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    CHAPTER 1


    Bridal Veil Island, Georgia

    May 1898


    Melinda Colson swallowed the lump of frustration lodged in her throat. Her knuckles scratched against the wicker picnic basket as she tucked a cloth napkin around the woven sides. The lid dropped with an unexpected clatter, and she looked up to meet Mrs. Mifflin’s surprised gaze.


    Her disappointment swelled, and a heavy weight settled in her stomach. “But I understood we weren’t departing Bridal Veil Island for another two weeks.” Her palms turned damp as she awaited Mrs. Mifflin’s response.


    “That was our plan, but I’ve received word that my dear friend, Ida McKinley, will be arriving in Cleveland. We must return home to prepare for her visit.” Mrs. Mifflin patted her perspiring upper lip with a lace-edged handkerchief. “There’s so much to accomplish before she arrives. I do wish she would have given me a bit more notice.”


    Melinda’s mouth gaped open, and she loosened her grip on the rigid basket handles. “The president’s wife is coming to visit you?”


    “Indeed she is. Ida has been asked to speak at the commencement exercises at Miss Sanford’s school in Cleveland. That’s where we first met and became friends. Of course, she was Ida Saxton back then.” The older woman pursed her lips and tipped her head slightly. “I’m sure I told you that when you first came to work for me.”


    Perhaps Mrs. Mifflin had mentioned her connection to Mrs. McKinley, but if so, it hadn’t registered at the time. After all, when Melinda first arrived at the Mifflin home, she’d been overwrought with grief. Her thoughts had been focused on her parents’ untimely death aboard one of their shipping vessels rather than on Mrs. Mifflin’s childhood friends.


    “When is she due to arrive in Cleveland? We’ll need sufficient time to close the cottage for the season.” Cottage! A twelve-room two-story Queen Anne home designed by an architectural firm in New York City could hardly be called a cottage, but Mrs. Mifflin enjoyed referring to it as such.


    “No need to worry. I’ve made arrangements with Mr. Zimmerman, the resort superintendent, to have some of the maids from the clubhouse come and take care of closing our lovely Summerset.”


    “There’s no need to go to the expense of hiring maids. I’d be more than happy to remain and close the cottage. Besides, you’ll know that everything has been properly attended to if I’m here.” Melinda hoped the older woman would heed her suggestion. She didn’t want to leave Bridal Veilnot now. And if things went as she hoped, not ever.


    Mrs. Mifflin frowned and shook her head. “My dear! How could I possibly get along without you? I need you to fashion my hair and take care of arrangements for the tea. As it is, we’ll be hard-pressed to finish all the details on time. You know there’s never before been anyone else I could depend upon as my companion.”


    Melinda disliked being referred to as Mrs. Mifflin’s companion, but that was the title the matron had used when she’d interviewed and hired Melinda after her parents’ death. At the time, Melinda hadn’t argued against the title. Back then she had been in dire need of the income. But perhaps all of that would change today.


    “Besides,” Mrs. Mifflin continued, “the dues Mr. Mifflin pays to belong to the Bridal Veil Island consortium cover such needs. That was one of the reasons we agreed to join. The island offers a pleasant diversion from the harsh Cleveland winters while also paying strict attention to the necessary services we require. We’ve even arranged to have the cottage painted later this summer. Of course, I don’t expect you to realize all of the benefits we enjoy as members.”


    Mrs. Mifflin dabbed her face again and startled as the clock chimed the hour. “Goodness, but I do wish there were more time.”


    Time!


    When Melinda glanced at the clock, her pulse quickened. She needed to hurry. If things went as she hoped, Evan Tarlow, the Bridal Veil Island gamekeeper, might surprise her with a proposal at their picnic this afternoon.


    But not if I don’t get there soon.


    The thought was enough to force her to action, and she tightened her hold on the basket handles. This was her afternoon off, and she needed to make good use of these few free hours. “I have a picnic planned for this afternoon, but I’ll be certain to have time to pack your trunks this evening.”


    Mrs. Mifflin’s smile faded like a summer bloom in need of rain. “I would think you’d be willing to forgo your afternoon off, Melinda. A picnic with one of the clubhouse maids is of little importance. Especially when you consider my current needs.”


    Melinda forced a smile. “You needn’t worry.” She tried her best to understand the older woman’s anxiety. “I promise I will have your needs cared for.” She patted the woman’s arm. “I’ve never failed to have your things ready, no matter the occasion.”


    Mrs. Mifflin gave a sniff as though she might begin to weep. “It’s just that this is more important than anything else. I find it rather selfish of you to put your own desires first.”


    Early on, Melinda had learned that Mrs. Mifflin believed everything should center on her needs. And although Melinda prayed for the matron each day, she’d not seen much change in her behavior. If Melinda’s father had been able to keep his freighting business solvent and insurance on the ships paid, she wouldn’t have been forced into these circumstances. With no means of support, any thoughts of marriage to a wealthy husband had disappeared when her parents died at sea. The estate attorney had been brief when he’d set Melinda and her brother, Lawrence, adrift in the uncharted seas of financial misfortune.


    But perhaps the insolvency had been a blessing in disguise. During the winter months at Bridal Veil Island, a kinship had developed between Melinda and Evan. His romantic interest had been the high point of each season, and she hoped his attention would lead to a proposal of marriage. By society’s standards, Evan didn’t have a great deal to offer, but Melinda didn’t use the monetary standard of the world to assess a suitor. She’d learned a good heart could be trusted more than money. And Evan possessed a truly good heart. Also, it didn’t hurt that he was delightfully handsome.


    Melinda hid her smile and lifted the basket from the table. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Mifflin, but I’m unable to change my plans. I know that you would want me to be a woman of my word, just as the pastor encouraged us last Sunday. Remember, you told me to always be sure to keep my promises.” She turned and rushed toward the back door, giving a wave over her shoulder. “I won’t be long.”


    “I find your behavior unacceptable, Melinda.” When she continued down the steps, Mrs. Mifflin called after her. “Don’t be even one minute late or you’ll see a decrease in your wages!”


    Melinda hurried down the walk. If Evan proposed, she would no longer need to worry about Mrs. Mifflin or the possibility of having her wages decreased.


    Her spirits soared as she neared the secluded grassy spot that provided a perfect view of the Argosy River. Two years ago she and Evan had declared this spot their special piece of Bridal Veil. Not that they could actually claim anything on Bridal Veil, for it all belonged to the investors who had purchased the land, but this place afforded them moments of privacy that Melinda found so vital to her own well-being.


