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c h A p t e r   1

Esther resisted the temptation to rub her throbbing 
temples as she stood in the living room listening to Rose carry 
on about her date this evening. Esther was excited for the young 
woman, but not incredibly hopeful the blind date would be a suc-
cess. Esther and her sister loved to give the young people in their 
district a gentle nudge when it came to matters of the heart, but 
finding someone for Rose was proving to be a challenge.

Their employee had just recited a long list of things she’d pur-
chased at the market, given a lengthy description of her trip there 
and back, along with who she saw and what they talked about, 
and then the girl dove right into a conversation about the weather.

“Even though it’s only July, it’s going to be unusually hot. At 
least that’s what the Englisch man at the post office said.” Rose 
stopped and put a finger to her chin. “I forgot to tell you that— 
how I stopped at the post office to get more stamps.” She waved a 
dismissive hand. “Anyway, it’s going to be very hot, not just today 
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but this entire month. Do you think it will have cooled down by 
this evening when Benjamin comes to pick me up?”

Esther opened her mouth to tell Rose that the temperature 
was expected to drop by later this afternoon, but she didn’t get a 
word out before Rose continued.

“I’m thinking I will wear mei green dress. Or maybe the ma-
roon. But either way, I’m looking forward to meeting Benjamin.” 
Her exuberant expression fell. “I hope it goes well.”

Rose was surely recalling her past dates, and Esther wanted 
to offer words of encouragement, but by the time she organized 
her thoughts, Rose was off and running again.

“I’ve already roasted a chicken, prepared a salad, and cooked 
and seasoned the green beans for your and Lizzie’s supper. It’s all 
in the refrigerator.” Rose drew in a breath. “And there are two 
loaves of bread on the counter. I know we don’t have any guests 
right now, but we’ll have the extra loaf if anyone books a room at 
the last minute.”

Esther nodded repeatedly as she usually did when struggling 
to focus on a conversation.

“Okay then.” Rose bounced up on her toes and smiled. 
Sometimes she reminded Esther of a young child, as opposed to 
the twenty- five- year- old woman she was. “I’ll be upstairs if you 
need me.”

As Rose bounded upstairs, Esther shuffled to the kitchen and 
sat across from Lizzie, her temples still throbbing. She propped 
her elbows on the kitchen table and cupped her chin in her hands.

“Things aren’t going to go well this evening if Rose can’t 
control her chatter,” Esther said as she shook her head. “We’ve 

Season of Change_content.indd   2Season of Change_content.indd   2 7/2/21   10:12 AM7/2/21   10:12 AM



BETH W ISEM AN

3

talked to her about being a better listener, but she obviously didn’t 
hear us because she talked over us, or she chose not to hear us 
because she can’t control herself when it comes to talking too 
much.”

Lizzie sighed as she slouched into her chair. “The maedel has 
a gut heart, and she’s outwardly attractive and equally as lovely on 
the inside. I still think the herbal doctor might have something to 
hush her up a bit.” Lizzie scratched her cheek before folding her 
arms across her chest.

Esther tucked away gray strands of hair that had come loose 
from beneath her prayer covering. “I already told you, we aren’t 
going to do anything to change Rose’s personality. The right 
man will love her for exactly who she is.” Esther thought back to 
something Lizzie had said. She glanced over her shoulder to make 
sure Rose hadn’t come back downstairs for anything, something 
Esther should have done when they’d first started talking about 
the girl. “You mentioned that this fellow is perfect for Rose,” she 
said in a whisper. “What makes you think that?”

“His mamm told me he is so shy that he barely says anything 
at all,” Lizzie responded, lowering her voice as well. “They’re 
new to Montgomery. They’ve been here less than two weeks. 
His mother, Catherine, said he has trouble communicating with 
women because of his shyness. And this will be a perfect match 
since Rose can carry enough conversation for both of them.”

“I’m surprised Rose agreed to this supper tonight, but I’m 
glad she’s excited about it.” Esther lowered her hand and ran a 
finger around the edge of her glass of tea. “Our other attempts 
at playing matchmaker have failed miserably, and she’s been here 
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a year.” She sighed. “I hope this man will work out for Rose. 
Sometimes I hear her crying in her room. She’s twenty- five and 
surely longing to find the man of her dreams, someone to marry 
and start a family with.”

Esther sipped her tea as Lizzie took a napkin and dabbed at 
the sweat beads dotting her forehead. Spring had rolled into sum-
mer in what seemed like the blink of an eye. July felt hotter this 
year, but Esther thought that every year. Maybe it was because 
she’d just turned seventy- four and old age was fueling her lack of 
tolerance to the heat.

“I have higher hopes that this fellow is going to work out.” 
Lizzie gave a taut nod. “He barely talks, and Rose never stops 
talking. So, they’re perfect for each other.”

They continued to speak in a whisper so as not to alert Rose 
to their conversation from her room upstairs. Her responsibilities 
at The Peony Inn were to cook, help with the cleaning, and tend 
to the guests. Most of their visitors enjoyed listening to Rose carry 
on about most anything. Granted, there were some who politely 
excused themselves right after a meal. But the English tourists 
were usually fascinated to hear Rose answer their questions in 
lengthy detail.

Esther and Lizzie loved the girl, but Esther often had a head-
ache after a conversation with Rose. She’d never known another 
person who had so much to say. Maybe they hadn’t been firm 
enough when talking to Rose about rambling on, but neither of 
the sisters wanted to hurt the young woman’s feelings by bringing 
it up again.

“We will just hope for the best,” Esther said. “At least she has 
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turned into a gut cook.” When they’d first hired Rose, the girl 
couldn’t cook at all.

Lizzie chuckled. “We’re pretty gut in the kitchen, but we have 
Jayce to thank for some of the fancier meals Rose prepares.” Their 
previous boarder hadn’t stayed with them long— just until he was 
able to get a place of his own. But the young man was an amazing 
cook and had patiently taught Rose some of his culinary skills while 
he was there. Jayce married a local girl, Evelyn, in November, and 
Esther and Lizzie were thrilled, even though English folks rarely 
converted the way Jayce had. True love. Esther wanted that for Rose.

“At least the new fellow is Amish, and his mother said he has 
already been baptized,” Lizzie said. “And Rose has been bap-
tized. Now they just need to fall in love and get married.”

“If that happens, we will lose our employee. And Rose is me-
ticulous at cleaning,” Esther said, smiling. “But the girl is deserv-
ing of the life she longs for, and God will provide us with someone 
else to help around the inn when the time comes.”

Esther and Lizzie had opened their family homestead as a 
bed- and- breakfast late in life, following the death of both their 
husbands. They loved catering to others and they loved the op-
portunity to play matchmaker when they could. Tonight was one 
of those opportunities, and Esther hoped Lizzie was right, that 
Rose and this young man would hit it off and fall in love.

Y

Rose tiptoed up the stairs with an ache in her chest and tears 
welling in her eyes. She’d come back downstairs to retrieve some 
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hand lotion she left on the coffee table, but she’d stopped half-
way down when she heard her name.

