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As Elizabeth Chisholm sat near the fire in the drawing room of her vast home, Chisholm Manor, she felt discontent. At eighteen years of age, every time she looked at her mother and father - Alessandra and Edward - she felt her unhappiness grow. 

Throughout her whole life, she'd watched the love that her mother and father shared. When she'd been younger, it had been something she'd taken for granted and not given any thought to. As she'd grown and matured, the kind of love they shared had become something she deeply desired for herself. How she could ever find such a thing, she couldn't fathom. 

For most of her life, she'd been resident in the great estate, leaving only for short durations when her family travelled to visit other members of family. Even though she had never experienced intense sadness or loss in her life, she did often feel like there must be a different path for her to embark upon. She was sure it must be time for her to be married and on her way to becoming a mother herself, but broaching that subject with either of her parents seemed far too daunting.

Resolved yet again that it must be wrong to think such unhappy thoughts, she silently told herself to stop thinking so much at all, and instead refocus on what was happening around her.

Also in the room were her parents and her sisters, Isabella - now seventeen - and Florence - still considered the baby of the family even though she was already fifteen. Elizabeth's only brother, Charles, was staying with school friends in London for the weekend. That was usually the way. With him studying away from the estate for much of the time, his life seemed infinitely more interesting to Elizabeth than her own did, even though he was two years younger than she was. He got to make and spend time with friends. He got to learn about wonders of the world, and see a great many new things. She accepted his life was so different from hers primarily only because of the genders they each were, and the order they’d been born. Unfortunately, accepting it didn't make it any easier for her to be happier about. 

"Why do you sigh so, Elizabeth?" she heard her mother, Alessandra, ask. 

"Forgive me, Mother," Elizabeth said, delivering as much of a smile as she could. "I have nothing to sigh about. I am fortunate, as we all are."

Determined to not let her parents see how unhappy she felt at times, she moved closer to Isabella and began a conversation with her. One year apart in age, they were as close as she was to any of her siblings, but they were also very different. Every time Elizabeth looked at her sisters, she knew they were both content in their lives, in their home, on their family estate. There was always much to do, but they were the same things every day. That was what Elizabeth felt was the worst thing of all. Nothing ever changed, and everyone else in her family appeared quite happy with that.

Listening to Isabella talk about whatever she'd learned or done that day that she found particularly interesting or funny, Elizabeth maintained eye contact with her sister. She smiled when she was expected to. She laughed softly when she could see Isabella would have wanted her to. There was nothing for Elizabeth to dislike about her life. She just wished something different would happen. 
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"Our daughter seems out of sorts," Edward said when he and Alessandra retired for the night. Throughout their marriage, their time alone in their bed chamber had remained his favourite time of day. To begin with, it had been due to the passion they'd shared. While he was glad that continued, sometimes he found himself simply yearning to just have any alone time with his wife, even if only to sit and say nothing.

Alessandra had also sensed the obvious loneliness of her oldest daughter. Earlier, in the drawing room, she'd seen Edward deep in thought as he'd studied the face of their firstborn. It was never difficult for her to see his thoughtfulness, or consider what might have been on his mind in those moments.

As their children had begun to grow, there had been many discussions between Alessandra and Edward, centred around anything they should do to ensure each of their children were secure and happy in their futures. Alessandra knew their discussions would continue long before they found any resolution. Perhaps it would have been different if their firstborn had been a son. In that situation, Alessandra suspected Edward wouldn't have found it so hard to consider the possibility of his oldest child marrying. A son, he would have gladly inspired to find a wife and settle down. With Elizabeth being their oldest, Alessandra knew Edward found the prospect much more difficult.

"Elizabeth, I believe you may be referring to?" Alessandra asked as she smiled at him. She knew when Edward had something stuck on his mind, quietly ruminating over it again and again. Sometimes he took much time getting to whatever he truly wanted to say, but he always got there in the end. All she had to do was nudge him a little, and then be patient.

Edward chuckled and nodded as he began undressing his wife. It was a small task that he embarked upon each evening, and always took great pleasure in.

"Yes," he said. "I cannot fathom what could possibly drive her discontent when she is like this. Do you have any idea?"

