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CHAPTER 1

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single lady in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a husband.

‘Nonsense,’ Miss Caroline Bingley muttered into her empty teacup, banishing the thought from her mind. ‘I am in want of nothing.’

One might admit to a certain restlessness, she reflected, but that was surely the result of being veritably marooned in Derbyshire at present. She had promised to spend an entire month with her brother, Charles, and his wife to admire their new estate. She adored them both, but after weeks of country dances, unvarying society, and conversation devoted utterly to window furnishings and nursery arrangements, one was bound to become slightly —

‘I beg your pardon?’

She looked up at Jane. ‘Oh, nothing.’

‘More tea?’

‘Thank you. Yes.’

It had snowed overnight, and the terrace beyond the window was blanketed in pure white – a pleasing prospect, at least for those tucked up indoors with a merrily blazing fire. Caroline was genuinely delighted for her brother, who gazed about him, beaming, in evident enjoyment of his new house, its expansive grounds, and the prospect of a hunt as soon as the weather cleared.

‘No riding out today,’ said Charles. ‘I should think there’s little chance of it this week. My steward’ – he uttered the words with obvious relish, never having had need of an estate steward before – ‘tells me this breeze is likely to lift into an almighty bluster by evening.’

‘Shall you be calling at Pemberley this morning?’ asked Caroline.

She had at first been unsure of the wisdom of Charles settling quite so close to the grand estate of his particular friend Mr Darcy. The marriages of the two men to Jane and Elizabeth Bennet made the couples inseparable, and on occasion their company rather stifling. But the connection had also drawn her closer to Mr Darcy’s young sister, Georgiana, and the two women had become firm friends.

‘It is some days since you saw Mr and Mrs Darcy,’ she added. ‘Perhaps if the snow melts a little, we might both venture out? I do so wish to call on Georgiana – she seemed out of sorts when I saw her last.’

‘I doubt it will be possible,’ said Jane, glancing at the lumpy snow where the terrace ought to be, and the distant trees, their bare branches bending before the wind. ‘But never mind. There is a great deal to do in the conservatory, and this afternoon I shall have to see to the curtains in the blue room.’

‘We might try later,’ said Charles, who was nearly as weary of discussing drapes as his sister. ‘I will have the driveway cleared.’

Before he could ring for a footman, one appeared in the doorway.

‘A letter for Miss Bingley,’ he announced.

‘Mail?’ Charles asked. ‘In this weather?’

‘A man from Pemberley delivered it just now, sir.’

‘Excellent,’ said Charles. ‘There may be hope for some recreation after all.’

Caroline slid the letter from the tray and tore it open. She knew only too well who had scribbled her name on it. The note was hastily written and blotted, inside and out, the ink smudged badly. Charles and Jane watched closely as Caroline read it.

My dearest Caroline, it read, in Georgiana’s distinctive hand.


You will, I am sure, not blame me for what I have
   done and see that it is for the best – indeed, it is
   necessary. I trust that I can rely on your secrecy. By the time you read this, I will be on the coach to London.
 

Caroline gasped, then clapped her hand over her mouth.

‘Is something amiss?’ asked Jane. ‘Is Georgiana ill?’

‘It is nothing,’ Caroline said hastily. ‘I – I put too much sugar in my tea, that is all.’

Her family were too well-mannered to question her further, and she continued to read her letter while Jane poured her a fresh cup of tea.


I have told my brother and Elizabeth that I will stay with you for some time. In my note I said that I would send for my clothes later, and so I daresay they will be sent to you today. I will write from town to tell you where to direct them. My brother has expressly forbidden me from any excursions without him, but I feel I must disobey him. There is something I must do – lives may depend upon it, and I cannot shirk this responsibility. Please find a way to conceal the truth from my family and yours as long as possible. I know, my dear friend, that the deception I am asking of you is no small thing. I will return as soon as I have satisfied this duty. Do not worry about me. Yours, Georgie.



Caroline had been profoundly shocked several times in her life, but she had not expected to suffer it from this direction. Georgiana, although several years younger than her, had always been a devoted friend, obedient sister, and almost timid in social situations. Now this? A young woman, venturing alone to London, of all places? It was extraordinary. Whatever had prompted this upheaval must be a serious matter indeed. Surely it could not be anything so disreputable as an elopement. Perhaps Georgiana was filled with youthful enthusiasm for some misadventure, imagining that lives depended on her intervention. But it would not matter how innocent the motivation. Any young woman attempting such a feat risked both reputation and real harm.

Caroline turned all this over in her mind as she stirred even more sugar into her second cup of tea. Before taking a sip of it, she stood.

‘Excuse me, Charles, Jane. I think I must go to London.’

There was a general exclamation. Charles ventured to question her a little further than he usually felt brave enough to do. ‘Surely not. What on earth would take you to town so urgently, and in such weather?’

