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E

mma Woodhouse’s father was brought into this world, blinking and confused, on one of thos
final nail-biting days of the Cuban Missile Crisis. It was a time of sustained anxiety fo
anybody who read a newspaper or listened to the news on the radio, and that included h
mother, Mrs Florence Woodhouse, who was anxious at the best of times and even more so at th
worst. What was the point of continuing the human race when nuclear self-immolation seemed to b
such a real and imminent possibility? That was the question that occurred to Florence as she wa
admitted to the delivery ward of a small country hospital in Norfolk. American air bases lay not fa
away, making that part of England a prime target; their bombers, she had heard, were on the runwa
ready to take off on missions that would bring about an end that would be as swift as it was awful,
matter of sudden blinding light, of dust and of darkness. Quite understandably, though, she had othe
more pressing concerns at the time, and did not come up with an answer to her own question. O
perhaps her response was the act of giving birth itself, and the embracing, through tears of joy, of th
small bundle of humanity presented to her by the midwife.

There are plenty of theories – not all of them supported by evidence – that the mother’s state o
mind during pregnancy may affect the personality of the infant. There are also those who believe th
playing Mozart to unborn children will lead to greater musicality, or reciting poetry through th
mother’s stomach will increase the chances of having linguistically gifted children. That anxiety ma
be transmitted from mother to unborn baby is an altogether more believable claim, and indeed Henr
Woodhouse appeared to be proof of this. From an early age he showed himself to be a fretful child
unwilling to take the risks that other boys delighted in and always interested in the results when h
mother took his temperature with the clinical thermometer given to her by the district nurse.
‘Is it normal?’ was one the first sentences he uttered after he had begun to speak.
‘Absolutely normal,’ his mother would reply. ‘Ninety-eight point four. See.’

This disappointed him, and he always showed satisfaction when a doubtful reading required th
insertion of the mercury bulb under his tongue a second time.

In due course this anxiety took the form of dietary fads, one after another, involving the rejection o
various common foodstuffs (wheat, dairy products, and so on) and the enthusiastic embracing o
rather more esoteric fare (royal jelly and malt biscuits being early favourites). These fads tended n
to last long; by the time he was eighteen and ready to go to university, he was prepared to eat a norm
vegetarian diet, provided it was supplemented by a pharmacopoeia of vitamin pills, omega oils, an
assorted enzymes.
‘My son’, said his mother with a certain pride, ‘is a valetudinarian.’

That sent her friends to the dictionary, which gave her additional satisfaction. To dispatch one’
friends to a dictionary from time to time is one of the more sophisticated pleasures of life, but it is on
that must be indulged in sparingly: to do it too often may result in accusations of having swallowe

one’s own dictionary, which is not a compliment, whichever way one looks at it.

Henry Woodhouse – known to most as Mr Woodhouse – did not follow the career that had bee
expected of generations of young Woodhouses. While his father had assumed that his son would farm
– in an entirely gentlemanly way – the six hundred acres that surrounded their house, Hartfield, th
young man had other plans for himself.
‘I know what you expect,’ he said. ‘I know we’ve been here for the last four hundred years …’
‘Four hundred and eighteen,’ interjected his father.

‘Four hundred and eighteen, then. I know that. And I’m not saying that I want to go awa
altogether; it’s just that I want to do something else first. Then I can farm later on.’
His father sighed. ‘You would be a gentleman farmer,’ he said. ‘You do know that, don’t you?’

The young Woodhouse smiled. ‘I’ve never quite understood that concept. What exactly is th
difference between a gentleman farmer and a farmer pure and simple?’

This question was a cause of some embarrassment to the older Woodhouse. ‘These matter
shouldn’t need to be spelled out,’ he said. ‘Indeed, it’s not a question that one really likes to answe
And I’m surprised that you feel you need to ask it. A gentleman farmer …’ There was a pause, an
then, ‘A gentleman farmer doesn’t actually farm, if you see what I mean. He doesn’t do the wor
himself. He usually has somebody else to do it for him, unless …’
‘Yes? Unless?’
‘Unless he doesn’t have the money. Then he has to do it himself.’
‘Like us? We don’t have the money, do we?’

‘No, we don’t. We did once, but not any more. And there’s nothing dishonourable about tha
Having no money is perfectly honourable. In fact, having no money can often be a sign of goo
breeding.’
‘And a sign of poverty too?’
There was another sigh. ‘I feel we’re drawing this out somewhat. The point is that it would be
very fine thing if you chose to farm rather than to be … what was it you wanted to be?’
‘A design engineer.’
This was greeted with silence. ‘I see.’

‘It’s an important field. And we need to do more engineering design in this country or we’ll be eve
more thoroughly overtaken by the Germans.’ This, the young Woodhouse knew, was a fruitful line o
argument to adopt with his father, who worried about the Germans and their twentieth-century lapses
‘The Germans do a lot of that sort of thing?’

‘They do,’ he assured his father. ‘That’s why they’ve been so successful industrially. Their cars
you know, go on virtually forever, unlike so many of our own cars that I’m afraid won’t even start.’

‘Engineering design,’ muttered his father – and left it at that. But the argument had been won by th
younger generation, and less than a year later Mr Woodhouse was enrolled as a student of his chose
subject, happy to be independent and away from home, doing what he had always wanted to do.

