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To Helen,

 With many thanks for affording me the opportu

nity in July 1996 to begin work on the Pemberley 

series.









  



An Introduction…










It might  appear  a  little  odd  that  in  this  modern  age, with  its  quick and  easy marriages and even quicker and easier divorces, one could be preoccupied with the marital situations of women in Victorian England. 


Yet I have always been intrigued by them. 


Their  capacity  for  endurance  and  generosity  was  quite remarkable.  Many women  married  early,  bore  several  children,  found  themselves  widowed  by disease or war, and usually married again to escape the indignity of dependence upon the charity of relatives or the dreaded workhouse. Doubtless, some did so for convenience or simple survival, having no means of support for themselves or their children in a world without welfare. But others found genuine love—not fleeting, romantic rapture, but deeper feelings shared with mature men, whom they came to esteem and cherish and with whom they enjoyed enduring and often passionate relationships. 


Many women left diaries and letters containing moving personal testimony to this phenomenon, in an age that paid little attention to the emotional needs of  married  women. Once  she  had raised  a family,  a  woman's satisfaction  was supposed to be complete. That she would yearn for the warmth of romance or passion was almost unimaginable.


In  Recollections  of  Rosings,  I  chose  to  explore  the  lives  of  two  sisters— Catherine  and  Becky  Collins—their  aspirations  and  experience  of  love  and  marriage.  Because  they  were  my  own  rather  than  Jane  Austen's  characters,  I was less constrained and even as I retained the ambience of traditional stability implied  by  Rosings  and  Pemberley,  it  was  possible  to  follow  their  lives  down very different paths than those of, say, Elizabeth and Jane Bennet. Both sisters have  had  their  share  of  the  slings  and  arrows  of  life,  but  neither  is  ready  to retire into comfortable middle-age or the pointless social round of gossip and matchmaking that was supposed to occupy the time of older women of the day.


For  many  of  us,  a  sudden  change  in  circumstances  or  the  return  of someone  from  the  past  can  pose  an  unforeseen  dilemma  or  throw  up  a  new opportunity. 


Both  Catherine  and  Becky  must  face  such  situations  and  deal  with  them alone.  As  mature  women,  with  the capacity  to  enjoy  rewarding  relationships, they  confront  the  consequences  of  decisions  made  in  youth  and  draw  upon their inner resources as they search for deeper meaning and greater satisfaction in their lives.


The generous warmth of one sister and the resilient determination of the other made the telling of their stories worthwhile and particularly pleasurable for me. 


I hope my readers will agree.





RAC 2003 www.geocities.com/shadesofpemberley





For  the  benefit  of  those readers who wish to be reminded of the characters  and their relationships to one another, an aide-memoire is provided in the appendix.







  
Prologue


It was the morning after the wedding of Darcy Gardiner and Kathryn O'Hare. At Pemberley, where some of the guests had stayed the night, almost everyone had  risen  late  and,  having  made  very  leisurely  preparations,  processed  downstairs where breakfast was being served.


Only Mr Darcy had risen earlier than most, taken his usual ride around the park, breakfasted, and collected his mail from the footman. Taking it into the morning room, where he read his newspapers at his usual table beside a window overlooking  the  terrace,  now  bathed  in  warm sunlight,  he opened his  letters, methodically sorting out the personal from the business communications as he did so.


One in particular puzzled him. 


He  did  not  recognise  the  hand,  nor  when  he  turned  it  over  to  read  the sender's name, did he immediately recall the face of a Mr John Adams.


But, a moment or two later, he had it. 


Mr Adams was the curator at Rosings Park,  the late Lady  Catherine de Bourgh's estate, which was now managed by a trust for the National Estate. Mr Darcy was a member of the trust, though he did not attend every meeting. His nephew Jonathan Bingley  represented him, and he  did now remember that a Mr Adams had been appointed to the position of curator a year or more ago.


He  was,  Mr  Darcy  recalled,  absurdly  young  to  be  so  well  qualified,  but came very well recommended and was engaged to catalogue and document the many priceless treasures of Lady Catherine's great estate. Jonathan had had no doubt at all Mr Adams was the right man for the job.


He is better educated than most and has a fine understanding of Art, having studied in Europe. He dined with us at Netherfield last week and my dear wife, whose knowledge of these matters far exceeds my own, having had the opportunity to converse extensively with  him,  has  pronounced  him  suitable.  I  think  we  need  have  no  further  concerns, Jonathan  had  written,  and  Mr  Darcy  had  concurred.  On  these  matters,  he trusted his nephew's judgment implicitly. 


Besides,  Jonathan  Bingley  had  himself  been  the  manager  of  the  Rosings estate for some years and would be well able to judge Mr Adams's qualifications for the tasks he was to perform.


Assuming  Mr  Adams's  letter  contained  matters  relating  to  the  Rosings  Park trust, Mr Darcy put it aside and returned to it only after he had finished reading  an  entertaining  letter  from  a  favourite  correspondent—Dr  Charles Bingley, Jonathan's eldest son. 


He wrote to apologise for his non-attendance at Darcy Gardiner's wedding, due to urgent and unavoidable matters arising at his hospital in Hertfordshire. Written some days ago and unusually delayed in the post, the letter proceeded to  give  Mr  Darcy  a  detailed and  hilarious  account of an incident  concerning a  local  dignitary,  who  had  attempted  to  force  his  way  into  a  meeting  of  the hospital  board,  to  protest  their  objection  to  his  plan  to  extend  his  railroad through vacant land adjacent to the hospital.


Charles wrote:





Quite  clearly,  he  assumed  that  his  wealth  and  standing  in  the  community gave him the right to do as he pleased with the route of his railroad. He was outraged that the Hospital Board should have objected on the grounds that a railroad running alongside Bells Field, in such close proximity to the hospital, would disrupt the work of the hospital and disturb the patients.





You  will  be  happy  to hear,  Sir,  that he  was  given  short  shrift  by the  board and urged to find some other field through which to run his trains. He left in such an explosive state of rage that we expected to see him return e'er long as a patient himself. I have not seen such infernal arrogance in all my years in this profession, nor have I witnessed it so well put down!





Mr Darcy was still chuckling when he put it away and returned to the letter from Mr John Adams.


On opening it, however, and reading the first few lines, he fell silent and his countenance altered so radically as to be quite extraordinary. As he continued reading,  so  shocked  was  he  at  the  news  it  contained  that  he  rose  to  his  feet, scattering the rest of his unopened correspondence on the floor, and hurried out of the room and up the stairs with unusual urgency.


At  the  top  of  the  stairs,  he  met  Elizabeth,  who,  on  seeing her  husband's face, knew at once that something was very wrong. So pale and shaken was he, she was very afraid that he had been taken ill.


"Darcy,  what  is  it?  What  has  happened?  Tell  me,  are  you  unwell?"  she  asked and he answered her quickly, "No, no, Elizabeth, I am perfectly well, but something quite catastrophic has occurred."


So saying, he took  her  arm and  returned  with  her  to  their  private  sitting room, knowing they would not be disturbed there. Seating her down upon the sofa, he handed her the letter from Mr Adams.


Elizabeth, somewhat bewildered, read it quickly and as she did so, looked across at her husband, understanding now his extraordinary demeanour.


Mr  Adams  was  writing  to  inform  Mr  Darcy  that, on  the  Friday  night,  a fire had erupted in one of the rooms below stairs at Rosings. Undetected, it had spread through the lower floors of  the building and most of the West Wing before it broke through into the main hall and was discovered by the caretaker, who had raised the alarm.


Despite the best efforts of the staff and many people on the estate who had rushed to assist, much of the impressive mansion  that had been  part of Lady Catherine de Bourgh's domain had been destroyed.


There was no mistaking John Adams's despondency, as he wrote:





Little remains undamaged, save for the chapel, the library, and school room, as well as the music room with its collection of manuscripts, all of which, being situated in the East Wing and separated from the path of the fire by the main courtyard, were able to be saved. So also were some of the private apartments and  guest  rooms  on  the  floors above.  The  rest,  it  is my  melancholy  duty  to report, is for the most part beyond reclamation.





