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 "Who's there?" Oh, Lord, now what do I do? Holly considered her options. She could show herself, or hope he didn't find her. Given the size of the storeroom, the second didn't seem very likely. She peeked around the counter again. A definite scowl covered his otherwise handsome face. He was tall, well above her five foot eight stature. Neatly trimmed brown hair, with a slight curl, framed his face. Overall, there was nothing about him to frighten her except his icy glare. But it was enough. "Come out from your hiding,"he ordered. "I heard you sneeze. There's no way out except past me." Taking a deep breath, Holly rose from her hiding place. Shock washed over his features for a split second when he saw her, but anger quickly replaced it. He marched to the window, jerked back the curtains, flooding the room with late morning sunlight. He turned and demanded, "Who the blazes are you?" Grateful for the barrier of the counter, Holly said, "I'm Holly Marcum." "Well, Miss Marcum, what are you doing in my storeroom?"Pointing at the dress, he added. "And what do you think you're wearing?" Puzzled, Holly glanced down at the dress that had started all this trouble and asked, "What's wrong with it?"Without waiting for him to respond, she stepped around the counter, fanning herself with her hand, desperately longing for fresh air. The warmth of the dusty storeroom wasn't helping. She 5
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 felt another sneeze coming on, but was successful in avoiding it. "I don't believe I caught your name, Mister—?" "Devereaux,"he said, his glare never leaving her face. "Jeremiah Devereaux." Praise for Leanne Tyler SEASON OF LOVE "Leanne Tyler's page-turning time travel grabs the reader on page one and doesn't let go until the deliciously satisfying end is reached. I highly recommend this delightful romance that skillfully blends yesterday and today into a love story for all time." ~Carolynn Carey, award-winning romance author VICTORY'S GATE "Leanne Tyler's award-winning story VICTORY'S GATE is a must-read. She guides the reader through the Civil War's era so that two people from different centuries can find love." ~Loretta Rogers, award-winning author of Isabelle and the Outlaw Season of Love by Leanne Tyler This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. Season of Love COPYRIGHT Ó 2011 by Leanne Tyler All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written 6
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 He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He shouldn't take it. But it glistened in the light, casting colorful dancing sparkles around the room. Why did it do that? How did it do that? He reached out one grubby hand, daring to touch it, if only for a moment. He wouldn't take it this time. He'd only run his finger along the smooth ridges, or maybe he'd dare to hold it for a few minutes in front of the window. Yes. Just a few minutes would do. He sucked in his breath at the sound of voices in the kitchen. "Welcome home, darling,"his mother's voice greeted. "You're home earlier than expected." "I promised to play catch before dinner. Where's my boy?" "In the den." "No. I was just there." Jeremiah quickly looked toward the door, expecting his father to enter any moment, catching him in the act. Without hesitating, he grabbed the orb before it was too late. He turned toward the window and allowed the colorful lights free reign around the room. He laughed and bounced on his feet, holding the stone above his head like a prize. "Where are you son?"his father's voice was even closer now. He laughed and danced, turning in a circle as a bright light flashed all around him. "Isn't it pretty?"he asked. For a split second, he saw his father's face when he entered the room and heard him call his name, "Jeremiah. Je9
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 re-mi-ah."Yet his father's voice sounded as if he were moving further and further away. Trembling, he clutched the shiny orb in one hand and reached toward his father with the other as the distance between them grew. "Da-d-d-d-y!"he cried, "Da-d-dd-y."The sound of his voice echoed until there was nothing but silence and darkness. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter One November 20, Present Day Charleston, South Carolina How dangerous can shopping for a party dress be? Holly Marcum paused outside the Bonne Mademoiselle Dress shop as the knot of dread in her stomach twisted tighter. She wiped her sweaty palms on her slacks and took a deep breath. She had a hundred other things she needed to be doing other than meeting her eccentric Aunt Jessie here to try on formals. "I should have put a stop to this nonsense when Aunt Jessie decided to throw me an antebellum costume ball for my birthday,"Holly told her reflection in the glass. "But running a marathon in heels would have been easier." Sighing, she pushed open the door. A crisp, clean fragrance filled the air, punctuating the purity of the pristine white beaded wedding gowns lining the racks in the front of the store. Another rack held colorful, frilly party dresses and lacey crinolines. Holly spotted Aunt Jessie seated next to a small stage in the rear of the store, sipping champagne and browsing through a magazine. She wore a flowing chartreuse silk pantsuit, her rich black hair hidden underneath a matching silk turban complete with a large, crystal pendant in the center. When she saw Holly's reflection in the tri-fold mirrored stage, she waved and smiled brightly. "Hello, darlin',"she called. 11
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 "Hello, Aunt Jessie."Holly moved quickly to join her. The sooner she saw what her aunt described as "the find of the century,"the better. "Darlin', it's so good to see you."She rose and pulled Holly into a hug. "Sorry if I'm late,"Holly apologized. "I had to meet with a client about a last minute project." "On a Saturday morning?"Aunt Jessie's dark brow arched and she frowned. "You work too much, Holly." Holly held back her sigh of impatience. How many times had they had this conversation? "The holidays are coming up,"she said. "I always have a few clients who decide they have to redesign a room before Thanksgiving. Clients who are willing to pay very well for my services." Her aunt's frown deepened. "And of course you couldn't say no." "That's because the competition with other designers these days is fierce, not to mention all the DIYers out there." "DIYers?" "Do it yourself-ers,"Holly explained. "I wouldn't be in interior design long if I turned down business, Aunt Jessie." "I suppose you're right,"Aunt Jessie said absently, her interest in their conversation already waning. She picked up a newspaper from the sofa table and occupied herself with an article. Holly eyed the silver tray of crystal champagne flutes and ice bucket with a bottle of champagne on a nearby table. Her hands itched to fill one and drain it. She loved Aunt Jessie, 12
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 but shopping for clothing with her would rattle anyone's nerves. She especially wasn't looking forward to seeing the dress Aunt Jessie had picked for her. The thought drove her forward to fill a glass and take a healthy sip. "Well, well, wonders never cease." Holly glanced at her aunt. "What?" "It says that my dear friends Milton and Viviane have confirmed they finally found their long lost son after twentythree years,"Aunt Jessie said. "Do you recall me telling you about him?" Holly shook her head and contemplated another glass. "No? I'm sure I told you about him. He was only a toddler when he disappeared. And after all these years, a total stranger shows up at their door about two months ago, a dead ringer for Milton when he was in his thirties. Preliminary DNA testing has proven him to be their son." "That's wonderful,"Holly said. "A real Christmas miracle." "Is it?"Aunt Jessie pursed her lips and shook her head. "I think it's a little fishy, even with DNA testing. He stands to inherit everything, but I wouldn't dare suggest to Viviane the man is probably a fortune hunter. Maybe we should pay her a visit after lunch?" Holly silently groaned. She didn't have time to pay a visit to her aunt's friends. She had too much work she needed to get back to this afternoon. "Do you think that's a good idea?"she asked. "Even after two months I bet the press is probably still hounding them for 13
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 interviews. Besides, I'm sure they have a great deal of catching up to do." "Sometimes I wish you weren't so—so practical,"Jessie sighed and laid the paper back on the sofa table. "You have absolutely no sense of romance. Come and I'll show you the dress." Recalling her aunt's other "fashion"finds, Holly shuddered. "You really shouldn't have gone to the trouble of picking out my dress, Aunt Jessie,"she said. "Or going to the expense of holding such a lavish birthday party." "Nonsense, you're my favorite niece,"Aunt Jessie said and motioned the young woman who came from the dressing area to join them. "I'm your only niece,"Holly reminded her. Aunt Jessie beamed, tipping Holly's chin up with one finger. "And that's what makes you all the more special." Holly prepared herself for the worst. Aunt Jessie's taste in clothing left much to be desired unless you were into flamboyant, nouveau chic. "Holly, this is the seamstress Julie." "Hello,"the seamstress said and extended her hand. "Your aunt wasn't exaggerating when she said you were pretty. I think you're going to love the gown she found for you." Sure, if you like crinolines and bows, Holly thought and shook the woman's hand. "If you'll follow me, I'll help you into the gown."Julie smiled, putting Holly at ease.
 
 14
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 Holly gulped the last of the champagne and placed the flute back on the tray before following Julie to the dressing room, hoping Aunt Jessie would wait outside. But of course she didn't. Hot on Holly's heels, she crowded into the tiny dressing room. "I'm sooo excited about this. No one else in Charleston will even come close to having a dress like this one!" Holly stared open mouthed at the dress hanging on the wall. Layer and layer of silk filled the tiny dressing area. "Is that it?"she finally managed to ask. "Yes, and it's a rare find,"Julie praised. "I took extra special care in restoring it for your wear,"the seamstress, Julie added. "Restoring it?"Blinking, Holly shifted her gaze away from the dress to Julie. Aunt Jessie nodded. "She's an artiste with a needle. And Holly, she's married and has a career. So you see, you can do both." Holly's cheeks flamed. Her single status was a bone of contention between them. Aunt Jessie didn't understand how Holly could possibly be happily unmarried and almost twentyfive. She busied herself with unbuttoning her blouse. Julie smiled and took the dress off the hook once Holly had taken off her blouse. "As you see there are two layers,"she explained. "The under dress is of white glacé silk, the overdress of a pale green silk trimmed with point lace, and black thread lace leaves adorn the edges. My research shows that this exact gown was featured in Godey's in eighteen hundred fifty-two. 15
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 The original owner must have been a very fashionable young woman." Holly fingered the edges of the dress, still not believing what she saw. The dress was nothing like she'd ever imagined her aunt would choose for her. And to have it restored. It must have cost a fortune. "Thank you, Aunt Jessie,"she said gratefully. "It's the most beautiful dress I've seen. Where did you find it?" "You're welcome."Aunt Jessie cooed, squeezing Holly with a one arm hug. "I found it in an old trunk in the attic at Belle Terre. Richard said it must have belonged to his great, great aunt Marianne Vanderhorst. When I saw it, I knew it would look gorgeous on you and be the perfect birthday present." Holly was flattered and quite overwhelmed. Her aunt had definitely surprised her this afternoon. Some of the tension in her shoulders lessened. Perhaps her birthday costume ball wouldn't be so horrible after all. "What are you waiting for? Try it on,"Jessie urged and backed out of the room. Holly kicked off her shoes, unfastened her slacks and let them drop around her feet before she stepped out of them. The seamstress helped her into the crinoline, long-line bra, and then the gown. It fit like it was made for her, and she couldn't help smiling at her reflection in the single mirror until she noticed how low the dress dipped in the front. "Is the neckline supposed to be so low?"She asked, fidgeting. "Yes, ma'am. These dresses were not for the modest. Women wore these to catch a husband. They liked to show off 16
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 what they were born with,"Julie winked. "I think that's what your aunt is hoping will happen for you." Holly adjusted the bodice until she felt it covered a little of what she was born with. "There was a matching pair of slippers in the trunk with the dress,"Julie said, picking up the shoes from the chair against the wall of the dressing room. "Your aunt asked that they be refurbished as well. A colleague who deals with restoring shoes was able to create a new pair out of the old ones in your size." Julie showed Holly the beaded shoes before helping her step into them. Something pricked her toe on her right foot. "Ouch. I don't think these fit."Holly grimaced. "They pinch my toes. There's something sharp in the right one." "I'll take a look once I check the hem length,"Julie promised. "Let's go show your aunt. Follow me out front." Holly lifted the skirt and made her way out to the stage. She carefully climbed the two steps, settled into position, and admired herself once again, still amazed by her aunt's choice of a dress. Julie knelt on one side of the stage and began working with the hemline. "Holly Anne Marcum, I knew you had bosoms hidden under those unflattering business suits." "Aunt Jessie!"Holly scolded. Her aunt's brashness could be mortifying, and she was thankful they were the only customers in the store. 17
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 "It's true,"the older woman insisted. "You should let me dress you more often. The young men will be filling up your dance card as soon as they get one look at you." Holly rolled her eyes. That would be the day. She had two left feet when it came to ballroom dancing, and no matter how many dance lessons she took it didn't help. "Perfect,"the seamstress exclaimed, drawing Holly's attention back to the matter at hand. "The hem length is excellent. The bodice fits snug as it should. I can't say I've had an easier alteration." "Except for the shoes,"Holly protested and noticed a flash of light refract off Aunt Jessie's glass of champagne. "What about them?"her aunt asked. "The right one pricks."Holly stepped out of it again and bent down to pick it up. The weight of the dress shifted and Holly teetered forward off the edge of the stage. It was a small drop, but she landed with a thud, hitting her head on the edge of the stage. A sharp pain smarted near her left temple and her eyes fluttered. "Holly! Oh goodness, Holly!" It sounded as if Holly were in a wind tunnel, moving farther away by the second. And then there was silence. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Two November 18, 1852 Charleston, South Carolina "Ugh!"Head throbbing, Holly slowly sat up and opened her eyes to find the room blurry and spinning. She gently touched the goose egg that had formed on the side of her head and winced. Closing her eyes, she took several long, calming breaths, giving her vision a chance to clear. When she opened them again, the room was still but dark, much darker than the florescent lighting in the dress shop. Had there been a power failure? She vaguely remembered falling off the stage. It felt like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole, but she had been coherent enough to know she'd only fallen a short distance. Aunt Jessie had been with her. Unease tingled over her skin as she looked around the room. Gone were the low chairs, stage, and tiered mirrors. Gone too was the table and champagne flutes. There were no racks of dresses. Instead, floor to ceiling shelves lined three walls, each filled with boxes. A long counter ran in front of one wall while faint light came through a large curtained window, in the fourth wall. The floor was wooden, yet Bonne Mademoiselle had been carpeted. And there had certainly been more windows. "Aunt Jessie?"she called. "Where are you?" She scrambled to her feet, fabric billowing about her legs. Fear that she'd somehow torn the gown in her fall prompted 19
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 her to do a quick inspection of the skirts, then the bodice. She found no obvious damage and breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank goodness,"she said. "I'd hate to have to pay to have it repaired after all of Julie's hard work." Sighing, Holly looked around her again. Bolts of material and smaller boxes were stacked on the counter that sat only a few feet in front of the wall. It took up a good portion of the floor space. "This must be a storeroom, but how did I get here?"she mumbled. "Where are the other dresses? And where on earth is Aunt Jessie?" Before she could answer her own question, the door opened just enough for her to hear a man's pleasant baritone voice. "I have just what you want, Mrs. Tatum,"he said. "I received a special shipment of ornaments yesterday." Ornaments? Since when did Bonne Mademoiselle carry ornaments? Not having a ready explanation for her presence, Holly scooted behind the counter and knelt down, tucking the dress around her legs. From her vantage point, she watched an oddly dressed man enter the room. He wore low-heeled shoes, and his buff colored trousers were topped with a matching vest, ivory shirt, and dark brown frock coat. Uncle Richard had worn something like it to Aunt Jessie's last antebellum ball. All he needed was the hat Clark Gable wore in Gone with the Wind and he could pass for one of the movie's extras. Things were definitely getting weird. 20
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 "This place is filthy,"he mumbled from the opposite side of the table. Holly couldn't see what he was doing, but dust particles trickled down to the floor in the thin ray of light. The man went back to the door and opened it. "Gerald, when was the last time you swept or dusted the storeroom?" "I'm sorry, Mr. Devereaux,"another man's voice called. "I meant to do that last week, but we were busier than usual. I'll get to it after lunch." "Yes, you do that."He closed the door and went back over to the shelves, and began going through the boxes. "You just can't find good help these days,"he muttered. "Half an hour for lunch, off on Thanksgiving and an extra two dollars a month and he forgets to do something simple like sweep out the storeroom. Now what's he done with the ornaments?" He moved another box, sending more dust to the floor. Holly's nose tingled and twitched and her eyes watered. She held her breath, praying he left before her dust allergy turned into a sneezing fit and gave away her hiding place. Thankfully, he walked back toward the door. She waited for it to close before daring to breath, but that was her undoing. Three loud sneezes, one after another, escaped her and he was back in the room. "Who's there?" Oh Lord, now what do I do? Holly considered her options. She could show herself, or hope he didn't find her. Given the size of the storeroom, the second didn't seem very likely. She peeked around the counter again. A definite scowl covered his otherwise handsome face. He was tall, well above 21
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 her five foot eight stature. Neatly trimmed brown hair, with a slight curl, framed his face. Overall, there was nothing about him to frighten her except his icy glare. But it was enough. "Come out from your hiding,"he ordered. "I heard you sneeze. There's no way out except past me." Taking a deep breath, Holly rose from her hiding place. Shock washed over his features for a split second when he saw her, but anger quickly replaced it. He marched to the window, jerked back the curtains, flooding the room with late morning sunlight. He turned and demanded, "Who the blazes are you?" Grateful for the barrier of the counter, Holly said, "I'm Holly Marcum." "Well, Miss Marcum, what are you doing in my storeroom?"Pointing at the dress, he added. "And what do you think you're wearing?" Puzzled, Holly glanced down at the dress that had started all this trouble and asked, "What's wrong with it?"Without waiting for him to respond, she stepped around the counter, fanning herself with her hand, desperately longing for fresh air. The warmth of the dusty storeroom wasn't helping. She felt another sneeze coming on, but was successful in avoiding it. "I don't believe I caught your name, Mister —?" "Devereaux,"he said, his glare never leaving her face. "Jeremiah Devereaux. As if you didn't know that." What a jerk. I've never seen you in my life. Or did Aunt Jessie put you up to this? Pay you to dress up like a nineteenth century man to try and charm me? Well, she's 22
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 going to think twice about trying something like this again after I tell her how her little scheme has backfired. Swallowing her impatience, Holly said, "I need to find my Aunt. Have you seen a tall woman wearing a Chartreuse turban?"she asked. "I must have blacked out when I fell off the stage at Bonne Mademoiselle and hit my head. I don't know how I got in here, but it's not like her to leave me, even if she went for help. Why didn't she just have Julie call 9-1-1 and then wait for the ambulance to arrive instead of leaving me?" His eyes widened. "What?" "I mean, it's not like falling off a stage while trying on a formal is an everyday occurrence but still—" The man's forehead creased as if her flow of words confused him and he held up a silencing hand. "Don't move." He disappeared out the door, pulling it closed behind him. It clicked and she wondered if he'd locked her inside. Surely he hadn't. From the other side of the door, Holly heard raised voices, the scurry of feet, and the faint tremble of a bell. A chill ran down her spine, her palms felt clammy. If she perspired on the dress, she'd ruin it, hurting not only Julie's feelings but Aunt Jessie's as well. But where were her clothes? Her trousers and blouse? These old fashioned undergarments were hot, scratchy and more than uncomfortable. How had nineteenth century women moved? At least those terrible shoes were nowhere in sight. 23
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 The quick tread in the hallway announced the return of Mr. Devereaux. Holly tugged at the bodice with shaking hands to be sure he didn't get a peek at "what she was born with,"and waited. The door opened and he entered, the rage still marking his features. "You have a lot of nerve, Miss Marcum, if indeed that is your name. Did you really believe you could sneak into my storeroom and steal a dress like that without anyone the wiser?" Steal? Open-mouthed, Holly stared at her accuser. "I beg your pardon?"This was really too weird. "You'll be begging for more than my pardon once the Constable is through with you."He bit off each word with carefully punctuated disdain. "The Constable?"Holly backed away, her hands gripping the skirt's soft fabric. "Mr. Devereaux, I don't think bringing him into this is necessary, unless you think he could help in locating my aunt. I could use a doctor though because my head is killing me. Do you have any Ibuprofen?" "Ibu-what?"He frowned and put his hands on his hips, sweeping his coat back, revealing a narrow waist, broad expanse of chest, and a set of wide shoulders. Even in the dim light, Holly could not ignore what the frock coat had concealed. She swallowed hard, not understanding the turmoil of emotions running rampant within her. This was not the time to find her accuser attractive.
 
 24
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 "Ibuprofen,"she repeated. "I'll even settle for Acetaminophen. Anything but aspirin because it could thin my blood and that would be bad if I have a concussion." "A concussion?" "Yeah, when I hit my head it knocked me out. How else would I have ended up here instead of Bonne Mademoiselle's Dress shop? Didn't anyone ever tell you it's not safe to move someone who might have a concussion?" "Bonne Mademoiselle?" Holly frowned. Hadn't he been paying the least bit of attention to what she had been saying? He was really the most annoying man she had ever met. "Why do you keep repeating everything I say? Do you have trouble hearing?" "There's nothing wrong with my hearing,"he said stiffly. "However, I'm having trouble with your rapid train of thought, but let's not change the subject. I still want to know why you're wearing that dress." "I already told you."Holly returned his haughty tone. "This is my dress. My aunt gave it to me as an early birthday present. We were at the dress shop having alterations when I fell and hit my head." His gaze narrowed. "There isn't a dress shop on this street. There never has been." "No dress shop?" The man shook his head. "Only a man's haberdashery at the end of the street." "I-I don't understand,"Holly stammered, her uneasiness growing by the minute. "I was just there."She raised her hand and gingerly touched the still throbbing goose egg. She 25
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 could tell by his expression he didn't believe a word she said. Would he believe her if he felt the bump? She doubted it. Could the fall really have affected her so much? The throbbing pain in her head increased and she swayed. "I need to sit down. Is there a chair?" He folded his arms over his chest. "You're not doing anything until you explain to me how you got in here and why you have on that dress." His rudeness, not to mention his unkindness, ratcheted up Holly's impatience. "How many times do I have to tell you? I hit my head when I fell and when I came around I was here in your storeroom instead of the dress shop." "But there isn't a dress shop." "Yes, you've already made that clear,"Holly snapped. If he could be ill-mannered, then so could she. "Though I don't understand how I can be there one moment and here the next. Maybe if we find Aunt Jessie she could help settle the matter. If we look for her, I'm sure she could explain everything to you." "Jessie?" "Jessica Vanderhorst." A sly smile crept over Mr. Devereaux's face, as if Holly's words had trapped her. "I know all the Vanderhorsts. There isn't a Jessie." Something like panic started her pulse hammering. Taking a deep breath; she tried one last time to get through to him. "My aunt is Mrs. Richard Vanderhorst of 221 Sycamore. The Belle Terre house." 26
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 Recognition washed over his handsome features, but that was dashed with his next statement. "Then either you are mad, or you are an imposter, with no family in Charleston,"he announced triumphantly. "Old Dickie doesn't have a wife. He's a confirmed bachelor. No woman in her right mind would marry him. The only females that can put up with him are his mother and sister, and that won't be for very much longer." "And why is that?"Holly asked, wishing he would lower his voice. Its volume was making her head throb even more. "Because his sister is due to marry Christmas Eve." "Oh."Why hadn't Aunt Jessie mentioned that when telling her about the dress? Maybe because Aunt Jessie didn't know that the dress she'd found in the trunk was Marianne Vanderhorst's engagement gown. Wait! This man was talking as if Marianne were getting married not that she had married. Something wasn't right. Had the knock on her head been harder than she thought? She studied his clothing, hair style and the contents in the storeroom. Everything looked vintage. Too vintage. "What is the date?"Frantically, she looked around the room again; searching for something like a calendar to show the date, but there was nothing. "It's Saturday, November eighteenth. Why do you ask?" "I mean what is the year?"Please Lord, let me be dreaming or hallucinating. Let Aunt Jessie have slipped something in my champagne and I'm hallucinating. She can't want to marry me off that bad, can she? 27
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 He frowned. "Miss Marcum, now you're being absurd. It's eighteen hundred fifty-two. And don't take me for a fool." Eighteen hundred fifty-two? This had to be a joke. There was no possible way that she could have traveled back in time from trying on a dress and hitting her head when she fell. Time-travel didn't work like that, did it? The man's brow furrowed. "Shouldn't you know about Miss Marianne if you are related to the Vanderhorsts?" "I—I was under the impression they we-were keeping her wedding private. I was curious to know what you thought was happening to make her leave old Dickie's side."Holly hated to lie, but she felt it was better to play along. What else could she say? Hello, I'm from the future. Over one hundred fifty years in the future to be exact. That kind of talk would get her a one-way ticket to the nearest asylum. Besides, she didn't believe it so how could she expect him to? He stepped forward, putting him too close for comfort. "You still haven't answered my question. Why are you wearing Marianne's engagement dress?" Holly gasped and lurched backward, bumping into the counter. It scrapped against the floor, shifting a bolt of material and knocking off two boxes. A thud, followed by clinking glass, sounded through the storeroom. He brushed past her and knelt to open the first one of the boxes, then the other. His scowl returned as he examined the contents. "Good Lord, look at what you've done now. You've broken my fruits and nuts." "What?"Holly stared at him. Maybe he's the one who needed an asylum. 28
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 He met her gaze, and she flinched as he held out the box, revealing broken shards of painted glass. "These were imported Christmas ornaments from Germany for one of my best patrons. I ordered them six months ago as a present for her married daughter. And you've broken them, Miss Marcum." "It was an accident,"Holly insisted. "And if they were so valuable, why did you leave them there on the edge of the counter?" "Here. Here, now. What's this?"A burly man with a plaid vest and black overcoat in a similar style as her accuser entered the room. With his white hair and in the traditional red and white costume, he'd make the perfect mall Santa Claus. With his large belly hanging over his belt, the man wouldn't need an ounce of padding. All he needed was a beard to go with his mustache and he'd have children fighting to give him their Christmas list. "Jeremiah, Tabitha said you had to see me right away,"the man greeted. Mr. Devereaux pointed at her. "Constable Chambers, I want you to arrest this woman for trying to steal this dress and breaking two boxes of very expensive, imported glass ornaments." "I haven't tried to steal anything, and I didn't mean to break the ornaments. That was an accident,"Holly turned to the constable. "I wouldn't have bumped into the counter if he hadn't lunged toward me." "I did no such—"Mr. Devereaux's protest ended when the constable spoke. 29
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 "So he lunged at you, did he?"Constable Chambers grinned. He stepped up to Holly, eyes roving over her. Dark crumbs were stuck in his bushy mustache, and she suspected he'd been disturbed from his meal. "Can't say as I blame him, pretty little thing like you."He shifted his grin to Mr. Devereaux. "You honestly want me to arrest this angel, Jeremiah?" "That's what I said."Mr. Devereaux glanced at her and then back to the constable. Constable Chambers frowned. "I've never had to arrest a woman before, especially over a few broken trinkets. Surely there's an easier way to settle this matter." "I'll pay for the broken ornaments,"Holly offered. Constable Chamber's blue eyes twinkled, looking even more like the North Pole's most famous resident. "She's willing to pay,"he said. "What do you say, Jeremiah?" "What about the dress?"Mr. Devereaux insisted. "She claims it's hers, but Marianne Vanderhorst ordered it over a month ago. It arrived by train this morning." "Is that a fact?"Constable Chambers asked. He leaned toward Holly. "What do you have to say for yourself, young woman?" She took a step away from him, putting her closer to her accuser. Turning, she moved a safe distance away from both. "This is my dress. My aunt gave it to me." "And who's your aunt?"Constable Chambers asked patiently. Holly opened her mouth to explain, but Mr. Devereaux cut her off again. 30
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 "She claims her aunt is Mrs. Richard Vanderhorst,"he said. Constable Chambers let out a deep, belly laugh. "Married to Old Dickie?"he chortled. "That's too rich!" Oh yeah, in the twenty-first century he'd be the perfect Santa Claus. But not even the constable's good humor calmed Holly's mounting fears. How in the world would she get home if he arrested her? "She also claims she fell and hit her head in a dress shop that doesn't exist,"Mr. Devereaux added. "Bonne Mademoiselle does exist,"Holly objected and crossed her arms over her chest, trying not to let her panic show.Just not in this century. "You hit your head, Miss?"Constable Chamber's smug expression changed to one of concern. "Yes I did,"Holly shot Mr. Devereaux her own triumphant look. "I have a nice goose egg if you'd like to see it." Constable Chambers looked back at Mr. Devereaux. "Have you called for Doc Tatum, Jeremiah?" He gestured impatiently. "No. Why should I?" "Because, a head injury can be very serious,"the constable said, a note of worry entering his words. "It could explain everything." Mr. Devereaux's scowl returned. "Like what?" "All this talk about a dress shop and her aunt,"Chambers said with exaggerated patience. "I really think you should send for Doc Tatum." Mr. Devereaux grunted and with seeming reluctance, turned toward the door and stepped into the hall. Chambers faced Holly and gave her a fatherly smile. "Don't you worry, 31
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 little lady,"he assured. "If anything's wrong, Doc Tatum will set you to rights in no time at all." His kindly tone brought moisture to Holly's eyes. "Thank you,"she choked, unsure why she was getting all misty. It wasn't like her to be so emotional. Maybe the bump on her head was causing it or being in this strange place. "It's just all so confusing. And Mr. Devereaux—" "Mr. Devereaux what?"The subject of their discussion stood in the doorway again. "Don't think you can try any feminine wiles on Constable Chambers. The man knows his duty." Holly's tears vanished. "I wasn't trying anything!" "That's enough now, Jeremiah,"Chambers said. "Did you send for Doc Tatum?" "I've sent Gerald to fetch him. Are you satisfied now?" "For now."Constable Chambers rocked back on his heels. "Now, Miss—" "Marcum, Holly Marcum." "Miss Marcum, would you like to sit down? Maybe have a drink of water?" Holly sighed. Finally, a man with manners. "Yes, Constable Chambers, I'd like to sit down and a drink would be nice. I'm dying of thirst." Constable Chambers smiled in agreement. "Jeremiah, let's leave this stuffy storeroom and go into your office where there's at least a place for a body to sit." "Wait."Jeremiah called before either of them took a step. He didn't know what the constable had in mind taking her out 32
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 of here, but he didn't want the dress leaving his storeroom. "She can't leave here wearing that dress." "All right, All right,"the constable gave a sigh of resignation. Nodding at Holly he said, "Put your clothes on, Miss Marcum. Leave the man his dress." "Haven't either of you been listening? I don't have anything else to wear. This is my dress. I arrived here in this dress. If you don't believe me, search the storeroom for a discarded garment." "I'll just do that,"Jeremiah said. He'd show Constable Chambers his accusations against Miss Marcum were true. He quickly walked around the table, checking the shelves as he went. But after searching the contents of every single box, he still came up empty handed. He scratched his head and glared at Miss Marcum. Where could the minx have hidden her own dress? "See, I've been telling you the truth."Her triumphant smirk goaded him. He thought for a moment and then remembered the one location he'd loved to hide when he was a small boy. It was just big enough to fit a large dress box. He took a few confident strides to the location. Smiling, he pulled the box from between the wall and shelves in the far corner and carried it back to the counter. Setting it down, he opened it and pulled aside the folds of delicate thin paper. There lay a burnt orange day dress with an organdy overlay. He took it out and held it up like a winning banner. 33
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 "Aha!"Jeremiah shouted. "Thought you could fool us, didn't you? Hiding your dress in the very box Miss Vanderhorst's gown came from. What do you have to say now, Miss Marcum?" She stared at the dress, then at him. Her mouth opened as if to protest again, but no words came forth. Then the blood drained from her face and Miss Holly Marcum dropped to the floor. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Three Blast and damnation! Jeremiah stared at the senseless form at his feet. If the Vanderhorsts hear of a woman fainting in my storeroom, I'm ruined. Especially a beautiful woman. "See, I told you we needed to send for Doc Tatum."Chambers'deep bellow crowded into Jeremiah's thoughts. "Don't just stand there woolgathering, let's get her up and out of this stale air." Jeremiah nodded. He found the golden-haired beauty exasperating. Scooping her up, he noticed how pale she looked and how light she felt in his arms despite the bundle of dress. There was a sweet scent about her hair, and her head felt right at home resting against his shoulder. Despite his consternation at finding her in the storeroom and having to send for Chambers, his heart beat a little faster and his mouth was suddenly dry. He flinched, recalling how it felt to hold Jocelyn in his arms. Even after four years, her memory still affected him. Chambers grunted and opened the door, pulling Jeremiah back to the present. He carried Miss Marcum into the store, thankful only his sister Tabitha was present. "I need your help, Tab." Tabitha turned from sorting ladies'handkerchiefs at the counter. Her blue eyes widened at the sight of him carrying Miss Marcum, and she let out a little shriek. "What can I do?" 35
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 "Turn the closed sign and get some water, will you?"he asked and headed to the back of the store. "I'll wait down here for Doc Tatum,"Chambers called. True to fashion, Tabitha ignored Jeremiah's instructions and instead followed him up the stairs to their second-floor living quarters. When they reached the top level, Jeremiah took Miss Marcum into the only spare bedroom. It had belonged to their parents and hadn't been used since they'd passed away from influenza the year before last. Neither he nor his sister had felt the desire to move in here, though he had offered it to her. She faithfully cleaned it each week, airing out the linens and curtains as needed. He supposed if he ever married he would finally feel the right to abide there. Tabitha rushed past him, brown ringlets bouncing against the back of her neck and turned down the covers. "What happened to her?" "She fainted." She pulled a face. "Obviously." "Don't take that tone with me,"he scolded. Tabitha placed her hands on her hips. "I thought you said there was a thief in the storeroom. That's why you had me get the constable." "She is a thief,"Jeremiah replied, laying Miss Marcum down on the bed. "At least she's not a vagrant."Tabitha said thoughtfully as she stared at the woman. 36
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 Jeremiah's earlier irritation returned. Tabitha had some of the oddest friends. "Do you know her?"he asked. "No, but a vagrant wouldn't be dressed like this,"Tabitha said. "She's also too clean, and wearing perfume. And look at her hands. There's no dirt underneath her nails, and they look polished. Her hair is neatly kept, and it shines. How could you think of her as anything but a lady?" "I didn't take the time to notice her grooming,"Jeremiah snapped. "I caught her in our storeroom wearing a dress that isn't hers." "How can you be sure it isn't hers?" "Tabitha, look at her. She's wearing a ball gown. Why would any woman be wearing one at this time of day? And hiding out in a storeroom?" She pursed her lips together and shrugged. "Maybe she was running from someone and had to hide there." "Of all the ridiculous—running from whom?" "I don't know,"Tabitha shot back. "Did you ask her?" "Of course I asked her."Jeremiah could barely contain his shout. "And?" "She said the dress was hers. But what thief wouldn't when they've been caught. In fact—"Tabitha's suggestion started a new idea brewing in Jeremiah's head. "You're right, sister mine. Miss Marcum was running from someone because she's a thief. Who knows whom else she might have robbed before us." Tabitha shook her head. "Even after all this time, you still look for everyone you meet to be a thief, don't you?" 37
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 Old memories twisted Jeremiah's stomach into knots. "And what is that supposed to mean?" "You were robbed in New York when you were on vacation four years ago,"she said simply. "I overheard Aunt Cora and Mamma talking about it once. Some woman you stopped to help took your coin purse right out of your pocket. Thank goodness all she got was that, else your trip abroad would have been ruined." You don't know the half of it. Jeremiah moved to stare out the window into the street. Thanks to Jocelyn, his trust in any woman not related to him was simply not to be trusted. And catching Miss Holly Marcum in his storeroom in a dress he had ordered for the wealthiest woman in town proved it. "Jeremiah, did you hear me?"Tabitha's voice pierced through his memories. "Pardon?"He turned back to meet his sister's gaze of concern. "I asked what makes you think the dress isn't hers."Tabitha repeated. "We don't carry dresses like this one." "No, we don't, but it's a special order for Marianne Vanderhorst. It arrived this morning." Tabitha rolled her eyes. "I should have known Miss La-deda would want a dress of the finest silk and lace. Are the Vanderhorsts having another party to which we won't receive an invitation?" "Probably,"Jeremiah muttered, stepping away from the window. "We need to get her out of the dress and hang it up 38
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 before wrinkles set in. We can't afford to have the Vanderhorsts refuse purchase." "I'll get her something from my room and take care of it. Do you still want the water?" "Yes." Once Tabitha left, Jeremiah pulled the dressing table stool as close to the edge of the bed as he dared. He could barely reach Miss Marcum's cheek to pat it, trying to revive her. He wouldn't risk getting closer than that lest he was accused of compromising the unconscious young woman. "Miss Marcum. Can you hear me, Miss Marcum?" She remained still, her eyes closed and his worry began anew. What if she really did have a concussion? Had she hit her head again when she fainted? He hadn't noticed, too stunned by her sudden swoon. Was Tabitha right? Had he misjudged the woman? Tabitha took Miss Marcum's appearance at face value, but he'd seen firsthand how common thieves could disguise themselves to win your trust. Jocelyn had done it so easily. "If you want me to get her out of that dress you're going to have to leave,"Tabitha said returning in a flourish of skirts. "I think Doctor Tatum's arrived. I heard his voice downstairs." Jeremiah rose, glad for an excuse to leave Miss Marcum's side. He hadn't thought so much about Jocelyn in years. If having Miss Marcum here would bring back those memories then he'd just as soon have the woman gone. "I'll go check,"he said, heading to the door. "You do that." **** 39
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 Holly felt something cold against her skin, and she opened her eyes, staring up at a man hovering over her with a stethoscope. He had kind eyes with crease lines at the edges, and he smelled of pipe tobacco and peppermint, an unusual combination that soothed her. "What happened?"she asked, trying to sit up. "And who are you?" The doctor gently pushed her back down on the bed. "I'm Doctor Tatum. Everything is all right. Just lie still. It appears you fainted. You have a large bump on the back of your head and one near the front. Jeremiah said you fell before he found you in his storeroom?" She closed her eyes and recalled her earlier encounter with Jeremiah. It wasn't a pleasant memory. He'd accused her of being a thief. "Yes. I did. He didn't believe me at first." "He believes you now. Don't you, Jeremiah?" "Yes, Doctor Tatum, I do." She glanced to her left at the sound of his voice. She didn't believe him. He still frowned which seemed to be a habit with him. She wondered what, if anything would make him smile? "Have you found my Aunt?"She knew the answer, but she held out hope. The doctor didn't answer. He held up a lit candle and asked her to follow his finger with her eyes. "I don't believe there is any permanent damage from the fall. You have a mild concussion, and I recommend you stay put for a few days until the swelling goes away." 40
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 The doctor turned and spoke to Jeremiah. "Can I count on you and Tabitha to keep a watch over her until her family can be located?" "Of course, doctor."A female voice said. Holly noticed the young woman standing near the door for the first time. She was rather pretty with her petite frame, big blue eyes, and dark, brown hair. "Is that really necessary?"Jeremiah protested. "Yes it is."The young woman and the doctor said in unison. Holly saw Jeremiah flinch, and she bit her lip to keep from grinning. It was obvious he didn't want her there. She didn't want to be here either, but where else did she have to go? She couldn't snap her fingers and return to the present. "Do I have to stay in bed?"she asked. The doctor smiled. "I'd like you to rest this afternoon and tomorrow you can get up, but nothing over strenuous. You'll feel dizzy for a day or two and you may experience a dull headache. Just be careful not to fall again." "I'll keep a close watch on her, doctor. Don't you worry. Miss Marcum will be as right as rain under my care."The young woman had a gentle voice, and her warm smile suggested she was happy to have Holly there. But judging from his sour expression, it would be a long, long time, if ever, before Jeremiah Devereaux was happy to see Holly. And all this, because of Aunt Jessie and that stupid dress. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Four "Can I get you anything to eat?"the petite brunette asked as soon as the doctor and Jeremiah left. Holly pushed herself to a sitting position, and the girl tried to stop her. "Are you sure you should do that? The doctor prescribed bed rest for the remainder of the day." "I'll be fine,"Holly insisted, noticing her surroundings for the first time. The bedspread was a brocade of deep rose and golden hues. The white sheets were woven from a soft, comforting cloth. Rose draperies were tied on the sides with a golden, braided cord. The hardwood flooring, a deep brown, was partially covered with a dark rose carpet. The furnishings were simple; a dressing table, a wardrobe, a dressing table with stool, and two Chippendale armed chairs. "This is a lovely room,"she praised. "Doctor Tatum said your name is Tabitha?" "That's right. And thank you. This room belonged to my parents. Mama had exquisite taste and was an excellent seamstress. She made the drapes, the coverlet, and the sheets herself from material our Aunt Cora sent as gifts from her many travels in Europe. Every Christmas and on Mama's birthday a new package would arrive from Aunt Cora, and Papa would moan and groan about his sister's lavish gift giving. But he never put a stop to it. He knew what a treat it was for Mama to work with 42
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 such rich material. They loved each other very much. I can only hope to be as lucky."She paused for a breath. Holly quickly said, "I'm sure your husband loves you in his own way."Holly winced as soon as the words left her mouth. She hoped the young woman didn't take offense to her frankness. "My husband?"Tabitha looked puzzled for a moment. "Jeremiah isn't my husband,"she explained between gasps of laughter. "He isn't?"Holly asked not understanding what was so funny. "Then who is he?" "He's my older brother, and you must forgive him for being so rude. He has better manners, but you caught him off guard. We've never had a thief in our store, or someone he thought was one." "I wasn't trying to steal the dress,"Holly said wearily. How many times was she going to have to explain this? Tabitha brought one of the nearby chairs over to the bed and sat down. She patted Holly's hand. "Of course you weren't. But, a sound knock on the head can leave a person addled. I've heard tales of people losing their memory and even becoming a different person, acting totally out of character." "So, you don't believe me either?"Holly asked, hurt by the revelation. "I believe you fell and hit your head in our storeroom and that makes us responsible for your care until you can remember things better. It would simply be un-Christian to turn you out until Doctor Tatum says you are fully recovered." 43
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 Tears of gratitude filled Holly's eyes. "Thank you,"she whispered. "Oh, where are my manners?"Tabitha shook her head and stood up quickly extending her hand. "I'm Tabitha Devereaux. I truly wish we were meeting under different circumstances. I think you're going to liven up the place while you recuperate." Holly shook her hand unsure how to respond to that last statement. "I'm Holly Marcum." "A pleasure to meet you. It's past dinner time, but too early for supper. Would you like to have tea? I'll put on a pot. I think I've even stashed away a few tea cakes. Jeremiah has a sweet tooth and if I'm not careful he'll devour—" "Tea would be nice,"Holly interrupted, having trouble keeping up with Tabitha's yammering. The young woman definitely yearned for female companionship. Holly couldn't blame her. She'd simply go insane if she had to live with a sour puss like Jeremiah. **** Jeremiah found Doctor Tatum alone in his surgery office. The older man looked up from his study of a huge book, a cigar burning between his fingers. "Good afternoon, Jeremiah,"he greeted. "How can I help you?" Jeremiah looked back over his shoulder at the empty waiting room. "Is your business as bad as mine?" "Sometimes even doctors have a slow day,"Tatum said with a grin. "They don't come very often. Come in and have a seat." 44
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 Jeremiah sat in a chair beside Tatum's desk and glanced at his book. Brightly painted pictures of human organs covered the page and Jeremiah's stomach lurched. "What is that?" "A new medical textbook,"Tatum said, still grinning. "Would you like to take a look at it?" "No, thank you,"Jeremiah said hastily. Chuckling at his obvious discomfort, Tatum closed the book and put it aside. "So business is bad?" "Well—"Jeremiah hesitated, regretting his slip of tongue. "The opening of that new store on Commerce Street last month didn't help. It seems half my regular clientele does their shopping there." "The novelty of it will soon wear off,"Tatum assured. "You carry good stock at a fair price. I wouldn't buy my shirts anywhere else. I'll encourage my male patients to do the same, no matter what their wives might say. After all, the husbands are paying the bills. They should have a say at least where their money is spent." Jeremiah's mood brightened at the encouragement. "Thank you, Doctor Tatum." "So."Tatum ground out his cigar in the heavy glass ashtray near his hand. "You didn't come to just talk business. What's on your mind, Jeremiah?" "Do you really believe Miss Marcum will be all right?"Jeremiah asked. "With rest and no further injury, I believe she'll make a full recovery,"Tatum said. "Why do you ask?" "How long do you think that will take?" 45
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "It's hard to say."Tatum stroked his beard. "As I recall, Miss Marcum claims she fell from a stage. The bump on her head, while painful, wasn't life-threatening. Her memory loss still concerns me, but I've known of cases where it eventually returned, intact. Has she remembered anything else?" "No."Jeremiah did not try to hide the impatience in his voice. "Is your recommendation still the same?" "Yes. As I have said, several days of rest, though not remaining bedfast will speed her recovery. Why do you ask? Jeremiah shrugged. "What am I supposed to do with her until then? Tabitha and I have to run the store. We can't take care of an invalid." Doc Tatum chuckled. "I'd hardly call Miss Marcum an invalid. She needs rest and a place to do that. You have a spare room, so it shouldn't be that much of an inconvenience." "Couldn't you let Miss Marcum stay at your place?"Jeremiah suggested. "You have a bed in your office that is rarely used." "No, Jeremiah, I can't. That bed is for the sick. If I took Miss Marcum to my office, what would I do with her when a patient came in needing my care?"Tatum said. "Besides, at your place Tabitha can keep an eye on her while helping you in the store. Why are you so eager to be rid of this woman?" "She's a thief,"Jeremiah said flatly. "I don't want her staying in my home. How can I be sure she won't try to steal something else from the store?" Doc Tatum shook his head. "You're not giving Constable Chambers credit for doing his job. He wouldn't leave the 46
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 woman at your house if he thought for a minute she was a thief. He'd have her locked up." "Chambers is a pushover for a pretty woman,"Jeremiah scoffed. "Most men are. Why aren't you?"Tatum asked. "Looks can be deceiving, Doc. You should know that." "Ah, yes. I see."Tatum nodded. "Does Miss Marcum remind you of someone? Maybe a certain Jocelyn Dupree you met while in New York?" Recalling his earlier conversation with Tabitha, old memories poured into Jeremiah's brain, and he shifted his weight in the chair. "Doc, I told you about Jocelyn in confidence." "Yes you did, and I haven't once mentioned her until today. I think Jocelyn's robbing you all those years ago is the reason you want to be rid of Miss Marcum." "No it isn't." "Isn't it?"Tatum countered. "You're on your way to Europe for a Grand Tour after completing your college studies, stop for a well deserved stay in New York City and lose your heart to a little minx with sticky fingers. Hardly the kind of experience a young man of your station would have under his belt, if you'll pardon the expression." Recalling his younger and very naïve self, Jeremiah groaned. "God, I was such a fool,"he said. "Jocelyn was so beautiful, Doc. All dark hair and big eyes and pretty clothes. She had the haberdasher she worked for wrapped around her little finger. I must have spent a fortune in his store buying braces and socks." 47
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 "Love does funny things to a man,"Tatum said sympathetically. "You aren't the first man to be taken in by a woman's charms." "And she nearly cost me my trip to Europe,"Jeremiah said bitterly. "I declare my undying love to her like some long haired poet and then get drunk on champagne. When I woke up, both my coin purse and Jocelyn were gone." "And then as luck would have it, your Aunt Cora arrived on her way to London,"Tatum recalled. "Aunt Cora,"Jeremiah echoed. That particular memory, of having to ask for her help, still rankled. He'd have thought she would keep his predicament to herself, but now it appeared that upon her return to Charleston, she had told his mother. Tabitha's statement earlier proved that. Wisely, his mother had never asked him about it. For that, he was grateful. Straightening his back, Jeremiah looked at Tatum and said, "So after such an experience, can you blame me for being suspicious of Miss Marcum's rather outrageous claims about hiding in my storeroom or why she wanted that dress? How did she even know it was in there?" Tatum ignored his question and shrugged. "Sometimes life never makes sense. What makes a child snatch a piece of candy? They want it so they take it." "My point exactly,"Jeremiah said. "If I hadn't caught her, she might have made off with the dress and then what would I have told the Vanderhorsts?" Tatum threw back his head and laughed. "I think your worry about Miss Marcum has affected your usually good 48
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 common sense, Jeremiah,"he said between gasps of laughter. "How far would a pretty young woman, wearing a ball gown in broad daylight, in the middle of Charleston no less, travel and not be noticed?" "So I just leave her in my home, is that it?"Jeremiah said, drumming his fingers on Tatum's desk. "Put my home and store at risk of further attempted theft?" "Look at it this way,"Tatum said. "If Miss Marcum does try anything, you'll catch her red-handed. She won't be able to talk her way out of it." The thought of Miss Marcum prowling through the storeroom or his and Tabitha's rooms propelled Jeremiah to his feet. "I should get back to the store. Thank you for the talk, Doc." "I'll come by in a few days to check on Miss Marcum, but if she needs me before then let me know."Tatum reached for his book again. "I'll do that,"Jeremiah said as he headed out of the office. "Just one more thing." At the door, Jeremiah turned and looked at the one man he regarded as a true friend. "What is it?" "Miss Marcum isn't Jocelyn,"Tatum said softly. "Try to remember that." But back at the store, Jeremiah went to the storeroom and searched the contents, looking for a clue as to why Miss Marcum might have been there other than the dress. He didn't find anything and reluctantly gave the matter a rest.
