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For their
first wedding anniversary, Darcy and Lizzy propose a weekend of very special
entertainment at Pemberley. A cricket match is announced, between Darcy’s team
and a team of professional players from Kent cricket club.


Darcy
invites two old friends from Cambridge, William and Jonny Hammond. An incident
from his past, however means that Jonny Hammond might not play, and it also
makes the others treat him with suspicion.


Over the
course of the weekend, it becomes clear that Mary Bennet has taken an interest
in one of the Hammond brothers. But Lizzy is not certain that he can be
trusted.


 


Find out
more in this affectionate and funny continuation of the classic novel.
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Chapter 1


 


 


It is a
truth universally acknowledged, that for some couples, marriage is a
partnership which builds and is steadfast and does not collapse with adversity.


 


Darcy and
Lizzy sat in the library one sunny day in spring. Feigning to read a thick
volume by Mr Richardson, Darcy looked at Lizzy closely. They had been married
almost a year and had just returned from a trip to the south of England. Darcy
thought it had been the best and happiest year of his life.


As a wife,
Lizzy was pragmatic and efficient.


As a
friend and companion, she was witty and intelligent, easily a match for her
husband.


As a
mistress of the house, she was kind and friendly to servants and tradesmen.


As a
lover, she was frank and responsive and returned his passion in full.


As a
sister and daughter, she ensured her husband led an interesting life.


They
shared a mutual respect as well as attraction. Their quarrels were infrequent,
sometimes fiery, but always resolved by the time they retired to their bed
chamber for the night.


She saw
him watching her and smiled.


“What are
you staring at, Fitzwilliam?”


“Oh, just
admiring my wife,” he said.


She
blushed charmingly as he put down his book.


“I hope
you enjoyed our trip, my love?” he said.


“Oh,
darling, it was wonderful. Hampshire is beautiful at this time of year. The
boat trip on The Solent, swimming together in The Channel, long walks over the meadows,
along the cliffs, long afternoons alone; it was perfect, magical.”


“And did
you enjoy the cricket match?”


“Actually,
I did. I thought it would be rather dull, but when Mr Stevens explained all the
strange rules and regulations, I found it most interesting.”


“I am
glad. I felt rather bad at first, taking you to watch cricket. I know some
people find it tedious. I felt I might be acting a little selfishly, just
because I enjoy it.”


“Selfish?
You, Fitzwilliam? Not at all. And even if I hadn’t been interested, that
shouldn’t mean that you miss out on things you enjoy. And I’m sure it would be
the same if there were things I enjoyed. For example, you wouldn’t want me to miss
out in enjoying the company of my mother and younger sisters, would you? I mean
both of us, of course.”


“Of course
not,” he said, with just a hint of doubt in his tone.


She
grinned. She was gently teasing him again. Deep down though, she did miss her
family sometimes.


“Shall we
go for a walk around the estate his morning?” he said, returning to his book.


“That
would be pleasant.”


“In half
an hour, say?”


“Perfect.”


Half an
hour later they began their walk. It was a beautiful sunny morning. They set
off across the extensive lawns and went into the meadows, green and pleasant,
sprinkled with wild flowers of brilliant hue; yellow, blue, pink and white.
They climbed the gentle slopes. They skirted dense woods, following smooth
paths of cinder and stone, walking hand in hand, oblivious to everything except
each other and the soft, lush beauty of their surroundings.


“Shall we
walk up to the tower?” said Darcy


“How far
is it do you think?”


“No more
than a quarter of a mile. A mere ten minute walk at most.”


As they
rounded a small hillock, the folly came into view, black against the bright
sky. It was a tall round tower, turreted at the top and located on the highest
hill on the estate. It had been there for many years and everybody, within
Pemberley and without, called it ‘The Tower’. They walked to the top of the hill
and stood beside The Tower.


“We have
walked quite a distance, haven’t we, Lizzy?”


“Indeed. I
confess, I am rather weary now. I would rather like to sit but the grass will
stain my dress. And your white linen britches too.”


“No
matter,” said Darcy.


He went to
the other side of The Tower, took an old key from his pocket and opened a small
wooden door. He returned with two collapsible oak chairs and opened them up for
Lizzy and himself.


“I didn’t
know we had chairs in The Tower,” she said


“We didn’t.
Until I asked one of the servants to place a couple there. In case one should
need a seat upon which to rest.”


They sat
down and gazed on the estate. Beneath them the fields stretched out and beyond
them they saw Pemberley itself, golden stone in a sea of green. Beyond that
were farmers’ fields, some laden with crops, some fallow, a patchwork of green,
yellow and brown.


“I do love
Pemberley,” sighed Lizzy. “even though I’ve been here nearly a year, there are
still new things I discover on a regular basis.”


“I know.
There are so many little nooks and crannies throughout the estate.”


“Yes.”


He made a
sweeping gesture with his arm.


“Not just
the house itself but the grounds too. There are little monuments hidden away in
the woods, bridges of stone to cross the brooks and streams, strange statues
from foreign lands.”


Lizzy sat
deep in thought.


“Has it
been a year? Why, Fitzwilliam, we’ve been married for nearly a year.”


“How
quickly it’s gone. Lizzy.”


“We should
celebrate.”


“We
should. In fact, I have been giving the matter some thought for the last few
weeks. We could throw open Pemberley for a few days. Invite guests. All our
friends…”


“And
family,” said Lizzy brightly.


There was
a brief pause.


“Of
course. Family too. Your mother and father and all four of your sisters.
Charles too of course. But not Wickham. Definitely not Wickham.”


“But,
Fitzwilliam, my love…”


“I’m
sorry, dearest, but I cannot have that man in my house. You remember how he
treated my dear sister? Remember Ramsgate?”


“Of course.
I understand.”


They sat
in front of The Tower and happily made plans together. There would be a dinner
of course, and a ball. Darcy suggested activities outside, in the beautiful,
extensive gardens.


“What kind
of outside activity?” said Lizzy.


“A game of
some kind?”


He looked
down at all the fields and meadows that stretched all the way back to their
fine home, the centrepiece of the Pemberley estate. Near the house itself was a
large area of lawn. Well mowed and watered, it was flat and smooth. It would be
easy enough to establish a strip in the middle, roughly twenty two yards long and
ten feet wide. All he had to do then was have the strip mown short and made
flat using a heavy roller and bound the field with some kind of boundary,
wicket fences perhaps.


“A game of
cricket?” he ventured.


“Cricket?”


“Why not.
I know several people who play a decent game. Charles Bingley plays very well.”


Lizzy
considered it for a moment.


“I think
that is an excellent idea. And from what I understand from Charlotte’s letters,
Mr Collins plays too.”


“Mr
Collins? You mean Mr Collins the clergyman?”


“Yes,
apparently he’s a decent wicket keeper.”


“Really? A
wicket keeper? Good heavens. And you’d be willing to invite him to Pemberley?
After he behaved so wretchedly?”


“Yes, why not?”


He shook
his head.


“Lizzy, my
love, you have more forbearance than I.”


They
talked further. Darcy had the idea of throwing Pemberley open for the people in
the local villages to watch the cricket match for a small charge. The funds
raised thereby could be put to a good charitable purpose, like assisting men
returned from the war. Lizzy thought it was an excellent idea. They talked at
length, not just about the celebrations but about their present life together,
their future and the events which had brought them together. It was a pleasant
discourse.


“How long
have we been here do you think?” said Lizzy.


Darcy looked
up.


“Well,
from the current position of the sun, I would say an hour or two.”


“We shall
be very late for lunch.”


“Are you
feeling hungry?”


“A little.
Perhaps we should have brought some kind of pic-nic with us.”


“Oh, I
think I can do better than that.”


He went to
the back of The Tower again and went in the little door. He emerged carrying a
wicker basket.


“Why,
Fitzwilliam, what is that?”


“It’s our
lunch. I had the servants place it there earlier. It’s very dark and cool
inside so everything will still be fresh.”


He opened
the basket.


“Now let
me see. We have various cold meats, some bread, various cheeses, a little
fruit. And a rather good bottle of wine.”


“What a
wonderful surprise.”


He set up
a small table and began to lay out the food. They ate an excellent lunch
together. Afterwards he put everything back in The Tower, assured that the
servants would bring everything back to Pemberley house later.


“Shall we
return?” he said.


“Yes,
let’s. And perhaps later we can sit down and decide whom to invite to our
celebrations.”


“Excellent
idea.”


They
walked down the hill, Darcy a few yards in front.


“And,
Fitzwilliam?”


“Yes?” he
said, looking back.


“I’ve been
thinking. As you refuse to invite Mr Wickham, and I agree with you entirely…”


“What are
you getting at, Lizzy?” he said with a grin.


“Well,
perhaps I ought to have a veto too?”


“I see.”


“I promise
I shall use it wisely.”


Darcy
smiled to himself as he waited for Lizzy at the bottom of the hill. The wisest
thing she could do, he thought to himself, was to use her veto on her mother.
It would save on the bill for victuals at least, not to mention the good wines.


So far
then, he pondered as he walked, the guests consisted of his good friend Charles
Bingley and his pleasant wife Jane. Mr and Mrs Bennet and their two youngest
daughters, Mary and Kitty. And if the detested Mr Wickham were not there, then
presumably Lydia would come with her parents. Well, if Lizzy could endure the
odious Mr Collins, then he could certainly manage to get through a few days in
the company of Lizzy’s family. And besides, Mr Bennet was amusing and decent
company. His stories about Lizzy’s mother were always entertaining, though one
was always happy to be a spectator rather than a participant, as it were.
Nevertheless, it was very apparent that Mr Bennet loved his wife and would be
quite lost without her.


When they
reached the house, they went in and changed their clothes. Then they went down
to the study together. Darcy ordered refreshments for them and they sat
together at a large oak desk. Darcy took a sheet of paper and began to make
sketches of the field and what would be necessary to change it into a cricket
pitch. He made copious notes on the paper, giving detailed instructions to his
gardeners. Lizzy also took a sheet of paper and started to make a list of
guests.


After only
a few days they had decided upon most of the arrangements. The guests were to
arrive on Thursday or Friday. There would be a formal dinner on Friday evening.
The cricket match would be played on Saturday, followed by a simple meal. If
time permitted, there would be an intimate and low key ball that same evening.
The guests would then return home on Sunday or Monday, as they saw fit.


Darcy
spoke to his cooks about food, and his vintner was summoned to discuss the
ordering of as much wine, port, brandy, sherry and diverse liquors as was felt
necessary. Aware that Lizzy’s mother and younger sisters would be present,
Darcy added thirty percent to his original estimate. Even then, he was a little
anxious.


Lizzy
ensured that elegant letters of invitation were duly sent to all their
prospective guests.


Darcy hit
upon a felicitous idea. He knew a couple of people from his time at Cambridge
who had played cricket at the highest level. And he had connections with the
Kent cricket club, at the time one of the best county sides in England. He
wrote, inviting them to bring a team to play his own eleven at Pemberley. He
knew they would be too good against his own team, so asked that they lend him a
handful of their own players for the game.


With
perhaps five or six Kentish players and his two Cambridge friends, he knew that
not only would it ensure the match would not be hopelessly one sided, but would
generate genuine interest among local people. Furthermore, the remaining
players in his team would raise their own game if they knew they were playing
against real county players. He himself would play, and Charles Bingley of
course. Collins would be wicket keeper (he found it hard to believe that the
man had any skill at all, but he took Charlotte’s word). That left Mr Darcy maybe
one player short. Well, he thought, he would find somebody from somewhere. But
not Wickham, even if he were the best player who had ever wielded a piece of
willow…


 


Mr and Mrs
Bennet received their letter of invitation after a few days.


“Why, Mr
Bennet,” said the good lady of the house, “it seems Lizzy and Mr Darcy have
invited us to the first anniversary of their marriage. It is to be held at
Pemberley later this month.”


“Splendid,”
said Mr Bennet. “And are our daughters invited too?”


“Of
course. In fact, it states that a coach will be sent to take us all. Including
Lydia.”


“Including
Lydia?” said Mr Bennet.


“Including
Lydia. That’s what it says here. That’s rather strange isn’t it? What do you
think it means?”


“It
probably means that her husband has not been invited,” he said under his
breath.


“I wonder
who will be there?” she said, staring out of the window but seeing nothing.


“The usual
crowd I expect,” said Mr Bennet.


“What do
you mean?”


“Oh, you
know, it will be our married daughters and their husbands; Darcy and Lizzy, Jane
and Charles, Lydia and perhaps Wickham.”


“Don’t
forget Mary and Kitty.”


“The ones
who are still on our hands?” he said wryly. “How could I?”


“Oh, Mr
Bennet, don’t say that. After all, we’ve married three of them off. And three
out of five isn’t too bad is it?”


“No, not
too bad,” he said with a chuckle.


“And don’t
forget, it is primarily due to my machinations that three husbands have been
found to date.”


“I haven’t
forgotten, my dear. And if I ever do, I am certain that you will remind me.”


 


Mr and Mrs
George Wickham sat in dining room of their comfortable house. They were seated
for a late breakfast as was their wont. Around them was scattered the detritus
of a riotous party. The guests had included not only their most intimate
friends but also aa number of acquaintances whom they had known for barely a
couple of weeks.


“I wish we
had more servants, George,” said Lydia with her familiar charming pout.


“You do,
my love?” said Mr Wickham, not lifting his eyes from his magazine.


“Yes. Then
the remnants of last night’s entertainment would have been cleaned up by now.
Shall I ring for somebody to begin removing the plate and empty bottles? That
would be a start, wouldn’t it?”


“True, my
love, true,” he said in his careless manner, “but then that would delay them
preparing our breakfast.”


“I suppose
you’re right.”


There was
a knock at the door.


“Don’t
stir, my love, the servant will answer it.”


“And that
will make breakfast even later,” pouted Lydia.


A few
moments later, a servant handed Mr Wickham a letter.


“Any
response awaited, Baily?”


“No, sir.
The man just handed me the letter and left.”


Wickham opened
the letter and read. He read again and turned over the letter to ascertain
whether or not he had missed anything.


“Strange,”
he said.


“What is
it? Who is it from?” said Lydia.


“It’s from
your sister.”


“Which
one?”


“The one whose
husband looks at me with contempt.”


“Which one?”
she said with a grin.


Mr Wickham
looked up at her. Amused by her little joke he smiled at her.


“I mean
your sister Lizzy. It’s actually from them both.”


“And what
does it say?”


“The
deuce,” he said, “I cannot quite comprehend what they mean by this.”


“What does
it say, George?”


“It
invites us to a weekend at Pemberley to celebrate the anniversary of their nuptials.
Was it really a year ago? Good heavens. It says ‘Mr and Mrs Fitzwilliam Darcy
cordially invite you to join them at Pemberley in order to celebrate the first
anniversary of their wedding day…”


“So?” said
Lydia.


“It then
goes on thus: We intend to commission carriages for all our guests. We
therefore understand that as Lydia Wickham may wish to come alone, then she may
wish to join her family beforehand in order to share the journey with her
father, mother and sisters.”


“Why do
they believe I wish to come alone?”


“It’s a
cut, Lydia. They evidently are not extending the invitation to me. It is clear
that they do not want my presence at their precious Pemberley.”


“I’m
sorry, George.”


“So, how
shall we proceed? Send a strongly worded letter to Darcy? Ignore the invitation
altogether. Go anyway and hang the consequences?”


“Well, I’m
going, George.”


“You’re
going, Lydia? Didn’t you just hear what I said?”


“Yes. And
it’s very clear that I am invited.”


He put
down the letter and looked at his wife, his mouth open in shocked surprise, or
as close a facsimile as his casual manner could manage.


“Lydia...”
he said, wounded.


“It’s my
sister’s wedding anniversary. Her first. I think it’s important that I go.”


He put his
hand to his brow and tried to summon a tragic manner.


“Well, if
you choose to abandon me,” he said.


“Oh,
George, don’t be so melodramatic.”


Before he
could reply the servant entered the room with their breakfast. Mr Wickham ate
very noisily, scraping his knife and fork on the plate. Despite his distress
however, he fell to with relish and when he had cleared his plate, he ordered a
second breakfast.


After he
had finished eating at last, his moody petulance had turned into a kind of cool
indifference.


“I think
you should go, Lydia. I really don’t care. I will find plenty of diversions
here at home. In any event, I’m sure it will be the same dull mix of persons
there at Darcy’s dull place.. His insipid sister, your parents and sisters,
your precious Uncle Gardiner, the wretched Mr Collins. I’m rather glad I’m not
going.”


Lydia
didn’t much care by now. She had determined that she was going, with him or
without, whether it was the same dull mix of persons or not.











Chapter 2


 


 


Mr John Hammond
sauntered into a tavern one warm summer evening. The tavern was located on the
north side of Blackfriars Bridge, a few yards from the sluggish river Thames,
which flowed past, black and dirty. The inn was brilliantly lit with many lamps
and candles. It was also a little dishevelled, in need of cleaning and airing.
The furniture and fittings, including the long bar itself, were highly polished
but in one or two places betrayed the early signs of damp and rot.


In a way,
Mr Hammond resembled the inn. His teeth sparkled brilliantly, but he was in
want of a shave. His elegant hair shone with diverse lotions and oils, but his
hat was dusty and worn. His clothes were fashionable but patched in places and in
want of cleaning and his conversation had an engaging surface but could be said
to lack substance.


He
sauntered over to a small table in a secluded little corner, wiped the wooden
seat with his yellow handkerchief and sat down. He eyed a plump, overworked
waiter and beckoned him over.


