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        The Wonderful Time of the Year

        A ‘Pride & Prejudice’ tale of ‘A Christmas Carol’

        by Ney Mitch

      

      

      Fitzwilliam Darcy was a man that was born with good principles but was left to practice them in pride and conceit. However, between years of denying his own heart, and giving into the belief of marrying a woman of means and money, his taciturn disposition has transitioned to that of a cold and hard misanthrope.

      With the end of the year being a time of miracles, Darcy is home, in London, for the Christmas holidays—quite alone. But not fully, because, on Christmas Eve, he finds himself visited by a series of four ghosts, who remind him of a time where he almost married a woman who would have been the love of his life: Elizabeth Bennet.

      Here comes a Christmas tale, in the spirit of Dickens!
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            Dedication & Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Come one, come all, for I welcome you, Reader.

      Whatever merry time of the year, I hope ‘as it is often put in Regency times’, that I find you all in good health.

      During this time, I dashed off a ghostly little book, in the spirit of two literary greats, who can say they marked similar times of history.

      After all, how often is it known that Charles Dickens was born a year after Jane Austen first published ‘Sense & Sensibility’?

      This tale shall begin a little over a decade into the Victorian Era.

      My apologies if the mixing of Jane Austen’s epic tale and Charles Dickens’s iconic Christmas novella has been combined before, by the pen of other authors. If this classical merging has already been done, I was completely unaware of it, and hope the reader understands that there was no attempt to copy what another, perhaps better author, could have already achieved.

      That being said, I do hope that you all, who pick up this story, finds something in it to enjoy, and does not put you out of humor. Important Note: there will be an Afterword at the conclusion of the book, if the reader is curious.

      I dedicate this book to my parents, family, friends, and all who helped me publish this book. I would be lost without them.

      And for you, who turns past this page and sojourns forth, you chose to believe in me and gave me a chance. Once more, you have saved my life, and I appreciate it.

    

  


  
    
      Special thanks to my publisher, editor, cover artist, and all the readers who picked up this novel and gave it a chance, thanks so very much! This dedication is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Darcy’s mother was dead, to begin with.

      There is no doubt whatever about that.

      The register of her burial was signed by the clergyman, the clerk, the undertaker, and the chief mourner, Darcy’s father, signed it. And Darcy’s father’s name was good upon ‘legacy’, for anything he chose to put his hand to.

      Mr. Darcy’s mother, Anne Darcy, was dead as a doornail.

      Naturally, when the young Mr. Darcy, still a boy, had lost his mother, it was when he was away at University at the tender and soft age of sixteen. Between the separation, and the knowledge of losing one of the best friends of his life, Darcy inwardly never accepted that he was not there at her very last moments in this world.

      However, that did not render all the lessons that the late Mrs. Darcy taught him to be fruitless on her son’s mind. On the contrary, her words, her mindset, and her heart had been thoroughly impressed on her son’s opinions and attitude, and he believed that her word was now law.

      After all, when given a devoted and adoring mother, what true son would not be considerate of her love and his learnings?

      Yet, what could be said was that when he was informed, Darcy was ushered back home with all due course that could be described as quick, and he arrived in time for the funeral.

      He saw the church filled with all the servants, his father, sister, and his mother’s brother and sister. There were a small amount of other local families who had attended.

      Yet, with Pemberley being such an illustrious home to the North, and being ten miles in diameter, it was not always easy to gather so many friends, because Mrs. Darcy did not often have many families close by.

      At sixteen, Darcy stood next to his seven-year-old sister, Georgiana, who wept softly.  Darcy naturally wished to cry himself.

      He loved his mother to a vast degree and knew that there would be many days and many nights that he felt his mother deserved more time on this earth.

      And that he deserved more of that time with her. Thus, he felt like a man incomplete, endured the length of his youth pulling away from him, and that he would have to grow up sooner than he would have wanted.

      One could say that was when Fitzwilliam Darcy lost a lightness to his nature. And that lightness being gone tore away from his soul.

      But his tale shall unfold as it may, for every man, like woman, has the right to speak for themselves, and have them walk down the road that they choose.

      To continue, remembering the late Mrs. Darcy’s funeral brings me back to the point that I started from. There is no doubt that Mrs. Darcy was dead.