It proved to be a wise choice. After graduating, Mr Woodhouse joined a small firm in Norwich tha
specialised in the design of medical appliances. He enjoyed his work and was appreciated by h
colleagues, even if they found him unduly anxious – some even said obsessive – when it came to ris
assessment in the development of products. The work was interesting, but perhaps not challengin
enough for the young engineer, and in his spare time he puzzled over various drawings and prototype
of his own invention, including a new and improved valve for the liquid-nitrogen cylinders used b
dermatologists. This device was to prove suitable for other applications, and once he had patented
under his own name – rather to the annoyance of the firm, who mounted an unsuccessful leg
challenge – he sold a production licence to a Dutch manufacturer. This provided him with financi
security – with a fortune, in fact, with which he was able to renovate Hartfield, revitalise the farm an
set up his increasingly infirm parents in the gatehouse. Their ill health unfortunately robbed them of
long retirement, and within a very short time Mr Woodhouse found himself the sole owner o
Hartfield.

He had married by then, and in a way that surprised people. Everyone had assumed that the on
person willing to take on this rather anxious and obsessed engineer would be either a woman of gre
charity – and there are plenty of women who seem prepared to marry a project husband – or a woma
whose sole interest was financial. His wife was neither of these, being a warm and personable socie
beauty with a considerable private income of her own. Happily married, Mr Woodhouse enjoyed th
existence of a country gentleman even if he continued with his engineering job for some years.
daughter was born in the year following their wedding – that was Isabella – and then another. Th
second daughter was Emma.

When Emma was five, Mrs Woodhouse died. Emma did not remember her mother. Sh
remembered love, though, and a feeling of warmth. It was like remembering light, or the glow th
sometimes persists after a light has gone out.

Had he not had the immediate responsibility of looking after two young daughters unaided, M
Woodhouse could well have lapsed into a state of depression. With the irrationality of grief, h
blamed himself for the loss of his wife. She may have died of exposure to a virulent meninge
infection as random and undetectable as any virus may be, but he still reproached himself for failin
to ensure that her immune system was not in better order. If only he had insisted – and he would hav
had to insist most firmly – that she had followed the same regime of vitamin supplements as he di
then he believed she might have shrugged off the virus in its first exploratory forays. After all, the tw
of them breathed much the same air and ate the same things, so surely when she encountered the viru
there was every chance that he must have done the same. In his case, however, Vitamins C and D ha
done their job, and if only he had persuaded her that taking fourteen pills a day was no great hardshi
if one washed them down, as he always did, with breakfast orange juice … If only he had shown h
the article from the Sunday Times which referred to work done in the United States on the efficacy o
that particular combination of vitamins in ensuring a good immunological response. She scoffed

some of his theories – he knew that, and took her gentle scepticism in good spirit – but one did n
scoff at the Sunday Times. If only he had taken the whole matter more seriously then their poor litt
Isabella and Emma would still have their mother and he would not be a widower.

Such guilty thoughts commonly accompany grief and equally commonly disappear once th
rawness of loss is assuaged. This happened with Mr Woodhouse at roughly the right stage of th
grieving process; now he found himself thinking not so much of the past but of how he might cop
with the future. In the immediate aftermath of his wife’s death he had been inundated with offers o
help from friends. He was well liked in the county because he was always supportive of local event
even if he rarely attended them. He had given generously to the appeal to raise money for a new sco
hall, uncomplainingly paid his share of the cost of restoring the church roof after a gang of met
thieves had stripped it of its lead, and had cheerfully increased the value of the prize money that we
with the Woodhouse Cup, a trophy instituted by his grandfather for the best ram at the loca
agricultural show. He never went to the local pub, but this was not taken as a sign of th
standoffishness that infected some of the grander families in the neighbourhood, but as a concomita
of the eccentricity that people thought quite appropriate for a man who had, after all, invente
something.

‘He invented something,’ one local explained to newcomers to the village. ‘You don’t see him
about all that much – but he invented something all right. Made a ton of money from it, but good luc
to him. If you can invent something and make sure nobody pinches the idea, then you’re in the mone
big time.’

He was surprised – and touched – by the generosity of neighbours during those first few month
after his wife’s death. There was a woman from the village, Mrs Firhill, who had helped them in th
house since they had returned to Hartfield, and she now took it upon herself to do the shopping for th
groceries as well as to cook all the meals. But even if day-to-day requirements were met in this wa
there was still a constant stream of women who called in with covered plates and casserole dishe
Every Aga within a twenty-mile radius, it seemed, was now doing its part to keep the Woodhous
family fed, and at times this led to an overcrowding of the household’s two large freezers.

‘It’s not food they need,’ remarked Mrs Firhill to a friend, ‘it’s somebody to tuck little Emma in a
night. It’s somebody to take a look in his wardrobe and chuck out some of the old clothes. It’s a wif
and mother, if you ask me.’

‘That will come,’ said the friend. ‘He’s only in his thirties. And he’s not bad-looking in the righ
light.’

