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    To my very special mother-in-law,

    Georgia,

    who first taught me to love roses.
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    1


    A pale thread of gray seeped over the windowsill, wakening Bess Riehl with its strange light. Outside, a limb tapped the eaves. Disoriented, still fuzzy from sleep, she lifted her head to peer out the window and gasped in delight. Overnight, Stoney Ridge had been blanketed with deep snow, transformed into a world of pristine white. Just in time to make the day, this Sunday, all the more special. Not just any Sunday, but the day her engagement would be announced at the end of church. Published, as they called it. And in less than two weeks, she would be married.


    Married. She was going to be a married woman. This Christmas, she would be married. For the rest of her life. Absentmindedly, she put her hand against the frosty windowpane to feel the chill. Her insides felt as quivery as her cold fingertips.


    Was it normal to feel all trembly inside, scared and excited and filled with strange feelings? She hoped so, because whenever she thought about the bishop announcing her name today in church, she felt light-headed, slightly dizzy, a little nauseous, and terribly worried about fainting. Bess was what her grandmother used to call a nervous little thing, as jumpy as a dog with fleas. Twenty now, she couldn’t deny the truth of that, but she was definitely bolder than she was at fifteen when she lived for a summer with Mammi at Rose Hill Farm. Bolder, certainly, and yet Bess still preferred to be invisible in any group setting. Such as . . . church.


    If she couldn’t handle having her name announced in public, how would she be able to survive her wedding day? She dropped her head. She had no idea. None at all.


    But she wouldn’t be alone. Amos would be there too.


    Amos Lapp. Her thoughts drifted off to him and a smile eased her anxiety. He was so kind, was Amos. They had met, years ago, through his cousin Billy Lapp, whom Bess refused to allow herself to think about for more than a moment or two, once or twice a week. Mostly, she wondered where Billy was and if he ever thought about her. And what he thought about her. And why he left.


    Stop. Stop it, Bess!


    There. She expunged Billy Lapp from her mind and went back to thinking about Amos, whom she adored. Not Billy, whom she didn’t.


    In a way, she envied Amos. He loved her so completely, so thoroughly. There was no doubt in his mind that Bess was the only girl for him. She didn’t think she could ever feel so sure, so free of doubts about her feelings. Amos’s devotion reminded her of the way she had once felt about Billy Lapp, but she was much younger then. Young and foolish. Die erscht Lieb roscht net, awwer schimmelich maag sie waerre, her grandmother used to say. First love does not rust, but it might get moldy.


    That’s what had happened to her feelings about Billy. Molded.


    Amos was a fine choice for a partner in life, in work. He was older than Bess by a few years, was already managing his late father’s farm at Windmill Farm, was solid and generous and accepting of Bess’s timorous nature. He was trustworthy and devoted and calm natured and he wasn’t wishy-washy about being Plain or loving Bess—unlike that someone else whom she tried not to think about. And then she realized what she was doing. Comparing.


    Stop it, Bess. Stop it!


    She covered her face with her hands. Why was she struggling to tamp down thoughts about Billy lately?


    Billy Lapp had been Bess’s first love. Only twelve when she had first met him after her grandfather’s funeral, she remembered feeling struck dumb by his good looks. But it was on her second visit to Rose Hill Farm, when she was fifteen and had come to Stoney Ridge for a short visit only to end up staying, that she lost her heart to him.


    It was the summer when her widowed father had met and married Lainey. Bess had fallen head over heels in love with Billy but was caught in something her friend Maggie Zook called a classic love triangle. Maggie knew all about these kinds of things from reading romance novels on the sly. Bess loved Billy, Billy loved Betsy Mast, Betsy loved someone else who didn’t love her. Bess’s love for Billy was dampened, watered down, but not extinguished. Not entirely. Then, the following year, she and Billy were slowly but surely finding their way to each other. Suddenly, Betsy Mast reappeared, out of the blue, on the same day that Billy had a terrible row with his family, and he left Stoney Ridge without a glance back.


    Once again, Bess felt her heart shrink like a sponge being wrung out. It was always in the back of her mind that, given the chance, Billy might choose Betsy over her as he had once done. It had been a sore point between them, and yet she understood it too—maybe there was just something about that first love. A tiny part of her couldn’t let go of Billy.


    And Amos, dear Amos, had always known a part of her longed for Billy. He courted her patiently and persistently, all the while his dark brown eyes would search her face, trying to see into her heart.


    Last month, when Amos asked her to marry him for the third time, he told her that he wanted an answer and he wanted it to be yes. She knew it was time to face reality. Billy was gone, Amos was here. Billy did not love her in a wholehearted way. Amos did.


    A conversation she’d once had with her grandmother floated up from the recesses of her mind. “Bess,” Mammi would say, “you can’t go back, not in this life. You have to go forward.”


    So she had said yes.


    Still, a nagging thought kept poking at her, like a sliver in her finger. Why wasn’t she more excited about getting married? She should be. Amos Lapp was a wonderful man. But she could never bring herself to tell him that she loved him in return. She thought she did love him, but the words clogged in her throat whenever she tried. Was it because she had imagined saying those words to Billy?


    Stop it, Bess. Stop!


    She turned from the window and dressed quickly, then hurried outside to be the first to make footprints in the snow, before her father woke and started choring. Childish, she knew, for someone her age, but she couldn’t help herself. It was a game she and her dad had played for as long as she could remember. Lainey, her dad’s wife, only smiled and rolled her eyes at their silly traditions.


    Bess delighted in the seasons, each one, and took special pleasure in winter’s first appearance. As she walked out the kitchen door, a cold blast of air hit her in the face, making her eyes sting. Wrapped in coat and mittens with a scarf on her head, she went out to the yard and for nearly a minute she stood utterly still, basking in the simple familiarity of such a sight, such a home. A place she loved. The world was so quiet, so muffled, under a blanket of snowfall.


    She wandered through the snow to the rose fields, breathing in the crisp, clean, freezing air, cheeks numb. She stood and gazed at the roses that her grandmother loved so much, roses that were pruned down to canes for winter’s rest. She turned around slowly in a circle, committing to memory every square inch of this farm she loved so dearly. The December sun was rising beyond the silhouette of the barn, pushing away the remaining clouds from last night’s snowstorm. A sunbeam reflected off the glass roof of the greenhouse. On an impulse, Bess walked over to the greenhouse, trudging through the snow so she left tracks, and twisted the door handle. A blast of warm, moist, humus-scented air hit her in the face. Out of nowhere, her cat Blackie appeared and curled around her legs.


    Bess bent down to scratch the cat behind its ears, then made her way down the brick walk in the dim morning light, between rows of clay pots holding shoulder-high rose canes being propagated for next spring’s fields. She checked the wall thermometer and smiled, satisfied: sixty-five degrees. Only as warm as necessary.


    Farther back, closer to the heat source, were bushes of roses in bloom. When she reached them, she stopped to breathe in their scent and admire their blossoms. There was the Dainty Bess, a hybrid tea, light pink, single petals, a gift from her dad for her eighteenth birthday. Frowning, she noticed something on Lady Emily Peel and leaned over to examine it. It was beautiful, but prone to powdery mildew. The rose, of course—not Lady Emily.


    The last two winters, Bess and her father had forced blooms using artificial lighting to trick the roses’ internal clocks into thinking spring had come. These roses were not for sale but to keep up a steady supply of rose petals. Bess’s grandmother had taught her to make soaps, teas, and jams from the petals. Among old garden roses, those with red and deep pink flowers tended to have the strongest perfume, so those varieties were the ones Bess used for rose products. Recently, she’d been studying up on another use for roses: remedies.


    It had started when Eli Yoder, an older fellow from church, asked if she knew of a cure for baldness. She hunted through her grandmother’s books and found a rose remedy for male baldness from a time when nature’s wonder drug was a rose. Rose honey to soothe inflamed tonsils. Rose vinegar to alleviate headaches. Rose poultices to stanch wounds. Bess found a recipe for rosewater compress to allay female hysteria, though she wasn’t sure there was much of a market to hysterical women. She certainly didn’t know any.


    Unfortunately, the remedy she found for Eli Yoder’s baldness didn’t have the desired effect, though he did tell her his athlete’s foot had cleared up.


    Warm now, Bess took off her coat and mittens and tossed them on the wooden stool. She heard the greenhouse door open and turned around to see her father cross the threshold. “You beat me to the snow!”


    She grinned. “If you snooze, you lose.”


    Jonah Riehl walked up the path, his eyes automatically checking on rose propagations along the way. Halfway up, he stopped and put his hands on his hips, frowning at a row of slips that hadn’t propagated. “This greenhouse needs a good cleaning out.”


    Bess nodded. Each long shelf was crowded with pots, nearly groaning with weight.


    Jonah took a few more steps along the brick path, then pivoted on his heels. “Might be time to think about a new greenhouse. A bigger one.”


    Bess spun around and busied herself with touching the soil of a few pots with her fingertips, to see how moist they were. In most every situation, Bess was the one who pushed her father to try new things, to think more broadly, to consider new rose products for the market. But not when it came to this greenhouse. She didn’t want to hear any such talk about a new greenhouse. So many cherished memories were captured under this old glass roof—of Mammi, of Bess’s education about roses. Of Billy Lapp.


    Even now, years later, she couldn’t go into the greenhouse without being aware of Billy’s influence on Rose Hill Farm. Very stirring stuff. He had been instrumental in setting Rose Hill Farm’s business into action. He had taught himself to graft roses onto Mammi’s strong rootstocks, ones that had been in the Riehl family for generations. The varieties were varied and unusual; grafting sped up the growing process. No longer did Mammi have to wait two years for slips to root and grow large enough to sell, or for rosehips that took even longer. Rose Hill Farm became the source for Pennsylvanians looking for heritage roses. They shipped bare root roses all winter and sold flowering rosebushes during spring and summer.


    Bess loved this greenhouse more than any other place on earth. As she worked, she could almost sense her grandmother’s pleasure as she peered down from heaven’s curtain.


    She wondered what Caleb Zook, the bishop, would say if she were to ask him such a question: Can those who have passed to Glory peer down on those who have not? She could imagine him bending over slightly, to listen carefully to what she was saying. He always did that. It was one of his nicest ways. Maybe she would ask him today after church. But maybe not.


    “Tomorrow,” her dad was saying, “I’ll get started thinning out those dead slips to give more breathing room to the propagated ones. For now, we’d better get back to the house. Lainey will be wondering what happened to us for breakfast. Church starts in less than an hour.”


    “I’ll be there in a moment. I’m just going to water a few dry plants.”


    Jonah turned and walked down the brick path, limping as he went. Years ago, when Bess was a newborn, he had been injured in a buggy accident that took the life of his first wife and left him with a bad back. She watched her father as he crossed the snowy yard to reach the house, feeling a swell of love rise in her heart. This morning, his spine seemed slightly more curved, the lines on his face etched a little deeper.


    What was the matter with her today? She felt so maudlin and sentimental. But she couldn’t imagine leaving Rose Hill Farm and that’s exactly what was going to happen.


    She watered a few plants that seemed a little dry, checked on a few others, and bent down to pick up her coat that the cat had pulled down to the ground and curled up on to nap. As she shooed Blackie away, something caught her eye. In the far corner of the greenhouse, tucked deep under the workbench, was a potted rose, fully leafed out with one lone bud, still enclosed in its green capsule. She got down on her knees and dragged the pot out into the open but it was too heavy for her to lift.


    Strange. It was a rose she didn’t recognize, and after so many years at Rose Hill Farm, she knew each and every rose. And why would it be about to bloom now? Yet with only one bud? She looked at it again, smelled the bud, studied the veining on the leaves. A wispy memory, fuzzy and out of focus, something she hadn’t thought about in years and years, floated through her mind.


    No. Not a chance. It couldn’t be that rose. That rose?!
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    On Friday morning, Billy Lapp gave an all-over shudder as he walked into one of Penn State University’s greenhouses, happy to be out of the biting wind. There was a pleasantness to the greenhouse at this time of day that could always manage to take the edge off a man’s early-morning surliness, especially when the weather was bad. Even when snow, sleet, or biting cold pressed against the glass windows, inside the greenhouse, with the door sealed tightly, it was never chilly.


    Billy Lapp’s supervisor, Jill Koch, was waiting inside for him, examining some drought-resistant wheat seedlings he’d been experimenting with. She straightened when she saw him. “Morning. I got a call from someone who might have an unidentified rose on his property. He’s spent a week trying to find someone who could identify it and was directed to us by a Rose Society. I asked if he could send a photograph, but he said he didn’t own a camera.”


    Billy set down his thermos and brown-bag lunch on the shelf that served as a desk, yanked off his coat, and tossed it next to his lunch. “What kind of a rose?”


    “He’s not sure.”


    He rolled his eyes and groaned. “It’s probably an American Beauty.” The most common of all garden roses. No wonder the Rose Society shrugged it off.


    “I don’t think so,” she said thoughtfully. “He seemed to know his roses. He said he thought it might be an old rose.”


    Billy stilled. He was passionate about finding old roses. It was the reason he was given the unofficial job of being the university’s rose rustler. “Where did he find it? In a cemetery?” Old cemeteries were the best places to find old roses. It was an old custom to plant a mother’s favorite flower beside her grave and, most often, that favorite was a rose. Unlike gardens, cemeteries weren’t usually re-landscaped, so old roses survived long after they were pushed out of gardens. Many of those old heritage roses were sturdy, disease resistant, and survived complete neglect. Just wanting for someone, like Billy, to find them.


    “He didn’t say where he found it, but I think he said it was potted.”


    Billy was intrigued; nothing in the world matched the intrigue of discovering a rose’s identity. Nothing. “What did he want?”


    “He wanted someone to come out and identify the rose. The Rose Society told him we have a rose rustler on staff to track down unusual finds.” She lifted her eyebrows and gave him a smug smile. “You.”


    He glanced around the greenhouse to assess how much work he needed to finish before he could take a few hours away from it. “I suppose I could check it out on Monday. Did you get the address?”


    “I wrote it down the way it sounded on the answering machine. Not sure I got it all, though. I could have sworn I heard a horse passing by.” Jill handed him the slip of paper but held on as he reached out for it. “Do you have plans for Christmas?”


    He tugged the paper out of her hand and stuffed it in his jeans pocket. Over her shoulder he noticed that a PVC joint was coming undone in the skeleton of the greenhouse. He hated these cheap, plastic greenhouses, called hoop houses, that had sprung up in the last decade. Hoop houses with their plastic sheeting just weren’t made to last. He sidled around Jill to jam the PVC joint back together with the heels of his hand, pondering how much he longed for a good old-fashioned glass greenhouse. “Is it already Christmas?”


    “You’re kidding, right? It’s only a few weeks away.” She fingered the collar of his coat, hanging over the shelf. “Are you planning to spend it with your family?”


    He knew where this conversation was going and wished it were over. “To be honest, I haven’t given any thought to Christmas.” That was an honest comment. He scrupulously avoided any thoughts of Christmas.


    Jill walked up to him, standing just a little too close. “You never talk about yourself or your family. Sometimes I wonder if you’re part of the Federal Witness Protection program.”


    He grinned. “There’s just not much to tell. I’d rather hear about you.”


    “You’re not going to get away with that kind of talk. Someday, I’d like to find out all about you.”


    “Absolutely.” Not a chance. A girl like Jill Koch would turn tail and run if she knew about his humble upbringing.


    “So . . . would you like to join me for Christmas? Come for dinner?”


    He stiffened. “Let me get back to you on that.”


    The smile on her face faded into a frown. “Why am I not surprised that you’re dodging the question?”


    She leaned closer to him, lingering, and he stepped back, touched his hat, and said, “Thank you for bringing the message.”


    “One of these days, Billy Lapp . . .” She turned and sauntered down the long narrow aisle, stopping to check a plant here and there. She stopped at the wheat seedlings and turned back to him, all stiff and starchy. “They’re too dry. Get them watered.”


    Jill Koch was an attractive girl and had made no secret that she was interested in him, but he knew it wasn’t smart to combine work and romance, especially when she happened to be his supervisor and she reported directly to the greenhouse manager—who happened to be her uncle. If it didn’t work out between them, and it probably wouldn’t, he’d be the one out of a job.


    He needed this job. He loved it. He’d worked at Penn State Extension for almost four years now, pruning, transplanting seedlings, cultivating flowers, schlepping large bags of soil around, fertilizing, studying and implementing pest control, and gleaning as much about horticulture as he could. The work suited him perfectly.


    Everything was finally going right for him.


    Why, then, did something keep gnawing at him? An aching loneliness, a feeling that he was missing something. Out of habit, he tugged the end of his sweater sleeve over his left wrist. It was the holidays, he supposed. Christmas was the hardest time of all for him. Like he was always outside looking in at others.


    He unrolled the hose, turned it to low, and gently sprinkled the seedlings with water as he heard a soft, rhythmic knocking, just audible over the hiss of the hose. He turned off the hose and walked to the end of the greenhouse. Swinging the door open, Billy blinked twice. A dark-skinned man stood in the dim, gray morning. Tall and lanky, a fellow down on his luck, wearing a thin overcoat that wasn’t suited for a cold Pennsylvania winter.


    The greenhouses were at the back of the university campus near a run-down part of town and it wasn’t unusual for a stray fellow to wander in, looking for a place to warm up for a while. Hobos, tramps, vagabonds, and vagrants, Jill called them, rough customers. She warned him to chase them off, but Billy never did. To his way of thinking, everybody needed a little help now and then. Where would he be without the help a few had given him during that dark period when he first left home? “Why don’t you come sit by the heater and warm yourself?”


    “I don’t mean to intrude,” the hobo said. “I can see you’re busy.”


    “I’m not going to let you go without a cup of coffee to warm your belly.” Billy grabbed his widemouthed thermos and handed it to the hobo. Glancing at his face, he was struck by the unusual color of his eyes. Neither blue nor purple, they were a near-perfect match for the amethyst crystal interior of a geode he remembered that Dawdi Zook, his mother’s father, had kept on his fireplace mantel back in Stoney Ridge. He could envision it clearly, though it had been a decade since he’d seen it up close in his grandfather’s work-worn hands. Transfixed, Billy could practically hear his grandfather’s deep, rumbly voice: While the minerals on the exterior created a hard shell, the ones that seeped to the interior were transformed into beauty. An example from nature to show how God brings good out of bad.


    The hobo handed the thermos back to Billy, pulling him into the present. As Billy screwed the lid on the thermos, he was surprised to realize the man was younger than he had assumed—or maybe it was that his face was unlined. Untroubled. Without stress or strife. And he didn’t act defeated like so many of the other men who wandered through College Station.


    The hobo was admiring a set of orchids with their delicate blooms. “Beautiful, aren’t they? So intricately designed. Fragile yet long lasting.”


    “Are you a flower lover?”


    “Yes. Always have been. My father’s a top-notch gardener.”


    Beyond the hobo’s shoulder, Billy spotted his brown-bag lunch. “Are you hungry? I made two sandwiches.” He reached for the bag, opened it, took out one sandwich, wrapped in waxed paper, and handed it to the man. “Nothing fancy—just peanut butter and jelly. Made it myself.”


    “I am a little hungry. Had a long way to go this morning.”


    “Wait here.” Billy extracted a metal stool, grimy but sturdy, from under the rows of plants. Brushing it off with his hand, he set it down and beckoned the hobo to it. “Sit a spell. I’d enjoy the company on this cold morning.” He pulled a crate from under a shelf and turned it over to sit on.


    The hobo sat down and smiled at Billy. There was something calming about him, as if he had all the time in the world and there was no place else he’d rather be than right there, in a greenhouse with Billy.


    Before the hobo unwrapped his sandwich, he bowed his head and Billy thought he heard him offer some kind of quiet prayer spoken in another language. It was mumbled so softly, he might have been mistaken. Or maybe the man was drunk, though he didn’t seem to be. A few weeks ago, a drunk wandered into the greenhouse and Billy sobered him up with high-octane coffee, so thick you could cut it with a knife, before he sent him on his way.


    “So you’ve got quite a knack for plants, from what I hear.”


    Billy glanced up. “Where’d you hear that?”


    The man took a bite of the sandwich. “Skippy peanut butter?”


    Billy nodded. “I’m Billy, by the way.”


    “Call me George.”


    George took a swig of coffee to wash down the peanut butter sandwich. He looked up at Billy. “Folger’s?”


    “Yup.” It was on sale at the grocery store.


    “Old Quaker family from Nantucket. Benjamin Franklin’s mother was a Folger. Did you know that?”


    “No. No I didn’t.” Billy took a bite of the sandwich, chewed, swallowed. “George, mind if I ask how you ended up as a hobo?”


    “A hobo?” A smile flickered like a candle across George’s face. He stretched his legs out in front of him and leaned back on his elbows against the shelf.


    “You’re obviously a bright guy. Have you had trouble finding a job?”


    “Not so much. Work comes along just when it’s needed.” He finished the sandwich, swallowed one last swig of coffee, and rose to his feet. “Well, I’ll be off then. Thanks for sharing your lunch.”


    Billy looked at George’s threadbare overcoat. There was no way that thin coat could keep him warm. He grabbed his blue jacket from the shelf and tossed it at the hobo. “Take it. I have two.”


    A soft look came into George’s eyes as he gripped the jacket in his hands. “Thank you, Billy.” He slipped it on and slowly zipped the coat up to his chin. Then he reached out and wrapped his arms around Billy.


    Billy stood there, stiffly, awkwardly. Men don’t hug! He could never remember receiving a hug from another man. Not once. Receiving a hug from a man—a stranger! a hobo!—was awkward and uncomfortable. And yet, it felt like George was giving Billy a blessing and a benediction, wrapped up in a hug. A deep calm surrounded Billy and he felt himself relax, ever so slightly. George released him, gripping Billy’s upper arms and smiling gently with that calm old-soul smile. “Until we meet again, Billy Lapp.”


    George turned to leave and it occurred to Billy that he wanted him to stay. The desire to remain in the company of anyone—much less a hobo—was so unfamiliar that Billy wondered if he might be coming down with something. A cold or fever, perhaps.


    George stepped around Billy, then stopped and bent down to pick up a piece of paper. “I think you dropped this.” He handed it to Billy and passed him to reach for the door, then glanced over his shoulder. “This has all the makings to be a wonderful Christmas, Billy Lapp. One of the best.”


    As the door clicked shut behind George, a disturbing thought emerged. How did this hobo know Billy’s last name? That was creepy. Had George been watching him? Was he a psycho? Then Billy remembered that his nametag was pinned to his shirt pocket.


    He glanced at the slip of paper in his hand. It was the information Jill had given him about the caller with the unidentified rose. He unfolded the slip of paper and swallowed. The address was Rose Hill Farm in Stoney Ridge.


    Bess’s home.


    Billy’s peaceful mood turned sour.
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    As Amos Lapp tied the horse’s reins to the hitching post in front of the hardware store on Saturday afternoon, he went through a checklist of the things he needed to buy to prep and paint the apartment above the garage. In just a few days’ time, those two little rooms would be his and Bess’s new home. This task should have been done weeks ago but the holdup was Bess. She couldn’t decide what color to paint it—which struck him as odd, because their church didn’t offer much of a choice. Pale green or pale blue.


    Yesterday, Amos visited Bess at Rose Hill Farm and gently tried to press her to make a decision. She told him to just go ahead and choose, so he did, and he hoped she’d be happy with it. It was hard to tell with Bess. She was agreeable to everything he suggested, said she’d go along with either color he chose—but he didn’t want her to just go along with it. He wanted her to love it.


    His mind drifted back to church last Sunday, as the bishop announced they were to be published, and color drained from Bess’s face. He saw it happen, right before his very eyes, the way he’d read about in books. For a moment, he thought she might faint. He knew she felt anxious about being the center of attention, but was it typical for a girl to nearly lose consciousness?


    “Pssst.”


    Amos twitched, thinking a fly was buzzing near him, though it was too cold for flies.


    “Pssst. Over here.”


    He spun around and found Maggie Zook standing over by the community bulletin board on the wall, under the covered porch of the hardware store. “What are you doing?”


    She put a finger to her lips and shushed him, the way a teacher might. “Looking for new job postings.”


    He walked over to her. “Why are you whispering?”


    “I didn’t want to broadcast to everyone in Stoney Ridge that I’m looking for a job.”


    Amos squinted in confusion. “How are you going to find a job if you don’t want anyone to know you’re looking?”


    She glanced up and down the road. “Maybe not everyone. Maybe just my father.”


    “Ah.” Maggie’s father was Caleb Zook, the bishop. “I don’t want to know why.” Amos wasn’t sure if it might be a church issue, or a father-daughter issue—but either way, he wanted none of it. As soon as he said it, he felt a tug of regret. Her small face grew troubled. Gentling his tone, he added, “I’m sure you’ve got a good reason.”


    Maggie followed on his heels as he went in the store to look at rows of paint chips. “There’s a job opening here at the hardware store. I thought you might put in a good word for me.”


    Oh no. Heat climbed up Amos’s neck. He wasn’t going to get roped into this again. The last time he helped Maggie get a job, she lasted less than a day. After she begged him, he acquiesced and recommended her to the owner of the Hay & Grain. She forgot to latch the cage filled with live mice—the owner kept a pet snake—and during the night the mice escaped. Months later, the Hay & Grain was still overrun with mice. An infestation, the owner said. Maggie claimed it was an accident, that it could have happened to anyone, but Amos had a suspicion that her humanitarian streak beat out her practical streak. Knowing her like he did, he figured that she wanted to give the mice a fighting chance to survive. She hated snakes, Maggie did.


    Worse still, the owner felt Amos was partially responsible and no longer gave him a discount on bulk purchases.


    And the hardware store—well, now, this was his special place. His home away from home. He enjoyed spending Saturday afternoons wandering the aisles, tinkering with gadgets. If he helped Maggie get a job here and she did something disastrous, which was very, very likely, he would be sunk.


    She was gazing up at him with that riot of tangles poking out under her black bonnet, with those big liquid brown eyes of hers, like he was quite possibly the most wonderful man on earth, and his gut twisted. His firm resolve started to weaken.


    Started . . . and then . . .


    He had a stroke of genius. “The Sweet Tooth Bakery is hiring, at least until Christmas. Dottie Stroot told my mother that very thing just a few days ago. Dottie Stroot said she’s swamped with Christmas orders and can’t seem to keep good help.” No surprise there. That woman might be a talented baker, but she held people, including her customers, in disdain.


    Maggie brightened, the dimples in her cheeks deepening as her smile grew. “Just through Christmas?” More thoughtfully, she added, “That would be ideal. Just enough time.” She turned and started for the door.


    “Maggie, wait!”


    She stopped and spun around.


    “Which paint color should I get?”


    She walked back to peer at the paint chips he held up and immediately pointed to the blue. “Oh, definitely that one. No doubt about it. That’s the one.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “Absolutely. It’s the color of a robin’s egg.”


    Why, so it was.


    “That awful green is the color of the inside of the schoolhouse.” She shuddered. “Would make me feel like I was right back in jail. Eight long painful years of prison.” School, she meant.


    From the door of the hardware store, he watched her skitter across the street to the Sweet Tooth Bakery. Maggie skittered. He couldn’t hold back a grin. One thing about Maggie Zook—you knew what she was thinking. If she didn’t come right out and say so, her face would give it away. His attention fixed on his task and he went to get the paint mixed robin’s egg blue for the apartment. To prepare a home for his bride.


    [image: divider]


    Bess Riehl picked up a knife and sliced off a generous width of freshly baked bread. She lathered it with butter and closed her eyes as she chewed the first bite. The bread was still warm from the oven, soft inside with a crisp crust. Was there any taste on earth that beat fresh-baked bread? “Oh, Lainey, it’s good.” She took another bite, chewed, swallowed. “It’s better than good. It’s the best bread you’ve ever made.”


    Lainey watched Bess as she ate. “You really think so? It’s from a sourdough starter I made.” She handed her a crock of strawberry jam. “Starters can be tricky.”


    “The best bread ever. Definitely.” Bess spread the ruby-colored jam to the edge of her bread, expression thoughtful. “Did Dad hear back from Penn State yet?”


    From upstairs, the sounds of little girls starting to stir—four-year-old Christy and two-year-old Lizzie—floated down to the kitchen.


    Lainey cocked an ear, listening, then hurried to finish preparing a breakfast tray for Bess’s father, Jonah, moving slow this morning with a stiff back. “Someone said they would send a rose rustler to come look at it.”


    “I wish I could remember the name of that rose. Mammi loved all her roses, but that one was special to her. I just can’t remember why.”


    “Well, you were young. The rose rustler will probably be able to figure out what rose it is.”


    “Rose rustling.” Bess sliced a few more pieces of bread and tucked them under the oven broiler to toast. “Sounds like something Mammi would have liked to do, especially if it was illegal.” She kept one eye on the broiler and lunged for the oven with a mitt as soon as the toast was dark but not yet charcoal.


    “Rustling’s kind of a funny name for it, because it’s not stealing anything. Just the opposite—a rose rustler tries to preserve it. He hunts for forgotten old roses that have survived for generations.” Lainey took a mug off the wall hook and poured a cup of coffee to set on the tray. “Anyway, the rose rustler will be here later this morning.”


    The calling of the little girls for their mother could no longer be ignored. Bess lifted the tray. “I’ll take it up to Dad. You go to the girls.”


    Lainey started toward the stairs, then pivoted at the kitchen door. “I doubt your dad’s back will be able to handle the bone-rattle of a buggy ride today. Would you mind fetching the rose rustler at the bus stop?” She didn’t wait for an answer but hurried upstairs to help get her little daughters dressed for the day.


    Buttering the toast, Bess’s knife stilled. She was being sent to fetch a rose rustler? What would she talk about with him—a stranger—on the ride home? Then she quelled her dismay and nearly smiled. Roses, of course. That’s what they could discuss on the short ride to Rose Hill Farm. She wished Maggie Zook were here. Maggie could effortlessly keep up a one-sided conversation with anyone. “It’s a gift,” she had once told Bess, as if it was bestowed on her like the color of her eyes or hair.


    A few hours later, Bess prepared to head to the bus stop in town. She put one arm into a coat sleeve, then another. Taking her black bonnet from the wall peg, she knotted the strings swift and taut, then made her way to the barn to harness Frieda to the buggy and head to town. There, she waited in the cold buggy for over thirty minutes until the bus rumbled around a bend and turned onto Main Street, coming to a jerky stop.


    Forcing a confident air, Bess opened the door and climbed out of the buggy. She wondered if she should have brought a big sign that said ROSE RUSTLER, but then thought she might seem ridiculous, and if there was one thing Bess didn’t want to seem, it was ridiculous. She wasn’t nearly as acutely self-conscious as she used to be, the way she was when she first came to Rose Hill Farm and her grandmother said she acted scared of her own shadow and hoped nobody could tell. She was much bolder now—nowhere near as bold as her grandmother had been, though few could be that bold.


    She studied the bus steps, waiting for the rosarian to emerge. At the top of the stairs, a young man appeared and paused, his face turned away from her as he peered down Main Street. Bess’s jaw dropped open and a sharp breath gusted in; her heart hit her throat, and she felt her face heat up. She knew him immediately by the set of his sturdy shoulders and the overall familiarity of his form. Even in his big coat, she knew who he was. Speechless, she drank in every inch of him. Broader yet more angular than he used to be, a full shock of hair with long sideburns instead of the bowl cut common to her people, dressed in a dark brown coat and blue jeans over solid construction boots. She thought she might fall down and faint, right there, right on Main Street.


    Bess opened her mouth as if to speak, closed it, swallowed, then opened it again. “Billy Lapp?”


    Billy’s head snapped around when he heard his name. His face suddenly blanched as he made a quick pass over her bonnet and dress. His eyes widened in disbelief while he stiffened as if struck by lightning. “Bess? Bess Riehl?” He quickly recovered his shock and his face closed over. “I expected your father to be coming to get me.”


    She moved forward with uncertain steps. “You? You’re . . . the rose rustler?” She tried to hide her delight and knew it wasn’t very successful. But her smile was met with a scowl that made her bristle. She tried again. Questions galloped through her mind—Where had he come from? What had he been doing?—and she found it nearly impossible to form words into a complete sentence. “So is that where you’ve been living? Over in College Station?”


    When he spoke again, there was a hard edge to his words. “Where’s your father?”


    “The first snowfall of the year always causes his back injury to flare up—he can’t handle the cold well. He was moving slowly this morning so I was given the job to pick up the rosarian. He’ll be thrilled to see you. We never expected the rose rustler to be you.”


    Brows furrowed, he gave her a sharp, quelling glance. “You gonna show me this rose or what?” The question shot out like a challenge.


    Bess’s mouth dropped open. The nerve of Billy Lapp to treat her as if she were nothing to him but . . . a taxi driver! She squared her shoulders and turned toward Frieda, the patiently waiting buggy horse, leaving him to silently follow behind. When she reached the horse, she turned and saw his hesitance. “Are you coming?”


    His eyes flicked to the buggy, then back again. “You’re not supposed to be in a buggy with the likes of me.”


    A crack in his hard veneer. Maybe it was a sign—the old Billy was still there. “I’ll risk it.”


    But her hope extinguished and her disillusionment continued as she snapped the reins and clucked to Frieda. Billy didn’t look at her and she didn’t look at him. Not too often, anyway. Only when she couldn’t help herself. They drove a mile west, then turned south, and the land looked all the same: rolling fields of brown stubble lying silent under winter’s chill. There wasn’t much snow left from Sunday’s covering, only in the shade, and though the day was sunny, the mood in the buggy was dour.


    Bess wondered what thoughts were running through Billy’s mind. Her head buzzed with questions. She wanted to ask where he’d been these last few years, why he hadn’t tried to get in touch with her, what had happened to Betsy Mast, but she felt tongue-tied. Neither of them said a word.


    She found herself remembering what he’d looked like as a young man of eighteen, just before full maturity set in, before he had whiskers and muscles and the brittle aloofness he was displaying. He had changed dramatically. He was still every bit as gloriously handsome as he always was—man-sized, broad shoulders, with curly brown hair and blue eyes rimmed with dark eyebrows. But the roguish twinkle in his eyes was gone. His face was drawn tighter than the lids of Mammi’s rose petal jam jars. Those eyes were cold now. It seemed as if he could barely tolerate being here, as if she and all of Stoney Ridge were nothing but a great inconvenience to him.


    Then why was he here?


    The rose, of course, which gave her a small measure of comfort. The Billy Lapp she once knew would go to any lengths for a rose.


    He turned his head to look out the window, and she noticed his long hair curling over his coat collar. She remembered the day she first laid eyes on him—she had noticed his hair, even then.


    ———


    Mid-October 1969, a bright sunny day. Bess was twelve years old and had come to Stoney Ridge for her grandfather’s funeral. Her grandmother had insisted Bess stay on at Rose Hill Farm for a while afterward to help her adjust to widowhood. That came as a surprise to Bess and her father, because most everyone, including her grandfather, had to do the adjusting for Mammi. Jonah tried to encourage his mother to come to Ohio to live with them, said they could make her very comfortable and there was plenty of room for one more, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Very set in her ways, Mammi was, and wouldn’t budge from her burrow.


    Bess’s father had to return to Ohio for work, and he relented to allow Bess to stay at Rose Hill Farm for another week. One week turned into two and there was no talk about sending Bess home. Finally, on a brisk afternoon when a cheery fire glowed in the stove, Bess broached the subject with her grandmother. “Mammi, when do you think you’ll be ready for me to head back to Ohio? Dad’s been asking.”


    “Well,” Mammi said, patting her chest, “I’ve been having some heart trouble.”


    Bess eyed her grandmother suspiciously. She was as sound as a coin.


    Mammi’s spectacles were on her nose. “I didn’t want to worry your father.”


    “Have you seen a doctor?”


    “Doctor,” she scoffed. “What do I need with a doctor?” She waved that thought away with a flick of her big wrist. She didn’t trust doctors. “They’d just end up giving me pills to shorten my life.”


    Just as Bess opened her mouth to object, a knock interrupted her train of thought. She went to open the door and found herself staring at the most beautiful boy she had ever seen in all her twelve years. His hair was curly and thick, and it looked as if he hadn’t combed it in a hundred years.


    “Who is it?” Mammi bellowed from across the room. She said she was deaf, but she heard everything.


    The boy looked at Bess curiously, then peered over her head at her grandmother. “It’s me, Bertha. Billy. Maggie tagged along.”


    Mammi peered back. “Wann bischt du aaegelandt?” What wind blew you hither?


    “Maggie said you wanted to see me.”


    “You’re late. I was expecting you this morning.” Mammi expected a lot. And she always claimed she knew when a person was coming. But then, she claimed she knew everything. “Well, come on in, Billy Lapp.”


    The boy stepped around Bess and crossed the room to Mammi. Behind the beautiful boy was a small girl, about ten or eleven, who looked like a pixie, with snapping dark eyes hidden behind big glasses.


    “Who are you?” the girl said.


    Bess’s mind went blank. She couldn’t get a word from her head to her mouth.


    “Is she all right?” Billy whispered, pointing to his head. He spoke to Mammi, not even glancing at Bess.


    “She’s fine. Billy Lapp and Maggie Zook, meet Bess. She’s my granddaughter from Ohio.” Mammi looked at Bess. “Billy lives that way,” she pointed a big thumb in one direction, “and Maggie lives the other way. Bess needs some friends.”


    Billy erased Mammi’s comment in midair. She heard him mutter that he didn’t have time to be friends with a girl, especially one who couldn’t talk.


    Fine. Too bad for him. She didn’t want to be friends either.


    Then he looked up. His eyes were blue, the clear color of a September sky, the bluest she had ever seen. He was staring straight at her with a fierce gaze, and she felt like she was struck by lightning.


    Maggie pushed her glasses up on her nose, peering at Bess. “How old are you?”


    Bess was having trouble gathering her thoughts. She cleared her throat and tried to speak, but nothing came out. She was too overcome by the handsomeness of Billy Lapp.


    Mammi answered for her. “She’s twelve.”


    “Where do you live?” Billy said, enunciating carefully. He still thought Bess was slow.


    “Didn’t you notice her at the funeral for Samuel, Billy?” Maggie said. “I did! She came all the way from Oleo!”


    “Oleo is yellow lard,” Billy said.


    “Ohio,” Mammi corrected. “And it’s not all that far, Maggie. No need to get historical.”


    “Hysterical,” Billy said.


    Maggie turned to Bess. “Don’t you worry about not being able to talk. There’s lots of ways to communicate. We can pass notes in school.”


