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Dear Reader, 

Sign up for Donna Hatch’s newsletter and receive a free e-book! To subscribe and get a free eBook of her full-length Regency Romance novel, The Stranger She Married, download here: 

http://donnahatch.com/stranger-she-married-free-download/

Your email will not be shared, and you may unsubscribe at any time. 

Reviews are appreciated, but there is no obligation. 

If you like this story, please help spread the word and rate or review it on Amazon here: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B076B6Z7GZ

Please also consider reviewing Christmas Secrets on Goodreads and other book review sites.

To find out more about this author and her books, visit 

Website at www.donnahatch.com

Blog: www.donnahatch.com/blog Connect on Facebook: www.facebook.com/RomanceAuthorDonnaHatch 

Follow on Twitter: https://twitter.com/donnahatch  

Thank you!

For my wonderful husband, 

who gives me gifts of love every day.
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England, December 23, 1813

Holly Gray’s courage faded with every step she took deeper inside the castle conservatory where, according to Grandfather’s stories, a ghost resided. She didn’t truly believe in ghosts, but after listening to story after story, and hearing the family members’ comments that suggested some truth to the tales, her imagination had awakened. 

Of course, she never would have come here if her sister hadn’t teased Holly about being too frightened to explore a dark room alone. 

No, that wasn’t entirely true. The fault lay with Lord Bradbury. When the handsome young lord had asked Holly if she were truly afraid of a silly story, one of the few times he’d actually addressed her, Holly had declared she was in possession of more mettle than that, and marched out of the drawing room to the location where a ghost might or might not reside.

Inside the darkened conservatory, Holly paused. Others had sought ghosts tonight, even Miss Flitter, and none had returned with frightening tales. Holly had nothing to fear. She steadied her frantic breathing. Through the wall of windows, a bright full moon stretched silver fingers across the floor, glimmered off plants and furniture, and cast deep shadows. Every dark recess suggested a hiding place for a spectre. 

All Holly’s impulses screamed at her to run back to the safety of the drawing room where her family and other guests awaited. But she didn’t dare. With her sister’s teasing ringing in her ears that Holly never did anything fun or adventurous, as well as Lord Bradbury’s coveted show of interest, Holly pushed on. 

Five minutes. She had vowed to remain in the unlit conservatory at least five minutes, then return to possibly gain the approval of—or at least another word from—Lord Bradbury, and never do another daring act again.

There! What was that? A faint rustle. Holly paused and held her breath.

“Who’s there?” she whispered. Her voice had quite failed her.

No response. Did ghosts speak or did they only moan?

She let out her breath. Silly. There were no ghosts. She had allowed her imagination to run away with her. She raised her chin and wrapped her shawl more tightly around her to ward off the room’s chill. Despite her heart thudding loudly enough for the guests in the drawing room to hear it, she made herself step forward. She moved deeper into the seating area amidst the indoor garden. Passing plants, flowers, small trees, and pieces of furniture too shadowed to identify, she took a seat on what appeared to be a narrow settee in a group of chairs next to the windows. A dark lamp nearby taunted her. According to her brother-in-law’s grandfather, the lights must remain unlit or no self-respecting ghost would appear.

When she returned to the others, she do so with a clear conscience that she had obediently remained in the dark room and yet saw no spirit.

After glancing about the room, most of which remained too dark to see beyond patches of moonlight on the floor, she turned to admire the snowy wonderland glittering beneath the cloudless night sky. How lovely. 

She drew and released her breath. She had nothing to fear; friends and family remained a short distance away, Christmas Eve traditions would begin on the morrow, she’d made the acquaintance of a handsome lord who her mother hoped she’d marry, and soon she would achieve all expected of her. Perhaps then, she’d receive her parents’ approval and true happiness.

“There you are,” a low male voice murmured barely above a whisper. 

With a squeak, she jumped. 

A soft laugh came in reply and that same low voice said, “Forgive me for startling you.”

