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			Chapter 1

			At 6:00 a.m., a large truck pulled up in front of the Salvation Army collection site in the heart of Atlanta. A woman wearing ragged jeans and a blue hoodie climbed out of the driver’s side and headed straight for the manager. He waved at her, and as she came closer, he grabbed her in a bear hug.

			“It’s been a while. How’ve you been?”

			“Fine, Marcus, just fine. Hope I didn’t get you up too early.”

			“Are you kidding? For one of your donations, I’d stay up all night! And I want to thank you for helping my family. Everything’s so much better now thanks to you.”

			“Come and see what I’ve brought for the girls at Harmony House.” The men had already started unloading the precious cargo. “Be careful,” she said to them. “Those are special gowns for special women.”

			“What do we have here?” Marcus asked. 

			“Let’s see. I think there are four wedding gowns with detachable trains, never worn, four pairs of heels, all the necessary undergarments, including a few hoop skirts in case they’re needed. There are four veils and some girlie things. But please, keep it quiet.” 

			“As per our agreement,” he said. “Though I still don’t know why you don’t want the whole of Atlanta knowing how much you give to Harmony House.”

			The woman shook her head. “The important thing is that the girls know. You and I know. That’s enough, right?”

			Marcus shrugged. “I guess so. The girls are always so delighted with the dresses. Never in their lives would they be able to afford one of your wedding gowns. But every time you come, they spend hours and hours trying on the dresses, modeling them for each other, choosing the one they like best. Your dresses lift their spirits and give them a sense of pride and hope. Even if they’re not getting married, they still love those dresses. It’s the bright spot of their month whenever you come.”

			“You still have your seamstress in case the gowns need alterations?”

			“Oh, yes, we do. In fact, one of the new girls at Harmony House is a whiz on the sewing machine. She’s had a terrible life, but she seems to be getting better. Her eyes will light up when she sees these dresses.”

			“Oh,” she said. “I cleared out an apartment near the studio, so I’ve brought a couple of beds, an old TV, a few bureaus. Just odds and ends that might be of use.”

			“It’s far too much, as usual.”

			“Not nearly enough as I see it. They’re almost finished unloading.” She gave him a swift kiss on the cheek. “Take care of my girls,” she said. “And remember….”

			He nodded. “It’s a secret, just between the two of us.”

			She winked at him. “All of these are only partially paid for. A down payment was made, but the bride never showed up again. I really don’t understand, but I’ve had these four gowns for over a year taking up space in the workshop. I’ve tried to get in touch with the girls, but I can’t seem to find them. The numbers have been changed or no one claims to know them. I don’t have the answers, but there’s no point in keeping them when they’re just taking up space.”

			“Stuff happens. Lives take a spin when we least expect it.”

			“That’s for sure. Hey, I need to run now, Marcus. Send me photos if you can. I loved the last ones.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want that cup of coffee?” 

			“I can’t today. Maybe next time. The show’s tonight, and I’m nervous as a cat, but I have plenty to do to keep me busy. Will Andrew be able to help usher? I have a tuxedo for him, just like last year.”

			Marcus shook his head. “That oldest of mine. He’s in and out all the time, but I managed to remind him. He said he’d be glad to do it. I think he’s looking forward to doing something that he gets paid for, and hobnobbing with the rich and famous.” 

			The woman giggled. “Just make sure he’s at the auditorium at 6:30 night. This is the big one, Marcus, and it’s very important that Andrew show up. Will he do it?”

			“I’ll drive him myself and threaten him within an inch of his life.”

			She laughed. “No need to go that far. He’s a good boy, and he did a fine job last year.”

			Marcus rubbed his arms. “It’s cold out here. Come in where it’s warm and have some coffee.”

			“Next time. I promise.” She climbed into the truck, seated herself, and waved. “Take care of my girls,” she said, “and call me if you need anything.” Then she put her finger to her mouth. “Shhh.”

			Marcus pretended to zip his lips. Then he gave her a thumbs up.

			The woman waved as she drove away, but when she checked the side mirror, she thought she saw a man leaning on the wall of the building, a very tall man wearing a dark blue frock coat, his arms crossed over his broad chest. She slammed on the brakes and opened the door, but when she looked back, there was no one there.

			“What’s wrong?” Marcus asked.

			“Nothing,” she said. “Did you happen to see a tall man leaning against the wall over there? He had on an old-fashioned blue coat.”

			“I haven’t seen anyone else. Are you sure you saw him?”

			“No, I’m not sure,” she said. “Probably my mind playing tricks on me.”

			Marcus looked worried.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “Just my overactive imagination. See you next time.”

			She waved again and drove away. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Peaches Malone unzipped the hoodie and tossed it on the chair in her office. She slipped on a pair of heels, studied her face and hair in the mirror, put on a fresh blouse, and then went out into the darkened auditorium. 

			“Ugh,” she said. “We need lights.”

			She walked to the side hall and flipped the switches. The auditorium lit up. Then she noticed that the lights didn’t come on in the back of the auditorium. 

			She thought for a minute. “Where are those switches?” she mumbled. “Ah, other side.”

			Once she’d flipped those, the back of the auditorium was bathed in light. 

			Peaches walked back to the middle of the room where she kept her microphone, but as she bent to pick it up and test it, she froze.

			The man she’d seen earlier stood at the back of the auditorium leaning against the wall. 

			Peaches bolted toward the back of the building as fast as her stilettos could carry her. “You there, who are you? I saw you at the Salvation Army just a little while ago.”

			“I think you might have dropped these,” he said and handed her a two pairs of white heels.

			“Oh,” she said, and took the shoes. “These are for the girls at the Salvation Army. They must have dropped from the bag. You followed and came here to bring these?”

			“I asked the manager where I could find you. He trusted me enough to tell me.”

			“You know him?”

			The tall man nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I didn’t mind bringing them.”

			“You should have just left them there. Didn’t he tell you they were donations?”

			“No. He said he thought they might be, but he wasn’t sure and it was best to ask you.”

			“Well, thank you for bringing them.”

			“It was no problem,” he said. “I’ll be going now.”

			“Do you need a job? Do you model?” Her hands began trembling. “I want to talk to you,” she said, and put the shoes into one of the seats, but as she looked again, the man had simply vanished.

			Gone. 

			“Where is he?” she asked aloud, and held out her hands. “How could he have disappeared right before my eyes?”

			The side door made a swishing sound as it closed. Peaches studied the double doors and the side door. But how could he have gotten so quickly to the side door without my seeing him? 

			“Peaches,” Aileen called from the stage. “What’s wrong?”

			Peaches sucked in a breath. Her heart pounded. Her hands trembled wildly. 

			“Peaches, you okay back there?”

			Peaches turned around and headed back down the center aisle, and plopped down into a chair.

			“We’ve thirty minutes until rehearsal,” Aileen said. “I’m early, but I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

			“You’re a jewel, Aileen,” Peaches said. “As long as everyone shows up, we’ll be fine.”

			“Everyone except Rand is here already. They’re all in the back. I’m sure Rand will be here. You know him. He’s always late.”

			Peaches sighed and surveyed her still-trembling hands. “This show is so important,” she said. “We just can’t have any mistakes. Rand needs to try to be on time. I think my nerves are a total mess.” 

			Peaches rifled through her purse, found her compact, and flipped it open. She smoothed her long blonde hair and checked her makeup, and used her pinky finger to straighten the corners of her red lipstick, then ran a finger over each dark brow. Lifting her head to ensure she’d left no make-up lines, she glanced at the thickness of the mascara that framed her cerulean blue eyes, and then puckered her lips. She smoothed on a bit of lip gloss. 

			“You look stunning as always, Peaches. Your makeup is already perfect. No need to fiddle with it.”

			Peaches smiled at Aileen. “Flattery will get you just about anywhere in this business,” she said. Then she turned to look to the back of the small auditorium. 

			“Peaches, were you looking for someone back there near the doors?”

			Peaches shook her head. “It was no one, some guy who brought—well, never mind.” 

			“Hmm, was he good looking?”

			Peaches chuckled. “Yes, very,” she said. 

			“I’ll go back and see if Rand is here,” Aileen said. “You sure you’re okay? Be right back.”

			Peaches shooed her away and watched as her assistant disappeared into the studio space. Then she turned and looked toward the double doors again. 

			And there he stood, arms crossed, staring straight at her. 

			“Hello?” she called to him. “You, in the back. Will you please answer me?” 

			He pointed to himself.

			“Yes, you,” she said, and stood up. “Would you please come down here?” 

			“Uh, Peaches,” Aileen said. “Who are you talking to? I don’t see anyone.”

			Peaches turned and gave her a quizzical look. “He’s standing right there by the double doors.” 

			Aileen leaned forward. “I still can’t see anyone,” she said.

			Suddenly, the double doors flew open, and in rushed a young man with long brown hair, dressed in shorts and a T-shirt. 

			“Sorry, Peaches,” he said, obviously winded. “My car.” 

			“It’s okay, Rand. Just get dressed and get on stage. We’ve only twenty minutes until rehearsal.”

			“Will do,” he said. 

			When she looked toward the double doors, the man had disappeared again. Peaches frowned. “What is up with this guy?” she asked.

			“What guy?” Aileen responded.

			“The one I told you about. He was standing in the back by the double doors. Tall guy wearing a blue frock coat. He looked right at me but wouldn’t say anything.” 

			Peaches sat back down and ran a hand through her thick blonde hair. 

			There was something about him, something wonderfully mysterious that she found very attractive. Or perhaps it was the shimmer of the back lights that cast an eerie glow all around him. Maybe it was his Victorian costume. He stood like a giant, his head high above the door frame—he must have been around 6’7” tall—and that coat, that blue frock coat. By the way the light played off it, she knew the material must be rich blue velvet. His stark white ruffled shirt befitted the period of the upcoming runway show, a throwback to the late 1880s, and his tight black pants with those leather boots…she imagined him to be quite handsome, though she’d never really seen his face in the light. 

			“Peaches, are you ready for me?”

			Peaches blinked to clear away the visions swirling in her mind. “You look great, Rand. Now, where is the bride?”

			A young girl in a satin wedding gown stood center stage. “Here,” she called. 

			Peaches walked to the stage and examined the dress, a long-sleeved Victorian-style gown made of ecru satin and trimmed in the finest lace. Peaches ran her hand along the satin bodice and felt instant joy. The satin cascaded down the bodice and into the skirt in silky waves. She thrived on the feel of these satin gowns. Satin, the fabric of royalty. When her fingers lit on the material, without fail, she felt like a beloved queen ruling over her court. Sometimes she felt as if the satin talked back to her, and thanked her for the opportunity for its royal elegance to be displayed. 

			She closed her eyes and listened for a moment. Yes, there it was. A barely audible “Thank you, Peaches.” When she opened her eyes again, she trained her thoughts on the bodice, then examined the pearl beading and lace insets that ran the length of the sleeves, stopping at the girl’s thin wrists. 

			“Hold your arms out, honey,” she said. Peaches examined every detail of the fitted sleeves, all the while chewing on her bottom lip. “Yes, those are good,” she said with a smile. “Now, just let me make a final check of the bodice.” Peaches smoothed the satin bodice and made slight adjustments to the lace dotted with pearls that lay snuggly across the girl’s small chest. “Now, give us a twirl.” 

			As the girl twirled around, Peaches’ eyes widened. Then she gasped and put her hand to her mouth. “What’s this? Look at this,” Peaches said. “Look.”

			Aileen stared at the two-inch rip in the edge of the corset lacing for the back of the gown.

			“Oh mercy,” Peaches said. “How in the world did that happen?”

			Aileen shook her head. “I swear, Peaches. I didn’t see it.” Aileen ran her hands along the back of the gown. “I went over every inch of it this morning as we put it on her. Honest to God, that rip wasn’t there. I’m sorry, Peaches,” Aileen said. She brushed a stray dark lock from her cheek and leaned in to inspect the tear. 

			“Margaret-Ann, can you come out here?” Peaches asked. “Please, come quickly.” 

			A rather tall but slightly overweight woman, with curly gray hair and huge round black-rimmed glasses, bustled in, wearing a flowing floral caftan and rubber-soled shoes. Peaches held out a hand to her.

			Margaret-Ann stroked her hands. “You’re trembling. Whatever is wrong, Peaches?”

			“Look at this. There’s a two-inch tear right here in the back of this gown. The runway show is tomorrow night. Everything has to be perfect.”

			“Calm yourself, Peaches,” Margaret-Ann said, her voice as soft and bright as a melody. “Let’s have a look.”

			Peaches pointed to the tear. “How could that have happened?” she asked.

			Margaret-Ann touched the small tear. “This is fine satin, very fine,” she said. “It takes a deft hand to handle it. The lace at the edge of the bodice is fragile as butterfly wings. Now, it doesn’t matter at this point how it happened. It matters whether or not I have time to fix it.”

			“I have every faith that you can get this fixed, so don’t get stressed about it. Okay?”

			“I’ll do it,” Margaret Ann said, “and don’t you go worrying about me. I’m perfectly capable of fixing a little tear in the fabric.”

			Peaches smiled. “Worried? Me? Don’t be silly. Peaches Malone doesn’t worry,” she said, and winked.

			“Well,” Margaret-Ann said. “Tomorrow night is THE show, Peaches. We’ve got a full, sold-out house. People from all over the world are coming. This one show will give them what they all want: an exclusive look at the new creations of Peaches and Lace.” 

			Peaches nodded but didn’t smile. “Yes,” she said, and wrung her trembling hands.

			“I’ll take care of it. Don’t you worry yourself. Now, come with me, girl,” she said to the model, “and let’s see what I can do.”

			The young model carefully picked up the billowing satin and lace skirt of the wedding gown and followed Margaret-Ann. 

			“This dress is the crowning jewel of the collection. Please do your very best,” Peaches said softly. 

			Margaret-Ann nodded. “You know I will, Peaches.”

			Peaches hugged her then, and stroked the side of her face. “I know you will,” she said. “You’re the best seamstress in all of Atlanta.”

			Margaret-Ann chuckled and leaned in close. “You do yourself a favor. Go outside to your private garden and soak up the glory of nature. It’ll do you good. This show will go off without a single hitch, and tomorrow night, you’ll have more orders than we can handle, so we can’t have the star of the show feeling poorly.”

			Peaches felt her eyes tear. “This one is so important, Margaret-Ann. So very important. Our whole futures might depend on this one show.”

			Margaret-Ann patted her arm. “Now, dry those eyes. Don’t ruin your mascara,” she chuckled. “We’ve got this. Your audience will be astounded by these beautiful new gowns.” 

			“You think so?”

			Margaret-Ann winked. “Oh, I know so,” she said, and walked toward the sewing rooms. “No worries, Peaches. No worries…except for those shoes of yours.”

			“My shoes? What’s wrong with these shoes?”

			“You’d think the nation’s top fashion designer could put on a pair of matching stilettos,” Margaret-Ann said, and chuckled as she walked away.

			Peaches looked down. One black heel, one navy blue heel. 

			“I can’t believe I did that,” she said, and laughed out loud and remembered her early morning stop at Harmony House. “Too much of a hurry, I guess.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Peaches gazed back to the double doors of the auditorium. The man wasn’t there. 

			Her heart felt heavy, her hands trembled. So much depended on this show, the Grand Winter Show, the one so eagerly anticipated by the public—her public. And now, her international public. 

			She swallowed hard. 

