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Grace peeped out from behind the heavy brocade curtain. The corridor to her parents’ rooms was empty, and she was sure Miss Agnes would never find her in this alcove! The governess would still be waiting for Grace to return to the schoolroom after her dancing lesson with Master Appleby. All Grace had to do was stay hidden until lunchtime. Then she and Miss Agnes would go for their afternoon walk, and Grace would have avoided Latin verbs for another day.

Grace’s ears pricked up at the swish of a silk dress. She held the curtain taut and peeped out through the tiniest gap where it met the wall. It was Mama! And she would soon be level with Grace’s hiding place. 

Should she burst out and surprise her? Mama would laugh and hug her; she never minded when Grace played truant, and to be enveloped in Mama’s exquisite scent was almost as good as being outside. 

“Albert!” Mama’s agitated voice made Grace hesitate. She swivelled to the right so that she could see the other end of the corridor. Papa was just coming out of his dressing room, and he closed the door softly before joining his wife in the passageway. 

“I cannot find my pearls!” Mama exclaimed. “I was wearing them two nights ago, and I watched Carter put them into my jewellery box afterwards. She’s turned the room upside down, but they are nowhere to be found!”

“Amelie, they couldn’t have walked away on their own!” Papa replied, his voice brisk and business-like. Grace drew her toes further under her long petticoats. She didn’t want them peeping out and giving her away. Her father, Albert Ingilby, Lord of Amberwood, was not as indulgent as his wife, and would likely punish Grace by forbidding her to ride for a week. Then she wouldn’t get to see her pony Merrion, or her best friend Rodney, and life would be unbearable. 

“They are not in my room,” Mama insisted. “And I should tell you now, several little trinkets have disappeared lately. I didn’t want to bother you with it before, but my pearls are a far more serious matter.”

“Indeed,” said her husband. “I presume you believe someone has stolen them?”

“I do!”  

“And I presume you don’t suspect Carter?” 

Mama gasped. “Certainly not! She’s been my lady’s maid since I was Grace’s age. No, it’s someone else.”

“Hmmm.” Papa tapped his newspaper against his legs. “Then I’ll tell Higgins to organise a search of the servants’ quarters.” 

Their voices faded as they headed for the stairs. Grace had to strain to hear Papa’s last comments. “We’ll find them, my dear. They can’t have gone far. Though I’m extremely disappointed to think anyone at Amberwood Hall would stoop to thieving.” 

Grace sank onto the alcove seat and looked out of the window. How awful! Mama’s pearls were her pride and joy. The two strands of exquisite matching pearls were a family heirloom that had been part of Mama’s trousseau when she came from France to marry Papa. They must be, as Papa had said, somewhere in the house. 

It was a mystery! And Grace loved a mystery. She would put all her efforts into solving this one. She pictured the look of pride that would be on Papa’s face if Grace found the pearls and presented them to Mama with a flourish. 

Grace gazed at the lake sparkling in the distance. If only she could run and tell her best friend! Rodney was just a baby when both his parents died. He would have been sent to the workhouse if it hadn’t been for his uncle, Amberwood’s head groom, who had begged Lord Ingilby to allow the child to be brought up to work in the stables with him. 

When they had been very young, Papa had allowed Grace and Rodney to play together, saying it was good for her to have a playmate of her own age. But as soon as they turned eight years old, Grace had been forced to say goodbye to her childhood games and stay indoors with a series of strict governesses. She was twelve now, and the only time she got to see Rodney was when she rode her pony, or if Miss Agnes fell asleep in the garden when they were supposed to be sketching flowers. 

Grace sighed, then immediately wished she hadn’t, as the curtain suddenly whooshed to the side and Agnes Maynard’s pretty eyes, flashing with anger, burned into her own. 

“What are you doing here?” the governess exclaimed. 

Grace looked down at her shoes. “I wanted to see Mama.” She wondered how Miss Agnes had thought to look for her there, but decided it might be impertinent to ask. Instead, as they marched back to the schoolroom, she asked the governess if she had heard that Mama’s pearls had gone missing and Higgins was going to search all the servants’ quarters. 

“No,” said Miss Agnes briskly. “I don’t listen to gossip, and neither must you. It is not ladylike.” 