But Mrs Firhill, and most others who knew him, disagreed. There was a premature sense of defe
in Mr Woodhouse’s demeanour – the attitude of one who had done what he wanted to do in the firs
fifteen years of adult life and was now destined to live out the rest of his days in quiet contemplatio
and worry. Besides, it would try the patience of anybody, people felt, to live with that constant talk o
vitamins and preventative measures for this and that: high-cocoa-content chocolate for strokes, Ne
Zealand green-lipped mussel oil for rheumatism, and so on. It would not be easy to live with that n
matter what the attractions of Hartfield (eleven bedrooms) and the financial ease that went wi

marrying its owner.

And in this assessment people were right: Mr Woodhouse had no intention of remarrying and firm
but politely rejected the dinner-party invitations that started to arrive nine months after his wife
death. Nine months was just the right interval, people felt: remarriage, it was generally agreed, shou
never occur within a year of losing one’s spouse, which meant that the nine-month anniversary wa
just the right time to start positioning one’s candidate for the vacancy. But what could anybody do
the man in question simply declined every invitation on the grounds that he had a prior engagement?

‘There’s no need to lie,’ one rebuffed hostess remarked. ‘There are plenty of diplomatic excuse
that can be used without telling downright lies. Besides, everybody knows he has no oth
engagements – he never leaves that place.’

The fact that no new Mrs Woodhouse was in contemplation meant that something had to be don
about arranging care for Isabella and Emma. With this in mind, he consulted a woman friend from
Holt, who had a reputation for knowing where one could find whatever it was one needed, whether
was a plumber, a girl to work in the stables, a carpet layer, or even a priest.

‘There’s a magazine,’ she said. ‘It’s called The Lady, and it’s – how shall we put it? – a bit old
fashioned, in a very nice sort of way. It’s the place where housekeepers and nannies advertise for job
There are always plenty of them. You’ll find somebody.’

He took her advice, and ordered a copy of The Lady. And just as he had been told, at the back of th
magazine there were several pages of advertisements placed by domestic staff seeking vacancie
Discreet butlers disclosed that they were available, together with full references and criminal-recor
checks; trained nannies offered to care for children of all ages; and understanding companion
promised to keep loneliness at bay in return for self-contained accommodation and all the usual perk

He wondered who would still possibly require, or afford, a butler, but the fact that butlers appeare
to exist suggested that there was still a need for them somewhere. It was easier to imagine the ro
played by ‘an energetic, middle-aged couple, with clean driving licences and an interest in cooking
they would have no difficulty in finding something, he thought, as would the ‘young man prepared
do a bit of gardening and house maintenance in return for accommodation while at agricultur
college’. And then, at the foot of the second page of these advertisements, there was a ‘well-educate
young woman (26) wishing to find a suitable situation looking after children. Prepared to travel. Non
smoker. Vegetarian.’

It was the last of these qualifications that attracted his attention. He thought it hardly necessar
these days to mention that one was a non-smoker; it would be assumed that any smoking would b
done discreetly and away from others, it now being such a furtive pastime. Far more significant wa
the vegetarianism, which indicated, in Mr Woodhouse’s view, a sensible interest in nutrition. And a
his eye returned to the text of the advertisement he saw that even if it was included in a column
which it was the sole entry, that column was headed ‘Governesses’.

Governesses, he thought, were perhaps on the same list of endangered species as butlers. He did n
know anybody who had had a governess, although he had recently read that in Korea and Japan, whe

ambitious families took the education of their children in such deadly earnest, the practice of hirin
resident tutors to give young children a competitive edge in examinations was widespread. Thes
people, if female, could be called governesses, and were probably no different from the governesse
that British families used to inflict on their children in the past. Of course the word had a distinct
archaic ring to it, being redolent of strictness and severity, but that need not necessarily be the cas
He recalled that Maria von Trapp, after all, was a governess – as well as being a former nun – and sh
had been anything but severe. Would this well-educated young woman (26) possibly have a guitar
just as Maria von Trapp had? He smiled at the thought. He did not think he would make a ver
convincing Captain von Trapp.

The advertisement referred to a box number at the offices of The Lady and he wrote that afternoo
asking the advertiser to contact him by telephone. Two days later, she called and introduced hersel
He noticed, with pleasure, her slight Scottish accent: a Scottish governess, like a Scottish docto
inspired confidence.
‘My name is Anne Taylor,’ she said. ‘You asked me to phone about the position of governess.’

They arranged an interview. Miss Taylor was available to travel to Norfolk at any time that wa
convenient to him. ‘I am not currently in a situation,’ she said. ‘I am therefore very flexible. There ar
plenty of trains from Edinburgh.’

He thought for a moment before replying, reflecting on the rather formal expression not currently
a situation. There were plenty of people not currently in a situation, and he himself was one of them
Some were in this position because they had tried, but failed, to get a situation, and others becaus
they had a situation but had lost it because … There were any number of reasons, he imagined, fo
losing one’s situation, ranging from blameless misfortune to gross misconduct. There were even thos
who lost their situation because the police had caught up with them and unmasked them as fugitive
on the run, as confidence tricksters, even as murderers. Murderers. He imagined that there were non
smoking, vegetarian murderers, just as there were nicotine-addicted carnivorous murders, although h
assumed that as a general rule murderers were not regular readers of The Lady magazine. Murdere
probably read one of the lower tabloids – if they read a newspaper at all. The lower tabloids liked
report murders and murder trials, and that, for murderers, would have been light entertainment, rath
like the social columns for the rest of us.