			Success at this show would give her the money she needed, the money to achieve a long-held dream, one she’d had since she was a little girl. Even as a small child, she had spent hours poring over fashion magazines, magazines that had been thrown into the trash bin at the apartment building where she lived. Every few days she’d go through the bins looking for discarded magazines. By the time she was eight, she had a huge stack that had been donated by the proprietor of the building. And every night, after she’d spent the day helping out in the restaurant downstairs, she’d spend hours until bedtime looking through every page. By the time she was ten, she was creating her own designs on white paper napkins that she got from the owner of the restaurant. 

			His customers were French and Spanish, and the magazines they left behind showed her worlds beyond her own in the dismal, impoverished neighborhood of east Atlanta. Her room in the apartment wasn’t filled with toys but with fashion magazines, stacks of them, everywhere there was a couple of inches of space. 

			She smiled at the memories. Those magazines created the world she longed for now, had longed for since she was but a tiny girl.

			A shop in the United States and a shop in Europe. Yes, that would mean success!

			Suddenly, she saw the man appear again beside the double doors of the auditorium. She was determined to talk to him, but as she left the stage, a gasp and a squeal came from Margaret-Ann.

			“Peaches,” she said. “Come here quickly.”

			Peaches looked toward the doors again, but the man had utterly disappeared…again.

			“How does he do that?” she asked. “How?”

			“Peaches, come quickly!”

			Peaches turned and went down the long hallway. “What is it, Margaret-Ann?” she said as she hurried to the dressing room. “Are you ill? Do I need to call a doctor?”

			Tears streamed down Margaret-Ann’s face. Peaches felt as if her heart had plunged into her stomach. She wrapped her arms around Margaret-Ann.

			“Please tell me what’s wrong. I promise we’ll fix it, whatever it is.”

			Margaret-Ann snuffled. “It’s gone,” she said. 

			“What’s gone?”

			“The two-inch tear. I can’t find it anywhere, and I marked it with my pins. But see for yourself, Peaches. There’s no tear anywhere.”

			Peaches ran her fingers between the pins, pulled gently, lifted the edge of the bodice. “There’s nothing there,” she whispered. “Nothing. How did this happen?”

			“We’ll call it a miracle of the universe,” Margaret-Ann said. 

			Peaches smiled and shook her head. “There must be an explanation. Rips don’t fix themselves, especially on a fine satin gown like this one.”

			“Well, it’s fixed, and without any of my help. I’m going to inspect carefully again.”

			Peaches let out a big sigh. It seemed a burden had been lifted off her shoulders, and she leaned against the door frame. “It’s such a relief,” she said. 

			“But isn’t it time for—?”

			“Oh, the inspection!” Peaches clapped her hands. “Roll call,” she announced. “Is everyone here?” 

			Several of the models nodded. “All present and accounted for,” one of them said. 

			“Please get with your partners. We need to inspect each outfit carefully to make sure there are no imperfections.”

			Peaches heard the soft grumbling from the models. Inspections like these were time-consuming and boring, but perfection was a hallmark of Peaches and Lace. 

			Margaret-Ann smoothed the front of her apron and walked to the couple nearest her. She ran her hands over the bodice of the sheath gown, checking each seam. 

			“Aileen?” Peaches called. “We could use some help here. Inspect the trains on each gown to make sure there are no tears, no seams pulled apart.” 

			Aileen appeared in a flash and took her place beside Margaret-Ann. Peaches smiled at her. 

			“We all must remember,” she announced to the group, “that with each show, our reputation is on the line. Together, we can pull off a great show, but it takes all of us. Our public demands not only beauty, but perfection, and we’re the ones who can give it to them. Right?”

			“Right,” the group said in unison.

			Peaches smiled at them, but she grimaced as she watched her hands tremble when she inspected another gown. 

			An hour later, inspection finished, a collective sigh came from the models. 

			“Okay,” Peaches said. “You’ve all done a marvelous job. Now, go and get changed. Let either Margaret-Ann or Aileen make sure the garments are hung correctly in your stations, since we’ll be doing a final steaming before the show tomorrow night. Is everyone okay? Any questions?”

			The models shook their heads in unison. 

			“Time to relax now,” Peaches said. “I’m very proud of you all. Let’s give ourselves a round of applause.”

			There were whoops and hollers and the almost deafening sounds of twenty pairs of hands clapping. 

			“Now, go away and relax,” Peaches said. “Please stay for an hour in case we find any imperfections. I want everything perfect, absolutely perfect for the show tomorrow night.”

			The models chuckled and each walked toward the lounge area.

			Peaches turned away from them and walked toward the long hallway that housed her office, her mismatched stilettos clicking against the tile floor. Her stomach had settled down. Now if she could just stop those trembling hands. But she knew that wouldn’t happen just yet. Her audience would be packed with dignitaries from all over the world: France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, and the U.S. She couldn’t begin to fathom the impact of this one. Here she was, a designer from Atlanta, about to present her work to the international set—to royalty—and she owed it all to her best friend Lily.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The next evening, the auditorium began to fill with clients, potential clients, hopeful young women with their mothers, curious reporters from papers all across the South, and journalists from other countries. From behind the drapes, Peaches watched the faces of the incoming guests. Right away she saw the internationals come in. They were high society, most of them with brightly colored banners draped from their shoulders and secured at their waists. Prime ministers, members of royal families, ambassadors, and noble dignitaries—all accompanied by aides—came in and took their marked seats. 

