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1873, Central Florida

“Lucas McGilley, you come back here!”

Lucas ducked behind the workshed in a desperate attempt to hide, and would’ve succeeded except for his infernal snickering. The look on Nanny Peterson’s face was just too funny to keep quiet. 

“Lucas ...”

She rounded the corner, hot on his trail, and spotted him immediately. Her nostrils flared wide, and he fell out laughing again. Not the best response.

“You, young man, are twelve, not five. I expect better behavior.” With this remark, she hold of his ear and pinched it tight.

He squealed like a pig. “Ow, ow, ow.”

Paying no mind to his protests, she dragged him from his futile concealment across the parched earth, dust swirling around her skirt. “You will work a month o’ Sundays to clean that up,” she said. “I will make sure of it.”

He didn’t doubt that for a minute. In fact, he’d known she’d say so when she saw what he’d done, but that knowledge hadn’t stopped him from perpetrating the crime. In his mind, it’d been worth it.

She spun him around, her long, bony finger pointed toward the wall he’d defaced. “Explain yourself.”

Explain? There wasn’t anything to explain except he liked a good joke. So maybe painting Nanny’s likeness on the side of her house was a bad idea, and maybe his making it look like she was wearing one of those pies she was always selling made it worse. It was still enormously funny.

She squeezed his ear yet harder, and the pain of it shot around the side of his head, ’til he thought it’d pop off.

“Speak.”

“I’m sorry, Nanny,” he said. “T’was just a joke.”

“A joke.” She snorted. “For you, a boy with a fine, upstanding family, people I respect and appreciate, mind you, to go and act this way is reprehensible. Your sweet mother raised you better.”

“I’ll fix it. I promise,” he blurted, his voice an entire octave higher. This was beginning to really hurt.

She gave a snort and loosened her fingers.

Blood rushed into his injured appendage, and it took on a steady throb.

“Unfortunately, I haven’t time to deal with you right now,” she said. “So I’m going to let you go. But ...” She redirected her finger toward his face. “I’ll make sure your parents know what you’ve done and ensure you don’t snake out of this.”

He fastened a penitent look on his face, casting his eyes downward, and chewed his lip. He wouldn’t laugh, not now. But the very image of Nanny Peterson and a snake threatened to set him off again.

“One of these days, one of these days,” she fumed, “your pranks will backfire on you. You just watch. You cannot play with people’s feelings.”

But to him, Nanny Peterson wasn’t people, and he wasn’t sure she had feelings. She was just an old lady with a big mouth who constantly baked desserts.
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1879

“Lucas, you’ve done it now.” His youngest brother, nine-year-old Sam, skidded to a halt at his feet, the left side of his face screwed into a ball.

“Why does every sentence nowadays begin with my name?”

Sam flung his arms outward and shrugged. “‘Cause you’re usually the one who done it.’”

Sam was right, usually he had.

“Ain’t you gonna ask me what you done?”

Lucas sighed. He hadn’t asked because it seemed pointless. He was always being blamed for something. “Okay, tell me what I’ve done.”

“You forgot to turn Honey out to pasture.”

“Shoot.” Honey, his father’s prize mare. He had forgotten, and his father would have his hide. 

“Better not let Mama hear you say that,” Sam said. “She’ll take out the soap.”

Lucas clamped his mouth tight just thinking about it. Wasn’t anything worse than a mouthful of lye soap. “Tell me,” he asked, seconds later. “Why can’t any of the rest of you let her out? Why’s it become my job?” With seven brothers, you’d think one of them would do him a favor.

“Jesse’s at work,” Sam said, “and Marcus and James went fishin’.”

Jesse, at nineteen, was the oldest. He worked at the law office in town. Marcus and James were sixteen and fifteen respectively. He fell between the trio at age eighteen.

“What of Will, Charles, and John?” he asked. 

Sam gave no answer, distracted by sight of their mother. 

Shading her eyes with her right hand, she scanned the grounds from atop the porch. At the sight of him, she lowered it to her side. “Lucas? I need you to run to town.”

Run to town for what? Lucas shook off his noontime languor and walked into the bright summer sun. It was hot already and promised to be hotter by the end of the day. 

His mama smoothed her gray woolen skirt. “I need you to pick up someone from the train.” Hair escaped from the bun on the nape of her neck waved thin strands in the breeze of her movements.

