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​Chapter One
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“Oh, there it is! But why is their business hidden away on this dowdy little back street?”

The young couple, a pair of twenty-something tourists, paused on the sidewalk outside the Muller Furniture Shop. It was a two-story clapboard building, sparkling white with a neat black door and trim. The windows gleamed, the brass street number and door knocker shone, and the small patch of lawn between the shop door and the street was bright with red roses.

“It looks like something from 200 years ago, Paul,” the woman breathed. “Just like on their web page. The Amish are so—historic.”

She took his hand and they strolled across the street to the door. As they opened it a little bell tinkled overhead and the fragrance of freshly worked pine wood greeted them. 

A beautiful blonde woman in Amish dress was standing behind a massive counter. A few wispy tendrils of shining blonde hair escaped from underneath her white cap. Her face was void of makeup, but her complexion was fresh and flawless, in spite of it. She lifted her big blue eyes to them and smiled tentatively.

“Welcome to our shop,” she said softly.

The young man smiled, taking in her appearance. “Hi.”

His female companion stepped forward and slid a hand across his shoulder. “We saw your website and thought we’d drop in while we were in town,” she said briskly. “We are interested in the unfinished pine library desk.”

The young Amish woman dimpled winsomely, and the young man smiled back.

“Yes, that’s one of our most popular pieces,” she agreed. “My husband is here today, he can show it to you. 

“Isaac?” she called, “we have customers.”

There was a faint clattering sound from the back of the shop, and presently a young giant emerged from among the bookcases. He was over six feet tall, with white-blonde hair and clear sky-blue eyes. He was dressed in a simple white shirt with rolled up sleeves, suspenders, and plain black slacks – but the way he filled out those simple garments would have made them fashionable on any runway in the world.

The young woman’s mouth fell slightly open, and as her hand slipped from her companion’s shoulder she pulled her sunglasses down her nose.

The young Amish man gazed down at them. “I have three finished desks right now,” he told them. “Come and see.”

He turned, and the two customers exchanged a wordless look before they followed him to where three beautiful, handcrafted pine desks were on display. The woman ran a hand admiringly over the silken surface.

“My, you are talented,” she drawled, “it’s as smooth as a baby’s bottom! And sturdy,” she added, smiling up at him. “It looks like it weighs a ton!”

Isaac nodded. “I make them to last. Here we have the unfinished one, but I can add any finish you want.” He motioned to a small booklet of available finishes, and the man picked it up and flipped through the swatches.

“I think it’s perfect the way it is. What do you think, Paul?” the woman asked, her eyes still on Isaac.

Her companion put the booklet down. “It looks good,” he agreed. “Do you deliver?”

“Yes. For a little extra locally and more if it’s out of state.”

The man turned to the woman. “What do you think?”

“I love it,” she replied, pulling out a drawer. “It’s not like anything I’ve seen at the big-box showrooms.”

The man turned to Isaac. “We’ll take it.”

“Good,” Isaac nodded. “If you have a truck, I can help you load it. If not, we’ll deliver.”

The man looked at him as if he’d lost his mind. “We’ll have it delivered,” he responded faintly.

“As you like.”

Cora greeted them at the front desk. “Did you like the desk?” she asked politely. 

“Yes, we’re getting it.” The man reached into his wallet and handed her a card. “You can have it delivered to this address.”

“We’ll have it to you within a week,” Cora told him dutifully. “And thank you, we appreciate your business!”

The two customers looked at each other again, smiled and took the receipt she offered them before leaving. 

When they had stepped out into the street again, and the door had closed behind them, the man exhaled soundlessly. “Man, did you get a load of Hercules?” he marveled. “Did I want to help him load the desk?” He gave an incredulous crack of laughter. 

The woman twirled a tendril of her hair. “Yes, he was a healthy specimen, all right,” she agreed. “I wonder what they feed ‘em out here? I’ll bet that one could have moved the desk all by himself.”

“Hey!”

“I’m just saying,” she shrugged.

“And his wife!” the man went on, “right out of central casting – the little Dutch doll!”

The woman shot him a sharp glance. “Yes, I saw you staring at the milkmaid,” she agreed. “All she lacked was a pair of wooden shoes.”

The man grinned at her. “Yeah, she sure had everything else,” he teased.

“Oh, shut up, Paul.”

“Jealous?”

“Mmm – no. Because if you tried to flirt with her, she’d most likely shoot you down. The Amish are very repressed sexually. They’re religious, you know.”

“Yeah. Kooks, like all of those Bible thumpers.” 

They paused on the sidewalk, looking out toward the main town square. Several buggies clattered down the street, and here and there, Amish townsfolk mingled with shopping tourists. 

“It’s like taking mushrooms, Paul,” she marveled. “I keep thinking I’m seeing things, but it’s real.”

He yawned. “I’m getting hungry. Isn’t it getting close to lunch? Let’s find a café, or whatever they have here.”

His companion smirked and eyed him. “Yeah—maybe we can find out what to feed you, to make you grow big and strong like that guy.” 

She jerked a thumb back toward the shop, and the man pushed her a little as they walked – perhaps in jest, and perhaps not. 
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​Chapter Two

[image: ]


As soon as the door closed behind their English customers, Cora turned to Isaac, hands on hips.

