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      “With her expected wit and humor, Lorna Seilstad has penned another winner. You’ll be captivated by the characters and history in The Ride of Her Life. Hang on and enjoythis book is truly a fun ride.”


      Judith Miller, bestselling author of the Daughters of Amana series


      “Buckle up, it’s going to be a fun ride! With a sparkle of humor, heart-pumping romance, and a writing style that is fresh, fun, and addictive, Lorna Seilstad takes you on The Ride of Her Lifeand yoursalong the fun-filled shores of 1906 Lake Manawa.”


      Julie Lessman, award-winning author of the Daughters of Boston and the Winds of Change series


      Praise for Making Waves


      “Lorna Seilstad pulled me into the world she created around Lake Manawa with the lake breeze, the sailboats, and the leisure of summer days. But the love story and the characters were what made the book great. This needs to be everyone’s first choice for a vacation read, or if you just want to open the pages of a book and be transported from your recliner to the beach.”


      Mary Connealy, author of Doctor in Petticoats and Wrangler in Petticoats


      Praise for A Great Catch


      “A Great Catch weaves humor, history, romance, and spiritual truths into a delicious story that will delight readers’ hearts. What a fun, relaxing read! I’d like to remain at Lake Manawa forever.”


      Laura Frantz, author of The Frontiersman’s Daughter and Courting Morrow Little


      “A Great Catch is a grand slam! In a story as refreshing and invigorating as lemonade, Seilstad raises deep questions about a woman’s relationship with God, her dreams, and the people in her lifewhile making me laugh so loudly my kids came running to get in on the joke.”


      Sarah Sundin, author of the Wings of Glory series

    

  


  
    
      


      To my husband, the risk taker.


      Thank you for taking me on the ride of my life,

      and for being a man ofGod.
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      That your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God.


      1Corinthians 2:5
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      May 1906, Lake Manawa, Iowa


      “Look, Mama!”


      What had Levi dragged in now? Lilly rolled her eyes as she eased a large slice of peach pie onto one of the diner’s plates. She wiped her finger on her starched apron before she turned toward her son.


      Swinging his arm in a wide arc, he thrust a monstrous, writhing snake toward her nose.


      With a shriek, she leapt backward.


      “Isn’t she pretty?” Levi ran his finger over the snake’s scaly head. “You wanna pet her?”


      Inching backward until her shoulders lodged against the cold metal pie safe, Lilly fought the fear seizing her voice. The counter between her and that monster dangling from her six-year-old’s chubby fist hardly seemed an adequate barrier. “N-no, I do not want to pet that thing.”


      “Shhh. You’ll hurt her feelings.” He lifted the snake’s head to his cheek. “She won’t hurt you, Mama. See? She’s just a gardener snake.”


      “Get it away from your face! And, Levi, it’s a garter snake, not a gardener.”


      “What’s the difference?”


      She swallowed hard, vaguely aware of the roller coaster workers seated in the corner chuckling. She lowered her voice.


      “A gardener works in a garden, and a garterwell, uh ... holds up a lady’s ...”


      “A lady’s what?”


      “Stockings,” she whispered, but more chuckles ensued from the men in the corner. She pointed at the front door. “Why don’t you take your friend outside? I think she wants to go home.”


      “Silly Mama. Snakes are like you and me. She ain’t got no home.”


      “She doesn’t have a home.”


      “That’s what I said.”


      The snake twisted beneath Levi’s grasp, and Lilly scooted even further away. “Please, put your friend back where you found her.”


      “Out front? Under the diner’s front stoop?”


      Lilly’s heart squeezed. Lord, haven’t I been dealing with enough snakes lately? You had to put one where I have to walk every day?


      A wooden chair grated against the floorboards, and seconds later one of the workers, the one the others called “Boss,” laid a hand on Levi’s shoulder. Lilly winced. Great. He must think her a simpering female. But when she lifted her gaze to his face, even his cobalt eyes seemed to smile.


      “Hey, buddy, your snake’s a beauty. Must be a whole foot long. Why don’t we find a new home for your ‘gardener’ snake?” He grinned at Lilly, and his eyes twinkled. “Ma’am, do you mind if we men take care of this little creature?”


      She did mind, because she should be the one helping her son. She was the parent. But given the fear nailing her feet to the floor, she didn’t expect that escorting Levi and the snake to a new home would happen anytime soon. Besides, the man seemed nice enough. She nodded, and Blue Eyes took her son’s hand and led him through the door of Thorton’s Lunch Counter.


      She picked up her dishrag and wiped down the counter. What was she going to do with that boy? Six years old, afraid of nothing, and way too much like his father.


      God rest his soul.


      “Hey, where’s my pie?” one of the workers called, smoothing a hand over his rounded belly.


      Like you need more pie. Lilly snagged the plate and skirted around the end of the counter. “Here you are, sir. Can I get you fine fellows anythingelse?”


      The door banged open, and Lilly spun, expecting the triumphant return of her son. Instead, her breath caught.


      “Lilly.” Claude Hart’s silver hair peeked from beneath a stylish bowler, and he leaned heavily on the ivory greyhound topping his cane.


      Beside him, her former mother-in-law, Evangeline, stood ramrod straight with her lips turned downward in a nearly permanent frown. “May we speak to youin private?”


      Lilly sighed. Would she ever be free of these people? Dear Lord, gentle my spirit, ’cause just seeing them makes me feel like a big ol’ grizzly.


      She glanced around the almost-empty diner, wishing this was a month later. Once Lake Manawa Park officially opened, there wouldn’t be an empty table in the place, and she’d have a better excuse not to speak to her meddling in-laws.


      “I think this corner is about as private as we’re going to get.” With a flick of her wrist, she indicated the empty table.


      Claude strode over, pulled out a chair, and held it for his wife. Evangeline scowled at the chipped paint on the chair. Pinching her lace-trimmed handkerchief between her thumb and forefinger, she dusted the sunny yellow seat and finally lowered herself in place. Claude sat down opposite her.


      Lilly remained standing. She needed to use every inch of her small stature to her advantage. Claude and Evangeline Hart were used to getting whatever they wanted, but it wasn’t happening this time. Not when the object they sought was her son.


      “What can I get you?” Tilting her head toward the chalkboard on the wall, she mustered a smile. “I pulled the peach pie out of the oven less than an hour ago.”


      “You know we don’t want the food here.” Evangeline said the word here as if the snake had crawled back in and was lying coiled beneath her chair.


      “Please have a seat, Lilly.” Claude laid his hand on the back of the chair beside him.


      “I think I’ll stand.”


      “You are the most stubborn person I’ve ever known. I don’t know what my Benjamin saw in you.” Evangeline touched her handkerchief to her eye as if the thought of her dearly departed son brought tears to her eyes.


