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Blurb
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WHEN AUNT GARDINER treats Lizzy and Jane to a seaside holiday at Ramsgate, Lizzy becomes fast friends with the neighbor, Miss Georgiana Darcy. She clashes immediately with Fitzwilliam Darcy when he comes to visit, but that doesn’t stop her from trying to prevent Georgiana from eloping with Wickham when she learns of the secret romance. Her attempts go awry, as does Fitzwilliam’s plan to save Lizzy from what he believes is her plan to elope, and they are compromised. 

Forced to marry, he leaves her without a backward glance as soon as they walk out of the church. If not for matchmaking attempts by Bingley and Jane, that might be the end of it, save an annulment in three years. Thrown together again in Meryton, will they compromise, or will they allow pride and prejudices to keep them apart?

While Abbey sometimes writes sensual JAFF, this is strictly SWEET.
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Chapter One
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June, 1811

“IS THE SEA AIR NOT lovely, Jane?” asked Lizzy as she drew in a bracing breath, tasting the salt on her tongue and feeling the difference in the air. It was not her first visit to the seaside, but it was her first time at Ramsgate, and she was enchanted.

“Yes, quite lovely,” said Jane as she sneezed again. The tip of her nose was already red from all the sneezing she had done since their arrival, and she wiped at it with a lace handkerchief in a slightly less than ladylike way. “I do not know when I have been so happy.”

Lizzy grinned, noting the hint of mockery in her sister’s tone. It was quite unlike Jane, so her sister must be feeling poorly indeed. Sharp wit and humor were more Lizzy and her father’s style than the rest of the Bennets.

She moved closer to Jane, tucking her arm through hers. “If you feel like it, we must hurry. Aunt Gardiner is waiting for us at the teashop. She tells me they have a lovely lavender syllabub.”

Jane’s eyes sparkled with interest. “That does sound enticing.” She turned her head to sneeze again. “Excuse me.” She sounded miserable.

“Bless you,” said Lizzy about the same time as she patted her sister on the arm. “It is dreadful that something disagrees with you here, dear sister, for the environment is simply amazing.”

“I will not argue that, but I fear I must restrict myself mostly to indoors if I am to be continuously sneezing like this.” Three sneezes in quick succession followed her words, and her eyes were red and watery by the time she had recovered.

She was concerned for Jane, who occasionally had sneezing and red eyes during spring at Longbourn, but never like this. Something at the seaside didn’t seem to be agreeing with her sister at all, and she was sad for that. She and Jane had planned many adventures for their visit, but if Jane was to be confined inside to avoid irritants in the air, it would be a boring trip for both of them.

They reached the tearoom a few minutes later, and it had a lovely view of the beach below. Aunt Gardiner was already waiting for them, having declined their invitation to walk with them before tea, and she immediately looked concerned when Jane sat down beside her and started sneezing once more. “My dear girl, whatever is the matter?”

“Something does not agree with me around here.” Jane sounded stuffy.

“We must cut short our tea then, girls.”

Lizzy nodded her agreement even as Jane shook her head.

“That would be unfair. You were so kind to bring us on this holiday, Aunt Gardiner, and I would not wish to spoil your good time.”

Aunt Gardiner tutted. “Nonsense, dear girl. How can I enjoy myself if you are so clearly miserable? Let us return to the cottage, and perhaps a day or two will allow you to adapt to the different environment.”

Lizzy nodded her agreement at the sensible suggestion, suppressing a bit of disappointment. She was eager to explore the area, but she was more concerned about Jane than having a good time.

Soon enough, the three of them had departed from the teashop and walked down the promenade back to the cottage Aunt Gardiner had rented. It was a modest home, with far more luxurious ones on each side, but it was a welcome respite for the three of them, and Jane seemed particularly relieved to reach it.

Once they were inside, Mrs. Barker, the housekeeper who came with the house, started fussing over Jane immediately. “I shall brew up a nice herbal blend, Miss Bennet. I think it will set you right as rain.”

Jane perked up slightly at the idea. “I would be most appreciative if it works, Mrs. Barker.”

“Why do you not have a lie-down, and I shall bring you a pot when it is ready?” With those words, the housekeeper disappeared into the kitchen, likely seeing to the task herself. There was a maid and a cook who also came with the cottage, but from Lizzy’s observations, Barker ran the house strictly, and she likely wouldn’t consign the important task of brewing a special herbal tea for Jane’s discomfort to the maid or the cook.

The three of them adjourned to the sitting room when Jane declined the suggestion to take a nap. She was yawning, and she continued to sneeze, but she seemed to be feeling better now that she was no longer out in the open sea air.

“You must feel free to take a walk as we had planned, Lizzy,” said Jane.

Lizzy frowned. “It would not be proper, dear sister. Besides, I do not wish to leave you alone.”

