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    Chapter 1


    Bridal Veil Island, Georgia

    Late August 1886



    Audrey Cunningham knew that look. The wrinkled brow, the furrowed crevices around the lips, the eyebrows dropped low above gunmetal gray eyes—the look her father displayed when trouble loomed in their future.


    She’d observed far too many of those worried expressions over the past months. And though she’d questioned her father on more than one occasion, he continually denied that anything was amiss. But not this morning. This morning, he motioned her toward the breakfast table and pointed to one of the spindle-back chairs. She settled on the cane seat and braced herself for the bad news that was sure to follow.


    “We’ve got troubles.” His shoulders hunched forward, and a thatch of dark hair that age and worry had peppered with strands of gray fell across his forehead. Even at fifty, his hair remained thick and unmanageable, much like Audrey’s unruly coffee brown curls.


    She pressed her spine against the hard wood of the hand-turned spindles, folded her hands into a tight knot, and waited.


    Her father raked his fingers across his forehead and pushed the errant hair into place. “I’ve been keeping this from you for a while now. I thought I’d find a solution, but I guess the time has come that I’ve got to tell you.”


    When her father hesitated, Audrey leaned forward and reached for his hand. “What is it, Daddy?” Fear caused her to resort to the familiar moniker she’d used during her childhood.


    Her father smiled and squeezed her hand. “Sounds strange to hear you call me Daddy. How long has it been since I’ve heard that word? Ten years?”


    Audrey’s thick curls bobbed against her pale cheeks. “Ten and a half.” The day Audrey turned eighteen, she had declared the term far too childish. From that time forward, she’d addressed her father only as Father or Dad.


    He stared at their entwined hands, and she feared he’d lost the courage to continue. “Please, tell me what’s happened. Together we can overcome any problem, can’t we?” She forced a smile and hoped he wouldn’t sense her fear. “We always have before.”


    After releasing her hand, he leaned back in the chair, his eyes clouded with defeat. “Not this time, Audrey. Even joining forces, we can’t overcome this problem.” He reached into the pocket of his blue chambray shirt and removed a folded envelope. After placing it on the table, he pressed the creases with his palm. “This is the delinquent tax statement on Bridal Fair and our remaining acreage.” With a fleeting look of desperation, he pushed the envelope across the table and lifted his hand. “We don’t have money enough to pay.”


    Audrey slipped her fingers inside the envelope and withdrew the contents. She rippled through the pieces of paper, carefully noting the amounts and dates on each of the pages. Her stomach tightened into a knot the size of a summer melon as she slowly grasped the truth. They’d been living there for only two years. These tax statements dated back to 1880. “Grandmother hadn’t been paying the taxes? Did you know this before we left Pennsylvania?”


    Moving to Bridal Veil Island hadn’t been Audrey’s idea. She’d been opposed to the return to Bridal Fair, the home her ancestors had constructed many years ago. She’d argued against the plan with great vigor. Remaining in Pittsburgh, where she could continue her work as a housekeeper’s assistant and enjoy the company of her friends, had been her stated preference. Although her father hadn’t articulated a plausible explanation for the move to the aging island home off the coast of Georgia, there had been no doubt he would not rest until Audrey agreed to his request. In the end, she’d been unable to deny his appeal. Now, faced with these tax statements, she silently wished she hadn’t given in to his pleas.


    “I won’t lie to you, Audrey. I knew some money was owed. I just didn’t know how much—not until after we’d already been here several months. I thought maybe we’d be able to—”


    “Able to what?” All effort to remain calm vanished. “You’ve known for all this time, yet never said a word? How could you, Father?”


    He bowed his head and cupped his face between his palms. “I thought it would all work out. Your grandmother was a close friend of the tax collector’s wife. You know how things are in the South. Folks want to lend a helping hand.”


    Audrey shook her head. How did he expect her to know how things worked in Georgia? They’d left Bridal Veil Island when she was seven years old. She had a far better idea of how things worked in the North than in the South, but she doubted they’d be granted leniency on their taxes in either place.


    “If so many folks want to lend a helping hand, why are you worried?” Though she didn’t want to be unkind or disrespectful, Audrey’s attempt to keep a civil tongue fell short. But her father’s answer wasn’t helpful in the least.


    Lifting his head from between curved hands, her father met her eyes. “Not everyone is accommodating. Your grandmother’s connection to the tax collector’s wife helped keep a tax sale at bay—for her and for us. But the tax collector died a month ago, and a new fellow has taken over.”


    “And this new collector doesn’t have any reason to be nice to us. Is that right?” Now she understood. Just like in Pittsburgh, it was whom one knew rather than what one knew. And whom one knew could maybe save one from having a tax-sale notice posted on the front door.


    “That’s pretty much the sum of it. I don’t even know a distant relative of the new fellow. We’ve been gone far too long to keep up with the necessary socializing. We’re going to have to get to know folks over in Biscayne. Then maybe we can get this thing taken care of.”


    “Rather than socializing, maybe we need to figure out how we can pay the taxes. How long do we have?” Audrey’s mind raced as she considered their options. Perhaps she could get a job in Biscayne. Leaving her father and Aunt Thora alone every day wouldn’t be good, but right now there seemed to be no other choice. Given her father’s physical condition, he couldn’t take on construction work in Biscayne. It had been several months since he’d been able to work more than a day or two without having to recuperate for several days. Now the doctor said he shouldn’t commit to any work—much less strenuous work. There weren’t many options available. And over the past two years they’d depleted most of the funds from the sale of their home in Pittsburgh. This tax burden would be more than they could financially manage.


    As if Audrey’s thoughts had summoned Aunt Thora into the room, she plodded into the kitchen, her white hair askew.


    She fanned herself with determined strokes. “Land’s sake, it’s a warm one today.”


    “Good morning, Aunt Thora,” Audrey and her father said in unison.


    In truth, Thora wasn’t related to the Cunninghams, nor was she aunt to anyone. She’d been Grandmother Cunningham’s former companion and housekeeper of sorts. The housekeeping duties had fallen by the wayside as both of the women aged. When Lavinia Cunningham died two years earlier, there’d been no place for Thora to go, so Audrey’s father invited the old woman to remain with them. Aunt Thora had appeared perplexed by the invitation.


