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FOREWORD





Jane Austen remains wildly up-to-date. Contemporary critics point out how, for example, she invented the unreliable narrator, and an early form of thriller, in Emma, long before anybody else got round to such experiments. The modern idea of writing a story inspired by someone else’s characters might have amused that sharp-eyed lady. She liked doing the same kind of thing herself. Steeped in the gothic literary romances of her day, she broke from them, in an astonishing and powerful rupture, to invent something revolutionary: her version of realism. In Northanger Abbey, in particular, she both celebrated and mocked the earlier genre and tradition she knew so well. Her heroine Catherine Morland, adrift in contemporary urban life, tries to behave like a heroine of gothic romance, with comic results.


You cannot write well without reading voraciously. Reading writers you admire may make you itch to do something similar yourself. You learn through imitation, until eventually you find a voice, a style, that are your own, and then, as you go on, you find others, and then more again. Who better to begin with, to admire and imitate, than Jane Austen? Each generation reads her afresh, and finds new objects of praise. At the moment, we seem interested in Austen’s views on money, on landed property and its inheritance. We also note how slyly she smuggles in details of the world beyond the parsonage windows: war, slavery and other forms of brutality press up against the curtains. At the same time, inside the drawing room we hear the narrator speak about children with a scorn that can amount to cruelty. For modern readers these subjects often come to the fore.


Austen also compellingly describes the sexual double standard of her day, which had its own share of brutality: women socially ruined by having flings, men getting away with it, just about. The main plot in each novel is the marriage plot, as it had to be for the middle-class women of the day, hence the stress on female propriety, that’s to say female virginity. A rich hero like Darcy needs to know that his sons are his, in order to pass on his property to them. Outside the house of marriage, however, in each of Austen’s novels, lurk all the seduced girls and their illegitimate babies, the sexy, rebellious girls who want adventures, the exploited widows. Their stories come to us filtered by others’ voices.


Almost invisible inside the house are the servants. Anne in Persuasion recognises that Nurse Rook, midwife to the wealthy ladies of Bath, must have many good stories to tell, gleaned from nipping in and out of so many bedrooms, but she gives these a sentimental gloss. She cannot imagine what Nurse Rook’s life is really like, but we can. We can try to, anyway. Nowadays, Nurse Rook tells her own story.


All the stories in this collection recognise that Austen’s plots, ending at the closed front door of the house of marriage, the closed bedroom door, can begin again and again. The door swings open. The lid comes off. The writers of these stories have not scrupled to turn Austen’s originals inside out, toss them topsy-turvy, tear them apart and collage them, poke holes in them, in order to make something new with them. This kind of writerly aggression is necessary, as Austen herself recognised. The very best of these stories provoke us to admiration and delight, a sense of the absolute rightness of what we read. Congratulations to all the writers in this collection. I enjoyed their work a great deal.




 





Michèle Roberts


London, July 2011
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The Jane Austen Short Story Award was initiated by Chawton House Library to encourage contemporary creative writing. The 2011 competition attracted entries from fifteen countries worldwide, from places as far apart as Serbia and Singapore, Austria and Australia – demonstrating the ever-growing appeal of Austen, both as an author and a source of inspiration.


2011 marks the bicentenary of the publication of Sense and Sensibility, the first of the novels to appear in print. Chawton House – the former home of Jane’s brother Edward – is reminiscent of Delaford, the ‘nice old-fashioned place full of comforts and conveniences’ owned by Colonel Brandon. Edward Austen Knight inherited the Manor of Chawton after being adopted by wealthy, childless relatives and offered his sister a new home on his estate. Her arrival in the Hampshire village marked the start of what was to be the most productive period of her literary life. Sense and Sensibility, Pride and Prejudice, Emma and Mansfield Park were all published while she lived in the village. Northanger Abbey and Persuasion were published posthumously after her death at the age of just 41.


