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To Darcy and Elizabeth lovers everywhere, this story is for you. 

The wonderful world Jane Austen created will always inspire my soul. Thank you, Miss Austen, for penning those beautiful novels. 

Thanks to my husband, who has listened to my strange imaginings and always laughed at the right places over the years. He is the most wonderful man I’ve ever known.
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Adult Content: Not Canon. This story may contain triggers for sensitive individuals. 

In this story, Fitzwilliam Darcy is a twenty-six-year-old gentleman accustomed to control and command who views the world through a lens of entitlement. He sees Miss Elizabeth Bennet as his ideal match and removes any obstacle blocking his marriage plans. 

Elizabeth, a sheltered eighteen-year-old with limited social exposure, finds Darcy a perplexing enigma. His stern demeanor, rigid posture, and sparse conversation confuse her. Yet, despite his serious nature, she admires his striking features and intelligence, and she thinks about him more often than she should.

Will Richard’s playful flirtations with two ladies at the vicarage become a problem? Will Darcy’s jealousy ignite into fury? Can Darcy win Elizabeth’s heart?  Will Richard be a help or a hindrance?

This revised edition contains corrections, deletions, added scenes, and chapters - approximately 44,000 words.
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Darcy

Fitzwilliam Darcy’s suite at Rosings Park had never been fashionable. The massive, ostentatious furniture his aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, favored seemed oppressive tonight, fueling his simmering anger. Everything and everyone in the place enraged him. Quincy, his valet, had assisted him out of his formal attire, and Darcy had brusquely dismissed him after donning a dressing gown.

A single lamp flickered dimly as Darcy stormed around the room, his agitation evident in every step. He had locked and bolted all the doors, ensuring his privacy as he indulged his fury. Inner fury surged within him, each breath a struggle for composure. He must not destroy the furniture. He must master the overwhelming desire to hurl a table against the wall. Still, smashing a table or chair seemed preferable to the darker impulse simmering beneath the surface: the desire to harm his cousin, Richard Fitzwilliam.

The dark contemplation brought Darcy’s stomping to a sudden halt. Shaking his head to clear the violent thoughts, he flung himself onto the bed. The heavy bedframe groaned under his weight, sliding several inches across the floor. The crash of the side table toppling over as the bed hit it pierced the silence, giving Darcy a moment of pause. 

Rising, Darcy picked up the table from the floor. The storm within him slowly began to abate, leaving a weary, uneasy calm behind. He responded to a rapid knock on the dressing room door with a gruff shout, “Go away, Quincy. I knocked over a table. Everything is fine.”

Storming about the room in this manner was pointless. Darcy abruptly sat on the bed, forcing himself to take more calming breaths. He must stop rampaging around the room. Quincy needed his rest. Darcy considered distracting himself by reading a book, but going downstairs to the library was unappealing.

Fine, he would think about the evening. What had caused this loss of control? The answer was glaringly obvious.

That chit, that intriguing hoyden, that temptress, Miss Elizabeth Bennet, had spent the evening with her sparkling emerald eyes turned flirtatiously on his cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam. They had surreptitiously laughed at Lady Catherine and that idiot Mr. Collins like old friends.

Afterward, they turned their barbs toward Darcy. The sting of their mockery, thinly veiled behind clever repartee, was still fresh. Darcy’s jaw clenched as he recalled Elizabeth’s musical laughter and Richard’s conspiratorial grin. They had made him feel like an outsider, a man apart from their easy camaraderie. And Colonel Fitzwilliam had encouraged her outrageous remarks. Thinking about the scene made his blood boil. He growled at the memory. Did they mean to wound him?

He stood up and paced again, the suite walls feeling like they were closing in on him. His mind raced, replaying the evening’s events. Elizabeth’s charm had been intoxicating, and her wit was sharp and alluring. Yet, her attentiveness to Richard fanned the flames of his jealous rage. How dare she prefer his cousin’s company! How dare Richard encourage her!

Darcy’s heart pounded with jealousy and frustration. From the moment they met, he had been drawn to Elizabeth, her lively spirit and unguarded honesty a stark contrast to the sycophantic society he navigated daily. But tonight, her attentions had been a cruel reminder of her indifference to him.

Forcing himself to sit again, Darcy buried his face in his hands. He must regain control and master his emotions. Darcy could not afford to let his temper dictate his actions, not when so much was at stake. Elizabeth Bennet was not a woman to be easily won, but he was determined. He would not allow Richard...or anyone else...to stand in his way.

