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Marie Fisher sighed heavily as her father, Levi Fisher, lectured her for what seemed like the hundredth time about her lack of interest in finding a husband.

“Sweetie, you know your mama and I only want what’s best for you. If you would only follow Gott’s plan for your life—”

“Gott’s plan, or your plan?” Marie fired back. If she hadn’t been in the buggy with her father, she might have walked away already. As it was, she had agreed to have a little father-daughter time with Levi hoping this wasn’t going to be the entire conversation. Within five minutes of their departure, the only thing Marie had heard from her father was how marriage was Gott’s purpose for her life as a woman.

It wasn’t that Marie didn’t want to be married. In fact, she dreamed of it constantly. What Marie was against was who her parents wanted her to marry: Jonathan Schuster.

Jonathan wasn’t a bad guy overall, Marie simply didn’t like him. Without saying as much, Marie knew that Jonathan felt the same way.

“Papa, I’m sorry. I can’t keep pretending that I like Jonathan... because I simply don’t.”

Papa was silent for a long while, but he finally nodded his head. 

“I’m sorry to hear that. The reason I’ve been discussing this with you is because I had hoped that your idea about him might have changed over time... your mama and I have arranged for the two of you to be married by the end of the year.”

“What?!” Marie exploded on her father. “Papa, you can’t do this to me! You don’t even care about me or what I want! You’re only wanting me to marry him because his family is wealthy!”

“No, Marie—”

“Stop the buggy.”

“What?”

“I’ll walk the rest of the way.” Marie needed to think and pray about what was transpiring. It seemed that being in the same vehicle as the man who seemed to be setting her down a different life-course than she was initially willing to follow wasn’t sitting well with her.

Levi slowly pulled over and allowed his daughter to get out. Marie didn’t wait for him to come around and help her out; she was too upset to wait. As soon as she disembarked, he continued on his way. Thankfully, Marie only had about an hour’s walk left, but the sun was starting to set and she didn’t like walking in the dark. She began walking at a quickened pace, thinking that maybe she could make it home before the sun completely set.

Gott, I don’t know what You’re doing, Marie prayed as she walked. But this is not what I had in mind for my life. I don’t even like Jonathan Schuster! What’s the point of marrying someone I don’t even like? I wish this marriage wouldn’t happen.

Within minutes of praying, a buggy pulled up alongside her.

“Need a ride?”

Marie looked toward the voice and saw that it was none other than Jonathan Schuster. His countenance completely changed when he realized who it was, but he waited for a reply. Marie continued walking, but with the sun almost gone, it seemed foolish to try to continue walking home.

“Uh, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“Not at all.” His voice had a slight chill to it, as though he was trying to be nice for her sake.

After a few minutes of silence, Marie decided to start a conversation.

“So... did your folks tell you about the plan?”

“For us to marry?” Jonathan looked over at her with a cocked brow. “Yeah, they told me. I told ‘em what I thought of you... seeing as how you wear your heart on your sleeve, I’d have to say you think the same of me.”

Marie couldn’t help but smile.

“I’m glad that the feeling is mutual. However, it seems as though getting out of this isn’t going to happen. So we might as well get to know each other while we can.”

“What is there to know?” Jonathan shrugged his shoulders. “I’m a farmer, just like the rest of the community. You’re a woman who stays at home, just like most of the women in the community. Seems like there’s not much else to know.”

“Well,” Marie thought of a question. “Alright, let’s do this. If you could have a relationship with any woman in the community, who would it be?”

“You mean if I was makin’ my own decisions and there was no other outside forces?”

Marie nodded.

“Hmm.” Jonathan thought for a moment, but Marie knew he already had his answer. “Anna Zelweger.”

“My best friend?” Marie laughed thinking of the irony. “That’s—that’s pretty good. I would approve of that.”

“Yeah?” Jonathan smiled and Marie realized he was pleasing to look at. This was the first time she had ever really looked at him, but she liked what she saw. “Well what about you?”

“That’s easy. I would go for Matthew Miller.”

Jonathan guffawed.

“Matthew Miller? But he’s so... so... simple!”

“And what’s wrong with that?” Marie was affronted.

“Well, nothing I guess... if you want a boring life.”