    A breeze blew the honey-blond curls surrounding her oval face, and she could feel the heat rise in her cheeks as the sun beat down with more intensity than she’d expected. How she disliked her fair complexion that splotched bright pink with only a bit of sunshine. She should have worn her straw-brimmed hat.


    “Over here, Melinda!” Evan appeared from behind one of the low-hanging branches of a live oak and waved her forward, his broad smile enhancing his already good looks.


    Her throat caught at the sight of him. His broad shoulders and sturdy appearance caused her heart to quicken, yet it was the kind, gentle spirit beneath Evan’s ruggedness that had won her heart. He loved this island and he’d taught her to love it, as well. Just like Evan, she’d learned to appreciate the beauty in every inch of this place he called home. Now she prayed it would become her home, too.


    “I brought a blanket for us to sit on.” He pointed toward the ground beneath the tree.


    She smiled as their eyes locked, and Evan’s look embraced her with warmth that pulsed through her body. She wanted to blurt out the fact that she was expected to depart in the morning, but she decided to wait for the right moment to tell him. There would be no perfect time to deliver such news, but she didn’t want to greet him with Mrs. Mifflin’s edict.


    “I hope you’re hungry.” After the two of them sat down on the blanket, she lifted the napkin from atop the basket. “I have your favoritefried chicken.”


    He rubbed his palm on his stomach and immediately helped himself to a drumstick. “Umm, this is delicious. I hope you’re not too hungry. I think I could eat every piece myself.”


    Melinda moved the basket closer to him. “You’re in luck. My stomach couldn’t hold a thing at the moment.”


    “I hope it’s not because you’re ill. Harland said we could take a couple of the horses riding this afternoon.” His brows furrowed and he hesitated a moment. “If you feel up to it.”


    Evan’s boss, Harland Fields, was charged with supervising the group of men employed as gamekeepers, groundskeepers, and landscapers. In addition, the older man was expected to oversee all of the grounds improvement projects on Bridal Veil.


    “I’d love to go riding on the beach.” Although they both loved the river view from the clubhouse side of the island, Melinda particularly took pleasure in riding along the ocean on the east side. Frequently she and Evan would walk the two miles to the other side to look for shells and listen to the water lap against the shoreline. Other times, when the horses weren’t being used by guests, Harland would let them take the animals out for exercise. At least that’s what he called it when nosy guests inquired about the hired help enjoying a ride along the shore.


    Evan wrapped up the remaining two pieces of chicken and tucked them back into the basket before grabbing an apple and shining it on the front of his shirt. “I saw a couple of loggerhead turtle nests near the end of the island. Would you like to ride down there and have a look?”


    “Yes, that would be wonderful.” She tried to sound excited, but her response fell flat.


    The apple crunched as Evan bit into it, and a dribble of juice trickled down his chin. Using a corner of her napkin, Melinda wiped the moisture from his face. Her heart fluttered as he covered her hand with his and held it close to his chest. “Something’s wrong, Melinda. I can tell. Either you’re sick or I’ve done something to make you unhappy. Which is it?”


    No longer able to continue the masquerade, Melinda wilted. “Just before I left the cottage, Mrs. Mifflin announced that we’re departing for Cleveland in the morning.”


    A frown creased Evan’s forehead. “But you’re not due to leave for two more weeks.”


    “I know.” Melinda detailed what little she’d learned about Mrs. McKinley’s approaching visit. “I asked to remain behind and help close the cottage, but Mrs. Mifflin wouldn’t hear of it. She says I’m the only one who can properly style her hair and make arrangements for the visit.” Melinda sighed. “From the way she talks, you’d think she’s expecting me to remain in her employ for the rest of my life.” She hoped her last comment would nudge Evan to act. Otherwise, come tomorrow morning, she’d be crossing the Argosy River to the mainland and catching a train back to Cleveland.


    “Mr. Mifflin hasn’t said anything about canceling the hunt he’s planned for tomorrow. Maybe she’s confused.” While Evan folded the blanket, Melinda arranged the remaining items in the basket. He grabbed the handle and tucked the blanket beneath one arm. She could see he was doing his best to sort fact from possible fiction. “I’m guessing that Mrs. Mifflin has spoken out of turn. I don’t think there’s any reason for concern.”


    “Believe me, Evan, there is every reason for concern. I know Dorothea Mifflin, and you can be sure I will be on a train back to Cleveland tomorrow. Unless something or someone stops me.”


    “Evan!” Harland approached them sitting astride a trotting chestnut mare. With a deft hand, he pulled back on the reins and the horse fell in step alongside them. “Mr. Mifflin canceled the hunt he had scheduled for tomorrow.” He tipped his hat to Melinda. “I’m surprised Mrs. Mifflin let you have your afternoon off.” The older man smiled down at her before turning his attention back toward Evan. “You need not reschedule Mr. Mifflin’s hunt. He tells me they’ll be leaving the island tomorrow. ’Course, I’m thinking Melinda already gave you that piece of news.” He settled back in the saddle. “You two still planning to go riding?”


    “Sure are,” Evan said. “I’m going to leave this picnic basket and blanket inside the stable while we’re gone.”


    Harland nodded and leaned around the horse’s head. He gave the mare a pat on the neck. “One of you can take Anna Belle. The old girl’s ready for a good run.” He removed his foot from the stirrup and swung down from the horse. “You two make the most of your time together. It’s going to be a long time afore you see each other again.”


    Melinda’s skirt caught between her legs as she whirled around to face Evan. “Maybe not. We haven’t had a chance to fully discuss what we might do.”


    The older man arched his bushy eyebrows. “I’m not seeing there are many choices for the two of you. Once the Mifflins have made a decision, I don’t think they’ll be changing their minds.”


    Biting back her thought that there was at least one option available, she permitted Harland to help her astride Anna Belle while Evan went into the stable for his horse. Not until they were alone would she broach the topic of remaining at Bridal Veil. She would need to be delicate in her comments. Although Evan had spoken of his love for her, he’d made no mention of marriage. But marriage followed a declaration of love, didn’t it? Surely he had already considered a future with her and would see this as the proper time to propose. After all, she could hardly propose to him.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 2


    The wind tugged at Melinda’s hair as their horses galloped down the beach toward the south end of the island. Bridal Veil Island was similar to other resorts designed to entice wealthy investors. Life on the island was intended to be relaxing yet luxurious, and the scenery played an important role. Melinda had always loved their time heremore because of Evan than the beauty of the island, but she found that quite appealing, as well. On any other day, she would have been eager to see the loggerhead nests, but today the sea turtles were of little importance to her. Evan pointed toward a spot not far away, and they slowed the horses to a trot.


    “Let’s ride over to where there’s plenty of wild grass, and the horses can graze.”


    Melinda followed his lead but remained astride Anna Belle until Evan dismounted his own horse and circled around to help her down. She loved the safety and warmth of his broad hands as they held her waist and lowered her to the ground. She tipped her head back to meet his eyes. “Thank you, Evan.”


    “My pleasure. Our time together is the best part of my day.” A golden glint twinkled in his brown eyes, and she wished the moment would go on forever. He grasped her hand. “Over here. So far there are only two nests, but in a few weeks there will be many more.” His voice brimmed with undeniable excitement.


    Melinda’s desire to remain with him on Bridal Veil washed over her like a tidal wave, and she forced back the threat of tears. How she longed to share in his pleasure today, as she so often had, but unless they developed a plan for their future together, she would experience little joy this day.


    He gestured toward the nests and turned to look at her. “What’s wrong? Sea turtle nests are nothing to cry about.” His words mingled with the high-pitched cawing of the seagulls along the shore, and he stepped closer. He pulled her to his side. “Tell me why you’re so sad.”


    The pain in her heart had become so heavy that it seemed to sink to the depths of her stomach. Didn’t he understand that unless something was done, she would leave tomorrow morning? Perhaps she needed to clarify, but she had expected so much more from him. That he would sweep her off her feet in a magnificent embrace and tell her he’d never let her out of his sight again; that he would hold her close and speak of his undying love; that he would propose marriage and her long days as Mrs. Mifflin’s companion would be over.


    “I’m sad because I don’t want to leave Bridal Veil. I don’t want to leave you.” She waited for his response and silently prayed, Please, Lord, let him hear my despair and say the words I long to hear.


    “I know. Every year you say you don’t want to leave, and every year I wipe away your tears and tell you I will write and that it will be time for you to return before we know it.” He smiled and looked at her as though his words should resolve her sadness. “Everything will be fine.”


    “No it won’t!” Several startled terns took wing as she shouted her reply.


    He watched the birds take flight. “No need to shout. I can hear you.”


    “I’m sorry.” Her stomach churned as she turned her back toward him. She immediately felt guilty for her harsh response. “This early departure took me by surprise, and I feel as if my world is falling apart. I don’t want to leave you, Evan. I lost my parents, and now I feel as though I’m losing you, as well.”


    He cupped her cheek and wiped away a tear. “My sweet Melinda, I know how hard the loss of your parents has been on you, but the miles separating us aren’t permanent. The time will pass quickly, and soon you’ll be back on the island, and we can be together again.”


    “But for how long?”


    Melinda noticed the perplexed look in his eyes. It was clear he didn’t understand that she loved him and wanted to make her home on Bridal Veil Island, that she longed to work alongside him and be a true helpmeet. Had he not learned that much about her during the four winters she’d lived on the island?


    Perhaps the clubhouse maids were correct. They’d often spoken about a man’s inability to understand a woman and her feelings. But Melinda had always thought Evan was different. The two of them could talk about everything. At least that’s what she had thought.


    Each winter they spent all of their free time together, either walking or riding the fifteen-mile length of the island, always eager for new adventure. She’d learned the history of the island, the animals and plants, the birds and sea creaturesand she’d loved each moment.


    During her first winter on the island, Evan had described the ebbs and tides of the ocean, never making her feel foolish for her many questions. On other visits, he’d told her stories of the pirates and Civil War soldiers who had rowed into the narrow inlets under cover of night, using the island to hide their booty or deliver supplies to Confederate soldiers. He was a wondrous storyteller, and she’d listened to him for hours, enjoying each exciting tale. Other days, the two of them had walked barefoot in the sand and laughed when the lapping ocean licked at their feet.


    “Wait here.” Evan ran toward the water’s edge, leaned down, and picked up a shell. He returned and reached for her hand. He placed the shell in her palm. “Your favorite, an angel-wing shell.” He grinned at her. “I think it’s one of the biggest we’ve found.”


    Melinda nodded, unable to push out a thank-you, the shell a reminder of their many explorations. She rubbed her finger across one of the sharply beaded ribs. The simple act flooded her mind with unbidden memories that had provided endless fun and, for her, so many new experiences.


    Evan had shown Melinda the beauty of the marshlands as the sun shimmered across the wet grasses, and when he learned she’d never caught a fish, he taught herand how to bait a hook, as well. With dogged determination, he’d taught her to paddle a canoe. A smile tugged at her lips as she recalled nearly tipping the canoe on more than one occasion. There were times when she believed he knew her thoughts before she spoke them and that she knew his.


    But that wasn’t true today. Today she didn’t think he knew her at all.


    Evan grasped her shoulders and turned her until they were face-to-face. His dark eyebrows were almost meeting over his eyes as he stared at her. “I understand you don’t want to leaveespecially since you were to remain another two weeks. But arguing during the little time we have left makes no sense, does it?”


    “I don’t want to argue, either, but this isn’t just about staying another two weeks.”


    Evan stared at her as though she’d spoken to him in a foreign language. “If it isn’t about leaving early, then what is it about?”


    “It’s about remaining here on the islandforever. About never leaving.”


    He tipped his head back and shrugged. “Well, no one stays on this island forever. You know that. This is a place where the wealthy come to hide away from the world. Problem is... you can’t hide forever.”


    Her frustration mounted to new heights. He was being so practical, and while that was a quality of his she loved, right now she wanted to scream. Maybe she needed to speak in short, concise sentences until it became crystal clear.


    “Please listen to me, Evan.” She looked deep into his eyes. “I do not want to return to Clevelandnot now, not ever. I want to live the remainder of my life here on Bridal Veil Island.”


    He tipped his head to the side. “Stay here? What would you do?”


    I could be your wife! Oh, how she wanted to say those words to him. Instead, she did her best to remain calm. “I could get a job. Maybe at the clubhouse. Don’t they need someone to”


    He shook his head. “It’s closed up once all the guests return home. Any jobs here on the island during the summer months are filledby men.”


    “But Emma is here year-round.” Emma and Garrison O’Sullivan had been living on the island year-round from the time Garrison had been hired to oversee care of the horses and livestock.