    Wait. What? School? Bess had no intention of starting school in Stoney Ridge. She’d been more than happy to miss school these last few weeks. She couldn’t wait until she finished eighth grade next year and could say goodbye to school for the rest of her life. She kept a wall calendar at home in Ohio in which she marked a red X over each passing day.


    “Bess can talk. She just don’t say much, unlike some other girls her age.” Mammi lifted a sparse eyebrow in Maggie’s direction.


    “How long is she staying?” Maggie didn’t realize she’d just been insulted by Mammi.


    “She’s staying on a bit longer to help me get through my time of sorrow,” Mammi said.


    Maggie slipped closer to Bess. “I’ve read that mutes can learn to talk with their fingers.” She wiggled her fingers in front of Bess to demonstrate.


    “I’m not mute,” Bess whispered. “I’m just a little shy.”


    Maggie’s coffee brown eyes went wide. “Land sakes, why didn’t you say so?”


    Well, Maggie Zook, besides my being struck dumb by Billy’s beautiful blue eyes, you haven’t given me a spare inch to fit in a word. Bess had to rummage for her response, piecing it together one word at a time like beads on a string. Before she could get the sentence out, Maggie’s attention had swung to the kitchen door.


    Mammi’s eleven-year-old rooster had figured out how to open the kitchen door by flying up to whack the loose handle with a wing, then sticking his clawed foot in the opening. Bess would’ve thought Mammi would singe that rooster’s tail feathers and toss him out the door, but instead she scooped him up under her arm and petted him like a cat, without missing a beat of her conversation with Billy. “I asked you here because I want you to figure something out for me.” She peered at him with mortal seriousness.


    “What?”


    “I want you to learn how to graft roses.”


    “What for?”


    She worked a thoughtful finger over her chins. “I’m working on a plan, that’s why. I need more roses and I need them fast.”


    “What’s the hurry?”


    “I’m not going to live forever, you know.” She patted her heart again.


    Hours spent shadowing her grandmother these last few weeks had instructed Bess about a good many of her mannerisms and curious way of thinking. She could tell exactly what Mammi was up to. Lamenting about her imminent death was Mammi’s way of stirring action out of a reluctant body. Usually Bess’s.


    But Billy was a fumbling fifteen-year-old, oblivious to the wiles of a clever woman and, being a boy, was slow to catch on. “Well, then, just go buy roses.”


    Mammi’s eyes closed to a pair of dangerous slits. Bess figured her grandmother might pick up a broom and swat him home for that. Even she knew the answer to that after being at Rose Hill Farm for three weeks now. Mammi thought modern roses that were sold in nurseries were cheap imitations of the real thing. She had roses from her mother and grandmother and great-grandmother and so on and so on that she wanted to protect for generations.


    Mammi must have decided to pardon Billy for his appalling ignorance. “No need to buy anything. I have everything I need. Problem is, I don’t know how to graft.”


    “But I don’t either,” Billy said.


    “No, but you can learn.”


    “But . . . how?” He appeared mystified.


    “Go to the library,” Mammi said wearily. Her patience, never in great supply, was running thin. “Ask around. Experiment. Figure it out. Using your brain once in a great while wouldn’t be such a cats-after-me.”


    Maggie pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose. “Why is a cat after you?”


    “She means catastrophe,” Billy said, annoyed. “And I use my brain all the time.”


    And that’s just what he did. Within a few years, Billy had learned how to grow roses from cuttings and graft so capably that the horse pastures of Rose Hill Farm were converted to thriving fields of roses. Mammi’s heritage rose business was under way.


    ———


    But that was then and this was now. Billy sat stiff on the buggy seat, eyes fastened to the road straight ahead. Bess noticed his hands grip the buggy seat as if it were holding him together. At the last second, she decided to turn Frieda down a different road than the one that passed by his father’s farm and she saw Billy’s hands ease up their grip.


    Aha . . . that’s what was making him act so particularly tetchy. She cast a glance at him, wondering how much of his abrupt disappearance had to do with his no-account older brothers. Billy was the youngest, dubbed Der Ruschde, the runt, and that was when they were feeling kindly.


    Billy had a different way of thinking than the rest of his family. Mammi used to grumble those brothers of his were casing the joint whenever they showed up at Rose Hill Farm. She said Billy was the only one who had any spark of their mother, and she thought well of Billy’s mother. Bess knew her grandmother’s ulterior motive in hiring Billy was to get him away from those brothers before they ruined him. Bertha Riehl never did anything without an ulterior motive.


    Billy tipped his head toward her. “Did you stop taking care of my bees?”


    Just as Bess’s heart was softening a little, Billy went and ruined it. “No! Of course not.” She was incensed. What did he think—that just because he had left the farm, it had fallen into disrepair? Were his expectations that low? You just wait, Billy Lapp, she felt like saying. Just wait until you see what my father and I have done with Rose Hill Farm. It’s never looked better.


    Then her heart caught a beat. Rose Hill Farm had never looked better because there was going to be a wedding there. Her wedding. Hers and Amos’s. In just a few days.


    She turned onto Stone Leaf Road and past the hand-painted sign Mammi had made decades ago: Roses for Sale, No Sunday Sales. Up the long drive lined with cherry trees, now bare of leaves, along the fields of roses, now just sticks of canes. Billy was gazing at the rose fields.


    “Jonah’s expanded the fields,” he said quietly, more to himself than to her.


    “We’ve gone in a lot of different directions. I’m sure Dad will want to tell you all about it.”


    “I remember when your grandmother converted those pastures into rose fields.” He closed his eyes, lost in a memory. “How does a bundle of prickly sticks explode into fragrant roses?”


    She looked sharply at him. That sounded like something the old Billy Lapp would say. Comments like those were what made her feel dangerously drawn to him. He had taught her to find splendor and majesty in her grandmother’s old-fashioned roses.


    The wood-frame house at Rose Hill Farm was two stories high, absolutely unadorned, like all the other Amish farmhouses they’d passed on their way from town. As the buggy reached the top of the rise of the driveway, Lainey stepped out of the kitchen door, tucking a strand of hair into the bun at the back of her head. Four-year-old Christy was wrapped around her leg. Lainey raised one hand in greeting and stopped, halfway up in the air, as shock flittered over her. Then, joy lit her face.


    “Billy Lapp!” she called, coming down two wooden steps and traversing carefully over patches of snow that covered dry grass. “Why am I not surprised to discover you are a rose rustler?”


    Billy hopped out of the buggy and walked toward her. “Hello, Lainey. You’re looking well.”


    Lainey patted her enormous belly and Bess blushed. Lainey hadn’t been raised Plain and didn’t understand that she should pretend her pregnancy wasn’t obvious to all. “I’m feeling like a beached whale.” She ruffled the hair of her daughter. “I don’t think you’ve met Christy. She was born after you . . .” Her voice trailed off.


    Billy’s eyes scanned the outbuildings: the large barn, the henhouse, the greenhouse. “I’d like to see that rose.”


    “Have you eaten?” Lainey said. “You look as thin as a rail. Come inside and have some supper.”


    His face tightened, Bess thought, a gesture so minute it barely registered. The wary look came back to his eyes and his voice came reluctantly. “Can’t,” he answered, almost too abrupt. “I need to catch the midday bus so I can make my connection in Lancaster.” Hands on hips, he studied the rose fields a long moment. At length he sighed, tugged down his hat brim, and said, “Well, let’s get this over with.”


    And Bess’s spirits sank.
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    From behind him, Billy Lapp heard the kitchen door open and the sound of a man’s familiar gait on the porch steps. It was strange—Billy knew Jonah’s walk, recognized the sound of his limp, without even seeing him. It all came rushing back to him. Bertha Riehl’s mentoring, grafting roses in the greenhouse, Bess working beside him. The smell of this farm—the unique scent of rose fields, faint but present to him, even in December. He thought he had forgotten everything—put it all behind him. How many memories were locked up in a person’s head? Just waiting for the right trigger to unleash them.


    Slowly, he turned in a half circle to face Jonah Riehl, startled by the look of delight on his face.


    “Billy Lapp.”


    He swallowed. “Hello, Jonah.”


    “How good to see you.” Jonah reached out his hands and grasped Billy’s hand, pumping it enthusiastically. “What brings you to Rose Hill Farm? Are you back in Stoney Ridge? Back to stay?”


    “I’m from . . . I’m the . . .” Billy cleared his throat.


    Lainey helped him out. “Penn State sent him. He’s the rose rustler. Here to look at the rose.”


    Jonah nodded. “Ah, the rose Bess happened upon.”


    Bess smiled again, and Billy saw the color in her cheeks deepen, causing a sudden shakiness inside him. “I’d . . . uh . . . better get a look at it.”


    “Then,” Jonah said, “let’s go.”


    Billy followed behind Jonah and Bess, hoisting his heavy backpack over his shoulder. He knew that Jonah was carrying on more than his share of the conversation, aware of how uncomfortable Billy was—and he was—and kindly trying to spare him. He talked about Lainey, and their two little girls, and a little about church news, but not too much. He skirted carefully around topics, as if he knew some things might make Billy skittish.


    Billy was only half listening. He had his eyes on Bess’s figure as he trailed behind her on the way to the greenhouse. He still hadn’t recovered from the sight of her waiting for him at the bus stop. He could feel his heart still racing though he took pains so that she wouldn’t notice. Yet there she was, just the way he remembered her. Hair as pale and shiny as corn silk. Eyes so blue they seemed like a tropical ocean. He didn’t know what to do or what to say, as directionless as if suddenly lost.


    It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Rose Hill Farm was supposed to be a pleasant memory pasted in a mental photo album, not a reminder of all Billy had lost.


    He was curious about Bess, but she volunteered nothing and he wasn’t about to ask. He had been sure she would have married and moved to her husband’s farm by now, maybe had a child or two. He never would have come had he known she was still living at Rose Hill Farm. He would have insisted that Penn State send someone else, though there really was no someone else. He was the go-to guy for all things roses.


    They walked along a path that led to the greenhouse, positioned a distance from the barn, out in an open area on a small rise to maximize sunlight exposure. As he saw the modest glass greenhouse, so familiar to him, so dear, Billy felt a hitch. Many hours of his youth had been spent in that post-and-rafter building, long and happy hours. His eyes swept the exterior of the greenhouse, looking for any maintenance concerns: dry rot in wood around the glass panels, impact from snow load, any cracked glass. It looked surprisingly well maintained—the way Bertha Riehl would have kept it.


    As he followed Bess into the greenhouse, he gasped, stunned by the sight. Roses! Everywhere, roses . . . blooms of every shade and tint that nature had ever produced. And it was a pleasant temperature, almost warm. “A few years ago, we winterized it,” Jonah explained, striding toward the center of the greenhouse.


    “You winterized it?” Billy parroted. When he had worked at Rose Hill Farm, the greenhouse was cold during the winter. He was able to overwinter perennials when winter hit, avoiding frost damage, by moving everything into the center of the greenhouse, but there was no heat or lights to extend the growing season. “How are you heating it? Not through kerosene, I hope. Plants are sensitive to the gas it gives off.”


    Bess pointed to a row of large black horse water tubs, each covered tightly with a metal garbage can lid, also black, tucked against the south wall. “We painted them black. The black of the tub attracts the sun’s heat and the water holds it, giving off heat during the night.”


    Billy was impressed. He felt a smile stretch his cheeks and had to work the corners of his mouth back to a line. “It really keeps the entire greenhouse warm?”


    She nodded. “But we found that two tubs worked better than one. The greenhouse stays fairly warm throughout the night.”


    “If the temperature drops below zero for a long stretch,” Jonah added, “I’ll put bales of hay around the exterior. And we’ll bring our most fragile plants into the barn.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Last winter, we had seven days below zero, so we added plastic jugs filled with water—painted black like those horse water tubs—let them soak up the sun during the day and set them throughout the greenhouse to balance the temperature.”


    “And it kept the greenhouse heated?”


    “Well, not toasty, but not freezing. Water’s the best for passive solar.”


    Billy gestured with a wing-like motion. “What about lighting?”


    “That’s been a little trickier,” Jonah said. “Like you said, we didn’t want kerosene or propane in here. A fellow in Lancaster just started a solar company and asked if he could use our greenhouse as a test site.” He walked to the far end of the greenhouse, where the workbench was nestled in against the wall, and pointed to a row of solar panels on the far end of the rise, facing south. “I could never have afforded those panels had this fellow not volunteered them; they’re pretty costly. They have a few glitches. Not a perfect system, but they seem to work more often than not.”


    Billy peered out the back end of the greenhouse to see the solar panels. Four of them stood side by side, above snow level, and at an angle to shed snow and rain. Amazing. Just amazing.


    Two years ago, he had proposed a recommendation to the Extension office to consider solar panels for the greenhouses. America’s developing space program had catapulted the science behind solar photovoltaic cells into viable use for homes and businesses, and he’d figured out that the panels could pay for themselves within a few years. His proposal was shot down, but that was when energy prices had dropped again and it was assumed they’d stay low. A few weeks ago, Jill told him the proposal might get a second look and could he please hurry and update it? He did, knowing it was a desperate reaction by the Extension office to combat high energy bills and the continually rising cost of gas triggered from the nation’s oil embargo in 1973.


    Billy was astounded by the progressive thinking on this simple Amish rose farm. He swiveled on his heel to face Jonah. “Caleb Zook had no objection with you working with a non-Amish?”


    “No,” Jonah said, a look on his face as if such a thought had never occurred to him. “It solved a problem of lighting, helped us extend our growing season, and didn’t cost a thing. And we’re not really working with this English businessman. He comes out and fixes broken pieces, makes adjustments, asks me questions. To his way of thinking, we’re doing him a favor. The commercial nurseries are too large for his type of panels—he’s trying to build up the home business. Or small farms, like ours.” He ran a hand down the arch of his aching back, wincing slightly. “If the costs ever come down, I suspect more and more of our people will be using solar energy.”


    “Jonah, I’m very impressed.”


    Jonah’s cheeks, above his beard, stained pink with embarrassment. “Sun, water, they’re God’s gifts. He’s provided the means for man to live a sustainable life.”


    “You harnessed their power.”


    “It’s worked well this fall because we’ve had a dry spell, nice and clear. But I didn’t expect it to last.” Hands on his hips, Jonah glanced around with a worried look. “Sunday’s snowfall was practicing for winter’s arrival.”


    Billy walked up and down the aisle in awe, studying varieties he hadn’t seen in years. He knew them all: The shell pink Ma Perkins, named for a popular radio soap opera in 1952. Behind it was a fragrant deep pink hybrid perpetual named Helen Keller. The story behind this rose floated into his mind: The rose had been introduced in 1895 on Helen Keller’s fifteenth birthday. She couldn’t see a flower or hear its name, but she could smell, and she always held roses dear to her heart. Next to the Helen Keller, Billy spotted a trio of roses and glanced at Jonah. “The Peace roses?” Pax Amanda, Pax Apollo, and Pax Iola.


    Billy had always appreciated the story behind those roses. A South Dakota breeder had hybridized the trio of roses in 1938, in between the two world wars, with an absence of prickles on the plants’ stems. The breeder wanted everyone to know that thorns were no more necessary on roses than war was among humans.


    Jonah smiled, watching him. “Probably our bestselling roses, at least in Stoney Ridge.”


    The beauty of these roses, the care Jonah and Bess took with them, felt like balm to Billy’s soul. It was more nourishing than food for his sense of well-being and happiness, both of which had left him years ago. He felt the tension drain from him, though he held his shoulders stiff. He realized that Jonah was studying him, waiting for something from him. “Did you force blooms to sell plants through the winter?”


    “It was Bess’s idea to keep up income during the winter months.” Jonah glanced fondly at his daughter. “She’s been expanding the rose business beyond my mother’s jam and soaps. To remedies.” Jonah offered up a shy smile. “She’s got my mother’s touch.”


    Jonah’s love for his family was evident. Billy swallowed back a deep envy that rose from his center. Why was everyone else able to find love and happiness, but not him? He tried to tamp down that ugly feeling of self-pity and looked around for the reason he was at Rose Hill Farm: the mystery rose.


    Jonah saw Billy’s eyes sweep the greenhouse. “Down there, in the corner. We didn’t even want to move it.”


    There, tucked into the far left corner of the greenhouse, was a rosebush in a large clay pot. It was fully leafed out with one tight capsule of a flower bud. He walked up to it and crouched down to inspect it, noting the characteristics of the plant, trying to recognize if it was an obvious species or class. He examined the branching pattern, the veining and number of leaves, and their unique edging. He looked closely at the lone flower bud, enclosed by sepals—a cluster of leaflike structures. That one small bud wouldn’t open for another week or two, longer if the weather stayed cold. “Mind if I lift it up on the workbench?”


    “It’s up to you,” Jonah said. “We felt concerned about causing it any stress. I think it’s gotten just the right amount of sunlight and moisture in that corner after we winterized the greenhouse.”


    “And you just noticed it?”


    “I came across it over a week ago,” Bess said. “My cat pulled my coat to the ground, and when I bent down to get it, I noticed the rose, tucked way under the workbench.”


    Billy lifted it carefully to the workbench. It was surprisingly heavy, which made him think the root ball was impacted and should be transplanted. He smelled the leaves, trying to place its scent among breeds.


    “What do you think?” Jonah asked.


    “I’m not sure. You have no memory of it at all? It doesn’t look familiar to either of you?”


    Jonah shook his head. “Bess might know a little more. She remembers my mother calling it a very precious rose.”


    Billy’s eyes sought Bess’s, but she avoided his questioning glance. She lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “But Mammi thought all her roses were precious.”


    “Does it look familiar to you?” Jonah said.


    “Most of the characteristics of a rose are manifest in the flower,” Billy said. “Once that bud opens, it’ll be easier to recognize.” He glanced at Jonah, then back at the rose. “I should take the rose back with me to the university to examine it there and compare findings in the database.”


    “Ah.” Jonah digested that for a moment before adding, “If that’s what you need to do.”


    Inner conflict started to churn inside of Billy. This rose didn’t fall under any obvious class that he could recognize. He wanted to get it to the greenhouses in College Station. He wanted to cut slips and propagate it. He wanted to dissect the one flower bud and examine it. He wondered if this might be an extinct rose—something every rosarian would give his right eye to find. An extinct “found” could be likened to a discovered comet; overnight, Billy would become a renowned, respected rosarian. His heart started to pound. He was nearly in a state of disbelief at his good fortune.


    But none of that was in Jonah’s best interests. Billy swallowed. These people—they used to be his people—they were trusting, naive. He could easily take advantage of Jonah; it would be so easy. But he just couldn’t. Finally, “I can’t. It wouldn’t be right.”


    “Why not?”


    “If anyone sees this rose before it’s identified, before a genealogy is mapped out, before its parentage is traced, he could take a slip to reproduce it, propagate it on the sly, and sell it for mass production at a nursery. You’d be cheated out of a fortune.”


    “But you could do the same thing,” Bess said. “I’ve seen you take slips and propagate cuttings. I’ve seen you graft dozens of roses.”


    “Those were roses that were known. Nothing unusual. Nothing like this.”


    “My mother’s old-fashioneds are unusual,” Jonah said.


    “True, but there’s still a difference. Heirloom roses or heritage roses are varieties that have been in existence for at least half a century.”


    Jonah reached a hand out to gently touch a leaf. “So you think this rose could be older than that?”


    “If the bloom were open, I could tell more about it. But there are some distinctions about it that are rather unusual.” Billy peered at the veining on a leaf. “Are either of you familiar with the term ‘a found rose’?”


    Jonah and Bess exchanged a look, then shook their heads.


    “It’s a rose with an unknown identity. It’s thought to be extinct, but then one or another will turn up in an old cemetery. Or someone’s backyard. They’re usually sturdy roses on old rootstock, brought over by European immigrants, who shared clips with their descendants. They’re not hybrids—modern roses didn’t start until the nineteenth century.”


    Bess listened carefully. “I read about such a rose on Alcatraz Island.”


    Billy tilted his head at her, not hiding his surprise. “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly right. The Bardou Job. A Welsh rose.” His eyes met hers and he nearly became lost in her blue, blue eyes.


    Jonah seemed surprised. “Where is it? Where’s this Alcatraz?”


    Billy forced himself to look away from those searching eyes of Bess. “It used to be a federal prison in San Francisco Bay. On an island.”


    Amused, Jonah said, “What do you suppose a rose was doing at a federal prison?”


    “Actually, there was more than one rose at Alcatraz. The head warden was a rosarian. After the prison was closed down, the Heritage Rose Group was inventorying the roses and discovered an heirloom Welsh rose. The Bardou Job. It had been thought to be extinct.”


    “And you think this rose could be a ‘found’?” Bess said, taking a step closer to the rose.


    She was standing so close that he caught a whiff of the rose soap she used. Even now, years later, he associated that faint scent with Bess. He backed away so there was more space between them. No whiffs of rose soap. He needed every inch of distance. “Possibly. And if so, a found rose can be extremely valuable. Both to the scientific community and also on the commercial market. You should keep this quiet until the rose can be identified.”


    “If it’s about money . . .”


    “It’s not just the money, Jonah. You know how crazy people can be about roses. They’re like bird-watchers on the hunt for a rare bird. Even on Alcatraz Island, the Rose Society brings out tours each year when the Bardou Job is in bloom. You’ll have people climbing onto your property in the middle of the night with a pair of clippers in one hand and a plastic sandwich bag in the other to hold the slips. You’ll wake up one morning and find this plant sheared down to a stump. That’s if it doesn’t get stolen first. Most rose rustlers are polite, but some aren’t. You should lock up the greenhouse when you’re not in it.”


    “Does a ‘found’ get discovered very often?” Jonah said.


    Billy gave up a half laugh. “No. I’m still waiting for my first found.”


    Bess glanced up and smiled. “I thought the job of a rose rustler was to find extinct roses.”


    He made himself look away from her intoxicating smile, lifting his eyes to notice the ventilating windows of the greenhouse. “Rose rustlers go after old roses—thought to be extinct commercially, but they’re rarely truly extinct. I’ve never come across one that can’t be identified.”


    Bess still kept one hand lovingly on the pot. “And you really think this rose is a found?”


    “I don’t know. Probably not. But . . . I’d like to check it out.” And as Billy voiced that thought aloud, his heart fell. This morning wasn’t turning out at all like he had planned. He had known it would be difficult to be in Stoney Ridge, to see Jonah again, but he was sure Jonah wouldn’t put any pressure on him to stay, or worse, to see his father. He had assumed he’d come out to Rose Hill Farm this morning, identify the rose, and get back to College Station. In, out, job done. That’s the way it usually worked.


    But it was Bess at the bus stop, not Jonah. And then there was this rose. This mysterious, unidentifiable rose.


    Knowing Bertha Riehl as he did, this rose would have an interesting history. It might be a found, or it might be a variant of a known species. But if there was a chance that this rose was extinct, a true found, it would require repeated trips back and forth from College Station to Stoney Ridge to confirm it. Meticulous by nature, Billy would spend more time at Rose Hill Farm than he expected—or wanted to. “I’ll need to photograph it, draw some pictures, check the database back at the university, and compare it to other known varieties. Talk to the heads of a few Rose Societies. They’re a wealth of information. If it’s a found, Rose Hill Farm will be in a sweet spot. It will be a highly desirable rose.”


    Jonah lifted his dark eyebrows, crossed his arms over his chest. “I only wanted to identify the rose so we could propagate it and add it to our inventory. That’s all.”


    When Billy saw the hesitation on Jonah’s face, he added, “A rose like this should be shared. You just need to do it the right way. Keep it quiet until I can identify it.”


    Jonah glanced at Bess. “Maybe I should run this by the bishop.”


    “Who’s the bishop now?”


    “Same one,” Bess said quietly. “Caleb Zook.”


    Billy winced. Same one as when he left, she meant. His last conversation with the bishop had been a painful one. He cast a glance at Bess. “How’s Maggie?”


    “She’s fine. Hasn’t changed a bit.”


    Jonah added, “I’m sure she’d like to see you.”


    Billy stiffened up. “I’ve got to get back to work.” He pulled his camera out of his backpack. He ripped open the foil wrapper of a new roll of film and inserted it into the camera, then rolled the film into place. He shot pictures from every angle, used up the entire roll of thirty-six pictures, took out another new roll, and took thirty-six more. As he photographed the rose, Jonah and Bess moved away to let him work uninterrupted. He set down the camera and picked up his sketch pad to scribble down some characteristics he’d noted, to study it further back at College Station. By this time Jonah had quietly excused himself and left the greenhouse. Bess remained, and he wished she would leave him alone.


    He wished everyone would just leave him alone.
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    Bess studied Billy awhile as he stood in front of the rose. Clenched jaw, arms crossed over his chest, staring at the rose as if it were about to sprout wings and fly away. She wondered how many miles he’d drifted over the last few years, how many roses he’d rustled during his exile, how long it would take him to lose that distance he maintained so carefully. Once or twice, she saw a crack in it, but then he would roll up like a possum.


    She tried to think of something to say to Billy, but couldn’t. Being so close to him was making it hard to speak. She watched him photograph the rose, captivated by the sight he made as he leaned to the task. How wide his shoulders, how spare his movements, how capable his muscles. She watched him walk around the workbench to peer at the rose from different angles, noticing for the first time in her life how much narrower a man’s hips were than a woman’s, how powerful a man’s hands could be, how beguiling. Her eyes were drawn to those hands, wider than she remembered, and certainly far stronger.


    He put down his camera and took a sketch pad out of his backpack, paused to study the rose, then began to sketch it. As he concentrated, she was able to get a leisurely gander at his face. It was long and lean, like the rest of him. His mouth was straight and firm, unsmiling. With his chin tilted, his jaw had the crisp angle of a boomerang. His lips were slightly parted as he squinted skyward, his eyelashes seemed long as the corn stubble, sooty, throwing spiky shadows across his cheek.


    She used to love the crinkles at the sides of his eyes, as if he couldn’t help but smile, even if it were just in his eyes. So far, he kept his hat brim pulled low as if to protect any secret she might read in his eyes. He was working hard to keep expression out of those eyes. Same with his voice; it was respectful to her father and Lainey, but flat. And with her, slightly irritated.


    Bess realized she’d been holding her breath as he made his way around the rose, photographing it at different angles, and so she exhaled, clasping her hands together. “A customer asked me a question awhile ago and I wasn’t sure I gave her the correct answer.” Her voice shook, then steadied. “She wanted to know if a China rose was an heirloom or a modern rose.”


    He didn’t say anything, and Bess wondered if he’d heard. She sidled a little closer to him. “I told her that modern roses came from China roses,” she said, raising her voice. “I think that was the right answer.”


    Billy froze. He tilted his head at her like a barn owl, then shook it as if he were very sorry for her, and she had to bite her lip to keep from grinning. How many times had he given her that same look when she was just learning about roses? More times than she could count.


    “China roses were the first significant hybrids,” he proceeded to inform her in his best lecturing tone. “Europeans crossbred their roses with China roses and were able to get repeat bloomers. Before that, roses bloomed only once a year. But repeat blooming wasn’t the only reason they were hybridized. The Europeans hadn’t seen the bright crimson color before. In nature, true red is a rare color to find in flowering plants, even among roses.”


    Lecture over, he turned his attention back to his work and she searched her mind for something else. Anything to keep him talking.


    “So the Chinese loved roses before the Europeans did?”


    “Before?” He hesitated. “Not sure about that. The world’s oldest roses go back thousands and thousands of years. And loved is the wrong word. The Romans used the petals as confetti. The Chinese used the roses for cures and remedies. Rosehips are a source of Vitamin C.”


    Bess didn’t mind hearing him tell her facts she already knew—she was that eager to hear his voice.


    “The Chinese fed their children rosehip tea long before anyone else did. But they didn’t have the same admiration for rose flowers as the Europeans did. European royalty used roses as legal tender.”


    She nearly sighed in admiration. She wondered how a man could know so much.


    Then, suddenly, as if Billy realized he was slipping back into an old, comfortable role with Bess, a coldness came over him. “Look, I’m not here to give you a lesson in basic rose tending,” he said brusquely. “Unless you know something about this rose, I need to concentrate.”


    Bess blinked and took a step back as if she’d been slapped. Her cheeks burned and she tried to will them to cool. She busied herself with deadheading some of the flowering roses. Billy had certainly changed in more ways than the obvious physical ones. He had hardened into manhood. Yet he was stunted somehow, Bess thought. Like a crop that had suffered an unexpected frost.


    She watched his head, hat firmly in place, bent over the potted rose and its deep green leaves, its one lone rosebud. Unless you know something about this rose, he’d said . . . and she was suddenly transported to another time.


    ———


    Mid-November 1969, a crisp autumn afternoon. Billy was peering at a leafless rosebush sitting on newspaper on the kitchen table at Rose Hill Farm. “What’s so special about this rose?”


    Mammi clapped her big hands together. “Now, there’s a question that’s finally got some sense to it.” She pointed to a large book of botanical prints, resting wide open at the end of the table. “I want you to figure it out.”


    Billy examined the picture, then studied the rose. “How do I do that when it has no leaves and no blooms? Not to mention that I know this much—” he pinched his thumb and index finger together—“about roses.”


    “Study its traits.”


    “It’s got big thorns,” Bess said, trying to be helpful.


    Billy gave her a look of sheer disgust. “Roses produce prickles, not thorns.”


    “Same thing,” Bess said. Billy looked serious as a sermon.


    Billy set his lips and shook his head slightly as if she were speaking gibberish. “Not hardly.”


    Mammi’s attention was on the rosebush. “Better not be a hybrid. Dadgum hybrids have no fragrance at all. They’ve ruined them.”


    “Then why do they make them?” Bess asked in her bravest voice. They didn’t hear her, so she asked again. “Why do they make hybrids?”


    Billy kept his eyes on the book. “Because they’re disease resistant and more cold hardy.”


    “Bah!” Mammi said. “The old-fashioneds are the strong ones. They’ve endured.”


    “Hybrids have a broader range of color and form,” Billy said, turning pages in the book.


    “Pish.” Mammi dismissed that with a wave of her hand. She didn’t think much of how hybrids had tinkered with Mother Nature.


    Billy let out a breath and looked at Mammi. He still had barely noticed Bess existed. “Where’d you find that pathetic excuse for a rose?”


    Mammi suddenly grabbed a broom and busied herself. “Here or there,” she said, looking aside. She always looked aside when she wasn’t telling the exact truth.


    “Bertha . . . did you hear me?”


    “Roses belong to everybody,” Mammi said. Again she looked aside. Bess knew enough to keep her mouth closed tight.


    “You could call Penn State and see what they have to say about it.”


    “And let them chop it apart and bisect it?”


    “Dissect it,” Billy corrected.


    “Never!” Mammi didn’t trust the government, and that included universities.


    “They’ll make sure it stays safe.”


    Mammi sat back in her chair and patted the topknot tucked under her prayer cap in a satisfied way. “It’ll be safer with me. I’ll make sure it has southern explosion.”


    “Exposure,” Billy corrected. “What are you going to do with it?”


    “Grow it.”


    Billy snorted. “First you gotta bring it back from the brink. That thing is about dead.”


    Mammi wasn’t paying him any mind. Maggie Zook had gone unnoticed in the kitchen until she started poking at the pathetic-looking rose. “Don’t touch it, Maggie Zook, or I’ll have your father get after you.”


    Billy rolled his eyes. “As if Caleb Zook would ever scold Maggie. He’s way too soft on her.”


    Maggie slipped across the room to whisper to Bess. “He’s only saying that because his own father is a bear. Wallops him for the slightest thing.”


    Shocked, Bess shuddered. Her own father had never even raised his voice to her, not once.


    “Billy’s brothers are just like his father—big unfeeling louts—and I’m related to them so I can say so. But Billy, he’s more like his mom. That’s why your grandmother took Billy under her wing.” Maggie patted Bess on the arm. “Your grandmother—she’s one of a kind. My dad says she likes people to think she’s a grizzly bear, but she’s a teddy bear at heart.”


    Bess glanced over at Billy and Mammi, heads bent together, one brown, one salt-and-pepper, poring over the book of botanical rose prints.


    ———


    With a bang, Billy closed up his books and turned to Bess, vaulting her back to the present. Should she tell him what she knew about this rose? But what did she know? Not much. She couldn’t even remember what Mammi called it, or if it had a name at all; her grandmother had so many special roses. She felt the gossamer-thin memory shimmer and glint in the back of her mind, just out of reach. Something vague about a Most Special Rose. But it was there, waiting for her to bring it sharply into focus. She tried to reset her face. Tell him. Don’t tell him.


    “I’m ready to go. If you’re too busy to drop me at the bus stop, I can walk. It’s not far.”


    “You’re not staying for supper?” The chickens had gone to roost, and the chill of afternoon had begun settling in. Stay, Billy Lapp. Please stay.


    “No,” he said firmly, bending over to stuff his camera into his backpack. “Dark sets in earlier these days. I want to get back.”


    “I’ll let Dad and Lainey know that you’re leaving.” Tell him? Don’t tell him. Tell him?


    “No need. You can tell them goodbye for me after you get back from dropping me off.” His face set stubbornly as he rose, tugged his hat brim down low, and lunged down the brick path of the greenhouse, pride stiffening his posture and adding force to his shoulders.


    Definitely do not tell him. Bess closed her eyes, then opened them, as if to rewind the events of the day. But of course that was impossible. Time moved in only one direction.


    The buggy ride to the bus stop was a repeat of the morning’s trip. He had told her quite a bit. And he had told her nothing.

  


  
    4


    As Billy rode the bus back to College Station, he tried to focus on the characteristics he had gleaned about the Rose Hill Farm mystery rose, but his mind kept flicking back to the events of the day. And he couldn’t dispel the image of a pink-clad girl who filled his mind.


    Finally, he closed his note pad, stuffed it in his backpack, and stared out the window. Over the years the vista hadn’t changed at all: horses, harvest, horizon. Beyond the window the sky at twilight was awash with pink, red, and orange, but it couldn’t lighten the tumble of uncertainty that rolled around inside him today: he had gone home.


    Home. He thought of what he had left behind, years ago. A father, three brothers, the farm where he’d been born and raised. The town. All the familiar places and people he’d known his whole life . . . yet it wasn’t home anymore. He was prepared to feel detached, cut loose, to be reminded of a vague sense of deprivation. But he had been completely unprepared for his reaction at seeing Bess again.


    He felt . . . stunned, stricken. Bess, with her woman’s body, hair swept and fastened in a knot, and . . . that face. That breathtaking face, filled with an expression of openness glowing at him, schoolgirl’s cheeks flushed pink, lips shining, azure eyes that seemed to send all the blood in his head right to his heart, causing it to pound like a jackhammer.


    By the time the bus arrived in College Station, he was in a state of agitation. He forced himself to a semblance of calm before he reached the camera shop, arriving just after the manager had closed up for the night. It took cajoling, but he talked him into letting him drop off the film cartridges for development. Next stop was the Extension office at the university, where he could find resource books on lost roses. Jill had given him a key so that he could use the small library when he worked weekends. There was a rack of bookshelves and a small table under the window where he had spent many quiet Sunday afternoons, poring over dusty magazines and old books about extinct roses. He grabbed a few books and tucked them under his arm, then hurried to the place he loved best. His greenhouse. Penn State had a number of greenhouses, but one in particular felt like home to him. Even if it was a cheap hoop house, it was his.


    He moved through the greenhouse to reach the shelf that doubled as his desk, breathing in the warm, moist, musty air. Here was his domain. Here he had total control. Here nobody laughed at him, like his brothers did, or found him lacking, like his father did. The greenhouse was more than a workplace to him, it was a sanctuary. During his darkest hours, when faith deserted him, his love of plants had sustained him.


    This time of day, the greenhouse was clean and quiet, no work to be done. And nobody to listen to his ranting frustrations over the day’s turn of events.


    He went straight to his shelf, turned on the desk lamp, and leafed through the books, trying to narrow down the parentage of the mystery rose. If only he had a better idea of what characteristics the bloom would reveal, identifying it would be much easier.


    He suddenly felt a gust of warm air, looked behind him, and there was the hobo from Friday, smiling broadly as if he’d just been waiting for Billy to return so he could come in for a visit. He looked at Billy as if he was something special.


    “Hello there, Billy Lapp.”


    Oh no. He hoped this guy wasn’t going to come around to bother him every day. “George, isn’t it?”


    George nodded. “You’re working late.”


    “I got something important on my mind.” The hobo didn’t catch his hint, so Billy added, “I’ll give you a cup of coffee, but then I gotta get back to work. Not even sure the coffee’s still hot, but you’re welcome to it.”


    “What are you working on?” George glanced at Billy’s sketches and the open books on the shelf.


    “I’m trying to identify a rose discovered at an Amish farm.” Billy had bent over to unzip his backpack and get his thermos. He opened it and sniffed. Not hot, but not cold.


    “Weren’t you raised Amish?”


    He snapped his head up to look at George. “How do you know that?”


    “Your accent, for one. I can tell English is your second language. And then there’s that.” He pointed to Billy’s hat on the metal stool.


    His old felt hat, distinctly Amish. Billy loved that hat. It had been his grandfather Zook’s hat, the one thing from his old life that he couldn’t get rid of. “Yeah, well, that was a lifetime ago.”


    George had an odd look on his face: surprised, amused, he couldn’t tell. “Interesting choice of words.”


    Suddenly, Billy felt stupid. Here was a man who had once lived another life, was clearly well educated, and was currently just down on his luck. He could practically read the hobo’s thoughts: What would Billy Lapp, at the ripe old age of twenty-three, know about other lifetimes? He probably thought Billy was a fool. Perhaps he was.


    In the quiet of the evening, Billy found two fairly clean mugs and wiped their insides with a paper towel. It surprised him to discover he didn’t mind the hobo’s company so much; it eased the burden of his loneliness.


    George walked halfway down the length of the greenhouse and stopped to sniff the orange blossoms on a potted tree. “Did you know that oranges were only eaten, not made into juice, until Albert Lasker sold packaged orange juice?” He grinned, revealing a row of bright, white teeth set against his dark face, and clasped his hands as if he held something secret in them. “I marvel at all there is to discover on earth. Just a hint of what’s to come. An eternity of discoveries.”


    Billy gave a nod, but he had trouble parsing meaning from the hobo’s curious sentences. He poured lukewarm coffee into the mugs and handed one to George. “Do you take anything in your coffee?” He looked around the shelf where he kept supplies. “Not that I have anything to offer. Maybe I could find some sugar someplace.”


    George took a sip. “This is fine, Billy. Just fine.”


    The coffee was dreadful, bitter and oily. Billy set down his mug. “George, can I ask you a question?”


    “Ask me anything you like. I’ll answer anything I like.”


