

[image: ]




[image: ]





ISBN 978-1-60260-687-6

PATTERNS AND PROGRESS

Copyright © 2009 by Amber Stockton. All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the permission of Truly Yours, an imprint of Barbour Publishing, Inc., P.O. Box 721, Uhrichsville, Ohio 44683.

All scripture quotations are taken from the King James Version of the Bible.

All of the characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

Our mission is to publish and distribute inspirational products offering exceptional value and biblical encouragement to the masses.

PRINTED IN THE U.S.A.




one

“Are you certain you’re up to the responsibility, Mr. Berringer?” Henry Ford’s solemn voice commanded attention. “I don’t offer this opportunity to you lightly.”

Jacob Berringer stood erect, his eyes locked onto those of his boss. He tried hard to calm his trembling legs and shaking hands. He’d only been a supervisor for a few months. Had Mr. Ford really just asked him to take the newest Model T out for a test run?

“Yes, sir,” Jacob replied, hoping his voice didn’t sound as squeaky to his superior as it did to his own ears.

“You have shown exemplary performance here in the plant. The care you have taken with each automobile and the manner in which you lead your team of workers has not gone unnoticed, I assure you.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Mr. Ford reached into his vest pocket and withdrew a shiny gold pocket watch on a chain. He snapped open the cover and looked at the face. “I shall be timing you to measure just how long it takes to make the journey from origination to destination.”

Jacob gave a sharp nod. “I will provide you with the exact roads I take and any other necessary details for the report.”

“Very well.” Mr. Ford tipped his head toward the large door where the automobiles normally exited the plant onto the street. “Mother Mitchell is already waiting by the car. See that she reaches her home safely, and return here once the task is complete.”

Anticipation raced through Jacob’s veins, yet he maintained is calm exterior. No sense tipping his boss to the excitement, although knowing Mr. Ford, the man already knew how Jacob felt.

“You can trust me, sir. I will treat the Model T as if she were my own.”

Mr. Ford clapped a firm hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “See that you do, my boy. I look forward to hearing from you upon your return.”

With a final nod, Jacob almost ran outside toward the waiting automobile and the important passenger he’d be transporting. The dowager woman tapped her shoe on the sidewalk and gave him a disapproving glare.

Great. He wasn’t even on the road yet, and he’d already managed to disappoint Mr. Sorenson’s mother-in-law. Charles Sorenson was second in command to the production chief, Peter Martin, with the Ford Company. Jacob loved his work and didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize his employment.

After helping Mrs. Mitchell onto the front seat and closing the door, Jacob bounded around the back to the driver’s side. He grabbed hold of the body frame and vaulted from the running board to the cushioned seat. For a few moments, he sat and stared at the wheel, running his hands over the patchwork-style seat and marveling at the design. Then he shook his head and jumped down again to the ground.

He’d get nowhere if he didn’t shift into action.

But he couldn’t resist letting his fingers travel along the body’s sleek contours, admiring the shiny, black vanadium steel that made up most of its parts. As he stepped toward the front of the car, he folded back the hood cover with deft precision and familiarity. The four-cylinder solid block engine gleamed in the late-afternoon sunlight. Just seeing how much cleaner this engine looked from the ones with individual cylinder castings made Jacob wonder why the other factories didn’t adopt this style. The flywheel magneto onnected to the trembler coil, where the current would pass from the timer to the firing cylinder.

Every part on this motorcar was brand new, straight off the assembly line. And Jacob had been selected to test it.

“Would it be possible for us to please move a bit faster, young man?” Mrs. Mitchell’s voice shrilled from the front seat. “I am on a tight schedule.”

Jacob popped his head around so he could make eye contact with her. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll be in motion in a jiffy.”

He sighed as he once again covered the engine. There would be more time to admire it later. Right now he had a job to do. And he’d best not upset the boss.

Cupping the crank handle in his right palm, Jacob reached for the choke wire on the bottom of the radiator. He’d had a lot of practice on other automobiles inside the Highland Park plant, but he’d never driven one to great lengths on the city streets. With a silent prayer for the car to start on the first try, he rotated the crank.

The engine sputtered a few times then rumbled to life. Jacob patted the side of the car and smiled. Vibrations pulsed beneath his fingertips, charging his own excitement to get behind the wheel and go for a drive. He stood for a brief moment to make sure the car wouldn’t stop running before he stepped onto the floorboard and settled again into the seat. This time he wrapped his hands around the wheel and looked down the road ahead.

No time like the present to get moving.