      This must be distinctly understood, or nothing wonderful can come from the story at this time of the year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            The Young Sinner

          

        

      

    

    
      “Unsupportable!”  Darcy hissed as he was leaving his theatre box after watching a play at Drury Lane. When the show ended, Darcy didn’t even applaud.

      Between the nature of the play, and the lack of love that he had for that time of the year, he was not in the habit of finding joy in anything.

      A handsome man of large fortune, a vast estate in the North and with a lovely townhouse in London would naturally make Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy the perfect candidate for a man to marry.

      Yet that would not be so, because time had rendered his best qualities into blandness, and his disappointments in life—disappointments that he had created from his own decisions—that it led to a sourness that crossed his features.

      His handsome looks would quickly sink into plainness, because of the constant scowl that crossed it.

      His lack of spark of life led to him drifting away from his friends, and soon every common acquaintance sank into a distant indifference. He had many in the ton who would invite him to parties, under the distinct impression that they would receive no reply.

      Mr. Darcy had given up being social.  People confused Darcy. And the word ‘duty’ became his chief frame of mind. But, soon that sense of duty came at a heavy price.

      As such, when the play was finished, Darcy found the performance to be lackluster and there was nothing remarkable to see. He thought the acting was horrible, the leads were miscast, and that he had wasted his time.

      As he left the box, there was an usher there to hold the door open for him to go downstairs.

      “Did you enjoy the play, sir?” he asked.

      “Not at all,” Darcy said. “There was nothing to recommend it, this was a waste of effort and did nothing to elevate the typical story that it brings forth.”

      The usher raised an eyebrow, shocked by this harsh criticism.

      “Oh, well, I am sorry that it did not suit you, sir.”

      “I am even more sorry that I decided to leave the comforts of my home to come to this dismal attempt at dramatization. Why I even come to see plays at all is tiresome. I ought to give it up entirely since it does nothing but give a poor representation of reality.”

      The usher was so overwhelmed by the man’s harshness that all he could do was look away and mutter.

      “Good evening, sir.”

      Darcy did not even respond but only put his hat back on and left Drury Lane.
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        * * *

      

      As he emerged from the theatre, he was among those in his social circle. Those who did notice him gave him a gentle nod or pretended not to notice him altogether.

      Lowering their voices, they spoke amongst themselves, wondering at the misanthrope that the Master of Pemberley had become.

      “I know that he was always a little serious,” a Mrs. Brownell said to her husband as they were waiting for a cabby. “But he turned into pure stone.”

      The wealthy widow, Mrs. Canby, who inherited Jellaby estate, stood with her son and gently moved her daughters to the side.

      “Do not look at Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. Canby whispered. “Never engage in discussion with him.”

      “But why, Mother?” their eldest daughter asked. “He looks handsome enough, and everyone says that he’s rich.”

      “Rich and handsome is as rich and handsome does,” the eldest son said, “to an extent. Penelope, I went to school with Darcy, and I can tell you that he went from serious at university to a state of worse every year. He’s not worth catching or look at.”

      “And if he looks at you,” the mother said, “his looks only find something wanting, and something to criticize and insult. Darcy likes being cruel and finds no woman good enough for him. He still hasn’t even married the woman that he chose to marry.”

      Another set of gentlemen, one named Sir Marymoor, also whispered harsh words to his friend.

      “Why does he even go out into society when he knows that he hates everything?”

      All these questions, concerns, and remarks were unnoticed by Darcy. Even if they had not been spoken low, Darcy had reached such a disconnected disposition that he did not take heed of those around him, unless he could absolutely help it.

      Internally, Darcy was dead, somewhat like a coffin nail.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the lack of life that exuded from the dreadful Darcy fellow, it cannot be helped, nor prevented, that during his days, something would have no choice but to shock him.

      Something to make him feel, to second-guess his mindset and manners.

      Something to make him feel that thing called ‘remorse’. And as he waited for his coach to be brought round from where it was parked, he heard a familiar voice from further down the way.

      Through a large collection of people, he saw an old friend of his, being swarmed by a small crowd who were speaking to him. After all, despite being of the Novo riche, Mr. Charles Bingley was always a popular man.

      When seeing him, Darcy blinked, and his expression shifted from intense stoicism to being slightly unnerved.

      Three years!

