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Emma, by Jane Austen, was first published in 1815.

This was the Regency era – a time when English society was sharply divided by wealth and women were expected to marry young.

The heroine of this story, Emma, might have some things in common with modern readers, but she lived in a very different world.

You can find out more about Jane Austen and what England was like in 1815 at the back of this book!
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Emma Woodhouse was beautiful, clever and rich, and had reached the age of twenty-one with very little to trouble her along the way.

But on the evening of her governess Miss Taylor’s wedding, Emma felt very troubled indeed. Her father had fallen asleep in his favourite armchair after dinner and silence had descended upon the room but for the crackling fire and Mr Woodhouse’s gentle snores. Emma thought glumly: with Miss Taylor gone, who was she to talk to now?

She was very happy for Miss Taylor – now Mrs Weston – but having spent sixteen years in her company, Emma would miss her dearly. She had been more of a friend than a governess. Emma couldn’t recollect ever hearing one strict word from Miss Taylor and knew that, though Miss Taylor had been fond of Emma’s older sister Isabella too, she’d always had a soft spot for the youngest Miss Woodhouse. In Miss Taylor’s eyes, Emma could do no wrong, which had been very convenient when it came to getting her own way …

Emma’s mother had died when she was too young to remember her, but Miss Taylor was always there to look after Emma when she fell ill, to laugh with her as she concocted some mischievous scheme, and to speak to as soon as a thought popped into her head. So, Emma had never felt a lack of motherly affection. Even when Isabella got married and left Highbury, their countryside village, to move to London, Emma hadn’t felt left behind. She happily took to being mistress of Hartfield House, gently guided in daily matters by her governess. It had been, quite simply, a perfect situation.

Emma sighed, smoothing the crinkles on her gown, before lifting her chin defiantly. She must bear this change in an admirable and elegant manner and not sit around moping like a sulky child. After all, the marriage had been Emma’s idea in the first place.

She was just congratulating herself on bringing together the new Mr and Mrs Weston when a pot of tea was brought in by the housemaid and her father woke with a start.
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‘Poor Miss Taylor!’ he declared, before pulling his blanket further up his lap. ‘Such a pity for her to have been taken away from Hartfield. She would have been much happier spending the rest of her life with us here.’

Emma smiled. Mr Woodhouse had always despised change of any kind.

‘Papa, Mrs Weston has a house of her own now and a very generous, agreeable husband. She could not stay here and put up with me for ever, as you very well know.’

Mr Woodhouse harrumphed. ‘Hartfield is three times the size of her new house. Poor Miss Taylor, she will be quite put out.’

‘But she doesn’t live far. We will see Mr and Mrs Weston very often, as they are sure to visit us as much as we visit them,’ Emma said cheerily.

‘It is too far for me to walk,’ Mr Woodhouse protested. ‘I shall catch cold.’

‘No one would expect you to walk, Papa.’ Emma laughed, shaking her head. ‘We would take the carriage, of course.’

‘The carriage is most inconvenient for the horses,’ her father grumbled, leaving Emma to smile into her cup of tea.

Mr Woodhouse was a nervous gentleman in a constant state of worry about falling ill. He couldn’t quite understand why any person of good sense would go to the trouble of leaving their cosy household to venture outdoors. In his mind, social occasions outside of Hartfield were tiresome and often put one at great risk of indigestion or other such alarming ailments. Though he generally delighted in guests coming to visit him, he found hosting large dinner parties in particular a tense affair. Not only might they make him late to bed, but there was also the matter of checking the menu through with the cook beforehand at least four times, so that he was sure no dangerously rich foods might be served to his guests. In the eyes of Mr Woodhouse, there was no greater crime in the world than serving a dish that might bring about tummy ache.

One of Mr Woodhouse’s favourite visitors, a young, dark-haired gentleman, entered the room just as Emma was considering whether a game of backgammon might work to lift her father’s spirits.

‘Mr Knightley!’ Mr Woodhouse said warmly. ‘How kind of you to call in so late. Come warm yourself by the fire before you catch cold. The walk must have been damp and dreary!’

‘Not at all,’ Mr Knightley replied with a bow of his head and a knowing smile to Emma. ‘It is a mild, moonlit night and made for a very pleasant walk.’

Mr George Knightley was the brother of John, who had married Emma’s sister, Isabella. As such, Mr Knightley was always welcome at Hartfield and came by often. He lived at Donwell Abbey, an estate only a mile away, and took great pleasure in spending quiet evenings with Mr Woodhouse and his daughter.

