates gestures towards her mother, a birdlike old woman who is snoring into her morning tea. ‘MOTHER!’ Miss Bates shouts.

Mrs Bates snorts and upsets her teacup, splashing milky brown liquid over her shawl. She raises her head, staring blankly at her daughter.

‘KIND,’ Miss Bates shouts, ‘OF MISS SMITH,’ she nods towards me, ‘TO CALL UPON US.’

‘Very kind,’ Mrs Bates agrees, glancing at me and then settling back in her chair, eyes closed.

The apartment is spotlessly clean, but depressingly cluttered, and there’s a musty scent hanging in the air which no amount of polish could dispel. Miss Bates must be in her forties, but has the deportment of a much older woman. She possesses the plain face and drab clothes of a seasoned spinster, and tries to make up for her dullness by speaking a mile a minute about whatever topic happens to be in her head at any given moment.

‘You mustn’t mind Mother,’ Miss Bates says, steering me towards the threadbare chintz sofa. I ignore her offer and instead seat myself in a hard-backed chair by the window which gives me a good view of the high street. People-watching is a hobby of mine and, if Miss Bates is the chatterbox she’s reputed to be, I might be grateful for the distraction. ‘Mother’s not been sleeping well. Not since I let slip about Jane’s cold,’ she adds, lowering her voice as she perches on the edge of the sofa.

‘Jane is your niece, is she not?’ I thought I would need to work up to this, but I’ve clearly underestimated the magnitude of Miss Bates’s familial pride.

‘Yes. How clever of you to know! Such a kind girl – and so talented – particularly at the pianoforte. But you must not tell her I said so – she is the picture of modesty.’

Hardly the portrait of a scheming murderess, but I suppose Miss Bates is somewhat biased. Her face takes on a youthful glow as she talks about her niece. ‘Jane is – was – my sister’s child – that is to say, my sister is no longer with us – such a sad story—’ She glances at her mother.

‘Yes, I heard that Jane was an orphan,’ I say, determined to head off whatever longwinded tale Miss Bates is about to embark upon, ‘but I’m sorry to hear she is unwell. I hope it’s not serious?’

‘Oh – so kind of you – not serious at all – just a trifling cold – but she has not been quite well since her visit to Weymouth—’

My fingers twitch at the mention of Weymouth – the place where Jane fell for Frank Churchill. Or his money, at least.

‘I said to her – well, I wrote to her, rather – Jane, I said, I shouldn’t wonder about you catching a cold after what happened on that dreadful boat trip.’

‘Boat trip?’ She has me at a disadvantage here. It’s not a place I care to be.

‘Really quite shocking – frightened me half to death when I found out – Jane would have plunged into the water if it hadn’t been for Mr Dixon – such a jolt and she was thrown about – thank goodness Mr Dixon was there to catch her.’

I glance over at Mrs Bates. Her eyes are still closed, but her snores are a little too loud to be natural. I suspect she’s not as deaf as she makes out. Not that I can blame her. I suppose that I might develop a convenient hearing defect if I lived with Miss Bates.

‘Mr Dixon?’ I ask, as I peer through the window at a lithe young woman in a scarlet pelisse.

‘Yes, he is Miss Campbell’s husband – well, I should say Mrs Dixon now, shouldn’t I? Mrs Dixon is Jane’s particular friend – the daughter of Colonel Campbell, Jane’s guardian. They’re more like sisters, really. And Mr Dixon – a wonderful young man. Irish. Jane was invited to Ireland by the Dixons but, well, you see here,’ she says, moving aside a lace doily as she sifts through papers on the side-table. ‘Not this one – not that – ah!’ She waves the letter around triumphantly before pushing it into my hands. ‘We’ve just had word that Jane has declined the Dixons’ invitation and is coming to stay here instead. And she’ll arrive as soon as Friday or Saturday!’

Mr Dixon saving Jane Fairfax’s life? I might be able to use that.

The woman in the scarlet pelisse has stopped to examine the window display at Ford’s, the haberdasher’s shop. In profile, she looks magnificent with her aquiline nose, strong jawline and a single blonde curl trailing down her neck. She has the appearance of a woman who knows her own worth and is quick to remind others of it too.

Miss Bates hovers beside me, pointing out pretty turns of phrase in Jane’s letter. ‘Oh!’ she exclaims, gripping my arm as she follows my gaze out onto the street. ‘There’s Miss Woodhouse – she’ll be delighted to hear about Jane.’ Miss Bates leans over my chair and throws open the sash window. ‘Miss Woodhouse! Miss Woodhouse! Do come up!’