Alessandra turned around to face him, stopping him in his efforts to remove her gown. Every time she looked at him, she still saw the same man she'd known from the moment she’d met him - not handsome in a traditional way but certainly the most handsome man to her. The little quirks of his personality had amused her at the start of their marriage. Since then, they'd started to merge with her own, leaving Alessandra in a calm peace whenever she thought of her husband of two decades. 

"She is eighteen, Edward," she said. "She is the same age I was when my parents brought me here to meet you."

As always when the particular topic of Elizabeth marrying was approached, even indirectly, Alessandra saw her husband sigh.

"She is younger than you were," Edward said, quite determined to not acknowledge the truth that his oldest daughter had actually grown into a young woman.

Alessandra laughed with affection as she moved forward and pulled him into her arms, then kissed him before she turned her back to him once more.

"And I say again, she is the same age as I was, and you know it," she said, teasing him. "Edward, she is of age to be wed. Why do you continue to make excuses for her not to?"

"She ... she is our child," Edward said as he completed the undoing of Alessandra's gown and helped her to step out of it. "She is not ready."

"I believe it may be you who is not ready, my love," Alessandra said. "But we must think about her future."

"Her future is here," Edward replied. "She is our heir. She will be the rightful owner of the estate when ... when our time comes."

"Yes, but she will need help, Edward," said Alessandra. "And if she does not wed, there will be no-one to inherit Chisholm Manor estate from her."

As they followed their familiar nightly routine of undressing and climbing into their marital bed, neither said anything more. Once Alessandra was nestled into his arms, Edward finally spoke again. 

"I do know you are right, Alessandra," he said. "However, it feels very difficult for me to contemplate letting her go."

"Yes, but this is how things must happen, and consider this - when Elizabeth weds, there is a strong possibility she will still remain here to continue taking over management of the estate, but she will have a husband to stand beside her and help her," said Alessandra. "Our parents brought you and I together, and we have had a wonderful life together, have we not?"

"More than wonderful!" Edward exclaimed, making Alessandra laugh softly.

"Yes!" she said. "Would you deny your daughter the same level of happiness as you and I have shared through all of these years?"

"No," Edward replied. He knew he didn't truly have any valid argument against his oldest daughter marrying. "Let us talk more of this tomorrow. Perhaps if the weather is fine, you and I could ride up to the summit. I am certain we could better discuss this up there."

Alessandra grinned at him before leaning toward him and kissing his waiting lips. After all of their years together, they still had their little areas of the estate that Edward had wanted them to keep just as their own. 

"Gladly," Alessandra said. 

No more words were spoken. 
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The following morning, as Alessandra and Edward sat with their children, enjoying the morning meal, it was noticed by all as a messenger on horseback swiftly approached the house. After hearing the loud knock on the manor house door, Edward rose and walked out to see what the urgency was all about.

"Message for Mrs Chisholm, Sir," the messenger said when he saw Edward. 

"Thank you," Edward said before inviting the young man in to rest a short while with food and ale from the manor kitchen.

Glancing at the letter, he turned it over and immediately identified the red wax seal.

"My love," he said when he returned to the dining room. "This has come for you. It appears to be from your aunt."

"Our great aunt?" Elizabeth asked, excited. 

She'd only been five years of age when her parents had taken her to Venice to meet what relatives were there. Despite the many years that had passed since then, that short but happy time had remained etched in Elizabeth's memory. She could remember the wonder she felt about the waterways and the way she and her family had moved around the strange city, plus snippets of conversations with her mother's aunt. At first, it had all seemed foreign. By the time they'd left Venice to return to England, Elizabeth had adapted to the strange language and accent, and the oddness of the location.

"Yes," Alessandra replied as she accepted the envelope from Edward, then proceeded to open and read it. "Oh dear," she finally said before glancing at her husband. "My dear Aunt Caterina is unwell. She speaks ... she speaks as if she is not expected to live much longer, Edward! She wishes for us to go there to see her."

"To Venice?" Edward asked. He had many fond memories of his two previous visits to the strange but beautiful place, but he'd not considered he might be going back a third time. "Do you wish to go alone, Alessandra? The children and I can remain..."

"Oh, no, Edward," Alessandra said. "My aunt has given strict instruction. She wishes for all of her relatives to go to Venice. I gather from this letter that it will not be just us who visit, but many people from different lands."

"Many people who are all related to her?" Edward asked. 

"Yes," said Alessandra. "That is what she implies."

