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Chapter One
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ISAAC MULLER STAGGERED back against the workshop door. Leah Hauser pressed her barely clothed body right into his and brushed her lips across his neck. The touch of Leah’s tongue on his skin sent crazy electricity branching deep through his body.

Isaac’s mind blanked out. That instant, Leah’s supple body and exploratory kisses were the only things in it. She was begging him for pleasure, murmuring obscenities, raking his back like a clawing cat.

Isaac closed his eyes and let that split-second of insanity reel out. Leah’s hands moved down his chest, fretting the flimsy belt that kept his robe around his body. Another instant, and his robe would be on the floor, they would both be naked, and it would be too late to turn back.

But though his mind was stunned, Isaac’s heart revived. The thought of Cora flared in the darkness and flowered into a thousand bright memories. 

He imagined Cora’s beautiful blue eyes—but now the sweet, trusting look that he loved was gone. In its place was the dull, dead look of disillusionment and betrayal. 

He had only an instant to decide.

Isaac pulled his mouth away.

***
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HE CLAMPED HIS HANDS around Leah’s shoulders and thrust her firmly out from him. “Go back to the house, Leah,” he said sternly.  “I told you that I’m a married man. A happily married man.”

Even though Isaac had only used a fraction of his strength, Leah stumbled violently backwards and only saved herself from falling by grabbing at the work table. 

“Go away and stop following me,” he panted. “Find a man of your own.”

Leah leaned heavily against the work table. Gradually she gathered her robe, and her composure.

“Your mouth says one thing, Isaac Muller,” she replied breathlessly. “But your body says another. I know you can’t admit it, even to yourself, but you want me. 

“That bride of yours will drag you down. What kind of life can you make for yourself here, with Cora Lapp? She’s a train wreck, Isaac. She’ll ruin whatever you try to build.

“Sooner or later you’ll see that you married the wrong woman. It might not be tonight. But you’ll come to me, Isaac.

“And I’ll be waiting.”

Isaac made a tired, waving motion with one hand. “Go back to the house, Leah,” he murmured, and turned into the little bedroom. He closed the door behind him and turned the lock.

He could hear Leah crying softly on the other side of the door for a few minutes, and then the sound of the outer door closing announced that she had given up at last.

But Isaac sat in the dark, wide-eyed and panting, for a long time. 

Then he gathered his wits, dressed, and packed.

***
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IT WAS DEEP NIGHT WHEN Isaac emerged from the little shop bedroom. He walked across the yard, to Levi Hauser’s front porch, and slipped a small handwritten note under the door.

Words of apology, of a family crisis, of the need to break off their contract. He would think of the details later.

The important thing was to put as much distance between himself and Leah as he could.

The moon was high and bright in the sky, and a chill mist was rising from the meadows. It was almost ten miles back to town, and it was going to be a long, cold walk. 

But staying in that cramped, tiny shop was impossible now. 

Isaac shook his head. One minute, he was sleeping peacefully in his bed – the next, Leah Hauser was plastered over his chest and doing her best to untie his robe. 

He wondered if it was real, or if he was still dreaming. But the rocky road underneath his feet and the cold night air were real enough.

It had all happened so fast.

Isaac pulled his mouth into a tight line. Leah had ambushed him when he was half-asleep. She had been calculating, dishonest. For an instant he was angry, but the feeling quickly faded. 

It was useless to be angry at Leah.

He was the one who had really failed. He should’ve told Leah long ago that he had no feelings for her. She had clearly been confused by his silence.

It was painful to admit, but looking back, he had been flattered to have two beautiful women like Cora and Leah fighting for his attention. Whenever he had been worried about losing Cora, all he had to do was remember how she looked when Leah Hauser even talked to him, and he had been comforted.

When they’d quarreled during their courtship, he had once tried to make Cora jealous by encouraging Leah. And it had worked too well. Cora had overreacted in fear and anger and now Leah was bitter and full of revenge.

He had been wrong to do it, and now he was paying a price.

It was his fault, really.

A full-body wave of shame surged up from Isaac’s feet to his hair. He wondered why he’d hesitated—why he’d allowed Leah to crawl over him.

Now, under the cool, sane night sky, he was shaken to think that he’d been seconds from destroying everything he loved. 

