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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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​​​Dear Readers,
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Ever since I began my writing career back in 2008, crafting Christmas romances has been a fun little hobby. Now, readers love my holiday romances so much they expect at least two every year. I’m happy to provide them and more than one close friend/reader has dubbed me the “Queen of Christmas romances.” I don’t know if that’s true, but I certainly love them. My favorite trope for these is the second chance romance, which is what The Most Wonderful Earl of Year is.

I hope you enjoy this couple. They were interesting to write and very entertaining. Also, it wouldn’t be a Christmas romance if I didn’t throw in a couple of tear-jerking scenes.

Happy reading!

Sandra
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To Jeff Salter. Thanks for the support over the years and for enjoying my stories. Best wishes in your future endeavors.
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Love at Christmastide is wonderful... if the couple in question believes in the magic.

Alistair Forsythe, the 12th Earl of Reardon, is the most sought-after man in the ton this Christmastide season. Handsome, of good character, and possessing a large fortune, he finally intends to do his duty to his title after being in India for years. In the market for a wife, he can now easily have his pick of any woman, yet none of them have snared his interest—not since Carole—but she is beyond his reach.

Miss Carole Hazelton doesn’t give two farthings about a man’s position within the ton or his looks. In fact, she’s not thought about the beau monde since that horribly embarrassing day five years ago when Alistair left her standing alone at the altar. Now making her living as a governess, she’s both dismayed and furious to discover the neighbor who’s returned to the townhouse next door is the man who’d jilted her—Alistair.

As that old scandal recirculates, it throws their reputations into question. To repair the damage, the earl and Carole must practice forgiveness. While she’s not quick to forget, he’s not above employing charm and mistletoe to his advantage or drawing on their past romance, but when the feelings they both thought long dead come rushing back, that love just might ruin them both... or provide a second chance they never knew they needed.
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December 12, 1818

Forsythe House

London, England

Alistair Forsythe, the 12th Earl of Reardon, frowned at his best friend as they sat in the drawing room that afternoon. Rain spattered upon the windows outside, for when did it not rain in England? The gloom didn’t help bolster his already maudlin mood, and neither did it foster an attitude of holiday cheer. Christmastide was nearly upon them, yet it certainly didn’t feel that way since he could never quite manage to escape the memories.

“I beg your pardon. What did you say?” He required a repeat of the statement, not because he was hard of hearing but due to the fact that it was so preposterous it was almost worrisome.

Jonathan Whitmore, Viscount Frawley, shot him a grin full of mischief as he rested an ankle on a knee. “If word of this gets out—widely, I mean—it will be the gossip of the Season, but I have had word—from a mutual friend, of course—the governess who works for the family residing in the neighboring townhouse is...”

“Yes?” Alistair cocked an eyebrow. “Spit it out, man.” Why the devil did his friend wish to tease?

Frawley chuckled as if it was the most entertaining thing he’d heard all month. “That governess is none other than Miss Carole Hazelton, the fiancée you jilted at the altar five years ago. She is your neighbor.”

“Well, buggar.” Shock reverberated through Alistair’s chest as he absorbed the news again. “What the devil possessed Viscount Collingsworth to have the family in London for Christmastide? It is quite dull in Town for the holidays.”

Unless one sought out the social circuit, had a mistress, or spent time at gaming hells.

Only one of those things was on his agenda now he’d returned to London, for he had made it known he was on the hunt for a wife so he could do his duty to the earldom and the title.

“Who can say?” Jonathan shrugged, but his amusement only grew. “Some men delight in having their family around them during this time of the year, but rumor has it the viscount has some lingering business to attend while in Town and traveling between his country estate and here would take too much time.”

“We have had a rather wet autumn. I’m sure the roads are horrid just now.” Yet that didn’t make the situation any better. The fact remained he hadn’t seen Carole for five years, not since the day he’d walked away from her and the life they’d hoped to build together.

And left her steeped in gossip and rumor.

“Truth to tell, I had forgotten Christmastide was coming. Travel doesn’t lend itself well to keeping count of the days.” Additionally, it was a time of the year he strove to forget merely because he didn’t wish to remember. The last five years, he’d been in India for various reasons, and outside of the English community in Bombay or other large cities where there was an English occupation, the holiday wasn’t celebrated.

