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      With a nervous sigh and as courageous a smile as she could muster, Georgia Darcy stepped out of the cab in front of the Santa Cecelia Scuolo per Ragazze, or the Saint Cecelia School for Girls, in Venice, Italy. She couldn’t actually see the school yet; the building itself was hidden behind a gate, and the afternoon sun was beating down on her from above, obscuring her vision. It forced her to cover her eyes, but there was something entrancing about the bright blue sky, and she couldn’t entirely look away. It was gorgeous.

      If someone had asked her a year ago, or even a month ago, where she would be right now, this would never have been her answer. Just four weeks ago, she was living in Washington with her brother Will, engaging in some typical teenage rebellion, but mostly she was looking forward to starting college. Her life was simple, and happy, and she really had no interest in changing things.

      But then George Wickham happened.

      At first, the attention lavished upon her by her brother’s childhood friend seemed sweet. George had drifted in and out of their lives since she was a kid, so she hadn’t thought much of it. But then… he changed. The way he looked at her, the way he talked to her, it made her uncomfortable. Her skin would crawl when he touched her. And before she knew what was happening…

      No. She couldn’t keep thinking about it. The memories of what had happened with Wickham sometimes overwhelmed her, to the point where she had trouble getting out of bed. And that was why she was in Venice, starting at a new school. Will believed a fresh start in a new environment would make all the difference in helping her learn to live with what happened to her.

      But she wasn’t sure that would ever happen.

      The cab driver jumped out of the taxi and got Georgia’s bags out of the trunk, then dropped them on the street next to her. She dug through her pockets to pay him, but he waved her off, then sped off. Georgia watched him, confused.

      “The school pays for the taxis from the airport. You’re covered.”

      Georgia turned back toward the gate and saw a lovely girl with black hair and huge blue eyes smiling at her. Her accent was thick, so she was local, and Georgia hoped she was looking for a friend because she had never once stepped foot in Venice. The girl walked forward and cordially offered her hand.

      “I’m Alessia Conti. I hope you’re Georgia Darcy?”

      “I am,” Georgia said with a grateful grin. 

      “Thank goodness, otherwise that cab driver is going to be furious. I’m your roommate for however long you make it at Santa Cecelia.”

      “Oh… do girls not usually last here?”

      Alessia chuckled as she picked up one of Georgia’s bags. “Let’s just say, if you’ve been sent here, there is a solid chance you might have trouble following the rules. Girls who come here don’t like following rules.”

      Alessia opened the gate and gestured for Georgia to follow her through. They walked down a short alleyway that was surrounded by walls covered in creeping vines, until it opened up to a huge courtyard full of flowers with a fountain in the middle. There were some girls milling about, and a few lounging on the fountain in the sun, but mostly it was really quiet. Georgia felt an immediate sense of peace that she hadn’t in months.

      “This is the school?” she asked, her eyes wide as she looked around at the ancient grounds.

      “It is. It was built in 1530 or something like that. It used to be a convent, and then a hundred years ago, they converted it into a school for girls. We came in the back entrance. Wait until you see it from the front. It obviously used to be a proper convent.”

      “This is amazing,” Georgia responded, unable to hide the awe in her voice. 

      “You say that now but wait until you spend your free hour picking vegetables in the garden. You’ll be longing for the sweet release of wherever you came from.”

      Georgia followed Alessia through the courtyard and back to a massive set of doors. Alessia pushed them open, and suddenly, they were in a gorgeous church. The stained-glass windows and statuary looked as if it had been there since the convent was built. Alessia just yawned. 

      “We have mass in here three times a week… if you want to of course. You don’t have to attend unless your parents included it as part of the package. They don’t push the issue… anymore, anyway.”

      Georgia shook her head. “No package. And no parents. Just me and my brother. And my cousin, Fitz. Well, and a miserable old aunt but my brother doesn’t let her have any say in my life.”

      Alessia sighed. “Lucky. If I miss a mass, I lose privileges. And I already don’t get to do anything.”

      “How long have you been here?” Georgia asked, running her finger along the length of a pew.

      “Since I was thirteen. But this is my last year. Soon, they can’t make me stay. I have a friend in Spain, so I am going to live with her. I’m counting the days. Anyway. I’ll show you our room and then you can go introduce yourself to Signora Flavia. She is the headmistress of the school. She’ll give you your class list and let you know what permissions you’re allowed. But I’ll tell you a secret…”

      Georgia leaned in. “Okay?”

      “You can do whatever you want as long as you don’t get caught.”

      Georgia shook her head nervously. The last thing she wanted was to be sent back to the States. While it already seemed like most of the girls here were sent against their will, Georgia was looking forward to the structure and stability. She didn’t want to get in trouble and make a bad impression right off the bat.

      “Maybe I should see what I’m allowed to do before I start thinking about breaking any rules.”

      Alessia shrugged. “Your choice. Come Gigi.”

      Georgia laughed. “How did you know that was my nickname?”

      “I didn’t. You just remind me of that girl in that musical. What was it called? Anyway, I guess I was right. Follow me!”