Placing his foot on the far left pedal, Jacob reached for the lever mounted next to the seat. He pressed the pedal and held it forward, putting the car in low gear. A jolt immediately followed as it jerked forward. This model had a top speed of an amazing forty-five miles per hour, but Jacob didn’t dare risk anything that reckless. He’d start slow and run the car through its paces first. For all he knew, having to transport Mrs. Mitchell might be more than a mere favor.

If word got back to Mr. Ford that he was being less than responsible, it might be a long time before he was asked to test a new automobile again.

They maneuvered through the streets in silence. Mrs. Mitchell sat ramrod straight, her hands clutching the purse she held in her lap. Not talking suited Jacob just fine. He could enjoy the rumblings of the car pulsating under his feet and focus on his driving.

After a few minutes, though, Mrs. Mitchell’s voice broke the silence.

“As surprising as this may sound, I don’t much care for these machines. But Charles has assured me they are perfectly safe, and I have no reason to doubt him.”

“Mr. Ford and Mr. Sorenson make sure the cars that come out of their factory are of the highest quality, Mrs.

Mitchell.”

“Yes.” The woman pursed her lips. “They are mighty proud of their work. That much is clear. I admire Henry’s ethics and his devotion. He has achieved a great deal and worked hard to get where he is today. I know he will continue to go far.” She paused and smiled. “And of course, having my son-in-law serving him in such an esteemed position doesn’t hurt, either.”

Jacob agreed with everything Mrs. Mitchell said. Mr. Ford set a rather intimidating yet inspiring example. The same for his two top associates. He didn’t know what to say in reply, so he remained quiet. It turned out he didn’t have to worry about keeping up the conversation, though. Mrs. Mitchell managed quite well on her own. She rambled on about her daughter’s marriage to Mr. Sorenson, annual vacations at Niagara Falls and Mackinac Island each August, and even added her thoughts on the merits or disadvantages of progress.

In no time at all, he had reached Mrs. Mitchell’s house. After stopping the car, Jacob hopped down and hastened to he other side to offer his assistance as she descended from the car. Tucking her hand into the crook of his elbow, he escorted her up the sidewalk to the front door of her home.

Mrs. Mitchell held out the key to the door. “Thank you very much, young man. The ride was a pleasant one.”

Jacob took the key and opened the door, giving it a light shove. He turned back to the woman, tipped his hat, and inclined his head. “My pleasure, ma’am. Have a good day.”

“And you as well.”

After waiting to see that she had entered her home safely, Jacob returned to the Model T and put it in gear once more. That went quite well, and he prayed it would mean a favorable report back to Mr. Ford.

As Jacob headed back toward the Highland Park plant, another specific destination formed in his mind. It would be the best place to truly test the car and not endanger anyone else. Returning to the busy city streets with its eight-miles-per-hour speed limit wouldn’t afford the same guarantee. So when Jacob reached the next intersection, he pointed the car toward the outlying fields to the northwest.

Once free of the confines of the city, he enjoyed the way the land seemed to spread out before him. A flock of birds took to flight ahead of him, and two horses beyond the fence to his left galloped away from the road. He inhaled the fresh scent of farmland and relished the cool breeze of the evening air. Invigorated, Jacob decided to be bold and raise his foot off the left pedal, setting the car into high gear. Another jolt occurred as the car increased speed.

Jacob’s knuckles turned white, and his heart pounded as he prayed for safety. The fields on his left and right zipped by in a blur. A little voice in his head told him to depress the pedal once more or put his other foot on the right pedal and bring the car to a stop. He ignored the voice and instead savored the feeling of freedom.

If only he made enough money to afford one of these ars for his very own. His brother William had just purchased one two months ago for his family, and Father owned one as well. Jacob might only be twenty-six, but seeing his older brother and father driving around the city fueled his desire to join the league of motorcar owners. Perhaps in a few more months, his pay as a supervisor would amount to enough. For now at least he could pretend.

The crack of a rifle sounded to his left, and Jacob jerked his head toward the echo. It effectively jarred his thoughts from his little pleasure ride and brought his boss’s face to mind.

“Mr. Ford! I have to return the car!”

Jacob had no idea how long it had been since dropping off Mrs. Mitchell, but he had no doubt he was expected back long ago. Frantic, he returned his attention to the road. Good. An intersection. He could turn around there and head back to the city. With his attention on the upcoming maneuver, he didn’t see the horses and wagon until too late. The team was on a direct collision course with his car.

Jacob tensed and shifted into survival mode. Visions of a crumbled heap of steel and wheels flashed before his eyes. He immediately rammed his foot down on the right pedal and yanked the steering wheel in the same direction.

The driver of the wagon screamed and pulled back on the reins, causing the horses to rear up and paw at the air. If it didn’t get into a wreck, the model might end up with hoofprints on the engine instead.

