



[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






A Governess of Distinction


M. C. Beaton


[image: Images]









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, 1992


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: 978-1-47210-178-5 (ebook)


Cover copyright © Constable & Robinson







Chapter One


EVEN IN THE HEDONISTIC SOCIETY of Regency London, Percy, Viscount Hunterdon, stood out as being more carefree, indolent, and pleasure-loving than anyone else among the top thousand.


Although apparently destined to eke out his days on a small inheritance, he found he was lucky at gambling—very lucky—and was therefore able to live an extravagant life. He was extremely handsome with golden curly hair, bright blue eyes, and a tall athletic figure, for he boxed and fenced and raced his curricle, finding that a certain amount of exercise was excellent for dissipating the results of the previous night’s roistering.


As he strolled along the Strand one sunny afternoon in the direction of Temple Bar, nothing disturbed the calm pool of his brain except for one little ripple which wondered what on earth old Mr. Courtney’s lawyers wanted to see him about. Mr. Mirabel Courtney, he knew, was some very distant relative. He had never even met the old man. But now the lawyers had written a tetchy letter to the viscount to say that after repeated calls at his house and at his club without success, they suggested that if he wished to learn something to his advantage then he had better call on them.


He finally reached the musty offices of Triggs, Bellman, and Broome and airly announced his arrival to an elderly clerk who informed the viscount that Mr. Broome would see him.


Mr. Broome was like an elderly tortoise, his thin neck poking out of a painfully starched cravat and high-collared shirt.


“Old Courtney left me something, has he?” Lord Hunterdon demanded gaily.


“Sit down, my lord,” Mr. Broome said severely. “There is more to it than that.”


“Isn’t there always?” The viscount slumped down in a chair and looked vaguely out of the window. “Spare me the heretofores and wherefroms and all that legal jargon and get to the point.”


Mr. Broome sniffed loudly to show his disapproval and picked up a sheaf of papers. “Mr. Mirabel Courtney has left you his quite considerable fortune, Trelawney Castle in Dorset, and his estates,” he said.


Lord Hunterdon blinked in surprise. “Well, very kind of him, to be sure. Fetch a good price, I should think.”


“You cannot sell it,” Mr. Broome remarked with a gleam of satisfaction in his watery old eyes. “In order to inherit, you must live in the castle and make it your home. Also …”


“Also?” the viscount echoed faintly.


“Also you must take charge of Mr. Courtney’s daughters, Amanda and Clarissa, and find them husbands.”


“How can anyone be expected to find husbands for a couple of old maids?”


“The Misses Courtney are fifteen-year-old twins.”


“Hey, now, that cannot be the case. How old was Courtney when he died?”


“Eighty-six years summers, my lord.”


“Why does everyone always say summers? Why not winters? Anyway, he can’t have sired two teenage misses.”


“Mr. Courtney married a housemaid, one Annie Plumtree, fifteen years ago. The lady died giving birth to the twins.”


“Sad. But see here, is that it? I mean, if I don’t want to live in the castle and bring these poxy wenches out, I don’t get the inheritance?”


“In a nutshell.”


The viscount rose and strolled to the door. “Then I don’t want it,” he said cheerfully. “Good day to you, Mr. Broome.”


“In that case,” came the old lawyer’s voice as the viscount opened the door, “the inheritance will go to your cousin Basil.”


Lord Hunterdon turned around slowly. “You mean Basil Devenham? Toad Devenham?”


“Precisely, my lord.”


“In that case, I won’t say no, but I can’t say yes either. Not until I think about it. How long have I got?”


Mr. Broome looked at him maliciously. “We have wasted a considerable amount of time trying to get in touch with you, my lord. I think twenty-four hours would be a fair length of time.”


“Oh, very well.”


Lord Hunterdon walked pensively out into the sunshine.


How he loathed Basil! Basil Devenham was the same age as the viscount, twenty-eight. The viscount’s parents, the Marquess and Marchioness of Derriwell, had always held Basil up to their errant son as a “good example.” Basil was sober and Godfearing. Basil never gambled or went with loose women. Basil was a Good Man. And Basil thought so, too. He had a slimy, unctuous manner. Although he lived just as much a life of leisure as the viscount, he always implied that his days were taken up in study or good works.


The viscount turned in the direction of his club. Surely some of his friends could advise him. When he reached the club in St. James’s Street, he found he was in luck. Not one but three of his closest friends were in the coffee room: Lord Charnworth, the Honorable John Trump, and Mr. Paul Jolly. All were about the same age as the viscount, all were unmarried, and all devoted to a life of ease.