She took some time to watch Edward's face and see the look that suggested his mind was busy completing calculations. Although he was easy mannered and not bothered by most things that happened, she'd grown to learn that he was a man who loved the comforts of home. They'd previously gone to Venice twice together - once without children, and once with Elizabeth, Isabella and Charles - but she knew he might not wish to leave the estate to travel such a distance a third time.

As Edward processed the information, he felt some conflict. There was no reason not to take his family to Venice again. In truth, he'd loved each of the times he'd gone, and when he thought about how eager he'd been to do and see new things when he'd first married Alessandra, he couldn't help but feel a renewed eagerness to travel. In contrast, he did love the busyness of being on the large estate he’d grown up on. 

"Father..." Elizabeth started to ask before remembering her manners. She desperately wanted to provide her thoughts on the prospect but knew better than to do that. As soon as she'd started to speak, she closed her mouth and looked down, her face red from the embarrassment of having even thought it worth trying express her opinion.

"I fear our daughter is about to plead a case," Edward said, smiling at Elizabeth and then Alessandra. "However she need not put in the effort, as I believe this is a good idea ... as long as you think so, my love."

Alessandra didn't try and hide her happiness or excitement, instead simply reaching out her hand and happily grasping Edward's in it. Once again she would be visiting the homeland of her late mother. There was nothing to be sad about in that.

"When shall we go, Father?" Isabella asked. Still not yet interested in marriage or becoming a mother, she was excited simply at the prospect of seeing her great aunt one more time - a woman who'd seemed to understand Isabella perfectly even though Isabella had only been four years of age when she'd met her.

"That shall be the decision of your mother," Edward said before placing his napkin on the table. "In the present moment, however, I must go and see Mr and Mrs Jones, who have been having some problems with their new hedging."

"I'll walk you out," Alessandra said. It wasn't a usual thing for her to do, but she was excited. 

Although surprised by her words, Edward said his farewell to his children and followed his wife out into the foyer. Once the door was closed behind them, he was further surprised by Alessandra placing her arms around him, pulling herself close against his chest, and reaching up to kiss him passionately.

When she pulled away, Edward couldn't help but grin. There were many things he knew he'd never grow tired of when it came to intimacy with his wife, but kissing was the greatest of all. 

"That was very bold of you, my beautiful wife," he teased her before leaning down and returning a kiss with the same passion. "Best we put that out of our minds until this evening, however."

Alessandra smiled but nodded. She agreed wholeheartedly. 
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On returning to the dining room, Alessandra looked around the faces of her three daughters. One of her children was missing, but she knew where he was, she knew he was safe, and she knew he was happy. She hoped Charles would also be enthusiastic about going to Venice, but with how much he loved school and being around the friends he'd made, she could already see he might not wish to join them on whatever adventure they might embark upon.

"Are you happy to be going back, Mother?" Isabella asked. 

"I shall like very much to see Venice again, Isabella," Alessandra replied as she grabbed a sugared bun that had been tempting her for quite some time. "But I shall be sad if my aunt is very unwell."

"I liked our great aunt," said Elizabeth. "I found her to be very kind and pleasant toward us."

"And I!" Isabella added. "She is a great spirit."

Alessandra smiled at her second daughter's terminology but didn't ask what she'd meant. When last in Venice, she’d viewed the odd friendship that had grown between Caterina and Isabella, often putting their heads together as if they shared a code that nobody else knew about. At first she’d wondered what they could possibly be talking about, before she considered how little she actually knew about her aunt.

"Shall I go too, Mother?" Florence asked, breaking Alessandra out of her thoughts. "I have not yet had the pleasure of visiting Venice. I should not like to miss out again!"

"Of course you shall come this time, Florence," Alessandra replied. "We shall all go, as was the request of my aunt. Unless any of you do not wish to..." she added, teasing her daughters.

"No!" all three exclaimed, making her laugh softly. Alessandra was pleased. She’d always felt sadness when considering that her mother had never taken her or her brother, Nicholas, to her homeland before she'd passed. 

Because Alessandra had never had the opportunity to experience Venice through her mother's eyes, she was grateful for the two times her Aunt Caterina had welcomed her into her home. On those occasions, her aunt had told many stories about the childhood she and Alessandra's mother had experienced. The stories had caused mixed emotions in Alessandra - sadness that she’d never heard them directly from her mother, but also joy in the stories themselves. It had felt like she was getting to know who her mother had been before Alessandra and Nicholas had entered her world.