    In fact, she’d been quite clear in her response. “This here island is more my home than it is yours, Boyd Cunningham, and I don’t have plans to go anywhere.” Audrey’s father didn’t have a response for that.


    Over the past two years, Aunt Thora had helped as much as possible, but she couldn’t always be relied upon. Frequently her mind slipped into the past, and those lapses proved a challenge for both Audrey and her father. But when Thora was thinking clearly, she could be a fount of information. It was through her stories that Audrey came to know her grandmother and gained a better understanding of the Southern heart and mind.


    Today Audrey wasn’t certain if Aunt Thora was coherent or not. The old woman arched her thick white eyebrows and tsked. “You gonna get stuck paying them taxes, Boyd?”


    “If we want to stay here, I don’t see as I have much choice. ’Course figuring out how to pay them is the hard part.”


    Just like up North, the taxes on Bridal Fair and the surrounding acreage had continued to rise through the years. Though somewhat smaller than the plantation homes in Savannah, Bridal Fair was impressive enough to catch the eye of any tax collector eager to assess higher values on landholdings. The mansion hadn’t been constructed to impress society, but its magnificent design couldn’t be denied. Rather than brick, the mansion had been constructed of native wood with a row of pillars carved from local cypress to mimic the Classical Revival style preferred by her grandmother. When she’d been four years old, her grandparents had added a railing between the huge pillars to give the wraparound porch a more genteel appearance—at least that’s what she’d been told several years later when she had questioned her grandmother. The structure remained an odd mixture of old and new, fancy and plain, yet, situated among the stand of live oaks, it appeared a perfect fit.


    Aunt Thora eased onto one of the chairs and set her steely expression upon Audrey’s father. “That was the hard part for your mother, too. She never did learn to manage this place after your father passed away. Would have been different if you’d been around to help her.” The old woman shook her head. “Trying to keep things going by herself for all these years just didn’t work.” She leaned toward Audrey’s father. “I know you did your best to help, Boyd, but your mother jest didn’t know how to handle money. Instead of adding those newfangled bathing rooms and spending money like it was water, she should have been taking care to save what money was left from selling off the rest of the island afore your daddy died. ’Course, I know your mama done her best, God rest her soul. If it hadn’t been for those Yankee soldiers, we’d still be fine and dandy.”


    Audrey cleared her throat. “The Yankees had nothing to do with Granny selling off most of the island, Aunt Thora.”


    The old woman pointed a gnarled finger at Audrey. “Them Yankees got everything to do with what’s gone wrong in the South. They came down here and tramped their boot prints of blood across our land.” She shuddered. “The South will never be the same. Never!” Her pale blue eyes slowly glazed as she shook her head.


    There was no doubt Aunt Thora’s mind was slipping back in time. Hoping to hold her in the present, Audrey clapped her hands. “No need dwelling on the past. Father and I will worry about the taxes. You set your mind at ease, Aunt Thora.”


    The old woman stretched her hand across the table and patted the tax statement. “You need to summon up your Southern charm, Boyd. Go make friends with the tax collector. Ask him to come for a visit. I’ll bake a jam cake.” Her eyes sparkled as though she believed her jam cake could solve any problem.


    Audrey’s father grunted. “I don’t think a jam cake is going to help. What I need is cash.”


    “Now, don’t you go sounding like one of them Yankees who like nothing better than disregarding the importance of a cordial visit over a piece of jam cake and a cup of tea.” Wisps of white hair fluttered as she shook her head. “Them Northerners grab hold of your heart while you were living up there among ’em? You need to remember your roots.” She clucked her tongue and glanced back and forth between father and daughter. “Both of you!” She pushed up from the chair with a grunt. “You go ride yourself across the sound to Biscayne, and I’ll start mixin’ up the cake.”


    She seemed to think crossing the water to Biscayne was as simple as walking outside to sit on the front porch. Audrey might have commented had she not known it would do little good. Instead, she let her father calm the old woman.


    “No need for a cake just yet, Thora. I sent a letter to the tax collector on the mail packet this morning and asked if I could have a couple more months. Let’s wait until I hear back from him before you start heating up the oven.”


    Thora shook her head as if Father had just admitted to joining the Grand Ole Party. Aunt Thora would have just as soon shot members of the GOP as she would the Yankees. After all, most of the GOP were Yankees.


    “That there is where you’re makin’ your mistake. Southerners like to talk face-to-face. Air out their differences in person. If you hadn’t lived in Pittsburgh so long, you’d remember how we do business here. Land alive, but it’s good you returned to your roots afore you forgot everything your mama ever taught you.”


    Audrey’s father grinned and folded the tax statement. “I’m sure I remember more than I’ve forgotten about living on this island. And it takes too much time and too much wood to fire up Old Bessie. Besides, that launch is on its last leg. Can’t afford to fire her up for a trip that would probably prove useless. That tax collector is likely out pounding up tax-sale signs instead of sitting in his office.”


    “You got an answer for just about everything, don’t ya? Well, you mark my words—there’s nothing like a slice of jam cake and a cup of tea to convince a man.” She tapped the gold band on her left finger with her fan. “I’ve got this here ring to prove it! Won over my Nathaniel with my jam cake—he liked it best with strawberry preserves.” She leaned toward Audrey. “You need to be in the kitchen next time I make jam cake. Prob’ly why you’re twenty-eight years old and never been married. You never learned to make jam cake, did ya?”


    Audrey shook her head, amazed that the conversation had so quickly moved from delinquent taxes to jam cake and her marital status. “I’ve had my share of suitors. It’s my own choice that I’m not wed.” She’d unwittingly become defensive and was only adding fuel to Thora’s burning embers.


    “Ha! No woman wants to go through life without a helpmeet at her side. You need to read your Bible. Marriage is what God ordained. He said it weren’t good for man to be alone, and He wasn’t jest talkin’ to hear himself. Man and woman working alongside each other to make it through the good and the bad times that be comin’. Just ask me. I don’t know what I would have done without my Nathaniel to help me. Praise the Lord, your grandmother came to my aid a year after Nathaniel passed. But living without a husband ain’t any kind of life for a woman your age. Why, you’ll soon be too old to bear young’uns.” She opened the fan again and looked away. “Although God didn’t see fit to bless us with babies, He gave us each other, and that was enough.”