      That was the last time that he and Bingley spoke—the last time that they argued. And that argument cost Darcy a great deal. Marking his old friend, who was swarmed by others around him, Darcy was not wholly surprised that Bingley had many friends.

      Being a solitary man, Darcy never regretted the loss of his social circle, but now, he felt strange.

      Bingley was surrounded by many.

      Darcy stood there alone.

      And, surprisingly, Darcy felt something strange—something almost incredible: Darcy felt insecure.

      However, Bingley had not gone to the theatre alone, for he rarely ever did any social event alone. Next to him, were his sisters, Caroline Bingley and Louisa Hurst. And while Bingley did not notice his distant friend, Caroline was good—rather she was expert—at observing her surroundings.

      From the side of her eye, she glimpsed Mr. Darcy. Seeing her note him, Mr. Darcy whipped his head back towards the road, appearing preoccupied.

      Still, he could see, from his peripheral perspective. He saw her tug at Charles Bingley’s arm, and whisper that Darcy was near them.

      He also saw how Bingley looked in his direction, and Bingley’s eyes darkened with awkwardness and apathy, he said brief words to Caroline, showing that he was dismissive of the subject.

      But Caroline Bingley was Caroline Bingley. Being the sort of person who liked pressing her point—as many of us have the desire to do—and she must’ve had a point to make.

      After briefly arguing with her brother of him advising her to leave Darcy alone, Darcy saw Caroline approaching him.

      Darcy’s chest tightened, as he still looked ahead, and saw his carriage being brought round.

      “Well,” Caroline Bingley began, “Mr. Darcy, good evening.”

      “Good evening,” Darcy said, tilting his head slightly and looking at her, without any emotion.

      “It’s been so long, but you have always been a busy man, since every invitation to my parties have been too inconvenient for you to attend.”

      “I find that parties no longer suit my palate.”

      “Well, they still suit me. After all, that is how I have found my fiancé.”

      When hearing that, Darcy looked at her with a raised eyebrow.

      Any reaction at all was spice to the brew that Caroline had begun concocting because she dared hope to find jealousy in his eyes.

      “Fiancé?” Darcy asked.

      “Yes.” Caroline gestured to a man who was standing near Bingley. The man was of a medium height, and Darcy found that the gentleman smiled too much. When analyzing the man’s appearance, Darcy noticed that the man lacked a strong jaw, had a short forehead, indicating that he might not be the smartest man in the world. Especially since he did recognize him as Mr. John Hayter.

      “John Hayter,” Darcy uttered.

      “Yes. I made his acquaintance at one of my parties, and who would have thought that would be one of the happiest moments of my life.” Caroline stressed that last word, and Darcy knew why. He was hoping that this announcement would make him jealous. Especially since Darcy had always been aware of the soft feelings that Caroline had for him, back when they were tossed into each other’s lives.

      Unwilling to give her satisfaction, Darcy immediately lost all interest, and his gaze returned to apathy. Especially since he always found Mr. Hayter to be a very dull fellow who lacked anything like intelligence.

      “I congratulate you,” Darcy responded. “And I hope you both will be very happy.”

      Ever the keen observer, Darcy noted the disappointment in Caroline’s eyes, and sadly, he reaped satisfaction from it.

      “He is the perfect man for me,” Caroline stressed, attempting to convince him of her success. “He has much conversation, and his rank and lifestyle work for my wealth. Now I know what true love is, and how we both feel it keenly.”

      “Love?” Darcy echoed.

      “Yes, Mr. Darcy. We are in love.”

      Darcy rolled his eyes.

      “I should have thought that there was more sense in that than love being the chief thing. But do as you will. Again, I congratulate you.”

      Caroline didn’t know how to respond to it, because she was pained at seeing that she drew no warmth from him.

      Naturally, she would want some sort of retaliation, and she was now giving it.

      “I heard that you and Miss Anne de Bourgh   had broken off your engagement. I am sorry that your life has not progressed.”

      Unaffected by his broken engagement, Darcy still had no reaction.

      “It was for the best,” Darcy responded curtly.

      “How unfortunate! That some people just cannot find their happiness.”

      Darcy gave her a side glance.

      “Have you really found your happiness, Caroline? Truly? Because I am not so certain.”

      “What proscription could you give instead?” Caroline asked, eager to know that he would mention himself as a potential suitor.

