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The pleasant warmth of the sunshine and gentle breeze whistling through the trees did nothing to assuage the certain feeling of guilt that surrounded Lizzy as she placed a single pink rose on her father’s grave. Her breath hitched as she gazed at the distrubed ground, tears pricking her eyes. 

“Oh, Papa,” she murmured, “Would that it were me instead of you. I cannot bear the thought of Longbourn without you. ” 

The pain and anguish she encountered upon her return from Kent was intolerable. Her sister Lydia gone to Brighton with the Regiment. Jane, melancholy over the loss of dear Mr. Bingley. Mama, languishing in bed with the vapors, in the horror of no married daughters. And Papa, the very foundation upon which the Bennet family relied, gravely ill with pox. 

Fate was cruel to the Bennets. Now, with the loss of the patriarch, Lizzy knew that it could only get worse. Securing the hand of a man with substantial income was no longer a preferred occupation for the Bennet sisters, but rather the very means to survival.  As she toiled at home, caring for her mother and sisters, the image of Mr. Darcy floated unbidden into her mind, teasing her at the most inopportune times. Reminding her that she turned down the hand of one of the few men who could have saved her. 
The rumors of Mr. Collins jilting Charlotte Lucas in order to come back and fetch his first choice made Lizzy’s stomach churn. 
Every moment spent recalling the condescension and arrogance in which Mr. Darcy had made his absurd proposal is galling, tempered only by the knowledge that to regret the past will do no good for their future. As untenable as it seems. With a heavy sigh, Lizzy stiffened herself straight and returned to the house to check on her sisters. 

“Lizzy! Oh, Lizzy! You have returned! Have you heard? Mr. Darcy has returned to Netherfield” The cacophony of voices echoed loudly throughout the great hall, causing Lizzy to grimace as Kitty followed her, happily chattering the latest news from town. 
“Mr. Darcy has returned to Netherfield?” she asked, vainly trying to appear disinterested. 
“Oh yes! And he brought his sister, Miss Georgiana! I hear she is most accomplished and musical on the pianoforte. I long for another ball. Do you think they will have one to celebrate her arrival?” Lizzy’s mind raced and she waved off Kitty with a smile and a nod about the idea of a ball. 
The knowledge that Mr. Darcy had indeed returned to Netherfield must be met with careful consideration. She continued through the familiar motions, but a desperate and daring idea took hold. 
Mayhap, all was not lost. If Mr. Darcy had in fact returned to Netherfield, perhaps she could call upon him and seek forgiveness for her harsh words. For if she must be compelled to wed, Lizzy knew she could bear the burden of a prideful husband of quality in Mr. Darcy more than a sycophantic husband of duty in Mr. Collins. 
Her mind assured, Lizzy made quick work of her tasks, retiring to bed early so as to get an early start on her walk to Netherfield Park. Her eyes fluttered closed but not before the image of a man with deep brown eyes and strong shoulders flickered into her dreams. 
Maybe marriage to Mr. Darcy wouldn’t be the worst thing. 
* * *
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NETHERFIELD PARK

“Miss Bennet, you previously rejected the proposal I made you in good faith and proceeded to malign my character as both prideful and untoward. Am I to understand that you wish to renew our association and pledge yourself to me in matrimony?” he prodded in a soft, menacing voice. The condemnation in his glare made her wish to disappear back into the woods, never to be seen or heard from again.
Lizzy shifted the weight from one slippered foot to the other before swallowing nervously and nodding, focusing her attention on his expertly tied cravat, not daring to meet his eyes for fear of what she might find. 
“You understand correctly, Sir. You professed to hold me in some regard and my reply to you was reprehensible. I wish to apologize and beg your esteemed forgiveness, “ she began carefully, keeping her eyes lowered so he didn’t see the pain in her eyes, “and ask if that regard, once held, could be held again?” 
Gone was the confidence of the prior day and now, when standing before the man himself, she wondered seriously if she was ailing to have thought this was a sufficient solution to her quandary. Coming to Netherfield was clearly a grave miscalculation. 
“If you were to be my wife, Miss Bennet, you would be fortunate to understand the duties that accompany such a position. If you were to be elevated from your current station to Lady of Pemberley, you would be required to comport yourself with an air of dignity and grace. I remain unsatisfied that you have the accomplishments for such a monumental task.” 
Shame filled her immediately as he looked down his nose at her reprovingly. 
“I believe your harshness in ending our association was for the best,” he continued, ignoring her unladylike gasp, “I bid you good day, Miss Bennet. My condolences on the loss of your father.” 
Without another word, he turned, leaving her to stagger to the chaise the realization that she had not only disgraced herself and her family name, but also failed to regain his affection. Stifling back a sob, she hurried from the room, making her excuses to a bemused Miss Bingley as soon as she could. 
The three mile trek back to Longbourn passed in a blur of shame, her footsteps carrying her the familiar path, though her mind was lost in thought. The loss of Mr. Darcy filled her with a combination of confusion and inexplicable sense of disappointment that was deeply personal. 
* * *
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK

Lizzy walked along the path, her mood pensive and brooding. The tranquility of the lake promised solace on an otherwise entirely vexing and emotion-filled day. Her dearest and most beloved father had only been in the grave for a mere fortnight before Mama was back to her scheming ways. With Jane still longing for Mr. Bingley, Lydia secured in a scandal of her own making, and Mary and Kitty much too young to be offered the duty of marriage for security of the family, the responsibility lay firmly on Lizzy’s shoulders. 

“I will not do it. I cannot.” She vowed fiercely, kicking a rock down the path in her frustration.  The very idea that she would be forced to become Mrs. Elizabeth Collins, subjected to a life of bombastic rhetoric and sniveling adultion of a certain patroness, out of mere duty to her gender was abhorrent. And yet, there were precious few alternatives presenting themselves. 
Her mind drifted as she walked through the woods, back to a day burned into her memory. A day when the most odious man of her acquaintance, a prideful, stubborn creature had proclaimed his affection for her most unwillingly. The moment of her rejection, when he realized that she was declining his offer with venom and fervor, that moment was burned into her memory too. If she knew then, the choices before her now, would she have done differently? It certainly would have prevented the shame of the last three days and prevented her from having to grovel at his feet, begging him to reconsider only to be sent away again in shame.
So wrapped up in her thoughts and the gentle warmth of sunshine on her face, she did not notice the arrival of a familiar tall, handsome man on horseback, until it was almost too late. Stunned disbelief filled her and she moved to step around him.

“Miss Bennet, your sisters told me I might find you here. May I have a word?” Mr. Darcy asked, dismounting to walk aside her. 

“You may not,” she said crisply, continuing on towards the lake, eager to put some distance between them, confusion swirling around her. 

“Will you allow me to escort you in silence then?”

“This is my home, Mr. Darcy. Your concern is unnecessary. I have no need for an escort.”

He nodded. 'Yes, so it would appear. However, Miss Elizabeth, I wish to speak to you of a matter of some importance, would you do me the honor of at least hearing what I have to say?” His tone far less gruff than the previous conversation, in fact he almost sounded sincere. 

'What else is there to say between us? You asked for my hand and I rejected you. I pleaded with you to reconsider in my moment of need and you rejected me. Pray tell me, good sir, what else is there? What more do we have to converse about?' she cried out, stopping abruptly in the path and turning to face him. 

“If you would only listen, I could tell you?” he pressed her, reaching out to grasp her wrist. 

“Unhand me immediately, sir. I am a gentleman’s daughter not a servant and you have no right to put your hands on me in such an unseemly manner.” 

He released her immediately, turning his eyes towards the sky and heaving a sigh, “Yes, Miss Bennet, I am well-acquainted with where your family and their pedigree fall in society. I am also aware that you recently lost your dear father and for that, I must press upon you my sincerest condolences and my particular wish that you listen to the proposal I bear with me.”

She rubbed her wrist where he had grabbed it and stared up into his face, searching for any sign of ill-will or malice, seeing none she gestured for him to walk with her. His appearance on her path at the exact moment that she was reminiscing over his failed proposal seemed providential.

“Very well, Mr. Darcy. Please do share this news which has you most energized,” she sighed, unable to hide the weariness in her voice a moment longer. 

“I have considered your request and I have come forth bearing the proposal of an arrangement that might suit us both.” 

She looked up in surprise, stopping to stare at him with cautious hope and considerable apprehension.

“You have considered my request? The request to reconsider your proposal of marriage?” she asked.

“Of sorts, yes. As I stated previously, if you were to
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