There was more detail of some of the treasures lost and other valuable items fortuitously recovered from the ashes of one or other of the great rooms of her Ladyship's mansion and, in conclusion, there was a request for instructions as to how he was to proceed, but Elizabeth had stopped reading.


Going to her husband's side, as he remained still shocked, speechless, she sat beside him.


"It  is  impossible  to  imagine  such  a  disaster  at  Rosings.  How  could  it happen? Surely, it cannot have been an accident?" she asked.


Mr Darcy shook his head.


"It is entirely possible, Lizzie. My aunt had been  urged often enough to have certain alterations made, especially below stairs,  to  improve  the  heating  in the  staff quarters  and  be  rid  of  log  fires  and wood-burning  stoves,  but  she would not hear of it. Rosings, despite its apparent opulence, was in reality an old-fashioned edifice, with few concessions to modern living, especially where the  staff  were  concerned,"  he  explained.  "Since  my  aunt's  death,  when  the house was no longer a family residence, the trust has been unwilling to spend money on such things, preferring instead to maintain the areas that visitors see, enhancing the grounds and reception rooms and protecting the rich accessories. Jonathan has tried to advise them, but on matters pertaining to expenditure, the lawyers are not easily persuaded."


The  mention  of Jonathan  Bingley  reminded  Elizabeth  that  Mr  and  Mrs Bingley were still at Pemberley; they had planned to spend a few more days in Derbyshire before returning to Netherfield.


"Jonathan—of course, we must tell him at once, and Catherine Harrison, oh  my  God!  Darcy,  how  shall  we  tell  Catherine?  Rosings  was  her  home  for most of her life!"


Elizabeth had never liked Rosings; it was far too grandiose and pretentious for her taste, but to think of it gutted and destroyed… it was just too shocking to  comprehend.  Besides,  there  were  many  priceless  antiquities  and  artworks in the house that she knew from Darcy, had been collected by the de Bourghs over several generations. That most of these remarkable items may have been destroyed in the fire was difficult to contemplate. Mr Darcy's explanation of the ill-advised parsimony of Lady Catherine and, since her death, a penny-pinching attitude on the part of the trust appalled Elizabeth, who was accustomed to the meticulous maintenance undertaken at Pemberley. 


Downstairs  in  the  kitchens  of  Pemberley,  which,  thanks  to  the  master's determination to maintain the best standards for his staff, were far more salubrious than those at Rosings, Mrs Jenny Grantham, the housekeeper, presided over the long kitchen table.


Her staff, having cleared away the last of the late breakfast, were enjoying a well-deserved cup of tea. They were still talking of the wedding: of how handsome young Mr Darcy Gardiner had looked and how fortunate he had been to have found such a charming bride as Miss Kathryn O'Hare.


What a year it had been, so many celebrations…engagements, weddings— not one  but two of them  in one  year! And  now  there  was  Lizzie  Carr's  new baby! The young maids could barely contain their excitement.


But Mrs Grantham was being nostalgic, recalling the days many years ago when, as a very young girl, she had been chosen by Mrs Reynolds, her aunt, who had been housekeeper at Pemberley, to attend upon Mr Darcy's bride.


Jenny admitted she had been nervous. "I never knew if the mistress would like me. If she did not, I may well have been sent packing; but I was lucky, Mrs Darcy was ever so good to me and asked for me to be her personal maid."


She was telling them of the halcyon days when there had been an annual ball at Pemberley and several grand dinner parties every year, with many distinguished guests arriving and staying on overnight or for some days.


"There  was  Miss  Georgiana's  wedding,  of  course,  and  Miss  Cassy's wedding—you would not believe how much there was to do. You would be that busy you had no time to stop and think how tired you were!"


All their lives were far quieter now, she explained to the young ones around the table.


They  were  all  very  relaxed,  enjoying  the  tales  of  days  past,  when  one  of the chamber maids came rushing in with the extraordinary story that she had seen Mr and Mrs Darcy with Mrs Catherine Harrison and her daughter, Miss Lilian, and then she had heard a loud exclamation followed by sobbing. 


The maid was sure it was Mrs Harrison weeping and Miss Lilian trying to comfort her mother, she said, but she had no idea what it was about.


No one said a word; then Jenny Grantham rose from her chair and was off upstairs, determined to discover what had occurred. If there had been some bad news, her mistress would need her, she was sure of it.


Even though they were all curious to know what was happening, none of the other servants followed her. She alone could go to her mistress, confident that her concern would never be misunderstood for idle curiosity. Jenny Grantham had lived  through  too  many  difficult  years  with  the  family  at  Pemberley  and shared too many crises with Elizabeth to worry about protocol. They were more like two friends than mistress and servant.


She  met  Mr  Darcy  going  downstairs,  his  face  drawn  and  pale,  and  then found Mrs Darcy coming out of the room occupied by Mrs Harrison and her young daughter, Lilian. There was no mistaking it; Elizabeth looked shocked and disturbed.


"Jenny,"  she  said,  reaching  for  her  arm  and  moving  towards  her  private apartments, "something quite dreadful has happened."


Jenny Grantham's heart sank; "Not another sudden death, please God," she prayed silently. There had been too many of those.


"What is it, ma'am? What has happened?" she asked anxiously.


"There's  been  a  fire  at  Rosings.  Mr  Darcy  has  received a  letter  from Mr Adams, the curator," Elizabeth explained and, seeing Jenny's expression, added, "and much of Lady Catherine's mansion has been destroyed."


Stunned,  Jenny  stood  with  a  hand  to  her  mouth,  suppressing  a  gasp  of horror, as Elizabeth continued, "That is all we know at this time, but poor Mrs Harrison and her daughter will want to leave for Kent later today, so would you ask Lucy to help them pack and tell Thomas to have the carriage ready to take them to meet the afternoon train?"


Jenny  was  so  astonished  she  was  unable  to  say  much  more  than  "Yes, ma'am, of course, ma'am," before returning downstairs to break the news to the servants. It was shocking, terrible news, yet Jenny's predominant emotion was one of relief. 


At least, as far they knew, no one was dead. 


***





Elizabeth  returned  to  comfort  Catherine  and  Lilian,  while  Mr  Darcy  sought out Jonathan Bingley, who'd just returned from a brisk walk in the park.


"Ah  Jonathan,  I  am  glad  to  have  found  you,  I'm  afraid  there  has  been some  bad  news,"  he  said  and  drew  Jonathan  into  the  morning  room,  where a  footman  who  had  found  the  scattered  letters  was  collecting  them  into  a neat pile.  Waiting only  until  the  man  had  left  the  room,  Mr  Darcy  handed Jonathan Bingley the curator's letter. Jonathan, a little puzzled, took it over to the window to read.


Mr Darcy sat in his chair, silently regarding his nephew, but not for long. It took Jonathan only a few minutes to read swiftly though John Adams's letter and as he did so, he exclaimed, "Good God, this cannot be true!" as he strode back to where Mr Darcy waited. "When did this arrive, sir?"


Mr Darcy was uncertain. "It must have arrived yesterday, whilst we were at Colley Dale for the wedding. It cannot have been earlier or I should have seen it. It is likely that one of the servants received it and put it aside with the rest of my letters. I opened it this morning."


"The letter is almost two days old—the news must be all over London," said Jonathan and even as he spoke, they heard the sound of a carriage on the gravel drive. Moments later Anthony Tate, owner of the Matlock Review, and his wife, Rebecca, were admitted.


Mr  Tate  had  a  copy  of  that  morning's  paper  in  his  hand and  held  it  out to  Mr  Darcy.  The  front page  carried  an account  of  the  fire  at  Rosings  Park, accompanied by a remarkable picture of the great mansion in flames. 


The artist had done well.


"Mr Darcy, I did not know if you had heard yet, what with the wedding; I felt it my duty to come over, and Becky had to see Catherine."


He seemed almost apologetic at being the bearer of such bad tidings. His wife stood quietly beside him, awkward, unable to speak.


But Mr Darcy greeted them warmly and thanked them for their courtesy. 


"I have received information from the curator, Mr Adams, but I am grateful for your concern, Tate. We have broken the news to Mrs Harrison a little while ago; Lizzie is with her now."