    “Don’t you want more for yourself than just being a drifter?”


    “Well, drifting isn’t all bad.”


    “But what have you got to show for it? You’re plenty smart. Don’t you want to get a real job? Find some purpose in life.”


    “A purpose. I like that kind of thinking, Billy Lapp. I’ll give it some thought.” George nodded solemnly. “Mind if I look through your sketches?”


    Obviously, George wasn’t leaving and Billy found he didn’t mind. Not so much. He felt a tickle of admiration for the hobo’s peaceful countenance, and sensed the internal churning from the day settle as he handed George the sketches. Billy moved his hat and sat on the stool and combed through the books, taking notes on different possibilities of rose species. After a while, he nearly forgot George was there.


    “Maybe it’s this one,” Billy said aloud, looking closely at a photograph of a rose in a book.


    George came up beside Billy and looked over his shoulder.


    “This is the oldest known rose in the world,” Billy said. “Over one thousand years old. It’s from a cathedral in Hildescheim, Germany. During the Second World War, the cathedral was bombed and the rose was destroyed. Believe it or not, new canes sprouted up.”


    “Love those stories.” George smiled. “New life coming out of something so implausible.” He ran his fingers along the vein of a leaf. “Slightly different here than from your drawing.”


    George was right. A subtle difference that Billy didn’t even notice. “But it does look close, doesn’t it?” Billy bent his head over the book and tried to match any characteristics with the Hildescheim rose and with the Rose Hill Farm rose. There were marked similarities, which meant that the Rose Hill Farm rose was probably bred in Europe. He felt encouraged. Maybe he was getting somewhere.


    As the evening progressed, a comfortable companionship settled in between the two men. Now and then, George posed questions about Billy’s Amish upbringing. Unguarded and relaxed, half the time with his head in a book of botanical prints, he answered them. It felt good to sort through all the emotions that were spinning through him from the day’s events, and George was a good listener. He didn’t pry, didn’t give advice, nodded in all the right places. Billy might have said more than he intended, but what did it matter? George was a drifter who would drift away. His secrets were safe.


    Billy had no idea how much time had passed when he turned a page and came awake as if someone had set off a firecracker. “That’s it! That must be it. The Perle von Weissenstein! Come here, George! I found it!” He looked up, but George had already gone. When had he left? His coffee cup was on the bench, stone cold. Billy was shocked when he looked at his wristwatch: after midnight.


    His attention went back to the description of the rose. This must be it. It must be. He had to get to Rose Hill Farm and question Bess. Now.
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    Bess awakened to a pink sunrise creeping over the sill and the sound of someone walking up the long driveway of Rose Hill farm, the crunch of gravel under his footsteps. Barefoot, she tiptoed to the window and peered through the frosty windowpane, watching a man approach the house with that familiar long-legged stride. Why, it was Billy Lapp! So early!


    She grabbed a shawl, then rushed downstairs to open the back door and step onto the threshold, not even aware of how cold it was on her toes. “You’re sure up with the chickens, Billy Lapp.” She tried to hold back a smile, but she felt it tug at her mouth, then fade as she caught the grim look on his face.


    “You knew what it was. You knew and you didn’t tell me.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Billy tipped his hat brim back, hooked one boot on the bottom step, and braced a hand on the knee. It occurred to her that he had never taken his hat off yesterday. A metaphor in a way, as a covering, because he really was a different person than the boy she had known. This Billy seemed so closed up, so hardened, like a curtain was drawn over his eyes. Not the Billy she used to know, the bright, lighthearted young man she used to work alongside in her grandmother’s greenhouse, who never seemed to remember his hat.


    Billy was glaring at her. “Your grandmother and the rose. That October when you came out to stay with your grandmother and she had a rose she wanted me to identify, but I couldn’t—all the leaves were off and I thought it was about to die.” He pointed his thumb in the direction of the greenhouse. “That rose.” He walked up to her. “You remember. You must remember.” He came a few steps closer to her. “I stayed up half the night last night trying to identify that rose. You would’ve saved me a heap of trouble if you’d just told me about it yesterday. So why didn’t you say something?”


    Billy’s words sounded like an accusation, and Bess felt a storm brewing in her throat.


    He glanced at the farmhouse. “Maybe I should just talk to Jonah about the rose.”


    What? How dare he! Now he’d crossed the line. She wasn’t sure if he intended that comment to sting, but a flash of indignation threatened to voice itself anyway. Just who do you think has been tending Mammi’s roses for the last few years? she wanted to say. Who do you think has been encouraging my father to expand the business? Certainly not you.


    She shot him what she hoped was a withering look. “And a good morning to you too, Billy Lapp.”
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    When Billy caught sight of Bess on the kitchen stoop in a white, ankle-length nightgown, she looked so lovely that, for a moment, his heart did a stutter step and suddenly all thoughts of roses fled from his head. She had curves in places where she used to be stick thin and it definitely became her. He felt his cheeks flare and he tried not to stare as she unconsciously splayed her hand over her chest. Her hair was flying every which way, out from under her prayer cap, her feet were bare, and from this distance she looked carefree and happy.


    A feeling grew inside of him, something he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. Desire.


    But then the door slammed and Bess disappeared.


    Frustrated by her lack of response to his questions, Billy spun around to head to the greenhouse. Initially, he was annoyed to discover Jonah hadn’t taken his advice to lock the greenhouse and protect the rose, but then he was grateful because it was warm in the greenhouse and he was freezing. Hungry and tired too.


    After midnight, he had gone back to the Extension office to search the database for more information about the Perle von Weissenstein. There wasn’t much, but he did learn that this variety was a cultivar of Daniel August Schwarzkopf, chief gardener of the castle of Weissenstein near Kassel, in Germany. Dating as far back as 1773, it was considered to be the oldest known rose of German origin. Class: Gallica. A large, strong-scented flower, dark in the center, pale at the edges.


    A silky black cat showed up out of nowhere, its tail straight as a poker. The cat leaned into Billy’s ankle and he paused to scratch it. “What’s your name?” It stood on its hind legs, braced its forefeet on his thigh, begging. Its fur was soft and warm as it jutted against his fingers. Blackie! He’d completely forgotten about Bess’s old cat.


    He looked through his backpack for the Xeroxed copy he’d made of the botanical print of the Perle von Weissenstein, found it, pulled out some files he’d brought with him and some tools to measure and chart the rose. He crouched down to pull the mystery rose from its corner, inhaled, then hoisted it up on the workbench. “What’s your story, little rose?” he said, wishing it could answer.


    He saw Bess come out of the house, dressed now, wrapped in a warm coat and a kerchief knotted under her chin. She juggled two mugs of coffee in her hands as she traversed the yard toward the greenhouse. Once inside the greenhouse, she walked to the workbench where Billy stood and held out a mug. He reached out to take it and grazed her fingers with his. Suddenly self-conscious, he pointed to the copy he’d made of the botanical print. “I identified it. The Perle von Weissenstein. Earliest known rose of German stock.”


    She looked carefully at the print, then at the rose. “Nope. That’s not it. Close, but not quite.”


    “What? Where’s the variation?”


    Bess pointed to the information below the print. “It says the Perle von Weissenstein has a deep purple color. It might be too soon to tell, but I think the mystery rose bud will be a lighter color. And it said the Perle von Weissenstein has a moderate to strong scent.” She leaned close to the bud to inhale. “But this one’s scent would be classified as bold.”


    Billy sniffed the bud. He looked at her suspiciously. “How do you know so much about the Perle von Weissenstein?” He’d never heard of it until last night. “I still think it’s it.”


    “I know for sure it isn’t.”


    “How would you know that?”


    “I know because we have a Perle von Weissenstein in the greenhouse and that’s not it.”


    “What? No way. I would have known if Rose Hill Farm sold such a rare rose. Your grandmother would have made sure of that.”


    Bess walked to the middle of the greenhouse and pointed to a large rosebush, against the back of the shelf. “See for yourself.”


    Billy strode a few steps to see where she was pointing. And there it was—the Perle von Weissenstein. He shook his head. “So why didn’t you say something?”


    “About what?”


    “About the Perle von Weissenstein? If you knew that rose wasn’t it?”


    “You never mentioned it to me. If you had, I would have told you it was right here, under your very nose. I’m not a mind reader.”


    Billy fleered at Bess. “That sounds like something your grandmother would say.”


    Suddenly Billy realized his arm was pressed close and warm against Bess’s. She must have felt it too but stayed where she was.


    “So the Perle was the rose your grandmother wanted me to identify that time? The nearly dead one?”


    Bess pivoted on her heels and reached for a straw broom that was leaning against a post. She started to sweep the brick walk that lined the center of the greenhouse.


    “Bess?” He saw her hesitation, saw her nervous movements as she swept. “Was that the Perle? I need to know.”


    “No.” She swept away, back and forth, left to right, eyes remaining downcast nearly all the time. Each time they flicked up they seemed drawn to something behind him. “The Perle was brought to Rose Hill Farm a year ago.”


    He took a few strides toward her. “How did your father locate a Perle von Weissenstein?” Incredible. He knew, better than anybody, how hard it was to find old roses.


    Bess stopped sweeping and leaned the broom back against the post. “He didn’t. I did.”


    “You?” Surprise flattened his face, though he recovered when he caught the exasperation that flickered through her eyes.


    “Yes.” She gave him a stern look and he backed off, worried she might start whacking the wrong end of the broom at him if he accidentally insulted her one more time. He’d seen Bertha Riehl threaten people with a broomstick for far less. It struck him for the second time that Bess was getting more and more like her grandmother. “Yes, me,” she repeated, softer this time, snapping Billy back from the past to the present. “I tracked down a source from a tip someone gave me from the Lancaster Rose Society.”


    Billy tried not to show the shock on his face. He wondered what to make of this new Bess. The one he remembered had studiously avoided difficult things, like math, at all costs. “So why didn’t you go to the Rose Society to identify the mystery rose?”


    “We tried. But the man at the Rose Society slipped on ice over Thanksgiving and broke his tailbone. He wasn’t able to come to the farm, so he suggested calling Penn State. He said they had a champion rose rustler.” She lifted her chin in his direction. “Apparently, that was you.”


    Billy crossed his arms, frowning. “Well, I suppose this exercise hasn’t been a complete waste of time. I’m fairly confident the mystery rose has a European rootstock. Quite possibly, a German rootstock. But I won’t know more until the bud opens and reveals itself.”


    “You sound certain that you’ll be able to identify it.”


    “I shouldn’t sound too sure,” Billy admitted. “Sometimes the trail goes cold.”


    “What happens then?”


    “Well, usually, if a rose has an uncertain origin, then it’ll be given a provisional label, like a temporary tag, until it can end up with a permanent ID. Sooner or later, after doing a lot of comparative analysis, the identity gets tracked down.” He settled himself on the wooden stool. “That’s what being a rose rustler is all about—tracking down clues to a rose’s identity by looking through old botanicals, nursery catalogs. Once, I even traced a rose’s identity through an old traveler’s diary from Bermuda.”


    “I’ve read a little about the Bermuda Rose Society.”


    Billy straightened up like a shot. “You know of the Bermuda Rose Society?” He repeated each word clearly so that there would be no mistake. That Society was the main reason so many genealogical rose puzzles had been solved.


    “Yes, of course,” she said, keeping her voice steady as if she was barely holding back her annoyance with him. “I read about a survivor of a Spanish shipwreck in 1639 who described the roses in Bermuda. It’s supposed to have the perfect climate for roses.”


    Billy nodded. “Bermuda doesn’t have any native roses—they’re all imported by settlers. The chain of islands sits in the middle of centuries-old trade routes. It’s an incredible source for old, old vintage roses. R. galica officinalis—”


    “The Apothecary’s Rose.”


    “—and the R. damascena.”


    “The Damask Rose.”


    Again, he was startled by her knowledge. When did she get so smart?


    “Someday, I’d love to see those roses,” Bess said in a wistful voice. “In the springtime, when they’re in full bloom.”


    A soft look came over her face, as if she were imagining a sea of roses, a riot of color. He had the same dream—to see Bermuda’s roses in the springtime. In fact, that was why he tried to save money and live as sparingly as he could. Dreams were good. One day, he would travel to Bermuda in the spring and see those flowers in bloom. And he would see an ocean that reflected the tropical blue of Bess’s eyes.


    Her eyes traveled to the mystery rosebush, nestled in the corner of the greenhouse. “What should we call the rose?”


    Billy shrugged. “Don’t get too attached to any name. If I can find its true identity, its Latin name, that’s what it’ll be known by.”


    “But that’s not always the case.” She gave him a sideways glance. “Not for Louise the Unfortunate.”


    A slight smile tugged at the corners of Billy’s mouth. Little was known about the actual Louise the Unfortunate, except that she traveled to Natchez, Mississippi, as a mail-order bride and her husband-to-be never showed up to claim her. Desperate to survive, she was forced into prostitution, then died young and penniless. A sympathetic Natchez minister raised enough money for a proper burial. Someone named a rose climber after Louise and the name stuck. “No, not poor Louise. In Bermuda, they call the Louise the Unfortunate climber the Spice Rose.”


    “Maybe because Louise had a spicy life.”


    Before he could suppress it, a laugh burst out of him. Their eyes met; he saw a blush rise in her cheeks as she realized what she had inferred, and he felt something pass between them, like a current. He looked away quickly, breaking the connection, and turned back to the rose.


    “Maybe we should call it the Christmas Rose.”


    Billy shook his head. “Nope. Already used. It’s become a legend, in fact.” He hadn’t thought about the story of the Christmas rose in a long time. As the fable went, a little shepherdess was saddened because she had no gift to offer baby Jesus. She wept and wept, so much that her tears soaked the ground where she stood watching her sheep.


    Suddenly an angel appeared, touched the tear-softened earth, and the ground sprang alive with beautiful roses. Immediately the girl gathered a bouquet of the Christmas roses and carried them to the baby’s manger. As soon as the infant caught sight of the roses, he turned away from the gifts of the Wise Men and reached his tiny hands in the direction of the flowers.


    Ridiculous legend, Billy thought. Ridiculous.


    “You’re not going to try to force the bud to bloom, are you? You’re not planning to use the warming lights?”


    Billy openly stared at her. “I would never do that. This rose will open when it’s ready and not a minute before.”


    “Gut Ding will Weile haben.”


    Billy stilled, swallowed, narrowed his eyes. “What did you just say?”


    “Gut Ding will Weile haben. Good things take time. It’s something my grandmother used to say.”


    His eyes closed, hearing Bertha’s no-nonsense voice in his memory, so vivid it hurt. “I remember. I remember her saying it.”


    “When do you think it’ll open?”


    “Within a week or two, depending on the weather and amount of sunlight we get. I’m going to put it back in the corner of the greenhouse where it was growing. I don’t want anyone or anything to disturb it.” He glanced at Blackie, poking around the pots under the workbench. “In fact, you should keep that cat out of here.”


    “This cat is why I found the rose in the first place.” Bess stooped down to pick up the cat and stroked its gleaming black fur. “Think I should water the rose?”


    “No. Leave it just as it is. There’s enough condensation in the corner to keep it moist. I’ll come back every few days to check on it. I’m going to scrutinize some records and compare findings back at the university. Bess,” he said, peering at her, searching her eyes, “is there anything you know about this rose? Anything at all?”


    She crouched down to release the cat. “Like you said, until that bloom opens, it’s hard to identify.”


    Something in the way she responded reminded him again of Bertha Riehl, a master at finagling her way out of a tight spot. What did Bess know about this rose that she wasn’t telling him?


    Avoiding his eyes, she straightened and bent over to examine the mystery rose. “I think the capsule is starting to expand. It looks different from yesterday.”


    “I’ll measure and see if there’s any significant difference.”


    Suddenly she turned and caught him studying her. Something odd happened in his chest. A brief catch, a tightening that caused him to drop his gaze to the workbench.


    “Billy, why don’t you just stay at Rose Hill Farm until it opens?”


    He bent down to take a file out of his backpack as if she hadn’t spoken. Where was that book on lost roses? He was sure he packed it.


    “You could stay in the guest room. It’s no bother.”


    “I’m going to check a few things, then get back to College Station as soon as I can this morning.” He settled back down on the wooden stool and opened the file.


    “If you’re worried about what Caleb Zook might say, I don’t think—”


    He hopped to his feet as if he’d been stung by a bee. “Don’t you get it?”


    “Get what?” Bess’s voice carried genuine confusion, but Billy paused for only a fraction of a second. Then he ceased to think at all. Suddenly, the frustration and anger he’d bottled up the last two days—the last few years—started to bubble over. “Look—I don’t belong in Stoney Ridge anymore. I don’t want to be here. I wouldn’t even have to be here at all if that stupid rosarian hadn’t slipped on ice and hurt his rear end.” By the look on her face, he could tell she was getting more upset by the minute at his high-handedness and the insulting tone of his voice. He knew he should have stopped, but he couldn’t help it. “So quit tryin’ to get me to stay.”


    Bess straightened her shoulders and stared back. “Why are you so angry?”


    “I’m not angry,” he said, hating how blunt he sounded. “Not with you.”


    Bess waited. Her eyes narrowed as if she could see through him. When she spoke again, her voice was stiff, as if belonging to someone else. “I don’t know what in the world’s the matter with you, but you act like a bear with a thorn in his paw.” Her voice became sharper. “You need to eat.” She turned and walked to the greenhouse door. “Before you leave, come up to the house and have breakfast with us.”


    He threw her a withering glance but said nothing.
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    Bess felt tears of mortification sting her eyes. As soon as the suggestion to stay at Rose Hill Farm tumbled from her mouth, she saw a hint of something hard slide across Billy’s face. The ease and comfortableness they had shared briefly in the greenhouse was gone; his sharp edge had returned.


    She had promised herself that she wouldn’t pressure him or overwhelm him with all the questions that were threatening to explode within her. Like the rosebud, he would reveal himself when he was good and ready. But he hadn’t been here thirty minutes today and look what she’d done. She swallowed back her tears as she hurried into the house.


    Inside the warm kitchen, Bess threw her coat over a chair and went to the window, hugging her elbows against herself. Her heel hit the floor with an exasperated klunk as she glared out the window at the greenhouse. “That man can make me so angry!”


    “I’ll gander a guess that you’re referring to Billy Lapp.”


    Bess hadn’t realized that Lainey was over by the stovetop, stirring something in a pot. Lainey set the wooden spoon on the stovetop and went to the window to stand beside her.


    “I just can not understand him. One minute, he seems like the old Billy. The next, he’s as prickly as a cactus.”


    “Your dad got the impression that Billy didn’t want to be here.”


    Bess snorted. “He’s made that very clear. If it weren’t for the fact that he can’t figure out the identity to the rose, he’d be long gone.”


    “Seems a little strange, doesn’t it? That you don’t have any recollection about that particular rose?”


    Bess might, just might, have a little recollection about it. Just a tiny one, nothing worth mentioning. Not yet, anyway. She squinted at the brightening sky, watching the clouds. “You knew Mammi. She had all kinds of roses tucked around the farm. She was full of surprises.”


    Lainey was silent for a long moment. “I remember something she used to say: Inside every hard person hides a softer one.” She patted Bess on the shoulder and went back to the stovetop.


    Bess pressed her brow against the cold glass of the windowpane, feeling her frustration slide away, replaced by a fresh resolve. It would be a difficult task to find anything soft inside of Billy, but she aimed to try.
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    The smoky scent of crisping bacon drifted down from the house. Billy was famished. He hadn’t eaten anything since last night and his stomach was flapping against his backbone. Maybe he should eat breakfast with the Riehls, then leave. That’s all. Just one meal. He owed Bess that much. He owed Bertha Riehl much more.


    The odd thing was that he loved being here. Rose Hill Farm had always been a buoy for him in an unsettled sea, but being here now churned up too many memories. Good ones, difficult ones. That inner conflict was why he snapped at Bess just now, fully knowing he was hurting her feelings but unable to stop himself. He felt ashamed of himself, even more so because he knew Bertha Riehl would be ashamed of him, and she was one person he had never wanted to disappoint.


    His thoughts traveled back to the first time he realized anyone who dared to get on the bad side of Bertha Riehl was as crazy as a rat in a drainpipe.


    ———


    August 1964, a hot, humid afternoon. Billy was ten years old and his brothers let him tag along to fish at Blue Lake Pond, a rare invitation. On the way home, they cut through Rose Hill Farm. During the summer, Bertha Riehl kept a roadside stand at the bottom of the driveway to sell produce from her vegetable garden. Sam helped himself to an apple and pointed to the honor jar. It was customary to leave an honor jar on the table, and folks—Amish and non-Amish—knew to put money in the jar if they took produce. Sam stuck his big paw in the honor jar and pulled out a grimy fistful of dollar bills, then Ben and Mose followed suit, as they always did. Billy was horrified. He tried to stop them, threatened to tell on them, but they only laughed.


    He shouldn’t have worried. Bertha Riehl saw the whole thing unfold.


    As the boys stuffed the crumpled dollars into their pockets, they heard an unmistakable cock of a double-barreled shotgun behind them. They froze, every hair on Billy’s head stood up, and the gun exploded. He thought for sure they were all dead, until a big black crow fell to the ground by their feet. Bertha walked over to the dead crow and picked it up by the tip of a wing to toss it over the fence. A burned-powder haze hung around her, halo-like.


    “Lots of pests around this time of year,” she said, pinning Billy’s brothers with a stare. “Always best to take care of them before they become a nuisance.”


    Ben, Sam, and Mose emptied their pockets of dollars and took off running. Billy stayed behind to pick up the money, hands shaking, and stuff it all back in the honor jar. Bertha gave him a curt nod. He couldn’t hear right for a week.


    It was the first time, but not the last, that Billy discovered his brothers were conscienceless. He tried to make up for them. He went out of his way to help others, to do more than was required, to even the scales that his brothers had fixed.


    ———


    His empty stomach rumbled, jolting him back to the present and reminding him that a good breakfast was waiting for him in the farmhouse. He grabbed his coat; the mystery rose could hold off until after breakfast.


    When he reached the farmhouse, Billy raised his hand to knock on the door. Lainey’s little girl—what was her name again?—came to the window, saw Billy through the glass, and ran off without opening the door. He knocked again and Bess appeared at the door.


    “No need to knock. Nobody ever knocks around here.” She pushed the door open and crossed the room to continue frying bacon.


    She was keeping her distance from him. Fine. That suited him just fine, but the smells in this kitchen were enough to cause his stomach to practically roll over and beg. Sweet cinnamon and sizzling bacon and percolating coffee.


    From the door, Billy scanned the familiar scene. The kitchen at Rose Hill Farm was as ordinary as field straw, like any Plain home, and spotlessly clean. There was a cast-iron stove, a table as big as a hay wagon, eight spindled chairs, worn gray linoleum on the floor. A large pantry, where Bess had gone to find something. Beyond the window, cardinals were swooping around a fancy white marten birdhouse on a tall pole, hunting for forgotten seed. Out on the dry grass, Billy spotted that black cat from the greenhouse hunched up, watching the cardinals, ready to pounce.


    His eyes traveled below the kitchen window to a tray of paper cups on a small table. In each cup was a narcissus bulb, paperwhites, soon to bloom. The sight stabbed him. Bertha Riehl used to give each of her neighbors a blooming narcissus bulb for Christmas. Seeing those cups, with their green stalks poking toward the sky, gave him a pain in his gut. He missed that wonderful, crotchety old woman.


    Bess emerged out of the pantry with a canister of flour and set it on the counter before she returned to flip bacon on the stovetop. From behind, Billy noticed Bess’s blue dress—blue as a bachelor’s button—and the strings of her prayer cap fluttering on her back as she added flour, milk, and egg into a bowl and stirred vigorously. Studying the apron pinned around the shallows of her spine, Billy felt like a teenager again, awkward, a little uncertain. He remained by the door.


    “Come in, Billy, and make yourself comfortable,” Bess urged softly.


    The little girl slipped back in from around the living room corner and buried her nose in Bess’s leg in a sudden fit of shyness. One eye stared at Billy.


    “Christy, you remember meeting Billy, don’t you, honey?”


    Christy! That was her name. Billy was amused by her shyness. She hid her face in Bess’s apron.


    “She’s just getting used to you,” Bess said, over her shoulder. “She’ll warm up to you in a minute or two.” She reached a hand down to help Christy up on a chair near the stove. “Christy wanted pancakes that looked like snowmen, so that’s what we’re working on.”


    It occurred to Billy that Bess would be some mother. Always kind voiced. Always concerned about the children. Always making them feel important. His father had never made Billy feel important, only in the way.


    “Dad’s out in the barn. Lainey’s upstairs with Lizzie. We’ll be eating in a moment. Coffee’s hot.”


    She pointed a spatula toward a blue speckled coffeepot, and Billy crossed the room to get a cup and fill it with coffee. The door swung open with a blast of cold air and in walked Jonah. The faint smell of the barn lingered on him—hay and horses—even above the aroma of boiling coffee. He smiled when he saw Billy. “Getting any closer to figuring out the rose’s identity?”


    “I won’t know for sure until the bloom opens, but I’m narrowing it down. I’m pretty sure it’s rare, if not a found.” He glanced at Bess as she emerged from the pantry again, this time holding a jar of purple-looking jam. He was besieged by a startling thought.


    That this was their kitchen and Bess was . . . his.


    An awkward silence filled the room. “What?” Bess said. “Why are you staring at me? Do I have flour on my nose?”


    “I’d better wash up before breakfast.” Billy lurched for the soap at the sink, feeling his face heat. What’s the matter with you, Lapp? It’s not like you haven’t seen a woman before. Find somethin’ else to think about.


    He lingered at the washbasin, then turned to see Lainey Riehl walk into the kitchen with a toddler on her hip—the one he’d met yesterday. What was this one’s name? He hadn’t spent time with children lately, if ever. He didn’t notice them much.


    “Come to me, Lizzie.” Jonah reached out to take the little girl from her and set her in the high chair.


    Lizzie! That was her name.


    “Well, Billy Lapp,” Lainey said with a smile. “Glad to see you’ve finally decided to join us. We need to put some meat on those bones of yours.” It was a comment a mother might have said, and it went straight to Billy’s heart.


    “Yes, ma’am.” Billy scrubbed his hands hard, refusing to turn and let anyone see he was blushing.


    When they were seated, after a silent prayer, Lainey passed Billy a familiar white tureen; it had been Bertha Riehl’s and she served her famous rabbit stew in it. He lifted the cover and found one of his favorites: baked oatmeal, thick with diced apples and cinnamon.


    He openly stared at the wealth of food on his plate: three fried eggs, bacon, crispy hash browns, toast with boysenberry jam. His hands rested beside his plate while he fought the compulsion to gobble like an animal. When had he last eaten a home-cooked meal like this one? The foods he’d grown accustomed to over the last few years had as little smell as taste. As he took a scoop of baked oatmeal and dished it on his plate, Jonah asked him about the propagated roses in the greenhouse.


    “How do you propagate the slips? I remember you used to dip the slips in a rooting hormone.”


    “A rooting hormone? No, not anymore. I’ve had better luck using willow water. Some professor figured out that willows have a root-promoting substance called rhizocaline. Water saturated with rhizocaline is far more effective than a store-bought rooting hormone.”


    “You don’t say. I’ll have to try it. Thank you, Billy. You’re quite a resource for us.”


    Bess kept her eyes on her plate, but quietly added, “Mammi used to say there wasn’t anything Billy Lapp didn’t know, and if he didn’t, he’d find the answer to it.”


    Embarrassed by the praise, pleased by it too, Billy concentrated on cutting his bacon. Bess had often said things like that, giving him more credit than he deserved. Calling him intelligent, inventive, resourceful. Things his father had never said to him, things that made him feel good about himself.


    He looked across the table and caught Bess’s eyes—eyes as blue as a summer day. How like her to try to make him feel comfortable at a moment like this, despite how rude he’d been to her in the greenhouse. He was shamed. “I wish Bertha were still here to ask about the rose. I’m confident she would have the answer to its identity.”


    Jonah nodded. “I don’t think a day goes by when I don’t wish she was still with us. But we mustn’t question the Lord’s will in taking her.”


    “Why not?” And three forks stopped in midair. Billy knew immediately he should have held his tongue. “I just . . . I wish the Lord would have considered taking someone else instead.”


    Jonah exchanged a look with Lainey, and Billy wondered what they were saying to each other. But before he could ponder that, the door banged open, letting an icy blast of air swoop in, and suddenly a young woman appeared in the kitchen with a stack of cake pans in her hands. “Sorry to interrupt! Jorie said you needed to borrow her round cake pans for the wedding, so I brought them over and—” Her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened in shock. “Well, I’ll be double ding donged d . . . oh, sorry, Lainey, I know you told me to watch my language around Christy. But this is quite a shock to the system!” She set the pans on the counter, put her hands on her hips, and shook her head. “Just when I think I’ll never be surprised again! Billy Lapp, as I live and breathe. Whatever next? And just why am I always the last to learn anything?”


    Billy rose to his feet and couldn’t hold back a grin. Somehow, Maggie Zook always behaved as if the best day of her life had just gotten under way. She looked the same—snapping brown eyes beneath her glasses, dark hair, petite and fine-boned, her face as happy and hopeful as he remembered. “Hello, cousin.” She had been like a little sister to him; impossible, adorable girl.


    Bess jumped from her chair to set a place for Maggie.


    Maggie noticed. “I can’t stay, Bess. Jorie told me to drop off cake pans and come right back. She was adamant. For some reason, she’s under the impression that I am easily distracted.”


    Bess didn’t pay her any mind. “Sit. Sit and join us. Anyone who can put a smile on Billy Lapp’s face deserves a good breakfast.”


    “Maybe just a minute or two.” Maggie couldn’t stop grinning. “It sure is good to see you, cousin. It sure is. I didn’t think I’d ever lay eyes on you again. You just vanished, like a ghost.” She snapped her fingers to emphasize Billy’s abrupt disappearance. “I can’t wait to tell my dad you’re here. He’ll want to come straight over to welcome you back to the fold.”


    Billy stiffened.


    “Uh, Maggie,” Jonah said in a diplomatic voice, “I think we should let Billy decide whom he wants to see. And when.”


    Maggie wasn’t listening. She had reached for a big spoon to dish out the baked oatmeal. One spoonful, then another.


    Same Maggie, Billy thought. Never still, always in motion. She might not be thought of as a beauty like Bess, but sharp? So sharp, you’d think she slept in the knife drawer. He got a kick out of watching her fill her plate. She’d always had an appetite that rivaled two growing boys. Bess, by contrast, pecked like a sparrow, hardly ate a thing. Even now, she pushed her food around on her plate.


    Maggie swallowed down a large piece of bacon. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of very troubling news this morning,” she said in a confidential tone. “Very, very troubling.” Her gaze swept around the table, waiting to make her announcement until all eyes were on her. “The schoolteacher is leaving at Christmas. Midterm. Something about her sciatica kicking up. Personally, I think it has more to do with those frightful Glick triplets, the ones with the bright red hair and round faces covered with freckles. You know the ones. They rolled marbles down the aisle in church last month and the new minister with the watermelon belly slipped on them and fell on his backside.” She grinned and quickly sent an apologetic look in Lainey’s direction. “I know, I know. I shouldn’t laugh, it isn’t being a good example, but it was funny.”


    “Maggie,” Lainey warned in a sharp tone. “So what exactly is the troubling part?”


    “Troubling for every unmarried woman from the age of sixteen to ninety. Bess, you’re safe, but my life is in peril. Complete peril.” Maggie took a spoonful of baked oatmeal. “My dad is on the hunt for a new schoolteacher. Very worrying.”


    “If you say so,” Jonah said, not sounding at all worried.


    Maggie seemed astounded at Jonah’s casual response. “It is worrying! If you were eighteen years old and your father was the bishop, you’d be worried sick, Jonah.”


    He still didn’t seem too worried.


    “Why am I so hard to believe? I always tell the truth.” Maggie shook her head. She took a few more bites of baked oatmeal and looked up, as if something had just occurred to her. “So Billy, I always wondered, why did you leave?”


    Silence fell over the table. Even Maggie noticed. “Okay then, next question. Why did you come back?”


    All eyes were on Billy. “A rose,” he said in a quiet voice.


    Maggie’s face lit up. “Ha! Of course!”


    “He’s a rose rustler,” Bess said.


    “Oh, that sounds exciting! Like cowboy cattle rustling in the Old West.”


    “No,” Billy said, shaking his head. “Nothing like that. What I do is legal.”


    “What is it you do?”


    “When people come across a rose they don’t recognize, they find me and I try to figure out its parentage. Its identity.”


    “How do these people find you?”


    Billy shrugged. “Rosarians know how to find each other.”


    “Rosarians. Sounds very official and important.” Between bites, Maggie pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re at Rose Hill Farm. You must know all Bertha’s roses inside and outside and upside and downside and any other side.” She peered at him. “Don’t you?”


    Jonah handed Maggie a platter of hash browns. “Bess came across one that had somehow escaped everyone’s notice. We weren’t sure about its identity. Right, Bess?”


    Billy noticed that Bess kept her eyes down. He still had a feeling she knew something about this mystery rose that she wasn’t telling him. What? And why?


    Maggie chewed a piece of bacon thoughtfully. “Billy, how does a person go about finding a rose’s identity?”


    “I compare its characteristics on a database. If I still can’t figure it out, I’ll call a few Rose Societies and see if they have seen it before.”


    “Ever been stumped?”


    “Not yet.” He glanced at Jonah. “Maybe this will be the one to flummox me.” But if it did, that would mean it was a very, very unique rose. He turned back to Maggie. “I have to wait until this rosebud opens to confirm its identity.”


    Maggie lowered her spoon and looked up. “When do you think it’ll open up?”


    “Maybe in a week or two. Hopefully before Christmas.” Oh, how he hoped. He couldn’t handle being near Stoney Ridge for Christmas. Near, but so far away.


    Maggie clapped her hands. “Oh good! Then you’ll be here for Bess’s wedding.”


    Billy felt frozen in place, but his gaze was drawn to Bess, whose cheeks had started to flame. Her napkin slipped to the floor and she nearly overturned her juice glass when she bent down to pick up her napkin.


    It took him a beat to recover and reply sensibly, “Ah, no. I’m not staying.” He said it without moving a muscle. He saw Bess cast a furtive glance around the table. Lainey was wiping Lizzie’s face, Jonah was stirring sugar into his coffee. Bess jumped up to rescue toast burning to a crisp in the oven.


    He turned to Maggie. “And who is Bess going to marry?”


    “Amos Lapp.” She tapped her chin. “Let’s see. Amos is your cousin on your father’s side. I’m your cousin on your mother’s side. So I’m not related to Amos, but we’re both related to you. Sometimes it seems that everyone in Stoney Ridge is related one way or another, a twig on a tree. Bess, doesn’t it sound like one of those math puzzles in school? If a train is traveling at a certain speed, when does it arrive at the station? Why are manholes round? What did we call those, Bess?”


    Bess kept her eyes on the burnt toast she was scraping in the kitchen sink. “The teacher called them brainteasers. We called them conundrums.”


    “Yes! That’s the word I was looking for! Conundrums. Because they made no sense.”


    An awkward silence filled the air. Bess sat back down at the table with the scraped toast and put heaping spoonfuls of boysenberry jam on top, carefully spreading it to the edges.


    “When?” Billy asked, a little louder than he intended. So that’s what Maggie meant when she said Bess was safe—she couldn’t be the new schoolteacher because she would be married. “When will the wedding be?”


    “In a few days,” Bess said at last, the words coming out on a soft gust of breath. Her gaze held his for a moment, then flickered aside.


    My best friend. She’s marrying my best friend. Overwhelmed, Billy did the only thing he knew how to do: clamp his jaw shut and reset his features, cutting off all traces of emotion. He took a bite of baked oatmeal and chewed it, trying to look calm and thoughtful and nonchalant. The oatmeal had lost its taste. He swallowed past a large lump stuck in his throat. “I’m sure you’ll both be very happy.” There were a thousand more churning thoughts seething for release, but Billy kept them carefully concealed, like he was drawing the shutters in a house that was getting pelted by a rainstorm.


    The grandfather clock gonged and Maggie jumped up. “Look at the time! I better get home to help Jorie. I have a job interview at the Sweet Tooth Bakery this afternoon. Wish me well!” She bolted to the door and skidded to a halt when Jonah called her back.


    “Maggie,” Jonah said in a solemn voice, “I’d rather you not tell your father about Billy. Or the rose.”


    “Got it. Top secret.” She twisted her fingers on her lips as if locking a key, waved goodbye to Billy, and sailed out as gustily as she’d sailed in, leaving him feeling as if he’d just taken a ride on a tornado.


    Without Maggie filling the air with chatter, the meal became strained. What little there was of conversation was stilted and came to sudden stops until finally they forsook talk altogether.


    Throughout the rest of the meal, Billy ignored Bess, unable to look at her without a suffocating sense of defeat and discouragement. The family, sensing his mood, was silent. All but the toddler—what was her name again?—who hummed as she ate her scrambled eggs.


    The minute the tense meal was over and Jonah offered up a silent prayer, Billy sought solace in the place he loved best. He pushed away from the table, gave a nod of thanks to Lainey, said goodbye to Jonah, and walked to the greenhouse, head bowed, footsteps automatic.


    And then Bess was running to catch up, calling his name, but he didn’t break his stride until she seized his elbow and yanked him to a halt.


    “Please! Let me explain.”


    They stood a foot apart, facing each other. “Billy, I was going to tell you about my plans. I just hadn’t found the right time—”


    “Your plans,” he echoed. The bitterness in his voice was unmistakable.


    Bess wrapped her arms around herself to stay warm; her eyes watered from the cold. “Yes. My plan. Our plans. Amos’s and my plans.”


    Billy shrugged and looked at his wristwatch. “I don’t care about your plans. It doesn’t matter to me who you marry.”


    Bess recoiled as if Billy had slapped her. “Do you mean that?”


    He held her gaze. “Yes.”


    She took a step backward. “When . . . ,” she started, a sob catching in her throat. “When did you get so hard?” She turned her back and fled to the house, leaving Billy standing in front of the greenhouse, adrift as a ship without a mast.
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    When did you get so hard? Billy tried to appear calm, but a band of hurt cinched his chest when Bess spat out those words. The greenhouse door squeaked when he opened it, the first thing to register on his troubled mind. Trying to let his indignation recede, he found an oilcan in the barn workshop and returned to oil the hinges of the greenhouse door, scarcely aware of what he was doing.


