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The year is 1898. The action takes place in an office in Harley Street, then at Bly, a country estate in England.
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Act One













SCENE ONE








A large office in Harley Street. The Governess sits and waits at a desk. She looks over her shoulder at the door. She takes out a mirror and adjusts her hair. Pinches her cheeks. She looks at a few letters that are scattered on the desk. She does not pick them up but scans them. She adjusts herself. She glances at a portrait on the wall. It is of a beautiful woman. Sackville walks in.




Sackville I’m sorry. A concern of mine. It’s all collapsing. Do you mind if I smoke?


Sackville does not sit down but variously walks or stands.


You were saying …


Governess I was asking about the children …?


Sackville Yes.


Governess How long is it since they lost their parents?


Sackville Two years. They have an excellent woman, Mrs Grose. She was my mother’s maid. But she’s below stairs only. So you would have supreme authority. They had a young lady. She did for them quite beautifully. I’ve been trying to replace her for some months.


Pause.


Governess And Miles is at school?


Sackville Yes. Poor thing. I’ve tried to be a good guardian to them. But I’ve failed. Significantly.





Governess It’s difficult when they’re not your own children.


Sackville True. They’re not mine. Do you think people might ever belong to each other?


Governess Children do … surely …?


Sackville Only children? Do you read a lot of novels?


Governess I read.


Sackville picks up the Governess’ letter.


Sackville What would you do? If you didn’t have to look after strangers’ children?


Governess I don’t simply control them. I teach.


Sackville But let’s just say we smash your slate. And we crush your chalk underfoot. You didn’t imagine you’d become a governess? When you were a child?


Governess No.


Sackville So what was the plan?


Governess I’m very good with children.


Sackville Of course you are. With such a large family. There’s nothing so wise or beautiful as a child. I’ve become rather envious of my friends when I see them all out parading in the parks. Though they seem to lose some of their intelligence with it. Would you like a family yourself?


Governess Yes. Eventually.


Sackville Eventually? It sounds like rather an effort. Parents are a trial of course. They seem to find the simplest sound a child makes utterly amazing. I’m sorry. It’s not a very formal interview, is it? But I’m not much good at all that. Procedure. I’ve had enough of it. For a lifetime.


Sackville glances at the letter and puts it down.





Your past employers write highly of you … Your family has fallen upon hardship? Money can be a terrible bind. And what of marriage? Might that be something that’s imminent?


Governess No.


Sackville I don’t want the children to become attached just as you decide to leave.


Governess Security and continuity are vital to a child’s development.


Sackville Where did you read that? … Would you like a drink?


The Governess shakes her head.


Do you mind if I have one?


The Governess shakes her head. Sackville crosses the room to pour himself a drink.


Thank you. Do you like your own company?


Governess Yes. Sometimes.


Sackville What do you do for entertainment?


Governess I play the piano … I sew … I get along very well by myself, sir.


Sackville You talk as though you were gone sixty and a spinster.


The Governess is not embarrassed but a quiet descends. A silence in which they are both aware of each other. Sackville sits down opposite the Governess. He looks at the portrait of the woman. Then at the Governess.


That’s my sister.


Governess She’s very beautiful.





Sackville She is, isn’t she? I only had – have – the one sister. He took her sailing. The husband. He hadn’t the least idea how to man the boat. And so they drowned.


Governess I’m sorry.


Sackville If he’d survived I would have killed him. I find it hard to be at Bly.


Governess I suppose that you must see her every time you look at Flora and Miles.


Sackville I see ghosts everywhere. You?


Pause.


The last governess was very popular. Yes. Everyone loved Miss Jessel.


Governess May I ask why she left?


Sackville refills his glass.


Sackville There are many foxes at Bly. I think you will become fond of them. They keep one company at night. Their noise is quite crashing … when they … find one another. I’ve had quite a time with this situation. The ladies who’ve applied have been rather dull. I sense that you’re not. I need someone who is independent. Would it suit you, do you think?


Governess I’m sure it would.


Sackville Bly is ugly. It’s antique. But convenient. It’s half replaced and half utilised. Rather like an old ship. And you’d be at the helm. It wouldn’t intimidate you? All that space?