So the Great House, as Edward’s Elizabethan mansion was known then, was inextricably linked with Jane Austen’s destiny. It was recently saved from ruin by an American philanthropist who is a devoted Austen fan. For centuries it was the comfortable country home of the Knight family but following the First World War it fell into decline due to inheritance taxes and ever-increasing running costs – the fate of many other country estates in England. By 1987, when Richard Knight inherited the property from his father, it was on the verge of financial and physical collapse. Its associations with Jane Austen looked destined to become mere memories.


Sandy Lerner, co-founder of Cisco Systems, Inc., learnt of this misfortune and decided that Chawton House could be the perfect home for her collection of books by the long-forgotten early English women writers who were Austen’s literary mothers and sisters. In Sandy’s vision, Chawton House would be the ideal environment for research and study in a manner that would bring to life the social, domestic, economic, cultural and historical context in which the writers lived and worked. In short, a unique opportunity to study the works in an appropriate setting.


She acquired a long lease on the house and began an extensive programme of conservation work. It re-opened in 2003 as Chawton House Library – the world’s first centre for the study of the lives and works of women writing in English before 1830. As well as an original manuscript and early editions of Jane Austen’s work, authors such as Mary Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft, Frances Burney and Aphra Behn feature in the collection of more than 8,000 books. The library is open by appointment to members of the public and there are visiting fellowships available for more specialised research.


It is to be hoped that, two centuries on, Austen will continue to inspire a new generation of writers.




 





Lindsay Ashford, July 2011




 





For more information about Chawton House Library, visit the website: www.chawtonhouse.org 
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Mary Fitzpatrick





When I was a kid the thing I loved best in the world was to be allowed into Aunt Annie’s bedroom. It happened most often on a Friday evening, just after she got in from working at the bakery, before we were called downstairs for our fish and chips. It was a weekly ritual, really, pretending I was taking in Romper Room on the telly while all the time I was listening to her wearily mount the stairs. On hearing her door close I’d creep up after her, carefully avoiding the creaky tread halfway up, as if I were a burglar up to no good and afraid of being caught. Then I’d stand at the top, listening to the minute rustles and clatters as she changed her clothes and kicked off her working shoes, the sharp rattle as she laid her watch and earrings on the dressing table and, finally, the muffled sigh and small ‘boing’ of springs as she sat down on the bed.


Moving towards her door I’d place one large, pinkish ear against the wood; at that moment, as if she could sense me hovering, Annie would always call out, “Col? Is that you son? Come on in and tell me about yer day.” Inside the room was filled with her scent – freshly baked bread, tobacco, faded lavender, sweat. She’d usually be lying back on the bed, rubbing her stockinged toes or scratching her head through its frizzy red curls, stretching and smoking. Through a blue fug she’d say, “Well?” – her invitation for me to sit on the end of the bed and talk…


“Mikey Shanley told me I was fat today, Aunt Annie.”


Annie pulled her long, lantern-jawed face into a scowl. “Shanley, that wee skelf? He needs a good feed, that one. Jist you tell him from me that my Col is going to be a looker, that Hollywood’ll be beatin a path to his door…” Trailing off she took another long, deep drag from her fag before pointing at me and shaking her head. “That boy’d no doubt call Rock Hudson fat just ’cause he’s a fine big fella, unlike Mr Shanley…”


Knowing that this monologue could go on for a while, I got on with what I’d really come into Annie’s room for, and that was to have a look at her “outfits”. Gently easing myself off the bed I sidled towards the wardrobe and, before gingerly opening up, glanced over my shoulder; she was still lying back, her arm over her eyes, the ash from her cigarette long and dangling. I saw that she was sleepy so I slowly pulled back the doors and put out my hands to touch the marvels within: the midnight blue grosgrain silk gown she’d worn to last year’s Bakery Ball in Dublin, the one with the fishtail, spaghetti straps and little diamanté clips; the mustard yellow sateen swing coat, always teamed with her red snakeskin shoes and matching bag; the dusky pink linen suit, with the chevron tucks at the front and cloth covered buttons on the back… I touched them tenderly, the evening wear and the day clothes, the velvet and the tweed, the tartan and satin, all giving off the scent of moth balls and 4711 Cologne. Within me something stirred, a little worm of desire that started in my stomach and spread to my loins.