			After a few minutes, when she thought her heart might just hammer its way out of her chest, she escaped through a side door and headed for her sanctuary, a walled private English-style garden replete with a variety of hostas, two large magnolia trees, and an assortment of rose bushes. Two bird feeders hung from the magnolia trees and a stone pathway made for easy refills. Four white wrought iron benches sat at various places throughout, and in the very center between the two magnolias, an antique turquoise fluted bird bath almost four feet tall carved with figures of garden goddesses provided water for her thirsty birds. 

			She sat on the closest bench and sipped her favorite gourmet coffee, tipped with a hint of Bailey’s Irish Cream. 

			“Mmm,” she whispered as she took another sip. It was the moment she’d been waiting for all day—alone, safe in her sanctuary, and with her coffee and Bailey’s. Just a moment to herself to savor the exquisite aroma and taste of her favorite drink. 

			“Meow,” she heard, and grinned.

			“Ah, there you are, Missy. I wondered where you’d gone.”

			Peaches picked up the white Persian and hugged her close. She’d never had a pet before, but for the last two years, she’d been feeding and housing the cat. Reaching into her pants pocket, she drew out a few treats. Missy gobbled them up as if she hadn’t eaten in a month. 

			Peaches chuckled. “Now, I know you’re not that hungry,” she said, and ran her hands along the soft fur of the cat’s back. She put another handful of treats down, set Missy on the bench, and let her nibble away. “It’s almost time to go inside. Plenty of food and water in there, and your cozy bed is waiting.”

			“May I sit?” came a deep male voice.

			Peaches jumped and turned swiftly toward the voice, drops of her cherished coffee spilling out onto her white pants. Missy paid no attention. She finished the treats and curled into a ball on the bench.

			“Ouch,” Peaches said, and stood up. “That’s hot, and look at my pants! My silk pants might be ruined.”

			“Forgive me,” the man said. 

			“This is a private garden. How did you get in here, anyway?” Peaches said as she scrubbed at the dark spots. “And just who are you?”

			“The gate was open. It looked so welcoming that I decided to come in. I’m sorry I frightened you. My name is TuckerD.”

			“What kind of name is that?” she asked, still scrubbing at the stain.

			He shrugged and then pulled a small white cloth from his blue frock coat and handed it to her. “Try this. It’s very good at removing any stains.”

			Peaches took it from his large hand. “Thank you, but I really think it’s hopeless. Silk doesn’t lend itself to….” Peaches stopped talking and her mouth dropped open. “They’re gone,” she said. “The stains are gone. It’s like they were never there.”

			The man smiled. “My grandma’s cleaning rag,” he said. “Works like magic every time.”

			Peaches handed the rag back to him.

			“Keep it,” he said. “Consider it a gift.”

			Reluctantly, Peaches folded the cloth and stuffed it into her pants pocket. 

			“The runway show starts in an hour, and I have to change clothes,” she said. “You’re one of the new models, aren’t you? I saw you yesterday in the back of the auditorium. I assume you’re representing our Victorian line.”

			The tall man didn’t respond. 

			“Did you sign the sheet?” she asked. “Each model signs the sheet to verify attendance.”

			The man shook his head. 

			“Why not?”

			“I’m not really a model,” he said. Then he turned to walk away.

			“Wait!” Peaches scrambled after him and grabbed his arm. She stepped in front of him, and when she did, she smelled a pleasant aroma, a mixture of citrus and…something else. 

			Cedar? She thought. Yes, it’s cedar. Oranges and cedar wood. 

			Standing in front of him, she took his hand and ran her hand along the cuff of his shirt. “Where did you get this lace? It’s not what I use in men’s shirts.”

			“Ireland,” he said, “another gift from my grandma.”

			Peaches examined the stitches and the delicate pattern of the lace. “This is Carrickmacross lace,” she said, her voice filled with wonder. 

			The tall man nodded once.

			“You’re very fortunate,” she said, her fingers still working the lace. “This is highly sought after all over the world. And you say your grandmother gave it to you?” 

			Peaches stared up at him, craning her neck to see his face. She noticed his features for the first time—the brilliant sea-blue eyes, the sharp nose, high cheekbones, long black hair with highlights of gold streaked through it, pulled back at his neck and hanging to the middle of his back. 

			“Well,” he said, and moved the latch on the gate. “She made the shirt for me.”

			“What was she like, your grandmother?”

			TuckerD chuckled. “She’s…she was a doozy. Sharp as a tack, a talker for sure. And a great cook, especially when it came to apple tarts. Mmm, those were good.”

			“Did she hug you a lot?”

			“All the time,” he said. 

			“It must have been nice to have a loving grandmother.”

			“Well, she was pretty good with a switch too if I remember correctly. Not that I got into trouble, mind you.”

			Peaches laughed. “I can only imagine,” she said. 

			TuckerD withdrew his pocket watch and flipped it open. “It’s almost time,” he said, and stepped around her to open the gate. He walked through and closed it back almost immediately.

			“Stop!” Peaches called. “Please, I want to talk to you.” 