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 Tatum had a point. With Miss Marcum staying here, he could keep a close eye on her. At least once she was up and out of bed. He met Tabitha in the hall. "There you are,"she said. "Gerald told me you were back. Where did you go?" Not willing to lie to his sister, Jeremiah said, "I went to see Doctor Tatum to see if there was anything else we needed to do for Miss Marcum." Anxiety brightened Tabitha's eyes. "Is there?" "No. We're to let her rest and not over exert herself once she feels well enough to get out of bed. For now, she stays with us." "Oh, Jeremiah, thank you!"Tabitha threw her arms around his neck. "Thank you, thank you, and thank you!" "I'd prefer you not strangle me,"Jeremiah gasped, unraveling her overly affectionate embrace. "Thank you for what?" "For letting Holly stay,"Tabitha said. "I know her arrival was strange, but oh, Jeremiah, I do like her. I've never met anyone like her." "Neither have I,"Jeremiah said, reluctant to give the stranger upstairs any praise. "Now between doing the receipts and taking care of Miss Marcum, did you have time to prepare dinner?" Tabitha nodded. "I've prepared your favorite roast chicken with pan gravy, sweet potatoes, and biscuits. It's ready whenever you are." "Now is as good a time as any." 50
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 Jeremiah's mouth watered as he followed Tabitha back to the kitchen. If Miss Marcum's presence led to Tabitha cooking like this every day, maybe her stay wouldn't be so bad after all. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Five Holly woke to a dull headache and the sound of arguing. She sat up in bed, unable to make out what was being said, but she was certain the loud bellowing came from Jeremiah. A higher pitched voice answered. Holly guessed it was Tabitha's and her heart sank. The last thing she wanted to do was make trouble for her new—and possibly only friend. She wished there was something she could do to help the young woman, but how could she help her when Holly needed help herself? Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Holly touched her toes to the cool wooden floor and wiggled them, admiring the red polish from her last pedicure. "Oh no,"she gasped. Had Tabitha seen her painted toe nails? Surely she had. She'd surely also seen the thong Holly wore. So much for Aunt Jessie thinking Holly couldn't wear feminine clothing under a business suit. "A lot of good that did me,"she grumbled. In retrospect it had proven nothing. Jessie hadn't seen the thong. And now here Holly sat in eighteen hundred fifty-two with an uncomfortable string chaffing her buns. A tap on the door announced a visitor. It swung open and Tabitha breezed in, a dress draped over her arm. "Good morning,"Tabitha sang, closing the door back. "Do you feel up to having breakfast in the dining room or would you prefer a tray brought up here?" 52
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 Holly jerked her legs back, allowing the gown to cover her toes. "I have nothing to wear. I suppose I'll need to stay here." "I brought you a dress from the store that I think will fit you." Her mouth turned up into a wicked grin and Holly cautiously asked, "What did your brother have to say about that?" Tabitha's grin widened. "I told him either we loaned you a dress or we let you run around without one. You should have seen how quickly his face reddened." Holly stammered, remembering Jeremiah's scowl "Y-you didn't really say that, did you?" "I did indeed."Tabitha laid the dress at the foot of the bed and took a comb and brush from her pinafore apron pocket. Handing them to Holly, she said, "I'll bring you some underpinnings later. Pretty as they are, you can't wear the ones you had on under the dress. They're certainly not for everyday wear." Recalling the elaborate garments, Holly added. "No, I suppose not. What did you do with them?" "I've sent them to be laundered,"Tabitha told her. "I thought you might like to freshen up before breakfast. Gerald is bringing up hot water for you, and Jeremiah is fetching the tub." Holly worked the brush through her sleep tangled hair and said, "Against his will I'm sure, if I heard him correctly." Tabitha looked surprised, and then her face flushed with color. "You heard us arguing?" 53
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 "I'm afraid so."Holly laid the brush and comb on the bedside table. "I'm sorry to cause you so much trouble. I'll— I'll leave as soon as possible." "You're not going anywhere."Tabitha argued. "I don't care how much fussing Jeremiah and I do. It's not as if we don't do it all the time. You're staying and that's that."She flashed a conspiratorial grin at Holly. "I'd almost forgotten how easy it is to get his goat." Holly laughed. She could see Tabitha meant every word. "If you're certain?" "Oh yes. And I have wonderful news to share."Tabitha sat down on the bed beside Holly. "We received a telegram first thing this morning. Our Aunt Cora is coming for a visit." "That's wonderful,"Holly said. "And just in time for Thanksgiving, too." "Isn't it? We haven't seen her in—well—since papa passed. She likes to travel Europe and spends most of her time in England. Jeremiah has a bee in his hat over the news of her arrival, so please forgive him if he's a little short tempered today." "Why should today be any different?"Holly murmured. "Pardon me?" "Nothing,"Holly said and added hurriedly, "I look forward to meeting your aunt. She sounds quite colorful." Tabitha rose, went over to the wardrobe, and opened up a drawer. "Here's a clean towel and a washcloth for you to use, and I've a new bar of rose milk soap."She pulled out a bar from her pocket. 54
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 Holly started to speak when a short knock came at the opened doorway. She reached for the robe Tabitha had lain at the foot of the bed and slipped it on. From the other side of the door, Jeremiah cleared his throat. "Everyone decent?" "Yes, Jeremiah,"Tabitha called. "Do come in." The door swung open, and he entered carrying a copper hip tub. A man she assumed was Gerald followed close on his heels, toting two buckets of water. Both men seemed to be making a serious effort not to look at either her or Tabitha. "Thank you, Mr. Devereaux,"Holly said, causing him to jerk his head up and in her direction. For a moment, she thought Jeremiah was sneering at her before he looked toward Tabitha. Well how do you like that? He's in an even worse mood today. "We won't be making a habit of this,"Jeremiah said. "I have more important business to do than cater to feminine ideas. I hope you won't shirk your duties in the store by playing handmaid to Miss Marcum while she's here." "Jeremiah Devereaux,"Tabitha spoke sternly. "What has happened to your manners? You're being downright rude. I've had enough of it. I gave my word to Doctor Tatum that I'd take good care of Miss Marcum while she recuperates, and I plan to follow through. Besides, business has been slow, and I don't think you'll miss me in the store." "Harrumph!"Jeremiah turned to the silent man. "Gerald, this is Miss Marcum. She'll be with us for a few days. Miss Marcum, this is Gerald Denton, a clerk in our store." 55
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 "How do you do, Miss Marcum?"Gerald poured first one then another bucket of steaming water into the tub without meeting Holly's gaze. She bit back her smile as she watched the skin just above his collar turn bright red. His obvious embarrassment and the absence of a wedding ring suggested he was a bachelor. Holly doubted he had ever been in the bedroom of a lady not of his acquaintance. Holly gave him her warmest smile. "I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Denton, and I am grateful for your kindness." "You're welcome, Miss Marcum."Grabbing the buckets, Gerald ducked his head and left without saying another word. "Gerald's shy."Tabitha explained, practically pushing her brother from the room before she closed the door. "Jeremiah is utterly impossible today. See what I meant about having a bee in his hat?" "But you are enjoying it,"Holly teased. "Do you always fuss like that?" "Oh, yes."Tabitha practically glowed with mirth. Despite her hostess'reaction, Holly still felt uncomfortable at her arrangements. "I really don't want to be a bother, especially with your aunt coming for a visit,"she said. "Surely I could get a room at the hotel." "Don't be silly,"Tabitha scolded. "You need to rest, not be moving all over town. Besides, Aunt Cora never stays with us. She always books the Ambassador suite at the hotel. Her late husband made a tidy little fortune shortly after they married, and she loves to show off for Elaine Vanderhorst that she isn't the only one who married a wealthy man. Those two have been rivals all their lives, so don't worry."Tabitha opened the 56
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 door to leave. "Besides, how would you pay for a room? You haven't any money." Holly felt her mouth drop open as Tabitha slipped from the room and closed the door behind her. It was true. How had Tabitha figured that out? Jeremiah. Of course, he'd be the one to find out whether she could cover the debt for the broken ornaments she'd hastily pledged to pay for when the constable questioned her. But how would she be able to fulfill this without money or a job? A knot formed in the pit of her stomach as she walked to the tub and took off the robe and nightgown. She stripped out of the thong before stepping into the tub. The hot water felt glorious as she sank into it. She reached for the rose milk soap and ran it over her skin, inhaling the rich fragrance. She closed her eyes and rested her head at the back of the tub, feeling the tension slip away. She'd find a way out of this mess. After all, she was a successful business woman. **** Jeremiah drummed his fingers on the kitchen table, waiting for Tabitha to serve breakfast. His annoyance with her grew by the minute. He should have already finished his meal so he could open the store on time, but Aunt Cora's telegram and seeing to Miss Marcum's needs had thrown their usual morning routine into a tailspin. Miss Marcum. She'd quickly become a thorn in his side. Appearing out of nowhere and being foisted on him to provide shelter until Doctor Tatum deemed she could leave. 57
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 Anyone who looked at her could tell she'd be fine after a good night's rest. He'd seen her this morning, and she looked far too good for someone who'd supposedly had a concussion. The color had returned to her cheeks, her hair was combed, and her bright eyes, those damnable alluring blue eyes that made him want to stare into them for hours, were enough to torture his thoughts. He knew she was upstairs soaking in the tub, the same tub he used. The thought felt so intimate and dangerous, and he balled his fists. Why was he allowing her to get to him this way? Tabitha rushed past him and went into the kitchen without saying a word. She returned a few minutes later. "Sorry for the delay. I'll fix a better meal for dinner." Tabitha's words startled him, and he sat up straight, watching her place a caddy of dry toast with an array of jellies and jams before him. He looked at her, and then at the toast. "This is what you call breakfast?" "Would you have preferred porridge?"she asked, looking unrepentant. He scowled. Obviously tending to Miss Marcum was more important than him eating. "No. Thanks to your insisting we provide Miss Marcum with a bath this morning, this will have to do."Jeremiah placed his napkin in his lap and reached for a piece of toast. "I don't have time for more. Did Aunt Cora's telegram state what time she'd arrive?" Tabitha made a face at him. "Who put the burrs in your bed? Or did you forget to put your manners in your pocket when you dressed?" 58
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 Jeremiah ignored her. Tabitha poured them both hot cups of coffee before sitting down, obviously ready to drop their bickering. "Yes. She'll be on the two-thirty train. I'm sure Gerald can watch the store while we go down to meet her." His flamboyant aunt's unexpected appearance back into his life only furthered Jeremiah's annoyance. "I wonder what she's here about." "And what does that mean?"Tabitha's tone echoed his. "She normally gives us more warning of her arrivals." "True, but she is traveling alone these days,"Tabitha reminded him. "Her last letter mentioned how her traveling companion, Eugenia had eloped with a gentleman they'd met last summer in London. He'd followed them to Brussels where he swept Eugenia off her feet."Tabitha sighed. "Can you imagine it? It's the most romantic thing I've ever heard." Her sigh was more than Jeremiah could take. He finished his coffee and pushed away from the table. "Goody for Eugenia. I hope you don't go getting any fancy ideas of going off with Aunt Cora expecting the same thing to happen to you." Tabitha threw down her napkin like a knight's challenge. "You are horrible, Jeremiah, simply horrible,"she fumed. "I should have known you wouldn't recognize a romantic gesture if it reached up and bit you on the nose. It would serve you right if I did leave here and never returned. Then people would stop talking about Old Dickie Vanderhorst and start telling tales about you."She mimicked a biddy's gossiping tone. "Did you hear about Jeremiah Devereaux? He 59
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 was such a sourpuss; he couldn't find a wife even if he wanted one." Tabitha's sing-song taunt was the last straw. He started to retort, but the wall clock chiming the half-hour silenced him. It was time to open the store. He stalked from the dining room and passed Miss Marcum at the foot of the stairs. She had woven her hair into a thick braid, and she wore the blue print dress Tabitha had cajoled out of him earlier. A shade of blue that matched her eyes to perfection. And damn if it didn't make her eyes all that much prettier. An unexpected blush stained her cheeks, and she inclined her head. "Mr. Devereaux." "Miss Marcum,"He said curtly. "Tabitha has breakfast waiting for you." "Thank you, Mr. Devereaux."She smiled and turned in the direction he'd come. He watched her, momentarily forgetting about the task at hand, unable to ignore the sweet smell of rose milk that lingered in the air. The image of her bathing upstairs flashed through his mind once more, and he hurried down the hallway to the store. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Six Seeing two women pass by the front display window, Jeremiah rushed to open the door. "Good morning, ladies."he bowed formally. "Welcome to Devereauxs." "Good morning."They returned his smile of greeting and continued on down the street. "Blast,"he muttered, closing the door. Thanksgiving was only days away, and they sorely needed to see an increase in business. Frustrated, he began his morning inventory check while Gerald dusted the shelves and swept the floors. When their opening routine was finished there were still no customers. Something had to change. "Gerald, bring out a box of the Christmas ornaments, and let's display them in the window,"he directed, glad he'd had sense to order more than two boxes since Miss Marcum had broken those. "Surely that will get someone's attention." "Certainly, Mr. Devereaux."Gerald hurried to the storeroom and returned carefully carrying the needed boxes. "What do you want me to do with them, sir?" "Well—"Jeremiah hesitated. Decorating was not his strong point. Tabitha strolled into the store. Miss Marcum followed slowly behind her. Jeremiah noticed how carefully she walked as she passed between the counters, which he found odd. If he didn't know better, he would think she'd never worn hoops and crinolines before. 61
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 Good Lord, please don't let her have sprained her ankle as well as hit her head! I don't need her under my roof a moment longer than necessary! But as Jeremiah watched her graceful walk, he saw no sign of limping and silently exhaled his relief. Perhaps she was worried about breaking something else. "Holly, I want to show you these lovely handkerchiefs we have from England,"Tabitha said, leading her to the display counter. Stepping behind it, she opened the door and took them out. Spreading several on the glass top, she said, "The lace is extremely delicate. I'm thinking of purchasing one for Aunt Cora." "They're exquisite."Holly fingered the lace and noticed the tiny careful stitching around the edge. "I'm sure your aunt will love it." To Jeremiah's consternation, Tabitha and Miss Marcum chattered as they moved around the store. They looked far too friendly for women who had just met, and Jeremiah wasn't sure he liked the idea of them forging a bond. Tabitha would be crushed when Miss Marcum left. And as far as he was concerned, the sooner Miss Marcum was out of his store and his life the better. But if that were so, why couldn't he stop looking at her? The blue dress Tabitha had selected for her was simple, and the fit did everything to emphasize that beneath the crinolines, Miss Holly Marcum had a very nice shape. His hands itched at the thought of touching her—
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 "Mr. Devereaux, if you don't have anything for me to do right now, Miss Tabitha asked that I empty the bath water upstairs,"Gerald's voice broke into Jeremiah's fantasy. "Good idea,"Jeremiah said, welcoming the interruption. He walked over to the shelves where Tabitha and Miss Marcum stood chatting as they straightened up shawls. "Tabitha, when you're finished doing that, I need for you to redo the front window display." She frowned at the interruption. "Right now?" "Do you have something better to do?"The memory of the passing women still irked him. "I'd like something more eye catching before Aunt Cora gets here." "Can I help?"Miss Marcum asked. "No,"Jeremiah said curtly. She blinked and for a moment, Jeremiah thought he saw a sheen of tears in her eyes. Good Heavens, he had forgotten his manners. He tried again, softening his tone. "I mean—no, thank you, Miss Marcum. The doctor said you must rest." "Oh, Jeremiah, don't be such an old mother hen,"Tabitha scolded. She wrapped an arm around Miss Marcum's shoulders. "I won't let Holly work too hard. I'm sure she's just brimming with wonderful ideas on what to do with the window. Aren't you, Holly?" "I feel fine, Mr. Devereaux,"Miss Marcum added her protest. "Thank you for your concern. I promise I'll let you know if I tire. But I want to help. Remember, I owe you for the ornaments that were broken." 63
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 Her last statement surprised him. She really did want to pay him for the ornaments. He'd thought her first offer to pay for them had only been a way to keep her out of jail and appease Chambers. But he could see by the expression she truly meant it. "Very well."Reluctantly, Jeremiah handed Tabitha the box and walked to his office. Closing the door, he went to sit at his desk. He found Miss Marcum's determination to pay for her debt admirable. Maybe he had judged her too harshly. How many common thieves could he say would want to work off a debt? Unless she was trying to get in their good graces and make them put their guard down so she could rob them blind, a voice niggled at the back of his mind. His thoughts immediately went to Jocelyn and how she'd skillfully lifted his coin purse without him the wiser. And here was Miss Marcum. He'd caught her red handed, yet she wanted to work off her debt. Blast. It wasn't like him to brood, but that was all he had done since she had shown up. He needed to keep his mind on how to increase their business, not worry about the pretty stranger staying under his roof. Aunt Cora's unexpected visit wasn't going to help anything. First thing, she'd start asking questions about how business was going. She meant well, but the last thing he needed or wanted was business advice from a well meaning aunt. Men didn't ask women for business advice. It was a matter of pride as much as anything. He'd gladly prove to anyone, including himself, that he could run a successful 64
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 business, although he had lingered over the decision to gamble on ordering the ornaments and other luxurious imported items. His father had often warned of taking such risks. But times were different now. How could he be his own man, if he didn't try? **** "There. What do you think?"Tabitha asked, placing the last item in the window display. "Let's go outside and take a good look from that vantage point,"Holly suggested. "That is where the customer sees it." "A splendid idea. Here, put on this shawl."Tabitha reached into a stack on a counter and draped it around Holly's shoulders. After taking one for herself, she opened the door, and they walked out into the crisp November air. Holly inhaled deeply, enjoying the warm sunlight and salty air. Studying the display window, she smiled in satisfaction. Tabitha had arranged the items with every suggestion Holly made. Gerald had cut fresh evergreen from a pine in the back courtyard to cover the window area. From there they'd worked upward. An open box of kid gloves, a silk scarf, and a fur-trimmed man's hat took up one portion of the window. In the center, a silver pocket watch and a string of faux pearls were draped from an open music box. On the far side of the window, a pretty porcelain doll with golden curls wearing a deep crimson dress sat in a tiny velvet chair next to a wooden nutcracker. A few lacy handkerchiefs spread out to look like 65
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 angel wings filled in the empty spaces with the valuable imported ornaments tucked in here and there. "I love it!"Tabitha cooed, hugging Holly tightly. "It does look nice,"Holly agreed. "Do you think Jeremiah will approve?" Tabitha pulled away and shrugged. "It doesn't matter. He asked me to do it. If he wants something different, he'll have to take the time to do it himself. But how can he not like it? It's beautiful! This will surely bring in more customers." "We'll see soon enough,"Holly said, pointing at two approaching women. The shopping bags they carried gave evidence to their purpose. And sure enough, the two passing ladies stopped and examined the window. After a moment's inspection, they opened the door and stepped inside. Imagining the look of astonishment replacing Jeremiah's usual frown, Holly laughed, and said, "There you are, Tabitha, more customers. Perhaps you should go convince them to spend all their remaining pin money right here." "I love your thinking,"Tabitha linked her arm with Holly's. "I'm glad you're here. Life has been too mundane lately. We needed a shakeup around here. Jeremiah almost never listens to my suggestions. After all,"she made a face again, "I'm only his little sister." "Thank you—I think,"In spite of the praise, Holly shivered. "The wind has picked up,"Tabitha urged. "Come back in before you catch a cold."Once they were inside she added, "I insist you go back upstairs and lie down until I have dinner ready." 66
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 "Don't be silly,"Holly said, still shivering. "It's just the wind. I'm quite all right." "You've already done enough for your first day out of bed,"Tabitha said, firmly. "Besides, you want to be well rested when Aunt Cora arrives. She's so much fun, but she'll drain the energy right out of you." "She sounds like my Aunt Jessie."Holly walked carefully through the store so she didn't knock anything off and break it. She was still getting accustomed to the extra weight and awkwardness of the crinoline and hoop. As Tabitha headed for the counter and the waiting women, Holly asked, "Is there still no word of her?" Tabitha shook her head. "I'm afraid not. I'm sorry." "Don't be,"Holly said. "You've done so much for me already. I'll never be able to repay your kindness." Tabitha gave her hand a quick, tight squeeze. "We'll find her. Get some rest now." "I'll see you at dinner."Leaving her new and only friend in this place, Holly climbed the stairs slowly. She didn't know why she clung to the hope of finding that Aunt Jessie had traveled back in time with her. She'd accepted the fact that time-travel must work; otherwise she wouldn't be living and breathing here in eighteen hundred fifty-two. What a tale she'd have to share with her grandchildren some day. Heck, she'd settle getting to tell her kids if she ever had any. Of course, she'd have to get married first, but finding a husband hadn't been top on her priority list in her Charleston. Building a successful interior design business had. 67
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 "Pardon me."Jeremiah startled her out of her musings at the top landing. "Sorry. I wasn't paying attention,"Holly said, finding herself staring up into his amber eyes. For the first time, his expression wasn't one of hostility or suspicion, and she realized just how handsome the man was. In fact, he was downright gorgeous. His gaze traveled up and down her in careful study. "You're wearing one of our merino wool shawls."His words were more accusation than question. "Tabitha and I both put one on to go outside and give a final look to the display window,"Holly defended herself. Blast the man, was he going to accuse her of stealing again? "You've finished the window?" "Yes. She did a wonderful job. And it's already brought in two ladies, who judging from their dresses, have money to spend,"Holly said. That should make him happy. "Indeed? Perhaps I should go see if she needs my help." Holly removed the shawl and handed it to him. "Would you mind returning this for me?" "Of course." She swiveled sideways to allow him to pass, but he shifted as well, trapping her pressed between him and the wall. Her heart beat raced a deafening staccato within her ears and her breathing quickened. She made an attempt to move, but couldn't. Her legs wouldn't work either. She couldn't stop staring into his amber eyes. And to her astonishment he was staring into hers. Was it her imagination or did his head tilt to the side while he stared at her mouth? 68
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 Good heavens, was he going to kiss her? She swallowed hard, but her head felt light and she thought she might actually faint. Then without warning, he placed his hands firmly on her shoulders. Heat surged through Holly, searing to her face until her cheeks burned. Their eyes met and for a moment, Holly felt she might drown in the dark depths. Then he turned her so he could safely pass. "If you'll excuse me." "Y-Yes, of course,"she murmured. One hand slowly moved to her check as she watched him take the stairs as if nothing had happened. Of course nothing happened, silly, except you allowed your fool imagination to run wild a voice inside her head chastised. Feeling drained, she slipped inside her room. She crossed to the bed and took off her beaded shoes. Realizing she couldn't get in bed in what she wore, she undressed and put the garments away before donning her nightgown. Exhausted, she finally stretched out on the bed. Staring up at the ceiling, she tried to find anything, but Jeremiah Devereaux to think about. It wasn't easy. She finally settled on the room's decorations. She liked the room. The late Mrs. Devereaux had had an eye for interior design whether she had known it. The whole house was decorated in a simple, but elegant manner. She'd stayed within their means, but each item she made was crafted with care. An antique collector would give their weight in gold to find this quality over one hundred and fifty years later. 69
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 For a moment Holly allowed her thoughts to wander to the Simpson's project she'd been working on before taking this unexpected journey. Gloria had wanted the redecoration completed before the holidays. That wasn't happening, and she couldn't help wondering what Aunt Jessie and the seamstress at Bonne Mademoiselle thought about her disappearance. "This is insane,"she said, sitting up. Her vision blurred from the sudden movement and she lay back down, closing her eyes until the bed stopped spinning. Her breathing slowed and she imagined she was wearing the beautiful antique dress again, her hair swept up on her head with tiny ringlets falling softly around her face. Gentle music played in the distance and she swayed to the sound. She could hear laughter in the distance and a cacophony of voices murmured. Without warning, she was swept up in a man's strong arms and they were dancing around a ballroom with other couples dressed in period clothing. She saw Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard talking with a man who she thought she recognized, but his back was to her. Suddenly he turned and she knew instantly who he was. Her dance partner slowed and released her from his hold. She reached toward the man and he came forward, pulling her into his arms and kissing her deeply. When he pulled away he whispered something in her ear that she couldn't understand and then he was gone. He vanished from her arms. She screamed, but no sound came from her lungs. She turned to Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard, but they were gone, 70
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 too. A thin fog drifted across the ballroom and she watched as it overtook the dance floor, leaving her standing there alone. Holly sat up gasping for breath. She couldn't believe what she dreamed. How long had she been asleep? Not long surely. Her hand trembled, and she covered her mouth. It felt bruised as if she'd been kissed too hard. Had she been? No. It was just a dream. Wasn't it? She shivered, feeling chilled and silly. She scrambled out of bed, and crossing the smooth wooden floor in her bare feet, she went to the wardrobe and took out a blanket. Carrying it back to the bed, she spread it out and then turned the covers down before crawling under them. Warmth welcomed her and she settled against the pillows before she fell into a peaceful sleep. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Seven Holly tossed and turned, fighting against a burdensome blanket of sleep. She tried opening her eyes, but her eyelids felt too heavy. Why couldn't she wake up? "Sh-h-h don't fret,"a voice soothed. A cool cloth mopped her brow, and the sweet scent of verbena hung in the air. Aunt Jessie loved verbena. "Aunt Jessie,"she murmured, reaching her hand out in hopes of touching someone so familiar. "It's all right,"the voice spoke again. "Please rest. The fever will be gone soon." Fever? She had a fever? No. She never got sick. It wasn't possible. "No. I want to go home. Please, help me find my way home,"she pleaded. "Aunt Jessie. Aunt Jessie." Jeremiah watched from the doorway as Miss Marcum moved restlessly on the bed. The fever had come on quickly two days ago and even though Doctor Tatum said it should subside just as fast, it hadn't. Her sudden illness worried him. And he'd sent for the doctor more than once since it occurred. The last thing Jeremiah wanted was for her to die on them. They still did not know where she came from or who her family was. The constable was supposed to pay a visit to the Vanderhorsts to check out the possibility of her being a relative. What amazed him the most about this whole predicament is how quickly his aunt had become attached to Miss Marcum, 72
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 just like Tabitha. Aunt Cora had insisted on staying by Miss Marcum's side from the first moment she laid eyes on her. It was strange how Miss Marcum had that effect on everyone. Except for him. He couldn't care less. "Any improvement?"he finally asked, daring to come further into the room. "I'm afraid not."Aunt Cora half-turned in the arm chair and smiled. She reached her hand out to him. "Come, pull up a chair and sit with me for a while." Before he could do as she asked, Tabitha entered, maneuvering around him with a bowl of fresh water. "I'll sit with her now, Aunt Cora. You look tired. Maybe you should lie down in my room?" "I'm more worried than tired, dear. I know Doctor Tatum says her fever isn't serious, but it's been two days and she still hasn't improved." "I'll go see him,"Jeremiah announced, glad to have an excuse to leave the house. "I'm not about to have her die under our roof." "Jeremiah, don't talk like that,"Tabitha said tearfully. "Holly's not going to die. I won't let her." "I don't want Miss Marcum to die either, but have either of you thought of what will happen if she does?"Jeremiah said. "If she did, it would be our Christian responsibility to see to her burial. Need I remind you she hasn't any money? Nor do we know how to reach her next of kin. Chambers still hasn't located this Aunt Jessie she keeps talking about, and the Vanderhorsts still haven't answered our question if she is a relation. And even if she were, I doubt seriously if they'd pay 73
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 for her burial. Would you want to see her end up in the Potter's Field?" "Jeremiah Devereaux!"Aunt Cora gasped. "I can't believe you'd be so callous about such things. If you're so concerned with the financial burden, I'll pay for her expenses." Tabitha grabbed Jeremiah by the arm and practically pushed him out of the room. "Go,"She ordered. "Get out of here and be quick in bringing back the doctor." From the hallway, Jeremiah watched her return to Miss Marcum's bed. "Hand me that washcloth, please, Aunt Cora." "Here you are, dear. What has gotten into your brother?" "I don't know. He's been this way since Miss Marcum arrived."Tabitha looked up from bathing Miss Marcum's face and scowled at Jeremiah. "Are you going for the doctor or not?" Not waiting for another scolding from his aunt as well, Jeremiah took the stairs two at a time. He grabbed his coat off the peg in the hallway between the house and the store. He took the back entrance since it would bring him closer to the side street where the Tatum's lived and the doctor had an office for patient visits. Tabitha and Aunt Cora may not understand his way of thinking, but someone had to be practical. He believed in charity as much as the next person and didn't have a problem aiding those in need, but he also knew where to draw the line. He wasn't about to throw Miss Marcum out, but he feared the longer she was with them the more attached Tabitha, and now Aunt Cora, would become. 74
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 He didn't understand why this possibility bothered him so much. But it did. The smells of homemade pumpkin, squash, and pecan pies cooling on window sills of the homes he passed made his mouth water and reminded him that Thanksgiving was only a few days away. He missed his mother's cooking something fierce. Aunt Cora and Tabitha were planning a meal for them, but it wouldn't be the same. Jeremiah knocked at the office door and entered without waiting for an answer. "Have a seat, I'll be with you shortly,"Tatum called from a curtained room. "It's Jeremiah Devereaux, Doc." "Have a seat. I'm almost finished." "O-ou-ouch, that hurt,"a boy whined. "It would have hurt worse if I'd had to stitch you up, son. Watch where you put your fingers next time! They don't go in a dog's mouth." Tatum pulled back the curtain and led a red headed, freckled faced boy of about ten from the room. Three fingers on his right hand were wrapped in a bandage. A lanky man boasting the same red hair and freckles followed behind them. "Thank you for taking care of my boy, Doctor Tatum,"he said and ushered his son out the door. "You're welcome, Daniel."Tatum waited until the door closed behind them before leveling a look at Jeremiah. "Now what can I do for you? Is it Miss Marcum?" 75
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 "She's not improving,"Jeremiah said heavily. "She still has a high fever. I don't think this has anything to do with her concussion." "No, it wouldn't. Perhaps she was becoming ill when she arrived,"Tatum suggested. "Let me get my bag and I'll come with you. It won't hurt to have another look at her." He rose and grabbed his bag from a nearby table, took his hat from a hall tree and after locking his office door, led Jeremiah into the street. "You've certainly had your hands full the past few days,"he commented. "I'm concerned for Aunt Cora and Tabitha's health as well,"Jeremiah said. "They've been attending Miss Marcum day and night." "I'll advise them to take turns caring for her,"Tatum promised. "And I'll check them while I'm there if I think the ailment is contagious."He stopped and placed a hand on Jeremiah's shoulder. "It's normal for you to worry after losing both parents to influenza a few years back, but let's not go thinking the worst when it's only a fever." "If you say so, Doc." "I do." The two walked in silence for several blocks when they met up with Constable Chambers. "Good day, Doc, Jeremiah."The burly man always looked jolly which made Jeremiah think the man's choice of professions odd. There wasn't too much to be happy about when you spent your time locking up drunkards and investigating thefts. "How are you, Herbert?"Tatum asked. 76
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 "Never better. Can I have a word with you, Jeremiah?" "Well—"Jeremiah hesitated. "I need to get back to the store." "I'll go on ahead to see Miss Marcum,"Tatum said. "Very well."After the doctor was out of earshot, Jeremiah asked. "What is it, Constable? Have you learned something about Miss Marcum?" Chambers smile faded. "I'm sorry to hear Miss Marcum has taken ill,"he said. "That is sure a shame." "Have you found her aunt?" The constable nodded his head at an approaching couple. "Why don't we go to the jail and discuss this in my office,"he suggested quietly. "I don't think you want all of Charleston to know your business." Surprise stilled Jeremiah's answer. He had not given Chambers credit for being so cautious. "Good idea."For a man of Chambers'bulk, he set a quick pace, and Jeremiah had to hurry to keep up with him. Their journey took them over two streets and fortunately, no one they passed seemed surprised to see them together. Once inside Chambers'small, tidy office, the constable closed the door and waved Jeremiah into a straight chair before his desk. Jeremiah swallowed his impatience while the constable slowly settled himself in the wide back chair. "So what have you learned, constable?" Chambers pursed his lips as if considering his words. "I paid Mrs. Vanderhorst a visit this morning—" "Just this morning?"Jeremiah interrupted. "Miss Marcum has been here for days." 77
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "Today is the first day she had time to see me,"Chambers said. "She said she's been too busy planning that fancy party of hers. Have you been invited?" "No."The single word left a bitter taste in Jeremiah's mouth. "Neither have I,"Chambers said. "Guess we're not exactly her kind of society. Anyway, I asked her if she knew Miss Marcum or a Mrs. Jessica Vanderhorst." "Does she?"Jeremiah asked impatiently. Chambers shook his head again. "No. Of course, she was curious as to why I inquired." "You didn't tell her about the gown?"For a second, Jeremiah felt ill. He still hadn't notified them the dress had arrived. "No,"Chambers assured. "No, I didn't. I did tell her that a young woman claiming to be the niece of a Mrs. Jessica Vanderhorst was asking about an establishment called Bonne Mademoiselle. To my surprise, Mrs. Vanderhorst had heard of such a shop." "She had?"Jeremiah couldn't believe it. "Where is it?" "Paris, France." "Paris?"Jeremiah's hope of solving the mystery of where Miss Marcum had come from vanished. Even if she'd fallen and hit her head at Bonne Mademoiselle in Paris, how did she get to Charleston? There was no way the woman could have crossed the Atlantic Ocean after hitting her head without waking up. Even if she tried to claim she had no memory of the voyage, someone would have remembered her or at least 78
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 noticed her traveling without luggage. He said as much to Chambers. Chambers chuckled. "I'm one step ahead of you, Jeremiah. I've already sent a telegram with her description to a few ports of interest to see if anyone knows or remembers her. We'll find her family. It may take a while, but we'll find them." Jeremiah shook his head. "I hope so and soon. I'm not at all comfortable having a thief under my roof. But now she's ill. I can't throw her into the street. Besides, she has no place to go." "Who says she has to leave?"Chambers asked. "From what Gerald told me, Miss Tabitha has taken a liking to the girl." "You've been talking to Gerald?"Jeremiah certainly did not like this development. Chambers waved away his concern. "Don't be so suspicious, Jeremiah. I simply asked him how Miss Marcum was doing, and he told me she and Miss Tabitha had already become friends." "She has and that's precisely why Miss Marcum needs to go."Jeremiah crossed his arms over his chest. Chambers'brow wrinkled. "I don't understand. Do you oppose Miss Tabitha having friends?" "Of course not."Jeremiah frowned. "But the last thing I need is my sister spending time with someone who may be a criminal. Tabitha has a gentle and generous spirit. It will crush her if Miss Marcum is exposed as a thief." "Somehow I get the impression Miss Marcum is not your typical thief, if she is one at all,"Chambers said slowly. "She's too refined. And in my line of work, you can usually sniff out a 79
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 thief or a vagrant in a minute. If you hadn't caught her in your storeroom, you'd probably have no objections to her being friends with your sister." "Perhaps,"Jeremiah said stiffly. "But sooner or later, Miss Marcum will have to go." "And perhaps it's your own feelings and not Miss Tabitha's you're worried about."Chambers leaned forward and put his arms on the desk. "It takes a mighty strong man not to feel something if he had a pretty young woman like Miss Marcum staying in his home." "Me?"Jeremiah nearly choked on the word. "Have feelings for Miss Marcum? Don't be absurd. She's been nothing but trouble since the moment I found her cowering in my storeroom." "Is it?"A lazy grin spread over Chambers'features. "You sure do seem to be spending a lot of time talking about how much trouble she is and how you don't like her. Almost as if you're trying to convince yourself of it." Jeremiah got to his feet. "Thank you for seeing Mrs. Vanderhorst, Constable Chambers,"he bit off. "You will let me know if you discover anything else. Good day to you." He wasn't sure, but Jeremiah could have sworn a low, throaty chuckle sounded behind him as he closed the door. He took out his pocket watch and muttered a mild oath under his breath as he looked at the time. He'd been gone longer than he'd planned. With Tabitha and Aunt Cora nursing Miss Marcum, that left only Gerald taking care of the store.