Then I stood on tiptoe, bringing my eyes level with the top shelf where the hats sat. Pillbox, berets, knitted pixies, pom-poms, tassels, veils and waxen cherries all jostling for attention. And right at the back was the prize, the black and white straw number the size of a cartwheel, the one I’d never seen her wearing, apart from in a little black and white photo which she kept in a green leather-bound album. This was taken by a street photographer because, she claimed, she’d been “the spit of Rita Hayworth” in her younger days. I presumed that he, like me, wore milk bottle specs. The man standing next to her sported a chalk-stripe suit and a rather sweet smile; I liked his face, his high cheekbones and fair, crinkly hair, the large eyes that I could tell were a bright, piercing blue, even in black and white.


On Saturday mornings I always brought her in a tray with tea and toast and sat on her dressing table chair while she surfaced. She kept the green photo album propped up against the mirror and, as she coughed and sniffed awake, I’d flick through it, always pausing at the one of her and the mystery man. I was drawn to it but, for some reason that I couldn’t put my finger on, I was wary of asking questions.


One morning she caught me frowning over it; gesturing towards me with a piece of toast she asked, “What’ve ye discovered, son?”


I carried the album over to the bed and pointed shyly towards the picture. “Who is he?”


Annie swung her long, skinny legs out of the bed and pulled the album onto her knee; rubbing the surface of the photo she carefully smoothed out its curling edges. “Oh, that’s Frank Weaver, Col, an old flame. Long gone, son, long gone.”


“What happened to him?”


She stood up and moved towards the window. “Well, Col, he wanted me to marry him but it never worked out. At least…” she trailed off and turned back towards me, her face chalk white. “…Yer granddad didn’t like him, ye see.”


“Why?”


She reached for her green Chinese silk dressing gown and shrugged into it. “Because Frank decided to go to England and join the army and yer granddad hated the English with a vengeance. He said that if I had anything to do with Frank I’d better never come back into this house.”


My mammy and I had moved in with Granddad and Aunt Annie when I was a baby, after my dad had been knocked down by a lorry outside Barry’s The Bookie. As a teenager I could hardly remember Granddad, he’d died when I was only four, but I could still smell his breath, a strange melange of rotten teeth and the mints which he seemed to have perpetually on the go. I could also still see his round head, bald and blank as a billiard ball.


Annie gave a little grunt and looked out of the window. “Even though yer granddad was dead set against us I was prepared to just run away with Frank but yer mammy, well, she talked me out of it, convinced me that Frank was no good, that I was giving up too much.” She laid her forehead against the glass and I could imagine what she was seeing; the scrubby front garden with the dying privet hedge catching the litter of bus tickets and sweetie papers which flew down our narrow little street on what seemed to be a constantly bitter wind. “This – this – is what I’d have been giving up, this little paradise.” She wrapped her arms around herself, her shoulders shaking. When I told Mammy that Aunt Annie seemed upset she just ‘tsked’ and carried on vigorously polishing the fire brasses, her round, red face almost as shiny as the metal.




 





A few weeks before my fourteenth birthday Annie came in after work and sat at the kitchen table; it was a Friday and I was expecting her to go up to her room as usual but she seemed intent on lingering, picking at the corner of her freshly painted thumbnail (Revlon’s ‘Cherries in the Snow’; I’d seen her applying it the night before, her tongue thrust out in concentration as she made each careful, silken stroke). Mammy was at the sink, cutting chips while I sat at the other end of the table from Annie, studying my maths homework, ears pricked for whatever news was about to be spilled.


“Don’t bother with tea for me tonight, Tessie. I’m going out.”


Mammy glanced over her shoulder, the small, sharp knife that she used to cut the chips poised in mid-air. “Well, well, got a date, have ye?” Her eyes had narrowed but they were also alight with mischief.


“Yes, as a matter of fact I have.” Annie averted her eyes and toyed with a few grains of sugar, chasing them round the yellow Formica-topped table. “Ye’ll never guess who it is.”