Having just returned from paying his brother and sister-in-law a visit in London, Mr Knightley patiently answered Mr Woodhouse’s questions about Isabella and the children, before the conversation was steered back to the day’s events.

‘Did everyone behave at the wedding?’ Mr Knightley asked, sitting back in his chair. ‘Pray, tell me who cried the most?’

‘It is a sad occasion,’ Mr Woodhouse said gravely. ‘Poor Miss Taylor.’

‘Not “poor Miss Taylor”, for she will surely find much happiness in moving from the position of governess to having her own home. At any rate, she now has only her husband to worry about,’ Mr Knightley noted, his eyes twinkling playfully at Emma, ‘rather than two here at Hartfield.’

‘Especially when one of us at Hartfield is so fanciful and difficult.’ Emma grinned. ‘That is what you are longing to add, is it not Mr Knightley?’

‘Yes, it is true,’ Mr Woodhouse sighed. ‘I can be fanciful and difficult.’

‘I did not mean you, Papa!’ Emma laughed. ‘You must know I meant myself. Mr Knightley loves to tease me about all my faults.’

‘True friends would never waste time flattering one another,’ Mr Knightley replied with a smile, knowing full well that he was the only person in the whole village who saw any faults in Emma Woodhouse. ‘You must be very pleased, Emma, to see your dear governess so happily married.’

‘More so than anyone else, because it was I who made the match myself. Four years ago, I decided Mr Weston and Miss Taylor must marry, despite everyone in Highbury declaring Mr Weston would never marry again. What a success!’

‘Success? You make it sound as though you have brought about this marriage entirely,’ Mr Knightley said, shaking his head at her.

‘And so I did!’ Emma declared proudly. ‘If I hadn’t encouraged Mr Weston’s visits and promoted his character when needed, we might not have had a wedding today.’

‘It was a lucky guess,’ Mr Knightley said, a smile creeping across his lips. ‘No doubt you did more harm than good with your meddling.’

‘Emma is very generous,’ Mr Woodhouse interjected, not really paying attention to the conversation. ‘But, my dear, if you did bring about the marriage today, I ask that you bring about no others. Marriage only serves to break up one’s family circle and exposes us to the very great risk of sugar-filled wedding cake!’

‘One more match, Papa,’ Emma said, sitting up a little taller. ‘I am determined to find a wife for Mr Elton.’

‘The vicar?’

‘Yes, Papa. When Mr Elton joined Mr and Mrs Weston’s hands in marriage today, I could see that he would very much like to have the same thing happen for him.’

‘Instead of finding him a wife, perhaps you might invite him for dinner,’ Mr Woodhouse suggested. ‘That will be a much better thing for him. Mr Knightley will agree with me.’

‘I do, sir.’ Mr Knightley laughed at Emma’s stubborn expression. ‘Let us leave poor Mr Elton to find his own wife. A man of twenty-seven doesn’t need any help in such matters.’

Emma smiled in reply and let the conversation move on, but her mind was already busy plotting. Mr Knightley was greatly mistaken. Emma Woodhouse was quite sure that, when it came to love, men needed all the help they could get.

And she was the perfect person for the job.





 


[image: images]



 

‘My dear Emma, I have such good news.’

Mrs Weston had barely sat down in the Hartfield drawing room before making such an animated declaration. Emma leaned in towards her friend eagerly. She was always keen for news and they only had a few minutes to talk alone before the rest of her dinner guests arrived.

‘We have had a letter from Frank Churchill,’ Mrs Weston confided, as her husband went to join Mr Elton, the vicar, and Mr Woodhouse on the other side of the room.

‘I have heard of this letter,’ Emma confessed. (This could come as no surprise to Mrs Weston, who knew only too well how quickly gossip spread in the village of Highbury.) ‘Do not keep me in suspense of the content any longer! What did the famous Frank Churchill write to his new step-mother to say? I hope he wished you and his father good wishes on your marriage?’

‘That he did,’ Mrs Weston assured her. ‘But the good news I wish to share is that he writes in the hope of visiting us soon! How I long for him to come here to Highbury and meet us all. Do you think he really shall?’

Emma hesitated as she considered her answer.

She certainly hoped that Frank Churchill would come at last to Highbury. Not only would it be the proper thing for a son to do on his father’s second marriage, but there was also a rumour of his being a fine young gentleman, and Emma wondered, for no other reason than mere curiosity, as to whether that was so.

This generous rumour of Frank Churchill’s appearance and character had been started by the only person who had actually met him – his father. Frank was the son of Mr Weston and his first wife, Miss Churchill. She had passed away when Frank was a boy and it had been thought best that Frank be brought up by his wealthy aunt and uncle, Mr and Mrs Churchill – Frank’s surname was changed and he became the Churchills’ heir.