    A breeze carrying the scent of drying leaves fluttered through the open kitchen window, and Audrey peeked across the table at her father. Discussing childbearing years in front of him wasn’t something she wanted to prolong. And from the heightened color in his cheeks, it didn’t appear to be her father’s favorite topic, either.


    Trying to maintain her calm, Audrey ignored the older woman. “Did the paper arrive with today’s mail?” The launch that delivered mail to island dwellers came only three times a week, but no one complained. Most residents were simply pleased they didn’t have to go to the mainland to pick up their mail. Besides, had they been required to make the trip, they likely would have gone only once a week, when they went to shop for groceries.


    Her father looked up. “On the table in the hallway. Something special you’re hoping to read?”


    Audrey gave the old woman a sideways glance before she answered her father. “I thought I’d see if there were any advertisements for help wanted.”


    “I didn’t have you quit your job in Pittsburgh to send you off to work for some family over in Biscayne. Where’s the fairness in that?”


    With a shrug, Audrey pushed up from her chair. “Life isn’t always fair. If I recall, you told me that a long time ago. You and Aunt Thora can make do if I find work in town. I could come home on weekends if I found a position as a governess or housekeeper.”


    Even if she could find work in Biscayne, she’d need to work out an arrangement with the men who shuttled back and forth from the various nearby islands. Convincing them to let her ride might not be easy, either. The men took turns using their launches. They shared the burden of wear and tear on their boats and the cost of fuel to power them. To let her ride without using her father’s launch would likely set a precedent the men wouldn’t want, and using Old Bessie was out of the question—not that Audrey could man a launch.


    “If them Yankees hadn’t ravaged the soil when they come tromping through Georgia, things would be jest fine. I tell you, we’re never gonna recover from what those uncivilized men did to us.”


    Audrey stepped back to the table and patted the old woman’s shoulder. There was no reconciling Aunt Thora to the fact that not everything in life could be blamed on the War between the States.


    “There were never any soldiers on Bridal Veil Island, but even if there had been, you need to remember that Father isn’t a farmer. Good soil wouldn’t be any more helpful than—” She stopped short. If she went ahead and said that good soil wouldn’t be any more helpful than a jam cake, there’d be no end to Aunt Thora’s ranting.


    “I don’t want my daughter going over and living in Biscayne. I want you here with me. That was our plan from the start.”


    That much was certainly true. But those plans had been made when they thought they had amassed enough money to meet their needs. They’d sold their home in Pittsburgh and paid off the remaining balance on the bank loan, and her father said that with wise investing and a careful budget they could survive. But even with a frugal budget and her father’s occasional work, there would never be enough to pay the back taxes.


    Audrey returned to the chair opposite her father and sat down. She laced her fingers together and rested her hands in her lap. Finding a way to keep Bridal Fair wouldn’t be easy. Though the Georgia coast was a mere two miles from their dock, it might as well have been two hundred miles. They were secluded from the rush and turmoil of life in a city, but their peace and quiet came at a very high price. A price Audrey feared they could no longer afford.
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    Chapter 2


    Cup in hand, Boyd stared out the kitchen window at the beauty of his childhood home. He’d loved this island with its diverse terrain for all of his life. Whether he walked the beaches packed solid by the lapping waters of the Atlantic Ocean, the heavily thicketed woods filled with wildlife, the soft rolling hills along the eastern side of the island, or the marshes bordered by the Argosy River, he could feel the beauty of God’s creation. Though visitors sometimes turned up their noses at the marshlands along the river side of the island, Boyd thought they possessed a special beauty all their own. He found pleasure standing on the dock as the lowering sun glistened on the sodden grasses that appeared during low tide.


    When he was a boy, his parents had given him the freedom to explore all fifteen long miles of his homeland. While on foot or on horseback, he’d discovered the perils of encountering alligators or snakes, so he decided that he’d not be so accommodating with his daughter. During Audrey’s youth, he’d been at her side during any ventures beyond the acreage surrounding their mansion. Though they had a good view of the river from the upper floor of Bridal Fair, the ocean remained hidden by an expanse of live oaks, as well as intermittent cypress, pine, and palmettos that struggled to inch their way toward sunlight from beneath the canopy of live oaks. At age six Audrey had begged to walk the mile-long width of the island to the ocean by herself, but Boyd had refused her plea. He’d been certain she possessed the ability, but he’d been unable to muster enough courage to grant her permission.


    He smiled at the memory as he now watched his daughter stroll across the grassy expanse that surrounded their home. No doubt Audrey was slipping off to her favorite retreat beneath the wide-spreading branches of a live oak a short distance from the house. Audrey loved the ancient trees as much as he and their ancestors had before them. The draping moss that hung from the branches resembled gossamer veils and had been the inspiration for naming their island Bridal Veil. Boyd thought the name continued to suit the island.


    When he’d been a boy of five or six, his mother told him their four thousand acre island contained more live oaks than any other island along the Georgia coast. He wasn’t certain that was true. No one ever took a count of live oaks on any of the islands. There were a few who had protested the claim, saying Bridal Veil was larger than the other islands and would naturally have more trees, but his ancestors had disagreed and insisted Bridal Veil had more trees per acre than any other island. Since no one had been able to prove otherwise, the story endured to this day.


    His gaze locked on a red-throated wild turkey strutting in the distance. Holding its bluish head high, the bird spread a beautiful fan of iridescent plumage. The large turkey looked toward the window as if extending an invitation to enjoy the glories of early autumn, and Boyd could not resist. He downed the remains of his coffee, set the cup in the sink, and strode outside. A deer meandered from the thicket and lowered its head to forage in the undergrowth. Boyd wasn’t certain what drew him more: the wooded landscape, the abundant wildlife that inhabited the island, or the ocean waves and river tides that sealed the island’s tranquillity. In his youth, he’d pretended nothing could touch his family so long as they remained secluded on the island. As an adult, he learned that not even an island could provide complete seclusion. And since his return he’d learned that nothing remained the same.


    In fact, most everything had changed a short time before his mother died. Now he couldn’t imagine returning to Pittsburgh. Even more, he couldn’t imagine how he had survived for all those years without Jesus. Plodding down the porch steps, Boyd decided he must clear the air with his daughter. His movement startled the deer, and with a graceful stride, the animal loped into the thicket out of sight.