“Yes,
sir?”


“Oh, come
now, Wardle,” he said in his easy, ingratiating manner, “you know me. You don’t
have to call me sir. You can call me Jonny. If that’s too informal, call me Mr
Hammond.”


“Very
well, Mr Hammond.”


“That’s
better, man. Now, would it be possible to fetch me a small brandy?”


“I can
try, Mr Hammond, but you know what Mr Allen said last time.”


“Oh, you
know Allen,” said Hammond breezily, “he says all kinds of things.”


“In this
instance he said you were to receive no more drinks on credit. Not one drop.
Sorry, Mr Hammond.”


“Perhaps I
should summon another waiter?”


“It won’t
do you any good, Mr Hammond. Mr Allen spoke to all the waiters yesterday. Not
one drop, he said. Not now, not ever.”


“Well,
could you at least ask him one more time.”


“I’ll try,
sir,” said Wardle with a sigh.


He left to
consult the owner of the inn and returned a few minutes later. He carried a
tiny glass of brandy on a wooden tray.


“Wardle,”
said Hammond, “you’re a marvel. I don’t know what you said to him, but God
bless you for whatever it was.”


“I didn’t
need to. I merely told him you were here and that you asked for a glass of
brandy and he poured it himself.”


“How odd.”


Wardle
disappeared to serve other customers. Hammond picked up the glass. He frowned.
There was barely a thimbleful of brandy at the bottom, but he drank it anyway.
He sat for some moments, trying to understand Mr Allen’s change of heart. He
entered the inn with little hope that Allen’s attitude would have softened, but
he was a gambler by nature and practice, and he determined to take his chance. He
decided to ask Allen himself. He picked up his little glass and walked over to
the bar.


“Mr
Hammond,” said Allen, a brawny man with long limbs and a short manner.


“Good day,
Allen.”


“Did you
enjoy your drink?”


Hammond
eyed the tiny glass.


“Yes.
Thank you, I feel quite refreshed now. But…er…I understood that my credit was
exhausted.”


“It was.
However, your account has been settled. Early this morning.”


“Settled?
But how? By whom?”


“Settled.
In full. In fact, he paid a little extra, so you’re actually in credit. The
gentleman said he was your brother.”


“My
brother? But my brother resides in the Midlands somewhere. I haven’t seen him
for some time. I believe he considers me the black sheep.”


“Well, I
don’t know anything about sheep, black or otherwise. But that’s what he said. Came
in early this morning and asked if Jonny Hammond owed money here.”


“And he
said he was my brother?”


 “Now I
think of it, he does resemble you somewhat. Perhaps a little fuller in the
face, a little more tidy, a little less…well, you know.”


“Did he
give a name?”


 William,
he said his name was.”


“Well, my
brother’s name is William. Must be him then. In that case, Allen, thank
heavens for my brother’s generosity. Did you say my account was in credit?”


“That’s
right.”


“In that
case, fetch me another brandy.”


“Yes,
sir.”


Hammond
looked at the glass with distaste.


“And bring
me a larger glass. In fact, just leave the bottle.”


Hammond
returned to his seat. In due course, Mr Allen brought an excellent bottle of
brandy and a decent sized glass. He poured a large glass and returned to the
bar. Hammond drank the amber liquor and was warmed by the sweet, spicy flavour.
He finished the glass in two large sips and poured himself another.


He
couldn’t understand why his brother had settled his account. He lived over a
hundred miles from London and they saw each other infrequently. He was a few of
years younger than his brother. In their youth they were good friends. They
went to the same school and played football and cricket together. They also
played real tennis on occasion. William was a decent enough player, a little
stolid, but improved by practise. Jonny on the other hand rarely practiced but
had a natural flair for any sport he played. Both on the field and in the company
of women.


William
had long admired his brother’s natural ability, not only in sport but in other
areas of life too. If only, he often thought, Jonny would only apply himself
and show a little dedication and commitment, then he might achieve great
things. Or at least be a happily married man like himself.


Jonny
often received long letters from William, asking how his life was proceeding
and offering gentle advice. Jonny rarely read them but kept them bundled up in
a little packet somewhere. He wondered if William had travelled from the
Midlands to offer advice in person.


Perhaps he
was still here in London somewhere. William always hated London. He came rarely
and never stayed more than two or three days. He said the great city was like a
glittering cesspool. There were other drinking establishments with hefty
tallies, thought Jonny. Had he paid those too? Was he going from tavern to
tavern, asking if money was owed by a certain J Hammond Esq.?


He was
about to pour himself a third glass of brandy when he felt a hand on his
shoulder. He turned.


“I’m glad
to see you brother,” said a man with a warm smile.


Jonny
stood up and shook the man’s hand.


“William.
It is you.”


William
glanced at the bottle, at least one third empty now.


“Yes, it’s
me. And I see the friendly proprietor has established your credit once more?”


“Allen?
Oh, he’s not so bad. Have a drink?”


“Thank
you, no.”


Jonny
drank his third glass.


“When did
you arrive?”


“I got
here from Derbyshire a couple of days ago.”


“So why,
Will? Why did you settle my account? Or is it accounts? Have you been to other
places too?”


“Yes. But
we’ll discuss the whys and wherefores later.”


They
talked long into the night. They talked about their time together at school.
They talked about their mother and father, now sadly deceased. They talked
about their young sister, recently married, whom they both adored. William
talked at length about the beauties of the Derbyshire peaks and valleys and how
the place differed from the squalor of London. Jonny countered by telling his
brother that London was vibrant and exciting when compared to a tedious life in
the countryside.


“According
to Dr Jonson,” he said, “he who is tired of London is tired of life. He who
lives in Derbyshire is just tired.”


William
laughed warmly. For all his faults, his brother was always amusing company. It
was just a pity that he had fallen so far from grace since he moved to London a
few years ago…


It was
late now. Jonny picked up a bottle and poured the last trickle of brandy into
his glass.


“So,
William,” he said, “don’t think it hasn’t been pleasant talking to my older
brother and reminiscing about our time as boys. But why are you here?”


William
looked down and gave a nervous little laugh.


“It’s
Darcy.”


“Fitzwilliam
Darcy? Our old school friend?”


“Yes.”


“Good
heavens, I haven’t heard from him for years.”


“I know.
He told me.”


“Told
you?”


“Yes, we write
to each other on quite a regular basis. I see him from time to time. He lives
in Derbyshire too.”


“Of
course, he does. And what does he want?”


“It’s his
wedding anniversary later this month. His first.”


Jonny
lifted his brandy glass to his mouth. He threw back his head and drank it down
in one gulp.


“Darcy’s
got himself married, has he? Damned fool.”


“Yes. I
haven’t met the lady but from what he says in his letters, she’s held in high
regard. It’s strange, even in his letters his manner seems to have softened a
little. He seems a little less proud, a little less rigid.”


“Well, I’m
happy for him,” said Jonny. “But how does his marital status affect me?”


“He’s
hosting an anniversary celebration down at his place in Derbyshire. And he
wants us to come.”


“Us? You
and me?”


“Yes. Tess
and I and you as well. He knows you’re not married.”


“Derbyshire,
eh?”


Jonny
smiled. This was good fortune indeed. There were a number of creditors in his
pursuit. Not merely irritated landlords either. These were potentially serious;
gambling debts which had lingered for some time and which might, if not settled,
lead to physical harm. What better time to get out of London for a while?


His
brother knew him well and could read his thoughts.


“You do
know you’ll have to come back sometime and face the music one way or another?”


“I don’t
know what you mean,” said Jonny. “But I wouldn’t mind spending a little time in
the country.”


“There is
going to be a cricket match. And he wants us to play. He knows I’m a mere journeyman,
but he also remembers how good you were. You had real talent, Jonny. He
mentioned it in his last letter. And that’s why he wants you to go up to
Derbyshire with me and play in his match.”


Jonny
called over the waiter.


“Another
bottle,” he said tersely.


He poured
a large glass and drank it in one.


“I told
you, Will. I’ll never play cricket again. I couldn’t. Not since that game in
Sussex. I could have killed that poor fellow.”


“I know.
But it was an accident. Gibbs knows that. He bears you no ill will.”


“Easy
enough to say that, but I can still hear the sound of the ball against his
skull.”


“It could
have been anybody, Jonny,” said his brother kindly.


“But it
wasn’t. It was me. No, I said I wouldn’t play again, and I won’t.”


“Fair
enough. Mind, you do owe Mr Darcy a debt, don’t you? We both do.”


“What
debt?”


“You
remember. That day at Cambridge. We both could have been sent down for what we
did, or even expelled permanently. And then what would have become of us? When
the beaks spoke to Darcy about it, he didn’t give us up did he? They even
hauled him before the dean, and he didn’t crack. They were quite aware he knew
something, but they couldn’t get it out of him. Without his testimony, they had
nothing on us, and the matter was dropped in the end. We would have been kicked
out, but we weren’t thanks to Darcy.”


Jonny
leant back on two legs of his chair and eyed his brother coolly. After a few
moments he broke into a grin.


“You know
something, Will? You really don’t play fair, do you?”


“Not when
there’s something I really want, no. So, you’ll play?”


“What
about Gibbs? He always wanted to be a lawyer, you know.  But all that time
recovering from the injury meant he couldn’t take his articles.”


“I know.
He took a commission instead. Did rather well in the war, I hear.”


Jonny looked
down at the table and pondered the matter.


“Look at
it this way,” said his brother, “it means there’s one less lawyer in the
world.”


In spite
of himself, Jonny gave a little chuckle.


“One less
lawyer. Very well. I’ll come up to Darcy’s place in Derbyshire.”


“And
you’ll play?”


“I didn’t
say that. I’ll go up and meet Darcy again and see how I feel about it then. It
will be nice to see him again after all this time and meet his new wife.”


“I wonder
what his in-laws are like? I’m lucky, but mothers in law can be difficult. So I
hear anyway.” said William.


Jonny
laughed.


“I’m sure his
mother in law is a charming and humble woman. Come on, let’s have another
drink.


 


The next
morning, Jonny awoke in his lodgings near Bluegate Fields. His head ached but
he forced himself to get dressed. He quickly packed a leather valise. It was
small but easily held his meagre possessions; a few threadbare garments, a gin flask
(empty) a pair of dice (loaded) and a deck of cards (marked).


He left
the dinghy house, treading carefully past his landlord’s room and headed north
west on foot. He looked at the scrap of paper on which he had scribbled his
brother’s address while in London. He reached Camden and found the house easily
enough. He went up the stairs and knocked on his brother’s room.


“Jonny,”
said William with a broad smile, “come on in.”


“So, when
do we leave, Will?”


“I am
pretty much ready to go. My case is packed, and the carriage is ready. I was
waiting for you to arrive. Well, not so much waiting as hoping.”


Jonny
spread out his arms and grinned.


“Here I
am, Will. Ready to leave London.”


Shortly
thereafter they left by carriage for Derbyshire without a single glance back at
the dazzling, gloomy, vibrant, wonderful, noisy, dreary, terrible city.











Chapter 3


 


 


Mrs Bennet
began to make early preparations for the visit to Pemberley. She fussed around
the house trying on new things then discarding them and moving onto something
else. First a pair of shoes that she said would be perfect and then moments
later, ‘simply would not do’. Then a parasol that she had altered with
elaborate embroidery and many buttons and ribbons and then decided was too
plain. Mr Bennet looked on with amused detachment.


She looked
at herself in the glass one morning.


“Mr
Bennet, Do you think I need a new bonnet?”


“A bonnet,
Mrs Bennet?” said her husband.


She put
her bonnet on and looked again in the glass.


“Yes. I
seem to have been wearing this old thing for the longest time.”


“A few weeks
at least, I should think,” said Mr Bennet.


“Don’t be
facetious, Mr Bennet. It’s a special occasion, so I want to look my best.”


“But, my
dear, you always look your best, whatever the occasion,” he said gallantly.


“You think
so, Mr Bennet?” she said with her girlish simper which he found charming once.


“Certainly.
However, it is the first anniversary of our daughter’s marriage. So perhaps you
should get a new bonnet, Mrs Bennet.”


“Splendid.
I’ll go into town and get some new material and some ribbon and things while
I’m there.”


“You’re
making your own dress?” he said.


“Heavens
no. I’m going to order a new one for me, or at least get a gown and let Mrs
Russell the seamstress add some embellishments. I meant for Mary and Kitty. And
they can make their own, they’re capable enough. Did you raise your eyebrow, Mr
Bennet?”


“I don’t
believe so, my dear.”


“I must
say, I am looking forward to visiting Pemberley again. Mr Darcy is an excellent
host.”


“Yes, I am
too. I do enjoy a game of cricket. I was rather a good batsman in my youth.”


Mr Bennet
stood up and rehearsed an elegant shot with his stick.


“You
should have seen my square cut, my dear.”


“Do sit
down, Mr Bennet before you do some damage. I wonder how the preparation are
going at Pemberley? I hope Mr Darcy has ordered lots of food. And I hope our
beds are firm, but not too much so, and the sheets cool and crisp, but not too
much so. And what on earth is a square cut?”


“It’s a
cricket shot, my dear.”


“Is it?
well just be careful what you do with that stick. You might break something.”


 


The
preparations were going well at Pemberley. What had been a field of grass a
week ago now resembled a cricket field. A small white picket fence bounded the
field to an area of one hundred and fifty yards in length by one hundred and
sixty yards in width. In the middle was a rectangle of grass, lighter in colour
than the rest due to its having been closely cut and rolled several times.


Beyond the
picket fence, square of the wicket, stood a makeshift pavilion. It was a large
weatherboard shed or hut, quickly constructed by his carpenters and painted white
that very morning. It had changing rooms in which players could get ready.
There was a little dining area in which to take tea and large windows from
which one could see the game.


Mr Darcy
stood in the middle of the field and looked around him with satisfaction.


All that
was needed now was for three holes to be drilled at either end of the pitch in
which to position the stumps. All the equipment had been purchased and
delivered; stumps, bails, bats, balls, pads, protective gloves, wicket keeping
gauntlets. The Kent team would of course bring their own equipment. But his own
team would not.


Notices
were put up in all the local villages. They were quaint little places with
quaint little names, like Sheldon, Pilsley, Stanton in Peak and Hassop.
Considerable interest was generated, and it soon became very clear that there
would be a good number of spectators and that the day would be a success.


By this
time, Darcy had received a response from the Kent cricket club. It was a very
gracious letter in which they said they would be delighted to play. They would
send their sixteen best players, five of whom would be assigned to Mr Darcy’s
team. All they asked in return was a barrel or two of northern ale. 


All the
groundsmen and gardeners spent every day before the match in preparing the
field of play as well as the actual pitch. Just days before the game, it was
ready.


 


Lydia
arrived with her maid at Longbourn. She embraced her father fondly and greeted
her mother and two unmarried sisters warmly.


“Why,
Lydia,” said Mrs Bennet, “where is your husband?”


“George,
you mean?”


“You have
more than one?” said Mr Bennet.


“No, of course
not, farther. He decided not to accept the invitation. He said that Mr Darcy
was a beastly man who had treated him shamefully and that he would never set
foot on his estate again. Which, by the way, George says is not all that
impressive anyway. Too big, too much grass, too many follies, he says. Now, if
you don’t mind, I’m going to take a rest. It’s been a most arduous journey and
I am weary. May I use your room, Kitty? Thank you.”


Her maid
brought in some things from the carriage and Lydia disappeared for a while.


“What does
it all mean, Mr Bennet?” said his wife. “Why would Mr Wickham not wish to spend
a pleasant weekend at Pemberley? Why would he not accompany his wife?”


“I suspect
he wasn’t invited, my dear,” said Mr Bennet quietly.


“Not
invited, Mr Bennet? Why would Mr Wickham not be invited?”


“Because
he’s Mr Wickham, perhaps?”


The next
day a large and comfortable coach was sent to transport them to Pemberley. Six
of them, Mr and Mrs Bennet, Mary, Kitty, Lydia and her maid, took their seats
and settled in for the long journey north. They passed through the handsome Hertfordshire
countryside until they reached the great north road. They saw signs for
Northampton, Leamington Spa and Coventry. As night began to fall they saw
strange looking lights in the distance, pouring out fire into the lowering sky.


“Why, what
is that?” said Mrs Bennet.


“I imagine
it is the factories.”


“Factories?”


“Yes,
we’re in the Midlands and vast factories have been built.”


“What
for?”


“Manufacture.
For the manufacture of anything and everything. Mark my words, great change is
coming. Within a few short years there will be great towns hereabouts which
will be bigger, grander, more magnificent and also noisier, dirtier, more
crowded and more squalid than any place in England now.”


“Well, I
don’t want great change,” said Mrs Bennet with a pout. “I don’t like things
changing, you know that.”


“We will
have no choice in the matter,” said Mr Bennet, staring out of the window.


The
journey was arduous, but they reached Derbyshire at last and thence Pemberley.


 


Other
guests arrived on Thursday or Friday, depending on the length and difficulty of
their journey.


Mr and Mrs
Collins got there on Friday morning.


Mr Collins
stepped from the coach and walked quickly over to Darcy, his hand extended.


“Darcy,”
he said, “good to see you.”


He called
back to his wife.


“Come
along, my dear. Come and offer your greetings to Mr Darcy.”


“Yes,
William,” said his wife, struggling to get down from the coach. Darcy went over
and offered his hand to help her down.


“How are
you, Mrs Collins?” said Darcy.


“Quite
well, Mr Darcy, thank you,” she said wearily.


