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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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There’s nothing I enjoy more than writing Christmas romances. Add in a second chance romance during the holiday season, and I’m in my element. I hope you adore this addition to my Colors of Scandal series.

The characters in this book are older and have life experience under their belts, which makes the story more believable and relatable.

Incidentally, the title of this book was inspired by Kelly Clarkson’s Christmas song “Wrapped in Red” from her album of the same name. It came out a handful of years ago, and every time I hear that song, I wondered how I could do a book based on a heroine who liked wearing red every day, and why. So here we are.
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To everyone who always wonders about the one who got away, the one you used to love but the timing wasn’t right. Maybe you’ll find each other again in some capacity later in life.
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Sometimes long-held secrets are the very things that will eventually lead to freedom.

Lady Amelia Jane Coventry-Smythe wants nothing more than to shut herself away to mourn in private all the people she lost from her life over the years. Unfortunately, peace is not hers, for the one man she never hoped to see again has just landed in her parlor by mysterious circumstances, with an invitation to her Christmastide house party in hand... and her addiction to him flares anew.

Cornelius Matthew Edgerton, Marquess of Winchester, is perplexed thanks to the arrival of holiday invitation. He hasn’t heard from Lady Amelia in thirteen years... not since he abruptly left her bed during an affair that he never forgot. Encouraged to attend by her cousin—his best friend—when he arrives at the manor house, his reception is decidedly cool, even though the heat between him and the lady still lingers.

Underlying polite public interactions, desire builds and explodes into frantic need, but while the two of them draw closer in new understanding and friendship, danger threatens their lives. As Christmas morning arrives, emotions boil over to sour the blooming romance. Only a miracle—and perhaps forgiveness—can help them find the happily ever after they never had the first time around.
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December 1, 1818

Lady Amelia Jane Coventry-Smythe pulled the folds of her garnet wool cloak more tightly about her person. Though the day was sunny, a chill rode the air that might portend snow soon. How lovely if it snowed all month and made her planned house party all that more magical.

“I do hope it will snow this year. Christmastide doesn’t seem right without it.” As she walked the grounds of Trenton Park with a handful of trusted servants, she smiled, but it was a bittersweet gesture.

“It does seem as if some sort of precipitation is in the offing, my lady,” her butler, Mr. Jessup, said from somewhere behind her. “Would that it holds for the month.”

She nodded and cast a fond glance about the grounds. The park belonged to the Earl of Trenton’s estate. Said estate, once her father’s, would have passed to her brother when her parents died. However, her only sibling had perished in the war ahead of them; he never had a chance to enact the changes he used to talk about with such enthusiasm. And because Peter had only sired a daughter, the title eventually passed to their first cousin. Charles disliked entertaining almost as much as he disliked taking up the reins of the earldom, but Amelia adored having people about the large manor house. So, he had given her cart blanche to use the country estate as she saw fit, not only for the Christmas holidays, but for whatever she wished. Of course, having him tender an officially signed and registered power of attorney helped her with running the estate as well.

At least he had the foresight to do that, else it would have fallen into disaster while he played in London.

Keeping herself tucked away here helped with the waves of grief that took her by surprise on occasion, for after surviving so many deaths, she needed something to occupy her days. Plus, the rules of ton society were a bit more relaxed in the country than they were in London, which meant she could wear various shades of red every day if she wanted without stares and whispers following her, and she wouldn’t be nagged to rejoin society.

God, how she detested mourning.

But now was not the time to dwell on the past or the ones who’d already met their eternal reward. The holidays were coming, and she meant to enjoy them as well as the joy they would bring; life was very much for the living.

“Did you send out all my invitations?” she asked the foreman’s estate secretary as they strolled the lonely road that ran the length of the back acreage. It was part of her routine each morning when the weather was fair. Without the daily exercise, she’d go out of her mind with boredom.

“I did, Lady Amelia.” The young man, Henry, trotted to keep up with her pace. “I gave them to the post coachman myself.”

“Thank you.” She smiled. “I do hope all twenty will provide positive responses.”

The manor house was much gayer with guests filling its rooms and walking its halls. Or perhaps she merely liked having people about during the holiday season. At times, being alone with no one for company except her niece threatened to drive her into Bedlam. She wanted conversation and laughter and... life as a reminder that she hadn’t lost herself during those terrible years.