He looked down at her in amusement. “What’s that face for?” he asked mildly. “Didn’t we just sell a desk?”

“The way that English woman was staring at you, reminded me of Leah Hauser!” Cora objected. “I like to be polite to everyone, but some things make my hands tingle!”

“I would hate to have to explain why my wife just slapped a customer,” Isaac agreed, sliding his arms around her waist from behind. “It would be hard.” 

He leaned down and kissed her ear. “Maybe we should close for lunch. It’s been a busy morning, and we both need a rest.”

Cora closed her eyes. “Oh, I’d love that, Isaac,” she replied fervently. “Just to have some time to ourselves, for a change!”

But the tinkling of the little bell announced that they had new arrivals. Isaac straightened, and Cora stepped away from him. She put a hand to her cap.

“Welcome to our shop,” she smiled. “How can we help you?”

There were many new browsers: a middle aged couple with three children, a pair of young women who looked like sisters, and an elderly man and woman. It took more than an hour to serve them all, and by the end of that time, they had purchased a pair of bookcases, a bedroom suite, and another one of Isaac’s desks.

When the last customer had finally purchased their selection and departed, Isaac took a “be back later” sign and hung it in the front window, then locked the door firmly.

“Come,” he said to Cora, and slid an arm around her waist. 

They walked up the narrow stairs to their own apartment on the second floor. Isaac closed the door at the top of the stairs and leaned against it.

He lifted his chin and rolled his eyes to the ceiling. 

Cora looked at him and dimpled suddenly. “You should be careful what you wish for, Isaac Muller,” she laughed, and kissed his chin. 

He cracked a wide, white smile and nodded. “We should count our blessings.”

He walked with her to the kitchen, and collapsed on the little bench at the table. 

Cora watched him ruefully as she opened the refrigerator. “I’m very grateful, Isaac,” she said softly, setting out sandwich fixings on the table. “It’s wonderful that people appreciate your talent, and buy the furniture that you make. And it’s wonderful that we don’t have to worry about money these days.”

Isaac nodded. “But?”

“But we’re never alone any more,” Cora said softly, sinking onto the bench beside him. “You’re up in the morning before me, then we work all day, and then we’re both so tired that we just fall into bed and don’t wake up until the next morning!”

Isaac held out his arms, and Cora went into them. “I know.”

“I miss our time together,” Cora sighed, turning her face into his chest. “The last time we made love – when was it, Isaac? A week ago – two weeks?”

“Too long,” he agreed, caressing her shoulder with one hand.

“I wish we could just – take a vacation,” Cora blurted, “like the English do. We could call it anything you like—but just to get away, and rest, and be alone together.”

“That would be wonderful,” Isaac agreed, his eyes wistful. He looked down at her. “You’ve been looking tired lately, and I don’t like it. Your health is more important than any business.”

Cora stirred in his arms. “Really, Isaac? You think I look – tired?”

He nodded and kissed her hair. “Like a little drooping rose.”

Cora’s brows twitched together as she extracted herself from his arms.

“So – you’re saying that I don’t look good any more?”

Isaac’s expression registered caution – too late. “You always look beautiful to me, Cora,” he assured her.

“Except when I look tired.”

“I only meant –”

Cora stood up quickly, and shook out her skirts. She grabbed a jar off the table, opened it, and raked a glob of mayonnaise across a slice of bread.

“That’s all right, I understand, Isaac. I know that I can’t always expect you to say nice things, like you did when we were first married.”

“Oh, now, Cora –”

She ripped open a package of lunch meat and slapped it down on the bread.

“And since we hardly see each other any more, I suppose it’s not as important anyway.”

“Cora –”

“But I can’t help it if I don’t look like a bride, because, because, we both work so hard these days,” she quavered. “We eat, and sleep, and work, and that’s all.  We talk to everybody but each other –”

“You are upset,” Isaac frowned, and stood up.

Cora dropped the jar of mustard she was holding, put her face in her hands, and burst into a passion of tears. Isaac reached out and took her in his arms again.

“Hush,” he whispered, frowning, “My Cora. We have been working too hard. It isn’t good for you to fret yourself to tears.”

He looked down at her, and lifted her chin with one finger. “And it isn’t necessary. Even with a red nose, and a wet face, you’re still more beautiful than any other woman I’ve ever seen.”

Cora stopped crying to hiccup, “Oh, Isaac, that’s, that’s so sweet.” She looked up at him pleadingly. “Say more things like that.”

He broke out laughing, and ended up kissing her. “I’m going to take you on vacation, Cora,” he smiled. “Someplace where we can be alone, and rest. A week, maybe two weeks. How does that sound?”

Cora closed her eyes. “Oh, like heaven, Isaac,” she cried. “Someplace far away, where nobody can find us. Someplace where there’s nothing to do, but walk together in the daytime, and make love at night.”

“That would be heaven,” he agreed.

He raised his eyebrows, and looked wistfully out the kitchen window. “Yeah.” 
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“Now, Adam, you understand how to work the cash register. And we’ve gone over how to answer the telephone, and if anything goes wrong, you can use the shop phone to call this number.”