“I would not be alone, for Aunt Gardiner is here.”

“I would have to accompany Lizzy on her walk, Jane.”

Jane shrugged and sneezed again. “I do not mind, for perhaps I will follow Barker’s suggestion and have a nap after all. I have never felt quite so lethargic.”

Lizzy looked at her aunt. “If you feel up to a walk, I would as well, but only if Jane is certain.”

“I have no objection to walking and exploring, particularly since Jane is not available to go with you, but let us wait to see if Mrs. Barker’s tea does any benefit for your sister before we go.”

Lizzy nodded immediately, concurring with the idea. She wouldn’t wish to leave Jane miserable and alone, or in the care of the servants in her current state. They seemed competent and compassionate, but they were new people in the girls’ lives, since they had only been at the cottage since yesterday, and it felt like abandoning her sister if she was still in her present state of misery.

Barker appeared with a tray of tea moments later, and there were two pots on it. She poured a standard blend for Lizzy and Aunt Gardiner before offering a different cup to Jane. “There are some nice nettles in here that should help quite a bit, along with chamomile to soothe. You seem to have a reaction to an element in the environment, but I hope this will help you feel better.”

Jane took her cup, nodding her appreciation, and started to sip.

They chatted for the next half-hour as they waited to see the outcome of Jane’s cup of tea. It took a while for Lizzy to grasp Jane had fallen progressively more silent as the conversation progressed. She glanced over when she realized and wasn’t entirely surprised to see Jane with her head back against the settee, eyes closed, and mouth open slightly as she slept.

Barker bustled in to reclaim the tray. “It appears to have worked. The special blend had a little something to make her sleepy, but she will feel better when she wakes, I hope. With a few cups each day, I do hope Miss Bennet will be able to endure the area long enough to enjoy your stay.”

“As do we,” said Aunt Gardiner as she nodded permission for the housekeeper to remove the tray. “Shall we move her to her room?” She directed the question to Lizzy.

Lizzy hesitated and then shrugged a shoulder. “She seems comfortable enough here. I suppose it is not done to nap in the sitting room, but as we are the only one to know...” She trailed off with a wink.

Her aunt nodded, clearly happy to be a co-conspirator. “Yes, I believe occasional, slightly scandalous behavior might be warranted. I fear waking her would only make her miserable again.”

“Do not worry about her, Mrs. Gardiner,” said Barker, pausing in the doorway. “I shall check on her periodically. I do believe I heard you wish to take a walk.” The older woman blushed slightly. “I was not eavesdropping, ma’am. I simply heard it as I was bringing in the tea.”

“I had no such thought that you were,” said Aunt Gardiner in a reassuring tone. “I believe we will take that walk. Thank you, Barker.”

The housekeeper nodded and departed, and Lizzy and her aunt were soon leaving the small cottage to return to the promenade for a bracing walk down the seashore. “It is all so lovely.”

“Indeed. I had hoped there would be more eligible gentlemen when I brought the two of you here though.”

She frowned slightly at her aunt as she adjusted her parasol. “Aunt Gardiner, I am but nineteen, and Jane is only three-and-twenty. Please do not become like mama and obsessed with marrying us to suitable partners.”

Her aunt shook her head. “I would not, dear girl. I simply hoped to offer you more choices than you can find in Meryton, particularly because your mother is so determined that you shall all marry very well.”

She was chastened by her explanation, and she looked down. “I know you mean well, Aunt Gardiner, and I apologize if I came across brusquely. I do get so frustrated with Mama’s matchmaking attempts though.”

“I quite understand, dear, but you must look at it from Fanny’s perspective as well. She knows not if your father will live longer than her, and if you girls are not settled into safe and happy marriages by then, Fanny fears what will happen to all of you when the entailment ensures Longbourn passes to Mr. Collins.”

Lizzy nodded. She understood her mother’s reasonings, so there was no cause to rehash them. It didn’t save her from being exasperated by the continuous efforts of her mother to marry her off, which had begun as soon as Jane was fifteen and barely out of the schoolroom. Lizzy had experienced the same since then, and her mother was already making overtures to prepare Lydia and Kitty as well, though her youngest sister was but fourteen. It seemed even sillier to imagine those two being married in the next couple of years since they were both so immature yet.

They were strolling along in silence a few moments later when they heard a cry ahead of them. Lizzy looked up in time to see the wind snatch the hat right off a dark-haired girl ahead of her, and the hat was blowing straight at Lizzy. She plucked it out of the air without thought as the girl started to run after it, ignoring the admonishments of her older companion to leave it be.