Now the opportunity to visit Venice yet again had presented itself. Once more Alessandra would see the few relatives she'd met on previous visits. Once more she would visit the wonders of the small but quaint place that had touched her heart. With each holiday in Venice, she'd enjoyed each moment, but then ended up looking forward to getting back to Chisholm Manor. It was good to be away, but she knew it was equally good to get home. 


5

In the middle of the day, Elizabeth took some time to be alone. It was something her mother had always encouraged her to do from a very young age. Initially, Elizabeth hadn't understood why her mother would be trying to inspire her to do such a thing. Surely it couldn't be preferred that people didn't interact with others, given how important people seemed to regard society as being. 

Over the years as she'd grown and matured, Elizabeth had discovered a strong appreciation for enjoying solitude. She sometimes wondered if it was healthy, especially when she found her mind wandering to places she wasn't sure it should. Then she'd find herself in a world where there was no room for anything negative or naughty in her head, and she'd start enjoying her alone time once again. 

As she set up her easel, pencils and paints where the midday sun met shade, her mind wandered back to the prospect of returning to the homeland of the grandmother she couldn't remember. Even though she'd been so young when she'd previously visited Venice, in her mind she could still visualize the strangeness of the waterways, and the beauty of the bridges and buildings that were so different from what she'd always known in England. The idea of returning to visit the place again now that she was of marrying age also excited her.

Without thought, she picked up a pencil and began to draw. As soon as the first piece of an image appeared in front of her, her conscious mind closed down. It was often the same when she indulged in her love of drawing or painting. Sometimes she liked to recreate what was before her, taking her time to present an almost perfect likeness to whatever it was that had captured her attention. At other times, the pencil or paintbrush seemed to take over like it had a mind of its own, creating images on paper purely from an unknown source of imagination in her mind. She wasn't sure where her skill in it came from, or even her enthusiasm for it. Neither of her parents spent any time drawing or painting, and her siblings, Isabella, Charles and Florence, had all expressed their extreme dislike for the activity, not understanding at all how Elizabeth could love it.

After a lengthy period of time, she felt herself come out of what had felt like a daze. It was sometimes like that - when she painted, she was pulled into a dreamlike state, as if her body was creating something quite without her input at all. 

Standing back, inhaling deeply and then consciously looking over what she'd created, she recognized the scene. On the paper was a bridge, perched prettily over a waterway. Even though it was she who'd drawn and then painted it, Elizabeth was surprised. She hadn't consciously decided to create an image based on her childhood memory of Venice, but she knew she had. It was surprising, but pleasantly so. 

She would soon be going back to the unique but highly likable place. What would be waiting for her there? Would she meet many new people? Might she meet someone who would deem her worthy of being a wife and a mother? Those questions passed fleetingly through her mind before she forced herself to focus only on the present moment. 

Looking closer at what she'd created, she smiled to herself. There weren't many things she regarded were good about herself, but she knew she did have skills in creating imagery on paper. What was before her, facing her, was a good painting. The buildings looked as old as she knew they were. The water glistened in all the right places, creating almost a shimmer that made it look real. Yes, there were many things that she'd never learned to master in the classroom or in life, but art wasn't one of them.

Satisfied with her creation, she sat it facing toward the sun to ensure it was sealed with the unique dryness and colour setting that she'd learned direct sunlight provided. As she allowed it to bake before her, she moved her seat to the angle she loved to admire at the end of each painting session. 

From where she sat, she could see the rolling green of the estate, and the large trees in the distance. She suspected it was a view that was no different than anywhere else in her country provided, and yet when she sat alone, in peace, and just watched, she always felt a particular kind of calm flow over her. 

When she heard the familiar sound of her sisters' voices, she opened her eyes. It was usual for Florence and Isabella to spend time together, running around the garden and laughing. It was an activity that Elizabeth could certainly remember doing herself, however she could no longer summon the same childish enthusiasm for it. That discovery saddened her. She was eighteen. It seemed too old to be unwed, so it made her feel as if she was too old to have childish fun. Was that right? Was she now ‘old’?