“And the invitations to the Christmas Eve ball? Were those dispatched to the local gentry?” The house party she’d planned would begin on the twenty-first. It had taken her two months to prepare, and now her work was ready to reach fulfillment. The goal? To see her nineteen-year-old niece matched before Twelfth Night so Amelia could fade quietly from all reaches of society—if her cousin would let her. But at the Christmas Eve ball, both invited members of the ton as well as local gentry would mingle together to help widen the field.

Surely, Rebecca could find an eligible parti. Then her work, and her promise to her dead brother, would be complete.

“They were.” Henry bobbed his head. “Ten minutes before we set out on this walk.”

“Excellent. Notify me each time we receive an acceptance. I wish to see a full house.”

“I will, Lady Amelia.”

“Thank you.” She glanced at him with another smile. He was so eager to please. “Feel free to return to your duties.” When he doubled back toward the house, she addressed the housekeeper, Mrs. Hunt. “Have the guest rooms been aired?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The tall, thin woman hunched into her own cloak. “All of them need beds dressed, but there’s time yet. Some guests will have to share the larger rooms, and a few rooms will need painting on the walls, but the work shouldn’t impede the guests’ arrival.”

“Good. And the rooms throughout the manor that are usually closed off and the furniture sheeted?”

“We start on them tomorrow. Every fireplace will be cleaned and ready to go.”

“Efficient as usual, Mrs. Hunt.” Amelia smiled. The staff at Trenton Hall was truly top notch. “Has the ballroom floor been sanded and polished?”

“The men should arrive for that task next week. Along with the chandelier cleaners.”

It seemed the manor house would transform into a bustling hub of activity over the next few weeks. “You have everything well in hand.” That made her life easier. It was nice to have a staff who didn’t require constant supervision. The older ones had been there since her father had held the title.

The housekeeper nodded. “We all know how much you adore Christmastide, my lady. Everything will be perfect. Your excitement has created the same within the younger servants.”

Which made everything more fun. “That is a nice sentiment, but there is no such thing as perfect.” If there were, her husband, brother, and parents would be alive... in addition to the other life she still grieved that had left too soon, the secret she’d kept only to herself. No one knew; no one could ever know... especially him. Amelia touched the older woman’s arm. “Because you and the others have worked so hard throughout the year, I have had new uniforms for the whole staff made for the holiday season.” She simply couldn’t keep the knowledge to herself any longer.

Mrs. Hunt’s lower jaw dropped slightly. “How generous of you, my lady. But the expense!”

“Let me worry over the books.” Amelia couldn’t contain her grin. The best part of being in her position was making the people around her happy. “Life is precious, Mrs. Hunt. We should all learn to enjoy it while we can. Besides, the staff works better in clothing they are proud of, and why shouldn’t they look their best for the holidays?” She winked. “I’ve been assured by the small group of seamstresses who made the uniforms that they’ll be delivered next week. But don’t distribute those packages until the house party begins.”

“I promise.” Unexpectedly, the housekeeper threw her arms around Amelia in a brief hug. “Oh, do pardon me, but there is none like you, my lady,” Mrs. Hunt murmured as she pulled away with misty eyes.

“I merely enjoy the holidays and making people happy.” Her smile once more faltered. If she couldn’t grasp that emotion for herself any longer, she took comfort in taking care of others around her. “You may return to the house. We’ll talk later.” She tapped a gloved fingertip against her chin. “And open the large back room behind the butler’s office. I’m of a mind that the staff should have their own dance on Christmas Eve. There’s nothing better than having music and laughter ringing from every corner of the manor. A tree in the corner will make it bright and cheerful.”

The housekeeper shook her head so violently, some of her mousy brown tresses escaped the tight knot at the back of her head. “But their duties...”

“We’ll do a light staff on rotation for the evening so everyone can have the same amount of entertainment and work. Mr. Jessup shall oversee the rosters.”

“Very well.” There was a sparkle in the housekeeper’s eyes she’d never seen before. “Unorthodox though. We’ll miss you once Lord Trenton remembers his duty and weds.”

“You never know what will happen. Perhaps you’ll like his bride even better than me.” Amelia’s smile was back in place. The good thing about running an estate the size of Trenton Park was that it didn’t give her the time to wallow in the ills life had tossed her way. “I mean to find him a match this Christmastide.”