“So,
Darcy,” said Mr Collins, “I’m looking forward to the game. Did you know, I used
to keep wicket in my younger days? I was rather good, even if I do say so
myself. Did you know that I played on one or two occasions for the Kent second
eleven? Perhaps if I’d been given the opportunity, I could have played for
their first eleven.”


“No, I
didn’t know that. Come, I’ll have a servant show you to your room.”


“Thank
you,” said Mr Collins. “By the way, do you have a pair of wicket keeping gloves
I can borrow? I appear to have forgotten mine.”


“A pair of
gauntlets? Yes, I purchased a couple of pairs, just in case.”


 


Jonny
Hammond had been in Derbyshire for a few days. With some relief he had left
London and travelled north with his brother. He stayed at the elegant but
understated house of William and his wife Tess. They enjoyed a pleasant few
days together, with good food, good ale and good talk. 


Tess was
an excellent host and an excellent friend. She and Jonny had always been on
good terms, however much he was a source of worry and concern for his brother.
Jonny envied William and deep down he knew that he would give up all the shallow,
frivolous women in an instant for a wife who brought him long lasting
contentment. Not necessarily a woman like Tess, for he considered her more like
a sister, but somebody who was interested in more than pretty dresses and
sparkling baubles.


As they
lived within a reasonable proximity to Pemberley, Jonny, William and Tess left
by carriage on Friday morning. They arrived by mid-day and were greeted by
Darcy and Lizzy with affection.


“Why,
Jonny,” said Darcy with a delighted grin. “I haven’t seen you for a long time.”


“Good to
see you, Darcy,” said Jonny, extending his hand warmly.


“Oh, don’t
be so formal. Call me Fitzwilliam like you used to.”


He
introduced him to Lizzy.


“This is
Lizzy, my wife. Lizzy, darling, this is Jonny. We were at Cambridge together.”


He stood
back and looked at Jonny again.


“You
haven’t changed a bit,” he said.


Jonny
looked at William.


“Oh, I
think I have, Fitzwilliam.”


“And how
are you, William?” said Darcy “And, Tess, it’s good to see you too. Come along,
I’ll show you to your rooms. We’re having a formal dinner this evening. We
really must catch up, you must let me know what you’ve been doing, Jonny.”


Again,
Jonny glanced at his brother. Evidently William’s letters to Darcy hadn’t told
the full story.


 


The last
to arrive were the team from Kent who reached Derbyshire on Friday afternoon.
They were a boisterous group of fifteen and were quartered in the furthest and
most remote rooms in Pemberley. Darcy shook hands with the team captain. He was
a fine batsman, a tall man with a large moustache and he and Darcy chatted
amiably about the game to come.


“We have a
man from Kent here already,” said Darcy. “You may know him. William Collins? He
said he kept wicket once or twice for the Kent second team.”


“Never
heard of him,” said the captain laconically.


“Oh, I
see. Well, in any event, it should be a good game. There should be a decent
number of spectators too. I’m most grateful you kept your promise to come and
play.”


Darcy had
kept his promise too. Three hogsheads of excellent Derbyshire ale were now
stored in the cellar, ready to be transported back to Kent once the game was
finished.











Chapter 4


 


 


For the
whole of Friday, Pemberley was a busy place. Everybody took the opportunity to
take a tour of the magnificent house itself and stroll around the beautiful
gardens and grounds. Elegant people in elegant clothes at their leisure,
strolling through extensive halls and wood panelled rooms. Wonderfully
decorated and hung with the finest masterpieces; Rembrandt, Rubens and Reynolds.
A house fit for a king. Quite literally fit for a king as some rooms were
designed expressly for a visit by King William III and his entire court, more
than one hundred years before.


But the
king never came.


It was
announced that dinner would be served at eight o’clock in the large dining
room. At seven thirty the room was empty of people. Over the next twenty
minutes, it began to gradually fill until, close to eight o’clock every seat at
the enormous oval shaped table was occupied. Darcy, Lizzy, Georgiana, Charles
and Jane Bingley, Uncle Gardiner and his wife, William and Tess Hammond, Jonny,
Mr and Mrs Collins, Mr and Mrs Bennet, together with Mary, Kitty and Lydia
(sans Wickham).


A number
of people had previously sent apologies as they were indisposed for one reason
or another. Somewhat to Darcy’s relief he had received a letter, only two days
ago, on behalf of Lady Catherine DeBourgh. The letter stated that the lady
would be unable to attend the celebrations due to the fact that she was
currently taking the waters in Bath, for the purpose of easing a slight malady
of the stomach, contracted no doubt as a result of the shock of discovering the
particulars of Mrs Darcy’s youngest sister’s infamous elopement,
notwithstanding its having been patched up by a hasty marriage. When he showed
the letter to Lizzy, she could not help laughing out loud.


The dinner
that evening was magnificent. There were various roasted meats, vegetables
baked in sweet honey and aromatic herbs, a number of rich sauces and little
dishes of condiments and spices. In addition, there was sweet and dry Sherry,
imported direct from Jerez. There were red and white wines, all of excellent
vintage. There was rich port and brandy. And there were several refreshing
cordials for the ladies who preferred not to drink strong liquor.


Darcy
stood and made a toast.


“Firstly,
I would like to thank you all for coming on this special occasion. It was a
year ago that Lizzy became my wife…”


A
smattering of applause


“…and for
those of you who knew me before, she has had to tolerate much…”


A ripple
of laughter.


“…and for
those who didn’t know me before, kindly make the assumption that I was always
like this…”


Another
ripple of laughter.


“…it would
be a lie of course because since my marriage, I have changed much. Less proud
perhaps, more inclined to suffer fools gladly (purely by accident his eyes were
on Mr Collins when he said this), more flexible. But most of all, infinitely
happier. And I owe it all to my wife. So please join me in a toast. To Lizzy.”


The guests
raised their glasses and drank to Lizzy before they broke into warm applause.
Mr Darcy held up his hand for quiet.


“So,
please enjoy Pemberley and enjoy yourselves. As for the cricket, the match will
be played tomorrow. We are lucky enough to have the Kent first eleven come to
play us tomorrow. We have myself (assuming I can remember which end of the bat
to hold), Charles and Mr Collins (who I’m told is an excellent wicket keeper).
Also, my old friends John and William Hammond, both of whom have played at the
highest level. And Kent have very kindly agreed to bring up five extra players
to play on our side.”


“That’s
only ten,” said Mr Bennet.”


“Precisely.
And that is why I wanted to ask you, as my father in law, to play for us
tomorrow.”


“Me? But I
can’t play.”


“You used
to though, didn’t you?”


“Some time
ago. I’m a mere amateur.”


“We’re all
mere amateurs, Mr Bennet,” said Darcy graciously. “Come, what do you say?”


Mr Bennet
shrugged.


“Very
well, I’ll play.”


There was
another round of applause, especially from his proud daughters.


“Bravo,
father,” cried Lydia.


“And,
Uncle Gardiner,” said Darcy, “as perhaps the most sensible man here tonight,
would you do us the honour of being one of the umpires?”


“Bravo,
Uncle,” said Jane.


“Why, I’d
be delighted,” said Uncle Gardiner. “Thank you, Mr Darcy.”


“Excellent.
And my valet has offered to act as the other. In which case, ladies and
gentlemen, I believe we have a full compliment. Now, enjoy yourselves tonight.
Eat, drink and be merry. But, remember gentlemen, I expect good things from you
on the field tomorrow. And one final thing. Breakfast will be early tomorrow.
Seven o’clock.”


“Bravo,”
said Mrs Bennet.


Darcy sat
down to applause and laughter and the dinner commenced.


Everybody
around the table fell to. Some of them ate with rather more relish than others
though. Mr Collins and Mrs Bennet ate with gusto, while Lydia emptied her plate
quickly and asked for more, as though she were eating for Wickham too.


Jonny on
the other hand appeared to have little appetite. True, he had escaped from
London, but for how long? And to what end? He felt he was starting to sicken
from its putrid glitter; the constant throng of men and women rushing back and
forth, around and around like a whirlwind - full of movement and energy but
going nowhere. If he returned, what then? Always looking over his shoulder,
always fearful of creditors, always drinking to excess, always in pursuit of
supposedly glamorous women.


Like
everything else in his life, women had always been to him a source of casual
entertainment; somebody to take to the theatre, somebody to be an amusing
companion at dinner, somebody to display as an attractive bauble, somebody to
quell his loneliness for a while. And of course, somebody from whom he could
borrow money if possible. And yet, they wearied him now. He had come to realise
how shallow his life was. He was younger than his brother and Darcy and yet, he
carried a weariness from which they were free.


Jonny
looked around the table. His brother William was a lucky man. His wife Tess was
admired by everyone. She was certainly beautiful, but not in an obvious way.
She was intelligent and carried an inner grace within and enchanted all those
to whom she spoke.


Darcy had married
well too. His wife was charming, beautiful and witty. She conversed as easily
with the gentry as she did with the jobbing cricketers. Darcy was a lucky man.
He knew it too, Jonny could see that, and did everything in his power to make
his wife happy; the way in which he included Lizzy in his conversations with
dinner guests, revelling in her sometimes spiky wit, the way in which he took
genuine delight in her company, the little shows of affection, warm smiles and
fond squeezes of her hand.


How could
five sisters be so different, he thought to himself. Jane, the eldest, sweet
natured and genial like her husband. Jonny found them engaging company, albeit
he thought their life together could be a little dull, from the outside at
least.


Lydia had
a certain vivacity but her only concerns, it seemed to him, were gossip and
clothes. She seemed utterly self-absorbed, but not in the least self-aware. He
knew she was married but had no idea why she had come without her husband. From
the little snippets of conversation, he gathered he was not welcome at
Pemberley.


Catherine
was like a faded copy of Lydia. Frivolous and silly but without the vivacity
which gave Lydia a certain charm and which her husband found so very appealing.


Mary
however intrigued him. She could not be more opposite to the women with whom he
usually kept company. She seemed bookish, studious, and over literal. She was
by no means beautiful and her spectacles made her look older than her years. She
did not seem too concerned about her outward appearance, unlike her younger
sisters, Lydia and Catherine. Compared to them, her dress and manner could be
considered plain. And yet Jonny kept glancing at her, engaging her in little snatches
of conversation whenever possible.


“Why, Mr
Hammond,” said Mrs Bennet, interrupting his thoughts, “you have hardly touched
your dinner. Have you lost your appetite this evening?”


“No not at
all, Mrs Bennet,” he said with an easy laugh. “I was just thinking about
tomorrow’s game.”


“Indeed.
My husband will be playing, you know.”


“Yes, I
know.”


He looked
at Mr Bennet.


“It was most
gracious of you to accept Mr Darcy’s entreaty, sir.”


“Thank
you,” said Mr Bennet. “However, like I said, I am a mere amateur.”


“Yes, well,
as long as you don’t get yourself hurt, Mr Bennet,” said his wife.


“I’m sure
I’ll survive, my dear.”


“It can be
quite dangerous I’m told. And I don’t want him getting a broken head and then end
up having to look after him. He would happily let me wait on him hand and foot
while he lounged in bed.”


“Only
because I know you would enjoy it, my dear,” said Mr Bennet.


“Don’t be
facetious, Mr Bennet. Why, Mr Hammond, you seem pale all of a sudden. Are you
ill?”


Jonny
managed to summon a smile.


“No, not
at all, Mrs Bennet. I think I am probably just a little weary after travelling
from London.”


“Ah,
London. I’ve always wanted to visit, Mr Hammond. I’ve always wanted to visit,
haven’t I, Mr Bennet? 


“I know,
my dear. You’ve told me often enough.”


“Is it as
wicked as they say, Mr Hammond? Is it a haven of sin? Do the ladies paint their
faces and wear outlandish clothes?”


“My dear,”
her husband chided her gently, “is this really appropriate conversation for our
daughter’s anniversary celebrations?”


“Well, if
you’d taken me like I asked, Mr Bennet, then I wouldn’t need to talk about it
would I?”


Mr Bennet
made a comical little bow to his wife.


“The fault
is mine, Mrs Bennet, the grievous fault is all mine.”


“Good.
Now, pass me the salt.”


Mrs Bennet
seasoned her food and continued with the conversation.


“Anyway,
Mr Hammond, what do you think of my two younger daughters? They’re not married
you know. Don’t you think Catherine is pretty?”


“Not here,
my dear,” whispered Mr Bennet. “Not now.”


“Well, at
least I’m trying, Mr Bennet,” she said in a whisper that could be heard all
around the table.


Jonny
turned away from Mrs Bennet. His brother and Mr Collins were talking about
tomorrow’s match. Jonny joined in their conversation. 


“I
understand you’re a wicket keeper, Mr Collins,” said William.


“Yes,
that’s right, sir. I used to play rather a lot in my village.”


“It can
make the hands rather sore, I hear. You show me a man with gnarly hands, and I
would wager that he’s spent time behind the timbers.”


Mr Collins
looked at the palms of his hands in a self conscious manner.


“Yes, I
suppose so.”


“I knew a
fellow down in Hambledon,” said Jonny. “He was a wicket keeper. Played all his
life, but he had the softest hands I ever saw. You know why? Beefsteak. He used
to put a fresh steak in each gauntlet when he went out to play. He absolutely
swore by it.”


“A
beefsteak?” said Collins. “How extraordinary.”


“Well,
that’s what he told me.”


Mr Collins
turned to his wife.


“Did you
hear that, Mrs Collins? Mr Hammond and I were discussing the cricket match
tomorrow and he said that most wicketkeepers put a beefsteak in each
wicketkeeping gauntlet. Can you imagine? A fresh beefsteak? Apparently, it
helps to keep one’s hands soft.”


“How very
interesting,” said Mrs Collins sipping her third glass of white wine.


The
evening was a great success. After dinner, the ladies talked among themselves
while the gentlemen smoked cigars and drank fine port.


“Oh, Mr
Bennet, isn’t Pemberley marvellous. So much prettier than Meryton, don’t you
think,” said Mrs Bennet.


“Indeed,
my love.”


“What do
you think, Lydia?”


Lydia was
missing her husband.


“I liked
Meryton. Especially when the militia were there. Derbyshire seems a dull old
place without my George.”


“What
about you, Mary?”


Mary of
course, had no husband to miss.


“I like
it,” she said. “I should like to explore further. Lizzy, what is the large
round building, at the top of the hill? I caught a glimpse of it earlier.”


“Oh,
that’s merely a folly, Mary. Everybody calls it The Tower.””


“Well, I
should like to go and see it. perhaps tomorrow morning before it gets too hot.”


“Of
course, Mary,” said Lizzy. “But alone? Why not wait until later? I’m sure one
of the maids or servants would be happy to accompany you.”


“Oh,
Lizzy. This is the nineteenth century. I think I shall retire to bed, in order
that I can wake early tomorrow.”


“Yes,
Mary,” said Mrs Bennet, “I think we shall retire also. It’s an early breakfast
tomorrow.”


They all
retired to their bed chambers.


All except
Mr Collins. He decided, without a great deal of evidence, that the cricketers
from Kent seemed a godless group of men who would benefit from his ministry. He
would, he said, visit their quarters on the other side of Pemberley house and
deliver a sermon, extolling the virtues of his own muscular brand of
Christianity. He would, he said, warn them of the dangers of strong drink and
gambling. He would, he said, make a valiant attempt to restore their poor souls
to God.


“We’ve put
them in the smaller dining room,” said Lizzy.


“Yes, they
should be comfortable there,” said Darcy. “Hopefully they won’t be too
boisterous.”


“No
matter,” said Mr Collins, “after all, there is more joy in heaven over the one
sinner who repents than the remaining ninety nine.”


“I think
there’ll be more than one sinner,” whispered Darcy to Lizzy. “It’ll be more
like sixteen sinners.”


“Then good
luck to Mr Collins,” she replied with a grin.


When Mr
Collins got there, the men from Kent had almost finished the hogshead of ale
which Darcy had sent over and were now making bets on who would win tomorrow,
who would score most runs and who would take most wickets. When he held up his
hand for their attention and tried to deliver his sermon, they all hooted with
laughter and practically drove him from the room.


 


When Jonny
retired to bed that night, he found himself thinking about Mary. She was the
plainest of the Bennet sisters and also the most serious. Nothing like himself
and nothing like the women he usually met. And yet, and yet…


He took
out a little flask of brandy and drank a decent measure.


“Strange,”
he said to himself, “most strange.”











Chapter 5


 


 


Darcy woke
early on Saturday morning. He pulled back one of the heavy drapes and looked
out of the window. The sky was a perfect blue, with a little hazy cloud here
and there to suppress some of the heat. He smiled. There was little chance of
rain spoiling the match.


Soon afterwards,
Lizzy woke. She yawned, stretched out her arms and smiled warmly at Darcy.


“How’s the
weather, darling?” she said.


“Perfect.
Blue sky. Not too hot hopefully.”


One by one
they heard noises from guests waking from slumber.


“We ought
to get ready so we can greet them for breakfast,” said Darcy.


“Indeed. I
will just go and see if mother is awake. I’ll ask her if she slept well. And in
any case, she’d hate to be late for breakfast. And I’ll say good morning to
Kitty, Mary and Lydia.”


Darcy
smiled as Lizzy left the room. At one time he would not have approved at such
lack of formality. Now, it didn’t matter to him. Lizzy was her own woman and if
she didn’t always stand on ceremony, well what of it? If anything, it made him
love her more. Marriage had steadily chipped away the excesses of his pride and
he knew it made him a better man.


Lizzy
returned shortly.