She didn’t hear anything past, The right man will love her for 
exactly who she is. Then Esther and Lizzie had started to whis-
per, and Rose hadn’t heard anything else. But she’d already heard 
enough. And she’d overheard the sisters talking about her more 
often than they were aware. Esther and Lizzie loved her, though. 
Their gentle conversations about talking too much had resonated 
deep within her, and they were right. She often struggled to be 
quiet. However, whether it was nerves or something else, she was 
going to force herself to be silent this evening. She suspected the 
“something else” was bothering her more than nerves, but when 
those thoughts surfaced, she forced them away.

As the sisters had told her before, Rose needed to be a better 
listener. She knew Esther and Lizzie had her best interest at heart. 
However, even though Rose had been hearing how she talked 
too much her entire life, the comments still stung. If she didn’t 
change, she was never going to find a husband.

Maybe Lizzie was right. Perhaps there was a medication to 
help her not talk so much. But the thought of being drugged, nat-
ural or otherwise, didn’t sit well with Rose. Wasn’t Esther right? 
Wouldn’t the right man love her the way she is? Still, after so 
many failed attempts to find her perfect match, Rose was going 
to have to change. No matter how nervous she was this evening, 
she was going to keep her mouth closed. Doing so would be 
especially hard since this was a blind date and already had awk-
wardness built in. But she was going to prove to herself, to this 
man, and to Esther and Lizzie that she could do it— unless she felt 
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no attraction to her date. Then she wouldn’t worry so much what 
he thought of her. But recently, two nice men she’d found quite 
handsome had never asked her out again.

Tonight she was going to force herself to be silent— be a bet-
ter listener.

Y

Benjamin walked into the living room in the house that he and 
his mother shared. Once again, they lived by themselves as they 
had in their previous home. Benjamin’s father died four years ago, 
and in the time since, both of his sisters had married and moved 
out to places too far to travel by buggy. His mother insisted that 
they move to Montgomery from the outskirts of Bedford for the 
quaint atmosphere of a smaller Amish community, also citing less 
upkeep on a smaller homestead. Benjamin was pretty sure her real 
reason was so he could meet new women. He was well aware of 
his shortcomings when it came to dating, and he didn’t have high 
hopes for this evening.

“Stop looking so irritated.” His mother came into the living 
room, stopped in front of him, and put her hands on her hips. “I’m 
told Rose is a lovely woman with a very high- energy personality. 
You might actually enjoy yourself. Lizzie said this young woman 
is very pretty too.”

Benjamin had been out with plenty of attractive women in 
Bedford, and lots of them had bubbly personalities. Even though 
he often had things he wanted to say, he couldn’t seem to find the 
words, nor did he want to. His fear of saying the wrong things 
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squashed anything intelligent he hoped would come out of his 
mouth. No one seemed to know why he had so much trouble 
communicating, but he had been that way for as long as he could 
remember. He could still recall his grandmother concocting 
what she called a “potion” that would help him with his shyness. 
Benjamin was in second grade when he tried her magic drink, 
which didn’t help him with his shyness. It just made him throw up.

“I told you not to set me up on any more blind dates. You did 
enough of that in Bedford.” Benjamin’s mother had good inten-
tions, but he was still irritated at her for setting up this supper in 
cahoots with a lady named Lizzie.

“This woman is different,” his mother said, sighing. “Please 
just give her a chance. Lizzie said Rose talks more than anyone 
she’s ever known, and that will make things easier for you.”

Benjamin was a grown man. He could have refused to go. But 
buried beneath a lengthy number of failed dates, he hadn’t given 
up. There had to be someone out there for him, someone who 
didn’t expect him to talk a lot. Maybe Rose, who had a lot to say, 
would be that person. He owed it to himself— and his mother, for 
her effort— to at least meet the woman.

“Mamm, I’m going to go.” He took his straw hat from the rack 
by the door, and after he put it on, he turned to her. “But no more 
blind dates if this doesn’t work out. And I mean it.”

His mother smiled. “No more blind dates.” Catherine King 
was a romantic at heart. She’d introduced one of his sisters to her 
husband. “But I think this might be the woman for you based on 
what Lizzie told me about her. And I’m told she is a gut cook too.”

Benjamin opened the front door, then mumbled, “We’ll see.”
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As he pulled out of the driveway, he offered up a quick prayer 
that maybe Rose really would be the one.

Y

Rose sat on the edge of her bed and bit her bottom lip so hard 
it throbbed. Do not talk, be a better listener, offer short answers to 
any questions. She repeated the mantra in her mind over and over 
again. No matter how nervous she was or wasn’t, she was going 
to be quiet during this meal. She’d decided that even if she felt 
no attraction to Benjamin King, it would be good practice to stay 
silent. She scurried to the window when she heard a buggy pulling 
onto the gravel driveway.

Before heading downstairs, she decided to have a look at the 
fellow and waited for him to step out of the buggy. As he got closer 
to the house, she gasped. Benjamin was tall with broad shoul-
ders and a beautifully proportioned body, and as he neared, she 
caught a glimpse of his face under a head of dark hair. His olive 
skin stretched over high cheekbones, and his green eyes radiated 
warmth beneath his cropped brown bangs. She’d already been 
told that he was her age, twenty- five, and that he was a plumber.

Rose’s mouth hung open. He is the most handsome man I’ve ever 
seen. She watched him walk up the porch steps to the front door 
as her heart hammered in her chest. She’d never wanted to make 
a good impression more than now. Don’t talk, don’t talk, answer 
questions with short answers . . .

By the time she got downstairs, she was breathless and had 
plenty to say. So nice to meet you. I’ve been looking forward to our 
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date. How do you like Montgomery so far? What about your job— do 
you like it? Where are we going to eat?

But she bit her lip as the thoughts swirled in her mind. 
Esther had just opened the door when Rose stepped into the living 
room. Lizzie quickly made introductions, and Rose took a deep  
breath.

“Wie bischt? It’s nice to meet you.” She smiled, unable to help 
herself. When Benjamin smiled, he was even more handsome. If 
a person could fall for someone based on looks alone, Rose was 
already in love. But she was wise enough to know that a person 
could be lovely on the outside without being so on the inside. 
Still . . . she was hopeful. And was going to be very quiet the 
entire evening.

Y

Esther and Lizzie watched out the window as Benjamin escorted 
Rose to the passenger side of the buggy and opened the door 
for her.

“Did you see how handsome that man is?” Lizzie pressed her 
face closer to the windowpane.

Esther leaned in for a better look too. “Ya, he’s a looker for 
sure.”

“I’m telling you”— Lizzie faced Esther, grinning— “they are 
perfect for each other. I have a gut feeling about this. He’s hand-
some and quiet. She’s beautiful and a talker.”

“It takes more than that combination to make a relation-
ship.” Esther scooted away from the window and sat in one 
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of the rocking chairs. She picked up a calendar she kept on the 
table next to her. “So far, we don’t have any rooms booked until 
Saturday night.”

“Gut. I’m tired.” Lizzie sat down on the couch and closed her 
eyes. “And old. Besides, the Englisch don’t rent many rooms this 
time of year. They need their air- conditioning.”

Esther placed the calendar back on the table and dabbed at the 
sweat beads on her forehead, despite the cross breeze in the room. 
“True about the Englisch. And you are two years younger than 
me. We’re not that old.” Her sister wasn’t just younger, she was 
also a tiny little thing compared to Esther, who towered over her. 
Unlike Lizzie, Esther had a heavyset build. She’d teased Lizzie for 
years that one of them must be adopted, which wasn’t true. The 
telltale sign was surely that both of them had the same shaped 
eyes and mouths, even if the rest of them appeared to have come 
from different genes. Esther had just closed her eyes and leaned 
her head against the back of the rocking chair when there was a 
knock at the door.

Lizzie turned toward the window behind the couch, then 
moved quickly to the door. “It’s Amos with one of the babies.” 
She pulled the door open wide, put her hands on her hips, and 
huffed. “Where is the other one? You can’t just bring one baby. 
Esther and I each need to have one.” Lizzie eased Regina out 
of Amos’s arms, nuzzling the fourteen- month- old, who smiled. 
Esther was quickly on her feet and beside Lizzie in no time.

“Sorry.” Amos chuckled. “Eve somehow got her diaper off, 
and uh . . . well, Naomi has a mess on her hands. I got out as quick 
as I could.” He handed Esther a vase he was holding in his other 
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hand. “These got delivered to our house by mistake. The card has 
your name on it.”

Amos and Naomi lived in the daadi haus on Esther and Lizzie’s 
property, along with their twin girls. The young couple had named 
one of the girls Regina after Lizzie and Esther’s mother. Eve was 
named after Amos’s great- grandmother. Naomi had lived with 
Esther and Lizzie, working in the same capacity as Rose, until she 
married Amos. Even though Naomi and Amos weren’t actually 
kin, they were family, and Esther and Lizzie enjoyed playing the 
role of grandmothers. Especially since they hadn’t been able to 
have children of their own.

Esther took the vase. “Who in the world would send me 
flowers?” She ran through the list of possibilities. She’d donated 
books to the local library, but that didn’t seem to warrant f low-
ers. Last week she’d taken small quilted blankets she’d made to 
the hospital in Bedford, but she’d taken homemade items to the 
hospital for years. The staff always sent a nice thank- you card, 
not f lowers.

Lizzie bounced Regina on her hip, cooing and carrying on the 
way they always did around the babies. “Open the card,” Lizzie 
said as she pressed her nose against Regina’s.

Esther placed the lovely arrangement of assorted flowers 
on the coffee table, then took the small envelope from the spike 
where it rested inside the plant. She peeled back the seal, took out 
the card, and read:

My dearest Esther, these flowers can’t compare to your beauty, 

but they are an offering of my love.
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Esther’s jaw dropped as she put a hand to her chest. Lizzie 
was quickly by her side, still bouncing Regina on her hip. “Who 
sent the flowers?”

“I don’t know,” she said softly as she held the card out so that 
Lizzie could read it.

Her sister gasped before she looked at Esther with her eyes 
wide and wild. “Ach, I know who sent them.” She carried Regina 
back to Amos and handed the poor child over like a sack of flour 
before she marched back to Esther. “Grumpy Gus! That’s who 
sent the flowers, and I will not have that man as mei bruder- in- 
law, do you hear me?”

Esther was too taken aback to say anything.
Amos cleared his throat. “I better go back and see if Naomi 

survived her ordeal with Eve.” Laughing softly, he turned and 
left. Normally Esther and Lizzie would have begged him to leave 
the baby for a while, but this felt more urgent.

Esther faced off with her sister. “Stop with such nonsense. 
Gus would not send me flowers.” Their renter— commonly re-
ferred to as Grumpy Gus, mostly by Lizzie— was a man about 
Esther’s age. He rented the third house on the property, a cottage 
within view of the main house.

Lizzie stepped closer to Esther and slammed her hands to her 
hips. “When we used to have our weekly suppers with Amos and 
Naomi and Jayce and Evelyn, Gus was always here, and I saw the 
way he looked at you.” She dropped her arms to her sides, scowl-
ing as she clenched her hands into fists. “Disgusting behavior. I 
didn’t say anything because you told me I have to be nice to him.” 
She glared at the flowers. “But now he’s openly courting you.”
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Esther’s sister threw herself on the couch, tossed her head 
back against the cushion, and covered her face with both hands.

“Ach, Lizzie, stop being so dramatic.” Esther rolled her eyes 
before she reread the card. “Gus would never do this. Besides, he 
knows where I live, so why would the flowers have ended up at 
the wrong house?” She shook her head as she wondered who else 
might have sent her flowers. In truth, Esther was probably Gus’s 
only friend— except for their former tenant Jayce. But Gus was 
English, and everyone agreed the man was grumpy. Sometimes 
that was a mild word to explain Gus’s behavior. And even though 
the man was nicer to Esther than to others, she still couldn’t wrap 
her mind around the possibility that Gus would try to court her.

“The flowers were probably delivered by a florist, so that’s 
why they ended up at Naomi and Amos’s house— just a mistake 
the delivery person made.” Lizzie uncovered her face and sighed. 
“Since our supper group dismantled, Gus doesn’t get to see you 
as often.” She remained slumped into the couch cushions with a 
sour look on her face.

“He sees me plenty.” Esther couldn’t stop staring at the words 
on the card, beautifully written, probably by a florist. It didn’t 
look like a man’s handwriting.

Lizzie rose from the couch and raised her eyebrows. “You do 
go see him a lot.”

“Ach, Lizzie, stop it. The man doesn’t have anyone to cook 
for him, so sometimes I take him leftovers or pie. Don’t you act 
like we’re carrying on. I am sure these flowers are not from Gus.” 
Esther chuckled. It sounded like a nervous laugh, even to her. 
“That’s just nonsense.”
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Lizzie folded her arms across her chest as she lifted her chin. 
“Then who would send you a bouquet with a note like that?”

Esther avoided her sister’s piercing glare. “I’m sure I don’t 
know.”

Lizzie gasped as her eyes widened. “Maybe you have a stalker! 
It could be a person who’s ab im kopp!”

“That’s enough, Lizzie. I don’t have a stalker or a crazy per-
son sending me flowers.”

Lizzie tapped a finger to her chin and paced the room before 
she stopped and faced Esther. “What kind of man would send 
flowers and not sign the card? A stalker, that’s who.” She began 
to pace again, her arms folded across her chest. “But who around 
here would do that?” She squeezed her eyes closed and groaned. 
“No. It’s Gus. It has to be.” She stomped off toward the down-
stairs bathroom. “I’m going to go take a bath and force myself to 
think happy thoughts about Rose and Benjamin,” she growled. 
“Because thinking of you and Gus together makes me want to 
vomit.” Her sister forcibly closed the door to her bedroom, then 
slammed the door to the bathroom Esther and Lizzie shared.