    “You’re right, but there are days when I know she’d rather be anywhere but on this island, especially during the heat of summer when the air is so heavy you can hardly take a breath and everything feels clammy, even the clothes you put on first thing in the morning. Besides, the only reason Emma is here is because she’s Garrison’s wife.”


    Melinda let his final words hang between them like a swinging pendulum. Either he didn’t understand that marriage was exactly what she wanted, or his declaration of love had meant nothing to him. She didn’t want to believe Evan’s profession of love had been lightly given, yet could he be so dense on only this one occasion?


    Disappointment swept over her as they walked back to the horses. Evan had promised to return the animals by four o’clock so they could be groomed and fed.


    She could think of nothing else to say, no other way to make clear what she had hoped would have been a spontaneous reaction from a man in love.


    


    Evan leaned forward to help Melinda as she mounted her horse, his mind whirring with confusion. From the day he’d first met Melinda, he’d thought her near perfect. He’d laughed when the other fellows said they didn’t understand women. “You should meet my Melinda,” he had replied. He and Melinda had always understood each other, their words as clear as the blue skies over Bridal Veil and their thoughts as interlaced as the strong cotton twine of a fisherman’s net.


    Until now.


    Melinda was searching for a remedy he couldn’t give her. Surely she realized he couldn’t hire her to fill some nonexistent position. He didn’t have the authority to hire anyone. And had there been a job available, where would she live? The only acceptable place would be with Garrison and Emma O’Sullivan, and they didn’t have a lot of extra room for anyone else in their little cottage. Of course there was Emma’s sewing room, but that wasn’t the point. Having another person move into your home would change things. Emma might be agreeable to such an arrangement. She might even like having another woman around to keep her company during the summer months. But Garrison O’Sullivan was another storyhe was a man who didn’t like change. Moving into the O’Sullivans’ home would be impossible, and it was the last place where he wanted to see Melinda.


    By morning he was sure Melinda would accept the fact that there was no choice but to return. Still, his heart ached at the tears in her eyes. He loved her and didn’t want to see her so unhappy. He’d have to write many letters so that their time apart would pass quickly.
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    The following morning Evan arrived at Summerset Cottage. Though not the largest cottage on Bridal Veil, no expense had been spared in furnishing the home or landscaping the grounds. Bridal Veil gardeners had been employed to plant and care for the azaleas, hyacinths, ferns, and palms that surrounded the wraparound porch and glassed sunroom, and Evan thought the men had done an excellent job.


    The practice of naming homes had begun with Bridal Fair, the original mansion constructed on the island. That home had belonged to the Cunninghams, who had lived there long before the island had been purchased for a resort. As Evan had heard it said, Victor Morley, the developer, had been a good friend of the Cunningham family. When they fell upon hard times, he had proposed the island a perfect location for a resort. After the grand lodge had been built, others had purchased lots to build their own island getaways, and naming those houses had continued with each new cottage. Referring to the expansive structures that dotted Bridal Veil Island as cottages seemed a bit of a misnomer, especially to the workers who had constructed the lavish houses and the servants employed to work in them. They were certainly the grandest of any Evan had ever known, and he was happy that he could be a part of this stately island.


    Wiping the tops of his boots on the back of his pants, Evan rechecked his appearance as best he could before bounding up the steps. His heart picked up a beat in his eagerness to see Melinda before she departed with the Mifflins. When she approached the door, she looked no happier than when they’d parted company yesterday. “Good morning,” he said in his cheeriest voice.


    “Come in, Evan.” Melinda pushed open the door. “There’s no denying it’s morning, but I wouldn’t say it’s good.”


    “Anything I can do to help?”


    She opened her mouth but quickly mashed her lips together and poured him a cup of coffee. “Bottom of the pot,” she said.


    He nodded. “Thanks. Sure I can’t do anything?” He glanced around the room. The kitchen in Summerset wasn’t large, but a large kitchen wasn’t needed. Most of the guests joined together in the clubhouse to enjoy their meals, and little cooking was performed in the private residences.


    “Indeed you can, Evan.” Mrs. Mifflin entered the kitchen, her jaw set at a determined angle. “The wagon was supposed to be here a half hour ago to take our belongings down to the boat. At this rate we’re going to miss the train.”


    Evan set his coffee cup on the table. “I’ll see if I can locate the wagon.” He hiked one shoulder and gave Melinda an apologetic smile before rushing out the door. At the end of the walkway, he spotted the vehicle and waved to the driverAlfred Toomie. No wonder it was late.


    Still waving at Alfred, Evan trotted toward the rumbling wagon and shouted, “Come on, Alfred. The Mifflins are going to miss their train if they don’t get over to Biscayne!”


    Alfred gave the reins a halfhearted slap across the horses’ rumps. In spite of the listless direction, the horses picked up their pace. When the horses finally came to a halt in front of the Mifflins’ cottage, Evan scolded Alfred for his tardiness. “Now get in there and help carry the trunks out here before Mrs. Mifflin reports you to Mr. O’Sullivan and you lose your job.”


    Evan doubted the young man cared if he got fired, for his father took the boy’s pay each week. Still, Alfred had a responsibility to perform his work as expected. The boy pushed a hank of dirty blond hair off his forehead. He looked as though he hadn’t had a bath for some time, and he smelled that way, too.


    “If you do a good job, you might even get a tip that you can hide from your father.” Evan winked and hoped that bit of news would encourage the young fellow. And if Mrs. Mifflin didn’t give him an extra coin, Evan would.


    In all the scurrying about to load the wagon and transport the Mifflins and Melinda in the carriage, there wasn’t time for the two of them to talk until they were at the dock. Evan stood beside Melinda while the trunks were being loaded onto the BessieII, the launch that would deliver them across the river to the Georgia mainland, where they would board a train headed north.


    Evan reached for Melinda’s hand. “I know you’re unhappy to be leaving, but I’m just as unhappy to see you go. I love you, Melinda. Promise me you’ll write as soon as possible.”


    One side of her mouth twisted up into a little smile. “You love me? Really, Evan?”


    “Of course, you silly goose. Why don’t you believe me? Last week I pledged my love to you and you said you loved me, as well. Why do you question me now?”


    “I suppose because it seems you are happily sending me away.”


    He shook his head and touched her cheek. “I never said I was happy about your leaving, but we both know we have little to say in the matter. We are both dependent upon the direction of others.” As if to stress this point, Mrs. Mifflin approached.


    “Come along, Melinda. There isn’t time to dillydally.” She grasped Melinda’s arm in a possessive manner.