“Good luck indeed, my lady. He’s stubborn, that one.” Then Mrs. Hunt departed, her destination unknown.

“You never fail to set the staff at sixes and sevens, in a good way.” The middle-aged butler stepped up to Amelia’s side. He out of all of them was most familiar with her habits and her history, for Trenton Park was where she’d fled after all the horror and sadness in her life. When she couldn’t take in anything else, she’d hidden herself away in the country, and Mr. Jessup had taken it upon himself to look after her, apparently like a shepherd to a lost lamb. “What are your orders of me, Lady Amelia?”

“Mr. Jessup, I’m quite certain you can carry out your duties without guidance from me.” While he preened from her praise, she continued. “But make certain enough spirits, wine, and champagne have been ordered. House parties can be torturously long and fraught with anxiety without something to help calm the nerves.”

“I will.”

“Also, supervise the crystal cleaners when they arrive to service the chandeliers. I don’t trust them by half. And remember to submit a list to me of one personal item for each member of the staff. Only something they desperately need. I’ll acquire the items for Christmas gifts.”

The butler stopped her forward progress. Cook and Mr. Parker—the stable master—waited a few feet away, for their turn to talk with her. “That is too much to give to servants. You provide them enough as it is.”

She laid a hand on his arm. “Let me worry about what is right or what is wrong. Besides, Mr. Jessup, the staff is like my family. Why shouldn’t I show my appreciation, especially at this time of year?” No doubt she either appeared too stupid or too careless with the estate’s coin.

“You are too kind, my lady.” He shook his head. “However, you are also too young to shut yourself off from the world by staying here.”

“Too young.” She waved away his comment. “I am well past the age where I need to enter into silliness.”

“So you think. Yet why do you hide?” One of his eyebrows lifted ever so slightly.

Amelia cocked her head. How much did the butler suspect? And what must he think about her if he did? She put those thoughts from her mind. “What are you trying to say?”

“There is no harm if you wish to find love again for yourself.” He lowered his voice. “This house party might bring someone into your life who will make you smile.”

A sigh escaped her as she shook her head. Talk of love always made her feel maudlin and... older than her four and thirty years. She peered at the butler while an invisible shroud of sadness drew over her. “Does lightning strike thrice? I wonder but fear it doesn’t. I was too lucky already.” She glanced back toward the manor. Only the tops of the roof were visible. With a tiny laugh edged with bitterness, she said, “By all means, if you think of a worthy man, submit his name and I might consider him.”

Yet, not all that seriously. Love was a precarious perch and falling from it hurt all too much.

“I’d rather you feel lighthearted again. No more sadness.” He held her gaze. “There was a time years ago when I assumed you might have made a match with—”

“Don’t even say that man’s name, Mr. Jessup,” Amelia warned with more sharpness in her voice than she’d intended. He belonged to her past, and that was all.

A light of speculation lit Mr. Jessup’s eyes. “As you wish.”

“For the moment, I am content with my lot.” Again, she laid a hand on his arm. “Please, do not take offense.”

“Of course not, my lady.” The butler nodded. “I should return to my duties. There is some correspondence I must see to.”

“Thank you, Mr. Jessup.” When he left, Cook came forward. Amelia didn’t resume her walk, for Cook was on the portly side and an older woman. She had difficulty getting around. “Put together preliminary menus for the house party, the Christmas Eve ball, and all the other feasts—including servants’ events. It’s early yet, but I don’t want to leave anything to chance.”

“I’ll have my assistant write them down as I dictate.” Her round face was wreathed in smiles beneath her mobcap. “I’ll be sure to make your favorite raspberry syllabub.”

“Thank you. It is one of my weaknesses this time of year.” She grinned at the older woman. “I have every confidence in your talents.”

“I do try my best, my lady.”

“Return to the house. I don’t want you to catch a chill.”

“Thank you, my lady. The chill does bite a bit, and my bones say we’ll have a snowy winter.” 

Once the woman hobbled off toward the manor, Amelia turned her attention to the stable master. “Is there adequate room for guests’ horseflesh?”

“Of course.” A confident grin snaked across the short man’s countenance. “I’m having the lads muck out the unused stalls this week. Not much cause to use them until the earl turns his attention to his estate. Not like your father’s time at all.”