Governess No. Wealth leaves me rather cold.


Sackville is amused.


Sackville Good. Miles’ headmaster is an awful bore. You’d have to deal with him. You must never trouble me. Neither with an appeal nor a complaint. I want no communication. Is that clear? And acceptable?


The Governess looks at him; it is.


You’d receive any financial instructions from my solicitor. You’d take the whole thing over and let me alone. Would you promise me that?


Governess Yes.


Sackville Good. In India they read one’s fate in one’s palm. An old seer taught me how to do it. May I?


Sackville motions for the Governess’ hand. She is reticent but gives her hand to him. He looks at it.


I can’t read your lines. They’re too faint. You’ve a beautiful hand though. And you play?


Governess Yes.


Sackville I used to. But my mother always said that if one didn’t play brilliantly one shouldn’t play at all. She looked like she was in physical pain whenever I crashed about on the old Steinbeck.


Governess You should play if you enjoy it.


Sackville lets go of the Governess’ hand.


Sackville No. I hadn’t the gift for it. And I’m not terribly good at sitting still unless there are high stakes involved. The seer read my hand. He said that I was to be always alone.


Governess Was he right?


Sackville I thought he was. But perhaps it’s too early to say. So will you take the post?


Governess Yes.


Sackville I should probably tell you something.





Governess Yes?


Sackville Miss Jessel died. Not far from Bly.


Governess I’m sorry. Was she involved in an accident?


Sackville I’d rather not talk about it. Does her death deter you?


Governess No, sir.


Sackville Excellent. I thought that would be the case. You have strength, I can see it. The Buddhists simply see death as a passage, you know? Our body as some sort of suitcase to convey the spirit. That seer believed we’re all born for different and very specific purposes. It’s predestined. There’s no changing one’s mission. The trick is finding it I suppose. I never visit the children. I ought to. Don’t you think?


Governess Yes.


Sackville Perhaps you should expect me then. At Bly. Forgive me. I have business to be getting on with.


The Governess gets up.


There was a lot of talk. Around her death. Country folk thrive on gossip. Ignore it.


Governess Yes, sir. Was Miss Jessel with the children long?


Sackville Two years. She was with them from the time they became orphans. They’d never been so happy. They changed from shy to gregarious. She had a gift.


Governess She was instinctive.


Sackville Why do you use that word?


Governess When someone’s brilliant at something … it’s usually an instinct.


Sackville Is it? Possibly.





Governess Goodbye, sir.


Sackville I shall try to visit. Now that you’re there.


Pause.


You must love them as though they were your own. It is the only way to look after children.


Governess I will.


Sackville I would. If I could. But I simply can’t. Do you understand?


Governess Yes.


Sackville Your name …


He looks at her letter.


It’s here. Good.


Governess Yes, sir. Goodbye, Mr Sackville.


Sackville Goodbye. Love them for me. Please.


The Governess leaves.









SCENE TWO








Bly. The parlour. Evening. The Governess sits. Mrs Grose comes in with a small bunch of flowers.




Mrs Grose Miss Flora will be down presently. Takes an age to do anything, that one does. The child picked these for you.


Governess They’re very pretty. Does Flora enjoy nature?


The Governess takes them.


Mrs Grose She’ll play down by the lake and not even notice when the light changes. No fear of the dusk. Or the dark.





Governess Does their uncle come up for their birthdays? Or for Christmas?


Mrs Grose No.


Governess He said he would try to visit.


Mrs Grose He says a lot, the master. He used to spend time here. He’d watch Miss Jessel. Teaching.


Governess Was she a good teacher?


Mrs Grose Passing fair. Are you clear with the keys I showed you?


Governess Yes. I hope my being here will assist you, Mrs Grose. Do let me know what needs doing.


Mrs Grose That’s for you to tell me. If no one’s in charge then nothing gets done. I’ve seen it before.


Governess Did you and Miss Jessel work well together?


Mrs Grose She wasn’t very … particular. But we found a routine soon enough.


Flora enters but hovers near the door. She is dressed in her Sunday best and carrying her bonnet.


Governess Hello. I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure, have we?


