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To Saka. This one was always for you.







The stolen rose blooms best.


—folk wisdom











ONE



My father was a rose rustler. The early seasons of my life were measured in the lifecycles of rose bushes, and I memorized David Austin’s catalogue of English roses the way other little boys memorize the makes of cars. He liked to quiz me as we walked through the garden that eventually overtook our entire property. Evelyn, Queen of Sweden, Scepter D’Isle—these were the aristocratic names that colored my early memories of that otherwise utterly unremarkable house, my only home for twenty-four years. 


It was raining the night my father came home carrying a single stem of an ordinary Madame Alfred Carrière. He deposited the pale pink noisette in my hands and shucked off his windbreaker, as soaked as the rose. 


I cradled it on instinct. My father handled cut roses with impartial expertise. I held each blossom like a broken butterfly. “Any luck?”





He grunted instead of answering and went upstairs. After a few minutes I heard the shower running. He’d be up there for a while. Some people went for a run to de-stress. My father showered, running up a water bill we couldn’t afford.  


But my question had been semi-rhetorical in any case. My father had gone that afternoon to visit a property he learned about on a tip from a local, while making a delivery of bouquets to a supermarket outside Indianapolis. A rose rustler’s objective was to find those hidden old garden gems, uncatalogued by the modern rose trade, grown wild and forgotten on somber old estates. If he had come home carrying a single stem of a variety I could name on sight, then the trip had clearly been a failure.


When my father came back down, I cracked him a beer and turned on the White Sox game. He gave me a half-smile of exhausted gratitude as he sank onto the cracked leather of the BarcaLounger. The Sox were up one-nothing, bottom of the third. 


“Want another?” I asked when the inning ended. 


He shook his head, tucked the empty can into the cushions, and looked at me skeptically. “I know you’re not watching the game.”


I lifted the rose. “What’s up with this?”


The TV blared a commercial for dishwasher pods—so clean your dishes will sparkle! My father switched it off. “I stole it.”


“You stole a rose?” My father’s career was an unorthodox one that involved scavenging old estates, but he wasn’t a thief. “You didn’t let them know you’d be looking in the gardens?”





“It was abandoned,” he said shortly. “Or I thought it was. You know what Ethan, I will have another, thanks.”


I laid the Madame on the coffee table and went to get another beer from the fridge. 


My father was a rose rustler, but he was not a very successful one. He had never come across that Black Swan varietal that might make him sought-after in the rose world, that might allow him to devote himself full time to his rose business. The rose that might have meant we could stop living off the insufficient income from our grocery store bouquet sales. Worrying about water bills and buying cheap beer. 


“A damn Madame Alfred Carrière.” My father took the can from me and rubbed his hand across his forehead. “I don’t know what came over me.” 


He was upset, which made me anxious. I curled my fingers against my knee, fighting the urge to take his hand in mine like I did when I was a kid. “What happened?”


He dropped his hand into his lap and sighed again. “The place was overgrown, clearly empty. No cars in the drive, no lights on in any of the windows. Big place. I knocked on the front door and hollered, just to be sure. I went around back hoping there was still a garden. And there was.” His face creased, and his voice turned wondering. “There must have been thousands of bushes, dozens of varietals, maybe hundreds. And they were all old garden roses, not a goddamn hybrid tea in sight. But it was run wild, hadn’t been pruned in ages. Shoots in all directions, lotsa dead wood hanging around. And nothing blooming. Not so much as a bud.”


“But…” I looked at the bloom on the coffee table.





My father shrugged helplessly. “There was this garden folly. I think it was supposed to be a Greek temple. Very Victorian, you know. It had a bench, with an arch above it, a rose trained over one side. A centerpiece. I’d’ve sworn there wasn’t a bud on the damn thing when I first looked at it but I turned around and—there it was.” 


“And you took it.”


“I took it. I was just—it was so strange, the way it just appeared. It was like it was meant for me. We need new pruners, by the way. I dropped my No. 2s and forgot to grab them before I left.”


It was unlike my father to be forgetful, and that worried me. His description of the rose was also downright bizarre. The best rosarians were hedge witches like my father. His magic allowed his roses to bloom softly through scorching heatwaves, helped dormant canes survive frigid Midwest winters, and kept disease in check. The plants took on a beautiful shape for my father. But I had never seen one bloom on his command.


“There was a garden house too. Creepy place, all covered in dead vines. But it was a decent size, a bungalow, and I thought, maybe it’ll have a hose bib. There was a spigot on the outside of the house, and I used it to wet a cloth to wrap the stem in. That’s what I was doing when he found me.”


“Who?”


“The trustee. That’s what he called himself. Accused me of stealing his roses. Well, I guess I had stolen his roses.” The words settled into the space between us, floating slowly towards the coffee table until they lit upon the Madame. “I told him who I was, what I was doing—I had a card on me, so I gave it to him. I told him about the business, about you.”