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 Once again Miss Marcum had proven herself to be nothing but trouble. Recalling Chambers'insinuation, he let out a short, harsh bark of laughter. Feelings for Miss Holly Marcum? The only feeling he had was disdain. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Eight Holly swayed to the music's mellow beat as she danced around the familiar ballroom. She saw Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard over by the refreshment table having a conversation with a gentleman who looked vaguely familiar to her. A breath caught in her throat when he turned. She knew him and her heart swelled with joy. Suddenly Holly's dance partner disappeared, and she reached out her hand toward the man in question. He took it, pulled her into his arms and kissed her deeply. When he ended the kiss, he whispered something in her ear that she couldn't understand and then he was gone. He vanished from her arms. She screamed, but no sound came from her lungs. She turned to Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard for help, but they were gone. A thin fog drifted across the ballroom and she watched as it stretched across the dance floor, leaving her standing there alone. Holly sat up, panting. Her face was hot and damp with perspiration and her hair clung to her face. She'd had that same dream before. What did it mean? She'd always heard if you have a dream three times it will come true. "Holly!"Tabitha ran into the room, dropped the bed linens she carried, and flung her arms around her. "Oh Holly, you scared us something fierce. I'm so glad you're finally awake." "Tabitha, I can't breathe,"she gasped, pushing away from the girl's hold. 82
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 "Sorry."Tabitha moved back, looking repentant. She picked up the scattered linens and put them on the end of the bed. "How do you feel?" "Tired,"Holly admitted. Running a hand over her hair, she said. "I must look awful." "Perhaps not that bad,"Tabitha hedged. "Here, let me help you over to that chair so I can change the sheets. They're soaked." "I think I can manage,"Holly insisted, shoving back the covers. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood, only to half fall, half stumble into Tabitha's arms. "Not so fast,"Tabitha said. "Put your arm around my waist and take small steps. That's it." Wearily, Holly sank into the chair in the corner and gratefully accepted the fresh blanket from her friend. She watched Tabitha strip the bed and put the clean sheets and pillow casings on in a matter of minutes. "There,"she said, fluffing the pillows. "That should make you feel much better. Let's get you into a fresh gown as well." She helped Holly change and then get back into bed. She tucked the sheets in a loose fashion around her. "Now, lean back. You still need to rest. Fevers are a serious business." "A fever?"Holly sat up again. "I've had a fever?" "Yes,"Tabitha said. "Aunt Cora and I have been sitting vigil by your side for the last three days." "But what happened?"Holly racked her brain for some kind of memory. "I've really been ill for three days?" "Yes,"Tabitha said again. "Doctor Tatum said it was the most peculiar case he'd witnessed. He couldn't find anything 83
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 wrong with you, but the fever wouldn't go away. He finally bled you, and it subsided." "Bled me?"Her stomach churning, Holly looked at her arm and saw the red-stained bandage. She swallowed hard; knowing bloodletting was still sometimes used in this time period when nothing else worked. "He could have killed me." "He saved your life, that's what he did."Tabitha scolded, giving her an indignant look. She walked to the washstand on the far side of the room and returned with a bowl of water. "You really should be grateful."She dipped a dry cloth in the bowl and wrung it out before she bathed Holly's face with the cool water. "I should have never allowed you to assist me with the window display. It was too much too soon. I'd say you got a chill when we went outside and that led to the fever." "It isn't your fault,"Holly assured. "This could have happened anyway. A fever can be caused from infection within the body. It isn't as if we can see it beforehand. So please don't blame yourself." Tabitha nodded, but Holly could see the girl did blame herself. When her worried expression did not change, Holly asked, "Has Jeremiah been blaming you for my illness, Tabitha?" Bright red flooded Tabitha's cheeks. "Well—perhaps—a little. He said it was our responsibility to take care of you while you were recovering from hurting your head, and we shouldn't have allowed you to help with the window." "Nonsense,"Holly said. "Helping you with the window did not bring on a fever. I must have been ill and not known it. I 84
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 won't have Jeremiah or anyone else blaming you for my decision to help with the window." Tears of relief sparkled in Tabitha's eyes. "Thank you, Holly,"she whispered. "You don't know just how worried I've been. The thought that I'd done something foolish that could have caused you losing your life has been most upsetting." An awkward silence fell over them, and Holly changed the subject to a brighter topic. "You said your Aunt Cora is here?" The usual cheerfulness returned to Tabitha's face. "Yes. She's having tea with some friends at the hotel, but she'll be back this evening for dinner and to help me with pie making for tomorrow. We're having a most delicious menu. I hope you'll feel up to coming to the dining room for Thanksgiving dinner." "Thanksgiving is tomorrow?"Holly said still thinking about the fever she'd suffered. "I guess I really have been out of it." "Yes,"Tabitha said. "Aunt Cora is looking forward to meeting you under better circumstances." "I'm looking forward to meeting her,"Holly said. "You've made her sound so fascinating." Tabitha smiled and stood. "Are you hungry? I can bring you some toast if you like, and I have water on for tea. And I must go tell Jeremiah that you're awake. He's been worried about you too." "He has?"Holly could not keep the note of surprise from her voice. "I thought I was nothing but trouble for him. First the misunderstanding about the dress and now my becoming ill. Hasn't he been fussing about that keeping you from working in the store?" 85
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 "Oh Holly, I know Jeremiah has been an absolute bear since you arrived, but I promise you that under the gruffness, my brother really does have a kind and generous heart,"Tabitha said. "He really has been most worried about you. He said we had a Christian duty to take care of you until you are well." "Really?"Holly thought she might faint again. "He did?" "I promise,"Tabitha affirmed with a nod. "Well—"Holly tried not to sound hopeful, recalling the brief encounter they'd had on the stairs. Her cheeks warmed, and she feared Tabitha would notice the blush and ask what that was about. Fortunately, Tabitha didn't. Instead she nodded and headed to the door. She stopped short of her destination and turned to look at Holly. "Aunt Cora and I have decided his rudeness is to cover up—,"she paused, "well, I best not say too much. After all, we could be wrong." "Wrong about what?"Holly asked, curious to know what Tabitha and her aunt suspected. "I'll be back with the tea in just a moment,"Tabitha called over her shoulder as she disappeared into the hall. Her light tread echoed back, and Holly reached for her brush and comb, still on the bedside table. Despite Tabitha's assurances of Jeremiah's concern for her well being, Holly couldn't quite believe he felt she was anything more than "a Christian obligation."How could he feel otherwise? Any time they'd spent together had been spent arguing, and he'd been ill mannered and downright sour toward her when they hadn't. Tabitha was surely wrong. 86
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 Except for that encounter on the stairs. She'd found his nearness alarming, and a shiver shuttled over her skin as she recalled how intently he stared at her. Had he been trying to tell her how he felt without speaking? Jeremiah Devereaux having tender feelings for her? Ha! Not a chance. She must still be feverish to have such a wild harebrained notion. Tabitha and her aunt Cora must be exhausted to even suggest such a thing. They were clearly mistaken. Weren't they? **** "Jeremiah!"Aunt Cora called as she came into the store. An all too familiar frown creased her face. "I'd like to have a word with you in private." Jeremiah tensed as he wrote up the sale of several shirts and collars for the portly man on the other side of the counter. "I'll be with you in just a moment, Aunt Cora." The customer took out his wallet and extracted a handful of bills. Handing them over the counter, he said, "My compliments on your new window display,"he said. "Very eyecatching." "Thank you, sir."A glow of satisfaction warmed Jeremiah. Judging by the steady flow of customers this afternoon, the man wasn't the only one who had noticed the window. "Please tell your friends that Devereaux's would be happy to serve them." "I'll do that,"the man said with a nod. He watched as Jeremiah carefully put the items in a bag and passed it over the counter. "I'll tell my wife as well." 87
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "Thank you,"Jeremiah repeated as the man exited the store. Directing his gaze back to a foot-tapping Aunt Cora who waited by a display case filled with braces and men's hairbrushes and combs, his good mood lessened. Judging by her expression, she was determined to get what she wanted out of their conversation. Heaven only knew what had stirred her wrath. Making her wait probably hadn't helped. "Have you finished?"she asked, coming to stand before the counter. Gerald looked up from arranging the shelves lined with shoeboxes. A smile twitched about the corners of his mouth but a glare from Jeremiah put his attention back to his work. "I have a business to run, Aunt Cora,"he reminded her. "I can't stop taking care of a customer just to talk to you." Her nostrils actually flared. "But this is important!" Isn't it always? Swallowing his impatience, Jeremiah said, "Gerald, when you finish, lock up, and then you can go home. I'll see you later in the week." "Yes sir."Gerald's voice wobbled with laughter. "Thank you. Happy Thanksgiving. Good evening, Mrs. Thornton." Stepping from behind the counter, Jeremiah headed toward his office. Aunt Cora followed and sashayed past him as he opened the door. After closing it, he watched her gaze about the room. "Is there something wrong?" "There's no place to sit,"she accused. He stalked to a chair and removed a wooden box from its seat. Turning, he saw she'd settled herself into his plusher desk chair. Clenching his teeth, he asked, "Can I get you anything else, your Grace." 88
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 "Yes,"she said, her gaze piercing his sarcasm. "I want to see the gown Marianne Vanderhorst ordered." "What?"This was not what Jeremiah had expected. She took off her gloves and set them aside. "I know you haven't delivered it yet, so bring it here. And a cup of tea if you can manage it." "I thought you just had tea at the hotel,"Jeremiah accused. "It was weak at best,"she said with a wave of her hand. "I know Tabitha always brews a pot about this time of day. Two spoons of sugar and a splash of cream, please." Perhaps a spoonful of hemlock in it as well? Fury at her meddling propelled Jeremiah from the room. In the kitchen he was relieved to find a cozy-covered teapot, still full, on the counter. After fixing a cup, he walked back to the storage room, retrieved the dress box and returned to his office. He put the box on the chair and set the cup on the desk. "There you go, Your Grace." "A bit testy, aren't you?"she asked. He pushed a hand through his hair. "That's the pot calling the kettle black." "Oh hush, and let me see the dress." Still seething, Jeremiah opened the box and carefully lifted the gown from the surrounding tissue paper and held it up for her inspection. She curled her fingers toward her. "Bring it over here, dear boy. I want to look at it closely." He stepped to the side of the desk and watched her gingerly finger the material. "This is lovely with all this point 89
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 lace; Marianne will look ghastly in this color. Elaine should have realized that. Anyway, it doesn't matter now. I want to buy it." "I beg your pardon?"Jeremiah's grip threatened to wrinkle the fabric. "I want to buy this gown,"she repeated. Jeremiah felt his jaw slacken and then quickly closed his mouth. He returned the dress to the box and after a moment of stunned silence, he said, "I can't let you do that, Aunt Cora. The Vanderhorsts specially ordered this dress for Marianne's engagement party. You should know that." "Of course I know that. I've been invited."Aunt Cora picked up her cup and took a long swallow. "That doesn't change my mind. I still want to buy the dress." For a moment, Jeremiah wondered if she had taken a healthy dash of spirits along with her tea at the hotel. "Aunt Cora,"he said carefully, "what you're asking is out of the question. I can't afford to lose the Vanderhorsts' business." "Yes you can,"she retorted, setting down her cup. "Marianne doesn't deserve to have this dress. Not after the way she and Elaine talked about you and Tabitha to me over tea. A tea that I paid for, mind you. They practically called you provincial." Jeremiah shrugged. "I've had worse things said about me." She scowled. "No one talks that way about my nephew and niece to my face!" "Aunt Cora, I appreciate your sense of family loyalty, but Tabitha and I can withstand a little hen gossip. Not delivering 90
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 on this dress will do more damage than a few ill-spoken words." Her eyes gleamed. "You drive a hard bargain, Jeremiah. Very well, I'll pay you double for it and guarantee you won't lose the Vanderhorsts' business." "But what are you going to do with it?"he said impatiently. Casting an eye over her ample figure, he added ungraciously, "The dress isn't even your size." Unexpectedly, she laughed. "I can see that." "Surely you don't intend to give it to Tabitha. I won't' have her crushed by whatever Marianne Vanderhorst might say when she saw her in it." "Certainly not,"Aunt Cora agreed. "Besides, the color wouldn't suit Tabitha either."Her expression turned thoughtful and then she snapped her fingers. "I'll give it to Miss Marcum! We already know she looks lovely in it and it fits her perfectly." Jeremiah frowned. "What does Miss Marcum need with a dress like that?" "You let me worry about that."Her eyes gleamed again, and Jeremiah could see the beginning of a plot hatching there. Give Miss Marcum the gown? Jeremiah recalled how lovely she had looked in it when he first saw her in the storeroom, and his mouth went dry. If he hadn't been so startled by finding her hiding there, he might have mistaken her for an angel from Heaven, swept her into his arms and kissed her sweet, tempting lips. 91
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 And that's exactly what he feared he would do if he saw her in the dress again. "Well?"Aunt Cora's voice intruded into his thoughts. "Double you say?"he asked, weighing the consequences and forcing his thoughts away from Miss Marcum. She nodded. "I'll even order a new dress for Marianne." "Aunt Cora,"Jeremiah warned, knowing first hand her vindictive side. "I have impeccable taste and once my anger subsides, I'll be able to select a very becoming gown for the chit. It would be worth a special trip to Atlanta or some such place." "You spend far too much time shopping,"he scolded. "There's nothing a woman likes better than shopping,"she countered. "Now, are you going to sell me that gown or not?" Sighing, Jeremiah surrendered to the inevitable. "Against my better judgment." "Excellent."A wide smile covered Aunt Cora's face. "You're such a thoughtful nephew, Jeremiah." "And so what am I supposed to tell the Vanderhorsts about the gown they ordered?" "Oh, leave that to me, dear boy. It will be the easiest thing in the world." Half a dozen images—all of them outrageous—of what she might do danced across Jeremiah's mind and his voice rose in alarm. "Aunt Cora—" "I'll tell them that the nincompoops sent the wrong size!"Aunt Cora batted her eyes innocently. "The gown was two sizes too large for Marianne, and it's far too costly to be altered. I'll offer to buy her a new dress in celebration of her 92
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 engagement and my many years of friendship with her mother." Jeremiah could not help but laugh at her overly honeyed tone. "Do you always get what you want?" She reached for her teacup again. "Always, my dear boy. Always." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Nine Jeremiah watched from the open doorway amazed at how healthy Miss Marcum looked today after being bed-ridden with a fever for the last three days. She had combed her honey blonde shoulder length hair and pulled it back on the sides with combs. The ghastly orange dress she wore looked pretty enough, but it didn't do her justice. It was the one he'd found hidden in the Vanderhorst dress box. He much preferred her in the blue day dress he'd given her. Or rather, Tabitha had forced him to give. He should go back downstairs and pick out another dress for her to wear. "Oh, hello,"Miss Marcum said, catching him watching her as she swiveled on the stool. "Is Thanksgiving dinner ready?" "Tabitha says in about half an hour. Forgive me for staring. You do appear to be feeling better." "I am, thank you for asking,"she said, slowly standing. He noticed she held onto the dressing table for support. A flush warmed her cheeks, and her blue eyes, fringed by thick lashes, sparkled at him. If he didn't know otherwise, he'd assume she was the picture of perfect health instead of recovering from a mysterious illness and still quite weak. "Did you want something, Mr. Devereaux?"she asked, when he continued to stare at her like a schoolboy. "Yes, may I come in?" She nodded and met him half-way across the room.
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 "I took the liberty of bringing you a few items from my stock I thought you could use."He handed her a plainly wrapped package he'd had hidden behind his back. "This wasn't necessary, Mr. Devereaux." "I think it is,"he said. "And I think you'll agree the items are most practical." He could not read the expression in her magnificent eyes. Then giving a tiny shrug, Miss Marcum carried the package over to the bed and untied the string that held the wrapping together. She held up the ivory colored merino shawl and the pair of fur-lined house slippers. "These are beautiful,"she said. "And practical,"he said again. "I've noticed you've been wearing those beaded party shoes you had on when you arrived and thought you could use a change. The shawl will keep you from taking another chill. This house can be drafty at times. It should also suffice to keep you warm when you leave us." Miss Marcum nodded, understanding etched on her face. "Thank you, Mr. Devereaux,"she said. "You've been more than generous with your hospitality. I'm sorry I've been so much trouble." He cleared his throat and directed his gaze away from her face. "It's the least I can do, Miss Marcum. Unfortunately, Constable Chambers has yet to find your family. I can only hope others would show the same kindness to my sister if she were in your position." Her eyebrows rose as if his words surprised her, but she simply said, "Of course." 95
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 Jeremiah half-turned toward the door. "Tabitha and Aunt Cora have prepared a feast. I hope you have regained your appetite." "I have. The delicious smells coming from the kitchen have teased my stomach relentlessly all morning. I wish Tabitha would have allowed me to help, but she's being a mother hen and insisted I stay in bed most of the day." Miss Marcum's smile felt contagious and before he realized it, he was smiling as well. "Tab can be that way. And a word of advice, be sure to save room for Aunt Cora's pumpkin pie." "I'll do that, Mr. Devereaux." Holly followed him to the door and closed it behind him. She leaned against it, commanding her heart to stop its wild hammering beat. His sudden appearance at her room bearing a gift was the last thing she'd expected on this Thanksgiving Day. It had nearly taken her breath away when she saw him standing there in the sharp, dark blue breeches and waistcoat. However, ire quickly replaced the feeling for the way he'd stared over her head as if it was beneath him to make eye contact. Dear, sweet Tabitha tried making excuses for his behavior, but Holly was convinced there weren't enough excuses in the world to persuade her he had an ounce of charm. She regretted ever thinking him handsome. He couldn't even give a gift without making it sound like he begrudged the act. It annoyed her the way he made it sound like she was a charity case, even if it was currently true. 96
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 Confused, Holly sat down on the bed and contemplated what Jeremiah had been trying to say. He'd referred to when she left. Was he planning on sending her on her way once Doctor Tatum gave her a clean bill of health? Holly wrapped the shawl around her shoulders and its warmth hugged her. The image of the gentleman from her dream flitted across her mind, and she could almost feel his arms wrapped around her as they swayed to the music. She was almost certain the dream was of the ball her aunt had planned for her birthday. But she didn't understand why everyone disappeared leaving her alone. Melancholy overtook her for a moment. Holly longed for her Charleston, her job, her family, and even Aunt Jessie's eccentricities. If she ever got home again, she'd not complain about the parties her aunt gave. She'd wear whatever Jessie wanted. She'd— A chill ran down her spine. What if she never got home again? What if she was destined to live out the rest of her life in the past? Would she ever truly fit into this time period? Would she marry and have a family of her own? "Don't think about what if,"she told herself. "Focus on the present," She put her feet in the fur-lined slippers. They felt heavenly, and she decided to wear them since they'd be hidden underneath the long hemline of her dress. Satisfied with her appearance, she walked to the door. The closer she got to the dining room, the stronger the aroma of roasted turkey, sage-laced dressing and fresh bread became. Aunt Cora sat at one end of the long wooden table, 97
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 now covered with a white damask cloth. Jeremiah sat at the other. He stood when Holly walked into the room. "Oh, good you're here!"Tabitha said as she came in from the kitchen, carrying a plate of rolls. She pointed to the place setting at Jeremiah's right. Why don't you have a seat there? Help her, brother." Holly hesitated, but Jeremiah had already moved to pull back her chair. It seemed where she would sit had already been decided. Gathering her skirts, she moved to take her place in the curved back chair. As Jeremiah gently pushed the chair forward, she caught of whiff of something faintly spicy and intensely masculine. Funny how in all their times together, she had never noticed his scent. It filled her head and her pulse jumped a notch, but she forced herself to look up at him and say, "Thank you, Mr. Devereaux." "My pleasure, Miss Marcum."He again took his seat at the head of the table. "You're looking much improved today, Miss Marcum,"Aunt Cora said, placing the cloth napkin in her lap. "She does, doesn't she?"Tabitha winked and took her place. Jeremiah cleared his throat. "Shall we join hands and give thanks?" Aunt Cora's hand was smooth and dry against Holly's palm, but a faint dampness clung to Jeremiah's hand. Surely he wasn't nervous about having a meal with her or sitting beside her? Bowing her head for prayer, Holly snuck a glance at him, then over at Tabitha, who smiled and winked at her again. 98
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 Holly quickly shut her eyes, recalling Tabitha's suggestion that Jeremiah's behavior could be a cover up for his true feelings. The notion was absurd. He couldn't possibly be interested in her and act the way he did. It was a proven fact that men who acted disinterested simply weren't into a woman. She'd seen the movie and even read the book. "Dear Lord, we thank you for this meal set before us and for the hands that prepared it,"Jeremiah's voice broke into Holly's thoughts. "We thank you for all the blessings you have bestowed on us this year and for our being together as a family. We thank you especially for the recovery of our guest, Miss Marcum, and pray that you help her find her family. Amen." Would she ever find them? Holly swallowed the lump in her throat as the other women softly echoed, "Amen." With the conclusion of the payer, Jeremiah immediately dropped her hand. He stood and carved the turkey, serving the others while the side dishes were passed around the table. After their plates were filled, Jeremiah sat again. "What a tender bird,"Aunt Cora praised. "Tabitha, you've outdone yourself. Jeremiah, would you please pass me the cranberry chutney? Eat up, Miss Marcum. You need to regain your strength. You know what they say. Feed a fever, starve a cold." "I thought it was starve a fever, feed a cold,"Tabitha said, refilling Aunt Cora's water glass. "Either way, I will have a second serving of turkey,"Holly said, holding out her plate to Jeremiah. "And we can't let all of Tabitha's hard work in the kitchen go to waste." 99
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 He smiled as he served her. "I'm sure Doctor Tatum would approve of your appetite's improvement." For the most part the meal was enjoyable. Holly ate more than she should have, even accepting a second slice of pumpkin pie smothered in thick whipping cream. Over coffee, she listened to them reminisce about past holidays and their parents. To her astonishment, Jeremiah's features actually relaxed, and he did not scold Aunt Cora when she described how a young Jeremiah had come to the Thanksgiving table wearing an Indian's costume he had fashioned himself. "Your poor parents could hardly keep a straight face,"she recalled, wiping away mirthful tears with her napkin. "But you were so proud of yourself." They all laughed and Holly was glad the conversation did not drift to questions about her own family. When the last bite of pie was finished, Tabitha announced, "Jeremiah and I will clean up the dishes. You two can go on into the parlor." Jeremiah was going to help with the dishes? Holly bit her lip to keep from blurting the words out loud. But there he was, clearing the dessert plates and utensils and following Tabitha into the kitchen. Aunt Cora stood. "Come along, Miss Marcum. Let's go sit by the fire and let our turkey digest." Holly followed her into the parlor. Aunt Cora settled on the loveseat and patted the cushion. "Come sit here, my dear." "I'm glad we have this time alone,"Aunt Cora said when Holly complied. "It will give me a chance to speak with you in private." 100
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 Unease settled over Holly. What did Aunt Cora really want? Was she going to ask Holly to leave? Jeremiah had hinted as much. Had his earlier words about Doctor Tatum been to prepare her for what was to come? Holly braced herself. "Don't look so worried, Miss Marcum. It's nothing so grave I assure you. In fact, I want to offer you a position of employment,"Aunt Cora smiled. "Tabitha told me how you need to earn money to repay Jeremiah for some glass ornaments that were broken." Holly nodded. "What kind of employment do you have in mind?" "A live-in, personal companion. My girl Eugenia married several months back, and I've been on my own since. You'd keep my social calendar, make travel arrangements, and accompany me to social functions. It's a most suitable job for a young lady such as yourself." "Why hire me instead of Tabitha?"Holly asked, not wishing to step on her friend's toes. "Tabitha's needed here with Jeremiah to run the family business,"Aunt Cora explained. "If anything were to happen to him, she would need to know how to manage. Lord knows I couldn't do it." Holly thought about the offer for a moment. She was more than qualified. It wasn't interior design, but how difficult could it be to keep a calendar? She'd temporarily worked as a secretary one summer during her college years. However, she did have one concern. "Thank you for the offer, but I'm not sure how long I will be—" 101
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 "Even if it is temporary,"the older woman interjected. "I do need an assistant to help me catch up with my correspondence." The offer was ideal. It would get her out of here so she didn't have to see Jeremiah every day. Maybe then he would learn to tolerate her, though she didn't know why that was so important to her. "Besides food, board, and a monthly wage you'd also have a clothing allowance." "I really don't need much,"Holly said. "Perhaps just a dress or two." Aunt Cora waved in dismissal. "Nonsense! You'll need more than a dress or two. I have several calls scheduled for next week, and you cannot wear the same dress to any of those. I have my reputation to consider, after all. It wouldn't be proper. Besides dear, that color doesn't become you." Holly looked down at the dress. "No, I don't suppose it does. It isn't even mine." Aunt Cora eyed Holly's dress more closely. "Surely it isn't Tabitha's?" "No,"Holly admitted. "Did Jeremiah loan it to you from the store for this evening?" "Goodness no,"Holly almost laughed. "It's the dress from the box that should have held Marianne Vanderhorst's special order. I'm sure Tabitha has explained the incident to you." Aunt Cora nodded. "So do I have an answer?" Holly considered her offer again for a moment. Without references, to say nothing of her sudden and mysterious 102
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 appearance in Charleston, she wasn't likely to get another one. "I'd be delighted to work for you." "Wonderful,"Aunt Cora said enthusiastically. "You'll go back to the hotel with me this evening; there's an extra bedroom in my suite. We'll plan a shopping trip." "What's this?"Jeremiah asked, coming into the parlor. He walked to the fireplace and leaned one shoulder against the mantel. "A shopping trip?" "Yes, nephew,"Aunt Cora said. "I'm taking Miss Marcum off your hands. She's agreed to become my personal companion." For a second Holly thought disappointment flickered in his amber eyes, but he turned toward the hearth to check the fire. After a prolonged silence he turned back. "Do you think this is wise?"he asked. "I mean, isn't it too soon after her illness for her to be going anywhere? She hasn't even regained her strength." "I feel fine,"Holly said, not liking the way he talked as if she wasn't even in the room. "Besides, I mean to pay you for the broken ornaments and the clothing." "I didn't doubt you would,"he replied, surprising her. "Harrumph."Aunt Cora mumbled. "So you say now." Jeremiah glared at Aunt Cora and a chill fell over the room. "What did I miss?"Tabitha asked, making her entrance as a silent staring contest ensued. Holly shivered and wished she could read minds. She'd love to know what the two were thinking as they stared at one another. She wrapped the shawl more tightly around her shoulders and stood. "Will you help me pack, Tabitha?" 103
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 "So you accepted?"Tabitha reached a hand out to Holly. "I'm pleased, even though I'll miss you terribly. I'll loan you my travel bag, and you can bring it back the next time you are over." "You mean you knew this was going to happen?"Holly didn't know if she could handle any more surprises today. "That your aunt was going to offer me employment?" Tabitha gave her characteristic giggle. "Of course." "Well—"Holly dared not look at Jeremiah, fearful of what his expression might show. "Thank you, Tabitha." Once they were upstairs and safely in Holly's room, Tabitha fixed Holly with a wide-eyed stare. "What in the world happened between Jeremiah and Aunt Cora?"she demanded. "If they'd had daggers in their hands instead of those icy glares, one might be dead by now." "I'm not sure,"Holly said, not sure she understood it herself. "It was the oddest thing. Your brother questioned if I were truly well enough to leave." "He didn't."Tabitha sank to the edge of the bed. "He did. I reminded him I wanted to pay my debt and so needed the job. That's when he said he never doubted I'd pay my debt. Your aunt harrumphed, and they started the dagger-eyed contest. Perhaps your aunt was offended at his suggestion she couldn't take care of me." "Perhaps,"Tabitha said slowly. "It's interesting, though." "What is?" Tabitha's grin only added to Holly's unease. "Nothing,"she said. "Let me go get my valise and then I'll help you pack." [Back to Table of Contents] 104
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 Chapter Ten Jeremiah sipped his coffee while reading the newspaper. It had been a few days since Miss Marcum moved to the hotel with Aunt Cora. The house seemed quieter. He should be able to relax again, but he wasn't. He found himself thinking about Miss Marcum more than ever and far more than he should. Miss Marcum's absence was not only affecting him, but Tabitha as well. His sister was back to her regular routine. Sales were up, and more than one customer had complimented her on the display window. But he noticed she wasn't as happy. He tried a compliment of his own. "That was a wonderful dinner tonight. Your roast chicken always turns out just right." "It was Mama's recipe,"she said tonelessly. "But you've made some improvements,"he praised. "And I'll put your biscuits up against the chef at any hotel in Charleston." "Thank you."She didn't so much as give him a smile. He put down the paper. "What's bothering you tonight, Tab?" "Why should anything be bothering me?"She asked and laid down the spoon she'd used to stir her coffee. "Because you're not usually this quiet." "Are you saying I talk too much?" "Tabitha—" 105
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 She looked up and he saw unshed tears in her blue eyes. She didn't speak and her obvious pain tore at his heart. "What is it, Tab?" She opened her mouth as if to say something, but closed it. Her fingers toyed with her napkin, straightening out the edges. Finally she blurted, "I don't understand why the Vanderhorsts can shop in our store, treat us as dear friends while here, but refuse to invite us to their parties. Aunt Cora doesn't even live in town anymore, yet she's invited to every party. Mrs. Vanderhorst and she can't even get along half the time." Jeremiah studied her for a moment. Once she had longed to be included by the Vanderhorsts, but he thought she'd come to terms with the differences in their stations long ago. "You've never let this trouble you so much before. Why now?" "It always has,"she insisted. "I just accepted it as my lot in life, as unfair as it is. I didn't say anything, but it's different this time."She lowered her head and sniffed. "How?"He asked even though he thought he knew the answer. "Holly will be attending the engagement party and she doesn't even know them, and all because she's working for Aunt Cora." Jeremiah frowned. It was not like Tabitha to be selfish. "Do you begrudge Miss Marcum a few social opportunities because Aunt Cora asked her to be her companion and not you?" Tabitha's head jerked up. "Of course not,"she said crossly. "I was the one who suggested Aunt Cora consider her." 106
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 "You were? But I thought you enjoyed having Miss Marcum here with us."Sometimes Tabitha's brand of logic was hard to follow. "Yes." "Why?" It was Tabitha's turn to frown. "Because she needed a job to help pay for those silly ornaments you've been so fussy about. I knew you wanted her gone as quickly as possible, so she needed a place to live too. Going to work with Aunt Cora was a solution to both those problems. I thought her leaving would change your disposition, but it's not improved. You're grouchier than ever. You're becoming a sour old bachelor, like Dickie Vanderhorst." "What do you mean change my disposition?"He pushed away from the table not liking where this conversation was headed. "I'm the same as I've always been." Tabitha laughed and pointed at him. "You changed the moment you found Miss Marcum in the storeroom." "That's absurd." "Is it?"she asked, standing to clear away their coffee cups. He followed her into the kitchen. "You know it is." "Do I?"Tabitha put the dishes into the sink. "All I know is you behaved badly the whole time she was here and why? She did nothing to provoke your wrath." "Nothing?"His voice rose in disbelief. "May I remind you, she tried to steal a dress?" "You claim that is what she was doing. Aunt Cora believes otherwise and so do I."Tabitha declared as she washed the cups, rinsed them and reached for a dishtowel. 107
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 "Aunt Cora wasn't even here, so what she believes hardly counts,"Jeremiah shot back. "I'm not going to argue with you over it." Tabitha rolled her eyes and snapped the dishtowel at him. "What is there to argue? You go on believing what you want and I'll do the same." He stalked from the kitchen and went to his office before he said anything he'd regret later. Slamming the door, he sat in his chair and rubbed his hands over his face. He recalled the many times Tabitha had scolded him for this or that during Miss Marcum's stay. It was true he had not wanted her here. If she had not claimed to have fallen and hit her head, he would have insisted that Constable Chambers arrest her at once. But now the mysterious and oh-so beautiful Miss Marcum had captured the fancy of both his sister and his aunt. Even after leaving days ago with Aunt Cora, Miss Marcum's presence lingered like a faint perfume. And Tabitha claimed his disposition had worsened since their guest left. Had it? Had he allowed Miss Marcum to get under his skin? He should be grateful to Aunt Cora for taking her off his hands. But Tabitha obviously missed her. And whatever Jeremiah's feelings toward Miss Marcum, that didn't give him the right to snap or quarrel with his only sister. And was he really being a sour old bachelor? Tabitha's taunt stung more than he cared to admit. He heard her footsteps pass by his office door. He crossed the room and opened the door. "Tabitha?" 108
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 "What?"she stopped on the second step, but kept her back to him. He put a gentle hand on her shoulder. "Tab, I'm sorry for earlier. I didn't mean to scold you." She turned and gave him the saucy expression he knew so well. "You don't owe me an apology. If you are truly repentant, then tell Miss Marcum." **** Holly prepared a breakfast tray from the assortment of muffins, pastries, and what looked like a poor attempt at a scone that arrived from the dining room. She folded the latest edition of the daily paper and placed it on the silver tray beside juice and coffee before going into Mrs. Thornton's bedchamber. It seemed odd to refer to Aunt Cora so formally now, but she said it was for decorum's sake in public that they must do it even in private. But to Holly the woman would always be Tabitha's aunt and she supposed she'd have to admit Jeremiah's too. Holly missed seeing her friend everyday and planned to drop over as soon as she had a free afternoon. She'd never imagined a person could have a busy life only drinking tea, getting fitted for dresses, and paying calls on the sick and elderly. Being a social butterfly would have exhausted Holly, but Aunt Cora seemed to thrive on it. Holly could barely keep up with the older woman. The shopping trip for Holly's new clothes had worn her out. She thought she'd been poked and prodded during dress 109
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 fittings in her Charleston, but nothing she'd experienced there compared to what she went through the last few days. The foundation garments alone had to be fitted just right or her dresses wouldn't fit properly either. At least that's what the shop clerk and Mrs. Thornton said. Holly sighed. At least she didn't need any help putting on the front-lacing corset, but with that and all the petticoats and stockings, it took her twice as long to get dressed in the mornings. In some ways, though, it was a blessing. She had to have something to do while waiting on Mrs. Thornton to summon her. She carried the plate to her employer's bedroom and knocked. "Mrs. Thornton?" "Come in, dear." Holly found her sitting at the dressing table, fixing her hair. "Good morning, dear. You look ravishing in that shade of dark mauve." "Good morning and thank you."Holly felt her cheeks flush at the compliment as she set the plate down on a table. It was nice not to be criticized for her choice in clothing. She wondered if Mrs. Thornton would object to the clothes she wore back in her Charleston. Aunt Jessie always did. "We are due at the Grayson's'at eleven and the Hopkins'at two,"she said aloud. "I'll leave you to read the paper while I see if this morning's mail has arrived."She nodded at the china coffee pot she had brought in earlier. "Shall I bring you some fresh coffee?" "Yes, please,"Mrs. Thornton flashed a smile. 110
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 Holly picked up the pot and crossed back to the living room. A knock on the door stopped her long enough to put it down and hurry to see who could be calling. She didn't remember Mrs. Thornton expecting company so early. And Jeremiah Devereaux was certainly the last man Holly was expecting to see. She hadn't seen or thought about him in days. "Hello,"she managed to say. "Good morning, Miss Marcum. Is my aunt available? I'd like to speak with her." His amber eyes were a decidedly warm shade of cognac today. She longed to drink her fill. A pool of warmth flowed through her veins. The black suit he wore was a very good look on him, accentuating the way his jacket fit across his wide shoulders to perfection while his trousers fell from a slim waist down long legs to the tops of his highly polished boots. She'd always thought the right suit on a man could make him look like a million dollars. She had to wonder, would Jeremiah look as good in an Armani? Or even Armani denim with a crisp tuxedo shirt unbuttoned to his waist. Her pulse raced and she felt weak in the knee at the image of him dressed like that. Oh, man, I am in deep, deep trouble. "May I come in, Miss Marcum?"He asked, smiling down at her, still standing in the doorway. "Cer-certainly, Mr. Devereaux."She stepped back for him to enter, not believing she'd had a brain melt down in front of him. But fantasies of a good looking man dressed in Armani did that to a woman. 111
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 Commanding her racing heart to slow down, she pointed to the buffet. "Please, help yourself to coffee and pastries. Mrs. Thornton is having her breakfast, but I'm sure she won't mind seeing you. I'll let her know you are here." Holly slipped into the bedchamber as nonchalantly as she could. She closed the door, picked up a fresh carafe of coffee and with her knees still shaking, leaned against it, waiting for her breathing to slow down. She was grateful she hadn't started drooling over him. "Miss Marcum, is something wrong?"Looking concerned, Mrs. Thornton put down her coffee. "M-Mr. De-Devereaux is here."Her voice cracked, coming out in a whisper. "He'd like to see you." "Taking time away from the store, is he? It must be important." Holly's hand twisted the lace on her collar. "He's wearing a suit." "He normally does,"Mrs. Thornton said dryly. "Or haven't you noticed?" "And he's in a good mood,"Holly added, regaining a little of her composure. She set the carafe on the table. Mrs. Thornton laughed, dabbing her napkin lightly at the corners of her mouth. "Well then, it's a cause for celebration,"she said. "By all means, do send him in." Holly nodded and slipped back out the door and into the parlor area. Jeremiah immediately rose from his place on the settee. He had not, she noted, eaten any of the pastries.