‘I think that I must go.’ Caroline looked at her brother and her sister-in-law, of whom she felt quite fond, but upon whose judgement she did not depend. ‘I have some shopping to do.’

‘Shopping?’ asked Jane.

‘Shopping. I require new gowns for the Season.’

‘But Caroline, did you not recently order several new silk dresses from …’ Charles began, but his natural inclination to avoid argument and to believe the best of people would not allow him to continue. ‘Of course, if you think it necessary.’

‘Necessary? My dear Charles, I am at least six months behind the fashion, and as our sister will tell you, that will not do. Besides, my house in town has been neglected. I feel I must go there directly. My own two servants will suffice.’

Caroline rang for her maid to begin making arrangements. Apart from anything else, she must make sure that Georgiana’s trunk was surreptitiously loaded into her own carriage, and its arrival kept secret.

‘It will no doubt be a short trip,’ said Caroline to her brother. ‘The weather at this time of year is not pleasant, town is far too busy for my liking, and if it were not such an urgent matter of … style, I should be reluctant to visit London at all. As it is, I hope to return soon.’

Caroline knew that her brother was a poor correspondent even with as close a friend as Mr Darcy, and the snowfall might yet prevent the usual calls between the two households. Even if he did write, Charles would be unlikely to mention Caroline’s trip to London; he would be more likely to stick to important matters such as arrangements for shooting parties. Jane, however, was in regular communication with her sister Elizabeth. Caroline would have to write to the Darcys as soon as she found Georgiana, and provide them with some explanation or excuse. Otherwise, the whole of Derbyshire would begin searching the kingdom for them both, and everyone would be needlessly worried. She only hoped she could catch up with Georgiana before anyone realised what had happened, and bring her back immediately.

‘Are you sure?’ Jane asked. She was better acquainted with evasion and deception than her husband, as these things had been necessary at times in her own family, but her timidity and her awe of Caroline would not allow her to press further.

‘My dear Jane,’ said Caroline, ‘it is not all of us who can look as sweet and old-fashioned as you do in last season’s clothes, even in your present happy condition.’

Jane looked a little hurt, but Caroline did not allow herself to feel any guilt. It was hardly worse than anything else she had ever said to her sister-in-law, and if it served to dissuade Jane from making further enquiries, then it was worth it.





CHAPTER 2

Having given terse instructions to the maids about the packing of the trunk and delivered strict orders to her coachman about the readiness of the horses, Caroline found herself sinking wearily into the seat as they set off at last. She drew a fur rug over her knees, and wedged a cushion into the small of her back. Her maid, Susan, and her butler, Gordon, sat opposite her and, desirous of avoiding their concern for the interminable journey ahead, she stiffened her spine and blinked her eyes wide. She wished she could order them to ride up top with Mr Whipple, but in this weather it would be unconscionable. Most unfortunate.

The wintry countryside was picturesque only at a distance. For those travelling through it, even in the smartest of carriages, it was slippery, cold and deeply unpleasant. The blankets and cushions heaped on the leather bench beside her slipped about with each lurch of the carriage, so that Gordon was constantly folding and sorting them, until she snapped at him to leave them be. How had Georgiana managed to get through the snow to Lambton to meet the coach? Foolhardy girl. Caroline stared out the window with some impatience, and fought the urge to give further directives to Whipple about the best way to handle the horses.

She took out Georgiana’s letter and read it over and over until she knew it by heart. She was at first furious with her friend for placing her in this impossible position, then she was impressed by Georgiana’s refusal to be put off her course of action by the disapproval of her brother, then she was greatly concerned for her friend’s safety on a public coach and in town, and then she was angry again. It did occur to her to wonder if she had done the right thing in concealing Georgiana’s intentions from the Darcys and from her own family. Darcy would be furious when the truth was discovered, and his wife rightly worried for Georgiana’s safety and her good name. Caroline prayed that whatever had so distressed Georgiana was not a matter that might reflect poorly on either of them. At least there were no eligible men for miles around who might have enticed Georgiana away.

She sniffed. The girl had never acted so precipitously before Darcy married Eliza Bennet. Clearly the new mistress of Pemberley was already failing dismally in her role as Georgiana’s protector and confidante. There was nothing for it. Caroline must discover her friend’s whereabouts and convince Georgiana to put this mysterious matter from her mind. If she did not succeed, it was likely their brothers would try to prevent them both from doing as they pleased in the future. Whatever had propelled Georgiana to take such a risk, neither Darcy nor his new wife had been able to resolve it. A more rational approach, a superior mind, was required. Caroline nodded to herself. The die was cast, and she was firm in her determination.