“Here comes Beau,” Lord Charnworth exclaimed. “He’ll cheer us up.” Lord Charnworth was a very small gentleman with prematurely white hair he wore frizzed, which, combined with his small features, made him look like a poodle. In fact, there was something doggy about the other two, Mr. Trump being rather like a collie and Mr. Jolly, like a bulldog.


“Can’t feel happy,” the viscount drawled, dropping elegantly into a chair. “Curst problem on my hands.”


“Nancy given you your walking orders, Beau?” Mr. Trump asked sympathetically. Nancy was the viscount’s latest mistress.


“No, but I’m beginning to wish she would walk away from me,” the viscount grumbled. “Rapacious, that’s what she is. Fact is, I’ve just been to old Courtney’s lawyers, old Mirabel Courtney, distant relative, left me a castle, estates, and a fortune.”


“What’s so bad about that?” Lord Charnworth asked.


“I’ve got to live there.”


“Still not too bad. Lots of us have to languish in the country for the winter. Nothing wrong with keeping your home in London as a town house.”


“Wait, there’s worse. This old lecher Courtney married a housemaid fifteen years ago, because, one assumes, he managed to get her pregnant, for she died giving birth to twin girls who are now just fifteen and part of the deal is that I have to find husbands for them. I said I wouldn’t accept the inheritance, and then I learned that it would go to Basil Devenham.”


“Never!” Mr. Jolly growled. “Sheer waste of money. You’ve got to go through with it, Beau.”


“Don’t think I can face it,” the viscount remarked.


“But you don’t bring these maidens out yourself,” Lord Charnworth exclaimed suddenly. “You find a governess for them!”


“Bit old for a governess, surely.”


“No, you get one of those dragons who brings misses up to the social mark. Sort of advanced governess. A governess of distinction, that’s what you ask for.”


“A governess of distinction,” the viscount said, turning the phrase over in his mind.


“Sounds a good idea,” Mr. Trump said. “Besides, these lawyers can’t go running down to wherever it is to make sure you’re actually staying there, hey? Go down, see the gels, get the governess, kiss ’em good-bye, pick up the moneybags, back to Town.”


“I suppose I could do that….”


“And if it is a really horrible situation,” Mr. Trump urged, “why, you can tell the lawyers to let Toad Basil have the lot. Serve him right.”


A smile of relief lit up Lord Hunterdon’s handsome features. “What a clever lot you are, and you shall have your reward. Champagne, by the bucket!”


A week later—a week of roistering, drinking deep, and gambling hard later—Viscount Hunterdon traveled in the direction of Trelawney Castle. Despite the fact that the hedges were thick and heavy with the leaves and flowers of summer—scarlet poppies, pink and white wild roses, purple and yellow vetch—he felt an odd sense of foreboding which after some thought he put down to indigestion.


The hedges gradually fell back, and he found himself riding across wild heathland. He was driving his own traveling carriage laden down with all the comforts he considered might be necessary to smooth his short stay at the castle. The blue sky above became milky and then darkened to gray, and finally as he came in sight of Trelawney Castle, a threatening black lit with flashes of lightning.


His coachman, who was sitting beside him on the box, crossed himself and said, “Looks like the lair of the devil himself.”


And Trelawney Castle did look grim. It was not that it was a castle with battlements and turrets, although there must have been such a building there at one time to give it the name. Rather, it was a Gothic fright built during the eighteenth-century Gothic revival. It had spires and lancet windows and flying buttresses and gargoyles and was, the viscount decided, an architectural mess capable of inflicting damage on the aesthetic soul. He drove past an untenanted lodge through rusty iron gates and up a long, weedy drive bordered on either side by an unkempt jungle of undergrowth.


As he swept the carriage around to stand in front of the main door, he noticed gloomily that all the windows were of stained glass and that the walls were covered in ivy. A flash of lightning struck down, and the horses plunged and reared and then came a tremendous clap of thunder. His servants, the coachman, two grooms, and his valet were all whimpering with terror.


It was like a scene out of a Gothic romance, thought the viscount dismally. He wondered whether there were headless ghosts.


“I hate this place already,” he said. “Don’t stand there squawking and shaking. It’s only a thunderstorm. Announce me!”


