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Chapter One

 


Marigold Mahoney waited in the train depot,
fidgeting and fretting. She did not want to be in Heart Junction,
South Dakota. She wanted to be in Minneapolis where she
belonged.

She glanced at the five bags of belongings
setting next to her. How would she survive in this tiny town with
only a few of her personal things?

She wrung her hands. She should have brought
her blue silk frock, her oak vanity and her dress form. Without her
dress form, how could she keep her clothes from wrinkling? And
without a maid, who would press her clothes?

Blast her father for exiling her to this
dreadful, tiny town! It would have been better if he’d have
disguised her as a boy and enlisted her in the military service.
Her brothers were far better off in the military than she was in
Heart Junction. At least they were able to travel to exciting
places around the world.

She’d been only to New York, Chicago and New
Orleans. She’d like to see Paris, Rome, London and Athens as well
as her Irish homeland. Father had spoken often of his homeland.

“I beg your pardon,” a deep voice called
behind her.

Mari turned round and looked up into the most
intriguing, deep brown eyes she’d ever seen. “Are you speaking to
me, sir?”

“Yes, miss. Are you Miss Marigold
Mahoney?”

Mari’s fascination with the handsome
gentleman nearly stole her voice. “Yes, sir, I am.”

He nodded toward her. “Good day, miss. I’m
Grit Truman. Your father hired me to be your driver.”

She lifted her chin. “Charmed to meet you,
I’m sure, but, Mr. Truman, you are late. I don’t appreciate
tardiness in my servants.”

“Your servants?” he said, raising his brows.
“Miss, I am no one’s servant. I am your automobile mechanic. While
it is true I will be chauffeuring you since you, like most women,
are unable to drive an automobile, you may not now nor ever refer
to me as your servant,” he said firmly.

“Like most women? And just how many
men do you know who have had experience driving an automobile, Mr.
Truman? I’d wager from the meager representation of the horseless
carriage which I have seen in this town there are few people of
either gender who have even ridden in an automobile let
alone driven one.”

He chuckled lightly. “Touché, Miss
Mahoney.”

“Touché? Parlez vous francais,
monsieur?”

Grit shook his head. “I may slip a foreign
word into a sentence once in a while, miss, but I don’t speak any
language but good old American English.”

She nodded and quelled her disappointment.
Servant or not, she’d hoped for a moment this man with the deep,
brown eyes and ruggedly handsome features might be an amiable
companion she could converse with in more than one language.

“English is fine, sir, as long as you
understand the language well.”

He gave her a crooked nod and a peculiar
look. “I do, of course.”

She lifted an arrogant brow. “In that case, I
presume you understood my father when he instructed you to meet me
at precisely eleven-fifteen this morning?”

“Yes, miss, I did. Unfortunately, my horse
didn’t wish to accommodate my schedule or yours. She decided she’d
drop her foal at ten. I couldn’t abandon her. An animal deserves to
be taken care of properly, and I can’t afford to lose a good mare.
As a farmer I depend on my animals to help me with my work.”

“You’re a farmer? A man of property?”

Grit rubbed his finger over his upper lip. “I
am a farmer, yes, but I am not yet a man of property. I rent my
buildings, and I sharecrop the land.”

“You’re a sharecropper?” Her tone was far too
condescending, and she immediately regretted using it.

“Yes, miss. Is there anything wrong with
that?”

“I don’t suppose so. It’s just, as a woman of
means I’m not used to dealing with…” She stopped herself before she
made matters worse by insulting him further.

“You have means, Miss Mahoney, or your father
has means?”

“It’s all the same, Mr. Truman.”

He shrugged casually and gave her an
unexpected smile. “Whatever you say, miss. If you say you have
money, I believe you. I shall not hold your state of wealth against
you. I enjoy the company of rich people as much as I enjoy the
company of the poor.”

“Whether or not you enjoy my company is up to
you. Your job is to take me wherever I want to go, even if you
strongly dislike being with me.”

“Miss Mahoney,” he said, giving her a look
she could not define, “I assure you, I could never dislike being in
the company of a woman as beautiful as you.”

His surprising show of charm left her
speechless. Worse yet, his totally improper compliment sent her
heart into palpitations. Her strange reaction to him confused her.
Why should her body betray her by responding as though she were
attracted to this common farmer? Marigold quickly looked away so he
wouldn’t see the roses she could feel blooming in her cheeks.

“Miss Mahoney?”

“Yes?” she replied without looking at
him.

“If you’re ready to go, I’ll take your bags
to the carriage. I’ll take three of them at once and come back for
you and the rest of your luggage, if that suits you.”

She could feel the heat in her cheeks burning
as hotly as ever so she continued to look away from him. “Your
proposal suits me fine, Mr. Truman.”