Miss Taylor noticed the slight hesitation. She was not to know, of course, of his tendency to anxiet
and the way in which this operated to set him off on a trail of worries about remote and unlike
possibilities, worrying about murderers advertising in The Lady being a typical example.
‘Mr Woodhouse?’
‘Yes, I’m still here. Sorry, I was thinking.’
‘I could come at any time. Just tell me when would suit you, and I shall be there.’
‘Tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow afternoon.’
‘I shall be there,’ she said, ‘once you have told me where there is.’

There was a delightful exactitude about the way in which she spoke, and he suspected, at th
moment, that he and his daughters had found their governess.
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I

t did not take Mr Woodhouse long to confirm his earlier suspicion that Anne Taylor would b
exactly the right person for the job.

‘You seem to be entirely suitable,’ he said, a bare hour after her arrival for the interview. ‘A
we need to do, I suppose, is to sort out when exactly you can start and, of course, the terms. I doubt
any of that will be problematic.’

Miss Taylor stared at him. She seemed surprised by what he had said, and for a moment M
Woodhouse wondered whether he had unwittingly committed some solecism. He had been careful t
call her Miss Taylor rather than Anne, even if that sounded rather formal – so it could not be that. Ha
he said anything else, then, to which she might have taken exception?

‘I have yet to indicate whether I shall accept,’ Miss Taylor said quietly. ‘One does not assume
surely, that the person whom one is interviewing wants the position until one’s asked her.’

‘But my dear Miss Taylor,’ exclaimed Mr Woodhouse, ‘how crassly insensitive of me. I was abo
to raise that very issue with you and—’

‘There is no need to resort to spin, Mr Woodhouse,’ interrupted Miss Taylor. ‘When one has sai
the wrong thing, I find that the best policy – beyond all doubt – is not to make things worse b
claiming to be doing something one was not going to do.’ She paused. ‘Don’t you think?’

He was momentarily speechless. He had not imagined that the person he had invited for intervie
would end up lecturing him on how to behave, and for a moment he toyed with the idea of ending the
meeting then and there. He might say: ‘Well, if that’s the sort of household you think you’re comin
to …’ or, ‘My idea was that I should be employing somebody to teach the girls, not me.’ Or, simply
‘If that’s the way you feel, then shall I run you back to the railway station?’

But he said none of this. The reality of the situation was that he had two young daughters to loo
after and he needed help. He could easily get some young woman from the village to take the job, b
she would almost certainly feed them pizza out of a box and allow them to watch Australian soa
operas on afternoon television. He knew that would happen, because that was what girls from th
village did; he had seen it, or if he had not exactly seen it, Mrs Firhill had told him all about it. An
even she was not above eating an occasional piece of pizza from a box; he had found an empty box
few weeks previously and it could only have come from her. This young woman, by contrast, was
graduate of the University of St Andrews, spoke French – as any self-respecting governess surel
should do – and had a calm, self-assured manner that inspired utter confidence. He had to get her; h
simply had to. So, after a minute or so of silence during which she continued to look at hi
unflinchingly, he mumbled an apology. ‘You’re right. Of course you’re right …’
To which she had replied, ‘Yes, I know.’

He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him short. ‘As it happens, I think this job would suit m

very well. What I suggest is a three-month trial period during which you can decide whether you ca
bear me.’ And here she smiled; and he did too, nervously. ‘And whether I can bear you. Once th
hurdle has been surmounted, we could take it from there.’ She paused. ‘I do like the girls, by the way
He showed his relief with a broad smile. ‘I’m sure that’s reciprocated,’ he said.

Mrs Firhill had been on hand to help with the encounter and had shepherded the girls into th
playroom while this discussion with Miss Taylor took place. Mr Woodhouse could tell from hi
housekeeper’s demeanour that she approved of Miss Taylor, and in his mind that provided the fina
clinching endorsement of the arrangement. Accepting Miss Taylor’s suggestion, he called the gir
back into the room and explained to them, in Miss Taylor’s presence, that she would be coming to sta
with them and that he was sure that they would all be very happy.
‘But we’re happy already,’ said Isabella, giving Miss Taylor a sideways glance.

‘Then you’ll be even happier,’ said Mr Woodhouse quickly. ‘But now, Miss Taylor, we must al
have a cup of tea. I prefer camomile myself, but we can offer you ordinary tea if you prefer.’
‘Camomile has some very beneficial properties,’ said Miss Taylor.
Mr Woodhouse beamed with pleasure.