    Hard. Hard. Hard. The blood rushed to his face afresh as he recalled Bess’s words. It was true. He was hard. But how dare she throw it in his face! Vehemently, he whacked the greenhouse door shut, slammed the oilcan down, marched down the aisle of the greenhouse, and tried to concentrate on this rose. This exasperating, inscrutable rose . . . that wasn’t going to be hurried for anyone’s sake.


    Amos. Bess was marrying Amos. His best friend, his favorite cousin whom he loved, who had seen him through one of the worst times of his life.


    One wouldn’t guess it by watching him now, but Billy was usually slow to anger. He was uncomfortable with it—maybe because of his brothers’ volatility—and tried to avoid it.


    How, then, had the last two days spawned such belligerence in him? In frustration he slammed his open palms against a wooden shelf. He hadn’t felt this kind of anger, this powerless, frustrating anger, since that pivotal day when he left Stoney Ridge.


    But that was then and this was now. He shook his head and came back to the present. He wished he’d remembered that book on lost roses today. He stared at the rose, willing it to grow. Open, rosebud. Open. As soon as it did, he would be able to determine if this might be related to the Perle von Weissenstein. Maybe as old as the Perle. Possibly . . . older?


    And if it were, it would be the biggest rose found of the decade. He would be credited for the identification and he could leave Stoney Ridge behind. This time, for good.


    The sun disappeared behind a cloud, casting a gray pallor that matched his frame of mind. Squinting at the sky through the glass roof, he watched the cloud cover, wondering if it would thicken or diminish as the day wore on. When he heard someone say his name, he nearly jumped. “George! What are you doing here?”


    George was standing in the open door of the greenhouse, studying the squeak of the hinges as he opened and shut the door. “Needs a little oil.”


    “I know. I thought I’d put enough on it.” He scratched his neck. Why hadn’t he heard it squeak when George came in?


    “I noticed you forgot this. I thought you might need it.” George handed him the book of lost roses, the very one he had forgotten.


    “You came all this way? How’d you know where I was?”


    George reached into his pocket and held out that piece of paper with the address of Rose Hill Farm on it that Jill had given to him Friday morning. “You keep dropping this.” He stared at a row of jars that lined the back of the workbench. He reached out to pick up one jar of dried rose petals and held it up to the light. “Ah, roses as remedies. For the herb gardener in a medieval monastery, R. gallica ‘Officinalis’ offered the cure for many a malady.”


    Billy squinted at him. This erudite hobo thoroughly baffled him. “How would you know the Latin name for a rose?” He was thunderstruck. “How on earth?”


    George tipped his chin in Billy’s direction, though he didn’t look at him directly. He set the jar of rose petals back in its place. “Have you had a chance to see your father?”


    A current of indignation mixed with rage sprang up in Billy. Last night was the first time he’d spilled out his feelings to someone about his father and brothers, about the hurt they’d caused all those years ago, about how the hurt could be so intense yet, when he’d thought it mastered. But he hadn’t really expected to see George again and he certainly didn’t expect him to show up in Stoney Ridge where the story began. And ended.


    ———


    Late summer 1973. Billy had gone to the barn to tell his brothers that supper was ready and found them adding scoops of sawdust to the bottom of empty flour sacks, then pouring freshly threshed wheat grain on top of the sawdust. “What’s going on?”


    His brother Ben was the first to speak. He stepped in front of Billy, hands on his hips, chin jutting. “What are you doing here?”


    “Just what the die-hinker are you doing here?” echoed Mose. Some said Mose was skewed in the head, mostly because he never had a thought there that hadn’t started in Sam’s or Ben’s head first. He followed his brothers everywhere, most often into trouble.


    Billy ignored Mose. Ben glowered at him, but he always had something to be angry about, and Billy had learned long ago that the best way to handle him was to stand up to him. “Why would you put sawdust in the gunny sacks?” Billy sidestepped around Ben up to the sacks of grain as a horrible discovery dawned on him. “Are you trying to add weight to the grain?”


    Ben scowled at him. “We’re keeping the grain from getting mildewed. It’s common practice.”


    That was a lie. “If they mill the grain into flour with that sawdust in there, then it’ll mean folks are eating—”


    His oldest brother Sam, overgrown—easily twice Billy’s size—reared to his feet, his belly and thighs knocking into a barrel of oats so hard it rocked. He pulled back his hand and slapped Billy hard enough to send him flying across the aisle. He yanked Billy to his feet, swinging him around to face him. Eye level to Billy was the Adam’s apple on Sam’s throat, and when he saw it working strongly, he thought there was a chance Sam would let him go.


    “Wait’ll Dad hears this . . . ,” Billy said, hoping to convince him.


    A loud snort punctuated the air, coming from Mose. Billy glanced at him and saw he was holding up one of the sacks, handling it almost lovingly.


    Sam gripped Billy’s shoulder so tightly it left a bruise. “Not only does he know, but he’s the one who told us to do it. He’s been doing it for years.” He released Billy with a hard jerk. “Now, get outta here.”


    Mose gripped the gunnysack in his fist, shaking it before Billy’s face. “You heard ’im. Git.”


    Billy looked at the sack in Mose’s hand, feeling weary and sick and scared. This was wrong.


    He backed cautiously out of the barn, forgetting his hat. It all started to make sense—his father’s grain delivery to Great Harvest Granary in Lancaster hadn’t been reduced in the last few years since he had started no-till farming, though Billy knew the yield had dropped. His father had not only been cheating the granary but he’d added sawdust into flour destined for people’s pantries.


    For a long time, he stared at the barn, then at the farmhouse, back to the barn, back to the farmhouse. Finally, he made a decision and took off running to Beacon Hollow, straight to Caleb Zook to tell him what he had just discovered.


    Appalled but without seeming entirely surprised, Caleb acted fast. He pulled the shipment of Lapp wheat from the granary—effectively causing Billy’s father to lose the year’s crop. Next came the part that Billy hadn’t anticipated. Under church discipline, Caleb and the other ministers paid a visit to the Lapp Farm to put Billy’s father under the Bann. For six weeks, his father had to eat at a different table than other church members—family members included—and couldn’t conduct business with them or accept gifts. At the end of that time, he would confess before the church and be restored to full fellowship.


    Billy braced himself for backlash. He expected his father to be openly furious, his brothers to be stealthily vindictive. This time, there was a marked change. This time, there was nothing.


    ———


    George cleared his throat, patiently waiting for Billy’s answer: Have you had a chance to see your father?


    Billy started rifling through the lost rose book, irritated. “No. And I’m not going to.” Absolutely not. And what business was that of George’s? A wave of regret washed over him—why had he revealed his underbelly to this hobo?


    George picked up a pair of clippers. “May I?” He touched a few dead leaves on a rosebush with the tips of the clippers and waited for a nod from Billy before he began to snip them off. “Time is fleeting, Billy,” he said softly. Snip, snip. Two dead leaves fell to the ground, one at Billy’s feet.


    Billy wanted not to understand his meaning. Was George suggesting that he take the first step toward reconciliation? Billy wasn’t the one who had done anything wrong. He had no intention of according his father a morsel of sympathy or understanding. “Time passes on both sides.”


    If George was surprised by the sharp shift in Billy’s tone, he didn’t show it. He was preoccupied with the rows of potted plants. “This is where you first learned how to graft roses?”


    “Yeah.” He bent over to study a print, then his head snapped up. “How’d you know that? I don’t remember ever mentioning grafting roses.” But maybe he did. It was late and he was tired.


    “I think you mentioned something about it last night. Plus I saw a lot of your grafting work back in the greenhouse at College Station.” George bent over to sniff a rose blossom, an Old Blush China. “Grafting is fascinating work, isn’t it? The tissues of one plant fused with another.”


    Billy nodded cautiously, head bent toward the book, but aware of George from the corner of his eyes.


    “There are countless illustrations in the natural world that point to another reality.”


    Billy lifted his head, confused. “Say again?”


    “Let’s take the concept of grafting. Divining one green thing from another. You could liken it to how an individual becomes part of the family of God. You, for example. You’re on your own, cut off from your family.” He spun around to face Billy. “But you could choose to graft yourself to new rootstock. The living root. The source.”


    “What are you talking about, man?”


    George’s eyes swept over the plants in the greenhouse. “You can’t love the stream without knowing the source.”


    Billy closed the book and placed the palms of his hands on the workbench. “George, this is probably just the reason you haven’t been able to get regular work. Were you ever in the military? I’ve heard stories of what it was like Vietnam. Hard stuff. Left good men with lingering problems. You’re not alone. We can get help for you.”


    “No. No, I’ve never been in the military.”


    Really? Billy bit his lip. “Then . . . did you used to do drugs?”


    “Drugs?”


    “LSD, heroin, marijuana. I’ve heard they can scramble your head.”


    A look of surprise lit George’s eyes, then a laugh burst out. First one, then another, and soon he had doubled over, guffawing. “Nope. Clean as a whistle.” He wiped tears from his eyes, still laughing. “But I thank you for your concern.” He walked over to the potted rose. “So this is the found?”


    “Yup. I think I’m narrowing it down. I feel pretty confident it’s got a German rootstock—it’s either related to or precedes the Perle von Weissenstein. It could be the oldest known rose of German rootstock. In the entire world.”


    “How old?”


    “At least four hundred years.”


    George crouched down to look at it more closely. “I guess from a human perspective, that’s pretty old.”


    Billy cocked his head. “What other perspective would there be?”


    Rising, George went to the other side of the bench to peer at the rose. “What else do you need to identify it?”


    He pointed to the rose. “That bud needs to open.”


    “Can’t force it. Gut Ding will Weile haben.” Good things take time.


    Billy’s eyes went wide. “You speak Penn Dutch?”


    George shrugged that off. “I pick up things here and there. Languages have always been a curiosity to me.”


    Billy eyed him carefully. George was an odd duck. It was sad to think a sharp guy like him had no ambition in life.


    Carefully, George fingered a leaf. “Think of all this old rose has weathered in life to get to this point now. All the people who protected it, kept it alive. Four hundred years of care. Makes you think, doesn’t it?”


    “About what?”


    “The purpose of this rose. That there’s a reason it’s survived so long.”


    “Not just survived. It’s thrived. Look at that bud. Imagine that. An extinct rose blooming in December.”


    George chuckled. “Imagine that. Maybe even for Christmas. ‘The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork.’ I believe that’s in the book of Psalms.”


    Billy cocked his head and squinted his eyes in disbelief. “Don’t tell me you know the Bible.”


    “Shouldn’t everyone?”


    “I guess I didn’t think of hobos as religious types.” Though, he had never really thought all that much about hobos before meeting this one.


    George wrapped his hands around the base of the plant. “Funny how the rose was here, all the time. Right under your nose.”


    “I haven’t worked at Rose Hill Farm in quite a while.”


    “Well, it’s timely that you’re here now, isn’t it? You wouldn’t want to have missed this chance a second time, would you?”


    Billy frowned. There always seemed to be two layers to George’s words. The obvious one and the less obvious one. He wasn’t sure which to pay attention to and which to dismiss.


    George straightened and zipped up his coat—Billy’s old coat. “Well, I’d better shove off.”


    “George, you obviously have an appreciation for this work. Maybe I could find some work for you, at least through the Christmas season. There’s a little money in the budget to hire a seasonal assistant.” There wasn’t, actually, but Billy was a saver by nature, had few needs, and there was just something about this guy. He needed Billy. And, in a way, maybe Billy needed him. If he was going to have to head to Rose Hill Farm until this mystery rose bloomed, at least he could have George cover some of his workload in the greenhouse.


    “Is that right?” George stroked his chin. “If you really need some help, well, why not? I suppose I could help.”


    Billy nodded. “It would be a big help.” Not really, but he wanted to straighten this guy out. “I could leave a list and you could come in during the evening. But . . . I’d rather keep this just between us. My supervisor might not be copacetic with our arrangement.”


    “Not a problem. You leave me a list and I’ll make sure the work gets done.”


    “Who knows, George? If you do good work, I might be able to recommend you to get hired on after the holidays.”


    “Hmm . . . I’d better check that first with upper management.” He grinned and wiggled his eyebrows.


    Upper management? For hobos? It crossed Billy’s mind that George might be delusional; he hoped not. He liked the guy, even if he did seem to be allergic to regular employment. “Are you heading back to College Station? If you don’t mind waiting, I’ll go back with you.”


    “Actually, I’m not headed back that way just yet. I’ve got an errand or two to do around here.” George grinned at the puzzled look on Billy’s face. “Don’t ask. You’d be surprised. Even drifters have things to do.”


    “Okay. I guess I’ll see you back at College Station.”


    As George walked down the length of the greenhouse, he stopped to bend over a blooming deep pink Gertrude Jekyll and breathed in deeply. He turned his chin toward Billy. “A rose always gets the last word in, doesn’t it?”


    “How so?”


    George smiled in that amused way he had. “Lingering fragrance.”


    Billy went back to his books and notebooks, but thoughts of George kept distracting him. He was such a quirky guy, but there was something calming about him. Whenever Billy was in his presence, he felt his whole self settle. It had been a long, long time since he had felt that kind of calm in his gut. It reminded him of when he was little, those rare moments when his father and brothers were out of the house and it was just him and his mother. Peaceful.


    He thumbed through pages in the book of lost roses, but his thoughts drifted again to the way George cupped the base of the pot, as if it held the answer to the rose’s identity. He was eager to examine the root ball, to see why it was so heavy and what the tangled roots might reveal, though he had promised Jonah and Bess that he wouldn’t disturb the rose in any way until the bud opened. He shouldn’t change a thing. Not a thing.


    Billy frowned. He wished Bertha Riehl were here to ask. He knew she had the answer to this rose.


    He glanced up at the farmhouse. If he could just slip the pot off, get a quick look at the base of the plant, slip the pot right back on—it shouldn’t disturb the rose.


    On the other hand, if he were to disturb the rose’s root system, it might cause the bloom to wilt, to be stressed. It might never open at all. And that could mean jeopardizing the biggest rose found of the decade.


    On the other hand, the rose had survived this long. It must be hardy.


    On the other hand, the rose still struck him as somewhat fragile, as if it were just coming back now after a long period of dormancy.


    What to do, what to do, what to do?


    Gut Ding will Weile haben. Good things take time.


    Bertha used that phrase whenever she noticed Billy get itchy and impatient. Like now.


    Gut Ding will Weile haben. Good things take time.
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    Bess squared her shoulders before she put her hand on the greenhouse door. Billy spun around at the sound of the squeaky door with an odd look on his face as she walked inside.


    “I thought you were George. I thought he’d changed his mind and was going to stay.”


    She glanced back at the door. “Who?”


    “George. A hobo, a drifter.” He peered past her toward the open door. “He was just here. You couldn’t have missed him. He’s a black man, dark as midnight, with these cool-looking eyes.”


    “No. I didn’t see anyone.”


    He pointed to the door. “But you must have . . .”


    Bess saw the scar on his wrist and something tripped in her mind. One glimpse of his face and she realized something was very wrong. One hand came from behind her back and covered her lips. “Oh . . . ,” she breathed, the truth at last registering.


    He turned fiery red, jammed his hands in his pockets, and refused to look up. “It was a hard time,” he stammered at last.


    “Billy, I had no idea. Really, I didn’t.” She bit back the urge to say more, surprised he’d even acknowledged what she had plainly seen on his wrist. They stood between rows of clay pots holding shoulder-high Compassion canes, a climber tea hybrid, being propagated for winter blooming. Bess leaned forward just enough to grasp Billy’s arm. He neither pulled away nor returned the pressure, but stood with his head turned away. Oh Billy, Billy, who hurt you so badly? And what would it take to make you forget it?


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “Yes, it does. You do. You matter.”


    At her words, she looked up, he looked down. Billy was gazing at her in that soft way he once had. She felt the pull again, strong, undeniable, elemental. “Billy,” she whispered. “I’m so glad you’ve come back.”


    His glance rested steady on her. Something good happened between them. Something warm and rich and radiant. Slow, matching grins grew on their lips.


    A few strands of hair had come loose from Bess’s prayer cap and he reached out to tuck it behind her ear, letting the back of his hand gently graze her jawline. There was no mistaking the touch for anything but what it was—a lingering caress.


    O, Lord, to go back and regain what was lost . . .


    Abruptly, Billy dropped his hand and stepped back, as if suddenly realizing his folly. His face went stern and stiff again, all traces of tenderness and vulnerability had disappeared as if they dropped through a trapdoor.


    The door squeaked wide open. “There you are, Bess! Are you ready?” It was Amos, interrupting the harmonious moment.


    Bess swallowed. Billy spun around to face the door.


    Amos’s face, alit with joy only seconds ago, suddenly lost its smile. He turned a quizzical expression to Bess. Speechless, he shot a questioning glance at Billy before returning to her.


    Amos was the first to recover. He forced a welcoming smile and came forward with hand extended. “Billy! Billy Lapp. It’s good to see you, man!”


    “Hello, Amos. Long time no see.”


    Dear friends all their lives, the two clasped hands and pounded each other’s shoulders the way men do, but the hearty clasp of their hands did little to lighten the strained atmosphere.


    Bess’s throat constricted and she turned away. Her mouth went dry, her palms went damp. She should have told Amos about Billy’s return. She had a chance last night, when he stopped by to show her the paint sample he chose for the apartment. But how do you tell a man such a thing?


    And then another thought pushed that one away. How long had Amos been standing at the door?
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    Amos had come to Rose Hill Farm this morning for a special tradition—the baking of the wedding cake. In his church, as in most Plain churches, a bride and groom did the task together, sifting and stirring and measuring. A metaphor, it was thought, of an upcoming marriage. He didn’t know his way around a kitchen, but he had been eagerly looking forward to this particular task.


    Until now. As Bess preceded Amos out the greenhouse door, he watched the stiff way she held herself. Tight-lipped, he stayed a half step behind her.


    Of course he was glad to see his cousin, whole and healthy. A succession of uninvited pictures flashed through his head, of Billy’s well-being the last time Amos had seen him. Of the close relationship Bess and Billy had, years ago. Of the guilty looks on their faces as he found them in the greenhouse, standing close together.


    As Amos and Bess walked toward the house, four-year-old Christy ran from the barn toward them. She spotted the brown paper bag and tugged his sleeve. “Hey, Amos, what you got in there?”


    Amos reluctantly pulled his attention from Bess and went down on one knee to talk to the little girl on her level. “Well, what do you think?”


    Christy shrugged, her eyes fixed on the sack.


    “Maybe you better look inside and see.”


    Her hazel eyes gleamed with excitement as she peeked into the bag, reached in, and withdrew two candy bars. “Candy,” she breathed, awed.


    “Chocolate.” Amos crossed his elbows on his knees, smiling. “One for you, one for your little sister.”


    “Chocolate,” she repeated, then to Bess, “Look it! Amos brung us chocolate!”


    “Mind your manners and tell him thank you,” Bess said. “And go ask your mother before you eat them.”


    “We’d better start baking our wedding cake,” Amos said. “Christy, listen to Bess. Go on up to the house and show the chocolate to your mother. We’ll be there in a moment.”


    Christy took a few steps, then whirled around. With the intuitive accuracy of a child, she shot a question that hit two marks with one stone. “Why didn’t you want to tell Billy Lapp that you were going to marry Amos?”


    “Go, Christy,” Bess said.


    “But during breakfast, when Maggie came around—”


    “Go!”


    Hurt by the sharp tone in Bess’s voice, Christy turned and ran to the house.


    Amos’s and Bess’s eyes met, then she dropped her gaze.


    “There was no need to speak so harshly, Bess,” he said gently. He watched the red creep up Bess’s cheeks while he wondered again what had been going on at Rose Hill Farm today.


    He searched his mind for something to say, something to ease the new discomfort between them, but as they stood there, it became more and more palpable. He glanced over at the greenhouse and quietly said, “It was quite a shock to see Billy.” Billy Lapp. His favorite cousin. His rival for Bess’s hand.


    “Last week, I happened upon a rose that we couldn’t identify. Dad called Penn State and asked them to send out someone to identify it. They sent Billy. Apparently, he’s been working up there.”


    “So is he back to stay?”


    “No, he says not. Just to identify the rose.”


    First relief, then guilt bubbled up inside Amos. He wanted Billy to return to the flock. And yet he didn’t.


    “Has he been to see his father? Does he know?”


    She cocked a wrist and touched her fingertips to her heart. “No.”


    Amos gazed at Bess’s downcast eyes. With a face like Bess’s, it was easy to see how fellows were knocked off their pins. He certainly had been. Sometimes, he found it almost painful to look at her directly. Her pale skin was nearly translucent, her eyes a bright, demanding shade of blue. In every weather, her blonde hair shimmered as if reflecting summer sun. Gazing upon something so inarguably lovely was lulling. Whenever he looked at her, Amos wanted to keep looking, and then he found himself tongue-tied and confused, awkward even in the simplest conversations.


    Amos had won Bess mainly through persistency. He just didn’t give up; he steadfastly pursued her until she couldn’t help but love him back. He had always known there was something between Bess and Billy. He respected it as any man would, but when Billy left town and had no plans to return, Amos was free to court Bess. And yet there was always a light cloak of guilt Amos felt on his shoulders. Billy’s leaving had cleared the way for him, yet he was sickened by that knowledge.


    Amos knew he wasn’t Bess’s first choice, but she was his now. He loved her more than she loved him, he was aware, but he figured that was typical of most marriages. One who loved more, and in this one, it was Amos. He didn’t have a problem with it because he knew that the man who’d once claimed Bess’s heart was no longer here. Until now.


    Suddenly, she looked up at him. “Amos, do you like roses? You’ve never said . . .”


    “Sure, of course. Why not? Everybody likes roses.”


    She couldn’t hide her disappointment with his answer. What had he done wrong? “Bess . . . are you . . . I mean, is everything all right—” He tilted his head and studied her face until she looked away.


    The silence stretched long, until at last, when the whippoorwill had called for the hundredth time, Bess reached for Amos’s hand. She cupped it between her two hands. “Oh, Amos, nothing has changed . . . nothing.”


    He smiled, though his chest tightened with a sharp sadness that felt like the crisp snap of a twig. He wanted to believe her, but he had an odd feeling that the floor had just dropped from under his feet.
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    As the sun was starting to set, Bess crossed the yard from the barn to the house and heard the clip-clop of a horse down on the road. She stopped and saw the buggy turn into the long driveway of Rose Hill Farm and for a moment, she thought it was Amos, returning for the scarf he’d forgotten earlier today. She was surprised by the pit of dread that rose in her stomach—so unlike how she normally felt about his visits. But after spending the afternoon baking their wedding cake, and a quick visit to Windmill Farm, both of them working hard to try to pretend everything was fine between them, just fine, Bess felt exhausted. Miserable and confused.


    Amos’s mother had wanted her to admire the fresh coat of paint he’d given the Grossdawdi Haus where she and Amos would live after the wedding. Mary Katherine Lapp, her soon-to-be mother-in-law, had been so pleased to show the apartment to Bess, pointing out its assets as if she were trying to sell it to her.


    For a brief second, Bess wondered how Billy’s father would treat a future daughter-in-law. Indifferent if not downright cold, she supposed. Amos’s mother, on the other hand, was kind and gentle, just like Amos. Bess felt completely safe at Windmill Farm. Wanted and cherished. Wasn’t that love? And wasn’t that the kind of love that would last longer than silly romantic feelings? Of course it was.


    The buggy rose to the crest of the hill and Bess slumped with relief when she saw Maggie Zook holding the horse’s reins. The buggy pulled to a stop and Maggie tumbled out, smiling as brightly as a full moon. “Bess! I got it! I got the job at the Sweet Tooth Bakery! Just through the Christmas season, but that’s all the time I’ll need!”


    Bess couldn’t hold back a grin as Maggie came running, her face lit up. “Look at my hands!” Maggie splayed out her hands, red and peeling. “I don’t know how I have any energy left after the day I’ve put in for Dottie Stroot.”


    When did Maggie Zook ever run out of energy?


    “For now, I’m just a dishwasher, but Dottie Stroot promised she’d teach me how to make her cinnamon rolls soon.”


    Bess stifled an eye roll. The owner of the Sweet Tooth Bakery was known for her big promises, all empty, but she did make a fine cinnamon roll. “Just don’t tell her you’re my friend, Maggie, or she’ll never reveal her secret recipe.” Lainey had worked at the Sweet Tooth Bakery until she started out on her own to make baked goods from home, which made a dent in the Sweet Tooth Bakery profits, and the owner had never forgiven her.


    “I think I’m going to learn how to become a fine baker and move someplace far, far away from Stoney Ridge. Someplace exciting, like Indiana.” A laugh burst out of Maggie, and Bess couldn’t help but laugh right along with her. Maggie’s laughter was like that. Infectious.


    Bess covered her friend’s chapped hands with her own. “You can’t move. I would miss you too much.”


    “Well, if I were marrying someone like Amos Lapp, I wouldn’t move either. But you took the only eligible bachelor.”


    “He’s not the only eligible bachelor. What about Tommy Glick?”


    “Bad kisser. Cement lips.”


    “Timothy Fisher?”


    “Edith Stoltzfus has marked him off as her territory. She’s already got their future sons named: Paul first, then Jimmy, and so on. Not planning to have girls, she said. Too much trouble. She told the rest of us to stay away from Timothy or else.”


    “Or else what?”


    “Everyone’s too frightened of Edith to bother asking. Even timid Timothy.” She crossed her arms and rubbed her shoulders as a gust of brisk wind blew through the yard. “No, you plucked the only ripe apple from the tree.”


    Bess smiled. Maggie had never been shy about her opinions, though she wasn’t shy about anything. So often, Bess wished she had more of Maggie in her. Maggie was often criticized for poking her nose in everybody’s business, and while that was true, she always meant well. And her love of life was contagious. “There are other ripe apples, Maggie. You’re just being fussy.”


    “Maybe, but I hear the boys in Indiana are much more handsome and manly than the boys in Pennsylvania.”


    “Any chance Edith Stoltzfus told all of you that?”


    “Why, in fact, it was Edith!” Maggie scowled and squeezed her fists. “I was nearly duped.”


    “I don’t know what I’d do if you moved away.”


    A smile returned to her face. “Not to worry. I don’t think Dottie Stroot is planning to have me do much else besides wash dishes for a long while. She says I talk too much.” She glanced in the direction of the house, then lowered her voice. “But that’s only part of my news. Here’s the other part: Billy Lapp’s father is running out of days.”


    “Where’d you hear that?” Billy’s father had been ill with something—no one knew exactly what—for over a year now and was rarely seen at church. Rarely seen at all, now that Bess thought about it.


    “I overheard my dad tell Jorie.”


    Then it probably was true. Maggie was a skillful eavesdropper on her father’s conversations, and while Bess should have frowned on hearing news that the bishop didn’t intend anyone to hear, his daughter was a source of fascinating information. “You didn’t tell your father that Billy was here, did you?”


    “Why does everyone have such little faith in me?” Maggie shook her head vehemently. “I didn’t say a word.”


    That was a relief. If Caleb Zook knew Billy was here, he would probably try to talk to him, to reason with him, to draw him out. To convince him to return. And with the tetchy mood Billy seemed to be in, that would send him scurrying off to his hiding hole, rose or no rose.


    Another gust of bitter wind swirled around them, lifting dried leaves, and Maggie stamped her feet to stay warm.


    “Do you want to come inside and warm up?”


    “Can’t. I just wanted to let you know about Billy’s father. I hoped you might be able to convince him to go visit his father.”


    “I have no influence on Billy.”


    “You’re kidding, right?” Maggie looked at her curiously, tilting her head. “He’s still hung up on you, Bess.”


    Bess felt her face heat up. “That’s not true.”


    “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you during breakfast this morning.”


    “He was famished. Have you noticed how thin he is? If he was watching me, it was to hurry up and bring him a hot meal.”


    “No, Bess. Not like that at all. ” Maggie’s voice had none of her usual swagger. It was all seriousness now, and Bess glanced up at her. “He was watching you like a man who can’t watch enough.”


    Bess dipped her head to study her shoes. She didn’t want to hear that about Billy. But she did. “You shouldn’t say such a thing. I’m to marry Amos soon. Very soon.”


    “Well, that doesn’t mean Billy can shut off his feelings like that.” Maggie snapped her fingers in the air to prove her point. “Bess, you’re not having second thoughts about marrying Amos, are you?” She took a step closer to Bess. “Billy Lapp might be my second cousin, but he’s hardly the right horse to bet on.”


    Bess rubbed her shoulders with her arms and glanced up at the farmhouse. “I need to get inside to help Lainey with dinner.”


    “Bess . . .” Maggie’s voice had a warning note. “Amos is a wonderful catch. One of a kind. You would be crazy to have doubts about him.”


    “I don’t have any doubts about how wonderful Amos is.” And that was no lie. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


    Bess hurried to the house and up the porch steps, then turned to wave. Maggie stood where she was, watching Bess with a worried look on her face.


    Later that night, in her room on the second floor, Bess prepared for bed with an odd feeling, like she’d swallowed a goose egg. The lamp in her hand flickered, hissed, and spat, low on oil. She blew it out and climbed into bed to consider her unsettled thoughts.


    Amos, she thought. What a simple, dear man.


    Billy. She frowned. Anything but simple and certainly not dear.


    If only their personalities could in some way be stuffed into a paper bag and shaken up—Amos could use some of Billy’s gall and Billy some of Amos’s quiet self-control. After Amos’s courtly manner, she found Billy abrupt, gruff, easily offended. How long could a man go without smiling? Without laughing?


    Billy was so extremely aggravating.


    And so handsome it hurt.


    Had she only imagined that moment of connection between them in the greenhouse, right before Amos arrived? No, she hadn’t. Billy had been aware of it too; she wasn’t making it up. For one brief, revealing flash, she had seen it clearly in his eyes. Something had sizzled between them while they’d stared at each other.


    It was awful. It was awesome.


    She shook her head to rid it of longing. Had she not spent the last few years trying to unbind herself from yearning for a man who didn’t truly love her?


    The next instant she thought of Amos’s wonderful eyes, the warmth of his devotion to her, the comfort of his faith. Amos was a man who knew how to love a woman. One woman. He was ready to be committed to her.


    Why wasn’t that enough for her? Why did she yearn for a man who didn’t know the first thing about love?


    Should she tell Billy all she knew about this rose? Tell him. Don’t tell him. She needed to find the key that would bring Billy back to Stoney Ridge. This rose, she thought, might be it. But maybe nothing would make him stay.


    Sighing, she rolled over and tried to find sleep, but when it came it was fitful and strange, filled with crimson roses and empty greenhouses.
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    As Billy rode the bus back to College Station, his mind rolled through the day past, the day to come, the years behind, the years ahead. He cringed, thinking of that unguarded moment he’d had with Bess in the greenhouse at Rose Hill Farm. Even now, hours later, he could feel the heat climb his neck. How ridiculous he must have looked to her, allowing his attraction to show. It was up to him to hold her at arm’s length.


    Then . . . in walked Amos Lapp, of all people. His cousin, his friend, a man to whom he owed a great deal.


    His very life.


    He rubbed the scar on his left wrist and thought back to that awful, horrible Christmas when he felt so hopeless, so lost. He hadn’t been able to sleep for over a week, didn’t have enough money for more than one meal a day, and felt unbearably lonely. On Christmas afternoon, his lowest moment, he picked up his pocketknife, fingered it for a long time, felt the edge of the blade, and impulsively drew it against his wrist. Watching the blood spill from his vein, he suddenly felt a panic, a desperate feeling. What have I done? Oh, God, help me!


    He lunged for the door of his small rented room in a boardinghouse to shout for help and, miraculously, there stood Amos Lapp, his arms full of gifts and groceries. Quickly and wordlessly, Amos assessed the situation, made a tourniquet for Billy’s wrist, bundled him off to the emergency room, stayed with him until he was stitched up—turned out, he hadn’t hit a vein at all—went with him to the psychiatric facility where he was admitted for a twenty-four-hour observation. Amos sat upright in a chair throughout the night and read aloud from the book of Psalms. Soothed by his cousin’s deep voice, by the strong meds given to him by the nurse, Billy fell into a deep and healing sleep. When he finally woke up, two days later, Amos was gone. He had left a note for Billy with his phone number on it and two words: Come home.


    But Billy couldn’t. He planned to never go home again.


    The psychiatrist at the hospital discovered that Billy knew a great deal about flora and fauna. He thought Billy needed a fresh start, a new beginning, and was able to secure a job for him in the greenhouses at Penn State. Billy worked hard at his new job, and knew more about roses than any other employee. After identifying a string of rare roses, he became known as a rose rustler. Then, as the rose rustler. Billy might not have been happy, but he wasn’t unhappy.


    And Amos never told a soul about what Billy had done in that small, dingy rented room and he knew he never would. That’s the kind of man Amos was—a good man.


    Billy had to make himself look away when Amos and Bess left the greenhouse. He felt jealousy billow when he noted the possessive way Amos had hold of Bess’s arm, as if branding her as his. He’d best get used to it, he scolded himself. Once they wedded, were living and loving in their own home at Windmill Farm . . .


    He shook his head. It was a punishing thought.


    He took off his hat and rested it on his lap. It was the only possession that mattered to him. He circled the brim of his hat with his finger, remembering his grandfather, his mother’s father, to whom the hat had once belonged. Billy had adored his grandfather Zook. He shadowed him around his farm as a child. He leaned his head against the bus seat and closed his eyes, traveling back in his mind to another winter. Against his will, an ugly memory surfaced.


    ———


    May 1963. Billy was nine years old. He had found his brothers behind the barn, laughing and guffawing, circled around a metal bucket. Inside was a caught woodchuck. The brothers were taking turns stabbing it with their pocketknives. Billy was sickened by their cruelty and ran to his grandfather’s farm. He found him out in the fields and flung himself into his arms, sobbing, accidentally knocking his hat to the ground—that very hat. His grandfather returned with him to the farm and told their mother what Billy’s brothers had done. When their father heard about it, he whipped them. His brothers were seething, but silently so. In the middle of that night, they woke Billy and locked him in the woodshed with the dead woodchuck, hanging from a noose in the rafters, threatening far worse if he ever told on them again. Ever since, Billy had suffered from claustrophobia in small, dark places.


    All three older brothers vied to be the first, the best, in their father’s eyes—and their father was a hard man, a tough guy, who wanted to make men out of his boys. The little interest he showed in his sons was to bait them to compete with each other. Billy was the caboose of the family, much younger than the other boys, his mother’s favorite, and most like a Zook in looks and personality. Whenever Billy tried to gain his father’s approval—waking early to milk the cows for him, mastering a new skill—his father would only shrug as if he had expected it all along or point out how it could have been done better. Billy’s resolve would only strengthen: Next time, it whispered. Next time he will notice.


    His mother tried to explain away his father’s indifference. She said he had a difficult childhood and had faced a string of disappointments in his life. After she died, his father grew even more distant and cold, as if the only warmth in his life had been snuffed out by her death. Billy had thrown himself into working alongside his father, trying to rekindle his interest in the farm, in life. Being obedient, he thought, unlike his attention-seeking, unruly brothers, would be the way to connect to his father.


    For a few years in a row, his father had divided up the farm into sections for each son rather than have the boys work together. It was his way of pitting them against each other. His brothers preferred the no-till farming method, popular at the time and less work for them. Rather than plow the fields, they used chemicals to reduce weeds and fortify the soil. Billy farmed his section the old-fashioned way—tilling the soil, adding natural fertilizer deep into the earth, rotating crops, letting sections go fallow to renew their minerals.


    Late in August of 1973, the summer before Billy left, he harvested a wheat field, sent the wheat through the separator, and discovered that his mule-plowed field had ended up with twice the amount of grain as his brothers did. Twice! “I knew it,” he said. “I knew no-till was the wrong way to go.” He turned to his father, pleased at the profitability his methods could provide to the struggling farm. Then he stilled, shocked by the cold, hard expression on his father’s face.


    His finger was in Billy’s face now. “You think you’re better than me, boy? You think you’re somebody special?”


    That became an illuminating moment for Billy. He realized that one person, even a son, couldn’t make up for the string of disappointments a man faced in his lifetime.


    ———


    Billy inhaled deeply, as if he could still smell the earthy, hummus dirt from that buried memory. Loneliness was a thing he usually accepted with stoicism, but lately it weighed him down, causing a heavy ache in his heart that he couldn’t control.
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    Amos Lapp had spent the afternoon searching for the perfect Christmas gift for Bess. He’d walked up and down Main Street, in and out of stores, hoping the right gift would jump out at him. He spent over an hour in a bookstore before it occurred to him that Bess didn’t read much. He was the one who liked to read.


    It bothered him that buying a gift for Bess was such a challenge for him. He didn’t know why—he just could never seem to decide on the right gift. She wasn’t hard to please; he knew she would be grateful for any gift he gave her. But he wanted to give her one she would always remember. After all, this would be their first Christmas together.


    He walked past the Sweet Tooth Bakery and peered in the windows, wondering if he should get something to tide him over until dinner. The trays in the glass counter were almost empty. A chocolate-frosted yuletide cake stood on the top shelf next to a row of Christmas cookies shaped like trees and decorated with bright green icing. On the bottom shelf sat a lone strawberry-pink birthday cake. Dottie Stroot, hands floury, came out from the back and spotted him. She pointed to the pink birthday cake and mouthed, “Half off! My new girl can’t spell,” but he had no interest in toting around a pink birthday cake. He shook his head and hurried down the street to the hardware store to buy a new wrench.


    As he turned the corner from Main Street, he collided with Maggie Zook and nearly knocked her over. She scowled at him and stamped her foot.


    “Honest to Pete! Why don’t you look where you’re going, Amos Lapp?”


    “But I didn’t see—”


    “That’s the problem with the world today! Everybody is in such a hurry!”


    That remark struck Amos as rather amusing because Maggie Zook had always reminded him of a hummingbird that darted about, never staying in one place too long. “Sheesh, it was just an accident, Maggie.”


    Before his eyes, Maggie’s eyes widened and her face grew red. Her eyes filled with tears and all he could think to say was, “Oh no. No, no. Please don’t cry. I’m sorry. It was entirely my fault. My mind is in a muddle. You’re right. I should’ve looked.”


    Amos didn’t have experience with crying women; his mother wasn’t the crying type and he had no sisters. He rummaged through his pockets for a handkerchief and handed it to Maggie, hoping she would pull herself together and he could get back to his shopping. But as she took the handkerchief, she let out a big sob and he knew his plans had just been sidelined. Oh, boy. He looked up and down the street, hoping no one he knew was around to witness Maggie’s meltdown. He led her to a bench and sat down beside her, wondering how long this would take.