She sensed him next to her as he picked up
two bags and her trunk. When she was sure he was walking away from
her, she looked at him. Her heart began to beat wildly. How strong
he was! Her heavy trunk full of shoes, clothes and personal items
was a feather to him. And what a confident, assured gait he had in
his stride.

She judged him to be over six feet tall. His
dungarees clung to his legs showing their powerful muscles. His
blue cotton shirt stretched tight over his broad shoulders.

Grit Truman was a very attractive man.

Servant, mechanic, sharecropper, whatever he
wanted to call himself, he was every inch male. If she were a silly
woman like Betsy Lindstrom or Luella Senilla whom she knew from her
finishing school, she’d be tempted to toy with Mr. Truman’s
affections.

But Mari did not believe in tempting the
servants. She wasn’t about to change her moral standards for Grit
Truman, no matter how attractive he might be. She was a lady first
and always, and her gentleman callers had always been boys and men
of substance. She’d probably find no such men in Heart Junction,
but that didn’t matter.

She’d decided on the train ride to South
Dakota if her father wanted her to learn to be independent that was
exactly what she’d do. She’d become so independent she would never
need him again.

She’d probably make herself deathly sick
trying to attain her goal, but she’d do it just the same. She’d
likely be helpless without servants to tend to her, hopeless
without luxuries to pamper her and lonely without her string of
beaus coming to call, but, thanks to her father’s shoving her from
the family nest in Minneapolis, she’d by heaven be independent.

“Miss Mahoney,” Grit said, “I’ve got the
other two bags.”

She looked at him and saw he was holding both
of the remaining pieces of luggage by one hand.

“I’ll take you to the carriage now.” He
stepped next to her and placed his free hand on the middle of her
back.

The instant he touched her, her stomach
flipped and tingled. Mari placed her hand over her abdomen as she
allowed Grit to urge her toward the door of the depot.

What was it she’d been thinking about a few
minutes ago? Something about not fraternizing with the servants,
wasn’t it?

It seemed all logical thoughts had left her
head. Mari’s mind could think of nothing but the warm hand on her
back stirring her insides.

In all of her twenty-one years, no man, no
boy, no one had made her feel as unexplainably odd as Grit Truman
was making her feel at that moment.

He led her to the boardwalk outside the depot
and took her to a horse and buggy.

“What’s this? Where is the automobile my
father sent?”

“I’m afraid it only arrived yesterday. I
intended to assemble the car last night. Once my horse began to
ail, however, I needed to tend to her. I am afraid I haven’t yet
taken time to put the automobile together. I apologize for that. I
rented this fancy rig at the livery stable. I hope it suits
you.”

Mari turned to look up at him. “Mr. Truman,
this rig is not suitable. I was expecting the Packard my father
sent for me.”

“The Packard?” His tone was one of great
surprise. “Miss Mahoney, your father didn’t send a Packard. The
automobile he sent was shipped directly from Sears and Roebuck, and
it looks nothing like a Packard. Why, this rig here is ten times
fancier than the car your father sent.”

Mari ground her teeth. How cruel her father
was being! She’d never in ten years have imagined her sweet,
indulgent father could be so uncaring as to send her anything less
than the Packard the family used on the chauffeur’s day off when
there was no one to drive the Rolls.

She squared her shoulders and moved toward
the primitive vehicle with the black leather seats and fringed
covering. “This carriage will suffice.”

While Grit quickly placed the remaining two
pieces of luggage in the back of the carriage, Mari waited for him
to help her into the buggy.

When he returned to her he took her hand and
held her arm firmly as she climbed into the carriage.

It had been a long time since Mari had ridden
in a vehicle without an engine. She indulged in a secret smile as
she recalled the last time she’d ridden in a horse-drawn rig.

Freddie Manigan had rented a carriage similar
to the one she was sitting in now so he could take her for a ride
in the park two days after her eighteenth birthday. It had been a
romantic evening. She and Freddie and Alice Cummings and Joseph
March had had a wonderful time together. And, when the evening was
over, Freddie had given her her first kiss.

Grit settled next to her, took the reigns and
set the horse in motion.

She squirmed into the soft leather and
sighed. Perhaps a ride in a horse-drawn carriage wouldn’t be so
bad, she mused. At the very least, the situation had brought up
pleasant memories of an evening and a man she would never
forget.

“Are you ready to see your new home?” Grit
asked as he drove along Heart Junction’s main road.

Mari gave him a tentative nod. “I’m ready,
Mr. Truman.”

Two minutes later, after taking in the
totally unimpressive sites of her new town, Mari realized quite
clearly she’d told Grit Truman a lie.

She was not now nor would she ever be ready
for life in a town as thoroughly unappealing as Heart Junction.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Mari’s first visitor arrived shortly after
Grit delivered her to her apartment. She’d barely had time to look
through the kitchen and bedroom when a knock sounded at her
door.

The dark-haired, beautiful woman who greeted
her when she opened her front door seemed to be a few years Mari’s
senior.

