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STRANGERS AT THE DOOR

Bea came out on the porch behind them and took one wary step down. “Can I ask you one thing?”

“Yes.”

“Why did you really come here?”

A pause. “To find you.”

“Why?”

The girl seemed to choose her words with great care. “Nathan always said that if anything ever happened to him, we ought to come to find you.”

“He told you that?”

A breeze worried the maple leaves in the tree at the corner of the yard. Bea heard the whistle of mallards overhead, flying toward the little pond where children fished for perch at Goose Leg Park.

The words emerged quickly and quietly, as if she could not keep herself from saying them. “Of course, when you say those things to people, you never actually think they might happen.”

“No, you don’t.”

An astonished silence hummed between them.

“Triumphant and full of hope . . . an unforgettable story.”

—Robin Lee Hatcher, author of Ribbon of Years

“The hope in Bedford’s writing beckons like the sun over the western mountains.”

—Tim Sandlin, author of Social Blunders

“A beautiful story of faith and renewal . . . a must-read . . . a book by Deborah Bedford is always a joy.”

—Carol Lampman, author of A Window in Time

“Deborah Bedford delivers a winner in this tender, heart-tugging tale of love and loss, endings and beginnings, and the miracle of second chances. Savor and enjoy!”

—Carole Gift Page, author of Becoming a Woman of Passion

“A poignant novel that is impossible to put down. Deborah Bedford holds up a mirror to the universal flaws in our faith and shows us how the grain of a mustard seed can triumph in the most dire situation . . . a touching tale of tragedy and reawakening.”

—Carolyn Zane, author of The Coltons

“A wonderful book, rich in love and tears. If you love having your heart touched and you delight in surprise, A ROSE BY THE DOOR is for you.”

—Gayle Roper, author of Spring Rain

“One of the best books I’ve read all year. Could not put it down!”

—Lori Copeland, author of Glory and coauthor of the Heavenly Daze series


To all whose broadswords have become marred and battered and tarnished in battle;

To those who would return to the shining, simple faith of a child.
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“The shame of your youth and the sorrows of widowhood will be remembered no more, for your Creator will be your husband. The Lord Almighty is his name! He is your Redeemer, the Holy One of Israel, the God of all the earth. For the Lord has called you back from your grief—as though you were a young wife abandoned by her husband,” says your God.
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JEREMIAH 31:16-17

“Set up road signs; put up guideposts. Mark well the path by which you came.”

JEREMIAH 31:21


Chapter One

Beatrice Bartling jolted awake. Something banged on her front door, twice, three times, cutting through the stark silence of night. The sharp blows came again. A fourth time. A fifth, terse, hollow, insistent.

She hadn’t any idea what time it was or what the emergency might be. “Just a minute,” she croaked into the darkness. Just a minute, while, to no avail, she did her best to quell the pounding in her own heart.

Across the room, she could just make out the silhouette of her bureau, the shapes and shadows of the night reflected back to her in the mirror, rainbow shades of gray. The digital clock in the corner read 3:08 A.M.

Who could need her at this hour?

Why would someone come to the house in the middle of the night?

Fear made her move slowly. She folded back the covers, swung her feet to the floor, gathered her nightgown around her with one clutched hand.

“I’m coming.”

She stumbled her way to the hall, flipped on a light in the bathroom, and donned her robe from the hook.

Her feet felt their way down the stairs; she made certain every step supported her before she put her full weight on it. When she reached the front foyer, she turned on the porch light and squinted through the peephole.

Parts of two people extended into her vision—an officer’s hat, a beehive nest of someone’s hair. “Who is it?” She didn’t dare open the door before she heard an answer.

“Mrs. Bartling?”

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“Deputy Triplett from the Garden County Sheriff’s Department. Can you open the door, please?”

She opened it partway, saw the whole of the sheriff’s deputy and his cohort.

“Can we come inside?”

“What is this about?”

He glanced past her left ear, as if he expected someone else to be standing there. “Are you here alone, Mrs. Bartling?”

Bea kept her fingers wrapped around the edge of the doorknob, unwilling to let them enter. Even though she wondered whether or not she should tell them that she was alone, she nodded anyway. He showed her his badge and she read his name. Jay Triplett. He motioned to the woman who stood at his side. “This is Jane Rounsborg, from Garden County Social Services.”

She knew Jane. They’d sat at the same table during the BPO Doe’s meeting, a female version of the local Elk’s Club, last month. The woman was several years her junior, with a tendency toward domed hairstyles and the profession of counseling those who couldn’t afford mental-health services anywhere else. Beneath her tortoise-shell bifocals, Jane Rounsborg’s skin was bare. She smelled faintly of Pond’s Cold Cream.

“Is there someone you could call to come be with you?” Jane asked. “I’m afraid we have difficult news.”