They had exposed his shyness and condemned it as a fault. According to Elizabeth, his awkwardness with strangers was his own doing. Why? Because he didn’t take the time to practice. The memory of her taunts this evening forced him to reevaluate their entire history. Was tonight the first time her conversation aimed to wound him? Had she always used her wit to send barbs at him? Had he misinterpreted her words, looks, and actions? Had he fooled himself into thinking the young lady fancied him?

Darcy went to the window, staring at the moon for a few seconds before becoming restless again. He turned abruptly and paced the room, his mind churning. Pouring himself a full tumbler of brandy, he downed it in a single gulp. The sting of the liquid as it slid down his throat did nothing to soothe his troubled mind. Why would the lady dislike him?

Oh, no! Had she heard his words at that blasted assembly? If she had, why would she be polite to him? Why talk to him at all?

The answer came to him like a bolt of lightning. She was a gentlewoman, always behaving with civility and decorum. Tonight, she had done the same. The difference was simple. Tonight, she had a congenial companion to use as a foil. She had not aimed a single direct barb at him. Richard had turned her comments into painful arrows.

The realization struck him deeply. Elizabeth’s behavior tonight was not an outright attack but a reflection of her true feelings, facilitated by Richard’s easy manners. She had shown him the respect due to a gentleman, but her genuine opinions had seeped through in her lighthearted banter with Richard.

Darcy’s heart ached with the sting of rejection and the knowledge of his missteps. He had been blind to the subtle signs, misreading her civility as interest. Now, the truth was laid bare. It was a bitter pill to swallow. He had to find a way to win her over, to prove that beneath his reserved exterior was a man worthy of her regard. But first, he had to contend with the gnawing pain of his inadequacies and the burning question of whether he could truly capture her heart.

What was he to do to change her attitude? His patience with the girl was shattered. This game had gone on for too long. Watching her, engaging in light conversation, and allowing her to mature slowly were no longer options.

Blast it all! Living as a female on a small estate gave Elizabeth no insight into the tremendous difference in their day-to-day lives. A girl with no dowry didn’t understand the precautions the wealthy must take to protect themselves from the machinations fortune hunters used to trap men or women of wealth into marriage.

He tried to imagine how his aloofness at gatherings must appear to Elizabeth. Elizabeth wasn’t taught to regard every person as a potential predator. She didn’t have a social mask to hide her feelings from observation. No fortune hunters lined the path before her, looking for a chance to compromise her into marriage for her dowry.

Elizabeth didn’t have to watch every word spoken to acquaintances to ensure her safety or that of a family member when planning a trip. No highwaymen would wait on a road to rob her carriage while traveling. She didn’t have to travel with at least four heavily armed outriders to visit a friend. She need not fear being kidnapped for a ransom.

Most importantly, she didn’t want to marry someone from a different social sphere. She would have to adjust her attitude about certain things, but learning to deal with wealth and an elevated social status were not unyielding hardships.

Darcy would show her what a good listener he had been tonight, show her how he could practice his social and other essential skills, and teach her about love. Elizabeth was going to become Mrs. Darcy very soon. It was decided.

Darcy’s thoughts turned to the past. He scowled. Last November, a week before the Netherfield ball, he rode to Longbourn and procured Mr. Bennet’s consent to wed Elizabeth after her eighteenth birthday.

Mr. Bennet had looked intently into his face. “You have my permission and blessing, but I must warn you that Elizabeth believes you dislike her. She holds a poor opinion of you. It would be best if you were more forthright in dealing with the girl. She claims that you look at her only to find fault.”

Darcy had brushed aside the warning. “She seems happy in my presence. I realize she is not yet eighteen years old and may not be accustomed to the admiration of men. I assure you, I do not look at her to find fault. Unfortunately, I must go to town for business matters after the ball and stay there for the winter. I will openly court her next spring. However, my lawyers will forward you the marriage contract and settlement papers within a fortnight. Once you sign the contract, you must inform Elizabeth of our engagement and keep other men away from her.”

Convinced that Elizabeth would miss him, he promised to correspond with Mr. Bennet each fortnight with news of his activities. In turn, Mr. Bennet agreed to write with news of Lizzy. Darcy left the neighborhood the day after the ball.

The marriage contract and settlement papers were signed and sealed by the end of November. He had corresponded regularly over the past few months with Mr. Bennet. The Bennet patriarch always responded with wry humor and a brief description of Elizabeth’s activities. A description of Elizabeth’s birthday celebration was quite amusing.