He inhaled sharply but then didn’t continue, staring down at his hands with a deeply creased brow. A thousand scenarios coursed through my mind, each worse than the last—the police summoned, lawsuits filed. More problems we couldn’t afford.


“Did he threaten you?”


“He offered me a job. Said he wanted help in the garden. Looking for a full-time rosarian for the season, someone to bring the garden back to a respectable state.”


That was unexpected. I sat back, stunned. Three months poking around an old garden sounded like my father’s idea of paradise. “How much?”


He hesitated, then nodded. “Thirty.”


“How many hours is he looking for?”


“Not thirty an hour. Thirty grand. For the whole job.”


Thirty thousand dollars. It was enough to eliminate the medical debt that had hung over our lives ever since mom got sick. The debt that kept my father stuck selling bland bouquets of hybrid teas to grocery stores. The debt over which I had quit college to help keep the business afloat. I’d never gone back. There wasn’t any money.


“Dad, do it.”


My father shook his head. “No—I can’t. I have the business to run, and—“


“The hell with the business.” I stood up, and my voice rose with me. “Do it. You could go back to rose rustling full time, quit the grocery circuit.”


My father looked down at his hands again. He was still the tall, powerfully built man I had traipsed after in my childhood, the man who wrangled five-gallon buckets of water and spades of clay soil for a living. It was sometimes hard to remember he was also a man living with MS, a chronic disease that had flared up late in life and which sometimes made everyday tasks difficult. 


He couldn’t do it. Our own rose farm, from which we grew the commercially appealing roses we sold to grocery stores around the county, consisted only of what we could fit in our backyard, but it was already too much for him alone. He looked small suddenly, curled into the recliner like a child. A battered rose.  


“I can do it,” I said.


My father looked up. “No—I’m serious, Ethan. We’re talking about an acre of abandoned garden. It would take one man all season.” 


“Then I’ll be there all season. Our pruning is done. You can do without me well enough. Maybe I can come home on the weekends to help out with the rest.” 


He shook his head. “The roses—he wants them to bloom. It’s already June. There isn’t a chance.”


My father knew roses. If he thought a garden was doomed, it probably was. “What did you tell him?” 


“That I’d be back in a week, give him an answer then. And pay for the Madame Alfred Carrière stem. He didn’t have a phone. Odd character.”


“The Madame bloomed. It can’t be hopeless.” I moved towards the stairs. “I’m going to shower.”


My father didn’t move. “It’s for you.”


I paused with my hand on the banister. “What is?” 


He nodded at the rose still lying on the coffee table. “The Madame. He said to give it to you.”








The next morning it was still raining hard.


Rainy days weren’t days off on a rose farm—we still had plenty to do in the shelter of the house, wrapping grocery store bundles and making phone calls—but on days with poor weather, we took the mornings a little slower. 


That particular rainy morning, I had taken a favorite book from my shelf but couldn’t focus and instead sat staring out at the gray light that filtered in through my window. The Madame Alfred Carrière loomed out of an old jelly jar of water on my desk. 


The Madame was one of the best-known old garden roses, beautifully fragrant, its cupped white petals so fluffy it was practically indecent. Most often, the blooms tinted towards pale pink near the centers. This one seemed a bit pinker than most. But weather could affect petal color. Perhaps it was the rain.


We had no Madame specimen on our property. But I trusted my father’s assessment. Arthur Keating had the uncanny ability to identify any varietal, even when not in bloom. Before she died, my mother loved to challenge him—blindfold him and pass him a cutting to identify by touch and scent alone. He was always right. As a child, I thrilled to watch what for them passed for romance.


Most years, my father’s symptoms prevented him from working for at least a few weeks. On the days when walking was difficult for him, my mother and I would do the pruning and the watering and the harvesting, wrapping the thorny bouquets with an efficiency born of years of experience, not magic. My mother used to tell me that we were the horsepower to my father’s talent. I would tell her she was too beautiful to be a horse, and she would laugh and laugh. 


When we lost her, we became a family of two. I wanted to protect him, the way that he had protected me as a child. My father applied for disability when his symptoms got worse, and I took care of the business. It was good enough for me. I hadn’t fit in at IU Bloomington, in any case—the quiet gay kid with dirt under his fingernails and a father with a career no one had ever heard of. People think they’re interested in roses, but they don’t actually want to hear about the reality of it—the pruning and the spraying and the soil amendments. Even my father’s magical affinity for roses was too subtle to be very entertaining. I’d watched enough people’s eyes glaze over, back when I was still trying, a little, to make people think I was interesting.


A bang from downstairs jolted me out of bed and had me running down the stairs two at a time. 


“Dad?” 