“I am Stephanie Porter. I’m the principal of
Heart Junction School. Or at least I will be for another few days.”
Her green eyes sparkled as she spoke. “May I come in?”

“You are the principal? I had no idea the
principal of the school system would be a woman.”

Stephanie waved a hand casually. “There’s a
long story about my placement as principal, but I’m not here to
discuss that.” She lifted the small bag she was carrying. “I’ve
brought some refreshments, Miss Mahoney. If you could spare a few
minutes, I’d really like to get out of this heat and come inside to
speak with you about your new job.”

Mari opened her door wide. “Forgive me, Miss
Porter. I didn’t mean to make you stand in the hot sun. Please,
come inside.”

“Thank you,” she said as she entered Mari’s
apartment and closed the door.

Mari took her bag and placed it on the table
near the front door. She pulled sliced sweet bread and a jug of
lemonade from the bag and set them on the table.

“I’m afraid I haven’t yet unpacked my china.”
Mari wished Miss Porter had better manners than to show up at her
home at such an inconvenient time.

“The apartment comes with dishes and
everything else you’ll need to set up housekeeping. I thought I’d
made that clear to your father when we arranged the terms of your
job.”

“I must have forgotten,” Mari said. She
hadn’t forgotten, though. She simply preferred to use quality china
rather than the common dishes she’d seen in the kitchen
cabinets.

“Please, Miss Mahoney, sit on the sofa while
I get a few pieces of tableware and serve our refreshments. You’ve
had a long train ride. You must be very tired.”

“Yes, I am.” Mari sat while Stephanie went to
the kitchen.

She returned a few minutes later carrying two
plain white dessert plates and two clear glasses.

“Have you lived in Heart Junction long, Miss
Porter?” Mari asked while Stephanie placed sweet bread on the
plates and filled the glasses with lemonade.

“Yes, several years, but this was my first
year as Heart Junction’s principal. I taught school exclusively
before that.” She handed Mari her plate and glass.

“I see,” Mari said, sipping her lemonade.

Stephanie took her own plate and glass and
sat on the sofa with Mari. “You have a very impressive educational
background. Our third and fourth graders are truly lucky to have
you as their teacher.”

Mari gave her a half smile. “Thank you, Miss
Porter.”

“I was delighted when your father contacted
me to tell me you were in need of a teaching position. My dear
friend Miranda Comstock has retired, and I am leaving town in a few
days. It isn’t easy to find good teachers who are willing to come
to a place as new and small as Heart Junction. I am thrilled more
than I can say to have our students in the hands of someone as
gifted and educated as you.”

“Thank you again, Miss Porter. I hope I can
do a fine job. I really don’t have any teaching experience other
than the teaching I’ve done in Sunday school.”

“Your father forwarded letters of
recommendation from the pastor who oversaw your work at your church
and from a few others. The reverend spoke very highly of your
natural ability to develop a rapport with your students. Having a
connection with your pupils is every bit as important as knowledge
of subject matter when it comes to teaching.”

“I’ll have to trust you in that matter, Miss
Porter.”

Stephanie smiled at her as she sipped her
lemonade. “Thank you.”

Mari ate a piece of her sweet bread and drank
from her glass. “This is delicious.”

“Thank you again. I made them myself. I’ve
been working hard at becoming a tolerable cook. You see, I’m
getting married in a few weeks.”

“How lovely. Best wishes on your coming
nuptials.”

“Thank you,” she said enthusiastically. “I am
so excited. Aaron and I have been engaged for months, but, now that
the time of the wedding is upon us, everything seems to be
happening so quickly.”

“Will you be married in Heart Junction?”

“We’d originally planned to be married here.
Aaron has no family, and my family…we had a falling out when I was
seventeen, and I hadn’t seen or spoken with my parents since
then.”

Mari inhaled sharply when she heard
Stephanie’s shocking revelation. She was plenty angry with her
father for shipping her to South Dakota, but she couldn’t imagine
ceasing all contact with him for years at a time. “How
terrible!”

Stephanie nodded. “It was terrible. I truly
thought I’d never see or speak to my family again.”

“And now you’ve contacted them?”

“No, they contacted me. Rather, my fiancé
wrote to them and told them of our upcoming wedding and asked them
if they’d like to come to Heart Junction. After they received
Aaron’s letter, my mother wrote to me.” Stephanie sighed. “I can
hardly believe it. After all these years, the horrible
misunderstanding we had has been cleared up. Aaron and I leave for
Illinois in a few days where we will be married in my parents’
home.”

“Oh, how lovely,” Mari said. Stephanie’s
happiness filled the room so completely Mari could feel it seeping
into her own heart. “I’ve always dreamed of being married in my
parents’ home. We have such a lovely, elegant mansion in
Minneapolis.”

