

[image: image]




 


 


M. C. Beaton is the author of the hugely successful Agatha Raisin and Hamish Macbeth series, as well as a quartet of Edwardian murder mysteries featuring heroine Lady Rose Summer, several Regency romance series and a stand-alone murder mystery, The Skeleton in the Closet – all published by Constable & Robinson. She left a full-time career in journalism to turn to writing, and now divides her time between the Cotswolds and Paris. Visit www.mcbeatonbooks.co.uk for more, or follow M. C. Beaton on Twitter: @mc_beaton.




 


 


Titles by M. C. Beaton


The Poor Relation


Lady Fortescue Steps Out • Miss Tonks Turns to Crime • Mrs Budley Falls from Grace


Sir Philip’s Folly • Colonel Sandhurst to the Rescue • Back in Society


A House for the Season


The Miser of Mayfair • Plain Jane • The Wicked Godmother


Rake’s Progress • The Adventuress • Rainbird’s Revenge


The Six Sisters


Minerva • The Taming of Annabelle • Deirdre and Desire


Daphne • Diana the Huntress • Frederica in Fashion


Edwardian Murder Mysteries


Snobbery with Violence • Hasty Death • Sick of Shadows


Our Lady of Pain


The Travelling Matchmaker


Emily Goes to Exeter • Belinda Goes to Bath • Penelope Goes to Portsmouth


Beatrice Goes to Brighton • Deborah Goes to Dover • Yvonne Goes to York


Edwardian Candlelight


Polly • Molly • Ginny • Tilly • Susie • Kitty • Daisy • Sally • Maggie • Poppy • Pretty Polly • Lucy • My Lords, Ladies and Marjorie


Regency Candlelight


Annabelle • Henrietta • Penelope


Regency Royal


The Westerby Inheritance • The Marquis Takes a Bride • Lady Anne’s Deception • Lady Margery’s Intrigue • The Savage Marquess • My Dear Duchess • The Highland Countess • Lady Lucy’s Lover • The Ghost and Lady Alice • Love and Lady Lovelace • Duke’s Diamonds • The Viscount’s Revenge • The Paper Princess • The Desirable Duchess • The Sins of Lady Dacey • The Dreadful Debutante • The Chocolate Debutante • The Loves of Lord Granton • Milady in Love • The Scandalous Marriage


Regency Scandal


His Lordship’s Pleasure • Her Grace’s Passion • The Scandalous Lady Wright


Regency Flame


Those Endearing Young Charms • The Flirt • Lessons in Love • Regency Gold • Miss Fiona’s Fancy • The French Affair • To Dream of Love • A Marriage of Inconvenience • A Governess of Distinction • The Glitter of Gold


Regency Season


The Original Miss Honeyford • The Education of Miss Paterson • At the Sign of the Golden Pineapple • Sweet Masquerade • The Constant Companion • Quadrille • The Perfect Gentleman • Dancing on the Wind • Ms. Davenport’s Christmas


The Waverly Women


The First Rebellion • Silken Bonds • The Love Match


Agatha Raisin


Agatha Raisin and the Quiche of Death • Agatha Raisin and the Vicious Vet


Agatha Raisin and the Potted Gardener • Agatha Raisin and the Walkers of Dembley


Agatha Raisin and the Murderous Marriage • Agatha Raisin and the Terrible Tourist


Agatha Raisin and the Wellspring of Death • Agatha Raisin and the Wizard of Evesham