      “Anyone but the one you chose,” Darcy responded, “but do as you wish. It’s not my business, nor my care.”

      Caroline’s eyes filled with indignation.

      “Good evening, Mr. Darcy,” she said, her tone like ice. “And Merry Christmas.”

      “Quite frankly, I don’t see anything merry about it.”

      “You wouldn’t, would you?” she asked, then she turned her heel and rushed away, happy to be far from a man who she got no pleasure of ever saying the very thing that she wanted to hear.

      Darcy’s carriage came around, his servant helped him in, and Darcy rode off, leaving his one-time friends behind.

      Despite himself, he did give a backwards glance at Charles Bingley, who had no choice but to watch Darcy’s carriage roll down Broad Street, to the West End.

      Looking through the window, Darcy saw pain in Bingley’s eye, which Darcy understood but did not regret.

      Bingley said that he would never forgive Darcy—and he never could. And Darcy never apologized because Darcy was never, in his eyes, wrong. Because, when it came to righteousness, Darcy was a tight-fisted hand at the obstinate. Hard and sharp as flint, he was, from which no steel had ever struck out generous fire.

      Having once been a man who had developed great compassion, an open agreeable heart, Darcy’s soul fell and shifted to being secret, self-contained, and solitary as an oyster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            What Moved that Ought Not to Move

          

        

      

    

    
      The week leading up to Christmas Eve was uneventful for Darcy, but eventful for his staff.

      Eager to get time to see their families, it was in their nature to ask for time away from Dover Street.

      When Darcy had arrived at his townhouse on Christmas Eve, his butler, Mr. Hudson, met his master amiably. Darcy entered at 2 o’clock and confirmed what the cook made for dinner.

      When Mr. Hudson confirmed all of this, apprehensively, Darcy walked up the steps, where he was met by his manservant, Mr. Jefferson.

      Mr. Hudson gave Mr. Jefferson a look and Mr. Jefferson understood what that look meant.

      He followed Mr. Darcy into his study and began to assist Mr. Darcy in removing his jacket and trousers and got him into his dressing gown, socks, and slippers.

      “I have arranged a bath drawn for you, sir,” Mr. Jefferson said, not expecting a reply, “and the fireplace’s library has been lit for you to enjoy a good reading.”

      “Very well,” Darcy replied, “and I thank you for not saying Merry Christmas to me. I can’t abide hearing another person saying those two words to me, as if they have a right to be merry. Most of them are poor company, or poor in general. Even wealthy families today are scrounging around, jumping to marry their children off to anyone who has money, because they squandered their wealth. The world is always falling into chaos, and this society is going along with it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Unsupportable! It’s all unsupportable.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Darcy removed his boots, handing them to Mr. Jefferson, who put them away.

      “To know the correct way for the world to work, and to sit back and do nothing!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Hudson entered, informing Mr. Darcy that the bath was drawn. Mr. Jefferson said ‘thank you’ for Darcy, and Hudson did not leave.

      Both Hudson and Jefferson were in alliance with each other, and they stood side by side while Darcy looked at himself in the mirror.

      Seeing the two men standing together in his reflection, Darcy turned around.

      “Is there a reason that you are still here, Hudson?” Darcy asked—more like he snapped.

      “Forgive me, sir,” Mr. Hudson said, a little unnerved. As the years rolled by, Mr. Hudson was an ideal servant who looked after the Darcy household well and fulfilled his duty as a butler to the best extent. Yet, he was never a forceful man, who never fully learned how to speak his words up sharp.

      Fortunately, Mr. Jefferson was the reverse. Like Hudson, he too had served the Darcy family since the late Mr. Darcy was still alive. But being the personal servant to the father and son, it lent him more of an ability to approach delicate subjects without feeling as if he—what’s the words for it—overstepped his authority.

      “Pardon me, sir,” Mr. Hudson began, “but tomorrow is Christmas Day.”

      “What of it?” Darcy asked, his tone stern.

      “Well, it is customary for the staff to wish to see their families.”

      “Their families?” Darcy spat.

      “Well,” Mr. Hudson said, wiping his brow, nervous. “Yes, it is, sir.”