Esther flinched both times before she walked to the window 
and stared at the cottage where Gus lived. Even though she would 
never admit it to anyone, she’d caught the way Gus looked at her 
sometimes. And he was nicer to her than he was to most people.

She tiptoed to the door and gingerly eased the screen open, 
making sure it didn’t slam behind her. Then she made her way 
down the porch steps, across the front yard, and continued the 
trek to the cottage. Her heart pounded in her chest as she knocked 
on Gus’s door.
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Rose kept her eyes in front of her, occasionally cut-
ting them to the side to catch a quick peek at her date. His incredible 
looks were enough to keep her quiet, hoping now more than ever 
that things might work out— although her head hurt from all the 
thoughts swirling around in her mind with nowhere to go. She 
wanted to tell him how much she had looked forward to the date, 
ask him where they were going to eat, how he liked his job, and 
all of the other questions she’d thought of when he first arrived at 
the inn. But she sat quietly, waiting for him to start a conversation. 
After he turned onto the main road, he finally spoke.

“Um . . . where would you like to eat?” He glanced at her, 
but not for long.

“Anywhere you would like.” She bit her lip, fighting the urge 
to give him a complete list of restaurants in the area, then tell him 
what she liked and disliked about each one.
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He was quiet, and the situation was already awkward. They 
hadn’t been gone ten minutes. Why isn’t he looking at me? Does he 
find me attractive? Those were questions she never would have 
spoken aloud, of course, even if she hadn’t made a vow of silence. 
But the thoughts were at the forefront of her mind.

“I’m new here. I don’t really know where to go. Mei mamm 
always cooks.” He still didn’t turn her way.

So Benjamin lived with his mother. She wanted to ask him 
why since she knew he was her age. How had he not found the 
right woman? He wasn’t a widow because he was clean- shaven. 
Did he also have some underlying personality flaw that kept him 
from finding his perfect match? Rose knew what hers was. Even 
though her head was about to explode with information that 
needed to be released, she took a deep breath and chose her words 
carefully.

“Gasthof Village isn’t too far. It’s a buffet.” Rose forced a 
smile, longing to tell him that the restaurant and gift shop largely 
attracted tourists, but that they had very good food. She wanted 
to tell him about the offerings, what her favorites were, and what 
to stay away from. Rose had a favorite dessert there— the banana 
pudding. The restaurant didn’t have a lot of ambience, but there 
was a lot to choose from. But she bit her lip so hard she hoped it 
didn’t bleed as she folded her hands in her lap, clinging tightly 
to her small black purse.

“Ya, okay.” He finally looked at her and smiled a little. “How, 
uh, do I get there?”

Rose gave him directions. Then she sat there and wondered 
if this was going to be worth it.
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Y

Esther knocked on Gus’s door, and he opened it right away, as if 
he’d been standing on the other side of the entryway to the small 
cottage.

“I don’t see any pie.” Gus’s gray hair was pulled back in a 
ponytail, the way it always was, and his jowls bounced like water 
balloons when he spoke. His gray beard was unkempt, as usual, 
and he rested his arms across his enlarged belly as he scowled.

Esther opened her mouth to say something, then realized she 
hadn’t really planned out her question, or how she would handle 
Gus’s response.

“Woman, I’m in the middle of eating supper.” He quickly 
held up his palms. “Stop. Before you tear into me about calling 
you ‘woman,’ I’ll just go ahead and say I’m sorry now. So what 
do you want, Esther? My delicious meal, which came out of a box 
by the way, is getting cold.”

She chuckled, mostly to herself. They’d made huge strides 
over the past year. There was a time when Gus never would have 
apologized about anything. Now, though, Esther occasionally 
saw a glimpse of the man Gus might have been at one time, some-
one kinder and not so rude. But the moments were so fleeting 
that she felt silly for even being here. There was no way the man 
was capable of sending her flowers. “Never mind,” she finally 
said as she turned to leave.

“Well, there must have been some reason you came over,” he 
called after her.

Esther stopped slowly, turned around, and sighed. The only 
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way she would get Lizzie off her back was to confirm that Gus 
didn’t send the floral arrangement.

“I received a gift today.” She waited for any kind of reaction. 
When there wasn’t one, she continued. “Someone sent me flow-
ers, along with a card that wasn’t signed. I was just wondering . . . 
uh . . . if it was you?”

His face turned red as he shifted his weight from one foot 
to the other. He looked a bit flustered, which caused a spike in 
Esther’s blood pressure. Surely he didn’t do it. “Esther . . .” he 
said before he sighed. She held her breath and braced herself for 
whatever response was coming. “Do I look like the type of man 
who sends flowers to a woman?” He raised an eyebrow as his 
face returned to its normal color. She’d mistaken flustered for 
disgruntled. She was interrupting his meal.

Esther chuckled, louder this time as her pulse returned to 
normal. “Nee, you don’t. But I don’t know many unmarried men, 
and I needed to confirm that you didn’t send the flowers. Lizzie 
is back at the haus about to have a heart attack because she thinks 
you sent the bouquet. I told her she was being ridiculous. Equally 
as ridiculous, she even mentioned that I might have a stalker.”

She waited for him to laugh along with her, but he just stared 
at her with his mouth hanging open for a few seconds. “Why does 
she think you have a stalker?” He spoke in his usual discontented 
voice as he scratched his scruffy beard.

Esther reached into her apron pocket and pulled out the card. 
She handed it to him. “This doesn’t sound like it came from 
someone in my quilting group.” She smirked, yet was still flat-
tered by the flowers and card. She could feel herself blushing.
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He frowned as he read the card, then pushed it back at her. 
“If your crazy sister thinks you have a stalker, then go home and 
lock your doors.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I’m going in to 
finish my supper.” Gus closed the door in her face in his typical 
fashion.

At least now she could go home and tell Lizzie that Gus defi-
nitely did not send her flowers.

But as she crossed the field that separated the three houses like 
a baseball diamond without a home plate, she allowed herself a few 
minutes to consider what Lizzie said. Could she have a stalker? 
Gus didn’t seem to rule out the idea either, suggesting they lock 
the doors.

By the time she was back at the house, her ponderings had 
gone full circle, and she had to laugh. I do not have a stalker. I have 
a secret admirer.

When she walked in the door, Lizzie was standing in the 
middle of the living room with her arms across her chest and 
tapping a bare foot against the wood floor. “You just couldn’t 
wait to get over there to thank that baboon for the flowers, could 
you?”

“Ach, hush, Lizzie.” Esther eyed the beautiful arrangement 
still on the coffee table before she faced off with her sister. “I can 
assure you that Gus did not send me the flowers. As a matter of 
fact”— she chortled— “he actually said to lock our doors if you 
think we might have a stalker.”