Agatha Raisin and the Witch of Wyckhadden


Agatha Raisin and the Fairies of Fryfam • Agatha Raisin and the Love from Hell


Agatha Raisin and the Day the Floods Came


Agatha Raisin and the Curious Curate • Agatha Raisin and the Haunted House


Agatha Raisin and the Deadly Dance • Agatha Raisin and the Perfect Paragon


Agatha Raisin and Love, Lies and Liquor


Agatha Raisin and Kissing Christmas Goodbye


Agatha Raisin and a Spoonful of Poison • Agatha Raisin: There Goes the Bride


Agatha Raisin and the Busy Body • Agatha Raisin: As the Pig Turns


Agatha Raisin: Hiss and Hers • Agatha Raisin and the Christmas Crumble


Hamish Macbeth


Death of a Gossip • Death of a Cad • Death of an Outsider


Death of a Perfect Wife • Death of a Hussy • Death of a Snob


Death of a Prankster • Death of a Glutton • Death of a Travelling Man


Death of a Charming Man • Death of a Nag • Death of a Macho Man


Death of a Dentist • Death of a Scriptwriter • Death of an Addict


A Highland Christmas • Death of a Dustman • Death of a Celebrity


Death of a Village • Death of a Poison Pen • Death of a Bore


Death of a Dreamer • Death of a Maid • Death of a Gentle Lady


Death of a Witch • Death of a Valentine • Death of a Sweep


Death of a Kingfisher • Death of Yesterday


The Skeleton in the Closet


Also available


The Agatha Raisin Companion




The Sins of Lady Dacey


M. C. Beaton


[image: image]




 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd.


55–56 Russell Square


London WC1B 4HP


www.constablerobinson.com


First electronic edition published 2011


by RosettaBooks LLC, New York


This edition published in the UK by Canvas,


an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd., 2013


Copyright © M. C. Beaton, 1994


The right of M. C. Beaton to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in


Publication Data is available from the British Library


ISBN: 978-1-47210-149-5 (ebook)


Cover copyright © Constable & Robinson




Chapter One


Honoria Goodham was in church as usual. At the age of eighteen, she sometimes felt that most of her young life had been spent on her knees in church. Her parents were very religious. She had been with them to matins, and now it was evensong with the dark night shrouding the village outside and the wind whistling mournfully down from the Yorkshire moors and making the tall candles on the altar flicker and dance. Shadows like the demons that had just entered Honoria’s life danced up the lime-washed walls of the old building.


The vicar intoned the words of the twelfth psalm, and the words wound in and out of her troubled brain.


“Help me, Lord, for there is not one godly man left: for the faithful are minished from among the children of men.


“They talk of vanity every one with his neighbor: they do but flatter with their lips and dissemble in their double heart.”


Her parents surely had double hearts and were possessed of vanity, thought Honoria miserably.


Her mind slid back to that morning after matins. She could see her parents seated comfortably in front of a small fire in the drawing room, placid and sure as ever, her mother with her gray hair piled up under a muslin cap and her twinkling humorous eyes which belied the fact that she had no sense of humor at all, and her father, thin and bent, cracking his knuckles in that irritating way he had and announcing that a marriage had been arranged for her.


Her thoughts had quickly ranged over the eligible young men of the neighborhood. Perhaps it was young Mr. Lance of the merry blue eyes and fair hair.


And then the blow had fallen. “You are to wed Mr. Pomfret.”


Mr. Pomfret was a mill owner of forty years, a widower reported to have bullied his wife into her grave, coarse and fat and vulgar.


To Honoria’s shocked protests, she was told that Mr. Pomfret was very wealthy and it was her duty to marry the man chosen for her.


It was hard to break the pattern of eighteen years of dutiful obedience. But now, as the psalm finished and she knelt in prayer, Honoria clasped her hands and wondered if God really existed. What had she ever done in all her blameless life that such a marriage should have been arranged for her?


Sheltered by the high wooden walls of the family pew, she was spared the sight of Mr. Pomfret, but she knew he was in the pew behind and she felt she could sense his thick body waiting for her.


“Lighten our darkness, we beseech you, O Lord,” the congregation prayed, “and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night….”


Her lips moving soundlessly, Honoria prayed with all her heart and soul. “I do not want to marry Mr. Pomfret. Save me from him!”


But as she walked from the cold church with her parents, there was Mr. Pomfret standing in the porch with the vicar.