    Keeping to the path, he soon approached Audrey near one of the giant oaks. “I always loved these trees,” he told her as he fell into step beside her. “When I was a little boy, I used to climb them to sit up high in the branches and pretend I was on the deck of a pirate ship looking out to sea.”


    She gave him a halfhearted smile.


    “You’re angry with me, aren’t you?”


    Her unruly locks tangled in the light breeze. “I think I’m more confused than angry. I can deal with Aunt Thora’s comments. She doesn’t understand that times have changed and many women earn a living these days.”


    He chuckled. “Just one more thing she’d blame on the war.”


    Audrey nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”


    His shoulders ached almost as much as his heart. His daughter was willing to sacrifice and work on the mainland so that he could fulfill his dream of living on this island. Well, he wouldn’t have it. Audrey had sacrificed far too much throughout her life—and all because of the choices he’d made. They reached Audrey’s favorite tree and Boyd took hold of her hand.


    “Let’s sit for a bit.” He helped her to the ground and then took a seat beside her. Easing back, Boyd rested against the thick, mossy trunk of the live oak.


    “Before I’ll let you spend your days working as a servant over in Biscayne, I’ll sell this piece of land, and I’ll hear no more of it.”


    When Audrey flinched at his comment, he realized his tone had been harsher than he’d intended. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but he did want to make certain she understood his decision was final. Audrey had become accustomed to taking charge over the past years, and he wanted it clear that he’d made up his mind.


    He reached for her hand. “You’ve already given up enough for me. I won’t permit you to make any further sacrifices.”


    The mossy veil of the weathered oak lifted in the breeze, and Audrey squeezed his hand. “I thought we’d put the past behind us. You’re a changed man. There’s no need for this continued sorrow over the past.”


    “I know. I know. But when I think of all the time and money I wasted in taverns and the sorrow I caused you and your mother...” He looked into the distance, unable to complete his thought or push the memory from his mind. Clearing his throat, he straightened his shoulders. “You’ve been happier here than in Pittsburgh, haven’t you? At least more content than you thought you might be?”


    “I’ve been content. I continue to miss some of my friends, and I do miss the Morleys.” She hesitated. “I’d grown to love their children very much.”


    Boyd tipped his head to one side. “I hope that one day you’ll have a child of your own to enjoy.” He grinned. “Maybe two or three?”


    She tapped his arm. “Now you sound like Aunt Thora. If the Lord wants me to marry, He’ll see that I meet the proper man. I’m not willing to settle for just anyone.”


    “And I don’t want you to, either. The last thing I want is for you to end up with some useless fellow who will give you no better life than I gave your mother.” Regret mingled with sorrow as he spoke. His years of drinking had created no end of pain for his wife and daughter, and he didn’t want Audrey to bear any more heartache.


    “I know you were trying to drown your sorrows after Mother died, but God was faithful and answered my prayers.” A glint shone in her brown eyes when she looked up at him.


    “I’m a fortunate man that you and your mother put up with me for all those years.”


    Both of the women in his life had done everything they could to put a stop to his drinking habit, but to no avail. Even when Catherine, his dear wife, had fallen ill, he’d refused her pleas to give up the bottle. In truth, during her illness and after her death six years ago, his dependence had only deepened. Each night he would soak his sadness in the muddled haze produced by alcohol.


    He shook his head. “I created far too much heartache for both of you. Things might have been different if we’d have remained in the South. Maybe your mother would still be alive and you would have enjoyed getting to know your grandmother Cunningham.”


    “Please, Father. We can’t live on what might have been. Things may have been much worse if we’d remained here. You had no choice but to move north. You needed to provide for us. It was a decision made for Mother and me—to give us a better life.”


    It was true he’d gone north to support his wife and child after the war, for the end of slavery meant the end of raising cotton and their comfortable life on Bridal Veil Island. He had hoped to earn enough money to save their land, but his wages hadn’t proved sufficient to meet the demands. From the start, Catherine had been opposed to the move, fearful of how they’d be accepted in the North. He hadn’t given her wishes or fears as much consideration as he had his own desire to save Bridal Veil. In fact, he’d not given her fears much thought at all. His hope of saving the island had superseded any other concerns. Well, that wouldn’t happen again. His self-centered decisions had caused heartache and grief enough for two lifetimes. He’d see Bridal Fair sold to the highest bidder before he’d let his selfishness rule again.


    “Neither your pleas nor your mother’s pleas for me to stop drinking got my attention. It took the death of a friend in a barroom brawl.” He shook his head, disquieted by the images the event brought to mind. “I’ll never forget that awful day.”


    Audrey picked up one of the small egg-shaped leaves that lay scattered beneath the tree and rolled it between her fingers. She didn’t want to think about her father’s drinking days—not now. “Remember that first big snow after we moved north? I couldn’t believe my eyes. And the snowman we rolled out in the front yard? Mama was so cold she couldn’t stay outside for more than a few minutes.” A soft chuckle escaped her lips. “Mama never did get used to the cold. She said she thought I must have some Northern blood in me the way I took to playing in the snow.”


    Boyd smiled. “You’re right. Your mama didn’t like the cold weather. But she enjoyed watching us build that snowman from inside the front window.” Boyd didn’t remember taking part in much snowman building after that. The rest of the snowmen had been rolled by Audrey and her friends while he’d been at work—or sitting in a tavern.


    And he’d been just as lax with his wife. He’d shown little compassion for Catherine when she’d complained about the cold. What he had wanted was most important, and he had wanted to be in Pittsburgh, where he thought he could earn enough money to save Bridal Veil. Now that Catherine was dead, he knew better. He hadn’t been able to send enough money to save the island, yet he wouldn’t admit defeat. How selfish he’d been. How he wished he could change those decisions he’d made before coming to know the Lord. But things were different now. Now he had his priorities in order. First God. Then Audrey. Everything else followed.


    “Somehow this will all work out for the best.” Boyd could only hope his smile was enough reassurance to convince his daughter.


    Audrey nodded. “In the past, God provided for us. We need to pray and trust that He’ll provide again.” She peeked up at him, the golden twinkle returning to her eyes. “Unless you’d like to believe that God is going to locate a job for me in Biscayne.”


    “Now, Audrey...”


