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      Poppy Daley snapped her laptop shut with a huff. When she’d been assigned to moderate the department chair’s remote-learning classes, she’d assumed it would be a simple task. Four weeks, they’d said at the faculty and staff meeting that closed Thornton College. Spring break to prepare, then two weeks of remote classes while the virus ran its course.

      As Mother’s Day approached, Professor Bixby still hadn’t mastered the video conference software, and Poppy was still holed up at her parents’ house taking virtual attendance and troubleshooting his connection issues from her father’s desk.

      It could have been worse. Her parents might have been holed up with her. Susie and Stewart Daley were weathering the global lockdown at a remote Scottish estate. In addition to the painting and hill climbing they’d planned for, her mother’s sporadic messages suggested they were gardening and tending hens and shaggy cattle alongside the owners to feed the self-isolated artists’ retreat.

      Which left Poppy house sitting her childhood home in Catmint Gap instead of sheltering in place in her downtown Thornton apartment, tending the garden and hens they’d left behind. Indefinitely, if the governor and the college administration were to be believed.

      Her email notification chimed, reminding her that Professor Bixby expected his lecture transcriptions at speeds that exceeded Poppy’s abilities. The department’s previous—and far more treasured—administrative assistant had retired at seventy-two, still typing eighty-five words per minute and requesting she be referred to as a secretary, regardless of the updated position title.

      Poppy was more of an organizer-manager, less of a typist–and the department’s weekly newsletter needed to be assembled, come to think of it. It would be a long afternoon.

      She slid the slim computer across the kitchen table, reaching for her water. She could spare a few minutes for a walk out to the coop, check the nesting boxes for eggs, and pick some spinach for a salad on the way back.

      Her parents kept a dozen hens in a large coop and run, screened from the house by a copse of her mother’s legendary lilacs. Her mother spent more of Poppy’s youth with her flowers than with her daughter. Poppy had once accused her mother of naming her after the wrong flower. Her mother pointed out that lilacs didn’t talk back.

      The chickens were oblivious to the pampered perennials as they pecked and scratched in the run.

      Halfway back to the sunroom with her skirt pockets full of eggs and baby spinach leaves, a breeze picked up the lilacs’ perfume.

      She couldn’t deny their beauty. The Daleys’ three acres, carved from wild mountain forest and meadow, were carefully planned to look wild and chaotic, with clusters of thriving, blossom-heavy lilacs arranged on the landscape. Tall, white Russian Beauty of Moscows, showy Sensations, Japanese tree lilacs with their lovely foliage. The heirloom Ludwig Spaeths with their late, extravagantly deep purple flowers. Potted Tinkerbell lilacs lined the walkway to the kitchen garden.

      Poppy stopped among the mostly still sleeping allium beds. Pots and whiskey barrels waited for the herbs overwintering in the greenhouse. The emerging garlic and leeks spiked optimistically up from the ground. The chives were rioting, flowering and spreading in their planter. She took a handful of tops, breathing their garlicky scent as they broke.

      The crunch of tires on gravel announced an approaching car long before it appeared around the last turn of the long, private drive.

      When Poppy was young, Yankee Magazine profiled her mother, publishing a photo essay of her lilac farm. The next spring people started arriving. Lilac tourists were few and far between, but it surprised her just how many people were willing to drive up a barely marked mountain road to ask someone they didn’t know for a tour of their extravagant backyard. The numbers tapered over the years, but her mother still reported the odd flora tourist around Mother’s Day.

      The sound of tires on gravel meant strangers to Poppy’s ears, no matter how many years passed.

      Poppy tucked the chives into her pocket along with the spinach and went out to send the unexpected arrival packing. Leave it to some spoiled traveler to assume that they would be welcome to view the lilacs despite the shelter-at-home orders.

      The car in front of the yellow Primrose lilac hedge had that buttery sound that only came from expensive engines. Taking in the windswept lines of the sporty hardtop, Poppy sighed in equal parts annoyance and vehicular lust.

      The woman who stepped out of the car pushed back a honey and sable mane of hair with sunglasses that likely cost more than Poppy’s entire work wardrobe.

      “Nicky didn’t mention there were lilacs… or a housekeeper.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to ask…” Poppy began, then stopped as the woman’s words sank in. “Excuse me?”

      “I have a mask in my bag, but I can wait here. Please tell Nick that Elisha’s here, and not to be surprised I’m a brunette.”

      Poppy resisted the urge to lob one of the eggs in her pocket at the interloper. The sack skirt with its big, deep pockets was one of her favorites, and it did have a bit of a vintage housedress vibe, but did she really look like the housekeeper?

