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      Fire crackled in the hearth adding to the stifling heat in the room as Ilsa Krause studied Papa’s ledger. No matter how many times she ran the calculation, the result was the same. He had left a tremendous amount of debt and no savings. There wasn’t even enough to pay for his funeral. Would the undertaker dig up the grave and retrieve the simple pine coffin to get a portion of the money they owed him?

      She sighed and rubbed her throbbing forehead. Her eyes burned from staring at the cramped handwriting of her father, certainly not from crying. She didn’t have time for mourning. There was too much to be done.

      Being a young man, her brother, Tobias, hadn’t cried either. At least not in public. She’d heard him in the barn after the funeral, alternately railing against Papa for dying, and weeping at his absence. Always full of drama, Nadine, of course, had done enough sobbing for all of them, wailing and shrieking when the doctor had pronounced Papa dead from the pneumonia. Hedwig, called Heddie, the youngest of all of them, had mourned in silence, tears trickling down her cheeks.

      Perspiration pooled under Ilsa’s arms and adhered her bodice to her skin. She could no longer ignore the reality of their situation. The family was not only destitute, but they owed money to most of the merchants in town. How could she have not known the desperation of their circumstances? She’d seen the fatigue and worry in her father’s eyes, but assumed his illness was the cause.

      “Well?” Tobias’s voice cut through the stillness.

      Ilsa’s gaze shot to her brother, who sat ramrod stiff on the worn upholstered chair, his arms crossed and a frown etching lines on his face. Her glance slid to her sisters, hunched together on the couch, their complexions wan in the dim light of the room. The curtains had been flung open, but gray skies filled with dark, swollen clouds and deepening shadows of the late afternoon did little to brighten Papa’s office, a room none of them had been allowed in while he was alive. Now, she knew why. It was easier to hide their dire straits if his children didn’t have access to the books.

      “It’s bad, isn’t it?” Heddie’s chin trembled. “You have to tell us.”

      “Yes, just because you’re the oldest doesn’t mean you’re in charge.” Nadine’s eyes narrowed. “Papa named all of us in the will. We share everything.”

      “I’m glad you said that, Nadine, because at the moment I feel quite alone in how to proceed.” Ilsa licked her lips and smoothed her damp palms on her skirt. “The truth is all that we have to share are bills and financial liabilities.”

      “That’s not possible.” Nadine’s cheeks paled further. “We have this farm and its income.”

      Ilsa shook her head. “When the wheat fields failed, Papa mortgaged the farm, and he’s only been making minimum payments. Fortunately, he went into dairying ten years ago, which gave him some diversification, but he hated Mr. Beck coming in and buying up so much land for his chocolate factory. Papa refused to sell milk to him. The herd provides for us and a few stores in the area, but the income isn’t enough to cover the bills. He’s overdue with everyone in town.”

      “We’re poor?” Nadine’s eyes bulged. “This is mortifying.”

      “It’s more than⁠—”

      “No!” Tobias jumped to his feet and grabbed the ledger from the desk. His lips moved, but no sound came out as he perused the pages. His finger ran down the columns on each page, his expression reddening as the mantel clock ticked the minutes.

      Slumped in the chair, Ilsa waited for him to finish, knowing it wouldn’t take her intelligent brother long to come to the same conclusion she had. While he flipped through the ledger, she surveyed the room, and her heart constricted.

      The faint aroma of Papa’s pipe tobacco permeated the air as if he’d been there, but stepped away for a moment. In addition to the chair and sofa, there was a bookcase between the windows. Not much of a reader, her father had filled the shelves with ledgers, papers, and bric-a-brac. The desk was simple, but beautiful. Measuring three feet by six feet, its maple-wood surface gleamed, as did the brass hardware on the drawers that flanked the opening. His pride and joy, he’d constructed the piece in the early days of his marriage to Mama.

      Mama, who’d been gone for fifteen years from consumption. Her death had left a hole in Papa’s life. During the first year after she’d died, he’d barely spoken, going about the farm chores as a man headed for the gallows. Ilsa had taken on the housework and ensured her siblings had clothes to wear and food to eat. He’d eventually come out of the trance but was never the same as he’d been before. The father she knew as a little girl died along with Mama. And now they were orphans.

      Tobias tossed the record book on the desk where it landed with a bang, then began to pace. Her sisters flinched, but remained quiet. They knew, as well as she did, not to interrupt his ruminations. Ilsa propped her elbows on the desk and laced her fingers. Oh, Papa, why didn’t you tell us?

