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Early November 1880

Dewberry, Montana

Jeremy Hycroft disposed of his foul-tasting whiskey as the young waiter hurried past. His gaze fell to David Carson, an undesirable acquaintance who was trying to force a young woman to her feet. She looked more than a little distressed. 

“I say,” he said rather breathlessly, having almost run across the ballroom to her defense. “I believe the lady is not interested.” 

Carson rounded on him; his fist ready to connect with whomever got in his way. Her intake of breath was further evidence she was repulsed by the man standing before her. “Is this gentleman bothering you?” He gazed at her, determined to help if she so desired. 

“Mind your own business,” Carson demanded. “What’s it to you anyway?” 

“Watch your mouth in front of the lady,” he snarled, grabbing Carson by the scruff of the neck and ejecting him from the ballroom. 

“I apologize on Carson’s behalf,” he said breathlessly when he returned. “Might I introduce myself?” 

She nodded briefly and he continued. “Jeremy Hycroft.” He extended his hand, and she lifted her gloved hand to his. “And you might be...”

She smiled demurely, but he noticed her hands shaking. Carson had obviously upset the beautiful creature. “May I have this dance?” 

Without a word, she stood and offered her hand, and Jeremy led her onto the dance floor. He pulled her close, placing his free hand at her waist before beginning to guide her around the room.

“You’re a good dancer, Miss...” 

She raised her eyebrows and smiled. She was being mysterious. He liked that. “Thank you,” she said, then stared up into his face. That gave him the perfect opportunity to scrutinize her. 

She wasn’t very tall; no more than about five-foot-five or six he figured, although probably far shorter without heels. At first, he thought she had gray eyes, but when he spun her around nearer the light, they looked green. Her long blonde hair was fashioned at the back of her head, and her perfume enticed him far more than he wanted it to. 

The music stopped and the few couples left on the floor clapped. The orchestra began playing again almost immediately. 

“Shall we?” He bowed slightly as he spoke and stared into her eyes. Now they were blue. Was this woman some sort of chameleon? The thought amused him. As they slid around the floor, neither one spoke, although he was sorely tempted to ask about her bizarre eyes. 

“Ivy,” she suddenly said, and it confused him. 

“Ivy?” he said without thinking. “What is that?” 

“That,” she said pointedly, “is my name. Ivy Henderson.” She tilted her chin then and stared up at him. 

Henderson. Was she related to Mildred Henderson? He’d never met her before, he was certain. He would never forget such a beauty. 

“Welcome to Dewberry, Miss Henderson,” he said.

“How do you know I’m new here?” She tilted her chin again, and it amused him. Or perhaps not. Was she one of those highfaluting women who looked down their nose at everyone else? He certainly hoped not. 

He tried to hide his amusement, but it was too late. “Do you find that amusing, Mr. Hycroft?” She began to pull away from him, but he pulled her closer still and her eyes opened wide. This time, they were gray. How utterly strange. 

“How do you do that?” he pleaded. It was more than a little off-putting. 

She suddenly stopped dancing and he almost toppled over her. “Do what?” She stared up at him with the most innocent of expressions, and it was almost his undoing. 

His hand lifted and he indicated her eyes. “That thing you do with your eyes,” he said, waving his hands about. He raised an eyebrow, and to his dismay, she stormed off, leaving him to stand alone in the middle of the dance floor. 

He followed her, hooking his arm through hers when he caught up. Which he did quickly since he was far taller than the mysterious Miss Ivy Henderson. 

She rounded on him. “I do not do anything,” she snarled. “It happens automatically. Most people,” she said gruffly, “are not rude enough to accuse me of being a freak show.” She pulled her arm from his and thundered off toward the cloak room. 

He couldn’t pull his eyes away from the pretty little newcomer who set his heart to racing. 
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“Of course, Mrs. Grayson,” Ivy said. “I’ll have it packaged and ready by the time you return.” She patted the elderly lady on the shoulder and began to fold the garment. She glanced up as she heard low muttering at the door. 

Jeremy Hycroft held the door open for the older lady. Such a gentleman. It was a pity he could be quite rude when he put his mind to it. 

“Oh, Miss Henderson,” he said, heading toward her. “I was looking for the owner. She always looks after me.” He glanced about. “She’s not here?” 

She wanted to turn away, but he was presumably a customer, so she kept her gaze on him. Her voice quivered. “My aunt died last week. You didn’t hear?” 

He swallowed. “I’ve been out of town on business. I’m sorry to hear about Mildred. She was a gem.” He blinked a few times, and she wondered if her aunt’s passing had genuinely upset him. “I apologize that I didn’t put two and two together. I should have figured you were related because of your surname.” 

“My mother and Aunt Mildred married brothers. Uncle Henry died some years ago.” All this talk of lost family brought a tear to her eye, and Ivy swiped at her cheeks. Turning her back to the man, she snatched up some tissue paper to wrap Mrs. Grayson’s purchase. “What can I do for you, Mr. Hycroft,” she said, suddenly becoming frustrated by his presence. 

He watched her wrap then reach for a dress box. “It’s like watching Mildred,” he said then shook himself. “I’m after a gift for my mother. A scarf perhaps?” 

“What price range are we looking at, Mr. Hycroft?” 

He frowned. “Do call me Jeremy.” He smiled then and glanced about the store. “As to price, there is no limit. She is my mother after all.” 

Somewhat surprised, Ivy placed the lid on the box of the carefully wrapped gown then put it aside. “If you’ll follow me, Mr. Hycroft.” 

He was so close on her heels, Ivy was certain she could feel his breath on her neck. “This is my full range of scarves. Does anything take your fancy?” She watched as he scrunched up his face. 