She waited for Lizzie to laugh, too, but her sister’s mouth took 
on an unpleasant twist. “I hate to agree with Gus about anything, but 
maybe we should lock the doors.” She tapped a finger to her chin.
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Esther was having a hard time processing the fact that no one 
seemed to see the gesture as a secret admirer. “Lizzie, I’m well 
aware that I’m old and a somewhat large woman, but why can’t 
you— or even Gus— consider that it might be someone who feels 
fondly about me?”

Lizzie dropped her arms to her sides as she shifted her den-
tures around in her mouth— something she did when she was 
in heavy thought. It had taken a long time for Lizzie to adjust 
to her false teeth, but these days the movement was more like a 
nervous tic.

“First of all, you’re not a large woman. You’re just big- boned.” 
Lizzie smiled as she locked eyes with Esther. “And you’re the best 
person I know. Secondly, you’re only as old as you feel.”

Esther sighed as she sat down on the couch. “I feel a hundred 
today.”

“That’s because of the heat,” Lizzie said as she sat down be-
side her. “Any man would be blessed to win your affections, but 
Esther— ” She paused, frowning. “How many men do we know 
who are widowers who might send flowers? It’s not even really 
our way to do that, for men to send flowers.” Lizzie went back to 
tapping her chin. “Hmm . . . let’s think about who else might 
have sent those.” She nodded to the vase. “Then Monday, we’ll 
head out and try to confirm our suspicions. But for now, we lock 
the doors at night.”

“I think you are overreacting, and I’m surprised Gus men-
tioned locking the doors.”

Lizzie groaned as she leaned her head against the back of the 
couch and squeezed her eyes closed. “Please quit mentioning that 
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man’s name and insinuating we think alike. I’m a nice, genteel 
type of person. He’s a grumpy, mean old man.”

Esther covered her mouth to hide the humor she found in 
her sister’s statement. Lizzie was her sister, her best friend, and 
Esther loved her with all her heart. But “genteel” was not a word 
to describe Lizzie.

“Can we please just change the subject?” Esther looked over 
her shoulder as the sun began its final descent. “I wonder how 
Rose’s date is going.”

Lizzie’s eyes lit up. “It’s July. We could have a wedding 
planned by November.” With her head still resting on the back of 
the couch, she turned to Esther and smiled.

“This is their first date. Maybe we should wait to hear from 
Rose before we plan out her life.” Esther loved weddings. As she 
closed her eyes to rest, she said a quick prayer that the evening 
was going well for Rose.

Y

Benjamin was on the worst date of his life. Rose was the most 
beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. She was tall and slen-
der with gorgeous brown eyes and brown hair. She had straight 
white teeth and a beautiful smile— when she allowed herself to 
show any emotion. But the woman had no personality at all. She 
barely talked, and when she did, her answers were one word or a 
short sentence. His mother and her friend had made a huge mis-
take with this matchmaking effort. This was not his definition 
of high energy, and it was a struggle to get her to speak at all. It 
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was especially challenging for Benjamin since he was not used to 
instigating conversation, nor did he enjoy it.

“The food is gut.” Benjamin was glad to be at the dessert 
stage of the date. The sooner it was over, the better.

Rose was on her third dessert. She’d had a slice of pecan 
pie, two cookies, and went back for banana pudding. Normally, 
Benjamin would be happy to see one of his dates eating so heartily. 
Most of them nervously picked at their food without eating much 
at all. Rose might not be a talker, but she had no problem eating in 
front of him. He wanted to ask her how she stayed so thin eating 
like that. Or maybe she was nervous, but showing it in a differ-
ent way than his other dates.

Benjamin tried to be patient as she finished her pudding. 
Despite the situation, he struggled not to grin. It was cute the way 
she ate so much, obviously not worried about what he thought. 
He liked that. It was the only thing he liked about her so far, if you 
didn’t count how outwardly gorgeous she was. Benjamin could 
look at her all day long and never tire of it, but he was already 
drained mentally. Just once, he wished he could meet a woman 
who could carry a conversation, had something meaningful to 
say, and had the ability to give Benjamin something to ponder. It 
was selfish. There shouldn’t be a need for a woman to delve into 
Benjamin’s psyche to get him to open up.

He asked for the check as soon as she’d taken her last bite of 
pudding.

“The meal was gut. Danki.” She smiled, and Benjamin smiled 
back at her. He wanted to tell her how beautiful she was. It was 
forward, and he wouldn’t do it, but he briefly considered it. But no 
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need to hint that there might be another date forthcoming. There 
wouldn’t be. He was ready to get Rose Petersheim home.

Y

This was the best date Rose had ever been on. Benjamin was 
handsome and polite, and Rose couldn’t have handled herself 
any better. She’d talked when he asked a question, kept her an-
swers brief, and had not questioned him about anything. It was 
exhausting, but she suspected that as time went on, she’d get 
more comfortable with her new way of getting to know a per-
son. Be a better listener. She heard Esther’s words in her head. 
The only problem was that Benjamin had very little to say, 
but Rose suspected he might be nervous. Maybe he would talk 
more on their next date. Rose was sure there would be a next  
date.

Even though it was a quiet ride back to the inn— and Rose felt 
like she might explode from not talking— she couldn’t help but 
wonder if he would hug her good night, or maybe even kiss her 
on the cheek. She’d caught him staring at her several times. He 
looked at her mouth a lot so perhaps he longed to kiss her. That 
would be inappropriate on a first date, and she suspected Benjamin 
was enough of a gentleman not to be so forward. Although, a part 
of Rose wished he would pull her into his arms and kiss her pas-
sionately. Would the kiss be tender and light as a summer breeze, 
his lips warm and sweet on hers? Or would his mouth linger in 
harmony with hers as if a prelude for the future?

She tried to force the thoughts aside. It had been a long time 
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since a man kissed her, and each time it had represented goodbye. 
Maybe she shouldn’t hope for the kiss.

Her thoughts were all over the place. And no matter what 
happened at the end of the date, she couldn’t wait to tell Esther 
and Lizzie how well it had gone. They would understand her ex-
citement and be happy for her. Over time, she’d try to contain 
herself a bit more around Esther and Lizzie, but not tonight. She 
was going to burst if she didn’t get to air the things on her mind. 
For now, she continued to wonder how the date would end, her 
mind whirling with possibilities.

“Here we are.” Benjamin pulled back on the reins, bringing 
the horse and buggy to a stop at the inn.

Rose fought the wave of apprehension that swept through her. 
It was thrilling and frightening at the same time. She couldn’t 
recall feeling this nervous at the end of other dates.

He turned to her, smiled a little, then got out of the buggy and 
walked around to open her door. Rose briefly tried to analyze his 
expression. Had a vaguely sensual light passed between them in 
that brief couple of seconds? Or was it just a glimmer of hope on 
Rose’s end?

They stayed side by side across the yard and up the porch 
steps. He was tall. Rose liked that.

Her heart pounded as he stared into her eyes, but not before 
his gaze landed on her lips and stayed there for much too long. He 
is going to kiss me. She shouldn’t let him, but the thrill outweighed 
the impropriety.