The officer’s car waited beside the curb, its engine still running, its lights throbbing blue-red-blue-red against the leafy limbs of her neighbor’s trees. From someplace far away she heard the broken static of a police radio.

“No.” She removed her hand and stepped aside so the pair could enter at last. “There isn’t anyone I can call.”

Later Bea would remember how she’d led them to the stiff old armchair in the family room, how the deputy had gestured for her to sit there instead, how he’d waited for her to situate herself with Jane Rounsborg beside her so she’d have support as he delivered the news. He wore so much leather—his holster, his belt, his boots—that his body creaked when he knelt before her. Handcuffs jangled. She smelled the starch of his shirt, saw the sharp crease etching a line of shadow. His nose bore a smattering of freckles. All of this seemed real to her; the deputy’s words did not.

“We’ve had a report from the coroner’s office in Omaha, Mrs. Bartling. There was a motorcycle accident in the city yesterday morning.”

Bea stared at him.

“A man named Nathan Roger Bartling was killed.”

The only reality around her the buzz of the overhead light in the kitchen, the flashing red and blue through the gauze curtain in the front window.

“How did you find me?” she asked and she could see, the moment she said it, that he was startled by the unreasonable hope in her voice.

Had Nathan asked for her? Had he told someone where to find his mother?

“They ran a search of birth records, Mrs. Bartling. In this case, it’s taken almost twenty-fours hours to notify the next of kin.”

Her hopes plummeted. “I’m the next of kin.”

“Yes.”

The realization, the anguish, began somewhere deep inside her spirit and burgeoned within her, filling her until there was no room for anything else inside her— not breath, not even the beating of her own heart.

Numbly she counted backwards in her head. Yesterday morning. Where had she been and what had she been doing?

Heavenly Father. She remembered repeating it even twelve hours ago while she’d snipped wilted blossoms off her pioneer rosebush in the heat of the day. When will you bring Nathan home?

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Bartling. Apparently your son was traveling at a high rate of speed when the accident occurred. There wasn’t another—”

Bea held out a hand to stop him. “No. Don’t tell me about it. I can’t bear it right now.” She gripped the arms of the chair with both hands.

Yesterday morning. So long ago. If only Nathan had been home, this might not have happened. Perhaps she could have done something; perhaps she could have stopped it some way.

“Let me call someone for you.” The social worker brought over a glass of water and a wrinkled hanky that she must have found on the writing desk in the corner. “Bea, I have sedatives. Would you like to take something?”

She shook her head at them.

“Isn’t there a friend? A neighbor? A pastor? Someone?”

“No.” She saw her own hands gripping the armchair as if they belonged to someone else, the knucklebones white knobs beneath the skin. She whispered the words to no one. “Nathan is never going to come h-home.”

Jane stood and moved toward the door. She talked as if Bea wasn’t even in the room with them anymore. “I’m going to find one of her neighbors. Surely there’s someone who can sit with her until the sun rises. Or until we can contact someone in her family.”

The officer laid his hat beside him on the floor. “I’ve heard she doesn’t have family.”

“I know her. She drives to the Antelope Valley Church over in Oshkosh. Call her pastor, Jay.”

He creaked again as he rose to his feet and Bea could smell the leather of him. A pistol dangled in the tooled holster at his side. He had kind, sad eyes. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Bartling. Jane and I won’t leave until somebody else comes.”

Most visitors arrived on Bea’s front stoop during the time of early summer gardens, when children were kept busy catching katydids and lightning bugs, when fathers fired up outdoor grills and lawnmowers whirred from faraway yards, when whole neighborhoods smelled of supper and new-cut lawn.

A stream of cars pulled up to her curb and parked there for long moments, the drivers and passengers trying to decide whether they should intrude at someone’s private home.

But intrude they eventually did, spilling out onto the carefully trimmed grass, moving closer toward the house, oohing and aahing over the profusion of yellow roses that grew en masse on the sunny side of the porch.

“We were just passing through town,” they would explain when Bea met them, smiling her welcome, at the door. “The curator at the museum told us about your place.”

Bea would point to the blossoms lining her walk and proceed to tell stories that they’d already heard once at the museum. How a pioneer woman had brought the roses with her along the Oregon Trail. How she had grown the bush from a cutting. How she’d kept the cutting alive poked in half of a raw potato, wrapped in burlap on cold nights, while the wagons jolted across the moving, shaggy red grass and the swells of unbroken prairie. She told how the wagon had broken down near Ash Creek and how they’d decided to not go along further, but to stay.

“Did they build a house right here?” someone would always ask.

“In this very spot. A sod house made of thick mud and fine grass.”

“This is right where she planted the roses?”

“She planted them right here.”

“Can we pick one?”