She tried to peer into the face of the dark figure nearby, but the brightness of the moonlight on the snow outside all but blinded her. Which guest had come to the conservatory? She was supposed to remain alone.

A silhouetted male form neared. “You are so lovely.” 

Was that Lord Bradbury? Did he truly think her lovely? He’d hardly exchanged two words with her since she and her parents arrived this morning. Who else might have come?

The figure sank into the seat next to her. Before Holly said a word, a warm, gentle, ungloved hand touched her cheek. She froze. A pair of lips pressed against hers. Soft, tender, invigorating, his kiss immobilized her. His lips moved across hers, testing, offering. He tasted faintly of citrus and cinnamon, exotic, and delicious. The heat of his lips lit an answering warmth inside. Oh heavens, she’d never imagined such a sensation! His lips continued to play with hers while a sweet ache formed. With both hands, he cradled her face, and deepened the kiss. An exquisitely delicious sensation carried her closer to an edge she never knew existed. An untouched place in her heart awoke and sang while the hot and cold tingles turned into a foreign longing. Every bone, muscle, and sinew in her body turned to liquid more decadent than the chocolate she liked to drink every morning.

She sighed. A soft male moan came in reply. The kiss ended but his soft lips planted tiny kisses along her cheek, her eyelids, her brow. Holly remained motionless, spellbound by the beauty and power of the kiss. His hands withdrew. She kept her eyes closed another heartbeat, unwilling to release the sensations shooting through her. Who had kissed her? And why? Surely it was Lord Bradbury. Why else would he have encouraged her to come seeking a ghost? She opened her eyes. 

She sat alone.

One plant moved as if someone had passed by, yet the room remained all as it had been. Holly was forever changed.

Who had kissed her? He had disappeared so quickly. Like a ghost. She gasped and looked around. She had felt hands. Lips. Warmth. No ghost possessed such things. 

Did it?

Surely, she had not shared such a moment with a ghost.

Stunned by the surpassing glory of the unexpected experience, and grappling with possibilities, she traced her lips with her fingers. Who had it been?

A likely possibility shouted that she had been the unwitting recipient of a kiss intended for another. Heaven forbid! That would be so humiliating—the ultimate form of rejection. 

No, surely not. A sensation that glorious could not have been the result of mistaken identity. Likely it had been Lord Bradbury. Her mother would be ecstatic if it were true—not that Holly would tell her, of course. But it did suggest that he admired her more than he let on. 

It might also have been a secret admirer who had chosen that moment to make his intentions known, but had decided, for whatever reason, to keep his identity hidden.

The third option was...a ghost? That was mad. He’d felt too real. Too solid.

Yet, could a kiss that magical have been delivered by a mere mortal? She laughed at the thought. It had to have been Lord Bradbury. How mysterious. How wonderful!

“Holly?” Her sister’s voice shook her out of her thoughts.

Holly reached for her shawl now laying on the settee around her hips, forgotten in the midst of the mind-numbing kiss. 

She might live the whole of her life without a repeat of that extraordinary experience. A sense of loss opened up inside her heart. In the coming years, she would surely revel in the memory of that kiss, knowing that once in her life she had experienced a single, perfect moment. It would remain hers alone, private, untainted by others’ approval or disapproval.

“Holly? Are you here?” her sister’s voice shook her from her musings.

“I’m here,” Holly croaked.

“Well, you’ve certainly proved your point.” Ivy laughed softly. “You only had to stay here for five minutes and you’ve been here for over a quarter of an hour.”

Holly wrapped her shawl around her shoulders, though her skin remained unnaturally hot. “Just ensuring I exceeded my required stay.” Holly pressed her hands to her feverish cheeks.

A branch moved, the same branch that had shifted when the man—ghost?—had left her, and her sister’s familiar silhouette stepped out. Moonlight shimmered on her silk evening gown and pale hair, the same color as Holly’s, thanks to Mama’s insistence that she rinse her hair with lemon juice so as to remain fashionably blonde. 