The briskness with which Miss Taylor moved into Hartfield surprised Mr Woodhouse – she arrived
with several suitcases of possessions, within a week of her interview – but it was as nothing to th
speed with which she reorganised the lives of the two girls. In spite of her earlier enthusiasm for th
appointment, Mrs Firhill took the view that she was moving too quickly: ‘Children don’t like chang
They want things to remain the same – everybody knows that, except this woman, or so it seems
These were dark notes of caution, uttered with a toss of the head in the direction of the attic bedroo
that Miss Taylor now occupied, but the housekeeper, too, was in for a surprise; neither Isabella no
Emma resisted Miss Taylor, and from the very beginning embraced the ways of their governess wit
enthusiasm. The new regime involved new and exotic academic subjects – French and handwritin
were Miss Taylor’s intellectual priorities – as well as a programme of physical exercise and, mo
importantly, riotous, vaguely anarchic fun. A bolster bar was erected in the nursery, under which sof
cushions were arranged. The girls were then invited to sit astride each end of this bar, armed wit
down-stuffed pillows. The game was to hit each other with these pillows until one of them wa
dislodged and fell on to a cushion or occasionally the bare floor below. In order to level the playin
field that age tilted in Isabella’s favour, Emma was allowed to use two hands, while her sister wa
required to keep one behind her back. White feathers flew everywhere like snowflakes in a storm, an
the shrieks of laughter penetrated even Mr Woodhouse’s study, where he sat engrossed in the lates
crop of scientific papers in the dietary and nutritional journals to which he subscribed.

He was bemused by the changes that he saw about him, by the constant activity, by the ne
enthusiasms. He watched as scrapbooks filled with cuttings from magazines and papers; as cut-o
dolls found their way on to every table; as rescued animals and birds took up residence in shoe-boxe
lined up at the base of the warmth-dispensing Aga; as the current of life, which had grown so sluggis
after the death of his wife, now began to course once more through the house. He welcomed all of thi

even if it failed to relieve his own anxiety. It was all very well to be cheerful and optimistic when on
was the girls’ age, but what if you were getting to the age – as he was – when life for the immun
system became much more challenging? There were dangers all about, not least those identified by th
medical statisticians, whose grim work it was to reveal just how likely it was that something could g
wrong. And every time he contemplated the results of new research, there was the task of adjusting h
regime to increase his level of exercise – or reduce it, depending on the balance of benefit betwee
coronary health and wear and tear on the joints; to increase the number of supplements – or decreas
it, depending on whether a novel product, attractive in itself, was likely to react badly with somethin
that he was already taking. Such balancing was an almost full-time job, and left little time for oth
pursuits, such as the assessment of engineering risk – a task that he was well qualified to carry out b
that could be inordinately demanding if one took it seriously, as Mr Woodhouse certainly did.

The purchase of a new lawnmower was an example of just how complicated this could be. Hartfie
was surrounded by extensive lawns that gave way, to the east, to a large shrubbery, much loved by th
girls for games of hide-and-seek. Those games themselves had been the cause of some anxiety, as
was always possible that hiding under a rhododendron bush might bring one into contact with spider
for whom the shade and dryness of the sub-rhododendron environment might be irresistible. Spide
had to live somewhere, and under rhododendron bushes could be just the place for them.

Mr Woodhouse had heard people saying that there were no poisonous spiders in England. He kne
this to be untrue, and had once or twice corrected those who made this false assertion. On on
occasion he had gone to the length of ringing up during a local radio phone-in programme when
gardening expert had reassured a caller that there were no spiders to worry about in English gardens.

‘That’s unfortunately untrue,’ said Mr Woodhouse to the show’s host. ‘There are several species o
spider in England that have a very painful bite. The raft spider, for instance, or the yard spider ca
both administer a toxic bite that will leave you in no doubt about having encountered somethin
nasty.’

The host had listened with interest and then asked whether Mr Woodhouse had ever been bitte
himself.
‘Not personally,’ came the answer.
‘Or known anybody who’s been bitten?’
‘Not exactly.’

‘Well then,’ said the host, ‘I don’t think we need worry the listeners too much about what the
might bump into in their gardens, do you?’

‘Oh, I do,’ said Mr Woodhouse. ‘A false sense of security is a very dangerous thing, let me assur
you.’

His concern over spiders was fuelled by the information the Sydney funnel-web spider, known to b
one of the most dangerous spiders in the world, had taken up residence in the London Docks and wa
apparently thriving in its new habitat. That did not surprise Mr Woodhouse at all, who had lon
thought that the ease with which goods and people could now be transported about the world was a

invitation to every dangerous species to take up residence in places where they had previously bee
unknown. It was inevitable, he thought, that at least some travellers from Australia would bring i
their luggage spiders that had taken refuge there while their suitcases were being packed. If bedbug
could do it – and they did – then why should spiders resist the temptation? He shook his head sadl
the green and pleasant land of Blake’s imagining would not be green and pleasant for long at that rat
And if spiders could do it, what about sharks, who had to swim no more than a few extra nautic
miles to arrive at British beaches? Or snakes, who had only to slither into a bunch of bananas
Central America to arrive within days on the tables of people thousands of miles away? And what
they met, en route, an attractive snake of the opposite sex? Before you knew it you would have
deadly fer-de-lance population comfortably established in Norfolk. That would give those complace
gardening experts on the radio something to think about.

‘Nonsense,’ snapped Miss Taylor when he raised the issue of spiders under rhododendron bushe
and queried whether the girls might not be banned from going into the shrubbery to play their game
‘We cannot wrap ourselves in cotton wool; just imagine what we would look like. Moreover, girls an
spiders have co-existed for thousands of years, as is established, I would have thought, by th
continued survival of the two species: the British girl and the British spider. Cadit quaestio.’