It was going to be hard to meet Cora’s eyes, once he got home. He had let Leah pin him against the door, and kiss him, and if he hadn’t come to his senses quickly, he would this minute be lying in the dark, wrestling with bitter regret.

He set his jaw. He’d have to tell Cora, tell her everything, to preserve his own self-respect, and her trust. But nothing would hurt her more than knowing that he had allowed Leah Hauser to...

He imagined the look in her eyes, and quick tears sprang to his own. Cora was the last person on earth he would ever want to hurt—but that was exactly what was about to happen. 

She had tried to warn him, even begged him not to go to the Hauser’s. But he hadn’t been willing to listen. Now he wished that he had.

An owl called in the meadow off to the right of the road. Farther off, its mate replied.

Isaac transferred his tool bag from one arm to the other, and trudged doggedly along the road, praying that when he got back home, Cora would still be there... and that she would still be with him, after she found out what had just happened. 
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Chapter Two
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A FAINT PREDAWN PINK filled the sky when Isaac finally arrived in the deserted town. A solitary dog barking was the only sound as he dragged himself up the steps to the little apartment. He opened the door, dropped his tools on the floor, and stumbled to the bedroom in exhaustion. 

But when he opened the door, his heart sank. Their bed was perfectly made—and empty.

Cora was gone.

Isaac collapsed across the quilt. The thought came to him that he would have to get up, and go find her. He reached out to brace himself against the mattress but his fingers unfurled on the coverlet.

It was his last conscious action before sleep closed its arms over him.

***
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“CORA. Cora.”

The midnight sky overhead was white with stars, and the moon was bright enough to see by. He was waiting for Cora by the creek, just below his father’s farm. There was no sign of her.

He climbed over the little fence, skipped over the creek, and sat down on the tree branch where they always talked as children. He resigned himself to a long wait: sometimes it took a while for her to be able to slip away.

The creek whispered to itself in the darkness, and he rubbed his arms. It was getting chilly, but he would have waited all night. 

Guilt stabbed him. He kept coming back, and back, but they shouldn’t be meeting this way. They were taking a crazy risk, but he couldn’t bear to be...

A low sound, hardly more distinct than the murmuring of the brook, broke into his thoughts. He turned to listen: it was coming from the Lapp’s, somewhere on the other side of the hill. 

He stepped down from the limb and climbed the steep rise. To his surprise, the sound he heard was Cora’s voice. She was answered by a man, a voice he didn’t recognize.

They were both speaking softly, but to his alarm, they both sounded agitated.

Cora suddenly screamed—a ragged, anguished sound that made the hairs on his neck stand up. He broke into a run, and when he topped the rise, he jolted to a stop.

Cora was lying on the ground, struggling against a stranger who had his hands around her neck.

He felt as if he’d been struck by lightning.

He didn’t know how they got there, but suddenly his hands were around the man’s chest. He yanked him up in a high, wide arc through the air, and then slammed him against the ground. He left the stranger writhing there without a backward glance and scrambled to where Cora was lying. 

She was looking up at the sky like a beautiful, broken doll, and horror thrilled through every vein in his body. He grasped her hand. It was lifeless.

“Cora? Cora? Cora?”

***
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HE MOANED, TURNED HIS head restlessly. The dream shifted.

Cora raised her chin and looked up at him. The firelight in the little bedroom flickered in her eyes, turned her hair to gold. She caressed his face with her hand.

“I always imagined how this would be,” she whispered. “It’s better even than I dreamed, Isaac.”

Her eyes were full of – he couldn’t name it – something that energized and terrified him. That sweet, trusting, hero worship look. Like she would never entertain a bad thought about him.

That look he loved, and worried about. 

She kissed him, and he took her in his arms again, and she opened up to him as sweetly and softly as a flower opening to the sun. It was like dying, being loved like that: the whole of his life was divided into before, and after. 

He had thought that he loved her, but he was wrong.

He had no idea, before then, how fierce and terrifying love was. How sweet, and how like fire.

He had buried his face in her hair, breathing in the sweet scent of it, moving his cheek across her shoulder, luxuriating in how smooth it was against his skin.

“Cora.”