“We were concerned about you being here alone so long,” Ivy said. “Are you well?

“Quite well,” Holly said with a calmness that surprised her. She left the conservatory with her sister. At the doorway, she cast a glance back, half hoping to see the figure of a man. Disappointment should not have tasted so bitter.

She would never look at this room the same.

Had she been alone? Perhaps it had not been Lord Bradbury, after all.

“Well?” Ivy demanded, with laughter in her voice. “Did you see a ghost?”

How to answer that question? Holly paused. “Did you see anyone else in here?”

“No. Why?”

“No reason. Just wondered if perhaps you saw the ghost instead.” Or the man who’d kissed her and left without revealing his identity.

They entered the drawing room lit by candles and a roaring fire in the hearths at each end. Laughter and warmth greeted her. As she and her sister approached, the gentlemen all stood except the aged story teller, Lord de Cadeau, who could not stand without help. Had someone in this room crept out, kissed her, and returned with no one else the wiser?

“Any ghost sightings this eve in the conservatory, Miss Gray?” The eighty-year old patriarch and Ivy’s grandfather-by-marriage fingered his cane.

Ivy chuckled. “Of course not, Grandfather. She would have let out a shriek and come running back to us.” 

Laughter came in reply. Ivy’s scoffing, plus the guests’ laughter raised Holly’s ire. She wrapped her shawl more tightly around her. “I am not so easily frightened as all that.” 

“Well, then what happened?” said Lord de Cadeau.

“Grandfather,” Ivy’s husband, Joseph Chestnut, said in gently humorous rebuke. “Perhaps she does not wish to discuss it.”

“Holly?” her mother asked. “You do seem flushed. Did you see something?”

“Not...exactly,” Holly confessed. 

The room fell silent as all eyes trained on her. 

“Well, girl, out with it,” commanded Lord de Cadeau. “What did you see?”

Holly let out a tiny laugh and tried to wave it off. “I didn’t see anything, exactly.” 

Ivy’s face took on a triumphant expression. “I knew it.”

Holly forged on. “But I did feel a...” She let out her breath. How to describe it without telling them she kissed a stranger who may or may not have been a physical being? Surely they’d think her mad. Or fast. Which would be worse? She finally finished with, “A presence.”

The fire popped, the only sound in the room. Ivy’s mouth hung open.

“What did you feel, girl?” Lord de Cadeau asked with an encouraging smile that revealed a remarkable number of his teeth considering his age.

“Well, my lord—”

“I asked you to call me Grandfather, if you will recall.”

She huffed a tiny, nervous laugh. How odd to address a gentleman of his age not directly related to her in such a familiar manner. Surely only as the sister-in-law of the viscount’s grandson, Holly ought not to be so informal. Still, one did not refuse such a request from a nobleman. 

“Grandfather,” she amended. “It was more of a...sensation that someone—some presence—was there.” She finished weakly, glancing about the room, half expecting them all to see the truth written all over her face.

The sophisticated Lord Bradbury sipped his drink, his eyes crinkling in amusement as he cast a glance around the room. Dark-haired and grey-eyed, he had the patrician features of a king from a bygone era. He sat back in the armchair with all the confidence of a monarch surveying his domain. From the moment she’d met him this afternoon, Holly had been taken with his handsome elegance as much as her mother had been taken with his title and wealth. Had he been taken enough with Holly to kiss her? 

Such an act did not fit his reputation.

“Were you frightened?” Joseph’s friend, the vicar asked. 

Despite his gentle voice, the vicar, Mr. Berry, watched her with intensity in his eyes. As a man of the church, he no doubt suspected evil spirits were to blame and already planned to have the castle—and her—exorcized. The handsome young vicar had struck her kind and merry when she’d met him. Now, with the firelight dancing in his sandy brown hair, and a focused expression, Mr. Berry seemed alluringly dark and mysterious, like the kind of dangerous rogues Mama warned her to avoid. 