“Don’t run so fast.” He scowled at me, worried. He was standing at the old range in the kitchen, the cast iron already heating in front of him. “Thought I’d make breakfast. We still have eggs, right?”


I sighed and grabbed the carton from the refrigerator. Breakfast in our house was usually a milk-and-cereal affair, or maybe jelly-and-toast when we were feeling fancy. He was showing off, showing me that his symptoms were under control. 


I made coffee while he cracked eggs into the pan, heaping three scoops of cheap coffee grounds into the ancient percolator. Once it began to drip, I turned back to him. “I don’t want to argue,” I started, but he waved me off.


“Don’t. We don’t have to talk about that now. Let’s just enjoy a nice breakfast.” He slid a large helping of underdone scrambled eggs onto a plate and handed it to me. 


My father and I never argued, we merely disagreed, and then whoever decided they were in the wrong simply capitulated without apology. I took the plate and slid into the booth, the one he had built when my mother said she wanted a breakfast nook. The back of the house faced the roses, and the bay window had a lovely view. He built it to custom-fit the little oddly shaped corner in our kitchen. We rarely used it since Mom died. Most of the time we just ate in front of the TV. 


“So, you going out tonight?” 


I looked up at him curiously. 


“It’s Friday,” he supplied. 


“Oh.” I picked at my eggs. “No.” 


“What about Caitlyn? I thought the two of you liked going out to that—you know, that place in Indy.”


I smiled. “You can say gay bar, Dad.”


He rolled his eyes. “You should be out with friends on a Friday night. You’re twenty-four, it’s not normal to be cooped up at home.”


“I like it here.” It had been months since I last went out with friends. No—it was over a year, now that I thought about it. I tried for a while after I left college. Reconnected with friends from high school, gotten a group together and gone out. It was fun, until it wasn’t. People moved away, transferred to colleges on the East Coast. Caitlyn got married last year, and she and her husband had a baby. I didn’t see her anymore, except via photos on social media.


“You sure you feeling alright? If you feel any—”


“I’m fine,” I said. “Really. Thanks for breakfast.” I scraped the rest of my eggs onto his plate.


“You hardly ate anything.”


“You made six eggs for two people.” I patted my stomach, and my father frowned. He always thought I ought to have eaten more than I did, like he and his cousins when they were my age. While I’d inherited his Irishman’s height, the fact remained that I was half Mexican and therefore a normal human, unlike the giants on his side. “I had plenty.”


“Where are you going?” 


“Hardware store. We need new pruners.” I grabbed the keys from the bowl on the side table. “Anything else you want?”


He shook his head. “It’s raining. The roads will be a mess. Ethan—”


“I’ll take an umbrella.” I let the porch door slam behind me before he could say anything else.


I was lonely. I knew I was lonely, but talking about it didn’t make it better. I had chosen the things that were the most important to me. The business and my father. If finding my people had to be put on the back burner for a little while, then so be it. I refused to regret prioritizing the things I loved.


I took an umbrella and the pink truck, the one I thought of as my truck after Dad bought the second one, back when I was first learning to drive. It wasn’t really pink of course, just so old that the red paint had faded summer after summer until it became unfair to call it red any longer. Even the newer truck, painted a more sensible white, was a bit dinged. Nothing in our house was new anymore.


The Home Depot parking lot was packed, and I had to circle three times. A trio of men stood by the entrance to the lot, their faces shaded under baseball caps. The third time I passed, one of them looked up, eyes bright in his dark face. I wondered if any of them were hedge witches.


I made my way to the garden center. The rack that sported gardening tools in various sizes and brands stretched the entire aisle. Every rosarian needs a pair of Felco No. 2 pruners for deadheading and pruning, and the ones my father lost had been less than a year old, just recently replaced. Good pruners should last for decades. They weren’t cheap.


It was still drizzling, which made the outdoor section feel like a rainforest, or what I had imagined as a kid that a rainforest would feel like. Most home improvement stores didn’t sell the type of roses that my father and I grew—if you wanted specialty roses you needed to patronize a proper rose farm—but even the Home Depot garden center had all sorts of plants, and I loved them all. Mums and lilacs, impatiens and daffodils. Seasonals and perennials, change and constancy. Plants didn’t care how you dressed or what you had to say as long as you came with a watering can and maybe some fertilizer. They didn’t know that my father had relapsing-remitting MS, the symptoms of which came and went in flares, and that I pruned them when he couldn’t. Plants had no expectations. They never wanted more than you could give.


The associate behind the counter hummed as she rang me up. She was a large, cheerful woman with silver-blonde hair and a collection of silver bangles up both wrists. They made music as she scanned the pruners. She smiled and held them up. 


“Do you grow roses?”


“Yes,” I responded. “Home farm.”


