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Chapter One:

“So you are saying that you want me to marry a man that I don’t even know?” Lucille knotted her hands together under her apron on her lap. To quell the anger rising in her chest, she dug her thumb nail into the soft skin between her fingers. Her mind was racing, and she knew that she could only stall for so long before her daed pressed her for an answer.

“Well, you’ll get to know him before the wedding,” her daed said as if that made any of it better. 

“He’s a very nice man,” her maemm added.

Lucille’s stomach flipped, and she could feel bile rising in her throat. So many words of anger pressed against the back of her throat, choking her with rage. But she knew that she could never say any of them to her parents. That wasn’t how she had been raised. She had been taught from the time she was young to respect her elders, and do as she was told. 

Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Lucille asked, “And what’s his name?”

“Elliot King,” her daed answered immediately. “He’s thirty-four, and a widower. He has a little girl who is four. I believe her name is Naomi. Is that right, dear?”

“Actually I think his daughter’s name is Natalie, and that she’s three,” Lucille’s maemm said.

“Regardless, he’ll be here this evening for dinner. The two of you can begin to get to know each other then,” her daed said. 

Lucille felt a wave of nausea wash over her, and she said, “I think I need to take a walk, get some fresh air, be alone for a bit.”

Her parents exchanged a glance that Lucille couldn’t quite read, but her maemm said, “That’s a good idea, dear. Take your shawl. It’s chilly out today.”

Without waiting for her parents to say anything else, Lucille jumped up from her chair, and hurried out to the hallway where she snatched her shawl off the hook. The cold March air smacked her in the face, but didn’t stop her. Lucille plunged into the outdoors sucking in fresh air until she felt like she could breathe again. 

Once she was down the lane, out of site of the house, Lucille allowed the tears that had been gathering in the corners of her eyes to fall. How could her parents be doing this to her? Was she being punished for Rosemary’s mistakes? She sniffed, and swiped at her cheeks. 

Thinking about her older sister made her heart hurt. When Rosemary hadn’t come back from her Rumspringa years, her parents had insisted that she be shunned. Lucille hadn’t seen her sister in seven long years, unless she counted the handful of times they had run into each other in town.

Twenty-one didn’t seem so old to Lucille. Why did her parents’ think she needed help finding a husband? True, she didn’t have a line of suitors knocking down their front door, but still, she didn’t see how that made her unmarriageable. 

The wind had picked up, whipping through the treetops, making a whistling noise. Lucille pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, and kept walking. She knew that now that she had agreed to her parent’s plan, that things would move quickly. She was already a baptized member of the church, and presumably so was he since he had been married before and he had a child.

Lucille decided to cut through the woods to her cousin’s farm. Sara would listen to her, commiserate with her. The two had been best friends since they were born, and Lucille knew that she could count on her cousin to give her sage advice. That, and cutting through the woods meant that if her daed came out looking for her, he’d have a harder time finding her. She would be the obedient daughter later, but right now she needed to sulk.

The woods were full of spring time bird song as Lucille trudged along the well worn path. Something stirred deep in her heart, and she knew from experience that it was a call to pray. She found a tree with a deep V in the trunk, and settled herself in. 

Dear Lord, she prayed, I thank you for all the blessings that you have bestowed upon me. I have more than I deserve, especially since I am a sinner. I ask that you forgive me my sins, and make my heart pure. I want to do your will, Lord, and I don’t know why it is so hard for me to follow the path that you have laid out for me. Help me to be a better follower of you, Lord. Help me to submit to Your Will. Not what I want, but what you want. If it be Your Will, Lord, please let my parents see the foolishness of their plan for me. Help them see that it is what they want for me, not what You want for me. But only if it is Your Will. Amen.

As she finished her prayer, Lucille wasn’t sure she was satisfied or if she had prayed well. Still, she stood so that she could go the rest of the way to Sara’s house. The sticks and leafy detritus crunched underfoot, and she frowned to herself. Had she been clear enough with the Lord? She had always been counselled in the verse from Matthew 7:7-8, which read, “7Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you:8For every one that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; and to him that knocketh it shall be opened.”