Mammy wiped her hands on her pinny and came towards the table. “It’s that big TJ Elliott, no doubt. He’s been after ye for long enough.” TJ Elliott was the local butcher, a man with a blood stained apron which turned my stomach every time I had to run the messages for Mammy. He was a widower and, although it was acknowledged that he was quite a catch, it was also rumoured that he’d bullied and beaten his wife for years before she’d given up the ghost. It was also whispered that he’d ‘done’ his former business partner, Charlie Smethurst, who’d gone back to Dublin and died a penniless alcoholic.


Annie continued to gaze at the top of the table, her slender fingers rubbing the grains of sugar back and forth, back and forth. “No, it’s not him.” Now she looked up, her treacle-coloured eyes round and intense. “It’s Frank, Tessie, Frank Weaver. He came into the bakery the other day to buy half a dozen rolls for his auld mammy. I didn’t know where to look but I think he was even more flabbergasted than me, his face went pure scarlet.” The words were now coming out in a rush while my eyes darted between my suddenly animated aunt and my mother, who was now grim faced and chewing the inside of her mouth.


“What? Frank Weaver after all these years? What’s brought him back to Clondalkin? Are the English not good enough for him, now?”


When I recently told this story to my young Swedish lover, Eric, he pursed his lips and I could see that he was trying not to laugh. To someone like him, who came out to his parents when he was twelve, for God’s sake, the idea of someone having to seek permission to love is frankly ludicrous. But the past, as they say, is a different country, they do things differently there – especially in southern Ireland in 1963.


“Oh, for God’s sake, Tessie, half of this country lives in Liverpool or Birmingham or Glasgow. What the hell is there here for us – for me - now?” Annie had straightened up in her chair and, for the first time, I noticed a steeliness in her smoky voice.


Mammy pressed the point of the knife into the surface of the table, her own voice quivering as she said, “There’s yer family for one thing, madam. And just think what black burning shame it would have brought on us if ye’d married a British soldier.”


Annie jumped up, nearly toppling her chair. “Aw, Jesus, Tess, you’re not going to start all that again, are ye? That auld story about Grandpa Craven?”


Family myth-making had it that Grandpa Craven had been dragged out into a ditch in Connemara and shot by a drunken Black and Tan shortly after the Easter uprising; this fact was never verified as a body was never found. Another branch of the family, less loyal to the legend, had it that he’d done a bunk to the States, leaving behind a wife and ten children.


“That’s not the point,” Mammy continued, “because if I’ve said it once I’ve said it a hundred times, that man Weaver has nothing to offer ye, Annie, nothing.”


“Oh, aye, ye’d have me go with that TJ Elliot, wouldn’t ye, even though everyone knows he’s a rotter.” Annie had run out of the kitchen door and was now halfway up the stairs.


Mammy stood at the bottom and shouted, “Well, ye needn’t think Frank Weaver’ll darken my door.” Turning round she found me at her back. “And what are you gawking at, ya eejit? Lay the table, for mercy’s sake.”




 





Things were pretty icy round the house after that; Annie continued to see Frank Weaver and Mammy ‘hmphed’ every time she passed her in the hall. Then one night, about a fortnight later, Mammy walked into my room without knocking. I was lying on top of the bed in my underpants reading Madame Bovary; she eyed the novel suspiciously but luckily I’d wrapped it in a cover taken from Thomas à Kempis’ Counsels on the Spiritual Life. I sat up and insouciantly placed Emma into my bedside drawer.


“Do you know anything about this?” Mammy started without preamble.


“About what?”


She rolled her eyes. “About Frank Weaver having a Good Job.”


A Good Job was anything that was done indoors, where you wore a suit and tie and which, at the end of the day, carried a pension.


“No, she never said.”


Mammy rolled her eyes again, indicating that I was both an eejit and a galoot. “I’ve just been talking to Bridie McCann; turns out Frank Weaver’s only over here for a few weeks, his auld mammy’s got the shingles. Turns out he’s a surveyor of some sort, high up in the profession, overseeing other fellas. In London.” This last added a final golden sheen to the new revelation; you might hate the English but London was El Dorado, beyond the pettiness of nation and race.