“How is
your mother? Did she sleep well? Is she looking forward to breakfast?”


“She
always sleeps well. And she always looks forward to breakfast.”


“And you
sisters?”


“Kitty and
Lydia are awake. But Mary isn’t in her room. The others haven’t seen her.”


“Well,
she’ll be around somewhere.”


They were
quickly dressed and went down to the dining room and seated themselves, ready
to receive the others.


One by one
they came downstairs and took their seats.


“Lydia,
you sit there,” said Mrs Bennet


“Yes,
mother,” said Lydia with ill grace.


 “And
Kitty, you sit over there.”


“Yes,
mother.”


Good
morning, Mr Darcy,” said Mrs Bennet.


“Good
morning. I trust you slept well?”


“Very well
indeed. Sleep gives me an enormous appetite. Doesn’t it, Mr Bennet?”


“Like just
about everything else, my dear,” he said quietly.


“Don’t be
facetious, Mr Bennet. Ah, good morning Mr Hammond. Mrs Hammond. Did you enjoy
dinner last night?”


“Very much
thank you, Mrs Bennet,” said William.


“And where
is your brother this morning? I found him most amusing. I hope he joins us
soon. I want to hear more of his stories about London. He was most
entertaining. Is it true what he says about the gin palaces and the women with
their faces painted?”


“Knowing
Jonny, it’s all true,” said William. “I’m afraid I don’t know where he is this
morning. Taking an early stroll in the gardens perhaps.”


“I heard
him say he might rise early this morning,” said Tess, “and go and have a look
at the folly. The one you call The Tower.”


Lizzy
looked anxiously at her husband. Mary said last night that she might visit The
Tower early this morning. And now, Mr Hammond. She had seen them in
conversation at dinner last night. They seemed on very friendly terms. Surely,
they had not planned some secret assignation in the early hours? The more she
thought about it, the more concerned she became. Mary was young and innocent to
the wiles of men. Mr Hammond on the other hand, she knew by reputation. And it
was not a good reputation. From listening to him last night and from conversations
with his brother and the letters William sent to Darcy, it was evident that
Jonny Hammond was a rakish sort of fellow who had spent many gaudy years in the
gaudy old capital.


She tried
to push it from her mind and enjoy her breakfast, but unpleasant thoughts kept
intruding into her head. Suppose they had met in the sultry dark, just before
dawn? Suppose they had crept out of the house together in silence, gliding like
phantoms through the empty corridors? Suppose they had climbed the hill
together and lain on the grass in front of The Tower, hidden from view?


The more
Lizzy thought about it, the more concerned she became. An unmarried woman. A single
gentleman with a poor reputation. No chaperone.


“Why,
Lizzy,” said Darcy, “you’ve hardly eaten a thing. Are you feeling quite
alright?”


She forced
a smile.


“It’s
nothing. I’m in perfectly good health, thank you.”


Darcy
looked at her, surprised. She hadn’t meant to be so terse with him, but she
couldn’t help herself. For the rest of the meal, she picked at her food. She
ate without tasting and looked up at the door every few minutes to see if Mr
Hammond or Mary had arrived. In vain, however, for their seats remained vacant
throughout breakfast.


Breakfast
ended early. There were still three hours before the match commenced; plenty of
time for the gentlemen to put on their cricket whites and maybe have a little
practice before the game. Plenty of time too for the ladies to get dressed in
summer attire and find their places to watch the entertainment.


Lizzy was
still concerned though. Nobody had seen Mary or Jonny since last night and
nobody had any idea where they might be. She waited until everybody had left to
get themselves ready then asked Darcy to join her in the study where there was
little chance of being interrupted.


“Why, what
is it, Lizzy? Is something amiss?”


“I don’t
know. Perhaps. It’s your friend Mr Hammond.”


“William?
What about him?”


“No, his
brother. Jonny.”


“What’s
happened, Lizzy, tell me.”


“He wasn’t
at breakfast this morning.”


“What of
it? Perhaps he wasn’t very hungry.”


“Neither was
my sister, Mary.”


Darcy
looked at her. A look of doubt and uncertainty spread across his face.


“What are
you driving at, Lizzy?”


“Neither
of them were here for breakfast. Well, last night Mary said she might visit The
Tower this morning. Very early; before breakfast. And according to William
Hammond, his brother said pretty much the same thing. Do you think it’s
possible they have gone there to meet? To have some kind of secret liaison? In
the early hours of the morning without a chaperone? Who knows what people will
think of poor Mary. They seemed on very friendly terms last night at dinner. I
was watching them.”


“A secret
meeting at The Tower? Surely not, Lizzy. After all, he’s the brother of one of
my closest friends. All three of us were at Cambridge together.”


“I know.
But tt’s possible though isn’t it? After all, doesn’t Mr Hammond remind you of
somebody?”


“Remind me
of somebody? I’m not sure I’m following you.”


“Oh,
Fitzwilliam, how can you be so blind? Wickham. Doesn’t he remind you of
Wickham? The easy manner, the stories of debts and impecunious life in London?”


“Wickham?
No, of course he doesn’t remind me of Wickham. For one thing, I don’t despise
him.”


“But
aren’t you concerned? He didn’t come down for breakfast and he hasn’t been seen
since last night.”


“Oh,
Lizzy,” he said breezily, “I’m sure he’ll be there in time for the start of the
match.”


“Fitzwilliam,”
said Lizzy, “how can you be so flippant? I’m not talking about trivial game of
cricket. I’m talking about my sister’s reputation.”


He saw her
anger and realised at once that he had made a terrible mistake. He had
underestimated how concerned Lizzy was about her sister. He had made a weak
joke to try and lighten the situation and regretted it immediately. He looked
into Lizzy’s eyes.


“Lizzy,
I’m sorry, I just meant…”


He stepped
forward to comfort her, but it was too late. She stepped back and turned from
him.


“Lizzy,
where are you going?”


“I’m going
to see if I can find Mary.”


“Very
well, I’ll go and look for Hammond.”


“Thank
you.”


He knew
exactly where to look first. He left the house and crossed the lawns and
fields. He mounted the hill climbed up to The Tower. He walked around to the
rear and there saw Jonny, sitting against the door, deep in thought, chewing on
a blade of grass.


“Hello,
Jonny,” said Darcy.


“Darcy.
Good morning.”


“What are
you doing sitting by The Tower? How long have you been here?”


“Since
dawn. I needed some fresh air, some time to be on my own and think things over.
I found it difficult to sleep last night.”


Darcy
looked around to see if there were any signs that anybody else had been here.


“You’ve
been here alone?”


“Yes, of
course. Why do you ask that?”


Darcy
paused. He wasn’t sure how to approach the matter.


“Look,
Jonny, your brother is one of my best friends. And of course, I knew you at
Cambridge. I like you, Jonny, I always have. I know how that injury to Gibbs
affected you and I’m grateful you’ve come to Pemberley. But I have to ask you one
question. You may not like it, I want you to give me an honest answer.”


“You have
my word. As William reminded me recently, I am still in your debt for that
incident at Cambridge. We might both have been sent down if it hadn’t been for
you.”


“Very
well.”


Darcy braced
himself mentally. It was an awful question to ask, and if he should be answered
in the affirmative, the repercussions could be serious indeed.


“Have you
seen Miss Bennet since last night? Miss Mary Bennet I mean.”


Jonny
laughed to himself, but there was no humour in it.


In truth,
Mary Bennet had been with him all night. Not physically, in the way Darcy
meant, but in his thoughts. She had been in his thoughts since dinner. And that
was why he came to The Tower alone. He wanted to think things over. He wanted
to finally determine the direction of his life. At last he began to think about
things beyond a bottle of brandy and a cheap woman with a painted face. But he
didn’t want Darcy to know. He didn’t want anybody to know. Not yet.


“No,” he
said.


“Then she
hasn’t been with you this morning?”


“No, of
course not. I’ve been alone.”


“You give
me your word?”


“Yes.
Absolutely. What on earth is this about, Darcy?”


Darcy
grinned and shook Jonny’s hand.


“I’ll tell
you on the way down. Now, come on, we’ve got a cricket match to prepare for.”


They left
The Tower and walked quickly down the hill, over the fields and meadows. Darcy
told Jonny how worried Lizzy had been. Jonny expressed his regret that he had
caused her to worry but maintained that he had not seen Mary that morning. But
he managed to hide his feelings for her from Darcy. He would have liked nothing
better than to have confessed to his old friend from Cambridge that his
intentions were pure and that for all the world he would not damage Mary’s
reputation. And that he had developed genuine affection for the lady.


They went
directly to the house to find Lizzy. She was still searching the corridors of
Pemberley for her sister. They found her in the study.


“Lizzy,”
said Darcy, “have you found her?”


“No. I’ve
searched most of the house.”


“Well,
I’ve found Jonny. He was sitting by The Tower. He says he was there alone. He
hasn’t seen Mary all morning.”


Lizzy
wanted to believe him. She knew however, what men could be like. She knew from
Lydia’s example how capricious young women could be.


At that
moment, Uncle Gardiner walked in.


“Lizzy,
there you are. I thought you should know. Mary is in the library.”


“In the
library? Is she well?”


“Quite
well. I went in to find a book containing the laws of cricket. I thought I
should brush up on one or two things if I’m going to act as umpire today.
Anyway, there she was, fast asleep with two books open in front of her.”


“Which
books?” said Jonny.


“One was a
medieval romance. The other, believe it or not, was a book of cricket laws.”


“Is she
asleep now?” asked Lizzy.


“No, she
woke when I sat down next to her. She says she awoke early and crept down to
the library to read alone for a while. Then she said she must have fallen
asleep. I didn’t ask her which book made her fall asleep.”


“The laws
of cricket, without a doubt,” said Darcy and Jonny together.


They all
laughed. Then Jonny apologised if his actions had caused any concern.


“It’s
quite alright, Mr Hammond,” said Lizzy. “Sometimes people jump to unwarranted conclusions.”


“And I’m
sorry if I was flippant and insensitive earlier,” said Darcy.


Lizzy
smiled and squeezed his hand.


“I should
apologise too. I directed all my concerns towards you.”


“And where
is Mary now?” said Jonny.


“Still in
the library,” said Uncle Gardiner. “I asked one of the servants to bring her
some tea.”


“And
you’ve had no breakfast either, Mr Hammond,” said Lizzy. “I’ll go down to the
kitchen and ask cook to prepare something for you.”


“Thank
you, Mrs Darcy. I could do with something if I’m to be at my best on the field.”


“You’re
going to play then?” said Darcy.


“Yes. And
I’m rather looking forward to it. But I think I could do with a wash first.”


He left
the library, followed by Uncle Gardiner.


Darcy told
that Jonny had seemed in an odd, contemplative mood when he saw him at The
Tower.


“Perhaps
he was wrestling with his thoughts about playing cricket,” he said.


“What do
you mean?”


“Well,
many years ago he was involved in rather a serious incident while playing
cricket. He injured a man rather severely. A man called Gibbs. He was batting
and smote the ball hard and struck Mr Gibbs, who was fielding at short leg,
full in the head. It was a serious blow, and everybody was anxious for some
time.”


“Goodness,
what happened to poor Mr Gibbs?” said Lizzy.


“He made a
full recovery. Missed taking his articles and joined the army instead.”


“So, one
less lawyer,” she said with a grin.


“That’s
right,” said Darcy. “But from that day, Mr Hammond refused to play cricket
again. Until today it seems.”


“On thing
still troubles me though,” said Lizzy.


“What?”


“I don’t
understand about the short leg.”


“It’s a
name given to a fielding position in cricket.”


“I see.
What a funny game it is.”


“Yes. I
suppose it is. Won’t be long now before the game starts.”


Darcy
glanced at the grandfather clock.


“Good
heavens, it’s nine thirty. The game starts in one hour and a half.”


Lizzy
chuckled to herself as he rushed from the room.


 


For the
next hour and a half, Pemberley was a bustle of hurried activity.


The
spectators made their way from the villages. They were a decent number.
Entrance was free of charge for working men and their wives; only those with
land or were of independent means were charged a fee. Even so, the amount
raised for local men returning from the war was already in excess of twenty
pounds.


The team
from Kent had arisen and were already in their whites, on the field practising.











Chapter 6


 


 


Before the
game, Mr Collins remembered what Jonny had said about his friend in Hambledon.
The wicket keeper who kept his hands soft by inserting a fresh steak into each
gauntlet. He stole down to the kitchen and searched in the larder. On a large
white plate were several beefsteaks. He selected two that looked about the
right size and hurried back to the makeshift pavilion in which the players
would change into their white shirts and trousers and ready themselves for the
game. He slipped a steak into each gauntlet and hid them beneath a chair until
he should return later and put them on to keep wicket.


As the
hour for the start of the game drew ever nearer, Darcy grew more nervous. Would
it be a success? Would people be interested? Would those with land or financial
capital be willing to pay the admission fee?


He went
out onto the field to have a little practice. Jonny was already there, walking
beside the pitch, trying to ascertain whether the surface would be difficult
for batting. It looked true and flat; Darcy’s men had done a remarkable job in
such a short time.


“Jonny,
“said Darcy, “you’re a pretty good bowler. Would you bowl me a few, just so I
can get my eye in before we commence in earnest.?”


“Of
course. How fast do you want ‘em?”


“No too
fast, old man,” said Darcy. “I haven’t played in a while.”


“Very
well. Go back twenty yards and I’ll send a few balls down.”


Darcy took
his stance, sideways on, tapping the ground with the end of his bat as he
awaited Jonny’s first delivery.


Jonny ran
up and delivered his first ball using the round arm technique, in which his
right arm was extended ninety degrees, level with the shoulder as the ball is
released. It was a fast delivery and it whistled past Darcy’s bat as he prodded
forward.


“Well
bowled,” he said. “Try it a little slower, I might at least be able to see it
then.”


Behind
Jonny, Lizzy and Mary sat watching, intrigued.


Jonny
bowled again, slower this time. Darcy managed to get a little bat on it and
sliced the ball a few yards to his right.


“Good
shot, darling,” called Lizzy.


Darcy gave
her a comical frown.


“I barely
touched it. I’m clearly out of practice.”


Jonny
continued to bowl to Darcy. He bowled four overs of four balls each. Some of
them Darcy struck with conviction. Some hit the edge of his bat to where a slip
fielder might have been positioned. Some he missed completely. He shook hands
with Jonny and they both joined Lizzy and Mary.


“Bravo,”
said Lizzy. “You managed to hit one or two in the end.”


“He’s a
good bowler,” said Darcy. “He uses that new round arm method. One can bowl much
faster that way.”


“Round arm
method?” said Mary. “What is the round arm method?”


“Well,
bowlers used to delivery the ball underarm, like in bowls.”


“Then,”
said Jonny with a grin, “it all changed. Thanks to some young ladies.”


“Young
ladies?” said Mary. “I don’t understand.”


“Well,
what happened, Miss Bennet, was that a cricket match was being played somewhere
in Hampshire. A young lady was bowling to a batsman. She was trying to bowl
underarm, but found it rather difficult because of her large dress, you see. He
hand would get caught in the garment as she tried to deliver.”


“Oh, yes,
I see.”


“So, she
tried changing the method of bowling and lifted her arm so it was free of her
dress. The other young ladies followed suit. And that’s how round arm bowling
began. Before long, even men were using the round arm method. Even though they
did not have the same disadvantage as the ladies.”


“And
then,” continued Darcy, “they realised that they could bowl much faster that
way. So now, more and more people have rejected the underarm method in favour
of round arm.”


“So, it
was all down to the females,” said Lizzy.


“Like a
great many things, Mrs Darcy,” said Jonny.


“Well, I
think it’s very interesting,” said Mary.


“Anyway,”
said Darcy, “I think I’ve practiced enough. I think four overs was sufficient,
thank you, Jonny.”


“And what
is an over?” said Mary.                                                                                                                                                                                 


“An over
is a set of four deliveries. A bowler bowls four balls and then the other
bowler bowls four balls from the other end. Each set of four balls is an over.”


“I see.”


“Well,
Miss Bennet, “said Jonny. “I really should retire to the pavilion and make
final preparations for the game.”


“I’ll be
supporting you, Mr Hammond,” said Mary sweetly.


“Thank
you, Miss Bennet, you’re very kind.”


Both teams
now went to their respective dressing rooms. In time the two captains emerged.
They were applauded all the way to the middle of the pitch by all the guests as
well as the spectators from the villages, all seated around the boundary of the
field. The Bennet family formed their own little group. Lydia sat just behind
the wicket fence, bored and wishing that Wickham was with her. Mrs Bennet asked
idly what time lunch would be prepared. Kitty looked around her blandly at the
sheep, grazing in the next field. Charlotte Collins watched nervously, hoping
for the best from her wicket keeper husband, but fearing the worst. Lizzy and
Mary both sat forward in their chairs, looking eagerly as the captains prepared
to toss a coin t determine who should bat first.


Darcy
tossed the coin in the air. The Kent captain (Mr Walter Evans) called tails. It
was indeed tails and Mr Evans chose to bat first. The captains returned to the
pavilion to give their respective teams that Kent would be batting first. On
the way back they chatted cordially.


“Looks a
decent wicket, Mr Darcy.”


“Yes, I
had my men spend the last few days preparing it.”


“My team
have toured the world over playing cricket. Cape Town, India, Ceylon. And the
flattest wickets I’ve ever seen are in Australia.”


“You’ve
been to Australia?”


