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Dedication

To Elvis, my first cactus, who died like he lived—dry as hell




Lilymoor

There was once a house on the cliffs that grew the most beautiful flowers.

It grew peonies, daisies, sunflowers, marigolds—wild and colorful and lush, while honeysuckles climbed their way over the high walls, and roses held court in secret alcoves. The house itself was drafty and charming, the way old and storied places were, a jumble of scalloped eaves and repurposed shipyard lumber, bone white and moss green and gray, often dressed in a cloak of midmorning fog.

The house had outlasted two of its owners, refusing to be tamed, though there was something special about its third—and current—owners that gave it pause. It was in the way the couple held hands as they strolled through the gardens in the evenings, and the way they tended to its overgrown flower beds with the patient sort of reverence reserved only for wild things. The house watched as its new owners celebrated occasions, and mourned losses that bit all the way to the bone, and decided that if they couldn’t have their own, they’d make a family a different way.

So they paved the driveway up to the house and dug a parking lot against the cliffs, and gently placed paths through its sections, putting order to its seasons. Then they placed a beautifully carved piece of driftwood on its door with a word painted in lovely looping letters—a magical name for a magical house by the sea.


Lilymoor



And of all the gardens in the world, it was here where I fell in love.
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fernweh

Lilymoor House and Gardens sat on the cliffs over Odette, Maine, like a haunting.

“Oh, she’s beautiful,” Harriett whispered as we rounded the twisting drive up to the historic property. She leaned out my Jeep window and took a photo with her disposable camera. “Look at her, Soph!”

“I’m driving!” I reminded her with a laugh. I’d look in a minute when I wasn’t trying to keep us on the road. My knuckles were white from gripping the steering wheel too tightly up the curving drive.

But then, at the roundabout in front of the house, I did take a glance.

After close to five hundred miles, a flat tire, and some dodgy gas station food, we’d finally made it.

The road trip had started as an idea our freshman year at Duke, when I lamented in a study group about a documentary I once saw about a beautiful garden on a cliff. Another girl—a brunette who always wore her hair in pigtails and her cat eyeliner sharp—perked up at the mention of it.

“Wait, the one that used to air on PBS?” she had asked. We hadn’t talked in class, so I didn’t even know her name. “The documentary with the cute old couple who have tended the garden for, like, forty years? They’re in Maine?”

I gasped. “You know Lilymoor?”

“Do I know it? I love that place! I want to write about it one day.”

As it turned out, she’d taped that same documentary on VHS and watched it so many times the tape wore out. She sighed about all its gardens, its regal house, its owners—the Becks. Lilymoor felt fictional. It might as well have been, with the stories people whispered about it. That the gardens were magical, that sometimes you could hear the voice of your truest love. Obviously, it was just the sound of the wind coming up the cliffs—loads of people, from travel guides to paranormal hunters, had debunked it over the years. Still, Lilymoor sounded like a fairy tale, and maybe that was why Harrie loved it so much.

I told myself I just liked the flowers.

After study group, I admitted to her, “I’ve wanted to visit so badly ever since I first saw it on TV. Like, more than normal. It’s like homesickness but . . . away.” I frowned, thinking on it. “Far-sickness, I guess, for somewhere I’ve never been. I can’t explain it. It sounds silly, I know.”

“I don’t think so,” she replied with a thoughtful look. “There’s a word for far-sickness. It’s German—fernweh, I think.”

“Fernweh,” I repeated, chewing on the word. It tasted bittersweet in my mouth.

“We should go,” she said, though it sounded more like a challenge as she looked me dead in the eyes. “We should make a plan.”

“What, really?”

“Really really.”

And that was that.

Her name was Harriett Fisher, and she collected untranslatable words in a little journal, like other people collected bottle caps or baseball cards. She was an English major who wanted to write novels, though she wasn’t yet sure what kind. I was a biology major who, frankly, just wanted to play in the dirt.

We couldn’t be more different, but there is this feeling when you meet someone special. Like finding a lost puzzle piece and clicking it into place—there’s a certainty to it. A Yes, you are my person. The person you’re going to grow old beside. The person you want in your commune when the world goes to hell. The person who inherits the solemn duty of deleting your internet history when you die.

That person.

I knew it would be Harrie the moment I met her.

So, for our graduation present to ourselves, we planned a road trip up the East Coast, hitting a few national parks, museums, and a haunted bed-and-breakfast or two, and ending in the place that had brought us together: Lilymoor House and Gardens in Odette, Maine.