Rebecca asked if she might go to her sister and when Mr Darcy replied, "Of course," she left them to rush upstairs. She was well aware of the effect the news must have had upon Catherine, who had lived all her life on the Rosings Estate; it was the only real home she had known. Becky knew it would be a dreadful blow.


Jonathan Bingley had been standing in the centre of the room, unable to believe completely what he had read in John Adams's letter, until he saw the account in the newspaper. There were more details and some speculation as to the cause of the fire—a suggestion, quite without proof, that a servant may have been careless and left a fireplace unattended. It was a dreadful prospect. 


"What do you propose to do, Mr Darcy?" Tate asked. 


Mr Darcy replied, in a somewhat matter-of-fact manner, which surprised him, "Well, I was about to suggest that Jonathan, who represents me on the Trust, should go down to Rosings; there will be some kind of enquiry, I expect, and the trust will decide how to  proceed," and  turning to his nephew added, "that is if you had not intended to be doing something else, Jonathan."


Jonathan  may  have  had  other  plans—such  as  fishing  or  visiting  his sisters—and it  was  unlikely  that  he  would  enjoy  the  journey  to  Kent  in  these circumstances, but he knew it was his duty to go and agreed at once.


"I shall have to explain to Anna and the children; I assume they may remain at Pemberley until I return?"


Once again Mr Darcy said, "Of course."

Jonathan nodded, asked to be excused, and went upstairs to prepare for his departure.


Anthony Tate explained how the news had been received from London by electric telegraph.


"I am very sorry, Mr Darcy, it will be a great blow to your family to lose such a magnificent mansion."


Mr Darcy acknowledged that it would; even though Rosings had been too opulent  for  his personal  taste,  it had been in  the  de  Bourgh  family for  many years, and it was difficult to accept that it was suddenly and irretrievably lost.


After the Tates had departed, Catherine Harrison and her daughter Lilian left  with  their  maid  to  take  the  train  to  London  and  thence  to  Kent.  With them went Jonathan Bingley and Mr Darcy's steward, Mr Grantham, who had instructions  from  his  master  to  do  everything  possible to  assist  Mrs  Harrison and her family.


Jonathan  parted  reluctantly  from  his  family.  Anna  Bingley  and  their  two sons,  Nicholas  and  Simon,  were  to  remain  at  Pemberley  until  he  returned  to report to Mr Darcy.


"You do understand, dearest, do you not, that I have to go? Someone has to  represent  Mr  Darcy  and  the  family  and  ensure  that  the  right  decisions  are made. John Adams is too new and has not the authority to do so. There will be a great deal to be done in a very short time; I expect to return within the week, but cannot be certain," he said as he bade farewell to his wife.


Anna smiled, "Of course you must go, Jonathan. Do not concern yourself about us; we shall miss you, of course, but the boys will have fun with Anthony and James while Mrs Darcy and I will have plenty to talk about. Besides, it will give me time to do those sketches I have been meaning to make of the grounds and the house. Pemberley looks splendid at this time of year; I shall make the best of the opportunity. Poor Catherine will need your support, especially as I understand Dr Harrison is not in very good health."


Catherine Harrison was Anna's cousin and she felt great sympathy for her; besides, Anna knew well how dutiful and loyal to Mr Darcy her husband was, and he was grateful for her understanding and sensibility. 


They had hoped to enjoy a pleasant holiday in Derbyshire with the Darcys; this was a most inauspicious interruption to their plans.





End of Prologue


RECOLLECTIONS OF ROSINGS


Part One








  
Chapter One


Catherine had tried many times during the journey from Derbyshire to Kent, first by train and then by carriage to Rosings, to imagine what it would be like.


From the scant information in Mr Adams's letter to Mr Darcy, it had not been  easy  to  create  a  picture  of  how  Rosings  would  look  after  the  fire.  She could not contemplate it. The scale and grandeur of the building, set as it was in a formal park of much beauty, surrounded by hundreds of acres of orchard, woods, and farmland, had so impressed themselves upon her mind since childhood that it was well nigh impossible for her to picture its destruction. 


She  felt  stunned,  disbelieving,  exactly  as  she  recalled  feeling  when  told  that her father, Reverend Collins, had died suddenly of a heart attack, which had felled him without warning as he inspected the chapel at Rosings with Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Then she had been a mere girl, yet it was she who had had to support her mother and comfort her younger sisters, while still unable to accept it herself.


Which is probably why the shock was so severe, when the carriage turned off the road into the long drive and there, before their eyes, was revealed the terrible truth.


Nothing had prepared them for this.


It  was  nearly  four  days  since  the  fire,  yet  parts  of  the  building  were  still smouldering—the smoke, acrid and dark, drifting upwards—while everywhere across the once immaculate park was strewn the debris of days past. Scorched walls, crumbling  masonry,  and  shattered  windows—all  those  many  dozens of windows that her father used to speak of in a hushed voice, whose glazing had cost Sir Lewis de Bourgh a fortune—shattered now, hung with ragged bits of rich curtains blowing in the wind.


Catherine  gasped.  She  could  hardly  breathe,  and  beside  her  Lilian  was weeping as Jonathan and Mr Grantham helped them alight.


The driver of the vehicle they had hired stood beside them open-mouthed, so shocked he seemed to have been paralysed, unable even to recall the agreed hire when Mr Grantham attempted to pay him.


"Jesus!" he said. "Jesus, I never seen such a sight before!" and it seemed he spoke for them all. 


Standing  before  the  blackened  entrance  to  the  mansion,  they  were  met by  Mr Adams,  who  came  swiftly  to  their  side,  followed  by  the  manager,  Mr  Benson,  who  had  been  with  the  estate  for  many  years,  since  Jonathan  had relinquished the position after Lady Catherine's death. 


Jonathan, having conferred with both gentlemen, asked if the ladies wished to see inside. 


"Yes," said Catherine and Lilian together.


Whilst warning them that it was far too hazardous to enter certain parts of the  building,  where  beams  and  walls  were  in  danger  of  collapsing  and  shards of  glass  lay  everywhere,  Mr  Benson  conducted  the  party  through  the  main courtyard into the vestibule and let them see some of the devastation wrought by the fire within the house. 


Many areas had been completely destroyed.


Equally, Mr Adams was at pains to show them how the entire East Wing had been preserved by being cut off from the fire.


"We  were  most  fortunate  in  the weather  on  that  night…  there was  very little  wind  and  what  there  was  blew  from  east  to  west,  thereby  pushing  the flames away from the courtyard and fountain, protecting the East Wing. Some rain  on  the  following  day  helped  douse  the  remaining  fires,  but  it  was,  alas, too late to save the main building and the West Wing, which held many of Sir Lewis de Bourgh's trophies," Mr Adams was explaining, when Lilian, no longer able to hold back her feelings, burst into tears.


Catherine, though distraught herself, remained for the most part calm and collected,  understanding  her  daughter's  distress.  As  a  child  she  had  explored every nook and cranny of Rosings. A particular favourite of her father's patron, Lady  Catherine  de  Bourgh,  she  had  been  permitted  certain  privileges  at Rosings, making it a special place. 


To Lilian likewise, coming from the modest parsonage at Hunsford, where she  was  the  youngest  of  three  children,  permission  to  wander  at  will  among the treasures of Rosings had added a touch of magic to her otherwise prosaic childhood. Now, much of it was gone.


Jonathan suggested that the ladies return to Hunsford and rest awhile after the  strain of their journey. He asked  if Mr Benson  would arrange for him to be  accommodated  at  the  house  and  was  happy  to  hear  that  rooms  had  been prepared for him in the East Wing.


He did not realise, however, that there was still another shock in store for them, though of a somewhat different kind.


Catherine  and  Lilian  had  gone  out  into  the  courtyard,  still  in  earnest conversation with the manager Mr Benson, who had been one of the first on the scene after the fire had been discovered. Following some yards behind, Mr Adams pulled Jonathan back to tell him that Dr Harrison had suffered a heart attack  on  the  night  of  the  fire  and  was  confined  to  bed  at  the  parsonage  at Hunsford, with a nurse in charge. 