A groom approached the door. There was a large brass knocker in the shape of a devil’s head. Another flash of lightning, which flickered over the brass door knocker and seemed to make it come to life, followed by another hellish peal of thunder, sent the terrified servant reeling back. The viscount had just climbed down from his carriage in time to receive the frantic embrace of his groom, who was babbling that the door knocker had grinned at him.


“Now, Jiggs,” the viscount said, easing off his servant’s clutching hands. “You are overset. I will announce myself. Find the kitchens and have some warm ale. Nothing like warm ale for restoring the nerves.”


He seized the door knocker and began to bang it heartily.


The door creaked slowly open and a fat, white-faced butler stood there. He was completely bald.


“Welcome home, master,” he said in a low, sepulchral voice.


While his servants still crouched behind him, Lord Hunterdon strolled into the hall and looked around. It was fake baronial and in the worst of taste. He began to laugh, a merry, infectious laugh. He turned to his servants. “We have walked straight into the stage of the Haymarket Theatre, have we not, my boys? Enter ghost, stage right.”


His servants began to laugh as well while the butler stood by, his fat features showing neither interest nor displeasure.


“Welcome, my lord,” the butler said. “My name is Dredwort.” The viscount snickered. The butler went to the fireplace and tugged on a massive bell rope beside it. “The staff will wish to pay their respects, my lord.”


The staff came filing into the gloomy hall and formed a line before the viscount. He walked down the line which started with the housekeeper and ended with the lamp boy. It was, however, not a large enough staff of servants for such a place, thought the viscount. The men’s livery was old-fashioned and threadbare and the women’s gowns were worn and darned.


The viscount correctly judged from the poor livery and the state of the grounds that the late Mr. Courtney had been something of a miser.


“And where are the Misses Amanda and Clarissa?” he asked.


“They have retired for the night,” Dredwort said, “and beg to be excused.”


“Well, I want to meet them,” the viscount snapped. “It ain’t that late. Fetch them here. May as well get it over with. Show me to some comfortable room and bring me brandy.”


“Mr. Courtney always used the library in the evenings, and I have had a fire lit there.”


“Hey, Dredwort, you ain’t going to turn out to be one of those pesky retainers who want everything to remain the same, I hope. Show the way.”


The library was a gloomy place, the furniture heavy and Jacobean. A small fire burned in a cavernous fireplace big enough to roast an ox. “Not short of wood, are we?” the viscount demanded. “Throw a few trees in here, bring the brandy, and let me get my introduction to the girls over and done with.”


The butler inclined his head and withdrew. The viscount paced up and down. He did not like Trelawney Castle, he did not like the gloomy atmosphere, and above all, he did not like this new feeling of responsibility.


The door opened and he turned about. “Miss Amanda and Miss Clarissa,” Dredwort announced.


The viscount looked at the twins, and the twins, holding hands, stared back. “Got a governess?” he asked.


“No, my lord,” they chorused.


The viscount crossed to a writing desk in the far corner. “Well, you’re getting one now.”


Two days later, in an uncomfortable house situated at the end of a damp little village called Gunshott, sat Miss Jean Morrison, enjoying a moment’s peace from the hectoring sound of her aunt’s voice.


Jean felt her young life had been governed by a succession of bullies. Her mother had died when Jean was very young. Her father, a colonel in a Scottish regiment, had sold out and returned to his mountain home to oversee the bringing up of his daughter. To that end he had hired a formidable governess and had given her free rein. The governess, Miss Tiggs, an Englishwoman, had bullied Jean unmercifully. When the colonel died a year before, Jean had sacked the governess with great pleasure, and, because she had hardly any money, had gone to live with an aunt in Edinburgh, in the hope that the aunt would bring her out at the Edinburgh assemblies and find her a husband. But the aunt, Mrs. Macleod, had wanted Jean only as a companion, and an overworked one at that. Finding she had jumped out of the frying pan into the fire, Jean had written to another aunt, Mrs. Delmar-Richardson in Dorset and begged asylum.


To her delight, she received a courteous letter assuring her of a welcome. With some of the little money she had left, she had taken the long road south, dreaming of happiness. But Mrs. Delmar-Richardson was another bully of the chilly grandedame kind. Jean quickly realized she was expected to wait on the lady hand and foot, to read to her, to walk behind her, carrying her shawl, to play the piano for her, and any number of tiresome tasks that kept her anchored to Mrs. Delmar-Richardson’s side.