“Danki for supper.” She fought the urge to lift up on her toes 
as excitement bubbled to the surface. She also staved off telling 
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him about everything she’d enjoyed about the night— how the 
banana pudding wasn’t as good as her own, how his horse was 
beautiful, how she had recently learned to knit, and every other 
thought that was swimming aimlessly around in her mind. Still, 
it was all overshadowed by the kiss that was coming.

When Benjamin King’s lips met with hers, it was pure magic. 
For a man who had little to say, his kiss was like beautiful poetry 
he’d written just for her. Rose felt like they were truly speaking to 
each other for the first time. She was sure she’d never fit so perfectly 
with a man before. She wished this heady sensation could last 
forever, but he slowly drew away. As they gazed into each other’s 
eyes, it seemed there was more to be said through the one way 
they had learned to communicate. He must have felt it, too, since he 
kissed her again, with twice the tenderness and passion as before.

She’d broken her own rule— no kissing on the first date. But 
she couldn’t come up with a single regret. Benjamin is the one.

He stared at her for a while before he whispered, “Goodbye, 
Rose.”

She searched for any hint of regret in his voice and couldn’t 
find it. Rose wanted to say “See you soon,” but instead softly said, 
“Goodbye, and danki again for supper.”

He nodded before turning and walking to his buggy. As he 
backed up the horse, she waved from the porch, eager to tell Lizzie 
and Esther that they had succeeded in finding her someone spe-
cial. She wondered if the sisters had seen the kisses through the 
window.

Rose opened the door, took in a deep breath, and was happy 
to find Esther and Lizzie in the living room near the window.
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Y

Benjamin wasn’t feeling very good about himself. It was a horrible 
thing to do, to lead a woman on like that by kissing her so pas-
sionately, and on a first date no less. It would be their last date, 
but Benjamin had taken advantage of a situation. He’d prayed 
Rose would open her mouth to talk, but lips did more than form 
words, and Benjamin hadn’t been able to take his eyes from her 
mouth all night. He was incredibly attracted to the woman, and 
even though he wouldn’t be going out with her again, he’d had a 
strong desire to kiss her. He hadn’t been able to harness it, and 
before he had time to think about it, his lips had met hers, and 
the world seemed to stop spinning for a moment. The stars shone 
a little brighter, and Benjamin could have sworn he’d found his 
life mate through two long and passionate kisses. He drifted on a 
cloud all the way home as he thought about the intense connection 
he’d felt with her in his arms. How could that be?

After a while, he forced himself to recall the rest of the 
evening. Goodbye had meant just that. They’d likely see each 
other at worship service and around town, but Benjamin wouldn’t 
be asking her out again.

By the time he got home, anger had crept into his emotions. 
He was mad at himself for kissing her. Not only was it inap-
propriate, but now it was all he could think about. And he didn’t 
want to think about Rose, someone so completely not right  
for him.

His mother was on the couch, but she quickly jumped up 
when he walked into the living room shaking his head.
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“Uh- oh. You’re home early.” She flinched. “I’m guessing the 
date didn’t go well?”

Benjamin sighed, took off his hat, and placed it on the rack 
by the door. “I don’t know what you and your friend Lizzie were 
thinking.”

“Lizzie said she’s very pretty and pleasantly chatty.” His 
mother was in her robe with her hair pinned up on her head as 
she blinked in bewilderment.

“Ach, she’s pretty.” Benjamin paused as he recalled the kisses. 
“Actually, she is gorgeous— one of the prettiest women I’ve ever 
met.” He narrowed his eyebrows at his mother. “But bubbly or 
chatty? Uh, nee. She barely spoke, and when she did, it was one- 
word answers or short sentences. There were a lot of long periods 
of awkward silence.” He gave her a stern look. “No more blind 
dates. Period.”

His mother tucked her chin. Benjamin kissed her on the 
cheek. “I lieb you, Mamm, but dating is exhausting for me. I had 
high hopes for this woman, too, especially when I saw her. But 
she’s not for me. So no more fix- ups.”

“Ya, okay.”
His mother sounded so defeated, and Benjamin wished it had 

worked out, even if just for his mom’s sake. But as he trudged up 
the stairs and couldn’t shake the feel of Rose’s lips against his, he 
realized that he wished it had worked out also.
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Esther’s heart warmed as she listened to Rose give 
de tails about her date. Even though Esther was surprised that 
there was kissing involved, she was thrilled everything had gone 
so well for Rose.

“I probably shouldn’t have told you about the kisses. Since 
you were near the window, I assumed you might have seen what 
happened.” Rose beamed as she spoke. “I know it was inappro-
priate to allow that, but just the fact that he wanted to kiss me . . .” 
She bounced up on her toes like a young girl. “I’m sure he’ll ask 
me out again.” She drew in a deep breath, the way she often did 
before she went on to another subject. “I ate three desserts at sup-
per. Pecan pie, cookies, and banana pudding, which wasn’t near 
as gut as what Jayce taught me to make.”

It was nice to see Rose so happy and optimistic about this 
new man she’d met. Esther was happier than ever that Jayce had 
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taken the time to teach Rose some special cooking techniques 
while he’d stayed with them.

“He’s a very handsome fellow, and I’m so glad the date went 
well.” Esther placed a hand over her mouth as she yawned. It 
wasn’t very late, but she agreed with Lizzie. The heat took a toll 
on them, a little more with every passing year.

Esther glanced at Lizzie since she hadn’t said anything. Her 
sister’s eyes and expression screamed, I told you so. And for once, 
Esther had to agree. Lizzie might have actually chosen the per-
fect person for Rose.

“I’m off to bed.” Rose kissed Lizzie on the cheek, then Esther. 
“Danki so much for thinking Benjamin would be a gut match for 
me. I feel so hopeful.” With a bounce in her step, Rose dashed up 
the stairs.

After she was gone, Lizzie blew on her fingernails, rubbed 
them against her chest, and smiled broadly. “I told you so. I knew 
this man would be perfect for Rose. When his mother told me 
he was shy with women and found conversations difficult, I was 
sure Rose was his gal.”

“It’s nice to see her so happy.” Esther yawned again as she 
stood up. “I’m torn about whether to have a slice of pie or go 
straight to bed.” She reached into her pocket and took out the 
card, reading it again. Then she chuckled. “Perhaps I need to 
watch mei figure now that I have an admirer.”

Lizzie rose from the couch and shuffled to the front door. 
She locked it, then turned to Esther. “There is everything to lieb 
about you, but we still can’t rule out the fact that a man we don’t 
know sent you flowers, and that’s a bit creepy.” Lizzie scrunched 
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her face up until every wrinkle seemed to connect with the  
others.

Esther frowned. “Since when do you use words such as 
creepy?” She tried again to understand why Gus and Lizzie 
couldn’t ac  cept the possibility that a nice man in their community 
might have taken a fancy to Esther. It was the most excitement 
Esther had experienced in years. Maybe decades, all the way back 
to when her husband began courting her. “There is no reason for 
anyone to stalk us, so the gesture isn’t creepy.”