      Lilly’s heart softened, although she suspected Evangeline was using her grief to get her way this time. Still, no matter how difficult Evangeline was, Lilly couldn’t discount that the woman hurt over the loss of her son. Lilly understood.


      “If you two came to get me to reconsider moving back into your house, you might as well not waste your breath. Levi and I are doing fine.”


      Claude scowled. “You’re working in a Midway diner, serving food to common workers. You call that fine? What would Benjamin think if he could see you now?”


      Lilly’s heart splintered at the mention of his name. Why did it sound different coming from someone else’s lips? He’d always be her Ben.


      She swallowed the hard lump in her throat. “He’d be proud I’m rearing our son the way we planned.”


      “In a tent? On the lake?” Evangeline’s voice quaked. “My son didn’t plan that.”


      Lilly heard the bell on the door jingle but didn’t turn. If it was Levi, he wouldn’t come running over. Her in-laws frowned on public displays of affection, so he would avoid his grandparents.


      Claude’s gaze met Lilly’s. “You had a home with us.”


      “I had a room.” Lilly glared back. “You made sure I understood it was your house. Then you insisted I send my son away.”


      Evangeline tugged at her cape. “We simply want him to have the best.”


      “What’s best about sending a little boy halfway across the country to a boarding school?”


      “Surely you, of all people”Evangeline wrinkled her nose“should understand what our grandson is going to need to compensate for”


      “For what? For being my son? The son of a lowly household servant?” Lilly’s voice rose.


      “This is ridiculous.” Claude stood. “The boy belongs with us. Levi, come here. You’re going home with your grandmother and me.”


      Lilly whirled to find Levi standing beside Blue Eyes. She stepped beside him and grabbed her son’s hand. “He is not going anywhere.”


      Claude took a step forward.


      “You heard the lady.” The words fell like a stone in a pond and rippled across the room. Blue Eyes crossed his arms over his broad chest. “The boy is staying here.”


      Gripping his cane, Claude pointed the ivory greyhound toward Lilly. “This isn’t over. I didn’t want to take legal measures, but I will. No grandson of mine is going to shiver in the cold in a tent. He belongs withus.”


      Guilt tugged at Lilly’s heart. The temperatures had dipped last night. Had Levi been cold? No. They’d piled on blankets, and besides, living with her former in-laws was another kind of colda cold touching the soul, muchharderto stave off.


      “No sir.” She squared her shoulders. “Levi is my son. He belongs with me.”


      Claude turned to Evangeline. “Come, darling, we’ll return when Lilly is ready to be sensible.”


      Fighting the urge to retort, Lilly clamped her mouth shut. They were still Ben’s parents and, as such, deserved every morsel of respect she could bestow on them. She nudged Levi forward. “Say goodbye to your grandparents.”


      “Please don’t take me away, Grandpa.” Levi hid behind Lilly’s skirt.


      “See what you’ve done?” Evangeline glowered at Lilly. “You’ve made him fearful of his own grandparents.”


      “You did that all by yourself.”


      Evangeline’s mouth dropped, but she snapped it shut. “Please be reasonable. He’s all we have left of our Benjamin, and it’s our duty to do what’s best for him. We have the means, and you’ll certainly never be able to give himallhe deserves.”


      “Even you must admit Levi deserves a home.” Claude let the words hang.


      Lilly squeezed Levi’s shoulder. “I agree, and as his mother, I’ll do whatever it takes to get him one.”
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      Silverware scraped against the china plates, echoing through the otherwise silent diner. Not one word had been uttered since the Harts’ departure. When Lilly turned toward the roller coaster workers at the corner table, they averted their eyes.


      Humiliation and anger burned in Lilly’s chest. How could she honor Ben’s memory by treating his parents with respect when they wanted to steal her son?


      Blue Eyes cleared his throat beside her. “Hi. I’m Nick Perrin.”


      She stared at the large hand extended in her direction, then lifted her gaze to his face. Concern filled the cobalt-blue pools, and she bristled.


      “And I suppose you expect a thank-you.” She jammed her fists onto her hips. “I’ll have you know I didn’t need your little ‘you heard the lady.’ I was doing fine all by myself.”


      “Hey, I was only trying to help.” Nick started toward his table and then turned back. “You know, if I were you, I’d take all the friends I could get. Those two seem determined to take your boy from you.”


      “But he’s my son. Mine.” The tremor in her voice betrayed how unnerved she was. “I’ll take care of him, Mr. Perrin, and I don’t need help from you or anyone else.”


      “Fine.”


      “Fine.”


      Levi tugged on the seam of Nick’s tan work pants. “Mr. Nick, can you be my friend even if my mama doesn’t like you?”

    

  


  
    
      

      2


      “Mrs. Hart, may I speak to you?”


      Lilly whirled at the sound of her employer’s formal tone. “Be right there, Mr. Thorton.”


      She hastily piled the remaining dishes from the roller coaster crew’s table. Balancing the dishes on her left arm, she zigzagged around the other empty tables and then deposited the dishes in a tub of soapy water. She wiped her hands on her apron, smoothed the sides of her hair, and took a deep breath before nearing Mr. Thorton’s tiny office.


      Warmth from the oven after this morning’s baking had left the area cozy, but the stern look on Mr. Thorton’s face sent chills up Lilly’s spine. When had he arrived? It was easy enough for him to slip in the back door and hide in his cubbyhole of an office set off to one side of the kitchen. Had he seen her in-laws? Maybe he believed she’d taken liberties while she should be working. Her pulse quickened. She could not lose this job.


      “Good afternoon, sir.” She smiled, attempting a cheerful appearance.


      Mr. Thorton nodded toward her. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Hart. I have a matter to discuss with you. Please have a seat.”


      She sat down on the stool in the corner, the only place to sit besides Mr. Thorton’s desk chair. Her heart thundered against her ribs. “Is there a problem?”


      “I’m afraid so.” He rubbed his wiry, peppered beard. “You know I value your work. You’ve been the best employee I’ve had in a long time. Since Mrs. Thorton’s passing, I’d not found anyone who could cook and run this place as well as she until I found you.” His lips gave way to a hint of a smile.


      She swallowed. “Thank you, sir.”


      “But ...” He paused. “I heard the way you were talking to Mr. Perrin, the roller coaster boss. He’s an important man. Not only is he in charge of the project, he also designed the whole shebang. Mrs. Hart, you’ve got to be nice to that man.”


      “But he”


      Mr. Thorton held up his hand. “I don’t care if he tracks in a sty’s worth of mud on your newly mopped floors. He and his workers are the only reason this lunch counter is open this early in the season. If he decides to arrange food at a different location for his workers, then we’ll close down until the regular park season begins. That would mean no work for you. Do you understand?”


      Lilly’s mouth went dry. Her stupid pride had made her spout off to the man for his act of kindness. What if Nick Perrin took his men and left? She licked her lips. “I understand, sir, and I apologize.”


      “Don’t be apologizing to me. It’s him you need to apologize to.” Mr. Thorton sat down in his chair. “And I expect you to do just that the next time he’s in. Do I make myself clear?”


      Lilly eased off the stool. “Perfectly.”


      “Good.” Mr. Thorton picked up his pen. “Now, did I smell peach pie?”


      “Yes, sir. I’ll get you a piece.” Lilly hurried from the office area, all too ready to have this confrontation behind her. As far as dressing-downs went, this one probably wasn’t significant. But apologize to Mr. Perrin? That was not only unfair, it was unnecessary. She doubted the roller coaster builder had given their little disagreement a second thought.
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      Nick jammed the shovel into the recently thawed earth much harder than need be. He’d only been trying to help when he’d spoken in the lunch counter on the lady’s behalf. Wouldn’t any gentleman do the same?


      He heaved a load of dirt mixed with grass onto the ground and again plunged his shovel into the hole. The scent of damp soil rose to his nose.


      “Boss, whaddya think yer doin’?” Sean McGready, his Irish heritage apparent in every word, walked over and hooked his thumbs in his suspenders. “Boyo, let the men do their jobs and ya do yers.”


      “We’ve got to dig a hundred footings. I don’t think the men will mind if I do one.” Nick deposited a clump of dirt onto the pile.


      Sean placed a beefy fist on the handle of Nick’s shovel. “Aye, but I do. Yer usin’ me shovel and I’ll be wantin’ it back. Can’t let the boys go thinkin’ I’m a lazy dosser.”


      Nick held fast. In a tug-of-war with most of the workers, Nick would easily win. He’d been building roller coasters so long his muscles were solid. But against a bear like Sean, he wouldn’t stand a chance even though Sean had a good ten years on Nick’s thirty. Finally, Nick huffed and pushed the shovel toward Sean.


      “There now. Go be a good engineer and study those drawings some more.”


      “I like to be a hands-on builder. You of all people know that.”


      Sean scooped a huge load of dirt from the hole. “I do. And ya have a lot to prove on this job.”


      “So I won’t have you stopping me every time I lift a hammer.”


      “Knew that too.”


      “So?”


      Sean leaned on the shovel handle and met Nick’s gaze. “So, why don’t ya be saying what’s got ya knotted tighter than a ball of yer mother’s yarn? The lass inside?” He paused, and a smile slowly spread across his face. “Ah, it’s the lad, isn’t it?”


      Nick swiped his sweaty brow with his forearm. “What were his grandparents thinking? Don’t they realize that poor kid is going to have nightmares over what he heard today?” A familiar tightness wrapped around Nick’s chest. Nightmares. He could still recall the ones from his childhood in vivid detail.


      Sean raised a thick, reddish eyebrow. “Seems to me his mother said she could take care of the lad just fine.”


      “She certainly thinks so anyway.” Nick gave a halfhearted chuckle. “But the boy wants to be friends, so I might stop by from time to time and keep an eye on him for myself.”


      “No denyin’ it, Nick Perrin. Yer a rare character.”


      Nick squeezed the older man’s shoulder. “And so are you, my friend. So are you. I’ll catch you before supper.”


      As Nick crossed the grassy area, he checked on the progress of the other workers. Already this week, they’d drilled holes and built sturdy wood forms for each point of the concrete foundation. It would take until the end of the week to finish this preliminary work for the coaster.


      Nick stopped and pushed against one of the thick Douglas fir posts already set in hardened concrete. It didn’t budge. Perfect. This roller coaster had to be the best in the Westand the safest. The last thing Nick wanted was his name attached to an accident.


      Taking a deep breath, Nick leaned against the beam and looked out over the choppy waters of Lake Manawa. He’d seen bigger lakes while traveling with Fred Ingersoll’s company, but he hadn’t seen many other places that rivaled the splendor of this resort. From his vantage point on the lake’s southeast shore, he could see two large pavilions, one on each side of the water, and a host of other buildings. Off to his right, the resort’s Midway lay quiet, waiting for the park to officially open in another month. And along the shore’s edge, a few rowboats lay upturned like turtles on the shore.


      “Perrin!”


      He turned and spotted Avery Nash approaching. Nick’s long legs covered the distance between him and the manager of Lake Manawa’s development in seconds. “Good afternoon, sir. To what do I owe the privilege?”


      “I’ve got investors worried you won’t get this monster done in time for the park’s opening.” Nash, a wisp of a man who stood a good foot shorter than Nick, tried to sound authoritative.


      “And as I told you before, we won’t be done by the opening, but we will be ready for business soon after.”


      Mr. Nash hooked his thumbs in his vest pockets. “They were hoping you could speed things up.”


      “I’ll keep on schedule, sir, but safety has to be a priority. We can’t rush or lives might be at stake, which wouldn’t do well for your business or mine.”


      “Are you sure you can handle this job, Mr. Perrin? I know you’re new at this.”


      “Sir, this may be the first roller coaster I’ve personally designed, but it’s the fifth one I’ve built. And my designs were approved by Fred Ingersoll himself.”


      “So you said.” Nash sighed. “I’ll take the news to the investors, but I expect you to do everything in your power to hurry the construction.”


      Nick met the man’s beady eyes. “If I can speed things up safely, I will, but I don’t take unnecessary chances with my coasters or my workers.”
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      Tears whitewashed Levi’s dirty cheeks. Lilly turned from the dishes she’d been washing and squatted in front of her son. “What’s got your face all scrunched up like a roly poly?”


      “I lost him.”


      “Who?”


      “Mr. Wiggles.”


      Lilly snagged a damp rag from the sink and dabbed at his face. “Your snake?”


      “No, Mama. My snake’s a gardener snake. Her name is Flower.”


      “So Mr. Wiggles is a worm?” Lilly stood and dipped her hands back in the sudsy water.


      “No, silly Mama, he’s a spider.” He held up his hands, making a big circle with his thumbs and forefingers. “And he’s not in his tin anymore.”


      Lilly glanced at the coffee tin lying upturned by the front door and shivered. Lord, have mercy. “Did you lose him before or after you came inside, Levi?”


      “If I left him outside, he mighta got away.” Levi wiped his nose on his sleeve. “And he was happy because he had friends.”


      “Friends?” Lilly bit her lip. Did she even want to know?


      “Four daddy longlegs.”


      She spotted one of Mr. Wiggles’s “friends” crawling across the floor and raised her foot to step on him.


      “No, Mama! No!” Levi dove for the spindle-legged creature and scooped him up. “There, I saved you from the wicked witch.”


      “Levi!” She stomped her foot. “I am not a wicked witch. Now, take that thing outside.”


      “But what about his family?”


      “You can come back in and find them as well.”


      “You promise not to squish ’em while I’m outside?”


      “I promise.”


      Levi scampered outside, and Lilly glanced around the room for any signs of the daddy longlegsor Mr. Wiggles. Seeing nothing, she hurried back to the kitchen to stir the stew simmering on the stove. The men would be in for supper soon, but with Mr. Thorton already gone for the day, at least she wouldn’t have to apologize to Mr. Perrin.


      Lilly opened the oven door, and a gust of hot air blasted her face. She grabbed the hem of her apron and used it to pull the pan of golden cornbread from the oven. The sweet aroma set her stomach growling, but she cut only one square to set aside for Levi’s supper. If there was enough left after the men ate, she’d enjoy a piece as well. If not, well, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone without.


      “Lilly? You in there?” Marguerite Andrews called from the dining room. “Lilly?”


      Lilly met her at the counter. “And it’s a good thing it’s only me, the way you’re shouting like a banshee. What if Mr. Thorton was here?”


      “Oh, he wouldn’t care. He loves you.” She pulled off her lacy gloves and set them down on the counter. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”


      “Is it hairy with eight legs?”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Never mind. What’s the surprise?”


      Marguerite rounded the counter and took hold of Lilly’s arm. “Close your eyes.”


      “Marguerite, I don’t have time for this nonsense.” Lilly stood firm. Why did her best friend always see life as a game?


      “Don’t be so stubborn. Do as I ask and let me lead you to the door.”


      “Why can’t I close my eyes after I get there?”


      “Oh, all right.” Marguerite nudged her closer in the desired direction.


      Once Lilly complied, the bell above the door jingled, and a cool breeze kissed her oven-warmed cheeks. She heard Levi along with Marguerite’s two children, Tate and Faith, fighting over some toy outside the diner. But it didn’t cover the sound of someone stepping onto the lunch counter’s stoop.


      “Okay.” Marguerite laid her hands on Lilly’s shoulders. “You can open your eyes now.”


      Lilly peeled her hands away and squealed, throwing her arms around Emily Stockton. “When did you get in?”


      “This morning. I came to the lake as soon as I could get away from my aunts and my grandmother.”


      Glancing at Marguerite, Lilly frowned. “And you knew she was coming all along?”


      “Truthfully, no. I saw her on my way over here.”


      Lilly captured her friend’s hands in her own and drew her inside the diner. “I heard your aunt Ethel was doing poorly. Is that why you’ve come home?”


      “Partly.” Emily jostled the bundle in her arms. “And Carter didn’t think baby Kate and I should be traipsing around the country in a railcar all summereven if it is a Pullman Palace car.”


      “He’s right.” Lilly pulled the blanket away and smiled at the cherub-faced infant. “Now, let me get you some lemonade, and then Aunt Lilly wants to hold this little angel.”


      “After Aunt Marguerite.” Marguerite slipped the baby from Emily’s arms and smiled.


      Lilly wagged a finger at her friend. “Marguerite Andrews, you’d better be ready to give me that baby the instant I get back.”


      “Don’t worry, I’ll share her. Eventually.”


      After Lilly returned with a pitcher of lemonade and three glasses, Marguerite passed Kate to her. “Is she three months old already?”


      “Turned it yesterday.” Emily yawned. “Sorry. She doesn’t sleep through the night very well.”


      “I remember poor Benjamin having to take Levi out on the porch swing nearly every night. Oh, how Ben’s mother hated that. She said it wasn’t proper for a father to be caring for his baby.” The picture of tiny Levi propped on his daddy’s broad shoulder made tears cloud her eyes. She blinked and forced a smile. “The colic will stop soon enough. Besides, living with your grandmother and aunts, you’ll be lucky if you even get a chance to take care of her yourself.”


      “I’m not staying there. I’m staying here at Lake Manawa in my family’s cottage.” Emily sipped from her glass. “This brings me to a question I want to ask you, Lilly.”


      “Oh?”


      Emily set her glass down. “Marguerite told me about where you and Levi are living, and I’d like for you to come and stay with me at the cabin. I’d love the company and could use your expertise about babies.”


      Lilly handed baby Kate back to her mother. “Thank you all the same, Emily, but I’ll have to decline.”


      “Why? There are two bedrooms, so you’d have your own room, and Carter will be on the road managing the Bloomer Girls team for at least two months. Wouldn’t it be nice for Levi to have a bed and a warm place to sleep?”


      Standing, Lilly smoothed her apron. “Levi and I have a place, and I can assure you I keep him snug as a bug.”
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      “I told you she’d say no.” Marguerite shot a glare at Lilly before turning to Emily. “I offered to let her stay with us too, but she’s as stubborn as an ink stain, and she thinks she has to manage all on her own.”


      Lilly fisted her apron. “You don’t understand.”


      “I understand perfectly.” Marguerite poked the table with her finger. Lilly might have changed quite a bit in the last ten years, especially since Ben’s death, but in the area of mulish independence, she hadn’t budged.


      Emily glanced toward the kitchen. “Uh”


      “You don’t need to go standing up for her, Emily. Lilly’s got some foolish idea about not letting anyoneincluding her best friendshelp her.”


      Emily stiffened in her chair. “Do you smell something burning?”


      “The stew!” Lilly raced into the kitchen and yanked the pot off the burner. She lifted the lid and dipped her spoon into the contents. She pushed some to the side. The stew in the bottom of the pot lay blackened.


      “Is it ruined?” Emily asked.


      “I believe I can salvage it.” She scowled at Marguerite. “If no one distracts me again.” She lifted a chunk of carrot, blew on it, and slipped it between her lips. “It’s charred, but nothing a few raw potatoes and a bit of sugar won’t take care of, thank the Lord.”


      She dumped the stew from the charred pot into a second clean pot and surveyed how much of the main course clung to the bottom like paste. “Oh well, my supper will be a little crisp tonight.”


      “Is it okay?” Marguerite bit her lip. The last thing she wanted was to get Lilly in some kind of trouble.


      Using a paring knife, Lilly cut the peel off a potato in a long string. “It’ll be fine.”


      “What can we do to help?”


      “Nothing.”


      “That answer is not acceptable.” Marguerite remained planted in Lilly’s path. Why did Lilly still insist on keeping her at arm’s length when they’d been through so much together?


      Hands planted on her hips, Marguerite studied her petite friend. Lilly’s chestnut-colored hair was pinned up in a fashionable Gibson girl style, and the ruffles of her white shirtwaist peeked over the top of her apron. If this were a home, she’d look like any other wife tending to the needs of her family.


      It wasn’t fair. She should be enjoying a love-filled life with Ben, not fending for herself as a cook. A very stubborn cook. Since she’d married Ben, many of Lilly’s rough edges had been smoothed. It wasn’t that Ben had ever said a word. Lilly had simply wanted to be the best wife she could be and had been determined to become the kind of lady others expected at his side. She’d learned the proper way to speak, sit, and entertain. She’d attacked the task with the same determination that kept her from accepting help now.