“The train?” He said it too sharp, and a frown appeared on her face. He cleared his throat and lowered his voice. “Who’s on the train?” 

“A friend,” she replied. “Now, if you don’t get going you’ll be late.”

A friend? He mulled that over on his walk to the barn, inside, crossing to Honey’s stall. The mare greeted him with a whinny and the toss of her head. Involuntarily, he scratched behind her ears. 

Who could possibly be coming on the train? His mama didn’t have any out-of-town friends that he knew of. Plus, there was nowhere in the house to put anyone anyway. Eight boys took up all the space.

He walked Honey outside on a lead and released her into the field. Returning, he hooked the plow horse to the wagon. Minutes later, he headed down the lane.

Maybe it was someone with a connection to his father. That held more possibilities. A business associate? No, Mama had said it was a friend. Papa’s sister then? Papa’s sister would be something. She didn’t come too often, and when she did, she stayed in town. That’d relieve them of finding accommodations, so that’s probably who it was. Strange though, for her to come during the summer. She hated the Florida heat.

Lucas snapped the reins and drove up the lane, the wooden wheels kicking up huge clouds of dust. Guess he’d find out soon enough.
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The steady clack of the train’s wheels formed a rhythm in her mind, their rocking motion eventually sending her to sleep. She awakened with her legs stiff from sitting so long and a distinct earache.

She glanced at the baby that’d caused it and said a silent prayer he’d not start crying again. His poor mother had tried so hard to quiet him. Yet, the further they’d traveled, the more he’d cried until the nerves of everyone in the car were strained.

She smiled at the woman, then looked out the window at the flat landscape flying by. She missed Atlanta – the constant bustle, the sea of people. Not that she didn’t like a bit of green space, but “a bit” was the key phrase. This far south, she’d seen nothing but acres and acres of trees with the occasional lake and endless fields of grass. Pretty in its own way, and spacious. And remote.

Remote and out of the way and not home. Thinking like that made her frown. She tugged at her wrinkled traveling dress. If only she’d had two minutes to talk with Christine before she’d left, but her Auntie Claire had sent her off without so much as a by-your-leave.

Iris, dear, I’m sending you to Florida.

Florida? Why, when she’d made plans for the summer? She and Christine had a list of what they’d do and places they’d go. They were going to be more social and already had invites to several parties. Florida didn’t fit into any of that.

I’m taking a trip, and I can’t leave you here alone, her auntie had said. So I’m sending you to stay with an old friend.

An old friend? That was news. She hadn’t any idea her auntie had an old friend, nor did she understand why she’d been passed off on them. She opened her reticule and removed her aunt’s penned note. Ada and Paul McGilley, McGilley Farms. 

A farm. Really? Here she was, forced to spend her perfectly planned summer on a lousy farm. 

A farm with eight boys, her auntie had said. Eight? That sweetened the pot a bit. She did like boys. But then, these were eight grass-chewing, country bumpkins with, she’d bet, not a clear spoken word between them. The boys in Atlanta were far more sophisticated.

She blew out a loud breath, drawing a stern gaze from the man across the aisle.

The landscape changed, the empty grassland split by a rutted dirt road going off into the distance. She laid her head against the seat and closed her eyes. This stunk like the refuse cart and promised to be the most awful summer ever.
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Pearl Hillman stomped her slim, booted heel on the boardwalk, her hands finding a place on her narrow hips. “Lucas McGilley, I’ve a good mind to wipe those freckles right off your face. You’ve ruined a perfectly good day.”

Lucas tossed his head, moving a lock of hair from between his eyes. “I didn’t mess with your stuff,” he said. “Dan did that.” 

Her complexion turned pink, and she narrowed her eyes. “Dan would never.”

But Dan did because Lucas saw him. Besides, she shouldn’t have left it sitting there like that. Anyone could have tripped over it. There was no convincing her of that though.

“Listen, I gotta go.” He glanced over his shoulder at the arriving train.

“You ... you can’t just leave. What am I supposed to do now?”

Lucas looked behind her at the remains of the box of pastries and dug in his pocket. “Here.” He shoved a quarter in her hand. “That’s all I got. But I don’t understand why I have to pay you, since like I said, I didn’t do it.”

