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“There is no charm equal to tenderness of heart.”

~ Jane Austen

This book is dedicated to Jane Austen. It is because of Jane Austen that we have these wonderful romances and beloved characters. I was fortunate to visit Bath during college and to follow Jane Austen’s footsteps there and into becoming a novelist. Christmas Park is based on Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, which I encourage you read in addition to this book. This version is meant to enhance and tell the story in a way to encourage modern romance readers to also enjoy the classics. 
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SUMMARY
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A Jane Austen Association Book based on Jane Austen's Mansfield Park.  

It is weeks before Christmas, and Keely Lee is hosting a party with the members of the Jane Austen Association and her cast and crew for the newest Jane Austen film she is directing, Mansfield Park.

She has surprising news for everyone, but receives a big surprise of her own. Now time is of essence, and she and the crew must finish filming Mansfield Park before Christmas. 

Adding to the gang are new members Darling and the Barrys of Barry Park, who have a history together. The Jane Austen Association Series books combine travel guide along with the romantic story to provide a wonderful escape along with a Happy Ever After, for ages 16 and up!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE


Keely
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AS I CLIPPED MY PEARL earring to my lobe, I glanced at my reflection then up at Hugh.  Standing behind me, he fidgeted, agitated and nervous.

It was our third night at Moon Manor, a magnificent manor house my friend Ayra and her husband Jai owned and also the very estate I had filmed a number of my Jane Austen films such as Pride and Prejudice, as well as Emma. Although my husband Hugh and I lived in Bath, we had traveled to Moon Manor in Derbyshire to film our last Jane Austen film, Mansfield Park. We’d spent two days readying the place for this very special night.  Although I’d given Ayra and Jai just a day’s notice of our arrival, they’d been welcoming and eager to help us prepare the house as we saw fit.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Hugh.

“Nothing,” he said, coming up behind me to grasp my shoulders and set a soft kiss on my cheek.  “Just eager to see how the night plays out.”

“Looks more like nerves to me.”

“Yeah, I guess... a bit.”

“Miss Keely?” Meg called through the door.  “Abbie and Gabriel Tillsbury have arrived as well as Penny and Cliff Healy.”

“Thank you, Meg.”  I glanced back at Hugh again.  “These are all people that we know, Hugh.  Making this announcement shouldn’t make you nervous at all.”

I stood to take a last look at my reflection.  I’d opted for a deep green empire waist dress that was trimmed with lace just under the bustline.  The little puff sleeves were also trimmed in lace as was the hemline.  As an afterthought, I wrapped a large lace shawl over my shoulders, then quickly pulled my hair up into a loose bun.  My makeup was minimal.

I looked very much the host of a Jane Austen Association gathering, the book club that Ayra and I had started in America, where we were both from. Then we had an U.K. chapter headed by Abbie which had members such as Penny, Susan, and Holly. All of them somehow one way or another became involved in my Jane Austen films as well.

“Come on,” I said, taking Hugh’s hand in mine.  “I’m sure Susan and Holly will arrive any minute now.”

We headed out into the hall.

Moon Manor had an atmosphere that was both calm and busy.  The Christmas holidays were approaching, and Ayra and Jai’s home glowed with many warm candles and was scented with cinnamon and clove.

Ayra had made it clear; this evening was mine.  Her home was mine.  She had let me do as I pleased with regard to the décor, and now I was to do as I pleased with the evening to come.  Her staff were at my disposal, and Meg in particular had been given specific instructions to tend to my every need.

We reached the main floor just as Susan arrived with Bradley, followed by Holly and the Major.

“My apologies,” Holly said.  “It’s my fault that we’re late.  I couldn’t decide what to wear.”

“You’re not late at all,” I assured her.  “And you look lovely.”

Her knee-length floral dress fitted her perfectly.

Susan, true to her demure self, wore a deep blue velvet skirt topped with a simple baby blue shirt.

“You can all leave your luggage here.  I’ll have Jack and Mark bring everything up to your respective rooms.”

The newly arrived guests nodded as they ridded themselves of their coats. We then made our way to the drawing room where the others were waiting.