      “Why don’t you go check on Levi when you see to your own young ’uns?” Lilly pointed with her knife toward the door.


      “All right. Then I’m coming back to finish our talk.”


      Lilly dropped the potato chunks into the stew. “And you called me stubborn?”


      “I learned it all from you.”


      “The only thing you’ve learned was how to get into trouble, and you did that all on your own.”


      “We each have our talents.” Marguerite gave Lilly a flippant smile and turned, her skirt swishing against the door frame as she left.


      [image: ]



      After cleaning up quickly for dinner, Nick hurried to the lunch counter so he could spend a little time with Levi before the other men arrived. The bell above the diner’s door jangled as he entered.


      Mrs. HartLillyemerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. “Mr. Perrin, about yesterday. I feel an apology is in order.”


      He stepped back. Did she honestly expect him to say he was sorry for standing up for her? Taking a deep breath, he swallowed the bitter pill of pride. “All right. I apologize.”


      “No, not from you. From me.” She looked down at the towel in her hands. “I spoke rashly, and I now realize you were simply trying be kind.” She glanced toward the kitchen. “I’m afraid dinner won’t be ready for another forty-five minutes.”


      “I know, but I thought maybe Levi would like to go bug hunting before supper.”


      She paused, and he guessed she was considering whether she trusted him. At last, her lips curved in a smile. Why hadn’t he noticed her smile earlier? Pure sunshine.


      Too bad she had so little to smile about. Perhaps he could fix that.


      “Did you hear me, Mr. Perrin? I said Levi is out back with Mrs. Andrews’s children.” She motioned toward a table with two other women. The blonde woman nodded. So that was Mrs. Andrews. He tipped his hat in her direction. “Is it all right with both of you, then, if I take the children to collect bugs?”


      “If you want to do that, you go right ahead.” Mrs. Andrews, a pretty woman near the same age as Lilly, laughed.


      “Mrs. Hart?” He didn’t want to consider how she’d react if he didn’t have her permission to take her son somewhere. The little pistol of a woman couldn’t be an inch over five feet tall, but he had no doubt her quick tongue made up for any size she lacked. “Ma’am?”


      She rolled her eyes. “Far be it from me to keep a man from his bugs.”
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      Lilly carried a stack of plates to the workmen’s tables and began setting them in place.


      Marguerite sauntered over with a handful of forks. “And who exactly was that handsome gentleman?”


      Emily’s jaw dropped. “Marguerite! You’re a married woman.”


      “I’m not looking for me. I’m looking for Lilly.”


      “Which is a shame, ’cause I’m not looking either.” Lilly snatched the forks from Marguerite and laid one to the left of each plate.


      Emily shifted the baby into her left arm and brought Lilly a stack of red-checkered napkins. “It’s been three years. Ben wouldn’t want you to be alone forever.”


      “You need a man.” Marguerite folded the napkins and slipped them under the forks.


      “The only man I need is less than four feet tall and is six years old.” Lilly straightened. “Don’t you two have families to get home to?”


      “My grandmother was having the cottage aired and my things moved in this afternoon,” Emily said. “I’ll head over there in a while. I was hoping to order some dinner here.”


      “I’ll save you some stew.”


      “And I can’t leave until that man comes back with my children,” Marguerite said.


      “His name is Nick Perrin.”


      “How do you know him, and how does he know Levi likes bugs?” Emily asked.


      “He’s the engineer in charge of building the new roller coaster, and Levi’s taken a liking to him.”


      “And what about you?”


      As if Marguerite’s brain were made of glass, Lilly could see her friend was already making plans, conspiring against her. “I have a lunch counter to run. If you two will excuse me, I’m gonna go stir the stew before I burn it to a crisp.”
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      “Lassie, I believe that was the best stew I’ve ever tasted.”


      Lilly picked up the plate in front of the man the others called Sean McGready. His Irish brogue gave away his heritage, and she couldn’t help but smile at the twinkle in the man’s green eyes. “I think you were simply unusually hungry, Mr. McGready.”


      “Boss works me hard, he does.” Sean grinned at Nick Perrin. “A real slave driver. Maybe ya could sweeten him up with some of that apple cobbler I smell.”


      “Or maybe she could have a piece with us.” One of the younger men reached out to her. “We’d sure enjoy your company.” Nick cleared his throat, and the man dropped his hand quickly. “Sorry, ma’am. I was trying to be friendly.”


      She collected the remaining empty plates, all nearly licked clean, and nodded to Nick. “I’ll be right back with cobblerfor all of you.”


      With the dirty plates piled high in her arms, Lilly headed for the kitchen.


      Emily hurried from her table to join her. “Want some help?”


      “I can handle it.”


      “I know you can.” Emily touched her arm. “But I want to help.”


      What was she going to do with all these well-wishers? Why couldn’t they understand that relying on other people was not her way? She never had, and she certainly didn’t dare start now. This afternoon, Emily and Marguerite had spent an hour trying to persuade her to take Emily up on her offer of staying at the cabin. If she didn’t let Emily do something now, they’d pester her all evening as well.


      She sighed. “All right, why don’t you grab those plates and let’s dish up some cobbler?”


      After placing a large serving of cobbler on each of the red-rimmed plates, Lilly reached for the coffeepot. My, but these men could drink coffee.


      No sooner had she refilled Mr. McGready’s cup than he’d downed its contents. She laughed and began to fill it again.


      The diner’s door opened. Lilly turned her head and spotted her in-laws enter with the sheriff.


      “Whoa there, lassie.” Mr. McGready held up his hand. “I’m thirsty, but not that thirsty.”


      She jerked the spout of the coffeepot upward and stared at the overflowing cup. She grabbed a napkin and blotted the spill. “I’m so sorry.”


      “No worries, lass.”


      If only that were true. Why had her in-laws brought the sheriff?


      The sheriff removed his hat. “Can we speak to you, Mrs. Hart?”


      Her heart pounded like a kettledrum. She caught Mr. Perrin watching her and noticed he sat up straighter. Did he intend to intervene again? She certainly hoped not. It would only make matters worse.


      She moved closer to the table where her two friends remained. Besides needing their moral support, it would save time later explaining what had transpired. “Certainly, Sheriff. Can I get you anything?”


      “No, ma’am,” he said. “Would you care to sit down?”


      She glanced at her father-in-law’s hard face and took a seat, pressing a shaky hand to her stomach. She forced her words to take on the formal tone she’d learned the Harts expected from her as their son’s wife. “I don’t have a feeling this is a social call, sir. Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”


      “Mrs. Hart, your husband’s parents”


      “My deceased husband.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” The sheriff shifted his feet. “They are concerned about your son’s well-being.”