Lilymoor sat on the cliffs edge facing the sea, like it had been waiting all this time for us. It was a gentle house the color of bleached driftwood, with rounded architecture and a myriad of wide windows and sparrows clustered in the eaves. It looked otherworldly, some bygone ship captain’s house right out of a storybook, from its sweeping front porch to its lovely moss-colored front door to the additions cobbled together with dredged bits of half-built ships—portholes and sea-crusted hulls, colorful buoys hanging from the doorway and from the rooftop like memories left out to warm in the sun. One side of the house was sheathed in brown shingles; the other was built up into an A-frame roof. The manor was mismatched, like two warring pairs of socks.

It was perfect.

The house and gardens attracted people from all around the world. Like the Jardins de Quatre-Vents in Quebec, it was privately owned and curated, and like the Butchart Gardens in British Columbia, it offered a kaleidoscope of flowers rarely grown so far north.

The road curled up to the front steps and then looped around a beautiful marbled fountain in a roundabout, where we’d eased to a stop so Harrie could snap another photo, before I parked us in the small parking lot, and we got out.

Admittedly, I was a little slow to unbuckle my seat belt, a little slower to open my Jeep door. This was the last stop on our road trip, but I didn’t want it to end yet.

In a month, Harrie would go off to grad school at UCLA and I would take an internship at the New York Botanical Garden. We’d be on opposite sides of the country soon, and though I didn’t say it aloud, I hated the idea of it. Not because I was afraid we wouldn’t be friends anymore when we weren’t in the same place, but because what if something happened? I was so used to her buying the milk when we ran out, and me paying the rent on time whenever she was too deep in her studies to remember. I counted on the smell of freshly baked cookies every Thursday, and falling onto the couch with her and a box of wine to watch The Bachelor after a particularly awful date.

But I knew that couldn’t last forever.

So I wanted to go slow. I wanted to stretch out this afternoon as long as possible, but Harrie could barely contain her excitement.

“Come on, come on! We’re wasting time,” she said, looping her arm through mine, and pulled me up the steps to the moss-colored front door, and inside. Lilymoor was open and free to the public—it always had been—but it was emptier than I expected.

For the next three hours we got ourselves lost in the beautiful manor and its wildflowers and mazelike hedges and native trees. The gardens were so serpentine that the world disappeared the moment you turned a corner. I couldn’t tell you how the garden was laid out because it felt like between one step and another, you were always somewhere different. It constantly shifted from meadowy woodlands to pristine box-woods to lattice walls of wild roses beside a bubbling brook that seemed to dip in and out of almost every scene like a wellknown visitor.

“I can see why people think they can hear a voice,” I remarked as we moved through the Hedges, a hedge maze on the eastern side of the manor. “The wind coming up from those cliffs is loud.”

As I said it, another gust howled through the boxwood hedges, causing two birds to startle and take flight into the late evening sky. It must have been close to seven-thirty—Lilymoor closed at sunset, so we had another hour at most. I dreaded it more and more.

Harrie glanced over her shoulder at me. “You don’t believe it could be real?”

I shrugged. “It’s been debunked, like, at least a dozen times.”

“You can at least pretend to not be a skeptic.”

“I just don’t think beautiful gardens need tacky lore and ghost stories to make them interesting. They stand on their own.”

“It’s not tacky!” she argued, affronted. “I mean, who wouldn’t want to hear the voice of their truest love? It’s magical.”

“There’s no such thing as magic.”

“Sophie, you can’t look at all of this and tell me you don’t believe in magic.” She raised her hands and spun around. “I think,” she challenged, “you’re being so obstinate because you want to believe it’s a little true.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and shrugged again. I sort of hated how well she knew me sometimes. “It’s the wind, Harrie.”

She smiled. “It’s magic,” she replied, and marched ahead.

“The wind,” I argued, following her. Though when I turned the corner, she was already around the next turn. Leave it to her to never look back.

“Magic!” she called back.

“Magically the wind, then!” When she didn’t answer, I called, “Harrie?”

Another heavy gust of wind shook the branches.

I sighed to the sky. I took my eyes off her for one second, and suddenly she was gone. She wasn’t around the next turn, or the next. Every corridor looked the same, apart from the stone busts hidden in the boxwoods like half-overgrown secrets.

“Harrie, slow down,” I called ahead. “I’ve lost you.”

I kept wandering. She couldn’t be very far.

Then I came to a dead end, so I doubled back. I’d read once that the trick to mazes was just to hug the right side, and eventually you’d find your way out, but of course I didn’t do that. I was sure Harrie had, just as I was sure she was at the end of the maze right now, laughing.