“It isn’t difficult to let such a thing slip your mind. If you ask me, I’d rather be anywhere but London just now.” Shadows briefly clouded the viscount’s eyes. “But I’m damn glad not to be in India any longer.”

“I would drink to that if I had a brandy.” He’d thought it too early in the day to imbibe in spirits, to say nothing of the fact he’d only just arrived in London yesterday, and he’d given the butler his preferences for drink an hour past. Those supplies would undoubtedly come tomorrow.

“So, what do you plan to do?”

He frowned at Jonathan. “About what?”

“About Miss Hazelton.” The viscount uttered a huff, as if the identity of Alistair’s neighbor was the only conversation worth having.

“Nothing.” He shook his head. “I plan to do nothing.” It didn’t matter that he and Carole had a history together—broken such as it was. They were nothing to each other now, and he had been away for five years besides. Neither of them was the same people they used to be. “She has her life; I have mine.”

Under no circumstances would he allow those feelings he’d once had for her to well up and bedevil him. There was no doubt in his mind she would hate him on sight.

The viscount looked at him with speculation in his eyes. “Are you quite certain you have no lingering regard? You waxed poetic enough about her during that first year or so while in Bombay.” And he would know, for Jonathan had accompanied him on that trip.

That’s how good a friend the man was.

Heat rose up the back of his neck, but he nodded. “Yes, I’m certain.” Hadn’t he already put Carole from his mind and heart? It had taken the better part of three years, but he’d done it, and now he was ready to move forward with his life. “I matters not, for I intend to make full use of the Season in the hopes of finding a bride.”

His friend grunted. “Do you fear the old rumors will resurface and prevent you from matching an advantageous match?”

“Of all the things I worry about, that doesn’t even make my list.” Another frown tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Though this news is quite unsettling.”

“Truth be told, you will probably never see the woman. She’s a governess, after all, and those sorts of women rarely attend society functions unless a hostess is short on numbers.”

“I hope you are correct. I also hope I don’t make a fool of myself back among the ton.” Polite society in India was much different from that of London. “While I don’t necessarily need an heiress to take to wife, I’d rather not have the leftovers since it is rather slim during the holidays.”

“Ah, yes, the freedoms of a man possessed of a good fortune.” Jonathan rolled his gaze to the ceiling. He stood and tugged on the bottom of his waistcoat. “You may not need it, but I would like a snifter of brandy, so allow me to seek out your butler and stock your sideboard myself.”

“You can ring for Cooper, you know,” Alistair called to him as the man crossed the room.

“I can, but that won’t help you be any less maudlin. I’ll return in a twinkling.” Then he left the room, and Alistair sighed.

“Perhaps I am merely fatigued from travel,” he said to himself as he stared once more into the cheerful flames of the fire, which made him frown all the harder. Carole Hazelton was his neighbor. Well, buggar to that.

Unbidden, his thoughts danced back to that horrible time five years ago.
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December 14, 1813

St George’s, 

Hanover Square

“Oi, Mr. Forsythe!”

The hail had Alistair looking about as he climbed the steps to the church. In under an hour, he would wed the woman who held his heart and he would gladly succumb to domesticity with her. “Yes?” It was not yet ten o’clock in the morning. Everyone he knew was already within the church.

A man of unassuming looks and lower-class clothing bounded over to him with a leather folio in hand. “An urgent missive arrived for you at your townhouse. A Mr. Cooper dispatched me to deliver it to you here.”

“Ah, thank you.” It must have been highly important if the butler had sent the man. He snagged the folio from the courier’s fingers. “I appreciate that. It must be dire if it arrived the morning of my nuptials.” After digging in his waistcoat pocket, he tossed the man a coin. “Thank you.”

Once the man scurried off, Alistair frowned at the folio. He undid the leather ties holding it closed. Inside, was a sheaf of papers as well as a smaller envelope. Trying to puzzle out the official looking seal set in green wax, he then tore open the envelope and removed a single sheet of paper. Dated three months earlier, it had come from an assistant to a general at Fort George, in Bombay, India.


My apologies for the urgency of this letter, Mr. Forsythe, but this is a matter of some delicacy as it pertains to your father, the Earl of Reardon. As you already know, your father departed England under mysterious circumstances two years prior. Bombay was his destination.



Now Lord Reardon’s life is in peril, and there are other matters I cannot trust in a piece of correspondence that will be read by many more pairs of eyes than your own.



