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      The afternoon light had barely begun to intrude upon the parlor as I took my place at the modest mahogany desk I had moved into the parlor for our lessons. My daughter, Anne, with her dark curls bouncing cheerily around her shoulders, sat opposite me, her slender fingers tracing the outline of her lesson with a concentration that belied her tender years.

      “But why must I learn French, Mama,” she asked. “Will we go there someday?”

      “Perhaps,” I replied. “But it is essential for a young lady to know many languages—”

      “How many do you know?”

      I smiled fondly at her. “Not as many as I should,” I said honestly. “But I hope that you will enjoy them more than I did… and perhaps I shall discover a new love of French if we learn it together.”

      Anne’s little nose wrinkled, reminding me of Lydia when she was of a similar age, and I could not help but laugh softly.

      “I much prefer drawing,” she muttered.

      “Your Aunt Kitty felt much the same way,” I said.

      I could not tell her the real reason that I wished for her to learn French. I had endeavored to put the gentleman out of my mind, but with each passing year it grew more and more difficult to do so.

      Anne’s moments of stoic reflection were so like his.

      But every thought of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy brought me nothing but pain.

      I could not speak of him. Not yet… Though I wished to tell Anne about her father, I could not.

      As we moved on in our lesson, a knock at the door sliced through the tranquility of our afternoon.

      The interruption was unexpected, and I felt a flutter of unease. Visitors were scarce since society still whispered behind fans and raised glasses about Anne's parentage—a topic which they found as engaging as it was scandalous.

      I had done nothing in the last five years to deter those whispers—and had decided that I did not care what my neighbors and former friends thought about the matter.

      I laid aside the tattered French grammar book, rose from my seat, and smoothed the front of my gown before I made my way to the foyer. Mrs. Hill had long been dismissed from her post as Mr. Collins had determined that Anne and I needed no more than a cook to manage the household. He was not incorrect, but the insult of his decision was obvious.

      Upon opening the door, I was met by the solemn face of Mr. Masters who delivered the weekly post. He extended a small stack of letters toward me with a small bow.

      “Thank you, Mr. Masters,” I said with a smile.

      “How is Miss Anne this fine day?” he asked.

      “Very well, indeed,” I replied. “Though she is not well pleased that I will not allow her to draw instead of learning French.”

      The man’s smile was genuine, though I knew he would take this information back to his gossip-hungry wife. “Little girls are all the same, are they not? My own daughters refused to learn the pianoforte no matter how Mrs. Masters begged them.”

      “A tragedy for all mothers,” I said. “Good day, Mr. Masters.”

      The gentleman touched his fingers to the edge of his cap before he turned and walked back toward the road. The crunch of his boots on the gravel echoed in the stillness of the afternoon, leaving me alone with the missive whose seal I turned over in my hands apprehensively. I recognized the weight of the paper and the seriousness of the slanted penmanship immediately.

      Mr. Collins.

      It was not often that my cousin saw fit to correspond, and now that he was the Master of Longbourn his letters rarely bore glad tidings.

      I entered the house and closed the door behind me. With a steadying breath, I broke the wax and unfolded the paper. The script was tight and meticulous, each word lined with the self-importance and obsequiousness that so characterized its author.

      "Dearest Cousin Elizabeth," it began, in tones that seemed to ooze from the very ink, "I write to you with matters of utmost importance regarding the estate and your current residence therein..."

      My heart sank as I read on, the words blurring as the implications became clear. Mr. Collins hinted, in his roundabout way, at changes that would threaten the security of our home—of Anne’s future. The specter of uncertainty loomed over us, casting a shadow upon the peaceful life I had fought so fiercely to maintain for my daughter.

      "Is it bad news, Mama?" Anne's voice cut through my thoughts and I looked up from the letter to see her leaning against the doorway of the parlor, her youthful face etched with concern.

      "Merely an inconvenience, dearest," I assured her, though I felt the weight of our precarious situation bearing down upon me.

      I folded Mr. Collins' letter with precision and returned to the parlor. I tucked it away into one of the novels I was reading, as if I could also sequester my mounting apprehension. Our home, Longbourn, had always been more than mere brick and mortar to Anne and me—it was the keeper of laughter and tears, of memories too precious to surrender without a fight.

      With Mr. Collins' veiled threats now casting a shadow over our future in this place, I felt a fierce protectiveness rise within me. I had worked hard to keep the house after my parents had died—and even after all of my sisters had married or moved away. Mr. Collins, if he had had his way, would have turned me out years ago—but I had resisted him. Until now.

      “Shall we walk into town?” I asked brightly.

      “Oh, yes!” Anne cried. She would have taken any opportunity to leave her lessons behind, but I could not bear the thought of being indoors for a moment longer.