“Yes. We
toured there a year or so ago. They have some good players out there. I
wouldn’t be surprised if they brought a side over here and played a match
against the best players in England. You know, a cricket match, England versus
Australia. Something to really test the abilities of the best players.”


“A real
test between countries? You think it might happen?”


“Why not.
And perhaps England could send a team there.”


“It’s a
nice idea,” said Darcy, “But I think if anyone tried to organise it, it would
just turn to ashes.”


“Maybe.”


 


There were
just ten minutes now until the start of play. Mary and Lizzy were talking
intensely about how the game might proceed. Kitty became bored and wandered
over to the adjoining field. She opened the gate and went to get a closer look
at the sheep.


Both teams
were now prepared. The team from Kent were grizzled old timers who had been
playing cricket over many seasons. Darcy’s team on the other hand, consisted of
Darcy himself, his brother in law Charles Bingley, Mr Collins, his friend
William Hammond and his brother Jonny and his father in law Mr Bennet, all of
whom had played very little cricket, if any, since leaving school. The
remaining five players were loaned to them by Kent, and it was likely that they
would not be their best players. Therefore, it was likely to be a difficult match
for Darcy’s team. However, to their credit, that was of lesser importance. What
mattered was the celebration of Darcy and Lizzy’s anniversary, and also, money
raised for Darcy’s good cause.


They
intended to enjoy the match. If they played well and ran Kent close, then so
much the better.











Chapter 7


 


 


The
fielding side walked out, Mr Collins bringing up the rear. They passed Mrs
Bennet and her daughters.


“Good
luck, Mr Bennet,” called his wife, fanning herself.


“Thank
you, my dear. I hope our son in law provides plenty of cold drinks.”


Close
behind them the two umpires, Uncle Gardiner and Darcy’s valet, walked onto the
field.


“Good
luck, Uncle” called out Lydia. “But what is that strange odour?”


“I don’t
know,” said Uncle Gardiner. “It was there in the changing room and it seems to
have followed us out.”


The game
commenced. The fielding side took up their positions and awaited the arrival of
the two opening batsmen.


 It was a
typical July day and before long the players were sweating beneath the sun.
There was a ripple of applause as the batsmen emerged from the pavilion, both
wearing broad brimmed hats to shield them from the fierce sun. They went to
their respective positions and the first batsman prepared to face the first
ball.


Just as
the bowler was about to deliver the ball, the facing batsman turned away. He
wrinkled his nose and looked around.


“What is
the matter?” said the bowler.


“I’m just
wondering where that revolting smell is coming from?”


Everybody
looked around. Before too long it was established that the smell was coming
from the direction of the wicket keeper. Mr Collins was surrounded by a heavy
swarm of blue flies. Hurriedly he took off one of his gauntlets and pulled out
the steak, still a little bloody. He threw it in the direction of square leg
and the flies followed it greedily. He took off the other and took out the
second steak. He threw it to cover point and held up his gauntlets with a
foolish look.


“Sorry,”
he said. “It was me. I didn’t want my hands to become gnarled.”


“Mr
Collins,” said Darcy. “I think you should go inside and wash your hands. And I
think you may need a fresh pair of gauntlets, otherwise you will be pursued by
flies for the rest of the morning. I’ll need to have that pair thoroughly
washed. On second thought, perhaps we should just throw them away. And would
you pick up those steaks on your way. At least my dogs can eat them.”


With
profuse apologies to everybody, Mr Collins left the field of play. He went to
square leg and then cover point and picked up the steaks. He returned a few
minutes later, his hands scrubbed clean and carrying a new pair of gauntlets.


The game
resumed at last.


Jonny
Hammond opened the bowling. His first delivery, bowled in the round arm style
with all the skill he could muster, was fast and true. It went past the batsman
and nestled into Mr Collins’ gloves with a satisfying thump. The next was
stroked gracefully by the batsman and clattered into the picket fence. Uncle
Gardiner made the appropriate signal for four runs. The remaining two balls of
the over were pushed down the pitch for no runs.


The next
over was bowled by Mr Barnes from Kent. Mr Barnes was a tall man and bowled off
a long run up. Like Jonny Hammond, he bowled round arm but there the
similarities ended. Whereas Jonny was a gifted amateur who bowled reasonably
quick, Mr Barnes was effectively a professional fast bowler. And he bowled very
fast indeed. His first delivery went past the batsman, past the despairing
grasp of Mr Collins and flew to the picket fence for four byes.


Mr Collins
took a few steps back. It didn’t help. The next delivery was edged behind by
the batsman, came too quickly for Mr Collins and he dropped the catch. He
dropped the next one too, the ball flew through his gauntlets and fell to the
floor before he could hold onto it.


The fast
bowler stood in the middle of the pitch, his hands on his hips.


“What day
is it today?” he asked Mr Collins.


“I’m
sorry?” said Mr Collins, bemused.


“I said
what day is it?”


“Why, it’s
Saturday of course.”


“Well,
pretend it’s Sunday, Reverend, and keep your hands together.”


His
regular team mates (the two batsmen and the other four loaned players) hooted
with laughter while poor Mr Collins reddened.


The
opening batsmen accumulated runs steadily, until Jonny trapped them both, leg
before wicket. The captain, Mr Evans was their best batsman and came out to bat
at number four. Unfortunately, he slipped when going for a second run from a
cut down to third man. He tried to regain his ground, but Darcy was quicker and
threw in an excellent return which hit the stumps directly and ran Mr Evans out
by three yards.


Darcy’s
team were now in an excellent position, but Kent slowly recovered and soon took
their total past one hundred. Mr Collins dropped another catch, then another.
William Hammond then took a wicket, luring the batsman into a drive which Mr
Bennet, standing near the boundary, caught at the second attempt.


“Very well
caught, Mr Bennet, “called his wife.


He turned
and gave her a little bow.


“Are you
and our daughters enjoying the game, my dear?” he said.


“I think
so. Mary? Lizzy? Are you enjoying yourselves?”


“Yes,
mother,” they said sincerely.


“And what
about you, Lydia?”


Lydia did
not reply. She was sitting a little distance from the others, sulking and
wishing she was home with her husband.


“Lydia,”
repeated Mrs Bennet, “answer your mother. I said are you having a good time?”


“I am just
thinking about my George.”


“Well,
kindly desist, thinking about your George. Now, watch the game and enjoy
yourself.”


“Yes,
mother.”


“And you,
Kitty?” continued Mrs Bennet. “Kitty? Kitty, where are you?”


“I’m here,
mother,” said Kitty. She left the adjacent field and joined her mother and
sisters.


The game
continued. Kent had now lost four wickets for only one hundred and fifty runs.
The fast bowler loaned by Kent then took another wicket. Five wickets down now.


Nobody
noticed, but Kitty had left the gate open when she returned to the field. As
the new batsman emerged from the pavilion and strode to the wicket, half a
dozen sheep wandered onto the filed of play and slowly made their way towards
the square leg umpire, Uncle Gardiner. He had a little book of the Laws of
Cricket in his pocket. He consulted the book but could find no specific
reference to sheep walking on the field of play. Therefore, he decided to act
on his own discretion.


“I believe
that play cannot continue while there are sheep on the field. We need to remove
the sheep.”


The fast
bowler turned to Mr Collins.


“You heard
him, Reverend, you’ll have to leave the field.”


Again, his
team mates hooted with laughter. Again, Mr Collins reddened.


The game
stopped while everybody herded the unruly sheep across the filed and through
the gate. The gate was fastened shut and the game resumed.


“Resume
your positions, gentlemen,” said Uncle Gardiner, “and let us hope there will be
no further interruptions.”


Another
wicket fell at once, the batsman’s middle stump lifted out of the ground by a
very fast delivery.


Fielding
at slip, Darcy clapped his hands, urging on his players.


“Seven
down, gentlemen,” he said. “Three more wickets and we’ve got ‘em all out. Let’s
keep it tight. And no more dropped catches.”


For the
third time, Mr Collins reddened.


The lower
order batsmen eked out a few more runs before the next wicket fell. And then Mr
Collins surprised everybody, including himself.


Jonny
Hammond bowled a ball just outside off stump. The batsman attempted to drive it
over the long off boundary but instead edged it behind. No slip was in place
and the ball flew to Mr Collin’s right. He launched himself at the ball and
just reached it with his right hand. It nestled in his gauntlet as he landed
hard on the grass. Amazingly the ball remained in his big leather gauntlet. All
his team mates walked over and shook his hand.


“Excellent
catch, Mr Collins,” said Jonny.


“Thank
you,” he said sheepishly.


Sitting in
the little group with Mrs Bennet and her daughters, Mrs Charlotte Collins
applauded loud and long. It was the proudest she had ever been of her husband.


“Was that
good?” said Lydia acknowledging the general applause.


“Good?”
said Mary, “why Lydia, it was a splendid catch.”


“Was it?”
said Lydia in a bored tone, “well I’m very happy for him.”


Kent
passed two hundred runs with eight wickets down. Only two wickets were needed
now by Darcy’s team. And they duly came. Jonny Hammond took another, clean
bowled. And then his brother took the last, with Mr Collins completing another
catch, albeit a much easier one this time. Kent had managed to score two
hundred and eighteen in all.


When the
last wicket fell, the players began to walk to the pavilion.


“What
happens now?” said Lydia.


“Well, I’m
rather hoping that lunch does,” said Mrs Bennet.


At that
moment servants brought out several trestle tables. They set them up near the
group of spectators who had come from the surrounding villages.  Then they
brought out refreshments; large trays piled with victuals of all kinds and many
pitchers filled with cool water and sweet tasting cordials. The spectators
assembled themselves into an orderly queue and waited to be served.


“Are we
expected to stand and wait in line with those…people?” said Mrs Bennet rudely
and loud enough for many of ‘those people’ to hear.


Mr Darcy,
together with Mr Bennet, Mr Bingley and Mr Collins wandered over to her little
group.


“How are
you enjoying it so far?” said Darcy.


“Very
much,” said Lizzy.


“It’s most
entertaining,” said Mary.


“Are we
all having lunch together?” said Mrs Bennet.


“Not at
all, Mrs Bennet,” said Darcy, “I have arranged for lunch to be provided in the
pavilion. It’s big enough and has its own dining room. It means the ladies can
eat with their spouses…”


Lydia gave
him a dark look which he affected not to notice.


“…and you
can meet the other players if you wish.”


“You mean
mingle with those men from Kent?” said Mrs Bennet, trying to conceal her
distaste and failing dismally.


“Of
course. The teams always take lunch together.”


“Very
well,” said the good lady. “When will lunch commence?”


“In around
a quarter of an hour. The players need to change you see. You wouldn’t want to
be on the company of twenty-two half-dressed men, would you?”


All the
ladies blanched. All except Lydia who turned away and gave herself a secret
little smile.


The three
gentlemen chatted to the ladies for a few minutes.


“What did
you think of my catch, my dear?” said Mr Collins.


“I thought
it was excellent,” she said. “I’ve never been prouder of you.”


That’s not
saying a great deal, thought Lizzy to herself, enjoying a moment of malicious
wit.


“Well,
you’ll be able to see us bat after lunch,” said Darcy.


“I’m
rather looking forward to seeing you bat, Mr Bennet,” said his wife.


“Really?
I’m rather hoping I won’t have to,” he said dubiously. “I mean, I’m hoping we
will have overtaken their score before I am needed.”


“It’ll be
tough,” said Charles. “It’s not a bad score you know. It will take some
chasing.”


“Hopefully
you’ll get us off to a good start, Charles,” said Darcy. “Charles is opening
the batting together with one of the players they loaned us.”


“Yes, I’d
better go and have lunch now, so I’ll have plenty of time to get my pads on,”
he said.


“Perhaps
we all should,” said Darcy. “If you ladies would like to retire to the pavilion
in around fifteen minutes, then luncheon will be deserved directly. Come along,
gentlemen.”


The men
walked to the pavilion, Darcy, Charles the two Mr Hammonds, and Mr Collins
bringing up the rear.


Mrs Bennet
grumbled that she would have to wait for her lunch for fifteen minutes at
least…











Chapter 8


 


 


Lunch was
eaten on a long table. On one side sat the fifteen players from Kent. On the
other sat Darcy’s team as well as the ladies.


By chance,
Kitty was seated opposite the fast bowler. He was a burly, big limbed man who
exhibited a fiery menace when playing cricket. Off the field however, he was
surprisingly shy. He smiled at Kitty and tried to think of something witty and
charming to say. Nothing came and he looked at her helplessly, his mouth open. Kitty
was a shy girl herself, and also struggled to make agreeable conversation. She
had little knowledge of cricket but did her best anyway.


“You bowl
very fast, sir,” she said.


“You are
most kind, Miss. My name is Mr Ward.”


“I am Miss
Bennet. Catherine Bennet.”


“My speed
appears to come naturally.”


“It seems
you somewhat fierce when in the field. But here, at lunch, you are gentle
indeed.”


“I find it
assists me if I adopt a rather savage attitude. It makes me bowl faster. My
mother was the same.”


“Your
mother was a fast bowler?”


Mr Ward
chuckled.


“Indeed
no, Miss Bennet. I simply mean that my mother was a fierce lady in her dealings
with the world. She found that it helped her when she was negotiating the price
of a cow or trying to get the best rates for milk and eggs. She was an astute
woman.”


“So, your
family is of faming stock?”


“It used
to be. But due to my mother’s astute nature, we are now owners of significant
parcels of land. We receive most of our income from rents. In another few years
I shall be a man of independent means. On a decent income to boot.”


“You
should meet my mother, Mr Ward. I think she would like you.”


Further up
the table, Darcy and Lizzy talked in their usual animated way. Any animosity
arising from their misunderstanding concerning Mr Hammond and Mary had long
since vanished and they enjoyed a very pleasant lunch, eating and drinking with
genuine relish.


Mary and
Mr Hammond, seated next to each other, also enjoyed their lunch. They barely
ate, so engaged were they in conversation, talking with ease yet gravitas too.
They talked about life in the urban bustle of London and about the deep
stillness of life in the Hertfordshire countryside. Neither of them tried to
trump the other and claim that their respective way of life was better. They
simply agreed wordlessly that the country and the town were different. Nothing
more, nothing less.


And they
talked about the cricket match too. To his surprise, and hers, she appeared to
have an interest in the game and asked him many questions.


“And what
does LBW mean, Mr Hammond?” she said.


“It means
leg before wicket. It is rather complicated and sometimes too much for a lady
to understand.”


Mary
smiled.


“How
patronising of you, Mr Hammond.”


He
returned her smile.


“I
apologise, Miss Bennet. I had no intention of giving offence. Please forgive
me.”


“Unreservedly,
Mr Hammond,” she said graciously. “I understand it must be unusual for a lady
to take an interest in sporting matters.”


They both
laughed easily together.


Their
comfortable manner together went unnoticed by everybody. Except for one person.
A little further up the table, Mrs Bennet eyed them closely. She nudged Mr
Bennet with her elbow and signalled with a small nod towards Mr Hammond and her
daughter. Mr Bennet did not say anything, but he frowned slightly and gave his
wife a look with his eyes, instructing her not to involve herself at this
stage. Reluctantly, Mrs Bennet looked away and gave her attention to other
matters.


“I must
say, Mr Darcy,” she said, looking down the length of the long table, “this is
an excellent lunch.”


“Thank
you, mother in law.”


“When do we
take tea?”


“There
will be a brief tea around three thirty.”


“And
dinner?”


“After the
match. And then a brief ball, time permitting.”


Mrs Bennet
returned to her meal. She looked up at Lydia, seated opposite. Lydia pouted and
did not talk to anybody. Nevertheless, she still ate lunch with gusto.


“Why,
Lydia,” said Mrs Bennet, “your expression could curdle milk. What is the
matter, child?”


“I still
cannot understand why my George isn’t here with me.”


Mr Bennet
looked at her and then shifted his gaze to Georgiana with such a significant
look that Lydia could not help but follow. Georgiana sat happily talking to her
brother and Lizzy, laughing at their shared jokes and witty conversation.


“Don’t
you, Lydia?” said Mr Bennet. “Don’t you understand why Mr Wickham isn’t here
today?”


Lydia
looked at her father and was about to respond. Instead, she lowered her eyes
and carried on eating.


There was
a hubbub of chatter along the table as everybody mingled and talked about many
diverse topics, from the health of the king to the fortunes of English forces
on the Peninsular, from trade in the Americas to the expansion of mercantilism
throughout The Empire, from the latest novels published in London to the
excellence of the weather. Above it all though, one voice could be clearly made
out as Mr Collins yet again described his catch to anybody who would listen.


As lunch
came to an end, Darcy stood up. He held up his hands for quiet.


“Would the
ladies now return to their places near the boundary. The game will recommence
in ten minutes and the players must now return to the dressing rooms to prepare
for the second innings.”


The ladies
stood and filed out of the room and left the pavilion. They walked across the
fragrant fields and took their places again. The players and umpires went to
the dressing rooms to make final preparations and emerged into the sun a few
minutes later to applause from all the spectators who settled themselves to
watch the second half of the match. It was intriguingly poised now, with
Darcy’s team requiring a small matter of two hundred and nineteen runs to win.











Chapter 9


 


 


The
fielding side came out first, closely followed by the two umpires, to a
smattering of applause. A minute or so later the two opening batsmen emerged
and strode purposefully to the wicket and this time the applause was louder and
more sustained.


The
opening batsmen were Charles Bingley, wearing an elegant cream straw hat of the
Panama variety. The other was Mr Richardson, on loan from Kent, in a white,
wide brimmed boater.