The next night Mammy brought home a steak pie made by TJ Elliott himself while Annie provided the half dozen cream cakes, in a white box tied up with a red and blue ribbon. Everything indicated that it was going to be a special occasion. At half past six a soft knock sounded on the rarely used front door. Both Annie and Mammy stood at the same time but Mammy got there first, pulling off her pinny as she went while Annie primped her ginger hair. Out in the hall we heard Mammy say, “Frank, it’s lovely to see ye again, what a long time it’s been. Come right in, ye’re a sight for sore eyes.”




 





The date for Frank and Annie’s wedding was set for the autumn. I, of course, helped her pick her outfit. I voted for ivory slipper silk but she laughed and shook her head. “No, I don’t think so, son, that wouldn’t be right.” Eventually we settled on a soft woollen suit in a blue green shade which, we were informed, was called Marina. On the bus back home we nestled up close on the back seat; as it turned into our street she took my hand in hers and said, “Col, just remember one thing, always listen to your gut and then follow your heart. And never, ever let anyone persuade ye otherwise.”
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My inspiration: The inspiration for this story is taken from Persuasion. I feel that the story of Anne Elliot and Captain Wentworth has a universality to it, that it could still occur at any time, in any place. People give misguided advice and the receiver of the advice often feels, for whatever reason, obliged to take it.
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Sarah Taylor





The morning that he found his wife with her ear to the floorboards in one of the guest bedrooms, Henry Tilney knew that she was “back on the novels again”. The house had been pleasantly free from such adventures for some time, save for a minor relapse over the Brontës just before Easter, which thankfully had passed without anything too calamitous. It was true that Catherine had taken longer walks than usual in the hills around the parsonage swathed in any woollen shawls she could lay her hands upon, but there had been little to suggest that she was falling back into her old ways, save for one incident at breakfast when she was halfway through Jane Eyre. On that morning Henry had caught Catherine staring at him and, on asking her whether anything was wrong, she had told him that he was “deplorably cheerful”, and asked why he couldn’t be a little more brooding. Puzzling over this odd request he had frowned deeply at her, with the result that she was far happier for the rest of the day. He had arranged for a servant to lose Jane Eyre as soon as she could be located in the house.


He knew that Catherine could not help herself, and her curiously intense approach to books was part of what had charmed him about her in the first place, but on the whole he was happier when Catherine was involved in something other than reading. She had proved as good a wife to him as he had been a husband to her, which was to say excellent, and they were very happy together. He knew, though, that he could not keep her forever occupied with parish works, or the children, or busy her with tasks to do in the parsonage, and the temptation for her to find fresh mischief in the library was ever present.


The first year of their marriage had been the most troublesome. After he had weaned her off the gothic romances that had helped bring them together, she had discovered the even darker horrors lurking in a story of vampirism recommended by a friend. “It must be shockingly good, Henry,” she announced over tea while the children tripped round the lawn pretending to bite one another. “It is by a friend of Lord Byron.” As ever with Catherine, reading one book led to another, and within weeks she was locking all windows at night and Henry was thoroughly sick of the smell of garlic.


Together they had weathered the storms of romance, horror and comedy, but in general Catherine’s break-outs had caused little consternation. Henry had put up with her taking the children fairy-hunting in the gardens, seeing endless ghosts in the kitchens late at night and desperately trying to matchmake the young folk of the parish. He had not minded too much when, ten years into their marriage, she had taken to peering up into the belltower instead of attending to his sermon, convinced that some poor deformed creature might be taking refuge there. Nor had he cared that, a decade later, she referred to every plain child baptised in the church as “a swan in the making”. There had been some rather more difficult incidents, however. Everyone agreed that it had been most unfortunate that her reading Frankenstein came so soon after the death of the children’s favourite kitten.


Such behaviour had, however, been less prevalent of late, so it was a shock to find Catherine lying on the bedroom floor, her ear pressed close to the floorboards.


“Do we have mice, dearest?” Henry asked.


Catherine looked up at him, her face a mask of horror.


“I think I can hear heartbeats, Henry,” she whispered.


Henry frowned. He suspected the volume of Poe, which he had found in her needlecase that morning. Catherine always had known where to hide her reading.