    Her scarf had fallen back and lay in soft folds about her collar. She looked up at him, all eyes, wide and pleading, very pathetic. “I’m sorry, Amos. It’s not your fault. I started a job at the Sweet Tooth Bakery just yesterday. Everything was going so well . . . at least, I thought it was.


    “Then, this morning”—she carried on with her story as if he had asked about it—“Dottie Stroot complained that I was spending too much time talking to customers and not enough time actually working.”


    “Was it true?”


    Her brown eyes flashed at him. “I was only making people feel wanted and welcomed. You know Dottie Stroot! She barks at customers if they take too long to make a decision. She scares people away.”


    “So you didn’t heed her advice.”


    “I pointed out to her that being nice to people was part of the job, if that’s what you mean by taking her advice.” She rolled her eyes. “I know that I have a tendency to speak before I think, Amos, but I truly believe Dottie Stroot has a bias against the Amish.”


    “But you didn’t get to work?”


    “Customers are the work!” She frowned. “That Dottie Stroot is very full of herself. Very hard to please.”


    Now things were making sense to Amos. “Any chance you misspelled a name on a birthday cake?” It wasn’t a question.


    Maggie nodded miserably. “I was supposed to write Happy Six and by accident I wrote Happy . . .” She took in a deep breath, as if to fortify herself, and her cheeks turned a half-dozen shades of red. “I wrote . . . Happy . . . Sex.”


    She cast a cautious glance at him as if she expected him to scold her, but he was struck dumb by the faux pas.


    “I know it was embarrassing, Amos, but these things happen!” She wiped her nose with the handkerchief. “I didn’t realize the mistake until the lady—the six-year-old’s mother—came to pick it up. The mother was outraged . . . which made Dottie Stroot hit the ceiling. I ask you! I mean . . . I could have just changed one tiny little letter, but the mother stormed out . . . and then . . . and then . . .” Her shoulders started to shake and she took in great gulps of air before another round of weeping overwhelmed her. “Dottie Stroot fired me! She said I was ribald. Me! Ribald! Imagine, firing me . . . all because of a silly misspelled word . . . and I don’t really count that as my fault.” More weeping.


    Do something, Lapp! But what? She’d already drenched his handkerchief. He looked down at her small head, heaving into her hands as if she had just been given news that the world was coming to an end. That was the curious thing about Maggie Zook. She felt things so deeply.


    He gazed at her with amusement as she sobbed into his soaked handkerchief. It was hard not to be fond of Maggie Zook. Everyone was. For each moment of bafflement, like this one, there were far more moments of endearment. He reached over and patted her on the back, hoping she might stop weeping soon. Amos was amazed at the quantity of water that ran down Maggie’s cheeks. Wasn’t there a point when tears would shut off, like a faucet?


    Finally, her sobs slowed and her lips parted, exuding small, panting breaths. He’d never noticed how nicely formed her lips were, full and rosy red . . . and . . . he had no business thinking that now. He shook off that thought and gave his coat collar a tug. “Maggie, what’s the big deal? So you were fired.”


    “Now I have to tell my dad I got fired!”


    “Your dad is an understanding man.”


    “Not about this. He didn’t want me to work there in the first place. Right after Christmas, Teacher Mary is quitting because of her sciatica, and he is under the mistaken assumption that I would make a good schoolteacher. Very worrying.” Her eyes went wide. “You won’t say anything, will you Amos?”


    “Of course not.” Besides, he didn’t care.


    She frowned. “I absolutely refuse to be a schoolteacher. I would feel like a bird with its wings clipped. Trapped in a cage. Held in captivity. And don’t even get me started about the big boys in the back of the room.” She shuddered. “Overgrown oafs with cowlike stares.” She shook her head furiously. “Personally, I’ve never seen any earthly reason for school.”


    That was reason enough for school, right there. Amos heard her out, but he was not deeply moved. Maggie always did think she was smarter than anyone else and it was largely true. Amos was older than Maggie by five years, but they had overlapped in school and he well remembered her. Everybody did.


    When Maggie first started school as a six-year-old, she had missed her mother so much that the teacher had her sit up at her desk, hoping to help her settle in. Eyes wide, glassy with tears, Maggie’s nose just cleared the top of the desk. But as she sat on the throne and took everything in, she started to assume she actually was the teacher’s assistant. It wasn’t long before she even started acting like the teacher—wagging her fingers at the big boys when they cut up, shaking her head in a woeful way when Amos misspelled a word in a spelling bee. A princess at heart, all that was missing was a crown on her head and a pointer in her hand.


    After a few days, even the teacher had enough of getting bossed around by her little assistant. She told her it was time to sit with her peers, and Maggie marched to an empty seat next to eleven-year-old Amos. She assumed she belonged with the sixth grade. Amos was mortified.


    The teacher pointed to an empty desk near the other first-graders, appalling Maggie. She rose to her feet and calmly told the teacher she had learned all she needed to know and was going to quit school. Out the door and down the road she stomped, bonnet strings trailing in the wind. The entire classroom stared at her through the window, amazed and astounded. She was an instant hero among the big boys.


    Sadly, her resolve was quickly overruled. The next morning, her father escorted her to school and sat calmly at the back of the room for most of the morning, pinning Maggie in place at her desk with his steady gaze.


    “I suppose I should go tell my father,” she said shakily, holding the drippy wet handkerchief out to Amos.


    His hands shot up in the air. “You keep it.”


    “What are you doing in town?”


    “I was looking for a Christmas gift for Bess.” He glanced at the clock tower above the Stoney Ridge Times newspaper office. “But I couldn’t find anything and now the stores are closing.”


    Maggie’s face lit up. “For gosh sakes, why didn’t you say something?” She slapped the palms of her hands down onto the bench as if that was that. “I’ve got just the thing!” She jumped up and grabbed Amos’s coat sleeve. “Follow me.”


    They crossed the street to Pearl’s Gift Shop and Maggie went right to the glass case in the window. “There.” She pointed to a delicate sterling silver thimble. At its base was a band of painted tiny pink roses.


    “You’re sure? She doesn’t like to sew. She didn’t grow up with a mother teaching her, you know.”


    “She might like to sew if she had such a lovely thimble. I would definitely sew straighter lines if I had a thimble like that.” She looked up at Amos. “I think it’s perfect. Just perfect. And you know how Bess loves roses.”


    Bess did like roses. He knew that for sure.


    But it still didn’t feel like the right gift. He didn’t want to hurt Maggie’s feelings, so he went ahead and purchased it. There was still time before Christmas, he thought, to shop.


    When he dropped Maggie off at her house, she talked him into coming inside to warm up, which led to an invitation for dinner. It didn’t take much persuasion. First, he was hungry and cold. Second, he wanted to talk to Caleb Zook about a new idea for crop irrigation that he’d read about in a farming journal. It was after nine by the time he left. He drove by Rose Hill Farm and turned into the driveway, but just as he was about to stop the horse, he saw the light blow out in Bess’s room on the second floor.


    A week ago, he would have tossed a snowball up at her window and she would have thrown on her coat to come sit in the buggy with him. But that was a week ago. That was before . . .


    Tonight, he turned the buggy around in the dark and left as quietly as he could.
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    As busy as Bess was with wedding preparations, she found time to dart out to the greenhouse and check on the rosebud two to three times a day, looking for changes, hoping there might be an excuse to leave a message at Billy’s office. The rose capsule remained stubbornly intact, as if it wasn’t going to budge until it was good and ready.


    Riehl relatives streamed in and out of Rose Hill Farm, cooking and baking and moving furniture, readying the farmhouse for the wedding tomorrow.


    Tomorrow.


    In less than twenty-four hours, Bess was going to become Mrs. Amos Lapp. Earlier today, before the relatives started arriving, Lainey had come into Bess’s bedroom with a newly sewn blue wedding dress and white apron draped over her arm and shut the door. “Bess, let’s have a talk about what to expect.”


    At first, Bess didn’t know what she meant and opened her mouth to ask when Lainey cut her off. “Sex. We need to talk about sex.”


    Oh. Bess’s mouth clamped shut. Easily embarrassed, she felt her cheeks flame. She knew bits and pieces about what happened between a husband and wife, informed by Maggie, who claimed to be an expert in such matters. But Lainey was far more thorough than Maggie, more descriptive, and probably more accurate, seeing as how she was married and Maggie was not.


    Nor was Lainey at all embarrassed by the topic. She gave Bess a very clear idea of what went on behind closed doors between a man and wife. “All the modesty, all the careful covering up that’s been a part of your life—it’s all set aside when it comes to your marriage bed. God intended for you to enjoy your moments.”


    Enjoy your moments. A beautiful comment; permission to savor the gift of intimacy between a man and a woman. Why, then, did Bess feel her heart grow heavy? Why did she feel so sad?


    Amos was a hard worker and genuine and kind, fine looking, and she knew he would make a good husband. Bess didn’t want to be alone in life. But she had seen the way Lainey and her father would fall into each other’s arms if they thought no one was looking, as if they were hungry for each other. She didn’t have those kinds of feelings for Amos.


    “Any questions?”


    So many. But how could Bess even begin to reveal the questions and doubts that were flooding through her?


    Lainey gave her a thoughtful look. “Bess, if you—”


    A shriek split the air, then silence . . . followed by a mournful wail. Either Lizzie or Christy had taken a tumble, and Lainey flew out the bedroom door to see which one was hurt and how badly.


    Through the open door, Bess heard Lainey comfort her daughter and the sobs subside. Slowly, she closed her bedroom door and went to curl up on the window seat. Soon, she would be needed downstairs to help cook chicken and chop celery for tomorrow’s wedding meal. She saw a buggy arrive, then another and another. She heard an uncle’s voice call out a jovial greeting to her father. “Jonah, why don’t we have any boys in this Riehl family? With five daughters, all I ever do is cook wedding meals.”


    She saw her father walk over to greet his uncle, laughing. Everyone was laughing, happy and cheerful. Everybody loved a wedding. She dropped her forehead to her knees and sighed.


    Bess turned away from the window and noticed her blue wedding dress on the bed where Lainey had set it. Wrinkled, it needed a good ironing, and now, Bess decided, was just the time, plus the iron and ironing board were set up in her room, away from the gathering crowd in the kitchen. And it gave her an excuse to delay going downstairs. She took extra care with the white apron, starching it crisply, because the organza fabric always bunched up on her. Once a crease was ironed in, it was a bear to get out. Bess had to keep sprinkling water on the fabric, then starch. She spread out the new blue wedding dress on the ironing board, and suddenly, as she thought about the wedding, about standing in front of everyone, she felt as if her hands couldn’t stop shaking as they pressed the heavy iron on the blue material. Her palms started to sweat and her heart felt like it might club its way out of her body.


    Down the hall, Lainey was the first to notice the acrid odor of burnt fabric. “Bess! The iron!” She rushed into Bess’s bedroom.


    Bess lifted the iron and found a dark burned triangle right on the front of her dress. “No! Oh no!”


    Lainey held the fabric up against the light and waved it to cool. “I think it’ll lighten up as it cools off. Sometimes that happens.” It didn’t. The triangle shape of an iron remained—not even a dark blue. It was nearly black.


    Bess’s eyes filled with tears. “What have I done?”


    “I wish there was some leftover fabric to redo that panel, but we used it all up.” Lainey tried to make light of it. “Not to worry. Your apron will cover it up. No one will ever notice.”


    But Bess would know. A bride should look her best on her wedding day. She shouldn’t have to worry about covering up a burned iron mark on her dress.


    And then she caught sight of Billy walking up the long driveway and heading straight to the greenhouse. Lainey noticed that she noticed.


    “Bess . . .” Lainey’s voice held a note of warning.


    Bess avoided Lainey’s eyes and set the iron upright on the ironing board to cool. She put her dress on a hanger and the starched prayer cap on top of her dresser, where it sat like a plump hen. She could feel Lainey’s eyes on her and felt a wave of relief when she heard someone down in the kitchen call up to her. As soon as Lainey left, Bess looked in the mirror, smoothed her hair, pinched her cheeks, bit her lips to put a little color in them, and crept down the stairs and out the side door to hurry to the greenhouse.


    Billy seemed to be expecting her. He turned and glanced briefly at her as she slid in the door and walked down the aisle to meet him.


    He was so much more of a man than she remembered. So tall and filled out. She lifted her chin toward the rose still tucked in the corner. “No real change yet.”


    “Slightly measureable. I didn’t expect much of a change with the weather so cold. I only stopped by because I was sent to check out another lost rose in Gap.”


    “That’s the only reason?”


    “Yes,” he said firmly.


    “Was it? A lost rose?”


    “No. It was an Albertine, a climber. Old, but not so rare.” He turned and his elbow bumped the pot of a blooming yellow rose. He dipped his head to breathe in its scent and for a moment his face softened. “Magician. Known for its array of colors.”


    “Yes. One of my favorites.”


    “Magician,” he said, rolling the word around on his tongue. “My father always said—” Suddenly his lips clamped, his head came down with a snap, and he shot her a cautious sideward glance. Enjoyment fled his face. “I better finish this up and be on my way,” he mumbled, turning his attention to the mystery rose.


    She stood next to him. “What did your father used to say?”


    He crouched down and reached forward to drag the pot out. “Man! I don’t know why this pot is so heavy.”


    “And your father always said . . .”


    “He always said roses were nothing but fool’s gold,” he said softly, so quietly she barely heard him.


    Without thinking, she knelt beside him. She could see his hands were trembling a little. Sensing how hard it had been for him to admit such a thing, she wanted to reach out and touch his hand, hold it to her heart, but she didn’t dare. “Billy, you know that not all men are like your father and brothers. You know that.”


    He kept his eyes fixed on the rose. “What I know is that what my father thinks doesn’t matter anymore. And that’s why I want to spend my time doing what I love best—hunting down rare roses. Speaking of that, I’d better get back to work.” With a grunt, he hoisted the pot up onto the workbench.


    Slowly, she straightened, watching him. Though Billy tried to act nonchalant, something in his eyes—a glassy look—told Bess he was struggling with finding a way to overcome his prideful nature, a way to turn from the wrongs he’d been dealt and still maintain his self-respect as a man. “Did you know that Simon passed?”


    “Bertha’s brother?” He lifted his eyes momentarily and met hers self-consciously. “The one you gave your bone marrow to help cure?”


    “Yes, but he didn’t die of Hodgkin’s Disease. He had a heart attack, just like Mammi.”


    “How long ago?”


    “Over a year ago. Very sudden.” She picked up a gardening glove and ran her finger along the leather edge. “I was always sorry I hadn’t told him some important things before he passed. Things like . . . I had grown to care about him, as salty and blustery as he was. It was true. I even grew to love him, in a way. I meant to tell him. Seems like that’s something that should be told to a person, but . . . there was never a good time. I thought there was plenty of time for that conversation. But then . . . time ran out. It does, you know.”


    His eyes flicked to hers, then immediately away. “Are you telling me this because of my father? Because if you are, you can save your breath.”


    That sharp edge had returned to him. She wondered what to make of Billy Lapp, so disagreeable and cranky at times, so vulnerable and vague at others. She stood beside him as he studied the flower bud and scribbled down measurements, resisting the urge to seize his hand and press it to her cheek, to make him look at her, really look.


    He glanced out the window when he heard a buggy roll up the driveway to stop beside three parked buggies, then another and another. A swarm of black-bonneted women spilled out of the buggies and made a beeline to the kitchen. “I’ll be on my way in a few minutes. Looks like you’ve got a quilting bee going on.”


    “No. Not a quilting bee.” She swallowed, her breath shallow and quick. “They’re here to help with the wedding.”


    The pencil in Billy’s hand stilled for one brief second, then he carried on.


    “Tomorrow. I’m to marry Amos tomorrow.”


    “Well, congratulations to you both.”


    Their eyes met, spoke silently. You don’t mean that, Bess thought. You just can’t let down your defenses.


    “Tell me one thing. How long after I left did Amos start to court you?”


    “What? Why should that matter?”


    His voice was throaty. “How long?”


    “We started courting two years ago.”


    “So at least he waited . . .” He shook his head, looked away.


    She tugged at his elbow to make him look at her. What exactly did he mean by that? “Waited? For what?”


    “To make sure I wasn’t coming back.”


    “But you did come back.”


    He spun toward her and pointed at her with his pencil. “No. No I didn’t. I’ve told you that. I’m here to identify this rose. That’s all.”


    “That’s all? No other reason?” Her eyes were wide and serious. “Is there, Billy? Any reason I shouldn’t marry Amos?” she asked at last. She meant for her voice to ring out, but it emerged as a whisper. She held her breath. Everything hung on this moment—her future, Amos’s, Billy’s.


    His brows furrowed in stern reproof as he stared at her from beneath the brim of his black felt hat. When he spoke, his voice was flat and crisp, cracking at the edges. “None. None at all.”


    She saw how fast he was breathing. She saw him fight with himself. She felt threatened by tears, and she swallowed fiercely to drive them back. Her cheeks burned, and her throat felt parched. Everything in her rushed toward him in a silent plea: You stubborn, stupid, prideful man! Can’t you tell what’s in my heart?


    His eyes darted around the greenhouse as if seeking an escape, swept back to hers, then abruptly, he turned his attention to the workbench. To the rose. The light coming through the greenhouse ceiling played on and off the leaves of the rose like sun upon waves.


    “Thank you for telling me, Billy,” she offered softly, then, discomposed, swung away toward the door of the greenhouse.
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    Billy didn’t need to turn around to know Bess had left, just as he knew when she had entered the greenhouse. His body seemed to have developed sensors that went on alert whenever she approached. In the silence that followed, the sensation withered, dulled, leaving him sitting on the wooden stool with a pencil gripped tightly in his hand, motionless. He turned his head, stared out across his right shoulder through the frosted window as Bess crossed the yard toward the house, head tucked down against the wind. Only when she had disappeared into the house did he release a rush of breath; his shoulders sagged, his eyes closed.


    He’d known it would come down to this, but he hadn’t expected it to hurt quite this much. He knew his words had hurt her. It was a lie that hurt him as badly as it hurt her. He saw the shock of rejection riffle across her face and steeled himself against rushing to her with an apology, taking her face between his hands and kissing her. But that wasn’t fair to her or to him. Or to Amos.


    He collected himself, exhaled deeply a number of times. It’s over. It’s got to be, because she doesn’t belong in my world any more than I belong in hers.


    He heaved an enormous sigh, dropped his hands, lifted his head, and got back to work. He finished measuring the rosebud, put his tools into his backpack, replaced the heavy rose back in its corner, walked out of the greenhouse and down the driveway without looking back.


    For the rest of the day he felt out of sorts, crotchety and malcontent. That evening, back at College Station, he accepted Jill’s invitation to go out for a quick burger, but afterward, she looked vexed when he told her he needed to get back to work. “I thought you said this Stoney Ridge rose was no big deal.”


    “I never said, one way or the other.” He fished for a response. He didn’t want to lie, but he also didn’t want to let on that this rose could be a found. Hedging was his best bet. “As soon as the rose opens, I’ll be able to make a clear identification.”


    “I don’t believe you. Something happened.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You’ve changed.”


    “In what way?”


    “You seem distant. Preoccupied. Moody.” She scrutinized Billy’s face. “Did you meet someone?”


    Billy felt his jaw drop and snapped it shut. “No. Nothing like that.”


    “People have hardly seen you around the greenhouses this week. Everyone’s noticed.”


    The idea that his co-workers had noticed his absences bothered him. “Jill, you’re the one who sent me to Gap to check out that rose. Do you have any complaints about my work?”


    Slowly, she shook her head. “No, no. Your work is getting done, but I don’t see you doing it.”


    Billy’s stomach tightened like a fist. Had she seen George hanging around the greenhouse? He knew Jill would blow the whistle on the arrangement he’d made with the hobo. But from the look on her face, she didn’t seem to suspect anything. If she didn’t ask, Billy wasn’t saying, and he wasn’t staying. He rose to his feet. “I’ve been working late. In fact, I’m going there now. Need to check on those drought-resistant wheat seedlings. They’re at a delicate stage.” She didn’t buy that, and he didn’t really care. He just wanted to be back in the greenhouse, alone, where he could find peace.


    The moment he walked into the warm, woodsy-scented greenhouse, he heaved an enormous sigh, tossed his backpack on the ground, and leaned his palms against a shelf. Suddenly Billy’s life stretched out before him like a bleak, lonely purgatory. He hadn’t felt this low, this full of despair, since that hard time. That awful Christmas.


    He thought he had come so far from that day. He had diverted his pain into a kind of moat, buffering himself from despair. Rose rustling gave him a sense of purpose, a reason to get up each morning. His life held some meaning . . . and then this rose interrupted all that, reminding him of the life he’d lost. He felt like he’d climbed up a steep hill, only to slip near the summit and tumble back down again.


    He heard the click of the greenhouse door and barely stifled a groan when he saw George amble in.


    “What do you think?”


    “Of what?”


    George lifted an arm in a semicircle. “The pots. All rotated. And I swept the shelves clean.”


    Billy’s eyes took in the changes. He hadn’t even noticed the plants had been rotated from back to front, to allow for more sunlight, just as he had wanted them to be—though he didn’t remember leaving a note for George to do so. And the wooden slats that held the flats of seedlings were swept clean of dirt and leaves and debris. “It looks . . . great. Wow.” It was heavy, time-consuming work that must have taken him all day. “Really, really great.”


    George walked in and sat on the lone metal stool near the shelf that served as Billy’s desk, then reached for a book tucked against the edge. “I noticed this while I was cleaning up.” It was Billy’s Bible, one that Amos had left with him at the hospital. He made a show of brushing off dust from the top of the weathered Bible, hacking and coughing and choking.


    A smile tugged at the corner of Billy’s mouth. “I guess I haven’t read it much lately.”


    “Guess not,” George said, leafing through it. “But this is how to know God. As you read it, your heart burns within you. As Jesus said, ‘The Scriptures . . . testify of me.’ John, I believe.”


    Billy stared at him. That was the second time George quoted Scripture to him. “How well do you know the Bible?”


    “Not as well as some, better than others. Where I come from . . . well, it’d be like riding in a hot air balloon and reading a travel book with my head down instead of looking around.”


    Billy took off his coat and tossed it on the metal stool, trying to puzzle out George’s words. There was surely no knowing or understanding him. “Where in the world do you come from?”


    George’s face took on a look of longing. “Quite a distance, Billy Lapp.”


    “Oh. You mean, like, Texas?”


    George grinned. “Even farther away. Someday, I will take you there and show you around. Introduce you to my friends. They’d get a kick out of you.”


    Fat chance of that happening. Billy could just imagine the kind of place George came from. An empty railroad car, a highway underpass, a grimy soup kitchen.


    George’s eyes were on him, as if reading his thoughts. “So . . . since you seem to be back in Stoney Ridge pretty often, don’t you think it’s time to mend the rift with your family?”


    “Rift?” More like a yawning crevice.


    “No?” George scratched his head. “Isn’t there a rift?”


    “Do you realize you always answer a question with a question?”


    “Do I?” He seemed astounded by that. “So, isn’t there a rift?”


    Billy’s back stiffened, his shoulders tensed. Then, resigned, he felt the tension drain from him and he let out a puff of air. “Yeah. There is.”


    “What’s it going to take to get you back home?”


    Billy coughed a laugh. “Not gonna happen in this lifetime.”


    “Ah,” George voiced knowingly, “pride.” He leaned back so his elbows rested against the shelves. “So you’re just going to keep on living this solitary life, cut off from everyone you love. From your family. From your church. From Bess.”


    Billy’s mouth dropped. George was getting onto ground, in more ways than one, where he did not want to be. “Whoa right there,” he said testily. “I know for a fact that I never mentioned anything about Bess to you.”


    “You don’t have to. You turn into a bundle of raw nerves whenever you’ve been near Rose Hill Farm.” The greenhouse was warm and George unbuttoned his coat. “So are you ever going to let Bess off the hook?”


    “Let her off the hook?” Billy was getting steamed. “Bess overheard my brother say I was seen with my old girlfriend and she jumped to the conclusion that I was cheating on her.”


    “And you weren’t trying to be the big hero to your old girlfriend?”


    Billy fit the edges of his teeth together and said nothing. He was incensed. Incensed and guilty. He had enjoyed the feeling of saving the day for Betsy Mast. She was desperate and needed cash, and it made him feel wonderful that she had sought him out for help. But it didn’t mean he was two-timing Bess. He wasn’t.


    George the hobo was getting downright annoying. Billy turned back to the makeshift desk. As calmly as a frustrated man could, he pointed out to George that there was work to be done in the greenhouse. “You work for me, remember? You forgot to move those orchids on the lower shelf. I want them moved up a row. They’re not getting enough light.” He put on his work gloves and busied himself with an ailing potted rhododendron.


    “Bess is only human, Billy. Everybody makes mistakes.” But when Billy didn’t respond, George moved quietly to the far end of the cylinder greenhouse, shifting delicate orchids from the lower shelf to the high one.


    Blast it all! Billy tried to ignore George’s comments, but they kept intruding in his thoughts. That old hobo had a way of rubbing salt in a wound. And yet he couldn’t deny that George’s insights were spot-on. About living a solitary life. About missing his family, his church. About Bess.


    Tomorrow she was going to marry Amos. Knowing it was about to happen and he couldn’t, shouldn’t do anything about it—it upset him to the core.


    He thought about whether he should have told her that he still cared for her, but what would that prove? She didn’t love him. If she had, she wouldn’t have let him down when he needed her the most. His life had lost value in the moment when Bess looked at him with doubt in her eyes. When would he learn?


    Why? Why? What did he lack? What more must he prove?


    Grow up, Lapp. When are you gonna realize that you’re alone in this world? Nobody fought for you then, nobody’ll fight for you now, so give it up.


    George must have come up the aisle when Billy wasn’t paying attention, because suddenly he was on the stool, sipping coffee, reading aloud from Billy’s dusty Bible: “‘Then they cry unto the LORD in their trouble, and he bringeth them out of their distresses.’”


    Slowly, Billy straightened up and watched George—irritated at first, then calmer as he listened to the words, and, finally, a conviction from the words read aloud. It had been so long since Billy had dared have faith, and even then what good had come of it?


    “‘He maketh the storm a calm, so that the waves thereof are still.’”


    Dare he trust it?


    “‘Then are they glad because they be quiet; so he bringeth them unto their desired haven.’”


    What was Billy’s desired haven? Where was it? This greenhouse. Any greenhouse. It was his safe haven. But was that enough?


    What about someone to love? A family to care about, to be cared for? Why was such a haven denied to him?


    George read the last few lines of the psalm, closed the book and then his eyes, reverently.


    Billy turned away from George, feeling hard again.


    “Billy, do you know much about the Pharisees?”


    “A little. They were around in Jesus’s time.”


    “They knew their Scripture. They knew their laws.”


    Billy looked up at George. “Maybe they were just trying to do what was right.”


    “Perhaps. They were certainly trying to please God. But they ended up smothering the Word of God with all their unbiblical traditions.”


    Billy wasn’t sure where George’s peculiar line of thinking was wandering to in this conversation. “Half the time I don’t know what you’re getting at.”


    George smiled. “The Pharisees tried to obey the law. They thought they were pleasing God, but in their efforts, they forgot the most important thing.”


    “Which was . . . ?”


    “Loving God, loving others.” George folded his arms across his chest. He stared at Billy a moment in that intense way of his, with his hand still on his Bible. In a quiet but firm voice, he added, “Billy, has it occurred to you that you’ve forgotten how to love your father?”


    Billy stilled, deeply indignant though he tried not to show it. “Me? I didn’t do anything wrong.”


    George reached into a box of crackers that Billy had left on the shelf. “Mind if I have one?”


    “Help yourself.”


    “You might not have done anything wrong, but you didn’t really do anything right, either.” George chewed a few crackers with a thoughtful look on his face. “These need more salt. Speaking of salt . . . how are you going to be salt to your family when you’re hiding away in a greenhouse in College Station? By staying away like you’ve done, you’ve only made things worse for your father. He has no one to pull him up. You might be standing on principle, but you’re all alone.”


    “I’m not hiding away,” Billy growled. “You’re forgetting that my father didn’t care whether I stayed or left.”


    “I’m not forgetting. But things aren’t always what they seem. Your father needs you, Billy. He needs God even more. Be the son he needs you to be.”


    Billy’s heart was pounding so hard, he clapped a hand to his chest to try to calm it. “So you think I’m a Pharisee? Me? All rules and no love?”


    “When those rules didn’t work for you, you tossed everything out the window, along with the most important things in life. About faith in God, about love, about forgiveness.”


    Furious now, Billy practically spat out the words. “You have no idea what it was like to be a child in that home. With him for a father.”


    Unruffled, George said, “You’re not a child anymore.”


    Billy’s throat went dry, resentment twisted his gut. The effort of revealing himself was mighty, and he felt a wave of fatigue. His gaze jumped to George, who stared back in earnest. When he spoke, his voice had a raspy, sharp edge. “It’s been a long day. I think I want to be alone.”


    “Understood.” George glanced at the clock on Billy’s shelf. “It’s that late already? I’m not good with time. It always seems to be running out.” Slowly, he rose to his feet. “Thankfully, it’s never too late to find your way back to God. He is faithful even when you are not. ‘Then they cry unto the LORD in their trouble, and he bringeth them out of their distresses.’” He walked to the end of the greenhouse and put his hand on the door. “Go see your father, Billy. Don’t wait. There’s a lot at stake here.”


    As the door closed behind Billy, he mulled over George’s final words. What did that mean—a lot at stake? What was he trying to say? He jerked his jacket from the chair and shrugged it on, then hurried to catch up with George. But when he got outside, the hobo had disappeared into the dark night.


    Later, Billy sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands, his shoulders hunched, heavy with loss. He felt haunted by George’s accusation, yet unable to act on it.


    He flopped back, eyes closed, arms outflung. As he lay flat on his back staring at the ceiling, he pictured Bess in her blue wedding dress, next to Amos, dressed in his new black Mutza coat, standing together in front of the bishop. The thought made him miserable. All at once, he fiercely missed the life he could’ve—should’ve—had. He ended up rolling to his stomach, punching down his pillow, wishing for sleep to clear his mind of forbidden wishes.
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    In less than fifteen minutes, Bess was going to become Mrs. Amos Lapp. A bead of sweat rolled down her neck and continued down between her shoulder blades, making her squirm. She had twisted the ends of her freshly starched apron so much that the edges were curled. She glanced across the room to Amos and wondered what was running through his mind. His chin rested on his chest; he looked like he was praying. Then he must have sensed she was looking at him, because he lifted his head and caught her eye, giving her a reassuring smile. She tried to smile in return but felt it came out all wrong. He was such a fine man. A wonderful man. It was good she was marrying him. Everyone said so.


    And then the bishop called her name. Bess took a deep breath, rose to her feet, wondered if her shaky knees might go out right under her, and walked up to join Amos. She kept her eyes on the steps in front of her, trying to keep one foot in front of the other. She didn’t dare look up at Amos. If she did, she thought she might faint.


    She had been doing fine, just fine, well, somewhat fine, until she and Amos had been taken into a room with the ministers while the guests were singing hymns. The ministers asked if Bess and Amos were ready to take this important step of marriage. Amos readily answered yes and looked at Bess with such hope and happiness on his face. She whispered yes. Then one of the ministers—she didn’t even remember which one—started to describe some details about the marriage bed. He explained a woman’s monthly cycle to Amos, instructed them both to abstain from the marital act for three days after today’s wedding, according to the book of Tobias, so that their marriage would be blessed. Amos, whose face was beet red, kept his eyes on the tips of his shoes.


    No wonder the bride and the groom always emerged from this ministers’ conversation looking like singed cats. It was a birds-and-bees lecture given by graybeards, condensed into ten minutes. And it was mortifying!


    As they returned to the crowded living room, the awful reality hit Bess full force. She felt pinned in place, queasy under the gaze of so many observers. She pressed her fist to her lips after getting an awful feeling that her breakfast might reappear. The burn mark in her dress felt like it was searing her. Her prayer cap tilting. Her head splitting.


    She had imagined herself making a life with Amos, imagined sitting together at the table each evening to talk over the day and plan the next day. She could imagine catching his eye during the preaching and sharing a smile. She could imagine working the fields beside him at Windmill Farm, and picking apples or peaches on drooping branches in those orchards his grandfather had planted long ago. Picnics at Blue Lake Pond on summer days, holidays celebrated with the Lapps’ large, extended family.


    But when she tried to imagine going into the bedroom with him and undressing for him, to “enjoy her moments” as Lainey had said—though she had no direct knowledge of such couplings—the man’s face with whom she imagined enjoying her moments belonged to Billy Lapp.


    She had to take a deep breath to ease the pressure growing in her chest. At that moment a pain grabbed her gut, but she wished it away, telling herself it was only nerves.


    She wished the bishop would stop talking. Stop him somehow! Stop him! But she didn’t know how.


    And now because she had made a promise to Amos, she was going to go through with the marriage. For the rest of her earthly life.


    The bishop began to speak, stressing the importance of these vows. “They are not only vows between the two of you, but before God.”


    For a moment Bess closed her eyes, gulping, unable to swallow the lump of fear that suddenly congealed in her throat. Her knees were a pair of jellies. It was all happening so fast!


    And that was when Bess felt a loud whooshing sound in her head, so loud she barely heard the rest of Caleb Zook’s words. She saw Amos’s mouth move, answering Caleb’s questions, then she saw both Caleb and Amos look at her, a question on their face. Waiting, waiting, waiting . . .


    The tension built and Bess felt like the rope in a tug-of-war. She felt light-headed and nauseated and removed from herself.


    “Bess?” Caleb repeated. “Do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”


    The pain in her gut wrenched her again, higher up this time, and she winced. She looked at Amos—dear, kind Amos, and then at Caleb—fine, noble Caleb. And then she pulled the apron up over her head and said, “I can’t! I just can’t!” She turned and fled to her room.


    [image: divider]


    Bess sat on the edge of her bed, crying softly. For the longest time, there was only silence down below, but now she heard the voice of Caleb Zook begin to quietly read Scripture. She wished everyone would go home and let her be alone, but she knew that no one would leave until it was clear there wasn’t going to be a wedding today. And there wasn’t. Not today, anyway. She needed time to think.


    And then she groaned. Everyone loved the wedding feast. She knew no one would leave, wedding or not, without being fed. It wasn’t the Plain way to let food go to waste, whether the bride was upstairs crying into her pillow or not.


    A gentle knock came at the door.


    “Yes?” she answered weakly, thinking Lainey had been sent up to talk to her and find out what in the world had happened to her.


    What in the world had happened?


    Amos poked his head in—thoughtful, considerate Amos. “Are you all right?”


    She had no explanation for him, no soothing response. “Not exactly.” She wanted to be left alone. But she was terrified of being left alone. Her legs felt like they were shackled. Standing up was an enormous effort. “Is everyone waiting for me?”


    “Yes. Can I do anything for you?”


    “I’m afraid the offal I had for breakfast already did it.”


    “So then . . . you’re sick?”


    Bess’s heart seemed to drop to the pit of her stomach. Her eyes met his directly as she wondered exactly what it was he was asking. But seeing the intensity there, the determination, she dropped her gaze to his chest, and she didn’t know how to answer. She drew a deep lungful of air. “I don’t feel at all well” and that was the truth. Bess watched as Amos grasped the back of his neck with one hand and dropped his chin onto his chest.


    Their gazes met momentarily. They searched for something to say, something to do, but there was only one thing to do.


    His voice was low and sure, easing her. “I’m going down to tell people that you’re not feeling well. Will you be okay?”


    Okay? she thought.


    The silence between them was unbearable to her. She looked at him, and he looked back without turning away, his eyes clear and sad. She searched them for something: reprieve, forgiveness, love? She wasn’t sure.


    Amos took a step toward the open door, halted, drew a deep breath, then spun and clasped her against his chest so hard, the breath swooshed from her lungs. Then he released her and went down the stairs to tell the guests the wedding had to be postponed.


    As she heard his footsteps descend down the stairs, Caleb’s voice stilled. She knew what was transpiring, as sure as if she were observing it. Every face—each one dear and loved, was turned to Amos for an explanation. Then she heard his baritone voice explain that Bess had become ill—something she had eaten—and needed rest. The tears she had been trying to hold back became a deluge. Without warning, she was overcome and dropped her face into both palms while sobs jerked her shoulders.


    The day had left her tired and miserable.
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    Amos took a big breath of air before he reached the bottom step. As he walked into the living room, he sensed people leaning back in their chairs as if to give him a respectful distance, watching as he made his way toward the center of the room. He did his best to wave off concerns about him and Bess, assuring people that the reason she didn’t go through with the wedding was that she hadn’t been feeling well.


    He even sat down to eat the wedding lunch, a meal he normally found so palatable, now turned tasteless. When Edith Stoltzfus refilled his glass of water and said in a loud voice, “Better now than tomorrow,” Amos reeled to his feet, suddenly in a hurry to get away and sort out his thoughts. He made up a lame excuse about needing to check on a horse, fooling no one, and hurried to the pasture where the buggy horses stood in the cold. They lifted their heads as he neared them, but he walked straight past them, behind the barn, then broke into a run and took off through the fields. He heard the crunch of frozen snow in spots beneath his feet, saw the startled look on a pair of grazing deer as he ran past them, scattered a flock of wild turkeys.


    On any other day, he would have stopped and carefully observed signs of wildlife. This wasn’t any other day and he just kept running and running. Near the top of a small hill, he plopped down and sat on a rock, drawing deep breaths, as if recovering from having the wind knocked out of him.


    But then, he did have the wind knocked out of him. By this time today, he thought he would be married, sharing the wedding meal with his beloved bride, his Bess. Instead, he didn’t know where their relationship stood. Was it over? Was it on hold?


    He vehemently disagreed with Edith’s words: “Better now than tomorrow.” She made it sound as if there would be no tomorrow for him and Bess, and he refused to believe that could be true. He loved Bess and he believed she loved him.


    But had she ever said as much? Whenever he told her he loved her, she responded with a kiss or a squeeze of his hand. He took such an act as love.


    They had planned their wedding together—deciding which friends would act as attendants, where each would sit for the wedding meal. She had seemed pleased with the pale blue paint color for the apartment over the garage at Windmill Farm—their future home as newlyweds. Everything was going as planned . . . until Billy Lapp returned.


    Billy Lapp.


    Down through Amos’s memory drifted his own voice, when he had first told Bess he loved her and wanted to marry her. “We could live in the apartment over the garage at Windmill Farm. You could grow your roses in the gardens.”


    And Bess, hesitating. “Amos . . . I’m very fond of you . . . but—”


    “What if he never comes back?” Billy, he meant.