The Governess puts her hand out to Flora who is rooted to the spot, smiling but a touch awkward.


Mrs Grose Why do you have your bonnet, child? We’re not going out.


Governess I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.


Mrs Grose This is your new governess. You’ve been excited too, haven’t you, pet? Up all night waiting for today.


Flora still does not move for a moment or two.





What do you say? Don’t be shy, child. Come and introduce yourself.


Flora I was just looking.


Governess Thank you for my flowers. They’re lovely.


Flora They’re from the spinney.


Governess They’re wonderful. Ragged robins. Cornflowers are my favourite. I don’t think I saw it on the way in. Will you take me there? Sometime?


Flora Now?


Mrs Grose No, not now, child.


Flora Do you know all the different flowers?


Governess Some.


Flora And birds?


Governess Most of them. And I have a book we can use.


Mrs Grose What were you going to say to your new teacher?


Flora puts her bonnet down on a table very carefully. She comes to the Governess and bobs a curtsy.


Flora Thank you for coming to look after me.


Governess You’ll have to show me around. We could do the willow walk around the dovecote? And past Water’s Edge. I’ve been looking at the maps of the grounds.


Flora I give them different names from that.


Governess Will you tell me your names for them?


Flora Some of them. Not all of them.


Governess Are they secret places?


Flora The names are what has happened there.





Mrs Grose Your governess needs showing round the house.


Flora It’s just furniture. And thousands of Uncle’s books. With no pictures.


Mrs Grose You’ll want no pictures in your own books before too long.


Flora I shall always want pictures. Do you like my uncle?


Governess Yes, of course.


Flora Look. I found a bird. And it’s hurt its wing. It’s a rook. A chick.


Flora indicates the chick in her bonnet.


Mrs Grose Oh no, miss. How many times have I told you? We’re not a hospital. Take it out. It’s dirty and its mother won’t touch it now you’ve tampered with it. You must leave nature to its own course.


Flora But it will die.


Mrs Grose The weak can’t survive in the wild. And there’s you in your Sunday dress too. What has got into you?


The Governess walks over to see the chick in Flora’s bonnet. The Governess carefully inspects it.


Flora It’s the blackest thing, isn’t it? Do you see how its wing is all bent? Will it die, do you think?


Governess We’ll find a space for it. In an outhouse. And feed it some milk.


Mrs Grose Kinder to throw it out, miss.


Flora Could we keep him in our room? Please. If I put Rip in a box. I promise he’ll be no trouble.


Mrs Grose Rip, is it?


Flora Yes. Like all the people in the churchyard.





Governess We’ll tend it for a while. But you must leave the feeding and care to me.


Flora Thank you. If we’re in the master bedroom there’s plenty of room.


She looks at the chick.


Look, he’s breathing better now. He looks happier.


Mrs Grose And why are you not in your school dress?


Flora Miles is coming home.


Mrs Grose Not for a week he isn’t. Friday he’ll be here. It’s not the end of term yet.


Flora He’s coming this afternoon.


Mrs Grose Nonsense. Go and change.


Flora Should I?


She looks to the Governess, who hesitates.


Governess You may wear it today. If you keep it clean.


Flora I’m not very good at that. But I will try. Thank you.


She looks at the chick again.


Have you seen lots of dead animals?


Governess No.


Flora But you have. On supper plates. May I kiss you?


Governess Certainly.


The Governess laughs, offers Flora her cheek, which Flora duly kisses.


Flora What’s your house like? Do you have a little girl? Or boy?


Governess No.





Flora Do you have any animals?


Governess Yes. A pony.


Flora A pony!


Governess And a cat. And a dog.


Flora Does the dog chase the cat? What’s the cat’s name?


Governess Blackie. She hisses and the dog runs away.


Flora I adopt animals. Anything really. Ants. Spiders. Frogs.


Mrs Grose There’s a whole cemetery out the back. Mice. Voles. Rabbits.


Flora They trap rabbits at Cotter’s Cross. Their legs break on the jagged metal. And they shiver. It’s awful. Would you ever do that?


Governess No.


Flora There are foxes living in the garden. I speak to them. At night. I don’t speak so much as just make sounds. My mother and father are in the graveyard. Do you like this house?