    Melinda leaned close to Evan, straining to whisper in his ear. “We’d have had plenty of say if you had asked me to stay.” That said, she turned and hurried to the boat.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 3


    Evan wanted to run after her and jump aboard the launch. He wanted to have a little more time to grasp what she’d been thinking and try to understand her abrupt comment. He wanted to assure her that at no time had he thought she’d expected, or even wanted, him to ask her to remain on Bridal Veil. During the past months, there had been no mention of Melinda remainingnot by either of them. How could she stay? There were no lodgings, no jobs for women. The very idea made no sense. Perhaps she thought he had some special sway with the management.


    He watched the boat gain speed as it steamed across the water toward the mainland. In a final effort to show his commitment, Evan yanked his hat from his head and waved it high in the air. If Melinda saw him, she didn’t acknowledge the gesture. He lowered his arm and continued to stare after the boat, his hat loosely dangling between his fingers.


    “That lady didn’t give me no money.” Alfred Toomie stood beside him with his dirty hand turned palm side up. “I hauled all them trunks like you told me, but that woman just turned the other way like she never saw me afore.”


    Evan reached into his pocket and withdrew a coin. He hadn’t truly expected Mrs. Mifflin to tip the boy. Service was expected on the islandgood servicewithout any gratuity. “You need to do good work all of the time, Alfred. You were hired to do a job, and it’s your responsibility to do it as well as you can.” He placed the coin in Alfred’s hand. “The Bible tells us that we should do our work as if it’s an offering to the Lord. Do you know what that means?”


    Alfred bobbed his head, and a strand of his unwashed hair dropped across his forehead. “Means that when I do somethin’, I should do it as good as I can so’s to make God happy.” He flashed a wide grin. “Is that right, Evan?”


    “Yes, that’s right. Will you promise me that you’ll start doing that?”


    “I promise, but is it okay if I keep a tip if it’s offered?”


    Evan chuckled. “Yes, Alfred. Now get on back to the stables with that wagon before Mr. O’Sullivan thinks you’ve gotten lost along the way.”


    While Alfred returned to the wagon, Evan glanced over his shoulder for one final look at the Bessie II. In the distance, he could still make out the launch, but he could no longer distinguish the passengers. With a sense of urgency nipping at his heels, he mounted his horse and headed for the hunting lodge.


    The lodge wasn’t huge, not when compared to the guests’ cottages or the accommodations offered in the clubhouse, but it did provide adequate living quarters for Harland Fields and Evan, and it had a large parlor that was used by guests as a place to gather prior to leaving on their hunts. With only an hour before he would lead the next hunt, Evan hoped there would be time to write a letter to Melinda.


    If he could send a letter that would go to the mainland in the morning, perhaps it would arrive in Cleveland and be waiting when she arrived home. There seemed to be no other way he could assure her of his love.
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    “Evan!”


    The pen dropped from Evan’s hand the moment he heard Harland call for him. Quickly sealing the envelope, he shoved it into his pocket. He’d been so intent on his letter writing that he hadn’t heard the voices of the guests now gathered in the parlor down below.


    He grabbed his hat and rushed down the narrow steps. “Sorry, Harland, I got distracted.”


    The older man’s brow creased and he shook his head. “No time for excuses. You’ve got a big group waiting to get out there and try to shoot at something. Make sure it ain’t one anotheror you.”


    The two men had begun to share that admonition a number of years agoafter one of the guests had accidentally discharged a rifle and missed Harland by only inches.


    “I’ll do my best to keep us all safe and show them a good time.” Although it was late in the morning to begin a hunt, the men sometimes preferred a leisurely breakfast rather than an early start. Most claimed it was their wives who caused the morning delays, but Evan knew better. Many of these men enjoyed a slow start to the day here on Bridal Veil.


    Today he gathered the group of “come-latelys,” as he and Harland referred to the late arrivals, and led them toward the barn. With any luck, Garrison would have the horses saddled and Evan could provide the group with a good timeeven if they didn’t bag any animals.


    It mattered little to Evan what time of day they rode out so long as they enjoyed the adventure. Only when guests complained about their lack of success on a hunt did Evan become annoyed. And some of them did complain. Only last week he’d heard one of the men say, “Maybe we need a gamekeeper who can do his job and stock the island with animals to hunt. Isn’t that why we keep him here year-round?”


    He’d mentioned the incident to Harland, but the older man assured Evan there was no reason for worry. “They need an excuse when they return home empty-handed. You know they won’t take the blame themselves. Don’t worry yourself, Evan. Your job is secure, and the men who make the decisions on Bridal Veil all like you. They know you’re good at what youdo.”


    Evan liked to think he was good at his position, for he’d always taken pride in a job well done. Whether helping muck the barn when they were short of help or hunting wild boar to eradicate them from the island, he always tried to do his very best. Today, however, his thoughts weren’t on the hunt. Instead of keeping a sharp eye out for any birds or animals that a guest might want to bring down, his thoughts wandered to Melinda.


    He’d been praying his letter would help soothe the anger that had flashed in her eyes when she’d wheeled away from him on the dock.
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    Melinda followed Mrs. Mifflin to the glass-enclosed cabin of the launch and settled beside the older woman. Mrs. Mifflin had insisted upon leaving the boat railing once they left the dock, saying the breeze would ruin her hair. But the matron’s curls were tightly pinned and a large hat was perched atop her head, leaving little chance any curl could go astray. From the glass windows that lined the seating area in the cabin, Melinda had seen Evan standing on the dock waving his hat, but she hadn’t acknowledged him. Mrs. Mifflin would have considered such forward conduct a breach of proper behavior. She hoped her actions hadn’t hurt him. She was still chiding herself for her final comment to him. Evan loved her, and she had acted like a spoiled child.


    But I wanted so much for him to propose, she thought. In fact, she had been convinced he would ride up at the last minutejust like a knight in stories of old. He would appear upon his fine horse, sweep her into his arms, and ride away with her. She smiled sadly. “But that is not what happened.”


    “What did you say?” Mrs. Mifflin questioned.


    Melinda shook her head. “Nothing of consequence.”


    The older woman’s worrisome nature took hold before they stepped off the boat in Biscayne, and she didn’t give Melinda a minute’s peace when they boarded the train. “We have so much to accomplish before Ida’s visit. I simply don’t know how we’ll complete everything before she arrives.” Mrs. Mifflin leaned close and lowered her voice. “Until I give you permission, make certain you don’t say anything to the other servants. I don’t want word of Ida’s visit leaked through idle gossip.” On and on, her nervous mantra continued. Mr. Mifflin did his best to calm his wife, but when all his efforts failed, he retreated to the gentlemen’s car and left Melinda to deal with the woman.