Emma Woodhouse catches my eye as she waves at Miss Bates, a flicker of curiosity in her expression as she sweeps past the window.

‘Oh. Well – I expect she didn’t hear that last bit,’ Miss Bates says.

Some more selective deafness.

As Emma ducks out of view, I have the sudden urge to pursue her. I’ve already secured an invitation to Hartfield to meet her, thanks to my landlady, Mrs Goddard, but patience isn’t one of my virtues.

‘It’s been so nice to make your acquaintance, Miss Bates,’ I say, rising from my chair and slipping Jane’s letter into my pocket in one smooth movement, ‘but I really must be going. I need to run some errands for Mrs Goddard—’ I’m at the door before she’s had chance to draw breath. ‘Good day to you,’ I say as I retreat to the stairs.

‘Oh, Miss Smith, must you really be going? Such a shame – but you must call again when Jane arrives.’

You can be assured that I will, Miss Bates.

I slam the door with more force than I’d intended as I step out into the street.

‘Goodness, was it really that bad?’ Emma Woodhouse is leaning against the window of the milliner’s, smirking.

‘Oh, Miss Woodhouse! I did not see you there!’

‘You are Miss Smith,’ Emma states. ‘Mrs Goddard was to introduce us at Hartfield.’

‘Oh, yes. Mrs Goddard is very kind,’ I say, sounding just like Miss Bates.

‘Well, it seems we do not need her.’ Emma leans forwards and lowers her voice. ‘Tell me, what do you think of Miss Bates?’

I sense that the extent of our friendship rests on how I answer this question. ‘Oh, well, she is perfectly nice, although she does talk rather a lot.’

Emma grins as she links arms with me and steers me away from the Bateses’ apartment. ‘Lord, she didn’t read you any letters, did she?’

I laugh. ‘She did, actually. From her niece, Miss Fairfax.’

Emma rolls her eyes. ‘Of course. The great Jane Fairfax.’

‘You are not friends?’ I hazard.

‘Friends? No. Miss Fairfax has never much liked me and she knows how to hold a grudge. And sometimes grudges can go too far.’ Her smile fades. ‘Still,’ she says, rousing herself with a shake of her head, ‘she’s hardly ever in Highbury so we’re not much thrown together.’

‘Oh, well, you’ll be thrown together soon,’ I say, watching Emma carefully. ‘Miss Bates tells me she’s just had word from Jane that she will be arriving imminently.’

Emma’s grip on my elbow tightens. ‘Jane Fairfax? Here? I think you must be mistaken.’

‘I do not think so. I saw the letter myself.’

Emma stops, drops my arm and turns towards me. ‘You are sure?’

‘Quite sure.’

‘Well,’ Emma says, with forced cheerfulness, ‘in that case, I don’t suppose you need to hear my opinion of Miss Fairfax. You will see for yourself soon enough. It was nice meeting you, Miss Smith. I’m sure we’ll be the best of friends.’ She turns away, chin raised, and strides off down the street.

If I’m looking for someone who might agree with Mrs Churchill’s assessment of Jane Fairfax, Emma Woodhouse is that person. There’s a history there. Something for me to dig into. But to do that, I require one vital ingredient: Miss Fairfax herself.






Chapter 3

Rule number three: If you want to know a lady’s deepest, darkest secrets, steal her letters.

The post office is a wonderful establishment. Letters travelling from one end of the country to the other with such regularity, and hardly a single one going astray. The post keeps us connected. It is the agent of business deals, the purveyor of family gossip, the abettor of love affairs. In a letter, we can confess our true feelings away from pricked ears and prying eyes. In a letter, we can be ourselves. We trust the post office to place our letters into the hands of our intended recipients. Most of the time that’s exactly what happens. But, if your name is Frank Churchill or Jane Fairfax, today is not one of those times.

‘You’re early this morning, Miss Smith,’ says Mrs Leech, the buck-teethed postmistress, as she squints over the counter at me. Mrs Leech is a widow who lives for her Irish Setter and news from her married daughter in London. ‘I haven’t even finished sorting through these yet,’ she adds, gesturing to the haphazard mountain of mail in front of her.

This was exactly my intention. In my experience, it’s much easier to steal someone’s correspondence when the post office is in its early-morning disarray. My eyes sweep over the counter, deciphering the names scrawled across the letters until I find the one I’m looking for: Miss Fairfax.