She was also thankful that in recent years she had seen fit to equip herself with her own comfortable townhouse. Now that she had reached the mellow age of twenty and eight, she managed her affairs entirely separately from her brother’s. She would not admit to anyone, not even their sister, Louisa, that she did not entirely trust Charles’s competence with money, but Caroline made very sure that her income was her own. She had dropped a hint or two to Jane, following her marriage into the Bingley family, that it might be advisable to keep a close eye on the account books, but in the two years they had been married, Jane had yet to curb Charles’s enthusiastic spending habits.

Thus, her brother and sister-in-law’s concern and curiosity could have no effect on Caroline’s plans to depart for town, even if they had been bold enough to voice those sentiments directly to her. She had her own carriage and driver, and her own staff. She was not reliant on the good graces of her family for her allowance from her father’s trust fund, nor did she have to sneak around as Georgiana had. Caroline wondered whether this might be an opportune time to mention the prospect of such independence to her friend, but she knew that Georgiana was less determined and much younger than herself, and that Darcy was less easily persuaded than Charles.

The carriage ground to a halt. Gordon got out to confer with

Whipple, and Caroline stuck her head out the window.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Snow.’ Gordon was as taciturn as ever.

‘Clearly.’ Caroline sighed and drew herself back into the carriage, closing the door and the window. They did not move. She sat and waited for half an hour, then put her head out again.

‘No luck?’

‘Working,’ Gordon shouted from somewhere up ahead.

She withdrew again, noticed Susan shivering and handed her another blanket. Caroline was too impatient to feel the cold. She tapped her toes and drummed her fingers in a way that would have annoyed her no end had anyone else done it. She fought the urge to shout in frustration. She felt that she would be much more satisfied if only they were moving forward, if only the white scenery, occasionally streaked by brown branches and trees, would go past, be it ever so slowly.

She pulled out the sheet of paper and peered at it again. If there were to be delays all the way to London, she must be ready to act decisively as soon as she arrived, and the first priority was to determine where Georgiana was staying. Pulling a pencil and paper from her reticule, Caroline noted the names of every person Georgiana might know in the city. She had spent some years there in her youth, but only one Season recently, and so had plenty of time to form acquaintances, while the Darcys knew many London people through their family connections.

Caroline wrote down every name she could think of, tapping her pencil against the tip of her nose as she tried to remember others. She had covered both sides of the paper with names by the time Gordon climbed back into the carriage and they slowly jolted forward.

‘Good work,’ she told Gordon with a nod. His boots and trousers were soaking wet, and his fingers scarlet with cold. She handed him a rug.

‘Road’s closed up ahead,’ he said. ‘A cart from Lambton was turned back earlier.’

‘But we must —’

‘We’ll have to go round the Exeter Road. Need to rest the horses soon enough. The snow wearies them.’ Gordon took off his hat, wrapped the rug around his shoulders, and closed his eyes.

Caroline sighed again with impatience, but there was no point arguing with the weather or cajoling the horses to go faster along treacherous roads. They must not be far behind Georgiana, she reflected, and the public coach might be even more delayed. Hopefully they would catch up with her soon.

Caroline looked back over her list of names, thinking hard, scribbling another three or four before concluding she could add no more. Up and down the list she read, to see if a name struck her with particular urgency or any special recognition. But nothing leapt to her mind, and she continued to stare at the paper until she became cross and cross-eyed. The sun began to set; it was time to rest for the evening. Gordon assured her they had made good time in spite of the snow but could go no further in the dark. They halted for the night in a small inn near an incessantly roaring river, where she was forced to settle for the second-best room, with Susan sleeping on a straw pallet on the floor, and the men in a loft above the stables. Why, Caroline wondered, did anyone ever leave town? The countryside offered little more than eternal torment.

Very early the next morning, as the carriage crawled along and Gordon tried to appear well-rested, Caroline resolved to try a different approach to the puzzle before her. Instead of trying to determine the correct name in her long list, she began eliminating impossibilities. First, she crossed off any men. Georgiana, Caroline felt sure, would not approach a gentleman to shelter her while she completed her mysterious mission. Even her cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, who admired her greatly, would most likely disapprove of her adventure and pack her off home to Pemberley immediately. Georgiana would never chance it.

Who else could she strike off the list? Particular friends of the family would likely write to Georgiana’s brother or escort the young runaway back to Derbyshire, perhaps looking to find favour with the influential Mr Darcy – or, at least, to avoid his censure. For the same reason, Caroline drew her pencil through several women on the list who would be unwilling to risk their own reputations, including her own sister who, she was sure, would disapprove of the entire business.