Skidding only a few feet on the dirt-packed road, Jacob released a whoosh of breath when the car came to a complete stop mere inches from the nearest fence. He jumped down from the running board and raced to the front of the car to check the suspension and wheels as well as the engine. Barely giving the wagon driver a passing glance, he groaned.

“Could you not see that I had the right-of-way?” He folded back the hood. “Why don’t you watch where you’re guiding that antiquated wagon of yours?”

“I beg your pardon?” came a distinctly incensed feminine voice.

Jacob tilted his head and looked over his shoulder at a woman not too much younger than he standing next to the horses, her fists planted on her hips and reins held loosely in one hand. A bank of gray clouds partially concealed the sun and cast eerie shadows on her face. He couldn’t tell if it was the temporary minimal light or his faulty perception that made her look so livid. Then again, considering the circumstances, she might very well be furious.

Before he had a chance to say anything further, she spun away and stepped close to the horses, speaking in low, soothing tones. The horses sidestepped and pranced a bit, snorting and continuing to paw the ground. Under her calming voice, the animals soon ceased their nervous behavior and settled once again.

Jacob observed the young woman in silence. Honeycomb hair fell in a single braid down her back. Her straw hat was tied beneath her chin but now sat askew and partially cupped her right shoulder. A smirk formed on his lips as he allowed his gaze to travel from her head to her feet, taking note of the way the simple material of her dress hugged her trim figure. She certainly didn’t appear to be injured in any way. In fact, from her sharp retort and the fire in her eyes, he’d say the exact opposite was the case.

As if divining his thoughts, she whirled to face him again, the fury in her narrowed eyes marring what he considered a rather attractive face.

“Just what do you think you were doing, driving so recklessly? Do you not realize you could have caused any number of accidents or even killed someone with that”— she gestured wildly toward the Model T—“that… contraption? I think you should be the one who should have been watching where you were going instead of daydreaming or attempting to break some sort of record in speed.”

“Me?” Jacob slapped his hand to his chest. “I didn’t exactly creep up to the crossroads in silence. In case you haven’t noticed, this ‘contraption’ as you call it makes a rather substantial bit of noise when it’s running. If I was the one daydreaming, what exactly were you doing that prevented you from hearing the approaching motorcar?”

A flash of guilt appeared on her face before she erased it and tapped into her anger once more. “If you must know, I was minding my own business and making my way toward home when all of a sudden you came out of nowhere and ran me off the road.”

Jacob leaned back against the car and folded his arms across his chest, giving her a leisurely perusal as he quirked one eyebrow. “Well, from what I see, you don’t appear to be any worse for the wear. Of course, I’m no doctor, so I can’t tell if there might be internal injuries. That would require closer inspection.”

The young woman dipped her head toward her chest. If more light were available, Jacob was certain there’d be a blush on her cheeks. Maybe she was coming around. A beat later, she raised her head and glared.

Then again, maybe not.

“You, sir, are quite bold in your assumptions and your suggestions. I will thank you not to make such audacious statements. We don’t even know each other.”

Jacob pushed away from the car and stepped toward her. “That can easily be remedied.” He stuck out his hand and inclined his head. “Jacob Berringer, at your service.”


two

Shannon Delaney stared at the extended hand and then at the man who owned it. She drew her coat tightly around her to ward off the chill of the late March air. He must be completely crazy to think a mere exchange of introductions would cure his reckless driving escapade. Had her reaction been one second slower, the consequences could have been far more serious. But she wasn’t the only one at fault. It would take more than a simple apology to make up for this—even if the young man in question possessed a certain charm and boyish appeal.

Well, perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to at least pretend to be cordial.

“Shannon Delaney,” she replied, reaching her hand toward Jacob’s.

Before she could shake with him, he did a quick flip of his hand to grasp just her fingertips. Raising them to his lips, he bowed slightly and brushed an airy kiss across her knuckles with another grin.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Jacob released her fingers and straightened. “Much better than almost running into you.”

Shannon caught herself before she giggled at his quick wit. This Mr. Berringer was far too appealing for his own good. Besides, he drove a motorcar. He was obviously enamored with them as much as her brother. And that placed them on opposite sides.

Schooling her expression into one of displeasure, she gave him the sternest look she could muster. “Yes, about that.” She returned her fists to her hips. “I do hope in the future you will be more careful about where you direct that echanical contraption. You managed to avoid an accident this time, but that won’t always be the case. There may very well come a time when you can’t steer away quickly enough to avoid it. And what will you do then? Those things are a menace to society and a danger to everyone. Not to mention the smoke they cause—and the noise. I simply can’t believe so many people prefer them to the quieter ride in a wagon. Faster isn’t always better, and if people would take a moment to realize—”

“If you’ll take a moment to breathe, I might be able to answer you.”

