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Chapter One
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Isaac Muller sat at the head of the Lapp family dinner table in splendid solitude. He was almost too big for the chair he sat in. Both of his massive elbows were propped on the table, his chin was planted on his fist, and his round blue eyes were on the kitchen door.

Just through that doorway, Cora Lapp pulled a casserole dish from the oven with a pair of cooking mitts. The bubbling concoction trailed a fragrant scent of chicken and cream and mushrooms in the air as she entered the dining room and set it carefully down on the table in front of him.

Isaac leaned over the dish, closed his eyes and inhaled with an expression of pure bliss. 

Cora smiled, feeling pleased. Her big blonde fiancé had a farmer’s appetite, and was clearly enjoying the table full of dainties she’d prepared for him – all of them his favorites. 

It was odd that she loved to watch him enjoy her cooking—she’d never thought of herself as especially domestic.

But Isaac Muller had a magical talent for changing her mind.

Isaac had sneaked up on her. He didn’t look a thing like the man she imagined she’d marry one day. He wasn’t worldly, he wasn’t rich, and he wasn’t at all sophisticated. He wanted a traditional Amish wife, and she’d been restless as a wild bird. 

Isaac hadn’t even been on her radar.

But somehow, now, here she was: she’d come to God, she’d joined the church, she’d promised to obey the Ordnung, and was probably going to stay in the county for the rest of her life.

Because of Isaac.

Cora smiled and shook her head. Who would’ve thought?
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They were alone in her parent’s big house. It was Sunday, and after a lifetime of being dragged to worship it felt a little odd to Cora to still be home on a Sabbath. But this was a special day. As was tradition, she and Isaac were enjoying a private meal at home while their engagement was being announced to the community.

Cora bustled back and forth from the kitchen, laden with plates: Isaac’s chicken and creamed mushroom sauce, smoked ham with brown sugar glaze, mushrooms in butter, a huge chef salad with boiled eggs and black olives and pine nuts, sweet potato casserole, new peas with tiny pearl onions, crisp little fried apple pies slathered in cream cheese icing, buttery pound cake, and sawdust pie.

Cora piled the plates and dishes around Isaac, taking away the empty ones, and pushing the new ones toward him. She lifted a jug of tea and filled his near-empty glass.

She had been up before dawn that morning, preparing this bountiful meal, and the look of bliss on Isaac’s face made it more than worthwhile to her. She was savoring the happiness in his eyes even more than he was enjoying her food.

He looked up at her then, and smiled with his cheeks full and his lips closed, like a child.

She giggled and dabbed at his chin with a napkin. “Oh, Isaac, you’re worse than Caleb!”

When she leaned close, she couldn’t resist giving him a kiss. The taste of apples was still on his lips, and to Cora, it was a perfect metaphor – how sweet and simple and good Isaac was. 

He smelled faintly of the outdoors, of fresh laundry and grass and warm skin, and suddenly she was hungry, too. 

She slid down into his lap and twined her arms around his neck, curling her fingers in his shining blonde hair. For the first time, she kissed him without any reservation, without worrying, without anything but joy. How she loved the taste of his skin, its subtle salt-sweetness, the firmness of his neck, that strong jaw. 

She let her hands wander over his muscular back, along his shoulders, down his arms. How strong and solid he was, and how safe she felt in his arms!

Isaac dropped his knife and fork and folded her in his arms. His hands twined in her hair, softly pulling their silken cords.

That strong, steady heartbeat that she loved was palpable through his shirt now. 

Cora’s fingers moved to his collar, fretting the topmost button, but his hands moved to clasp hers. He shook his head.

“No, Cora,” he murmured. “Let’s wait. We’ve held out this long. I don’t want to do this in your parents’ home. I want it to be special. At the cottage.”

Cora sighed, listening to the thrumming of her own heartbeat, and rested her brow forlornly against Isaac’s. But as much as she hated to admit it, he was right. She wanted that, too. 

It was just so hard to behave when Isaac was so adorable.

She nodded, and he helped her to stand. She shook out her skirt, and tossed her head, and looked at him with such an expression of irritation that he couldn’t help laughing. “Don’t worry, Cora,” he sputtered. “I promise!”

“You’d better," she warned him, and sat down in the chair beside him.

“See, I have a peace offering for you,” he told her. He leaned over, pulled out a mysterious box from underneath his chair, and placed it on the table in front of her. It was wrapped in shiny white paper dotted with pink roses.