“You do?” Stephanie glanced around Mari’s
apartment. “I suppose your new home seems quite small to you
then.”

“I’m desperately disappointed with my
quarters. I understood I was to live in a house, not an apartment.
I’d hoped it had at least four or five bedrooms so I might have
room for my family when they come for a visit, and I imagined I’d
have servants’ quarters as well.”

Stephanie’s pretty green eyes filled with
surprise. “My goodness, with all of your expectations, I can see
why you’re sorely disappointed. This one-bedroom apartment won’t
give you enough room for overnight guests.”

“No, it won’t. My father has always indulged
me. This is the first time he has let me down.” She glanced around
her parlor. “And he’s let me down in a very big way.”

Stephanie left the sofa and went to the
table. She set her plate and glass down and returned to the sofa.
“Don’t be disheartened, Miss Mahoney,” she said, placing her hand
over one of Mari’s. “I truly believe your father has your best
interest at heart. He told me he and your mother were nearly
penniless when they arrived from Ireland. The two of them worked
hard to provide well for their children. Now he claims he feels he
may have neglected your education in a very important way. He feels
he should have taught you what it means to be self sufficient.” She
drew back her hand. “Even though it must seem like he’s abandoned
you, Mari,” she said in a gentle, empathetic voice, “he hasn’t. His
sole purpose in getting this job for you is to allow you to enjoy
the rewards which come from making your own way.”

Mari abruptly left the sofa. “You don’t know
my father, Miss Porter. How could you possibly know what his
intentions are?” She went to the table and placed her dishes
there.

Stephanie came to her and placed her hand on
her shoulder. “We talked at great length when he came to Heart
Junction on railroad business, Miss Mahoney. Your father’s a
wonderful man. He loves you more than anything in this world. I am
absolutely sure of that,” she said, drawing back her hand.

Mari looked at Stephanie and shrugged. “It
doesn’t matter. I am here, and I have made up my mind I am going to
stay here and do the job which Father has given me to do. I shall
excel at teaching, even if it kills me. I shall endure the hardship
of living without servants and the loneliness of the loss of my
beaus. I am determined to become exactly what my father wants me to
become--a woman so independent she needs no one.”

Stephanie gave her a sympathetic look. “You
seem rather upset,” she said softly. “Why don’t you go freshen up?
When you’re feeling more relaxed, we’ll talk about your duties at
the Heart Junction school.”

Mari decided Stephanie’s suggestion was a
good one. She realized she hadn’t used the facilities since she
left the train. “I’m sorry for speaking out of turn about my
burdens. I shall compose myself while I freshen up.”

“No need to apologize. Good or bad, changes
in our lives are always difficult.”

Mari forced a smile and inclined her head
toward her before she left the parlor. She looked about the rest of
the apartment and returned to the parlor in a troubled state.

“Miss Porter, I can’t seem to locate the
water closet.” Strange she hadn’t noticed this important fact the
first time she’d inspected her new quarters. Were folks in South
Dakota so pedantic they hid their water closets?

Stephanie gave her a slight grin. “I’m sorry,
Miss Mahoney, but when the school board approved the building of
this duplex for our teachers this past spring, they decided against
making the large investment in modern plumbing. They figured none
of the rest of Heart Junction had indoor plumbing, the school staff
didn’t need it either.”

Horror struck Mari. “You mean I have no water
closet within the confines of my apartment? No sink with running
water? No bath tub? Miss Porter, where are the facilities?”

Stephanie led her to the kitchen. “There is a
basin and a pitcher on the table by the back door and in your
bedroom. The well is near the school next door, and the outhouse is
over there,” she said, pointing.

Mari stared at her in disbelief. How horribly
primitively these people lived! “I don’t believe it!”

She blinked and drew in a composing breath,
hoping she as a proper young lady could accept this most recent
dreadful news with a modicum of grace. “Might I hope that at least
the outdoor facilities have electric lights so I shall be able to
see at night?”

 


Stephanie bit her lip and shook her head.
“I’m afraid not. We have no electricity either.”

Mari felt as though all the air had been
sucked out of her lungs. This was the lowest point in her life.

Stephanie placed her arm around Mari’s
slumped shoulders. “You had indoor plumbing and electricity at
home?”

Mari nodded and stifled a whimper of
grief.

Stephanie squeezed her shoulders. “You’ll
adjust, Miss Mahoney. Despite the inconvenience you’re bound to
encounter, it really isn’t that bad.”

Mari pulled away from Stephanie’s grasp and
looked at her incredulously. “Not that bad? Miss Porter, it is much
worse than not that bad! Life here is a step back into the
Nineteenth Century. This is 1914. It’s time the people of Heart
Junction realize it.