“No, no. This isn’t what I want.” He turned to her and frowned again. “I think I’ve used the wrong terminology.” He glanced about the store again, his eyes landing not far away. “That’s what I want,” he said, pointing to a shelf across the store. 

“Those are called shawls,” she told him firmly. “Quite different to scarves.” Ivy knew she was being terse with him, but the man had been quite rude to her at the ball. Was it any wonder she felt bad tempered around him? 

She pulled a few of the better-quality shawls off the shelf to show him. “Follow me to the counter and I’ll lay them out for you,” she said, then turned on her heel and made her way to the counter. 

“I rather think Mother would like this one,” he called, fingering yet another shawl. Ivy turned back and smiled. It was one Aunt Mildred had made herself. 

“That particular shawl is made of the finest wool, as I’m sure your discerning eye can see.” She’d meant it as a back-handed insult, but he didn’t seem to take it that way. “The woolen flowers would not have been easy to create considering her arthritic hands in the end.” She closed her eyes and swallowed. Of all the garments in the store, why did he have to pick that one? 

“Did Mildred make this,” he asked gently, stepping toward her. 

Ivy glanced up at him. Perhaps he wasn’t such a buffoon after all. “Yes,” she said quietly. “She did a wonderful job, all things considered.” 

He watched her closely, his eyes never leaving hers. He seemed to study her for an eternity, then he placed the oversized shawl back on the shelf. “I’ll find something else.” He began to walk away, and she felt terrible. She’d made the poor man feel guilty, and over what? Something her aunt had painfully made for this very purpose – to sell in the store. 

“No,” she said suddenly. “Aunt Mildred made it to sell. She would be devastated if she were here, knowing I’d all but talked you out of it.” 

The way he looked at her made her heart pound. She could see pity written all over his face. If she wasn’t careful, she would burst into tears soon. She loved her aunt dearly but hadn’t seen her for several months, so it came as a complete surprise when she was notified the store had been left to her in Aunt Mildred’s will. 

He handed the item over to her, and Ivy instinctively held it against her cheek. “It is so soft and beautiful. Your mother will love this.” She glanced up at him and smiled then removed the price tag. “Are you certain? This item is quite expensive – it’s...” 

He interrupted her. “As I said, no price limit.” She nodded and began to fold and box it up. 

“Is it her birthday?” she asked curiously. “I might have a gift card. Let me check.” She turned her back and rummaged through one of the drawers behind the counter. 

“It is,” he said to her back. 

It wasn’t long before she turned back to find him smiling. “Is something funny?” For some reason, he got on her nerves. If she were honest, she’d admit it wasn’t for some reason. It was because of his comments at the ball. About her eyes having have a mind of their own. 

He rubbed his hand across his chin. “I was just thinking about how different you are to the Ivy Henderson I met at the ball.” She huffed out a breath of frustration. “It also occurred to me you are very much like your aunt.”  That she could agree with. 

Ivy had spent a lot of time in this little store over the years. Aunt Mildred had bought it after Uncle Henry died some twenty years ago. Aunt Mildred said she needed to do something other than mope around bemoaning the fact her soulmate had passed. And so, this wonderful little store came to life.

Buttons and Bows. 

As a young child, and even as a teenager, Ivy often came here for holidays. She helped in the store, and her aunt taught her everything she needed to know to run the place. Little did Ivy know she was grooming her to take over when the inevitable happened. 

“Are you all right?” His soft voice cut through her reminiscing, and brought her back to the present. 

“What? Oh, sorry. I was thinking about my dear aunt. I’m fine.” His hand slipped over hers, and instead of shaking it off, she reveled in his nearness. They’d gotten off on the wrong foot, and Ivy just knew Mildred would be watching over her now and shaking her head at her dislike for the man. It seemed they were friends, after all. Or if not friends, at least strong acquaintances. It would be very wrong of her to continue to hold one mistake against him. 

“Are you sure you’re fine? I could stay...” 

“No, honestly, I’m perfectly fine.” She wasn’t, but she had no intention of telling him that. She handed him the gift card with flowers printed on it. A perfect match for the gift.

He nodded in acknowledgement then pulled his hand away to take his wallet out of his jacket. She needed to get her mind on the job and finish what she was doing – wrapping this gift for his dear mother. 

“Thank you,” he said, taking the box from her when she was finished. He nodded then strolled out of the store. Perhaps she’d been too quick to jump to conclusions. He seemed a nice person after all. 
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Ivy hurried along to the town hall, pulling her thick coat around her. She’d forgotten how cold it got here in Dewberry. It was even worse on the shopping strip. Dewberry Lane was so sheltered, it barely got much sun, which made it feel even more chilly. 

Aunt Mildred had been a staunch supporter of the Christmas Extravaganza, and Ivy felt obligated to do the same. Not that she was sure what would be expected of her. She would be happy to decorate the window of the little store her aunt had named Buttons and Bows. Ivy had always felt it a rather strange name for a dress store. It reminded her more of a haberdashery store where you could literally buy buttons and bows. But it was her aunt’s store and totally her choice. 

At least it had been her aunt’s store. Now it belonged to Ivy. The thought made her emotional all over again. She’d never planned to move to the beautiful little town of Dewberry. It was so far from civilization, it had not been on Ivy’s radar. Not that she was one to go out much. She preferred to sit home at night snuggled under a warm blanket with the fire roaring while winding down from her day. 

As a school marm, her days had been busy and often boisterous. It wasn’t a vocation she’d chosen; more she’d been finagled into it. When the long-term school marm had become deathly ill, there was no one else to take over. The mayor approached Ivy as the most educated single woman in town, and that was that. 