Yet, there was never a message from the young lady for him. Why hadn’t he noticed? Apparently, Mr. Bennet had not done as promised. Elizabeth was ignorant of his regard and the engagement. What had her father been thinking? Had the man failed to give her his messages? Mr. Bennet’s failure to honor his word was intolerable.

Darcy paced the room, his mind a whirlwind of frustration and disbelief. His heart ached with the realization of his blindness. He had been so confident in his plans. The thought that Elizabeth might be unaware of his intentions was almost too much to bear.

He clenched his fists, trying to contain the surge of emotions. He could still see Mr. Bennet’s calm, amused expression and hear his voice tinged with irony. “I must warn you, Elizabeth believes you dislike her.” The words echoed in his mind, a cruel reminder of his arrogance.

“How could I have been so blind?” Darcy muttered to himself, his voice heavy with regret. He had assumed too much and believed Mr. Bennet would fulfill his promise to inform Elizabeth of their engagement. 

His mind flashed back to that day at Longbourn. He remembered the look in Mr. Bennet’s eyes, the slight hesitation before granting his blessing. Had there been a hint of doubt, a shadow of uncertainty? Darcy had been too absorbed in his plans to notice.

He slammed his hand down on the table, the sound reverberating through the room. “I must fix this,” he declared, determination hardening his resolve. “I will make her see my true intentions. I will prove my devotion.” 

After stomping around the room for another ten minutes, Darcy’s thoughts turned to his cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam. Richard had the freedom to partake in many activities, unhindered by the responsibilities that burdened Darcy as master of Pemberley. As a second son, Richard knew he must marry an heiress or abandon his expensive habits, yet he frequently leeched money, a place to stay, and trips from wealthy relatives. At times, Darcy wondered how much wealth Richard squirreled away.

Darcy’s scowl deepened. Richard knew Darcy planned to marry Elizabeth. To flirt with the young woman so blatantly was a mistake. Darcy would punish him for the transgression. He was tired of Richard’s jokes. He would have a private word with Cousin Anne. Soon, the joke would be on Richard.

Disrobing, Darcy turned down the covers and got into bed. A cold, calculated resolve replaced the rage that consumed him earlier. As he turned down the lamp, a chuckle escaped his lips as his head hit the pillow. Yes, he would practice some essential skills with Elizabeth every day. He would show her his true self, the man behind the reserved exterior. He would win her heart, not through force or manipulation, but through genuine affection and dedication.

He envisioned their future together, each day bringing them closer, each shared moment building a foundation of mutual respect and love. Elizabeth would see beyond his shyness to the man who adored her with every fiber of his being. 

“Tomorrow,” he whispered to the darkness, “tomorrow, I begin.” His mind settled on this new course of action, and with a final, contented sigh, Darcy drifted into a deep sleep.
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Elizabeth

Elizabeth sat on the edge of her bed, hands folded in her lap, head down. She dared not look up. Her best friend, Charlotte Collins, paced in front of her. Charlotte’s anger radiated from her very being. Charlotte’s amber eyes flashed with annoyance. Her voice vibrated with censure.

“How could you behave in such a manner, Lizzy? To flirt outrageously with Colonel Fitzwilliam in front of his family was shameful. Lady Catherine was annoyed. Mr. Darcy was offended. No, more than offended. He was angry. You cannot behave like a spoiled child here. You will act with decorum or go home. Do I make myself clear?”

Abashed, Elizabeth searched for words. She hadn’t flirted, had she? Why was Charlotte angry? Couldn’t she see the pomposity of the people she mentioned? Why should she care about Lady Catherine or Mr. Darcy?

Head still lowered, eyes firmly on the floor, she muttered, “I wasn’t flirting. The colonel was asking about Mr. Darcy’s behavior in Meryton. I hardly said anything. He did most of the talking. I didn’t notice anyone getting angry. Besides, it hardly matters if Mr. Darcy was angry. Who is he to dictate my behavior?”

Charlotte shook her head in disbelief. How could her friend be so stupid? Irritation at Lizzy grew. Her voice became stern.

“Have you no common sense? Mr. Darcy is one of the most influential men in society. He doesn’t waste time talking to women in our social sphere without a specific goal. The gentleman danced with you at the Netherfield ball. He comes here during visiting hours with his cousin and hardly takes his eyes off you. He listens to every word you speak. Offending him is a grave mistake.”

“If he is so easily annoyed, why should I care? He is nothing to me. He has no say in my life. Neither does his aunt. Why shouldn’t I smile at a joke? Why shouldn’t I answer a question with humor? Why are you so angry with me? I don’t understand.” 