      “I’m sorry. Elisha, was it?” Poppy dusted her hands on the skirt. “There’s no one called Nick on this mountain, as far as I know, and this is my house. I think you’ve taken a wrong turn. You’re on Lilac Lane. And it’s private.”

      The confident smile faltered, and Poppy pressed on, impatient to get back to making both lunch and some progress on Professor Bixby’s notes, and just a tiny bit perturbed at being treated like the help by a woman so lovely she might have been synthetic.

      “If you’re looking for someone, I’d suggest taking a left at the bottom of the hill and heading towards Catmint Gap on Bobolink Road. Someone in the village should be able to help you.”

      Two points of color rose on the delicate cheekbones. “Forgive me. I’m familiar with the village. I teach at Thornton College. Of course you’re right. I’m sure I took a wrong turn.”

      The ease with which the woman tipped her glasses back from her hair and covered her eyes without detriment to her silky blowout was downright unfair.

      The taillights disappeared around a bend in the driveway before Poppy realized who the woman was. I teach at the college… Elisha’s here… surprised that I’m a brunette…

      She’d just run Professor Elisha McNair, darling of the Women’s Studies department, off her parents’ property.
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      The network of trails winding through the forests of Catmint Gap, Vermont, hadn’t been a selling point in January when Nick Cooper leased the “renovated mountain retreat” for six months. The photos of the cantilevered deck, soaring among the ice-glittered tree canopy, had sold him. After three failed network pitches and a Christmas spent dodging questions about his relationship status, he’d needed a break.

      By the time the pandemic closed the economy, the trails provided a much needed break from his own brain. He would run through the woods with his empty backpack over his shoulders, following the blazes that led to Catmint Gap Road, then mask up and walk down the main route to the market. Freshly provisioned, Nick would unmask, run out Bobolink Road, over the bridge that crossed the ravine, turn right on Lilac Lane, then push hard up the last quarter mile once he reached the driveway to the cabin.

      In March, the five mile loop left him winded and shaking. Now, with May’s first real warmth soaking into the forest, he loped along, breathing deeply and noticing things.

      Dawn, the cashier at the village market—a place which sold everything from milk, bread, and frozen peas, to candy and snacks, to cast iron pans, fishing lures, bait, and ammo, to gasoline and ice—said the couple who owned the property at the end of Lilac Lane were odd ducks, but nice enough. Last she’d heard, they were traveling in Europe, but got stuck there when the virus closed everything. Nick took that to mean they were unlikely to bother him up the mountain.

      Lilac Lane. A fanciful, but appropriate name in its way. From the road marker just after the ravine it wound about a tenth of a mile up a gentle incline through young birch, oak, and maple forest to where it forked into the deep evergreen shade. In one direction, the secretive access road led him up to the cabin; in the other, two vast, wild lilac hedges framed his neighbor’s entrance.

      Before the birches and maples had leafed in, he’d been able to see down from the cabin’s deck to the cleared acreage that must be the homestead, but the house remained hidden. Now, the entire property retreated beyond the rioting green and purple.

      The sultry purr of an engine coupled with tires on damp, hard-packed dirt drew Nick out of his thoughts. He glanced up the road and saw Elisha’s Jag crawling down the road.

      Shit. She’d said she was coming up to drop off essentials. Whatever that meant.

      He pulled his bandanna up over his mouth and nose and flagged her down. She stopped the car and the window glided down.

      “Nicky!” The pet name should have sounded squeaky, but Elisha’s voice was like everything else about her. Smooth, cultured, finely honed. Deeper than expected. They’d grown up together, leaving Nick immune to her charms and forgiving of her faults.

      “I just met your neighbor. The Lilac Lady.”

      So much for Dawn’s reliability. “I didn’t think anyone was living there right now.”

      “I doubt you’ll have any reason to run into her,” Elisha said. “I have a box from Mimi and Grandpere for you in my trunk. Scotch from Grandpere, those Swiss cookies Mimi keeps in the pantry, and Grandpere sent books for you. Tell me how to find Joss’s place, and I’ll head up there and leave it for you while you finish your run.”

      Elisha spoke the cabin owner’s name with warmth and ease. “Exactly how well do you know my landlord?”

      “We were in the same class at Thornton College.” She sighed. “That’s all. I’m friendly with his wife.”

      But she’s never been there, which means what exactly? His love of a good story never stopped, even if all he had to chew on right now was The Mystery of Elisha’s Sex Life.