That left half a dozen names, mostly family friends Georgiana had known since childhood, but with whom Caroline was only distantly acquainted. Mary Watson was a widow, living alone on a small income. Maria Greenstone was recently married to a – Caroline wrinkled her nose – solicitor. Sarah Jennings had two small children and was incapable of conversing on any other subject. Eliza Jones was an older woman, never married and wealthy, stern but with a kind heart. Petunia Withers lived with and cared for her sister, whom Caroline had never met, but understood was unable to stir out of doors. Lady Catherine Alton was a distant cousin, but spent much of the year in Ireland. She could not decide which of these might be Georgiana’s preference. She could think of reasons that each woman would be a suitable person for Georgiana to visit unexpectedly, but she could also see why Georgiana might be intimidated by each, or might not wish to impose, or could not expect a warm welcome. Which of the six might she have chosen?

As the wheels of the carriage crunched slowly through the snow and ice, Caroline turned it over in her mind, tapping the pencil in time to the pace of her thoughts. She could, of course, visit each of these women on her arrival in London, but that would waste more time than she could spare.

Susan started to nod opposite her, but Gordon sat perfectly straight and still, apparently refreshed by their brief overnight rest. His silvery hair seemed almost ghostly in the shadowy light. He was not looking directly at Caroline, but she was sure that he was aware of what she was doing, even though she had not troubled to explain herself to even her most trusted of servants.

‘Gordon,’ she began.

‘Madam?’ Without appearing to have moved a muscle, he was entirely alert.

‘When we arrive in London, we shall have some work to do.’

‘Of course.’

‘I am trying to think which of these women might be …’ Caroline gave it up. She could not discuss this matter with Gordon, even if he had already figured out what was going on, which was likely, and even if he could help, which was entirely possible. As a young man, he had served in the army in many different colonies, and probably knew how to track renegades and runaways through deserts or over mountains. But surely nothing prepared one for the task of finding an eighteen-year-old heiress at large in London? Gordon had been her father’s valet as far back as she could remember and now, without her parents, Caroline relied on him to secure the comfort and independence she enjoyed, but she was not yet sure how far he might be trusted with delicate matters.

‘Never mind.’

Gordon’s face did not move, but Caroline felt that he was smiling at her, and she turned her attention instead to Georgiana’s letter, which was now well-worn. Taking her pencil, she drew a line under each word as she turned it over in her mind, hoping that some particular phrase or stroke of the pen would betray her friend’s thinking.

Georgiana had an unusual hand that her governess had not been able to train away. The letters slanted backwards, and she held the pen heavily, writing rather slowly and pressing deeply into the paper. Caroline slid her fingertip over and around each word in turn, feeling the bumps and grooves Georgiana had inscribed into the paper, but no solution presented itself.

With a sigh, Caroline turned to stare out the window at the endless icy snow. She began, almost unconsciously, to sketch what she saw. The soft curves of the snowdrifts, the sharper lines of leafless branches, a spire in the distant village, a stone mill on the stream, all took shape across the margins and the top of Georgiana’s letter.

The carriage jolted over a branch in the road, skittering the pencil across the paper and startling Susan awake. She sat upright, looking shamefacedly at Caroline and then briefly at the letter before turning to stare out of the window. Caroline glanced down at her drawing and noticed some irregular lines in the shape of what should have been a perfectly formed snowdrift. She tried shading it again, and discovered a roughness that she did not expect – something in the paper.

Recognition raced through Caroline like lightning. She sat upright and thumped her gloved fist on the roof of the carriage.

‘Stop,’ she cried out. ‘Gordon, we must stop.’

Gordon made no acknowledgement, but pulled down the window to speak to the driver. Before the carriage had rolled to a halt, Caroline flung open the door and stepped out into the winter sun. She held the letter this way and that in order to catch the light, gently shading over the uneven spot with her pencil. She squinted at it from one angle and then another.

‘Is everything all right, ma’am?’ asked Susan, shivering.

‘It most certainly is,’ said Caroline, suddenly feeling glad of heart. She tripped lightly back up into the carriage, ignoring Gordon’s proffered hand. ‘Very well indeed. Carry on.’

The carriage lurched onward.

‘When we arrive in London,’ said Caroline, unable to contain her discovery, ‘we shall pay a visit to Sarah Jennings.’

She carefully examined the paper again in the dimmer light of the carriage. It contained the ghost of the letter Georgiana had written before it – as her pen had pressed deeply into the paper, the imprint had passed through to the next page, on which she had written to Caroline. At the top of the page, above her salutation to Caroline, were lines, slanting backwards, now shaded in pencil. She could not decipher them all, but the first letter after the word Dear was definitely an S.

Having no further immediate mysteries to solve, the remainder of the journey to London was particularly distressing to Caroline. They did not meet with the public coach, but she was sure they could not be far behind it. When finally they arrived at her beloved little sandstone townhouse in one of the better squares of Mayfair, Caroline paused only long enough to greet her surprised housekeeper, Mrs Stubbs, and allow the footmen to take the trunks inside, before ordering the carriage on to Piccadilly and the home of Sarah Jennings.