“I know.” Really, her cousin needed to attend the title better. She gave the stable master a rueful grin as she checked off the items on her mental list. “Do you think you might procure a few sleds? Oh, and look the sleigh over? Lord knows we haven’t used it in an age.”

“Do you believe we’ll have deep snow this year?” Doubt colored his expression.

“I’m hoping. Snow and matchmaking go hand in hand.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” But his doubt didn’t clear. “I’ll report back when the tasks are finished, my lady.” He left her then, loping over the acreage until she couldn’t see him any longer.

Amelia continued on her walk. She welcomed the bite of the breeze; it left her invigorated. Though she was a widow—twice over—and had lost her most recent husband three and a half years ago at Waterloo, she was very much alone.

Only in these quiet moments did she let herself acknowledge it.

Her first husband had perished during the war in 1804, barely a year after he’d married her. Compounding that, her brother and only sibling had died in Spain in 1805, but she hadn’t been told until Christmastide of that same year. Then her parents had both succumbed in a carriage accident eight years later. That horror had taken her brother’s young wife too.

After all this time, her stomach heaved from the trauma. God, but she’d grown weary of death and all it entailed. Aside from her cousin, there was no one left of her line, except her niece, her brother’s only child. Death had become a terrible cloud over her life, and she couldn’t help but wonder if they, too, would eventually leave her.

Yet, there was much living to do. It was what one did when one was left behind, but if she never wore mourning colors again it would be too soon.

As she walked, she thought over the butler’s words. Silly man. Perhaps he harbored a hidden romantic streak. Could she marry again? Offer her heart up for breaking? Possibly go through the dreaded mourning period again? I don’t know if I’m strong enough.

No, marriage wasn’t in her future. She couldn’t do it. Loving someone took too heavy a toll on her. For the remainder of her life, she would remain a widow. There were worse things. Now, she would live vicariously through Rebecca, see the girl well-matched, and then possibly do the same for her cousin.

After that, she could leave the property in peace.

The wind clawed at her cloak as she walked. On the east side of the property, a large pond rested. Not yet frozen, the ice would offer skating and other delights. The hill that sat in front of it meant sledding. In her head, laughter and the calls of jesting children and guests rang. The last time Trenton Park had seen a grand Christmas house party was the year she was told of her brother’s death.

That was the same year she’d given her heart—and her body—away with glorious abandon to Charles’ best friend, Lieutenant Colonel Cornelius Edgerton, now the Marquess of Winchester. Oh, how she’d hated him that year. He, with his strong, broad body, the look of pain and guilt in his face when he’d revealed the horrid news, his comforting arms when she’d fallen to pieces... the warmth of his body when they’d given into the anger and unfairness of war and took refuge in each other as a rather unorthodox way of grieving.

Heat sank into Amelia’s cheeks. That affair had been frantic, ill-advised, and short-lived, for he’d been a celebrated spy and off on his next adventure before she’d had time to sort out her jumbled feelings for him. But she wasn’t given the chance, for he’d snuck from her bed in the dead of night. She’d pleaded with him to stay. He’d refused with nary an excuse, and she never saw him again.

Grief tightened her chest so hard that she stopped and gasped for breath. Her life had changed in every way after that affair and left her making choices she might not have made if she hadn’t been put into an impossible position any woman would dread.

Even though some of those choices had led her to marrying her second husband—who she had learned to love dearly after a time—the heartache that came with that marriage never quite went away.

Perhaps it never would, for with that loss the last remaining part of Cornelius had been wrenched from her, as well certain hopes for her future.

I survived though. She wrapped her arms around her middle and continued her walk. And that was why she would never again engage her heart; there was nothing left of that organ. Not anymore. It’s better this way.

With a shake of her head, Amelia pushed those thoughts once more to the back of her mind where they needed to stay. Mourning the past was a waste of time. There was life to live and she meant to enjoy it.

Before she fell to pieces.
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December 8, 1818

Cornelius Matthew Edgerton, Marquess of Winchester, reclined in the study of his London townhouse, his booted feet propped on a cushioned stool, a snifter of brandy in one hand and a letter in his other. His close friend, Charles Irvine, Earl of Trenton, sat across from him. A cheerful fire danced merrily in the hearth at his back.

At any other time, it would have been a cozy, wintertime scene.