      “I can assure you my son is perfectly fine, Sheriff. I would never do anything to harm him in any way.”


      “Yes, ma’am, but your in-laws are worried about where the two of you are living. They said you left their home and have been living in a tent here at the lake.”


      “Yes, sir, we have.”


      “While I know a lot of folks camp in tents here all summer, it’s still awfully cold at night this time of year, don’t you think? They’ve offered to let the boy come stay with them.”


      Emily stood and moved next to Lilly. “Excuse me for interrupting, but that was only temporary until I arrived back here at the lake. She’s now staying at our family’s cabin.” Lilly sucked in a gulp of air, and Emily grabbed hold of her hand and squeezed it hard. “Sheriff, you’re familiar with the Graham cottage here on the lake, aren’t you?”


      “Of course I am. Your grandma Kate’s been spending summers out here for years.”


      Emily looped her arm in Lilly’s. “Then you know there’s plenty of room for Lilly, her son, my baby, and myself.”


      “That’s not true! I don’t believe her.” Evangeline huffed. “She’s making it up.”


      “Ma’am?”


      Lilly took a deep breath to calm her knotting stomach. She didn’t want to accept Emily’s charity, but what choice did she have now? She met the sheriff’s gaze. “Yes, I’ll be moving in there tomorrow.”


      Evangeline mashed her lips together. “This is ridiculous. We have a perfectly wonderful home where Levi can have the best of everything, and yet she insists on keeping the boy with her at this mosquito-infested lake.”


      “Ma’am, if the boy isn’t being mistreated”


      Evangeline propped her hands on her hips. “And how do you know he isn’t being mistreated?”


      “My wife is right. Perhaps she’s starving him.” Claude locked eyes with Lilly.


      Anger burned in her chest. How dare they imply she wouldn’t feed her son!


      “May I see the boy, Mrs. Hart?” An unspoken apology seemed to fill the old sheriff’s deep voice.


      “I’ll get him,” Marguerite offered. She returned a few minutes later with a mud-splattered Levi and her own dirt-dappled children. “I’m afraid they’ve been playing outsidecollecting bugs.”


      “They look like they’ve been wallowing in a pigsty.” Evangeline pressed a handkerchief to her scrunched-up nose. “And they smell as bad.”


      Lilly laid a hand on her son’s shoulder. “Levi, greet your grandparents and the sheriff.”


      Levi wiped his dirt-caked hand across his shirt and held it out. “Hello, Grandmother.” He paused and his eyes grew wide. “Sheriff, is that a real gun?”


      “Yes, son, it is.” The sheriff shook Levi’s offered hand, which his grandparents had ignored, then turned to Claude. “Clearly the boy is being well cared for.”


      “But look at him!” Evangeline motioned toward Levi with a gloved hand, the handkerchief dangling from her fingertips. “Where are his shoes?”


      “I took ’em off.” Levi puffed out his chest. “Mama wouldn’t want me to get ’em dirty.”


      The sheriff let out a loud chuckle. “He’s 100 percent boy, but there’s no crime in that. Had me three of my own.” He patted Levi’s sandy-haired head. “You had supper yet?”


      “Mama feeds me after she feeds the men.”


      The sheriff glanced at the workmen seated around the corner tables. “Since I can see they’re finished, I’m guessing you’d like us to leave so you can eat. Am I right, son?”


      “That’d be mighty nice.” Levi rubbed his ribs. “I might faint dead away if I don’t get some food soon. ’Sides, when I’m finished, Mr. Nick said I get to go see how the rollie coaster is comin’ alongif it’s okay with Mama.”


      “Then we’d best be hurrying.” The sheriff turned to Lilly’s in-laws, and the timbre of his voice dropped. “As for you two, I don’t appreciate being called in on a family dispute even if you have all the money in the country. I’ve seen this kind of thing before, but I’m telling you, this boy belongs in the care of his mother. As long as the boy’s needs are being met and she’s not harming him, I suggest you let her live in peace with him at the Grahams’ cottage. They’ve been through enough already.”


      The sheriff placed his hat back on his head and touched the brim in the ladies’ direction before opening the door. He held it for Claude and Evangeline but didn’t seem to notice the look of warning Claude flashed Lillya look of cold determination that made Lilly’s blood freeze in her veins.


      A look that said this was far from being over.
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      Daffodils winked at Lilly from the front yards along High Street. Despite the morning’s cool temperatures, Lilly felt warmed by the sun as she walked to the Westings’ home. Her glass-beaded purse, a gift from Ben on their first Christmas, jingled in her left hand, a few coins lighter since her streetcar ride to the city. Levi’s sticky fingers remained clasped in her other hand.


      Lilly straightened the jaunty hat on her head and reinserted a hat pin into her Gibson girl chignon. The wide, rose-colored satin ribbons hanging down the back tickled her neck in the breeze. “Now, remember, Levi, Grammy works for the Westings. This isn’t her home, so you have to be extra good and not touch any of Mrs. Westing’s pretty things.”


      “Why does Grammy live at Tate and Faith’s grammy’s house now?” Levi licked the sugar stick Nick had given him this morning. “I liked it better when she lived with us.”


      “So did I, but the Westings have managed to spring back from a difficult time a few years ago, and Grammy wanted to work there.” Lilly released his hand. “Why don’t you run up the block and get rid of some of your energy? Let’s see how fast you are.”


      Pumping his little arms as hard as he could, Levi flew up the sidewalk and stopped at the walk leading to the Westings’ front doorstep. “Race you to the knocker, Mama.”


      Lilly caught his collar. “Not so fast, speedy. We’ll go around to the back.”


      “Huh? But I like to use their shiny knocker.”


      “Not anymore.” Lilly sighed. She’d loved the first time she walked into the front door of the Westing home on Ben’s arm, but those days were over. Her heart pinched. Although she’d worn one of her fancier frocks, a rose chiffon day dress with a gathered bolero trimmed in lace, the outward trappings didn’t mean a thing to those who knew the truth. Ben was gone, and so was any equality she’d once had with this affluent family.


      Lilly followed the brick sidewalk and led her son around the side of the two-story Victorian home. She glanced at the trellis Marguerite had once snuck down to get out of her piano practice, and chuckled. How Mrs. Westing had shouted when she discovered a hole in her daughter’s new sunny-yellow dress.


      “You used to live here, right, Mama?”


      “I did. Grammy was the Westings’ housekeeper.”


      “And you was Grammy’s baby and you growed up with Aunt Margreet like a sister.”


      “Mostly. Someone had to keep Aunt Marguerite out of trouble.” She paused near the clothesline in the backyard and touched the calico drawstring bag holding the pinsher first sewing project under her mother’s watchful eye. Guilt clutched her heart. Her mother was too old to be lugging baskets of wet clothes around. Worse, it was Lilly’s fault her mama had to.