Speaking  in  a  low  voice,  he  explained,  "He  worked  as hard  as  the  rest  of us, never sparing himself, and no one knew he had suffered severe palpitations until  one  of  the  men  found  him  gasping  for  breath  and  rushed  to  summon Dr Whitelaw, who fortuitously was also present, helping me save some of the precious books from Sir Lewis de Bourgh's study."


In a voice that betrayed his genuine fears, he added, "Mr Bingley, had he not been here, I dread to think what might have occurred."


Jonathan was anxious to discover how seriously ill Dr Harrison was. "What has Dr Whitelaw prescribed for him?" he asked.


"Complete  rest  and  daily  medication.  I  know  he  calls  at  the  parsonage twice a day and has asked the nurse to summon him if there is any change in Dr Harrison's condition. I should perhaps explain that Dr Harrison expressly forbade  me to send word of his affliction to Mr  Darcy, lest Mrs Harrison be even more distressed by the news. He insisted that he would tell her himself and explain that it was only a temporary indisposition."


"And is it? What is Dr Whitelaw's prognosis?" asked Jonathan.


"While  I  am  not  privy  to  the  detail of  it,  Mr  Bingley,  as  a  friend  of  the family  and  with  a  particular  interest  in  Miss  Lilian,  I  did  inquire  on  their behalf. Dr Whitelaw revealed that Dr Harrison has been in indifferent health for several years. I believe he has carried a heavy load of work since the rector at the parish of Lower Apsley retired. The exertion and stress he was under on account  of  the fire  may  well have  been  the last  straw,  so  to  speak.  However, Dr Whitelaw hopes that with rest and careful nursing, he may recover to live comfortably for a few more years."


Mr Adams spoke with a degree of concern and understanding that did him great credit, a fact that Jonathan Bingley did not fail to notice. 


He shook his head. He could scarce believe what he was hearing. Catherine Harrison would have to cope with two profound calamities at once. 


Jonathan had great respect and affection for her, having once been married 


to her younger sister, Amelia-Jane. Catherine had supported him through the tribulation  and  trauma  of  a  failing  marriage,  the  loss  of  two  infant  children, and finally, tragically, the death in a most horrific accident of his young wife. He knew she was a woman of strength and compassion. Jonathan had valued both qualities then and was confident of her ability to deal with and survive her family's present misfortunes.


Having first reassured Mr Adams that Mr Harrison would not learn how he had discovered the truth about his illness, Jonathan set out to join the ladies and accompany them to the parsonage at Hunsford. He was determined to do everything possible  to assist Catherine and her daughter, who might now  be left to cope alone.


***





Arriving  at  the  parsonage,  they  were  met  by  two  grim-faced  servants, clearly  unable  to  conceal  their  concern.  Catherine  assumed  they  were  still suffering from the shock  of  the  fire  at  Rosings,  as  indeed  was  she.  But  when she saw the housekeeper in tears, she began to worry.


"Mrs Giles, what is it?" she asked and then, as Lilian ran towards the stairs, the nurse came out of the bedroom and Catherine knew without a word being said that Dr Harrison must be very ill indeed.


As Jonathan stood helpless in the hall, mother and daughter rushed up the stairs and it was only with the greatest difficulty that the nurse persuaded them not  to  enter  the  main  bedroom,  where  she  said  Dr  Harrison  was  asleep  after taking his medication. Dr Whitelaw had visited his patient that morning, she said.  Jonathan  could  not  hear  everything  that  was  said,  but  her  tone,  though gentle, was firm as she urged them to return with her to the parlour where she would explain everything. 


As they did so, Mrs Giles went to fetch the tea tray, and Jonathan followed them  into  the  parlour.  The  arrival  shortly  afterwards  of  Dr  Whitelaw  for  his usual afternoon visit to his patient afforded them an opportunity to discover the facts about Dr Harrison's condition.


***





In his letter to his wife Anna, Jonathan provided some detail of what had occurred but could in no way convey either the full extent of the ravages of the fire nor the dismay he had felt at learning of Dr Harrison's condition.




It is impossible to describe the devastation we have seen here, he wrote.




Rosings as I knew it, and we have seen it often, is no more. Only one section of the grand mansion—the East Wing—remains, spared by the merest chance from  the  fire.  The  rest,  all  those  splendid  rooms,  their  rich  furnishings  and accessories, are reduced to a smoking ruin.


Even  the  great  park  seems  scorched  and  bereft  of  its  beauty.  Poor Catherine and Lilian are both distraught; this place has been home to them for all of their lives. But, dearest, that is not all they must bear, for since arriving here, we have learned from Mr Adams and had confirmed by Dr Whitelaw that Dr Harrison, while trying to help salvage some of the treasures from the fire, suffered a severe heart attack. He is now confined to bed.


It is surely the very worst thing that could have befallen this family at this time,  for  Catherine  and  her  young  daughter  Lilian  are  alone  here  and  must fend  for  themselves.  Their  only  son  is  a  midshipman  in  the  Navy,  sailing somewhere  between  Southampton  and  the  West  Indies,  while  their  elder daughter  lives  in  India,  where  her  husband  is  chaplain  to  some  regiment  or other, keeping order in the colony! Obviously, they cannot be much comfort or help to their mother at this time. 


Fortunately, they are not entirely without friends, because Mr Benson, the manager, is a kind and reliable man, and there is also the young curator, Mr Adams, who I think has formed an attachment for Lilian and seems ready to do all he can to assist them. I intend to speak with both these gentlemen and ascertain what needs be done to help Catherine and her daughter—for they will need much help and advice at least until Dr Harrison is on the way to recovery. If he were not to recover sufficiently to carry on as incumbent at Hunsford, the family will have to move from the parsonage into other accommodation on the estate or elsewhere. Where will they go? This is not immediately clear to me, and I shall need to discuss it with Mr Darcy if and when the need arises. I shall write to Mr Darcy and also  to  Becky  Tate,  but  I  doubt anyone can  provide  us  with  an  answer  immediately.  The  Rosings  Park  Trust  will probably have to decide. It is, I am sure you will agree, dearest Anna, a most unfortunate situation, very distressing indeed for Catherine and young Lilian, who seems totally desolated by the catastrophe…


When Anna Bingley took her husband's letter to Elizabeth, she was so grieved, she could not say anything for a while. Catherine Harrison was the eldest daughter of  her  oldest  and  dearest  friend,  Charlotte  Lucas.  Elizabeth  could  imagine  how Charlotte would feel when all these matters became known to her, as they must very soon. While it was unlikely that Charlotte, having endured the patronage of Her Ladyship for many years, would have quite the same feelings as her eldest daughter, Elizabeth was certain she would be deeply shocked by the destruction of Rosings. 


Presently Elizabeth stood up and said, "I shall go to Mr Darcy at once and ask him if there is anything that can be done for them."


"Perhaps the Trust will consider letting them stay on at Hunsford for some time?" suggested Anna hopefully and Elizabeth was inclined to agree.


But, on  speaking  with her  husband,  Elizabeth  was  disappointed to learn this was not very likely, since the parish of Hunsford, being the largest living on the Rosings estate, would need an active incumbent.


"Particularly so, because Mr Harrison has been serving the parish of Lower Apsley  as  well  for  some  months,  and  it  would  not  be  possible  to  leave  both positions vacant for too long," Mr Darcy explained. 


He did say, however, that he intended to urge Jonathan Bingley to persuade the Trust to let the Harrisons have one of the vacant houses on the estate, if and when a new incumbent was appointed to Hunsford.


"My aunt, Lady Catherine, would have wished it; she was exceedingly fond of Catherine, considered her one of her own family, and regarded Mr Harrison with great respect. It would not be in the spirit of her will to leave them without a place to live, especially if Dr Harrison does not make a complete recovery."


Seeing his wife's anxious expression, he sought to reassure her.


"You  must  not  worry,  my dear,  let  me  assure  you  we  will  find  a  way  to help them."


Elizabeth  returned  to  Anna  in  much  better  spirits,  confident  that  their husbands  together  would  find  some means  to  ensure  that  Catherine  and  her family were not abandoned as a result of the destruction of Rosings.