“No. Because if everybody did, then they’d be gone.” Then, because she couldn’t stand for them to be dejected by her answer. “If you’d like to take a cutting with you, I’d be happy to pass one of those along. Long ago, these roses grew in some places where grass couldn’t grow. In places they couldn’t find the ruts or the trails anymore, some people followed the roses instead. Just one sucker is all you’ll need—one wood stem with a bud. Keep it in water and, I promise you, it will root when you get home.”

More often than not, after the tourists had seen what they’d come to see, Bea would bring out a tray of warm cookies and hurry along to brew up a pot of tea. “Don’t rush off.” She’d set the teapot and a tray of cups in the shade beneath her maroon-striped awning. “Stay a while longer. I’ll tell you more about the area’s history. There’s so much.”

But those who came were just traveling through with other places to go, other attractions to see, and nobody spent too much time there or wanted to linger. They would make their excuses, Bea would wave them off, and she’d be alone again. Every time it happened, folks in the little town of Ash Hollow, Nebraska, thought it sad. Because everyone from miles around knew the history of Beatrice Bartling’s roses. And everyone knew the history of her family as well.

For each person she hurried to greet on her doorstep, she longed to greet someone different instead. Everyone she welcomed she looked past, to the next and the next and the next. Each face that peered through the screen, she searched and found no resemblance to the child who had runaway from home years before.

With every visitor who appeared on her lawn, she yearned to greet, not a stranger, but a son.

And though the townspeople knew of her sadness, they did not know of the hours that she spent on her knees beside her bed, her head bent in supplication, her heart uplifted to God.

Dear Father. Please, please let Nathan return to me.

Long ago, as she’d watched her children departing for school each morning, bounding up the steps on the Garden County school bus with their backpacks wagging, she’d never thought that Nathan would be the one to forsake her. Nathan, with his shining green eyes and his small manly fingers curled around her own, who’d once gazed up at her and asked, “Mama, if the sky is the floor of heaven, then wouldn’t we hear God walking around?”

The years had passed and still she’d stood each morning with her fingers threaded through the Venetian blinds and her nose almost pressed to the glass, watching the bus go, even after she’d realized they wouldn’t turn to wave at her anymore before they embarked on the bus. It wouldn’t do for their friends to see them looking back on their way to school as if they had qualms about leaving home. But she’d stood at the window anyway, knowing if one of them glanced back to find her, he’d be forlorn not to see her there.

“Enjoy your children while they’re this young,” she’d say to frazzled mothers of toddlers when she overtook them in the aisle at the Oshkosh Superette. “The time goes by so fast.”

The time goes by so fast. Until one day no more time can be had at any price.

From the other room, Bea could hear Jane Rounsborg whispering on the phone. Deputy Triplett retrieved his cap from the floor and ushered in the neighbors. From somewhere in another world, the telephone rang. The room overflowed with people. Voices murmured like the sound of gentle water, undistinguishable, indistinct. Nancy Law from across the street placed tea beside her on the table, the china cup set firmly in the center of the pretty shell-shaped saucer. “Can you lift this without spilling?” Nancy asked. “If you can, it will make you feel better.”

Bea tried and, despite her hand shaking, found herself able to slowly sip the hot brew. It did help. The fragrance tickled her nose and seemed to open her, at last, to breathing. Their eyes met over the rim of the cup.

“Poor Nathan. We always thought he had so much going for him, until he left home. We’re going to get you through this, Bea.”

Jane Rounsborg came to Bea’s chair and bent low beside it. “Your pastor called. He’s on his way, but it’s going to be fifteen minutes or so. He’s driving over from Oshkosh.”

The tea jostled precariously as Bea set the cup and saucer on the end table beside her. She squeezed Jane’s hand in silent, sad gratitude. “Thank you.”

“Is there anyone else I should call? If you’ve got an address book, I could go through the pages and find the numbers.”

This would be the perfect time to phone Ray. The perfect time to phone Nathan’s father and tell him to come home, that their son had died.

Nancy suggested it aloud. “Nathan’s father?”

Bea sat very, very still for a long while before she shook her head. She wouldn’t know where to find Ray, even if she tried. Her chin lowered against her chest in despair. Why invite someone who had deliberately chosen not to share his son’s life to come share in his death instead?

“No. No, I don’t think so.”

Ray left a long time ago. He didn’t care to see his son while Nathan was alive. Why should he care now?

“Are there other relatives? Or someone I should call at your job?”

“I have aunts over in Potter. Or my boss at work.” Bea wrapped her arms around herself, below her bosom. “But it’s the middle of the night.” She needed time herself to absorb this. She needed time to work her way through the numb, awful fog of acceptance. “Don’t call anybody else yet. I’m just not ready.” She squeezed her arms tighter around her own ribs. “Please.”

Outside, the dark shroud of night sky had begun to lift, replaced by the lilac tinge of early dawn. Another sharp rap on the door, then another. Finally Bea heard the squeak of hinges and, amidst all the other talking, Pastor Sissel’s soothing baritone. “I got here as fast as I could. How is she holding up?”