Not liking that thought, she finally stood and forced herself to start to run toward her sisters. It was a small thing to do but it worked. Finally, after far too many serious thoughts about what wasn't in her life, she remembered what it felt like simply to laugh and be the child she'd once been. 
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"I am not sure I can forgive you, Alessandra," Edward said that evening, using a stern voice as he spoke. All of the children had retired for the night, making Alessandra wonder what was coming next.

Suspecting he was teasing her, she held back from expressing humour or surprise, just in case he was serious. Over their twenty years of marriage, she'd grown to know him well, but he still managed to surprise her rather often.

"Oh?" she asked as she closed their bed chamber door behind them, then followed him toward the warmth of the fire. 

"All day, I have been thinking ... about that kiss," Edward said, finally grinning at her. "Now, how did it go again?" 

Alessandra laughed out loud before moving right up to him, then gladly indulged in kissing him with the full degree of passion she'd felt all day long. 

"I have been thinking about it also," she said when she pulled away. It was the truth. While their passion for one another had never lessened over the years, they had both succumbed to real life encroaching on their private time together, and the reality of exhaustion at the end of many a day. "Touch me, Edward."

Without any further hesitation, Edward did as he was asked. They had their long nights of lovemaking when it was possible - when they were both awake enough to have the energy - but when she spoke those words, he knew it was something far less eventful that she was asking for. 

Gently guiding her to sit on the chaise lounge near the fire, Edward knelt, assisted her to be free of any barriers, then leaned forward to give her the kind of kiss that he knew she loved. 

"Oh, yes, Edward," Alessandra said as she felt his tongue touch her at the core of where she'd needed it. It seemed such a small and simple thing to do, and yet produced so many pleasurable feelings in her. It was a short time before she began building on her path to climax, and then toppling right over into orgasm. 

As he felt and heard his wife reach her desired level of pleasure, Edward smiled to himself. He loved that she was so responsive to his efforts. It was something that had never ceased to amaze him throughout their marriage. 

"Yes, thank you, Husband. That was certainly required," Alessandra said in a whisper before hearing Edward laugh in response.

Hearing his happiness, she smiled at him. She hadn't lied. Often, there was too much on her mind to even contemplate such pleasures. When it was on her mind, however, it seemed to build in her a desperation to be pushed over the ledge of pleasure.

"And now, my wonderful husband," she said as she lowered her gown and then stood up, holding out her hands to invite him to stand with her. "You appear to be far too warm in these layers. Please allow me to assist you..." she said as she started to undress him.

When Edward was fully naked, Alessandra instructed him to lie down on their bed. Once he was where she wanted him to be, she took a moment to glance over his body from head to toe. Although they'd both aged over the duration of their marriage, she appreciated how toned he remained. All of his body was muscular, and even though he generally looked relaxed as he lay still, watching her remove her own clothing, Alessandra could also appreciate how his hardness stood tall, as if waiting for her to claim it. 

"You are so very beautiful," Edward whispered when she was fully naked. Every night they lay together, and often they still indulged in intimacy. Even so, every time he saw his wife without any clothing, it was as if he was seeing her beauty for the first time, all over again. "Come here."

Alessandra gladly moved onto the bed and positioned herself on top of him, aligning her body with his as she leaned down and indulged in kissing him with all the love that she felt. Things had been slow between them when they'd first met. Once things had heated up, she'd never ceased to look at him and know he was the one man in the world that had always been intended for her.

"Oh, my darling," Edward said as he felt her move down onto him ever so slowly and softly, not in any rush to take him fully into her. 

As she watched his face, Alessandra enjoyed seeing and hearing how much she affected him in their private moments. Having known each other for so long, she could still appreciate how different things might have been between them if either of them had known pleasures of the body before they'd met. They'd discovered that path together, and she maintained the belief that their bond was all the more powerful because of it.

She knew his levels of arousal. When she saw his eyes close completely, she knew it was time to move a little bit faster. It was something she did for herself, as much as for him. The feeling of him inside of her had always felt like a magical state to be in.

Thankful that her body appeared to have decided, all by itself, to stop making children after the birth of Florence, she was glad that she and Edward no longer had to be aware of monitoring when he was close to climax. It had seemed a lengthy period when they'd had to monitor his state of arousal to ensure a child wasn't created, when they weren't sure they were ready for another. After Florence, they'd tried one more time. Her body, however, seemed to have decided that four children was quite enough, and the new generation of the Chisholm family was complete.