    The journey wasn’t giving Melinda much time to think about Evan. Instead of writing him the letter he’d requested, her time was devoted to making lists and copious notes of the many tasks to be completed the moment they arrived home.


    “I purchased stationery in Biscayne, and I think you should write out invitations to the tea I’m going to host during Ida’s visit.” Mrs. Mifflin withdrew a sheaf of writing paper from a brown bag and shoved it in Melinda’s direction. “First, let’s decide upon the exact wording for the invitation, and then you may begin to write them out while I finalize the list.”


    At each stop along the way, Mrs. Mifflin talked at length about all that must be doneuntil she fell ill at their stop in Baltimore. Melinda hated herself for feeling relief that they would be delayed. She truly didn’t want the older woman to suffer sickness, but the farther they traveled, the more hopeless Melinda felt. She needed time to think things through.


    Mr. Mifflin fetched a doctor, who came to the hotel room and decided Mrs. Mifflin likely was suffering from a mild case of food poisoningthe doctor blamed the oysters she’d eaten the night before. He chided her for not having more sense than to partake of such a dish in a month without an r, prescribed a very watered down dose of laudanum, and suggested rest. Mr. Mifflin privately explained away the illness as a case of nerves. Either way, the delay did nothing to ease Melinda’s worries. And Mrs. Mifflin, in her sickbed, was more demanding than ever.


    By the time they finally arrived in Cleveland, Melinda’s nerves were frayed, but the invitations had been written, and there were more lists than she cared to think about. Thankfully, Mr. Mifflin had wired ahead to inform Sally and Matthew, two of the servants, of their return.


    Mrs. Mifflin waved Sally aside as she strode toward the stairway. “I do hope you’ve been tending to the necessary cleaning, Sally. We have an important guest arriving, and if I find any dust or dirt in this house, you can expect to see a decrease in your wages.” Without waiting for a response, she ordered Matthew to fetch her trunks. “And see that those invitations are delivered, Melinda.”


    Sally looked at Melinda and clucked her tongue. A sprite of a woman, the maid had been with the Mifflins for more than ten years. “Doesn’t appear that her time of rest on the island has helped Mrs. Mifflin’s disposition any, has it?”


    Melinda shook her head. “Nor mine.”


    The maid chuckled. “No wonder those sons of theirs never come home to visit. I wouldn’t be here, either, if I didn’t need the money.”


    Melinda ignored the remark. Sally loved to gossip, especially about her employers. There was no denying the Mifflins’ sons, Cyrus, and his brother, Malcolm, seldom visited their parents, but both had attended boarding schools from an early age. Currently, both were enrolled at Oxford University, and visits home were expected to be rare. Still, it gave Sally something to chatter about when there was little other gossip.


    On several occasions Melinda had taken Sally aside and gently spoken of the damage gossip could inflict upon others. When her early attempts failed, Melinda had pointed out Scriptures against the practice. Sally had patiently listened, but Melinda knew her words had fallen on deaf ears. It seemed nothing would bridle the maid’s tongue.


    “So who’s this important guest the missus mentioned, and what kind of invitations were she speaking of?” Sally stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Ever since that telegram arrived from the mister, I’ve been wondering myself silly what could be so important that the missus would hurry home two weeks ahead of schedule. I know she likes to mix with those other rich folks on that island.”


    Sally’s questions could lead Melinda down a path she didn’t care to tread. If word of Mrs. McKinley’s arrival became common knowledge among the servants of Cleveland society before their mistresses knew, Mrs. Mifflin would claim complete and utter embarrassment. And Melinda would be the one held responsible for the social gaffe.


    “A dear friend of Mrs. Mifflinone with whom she attended school many years agois going to be in the city. They haven’t seen each other for a number of years.”


    The excitement in Sally’s eyes faded and her lips drooped. “Oh, is that all? And here I was expecting to learn a good piece of...” She stopped before actually saying she had hoped for a bit of gossip to pass along to her friends. Not that Sally needed to make such an admission. Long ago, Melinda had learned Sally couldn’t be trusted to keep a secret. The woman might be an excellent housekeeper, but she failed miserably at maintaining a confidence.


    “So the invitations are for what? A tea? A dinner party?”


    “A tea in honor of her friend.”


    Sally started up the stairs and then stopped. “So when is this friend arriving? I suppose I’ll need to air out the guest room.”


    Melinda sighed. “No need to air out the room just yet. Mrs. Mifflin will give you orders when she wants you to do so. Her friend won’t arrive for several weeks.”


    “Several weeks?” Sally stopped on the stairway and leaned across the banister. “I wouldn’t think she’d rush home to prepare for a friend who isn’t arriving for several weeks. Heaven knows she’s expected me to prepare for a huge dinner party in less time than that. And why the worry over dust and the rush to get the invitations sent out?”


    “If you have other questions, you should direct them to Mrs. Mifflin, Sally. Like you, I do as I’m told.”


    Sally bent so low that Melinda thought she might topple over the banister. “I think you know more than you’re telling me, but I’m not one to be pushy.” She waved her index finger back and forth. “One thing for sureit won’t take long for me to find out what all this hubble-bubble is about.”


    Melinda didn’t doubt that remarknot in the least. Sally would be hunting down information like a bloodhound sniffing out a scent. Until she’d satisfied her curiosity, there would be no stopping the woman. “By the way, there’s a letter waiting for you on the table in the kitchen. Maybe that will raise your spirits a bit.”


    “A letter?”


    The maid winked. “From that Evan fellow at Bridal Veil Island. He didn’t waste a speck of time getting a letter off to you, now did he?” She chortled and continued up the stairs. “If you’ve got nothing else to share with me, I best get upstairs and help the missus unpack, or she’ll be ringing that bell of hers. Go on now and see what your fellow has to say.”


    Knowing Sally, she’d probably already read the contents of the letter. The woman did, after all, consider herself quite proficient at steaming open the mail.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 4


    Melinda strode into the kitchen and retrieved her letter. Sally had placed the envelope in the center of the table for all who entered to see. The sight caused Melinda a moment of irritation, but she supposed it truly didn’t matter. Had Sally placed the letter somewhere out of sight, she still would have told anyone within earshot that Melinda had received mail. Anyone except their mistress, of course. Sally didn’t want Mrs. Mifflin to get the idea her servants gossiped. But Melinda knew nothing was off limits with Sally. In spite of Melinda’s admonitions, the maid shared every jot and tittle with anyone who would fill her ears with a few interesting tidbits of their own.