She stared at the coin as if it was diseased. “That’s ...”

“Just say, ‘Thank you,’ Pearl, and let me go.”

The clack of the train temporarily drowned their words, so he barely registered Pearl’s response before escaping from the scene. Keep standing there, and he really would be late. 

Dashing across Main Street, he moved beneath the station’s covered awning and pushed his way to the forefront of the newcomers exiting the train. Steam billowed around its glossy black sides, the conductor standing soldier-like on the engine steps.

Lucas scanned the dissipating crowd and made a face. Who was he looking for anyhow? His mama could have given him a description. For that matter, she could have let them in on it. This question in his mind, a heavyset man in a pin-striped business vest jostled him to the side, and he stumbled, falling into the path of a girl who fell backward with a shriek. Her blonde hair framing reddened cheeks, her hat askew, she blinked up at him from her awkward position on the ground. 

“Don’t tell me. You’re a McGilley,” she said.

Lucas slouched on one hip, confused. “I’m Lucas McGilley. Why?”

The girl extended her hand, wriggling slender fingers. “Care to help me up? This isn’t very ladylike.”

He obliged her, and she popped up like a cork, her reticule in hand. 

“Which one of the eight are you? The oldest?” she asked.

He wrinkled his brow. “Let’s back up. You know who I am. But who are you?”

Her light green eyes glowed back at him from the midst of an attractive oval face. 

“Don’t tell me no one’s told you?” she asked.

He wrapped one hand around the back of his neck, compressing it. “Told me what? Mama said to come pick someone up. That’s all.”

“And not a word about who or why?”

He shook his head. “No.”

She sighed. “I should have known. My auntie sends me here, and you don’t even know I’m coming.”

He started. “You mean ... you’re the ‘someone’?”

She pursed her lips. Pretty lips, pink and kissable.

“Yes. That bother you?”

“You’re a girl.”

This made her smile. “I am indeed a girl.”

“But ...”

“But what?”

He exhaled. “Nothing, I guess. Except, like you said, there’s eight of us boys. What are we supposed to do with a girl? And who are you anyway?”

“What is something your parents will have to tell you. Who, I can answer easy enough.” She made no further comment, but stood there staring, apparently waiting for him do something. So after a search for her bags, he led her toward the wagon.

Pearl Hillman stood where he’d left her on the boardwalk, her gaze following their footsteps. Perfect. The whole town would know about the girl before nightfall. No telling what spin Pearl would put on it either.

“So?” Lucas asked, shifting his thoughts. He helped the girl climb into the seat. “What’s your name?”

“Iris Willow.”

He gathered the reins in his hand. “Iris Willow? That’s ...”

“Flowery. My mother liked gardening.”

And that apparently was that. Spinning her gaze away from him, she affixed her hat with one hand, her chin tilted toward the sky.

He exhaled and asked himself once again ... what were they going to do with a girl in the house? And a resentful one, at that.
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Iris’ stomach did a funny flip-flop, and she mashed her hands to her waist. Why’d she have to go and make a fool of herself, running her big mouth like that? Yeah, she didn’t want to be here. But Lucas McGilley hadn’t known she was coming, and she could’ve acted better.

Besides, he was incredibly handsome.

Had she really thought that? Country bumpkins couldn’t be handsome, and she wouldn’t allow herself to think it. Living out here in the middle of Hicksville, his looks were probably the only thing he had going for him. But still, she argued, nothing wrong with a having a nice view for the summer.

Christine had been all about appearances. A man should be worth looking at, she’d said.

Iris smiled to herself while thinking of her friend, then remembered where she was and her mood went south. Christine hadn’t understood this trip any better than she had.

I don’t get it. You can stay with us. Mama doesn’t care. So why’s your aunt sending you to Florida?

Falling back on Christine’s four-poster bed, Iris had sighed. I don’t know, and I told her you said that. But she insists.

“So you gave me your name, but why are you here?”

Iris turned her head, at Lucas’ question, and lost her breath. Look at him all summer, and by the end of it, she’d be senseless. “My Auntie Claire sent me,” she replied.

“Your aunt? Is she a friend of my mama?”

Iris looked away from him to calm herself. “She said she was.” 