As trays of champagne were brought around the room, Hugh and I greeted everyone.  There were so many hugs and kisses after such a long time apart.

“I wasn’t expecting such a festive décor,” Abbie said as she looked at the garlands that circled the room.  In addition to the gold threading that embellished the garlands, there were large gold bows.

“Even if we are two weeks away from Christmas,” Ayra added with a smile, “we welcomed the holidays.”

“I was so very pleased to receive your invitation, Keely,” Penny said.  “It’s always nice to spend the holidays with friends.”

I looked at them all.  “You are all more than friends and co-workers.  You’re family.  Some of you, like Ayra and Abbie, I’ve worked with from the very beginning, while Penny, Susan and Holly are more recent additions to the Jane Austen Association.  But you are all, in my heart, equally important not only to the movie making process, but to my peace of mind.”

I raised my champagne flute to all of them.  “To all of you, my cherished friends; my family.”

They all raised their glasses and sipped their bubbly.

Meg poked her head into the room.  “The dining hall is ready, Miss Keely.”

“Thank you.”  I looked at my family.  “Come.  We are to enjoy quite the feast.”

Hugh and I led the way to the dining hall.  On entering, even I gasped as I saw the beautiful table setting.

“This is so pretty,” Susan said.

“Can I take a picture?” Holly asked.

“Sure. Go ahead.”

She took out her phone and took a quick picture.

The long table was set with large red charger plates trimmed in gold on which sat white plates also trimmed in gold. On each plate was a linen napkin held by a red and gold napkin ring.  Bouquets of beautiful white Christmas roses and holly lined the center of the table.  In the very center of the table was an arrangement of poinsettias. 

Ayra and Jai had really gone all out to help me create the festive mood I wanted for this special evening.

Hugh and I took our seats at either end of the long table while each couple sat one across from the other.

“I assume you brought us all here to discuss the upcoming movie a bit,” Abbie ventured as we enjoyed our first course of smoked salmon.

“That is a large part of the reason,” I said, deliberately vague.  “As always, there’s so much to talk about.  The cast, working here at Moon Manor, the necessary changes to be made and of course re-working the script.  After all, Mansfield Park is a difficult book to bring to life.  Though Fanny Price is the main character, she tends to take a backseat to much of the happenings in the book.”

“Do you have an actress in mind for Fanny Price?” Penny said.

I simply smiled but then sucked in a heavy sigh.

“What is it?” Ayra said.

“I wanted to wait until after our meal.”

“Wait for what?” Abbie said.

“I have a little announcement to make.”

“I knew it,” Ayra said, her eyes filled with concern.  “I knew there was more to this dinner than a pre-Christmas celebration.”

I looked across the expanse of the table to lock eyes with my husband.  With only the slightest nod as indication that I needed him, he understood and quickly got up to walk the length of the table and come stand behind me.

Everyone set their silverware down and looked at me, their eyes wide with anticipation.

“You’re making me nervous,” Holly said.

“This is indeed a major announcement,” Hugh began.  He put his hand to my shoulder, and I reached up to grasp it.

“Are you cancelling the production?” Ayra said.

“First things first,” I said.  “As I’ve said, you are all like family to me and it was important for me to celebrate the upcoming holidays with you.”

After a dramatic pause, I stood up, shrugged off the long lace shawl I’d draped over my shoulders and pressed the fabric of my ample empire dress against the slight bulge of my belly.

“Oh, my God,” Abbie instantly cried as she jumped out of her seat.

A second passed before the other women all exclaimed with words of surprise and congratulations.

“When are you due?” Penny said.  “You look to be what?  Five months?  Six?”

“Actually, it’s eight,” I said.

“Eight?” Susan said.  “But you’re hardly showing.”

“Eight?” Holly said.  “That means that you’ll be due within...”

“Within the next month,” I finished for her.  “Yes.”

“But you barely have a bump,” Ayra said.  “How did you manage to keep this hidden from me?  You’ve been here so many times these past months.  And these past days... I’ve been with you all the time and...”

“I do apologize for being so secretive.  I guess, in part, I didn’t want to jinx it.  And then, as the due date approached, as the holidays approached and as the complications regarding the upcoming production seemed inevitable, I knew it was time to talk to all of you.”