She sprang up the steps, heedless of decorum, and rang the bell, which was answered by a servant who seemed astonished to see anyone at such a late hour.

‘Miss Georgiana Darcy, if you please,’ said Caroline.

The boy stammered in reply, so she pressed on.

‘You need not trouble yourself with denials. I am sure she is here.’

He turned red and vanished, leaving her alone in the hallway. A small bag, muddy from travelling, sat near the stairs, and a damp cloak hung over the banister. Georgiana must have arrived only recently, and the household had clearly not known how to accommodate her. Caroline heard voices raised in the next room before Mrs Jennings herself appeared.

‘My dear,’ said Caroline. ‘I apologise for calling on you so late.’

Mrs Jennings looked so entirely confused that Caroline thought she must have made a mistake. Her heart sank. ‘I did not —’ she began.

‘I am so glad you are here,’ whispered Mrs Jennings. ‘I had no idea what to do with her, but she forbade me from writing to her family.’

Caroline smiled.

‘You won’t scold her or send her home?’ Mrs Jennings asked.

‘You may trust me entirely,’ said Caroline, choosing her words carefully. This was, however, enough to satisfy Mrs Jennings. Georgiana was sent for, and could not dare refuse the summons in a house that was not her own. She peered around the doorway, saw Caroline, and smiled with relief. She was tired, Caroline could see, and no wonder. Her curls straggled around her shoulders, and in spite of the smile her face seemed waxen.

‘It’s you,’ she said. ‘I thought —’

‘Come,’ said Caroline, standing aside for the door to be opened. The boy hoisted the bag onto his back and raced outside. The entire household, it seemed, was as relieved as she was.

‘But —’ said Georgiana.

Caroline threw the younger woman’s cloak over her shoulders and took her arm. ‘You shall stay with me. Thank you, Sarah.’

With a nod to the somewhat astounded Mrs Jennings, she escorted Georgiana to her carriage. She had known her young friend since she was a child, and scrutinised her closely. Georgiana had grown into a lively, if often shy, young woman with a blaze of golden ringlets circling her pale face. Her eyes filled with tears.

‘You came,’ she said.

‘Of course I did.’

‘I never expected it,’ said Georgiana.

‘Do you truly know me so little?’

‘How did you know where to find me?’

‘I deduced it, naturally.’

Georgiana tried to smile, but failed.

‘Now,’ said Caroline, tucking her friend in amongst the rugs and furs, ‘what on earth is going on? Whatever possessed you to run away, and in such filthy weather?’

‘She’s gone. Jade is gone.’

‘I see,’ said Caroline. ‘You will have to excuse my ignorance, and explain to me who Jade is.’

‘Oh, but I’m sure I have spoken of her to you! My maid, you know. She’s very gentle, and tries so hard, and does my hair so beautifully. Indeed, you have often remarked upon it yourself.’

‘My dearest friend,’ began Caroline, at something of a loss as to how to proceed. ‘Are you telling me that you put yourself at such great risk in order to search for a missing maid?’

‘Of course! You would too, surely.’

Caroline doubted that very much. ‘But anything might have happened to you on the public coach, or here in the city. I shudder to think.’

‘But nothing did,’ said Georgiana, ‘and now you have come to help me.’

‘To help you? Do you imagine —’

‘All will be well now. I feel sure of it.’

Caroline sighed. ‘Preposterous optimism.’

‘Not at all,’ said Georgiana. She reached across and squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘Now that you’re here, I feel sure we will succeed in finding Jade.’

Caroline hid her smile at the compliment, not having the heart to scold her friend for running away, nor to suggest a return to Pemberley after such a pronouncement. But waste her time scouring the city for a runaway servant? It was insupportable. No, she would not do it.

But then Georgiana smiled at her through her tears.

‘Oh for goodness’ sake,’ said Caroline.





CHAPTER 3

Caroline handed Georgiana over to Mrs Stubbs, who knew without being told what was needed, and very soon the runaway was bathed, freshly clothed, and fed. Mrs Stubbs had used the hour between her mistress’s unexpected return and her equally unexpected arrival with Miss Darcy to glide around the house, arms full of linen, hissing orders at the housemaids. Now, fires blazed merrily in several rooms, Caroline’s trunks were unpacked, Susan was recovering by the kitchen fire from her journey and frantic labours, and the cook, Mrs Haddock, was improvising a late supper. Gordon and Mr Whipple, still in damp overcoats, bedded down the horses, wheeled the carriage undercover, and looked forward to a warming toddy.

Caroline, in the meantime, having changed from her travelling outfit, settled into her private sitting room. She discovered amongst her papers a fresh day-book she had been saving for a special occasion, and decided that if providing legitimacy for her friend’s ill-conceived flight from Pemberley in search of her missing maid were not a special occasion, she would be unlikely to ever happen across one.