Elisabeth looked up, tears filling her eyes. What she saw caused her to gasp. Charlotte was flushed with anger. Her eyes were dark with fury. Her hand gripped the back of a chair tightly.

Charlotte’s words lashed out to strike Elizabeth to the core.

“You selfish little hoyden. My husband depends on Lady Catherine's favor. If your behavior angers her, she will be displeased with us for bringing you here. She will stop inviting us to Rosings for tea and dinner. She will withhold the gifts she generously bestows. She won’t send us meat for our table. We rely on her cows for milk. Our lives will become harder. There will be less on our table to eat. Money for new clothing will become scarce. We would be forced to buy cheaper materials, harsher soaps, and no reading material. We would not be able to post letters as frequently. Hasn’t your mother trained you in household management? Have you no consideration for the consequences of your behavior on the lives of others? I expect you to act like a polite gentlewoman from this moment onward. If you cannot, start packing your bags.”

Charlotte stalked out of the room and slammed the door. 

Elizabeth sat holding her face in her hands. The tears flowed silently. Wracking sobs shook her body. Never had anyone chastised her so thoroughly. She always ignored her mother’s corrections, thinking Mrs. Bennet was silly.  What? When did she start thinking of her mother as a foolish woman?  Her mother ran a household with a family of seven and several servants. A silly person could not do that. 

Then, a memory pierced her mind. She heard her father speaking in front of the children four years ago: Mrs. Bennet, why must you be so silly? There are no extra funds for the household accounts. If you insist on this nonsense, use your pin money.

She remembered her mother’s flushed face: the hurt and disappointment. A few days later, her father received a shipment of new books from town. Her mother had left the room and not come down to dinner. The following day, Mrs. Bennet came down to breakfast with a changed demeanor. She ignored her husband until he spoke to her. She answered him: Oh, Mr. Bennet, surely you don’t need the opinion of a silly woman like me. You will do much better speaking with your particular friends. You know, the ones in your books.

How had she forgotten that morning? She couldn't remember why her mother needed more funds for the household. Afterward, for an entire year, the family meals consisted of two courses, garden vegetables, lamb, chicken, fish, and fewer sweets. There was an occasional pheasant if Papa went hunting. Her father increased the household budget when the meals were reduced to one course, garden vegetables, chicken, fish, and no dessert. 

Why was her mother always speaking to her harshly? What did Mama constantly say? Do not let your tongue run on in the wild manner you are allowed at home. 

Had she done that tonight? Had she done it before? Why? Had she used Colonel Fitzwilliam as a foil to wound Mr. Darcy?  Why did she act like that? 

A vision of the Meryton assembly flashed before her. Couples dancing. Jane laughing with Mr. Bingley and his sisters. Mary was sitting quietly with another young girl near the back wall. Couples whirled around the dance floor while Mama bragged about Jane’s triumph to Mrs. Lucas. 

The scene shifted to Mr. Bingley, who urged his handsome friend to dance, pointing toward Elizabeth. Hearing the haughty man’s words hurt. She is tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt me.

Her resentment flared. How dare Mr. Darcy say that? Who cared that it was a private conversation? What did that matter? He had danced with none of the local women and had not shown favor to anyone. Who did he think he was?

The answer flashed into her mind. Darcy was the grandson of an Earl. His uncle, the current Lord Matlock, was an earl.  He had relations in the peerage. He was a member of the upper ten thousand. He was the favorite nephew of his aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, the daughter of an earl. He had no title, but the blood in his veins was blue. His wealth was beyond her comprehension. He was handsome. His height, muscled body, wavy dark hair, perfect lips, and steely gray eyes compelled her to notice him. He wore his hair a little too long, but it enhanced his looks. Those eyes were mesmerizing. His broad shoulders and trim figure towered above the other men. He looked like an ancient god walking amongst mere mortals.

She had spotted him from across the room that night. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen. She had been attracted to him. His words made it clear that he was not inclined toward her. Hadn’t they? Charlotte implied that he was interested in her. It just wasn’t possible. Was it? Had her reaction to that remark at the assembly blinded her?

Her father had often spoken of Mr. Darcy ever since last November in a positive manner. Why? He had tried to soften her opinion of the man. Why had he done that? So many questions leaped into her mind—questions without answers.

Charlotte accused her of shameful, unladylike behavior, flirting, and angering her hostess and one of the guests. Why? Could it be true? Elizabeth remembered the expression on Mr. Darcy’s face when she told him to practice. His eyes had burned into hers with such anger. Guilt coursed through her. Charlotte was right.