			She struggled with the latch, finally loosening it and opening the gate. When she stepped out of her private sanctuary, she saw no one. 

			The man had disappeared. 

			Peaches stood and stared at the emptiness. Her stomach churned and her hands shook even worse. “He disappeared,” she whispered to no one. “Vanished.”

			A sick feeling overwhelmed her and she stumbled to the bench. Missy climbed onto her lap. 

			“It’s not possible for him to walk that fast,” she said to herself, her trembling fingers automatically rubbing the cat’s soft fur. “Not possible. Who is he?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Inside her dressing room, Peaches stood in front of the full-length mirrors lining each wall and surveyed her appearance. She smiled at her shiny voluminous blonde hair. Almost immediately, she bent over, used her hands to ruffle the hair, then straightened up once again. She liked for her long hair to appear a bit messy, as if it were done casually and without much effort. 

			She turned back and forth in front of the mirrors, checking the snug fit of the bodice of her gown, a peach colored sleeveless confection, which fell softly to below her knees in front but to ankle length in back—the new high-low style, it was called. With a high round neck that dropped to a deep V in back, the sleek, form-fitting silk gown enhanced her figure and made her feel vibrant. She stood straight as an arrow, reaching her full height of five feet three inches, her narrow shoulders back and stomach flat. She’d chosen her signature peach stilettos, which not only gave her added height but complemented the gown perfectly. Her ears were adorned with thick gold hoop earrings, and a thick gold cuff bracelet encircled her wrist. Embroidered on the hem of the gown in front was a small gold P done in old-world calligraphy: her signature mark, sewn by hand onto each garment she created.

			She reapplied her lipstick, held out her fingers to check her nail polish, dabbed a bit of perfume behind each ear and an extra dab at her throat. She wore only Joy by Jean Patou, a gift from a former admirer who had proven to have more money than sense. She inhaled the floral fragrance and smiled. 

			Peaches repeated her beloved description of the perfume: “Over twenty-eight dozen May roses and 10,600 jasmine flowers are used to make one ounce of this classic parfum, which is still coveted by women around the world.”

			How well she knew it! 

			Satisfied with her looks, she took a deep breath and checked her Rolex. Thirty minutes until show time. Then she leaned in close to the mirror. 

			“You’ve still got it, babe, even at almost forty,” she whispered, a slight smile forming on her face. And then she heard that nagging voice from her childhood.

			No one likes an ugly woman. Make sure you’re beautiful at all times. Otherwise, no one will want you around.

			Her hands shook even more. Peaches blinked her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “Go away, voice,” she whispered. “You’ve tormented me all my life. Just go away.”

			She took a deep breath and stepped to the back door. “Missy,” she called. “Time to come in.”

			The fluffy cat appeared almost at once and went directly to her soft, cushioned bed in one corner of Peaches’ office. 

			“That’s my girl,” Peaches said, and bent down to give her a rub. “You’re such a good girl. You’d like me no matter how I looked, wouldn’t you? Now, go to sleep, and I’ll check on you when I’m finished.” 

			She stood back up, checked herself in the mirror one more time, then headed backstage. 

			“Margaret-Ann,” she called as she walked down the hall. “Is everyone ready?” And when she saw the look on Margaret-Ann’s face, her heart skipped a beat. “What’s wrong?”

			“Peaches, we’re short a model. Rand left an hour ago and hasn’t come back, and he’s our lead escort. He didn’t say where he was going. One of our girls won’t have a partner.”

			Peaches wrung her still-trembling hands. “Where’s Mark, our replacement model?”

			“He left earlier when he saw that all the models were present.”

			“I could call him, but he’s probably at work now.” Peaches furrowed her brow and paced. 

			“Are your hands trembling, Peaches?” Margaret-Ann asked. 

			Peaches stopped and smiled at Margaret-Ann. “No worries,” she said, and put a hand on her shoulder. “I think it’s just nervous jitters.” After another minute of pacing, she stopped. “Wait, what about the man who was here earlier, the one in the blue coat?”

			“I never saw a man in a blue coat,” Margaret-Ann said. 

			Peaches looked toward the back of the auditorium, but he wasn’t there. “I’ll be right back,” she said. “Hold down the fort.” 

			Peaches made her way quickly around the building to the garden, careful not to dirty her heels or her gown. When she opened the gate, she saw him sitting on one of the benches.

			“What are you doing back here?”

			He turned around and smiled at her. 

			“We need you as an escort in the show. One of our brides is without a groom. Please, will you be an escort?

			He got up from the bench and leaned down to her. “I can’t,” he said. “It’s not my…my job to be one of your models.”

			“Maybe it isn’t,” Peaches said. “But tonight, I could use your help. You’ve got the right look, and I’m in an emergency situation. Please? Will you please be our model?”

			TuckerD sighed. “Very well,” he said. “Just this once.”

			Peaches beamed. “Thank you,” she said with a sigh. “Now, it’s almost show time. Will you follow me and I’ll get you set up?” Peaches took a few steps and looked back to make sure he was following her. 

			When they reached the back stage entrance, she stopped, stood on her tiptoes, and straightened the collar of his blue velvet coat, smelling once again the strange but pleasant aroma of oranges and cedar. Then she tugged at the lace sleeves of his white shirt until they were perfectly aligned. 