“Nothing of the sort, Catherine, I’m sure,” he said. He hoped he sounded firm. It was the tone of voice he reserved for when the Parish Council was being particularly difficult over some little aspect of the running of the church. His wife followed their lead and ignored him.


“I feel sure it is a warning, Henry,” she said. “Some dreadful secret that will unmask us both.”


Henry sighed deeply. This was a bad relapse. He wondered whether he should bring out the volume of poetry that he had been keeping for just such an occasion as this. Something soothing and rural to settle Catherine’s nerves. Surely there could be no harm in that. He had checked in advance to see that there were no influences of Lord Byron in it. There was nothing much else in the library that would seem suitable. Catherine had no taste for history and he had given up trying to get her to read theology several years ago. Not because she showed no interest in it, but because theology went the way of all her other reading. She became too immersed in it, too caught up in the moment of it, too keen to get involved in it all. It was very embarrassing to have one’s wife interrupt one’s sermons.


When Catherine entered the library later that night she found that the entire Poe section had gone. She frowned. It was most tiresome of Henry to overreact like this. She still had her suspicions concerning Jane Eyre. She had not lost the book, of that she was sure, and she had been so close to finding out Mr Rochester’s secret. Did Henry have any secrets, she wondered? It would have thrilled her to the bone to think that he did, but he was so depressingly prosaic. It was no use imagining that he was gone from the house too long because he was visiting a secret lover or engaged in underhand dealings with a band of swarthy smugglers, when she knew full well that any delay to his arrival at the dinner table was down to nothing more nor less than a sick parishioner or two.


She was just wondering whether to give history another try when one of the maids staggered in, bowed almost double under a weight of books, which she dropped to the floor in a manner of intense irritation. Seeing Catherine, she dropped a swift curtsey and began to gather them into a neat pile.


“Begging your pardon, m’am,” the girl said. “These are newly arrived from Mr Simpson, and the master distinctly said that they should be in place tonight.” The girl picked up a stray volume that had fallen near the library’s great oak desk, and as she did so a slim magazine fell from between its pages. Sensing mystery (she did little else since the disappearance of Jane Eyre), Catherine darted forward and snatched it up from the floor.


“English Women’s Journal?” she mused aloud. “Not a publication I have heard of. I’ll take this one, Ellis. Carry on with the rest.” She went to find a quiet spot in which to read.


The next day at breakfast, Catherine was attacking her egg with great purpose when Henry came in, unaware of the tirade that lay in wait for him. He had just settled down with a plate of kedgeree when his wife laid down her spoon and, fixing him with a very hard stare, made her announcement.


“Henry, dear, I don’t wish to upset you, but I think I’m being oppressed.”


Henry swallowed a mouthful of fish and looked at her placidly. “Really Catherine, by whom?”


Catherine gave it some thought. “Well partly by you, I think, but the general edifice of England’s political system is also responsible.”


“Is it really?”


“Yes. You are but part of a machine that keeps women very firmly in their place and stops them from reaching their full potential. I’m sure you can’t help it, though.” She smiled encouragingly at him.


This was rather new. Henry had never considered himself to be the oppressive type. He had had far too much of his father’s heavy-handedness to wish that on his own wife and children. However, dear Catherine was most certainly in earnest, and he tried to frame a conciliatory reply.


“I shall try to reform, Catherine, if that is what you wish.”


“Oh, my dear,” she said, “it is not you I wish to reform. It is society. We must rise against our oppressors. I wonder if I could stand for Parliament.”


She reached for another slice of toast.




 





A miserable few weeks followed for Henry Tilney. Spurred on by the writers of essays on industrial employment, intellectual freedom and the reform of a vast range of laws, which she insisted were “insidious to right thinking” while refusing to darn his socks, Catherine took to schooling the maids in the principles of female emancipation. Although she took Henry to task regularly on the lot of women in the Bible, she did not revert to interrupting his sermons. Instead, she would loudly interject “…and womankind” at any point in the service where God’s relationship to “mankind” was mentioned. This created quite a stir and, when he could bear it no longer, Henry resorted to the mean trick of bribing his eldest child to distract her at the crucial moments so as to enable morning worship to pass in peace.