      When she thought she couldn’t stand Tobias’s marching back and forth any longer, he dropped into the chair, his eyes bloodshot and haunted. Turning to Nadine and Heddie, he kneaded his hands. “There’s no easy way to say this: We’re broke.”

      Nadine pressed one hand over her mouth, and Heddie sagged against the back of the sofa. Neither girl spoke.

      “I don’t want to lose the farm.” Ilsa spread her hands over the desk. “We owe a lot of people a large amount of money, but I’d like to meet with them and discuss payment plans. The bank, too.”

      His lips twisted, Tobias said, “Payment plans with what? We have no money, and Papa proved that the little bit we’re bringing in from the stores isn’t enough.”

      “There are four of us. We can make this work.”

      “How?” Heddie’s voice trembled.

      “Do what Papa wasn’t willing to...contract with the factory.”

      “But that would be going against Papa’s wishes.” Nadine bolted upright. “How can you consider such a thing?”

      Ilsa pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d coddled her sisters and was now paying the price. Their new reality was going to be painful. Would they be able to handle what she proposed? “Papa isn’t here, and we have no choice.”

      “There are always choices.” Nadine looked mulish.

      “Yes, and one of them is losing everything we own. What do you suggest?”

      Her sister shrugged, her gaze riveted on her clenched hands.

      Ilsa rose and walked to where Nadine and Heddie sat, then knelt in front of them. It would have been nice to have support from Tobias, but he remained in the chair, head bowed. “Look, we’re going to have to make difficult, perhaps terrible decisions, but we need to do what is best for us as a family. I respected Papa, but that doesn’t mean I have to like what he did. By being stiff-necked and stubborn, he set us on a path to bankruptcy. We need to reverse that course, and it will mean doing things we may not want to do.”

      “We could sell the property.” Tobias spoke from behind her. “One of the choices is to sell the farm and move to the city.”

      “And get lousy-paying jobs? Where would we live? In some tenement building that charges too much money for too little space?”

      Ilsa winced at the bitterness of her words. “I’m sorry. Yes, that is one of the choices.”

      “You already have a plan, don’t you?” Nadine released a shuddering sigh. “Tell us what you’re thinking.”

      Ilsa glanced over her shoulder at Tobias. His broad shoulders were hunched forward, his hands fisted. Face blotchy, his eyes were clouded as he stared at her. She swallowed a sigh, then patted her sister’s leg, and climbed to her feet. She leaned against the desk and crossed her arms. “We work the farm to our best ability. We move from wheat to corn or perhaps split the fields and plant both. One of us, probably Tobias because he’s a man, should approach the company and ask for a contract to supply milk. We work with our creditors.” She forced a smile. “And those of us who can, get jobs.”

      “Jobs?” Nadine’s eyes widened.

      “Yes, jobs. We need outside income, money that isn’t dependent on the farm.”

      “But we only know the farm.”

      “There are plenty of places that offer unskilled positions. We could wash dishes at one of the restaurants or take in laundry. Some of the shops might be willing to take one or more of us on. How hard can it be to sell products people are looking for?”

      “I could work at one of the ranches or farms.” Tobias rubbed the back of his neck. “Perhaps one of the bigger places needs a hand.”

      “No.” Ilsa pursed her lips. “You need to take care of our farm. The girls and I will secure the jobs, and we can share the household tasks.”

      “You haven’t mentioned working at the factory. They’re always hiring.” He cocked his head, a sad smile curving his lips. “If we’re going against Papa’s wishes, we may as well go all the way.”

      Nadine wrinkled her nose. “The factory? No. It’s too dirty.”

      “And farm work isn’t?”

      “Well, yes, but⁠—”

      Tobias held up his hands. “I think for now we should talk to our creditors, then try to get a contract with Mr. Beck. I will stay on the farm while Ilsa applies at the factory. We should split up, not all work at the same place, so the girls should see about finding jobs in town. Like we talked about, you know, at one of the shops.”

      Nadine huffed a sigh. “I agree. We can’t all work at the factory. What if it fails? We’d all be out of jobs.”

      “I’m getting married,” Heddie said.

      “What?” Ilsa’s head snapped up, and she gaped at her sister, her mind racing. “Who? Since when?”

      “Since Papa is gone.” Heddie cleared her throat. “Billy O’Connell. He asked for my hand, and Papa said no. He wouldn’t let us court.”

      “And now I’m saying no.” Tobias rubbed the back of his neck. “He’s not one of us.”

      Eyes blazing, Heddie jumped to her feet. “How dare you say that. You’re as closed-minded as Papa. Billy and I love each other. We’re both believers, and we’re getting married. I’m of age, and you can’t stop me.”

      “But he’s Methodist,” Tobias sputtered.

      “Yes, he is, and you make it sound like a vile thing.” She jabbed her finger at him. “We have discussed our beliefs and agree on the important ones. Most of the others are manmade logistics. We’re getting married on Friday and leaving town on Saturday. He’s gotten a job in Boston, near his family.”

      Ilsa’s stomach hollowed. “You were going to elope, weren’t you?”

      “Yes.” Tears pooled in her eyes. “I don’t want to argue about this. Please be happy for me. And stop treating me like a child. I’m as much an adult as the rest of you, despite being the youngest. Besides, you’ll have one less mouth to feed. I’ll talk to Billy about sending money from his paycheck.”

      “No.” Tobias strode to Heddie and pulled her into an embrace. “You, baby sister, are all grown up. I’ve refused to admit it, but you’re a smart, beautiful young woman who deserves a chance at happiness. You and Billy keep your money. You’ll need it to begin your new life.” He kissed her cheek. “And I hope you’ll allow me the honor of giving you away at the wedding.”

      As Nadine rose and joined Tobias and Heddie in the hug, Ilsa walked to them on stiff legs, fighting the pinpricks of jealousy that stabbed her. She should have been married years ago, but Ernst had gone off to college, then decided she wasn’t good enough for him. A simple farm girl. And now she was too old, destined to be the quintessential spinster hunched over a machine until her joints were bent and swollen.
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      “That was an excellent meal, Mother.” Ernst Webber swallowed the last of his water, then set down the glass with a thump. “I missed your cooking.”

      She beamed at him as she swatted his arm. “You’re just glad you’re no longer fending for yourself, but I appreciate the compliment nonetheless.”

      His father chuckled. “She’s got you there, son.”

      “Perhaps.” Ernst grinned. “But it is good to be home. I enjoyed college and considered staying in Green Bay, but the city is too large, too crowded.” He frowned. “Too dirty. Give me clean country air.”

      “Might not be clean for long with that factory of yours.” Father leaned back in his chair. “Mr. Beck has been very successful, and rumors say he’s going to expand.”

      “I’m sure he will at some point. He seems quite ambitious. During my interview, he discussed competing with the European companies that are selling in the United States. I think he’d like to get ahead of them.”

      “He has a good chance of it. His chocolate bars are delicious and affordable. But to go against his home country doesn’t seem right.”

      Ernst fiddled with his napkin. “But he’s an American now. Mr. Beck tried opening a business in Germany, a few times, but couldn’t seem to gain a foothold, even after apprenticing with some of the best German chocolatiers. He decided to try his hand here, and as you can see, it was the right decision. Being in the heart of dairyland is perfect.”

      “Some people say he’s building an empire. Purchasing all that land and creating his own town. Cocoaville. What kind of a name is that? Burton was good enough.”

      “He’s trying to create a sense of community.”

      “We already had a community.”

      “Anton,” his mother broke in. “We should be proud of Ernst. He graduated with honors and has secured a good job with a growing company. What more could we ask for our son?”

      His father nodded. “True. I am proud of you, Ernst. Not just for what you’ve accomplished, but how you comport yourself.” He looked over his spectacles. “However, you’ve missed more than a few Sundays at church. Faith should be the center of your life, not an afterthought.”

      Ernst’s face heated. His father’s expression reminded him of the few times he’d been called to the principal’s office during high school. Although short and slender, the man had held a formidable bearing. “Yes, Father, but it’s important that I make a good impression. I was asked to work in order to set up the department. We’re now in full operation, so weekends are my own again.”

      “It’s more important to make an impression on the Lord. He is the only one you should worry about pleasing.”

      “And I hope He understands when my earthly boss needs me.”

      “I—”

      “No more arguing.” Mother held up her hands. “Anton, Ernst knows his relationship with God takes precedence.” She winked at her son. “And I look forward to having him worship with us on Sunday.”