      “Back up about fifty feet and turn around in the Lilac Lady’s driveway. The fork is right there, but it’s not marked. Kind of looks like a trailhead but it’s the driveway, I swear. You’ll brush some laurel branches on the way through, then the road drops and curves before it rises up to the cabin. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Nick waited until he saw the car disappear before lowering his bandanna and jogging after her. The supplies in his backpack jostled, rubbing his shirt against his sweaty back.

      He should have asked Elisha to drive the pack up the last quarter mile.
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      “I know, I know,” Poppy said to Mathilda, the plump Golden Laced Wyandotte hen who liked belly rubs and was occupying the picnic table near the run, “I’m wearing mascara. But it’s because I like it, not because that woman thought I was the housekeeper.”

      Mathilda regarded her with aviary nonchalance before hopping down to scratch at an ants’ nest she found in the grass.

      The sun was out and the breeze was blowing fluffy clouds across the sky, so Poppy was free ranging with the chickens while she worked. The picnic table caught the last vestiges of the household internet connection, allowing Poppy to bring her laptop out and monitor Professor Bixby’s classes.

      The mascara was a whole lot of too little too late, but she did enjoy the effect. The thin veneer of professionalism she’d cultivated working for Thornton College’s History Department had entirely faded since the lockdown started. She favored unstructured skirts with pockets and stretchy tees and tanks in her free time. Her freshly washed curls would look decidedly untamed after air drying without any product, but it didn’t really matter. The chickens didn’t care, her laptop’s camera–like the mic––was off.

      With the exception of snooty Elisha, Poppy hadn’t seen anyone but the cashier at the Thornton Co-op in days.

      Professor Bixby finished his video lecture, and Poppy watched as the individual tiles of his forty-two students closed. She emailed the attendance list, a summary of the lecture, and a transcript of the student questions from the chat to the professor’s inbox. If only he would learn to look at some of those things for himself…

      She was closing her computer when a lost Hemsworth wandered out of the woods.

      Or, upon closer inspection, a previously undiscovered, Forty-Something Hemsworth? At least six rangy feet, soulful eyes and a generous mouth, with a twig in his hair, just where a few silver strands shot through the rich brown.

      The laptop nearly slipped as Poppy shot to her feet, heart hammering.

      “Oh, hey. Sorry,” he said, coming to a stop as The Orpington Twins, Lavender and Buffy, flapped over to him. Shameless hussies. Forty-Something Hemsworth  took in the ever-so-charming coop and run, the profusion of lilacs, even Poppy herself in a swift, unnerving gaze. “Did I stumble into some kind of fairy tale quest?”

      Definitely not an actual Hemsworth…that accent was pure prep school with a touch of New York. Having spent her entire life in close proximity to a NESCAC college gave her an ear for it. Still criminally good looking.

      Her pulse slowed. The Twins kept him at the edge of the clearing, conducting a thorough examination of his feet and ankles. If he was a criminal, their prey-animal instincts failed them. The two hens, sisters by choice, might have walked straight out of a Disney animation. Both broad and a little swaybacked with smooth feathers, one palest blue-gray, the other the color of a summer wheat field in an over-exposed Ridley Scott dream sequence, they circled the stranger’s feet, clucking softly and picking at his shoelaces.

      He’d better keep his distance; her masks were all in the house. How could she have anticipated company appearing from out of the woods in the form of a ridiculously attractive hiker?

      “You’re off the Horizon Trail, if that’s where you were walking. This is private property.”

      He picked a dandelion and offered it to Lavender, who snatched the treat and hopped away, Buffy in her wake. “Lilac Lane?”

      Poppy narrowed her eyes at him. Not a totally lost hiker, then.

      “Nick Cooper.” He started to offer his hand, then remembered and pushed it back into his pocket with an adorably awkward laugh. “I’m renting the Fullers’ cabin for…well, for now.”

      Nicky didn’t mention… So that was where Professor McNair was on her way to in that enviable car.

      Poppy sighed. Of course available, age-appropriate Hemsworth lookalikes didn’t wander into her parents’ backyard. Mathilda flapped back onto the picnic table, greeting them both with the whirring chirp Poppy thought of as purring. “Poppy Daley. My mother cultivates the lilacs.”

      Nick grinned, charmed by Mathilda. “And you keep the hens?”

      Stung, Poppy snatched up her laptop. “Yes. I keep the hens.” She gestured to a nearby hemlock stand. “You can pick up the Horizon Trail about 40 yards that way.”

      Mustering the small dignity afforded to her by Maybelline Lash Sensational, Poppy spun on her heel and made for the barn, hoping Nick Cooper didn’t notice the chicken poop on her flip-flop heel.
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