That was silly, of course. A vicar would be more trustworthy than anyone. He certainly would never go about stealing kisses.

Who had done it? And more importantly, why?

Though Holly longed to pace as she sorted through possible answers to give in response to the vicar’s question, she sank into an armchair so the gentlemen could be seated. “No, oddly enough, I was not afraid in the least. He—or whatever it was—” she laughed weakly, “did not seem dangerous. I actually felt safe.” More than safe. She barely managed not to sigh.

Still standing by the hearth, Mr. Berry took off his spectacles and polished them with a handkerchief. Without his spectacles, the angles of his handsome face became even more apparent. Though vicars generally made a modest living, his clothing epitomized the latest fashion—tasteful, understated, and of high quality. Apparently, he had cast off his traditional cassock during his stay with the Chestnuts. Mr. Berry’s dark tailcoat accentuated his trim waist and well-formed shoulders. Tonight, his virility seemed at odds with her perception of a vicar, especially compared to the one who served in her parish. It seemed unfair for such a fine face and form to stand at a pulpit delivering sermons on sin and expect young ladies to keep their thoughts entirely chaste.

The pretty young Miss Phoebe Flitter clearly had fallen under his spell, based on the amount of time the couple spent together over the past few days, and he seemed equally devoted to her. Holly almost envied the girl.

Ivy’s voice caught Holly’s attention. “A presence, you say. How very strange.”

Holly refused to look at her sister for fear she would somehow guess the truth behind Holly’s experience. 

Mr. Berry replaced his spectacles and glanced at the door. “Where is Miss Flitter, I wonder?” 

Holly looked around. The young lady in question had gone to explore another rumored ghost elsewhere before Holly had left on her own quest. Could the poor girl have gotten lost? 

Ivy’s husband Joseph said, “I wouldn’t worry about Phoebe. My cousin knows her way around the castle. Of course, if the ghosts truly are out tonight....” He raised his brows dramatically.

“Surely you don’t all believe these ghost stories?” Lord Bradbury said.

Joseph drew his brows together thoughtfully. “I have seen many strange things, heard unexplained sounds. But ghosts?” He shrugged. 

Grandfather’s mouth pulled into a knowing smile. “Most stories have an element of truth. These tales have been handed down through the generations. I, myself, have seen unexplained sights in most of these rooms—always on moonlit winter’s nights. Do not be too quick to judge that which you do not understand.”

Young Rudolph Flitter grinned at their host’s grandfather. In a few more years and with a foot of growth, the lanky boy would probably cut a dash through town “Any other ghost stories, Grandfather?”

“Well, yes, as a matter of fact, there’s one who haunts the castle ballroom. It seems that about two hundred years ago....”

The ancient viscount’s voice wove another spell around the group, but Holly remained untouched. One simple truth remained: someone had kissed her.

She would not rest until she had done everything in her power to discover his identity.
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Chapter Two
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As he polished his spectacles, Will Berry covertly eyed the fair Miss Gray. Her flushed cheeks and swollen lips left no doubt in his mind whom he had accidentally kissed. Not that he’d had much doubt. Even before he had opened his eyes after sharing that transcendent moment, he’d already suspected he’d kissed the wrong girl. Either that, or Phoebe Flitter had dramatically changed. Their previous kiss had not been so...shattering. In fact, it had created little beyond a vaguely pleasant sensation similar to when, at the age of fourteen, he had kissed a pretty and willing parlor maid under the mistletoe. Shouldn’t one be more moved kissing a girl he courted? 

Kissing Miss Gray. Egads! That was a sublime experience like none other. Nothing that beautiful should have come from a mistake. Still, he should have been more careful to ascertain her identity. He’d mistreated a gently-bred, innocent young lady who’d clearly never been kissed.