Harrie’s words earlier jabbed at me. “You’re being so obstinate because you want to believe it’s a little true.” Maybe.

But if there was the voice of my truest love somewhere on the wind, I didn’t hear it.

Though on closer inspection of a William Shakespeare bust that seemed to be giving me a sideeye, I did remember something from the PBS documentary. In it, a little kid with red hair and a face full of freckles had said, “If you ever get lost, just follow the eyes!”

So I did just that.

When I finally came around the last corner, there—framed in the arched exit—was my best friend. She clicked her tongue to the roof of her mouth, shaking her head. “You weren’t that far away.”

I wasn’t sure what she meant—I hadn’t said anything at all. “Sorry, I got a little lost,” I replied.

She looped her arm in mine again. “Tell me about it. I turned around and you were just gone.”

“So were you!”

“I,” she said gallantly, “was talking to the voice of my truest love.”

That surprised me, because I hadn’t heard her talking at all, and the Hedges wasn’t that big. “Who?”

She rolled her eyes, as if it were a question I should already know the answer to, and dragged me out of the Hedges and toward the next part of the garden. There was always something more to see. Somewhere to sit. Somewhere alone, where the bugs were loud and the birds shouted and everything just felt . . . slow.

Timeless.

I could stay here forever, I thought as we crossed a bridge over a pond, lily pads and cat grass lush against its banks.

As the last of the evening’s golden light spilled across the smooth rocks and dotted the well-manicured shrubs and the pops of lilies vibrant and pink, we found ourselves exactly where we began—the Central Garden. The way Henry Beck had laid out the paths, they all wound their way back to the middle. It was a beautiful design choice, and because of it, the path maps looked like an unfurling flower.

I bent down to read a placard for a particularly red poppy, as Harrie raised her camera to me. I quickly put my hands up over my face. “No, I look terrible!” I complained.

“Oh, whatever, no one can look terrible during golden hour. It’s the rules. Smile!” And instead of just taking one of me, she flipped the camera around and took it of the both of us instead.

I mumbled, “It probably won’t even come out good.”

“Of course it will,” she replied, sticking out her tongue at me, and wound up her next photo, but then she paused and put down her camera, staring up at the old oak tree in the middle of the Central Garden—Lilymoor’s centerpiece. It was crooked and bent, battered by storms and struck by lightning, but still it persisted. It was almost as breathtaking as the willows in the grove. I glanced over at my best friend, and there was a strange look on her face. Not lost, exactly, but . . .

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “You look a thousand miles away.”

“That’s the thing, I guess,” she replied, “it sort of hit me that we’ll be on opposite sides of the country soon.”

Ah. The realization had finally caught up to her. I was the one looking at the next season—gardeners tended to—but she was always so focused on the moment. I loved that about her. She lived now, not in some enchanted someday.

“Yeah,” I said, kicking a pebble. It skittered along the dirt path in muted thumps. “I’ll have to find someone else to split chores with.”

“And you’ll have to record The Bachelor so we can watch it together with the three-hour time difference.”

“That means I won’t go to bed until, like, midnight. That’s way too late,” I complained. “You know how early I have to get up.”

She gave a pout and wobbled her bottom lip. “You won’t stay up, not even for me?”

“I love my sleep.”

“But you love me more,” she pointed out.

Which … yes. Yes, I did. “Fine,” I groused. “But only once a week. And you have to be the first one to come visit me.”

“Deal, as long as I can take the left side of your bed.”

“I hate the left side, so sure. Christmas? I hear it’s pretty in New York.”

She grinned sheepishly. “And cold. Which I absolutely hate. My fingers go all numb and white. How about the spring?”

“That’ll be a busy time for me with the botanical garden,” I replied, and she huffed a frustrated sigh.

“Well, we’ll figure something out. We always do.” She glanced back down at the plaque in front of the old oak. It detailed how it had been there for as long as the house itself, planted the first year Lilymoor was built. In ten years, it’d be two hundred years old. Her eyebrows furrowed in thought, and then she turned to me with an idea. “Let’s promise to come back here regardless. In ten years. I’m sure there will be some sort of celebration, right?”

I gave it a thought. “Ten years is a long time . . .”

“Enough time to plan it out, so we won’t have an excuse. I’ll have a book by then, I’m sure. Maybe a husband. Kids!” Her eyes sparkled with the idea. “We’ll have kids.”