He leered at Honoria and then gave Mr. Goodham a vulgar wink. “I shall be calling on you tomorrow afternoon to arrange that… er… business.”


“Sound man,” commented her father, as they walked to their carriage through the slanting gravestones.


“I wish I were under one of those gravestones right now,” said Honoria, clearly and passionately.


“Hush. Fie! For shame. People will hear you!” exclaimed her mother. One parent on either side of her like jailors, they hustled her to the carriage.


“Not a word more,” admonished her mother. “We will talk to you when we reach the privacy of our own home.”


Tears blinded Honoria’s eyes as the carriage rolled home in the darkness.


“Now,” said Mrs. Goodham when they had removed their wraps and were seated in the drawing room among the forbidding black Jacobean furniture, “we will make a certain allowance for bride nerves, but do not ever be so unmaidenly, so vulgar, as to subject us to another similar outburst. Have we not given you the best governess, the best of everything? Is this how you repay us?”


Honoria clasped her hands and looked at her parents with appeal in her wide dark blue eyes. She was still like a schoolgirl, for she had not yet been allowed to put her hair up and wore her brown hair in two long pigtails. “Are we so poor?” she asked. “Are we so destitute that I am to be forced into marriage with a man more than twice my age?”


“Pride goeth before a fall,” quoted her father severely. “Pomfret may be in trade, but he is a worthy man for all that. We have sometimes been distressed by signs of flightiness in you, Honoria. You need an older man to school you.”


“To beat me into an early grave,” said Honoria bitterly.


“You are insolent!” Mrs. Goodham stood up. “Go to your room and do not leave it until you have decided to offer us a full apology. Mr. Pomfret is calling tomorrow to make his proposal. You are not too old for a beating to chastise that saucy soul of yours.”


So Honoria went to her room and sat by the window, looking out into the dark night. If only she could run away. But she did not have a friend in the world. Her parents were of the gentry and considered none of the young ladies of the village suitable companions for their daughter. And yet they were prepared to force her into marriage with such a piece of vulgarity as Mr. Pomfret.


A tear rolled down Honoria’s small nose. She looked out and up at the dark sky where one star twinkled among the racing, ragged clouds.


“Save me,” she said simply, “for I cannot bear it.”


Mrs. Goodham enjoyed a good breakfast the following morning, untroubled by conscience. She had given birth to Honoria long after she had given up hope of bearing a healthy child. She had previously had six miscarriages. She was not by nature a maternal woman and had passed the baby immediately to a wet nurse, then a nursery maid and then a governess. The governess, a diligent if equally humorless woman, had been given her marching orders the year before. The Goodhams had begun to fear she had taught their daughter too much, well aware that a well-informed mind in a lady was a sore disadvantage. The governess, however, had been just as religious as the Goodhams and so Honoria had never been allowed to pollute her mind with novels.


The postboy sounded his horn and, a few moments later, the maid brought in the post bag.


“Why, there is one for you, Mrs. Goodham!” exclaimed Mr. Goodham. “It has a crest.”


He opened it and started to read, it being a husband’s right and duty to read his wife’s letters first. “Dear me,” he said over and over again.


Mrs. Goodham waited patiently. It was a wife’s duty to wait until her husband had finished reading her post.


At long last, he said, “Bless my soul!” and handed it to her.


Mrs. Goodham took the stiff parchment and read the scrawling, spidery writing. “It is from my sister,” she said, just as if her husband had not read the letter several times.


“You did not tell me she had become Lady Dacey,” said Mr. Goodham.


“And a widow now,” said Mrs. Goodham, pursing her lips. “Lady Dacey! Who would have thought it.”


She had not seen her sister, Clarissa, since Clarissa had run off with a half-pay captain all those years ago. No one ever knew what became of the captain, but Clarissa’s name had appeared two years later in the social columns as having married a Colonel Phillips. Four years after that there was another wedding announcement, this time to a Mr. Ward. Mrs. Goodham had then given up reading the social column, as had her husband, considering the information too frivolous for sober minds.