Miss Gray put a hand to her cheeks and sighed. Will almost sighed as well. Beneath Miss Gray’s serene and proper exterior, lived a woman of surprising passion. The power of her kiss had heated his blood to dangerous levels, but the shock of discovering he had, indeed, gotten the wrong girl, turned him cold. Such a reckless act belonged in his callow youth, not in his new role as vicar. Being on holiday from his parish did not excuse bad behavior. 

Before accepting his new position, he’d promised his father to be an asset to the family by conforming to society’s expectations of what a vicar should be, and do his upmost to serve in that capacity honorably, never mind that it hadn’t been his profession of choice. Every third son in the Berry family served in the church, just as every second son served in the military and every heir inherited the estate. Tradition and honor were firm taskmasters.  

Will had given his word to fulfill his duty, and no proper clergymen went about kissing innocent girls without their permission, especially not in dark rooms. Of course, the honorable thing would have been to explain, apologize, and stand still while she delivered a deserved slap. Instead, he’d panicked and fled like a cad, leaving her to wonder who had kissed her, and for what purpose.

Why hadn’t Phoebe Flitter been there as planned? As Joseph’s cousin, she had visited enough over the years that she could not have gotten lost. 

How would he ever explain to her what he’d done? If Joseph Chestnut learned of Will’s transgression, of the way he’d wronged both young ladies, would that strain their friendship? Joseph might feel protective of his cousin, Miss Flitter, as well as his sister-in-law, Miss Gray. He would be horrified Will had done something so foolish, so careless.

Joseph’s grandfather, Lord de Cadeau, wrapped up his story. “So, on a winter’s eve, when the moon slides through a cloudless night, the ballroom ghost can sometimes still be seen waiting for her last dance.”

Phoebe’s brother, Rudolph, leaped awkwardly to his feet. Poor lad hadn’t grown into his legs yet. “I’m going to check the ballroom to see if there is a ghost.” His eyes glittered. 

As Will opened his mouth to suggest they instead search for the missing Phoebe Flitter, she returned. Phoebe sank into the spot on the settee her brother had vacated, and adjusted her gloves. 

Phoebe Flitter and Holly Gray, in the full light of the drawing room, bore little resemblance. Phoebe’s blond hair had more red, her complexion seemed almost ruddy in its healthful vigor, her figure as robust and shapely as a subject in a painting from by-gone eras. Holly Gray’s blond hair had silvery tones in it, her complexion a flawless, creamy white, and her figure as slender and graceful as the fashion plates his sisters attempted to emulate. 

How could he have confused the two girls? The near darkness of the conservatory could only be partially blamed for his mistake. A lion’s share of the blame lay squarely upon his own stupidity. He should have made certain before he had made his advances. His father’s words scolding him for his carelessness rang in his ears. 

Will focused on Phoebe. “Did you see a ghost, Miss Flitter?” he asked, careful to use her surname instead of her given Christian name in the presence of others. They had not, after all, publicized, nor even formalized, any kind of understanding.

“Oh, no.” Phoebe giggled. “No ghosts in the gallery.”

The gallery. Why had she gone there when she agreed to meet him in the conservatory? He’d made that clear, hadn’t he?

Snippets of conversations between smaller groups drifted to Will, but he focused on Phoebe. What would he say to her? And why had she gone to the gallery? He should have known better than to arrange a meeting place to kiss her. His impulses always seemed to get him into trouble. Just because he outwardly appeared a respectable vicar didn’t mean he’d suddenly become a saint. He tried, he really did, but his rash impulses never seemed to quite leave him. They stepped back, sometimes for months at a time, only to resurface. Perhaps he hadn’t changed as much as he’d hoped.