“While I might be able to endure the lack of
servants, the tiny apartment and even the loneliness, I shall never
be able to tolerate life without electric lights. Such a life would
be positively barbaric!” She stiffened her spine and squared her
shoulders. “I vow I shall leave Heart Junction before the week is
out. I’m sorry, Miss Porter, but you shall have to find another
teacher for your school.”

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


A noise intruded on her sleep.

Mari stirred, but she did not waken.

The noise came again, more insistent this
time.

She moved and tried to awaken.

“Miss Mahoney,” she heard when the noise
sounded once more.

Hearing her name brought her to full
consciousness. “Who’s there?” she said as she sat up on her
sofa.

“It’s Grit Truman, miss. I’ve brought your
automobile. I thought you might like to take a ride and see a
little more of Heart Junction.”

Mari bolted to her feet and rubbed her hands
over her disheveled clothing. “Just a minute, Mr. Truman.” She
glanced at her pendant timepiece. Half past ten! She’d never slept
this late in her life.

She hastened to the mirror above the table
near the front door. One glance told her she couldn’t let anyone
see her like this.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to come back later,
Mr. Truman.”

“I don’t mind waiting a few minutes, if you
need a little time to prepare to receive callers.”

Mari ran her fingers through her short, curly
blonde hair and wiped her palms over her cheeks. “If you truly
don’t mind waiting, perhaps you could make yourself comfortable in
the rocker on the front porch. I won’t be more than ten minutes.”
No matter how unready she was to receive visitors, she had suddenly
remembered she needed to get to the train depot so she could
purchase a ticket back to Minneapolis.

“I don’t mind waiting.” Did she hear a touch
of mirth in his voice? Whatever would amuse him about having to
wait for her?

“Very well, then.” Mari decided she didn’t
need to understand the sense of humor possessed by the local
gentry. She’d be leaving them in a matter of days, and she’d never
see any of them again.

Twenty minutes later she determined she was
sufficiently presentable. She went to her front door and opened
it.

Grit Truman left the rocker and came to her.
“Good morning, Miss Mahoney.”

“Good morning, Mr. Truman.”

He placed his hand on the molding surrounding
the front door and smiled down at her. “I was going to scold you
for taking twice as long to make yourself ready as you said you’d
take, but, now that I see the results of your efforts, I’ve decided
it was worth the extra wait.”

Mari’s cheeks began to burn, but this time
she did not look away as she’d done in the train depot the first
time he’d used his charm on her. “I suppose you think you’ve
complimented me in a roundabout way,” she said haughtily. “Where I
come from, a gentleman fails to notice a lady’s tardiness.”

“I guess manners are sometimes different in
different parts of the world. If I’ve been out of line commenting
on your lateness, I apologize. I meant only to say you look quite
lovely this morning.” He leaned closer to her. “Is it acceptable
for a gentleman to speak boldly early in the day?” he asked,
sending her an amused grin.

He was much too near to her. The overwhelming
size of him, height, breadth, strength, put Mari ill at ease. Not
that she felt threatened by him. Though she truly knew nothing
about this man, she believed she was perfectly safe with him. Or,
at least she was in no physical danger from him.

Yet the odd reaction to him which stirred
inside her both set her on edge and urged her to pursue her
fascination with him.

“Miss Mahoney, did you hear what I
asked?”

She lifted her chin. “I certainly did, and
the answer is no,” she said firmly. “You may not speak boldly to me
early in the day.”

Grit stood up straight and glanced at his
pocket watch. “In little more than an hour it will be noon. Would
it then be proper for me to tell you how lovely you look
today?”

Mari took a step back. “You are positively
infuriating.” She turned and went to the steps of the porch.

Grit was beside her in an instant. He took
her arm and walked with her down the stairs. “Is there any place
special you’d like to go this morning?”

“Yes.” She glanced around. “Where is the
automobile?”

“It’s right here,” he said, waving an arm
toward an odd looking buggy.

“This is an automobile?”

“Of course, it is. Sears and Roebuck shipped
it in pieces. I assembled it early this morning near the train
depot under the watchful eyes of Heart Junction’s curious citizens.
A few of them helped me with the wheels and the fenders.”

Mari looked at it closely. “There seems to be
no wheel with which to steer it. Did you forget to attach it?”

He chuckled merrily at her question.
“Certainly not.” He pressed his hand to her back. “Get in, and I’ll
show you how it works.”

Mari sent him an inquisitive gaze. Was it
really safe to ride in this mockery of modern machines?

Grit urged her closer to the car, and Mari
got into the open front seat.

He went about getting the automobile started.
When he was ready to go, he turned to her and spoke over the roar
of the engine. “Where did you want to go?”

“I want to go to the train depot.”

He nodded toward her and put the car in
motion. Mari watched as he maneuvered the strange vehicle. He kept
his foot on a pedal on the floor while he held a lever which seemed
to guide the car. When he pulled the lever, the automobile turned
left. When he pushed it, it turned right.