The expression, cadit quaestio – the question falls away – was one that Miss Taylor often use
when she wished to put an end to a discussion. It was virtually unanswerable, as it is difficult
persist with a question that has been declared no longer to exist – anybody doing so seems s
unreasonable – and it was now being used by the girls themselves, even by Emma. She had difficul
getting her tongue round the Latin but had nonetheless recently answered ‘cadit quaestio’ when he ha
asked her whether she had taken her daily fish-oil supplement.

The size of the lawns around Hartfield meant that a mechanical lawnmower was required. For yea
Sid, who helped with the farm and with some of the tasks associated with the garden, had used a
ancient petrol-driven lawnmower that he pushed before him on creaky and increasingly dangerou
handles. Mr Woodhouse had decided to replace this, and had looked into the possibility of a sma
tractor under which was fitted a powerful rotary blade. This would enable Sid to sit on a well-sprun
seat as he drove the lawnmower up and down the lawn, leaving behind him neat stripes of barbere
grass.

The tractor brochure portrayed this scene as a rural idyll. A contented middle-aged man sat on h
small tractor, a vast swathe of well-cut grass behind him. The sky above was blue and cloudless; in th
distance, on the veranda of a summer house, an attractive wife – at least ten years younger than th
man on the lawnmower – waited to dispense glasses of lemonade to her hard-working husband. B
Mr Woodhouse was not so easily fooled. What if you put your foot just a few inches under the cove
of the blade? What if you fell off the tractor because the ground was uneven – not everyone had eve
lawns – and your fingers, or even your whole hand, were to get in the way of the tractor and its viciou
blade? Or what if a dog bounded up to greet its owner on the tractor and had its tail cut off? Th
woman dispensing lemonade so reassuringly would shriek and run out, only to slip under th
lawnmower and be sliced like a salami in a delicatessen. It was all very well, he told himself, trying
avoid these possibilities and pretending that nothing like that would happen, but somebody had

think about them.

The enthusiasm that Isabella and Emma felt for Miss Taylor proved to be infectious. Although Mr
Firhill had misgivings about the governess and the pace with which she introduced her changes, sh
found it hard to disapprove of a woman who, in spite of a tendency to state her views as if they we
beyond argument, was warm and generous in her dealings with others. The conviction that she wa
right – the firm disapproval of those she deemed to be slovenly in their intellectual or physical habi
– was something that Mrs Firhill believed to be associated with her having come from Edinburgh.

‘They’re all like that,’ a friend said to her. ‘I’ve been up there – I know. They think the rest of u
very sloppy. They are very judgemental people.’

‘I hope that it doesn’t rub off on the girls,’ said Mrs Firhill. ‘But I suppose it will. There’s Emm
already saying cadit quaestio – and she’s only six.’

‘Oh, well,’ said the friend. ‘Perhaps it’s the best of both worlds – to be brought up Scottish but t
live somewhere ever so slightly warmer.’

Mrs Firhill nodded – and thought. There was already something about Emma that worried her eve
if she was unable to put her finger on what it was. Was it headstrongness – a trait that you found i
certain children who simply would not be told and who insisted on doing things their way? Her cous
Else’s son had been like that, and was always getting into trouble at school – unnecessarily so, sh
thought. Or was it something rather different – something to do with the desire to control? There we
some children who were, to put it simply, bossy, and little girls tended to be rather more prone to th
than little boys – or so Mrs Firhill believed. Yes, she thought, that was it. Emma was a controller, an
it was perfectly possible that Miss Taylor’s influence would make it worse: if you were brought up t
believe that there was a very clear right way and wrong way of doing things, then you might well tr
to make other people do things your way rather than theirs.

Once Mrs Firhill had identified the issue, the signs of Emma’s desire to control others seemed t
become more and more obvious. On one occasion Mrs Firhill came across her playing by herself
the playroom, Isabella being in bed that day with a heavy cold. In a corner of the room was the girl
doll’s house – an ancient construction that had been discovered, dusty and discoloured, in the atti
Now with its walls repainted and repapered, the house was once again in use, filled with tiny furnitu
and a family of dolls that the girls shared between them. Long hours were spent attending to this hous
and in moving the dolls from one room to another in accordance with the tides of doll private life th
no adult could fathom.

Unseen by Emma, Mrs Firhill watched for a few minutes while Emma addressed her dolls an
tidied their rooms.

‘You are going to have stay in your room until further notice,’ she scolded one, a small boy do
clad in a Breton sailor’s blue-and-white jersey. ‘And you,’ she said to another one, a thin doll wit
arms out of which the stuffing had begun to leak, ‘you are never going to find a husband unless you d
as I say.’

Mrs Firhill drew in her breath. It would have been very easy to laugh at this tiny display of directin

behaviour, but she felt somehow that it was not a laughing matter. What she was witnessing was
perfect revelation of a character trait: Emma must want to control people if this was the way sh
treated her dolls. Bossy little madam, thought Mrs Firhill. But then she added – to herself, of course
without a mother. And that, she realised, changed things.

3

‘B oarding school?’ said Miss Taylor. ‘I don’t think that’ll be necessary, do you? Not for your girls.’

