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      Nadine Krause blinked back the tears that threatened to tumble down her cheeks. Resignation and jealousy warred within her as she gazed around the room taking in the last vestiges of the celebration. Napkins and silverware were strewn among the half-filled platters and bowls and empty cups on the table. She’d spent days preparing for Ilsa’s wedding reception, and in a flash the event was over, and she was left behind. Again.

      A heavy sigh escaped, and she clamped her lips together. She should be happy for her sister, and at some level she was, but for the moment she felt like a cast-off pair of shoes. She’d brought the situation on herself. Several of the church ladies had offered to help clean up, and she’d turned them down, preferring to wallow alone.

      She rolled her shoulders, then marched into the kitchen and snatched her apron from the hook on the wall. Tying the floral garment around her waist, she glanced out the window over the sink. The sun dipped toward the trees, shooting fingers of pink, purple, and orange rays across the darkening sky. No clouds marred the sky, perfect for stargazing later.

      Movement caught her eye, and she smiled. Tobias bent and rubbed Buster’s head, still a puppy in temperament at four months old, but already showing signs of the mammoth malamute he’d be as an adult. Buster’s tail thumped on the ground in a steady rhythm, and his tongue lolled from his mouth as he wiggled in obvious delight. Intelligence sparked in the dog’s eyes despite his young age, and she knew he’d be an excellent addition to the farm. She’d put her foot down when Tobias tried to bring the animal into the house, but she made excuses during the day to visit the loving and goofy animal.

      Tobias looked toward the house, and she waved before turning away with another sigh. Woolgathering wouldn’t get the work done. She collected the soiled dinnerware and scraped the remains into the buckets she’d take to the compost pile later. She shaved soap into the sink, turned on the spigot, then added hot water from a pot on the stove.

      Humming, she scrubbed and rinsed each piece, then piled them in the clever wooden rack Tobias had made. Constructed of slats that allowed air to circulate around the items, the contraption let them dry on their own, saving time and effort. She smiled at the memory of when he’d presented it. Normally confident and self-assured, he’d seemed like a little boy, eyes clouded and uncertain as he watched for her response. She’d thrown her arms around him, insisting she loved it and appreciated his efforts to make life easier. Since then, he’d created several time-saving items for the house and the barn.

      Finished with the dishes, she stripped the cloth from the table and tossed it into the basket with the rest of the kitchen laundry. Her fingers stroked the leaves in one of the bouquets of daisies that were scattered around the room. She’d kept the decorations simple but had taken advantage of the plethora of early blooms to brighten the room. Ilsa and Ernst would be gone nearly a week for their wedding trip, so she would be able to enjoy the flowers in their absence.

      Twirling, she surveyed the room, then straightened the furniture and collected a few stray napkins she added to the laundry bin. She grabbed the broom and swept the floor, brushing the dirt tracked into the house on people’s shoes, out the front door. Another peek around the space, and she nodded to herself, perspiration pooling under her arms and trickling down her back. Clean and pristine. She returned the broom to the hook in the pantry, then poured herself the last of the lemonade.

      The tepid liquid soothed her parched throat. She talked more in the last four hours than she had all week. Socializing felt good, but the silence felt even better. As much as she enjoyed seeing folks, the interactions drained her. Having the house to herself and only needing to tend to the boarders’ meals for the next few days would be a relief.

      Heavy footsteps sounded outside, and the front door swung open. Tobias clomped inside, then removed his shoes and put them on the boot tray. “Animals are bedded down, and chores are done. I put the milk in the spring house.” He glanced around the room, then padded across the floor and gave her a quick one-armed hug. “Seems you’re done in here, too.” He kissed her temple. “You did a wonderful job giving Ilsa a proper send-off, sis. The food was plentiful and delicious, especially the cake. You outdid yourself.”

      Her cheeks warmed, and she shrugged. “Thanks. It was lots of work, but I was glad to do it.” She frowned. “Too bad Heddie couldn’t get back for the wedding. I hope she’s all right.”

      A shadow flitted over his face. “I’m also concerned. Ernst offered to send them money for the trip. I don’t understand why she turned him down. Family is important, and we haven’t seen her since she and Billy married. When’s the last time you had a letter?”

      “March. Too long. I’ll write her in the morning. I’m bushed.”

      “Off to bed, or would you like to sit on the porch and watch the stars come out?”

      “I’m never too tired for that.” She removed her apron and draped it over one of the chairs. She doused the lights and followed him out the door. With a groan, she lowered herself in one of the rocking chairs, slipped off her shoes, and wiggled her toes. A poor choice to wear new shoes to the wedding, but her old pair had seen better days.

      Tobias sat in the rocker next to her, then propped his long legs on the railing. He removed his hat and fanned himself. “Ilsa had a beautiful day for the wedding, but it was a scorcher. A cool breeze would have been nice.”

      Nadine giggled. “Ernst looked miserable in his suit and tie. I felt badly for him, but he seemed so enamored with Ilsa, I’m sure he didn’t notice the weather.”

      A low chuckle rumbled in Tobias’s chest. “Agreed. I don’t think he ate anything either.”

      They sat in silence as darkness fell. Pinpricks of light appeared, and she began to identify the constellations. Her heart tugged as she remembered the many nights of sitting on the porch with Papa, legs dangling over the edge as he pointed out the outlines and regaled her with myths and legends.

      “You’re thinking of Papa, aren’t you?” Tobias squeezed her hand. “He did love to stare at the heavens.”

      “Yes, and now he’s there.” Tears pricked the backs of her eyes, and she blinked them away. “He was a good father.”

      “Yes.” Tobias’s voice was thick. “I often feel him in the fields when I walk. The land was his passion, and he’d often bend and scoop up a handful of dirt, then pour it out and watch it fall. On many occasions he’d speak of the miracle of life, how full-grown plants would spring from a tiny seed. He’d be sure to remind me that he was simply the caretaker, and God sent the necessary sunshine and rain.”

      “He’d be proud of all you’ve done, Tobias.” She glanced at his profile. “What we’ve done. It’s been hard, but we paid off Papa’s debt sooner than planned. The new cows arrive next week, correct?”

      “Yes, and I’ve arranged with Paul Marsden to work a split shift to help me get them all milked. I hope to clear another sixty acres by end of summer and put in more winter wheat. The corn’s coming up nicely.”

      “That’s fantastic.” She licked her lips. “I got plans for expansion, too.”

      “I figured you’d rent out Ilsa’s room. It will be nice to increase your income.”

      “Actually, I’d like to do more than that. I enjoy having the boarders, and I’d like to have more.” She plucked at her skirt. “I want to add on to the house: four more bedrooms with two upstairs and two down.” She felt his stare in blackness but refrained from saying anything further.

      The silence yawned between them, and she clenched her fists until her nails bit into her palms. Feigning a calm she didn’t feel, she rocked and studied the stars.

      “Nadine, I don’t want to⁠—”

      “Then don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      She sucked in a deep breath. “Don’t tell me I can’t renovate the house. I want to serve more guests, and four rooms will more than double what we’re currently bringing in. Mr. Beck continues to grow his business, so he is sure to need more housing. And even if he doesn’t, there are others who would live with us.”

      “I’m sure we could fill the rooms, but I don’t have time to manage a project of that size.”

      “I didn’t ask you to.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. I’m capable of taking care of this. I’ve been managing just fine while you run the farm.” She crossed her arms. “My mind is already made up. I’ve had plans drawn by an architect and astonishingly managed to secure the necessary funding from the bank and permits from the town without you. So, you see, dear brother, I don’t need your help.”

      A ragged sigh pierced the darkness. “I’m sorry, Nadine. I shouldn’t have said what I did. You’re quite competent, and I’m a boor for suggesting otherwise.” Tobias patted her shoulder. “Forgive me?”