One afternoon, while they were out in the garden together, Catherine informed Henry that she would be using the church hall for an hour or so.


“Of course, my dear,” said Henry. “A ladies meeting?”


“Yes,” said Catherine, dead-heading a rose. “Female suffrage. A worthy cause. I have been reading up about it. I have called a public meeting.” She left the house, waving her hands at an imaginary audience and muttering under her breath about “sisters long oppressed by inequality” and “the rights of Eve”.


Henry sat up late, waiting for her return. When she had not come back by ten in the evening he set out for the village. He found Catherine sitting forlorn in an empty hall, the benches in neat rows with pamphlets entitled The New Womanliness atop each one. Henry’s heart sank. He could not bear that Catherine be disappointed. He crossed to the front of the hall, sat down, and motioned for her to begin her speech.


Catherine stood up. “No, Henry, I don’t think they were ready. Not everyone has sufficient imagination for change. Let us go home.”




 





In the days that followed this disaster Henry racked his brain as to how to cheer Catherine up. He invited their friends round to weekend parties, took her on outings, and bought her yard after yard of pretty muslin, but all to no effect. She remained downcast and depressed. It was when he was in the village stationers ordering a new Parish Register that Henry Tilney had his brainwave. He had always known Catherine to have imagination. He had never known anyone who could bring a book, an idea, a belief, to life as she could. If her reading was constantly leading her into trouble, why should he not try her on the pen instead? He purchased a notebook, large and square with good crisp sheets and a binding that would put up with much creasing, and presented Catherine with it over breakfast. For a while he believed her to be happier. She avoided the library and could be seen, bent low over the book, sat under the apple tree in the garden for hours at an end. Henry busied himself with his parish work and left her to herself, content that he had found an end to all their troubles.




 





For a few weeks they lived very contentedly together. Then one sunny morning in April, Henry found Catherine in her usual place under the apple tree, her head in her hands, crying. The notebook lay beside her. Henry dropped to his knees and took his wife’s hands in his.


“What on earth is the matter, Catherine?”


She made no reply but only howled all the louder and motioned towards the notebook. Henry picked it up and flicked through the pages.


“Dearest, this is empty.”


Catherine sniffed and raised her head to look at him.


“Oh Henry, I’m so ashamed! I can’t do it. I just can’t write. I’ve tried and tried, but nothing comes out. I’m not sure I want it to. Henry, this isn’t what I want to do at all!”


Henry was taken aback.


“Nonsense Catherine, your imagination has always been… Well I can’t say it’s always been easy to live with, but I cannot deny that you have a most wonderful talent.”


Catherine shook her head.


“I don’t want to create other worlds. My genius, if you can call it that, for all the trouble it’s caused you, is in living fully in the worlds of others, the ideas of others. I don’t just consume a book, Henry, I inhabit it. I give it the dignity of being everything it is meant to be. I have lived great lives. I have been Catherine on that moor, and Jane creeping through the night with her candle. I have been a living poem, and most of all I have played out to other women what a woman can be when she believes in things. I have lived a life of freedom and potential, and one day others will too. I know the meeting was a failure, but one day women will catch sight of a new world shown to them through the imagination of another, and when they see that new world, they will reach out and grasp it so tight that no one will wrest it from them. I think that is my talent, Henry. I wasn’t born to write books. I was born to let them write me, to let their worlds and ideas live fully through me. Don’t they deserve that? The truly great ones? The ones that matter? The ones that will change our world?”


Henry looked at his wife’s tear-stained face. He knew that what he planned to do next would probably mean that Catherine would spend the next two weeks skulking round the attic rooms looking for hidden doorways, or lecturing their jolly housemaids on their unhappy lot, but he could not fight against her nature any longer. Nor was he sure that he wanted to. He picked up the notebook, patted Catherine on the hand and set off for the house. Someone must be sent to town to purchase a fresh copy of Jane Eyre.
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My inspiration: I love how Catherine Morland so fully inhabits the books she reads. I wondered what effect this would have on domestic life – and what would happen if she encountered any truly radical writings. 
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