


ALSO BY DEANNA RAYBOURN

The Lady Julia Grey Series

NOVELS

Silent in the Grave
Silent in the Sanctuary

Silent on the Moor
Dark Road to Darjeeling

The Dark Inquiry

NOVELLAS

Silent Night
Midsummer Night

Twelfth Night
Bonfire Night

Other Works

NOVELS

The Dead Travel Fast
A Spear of Summer Grass

City of Jasmine
Night of a Thousand Stars



NOVELLAS

Far in the Wilds (prequel to A Spear of Summer Grass)
Whisper of Jasmine (prequel to City of Jasmine)







NEW AMERICAN LIBRARY

Published by New American Library, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014

This book is an original publication of New American Library.

First Printing, September 2015

Copyright © Deanna Raybourn, 2015

Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices,

promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this

book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it

in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to

continue to publish books for every reader.

New American Library and the New American Library colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin

Random House LLC.

For more information about Penguin Random House, visit penguin.com.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA:

Raybourn, Deanna.

A curious beginning: a Veronica Speedwell mystery / Deanna Raybourn.

pages cm

ISBN 978-0-698-19820-3

I. Title.

PS3618.A983C87 2015

813’.6—dc23 2015009286



PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s

imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business

establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Version_1



Contents

Also by Deanna Raybourn
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication

 
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 
Acknowledgments



For Pam, for everything



I

CHAPTER ONE

JUNE 1887

stared down into the open grave and wished that I could summon a tear.
Violent weeping would have been in exceedingly poor taste, but Miss Nell
Harbottle had been my guardian for the whole of my life, and a tear or
two would have been a nice gesture of respect. The vicar murmured the
appropriate prayers, his voice pleasantly mellow, his tongue catching
softly on each s. It was the first time I had noticed the lisp, and I only
hoped Aunt Nell would not mind. She had been quite exacting about
some things, and elocution was one of them. I slipped my dry
handkerchief into my pocket with a sigh. Aunt Nell’s death had been
neither sudden nor unexpected, and the warmth of our affection had been

tepid at best. That her death removed my last attachment to childhood did
not unduly alarm me as I stood in the quiet churchyard of Little Byfield. In
fact, I was aware of a somewhat disconcerting feeling of euphoria rising
within me.

As if to match my mood, the breeze rose a little, and on it fluttered a pair
of pale wings edged and spotted with black. “Pieris brassicae,” I murmured
to myself. A Large Garden White butterfly, common as grass, but pretty
nonetheless. She darted off in search of an early cabbage or perhaps a tasty
nasturtium, free as the wind itself. I knew precisely how she felt. Aunt Nell
had been the final knotted obligation tying me to England, and I was
unfettered once and for all, able to make my way in the world as I chose.



The vicar concluded his prayers and gestured to me. I stepped forward,
gathering a clump of earth into my gloved palm. It was good earth, rich and
dark and crumbling.

“Rather a waste,” I murmured. “It would make for an excellent garden.”
But of course it was a garden, I realized as my gaze swept over the
gravestones arranged in neatly serried rows—a garden of the dead, the
inhabitants planted to slumber peacefully until they were called to rise by the
trumpet of the Lord. Or so the vicar promised them. It seemed a singularly
messy undertaking to me. To begin with, wouldn’t the newly risen be
frightfully loamy? Shaking off the fanciful thought, I stepped forward and
dropped the earth. It struck the lid of the coffin with a hollow thud of
finality, and I brushed off my gloves.

There was a touch at my elbow. “My dear Miss Speedwell,” the vicar said,
drawing me gently away. “Mrs. Clutterthorpe and I would be very pleased if
you would come to the vicarage and take some refreshment.” He smiled
kindly. “I know you did not wish for any formal gathering, but perhaps a cup
of tea to warm you? The wind is brisk today.”

I had small wish to take tea with the vicar and his dull wife, but accepting
was easier than thinking of a reason to refuse.

The vicar led me through the lych-gate and onto the path that led to the
great, shambling rectory. He was burbling on like a talkative brook, no doubt
reciting from a lesson he had been taught in seminary—“Comforting
Thoughts for the Newly Bereaved,” perhaps. I gave him a polite half smile to
indicate I was listening and carried on with my thoughts. Whatever they
might have been, they were diverted instantly by the curious sensation that
we were being watched. I turned to look behind and saw a figure at the lych-
gate, tall and beautifully erect, with the sort of posture a gentleman acquires
through either generations of aristocratic breeding or enthusiastic beatings
at excellent schools. There was something foreign about his mustaches, for
they were exuberant, long and sharply waxed into elegant loops, and even at
a distance I could detect the slender slashes of old scars upon his left cheek.
A German, then, I decided. Or perhaps Austrian. Such scars were unique to



the Teutons and their bloodthirsty habit of marking each other with saber
tips for sport. But what business did a Continental aristocrat have that
required him to lurk near the graveyard of so nondescript a village as Little
Byfield?

