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      I had grown accustomed to the hush of early mornings in Florence—the sort of hush that was not stillness, exactly, but a thoughtful pause between darkness and day. 

      It was a city that woke by degrees, and from our apartment above the Via de’ Bardi, I could hear the low murmur of the river shifting beneath the bridges and the uneven rhythm of hooves on cobblestones. So different from Hertfordshire. So delightfully strange. 

      The sunlight came slowly, not in sudden brilliance as it did over the edge of Longbourn, but in a soft unveiling—first gilding the terracotta roofs, then slanting across the courtyard below, where ivy clung stubbornly to flaking stone and stray cats moved like smoke along the ledges.

      I rose early not from obligation, but for the quiet. 

      The hour before Anna woke was mine alone, and I guarded it with a fierce sort of reverence. There was peace in this solitude—though it was not the same thing as contentment. The silence allowed me to think, but thinking, as I had learned, was not always welcome company.

      I sat at the narrow writing table pressed against the window, quill in hand, squinting at the cramped script of a mid-century English pamphlet I had been asked to translate for a professor at the Accademia. The paper was brittle, the ink browned with age, and the author had a tendency toward sentences that wandered like goats across a hillside.

      Still, the work paid enough to keep a cook in our kitchen, clean linen in the cupboard and olive oil on the shelves, and I found small satisfaction in bringing order to another’s chaos. I had learned to be grateful for such work—and it was work that kept me invisible and independent.

      The room smelled of beeswax and parchment, mingled with the faintest trace of lemon from yesterday’s washing. I dipped the quill, smoothed the margin, and began again. But scarcely had I scratched out a single phrase before a soft rustling came from the chamber beyond. I froze, listening.

      There it was again—a shifting, a sigh, the sleepy protest of small limbs stirring beneath muslin.

      I set the pen down and rose, crossing the room on bare feet. The door to the nursery stood ajar, and within, the morning light filtered through lace curtains in gentle stripes. Anna was already standing in her cot, one chubby hand wrapped tightly around the top rail, the other rubbing her eye with great purpose. Her dark curls were in disarray, and her nightgown had slipped off one shoulder.

      “Mam-ma?” she said, not quite a question—more a claim, simple and undeniable.

      I smiled despite myself. “Yes, my love. I am here.”

      Her face brightened, and she bounced once, impatient. I lifted her from the cot, and she pressed her warm face against my collarbone as her arms curled instinctively around my neck. Her small body was heavy with sleep and radiated heat and trust and tugged as something deeper—something that still astonished me, even now.

      We stayed like that for a long moment, swaying gently as the day came in around us.

      She smelled of milk and lavender and I kissed her temple, and she squealed softly in protest, wriggling until I shifted her to one hip.

      “Well, you are in fine spirits this morning,” I murmured as I brushed a curl from her cheek. “Shall we see if the birds have left anything in the courtyard?”

      She did not answer, of course—words came slowly, and only when they pleased her—but she pointed with solemn authority toward the window.

      We stood at the casement and watched the city bloom. A woman across the street leaned from her balcony to water geraniums; below, a pair of students argued over a sketchbook and a stray dog chased its own tail near the fountain. Life went on, as it always did, heedless of the lives it brushed against.

      And yet… as I held my daughter close, I could not help but feel the fragility of our place in it. We were safe, yes—but safety, I had learned, was not the same as belonging.

      Anna twisted suddenly and tugged at the ribbon at the shoulder of my gown, her brow furrowed with determination.

      “More,” she said, her favourite word. She used it for everything—food, kisses, attention, the sun through the window.

      “More what, my heart?” I asked, laughing. “Breakfast? Adventure? Or simply the moon, it looks close enough to touch, does it not?”

      She made a sound of deep conviction and reached for my hair instead.

      It was strange, some days, how easily I could forget the weight of the past. Florence had done that for me—wrapped me in warmth and anonymity, demanded only that I move forward. And I had. I had carved out a small, serviceable life from the fragments left after Hertfordshire: after Lydia’s disgrace, after my father’s death, after that final quarrel with Mr. Darcy that had shattered all I thought I understood.

      I had not told him about Anna. 

      I had not written. 

      What could I have said?

      No letter could undo the damage. Nothing could unbreak the engagement I had spurned. 

      And no explanation could be offered without exposing us both to ruin. 

      And so I had chosen silence.

      At first, I imagined he would write. 

      I waited for it—but each arrival of the post was a fresh cut. 

      I was not in hiding in Florence. I did not take a false name or pretend to be a widow… 

      Though my aunt had suggested it on many occasions and would have assisted me in the ruse. 

      I had thought perhaps he would come after me, demand an answer, confront me with the fierce honesty I had once admired in him. 

