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      Love and Holly is a short holiday novella and a bonus to the Scandal Meets Love series. It tells the story of Ace and Josephine, two characters from the series who were never meant to have their own book, but begged for a happily ever after. I hope you enjoy this peek into their lives.

      

      Hugs,

      Amanda
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      One snowy Christmas Eve. One impossible errand. One love neither of them dared confess—until now.

      Madame Josephine Debroux built her life with her own two hands. Her modiste shop dresses half of fashionable London, and the ladies' gaming hell above it counts her among its dearest friends. At six-and-thirty, she has made peace with spinsterhood—or so she tells herself, every time a certain quiet, steady-eyed guard makes her heart forget its age.

      Samuel Brighton knows his place. A servant does not court his employer's dearest friend, no matter how many months he has spent memorizing her smile. Wanting Josephine is a luxury a man like him cannot afford. So he keeps his distance, guards his tongue, and tells himself friendship is enough.

      Then disaster strikes Fortuna's first Christmas ball—no food, no greenery, and only hours to save the club from becoming the scandal of the Season. Sent into the snow-hushed streets together, Josephine and Samuel have one afternoon to charm shopkeepers, raid Hyde Park for holly, and carol their way through Mayfair.

      But somewhere between the sweet shop and the snowfall, the distance between them begins to melt. And when Samuel pulls her close beneath a swag of holly, one stolen kiss may finally give them the courage to claim the gift they've each been too careful to want…

      Tropes: later-in-life love · friends to lovers · class difference · forced proximity · one magical day · slow-burn pining · found family · kisses only

      A sweet Regency Christmas novella set in the world of Fortuna's ladies' gaming hell. Can be read as a standalone—perfect for readers of Love Only Me, Believe in Love, and If It's Love.
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        Christmas Eve, London

      

      

      Josephine Debroux turned the key in the lock of her modiste shop and stood for a moment with her gloved hand still on the door, listening to the quiet settle around her. Snow-damp cold clung to the windows. Inside, bolts of silk and trimmed gowns waited in neat order, the day’s work done at last. She drew a steadying breath, then turned toward the back room. The evening lay ahead of her—tidying the last of the ribbons, freshening her gown, and, if fortune was kind, pretending she was not hoping to see him again.

      It had become a private absurdity, this awareness that seemed to wake the moment she knew she might cross his path. She had dressed dozens of ladies for evenings far grander than this one and had never once stood before her looking glass wondering whether a particular arrangement of curls made her appear younger, or whether the deep plum silk of her gown brought out the color of her eyes. Still, she had done precisely that before fastening the last pearl button at her wrist. It was foolishness, and at six-and-thirty she ought to have outgrown such folly. Instead, every glimpse of Samuel Brighton had only sharpened it. She hummed under her breath as she made her way to the hidden staircase that led to the gaming hell upstairs.

      Had someone told her six years ago that her modiste shop would one day house a gaming hell for ladies alone, she would have laughed outright.

      She had indeed laughed when her former client turned friend, Narissa, now the Duchess of Blackmore, first approached her with the idea. Narissa’s father had passed away and left her a great deal of money—a fortune she chose to invest not in jewels or land, but in a venture as bold as it was unconventional: a gaming hell for ladies alone. Whether it was rebellion, independence, or a thirst for something thrilling, Narissa never explained. But Josephine suspected it was a bit of all three.

      The plan had sounded outrageous the first time Narissa spoke it aloud over tea in the back room of the shop. Josephine could still recall the way she had laughed, set down her cup, then laughed again when she realized Narissa was in earnest. Ladies did not require a gaming hell, polite society would say. Ladies required balls, musicales, carefully managed calls, and husbands who believed them harmless. Narissa, with that bright spark in her eye, had wanted something else—a place where women might risk a little, decide a little, live a little more boldly than the world allowed. The thought had shocked Josephine. It had thrilled her as well.

      Now, when Josephine looked around her shop on a busy evening, she saw the proof of the arrangement everywhere: account books no longer thin, candles burning late for eager clients, laughter drifting down from upstairs, and women stepping through her door with purses full and shoulders back. Narissa paid the upstairs rent, yes, but she had given Josephine far more than that. The ladies of the ton who frequented the hell often stopped below for fittings and new trims, and the rooms that had once felt too quiet now seemed full of life. The arrangement had not merely kept her business afloat. It had made it thrive.

      Clients who once treated fittings as business now lingered to trade confidences while hems were pinned. Ladies who had entered her shop shy and watchful left laughing with new ribbons tied at their wrists and daring little ideas in their heads. More than once Josephine had watched a timid bride or neglected wife mount the staircase to Fortuna’s with uncertain steps, only to descend later with her chin higher than before. Josephine had come to guard that change as fiercely as Narissa did.

      A mere hour ago, she’d delivered to Lulia a gown commissioned for Evelina—only one more order among the many placed by Josephine’s regular customers. Since Fortuna’s opened, an exceptional number of ladies of ample means regularly gave their patronage to Josephine’s shop. Where she had once counted coins with care at week’s end, she now closed her ledger over full pages of commissions, rush orders, and fittings booked days in advance.

      And somewhere between late-night fittings, whispered confidences, and shared worries over tea, Narissa had ceased to feel like a patron and become something far dearer. Josephine trusted her as she might have trusted a sister.

      Fortuna’s had indeed been a blessing, and tonight the gaming hell was to host men for the first time. Josephine had agreed to come and help decorate for the grand party—a Christmas ball.

      The very notion would have made her younger self blink. She had been raised to believe such evenings belonged to other women—women born to rank, to leisure, to invitations written in elegant hands and delivered by footmen. Josephine had built her life by labor, not by expecting entrance to glittering rooms. Tonight she would not merely attend such an evening. She would help shape it. Her mouth curved before she could stop it, and she mounted the next stair a little faster.

      Brooke, Lulia, and Hannah, all involved in the club and all dear to her, were to lend their assistance as well. She could already picture Brooke issuing dry remarks over ribbons, Hannah making order of chaos, and Lulia sweeping in with some last-minute brilliance. The thought of the three of them together, with a ball to follow, quickened her step.

      She could already imagine the bustle of the next few hours: Hannah with lists and an expression that brooked no nonsense, Brooke pretending indifference while arranging everything more beautifully than anyone else, Lulia arriving in a swirl of confidence and silk. There would be candle wax on fingers, ribbons caught beneath shoes, laughter echoing from the gallery, and someone inevitably misplacing a box of ornaments at the exact wrong moment. Josephine loved that sort of useful chaos. It made the rooms feel warmer somehow, as though she had stepped not into a business venture but into a household she had not known she’d been missing.

      It promised to be a splendid Christmas Eve. Josephine was much too advanced for such fluttery excitement, and yet here she was, practically skipping up the stairs like a debutante attending her first ball. Whether it was the holiday cheer in the air, the promise of an evening spent with friends, or the faint hope of brushing shoulders with a certain guard who had occupied far too many of her thoughts of late, she could not have said. She stepped across the threshold of Fortuna’s and strode toward Narissa’s office.

      The smile slipped from Josephine’s mouth the instant she crossed the threshold. Brooke lingered near the hearth with a tumbler of Scotch caught halfway to her lips. Hannah stood near the bookshelves, her arms folded tight across her middle. Narissa wore a path in the carpet in front of her desk, her hands clasping and unclasping as she paced. Seth had gone still in the corner, his brow drawn tight as he watched his wife. For once, Brooke and Hannah were without their husbands at hand—Narissa had dispatched the Duke of Grafton and the Marquess of Ramsbury an hour earlier to charm the musicians into arriving early, which left the rest of them to contend with everything
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