“Like most people do when they first find out. She hasn’t taken it all in yet.”

“This is a shock. Such a shock.”

Someone, she didn’t notice who, led George Sissel to her side. She struggled to push herself up out of the armchair, but he stopped her. Instead he knelt and clasped both of her hands in his own, her sadness reflected in his face.

“Why, Bea, this is a nasty turn of events, isn’t it?”

Bea felt tears pooling in her eyes for the first time. She mustn’t let herself cry. For in her soul there waited to spring up an eternity of tears, from a fathomless depth of sorrow. She fought for control even as she spoke. “This isn’t what I expected to happen, Pastor George.” She removed her hand from his and gripped the hanky beside her just in case. The tears slipped down her cheeks anyway, no matter how hard she tried to keep them at bay.

“Bea,” he said. “I know that the Father must be feeling your pain.”

She squared her jaw and pursed her lips in reply. Words would no longer come. Tears flooded. They streamed down over her mouth and dripped from her chin. Pastor George gathered her in his arms and held her close against him as she wept, rocking her, sometimes her weight bearing toward his, other times his body leaning into hers. She felt nothing, no other sense, except for the vast desperate goneness of her son. She might as well have been a heavy stone of loss entrapped beneath a single thin layer of flesh.

“I can’t do this.” She cried the words into the warm tweed wool of his jacket.

“You must, Bea. You must know that the Lord will lead you through.”

He repeated it over and over again until, after a good length of time, Deputy Triplett stepped forward, his hat in his hands again, to make his good-byes. Perhaps he thought since the pastor had come he needed to say something especially kind before he took his leave. “I’m so sorry,” he told her once more. His voice was soft, almost a sigh. “It’s terrible, what’s happened. I know how you must feel.”

On the outside, Bea could only shoot him a sad smile. On the inside, she screamed, You’ve never lost a child. There isn’t anyway to describe this pain, or to imagine it. You don’t know how I feel.

Indeed, no one could. No one, not even Pastor George Sissel, knew the immeasurable, awful circumstances that had brought her to this place. All she’d ever asked was that Nathan return home again. All she’d ever sought was for her boy to accept what had happened to them. To perhaps give her a second chance. To love her in spite of the choices she’d made, the ones that had torn their lives apart five long years ago.

How many times had she’d watched Nathan return home in her dreams, taking his place around the table again, with his knobby knees bumping the underside of the wood, jostling everyone’s milk and his Oreo cookies all in a stack on his napkin? He had always been so long-legged and handsome. Maybe he would even say, “We all make mistakes, Mom. Even though you did what you did, I still love you.”

The Bible said, “Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find.”

How many years had she begged the Father for this? How many nights, on her knees at her bedside, had she sought resolution?

She supposed the Bible must have been written with somebody else in mind besides Beatrice Bartling.

God, if you ever really listened to me, how could you ignore the cries of my heart?

Now that the pastor had come, Bea’s neighbors and other friends began to depart.

“I’ll be back over with a casserole in a while.”

“If you need someone to sleep over tonight, I’ll come.”

“Don’t you worry about watering the roses today, Bea. Cory can walk over and do that.”

“Thank you,” she told them all again, as she managed to heft herself up out of Ray’s old chair.

With most, she accepted their offers of assistance with a careful, sad smile. But when Geneva proposed to send her grandson over to water the roses, Bea solemnly shook her head and nixed the idea.

“It will do me good to have something to do out in the yard.”

Those flowers were the only living things that had ever flourished under her tending. Grief or no grief, she wasn’t about to let anyone else take care of her roses.


Chapter Two

Potted plants in pleated foil wrappers and rainbow-sprays of flowers edged the chancel at Holechek Funeral Home. Jo Nell Roberts, longtime organist for the Antelope Valley Christian Fellowship, adjusted the fat hymnal to what seemed her liking on the music stand. Bea watched as she flexed her wrists with great drama, sought out a bass pedal with her foot, and began to play “Leaning On The Everlasting Arms.” As the music began, Bea kept her jaw raised, her back straight as a grave stone against the pew, her hands cupped with care—left hand over the right—in her lap. At her side lay her crumpled hanky and three yellow blossoms, snipped from her rosebush only this morning. Already the blossoms were beginning to wilt.

Bea knew the seats in the little memorial chapel would fill to capacity behind her squared shoulders. After news of Nathan’s death circulated, the townspeople of Ash Hollow had poured out their support and love. Casseroles and deli trays crammed her refrigerator. Cakes, cookies, and plates of sticky buns vied for counter space in her kitchen. Sympathy cards, with all their kindhearted sorrow and their prudent jotted notes, overflowed the mail basket beside the television. Any odd hour of the day or evening the bell would ring again, heralding the arrival of another floral arrangement, another tray of goodies, another coworker from Nebraska Public Power District stopping over to offer human comfort and a hug.

No matter everyone’s efforts, the anguish in Bea’s soul could not be assuaged. How could you let this happen, Lord? What have I done, that you could let Nathan perish?

When Jo Nell had quietly requested a list of songs to play at Nathan’s service, the inconsolable pain broke open and, like gall, flooded Bea’s heart. Every aspect of this funeral—the message, the memories, the music— trounced her. Every rite, meant to salve families’ spirits and bring about healing, served only to reveal another layer of wounds instead.

As the service began, George Sissel, dressed in his green, billowing chasuble, took the lectern and glanced just once, but long and intently, at Bea. He opened his black leather-bound Bible, found his place in his notes, and began to speak.

“We are gathered today to celebrate the life of Nathan Roger Bartling. Many of us knew him when he was a young boy. We have not seen him during the past five years. But, still, he was a person who was once loved deeply here.”

The pastor continued on with the particulars of Nathan’s life, those undisputable facts that could be found on county records in any courthouse about anyone. “Nathan Bartling was born on May 27, 1978, at the Garden County Hospital in Oshkosh, Nebraska. He died July 8, 2001, in Omaha, Nebraska.”

At the mention of Garden County Hospital Bea thought not of death but of the swaddled, snug bundle the doctor had handed her, the white knit cap her baby had worn those first few days, the navy-blue eyes that gazed up at her for the first time as if in her face lay the explanation to every mystery.

“I’d like to tell personal stories about Nathan at his funeral,” George had said with great heed last night when he’d come to Bea for another visit. “Can you tell me some of your memories of your son?”

“No.” She’d shaken her head emphatically at him. “I can’t do it. Don’t ask me. It hurts too much.”

But he hadn’t relented. “For this to be done right, you’re going to have to think past the times when you haven’t known him. You have to go back. You owe your self that much.”

“I can’t.”

“I want you to try. You’ll be glad you did, later.”

From the pulpit now, he began to recount the tales that he had at last been able to coax from her. How Nathan loved the speech team and played baseball and ran track at Lewellen Rural High School. How he took great pride, during his junior year, when his team broke a school record and took District and State in the 440 Relay.

Others in the audience stood to volunteer their remembrances. Chuck Fairbanks, one of Nathan’s base ball coaches, remembered how he’d been nicknamed “The Grape” after an incident on the school bus traveling to a tournament in Oshkosh. Frank Lubing, owner of Oshkosh Sporting Goods, told how the boy tagged along with Frank’s dad whenever the men went goose hunting. “I let him put his own goose call on layaway at the store. He brought me fistfuls of pennies and nickels until he had his account paid off.” He had a special knack with that goose call, said Lester Smith, who’d been news director at the local AM station for seventeen years. “One night he climbed on the roof to practice his goose call and, I’ll swan, someone called the radio station to say that a whole flock had landed on the north side of town.”

Bea’s eyes did not rest on the pedestal at the center of the altar. She did not allow herself to glance at the mahogany coffin that, when gently prodded by mortuary staff, she’d chosen to keep closed for the length of the public service.

If she didn’t look at it, perhaps she could deny her son was there.

As everyone spoke, Bea reached for the little wilted bouquet beside her and clutched it. She didn’t know which was more horrific—hearing aloud the accounts that she’d shared last night with George or hearing the ones from others that she’d never known. She suddenly loathed all of these tales about Nathan’s childhood. Recounting them made it seem as if Nathan’s life had ended ten years ago instead of only last week. And each story proffered only bare inklings, only hints, of the vast treasure that had been lost to her.

Pictures began to eddy in her mind.

Nathan’s lashes against his baby cheeks while he slept.

Nathan’s arms and legs wrapped around hers like tongs when she held him.

Nathan’s chubby feet discovering mud puddles for the first time.

Bea glanced at her hands. She hadn’t realized she’d pricked herself on the rose thorns. She stared, the spot of blood growing. Her heart brimmed with fresh anger, bitterness, disbelief. Nothing remained for her now except emptiness—the slow, cold regret of knowing she would never have the chance to put right the matter that had sundered her child’s life from her own.

The music began anew. One by one guests began to file out of pews and up the aisle to pay their last respects to the closed hardwood casket. The faint, sweet scent of carnations filled the room.

After they’d taken silent pause before Nathan’s coffin, everyone trooped past Bea, grasping her hand and clasping it tightly, tendering empty condolences.

“We’re so sorry.”

“He was a good boy.”

“There wasn’t anything you could have done, Bea.”

Outside, a sleek black limousine awaited her. She would load, Nathan would be loaded, and together they would lead a procession to the cemetery plot. For the past four days she had dreaded this ending—the parade through town, the gathering beneath the tent, the gaping dark hole in the ground that the carpets of turf and the folding chairs and the cascades of flowers could never really hide.