    “I know. You don’t want to believe that would be His way of doing things, but you can’t be certain. You should at least be open to the idea. Agree with me to pray about a position in Biscayne and see if God changes your heart on the matter.”


    He chuckled and shook his head. “You are one persistent young woman. Heaven help the man you marry.”


    “Then you agree? You’ll truly seek God’s answer and not your own wishes?”


    The muscles along his shoulders tightened into knots. He wanted to tell her that was exactly what he’d been doing—pushing aside his own desires—attempting to right the wrongs of the past. For now, he held his tongue and gave his agreement.


    She leaned toward him and placed a kiss on his cheek. “In my heart, I believe you’re going to discover that my going to work will be the answer.”


    “I think I need your agreement that you are going to earnestly seek God’s answer right along with me. I don’t want you praying with the preconceived notion that He’s already shown you what is best. We’re going into this on a level playing ground. Otherwise, we need to discuss this agreement a little further.”


    Audrey brushed a loose curl behind her ear and sighed when it immediately sprung free. “I promise that I’ll—” She glanced toward the house, fear glistening in her eyes. “What was that?”


    Boyd jumped to his feet. “Sounded like a shotgun blast.” Another report sounded, and he reached for Audrey’s hand. “It is a shotgun! It sounded like the shots were coming from the direction of the house.”


    “I heard a boat a short time ago,” Audrey hissed as they picked their way through the overgrowth. “You think it’s the tax collector?”


    Boyd continued to clutch her hand while he took the lead. “I don’t think the tax collector would be armed.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Then again, maybe he would. I imagine there are some folks who would take up a weapon to defend their land if a tax collector came calling.”


    They halted near one of the spreading live oaks not far from the rear of the house just as another gunshot blast erupted. “Sounds like it’s around front. You stay here.”


    “I will not! You might need me.”


    “We’ll be more easily spotted if there are two of us. Now, do as I—” Another blast erupted, and Boyd rushed toward the house with Audrey close on his heels. He waved her back, but she ignored the gesture.


    His stomach tightened and, in spite of the breeze, perspiration dotted his forehead. There was a time when he’d possessed the physical ability to stave off anyone who might threaten his family, but not now. He didn’t know what he’d do if his home and family required more protection than he could offer.


    At the side of the house, Boyd stopped and took a deep breath. “Be our protector, almighty God. You know I don’t have the strength to do this on my own.” Once he’d uttered the prayer, he took another step forward and peered around the corner. He reared back and slapped his palm against his forehead.


    Audrey grasped his arm. “What is it?”


    “You’re not going to believe your eyes.” He pointed his thumb toward the front porch. “Take a look for yourself.”
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    Chapter 3


    Audrey stepped past her father and peered around the corner of the house. Aunt Thora was sitting in the rocking chair, reloading Grandfather Cunningham’s shotgun. Before Audrey could speak, Aunt Thora slammed the gun shut and arched forward to study the surrounding landscape.


    Lifting the shotgun from her lap, she rested it on the porch rail. “Come on out of there, you conniving Yankee, or you’re gonna meet your Maker afore I stop shooting!”


    “Aunt Thora! Put that—”


    Another blast sounded and leaves on a nearby tree rustled and quivered as a shower of pellets scattered among the branches. Aunt Thora reared back in her chair from the impact. The old woman looked at Audrey with her mouth agape. “Mercy, child! You about scared the living daylights out of me.”


    When Thora waved the gun in Audrey’s direction, both she and her father ducked.


    “Put that gun down before you kill someone, Thora.” Audrey’s father raised his head a few inches. “At least turn it in some other direction, would you?”


    Aunt Thora glowered and pointed the gun heavenward. Audrey hoped the old woman wouldn’t blow a hole in the upper balcony. They didn’t need the cost of additional repairs right now.


    “You see here, Boyd Cunningham, don’t you be telling me I shouldn’t protect this land. There’s a Yankee out there, and every time he sticks his head out from behind one of those trees, I try to get ’im.” She dropped the barrel of the gun a few inches and pointed it toward the live oaks that dotted the front of the property. “He keeps moving on me, and I keep missing ’im.”


    She squinted and raised her voice. “But I got enough shells here to keep after him.” She turned back to Audrey and Boyd. “My eyes ain’t what they used to be. Think I’m gonna have to get me some practice shooting at moving targets.”


    “The war is over, Thora, and even if there is a Northerner out there somewhere, you’re not supposed to shoot at him.” With a determined look in his eye, Audrey’s father rounded the porch, climbed the steps, and reached for the weapon.


    “Hold on, Boyd! There he is.” Aunt Thora yanked the gun from his grasp and took aim.


    Before she could get off another shot, Audrey’s father wrestled the weapon from her hands and took several backward steps. “Now, hear me out, Thora. No more shooting at anyone. Do you understand?”


    Aunt Thora jumped to her feet and pointed in the distance. “There he is! Aim that gun or give it to me, Boyd!”


    As Audrey neared the porch, she glimpsed a man waving a white handkerchief from behind one of the trees. “Boyd! Audrey! It’s me—Victor Morley.” He hesitated a moment. “Is it safe to come out?”


    Audrey clapped a hand to her forehead. “You’ve been shooting at Mr. Morley, Aunt Thora. He’s a dear friend and my former employer.”


    “He said he was a Northerner—that was all I needed to know. I put him on the run in no time.” Thora pushed the sole of her shoe against the wooden slats of the porch floor and set her rocker into motion. Even after hearing Mr. Morley was a friend, the old woman exhibited no remorse. Instead, she appeared downright pleased with herself. “I told him to find his way off Bridal Veil the same way he got here. When he didn’t leave, I had no choice but to get the shotgun.”


    “You always have a choice, Thora, and as a general rule it shouldn’t involve a shotgun.” With his lips stretched as tight as a clothesline on washday, her father shook his head before he stepped off the porch and waved to Mr. Morley, peeking from behind the tree. “It’s safe to come out now.”


    Mr. Morley took a cautious step from behind the giant oak. His face brightened when he noticed the weapon had been wrested from Aunt Thora’s hands. He appeared relieved and thankful all rolled into one. “Good to see you—both of you.” Though his words were directed at father and daughter, his focus remained fixed on the old woman.