Cora looked at him. “Oh, Isaac... it’s beautiful.”

“Open it.”

Cora dimpled and tore at the paper like a child. When she opened the box, and pulled out her gift, it was the most beautiful carved object she had ever seen: it was a large oval of white pine, smoothed and polished to the consistency of silk. A bouquet of delicate flowers ringed the words from First Corinthians 13:  

“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.”

Cora put a hand to her mouth. To her own surprise, the words went through her like a spear, because they were a perfect picture of Isaac. He was patient; he was kind. He wasn’t self-seeking; he was almost never angered. He always protected her. In all the time she had known him, he had never failed her.

She had a fleeting, ugly vision of Matt, her former boyfriend. To go from that, to Isaac Muller’s incredible selflessness, was a miracle from God. 

Tears stung her eyes. “Oh, Isaac,” she whispered. “It’s so beautiful. It’s –”

Her voice failed her. Then the light blotted out as Isaac leaned over and kissed her: a sweet, tender kiss. His big hand caressed her cheek gently.

Cora was just about to respond in kind when noise and laughter from the doorway announced the fact that they were no longer alone. Cora’s little cousin Rudi shrieked, “Ach, they’re not going to make it!” The sound was followed by a sharp rebuke from a female voice, and a resounding smack.

Isaac pulled back from her, and Cora put her hands to her hair.
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It was tradition, on this special day, for Cora to formally introduce Isaac to her parents. She knew they were waiting for her.

She stood up, tidied herself, straightened Isaac’s shirt and refastened its top button. She took a deep breath and looked down at him.

“Ready?”

He nodded, smiled, and clasped her hand. 

Cora’s parents were waiting patiently in the living room. To Cora’s relief, the rest of the family had taken themselves outside to the porch, though she could hear them whispering and laughing. 

Her father stood up as she entered, and held out his arms wordlessly. She went into them, blinking back tears. 

Her mother reached for her hand, squeezed it. 

Cora’s father released her after a long moment, wiping his eyes. “Are you ready to introduce us to your young man?” he asked brusquely.

Cora dimpled. “He’s waiting,” she told them, and took her father by the hand.
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[image: ]


Isaac was standing in the middle of the dining room waiting for them, hat in hand. He looked nervous, but Amon Lapp ignored the big hand that Isaac extended and simply took him into his arms.

“Welcome to the family, son,” he mumbled.

Isaac put his hands out into the air, as if he was taken aback, and patted his father-in-law awkwardly on the shoulder. 

“Let’s eat,” Mrs. Lapp suggested.
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Chapter Two
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Cora shot little glances at Isaac all through the family meal: he was quiet, almost subdued. There were two permanent red stain marks on his cheeks, and it was clear that he was overwhelmed by her loud, talkative family. 

Cora suppressed a sigh. There were no less than 20 people at the table with them, and more if you counted the children’s tables in the adjoining rooms. The noise of everyone talking all at once was near-deafening, and all of her relatives were curious about Isaac, and often leaned over to ask him a question or to include him in the conversation.

Poor Isaac, Cora thought sympathetically, and reached for his hand. He looked down at her in relief, but his blue eyes had a glazed, deer-in-the-headlights look. His own family was relatively small. 

This must feel to Isaac like being thrown headfirst into a pond.

Cora managed to catch her mother’s eye, and tilted her head slightly in Isaac’s direction. Sara Lapp grasped the situation at a glance.

“Cora, why don’t you and Isaac go out to the grossdawdy haus, for a while? No peeking inside, but the porch chairs are nice and comfortable.”

Isaac rolled his eyes to his future mother in law with an almost comical look of relief, and Cora smiled.

“We don’t want all these Lapps to scare Isaac away,” Mrs. Lapp added primly, and lifted a glass of tea to her lips.
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Cora grabbed the opportunity to get Isaac alone. She took his hand and led him out of the house and onto the front porch. It was a clear, moonlit night in late October. The stars shone with the crystalline brightness of crisp weather.

Isaac put his coat around Cora’s shoulders, and she gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’m so proud of you, Isaac,” she told him. “I would have thrown my hands in the air and run away screaming,”

“You have a big family,” he admitted. 

“Yes, but they’re all going to adore you,” she told him, leading the way down the front steps and out across her parent’s lawn. 