What a primitive machine, Mari mused. It
would be completely useless in the rain with its open rows of front
and back seats. The tiny fenders would do little to protect riders
from mud, dirt and rocks thrown up by the large, hard rubber, spoke
wheels.

Though she cared little what the people of
Heart Junction thought of her, it did bother her that everyone was
staring at her and Grit. Were they laughing inside at the
ridiculous automobile her father had sent for her use?

She wished she’d worn a large hat instead of
a small one. It would be a comfort to have a barrier behind which
she could hide.

It took only a few minutes to reach the train
depot. When they arrived, Grit shut down the engine.

“Here we are, safe and sound. What did you
think of the rig? Pretty nice, isn’t it?” he asked
enthusiastically.

“Nice?” His comment shocked her. “Surely, you
can’t be serious! I don’t know what ever possessed my father to
send such a primitive machine for my use. It’s rough, unsightly and
lacking a covering to shield us from the sun and rain.”

Grit shrugged. “It isn’t the Packard you’re
used to, but it’ll get us where we’re going.”

Mari released a frustrated sigh. How could
this man who lived in a nineteenth-century town possibly understand
the point she was trying to make? “It doesn’t matter,” she said,
shaking her head. “I shan’t be here long enough to get much use out
of the conveyance anyway.” She turned to leave her seat.

Grit bolted from the automobile and came
round to help her out of the car. “What do you mean?”

“What do I mean?” she asked, her tone a bit
more incredulous than she’d intended.

“Yes, when you said you won’t be here long,
what did you mean? You have contracted with the school board to be
here for an entire year, haven’t you?”

She shook her head. “My father made those
arrangements with the board. I agreed to abide by the decisions he
made for me, but I’m afraid the primitive life in this village
would be a bit more than I could bear.”

“But you’ve only just arrived,” he said, his
voice laced with surprise. “You haven’t given Heart Junction a
chance. Once you get used to it, I’m sure you’ll like it here.”

Mari shook her head defiantly. “Perhaps it
makes no difference to you, Mr. Truman, but I am not accustomed to
living without my daily needs being met in the most modern of
ways.”

He gave her a peculiar look. “I’m afraid I
don’t understand.”

“Look around you, and you’ll find a town
without electricity. I had to use a kerosene lantern last night to
read a telegram from my father. A kerosene lantern! How archaic is
that?”

Grit gazed at her strangely.

“I am not accustomed to being without
servants, to living in a hovel or to a lack of electricity and
indoor plumbing. This is too much for a woman of substance to
bear.”

“I’m sorry for your lack of conveniences,
Miss Mahoney. I truly am.”

She jerked her chin at his patronizing
attitude. “It doesn’t matter whether you empathize with me or not.
I’m going into the train depot right now to purchase a ticket back
to civilization.”

He took hold of her arm when she turned away
from him. “No, miss, I don’t think you should.”

His unexpected restraint surprised her. “And
why not?”

He drew back his hand and stroked it along
his strong jaw. “Whether it was you or your father who contracted
with Heart Junction, you’ve been promised, and you have a duty to
abide by the contract.”

“I am not a commodity to be bargained for,
Mr. Truman.”

“No, miss, you most certainly are not, but
your father is a man of honor. I could tell that the minute I met
him. He’d be disgraced if you were to renege on his bargain with
Heart Junction.”

Mari bit her lip. She loved her father
dearly. His disgrace would be more painful to her than any
heartache she might suffer due to her own dishonor.

“I like this town, and I want to see it grow
and prosper. A woman like you has a great deal to contribute, miss.
We need you.”

Mari looked away. “I don’t think I can stay,”
she said softly. “To be without the most basic comforts in life…”
She looked at him again. “Mr. Truman, it’s too much to ask of
me.”

To her surprise, an understanding look
appeared in his eyes. “Maybe I can help.” He took her hand and led
her back to the automobile. “Get in, please, Miss Mahoney. I want
to take you somewhere and show you something I think you’ll
appreciate very much, something I am sure will ease your
worries.”

She gave him a puzzled look. “I don’t
understand. What could you possibly show me which would lessen my
anxieties?”

“Please, let me help you into your seat,” he
said quite convincingly, “and I’ll show you what I mean.”

Ordinarily, Mari was a cautious woman, but,
somehow, he had persuaded her to delay the purchase of her ticket
back to Minneapolis and go with him.

Soon Grit was driving the primitive
automobile out of Heart Junction and onto a rough country road
which could best be described as a rutted buggy route.

She had no idea where he was taking her, but,
for some odd reason, she trusted him completely, wherever they were
going.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


Mari felt as though she were traveling over a
sheet of glass. The land around Heart Junction was as flat as any
piece of earth she’d ever seen.

June rains the farmers in the depot had
spoken of had helped to color the landscape green. Despite her
reluctant attitude toward being in Brown County, South Dakota, she
was overcome with admiration for the land’s flat and fertile
appearance. She’d never seen such a beautiful picture of verdant
wheat.