      After Alessia showed Georgia their room, which was nicer than she expected despite cold stone walls and no electronics, Alessia gave her directions to the headmistress’ office on the other side of the property. It was a Saturday, so no one had classes, but the women who ran the school also lived on the property, and rarely left in case of an attempted coup. 

      As Georgia walked through the century’s old building, she took in everything she could, and tried to memorize each hallway and portrait, then use it as a marker for later. The map Alessia had drawn was only useful if you didn’t get lost, and Georgia wasn’t sure she could find her way back without it. She wandered for a while, trying to remain in the same hallway, and it felt like an eternity before she finally came upon a door that read, Signora F. Bianchi. Georgia knocked lightly, and a melodious voice called out, “Sì?”

      Georgia opened the door slowly, somehow expecting to see a nun in a traditional giant habit. Instead, the woman behind the desk was… beautiful. She looked like she could have been a model in the ‘80s and she still dressed like one. She had long, perfectly straight blonde hair and her skin was silky smooth. For a second, Georgia was afraid to speak, as if nothing she could say would be elegant enough for the ears of the lady in front of her. But when the woman looked, and smiled, Georgia was immediately at ease.

      “Are you… Signora Flavia?” Georgia stuttered.

      “Ah! Yes! You must be Georgia Darcy! We were expecting you earlier. What an angel you are, my goodness! Please, sit,” she said in an accent similar to Alessia’s. “Have you seen your dormitory yet, dear?”

      Georgia gulped. “Yes, ma’am. Alessia took me there a moment ago. I dropped off my bags and came straight here.”

      “Excellent!” she clapped her hands together. “And please, call me Flavia. Georgia, dear, I assume your brother went over the rules of your particular arrangement before you arrived?”

      “No, ma’am… I mean, Flavia. This all happened kind of last minute. I don’t really know anything.”

      Flavia reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a folder with Georgia’s name on, then slid it over. Georgia flipped through it quickly and saw a class schedule, along with several sheets marked RULES OF SANTA CECELIA. 

      “You will attend six hours-worth of university-level courses a day beginning at 7:30am promptly. Every day, you will have one hour for lunch, and one hour of a free period, but your free period will be spent either in the garden, the library, or the music room. Because you are seventeen, you don’t have a bedtime per say, but given you need to be in the dining hall by 6:30am for breakfast, I recommend you get to bed early. Young ladies need their rest.”

      Georgia nodded as she hastily jotted down notes. While she was sure that a schedule like that made other girls bristle, she was already in love. She loved studying and she was already excited to see what a music room in a beautiful old building like this looked like.

      “Per the arrangement set up by your brother, you are allowed to leave the Santa Cecelia grounds on Saturday and Sunday, but the gates are locked promptly at 10pm. If you are late, you will have to call the security office to be let in. Should that happen three times during your tenure here, you will be sent home.”

      “Oh, I don’t think I’ll be leaving much,” Georgia muttered, not looking up from her notebook. But Flavia reached out and rested her hand on top of Georgia’s.

      “Darling, few girls here have an unrestricted schedule, and many would kill to trade places with you. You don’t have to spend every hour in town, but I recommend you take advantage of it,” Flavia said kindly. “You seem like a good girl, and perhaps, you’ll find you learn as much outside the gates as within them.”

      Georgia didn’t know if she agreed. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see Venice or explore the way she used to when she and Will and Fitz would go on vacation together. But now, she was alone, and she was plagued by a fear she had never known when she was younger. So much had changed in so little time…

      “Are you all set, dear? I have another meeting in a few minutes and I wouldn’t want to hold you up. I’m sure you’d like to get settled, and maybe Alessia can give you a proper tour before dinner.”

      Even though she was still completely overwhelmed, Georgia nodded and gathered her things. “Thank you for everything, Signora Flavia. I am grateful for the opportunity to be here. I really am.”

      “The pleasure is all ours, Georgia Darcy.”

      And just like that, Georgia was standing alone in the hallways of Santa Cecelia, a class schedule in her bag, a knot of homesickness already in her stomach, and nothing but the promise of a new future ahead of her…
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      “Are you going out tonight?”

      Georgia looked up from the Latin text book in her lap, having forgotten that Alessia was even in the room. After leaving Signora Flavia’s office, she’d gone straight to the academic wing to pick up all of her books for the rest of the semester. Her class schedule consisted of Latin, Advanced Physics, Calculus, British Romantic Literature, Classical Music Theory, and European History. She also had once-a-week Italian lessons to help her speak the language quicker. When Alessia saw Georgia’s stack of books, she laughed out loud and said, “better you than me!”

      As soon as Georgia had plopped down on her bed, she’d started trying to catch up on what she’d already missed. She had no idea how much time had passed when Alessia interrupted her. Her roommate was looking in the mirror of their shared dressing table, putting on eyeliner and batting her lashes to check the thickness of the kohl.

      “What? Going out? Why?”

      Alessia laughed a warm, girlish laugh. “Because it’s a gorgeous night and there are parties in town! You can’t seriously be considering staying her on your first night in Venice, Gigi?”