  
Chapter Two


Jonathan Bingley took the news to Catherine that the Rosings Trust would wait a  month  or  more,  to  allow  time  for  Dr  Harrison  to  recover,  before  deciding upon the appointment of another incumbent to the living at Hunsford.


Furthermore,  he  said,  if  it became  necessary  due  to  continuing  ill  health for Dr Harrison to retire, the family would be offered the Dower House as a residence, for whatever time they needed to make their own arrangements.


This suggestion, said Jonathan, had come directly from Mr Darcy, in view of  Dr  Harrison's  long  service  to  the  parish  and  the  late  Lady  Catherine  de Bourgh's particular affection for Mrs Harrison.


The suggestion, he said, had been accepted without question by the Trust.


For Jonathan  it was  an  especially poignant subject,  because when  he had been Lady Catherine's manager and lived on the Rosings estate with his wife Amelia-Jane, the Dower House had been their home too. Small in comparison with Rosings, it was an elegant and comfortable residence nonetheless, and he recalled it with a mixture of nostalgia and sadness.


He noted however that Catherine was clearly pleased and having ensured that she had thanked him sufficiently and asked that her gratitude be conveyed to Mr Darcy and the Trust, she hurried upstairs to tell her husband of the offer. Dr Harrison, though he continued to insist that he would soon be well enough to resume his parish duties, was relieved to hear the news. Quite clearly, he too had been anxious about the future of his wife and young daughter.


Later  that  night,  Catherine  wrote  to  her  sister,  Rebecca  Tate,  telling  her how much she appreciated the offer of the Dower House, and though she tried bravely to suggest that it may not be necessary, because Dr Harrison may yet recover fully, Becky could read between the lines.


There  was  not  a  very  great  chance  of  Dr  Harrison  making  a  complete recovery.  Furthermore,  she  had  also  received  that  week  a  letter  from  Mr Jonathan  Bingley,  in  which  he  had  made  it  quite  clear  that  Catherine  would need both help and comfort in the days ahead.


Keen to be with her sister and share in the cares that must now fall upon her  alone,  and  discounting  Catherine's  reassurances,  Becky  packed  a  trunk, caught a train, and not long afterwards, arrived at the Hunsford parsonage with her maid, Nelly. The joy with which Catherine greeted her left her in no doubt  that she was very welcome indeed. As they embraced, tears filled their eyes and Becky noted how strained and tired her sister looked.


"Oh Cathy, my dear, what can I say? Tell me first, how is Dr Harrison? Is he recovering well?" she asked.


Catherine,  clearly  unwilling  to  alarm  her  sister  yet  unable  to  lie  to  her, replied  cautiously,  "He  is  much  better  this  week  than  he  was  when  we  first returned from Derbyshire, but, Becky, I fear he has suffered an attack of greater severity than we suspected, and it may be a very long while before he is quite well again. Dr Whitelaw, though he fears he will distress us and so will not say it outright, seems to be hinting that Dr Harrison will not recover sufficiently to return to work in the parish."


Her  voice  fell  as  she  concluded  her  sentence,  and  Rebecca  put  her  arms around her.


"Oh my dear sister, what you must have gone through this last week! No wonder you look so pale. I am certain now that I was right to come."


Catherine's expression suggested that she agreed.


"Thank you, Becky dear, it was kind of you. I am glad you have come."


When they were seated together in the parlour, taking tea, Rebecca asked more searching questions about arrangements at the parsonage and learned that Mr Benson, the manager of the estate, had just that morning called to assure Catherine that if the need arose for her family to move, the Dower House was being made ready for them. 


"He told me Jonathan Bingley had insisted upon having the house opened up and had inspected it himself. It is some time since it was occupied permanently, and Jonathan had given orders that all the rooms should be aired and prepared in the event that we may need to move there. He has been exceedingly kind, Becky, he cannot do enough for us," said Catherine and Becky agreed. 


"Indeed, it would seem that Jonathan feels no bitterness towards us at all, despite the fact our sister Amelia-Jane used him very ill. I always said he, above any  of  Jane  Bingley's  children,  has  inherited  her sweetness  of  disposition  and generosity of heart."


Catherine  understood  exactly  what  she  meant  but  was  disinclined  to  go down  that  path.  It  had  been  for  her  a  particularly  harrowing  period,  during which  she  had  watched  her  young  sister,  self-willed  and  ill-advised  by  fickle friends, destroy her marriage and later herself through a series of events that had  driven her husband, Jonathan Bingley, close to despair. The memories were too painful to recount at this time.


She  chose  instead  to  recall  the  many  years  that  their  family  had  lived  at the parsonage at Hunsford, when their father Reverend Collins had been the incumbent. Later, after her marriage to Dr Harrison, she had returned to live there and had raised her family in the parish. Catherine had no other memories of a home.


"I was born here, Becky, I have known no other home but Hunsford and Rosings, of course, thanks to Lady Catherine."


Her voice sounded forlorn, as though she had already accepted the inevitable, and Becky, hoping to lift her spirits a little, spoke of earlier days when, as children of her chaplain, they had enjoyed the condescension and even the occasional benevolence of Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Their father, Reverend Collins, had always insisted that they should be grateful; it had not always been easy for Becky, a precocious little girl, to understand why this was so. 


"You  were  always  more  amenable  than  I  was,  Cathy;  no  wonder  Lady Catherine  invited  you  to  stay  on  at  Rosings,"  she  said  with  a  grimace  that indicated her own perception and made her sister smile at the memory.


Jonathan  Bingley,  arriving  to  say  his  farewells  before  returning  to  his family,  who  were  still  at  Pemberley,  found  them  thus  occupied  and  was relieved  indeed  to  note  what  a  significant  difference  her  sister's  arrival  had made to Catherine.


Though she was still undoubtedly in shock and anxious about her husband's health, she appeared in better spirits. Becky Tate was renowned for her natural cheerfulness,  tending  to  optimism  in  the  face  of  adversity.  Combined  with  a genuine  and  strong  affection  for  her  sister,  this  would  surely  help  Catherine greatly  at  such  a  difficult  time,  Jonathan  thought.  When  he  left  them  after  a welcome cup of tea and taking with him their warmest wishes for a safe journey, he was feeling a good deal more hopeful than he had been all week.


***





In  reality,  Rebecca  Tate,  having  suffered  in  her  own  life  some  grievous misfortune, including the loss of her only daughter Josie, was far less inclined than before towards optimism.  Her husband, Anthony Tate, deeply dejected following the death  of  their  daughter,  had so  immersed himself in  his  work,  leaving Becky very much to grieve alone, that they had grown apart and were now  as  strangers  in  the  same  house.  As  he  found  solace  in  expanding  his commercial  empire,  Becky  had  turned  to  Catherine  and  the  two  sisters  had found comfort in each other's company.

More  recently,  as  Mr  Tate  had  made  preparations  for  a  journey  to  the United States, where he expected to do business with a fellow publisher, Becky had found less and less to occupy her at home. With both her son Walter and her  husband  away  for many  months  at  a  time,  there  were  fewer functions to attend and families to  visit.  Since  her  husband preferred  to  meet  his  business friends at his club, they rarely entertained at home. 


She  went  up  to  London  only  occasionally,  usually  invited  by  a  new friend,  Lady  Ashton,  who had decided that Becky could be useful to  her, but with whom Becky shared very few interests, which meant she was often alone and bored. 


Yet,  Becky's  generous  disposition  had  not  deserted  her,  and  finding  her sister in a nostalgic mood, she chose wisely to let her indulge herself, reminiscing about the things they had shared, hoping to draw her out of the contemplation of her present circumstances.


There was much to remember and talk about, which very soon had them both in a lighter mood. Indeed, so addictive a pastime did this become that over the days and weeks that followed, when at the  end of the day they sat down to tea, inevitably their conversation would begin with one or the other saying, "Do you recall the day when…?"—so delving into their shared recollections of childhood at  Rosings and  Hunsford  over the years,  even as  the debris of  the recent calamity was being gathered up and cleared away.