Shannon paused. The way he’d emphasized the word “breathe” made her do a mental review. Had she really just rambled on that much without allowing him a word? She so easily got incensed over issues that mattered to her, and this one mattered a great deal.

Dipping her chin, she mumbled, “I’m sorry.”

Jacob waved off her apology. “Think nothing of it.” He took a step back and leaned against the car, folding his arms across his chest. “Besides, had I been more careful about my driving, we might have been nothing more than passing modes of transportation on a country road. And I never would have met such a delightful lady as you.”

Oh, he was smooth. Shannon had to give him that. She wondered what other sweet talk he might conjure up in an effort to appease her. Then, all of a sudden he shrugged and assumed an air of nonchalance. Quite opposite from what she expected.

“Now, why don’t you tell me what you have against such fine automobiles as these?” He reached over to rub the fender and then nodded toward her wagon. “Unless of course you’re in a rush to be somewhere? I see your load of supplies there. I don’t want to make you any later.”

She glanced over her shoulder to where her horses stood. They seemed none the worse from the near accident.

“No,” she said and returned her gaze to Jacob’s face. “There is nothing in that wagon that can’t wait. I was merely returning from my weekly visit to town to replenish our supplies.”

“And I’m already behind schedule.” He stared off blankly into the distance and mumbled, “At least I was able to deliver Mrs. Mitchell to her home safe and sound.”

It sounded like he was talking to himself. He couldn’t be speaking to her. She had no idea who that woman was. A second later, he shook his head as if clearing his mind from a haze.

“When I explain the circumstances to Mr. Ford, I’m sure he’ll understand.”

Shannon narrowed her eyes. “Mr. Ford? Mr. Henry Ford? Owner of the Highland Park plant?”

“Yes. I’m a supervisor there. Why?”

“He’s just as responsible for the current circumstances as all the other motorcar owners and manufacturers.”

“What do you mean?”

She threw out her arms in a wide arc. “Look around you. Do you see all of this beautiful farmland and wide-open space?”

Jacob did as she asked and gave her a dispassionate nod to continue. She should have figured he’d have no appreciation for the very things she loved and held quite dear.

“Well, thanks to men like Mr. Henry Ford and the other motorcar factories around here, we are losing our farms so the land can be used to build more factories and produce even more of those infernal contraptions people are buying left and right.”

“But they aren’t putting people out of their homes. They’re only buying land where people are willing to sell.” “Not necessarily.”

“Do you know of a situation where someone was forced to move?”

“I …” Shannon almost told Jacob about the offer her ather had received but thought against it. She had no reason to involve this young man in her personal affairs. He was nothing more than a stranger to her. Besides, her family hadn’t been forced yet. “I can’t say for certain, but those men who own the factories have a lot of money and power. If they want something badly enough, there isn’t much that can be done to stop them.”

Jacob peered at her with a questioning look in his eyes. One side of his mouth pressed tight, causing a dimple to appear in his right cheek. He looked like he wanted to press further.

“It all depends upon the situation, I’d think,” he said.

All right, so he obviously had decided against getting more information out of her.

Jacob continued. “If the circumstances weren’t favorable to both sides, I would think the family who owned the land wouldn’t be forced to do anything against their will.”

Shannon thought about the letter and the wording that was used. It wasn’t Mr. Ford who was behind it, but a rival car company. Her family did still have a choice, but there were other farms that weren’t doing so well economically. And those prime pieces of farming land weren’t valued as much as this so-called progress.

“That may be true, but I can’t help being heartbroken knowing that some families who have been farming for generations now face losing everything because they’re not turning enough profit. And all to make room for yet another factory.”

“The factories and the motorcars aren’t the evil you make them out to be,” Jacob countered.

“No?” Shannon took a step toward the two horses and smoothed her hands across their jowls, then scratched their forelocks. The horses responded by ducking their heads toward her skirts. “Can motorcars take sugar cubes from your hand or nuzzle your pocket for a carrot?” She reached in and resented the treats to each animal. “Can they show you affection and respond to your voice?”

“Well, no.”

His voice held a tinge of regret. Shannon turned to see him watching her with a wistful expression on his face. Perhaps he wasn’t all bad.

“But motorcars present a unique opportunity to explore this land around us in greater comfort. In fact, machines in general have increased productivity a great deal.” He quirked a grin. “And you have to admit, they do make a bit less of a mess.”

She couldn’t help but smile at that remark. “You do have a point. But they are still loud and smelly.”