      “Yes, Mother.” He swallowed a sigh. Life with his parents would never change. Father expected his opinion to be adhered to, without thought to anyone else’s views, and Mother would always be the peacemaker. Perhaps he should speak to Mr. Beck about what sort of housing was available. Mother was right. He was a man now. One who should be living on his own, not with his parents.

      “Help me clear, and then we’ll have dessert. I made a strudel.”

      “You know the way to my heart.” He climbed to his feet and collected the soiled dinner plates, then followed her into the kitchen. “I thought I smelled cinnamon when I came home.”

      She lifted one eyebrow. “I’m not the one who should be in your heart. You haven’t been to see Ilsa Krause since you’ve been back.”

      “I’ve been busy. You know that.”

      “Too busy to see your sweetheart?” Mother rinsed the dishes and piled them in the sink. She made quick work of putting away the leftovers, then cut three generous slices of strudel and slid them onto plates. She handed him one and picked up the other two. “Have you and Ilsa had a falling out?”

      “She’s not my sweetheart, and I don’t want to talk about it.”

      She pursed her lips, then pivoted and marched into the dining room. “What happened? She’s a wonderful girl and would make you the perfect wife.”

      He trudged to his chair, then sank into the seat. “Can we go back to arguing about my working on Sundays?”

      “That can’t be good.” Father grinned and cocked his head. “What is she badgering you about?”

      “My love life. Actually, my absence of a love life.”

      His father grinned and cut a piece of strudel.  “Ah, my little heiratsvermittlerin. Give the boy some time. He’ll find his way. It took you and me a while to realize we were meant for each other.”

      “I’m not a matchmaker.” She took a sip of coffee. “He already had the girl, and now he’s lost her. I don’t understand how he could change his mind about her. They were so in love.”

      “He is young. There is plenty of time for him to marry.”

      Ernst waved his hands. “Could you not talk about me as if I were absent? Mother, I know you mean well, and maybe Ilsa and I will get back together, but for the time being, I want to focus on my career.”

      His mother huffed a breath and poked a bite of strudel into her mouth. She was not happy with him, but it couldn’t be helped. He definitely needed to see about moving out.

      “Have you visited the family since returning?” Father stabbed at his dessert. “You know her father passed away, yes? You should at least pay a condolence call.”

      Squirming in the chair, Ernst studied his plate. Father was right. He should have stopped by the house to express his sympathy at their loss, but he’d shied away from going because he thought she’d throw him out. Literally. Truth be told, he was a coward. He’d been thrilled to work on Sundays and avoid church...and his former girlfriend. “Yes, sir.”

      Four years had passed since he’d looked upon her face. Had she changed? Grown more beautiful? Or had working the farm aged her? Guilt pricked his heart. Looks weren’t everything. In fact, he’d fallen in love with her fiery spirit and stalwart faith. But his love had been that of a boy, not the mature feelings of a man.

      Attending college changed him. He’d seen things she couldn’t imagine. He’d lived in the city. She was country born and bred. Her beliefs were provincial, taking everything the Bible said as absolute. But he’d met people who expanded his mind, showing him the error of his thoughts. They’d debated the finer points of the stories found in the Bible, and he’d determined that’s exactly what they were...stories. Fables to guide men and women in their daily lives. His parents believed as Ilsa did and would be horrified at his new philosophies. Another reason to move out. Not only had he outgrown his high school sweetheart, but Mother and Father, too.
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      Heart pounding, Ilsa followed the chattering, laughing, and jostling men and women into the factory. Inside, they split up, the men streaming down one hallway, the women another. She hesitated and tightened her grip on her pocketbook, palms moist. Several women who looked as uncertain as she felt, huddled together against one wall. She lifted her chin and walked toward them. “Are you new?”

      They nodded as one.

      “I—”

      “Ladies! My apologies for keeping you waiting,” a male voice boomed over the noise.

      She whirled to see Mr. Bauman, the man with whom she’d interviewed, striding across the tiled expanse, a broad smile on his face. His bald pate glistened with perspiration, his spectacles perched on the end of his nose.

      “Welcome to Beck’s. We’re so pleased you decided to join us.” He swept his arm toward a door she hadn’t noticed during the mayhem. “We must keep the accountants happy, so we’ll go in there to complete your paperwork, and I will explain how we operate.”