To Lucille, prayer was a way to connect with God, but also as a way to ask for things that she wanted...or in this case, didn’t want. She had never really been sure if that was the right way to pray, but at that moment she didn’t care because as she stepped out of the woods, she saw her daed getting down from his buggy. Lucille didn’t hesitate as she turned on heel and ran back into the woods.

Chapter Two:

A twig snapped behind her, and Lucille turned abruptly to see her cousin trailing after her. Sara had a look on her face that made Lucille think that her daed had already gotten to say his piece. She sighed, and sank down onto a fallen log. 

“Did he send you to find me?” Lucille asked as her cousin approached. 

The sent of moss and damp earth filled the forest, and Lucille inhaled deeply. These woods had always been her safe place to run when she needed time alone, and the familiar smells calmed her a bit. Sara sat down next to her, and put an arm around Lucille’s shoulder.

“Why didn’t you tell me that this was what your parents’ were thinking of doing?” Sara asked.

There was a slight accusatory tone in her voice, and Lucille couldn’t blame her. Normally the two girls told each other everything. “I was as blindsided by this as you,” Lucille said. “I had no idea they wanted to arrange a marriage for me.”

“How can that be?” Sara asked. And silently, Lucille wondered the same thing. How could she have missed all the hints her parents had been giving her over the past months that they thought it was time for her to marry. 

Sighing, Lucille shrugged her shoulders, moving them up and down in a full bodied shrug that did nothing to shake the heaviness away from her limbs and muscles. She felt like she was swimming, slogging her way through silty water, unable to get to the other side. 

“I haven’t been listening to them, I guess. When Maemm told me she thought it was time for me to find a husband, to settle down and have a family of my own, I guess I just thought that she meant I needed to socialize more, go to some sings. I don’t know.” Lucille shook her head, the anger she had felt earlier bubbling up in her chest again.

“And they never mentioned the possibility that they were going to find someone for you?” Sara asked, still seeming unable to wrap her head around what she was hearing.

Lucille heaved an impatient breath. “It’s not that strange for there to be an arranged marriage in this community,” she said, trying not to snap at her cousin. Lucille knew that the way she was feeling wasn’t Sara’s fault, and she didn’t want to make her cousin take the brunt of her anger.

“I know,” Sara said softly, “but it usually seems as if both of the parties have been widowed, and they are looking to make a life together after their tragedies.”

“Elliot lost his wife,” Lucille said, choking out the name of her fiancé. “I can’t remember if my maemm and daed told me what happened or not. But I do remember that he has a little girl named Natalie.”

Sara’s eyes sprang wide. “You’re going to be a mother just like that?”

“Just like that,” Lucille echoed. The thought of marrying a complete stranger made her feel despondent, but she had to admit that the thought of being the step-mother to the stranger’s little girl didn’t make her feel that way at all. If anything, Lucille was even excited about that prospect. Not that she was going to admit that to Sara at the moment. No, at the moment she wanted to keep that thought to herself. 

“Your daed is pretty upset that you ran off,” Sara commented.

Lucille narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t run off. He and Maemm knew that I wanted to take a walk to think about what they sprang on me.”

Sara shrugged. “Well, regardless of what he knew or you think he knew, he wants you home right away. Your beau is coming over to meet you.”

The teasing lilt in her cousin’s voice fueled the anger that was already burning in her, and Lucille knew that if she didn’t leave right at that moment, she would say something that she would regret. “I’ll see you later,” she said to her cousin through gritted teeth.

“Lucille, wait,” Sara called after her cousin, but Lucille didn’t turn around. 

As Lucille walked, she fumed. How could her daed invade her walk like this? She had agreed to be home to meet Elliot whatever his name was. Hadn’t she? Her anger flagged when she realized that she might not have agreed after all. She had been in such a hurry and her head had been so full of conflicting thoughts and emotions that she knew she hadn’t been thinking clearly. Or listening well for that matter.

Climbing over a fallen tree branch, Lucille’s skirt snagged on a twig, throwing her off balance. Her arms pinwheeled as she tried to regain her balance, but she pitched forward into a muddy stew of leaves.