Jacob’s eyes twinkled at her return teasing. A second later, he glanced up at the sky as if to ascertain the time. “Miss Delaney, I hate to cut this short, but as I said, I was already running behind schedule when we met. As long as you’re certain you’re not hurt, I’d like to excuse myself and be on my way.”

A part of her was glad to see him in a rush to leave. Another part wanted him to stay so they could continue this conversation.

She didn’t know why, but she had a feeling he might actually be slightly sympathetic to her family’s plight. As a supervisor, he might have some influence with the Ford Motor Company.

And other than Johnny, he was the first man not related to her who had shown any interest in conversing. Still, she had a few ingredients for supper among the supplies she needed to get back home, and she shouldn’t keep him any longer.

“I am fine, Mr. Berringer. And I’m glad your motorcar didn’t suffer any harm, either. I would hate to see you get in trouble with Mr. Ford for ruining one of his newest Model Ts.”

Jacob jerked his head back and raised his eyebrows at her words. Shannon mentally scolded herself for showing er knowledge of the various models. At least she hadn’t let slip its “Tin Lizzie” nickname. She might not like the cars, but she did try to stay informed. How else could she argue against their invention? Thankfully, Jacob remained silent about it.

“And you said you come into the city every Saturday?” he said instead.

“Yes. Some weeks I don’t purchase much. Others I have a full load in my wagon.”

“Well, maybe we’ll bump into one another again sometime.”

“Perhaps.” She reached for the reins and prepared to climb into the buggy. Jacob was there in an instant to assist her.

“Thank you.” She nodded down at him and offered a smile. “Next time I hope our meeting doesn’t cause quite so much alarm.”

He returned the smile and tipped his cap at her. “Good day, Miss Delaney.”

“Good day, Mr. Berringer.”

Shannon flicked the reins and clucked her tongue to get the team moving. She almost looked back to see if Jacob was watching her. If he was, then he would see her looking. No, it was best if she acted as if their chance encounter was nothing more. He might possess a great deal of charm, but she should leave it at that.
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Jacob stood on the other side of the desk from Mr. Ford, trying hard not to display the nervousness he felt. Mr. Sorenson flanked the desk to the right and maintained an imposing stance, arms folded across his chest as he peered at Jacob with an unreadable expression. Ford pressed his lips in a thin line as he perused the report Jacob had presented not five minutes ago along with his apology for returning late. Finally, the man spoke.

“I’ll admit, Mr. Berringer, that I was not pleased to see ou take such a long time to perform such a simple task.” He glanced up from the report. “It’s fortunate that one of the workers in your division was able to step up and see to your duties in your absence. I don’t like to see any area of my plant left unsupervised for long.”

Certain this wasn’t the time to interject anything or respond in any way, Jacob remained silent and simply met Ford’s gaze. At least he could show his boss he was willing to accept whatever penalty might be levied against him. He only prayed it wouldn’t mean a demotion from his supervisory position.

“However,” Ford continued, raising the report and giving it a couple shakes, “you do provide a thorough accounting for your lengthy excursion and the reasoning for it.” A congenial smile formed at the corners of his lips. “And I can’t help but acknowledge your assertiveness in deciding to test the model free from the city’s boundaries.”

Perhaps the punishment wouldn’t be all that severe after all.

“There’s also the matter of Mother Mitchell.”

Jacob drew his eyebrows together at this. He couldn’t tell if Ford was pleased or upset. But instead of continuing, Sorenson stepped forward.

“Mother Mitchell phoned not long after arriving home and had nothing but praise and adulation for your courteous escort and pleasing company during the drive to her house. For that, I am extremely grateful.”

So, Mrs. Mitchell had spoken highly of him. Jacob stood taller at hearing that news, and his confidence began to build again. “It was my pleasure, sir. She provided entertaining conversation during the time we were together.” He left off that she had just about been the sole source of dialogue. Neither of the men who stood before him needed to know that.

Sorenson grinned. “I have no doubt that she did.” His ink told Jacob he was well aware how talkative his mother-in-law could be.

“But back to the matter at hand,” Ford said, effectively focusing attention on him again. “The good you accomplished does outweigh the tardiness, but it doesn’t erase the fact you were substantially late.”

“Yes, sir.” Jacob nodded.

“You did account for everything. However, these models are not toys, and although you managed to avoid an accident or any damage to the car, you diverted from the original instructions. As it stands, I will only dock you a day’s wage. Nothing more.”

Well, there went one more day he’d have to work in order to save his money for a car. It could have been worse, though.