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 "You're aunt will see you now,"she announced gesturing toward Mrs. Thornton's room. She moved away to let him pass. "Thank you, Miss Marcum."He strolled past her and once again she breathed in that very particular scent, part spice and all masculine that belonged only to him. Holly held back her sigh of appreciation as he stepped into Mrs. Thornton's room and closed the door behind him. Oh yeah. I'm in deep, deep trouble. "I see you've come to your senses and stopped having a tantrum,"Aunt Cora said as Jeremiah walked into her room. She looked him up and down before turning back to her breakfast. "Good morning to you too,"he replied. "What are you talking about? I don't have tantrums." "I'm talking about your behavior since Miss Marcum arrived. Didn't your mother ever tell you honey brings around bees better than vinegar?" Jeremiah tossed his hat on a table, sat in a brocaded chair and crossed his legs. "I haven't the foggiest idea what you're getting at, Aunt Cora." "Don't you?"she asked. "If you were a chit I'd say you're being coy. But since you aren't, it's time you stopped acting the buffoon. I've seen Viscounts and Dukes get away with it, but then they have a station in life to find a wife." Sighing, Jeremiah asked, "Who says I'm looking for a wife?"Sometimes his aunt's logic was as hard to follow as Tabitha's. 113
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 "You should be a man at your age."Aunt Cora sounded indignant. "It's high time you considered settling down." This meeting was not going the way Jeremiah had pictured it. He'd come to ask his aunt to take Tabitha with her to the Vanderhorsts'party. Instead, Aunt Cora was lecturing him on his duty in life. "I didn't come here to talk to you about my personal life." "Then spit it out before you give me indigestion."Aunt Cora covered her finished plate with her napkin. "Go on, you have my full attention." He had almost forgotten how maddening it could be to have a conversation with her. "I've come to talk to you about Tabitha." "What about her?" "I think you should take her to the Vanderhorsts'party." "Well, at least you're starting to show some sense! That is exactly what I have in mind." By damn, she's caught me off guard again. Shaking his head in bewilderment, Jeremiah repeated, "What are you talking about?" "I mean, I'm going to introduce Tabitha into Charleston Society. For starters we'll all attend the Vanderhorsts'engagement party. You of course, will escort us." "Me?" She frowned at him. "Of course, who else? You're our only male relative. Elaine will be appalled at my audacity, but she'll get over it. She always does. Hopefully, this will garner a few holiday dinner party invitations for the three of you." 114
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 "The three of us?"With all his repetitions, Jeremiah was beginning to feel like a parrot. "I'm talking about you, Tabitha and Miss Marcum of course. Then at the first of the year I'll throw a grand party for Tabitha. Your sister deserves it. Not that you've noticed." Jeremiah's pulse jumped. "And what is that supposed to mean? Are you saying I've done wrong by Tabitha?" She turned and fixed him with an all too familiar stare. "Did it never occur to you that it was up to you to make a place for you and your sister in the community? How else is she ever going to meet a husband? Or you a wife? Or are you so consumed with running the store that you ignore everything else around you?" "That's hardly fair,"he said stiffly. "I promised Father I wouldn't lose the store." She gave him a sympathetic look. "I know and you've done an excellent job,"she praised. She rose and moved over to her dressing table and applied perfume to her wrists. "After your father passed, I wanted to give you and Tabitha time to adjust to living on your own. I didn't want you to feel like I was trying to step in and take your mother's place. However, I think I stayed away too long." "I don't think,"Jeremiah said slowly, holding back his fury, "that me escorting Tabitha to the Vanderhorsts'party is going to change anything. To them, we're merchants and that's all we'll ever be." Aunt Cora shook her head. "It's clear you learned nothing while abroad. I thought you would have seen how the upper crust lives and want to better yourself when you returned. 115
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 You can rise above being classified as a merchant. You have the initiative. I've seen the imports you've brought into the store from Europe. How are sales?" "Some better, but not as high as I hoped for this time of year,"he admitted. "Well, don't be glum. It's still early, things can change."Aunt Cora crossed to sit in a chair opposite him. "And while Tabitha is dancing with Charleston's finest young men, you can give your attention to Miss Marcum." Jeremiah shook his head. "Why must you persist in trying to throw us together?" "Because you protest too much."Aunt Cora rose to pour herself more coffee. Studying him over the rim of her cup, she said, "Tell me, nephew, what do you not like about her? She's a lovely young woman, attractive in person and very intelligent. She's the best assistant I've had and I thought Eugenia was wonderful. You really couldn't do better than to get to know Miss Marcum." Reluctant to surrender his doubts, Jeremiah said, "Aunt Cora, we don't even know where she came from." "Did you ever take the time to ask her?" "No,"he admitted. "Have you ever had a lengthy conversation with her?"Aunt Cora continued her questions. "No, I don't suppose you would. You were throwing a tantrum about her being in your care the whole time she stayed with you and Tabitha, not to mention fussing about her breaking those ornaments and her wearing that silly dress." 116
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 Jeremiah's jaw tightened. "Are you trying to provoke my temper?" "I'm trying to find out why you don't fancy Miss Marcum. Unless there is someone else? Is there another young lady who has your attention?" Jeremiah saw the hopeful look in his aunt's eye. He hated to disappoint her, but his life revolved around running Devereaux's. There was no room for a wife in his life, especially if his aunt thought Miss Marcum was a prime candidate. "No." "No one?"she coaxed. "No." "Hmmm—Perhaps you'll meet someone at the party. Do you ever frequent the shadier side of town?" He gripped the arms of the chair. "Are you asking if I visit the brothels?" She shrugged. "Well, do you?" "That's none of your business,"he shouted. "No, I suppose it isn't,"she said serenely. "But you do like women, don't you?" "For the love of heaven, yes, I like women." "Well, at least that's a plus in your column of positive attributes,"she said before taking another sip of her coffee. Tired of the inquisition, Jeremiah stood. "I need to get back to the store." Aunt Cora nodded. "Before you do, take a good long look at Miss Marcum. If she doesn't stir something deep inside 117
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 you, fine. But if she does, shouldn't you be curious to find out more about her?" Jeremiah took a deep breath and silently counted to five before he headed to the door. "Have a good day, Aunt Cora." In the front room, he found Miss Marcum writing at the Queen Anne desk. She appeared engrossed in her task because she didn't look up or acknowledge his presence. He took the liberty to study her for a moment. Much as he would hate to admit it—to Aunt Cora or himself, he found that there was a great deal to like. Namely everything. To his eyes, he found her upswept hair more tantalizing than when she wore it pulled back on each side with combs. The new dress flattered her shape and drew his attention to her tiny waistline and narrow hips more than the blue dress had. Aunt Cora was right. He couldn't deny the fact that Holly Marcum was a very beautiful woman. Nor could he ignore that he'd spent more time than he should thinking about her since she came into their lives. And he found her desirable despite what Aunt Cora thought. The problem was he feared what might happen if he gave into his thoughts of fantasy because he knew it would lead to trouble for the both of them. "Are you going to stand there gawking at me all day, Mr. Devereaux?"Miss Marcum continued writing without glancing at him. Is it wrong to look at a pretty woman? "I hadn't planned on it. And I didn't want to—" "To do what?"She put down the pen and swiveled in the chair to face him. A smile played at the corners of her pretty 118
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 mouth and he was certain she knew exactly what he'd been thinking. "I didn't want to disturb you,"Jeremiah explained. "But now that I have your attention, how do you like working for my aunt?" "I like it very well."She smiled and her blue eyes sparkled. "She's been very kind and generous." "I'm glad to hear it. And you are continuing to recover?" Miss Marcum stood and smoothed away invisible wrinkles in her skirt. "Yes, thank you. Was there anything I can help you with, Mr. Devereaux?" "No, thank you."He took a step toward the door, but added, "We-Tabitha misses you." Color flooded her face. "I miss her too and hope to drop by soon,"Miss Marcum said. "Shall I see you out?" "No need. I'll tell Tabitha you'll come by. Good day,"Jeremiah said and hurried to the door. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Eleven Holly slowly exhaled, grateful Jeremiah had finally left. His presence today had left her breathless and shaky. She'd have to be more careful around him in the future or he'd get the wrong idea about her. She was certainly having the wrong ideas about him. How could she possibly find a man who disliked her so much even remotely attractive? Get a grip, Holly girl. The door to the bedroom opened and Mrs. Thornton came out. "Has he gone?" "Yes."Holly turned back to the desk and folded the letter she'd finished and put it in an envelope. "Good. We have much to do. Shall we go?" Holly nodded, went to the hook by the door and slipped on her pelisse. She picked up the basket of tarts and jam they were taking to their first appointment from the nearby table. "Do you think we can stop off at Devereaux's to see Tabitha this afternoon?" "Absolutely. I have wonderful news to give her. We must set up a dress appointment for her as well." "Really?" "Yes, I've decided to take her and Jeremiah with us to the Vanderhorsts'engagement party." "Us?"Unease started churning in Holly's stomach. "Am I going?" "Yes, didn't I mention that to you?"Mrs. Thornton said absently. "I'm sorry dear, I thought I did." 120
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 "But I don't have anything to wear to an engagement party,"Holly protested. Mrs. Thornton smiled and winked at her. "I've already taken care of that matter, and I've arranged for you to have an escort as well." Holly forced a smile, unhappy about the prospect of going to the Vanderhorsts'party. Whomever could Mrs. Thornton have gotten to be her escort? "When is the event?" "The first Saturday in December." Holly's stomach churned. That was the same date as the birthday ball her Aunt Jessie planned for her. If she went to the engagement party, would she somehow be transported back to her time? The prospect excited her. Maybe that was what the reoccurring dream was about. It was driving her crazy to learn the identity of the mystery man. "That's the fourth isn't it?"Holly asked, closing the suite door behind them. "I believe so." Holly followed the woman down the stairs. When they reached the hotel lobby she admitted, "The fourth of December is my birthday." "How wonderful!"Mrs. Thornton exclaimed. "We shall give you a small party. Leave the planning to Tabitha and me." Holly smiled. Maybe blowing out the candles on the cake would do the trick. She so longed to get back to her life, but she'd miss Tabitha and Cora—and even Jeremiah. ****
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 Smiling, Holly put down the delicate china cup and saucer on the small table beside the settee. Tabitha had not stopped chattering since they arrived and Mrs. Thornton had announced the news about her going to the Vanderhorst engagement party. "Tabitha. Tabitha, dear,"Mrs. Thornton interrupted. "If you'll give me a moment to speak, I'd like to tell you my plans for us." "Of course, Aunt Cora,"Tabitha said, flushing. "You just don't know how happy you've made me." "I think she does, Tab."Jeremiah said dryly, walking over to the mantel "I think all of Charleston has heard by now." "Pooh on you, Jeremiah."Tabitha took a nibble from the tea cake she held. "I'd hoped to find you a dress in town, but then I remembered the few quality stores we have here were practically picked to death when I took Miss Marcum shopping for day dresses. All the best gowns have already been claimed. Therefore I'd like to take you to Savannah on the morning train. We'll be gone a day or two and be back before the weekend." "Savannah?"Tabitha gasped. "Oh, Aunt Cora, thank you! I've always wanted to go there. Jeremiah, isn't this wonderful?" Jeremiah drummed his fingers on the mantel. "As much as I'd like to accompany you, I can't possibly leave Gerald in charge of the store all alone, Aunt Cora."
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 "I realize that,"Mrs. Thornton said. "I wasn't planning on you accompanying us. I thought Miss Marcum could fill in for Tabitha while we're gone." "I'm staying here?"Holly's heart sank with disappointment. She'd liked the prospect of traveling by train and seeing what Savannah was like in the nineteenth century first hand. She'd already found the differences in Charleston fascinating. "Can't she go with us, Aunt Cora?"Tabitha begged, her eyes wide with hope. "The three of us could have so much fun." Jeremiah cleared his throat. "I hardly think Miss Marcum staying here without a chaperone, is appropriate, Aunt Cora." "Jeremiah, sometimes you are so tiresome, it makes my head ache,"Mrs. Thornton sighed. "Miss Marcum will of course stay in her room at my hotel suite. Surely you don't think I was suggesting she stay at the store?" His face reddened. "Certainly not, but—" "Then it's settled,"Mrs. Thornton said firmly. "Tabitha and I will go to Savannah and Miss Marcum will stay here and help you in the store. After all, weren't you wanting her to pay you back for those broken items? This is the perfect opportunity." "Thank you for reminding me, Aunt Cora,"Jeremiah growled. "Yes, I could use the help, and yes it would be a good opportunity for Miss Marcum to start paying off her debt, but if she really wishes to go with you and Tabitha—" Holly looked up and met his amber eyes. Something in his voice made her wonder if he really wanted her to stay, even though he said she should go. The idea that he possibly wanted her there appealed to her. And yet, Tabitha wanted 123
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 her to go, and Holly hated the thought of letting her down. She silently prayed the decision to stay or go wasn't left to her. "That is generous of you, Jeremiah, but can you afford to be short handed this time of the year?"Mrs. Thornton asked. "Tabitha spends a great deal of time wrapping packages, and you know how helpful she is when gentlemen need assistance purchasing gifts for their wives, daughters and sweethearts. I'm sure Miss Marcum would be an excellent substitute." Jeremiah sighed, obviously ready to give in to his aunt's badgering. "I'd forgotten about all of that." "Perhaps your aunt is right that I should stay, Tabitha."Holly patted her friend's hand. She paused, holding her breath and waited for Jeremiah's next objection. When he remained silent, she continued. "And they're both right. I do need to start working to pay for the items I broke. I'm sure there will be other times we can go shopping together." "Will there?"Tabitha asked. She looked pointedly at each of them, unshed tears evident in her big blue eyes. "It isn't like this happens to me every day." She rushed from the room, leaving them all silent. Mrs. Thornton stood. "I'll go talk to her. I'm sure it's just the excitement of the trip."She gathered her skirts and hurried from the room, but left the door open behind her. Jeremiah clasped his hands behind his back and paced in front of the fireplace. "You don't have to stay just because my aunt wishes it, Miss Marcum,"he said. "I know what this quick trip out of town is really about and it isn't finding Tabitha a suitable gown." 124
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 "It isn't?"Holly pursed her lips. "Then what is it about, Mr. Devereaux?" He scowled at her and stopped his pacing. "She's trying to play matchmaker, and I won't have any of it." "B-but w-who?"Holly stammered before feeling the full impact of his statement. "Not us?" His scowl deepened and he shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. "You don't have to sound so appalled, Miss Marcum,"he accused. "I might not be the wealthiest man in Charleston, but some young women might find me a nice catch." And so might I, if I were at home in my own century. "I didn't mean any disrespect,"Holly said hurriedly. "I'm sure many young ladies think of you that way. I just never dreamed she'd think to play matchmaker for us."She finished her ramble with a laugh. "Are you saying she's actually suggested we might make a suitable couple?" "Yes."He sounded as if he might choke on the word. Holly gave herself up to laughter. "I am sorry, Mr. Devereaux." "What's so funny?" "You're Aunt Cora and my Aunt Jessie,"she said, shaking her head. "They could be two peas in a pod. They're bossy, opinionated and stubborn as mules. But they can't help themselves when it comes to doting on their family." "Does your Aunt Jessie always stick her nose where it doesn't belong?"Jeremiah asked, sitting in the chair across from her. 125
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 "Yes,"Holly said. "And she doesn't see it as interference. She thinks she's being helpful. All my Aunt Jessie wants is to see me married. Somehow she can't see my having a—"How would she explain a career to this nineteenth century man? "I mean, she thinks my having a husband and family of my own will make everything right in my life." A curious expression sparked in his eyes. "Isn't that what you want, Miss Marcum?"he asked softly. "Don't all young ladies want that?" An unfamiliar note of tenderness sounded in his voice and heat seared Holly's cheeks. "Of course,"she said. "I just haven't found the right man. After all, marriage is forever. If I made a mistake or married just to please my family and not for love, I would be trapped." "So you believe love to be the cornerstone of marriage?" It was Holly's turn to stare. "Of course,"she repeated. "What else is there?" "I suppose you're right."His gaze flickered away. "So do you agree with your aunt?"Holly asked softly, "That I should stay and help you in the store?" "I'd like nothing more than to show Aunt Cora that her efforts are futile and insist you go,"he admitted. "The only problem is I really could use a person to wrap those packages if you'd consider staying."He looked at her expectantly. "Tabitha can make the prettiest bows. The women love it. I think they purchase gifts here for her talent." This was the closest she'd get to him asking her to stay. In a tiny way, he was admitting he needed her around which was a far cry from him wanting her out of his sight. 126
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 "It's the least I can do after you took me in when I had nowhere to go,"she said. "I think we have an agreement, Mr. Devereaux." He smiled and her heart skipped a beat. "Excellent." **** "It's working,"Tabitha whispered, peeking around the corner so she could get a better view of Jeremiah and Holly talking. They were so absorbed in their conversation they might have been the only people in the house. "I told you it would,"Aunt Cora said softly, pulling Tabitha away from the doorway. "Let's get back upstairs before they catch us." At the top of the stairs, Tabitha whispered, "Do you really think leaving Holly and Jeremiah together might lead to something?" Aunt Cora chuckled. "My dear, when you've lived as long as I have, you learn about these things. Holly and Jeremiah might both puff and blow and deny their attraction 'til the cows come home. But trust me. Beneath all that protest are two hearts just waiting to fall in love. All we need to do is give them a little nudge." Tabitha quickly covered her giggle before it escaped. "What if a nudge doesn't work,"she asked between her fingers. "Then we shove, my dear. We shove." ****
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 The train whistle blew, signaling last call as the two parties met at the train station the next morning. The sky was overcast and the morning newspaper predicted rain. The sea mist hung heavy in the air, making the temperature feel degrees cooler than it was. Miss Marcum wore a pelisse over her dress and her hands were covered in new kid gloves compliments of his aunt. Jeremiah bowed in greeting. "Good morning, Aunt Cora. Good morning, Miss Marcum." Miss Marcum nodded and curtseyed. "Good morning, Mr. Devereaux. Tabitha, did you forget to pack anything?" "She went through the valise three times,"Jeremiah sighed. "Why do women need to take so much on so short a trip?" "Oh, hush."Tabitha swatted his arm. "Men just don't understand, do they Holly?"She pulled Jeremiah into a fierce goodbye hug. "Thank you for letting me go, brother." "Have a good time and enjoy yourself,"Jeremiah said, stepping back. "And behave yourself." She made a face at him. "Don't be so stuffy. And I should say the same to you. I don't want to come back and hear you've been nasty to Holly. If I do, I know someone who will get coal in his stocking this year." Jeremiah shook his head, but could not stop his grin. "Really, Tab. We're both a little too old for that." She laughed and kissed his cheek. "Be nice." Aunt Cora waited patiently for his farewell kiss on the cheek. "Good-bye, Jeremiah,"she said. "Take care of my little sister,"he ordered. 128
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 "I will, dear boy, I will. She'll return looking like a sophisticated young woman." "That's what I'm afraid of,"Jeremiah whispered in Aunt Cora's ear. "Then how will I ever live with her?" Aunt Cora laughed, and patted him on the cheek. "I'll keep that in mind." "Holly, I'll miss you,"Tabitha murmured as they hugged. "But I'll bring you a present. Would you like a hat or a parasol or—" "After all you've done for me? I won't even consider it,"Miss Marcum said firmly. "All I want is for you to have a wonderful time. Besides, you'll only be gone for a few days. I'll be here when you return, remember?" "That's right,"Aunt Cora said. "It's only a few days, so let's be off. Good-bye, Miss Marcum." With that, she put a hand under Tabitha's elbow and moved her forward to board the train. They'd safely reached the top step of the car when the whistle blew for the second time. Smoke began billowing from the stack and they stepped inside. "All aboard!" A few moments later Tabitha reappeared at a train window. She lowered it and waved frantically in farewell and mouthed the word. "Good-bye!" "She seems terribly excited,"Miss Marcum commented. "One would think she had never been anywhere outside of Charleston before." Jeremiah watched the train slowly pull away from the platform. "She hasn't. This is a real treat for her." 129
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 He caught her frown from the corner of his eye. "That doesn't seem fair,"she said. "I recall your aunt talking about your traveling abroad. Why didn't Tabitha get the same opportunity?" Jeremiah's jaw clenched. He knew the question was innocent enough, but Miss Marcum's tone criticized. "She could have if our parents hadn't passed away,"he explained gruffly. "Aunt Cora felt Tabitha's place was here where I needed her. Therefore she had to forego her travels with Aunt Cora." She gently laid her gloved hand on his arm. "I'm sorry. I didn't know." Her touch sent a blast of warmth surging over him. "How could you?"Jeremiah moved her hand into the crook of his arm. "Shall we go? Work awaits us." Miss Marcum smiled and its simplicity sent a spark coursing through him. He prayed he had not jerked at her touch. She trained her gaze on the darkening sky. "It looks like the heavens are about to open up and drench us. Should we hail a cab?" Jeremiah looked up and studied the gathering clouds for a moment. "I think we'll be safe as long as we don't dawdle." She cut him a glare. "I'll have you know, Mr. Devereaux, I never dawdle." "If you say so,"he replied, half-grinning. "I do believe you're making fun of me, sir,"she chided. "I never thought I'd see the day when you were actually smiling at me instead of scowling at anything I said." 130
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 Aunt Cora and Tabitha's scolding beat in his memory. "Have I been that horrible?" She nodded. "I'm afraid so." He stopped, turned and with her hand still on his arm, gave a slight bow. "Then I will simply have to do better,"he said. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twelve For a moment, Holly forgot how to breathe but the earnest look in his eyes told her he meant his declaration. The change in his demeanor was overwhelming. She didn't know how to respond so she smiled and waited in silence. "Allow me to give you a quick tour of my Charleston before we return to the store,"he said suddenly. "What's the good of being the proprietor if you can't take a little time off after taking your family to the station?" My Charleston. His words froze Holly in place and her hand tightened around his arm. "What did you say?"she whispered. "You've seen very little of the city since your arrival,"he explained. "I thought you would enjoy seeing the neighborhoods where Tabitha and I grew up."He peered at her and added, "That is if you feel up to it." "Yes, of course,"Holly said quickly. "I would enjoy that, Mr. Devereaux." "Excellent."He smiled again and stepped forward. "Let me start by showing you the school Tabitha and I attended." "What were you like as a child, Mr. Devereaux? Were you a terror to your teacher?"she teased, keeping pace with his long legged stride. "Throwing spit-wads and dipping little girls braids into inkwells?" "It sounds as if our childhood school experiences have a lot in common,"he said with a wide grin. "But I can hardly imagine you ever having your hand paddled with a ruler. Do you see that church spire over there? That's where Tabitha 132
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 and I were christened. And that store with the red and white striped awning? That's McCraffety's candy store. They make the best fudge, salt-water taffy and hard candy in Charleston." His enthusiasm nearly took Holly's breath away. That he didn't appear in a hurry to get back to work was astounding. Where was the stern, no nonsense man of business? She'd never seen him so relaxed, especially around her. It made her wonder if he suddenly felt free to be his own person now that Tabitha and Mrs. Thornton were away. "What about you, Miss Marcum?"His voice broke into her thoughts. "Where exactly do you call home?" His question left her scrambling for a response, but she quickly recovered, deciding to be vague in her response. "A place very similar to here, but—very far away,"she said. "A place I miss very much." "Do you wish to return?" She nodded. "But I'm afraid that isn't possible. I must find my aunt first." His brow furrowed. "The constable has been inquiring without any success. Do you have any idea where she has gone?" Holly shrugged. "Knowing Aunt Jessie, she could be anywhere and having a glorious time." He grinned and patted her hand, still lying in the crook of his arm. "I'm sure she's missing you and is anxious to find you again." Holly hoped but kept the thought private. They turned down a street, and her heart did a little skip. She knew this 133
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 street! She lived and worked in the white two story nestled between the Georgian and the spatial three-story Victorian with a wedding cake porch. The house was now a prosperous bed and breakfast, one that she'd redecorated last spring. Her home. Just over there and yet as far away as the twenty-first century she left behind. Tears pricked her eyes and she blinked hard, recalling her sunny workroom filled with chintz covered chairs and sofas and the long measuring table. Upstairs her spacious apartment boasted large windows, wooden floors and a deep, claw-foot bathtub. Who was living in her home now? What did it look like on the inside? "Is something wrong, Miss Marcum?" At the note of concern in his voice, she shook her head and smiled up at him. "Nothing,"she lied. "I was just admiring the homes. They're very beautiful." "They are indeed,"he agreed. "Let me show you the competition." At the end of the street they turned again and crossed. On the other side was a haberdashery. The striped awning over the door declared its name as Barton's Clothing for Men. They halted before the display window and looked at the items crammed together. After a moment's inspection, Holly said, "The only thing this tells me is the owner has a great deal of stock, but I can't tell one item from another. There's nothing to catch the eye." Jeremiah cocked his head. "I think I see what you mean,"he said slowly. "There's so much merchandise there, it's hard to tell one style of men's collar or braces from the other." 134
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 "Exactly,"she said. "How could one tell what to buy among all that-that clutter? A well dressed man wants to be sure he gets his money's worth." "And what do you know about what the well dressed man wants?"He grinned again and her heart caught in her throat. He was simply too handsome for his own good. "A lucky guess,"she said finally. "Were there other places you wanted to show me?" They passed several store fronts and a bakery. Up ahead, she spotted a small diner. The delicious smell of fried chicken filled the air. Holly's stomach rumbled even though she'd had breakfast. They were a block away from Jeremiah's store when the first fat drops of rain pelted them and a furious downpour ensued without warning. Jeremiah grabbed her hand and urged her to run to the nearest doorway with him. Laughing, Holly wiped water out of her eyes and tried to catch her breath. "You dawdled, Miss Marcum,"Jeremiah accused, taking off his hat and running his fingers through his wet hair. Her breath caught in her throat, and she couldn't stop staring at him. He was too good looking for his own good. He removed his over coat and shook off the rain. "I didn't,"she protested, looking away before he caught her staring. "You did." He folded his suit coat over his arm, and she was amazed she'd never noticed how broad his shoulders were, or had she? 135
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 Jeremiah checked his pocket watch and frowned. "It's almost time for dinner. We might as well see how good Aunt Fanny's fried chicken is today. Maybe by the time we finish, the rain will have stopped." "If we have the time."Holly's stomach rumbled again, louder this time and his grin broadened. "We'll make it,"he said pointedly, "And after all, I'm the proprietor. The store in is good hands with Gerald. Aren't you hungry? I am." "Starving,"Holly admitted. "Well, then that settles it. Tabitha and Aunt Cora would kill me if I let you suffer from hunger in their absence."He offered her his arm. "Shall we?" They dashed the short distance to Aunt Fanny's, and he opened the door to the diner. Once inside he helped her out of the pelisse and hung it up with his coat to dry before they found a table. After quickly studying the menu, they both ordered the fried chicken platter. The waitress nodded at their requests and headed for the kitchen, returning quickly with their food. Mashed potatoes, green beans and a basket of hot buttered biscuits rounded out the meal and for several minutes, they ate in companionable silence. Somewhere in the middle, Jeremiah began to talk about his plans for the store. Twin notes of pride and excitement entered his voice and Holly lay down her fork to listen to him. Here again was another side to Jeremiah Devereaux she had never thought would have existed, much less seen. And she had never seen him so attractive. 136
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 He stopped in mid-description of a department entirely for ladies' bonnets and hats. "Forgive me, Miss Marcum. I'm monopolizing the conversation and boring you." "Oh no, Mr. Devereaux. You have a passion about your dreams that is fascinating." "Do you have dreams, Miss Marcum?" "Decorating. I enjoy decorating homes." Noticing his confused expression, she quickly explained. "I like picking out carpets, draperies, wallpapers, furniture, and knick knacks for a room. Much like what your mother chose for the bedroom where I stayed." "I see,"he said, but Holly could tell by his narrowed eyes he didn't. He moved his glance to the window. "The rain has stopped. I think we should be heading back. Or would you like to have dessert and coffee?" "I don't think I could eat another bite,"Holly said. "Thank you for suggesting we have lunch here." He rose and she remembered to stay seated until he came to pull back her chair. Living in the nineteenth century did have some advantages. At the cash register, she managed to hide her smile as she imagined his reaction if she suggested they "go Dutch."He helped her into her pelisse and they stepped outside to finish their short walk back to the store. **** The afternoon moved slowly. Jeremiah busied himself running the store, but was very much aware of every word said or move made by Miss Marcum. She'd taken to helping 137
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 the customers as if she'd worked in retail before, and the packages she wrapped received the same praise, if not more, as Tabitha's. He began to wonder if there wasn't anything Miss Marcum couldn't do. He hated to admit, even to himself, that his aunt had been right. If he gave Miss Marcum a chance, he'd find her very appealing. He'd enjoyed their morning together and looked forward to the next few days having her work at the store. As the afternoon progressed, he noticed Miss Marcum changing the shawl draped on a wickerwork display mannequin. The new one was more detailed and higher priced. "Why'd you decide to do that?"he asked, coming over to where she stood. "We only have two of the other shawls left, but half a dozen of this one. Look at the detailed stitching. It's more expensive, but I believe this one will sell if the customer can see the quality for themselves without us pointing it out. No one wants to feel pressured into buying a more expensive item." "Hmmm. Perhaps,"he murmured and walked over to where Gerald was restocking a shelf. "I'm going to let you leave early with pay since you covered the store alone this morning. I hadn't expected to be gone so long, and I appreciate your handling the store in my absence." "Thank you, sir,"Gerald said. "What about the delivery I was to make to Widow Collins? Should I take care of it before I leave?" 138
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 Jeremiah shook his head. "No. I'll do it. You enjoy your time off." "Thank you again, Mr. Devereaux,"Gerald said gratefully. "I'll just finish up here." Jeremiah turned back and watched Miss Marcum rearrange the merchandise in Tabitha's section of the store. He recalled what she had said over dinner. She liked to decorate, and it appeared that was what she was doing. Redecorating the women's area to make the merchandise more appealing to the eye. He pretended to be busy taking inventory and eventually worked his way over to her again. "Miss Marcum, you helped Tabitha with the window display over a week ago. Do you think we should change it around again?" "Are the items in the window selling?"she asked, refolding a stack of linen fingertip towels. The logic behind her question surprised him. "We have only one box of handkerchiefs left. The ornaments and dolls sold out in two days." "Then yes."She looked up and smiled. "If you select what you want featured, I'll be happy to do it. You might consider putting your hardest item to sell on display. Do you have one?" He thought for a moment. "I'll be right back." Jeremiah returned a few minutes later with a carved, marble statue. The horror on Miss Marcum's face when she saw it was expected. He found the item extremely grotesque and feared the fairer sex would be appalled and avoid his store if he dared sell it. 139
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 "What is that?" "The crate said it is an Egyptian fertility god." "I wonder of what species? It looks pygmy, but has attributes of a lion."She reached for the statue and inspected it, turning it in several directions. "Whatever made you—?" "I didn't order it. I received the crate with another shipment. The cost to send it back was too prohibitive, so I kept it in hopes of selling it one day." "This will be a challenge, Mr. Devereaux, but I will see what I can do." He laughed at the curl of her lip as she continued to examine the item. "It's a lost cause I'm sure, Miss Marcum." "Have a little faith, Mr. Devereaux. I've redesigned more taxing rooms before. This little statue featured along with the right pitch could be the biggest thing to ever hit Charleston." "Then I leave it in your capable hands, Miss Marcum,"he said, half bowing to her. Holly watched him saunter across the store. She didn't recall ever seeing him do that before. If his behavior continued to contradict, she'd begin to wonder what happened to the Jeremiah she'd first met. Sighing, she placed the statue on the counter and walked over to the window. It would be more than a challenge to incorporate the fertility statue into a display and expect it to sell. She wasn't sure there was anything in the store that would work to create an eye-catching Christmas presentation. Unless—Holly began carefully removing the items from the window area. 140
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 About an hour later, she sat the final piece in place to complete the arrangement and went outside to have a look. It wasn't hideous, but she wasn't as pleased with her efforts as she'd thought she'd be. Frowning, she continued to stare at her work. Jeremiah would hate it. She knew he would. He was too straight-laced to think outside the box on this one. Perhaps if she rethought it, she'd come up with a better approach. "What's wrong?"Jeremiah asked. Startled, Holly looked up, surprised to find he'd followed her outside. She pointed at the window. He studied the composition for several moments, crossed his arms over his chest, and shook his head. "I understand the crèche in half the window, but the statue draped in moss and the tiny figurine animals and the wrapped packages in the other, what is it suppose to represent?" Taking a deep breath, Holly began to explain. "I was using the statue as a focal point; the moss represents Charleston and nature, the animals are all God's creatures and the wrapped packages represent the giving of gifts at Christmas." Jeremiah was silent for a while, and Holly grew antsy. If he hated it she wished he'd just say so instead of making her wait for him to speak. "Interesting perspective,"he said finally. "Let me redo it. I'm not one hundred percent satisfied with my efforts. I normally take a few days to come up with a room layout before beginning to work. This was just an idea. I should have sketched it first." 141
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 "You sketch?" Holly nodded. "What else do you do, Miss Marcum?" She considered how much to tell him. "I'm a decent cook, nowhere near being a gourmet chef, but my friends enjoy my dinner parties." Jeremiah grinned. "Where did you go to finishing school?" "I didn't attend a finishing school. I went to college." He laughed. "You jest. Come along. We'll cover the window until morning." She followed him back inside, and they laid a large cloth over the display. When they had finished, he said, "I have a delivery to make to Widow Collins since I gave Gerald the afternoon off. Would you like to come along and see the outskirts of town?" "You make home deliveries?"Holly asked. "For certain patrons, yes."She heard a defensive note in his voice. "Mrs. Collins' late husband bought his shirts and collars from us for years. She continues to buy the same items for her sons for Christmas gifts, but her arthritis has prevented her from coming into town as often as she would like." Her heart swelling with an unexpected affection, Holly said, "That's uncommonly generous of you." He raised a single dark eyebrow. "Is it uncommon to take care of one's neighbors? Or don't they do such things in your hometown?" Cheeks flushing at his gentle rebuke, it was Holly's turn to sound defensive. "Of course we do. I just hadn't heard you or 142
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 Tabitha mention the practice before. I think your parents would be proud of you for doing so." He grinned suddenly. "Where do you think I got it from?" Holly returned his grin. "And so you continue a very thoughtful tradition. I hope your patrons appreciate your kindness." A faint flush of color spread across his face at her praise. "Thank you, Miss Marcum." A sudden desire to be with him prompted Holly to say, "And yes, I would love to see more of Charleston. Thank you for asking. I'll just get my pelisse." "Why don't you make us some tea before we go?"he suggested. "Tabitha made a small cake before she left, and we can have some of that. I put the kettle on earlier, and it should be ready. I'll go down to the livery and fetch the horses and carriage." Holly strolled to the back of the house and into the kitchen. Steam billowed from the whistling kettle and taking a crocheted potholder from the drawer, she removed the kettle from the burner. In her search for the tea leaves, she spotted a pink glass dome with the small cake Jeremiah mentioned and she smiled. Tabitha was always looking out for him, making sure his needs were met. She would make a good wife and mother. Holly sincerely hoped her friend was having a wonderful time with Mrs. Thornton and that the older woman was spoiling her. Tabitha deserved a holiday. She found the teapot Tabitha always used to serve tea on the small corner hutch. After spooning some tea leaves 143
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 inside, Holly filled the pot with hot water and allowed the tea to steep. She cut two small slices of the cake and waited at the table for Jeremiah to return. It had been a most interesting day. A day in which Holly had seen more than one side of the man who just days ago was her nemesis. And now, Jeremiah Devereaux had obviously put aside his past animosity towards her and was becoming downright friendly. Truth be told, he was becoming more and more attractive with each passing moment. What on earth was she going to do about that? "Sorry to keep you waiting."The subject of her thoughts said as he came through the back door. "Mr. Fletcher from the apothecary insisted on showing me his new filly." "That's quite all right."Her heart skipped a beat as she watched him take off his jacket and drape it over the back of a chair. He walked to the sink and rolled up his shirtsleeves to wash his hands. The muscles in his forearms rippled as he cranked the pump, and Holly just barely held back her sigh of appreciation. "The tea's been steeping, but I think it's ready now,"she said, feeling domesticated as she watched him dry his hands on the towel. Was this what it felt like to be married? "You found the cake. Tabitha was up early baking before she left. She worries I'll starve while she's gone." He sat across the table from her. "Have you tasted it yet? It was Mother's recipe." Holly broke off a tiny piece of the pound cake and popped it into her mouth. The heavenly taste of churned butter made her mouth water. "Oh my God. This is wonderful." 144