With a groan, Lucille pushed herself into a sitting position. She was covered from head to toe in sticky goo. Her maemm would be furious with her, and she suspected that her daed would think she had gotten messy on purpose. Even though she wasn’t a child any longer, they continued to treat her like one. And now she had to rush home so that she could clean up before her fiancé got there. 

As she rushed through the woods toward the main road, Lucille did her best to wipe most of the mud off her face and out of her hair. Dear Lord, she prayed as she ran, I know that it is presumptuous to ask for this, but please let this Elliot man call off the wedding. If he were to call it off, then I wouldn’t have to be married, and Maemm and Daed could save face. I know it’s selfish, but please don’t let this ruin my life. I just know it will. Amen.

Chapter Three:

Lucille had hoped that she could sneak into the house through the back door, and no one would notice. That wasn’t the case, however, as her maemm caught her just as Lucille’s foot had hit the first step. 

The gasp was what stopped her, but she prayed that if she didn’t have to turn around, then she wouldn’t have to explain herself. “Lucille!” Maemm’s voice was a mixture of shock and disapproval and disappointment. The last was the hardest for Lucille to deal with. She had always tried her hardest to be good and obedient, but certain times she chose the wrong path. This had clearly been one of those times.

“Yes, Maemm?” she asked. Holding her breath, Lucille squeezed her eyes shut as she waited for her mother’s reply.

“Where have you been?” Maemm asked in a tone that left no question about what she thought.

“I just went to see Sara,” Lucille said, trying to keep her voice even. She gripped the banister on the staircase with her left hand, and fingered her damp, muddy apron with her right. If she had to turn around, then she would be in more trouble than she was at the moment. 

Maemm made a disapproving noise deep in her throat. “Go upstairs and freshen up,” she said. “Elliot will be here soon, and I want you to make a good impression.”

Feeling like a chastised child, Lucille hurried upstairs. Despite her resolve to let the goodness in her heart rise to the surface, she let her boots fall heavily on the wooden treads of the stairs, leaving no doubt what she thought about the whole arrangement.

After washing the mud off her hands and face in the wash basin in her room, Lucille quickly changed into her nicer dress. As she fastened the hooks at her waist and neck, she couldn’t help but wonder a little about Elliot King. She was certain that they must have crossed paths at some point, but for the life of her she couldn’t remember when that might have been. He was older than she was; a father and a widower. How as she going to get along with him? He knew so much more about the world than she did? Even in their relatively sheltered world, that meant something. 

Being a mother, now that was something that Lucille had always dreamed about, and in her deepest heart she knew that even if it was happening sooner than she would have liked, she was more than okay with it.

Straightening her kapp, Lucille took one last look in the mirror, and sighed. She couldn’t hide up here any longer. Her maemm and daed would want her in the front room when Elliot arrived. She wondered if he would be bringing his daughter with. Since her parents had just hatched this plan on her that morning, she had no idea what was going to happen now. 

Her daed was nowhere to be seen, and Lucille was relieved. Despite the fact that Elliot would be there any moment, that didn’t mean that her daed wouldn’t yell at her for being gone so long earlier. Her maemm came over to her, and began fussing with Lucille’s clothing, tucking stray hairs into her kapp and brushing imaginary wrinkles out of her apron. 

“You look...nice,” Maemm said finally. 

Lucille ducked her head, biting her lip to hold in another sigh. “Danke,” she said.

“Now, where can your daed be?” Lucille watched as her maemm bustled over to the curtain, peered out, and gasped. “Elliot King is coming up the driveway now. Lands’ alive, where is your daed?”

“Is he out in the barn?” Lucille asked. “Did he have to put the horse away?”

“Of course,” her maemm said. “I’ll be right back in. You let Elliot King in, and offer him some refreshments. And be polite.”

Lucille waited until she heard the back door shut before she let out another sigh. Just then, there was a knock on the front door. Steeling her nerves, Lucille brushed her hands over her apron to dry her suddenly sweaty palms, and hurried to great her...guest.

When she opened the door, the man who stood in front of her caught her off guard. He was taller than she had expected, taller than any of the men in her family. He swept the simple straw hat off his head with one hand, leaving his blond hair slightly askew as he offered her his other hand by way of greeting. As she took it, she noticed how the left side of his mouth hitched a little higher than the right side when he smiled, and his blue eyes crinkled kindly. Despite all of her reservations, she found herself thinking that he was quite handsome. 