There wasn’t much else to talk about, so the conversation died. They drove a good ways, the sun high overhead, and eventually passed a large farm house. The siding weathered, the walls ready to fall in, a strange drawing covered one side.

“Heavens. Who did that?” She meant no offense in asking, nor expected Lucas to know the answer. But he surprised her.

“I did,” Lucas said. “That’s Nanny Peterson’s place. I did it about five years ago.”

Iris watched the house recede from view. “Can I ask why?”

He didn’t answer right away, and she studied him. He seemed upset by her question.

“I guess you could say I’m a bit of a troublemaker.”

A troublemaker? How much trouble could a boy get into out here?

“You didn’t paint over it?” she asked.

He laughed softly, a strangely appealing sound. “I was supposed to, but kept ‘snaking out of it’ as she’d say.”

“Where is she now?” Because it was plain she didn’t live there anymore.

Lucas shrugged. “Gone. Not sure where.”

The warmth of the sun and the rumble of the wagon wheels sent her thoughts adrift. Lulled into a comfortable silence, she, therefore, didn’t hear Lucas speak.

“If I can ask ...” he said.

Iris focused on his face. “Ask what?”

“I guess I’m wondering why your aunt sent you here and what my mama has to do with it.”

Good questions, which she hadn’t any answers to, despite all the thrashing of them on the trip. Iris spoke softly, for the first time, incredibly unsure. “I’ve never met your mother. Hadn’t even heard of her or this place until a week ago.”

Lucas ran a hand through his hair. The sun caught the ends, creating a halo incongruous to his words. “Then why ...” he began. He silenced and gave a slight huff. “Never mind.”

Never mind. Her fingernails curled into her palm, she drank in the stiff set of his jaw. 

If he hadn’t known she was coming and she didn’t know why she was there, then what exactly was going on? Why would her auntie send her here, and why would his parents agree for her to come? Money? No, Auntie Claire had enough to live off of, and for all Iris knew, Lucas’ parents did, too. Convenience then? Well, if they were old friends that made some sense. But from a travel standpoint, it hadn’t been convenient at all. At the very least, it’d cost the price of the train ticket.

“Maybe your mama is lonely,” Iris said, unsure why she’d said it at all. Then again, she understood loneliness. Since her parents died, it’d been just her and Auntie Claire rambling around in that big, ole house. 

“Lonely?” Lucas asked, his voice raising. “How in the midst of eight boys and my papa, who loves her, could she possibly be lonely?”

“Well ...” Iris said. “She’s the only girl. Isn’t she?”

He tilted his head, as a dog does when it’s listening to its owner’s voice. “Yes.” 

“Then she’d naturally be lonely, especially if none of you are courting.” Iris slanted herself in the seat to better see him. “You’re not courting anyone are you?”

Lucas crooked one corner of his mouth. “No.”
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CHAPTER 2
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Lucas climbed down from the wagon, his gaze averted from Iris’ face. She’d already managed to burrow beneath his skin, both her boldness – she seemed to say exactly what she felt – and the fact she was so attractive working to distract him.

He took a deep breath and strengthened his spine. He had to keep his head square on his shoulders. There were simply too many questions about her, the biggest of which was her connection to his mama. He lifted Iris’ bags from the wagon bed.

The creak of the front door drew his gaze. 

Sam slid to a halt at their feet. “Who’re you?” he asked, in his boyish voice.

Lucas glanced at Iris finally and wished he hadn’t. She was more than a mite pretty. Keeping his head square might be hard.

“My name’s Iris,” she replied, frank.

“Like the flower?”

Lucas restrained a laugh at his little brother. Iris would figure out quick how many questions Sam had. He was always asking something.

“Exactly like the flower, and who are you?” she asked.

Then again, Iris had had her share of inquiries.

Sam puffed out his small chest. “Sam. I’m the youngest.” In the next second, he narrowed his gaze and glanced from her to Lucas and back. “You here to marry my brother?”

Lucas coughed, the laugh he’d muffled returning to his throat. 

“Would that be good or bad?” she asked.

Surprised she’d responded like that, Lucas tightened

























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
VA LITQ ICE
YA HISTORICAL ROMANC
Formerly:“The Life And Times Of Lucas McGilley”

With a BONUS story

4 3G\ 7 )
SUZANNE D WILLIAMS






d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