She paused, enjoying the sound of the phrase Missing Maid, and wrote that on her first page as Georgiana knocked softly and entered the room.

Caroline looked up and smiled. ‘I trust your room was in order?’

‘Yes, thank you,’ said Georgiana, curling herself into a ball on the most comfortable chair. ‘I must say, you keep a splendid house. I had no idea there were so many rooms upstairs, and such lovely places to sit and read and think. Everything is so perfectly organised.’

‘I should think so,’ said Caroline. She had a habit of arriving unexpectedly from Derbyshire, and secretly hoped that one day she might find the house in disarray so that she could see it put to rights again. She had never in her life been so charmingly occupied as in the months she had spent establishing and furnishing her very own townhouse. She had based her design on the house of a renowned philosopher on whom she had called in Vienna, whose taste she admired much more than his famous treatise – although it was more likely, she acknowledged, that the taste belonged to his elegant and endlessly patient wife. She wondered briefly whether she should change the silvery silk on those fetching armchairs to something more cheerful, perhaps yellow, but that would mean altering the curtains too, and possibly the rug, which in turn might necessitate rehanging every painting in the house.

‘Do you enjoy it?’ Georgiana asked.

‘Enjoy what, dearest?’

‘Having an entire house to yourself? I can’t think of too many other young ladies in your situation who are so satisfactorily established.’

‘More young ladies of independent means should do the same,’ Caroline said.

‘But don’t you feel lonely?’

‘Not at all,’ said Caroline. ‘I have everything to hand, and if I am ever in need of company, I need only have the carriage brought around and the whole of London awaits. Anyway, you are with me now, and we have work to do.’

In the past year, since returning from her extended tour on the Continent, Caroline had discovered, somewhat to her surprise, that she had become quite fond of London. She had not grown up here, but had delighted in her first seasons as a young debutante in a city seemingly filled with balls, charming amusements, morning promenades and amiable company. She felt differently about it now, as if it was an old friend, familiar but always with the ability to surprise, and could not comprehend her brother’s affection for the countryside.

‘It’s rather thrilling, don’t you think, to be in town all by ourselves.’ Georgiana smiled across the room at her. She looked very young, younger than her years, younger than the person who had contrived to deceive her brother and run away to London, and Caroline suddenly felt the absurdity of the adventure in which she had tacitly conspired.

‘Are you feeling any better?’ she asked.

‘Much,’ said Georgiana.

‘Then shall we begin?’

‘Only if you promise not to look so stern.’

‘I shall promise nothing of the sort,’ Caroline said, ‘until I understand what is going on.’

Georgiana startled as the door opened and two footmen carried in a tea tray. The conversation paused while Caroline poured, and one of the footmen stoked the fire.

Georgiana sipped her tea, which Caroline had liberally fortified with sugar, but when she opened her mouth to speak, her bottom lip trembled.

Caroline dismissed the footmen with a wave, and sat down beside her friend. ‘Tell me exactly what happened.’

‘I don’t really know,’ said Georgiana. ‘The other day, Jade didn’t come to wake me. They told me she’d gone and I don’t know where she went, no one does. The other servants said that she’d run off, and my brother said he can’t stop her if she doesn’t want to work for us, and so I am the only hope she has in this world.’

The teacup wobbled dangerously, and Georgiana put it down on a small table by her chair. Clasping her hands together, she crushed her handkerchief to her face.

‘I’m so worried for her.’

‘It does you credit, I’m sure, that you are so concerned for the welfare of this girl, but I don’t see why it should distress you so if she no longer wishes to remain at Pemberley.’

‘But she wouldn’t leave me!’ cried Georgiana, tossing the handkerchief to the floor. ‘I miss her. I like to talk to her. She’s always so sympathetic.’

Caroline was wise enough not to argue the point. ‘Did she say anything that made you think there was reason for concern?’

‘Yes, I told you.’

‘Excuse me, but you did not. You said only that she disappeared.’

‘Did I not tell you about her brother?’

Caroline stifled a sigh of impatience. ‘Tell me now.’

‘I’m sure I mentioned him,’ Georgiana said. ‘He works as a footman here in London, you know, and she’s worried about him.’

‘That does not seem to me to be overly distressing. Young men live to plague their sisters. You have only to look at mine.’

This attempt at lightness did not impress Georgiana. ‘She said he was in trouble.’

‘What kind of trouble?’

‘I don’t know. Something about money, and their father.’ A tear or two fell into her lap. ‘I am afraid I was not always attentive to the details of what she said. Her brother is all the family she has. But her father was … I can’t remember.’