Though Mr Weston had taken great pleasure in visiting his son over the years, Frank was yet to visit his father at his home in Highbury. Now elderly and prone to illness, Mrs Churchill was particularly attached to Frank and it was well-known that he was hardly allowed to leave her side. Mr Weston and all of his friends dearly hoped that Mrs Churchill might change her mind and let Frank introduce himself to their society.

‘Well, dear?’ Mrs Weston prompted Emma, who had become lost in her thoughts as she mused on whether Frank Churchill had sideburns and if so, whether they were long or short. ‘Do you think it is silly of me to hope he will visit?’
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Emma smiled and took her friend’s hand in hers. ‘I think it would be silly of you not to have hope that he should visit. Ah’ – Emma paused on seeing four ladies enter the drawing room, just arrived – ‘Mrs and Miss Bates are here. And Mrs Goddard.’

‘Who is that pretty young lady with Mrs Goddard?’ Mrs Weston asked curiously, watching the girl enter the grand drawing room shyly, gazing around her in awe.

‘That,’ Emma began, rising to her feet, ‘is Miss Harriet Smith. Mrs Goddard wrote to me today asking if she may bring her to the dinner. Come, let us welcome her.’

Emma was delighted to meet Miss Smith. She knew her by sight, having seen her trailing after Mrs Goddard to church. Mrs Goddard ran a boarding school and Harriet Smith had been one of her students. Now, at seventeen, she still lived there and helped Mrs Goddard with the children.

There was some mystery surrounding the girl. No one knew her parents, nor their profession or rank in society. But within minutes of meeting Miss Smith, Emma decided that her father must be a gentleman. She was such a sweet girl, and so charmingly grateful to be dining in high society with Miss Emma Woodhouse, that Emma felt certain she must come from a family of good sense.

‘It is so kind of you to let me come tonight, Miss Woodhouse,’ Harriet Smith gushed later that evening, hoping very much she was saying the right sort of thing. So esteemed was Miss Emma Woodhouse that Harriet had been unable to eat all day at the prospect of being allowed to meet her. Not one thing … except lunch and two tea buns …

‘It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Smith,’ Emma replied, coming to stand opposite her, next to Mrs and Miss Bates.

‘Oh, Miss Woodhouse! The apple tart!’ Miss Bates exclaimed, before Harriet could respond. ‘I have always said that no apple tart beats the apple tart served here at Hartfield. How fortunate we are to taste such a tart! And with such custard! Apple tart is quite my favourite tart, wouldn’t you agree, Mother?’

Mrs Bates did not respond. An elderly widow who had spent years listening to her daughter’s shrill, long-winded compliments of everyone and everything, Mrs Bates had long since decided that the best thing to do in her old age was to go deaf, and so she had.
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‘What a pretty picture on the wall there, Miss Woodhouse,’ Miss Bates continued happily, moving swiftly on from the subject of apple tart. ‘Did you paint it? For you are such a talented painter! What a blessing to be able to come here to Hartfield. So obliging of you, Miss Woodhouse, to let us join you! Do you paint, Miss Smith? Or do you prefer music? For Miss Woodhouse is so elegant at the pianoforte! Miss Woodhouse, you remember my niece, Jane Fairfax, she adores to play. How I should like to hear her play! Oh! Look at Mr Elton over there! How well he stands! Mother, we must go and tell him how much we enjoyed his sermon. Such brilliant speaking! So clear! So distinct! I do think his hair is very well-combed. Don’t you? We must tell him so!’

Emma smiled at Miss Bates as she eagerly led her mother towards the unsuspecting gentleman on the other side of the room.

Everyone in Highbury was fond of Miss Bates, for nothing could dampen her spirits. She had never been rich, clever or handsome and, unmarried with no prospects, she devoted her life to caring for her mother. And yet, she thought herself so blessed. She had such wonderful friends and such generous neighbours, and had never met anyone in her entire life who had one flaw to speak of.

Emma watched in amusement as Miss Bates flattered Mr Elton so much on his heavenly manner of speaking that his cheeks flushed quite pink.

‘Miss Smith,’ Emma began, ‘I find myself agreeing with Miss Bates’s observation, how well Mr Elton looks! Would not you agree?’

‘Oh yes, Miss Woodhouse, certainly.’ She nodded, quite determined to agree with everything Miss Woodhouse said.

Emma was satisfied with her answer and did not push the matter further.

It was clear to her that Harriet Smith, though naturally graceful, was in great need of someone to improve her in both knowledge and elegance.
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