    Audrey’s father extended his hand as he walked toward Mr. Morley. “This is quite a surprise.” He glanced over his shoulder at Audrey, who continued to follow after him. “Unless Audrey has been keeping secrets. Did you know Mr. Morley was going to pay us a visit?”


    “No, but it’s truly wonderful. I hope your wife and the children are with you.”


    “Not this time, but perhaps they can come with me on a future visit.” He grinned. “Once I’m sure they won’t be greeted with a shotgun.”


    The three of them approached the wraparound front porch, where Aunt Thora continued to rock her chair at a frantic pace. Audrey hurried to the woman’s side. “This is Thora Lund. She was my grandmother’s companion and housekeeper for many years. She elected to remain here on Bridal Veil after Grandmother’s death.”


    Mr. Morley tipped his hat and nodded. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”


    Thora pursed her lips tightly and gave a throated growl of disagreement. Narrowing her eyes, she tried to look fierce. “I’ll be watchin’ your every move while you’re on this island.” She wagged her index finger between father and daughter. “These two may trust Yankees, but I know better.”


    Mr. Morley ascended the final step onto the porch. “I assure you I mean nothing but good, Mrs. Lund. I am quite fond of both Boyd and Audrey, and I hope my visit will prove that I am your friend, as well.”


    “Humph! If you think you can spout a few sweet words in my direction and I’m gonna trust you, then you don’t know Thora Lund.” Aunt Thora straightened her shoulders and shot a haughty look at Mr. Morley.


    “Why don’t we all go inside to the parlor? I’m sure you could use some refreshment after your journey, Mr. Morley.” Audrey ushered him toward the front door. “I can’t wait to hear how the children have been progressing. And how is your wife? And Mattie? I haven’t had a letter from Mattie in a while.” The men followed, but Aunt Thora remained in her rocking chair.


    Audrey missed the Morley family, but she missed Mattie more than anyone else she’d left behind in Pittsburgh. Even though Mattie had been the head housekeeper and Audrey’s supervisor at the Morley home, the two of them had become fast friends. Audrey cherished letters from Mattie. They were always filled with news and funny stories about the latest happenings.


    “My wife sends her regards, and you’ll be pleased to know Mattie sent a letter. She was excited when she learned I’d be visiting you and your father.” Mr. Morley followed Audrey into the parlor and withdrew an envelope from his jacket pocket.


    Her heart swelled at the sight of the familiar handwriting. Never had she had a friend as dear as Mattie. Someone she could confide in and trust, someone who’d stood by her and wiped her tears when the problems with her father’s drinking had been at their worst. Mattie hadn’t judged or tried to solve Audrey’s problems, but she’d listened to Audrey’s heartache and offered unyielding friendship. When Audrey’s father persuaded her to leave Pittsburgh, it had been Mattie who had offered encouragement and wisdom.


    Audrey clasped the envelope to her bodice before she slipped it into her skirt pocket. “I’ll save it for later so that I can savor each word.” The men smiled and nodded, but she doubted they understood. “I’ll prepare some refreshments, but please don’t exchange any news until I return.”


    Her father chuckled. “You don’t want us to sit here in complete silence, do you? Perhaps you could ask Thora to prepare the refreshments. It would keep her busy.”


    Audrey wasn’t certain Aunt Thora would be pleased to prepare food and drink for a Northerner, but her father was correct. It would keep her busy. Audrey opened the parlor door leading to the porch. Aunt Thora glanced up when she drew near.


    “That Yankee still in there?”


    “Of course he is. You would have seen him if he’d departed.”


    “Humph! Never know about them Yankees. The way they sneak around, he could be anywhere by now.”


    There was no way she was going to win this conversation with Aunt Thora. “I’m going to serve some refreshments. Would you like to help prepare them?”


    “You gonna serve that Yankee?”


    “I am going to serve Mr. Morley, a friend and our guest, and I would appreciate your help.”


    The woman rested her weathered hands on the chair arms and pushed to a stand. “I suppose I can fix the refreshments, but I won’t serve him. I’m dead set against that idea.”


    Audrey patted Aunt Thora’s shoulder. “Thank you for your willingness to help me.”


    Thora pointed toward the south end of the porch. “I’m going around and let myself in through the solarium. You go on back and visit with your Yankee friend. I’ll ring a bell when the tray’s ready.”


    Audrey didn’t argue, but she hoped Aunt Thora wouldn’t think of some way to poison Mr. Morley. The thought sent Audrey scurrying after her. “What do you plan to serve, Aunt Thora?”


    Her skirt wrapped around her legs as Thora came to an abrupt halt and made a quick turn. “Uninvited visitors can’t be picky, Audrey. You can be sure I won’t be serving him syllabub or ambrosia—those are for special guests. There’s some leftover caramel cake, and I’ll set a pot of coffee on to boil. Don’t think he’ll be wantin’ tea—Northern folks don’t take to tea like we do down here in the South.”


    Audrey clipped back a smile. Telling Aunt Thora that she knew many folks in Pittsburgh who enjoyed a cup of tea—and some Southerners, her own father included, who preferred coffee as much as a cup of tea—would only begin another long discussion. And Audrey didn’t want to lose a minute of visiting with Mr. Morley. Her curiosity had continued to mount since she’d first set eyes on him. Why he would suddenly appear on Bridal Veil Island was beyond her imagination.


    “The cake will be fine.” Audrey headed back toward the parlor while Aunt Thora mumbled that uninvited Yankees should be more than satisfied with leftovers.


    “I hope I haven’t missed anything of importance,” she said, settling on a chair across from her father.


    Mr. Morley met her gaze. “Nothing of significance. You appear to be faring well since the move, Audrey. Are you content in your new home?”


    Audrey glanced at her father. “Yes. I am comfortable, and Father is quite happy. For his sake, I hope we’ll be able to remain here. I can’t tell you how surprised I am to see you appear. I didn’t know you had interests in the South.”


    “Well, I hadn’t until recently. And that’s exactly why I’m here. I suppose you two are aware of the transformation taking place on Jekyl Island, the large resort and hunting club being constructed.”