“You must be Lucille,” he said. “I’m your fiancé, Elliot.”

She wasn’t sure if he meant the words as a joke or not, but as soon as he said the word “fiancé” all her anger from earlier in the day came rushing back. She dropped her hand and stepped back. “As far as I know, I haven’t officially agreed to anything yet,” she said. “I was under the impression that this was simply for us to meet one another so we can see if we’re compatible.”

Elliot grinned at her. “You need a husband, and I need a wife. What could be more compatible than that?” he asked.

She was just about to say something else, something that she would probably regret, when her parents came through the back door. They hurried through the kitchen and into the front room. “Ah, Elliot,” her daed said. “I see the two of you are just meeting. Come in, come in. My wife and I were just talking, and we think that this weekend would indeed be a fine time for the wedding.”

A buzzing sound started in Lucille’s ears, and she was certain that she hadn’t heard her daed correctly. When the moment passed, and she realized that they were all still talking about it, dread filled Lucille from top to toe, and she thought she might get sick to her stomach. 

“Won’t it be wonderful, Lucille?” her maemm asked. 

Lucille couldn’t do anything but nod, even as she felt her whole world collapsing around her.

Chapter Four:

The wedding had happened in a blur with a big dinner served afterward. If Lucille hadn’t been so stressed out by the whole thing, she might have been able to admit that her maemm had given her everything she’d ever dreamed of.

Settling in to Elliot’s house, settling in to being his wife, and settling in to being Natalie’s maemm left Lucille drifting in a strange haze. She walked through each day, performing her chores and going through the motions of her daily life, but she never felt connected to Elliot or her new life. Natalie was a high spot, but even the little girl wasn’t enough to make her believe that her new life was anything but a bad dream that she would wake from soon.

One morning, about a month after they had been married, Lucille took a deep breath, and said, “Would you mind terribly if I took a walk by myself after breakfast?”

Elliot looked at her with a relieved smile. Lucille wasn’t sure what to make of the look, but she decided to let it go. Her maemm had always cautioned her to hold her tongue on her first reaction because Lucille often had the tendency to spit out whatever came into her head. 

“Of course,” he said. “I’ll take Natalie out to the barn with me. It’s been a while since she helped me with a milking.”

Lucille chewed on her lower lip. Why did Elliot have to be so accommodating? She knew that she should be trying to learn to love him, but she still prayed daily for a way out of the marriage. She knew it was her own fault for agreeing to it, but by now she had convinced herself that she had been tricked into it. The more she told herself that, the more she believed it. 

The second she stepped out the door, Lucille felt the constricting tension ease off of her shoulders. She hurried down the drive to the lane that ran in front of the house, and then after looking both ways, she crossed to the meadow beyond. A deer trail led down to a small stream, and after making her way along the banks for half a mile, she found her favorite place to rest, a large rock surrounded by reeds. No one would ever find her here. 

Dear Lord, I don’t know what I have done to be punished like this, but if you show me, I will promptly confess to the bishop in front of the whole community. It isn’t that Elliot is a bad man. He’s not, in fact, I know that he’s nice and kind and gentle, but I didn’t pick him. I’m angry, Lord, and I know that I shouldn’t be. So, I suppose that should be sin number one. I just wish that I could turn back the clock, and make a different choice.

Lucille paused, and gazed out across the stream. Being here by herself calmed her. And when she had spilled out her prayers to God, she felt better, but also guiltier. She knew that she should trust the Lord’s path for her, even if that path included being married to Elliot.

I know that I shouldn’t ask you for this, Lord, but please let me find a way to get out of this marriage. Amen.

Glancing up at the sun, Lucille decided that she should be getting back. Despite the fact that she wasn’t willing to accept her marriage, she still wanted to do her duty as a wife. The cooking and the cleaning and the caring for Natalie soothed her. It was at night when she went to bed alone (thankfully in her mind) or when Elliot came into the house and drew near her, that made her stomach jump. 

As Lucille walked slowly back toward the house, she heard a faint yipping coming from down near the water. Pausing in the long reeds, she listened harder. Another yip. Lucille waded into the long grass, pausing now and then to listen to the sound. 