“Thank you, Mr. Ford,” Jacob said, his gaze steady and direct as he silently paid the piper for his somewhat imprudent decision. “I assure you it won’t happen again.”

Ford leveled an admonishing stare in Jacob’s direction. “See that it doesn’t, my boy. I’d hate to lose such a valued member of my supervisory staff.” He dismissed Jacob with a wave of his hand. “Now, back to work.”

“Yes, sir.” With that Jacob turned on his heel and left the office. Once outside he breathed a sigh of relief that the consequences hadn’t been any worse. At least he still had his job. So, the unfortunate—or rather fortunate—meeting of Miss Delaney might prove beneficial after all. He just had to devise a plan to see her again. With her regular visits to the city, that shouldn’t be too hard.


three

“What else can I get for you, Miss Delaney?”

The stout yet congenial owner of the corner store placed the most recent item on Shannon’s list into a crate on the counter. She’d had to wait a few moments upon arrival for Mr. Mulligan to finish a phone call, but he’d gathered everything in quick order once he began waiting on her.

Shannon looked in each of the boxes on the floor and consulted her list. “Umm, I need ten pounds of sugar and flour and three boxes of nails. Oh, and of course any of those leftover fabric scraps you usually keep.”

“For your quilts?”

“Of course.” She smiled. “I couldn’t make them without those pieces. And since you also generously agreed to sell some of my quilts here, I’m happy to put those scraps to good use.” Shannon checked the final items off her list with a pencil then tucked it behind her ear. “After that, I do believe we have everything.”

His receding hairline and slight gray at the temples were the only indication that he’d been working for more than half his life. The ever-present smile and good-natured personality made him seem so much younger than his fifty-three years.

She loved coming to this store each week for supplies. The scent of cinnamon and cloves from the spices in the nearest aisle mixed with the aroma of fresh bread from the bakery next door, providing an invigorating blend. The floors were always swept clean, and the aisles were arranged in neat array. Mr. Mulligan always greeted her with warmth, and she had yet to find any better costs for the items she eeded. It gave her a sense of being in a small town rather than an ever-growing and booming city.

“That should do it,” Mr. Mulligan stated as he hefted the two sacks in place beside the crates on the floor. “I’ll have Johnny come and help you load these crates into your wagon.”

“No need for that, Mr. Mulligan. I’ll help.”

The familiar voice made Shannon turn her head toward the door only to see the young man who’d almost run her off the road last week. What was his name? Jason? James? Jacob? Jacob! That was it. Jacob Berringer.

“Ah, Mr. Berringer,” the owner greeted much louder than necessary. “So nice to see you here this fine day.”

Something in his voice sounded odd, so Shannon turned around again in time to see what she thought was a wink from Mr. Mulligan to Jacob. Now why would he be winking at Jacob? She glanced back at Jacob and saw nothing unusual in his expression, so she brushed it off as her overactive imagination.

“Yes,” Jacob replied. “It seemed like a good day for a walk, so I came over here on my break from work. Mother wanted me to pick up some flour, and I figured now is as good a time as any.”

“Well, help yourself to a sack, my boy. I’ll finish tallying Miss Delaney’s order.”

Jacob nodded at her as he headed for the burlaps in the corner. For a fleeting second, she caught a twinkle in his eye; then it was gone. She couldn’t help but follow his movements and stare at his broad back. His dark hair curled at the collar of his shirt. Why did he have to be so attractive?

“I have your total, Miss Delaney.”

Shannon shook her head and started at the gruff voice of the shopkeeper. It sounded like he’d just cleared his throat to get her attention, only she hadn’t heard it.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Mulligan.” She returned her attention to settling the bill. After handing the money to the shopkeeper, Shannon lifted the lightest crate in her arms. “Thank you again for gathering my supplies. It saves me a lot of time and helps me get back to the farm faster, which makes my family happy.”

Mr. Mulligan waved off her thanks. “Think nothing of it. I could never allow a young lady such as yourself to tote and carry such things while I stood idly by and didn’t help. That goes against everything I was ever taught.”

An airy giggle escaped from Shannon’s lips as she shifted the crate she held. “Well then, be sure and thank your mother for me for raising her son right.”

The owner touched two fingers to his brow and gave her a mock salute. “That I will do.” He turned toward the corner where Jacob still stood. “Jacob, my boy, I believe Miss Delaney is ready for your help now.”

“Yes, sir.” Jacob jumped into action, tossing the twenty-pound sack of flour he held on the counter like it weighed nothing more than a feather. He then bent and grabbed the heaviest of Shannon’s crates and headed for the door, barely pausing to readjust the added weight. Stopping just as he reached the front of the store, he looked back over his shoulder at Shannon. “Miss Delaney, if you’ll point me in the direction of your wagon, I’ll get these crates loaded in the back in a jiffy, and you can be on your way.”