      “Of course.” She slumped  against the chair. Tobias did have good intentions, but his tendency to treat her like an addlepated child was annoying. “I haven’t decided which carpenter to use. Jonas Stretfield or Garrett Grossman seem to do good work.”

      “What about Leo Albrecht?”

      Nadine’s heart raced as his image floated into her head. Broad shoulders, square jaw, and a headful of dark, wavy hair. He’d been a fine-looking young man in school, but as an adult, he’d grown into a devastatingly handsome man. Two years had passed since she’d caught sight of him in town. He’d still been single then. Surely, he’d married by now. Safely married, and she wouldn’t have to worry about him breaking her heart again.

      “He is the best carpenter in town, isn’t he?” She wiped damp palms on her skirt.

      “Yeah, but he’s been doing work for Mr. Beck, so he might not be available.”

      Was that a good thing or bad?
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      Midafternoon sun warmed Leo Albrecht as he strode down the sidewalk, his boots pounding on the wood. Jostled by other pedestrians, he sighed. The town’s population seemed to increase by the day. Good for business, but he missed the sleepy village of his childhood, where he knew most people by name and the rest by sight. Fortunately, the additional residents appeared to be law-abiding citizens. The newspapers were reporting that the larger cities in the state had attracted an unsavory bunch who used the anonymity of the municipality to commit unspeakable crimes.

      Elbowed in the ribs by a woman in a dark green satin dress with a white ruffled yoke and wearing a hat festooned with ribbons, feathers, and flowers, he frowned. He rubbed his side and watched as she pushed her way through the crowd. What was so all-fired important for her to be that rude? Yes, there were definite pluses to small-town living, and manners topped the list.

      A bird cried overhead, and he glanced at the cloudless sky. The russet body and herringbone pattern on the wings of a red-shouldered hawk contrasted against the azure expanse. Leo watched the winged creature swoop and wheel.

      He massaged his shoulders, letting the tension seep from the muscles. When was the last time he’d had time to enjoy nature? Simply sit and drink in the beauty and serenity of God’s creation. Probably months. He’d been working nonstop at Beck’s for over a year. The money was excellent, and he had no shortage of jobs, but he was tired. Tired of finance managers breathing down his neck and counting every penny he spent. As if he’d shortchange them.

      Did his long-standing reputation for integrity and quality mean nothing? Granted, most of the men were new to the area, but he’d provided numerous references attesting to his performance.

      At least he was finished with his most recent project. The last wall had been painted yesterday, and the crew had spent this morning clearing out their tools and left-over materials. They’d swept and scrubbed until every surface sparkled. He hoped the new owners enjoyed the house as much as he’d loved building the structure. Bigger than most places in town, the home had five bedrooms, each with its own bathroom and a dining room that would hold a twelve-foot table. Wainscoting graced the walls of the two massive parlors, and the front door boasted a stained-glass window. Corinthian pillars held up the roof to the wraparound porch, and the steps were New Hampshire granite. The abode was obviously for one of Mr. Beck’s senior managers. No one else could afford the monstrosity.

      He shrugged as he continued to navigate through the crowded street. No matter to him who lived in his buildings, but it’d be nice to know if the family would appreciate the care and attention that went into constructing the place.

      Five bedrooms. The man must have a large family. Leo swallowed. What would that be like? His brother was the only kin he had left. Mama had lost three subsequent children after Rolf was born, never fully recovering from the last birth, then she and Papa had been killed in a train accident, leaving Leo to raise his brother. Money had been hard to come by until Old Man Varner took them in, teaching the boys woodcraft. When he actually worked, Rolf’s gift was furniture making, but Leo had gravitated to building homes. It had taken almost six years to work his way up to finish carpenter, and he struck out on his own shortly thereafter.

      A mixed blessing, to be sure. Being in charge meant the project was his, start to finish. But it also meant dealing with petty bean counters or wives who seemed to lay awake at night dreaming up ways to change their minds about what they wanted. Becoming one of Mr. Beck’s regular contractors brought in a steady income, but maybe it was time for a break. Take the summer off and go fishing or head west to check out the Rocky Mountains he’d heard so much about.