      Like ducklings, Ilsa and the other women trailed behind Mr. Bauman. He opened the door and motioned them inside. She gaped at her surroundings. Painted powder-blue above the white chair rail, and navy blue below, the walls held ornately framed artwork of serene landscapes that made her feel as if she were looking out a window. Set up like a classroom, there were several rows of tables and chairs. The air smelled of chocolate, a smooth, sweet aroma that filled her nose and caused her stomach to rumble. She’d been unable to choke down any breakfast because of nerves.

      “Have a seat, ladies.” He beamed at them from the front of the room like a benevolent teacher. “We have much to accomplish, and your supervisors are anxious for you to begin.” He distributed several sheets of paper and explained each one. For several minutes the only sound in the room was that of pencils scratching across the pages. He collected their papers, tossed them on the desk, then stuffed his hands into his pockets and rocked on his heels, excitement sparkling in his eyes. Each morning you will head to the locker rooms where you may stow your personal effects.  You will then pass through a room that holds head coverings similar to the mob caps of old which cover your hair completely. Then you will don a white coat to protect your street clothes. Your next stop will be the handwashing station. Depending on the nature of your job, you will be issued gloves.”

      He exhaled. “As we walk through the factory, you will experience Mr. Beck’s brilliance in designing the facility for utmost efficiency. Deliveries of milk, cocoa beans, sugar, and other raw materials are made at the western end of the building where they are taken to their assigned rooms for processing. Once completed, the items move to the next station in the procedure, and so on. By the time you arrive at the eastern end of the factory, you are in the finishing area, where the bars and other chocolate items are inspected, wrapped, and packaged for shipping.”

      Ilsa raised her hand. “How many bars are produced per day, Mr. Bauman?”  

      He bestowed a look as if she were a star pupil and had just provided a solution for flying to the moon. “I’m glad you asked. We’ve only been in operation for six months, but our output is second to none with tens of thousands of pieces being manufactured each day. That number will be increasing when the new machine arrives.”

      “As I said before, welcome. Mr. Beck values each of you and appreciates your willingness to work for his company. He wants you to be happy, which is why he has gone to great lengths at creating this town and all its support structures. As employees, you have access to shops, doctors, a library, an indoor pool, a playground, and two theaters. You will be issued an identification card that you must show in order to avail yourself of the benefits.”

      One of the girls behind Ilsa mumbled something, and Mr. Bauman pierced with her a razor-sharp glare. “Do you have a question or comment?”

      “Uh, no, sir.”

      Ilsa laced her fingers and shuddered. Apparently, the man’s jovial attitude was a farce as perhaps his claim that Mr. Beck wanted everyone to be happy. Good to know. No matter. She’d settle for a paycheck and a chance to pay off Papa’s debt.

      “All right, then gather your things, and we’ll tour the facility.” He gathered their paperwork, then led the women from the room and down the corridor to the locker room. He waited for them to stow their personal items, obtain a jacket and head covering and clean their hands before guiding them through the manufacturing plant at a rapid pace, peppering them with information as they walked. He pointed to various machines and explained their usage. 

      Ilsa was nearly out of breath by the time they arrived at the far end of the factory in the shipping department. Workers scurried among towers of boxes, grabbing the cartons and loading them onto waiting wagons where they would be taken to the train station for their journey to the rest of the country. She’d heard men at one of the shops in town discussing Mr. Beck’s distribution process, indicating it was as efficient and effective as his factory layout. 

      Mr. Bauman clapped his hands. “Time to go to work, ladies.” He ushered them back the way they’d come, then entered a massive area where dozens of women sat at tables or stood in front of machines wrapping products. A diminutive man with snow-white hair waved from the far end of the room. “Miss Krause, Miss Gutnik, and Miss Jasinski, this is your assigned department. Mr. Davison is your supervisor. He will train you on your duties and answer any questions you have. You will receive a fifteen-minute break in the morning and afternoon, and one forty-five-minute lunch period. Your coworkers will show you where the ladies’ dining room is located. Good luck.” He turned on his heel and disappeared through the doorway. 

      While waiting for Mr. Davison to finish what he was doing, Ilsa surveyed the room. The ceiling soared overhead with windows near the tops of the walls, enabling light into the area but no view.  As with the entire factory, the scent of chocolate permeated the air so heavily she almost felt as if she could taste the products. Would she tire of the aroma?

      “Ladies, welcome!” Mr. Davison trotted toward them, his face wreathed in smiles. 

      Swallowing a sigh, Ilsa straightened her spine at the sound of his British accent. Would he be like Mr. Bauman, gracious one minute and dictatorial the next? 