I turned to put the question to the vicar, but as I did, I saw a flicker of
movement and realized our visitor had slipped away. I thought no more
about him, and in a very short time I was seated in the stuffy drawing room
of the vicarage, holding a cup of tea and a plate of sandwiches. With the
effort of packing up the cottage, I had not always remembered to eat in the
hours following Aunt Nell’s death. I diligently applied myself to two plates of
sandwiches and one of cake, for the vicarage employed an excellent cook.

The vicaress raised her brows slightly at my prodigious appetite. “I am
glad you feel quite up to taking some nourishment, Miss Speedwell.”

I did not reply. My mouth was full of Victoria sponge, but even if it had
not been, there seemed no polite response. The vicar and his wife exchanged
glances, significant ones, and the vicar cleared his throat.

“My dear Miss Speedwell, Mrs. Clutterthorpe and I naturally take a very
keen interest in the welfare of everyone in the village. And while you and
your aunt are relative newcomers among us, we are, of course, most eager to
offer you whatever assistance we can at this difficult time.”

I took a sip of the tea, pleased to find it scalding hot and properly strong.
I abhorred weakness of any kind but most particularly in my tea. But the
vicar’s pointed reference to “newcomers” had nettled me. True, Aunt Nell
had moved to the little cottage in Little Byfield upon Aunt Lucy’s death only
some three years past, but English villages were terminally insular. No
matter how many socks she knitted for the poor or how many shillings she
collected to repair the church roof, Aunt Nell would always be a “newcomer,”
even if she had lived among them for half a century. I felt a flicker of
mischief stirring and decided with Aunt Nell gone there was no need to
suppress it. “She was not my aunt.”

The vicar blinked. “I beg your pardon.”



“Miss Nell Harbottle was not my aunt. It was a title she claimed for the
sake of convenience, but we were not kin. Miss Harbottle and her sister, Miss
Lucy Harbottle, took me in and reared me. I was a foundling, orphaned and
illegitimate, to be precise.”

The vicaress sat forward in her chair. “My dear, you speak very frankly of
such things.”

“Should I not?” I asked as politely as I could manage. “There is no shame
in being orphaned, nor in that my parents were unmarried—at least no
shame that ought to attach to me. It was an accident of birth and nothing
more.”

Another significant exchange of glances between the vicar and his wife,
but I pretended not to notice. I realized my views were exceedingly
unorthodox in this respect. We had moved from town to town as I grew, and
in every village, no matter how peaceful and pretty, there was always
someone to wag a tongue and pass a judgment. The fact that my surname
was different from my guardians’ had always excited suspicion, and it was
never long before I heard the whispers alluding to the sins of the fathers
being visited on the children, occasionally from Aunt Nell herself. Aunt Lucy
had been my champion. Her warm affection had never wavered, but the
constant moves had frayed Aunt Nell’s nerves and soured her temper. She
used to watch me as I grew, her expression wary, and in time that wariness
deepened to something not unrelated to dislike. With Aunt Lucy watching
over me, Aunt Nell seldom dared to give tongue to her feelings, but I
understood she was quite put out by my excellent spirits and rude good
health. I think she would have found it far more just if I had suffered from a
crooked back or spotty complexion to mark me as the product of sin. And yet
I knew her resentments stemmed from being excluded, being marked out as
a subject of gossip by the very Christian folk into whose bosom she longed to
be gathered. Folk like the Clutterthorpes.

“I am afraid we did not have the pleasure of knowing Miss Harbottle’s
sister,” the vicar began.



I recognized an inducement to talk when it was offered and swallowed
my mouthful of cake to oblige him. “Miss Lucy Harbottle died some three
years ago. In Kent—no, I am mistaken,” I said, tipping my head thoughtfully.
“It was in Lancashire. That was after we lived in Kent.”

“Indeed? You seem to have lived in very many places,” the vicaress
commented, only the slight pursing of her lips suggesting that it might not be
in the best of taste to change one’s house almost as often as one changed
one’s shoes.

I shrugged. “My guardians did not care to stay long in one place. We
moved frequently, and I have been fortunate to live in most corners of this
country.”