Isaac handed the teenaged boy a slip of paper. 

“We’ll be staying at this number. If there’s trouble, you can call the desk, and they’ll get in touch with us.”

The boy, a tall, gangly sixteen-year-old, nodded. 

“But don’t call us, unless it’s an emergency.”

The boy smiled, and nodded, and promised: “Everything will be just as you left it, you’ll see.”

Isaac slapped him on the back, and looked out through the front window. Cora and their driver were waiting for him in the minivan they had rented.

He pulled his hat down over his eyes, straightened his jacket, and left.

He climbed into the back seat next to Cora, and the English driver, a plump, cheerful middle-aged woman, who introduced herself as Frida. 

“All ready to go, now? Well, fasten your seat belts, and we’ll be off. We should be there in a little under two hours, with light traffic.”

She switched on the radio, and jangling music immediately began to play. Isaac met Cora’s eyes, and she smiled faintly and shrugged.

***
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Cora turned her eyes to the window and as they rolled through town, she noticed they got surprised looks from some of the locals. It wasn’t every day that an Amish couple went on a trip, but Cora was glad that Isaac had overruled the conventions.

She bit her lip, and squelched the temptation to reach out across the seat and take Isaac’s hand. It would be an unseemly gesture in public, but she longed to do it. It felt so good, already, to be away from the shop and its responsibilities. 

She was hoping that this trip would be something like an English honeymoon, a chance for her and Isaac to recapture the closeness that they had lost during the launch of the shop. And as far as Cora was concerned, that couldn’t start fast enough. 

She watched as tourists walked out into the street in front of the van, trailing balloons. She had felt drained and tired lately, but hadn’t mentioned it to Isaac, not wanting to worry him.

The fact that he had noticed it anyway, hadn’t made her feel any better.

A week of rest and relaxation was just what they both needed.

The van slowly cleared town, and once the traffic had melted away, they sped over the two-lane roads that wound over the farm country outside of town. It was high summer, and the fields were lush and green, with acre upon acre of waving corn and hay. Huge white clouds sailed in a blue sky.

Cora stole a look at Isaac. He was sitting quietly in his seat, looking out at the road ahead, his hands folded in his lap.

He hadn’t given her the slightest hint of where they were going. Instead he had told her, with a smile, that it was going to be a surprise.

And of course she had spent the time since then trying to find out, but Isaac had been like a rock. She hadn’t been able to wheedle it out of him, or trick him into giving it away, and she didn’t know enough about the computer yet to go onto it and find out which places he’d been looking at.

Though she fully intended to learn.

She returned to the passing scenery. They were well beyond the outskirts of town now, out beyond her local geography, past the county line and on into the next. Dairy farms rolled past, and groves of apples and peaches, and fields full of watermelons.

After awhile it all began to blend together, into one long blur of green and blue and brown. The monotonous hum of the radio, Isaac’s shoulder against hers and the warmth of the car, all conspired together and lulled her to nod off, and then to rouse herself, and then to nod again.

When Cora woke up, her head was on Isaac’s chest, and his arm was around her shoulders. The sound and vibration of the car door slamming shut brought her back with a start.

She looked up at Isaac’s smiling eyes.

“We’re here,” he said.

She peered out of the window as Frida was pulling the van past a beautiful Victorian bed and breakfast. A grand old home that was as bright and tidy as a new penny. Two huge oak trees shaded the house, and a double porch circled the lower and upper floors.

Cora’s eyes widened. “Is this where we’re staying?” she gasped, and looked up at her husband.

He nodded, and squeezed her arm.

“Where are we, Isaac?”

“A little town on the state line. I read about this place on the Internet. The house is over 100 years old. But that’s not where we’ll be staying.”

Cora’s eyes traveled longingly to the gas lanterns flickering in the yard. “No?”

Isaac grinned. “They have a guest house near the lake. That’s where we’re going.”

Cora’s brows rose, and her lips formed an astonished O.

Frida pulled the van around the huge front lawn, and down a small driveway, past the house, down a long, manicured driveway, to a large, single story house at the water’s edge. A small hanging sign in the tidy yard read The Boat House.

The colonial cottage was trim and sparkling white, with dark green shutters and a wraparound porch. Huge trees overshadowed the house and the shore.

Frida nodded her approval. “Well, here you folks are,” she smiled. “My husband and I stayed here once. We really enjoyed it. It’s very quiet, and it has a great view of the lake.”

“Thank you,” Isaac told her. 

“I’ll be back for you folks Monday week at noon.”

She climbed out of the van and opened the trunk. Isaac picked up their bags and carried them to the door.

“Just punch in the code on that panel on the right,” Frida called.

Isaac looked over his shoulder, and nodded.

Frida waved again, and returned to the van. It growled to life, and soon disappeared up the driveway and out through the trees.

Isaac punched in a few numbers on the electronic lock, and pushed the door so that it swung open wide.

Cora clapped a hand to her mouth in awe. “Oh, Isaac,” she gasped, “It’s beautiful – just like a dream! I’m sure the bishop would think this is hochmut.

“But I don’t care!”
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