“That certainly explains the ample dress,” Holly said.  “I mean, I get it... empire waist... Jane Austen era... yadda, yadda, yadda.  But... whoosh.  What an unexpected surprise.”

“Yes.  My belly might not be all that large, but I’ve begun to swell everywhere else.  You should see my ankles.”  I laughed.

“When you say complications regarding the production, what do you mean exactly?” Abbie said.

“I’m afraid we may have to delay filming of Mansfield Park.  While I would be more than happy to start two to three months from now, I’m afraid others may not.  For one thing, most of the actors will most likely no longer be available by then.  But, more importantly, I risk losing the financial backing I have already secured.

Ayra and Abbie looked at one another.  I knew those two enough to instantly know what they were thinking.

“You already have your cast, don’t you?” Abbie said.

“With the exception of one or two roles, yes.”

“And Moon Manor has been altered to take the place of Mansfield Park, right?” Ayra added.

“Yes, but...”

“Let’s get on it right away,” Abbie cut in.  “Instead of waiting until after the holidays to start filming, why not start now... like... tomorrow?”

I shook my head and stammered, looking for an argument.  Finally, I found my voice.  “Two weeks.  Are you two claiming that we can get this movie in the can in two weeks?”

“What’s missing?” Abbie said.  “You know that I’ll be there for hair and makeup.”

“Yeah,” Ayra said.  “What’s stopping us from getting started?  I already have much of the music planned out in my head.”

“The screenplay needs a little more work,” I argued.

“I thought you told me that you already had someone working on that,” Ayra said.  “You said she was brilliant, and she worked fast.  How much of the script remains to be written?”

I shrugged.  “You’re right.  She’s almost finished.  Just a few touches here and there.”

What they didn’t know was that Darling Douglas, the young woman I’d hired to write the screenplay, was also perfect for the part of Fanny Price.  She was precisely what I envisioned Fanny to be; pretty, unpretentious, quiet, reserved... tortured even.  As part of the Shakespeare Upon Avon’s training program, she held much promise, and I had little doubt she’d be able to carry the movie.

“What do you say?” Susan said, breaking into my revery. “I’ve been working with Abbie on various costumes these past weeks.”

I offered her a shy and uncertain smile.  “I don’t know.  What do you think?”

“I’m in,” she quickly responded.

“So am I,” Holly added.  “My voice is in top form, and Ayra and I’ve already begun to look at various musical options.”

“Count me in, too,” Penny said.

“My calendar is open,” Cliff said.  “That is, if you still want me as your cinematographer.”

I grinned at him.  He knew darn well that I wanted him. He was an Oscar winner after all.

“I haven’t had the chance to tell you yet,” Penny said, “but Cliff taught me a whole lot about lighting when I helped him with his documentary on Bath.  Not that I want to take your regular guy’s job, but if you need a helping hand...”

“I’ll be sure to keep that in mind.”  I looked at them all, then glanced back at Hugh, smiling as he gazed at me.

“Of course, I’ll still be able to tend to the accounting,” Penny added.

“And you know that I’ll continue to work to turn Moon Manor into Mansfield Park,” Jai said.  “Anything you need, props, repairs, a drive into town, anything... you just let me know.  And of course, I’ll take care of the catering.”

“You all are just so impossible,” I said.  “How did I ever get so lucky as to have a gang of friends like you to rely on?”  I ran my hand over my small but very important belly.  “My child will be so blessed to have such an extended family.  So many wonderful aunts and uncles.”

Hugh wrapped his arms around me, his hands landing on my belly.  “I can’t begin to tell you what this means to us.  Keely has been fretting about this for weeks.”

“Well,” I argued.  “I wasn’t exactly fretting... but, you know.”

Everyone laughed.

“Yes,” Ayra said with a teasing wink.  “We know.  The invincible and all-powerful Keely never frets.”

“Well, now that that’s settled,” I said as I sat back down, and Hugh returned to his seat.  “Let’s enjoy this very festive and very delicious feast.”

A huge roasted turkey was brought in as well as a goose, creamy mashed potatoes, plenty of veggies, cranberry sauce and, of course, a very tasty gravy.