“Oh, and you’re going to give me an interesting one?”

“It won’t be boring.” Jonathan looked Marie in the eye and she knew in that moment that he was serious. There would never be a boring moment with him.

Maybe Mama and Papa knew what they were doing all along.

As the days grew on, Jonathan and Marie made the effort to get to know each other by going on regular buggy rides at night. At first, their talks mainly consisted of how much they disliked the idea of spending the rest of eternity together. Marie still hoped that the marriage wouldn’t happen, but she continued to keep that thought to herself as she didn’t like to put negative thoughts into the air.

And then one day—Marie wasn’t sure exactly when it happened—she realized they were discussing what life might be like once they were married and how many children they would have and what they would do with their lives together. Her affection for Jonathan’s heart grew as they continued to spend time talking of the future and discussing plans as if them being married was always in the plan.

One night, without any warning or provocation, Jonathan didn’t show at Marie’s house. It wasn’t until long after the rest of the Marie’s family had gone to bed that she began to worry. Had something happened to him? Had he said something about not coming? Was he in trouble?

Marie went to wake her father and found that he was still awake and sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of tea.

“Papa?”

He turned to look at his daughter and smiled.

“Marie. Such a beautiful young woman. How may I help you?”

“It’s Jonathan. It’s not like him to not show up. Did you hear anything while you were out today?”

Levi’s brow furrowed, confirming that he hadn’t. Marie’s heart sank.

“No, my dear. I’m sorry... what would you like me to do to help?”

“We need to find out if he’s alright. Even if we just travel along the route to his house to make sure he’s not hurt on the side of the road.”

Levi hurriedly gathered a coat and hat and prepared the horse and buggy for a drive. Within ten minutes, father and daughter were in a buggy together for the first time since Marie yelled at him almost two months before. 

Marie was surprised how much had changed... how much she had changed. In two months’ time, Marie went from hardly caring about Jonathan Schuster and wishing they still had separate lives, to convincing her father to take a buggy ride in the middle of the night to make sure Jonathan wasn’t hurt or dying on the side of the road.

They were about halfway to Jonathan’s house when they saw a buggy coming from that direction. Marie’s heart leapt in her chest as she hoped and prayed that was Jonathan’s buggy. Whoever the driver was, they were pushing their horse as fast as it could go.

“Ho there!” Levi called out. “What’s the rush?”

Marie wasn’t sure if the driver heard Papa or just felt compelled to stop, but he immediately slowed and pulled up alongside the Fisher’s buggy. It was not Jonathan, but his younger brother Elijah.

“Elijah, what’s wrong?” Marie asked before either man had a chance to greet the other. The younger man looked at Marie with a look of sadness.

“I’m afraid it’s Jonathan,” he answered after a moment. “He’s sick. The doctor doesn’t know if he’ll survive much longer. He’s been pushing through it for months now. They don’t think there’s much more to do for him.”

“Take me to him.”

Elijah started to protest, saying something about how Jonathan might be contagious.

“I don’t care.” Marie just wanted to see her husband-to-be. “Take me to him.”

Marie didn’t wait for the buggy to stop moving before she hopped out and ran toward the door. Mrs. Schuster met her in the doorway.

“He’s in his room. Down the hall, last door on the right.”

Without another word between them and a simple nod of gratitude from Marie, she made her way to Jonathan’s room where the doctor still sat by his bedside. He looked up when Marie entered, but continued his work and instead looked as though he was addressing the clipboard where he began writing notes.

“Your coming here isn’t going to help anything.”

“Your negativity isn’t going to help anything.” Marie felt a deep desire to protect the atmosphere of her betrothed with as many good thoughts and prayers as she could. Especially knowing that she might have well just prayed this on him. “Is it alright if I have the room alone with him?”

The doctor looked up from his clipboard, sighed angrily, but said nothing. He simply stood and left the room.

“You have five minutes to yourself. I can’t leave him alone forever, he’s literally dying.”

Marie thought about asking why they didn’t just send him to an English hospital where they could fix him faster, but remembered that the Schuster family was very much old tradition.

As soon as the doctor left, Marie sat down in the unoccupied chair. Slowly Jonathan opened his eyes.

“You’re not the doctor,” his voice was barely above a whisper. “But you’re certainly prettier than he is.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were sick?”