      Shed his responsibilities? Could he do that without guilt and recrimination? Could Rolf handle being on his own?

      Giggling, two little boys shoved their way past, and a second later a harried-looking woman bolted by. Hair in disarray, her clothing was worn but clean. Unusual. Since the arrival of Mr. Beck’s factory, poverty had all but disappeared. Was she new in town? Did she have someone to take care of her and the lads? Bah, she was not his concern.

      He shook his head and opened the door to the post office. Bustling with people, the space echoed with voices and laughter. The windows were open, but no breeze relieved the stifling heat. A line of men and women snaked through the room. He slipped the bulky envelope he’d been carrying into his jacket pocket. This would not be the quick errand he’d anticipated. He huffed a sigh and trudged to the end of the queue.

      The door opened, and he smiled. Tall, with hair the color of corn silk, Ivar Hansen sauntered inside. His light-blue eyes lit, and his thin lips curved into a smile when his gaze landed on Leo. He hurried forward, his arm outstretched. They shook hands, and Leo tried not to wince at his best friend’s grip. A successful farmer, the towering man was as strong as the proverbial ox.

      “Leo, you’re out and about early.” Ivar grinned. “Quit or get fired?”

      “Funny. The house is finished, and it’s a beaut.” Leo raised an eyebrow. “I could say the same about you. I didn’t think you ever left the hands on their own.”

      “I finally gave in and hired a boss. He’s been with me about three weeks. Thought I’d see how he did on his own.”

      “Anybody I know?”

      Ivar shook his head. “No, one of my boys had a brother looking to move up. He was working a place in South Dakota. He’s smart and doesn’t take any guff. And he’s got a special way with the herd. Seems like they’ve been producing more milk since he arrived.”

      “Good for you.” Leo cocked his head, and he smirked. “You here to see if you got another letter?”

      His friend’s face reddened. “Yeah. It’s been nearly a month since the last time I received anything. I’m beginning to think she’s changed her mind. Must have got a better offer from somewhere else.”

      Leo clapped his hand on Ivar’s shoulder. “Then she’s a fool, and you don’t need her.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not looking for a wife.” Ivar’s lips twisted. “Frankly, I’m lonely. I’m ready to have a family. It’s taken nearly a decade, but with being able to hire a crew I don’t have to work sunup to sundown, and I’d like someone to share my evenings with.”

      “Don’t give up hope. God’s got someone for you. I’ll pray about the situation.”

      “Thanks. You’re a good friend. How about you? You’re doing quite well. Isn’t this the third house you’ve built since January? You could provide for a wife and family now.”

      “Not interested.” Leo grimaced. “I want to be able to do what I want, when I want, and how I want. Being tied down would curtail that. In fact, I’m thinking of taking a break and heading west for a bit.”

      “Really?” Ivar’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “You’re as bad as me with working too many hours. I can’t see you lasting more than a few days out there. What would you do? You’re not exactly the high-society-tourist type.”

      “Hardly, but I’ve a hankering to do some hiking. I hear the Rockies are gorgeous, nothing like our plains. I’d like to see them before I get too old.”

      “You’ve got a while until that happens.”

      Leo rotated his shoulder. “It’s not so much the age as the mileage, friend. I’m bushed after a day on the job.”

      “You have been working hard. Taking time off might just be the thing.” Ivar’s eyes twinkled. “You could stay at the farm.”

      “And work for you? Not going to happen.”

      “Not work. Visit.”

      “No, thanks.” Leo held up his hands. “I’m not definite about leaving. I’m also considering looking for a small project to do, you know, for one of the locals.” The line of people inched forward, and he moved ahead. “Building for Mr. Beck had its advantages, but I’m not my own man.”

      “There’s something to be said for that.” Ivar raked him with a gaze. “Must be nice to be able to be so picky.”