‘If she has a father, then her brother is not all she has,’ said Caroline in what she hoped was a bracing and pragmatic tone. She sipped at her tea and wished she had asked for supper to be brought in as well. ‘I daresay that she’s prone to exaggeration, as many young girls are. It is no great reflection on her character, certainly, for her to leave you in that way without giving proper notice, but your brother and Miss Eliza Bennet —’

‘You mean Mrs Darcy?’ Georgiana gently reminded her.

‘Yes, yes, of course.’ Caroline supposed she must get used to the idea at some point, no matter how nettlesome. ‘Mrs Darcy will soon find you an acceptable replacement and it won’t be long before you feel just as comfortable with her.’

‘Oh, they’ve already got someone new from the village,’ said Georgiana, with a distracted air. ‘But that’s not the point. Jade came to London, I’m sure of it, all by herself, and she’s too young to be out in the world on her own. Why, she can’t be more than sixteen. What if something happens to her? What if someone takes advantage of her? We must make sure that she is not in any danger.’

‘Come, now, she is sure to be already somewhere with her family.’

‘You don’t know that. I was the same age when … oh, I hate to think!’

‘My dearest, what can you mean?’

Georgiana twisted her fingers together tightly in her lap. ‘Nothing. Only consider what may happen to her if she has come all this way and her brother is not able to help her. I don’t think he has much money; he wouldn’t be able to assist if something were wrong. We must find her, Caroline. We must.’

‘You surely see that your brother would not allow it,’ said Caroline, now more certain of what to say.

‘You can talk him around, can’t you?’

‘I have never yet known him to be influenced by anyone except Eliza – Mrs Darcy – and I would be much surprised if she approved of a scheme that sees us scouring London for a maid.’ As she spoke the words, Caroline wondered if that were true. This misadventure seemed to reveal exactly the kind of conceited independence that several of the Bennet sisters exhibited, dear Jane excepted; but at the very least, if the truth of Georgiana’s escapade was ever revealed, Caroline could swear that she had stressed its impropriety.

‘They never let me do anything.’

‘On the contrary,’ said Caroline, ‘they give you a great deal of liberty. Mrs Darcy only wishes you to remain happy and well. They are trying to protect you.’

‘But who will protect Jade?’

Caroline spoke as gently as she could. ‘What is her brother’s name? Their father?’

‘I’m afraid I have no idea.’

This was undoubtedly a hopeless endeavour. Caroline had no information of any certainty, no starting point, and not a skerrick of a plan. Her only certainties were the desperation in her friend’s eyes, and a slightly uncomfortable sensation of curiosity sparking in her own mind. Might it be possible for her to solve such a seemingly incomprehensible riddle?

‘What will become of her?’ asked Georgiana.

‘She has been brought up to a life of service; it is likely that she knows how to look after herself.’

‘But she is so young,’ pleaded Georgiana.

Caroline could not help but feel some sympathy for her friend, if not for the wayward servant. There was no point now in trying to change Georgiana’s mind about the search. ‘You know I will have to tell your brother you are here,’ was all she could manage. ‘I will write to him this evening.’

‘Please don’t say —’

‘I won’t tell him how it came about,’ said Caroline. ‘Just that we decided together to come to London. You did say to him that you were staying with me – you merely failed to specify where. So it’s only the tiniest of fabrications. You might write a note too, and I shall send them together. That way, he cannot be too cross with us.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Georgiana sighed with relief. ‘I can never repay you for such kindness.’

‘I may yet think of a way,’ Caroline said. She had to admit, if only to herself, to feeling a degree of pleasure that it was to her whom Georgiana had turned in a moment of crisis; she had been entrusted with this guest, and with this mystery, and must now bear some responsibility for resolving the matter. She sighed. ‘But after all, I suppose we must attempt to find Jade, if only to ease your mind.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Georgiana clapped her hands.

‘So how shall we go about it? What was your plan?’

Georgiana bowed her head. ‘I suppose I just imagined walking about calling her name.’

‘She’s not a lost kitten. And London is not the Pemberley rose garden.’

‘I know,’ said Georgiana. ‘I realise now I was acting on impulse.’

‘Quite,’ said Caroline crisply. She resisted the temptation to sigh again, more ostentatiously. She had not reckoned on quite such a degree of naivete, nor such a dearth of information. ‘Perhaps it is best if we approach this methodically.’

‘Please,’ said Georgiana. ‘But I don’t know what that means.’ Caroline paused to write the word methodical in her day-book.

Charles had once accused her of wanting the entire world to be organised precisely as she wished, and she had never understood why he thought that undesirable. Her standards were undoubtedly high. She did not – had never – liked loose threads or crooked seams, wild weather or messy rooms or discordant music. She had spent her life, albeit not always successfully, trying to arrange people and things to her satisfaction. Her recently acquired library, for example, was organised by subject matter, with books ordered alphabetically by their authors’ names. It seemed to her that she surely ought to be able to sort out a simple thing like a missing maid.