“Just the same, we’re locking the doors.” Lizzie pointed a 
crooked finger at Esther. “And tomorrow, we are going to do 
some investigating around town to see if we can figure out who 
your stalker”— she rolled her eyes— “I mean, admirer is.”

Esther shook her head and walked toward her bedroom. “We 
don’t have a stalker,” she said one more time before she closed the 
door behind her.

Y

Rose ran a brush through her hair following her bath. Once she 
was tucked into bed, she had time to revisit her thoughts about 
the date. It took everything she had not to focus on the kisses, 
assuredly an indicator of more dates to come.

When she began to pick apart the evening, she couldn’t over-
look the fact that they hadn’t really talked. There had been nothing 
more than polite comments throughout the evening. Maybe she 
should have spoken more, at least a little bit. Why didn’t he have 
more to say? She didn’t know anything about him, and vice versa. 
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Perhaps she would ease her way into more conversation— slowly. 
Rose didn’t think she could live the rest of her life with all her 
thoughts bundled inside her mind like trapped prisoners struggling 
to escape. But she could live the rest of her life kissing Benjamin.

She laid her head back and positioned her battery- operated 
fan to blow on her face, mingling with the breeze coming through 
the screen. She sighed. Physical attraction wasn’t enough to make 
a relationship. Even Rose couldn’t settle for that. But for tonight, 
she was going to dream of the possibilities.

Y

Esther woke up suddenly when she heard a noise coming from 
the front porch. After she glanced at her clock, she eased out of 
bed and tiptoed to Lizzie’s room. Her heart pounded in her chest 
as she put her hand on the doorknob. Could Lizzie have been 
right? Could someone with bad intentions have sent the flowers 
and note?

“Lizzie, wake up.” Esther made her way over to the bed and 
put a hand on her sister’s shoulder, gently shaking her. “Wake up.”

Lizzie bolted upright and knocked heads with Esther. After 
both women rubbed their foreheads, Esther clicked on the flash-
light she’d grabbed from her nightstand and shone it on the 
floor.

“I heard a noise coming from the porch.” Esther flinched, 
wondering if Lizzie’s forehead ached as much as hers. “It’s prob-
ably a raccoon or some other critter, but . . .” She had to admit that 
all the talk about a stalker was making her nervous.
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“I knew it.” Lizzie reached for her teeth but knocked them 
on the floor. She waved a hand in the air and didn’t look for her 
dentures. “I don’t need mei teeth. It’s not like I’m going to bite the 
intruder.” She took something else from under her bed.

Esther felt like a giant as she cowered behind her tiny sister. 
Passiveness and nonviolence were what they’d been taught and 
believed. But Esther would let Lizzie guide the way since she’d 
been known to break both those rules. Mostly she’d kicked Gus 
in the shin from time to time, but Lizzie had also chased a solicitor 
with a baseball bat she kept under her bed. The same bat she was 
holding now.

They both looked out the living room window but didn’t see 
anything. Lizzie slowly unlocked and opened the front door, then 
she bolted onto the porch with the bat in a ready position, jumping 
up and down and almost growling.

Esther gasped when she saw movement at the far end of the 
porch, but surely any intruder would be scared silly of Lizzie’s 
wild behavior.

In the darkness, Esther could see the form of a person sitting 
on the edge of the porch, someone so startled they actually fell off 
the porch and into the yard.

Lizzie ran in that direction with her bat, and Esther followed, 
shining the flashlight.

When Esther saw who it was, her pulse began to slow down. 
But Lizzie held the bat as if she might actually strike Gus.

Their renter hoisted himself up, then blocked himself with 
one arm across his face. “Esther, get that f lashlight out of my 
eyes, and tell your crazy sister that if she hits me with that bat, 
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I’m going to string her up in a tree upside down and leave her 
there.”

Esther took the bat from Lizzie as she lowered the flashlight 
to her feet. “Gus, what are you doing out here?”

Lizzie hissed like an angry cat. “It’s you. You wrote the let-
ter because you love Esther, and now you’re stalking her. You’re 
both— the note writer and the stalker!”

Esther didn’t think either scenario was true, but she did want 
to know why Gus was sitting on their porch. “Lizzie, hush now.” 
She turned to Gus, his face barely visible in the darkness. “Gus, 
is something wrong?”

He pointed to Lizzie. “Yeah, her. She’s the something wrong. 
Acting all crazy. I’m lucky I didn’t break any bones.” He cleared 
his throat and turned back to Esther. “I thought I saw some-
one walking around in your front yard, so I came over to 
investigate.”

Gus stayed up late at night, sometimes until the early morning 
hours. She’d awoken several times to go to the bathroom or get 
a late- night snack and there was a faint glow coming from Gus’s 
cottage.

“Are you sure you saw someone?” Esther’s chest tightened.
“No!” Gus bellowed. “I’m not sure. But I thought I better 

come have a look, so I’ve just been sitting here awhile.”
“So you didn’t see anyone?” Esther was surprised Lizzie had 

calmed down and wasn’t speaking.
“I don’t know what I saw, if anything.” Gus pushed back gray 

hair from his face. It was rare to see him without his ponytail. He 
looked older with his scraggly hair tossed in every direction. Gus 
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was seventy- six, a couple of years older than Esther. Right now 
he was catching his breath and struggling to breathe.

“Gus, are you all right?” Esther inched toward him where he 
was standing below them in the grass.

“Do I look all right, Esther?” Gus attempted to tuck in his 
red checkered shirt unsuccessfully, then blew more hair from his 
face. Esther shone the flashlight closer to him, careful not to aim 
it in his eyes. He had grass in his hair.

“I come over here to offer my services, to make sure you and 
Rose were okay, then she”— he pointed to Lizzie, who was scowl-
ing at him, pinching her thin lips together, minus her teeth— 
“she comes jumping and screaming out of the house like a wild 
banshee!”

Lizzie took a step closer to Gus, and Esther put an arm in front 
of her, blocking her.

“I don’t need this.” Gus brushed grass from his shirt, unaware 
it was in his hair.

Esther felt a knot building in her throat. All this talk about an 
intruder or stalker was starting to scare her. Did Gus really see 
someone? “You scared us, Gus.” Esther heard the shakiness in her 
voice. “All this talk about a stalker, and then I heard movement 
on the porch and woke up Lizzie.” She glanced at her sister, who 
had held her expression so long that Esther wondered if Lizzie 
was even breathing. “We’re sorry we startled you and caused you 
to fall.”

“Ya, some protector you are,” Lizzie said as she inched closer 
to him.

Gus tucked his hair behind his ears as he glared at Lizzie. “I 
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really don’t care if a pack of wolves comes to carry you off, crazy 
lady. But I figure Esther and Rose Petal don’t deserve no harm.”