After the crowd had dissipated, after she had gone, someone nameless would begin the purposeful shoveling of earth, the spadefuls of brown Nebraska dirt thudding against the coffin, the smattering of sand and pebbles tumbling down the sides of slick wood into the chasm below.

Bea had chosen to have a closed-casket ceremony because she wanted to keep her memory of Nathan hidden next to her heart forever. It was a private sight. Those last, longing gazes at Nathan’s face belonged to her and her alone. She hadn’t shared them with anyone except her pastor, who had insisted he be present when she attended the family viewing.

She had leaned on George at the entrance to the Holechek Funeral Home, trusting him, gripping his shirt sleeve as they stepped past a well-placed floor lamp, a sofa designed to keep the family viewing area from seeming sterile.

“I’ll hold you up,” George had told her. “I won’t let you take a step without me.”

She’d whispered, as if the thought evoked childlike wonder, “I’m going to see my boy. I’m going to see him for the first time in five years.”

He’d touched her hand where it grasped his sleeve. “Yes, you are.”

The casket she’d purchased had been the nicest one she could afford for her son, with a pressed-doeskin interior and soft folds of taupe satin. From across the room, looking at him laying there, he could have been sleeping. If she watched long enough, she could almost imagine she saw breath. Bea had stepped toward him, apprehension lodging in her throat.

When she’d looked down at him, his appearance had surprised her. How could there be such quiet and peace in Nathan’s face when he’d been the source of so much turmoil in her life?

It made her almost angry with him, seeing him appear so serene. Only the skin of his brow was scraped, in one place crosshatched with little cuts.

How could you do this? she had wanted to scream. How could you leave me with all these scars, and you with only a few scratches on your face?

George had stood behind her, gripping both her shoulders. When she spoke, her voice had come as an unfamiliar whimper, one she didn’t recognize in her own ears, faint and strange.

“He looks so grown up, doesn’t he?”

“He does, Bea.” A pat on her right shoulder, reminding her that George was still there.

“He’s filled out some. He was so gangly when he left home.”

“Most boys fill out when they hit twenty.”

If George hadn’t been there, she would have fallen. She realized he bore the full brunt of her weight. Clasped together, they stared down at the body.

The same familiar nose, so like his father’s. The fringe of brown bangs, like dusty straw against his forehead. The cowlick beside his right temple, still pronounced although some stranger at the mortuary had attempted to tame it. She whispered, “He just looks like . . . N-Nathan.”

“He was a handsome boy, your son.”

“Yes.”

She had known she mustn’t cry. If she began, she wouldn’t stop. So great was her grief, her soul couldn’t contain it. She’d felt as if she was made of thin, brittle glass, ready to shatter.

Oh, my baby! My baby.

No matter how big he’d grown, her arms ached to hold him.

Just once more, Lord. Please, God, that’s all I’ve ever prayed for. To hold him once more.

Now, with the service ended, she laid her hand against his wooden coffin, her fingers longing even for the remembrance of the ripple-smooth grain of the wood. Oh, that she might have been tracing Nathan’s warm, living brow instead.

I loved you so much, son. I loved you.

Anyone she’d ever loved had left her.

When she’d given Jo Nell a music list, she’d chosen only one song for Nathan, one she remembered him humming while he’d still been in overalls, before he’d ever even known the words.

“What a fellowship. What a joy divine . . .”

When he’d been little, she had hummed the notes every time she’d gotten in the car and driven somewhere. She’d once been pumping gas with the car door open when she’d heard him humming from the car seat in the back; he was only a toddler, holding his own beside her and almost getting the tune.

“Ling-ling ling-ling.”

“Lee-eaning, lee-eaning, leaning on the everlasting arms.”

Nathan, fat little legs dangling high above her face as she held him, the two of them laughing and nuzzling noses. “Sing me the ‘Ling-Ling’ song, Mama,” he’d asked her in his little baby voice, giggling.

Bea laid her three wilted roses among the latticework of carnations already covering the casket.

I’ve leaned on your arms for a long time, Father. Why is it that this time, when it mattered most, your arms let Nathan go?


Chapter Three

Dozens of small details remained to be resolved in Nathan’s death. Blessed details, because they shielded Bea—kept her mind from the dreadful stirrings of anger and loss and sorrow she knew waited for her whenever she searched her own soul.

Several of her aunts had driven in from Potter, and although they had booked a double room at the Gander Inn Motel, they needed to be looked after.

The morning after the funeral Bea drove them through the state historical park. All the while they chatted and tried gently to distract her over the Soddy homes and the early Nebraska homesteads, Bea thought, How can any of this be real? How can I be here and Nathan not be coming home?