“How old is Clarissa now?” asked Mr. Goodham.


“Let me see, she ran away with that redcoat when she was sixteen. She must be all of thirty-five. But Lady Dacey, relict of the Earl of Dacey, and she wishes to bring out Honoria and says she could marry a duke. A duke!”


The fact that Clarissa, now Lady Dacey, had never been mentioned to Honoria because they did not want the girl to know she had such a scandalous aunt was forgotten. A title and wealth had washed all Lady Dacey’s sins as white as snow in the minds of the Goodhams.


“Clarissa is, however, most insistent that we do not accompany our daughter to London,” said Mrs. Goodham. “She says we would cramp her style. Really! But the quality will have little foibles.” She gave an almost girlish giggle. “Just think, Mr. Goodham, our little Honoria a duchess.”


“Mr. Pomfret is calling this afternoon,” pointed out Mr. Goodham.


“But this changes everything. The man smells of the shop,” remarked his wife haughtily. “You must take out the fly and drive over to The Elms and tell him that matters have changed.” She studied the letter again. “Clarissa wants Honoria to leave as soon as possible, and we are not to bother about having clothes made for her because provincial clothes are not suitable for London.”


“Who’s to pay for these London clothes?” demanded Mr. Goodham.


“She will, of course!” said his wife. “I had better tell Honoria. Mind you, she cannot travel alone all the way to London. We must find someone suitable to accompany her.”


“Mrs. Perryworth, our vicar’s wife, has a sister in London,” pointed out Mr. Goodham, “and she was saying t’other day that she should dearly like to pay her a visit.”


“Nothing could be more suitable.” Mrs. Goodham’s eyes shone. “Call at the vicarage on your way to Pomfret’s.”


The vicar’s wife, Mrs. Perryworth, was out walking. She was a small, dainty woman of twenty-nine. She had soft fair hair and large brown eyes. Her once full mouth was crimped in at the corners and her still excellent figure was not shown to advantage in an old-fashioned round gown of scratchy wool like a hair shirt, covered with a faded blue cloak.


She was childless. It was tacitly accepted that she was barren and the Good Lord had seen fit to make her so, but as her husband had had a distaste from day one of their marriage to the intimacies of the marriage bed, she sometimes wondered if he had been waiting for some sort of immaculate conception on her part. Her daintiness and prettiness hid the fact that she had a strong, well-educated mind. She did what she could for the parish and was grateful for the energetic help of Honoria Goodham, sometimes envying the young girl her rigid faith and delight in good works.


Mrs. Pamela Perryworth often longed to hear someone call her Pamela again. Her parents were dead and her two brothers in the navy and far from home. Her husband and the parishioners called her Mrs. Perryworth, as did Honoria. She often walked miles up on the moors as if to walk away her loneliness and frustration.


She eventually slowly turned her steps back toward the village. High winds were chasing torn dirty gray clouds across the sky. Rooks wheeled and cawed over the heather, tumbling about in the gale like acrobats, while a kestrel with spread wings soared majestically above them.


She thought about her sister, Amy, in London. She had not seen Amy for ten years. She had begged and pleaded to go and visit her, but her husband would say vaguely, “Maybe next year,” and next year would come and then another without his giving his permission.


Mrs. Perryworth was bored and restless. But she was used to being so, and often chastised herself for a lack of acceptance, a lack of humility.


She saw the Goodhams’ horse and fly outside the vicarage. She had heard of the proposed marriage for Honoria and disapproved of it heartily. She had begged her husband to stop the Goodhams from sacrificing Honoria, but he had listened to her in the cold, remote way he always seemed to listen to her these days and said he could not intercede between parents and daughter.


So instead of letting herself in by the front door, she went round the back of the vicarage and entered by the kitchen door and so went up the backstairs to her room, a bedroom of her own, for she had never shared a bedroom with her husband.


She sat down by the window and tried to calm her restless feelings of discontent, for the wind seemed to have got inside her very soul with its restless turbulence.