      We set out on foot, the crisp autumn air invigorating as it caressed our faces. The quaint village of Meryton lay just a mile away, its charming streets lined with bustling shops and friendly faces. I tucked Anne's hand in mine, relishing the warmth of her touch and the comfort it brought me in times of uncertainty.

      As we strolled along the cobblestone street that led into town, the vibrant hues of fallen leaves crunched beneath our feet, a symphony of nature's colors painting the world around us. Anne skipped ahead, her laughter ringing like music in the air. Despite the weight of Mr. Collins' letter pressing on my mind, I couldn't help but smile at her infectious joy.

      The familiar sights and sounds of Meryton enveloped us—the aroma of freshly baked bread wafting from the bakery, the lively chatter of townsfolk going about their day, the tinkling bells of the church clock marking the hours. It was a welcome reprieve from the solitude of Longbourn and the shadows that loomed there.

      We made our way to Mr. Carter's bookshop, a cozy haven filled with shelves upon shelves of literary treasures waiting to be discovered. Anne's eyes lit up at the sight, her curiosity piqued by the promise of new adventures within those bound pages. She loved it when I would read to her from something I had taken from the shelves of Papa’s library, and I knew it would not be long until she began to request books of her own.

      As we perused the shelves together, I couldn't shake the nagging feeling that Mr. Collins' missive held more dire consequences than he had let on. The threat to our home and security gnawed at me, a constant reminder of my vulnerability in a world where women like us had little power or recourse.

      “Ah, Miss Bennet. It has been so long since you were seen in town!”

      The intrusion was Mrs. Long, a neighbor whose penchant for gossip was only matched by her relentless curiosity. I noted the emphasis she put on Miss in her greeting and I steeled myself for the encounter.

      “Mrs. Long,” I said. “How are you today? Is your husband well?”

      "As well as can be expected,” she said. “His disposition has always been in opposition to the changing of the seasons.” Her eyes fell upon Anne and her smile faltered just a little. “Miss Bennet,” she began as she moved closer, her voice laden with false concern, "it is most distressing what people will say without a care for the truth or one's reputation."

      My eyes narrowed slightly.

      "Indeed, it is a mark of poor character to spread such idle talk," I replied, meeting her gaze without flinching.

      "Of course, of course," she nodded, oblivious to my veiled censure. "But you must admit, the situation with your daughter—"

      "Is one of no concern to anyone," I interjected firmly. "Anne is blessed with a quick mind and kind heart. Her worth is not determined by her lineage, but by her actions and character. One should only hope that their own children are judged on such merits."

      Mrs. Long's eyes widened slightly at my forthrightness, but she quickly regained her composure. Her own youngest son was known as a notorious gambler who had been in drunken brawls with the local militia on more than one occasion.

      "Certainly, Mrs. Bennet, your devotion is commendable. It is only that—"

      "Good day, Mrs. Long," I said, dismissing the matter and her presence with equal finality. She departed, albeit reluctantly, and I turned back to Anne, whose perceptive eyes had observed the exchange.

      "What did Mrs. Long want, Mama?” she asked and my chest tightened just a little to look at her. The weight of society's judgment was not hers to bear. Not yet. There would come a day when such things might be important—but not now.

      “Nothing of any importance,” I said. “Now, did you find something you would like to take home?”

      Anne nodded, her eyes bright. “There is a book about animals—Mr. Carter showed me, it has the most wonderful pictures!”

      “Then we shall get it,” I said with a smile. “I thought you wanted a song book—”

      Anne shook her head vehemently. “Your songs are enough for me, Mama, I want the animals!”

      “Then so it shall be.”

      Anne grabbed hold of my hand and I laughed and allowed her to lead me toward the front of the shop.

      We walked back to Longbourn, Anne with her new book clutched against her chest, and me with a heart full of uncertainty.

      Once we were alone in the house again, the solitude of our sitting room pressed upon me, and I felt the absence of my parents acutely.

      Gone too soon, they had left me to navigate the intricacies of estate management and other topics that had never been part of my education—nor would it have been anything that they would have sought to tell me.

      All I wanted was to ask my Papa’s advice. He had never met Anne, but I knew that he would have loved her.

      Though I was grateful that he had not been present to bear the weight of the ridicule of our neighbors… I knew he would have supported me.

      I sank into the worn armchair by the hearth and allowed myself a rare moment of self-pity.

      The weight of responsibility settled heavily upon my shoulders, and I closed my eyes, in an effort to keep my tears at bay. My role as head of the household was never one I envisaged for myself, yet it was one I had been forced to embrace.

      I should have been married by now.

      Jane was expecting her second child—and Kitty was happily married to a gentleman who was almost as silly as she.

      Even Mary had found a husband who doted upon her.

      But I would never have such a thing.

      Not now. Not ever.

      "Mama?" Anne's soft inquiry roused me
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