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 "It's even better with fresh strawberries in the summer." Holly took another bite of the cake and sighed imagining it with strawberries and thick whipped cream. She wondered if calories counted when you time-traveled? [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Thirteen Jeremiah put the box for the Widow Collins on the floor of inside the Gentleman's Brougham. It served dual purposes as a family coach and a delivery vehicle. He turned to watch Miss Marcum admiring the horses. She smiled and stroked their noses. "They're such pretty horses,"she praised. "So gentle too." "Thank you. I like to think so, but I'm a little biased. I brought them over from England,"Jeremiah said. "England?" "Yes. I won them in a game of cards. The Duke of Wyrick was a fool to wager them." "Do you gamble often?" "No. In fact, you could call it beginner's luck." Her eyes twinkled. "And what does a duke name such fine steeds?" Jeremiah grinned, joining in her sense of fun. "Hector and Ajax. His Grace was a student of Greek mythology. Shall we go?" She nodded and let him help her up onto the driver's perch. He climbed up beside her, slapped the reins against the horses' backs and called, "Walk on." The horses did more than walk. Their brisk trot forward made Miss Marcum give a yelp of surprise, and she grabbed Jeremiah's arm. "Are you all right?"He noted the flush of color to her cheeks while enjoying the curl of her fingers about his arm. 146
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 She pushed an errant curl from her face. "Yes, it just startled me. Your horses are so fast, and this is higher up than I've ever ridden." "Would you have preferred riding inside?" "No. Up here is fine,"she assured, still holding his arm. "We couldn't actually talk if I was inside." "Precisely,"he agreed. "Unless you hung your head out the opened window, calling up to me. That wouldn't be very lady like." Holly laughed, thinking about how a dog would hang its head out of car windows if given the chance, letting the wind blow in its face. "Was that funny?" "No, but it made me think of something that was funny." A cozy silence fell between them, and he thought he heard Miss Marcum humming the tune of a waltz. "Are you looking forward to the Vandenhorst party on Saturday?" Miss Marcum shifted on the bench beside him. "Yes and no. I don't know if your aunt mentioned it or not, but Saturday is my birthday. Aunt Jessie had been planning a grand party to celebrate. And if I haven't found her by then— " He heard the wistful note in her voice. "I see,"he said, putting as much sympathy into his voice as he could. "The dress I was wearing the day you found me was for my party." Jeremiah felt a stab of guilt for ever thinking her a thief. He'd been wrong about her from the start. Tabitha and Aunt 147
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 Cora had been right. He'd disliked her without even giving her a chance all because of his brief encounter with the wrong woman when he was in New York. He didn't like having to admit when he was wrong, but in this incident he knew what he needed to do. Clearing his throat, he said, "Miss Marcum, allow me to apologize. My behavior that day was unacceptable." "Oh no,"she protested. "I quite understand. You reacted as a proprietor would. You felt threatened by me being there in the dress." "But that doesn't excuse my behavior afterward when you were recovering,"he insisted. "I didn't want you there, and I think I made that more than evident." She patted his hand. "That's understandable too. I was a stranger with no place to go. And after suspecting I had a concussion, Dr. Tatum didn't exactly give you the option of turning me out into the street." "Tabitha didn't either." Her smile sent a warm rush of relief surging through him. "No, she didn't, but if you are truly sorry, then I accept your apology." Returning her smile, Jeremiah said, "You've made that extremely easy on me, Miss Marcum. Most women would have made a gentleman crawl across hot coals for behaving as I did." "I'm not most women, Mr. Devereaux. And since we're not courting, what's the point of playing coy?" "Indeed."Jeremiah returned his attention to driving the horses as they traveled further away from the heart of 148
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 Charleston. Even if they weren't a courting couple, her words stung and that surprised him. It smarted to think she would reject his attentions if he chose to show them. Did she really not find him in the least interesting? Or was this her way of telling him she too opposed Aunt Cora's attempts at matchmaking? He slapped the reins again. He was acting like a school boy, mooning over his first crush. He shouldn't even entertain the idea of courting Miss Marcum. After all, what did he really know about her? "How much farther will we be traveling, Mr. Devereaux?"she asked. "A few more miles. Do you need to stop?" "No, but perhaps we should. See those dark clouds rolling in? It looks like another rain shower is heading our way." Jeremiah noted the clouds and silently cursed himself for not making the delivery earlier instead of waiting until after he closed the store. Maybe he should have allowed Gerald to do it after all. He urged the horses to a faster pace. "I believe we'll make it to our destination before it hits." She lifted her eyes to the sky then shifted her gaze to him. "I hope you're right." Despite the horses'speed, the rain clouds seemed to be moving in fast, bringing with them the heady scent of low country marsh. It blew against their faces, mingling with the first spray of raindrops. "We're going to get soaked,"Miss Marcum moaned. 149
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 Gritting his teeth to stop his retort, Jeremiah drove the team under the shelter of nearby thatch of moss draped trees. Jumping down, he led the horses under them and tied the reins to a low hanging branch. "Why are you doing that?"Miss Marcum called. "You don't want them getting spooked and taking off, do you?"Jeremiah answered. She cast a worried eye at the horses. "Shouldn't you take off their harnesses?" He shook his head. "We'll be back on our way soon enough. We'll just wait out the shower inside."He hurried to help her down and opened the door for her. By the time he climbed in beside her and closed the door, the rain was coming down with a steady beat. "Can I help you out of your pelisse?" "I'll be fine." "It looks wet." "Of course it is. We were caught in the rain,"she said, tersely. "For the second time today." "Are you blaming me for the change in weather?" She rolled her eyes, reminding him of Tabitha. "Neither of us have any control over the weather, Mr. Devereaux."She shrugged out of the pelisse and handed it to him. "You agreed to come, Miss Marcum,"he reminded her, laying the garment over the box taking up the opposite seat. "You could have gone back to the hotel." She shivered. "I suppose you're right. I'm sorry to be so churlish, but I'm freezing." 150
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 "Would you like a blanket?"he asked, opening up a compartment below the seat. "Thank you."She took the blanket from him and spread it over her lap. He removed his own coat and settled back against the leather seat, stretching out his long legs. He closed his eyes and listened to the rain fall in a staccato beat against the roof of the carriage. The sound was oddly relaxing and his eyes grew heavy. In another minute he might very well be— "How can you sleep at a time like this?"Miss Marcum asked, jarring him out of his doze. He lazily opened one eye. "What else is there to do?" "I don't know." "When you come up with something interesting, let me know." Holly glared at him, wanting to smack him, but she wasn't the violent type, yet. She didn't know why she was so annoyed that they were caught in the rain. If they had been traveling by car, they would have already been back at the store. It was just another reminder she wasn't in her Charleston and mentally made herself a note to never take that for granted again, if she returned home, even if she were stuck in rush hour traffic. The sound of the rain grew louder as the intensity of the downpour increased. Holly watched out the window as puddles formed on the road. This was more than a simple little rain shower. She feared they might be stranded there all night. "Mr. Devereaux, what will we do if the rain doesn't stop?" 151
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 "It'll stop, Miss Marcum,"he said through a yawn. "I don't believe we're in for another great flood as Noah experienced." "B-but what about my reputation?" He again opened one eye and grinned. "Is that what's bothering you? Are you afraid I'll ravish you here in this carriage?" Holly started to tell him she didn't believe he had it in him to ravish her, but decided that might provoke him to try and prove her wrong. But she wasn't worried about anymore than her reputation. She just thought a young woman from his time would be concerned. "Well?"he asked when she didn't respond. "I feel safe enough with you, Mr. Devereaux, or I'd never have agreed to travel to see the outskirts of town with you. I'm not sure how your aunt would feel if she returned to find me ruined in Society's eyes. I'm sure she'd dismiss me immediately." "I think she'd be thrilled."He shifted, sitting up, and gave her his full attention. "What?"Surely she hadn't heard correctly. "Not that you'd be ruined, but that I might have caused it. Aunt Cora had the audacity to suggest—Never mind. It's not worth repeating." Holly quickly looked away, finding the confinements of the carriage closing in on them. "If you're so worried-"he began. She pursed her lips and shook her head."No." "I'll move the box over here and sit on the other side if that will make you feel better?" 152
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 She rolled her eyes. "Would that really matter to gossips?" "No, but we'd know we took the necessary precautions." "Do we need to take those?"she argued. "You've already said my virtue is safe with you." "It is."His voice grew louder than necessary. "Really!"She twisted the edge of the blanket in her hands. Didn't he find her in the least attractive? Didn't she tempt him at all? "Will this rain never stop?"she huffed. He chuckled. "It hasn't been raining that long." She fanned herself with her hand, suddenly finding it difficult to breathe. "Are you feeling well, Miss Marcum?" "No. Can we lower a window to let in some fresh air?" "Of course,"he said, moving to the edge of his seat to better reach the window. He leaned over her to reach the other side of the carriage and did the same with the window there. When he moved back, his leg brushed against hers. "Pardon me." She inhaled deeply and rolled her head from side to side to work out the stiffness in her neck. "Are you tense, Miss Marcum?" "Yes." "May I?" Without further warning, he put his hands on her shoulders, kneading and massaging the muscles. She sighed and closed her eyes as the tension began to slip away. The pressure of his hands intensified as he worked his magic over her. Then his thumbs played havoc on her neck, moving in 153
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 circular motions up and down. Glorious warmth spread down her spine into her stomach and pooled in her nether regions. "Where did you learn to do that?"she asked. "My father often had tension headaches. He taught me how to do this to ease the tightness from his neck and shoulders. Over the years I learned what worked best at relieving his pain." Holly sighed again. "He was lucky to have you,"she replied. She felt him move closer until her rump was pressed against his thigh. "He didn't have as slender a neck as you, Miss Marcum." "No, I'm sure."Holly's heart gave a little jump. "Does that make a difference?" His hands slowed their movement. "Yes." She waited for him to tell her the difference, but he didn't. Instead, she felt the warmth of his breath lightly brush against her skin as he stopped massaging. She swallowed hard. "How?" "His neck wasn't as pretty either. Nor did it make me want to trail kisses up its length. May I?" "Do you always ask?"She glanced over her shoulder, but couldn't see his face clearly. The light in the carriage had dimmed as the storm clouds darkened. "I've never wanted to before." Holly's heart skipped a beat once more at his confession. She slowly turned to face him. "Neither have I." As soon as the words left her lips, Jeremiah pulled her gently into his arms. He brushed his lips against hers as she 154
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 wrapped her arms around him. His lips tasted of sweet cream butter from the cake they'd shared earlier. She sighed and parted her lips for him when he dared dip his tongue between them. Her warm mouth invited him deeper and he couldn't ignore his need to have her. He moved to her neck trailing kisses there. He took his time to nibble up the slender column, working his way to her earlobe. She shivered and a husky gasp escaped her throat when he took the tender lobe between his lips and nipped it with his teeth. "Jeremiah,"she murmured, turning her head and forcing him to kiss her mouth again. She didn't have to ask twice. He hungrily obliged, pulling her closer and when that wasn't sufficient, he brought her to sit in his lap, holding her firmly against his chest as they kissed. She couldn't ignore the heat radiating from his groin pressed against her thigh and neither could he. "Good Lord,"Jeremiah abruptly set her away and scrambled to the opposite seat, his hands gripping the delivery box. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Fourteen Heart pounding, Holly stared at him. His features were unreadable in the dimly lit carriage and it alarmed her. She covered her flaming face with the palms of her hands and turned away. What was wrong with him? What was wrong with her? Why would he kiss her like that and then push her away? Was kissing her so undesirable? He had certainly acted as if he enjoyed it. Mr. Devereaux cleared his throat. "Miss Marcum, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have taken advantage of our being alone. You put your trust in me coming on this journey without a chaperone, and I abused that privilege." Great. Holly silently groaned. First he asked to kiss her and now he apologized for it. That was just what every woman wanted to hear. An apology from a man for kissing her. She couldn't spend another moment inside the carriage with him. She reached for the door handle, but the sound of another clap of thunder and a new downpour of rain stopped her. "Miss Marcum—" "Stop."She held up an unsteady hand. "Don't say another word, Mr. Devereaux. I understand perfectly." "No. I don't think you do. I'm sorry for not having the will to keep from kissing you, Miss Marcum, not for doing it." Stunned, she dropped her hand. Some things never changed. Twentieth-first century or nineteenth, men were the most confusing creatures on earth. "Say that again?" "I found the experience most pleasurable." 156
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 Holly bit her bottom lip to keep from smiling. Had he found kissing her as earth shattering as she'd found kissing him? She knew she'd never get him to admit it. She gathered her skirts and moved across to sit beside him. "Is it too bold for me to say I found kissing you the same?" "It is, and you shouldn't." "Why?" He raised one eyebrow. "Now who's playing coy? Because it will only encourage me to do it again." Holly laughed. "You shouldn't tease." "I'm not teasing."He moved across to the other seat, squeezing between the box and the window. She frowned. "Are you playing coy?" Jeremiah coughed. "Hardly,"he said. "We must remember decorum." Decorum! Holly bit her lip again, this time to keep from screaming. Did he want to kiss her or not? "Take me back to town,"she ordered, not caring if she angered him or not. "What?" "Take me back to town now." His lips pressed together in a frown of annoyance. "I will not. We aren't going anywhere until it stops raining. And certainly not before I make this delivery." "Then I'll make the delivery."Holly reached for the door handle to get out, but he grabbed her wrist. She glared at him. "Let go of me." "Why are you so angry?"he asked, still holding her wrist. 157
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 "You. I've never met a man more insufferable. Can you for once think about your own happiness instead of decorum?" "My happiness?"His frown became a scowl. "What makes you think I'm not happy?" "You can't be, because you act like Oscar the Grouch all the time." "I do not."Jeremiah let go of her and crossed his arms. With his frown and jaw thrust out, he was the poster child of stubborn. Holly almost laughed at him. "You don't even know who Oscar the Grouch is." "Yes I do. He's green and lives in a shiny, silver trashcan." Holly blinked and rubbed her head, feeling for the bump, but it was gone. How could he possibly know about Sesame Street and its endearing characters? "That's impossible. There's no way that you could know that." Jeremiah frowned. "Why do you say that, Miss Marcum?" "B-because—"Drats how was she going to explain? He smiled, leaned back in the seat again and looked far too smug that he'd rendered her speechless. She turned away from him and stared at the droplets of rain running down the window. Jeremiah tried to get comfortable, but his mind was plagued by the image of a boy sitting on the floor in front of a strange looking box. Bookshelves lined one wall and a dark leather arm chair sat in front of a large desk.
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 He recognized the room and the boy look vaguely familiar. Who was the child and where was he? How was it that he knew the boy? Beads of sweat prickled across his brow and he shifted uneasily, running an unsteady hand up his face and into his hair. He had a feeling the child was him, however, the room wasn't at his family home, but there. Where was there? He never knew. It had been years since he'd even thought of that time and place. His parents had assured him it was all a child's nightmare, but now he had to wonder. Was it real, or was this woman before him driving him mad? She was a minx. Bewitching him with her charm. Her kisses. "Jeremiah. What's wrong?"she asked, turning toward him once again. He cursed under his breath and avoided looking at her. He had to get out of this carriage. He couldn't spend another moment in here with her. Storm or no storm he'd risk catching his death in cold. "I'll take us back to town, the delivery can wait." He slipped his coat on and climbed out of the carriage even though she tried to stop him. "Jeremiah, you can't. It isn't practical." He ignored her protest and pushed his way out the door of the carriage. The rain had slowed to a drizzle and it had stopped as suddenly as it began by the time he'd managed to get the horse's reins untethered from the tree. 159
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 The carriage door opened and she tossed him the blanket. "You'll need this to sit on. Make the delivery. It'll be a wasted trip if you don't." He grunted and climbed up on the perch. After folding the blanket to the thickness needed to keep his pants dry, he maneuvered the carriage around and whistled to the horses. With a harness-rattling shake, they moved forward and back to the road. What the devil had he been thinking to kiss her that way? To kiss her at all? His groin threatened to tighten again as his tongue tasted her mouth on his lips. Damn, she could charge him with assault if she chose and it would be her word against his. He could be ruined and even after her sudden appearance out of nowhere a week ago, he still knew next to nothing about her. If she found her aunt, she could leave without warning. He never should have even invited her to make the delivery with him. But then why did she challenge him to kiss her again? And how did she know about Oscar? He pulled the horses to a stop in front of the neat one story house. He jumped down, opened the carriage door, and grabbed the box. "I'll be only a moment, Miss Marcum,"he assured and dashed toward the walk to the porch. The front door swung open before he could knock and a white haired woman peered out. "Mr. Devereaux? What brings you out here?" "Good afternoon, Mrs. Collins. I brought you the shirts and braces you ordered."He gave her the box. 160
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 "Isn't that thoughtful of you! Please, do come in and have some tea."She opened the door a little wider. "My daughter Millicent is here." "No, thank you, ma'am."Jeremiah gave a quick bow. Millicent Collins was approaching thirty and still unmarried. "I mean, I need to get back to the store." The match-making light sparkled in her eyes. "But at least come in so I can pay you." "We can settle your account the next time you are in town,"Jeremiah said, backing away. "And I don't want to expose the horses to any more rain. The heavens could open up again any moment. Good day, Mrs. Collins." He ran for the carriage and scrambled back to the perch. He gave the horses free rein and returned them to town in record time. As he pulled to a stop in front of the hotel, Miss Marcum opened the carriage door and ran up the hotel steps before he even had time to get down from his perch. "Thank you for the drive, Mr. Devereaux,"she said formally. "I'll see you tomorrow." Fury kept him from meeting her gaze. "Gerald and I can handle the store,"he replied coldly. "There's no need for you to bother." From the corner of his eye, he could see the outrage on her face in the glow of the gaslight from the front of the hotel. She planted her hands on her hips as if daring him to look at her. "But you need me to wrap the packages,"she insisted. "Isn't that what you said to keep me from going with Mrs. Thornton and Tabitha?" 161
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 "I think Gerald and I should be able to manage a few packages,"he said stiffly. She gave a most unladylike snort. "Tabitha told me about your package wrapping expertise. A one armed man could do a better job than you do. And your ribbon tying is even worse. Customers want to present well wrapped packages as much as they want to give nice gifts. Or haven't you learned that yet?"Damn, but she was right. No matter how often he watched Tabitha do it, Jeremiah simply could not wrap packages as well. And Gerald, after one attempt, refused to even try again. Jeremiah frowned, jostling the reins. "Very well. Be there by eight." Holly didn't wait for the carriage to pull away before she turned and went into the hotel. She retrieved the room key at the front desk and ordered a light supper be sent up to her suite. She was in no mood to sit in the dining room. As soon as she entered Mrs. Thornton's suite, she went to her room and removed her still damp pelisse. Fuming, she hung it on the hook near the door and stomped to the settee imagining she was trampling Jeremiah with each step. Oh, how she wished she was back in her Charleston. If she were then she wouldn't have to face him again, or wonder if he would ever kiss her again as he did tonight. That was the problem she faced. That was the reason she was so upset. With him, with herself, with the whole situation. He'd stirred a desire deep inside her, one she'd never known before. She didn't want to want him in her life, yet she did. 162
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 She wanted more than anything for him to admit he wanted her too. A sudden knock sounded at the suite door and she turned toward the rapid pounding. It was too soon for dinner to be delivered and she didn't know anyone else in town who would call, especially after dark. Unless— She clutched the doorknob with one hand while the other instinctively smoothed her hair. "Who is it?"she called. "It's me, Miss Marcum." Jeremiah. What was he doing here? She opened the door and without waiting for her invitation, he crossed the threshold and closed the door behind him to advance on her. "We need to talk." "You shouldn't—what are you doing here?"She asked, backing away when she saw the dark look in his eyes. "I know, but it isn't right to end the day this way. We shouldn't let the sun go down on our wrath. It's Biblical." Holly nodded and almost smiled. "I suppose you're right, but did anyone see you come up here?" He shook his head. "No one was at the front desk, and I didn't pass anyone as I came upstairs." "Oh,"she said. "That's good for decorum's sake. And we both know how much you value decorum." He grinned. "Well yes."He gave her his hat and started to remove his coat. "Do you mind?" "No. Of course, let me take it,"she said and carried both items over to the hook beside her own pelisse. "Are you hungry? I ordered a light supper be delivered, but I can ask for more when it arrives." 163
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 "Wouldn't that seem suspicious? I mean, if we don't want anyone to know I'm here?" "I suppose you're right,"Holly agreed, reluctantly. "I won't stay long." Her disappointment mounted. "You won't?" Jeremiah shook his head. She did not even try to contain her sigh of irritation. "Then say what you came to say so you can leave." "There you go again, getting upset over everything I say." "I am not,"she said, flustered. "Yes you are, but do you even know why you are upset?" Holly took a deep breath. Heavens yes she knew, but she couldn't tell him. "You must be mistaken, Mr. Devereaux." "Now who is playing coy?" Of all the insufferable men in the world, she'd have to want him. "I'm not playing anything,"she insisted. "You're imagining things." "No I'm not."He took a step toward her, closing the space between them. "And I think I know what is wrong." "You do?"she stared up into his amber eyes. How could he possibly suspect what bothered her? She swallowed and drank in his gaze. Warmth spread over her as if she had drunk her fill of fine wine. "Yes. It's the same that is wrong with me." "It is?"her voice cracked and she looked away, lest he see more in her eyes than she wanted to admit. 164
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 He took her hand and brought her palm to his mouth. He kissed it, running his tongue in circles until a tiny moan escaped her throat. Regaining control of her senses she jerked her hand away. "What's gotten into you, Mr. Devereaux? This is most improper behavior. What would your aunt—" He swiftly pulled her into his arms and claimed her mouth with his, shutting her up. The kiss started timid as if he were testing the waters. When she didn't protest, but wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer, he skillfully parted her lips with his tongue. Her mouth opened, taking his kiss deeper as his tongue danced a staccato beat with her own. Jeremiah took her throaty moan as an invitation not to stop. He allowed himself to explore her body, running his hand up her back and then down the curve of her hip, cupping her bottom and lifting her upward until she was pressed snug against him. "Jeremiah!"She gasped and pulled away. "Don't sound so shocked, Miss Marcum. You've caused this." She frowned. "It's Holly. And I'm not shocked." "Holly." "Say it again."She smiled, her blue eyes bright. "Holly. My darling, Holly."He pulled her back into his arms and captured her mouth for another kiss. She tasted like sweet honey, and it wasn't long until his blood boiled and he wanted her like he'd never wanted anything else. He swept her up into his arms and carried her from the parlor into her bedroom. He thought he felt her heart beating 165
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 rapidly as she snuggled her head against his shoulder, but was sure it was his own. He wasted no time shutting the door with his foot behind them. "Jeremiah, what has come over you?"she gasped. "The pursuit of happiness." "Indeed, but are you sure this is what you want?"she asked, as he laid her gently on the bed. "I want this more than anything." She smiled up at him and his heart skipped a beat. "Then you shall have your heart's desire, Mr. Devereaux." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Fifteen Jeremiah chuckled and lay beside her, kissing her teasingly at first, her mouth, the tip of her nose, behind her ears. She sighed, and he shifted until his weight covered her, pressing her low into the mattress. He kissed her deep, his lips demanding that she respond in kind. A soft moan escaped her as she did and she arched her back, exposing more of her neck to him. He skillfully worked his way down her neck with kisses and set to removing her clothing. First her dress, followed by chemise and crinoline, before he finally reached her bare breasts for his devouring. Smiling, he admired her lush curves, running his fingers down her chest, through the valley between her breasts to her stomach and beyond. She was everything he'd imagined she'd be underneath her clothes. "Holly, you're beautiful,"he whispered before taking one rosy tipped orb into his mouth. He teased and suckled each until she squirmed and panted beneath him. When he pulled back it gave her the opportunity to free him from his own clothing. She deftly undid the buttons on his shirt, pushing it off his shoulders for him to shrug out of it. He then stripped off the rest of his clothes, freeing his rigid manhood into her hand. Jeremiah closed his eyes and endured the blissful agony as she touched him, running her nimble fingers from the tip 167
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 down his shaft. She wrapped her fingers around him and gently squeezed, stroking him in an upward motion. He groaned. "Holly, you have to stop." "I do?"she asked, teasing evident in her voice. "Why is that?" "If you don't I'll die." "We can't have that,"she murmured and reached up, pulling him down to kiss her again. As they kissed, he trailed his fingers up her legs to the inside of her thighs. She instinctively opened for him and he delved his fingers into the curls at her apex. Her sigh as he teased and slowly dipped his finger in and out of her was almost his undoing. Groaning, he inserted his thumb into her wet haven and felt her jerk from the difference in its thickness. Her surprise vanished, and soon she moved with him as he repeatedly entered and withdrew until he had her whimpering in his arms. "You're so wet and warm. I want to make love to you, Holly." "Yes,"she pleaded. "Oh yes." He moved until he was positioned at her cleft, cupping her bottom he pulled her to him. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he slowly sank into her, moving gently at first until he met with a tight barrier. He eased past it for fear of hurting her. He kissed her tenderly as he slowly filled her with his full length, letting her adjust to the feel of him inside her. **** 168
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 Holly felt as if she were going to explode with the jumble of feelings soaring through her as Jeremiah moved within her. She wrapped her arms and her legs around him and held on, not wanting him to leave her. She'd never thought having sex with him could feel this blissful. His kisses grew harder, and his tongue tangoed with hers with an urgency she understood. She felt it to her core as they rocked gently, then fiercely, together on the mattress. And then all too quickly she felt an explosion deep within her. "Jeremiah!"She cried his name and closed her eyes, feeling tears of happiness slide down her cheeks. The fierceness of his movements continued and her body tensed anew until he too found completion, and she felt her insides quiver again. It took several minutes before their breathing returned to normal and they cuddled, touching. "You're full of surprises,"she teased, twining a dark curl of chest hair around her finger and gave a short tug. "So are you,"he murmured, kissing to top of her head. "I am?" "You're nothing like I imagined when I first found you in the storeroom." "Oh, well—I guess we're even then, because I never would have pictured us eventually making love that day either. You weren't very likeable." "I wasn't?"His dark brows arched. "No. You were downright rude." "So Tabitha has pointed out, as well as Aunt Cora."He gave her a woeful grin and turned onto his side, propping himself 169
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 up on his elbow to look down at her. "I hope,"he said, adopting a lofty tone, "that in your opinion I have fully made up for my lack of character that day." She grinned and nibbled kisses along his bottom lip. "Some, but I know how you can redeem yourself." He pulled his head back, but stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. "I'm sure you do, but it will have to wait. I must go before someone sees me leaving the suite. It will never do for me to be seen here with you alone and leaving at an inappropriate hour." Holly sighed in frustration. Damn propriety and double damn decorum. They wouldn't have this problem if they were in her Charleston . They could hide away in her room as long as they wanted. Making love for days if they desired and no one would care. She kissed him, snaked her hand around his neck and pulled him back down to her. "Are you sure I can't change your mind?" "As tempting as staying would be, we'd both regret it,"he warned, leaving her on the bed. She sat up and watched him dress. When he had finished, he pulled her into his arms so that she was kneeling on her knees. The sheet fell away leaving her naked and he pressed his lips against her hair. "You're everything I never knew I wanted, Holly Marcum." A breathless moment passed before she found her voice. "I am?" He nodded, gone before she could stop or follow him. 170
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 Dumbfounded, she grabbed her robe and slipped it on before she raced into the outer room. Her legs felt wobbly and she stumbled like a newborn colt, but made it to the window. Looking out over the street, she watched him disappear into the murky darkness of night and her heart began a wild frenzied dance as she recalled his last words. You're everything I never knew I wanted. Holly pushed away from the window and settled on the settee, tucking her legs underneath her. She didn't know how she felt about his confession. If she were from his time period she'd be ecstatic. But, she wasn't from here. She was from a Charleston more than one hundred and fifty years in the future. A future without horse-drawn carriages and gaslight. And that realization felt like a brick in her stomach. As sure as she lived and breathed, she knew it had been wrong making love with him. Their actions tonight had complicated her already confused life even more. She'd be going back to her real life someday. And when she did, Jeremiah would stay here. She didn't know when that would be, which added to the complications. There was no way for her to prepare him. How would he react if he woke tomorrow and she was gone? For that matter, how would she? Would he feel abandoned and betrayed? Would he hate her? "This isn't good,"she told herself. "This is so not good." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Sixteen Holly slept very little thinking about a way to explain to Jeremiah that she might not always be around. She had to be cautious, or he'd think she was leaving because she didn't want to be with him. But that couldn't be farther from the truth. She couldn't help wondering if Jeremiah was the reason she'd come to this time and place. A romantic at heart might conclude they were destined to be lovers but had ended up being born in the wrong time period. But since she wasn't a romantic she didn't know how to explain it. Or at least she hadn't been a romantic until now. She heard Dinah Washington singing What a Difference a Day Makes in her head, and she knew for the first time in her life the words were so very true. If anyone told her yesterday morning that she'd be feeling this way about Jeremiah Devereaux today, she'd have laughed in their face. She danced around the room getting ready, selecting the prettiest of her new dresses and taking extra care fixing her hair. She rang for breakfast and after eating took care of Mrs. Thornton's correspondences. She smoothed her hair once more and headed to the store. It was well before eight, but she wanted to get there early to speak with Jeremiah alone before Gerald arrived. However, the shy little man was already outside the store waiting for Jeremiah to unlock the door. "Good morning, Miss Marcum,"he said with a slight bow. 172
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 "Good morning, Gerald."She smiled and studied the window display, seeing Jeremiah had already uncovered it that morning. It wasn't as ghastly as she recalled. "An interesting composition,"Gerald commented. "Do you think so?"she asked. "Oh yes,"he said. "That statue is quite odd, almost frightening. But it should bring in business, if for no other reason than to make comments about it being in the same display case as the crèche." "Then we will have to seize the opportunity and tempt those customers into buying something we have in the store while they are there." "My sentiments exactly,"he agreed. "Convince them into thinking they really need to buy something special for themselves and not just the day to day purchases. Isn't that half the fun of shopping?" Holly actually felt her mouth fall open. A nineteenth century man who understood what women had known since time began? "You think that shopping can be fun?" His cheeks pinked. "Well, yes. It's rather like a treasure hunt, isn't it? You might come in for shirts and collars and then spy something very special and quite irresistible, or so my sweetheart tells me." A sudden fondness for the shy little man swelled in Holly's heart and not just for his acute sense of business. "You have a sweetheart?" "Yes, but please don't tell Mr. Devereaux,"he pleaded. "We've only just started courting and—" 173
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 She patted his arm. "Your secret is safe with me, Gerald. Why do you think Mr. Devereaux would mind if you were courting?" He actually blushed. "I don't mean to speak out of turn, Miss Marcum, and I know you and Miss Devereaux are friends, but—" "But?"Holly prompted. "Mr. Devereaux is all about business and being successful. Somehow he doesn't strike me as being the courting type." Recalling last night, Holly could barely keep from blushing. "I don't think Mr. Devereaux would mind, Gerald." "If you say so, Miss Marcum,"But Gerald sounded unconvinced. Holly rattled the doorknob. "I wonder what's keeping him." A broad grin spread over Gerald's face. "He's gone to the diner. I passed him on my way here. He said he had a mishap in the kitchen." Holly could not hold back her smile. "Did he burn his toast or his oatmeal?" Gerald chuckled. "Both,"he said. "Ah, there he comes now." She turned and spotted Jeremiah walking toward them, carrying a paper sack. Even with him a half a block away, the sight of him made her heart skip a beat. Her palms became moist recalling the delicious things he'd done to her the night before. An unfamiliar aching pulse beat rapidly between her thighs, and she closed her eyes to the onslaught of feelings that washed over her. 174
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 She exhaled breathlessly. She wanted him more now than she had last night. How could she go into the store, work side by side with him and pretend like nothing had happened between them? "Sorry to keep you waiting,"Jeremiah said, unlocking the door. He held it open for her to enter. "Good morning, Miss Marcum." "Hello,"she said, locking her gaze with his for a moment longer than was proper. No flicker of recognition of what they had shared was there and with a heavy heart, she preceded him into the store. Her nose wrinkled at the scent of burned food wafting in from the kitchen. He hadn't even thought to open the window and air the place out. He moved past her without so much as a glance. "Gerald, would you bring in several of those new men's hats that arrived, please? And double check the number of gloves we have in the display case." "Yes sir, Mr. Devereaux."Gerald headed for the storeroom. She busied herself preparing for customers at Tabitha's counter. However, her thoughts weren't on work as much as they were on talking to Jeremiah in private. She kept an eye on him, aware of his position in the store at all times, hoping for a chance when Gerald was occupied. Finally, Holly noticed Jeremiah going into the storeroom. Gerald was busy with a customer, and so she slowly made her way across the store. Her pulse quickened with each step, and she couldn't understand why she was suddenly scared to go into the storeroom. Surely after last night she couldn't be afraid to be 175
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 alone with Jeremiah again? Then she began to wonder if being in the storeroom might trigger her return to the present. She shook away the thought and reached for the door handle and slowly turned it. "Holly,"Jeremiah said, looking surprised when she entered and closed the door behind her. She took several deep breaths trying to calm her racing heart. "Is something wrong?"he asked, putting the boxes down on the counter when she stood staring at him without speaking. "No. I-I needed to—" He quickly closed the short distance between them to stand in front of her. He caressed her cheek with his hand. "You needed what?" "You. I needed reassurance after last night. About what happened and what you said. I need to know that—" Holly didn't finish her jumbled explanation. Jeremiah's mouth came crashing down on hers, and she found herself crushed between him and the shelves at her back. His hands were all over her, and she frantically worked at getting his suit jacket off. Her knees nearly buckled underneath her when she felt his hand on her leg, not having noticed he'd been pulling her skirt up as she worked to get his jacket off. Pulling back, she broke their kiss and stared at him until her breathing slowed. "We have to talk." 176
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "I can't believe kissing you today is sweeter than it was last night,"Jeremiah murmured against her neck. Heavens, she tasted good. "It is?"she gasped. Jeremiah slowly unbuttoned her collar to kiss her collarbone. "Mmm-hmm. I wanted to do it from the moment I saw you standing in front of the store this morning with Gerald."He raised his mouth and stared into her eyes. "He didn't try to get fresh with you, did he?" "Gerald?"Holly bit her lip to keep from laughing. "Goodness no!" "Good,"Jeremiah said gruffly, as he lowered his mouth to kiss her again. "Because if he ever does try, I'll dismiss him first and then kill him." "Jeremiah!"she gasped. "You wouldn't." "I'm serious, Holly,"he warned between kisses. "Deader than four o'clock." She shook her head, wrapping her arms around his neck. "I never pictured you as the jealous type, Mr. Devereaux." "How did you picture me, Miss Marcum?"he asked, lowering his head and kissing her deeply until she moaned. "I never pictured you like this either,"she gasped, melting into him as he nibbled her neck. She savored the feel of him against her and his obvious urgent need to have her pressed against him. If only they could stay like this forever. Jeremiah captured her mouth again, plundering it with another kiss and still couldn't forget the desire he felt when he first saw her standing outside the store with Gerald or his need to kiss her. If he had kissed her, then Gerald and all of Charleston would 177
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 have seen it, and that wouldn't do unless he was willing to make her his in marriage. To continue behaving this way was heady and delicious and downright sinful. And right now, all he wanted to do was touch her again. He'd rather indulge in these sinful pleasures with her than think about what was wrong or right. He ran his hand up her leg to her thigh and was about to lift it when she broke their kiss. "Jeremiah,"she whispered. "Not here. Not now. Please. It isn't proper."A teasing twinkle entered her eyes and she added. "What about decorum?" Proper? It's a little late for that. And decorum can go hang. If he really gave a damn about decorum, he never would have bedded her last night or be ready to do so again. But of course, she was right. She deserved far better than a quick romp in a storeroom. Putting aside the war with desire raging inside him, he tenderly touched her cheek with the back of his hand. "You're right,"he sighed, resting his chin on top of her head. "We shouldn't be doing this." "No, we shouldn't." "Gerald could walk in on us." "And I could go back to my world,"she whispered. He missed her frown as he bent to pick his suit jacket from the floor. He shook it before putting it back on and facing her again. "Have dinner with me here tonight." She nodded. "Of course."