She missed the children for sure, especially little Mary Simpson, who was a hugger. Poor Mary had lost her mother far too soon and needed the comfort of a woman. Her father had tried his best of course, but a young girl needed a mother figure in her life. It had been over three years since his wife passed on, and Mr. Simpson needed to find himself a wife – if only for Mary’s sake. Things had looked more promising since Helena Jenkins had come along, which made Ivy feel better about Mary’s situation. 

Ivy shook herself. Her mind was all over the place since her aunt had passed. Her concentration was shot, and she needed to stop having totally irrelevant thoughts. Finally, she arrived at the town hall, but the door was stuck. She was still trying to move it when Jeremy Hycroft happened along. 

“Do you need help, Miss Henderson?” 

She stared at him. Was this coincidence, or was he following her? “The door seems to be stuck,” she said, wondering if she was being far too suspicious. He was, after all, more than considerate at the store the other day. 

“I can’t open the door,” she said again, feeling rather exasperated as she tried again. 

He chuckled. “They reeled you in too? Mildred was always such a great supporter of the Christmas Extravaganza.” His eyes sparkled in the moonlight and it lit up his face. 

She let out a long breath. “I don’t even know what that means.” 

“The Christmas Extravaganza? I honestly don’t think most of us know.” Laughing, he pulled out the key and unlocked the door. Ivy stared at him. “Are we the first to arrive?” If that were the case, she shouldn’t go inside, shouldn’t be alone with Mr. Hycroft. On the other hand, it was beyond cold outside. 

“I’m afraid we are. Shall we go inside and get the fire burning? Warm up our frozen bones?” 

It made perfect sense to her, although propriety was definitely an issue. “The others should be along shortly.” It seemed he could read her thoughts. 

He pushed the door open and indicated for her to go ahead, acting like the perfect gentleman. “We meet in the Executive Suite. It is far more comfortable there.”

“The Executive Suite?” 

He stared momentarily. “Where the Mayor holds meetings and entertains important people. Tonight, we’re important.” He grinned, and it helped her to relax a little. 

They headed up the elegant staircase with its plush carpet of intricate design. The railing was highly polished, and Ivy felt way out of place. She’d never seen anything so precious before. The ballroom was exquisite, but nothing like this. 

As they stepped into the Executive Suite, Ivy glanced about. It was expensively furnished, and fitted with padded chairs. On the floor was an expensive rug. Jeremy went directly to the fireplace. It had various sized logs piled next to it and a firebox with twigs and newspaper nearby. He set about lighting the fire while she studied the room. 

There was a large mahogany table, where no doubt, countless meetings had been held. It took up a huge chunk of space – more than half the room. On it sat a platter of cheese and crackers and a pitcher of water, along with a number of glasses. Was it for their meeting? 

The highbacked chairs had been beautifully upholstered. Ivy hoped she got to sit on them, even if only for a few minutes. She’d never experienced such luxury before. 

In the far corner of the enormous room stood a small bar. No doubt there were endless bottles of liquor kept under lock and key. She glanced to the ceiling. The chandelier was more beautiful than anything she’d ever seen and the ceiling beautifully carved. The room screamed of luxury. If it weren’t for this meeting, this...Christmas Extravaganza, she would never have had the chance to experience it. 

“Do sit down, Miss Henderson.” He was still squatting at the fire, and she could see a small flame. Hopefully, it would be roaring soon as the room was rather cold. “The others will be here soon, I’m certain.” He glanced over his shoulder at her and grinned. Did he sense how uncomfortable she was feeling, alone with a man she barely knew? 

“I’m so sorry,” a young woman said as she rushed into the room and pulled off her coat and gloves. “Mr. Hargraves lingered for far too long.”

Jeremy smiled at the newcomer. “Of course he did. The poor man is lonely since his wife died, and you are always so kind to him. Ivy Henderson, meet Holly Yates. She owns the Holly-Berry cake shop.” He stood, the fire now burning at a good pace. “Miss Henderson has taken over Buttons and Bows from Mildred.” 

Holly raised her eyebrows. “I was sorry to hear about Mildred. What relationship was she to you?” 

“Pleased to meet you,” Ivy said, nodding at the other woman. “Mildred was my aunt.” She hoped she wouldn’t have to go through this scenario the entire night. She simply couldn’t bear it. “What exactly are we doing here?” she asked pointedly. “The invitation gave no indication.” 

“And you didn’t explain it, Jeremy?” Holly looked slightly annoyed. Was this common place for the only man in the room? 

He chuckled. “You are so much better at explaining than I am.” He winked at Ivy, and a shiver ran through her. They’d known each other a matter of days. The man had a blasted cheek. 

Holly stiffened. “Well then,” she said, glaring at the dastardly man. “Every year we hold a Christmas Extravaganza. The aim is to bring more business to Dewberry Lane. We each decorate our stores of course, but there’s always more.” 

She moved closer to the fire and held out her hands, trying to warm them. “Each store has its own in-store Extravaganza, then we finish it off with a bang of some sort.” 

“What did my aunt do?” She was genuinely curious. What on earth could she do as the dress shop owner? 

Holly drew her brows together and tapped her chin.

“I think she ran some knitting sessions last year,” Jeremy interrupted. 

“Did she?” Holly asked, looking confused. 

“I can’t even begin to think what I might do,” Ivy said, feeling quite deflated. Knitting wasn’t even related to a dress shop. She would have to think hard about this. 

“The aim is to get new customers into our stores. People who have never stepped foot in our doors before.” 

That was a big ask, especially since Ivy had no idea who had been Aunt Mildred’s customers in the past. 

It wasn’t long before other store owners arrived and the meeting began. They started by introducing themselves since Ivy knew no one. Some she vaguely remembered from her time spent with Aunt Mildred, but most she didn’t. 