***
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HE MOVED HIS LIPS SOUNDLESSLY.

They were sitting at the kitchen table now, and she was looking at him as if she expected him to take her over his knee.

“Now I am going to get rid of the cell phone,” he was telling her, “and we will never speak of it again.”

Her eyes had been like big blue marbles, pleading with him like a child’s. He had to break the little phone in two, but it had felt cruel, and he had to remind himself why he was doing it, why it was necessary.

He wanted to spoil her, even though that was not the Amish way. 

It had gone to his heart, her downturned mouth: but this much wisdom he had learned, that he would be better off if Cora never suspected that.

She had mumbled to herself, and pouted for a little while.

“I heard that, Cora.”

But that night, she had snuggled into his arms and begged for a kiss, and he had been glad to give her as many of those as she wanted.

***
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THE DREAM CHANGED AGAIN. He frowned; his hands clenched and unclenched. 

“I have something to tell, you, Cora.”

Cora had returned home. He sat down on the sofa and motioned for her to sit down beside him. She came and sat down expectantly, smiling, watching him with innocent eyes. She had no reason to expect anything bad. 

He turned his head restlessly on the coverlet.

“I should have listened to you, Cora, when you asked me not to go to the Hauser’s,” he was saying. “Because something happened that you need to know about.”

He watched her eyes darken with worry. She took his hand.

“What, Isaac? What happened?”

He tossed his head on the quilt, and his eyes rolled under their closed lids.

“Leah Hauser tried to – she came to –”

He watched in dread as the truth dawned in her eyes, and chased that trusting, happy look away – forever.

“Oh, no, Isaac.”

She pulled her hand out of his.

“Cora, nothing happened beyond that she kissed me, and, and—”

Cora’s face crumpled into grief. She jumped up, sobbing, and ran into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her. He pressed up against it, knocking urgently on the door.

“Cora! Cora, listen to me!”

He moaned and thrashed on the bed. 

“Cora...”

But it was all fading away now, even Cora’s sobs. He pressed his cheek against the door, but to his confusion, it felt soft, and smelled like lavender.

His eyes fluttered open. Slowly it came to him: It had been a dream. Isaac pulled his hands down over his face and sighed in relief. 

He struggled up on one elbow and squinted at the window. The sunlight outside announced that he had slept the day away: it was now late afternoon.  

But to his confusion, one part of his dream lingered. There was a soft, persistent knocking at the front door. 
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Chapter Three
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ISAAC ROLLED OUT OF bed and hurried to the front door, but when he pulled it open, it was not Cora’s pert face that greeted him.

Joseph Lapp blocked out the light in his doorway. Joseph was in shadow as well: his startling eyes had darkened to a gunmetal gray.

“May I come in, Isaac?” he asked.

Isaac ran a hand through his mop of hair. He was surprised, and not all that pleased: Joseph was the last person he had expected to see.

But he nodded. 

Joseph came in slowly and silently. When Isaac gestured to the sofa, he sat down on it stiffly.

Isaac lowered himself into a chair and faced his brother-in-law. He was in no mood for formalities, and they wouldn’t have done much good, anyway. 

So he got right to the point. 

“Is Cora staying with you?” 

Joseph nodded.

Isaac bit his lip. “Is she – is she all right?”

Joseph raised tired eyes. “She’s upset. She says the two of you quarreled. And that you were working at Levi Hauser’s.”

Isaac stood up. “I’ll come and get her.”

Joseph didn’t follow. “Let’s talk a while first, Isaac,” he suggested. He looked down at his hands and sighed. 

“You were at the Hauser’s for a little over a week, I think. Cora came to us on the first night.”

Isaac looked away, and nodded. “We did quarrel,” he confessed. “I was laid off from the shop, and I haven’t been able to find work. Levi Hauser offered me work, and I told Cora I was going to take the job. She didn’t want me to take it, because –”

He went red, and broke off. “Anyway, she was upset. But there’s no reason to be, anymore. I stopped working there.”

“I’m not here to get in your business,” Joseph told him carefully. “I came here because Cora is inconsolable. She seems to think that you’re very angry with her.”

Isaac looked down at his feet. “I’m not angry with her,” he replied quietly.

“I didn’t think that sounded right, either,” Joseph answered, “but she seems to be convinced that the two of you are on the brink of divorce.”