    Then Bess again, choosing as she always chose. “I want to give him a little more time. Please try and understand.”


    And Amos, wishing that Bess would long for him the way she longed for Billy.


    Was history repeating itself? Was it happening all over again?


    He felt a wary stiffness about his shoulders, as if he’d already guessed.


    Oh Lord, why did Billy Lapp have to come back? Why now? Then . . . What am I saying? What am I thinking? He was a friend he loved. A cousin. Nearly a brother.


    He felt tired, and in many ways, he felt defeated, but he was still himself, Amos Lapp, so he went back to Rose Hill Farm to face his friends and neighbors. With a hope that Bess might come downstairs to seek him out.
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    The next day, Friday, midmorning, Billy stormed up the driveway of Rose Hill Farm and marched into the barn where Frieda stood in the cross ties as Bess brushed her down. “Tell me you didn’t do it. Tell me you didn’t leave Amos standing at the altar!”


    Bess blinked and looked again and it was still him. “Who told you?”


    “Maggie.” He frowned, hands on his hips. Maggie had actually called the Extension office and left a message for Billy: Billy Lapp! Bess left Amos at the altar. Come quick! “Is it true?”


    She didn’t stop brushing the horse’s long neck. “Maggie always tells the truth, even though no one ever believes her.”


    Billy dropped his head. “Why would you do such a thing?” He kicked a bucket so hard that Frieda skittered. The old horse’s ears sharpened to a point.


    Bess paused and dipped her head. “I . . . don’t know. Everyone thought I was sick, even Dad and Lainey. But the truth is that I just . . . panicked. I couldn’t go through with it.”


    “Amos is as good a man as ever lived and better than most. The best.”


    “I know he is.”


    “You’ll never do any better than him.”


    Their gazes met momentarily. Her eyes were so sincere and her mouth trembled as she stood a heartbeat away. Once again he was assaulted by a sense of things missed, a yearning, a desire to reach out and touch her, to hold her close to him. When her gaze dropped to his lips, his pulse beat thudded out a warning.


    He took a careful step back and pointed at her. “No. No way. Don’t even start thinking that you can bat your big blue eyes at me and I’ll buckle. It’s too late for us, Bess.”


    Her chin snapped up at the tenor in his voice. “What did I do?” she demanded angrily. “What did I do to ruin our friendship?”


    His jaw bulged. He glared straight ahead. Finally he bit out, “Nothing. You didn’t do a thing. Not a thing. Not a blessed thing.”


    Bess unhooked Frieda from the cross ties and led her into the stall, then swung the door shut behind the horse and latched the hook. She walked up to Billy. Her breath came in quick, driving beats. “Billy, why do you fight it?”


    His throat seemed to close. “I don’t know.” Yes you do, Lapp, he thought. Everything hung too heavy and silent between them. He slipped his hands into his coat pockets and did his best to look platonic.


    “Is it so hard to admit that you care about someone?” she questioned softly. “Would that be so terrible?”


    “It’s not going to happen, Bess. You and I . . . it’s never going to happen.” His voice was husky, gruff, as if the effort of expressing deep emotion snagged his words like barbs on wire.


    She reached for his left hand and turned it over, caressing it softly, drawing her finger lightly over his scar.


    For a moment he found it impossible to move. He closed his eyes to gain control, then jerked back and pulled his hand out of her grasp. “Bess, don’t.” He stepped away from her. “Go back to Amos. Make things right between you. He deserves that much.”


    She let out a puff of air. “He does. That’s true.” She looked away.


    He gave her a hard, thoughtful stare, then grabbed her shoulders to make her face him. “Don’t throw away your future.”


    Bess shrugged his hands off her shoulders and took a step backward. “I think that I just had a hope for a different future.”


    She turned to head out of the barn, and the door slammed abruptly, leaving an absence so profound it seemed to swallow Billy.
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    Halfway to the farmhouse, Bess stopped and tipped her chin to the sky. Gusting winds had swept away gray clouds, leaving a wide swath of brilliant blue that was almost piercing. Her cheeks tingled, and then her eyes, and she knew tears weren’t far behind.


    It was partially, if not entirely, her fault that Billy left Stoney Ridge the way he did. When his brothers had insinuated that something was stirring between him and Betsy Mast, he had looked to Bess and saw that she doubted him, his honesty and integrity. It had lasted only a matter of seconds, but that’s all it had taken to turn Billy icy. She had seen and felt his withdrawal like a cold slap in the face. That look on her face was the final straw for him. Billy left Stoney Ridge without a glance back.


    She had known before he had reached the road that she had made one of the gravest mistakes in her life. She and Amos set out to find him, but every hunch, every lead, was a dead end. It was easier to find Betsy Mast living in Lebanon with her new boyfriend than it was Billy, and Betsy had no clue about Billy’s whereabouts. It was as if Billy didn’t want to be found.


    She could well imagine what he must have suffered after he left; loneliness and desperation sharper than physical pain. A vision of that scar on his wrist brought on a wave of nausea. She had only herself to blame.


    She would be expected inside soon, but first she needed to calm herself with sensible thoughts. She could hear her grandmother’s husky voice, “Mer muss es nemme wie’s gemehnt is.” Take things as they are meant to be. But how was this situation meant to be? A sudden wind made her shiver, so she took in a deep breath, then dipped her head and hurried across the yard to the kitchen door.


    Silence fell in the kitchen as Bess walked inside and hung her coat and mittens on the wall peg. She knew that Lainey and her dad, seated at the kitchen table, had been talking about her. About the wedding. About the non-wedding.


    Yesterday, they had been gracious to her, giving her plenty of space and time alone. Now and then, Lainey checked on Bess, brought her a plate of food that remained untouched on her dresser, but never questioned why she acted like a silly fool and ran away in the middle of the wedding ceremony.


    But that was yesterday. Today, they wanted answers. Her father sat at the kitchen table, a half-empty mug of coffee in his hands and an open newspaper fanning across the table. He looked up when she came inside. Lainey was washing breakfast dishes at the sink, the little girls played with tin measuring cups at her feet. Bess could feel their eyes on her as she crossed the kitchen to fill a mug with hot water from the teapot on the stove and add a tea bag. She’d just as soon get this conversation over with.


    Tea bag infused, she turned to face her dad.


    “You’re feeling better today?” he asked.


    The sight of her dad’s dark eyes, brows knitted with concern, nearly overwhelmed her. Against her will, tears sprang up again. “Much better.” She went to the table to sit down, and blew on her tea, then swallowed, buying time until she felt her emotions were under control. “Dad, I’m sorry. For all the work you and Lainey did to prepare Rose Hill Farm for the wedding. For all the cooking done by the relatives. For the benches that were brought in.” They were still all over the living room. “I am . . . so sorry.”


    He reached a hand out to cover hers, warmed from his coffee mug. “You don’t need to apologize for anything.”


    “All those people watching me . . . I . . . panicked.”


    Her father nodded, understanding. “I just wondered if . . .” His voice drizzled off and he exchanged a look with Lainey.


    “You wondered what?”


    “Was your panic really because of nerves?”


    She bit her lip. “I think so.” I hope so. “Amos and I, we’ll set another date soon. I’ll make it through the next wedding.”


    Lainey came to the table and sat down. “Bess, maybe you should hold off on setting a date. Take a little time to think it over. Be absolutely sure you and Amos are meant for each other.”


    Bess gave her a shaky smile. “There’s nothing more to think about. I just felt overwhelmed. You know how I can be. Next time I’ll know what to expect.” Her fingers were curling the edge of her apron. “At least I’ll be able to fix that iron mark on the dress. I’ll have to buy more fabric.” She let out a half moan and clapped her hands on her cheeks. “Everyone must have seen that burn mark when I pulled my apron over my head.”


    “No one noticed,” Lainey said. “Or if they did, no one commented.”


    “Just Edith Stoltzfus,” Jonah said with a grin. “She noticed and commented.”


    And with that, Lizzie bonked Christy on the head with a tin measuring cup. Christy screamed and pulled Lizzie’s hair, Lainey jumped up to quiet the ruckus, Jonah finished the last swallow of his coffee and left the chaos of the kitchen to flee to the barn, as men do. Bess let out a sigh of relief. Everything was back to normal.


    Everything except for her and Amos.
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    For the next few days, Amos stayed close to home, expecting Bess would come seek him out, explain what had happened during their wedding to cause her to panic, and set a new date. Hoping, hoping, hoping she would. But she didn’t.


    So he worked. And worked and worked. Sunup to sundown, he never stopped.


    The one who did come seek him out was Maggie Zook, fresh as a daisy from her nonworking days spent avoiding her father. She was worried about Amos, the way his mother was worried about him—but his mother understood what he was going through. Similar to him in temperament, she let him work out his conflicted feelings in peace. He knew Maggie wanted him to talk it out and share his feelings, but he’d never been good at that kind of thing.


    Maggie Zook, she was something else again. Forever babbling, bubbling. She sure didn’t know how to put a button on her lip. Spending time around her made him feel like he was bouncing from season to season: she was bright, bubbling spring, and he was deep winter.


    On Wednesday, Maggie stopped by Windmill Farm yet again and trailed along behind him as he did his barn chores. She was named well, he decided. A chattering magpie.


    He was cleaning the frog of a horse’s hoof in the middle of the barn, half listening, as Maggie stood nearby with her hands on her hips, loose strands of her curly brown hair tucked behind her ears, her glasses slipping to the end of her nose. “Do you think these glasses are too big for my face?”


    The question caught Amos by surprise and tipped up the corners of his lips. “They seem fine,” he answered quietly. He couldn’t imagine Maggie without her glasses.


    She had first starting wearing glasses when she was in second grade; Amos was in seventh grade. Amos remembered the morning when Maggie walked into school with her new glasses, passing them around for other girls to try on. All the girls went home that day squinting like newborn owls, insisting they couldn’t see well and needed spectacles. Suddenly, the Stoney Ridge optometrist had eight new customers—though, as it turned out, all the girls had perfect eyesight. What was it about Maggie that made everyone want to imitate her?


    “Amos, we need to do something to get your mind off your troubles.”


    We. He made note of her word choice but merely said with a hint of stubbornness in his tone, “My mind is on my work.” He hadn’t asked her opinion, but she was, with her usual exuberance, giving it to him anyway.


    “Well, didn’t you say you were out of liniment? Let’s get out of this stuffy barn and go down to the Hay & Grain. You need a change of scenery. I need some fresh air.”


    The horse did need liniment before he wrapped up her ankles. Why not? He threw the brush in the bucket. “Let’s go.”


    Ten minutes later, they were in the buggy heading into town. It was a sunny winter day, the air crisp and sharp. Maggie pointed out the winter birds in the trees—a red cardinal male, a pine siskin. “Look up there. Is that an American sparrow?”


    “Close. It’s a white-throated sparrow.”


    “Have you ever had a pine siskin eat out of your hands? I have. Twice.” Her eyes scrutinized each passing tree as the buggy rumbled down the road.


    A smile lifted the corner of his mouth at her delight in each bird sighting. Maggie’s face radiated more than the reflection of sun through the buggy windshield. She loved birds like he loved birds.


    With a slight movement of his hands, he steered the horse onto Main Street. As the buggy passed the Sweet Tooth Bakery, Maggie suddenly dove down, headfirst, just in case Dottie Stroot was gazing out the window. Amos laughed out loud at that. “Do you really think she cares, Maggie? She hires and fires girls on a regular basis.”


    But Maggie was still smarting from getting fired so unceremoniously and, he had just discovered this morning, the reason she was spending so much time at Windmill Farm was because she hadn’t gotten around to telling her father she’d been fired.


    “Soon,” she had promised Amos after she finally confessed the truth. “I’ll tell my dad about getting fired soon. As soon as he hires a teacher. Then, I’ll tell him.”


    Amused by Maggie’s situation, he realized he hadn’t felt that sharp ache about Bess in his heart for at least ten minutes. But after he bought the liniment at the Hay & Grain, he drove the buggy back down Main Street and saw Bess and Lainey and the two little girls head into the fabric store. He inhaled sharply, and Maggie gave his arm a reassuring squeeze, as if sensing how the sight of Bess shook him.


    He stopped his buggy next to the fabric store with a sinking heart. He had kept alive a small hope that Bess really was sick—that was why she ran upstairs during the service, that was why she hadn’t come to see him. As Bess scooped up the toddler in her arms to cross the street, she didn’t seem like someone who’d been recently ailing.


    He let out a puff of air. Should he go in and try to talk to her? He had questions to ask her and was getting tired of waiting. But he wasn’t good at talking deeply in the best of circumstances, and a fabric store filled with women seemed like the worst of circumstances.


    “Give her time,” said Maggie, who could evidently read minds. “She needs to sort a few things out.”


    For a moment neither of them moved. He felt rooted by surprise and curiosity about Maggie, as if he were seeing her in a new light.


    “Amos, come skating with me at Blue Lake Pond. Just for an hour or so. We don’t have to talk about Bess or Billy or the wedding. It would be good for you to take a break from too much serious thinking.” She swept a glance in the direction of the fabric store. “Your troubles will be here when you get back.”


    Slowly, he shook his head. “Not today.”


    “Tomorrow, then?”


    He flexed his gloved hands, picked up the reins, and shook them to get the horse moving again. “Maybe tomorrow.”


    Her dark eyes shone with delight. “Excellent. Tomorrow, then.” She hummed all the way home. One thing everyone knew about Maggie Zook: if she wasn’t talking, she was humming.
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    Billy waited a few days to return to Rose Hill Farm to check on the rosebud. He knew the rose wasn’t ready to open yet, and he wanted to speak to a few rosarians to learn more about old German roses. From one elderly man in Pittsburgh, he learned that of the eighteen hundred cultivars bred between the end of the nineteenth century and World War II, many were extinct. The rosarian hoped Billy might have stumbled onto one of those German roses, but Billy was confident the mystery rose dated earlier than the nineteenth century. He didn’t tell the rosarian that. Not yet.


    Mostly, though, the reason he stayed away from Rose Hill Farm was that he needed some emotional distance from Bess. As hard as he tried, she was rarely absent from his thoughts. He kept envisioning those blue eyes with those long blonde lashes, eyes that were incapable of concealing the truth.


    His curiosity about the rosebud finally won out and he was on the bus back to Stoney Ridge. Get in, check on the rose, get out; that was the plan. That girl had better stay away from the greenhouse.


    Bess did exactly that when he first arrived, but within the hour, she made an appearance. He was sitting on the wooden stool, studying the veining in the rose’s leaves and comparing them to some information he’d gathered from the database. He finished and sat back to study it, then felt eyes on him. He looked over his shoulder and there she stood, still as a statue by the door, hands clasped behind her back.


    His heart did a double take. His spine slowly straightened as he turned to face her.


    She remained motionless, hands still clasped behind her. “Am I interrupting you?” she asked meekly. Automatically, without thinking, she reached a hand out to snap off a fading white Popcorn bloom, a miniature rose that had just been developed a few years ago.


    Billy studied her awhile, a pencil in one hand and a book in the other. “Yes,” he replied and went back to work, poring over a chart of rose genealogies.


    She moved closer to him with careful, measured footsteps until she reached the workbench, where she stood in a pose of penitence. “Billy?” she said very quietly.


    “What?”


    “Won’t you at least talk to me?”


    Slowly he raised his eyes to look at her. The Popcorn rose bloom trembled in her hands. Tears shimmered on her lower eyelids.


    Of all the things he’d expected, this was the last. Did the woman not know what effect she had upon him? The sight of her made his heart quake and his belly tense. He swallowed twice; the lump of emotion felt like a wad of cotton batting going down.


    “I think I figured out why you’re so angry with me,” she said softly. “It finally dawned on me what you meant when you said I had done nothing to ruin our friendship. You meant nothing, didn’t you? You meant that because I didn’t say anything—at that moment—I ruined our friendship.”


    Billy just looked at her as she spoke, listening less to what she was saying than to how she was saying it.


    “Please forgive me.”


    He could have insisted there was nothing to forgive, but they both knew she had hurt him.


    For several inescapable seconds, while their hearts thundered, they stared at each other, hurting, fearful. Then she swallowed and dropped her hand. “It didn’t take me two minutes after you left to realize you would have told me if Betsy Mast was back in your life. You would never have kept that hidden from me. Not you.” The appeal in her voice was lost on him. He stubbornly continued his work. “Billy?”


    But the hurt within him was still too engulfing. So he returned in a cold, bitter voice, “Yeah, well, you were two minutes too late, Bess.” He tossed his pencil down and rose to his feet. “Do you know what it did to me when you looked at me that way, like I was some—some crummy two-timer?’


    “Why didn’t you tell me about Betsy asking you for money? Why didn’t you tell me what your brothers had been up to? If you had, it wouldn’t have come as such a shock to me that day. Everything happened so fast—you got a new buggy, your father and brothers arrived at Rose Hill Farm and found the box of collectibles in your buggy, and everyone was upset because one was missing . . . then . . . your brother said you had loaned money to Betsy Mast . . . and rather than explain anything, you just got on your high horse and left. You walked away. From everyone. Including me.”


    Abruptly, Billy swung around and confronted her with fists balled and veins standing out sharply on his neck. “I shouldn’t have had to tell you I wasn’t guilty. You should have known what kind of man I was. But I saw it in your eyes, Bess. I saw that flicker of doubt, so don’t deny it.”


    “I won’t,” she whispered, sounding ashamed. Then, a little bolder, she said, “But you should consider what it felt like on my end. I didn’t have any idea where you had gone. I kept thinking you’d come back, sooner or later, or would try to get in touch with me. Amos and I spent weeks, months, trying to locate you. Right around Christmas, someone told Amos where you were living east of Lancaster. He went to talk to you, to bring you home, but when he returned, he said you just wanted to be left alone. He said that if you wanted to come home, you would, but no one could force you to do something you didn’t want to do.”


    “That’s about right.” Billy swallowed and stared at the glass wall, feeling a clot of emotion fill his throat.


    “After that, I realized it was time to abandon hope of seeing you again. There was no mistaking the meaning of your silence.”


    “It doesn’t matter anymore. It doesn’t change anything. It’s all ancient history.”


    “You don’t mean that, Billy.”


    “Don’t I?” he shot back, telling himself to disregard the tears that made her wide blue eyes shimmer. He stood like a ramrod, too stubborn to take the one step necessary to end this standoff. “I’ll leave you to wonder, just like I felt after I left.”


    For the moment neither of them moved. He tried to tear his eyes from her, but it didn’t quite work. He realized one of them had to be sensible, and was the first to look away.


    “Well,” she said in a small, remorseful voice, “I am sorry, Billy.” She took a step closer. “I’ve wondered about one thing.”


    He kept his eyes on the graphs spread out on the workbench.


    “What do you think ever happened to the Santa Claus bank? To that collectible?”


    Most likely, his brothers sold it and wasted the money on liquor and ladies. Did it even matter anymore? “Like I said, it’s ancient history. The only question I want answered is about the identity of this rose. Are you absolutely sure you don’t remember anything about this rose? Anything your grandmother might have said about it?” He studied her face carefully, increasingly convinced by the way she avoided his eyes that there was something she wasn’t telling him. He pointed a finger at her. “Bess, I want the truth. I’ve asked you before and you act slippery. Cagey, just like your grandmother. What do you know about this rose?”


    She looked down at her hands, then drew a breath as if to say something more, but didn’t.


    “Bess. If there’s something you know about this rose, you need to tell me.”


    “I vaguely remember something about a special old rose, but I can’t know for sure if it was this rose. Mammi had so many special roses.”


    “I heard all that before. Tell me what you do know.”


    “It’s a long story.”


    “I want to hear this.” He patted the wooden stool. “Sit. And talk.”


    “It goes back to that autumn after my grandfather passed and I was staying with my grandmother for an extra week to help her adjust. A week turned into a month, and there was still no discussion of me returning to Ohio . . .”


    ———


    Late October 1969, an overcast, dismal day. Bess and her grandmother were crossing Main Street in downtown Stoney Ridge just as a pickup truck rounded the corner. Mammi jammed her fists on her deluxe-sized hips and planted herself in the middle of the road. The driver had to veer wildly to avoid hitting her and ended up swerving his truck far to the right, then jerking to the left to miss a telephone pole, before he ran his truck off the road and came to a stop.


    The driver climbed out of the truck, beside himself in outrage.


    You’d never seen a more surprised look on Mammi. “Well, skin me for a polecat,” she said, thunderstruck. “If it isn’t Charlie Oakley.”


    He threw his cap on the ground. “Look what you’ve done now, Bertha Riehl!”


    “Me? You’re the one who nearly ran over a poor, defenseless little child.” Mammi pulled Bess in front of her to prove the point. “You never did know how to drive a straight line.”


    Charlie Oakley was the bane of Mammi’s existence. He seemed like a harmless old man, with bib overalls over a graying T-shirt. But Mammi had warned Bess not to be fooled by Charlie’s stature. He called himself a grower and Mammi called him “a fellow who didn’t know the difference between thine and mine.” He had a reputation for sneaking into people’s yards to dig up valuable perennials from their gardens and selling them to unsuspecting nurseries. He had made a serious mistake when he slipped onto Rose Hill Farm under the dark of night and made off with Mammi’s Most Special Rose. Yesterday, she had discovered the disappearance of her rose and it lit a fire under her.


    Charlie unlatched the tailgate of his pickup truck and climbed up. He uprighted a few boxes, then finally shook his head, furious with Mammi. “I’m supposed to get these over to a fellow in Lancaster by five p.m. or I don’t get paid. I gotta call him.”


    Mammi had her nose in the back of the truck. She hitched a leg up on the tailgate of the truck. “Give me a boost, Bess.”


    It was slow going. Bess huffed and puffed and pushed until Mammi heaved herself up onto the bed of the truck.


    All the while, an agitated Charlie sputtered and complained, pointing a long finger at her. “You stay out of my merchandise, Bertha Riehl.”


    For her part, Mammi didn’t seem to be paying any attention to Charlie Oakley’s travails as she peered into boxes. “You got something to hide?”


    Charlie’s face grew red. “You just leave my merchandise alone. I’ve a mind to sue you for jaywalking.”


    She reached down and picked up a box thrown on its side, then opened it up to look closely inside. “Now, Charlie, even you wouldn’t be mean enough to sue a poor little widder lady.”


    Charlie started to sputter again and Mammi told him to simmer down, that she’d find a way to get his truck out of the ditch for him. “Bess, go run to the Sweet Tooth Bakery and ask Dottie Stroot to call Caleb Zook. You remember him—he’s the one who buried my Samuel. He won’t mind helping and he doesn’t live too far. New ministers love jobs like this. Tell him to bring a good horse or two, and rope. Lots of rope. Take this reckless driver down to the bakery with you. He can use the phone there.”


    “Reckless? Reckless!” Charlie’s jaw started flapping.


    “You run along, Bess,” Mammi said, ignoring him. Charlie eased himself off the back of the truck and followed behind Bess.


    Dottie Stroot was extremely annoyed that Bess didn’t intend to buy anything from the bakery. When she heard Bertha Riehl had sent Bess to make a phone call, the news practically sent her through the roof. “That woman!” She pursed her lips like a dried berry and finally relented after Charlie exclaimed his very livelihood was in jeopardy if he didn’t get to Lancaster by five o’clock. Plus he bought a bag of day-old pastries.


    By the time Bess and Charlie Oakley returned to the crime scene, Mammi was resting on a sidewalk bench. She supervised from afar as Charlie and Bess set to work to get the boxes turned right side up in the bed of the truck. They were nearly done by the time they heard a familiar clopping of hooves and jangles of harness, and there was Caleb Zook in a wagon behind two enormous horses with hooves the size of dinner plates.


    Caleb Zook laughed as Bess studied the horses’ big heads. “They’re called Percherons. My wife Jorie breeds them. They’re stronger than a tow truck.”


    Bess and Bertha stood out of the way as Caleb tied ropes to the truck’s back bumper and attached the ropes to the horses’ harnesses. “Pull,” Caleb called to the horses. Bess was fascinated to see the way their nostrils flared as they strained to pull, pull, pull. Little by little, the truck was pulled out of the ditch.


    Satisfied that there wasn’t any damage to his truck, Charlie thanked Caleb, scowled at Mammi, and hopped into his truck to speed off to Lancaster.


    “Well, Bertha,” Caleb said, “that’s that. Do you need a ride home?”


    “We’ll take you up on that,” Mammi said. “I’m so worn out from helping Charlie Oakley that I want to fold up like an empty feed sack.”


    Bess scrambled into the back of the wagon as Caleb heaved and hoisted Mammi into the passenger seat. Slow going for him too, Bess noticed. As he led the horses down Stoney Leaf Drive, he asked Bess how long she planned to stay in Stoney Ridge.


    “Just a little longer,” Mammi answered for her.


    “Where’s Jonah?” Caleb asked.


    “He went home after the funeral. Had to work. Plus, too many memories for Jonah in Stoney Ridge. Bess is staying on to help me in my time of sorrow.”


    Caleb glanced over at Bertha. Bess wondered if he was thinking the same thing she was: Mammi didn’t seem to be a woman who needed much coddling, newly widowed or not.


    Later that night, Mammi could hardly get through her chores for her haste. She had two pans in the kitchen sink, one of suds, one to rinse. She washed, Bess dried, and she was hurrying her along.


    “Mammi, where are we going?”


    “Got an errand. Bundle up. It’s a brisk night.”


    By then Bess knew she was in for something.


    Mammi hurried into the barn and reappeared a moment later, pulling the reins of Frieda, the buggy horse. In the blink of an eye, she hooked Frieda’s traces to the buggy shafts and away they went down Stoney Leaf Drive, heading toward town a few miles away, on a moonless autumn night. When they reached the ditch where the truck had swerved, Mammi pointed with a flashlight to something large under a tree. “There it is.”


    “A box?” Bess said, confused. “Did Charlie Oakley forget a box?” Understanding dawned on her. “You knew! You put it there! While I was making the phone call to Caleb Zook at the Sweet Tooth Bakery . . . you hid this box!”


    “Nonsense. Charlie Oakley forgot it. He was in such a blamed hurry to get to Lancaster by five o’clock to collect his money. No wonder he practically ran us down.” She pointed the beam of the flashlight at the box. “Go on.”


    “Me?” Bess’s voice came out in a squeak. Of course, me. She carefully made her way down the ditch toward the tree on the other side. She picked up the box and climbed back to where her grandmother sat in the buggy.


    “Mammi, isn’t it stealing?” Bess said as she set the box on the floor of the buggy.


    Mammi was dumbfounded. “Charlie Oakley’s done the stealing. We’re putting things back where they belong.”


    They’d barely gotten back home and Frieda in her stall when Mammi pulled out her flower books and started to hunt for rare roses. “What kind of rose is it?” Bess asked.


    “It looks like the rose my great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother brought over from the Old Country, her most treasured possession, and planted in the side yard—until it went missing. I trimmed it a few weeks ago. I was so busy tending Samuel that I didn’t notice until yesterday.”


    “Was it a special rose?”


    “Very.” She fingered her chins thoughtfully. “The most special one of all.”


    Bess yawned. “I’ve got the wearies.” Mammi was muttering away about the rose—so absorbed that she hardly noticed Bess was heading to bed. At the bottom of the stairwell, she turned to say good night, smiling at the details about the rose that Mammi was listing aloud—almost like ingredients to bake a cake. “Good night.”


    Mammi waved her away. “Don’t interrupt my strain of thought.”


    “Train,” Bess corrected, but Mammi wasn’t listening. While it might have been true that her grandmother didn’t need much coddling in her new widowhood, it was the first time she had seen a bounce in her step since her grandfather’s funeral.


    ———


    As Bess told Billy the story, he listened, amazed. He rubbed his jaw, looking at the rose. “Do you think this could be the rose she was talking about? The most special rose of all?”


    “I don’t know for sure. I really don’t.”


    “Don’t you remember what she called it? What class it might belong to? Or anything about the bloom? Single or double petals? Any clue to help identify the rose. Any clue at all.”


    Bess shook her head. “Billy, I was only twelve and I didn’t love roses yet. That didn’t happen until the summer I was fifteen.”


    He remembered. “What about the color of the bloom?”


    She bit her lip and he had trouble keeping his eyes from wandering there. “I’m pretty sure the rose wasn’t in bloom. It looked pretty sickly.”


    “Okay, okay—that actually helps.” He pressed his fingertips together. “Let’s see—this was late October. That means it probably wouldn’t have been a repeat blooming bush, which means it isn’t a modern rose. So that definitely rules out the China roses.” He loved this. Loved it. Rose rustling was like detective work—tracking clues, narrowing down the field, creating a hypothesis, drawing a conclusion. “Didn’t Bertha keep any records?”


    “No.” Bess tapped her head. “She kept her rose knowledge up here.”


    Billy bit on his bottom lip. “But she did like to talk about roses. Bess—she must have talked about it. Think, Bess, think. Try to remember anything she might have said.”


    Bess squeezed her eyes shut and didn’t say a word for a long moment. “Deep pink. Bold fragrance. Medium, full, small clusters, button-eye, cupped bloom form.” She bit her lip, concentrating deeply. “And light green foliage.” Her eyes popped open in surprise. “I remember! Mammi was at the kitchen table, the rosebush was next to her, and she listed aloud its characteristics as she went through her book, repeating them over and over to herself. I thought she was sun touched.”


    He grabbed a pen and piece of paper and scribbled down Bess’s list. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” A grin lifted the corners of his lips. “I haven’t thought about Charlie Oakley in years. I can just picture a standoff between Bertha and Charlie Oakley. I’ll bet my last dollar your grandmother had it all planned out to force his truck into the ditch. She was something else, that Bertha Riehl.”


    “She was . . . one of a kind.”


    Billy lifted his head and their eyes met. His were bemused, hers relieved. A smile began tugging at one corner of his mouth, a smile as slow as molasses. He chuckled. Inside him the laughter built until it erupted, and Bess started to giggle, then she joined him. They stood in the greenhouse laughing together for the first time. When it ended, a subtle change had transpired.


    He wanted to reach out and touch her cheek, to see if her skin was as soft as it looked, velvety as a rose petal and warmed from the sun shining through the greenhouse. Bess had asked him if it would be so terrible to admit he still cared for her. Would it? He studied her, finding it so hard to let loose.


    He wondered if her insides were stirring like his. He might not have known had she not at that very moment dropped her gaze and fussily checked the hair at the back of her neck. He leaned closer to her, his senses swirling with her nearness.


    Just then a horse and buggy appeared at the top of the driveway and came to a stop at the rise.


    “Well,” she said at last, the single word coming out on a soft gust of breath.


    “I’d better get back to work,” he said, ending the moment of closeness.


    From the greenhouse window, they saw someone step out of the buggy and Bess gasped.


    Amos Lapp had arrived.
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    Bess flew out of the greenhouse and ran to the buggy, hoping Amos wouldn’t have noticed which direction she came from, but he had. Even before she reached him, her heart hurt. He stood by the buggy, his sad face turning pink as he self-consciously shuffled his feet. His eyes looked a little to the side, not right at hers.


    Bess could almost reach out and touch the gulf between them. She willed herself to stay calm, clear the sticky cloud of confusion out of her voice. “Amos, I wasn’t expecting you today. But . . . I’m glad you came.” She realized she was still holding the fading Popcorn rose bloom and handed it to him. “It’s a new cultivar. Bred in 1973. A miniature.” He took it in his hands and looked at it thoughtfully.


    Silence fell again, strained, before she thought to offer, “Lainey made some fresh gingerbread if you’d like to come inside.”


    “No, thank you. I just needed to see you. To talk to you for a moment.” Their eyes met and she was surprised at finding them so different from Billy’s. Amos’s brown eyes were mild, calm, Billy’s stormy blue, so like their temperaments.


    Despite the knife-cold wind, a trickle of perspiration coursed down her spine, reminding her of the importance of this conversation. Amos only stared at Bess, not moving a muscle. When he finally spoke, his voice was guttural with emotion. “Bess, we made a promise to each other, you and I. Promises are meant to be kept.”


    “I know, Amos,” she reassured him. “I know that.” She saw his Adam’s apple move in his throat.


    Their eyes met briefly. “I’m worried that I’m losing you.”


    A thorn seemed to pierce her heart. “I just need a little more time,” she said.


    “That’s all?”


    “That’s all,” she repeated. She reached out for his hand. He grasped it like a lifeline and squeezed so hard, her knuckles cracked softly.


    A poignant silence fell. She felt herself on the verge of tears and her gaze dropped to his chest. He lifted her chin with a finger.


    “Aw, Bess, honey . . .” He wrapped her close and rocked her.


    He released her and leaned back, holding her elbows with his hands. “Maggie wants us to meet her at Blue Lake Pond to go ice skating this afternoon. I was hoping you’d say yes and come along with us.”


    “Oh, I’d like to, but—” Her eyes darted automatically to the greenhouse and instantly she regretted it. A sense of impending ache, gone for a brief moment, returned to settle between them.


    He swallowed and stared at the greenhouse. “Why did he have to come back?” Amos said thickly, reaching out to hold Bess so tightly it seemed he would squeeze the breath from her.


    “Amos, what are you saying?” she cried, struggling out of his arms. “He’s . . . he was a friend you loved. Your cousin. Are you saying you wish he were lost to us?”


    “I didn’t mean I wanted him lost, Bess . . . not lost.” With a horrified expression, Amos leaned against the buggy and dropped his face into his hands. “What am I saying?” he groaned miserably, shaking his head.


    Studying him, Bess, too, suffered. She understood the conflict of emotions that battled inside of Amos. She felt the same conflicts. She cared for them both, each in a different way and for different reasons, yet enough to want to hurt neither.


    “The rose will open soon, Amos. Then everything will go back the way it was.”


    He reached out and cupped her cheek in his hand. “Of course. Of course it will.” His voice still hinted of skepticism. A small bird darted past them and his gaze followed it up to a tree. “An evening grosbeak.” He turned back to Bess with a quizzical look on his face. “Do you like birds? I’ve never asked.”


    “I like them well enough, I suppose. I like them best when they eat aphids off the roses. I like them least when they take their job too seriously and peck right through the buds.”


    He tilted his head as if he were considering her answer. Then, without another word, he climbed back in the buggy. After he drove off, she noticed he had dropped the white Popcorn bloom she had given to him on the driveway.


    And she thought of how differently he viewed the roses than Billy had.


    Slowly, Bess turned and walked to the farmhouse. Lainey stood by the kitchen sink, grating carrots for coleslaw. Bess slumped down at the kitchen table and put her head on her arms; the tears she’d held at bay since morning came gushing with a vengeance. A moment later, Lainey’s consoling arms were wrapped around her.


    “Why, Bess, is this about the wedding? I saw Amos come and go so quickly. Did he say something to upset you?”


    “Oh, Lainey,” she wailed.


    “Shh . . . shh . . . it can’t be as bad as all that.”


    “It is.” Bess reached for a paper napkin from the pile in the center of the table. “It’s j-just awful.”


    Lainey drew back to see Bess’s face. “What could be so awful? I can’t help you if you won’t tell me.”


    “I . . . l-love him.”


    Lainey barely bit back a smile. “What’s so awful about that? I would think Amos would be happy to know that.”


    “Not Amos.” Bess shook her head, tears splattering. “B-B-Billy.”


    “Ah. I see.” Lainey blew out a puff of air. “I was afraid of that.” A new rash of weeping wilted Bess. Lainey rubbed her shuddering back. “Does Amos know?”


    Bess nodded wretchedly. “I think so.”


    “Poor Amos.”


    “He still wants to set a new date. He said that promises are meant to be kept.”


    “That’s true, but you haven’t actually made a promise yet. Have you spoken to Billy about your feelings?”


    “Yes. Sort of. I tried to, anyway.”


    “Well, that took some courage. What did he say?”


    “He said no. Absolutely not. ‘Never going to happen’ were his exact words. And he wouldn’t tell me why.”


    Lainey frowned. “That boy is just as stubborn as his father.”


    “Don’t tell him that. He wants nothing to do with his family. Or with the Amish. Or with me.”


    “Poor Billy. Poor Bess. Poor Amos.” Lainey handed another paper napkin to Bess. A pile of scrunched-up napkins sat on the table. “So what do you want to do?”


    “I want to keep everyone from getting hurt,” Bess said miserably.


    “I don’t think that’s possible, little one.”


    Lainey’s eyes lifted to the window and Bess followed her gaze. Billy was striding past the barn from the greenhouse and paused for a moment, looking up at the farmhouse as if he considered coming in. He wavered, right on the brink. Then he dropped his head, tucked his hands in his coat pockets, and hurried down the hill.
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    The bleak gray sky seemed the perfect accompaniment for Amos’s morose mood. He guided the horse over to Blue Lake Pond, not because he really wanted to go ice skating, but because Maggie had said she would wait for him. She was still sneaking around during the day, postponing the inevitable: telling her father she’d been fired from the Sweet Tooth Bakery until after he had hired another teacher. Amos spent an extraordinary amount of time trying to think up a solution to Maggie’s problem, until it occurred to him that it wasn’t his problem.


    He steered the horse down a road he seldom used, a familiar shortcut to get to the pond. Far off in the distance, he spied the rooftop of Billy’s childhood home.


    Billy Lapp seemed to be everywhere.


    The days turned back and Amos was a boy again, a time when Billy’s mother was still alive, and Amos had felt comfortable slamming in and out of their house at Billy’s heels. He was fishing with Billy, presenting his mother with a fresh catch, staying for supper when she’d cooked it. Playing tricks on Billy’s brothers to quietly get back at them for bullying Billy: greasing horse reins with Vaseline, adding weights inside of hay bales, putting mice in their tack boxes, loosening screws on their bedroom door handles so they would get locked in.


    How many times had he and Billy run along this road to swim in the pond on a hot summer day? He pictured the two of them as they’d been then, but immediately Bess’s face alone emblazoned itself upon his memory. He moved onto the turnoff for Blue Lake Pond, wondering what Bess was doing at this very moment.


    “Amos! Amos Lapp!”


    He snapped out of his funk to see Maggie Zook waving to him near a row of buggies. She had saved a prime parking spot for his horse and buggy, and the sight of her frantically waving to him made him grin, then chuckle. He pulled the horse to a stop, grabbed his skates from the seat of the buggy, tied the horse’s reins to a tree, and joined Maggie to walk down to the pond. In the cold her cheeks were bright red, her eyes snapping brown. She pointed to a bird preening on an icy branch. “Is that a white-winged crossbill?” she asked in a reverent voice.


    “I think it is.” They stilled for a moment, until it flew off.