“So,” Holly said.  “Tell us about the cast.”

“Are there any actors we know?” Penny said between bites of turkey.

“If you mean any major names, no.  Not really.  I don’t think you’ll know many of the actors.”

“Who’s the biggest, most well-known name?” Holly said with anticipatory excitement.

“Well, let me see now.”  I quickly went through the cast.  “Oh, that’s right.  She may not be a super big star, but she did just finish her big action movie, and you all know her; Susie Sweet.”

“Oh, Susie! Wasn’t she in Emma? What role did she play?” Abbie said.

“Emma, I believe,” Ayra said.

“That’s right.  And I do think she did a wonderful job,” I said. “Even as an American actress, she finally got the British accent down right for her role as Emma.”

Hugh laughed, “After a lot of tutoring, though.” 

I smiled at him, remembering how he stepped up to help save the film Emma that I was directing. 

“What role will she have?” Holly said.

“Mary,” I said.  “Mary Crawford.”

“Perfect,” Ayra said.  “She is indeed perfect for that part.”

“And,” I went on.  “Her brother will be played by her superhero action movie co-star.”

Holly gasped.  “You mean, Mr. Maximum Overdrive himself?”

I nodded.

Penny and Susan also gasped.

“You got Ricky Stone to sign on to this movie?” Susan said.  “What a coup.”

I was pleased with their reaction.  I’d feared they’d doubt his capabilities after being in an action movie. After all, Jane Austen was about as far from a superhero action movie as you could get.

“And you still haven’t told us who’ll be playing Fanny,” Holly whined.

“Nor have you said who Edmund would be played by,” Penny said.

“Okay,” I said with a grin.  “I’ll come clean.”  I paused for effect.  “Darling Douglas with take on the role of Fanny Price.”

“The screenwriter?” Ayra said with a skeptical gaze.

I nodded.  “That’s the one.  And, as for Edmund, I’m considering a young unknown who shows promise.  Then again, I have also been looking at a slightly older more seasoned and versatile actor.  It’s a toss-up at this point.  Hopefully, I’ll come to a decision before my head hits the pillow tonight.”

“I’m really impressed, Keely,” Cliff said.  “Susie Sweet and Ricky Stone... I think you have a winning combo right there.  If you manage to get someone as impressive to play Fanny and Edmund, it’s almost a guaranteed success.”

“I agree,” Holly said.

The others all nodded.

The dinner dishes were cleared, as was the turkey and fixings.  As dessert was brought in, Meg came to whisper in my ear.

“You have an unexpected guest, Miss Keely.”

I smiled and nodded.  “Please show her in.”

She left and moments later Darling Douglas entered the room.

“Well, I’ll be,” Ayra muttered.  “If it’s not Fanny Price herself.”

I stood to greet her then turned to my guests.  “Members of the Jane Austen Association...”  I nodded at the men, “and their respective spouses, allow me to introduce Miss Darling Douglas... or, as Ayra so aptly put it, Miss Fanny Price.”

“Good evening,” Darling said, her voice fragile and soft.  “I do apologize for interrupting your meal.”

“No need to apologize,” I said quickly pointing to the additional chair Meg had brought to the table.  “Everyone is thrilled to meet our principle actress.  Your very presence is an inspiration.”

“Indeed,” Ayra said.

As the women of the Jane Austen Association greeted and began chatting with Darling, Meg once again came to announce another surprise guest.

I frowned and shook my head.  “I’m not expecting anyone else,” I said.  

“The gentleman claims to have been invited by one of your guests.”

I discreetly looked at the guests around the table and caught Gabriel’s questioning gaze.  I cocked my head slightly to the side, silently asking him if he knew about this. Gabriel was our pastor but also Abbie’s husband who helped provided his family estate Tillsbury for the film location of my other Jane Austen films, Northanger Abbey and Persuasion in Bath.

He instantly understood and nodded.

Trusting him, I told Meg to let the surprise guest in.

Gabriel stood and came around the table in anticipation of the new guest’s arrival.

