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                                                  Lyme Revisited

                        'The young people were all wild to see Lyme'

                                                                             Jane Austen

    Annie remembered that Lyme in Jane Austen's Persuasion was seventeen miles away from Uppercross. She had travelled further, but by high speed rail she had covered much more ground in a much quicker way than in a carriage. But then she had had to get a bus from Axminster, for the station at Lyme had long since closed. Railways came after Jane Austen's lifetime and revolutionised travel, but then, if there had not been the relatively short period of carriages before then, there would have been no tales of bandits, or of carriages overturned or, in Emma, Mr Elton's precipitate proposal.
        Annie struggled against the wind, imagining the carriages as she plodded along on Broad Street, Lyme. 'The two carriages, Mr Musgrove's coach containing the four ladies and Charles's curricle, in which he drove Captain Wentworth, were descending the long hill into Lyme.' She mouthed the quotation, priding herself that she was pretty accurate, if it was not a perfect quotation, as she struggled with her rucksack on foot to the hotel.
    Now a faded holiday resort for families with young children and some vestiges of Regency elegance, the bay at Lyme and the Devon coves beyond is pretty rather than arresting, and offers richesse to the youthful fossil hunter rather than a watering place for the aristocracy.
    A distinct draught sweeps along the street where lies the small hotel in which Annie is to be staying for a three day conference on 'Jane Austen's Lyme'. Annie is already talking online to other Janeites, if that is not a pejorative word - in anyone's language - who are to share the themed weekend. Annie imagines Dr Smith is the most outspoken of the group, an older man, hair receding, peppered now with white hairs, with a rather bullish Wordsworthian craggy face. Annie has seen and heard him in the chat forum, not exactly dominating the chat, but always having plenty to say. 'Despite that, he is a bit of an enigma,' Annie thinks, as she struggles along the street. She is attending to rejuvenate herself after a difficult, messy divorce and she supposes that she is young enough to think about starting again. (But certainly not with Dr Smith, who to his credit though a bachelor had never been presumptuous in his online chatting).
    However, when she enters the drawing room a couple of hours later Dr Smith quickly intercepts her before she can pick up a drink. 'Hello, Annabel,' for that was her online name. 'So glad you could come!' 

    The impertinence of it! Anyone would think he had put on the weekend himself, instead of  the redoubtable Dr Marigold. He moves unbidden to secure Annie a drink. Annie looks straight past Mr Smith and horror of horrors spies the tall upright frame of none other than William Parsons. He of all people! Implicated in her divorce, but quite erroneously by David, he is also something of a lothario in their Oxford college, and he is, admittedly, remarkably handsome, with Byronic rather than Wordsworthian features. William Parsons is studying for his PhD. she does not recall him being part of the pre-Lyme set on line. And, she thought, his PhD was on Shelley not Austen. But she surmised he must have his reasons rather than deliberately seeking her out after their ill-advised mutual attraction. It could not even be classed as a fling.        Embarrassed, Annie bowed her head as William moved towards her. Luckily, she felt now, she was flanked by Dr Smith and Doctor Marigold who is immediately recognizable with hair swept back into a chignon. She has a deep voice, wide, stalwart hips and flat lace-up shoes. A nice little sherry party. William stood opposite her, beaming broadly. He swirled the golden liquid around cupping his glass.
    'Annie! I thought it was you. Can I tear you away from socialising here for a walk along the sea wall, the notorious Cobb, from which Louise Musgrove fell. I promise I wouldn't let you be jumped down the steps like Louisa!'

    'I would be by no means willing to spoil any pleasure of yours, William, but I can assure you I would not be in the least likely to consent to being jumped down the steps. Rather like my namesake Anne, I would be the slightly older woman with a ruined past, appealing for common sense after any such mischief!'

    'Would you not!' he said in his best Austenian tone of mockery. 'Then I admire you!'
    'Do you two know each other?' asked Dr Smith.  
    Then there was another man whose reputation had travelled before him. The academic in question, Roger Dean, was old, at least fifty, trying to look young and energised in self-affirming snazzy jackets and a suitably sardonic lop-sided smile, like a spaniel. 'Come closer,' he wheedled; yes, definitely that spaniel chafing at the leash.