      The back porch door opened wide, and Mama waddled out wearing an apron over her dark work dress. Sweat beaded on her forehead despite the cool spring morning. She dabbed at her cheeks with the towel in her hand. “Who’s that big boy with you, Lilly? He couldn’t possibly be my little Levi.”


      “Grammy, it is too me.” Levi ran to Mama.


      She bent low and hugged him to her ample bosom. “I sure missed your sticky sugar kisses. How much have you grown? A foot? Lilly, what are you feeding this boy to make him grow so big in only one week?”


      Beaming, Levi held his striped stick out before him. “I’m eatin’ candy.”


      “And what kind of stick candy do you have?”


      “Cimamum.” He licked his lips. “Want some?”


      Mama held back a chuckle. “Thank you kindly, but I’ll pass on your cimamum candy this time. Lilly, pull up those chairs while I go fetch the mess of apples I need to peel. Then we can sit and talk while I work.”


      “Bring two paring knives and I’ll help.”


      “You’ll do none of that. This is your first morning off in a week except for the Lord’s Day, and you should be relaxing.” The screen door banged shut as Mama went inside.


      Lilly arranged two wicker chairs side by side, then moved to what had been Marguerite’s play table and called Levi over.


      “I have a surprise for you, Levi.” She opened her handbag, pulled out a folded sheet of paper, and smoothed it on the table. Creases still remained, but it would be usable. She withdrew a box of Crayola crayons from her handbag. The box had cost her five cents out of her first week’s pay.


      “What is it?”


      She eased open the lid to reveal the eight crayons inside before handing him the box. “You draw pictures with them on the paper.”


      “Like paints?” His lips bowed in a broad smile so much like his daddy’s.


      “Sort of. Only these are like colored pencils. You can draw pretty flowers and blue skies. Be careful with them. You don’t want to break one.”


      By the time Mama returned with a bowl of apples to peel, Levi was deep in artistic thought, the candy stick propped between his lips. She set her bowl on the table between the wicker chairs and walked over to Levi.


      “Well, aren’t those the dandiest things?” Mama examined the box of crayons. “My, my, a person could paint the world with all those pretty colors. Think of all the possibilities.”


      “I’m hoping it will keep him out of trouble when I’m working during lunch. He loves to create things.” Lilly snagged the paring knife before Mama sat down and stripped the apple peel in one long string.


      “Lilly, I told you that’s my job.” Her mother held out her hand until Lilly laid the knife in her palm, then dropped into the wicker chair and pulled her shawl more tightly about her shoulders.


      “But I don’t mind, and it’s my fault you even have to work here again.”


      “Listen to me. You did the right thing in leaving that house. I know. I was there.”


      “And if you were still there, you wouldn’t have to be back making pies for Camille Westing.”


      “Mrs. Westing’s not the same woman she was when you were a child. Ask Marguerite. And she’s happy as a lark I’m back cookin’.”


      “And cleaning and polishing and doing laundry.”


      “Heavens no. Wilhelmina does all that.” She cut the core from the apple. “She even does the dishes after I cook. Mrs. Westing won’t let me do a thing. That whole financial scare changed her. She’s a new person now. And so is Mr. Westing. Hasn’t gambled a bit since that time. Praise the Lord for blessing him with a whole new business and for letting them keep the house in the meantime.”


      Lilly glanced toward the clothespin bag on the line. “Mama”


      “I help Wilhelmina some when no one’s watchingif I have time and if I’m feeling up to it.” Mama chuckled, and her salt-and-pepper-colored bun bobbed. She cocked her head at Lilly. “I recognize that look in your eyes, and you need to stop. I don’t want you to go feelin’ guilty. I got a good place here. You know how warm my room is, and the Westings even bought me a new feather tick for my bed. Softest thing you ever laid on.”


      “You deserve a real home, Mama. When I married Ben, I thought I could make a home for all of us.”


      “Lilly May, God wanted me here.”


      “How do you know?”


      “Because I prayed about it.” Mama chose another apple. The slightly swollen knuckles of her hands didn’t keep her from making quick work of chopping the fruit. “I wanted to witness to Mrs. Westing, and I’ve been praying for years for the right time. Her heart is open now. I think she may come to know the Lord.” She dropped the naked apple in the bowl. “Besides, this world is not my home. Oh, I know you’ve wanted us to have a house since you were ten years old, but I learned to be content without one a long time ago.”


      “When I was ten, Marguerite got a beautiful dollhouse for Christmas.” Lilly closed her eyes, and the gingerbread-clad toy structure came into view. “I wanted a big, white, grand house too, with pretty carpets and velvet draperies.”


      “And a nursery for the baby.” Mama touched her hand. “You had those fine things at the Harts’, but it still wasn’t a home.”


      “It wasn’t my home. Ben’s mother made that perfectly clear. But I promise you, Mama, I’ll earn enough money to make a home for you and Levi. After the season at Lake Manawa is over, I’ll get a job at Woodward’s Candy Factory, and I’ll work hard. I don’t want my son growing up feeling like he has no place to call his own.”


      “Like you did?”


      “Mama, you did your best. What else could you do after Daddy died before we could head West? The Westings were good to us most of the time. And you made sure I always felt loved.”


      “But you were always afraid Mrs. Westing would get in a snit and send us away.”


      Lilly dropped her head. “Not us, Mama. Me.”


      Levi waved his paper in the air. “Done. Wanna see, Grammy?”


      “Sure do.” Mama leaned over the picture and touched the boy in it. “This must be you. Look how handsome you are with your brown hair and blue eyes. But who is this?”


      “That’s Mr. Nick. He has blue eyes like mine, but his hair is black like coal.”


      Lilly smiled. “You drew him very well.”


      “And why is Mr. Nick holding a spider?”


      “’Cause he’s my friend, and we hunt bugs. Mama don’t like him, but I do. And Mr. Thorton told her she has to be nice to him. That was before the sheriff came and we had to move in with Emily and crying baby Katie.”


      “You don’t say?” Mama turned to Lilly. “Well, I guess you can go in the house and get yourself a paring knife after all. It looks like you’re gonna be here awhile fillin’ me in on your life at the lake, so you might as well make yourself useful.”
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      Staring at the massive Hart mansion, Lilly took a deep breath. How her mother had convinced her to visit her former in-laws, she’d never know. Actually, she did understand her mother’s point. They were Ben’s parents, and if she loved him, then it was her duty to make sure they had a chance to have a relationship with their grandsoneven if it made Lilly uncomfortable.


      And it certainly did. Her stomach churned like the lake on a stormy day. Would they take her visit as the peace offering she hoped it would be?


      She knelt in front of Levi and straightened his jacket. “Remember, use your best manners when you see your grandparents.”