Shannon stared, still dwelling on the obvious strength this man possessed. Oh, but he was waiting for her response. “Umm, it’s the one that’s, um, next to the hitching post to the left.” She pointed in the general direction and waited for Jacob to disappear outside. Where was her brain? And could she sound any more addlepated? She knew where she’d left her wagon. There was no need to stutter.

A few moments later, Jacob returned for the next crate. Shannon felt useless standing there and watching him tote her supplies from the store, so she pulled the crate she held closer to her chest and headed for the door. No sense letting im do all the work.

“Umm, thank you,” she began as she met him at her wagon. “You didn’t have to use your valuable break to help me with this menial task.” In fact, she had to wonder just why he did. She hadn’t exactly been cordial to him when they’d met.

He paused and tipped back the same cap he’d worn the day they met. “It’s my pleasure, Miss Delaney.” Averting his eyes, he dipped his chin toward his chest. “Besides, it’s the least I can do after the unfortunate way we met at those crossroads.”

Ah, so that was the reason behind his offer. Was she imagining it, or had his voice just taken on a sheepish quality? He seemed genuinely regretful for the circumstances surrounding their first encounter. The sincerity in his tone made him that much more endearing. As if she needed another reason for him to fill her thoughts.

“I beg your pardon if this is out of place, but why don’t you have a farmhand or other hired help come to town for supplies? Or at least come with you so you don’t have to tote all this alone?” He made a sweeping gesture over the three crates now in the back of the wagon.

Shannon bristled and squared her shoulders. “My family and I work very hard to keep the farm we own running and producing enough to meet the demands of property taxes, not to mention other everyday costs. We don’t have enough left over to pay anyone else or even hire them on a short-term basis. Since my father and brothers all have to work the land, that leaves me to come to town. My mother is busy preparing food for everyone, and my sister is too young to venture into the city on her own.”

Jacob held up his hands in mock surrender and took a step back from her. “Hey, I meant no harm in asking and didn’t intend to insult you or your family in any way. I just wanted to make sure someone wasn’t taking advantage of you by sending you to fetch supplies.”

His quick apology took the wind out of the sails of Shannon’s staunch defense. She narrowed her eyes. He didn’t appear to be making up a story to placate her. Maybe she shouldn’t have overreacted so much.

“I’m sorry for that outburst. I never have been good about things people say that I perceive as being a slight against my family.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’d react the same if I felt someone was insinuating things about my family.” He disappeared inside and returned a moment later with another crate. “So, how many brothers and sisters do you have?” The last part of his question came out more in a grunt as he hefted the crate into the wagon and arranged it with the others.

“I have two brothers and one sister. The brothers are older, and the sister is younger.”

“Being groomed for taking over the farm one day?”

Shannon tilted her head. “I honestly hadn’t thought about it, but I suppose so, yes.”

Jacob shrugged. “It’s inevitable, isn’t it? The natural order of things?”

“Well, yes, but I guess I always imagined my father being around forever.”

Shannon didn’t want to think about it. If one of her brothers assumed ownership, she might be pressured to marry and leave everything she’d ever known. Of course, if that other car company had their way, the farm wouldn’t need any owners. It would be destroyed in the name of progress. All their dreams and hopes and hard work would be for naught. All the years they’d invested would be wasted. If only their farm were farther out from the city, then they might be safe from such concerns. Perhaps if they could maintain a profit or find ways to increase production, the company would look elsewhere for their land and cease their attempts to negotiate.

“Might also be you and your future husband if you marry.

Depends on who wants to stay living there.” “What?”

Shannon jerked her head toward the store front door where Jacob exited to join her on the sidewalk. He had the final crate in his arms and a smaller box stacked on top. When he loaded them with the other crates, Shannon tried to recall what he’d just said. Had she misheard, or had he just mentioned marriage and living somewhere?

“I mentioned one or both of your brothers becoming owners of your farm.” He took out a rather worn handkerchief from his back pocket and swiped it across his brow then tucked it into his shirt pocket. “Then I said it might be you if you’re the one who wants to continue living there.”

“Oh, right.” She really needed to stop letting her mind wander or get distracted. “I have no doubt it will be one of my brothers, though. They are both rather fond of our land.”

Jacob hopped up into the back of the wagon and wedged all the crates close together. “And well they should be. Farms bring us a lot of what we need to survive.”

Shannon hadn’t expected a philosophy like that to come out of Jacob’s mouth. He seemed to be one who would prefer the manufactured goods over the natural and fresh produce that came from the land.