    This impudent professor was out to outshine as many scholars as he could manage, and did not sufficiently care how he was going to do it: he had overdosed on overweening pride and self-adulation.

    'You three have obviously been utilising Jane Austen-speak,' he said, bending to murmur in Anne's ear with a smirk that was supposed to be satirical.

   Anne remembered that according to a friend, Andrea Clarke, that here was a man who judged his progress by how many women he could put down by his frank and sexual gaze down the face and body of the hapless student and his daring at using the word 'whore' in his historical text, quite in context, of course, it was just a word he had always wanted to write and see in print as his own. 'I kid you not,' Andrea had told her, 'Of the very laconic, lazy kind of publication he had indulged in, his aim in life had always been just that.'
    'Will you join us for the walk together later?' he asked winningly.

    'I will, certainly,' Anne replied robustly. 'I have a friend who talks of you sometimes. Andrea,' she added.
     'Ah! memories,' Roger replied. 'Every memory has a story attached to it; there are so many..and the older you get, the more there are.' 

    'Until they become less,' I ventured, 'but go on.'
    'Memories can be special, precious and reminiscent of love, achievement or compassion. I have been moved a thousand times a week by my own memories.'
    'A thousand times a week! A pity there could not be more!' was a phrase on Anne's lips, but, thankfully, unspoken.
     'My early memories were all literary ones...' Annie had stopped listening. Clearly Roger was unwilling to mention Andrea.
    'Oh really.' Anne stifled a big yawn, and hoped he would not notice.
    Before setting out for a planned walk with William Parsons, Roger Dean and Dr Marigold (Dr Smith had excused himself explaining he had a paper to write), Anne had gone to her room for an hour, and had looked through her recent correspondence with David. 
She read and reread the lines.
Dear David,

 I know we have been divorced for about eight years now and that, though I offered myself after two years, you said that you did not wish to marry me again.

However, I have lately thought we may be able to see each other two or three times a year and revisit some of the places that were important to us as far as being on holiday goes.

    I would appreciate your not dismissing the idea of a step towards reconciliation and pure friendship before giving it some house-room because those were (I think) some of the happiest times of our lives!
    I think you are managing in our former home in Wallingford more splendidly than I can in my little flat in the Cotswolds.

    Give it some thought. It would not include ideas about marriage any more, or of laying the blame at someone's door.

    Some places I think of as special to us include Surrey, Dorset, the New Forest, Lyme, St Margaret's at Cliffe, Broadstairs in the south of England, and the Cotswolds, Arnside, Grange over Sands and Lytham St Anne's in the North of England.

    Many people, not excepting ourselves, will doubtless have some happy memories of some or all of these locations. I would simply like to relive with you occasionally some of the most enjoyable times of our lives.

    I hope you might think about it, and write to me, when you have had an opportunity to consider.

    Two years is a long time to have been married and although I am not looking to revive the relationship we had together, I would like to strike up a new, walking relationship in which through travel we might recoup some of our lost former happiness.

    Kind regards,

    Anne

Dear Anne,

    I have done what you asked and have given it some thought but I really cannot commit to such a plan. We would necessarily be so much in each other's pockets and I fear too much water has flowed under the bridge.

    I would find it an awkward thing to do: you perhaps don't realise how domineering you can be. I am quite happy with my golf and tennis and my weekly phone call to you on Sundays, and more than happy to discuss our children's welfare as needed, but do not wish to revisit the past in any intimate way.
    I am sorry to be a disappointment to you, but my life is sorted for me now and that is how I like it to be. I have no desire to repeat any part of it.
    Even though you say it would not revive old feelings I cannot trust that it might not do so, and to the detriment of us both.

    Try to be happy in your flat in the Cotswolds, and let us not jeopardise what is a satisfactory arrangement, my Sunday call to you.

    I will telephone on Sunday, as usual. I hope you are not too disappointed with my reply.

Best Wishes,

David

    The following week there was another letter. So, Anne thought, David had been spying on her cosy chat online. 