      “Master Darcy,” Mr. Jefferson interjected, “Mr. Hudson and I have drafted the perfect staff plan where the staff can all leave this Christmas Eve, to stay with their families, and return the day after Christmas, without their being any disruption to your schedule.”

      “The whole day?” Mr. Darcy declared. “You are expecting that, all the servants, should be given the whole day off?”

      “If it’s quite convenient, sir,” Mr. Hudson piped up.

      “It is not convenient. And it’s not fair to not have my entire staff fleeing from their duties at a time where I most require them. Yet I am quite certain that if I were to order otherwise, they all would feel ill-used. Would they not?”

      “Sir,” Mr. Jefferson said, “if I may, Mr. Hudson and I have arranged the staff plan so that, after dinner is served at six pm, Mr. Hudson and I shall remain for the duration of Christmas Eve. And on Christmas morning, Mr. Hudson shall leave, but I can remain.”

      “I have spoken to Mrs. Goodfellow,” Mr. Hudson continued, “and, being such an excellent cook, she has prepared all meals that have rendered it easy for me to prepare myself. I do know how to master the ovens before I go to Tooley Street.”

      “Tooley Street,” Darcy asked. “What is on Tooley Street?”

      Mr. Jefferson and Mr. Hudson exchanged apprehensive looks.

      “My family, sir. My family lives on Tooley Street.”

      Insensitive that he was to all this, as he was to all things regarding his servants’ social lives, Darcy put on his dressing gown, to go to the washroom.

      “I promise,” Mr. Jefferson said, “there shall be no inconvenience of the kind, and I shall see that everything goes smoothly tonight and tomorrow.”

      “Very well,” Darcy said, “tell the servants that they can take the day.”

      Mr. Hudson smiled and left to inform his staff downstairs.
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        * * *

      

      In the washroom, Mr. Darcy slipped into the hot water in the tub as Mr. Jefferson prepared everything. While no earthly delights affected the stoic nature of the man, a bath was the contrary. In it, Darcy felt the soothing effects of being cleaned and made anew. This sensation, of feeling born again, did not go unnoticed by his manservant. Mr. Jefferson knew his master’s hard ways, and in the brief activities that made that stern manner soften, for that was the best time to give him news.

      As Jefferson handed Darcy a wash towel and his preferred soap and ointments, he informed his master that more hot water would be brought forth in a few minutes to warm the water again.

      Darcy nodded, resting his head against the tub, and closing his eyes.

      Soaked in water, Darcy cleaned off what he called ‘the dirt of the day’, in more ways than one. He did not simply remove the dirt, but he also was removing the world. For the comings and goings of the common folk, the ugly manners of the poor, the annoying desires of the middle class to aspire to better things, and the tedious nonsense of the wealthy, he could scarce display much, regarding them.

      Gently, his mind drifted to when he saw Bingley and his sisters at the theatre. Rarely did he look back on his past in a manner which brought him pleasure. And seeing them all again was provocative because it did bring memories to the surface that he wanted to dismiss—and in turn, he wholly did.

      For as was his way—the bath wiped away everything. Especially the remains of the day.

      Bingley never forgave Darcy.

      And Darcy never forgave Bingley for never forgiving him.

      The parting of the ways had been sealed, and that relationship was over and done. As such, no more could be said on the subject to render Darcy into any attitude that could resemble that thing called: regret.
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        * * *

      

      After a few minutes, Mr. Jefferson came in again with another bucket of hot water. Darcy leaned forward so that Jefferson could pour the hot water on his back and into the tub, warming the water even more.

      The heat was refreshing, returning the bather to resting against the tub again as he cleaned himself.

      Seeing his master in the best mood that he would wear, Mr. Jefferson stood there casually, not intimidated. After all, with his master, Jefferson learned that sounding meek was not endearing to Darcy. In fact, sounding comfortably confident appealed to Darcy more. Especially when it came to women. Jefferson knew—because Jefferson was there to see the woman that walked out of Darcy’s life, and he was wrong to have lost.

      “Master Darcy,” Jefferson uttered, “since the staff shall be leaving after dinner, I think it best to give them their wages now. They shall need to purchase some food and presents for Christmas with their families.”

      “A full day’s wages for not working,” Darcy scoffed, “and they shall think of me as being the one who’s ill-used when I pay a day’s work to them. No doubt!”

      “It is only once a year, and, if I may be so bold, servants to the Darcy family are of the highest caliber.”