He took another sip of wassail and found his gaze returning once again to Miss Gray. He’d never noticed how lovely she was. Her quiet beauty, and that dreamy expression she presently wore, lent her an almost ethereal glow. She hugged her shawl and stared into the fire with a secretive smile playing on her lush mouth. Did he dare flatter himself that his kiss caused that faraway look in her eyes? The Will Berry of his sordid past nodded in satisfaction that his skill had brought her pleasure, but the Will Berry who served as a vicar when he wasn’t on holiday, cringed that he’d tainted a pure young lady by introducing her prematurely to some of the pleasures of the flesh. Only a fortnight ago, he’d cautioned against that very thing in a sermon. He really ought to take his own advice.

Phoebe’s younger brother returned the prescribed five minutes later, equal parts smug and disappointed, and plopped down in a chair where he slouched. “I told you there weren’t any ghosts.”

Lord de Cadeau pointed his walking stick at young Rudolph. “Just because you didn’t see the ghost tonight, doesn’t mean one isn’t here.”

The youth said mulishly, “You said we could see ghosts on nights like tonight.”

“I said you’re more likely to see them on moonlight winter nights such as this, not that you would for certain.” Lord de Cadeau cast a satisfied glance about the room.

Rudolph slouched in his seat. “There probably aren’t any ghosts here at all,” he muttered.

Mrs. Flitter, Phoebe’s mother, addressed the aged storyteller, “Well, Lord de Cadeau, if you’ve finished with your scary ghost stories, I believe we ought to retire to our beds. The hour has grown rather late. Good night, all.”

After putting down his newspaper, Mr. Flitter, along with the other gentlemen, stood. A chorus of goodnights rang out. Once again, Will glanced at his unsuspecting kissing companion, Miss Holly Gray. Embarrassment, mingled with returning desire, flashed through him. 

He’d behaved abominably. That she didn’t seem overset was beside the point. He must make restitution somehow. But he was at a loss as to what to do about it now. 

Phoebe arose, eyes lowered, and followed her parents out. If he were to go through with his plan to propose to her, he’d best keep his mind on her and not the lovely lady he had accidentally kissed. And who had responded with such unpracticed delight and passion.

Ahem.

Will set down his glass and offered Phoebe an arm. “If I may, Miss Flitter?”

Phoebe hesitated and glanced first at him, then her parents. Mr. and Mrs. Flitter had fallen into conversation as they strolled out of the room, paying no head to either of their children. 

“If you wish.” Phoebe took his arm.

A bland form of acceptance. Until this morning, her encouragement had been much more enthusiastic. “Interesting evening,” he said benignly.

“Oh, indeed.” An uncharacteristic throaty quality entered her voice.

He took a closer look at her. Did he imagine it or did her cheeks appear overly flushed and her lips swollen? And her hair, he was quite certain not so many curls had lain against the nap of her neck, nor had it appeared so disheveled. A smile played about her mouth. Will wrestled with the correct way to ask her what had happened to her this eve. If he didn’t know better, he would bet she’d experienced her own stolen kiss. But she wouldn’t do that. Would she?

“You seem particularly pleased about something,” he commented as they strolled through the far end of the drawing room to the door.

“It’s been an unexpectedly pleasant evening.” She kept her head demurely lowered.

“It has been unexpected.” He eyed her. “I thought you were meeting me in the conservatory.”

A puzzled crease puckered her brow. “When?”

“A few moments ago. Remember how we discussed that Grandfather likes to tell ghost stories, including one about the conservatory?”

“What of it?”

“If you’ll recall, I suggested we meet there under the pretense of ghost hunting.”

“Oh. I didn’t remember.”

She had agreed to meet him, hadn’t she? He was certain of it. Although, after his experience in the conservatory, he was beginning to think he’d never be satisfied kissing anyone other than Miss Gray.

He almost laughed out loud. It must have been the mystery, the heightened senses and stirred imaginations from the ghost stories, the moonlight, and the danger of meeting for a stolen kiss that caused his reaction to Miss Gray. Surely, if he kissed her again, it would be less remarkable.

The one and only time he and Phoebe had shared a kiss, he had not been so moved. However, if he hoped to be a devoted husband upon marriage, he ought to at least give his intended the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps instead of luring her into
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