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Someone is marrying Mr. Darcy, but which one?

EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO, Fitzwilliam left Netherfield and Lizzy behind after they nearly shared a kiss. Lizzy couldn’t dwell on the knowledge he was going to marry Anne, because she had to accept Mr. Collins’ proposal after her father’s untimely death. She consigned her feelings for Fitzwilliam to a deep place in her mind, never to be considered.

Years later, her daughter returns home from a visit to Rosings Park with the news William Darcy wants to marry her. Lizzy is at first opposed to her daughter marrying Mr. Darcy’s son, but after seeing them together, she’s convinced Lottie will be happy with the boy. It’s no surprise when Mr. Darcy appears in full wrath, intent on preventing the union. As Lizzy and Fitzwilliam clash about their children’s futures, the past they never addressed lingers between them. Will passions ignite and give them a second chance, or are they both too proud and prejudiced to embrace this new opportunity?

This features a widely divergent timeline sprinkled with a dash of what-if. What if a reformed Lady Catherine, shaped by grief, has mellowed and wants to play matchmaker? What if Lizzy took the reins of Longbourn? What if Fitzwilliam never learned to temper his pride in the past and is forced to do so now to embrace a chance at a happy future?

While Abbey sometimes writes sweet JAFF, this is strictly SENSUAL.
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Prologue
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THE NEWS FROM NETHERFIELD was terrible. Lizzy had barely begun her morning walk when she ran into servants from the adjoining property. They’d informed her the occupants of Netherfield were packing up and leaving. Mr. Bingley had gone on earlier, and Lizzy imagined Mr. Darcy had been with him. Thinking of the man sent a pang through her chest, and she couldn’t help recalling just the night before, when she had danced with him. He wasn’t much of a conversationalist, but there had been a moment when their eyes met as they were completing a complicated dance step, and she had sworn he was going to kiss her. 

Of course, that would’ve caused a great scandal and ruined her unless he offered marriage quickly thereafter, which she was under no illusion he would do. After all, according to Mr. Collins, he was already betrothed to Anne de Bourgh, so he wasn’t free to pursue any feelings he might have for Lizzy anyway. Perhaps that was what had prompted his departure from Netherfield, but it seemed unnecessarily cruel that he was also taking Mr. Bingley with him. After all, Mr. Bingley had great fondness for Jane, or seemed to, and Lizzy knew her sister loved him. Jane was bound to be devastated when she heard the news.

As though thinking of her sister had conjured her, Jane came running from the house, waving to catch Lizzy’s attention. At first, she assumed Jane must have heard the news the Netherfield party was departing, because her sister’s face was bright red, and her eyes were blotchy. Tears stained her cheeks, and it was obvious she’d been crying. As soon as Jane caught up with her, Lizzy said, “Oh, dear sister, all hope is not lost.”

Jane blinked, looking surprised for a second. “I know not of what you speak, but you must come quickly.” She was tugging inelegantly at Lizzy’s arm as she spoke.

Her sheer desperation seemed to be far out of proportion to the news of Mr. Bingley leaving Netherfield, which caught Lizzy’s full attention. “What troubles you, Jane?”

“Oh, it is terrible, Lizzy. Papa has collapsed in his library.”

Lizzy gathered her skirts and ran after her sister, soon overtaking Jane in her haste. Her heart was beating a frantic signal in her chest, and it felt like she couldn’t draw in a deep breath as fear washed over her. She couldn’t lose her dear papa.

She burst into the house, darting out of the range of Mr. Collins, who seemed to be waiting with an expression of concern. He probably meant well, but she had no time for him right then.

She ran down the hall and burst into the library, finding it empty. “Where...?” She let out several deep gasps as she tried to regain control of her breathing.

“He has been moved upstairs, Miss Eliza,” said Mr. Collins in a solicitous tone. “It would be my honor to escort you.”

She nodded, but she didn’t really wait for him. She turned and raced up the stairs, uncaring it was not ladylike in the least. The sheer urgency of Jane’s summons suggested it was more than something trivial plaguing her father.