Mr
Richardson took the first delivery from Kent’s left arm medium pacer. He played
it easily enough to the left of mid-off and they ran through for a comfortable
single. This brought Mr Bingley on strike. He gave his bat a little twiddle and
tapped it a little nervously against his boot as the bowler ran in. It was a
good delivery on off stump, but Mr Bingley was equal to it and played it
straight down the pitch. It was a good stroke but brought him no run. Jane
applauded him and he looked over and gave her a little wave with his bat.


His next
stroke was better still. A short ball, pitched outside off stump which he cut
away square of the wicket. The ball hit the picket fence for four runs,
signalled with enthusiasm by Uncle Gardiner. This time it wasn’t just Jane who
applauded, but all the spectators, graciously acknowledged by Mr Bingley with a
little tip of his hat.


The
openers batted well together. Pretty soon they had scored fifty runs together.
They shook hands in the middle of the pitch as the Kent team clapped briefly in
acknowledgement.


“I must
say,” said Darcy, watching through the large, glassless window in the pavilion,
“this is going rather well. It’s been a good opening stand so far. If Charles
and Mr Richardson carry on in this vein, we may just have the match won before
tea,”


He turned
to his father in law.


“It
appears you may not have to bat after all, Mr Bennet.”


Mr Bennet
grinned at him with some relief. Darcy glanced out of the window again.


“I may
have spoken too soon. Mr Richardson is out. Caught behind.”


Mr
Richardson trudged from the field to polite applause. He was replaced by Mr
Hendren, another Kent player on loan, who walked out quickly and confidently.
He returned almost at once, slowly and sheepishly, having been bowled out first
ball by a wicked delivery from the left arm medium pacer.


As the
next man in, Darcy hurriedly finished putting on his pads and protective
gloves.


“Wish me
luck, Mr Bennet,” he said as he walked down the steps, towards the wicket.


“Good
luck, my boy,” Mr Bennet called after him. He meant it too, for he knew that
the longer Darcy batted, the less likely it was that he would have to go out
and face the bowlers himself. Still, he consoled himself with the thought that
Mr Hammond and his brother were excellent players.


Darcy joined
Mr Bingley at the wicket. They spoke briefly and Darcy took his stance. He stood
upright at the crease and played his first ball defensively with a firm press
of the bat.


He and Mr
Bingley defended stoutly at first. Runs were hard to come by and it was as
though the bowlers had them trapped in a metaphorical vice, each ball difficult
to score off and the fielders very quick and eager. However, they were
determined not to give away their wickets. They managed to escape the net and score
a handful of exciting runs here and there, but their progress was slow. The
score crept up slowly. Past sixty, then seventy, then eighty. Things became a
little easier and Mr Bingley and Darcy began to score more freely. A single
here, a quickly run two there, interspersed with the occasional boundary.
Before long the score had reached one hundred.


Darcey and
Bingley continued, grimly grinding out the innings, creeping towards the Kent
total, a run at a time. With a delicate cut shot for two, Mr Bingley reached
his fifty. Darcy shook his hand and patted him on the back. They realised that
they had an excellent chance of winning the game.


Then came
the inevitable collapse. Mr Bingley was run out in unfortunate circumstances.
Darcy played a shot to square leg. The fielder went to field but fumbled the
ball. Darcy and Bingley thought there was ample time to run a quick single, but
the fielder recovered quickly and threw in a fast return which hit the stumps
directly and ran out Bingley by a couple of inches. There was an audible groan
of disappointment from the spectators.


Bingley
took of his hat and returned to the pavilion.


“Bad luck,
old man,” said Darcy as he passed. “Sorry.”


“Not your
fault, Fitzwilliam. Now, see it through to the end.”


“I’ll do
my best.”


He was
still quietly optimistic. His team only needed another sixty odd runs and had
only lost three wickets. But, due to poor shots, good bowling and a little ill
luck, wickets fell in quick succession. Five wickets had fallen now and the
target of two hundred and eighteen seemed distant indeed. It would need a good
batsman who could stay with Darcy who was comfortable at the wicket.


The
spectators watched eagerly to see who was next to emerge from the pavilion.
They applauded warmly as Jonny Hammond walked to the crease. There were murmurs
of surprise which quickly turned to laughter. Jonny was carrying a bat of
enormous width. Where Darcy’s bat was four and a half inches wide, Jonny’s bat
was over a foot wide and covered the stumps completely, ensuring that he could
not be bowled out.


He paused
to talk for a moment to Darcy.


“Well,
Fitzwilliam, cometh the hour, cometh the man.”


“But,
Jonny, you can’t use that bat. It’s against the rules, surely.”


Jonny
winked at him and proceeded to take guard, the stumps entirely covered by the
huge bat.


Uncle
Gardiner stepped forward.


“Now,
young man,” he said, “it seems there is nothing in the rules about the width of
one’s bat. However, I think it is against the spirit of the game, especially on
a day like this.”


Darcy noticed
that none of the Kent players had objected to Jonny’s bat. He suspected
something was amiss. The Kent bowler walked back to his mark and began his run
up to the wicket. As he was about to release the ball, he stopped. He and the
other fielders started to laugh. Jonny laughed too and that’s when Darcy knew.
Jonny raised his hand and grinned at Darcy and Uncle Gardiner.


“My
apologies, gentlemen,” he said. “It’s just a jest some of the fellows from Kent
cooked up. Look, William has my bat.”


They
looked over and saw William walk towards his brother. He took the wide bat from
Jonny and handed him his usual, four and a half inch wide, bat. Darcy and Uncle
Gardiner were laughing too now. Once it had subsided the game resumed.


Jonny was
in excellent form and struck his first ball for an exquisite four through mid
on. He quickly reached double figures. However, Darcy then lost his wicket to
an excellent delivery which would have accounted for even the best of the Kent
batsmen. Two more wickets fell, one after the other as the Kent bowlers increased
their speed and accuracy. Darcy’s team had only two wickets remaining now.


The next
man in was Mr Collins. However, he was unable to fasten his pads properly, so
Mr Bennet took his place. He walked to the wicket nervously. He spoke to Jonny
at some length, asking his advice and trying to agree the best way to reach the
Kent total.


“Now, I’m
seeing the ball pretty well at the moment, and I know you’re nervous” said
Jonny. “I’ll take most of the strike. We only need another thirty runs, so I’ll
try and get most of the runs. You just try to defend your wicket and don’t get
out.”


“I’ll do
my best, Mr Hammond.”


“Don’t
worry, Mr Bennet” said Jonny with a grin, “you’ll be fine. Keep your bat and
pad close together, keep your eye on the ball, keep it simple, and remember;
it’s only a game.”


Mr Bennet
nervously prepared to face his first ball. He tried to focus and not back away
from the ball. It was a good ball too, fast and hostile. Mr Bennet got behind
it and played it straight with a copybook defensive stroke. He was relieved and
rather pleased with himself. He was actually looking forward to the next ball.


“That’s
tea,” said Uncle Gardiner, and he lifted the bails from the stumps.


“Tea?”
protested Mr Bennet. “But I’ve only just come in.”


“Sorry, Mr
Bennet, but I’m just following the regulations. Anyway, I could do with some
tea and a slice of cake.”


They left
the field and returned to the pavilion. Again, tables were brought out and
laden with refreshments for the spectators. Again, the teams sat opposite each
other at the long table in the dining room. Hot tea and various cakes were
served.


“Well,
Darcy,” said the Kent captain, “thirty runs needed, two wickets left to get
‘em.”


“Could go
either way couldn’t it?” said Darcy. “It’s been a good game hasn’t it?”


“Yes. Good
umpiring too. You don’t always get that. They haven’t shown any bias towards
you.”


“Lizzy’s
uncle is a good man. A man of integrity.”


“We’ve no
complaints.”


“And I
assume you were behind that little joke with the bat?”


“Me and
Jonny cooked it up together yesterday. We had one of your carpenters make an
extra wide bat.”


“Well it
was very clever.”


“He could
have used it too. There is nothing in The laws about the width of one’s bat.”


“That’s
what Lizzy’s uncle said. Now, how long before we go back out.”


The
captain looked at the clock.


“A few
minutes still.”


“Good. I
have just about enough time to make an announcement.”


Darcy
stood up and raised both hands.


“Ladies
and gentlemen, could I please have your attention?”


The hubbub
subsided as all eyes turned on him.


“Thank
you. I wish to inform you that there will be a small and intimate ball this
evening. It will commence at nine thirty. Sadly, our friends from Kent will be
leaving us soon after the match is finished. I would like to thank them for
their generosity in giving up valuable time and travelling such a distance to
play the match today.”


A
ripple of applause and cries of “here, here.”


“The game
is intriguingly poised. We still need another thirty runs to win on a bumping
pitch. However, we still have Mr Hammond at the wicket…


A
muffled sigh from Mary which nobody heard except her mother.


…together
with Mr Bennet and of course, the redoubtable Mr Collins still to come.”


Muffled
laughter from the Kent players.


“So,
before we finish our refreshments and complete the game, please join me,” he
continued, “in expressing our gratitude to the Kent team, ladies and
gentlemen.”


There was
loud and sustained applause. Each of the players from Kent stood and gave a
little bow.


“Thank
you, ladies and gentlemen,” said the Kent captain graciously, “for making us
feel so welcome here this weekend. We are just jobbing cricketers, but the
reception we have received here at Pemberley has been so warm that we are humbled.
Now, Mr Darcy has kindly requested that you return to the field, for the game
will commence in five minutes. Thereupon we will endeavour to capture the final
two wickets, including the redoubtable Mr Collins…


A
ripple of laughter


…and
thereby win the game.”


Mrs Bennet
was the last to finish eating. She and her daughters, together with Georgiana
and Charlotte, left the pavilion to resume their places near the picket fence.


A couple
of minutes later the Kent fielders came out followed by the umpires. A minute
after that Jonny Hammond and Mr Bennet emerged to generous applause from all
the spectators. They talked earnestly on the way to the wicket.


“Now, the
pitch is starting to bump, Mr Bennet, so batting will be more difficult.
However, just try and get in behind the ball and defend your wicket.”


“Easy for
you to say, young man. My eyes are a lot older than yours. And so is the rest
of me.”


Jonny put
an arm around Mr Bennet’s shoulder.


“Don’t
worry, sir. Keep it simple and you’ll be fine. And remember, it’s just a game.”


Each went
to his respective end. Jonny was facing the next over. He took guard and
surveyed the fielders. The pitch had become more difficult now; some balls were
bouncing after pitching and some were keeping low. However, Jonny was batting
well and kept them out. He scored whenever he could, and the total crept up. He
tried to farm the strike so that Mr Bennet would face as few balls as possible.
When Mr Bennet did face a delivery, he defended stoutly.


Beyond the
picket fence, the spectators watched nervously. Mrs Bennet steadily chewed
through the handle of her parasol.


After half
an hour together, twenty runs were needed to win. After another twenty minutes
only eleven were needed. All Hammond and Bennet needed to do was to stay in and
bat in this vein for another half an hour at most, and the game would be won; a
splendid achievement for a team composed mainly of amateurs.


Jonny
struck a four past gully and then a couple to deep mid wicket to end the over.
Mr Bennet faced the next over. He defended the first two balls and scrambled a
single off the third. Four more runs required for a famous win. The third
delivery yielded a two as Jonny eased the ball past fine leg and urged Mr
Bennet to press hard for the second run. That meant only two runs were required
to win a famous victory.


The Kent
fast bowler came in to deliver the last ball of the over. He put all his skill
into it. In the main, Jonny would have been more than equal to it, but by sheer
fluke it struck a divot or a molehill and shot along the ground and hit his
pad. The bowler turned and appealed to Uncle Gardiner. Jonny looked up and
pleaded with his eyes for his decision to be ‘not out’. Gardiner knew of
course, that if he gave Mr Hammond out, then Darcy’s might well lose. But over
and above such considerations, Uncle Gardiner was a man of integrity. Slowly,
almost inevitably, he raised his index finger to give Jonny out. Jonny lowered
his head and returned, with heavy reluctance, to the pavilion.


Mr
Collins, the last batsman, walked out with a swagger and confidence that was
comical. He consulted Mr Bennet in the middle of the pitch.


“Now, Mr
Bennet,” he said, “show him the full face of the bat. Remember, the race
doesn’t always go to the quickest. Or even the fastest The game will be won by
the grace of God and whichever of us desires it the more. And do not forget
that…”


Mr Bennet
cut him short.


“Mr
Collins, I’ll try and hit the ball. Just be ready to run.”


The
batsmen resumed their positions at the crease.


Mr Bennet
faced the bowling. He looked around the field to see where the fielders had
positioned themselves, looking for gaps. The first ball was a half volley
outside off stump. He drove at the ball and sent it scudding over the grass. He
called Mr Collins through for a run.


“Two, Mr
Collins, there are two runs there.”


He ran the
first and turned for the second. He made his ground and looked up. To his
horror he found himself looking into the face of Mr Collins. Mr Collins hadn’t
moved after the first run.


“Run, Mr
Collins,” he cried.


Mr Collins
began to run the second run. It appeared he would have no hope of reaching the
other end before the fielder returned the ball and ran him out. However, the
fielder fumbled the ball and his throw was above the head of the wicket keeper.


“Dive, Mr
Collins, dive for the crease.”


Mr Collins
made a spectacular swallow dive, his bat extended in front of his body. He
misjudged the dive though and landed well short of the crease. He wriggled his
way forward like a worm and pushed his bat over the line just before the wicket
keeper removed the bails.


The game
was won. Mr Bennet rushed down and lifted Collins onto his feet.


“We won,
Mr Collins, we won.”


“Thank
you, Mr Bennet. But you never really doubted me, did you?”


In his
joy, Mr Bennet said nothing but just laughed at Mr Collins.


Spectators
rushed onto the pitch. They hoisted Mr Bennet and Mr Collins onto their
shoulders like sacks of grain.


Mr Bennet
enjoyed it enormously. Mr Collins didn’t.


“Be
careful, good people, please be careful. Pray don’t drop me,” said the
Reverend.


They were
deposited safely on the ground in front of the pavilion. As they went inside,
Mr Collins raised both arms to acknowledge the cries and applause, as if he
were the star performer who had led his team to the famous victory. The truth
was, that his sole contribution in the innings was to run two lengths of the
pitch and to finish flat on his face when he mistimed his dive.


Still, the
game had been won. Everybody seemed happy. Darcy’s team were happy and shook
hands and warmly congratulate each other. As the losing side, Kent were very
generous in their congratulations. The spectators began to return to their
homes, having witnessed an excellent game and enjoyed Mr Darcy’s generosity.
Mrs Bennet was happy but not quite sure why, perhaps because food would be
served before the dancing. Lizzy was happy, proud of her husband and pleased
that everything had gone well. Lydia was happy because she would be returning
home to her husband soon. Mary and Jonny Hammond were happy as they talked
amiably in the dining room of the pavilion.


Only Kitty
was not happy as she watched the players from Kent pack up their things and
prepare to return to the so-called Garden of England. She and the fast bowler
gave each other a secret look, filled with the sadness at the workings of the
fates.


Mr Darcy
called for attention.


“Ladies
and gentlemen, thank you all once again. Now, for those who are staying, I have
asked my servants to provide ample hot water in order that you may bathe and
get changed before the ball.


“Thank
heavens,” said Mr Collins, for his white trousers were heavily stained with
grass following his comical, spectacular dive.


“And there
will be victuals and drink before the ball commences in four hours.”


“Thank
heavens,” thought Mrs Bennet to herself.


Within
half an hour the spectators had left, the team from Kent had commenced their
journey south (together with their three hogsheads) and the remaining guests
were preparing for the ball.











Chapter 10


 


 


As Mrs
Bennet changed into a fine, if over embroidered, ball gown she spoke with her
husband.


“So, did
you enjoy the game, my dear?” he said.


“I thought
it was most entertaining. Especially Mr Collins.”


“I know. I
don’t know who suggested he put beefsteak in his wicket keeping gauntlets, but
it was most amusing.”


“I have a
feeling it was Mr Hammond. The younger Mr Hammond I mean. Tell me, Mr Bennet,
do you like him?”


Mr Bennet
thought for a moment.


“He’s
amiable enough. However, I have heard stories about his exploits in London.”


“Exploits
in London, Mr Bennet? Pray, tell me what you have heard.”


“Such
things are not for the ears of a lady, my dear.”


“I see.
Then you are aware that he has become rather close to one of your daughters?”


“To
Kitty?”


“Heavens
no. I mean to Mary. Have you no eyes to see, Mr Bennet? I declare, if you were
in sole charge of our daughters’ fortunes then they would all be unmarried
still.”


“So, Mary
has been talking with Mr Hammond? Hmm, that is a concern given his reputation.”


“And the
fact that he doesn’t have a decent income, unlike your sons in law. Except
Wickham of course, but he must have other talents I suppose, though I’m deuced
if I know what they are. In any event Lydia seems to be missing him. And I take
it you didn’t notice how Kitty and the young player from Kent looked at each
other at lunch and tea?”


“Is there
anything you don’t know about matters of the heart concerning our daughter?”


“Very
little, Mr Bennet, very little.”


As Mr
Bennet dressed he was consumed by troubling thoughts. Not about Kitty and the
fast bowler, but about Mary. If the rumours were true about Mr Hammond then
disaster beckoned. Mary’s feelings might well be true, but Mr Hammond might
only be seeking a caprice. A caprice which might ruin Mary forever. He would
speak to Hammond’s brother tonight, and Mr Darcy too for he and Hammond used to
be friends.