      But nothing came.

      He had let me go.

      I had left for Bath with Mrs. Gardiner, who seemed eager to see something other than the view of Gracechurch Street from her parlor window. From Bath we journeyed to the coast, and finally abroad under the guise of helping her recover from her own grief. 

      The story was thin, but plausible. No one looked too closely, especially not once Anna arrived and I gave my life over to her care.

      Now, I could scarcely remember what it had felt like to be only Elizabeth Bennet. I was someone else entirely—part translator, part mother, part ghost. I had buried the girl who once challenged Mr. Darcy on a misty walk through Rosings’ gardens. She belonged to a different world.

      “Mam-ma,” Anna said again, softer now.

      I looked down and saw she had placed her palm against mine, pressing our hands together as if to measure the difference. Her fingers were short and stubby, her nails slightly grubby despite my best efforts. I felt my throat tighten.

      “I’m here,” I whispered.

      My aunt entered the room not long after with her usual efficiency—her hair tightly coiled, a tray in hand bearing tea and warm rolls wrapped in a linen cloth and a smile upon her face.

      “Still watching the world from the window?” she asked as she set the tray on the table. “You’ll go blind from the sun at that angle.”

      “It’s barely risen,” I replied, smiling. “And the view improves when one’s company is as charming as this.” I bounced Anna gently, and my aunt laughed.

      “She’ll be spoiled to stubbornness,” she said, but her tone was fond.

      “She already is,” I said.

      After breakfast, I dressed Anna in her morning frock—a pale blue muslin with a single faded ribbon—and tied her curls back with effort. She resisted, as usual, and emerged triumphant with no stockings and jam smeared upon her cheek.

      I let it be. There were greater battles.

      The rest of the morning passed in small, quiet tasks. I translated two pages of a tedious moral tract, sewed a missing button onto Anna’s smock, and read aloud from a worn book of nursery rhymes while she stacked wooden animals in perilous towers. She toppled them with delight and demanded again, again, again.

      It was an ordinary day.

      And yet, as I leaned against the doorframe and watched her squawk at a wooden sheep, I could not shake the feeling that the peace we had built here was borrowed time. Florence had been good to us, but I missed my sisters—and I could not shake the feeling that something was amiss.
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      I arrived in Florence under protest.

      The physician in Vienna had insisted the fever would return if I did not rest. 

      My valet had muttered something about the spring air being gentler on the nerves. Even Colonel Fitzwilliam had sent a letter, all cheer and concern, urging me to go south and “look at something beautiful for once.”

      So here I was. In Florence. Convalescing.

      I had not taken ill in battle, nor suffered a carriage accident, nor lost the use of my legs. But one does not recover from certain wounds merely by standing upright.

      The air in Florence was thin with sunlight, heavy with bloom. The city spilled like ink along the river, and domes and steeples rose from a red roof sea. 

      It was beautiful. And I resented it.

      The villa I had taken on the south bank was not far from the Ponte Vecchio, though far enough from the bustle that the nights were quiet. I kept the windows open, and in the early hours I could hear church bells sounding over the water—distant and mournful.

      A hired local had stocked the larder. 

      The servants spoke only passable English. 

      I was left alone, precisely as I had requested.

      I tried to write letters. I abandoned each one.

      Instead, I walked.

      I learned quickly that Florence was not a city for idleness. 

      It was too old, too proud of its beauty, and too stained by centuries of ambition and ruin to permit a man to drift unnoticed. But I drifted all the same—through narrow alleys where washing fluttered above me like flags of surrender, past statues with blind marble eyes, and under arches that had been untouched by the crumbling of empires. 

      The streets pulsed with noise and colour. English tourists barked about architecture they did not understand. Artists gathered in little clutches, eyes wild, with charcoal smudges on their sleeves and faces. Barefoot children chased one another over the stones. And everywhere, the scent of oranges and olives filled the air.

      It was all terribly alive. 

      And I was not.

      I stopped outside a bookseller’s stall just off the Via Tornabuoni. The proprietor, a grey-haired gentleman with ink on his fingers and a long mustache, nodded in silent welcome. The table before him was littered with English volumes, mostly sermons and translations of classical works, some badly bound, some with pages falling out like feathers from a bedraggled bird.

      I flipped through a copy of Plutarch’s Lives before setting it down. My hand passed over a slim, unfamiliar volume—A Moral Inquiry into the Proper Education of Daughters—and I snorted aloud.

      “She will not be the first to write such a thing,” said a voice beside me, dry and accented. The shopkeeper had noticed my expression. “But perhaps she is the first to do so in three languages.”

      I arched a brow. “The author is a woman?”

      “Indeed. An Englishwoman. Lives nearby. Does good work—translates dull books for dull men
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