      “You speak well for your fellow employees.”

      Jefferson blinked.

      “They are my friends,” he replied to his master, simply. “Also, servants in this household are an ancient race where there are many of us. Often, I hear tales of servants not getting along with other servants in a household and constant arguments ensue. That can be disruptive to the running of things, but not here. I rarely ever argue with any of the staff, so I count my blessings. The twenty-fifth of December is a great day for them.”

      “But not for yourself?”

      “I have no family to go to, but they do. Would you like me to distribute their wages for you, so to not put you through the trouble?”

      “That is suitable.”

      “Very good, sir. Also, there were the usual letters of invitations for this time of the year.”

      “And you have written the polite responses that declined them?”

      “I have, sir. Would you like to read them?”

      “I will, after dinner.”

      “But there was one letter that I think will bring you some satisfaction at this merry time of the year.”

      “I cannot see what is merry about this time of year at all. The weather is bleak, uncongenial, everything is overpriced, and there is always some violence breaking out at this time, because the poor are even more restless than ever.”

      “It is from your sister, Mrs. Mayweather.”

      When hearing that Georgiana had written, Darcy leaned his head against the back of the tub, at Jefferson.

      “She has?” he asked.

      “Yes. Honestly, I shall always be amazed at how little letters go astray from across the ocean.”

      “And that’s another matter,” Darcy sneered. “It’s bad enough that she married the wrong man, but to move all the way to New York, to a life she was wholly unaccustomed to.”

      “Mr. Mayweather is still not favored by the family.”

      “The entire family did not approve and had every reason to refuse the match. Well, if my sister still wishes to throw herself away, I cannot save her now. In the manner that I did before⁠—”

      Darcy cut himself off before he could speak any further on the matter of saving Georgiana from her elopement with Mr. Wickham.

      “I’ll leave her letter on your desk,” Jefferson said.

      “That will be unnecessary. I can read and bathe at the same time.”

      “But if the letter were to drop in the water, sir?”

      “When have you known me to be clumsy?”

      Jefferson did not attempt to argue but only nodded and left his master alone.

      At first, Darcy held the letter in front of him, over the edge of the copper tub.

      He stared at Georgiana’s name, attached to her husband’s last one, from when she had to abandon the title of ‘Darcy’. Resentful of the change, he still found the pain of his sister leaving the Darcy-hood and felt her marriage as the betrayal that he took it for.

      At last, he opened the letter and read it:

      
        
        Dear Fitzwilliam,

        I pray that this letter finds you before the great holiday which makes the bleak midwinter into a time of joy.

        I hope that you are well, and that you have a care to respond to this letter. My last two letters have not been met with any response at all; therefore, I shall merely assume that letters to America have gone astray.

        First, I wrote to tell you of a new joy that I shall be fortunate enough to receive.

        Once more, you shall be an uncle, for Doctor Donaldson has confirmed that I am with child once more.

        Since the first two were a boy and girl, I sincerely hope to be blessed with another little girl that Mr. Mayweather and I can dote on. I think he shall like having another younger version of myself running around. For Christmas presents, I have given my son, Fitz, the traditional presents, and he has shown promise of being a sturdy boy of an open disposition. My daughter is her father’s favorite. I am fortunate; parenthood, by its nature, is not the easiest role to undertake, so I confess the fright of being a mother as I also felt the excitement. So, for them to be like their father shows that I have done something right.

        Now for the more present matters at hand. I know that you still harbor resentment towards Robert for marrying me, and anxiety towards myself for accepting his offer. I know that you did it out of worry and concern, but I can assure you that Robert still treats me well and loves me.

        I have not married a man of vicious or false temperament. His actions were neither mercenary, nor superficial.

        When we were engaged, he did not present a false face to lure me in but is the same as he was when we met.

        My offer to have you visit us in New York still stands. Colonel Fitzwilliam has already done so and can give proof that I made the correct choice. Put simply, I should like my brother to finally voyage across the Atlantic Ocean and see my family.

        I want my children to know their uncle.

        When will you forgive me for falling in love?

        It would be best for you to come in the summer, because Robert and I are thinking of renting a house in New Jersey, so that you can enjoy your summer by the sea.

        Or, if the winter chill is your preference, at least spend Christmas with us.