Feeling Edward begin to thrust upwards from his position beneath her, Alessandra moved with more power, driving him on. When she saw his eyes open again and focus on her, she knew he was very close. Leaning forward and presenting her breast close to his mouth, she enjoyed the pleasure of his lips caressing her nipple before that sent him over the edge. 

"Oh, Alessandra!" Edward said out loud while attempting to maintain quiet. It was something he always strived for. It was also something that always made Alessandra giggle at his attempt, since he still hadn't learned to be very quiet at all in the moments his pleasure peaked.

"Shh, Husband!" she pretended to scold him. "You'll wake the household!"

Edward grinned at her before pulling her head down and kissing her. He, too, was appreciative that the years of child making appeared to be over with for the two of them. He loved being a father, and he loved all of his children, but to be able to fulfil his passion with his wife without worrying about her being with child again was something else indeed. 

"I cannot deny that you lead me to not think clearly in these moments, Alessandra," he said. "One day I shall conquer my weakness."

"Shall?" Alessandra teased him as she pulled off him and lay down in his arms.

"May," Edward replied as they moved to face one another. "One day I may conquer my weakness."

"But I very much love the sounds you make," said Alessandra. 

"Yes, I do believe you do," Edward said, chuckling. "And I understand fully, since I also love the sounds that you make," he added as he lowered his hand and began to caress her with his finger. When he heard a small gasp, he grinned further. "Yes. That one."  
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Two weeks later, Alessandra, Edward and their three daughters were rushing around in their home, preparing for their latest journey to Venice. 

Correspondence had been entered into with Alessandra's aunt, confirming their dates of arrival and departure, and all travel had been arranged. All that had to be done was actually complete the long and arduous journey. 

"Elizabeth, are you as excited as I am?" Elizabeth heard Isabella ask while they continued to organize themselves. The two of them were still attempting to adequately fill their travel cases, even though their departure time was so close.

"Yes, of course, Isabella," Elizabeth said as she felt frustration at not being able to fit her last gown into her case. "May I put this in your one?" 

When she looked at Isabella, she saw her grin. 

"If you did not prioritize all of those paints, pencils and papers in your case, Elizabeth, you might be able to fit that gown in!"

Elizabeth knew it was Isabella's form of teasing - not answering the actual question that had been asked until she'd made Elizabeth wait for long enough to be worried.

"Yes, of course you may put your gown in my case," Isabella finally replied. "I care not what gowns I take with me. None of what we have will match up to the fashions of Venice, I am sure. I say, do you think Father shall let us buy some new gowns while we are there? I believe even he will see that we do not own anything so grand as what the people there will wear, I am sure."

Elizabeth had been wondering the same thing. Day to day, each of their family purchased clothes as they were truly needed, but she knew neither of her parents could be considered extravagant people. What her sister had said was right - even the nicest gowns they owned might never be considered good enough for being in society. 

"I know not," she said as she carefully folded her last gown into Isabella's case and then closed it. "I suppose we shall have to wait and see."

"That might be your way, Sister, but I shan't be just waiting to see," Isabella said. "If you do not ask for something, how can you ever know what the answer will be? No, once we are settled in our great aunt's home, I shall ask Mother and Father if we may get a new gown each. I am sure they will not deny us."

Elizabeth nodded and smiled at her sister. How they were so very different in nature, she didn't know. She couldn't remember ever asking her parents for anything, or even considering daring to. Isabella was very different to her, and Florence was different again to both of them. 

"Shall I call for some assistance in getting these down to the carriage?" she heard Isabella ask, the subject of new gowns quite forgotten for the moment. 

"Yes," Elizabeth replied. "I believe I have packed all that I shall need."

"All you seem to need are your art supplies," said Isabella, teasing her older sister again. "How shall you find a husband with that particular skill, Elizabeth? I am sure any man would find a woman who paints far too dull to want to take her for his wife."

"Do you believe I am seeking a husband, Isabella?" Elizabeth asked with affectionate frustration as they began to walk down the elaborate staircase. The same conversation had been had rather often and the two sisters never seemed to agree on the outcome of it. "I am not sure that I am."

As usual, in response she heard Isabella laugh out loud. 

"You may keep that desire from our mother and father, dear sister, but you do not hide it from me," Isabella said. "Worry not. I believe you shall soon find love, even if our parents do not go out of their way to find a suitable match for you."