The girl reached her at the same time Lizzy approached, and the young woman was clearly trying to keep her pinned hair from flying everywhere. She was a few years younger than Lizzy, and the sophisticated style seemed a little overdone to her, but she was certain the younger woman must adore it. Kitty and Lydia both enjoyed when their lady’s maid designed their hair in fancy ways, though neither of her sisters had much occasion for socializing. Lydia wasn’t officially out yet, but she would be allowed to at her next birthday, and Kitty had only been to one Assembly ball thus far.

“Oh, thank you, miss,” said the girl before blushing as her companion followed along behind her.

“Miss Darcy, you have not been properly introduced yet.”

“I can scarcely be so, can I, Mrs. Younge? After all, there is no one to conduct proper introductions, and I must reclaim my hat.”

Lizzy’s lips twitched at the hint of tartness in the younger girl’s tone as she handed over the hat while her aunt stood beside her. 

After a moment, Aunt Gardiner took the initiative. “I am Madeleine Gardiner, and this is my niece, Elizabeth Bennet.”

“I am Georgiana Darcy, and this is my companion, Mrs. Younge.”

“It is nice to meet you,” said Lizzy. “That is a lovely hat.” It truly was, despite the wind having slightly crumpled the ostrich feather. “I hope it can be saved.”

Miss Darcy looked down at it with a fretful frown. “So do I. It is part of a lovely wardrobe my older brother bought me before allowing me to come spend the summer at Ramsgate.”

“I am certain we can fix it,” said Mrs. Younge with a small smile. Despite her kind tone, there was something in her eyes that made Lizzy uneasy. She seemed to dislike them interacting with Miss Darcy, and Lizzy couldn’t help thinking it was perhaps because the woman had realized they were staying at the smallest cottage on the shore.

She turned her attention to Miss Darcy. “You are here for the whole summer?”

The girl nodded. “We are staying at Vine House. I do not know its formal name, but it is covered with ivy, and it has that marvelous wrought iron gate.”

Lizzy recognized just the one she was talking about, for it was located next door to their cottage. She grinned. “How wonderful. We are in the small Rose Cottage beside it.” That was not the cottage’s formal name either, but it was adorned with a variety of roses both front and back, and it sounded lyrical, especially since Miss Darcy had already dubbed her house Vine House.

“That is simply marvelous. You must come for tea tomorrow afternoon, Miss Bennet. You as well, of course, Mrs. Gardiner.” The girl stumbled a little bit on the invitation, and she seemed slightly shy.

“We would be delighted,” said Aunt Gardiner.

“If my sister is feeling better, perhaps she would like to join us if you have no objection, Miss Darcy?”

Miss Darcy immediately shook her head. “Of course not. I would be delighted to meet her as well. She is ill?”

“Not ill so much as having a reaction to something in the environment.”

Mrs. Younge frowned slightly. “I have noticed that as well. While the sea air is refreshing, there is something about it that makes my nose itch continuously.”

“That sounds much like from what Jane is suffering,” said Lizzy with sympathy.

“Shall we say three o’clock?”

Lizzy nodded her agreement, and soon enough, they continued their walk. Miss Darcy had left a favorable impression on her, and once they returned to the cottage to find Jane looking better and awake, Lizzy shared the details of the encounter. Jane promised she would come along if she felt up to it.

***
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IT SEEMED OBVIOUS WHEN they arrived at Vine House and were seated inside the salon the next afternoon that Miss Darcy was painfully shy. She must have conquered it slightly in the excitement of trying to reclaim her hat, but she seemed more on edge this afternoon, and Lizzy couldn’t help feeling like perhaps the girl was regretting inviting them. 

She was determined to make sure Miss Darcy enjoyed their company, so she focused on drawing her out. Soon, with Jane and Aunt Gardiner’s assistance, they had Miss Darcy chatting more comfortably. 

Mrs. Younge was sitting nearby, but she was mostly silent. She seemed to be watching them with grudging reluctance, and Lizzy couldn’t be certain if it was because the woman didn’t wish to be imposed upon, or if there was something more to it, like having taken a dislike to the Bennets and Aunt Gardiner. It seemed preposterous, for they barely knew the woman at all, but her behavior was slightly peculiar.

That was the beginning of their friendship, and it soon blossomed as they took turns hosting Miss Darcy for tea and vice versa for the next ten days. Soon enough, Jane, Lizzy, and Georgiana had become fast friends. Jane’s allergy still bothered her to the extent she was unable to leave the cottage for long, but Lizzy and Georgiana often took walks together. Sometimes, Mrs. Younge accompanied them, but sometimes they went alone.

This afternoon, they were strolling along alone, and Lizzy noticed the candy shop ahead. “Sweetmeats sound divine. Would you care for something, Georgiana?”

Her friend nodded and started to walk with her, but as she looked to the side, she hesitated. “Would you mind getting marzipan for me? I will catch up in a moment.”
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