She closed the door firmly and gestured for Grace to sit at her desk. “You must finish writing out those Latin verbs before our walk this afternoon,” she instructed. “And have you learned the first eight lines of that sonnet? Your Mama would like you to recite it while you have luncheon with her tomorrow.” 

Grace sighed and picked up her quill. She dipped it in the ink and began to write. At least she could look forward to luncheon with Mama. Grace adored her mother’s stories about the grand houses in France and the glittering balls she had attended as a young woman. Most of the time, they would talk about dancing because they both loved it so much. But this time, Grace hoped Mama would tell her more about the missing pearls.
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The next day, Grace put on her best frock and went to tell Miss Agnes that she was ready to go for lunch with Mama. 

The governess was sitting on the edge of her bed, reading a letter. She jumped when Grace appeared at the door and her cheeks turned slightly pink. She shoved the letter into the drawer on her nightstand and stood up, smoothing her skirt. 

“You must knock before you enter a room,” she scolded.

“But the door was open,” Grace protested. 

Miss Agnes tutted and fussed with her hair. Grace hid a smile. She had an idea as to why the governess seemed so flustered: Grace suspected the young woman had a secret admirer. She didn’t receive many letters, but when she did her breath would quicken, and her fingers would shake slightly. Grace wished she could sneak a look at the signatures, but Miss Agnes always hid them from sight and never read them in front of her. 

Whenever Grace had the chance to meet up with Rodney, the two of them would speculate as to whether the letters were love letters, and who the secret admirer could be. It was another of Grace’s mysteries, waiting to be solved.  

They descended the stairs to the dining room. Grace jumped the last two and broke into a trot. 

“You must not run,” Miss Agnes sighed. She opened the dining room door and ushered Grace through. 

Grace entered and curtsied to her Mama, then rushed into her arms for a hug. 

“My darling girl,” Mama murmured as she buried her face in Grace’s blonde ringlets. “I declare you grow daily.” She pushed Grace back to look her up and down, while still holding her shoulders. “Yes, you must have grown at least a quarter of an inch!” 

Grace giggled. “I’ll be as tall as Papa by this time next week,” she teased. 

They sat at the table while Miss Agnes took up her position by the fire and concentrated on her embroidery. Grace wondered how to bring up the subject of the pearls without letting on that she’d been eavesdropping, but Mama spoke first.

“I have a surprise for you, cherie,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “I had some spare fabric from my new ball gown, and I’ve had a new frock sewn for you. It is the softest material, and the most beautiful cornflower blue. It will match your eyes perfectly! Carter will deliver it to your room tomorrow morning.” 

Grace felt her cheeks turn pink with delight. “Thank you, Maman!” She wanted to leap up and kiss her mother again, but knew she would get into trouble with Miss Agnes for being unladylike. “When shall I wear it?”

Mama placed one finger against her chin and pretended to think. “How about you wear it tomorrow for your dancing lesson?” she said at last. “Then you can come to luncheon again and show me how you look.”

At that moment, the door opened and Papa entered. He never disturbed their luncheons, and it surprised Grace to see him. She sat up straighter and wiped her mouth with her napkin. 

Papa barely seemed to register Grace’s presence. He was wearing his riding clothes and was tapping his crop against his thigh as if something was troubling him. 

Grace’s mother tilted her head, waiting for her husband to speak. Miss Agnes, who had risen and bobbed a curtsey, sat down again. 

“Higgins has completed the search of the downstairs servants’ rooms,” Papa began. “They found nothing. I must confess, I am relieved, though it doesn’t solve the problem. He’ll search the rest of the house this afternoon.” He pulled out a chair and sat down.

“The entire house?” Mama cried. 

Grace stilled with her fork in mid-air. Even Miss Agnes had stopped sewing and was listening. 

“Well, unless someone from outside has perpetrated the theft,” Papa continued, “the pearls must be here somewhere. We will not rest till we find them.” He turned to Miss Agnes.  “Please take Miss Grace out for a long walk this afternoon and give Higgins and Mrs Campbell time to search upstairs.” 

Miss Agnes nodded. “Of course, sir.”

Lord Ingilby turned back to his wife. “I really think we’re wasting our time. I can’t help believing this is an outside job. We have to consider who comes and goes from Amberwood regularly.” He looked at Grace. “What about that dancing master
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