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  The Saint and the Sinner




  After the tragic death of her mother and father when their horses took fright and sent their carriage hurtling into a river, orphaned Pandora was taken in by her uncle, the Bishop of Lindchester. She has never been happy with him, but now she is horrified to overhear that he plans to marry her off to his Chaplin, the Honourable Prosper Witheridge. 




  There is no denying the will of her Guardian – but just maybe she can fill her husband-to-be with revulsion at the very thought of marrying her! With this is mind she invites herself to stay with her cousin, the shockingly decadent Earl of Chartwood, who is notorious for ‘entertaining’ ‘droxies and play-actresses – women with whom no decent man would be associated...’ 




  ‘Perfect!’ she thinks. But arriving at the awesome Chart Hall she is appalled by the outrageous goings on. If only her Guardian would relent and release her to embrace the love she finds burgeoning in her heart...




  

    


  




  Chapter One


  1819




  Pandora sewed the cover that she had washed and pressed back onto the cushion, thinking as she did so that it would be hard to choose a more hideous colour or design.




  It was a kind of ‘liver’ brown and the embroidery on it was a sickly shade of green.




  Her father had so often said that people could be associated with colours, and she thought that these were typical of her Aunt Sophie.




  She gave a little sigh as she thought of how unhappy she had been since she had come to live in the Bishop’s Palace at Lindchester.




  It was large, oppressive, cold, and in Pandora’s eyes excessively ugly. That was the word, she decided, that described her life ever since she had arrived there.




  She had been so happy in the small Vicarage at Chart with its rose-filled gardens and the stables which held her father’s horses – the horses which her mother had often said with a laugh were the most important members of the family.




  Her father had never really wished to be a Parson, but then, being the third son in a family dedicated to the Church, he had really had little choice.




  However, he had been clever enough to obtain a living where there was little to do and he could ride and hunt to his heart’s content.




  “The Hunting Parson” they called him, but more often than not they forgot that he preached on Sunday and instead thought of him just as an attractive, jovial man who was the friend of everyone in the hunting-field and everywhere else.




  What fun it had been just being in his company, Pandora thought, and forced back the tears that immediately misted her eyes.




  She had cried so desperately and uncontrollably, when she had first learnt of the accident that had killed her father and mother that she thought afterwards she had no tears left.




  And yet, after more than a year of living with her uncle, the Bishop of Lindchester, she found it increasingly difficult not to cry, because everything seemed so bleak and she was so desperately alone.




  Even now she could not bear to think of the accident which had taken her father and mother from her.




  Because her father could not afford well-trained horses he usually broke them in himself.




  He was trying out a pair that were still rather wild when he and his wife were enjoying a day’s hunting on the other side of the County.




  The day before they were to ride, Charles Stratton had sent the two horses to a stable belonging to a friend, so that they would be fresh when he and his wife arrived in the gig in which he always travelled.




  It was old and, as he admitted, somewhat rickety, but it carried him where he wished to go and that was all that mattered.




  He left the gig and the horses which drew it in the stable which had housed the hunters and they had a glorious day with a long run, which was what Charles Stratton enjoyed more than anything else.




  Both he and his wife were tired when as dusk was falling they set off home along the narrow lanes which led eventually to Chart.




  It had been a crisp, bright day, but now there was undoubtedly a sharp frost and Charles Stratton said, somewhat ruefully,




  “It looks as if we shall not be able to hunt for the rest of the week.”




  “It may turn to snow,” his wife replied optimistically.




  “I doubt it,” he said. “Are you warm enough, my darling?”




  “Quite warm, thank you,” she answered, nestling a little closer to him.




  They reached the top of a long hill which led down to a river, and Charles Stratton realised that there was ice on the road and he would have to drive carefully.




  He reined in his horses, and was proceeding more slowly when suddenly a stag leapt over a fence in front of them and rushed across the road only a yard or so ahead.