Nothing was achieved except to say they’d meet again next week, hopefully with some ideas. It was frustrating to say the least. Ivy had far too much to do getting the store sorted, not to mention settling into her new home. The apartment above the store was a Godsend. She had no idea where she would be living without it. 

If nothing else, she had certainly appreciated the experience of being in this room tonight. It was the most extravagance she’d ever encountered. With the meeting over and the cheese and crackers consumed, everyone piled out of the room and the town hall. 

“Might I accompany you home, Miss Henderson?” 

It was Jeremy Hycroft. Although she felt a little irritated that he’d withheld information about the Christmas Extravaganza, she was grateful. The last thing she wanted was to walk home in the darkness alone. She hadn’t been here in Dewberry long and didn’t know her way around. “I thought Dewberry was safe. At least that’s what my aunt always told me.” She stared at him pointedly, daring him to disagree. 

Instead he grinned. “You got me there. It is safe, but I would still rather ensure you got home safely than take the risk of you being harmed by some obnoxious teenage boy with raging hormones.”

She was taken aback until she noticed he was still grinning. “Thank you, Mr. Hycroft. I appreciate the gesture.” 

Now he studied her. “Are we going to continue with formalities? Do call me Jeremy.” He paused, and when she didn’t answer, continued. “Might I call you Ivy?” 

Should she allow it? After all, it seemed Aunt Mildred allowed him to address her by her first name. At least Jeremy had said so. 

“I see no harm,” she said, then hooked her arm through his. They were the last to leave, and Jeremy locked up the town hall as they left. 

“I rather think we could come up with something special for the grand finale this year,” he said as they headed down Dewberry Lane. 

“We as in you and me, or do you mean the entire committee?” She studied him, but his expression gave nothing away. 

“I mean the two of us. That other lot are all about their own stores and nothing else. Whereas you and I are more interested in the entire town. At least I am. What about you?” 

She squirmed under his gaze then laughed. “I have only just arrived,” she said. “I have no loyalty to this town except the people here loved my aunt and cared for her deeply.” 

He stopped then and stared at her, raising his eyebrows. “That is very true.” He nodded his head then continued to walk. “Out of respect for dear Mildred, I believe we should put our heads together and come up with something spectacular.” He blew out a breath as if saying that’s exactly what we need to do. But was he really thinking of the town, or were his actions more self-centered? 

After all, Ivy had absolutely no idea about this man. Nor did she have any inkling of his business. 

They walked the rest of the way in silence, and like a real gentleman, he waited until she’d unlocked the door and was safely inside before he left. Despite barely knowing him, Ivy had the distinct feeling he could be trusted. 

She stood with her back against the door and listened until she could no longer hear his footsteps as he headed home. It was then she had the strangest feeling. She suddenly missed him. 

~*~
[image: ]


“Annie!” Jeremy called out to his secretary. “Where are those papers I asked for?” He glanced up to see his long-suffering secretary standing in the doorway, a frustrated look on her face. Mr. Halifax sat opposite; his arthritic hands balanced on the desk waiting to sign the missing paperwork. 

Annie took the few steps needed to reach his desk. “Do you mean these papers,” she asked, picking up a folder. “The ones I placed right here not twenty minutes ago?” She grinned then headed back to her own desk. 

“Ah yes, that’s the ones. Thank you, Annie.” His mind really wasn’t on his work today. Hadn’t been since the night of the ball when he’d held Ivy Henderson in his arms. He could try to kid himself and say it was her chameleon eyes that had affected him. But the truth was, the woman herself affected him far more than she should. 

He knew if she insisted, the committee would let her out of her Christmas Extravaganza obligation. In fact, a number of them had already told him that was the case, but he would have none of it. Not once he’d met her. Of course, he knew he was being selfish, but he’d used the excuse that Mildred wouldn’t be pleased. It made him feel like an utter heel. 

Ivy would be quite busy over the coming weeks. Not only did she have to run dear Mildred’s store, but she had to unpack her belongings and set up the apartment upstairs. It was a nice little place – Mildred had invited him in for supper on several occasions. It was rather compact, he had to admit that, but it was also homely. At least it was when Mildred lived there. 

“Are you all right, Mr. Hycroft?” The elderly man sitting opposite seemed quite concerned when Jeremy glanced up. 

“Fine, thank you for asking, Mr. Halifax. I’m a little distracted. I do apologize.” 

“It’s that Christmas Extravaganza thing, isn’t it? I don’t know why they persist on holding that every year.” 

Jeremy smiled and handed over the man’s new will. “If you would sign here and here,” he said, pointing to the places that needed a signature. He blotted the ink and then turned the page. “Only a few more. This one now.” Soon they were finished, and he sent the elderly man on his way. 

Thank goodness it was almost the end of the day. Perhaps he could drop in and say hello to Miss Henderson. Ivy. Yes, that would be a wonderful way to end a hectic day.
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Jeremy added the documents to the safe and tidied up his desk. Tomorrow was another busy day, and he wouldn’t have time to clean up in the morning. Besides, Annie would give him an earful for leaving the office in such a mess. 

She was a good secretary and had been with him for years. One of these days, his antics would send her packing, and he couldn’t abide that happening. She kept him in line, ensured his clients kept coming, and his appointment book was kept in order. He had no idea how or even if he would survive without her. 

“Goodnight, Mr. Hycroft,” she called from the front office. “I will see you in the morning.” 

“Yes, goodnight, Annie,” he called back. After all these years, she still refused to call him by his Christian name yet insisted he call her Annie. It made no sense, although she’d said it showed respect for his position. He figured it went back to her days with his father. Joshua Hycroft was particularly strict and insisted everyone call him Mr. Hycroft. His demand extended to Jeremy when they were at the office. 

He locked his office door, then walked through the waiting area where Annie’s desk was located, and finally went outside. 