Tonight wasn’t one of those times.

“What the devil do you make of this?” He hadn’t heard or seen the name Lady Amelia Coventry for years, so it was rather odd to have a letter from her without anything to prompt it. Also, it seemed her last marriage was to a regular fellow without a title, so she’d added his surname to hers. She was now known as Lady Amelia Coventry-Smythe. Smart, and easier to follow the Trenton’s bloodlines.

Charles shrugged. He and Cornelius had been fast friends for years, and along with Lady Amelia’s brother, they’d all had plans to ride through the ton on family money while following the whims of their own destinies as they sowed wild oats. Unfortunately, fate had different plans for all three of them. “I don’t find it odd, per say. My cousin has wanted to throw a grand Christmastide house party and ball for some time now, and this year she has. Why does this matter perplex you?”

“Does she not do this every year?”

“No. The last time was years back. I think it was the same year you came home to England and told her that Peter had died.” Nothing in Charles’ tone indicated either event had been life altering. “She had been expecting him on leave around them.”

Of course, she had. She’d doted on her older brother.

“Damn, it seems so long ago,” he said in a soft voice. Cornelius shook his head. “I haven’t seen Amelia since that time. What’s it been, thirteen years?” He stared into the honey-hued depths of his glass. Which was odd, for he didn’t often imbibe in spirits, and only while in Charles’ company. “That Christmas was hardly worth celebrating.” Not that they’d done much of it. Their interaction had been a more... personal endeavor, and he’d left the house party early besides.

“This is true.” Charles shot him a look. A trace of sadness lingered in his hazel eyes. “I miss Peter. His damned fault I’m in it up to my neck with duties.”

“You’ve had ample time to come to grips with the title, yet you’ve done nothing for it.” Cornelius showed his friend no mercy. Why should he when there had been none given for his own situation? “In any event, it makes no sense that your cousin should write to me with an invitation. I should think she wouldn’t want to see my face and remember the last time...”

Or perhaps she did. The idea that she might wish him summoned to the country estate for another purpose besides a Christmastide party sent awareness rushing over his skin.

Stuff it, Winchester. After all these years, the woman has moved on. You should too.

“Who knows what goes on in the minds of women?” Charles sipped his brandy. “Never say you haven’t kept abreast of the news in her life.”

“Every once in a while, but in my defense, I have been busy with missions for the Crown and then my own mess of a life.”

Charles snorted. “Men who once confessed to harboring a possible tendre for the lady shouldn’t invent excuses.”

“Would that any of it had been an excuse.” He fought off the heat climbing into his face. At one time, had he and Lady Amelia been different people and met under different circumstances, perhaps he would have tried for something more between them. As it was, everything had been... complicated. “Suffice it to say, life changes us all. Some for the better, some for the worse. I have moved beyond such silly fancies.”

“You’ve turned to philosophy in your old age?” A trace of bitterness lingered in Charles’ voice, but he stared at the darkened windows. Perhaps he had fallen into personal reflection too.

“There’s really no avoiding it.” Hell, long before he’d last seen Lady Amelia, his first wife had died from complications of a fever. She’d been a delicate thing and he’d been left with a six-year-old son. But his life was that of a military man. He couldn’t remain home no matter the situation. “Fate careens into the best of us. It twists us and changes us, sometimes into gruesome shadows of ourselves.”

That year, he’d had to return to England to tell Lady Amelia her only brother had died in Spain, within a week of his older brother in the same theater of war, leaving Cornelius with the damned title of marquess. No one had come away unscarred; war took its pound of flesh from everyone. “No doubt Amelia blames me for Peter’s death.”

Lives were shattered and forever changed, and often, he’d felt as if he’d been caught in the middle of a wave he couldn’t break free from.

“If she does, she hasn’t said.” Charles shifted in his seat. The small action recalled Cornelius from his musings. “Fate is rather a bitch,” he murmured, but at least there was a grin on his face.

“Indeed.” Cornelius sipped his brandy and welcomed the familiar burn of it in his throat. “Your cousin married again, hasn’t she? Thus, the reason for the altered surname?”

“She did, but the man died at Waterloo, as you well know. No doubt you’ve foraged through records in the Home Office.”

“Perhaps.” He didn’t confirm the information. “Being out of pocket for long years and finding ways to survive our enemies
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