Down by the water Lucille found a little puppy, curled on a rock, obviously weak from hunger. Without thinking twice, Lucille reached out and scooped the little animal into her arms. “You poor think,” she cooed to the dog.

The puppy yipped softly at her, and then settled against her chest. Lucille didn’t know what Elliot would say when she brought the little guy home, but she was determined to keep him. Besides he would make a good playmate for Natalie. Lucille had always had a dog at home, so she thought that maybe having a dog in the house would make her feel more at home at Elliot’s. The thought made her stop in her tracks. Did she really just think that she wanted to feel at home at Elliot’s house? Did she want that to be her home? No, of course not. She wanted to go home, to her real home, and get her life back on track.

By the time she got back to the farm, she was ready for an argument over the puppy. She was going to keep him no matter what. Besides she had already named him Kip. She climbed the stairs, and stepped into the cool of the house. “Hello?” she called.

“We’re in the kitchen,” Elliot called back.

“Look what I found down by the stream,” Lucille said brightly. 

“A puppy!” Natalie exclaimed.

“Aw, poor little guy,” Elliot said. Then he took the puppy from her to get it cleaned up, Natalie following at his heels. 

Lucille watched father and daughter as they walked to the sink, and she was annoyed as she felt her heart stir with warmth at Elliot’s compassion. She didn’t want to thaw toward him, because if that happened, then it was all a slippery slope from there.

Chapter Five:

Despite her desire for her life to have taken a different path, Lucille found herself indeed thawing toward her husband and toward her new situation. Natalie had smashed through the wall that Lucille had constructed, and was easy to love. Kip, the new puppy, proved easy to love as well. From his oversized paws and long floppy ears, Lucille and Elliot deduced that he was probably some kind of hound dog.

“Who could ever just abandon such a sweet little thing like this?” Lucille asked one night as they sat out on the front porch. Spring had turned into early summer, and she and Elliot had taken to sitting out on the porch after Natalie was in bed. Even though Lucille was settling into her new life, that hadn’t stopped her from praying that somehow she could still go back to her old one. Though, now she was less and less sure of what that actually meant. What was the old life she was seeking to get back?

“I have no idea,” Elliot said. “But he sure is lucky that you found him. When that late winter storm blew in, he would have been a goner.”

Lucille nodded, shivering at the thought. She had never had a dog that she loved as much as Kip. She knew that God had given him to her so that she could start seeing herself as part of this family unit. Not that she saw herself as that yet, not by a long shot. Still, she could see that Kip was the glue that was slowing adhering them all together. 

Elliot coughed. He thumped his chest with his fist, and then coughed again. Lucille frowned at him. “Are you feeling okay?” she asked. When he coughed in response, she noticed a deep rattling for the first time.

“Just an irritated throat,” Elliot replied, giving her a weak smile. His voice was scratchy and hoarse. How had she not noticed he was feeling bad before that moment? 

“You should get on up to bed,” Lucille said with a firmness that surprised her. “I’ll go and fetch the doctor.”

“I’m not feeling that poorly,” he protested. “Besides there are all kinds of chores that need to be done.”

“I’ll go get one of my brothers,” Lucille said as she waved off his concerns.

Reluctantly Elliot stood. Lucille felt a flash of determination at the doubtful look on his face. “Come on,” she said, standing as well. She reached out to take his hand, a gesture that surprised both of them, and was startled further to feel how hot his skin was. “You’re burning up!”

“I’m fine,” Elliot grumbled, but it was becoming clearer and clearer that he was anything but fine. 

“We’re going to make sure that you are,” Lucille agreed even as a degree of guilt crept in. She had been praying so hard for there to be a way for this marriage to be over...she hadn’t meant that she wanted Elliot to get sick. The Lord had known that, hadn’t he?

Swallowing hard, Lucille called, “Natty? We’re going to go out for a little bit. Grab your shawl.”

“Let me at least hitch up the horse to the buggy,” Elliot said before another fit of coughing overwhelmed him, and he doubled over.

“No,” Lucille said. “I know how to hitch up a buggy. You go get to bed. I’ll take care of the rest.”
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