    Dear Anne, 

    You should have told me of your travel plans - without a doubt. Even in this day and age a woman travelling alone might cause unwanted attentions or at least raised eyebrows. I can appreciate the notion of travel together. But the fact remains I am perfectly happy in my little kingdom - our former family home. I am glad I hung onto it, and even though it took years to afford the remortgaging of the property in order to buy you out, I trust you did not feel too distressed in the temporary rented accommodation you had to take.
    You may well regret everything now, but you just don't know how I felt after you had gone; what I suffered, what I went through. I even think it in several ways foolish to try to recapture a dream long dead. You can certainly write to me again if you wish but I would urge you not to travel with the new-found money I have given you!

     Anne read the note she had impatiently scribbled back to David:
    'I don't think the regular phone call works for me. Always get in touch if there is any emergency or urgent business.'
    What Anne really means to say is, 'Why don't you stick it where the sun don't shine,' because she is not prim, and not pretentious, she is just a grammar school girl who impressed at university, who throws her life away on the altar of his highness, David Bibby. 

    Now Anne writes about her train journey, and recalls her line of thinking, just a few hours ago. When she had taken the train from Oxford to Axminster, Anne was still simmering somewhat. Well, he could take that suggestion and get lost! Smarting a little from her rejections, she at least recalled what a patriarchal ass her ex husband was, easily irascible, on occasion a bully who packed the odd punch.
    But equally Anne was determined not to let it spoil her plan of revisiting places that had once meant something to her - the notion that these places, so many of them, meant something to them both she would erase from her project, if not quite yet altogether from her mind. Here at Lyme, there were literary and personal associations, and these sufficed, for the present, to represent her current position in life.
    In the end of the marriage, David had treated her to lengthy silences, and he also took the moral high ground, so that she had been on the defence all the time. 'No more letters', she wrote in her diary. 'I am breaking away from him and I need to revisit some of these places and appreciate them as a single person, not through anyone else's eyes.' 
   She was still writing in her diary, when the fire alarm went off. Everyone assembled outside the hotel on the road. Anne had a light jacket around her shoulders. Terrorism was an unspoken fear. William came up to talk to her with courtesy and concern. Was she cold? Was she ruffled? Then, out of the corner of her eye Anne saw a woman who came up and pulled William's arm. 'Come away, just now,' she said.
William looked apologetic but complied with her request reluctantly.

    It occurred to Anne that the woman must be sharing a room with William, because when the news came from the hotel proprietor of a false alarm, they disappeared together.
    There was still daylight left and Anne fully intended to walk on the Cobb with a few of their party. At around 7pm Anne set off alone, but she was soon joined by William Parsons. He seemed unconcerned about the woman Anne had seen and when Anne mentioned a companion he seemed put out. 'Hardly that,' he said almost dismissively.
    His animation and buoyancy soon returned but Anne was having none of it so he dropped back to talk to some others of the group that was now trailing behind.
    Anne reflected soberly that there had been good reasons why she had not encouraged William in the first place. It was just such a pity that the finger of blame had been pointed at her by her ex husband David, over something that never  developed into a fully fledged affair due to Anne's own diffidence.
    The group stood together on the Cobb and watched the boats at sea and felt the cool of the breeze. This was where Jane Austen once stood, almost certainly, she thought. The others were talking about the very same thing.

    Roger Dean approached her.

    'Do you not feel the atmosphere of tension and excitement that Austen created in her final novel over this very harbour wall?' he said, rather pompously, and condescendingly, she thought.
    Anne was about to answer when Dr Smith arrived and intervened. That made their party five in total, three men and two women, although Anne had been made aware of a third woman who, on this occasion at least, was not accompanying William. 'I was so disturbed by the fire alarm earlier that I could not settle to write my paper, so have come to join the group,' Dr Smith said. Roger took charge of the threesome by continuing to address Anne exclusively and diligently while scarcely acknowledging Dr Smith. 'Is this not exciting, Anne, the group of us and one deceased author who has a mind to tip one of us over the edge?'
    'I'm excessively diverted!' Anne smiled in reply. 'Because after all Jane Austen says it is a place that 'must be visited and visited again.'