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 He leaned his forehead against hers, rubbing his nose up and down her own. "Would you mind cooking? I'm afraid it's not one of my better skills." Holly laughed. "So Gerald told me,"she teased. "What would you like to have?" He reached for her hand and brought it up to his lips, kissing her fingertips. "You." "Tonight."She sighed, wrapping her arms around him. "Tonight,"he agreed before slipping away to enter the store again. To Holly's surprise dinner didn't turn out to be a disaster. She'd worried most of the day whether she'd be able to cook on a stove that wasn't electric. Jeremiah had stoked the fire for her and left her to prepare the meal. She'd decided on a simple meal of boiled whole potatoes in their skins, pan seared steaks, and fresh rolls from the bakery down the street. While the food cooked, she'd spent time in the dining room preparing an intimate table with candles, a linen tablecloth and napkins. "Do you have any wine?"she asked when Jeremiah came in from tallying the daily receipts. "Red would be best, if you do." He left the room and returned a few minutes later with a dusty bottle. He blew at the label and dust flew. Her nose twitched. He showed her the label. "I brought this back from France for my parents, but—" "We don't have to drink it." 179
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 "No, we should. Someone should enjoy it." She took it from him. "I'll go clean this off. Do you have a corkscrew?" "Yes. I think you're enjoying ordering me around." From the sink she scolded, "I'm not ordering you around. I asked a simple question." "Yes, but that's your method. Do you have wine? Do you have a corkscrew?" "Jeremiah, are you trying to start a fight and ruin this lovely dinner I've prepared for you?" He came up behind her and snaked his arms around her waist, pulling her back against him as she dried off the bottle of wine. "It won't go to waste. I just want to skip ahead to dessert." Holly smiled as he began nibbling at her neck. If this is what advantages went along with being married, then she understood why her Aunt Jessie was constantly badgering her to find a husband. She turned around to face him. "I thought Tabitha told you to behave while she was gone." He gave her a look of mock indignation, then smiled. "I am behaving. I've been nothing but nice while she's been away." "Naughty and nice. More naughty, but oh so nice,"she said, backing him out of the kitchen. She handed him the wine bottle. "Decant it so it can breathe." "Yes ma'am."He winked at her. "Don't sass."She laughed and went back to the stove. She should have known anyone as insufferable as him would turn out to be just as incorrigible. 180
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 She dished up two plates of food before joining him again in the dining room. He waited for her to set the plates down, and pulled back her chair. She sat, and he carefully pushed her forward. A shiver traveled over her skin as his hands brushed her arms. Dessert couldn't come soon enough. He filled their wine glasses and raised his to her. "Thank you for preparing dinner for us,"he said. Happiness warmed Holly's cheeks. "You're welcome." "It smells delicious."He picked up his fork and knife, but stopped before he cut into the food. "What's all over the meat?" "Au jus with caramelized onion." "And on the potatoes?" "Fresh parsley." He grinned, looking up at her. "Do you decorate everything to make it pretty?" "I don't—"she started to protest, but stopped, conceding his point. "I guess I do." "I can only imagine how you'd dress me if I allowed you to select my clothing." "Black on black Armani." He looked at her, surprised. "You've thought about it?" She nodded, looking down at her plate, embarrassed to admit she'd definitely thought about what he'd look good wearing. "What's Armani?" Holly put down her fork. "A brand in men's clothing where I come from." "Is Armani the tailor's name?" 181
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 "Yes." "Where would I find him?" "He's Italian." He frowned. "But you're not." "No. I'm American. The same as you, but—" "What?" Holly took a deep breath. Was she ready to get into this with him or not? What if he didn't believe her? "I'm afraid you'll think I'm a lunatic for saying this, but here it goes. I'm from Charleston. I live just a few blocks over, but not in eighteen hundred fifty-two." **** Jeremiah choked in mid-swallow and began coughing. He reached for a roll to move the lump of food stuck in his throat, then took a long sip of wine. Surely she hadn't just said what he thought. "What are you saying?" "I'm from the year two thousand—" He placed a finger over her mouth and stopped her in midsentence. "Don't say it, Holly. I don't care where you're from. It doesn't matter." "But it does, Jeremiah. I'm not from here. I don't know when, or if, I'll return to my Charleston. I can't be here, making love with you, knowing I might travel back to the time I'm from without making you aware it could happen." A muscle flinched in his jaw. It angered him to hear her talk this way. It wasn't that he didn't believe her, because he thought that he did. It so explained why she'd suddenly 182
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 appeared in his storeroom and why Chambers hadn't found her aunt or anyone that knew her. "You've said it and made me aware of it. We won't talk of it again." "How can we not?"she insisted. "Aren't you the least bit curious to know what my time is like? Or how I came here?" Her worried expression forced him to continue the discussion. "The dress?" She nodded. "I don't know if it caused the change, but it played a part. I was with my aunt, but since she hasn't turned up, I must face the fact that she didn't come with me to this time period." He'd heard more than enough. "This conversation is over."He pushed away from the table and stalked from the room. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Seventeen Jeremiah took the stairs to his room and slammed the door. Damn it. Why couldn't Holly have kept that information to herself? Why did she have to pick this moment to lay her cards on the table? If he accepted her explanation, then he'd have to question how he'd known about Oscar the Grouch. And that vision he'd had of himself as a boy. It had plagued him for most of the day, but instead he'd tried to think about last night, loving her the way he had. Yet Holly's admission called up images of his childhood that unnerved him. "Damn it, Holly,"He muttered to himself. "Why did you have to ruin our evening together with all your talk about then and now?" If he accepted what she had said, then he'd have to accept he was possibly from another time period as well. And he was having a little trouble wrapping his mind around that one. It would mean his life as he'd known it was all a lie. He wasn't his father's son. Tabitha wasn't really his sister. Aunt Cora wasn't his aunt. The store didn't belong to him and he didn't belong anywhere. "Damn it, Holly,"he said again. He sank down on the edge of the bed and cradled his head in his hands. "Damn it, Holly." He closed his eyes and was sitting on the floor in front of a strange looking box filled with colorful moving pictures. The 184
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 room was all too familiar to him as well. It was the family room in the large three-story home where he'd once lived. Oscar the Grouch was a character on the show Sesame Street. It had been his favorite. He watched it every afternoon until— He sat up. His memory of that time stopped there, and it puzzled him because his next recollection was being in his room above the store, waking in the middle of the night from bad dreams and being comforted by a couple who seemed as familiar as they did foreign. The woman, who he believed to be his mother, had assured him that the dreams meant nothing. But now he had to wonder. Were those nightmares dreams of his real life? Of his true parents? He felt numb. It seemed almost unreal that his parents, nay the Devereauxs, would take in a child who showed up one day out of nowhere and raise him as their own. How could they have done it without anyone else knowing he wasn't theirs biologically? Tabitha wasn't born until he was seven, so she wouldn't have a clue. But what about Aunt Cora? As far back as he could remember, she'd been a part of his life. He rose and began pacing around the room, trying to sort out the possibilities of this all being true. A part of him wanted to laugh and go back downstairs and call Holly a liar. It would be the simplest explanation. But another part of him knew she told the truth. He first thought she was a thief trying to steal a dress, but he knew she was really the woman who had stolen his heart along with his good sense the day she arrived. 185
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 What he didn't understand, though, was why Holly suddenly turned up in his storeroom. Of all the places in Charleston she could have appeared, why here? Why now? And how? What had brought her to him? The dress. She had insisted all along that she'd been trying it on in that other shop when she appeared here. How could a dress exist in both her time and his? But oddly enough, it made sense that it could have been the catalyst. What puzzled him was what had brought him here? And why had he stayed so long? If he'd lived most of his life in this time period, then couldn't they assume that Holly might stay here for a lengthy time as well? Couldn't he assume they'd be able to live a long life here together? "This is crazy!"He stalked to his dresser and began searching the small drawer that contained trinkets from his childhood. His mother had always insisted he keep those. He'd always thought it was her sentimentality, but now he suspected another reason. Could the drawer's contents hold the missing link for him? He pushed through the jumble of what was now mostly junk, but as a child had been his greatest treasures. A broken top, a few unmatched buttons, a worn out strip of leather, a pouch of marbles, a small writing tablet, and a hard cased box with a rusty clasp closure. He tried to pry the clasp open, but it wouldn't budge. A light knock came at his closed bedroom door. He quickly put the box back inside and closed the drawer. "Go away, Holly. I need to be alone right now." 186
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 "Don't shut me out, Jeremiah."Even the barrier of the door could not mask the sound of thick emotion in her voice. "Please. I never meant to upset you, but I had to tell you. I didn't want you to hate me if one day I suddenly disappeared. I didn't want you to think I wanted to leave you." He walked over to the door and leaned his head against it. He balled his hand into a fist and raised it back to hit the door in frustration, but didn't. "I won't hate you if that happens."How could he when he now knew he might be the one doing the disappearing on her? He still didn't want to believe it about himself, but could he expect her to if he told her? "How can you be so sure?"she asked. He took a deep breath and laid one hand against the solid wooden panel, but still didn't open it. "Trust me. You'll have to trust me. Can you do that?" He waited for her to respond, but moments passed without an answer. Turning around, he went back to the dresser and opened the drawer again. He took out the box and set it aside before he began to dig through the clutter again. But his search found nothing that triggered a memory other than from his childhood in this Charleston . The sun dipped low in the horizon and cast shadows in the room when he finally gave up searching. He closed the drawer and lit a candle, then opened his bedroom door. At his feet, Holly leaned against the doorframe, asleep. He knelt down and scooped her up into his arm. "Holly. Darling, do you hear me?"he soothed, brushing a stray tendril away from her face. He touched moisture on her cheek. His 187
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 heart lurched. She'd been crying. He'd caused her pain. That was the last thing he wanted to do. She sighed and wrapped an arm around his neck, settling against his chest. He carried her over to the bed and gently laid her down. When he moved to leave her, she reached for him. "Don't go,"she murmured. "Don't ever go." He smiled and lay down beside her. He pulled her to his chest and held her as she drifted off to sleep. The sweet smell of her hair lulled his senses and the feel of her so close soothed his frazzled mind. Soon, he too closed his eyes and fell asleep. **** Holly woke pressed against Jeremiah's chest. His arms were wrapped around her so she couldn't move. Waking up close to him was nice, but her right leg felt numb. She slowly moved, and he rolled with her until his heavy frame was covering half of her. "Jeremiah,"she whispered, gently shaking him. "Wake up." He grunted and rolled back the other way. She scrambled off the bed, gingerly putting weight on her right leg until she was able to stand without the sensation of prickly needles. She wasn't sure what time it was, but she guessed it was probably very, very late. And she certainly couldn't stay here the rest of the night. She had to go back to the hotel. Morning and work would come soon enough. As quietly as she could, she crept downstairs, found her pelisse and slipped out the back of the house. The moon 188
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 shone brightly in the dark night sky. When she reached the hotel, she hesitated. What if someone stopped her as she entered? It wouldn't do for Mrs. Thornton to return and hear gossip that her employee had been out until all hours of the night. Thankfully, the night clerk dozed at the front desk, and she was able to go to her room without disturbing him. Thank goodness she had forgotten to give him the room key when she left for the store that morning. A short time later, she drowsily crawled into her own bed and fell back to sleep. It wasn't until she woke the next morning to pounding on the suite door that she realized she hadn't written a note for Jeremiah when she'd left. Not stopping to grab her robe, she rushed to the door and opened it. "What has gotten into you?"she demanded, peeking out into the hall to make sure no one had come to their own doors to see what the ruckus was about. "Me? What about you?"He pushed past her. "Shhh or you'll wake the whole hotel—if you haven't already."She closed the door and found herself crushed against it with his body covering hers. His mouth came crashing down on hers, and it didn't take long until she moaned. "I thought—you—were—gone,"he got out between kisses. "No. I'm not gone,"she murmured against his lips, running her hands up and down his back, marveling at the feel of his sinewy muscles. "Good, because I'm not finished with you yet,"he said huskily, cupping her bottom and lifting her up. 189
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 She wrapped her legs around his waist and he carried her back to her bed, never losing contact with her mouth as they kissed. He stripped her nightgown away with one hurried yank, and exposed her breasts for his taking. He groaned, kissing his way down to them, and she arched her back as he laid her on the bed. He quickly stripped off his clothing, kicked it aside and joined her. "What's this?"he asked, fingering the strip of red material that covered the curls at her apex. She grinned. "It's called a g-string and some modern day women wear them for panties." "Panties?" She laughed and nodded. Sitting up, she twisted to her right showing him her backside. "The string runs—" "I see where it goes. Doesn't look at all comfortable." She turned back. "Not really. But that's my opinion." "Then why wear it?" "It's feminine and sexy. And you make me feel sexy." He grinned and yanked at the string at her hip, breaking it. "Not very sturdy."He flung the scrap of material to the floor. "I believe that is what Tabitha tried to tell me about when you first arrived. She saw you wearing it that day she undressed you." Holly wrapped her arms around his neck, and pulled him down to her. "I was afraid of that. I suppose she also saw the polish on my toes?" He nodded, nibbling kisses at her mouth. "I rather like the red on them. It looks, what did you say, sexy?" 190
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 She giggled. "Yes, another modern way to make a woman feel desirable." "A pity that it takes uncomfortable strings and paint for a modern woman to feel that way. What's wrong with the men from your time?" "Some are too busy with their careers or playing with their toys. Others prefer their own kind to female company." "Men have toys?"he looked as if he didn't believe her. "Yes. Men in this era have fast horses and carriages to entertain them. Men in my time have speed boats, fast cars, play stations, and television remotes." "Cars?" She nodded. "After the turn of the century horse drawn carriages were replaced with motorized phaetons which over time evolved into cars, trucks, vans." "Whoa, it sounds like your world is another world altogether." She kissed him. "It is, but one thing hasn't changed." "What is that?" "The way a woman loves a man." He sank down onto her and joined her, allowing her to love him. And when she finished, he slowly loved her again. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Eighteen Holly swayed to the music's mellow beat as she danced around the familiar ballroom. She saw Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard standing by the refreshment table having a conversation with a gentleman who looked familiar. He turned and she gasped. He was so handsome, even more handsome than she recalled. It was Jeremiah. And he was wearing Armani. Her heart beat rapidly and swelled with joy at seeing him again. Here. In her Charleston. She didn't know how, but it had happened. They were going to be together forever. Her dance partner disappeared, and she reached out her hand. Jeremiah crossed the room and pulled her into his arms, kissing her deeply. When the kiss ended, he whispered something in her ear that she couldn't understand and then he was gone. He'd vanished from her arms. She screamed, but no sound came from her lungs. She turned to Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard for help, but they too were gone. A thin fog drifted across the ballroom and she watched as it stretched across the dance floor, leaving her standing there alone. She opened her eyes and took in the now familiar bedroom. She was safe, safe in old Charleston. She tried to sit up, but Jeremiah tightened his hold on her. He opened one eye and gave her a gentle smile. "Bad dream?"he asked. 192
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "Yes and no. A silly one I keep having,"she murmured, kissing his cheek. He turned into her kiss, forcing her lips to meet his and she sighed in contentment. The kiss began soft, but grew heated within seconds as it always did. Holly wondered if their kisses would always be so. She hoped they would. Drowsily, she pulled away and felt him do the same. "Wow. We're gonna have to watch it or we'll never leave this bed again,"she teased, nuzzling his ear. "I wouldn't complain,"he yawned, his eyes slowly closing. "Neither would I."She smiled and let sleep claim her again. Sometime later Holly woke and stretched like a satisfied cat that had finished a bowl of fresh cream and slept it off in a sunny windowsill. She truly was content, and she couldn't remember the last time she'd felt this way, if ever. Who would have thought Jeremiah could have such an effect on her? She reached for him, but his spot was empty. She sat up and saw a folded piece of paper on the pillow. Darling, I had to go back to the store. Duty before pleasure. I'm sure that sounds very old fashioned, but I am a man of my time. Sleep your fill, my angel. I'll see you tonight. Jeremiah She smiled and lay back on her pillow, and inhaled the spicy scent of him clinging to the fabric. She pulled the sheet up around her, and his scent was there too. Her thoughts were consumed with him. She wondered what Jeremiah would be like if he were to come to her Charleston. Would he have trouble adjusting? She thought he might. But she had 193
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 adapted to the lifestyle here fairly well and without too much trouble. Eager to see him again, she rose from bed, wrapped her robe around her, and secured the belt. She straightened up the bedding and then pulled the wall cord. When the serving girl arrived, Holly ordered coffee and hot water for the basin to be brought up. She could use the standing washbowl in the corner. While she waited, she settled in the chair at the desk and sifted through the small stack of cards and letters that had arrived for Mrs. Thornton since she had left town. After putting them in order of importance, she opened them, checked to see if she needed to send any responses declining an invitation for her employer today. The small clock on the desk showed half past eleven. Nearly lunch time. She was famished and certain Jeremiah probably was as well. On impulse, she decided to take lunch to him and Gerald. When the water arrived she quickly drank her coffee and hurried through her bath and donned a fresh dress to wear. She dressed, styled her hair into a neat bun that set low on her neck, and applied a small amount of perfume on her wrists and behind her ears before heading downstairs. She had just stepped out of the hotel when Constable Chambers stopped her. "Good morning, Miss Marcum."The burly man raised his hat in greeting. "May I have a word with you?"
 
 194
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 No! I'm not ready to leave yet. I can't leave Jeremiah. Gripping her handbag in a strangle hold, Holly asked, "What is it? Have you found my Aunt Jesse?" "No, I'm sorry to disappoint you, but we have not." Holly could barely contain her sigh of relief. "I'm sorry,"she said. "I know you are trying your hardest to find her." "We'll keep trying,"he assured. "Are you on your way somewhere?" Holly forced a welcoming smile to her face. "Yes. I'm on my way to Devereaux's." "Do you mind if I walk with you?"he asked. His continuing presence made her nervous but Holly could hardly dismiss him after he had been so helpful. "If you like. It is a glorious day, isn't it?"she said, turning her face up toward the December sun. "Yes indeed,"he agreed. "Very mild for December. I'm glad to see you have recuperated nicely. It didn't surprise me when I heard Mrs. Thornton had hired you to be her personal companion." "It didn't?" He shook his head. "A pretty girl like you couldn't continue living with Mrs. Thornton's niece and nephew indefinitely,"he said. "She was very wise to get you out from under the same roof before talk started." Holly glanced at the man and wondered where he was going with this conversation, other than to no good. Did he know something he shouldn't? Had he seen her and Jeremiah together and noticed a change in their behavior? "Talk about Mr. Devereaux and me?"she asked slowly. 195
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 "Yes, ma'am." Her earlier apprehension returned. "I doubt that, sir. If you recall, Mr. Devereaux could barely stand having me around until I moved to the hotel." "Yes. I do recall. He was quite adamant in his insistence you were a thief. But now Mrs. Thornton is out of town and you are quite free to do as you please in her absence." His words chilled her. Holly stopped walking and gave him her most direct glance. "Exactly what are you insinuating, Constable Chambers?" The man had the grace to look embarrassed, but cleared his throat and said, "There was a complaint at the hotel this morning. Some of the guests said there was a gentleman pounding on the door of Mrs. Thornton's suite at a very early hour. Too early for anyone to be accepting callers, and since she's out of town, the hotel owner thought it wise for me to make inquiries. It seems the same gentleman was also seen going down the backstairs sometime later by the hotel staff. The only question is who your visitor was?" He paused and his searching gaze became shrewd. "I've done a thorough search looking for your family without any success and other than the Devereauxs and Mrs. Thornton, you don't know anyone in Charleston. That only leaves—" Oh Lord, we're caught. She'd known Jeremiah's pounding on her door had disturbed another guest. She just hadn't expected it to bring the constable around questioning her about it. Now what would she do? She couldn't very well admit to Chambers that Jeremiah and she were lovers. 196
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 Lovers. The word had a glorious feel to it, making her want to sing. But she couldn't. Not now that their actions had drawn attention to them, especially to this man and threatening the Devereaux name with scandal. "I'm sorry if the other guests were disturbed,"she said, hoping her expression matched her even tone. "The visit wasn't expected." "I've known the Devereauxs and Mrs. Thornton for years and I'd hate to report this incident to her."Constable Chambers leaned closer, and lowered his voice. "Talk of this could ruin you and hurt Mrs. Thornton as your employer." Holly gasped realizing what he assumed. "I understand perfectly, Constable,"she said hurriedly. "It won't happen again I assure you." Constable Chambers smiled. "Good. I won't keep you." Holly nodded and hurried down the street toward Aunt Fanny's to get the chicken she'd been craving all morning. Her appetite had been curbed by the chat with the constable, but she still wanted to surprise Jeremiah. She'd developed an uncanny desire to take care of him in the last few days. Heaven forbid she let on to wanting this. Aunt Jessie would throw her a party if she knew. **** Jeremiah looked up from the customer he helped when Chambers walked into the store. The constable browsed for a while, waiting for the elderly man to conclude his business and leave the store before he finally approached Jeremiah. "Good afternoon, Jeremiah." 197
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 "Herbert."Jeremiah put away the brush and comb set he had been showing the man. "What brings you here?" "I wonder if I might have a word with you in private." Jeremiah nodded and led the way to his office. He opened the door and allowed the constable to go in first before closing the door behind them and took his place behind his desk. Waving at a chair, he asked, "Is this about Miss Marcum? Have you found her aunt?" Chambers lowered his bulk into the chair. "Yes, it's about Miss Marcum, but no, I haven't found her aunt. There was an incident at the hotel early this morning." Panic curled Jeremiah's fingers around the edge of the desk. "An incident? Did something happen to Miss Marcum?" The constable's brow arched at the tone of alarm in Jeremiah's voice. "No, there's been no accident if that's what you mean. She's staying in your aunt's suite while Cora is out of town. Were you aware of it?" Panic gave way to unease. "Yes, of course I know that,"Jeremiah said. "Miss Marcum is keeping up with Aunt Cora's correspondence while she's in Savannah. Why do you see that as a problem?" "I don't,"Chambers said smoothly. "And the hotel owner certainly has no qualm with her staying there. It's the fact she is entertaining visitors of the opposite sex at unheard of hours that concerns the man. Twice now a gentleman has been seen leaving your aunt's suite. One such caller paid a visit early this morning and woke up the entire floor, pounding on the door like a mad man. Charleston is full of brothels that cater to that sort of behavior." 198
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 I was seen. "Is that so?"Jeremiah said stiffly. "I wouldn't know." "Of course not,"Chambers agreed, but the light in his eyes challenged Jeremiah's claim. "The guests didn't get a look at the man this morning, but a few of the employees saw him sneak down the backstairs a couple hours later. I've got his description." Jeremiah stared at the transom window over the door. "I see." Chambers frowned. "I don't think you do,"he said. "And I don't think your aunt would be too happy to learn her new employee has been carrying on in this manner." Recalling the sweetness he and Holly had shared, it was all Jeremiah could do to keep from grabbing Chambers by the collar and shaking him like a rat for his insinuation that something sordid had passed between them. Common sense prevailed "No. No she wouldn't, but are you certain there was mischief going on? Couldn't this mysterious caller have chosen Aunt Cora's suite by mistake? Thus tainting Miss Marcum's reputation without cause?" Chambers'eyes narrowed. "One could only hope that was the case, but it doesn't explain why Miss Marcum opened the door and invited the gentleman in at six this morning." Jeremiah rubbed his hand over his mouth. "That is peculiar then, isn't it?" Nodding slowly, Chambers said, "I've already questioned Miss Marcum and she didn't deny it." Shock curled Jeremiah's stomach into knots. "You've spoken to Miss Marcum? When?" 199
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 "A short while ago. As I said, she didn't deny it." Why didn't that surprise him? She considered herself a modern woman with nothing to hide, but that wasn't the way things were done here. He couldn't very well admit to being the man without bringing shame on his family or on her. And yet, it made him feel spineless and dishonorable to pretend otherwise. He wasn't ashamed of what he and Holly had shared, but Chambers was watching him, waiting for a reply. "She didn't?" "No,"Chambers said, still watching him. "And she assured me it wouldn't happen again." "Good."Jeremiah managed to adopt a neutral tone. "I should be seeing her later today. I'll discuss this matter with her myself. Aunt Cora and Tabitha will be back from their jaunt this afternoon. Surely there will be no need to bring it up with Aunt Cora if it can be otherwise rectified." Chambers chuckled. "Aren't you curious to know a description of the man who was visiting Miss Marcum?"he asked. Jeremiah stood. "I don't think that is necessary." His nemesis rose as well. "Especially since you already know the identity of the caller?" Again, Jeremiah shoved down the desire to strangle the man. "What are you implying, Herbert?" "They say when the cat's away the mice will play." "Is that so?"Jeremiah picked up the receipt book on the desk and riffled through the pages. "Oh come on, Jeremiah,"Chambers snapped. "Let's not play games. It was you. Don't try to deny it." 200
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 "Why should I?"Jeremiah demanded. "It's obvious I've already been tried and convicted in your mind. And besides, what man would admit to it when you've already decided what was going on in the suite was scandalous?" "If I was wrong, then all you would have done was correct me."Chambers laid his hand on Jeremiah's shoulder. "As a friend, I must warn you to be more careful. Miss Marcum's reputation is not the only one who will be sullied if this becomes wide spread knowledge. I've asked the hotel owner to instruct his staff to keep this quiet since your aunt resides there when she visits." "It isn't what you think." "Do you think you're in love, Jeremiah? With a woman you know very little about? A woman you found hiding in your storeroom and accused of stealing a dress?" Jeremiah's jaw muscle twitched and he crossed the room to open the door. "This conversation is finished." Chambers strolled past him. "Be careful, my friend,"he warned again. "There's a reason we haven't been able to locate her family. Perhaps you've been right all along." Rage returned to crawl over Jeremiah's skin. "And what is that supposed to mean?" "That perhaps your Miss Holly Marcum really is a thief and there is no family to find,"Chambers said softly. "It gives her the perfect excuse to stay here and worm her way into your family's affections, not to mention providing her with a chance to steal more from you than a dress. A heart is much harder to replace. Good day, Jeremiah." Without another word, he left Jeremiah staring after him. 201
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 Chapter Nineteen When Holly walked into the store she saw Jeremiah leading Chambers from the back of the store, a mixture of apprehension and ire prickled over her skin. Hadn't the man said he'd keep the incident to himself? Yet, here he was already blabbing. And to Jeremiah of all people. Jeremiah's gaze locked onto her face and his eyes brightened. But the grim set of his mouth and his pale pallor confirmed to her what he and the constable had been speaking about. She silently prayed he didn't say anything to let on that the gentleman in question at the hotel was him, though Chambers had already hinted to her that he thought exactly that. "What do we have here?"Gerald asked, coming over to peep into the linen covered basket she carried. "I brought you lunch. I hope you like fried chicken?" "Yes, ma'am." "Good. I'll go out to the kitchen and set it up."She didn't glance at Jeremiah or the constable as she passed them. The polite thing to do would have been to invite the burly man to eat with them, but she wasn't feeling very hospitable toward him at the moment. At the doorway to the kitchen, curiosity halted her and she stopped to watch the two men. "Is Constable Chambers eating with us?"Gerald asked. "He is not,"Jeremiah said firmly. "I'm sure he has more than enough to keep him busy. Thank you for coming by, Constable. Gerald, please turn the closed sign and join us." 203
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "Yes sir, Mr. Devereaux." Chambers narrowed his eyes at Devereaux and opened his mouth as if to deliver a paring shot, then thought better of it. He turned and lumbered from the store. Gerald followed him and turned the sign. Looking over his shoulder at Jeremiah, he asked, "Is something wrong, sir?" "Nothing,"Jeremiah clipped off the word. "Let's eat." With a sigh of relief, Holly continued into the kitchen. There she unpacked the basket of food and set the table for three. She pumped water into a pitcher and was filling the glasses when the men entered. They washed their hands, and after Jeremiah had seated Holly, they took their places at the table as well. "This sure is a treat, Miss Marcum,"Jeremiah said. "It sure is,"Gerald echoed. "A meal from Aunt Fanny's is one of my favorites. What man could pass up her chicken and biscuits?" Holly smiled and watched the shy little man fill up his plate and begin eating with gusto. She helped herself to a chicken leg. "I was famished and thought you could use a meal too,"she explained. "Did you have a nice Thanksgiving, Gerald?" He nodded and began to describe the large family gathering at his grandmother's home outside Charleston while helping himself to seconds and then thirds of the meal. Jeremiah, she noted, ate very little, and Holly wondered just what Chambers had said to him. Once or twice their eyes met and he gave her a slight smile, but then worry settled over his features again. Oh dear. That bad. 204
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 Halfway through the meal, he rose and said, "That was wonderful, Miss Marcum. You'll excuse me, but I need to check on an order. Gerald, take your time." He left the room with his long stride. Gerald gave him an admiring look and said, "That's why he's so successful, isn't it, Miss Marcum?" "What is?"Holly continued to stare after Jeremiah, as if the strength of her stare would pull him back into the room. "His dedication to the store,"Gerald said. "It's quite admirable." Recalling her first days of getting her design business up and running, the long crazy hours and fast food meals, Holly said, "So it is. One doesn't get ahead in business by being lazy." "And lazy is not a word I would use for Mr. Devereaux."Gerald pushed back his chair. "And not one I would want him to use to describe me. Thank you again for the dinner, Miss Marcum." He left the room almost as quickly as Jeremiah had. Holly got up and cleared away the dishes. After putting them in the sink, she went back to the dining room to wipe off the table and found Jeremiah sitting there, waiting for her. Her breath caught in her throat at seeing him there. Would it always be this way? This mad rush of feelings at just being close to him? She fought the urge to rush to him and throw herself into his arms because they definitely needed to be more careful, especially in public. So it was to her delight and surprise that he rose and opened his arms to her. She closed the distance between 205
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 them and he pulled her to his chest. His warmth and his scent enveloped her, filling her head with a delicious dizziness and with a sigh of contentment, she nestled her head against his shoulder. "I'm sorry to have made a mess of things." She looked up at him. "It's a complication, but we can deal with it." He shook his head. "I wasn't thinking clearly this morning when I woke and you were gone. You had just told me about your Charleston, and I immediately thought what if the time had come for you to return all too quickly and without me having a chance to say goodbye. I was beside myself thinking I'd lost you." Her heart sang with joy at his declaration but she placed one finger over his lips. "Shhh, Gerald might over hear you." Jeremiah chuckled. "Gerald is far too polite to come back into the family quarters without an invitation. And the man is loyal to a fault. If he suspects anything, he won't say a word." Holly straightened his collar. "But we don't need another person suspecting anything about us." "Chambers knows enough."He kissed her fingers, but she pulled her hand away, pursing her lips together. "How dare him."She balled her fists. "He promised he'd keep quiet and yet he was talking to you by the time I got here with lunch. He certainly didn't waste any time, did he? Please tell me he doesn't know it was you?" "I'm sorry, darling, but he does." "How?"Holly demanded. "I didn't say anything." 206
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 Jeremiah sighed. "When I left the suite this morning, I went down the back stairs and passed one of the hotel staff so there is a description." "Of you?" "So it would seem." "Oh my."Holly put her hand over her mouth and shook her head. "Your aunt will surely fire me when she finds out." Jeremiah took her hands in his. "She's not going to find out." Panic sending her heart into a gallop, Holly asked. "How can you keep it from happening? Gossip of this nature travels fast and furious. She's bound to overhear talk among the hotel guests, especially those staying on the same floor." "Then I will have to tell her before someone else does,"he said, his voice rising. "It's my fault this happened. I never should have come over there like a man gone mad." "Shhh,"she cautioned. "Remember Gerald. And there may be customers." "Don't worry. Gerald is working in the storeroom. Let me take that apron off of you." "Who's watching the store?"Holly turned and nestled against him, far closer than necessary for him to untie the apron strings. His fingers did a slow exploration of the apron strings, sending waves of warmth over her skin and she sighed again. "I replaced the bell over the door so the chime works again. It's one of the things I promised Tabitha I'd do while she was gone." 207
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 Recalling the infamous "honey-do"lists from her own time, Holly laughed and removed the apron. She folded it in half before she draped it over the back of the chair. "What else did she have on her list for you to do in her absence?" He pulled her close again, glad to see her smile instead of the worried frown. "She wanted me to be nice to you. Which,"he said, kissing her, "I will continue to do. Unless you have some objection?" She shook her head. "None. Anything else?" He wiggled his eye brows at her. "Aunt Cora wanted me to get to know you better." Color flooded her face. "You've definitely been doing that,"she muttered and he laughed. "Not exactly in the way she meant,"he agreed. "But I don't think either one of them will be disappointed this afternoon when we meet them at the train station." Surprise quickened Holly's heart again. "They're coming back? So soon?" He nodded. "They will be in around four, if the train's on time. I'm taking the carriage since Aunt Cora's telegram states they bought every dress available in Savannah." Holly nodded and backed away from him. "Our time together alone hasn't been long enough. I want longer." "I know,"he said softly, raising her chin with his hand. "And when Aunt Cora finds out about us, she may object but I'll remind her how she was trying to play matchmaker before she left. So how can she object?" "That's not what I meant." 208
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 "Then what?"he asked, stepping closer and pulling her back against his solid chest. "This."Holly splayed her hands along the plains of his chest, memorizing the feel of him. "We won't be able to hold, kiss, or love each other whenever we want once they're back." "Troublesome things, family."Jeremiah joked as he lowered his head and nibbled at her mouth. "We can't really do that now either. We have to sneak private moments like when no one else is around." She frowned. "But we wouldn't have to do it if we were in my Charleston. We could do whatever we wanted and no one would care." He gently cuffed her on the chin. "Well we're not, so you might as well get use to the fact that we are living in this time period, my time period, where there are more stringent rules of decorum." "You're no fun,"she grumbled good naturedly. "Oh, I don't know about that,"he drawled, giving her a blush-making wink. "And now, I'm going to get back to work or Gerald will start to wonder what I'm doing." With that said, he turned and left her staring after him. The bell over the door chimed and she sighed. A customer. Well, she had to return the basket to Aunt Fanny's and this was as good a time as any. So she slipped out the back and headed to the diner a few blocks away. She'd always heard that sex could complicate a relationship. It had complicated hers and Jeremiah's. And now 209
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 Mrs. Thornton was due back this afternoon. Holly feared what might happen if Jeremiah didn't get to speak to his aunt first. She spent an hour or so exploring the nearby streets, noting the shop windows and making mental notes on what she could suggest to Jeremiah about another window display. By the time she returned to the store, Gerald had long finished in the storeroom. Jeremiah was standing at the front window holding his pocket watch in hand and frowning. "There you are. I've been looking everywhere for you." "I had to return the basket to Aunt Fanny's and then I did a little window shopping,"Holly said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to keep you waiting." "I told him that was where you probably went,"Gerald said helpfully. "Yes, well, it's time to head to the train station. Are you ready?"Jeremiah asked, moving to take his hat from the hall tree in the corner. His impatient tone surprised her, but Holly only said, "Of course."She accepted his arm and they left the store. They were halfway down the street toward the livery to fetch the carriage before either one of them spoke. "Jeremiah, I think you misunderstood me earlier. I wasn't saying I didn't want to be with you here just because I would prefer living with you in my time." "I know. I was upset for another reason." Holly glanced at him, silently imploring him to say more, but he didn't. Clearly he was struggling with some kind of worry and she recalled her own conversation with Constable Chambers. The thought of facing Mrs. Thornton with the truth 210
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 of their relationship made her stomach churn. If the gossip or Chambers got to Mrs. Thornton first, there would be hell to pay for both of them. She frantically searched her brain for a safe or at least pleasant subject. "I hope Tabitha had a wonderful time shopping." "I'm sure she did. I know the trip, short as it was, was good for her if for no other reason than to be away from me for a while." "Yes, you are such an old grouch,"she teased, hoping to bring back the smile she loved so well. "How has she put up with you all these years?" His amber hued gaze swept over her. "She has done what I hope you will eventually do to put up with me." Something dangerously close to love shuttled over Holly. "What would that be?" "Practice, my dearest Miss Marcum. Lots and lots of practice." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty "I don't see them."Holly strained her neck trying to see above the heads of the men and women milling around at the train platform. She never imagined there would be so many people meeting a late afternoon train. But it was Friday. And perhaps here, like in modern Charleston traffic was heavier on Fridays as people traveled for the weekend. "I'm sure they are taking their time leaving the train car,"Jeremiah observed. "Are you sure? Tabitha was so excited to go. Wouldn't she be just as excited to show off her new purchases?" Jeremiah glanced at her. "Are you trying to start an argument?" "No. What makes you think that?" "We've went down a similar road that ended in argument. In fact, we've ended up in each other's arms from it as well. But neither can happen right now." "Wanna bet?"Holly quipped, and gave him a saucy wink. "Don't be a minx."Jeremiah chided and pointed into the crowd. "There's Aunt Cora and Tabitha." Holly rose on her tip-toes and spotted Mrs. Thornton's large-brimmed, feathered hat. "Does she look pleased?" "She's smiling, if that's what you're asking." "Good,"Holly said, placing her hand in the crook of his arm again as they moved a few feet forward. She swallowed and prepared herself to come face to face with her friend and her employer again. She feared if she weren't careful they'd 212
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 suspect something had changed between her and Jeremiah in their absence. She didn't mind them knowing, but wanted either Jeremiah or herself to be the ones to tell them. And she certainly wasn't ready to make it public knowledge. "Jeremiah! Holly,"Mrs. Thornton called. Immediately the people in her wake parted like the Red Sea for her to pass. Tabitha, two steps behind her, carried a closed ecru colored parasol that matched the lace on her traveling dress. Her face lit up, and she rushed ahead of her aunt and hugged Holly tight. "I've got so much to tell you and show you,"she said happily. "We simply couldn't stop ourselves from buying the store out. I'm surprised we have any money left. I brought you a present,"she said stepping back as if seeing Jeremiah for the first time. She tapped him lightly on the arm with her parasol. "I have something for you as well, big brother, but Holly will have to convince me you were a perfect gentleman first." "He was,"Holly said. "I was,"Jeremiah assured her. Tabitha giggled, looking from one to the other, and then settled her glance on her aunt. "Somehow I believe them." "Of course Jeremiah was a perfect gentleman in our absence. It's in his breeding. Isn't it, my dear boy,"Mrs. Thornton said, giving him a hug. When she released him, she glanced at Holly. "I can't tell if it's the color of your dress, or if something has happened to make you look so radiant, my dear." 213
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 Holly just managed to stop the blush threatening to stain her cheeks. "I'm sure you are mistaken, Mrs. Thornton,"she said hastily. "Nothing has changed." Mrs. Thornton continued to eye her. "No dear, something has changed. Have you noticed it, Jeremiah?" Holly tensed and glanced at him, curious to hear his response. "I think Holly, um Miss Marcum, is feeling more like herself after the illness." "That has to be it,"Tabitha said, wrapping her arm around Holly's and turning her toward the carriage. "I can't wait to get home and show you all my new dresses." "Jeremiah, will you have a porter see to our luggage?"Mrs. Thornton asked, joining them as they walked to the carriage. Holly glanced over her shoulder and saw him frown. Impatience at Mrs. Thornton tugged at her heart. His aunt did not need to speak to him as if he were a boy who didn't know how to manage things. He was a capable, successful businessman, and it was time Mrs. Thornton realized it. She half-heard what Tabitha was saying as they got into the carriage. Memories of being trapped with Jeremiah during the rainstorm and their silly argument about nothing flooded her head. Yet that nothing had led to their first kiss and later to their making love in Mrs. Thornton's suite. "Are you blushing?"Tabitha asked. "Aunt Cora, look, isn't she?" "Tabitha, dear, how can you tell anything in this horrid light?" 214
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 "I think she's keeping a secret from us,"Tabitha announced. "She's far too quiet." Holly's cheeks flamed. "No. I'm listening to your description of your trip. I want to hear every detail. I wouldn't be a very good friend if I didn't let you tell your tale,"she assured her friend. Tabitha sighed. "I suppose you're right, but I think if you had a secret it would be far more delicious to hear than my trip." The girl was incorrigible just like Jeremiah. Holly knew what Tabitha longed to hear. There was no way Holly could confide in Tabitha, especially about her own brother. "Really, Tabitha, if Holly has anything to say she will tell you,"Mrs. Thornton scolded. "Am I not right, Holly?" Holly nodded and quickly changed the subject. "What color is your dress for the party tomorrow night?" "Pearl blue. And when I move, it shimmers. We bought shoes and a fan to match as well." "It sounds lovely,"Holly praised. "I can't wait to see you in it." "I won't look as lovely as you will in the dress you'll be wearing,"Tabitha sighed. "Me? Nothing was said about you purchasing a dress for me." "Tabitha."Mrs. Thornton's tone shut the girl up. Tabitha mouthed the word 'sorry'and ducked her head, but not before Holly saw her. "Please tell me you didn't buy a dress for me to wear to the party." 215
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 "No, I didn't buy you one on our trip,"Mrs. Thornton confessed. "But you do have one. It's a beautiful creation that belongs only to you." Holly frowned. "If you didn't buy the dress on this trip, then when did you buy it?" "That isn't important,"Mrs. Thornton said. "The main thing is that you are going with us to the engagement party tomorrow night. Jeremiah will escort you and Tabitha." Holly didn't want to go to the engagement party. The party would take place at Belle Terre, the same place as the birthday party Aunt Jessie planned for her. She feared if she went to the party she'd travel back to herold life . She wasn't ready for that to happen. Leaving Jeremiah right now wasn't an option. "Won't it be wonderful?"Tabitha chirped and reached for Holly's hand. She squeezed it in excitement. "I've always wanted to go to one of the Vanderhorsts'parties, and now I get to go with my dearest friend." Tabitha's enthusiasm touched Holly. She didn't want to disappoint the girl, so she smiled and tried to appear thrilled. "Definitely." The carriage slowed to a stop then rocked as Jeremiah left the driver's perch. "I think you both will outshine the bride to be,"Mrs. Thornton said before the door to the carriage opened. "Don't you think so, Jeremiah?" "Of course,"he said. "But you wouldn't believe me if I said differently, so I might as well agree with you and save myself the trouble." 216
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 Tabitha swatted him on the arm with her parasol. "Beast!" "Just being the big brother you know and love,"he teased. Holly waited as Jeremiah helped his aunt and sister out of the carriage, then he reached a hand into her. She remained silent until Tabitha and Mrs. Thornton were out of earshot before asking softly, "Did you know about the dress?"His touch was sending delicious shivers up and down her spine and she ached for his touch in other places. "What dress?"he asked and closed the door behind her. "The one I'll be wearing tomorrow night."She spoke as softly as she could to prevent their exchange from being overheard. "Yes. I sold it to my aunt." "You don't carry those types of dresses." "Normally I don't, but I had a special order dress that she insisted on buying." Holly's mouth fell open as she realized what he was saying. "She bought the Vanderhorst dress for me?" Jeremiah nodded. "And ordered Marianne a different one, which I've been told she loved. She thanked my aunt profusely for intervening on her behalf and preventing her from showing up in a gown wrong for her coloring. Aunt Cora can be a miracle worker at times." "I don't like it. I can't go to the party wearing that dress,"she protested. "Don't you think Marianne will know it's the gown she ordered? How convenient of your aunt to find her a new one and then have me show up in the original? The gossip will run wild. How could you allow your aunt to saddle me with that dress?" 217
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 An unfamiliar fire burned in her eyes and she stormed off, leaving him speechless. He'd never imagined she'd react to the dress that way. After all, she'd claimed it was hers from the moment they met. Had that been a lie? What do you really know about her, Jeremiah? He heard the constable's words loud and clear, but dismissed them. He knew Holly. She was everything she'd claimed to be. "Hurry up, Jeremiah!"Tabitha called impatiently from the doorway. "I want to show Holly my new dresses." "Patience is a virtue, Tabitha." She wrinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue at him and went inside. In spite of his concern over Holly's reaction, he grinned. Some things never changed. It would take more than a few days of shopping with Aunt Cora to tame his sister's natural enthusiasm or turn her into a sophisticate. He shook his head and looked at the stacks and stacks of loaded boxes. He entered the store and called, "Gerald?" "Yes, Mister Devereaux?"The clerk looked up from sweeping the floor. "The ladies have bought out half the shops in Savannah. I need your help carrying in their purchases." Gerald put the broom against the counter and followed Jeremiah back into the street. At the sight of the piles and piles of boxes, his eyes nearly popped from his head. "Good Heavens!" 218
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 "I'll give you an extra dollar next payday,"Jeremiah promised. It took several trips before they delivered the last hatbox to Tabitha's now crowded bedroom. Gerald quickly scuttled from the room as Jeremiah handed her the hatbox. "Will you need a larger closet?"he teased. Tabitha giggled. "No. I think I'll finally move into mom and dad's bedroom and turn this into my dressing room." "That's a splendid idea,"Jeremiah said. "I think you should do just that." Elation lit her pretty face. "Really, Jeremiah? You wouldn't mind if I took the room?"She asked. "Someone should use it, and I'm content where I am." She threw her arms around his neck, almost hitting him in the side of the head with the hatbox. "Oh, thank you, Jeremiah. Thank you. Thank you. You are the best brother in the world" "What's going on over there?"Aunt Cora called from the arm chair near the window. Tabitha danced across the room. "I have the best brother in the world." Holly glanced up from inspecting a hat and smiled at him. He smiled in return until he noticed Aunt Cora watching them. Her shrewd glance told him that her earlier observation that Holly had changed was dead on target. It was just a matter of time before the regal woman demanded an explanation. "I'll leave you ladies if you need nothing else?" His sister turned around. "Nothing. Thank you again for your help, Jeremiah." 219
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 He took the stairs two at a time and found Gerald finishing closing up the store. "I'll be back shortly to help you. I need to return the carriage to the livery." "I can do that for you if you like,"Gerald said. "I'm having dinner with my sister, and she lives in that direction." "Thank you. I'll see to the daily receipts, and you can run on along. Enjoy your evening, Gerald."Jeremiah followed him to the door and locked up before going into his office. Once he finished with the receipts, he straightened up the papers on his desk. One piece of paper in particular caught his eye, the bill of sale for the dress to Aunt Cora. Jeremiah couldn't understand why Holly didn't want to wear the dress to the party. Did it really matter to her what Marianne Vanderhorst may say or think? It shouldn't. And if the dress really belonged to Holly, then why shouldn't she wear it? If she were in her Charleston she'd be wearing it to her own party. Isn't that what she'd said? Her party. The one her Aunt Jessie planned for her birthday. He vaguely recalled Holly telling him where Aunt Jessie lived when he'd first found Holly in the storeroom, but he'd paid little attention to her prattling that day. He should know the address because she'd also said Aunt Jessie was a Vanderhorst. The Belle Terre house. Did Holly think if she showed up at the Vanderhorsts in the dress it would send her back to her time period? If that should happen then what about him? 220
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 Would he ever return to the life he should have lived? Or was he totally wrong thinking he'd come from the future, too? Maybe the flashes of memory he'd had were all figments of his imagination. He'd found no proof otherwise. No one could verify actual birth in this period other than his parents, and they were dead. And he couldn't afford going to Doc Tatum and having the man think he'd gone mad. So many unanswered questions ran through his mind at the same time it made his head hurt. He had to find out the truth. He felt the answers were trapped inside the locked box in his drawer. He was determined to get the box open this time. He retrieved his toolbox from the storeroom and headed upstairs to his room. Aunt Cora was waiting for him on the landing. "There you are at last,"she said, planting her hands on her hips. "I wanted to talk to you about tomorrow." "I'm already one step ahead of you. I will be closing the store at one tomorrow. That should give Tabitha more than enough time to prepare for the party." She swept past him into his room without so much as a please and he followed her. "Good,"she announced. "I will send my hair modeste over to do Tabitha's as soon as she finishes with Holly and me. But that isn't what I wanted to talk to you about. Tomorrow is Holly's birthday." "I know,"Jeremiah said. "Miss Marcum says she isn't going to the Vanderhorst's party with us, but I think she can be persuaded. Let me talk to her."