Finally.

I’ve been anticipating a letter for Jane Fairfax since Miss Bates announced her imminent arrival when I met her on Monday. Today is Thursday. Jane is due on Friday or Saturday. And if Frank Churchill is as love-struck as his aunt insists he is, he’ll ensure there’s a letter waiting for Jane, discretion be damned.

‘Just the one for Mrs Goddard today,’ Mrs Leech says. I slide the coins across the counter as she hands me the letter.

I don’t turn around as the bell rings. I don’t need to. I know exactly who has entered the post office, because I bullied him into it.

‘Good morning, Mrs Leech. Miss Smith.’ Robert gives an awkward bow and then trips over his own feet on his way to the counter.

Smooth.

‘Mr Martin. Another early customer.’

‘Yes,’ Robert says, a little too loudly. ‘I was just walking past and I thought, I wonder if there’s any post from my mother and sisters in Bath.’

I slide my hand across the counter towards Miss Fairfax’s letter.

‘You must be missing them, Mr Martin?’ Mrs Leech replies.

‘Yes,’ Robert says, his voice rising half an octave as he sees my fingers on Jane’s letter. ‘I hardly know what to do with myself.’

You can stop acting like a maniac, for one thing.

‘It must be busy for you on the farm on your own. Elizabeth does so much. But I expect Mr Ingleby is helping you out, isn’t he?’

‘Mr Ingleby. Yes, very helpful,’ Robert agrees, eyes darting from the counter to Mrs Leech and back again.

Mr Ingleby is Elizabeth Martin’s fiancé – Robert’s soon-to-be brother-in-law. His father rents the neighbouring farm from Mr Knightley, but Mr Ingleby Senior is in no rush to hand over the reins and so his son has set his sights on the Martins’ farm as his best chance of advancement. This works out nicely for Robert because he’s far more interested in his literary aspirations than tilling the land. It’s even better for me because it means I can drag Robert away from the farm at a moment’s notice, safe in the knowledge that he can’t fob me off with the tired old excuse that there’s no one to feed the pigs.

Mrs Leech plucks a letter from the pile and squints down at it. ‘There is one for you, Mr Martin, although it looks a bit careless for your mother’s hand.’

Robert snatches it up with a deep blush and muttered thanks, managing to knock an entire pile of mail onto the floor in the process, Jane’s letter included.

The bell rings again as I stoop to retrieve Jane’s correspondence. I have just enough time to slide it into the copy of The Monk I’m carrying for such emergencies when a pair of dainty hands in the softest kid leather gloves I’ve ever encountered brush against mine. The dainty hands are attached to a pair of slender arms, square shoulders and an exquisite neck, which is crowned by one of the most beautiful faces I have ever seen. Alabaster skin, vermillion lips and smoky-grey eyes with all the appeal of an autumnal night by the fireside, curled up with an Ann Radcliffe book.

I admit, I may be getting a little carried away.

‘Let me help,’ says the goddess, scooping up an armful of letters and placing them on the counter with a grace that perfectly matches her appearance. I’ll give her this, she doesn’t look like a con woman but, I suppose, neither do I.

Robert’s face is ashen as he stutters his response. ‘J-Jane Fairfax.’

‘Mr Martin,’ she says, with an elegant curtsey, as Robert clambers to his feet and all but throws a pile of letters at poor Mrs Leech.

‘You’re not supposed to be here yet.’

‘Yes, I am a day early. The Colonel’s carriage became available and I did so want to surprise my aunt and Grandmama,’ Jane says, doing an impressive job of ignoring the fact that Robert is gawping at her as if she’s some sort of bizarre circus exhibit.

I clear my throat loudly and, when that doesn’t work, I drop a large parcel on Robert’s foot.

‘I’m so sorry, Mr Martin,’ I say, catching his eye as I bend down to recover the parcel. ‘How very clumsy of me. I do hope it didn’t hurt.’

‘Not at all, Miss Smith,’ he counters with a stiff smile.

Jane tilts her head at Robert. ‘How did you know I was early?’

Robert opens and closes his mouth like a beached salmon.

Honestly, do I have to do all the heavy lifting?

‘I should think the whole of Highbury knows when you are due to arrive, Miss Fairfax. Your aunt has spoken of little else since your last letter.’

Jane turns towards me, searching my expression for signs of spite. When she finds none, she hits me with a smile so dazzling that I begin to understand why Frank is ready to defy his aunt and relinquish his fortune for her. ‘That does sound like Aunt Hetty,’ she agrees. ‘Jane Fairfax,’ she adds, ‘though you obviously already know that.’