William
Hammond was also concerned as he talked to his wife.


“It’s been
a fine celebration, my love.”


“But…?”
she said turning to him with a smile.


“You know
me so well, Tess. I’m concerned about Jonny.”


“You’re
always concerned about Jonny, my love.”


“That’s
because he gives me a great deal to be concerned about. I’m worried what will
happen when he returns to London. He has gambling debts. Many gambling debts,
large as well as long past due. And I understand that some of his…er…creditors
can be rather forceful if such debts linger too long.”


“Forceful?
Come, William, say what you mean.”


“Listen to
me, Tess, I was talking to the landlord of a tavern in Holborn. He said that he
knew of a man who owed debts to a gambling syndicate. He tried to leave London
to escape.”


“And what
happened to him?”


“He was
fished out of the river a couple of weeks later, pale and bloated.”


“I’m sure that
won’t happen to your brother.”


“I hope
you’re right. And another thing, he tells me he’s getting close to Miss
Bennet.”


“Mary?
Yes, I noticed.”


“But she’s
Darcy’s sister in law. If anything untoward happens, it could ruin our
friendship forever.”


“Perhaps
you should speak to your brother. On both matters.”


“I will,
Tess. Tonight.”


 


The dinner
that evening was not a lavish affair, much to Darcy’s relief and Mrs Bennet’s
disappointment. It was like a social appetiser for the ball which was to take place
afterwards.


There was
much chatter around the large oak table, in particular from Mr Collins, who
regaled anybody who would listen, and anybody who would rather not, of his
exploits on the cricket field. For the umpteenth time he related how he had won
the match for ‘his’ team.


“Oh, yes,
when I walked out to bat the result was never really in doubt was it?”


“And how
do your hands feel, Collins?” said Jonny Hammond.


“They are
perfectly fine, thank you. Why do you ask?”


“I just
wondered if the beefsteak in the gauntlets helped to keep them soft.”


An amused
smile played around Mrs Collins lips and she found it difficult to look at Mr
Hammond.


“Yes,
yes,” said Mr Collins in an attempt to cover his earlier embarrassment, “I
think my hands do feel a little softer.”


He had a
suspicion though that Mr Hammond had played a cruel jest.


Jonny
turned to his brother.


“Well,
Will, it was a good match. And finished all too soon. It will soon be time to
leave Pemberley.”


“And
return to London?”


“Perhaps,”
he said breezily, “or perhaps there is another opportunity which may be worth
pursuing.”


William
drew up his chair closer.


“What do
you mean? Are you talking about Miss Bennet?”


Mr Collins
heard scraps of the conversation. He heard the name ‘Miss Bennet’ and moved his
head closer.


William
and his brother talked in earnest for a while. Then Jonny stopped and turned to
Mr Collind.


“Mr
Collins, why don’t you move your chair a little closer. That way you will be
able to hear our conversation perfectly.”


Mr Collins
feigned innocence and turned to his wife to tell her once again how the match
had been won thanks to his sterling efforts with the bat.


“Jonny,
don’t. I beg you,” went on William when he was certain Mr Collins could not
hear them. “Miss Bennet is an innocent young woman. She’s Darcy’s sister in
law. I know you’ve charmed women and then flung them away without a second
thought, but don’t do it to Miss Bennet. She deserves better.”


Jonny’s
easy manner darkened. He looked at his brother gravely.


“Fling her
away? Is that what you thought? William, my feelings towards her are as pure as
she is. I love her, I believe. I don’t want her to be my mistress. I want her
to be my wife?”


“Your
wife? Jonny, are you serious?”


“Perfectly
so. But please do not say anything for now. I want to be sure the lady feels
the same.”


William
put his hand on his brother’s arm and gave him a fond smile.


“Rely on
me.”


Further
down the table, Kitty pushed her food around her plate.


“Have you
no appetite, child?” said Mrs Bennet across the table.


“No, mama,
I am not hungry this evening.”


“But why?
How can one lose one’s appetite with such delicious food on offer?”


“It’s
nothing, mama, really.”


“Very
well,” said her mother and continued to eat with vigour.


“Unless
one has met a man at a cricket match and feelings have thereby been aroused.” She
murmured the words to herself, sure that nobody would hear.


But
somebody did hear. Mr Collins heard her and immediately began to make
connections and draw conclusions. Which man was she talking about, he asked
himself. He concluded that it could only be the younger Mr Hammond. After all,
he had uttered the name ‘Miss Bennet’ only minutes before.


“Well, Mr
Hammond,” he said to himself, “you intend to pursue Miss Catherine and then no
doubt discard her. You may think you bested me with your foolish jest with
beefsteaks. However, you will learn quickly that Mr William Collins is not a
man to be trifled with lightly. If at all.”


He looked
even more pleased with himself than usual as he continued his meal.


After
another half an hour Darcy stood up.


“Now that
most of you have finished eating…”


Here, he
glanced without turning his head, towards Mrs Bennet who was still eating
pastries with gusto and evident enjoyment.


“…there
will be further entertainment in the ballroom. There will be a ball. Lizzy and
I discussed the matter and realised that it has been a busy and tiring day.
Therefore, it won’t be any grand affair like an assembly ball, but a short,
more informal affair. Almost a few country dances really. I have hired a string
quartet who will play some minuets by Mr Mozart and Mr Haydn and any other
dance in which you may wish to participate.”


“Splendid,”
said Mr Bingley with a smile at his wife.


“It will
be something of a contra dance, so one can attend without a partner. Nobody is
under any compulsion to join us. If you prefer, you may instead enjoy the
facilities at Pemberley. There is a card room, a library, a billiard room and a
study with a well stocked cupboard of excellent wines and brandies.”


“Unlocked?”
said Jonny.


“Unlocked,”
confirmed Darcy.


“Splendid.”


“Or, if
you prefer,” continued Darcy, “you may remain here and continue eating.”


“Splendid,”
thought Mrs Bennet. She would have said it aloud, but at that moment her mouth
was filled with crumbly pastry. 


The room
dispersed and people went their several ways. Uncle Gardiner and his wife went
to the card room with Lydia


Mr Bennet
managed to persuade his wife to leave the food for now and dance a few minuets
with him. Kitty and Mary went with them. Darcy and Lizzy also went to the
ballroom along with Charles and Jane Bingley, William and Tess and also Mr and
Mrs Collins.


“I enjoy a
stately minuet, Mrs Collins,” said the good reverend. “However, I am feeling a
little daring this evening and I may request…a gavotte.”


“Goodness,”
said his wife.


Then he
regaled her once more with his exploits on the cricket field earlier.


Jonny
Hammond left the dining room alone. Wither he went, nobody knew but all
suspected he had retired to the study with its stock of good wines and
brandies.


 


In the
ballroom the rather sparse group of dancers danced. The string quartet were
competent enough, in particular the viola player. They launched into a quite
difficult minuet by Mr Mozart and the dancers whirled around with enthusiasm
and, in some cases, skill.


After a
few dances, Mrs Bennet sat in a chair and fanned herself vigorously. She told
Mr Bennet that she would dance no more tonight. He took his opportunity and
said he would join Uncle Gardiner and Lydia in the card room. Kitty and Mary
were weary and excused themselves. They announced that they wished to retire to
bed and left the ballroom together.


Kitty
dreamed that night, dreamed of a handsome young fast bowler from Kent. Mary on
the other hand lay awake for some time, thinking about the younger Mr Hammond.


The
dancing continued, albeit more sparsely.


After a
while there was a short break. The remaining dancers, and Mrs Bennet still
fanning herself, took refreshments and talked.


“Why,
where are Kitty and Mary?” said Mrs Bennet.


“They were
tired, mother,” said Jane, “and retired to bed.”


“Have you
heard, my dear,” said Mr Collins to his wife in a deafening whisper, “that Miss
Bennet has shown interest in Mr Hammond.”


Lizzy stopped
dancing and turned to him aghast.


“Miss
Bennet?” she said. “Which Miss Bennet?”


“To the
best of my knowledge, it is your sister Catherine.”


“Kitty?”
said Lizzy. “Are you sure, Mr Collins?”


Darcy
leaned over to Mr Collins. His manner, while not menacing, made Mr Collins
shrink back into his chair.


“Are you
sure about this, Collins?” he said firmly. “You mean the younger Mr Hammond?
Jonny?”


“Well, I
heard them talking at dinner this evening.”


If Mr
Collins had been honestly mistaken thus far, he then embellished his account
and stated things which were pure speculation.


“I hear
the fellow has a reputation. It would not surprise me if he and the lady ran
away together. Without even visiting Gretna Green first. In fact, he went off
on his own after dinner. And Miss Bennet retired to her bed chamber. I would
not be surprised if she is packing a bag as we speak. And he may have gone
direct to the stables to secure a horse and small carriage. Why, they could be
planning to make their escape together this very evening.”


Lizzy
slumped.


“You see,”
she said to her husband, “there is something more to your friend Mr Hammond
than meets the eye.”


Lizzy left
the room and walked quickly down the corridors of Pemberley. What or whom she
sought or what she intended to do, she had no idea. But now, in this moment of
crisis, it was necessary for her to take some kind of action.


Darcy gave
Collins a black look.


“Excuse
me,” he said curtly and hurried after Lizzy.


He caught
up with her near the library.


“Lizzy,
where are you going? What are you doing?”


“I don’t
know. All I know is that my first suspicions about your friend were correct.”


“Lizzy,
darling, calm down,” said Darcy quietly.


“But you
heard the man. He intends to run off with Kitty. Perhaps Mary rejected him.
Perhaps he’s fickle and chose Kitty over Mary. Perhaps…perhaps he’s even…”


Lizzy put
her hands to her face and began to sob. Darcy stood before her and took her
arms in his strong, firm hands so she had no choice but to stand and look up at
his face. His look was firm and unwavering but also understanding and
sympathetic.


“Collins
may be entirely wrong about this. He may have overheard something and made false
conclusions. We shall talk to Jonny and your sister if necessary and try to
ascertain the truth. In any event, even if there is truth in Collins’ remarks,
I will do all in my power to ensure that your sister’s reputation remains
spotless.”


“What are
you going to do?”


“I’m going
to find young Mr Hammond and extract the truth. To begin with.”


“What
should I do?”


“Nothing.
For now. If necessary, we will talk with Mr Collins together.”


He went
through the corridors of Pemberley in search of Mr Hammond. As he strode
quickly past old paintings and marble busts, his imagination ran wild. All he
could think of was Jonny and Kitty. He had disappeared after the meal. She had
left the ballroom in something of a hurry. Perhaps he had gone to ready a horse
and carriage while she packed a few meagre things in a bag. Perhaps they would
meet at some prearranged place, The Tower maybe? Perhaps they would ride in
silence, slowly across the lush fields, exit through the great gates and make
their way through the surrounding villages until they came to the road south.
Perhaps they would stay at a tavern near Chesterfield and pose as man and wife.
Perhaps Hammond would make elaborate lies and flatteries to Kitty. Perhaps he
would offer her wine and tell her that he loved her and then…


 Darcy
went direct to the study. It was empty and, to his surprise, the cupboard
containing the wines and brandies had not been opened. Not a single bottle had
been touched as far as he could tell.


He continued
his search. He found William, Tess and Mr Bennet playing cards in the card room
while Lydia watched with interest.


“Ah,
Fitzwilliam,” said Mr Hammond. “Did you wish to join us? It may change my luck.”



“No,” said
Darcy hurriedly.


“Pity.
Your father in law is an excellent player. And my wife is pretty good too.
Between them they will have bankrupted me by the time the evening is over.”


“William, have
you seen your brother?”


“Jonny? I
think he said he was going to play billiards.”


“Thank
you.”


“It was
strange,” William continued, “he talked about our wife’s sister Mary in the
most glowing of terms. Did he not, Mr Bennet?”


But Darcy didn’t
hear him for he had already left for the billiards room. He found Jonny there, playing
on his own, knocking the red ball languidly into the middle pocket.


“Here you
are,” said Darcy.


“Here I
am, old man. Why, were you looking for me?”


“Yes. On a
matter of the utmost importance.”


“Really?
That sounds serious. Would you care to play a couple of games first? You’ll
probably beat me. You see I’m not in very good form at the moment. My mind
seems to be elsewhere.”


“No,
Jonny, I don’t wish to play billiards.”


“Very
well. Do you mind if I practise? Heaven knows I need it.”


Jonny
placed the red ball on the table next to the white ball and played a few simple
cannons with the cue ball. Darcy stood helpless for a few moments.


“So,
what’s this all about?” said Jonny, not lifting his eyes from the table.


“It’s
about Miss Bennet. I have heard certain rumours. I don’t wish to believe them,
but I need to hear it from your own lips.”


Jonny
played an excellent double into the corner.


“That’s a
pretty good shot, don’t you think?” he said breezily, still with his head down.
“Rumours? What kind of rumours.”


“About you
and Miss Bennet.”


Jonny
stopped in the middle of his shot. He put his cue on the table and looked up at
Darcy.


“All true
I’m afraid,” he said.


“It’s true
then? What Mr Collins told us is true.”


“Collins?
How would he know anything? What did he say?”


“That
there were feelings between you and Miss Bennet.”


Jonny gave
a deep sigh.


“Yes, it’s
true.”


Darcy
clenched his fists. With difficulty he managed to keep them lowered.


“Oh,
Jonny, I’ve always liked you. It’s difficult not to. And besides, you’re
William’s brother. But this is beyond the pale. How could you do it?”


“I’m
human, old man. It happens to the best of us. You of all people should know
that.”


“What do
you mean by that?” said Darcy, suddenly aroused.


“I mean
you and Elizabeth. I think she’s quite charming, but from what I’ve heard you
and she were hardly on friendly terms for your first few meetings. But you
ended up marrying the lady and you’re clearly very happy together.”


“What has
this to do with you and Miss Bennet?”


“I simply
mean that people can fall in love at any time and at any place, even when they
neither see nor expect it.”


Darcy was
angry now. Not only because his friend seemed so indifferent to such a serious
matter, but also because he had brought up his early difficult days with Lizzy.
He became defensive.


“That has
nothing to do with myself and my wife. And anyway, what do you know of love?”


“Enough I
think.”


“But it’s
not love, Jonny. If you run away with her, you’ll discard her and then she’ll
be ruined.”


“Run
away?” said Jonny, finally looking Darcy in the face.


“Yes. She
left the ball earlier. It is likely that she is packing her bag in readiness. While
you play billiards and wait for her so you can meet in secret.”


“You think
I intend to run away with her?”


“Well,
don’t you? Catherine is probably the most naïve and innocent of my wife’s
sisters.”


“Catherine?
You mean Kitty?” said Jonny. “What on earth has she got to do with this?”


“Well,
it’s her you’re running away with. That’s what you just said isn’t it?”


“No. It’s
Mary I’ve fallen in love with. And I don’t intend to run away with her. I intend
to marry the lady. I spoke to her father a while ago. He was playing cards with
my brother.”


“Mary? Did
you say, fallen in love?”


“Yes. I
wanted to say something when you found me at The Tower. But I still wasn’t sure
then. But over the next day, during the match, that’s when I knew for certain.”


Jonny
began to laugh.


“You
thought I intended to run away with Catherine? Oh, Fitzwilliam.”


“But, Mr
Collins said…”


“Collins
wants to make mischief. He thinks I was trying to embarrass him when I told him
to put beefsteak in his gauntlets during the match. But that’s what all the
wicket keepers used to do. (5) I think it was some South African fellow
who started it. And then I think it fell out of favour.”


“Collins,”
said Darcy to himself. “Collins, the damned fool.”


He took
Jonny by the wrist.


“Come on,”
he said.


“Where are
we going?”


“To find
Mr Collins.”


“But I
haven’t finished my game,” protested Mr Hammond.


“Never mind
that now.”











Chapter 11


 


 


Darcy and
Jonny went quickly to find Lizzy, and after explanations were made, thence to the
ballroom to find Mr Collins.


The
dancing had ended. The string quartet waited patiently but no further dances
were requested. Mr and Mrs Collins, Charles and Jane and Mrs Bennet stood in a
little circle and talked. Or rather listened again to Mr Collins.


“It was
never in doubt, really was it? As soon as I arrived at the crease, I knew I
would carry us over the line. And did you see my catch earlier? Still,
when one has played cricket at the highest level with a team of professional
players from Kent…”


“You still
smell of meat a little, Mr Collins,” said Mrs Bennet with a wrinkle of her
nose.


“And
apparently, the Kent captain has never heard of you,” said Charles.


Mr Collins
was flustered. He did not know what to say.


“Ah, the
others have returned,” he said in desperation as he saw Lizzy and Darcy enter
the ballroom.


The three
of them, Darcy, Jonny and Lizzy, approached him.


“Mr Collins,”
said Darcy, “Could we have a little word in private?”


“…er…yes…”
he faltered.


Darcy led
him to a small room, sparsely furnished.


“Please
sit down, sir,” said Darcy, putting curt emphasis on the last word.


Collins
sat at a rude desk, the chair plain and wooden, while the others stood over
him.


“I
understand you have been spreading certain rumours concerning Mr Hammond and
Miss Bennet.”


“I was
only repeating what I heard,” said the wretched clergyman.


“Stating
what you chose to hear, you mean,” said Jonny.


“I heard
things from your own lips concerning the lady. And things concerning you from
hers.”


“Together
or severally?” said Darcy shortly.


Collins
bowed his head.


“Well,
severally, I suppose.”


“Then you
could have been mistaken?” said Lizzy.


