When I Spoke of Susan

It would have amused you to see our progress. We went up by Sion Hill, and returned across the fields. In climbing a hill Mrs. Chamberlayne is very capital; I could with difficulty keep pace with her, yet would not flinch for the world. On plain ground I was quite her equal.

From a letter from Jane Austen in Bath, to her sister Cassandra, Thursday, May 21st 1801

I’ve climbed that hill too. 

We walked side by side, me in my jeans, shirt and casual shoes,

stepping out, breathing hard, aware of Mrs Chamberlayne 

hitching her finery to almost ankle height, ahead by a pace. 

If Jane and I had enough air to make comparison 

of the pounding in our chests, the need for such bodily violence, 

the determination to keep up while we panted like asthmatics, 

we surely would, 

me, in the more vapid language of my age, hands on hips, 

her, also hitching skirts, rustling, discretely perspiring, 

measuring what she rasped in a pre-urbane, vicarage way; 

words still as careful off the lips as a Derby porcelain cup. 

And when we returned across fields, the three of us in line,

me noting the scythe of Jane’s small feet through meadow grass 

and flowers, I distractedly pulled a long stem, felt for the nodule 

in the middle; the subconscious act of a hunter-gatherer - 

one feeling more vital on a descent.

And if only to break a silence, I uttered something 

about ‘Northanger Abbey’, and instantly changed that to ‘Susan’,

as she called her first to be published novel at that time. 

Both ladies turned to me with a quizzical look. 

I threw the grass stem like a dart. 

Jane, I could tell, wanted to ask me how I knew of it, 

but changed the subject, announced that it would be felicitous 

and most agreeable to spend time in Sidmouth later that year.
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