She noticed almost no trees on the landscape.
Rocks which farmers had cleared from the land stood in piles in the
corners of fields. Wildflowers sprang to life in pastures where
dairy cattle grazed. Mari admired the simple beauty of the pastoral
scenes.

The noise from the engine prohibited
civilized conversation so she could not ask Grit whose house it was
she saw in the distance.

He moved nearer and nearer to it, turned into
the driveway, parked the automobile in front of the house and
turned off the engine.

“Where are we? Who lives here?” Mari
asked.

He apparently didn’t hear her because he
exited the automobile without replying to her question and came
round to help her out of her seat.

She took his hand and continued to gaze at
the single-level, white clapboard home ahead of her as she left the
car. She admired the black trim and shutters decorating the
charming house. The front porch held a black wooden swing large
enough for two people and a white wooden rocking chair.

“To whom does this house belong, Mr. Truman?”
she asked again.

He hadn’t let go of her hand when she’d left
the car. “It’s mine, or at least it will be soon. I rent it now,
but I intend to purchase the house, all of the outbuildings and six
hundred and forty acres of land as soon as possible.”

Mari yanked her hand away from him. “Mr.
Truman! How dare you bring me to your home alone when we barely
know each other!”

“I beg your pardon, miss?”

“It just isn’t done! No gentleman takes a
woman he has only just met to his home when no one else is
around.”

He sent her a grin which made him look like
both a scoundrel and an innocent who had no idea he’d done anything
wrong. “I’m sorry, Miss Mahoney. I didn’t think far enough ahead to
worry about conventions and proprieties. My only intention in
bringing you here was to put your anxieties about living in Heart
Junction at ease.”

Mari took a step back. “But how could your
leading me into an unsavory scene such as this ease my anxieties?”
She gave him an indignant look. “I am appalled at your uncouth
behavior, and I demand you return me to town immediately.”

Grit folded his arms. “No, miss, I’ll not
take you back to town until I’ve shown you what I intend to show
you.”

Mari could scarcely believe the uncivilized
behavior of this stubborn man. “Very well, then,” she said, firming
her jaw and lifting her chin, “I shall walk back to town.” She
turned to leave.

Before she could take three steps, she felt
herself being scooped into Grit’s arms.

“Mr. Truman!” she shouted as she beat on his
shoulders, “put me down at once!”

“No, miss, not until I’ve shown you what I
want to show you.”

Grit adjusted his hold on her until her arms
were held tightly, and she was no longer able to hit him with her
blows.

As he bound up the three steps which led to
the porch, she gave in to his power and let him do as he pleased.
Fighting him would prove fruitless.

Somehow, even with his arms around her, he
managed to open the front door. Once they were inside, he set her
down in the middle of his parlor.

Mari folded her arms defiantly. “Well, sir?
What is it that you insist upon showing me?”

He walked to the front door and shut it. Then
he pressed a button near the door. “This is what I want to show
you, Miss Mahoney.”

A light came on overhead, and Mari looked up.
“You have electricity?”

“Yes,” he said, walking to her. “I finished
building my dynamo this spring.” He bowed toward her slightly.
“Actually, I built two dynamos, one powered by wind, and one
powered by a gas engine like the ones which power automobiles, only
smaller.”

“You built your own dynamo?”

He shrugged. “I have a knack for mechanical
things. I have been especially interested in electricity ever since
I was a boy when I learned in school about Thomas Edison’s
invention of the incandescent lamp.”

“How much electrical power does your dynamo
generate?”

“More than I need, actually. I use it now
only to light my home, but I hope to someday possess other items
besides lights which can function by electric power.” His voice
radiated enthusiasm. “Did you know machines have been invented
recently which can be used to cool rooms? Wouldn’t it be wonderful
to have an electric machine that kept our food as fresh as an ice
box does? I’ve been trying to find a way to use electric power to
make a device which will heat things like water and food, but I am
having no luck at all with controlling the temperature of the
heater I’ve designed. Without temperature control, the device is
completely useless.”

She gazed up at him curiously. “Mr. Truman,
are you a highly educated man? It doesn’t seem fitting for a man of
your abilities to be working here on a farm instead of engineering
electrical power for a city.”

Grit smiled at her warmly. “I have almost no
education, but I do know how to read. I read a good many books
during the winter months. I borrow them from everyone and every
place which will lend to me. We’re lucky here in Heart Junction to
be near Aberdeen. There is a school of higher learning there. When
the weather allows travel in the cold months, I go to Aberdeen and
read from the collections of the Northern Normal. If a man matches
his abilities with what he learns reading, he can produce the
results he hopes for.”

Mari was completely fascinated with this
ordinary man’s unexpected talents. “Tell me, why would you bother
to build two dynamos? Did one fail you?”