Mr Woodhouse shifted uncomfortably in his seat. The conversation he was having with th
governess was taking place in his study – his territory – and he would have imagined that he wou
have had the psychological advantage in such surroundings. It was a large room, furnished with
substantial desk, and to speak to somebody from behind such a desk surely must confer some degre
of authority on one’s pronouncements. He had read somewhere that Mussolini had a very large des
indeed, placed at the end of an exceptionally long room. This meant that visitors had to walk for som
distance before they even reached the dictator, by which time if they had not already been intimidate
when they entered the room they certainly would be by the time they reached his desk. And it was no
just dictators who were keen on such tactics: there were several democratically elected presidents wh
were known to use elevator shoes, to stand on strategically placed boxes to gain height, or to insi
when group photographs were being taken on being placed next to those shorter than themselves. H
generally needed none of this, being secure enough in his estimation of himself, but Miss Taylor had
knack of making him feel perhaps slightly less than authoritative, as she was doing now, even in h
own study.

‘I think that their mother would have expected it,’ he said. It was sheltering behind his late wife
he knew that – but it would be hard for her to argue with a pious concern for the feelings of the girl
mother.

‘But she may well have changed her views,’ retorted Miss Taylor. ‘Had she lived, that is; I was no
suggesting that views can change after one has crossed over, so to speak. Things have change
since … since her day. And both of them are perfectly happy where they are. Why send them off t
some wretched boarding school, some Dotheboys Hall? What’s the point of having children if yo
then just send them away?’

Mr Woodhouse looked out of the window. It was all very well for Miss Taylor to barge in and giv
her opinions on this tricky issue, but she was Scottish and did not understand the nuances of Englis
life. Highbury, their village, was the embodiment of England; and there was a social order, complet
with nuanced expectations, that she could not be presumed to understand. The local primary scho
was perfectly adequate for young children – and Miss Taylor was right to say that the girls were happ
there – but now that they were getting older, there arose the highly charged question of boys. If the
went to the local high school, then they would simply become pregnant; Mr Woodhouse was sure o
that. That was what happened at the local high school. They would meet the wrong sort of boy whos
sole ambition would be to make any girl whom he met pregnant.
He wondered if he could explain his fear to the governess, who was staring at him intently, as
trying to fathom the nature of his unsettling suggestion that the girls might be sent away.
Miss Taylor now spoke. ‘How long have I been here now? Almost three years, have I not?’

He nodded. She had become a fixture in their lives, and it seemed as if she had been there for muc
longer than that. And he hoped, quite fervently, that she would be there for much longer – indefinitely
really, as it was hard to imagine Hartfield without her now.

‘Well,’ continued Miss Taylor, ‘it would be a pity if I were to drop out of their lives after all tha
time, simply because they’ve been sent off to boarding school.’

Mr Woodhouse gasped. ‘But there would be no need for that,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t need t
leave.’

‘I don’t see what the point of my remaining would be,’ said Miss Taylor coolly. ‘My role here is a
governess. As governess, I must emphasise. I would have nothing to do were the place to be devoid o
children.’

‘But there’d be the holidays,’ objected Mr Woodhouse. ‘They would need supervision during th
holidays.’

‘Mr Woodhouse,’ said Miss Taylor reprovingly, ‘surely you wouldn’t expect me to sit about fo
months on end with nothing to do.’

He was about to say, ‘But that’s exactly what I do myself …’ but he stopped. He could no
contemplate her leaving, and it had now occurred to him that there was a way in which this could b
avoided.
‘May I suggest a compromise?’

‘I don’t see what compromise there can possibly be,’ said Miss Taylor. ‘Either they go to boardin
school, or they do not. You weren’t going to suggest that I accompany them? I’m not sure that th
would be viewed with favour by the school concerned.’

Mr Woodhouse laughed. ‘You going off with them and sleeping in the dorm with the rest of th
girls? Eating your meals in the school refectory? Playing hockey? Hah!’

She looked at him with disdain. ‘Very droll,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you could tell me what thi
compromise is.’

‘There’s a school in Holt,’ said Mr Woodhouse. ‘That’s not far, as you know. You will have seen it
Gresham’s.’

‘I could hardly miss it,’ said Miss Taylor. ‘I do not go about with my eyes closed, Mr Woodhouse.

‘They take day pupils,’ he continued. ‘I could drive them there in the morning, and then you coul
pick them up late afternoon.’
Miss Taylor looked thoughtful. ‘It has a very good academic reputation, I believe.’

‘Exceptional. And some very distinguished people went there. Benjamin Britten, the composer, fo
example.’

‘My tastes are a bit more robust,’ said Miss Taylor. ‘That’s a personal view, of course. There ar
those who like Britten, but what he has to say about Venice would hardly encourage one to visit th

place …’

‘And then there was Donald Maclean,’ mused Mr Woodhouse. ‘He was at Gresham’s too, an
became a very well-known spy.’

‘I see. Neither of those would have made very good husbands, I think …’ She gave him a wr
glance. ‘One would not want one’s husband to defect to the other side, would one?’