  It terrified the horses, who broke into a wild and uncontrollable gallop, and in a moment they were hurtling at a breakneck pace towards the river.




  Pandora had been told exactly what happened: the old gig had smashed against the bridge and her father and mother had been thrown down a steep embankment and into the river itself.




  Her father’s neck had been broken, while her mother, knocked unconscious, had fallen face downwards into the water and drowned.




  Pandora often wished that she had been with them and that she too had died.




  When her uncle, the Bishop, had with obvious reluctance and a great deal of hypocritical magnanimity taken her to live with him and his wife in the Palace, she had thought it would be impossible ever to laugh again.




  Certainly there was nothing to laugh about in the company of her uncle and aunt.




  They were not physically cruel to her but they obviously resented her presence, and everything she did was wrong in their eyes.




  It was impossible to please them, however hard she tried, and after a while, because she was intelligent, she realised that it was her looks that offended her aunt more than anything else.




  She was very like her mother, and her heart-shaped face and large pansy-coloured eyes were such a contrast to her aunt’s overblown figure and lined face that she could in fact understand why the older woman resented her.




  There were always innumerable tasks for her to do, and although she was prepared to do them willingly, the results were never precisely what her aunt wanted.




  Now she was quite sure that there would be something wrong with the cushion. She would have sewn it too tightly or too loosely, or it would not have been pressed to her aunt’s satisfaction, and there was every likelihood of her having to do it all over again.




  Then, with a sigh of relief, she realised that her uncle and aunt were leaving at noon for London.




  They had been invited to the garden-party to be given by the Bishop of London at Lambeth Palace.




  It was an event which her aunt looked forward to year after year, and for three weeks Pandora had been altering her gown, including adding extra lace, refurbishing her bonnet, and doing innumerable renovations to the sunshade she would carry.




  Whatever Aunt Sophie wore, with her stout figure she would look ungainly, and that was undoubtedly one of the reasons why at breakfast she looked with distinct animosity at Pandora’s slender figure, which could not be disguised by the plain, almost Puritan-like gown she was wearing.




  It had been the usual silent meal because the Bishop did not like talking early in the morning.




  Instead, he read The Times, propped up in front of him on a silver holder that was polished assiduously by the butler.




  Two footmen handed round a large amount of food in silver dishes from which Augustus Stratton and his wife reinforced themselves for the journey which lay ahead.




  Pandora ate very little and was relieved when her aunt gave her three lists on closely written sheets of paper.




  “These are the things you are to do while I am away, Pandora,” she said in her hard voice. “There is no need to be slack and indolent because your uncle and I are not here. You will tick off each thing as you do it, and I shall expect every item to be completed before I return on Friday.”




  “I will do my best, Aunt Sophie.”




  “Then let us hope that your best is better than it usually is!” her aunt said scathingly.




  Pandora took the lists, rose from the table, curtseyed, and left the room.




  Once she had closed the door, she ran to the small Sitting-Room where she kept her sewing-basket and other personal things.




  But, instead of reading the lists as she should have done, she went to the window to look out at the sunshine and thought with a feeling of joy that she was free!




  Free for three days from fault-finding and grumbling, of veiled innuendos about her father and mother, and of undisguised criticisms of herself and her appearance.




  “What shall I do? How shall I spend the time?” she asked, and knew the answer.




  As soon as her uncle and aunt had left, she would ride over to Chart and talk to the villagers there who had loved her father and mother.




  She would not go to the Vicarage, for she could not bear to see other people living in what she still thought of as her home.




  But there were others who would welcome her gladly because she was her father’s daughter and because they had known her ever since she was a small child.




  She put the cushion back onto the chair on which it belonged and thought again how ugly it was.




  As she did so, the door by the fireplace in the corner of the room gave a little click and she realised it had blown open because someone had entered her uncle’s Study, which was next door.




  Then she heard her aunt’s voice.




  “Before we leave, Augustus, you will tell Pandora that she is not to go riding near Chart Hall.”




  “I was just thinking of Pandora,” her uncle replied. “I have not had a chance to tell you, Sophie, that yesterday, before he left to visit his father, Prosper Witheridge asked me if he could pay his addresses to her.”




  “You mean to say he wishes to marry Pandora?” Mrs. Stratton asked, as if such an unlikely idea had never crossed her mind.




  “He says he has a deep regard for her,” the Bishop replied, “but, quite rightly, he has not spoken to her but instead has asked my permission to do so.”




  “Then all I can say is that I should have thought he had more sense,” Mrs. Stratton said sharply. “But of course, as far as your niece is concerned she should be grateful, deeply grateful, that a good man should wish to make her his wife.”




  “Pandora is very young,” the Bishop said reflectively. “I should have thought it better if she waited awhile before taking on the responsibility of marriage.”




  “She will never get a better offer,” Mrs. Stratton said. “Of course, Lord Witshaw has two older sons, but nevertheless Prosper is an ‘Honourable’ and that amounts to something – in fact a great deal!”




  “I was not particularly thinking of the Social World’s side,” the Bishop said.




  “Then what else?” his wife asked quickly.




  There was a pause before she added,




  “How can you possibly hesitate in giving permission, if that is what you have done?”




  “I told him I would think about it,” the Bishop answered, “and let him know my decision on our return from London.”




  “Then it will be ‘yes,’ Augustus, an unequivocal ‘yes!’ For I assure you it will be a great relief for me to have Pandora off our hands. I only hope that Prosper Witheridge is strong enough to curb that regrettably wild streak in her, which undoubtedly she inherited from her mother’s family – not yours.”




  Again there was silence until Mrs. Stratton said,




  “That reminds me, I was telling you why you must forbid Pandora to go to Chart. That man is in residence, I believe.”




  “The Earl?”




  “Who else? I was told that His Lordship arrived two days ago, and you know as well as I do what that means.”




  “I do indeed!” the Bishop said heavily. “And there is nothing I can do about it after the way he spoke to me when I remonstrated with him.”




  “He is a disgrace to his name and to the neighbourhood,” Mrs. Stratton said positively, “and Lindchester will be agog with stories of what is taking place at Chart Hall and the people who are staying there.”




  She made a sound that was one of disgust combined with irritation.




  “Lady Henderson tells me,” she continued, lowering her voice, “that the women whom the Earl entertains are nothing but doxies and play-actresses. No decent man would be seen in the company of such creatures!”




  “Lady Henderson,” the Bishop retorted, “should not soil her lips by speaking of the dregs of the London sewers! And I hope, Sophie that you will not encourage those who spread tales of what happens at Chart Hall. You know as well as I do that stories are often exaggerated and only harm those who listen to them.”




  “It would be difficult to exaggerate anything that was said about the Earl,” Mrs. Stratton replied. “You are to forbid Pandora from going anywhere near the village. She is more likely to obey you than me.”




  “I will tell her,” the Bishop replied, “and Prosper Witheridge, who will be returning tonight, can doubtless keep an eye on her.”




  “The less he hears about Pandora’s relatives, the better! It might make him think twice about his offer of marriage,” Mrs. Stratton said spitefully, and Pandora heard the door of the Study close behind her.




  She had stood without moving as she had listened to what was being said in the next room.




  Now she heard the heavy footsteps of her uncle moving about as if he was collecting various papers, and then the Study door opened and closed again.




  Pandora realised that she had been holding her breath for so long now that she was almost gasping for air.




  Prosper Witheridge! Was it possible for one moment to entertain the idea of him as a husband?




  He had been her uncle’s Chaplain for only three months, and because instinctively she had sensed that the way in which he looked at her was not that of a man dedicated to the Service of God, she had avoided him on every possible occasion.




  But now, if her aunt had her way, she was to marry him!




  She was well aware that as she was only eighteen and her uncle was her Guardian, it would be very difficult for her to oppose any decision he made about her future.




  But, Prosper Witheridge!




  Even to think of him made her feel as if her skin crawled, and as her father would have said jokingly, “There’s a goose walking over your grave!”




  “I cannot marry him – I cannot!” she said aloud. “I hate him! There is something about him which makes me feel – revolted in a way I have never felt about any other man!”




  But she knew that once her uncle had given his blessing to the betrothal, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, for her to say or do anything to prevent the marriage from taking place.




  “I hate him! I hate him!” she said again.




  Then she shivered as she thought of the look in Prosper Witheridge’s eyes and of how his hands always seemed to be hot and clammy.




  She felt suddenly as if the Palace was a prison in which she was incarcerated, and if she left it as Prosper Witheridge’s wife she knew that it would be to exchange a large prison for a smaller one, and she would never be free again.




  “I cannot bear it!” she whispered beneath her breath.




  Then she heard her aunt calling for her.




  She ran across the room and into the hall to find that her uncle and aunt were ready to depart, the servants carrying their luggage outside to the travelling-coach.




  “Where have you been, you tiresome girl?” Mrs. Stratton asked. “You are never there when you are wanted. You knew perfectly well that your uncle and I were leaving at half after ten.”




  “I am sorry, Aunt Sophie, I forgot the time,” Pandora said meekly.




  “Forgot! Forgot! That is all you ever do! As I have told you before, your head is full of holes. Now kindly behave yourself while we are away. Mrs. Norris will be coming over to sleep in the Palace at night, but she cannot be here before six o’clock in the evening, so you will have to look after yourself until she arrives.”




  “Yes, Aunt Sophie.”




  “Your uncle has something to say to you,” Mrs. Stratton said with a meaningful glance at her husband.




  “Yes, yes, of course,” the Bishop said, as if he had forgotten what he had been told to say to his niece. “You are not, Pandora, to go riding anywhere near Chart Hall before we return. Is that understood?”




  “Yes, Uncle Augustus.”




  “Then kindly remember what your uncle has said to you,” Mrs. Stratton said sharply. “If you disobey him, Pandora, you will be severely punished when we return.”




  “Yes, Aunt Sophie!




  Mrs. Stratton swept to the front door and down the steps to the Bishop’s travelling-carriage.




  It was a very impressive vehicle with his coat of-arms emblazoned on the panel of each door and the coachman and footman dressed in the livery of his ecclesiastical rank. There were four out-riders to accompany them on the journey to London.




  As the Bishop went down the steps with Pandora beside him, he said quietly,




  “Try to please your aunt, my child, and do not get into any mischief while we are away from home.”




  “I will try, Uncle Augustus.”




  For a moment the Bishop’s eyes rested on his niece as if he appreciated the sunshine glinting on her fair hair and in her pansy-coloured eyes.




  Then a voice from inside the carriage said peremptorily,




  “Augustus! We should be on our way.”




  “Yes, of course, my dear.”




  The Bishop stepped in, a footman shut the door of the carriage, and the cavalcade started off in a manner which, Pandora thought, should have been heralded with a fanfare of trumpets.




  She watched them drive out of the courtyard and onto the short drive which led to the highway, and then she turned and went back into the Palace.




  They had gone!




  She was free, and yet any elation she might have felt was overshadowed by what she had just heard her uncle say.




  Not realising where her feet were carrying her, she walked into her uncle’s Study.




  It would have been a pleasant room if her aunt had not furnished it with mustard-coloured curtains and a carpet in which the same colour predominated, intermingled with various shades of brown.




  The room looked austere with no flowers, no touches of colour to relieve the sombreness of it.




  Yet the armchairs were well upholstered – for the Bishop liked his comfort – and his large desk was piled with papers, all of them neatly arranged.




  Pandora had the idea that she was filed in a category headed, “Pandora Stratton – Niece and Object of Charity.”




  ‘If I had any money,’ she thought, ‘I would go to London and find myself some employment and make myself independent.’




  It was an idea so revolutionary, so impractical, that she might just as well have thought of flying to the moon or living beneath the sea.




  The very little money her father had left had been taken over by her uncle, and she presumed it would be used for her trousseau and to provide a dowry for her marriage.




  Her marriage!




  Again the idea seemed to strike at her as if it were a knife.




  “What can I do? Oh, Papa, what can I do?” she asked aloud.




  She knew that her father and mother would never have forced her into marriage with a man she did not like.




  They had married in defiance of the Chart family, which had been horrified that one of their members should wish to marry someone so penniless and, to their minds, so unimportant as a Parson.




  But when they met Charles Stratton, a number of them, Lady Eveline later told her daughter, had understood.




  “Your father was such a handsome, attractive, and happy person,” she said. “I think my aunts, my cousins, and even grandmother, all of whom had disapproved, almost fell in love with him themselves!”




  That was not to say, Pandora knew, that they would have sacrificed their important position in the Social World as her mother had done to live in a small Vicarage, and be, with very little money, supremely happy.




  “Have you ever regretted marrying Papa?” Pandora had asked once.




  Her mother laughed.




  “Do I look as if I ever regretted being the happiest woman in the world?” she asked. “I adore your father and he adores me, and, what is more, we have an adorable daughter! Could any woman ask for more?”




  It had certainly never seemed to worry her mother that she could not do the things she had done when she was a girl.




  There was no question of going to London to Balls and parties in the Season or of accepting the invitations she occasionally received from the Prince Regent at Carlton House.




  Instead, she was quite content to make the small Vicarage comfortable and attractive for her husband, and to skimp and save on everything else so that they could afford to ride together in the summer and go hunting in the winter.




  It somehow did not seem incongruous that the horses which Charles Stratton had prized so much should have been responsible for his tragic death.




  Pandora even in her grief sometimes thought it better that her father and mother had died together, because either would have been completely lost without the other.




  That was the sort of marriage she wanted for herself, so how, having seen two people so happy, so content with each other, could she contemplate being married to someone like Prosper Witheridge?




  It was not only that she shrank from him physically, he was also pompous, sanctimonious, and ready to criticise and find fault with everything, just like her aunt.




  Her father had been extremely tolerant of the failings of others.




  “They do their best,” he would say when someone was criticised, or, “We must give them a chance. People can only give what they are capable of giving, and often we ask too much.”




  Prosper Witheridge would never think like that, and Pandora knew that he would have a great deal to say about the party that was taking place at Chart Hall.




  Nobody in the Bishop’s Palace ever thought how much it hurt her to hear them disparaging the man who was her cousin.




  He might be all they said he was, but she thought it would have been tactful if they had kept their condemnation of him until she was not present.




  She had never met the present Earl of Chartwood because her grandfather, the fourth Earl, had died two months after the death of her father and mother.




  He had been old and ailing for some time, and, as was to be expected, Pandora knew that he had hated his heir presumptive ferociously and had never allowed him to come to Chart Hall.




  It was understandable because her mother’s two brothers had both been killed in the war.




  The youngest had been a sailor, killed when he was only sixteen at the Battle of the Nile, fighting with Nelson in his magnificent victory over the French fleet.




  The elder son, of whom Pandora had been very fond, had been killed at Waterloo.




  Their father had been stricken not only at losing them but in knowing that the title and the Estate must now go to an obscure cousin in whom he had never taken any interest.




  It had seemed that the succession was assured, but then suddenly his sons had been swept away from him and then his daughter had died.




  As one of the villagers had said to Pandora,




  “When your mother went, His Lordship just turned his face to the wall and there was no heart left in him.”




  Pandora could understand because she felt the same, but it had been painful to learn that the fifth Earl of Chartwood was a very different man from what her uncles had been.




  Stories soon reached Lindchester of his extravagances, of wild parties, of huge wagers laid on horses, of behaviour that was apparently so outrageous that people only whispered about it in Pandora’s presence.




  Then, soon after his succession, the new Earl had come to Chart Hall and Pandora had hoped a little wistfully that he might invite her to meet him.




  There were plenty of people both in the house and on the Estate to tell him where she had gone to live, but instead there were stories at Christmastime of what amounted to an orgy.




  It had kept the gossips of the Cathedral town chattering like an aviary of parrots.




  They talked of little else until he came for the second time, two months later. Then it appeared that the County families who had intended to call were too scandalised to do so.




  When Pandora spoke to people in the village, they talked of changes and of the Earl himself with fear in their eyes.




  Her aunt denounced him in no uncertain terms, and Pandora learnt that her uncle had called formally, not only to make the new Earl’s acquaintance but also to remonstrate with him about certain things that were being done on the Estate.




  He came back both angry and affronted.




  “It is a long time since I have been insulted in such a manner!” he said.




  But he would not relate exactly what had happened, except, Pandora gathered, that the Earl had made a mockery of everything her uncle revered.




  It was now June and Pandora guessed that the Regent would have left London for Brighton and the leaders of Society would have followed him.




  Therefore, the Earl of Chartwood had, like most of his friends, moved from his town house to his country Estate.




  There was no doubt that his arrival would result in the same excitement in Lindchester. The gossips would be waiting for each tit-bit of scandal that they could repeat and re-repeat to each other over the tea-tables.




  Pandora knew it would hurt her because in disparaging the Earl she felt as if they also disparaged the name that had been her mother’s.




  The Chart family had been playing their part in the history of England for centuries.




  There had been Charts who had been Royalists at the time of Charles I, Charts who had fought with the Duke of Marlborough at Blenheim, Charts who had played their part in India and in other parts of the world.




  It was to Pandora as if their blood in her cried out against the new Earl being subjected to the slings and arrows of the petty, unimportant little people of Lindchester, who really delighted in being in a position to defame him.




  “I wonder what he is really like?” she said to herself.




  Then suddenly an idea came to her, an idea so fantastic that for a moment she almost laughed as she thought of it.




  And yet quite clearly she could hear her aunt saying in this very room,




  “The Earl entertains nothing but doxies and play actresses. No decent man would be seen in the company of such creatures!”




  No decent man . . .




  The words seemed to burn themselves into Pandora’s mind, and suddenly it seemed to her as if here was a way out, here was a way of escape.




  She walked to the window and stood looking with unseeing eyes at the trimmed garden, so neat with its flower-beds and clipped yews that she almost felt there was something unnatural about it.




  She had a sudden vision of the green velvet lawns at Chart, of the herb-garden enclosed by its Elizabethan walls, of the rose-garden fragrant and vivid with colour surrounding an ancient sun-dial.




  She felt homesick for it in a manner that was almost a physical ache in her heart and in her mind.




  Then, the same idea presented itself again to her so clearly, so precisely, that it was almost like looking at the pieces of a puzzle falling into place and the answer was there.




  She sat down at her uncle’s desk, something she would never have dared to do if he had been at home, and wrote a letter on the thick vellum paper that was kept entirely for him.




  Then, having folded it, she fastened it with a wafer and went upstairs to the small room she had been allotted on the second floor of the Palace.




  She rang the bell for a maid and when one came she gave her instructions in a quiet, calm voice which almost surprised herself.




  *




  An hour later Pandora was driving away from the Palace in one of the carriages which she and her aunt used when they went calling at the houses in the vicinity of Lindchester.




  The old coachman looked surprised when she directed him to where she wished to go, but he had been too long in the service of the Bishop to query any order he was given.




  Pandora sitting back in the open carriage was conscious that a small trunk containing her clothes was strapped on behind.




  They crossed the river by the ancient bridge which had first been built in Norman times.




  Then they were in the open countryside with its green trees, fields ripening with corn, and beyond them woods which made excellent cover in the winter for those who hunted there.
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