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​Author’s Note

[image: ]


The word “ghost” has its origins in the Old English word “ghast”, which meant something more like “breath” or “spirit”. In other words, life.

Life and death have been at the forefront of my mind in the second half of this year. My family’s experienced a lot of loss, and the world itself seems couched in grief. Then there’s Christmas, the most emotionally complicated time of year. 

But there’s beauty in this dark forest, and maybe even some familiarity. 

We want the season to mean something. We conjure the holiday spirit. 

So I rustled Amelia out of her post-Spectral Scoop slumber for her own happily ever after, emphasis on the ever after. A Ghost of a Holiday celebrates one year of the Hickory Hill series, and what a year it’s been. This book is my Christmas wish (though of course I couldn’t help but get a little spooky)! 

Happy holidays, readers! May you find sparkle and joy this season, and calmer waters ahead.  
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​Prologue
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September 2nd, 1928

Midnight

“I didn’t expect to find you here.”

Samuel’s quarry turned from her position near the bay window on the far side of the wood-paneled room. Pale moonlight cast her tall, lithe frame in an otherworldly glow, the beading on her midnight-blue gown sparkling like the stars themselves. 

A smile played at her lips. “Really?” Amelia said, incredulous. “In the library?”

The full moon hung heavy in the sky behind her, a silent friend. Summer air heavy with unspent rain and honeysuckle nectar gave it a blurry sort of quality, with every breath just a little more difficult than it needed to be. 

Samuel stuffed his hands in his pockets and mosied further into the room. He threw his feet out in front of him as he walked — a gait that didn’t quite match his tuxedo. Stopping halfway inside the library, he rotated his wide shoulders here and there as he took in the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves full of books and trinkets the Monroe family had acquired over the years. 

Amelia watched him, her amusement turning to exasperation as he continued to stall for time.

“Your brother has accused you of abandoning ship,” Samuel finally revealed, almost apologetic. 

The “ship” in question was he and Cy’s farewell party still roaring downstairs, not to be confused with yesterday’s end-of-summer shindig. If Samuel had learned anything about the ways of the wealthy this summer, it’s that they found any excuse to see and be seen. The constant flow of “important” guests and five-course meals had started to churn in his stomach around July. 

Amelia simply scoffed in response. The sharp sound echoed throughout the room, and Samuel feared she might’ve just given away her location to the people downstairs. Yet that seemed to be all she had to say on the matter, as she resumed her silent conversation with the moon, all but ignoring him.

Samuel turned on one heel to leave, and Amelia’s eyes darted right back to him. Did she want him to stay? An impulse stirred from somewhere inside him.

“Well, they can wait.” 

He said it with such simplicity, such quick certainty, that Amelia couldn’t help but flash a smile. The relief didn’t reach her eyes, though, which betrayed a thousand words unsaid.  

She fiddled with the fluted stem of her crystal coupe glass, turning it in a stilted circle between her fingers.  

“It’s a Buck Moon tonight,” Samuel added as he moved a few steps closer to Amelia. “Male deer are growing their antlers now. They’ll shed them in winter.”

Amelia didn’t turn her gaze from the window, but her lids fell just a little lower on her eyes, her face softening. 

The beading of her gown made a rustling sound as she shifted her weight from one foot to another. She took a heavy sip of her gimlet before setting the tiny glass down on the sill of the bay window. 

“Don’t leave, Samuel.”

Samuel’s throat turned bone-dry. He wanted to believe she meant “forever” in that statement, but he’d take the current moment, too. Truthfully, Cy had made his comment about his sister abandoning ship in passing. Samuel had taken the opportunity to break away and see Amelia one last time before returning to college tomorrow. 

Much of their interaction over the summer had amounted to little more than stolen glances and couched statements made to a larger group but intended for only one pair of ears. Or at least that had been the case for Samuel. Amelia absorbed every ounce of his attention when she was in the room with him. 

At night, when he lay wide-awake in the guest room, alone and burning for Amelia, he’d replay their interactions from the day. Did he imagine things, or did she let her gaze linger, too? Sometimes he even thought she reserved a certain smile for him — a sort of full-body job, with her eyes crinkling in delight — a rare sight, he’d come to find. 

Samuel tried to slow his quickening pulse and play it cool as he dared to join Amelia at the window. Unfortunately, the proximity only increased the effect, and he couldn’t help but swallow hard as he shared a look with her, the two of them just inches from each other. His brain turned to mush, his limbs suddenly heavy and awkward. 

“It’s warm,” Amelia said, breaking the silence that had developed between them. Her voice came out breathy and stilted, a far cry from her usual warm tone. 

As she leaned over to unlatch the left window pane, the deep V of her bodice fell away from her chest. Dewy sweat peppered the uninterrupted expanse of her pale skin, a hint of her breasts peeking through the gap. 

Samuel swallowed hard as he willed his eyes to look anywhere else. He turned his gaze to her other hand, resting lightly on the windowsill just inches from her cocktail glass. A lot about Amelia Monroe spelled rich, but her refined, immaculately manicured hands said it most. 

One morning, he’d caught her mid-manicure alone in the sunroom, her tools laid around her just so, the early morning sun turning the wisps of yesterday’s finger waves into a halo. She’d called him over and massaged a thick, sweet-scented cream onto his hands under the excuse that she’d gotten too much out of the tube. Her beautiful hands had worked his own with a surprising amount of strength, something he replayed in his mind almost to an obsession. 

The way Amelia’s brother Cy had talked about her, Samuel had expected to meet a nun of sorts, frankly. Then he met her. 

On that first day of summer, Cy had swung his Model A into Hickory Manor’s circular driveway, Amelia had flung open the door to Hickory Manor, and she and Samuel had immediately set eyes on each other. She had a composed sort of beauty he’d never seen before. High cheekbones, fiercely intelligent eyes, and long legs that made his thoughts turn filthy. Her grey eyes seemed to take measure of him, looking beyond whatever first appearances he made to the heart of him. 

Ironically, her appraisal had made him feel more welcome than any of the family’s other greetings, sincere and warm as they were. He and Cy had developed something of a friendship over freshman year, but in Hickory Hill he was truly a stranger in a strange land. To be seen as a person more than a guest put him at ease. He’d come to find that was a trend with Amelia Monroe. 

Another silence stretched between them, and Samuel couldn’t help but panic a little. What should he say? Amelia wanted him here, but their absence downstairs was sure to be noted soon enough. 

It seemed his simple presence was all she needed, though, as her next words betrayed a secret held in far too long.

“Mama is sick.” Amelia’s breath caught in her throat, her voice strangled as she tried to control the anger. “And they’re all just down there...” 

Her chest heaved as she pursed her lips and blinked away the tears forming in her eyes. 

Samuel’s stomach dropped. It pained him both to see Amelia upset and to hear the news. Even before he met Iris Monroe, Cy had shared stories about his
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