The Lapp ‘grandfather house’ was a little distance beyond the main house. It was a small white cottage, ringed and mostly hidden by a thick, fragrant stand of cedar trees. It was close enough to be convenient, but far enough away to be private.

“This is where my grandparents lived, when they were with us,” Cora told him, climbing the cottage steps to the small front porch. Two big wicker chairs provided a tempting refuge, and Cora sank into one, and pulled Isaac down beside her. The sound of a creek burbled nearby in the darkness.

“This is our honeymoon cottage,” she told him, proud that they had this place, this time. 

“Honeymoon?” Isaac raised an eyebrow. “Are we Englisch now?”

“It’s a blessing that we can do this, whatever name we call it by.” Cora admonished him. Most Amish newlyweds went straight from marriage to visiting their families to their ordinary lives. “A gift for our wedding. They’re getting it ready for us.”

Isaac’s hand reached for hers in the darkness. “It’s a beautiful place,” he said softly. “Quiet. Peaceful.”

“It has a rock fireplace and big windows, too. Do you want to go inside and look?”

Isaac was thoughtful. “No,” he replied at last. “Let’s not spoil the surprise for them. Or for us.”

Cora squeezed his hand. “Is that why you won’t let me see your apartment yet?” she teased. “Is that a surprise, too?”

“Our house,” he corrected her softly, and Cora could hear the smile in his voice. “Yes, I want it to be a surprise. I hope you’ll like it.”

Cora couldn’t see his face in the darkness, and was glad of it, because she was seized by the temptation to go sit in his lap, again, and to ignore all protests.

“I know I will,” she told him. “I’ll be happy wherever you are, Isaac.”

He didn’t reply right away. The creek whispered somewhere out in the night, and the minutes passed.

“How do you feel about children, Cora?” he said at last.

“Children?” Cora stammered. “I know everybody expects us to have a lot, but I hadn’t really thought about it. I mean, not yet, anyway. I want some, I guess—one day.”

“I’d like lots of children,” Isaac murmured. 

“Lots?”

“Yes. Four or five, maybe.”

Cora dropped his hand. “Five?”

“Yes. Don’t you want a big family?”

“Well, I –”

“I can see them in my mind,” Isaac told her, and reached for her hand again. “Beautiful little girls, with your eyes. And strong boys, to work with me in the shop.”

Cora’s alarm melted. Oh, Isaac, she thought helplessly. You can make anything sound good.

“What do you think?”

“I – I guess,” she told him. She glanced over to where he was sitting in the darkness. “You would make a wonderful father, Isaac,” she said softly. “I guess it’s only natural you for you to want lots of children.”

“I want to give you a baby, Cora,” he said softly. “It’s the best gift of all. And I wouldn’t mind if it happened right away.”

In spite of her reservations, Cora couldn’t help being swept up in the sweetness of that vision: Isaac’s baby, in her arms.

“I have a good job, and I’m a hard worker,” he went on. “And Hans Miller has promised me a promotion review soon. That will mean more money. Good money.”

“Oh, Isaac, you don’t have to –”

“It’ll be enough for us to start a family, if we want.”

“I’m not in any hurry, Isaac. And you don’t have to worry about what you make. I don’t care, really.”

He didn’t reply, as if he was thinking of something else. Finally he said:

“You’re going to have a good life, Cora. I promise. We may not ever be rich, but you will never go without anything that you need. I swear it.”

Cora sighed, shaking her head.

“Say something mean, Isaac. Really mean.”

He turned toward her in the darkness, and she blurted:

“Because if you keep on being so adorable, and saying such sweet things to me, we’re both going to end up surprised tonight!

“I’m just saying.”
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Chapter Three
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“Stand still, or you’re going to get stuck!”

Cora knelt on the floor, pins in her mouth. She was fidgeting with the hem of Mary Stoltzfus’ dress. 

Mary sighed and her shoulders slumped. “How long do I have to stand here?” she complained.

“Until I can get the hem straight,” Cora mumbled.

She was putting the finishing touches on her friends’ dresses. As was custom, Cora had sewed not just her own wedding dress, but the dresses for the women in her wedding party—her “side sitters.” 

They were all plain, serviceable Amish dresses, but Cora had made her own in a bright sky-blue.

“Here, let me do it.” Katie Lapp braced herself on the bed and slowly lowered herself to a kneeling position. 