“Because I didn’t want to worry you. Besides, I’ve been sick since before we started going steady, so I didn’t see any reason to bring it up.”

“What about the fact that we were finally getting to the point where I felt like I was starting to like you? Or the fact that we talked about having children? Or the fact that I can’t grow old with you if you’re not alive long enough to see my next birthday?” Marie felt a tightening in her chest and a lump in her throat. She didn’t want to cry and tried to swallow it down, but it simply came back with a vengeance.

“What are you doing, Jonathan?” Marie couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

Jonathan looked away, a contemplative look on his face.

“I guess I just... never thought that we would ever end up even considering the other. I never thought that your parents would go out on a limb and arrange for us to marry. I never thought that you would actually grow to love me, and not for my looks but for my heart.”

When Jonathan looked at Marie again, she saw the lines on his cheeks where tears had run down.

“I am so sorry, Marie. I’m so scared.”

The two embraced and they cried for what seemed like forever before the doctor and Mrs. Schuster entered the room again.

“It’s time to leave,” Mrs. Schuster said to Marie.

“May I stay?” Marie pleaded with Jonathan’s mother. “Please. I want to do whatever I can to help him get better. I know you have your fruit market that you run sometimes, and I can care for him while you’re away. It’s not everyday that the man you love falls gravely ill...”

Marie let the sentence taper off more for effect than for the fact that she didn’t want to finish it. She knew that Mrs. Schuster was a hard woman to negotiate with and a lot of other women in the community would always tell the joke that Mrs. Schuster was supposed to have been a man, but Gott changed His mind sometime while she was still in her mother’s womb. Marie knew the joke wasn’t true, but having the idea in mind seemed to help her know how to talk to the older woman.

Mrs. Schuster considered the idea for a moment, then nodded her head.

“You can take the guest room which is right next door. If the doctor is here, you must stay out of his way, since Jonathan is just as much my son as he is your betrothed. No one wants to see him get well more than me. You will become his caretaker full-time, starting now. I will inform your family that you will be staying here and will have your effects brought from your house.”

Marie wasn’t expecting everything to happen so quickly, but was glad that she would get the opportunity to stay and get to know Jonathan a little more. This way, she might even get to know the entire Schuster family better.

Over the next few days, Jonathan’s condition only seemed to get worse. He had a high fever that didn’t seem to be breaking, so Marie could only do her best to keep him cool and made him drink lots of water.

“Why don’t your parents just let you go to the English hospital?” Marie vented aloud while cleaning in Jonathan’s room one afternoon, thinking he was asleep. When he began speaking, she jumped.

“Many years ago, my mom’s uncle was sick with the flu. ‘Take him to the English doctors,’ everyone seemed to say. ‘It will help him heal faster.’ The day that Ma’s uncle and father went to the hospital was the last day that she saw her uncle alive. The next time he was in a coffin.”

Marie stood by his bedside for a moment before finally giving her apologies.

“Maybe there were other reasons he died. Maybe it had nothing to do with the fact that he went to an English doctor.”

“Maybe not,” he replied. “But why would she take that chance on her son when she saw what it did to her uncle?”

Marie imagined what it would be like if one of her own close family members suddenly became ill. Would her family simply send them off to the hospital, or would they try to fix it within the community? 

Jonathan looked at Marie and her heart fluttered. What would happen if they sent Jonathan off to the hospital? Would he get better... or would his ride out of the community be the last time she saw him alive?

Marie felt a twinge of panic and suddenly understood why Mrs. Schuster was so hesitant to send her son away, especially to an English doctor and an English hospital where their beliefs about Gott didn’t seem to be very strong.

“Hey.” Marie looked at Jonathan, who had a look of concern on his face. “Are you alright?”

Marie realized she had been staring and smiled apologetically.

“I’m fine.” Which wasn’t completely true, because Marie was beginning to wonder if doing all of this for a dying man who may never become her husband was such a good idea. Somehow, she felt a peace about the whole thing and knew that Gott would give her the grace she needed to complete the task.

Marie went back to her task of caring for Jonathan, as he seemed appeased by her answer. She knew that she loved him because she wouldn’t have done these things for anyone else but those in her family. 