      “Only because Beck was generous enough to give me a chance after he arrived. I appreciate all he’s done for me, but I’ve got to report to his finance guy every time I need to buy something, and the man checks my work every three days.” Leo rolled his eyes. “Like he knows anything about construction. I feel like an untrustworthy employee.”

      “Have you considered arranging a meeting with Beck to discuss the issue?”

      “Nah.” Leo waved one hand in a dismissive gesture. “He’s got more important matters to deal with. Besides, the finance guy’s not out of line. I’m spending his money, and if I don’t do a good job, he’ll get complaints.”

      “True, but it’s not going to happen. My farfar, er, grandfather, was a woodworker and did some of the finest work in the village back in Norway, and your work is on par with his.”

      “Thanks for saying that.” He moved toward the window. Only three more customers to go before he could conduct his business. “What I like about doing a project for a homeowner is how personal the work is. They’ve saved their money and have a dream. I help them realize that dream.” His face warmed. “Sounds stupid when I say it out loud.”

      “Not at all. You want people to think you’re rough and tough, but I know the teddybjørn you are. I’m proud to call you friend. I hope you find what you’re looking for. I’ll ask around, too.”

      They arrived at the service window, and Leo laid his envelope on the counter. “How fast can you get this to where it’s going?”

      The man glanced at the address. “Alaska, huh? You know one of them gold miners?”

      “Just send it.”

      “All right.” The man scowled. “No need to get testy.”

      “Sorry.” Leo sighed and glanced at Ivar. “See? It’s definitely time for a change.”

      “You’ll find something.”

      The clerk slapped the stamps on the front of the envelope and named an amount. “This’ll take about two weeks, maybe less. I can’t vouch for those folks up there, but that’s about the time frame I’m hearing.”

      Leo handed him some coins. “Thanks. Again, I apologize for being rude.”

      “No bother.” The man leaned toward him. “I hear there might be a job out at the Krause place. Rumor has it Miss Nadine’s thinking of expanding.”

      “Oh ho!” Ivar slapped the counter. “If I knew anything about building, I’d take that job. She’s a good-looking woman.”

      “Enough, Ivar.” Leo’s forehead wrinkled. “What’s she expanding? I heard her brother was working the farm since their father died.”

      “He is.” The clerk nodded. “But she’s been housing some of the men from the factory. She’s running a boardinghouse. Doing real good. And she’s one of the best cooks in town. Anyway, I don’t know for certain, but you could check with her.”

      “You said you were looking for a personal job.” Ivar winked. “Doesn’t get more personal than this.”

      “Yeah.” Leo nibbled his lower lip. Maybe too personal.
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      Pulse tripping, Nadine forced one foot in front of the other as she headed into town. She frowned and pulled her bodice away from her skin. With the sun dropping, the temperatures should have followed, but she was apparently in for a hot night. She glanced at the corn and wheat fields as she walked. Still as sentries, no breeze caused them to sway or bring her relief from the heat. After the frigid winter, folks had suffered, she had no right to complain about the warmth. She grinned to herself. She was as bad as Goldilocks.

      The houses became closer together. Fields full of cows and crops gave way to streets of shops and businesses. Home from school, children skipped and played in tiny front yards. Nadine waved at a woman who ceased her sweeping to stare at her. Another new person she’d not seen before. The woman gave her a curt nod, then resumed her work.

      Nadine glanced at the scrap of paper in her hand. Tobias has scrawled Leo’s address, and she had pretended she didn’t need the information. She knew exactly where he lived. His small but neatly kept white clapboard house came into view. Perspiration broke out on her upper lip, and she hesitated. What was wrong with her? The man barely knew she existed. He’d either say yes or no about the job. If he said no, she’d asked for a referral. Hopefully, he’d be kind enough to give her one.