    Her arm brushed against his as they walked along the narrow path. Face warming at this familiarity, he stole a look at Maggie. Lately he felt a bit odd alone with her, as if their old camaraderie was slipping away and turning them in a new direction.


    They sat down on a big log to put on their skates. She finished first and stood on wobbly legs, carefully picking her way down the shore to join other skaters as they skimmed across the ice. Leaning back on the log after lacing up his skates, Amos took off his hat and ran a hand through his unkempt hair. He sighed, wishing Bess had agreed to come skating, wondering if she was going to spend the afternoon in the greenhouse with Billy. He knew this outing was intended to get his mind away from his troubles, but his troubles kept finding him.


    Maggie whirled around in her usual fashion, reminding Amos again of the erratic flight of a hummingbird—darting this way and that with such abrupt turns that it seemed she wasn’t done with one turn before heading for the next. He watched her in amazement.


    Unexpectedly, Amos felt his spirits rise as he skated after Maggie, hands behind his back. She began to skate away from him, circling and doing a little twirl. He sailed past her, then turned to face her, skating backward.


    She slid to a stop and clapped with happiness. “Teach me how to do that!” she called, her breath curling in the icy air.


    Clasping her mittened hands, he tugged her toward the center of the pond where the ice was smoother.


    “Push with your calf muscles,” he instructed her. “Let your legs take you backwards.”


    The lake’s surface was slick in places and she nearly fell, but Amos was always near, steadying her, until she got a sense of the movement required to skate backward. They skated until their feet grew numb with cold.


    He pointed to the bonfire on the shore, where skaters were warming themselves. “Let’s go.”


    They drank hot chocolate from a thermos Maggie had brought along and ate a few Christmas cookies she had baked. The gray cloud cover from earlier in the day had broken up and moved on, swept away by a brisk wind from the north. Maggie’s gaze was on the wispy white clouds.


    “Mares’ tails, my dad calls them, as they gallop across a delft-blue sky.” She looked at him square in the eyes. “Do you ever wish you could jump on a cloud and skim across the sky, the way we skated on the pond?”


    He actually had such a thought now and then, but would never have dreamed of saying so for fear of sounding silly. “Maybe,” he admitted, ill at ease with her sitting so close.


    Maggie pointed out clouds that resembled, in her vivid imagination, people in their church—one with a big watermelon belly like the new minister, another with a pointy chin like Sylvia Glick, three soft puffy ones who reminded her of her ancient great-aunts, who considered themselves first-rate matchmakers. He laughed out loud at that. Bachelors were known to slip out windows and hide under beds when Maggie’s old aunties arrived at the door, bearing a long list of eligible girls.


    Time seemed to stand still, easing the soreness he felt over Bess just a bit.
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    With not a minute to spare, Billy had caught the last bus out of Lancaster to College Station for the day. After he left Rose Hill Farm, he felt himself drawn toward his old home, almost as if he couldn’t help himself. He wanted to be alone, he didn’t want anyone to know that he might stop in—he wasn’t even sure if he was going to stop in—but he couldn’t seem to keep his legs from taking him down that familiar road. The air was searing cold, but he stood for a long time at the base of the driveway and stared up at the farmhouse. It looked strangely empty. If it weren’t for a thin tendril of gray smoke curling out of the central chimney, he might have thought it deserted.


    The fields, he had noticed, weren’t just silent in winter’s rest. The dirt was gray, no longer brown. Years of no-till farming, with cash crops like tobacco and wheat and corn that depleted the soil, had taken a toll. The ground looked spent, exhausted. He left the road and approached through the woods, standing hidden in the trees, studying the place. It was a mess: piles of rusting tools and busted implements littered the barnyard, at least two corners of the front stoop needed jacking up and looked about to drop off the house, peeling paint from outbuildings, missing roof shingles, a sagging clothesline, a gate to the yard off its hinges. What had his brothers been doing all these years?


    The Lapp farm had never looked pristine and cared for like other Amish homes, but this . . . this was pathetic. Worse than anything he remembered.


    He stood there a moment, feeling lonesome, even shaky, as his mind reviewed the last week he had lived in his father’s home. First came the wheat harvest, then came the discovery that his brothers were adding sawdust to their wheat sacks, which, it turned out, was his father’s mastermind. Finally, the Bann for his father. And then Billy felt surrounded by an invisible, impenetrable fog. His brothers avoided him, his father didn’t look him in the eye. Tension was mounting at home, silent but palpable. Something was coming.


    ———


    September 1973. A few days after Caleb Zook had placed his father under the Bann, a truck blew a tire as it rounded a sharp hairpin turn not far from the Lapp farm. Billy was in the phone shanty down by the road, listening to messages, when he heard the burst of the blowout and the flap-flap-flap of rubber shards hitting the road. He ran outside to see if he could help. The driver was already out of his cab and in the back of his truck, checking on cargo, worried the blowout had caused the contents to jostle. Inside the truck was antique furniture covered in thick pads and boxes of collectibles destined for auction in New York City. Billy’s brothers drifted over to see if they could help. The driver had a spare tire and a jack, but no wrench to loosen bolts, so Billy was sent to the barn to get tools. Soon, the tire was changed and the driver was gratefully on his way.


    Billy went back to the phone shanty to finish listening to messages. He had ordered a courting buggy months ago from the local buggy maker. It was time to court Bess properly and he planned to use the money saved up from his Rose Hill Farm job to purchase it. His father, unlike other Amish fathers, didn’t see any reason to buy courting buggies for his sons. There was a message on the answering machine that the buggy was ready for pickup. Later, Billy realized the timing could not have been worse.


    That afternoon, he’d gone to town to withdraw his savings to pay for the buggy. As he walked out of the bank, he happened to see his old girlfriend, Betsy Mast. She had just come from a visit with her parents and was quite upset. She needed money and they refused to help her. She asked, with those big round eyes of hers, if she could borrow a little to tide her over. How could he refuse? He spared what he could, and Betsy threw her arms around him in gratitude. That was all there was to it—Billy had to hurry to get to the buggy maker before supper. Back at the farm, he hid the buggy behind the barn and covered it with old blankets. He was afraid his brothers would take it out on a joyride and he wanted to surprise Bess with it tomorrow.


    When he walked into the farmhouse, he found his father and brothers at the kitchen table, waiting for him.


    “What’s happened?” Billy said, a feeling of dread rolling over him.


    Ten seconds passed in cold silence.


    “Sit down,” his father said.


    Billy took his place at the table and tried to read his brothers’ faces, but they were the very picture of innocence.


    “The truck driver with the flat tire came back to the house this afternoon,” his father said. “He said a box was missing from his truck. Most of the items in the box weren’t extremely valuable, but there was a rare cast-iron Santa Claus bank made before the turn of the century that he said was worth thousands of dollars. He claimed he would lose his job if that collectible wasn’t returned.”


    “So he thinks one of us took it?” Billy said, incredulous. “We were trying to help him.”


    Billy’s father raised his chin at him directly. “Your brothers said you slipped up to the barn while they were changing the tire.”


    So. This was it. This was how his brothers would exact revenge. Instead of feeling cowed, Billy felt a surge of power. He raised his own chin, aware of how similar his profile was to his father’s. “I did not steal a box from that truck.” But he was pretty sure he knew who did.


    His father opened his mouth as if he were going to say more, but instead, he rose stiffly and left the room.


    In the middle of the night, Billy slipped out to the barn with a flashlight and searched through his brothers’ hiding places in the hayloft, where his father never went. It didn’t take much effort to locate the box. Obviously, Mose’s handiwork. Mose was a liar and cheat, but he wasn’t clever like Sam and Ben. Billy opened the box and there, on the top, cradled in old newspaper, was the rusty old cast-iron Santa Claus bank. Billy took it out and looked it over. It was rusty, dented, with peeling paint, and surprisingly heavy for a child’s toy. Amazing to think it was worth thousands of dollars; to Billy it looked like junk. Carefully, he tucked it back in the newspaper nest and stashed the box in the back of his new buggy. Tomorrow, after work, he would head to town and ship the box to the truck driver. But this time, he would handle it quietly. He wasn’t about to go to Caleb Zook about Mose’s pilfering.


    The next afternoon, Billy had just finished cutting spent canes in a rose field at Rose Hill Farm and was on his way to the greenhouse to put away some tools when he saw his father and brothers standing beside his new buggy. All the tension in their grim expressions seemed focused on Billy as he approached them.


    For a moment no one spoke, then his father leaned forward, knitting his fingers together. “Son, you lied to me.” He looked more sad than angry.


    “What are you talking about?” Billy asked.


    “The box from that truck. Your brothers found it in your buggy.”


    “I know. I found it in the barn.” Billy looked at Mose first, then Sam and Ben, each one, though they kept their eyes fixed on their father. “I was going to send it to the truck driver this afternoon.”


    “What about that iron Santa Claus bank?”


    “What are you talking about?” Billy went to the back of the buggy and saw the box was open. He rooted around in the newspaper, but the Santa Claus bank was gone. “Where is it?”


    “That’s what we want to know,” Sam said. “What have you done with it?”


    “It was there this morning and now it’s gone.” Billy saw his brothers exchange a look. They were trying to frame him. But his father . . . did he believe Billy had taken it? “Do you honestly think I would have stolen it?”


    “Out of the blue,” Ben said, “you’ve bought yourself a new buggy.”


    “Out of the blue? I ordered it months ago! I worked hard for that buggy. I earned it from my work here at Rose Hill Farm!”


    Sam turned to Billy with thinly veiled hostility. “Kind of curious timing, wouldn’t you say?”


    Billy wasn’t interested in what Sam thought. He looked his father straight in the eye. Dry-throated, expressionless, he asked him flatly, “And you think I did it?”


    His father frowned. “Even a saint is tempted by an open door.”


    Billy looked at him in disbelief. Then his eyes skimmed over his conspiratorial brothers. “You’re kidding, right? Pulling my leg?”


    “It’s hardly a laughing matter,” his father said. “The facts are the facts. That collectible’s gone missing and you’re suddenly tossing money around town.”


    “Tossing money around town? What?”


    “Sam said he saw you handing cash to your old girlfriend Betsy Mast,” Ben said.


    “Betsy Mast was clinging to you for dear life,” Sam said, a bit too loudly.


    She was grateful, that’s all, Billy was about to say, when it occurred to him that Sam was projecting his voice for a reason. He whirled around and there was Bess, standing not ten feet away from them, overhearing the entire conversation. Eyes rounded in dismay, her face was a mixture of shock and disappointment.


    “Oh Billy . . . ,” she admonished breathily. “Not Betsy Mast. Not again.”


    “You’ve been caught red-handed, Billy boy,” Sam taunted, a malicious smile curling his lips. “Don’t bother denying it.”


    “Don’t even bother denying it,” Mose echoed.


    Billy’s face felt hot enough to ignite. He took his time answering, the words came out low and reluctant, though his insides felt hot and shaky. “I’m not denying that Betsy saw me in town and asked me for a loan. I gave her some money. But that was all there was to it.” His eyes met Bess’s, silently pleading with her to believe in him, but her gaze broke from his and she looked away.


    Oh Bess, Bess, not you, too. They could all think whatever they wanted, but she was his girl, his friend. She thought him capable of such a thing?


    At that moment, Maggie Zook came out of the greenhouse, brushing dirt off her hands. She stood next to Bess and looked at Billy and his family, standing off to each other. “Hi there! What am I missing? What’s going on?”


    Billy looked at Maggie, at Bess, then turned back to look at his father. This was unbelievable! Were they all going to believe something based on his brothers’ hearsay?


    He thought about fighting them—but for what? He was tired of fighting. It seemed he’d been fighting his whole life. And a single questioning stare from his father, one from Bess, had undone him. “Nothing, Maggie,” Billy said, disgusted. “You haven’t missed a thing.”


    He’d had it. Everything he thought was important changed in that moment. Family, friends, church, and faith. He threw his clippers and gloves on the ground and walked down the driveway. He left it all behind in Stoney Ridge.


    Billy found a job working at a commercial nursery over in east Lancaster, one of the nurseries that ordered Bertha’s roses for special requests by customers. The owner had offered a job invitation to Billy once, and now he took him up on it. He rented a room out of a lady’s house, and he waited. He waited for the collectible to turn up, for his father to see through his brothers’ flimsy story and find him, to ask him to return home. He waited for Bess to come to him and apologize for not trusting him.


    Give them time, he told himself. They’d all come around to see the truth.


    Days went by, weeks, months. Time crept like a snail. The days limped by. November, then December. By the time Christmas arrived, Billy sat alone in his rented room in an old lady’s dingy house and faced the truth. No one was going to come. Not his father, not Bess.


    Billy had been forgotten.


    ———


    A pair of black crows jabbered above him, squawking at him, snapping Billy back from the past to the present. He took in a deep breath, and that was the end of the remembering for a while.


    Part of him longed to go knock on the door and tell his father he was home. But what good would that do? Nothing would have changed; he’d slip right back in the same role—Der Ruschde. The runt.


    As he stood watching the farmhouse, he felt a wave of loneliness. It was a familiar feeling to him, like a sad old friend. A cold wind cut right through his jacket and he suddenly realized how late it was getting. Evening was drawing on, darkness was climbing the trees. When he looked up at the sky, it seemed impossible that his father and his brothers saw the same sun and stars he did. He felt too far away to share the same heavens.


    He spun on the heels of his boots and walked back down the road.
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    The wind came up in the night and the old farmhouse creaked and groaned like an arthritic old man. Bess knew the chill would take its toll on her father’s fragile back and the thought worried her. She wondered if the day was coming when he would need to move to a warmer climate, like Pinecraft, Florida. Summer all year long.


    But what would that mean for Rose Hill Farm? Who would tend Mammi’s roses?


    She writhed in bed for a long time. It had been an emotional day. Every part of her life felt like it was hanging on a precipice—just a slight push and things could go one way or the other.


    Late in the afternoon, Amos and Maggie dropped by after ice skating, and again he hinted to Bess, in his gentle roundabout way, about setting a new wedding date. Again, she hedged—told him to wait until after the holidays, pretended everything was fine. But they both knew: there was no pretending. Billy was there between them every hour of the night and day.


    She felt guilty, ashamed. She didn’t want to hurt Amos or betray him with her constant thoughts of Billy.


    Billy. Today she sensed a slight loosening of that stiff distance he maintained so carefully. They had a moment of closeness in the greenhouse when time melted away and it was just the two of them again, sharing a love of Mammi’s roses, finding a way back to each other. And then Billy closed up, a clam in a shell. Another precipice.


    Watching his face tighten into that calloused mask nearly broke her heart. What would it take for Billy to trust again?


    She had nearly told him how much she had missed him, how not a day had passed when she didn’t think of him and wonder about him, but she was afraid to say it, afraid of being rebuffed again. Her precipice.


    Somewhere between thinking of a move to Florida for her father’s back and remembering the summer she had come to live at Rose Hill Farm, she dropped off to a troubled sleep. She was tending roses with her grandmother in the greenhouse and saw Mammi fussing over a potted rose. Bess didn’t recognize the rose, so she turned to her grandmother, while at the same time thinking, Mammi has passed on, and asked, “What’s the name of that rose?”


    “That rose?” Mammi said. “That’s the Charming Nancy. My most precious rose of all. My great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother brought it over on the ship from Rotterdam. But I’m worried about it. The leaves are yellowing. That no-good Charlie Oakley nearly killed it when he dug it up. Billy says it needs more iron.”


    Bess startled awake. Her eyes snapped open. Charming Nancy!
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    The grandfather clock in the living room chimed softly. Bess stirred, blinked a few times, then sat bolt upright in bed. Pearl-gray morning light filled her bedroom—that shivery extra-early hour. What time could she reasonably expect Billy to be in the greenhouse at College Station? Seven o’clock? Eight o’clock? She had to tell him about the rose. About the Charming Nancy. She took a measured breath.


    If this rose was Mammi’s Charming Nancy rose, then Billy would be able to identify it. And he would leave. Then what?


    She didn’t know. She just didn’t know.


    A memory rekindled in her head, a forgotten scene, a wispy remembrance about Billy and a rose. Something cried out in her mind: This rose! It was this very rose.


    ———


    July 1972, a hot and humid summer morning. So hot, Mammi said, that chickens laid hard-boiled eggs. Her sleeves were rolled back on her big arms and she was in a state over a potted rose she had placed on newspaper on the kitchen table. “Breaks my heart,” Mammi muttered. “My Charming Nancy is ailing again.” Her jaw clenched in a familiar way. “Charlie Oakley,” she said, like that explained it. “Nothing but a horse potato.”


    “Patootie.” Bess had grown accustomed to her grandmother’s peculiar mangling of the English language. “What’s wrong?”


    “It was finally coming back after Charlie Oakley dramatized it—”


    “Traumatized.”


    “—and nearly snuffed out its life by yanking it out of the ground like a bird digging for a worm. For three years I have babied it and nursed it back to life, and now it’s suffering all over again.”


    Bess joined her at the table to peer at the rose. “Why do you call it the Charming Nancy?”


    Mammi clutched her chest. “Hasn’t your father taught you anything about our people?” She shook her head. “It’s a dire worry to me.”


    Bess didn’t think Mammi worried about much of anything. She wasn’t a thinker. She was a doer.


    “It’s a story of how our people came over the ocean from the old country. They’d been tortured and beaten and burned alive and they had to escape Europe. So they set off in a little ship called the Charming Nancy and sailed to America. Hearty folk.”


    “I think you mean hardy,” Bess said.


    “That’s what I said.”


    “Sounds nice, the Charming Nancy.”


    “It wasn’t. It was a stinking floating bucket of filth.”


    “And they brought roses over on the boat?”


    “The ship. A boat fits on a ship.”


    Of course. Mammi was suddenly an expert on the sea.


    “And just one rose. My great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmother tried to bring more. There’s a long story attached to it—I’ll tell you one day. She loved roses.”


    “Like you,” Bess said in a thoughtful voice.


    “And you.” Mammi peered at her over her spectacles. “It’s part of being a Riehl. You can’t help it. Roses are in your blood.”


    It was true. She was fifteen now and had grown to love roses.


    Billy was crossing the yard to the barn with a sack of rose blooms slung over his shoulder. Mammi dried them in the barn and used them to make soaps and jam. Mammi shouted out the kitchen window at him. “Billy Lapp, why would a rose leaf turn yellow?”


    Billy stopped and looked up at the house. “Could be a lot of reasons. Is the vein dark?”


    “Yes,” Mammi barked.


    Billy set the sack on the ground and shielded his eyes from the sun. “It might be your soil needs some amendments. When the veins stay dark green but the interveinal areas turn light green to yellow, that usually means it needs something. My guess is iron.”


    “It’s never happened before.”


    “It’s not unusual,” he intoned, folding his arms on his chest in what Bess came to recognize as his schoolmaster mode, “especially since soil around here—” he swept his arm in a half-circle—“doesn’t have much clay in it. You see, iron aids chlorophyll formation, and forms sugar-burning enzymes that activate nitrogen fixation. Iron is required for healthy, vigorous plants with dark green leaves. An iron deficiency usually affects younger plant leaves first with a general lightening of the leaf color.”


    Mammi’s lips puckered in disgust. “Can’t you speak plain English?”


    Billy grinned. “It means you need to find a way to add iron into the soil.”


    “How?”


    “You buy soil amendments.”


    Big mistake. Mammi didn’t like to part with her money. She could squeeze the eagle on a quarter until it begged for mercy. “What else?” she shouted. She meant business.


    “Well,” Billy said in a droll tone, “you could bury a cast-iron fireplace poker along with it and wait a few centuries.”


    Mammi slammed the windowsill shut on that suggestion and turned to face her ailing rose. She patted her hair in a satisfied way, the faintest ghost of a smile flickering across her face.


    ———


    Thinking back on that interaction, Bess laughed out loud. Could it really be this rose? It was followed by another thought that left her feeling sad and sorrowful. Mammi died before she had a chance to tell the story of the rose on the Charming Nancy. It seemed as if the last few weeks had been filled with reminders of lost opportunities, past regrets. She sighed, then shook off her remorse. If nothing else, these reminders served as a lesson to not allow more moments to pass by without saying what needed to be said.


    After leaving a message at the Penn State Extension office for Billy, Bess spent the rest of the morning helping Lainey and Christy make Christmas cookies and candy. She kept one eye on the road, waiting for the sight of Billy’s long stride. It was past lunch when she spotted that familiar black hat bobbing up the driveway. She threw on her coat and mittens, told Lainey she’d be back soon, and practically flew down the driveway to meet him.


    “I got your message to come right away,” Billy said. “Why? Has the bud opened?”


    “Not yet.”


    Billy frowned, so Bess quickly added, “I remember! I think I remember what it was called. Or at least what Mammi called it and where it came from, originally.”


    “So,” Billy said, growing impatient. “Tell me.”


    She smiled. “Not here. Let’s go to the rose.”


    Together, they went to the greenhouse and Billy made a beeline to the rose, dragged it from its corner, and hoisted it up on the workbench.


    “Mammi said that her great-great-something grandmother—I’ve lost count of how many greats—came over from Europe on the Charming Nancy, and smuggled a rose with her.”


    “What?” Billy whispered, incredulous, turning his face to Bess. “On the Charming Nancy? The Amish Mayflower? Are you kidding me?” He drew in a breath and spoke with urgency. “Was it a rootball? A cane? A slip? A rosehip?”


    “I don’t know. Mammi was mostly annoyed that I’d never heard of the Charming Nancy.”


    “So this rose might have come over on the Charming Nancy ship.” There was a hushed reverence in his voice. “I think the ship came over in 1737. This lone rose could be centuries old. Older than the Perle von Weissenstein. It could be the oldest known rose of German rootstock. An extinct rose.”


    “You really think this is that rose? I mean, I hope it is, but how could you know for sure? It’s just a story Mammi told me—and you know how she embroidered the truth.”


    “Oh, we’ll know all right. As soon as that rose opens up.” The sepals were off, the rosebud was swelling, partially opened. And the fragrance! Its perfume was starting to lift and float through the greenhouse, its scent strongest near the workbench. For now. He grinned, then smiled broadly. “Just another day or two.”


    His smile, when he turned it on full force, was numbing. It turned her bones to butter and made her heart dance.
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    Maggie Zook was still spending her days studiously away from Beacon Hollow during her father’s search for a new teacher. This morning, she stopped for coffee at Windmill Farm, said she was making her way, slowly, to Rose Hill Farm, and Amos jumped to offer to drive her there. He was eager for any excuse to see Bess, hoping more interaction might repair the strain between them. Last night, after he and Maggie dropped by Rose Hill Farm after ice skating, he felt even more uncomfortable and distant with Bess. He left her home wondering if it would ever be the same between them again. Whether Billy stayed in Stoney Ridge or not, he was never far from Bess’s thoughts. Obviously, she still had feelings for him.


    As the horse trotted down Stone Leaf Drive, Amos told Maggie that she couldn’t keep up this facade of working at the Sweet Tooth Bakery much longer. “You’re going to be found out. And what then?”


    “I know, I know,” she said in a glum tone. Then her face brightened. “But I think today will be the last day. I heard Dad tell Jorie that he was going to ask Tillie about taking the teacher’s job.”


    “Tillie Miller?” Amos shuddered.


    Maggie nodded vigorously.


    The poor scholars. Tillie was peculiar even for a schoolteacher. She was a beady-eyed, sour spinster with a reedy, chirping voice like a rusty hinge and she made school a misery. Her only pleasure in life was to use large unnecessary words, as if she’d swallowed a dictionary. “Isn’t she a little . . . old?”


    “Gross is die Lehr.” There is nothing like knowing how.


    “Es is en langi Lehn as ken End hot.” It’s a long lane that has no turning. Long and dull.


    Tillie Miller used to teach when he was a scholar. Once, in the prime of spring, Amos and Billy concocted a brilliant plan: they coughed and gagged like they were coming down with tuberculosis. Teacher Tillie pinched up her face like a prune, sent them home to bed, and off they went, sneezing and gasping for air, until they reached the bend in the road and took off in a gallop toward Blue Lake Pond. They spent the entire week fishing and swimming and lying in the sun. Somehow, their parents were never the wiser for it. Until the report cards came out. Billy and Amos were given big red Fs in every subject, with a note that they would need to double back for seventh grade.


    “Yes, Tillie Miller. And stop making a face like that.”


    “Like what?”


    “Like you just bit down on a popcorn kernel and broke a tooth.” Maggie’s spine went all stiff and starchy, reminding him of a schoolmarm. “Children learn best when they’re given clear expectations. Tillie will bring order to the classroom. You have to give her that.”


    “Order, sure. With a ruler, she’ll bring order. Wham! Those poor little children will have bloody knuckles by the end of the first day.”


    “Sore knuckles will cure a wandering mind.”


    Amos found it interesting that Maggie was such an expert on what was required to educate children, considering she wanted nothing to do with teaching. “Tillie will scare them into submission.”


    Maggie bit her lip. “She’s the only choice left. Everyone else said no. Dad’s asked six others. He’s scraping the bottom of the barrel. Getting desperate.” She started chewing on her thumbnail, a cue to Amos that she was getting nervous.


    He eyed Maggie a little longer, wondering if she might be weakening her position toward the notion of teaching, then settled back again, staring at the road ahead. From far away came a faint sound like the rusty hinges of a swinging gate. It amplified into the rusty squawk of Canada Geese heading toward the Atlantic flyway. He and Maggie watched them grow from distant dots to a distinct flock. “Oh, pull over, Amos. Let’s watch!”


    She didn’t even need to tell him. Amos was already turning the horse to the side of the road. Maggie leaned near him to peer out his window, so close he could smell the clean scent of starch from her prayer covering.


    The wedge of geese came on, necks pointing the way south, wings moving with a grace that filled the buggy with silent reverence. They watched and listened, thrilling to a sight that stirred their blood.


    Maggie suddenly looked up at Amos as if she knew his thoughts. Their eyes met briefly before returning to the sky. As if unaware of its action, her hand moved gently to fit in his. He looked down at her hand, so small and soft, then closed his hand around hers. The cacophony of geese became a clatter that filled the air over the fields, passed over them, then drifted off, dimmer, dimmer until the graceful birds disappeared and the only sound remaining was the rustle of the wind in the treetops.


    Seconds later, when she took back her hand to clap with delight, his hand felt remarkably empty and cold. The touch of her small hand still lingered, as though it had left its memory.
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    Billy had been in such a hurry to get to Rose Hill Farm after he received the message from Bess that he’d left without his backpack; it was filled with charts and notes and an important book he’d found on old German roses. He had hoped the rosebud had fully opened by now, but this news from Bess about remembering the Charming Nancy was almost as good. Maybe even better.


    Bess had gone up to the house to help Lainey finish baking for Christmas—only a few days away, she reminded him, and invited him to come for Christmas dinner. He declined, of course, because he knew that meant there would be a large gathering of relatives. And that would mean his father would know he was in Stoney Ridge. He would know and he would ignore him, and Billy would be right back where he started. Forgotten.


    An odd feeling came over Billy as he settled into the greenhouse, and he realized he wasn’t alone. He turned around and discovered a little girl, the oldest one, standing about halfway up the brick path. She had padded into the greenhouse as soft as a cat. What was the girl’s name again . . . Carrie? Kayla? No . . . Christy! that was it—she stared at him with her mouth plump and her eyes unblinking, watching.


    “Hi there.”


    Christy stared at him with big violet eyes, so like her mother’s. She lifted one hand, palm up. Billy strode down the path to see what she had and found a Christmas cookie, a star with cinnamon heart decorations, lying flat in her hand. Two of the arms of the star were crooked, and the cinnamon hearts were jammed into an extraordinary amount of icing that oozed up and over them.


    “It’s for you,” she whispered with a lisp. “I made it all by myself. It’s the Christmas star. It was in the sky over baby Jesus.”


    “For me?” His chest tightened and a lump formed in his throat. He wasn’t accustomed to children and their gentle ways. “You made it for me?”


    Christy nodded and handed it to him. “It’s a Christmas present for you. Bess said you’ll be all alone. So’s it’s to wish you a Merry Christmas.”


    Billy held the star in his hands, then something quite unexpected happened. Christy lifted her arms for a hug. He leaned down and she clasped her plump little hands around his neck without restraint. It was so unexpected, so sincere. Then, just as quickly, it was over. Christy wiggled away and skipped down the brick path.


    “Hey! Where are you going?”


    She whirled around. “Mama’s making me take a nap.” She made a distasteful face. And then she slipped out the door.


    Billy went back to the workbench and sat on the stool, staring at the cookie star in his hand. It was an odd feeling for a man to whom gift-giving was strange. He’d never had a child give him a gift before, had never guessed how it got to your insides and warmed you through and through. He felt wanted. Cared about. He thought he might never eat this little cookie.


    He set the cookie on the workbench and started to refocus his mind on some parentage charts of German rootstocks that he’d brought with him. The door to the greenhouse squeaked open and a man’s heavy footsteps echoed down the brick path. He could tell the footsteps didn’t belong to Jonah and hoped they weren’t Caleb Zook’s. Slowly, he turned his head, curious about who had come to see him.


    George the hobo.


    “Look. Look what I brought!” He held up Billy’s backpack.


    Billy took the backpack, amazed, and unzipped it. Inside was the book and files he’d just been wishing he’d brought with him. “Thank you, man. You saved the day!” He stacked the books on the workbench and opened one, started skimming through it, then realized he was neglecting George. “I really appreciate it.” He reached into the pocket of his backpack. “I forgot to pay you for the work you’ve been doing for me.” He handed George a bundle of twenty-dollar bills.


    George shook his head. “It’s too much.”


    “No, I calculated it all out. You’ve been a big help to me up in College Station these last two weeks, and then there’s bus fare you’ve had to shell out to get to Stoney Ridge. Twice now.” He pulled a book out of the backpack and set it on the table. “There’s a little extra for you. A Christmas bonus.”


    George smiled and put the bundle of twenties in his coat pocket. “Well, thank you.”


    “I’m the one who’s thankful. You’ve been a big help, filling in for me while I’ve been in Stoney Ridge. My supervisor has hardly even realized I’ve been away.” He didn’t want to say more, but since he was this close to identifying the rose, he wouldn’t need George’s help any longer. The realization made him a little sad, despite knowing that George didn’t want or expect to be tied down. He liked this hobo.


    George was poking around the greenhouse and stopped to examine a blooming white rose. “Christmas Snow? Rambler, right? Timely blooms for this special holiday, wouldn’t you say?”


    Billy nodded. “You sure do know your flowers.”


    “Well, I told you my father’s a dedicated gardener.”


    “So you did. Just where does your father live?”


    “He’s all over the place. Everywhere.”


    “So that’s where you get your drifting nature.”


    George stilled, then burst into laughter. “I’m not quite like him in that regard.”


    Billy was only half listening, rifling through the index of a book, completely absorbed. The greenhouse door squeaked open again and he looked up, grimacing, because he realized he’d forgotten all about George again and that he might have just left. His pen paused above the book of lost roses he was studying, and the corners of his mouth drooped.


    Amos Lapp.


    Billy straightened and, for a brief moment, he assessed his friend. Amos was a farmer through and through, always had been, and his grown body was strong and fit. He walked up the brick path and stopped a few feet from the workbench, his feet planted wide in a new way to which Billy was not accustomed. It seemed suddenly intimidating, this farmer’s stance, so solid, so self-confident.


    Billy extended his hand, and for a moment thought Amos would refuse him. But at last Amos’s hand clasped Billy’s and their touch couldn’t help but bring back memories of years of friendship. There was an ache to restore that friendship, as well as the realization that it would never again be what it once was. Not with Bess between them.


    “Hello, Billy.”


    “Amos.”


    They dropped their hands. George coughed politely and Billy turned to him. “Amos, this is George. He’s doing some work for me.”


    Amos looked at George curiously. “Have we met?”


    “Hmmm, have we?”


    “Yes. I’m sure of it. I can’t quite place it, but I’ve seen you somewhere.”


    “Well, they say that context is 90 percent of recognition.” George clapped his hands together. “I’ve got some things to take care of this afternoon. Better keep moving.” He lifted a hand in a wave and walked around Amos, down the brick path of the greenhouse, and out the door.


    Amos watched him go. “I know I’ve met him.”


    “He’s been in and out of Stoney Ridge this last week. Maybe you’ve seen him around town. He’s a drifter, a hobo. He’s been doing some work for me.”


    Amos’s gaze drifted to the top of the workbench. “So that’s the rose Bess told me about?”


    An enormous void fell, a void four years wide. It used to be so easy to talk to each other. “Yes.”


    “Doesn’t seem like much.”


    “Not yet. Wait until it blooms. It might be an extinct rose.” He pointed to the open book of botanical drawings on the workbench. “If so, it’s an important discovery.”


    As Amos leafed through a few pages, Billy watched his hands, remembering them, thinking of the hundreds of times they’d threaded bait for each other at Blue Lake Pond, or sledded down Dead Man’s Hill on a winter day. Amos had hard, calloused hands, tanned to leather by the sun, hands of a farmer who’d worked the land.


    And those hands had caressed Bess.


    A conflict between old loyalty and new rivalry created a turmoil of emotion within Billy.


    “That’s why you’re hanging around Rose Hill Farm?”


    Billy replied without looking up. “That’s why I stop in every few days.” He leaned a hip against the workbench. The unsaid hovered between them. “But that’s not really what you’re asking, are you? You want to know if I’m going to stick around.”


    Amos lifted his head, a challenge in his eyes. “I’m not giving her up, Billy.”


    They confronted each other silently for a moment. “I don’t blame you. You may not believe me, but I’m not trying to come between you.”


    “And yet you are.”


    “Amos, as soon as this rose blooms and I can identify it, I’ll be gone.”


    Amos dropped his eyes. “That’s not what I want, either.”


    “So what is it you want?”


    “I want you to stay with our people. I truly do. But I want Bess to choose me.”


    “Well, I can’t do anything about Bess, but I can tell you that I’m not staying. I have no reason to.”


    “Aren’t you going to see your father?”


    “No.”


    “Billy, he’s not well. He hasn’t been at church in months. And your brothers took off long ago.”


    “They . . . what?” Billy’s gaze snapped to Amos. “Where did they go?”


    “Sam left first. I think I heard something about Montana. Ben and Mose got into trouble with the law over poaching without a hunting license. I’m not sure where they are now, but my guess is they’re staying out of the county. Far away from the game commissioner.”


    “They left my father all alone?”


    “Well, the church tries to look after your father. As much as he’ll let anybody. He’s . . .”


    “Stubborn as a mule.”


    Amos nodded. “My dad used to say your father was as crotchety as a mule eating bumblebees.”


    They were second cousins, their dads, but never close. No one was close to Billy’s father. “How sick is he?”


    “Not sure. Like I said, I haven’t seen him in a few months. Maggie knows more. She’s up in the farmhouse now, visiting with Bess.” He walked toward Billy and put out his hand. “I hope you’ll consider coming back. But I meant what I said about Bess. I’m not giving her up.”


    Billy shook his hand. “You’d be a fool to give her up, and I know you’re not a fool.”


    Amos opened the greenhouse door. Half out, he turned back, a startled look on his face. “Now I remember where I saw that George fellow. It was Christmas Eve, four years ago, when you—” His eyes went to Billy’s wrist. “George stopped me on the road and said I should go visit my cousin, Billy Lapp. For Christmas. That everybody needed to be reminded of Christ’s coming. That it was meant for each person.” He shook his head. “It was a strange encounter . . . but not in a bad way. He even told me where you lived. That’s why I showed up at your boardinghouse when I did on Christmas Day. Odd.” He tilted his head. “Really odd. Never saw that man before that day. Never saw him after. Until now.”


    As the door closed behind Amos, Billy’s heart started to pound and he had to sit down.


    So. George wasn’t a drifter.
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    Bess waved goodbye to Amos as his buggy drove down the long driveway of Rose Hill Farm. He had stopped by the kitchen to sample Christmas cookies after speaking to Billy in the greenhouse and she would have liked to be a fly on the wall for that conversation. No, she didn’t. She didn’t want to know what Amos might have said, or how Billy might have answered.


    Yes, she did.


    No, she didn’t.


    Conscience-torn, she watched Amos’s buggy turn onto the road, wishing her thoughts were as easy to steer down the straight and narrow path. He asked her again if she was ready to set a wedding date and she told him she still needed a little more time. The disappointment on his face pierced her heart.


    Maggie came outside to stand beside her and slipped a shawl around her shoulders.


    “Maggie, are people starting to talk about me? Do they think I’m crazy? Everyone must wonder if I was truly sick at the wedding. Otherwise, we’d have set a new date by now.”


    “Everyone wants only the best for you,” she said loyally, which was good of her. “Including Amos. When you’re ready to set the date, then you’ll set it. He’ll wait patiently. Amos is nothing if not patient.”


    Bess gave a slight nod. “Let’s go inside and get warm. Lainey made cinnamon rolls that beat Dottie Stroot’s.”


    Maggie grinned and the two went up to the house, arm in arm. On the way, Maggie told her about what a fine ice skater Amos was and she was sorry again that Bess didn’t join them, because she would have been so impressed. “Amos can skate like he was born on ice. Did you know that? He can zig and zag and do figure eights and I don’t think he ever fell down. Not once.”


    She’s falling in love, Bess thought, watching Maggie’s eyes flash and her hands dance in the air as she went on and on about Amos’s ability to skate backward. I think she’s falling in love with Amos Lapp.


    Oh my, oh my. This, Bess thought, this is a conundrum.


    Not much later, Jonah came in from the barn, stomping the snow off his boots by the threshold. He removed his black felt hat and hung it on a wall peg beside the door in a smooth, accustomed movement.


    Bess filled up a mug with steaming hot coffee and handed it to her dad as he sat in his chair at the kitchen table. Christy scrambled up on her father’s lap while Lainey cut a generous cinnamon roll out of the pan and set it on a plate.


    “Has Billy left?” Maggie said. “I needed to talk to him for a minute. His dad’s not doing well.”


    “He’s still in the greenhouse,” Jonah said. He took a bite of the roll. “It’s hard to believe the problem between Billy and his father all stems back to that missing collectible.”


    “There’d been problems brewing for a long time,” Bess said. “That collectible was what tipped everything over.”


    Lainey picked up Lizzie from her high chair and held her on her hip. “I agree with Bess. It wasn’t just the missing collectible. It’s never just one thing.”


    “What collectible are you talking about?” Maggie asked.