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 "What are you talking about? Of course Holly is going."His aunt pursed her lips together and tilted her head. "Did she tell you she wasn't?" "She did, and she was upset about wearing Marianne's dress which doesn't make sense. The dress is hers. She was wearing it when she got here." "But I thought you said she was trying to steal the dress when you found her in the storeroom?" "Yes,"Jeremiah admitted. "I did say that." "Are you telling me you no longer believe it to be true? What changed your mind?" "I've spent a great deal of time thinking about it."He stepped over to the dresser, opened up the drawer, and pulled out the box. "And?"Aunt Cora asked. Jeremiah looked up. "I believe Holly—err—Miss Marcum." "Then why doesn't she want to wear the dress, or go to the party?" "That's more complicated."He turned the box one way and then next before taking a flathead screw driver to the clasp. "How is it complicated to go to a party?"Aunt Cora demanded. "Tomorrow is her birthday. Her aunt is having a party for her. Miss Marcum clings to hope that she will return to her aunt. And yet, I believe she fears it as well." "You aren't making any sense, Jeremiah. Put down that box and look at me." He kept his eyes on his task. "I have to get it open. I can work on this and talk to you at the same time." 222
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 Her disapproval radiated across the room. "What is so important about that childhood trinket? I haven't seen you with it since you were four." His head jerked up at her words. "You saw me have this as a boy?" "Yes." "Then you know what's inside?" Aunt Cora shook her head. "No. I'm afraid I don't. I do recall your mother telling me how you put something you treasured inside the box, and the clasp got stuck. You screamed and howled for days because you couldn't get it open. I'm surprised you still have it. Your mother said your father took it away from you in order to make you forget it." "So the clasp has been stuck all these years?"Jeremiah went over to the bed and sat on the edge. He patted a spot for his aunt to join him. "You don't remember?"she asked, crossing the room to join him. "No. I only found the box—last night—when I was searching through the drawer. It was pushed all the way into the back." "Maybe that is where your father put it so you wouldn't find it." "Why would he do that?" "Perhaps he wanted you to have it when you were older?" Jeremiah put the box and tool on the bed between them. "Do you mind if I ask you a question?" "I don't mind."Aunt Cora said. 223
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 "I've recalled a memory from my childhood, but it doesn't coincide with others I have. Did we always live here above the store?" Aunt Cora's smile faltered. "No. You didn't. For the first three years of their marriage your parents lived in a little house on the outskirt of town before your father bought the store." "Is that where I was born?" "I just said that is where they lived. Where else would you have been born?"She rose and walked over to the open drawer and peered inside, shoving the contents around as if she were searching for something. "You didn't really answer my question." She swung back around. "I think I did." "No. You didn't. I have a feeling you know something you aren't telling me, Aunt Cora. Were my parents really my parents?" She was silent for a moment and then smiled. "What kind of question is that? Of course they were your parents. How else would you have gotten here? Didn't your father ever tell you about the birds and the bees?" Jeremiah almost laughed at her. "Of course he did. I didn't get this old without knowing how relations between men and women work." "Well you are still single at twenty-seven, my boy." "My marital status or lack thereof is not the issue at hand." "Then what is?"She asked. "Did you hold me as a baby?" 224
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 Aunt Cora laughed and shook her head. "What kind of question is that?" "A serious one so if you wouldn't mind answering." She sighed. "No. I was in England. You were a strapping boy running around in short pants by the time I returned." "Then you can't say for sure they were my parents." "Jeremiah, what are you trying to get me to say?" He rose from the bed and stood beside her at the open drawer. "I want to know if I was actually born here or if I was found as a four-year-old." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-One All the color drained from Aunt Cora's face. "Wh-what has gotten into you?"she stammered. "You're talking nonsense and asking all these questions. What went on here while Tabitha and I were gone?" "Nothing—well—something." Aunt Cora crossed her arms. "Should I sit for this?" "Perhaps you had better,"he said, standing up for her to make herself comfortable at the foot of his bed. When she had settled herself, he said, "I took your advice and got to know Miss Marcum better while you were gone." His aunt smiled. "I'd hoped you would." "In doing so I—that is—Holly and I discussed where she is from. And I realized I am from there as well." "You are?"He could tell his aunt was fighting hard not to laugh at him. "Exactly from where is this?" "The future." "How drunk were you when she told you this? Or was it she who had been doing the drinking? Either way I've never heard such nonsense." "Please, Aunt Cora, before you have me carted off to some asylum, hear me out." She folded her hands. "Very well. You may continue." Struggling to frame his words in just the right way, Jeremiah said, "I've been having flashes of memory. They aren't from here. They are from another time. A time I 226
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 believe is the future, Aunt Cora. Holly said something that triggered it. I can't explain it, but I know it's true." "Is that why getting this box open is so important?" He nodded and kneeling in front of her, took her hands between his. "I think it could contain something from my past—err—my future." She looked at him thoughtfully, cupping his face between her hands. "Holly mumbled nonsense while she suffered from the fever,"she said slowly. "She was worried about her aunt, and she kept repeating the word time-travel and how she had to get back home. Perhaps the poor girl was affected by the fever more than Doc Tatum realized. Or perhaps that blow to her head did more than he thought." "No. She believes she is from the future, and I have come to the conclusion I may be as well." Aunt Cora laughed again, but stopped herself and covered her mouth with her hand. "I'm sorry, Jeremiah. I didn't mean to laugh, but that is the silliest thing I've ever heard." "So you don't think it's possible?" "No. It makes me wonder if you hit your head while I was away." Jeremiah's impatience flared. "I haven't hit my head,"he snapped. "But how can I explain the vision I saw, or how Holly suddenly appeared in my storeroom wearing a dress that didn't belong to her?" Aunt Cora laid her hand on his shoulder and looked him squarely in the eye. "You can't. Now let's forget this nonsense and discuss what we will do for Holly's birthday tomorrow. I told her we'd have a small party for her before going to the 227
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 Vanderhorsts. Tabitha is going to make a cake. You're closing up the store early so we could meet here around four and have a lovely tea with sandwiches. Don't you think?" "That sounds fine,"he said. Damnation, he didn't need for her to dismiss his concerns for a discussion of a birthday party. His and Holly's lives together—or not—were far more important than that. "We each need to give Holly a gift,"Aunt Cora continued oblivious to his mood. "I know it is short notice, but do you think you could come up with something for the girl?" "Don't worry. I'll have something." "Good. Now I think it is time Holly and I returned to the hotel. Tabitha has had more than enough time to show Holly her new clothes." "Aunt Cora, there's something else I need to tell you." "Can it wait until this evening? I'm feeling a bit weary from our trip and would like to lie down for a while. Why don't you and Tabitha join us at the hotel for dinner tonight and we'll talk then?" "Very well."Jeremiah agreed and walked her to the door. He knew it was better for Aunt Cora to be rested when he told her about the incident at the hotel. "Cheer up,"Aunt Cora said, patting his cheek. "Everything will work out in the end. You'll get that box open and see there was nothing to any of this." Jeremiah doubted that. If Aunt Cora thought he was talking nonsense then maybe he had allowed his imagination to get the better of him. In the very least, he'd allowed another part of his body to do the thinking for him these last 228
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 few days. Ever since he'd kissed Holly, he'd been lost in a jumble of feelings so foreign it was no wonder he didn't know what was real anymore, and risked bringing scandal to the family name. He closed his door and went back over to the foot of the bed. He sat down, picked up the small box, and tried again to pry it open. He applied more force, determined this time to succeed, but the clasp broke. "Damnation!"He threw the box across the room and it hit the wall with so much force it cracked the plaster before falling to the floor with a thud. "Incredible,"Jeremiah slid from the bed and stumbled to where the box lay. He picked up the hidden treasure and examined it. The rose colored crystal had been carved into an oval shape and was heavier than it looked. He closed his hand around it and immediately had another memory flash. He remembered himself as a young boy wearing short pants and grungy laced shoes standing in front of a large mahogany desk in a room where bookcases lined one wall and a large window the other. The same crystal object he currently held lay on the desk, gleaming in the sunlight. His younger self reached for the unusual stone and heard a masculine voice call his name. "Jeremiah. Jeremiah where are you?" The boy grabbed the object and turned toward the window. A bright flash of light blinded him and the memory faded away. Jeremiah blinked and shook his head. Aunt Cora could not tell him that did not just happen. 229
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 He examined the object closer and realized it was an oval, rose cut crystal. It was fascinating the way color reflected through it, and he could understand how a little boy would be tempted to snatch it from his father's office. His father's office. Was that the room where he'd been? Had that been his real father he'd heard? A knock came at his door and he slowly moved toward the sound. "Give me a minute." He took a deep breath and dropped the stone in his pant pocket for safe keeping before opening the door. Holly stood on the other side of the door, smiling. "We're leaving,"she said. He nodded. "Aunt Cora told me." "Is something wrong?"she asked, her blue eyes widening. "Did you talk to you aunt?" "No. I tried, but she was tired and wanted to go back to the hotel and lie down. I'll speak with her tonight when we come for dinner." Her fingers twisted the buttons on the front of her dress. "I hope it isn't too late. I mean I hope no one tells—" "Don't fret,"he tilted her chin up with one finger and brushed his lips across hers. "If anyone calls, just tell them she is indisposed." Her expression brightened. "I hadn't thought of that. Yes, that's exactly what I'll do. Thank you, Jeremiah!" "You see?"He struck a pose. "I'm actually good for something more than carrying packages." 230
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 "Much more,"she said softly and he longed to pull her into his arms and kiss her soundly, decorum be damned. But for now, decorum must be followed. "Let me walk you out,"he said, extending his arm. "Is Aunt Cora already downstairs?" "Yes. Tabitha is still in her room deciding on a dress for dinner." "Tab did always want to try everything,"he recalled. "Like a child in a candy store." Her smile warmed his heart. "Yes." They stopped at the top of the staircase. "We will be over around seven." Holly cupped his face with her hands, rose up on her toes, and brushed her lips against his, lingering there for a moment. "Until then." He laid his hand over hers and held it against his face. "Until then." She slowly turned and took the stairs alone. Behind him, Jeremiah heard a rustle, and he turned in time to see the hem of Tabitha's skirt disappear back into her room. She'd seen them. What else would go wrong today? "Tabitha,"he called, rushing to her open doorway. "Tabitha." She stood with her back to him staring out the window, but glanced over her shoulder as she spoke. "I wasn't spying. I thought I heard Holly's voice and wanted to show her my choice in dress for dinner. Do you like it?" 231
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 "The color suits you, but then you always did look good in blue,"he said for lack of anything better. "Thank you."She turned. "You and Holly are in love aren't you?" Even accustomed as he was to his sister's directness, Tabitha's question threw him off guard. "I —we—that is to say—" "Oh, don't try to deny it! I knew something was different about her when we were at the train station."Tabitha's eyes sparkled like diamonds. "I pressed her for information while we were in the carriage. She had that look in her eye, but she didn't—or rather wouldn't tell me." "Don't be upset with her, Tab. This is all new to us. We're getting adjusted to our feelings." "Upset?"She blinked. "How could I be upset? I've hoped for nothing more since I realized your opposition to Holly being here had to stem more from your liking her than not." "You did?" Tabitha nodded. "Your secret is safe with me. Though Aunt Cora will be just as delighted." "I know,"Jeremiah sighed, covering his eyes with his hand. "I know." "You sound annoyed. Why?" He lowered his hand and unable to contain his grin, said, "You know me, Tab. I've never liked having to admit I was wrong, especially to Aunt Cora." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Two Holly found dinner that evening awkward. Tabitha kept looking at her and grinning like a silly goose while Jeremiah avoided looking at her entirely, which further annoyed her. Mrs. Thornton, on the other hand, appeared oblivious to anything other than the food. She looked weary even though she had rested before dinner. When coffee was served, Holly asked, "Are you tired, Mrs. Thornton?" "Actually dear, I am. I think our short jaunt was a little too much travel for me. I'm sure I'll be fine after a good night's sleep." "Maybe you should retire early for the evening,"Jeremiah suggested. "Perhaps."Mrs. Thornton rose. "Would you walk with me, Jeremiah? I'd like to talk to you." "Certainly."He stood and looked at Holly and Tabitha. "I'll return shortly." "Take your time,"Tabitha said. "We'll be here enjoying our coffee." Holly nodded, holding her tongue until they were out of earshot before she turned to Tabitha. "What has gotten into you?" "What do you mean?"Tabitha looked far too innocent sipping her coffee, but Holly knew something was up. "You've been grinning like a Cheshire cat all evening,"Holly accused. 233
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 "And you've been keeping a secret,"Tabitha sang. "Which I should be upset about, but I'm not." Holly's heart skipped a beat. Did Tabitha know? How could she have possibly figured it out? Had Jeremiah told her? He wouldn't—would he? "Don't worry, Holly,"Tabitha said. She put down her cup and patted Holly's hand. "I'm not saying a word." "About what?"Holly blotted the corners of her mouth with her napkin and laid it on the table. Tabitha laid her hand on top of Holly's. "You and Jeremiah. I saw you kiss him before you left the store today. I couldn't be happier." Holly gripped her own cup. She needed the warmth against her hands. "Does he know that you know?" Tabitha nodded. "He caught me going back into my room, but we talked. This is so wonderful, Holly. He needs someone. I'd feared he'd remain single for the rest of his life and end up like old Dickie Vanderhorst. I've told him so." Imagining her lover's scowl at the comparison, Holly grinned and said, "I'm sure that made him happy." Tabitha chuckled. "It infuriated him, but he got over it. I think I want a piece of pie. What do you say we both have some?"She motioned for the server. But as Holly listened to her and the server debate the merits of sweet potato and apple, she glanced at the dining room door. What could Mrs. Thornton want to talk to Jeremiah about now? **** 234
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 Jeremiah closed the door to his aunt's suite and joined her on the settee. She fluffed a pillow and put it behind her back before she spoke. "I've been thinking about our conversation from this afternoon." Jeremiah readied himself. "You have?" "Yes. I didn't take you seriously and I apologize. You're a level headed man, Jeremiah. You are far too sensible to believe harebrained ideas as fact without careful consideration." She paused, as if gathering her thoughts. "I wasn't here when you were born, that is true. I was in England for three years and in of all my correspondences with your parents nothing was mentioned that they were expecting a baby. And then one day, a few months before I was to return to America, a letter arrived telling me about you and how you were growing into a fine young lad. "I was stunned and hurt that they had kept you a secret. I wrote asking why they hadn't told me before, and your father's reply was one I considered honorable. He explained they'd kept you a secret because of my own misfortune of learning I was not able to have children of my own. I never questioned it until this afternoon when you told me about your visions. "I've been unable to think about anything else since I returned to the hotel. As tired as I feel, sleep has eluded me." Jeremiah nodded and reached into his trouser pocket. He brought out the crystal and showed it to her. "I got the box open." 235
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 Her hands trembled slightly but she examined the crystal with the care of a master jeweler. "I feared you would." He had thought that was what she would say, but he wanted to hear her say it. "Why?" "If what you say could be remotely true, as crazy as this may sound coming from me, I don't want to lose you, Jeremiah. You are like a son to me and Tabitha a daughter. How would I ever explain it to her if you were to vanish from this life and never return?"She gave a nervous laugh. "Am I crazy to want to believe you?" The concern etched on her face made her look old, and he heard the pain in her voice. He knew what a burden this would be upon her for the rest of her life if he did vanish one day. "You won't have to, Aunt Cora,"he said gently. "I've written Tabitha a letter in case something should happen to me and Holly."He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out an envelope. "You will see that she gets it?" Aunt Cora covered her mouth with her hand. Unshed tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away. She reached for the envelope and held it to her chest. "Do you honestly believe that now you've found this crystal, you might just simply vanish without warning?" He nodded. "I had another vision after the box opened, and I touched the stone. It was of me as a child snatching the crystal off a mahogany desk. There was a bright flash of light when the vision ended. I think the crystal set into motion whatever forces brought me here." 236
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 "And what if you are the only one to go?"Aunt Cora asked. "What if by some twist of fate Holly should stay behind?" "I have written a letter to Tabitha in the event that happens as well,"he reached into his other coat pocket and pulled out another envelope with the corners bent. "But I'm hoping that if I return to the future that Holly comes with me. She's everything I never knew I needed or wanted. I wouldn't want to live without her." She cocked her head and slowly he saw the old familiar mirth appear in her eyes. "My, my,"she said softly. "Those are very strong feelings for someone who detested the very sight of the girl just a few short days ago." "I know,"Jeremiah said sheepishly. "Tab said I protested too much." Abruptly tears filled her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. She pulled him into a tight embrace. "My darling boy,"she sobbed. "Whatever shall I do without you?" He patted her on the shoulder, then sat back and gave her his handkerchief. "You'll be just fine, Aunt Cora. You and Tabitha can sell the store if you want and travel through Europe if you desire. You'll see that she has a solid marriage prospect." She blotted her face and sighed, regaining her composure. "Yes, of course. Don't worry about Tabitha, she'll be fine. I'll plan a trip abroad for her. It's time she saw Europe. As for the store, we may not sell it immediately. I believe Gerald would be a good manager and could run the place in our absence." 237
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 The thought of his clerk running things in his absence brought Jeremiah a measure of relief. "Yes. Gerald would be trustworthy and a fine manager." She nodded her approval and then said, "Jeremiah, there's something else. It's about Holly." His stomach rolled into knots at her apprehensive tone. "What about Holly?" "After we got back to the hotel, I sent her to the apothecary for a fresh tin of tooth powder. She isn't aware of this, but while she was gone, the hotel manager called and spoke to me about a little incident that happened this morning." Jeremiah braced himself for her coming reaction. "I was afraid of that. I wanted to talk to you about it and tried before you left the store, but you wanted to rest." "So it is true?"she asked. "You paid her a visit, here at the hotel, in my suite, at an inappropriate hour?" He nodded. Words would do him no good at this point. Aunt Cora placed one finger on her forehead between her brows as if she were hedging off a megrim. "Do you realize what you've done?" "It wasn't in my best judgment to come at such an hour, but she'd just told me about the possibility of her vanishing. When I woke and she was gone—" "When you woke?" Alarm widened her eyes, and he hastened to explain. "No. Nothing like that. We'd had dinner together. She told me about being from another time period, and I didn't want to believe it. I went to my room and that is when I found the 238
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 box. She cried—I actually made her cry,"he said, recalling how he'd found her leaning up against the doorframe dozing with shed tears still on her cheeks. "She fell asleep and I did too. When I woke up she'd returned to the hotel like any respectable young woman would do, but I thought she was gone. That I'd lost her already." She gave him the scowl he remembered from childhood. "So you came here and pounded on the suite door, waking up everyone staying on this floor?" "Afraid so." "And Holly let you in?" "Yes,"he admitted, then added. "Though she wasn't happy with my behavior." Aunt Cora harrumphed. "Well, at least that speaks well for her. She should have sent you away with a good tongue lashing. I know I would have." He had to grin at her expression. "Yes, you would have." "But she didn't,"Aunt Cora said. "The owner said you were spotted leaving by the back stairs about two hours later. Two hours, Jeremiah. Whatever were you—thinking to stay that long and to try and sneak out of the hotel?" "Obviously I wasn't thinking." "Obviously, but that is what happens when the blood drains from a man's brain and goes to his nether regions." "Aunt Cora!" "Oh, don't sound so shocked. I was married once. I know how a man gets when he loses focus and becomes consumed with the fleshly pleasures. You will marry her." "Aunt Cora, please, you're assuming—" 239
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 "Are you saying you didn't make love to her?"Aunt Cora looked more shocked at the possibility that he hadn't than if he had admitted that he had. "No, I'm not saying that. I'm saying you assume she'd want to marry me,"he stood and walked over to the window. A full moon hung in the sky, painting the street below with soft gossamer ribbons of light. The beginnings of frost laced the windows. It would be Christmas soon. Christmas with Holly— "Why wouldn't she?"Aunt Cora's voice interrupted his reverie. He turned around with his hands clasped behind his back. "She's not from here. I may be a merchant in this time, but I'm nothing in the future." Aunt Cora got to her feet. "You're Jeremiah Devereaux no matter what time period you're in and don't you forget that,"she declared fiercely. "You have family here and there and that makes you a very lucky man." "Yes, well, let's not talk about it so freely. We don't want to be carted away to the nearest asylum." Aunt Cora laughed and shook her head. "One day you will marry Holly Marcum, mark my words." "I'll remember that,"he said, coming back over to the settee. He kissed her on the cheek. "Try and get some sleep." "I will. Now go. Enjoy your evening." Feeling a little less worried, Jeremiah headed toward the door. Then he stopped, turned and said, "Aunt Cora?" "Yes?" "I love you." 240
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 "Oh, go away before you have me crying again,"and he barely made it into the hall before her well aimed pillow hit the door to the suite. When he returned to the dining room, Holly and Tabitha were chatting and having pie. "Did you save any for me?"he asked. "No."Tabitha chirped, patting her tummy. "And it was your favorite. Sweet potato." "You can have part of mine,"Holly offered, pushing the dessert plate toward him. "I'm afraid we got the last pieces." "In that case I'll have a bite."He sat down in the chair adjacent to her and cut a piece with the fork. "How's Aunt Cora?"Tabitha inquired. "Resting." "Should I go up and check on her?" He shook his head. "I just came down, so why would you?"Then understanding dawned on him. "Oh. No. You don't have to leave Holly and me alone." Tabitha's eyes darted between them. "If you're sure." "Yes,"Holly said. "Besides, don't we need a chaperone or something?" Tabitha giggled. "I suppose so. We don't need a scandal, or I'll never find a husband." "Are you looking for one?"Jeremiah asked her, waving at the waiter to bring more coffee. "A scandal or a husband? Well, a scandal might be fun. But only a little one, mind you." "Tabitha Lynn Devereaux!" 241
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 "Oooh, he used all my names, Holly!"Tabitha giggled again. "A husband of course. Aunt Cora said I really should consider it." "Whatever you do, Tabitha, do not marry to please anyone else. Do it for you,"Holly said. "I have a well meaning aunt, and she would do anything to see me blissfully wed." "Don't you want to be married?"Tabitha asked. "Not until the time is right." Jeremiah drank his coffee and listened to the women speculate on the advantages and disadvantages of being married. He couldn't help but wonder when the time would be right for Holly to marry. And more importantly who'd be the right man. Would he fit into her world or was it wishful thinking that she'd want him there? [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Three Holly woke early. She couldn't sleep even though she'd stayed up late talking with Tabitha and Jeremiah in the hotel parlor. She couldn't believe it was really her birthday. Her twentyfifth. If she were in her Charleston she'd be having a full body massage with facial, manicure and pedicure this morning before going to lunch at Hyman's Seafood with a few friends from college. But she wasn't. Instead, she'd spend the morning wishing she were with Jeremiah while she caught Mrs. Thornton up on her social calendar. She groaned, rolled over, and hugged the extra pillow, inhaling his scent. Her heart raced and warmth swept over her, the same warmth she felt when he was with her. She closed her eyes and imagined him touching her and making love to her as he had repeatedly the morning before. She sat up and threw the covers off. Why couldn't he have come over here this morning to surprise her? It would be respectable for him to show up here today now that his aunt had returned. They wouldn't have to worry about propriety, other than getting past Mrs. Thornton. A light knock at her door and she stilled. Had he come after all? Surely not. Decorum as well as Mrs. Thornton would see to that.
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 "Good morning, Holly,"Mrs. Thornton called from the other side of the door. "I've ordered a special breakfast. It should be here soon." Holly sighed and reached for her robe. "I'll be right there." Slipping into the robe, she loosely tied the belt around her waist and sank her feet into the fur-lined slippers Jeremiah had given her at Thanksgiving. She brushed her hair and pulled it back with a ribbon before finally opening the door to join Mrs. Thornton in the outer room. "Happy Birthday, dear,"Mrs. Thornton called from the settee, already dressed for the day. "Do we have an early morning visit planned that I forgot about?"Holly asked and went over to the desk to check the book. "I can be ready momentarily." "No. I was so tired last evening that I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow and I woke an hour ago. Even at my age I still get excited about going to parties. What about you? Do you get all jittery with excitement?" "Yes."Holly smiled. "Do the Vanderhorsts hold grand ones?" "The grandest, though nothing as elaborate as those I have attended while abroad. Alas, no one can compete with the English. But I digress. Our local paper devotes an entire page to the Vanderhorsts'parties the day after, reporting on who was there, what food was served and most importantly, what everyone was wearing! All of Charleston clamors to read about it. People have to live vicariously, you know." "Are you certain you want me to go tonight?"Holly asked. 244
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 "Yes. You are going and I'll have no argument from you on the subject,"Mrs. Thornton said firmly. "Jeremiah and I have talked about your concerns. I understand your reservations about wearing the dress Marianne originally ordered for this evening, but she already knows the dress was sold to someone else. She just doesn't know I bought it."Mrs. Thornton smiled and a wicked gleam shown in her eye. "I have it on good authority that you've caught my nephew's eye. Brava, my girl. Brava. It has taken a special woman to do it." Holly's cheeks warmed at the compliment. "I never expected anything to happen between us when I arrived, especially after his initial reaction to me. To be honest, I didn't like him very much at first either." Mrs. Thornton gave her a conspiratorial wink. "Love has a way of sneaking up on us when we least expect it." Holly looked at Mrs. Thornton, surprised that she'd refer to Holly's relationship with Jeremiah as such. Lust. Yes. But love? "I don't think—" "Of course it is. The boy loves you, and I dare say you love him. Or am I wrong? A young lady does not invite a man to her bed otherwise."Mrs. Thornton fixed Holly to the spot with a stern glance. Her eyes widened. "So he spoke to you about the incident?" "Yes. I am not pleased with the events that took place in my absence, but what is done is done. I can only pray you both conduct yourselves more appropriately from here on out 245
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 or I will be forced to terminate your employment."Mrs. Thornton paused. "After all, we must protect the innocent. It will not improve Tabitha's chances on finding a suitable husband if her brother is ill labeled by the gossips." "I wouldn't do anything to spoil Tabitha's chance for finding a husband, Mrs. Thornton,"Holly said quickly. "I promise. It means so much to her." The older woman's expression softened. "I'm glad to hear it,"she said. "Consider the matter settled. Let's talk about you and Jeremiah." "I really don't think—" Mrs. Thornton waved her hand in a dramatic gesture and looked thoughtful. "Come now, Miss Marcum, I saw the way Jeremiah stood gazing at you yesterday like a moon struck calf when he thought no one was the wiser. And the way he spoke about you last evening when we were talking in private confirmed that he loves you. Now whether he realizes it himself or not is another thing. But men are usually the last ones to know these things." "I—I think it is too soon to be—love." Mrs. Thornton smiled at her. "Don't think, my dear. Feel. Enjoy the moment. First love only happens once." Holly's cheeks flamed again. She had been enjoying the moment. She'd been enjoying it a little too much. "I think I'll go change before our breakfast arrives. We can go over your calendar for next week while we eat if you like." "No. My calendar and social engagements can wait until Monday. Today is your birthday. We shall celebrate. After all, how many times does one turn twenty-five?" 246
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 Holly smiled. "Only once." "Unless they get to live vicariously through another,"Mrs. Thornton added. "I've asked my hair modeste to come around eleven. Until then, we have the morning to leisurely do whatever we please. I think you should have a long bath after breakfast. I have already requested water be brought up." She moved aside a pillow to show a colorfully wrapped box with a wealth of ribbons and sat it on the small table in front of the settee. "What is that?"Holly asked. She left the desk and perched on the edge of the arm chair seat. "A little something I think you might enjoy." "May I?"Holly picked up the box. "Of course." She unwrapped the present and found a square jar of blue bath salts. "They were the rage among the women at the hotel where we stayed in Savannah,"Mrs. Thornton explained. "Tabitha and I indulged ourselves each morning." "Thank you so much. I can't wait to try some." "I was thinking that after a light lunch we'll get dressed for the party. We're having tea with Jeremiah and Tabitha around four. I've arranged for a carriage to pick us up and take us to the store. We'll go to the party in it as well. There's no need for Jeremiah to be driver tonight since he is your escort." "It sounds like our day is planned." "I am a very organized person. I can't help myself." Holly watched as the woman moved another pillow and brought out another wrapped item. 247
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 "I also like to shower my acquaintances with gifts. I hope you like this as well." "Mrs. Thornton, you shouldn't have,"Holly said. She picked up the gift and ripped the paper, taking the gift and opening it. It was a book. She opened the cover and marveled at the print. Harriet Beecher Stowe'sUncle Tom's Cabin. "Perhaps you'll read a few chapters aloud? I know it is scandalous. Some don't think we should read it, but I like to think I have an open mind." "Yes. I'd be honored."Holly leafed through the book and looked at the copyright date. "This is a first edition. I've never had one before. The first printing sold out quickly. Did you know? How on earth did you get it?"In the 21st century, Heaven only knows how much this would bring at auction. Mrs. Thornton looked confused, but smiled. "Some would beg to differ it isn't worth the paper it's printed on. But you seem to forget Jeremiah and his collection of items at the store. He has an eye for what will sell. He also knows I like to read, and so he keeps books on hand for me." "Then this is yours? I can't accept it. I'll be happy to read for you, but you must take the book back." "If you insist." "I do." **** Jeremiah closed the account books and rubbed his neck. He'd spent the entire morning double checking the figures to make sure his affairs were in order. He had a gut feeling his world was about to change forever. If it did, he couldn't go 248
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 forth without knowing he'd left Tabitha safe and sound. Aunt Cora would see to her future, but the future of the store could very well depend on how he left these books. He pushed back from the desk and went to open his office door. He heard a few voices coming from the store area. It had already been a busy morning with shoppers coming in to do last minute purchases before the party this evening. Tabitha had reported over a brief cup of coffee she'd sold out of handkerchiefs and stockings, turning away a few late comers. He joined Tabitha at her counter and did a long once over of the place as if he'd never see it again. "You look pensive. What has you so quiet?"Tabitha asked. "Do you know we have doubled our sales for the week this morning?"he asked. "I don't doubt it,"she said, putting a lone handkerchief back in the display case. "I've never seen so many people coming in all at the same time. Do you suppose it is because we are only open half a day today? Of course that's a very unusual occurrence for us, but if what you say is true, it's been profitable." Jeremiah nodded and checked his pocket watch. "It's a quarter until one. Leave your receipt book, and I'll do up the totals. Go ahead and make lunch." "I don't think I can eat,"Tabitha said. "I still can't believe we're going to the Vanderhorsts'party." "Calm down."Jeremiah teased. "You won't be able to enjoy the evening if you allow yourself to get all worked up." 249
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 "It's so much easier on you,"Tabitha said wistfully. "You've been to balls and grand parties in England before and I've not." "Aunt Cora will take you in the spring. You'll have your chance." Tabitha clasped her hands in front of her mouth and bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. "When was this decided?" "Yesterday afternoon. I thought for sure Aunt Cora would have gone straight to you and told you." "Oh heavens,"Tabitha whispered, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "All my wishes are coming true." Jeremiah produced his handkerchief. "Don't cry, Tab. You'll make your nose and eyes all red for the party." She laughed and patted her eyes and nose with the cloth. "I must go before I turn into a puddle of goo." Still sniffling into the cloth, she left him and Jeremiah chuckled. He was going to miss her. That thought hit him with a gut wrenching stab of pain. If he traveled to the future, he'd never see her again. What would become of her? How would his disappearance affect her? Would she marry and have children? He felt foreign moisture at his eyes and turned away least Gerald observed him wiping it away. As much as he wanted to know the life he'd missed out on in the future, he would regret leaving this one behind. Gerald finished with his customer and turned the closed sign. "That should do it. It was quite an exciting day, don't you agree, Mr. Devereaux?" 250
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 Jeremiah nodded. "Yes and a profitable one at that."He collected his receipt book and met Gerald near the door. "Shall I sweep up as usual?" Jeremiah shook his head. "No. It can wait until Monday morning when we reopen. I don't suppose you were invited to the party tonight?" Gerald chuckled. "I'm hardly the kind of man the Vanderhorsts invite to tea, much less a ball. I'm in trade." "So am I,"Jeremiah pointed out. "But you're the owner,"Gerald said wisely. "You deserve to rub elbows with the town elite." "I wouldn't be going if it weren't for Aunt Cora,"Jeremiah admitted. "It's all for Tabitha." Gerald gave one of his rare smiles. "Miss Tabitha does seem awfully happy about it,"he said shyly. "Yes,"Jeremiah admitted, suddenly glad for Aunt Cora's interference in their affairs. "Yes, she is." "You have a good evening, sir,"Gerald said. Closing the door behind Gerald, Jeremiah pulled the shade down half-way and went back into his office to reconcile the day's receipts. Once finished, he went into the storeroom and recalled the day he found Holly hiding behind the work counter in that dress. He still didn't know how he'd overlooked her hiding there when he walked in to get the box of ornaments for Mrs. Tatum, but he had. That had been two weeks ago. It seemed like another lifetime. For once he found Holly, she'd certainly changed his. The life he'd known for over twenty years was all coming to an end, and a new one was about to begin with Holly. 251
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 Perhaps even in a new time and a new place. If what he concluded was true. In a few short hours he'd know. "Jeremiah, lunch is ready." He heard Tabitha call to him. He stepped out of the storeroom and closed the door, bracing himself for the future. "I'm coming." **** Holly stared at her reflection in the full-length cheval mirror that sat in the corner of Mrs. Thornton's bedroom. The infamous dress looked better on her today than when she'd tried it on at Bonne Mademoiselle. Her hair, fashioned in a popular period style of tight coiled curls, complimented her oval face and high cheek bones. "You need a choker or something around your neck,"Mrs. Thornton said, digging through her small chest of jewels. "I have a pretty ribbon with a tiny pendant that will go well with the dress." "Less is often more,"Holly said. "I don't think I need any jewels. I need to blend in, not stand out. It's Marianne's night." Mrs. Thornton pursed her lips together. "I cannot allow you to go to the Vanderhorsts tonight without a necklace." Holly turned away from the mirror so she wouldn't be seen and rolled her eyes. The last thing she wanted was to be wearing the woman's jewels and travel back to the present. She feared every breath she took while wearing the dress would be her last one in this Charleston. And she still hadn't seen Jeremiah today. She had to see him. 252
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 She glanced at the tiny clock on the dresser and watched the second hand. It moved slower and slower each time it went around counting down the minutes until four. Frustrated, she walked to the window and looked down into the street. A few carriages rolled by. For a Saturday in December, the foot traffic was light. "When will our carriage arrive?" "Soon. I told the driver to be here no later than half-past three. That will give us more than enough time to get from here to the store. Don't you agree?" Holly nodded and rubbed her arms, trying to send some warmth into them. A knot had formed in the pit of her stomach shortly after lunch. She knew it had to be nerves. As if that wasn't enough to plague her today, flashes of her reoccurring dream gnawed at her mind. What if she was at the engagement party, dancing with Jeremiah when she suddenly vanished? "Here we go,"Mrs. Thornton proclaimed, holding up a choker. An ivory cherub dangled from the dark green velvet band. "I really can't wear it,"Holly said. "Honey, you're as pale as a sheet."Mrs. Thornton approached her. She took Holly's hand. "And you're freezing. You're not becoming ill again, are you?" Holly steeled herself to calmness. "No of course not,"she said. "I'm sure it's just excitement over the party. I know you're trying to make this day very special for me, and you have, but I need to get to the store. I have to see Jeremiah." 253
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 "Ah, true love simply won't wait,"Mrs. Thornton said happily. She gave the clock a quick glance. "Very well. We'll go." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Four Holly pulled on the elbow-length gloves and carried the silk wrap Mrs. Thornton insisted she take. They headed down stairs to the lobby, and to Holly's dismay, Constable Chambers was standing there as if waiting for them. "Good afternoon ladies,"he greeted, stopping them before they could pass. "Hello, Herbert."Mrs. Thornton nodded, though she didn't sound or look happy to see him. He looked at them from head to toe. "You're both looking quite lovely this afternoon,"he complimented. "Thank you,"Mrs. Thornton said regally. "We're on our way to the Vanderhorsts, but I'm sure you already knew that." The man nodded. "Yes. I see Miss Marcum is wearing the dress that caused a ruckus." Holly silently groaned and wondered if she'd constantly be reminded of that fact tonight at the party. "Is there something you want?"Mrs. Thornton asked. "A moment of your time, if you don't mind, Cora." "I do mind,"she retorted. "We're expected for tea at the Devereaux's and cannot dally. Can't this wait?" His smile held no humor. "I'd rather it didn't." "I'll go see if the driver has arrived,"Holly excused herself. The last thing she wanted was for the man to stir up trouble today. And if that was his intent, Holly didn't want to overhear the conversation. 255
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 Outside she found the weather pleasantly mild, a typical December day in Charleston, no matter what century. A few minutes later the driver pulled up in front of the hotel. After getting down from his perch, he helped Holly into the carriage. "Mrs. Thornton is inside waiting, will you please inform her that you're here?"she asked, settling back against the plush seat. She was quite sure any excuse to leave Chambers would be welcome. A moment later, the carriage door opened and Mrs. Thornton climbed in. She frowned and shook her head as she adjusted her skirts around her legs. "Sometimes I wonder about Herbert Chambers. He's supposed to be the keeper of the peace, but instead he spends a good deal of time stirring up trouble." "I'm so sorry. If I'd only left Jeremiah a note that I'd returned to the hotel that evening he never would have—" "As I said earlier today, what is done is done."Mrs. Thornton eyed her for a moment. "The constable wanted me to know how he personally had prevented a scandal in my absence. Taking credit, indeed. I was so mad listening to the man brag how he had saved my reputation that I wanted to smack him! I told him he was wrong and my Jeremiah would never do what he claimed." Hands trembling with rage, Mrs. Thornton took a handkerchief from her drawstring purse and patted her face. "Insufferable man!" But myJeremiah did. 256
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 "I'm so sorry, Mrs. Thornton. We never meant to hurt anyone."Holly guiltily placed a hand over Mrs. Thornton's. "I know you didn't,"the woman said. The trip to the Devereaux's was short. The driver took a side street, which brought the carriage to stop at the back of the residence. He helped Mrs. Thornton down and then Holly before he rang the bell for them. "Thank you. We shall be about an hour,"Mrs. Thornton told him. When the door opened, Tabitha stood there in the blue gown looking like an angel. Matching silvery-blue ribbons were woven through her tightly coiled curls that lay about her shoulders. "Good afternoon."She greeted and hugged each of them. "I've been on pins and needles waiting for you to arrive." "Why?"Holly asked. "You knew we were coming at four." "I know, but I'm so excited. Did Aunt Cora tell you she's taking me abroad in the spring?" Mrs. Thornton gasped. "How did you find out? I wanted it to be a surprise." "Jeremiah let it slip. He thought you'd already told me."Tabitha bounced on her toes, her excitement spilling over. "That boy!"Mrs. Thornton fumed. "I wanted to be the one to tell you. Jeremiah! Where are you?" Jeremiah came into the kitchen dressed in a sharp-looking tailored black suit. His eyes immediately sought Holly's. Her heart pounded so hard she thought she might faint. She knew she should look away instead of boldly staring back 257
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 at him, but she couldn't help herself. She wanted more than anything to rush into his arms and hold him tight, fearing it might be for the very last time. Tabitha cleared her throat and Holly glanced away. "Let's go into the parlor,"her friend suggested. "I have it set up for tea in there. We can have it as soon as the water boils,"Tabitha said. "Jeremiah did you find the matches so we can light the candles?" "Yes." "Good. Come Holly, I have a surprise for you,"Tabitha said. She grabbed Holly's gloved hand and tugged her along down the hallway to the parlor. Mrs. Thornton and Jeremiah followed. "I hope you didn't make a fuss. I know it's my birthday, but you really didn't—" "Yes we did. You've changed our lives since you came. For the better,"Tabitha said and lowered her voice. "I've never seen Jeremiah happier." "Really?"Holly stole a glance over her shoulder at him, and he winked at her. "Yes,"Tabitha said. "So before you blow out the candles and we have cake—" "We have a few gifts for you to open,"Jeremiah finished. He held out his arm and Holly took it. He led her over to the settee. "You look beautiful."His voice was soft and his loving glances caressed her where his hands couldn't. "Thank you. You look quite handsome yourself. Is that a new suit?"she asked and sat down, removing the gloves. "No. I got this when I was abroad." 258
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 "It looks very nice on you." "I'm glad you approve. I know it isn't an—" "Armani,"she supplied. "Yes, that's it, but I had to make do."He pulled the side chair closer to her and sat down. "I wanted to give you something special." "I think you already have,"she whispered and felt her cheeks warm from her double meaning. "Yes—well—if that were the case then you've given me more than I ever deserved. I don't think I'll ever be able to tell you to what extent you've changed me—my life." He reached into his pocket but pulled his hand back out when Tabitha plopped herself down on the settee beside Holly. "Here, open my gift first,"she said, handing a wrapped box to her. Holly smiled and gently shook the box. "Hmm. I wonder what it could be." "I hope you don't have any already." Holly removed the wrapping and opened the box. She pulled out a jar of white bath salts. "A girl cannot have too many of these." "Tabitha, I thought you decided on something else?"Mrs. Thornton said. "I too gave Holly a jar." "I did, but remembered how wonderful those baths were in Savannah and knew Holly had to experience it too." "Thank you. It's a lovely present." Jeremiah reached for her hand and placed a very small box in it. 259
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 Holly looked down at the box and then back up at him. "What's this?" "You'll have to open it to find out." She shook her head. A girl from her Charleston knew what came in boxes that size, but would a boy from his Charleston so nonchalantly give a gift of that nature? Knowing him as she thought she did, she doubted it, but the thought frightened her nonetheless, especially after Mrs. Thornton had talked about Jeremiah being in love with her. She swallowed hard and stared at the box wishing it would morph into something else. "Go on. Open it,"Tabitha urged. Holly looked at her and then at Mrs. Thornton before glancing at Jeremiah. She was being silly. There was no way Jeremiah would give her a ring. Would he? She ripped the paper from the box and opened the lid. Inside was a gold chain with an oval locket with an intricate etched pattern. She pulled it out and examined it. "It's perfect." "The locket opens,"Jeremiah said. Holly used her nail to open the clasp. Inside was a small sepia photo of him. "So you won't ever forget me." Her heart leapt at his meaning. "No. I'll never." "It was our mother's,"Tabitha said. Jeremiah nodded. "Would you put it on me?"Holly stood and turned around so he could easily remove the choker Mrs. Thornton had insisted she wear. Holly felt his warm breath on her neck and 260
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 it sent shivers down her spine. When he finished fastening the chain she fingered the locket and turned to face him. "Tabitha, do you suppose the water is ready for the tea?"Mrs. Thornton asked. "I think we should go check." "All right,"she replied. "We'll be back." As soon as they were alone, Jeremiah pulled Holly into his arms and his mouth hungrily found hers. She sighed and he parted her lips with his tongue, delving deep. She moaned. "I didn't think they were every going to leave,"he whispered, kissing a trail along the curve of her neck up to the back of her ear. "Me either." He held her against him until his heart stopped racing. He needed to tell her about the crystal he'd found and what he'd discovered about himself, but how? Would she believe him? Or would she think he was mocking her own confession? "I'm scared, Jeremiah." Her words caught him off guard. "There's nothing to be scared about. I'm here. We're together. I won't ever let anything happen to you." She shook her head and pulled away from him. "But there is. What if we go to the party and it happens? What if we walk into Belle Terre, the music plays, we dance and I vanish?" He ran a hand up and down his face. He knew her fear was legitimate, but he had to convince her she couldn't let it control her or the evening that lay ahead.