The pursed lips pushed out a little further. “I cannot like it,” Mrs.
Clutterthorpe pronounced roundly. “It is not right to uproot a child in so
cavalier a fashion. One must provide a stable home when one is bringing up
a young person.” Mrs. Clutterthorpe, who had no children of her own, was
given to such pronouncements. She was also very fond of issuing directives
on how children ought to be weaned, fed, toileted, and taught their letters.
Her husband might have learned to ignore her declarations, but being
comparatively new to the village, I had not.

I considered the vicaress with the same detachment I might study a
squashed caterpillar. “Really? I found it perfectly ordinary and quite useful,”
I said at last.

“Useful?” The vicar’s brows rose quizzically.
“I learned to converse with all sorts of people under many and various

circumstances and to depend upon no one but myself for entertainment and
support. I gained self-reliance and independence, qualities which I must now
rely upon in my present situation.”

His brows relaxed. “Ah, you bring me to the point of this discussion,” he
said in some relief.

Before he could continue, the vicaress cut smoothly across him. “My
dear, no doubt you will think us meddlesome,” she began, leveling me with a



look that dared me to do so, “but the vicar and I are most concerned about
your welfare.”

I swallowed the last of the cake and dusted my fingertips of crumbs.
“That is very good of you, I am sure, Mrs. Clutterthorpe. But I can assure you
I have my welfare entirely in hand.”

Mr. Clutterthorpe looked a trifle startled, but his lady was not so easily
cowed. She gave me a thin smile. “I am sure you think so. Young ladies,” she
said, with a slight emphasis on the word “young” to show she did not really
mean it, “do not always know best. You must permit us to guide you with the
benefit of our years and wisdom.”

I glanced at Mr. Clutterthorpe but found no succor there. He had applied
himself to a fish-paste sandwich as if it were the most interesting thing he
had ever seen. I did not blame him. It seemed to me the shortest way to an
easy life for him was by capitulating to his wife at every possible opportunity.

“As I said, Mrs. Clutterthorpe, I have made arrangements.”
The vicar looked up, his expression pleased. “Oh, so you are settled,

then? Did you hear, Marjorie? We need not worry about Miss Speedwell,” he
finished with a jovial smile directed to his spouse.

Her lips thinned. “Whatever arrangements Miss Speedwell has made, I
am sure she will be quick to alter them when she learns of my conversation
with Mr. Britten this morning,” she said with an air of satisfaction. “Mr.
Britten is a farmer with substantial property, very prosperous,” she told me.
“And since the death of poor Mrs. Britten, he is in sore need of a wife for
himself and a mother for his little ones. You would be mother of six!”

I tilted my head and regarded her thoughtfully as I considered my reply.
In the end, I chose unvarnished truth. “Mrs. Clutterthorpe, I can hardly
think of any fate worse than becoming the mother of six. Unless perhaps it
were plague, and even then I am persuaded a few disfiguring buboes and
possible death would be preferable to motherhood.”

She went white for a moment, then deeply red. In his chair, the vicar was
choking gently into a handkerchief, but when I rose to offer assistance, he
waved me aside with a genial hand.



Mrs. Clutterthorpe recovered herself, gripping the arms of her chair so
tightly I could see the bones of her knuckles through the papery skin. “I have
heard you are fond of a jest, and I think it amuses you to shock respectable
folk.”

I spread my hands and adopted a disingenuous expression. “Oh no, Mrs.
Clutterthorpe. I never mean to shock anyone. It simply happens. I have a
dreadful habit of speaking my mind, and it isn’t one I look to curb, so you
must see that your suggestion of marriage to this Mr. Britten is quite
unsuitable.”

“It is not the suggestion which is unsuitable,” she countered coldly. “I
have thus far overlooked the rumors which have come to my ears regarding
your behavior whilst abroad, but if you insist upon utter frankness, let us
have it.”

I gave her a smile of devastating politeness and answered her in my
sweetest tone. “What rumors, Mrs. Clutterthorpe?”

Her high color, almost faded, heightened again, mottling her
complexion. She darted a glance at her husband, but he bent swiftly to fuss
with his shoe buttons, hiding his face. “A decent lady would not speak of
such things,” she replied, clearly relishing the chance to do exactly that.

“But you have introduced them into the conversation,” I pointed out
gently. “So let us be candid. What rumors?”

“Very well,” she burst out. “I have it on good authority that during your
trip to Sicily you behaved immorally with an American traveler.” She
scrutinized me from head to heels, condemnation in her eyes. “Oh yes, Miss
Speedwell, we have heard of your indiscretions. You are fortunate that Mr.
Britten is willing to overlook such shortcomings in a potential wife.”