    Jonah cut the cinnamon roll with his fork. “A truck had a flat tire near the Lapp farm. The Lapp brothers helped the truck driver change the tire to a spare. In the truck was a load of antiques and collectibles, about to go to auction in New York. Apparently, one box went missing while the tire was being changed. It was found in Billy’s buggy—the box—but something valuable in the box was gone. Never has shown up.” Jonah took another bite of cinnamon roll, thoughtfully chewing. “It still rankles me that it seemed to have disappeared at Rose Hill Farm. You’d think it would turn up, sooner or later.”


    “Unless Billy’s brothers were the ones who took it and sold it,” Bess said. “And they’ve vanished.”


    Maggie looked like a bazooka had just been fired three inches from her ear. “Um, do you happen to remember what that valuable collectible was?” Her voice was weirdly quiet.


    Jonah squinted his eyes. “What was it? Bess, do you remember?”


    “I never actually saw it, but one of the brothers said it was an old cast-iron bank.”


    Maggie’s face suddenly blanched, and for a moment she was too stunned to speak. Bug-eyed, breathless, she stammered, “An iron Santa Claus? Like, a piggy bank?”


    In the middle of a sip of coffee, Bess’s hand froze. “Why?”


    “Oh, boy. Oh, boy.” Maggie dropped to a chair at the kitchen table and covered her face with her hands, muttering, “Oh double dinged donged d—oh! I’m sorry, Lainey. I’m working on my cussing.”


    Bess pressed a hand to her hammering heart. “Maggie, just what do you know about that bank?”


    Maggie jumped to her feet and paced the room. She stopped and waved her hands. “The thing is . . . I didn’t know it was worth anything. It looked like a piece of junk. Wrapped up in old newspapers. I figured Billy was tossing stuff out.”


    “Slow down, take a breath,” Jonah said. “What are you talking about?”


    Maggie was nearly hyperventilating. “It goes back to that last summer before Bertha passed. One of her special roses needed iron and she didn’t want to spend the money on buying iron supplement, so she gave me the job of finding an old cast-iron tool or frying pan or something that had iron in it. The rustier the better, she said. So I looked and looked and brought her back one thing after the other—but she complained about anything I found—too big or too small. I mean . . . you knew what Bertha was like. Fussy as could be about her roses.”


    Jonah whirled his finger to hustle the story along.


    “And then, suddenly, Bertha passes to her glory, right there in her rose field. I completely forgot to keep looking for an iron tool. I forgot about the ailing rose. I forgot for nearly a year! Until I stopped by to see Bess one day and noticed Billy’s brand-new buggy. No one was around, so I climbed in and looked it over. You know how good a new buggy smells. Then I saw the big box and got a little curious and it was easy to open—”


    Jonah gave her a look.


    “It was, Jonah! The masking tape was all undone. Why doesn’t anyone believe me? I always tell the truth. It was easy to open and inside was a bunch of junk. I figured Billy had cleaned out a closet or was selling scrap metal or something like that—I mean, you know what a dump the Lapp farm is. Then I noticed the Santa Claus bank and remembered Bertha’s rose. That bank was just the right size and shape to fit in the pot. It was something I could do for her—the last thing.” She bit her lip. “So . . . I pulled up the rose and stuck the bank in the bottom of the pot and jammed the rose back in and put it in the back of the greenhouse and by the time I came outside . . . there was that big broohaha going on between Billy and his father and brothers . . . and I just forgot all about it.” She clasped a fist against her mouth. “I really thought it was a worthless piece of junk.”


    “A pot in the greenhouse?”


    “Yes. One of Bertha’s. That rose plant she babied so much.”


    The kitchen went silent; all that could be heard was the drip, drip, drip of the sink faucet. Three, two, one . . . Bess and Jonah rocketed out of their chairs and raced to the greenhouse, Maggie trailing behind, offering up excuses, which they ignored.


    As they burst into the greenhouse, they startled Billy and crowded him around the workbench. All talking at once, they filled him in on the story. He was shocked at first, then everything slid into focus for him. He put his hands around the base of the rose pot, gently and purposefully, and turned it on its side. He ran a pocketknife around the edges, then carefully, oh-so-carefully, he tugged on the stem of the rose until it finally started to loosen and shift out of the clay pot. There, tucked inside a thick swarm of impacted roots, was the cast-iron Santa Claus bank collectible. For nearly a full minute they all stood utterly still, staring at the root ball of the rose, until Billy said, “So that’s why the pot was so heavy.”


    Maggie swallowed. “Jonah, how much did you say that Santa Claus bank is worth?”


    “Thousands and thousands of dollars, Maggie.”


    “Oh, double dinged donged d—.” She stopped herself. She pointed to the rose and her face brightened. “But look at how healthy it is now. That’s all because of me.”


    Billy looked at her as if she’d suggested the moon was falling. “Why in the world did you tuck it away in the corner to be forgotten?”


    Maggie shrugged. “Bertha said you told her the iron needed time to work its wonders. She told me it needed plenty of time.”


    Gently, Jonah inspected the root ball of the rose. “Should we try to extract the Santa Claus bank?”


    “No,” Billy said. “Not necessary. It’s been paid for, courtesy of my new buggy.”


    Bess winced at that comment, but when she glanced at Billy, instead of the tight expression that he wore so consistently, his face seemed relaxed, released. Free.


    “I don’t want to change anything with this rose,” he said. “Whatever’s keeping it alive and making it thrive is working.”


    In the quiet, Bess said, “Billy, you need to tell your father about the collectible.”


    Maggie’s face, alit with joy only seconds ago, suddenly lost its smile. “Oh no!” Her hands flew to cover her mouth. “I completely forgot! That’s why I came over here in the first place. Billy—this morning I was listening to my father and Jorie—”


    “Eavesdropping, you mean.”


    She ignored him. “You need to get over to see your father. Today. Right now.”


    “You mean go over there?” The animation left his face and his voice quieted. “I don’t think I can do that.”


    Maggie exchanged a look with Bess. “Billy—I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but you need to know. Your father is dying.”
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    As Billy stood in front of the dilapidated Lapp farm, his heart ticked faster. The shadows lent a velvet richness to the dusky clearing, disguising its rusted junk and dung and weeds. Even still, he couldn’t forget how sorry it had looked by daylight. And what a wreck the house was.


    Maggie had filled him in on when and why his brothers had left home, one by one, over the last few years. Sam got a girl in the family way and didn’t want to marry her, so he fled to Montana. Ben and Mose were laying low in another county. His father had been alone for over a year. Maggie said she thought he had some kind of cancer and refused to see a doctor about it, despite Caleb Zook’s persistence. He didn’t want anybody’s help, he told Caleb, and he meant it.


    If Billy took a guess, his father had lung cancer. He smoked like a chimney all his life and had been warned to cut down, if not give it up entirely. His father would only scoff at the warning and dismiss it as government propaganda. He grew tobacco, you see.


    Billy eyed the yard, imagining it clean. He eyed the chickens, imagining them penned. He eyed the woodpile, imagining it chopped, ranked, and filed. He turned in a half circle and gazed out at the fields, imagining the soil to be dark brown, resplendent with minerals.


    He walked up to the house, knocked on the door, waited, knocked again. His pulse was a drum in his ears, and his nose was running from the cold. He felt terrified but strong, as if he were swimming for his life.


    The door swung open and Caleb Zook stood there. His eyes opened wide in surprise. So Maggie had finally learned to keep a secret. Good for her.


    “Billy. Billy Lapp. How did you know? How did you hear about . . . ? Never mind, it’s good you’ve come.” He opened the door wide to let Billy in.


    The sour odor of sickness in the house nearly undid him.


    “Your father’s in the other room. He’s not . . . well.”


    “I know.”


    “He’s dying, Billy.”


    “Dying,” Billy repeated inanely. He had never expected this. Not now. Not yet. He thought he had plenty of time before he would face this day. Plenty of time to repair the damage. He thought of Bess’s comment about Simon—thinking she had time to tell him he meant something to her. And she didn’t.


    “He doesn’t want anyone here, but I was planning to stay until . . .”


    Billy looked around the dismal room. “Caleb—I’ll stay. You go home and be with your family. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve.”


    Caleb took a long time answering. “It won’t be long, I suspect.”


    Billy nodded. “I want to spend whatever time I can with him. Alone.”


    Caleb spun his hat in his hands, hesitating, until Billy reassured him this was what he wanted to do.


    At the door, Caleb grabbed Billy’s hand in both of his. “It’s good you’ve come home, Billy.” He walked down a few steps, then turned. “I’ll stop by in the morning. You can call if you need anything. I left the number on the kitchen counter. I’ll check the phone shanty every few hours.”


    Billy closed the kitchen door and took a deep breath. It was curious how calm he felt at this moment, despite four years of anticipating and dreading it.


    He found his father lying on the La-Z-Boy recliner in the living room and was shocked by the changes in his appearance. Painfully thin, a gray pallor to his skin, less of his thinning swoop of gray hair on his head than ever. His eyes were closed and for a second, Billy thought he might have already passed.


    “What do you want?” His father’s voice sounded flat, wary, deeper and gruffer than usual.


    “It’s me.” He moved no closer, but stayed where he was at the edge of the kitchen door. “It’s me, Dad. It’s Billy.”


    His father’s eyes flew open and Billy was shocked to see the whites of his eyes were yellow-tinged.


    His father squinted for a closer look. “Take off your hat so’s I can see you.”


    Once the hat was off, Billy stood fidgeting, letting his father get a look at his face. “So, boy. Where you been?”


    He curled a hand around his hat brim. “Here and there.” He lifted his chin defiantly. “Working with roses.”


    His father gave up a short snort. “Figured.”


    Billy moved closer to the recliner and studied his father’s form. “I heard that Sam and Ben and Mose are gone.”


    A spasm of coughing gripped his father and Billy felt a spike of concern. The room was so cold, the air so dank. He moved to add some chunks of kindling to the fire Caleb had started in the wood-burning stove, and filled up a teakettle with water to set on top of it.


    He sensed his father’s eyes following him as he moved about the dimly lit room. He washed a mug and found a tea bag in the cupboard, then brought a cup of soothing chamomile tea to his father. When he reached for it, he shifted into a sitting position and Billy put some pillows behind his back to support him.


    “Sit down. You’re making me dizzy.”


    Billy scraped a chair up to sit next to his father and stared into his familiar eyes. The lines on his face had deepened. He looked old, tired, and beaten, and an unexpected urge to protect him rose within Billy. “Maggie Zook tells me you’re dying.”


    His father waved his palm. “You know how Maggie tells tales. I’m just a little under the weather.” But they both knew that wasn’t true.


    Billy looked up and met his father’s eyes squarely. “We have some things to settle between us.”


    As Billy’s father studied his face, he saw a weariness in his eyes that went bone deep. “Yeah, I know.”


    The room grew still. Outside, a soft snow had begun, but inside the fire glowed gold and pink. In the firelit room all was silent, waiting for the words that hovered between them to be spoken. “Dad, I never stole that cast-iron bank.”


    For a moment, his father’s eyes were tormented. “I know. Your brothers did.” His voice fell to a murmur. “I suspected it all along.”


    “You knew? You never thought to come find me? To tell me that?”


    “I was . . .” He gulped to a stop and Billy saw his body tremble. His father’s eyes pinched tightly closed. “I was angry about the Bann. Too stubborn.”


    Billy sighed and slumped his shoulders in relief. “Must be a family trait. I was too angry and stubborn to come home. Until now.”


    His father silenced him with a movement of his hand. “I thought you were getting high and mighty. Thought you needed to be taken down a peg.”


    “You were right. I was. And I did.” It was Billy who needed to take the first step, his heart thumping hard. “Can you forgive me?”


    “You? I’m the one . . .” His voice grew even more raspy as he went on. “I’m the one who needs . . .”


    Self-consciousness suddenly bloomed between them, for the words needed not be said to be felt. His father held out his hand, and Billy took it. His grip was claw-like. Surprising strength for a weary man. “You’re home now,” his father said, his voice gravelly with emotion. “That’s what matters.”


    Hearing his father’s words brought a great, crushing feeling of relief to Billy. His father’s eyes drifted shut and he slept, his chest lifting painfully, a hissing sound whistling between each breath that escaped his dry lips.


    The death rattle had set in, Maggie had said. Pneumonia.


    Billy sat on a chair, slumped over, watching his father’s labored breathing. He felt a quiet, a deep calm that he didn’t want to leave or disturb. He stayed very still, and his mind and heart grew still as well.


    Suddenly, he realized he wasn’t alone.


    George had come and was leaning against the doorjamb of the kitchen, arms crossed, one ankle looped over the other.


    Billy leapt to his feet. “Oh wow.” His heart went wild. The room seemed to spin around crazily while he stared at George, struggling to comprehend the incredible. At last he stammered again in a choked voice, “Wow. Wow. Wow. You’re not a hobo, are you?”


    George smiled. “I never said I was. You called me that.”


    Now Billy understood why George’s presence always brought him a measure of ease. His tranquility somehow seeped into him and calmed him. “You’re a death angel, aren’t you? An avenging angel.”


    George’s eyebrows lifted in amusement. “What’s that?”


    “You kill people. Like in the Old Testament, during Passover.” Billy made a sweeping paintbrush movement, like he was marking a house. “Don’t tell me you weren’t there.”


    “Actually, I wasn’t there. Not me. There’s rather a lot of us.” He crossed the room to warm his hands by the wood-burning stove. “Lots of misconceptions about angels out there. But I do get a kick out of some of them. Hollywood. Crazy stuff.” He rolled his eyes. “My biggest pet peeve is when Hollywood makes it seem like angels wish they could be on Earth, like they’re missing something. We come from a place that is without sin. Hard for you folks to understand, but there’s a whiter white than what your eyes can see. Bluer blues. Greener greens. Once you get a taste of Heaven, you never long for Earth. ‘For a day in thy courts is better than a thousand.’ I believe that’s in Psalms.” He sat down in a chair across from Billy, pulled an apple and pocketknife out of his jacket, and sliced the apple. He stabbed it with the tip of the knife and picked it up. “You want it?”


    Billy shook his head and eased back in his seat. Man, this angel eats constantly.


    “I’m always hungry when I’m down here. Never feel satisfied.”


    “It kind of freaks me out when you read my mind.”


    George chuckled. “Another misconception. Angels aren’t omniscient. Not even the Dark One.” He ducked his chin and peered at Billy as if to say, And we all know who that is. “We don’t need to be mind readers. You people give yourselves away. Just to straighten things out, only the Father is omniscient.” He chewed a slice of apple. “I’ll grant you one thing—we angels do seem to scare people a lot.”


    Billy was lost. “Wait a minute. If you’re a death angel, you’re here for my father, right?” His eyes went wide. “Or are you here for me? That’s what you meant by a lot at stake, isn’t it? Am I the one who’s dying?” His heart started pounding again.


    “Interesting question. Everyone and everything is in a state of decline. You know it as the Second Law of Thermodynamics. We call it the fallen world. As for the moment of your death—no, that’s not happening right now. There will be a day when your time on earth comes to its end. But that won’t be a minute before your life is complete.” He went into the kitchen to find a mug, helped himself to a tea bag, then poured the mug full of hot water from the teapot on top of the wood-burning stove.


    George sat back down again and stretched out his legs, steeping the tea bag in the mug with a steady beat, up and down, up and down. “Earlier today, a fellow had a heart attack and the ambulance was driving him to the hospital. His heart had stopped. But then the ambulance hit a pothole and jump-started his heart. He’s good as new.” He made a seesawing motion with his hand. “Sort of. He was a little shaken up. But he’s back on track now.” He took a sip of the tea. “Nothing like a little jolt of mortality to get a man interested in knowing his Maker.”


    “George . . . did you put that pothole in the street?” Billy held out his wrist. “Did you send Amos to find me that Christmas afternoon?”


    George grinned, revealing a row of even white teeth. “Tell you what. We’ll have a lot of time in the future to talk about curious coincidences. For now, let’s talk about why I’m here.”


    “Why are you here?”


    “What do you think?”


    Exasperated, Billy’s hands flew up in the air. This angel couldn’t give a straight answer. “If I could figure that out, why would I think you’re here to kill me?”


    “That’s another pet peeve—that people think angels are sent to kill. Only God determines when a person’s life on earth is complete.”


    “I never thought I’d hear an angel say he had a pet peeve.” Though Billy never thought he’d be having a conversation with an angel, either.


    “Well, sure.” George sliced off another piece of apple and chewed it. “We do have personalities. Michael, for example, he’s always in a hurry. Eager to carry out his business and get home again. Me, I like to take my time. Get to know my business.”


    Billy coughed a laugh. “So . . . I’m your business?”


    George smiled. “Since August 3, 1962.”


    “What happened then?”


    “You don’t remember?” George chuckled. “You were seven and saw a rainbow. You looked up at the sky and said, ‘Thank you, God.’ That was your moment.”


    “My moment for what?”


    “Of first knowing God. Thanking him. Giving praise. That was when your spiritual journey truly began. That was when you were pointed out to me. ‘Keep an eye on that one,’ Mario told me.” He squinted and looked at the ceiling. “I think it was Mario. Might have been Monroe.”


    When had Billy last looked at a rainbow and thanked God for it? He felt so far from God right now. And now, when he needed God the most, he had no right to ask for help. “Let me get this straight. If you’re not a death angel, then you’re a guardian angel?”


    George smiled. “One of many. ‘For he shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways.’ Another Psalm. You folks down here . . . you need a lot of help.” He leaned back in the chair. “I’m not saying it’s easy. There’s a lot of troublemakers around here. You’d be amazed. They’re all over, just looking for ways to drag a soul down.” He glanced at Billy’s sleeping father.


    “It doesn’t seem to take much.”


    George laughed. “No. No, it doesn’t. Takes a lot to keep your eyes on the prize.” He lifted his eyes upward. “Oh, but what a prize awaits, Billy. Have no fear. ‘But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.’” He dropped his head. “Paul penned that in a letter to the Corinthians, I believe.”


    “Then, the Bible is relevant to you, in Heaven? I would think it would be kind of . . . old news.”


    “‘For ever, O Lord, thy word is settled in heaven.’ Another Psalm. I love those Psalms.” George was watching him, with eyes as exacting as calipers. “You still don’t get it, do you? ‘If we believe not, yet he abideth faithful: he cannot deny himself.’ A letter to Timothy, I believe.” He sighed, growing exasperated with Billy’s denseness. “Seriously, man! Do you not ever read the Good Book?”


    Billy chose not to answer. It just hadn’t occurred to him to look to the Bible for answers.


    “It means that God is faithful, even if you are not.” George closed his eyes and shook his head, as if to say, What a wasted opportunity. “You know, a lot of problems in life would be solved if you people would just read the Word of God. It’s all there. Everything you need to know.” George reached out to adjust the quilt that lay over Billy’s father. “All you need to do is to accept God’s help. Just ask, Billy.” He leaned back. “You did it before.” He glanced down at Billy’s wrist.


    Billy’s turned his wrist over and thought of how differently he would have handled his family had he known how much he mattered to God, if he’d known he hadn’t been forgotten, if he’d realized he was being looked after. He had felt so hopeless, so all alone. And yet he had never been alone, not even during that hard time.


    For a long time, they sat without speaking, sipping on their tea, honoring the deep quiet. It was past midnight. Billy felt unnaturally alert, aware of the preciousness of each passing hour. Once or twice, his father’s eyes flickered open, then closed again.


    Then George stirred, as if he was preparing to leave.


    “Don’t go, George.” Billy cleared his throat. “Please don’t go.” He wanted George with him this long night.


    George smiled. “I won’t go until you’re ready for me to go.”


    His father’s head bobbed slightly, then fell back down. His chest seemed to strain for each bit of air.


    Billy closed his eyes—Lord, don’t let George leave, not yet—and knew that the gift of faith was being offered to him. From somewhere inside him a yes rose up, and an unfamiliar peace replaced the restlessness in his soul.


    When he opened his eyes, George was gone. On the chair, neatly folded, was the blue winter coat Billy had given to him on the day he had first met him, and the handful of twenties he had paid him for working in the greenhouse.

  


  
    17


    Amos and Maggie had spent the morning wandering in and out of shops in Stoney Ridge, looking for a gift for Bess for Christmas.


    “I don’t know why the thimble with roses won’t do,” Maggie said. “It’s beautiful. It’s stunning. It’s exquisite.”


    “It just doesn’t seem quite right.”


    Maggie stopped in front of a bench and flopped down. Amos sat down beside her, looking up the street to see what other options there might be: the fabric store, the Hay & Grain, the Acme grocery store.


    “Doesn’t it tell you something, Amos, that you don’t even know what to get Bess?”


    Amos’s lips compressed and a muscle ticked in his jaw, but he stared squarely at Maggie. “What are you getting at?”


    Softly, Maggie said, “Amos, it might be that you have an idea of who Bess is, who you want her to be, without really knowing her.”


    “No,” Amos said, peeved. Maggie thought she knew everything. “You’re wrong about that. I know her. I’ve known her for years. I know her very well. Very, very well.”


    Maggie sighed. “I’ve tried to be kind, but I can’t hold back any longer. Amos, Bess just doesn’t feel the same way about you that you feel about her.”


    He snapped a glance at her, then turned away again.


    She seemed to be waiting for something. “You’ve got a strange way of not saying things, Amos. How’s a friend supposed to help when you keep closed up so?”


    He heard something confrontational in Maggie’s voice. He didn’t want to fight. He didn’t want to feel. He didn’t want to think. He didn’t want to know. “Bess made a promise to me,” he said in a raspy voice. “We made a promise to each other.”


    “She can’t help her feelings for Billy any more than you can help your feelings for her.”


    Amos stared at her, not moving a muscle.


    Maggie pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Sometimes you can’t stop yourself from loving someone.” She lifted troubled eyes to him, then looked away. “As much as you try, you just can’t help yourself.”


    A poignant silence fell.


    “After Christmas, she said we could set a date. She hasn’t told me she wants to call off our wedding. Just postpone it.”


    “You have to be the one to let her go, Amos. She won’t break things off with you, but not setting a date is her way of telling you. That’s just the way Bess is.” She took his hands and squeezed them, in a grip that surprised him. “I’m not saying this to hurt you. I wouldn’t be a good friend to you if I didn’t tell you the truth and I always tell the truth. Marriage is hard enough without being married to someone who would rather be with someone else.”


    Hearing in her voice what he already knew brought a great, crushing feeling to Amos’s heart. For a moment they both concentrated on their joined hands. “Thank you, Maggie,” came his gruff words. “And I want to be just as good a friend to you.” He leaned toward her. “Stop lying to your father and take that teaching job.”


    Her eyes went wide and her mouth opened to a silent O.
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    During the night, snow had started to fall. Bess woke early, wide awake, and decided to do the barn chores for her father. A Christmas Eve gift for him. She fed Frieda and the chickens in the henhouse, then went into the greenhouse to check on the mystery rose, half hoping it would be open, half dreading it would be open. When it did, Billy would identify the rose and then he would leave.


    Two minutes later, she left a message on the answering machine at the shanty of Billy’s father’s farm. “The rose has bloomed!” And then she waited for him.


    All during the morning hours, snow continued to fall. The snow lay on the land nearly six inches deep, with little sign of abating, though it was a gentle storm: no wind, fat downy snowflakes. After lunch, Bess waited for Billy in the greenhouse, wondering if she should go over to his farm. But then again, if his father was passing, it would seem terribly awkward to walk in and happily tell him that a flower had bloomed. She heard the door click open and eagerly spun around to face the door, smiling brightly. “It’s here! It’s bloomed!”


    There stood Amos. Her eyes widened in surprise. He couldn’t have missed the droop of disappointment on her face as she realized he wasn’t whom she expected.


    “Mind if I come in? It’s cold out here.”


    “Oh, of course!”


    Halfway down the brick path, he stopped. “Has there been a death message yet about Billy’s father?”


    “Nothing yet.”


    “I haven’t given your Christmas present to you yet, Bess,” he said, his voice soft. “Maggie helped me pick it out.” He fished in his coat pocket and pulled something out, then strode closer to her and opened his hand. On his palm lay a small silver thimble with a band of pink roses painted around the base.


    She picked it up. “It’s beautiful.”


    “It is that. But . . . it isn’t the gift you really need from me.” He swallowed. “Christmas being a time of giving, I thought it might be appropriate to . . . give you what I know you want most from me, Bess. Your freedom.” He sounded not bitter, but resigned.


    Bess was speechless. “Amos—”


    He lifted a palm to cut her short. “Don’t say a word. Maggie was the one who set me straight. Why would anyone want to be married to someone who would rather be married to someone else? Marriage is hard enough, she said.” He gave a half laugh. “Not that she would know. But I do think she’s right.” He took her hands in his. “I’ll always hold a soft spot for you in my heart, but I know I need to release you from your promise.” He lifted her hands to his mouth and kissed them, but didn’t release them. “Would you tell me one thing? Did you ever love me at all? Even a little?”


    His dark brown eyes, filled with unspoken misery, locked with hers. The tears splashed over her lashes and ran in silver streaks down her cheeks. “Oh yes, Amos. I did. I do. I just . . .”


    “You just love him more.” His eyes were soft with understanding. He squeezed her hands one more time and released them.


    There were no more words. Bess felt a lump gathering in her throat. She swallowed, but the emotion couldn’t be gulped away.


    Amos glanced at the door. “Well . . .” The word hung in the cold air like the ting of a bell in a winter woods.


    “Yes, well . . .” She spread her palms nervously, then clutched them together.


    “I’m not exactly sure what one says at a time like this.”


    “Neither am I,” Bess admitted.


    Amos looked down into her eyes. “I’ve always wanted only your happiness.”


    It struck Bess that Amos was one of the kindest persons she’d ever known. He was a gentleman all the way through, was Amos. She took his hand and placed the thimble in its palm, then curled his fingers over it. “It’s actually a little small on my finger. But I think it might fit Maggie’s perfectly.”


    He fell silent for several long, long seconds. “I’d better go. The Zooks invited my mother and me for Christmas Eve supper.” His eyes found hers at last, and for a moment she thought he meant to kiss her. But in the end he only nodded formally and reached out for the door handle. “See you around, Bess.”


    When the door closed behind him, Bess sighed and sank back against it, closing her eyes, savoring the sweetness of the moment between them. In an instant, the door that led to a life with Amos had closed, and though she had never been entirely convinced that she wanted to pass through it, she felt a final spark of doubt. Had she been mistaken in not marrying Amos? But she knew the answer.


    She kept an eye on the driveway all afternoon, waiting for Billy, but he never came. By day’s end, she went back down to the greenhouse one last time to put the rose back in its corner for the night. The air was knife-cold; the hazy winter sun hung low in the sky. The strong, sweet fragrance of the blooming rose filled the greenhouse. For a long moment, she stood in front of the rose, thinking how delighted her grandmother would be to know this rose had survived another generation. She heard a squeaky noise, spun around. And there he was.


    “He’s passed,” Billy said, standing in the open doorway. “My father died a little while ago. I waited until Caleb Zook came over. He’s there now, calling the undertaker.”


    “I’m so sorry.”


    He closed the door behind him and walked down the brick path toward Bess, stopping a few feet in front of her. “We made our peace, he and I.” His voice had a quiet sincerity she hadn’t heard in years. “All night long, he slipped in and out of consciousness. But when he was alert, we talked. We actually talked a lot. He told me . . .” His voice cracked and his eyes grew glassy. “My father told me he was proud of me.” With the back of his hand, he wiped away tears. “It’s strange. My father is dead and I don’t feel the way I thought I always would on this day—sad and empty. I feel . . . grateful. I was with him when he died and it was . . .” Billy swallowed, trying to keep his emotions tamped down. “It was something I’ll never forget, as long as I live. He let go of his bitterness and disappointment and his face grew so . . . peaceful. It’s hard to describe, but I don’t think I’ll ever be afraid of dying after today.” He put his hands in his pockets. “Someone told me there’s a verse in the Bible that says ‘Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.’ I never thought of my father as a saint, but I suppose from God’s point of view, he was. We all are. And death, strangely enough, is a precious thing.”


    Bess didn’t know what to say so she didn’t say anything. The deaths she had experienced—her grandmother’s, Simon’s—they didn’t feel precious to her. They felt awful.


    He took off his hat and spun it around in a circle. “He told me to find my brothers and bring them back to the fold.”


    “Ohhhhhhhh.” Bess drew out the word for emphasis. That was a huge and complicated deathbed request.


    “He also told me I was a fool to let you go.”


    Bess swallowed. “He was right.”


    Billy crossed the distance between them in four long strides. Then his hands were on her shoulders and his eyes became suddenly fierce and she felt her pulse leap. “Are you going to marry Amos?”


    She shook her head. “No . . . no, I’m not. We spoke about it this very afternoon. We called off the engagement.”


    His eyes searched hers. “Was Amos all right about that?”


    “More than all right. He was the one who told me the wedding was off. I think he knew . . .”


    “Knew what?”


    Bess took in a sharp breath. “I think he knew that as hard as I tried, I couldn’t stop loving you.”


    Suddenly he scooped her into his arms, kissing her with passion, stirring to life every feeling she had and a few she never knew existed. Too soon, he lifted his head, holding her face in his hands, searching her eyes with a harrowed look. “I love you,” he said hoarsely. He pulled her against him, enfolding her so tightly in his arms it seemed he’d never let her go.


    She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. How was it possible to feel such happiness? They kissed again, less hurried now.


    “So you got my message.”


    He kissed her eyes, her forehead, her cheeks. “What message?”


    “The rose! It’s bloomed.”


    Abruptly, Billy released her; in a few short strides, he was in front of the workbench, standing in awe at the open rose bloom. Bess followed behind him, pressing close to him. He examined the rose closely—sniffing it, peering into it, counting its petals and stamens. He looked in an old botanical print book and compared the drawings to the rose in front of him.


    “Well? Is it the rose?” Everything inside her was on tiptoes.


    “It’ll have to be verified . . . but it has all the characteristics of a German rootstock dating prior to the Perle von Weissenstein.” He closed his eyes reverently. “Imagine that. The oldest known rose of German rootstock. Right in front of us.”


    “Think of the stories it could tell. The long trip over the ocean on the Charming Nancy. All those rose lovers who kept it alive over three centuries.”


    His hand found hers and curled around it as they soaked up the rose’s revelation. “So George was right. It’s a wonderful Christmas.”


    “Who’s George?”


    Billy put his arm around Bess’s shoulder and pulled her close to him. “It’s a long, long story. I’ll tell you later. For now, Merry Christmas, Bess.”


    “And to you, Billy.” They stood a moment, arm in arm, admiring the bloom. “What should we call the rose?”


    “It will be given an official Latin name that no one can pronounce or ever remember. Part of me would like to call it the Bertha Riehl. It has the same kind of impact on others that Bertha used to have—tricky and stubborn, spikey with thorns, interrupts your life, turns it upside down.”


    “And thank heaven for that, Billy Lapp,” Bess said, in a brash tone that surprised even her. He was right. She was getting more and more like her grandmother.


    “Another reason we should call it Bertha Riehl. Just like her—exactly like her—this rose has to get the last word in.”


    “How so?”


    Billy grinned. “It leaves a lingering fragrance.”


    That it did. Its sweet scent had infiltrated the greenhouse. “But she wouldn’t want a rose named after her. Too prideful, she would say.”


    “Then we should call it what she called it. The Charming Nancy. After all, it’s our turn to take care of the rose.”


    The rose. This elusive, mysterious rose. With a practiced eye, Bess gathered every detail about the rose, confident that the same thoughts were being catalogued in Billy’s mind: class of Gallicas; a large, dramatic bloom of pink-mauve color, packed with petals; deeply fragrant. What couldn’t be described was why it was the most important rose in the world. This rose had brought Billy Lapp home.


    She felt his gaze and lifted her eyes to him. Our turn, he had said. It was their turn in the long line of rose lovers who had protected and nurtured this rose. To ensure the rose’s ongoing survival for their children, to pass its tending on to their children’s children, was what he meant.


    Bess had not known a heart could smile.

  


  
    Conversation Guide


    This conversation guide is intended to enrich the reading experience, as well as encourage you to explore topics together—because books, like life, are meant for sharing.


    
      	“God is faithful even when we are not” is a central theme in Christmas at Rose Hill Farm. Which characters needed reminding of that theme? Discuss the ways in which the characters come to peace with this biblical truth.


      	The rosebud seemed to have a personality of its own: stubborn, slow, resilient, enduring. It was more than a legacy. What do you think the mystery rose symbolized in Billy’s and Bess’s life? Is there a beloved treasure in your life that might have a similar meaning to you?


      	Some parts of an Amish wedding might seem strange to you—the bride and groom’s meeting with the ministers before the ceremony, for example. Let’s flip the picture. Do you think there might be aspects of a typical American wedding that seem strange to the Amish? Which ones? Doesn’t that awareness give you an appreciation for how our culture shapes and molds us?


      	Let’s consider Amos Lapp and the broken engagement. At one point, Maggie Zook questions Amos about why he can’t seem to settle on the right Christmas gift for Bess. “It might be that you have an idea of who Bess is, who you want her to be, without really knowing her.” Do you think Amos truly loved Bess? Or was Maggie on to something? By the way, if you’d like to find out how Amos Lapp’s love life unfolds, you might enjoy reading the Stoney Ridge Seasons series.


      	Billy’s home life was less than ideal: brothers who bullied, a father who encouraged competition between his sons. Finally, Billy had enough and left home. George pointed out to him that he had acted like a Pharisee: all rules and no love. “How are you going to be salt to your family when you’re hiding away in a greenhouse in College Station? By staying away like you’ve done, you’ve only made things worse for your father. He has no one to pull him up. You might be standing on principle, but you’re all alone.”

      What were your thoughts about George’s bold remarks to Billy? Was he asking too much of him? Billy certainly thought so. George was trying to show God’s perspective on his role in his family. What difference would that make to someone in a difficult relationship?



      	What were your thoughts about the character of George the hobo? You might find it interesting to know that the story about the ambulance and the pothole is a true one. Granted, there’s no way of knowing if an angel was involved, but it does give one food for thought. Have you ever had a curious coincidence occur that became strangely pivotal in your life?


      	Toward the end of the story, Billy reflects on some of the truths George has taught him. “Billy turned his wrist over and thought of how differently he would have handled things had he known how much he mattered to God, if he’d known he wasn’t forgotten, if he’d known he was being looked after. He had felt so hopeless, so all alone. And yet he had never been alone, not even during that hard time.” That insight isn’t just for Billy. It’s a biblical truth meant for me and for you. How does such knowledge affect you?


      	It would be nice, wouldn’t it, to have an angel like George appear at critical junctions in our life: times of uncertainty, times of needed healing, times of crisis. George didn’t stay, even though Billy wanted him to. Why? Had he stayed, what might have been Billy’s temptation? The folded coat on the chair, the money on top—they were signs that George’s work with Billy was complete. What final message did George deliver to Billy? To you and to me?

    


    Emmanuel, God is with us.

  


  
    Scriptures Used by George


    (I didn’t think angels would have need of the chapters and numbers given to Bible verses so mere mortals could locate Scripture. The Amish actually use the German Luther Bible, but for obvious reasons, I used the King James Version.)


    “Search the scriptures; for in them ye think ye have eternal life: and they are they which testify of me.” (John 5:39)


    “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handywork.” (Psalm 19:1)


    “Then they cried unto the LORD in their trouble, and he bringeth them out of their distresses.” (Psalm 107:13)


    “He maketh the storm a calm, so that the waves thereof are still.” (Psalm 107:29)


    “Then are they glad because they be quiet; so he bringeth them unto their desired haven.” (Psalm 107:30)


    “For a day in thy courts is better than a thousand.” (Psalm 84:10)


    “For he shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways.” (Psalm 91:11)


    “But as it is written, Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him.” (1 Corinthians 2:9)


    “For ever, O LORD, thy word is settled in heaven.” (Psalm 118:89)


    “If we believe not, yet he abideth faithful: he cannot deny himself.” (2 Timothy 2:13)

  


  
    Note to Reader


    Did you know the rose is America’s favorite flower? Four states claim it as their state flower (New York, Iowa, Georgia, South Dakota) and, over thirty years ago, June was dubbed National Rose Month. Today, there are over one hundred species of roses in the world, the majority of which are native to Asia.


    Traditionally, the rose is known as the flower of love. In Greek and Roman mythology, the rose was used as a symbol of Venus and Aphrodite, the goddesses of love. In Christian iconography, the rose is associated with Christian martyrs. Its five petals are said to represent the five wounds of Christ. It was Shakespeare who penned the famous words, “A rose by any other name would still smell as sweet.” Never mind the killjoy who altered the adage: “A rose by any other name would still get black spot.”


    The history of growing roses goes back a long, long time—over five thousand years. In the eighteenth century, Europeans began experimenting with different varieties of roses and created several hundred new versions. And that’s where this story begins . . . with roses from the 1700s that have “gone missing” over the centuries.


    Lost roses have a fascinating backstory. It’s believed to be highly possible that extinct roses are in people’s backyards, brought over from Europe by someone’s great-great grandmother. Old roses, prior to the first China tea hybrid in 1867, are durable, cold-hardy, and remarkably sturdy. Old cemeteries remain the best places to find old roses.


    So . . . have you gone wandering around an old cemetery lately?


    P.S. If you’re interested in reading more about Bess and Billy, get hold of a copy of The Search, winner of the 2012 Carol Award for Long Contemporary. The Search takes place in 1972, a few years prior to this story set in 1977. And if you want to follow up with Amos Lapp (hint: Maggie Zook has a significant role in his future), read the Stoney Ridge Seasons series, starting with The Keeper, The Haven, and wrapping up in The Lesson. Though, the stories of Stoney Ridge never really end. Life goes on and on . . .
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    Rose Hill Farm’s Baked Oatmeal


    Ingredients


    
      
        
        
      

      
        
          	3 cups

          	rolled oats
        


        
          	1 cup

          	packed brown sugar
        


        
          	2 teaspoons

          	baking powder
        


        
          	1 teaspoon

          	salt
        


        
          	2 teaspoons

          	ground cinnamon
        


        
          	2 teaspoons

          	vanilla extract
        


        
          	2

          	eggs
        


        
          	1 cup

          	milk
        


        
          	½ cup

          	butter, melted
        

      
    


    Optional add-ins: ¾ cup dried cranberries, dried cherries or raisins, diced apple, sliced almonds, chopped walnuts


    Additional milk


    Directions


    Preheat oven to 350°. In a large bowl, combine oats, brown sugar, baking powder, salt, and cinnamon. In another bowl, whisk eggs, milk, vanilla extract, and butter. Stir into oat mixture until blended. Add optional ingredients like fruit or nuts, and stir.


    Spoon into a greased 9” × 13” baking pan. Bake 40–45 minutes or until set. Serve warm with milk. Yield: 9 servings.
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