Mr Woodhouse looked puzzled. He thought that there might be something subtly humorous abou
her remark, but he was not quite sure what it was. The other side? Moscow? That was a bit obviou
‘Well, it’s all different now,’ he said. ‘We would not be sending them there to find a husband. There’l
be plenty of time for that, later on.’
‘Yes,’ said Miss Taylor. ‘There are those who believe that is what universities are for.’

She rose to leave. She was not one to prolong a conversation once a decision had been made. ‘I’
not at all sure that Emma will be the sort to want a husband,’ she said quietly. ‘Isabella, yes. Sh
definitely will. And sooner rather than later, I think. She’s probably thinking of boyfriends more o
less now. I know I’m talking about a twelve-year-old girl here, but character, Mr Woodhouse, i
formed at a very early stage in our lives, and there are some girls who, even though only just twelv
give very clear indications of what lies ahead in the amorous department. I have seen it, M
Woodhouse. I have seen it all before.’

Mr Woodhouse seemed lost in thought and did not pursue with her what she had said. This suite
Miss Taylor, as she was not very sure herself what she would say if he were to press her on he
judgement of his daughters’ characters. She was sure enough of her assessment of Isabella, but when
came to Emma she was a good deal less confident. There was something very unusual about Emm
who was, she felt, considerably more complex and therefore more interesting than Isabella. That wa
not to be dismissive of the older sister; Isabella was a pleasant enough girl and Miss Taylor was sur
that she would be a social success, particularly with boys. It was much more difficult to make such
prediction in Emma’s case. She was a pretty child and that would guarantee the attention of friends
the beautiful, Miss Taylor had noticed, are seldom lonely, unless they choose to be. But it seemed t
her that Emma had depths that might well be lacking in Isabella and girls like Isabella. There wa
something about her …

An aesthetic awareness? Was that it? Shortly after she had first arrived at Hartfield, Miss Taylo
had become aware of Emma’s interest in how things looked. There had been a curious incident i
which Emma had ventured into her governess’s room and started to rearrange the toiletry items set ou
on the dressing table. These included two silver-backed brushes – one a clothes brush and the other
hairbrush – that had been given to Miss Taylor by her aunt in Aberdeen. ‘Scottish silver,’ the aunt ha
said. ‘The very best silver there is.’ Miss Taylor had wondered about that: how could Scottish silve
possibly differ from all other sorts of silver? Silver, surely, was silver, wherever it came from. Bu
that was not the point: the real point was the large ornate letter T engraved on the backs of the brushe

Now these brushes sat alongside an eau-de-cologne dispenser in the form of a squat bottle of thick
cut glass, a tortoiseshell comb, a bottle of nail-varnish remover, and a small Wemyss Ware bow

containing cotton-wool buds. For the average young child, such a collection would have been
positive invitation to fiddle, to take tops off, to press and spray things. The eau-de-cologne dispens
would have been the greatest temptation, closely followed by the cotton-wool buds. But this was n
what happened with Emma, who spent ten concentrated minutes moving the items about the dressin
table until they were placed in a position that appeared to satisfy her.
‘You’re very busy,’ said Miss Taylor as she observed what was happening.
‘They must be beautiful,’ said Emma.
‘What must be beautiful, Emma?’
‘Things.’

Miss Taylor smiled. ‘But they are beautiful, these things of mine. Those lovely silver brushes, fo
instance – they’re very pretty, aren’t they?’

The young Emma nodded. ‘Like this,’ she said, moving the brushes to the side. ‘They go ther
These go …’ She shifted the eau-de-cologne dispenser to the centre of the table. ‘There. Right shape.

That was not the only incident of that nature. Miss Taylor soon realised that the furniture i
Emma’s room, along with the pictures on her wall, rarely stayed in the same position for more than
few weeks on end. There were three chairs in the room and they were shifted about with regularit
under the window, beside the wardrobe, at the end of the bed, and then back to the window. Simila
things happened in the rest of the house, although that was less noticeable. However, Mr Woodhous
once commented that somebody seemed to have moved two of the pictures in his study, swappin
their position.
‘I can’t see why Mrs Firhill feels it necessary to dictate what I look at,’ he said over breakfast.

‘There are others who may have a tendency to rearrange things,’ said Miss Taylor. ‘I don’t thin
that Mrs Firhill has views on what pictures go where.’
Emma, busy with her bowl of cereal, said nothing.
‘Well, I wish they wouldn’t,’ said Mr Woodhouse. ‘Why can’t people leave well alone?’

Miss Taylor thought about a reply to that. He was right, of course, but only to an extent: there wer
too many people who imagined that there was some sort of duty incumbent on them to change thing
These people were often unwilling to leave things as they were, which could be irritating. Yet
nothing were ever changed, she mused, then wouldn’t life be rather dull? She was distracted from th
rather interesting question by the thought that some people not only liked to interfere with the wa
that inanimate things – possessions and paintings and the like – were disposed, but also liked
change the way in which people themselves were arranged. She glanced at Emma, who now looked u
from her cornflakes and smiled at her.

Later that day, Miss Taylor said to Emma, halfway through their French lesson, ‘Tell me, Emma
why do you like to move things about? I’m not scolding you, darling, I’m just curious to know.’

Emma stared at the book they were reading. It was the adventures of Babar the elephant, in th
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