Her employer at Nebraska Public Power District insisted that she take a leave of absence to sort out her af fairs. Once the aunts had left, she kept herself busy by washing and sorting mountains of Pyrex casserole dishes. She spread out her pretty floral stationery, took pen in hand, and set about acknowledging the condolence cards that she’d fingered and sorted and reread and the memorial fund donations made in Nathan’s name to the Antelope Valley Sunday School Fund. All the while she worked, she wanted to declaim, I don’t thank you, God. I don’t thank you for letting this happen to us.

She met with the president of Nebraska State Bank and pored over funeral bills and tax papers. Nathan’s death certificate waited for her signature atop a mountain of other legal documents.

Before she ordered Nathan’s headstone, Bea struggled to decide how the small granite gravestone should read. “Beloved son,” she had scribbled, her emotions numb, on a crumpled page of the notepad she kept handy by the phone. “Nathan Roger Bartling.”

Every time she stared at the words, she denied herself the opportunity to count what they represented—the gangly boy who ate too fast and turned goose calls into music and broke into a purposeful, retainered smile whenever she’d be bent on scolding him. Such heart break. So many mistakes and so much love. “Beloved son.”

It’s my fault. I’m the one who made the choice that sent him away.

Day-to-day life continued around her. The Prime Timers at the senior center held their weekly luncheon with a special program entitled “How Herbal Remedies Can Change Your Life.” The Monday night golf tournament at the nine-hole Oshkosh Country Club, where participants had to bring their own steaks if they wanted to eat and had to tote in their own iced-down coolers if they intended to imbibe, continued this week as planned. The Ash Hollow Planning Commission spent the entire July meeting debating the future of Pete Staley’s swine operation, which he proposed to bulldoze so he could construct an RV campground and travel park instead.

Just before noon one day, still thinking about the headstone, Bea drove her decade-old Chevrolet Monte Carlo to Ash Hollow Cemetery. She parked on the gravel road and walked out across the grassy knolls, shaded her eyes and gazed toward the bluffs hewn deep into the rock by the slow-moving Platte River.

She’d bought this cemetery plot too quickly last year, in a huff because Geneva had read in the paper where city people from Denver were opting in droves to be buried there, a rural setting beside a river within driving distance that cost only sixty dollars a plot. Even now, just two days after they’d buried Nathan, no evidence remained of the striped yellow tent and the rows of chairs and the little pine pulpit where George Sissel had stood. Only a neatly edged oblong of fresh-turned Nebraska dirt and three easel flower arrangements that had begun to slightly lose their color.

When she’d bought the plot, she hadn’t thought about needing it. She’d only bought it to save against time.

In the low draw beside the river, cottonwoods raised leafy broad limbs like supplicating hands lifting toward the sky. It was all very peaceful and solitary, with only the sough of the wind and birdsong for company. As soon as the headstone arrived, this spot would be marked: “Nathan Roger Bartling. Born May 27, 1978. Died July 8, 2001. Beloved son.”

Beloved son.

Off in the distance, a golf cart topped the narrow brow of hill and jostled toward her. The gardener. He stopped once and rummaged through his equipment and Bea could hear the heavy buzz of a motorized garden trimmer as he lopped off weeds around a little fence. Soon the fellow climbed back in, came bouncing along. “Halloooo.” He gave her a wave.

He wore unfashionable green army pants and a decrepit sweater with holes unraveling in each elbow. He cut the engine, disembarked, and brandished the trimmer again, going after wayward bluestem grass on the stone footpath three plots over. “Nice day,” he said over his shoulder.

Bea didn’t know what to say. She supposed, for some people, it was a nice day. But it wasn’t for her. Not a nice month or a nice year or a nice life. She didn’t answer him exactly. Instead she announced, “This is my son here,” as if she was introducing them, as if Nathan was standing beside her peering over her left arm instead of laying beneath freshly dug earth.

The man propped his power trimmer against a monument, pushed both hands in his pockets, and jangled what sounded like a mixture of keys and lawnmower bolts and pennies. He whistled once and surveyed the blue, sun-drenched sky above them. “Well,” he shrugged, “I’m mighty sorry to hear that.” “I’m not really in the mood to talk.” “The funeral a couple of days back. Must’ve been for you.”

“Yes. I mean no. Not me. My son.” “Funerals are always for the people still living.” She thought about that. “I suppose so.” “Everybody you meet in this place has some story to tell. Folks just up and die, no rhyme or reason to it. It’s always sad, no matter when folks go.” He nodded his head toward the Platte River before he stooped down on all fours and surveyed the buffalo grass from ground level as if to make sure each blade was even. He pulled out a small pair of clippers and snipped one or two places. Then he rocked back on his heels, satisfied. “Still, if you have to be dead, this is a fine place to be.”

She didn’t answer. She stared at the clean-cut edges of Nathan’s grave, wondering if this man had made them. “Sometimes people die too soon,” she said at last. “They die before they get a chance to—” Just those few words threatened to be her undoing. She couldn’t finish.