Catherine,  as  the  eldest  daughter  of  Reverend  Collins  and  Charlotte Lucas, had held a very special place in their home at Hunsford and later in the household  of  their  patron  at  Rosings.  She  had  never  been  certain  what  had engendered Lady Catherine's partiality towards her. It could not have been only her father's egregious  deference and  loyalty, surely,  but  that young Catherine Collins had been specially favoured, no one had any doubt. 


Throughout  the  years  she  had  spent  at  Rosings,  many  people  had  seen fit  to  inform  her  that  never  before  had  Lady Catherine  been  known to  be  so generous,  even  affectionate  in  her  treatment  of  any  other  person  outside  her own immediate family, and even they were called upon to show a high degree of gratitude and respect for her Ladyship in return.


Rebecca was curious to learn if Catherine had ever discovered the secret of her popularity with the almost universally disliked Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Recalling the  days  when,  as  children,  they  would  accompany  their  parents  to Rosings  and  then  be  banished  to  the  old schoolroom  at  the  other  end  of  the house, to take tea with the maids and perhaps Mrs Jenkinson, Becky reminded her sister of the way she would often be summoned to return downstairs afterwards and entertain Her Ladyship by playing the pianoforte or reading to her.


"You were favoured because you read so well and played so sweetly on the instrument, unlike myself. I never gained such a high degree of proficiency as you did," she declared.


"Only  because  I  practised  assiduously,  as  Lady  Catherine  said  I  should," Catherine explained and Rebecca retorted, "Whilst I spent all my time scribbling things on bits of paper! No wonder Lady C had such a strong prejudice against me."


Her sister was more charitable. "I do not believe it was really a matter of prejudice, Becky dear, so much as her desire to be obeyed by everyone around her. When she commanded me to practice, I did!"


"Poor Catherine, she must have had you truly terrified," said Rebecca, but her sister disagreed again. 


"Indeed no, she did not. You must not think that—I was not afraid of her; but she was a most formidable person and being very young, I was in awe of Her Ladyship and found it difficult, if not impossible, to refuse her anything or to disagree with her on any significant matter."


"Did you ever?" asked her sister, amazed at this confession.


Catherine's voice was low as she replied, "No, not in anything really significant;  sometimes I  wish  I  had  done  so,  but then it  is  all very  well  to  be  brave after the event, is it not?"


"If Mama is to be believed, Papa was not very different, so you need feel no shame. He was so much in awe of Lady C he went nowhere, made no decision, expressed no opinion without her prior approval!" Rebecca said, to which Catherine added quietly, "Which of course, made it easier for Her Ladyship to demand the same degree of compliance from the rest of us. You were probably fortunate, Becky—you acquired an early reputation for recalcitrance, and I do believe she gave up expecting you to do as she advised."


Becky did not hide her consternation. "Advised! Commanded, more likely.  Yes, I was very much the black sheep, was I not? I recall how angry she became when I said I wanted to be a writer. I was only a little girl, but she addressed me with such seriousness—it was as though I had announced my intention to join the  Revolution!  She  ordered  me  to  abandon such  a  foolish notion  forthwith. 'Women,' she declared, without fear of contradiction, 'should have better things to do than waste their time on such frippery,' and she urged Mama to have me taught to sew and knit and make pin cushions, which she said would help me get  a  good,  respectable  husband—and a  boring  one,  no  doubt!  I  recall  telling Mr Tate  about it when we became  engaged  and  we  had  a  good laugh about her Ladyship's notions. He was not particularly troubled by my lack of skill in sewing or making pin cushions."


Becky  was  enjoying  herself,  recounting  the  days  of  her  youth,  when she  suddenly  noticed  her  sister's  countenance.  Catherine  looked  deeply unhappy, as though some painful memory from the past had intruded itself upon her thoughts.


Becky  was  immediately  solicitous.  "Why,  Cathy  dear,  what  is  it?  Are you  not  well?  Do  forgive  me  for  going  on  and  on,  I  wasn't  thinking…  I  do apologise…"


Catherine brushed aside her concerns. "I am quite well, Becky, it's just that recalling  Lady  Catherine  reminded  me  of  something  she  once  said  about  her daughter. She declared to Mrs Jenkinson and myself that Miss Anne de Bourgh could well have married a knight of the realm, who had shown some interest in her, if not that her poor health would not let her live in Scotland!"


Becky  exploded,  "And  how  pray  was  this  to  happen  when  she  scarcely let the poor creature out of her  sight? Cathy, I truly believe Lady Catherine had quite lost any connection with reality.  How else would she make such a preposterous prediction?"


"Ah well," said her sister, "you certainly proved her wrong, Becky; you have achieved your ambition to be a writer and you have married a most eligible and successful gentleman as well. Lady Catherine would have been very pleased and not a little surprised, I'm sure."


Rebecca did not respond to this statement. 


Their confidences had not included the current, somewhat parlous state of her own marriage. She had been reluctant to speak of it, too mortified to reveal the truth, even to a beloved sister.


Catherine  continued,  "I  suppose,  Becky  dear,  there  are  times  when  every one of us must wish we had acted differently. I have often wondered how very different  our  lives  might  have  been  had  Papa  not  been  appointed  to the living at  Hunsford  and  we  were  not  brought  so  totally  under  the  influence  of  Lady Catherine de Bourgh. I do not wish you to think I am ungrateful for all she did for me; indeed, in many ways there was little difference in her treatment of myself and her daughter Anne, and being blessed with good health, I was better able to benefit from those opportunities than poor Miss de Bourgh. But one cannot help wishing we might have been a little more emancipated," said Catherine.


Puzzled by this cryptic remark, Becky wanted to pursue the matter but was thwarted by the arrival at that moment of Lilian, who on finding her mother's bed empty had come downstairs to look for her. Seeing her with Rebecca and noting that she looked weary, she asked with more than a little concern in her voice, "Mama, are you not coming to bed? It is well past midnight."


Catherine  rose  and,  bidding  her  sister  good  night,  accompanied  her daughter up the stairs, leaving Rebecca to follow later.


Earlier  that  same  evening,  Dr  Whitelaw  had  called  to  see  his  patient and  declared  that  Reverend  Harrison's  condition  appeared  to  be  improving, though slowly.


"But  he  must  not  be  permitted  to  hasten  back  to  his  parish  work,  Mrs Harrison," he warned, "or he will suffer a relapse. I know he will claim that he feels fit enough, but in such cases as this, it is far better to err on the side of caution."


Catherine  agreed,  though  Rebecca  noted  that  she  seemed  to  do  so  with reluctance and sadness, promising to ensure that her husband did not overtire himself. Rebecca could not help wondering if she would succeed; she knew her brother-in-law to be a most determined man, with a tendency to declare that he intended to do something and proceed to do just that despite the advice to the contrary of all those around him.


Her  own  husband,  Anthony  Tate,  had  often  been  aggravated  by  the rather patronising tone Dr Harrison adopted and had warned Rebecca that he could not be expected to defer to him on every occasion simply because he was a clergyman.


"He  pontificates  on  a  variety  of  subjects  as  though  they  were  matters  of church doctrine rather than commonplace issues affecting ordinary people in society; his manner suggests that he expects everyone in the room to agree with him, while in reality few of us do," he'd said.


Dr Harrison  and Catherine's  marriage  to  him  had  become  the  subject of frequent comment in their home.


"I  cannot  comprehend  why  she  married  him,"  Mr  Tate  had  said,  "he  is quite the most boring clergyman I have known. He has a number of predictable opinions from which he cannot be moved, no matter how strong the arguments may  be  to  the  contrary—yet  your  sister  Catherine  is  a  woman  of  intelligence and common sense. I cannot account for her having accepted him."


Neither could Becky, who had always respected her sister's independence and judgment. She had regarded Dr Harrison as an upright and respectable clergyman,  which  he  undoubtedly  was,  but  had  to  agree  with  her  husband that  he  was  far  from  being  an  interesting  or  dynamic  one.  In  fact  he  was rather dull.


Yet, Catherine had never complained or even hinted that their union had been anything but happy. Their three children were all pleasant, well-educated young persons and seemed to love both their parents. 


Becky could not make it out at all.