“Oh, God, am I to rot here till I die?” she cried aloud.


The door opened and her husband walked in. He was a tall man, handsome in a bloodless way. He had thick fair hair, a square face, and eyes like the North Sea, gray and cold.


“Did you call out?” he asked his wife.


“Yes, Mr. Perryworth, I thought I saw a particularly large spider.”


“You must descend immediately. Mr. Goodham has called. He has a most unusual request.”


Mrs. Perryworth gave a little sigh but dutifully followed her husband down the stairs to the vicarage parlor. She assumed Mr. Goodham had called with some request regarding the wedding arrangements.


The vicar went and took up a position in front of the fireplace. Mr. Goodham sketched a bow and then said eagerly, “Did you ask her?”


“I wish you to put the matter to Mrs. Perryworth yourself,” said the vicar.


Mrs. Perryworth sat down. Mr. Goodham flipped up his coattails and sat down opposite her.


“We have received most surprising news this morning. Mrs. Goodham’s sister is the Dowager Countess of Dacey!”


Mrs. Perryworth looked at him in surprise. Was she supposed to congratulate him?


Instead she said mildly, “I did not know Mrs. Goodham had a sister.”


“We do not often talk of family matters. Yes. Lady Dacey wishes Honoria to go to London for her come-out!”


Mrs. Perryworth looked puzzled. “I had understood a marriage was to be arranged for Honoria with Mr. Pomfret.”


“Yes, yes, but naturally that is at an end. Lady Dacey says she has the best connections and that Honoria could marry a duke.”


The vicar’s wife had a sudden mental picture of Honoria, with her girlish provincial gowns and her hair in two straight brown pigtails, and repressed a smile.


“Lady Dacey is most insistent that neither myself nor Mrs. Goodham go with Honoria. The aristocracy will have their little foibles,” added Mr. Goodham as if marriage into the breed automatically conferred eccentricity. “As you have a sister in London, too, Mrs. Perryworth, I was hoping I could prevail on you to accompany Honoria and stay with her as chaperon.”


Hope skyrocketed inside Mrs. Perryworth. London! Excitement, life, and color.


Carefully keeping her voice neutral in case any show of enthusiasm would cause her husband to change his mind, for it was obvious he approved of the idea, she said with head bowed, “I should consider it a privilege to escort Honoria.”


“Good, good!” The now proud father rubbed his hands. “The other matter is a question of time. Lady Dacey is anxious for my daughter to leave as soon as possible. But if next week is too pressing…”


“Not at all,” said Mrs. Perryworth calmly. “I shall send an express to my sister, Amy, for I would like to see her again.”


“So that’s settled,” said the vicar with a cheerfulness he did not feel. He had been flattered that his wife had been chosen to go to a countess’s household. But he had never before been separated from his wife, and he suddenly wondered what it would be like to sit writing his sermons with no graceful figure moving about the room or sitting sewing quietly in the lamplight.


“What does Honoria say to this?” asked Mrs. Perryworth.


“Honoria does not yet know, but she will do as she is bid,” said Mr. Goodham. He refused Mrs. Perryworth’s offer of refreshment and took himself off to see Mr. Pomfret for what he feared would be a distasteful interview.


Mrs. Perryworth went up to her room. She stood for a long moment feeling joy surge through her. Freedom! She began to sing under her breath and pirouette about the room. The door swung open and her husband stood watching her. She stopped when she saw him and said with a self-conscious laugh, “I cannot remember when I last danced. I must get in practice for my role as chaperon.”


Something flashed in his eyes and he said sharply, “As a respectable matron it will be your duty to sit with the other chaperons. There will be no need for you to dance.”


Mrs. Perryworth could hear the grating sound of the prison doors slowly beginning to close. “Of course, you have the right of it as usual, Mr. Perryworth,” she said meekly.