      “They don’t like me.”


      “Yes they do, honey, but they aren’t used to being around little boys.”


      Levi cocked his head. “But wasn’t Daddy a little boy once?”


      “Yes, but he had a nanny who took care of him most of the time.” She stood and lifted the latch on the heavy iron gate. It creaked as she opened it far enough for the two of them to pass through. The ominous clang as it shut behind them made her shiver. Taking Levi’s hand, she started up the walk.


      “But why didn’t Grandmother take care of Daddy?”


      “She didn’t think it should be done like that.” Lilly squeezed his hand.


      “Did I have a nanny when I lived here?”


      “When you were little, you had a nurse your grandmother hired, but your daddy and I let her go. Your daddy and I never wanted you to be away from us. We wanted to take care of you all by ourselves.”


      “Didn’t Daddy like his nanny?”


      “Daddy loved his nanny a great deal. He said her name was Rosy. He used to call her Rosy Posey.” Lilly gave the brass knocker on the front door two solid whacks. “Now, remember your manners.”


      The door opened, and Jerome, the Harts’ butler, motioned them inside. He took Lilly’s cape and draped it over his arm. “I’ll let the Harts know you are here, ma’am, and may I personally say you and Master Hart are greatly missed here.”


      “Thank you, Jerome.” She smiled down at Levi. Lord, please help me say and do the right thing today for his sake.


      Lilly took a deep breath and glanced around. Nothing had changed since she’d left. A garish painting of a fox hunt still hung in the foyer over the entry table. Beneath it lay the tiny silver tray for Jerome to collect calling cards from visitors. Of course, as family, she didn’t need to produce one.


      Levi fidgeted beside her. Maybe she shouldn’t have brought him after all. The Harts had never doted on him the way most grandparents would, and while she understood that it wasn’t their way to show affection, he didn’t.


      “Can I slide down the banister like I used to do when Grandmother and Grandfather weren’t home?” Levi hopped over the base of the staircase. “’Member, Mama? You used to hold on to me until I slid all the way down.”


      “And then we’d go in the kitchen and Mrs. Kauffman would make us hot chocolate and give us cookies.” She smiled. At least he held some fond memories of living here.


      “Can we go see her now?”


      “No, honey. Today we’re here to visit your grandparents. Remember, use your very best manners.”


      Jerome reentered and asked them to follow him. Lilly could have said she didn’t need to be shown the way, but she found comfort in the butler’s company. As she expected, he led them to the sunroom at the back of the mansion where her mother-in-law loved to sit in the mornings. She spotted Evangeline first, sitting on a cushioned rattan love seat. Around her, green plants, airy ferns, and ivy-filled baskets drank in the sun’s rays in front of the large windows.


      Claude Hart rose from his chair beside her and nodded. “Lilly, have you come to tell me you are reconsidering our offer?”


      “No, sir. I came because I wanted you to have the opportunity to see your grandson.” She swallowed hard, the words feeling stiff on her tongue. “I’m praying this will be a pleasant exchange for all of us. Ben would have wanted that.”


      “Ben would have wanted a lot of things.” Evangeline sipped tea from her china cup.


      Claude motioned to an empty chair. “Won’t you have a seat?”


      “Thank you.” She sat down, and Levi stood beside her with his hand clutching her skirt. “Go tell your grandmother good morning.” After she pried his fingers loose, he walked across the room and stood before her.


      “My, you’ve grown. Give your grandmother a kiss.” She pointed to her cheek and waited.


      Levi bestowed the wet kiss with a loud smack, and Lilly stifled a giggle. If Lilly knew Evangeline, she was dying to wipe the slobber from her cheek. To her credit, the woman simply patted the love seat beside her.


      “So, Levi, tell Grandmother what adventures you’ve been having at the lake. Do you have any friends?”


      “I have lots and lots of friends. There are crickets and toads and spiders, and Mr. Nick helped me with Flower, my pet snake.”


      Evangeline’s mouth formed a perfect O, then she scowled at Lilly. “You let him play with snakes?”


      “It’s only a harmless garter snake.”


      “Well, I would never”


      Lilly smiled. “I know, but he’s my son.”


      “I ain’t got a cage yet, but Mr. Nick said maybe he’ll help me build one.”


      Evangeline tsked. “You don’t have a cage, and who is Mr. Nick?”


      Folding her hands in her lap, Lilly tried to relax. “Nick Perrin is the man who’s building the roller coaster. I cook for him and his men, and he’s been kind to Levi.”


      “Levi’s grammar is atrocious, Lilly. You really must let us send himto”


      Lilly held up her hand. “We will leave this instant if you insist on discussing a boarding school.”


      “We only want what’s best for him.” Claude’s deep voice, so perfect for the courtroom, jarred her. “He could have the best of everythingjust like our Ben. Think about how Ben turned out. Don’t you want that for your son?”


      “Ben hated being sent off to boarding school. He and I discussed it, and it was never our plan to send Levi away. If Ben were alive, he’d tell you himself. Besides, Levi would be devastated without me.”


      “You can’t let a child’s emotions make these decisions.” Evangeline pinched Levi’s cheek. “No matter how sweet he is now, he will grow up to become a man, and what kind of man is determined by the opportunities presented to him.”


      “What kind of man Levi becomes will be determined by me and by God. And already I can see God has blessed Levi with a generous and caring spirit like his father.” Lilly smiled at her son. “Levi, you haven’t greeted your grandfather.”


      After scampering off the love seat, Levi walked slowly to the white-bearded man. Claude extended his hand. Levi took it and pumped it vigorously. “Hello, Grandfather. Lovely day, isn’t it?”


      Lilly had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.


      “Excuse me.” Jerome appeared at the door bearing a box. “I thought young master Levi might enjoy playing with some of his father’s blocks.”


      Claude nodded. “Splendid idea.”


      While Jerome set the box down near the window, Levi hurried to claim it. In seconds he’d begun to construct a tower.


      “Lilly, about the other day.” Claude cleared his throat.


      “Please, I know you don’t agree with me, but I have to do what I think Ben would want me to do to raise our son. I understand Levi is all you have left of Benbut he’s all I have left too.” She dabbed the tear blurring her vision. “I have to raise Levi the way Ben and I planned.”


      Claude leveled his gaze at her. “And would Ben want you working all hours of the day while your son played with snakes and strangers? Would he want you living off the charity of friends when your family is willing to provide for you?”


      “Ben would want me to be happy.” The words came out soft and wistful.


      “But he’d want you here, and never living off the charity of the Grahams.” Evangeline picked up her teacup. “Levi, what do you have in that cosmetics jar?”


      “Levi, stop!” Lilly jumped to her feet, but she was too late. Levi gave a final twist to the metal lid on a small jar and dumped the contents into his newly created structure.
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