Enclosed is the address of the fort as well as all travel documents you will need to make the journey posthaste. This is a delicate affair that needs your attention with as much haste as you can manage, for to put a fine point here, you have a twin brother, older than you by a few minutes, and he was kidnapped years before. When your father stopped paying the ransom money, things turned complicated, but now, your father desperately needs your help to retrieve your brother as well as to assist in pulling him out of the spot of bother he’s fallen into...



As Alistair stood there stunned while reading the remainder of the missive, it became more and more evident he didn’t truly know who he was in the world any longer. I have an older twin brother. That meant he wasn’t next in line to be the earl, and the identity he’d always known deep in his heart had been a lie. He’d never known he wasn’t an only child.

Why had his brother been kidnapped at all? Who had done it? It must have occurred when he was quite young. Had his father stumbled upon the truth recently or had he known all along?

Quickly stuffing the letter into the folio, his frown deepened. His father had left home two years before, but the nature of the trip was never told to him. Now he knew why. He wasn’t his father’s heir... That thought kept circling around his head like a snake ready to strike. Worry filled his chest. Hot embarrassment went through his gut. How the devil would he tell Carole he wasn’t the man she thought? That she wouldn’t have the life promised when he’d brokered the marriage contract with her father?

Oh, God!

He glanced at the door to the church. How could he go in there and marry her now under false pretenses? In light of this new information, Alistair was a man with nothing to recommend him, no title, apparent secrets in his family tree that went back to his birth, and no right to anything he’d previously thought. Certainly, no income. One thing was certain: he needed answers, which meant he’d need to travel to India and continue his father’s work and hopefully bring both his father and brother home.

Knowing he couldn’t go to the marriage altar while the very foundation he stood upon was crumbling beneath his feet, Alistair glanced once more to the door of the church, then he turned his back upon it. Carole deserved a man who could deliver on his promises, who could keep her in the style she deserved, who could give her future she had assumed she’d have when he’d asked for her hand; that man wasn’t him.

At least not now.

A terrible ache set up around his heart and expanded until it filled his chest. With one hand to that organ and a wash of moisture in his eyes, Alistair retreated down the steps. He scurried along the pavement until he came to a line of hackney cabs. Then he hailed one, scrambled inside, and quickly gave the driver his address. The best—and only—course of action available to him right now was to travel to India, search out his father, and then hopefully clear up the mess of his family’s name.

After that, he would return to England, and if Carole didn’t despise him, perhaps explain, and try to salvage what was left—if anything—of his engagement.
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Present day

“Reardon?” The sound of fingers being snapped in front of his face wrenched him out of his thoughts. Alistair blinked at his friend, who’d obviously returned from his errand. A bottle of brandy was in one hand while a plate full of sweet edibles was in the other. “Woolgathering?”

“Perhaps. Mostly thinking about the day I left Carole at the altar without a word.” It had been tantamount to an unforgivable sin and beyond the manners of a gentleman, but looking back, he wouldn’t have changed a thing.

Not even for their reputations.

“Ah yes and created the scandal of the Season that year.” Jonathan pressed the brandy bottle into his hand. “Here. Drink. I’ll procure glasses.” After leaving the plate of sweets on the small ivory-inlaid table between their two chairs, he went to the sideboard. “Thank goodness society doesn’t judge men by the same yardstick they do women.”

“Indeed.” Though heat went up the back of his neck all the same. Society favored men, and titled men all the more, while they stacked every minute scandal upon women’s heads like burning coals. “It is my fondest hope our paths don’t cross.”

When he’d arrived in Bombay all those years ago, the reunion between him and his father had been awkward at best. Knowing there had been a secret in the family of such magnitude didn’t lend itself well to congenial celebration. Of course, he’d questioned his father about the existence of an older twin. He and his brother had apparently been parted when they were but a year old, and since the bulk of their lives since birth had been spent on their father’s country estate, the rumors and gossip was kept between the servants. If anyone else had known there’d been two sons of the Earl of Reardon, it was hushed up quickly out of necessity and apparent embarrassment on his father’s part.

Not that such a conversation was any better when Alistair had arrived in India, for his father had been beaten within an inch of his life from what he could only assume were the people who’d kidnapped said brother. His father remained tight-lipped about that too.

Damn the man’s pride.

But the reasons for any of it were never discussed, and even now Alistair wasn’t certain what had caused the rift between his parents after that day or why his father had been all too distant in being a true father to him or what had happened to land his father into the sick bed.