He stared at the words painted in black and gold on the window many years ago – Hycroft and Son, Solicitors. Perhaps one day he would have his own son to take over the family business as he had done, but right now, it wasn’t something he anticipated. He was after all, thirty-two years old and still unattached. Unless that changed, and soon, there would be no heir. Father would be beyond disgusted with him. The family business had been handed down from his grandfather. Jeremy didn’t want to be the one to break the chain of succession, but he really wasn’t interested in marriage, let alone children. Jeremy had always enjoyed his bachelor life and the freedoms it allowed him. 

He shook himself out of his wayward thoughts and pulled down the shutters, finally locking up for the evening. Jeremy lifted his briefcase from the cobbled path and sighed. Another lonely night at home, and another night of eating alone. He resigned himself to the inevitable then suddenly changed his mind and walked in the opposite direction to his home. 

A meal at Ma’s Kitchen was exactly what he needed. The food was so good there – just like his own mother used to make. Only it was Merry Jensen’s ma who’d originally made the meals, but she was long gone and Merry had taken over. Learning from her mother, Merry’s food was every bit as good. His mouth was almost salivating thinking about it, but he still had the same problem – he didn’t want to eat alone. 

As he strolled past Buttons and Bows, he had the perfect solution. He turned back and gazed through the window. He could see Ivy fussing about inside as he guessed she would. The closed sign was on the door, and not one to be easily discouraged, he tapped on the window instead. There was no indication she’d heard, so he tapped a little louder. This time, her head shot up. 

“We’re closed,” she shouted. 

“I need to talk to you,” he called loudly. He watched as her shoulders sagged and she let out a long breath. It had been a long day and she was probably exhausted. Ivy wasn’t used to this sort of work. At least, that’s what he figured. She hurried over and unlocked the door. 

“Come in,” she said quickly, waving him inside, “before someone decides they too need to come in and browse.” She looked rather haggard and he worried she was over doing it. “What can I do for you, Mr...er, Jeremy?” 

“I’m on my way to Ma’s Kitchen and wondered if you would like to accompany me.” She looked rather confused, but then her eyes opened wide as if it had suddenly hit her. 

“Oh. The diner? Is that what you mean? I probably shouldn’t...”

“You haven’t eaten yet, I presume?” He glanced at his pocket watch. The store wouldn’t have been closed terribly long. Surely, she hadn’t eaten already? 

“No. No, I haven’t. Only I hadn’t expected to eat out tonight.” 

On closer inspection, she really did look drained. 

“My treat. What I really wanted was some company, and I thought you could do with a break from all this.” He spread his arms wide and glanced about.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “That would be lovely. I need to run upstairs and get my coat first.” 

She scurried off and he waited patiently. He really was looking forward to dining with the delightful Ivy Henderson.

~*~
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They were seated at a table by the window. It was the owner herself who waited on them, Jeremy explained. Normally, she would have staff taking care of customers, but being mid-week, it was quiet, so most likely, she would be alone. 

“Nice to see you, Jeremy,” she said, glancing at Ivy curiously. 

“Hello, Merry. This is Ivy Henderson, Mildred’s niece.” 

“I was sorry to hear about Mildred’s passing,” Merry said gently. “She was a wonderful person.” She handed them each a menu then disappeared before Ivy had a chance to respond. 

“Everyone loved Mildred,” he explained. “Her loss has been felt by a lot of people, but no more than you, I’m sure.” He reached across the table and covered her hand. 

Ivy glanced down. Should she wrench her hand away? She really should, but it was comforting. 

“I apologize,” Jeremy hurriedly said. “I had no right to take liberties.” He looked every bit as apologetic as he sounded. 

She smiled tentatively. “You were trying to console, so I don’t mind in this instance.” Was he though? The thought suddenly struck her. She shook it off equally as quick. 

Merry returned and they gave their orders. “Have you thought any more about what you’re doing for the extravaganza?”

He studied her, and it made Ivy feel a little uneasy. “I haven’t. You?” It suddenly occurred to her that she had no idea what he did for a living. “What is your occupation, anyway?” She didn’t mean to but totally blurted the words out.

His reaction was to grin. “I’m a solicitor,” he said, straightening his tie as though a perfect tie proved his point. “I have this same dilemma every year. I honestly don’t know why I bother, but Annie makes me.” 

Annie? His wife? Or a girlfriend? “And who might this Annie be?” Why did she even care?

He grinned again. “My secretary. She does all the business side of things, while I get to do all the boring stuff.” He grimaced and it made her laugh. 

“It really isn’t funny,” he said, still scowling. “It’s far from laughable. My job is rather tedious – there’s no other way to put it.” 

“What? You don’t enjoy writing wills? I’d have thought that rather exciting,” she said, a tinge of sarcasm in her voice. 

He smirked then. “You’re a real card,” he said mildly. “The only thing I enjoy is that I know what people will get when someone drops off the earth, before the recipient does.” Now he grinned. 

It was about then Merry brought their food to the table. “It smells divine, Merry,” Ivy said, leaning over the food to better experience the aroma. “Thank you.” 

“Yes, thank you, Merry. It smells quite delicious.” 

Jeremy picked up his fork but was interrupted. “You don’t bless your food?” Ivy inquired, rather taken aback. 

He floundered then and replaced the cutlery on the table. “Of course, but I wasn’t sure if you did.” He reached out for her hand. “Bless this food, Lord, and also this new friendship. Amen.” 

She smiled. Jeremy was right – they were friends. They’d become friends very quickly, which was pleasing since she really didn’t know anyone else in town. Not really. 

The lamb roast was delicious, and apparently Jeremy thought so too as he made short work of his food. “Merry is an excellent cook,” he said as he wiped his mouth with the linen cloth. 