When she burst in, Mr. Jones was standing over her father, who looked pale. Pale didn’t even begin to adequately describe him, quite truthfully. He was whiter than the white linen he laid against, practically gray in places, with large shadows under his eyes. He looked like he had aged twenty years in a day, and she rushed to his side, taking his hand. “Oh, Papa, what troubles you?”

“I do not believe he can speak,” said Mrs. Bennet. “Oh, my nerves. Why must you do this to my nerves, Mr. Bennet?”

Her father’s lips twitched slightly, and he managed to open his eyes. “Chose not to speak.” Those words obviously cost him a great deal. “Was waiting.” He gave Lizzy a significant look. “Love you, my daughter. Love you all.” He closed his eyes again. 

Lizzy clutched his hand tighter. “Papa, what is it? What can we do?”

“I am afraid there is nothing to be done, Miss Bennet,” said Mr. Jones. The apothecary wore an expression of grief. “Your father’s heart is barely beating, and it is only a matter of time until it gives out.”

“Oh, he mentioned chest pains last night, but I insisted that he must come with us to the ball. Do you remember, Mr. Collins?”

Lizzy stiffened slightly at the idea of the man standing in the room where her father was slowly dying. He truly had no right to be there, though he was technically family. For a moment, all her rage and helplessness at the situation wanted to direct to Mr. Collins. It took every ounce of control not to turn and scream at the man to get out.

Her father’s hand tightening slightly on hers helped her regain focus on what was important, and as his eyes opened again, she leaned closer. “What is it, Papa?”

“I am sorry, Lizzy.” He had a little more strength in his tone. “I planned poorly for all of you, and I fear you must now pay the price for everyone. Think long and hard about the choice you make when it is offered to you, my girl. I would never have you marry for anything but love, but I do not think you have that luxury now.”

Lizzy’s head whirled with confusion as she leaned back, and when Mr. Collins put a hand on her shoulder, she froze in dismay while thinking about shrugging it off.

Fanny rushed forward to sit by Thomas, taking his other hand. He whispered something to her, and whatever it was, it must have been lovely, because her mother smiled for a moment before she burst into tears again. “Oh, my nerves. What will I do without you, my dearest Thomas?”

Lizzy eased back, allowing all her sisters a chance to say their goodbyes. Mr. Jones seemed so dour about the possibility that they would have much more time, and she refused to be selfish enough not to allow them all to say something. Even Lydia pushed forward, presenting a great deal of theatricality as she threw herself against Papa and wept. Lizzy imagined the emotion was genuine, but her younger sisters tended to be overly dramatic.

She sat quietly, lost in a fog of grief as the others said their goodbyes. When she was satisfied they’d had time with him, she moved closer again, realizing Mr. Collins had kept his hand on her shoulder the entire time. She took her father’s hand in hers, and his gaze met hers. He gave her a small smile before he breathed his last. With his final exhalation, his words sank into her mind, and she was then able to grasp them.

He referred to the forthcoming and unwanted proposal from Mr. Collins. Lizzy had braced herself to reject him, expecting an ugly scene, but in light of the death of her father, she understood what he had meant when he said she no longer had the luxury of declining. Papa hadn’t phrased it quite that way, but she’d gotten the message. If she wanted to take care of her mother and sisters and herself, to save her home, she would have to undertake the unpleasant task of becoming Mrs. William Collins.

She wasn’t certain whether it was the grief of losing her father or the knowledge of losing her future, but suddenly, the floodgates burst, and she let out a small wail and drew into herself, barely aware of Jane and her other sisters coming to embrace her a second later. She heard Fanny telling Mr. Collins to give them some time, but she wasn’t really paying attention to that. She was grateful for the reprieve, no matter how slight, but she couldn’t stave off the inevitable forever. After a suitable period of mourning, she would be forced to accept Mr. Collins’ proposal.
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