Governess It’s beautiful.


Flora Bly is vast. It’s antique. But it’s convenient.


Governess That’s what your uncle said.


Flora He never comes to see us. My mother drowned.


Governess I know. I’m sorry.


Flora That’s what everyone said. After it happened the house was always full of people whispering. I thought it was a birthday party except no one wore pretty dresses … I had to wear black for a very long time.


She fidgets for a moment, then looks back to them.


What will we learn? In class?





Governess Everything.


Flora Miles knows everything already.


Mrs Grose I expect he told you that. And it’s not true.


Flora Is Miles a liar then?


Mrs Grose Look at your hands. Go and wash them straight away, miss.


Flora It’s very hard to do interesting things. And keep your hands clean at the same time. You won’t leave, will you?


The Governess laughs.


Governess No. I’ve only just got here.


Flora I’ve been so excited about your coming. So was Mrs Grose. Weren’t you?


Mrs Grose Yes, child.


Flora We’ve been our own little family. I’m sorry you’ve no children of your own.


She runs off.


Mrs Grose Don’t run! Excuse her questions, miss, she speaks just as she thinks. No stopping along the way.


Flora’s steps disappear.


Governess I wouldn’t want to censure her. She’s an angel.


Mrs Grose She’s a good girl.


Governess And very beautiful.


Mrs Grose If you think well of this one, wait until you see the other.


Governess Miles? Is he like his sister?





Mrs Grose He’s a good boy. They’re both very kind. You’ll have no trouble with them.


Governess Was Miss Jessel older than me?


Mrs Grose No. A young thing she was. And pretty. Yes … he liked them young and pretty.


Governess The master?


Mrs Grose … Yes, miss.


Governess Or did you mean someone else?


Mrs Grose Who else would there be?


Governess How did she die? Was she ill?


Mrs Grose Ill? Is that what he told you, miss?


Flora walks back in.


Flora I’m clean. How’s Rip? Did he say anything?


Mrs Grose Birds don’t speak.


Flora They probably do. Just to each other. Cook says she needs to see you. It’s very important, she said.


Mrs Grose Very well. You must explain where everything is kept. For your lessons later.


Mrs Grose exits.


Flora I can’t really. Because things are meant to go in certain quite definite places. But I keep putting them in the wrong drawers. Do you think animals speak to each other?


Governess Yes, I do.


Flora Else how could they tell who was their friend or not? Do you have friends?


Governess Yes.


Flora I don’t. Miles, of course. But there aren’t any other children.





Governess Perhaps we’ll find some. And go and visit them? Would you like that?


Flora Should we christen Rip? In case he dies? Uncle doesn’t want to see us, does he?


Governess It’s not that he doesn’t want to. Just that he’s so busy.


Flora What’s the point in being a grown-up if you can’t do what you want to?


Governess He has no time.


Flora Miles says you make time. For the things you truly want to do.


Mrs Grose enters.


Mrs Grose Miss. I need to speak to you.


Governess Is something wrong?


Mrs Grose No. It’s … Miss Flora, go to the library and look at your books. Go on, child.


Flora Yes, Mrs Grose.


Flora leaves the room. Mrs Grose gives the Governess a letter.


Mrs Grose It’s from the school. Master Miles. He brought it.


Governess What do you mean?


Mrs Grose He’s … here, miss. Just arrived. He’s waiting in the kitchen.


Governess There was no carriage.


Mrs Grose Cook says he’s walked the last three miles. Exhausted, he is. How could they do it? Sending a child home alone like that?


Governess What has happened there?





The Governess opens the envelope. Reads the letter, puts it down. Mrs Grose is anxious, but tries to contain it.


Mrs Grose What does it say?


Governess He’s been dismissed … permanently.


Mrs Grose Expelled?


Governess Yes.


Mrs Grose turns away. She tries to stop herself but she has the urge to cry.


Mrs Grose For what?


The Governess gives her the letter. Mrs Grose takes it, looks at it and gives it back to the Governess.


These things are not for me, miss. I never studied …


The Governess nods. She puts the letter down and looks away from Mrs Grose.
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