      No flower gardens dotted the yard, but a pair of shrubs flanked the front steps. The porch held two rockers as if he spent the evenings or his off time enjoying the skies like she did. Curtains blocked the windows and gave the house an air of sleeping. Perhaps she should have come after dinner. He was probably still working on his current project. Her chest tightened. A wasted trip. With a sigh, she turned away.

      “You gonna come in or just stare at the place?”

      She started, then whirled.

      Standing in the doorway of the house, Leo’s brother, or that’s who she thought the lanky and disheveled man was. He hadn’t come to Papa’s funeral, and she hadn’t seen him since school. A sallow complexion and greasy-looking brown hair made him appear older than she knew him to be. His clothing hung on him as if he’d unexpectedly lost weight. Had he been ill?

      He scowled and crossed his arms. “Well?”

      “I’m sorry.” She blinked and hurried up the walk, then climbed the stairs. She got a whiff of him and stifled the desire to cover her nose. “I’m looking for Leopold and realized it might be too early for him to be home. Is he here? Should I come back?”

      “He ain’t here. Had some errands to run in town.” The man’s gaze raked her from head to toe. “But mebbe I can help ya. Whatcha need him for?”

      “I, uh, need some work done on my house. I was hoping to hire him.” She forced a smile. “Are you Rolf? His brother?”

      “Yep, that me. But Leo ain’t gonna take the job. He works for Mr. Beck.” Rolf glowered. “Has since he started his little empire.”

      “I take it you’re not happy the factory is here.”

      “The man’s eating up every scrap of spare land and then some. Soon we’re gonna look like Boston or New York, and that’s not right. He shoulda stayed back East.”

      “But he’s brought employment and conveniences.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Rolf leaned on the doorframe. “We didn’t need him to save us.”

      “Um, when do you expect Leo to return? I don’t want to take up more of your time.”

      A phlegmy cough wracked his body, then he swallowed and shrugged. “I’m not his keeper, but he was goin’ a bunch of places, the bank and post office. Mebbe you can catch him.” He gave her another leer. “Or you could keep me company and wait here.”

      “No, thank you. I best be on my way. I appreciate your help.”

      “Suit yourself.” He shrugged again, then disappeared inside, and the door closed with a bang.

      She shuddered and descended the stairs, forcing herself to maintain a sedate and steady pace. If the man was looking out the window, he shouldn’t see her racing away. What had happened to Rolf? Three years younger than Leo, yet he looked a decade older.

      Arriving at the next intersection, she turned down Main Street. Out of sight of the house, she rushed down the sidewalk. In for a penny, in for a pound. She had come all the way into town; she may as well search for Leo to save herself a second trip. Three doors down, she entered the bank. A few men were in the lobby and most turned to look when she opened the door. No Leo. She sent them an apologetic smile and left. Moments later, she arrived at the post office. Most towns included the postal service in their general stores, but Mr. Beck had created a separate facility to handle the mail. Very progressive and probably wise because of the number of people who lived here.

      She entered the building and stopped short. Leaning against the wall, Leo chatted with Ivar Hansen. Thick as thieves in school, the men couldn’t look more different. Tall and broad-shouldered, Leo had dark hair that was nearly black and chocolate-brown eyes. Late-day stubble created shadows on his jaw and chin. Ivar was every inch his Viking ancestors with white-blond hair and crystal-blue eyes. Apparently, they’d kept in touch. She hadn’t seen either since the funeral. Had she become that much of a recluse? No, she’d been busy, first setting up the boardinghouse, then running it and helping Tobias with farm chores. She didn’t have time to socialize, and Ivar attended the Lutheran church so there’d be no reason to see him on Sundays. She had no idea where or if Leo attended anywhere.

      Ivar caught her eye, and his smile widened. “Miss Krause. A pleasure to see you.” He jerked his head toward Leo. “Do you know Leo Albrecht?”

      Pulse tripping, she swallowed. “Yes, nice to see you both again. It’s been a while.”

      Leo dipped his head. “Yes, I was at the funeral. I hope you and your siblings are getting on all right.” His voice was deep and smooth, rumbling in his chest.