      “Let’s get you situated. I’ve paired you each with an experienced gal. The machines are not much more difficult to run than your sewing machines at home, but they can be tricky for the uninitiated.”

      “I’d like to see him run my sewing machine,” Miss Gutnik whispered.

      Mr. Davison snickered, and the woman blushed to the roots of her hair. “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      “No need to apologize, my dear. You’re spot on. I’d probably get all tangled up. I was merely trying to set your minds at ease, letting you know that you’re already ahead of the game with transferable experience.”

      
      Ilsa sighed, and some of the tension slipped from her shoulders. Perhaps he was a nice man after all. He’d reacted with humor instead of ire.

      “Miss Krause, you’ll be working with Miss Petric.” He motioned toward a tall, buxom woman with gray eyes and sandy-brown hair. Her skin was fair with a smattering of freckles on her nose.

      The woman lifted her hand in greeting. “It is nice to meet you. Please call me Zlata.”

      “I am Ilsa.” She licked her lips as Mr. Davison moved away with Miss Gutnik and Miss Jasinski, taking them to machines at the far end of the room. The only women she’d come to know in her short tenure were too far away to converse with. Not that she’d have time to talk, but seeing a familiar face would be nice. “I’ve never done anything like this.”

      Zlata laid her hand on Ilsa’s arm. “You’ll be fine. It is less difficult than your sewing machine.”

      “That’s what Mr. Davis said, but I hesitated to believe him. These monstrosities are much larger.”

      “How the mighty have fallen,” a voice sounded from the next machine. “Never thought I’d see you darken the doorway of Beck’s, Ilsa. Your father thought he was too good to work with the company.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. Yasmina Carle smirked, her eyes like black marbles. For some reason Ilsa could never fathom, the girl had been nasty to her since their first meeting in grade school. She’d gotten worse in high school, and Ilsa had been relieved to graduate, after which she’d never seen Yasmina again. Now, she’d be expected to work next to her. Dear God, help me be kind and not respond to her rudeness. “Nice to see you again, Yasmina.” She spoke through gritted teeth.

      “Yeah, right.” Yasmina looked down her nose at Ilsa. “I’d heard your father died and left you in a mess. Guess the rumor was right.”

      “Be quiet, Yasmina.” Zlata frowned. “Go back to work.”

      “I don’t have to listen to you.” 

      “Is everything all right, ladies?” Mr. Davison had approached unheard because of the noise of the machines. His gaze shot back and forth between Zlata and Yasmina.

      
      “Fine, Mr. Davison. Ilsa and I are getting reacquainted.” Yasmina’s voice was syrupy. “We were schoolmates.”

      Ilsa stifled the desire to roll her eyes, instead nodding as if in full agreement. Any other response might label her as a troublemaker.

      He studied them for a long moment, then shrugged and sauntered off.

      A glance at Yasmina showed she’d already returned to her machine, but her stiff stance spoke volumes. The conversation was not over.

      “Don’t let her bother you. She’s miserable and thinks everyone else should be, too.” Zlata laid her hand on Ilsa’s arm. “Now, let’s get you trained.” She pointed to various parts on the machine as she explained how to operate the apparatus. “You watch for a while, then I will let you try. The noise can be intimidating, but there is nothing to fear. Before we start, we’ll need to fill the hopper with the wrapping sheets. Inventory is kept on the shelves at the end of the room. Each product is covered with a different color paper, and we want the blue papers for this product.”

      Tugging at her cap, Ilsa lifted her chin and strode down the aisle between the machines, a barrage of noise pummeling her from all sides. She arrived at the shelf, grab a large stack of blue tissue-like paper, then spun around to return to her station.

      “Oof.”

      Two strong hands gripped her upper arms. Warmth penetrated the thin fabric of her sleeves, and tingles shot from her elbows to her shoulders. She raised her head and gasped. “Ernst!”

      “Ilsa.”

      His tone was soft as his lips formed her name, but his eyes bulged. “I didn’t realize you are employed with us. Uh, I’m sorry for your loss. I heard about your father.”

      “Thank you.” Her mouth dried, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. He looked good. Too good, but she couldn’t allow her heart to follow that trail. He had shunned her, and she would do the same. She glanced at his hands still grasping her arms, and he released her as if burned. 

      “I-I’m surprised to see you,” he
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