    A quick examination of the seal didn’t reveal any evidence of tampering, but that didn’t mean Sally hadn’t read the letter. It simply meant she’d done an excellent job of hiding her reprehensible handiwork.


    “What’s done is done,” she muttered as she ran her finger beneath the seal and removed the letter.


    “You speaking to me, Miss Melinda?” Matthew stood in the doorway, his large hands shoved inside the pockets of his work pants.


    Melinda slipped the pages into the envelope. “No, I was talking to myself,” she said with a sheepish grin. “I didn’t hear you come down the hallway, Matthew. Are you finished carrying all those trunks upstairs so soon?”


    He bobbed his head, his gaze fixed on the envelope in her hand. “Got your letter, I see. That Evan sounds like he’s a nice young man. Seems he’s mighty sorry you” Eyes wide with realization of what he’d said, Matthew clapped his palm across his lips.


    “Sally read my letter to you, didn’t she?” When he didn’t immediately respond, Melinda stepped closer. “I know you don’t want to get her in trouble, but Sally oversteps far too many boundaries. Reading my mail is very disrespectful.”


    “Yes, ma’am, it is. You’re right about that, and I told her so, but she said you wouldn’t find out.” He hung his head. “But me and my big mouth went and let it slip. She’s gonna be mighty unhappy with me, and that’s a fact.”


    Though Matthew had apparently been a willing listener, it was Sally who’d carried out the offense. “I won’t say anything to reveal you, Matthew, but I hope that you won’t take part in Sally’s misdeeds in the future.”


    When he lifted his head, sorrow shone in his brown eyes. “Thank you. I’ll do my best to keep away when Sally’s spreading her tales.” He pointed his thumb toward the ceiling. “The missus said I should deliver the invitations to the post office for you.”


    Melinda nodded and motioned for Matthew to follow her to the hallway, where she removed the stack of invitations from the leather traveling bag that had once been one of Mrs. Mifflin’s possessions. In addition to her wages, Melinda received dresses, gowns, and other belongings Mrs. Mifflin declared unusable or out of fashiona benefit bestowed upon most ladies’ maids. Though the two women didn’t share the same size or style, Melinda had a talent for sewing, and she’d soon learned to fashion the castoffs into attire that better suited her own taste.


    Leaning down, she unclasped the satchel and removed the invitations. “Here you are. Be sure you don’t drop any of them. I don’t think Mrs. Mifflin would forgive either of us if an invitation went astray.”


    Matthew reached for the envelopes. “I’ll be careful. You can count on me.” Tucking the invitations into the crook of his arm, he shot her a smile before he departed.


    Melinda returned his smile and leaned forward to clasp the travel case. Before the death of her parents, Melinda enjoyed the many luxuries granted children born into families of wealth. In the past, she’d even worn gowns that surpassed the quality of those belonging to her current mistress. However, life had changed. And so had Melinda. After her parents’ death, Melinda learned that the worldly possessions she’d once thought so important no longer held the same allure. Possessions were a cold replacement for love, and she wanted to build her life on things that truly matteredlove and family.


    Less than two weeks ago, she had thought that her love for Evan was going to mean marriage and a home at Bridal Veil. Now, she wasn’t so sure. After making certain Sally was nowhere in sight, she returned to the kitchen, sat down at the table, and withdrew Evan’s letter from the envelope.


    Dear Melinda,


    I am sorry we didn’t have enough time to discuss our future before you returned to Cleveland. I know you were unhappy with me, and I think maybe you doubt my love. I hope that isn’t true, because I meant what I said to you. I love you very much, and even though I only got up my courage to tell you this year, I have loved you since the very first winter you came to Bridal Veil. I know I will always love you.


    I didn’t know what to think when you said I should have asked you to stay. I still can’t figure out how you thought that would work out. There aren’t any jobs for women during the summer months, and there’s no place where you could have lived except maybe with Garrison and Emma. Garrison is a good man, but he wouldn’t welcome the idea of having another woman in his house. He already complains that Emma talks too much. Imagine what he’d think if there were two women chattering all the time.


    Melinda rested the letter on the table and glanced heavenward. Men! Why was it they assumed that if two women were together they would be constantly talking? Besides, she hadn’t meant that she wanted to stay and live with Garrison and Emma. She sighed, picked up the letter, and continued to read.


    The women servants’ quarters close down during the summer, and you couldn’t have lived here at the hunting lodge with two men. So maybe you think I shouldn’t have been perplexed, but I wasand I still am. You hadn’t even mentioned staying here and if you had, I would have explained all the reasons why it was impossible. If you think about this a little more, maybe you can understand my confusion. I love you very much and hope that you will write and tell me that you feel the same. Please don’t keep me waiting to hear from you, as I am truly worried you may be angry enough to seek the affection of another. I don’t ever want that to happen. I look forward to next winter when we can discuss this in person.


    With love and hope,

    Evan



    The letter was certainly contrite. She wanted to deny her feelings of disappointment but found it impossible at the moment. Perhaps she shouldn’t have expected Evan to sweep her into his arms and carry her off to the church for a spontaneous wedding ceremony. Still, he could have done more than stand on the dock and wave his cap when they were halfway across the river.


    “Reading your letter, are ya?” Sally pranced into the kitchen and gave her a wink. “What’s your fellow got to say? I’ll bet he’s itching to marry you, isn’t he?”


    The thought of Sally reading Evan’s letter caused Melinda to wince. Not only did she loathe the idea of her personal information becoming fodder for the gossip mill, but what if Mrs. Mifflin got wind of her desire to marry Evan? The woman would do her best to squelch any such plan. Over and over, she’d said she would never let Melinda leave her employ; she constantly declared Melinda to be the only lady’s maid who possessed the deportment and ability to serve her well. Though the older woman chuckled when she said she’d never let her leave, both Melinda and Mrs. Mifflin knew there was much truth in what she said. Once Mrs. Mifflin set her mind to do something, she usually found a way. And if she couldn’t, her husband could.


    “How can you possibly be finished unpacking all the trunks so soon?” Melinda asked, fending off Sally’s question with one of her own, a ploy she’d learned from her mother years ago.