      “Thank you.” She cleared her throat. “Tobias and I are fine. Heddie is married, and she moved away. We haven’t had a letter in a while. Ilsa married Ernst Webber just a few days ago.”

      “I hope you hear from your sister soon.” He gestured toward the service window. “I won’t keep you from your business.”

      “Um, you are my business, uh, what I mean is that I was looking for you.” He must think her a ninny with her stuttering. “Your brother said I might find you here.”

      “My brother?” Leo scowled as his eyebrows rose. “You went to the house?”

      “Yes, Tobias told me where you live.” No need to mention she already knew.

      “How can I help you?”

      “I’m running a boardinghouse at the farm, and I’d like to expand. We’ve got three boarders, and I want to increase our capacity. Tobias said you’re the best carpenter in town. I’d like to discuss the possibility of you taking the job, but Rolf said you work for Mr. Beck, so maybe you’re not available.” She clamped her lips shut. She was rambling. Not good.

      “Actually, I’m in between projects at the moment and might be willing to do the work.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Might be willing? Would you have a problem working for a woman?”

      His brown eyes twinkled, and Ivar’s cough might’ve been covering a laugh.

      Leo straightened, and he shook his head. “That’s not the issue.”

      “Are you sure? Because if that is a problem, I can find someone else. Your brother offered his assistance.” Her grip tightened on the rolled papers she carried. “You do realize we’re in a new century. How can you be so provincial?”

      “I said working for a woman isn’t a problem.”

      “Your face says differently. Thank you for your time, Mr. Albrecht.” She nodded at them and turned toward the door. At least she didn’t need to worry about seeing the man every day. Her heart was secure.
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      “Wait.” Leo reached out and laid his hand on her shoulder. “Please, Nad...Miss Krause. Let me explain.”

      She turned; her scathing gaze flicked from his hand to his face.

      He yanked back his hand as if scalded. “My apologizes.” His palm tingled, but he met her eyes with a stare of his own. He was a bumbling idiot, but her unexpected appearance had made him tongue-tied. No longer the girl he knew in school, she’d matured and become even more beautiful than he remembered. Her cinnamon-brown hair was piled on her head, and sunlight from the window behind her made the red highlights glisten. Framed with long lashes, her hazel eyes sparkled with intelligence and something else...pride? No, she’d never been prideful. Although taller than most women, she still had to raise her chin to look at him. Her figure was lithe, but she had curves in all the right places.

      Blinking, he finger-combed his hair. “Listen, I’ve somehow managed to offend you in the span of three minutes. That wasn’t my intention. Frankly, you caught me by surprise.”

      Ivar nodded. “We were just talking about Leo’s plans. Your timing is perfect.”

      Her eyebrow lifted, and a guarded expression clouded her face. “Really?”

      “Yes.” Leo shoved his fists into his pockets. A curl has escaped its pin, and dangled alongside her cheek. Was her hair as soft as it looked? The golden cast to her skin spoke of time outdoors. She must help Tobias with the farm in addition to running the boardinghouse. Did she ever have time to indulge herself?

      “Care to elaborate?” One hand was on her hip, and she cocked her head. “You asked me to wait, yet you’ve said very little.”

      “I’m sorry.” His face warmed as Ivar jabbed him with an elbow. “Ivar was just leaving. Weren’t you?”

      His friend touched two fingers to his forehead in a salute. “As a matter of fact, I was. Miss Krause, always a pleasure. I hope it won’t be as long before I see you again.”

      “Thank you.” A rosy color tinged her cheeks. “And please call me Nadine. We were school friends.”

      “Nadine.” Ivar bowed to her, then turned and shot Leo a wicked grin. “Leo.” Whistling, he sauntered out of the building.

      A woman pushed past them, and Leo gestured toward the door. “How about if we hold our conversation in a less public and crowded place?”