Ivy took a sip of water. “She certainly is. I’ll have to keep this place in mind for the future.” 

“Aren’t you glad you came tonight?” Without giving her a chance to respond, he changed the subject entirely. “What are you doing for the extravaganza? Any ideas about our finale?” 

For a moment, she was confused. She hadn’t expected to be bombarded with questions. Nor had she thought much about the Christmas Extravaganza. She’d been far too busy trying to sort out the store. Aunt Mildred had been quite ill near the end, and unable to do much. If only she’d let Ivy know, she could have come far sooner. 

“I...I really don’t know. It’s not that long since the meeting. What about you? Any suggestions at all?” 

He chuckled. “I always leave the ideas to Annie. Mostly, she arranges little lectures about why it’s important to have a current will.” He pulled a face. “Of course, I’m the one who has to deliver the information.” 

“Oh, that sounds excellent.” And it did. Ivy thought that a wonderful idea, and wondered how many people didn’t have a will when they died. “I’ve really not thought about it much, with so much unpacking and rearranging to do. I still have a few weeks – don’t I?” She chewed on her bottom lip with worry. What if she had to make a decision at next week’s meeting? 

Merry removed their soiled dishes. “Did you want dessert?” 

“Silly question,” Jeremy said, a smile on his face. “Since when have I not had dessert?”  

Merry grinned too. “Since never. Tonight’s selection is peach cobbler, apple cinnamon muffin, and blueberry pie.”

“Sounds lovely. I’ll have peach cobbler, please.” Ivy didn’t often have dessert but didn’t want to feel out of place since Jeremy would be ordering. 

“I’ll have the same, thanks. Both with clotted cream please, Merry.” He winked at their hostess. Was there something between them? Well, if there was, it was not Ivy’s business. She and Jeremy were nothing more than friends. Acquaintances. They’d only met a short time ago, so she wasn’t sure why she felt a stab of jealously. It was absolutely ludicrous, particularly when she had no interest in Jeremy except as a friend. 

They finished off dessert with a mug of coffee, then Jeremy walked her home. “I had a very enjoyable evening,” he said when they were standing outside her apartment. “Thank you for agreeing to accompany me. We shall have to do it again sometime.” 

She stared at him. Did he think this was a date? That he was courting her? She mentally shook herself. That was probably the last thing on his mind. It was simply as he’d told her when he invited her to eat with him. He didn’t want to eat alone. 

So why did she feel there was something more between them? “Thank you, Jeremy. I had a lovely time too.” If they were simply friends, why did she have a hollow feeling when he said goodnight and turned to leave? 

Ivy shook herself mentally. She had arrived in a new town only weeks ago and had no other friends. Of course, that was the reason. She was still adapting to living here and knowing few people. That’s all there was to it. 

She was determined to convince herself that was the crux of the matter. 
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Ivy was beginning to panic. 

The next committee meeting for the extravaganza was scheduled for later that evening. She still had no idea what she would do for her part in it, and they would be sure to ask. What on earth could she do that wouldn’t jeopardize sales in her little store? And what about the finale? Jeremy was counting on her to come up with a fresh idea. 

She stood at the stand where the undergarments were kept and folded them back to their original state. It was not something Aunt Mildred sold, but Ivy thought it might be a nice little side-line. That way, her customers could buy the majority of their requirements right here at Buttons and Bows. It would help the customers as well as her profit margin. 

Of course, she kept them in out of sight near the back of the store. Heaven forbid the husband of one of her customers accompany his wife inside. Having bloomers, petticoats, corsets, and chemise in full sight simply wouldn’t do. 

The nightgowns were nearby as well, although, they weren’t as sensitive as the other items. They were all new additions, and before she’d ordered them, Ivy wondered how well they would sell. She’d ordered them almost as soon as she’d arrived in Dewberry since it was rather isolated and would take some time to arrive. 

She’d purchased a selection of cotton and silk. The more prominent women in town went straight for the silk undergarments, as she’d expected. But she sold far more of the more practical cotton garments. 

Already, word had got around, and she’d had some rather embarrassed gentlemen looking for a special gift for their wives. She assured them she was discreet about her customer’s purchases. It alerted Ivy to the fact she should perhaps order in a few of the more risqué items. Kept under the counter, of course. What married couples did in their own home was none of her business. Still, it brought a smile to her face. 

The bell on the door jingled and she glanced up. It wouldn’t be long before it would be time to close the store for the evening. “Good evening, Mrs. Grayson. What might I do for you today?” 

The older woman fiddled about with her gloves, pulling them off and shaking out the snow. “Brrrr, it is quite chilly outside,” she said as she removed her coat. Was she in for the long haul? Ivy hoped not. “I heard you’d acquired some new items for your store,” she said as she winked. “I know you’re being very discreet about it, but...” 

She let the word hang, and Ivy immediately knew what her best customer wanted. By this time, she had moved to the front of the store and taken Mrs. Grayson’s coat from her and hung it up. “If you’ll follow me, I do believe I know what you’re looking for.” 

“It’s lovely and warm in here, my dear. I am pleased you keep that fire going. It was too much for your dear aunt in the end, and it was near to freezing in here at times.” 

“I do wish she’d sent for me,” Ivy said, meaning every word. “I only discovered the situation when she’d already passed.” 

Mrs. Grayson stared at her. “You weren’t close then?” She looked rather confused since Aunt Mildred had left the store to Ivy. 

“We were close,” she said. “Very close, in fact. We corresponded regularly, and I’d received a letter from her not a week earlier. She made no mention of any illness.” 

Mrs. Grayson pursed her lips. “That was very naughty of our dear Mildred. She’d been struggling for quite some time. At least a couple of months. She even got one of the local women to help her with the store when it all became too much.” 