        Please, brother… I know that you have fallen away from man in many respects—but is my brother fully gone? Has he lost all love in him?

        If you have not written to me, that shall change nothing. I shall still write to you, in hopes of you replying one day.

        

        Yours etc.

        GM
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        * * *

      

      When closing the letter, Darcy let his hand go limp and the paper dropped to the floor.

      His sister was a mother again, and she was happy. However, as one does not always turn their minds to what they prefer not to see, Darcy was no exception in the case. Her husband was not the sort of man that he wanted his sister to marry, and despite her letter, he could not believe it. But she was his sister. With his heart being torn with a resolution to never visit her, to another side of himself that wished to do so, Darcy allowed the conflicted aspects of his character to wash over him. Rather than make any decisions on the matter, he would let it lay where it would.

      For the moment, he would do nothing. Because, in his mind, she was another aspect of his life that had abandoned him when he suffered so much abandonment at one time.

      And with the harsh reality of his situation, mingled with what he had lost, he fell into a dark place that could not be resurrected and delivered into a happier way.

      ‘Better to do nothing,’ Darcy thought to himself. ‘For the present, I would do nothing.’

      He called Jefferson, informed him that he was done, and Darcy’s bath was finished.
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        * * *

      

      At six o’clock, Darcy was dressed for dinner and came down the stairs to eat a solitary meal in his dining room. After he was served, he heard the pit-patter of feet downstairs, indicating that the servants were now leaving to travel to their family’s homes for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.

      Mr. Hudson and Mr. Jefferson remained behind to clear away the dinner, complimented their master on giving the servants their wages, and also informed him that maids and footmen were overjoyed at his generosity.

      Darcy received all this information with his traditional silence, and went into his parlor, sitting by the fire, taking out a book and reading by the fireplace.

      Yet, the flicker of the flames in the hearth danced across the wall and began to—what he thought was—to play tricks on his eyes.

      On the wall, opposite him, were two paintings: Darcy’s father, and of his mother, Mrs. Anne Darcy.

      Despite knowing better, Darcy sensed that there was something irregular about his mother’s portrait. After all, paintings do not move. What cannot be denied was that he had perfect vision, so what could it mean that he swore that he saw the portrait shift.

      Rather, the figure’s face sojourned to not be stationary, but instead—the face moved.

      When glimpsing this wondrous and alarming sight, Darcy looked away and dug his body further into his armchair.

      He felt a rush of terror wash over him, that comes from viewing a supernatural sight.

      Clutching the sides of his chair, Darcy felt a rush of alarm rush along his skin, causing goosebumps to appear.

      It could not be!

      Yet, despite the terror of seeing a painting come to life, he could not remain there. Feeling curiosity rise up, he looked around his armchair again and looked at the painting.

      At first, his mother’s portrait was as it was: simply that.

      Then came the great change!

      The change that the portrait was good upon.

      His mother’s face suddenly came to life, once more, and slowly, her face turned to see her son.

      Darcy remained there, frozen, but his mind was in a state of dread as he saw his mother’s image leap to life and stare at him.

      It was altogether impossible.

      But there his mother was, looking at him through the eyes of artwork. Then she opened her mouth, making her son’s eyes widen, as she drove him out of his wits.

      ‘Darcy!’ she uttered.

      The shock of hearing his mother from a canvas made her son shriek, forcing Darcy backwards as he hit the wall behind him.

      The raucous caused Mr. Hudson to rush into the room, worried of any calamity that might have befallen his master. He entered to see Mr. Darcy clutching the wall, his skin practically white with shock, and his face in terror.

      “Sir?” Hudson said, “are you well? Has something happened?”

      “I saw⁠—”

      When looking at the wall again, his mother’s portrait gave no indication that there was any paranormal change.

      His late mother’s portrait was just that, a portrait.

      But she was there! She had called his name!

      Darcy blinked, and when he opened his eyes again, the portrait was still just that, and he shrugged, considering that it was no more than a trick of the light.

      “It’s nothing,” Darcy said, “my eyes merely were playing tricks on me. But I would prefer a cup of tea.”

      “As you wish, sir,” Mr. Hudson responded, “you look as if you had encountered quite a shock, so tea will help calm your nerves.”

      Suddenly, there was a knock at the door.
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