“Here.” Jonathan shoved a cut crystal glass into his free hand. “Pour,” he ordered as he dropped into the chair beside him. “You look like you need the fortification.”

Alistair blew out a breath. “Perhaps I do. I am feeling uneasy being back in London after all this time.” He uncorked the bottle with his teeth, and then after spitting out the cork, he poured a measure of the amber liquid into his glass. After doing the same with his friend’s matching glass, he rested the bottle on the table. “Here’s to a better future.”

“So says the man who made a fortune and then some while we were gone,” Jonathan grumbled and followed it up with a hearty sip of brandy.

He snorted. “As if you didn’t do the same.” They had both been lucky. Exporting tea and various spices on a smaller scale than the enormous shipping outfits owned by the Crown, they had been able to undercut their competitors and gain customers hand over fist.

Would my father have been proud had he liked me better than my twin?

There was no way to know. When Alistair had gone to India, he’d been immediately caught up in his father’s work to retrieve his brother—who he was never able to meet—for by the time he and the viscount had finally ferreted out the names and locations of the kidnappers—most of whom had either left the area or had died—when his search party arrived, it was to find his brother not only dead, but had apparently been that way for more than a few years. The only thing left had been a desiccated corpse in a cave in the hills. Jewelry, various travel papers, and clothing on the bones all pointed to a correct identification.

Once he came back to the fort where his father had been staying, Alistair had been forced to tell him the unsavory news. Not only had he been paying blackmail coin, but the victim had perished before the earl had set out for India.

After that, his father had taken a marked turn for the worse. In a matter of days, it seemed as if the man had given up his will to live. Had the death of his firstborn son meant so much even though he’d not seen the child since the first year of his life? Did it not matter about the other twin—him? Those suppositions had caused more friction between Alistair and his father, and two days later, leaving more questions than answers, his father had died, giving him the title he had always thought would eventually be his anyway.

Now chance and fate had aligned, but it wasn’t the joyful occasion he’d once thought it might be. Five years ago, he’d lost both his father and a brother that he’d never known existed. It still haunted him to this day.

Thanks to Jonathan’s steadying presence, he remained in Bombay to settle his father’s estate there, then they found the life so pleasing they’d made a living for years and filled both their coffers. During that time, he’d been forced to forget about Carole and the romance they’d once had, for she was better off without him, and the scandal connected to his family name, especially since it remained shrouded in secrets.

She deserved better five years ago. That hadn’t changed.

“What the hell, Reardon?” The viscount poked him in the shoulder. “You once more popped back into your thoughts while I am trying to tell you which women are the choicest morsels of the holiday social scene.”

Right. The reason he had returned to London. He needed to start his life over yet again. With a sigh, Alistair nodded. Tossing back the remainder of the brandy in his glass, he lifted an eyebrow. “I suppose you have listed them into categories?” 

“Of course I have.” Mischief twinkled in his eyes. “Looks. Worth. Connections. And how well she kisses.”

“I see.” Damn, but one of the things he had adored about Carole was how she’d kissed him. Almost as if each meeting of their lips had been a sacred covenant. But those days had passed. “How long is your list?”

Jonathan shrugged. “Five ladies. Two of whom are society’s darlings this year.”

“Ugh.” At seven and thirty, he surely wasn’t in the mood to court a debutante. “I would rather not align myself with a young lady just making her Come Out.”

“Then we shall concentrate on the other three.” His friend poured another measure of brandy into his glass and then did the same for Alistair. “And whichever of the ladies you don’t pick, I shall choose one for myself.”

“May fate grant us good fortune.” He put his drink aloft in silent salute. “I would like to hope this Christmastide will usher in the lives we are finally mature enough to have.”

“Here, here!” Jonathan took a sip. “And here’s to firmly keeping the past in the past. I’m sure Carole has moved on from you and is quite content in her life.”

“Here, here.” Though he echoed his friend’s sentiments, the unease of earlier hadn’t dissipated. Knowing Carole was next door would make him self-conscious and forever remind him of his greatest embarrassment.

Please let us not see each other in passing. Some wounds don’t need reexamined.
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December 13, 1818

Collingsworth House

Mayfair

London, England

Miss Carole Hazelton frowned as she gazed out the window of her bedchamber in Viscount Collingsworth’s London townhouse. It overlooked a corner of two intersecting streets in the Hanover Square neighborhood, and even though thick clouds scudded across the skies, the sun’s glare made her squint at the scene below.