“Rose. Remember, Gus. We don’t call her Rose Petal.” Esther 
took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. She was glad Rose couldn’t 
hear them. The girl had confided in Esther that she could hear 
Lizzie’s snoring from her upstairs bedroom, so she wore earplugs.

“Why don’t you come inside, and I’ll get you a slice of pie,” 
Esther said.

“I don’t want any pie.” He started across the yard, and Esther 
thought he was limping. It was the first time he’d ever turned 
down pie. “You and wild thing go back to bed. Don’t worry about 
me. I won’t be coming back to check on things.”

“Gut!” Lizzie spat as she snatched the bat back and left to 
return to the house. “Come on, Esther,” she said softly as she 
opened the door.

Esther followed. Lizzie didn’t sound like herself. She 
sounded . . . scared.

Y

The next morning, Esther and Lizzie agreed not to say anything 
to Rose about what happened. Even the possibility that Gus had 
seen someone would surely be unsettling for her. No need to have 
another person worrying. Esther was thinking more and more 
that her note hadn’t come from an admirer.

After church, they spent Sunday resting. Esther loved to wor-
ship the Lord, but it had been a hot day for church. By Monday, 
they still didn’t have any guests booked at the inn, so it was a 
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good day to follow up with Lizzie’s suggestion— to take a ride 
through town to see if they could figure out who sent the flow-
ers. Esther didn’t have high hopes, but their first stop would be 
the local florist.

“Rose, Lizzie and I are going into town to run some errands.” 
Esther wiped her mouth with her napkin. She hadn’t eaten much 
breakfast, but enough for Rose to know she appreciated the meal. 
Her stomach was jittery. “Is there anything you need while we’re 
out?” Esther held her breath and waited for a long response, 
potentially full of all kinds of conversation that had nothing to do 
with the subject at hand.

Rose shook her head. “Nee, I don’t need anything, but danki 
for asking. Do you think you’ll be gone long? I’m going to mop 
the floors, and they’ll need time to dry.” Her voice held a rasp of 
excitement. She was probably still floating on a romantic cloud, 
hoping to hear from Benjamin soon. “It shouldn’t take long with 
this heat,” she went on. “Then I plan to read because I’m sure I’ll 
be hot from chores. I hope that’s okay. I work best when I take 
breaks in between. And if it’s not too hot, then I’ll— ”

“Hon, you schedule your day however you see fit.” After in-
terrupting Rose, Lizzie stood up and looked at Esther. “Are you 
ready?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Ya, ya. I’m ready.” Esther eased herself up, her knees put-
ting up some opposition.

“Have a wonderful time, but be sure to stay hydrated. It’s 
hot out there.” Rose smiled as she turned to face them, holding 
a stack of breakfast dishes. “You can always stop to get lemon-
ade, or— ”
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“We’ll be fine,” Lizzie said loudly over her shoulder as she 
made her way to the living room.

“Don’t worry,” Esther said to Rose before she rushed to catch 
up with Lizzie.

Once they were in the yard, Lizzie climbed into the driver’s 
side of the buggy. Esther winced. Lizzie drove too fast, but Esther 
stayed quiet and eased onto the other side of the seat. They’d 
debated whether or not to take the spring buggy, but they de-
cided the covered buggy would keep the sun off of them. In their 
younger days, their choice would have been different.

Esther recalled the rides she and Joe used to take in the topless 
spring buggy when they were first courting, and even well into 
their forties. Even on a hot summer day, the warm wind slapping 
against their faces and the feel of the sunshine beaming down on 
them was rejuvenating. As they got older, they guarded them-
selves from the sun after Joe had his first skin cancer.

Esther bounced when one of the buggy wheels hit a pothole 
in the road. “Lizzie, that hole has been there for a very long time. 
But you always seem to hit it.”

Lizzie was silent. Esther hadn’t meant to start an argument, 
but it was unusual for her sister to remain quiet and not fire back 
some kind of retort.

“I know who sent you the flowers.” Lizzie shifted her teeth 
back and forth, then picked up speed. “Ya, I know who your, uh, 
admirer is.”

“Who?” Esther kept her eyes on Lizzie as her stomach swirled 
with anticipation. If it was someone they knew, it likely wasn’t a 
stalker. Esther disliked that word more and more. Stalker.
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“It’s that man who sells homemade birdhouses in front of his 
haus.” The lines of concentration deepened across Lizzie’s fore-
head as she pressed her lips together. “I just can’t think of his 
name.”

Esther laughed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. 
His name is Johnny Hostetler, and I’m sure that man hasn’t taken 
a fancy to me.” Esther felt twenty years younger just hearing her -
self reject the idea.

“He was sweet on you last time we were there.” Lizzie gave a 
taut nod of her head, obviously deciding she had solved the mystery.

Ether shook her head, grinning. “The only thing that man 
was sweet on was the fact that I bought six birdhouses.” She cut 
her eyes at Lizzie. “For obvious reasons, Johnny wouldn’t be in-
terested in me.” I can’t believe anyone would be.

Lizzie shot Esther a look of disgust. “Shame on you. Looks 
shouldn’t matter. He’s a nice fellow. And he lost Suzanne almost 
a year ago.”

“He’s barely five feet tall. I’m an Amazon compared to him.” 
She held up a palm toward her sister. “And ya, I know looks 
shouldn’t matter. But if he was interested in anyone, it would be 
you.”

“Why? Because I’m more size appropriate?”
They were quiet, then Esther burst out laughing. “This is all 

so silly. Let’s just go to the florist and ask who sent the flowers.”
Lizzie giggled. “I feel like a teenager. I remember when Reuben 

picked a bunch of wildflowers and brought them to me on our 
first real date.” She was quiet for a few seconds. “That seems like 
a lifetime ago.”
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Esther thought back to more youthful times too. “Ya, most 
men don’t bring flowers, but Joe gave me flowers once. I was mad 
at him about something.” She put a finger to her chin. “We were 
rarely cross with each other, and I don’t remember what we’d 
had words about. But I remember the red roses he gave me that 
evening.”

Lizzie eased the buggy into the small flower shop parking 
lot, then pulled back on the reins until they’d stopped completely. 
Turning to Esther, she said, “As long as the flower sender isn’t a 
stalker, it’s kind of exciting, isn’t it?”

Esther grinned. “Maybe a little.” They sat there quietly again. 
“But, Lizzie, I’m a seventy- four- year- old woman. This is just 
nonsense. Who in the world would want to be romantically in-
volved with someone mei age?”

Lizzie hopped out of the buggy, but stuck her face in the win-
dow before Esther had moved. “A seventy- something man. That’s 
who.” Then she smiled wide, flashing her dentures, but not before 
giving them a little shuffle in her mouth. “Now let’s go ask Sarah 
Mae who your admirer is.”

Esther stepped out of the buggy with a quickening pulse. She 
appreciated Lizzie referring to the person as an admirer instead 
of that other word. But now that they were here, Esther was nerv-
ous to find out who wrote the note and sent the flowers.
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