He filled in for her. “—tell you what they’re thinking?”

She met his eyes, wondering how he could know, if he had heard all the talk around town. “Yes. Something like that.”

“You looking for forgiveness, you won’t find it in a cemetery.” He made a broad gesture toward the butte where Bea could see the chimney tops of her little town. “You find it out there.” The squat skyline of Ash Hollow rose against the vast Nebraska prairie, with its steeple of St. Elizabeth’s and the sign that read “Goose Hunting Capital. Museum. Antiques. Grass Greens Golf Course. Free Swimming.”

Bea surveyed Ash Hollow in the distance, thinking he couldn’t possibly be right. “There isn’t anything out there for me.”

The gardener pulled out a trowel. He began to dig a thistle that had just started to grow between two stepping-stones. “You know, some roses would be pretty growing here. I’m so busy taking care of stones and fences and weeds, never have time to think about a rose. You know how to grow a rose?”

Bea’s chin jerked up in surprise. “Who did you say you were?” She peered at him from beneath narrowed brows. “You been around here long?”

He pitched the thistle into a growing pile of cuttings and debris. “Couple of months is all.” He reached out a wrinkled kidskin garden glove to shake her hand. “Name’s Goodsell. Carrington Goodsell. Folks who know me call me Care.”

“You been listening to talk around town?”

He glanced up at the azure sky, the wisps of cloud, as if he expected some answer. “Nope. Get’s a soul in trouble, listening to talk. That’s why I got me a job out here. These folk—” He pointed to the plots that surrounded him. “—don’t say much.”

He’d overstepped his bounds with her and she thought it best to let him know it. “You ought not be suggesting how to decorate people’s graves. When they bring Nathan’s headstone in, I’ll decide what to do about the flowers.”

“Is that your boy’s name? Nathan?”

“Yes.” She knelt to the earth and took a fistful of it, crushed it tight inside her fingers as if she was trying to hold on to something. She hadn’t yet begun to touch her grief. It terrified her, knowing that the monstrous, detestable thing laid in wait inside her—that it would somehow have to be taken out and looked at, maybe even tomorrow, maybe even today.

All around her she smelled and saw living things. The sweet, poignant fragrance of grass. The orange ladybug that waddled across her knuckle. The bee that hovered over a thistle blossom and then was gone.

Care Goodsell stooped beside her. He scrubbed his sweaty forehead with the top of his gardener’s glove, leaving his bangs sticking straight up in wet prickles. He yanked off his glove and stuck out one grimy thumbnail so the ladybug could continue its journey, crawling from her hand onto his.

“When I make my rounds, I’ll give special attention to this grave, ma’am. I can promise you that.”

A child’s garden verse ran through her head. Lady-bug, ladybug, fly away home. Your house is on fire and your children are gone.

Bea stood and dusted off the dirt against her legs with three decisive slaps. Having this man offer to tend Nathan’s grave gave her no consolation.

“It makes no difference to me, Mr. Goodsell. Suit yourself.”

As the days that passed turned into a week, and a week turned into two weeks, the townsfolk of Ash Hollow did not abandon her. They knew well how to take care of their own.

Tom Hodges, her employer at Nebraska Public Power, stopped by to tell her to take whatever time she needed before coming back to work. The Lisco Presbyterians, the Episcopalians from St. George, the Lutherans from St. Mark’s, the Oshkosh Wesleyans, the Methodists, the bereavement committee from the Garden County Church of Christ, and the Catholics from St. Elizabeth’s all appeared at Bea’s door, stopping by to visit or to bring a copy of The Garden County News with the obituary or a paper sack of fresh tomatoes from Sterbin’s Produce Stand down the road.

All the while her visitors sat with her and did their best to ease her trouble, Bea couldn’t help but feel envious of her neighbors going about their routine evening chores and puttering in their yards. Charlie Law across the street bringing out a bucket and sponge to soap down his car, stopping long enough to pick up a tennis ball and toss it for his dog. Next door, Fiona Kepler

spading dandelions. Someone hammering a deck down the street.

“I know it’s awful.” Geneva, who had stopped in one evening to bring two jars of her best plum jelly, followed Bea’s eyes to Charlie and his dog. “I’ve heard there isn’t anything to do that makes it any better, either. Josephine told me that after her Great-Uncle Orley died. She said you just have to fight your way through.”

Although Bea felt closer to Geneva than so many of the others, she had learned long ago to speak with quiet reserve around her friend. Geneva repeated everything. She was considered the best source of information in the entire county, ranked higher than both The Garden County News and the local radio station.

“Thank you for not lying to me.”

Geneva stood from the sofa and gave Bea a determined hug. “I wish you would let Cory come over and water the roses. It would be one less thing for you to worry about right now.”

“The roses take my mind off things.”

“Everybody hates to see you hurting like this. We’re all looking for things we can do to help.”
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