He studied her long and hard and then appeared satisfied. When he had left, Mrs. Perryworth let out a sigh. She would go about her duties quietly and calmly. She composed herself and sat down to write an urgent letter to her sister.
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Honoria walked up and down her room, wondering if she dare defy her parents and tell Mr. Pomfret she would not marry him. To add to her worries, the house was strangely silent. She had not received any breakfast and that was not unusual when she was in disgrace, but what was unusual was the brooding silence of the house, a waiting silence. And then about noon, she heard the rattle of the fly as her father returned from wherever he had been and her mother’s excited voice raised in greeting.


A few moments later, the key clicked in her door, for she had been locked in, and a little maid popped her head around it and said, “Please, miss, you are to go downstairs.”


Honoria straightened her spine and stiffened her soul. She would try to plead, she would cry and beg if necessary, but she was not going to marry Mr. Pomfret. She had prayed to God but He obviously thought her request for deliverance too frivolous for His attention.


When she entered the drawing room, to her surprise her mother rushed to her and hugged her, crying, “Oh, my dear child.”


Embarrassed, Honoria detached herself from this unusual parental embrace.


“Calmly, Mrs. Goodham,” said her father. “Honoria, we have momentous news for you. You are to go to London next week to stay with your aunt, Lady Dacey.”


Honoria looked bewildered. Her speech about Mr. Pomfret died stillborn on her lips.


Instead she said, “My aunt?”


“My sister,” said Mrs. Goodham. “She is the Dowager Countess of Dacey and she wishes to bring you out. You will have a Season in London. Clarissa, your aunt, says you could marry a duke.”


She picked up Lady Dacey’s letter and scanned it again.


Honoria’s mind worked rapidly. Obviously this offer had just arrived and snobbery had defeated the pretensions of Mr. Pomfret, the mill owner. So she was not even going to mention Mr. Pomfret. Deliverance had arrived!


“Your aunt does not wish us to go with you.” Mrs. Goodham gave a deprecatory little laugh. “She was always given to whims and foibles, but we must indulge her as she is being so generous. But naturally we could not let you go without a chaperon. Mrs. Perryworth is to accompany you.”


Honoria had always considered Mrs. Perryworth a quiet, colorless woman. But it could have been worse. They could have engaged some sort of female dragon.


“I am most grateful to Mrs. Perryworth,” said Honoria meekly, quickly deciding, although she did not know it, to behave like her new chaperon in a quiet and chastened way until she was free.


But she could not help asking, “Why have I not heard of this aunt before? I did not even know you had a sister, Mama.”


“Oh, I must have said something,” said Mrs. Goodham hurriedly. “You are such a forgetful child. But to more important things. Lady Dacey says she will furnish your clothes as what you have or can get made here will no doubt be considered sadly provincial in London. But you must be equipped for the journey.”


Despite her determination to appear calm and modest, excitement bubbled up in Honoria. “I should at least put my hair up, Mama, for Lady Dacey will find me schoolgirlish.”


“I wish her to see you as you are,” said Mr. Goodham repressively, “pure and unsullied by vanity.”


Unlike you, thought Honoria with uncharacteristic rebellion. What is Mr. Pomfret compared to a titled relative?


“Perhaps it would be a good idea if you were to pay a call on Mrs. Perryworth and thank her,” said Mrs. Goodham.


“Yes, of course.” But Honoria felt that sinking feeling she always had when a visit to the vicarage was suggested. The vicar was such a chilly personality, and the vicarage itself was so meanly fired that Honoria always felt cold inside and out when she went there. Still, all her young life had been glued together by duty, “stern daughter of the voice of God,” and she went upstairs to put on her bonnet and cloak.


As the vicarage was only a short walk away, there was no reason for a maid to accompany her. Honoria hardly ever went out alone, being accompanied about the village on calls by her mother. The wind had strengthened to a gale and was tossing the bare branches of the trees up to the angry heavens. Once she was out of sight of her home, she picked up her skirts and began to run, flying before the buffeting wind, feeling she was running toward a glorious future which did not contain Mr. Pomfret.
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