    “Oh, I’m nowhere near done, but the missus wants a cup of tea. And with any luck she’ll decide upon a nap after her tea. That way I can finish without her ordering me about at every turn. From the way she sits there on her chair telling me where to put this and where to put that, you’d think I didn’t know where anything belonged.”


    “I doubt she thinks any such thing. We’re all aware that you’re well acquainted with every item in this house and every bit of business, as well.” Melinda pushed her chair away from the table and stood.


    “Now, what’s that supposed to mean? You think I have my nose in places where it don’t belong, is that what you’re saying?”


    “I think you already know the answer to that question, Sally.” Melinda turned and walked out of the kitchen.


    She needed to write to Evan, but first she needed to give some thought and prayer to the content of her missive. Better to take her time so she wouldn’t later regret her words.
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    Evan’s footsteps pounded along the hard dirt path as he approached the hunting lodge. He greeted Harland as he lifted his hat and swiped the perspiration from his forehead. “Hot for May, don’t you think?”


    Harland sat in a rocking chair, ready to walk to the dining hall for the noonday meal. “Come morning, it’ll be June first. The heat shouldn’t surprise you too much.” Delilah, the cat they’d inherited from the Morley family when they’d begun their renovations of Bridal Fair, rested on Harland’s lap. “Looks like you worked up a sweat.” A soft chuckle escaped his lips as he gave the rocking chair a backward push with the tip of his boot.


    Delilah jumped down and sauntered toward Evan. He reached down and scratched the cat’s ears. He’d been told the cat possessed different abilities than her sire, Samson. While Samson had detected bad-tempered guests, Delilah’s talents were founded in her ability to sense bad weather. Harland said Delilah could sense a storm moving in before the weatherman over in Biscayne could. Evan had seen the cat become restless, arch, and scream high-pitched meows before a storm would hit, so he didn’t dispute her aptitude.


    Evan stopped at the bottom of the wooden steps and looked up at the older man. “Sometimes it’s a waste of good time taking those fancy folks out to hunt. They’re more interested in talking about their finances than listening to what I tell them.” He clomped up the steps. “And then they complain ’cause they don’t have anything to show off when they get done.”


    Harland gave him a sideways glance. “Sounds like you got something more than a bunch of halfhearted hunters stuck in your craw. What’s eating at you, boy?”


    “Nothing. I’m just tired of guests who can’t be satisfied.” He stepped toward the door. “I better get washed up or we’ll be late for dinner. Give me a couple minutes.” He didn’t wait for a reply. Even if the dinner bell rang, he knew Harland would wait for him. The cooks at the large cabin that had been converted into a dining hall might give Evan a hard time if he was latemight even refuse to feed him. But they’d never say a word to Harland. He’d been there longer than any of them, and they respected him both for his knowledge and for his kind nature.


    A person always knew where he stood with Harland. He spoke the truth, but always with kindness. When Evan had asked him how he managed to remain so even tempered when things went wrong, he’d laughed and said, “I’m a man of reason. There’s a reason why things happen. If I stay calm, it’s easier to figure out that reason.”


    Evan yanked off his sweaty shirt and stared in the mirror as he washed his face and neck. Was he ever going to hear from Melinda? A launch from Biscayne delivered the mail and newspapers each day, and each day he held his breath as he riffled through the workers’ mail that was dumped on a long table at the back of the dining room.


    Years ago the mail had been delivered less often, but when the guests complained, the change was made to daily deliveries. Of course, the bag of mail first went to the clubhouse, where it was sorted. Any mail for workers was bagged and then sent to the dining room, where it could be picked up.


    Evan buttoned his clean work shirt, slicked back his wet hair, and hurried down the narrow stairway before the bell clanged in the distance. “I’m ready. Sorry to keep you waiting.”


    “No need to be sorry. Been using the time to converse with the Lord.” Harland pushed up from his chair. “How ’bout you, Evan? You been talking to the Lord lately?”


    “Not much.” Evan kept his gaze fixed on the path.


    It had been Harland who had led Evan to the Lord years ago. Evan hadn’t been working on Bridal Veil for long when he realized Harland was different from most of the men in his life. Harland possessed a silent kind of strength that kept him going no matter the circumstancesand not just dragging along, but moving forward with a positive attitude and a smile on his face. When Evan attempted to praise him for being a good example, Harland shook off the compliment like a dog drying wet fur. “Don’t set your sights on me for an example,” he’d said, pointing toward heaven. “You need to strive to be like Jesus, not like me.”


    From that time forward, Harland had willingly pointed Evan to Scriptures that had helped him understand he needed Jesus in his life. For too many years, he’d dwelled on the pain of a father who had withheld his love and the loss of his mother when he was twelve. Instead of fond memories of his family, Evan’s were of late-night arguments over money and broken promises, his father’s anger when his mother became ill, and shouted blame placed on everyone except Evan’s brother, James.


    While his mother had been affectionate toward Evan, his father had reserved praise and affection for James. Once his mother died, Evan grew up surrounded by coldness. It wasn’t until he met Harland that he’d truly learned the warmth God’s love provided. There was no denying he still had a long way to go before he developed the kind of loving attitude the Bible talked about, but he’d been trying. Some days he was more successful than others. Today wasn’t one of those successful days.


    Harland reached up and patted him on the shoulder. “Might help if you spend some time with the Lord.” There wasn’t condemnation in his voice, only concern. “I know it always helps me when things aren’t going so good.” A red-throated wild turkey strutted across the trail. “And if you want to talk to me, I’ve got a listening ear.”


    Evan nodded and ducked his head beneath a low-hanging branch of a live oak that shaded their path. “I know you do. It’s Melinda. I haven’t had a letter from her. When she left, I asked her to write to me as soon as possible.” He kicked a small rock with his toe. “She was unhappy when she left, and now I’m afraid that she’s decided I’m not the man for her.”


    Harland tipped his head to the side. “And have you written to her?”


    “The very day she left here. I put it in the mail the following day.”


    “Before you go jumping to conclusions, why don’t you give it a little more time? Knowing Mrs. Mifflin, I’m sure she keeps Melinda mighty busy. And with them returning home early, I’m guessing it caused more work than usual for her.” Harland waved to a couple of the workers as they approached the dining hall. “Besides, all this fretting isn’t gonna make a letter get here any sooner. And if Melinda is the woman God intends for you, He’s already got it planned out.”


    Evan forced a smile. He knew Harland was right, but knowing something and accepting it were two different things.
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