Elizabeth changed into her nightgown and got under the covers, her mind whirling with regret and self-reproach. She would stay here and do better starting in the morning. She buried her face in the pillow and cried. The tears flowed freely. She had not intended to hurt Mr. Darcy, but her words were a mean-spirited jibe.

She thought back to their previous interactions, to the moments when she saw glimpses of vulnerability beneath his stern exterior. Had she been too harsh, too quick to judge him? Her mind replayed the evening’s events, her laughter sounding hollow and cruel. 

As her sobs subsided, Elizabeth resolved to change. She would make amends, strive to understand Mr. Darcy and show him the kindness and respect he deserved. Tomorrow would be a new beginning, a chance to mend the bridges she had inadvertently burned.

With a final, shuddering breath, Elizabeth wiped her tears and curled her body around the pillow. The road to redemption would be challenging, but she was determined to make it right.
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Darcy & Elizabeth

Early the next day, Darcy encountered Elizabeth while walking on her favorite path. He bowed politely, and she curtsied. Darcy smiled at her.

“Miss Elizabeth, how good to see you today. You are just the person to help me.” 

Elizabeth looked at him with disbelief in her eyes. The proud, haughty man in front of her smiled. It was the first smile she had ever seen grace that handsome face. His smile was strangely affecting her. She felt breathless. Why? 

She hesitated before saying, “I’m unsure how to help you, sir. You don’t seem to be in want of anything.”

“Well, last evening, you suggested I practice my social skills. The skills that my parents taught me lack acceptability in country society. I never knew my behavior was objectionable to anyone, especially you. Will you take on the task of teaching me how to converse with you and the good society of Meryton?” 

Darcy glanced down at her to see if she would blush in mortification or shake her curls in defiance. He almost laughed aloud when Elizabeth did both. 

Elizabeth glared at him. Her resolve to behave better was gone in a moment. She gave a pert reply. 

“Mr. Darcy. That you walk about a ballroom without conversing with people cannot be something your parents taught you. It is shocking to think you would say such a thing!”

Darcy sighed loudly. He looked down into her flashing eyes and saw the disbelief in those beautiful orbs.

“Shocking indeed. True, nonetheless. You see, our family is very wealthy. As the heir to that wealth, it was necessary to show no reactions to what was happening around me in public. Many unscrupulous people sought to find favor with me solely for my wealth without regard for my person. As a child and even now as an adult, kidnappers seeking a ransom are always a possibility.”

He heard her gasp and saw her raise her small hand to cover her mouth. He gave her a few moments to recover before continuing his explanation.

“When one enters an assembly or ballroom where the people are strangers, the possibility of negative consequences for engaging in even the slightest friendliness can be severe. It might be easy for a dance partner to trip and fall into me, causing a compromise. How easy for a man to pick an argument for dancing with his betrothed and seemingly holding her hand too long?” He looked at her with a twinkle in his eye.

Elizabeth couldn’t tell if he was serious or jesting. He smiled at her, but Darcy’s tone was severe. For the first time, she began to doubt her view of him. Being hunted in such a manner would make anyone cautious. She looked down at the ground.

Elizabeth questioned this man in a voice of trembling disbelief. “You say that fortune hunters hound you? Kidnappers and possibly pickpockets target you on social occasions? Are you jesting?” 

“Miss Elizabeth, surely you heard my wealth bandied about the room during the Meryton assembly. How would you behave if that happened to you? What if it happened whenever you went out to a social function? What if you had to avoid men trying to compromise you for your large dowry? A breath of fresh air on a convenient balcony can quickly turn into some fortune hunter embracing you in front of witnesses. Did you think these things only happen in novels? Where would the authors get such ideas?” 

Darcy looked into her shocked emerald eyes. The girl was naive. Her expression began to change as some of the harsh realities of his life intruded into her mind. 

He spoke softly, “I’ve wondered for a long time if you heard my conversation with Bingley at the Meryton assembly. If you did, please forgive me for abusing your appearance in such a manner. You are quite beautiful and tempting. I simply could not risk dancing with anyone unknown that evening. In London, during a gathering of the wealthy, pickpockets, card sharks, and fortune hunters are always swarming around the room, ready to attempt something.”

Elizabeth gasped and then covered the sound with a cough. She glanced up briefly and studied the man beside her, blushing from mortification. She had never considered that being wealthy held disadvantages. Elizabeth became thoughtful.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
PRACTICE MAKES

LINDA WAGNER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
PRACTICE MAKES

LINDA WAGNER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