Gott, Marie prayed. Please forgive me for thinking those horrible things about Jonathan all those years. Please, if it be Your will, save him from this sickness. I would rather die for him than watch his family suffer through another loss like the one Mrs. Schuster had all those years ago.

Marie didn’t know if Gott was listening, but she had faith that something would change for the better. She just hoped that it would happen soon.

It had been two weeks since Marie had first heard of Jonathan’s illness and although he wasn’t getting better, he wasn’t getting worse. Marie thanked Gott everyday that He spared Jonathan so that she could spend one more day caring for him.

Every night after everyone in the Schuster family would retire and the doctor had left, Marie would go into Jonathan’s room and they would simply talk as if they were out on a buggy ride. At first Marie was nervous about waking the other family members, but Jonathan assured her that the walls were thicker than they appeared and his Pop’s snoring tended to be louder than whatever would happen in another room.

“I wonder,” Marie ventured. “Do you suppose we would be as close as we are if you hadn’t gotten sick?”

“Do you mean like, you don’t think we could’ve gotten close without me bein’ in bed?”

“No,” Marie chuckled. “I mean like, do you think that if we just had regular buggy rides that we’d be as... close as we are? Don’t you feel a special closeness that you didn’t feel before?”

“Well,” Jonathan waited a moment more to fully respond. “I guess it’s not that I don’t feel the closeness, but I guess it’s just how you look at the situation. See, from my point of view, we were always close from the start. Do you remember the first conversation we had?”

Marie didn’t have to try hard to remember; the embarrassment of the way she acted toward her father and toward Jonathan haunted her everyday. She nodded in response to Jonathan’s question.

“From the very moment we began talking to each other, we were extremely open about who we were and what we planned to bring to the relationship... even if it wasn’t much at the start.” Jonathan rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “But I really can’t remember when our conversations started to shift from ‘this is stupid’ to ‘I’m excited to see what’s next for us.’ Can you?”

He looked at Marie, and she instantly saw a love and affection she didn’t realize he had ever had for her. Her voice caught in her throat, so she slowly shook her head as tears ran down her face.

“You may not be what I wanted, Marie Fisher. But you are everything I ever needed.”

Marie tried to laugh or say something other than cry, but she was so overcome with emotion that she simply leaned over Jonathan and held him for a long while.

“I’ll love you ‘til the day I die,” he whispered in her ear.

“And I’ll never let you go,” she replied. “Not until the day I die.”

One afternoon while Jonathan was sleeping, Marie’s father came to the Schuster residence. Marie seemed to be the only one in the house at the time of his arrival, so she let him in.

“How is he?” Levi asked as he removed his hat.

“He hasn’t gotten worse, but I’m not sure if he’s really getting better.” Marie looked in the direction of Jonathan’s room. “I don’t know how much longer his body can stand the fever.”

“It’s got to break at some point.” Levi was quiet for a while as they sat in the living room. “Listen, Marie, there’s a reason I’m here. Your mama and I had agreed with the Schuster’s for you to be married to Jonathan by the end of the year... but with the way things are going... what would you say to moving up the date?”

Marie saw where this was going, but her father still hadn’t seen how much she had grown to love Jonathan. She decided he must be nervous to tell her because of the last time they really talked about Jonathan wasn’t the best conversation they had ever had.

“Papa,” Marie moved closer to her father. “You don’t know this about me because I’ve been here for the last few months, but I have grown to love Jonathan more than I ever thought I would. Also,” Marie hesitated, causing Levi to grow concerned. “I think I may have prayed this on him.” 

Tears stung the corners of her eyes as Levi sat next to Marie and held her.

“Oh, honey, you didn’t cause this. I’ve been talking to a few English doctor friends. He’s probably had this for a while and it’s just now manifesting itself. Some diseases don’t come out right away.”

“But Papa, you don’t understand,” Marie sobbed. “I prayed that this marriage wouldn’t happen and now he’s probably not going to see tomorrow.”

Levi remained quiet while Marie wept. Finally she pulled herself away from her father and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief that he handed her.

“Nobody is going to die today.”

Levi and Marie turned suddenly at the sound of the voice to find that Jonathan was standing there!

“Jonathan!” Marie jumped up and was by his side in an instant. “What are you doing up? You need to go back to bed.”