Ivy swallowed. She’d been here earlier in the year. Why hadn’t she noticed? 

“It came on rather abruptly,” Mrs. Grayson said. “She seemed perfectly fine one day, then deathly ill the next. The doctor said it was her heart and would one day stop without warning.” She reached out and took Ivy’s hand. “That’s exactly what happened,” she said quietly. Tears formed in the woman’s eyes. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. I’d made a purchase the previous day, and when I came to collect it the next morning, there she was – dead on the floor.” Tears rolled down her face, and Ivy pulled her into an embrace. 

“Oh, my gosh,” Ivy said quietly, trying to hold back her own tears. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry you had to endure that, Mrs. Grayson.” She rubbed a hand over the woman’s back, trying to console her. Suddenly, she pulled herself out of Ivy’s arms and composed herself, as though nothing had ever happened. 

“Thank you, but I am fine. It was nothing compared to what our dear Mildred endured.” She swiped at her face and straightened her shoulders. “Shall we check out the undergarments,” Mrs. Grayson demanded, successfully changing the subject to one less morbid. 

She followed Ivy to the back of the store, her eyes checking out each and every display stand. “Oh, you have nightgowns as well. I shall need to check those out too.” She stared at Ivy momentarily. “You are clever. Everything in one store.” Mrs. Grayson grinned. “I’m surprised Mildred didn’t think of it. She was quite the businesswoman, your aunt.” 

“She truly was,” Ivy said. She’d spent enough time in this store over the years, and had watch her aunt with customers. A gentle suggestion here and there often doubled her profits. She was quite cunning too. It was very obvious now she’d been training Ivy for the inevitable. She’d summoned her to Dewberry every time the opportunity arose. Every school holiday, Ivy would spend the majority of her time in the store with Aunt Mildred. She’d enjoyed every minute of it. 

When she’d arrived this time, she wasn’t walking into a totally new environment. Nor did she arrive to run a business she knew nothing about. Yes, her aunt really was quite astute. 

“Have you decided what you’ll do for the Christmas Extravaganza,” Mrs. Grayson suddenly asked as they neared the undergarments. 

Ivy screwed up her face. “It is the bane of my existence right now,” she said, feeling rather stressed about the entire situation. “Surely, they could have given me a pass this year.” It was a statement rather than a question. 

“Would you have wanted that? I doubt Mildred would be pleased,” the elderly woman went on to say. “She built up a lovely business for your inheritance. I’d hate to think of her being let down.” Ivy could see exactly what she was doing. Dear Mrs. Grayson was trying to guilt her into joining the extravaganza. “It’s a tradition on Dewberry Lane, and Mildred was part of that tradition for as long as she owned the store. Decades.” She stared at Ivy with beady eyes that said I’ll guilt you into this if that’s what it takes.

“You are right. Of course, I owe Aunt Mildred that much. The trouble is, I have absolutely no idea what to do.” She held up a striking pair of silk bloomers, and Mrs. Grayson nodded her agreement. “She must have been running out of ideas herself if she resorted to knitting lessons last year.” 

“I’ll take three of those, my dear.” She checked out the remaining undergarments and handed Ivy her selections. All ten of them. “By the way, that is utter nonsense about the knitting lessons. Who told you that?” She studied Ivy for a moment or two. “Oh, I know. It was Jeremy Hycroft. The man wouldn’t have a clue.” 

She moved to the table with the nightgowns. Ivy was relieved she had stocked items suitable for larger figures. Mrs. Grayson could be described as rather stocky, but she bought only the best available. “Mildred ran classes on how to choose garments that flattered whatever figure you might have been blessed with.” 

“That sounds lovely,” Ivy said, showing the woman several different nightgowns, hoping at least one appealed to her. 

“All of those, thank you, dear,” Mrs. Grayson said with satisfaction. “Put them on my account, and I’ll collect them all tomorrow if that suits.” 

“I can deliver them to your home if that suits you better.” She was more than happy to deliver them. Ethel Grayson was her best customer and had been her aunt’s as well. 

“Goodness no, but thank you.” She looked taken aback. “My visits to Dewberry Lane are the highlight of my week.” She glanced at Ivy, a smile on her face, and Ivy was convinced what she said was true. 

She glanced at the clock on the wall behind the counter. “I mustn’t keep you any longer. You have a committee meeting tonight.” 

Ivy didn’t need reminding. Once again, she would turn up with no ideas whatsoever. What would everyone else think of her? She dared not even wonder. She glanced up as the bell over the door jingled. Jeremy Hycroft stood there with the door wide open.

“Do close the door, Mr. Hycroft,” Mrs. Grayson called out. “You are letting all the warmth out.” She turned to Ivy. “You be careful of that young man,” she said quietly. “He’s on the lookout for a wife, I hear.” She winked. “He needs an heir, you know.” 

Ivy shuddered. “Well, he can look elsewhere,” she said. “I am not interested in marrying. Nor am I interested in providing heirs to anyone. Especially Mr. Hycroft. He can be quite rude at times.” 

Her customer sighed. “Young men are not what they used to be,” the older woman said, reaching out to touch Ivy’s hand. “You watch yourself.” 

Ivy held back a grin and walked her to the front door, then helped Mrs. Grayson into her coat. “Enjoy your meeting,” she said as she walked out the door. Ivy sensed sarcasm in her words. 

“What can I do for you, Jeremy,” Ivy said with some skepticism. “I need to sort this lot out then prepare for the meeting.” 

“Good evening, Ivy,” he said as though she hadn’t spoken a word. “I’ve come to take you to Ma’s Kitchen. I thought we could have a light supper before the meeting.” 

Did he indeed? Was Mrs. Grayson right to warn her about Jeremy Hycroft and his need for an heir? With the thought now planted in her mind, Ivy would be far more wary of the handsome young man standing opposite her. 