There was, of course, the fact that Catherine had been almost twenty-nine when  the  then  incumbent  at  Hunsford,  with  the  enthusiastic  blessing  of  his patron Lady Catherine de Bourgh, had made an offer for her hand. Her sister had  accepted  him;  their  mother  had  given  her  consent  and  announced  their engagement to the family.


Rebecca recalled their wedding at Rosings—it had been quite a grand affair, hosted  by  Lady  Catherine  herself.  It  had  seemed  to  her  at  the  time  that  the bridal couple had very little say in the matter—everything had been organised by  Lady  Catherine's  efficient  staff—and  most  of  the  guests,  apart  from  their immediate  families,  had  been  members  of  Lady  Catherine's  favoured  circle. Yet,  as  she  recalled,  none  of  this  had  seemed  to  impress  or  worry  Catherine, whose  calmness  and  singular  lack  of  excitement  on  the  day  had  amazed  her sisters. Young Amelia-Jane had been quite vocal about it. 


It was late and the fire had gone out behind the grate when Becky, having exhausted her review of times past, finally went to bed, still dissatisfied. 


***





On  the  morrow  just  as  they  were  finishing  breakfast,  they  heard  brisk footsteps in the lane, which stopped at the gate, and then a knock on the front  door.  Lilian  went  to look  out  of  the  window,  and  when  the maid  came  in to announce that Mr Adams had arrived and was waiting in the parlour, she left the room immediately.

Rebecca looked across at her sister, but Catherine seemed absorbed in the application of some honey on her toast. It was some time before she finished her breakfast and went into the parlour to join the young couple, who seemed quite happily ensconced in there, Rebecca had noted.


Mr  Adams,  a  good-looking  man  of  perhaps  twenty-six  or  twenty-seven years,  always  elegantly  but  never  overdressed  and  very  well  mannered  at  all times, rose as the ladies entered. Neither he nor Lilian appeared at all put out by their  entrance, a fact that caused Becky to speculate that they were either mere indifferent acquaintances or that her sister already knew of the status of their relationship and had approved of it.


Reasonably confident that it could not be the first, she assumed the latter to be true. Determined to discover if this was the case, she planned to talk to her sister when they had a moment in private to speak of such matters.


However,  this  did  not  eventuate—not  that  morning,  nor  for  a  few days  afterwards—for  that  afternoon  Dr  Harrison  suffered  a  relapse  and his  condition  worsened  considerably.  A  servant  was  dispatched  forthwith to  fetch  Dr  Whitelaw  and  a  message  sent  to  Mr  Benson  to  request  his immediate assistance.


Catherine  was  run  off  her  feet  trying  to  attend  upon  her  husband  and, while Becky tried her best to assist with household work, it was left to Lilian to comfort her mother.


Later that evening, while Dr Harrison was resting and the ladies were in the parlour, Mr Adams arrived. He had heard the news from Benson, he said.


"I came as soon as I  heard. Is there anything I can do? An errand  I can undertake or a message I might deliver?"


He was clearly sympathetic and eager to help, but Catherine did not wish to  impose  upon  him.  She  thanked  him  and  said,  "Mr  Benson  has  been  very helpful and Dr Whitelaw will call again tomorrow morning, so we are being very well looked after."


But  Rebecca  did  notice  that  Lilian  rose  and  went  to  stand  at  the  bay window, where she was joined by Mr Adams, and they stood together for a long while, looking out at the darkening scene. 


Since  there  was  little  to  be  seen  except  the  familiar  garden  and  the  lane beyond, it was obvious that they wished to speak privately. A few words were exchanged, too soft for Rebecca to make out; plainly he was trying to alleviate her distress with comforting words. Before he took his leave, Mr Adams came to where Catherine was seated and said good night, promising to call in again tomorrow to enquire after Dr Harrison's health and see if there was anything he could do to be of assistance to the family.


Catherine  and  Lilian  both  thanked  him,  and  Lilian accompanied him  to the door, where once again they stood talking together awhile, before he finally left the house. 


This time Becky could not remain silent.


"Young  Mr  Adams  seems  a  very  pleasant  gentleman,"  she  remarked, adding, "He has such an open countenance, no airs and affectations at all."


Her sister answered without looking up from her needlework.


"Yes indeed, he is quite free of pretensions."


Becky pressed on, "And he seems both thoughtful and considerate."


"Hmmm, he certainly is that," was Catherine's only response.


Lilian's return to the room prevented her aunt from pursuing the subject of Mr Adams's good nature any further, but by now she was convinced that this young man was either forming an attachment to her niece, which her mother approved of, or they had already reached an understanding but would not speak of it publicly because of Dr Harrison's indisposition.


It  was  quite  plausible,  she  thought,  that  Mr  Adams  had  not  as  yet  been able, because of the fire at Rosings and Dr Harrison's seizure, to make a formal offer of marriage, but she was quite certain the couple were in love or at least on the verge of being so.


Rebecca was baffled, however, by her sister's silence on the subject.


Unwilling  to  press  Catherine  further  at  this  time,  she  kept  her  counsel, observing  the  pair  closely  whenever  she  could.  Ever  since  the  unhappy  end of her  daughter's marriage to  Julian Darcy, Becky Tate had become painfully aware of the risks attendant upon young couples entering into matrimony. Her niece and goddaughter Lilian's happiness was dear to her heart, and Becky was determined that another mistake would not be made.


This  was  made  clear  when  she  wrote  to  her  friend  Emily  Courtney,  who had  recently  moved  from  the  rectory  at  Kympton  to  occupy  her  late  parents'  home at Oakleigh, and in her letter, was quite candid in her assessment of the situation—as she saw it—between Lilian and young Mr Adams.


She wrote that night:




My dear Emily, 




You  must  forgive  the  long  delay  in  responding  to  your  last,  but  with  the disaster  at  Rosings  followed  by  the  ill  health  of  my  brother-in-law  Dr Harrison,  I  have  had  to  hasten  to  my  dear  sister's  side  and  have  had  little time to write to anyone.


I assume you have heard the worst from Lizzie and Mr Darcy, to whom no  doubt Jonathan  Bingley would have  reported,  but,  Emily, no words  can describe the terrible devastation we see here.


However,  all  is  not  gloom  and  doom,  for  here  at  Hunsford  we  are witnessing the beginning of what may be a new romance, I think. My young niece Lilian, who is very pretty but also quite a sensible girl, seems to have caught the attention of a certain Mr John Adams, the curator of the Rosings estate. I could not say this for certain, because my dear sister has said not a word of the matter to me, but one would have to be blind not to see there is some understanding between them.


He visits,  ostensibly  to  enquire after  the  health  of her father  and offer to run errands for her mother, but I am not deceived, for his eyes follow Lilian around and he agrees with almost everything she says. This is not as strange as it may seem for she is a particularly intelligent and practical young person with a wisdom beyond her tender years. However, of Mr Adams I am able to tell you very little. 


He is very personable and good looking, but we know nothing of his antecedents, or the extent of his fortune or the lack of it. This is of particular importance at this time, because were Dr Harrison to retire on account of ill health, he, his wife, and daughter would have to live on his annuity and it will be absolutely imperative that Lilian marries a man who can support her and assist her parents if need be. Whether Mr Adams can do so on his present income is uncertain, and if he has other means, we know nothing of it.


Now, I should have thought it was the sort of matter that would concern my sister,  yet try  as  I  might,  I  cannot  get  a  word  out  of  her  about  either  of them.


It is certainly rather vexing, Emily dear, that one has to remain in ignorance, for Lilian is not just my niece—Mr Tate and I are her godparents, and I do feel responsible for her.





There  was  more  to  tell,  but  time  was  short  and  she  concluded  with  the promise  that she  would  observe  the  young  couple  carefully  and  perhaps  if  an opportunity  arose,  she  would  ask  her  niece  directly  what  the  situation  was between herself and Mr Adams. Promising to communicate forthwith with her friend, she dispatched her letter with the usual affectionate felicitations. 


***





On reading Rebecca's letter, Emily Courtney sighed. 