“Do you want this box settled with the crates or up on the seat with you?”

She shielded her eyes from the sun as she looked up to where Jacob held out a small box, awaiting her further instruction.

“What’s in it?”

He dunked his hand inside and rummaged a bit, then held up a piece of fabric. “Just some mismatched pieces that look like leftovers from a bunch of shirts or dresses or something.”

“Oh! Scraps for my quilts. Yes. Please put them on the bench at the front.”

Jacob twisted at the waist and stretched over the crates o do as she asked. With both hands resting on the back of the seat, he peered at her over his shoulder. “Quilts? You mean those patchwork things you sew together?”

Shannon resisted the urge to laugh at his basic and obviously uneducated description. Then again, he worked at a motorcar company. Why would he have any knowledge of such things?

“Yes. It used to be a hobby of mine, but a couple years ago, a friend of my mother’s visited and saw one of the quilts I’d made draped across one of our chairs.” She moved toward the front of the wagon and reached for a single piece of scrap, already envisioning its place on a new quilt. “She asked about it and ended up taking it home with her after paying me handsomely for it. When a similar thing happened two more times, I realized I could make a profit from doing something I loved.”

He nodded toward the quilt draped across the bench. “Is that one you made?”

“It’s one of my earlier ones. I’ve since relegated it to helping make the ride a little more comfortable.”

The corners of his mouth turned down as he assessed the sample. “Even with it being an early attempt, it looks good to me.”

Shannon beamed under his praise. “I’ve managed to learn a few things over the years that have made the results of my work a bit more attractive to potential buyers. And now Mr. Mulligan carries a few in his store.”

“Sounds like you’ve merited a good measure of God’s favor.”

She stared up at him and drew her eyebrows together. “I beg your pardon?”

Bracing himself with one hand, Jacob vaulted over the side of the wagon and down to the sidewalk to stand next to her. “Well, it isn’t often that folks can get paid for doing something they love.” He shrugged. “I just figured you’ve een rewarded for your diligence.”

Rewarded by being able to do what she loved? She’d never considered that before. “I suppose it can be seen that way. I know I’m grateful. Far too many do work they don’t love simply to earn money. I hope I never have to live that way.”

He let out a chortle. “You’re not kidding. I thank God every day for my work at the Ford plant. In a flash, it could all be gone, so even when I mess up, I’m quick to ask for forgiveness—from both God and my boss.”

Shannon didn’t have a response, so she remained silent. Jacob didn’t say anything either at first. All of a sudden, he smacked her wagon where his hand had rested and looked at the crates in the back. “Looks like we’ve got everything loaded. Are you sure you’re going to be all right getting it all back to your farm?”

“I should be fine.”

“Because if your father and brothers will be in the field, I could come with you and help unload.”

Her breath caught in her throat. Ride all the way to the farm alone with him sharing the seat with her? A sudden increase in her heartbeat made it quite clear what her mind thought of that prospect. As much as she would enjoy the company and the opportunity to get to know Jacob better, there would be far too many questions at home if she agreed. Perhaps another time.

“I appreciate the offer, Mr. Berringer, but my family will be there to help move the crates into the house.” She put on what she hoped was an encouraging smile. “Thank you for your concern, though. You’ve provided more than enough assistance today. Besides, I wouldn’t want to keep you any longer from your work.” Shannon looked down the street to the south in the direction of the Highland Park plant. “Speaking of which, shouldn’t you be returning soon? I believe you mentioned you came here to the store on your break. You can’t have much time left.”

Not that she wanted to see him leave. In fact, it would be nice to continue this conversation. Today just wasn’t that day.

“No, you’re right. I had another supervisor step in for me during my absence to allow me enough time to get the flour. I don’t want to take advantage.”

“Then I shall bid you good-bye and let you be on your way.” She reached for the reins and raised one booted foot to the board only to find Jacob right there to assist her into the seat. Just as he had done at their first meeting. “Thank you,” she replied once she was seated and could turn to look at him.

He nodded, placing his thumb and index finger on the brim of his cap. “Miss Delaney, it was a pleasure. At least this time our meeting wasn’t surrounded by misfortune. I hope our future ones will be the same.”

“As do I, Mr. Berringer. Thank you again.”

With a quick snap of the reins and a cluck of her tongue, she set the horses in motion. Shannon kept her attention in front of her, but her thoughts remained behind and focused on the man she was certain still stood on the sidewalk outside the store watching her depart.

Future meetings? Did that mean he wanted to see her again? She certainly hoped so. They might be at cross paths in regard to how they viewed the world, but that didn’t take away from his charm and handsome appearance. At least for now, they could be friends.
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