“Possibly.”


“Mr
Collins,” went on Lizzy, “you were mistaken.” 


“Yes,”
said Jonny. “I was not talking of Miss Catherine Bennet but of Miss Mary
Bennet. I admire the lady greatly and have, even now, spoken to her father. Who
Miss Catherine was discussing, I have no idea.”


Mr Collins
gave a nervous little laugh.


“Oh. I
see. Well it was an honest mistake.”


“Yes,”
said Lizzy. “An honest mistake. Anybody could make such a mistake. After all,
Mr Collins may look like a fool and talk like a fool. But don’t let that deceive
you. He really is a fool.”


“You see,”
said Mr Hammond, “I doubt if it were an honest mistake. I believe you were
seeking an opportunity to make mischief. I believe the opportunity presented
itself at dinner. I believe you made no attempt to seek further corroborative
information. I believe you spread a rumour purely on what could cause most
injury to myself without even considering the impact on Miss Bennet. In short,
I believe you were seeking revenge for the incident with the beefsteaks and the
gauntlets.”


“Well,
they did smell very bad.”


Darcy and
Jonny exchanged a glance and could not help themselves from grinning.


“But in
truth,” said Darcy, “wicketkeepers did put steak in their gloves. It helps to
soften the blows on the hands.”


Mr Collins
said nothing for some time but sat with his head down, staring at the desk in
front of him.


Mr Darcy
spoke.


“I think
it would be better if you left Pemberley first thing in the morning.”


“But I was
hoping to deliver a sermon in the chapel tomorrow.”


“There
will be no sermon.”


“But my
wife, she will be disappointed to leave here so early.”


“I regret
that too, Mr Collins,” said Lizzy. “Charlotte is a good friend of mine and I
was looking forward to some time with her tomorrow. However, you heard what my
husband said.”


Mr Collins
did not reply but gave a faint nod of his head.


“Perhaps
you should begin to pack your trunk before you retire,” said Darcy. “Good
evening, sir.”


Collins
got up from his chair. He opened his mouth as if to speak then thought better
of it. He left the room in a state of unutterable misery.


“Well,”
said Jonny, “that’s that little matter dealt with. Now, Darcy old man, how
about another drink? Or a game of billiards maybe?”


“No thank
you,” said Darcy. “it’s been a busy day with one thing and another. I really
ought to retire to bed.”


“No
stamina, eh? How about you, Mrs Darcy? I’d wager you play a decent game of
billiards?”


“I’m not
bad,” said Lizzy with a smile, “or at least that’s what my husband tells me.”


“At least,
I did the last time she beat me,” said Darcy with a look of admiration at his
wife, and not only because of her skill at billiards…


“However,
Mr Hammond, I am weary, and I really must retire to bed too. But you’ve had a
long day yourself. Aren’t you tired?”


“No, not
at all,” said Jonny breezily. “I think I’ll have a couple of games on my own
and then perhaps a couple of glasses of your excellent brandy. After that, who
knows, I may take a moonlit tour of the Pemberley gardens or I may sit in the
library and read that book of yours on the laws of cricket. It sounds a
fascinating volume.”


Darcy and
Lizzy laughed good naturedly.


“Well,
goodnight,” said Darcy, “sleep well.”


“I always
do.”


Darcy and
Lizzy climbed the stairs and walked wearily to their bed chamber.


Jonny, a
spring in his step, returned to the billiards room.


In the bed
chamber of Mr and Mrs Collins, trunks were being packed quickly and quietly.


“William,”
protested his wife, “I really don’t understand why we have to leave so early
tomorrow. I was looking forward to spending some time with Lizzy. I haven’t
seen her in such a long time.”


“It can’t
be helped, my dear, it can’t be helped,” said Mr Collins without giving her any
clue of the reason for their early departure.


Mr and Mrs
Collins left very early in the morning, without ceremony and without breakfast.
They stole from their bedchamber just as the sun began to rise and, with an all
too brief farewell from Darcy and Lizzy, took a small carriage. The golden
summer was coming to an end and there was a faint chill in the air as their
coach left Pemberley.


Again, Mrs
Collins expressed her surprise at their early hour of departure.


“It’s for
the best, Mrs Collins. It’s Sunday after all, which means I’ll have longer to
prepare my sermon.”


A few
hours later the late summer dew had been burned away by the fierce sun. Darcy
looked out of the window of his bed chamber with some satisfaction. He now had
a purpose built cricket pitch near the great house and he was determined he
would use it on a regular basis.


“What do
you think of having a cricket match every year, Lizzy?” he said, turning to his
wife.


“Hmm,
what?” she said, still in the midst of slumber.


A cricket
match each year. We could invite teams from all over the country to play.”


Lizzy
rubbed her eyes and looked drowsily at her husband in his silk robe.


“Not a bad
idea, I suppose. Assuming we could get enough players to take part.”


“Leave
that to me. Next time we won’t need to borrow players from our opponent.”


“What time
is it?”


“Just
after seven.”


She
groaned.


“That
means mother will want her breakfast soon.”


At
breakfast, there was much discussion about leaving Pemberley. Some people were
disappointed to be returning home, some were relieved. One or two were
surprised that Mr and Mrs Collins had not appeared for breakfast.


“Why,
Lizzy,” said Mrs Bennet, “where are Mr Collins and his wife?” 


“I’m
afraid they had to leave early this morning,” said Darcy.


 “I see,”
said Mrs Bennet. “Does this mean what I think it means?”


Darcy,
Lizzy and Jonny looked at each other nervously. They were the only ones who
knew the real reason for the Collins’ early departure after what had happened
last night. They had no intention of discussing the matter with anybody else.
They wondered if Mrs Bennet was privy to the details of yesterday’s events.
Perhaps she had overheard or perhaps Mr Collins had said something to her. Or
perhaps she just had an almost magical way of knowing almost everything about
almost everybody.


“And what
do you think it means, mother?” said Lizzy tentatively.


“It means
that he will miss his breakfast. It would be a pity to let it go to waste.
After all, it may be some time before luncheon is served.”


Darcy
grinned at his wife.


“Of
course, Mrs Bennet. I will arrange for his breakfast to be brought out.”


“And what
of Mrs Collins’ breakfast?” said Lydia.


“Oh,
Lydia,” said Mrs Bennet without a hint of irony, “how can you be such a
glutton.”


“Because,
mother, I intend to leave Pemberley before luncheon. I want to get home as
quickly as possible. For I miss my George.”


Darcy
wondered if George Wickham were so bad after all. If his wife missed him so
much, could he really be a man without merit, a man never to be trusted, a man
to be excluded forever? A brief glance at his dear sister Georgiana assured him
that he could.


After her
second breakfast, Lydia went to her bed chamber and packed a trunk. She spoke
to Darcy and Lizzy who arranged for a coach to take her and her maid to her
home directly. Lydia said farewell to her mother and father and her sisters and
set off for home. It was a long and arduous journey, but she didn’t care. When
she arrived home, she flung herself into Wickham’s arms and told him how much
she had missed him. And for all his customary show of carelessness and
indifference, it was clear that he had missed her too.


“I am glad
you’re back, Lydia, my pet. For I have missed you more than I realised. I
thought it possible that you would not return. For, I know I am a casual sort
of fellow. I know that Darcy detests me and perhaps I am a disappointing son in
law to your mother and father. But I do love you, Lydia.”


“Not
return? Why, George Wickham, have you been moping while I have been away? Have
you been indulging in self pity?”


“Perhaps a
little.”


“Oh,
George. It doesn’t matter what they all think. You’re my husband. I made vows
to you, George, and I intend to keep them. Because, my feckless, careless
darling, I love you too.”


Mr and Mrs
Bennet left after luncheon.


Mary and
Jonny had a few brief moments of farewell. He promised that he would visit
soon, if Mr and Mrs Bennet would have him.


As their
coach drove off, he waved at Mary with his handkerchief and she waved fondly
back. He spent the rest of the afternoon talking to Darcy and William, seeking
their advice, trying to determine how he could alter his life, become a better
man and be worthy of Miss Bennet’s hand.


“I think
the first thing would be to leave London,” said William.


“Agreed,”
said Darcy. “For, I know it is an exciting and vibrant place, but I believe it
has made you jaded. If your whole existence is based on chasing the next drink,
the next game of whist, the next woman, then it doesn’t take long before you
have worn yourself out. Spiritually I mean. I’ve seen it happen. A man sets off
and thinks he’s enjoying everything that life has to offer. But it becomes
clear very quickly that he is running faster and faster, just to stay in the
same place.”


“You’re
right, Darcy,” said Jonny. “I know you are, of course. But it won’t be easy.”


“Of
course. Nothing worth having, truly worth having, ever is. But wouldn’t you
give it up if it meant you could win the heart of a certain lady?”


“In an
instant.”


“And
despite your assurances, Lizzy is still unsure of you. If she suspected you
were to continue your life as a rake, then she would speak to her father and do
anything in her power to prevent this match. For her sister’s sake.”


“But my
debts? Some of them are gambling debts, and you know what sort of fellows they
are?”


“I have
discussed it with Mr Darcy,” said William, “and we may have a solution. Stay
here in Derbyshire with myself and Tess. You can work in my business to start
with and I will deduct a portion of your wages each week.”


“William
and I will seek out your creditors in London and make them an offer. They would
be foolish to refuse. Believe me, we would find a way to persuade them.”


“In a
couple of years,” went on William, “your debts will have been settled. And if
you work hard, there is no reason why you should not become partner. Imagine it,
Jonny. Hammond and Hammond, or Hammond Brothers.”


“Think how
proud mother and father would have been, Will,” said Jonny.


“Do that,
Jonny,” said Darcy, “and it will be concrete proof that you are worthy and
ready to ask for Miss Bennet’s hand.”


“Then I
accept.”


The three
of them stood and shook hands solemnly.


Jonny, William
and Tess said farewell to Darcy and Lizzy as they prepared to set out for the
short journey back to William’s cottage.


“Thank you
for your hospitality, Mrs Darcy,” said Jonny.


“It has
been a real pleasure. My husband has told me of your plans. I wish you all the
luck you deserve.”


“Thank
you. And thank you, Fitzwilliam.”


“No. Thank
you, Jonny.”


“For
what?”


“For
coming here and playing cricket. Why, if it hadn’t been for you, we would never
have won the match.”


“Really?”
said Jonny with mock surprise. “Have you forgotten Mr Collins’ contribution?”


“Heaven
forfend,” said Darcy with a laugh.


“And I
will do my best to prove myself worthy of Miss Bennet.”


“I know
you will. And it won’t be long, God willing, before we are brothers in law, of
sorts.”


“What a
horrible thought,” said Jonny with a warm laugh.


William
and Tess got into the coach.


Darcy and
Jonny shook hands warmly.


“Strange
isn’t it/” said Jonny. “I arrived at Pemberley with just an old rogue with an
old cricket bat. And I’m leaving as a different man. A man with hope in his
heart, and his soul restored.”


“You had
better go now,” said Darcy, “before your words make me bilious.”


Jonny
climbed into the coach and leant out of the window to make his final farewell.


“Remember
what we discussed won’t you?” said Lizzy.


“I will. I
will repay you for everything. Including that episode at Cambridge,
Fitzwilliam.”


Darcy
looked puzzled for a moment and then he remembered. He smiled at Jonny and gave
him a little nod. He put his arm around Lizzy’s waist and they both waved as
the coach pulled away. They walked slowly back to the house, hand in hand.


“So, what
happened at Cambridge, my love?” she said.


“Oh, it
was nothing really. I’ll tell you all about it sometime.”


“It’s
funny, you’ve never really told me about your time at Cambridge?”


“No? Well,
next time we have a pic-nic at The Tower, I’ll regale you with stories of a
young, awkward undergraduate. Truly, Lizzy, there is little to tell.”


Exhausted
yet exhilarated from the events of the weekend they sought a still, quiet place
to sit alone for a while. They went to the library and sat together at a large
oak table. Darcy ordered refreshments and they read in silence for a time.
Darcy finished his book and replaced it on the shelf. He perused the rows of
leather- bound books, looking for something else.


“Hullo,”
he said. “There’s a gap here.”


He tried
to think which volume had been removed. Then he remembered.


“I think
somebody has taken my Laws of Cricket.”


“Perhaps
it was Mr Hammond. After all you did say you’d let him borrow it sometime.”


“So I did,
so I did.”


“It’s been
a momentous few days hasn’t it? Not just for us, but for Mr Hammond too. And
Mary, perhaps.”


Darcy
nodded in agreement. Then he looked up and smiled at Lizzy.


“It occurs
to me, my love, that in all the excitement with the match and Jonny and Mary
and Mr Collins, that we haven’t yet wished each other happy anniversary
properly.”


“Why, I
believe you’re right.”


Darcy
moved his chair closer and took Lizzy’s hand in his. He kissed her, tenderly
yet passionately.


“Happy
anniversary, Mrs Darcy,” he whispered.


“Happy
anniversary, Mr Darcy.”


 


At
Longbourn, Mr and Mrs Bennet relaxed after their long journey from Pemberley.
Their usual means of relaxation was for Mrs Bennet to talk and for Mr Bennet to
listen, or at the very least to feign to listen, and this was no exception.


“Well,
well, Mr Bennet. It is quite possible that we will be announcing an engagement in
a few weeks’ time. Maybe sooner.”


“I think
not, Mrs Bennet.”


“Why? What
has happened? Has Mr Hammond cooled towards Mary? Has she cooled towards him? Has
some skeleton in his wardrobe emerged?”


Mr Bennet
chuckled.


“No, no,
it’s nothing like that. But I had a good talk with Mr Hammond, and his brother
too. They both understand my misgivings due to his reputation. Therefore, he
has assured me that he will find a way to show that he can reform his
character. He asked me to give him time to prove himself worthy, that’s the
right phrase isn’t it? One ‘proves oneself worthy’, doesn’t one?”


“Oh, Mr
Bennet, do stop prattling and come to the point.”


“My point
is simply that there will be no announcement for a year at least, perhaps two.
I have spoken to Mary and she is happy to wait.”


“Well, I
don’t think I am. A lot may happen in two years. He may meet somebody else.”


“It’s
their choice, my dear. And I think it’s a sensible one.”


“You do?
We’ll see. I suppose I’ll need to show my customary patience and forbearance.
Did you raise an eyebrow, Mr Bennet?”


“I don’t
think so, Mrs Bennet.”


 


A few
weeks later Mrs Bennet was talking about Mr Hammond and Mary.


“How long
has it been, Mr Bennet?”


He put
down his newspaper and looked at her over his spectacles.


“How long
has what been?”


“Since Mr Hammond
began to reform himself.”


Mr Bennet
experienced a strange mixture of bemusement, amusement and slight irritation.


“It’s only
been a few weeks, Mrs Bennet. I did say it could take a year. Maybe two.
However, I have been in correspondence recently with Darcy who says Mr Hammond
is working for his brother and making good progress.”


“I
certainly hope so. I don’t want to wait too long before we have four of our
daughters married.”


Mr Bennet
smiled. It may be sooner than that, he thought to himself. For once, he was
privy to information which was as yet undisclosed to his wife.


He had
been in Kitty’s room where she was in the midst of writing another letter to a
certain Mr Ward, the fast bowler from Kent.


Kitty read
to her father his last letter (or parts of it at least!), in which he wrote
that he would happily move from Kent if he could find a cricket team with which
to play.


And Mr
Bennet had spoken to a friend of his recently. He was the captain of the
Hertfordshire cricket club and told Mr Bennet that their fast bowler had
announced his retirement from the game. As a result, they were seeking a new
fast bowler to replace him…











Notes


 


1) 
Hambledon is a small village in Hampshire, about ten miles from Portsmouth. The
village is reputed as the ‘cradle of cricket’, the Hambledon Cricket Club
having been formed in 1750. It is one of the oldest cricket clubs known to have
existed. It was the most famous cricket club for most of the eighteenth
century, until the formation of the Marylebone Cricket Club (the world famous
MCC).


 


2) 
Round arm bowling has been attributed to Christiana Willes, sister of Kent
cricketer John Willes. When bowling to her brother, early in the nineteenth
century, her wide skirted dress made it difficult to bowl with an underarm
action. She raised her arm to waist level and was able to bowl unencumbered by
her dress.


This
method was found to be more effective and was widely adopted in cricket until
it was superseded by over arm bowling which continues today.


In the
modern era Latif Malinga, Sri Lankan pace bowler, bowls with a genuine round
arm action.


 


3)  An
over consists of six legal deliveries, bowled from one end by (usually) the
same bowler.


In
England, until 1888 the number of deliveries per over was four. From 1889 until
1899 this was increased to five. Thereafter, the number was increased to six
and remains at this number today.


In
Australia, the number was increased to eight, and was only reduced to six in
1979.


 


4)  In
1771, in a match against Hambledon, Chertsey batsman, Thomas White, used a bat
so wide that it covered the width of the stumps. As a result, it was almost
impossible to bowl him out. This led to protests and in the same year, the Laws
of Cricket were changed, and the maximum width of a cricket bat was fixed at
four and a quarter inches. This is still the maximum width today. In that
infamous match against Hambledon, Chertsey lost by a single run.


After
Dennis Lillee experimented with an aluminium bat in 1979, The Laws of Cricket
were changed, stating that the blade of a cricket bat must be made entirely of
wood.


 


5)  Ernest
“Barberton” Halliwell was a South African wicketkeeper, and reputed to be one
of the first to put raw steaks in his wicketkeeping gloves to absorb the blows
from fast bowlers.
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