    'Ah, clever remark,' cried Roger, though Anne could tell Dr Smith had already lost patience and interest in Roger Dean and was about to turn away with a sneer. 
    'Dr Smith,' Anne encouraged him, 'What do you think about Lyme?' Anne was determined not to be left alone in conversation with Roger, to whom she had taken a hearty dislike. Something about his overwhelming pride and self-satisfaction. No, she could not be left alone with him. 'I am so looking forward to your paper on Persuasion tomorrow. I'm certain you will not have neglected the importance of the fall at Lyme,' Anne said to Dr Smith deferentially.

    Dr Smith coloured and smiled. 'I'm afraid I never opine on incident,' he explained, turning towards Anne. 

    'I could play Captain Benwick, and you the sensible Anne, your namesake, and quote you some romantic poetry,' Roger Dean persisted. When she was sure she was not going to be saved by any involvement by Dr Smith, Anne came up with the rejoinder:  'Then I would say to you ever so gently and in confidence that I feel there is little merit in reading too much poetry of a lugubrious style, which only feeds and exacerbates tragedy. I should direct you to novels and drama instead, the redoubtable Maria Edgeworth, the resilient Dickens, Shakespeare and yes, Jane Austen. But it seems there is no Captain Wentworth here to hasten the headlong fall of a female from the steps.'
    Now Dr Smith smiled and was going to reply, though Anne thought it was a little unlikely that he would ever step into the shoes of a Captain Wentworth, when two figures appeared on the Cobb, a man and a boy.

    Anne was startled, her cheeks crimsoned over, and her sense of shame and duty multiplied considerably as she watched their approach.

    She looked up, too soon, and her ex husband David caught her eye. He appeared angry and irritated.

    'So, I have found you,' he said, without ceremony or refinement. Anne was now on the edge of the group, some of whom were looking curious and trying to eavesdrop on the conversation.
    'I thought of your trip, and decided to join you, or at least give some sense of holiday and adventure.' Ten-year-old Jamie, David's son by a previous marriage, held out his hands and revealed some rocks containing fossils.

    'Possibly from the Jurassic period,' murmured Dr Marigold, who had joined the original group of three.

    'This is David, my ex husband and his son Jamie,' Anne explained.

    'And I suppose this  is William!' David said roughly and accusingly. It was like a ballistic missile across a foreign country that dropped harmlessly  into the sea. 'No, Roger.' David took no notice of Dr Smith and Roger and attempted to pull Anne towards him. He lunged towards Anne and she stepped back and almost fell from the Cobb. She shrieked, and was only just saved by the hands of Dr Smith and Dr Marigold together who helped her retain her balance and scramble forwards.
    Amazingly she was on her knees on the Cobb. Her thoughts were for Jamie. She felt sorry he had been implicated and perhaps manipulated into coming to Lyme that weekend.

    'Can you stand up all right?' asked Dr Marigold.
    Now Jamie was shouting, 'Mum are you ok?' (He used to call her mum).

    'Yes, just shaken.'

    'I didn't do anything. I just wanted to take you by the arm.' Annie tried to speak but was in shock, confused and almost incoherent. Yet still she rallied. Whoever was at fault it was not Jamie. 'Your sister Alice is with Granny,' she told Jamie, earnestly. 'Can I go see her? And will we do anything tomorrow?' Jamie asked.
    Annie was barely on her feet. She avoided David's eye because responsibility had never been his strong suit.

    'I'll text you tomorrow,' Anne told Jamie. 'I've lectures to attend, but I think an hour or two fossil hunting might be in order?'

    Jamie smiled. 'Sure you're ok?' he asked.

    Now William was at her side. 'I'll come back to the hotel with you and get you something to drink,' he said. He exchanged foul expressions with David and placed his hand in the small of Anne's back. She found the contact a touch familiar, just as she had with David. Now the two men seemed to be psyching each other out over her.

    Suddenly exhausted, Anne bade Jamie a fond farewell, bowed her head and submitted to Dr Marigold's linking arms with her and helping her limp back to the hotel.

    Anne had the sense that neither David nor even William had behaved well on this long weekend; neither her ex nor her one-time suitor were chivalrous by nature, that would never alter. She would have been one still-just-about-young lady, dead on the ground!

  Now Dr Smith and Dr Marigold were courteously helping her along, knee grazes bleeding, and her head spinning with what might have been, and how nearly she would have had the satisfaction of her boorish, rash ex husband tipping her backwards over the Cobb. 
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