‘Well,’ she said, as Georgiana looked expectantly at her, ‘let us begin with everything that we know about the girl. How long has she been working for you? Where did she come from? Who provided her references?’

Georgiana’s answers were irritatingly vague, such that Caroline was forced to conceal her surprise at how little information her friend had – not merely about the girl for whom they were to begin searching, but about Pemberley. Georgiana was more than ten years younger than her brother, who had treated her more like a child than an equal since the death of their mother. Caroline was used to her brother trusting her with responsibility for household matters, but things were evidently different in the Darcy family; probably, Caroline reflected, a consequence of Darcy marrying when Georgiana was still young, to someone so evidently ill- equipped to manage such a vast household.

Nevertheless, Caroline managed to ascertain that Jade had been with the Darcys for nearly two years, after the rearrangement of staff caused by Elizabeth’s arrival. It seemed that Jade may have come to them on the recommendation of Darcy’s cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, or someone else in the family, but Mrs Reynolds had managed all that, and it was not clear where Jade had worked previously. She had been inexperienced and quiet, but she and Georgiana struck up something of a friendship, and Georgiana considered herself to be the girl’s benefactor.

‘So,’ continued Caroline, disheartened by the lack of details to write in her day-book, ‘let’s revisit everything Jade told you about her family. Begin with the mysterious brother.’

As Caroline began a new page with the appealing title Mysterious Brother, Georgiana’s eyes squeezed tightly shut and then opened wide. ‘He’s older by a few years. They hadn’t known each other as children, but he wrote to her not long after she came to Pemberley.’ Caroline sat up and began writing more earnestly. ‘She never met her father, I don’t think,’ continued Georgiana. ‘But her brother knew something about him. I’m not sure what.’

‘What do we know about her mother?’ asked Caroline.

‘She doesn’t talk much about her. I think she died when Jade was young.’

‘What did she look like?’

‘Jade never said.’

‘Not the mother, dearest. Jade.’

‘But you’ve seen her!’ said Georgiana, eyes growing even wider with surprise.

‘No, I haven’t.’

‘She’s been at Pemberley for two years. Surely you’ve met her at least once.’

‘If I have, I don’t recall, and anyway, I should hardly call it a meeting that I should be expected to remember.’

‘You must,’ said Georgiana. ‘She wasn’t … she isn’t very tall, not as tall as I am. Slim, very gentle hands.’

‘Hair colour? Eyes?’

Georgiana looked at her friend. ‘Dark hair, dark eyes. As you would expect.’

Caroline made a note in her day-book. ‘Brown hair. Very well.’

‘No,’ said Georgiana. ‘Black. Of course.’

Caroline put down her pencil. ‘Why of course?’

‘I think … aren’t most people who are … don’t they have black hair and dark eyes?’

‘Most of which people?’ asked Caroline. ‘Indians, of course.’

Caroline closed her day-book and looked at Georgiana. ‘She’s Indian?’

‘Well, it’s possible not both of her parents were, but, yes.’

‘Hence the inexplicably unusual name?’

‘Of course.’

‘You might have mentioned it earlier,’ said Caroline, as mildly as she could.

‘Didn’t I?’

‘No, but now that you have, I do recall seeing her. She brought your parasol and hat out to the lawn party last summer.’

‘Caroline, truly, you must have seen her dozens of times.’

‘Perhaps, but one doesn’t tend to notice other people’s servants.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Georgiana. ‘You notice everything.’

‘I like to think so,’ she said, ‘but I didn’t realise I needed to memorise the poor girl’s features.’

‘She has a very thin face, and I always think she looks sad – mostly because her mouth turns down at the corners – and she has a tiny mark here.’ Georgiana touched her left cheek. ‘Her nose is small, rounded at the end.’

Caroline’s pencil was trying to keep up with this description. ‘What else?’

‘Well, her eyebrows are —’

‘Wait!’ Caroline abandoned her day-book and reached instead for a sketchbook. She took up some different pencils and began to sketch. ‘Give me a few minutes.’

Georgiana watched in silent respect as Caroline drew. But as she began to define the features more clearly, Georgiana interrupted. ‘No, that’s not right. Make the nose smaller. And not tipping up.’

Caroline smoothed a line and corrected her sketch.

‘Thicker eyebrows,’ said Georgiana, her gaze dancing between Caroline’s sketch and the flickering fire. ‘Lovely dark brown eyes – fine eyes, I should say.’

One did not expect to encounter fine eyes among the servant class, Caroline thought, but she had long ceased to be astonished at the eyes admired by members of Georgiana’s family.

As fast as she could, Caroline made the changes Georgiana described. ‘Thicker lips, narrower mouth, turning down at the sides.’

She
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