			“Perfect,” she said. “Come, and I’ll introduce you to your bride. Her name is Jennifer. She’s almost six feet tall, so the two of you will be perfect together.”

			“I…this is not—”

			“I’m desperate,” she said. “Please help me, just this once.”

			The man nodded.

			Peaches let out the breath she was holding and tried to calm the trembling that traveled from her hands throughout her whole body. She pointed to a beautiful young woman dressed in a flowing, billowy wedding gown. 

			“Jennifer?”

			The young girl looked toward her. “Yes, ma’am?”

			“This is…what is your name again?”

			The tall man stammered. “TuckerD.”

			“Jennifer, this is TuckerD. He’ll be your escort tonight.”

			Jennifer’s eyes widened. “But where’s Rand? We practiced all afternoon. He knows what to do, when to pause, when to walk. Where is he?”

			Peaches moved close to her. “Rand has left us, so this man will be your escort. The two of you will be stunning as a couple. But I’m afraid you’ll have to lead him around, show him when to pause, when to walk.”

			Jennifer gazed at the man, then held out her hand. “I’m Jennifer. I’ll show you exactly what to do.”

			The tall man bowed. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ve never done this before.”

			“Well,” Peaches said. “Have no fear. Jennifer is my top model. She’s been with me for five years, and she knows runway etiquette better than anyone else.”

			Jennifer smiled. “You’re an angel, Peaches,” Jennifer said. “It’s no wonder that you won Fashion Designer of the Year! No one else can compete with you. And never fear, Mr. TuckerD. Just follow my lead, and everything will be fine. It will be nice to have a tall escort. Rand is a bit shorter than I am, but you’re just fine.”

			“It’s time,” Peaches said, and clapped her hands. “Places everyone. The show is about to begin. And remember, no smiling. Keep the looks on your faces serious. Straighten those backs and hold your heads high. Peaches and Lace doesn’t tolerate sloppy posture.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Peaches walked out onto the stage amidst thunderous applause, which continued until she picked up the microphone. She hesitated for a moment and looked out over the audience. From what she could see, every seat was taken and there were people lining the walls of the auditorium. Even all of the folding chairs were occupied. 

			“Thank you,” she said, and smiled. “I’d like to welcome you to our Peaches and Lace Grand Winter Show. Tonight, we will premier ten stunning new wedding gowns, some a bit avant-garde, and some featuring a decidedly Victorian flare. And of course, once again, we offer a very special peach-colored confection that is sure to please the most discriminating bride. I trust that you have your brochures, which feature all of our beautiful new designs and any contact information you need. And be sure to sign up for our next show, a mere six months away. Now please, sit back, relax, and enjoy the show.”

			Peaches took the microphone and stepped far to the side of the stage and runway. 

			“Our first creation is worn by the gorgeous Jennifer Blake. She’s wearing a Victorian-style white satin ball gown with peach tulle under slips, and long satin sleeves with pearled buttons that run to the wrist. The bodice is satin trimmed in fine Irish lace, and as she turns, you can see the detachable ten-foot satin and lace train.”

			The oohs and aahs from the crowd delighted her. 

			“Her escort is wearing a decidedly Victorian velvet coat with white shirt, cuffed again in fine Irish lace to match that of the bride. Black pants and a black top hat complete the look.” 

			When the bride and groom stopped center stage, the bride stepped forward, and with her arms outstretched, did a slow turn to show off the gorgeous cut and fit of the gown. The groom politely held her long train, then let it fall to the floor as she finished the turn. The two of them glided to the front of the stage and stood together, the bride turning to the side with one hand resting on the groom’s arm so that the full beauty of the gown and train could be admired. Arm in arm, they stepped carefully onto the short runway, walked the length of it in slow steps, stopped at the end for a moment, then maneuvered a flawless turn to get back to the stage. 

			“They make a striking couple, don’t you think?” Peaches asked the audience. “The gown is number one in your brochure. It’s called Victorian Elegance.”

			Applause echoed throughout the auditorium, and amidst the clapping, Peaches had her eyes trained on her audience, looking for all of those who might be marking their brochures, potential clients. She saw several young girls leaning over and speaking to their mothers, while their fathers made notes on the brochures. 

			Peaches smiled. 

			Two and a half hours later, she was still smiling as the audience rose to their feet, the sound of their applause almost deafening. Her bride and groom couples stood together at the front of the stage and took their bows. At that, the crowd seemed to grow even louder, with some hoots and hollers and even some whistles, unusual for a group of elite citizens, the only ones who could afford her designs. 

			With the microphone again, Peaches stepped in front of the couples. “Thank you,” she said, and gave a slight bow to the couples. Then she turned to the audience. “I hope you’ve enjoyed my new creations tonight, and I hope that the young women I see among you will consider Peaches and Lace as the creators of their wedding fashions.”

			The audience again roared with delight.

			“Thank you so much for coming,” Peaches said. “And girls, don’t forget about us. We’re here for you. I wish you all a good night.”

			Then Peaches grabbed her clipboard from a shelf in the podium, stepped off the stage, and walked out into the crowd. People gathered around her, making sure she had their brochures, on which they’d written their contact information. One particular family—mother, father, grandmother, and beautiful daughter—pulled her aside. 