“You’re an angel, but you shouldn’t, Katie,” Cora objected. Her sister in law was glowing, beautiful, and vibrantly healthy. But she was pregnant, and clearly showing. It wouldn’t be long now.

“There! How does that look?” Katie asked, tilting her head.

“It’s perfect,” Cora answered, and helped Katie to stand.

“Can I get out of this thing now?” Mary demanded.

“Yes, go ahead,” Cora sighed. It looked like Mary was going to be the least girly of all her wedding attendants. Like all of them, Mary was staying at the Lapp house for the wedding; and Cora knew that as soon as she was free to go, Mary would disappear to some dark corner of the house and put her nose in a book. And not even a book about romance – something hideously boring, like ancient poetry.

Sure enough, as soon as Mary had pulled the dress off, and thrown on a tee and jeans, she was gone.

Katie watched her as she went. After the door closed, she gave Cora a wry smile. “Your new friend is a strange one,” she observed.

“Yes,” Cora sighed. “She’s never going to get a man, behaving like she does.”

“That would be a shame,” Katie mused. “She isn’t a bad-looking girl, if only she’d try.”

“Hah!” Cora snorted, folding up Mary’s dress, “you should’ve seen her before I showed her how to fix her hair and wear makeup! She cared no more for her looks than a child. Even now, she only wears clothes to cover her nakedness.”

“We’re not supposed to wear makeup,” Katie reminded her gently. “And there’s nothing wrong with dressing plain.”

Cora shook her head.

“Mary can’t afford plain,” was her frank assessment. “Mary is just on the edge of being pretty. She needs all the help she can get, to nudge her over.”

A glint of mischief sparkled in her eye. “I may set her up at the wedding dinner. Who should I make her talk to?”

“Anybody but Hezekiah or Jeremy,” Katie laughed. “They don’t need broken hearts. I pity the boy who falls in love with that girl. She’ll never look up from her books long enough to see him!”

But Cora put her finger to her lips. “There is one boy,” she mused. “Do you know Seth Troyer?”

“I know the Troyer family,” Katie replied, sitting down on the bed. “I was in school with his mother. She was much older, of course, but I remember her. She was a sweet girl.”

“I’ve seen him hanging around her lately. He’s a quiet thing, like her,” Cora muttered. “Straight brown hair, pale and skinny! But he’s very cute. Serious, too—she might like that.” Cora bit her thumb. “I think I’ll throw them together at the wedding dinner. You never know what might happen.”

“That’s sweet of you, Cora.” Katie put out her hand and pulled Cora down beside her. “But enough about your friends. Where’s Isaac? I’m surprised he’s not outside the door by now.”

“Oh, he’s out doing something mysterious,” Cora told her. “He won’t tell me, but I think he’s working on the apartment. I don’t expect him back until late. But I’m going to wait for him.” She stopped, sighed.

“It’s our last night before the wedding. I want to see him again before everything gets so busy.”

Katie smiled. “Then you’d better show me your dress, now, before he comes back.”

Cora dimpled and pulled a cardboard box out from underneath the bed. Inside was her wedding dress, folded carefully in tissue paper. There wasn’t a scrap of lace or ribbon on it, but it was as blue as cornflowers—blue as the sky. 

“Oh, Cora, you did a beautiful job,” Katie admired, smoothing her hand over the fabric. “Such tiny stitches! And all of them straight as a ruler.” 

She glanced at Cora affectionately. “This color is going to look lovely on you. It will match your eyes exactly. Darling, you’re going to be a breathtaking bride.”

Cora’s eyes softened as she looked down at it. “When I see my dress, I know it’s really happening. I’m marrying Isaac Muller! I still can’t believe it,” she replied softly. “It feels too good to be true.”

Katie laughed. “Maybe to you,” she told her sister in law. “But everyone else in town has been expecting it for years!”

Cora looked up, startled. “Years?”

“Of course,” Katie giggled. “Darling, Isaac Muller has been crazy for you since he was a child. How could you not have known?”

“I don’t know,” Cora stuttered. “I just – I just didn’t pay attention, I guess. And then I left.”

“But now you’re back,” Katie reassured her, with a hug. “God was in that, Cora. He arranged it. And I’m so glad for your sake – and Isaac’s.” She giggled again. “And Joseph’s! A merry chase the two of you have led him! Sometimes I thought he wasn’t going to make it. Every time you sneaked outside to meet Isaac
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