“I have a cousin who grows roses. Weeds don’t dare grow in her garden. Would you call that magic?” Her eyes lit up as she scanned my face hopefully, as if looking for some sort of sign that would identify me as a hedge witch. 


I shrugged, took my receipt, and ducked back out into the rain.  


When I got home, my father was still on his feet, whistling and cleaning up the range with vinegar and an old rag. I wondered if he had jumped up from the table when he heard the truck pull up the drive.


I unwrapped the new pruners and set them on the table. 


“Great, great,” he said cheerfully. 


I frowned. My father was not the kind of person who feigned cheerfulness. “Dad—” 


“I’ve decided to do it.”


“You’ve—what?” 


“The gardening job, at the estate.” He flung the rag across the room so that it landed in the laundry basket, which I had been meaning to take down to the basement. “I’m going to take it.”


“Dad—”


“I feel strong enough, I really do. I’ve been in remission for months.”


My frustration couldn’t withstand the onslaught of his cheerfulness, and I felt myself deflate. “You’ve been great, Dad,” I said carefully. “But it makes more sense for me to go. You need to run the business.”


That was a lie, and we both knew it. I was perfectly capable of running the rest of the summer by myself. The business was not the problem. But if my father was out on this one estate all summer, even if he stayed in remission, he would have to give up an entire season of rose rustling. Another year lost, without finding that long-forgotten rose he could re-cultivate and sell. 


My father shook his head. “You shouldn’t be trapped on a lonely estate all summer. Hell, you shouldn’t be trapped here all summer, you should be out and about, having fun.” He waved his hands as if to indicate the sort of frivolity in which I, a young person, ought to be indulging. “Your mother would never forgive me for doing this to you.”


“You aren’t doing anything to me,” I said, “and Mom would know that. She did know that. I want to be here.” I slid back into the breakfast nook. “Neither of us needs to go. We’re getting by”—another lie—“and we’ll figure it out together. We always do.”


He smiled, but it was sad and small. “There’s more, Ethan. That I haven’t told you, I mean. About… you know.”


I did. “About the money.”


He slipped into the nook opposite me, but kept his eyes on the table in between us. “I took a loan out on the business.”


“What bank was willing to lend us money?” 


“Wasn’t a bank.” He picked at the threadbare placemat in front of him. Blue and white stripes, the sort of cheerful item you’d expect to find in a happy home. “I borrowed the money from Kay.”





The words hit me like a shovel to the gut. My Aunt Kay was my father’s younger sister. She still lived up in South Bend and was more like a stern and unloving former teacher than an aunt, a ferocious woman who’d always been disappointed in our family. First when her brother went into farming and then again when I refused to go to Notre Dame. A pair of disappointments. 


We’d had a series of larger expenses this year. The battery in my truck had died last month, and the HVAC had given out at the start of the summer. The new pruners I’d bought today. 


“What sort of terms did she give you?”


“She didn’t.” My father grimaced. Kay would be only too happy to lord it over him, her generosity to her poor brother and nephew. We were barely making the hospital payments. If we had Kay to pay back on top of everything else, we may as well go under.


“You have to let me go, Dad,” I said. He started to shake his head, but I plowed on. “Look, I can get the work done there as much as possible, then come back here on weekends. It’ll be manageable.”


“It’s a full time job. I doubt you’d be able to take so much as a day off. Ethan, the place was a mess. Dead wood and rot and—”


“I can handle it.”


“I know you can.” He sighed, but there was pride in the sound. He folded his hands over the pruners on the table and nodded. “I know you can, and you’re as stubborn as your mother was. Alright, fine. Go.”


“If there’s anything you need,” I said, “I’ll come straight home.” 





He waved a hand. “Kay’s only an hour away. Lord knows she’ll be only too happy to come charging in on a white horse.”


The Madame Alfred Carrière remained on the desk in my room for six days, its beauty frozen in perfect bloom, lasting on and on like Maccabean oil. It never so much as dropped a petal or developed a brown spot. The morning I left, it finally shattered.











two



“Be good,” was all my father said before I hopped in the pink pickup and headed down US 31. The estate was an hour or so from our part of suburbia, in the middle of nowhere, which in central Indiana meant between one cornfield and another. The drive was made longer by the many miles of unchanging landscape, broken only by the large wind farm just north of Indianapolis, where the white turbines turned steady and relentless in the wide blue Indiana sky.


The estate wasn’t on the GPS, and so my father gave me the same instructions he’d received from the client who’d tipped him off. An exit onto a two-lane road led deeper into the windmills, then another turn onto a smaller, poorly maintained road sent the truck bouncing. The next turn wasn’t a road at all. No more than a service path for tractors and other machinery, the slice of semi-packed dirt just wide enough for the truck and indistinguishable from all the other service paths I had passed. But this one had a red mailbox at the turnoff. 
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