His face did indeed look pale, but his eyes had a new spark in them that Marie hadn’t seen since shortly after they started going steady.

“I’ll be fine. In fact,” Jonathan looked at Levi who was now standing next to Marie. “I heard you say the wedding date had moved?”

Levi nodded once, still unsure at this unusual turn of events.

“Well then, that’s settled. We’ll get married next week.”

“Next week?” Marie blurted. “That’s too soon! I can’t—”

Levi put a hand on her arm. She looked at him, then looked back at Jonathan. The younger man’s face seemed to be growing paler by the second.

“We need to get you back to bed.”

“No!” His outburst surprised the Fisher’s. “Not until you agree to marry me next week.”

She hesitated. She didn’t want to get married so soon! She wasn’t ready. But she realized this was how her life had been going lately. Finally she nodded and Jonathan allowed himself to be led back to bed. Marie wasn’t sure what she had gotten herself into, but she had a feeling that life was about to become very interesting.

The wedding date came, but Jonathan was too weak to make it out of bed. So Marie did what any bride-to-be in her situation would do: she moved the wedding into his room. Marie sat next to Jonathan while the preacher stood at the end of the bed. 

Since they moved the ceremony to Jonathan’s room, the only people that were allowed were the Fisher’s and the Schuster’s. But that still totaled close to 20 people, since both of them had three siblings, and all but Elijah had a wife.

The time for the vows came and although Jonathan didn’t know it, Marie had prepared something to say in front of everyone.

“From the moment I met you... I didn’t really like you.” The families laughed. “But you were there when I forced my father to drop me off on the side of the road and tried to walk home before the sun went down. And you’ve been there for me ever since. I can’t imagine my life without you in it... please get well soon.”

That last bit came out through a sob, but Marie forced herself to remain upright. Jonathan smiled and Marie knew he had something to say as well.

“I’m pretty sure the only reason I didn’t like you is because you didn’t like me. I always thought you were pretty and I always knew you were sweet, but I never thought to give you the time of day. When I picked you up that day on the side of the road, I was honestly disappointed to see it was you. I could tell you weren’t excited to see me either, but I’m glad we gave each other a chance.” He lowered his voice in a mock whisper. “And that your parents forced us to get married.”

There were a few chuckles and the preacher finished his speech.

“You may now kiss the bride” was all Marie remembered hearing as Jonathan took her face in his hands and planted the sweetest of kisses on her lips. It was as if electricity was suddenly coursing through her body. When she opened her eyes, all sound suddenly returned and she saw that everyone was watching and applauding.

Was that our first kiss? Marie was shocked.

Over the course of the next week, it was as if Jonathan’s health had suddenly taken a turn for the better. His fever broke and he was able to sit up in bed for longer periods of time. Occasionally, Marie would find him wandering around in the kitchen, “looking for something to eat.” To which she would promptly tell him to get back to bed.

“I don’t need more than one person in the kitchen cooking,” Marie would say. “Your mama will be here in a little bit and I’ll make sure she makes something for you. Right now, I’ll just warm up some soup.”

Since Jonathan was on the mend, Marie made sure to have some chicken noodle soup on hand for him at all times. Since he could keep food down, she made sure he got as much of it as he could handle.

“Why are you so nice to me?” Jonathan asked one day after being forced back to bed. “Everything you’ve given me, even your life... I don’t deserve that.”

“Maybe not,” Marie responded as she tucked him back in and made sure he had plenty of ice packs. “But that’s not the way that Gott would treat His people. One of the things I’ve learned throughout this whole process is that... sometimes the people that need love the most are the ones I probably don’t want to love.” Marie laughed before she concluded, “I guess I’m just a whole different person than the one you met only a few months ago.”

“I’d say.” Jonathan looked at Marie and for a moment, she forgot the world existed. He pulled her in close and they kissed every so sweetly. “Would you... stay with me? Lay here in bed with me.”

Marie nodded slowly and settled herself down next to him. They laid that way for a long time and even after Jonathan drifted off to sleep, Marie stayed with him and held him for a long time. She listened to his breathing and counted each breath. Eventually, Jonathan’s soft breathing helped her drift off to sleep.

She
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