    Audrey nodded. They would have to be completely isolated not to have heard of the plans. The island to the south of them had been sold to a group of New York investors, who had formed some sort of club and wanted to build a retreat where they could hunt, fish, boat, and escape the cold winters up north. “Jekyl is quite the talk among folks in Biscayne and in the local newspapers, as well, but I don’t believe they’ve actually begun construction. Then again, I could be wrong.” Suddenly it had all become clear to her. No wonder Mr. Morley had come for a visit. He wanted to see the island before he became a member. “So that’s why you’ve come for a visit. You and your wife intend to join the Jekyl Island Club.”


    The idea sent Audrey’s spirits soaring. If the Morleys belonged to the club, they would be making visits to the nearby island. And that would mean she would have an opportunity to see Mattie and the Morleys’ children, June and Thomas. Before Mr. Morley could answer, Audrey was jarred from her thoughts by the unrelenting ringing of the bell.


    Had the jangling been less insistent, she would have waited for Mr. Morley’s response. Instead, she jumped to her feet. “Please excuse me. I’ll fetch our refreshments, and then we can continue our conversation.” She stopped in the doorway. “I do want to hear about your plans to join the Island Club.” With a slight wave, she scurried to the kitchen.


    Aunt Thora pointed to the trays. “You’ll have to make two trips. Couldn’t fit everything on one tray.”


    “Would you please bring the second tray? That way I can begin to serve without allowing the coffee to get cold.” Audrey didn’t want to beg, but she truly hoped the older woman would relent.


    Thora curled her lip. “I s’pose, but I’m not serving your visitor.”


    Audrey sighed with relief. “Just carry the tray into the parlor and set it on the table, and then you can go and take your afternoon nap.” She pecked the woman on her cheek. “Thank you.”


    “Humph. So long as you remember that I’m doin’ this for you and not for that Yankee.”


    With a grin, Audrey picked up the larger tray. The thought that Aunt Thora would do anything for a Yankee would never cross Audrey’s mind, but she let the comment go unanswered. Any deeper discussion of the war or relations between the North and South would only delay Audrey’s return to the parlor.


    “Here we are. I hope you like caramel cake, Mr. Morley.” Audrey placed the tray on a table to one side of the sitting area.


    “I don’t believe I’ve ever tasted caramel cake, but I’m always pleased to try a new dessert.” He did his best to smile when Aunt Thora plunked her tray on the table.


    “How could a man live to be your age and never eat caramel cake? I never heard the like!” Thora turned on her heel and stomped out of the room. “Yankees!”


    Audrey’s father shook his head. “Thora’s a good woman, but she’s still unwilling to accept the outcome of the war. She continues to harbor a strong dislike for Northerners.”


    Mr. Morley chuckled. “After our encounter out front, I assumed we wouldn’t become immediate friends.” He tasted a bite of the cake. “This is excellent. Perhaps you could send the recipe to Mattie. I’m sure the children would enjoy it.”


    “I’ll send it the next time I write.” Audrey poured coffee into his cup. “You mentioned investing in Jekyl Island. I’m excited to hear you’ll be spending part of the year nearby.”


    “I haven’t thrown in with the men involved in the proposal. I spoke with several of them when I was last in Chicago—Marshall Field and Wirt Dexter both encouraged me to seek membership, but a few days later I was contacted by Thaddeus Baker, an investor from Syracuse who was visiting in Pittsburgh. He, too, had been asked to join the investors forming the club on Jekyl Island, but his wife wasn’t in favor.” Mr. Morley tipped his head to the side and glanced at my father. “You know how women can be when it comes to hunting and fishing and less than opulent living conditions. Most don’t find it appealing. Mrs. Baker thought wives would be much more interested in spending their winters where the accommodations were more luxurious than those being planned for, where there were more options for entertainment, and where individual accommodations would be available at the outset. As I expected, my wife agreed with Mrs. Baker’s assessment.”


    Audrey’s earlier excitement plummeted. So she wouldn’t have an opportunity to visit with Mattie after all. Still, Audrey didn’t understand why her former employer had traveled to Georgia if he didn’t intend to join the group. “Did you hope to change Mrs. Morley’s decision after visiting?”


    “Not at all. As it turns out, I’ve helped to gather another group of men, and we have formed our own organization. An excellent group of investors—and after one concession, I was even able to convince Thaddeus Baker to join us. Our group has made almost as much progress as the Jekyl group. However, we have managed to keep our activities less public—by choice, of course. We have a few details that need to be completed, and then we’ll make a public announcement.”


    Her father’s brow furrowed. “So you’re going to set up some sort of resort on another nearby island?”


    “Indeed. I hope you will be pleased to learn that our group has purchased Bridal Veil Island from the heirs of Mrs. Lofton. Except for your home and the twenty acres you still own, our group now holds title to the entire island.” Mr. Morley finished the last bite of his cake and picked up his coffee cup. “That’s the reason for my visit.”


    “You’ve purchased Bridal Veil from the Loftons? When Mr. and Mrs. Lofton purchased most of the island, they assured my mother that their heirs would never sell the land.” Her father dropped back in his chair, his eyes reflecting disbelief.


    Audrey watched her father’s look change from one of disbelief to disappointment and knew what he must be thinking. Her grandmother had been careful in her choice of buyer when she’d been forced to sell most of the island. She’d hoped to avoid anyone ever destroying the natural beauty of Bridal Veil. Yet, in spite of her caution, it seemed Grandmother had been unable to protect her beloved island forever.


    Her father rubbed his jaw. “So the Lofton heirs have decided money is more important than the land their parents vowed to protect. I’m disappointed.”


    “I believe several of the Lofton children came upon hard times and decided selling was their only option. And that’s what brings me here, Boyd. Our group would like to offer to purchase Bridal Fair and your remaining twenty acres of land so that we may have use of the entire island.”


    “No!” Her father’s response exploded from his lips like one of Aunt Thora’s shotgun blasts.


    Mr. Morley recoiled at the abrupt reaction. “I didn’t mean to offend in any way. It’s just that the other investors asked that I come and speak with you, since we are already acquainted. They’re willing to pay a substantial price, although they know the property is delinquent on tax payments.”


    “I’m not willing to sell to them. I don’t want the entire island overrun and destroyed.”


    “But that’s not our intent. We’ve hired a landscape architect who will help us maintain the natural beauty of the island, and we’re in the process of employing a gamekeeper who will work with us to preserve all of the wildlife. Some members will want to hunt, of course, but we don’t intend for that aspect to be the primary focus of our club. I think you’d find all of the men are quite respectful of nature.”