Elizabeth felt startled by such an end to the conversation. She'd never actually told Isabella that she was ready to find love. Was she truly so easy to read? 
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The journey was underway. Sitting in the carriage with her family, Elizabeth began to feel the happiest she'd felt in a long while. As happy as she knew she should be in her life in her home, it was when the carriage left Chisholm Manor estate altogether that she felt her soul begin to soar. 

She wasn't going anywhere new, but it was somewhere different from her day to day existence. She didn't know what could happen in Venice that couldn't happen in England, but she was certainly open to any possibility.

Looking across the carriage to where her mother, father and youngest sister sat, she caught her parents glance at one another. It was always easy to see their love for one another. She wasn't sure what it was that gave her the impression they loved each other so much. Perhaps it was the way that their eyes seemed to smile when their glances met. Perhaps it was the tone of their voices when they spoke to one another. Perhaps... 

Elizabeth silently admitted to herself that she didn't know what it was that told her they had the kind of loving relationship that she wanted in her own life. She just knew that somewhere out there in the world beyond Chisholm Manor, there had to be a man who would love her the same way that her father loved her mother. 

There had to be. Somewhere.
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"Alessandra!" all heard called out after the long journey was over with and they'd finally arrived in Venice and entered the large home of Alessandra's aunt, Caterina. Despite her extreme exhaustion from such a long journey, when Alessandra heard her aunt's voice, she naturally turned and smiled.

"Hello, Aunt," she said as she was pulled into welcoming arms. "You look rather well, I am very pleased to see."

"Sì, certo!" Caterina replied. "I shall never die, as you well know," she added, laughing. 

As Alessandra glanced at Edward she saw a very familiar expression of amusement on his face. He was trying to hide it, out of respect. He wasn't doing a very good job.

"Hello, Great Aunt," Elizabeth said when she could sense a moment of being able to seize the great woman's attention. She was grateful that her mother's aunt was well versed in speaking English, even if it did sound extremely odd with the strong, foreign accent. 

"Benvenuta, Signorina Elizabeth," said Caterina before glancing around all of the young faces. "And you, Signorina Isabella. My, how you young ladies have grown since I last saw you both! Your madre and padre shall be kept busy during this time, fighting off no shortage of young men vying for your attention, I am sure! But who is this?" she asked as she focused on the youngest in the group.

"I am Florence!" Florence replied before attempting to curtsey. "It is a great pleasure to meet you, Great Aunt."

Caterina laughed softly but nodded.

"And it is equally my great honour to meet you, little Florence," she said. "But where is my great nephew? I did so enjoy his conversation when you all last visited."

"He was only three years of age, Aunt!" Alessandra said.

"Sì, but I could already see what a charmer your son was going to turn out to be, Alessandra!" Caterina said, making Alessandra grin. 

"Charles is presently in London and did not travel with us," she said. "But he will join us in three days, so you shall see his happy face again."

"Very well," Caterina said, satisfied that her request had been at least partially met. "But let us not stand here for a moment longer. I am not yet on death's door, however my legs do not work as well as they used to. Come. The afternoon parlour shall be infinitely more pleasant for all of us."

Glancing at both of her parents, Elizabeth saw them exchange some kind of message with their eyes. She wasn't ever entirely sure what their messages said, but she was certain they'd both learned some kind of code that they each could use to say things, and to understand things, without either of them saying anything out loud. Would she ever find someone to be able to read her so well? Someone who could love her, and fully understand her? And if she didn't find someone like that herself, would she ever have the courage to tell her mother and father that she desired it, more than anything?

"We thank you for inviting us to come, Aunt," she heard her mother say. "We believed you might be..."

"Ready to depart this world?" Caterina teased her niece. "It was only a ploy. My health is not failing quite so much, however I am aging, of course. It has been my sincere wish to see all of my living relatives while I can - and for you all to see each other since so many of you have never met - so I thank you, Alessandra, for bringing your family all this way."

"Will other members of your family be visiting also, Caterina?" Edward dared to ask. He wasn't a sociable person day to day, but he'd been watching the faces of his children since they'd arrived in the large home. He didn't think he was ready to let any of his daughters enter into matrimony, but he could understand it might prove beneficial for them to at least be introduced to more social
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