“We both need to eat,” he said as he studied her. He was right. They needed to fuel their bodies to endure the torture that came disguised as a committee meeting. 

“Yes, we do. Give me a moment to sort this lot out, and I’ll run upstairs for my coat.” She turned to the door and flipped over the closed sign, locking the door as she did. “I do not want any more customers tonight. Mrs. Grayson is an exception.” Ivy was certain every one of the business owners would feel the same. 

She took all of Mrs. Grayson’s purchases and placed them underneath the counter. That would be her first task for the morning. 

She left Jeremy staring after her as she went upstairs to collect her warm coat. 

~*~
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As they walked toward the town hall, Jeremy slipped his arm into Ivy’s. After what Mrs. Grayson had told her about Jeremy Hycroft requiring an heir, she would be more cautious around him. “Where is your office located,” she asked as they strolled past Buttons and Bows after they’d left Ma’s Kitchen. 

He indicated further down along Dewberry Lane. “It’s a little further past the town hall.” 

“I’d love to see it now, if we have the time.” 

Jeremy pulled out his pocket watch then glanced up at her. “Provided we don’t dally, we could do that,” he said. “You won’t see much though. The shutters are pulled down every evening.” 

“Bother,” Ivy said more vigorously than she’d intended. “Perhaps some other time then.” 

“Perhaps,” he said, then led her toward the town hall door. 

“I did have a bit of a thought,” she said, glancing across at him. “About this big finale you keep going on about.” 

He stopped dead, almost tripping her over as his arm was linked through hers. “Go on...” 

She studied him momentarily then licked her lips. “This might be a moot point, since you might already do it.” 

Jeremy frowned. “Do continue, Ivy. I am tense with anticipation.” 

His words made her laugh. “Well,” she said as she closed her eyes in thought. Perhaps it wasn’t that good an idea after all? “What about a Christmas tree?” 

He stared at her then, his expression one of disappointment. “Most of the stores already have a Christmas tree.” He turned away from her then and began to walk toward the town hall again. 

“Honestly, Jeremy,” she said in an exasperated tone. “That’s not what I meant.” 

“Oh?” He stopped again, but this time, it wasn’t quite so abruptly, ensuring she didn’t almost trip again. 

So now he was interested. She was beginning to see why Mrs. Grayson had little time for him. “I am talking about a giant tree, right in the middle of Dewberry Lane.” She indicated the area where she thought it could be placed. “Everyone in town could help to decorate it, and there could be a box for toy donations – for less fortunate children.” She glanced at him, raising her eyebrows in question. “Perhaps even food donations.” 

“I say,” Jeremy said, wholly animated. “That could work. The whole idea of the extravaganza is to get people to Dewberry Lane. If they buy things to donate – that’s even better.” 

That wasn’t really what she had in mind, but no matter. 

He hooked his arm in hers again, and they were once more on their way. With so many stop-starts, it felt like the longest walk she’d ever taken along this shopping strip. It almost made her chuckle. 

When they arrived at the town hall, Jeremy pulled out his key and led her inside. As they went upstairs, she didn’t feel anywhere near as uncomfortable as last time. Likely because she’d gotten to know Jeremy Hycroft, and felt she could trust him. 

They entered the Executive Suite, only this time, she didn’t spend so much time glancing about. Although, she did feel more inclined to touch the surfaces and bend down and run her hands over the luxurious carpet. It was every bit as splendid as she’d thought last time. 

Jeremy had the fire burning wonderfully as the other committee members began to stream through the door. 

“Ivy has had the most wonderful idea,” Jeremy blurted out as everyone arrived. She felt heat creep up her face and moved closer to the now roaring fire to try and cover her embarrassment. That way, everyone might think her cheeks were pink from the heat. At least she hoped they did. 

“Tell us,” they all said at once. 

Jeremy held up his palm to them. “You need to wait until the meeting begins,” he said. It looked suspiciously as though he was trying to force back a grin. Ivy couldn’t help but smile. He really was a tease. 

“Well, that’s not fair,” Belle Armstrong from Candies Galore said. “Shall we start the meeting now?” 

Noelle Jenkins from Book Time added her opinion. “I think we should.” 

Everyone sat at the large mahogany table Ivy had admired so much last time, and a hearty discussion began. 
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“I hear last night’s meeting went well,” Mrs. Grayson said as she breezed through the front door. 

Ivy rushed over to help her best customer out of her coat. “Is it snowing? I had no idea,” she said as she brushed a small amount of snow from Mrs. Grayson’s coat and hung it up. 

“It’s not heavy, not yet. But you mark my words. With only a matter of weeks until Christmas, it will get far heavier than it is right now.” She nodded assuredly, and Ivy had no doubt she was correct. 

“Aunt Mildred hated the snow,” Ivy reminisced. “I remember one year I arrived only days after Christmas, and she was still bemoaning the snow.” It was only one of many wonderful memories Ivy had of her dear aunt.

She startled when Mrs. Grayson reached out and rubbed a hand up Ivy’s arm. “She was a wonderful woman, our Mildred. We spent Christmas together most years. Did you know that?” She looked up at Ivy expectantly. “I suppose you didn’t know we were friends.”

Ivy swallowed. She didn’t, but she should have. Aunt Mildred rarely wrote about herself in her correspondence. She mostly talked about the store and Dewberry itself. 

“No, of course you didn’t,” Mrs. Grayson suddenly said. “Mildred was far too private for that.” She fiddled with her scarf for a moment then suddenly pulled it off. “Do you have my purchases ready?” 

“Of course,” Ivy said as she


























[image: ]





































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Christmas on Dewberry Lane






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.jpg
&Ry





d2d_images/image009.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