“I know we’re all excited to have Miss Darling to play the part of Fanny Price,” Gabriel said.  “I have to confess, Hugh did ask me if I knew someone who could play one of the characters in Mansfield Park about a month ago. Well, here’s my suggestion. I would like to introduce to you my personal pick for the part of Edmund.”

The young man walked in.  Tall, with a lean athletic build, he had a warm smile and deep brown eyes.  A tousle of blond curls gave him an angelic look. Handsome and kind-looking, he did looked the part.

Gabriel put his arm around the young man’s shoulder.  “I met this young man years ago at seminary school and I’ve had the privilege of seeing him in a number of in-house plays over the years.”  He grinned as he looked at me.  “Abbie and I convinced him to read a few lines for us.”

“I see,” I said with a nod.

“He’s not a pro,” he went on, clearly trying to sell me on the young man’s abilities.  “But he has heart and, like I said, he is Edmund.  He’s even a clergy in training, just as Edmund is.”

“And the young man’s name?” Hugh asked.

“Matt,” Gabriel said with pride.  “Matt Barry.”

At the sound of his name, Darling pulled away from her quiet conversation with Penny.  “Did you say Matt Barry?”

“Indeed, I did.”

She rose to face the young man.  “Matt?”

“Darling?”

Gabriel looked from one to the other, as we all did.

“Matthew Barry?” Darling said, still in disbelief.

“Looks like you two know one another,” Gabriel said.

“Matt is a very good friend of mine,” Darling said.  “We’ve known each other for years.  I spent many years at Matt’s family estate, Barry Park.”

“It’s good to see you, Darling,” Matt said.  “It’s been a while.”

“I cannot believe it,” she said, approaching him.  “Am I to understand that you will be the Edmund to my Fanny?”

Matt looked at me.  “If you’ll have me, it would be my pleasure.”

I gulped. Matt was perfect as Edmund, and Darling was perfect as Fanny. Looking around the room, the entire group thought so, too. The chemistry was definitely there. “I trust Gabriel and Abbie’s judgement.  And just from looking at you together these few moments, listening to you, seeing you with Darling... I can honestly say, it was meant to be.”
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TRUE TO THEIR WORD, Ayra, my Co-Executive Producer and Abbie, my Assistant Director, set everything in motion the very next day.  The remainder of the main cast was called to move into Moon Manor.  The crew, well-rested after a lengthy pause, was brought in and they were raring to go.

I walked through Moon Manor, my pace a little slower than usual.  Each step was taken with care, and I continually found myself holding my round belly.

Now that the word was out, now that everyone knew my circumstance, I felt free to be more mindful.  I didn’t have to always be the strong one.

My wanderings brought me to the sitting room with its dainty furniture and pale pink striped wallpaper.  I moved on and was pleased to see the grand ballroom completely transformed.  Columns had been brought in, and the ceiling was painted black, giving the room more height.  

In the next room, I found a small group of actors going over their lines.  They were quiet and subdued one moment, then explosive and loud the next.

Moving on, I found Susie Sweets and Ricky Stone, flew into England this morning, already settled into Moon Manor and thoroughly immersed in a scene with only the two.

In the dining hall, the very room we’d met in the previous night, I was stunned to see all the Christmas decorations gone.  The bottom third of the walls were now painted dark red with a red, gold and black floral wallpaper above that.  Three large paintings – a forest landscape, a bowl of fruit and the portrait of an important looking man – all framed in ornate gold, adorned the walls.

“Like it?” Ayra said as she came up behind me.

“When in the world did you guys do this?  Did you people not sleep last night?”

She laughed.  “Jai and a few guys were up very early this morning.  It only took them a few hours to get the room ready.”

“Well, thank them.  This is amazing.”

“I don’t want to rush you, Keely, but if you’re ready, Mr. Henry Crawford and his sister, Miss Mary Crawford are prepared to do a small scene.”

“Now?”

She nodded.  “Just say the word.  Cameras are already set up, lighting... the whole thing.”

For the first time in my movie making career, I wasn’t prepared.  “Um.  Okay.  Great.  Let’s go.”

While I hadn’t expected to get to work so soon, I was more than happy to get a few scenes done.

“We bought you a new director’s chair,” Abbie said as we arrived in the larger drawing room.
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