She  wished  her  friend  would  not  intervene  in  the  lives  of  her  sister  and her niece. Emily was well aware of Becky Tate's propensity for observing and interpreting the circumstances of other people's lives; it was never maliciously done, but it had often placed her at risk of being misunderstood and resented by both family and friends.


"But  Becky  will  never  change,"  said  Emily  as  she  put  the  letter  away, hoping without much hope that something would occur to thwart her scheme.


For  a  variety  of  reasons,  the  opportunity  to  do  as  she  had  promised  she would  did  not  arise  for  several  days.  Rebecca  felt  greatly  put  upon  as  every member  of  her  sister's  family  appeared  to  frustrate  her  intention  to  discover more about Mr Adams and his association with Lilian.


The gentleman himself had to go to London in order to submit a catalogue of  items  salvaged  from  the  ashes  of  the  fires  at  Rosings  to  a  specialist  at  the British  Museum.  Lilian  was  called  upon  to  sit  with  her  father  for  most  of  the day, while her mother concluded the preparations for their removal to the Dower House. Dr Harrison, while a fastidious man, was not a difficult patient and was very appreciative of his daughter's kindness in reading to him, often until he was too tired to concentrate or the light was too poor for her to continue.


Lilian, being the youngest in the family, had enjoyed a closer relationship with her parents than either of her siblings and found no hardship in her present role  of  carer  and  comforter.  Besides,  she  had  noted  her  aunt  observing  her whenever Mr Adams called and was well aware that she was keen to speak with her on such matters, and was glad to be able to avoid a private inquisition.


Dr  Whitelaw,  on  his  daily  visit  to  his  patient,  had  finally  convinced  Dr Harrison that he would never be fit enough to return to all of his parish duties, and  Catherine,  having  spoken  with  her  husband,  had  obtained  his  reluctant consent  to  the  move  to  the  Dower  House.  Despite  his  sense  of  frustration, Dr  Harrison  was  sufficiently  practical  to  comprehend  that  his  condition  was unlikely to improve in the near future and it was in the best interests of himself and his family that they accept the very generous offer of accommodation from the Rosings Trust.


Catherine  believed  furthermore  that  the  sooner  they  moved,  the  better would be her husband's chances of recovery.


"Once  he  is  got  away  from  the  parsonage,  which  is  to  him  a  constant reminder of all the duties he cannot perform, I am confident he will make progress," she had said, and Becky, though she was not as certain of this outcome, had to agree. Whereupon Mr Benson was consulted, a date fixed in a fortnight's time, and preparations were immediately afoot.


Even  as  they  made  their  plans,  Rebecca  could  not  fail  to  sense  the  feelings  that  assailed  her  sister.  Although  she  went  about  the  business  of  sorting and  packing  their  things with an enviable degree of  composure, there was no mistaking her anxiety, for it  was clear that Dr Whitelaw was no longer optimistic in his hopes for his patient's return to health.


Dr Harrison himself, having accepted the inevitability of retirement, began now  to take his own condition seriously. He kept to his  apartments  upstairs, taking all his meals there, causing Lilian or Catherine or sometimes both to be on hand when he partook of them and frequently sending instructions to the cook for some  variation or improvement to the menu. There were also  interminable discussions as  to the efficacy or  otherwise of the various medications prescribed by the doctor. Although she never complained of it, Rebecca could clearly see her sister's exasperation and weariness.


One  evening,  after  a  particularly  difficult  day,  Rebecca  found  her  sister close to tears in Dr Harrison's study. She had been poring over a folder filled with papers and had extracted a number of bills, which had obviously arrived some time before her husband was taken ill.


When Rebecca, standing in the doorway, asked, "Cathy, what is it? I can see you are worried and anxious. Please tell me, is there any way I can help?" Catherine had abandoned the pretence of composure and wept.


Her sobs, so violent that her shoulders shook as she laid her head upon her arms, took Becky by surprise and she rushed to her side. Not since the death of their father, when they were both young girls, had Rebecca seen her sister give vent  to  her  feelings  with  such  intensity. Catherine  had  always  been  calm  and composed, like their mother Charlotte. Seeing her thus was for Becky a most disconcerting and painful experience.


But she was both warm-hearted and generous of spirit and putting her arms around her sister, pleaded to be allowed to help.


"Dear Cathy, please do not weep, it will only make you ill. Please, please tell me what troubles you and let me help. Is it money?" she asked, pointing to all the bills that lay upon the desk in front of them, and when Catherine nodded, she continued, "Money is no object, Cathy. Mr Tate allows me an exceedingly generous  allowance  of which  I  use  very  little.  I  am  not  extravagant  and  have most  things  I  need  already,  which  means  much  of  the  money  is saved.  I  can draw some of it out for you, as much as is required to settle these accounts—you need only tell me how much you require."


Catherine did not lift her head at first, but gradually her sobs eased, and at last she took out her handkerchief and dried her eyes. She looked anxious and exhausted. 


Seeing her, Becky's eyes filled with tears.


Slowly,  haltingly,  Catherine  explained  that  there  were  many  bills  unpaid, some dating back a month or two, now already overdue!


"Becky,  I  know he  would  not  have  let  things  come to  this;  it must  have been that he was not himself—perhaps he was already ill and did not know it or, if he did, did not wish to alarm us by speaking of it. Now he must retire; we shall have much less money, yet I must find the means to pay these accounts. I will not have it said that we left the parsonage with bills unpaid and in debt to shopkeepers and tradesmen," she said, her voice still shaking.


Rebecca  was  relieved.  "If  that  is  all  that  has  been  troubling  you,  why it is nothing at all. Cathy dear, we shall have these accounts settled within the week."


After protesting at first that she could not accept, Catherine was persuaded that it was by far the best way out of her difficulties. She expressed her gratitude, promising to repay every penny, if it took her ten years to do so.


"I shall only accept if it is regarded as a loan," she insisted. "I do have some 


money  of  my own—Lady Catherine  was  very  generous to  me  both  when  I  was married and in her will—but much of it is invested in bonds. As soon as I am able, I shall start to repay you; dear Becky, it is not that I am not grateful, I do appreciate your kindness, but I will  not  take  your  money  outright.  Furthermore,  you  must promise me that this will remain forever our secret; no one must ever know."


Rebecca  agreed  readily  and over  the  next few days  all  of  the outstanding accounts  were  settled,  to  the  great  relief  of  her  sister,  and  her  creditors,  no doubt.


During this period, the matter of Lilian's romance slipped into the background,  as  the  plans  for  their  removal  to  the  Dower  House  came  to  fruition. Dr Harrison was, at Mr Benson's suggestion, first transported in a carriage to rooms in the East Wing of Rosings, where he was spared the bustle, dust, and noise of moving house. When everything was in place, he was conveyed to the Dower House, where the best suite of rooms had been prepared for him.


The house was both more elegant than and as comfortable as the parsonage had been, and Mr Benson had ensured that everything had been satisfactorily arranged, exactly as Mr Jonathan Bingley had specified.


Dr  Harrison  seemed  content,  though  he  did  point  out  that  his  study was  not  quite  as  commodious  here,  and  Catherine  was  pleased  with  both  the house and the garden. Even Mrs Giles the housekeeper was delighted with the kitchen  and  servants'  accommodation,  which  was  far  less  Spartan  than  it  had been at the parsonage.


As  for  Lilian,  she  wandered  in  and  out  of  her  pretty  new  room,  her  eyes shining with pleasure, unable to believe that what had begun as a piece of dire misfortune should have ended so agreeably.


Writing in her diary, she noted:





How very strange that what seemed at first a terrible tragedy for everyone, and especially for poor Papa, has resulted in such a satisfactory conclusion for us all. I do believe Papa means to enjoy his enforced retirement; he says he plans to read more and perhaps write as well—though I do not know if there will be anyone who will wish to publish his sermons. 

For  my  part,  I  have  no  regrets  at  all—indeed,  if  I  were  to  regard  it  in purely practical terms, I have a larger and more pleasing room, a prettier view of the grounds and, since the Dower House is situated within the boundaries of Rosings Park, it will be a shorter distance to travel, should someone wish to visit!





Even in the privacy of her own diary, she would not name who it was that might visit! 
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