Isaac looked up sharply. “Is that what she told you?”

“It’s what she fears.”

Isaac shook his head in consternation. “I never suggested any such thing,” he frowned, “I never even thought it! But – I did say some things to her that I shouldn’t have said. I regret them now. Is... Cora angry?”

Joseph shook his head. “No. Cora is terrified.”

Isaac frowned.

“Of me?”

“Of losing you.”

Isaac shook his head and sighed. “I – I was harsh with Cora,” he admitted softly. “I’ve been out of my mind with worry these last few weeks. I finally got a little work, and she didn’t want me to take the job.”

He lowered his head. “But there was more to it than just that.”

Joseph watched him, and said nothing.

“You were right, Joseph,” Isaac admitted, in a low voice. “I didn’t see it at first, but you were right. I didn’t make Cora feel safe to tell me what she thought, and so – she hid something from me, again, and when I found out, I got upset. But she didn’t mean any harm. She never means any harm. It was my fault.

“I was – I was scared, I guess. It felt like she didn’t trust me anymore. Like she didn’t think I was a good provider. I was afraid she’d lost respect for me.”

Joseph shook his head, and seemed to repress an exasperated exclamation by force of will.

“Isaac, I am Cora’s brother. She has told me things that she may not even have told you. I promise you, Cora is beyond all reason where you are concerned. She has proved it over and over,” he added dryly.

“Yes, everything’s all right for now,” Isaac broke out impatiently, “but if this goes on, who knows.” He looked out the window.

Joseph considered him in silence for a long while. At last he coughed, and looked down at the floor, and up at the ceiling.

“Have you thought about starting your own business, Isaac?” 

Isaac shrugged. “It costs money to start a business,” he replied. “I’ll have to get a job before I can even think about that.”

“You have a real gift for woodworking. What if you rented this whole house, instead of just the second floor, and used the lower half to sell your own furniture? You might even work in partnership with Gideon Miller. You could refer your customers to him for cabinets, and he could refer his customers to you for furnishings.”

Isaac pressed his mouth into a line. “It sounds good, but I told you, I don’t have the money.”

“What if I loaned you the money?”

Isaac looked up sharply and went beet red. “I don’t want money from my wife’s family,” he stated flatly. 

“I’m not offering you a gift,” Joseph replied evenly. “I’m offering you a loan, at the going rate. No special favors.”

Isaac said nothing, and Joseph shrugged. “Think about it, anyway. Take your time.”

“I will,” Isaac mumbled. “Thank you, Joseph.”

Then he stood up. “It’s time for Cora to come home. I’ll come and get her now.”

Joseph didn’t follow.

“There’s more, Isaac.”
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JOSEPH’S GRIM EXPRESSION made Isaac slowly sink back down into his chair. 

“Mary Stoltzfus – you remember her?—ran away to Europe without telling anybody. She came back while you were at the Hauser farm.

“Mary came back looking like – well, you’ll see her soon enough. She cut her hair and painted her face and bought a lot of English clothes. So the bishop’s wife called a meeting of the school board and they came over to Fannie’s house to tell Mary that she couldn’t teach at the school any more unless she repented. Both Mary and Cora were called to the meeting.”

Isaac’s eyes widened. 

“When Cora saw that Mary was going to be fired for dressing English, she told the board members that it was her fault, and not Mary’s. She told them that she’d encouraged Mary to dress English, and that she had her own cell phone. Some silliness about a boy. It doesn’t matter now.”

Joseph sighed. “Now they’re both barred from teaching. Mary’s in the clear apart from that, since she hasn’t joined the church. But Cora –”

Isaac groaned and put his face in his hands. 

“Of course I can’t let her take the blame alone,” Joseph went on. “I was the one who gave her the phone. Katie and I have talked about it, and I’ll confess my part to the bishop.”

Isaac nodded wordlessly.

“Cora promises that she’s going to repent for breaking the Ordnung, and that she’ll say anything she needs to say. I can’t see the bishop coming down hard on her, at least for a first offense. She confessed voluntarily, too. That should go in her favor.

“But getting in trouble with the elders is not what Cora most fears. Isaac –” Joseph looked up, and his eyes were piercing – “she is most afraid of you, or at least, of you
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