    “I just can’t do it, Mr. Morley. The taxes are a genuine concern, and if I can’t find some way to pay them, then I guess you and your friends can purchase the land at the tax sale. But I don’t think my mother would have ever agreed to such an arrangement.”


    “But your mother is dead, isn’t she?”


    “Yes. But I still feel obligated to honor her wishes regarding this island. At least the small portion that still remains in the family.”


    Mr. Morley arched forward and rested his arms across his legs. “Then let me loan you the money to pay the taxes. It’s the least I can do.”


    “I don’t want charity, and you don’t owe me anything, Mr. Morley. I appreciate your kindness, but I’ll figure out a way to pay the taxes on my own.”


    After he’d studied her father for a moment, Mr. Morley folded his hands together. “Then what about taking a job working as the primary foreman on our project? You’re an excellent choice, and my partners have already approved moving forward to hire you.” Their visitor straightened and awaited her father’s response with an expectant gaze.


    Her father shook his head with a slow determination. “I do thank you, but I’m going to have to reject your offer.”


    Audrey couldn’t believe her ears. Her father had vowed to love this land more than life itself. He’d been determined to return to the place where he’d been born. And now, threatened with the loss of his family home, he refused a loan and then refused to take a job that suited him perfectly. Granted, his health had been unstable since shortly before they’d moved south, but supervising the project wouldn’t be the same as performing manual labor. How could he so offhandedly refuse the help Mr. Morley offered?


    Perhaps her father thought Mr. Morley’s offers were made out of continuing feelings of thanks or obligation. All of their lives had intertwined three years ago, when Mr. Morley had been seeking an innovative and accomplished contractor to expand his mansion in Pittsburgh. A man who always aspired to being different and unique, Mr. Morley didn’t want someone who would disagree with his plans—he wanted someone who would make his plans happen.


    After searching for months, he had mentioned his difficulty in Audrey’s presence. Her father had sworn off the bottle a year earlier and hadn’t taken a drink since then. She knew he would be a perfect fit for the job, yet she’d waited a full month before mentioning his name to Mr. Morley. Even then, she made certain her father’s future employment wouldn’t be linked to her own. She couldn’t afford to lose her job, nor did she have any desire to seek employment elsewhere. She’d been happy with the Morleys and wanted to remain even if things didn’t work out with her father.


    As it turned out, her father’s work far exceeded Mr. Morley’s expectations, and his words of praise to his wealthy friends brought any number of offers to her father. But it hadn’t been her father’s work that had won Mr. Morley’s lasting allegiance. Rather, it had been the life of young Thomas Morley. The boy had climbed out a window and scaled the steep roof. Once he’d ascended to a ledge surrounding a turret on the west side of the house, Thomas had panicked, lost his footing, and slipped to a decorative projection several feet below. Had her father not interceded, the boy would have fallen to his death. Instead, his injuries had consisted of a broken arm and a few scrapes. After the Morleys’ son had completely recovered from the incident, Mr. Morley had come to their home and promised to help her father if ever the need arose.


    “I think you should reconsider, Boyd. This land obviously means a lot to you, and I don’t want you to lose it.” Mr. Morley’s words rang with sincerity.


    Still, her father shook his head. “No. I need to find my own way out of this problem. I don’t want charity from you or anyone else.”


    Though Audrey sensed Mr. Morley’s frustration, he remained calm. “Why don’t we take a walk, Boyd? I have a proposition for you that I don’t think you’ll refuse.”


    Her father’s reluctance was obvious, but he agreed to listen, and for that Audrey was grateful. “You two enjoy your visit, and I’ll see to supper. We’d be pleased to have you join us, Mr. Morley.”


    “I’d be pleased to join you, if...” His acceptance hung in the air as he glanced toward the doorway, clearly uncertain if Aunt Thora would object to the idea.


    “I don’t think Aunt Thora will join us. Sometimes she takes her meals in her room.”


    He exhaled with obvious relief. “In that case, I’d be pleased to accept your invitation.”


    Once the men departed, Audrey gathered the tray and carried it to the kitchen, where Thora sat perched on a stool near the window. The older woman glanced over her shoulder when Audrey entered the room. “Where the two of them going?” Thora asked, indicating the two men, who were strolling toward the acreage at the rear of the house.


    “To have a private talk. Mr. Morley is speaking to Father about the possible purchase of the house and acreage, and perhaps a position as foreman of a project here on the island.”


    Thora came off the stool in a startling leap, her mouth gaping as she approached the table. “You don’t mean it!” She grasped Audrey’s arm between her gnarly fingers. “Boyd wouldn’t do such a thing. I know he loves this land every bit as much as his mother ever did. And if he sells this place, where will I go? Tell me he’s gonna send that fella packing.”


    The old woman’s fingers dug deeper into Audrey’s arm, and she gently unclasped the woman’s hold. “It’s going to work out fine. There’s no need for worry.”


    Aunt Thora’s eyes clouded with tears. “That’s easy to say when you’re young and have the rest of your life spread before you. But I’m old. All my friends are gone.”


    Audrey patted the old woman’s hand. “No matter what happens, you will always have a home with us.”


    A tear trickled down Thora’s weathered face. “So many dear ones lost in the war, and now the Yankees are taking over the island. I’ve lived too long and seen too much. It’s time for me to go home to the Lord.” She dropped to a nearby chair and wiped her tears with the corner of her apron. “I do believe I feel one of my spells coming over me, Audrey.”


    When life didn’t work quite the way Aunt Thora wanted, she had spells that required a long rest. Audrey didn’t know if they were truly spells or simply Aunt Thora’s way of coping with life. Either way, Aunt Thora wouldn’t be joining them for supper that evening.
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"When dark memories surface of their il mother—and
their father's desperate choice—is the silence these
sisters keep hurting them more than the truth?

Houseof serets by Tacie eerson

When Deborah Vandermark meets the new town
doctor,conficting desires awaken within her. s it
the man—or his profession—that has captured
her heart?

St M by Traie ecron.

Enbersof Lo, Hoars Aglow: Hope Retindled

Tn the picturesque Amana Colonies, family serets,
hidden passions, and the bonds of friendship run
decper than outsiders know. As three young women
‘come of age, must they choose between love and their
beloved community?
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