			“Oh, Daddy, I must have it,” the daughter said. “It’s everything I’ve dreamed of in a wedding gown.”

			“Well, sweetie,” he said. “If it makes you happy, then it’s yours.”

			“Oh, Daddy, thank you. Won’t it be beautiful?”

			Daddy nodded his head. “You’ll be beautiful,” he said as Mother looked on, a huge smile on her face. “Miss Malone—” he said.

			“Please, call me Peaches.”

			The man nodded. “Peaches,” he said. “My daughter here wants to place an order for that very first gown, the one with the peach skirt underneath. Seems she thinks it’s perfect for her August wedding.”

			Peaches smiled and hugged the pretty girl. “You’ll be stunning in it,” she said to her. “Just stunning.”

			“Can you have it ready by August?”

			“Oh, most certainly,” Peaches said. “It’s only October now, so we’ve plenty of time. You’ll need to come by very soon for the first of your fittings. Can you do that?”

			The girl looked up at her father. “Can we buy it, Daddy? Please?”

			The father glanced down at the brochure again. 

			“Half down and half when it’s finished,” Peaches said. “Cash only, if that’s agreeable.”

			“Yes, I’d heard that. You deal in cash. Here you go,” he said, and handed her a thick envelope. “Twenty now and twenty when it’s done?”

			Peaches nodded and slipped the envelope under the metal clasp on her clipboard. Then she pulled a receipt book from her back pocket and wrote out a receipt, gently tore it off, and handed it to her newest customer.

			“She’ll be a stunning bride in a Peaches and Lace original. And the one she’s chosen is our most spectacular gown. There’s not another like it.”

			The young girl let out a little yelp. “Thank you, Daddy,” she said. “I’ll have the most beautiful wedding in the whole state.”

			“Don’t forget to call soon to set up your first fitting,” Peaches said. 

			The family walked away, the young girl still gigging with delight, and by the time the auditorium had emptied, Peaches had twenty-five orders. 

			She looked at her clipboard and smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			It was 1:00 a.m. when Peaches walked through the door of her small apartment. 

			Once she’d changed out of her gown and hung it on the shower rod, she reached for the steamer and waited for it to heat, but when she pressed the button, nothing came out. She banged it a couple of times on the side of the tub, then pressed the button again. That time, the steam came pouring out. She ran it carefully over every inch of the outfit, making sure there were no stains, no dirty spots, but before she had time to turn it off, the steam stopped. 

			Peaches sighed. 

			Her high heels went on the second shelf in the linen closet, and her one pair of fancy earrings and cuff bracelet went into her makeup drawer under the sink. Satisfied that everything was in its place, she put the old steamer away, slipped into her worn but comfy pajamas, and padded barefoot into the kitchen. 

			As she warmed the cocoa and milk in the old microwave, she reached to an upper cabinet and took down a battered metal box. With a key from her key ring, she opened it carefully then went to her purse and removed twenty thousand dollars in cash. The money went directly into the box, now locked and secured once again. She smiled when she felt the weight of the box. Soon, she’d have enough. 

			By the time she’d replaced it onto the shelf, the microwave had dinged its third and final time. 

			Peaches reached in and grabbed her cup, blew on its contents several times, then squeezed around the small table for two and sat in the corner chair, her favorite because it was opposite the only window in the kitchen. Here she could sit, drink her cocoa, and listen to the sounds of the great horned owl as it called “who who who” to the night. 

			Who are you, Peaches Malone? she thought. Would your clients still adore you if they knew the real you? If they could see this apartment, would they trust you to create a magnificent gown that would cost them forty to a hundred thousand dollars? 

			Peaches sipped her cocoa.

			It was a constant worry—that one of her clients would delve deep into her past and her present and discover anything personal about her. It was the reason she never allowed anyone to know her address. She’d set up her life so that her personal side would be forever removed from her public. Her public cherished and admired her as Peaches Malone, the best wedding gown designer in the world. Among her clientele were movie stars, congressmen, secretaries to the elite, world-famous dignitaries, and even a president or two. Only the wealthiest could afford her gowns. 

			But it wasn’t always so. 

			Once, in her late teens, she’d been engaged to a wonderful, encouraging man who gave her all he could afford. His death, a mere month before their wedding, had shaken her to the core. And though she told herself that she’d never let any man have her heart again, only a year later, she did. This time she went for looks, not money, but she failed to get to know him properly, and after two years of severe physical abuse, she’d fought back, almost killing him with a cast iron skillet. 

			She’d run away then, getting as far from him as possible. A few months later, she received the divorce papers. How he found her, she didn’t know. Nor did she know if he’d come after her and try to exact revenge. But she moved on and eventually tucked those memories deep down in the memory bank. 

			When she was in her late twenties and had spent years as an assistant to a little known designer, she sketched an idea for a wedding gown on a white paper napkin in an old diner where she ate lunch alone most of the time. As she rose to leave, the napkin slid onto the floor. Another woman’s hands reached for it before hers did. The woman stared at the sketch for a moment before she spoke. 

			“That’s my napkin,” Peaches said. “May I have it back?”

			The woman looked at the short, slim blonde with the glorious mane of hair that hung down her back in beautiful waves. “Did you design this gown?”

			Peaches nodded. 

			“Do you need a
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