Besides, Mrs. Delmar-Richardson was ugly, and Jean’s one weakness was a craving for beauty. She herself had long given up any hope of growing into beauty. At the age of twenty, she had dark red hair, a terrible thing for any lady to have, green eyes, pale, almost translucent skin, and a neat figure.


Her aunt had mercifully drunk too much during the afternoon and had retired to her bed. Jean, who knew there were no novels allowed in the house, settled down instead to read the local papers. That was how she came across the viscount’s advertisement. She read it several times. A governess of distinction was wanted to train two young misses in the social arts. Jean herself had been trained in the social arts in the remote Highlands of Scotland just as if she were about to make her debut at Almack’s Assembly Rooms in London. Her heart began to beat hard, and hope, dormant for some time, sprang anew. One side of Jean’s mind was down-to-earth and practical, but the other side dreamed of romance. The advertisement stated clearly that all applicants were to apply in writing. Jean quickly decided that if she went there in person, she might secure the job. She put on her bonnet and cloak, went down into the village, asked the road to Trelawney Castle, and learned it was only ten miles away.


Without saying a word to her aunt, she rose early the following morning, carrying only a small trunk, optimistically planning to send the viscount’s servants to collect the rest of her belongings which she had left packed in her bedroom. If she did not get the position—well, that did not even bear thinking of. Her hopes high, she set out on foot under a gray and lowering sky. Trelawney Castle, she had learned, was on the coast. Lord Hunterdon had recently inherited it. He was unmarried.


Dreams about an unmarried viscount and a castle happily engaged Jean’s thoughts. He would be Byronic and brooding, tortured and miserable, pacing the battlements with a black cloak wrapped around his manly shoulders. He would soften under her influence until one day he would seize her in his arms and cry, “Be mine, Jean Morrison!”


Jean finally reached the deserted lodge and rusty gates. It was all very depressing. She had heard Mr. Courtney was rich, and surely a viscount was rich. Jean had been brought up on the lines of a penny saved is a penny earned, and she had been looking forward to luxurious surroundings.


When she came in sight of the house, her heart sank. This was no romantic castle. Instead, it was a Gothic monstrosity, dark and sinister.


All sorts of doubts rushed into her head. She did not have any references. The impertinence of her action took her breath away. But then, behind her was her aunt. Better at least try.


She seized the knocker and gave it a good bang, wondering what sort of household put a brass devil’s head on its main door as a knocker.


The door creaked opened and Dredwort stared down at her.


Jean tremulously presented one of her cards which had the Highland address scored out and then the Edinburgh address scored out and the Gunshott address penciled in.


“I am come,” she said in a shaky voice, “in answer to Lord Hunterdon’s advertisement.”


Dredwort frowned. He knew of no advertisement. Then he remembered a footman had been sent to deliver a letter to the local newspaper offices. His eyes ranged from her plain bonnet to her buckled shoes. All were of good quality.


“Advertisement for what, miss?”


“Governess, to be sure,” Jean said tartly. “It is beginning to rain. Pray allow me to step inside.”


“I will inform his lordship,” Dredwort said coldly. “Wait here.”


So Jean waited with her battered trunk at her feet in the great hall, looking in amazement at the fake medieval flags, the suits of armor, the general air of damp and neglect.


The great mansion was very quiet. Jean could not understand it. She opened her cloak and squinted down at the watch pinned to her bosom. Ten o’clock. The servants should have been in evidence, working about. Perhaps they rose very early indeed to complete their duties.


After half an hour Dredwort came slowly down the dim wooden staircase. “Follow me,” he said in a hollow voice.


Jean left her trunk in the hall and walked up the stairs after the butler. Various old paintings, so dark and dirty that it was almost impossible to make out what they were supposed to be, hung on the walls. The staircase was uncarpeted and not very clean.


“The drawing room,” Dredwort intoned, throwing open a pair of double doors. “Wait here for his lordship.”


Jean felt a lump rising to her throat. Here was neither elegance nor comfort. The room was cold. The furniture was musty and dusty, as were the curtains. An old game bag lay in one corner and a pile of fishing rods in another.


She began to wonder again about this future employer. He could not be either handsome or Byronic. No one with the slightest sensitivity could live in a place like this. He was probably the sort of man who enjoyed cockfights and never washed.


A tear rolled down her cheek, followed by another, and she fumbled in her pocket for a handkerchief.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Canvas.png
s





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/9780795321023_cvi.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER









