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Chapter One
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Singing.  Cora Lapp closed her eyes and drank in the sound.  The women’s high, ethereal voices were reaching to the sky.  The men sang in reply, their deep booming voices adding depth and earthiness, adding that rich weight, that grounded-ness.  Singing had always been Cora’s favorite part of Amish worship, even when she didn’t feel the emotions that she guessed she was supposed to feel in church. 

As far she was concerned, the service was over when the singing was over.  She had never gotten much from the sermons.  They went on and on until the elderly and children were nodding towards sleep, and even the adults were stupefied with boredom.  Why did everyone have to make such a big deal about it?  Wasn’t singing worship enough?

Not that she had a lot of experience with worship.  In spite of her Amish upbringing, she had never had much of an impulse toward God.  She believed in God, but mostly she thought of Him as someone who disliked fun things. 

And the people who wanted them.

When she thought of God, it was with the uncomfortable certainty that He was probably mad at her.  Or at least, that scenario would make the most sense: she had almost none of the restraint that a good Amish person was supposed to have.  She loved feeling pretty, she loved stylish clothes and makeup, she wanted to have fun, and the thought of spending the rest of her life in one place, reading the Bible, made her feel as if the walls were closing in.

The singing swelled again.  One corner of Cora’s lip curled up in the whisper of a smile.  Now she could detect Isaac Muller’s voice.  Poor Isaac, he was an enthusiastic singer, he sang with all his heart, but he was always off key, and when the spirit really moved him, he sang loudly.

She opened her eyes just a crack.  The worship service was being held in Jabez Stoltzfus’ barn and there had been too many people for all of them to fit inside.  Isaac had been late that morning and had to take a seat in one of the folding chairs set up in the yard outside.  Even so, no one could miss him.

Cora watched him through her lashes.  The morning sun crowned his white-blonde hair with light, glanced off the strong planes of his face, touched his lips with a shining finger.  Looking at him now, she was amazed that she had never before appreciated how handsome her childhood playmate had become. 

Because he was very handsome.  He was six feet tall, his shoulders were like a two-by-four, he was almost all muscle, and his eyes were as big and blue and soulful as a baby’s.  Maybe it had just taken awhile for her to see the adult Isaac, rather than her childhood neighbor.

But as Isaac sang in the springtime sunshine, Cora could safely say that she was seeing him now.  In fact, she felt a strong desire to see more of him, and more clearly, than ever before.  She let her gaze drift down past his shoulders, and wondered what Isaac looked like without his clothes.

The thought jolted her back to the present.  She shifted her weight uncomfortably and fanned herself with one hand.  Yes, it was safe to say that she was not a good Amish person.  God was probably thinking about smiting her at that very moment.

The singing ended, and Brother Johanssen stood up to expound.  They were in for it now, and for a good two hours.  Cora sighed and closed her eyes again.
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After what seemed like forever to Cora, the sermon finally ended. After the sermon (which, to Cora’s annoyance, took exactly two hours), the meeting slowly broke up and everyone gathered for a lunch on the grounds.  

Like most of the other women, Cora helped to serve the men at lunch.  It was a good opportunity for her to get close to Isaac, and she seized the chance.  She had a jug of tea, and worked toward him while trying not to look too obvious.  She couldn’t honestly say that she cared much about Amish rules—she thought most were silly—but Isaac cared, and for his sake she was trying to conform.

At least outwardly.

To Cora’s annoyance, the way to Isaac was temporarily blocked by another girl. Leah Hauser was serving Isaac some kind of bread, and Cora turned to serve a few of the other men while she waited.  When she turned back again, Leah was still there, talking to Isaac and – yes, tossing her head and laughing.  Leah was a pretty brunette with big brown eyes. If she had tried to flirt with Isaac even six months earlier, Cora might have been alarmed. But at this point in their relationship, she was certain enough of Isaac not to feel threatened. 

But still.

Cora sighed and resisted the impulse to roll her eyes. She let a few more moments pass, and when Leah didn’t take herself off voluntarily, she sidled over and leaned across Leah to pour Isaac a glass of tea.

“Excuse me,” she smiled, with as fair an approximation of innocence as she could muster.  “Oh, Leah, Carl Johansen asked me to tell you that he wanted some of that bread, if you don’t mind.”

Leah’s eyes held skepticism, but Cora had left her no graceful way to refuse. “Of course,” she murmured, and withdrew reluctantly.  

Cora watched her go, undecided whether to feel annoyance or amusement.  But in any case, Leah wouldn’t be coming back right away.  Carl Johansen was sitting at a table clear across the yard.  By the time Leah realized her little trick, she’d have had at least a few minutes to talk to Isaac.

“How does that tea taste, Isaac?” she asked sweetly. “Too dry?  Shall I add a little sugar?”

Isaac was so transparently pleased by her attention that Cora had a hard time suppressing a smile.  He was still nearly as sweet and guileless as he had been as a child.

She found it close to irresistible. 

“Ummm...  let me see.” Isaac lifted the glass to his lips with an exaggerated expression of fine deliberation. “You know, I think it is too dry.”

“Oh, that won’t do. Let me bring you another glass.” She leaned across him again, this time so close that her breath grazed across his ear.  To her gratification, when she stood back, Isaac was looking more pleased than ever, and his cheeks were beet red.

Cora pursed her lips, well pleased – but as she turned, she caught Johan Eckhard’s eye.  He was sitting at the same table, had noticed everything, and he was barely stifling an amused comment.  His wife, Berta, was wearing a less charitable expression. 

Cora straightened, swallowing her laughter.  For Isaac’s sake, she really should behave.  But it really was kind of fun to ruffle a few feathers.  

It was so pitifully easy.

She scanned the crowd for her rival, estimating how long she’d be gone. To Cora’s amusement, Leah was now completely bogged down with Carl Johanssen, who really did seem to have a lot of additional requests. 

But, better safe than sorry. 

So she stepped out of sight of Isaac’s table, just long enough to put her pitcher down, scribble a few lines on a small napkin, and turn right back around. 

She sidled up to Isaac. “Here you go,” she purred, leaning in close as she poured.

“That was fast,” Berta Eckhard drawled.

Cora shot the woman her sunniest smile. “I try to be useful,” she replied, and while she was pouring with one hand, her other hand quietly dropped the scrap of paper onto Isaac’s lap, where he quickly covered it with his hand. 

It was the system they’d been using for months now. So far, it seemed to be working.

“Now, how do you like that?” she beamed.

“Oh, that’s great,” Isaac smiled.

She dared to give him the tiniest, the most furtive of winks, but she was leaving, she heard Johan Eckhard snort with inappropriate laughter. 

As she walked back to the house, Cora couldn’t help thinking that her tiny intrigue with Isaac was probably the most interesting thing he’d seen happen at church that day.
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When her pitcher was empty, Cora made her way back into the Stoltzfus house.  It was as busy as a hive of bees, with dozens of women buzzing back and forth from the kitchen. There, the queen bee, Fannie Stoltzfus, was the calm center at this storm of activity.  Fannie was a husky, middle-aged woman, almost man-tall.  She wore her brown hair in thick braids on top of her head, and wore tiny round glasses.  She was the local schoolteacher, and was therefore an excellent manager.

“Elena, here’s the soufflé.  Mary, I need more forks.  Kirsten, can you start another pot of coffee?  Thank you.”

Only a few people could stand in the kitchen at one time, and girls were waiting at the kitchen doorway three or four deep. Cora stood patiently, waiting her turn in line.  

As she waited, Cora slowly began to notice that the other girls in line were talking to each other—but not to her.  Sometimes, they whispered. 

And laughed.  Occasionally, Cora thought she heard her own name.

Her chance to see Isaac, even briefly, had put her into a good mood, but that good feeling was fading fast. She felt the skin on the back of her neck tingling.  She’d like to believe the other girls weren’t talking about her, but since this kind of thing happened every time she went out in public, the odds of that were pretty slim.  She didn’t know for sure how much of her story the other girls had heard, but in a community as small as theirs, it was safe to assume that by now, they knew everything about her disastrous rumspringa.

Cora folded her arms across her chest and tossed her head.  Even her old school friends had become cold and distant, and Cora had the growing sense that the women in the community, and especially the younger women, didn’t like her.

At all.

Cora bit her lip angrily.  This cold reception was one of the reasons she couldn’t imagine herself joining the church.  How could she ever make a life here when most of the girls her own age hated her?  And their hate was so baseless, so stupid.  It wasn’t like she was chasing their boyfriends, or flirting with every man in town.  She’d never looked twice at anyone but Isaac. And if they didn’t like her relationship with him—well, that was just too bad.

A soft tug at Cora’s sleeve interrupted her angry thoughts. When she turned, Leah Hauser was standing there, payback sparkling in her brown eyes. She shoved an empty tray into Cora’s hands. 

“Oh, Cora, Carl Johanssen says he’s out of bread. Could you be a dear and get some for him? I’ll take the pitcher. I’m sure Isaac Muller’s out of tea by now.”

Leah half-turned to enjoy the tinkling laughter of the other girls.  Then her eyes returned to Cora’s.

“Don’t want to miss an opportunity to circulate, eh Cora?” she smiled.

Cora’s blue eyes narrowed. She was pulling her arm back to slap the snot out of Leah Hauser when the laughter abruptly died. Cora felt, rather than saw, Fannie Stoltzfus’ shadow. An arm went around her shoulders, and she froze.

“Oh, Cora, I’m so glad you’re here. I could use another pair of hands right now, and you’re always so clever. Come and help me.”

Cora allowed herself to be dragged away, but she was intensely conscious of the eyes on her back. She wondered vaguely why Fannie Stoltzfus had bothered to rescue her, or if the older woman simply hadn’t known what was going on. One thing was for sure, though: if Fannie Stoltzfus hadn’t shown up when she did, Cora was sure she would’ve slapped Leah Hauser blind. And that her last chance of living down her rumspringa would’ve vanished.

So she stood by Fannie Stoltzfus for the next hour, passing plates and dishes and utensils to the women who were lining up for them. Cora kept her eyes on her hands. She was afraid that if she lifted them, everyone would see that her anger had already faded, and that she was dangerously close to tears.

When the busiest part of lunch had passed, Fannie Stoltzfus took Cora’s hand and whispered, “Come with me. I want to talk to you.”

She led Cora out of the kitchen the back way, to a narrow stairway that led up to the second floor. Mrs. Stoltzfus opened the door to a small, sparsely furnished room with a few chairs and a table.

She closed the door and gestured to one of the chairs. “Sit down, Cora. I’d like to talk to you.”

Cora braced herself for a lecture. Mrs. Stoltzfus had noticed after all. She was going to be called out for almost slapping Leah. Or possibly, for corrupting Isaac with her wicked tea-pouring skills.

So she was surprised when instead, Fannie Stoltzfus said, “Your mother tells me that you’re looking for a job, Cora. Would you be open to doing something around here?”

Cora stared at the older woman. Was she joking? How could this conversation not be about the brawl that had almost happened downstairs?

“Um... yes. Yes, I am looking for something to do,” she replied tentatively. 

“Good. I’m looking for some help at school. Just between us, I’m going to take some time off of teaching, and I’ll need someone to take over while I’m gone. My daughter Mary is a wonderful apprentice, but I think the children would benefit from two teachers. It’s hard for one person to look after everything.”

Cora blinked, nonplussed. She had never even imagined herself as a teacher. She hadn’t disliked school as a child, but she’d spent most of her time giggling and whispering to her classmates. 

“I... I don’t have any experience doing that,” she replied. “I’m not a...” she quickly caught herself before blurting, nerd. She carefully amended, “...teacher type.”

Mrs. Stoltzfus nodded. “No, but I need the help, and you need the job. I think you’d make a fine apprentice teacher, but of course it’s up to you. Think about it. I’ll need to know fairly soon, though.”

She rose and put her hand on the doorknob. Just before she turned it, she looked back over her shoulder and added archly—“And for the love of Heaven, Cora, stop teasing Leah Hauser. 

“She’s jealous enough already.” 
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Chapter Two
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“It’s beautiful out tonight.”

Katie Lapp sat at a dresser in front of her bedroom window, brushing her long brown hair.  Joseph, her husband, was splayed out on their bed with his eyes closed and his hands pressed to his face.  His only response was an exhausted groan.

Katie turned her head to look at him.  “You only have yourself to blame,” she smiled.  “You know better than to work like you’re still seventeen.”

She set the brush down on her dresser and joined her husband in bed, snuggling up to him.  “Joseph, let’s go and sit in the swing on the front porch,” she whispered.  “The children are all in bed, and the stars are out by now.  It’s so warm out tonight. Remember how much fun we had in my parents’ swing, when you were courting with me?”

“We could have been banned,” he agreed, without removing his hands from his face.

“Mmm, I remember,” she whispered, and tried to nibble on his ear, but he turned his head away.

“Don’t tease me tonight, woman,” he groaned, “I’m a dead man. A dead man who has to get up before dawn tomorrow.”

Katie pulled her mouth down into a pout. “Well! If Joseph Lapp won’t kiss me, I guess he must be dead,” she agreed. She pulled the bed sheets up over his face, giggling. “He was on fire at first, but I guess he’s fizzled out now.”

“Leave me in peace,” he pleaded.

“You’re surely not that feeble yet,” she wheedled. “Just one kiss? A little one, such a leeetle one?”

“Oh, you will be the death of me,” he complained, but soon the bed sheet began to move this way and that. Katie was pulled underneath, and disappeared. This was followed by rumbling laughter and delighted squeals, and what sounded unmistakably like loud, slobbery kissing.

“Happy now?”

“Ew, Joseph!” 

This was followed by the sound of more conventional kissing for some little while, followed by silence.  The sheet moved a little then was still.

“Joseph?” Katie whispered.  “I want a baby.”

“The truth comes out,” he sighed.  “So you only want me for a baby?” The sheet wiggled again, and Katie laughed.

“Joseph, I mean it.”

Joseph’s muscular arm rose and flipped the sheet down. Katie was nestled on his chest.  He looked down at her.

“You haven’t given me much time to think about it,” he remarked mildly. 

“What do you think?” she whispered, her eyes on his.

He ran one large brown hand through his rumpled blonde hair.  “I hadn’t considered it much.  What with everything that’s happened with Cora.”

“Yes. A lot has happened in a short time. We haven’t had much time to ourselves,” Katie reminded him.

Joseph looked down at her. “I know. I’m sorry. It hasn’t been fair to you.”

“I’m not complaining,” Katie replied softly. “I would do it all the same. And I know it’s been hard on you.”

Joseph sighed. “Cora is spoiled, and she can be wild. But she’s always been my favorite.”

Katie put a hand up to his cheek, caressed it. “Maybe we should invite her back for a week or two. Would you like that?”

He took her hand. “Yes, I would.”
“Then it’s settled. But if we do that, we won’t have this much privacy again in a while. If we’re going to have children together, we should start. Don’t you think?”
Joseph’s eyebrows went up. “Children? How many do you want?”

“Just one—at first.” Katie’s lips curled up mischievously. “But we’re running behind.”

“Oh, well then,” Joseph retorted, and took his giggling wife into his arms.
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The next morning, the startled Lapp children found themselves alone in the kitchen at daybreak.  It was a thing that had never happened before.

Hezekiah looked up toward the stairs, frowning.  “Do you think something’s wrong?” he asked. 

“No Hezekiah,” Emma replied in exasperation, as she broke a couple of eggs into a frying pan.  “They’ll be down in a few minutes.”

Hezekiah watched the stairs, unconvinced.  “Daed never oversleeps,” he grumbled.

“Well, now he does,” Emma told him.  “And everybody goes off schedule now and then.”

“Everybody who gets married you mean,” he replied.  “When I get a wife, I’m not going to let her interfere with my work.”

Emma put a hand to her mouth and began giggling.  “That’s because you don’t know anything about women!” she retorted.

Hezekiah’s face went red.  His voice was beginning to go squeaky, and he knew that he couldn’t shout without making everyone laugh, so he picked up a table napkin and threw it at his sister.

Joseph descended the stairs into the kitchen, pulling on his suspenders. “Here now, that’s no way to start the morning,” he objected. “What’s going on?”

“Hezekiah was worried about you,” Emma giggled.

“Well, maybe he should be,” Joseph deadpanned, winking over his shoulder at Katie.  “I’m beginning to feel unsafe.  I’m like a little deer in the forest. I mind my own business, but there’s a big cat in the bushes, waiting to pounce.”

“What’s pounce?” Caleb asked innocently, his blue eyes wide.

Katie went red to the ears and Joseph looked down and rubbed his mouth with his hand. 

“You’re going to school now, Caleb,” he replied, his voice unsteady. “What do cats usually do to other animals?”

Caleb perked up. “They hunt them!” he proclaimed triumphantly.

“That’s right, my boy. They hide, and crouch down low, and watch for an opportunity. When the prey gets close...”

Katie had an apron in her hands, but at this, she balled it up and threw it at Joseph’s head. “I suppose I caught you!” she exclaimed, hands on hips. “Joseph Lapp, you should be ashamed. In front of
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