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 "If it does, we'll have to live with what fate has dealt us. I know it'll seem cruel bringing us together only to rip up apart, but we may have no other choice." "I can't go."Holly shook her head. "I don't want to go back. Not without you." "What about Aunt Jessie and your life there?" She crossed her arms and ran her hands up and down them, shivering. "I have to believe as long as I am happy then that is where Aunt Jessie would want me to be, even if I never see her again." "But why choose here?" She grinned at him. "Don't you know? I'd be with you. Where I want to be. Forever." It was what he wanted to hear, but he knew he couldn't let her do it. She didn't belong in this time period. She belonged in hers. And maybe he belonged there, too. He reached into his pocket and touched the crystal. "There is something I need to tell you, Holly. Something I didn't know until you called me Oscar the Grouch." "What?"Her smile faltered. "Don't tell me you really are Oscar?" He grinned at her teasing. "No. I'm not Oscar, but I believe I watched him in the afternoons when I was a child." She tilted her head. "Pardon?" He heard footsteps coming down the hall and knew time was running out. If he was going to tell her while they were alone he had to tell her now.
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 He pulled his hand out of his pocket and opened it, showing her the rose cut crystal. "I found this in my drawer upstairs the other night." "What is it?"she asked, touching it. Tabitha entered carrying the cake with the candles lit. Jeremiah saw a flash of light and everything went dark. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Five "Holly. Holly." Holly heard her name called from a distance. She stood in a mist of swirling fog. It reminded her of the dance floor at Belle Terre in her dream. The dream she'd repeatedly had where she'd found herself standing in the fog alone. A chill ran down her spine. She didn't want to go there. It wasn't where she belonged. "Holly. Holly, my darling girl, do you hear me?" Yes, I hear you. But where are you? What happened? Only moments ago she'd been with Jeremiah, Tabitha and Mrs. Thornton. Jeremiah had tried to tell her something when Tabitha came into the parlor carrying the birthday cake. The candles were lit. Jeremiah had showed her a large rose cut crystal, but when she touched it a bright light flashed. Now she was here trapped between the two Charleston's. She glanced down and saw she still wore the dress and even the beautiful locket Jeremiah had given her. She'd never seen that in her dream. She touched it and closed her eyes, wishing she'd return to him. "Holly. Holly, won't you answer me?" There was the voice again. Calling, bidding her to come back to them, but she wasn't sure where she belonged. She couldn't tell if the voice in the distance was masculine or feminine, although there was no mistaking the loving concern. It made her want to go toward the voice, but 264
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 something kept her from moving. Was it her confession to Jeremiah about how she didn't want to return to her Charleston? She'd meant every word, but he'd not told her he wanted her to stay. A pain shot through her chest. Had he been trying to say goodbye to her? He'd given her the locket with his picture so she'd never forget him. Was that what he was trying to tell her? "Holly, darling Holly." Whomever the voice belonged to, that person surely loved and cared about her. Wasn't that what mattered most in life? Being with the person who loves and cares about you? But did that include being with Jeremiah? She hoped. For her, she was certain it did. The only problem was now she had to question if it meant the same for him. There was only one way to know the truth. She had to go to the voice. She had to go to wherever fate wanted her to be. She closed her eyes, took a deep calming breath and relaxed. Instantly it felt as if her body floated on air. There was darkness, and weariness overtook her. Sirens blared. She felt her body being lifted and jostled from one location to another. She tried opening her eyes, but couldn't. When her eye lids finally fluttered open, a short time later she was in a hospital, and Aunt Jessie hovered over her bed. "Holly. Holly."Aunt Jessie squeezed her hand and wept. Tears streamed from Holly's eyes, too. She couldn't stop them, didn't want to stop them. 265
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 Her heart was breaking. She'd thought she'd return to Jeremiah, but that hadn't happened. Instead she was lying in a hospital bed with an IV in her arm. Her head throbbed and a very twenty-first-century talking head gave the latest news update on a monitor in the corner of the room. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Six "Good morning, Sunshine,"Aunt Jessie called, opening the curtains. Dressed in a blinding gold and auburn ensemble, she was almost as bright as the sunlight flooding Holly's bedroom. She plopped into a bedside chair without her usual grace. "It's ten o'clock in the morning." "Is it?"Holly asked, shading her eyes with the back of her hand until they adjusted to the bright invasion. She squinted at the clock on the table to affirm the time. "Yes. You've been holed up in this apartment for days. I should have come over and dragged you to Thanksgiving dinner, but I thought you needed your rest. However, this has gone on far too long. It's time you get up, shower, and go out. The doctor said you had a concussion. He didn't say you were dead." "I don't feel like going out, Aunt Jessie. I want to stay here."Holly pulled the covers over her head, hoping her aunt would take the hint and leave her be. But not Aunt Jessie. She couldn't take even the most blatant of hints. Subtlety was not one of her talents. Now she tried guilt. "What about your clients? You have unfinished projects that need completing." Holly pushed the covers down until only her head showed. "Tess is handling it. And what she can't, she's referring those to another designer who agreed to take them on."
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 Aunt Jessie shook her head. "What has gotten into you, Holly? This doesn't sound like my go-getter niece. You sound and act like you're depressed." "That's because I am." "Why?"Aunt Jessie moved to sit on the side of the bed. Her sweet scent of verbena brought a tiny smile to Holly's face. "I can't expect you to understand,"she said. "As far as you know, I only fell and hit my head." Aunt Jessie fluffed her pillows. "Try me, darling." Holly pushed herself to a sitting position, and she studied her aunt's thoughtful expression. Maybe Jessie's own eccentricities would allow her to believe anything Holly told her. "I lived in a different century for almost two weeks." To her surprise, Aunt Jessie's facial features didn't change. Finally, she grinned. "Is that all?" Holly bunched the bedspread between her trembling hands. "What do you mean is that all? Aunt Jessie, aren't you going to tell me I'm crazy? That it wasn't real, but a crazy dream while I was knocked out with a concussion?"She could not believe her aunt's casual, nonchalant acceptance of her fantastic statement. At the very least she expected a lecture on how the mind plays tricks after a head trauma. Aunt Jesse loved reading medical journals. Taking Holly's hand in hers, she said, simply, "Tell me about it, dearest." Holly sighed and bit her lower lip. It hurt to think about it, about Jeremiah. Oh how she missed him. 268
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 Tears threatened at the corners of her eyes again and she wiped them away with the back of her hand. "Holly dear?" Aunt Jessie's concerned tone broke through Holly's reserve making her tears fall harder and faster. "Oh baby, it's all right."Jessie pulled Holly into her arms and held her until she was able to stop crying. Holly shook her head and dried her face with the sheet. Aunt Jessie grabbed a box of Kleenex and gave her several. She blew her nose loudly and when she regained her composure she finally told Jessie about Jeremiah. "And I-I met someone. A man. A man I think I could have been happy living the rest of my life with, but he's gone." "Darling, if it were a dream you wouldn't be reacting this way,"Aunt Jessie said. "Since we're talking crazy I have a confession of my own. I was with you after you hit your head, Holly. You were there one minute, and the next you were physically gone. The seamstress went to call for an ambulance, and by the time she returned you were back, but you weren't wearing that locket when you vanished. It was the weirdest experience I've ever had." "I physically vanished?" Aunt Jessie nodded and snapped her fingers. "Like that." "H-How long was Julie gone?" "No more than five minutes." "Five minutes here equals two weeks there? Maybe I am crazy."Holly touched the oval locket. Her only link to Jeremiah and their time together. "Can you tell me about the locket? Where'd you get it?" 269
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 "He gave it to me for my birthday. It belonged to his mother." Holly reached up and took off the necklace. She used her nail to open it and held it out for Aunt Jessie to see. "This is Jeremiah." Aunt Jessie looked at the photo. "That's—that's him?" Holly nodded. "Isn't he handsome?" "Yes. Very. And you say his name is Jeremiah?" "Jeremiah Devereaux. He's a merchant, and his is the only store in Charleston that sells European imports,"Holly said proudly. Aunt Jessie nodded and looked around the room. She rose, went over to Holly's desk, and picked up the newspaper. "You have a large stack of mail to go through." "Yes. I haven't even read the paper since I got out of the hospital." "Good. No need to burden yourself with what's going on in the world or around town. You need to focus on yourself and getting your strength back. I don't see any dirty dishes. Have you been eating?" "Some. I've not had much of an appetite. I can't explain it, but I miss him something awful. I want to curl up in a ball and die." "That's love, darling girl." "Love?"Holly recalled Mrs. Thornton mentioning Jeremiah had that look about him. Could it be true? Had they really been falling in love with each other and Holly only thought it had been physical? 270
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 "Aunt Jessie, I have to find a way to get back to him. You've got to help me." "I can do most anything you want, Holly, but not that. I'm not a magician. Perhaps you should pack a bag and come to Belle Terre and stay until you feel up to going back to work. I'd prefer it if you weren't alone." Belle Terre. Of course. The Vanderhorsts' ancestral home why hadn't she thought of it sooner? "Yes. I need to be at Belle Terre. That is where we were headed when I came back. Maybe being there will help. I'll shower and we can go." Holly got out of bed and went over to her dresser to get clean underclothes. "I'll put a few items in a bag for you."Aunt Jessie walked to the door and dropped the unread newspapers in the trash can. [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Seven Holly stared at her reflection in the floor length mirror. She never looked lovelier in the restored gown. Her hair was swept up in a French chignon this time and teardrop diamond earrings complimented the low neckline and the locket. Butterflies played havoc in her stomach. She'd been praying feverishly all week that tonight she'd be reunited with Jeremiah. Her life had slowly returned to normal with each passing day since she'd come back, but she wasn't satisfied. She no longer felt she belonged here. She missed Jeremiah. She couldn't help wondering what he was doing. Did he remember her? Was he trying to get to her as she had been trying to find a way back to him? She'd searched the house, looking for something that would possibly trigger her return, but so far she'd found nothing. She'd repeatedly put the dress on and walked around the house. Aunt Jessie had even brought out the crystal. They'd set it in front of the windows, they'd lit candles around it. Nothing worked. So tonight was it. Her last chance. She couldn't imagine another window of opportunity. She could only turn twentyfive once. Wasn't that what Mrs. Thornton had said? Holly had spent so much time thinking about and trying to return to Jeremiah she'd not even thought about Tabitha. What could her friend possibly think with Holly's sudden 272
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 disappearance? Had they gone on to the Vanderhorsts'that night? Holly hoped they had, for Tabitha's sake. The poor girl had looked so forward to going. What about Mrs. Thornton? She'd been aware that Holly's employment could be temporary. And after the incident at the hotel, Holly was certain she'd be relieved Holly was gone. No more temptation to lead Jeremiah astray or bring scandal to her family. A light knock came at Holly's door, and Aunt Jessie stepped into the room wearing a burgundy gown with black lace fingerless gloves. Her black hair was pulled back in thick curls fastened on her head with a burgundy and black lace cap. "Guests have already started to arrive. Don't you think you should come down and greet them?" Holly nodded, touched the locket to her lips and kissed it for good luck. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. "It's now or never." "I know, honey."Aunt Jessie smiled and stretched out her hand. "You'll be fine, Holly. No matter where tonight takes you. Promise me you won't be disappointed." "But I want to be with him." "I know, but there comes a time when we must accept reality. What you had with Jeremiah during that time was wonderful, but you are here now. You can find happiness here."
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 Holly laid a hand over her heart and closed her eyes. She knew what Aunt Jessie said was true, even if it wasn't what she wanted to hear. She followed Jessie down the gleaming staircase. The sound of voices mingled with music drifted from the ballroom. Uncle Richard stood at the landing talking with a couple Holly thought she recognized. "Isn't that your friends?"she whispered to Jessie. "Yes. That's Viviane and Milton." "She looks remarkable. Has she had a face-lift?" Aunt Jessie laughed. "No dear. That's what finding your child after twenty-three years can do for you. I've never seen her happier." "Oh that's right. I vaguely remember you telling me about it when we were at Bonne Mademoiselle before my accident. Do you suppose he came with them? I'd like to meet him." "I believe he did, but I will ask. Go mingle and when I locate him I'll bring him over." Holly nodded and went into the ballroom. She saw several of her friends, a few business associates, and a bevy of the regulars who always attend her aunt's parties. Since the party was in her honor, her dance card filled rapidly, and she spent the rest of the evening dancing with one guest or another and stepping on their toes. During the final dance on her card, Holly spotted Aunt Jessie and Uncle Richard talking to someone. She didn't recognize him from behind. An odd sense of déjà vu filled her. She felt faint, and she surveyed the floor to make sure it wasn't covered in fog. 274
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 "Is something wrong, Holly?"her dance partner asked. "Would you mind if we cut our dance short? I suddenly feel parched and would like something to drink." "I don't mind,"her partner danced them over to the refreshment table and left her momentarily to get some punch. While she waited, she watched her aunt and uncle talking to the mysterious gentleman. The suit he wore wasn't period. In fact, Holly was certain it was an Armani tuxedo. Had this man been invited or was he crashing her party? If it were the latter then the man had nerve. No one crashed one of Aunt Jessie's planned affairs. "Here you go,"her dance partner said, handing her a cup. "Thank you."She drained the cup and handed it back to him. "I need to go speak to my aunt. Thank you for the punch and the dance." Holly headed to the other end of the ballroom, curious to learn the mystery man's identity. Aunt Jessie smiled and motioned her to join them. "Holly, dear. I'd like you to meet Milton and Viviane's son." Even before the man had fully turned toward her, Holly saw all she needed to. His dark brown hair, amber eyes, strong jaw. His smile made her heart skip a beat and her breathing became shallow as she gasped for air. The room began to spin, and she felt herself sinking to the floor. Jeremiah knew by Holly's expression she was about to faint. He'd seen it before in the storeroom. He swiftly moved forward and caught her, scooping her up into his arms. 275
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 "Take her to my reading room. There's a fainting couch in there. Richard, see to our guests." Jeremiah followed Holly's aunt out of the ballroom. Guests stared as they exited, and Milton and Viviane followed them. "The poor dear,"Viviane said. "Jessie, I knew springing him on her at the party would be too much." "In hind sight I suppose you're right. But I've never known her to faint before." "I have,"Jeremiah said, laying her gently down on the fainting couch. It felt so good to be holding and touching her again. He knelt beside her and patted her cheek. "Holly. Holly can you hear me?" "I only wanted to surprise her,"Aunt Jessie paced around the room. "Should we call a doctor?" "She'll be fine,"Jeremiah said, watching Holly's eyes begin to flutter. They slowly opened. She looked frightened and he knew he had to calm her before she screamed. "Darling, it's okay,"he whispered. "B-but how? I thought I'd left you in eighteen hundred fifty-two." "I know, but you didn't. When you touched the crystal I was holding, the candle light from the cake reflected off the crystal. The flash of light sent both of us back to the future." "Both back?"Holly shook her head. "I don't understand." "Remember when Tabitha and Aunt Cora went to get the tea? I told you about when you called me Oscar the Grouch and how I knew who he was because I had watched him on television as a child. I watched him every day, that is, before 276
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 I snatched this crystal,"he showed her the stone he carried in his pants pocket, "from my father's desk." She closed her eyes and nodded. "I recall but it didn't make sense. I didn't even have time to digest it when Tabitha came into the room with the cake." "Right." Holly sat up. "Tabitha. If you were from the present then she wasn't—" He shook his head. "Not my sister." "And Aunt Cora?" He shook his head again. "But Milton and Viviane are your parents? Your real ones?" "Yes. My real parents. The Devereaux's were ancestors according to genealogical research I conducted in the last several weeks." "Weeks?" He nodded. "You've been here for weeks?" He nodded. Holly reached up and held her head with one hand. "So when I came back I returned to the spot where I left as if I'd never vanished. How did you return?" Jeremiah rose and sat on the edge of the fainting couch with her. "I obviously didn't return as a toddler. Too much time had passed." She touched his hand. "Why'd you stay in the past so long?" "I'm not sure. But my guess is it had to do with the crystal being trapped in a locked box. I didn't find the box until the 277
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 night you confessed to being from the future. It took me a while the get the clasp open." "Then where did you come back to?" Jeremiah glanced over his shoulder and smiled at his parents. "The funny thing is I woke up in the exact spot and on the same day and month twenty-three years later. Milton—err—dad found me standing at his desk in the study holding the crystal paperweight. He almost had a heart attack when he saw me. I'm essentially the age he was when I disappeared as a child." "Wow. So you basically returned before I even left. I recall the day I was at Bonne Mademoiselle Aunt Jessie read it in the paper that you'd been found after all these years." "Amazing isn't it?"he asked. "If it wasn't for you I may never have returned." "Mind boggling,"she agreed. "I wouldn't believe it if I hadn't lived it." "Neither would we,"Viviane said, coming up behind Jeremiah. She placed her hand on his shoulder. "You can imagine how we felt when Jessie came over and told us about your having spent two weeks with our Jeremiah." "Wait. Aunt Jessie you knew?" "Guilty, darling. When you showed me Jeremiah's picture in the locket I knew he was Milton and Viviane's son."Her aunt came over and stood by Viviane. "I wanted to surprise you." "But you allowed me to prance around the house all week, wearing this dress and trying to make myself go back to the past. How could you?" 278
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 Aunt Jessie shrugged. "You were depressed. I wanted to do whatever I could to make you happy." "You were trying to go back?"Jeremiah asked. Holly nodded and swung her legs off the fainting couch to get up. "Yes. I tried everything I could think of to get back to you. And all that time Aunt Jessie must have been laughing behind my back." "I wasn't. If you recall I was right there with you lighting candles, moving crystal, anything to trigger your return." Holly pointed at her aunt. "But you didn't believe it would happen because you knew where he was the whole time. Time I could have been with him and yet you let me suffer." Jeremiah stood and helped Holly off the couch. "Do you feel like returning to the party?" "No."She shook her head. "The party is over for me. I'm going upstairs and getting out of this dress. Then I'm packing my bag and going home." "Holly, please understand I meant you no harm,"Aunt Jessie pleaded. "What about me, Holly?"Jeremiah asked. She smiled. "You look as good in Armani as I suspected you would. Black on black. You remembered." Without another word she left them. "Jeremiah, go after her,"Viviane said. He shook his head. "She needs time." [Back to Table of Contents]
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 Chapter Twenty-Eight Holly dropped her bag at the door and flipped on the lights. Her apartment was a mess. The bed, unmade. She took her coat off and hung it up on the hook by the door. Her first task was to strip the bed. She replaced the sheets with clean and turned it down. Then she straightened up the rest of the place. She'd wasted over a week of her life wallowing in self pity, longing for something she couldn't have. That wasn't like her. She had never been the type to wallow. However had she allowed herself to become that person? Sorting through her mail, she had bills upon bills to be paid, yet she'd forfeited the lofty paychecks of clients from the last two weeks by not finishing projects and referring others to another designer. What irked her most was that Aunt Jessie had allowed her to do it, knowing all along that Jeremiah was across town. Not in eighteen hundred and fifty-two like Holly expected. And what about Jeremiah? He'd been here the whole time, but hadn't bothered to come see her. Why hadn't he rushed to find her? Had her aunt somehow persuaded him to stay away? Or hadn't he realized she'd come back too? No. He had to have known. Viviane said Aunt Jessie had paid them a visit. Besides he'd been back weeks before Holly's brief travel. And even if he was tied up getting reacquainted with his parents and proving to the doctors, 280
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 lawyers and the world who he was, he'd had to have had some alone time to search her out. Holly had to believe that. It stung that he hadn't. Maybe she didn't mean as much to him as he meant to her. Damn, but she'd thought the hardest thing she'd experienced was the possibility of never seeing him again. Maybe that was the easiest. She went into the bathroom and slipped into a clean nightgown, washed her face and brushed her teeth before she turned out the light and crawled into bed. She tossed and turned trying to get comfortable. The next thing she knew her alarm buzzed, and she swatted to turn it off. **** Jeremiah pulled his new sports car to the curb outside of the address Holly's aunt gave him last night. It was rather early, but he didn't want to wait to talk to Holly. He'd given her more than enough time to sink her teeth into what had happened to them. It had taken him a few weeks to adjust to being in her Charleston and that he'd been right to suspect he'd return to the future when she did. Now all he wanted was to straighten things out with her and get on with their lives. Together. He'd spent too many nights alone, lying awake and wishing he was holding her in his arms, making love to her. If he had anything to do with it tonight would be different. He opened the car door and stepped out, bringing the cardboard cake box with him. There wasn't a light shining in 281
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 the window on the second floor of the white house where Holly lived so he hoped she was up and that she was home. Aunt Jessie had given him a key to the place in the event Holly wouldn't let him in, but he didn't want to have to go to that extreme. If Holly didn't want to see him he'd be persuasive first and then take other measures if warranted to make her see reason. Knocking on the door, he waited patiently for her to answer. He knocked again. When she still didn't answer the door he began to wonder if he was at the right one. Aunt Jessie had said one entrance went to her interior design business and the other to her apartment. He walked to the other side of the building and knocked. He heard the patter of bare feet on the stairs. "Aunt Jessie, really,"Holly said swinging the door open. She stood there in her robe with her hair wrapped up in a towel. "Oh, it's you." "Yes. Were you expecting your aunt?"he asked. "No, but after the way I left last night I figured she'd be over here early to check on me. She tends to dote since she never had children of her own." "Much like my Aunt Cora,"he said before he thought. "Well, you know what I mean." She nodded. "How did you find me?" "I'll give you one guess. Can I come in?" "Sure."She moved out of the way so he could enter and then shut the door behind her. "My apartment is upstairs." "After you,"he said. "Okay. What's in the box?" 282
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 "You'll find out." "Did you bring breakfast pastries? I'm starving. I was so nervous before the party yesterday I hardly ate anything all day."She rattled on going up the stairs. "Sorry to disappoint, but it isn't pastries." "That's okay. Have you eaten?" "Yes. I'm still functioning as if I have a business to run." Holly smiled and opened the door at the top of the stairs. "Have you found a job?" "Not yet. Milton wants me to come and work for him at his firm, but I'm not sure I'm cut out to sit behind a desk." "You can put the box down on the counter and help yourself to coffee. Mugs are in the cabinet by the sink. I won't be a minute getting dressed." Jeremiah marveled at the modern stainless steel appliances and gadgets in her kitchen. He found the mugs, took two out of the cabinet, and poured the coffee. "Do you want any?" "Yes, thanks."She returned wearing snug fitting jeans and a light blue chambray button up shirt. He couldn't help but stare at the way the britches hugged her curves. "Is something wrong?"she asked, towel drying her hair. "I thought you'd be wearing a dress. I can't get it in my head that women today wear pants." "Oh."She put down the towel and took the mug he offered her. "So what have you been doing with yourself since returning? Are you seeing anyone?" "Why would I do that, Holly?" 283
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 She shrugged. "I thought for sure Milton and Viviane would have introduced you to some of the more popular single females in Charleston by now. Is that your sports car parked downstairs?" "They didn't. Yes that's mine. Do you like it?" "So you've got yourself a fast car already. How do you like driving it?"She sat down on her couch and motioned for him to join her. "It took some getting used to. The driving lessons weren't easy. I had to learn more than staying inside the lines. I had to learn about the vehicle itself. It was much different from harnessing a horse and guiding the reins. And taking the exam for my license was interesting. But I passed on the first attempt." "Was it difficult proving you were who you said you were?" "No. Milton and Viviane said they knew as soon as they saw me I was their son. Their lawyers were the sticklers. As I'm sure you can imagine. There were so many doctors I had to see and tests that were run. I spent the majority of the first month in and out of the hospital for one thing or another." "And the last two weeks?" He half-grinned wondering when she'd get around to asking. He toyed with the coffee mug and avoided looking at her. He didn't like admitting it, but he didn't want to keep it from her either. She should know why he didn't rush over to see her as soon as he knew she'd traveled back to the future with him. It nearly drove him crazy wondering where she was and if he'd ever see her again in this lifetime. And then her 284
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 Aunt Jessie showed up and he knew he hadn't traveled back alone. "I've been preparing myself so I'd measure up to any other modern man. I didn't want you to feel saddled with a reject from the eighteen hundreds." "Is that how you thought I'd feel?"she sat her coffee mug on the small table scattered with magazines and a few books. "Wouldn't you? It was easier for you to come to the past to live than for me to come to the future." She reached for his mug and sat it on the table too. She rose up on her knees and straddled his lap. Her bold move shocked him and he sat frozen for a moment until she cupped his cheek in her hand. "Jeremiah, I fell in love with you. You. Not a modern man. It took me traveling back to eighteen hundred fifty-two to find you. How could you even imagine I'd want anyone else?" "You fell in love with me?" "Yes." He ran his hands up her back and let his fingers play in her damp hair. "That's good, because I love you, Holly." She laughed and brushed her lips against his. He nibbled at her mouth, running the tip of his tongue along the crease between her lips until she opened for him. As they kissed, he dipped his tongue in and out of her mouth toying with her own tongue until she moaned and pulled back. "So what's in the box?"she asked, moving off his lap and standing up. She grabbed his hand and pulled him up as well.
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 He wrapped his arms around her and brought her flush against his body. "That's still a surprise that I'm not sure you're ready for yet." "Really?" He nodded. "And how would I get ready for it?"she asked, spearing her fingers through his hair at his neck. "I need to know you can't live without me,"he said. "I can't." "And you never want to be with anyone but me,"he added. "I don't. Didn't I already convince you?" "And—" His last statement was cut off by her kiss. When she pulled away she gave him a saucy smile. "Now what's in the box?" He laughed and pulled her along behind him over to the counter. "Have a look." Holly removed the tape from the top of the box so she could lift up the flap. Inside was a white iced cake, but instead of saying Happy Birthday as she suspected it might, it said Will You Marry Me? A diamond ring nestled in the center of two intertwining hearts. She swallowed hard and glanced at him. "Are you sure you want me?" "Why would I want anyone else when I've found the one person who makes me complete? I think I've already found perfection." He reached into the box and plucked the ring off the cake, slipping it on her finger, icing and all. To her surprise, he took 286
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 her finger in his mouth and licked the icing off. She squirmed, making a tiny sound in the back of her throat. "You drive me crazy when you do that." "I do?" "Uh huh."She ran her finger alongside the cake and brought a dollop of icing to her mouth. "Mmmm—butter cream." "Let me show you how you drive me crazy."He led her across the room to her bed and began to undress her, but stopped when he got her shirt unbuttoned. "But first, what is your answer, Holly? Will you marry me? Will you marry me today? I don't want to spend another night without you." She nodded, her blue eyes shining bright. "Yes, Jeremiah. A thousand times yes." He kissed her and fell back on the bed with her snuggled against him. Staring into her eyes, he knew they'd be spending the rest of their lives together driving each other crazy. And this prospect made him very happy. Epilogue One year later— "I found her,"Jeremiah announced coming into the kitchen where Holly stirred homemade marinara while pasta boiled. "That's wonderful,"she said, laying down the spoon. She reached for a crusty roll and broke it open, dipping it in the sauce before taking a bite. She looked back up at Jeremiah. "How did you find her?" "I've spent the last year on every genealogy site in the U.S., but I hadn't thought to check England. It came to me 287
 
 Season of Love by Leanne Tyler
 
 last night. Aunt Cora took Tabitha to Europe in the spring of fifty-three." Holly slowly chewed the roll and nodded. "Yes. Tabitha was excited about that at my birthday party." "I've searched every lead on the name Devereaux, except one and it was because the family originated from England. And then this morning I found a link from Charleston with family connections in England. It was the same family. And look what I found,"Jeremiah held out the photo he'd printed off the internet. "Is that Aunt Cora?"Holly looked from the photo back to Jeremiah. He nodded. "She remarried. Can you believe it? After being a widow for years, she remarried. That's her second husband Thomas Kincaid Devereaux and his three sons Cooper, Isaiah, and Roland. They met while she was in England and returned to Charleston after the Civil War and Reconstruction. Apparently they are the Devereauxs'from whom my father and I descend." "So your aunt, who was originally a Devereaux, married a Devereaux."She grinned. "I always knew she was clever." "More than we gave her credit for,"Jeremiah agreed, returning her grin. Holly put her hand at her lower back for support. "And this led you to finding Tabitha?" "Yes. As it turns out Tabitha married Nicholas Larken, a duke. Can you believe it? My little sister a duchess."He showed her the other photo he'd found of Tabitha and her duke near the turn of the century. 288
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 "Wow. A duchess. It's hard to believe, but if anyone could pull it off she could." Jeremiah grinned and rubbed Holly's ever growing stomach. He snatched his hand away quickly when the baby kicked. "He's going to be a punter." Holly shook her head. "You mean her." "Are you certain it's a girl?" "Yes. I know we agreed not to find out, but a mother knows these things." He laughed. "My mother says it's a boy." "And my Aunt Jessie agrees it's a girl." Jeremiah took the photos from her and put them on the counter before pulling her close to kiss her, tasting the marinara sauce. "Hmmm—you taste delicious. When will the pasta be ready?" Holly laced her fingers about his neck. "In about two minutes, I think. So tell me more about Tabitha." "She had four children. Three girls and a boy." "But she never returned to Charleston?" "No. Records show she is buried in the ducal plot on the Larken estate." Holly made a face and clutched her stomach. "I think it's time." "That was quick. Go sit down and I'll dish it up." Holly shook her head. "No silly. I don't mean the pasta." "N-no. It's too soon."Jeremiah pointed at the wall calendar and Holly's due date, circled in red. "You have another week!" "Try telling that to this one,"Holly winced, bending over. "It's definitely time. My water broke." 289
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 Jeremiah looked at the floor and back up at Holly. His heart raced, but he knew he had to stay calm for her sake. He grabbed a wad of paper towels and dropped them in the floor to absorb the amniotic fluid. "Okay. Don't panic."He pulled out his cell and dialed Holly's doctor's pager number. "You turn the stove off. I'll get your bag and meet you at the door." Holly nodded. "Don't forget to unplug the Christmas tree lights." **** Jeremiah stared in amazement at the bundle of joy he held in his arms. The tiny creature only a few minutes old already had him wrapped around her itty, bitty finger. "Are you disappointed?"Holly asked propped against the pillows. He looked up at his wife. Even with her hair damp around her brow and shoulders, she was still the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and not like one who had just spent the night bringing their daughter into this world. "No. Why would you think that?" "I thought maybe you wanted a boy and since we have a girl, it does prove I was right." He grinned and sat down on the side of her bed. He took her hand in his. "You can be right, I don't mind. Nothing can change the way I feel holding her in my arms. She's amazing." "She needs a name."Holly covered her mouth and yawned, her eyes slowly closing. 290
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 "Briley Danielle." Holly's eyes fluttered open. "That was quick. I thought you didn't like Briley." "It kinda stuck in my head after hearing you say it a thousand times." Holly smiled. "I think Briley isn't the only one with daddy wrapped around her little finger." Jeremiah laughed and moved over to the rocking chair to let Holly sleep. He'd thought the day she'd married him was the happiest he'd been, but today had that beat. He'd also thought the day he'd found Holly hiding in the storeroom was the worst day ever, but now, he knew it was the best thing that could have happened to him. [Back to Table of Contents]
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