      Georgia shrugged. “I was just going to spend the night studying. Venice isn’t going anywhere.”

      “But your youth is! You won’t be young and in such a romantic city forever!”

      “Alessia…” Georgia lowered her voice to a whisper. “Are you even allowed to leave the grounds?”

      Alessia laughed again. “You are a prim and proper girl, aren’t you? Come on, Gigi! Change into something sexy and come out with us!”

      The color quickly drained from Georgia’s face. “Oh. No. No thank you. If that’s the kind of night you’re planning, it’s probably best I stay here anyway.”

      Alessia looked at Georgia’s sad expression in the mirror and turned around, one eye still missing liner. Girls came to Santa Cecelia for a lot of different reasons and Alessia had a feeling she knew what her new roommate’s was. “Georgia… why are you here?” 

      Georgia picked the textbook back up and just shook her head. “It’s a good school. That’s why I’m here.”

      With a sigh, Alessia sat down on Georgia’s bed and took the Latin book from her hands. 

      “Gigi, we will have whatever kind of night you want. It’s your first night here, so you pick! Even if it’s just you and me. Wear whatever you want. We’ll go wherever you want. We’ll have a girl’s night.”

      Georgia brushed away a tear that was threatening to escape and nodded. “Okay, yeah. As long as it won’t get you in trouble.”

      “Fantastico! Come! Let’s pick out something for you to wear.”
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      Georgia adjusted the neckline on the shirt that Alessia had loaned to her. It was a vintage band t-shirt that Alessia had cut the top and sleeves off of, and while it didn’t leave her super-exposed, Georgia still felt like she was showing too much skin. It had taken some bickering before Alessia agreed to let her wear her favorite jeans and sneakers, but it was the only way Georgia would consent to the shirt. 

      The duo walked out of the dorm wing of the school and Georgia started for the main exit, but Alessia grabbed her arm and started pulling her in the other direction, toward the church.

      “Alessia? Where are we going?”

      Alessia chuckled as they walked toward the sacristy. “There is a window back here that they never remember to lock. We can climb out and they will never know we were missing.”

      “Hold on. I’m allowed to leave. Why do I have to crawl out a window?”

      “Because we’re going to stay out past ten.”

      Georgia fiddled with her sleeve. “Alessia… I don’t know. Maybe it’s better if I just go back to the room.”

      Alessia pushed the window open and crawled out, then stuck her head back in and grinned at Georgia. 

      “Come on, Gigi! The night is waiting!”

      Georgia sighed and bounced back and forth on her feet nervously, before relenting and scrambling out the window behind Alessia. Because she had no practice in the art of escape, she tried to go out head first, and ended up tumbling forward, feet over head, before landing on her butt in the bushes. Alessia reached out and helped her up, then Georgia wiped the dirt off her jeans.

      “I don’t think I’m cut out for this kind of stuff.”

      Alessia gestured for her to follow. “What kind of stuff? Having a life? Being a teenager?”

      “Yes. That stuff.”

      Alessia started walking at such a steady pace, Georgia practically had to run to keep up with her. They walked through a series of alleys and Georgia found herself distracted by the clotheslines above them, creating a rainbow of fabric waving gently in the wind. She found it comforting, like the flickering of a handmade quilt overhead. 

      They got to the end of the alley and Alessia took Georgia’s hand, pulling her into the street, and her jaw dropped. She had seen pictures of Venice and she knew it was lovely, but she had no idea it was this beautiful. There were lights strung up between patios, people milling around chatting, and the smell of the canals made her dizzy. She was in love.

      “Where are we going?” Georgia asked, distracted by the crowds of people around them. 

      “There is a restaurant around the corner that doesn’t give us any trouble if we show up from the school. The other girls are going to a bar tonight, but I thought that might be too much for you on your first night,” Alessia said with a wink.

      Georgia kept chasing after Alessia, trying to focus on her friend for fear of losing her in the crowds, but unable to stop looking at the cafes and bars and shops that they passed. They stopped next to a grocery stand to let a car drive by and the boy behind the fruit shouted something at Alessia in Italian. She shouted back and provided him with a rude gesture, then grabbed Georgia and kept pulling her away. 

      “What did he say?”

      Alessia waved a hand at her. “Don’t worry about it. Better you don’t understand for the time being. The restaurant is just up here on the corner!”

      They walked another fifty feet to the end of the street until they reached the restaurant, which took up the whole corner and looked exactly how Georgia had pictured a café in Venice. Alessia walked up to the hostess, who just waved them in without asking anything else, and then they walked to a table in the back. It was hidden by the bar, as well as all the other tables, so if someone from the school walked by, they wouldn’t see them.

      Alessia waved over a waitress and ordered them drinks in Italian. “What do you want to eat?” she asked Georgia.

      “Oh, anything is fine.” In truth, she was too afraid to think about anything, let alone food. She was terrified of getting caught on her first day at the school.

      Alessia finished ordering and the waitress sauntered off. Georgia shook her head.

      “You are so much more confident than I am.”

      “Oh, please,” Alessia laughed. “Once you’ve been
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