‘Harriet Smith. I’m a parlour boarder at Mrs Goddard’s school.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Miss Smith,’ she says, sounding like she actually means it.

‘You too, Miss Fairfax.’

There’s something about Jane, beyond her pretty face, that draws me in. Some kind of connection between us. She’s an orphan. Her parents died when she was three years old – her father as a soldier in service, her mother from grief. I have few remaining happy memories of my own mother and, given what’s happened with Father, I suppose I’m now an orphan too, of sorts. But it’s more what we don’t share – the different paths we trod. Jane was rescued by Colonel Campbell to repay a life debt he owed to her father. My father’s debts were my damnation. I had no handsome soldier to save me. Jane Fairfax is my other self – the me I could never be. A sweet girl with people who love her. The hope of a happy ending. Or, she is a fellow con woman with a heart harder than mine and a murderous streak to boot.

‘It seems we are all early this morning, Miss Fairfax,’ says Robert, waving his arms around as if he’s fending off a swarm of aggressive bees. ‘You’re early to Highbury. I’m early to the post office. Miss Smith is too. It’s a complete coincidence that we find ourselves here, together, at the same time.’

One thing I didn’t consider when I coerced Robert into helping me with my postal theft was that he’s an atrocious liar. You would think an aspiring novelist could come up with a convincing enough reason for an early-morning trip to the post office or, at least, not draw unnecessary attention to it. But if there’s an easy route to success, Robert Martin will be sure to blunder off in the opposite direction.

Jane stares at Robert in puzzlement and, as he opens his mouth to say something else that will no doubt add to the impression that he’s an utter lunatic, I step in to rescue him.

‘You’re expecting a letter so soon, Miss Fairfax?’ I ask with a meaningful glare at Robert.

‘Not as such,’ Jane says, still watching Robert, ‘but my friends in Ireland may have sent something ahead of my arrival.’

‘Miss Fairfax. Miss Smith. I must leave you,’ Robert announces gravely. ‘Good day to you, Mrs Leech,’ he adds, hitting his head on the bell as he shuffles backwards through the door.

‘I do worry about him, with his mother and sisters being away,’ Mrs Leech says as we watch Robert stumble off down the street. ‘I’m sure there’s a letter here for you somewhere, Miss Fairfax,’ she adds. ‘I’ll check in the back.’

‘He did seem a little out of sorts,’ Jane muses, turning towards me.

‘Hmmm,’ I say, wondering how best to explain Robert’s lunacy. ‘Well, I did think perhaps— But no, I’m quite sure it’s just my imagination.’

‘What?’ Jane says, a glint in her eyes that makes her whole face come alive. For some reason, I really want to keep it there.

‘I thought perhaps— Oh but, Miss Fairfax, you will think me so vain.’

Jane smiles. ‘You think he likes you?’

‘Perhaps a little,’ I own, holding my breath until my cheeks are as pink as a summer rose.

‘I think you might be right. It certainly wasn’t for my benefit that he was so flustered.’

‘Oh, Miss Fairfax, it is kind of you to say so, but I don’t think—’

‘Do you like him?’ she asks, ignoring my protestations.

‘Perhaps. But, please,’ I add, finally meeting her gaze, ‘you must not tell Miss Woodhouse. She does not approve of Mr Martin. I think she might have someone loftier in mind for me.’

This is not entirely untrue. I’ve known Emma Woodhouse for less than a week and she’s already marrying me off to the local clergyman, Mr Elton, in her head. There’s more chance of me marrying Robert than Mr Elton, but there’s no sense in telling Emma that. She’s a woman who is accustomed to getting her own way. And by playing meek little Harriet Smith – always in agreement and forever in the thrall of Highbury’s undisputed queen – I have access to everyone and draw the attention of no one. So I’m quite happy to defer to Emma’s apparent wisdom – until it gets in in the way of my own plans, that is.

The smile drops from Jane’s lips and her eyes flash with anger at the mention of Miss Woodhouse. Apparently, she’s about as fond of Emma as Emma is of her. She looks rather sinister for a moment, like the kind of girl who might slip a dose of cyanide into her enemy’s tea.

‘I’m sure Miss Woodhouse means well,’ says Jane, in a tone that suggests the exact opposite, ‘but you must learn to know your own heart and make your own decisions in matters of love
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