Pedestrians scurried along the pavement. Scattered carriage traffic went along the thoroughfare of people with important places to go and meetings to make. 

In a half hour, she was scheduled to take her seven-year-old twin charges to Hyde Park on a nature walk before the rain prevented it. Again. For that was her lot in life—being a governess. Six months previously, she had been fortunate enough to come to London and interview for the open position with Viscount Collingsworth. Both the lord and lady had asked her questions, and some of them had been perilously close to her personal past.

She’d kept to the truth as best she could and evaded when that truth would have harmed her future. Before she’d been given the governess position with Lord Collingsworth, she had been a governess in Kent near her father’s country estate, but when that position ended because the children had grown, she’d needed to move on.

It’s what she’d done for five years, shortly after her betrothal fell apart at the wedding altar, and no other man in the ton would have her, which heaped mortification on top of the shame she’d carried since that day.

Once more, movement on the street caught her eye and intruded into her musings. Perhaps the women going to and fro had tea to take with dear friends or they were off for a drive with a suitor.

Her heart squeezed as that same organ hardened against anything smacking of romance. Love was naught but a waste of time, and the only thing it did was cut deep enough to leave scars behind. It didn’t matter she was nine and twenty; she wanted nothing to do with love and romance again.

Not after what happened that day five years ago and the agony that had followed.
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March 15, 1814

Hazelton Park

Kent, England

It had been three months since Alistair Forsythe had left her at the altar. The man hadn’t even the dignity to tell her in person he couldn’t wed her. The dratted worm had sent a courier to deliver a hastily penned note saying circumstances had changed and he couldn’t, in good conscience, marry her.

What the deuce had that meant? Three months later and she still tried to puzzle it.

Now, on what should have been a lovely spring afternoon, the far reach of Alistair’s horrid decision once more rocked through her family. Her dear, lovely, robust father who used to have the heartiest laugh and had always smelled like peppermint and pipe tobacco, had retreated to this estate directly following the jilting for the gossip had been too much to bear.

Though he’d been granted a lordship decades before by the king for loyal services to the Crown and was largely known as Lord Montford, none of those accolades could cheer him or buoy his spirits once his eldest daughter stood in embarrassment at the church in front of all those people. So he’d herded his family home to the Park, but his health had never recovered. He’d taken the slight hard and rarely made public appearances. As the weeks passed, his stamina and strength had steadily declined until the shame and embarrassment and possibly worry had simply been too much. His heart attacked him, and he’d died suddenly in mid-sentence as he’d been talking to her mother.

That had happened not an hour past.

Carole was still in shock and couldn’t yet shed tears. Instead, she sat by herself in the drawing room with her hands clenched in her lap and her thoughts—as well as her ire—firmly resting upon Alistair. The death of her father could fully be laid at his selfish feet, and she would never forget this day. She might forgive him in the future, but she would never forget, and if he ever came ‘round again, there would be nowhere in England he could hide from her rage.

Eventually, her younger sister Alice joined her, and the tear stains on her face and the front of her dress bore testament to her grief. The poor thing was just nineteen and everything that happened to her cut her to the quick wherein an emotional outburst would inevitably follow. Granted, she’d been tight-lipped when the family had to retreat to Kent, but her chances of making an advantageous marriage had been obliterated, tainted by Carole’s defeat.

God only knew if her sister would forgive her.

“What will we do now?” Alice whispered as she flounced onto the sofa cushion next to Carole and began to sniffle into her lace-edged handkerchief all over again. Her chestnut hair had been put back in a messy chignon, and even with the red splotches of high emotion on her face, she was as beautiful as an angel. Definitely, out of the two of them, she’d had the most potential in making an advantageous match. “Papa is gone, and I overheard the butler telling the housekeeper we are nearly destitute.” She looked at Carole with moisture-spiked lashes. “Is that true?”

“If it is, then Papa was even worse with money than we thought.” Then she shrugged, for they would probably never know the whole truth. “Papa gave Alistair a substantial dowry for my hand, for he had apparently wagered everything we owned that having an earl for a son-in-law would solve our financial strain in future endeavors. He thought Alistair would take care of the Hazelton family’s woes.” At the catch in her voice, she cleared her throat. “What folly... for all
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