I bared my teeth in a wolfish smile. “And who told him of them? Never
mind, I think I can guess.” I rose and collected my gloves. The vicar leaped to
his feet and I extended my hand. “Thank you for your kindness during my
aunt’s illness. I shall not see you again. I am off this very afternoon upon my
next adventure.”

He dipped his head conspiratorially. “More butterflies?” he asked.



“What else?”
He shook my hand, but before I could make my escape, Mrs.

Clutterthorpe thrust herself to her feet and launched a fresh attack.
“You are a foolish, impetuous person,” she said stoutly. “You cannot

mean to go friendless into the world and spurn the prospect of an excellent
marriage to a man who will look past the indelible stain of your iniquities.”

“I am quite determined to be mistress of my own fate, Mrs.
Clutterthorpe, but I do sympathize with how strange it must sound to you. It
is not your fault that you are entirely devoid of imagination. I blame your
education.”

Mrs. Clutterthorpe stood with her mouth agape, lips moving silently.
I stepped past her, then turned back as I reached the hall. “Oh, and you

might tell your sources—it wasn’t an American in Sicily. It was a Swede. The
American was in Costa Rica.”



A

CHAPTER TWO

s I walked down the path towards Wren Cottage, I found my step was
very light indeed. I owed the Clutterthorpes a debt of gratitude, I
reflected. I had been feeling a little dull after the long, gloomy months
of Aunt Nell’s decline, but the visit at the vicarage had cheered me
greatly. I was always on my mettle when someone tried to thwart me—
poor old Aunt Nell and Aunt Lucy had learned that through hard
experience. I had been an obstinate child and a willful one too, and it
did not escape me that it had cost these two spinster ladies a great deal
of adjustment to make a place for me in their lives. It was for this
reason, as I grew older, that I made every effort to curb my obstinacy

and be cheerful and placid with them. And it was for this reason that I
eventually made my escape, fleeing England whenever possible for tropical
climes where I could indulge my passion for lepidoptery. It was not until my
first butterflying expedition at the age of eighteen—a monthlong sojourn in
Switzerland—that I discovered men could be just as interesting as moths.

It was perfectly reasonable that I should be curious about them. After all,
I had been reared in a household composed exclusively of women.
Friendships with the opposite sex were soundly discouraged, and the only
men ever to darken our door were those who called in a professional capacity
—doctors and vicars wearing rusty black coats and dour expressions. Village
boys and strapping blacksmiths were strictly off-limits, and when a splendid
specimen presented itself for closer inspection, I behaved as any good
student of science would. My first kiss had been bestowed by a shepherd boy



in the forest outside Geneva. I had hired him to guide me to an alpine
meadow where I could ply my butterfly net to best effect. But while I pursued
Polyommatus damon, he pursued me, and it was not long before the
diversions of kissing took the place of butterflies. At least for the afternoon. I
enjoyed the experience immensely, but I was deeply aware of the troubles I
might encounter if I were not very careful indeed. Once back in England, I
made a thorough study of my own biology, and—armed with the proper
knowledge and precautions and a copy of Ovid’s highly instructive The Art of
Love—I enjoyed my second foray into formal lepidoptery and illicit pleasures
even more.

Over time, I developed a set of rules from which I never deviated.
Although I permitted myself dalliances during my travels, I never engaged in
flirtations in England—or with Englishmen. I never permitted any liberties
to gentlemen either married or betrothed, and I never corresponded with
any of them once I returned home. Foreign bachelors were my trophies,
collected for their charm and good looks as well as attentive manners. They
were holiday romances, light and insubstantial as thistledown, but satisfying
all the same. I enjoyed them enormously whilst abroad, and when I returned
from each trip, I was rested and satiated and in excellent spirits. It was a
program I would happily have recommended to any spinster of my
acquaintance, but I knew too well the futility of it. What was to me nothing
more than a bit of healthful exercise and sweet flirtation was the rankest sin
to ladies like Mrs. Clutterthorpe, and the world was full of Mrs.
Clutterthorpes.

But I would soon be past it all, I thought as I stooped to snap off a small
sprig of common broom. Its petals glowed yellow, a cheerful reminder of the
long, sunny summer to come—a summer I would not spend in England, I
reflected with mingled emotions. At the start of each new journey I felt a
pang of homesickness, sharp as a thorn. This trip would take me across the
globe to the edge of the Pacific, no doubt for a very long time. I had passed
the long, chilly spring months at Aunt Nell’s bedside, spreading mustard
plasters and reading aloud from improving novels while I dreamed of hot,