      She nodded, and her skirts rustled as she preceded him outside. He caught a hint of floral perfume or toilet water or whatever it was women used. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs, then pointed to a bench on the town green across the street. “There?”

      “Perfect.” He bent his arm. “May I?”

      After a moment’s hesitation, she slipped her hand in the crook of his elbow, her fingers warm through his shirtsleeve. He waited until several carriages and a wagon rattled down the hard-packed dirt street, then led her to the wood-and-wrought-iron seat. Varnished to a high shine, the bench was one of many scattered throughout the town, proof of Mr. Beck’s attention to the tiniest of details.

      Nadine released his arm, lowered herself onto the bench, and laid the roll of papers in her lap. He dropped beside her, careful to keep his distance. “We got off to a rocky start. I’m⁠—”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s me who should ask your forgiveness. I shouldn’t have been so tart with you. I overreacted, and I’m not sure why.”

      “You must be exhausted with all you’re doing. Did you walk from the farm into town?”

      “Yes.” A wry smile curved her lips. “It seemed like a good idea when I started out.”

      He chuckled. “Rest assured, I’ll give you a ride home.”

      “Thank you.” She pressed one hand against her bodice. “You’re very kind, especially after⁠—”

      “Say no more about it. We’ll start over.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the back of the bench. “It is good to see you. I should have stopped by the farm to visit Tobias or check on whether he needed help. Not much of a friend, am I?”

      She shrugged. “Things happen, and from what he says, your business is booming. You don’t have time for social calls.”

      “Perhaps, but family and friends are more important than work.” He needed to remember that the next time he got irritated at Rolf, but truth be told, his brother was in no condition to perform construction. Not yet, maybe not ever. He forced the thought away. Besides, he’d been praying about getting a private job, and it seemed God was laying one in his lap. “Now, tell me about this project of yours. Ivar was right when he said we’d been talking about what I want to do next.”

      “We currently rent out what used to be my parents’ room, Heddie’s old room, and the extra bedroom. Now that Ilsa has moved out, we’ll use hers as well. But I’d like to put a two-story addition on the house with two bedrooms and a bath on each floor. That will give us seven boarders, and I can easily handle the workload.”

      “I’ve no doubt you can, but you’ll need plans.”

      She waved the roll of papers, a deep frown marring her forehead. “You mean like these?”

      “Uh, yes. You’ve done your homework.”

      “I’m a businesswoman, Mr. Albrecht, not the foolish schoolgirl you once knew.” She narrowed her eyes and jumped to her feet. “If you can’t take me seriously, I don’t think you’re the man for the job.”

      “Forgive me. Again.” He rose and held out his hand for the plans. “I’m not always this much of an oaf.”

      The ghost of a smile played on her lips, and she handed him the roll. “And I’m not always such a shrew. I’m listening.”

      “I’ll need to study these, but I do want to take a break from corporate construction. I like the idea of helping you increase your business. If you give me a couple of days, I’ll come back with a cost and time proposal.” He straightened his spine. “I don’t know if you’ve sought other bids, but I must give you fair warning that I won’t be the cheapest.”

      “Are you trying not to get the job?”

      He chuckled. “It would appear so, wouldn’t it? No, but I believe in being honest with people. Not to sound arrogant, but I believe my work is the best in town, but that comes at a price.”

      “As it should.” She held out her hand, and he shook it. “Two days, Mr. Albrecht. Will you come to the house, or should I meet you here?”

      “I’ll come to you. And please call me Leo. As you said, we’re old friends.”

      “Excellent, then I’ll bid you good day...Leo.”

      “I was going to give you a ride.”

      “No need. I believe I’ll walk home after all.”

      “If you insist.”

      “I do.” With that, she marched down the street, head held high.

      He watched her thread her way through the pedestrians until she was swallowed up by the crowd. She had spunk. And might actually know what she was doing. She’d already secured architectural plans. Could he work for a woman? For her? Is this really from You, Lord? If it is, You sure have a sense of humor. Excitement warred with trepidation. Was he the man for the job?
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