“No, miss. They both work well. I built the
gas powered dynamo because it would be available in all types of
weather. I built the wind-powered dynamo because wind is free and
abundant on the prairie. I have set up my power stations so that I
have my electricity available all the time, wind or no wind, and as
cheaply as possible.”

“How terribly clever and frugal of you,” she
said without curbing the tone of admiration in her voice.

He blushed ever so slightly and shrugged.
“It’s worked out real nice having electric lights, but I didn’t do
it for the convenience. I did it because I love to tinker with
machines.” He inclined his head toward the front door. “One reason
I am pleased to have the job your father offered me is that I get
to maintain your impressive automobile.”

Mari found his modesty charming. “Yes,” she
said in a descending tone. “Since you like the automobile so much
it’s a pity it will be leaving Heart Junction with me in a few
days.”

He took a quick step toward her. “But you
can’t leave, Miss Mahoney. You’re under contract. We need you.”

Mari released a sigh. “I can’t help that. I
shall never be able to tolerate life without the basic
necessities.” She walked to the switch where Grit had turned on the
light. She turned the light off and turned it on again. “If I had
electricity like you do and indoor plumbing…”

He moved toward her and took her hand.

Mari was so surprised by his sudden actions
she said nothing as he tugged her to another room just off the
kitchen.

“I have plumbing too,” he said, opening the
door to his bath.

Mari inhaled sharply. “What a lovely tub!”
Her gaze circled the room. “And a water closet…a basin.” She looked
up at him. “You know about pipes and fixtures too?”

“As I said, I enjoy tinkering with machines
of all kinds.”

She turned to leave the bath and went to
inspect the kitchen. She found a modern porcelain sink and a water
spigot there. She hadn’t noticed them when she’d sped through the
kitchen on her way to the bath.

She looked up at Grit. “How much should you
require in payment if I were to lease this house from you?”

His Adam’s apple quivered slightly. “It’s not
my house to lease, Miss Mahoney. I rent this property from a man in
Watertown who owns it.”

“Tell me his name. I shall send him a
telegram and arrange to rent this property for myself.”

“No, miss. That isn’t possible. I have
contracted with my landlord to rent this farm until I can buy it,
or for the next three years, whichever comes first. The two of us
shall hold fast to this agreement.”

“Contracts can be breeched, and, between the
two of us, I do believe at least one of our agreements is bound to
be broken,” Mari said confidently. “Either I shall return to
Minneapolis, or you shall lease this home to me.”

He moved closer to her and gave her an
intense look. “I will not break my agreement, but, even if I did,
you would not be able to live here. Our winters can be every bit as
harsh as the winters in Minneapolis. Travel between here and town
is sometimes impossible. Heart Junction needs its teachers in its
school. That is why the town built the new teacher apartments. We
wanted to be sure our educators had a place to live near the school
so they wouldn’t miss work on days of inclement weather.”

Mari gave him a puzzled look. “Then I don’t
understand why you showed me your modern facilities. Did you bring
me here to make me jealous of your higher standard of living?”

“Absolutely not! I simply wanted to show you
that you can stay in Heart Junction, fulfill your contract
and have modern facilities. Now that I’ve built two dynamos,
I am quite familiar with their construction. It would be easy for
me to build a dynamo for your apartment. I could install indoor
plumbing as well. We could use your pantry for the bath just as I
converted my pantry.”

“You would do that for me?”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I told you we need
you, Miss Mahoney. We don’t want to lose you.”

Mari went to the kitchen sink and turned on
the water. If she could have at least a small portion of the modern
life she knew in Minneapolis available to her in Heart Junction
perhaps she would be able to tolerate the loneliness, the tiny
apartment and the lack of a proper social life.

If she fulfilled her obligations in her new
job she’d be able to show her father she could attain the
independence he wished her to have.

Mari turned off the running water and looked
at Grit. “Are you certain you can install electric lights and
indoor plumbing in my new home?”

“I have no doubt”

“In that case, I shall stay on in Heart
Junction.” She’d show her father just how independent she could
be.

“Wonderful!”

She glanced around Grit’s tidy home once more
before she moved to the front door. “How soon could you tend to the
modernization of my home?”

He went with her to the front door and opened
it. She stepped onto the porch, and he followed behind her.

“Naturally I am quite busy with my farming
demands, but harvest time will arrive in late July or early August.
I would say I can tend to your apartment between my wheat and corn
harvests, late August or early September.”

She spun around and looked up at him in
horror. “September! That’s more than two months away!”

“Yes, it is.”

“But what shall I do between now and
September?”

He shrugged casually. “Live like everyone
else in Heart Junction, I guess.”

Her jaw turned hard. “I don’t like this. Two
months without modern conveniences?” She gave her head a firm
shake. “Perhaps I should proceed with buying my train ticket back
to Minneapolis.”
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