I hadn’t really thought that far ahead, and doing so now made me feel uneasy. “Maybe.”

“And you’ll be head of horticulture at the New York Botanical Garden.”

I laughed at that. “I will not.”

“Ten years,” she repeated, liking the idea more and more. “We’ll be different, and the garden will be different. It’s a perfect idea. Let’s do it—let’s come back, no matter what. Promise?” She held up her pinkie finger, and I hooked mine through hers.

“Promise,” I replied, and I never broke a promise.
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bricoleur

Ten Years Later

Harriett would’ve loved the goose.

At first, I thought maybe she was the goose, but Harriett Fisher would never stoop so low as to chase an old woman out of a garden. No, she’d be the goose dog currently sitting at my heels, effortlessly useless.

“Damn it,” I sighed, grabbing my sun hat from my chair on the veranda, and hurried down the steps into the Central Garden.

Said goose dog, a border collie named Reggie, was right behind me.

“Leave her alone, Damnit!” I said as the Canada goose snapped at the heels of the poor older woman currently fighting a losing battle. She was one of the few local artists who regularly came to Lilymoor to paint, and the goose hated the saffron color of her sweater. Which, in this heat? That was maniacal. Even though I didn’t agree with the goose, I understood her rage.

Summers in Maine were supposed to be beautiful and mild, but for some reason today the air wasn’t moving. There was probably a storm brewing off the coast, gathering power, and the breeze would be back with a vengeance soon.

Damnit bit at me as I came to the woman’s rescue.

“Don’t you dare,” I scolded, and flapped my sun hat at her. “Go! Go! Or I’ll turn you into a feather duster!”

With one final hiss, Damnit shook her tail feathers and stalked away.

“Bless. Thank you, dear.” The older woman patted her chest above her heart, shaking her head. “That is Satan’s creature.”

“She’s just built that way,” I replied, picking up the drawing pad and pencil she’d dropped on the ground when the goose got after her. “Are you okay?”

“I am now,” she replied, taking back her art supplies. “Thank you, Miss . . .”

“Drear,” I introduced myself. “Sophie Drear.”

Recognition lit her face. “Oh! You must be a new volunteer.”

My smile thinned. “Head gardener, actually. Just came onto the team about a month ago.”

“And they have you wrangling geese?”

At that, I laughed. “Oh no. I do that for myself. At least it’s just the one goose.”

The woman shook her head, though more in admonishment than anything else. “It’s always just that one goose. I don’t see why Eula keeps her around. How is Eula?” she added. “Ever since her accident, we’ve missed her at our weekly bridge games.”

“She’s doing well,” I replied, though it was more a guess than anything else. I’d started after Eula Beck, the owner of Lilymoor, fell and fractured her hip. She’d been in outpatient rehab, and would be for almost the full duration of my stay. “Can I help you with anything?”

The older woman dusted off her sketchbook. “Oh no, no. I’m just here to wander and let my pencil talk. It helps clear the mind. I can’t wait for the Hedges to open—it’ll be soon, yes?”

“In the next week, probably,” I replied.

“Oh good! I missed them,” she said, and shuffled along toward the Rose Court. “It was nice to meet you, Sophie Dear.”

It was Drear, but I didn’t correct her and instead turned to glare down at the dog. “You’re terrible at your job, Reginald,” I told him. “She’s right, you know, I have a garden to tend to, not a goose to manage.”

Reggie, without a single brain cell knocking around in that head of his, licked my knee.

Apparently at first, everyone at the manor thought there was something wrong with the goose, but it turned out that she simply refused to migrate and made it everyone else’s problem. So Eula Beck bought a goose dog to chase her off, but Reggie couldn’t even chase a fly. Which meant that duty fell on everyone else. And we were all failing miserably.

From the pergola behind me, someone said, “You know he’s trying his best, Sunny.”

I recognized the voice: Wykofski.

I spun, pinning the same glare on him. “And where were you?”

“Here the whole time,” he replied happily. Wykofski was leaning against the pergola in the shade, snacking on a handful of sunflower seeds, and I went over to join him.

Without the wind coming up off the cliffs, it was at least cooler in the shade. I didn’t know how Wykofski managed in this sort of heat in overalls and a plaid shirt, but it was the same uniform I’d seen him in every day so far, a green cap pushed back on his head with the words World’s Greatest Goose dad on the front. He was a tall, heavyset white man with an oak-brown mullet and a formidable mustache, in his late thirties.

If I was the head gardener, then he was the head everything-elser. You name it—landscaping, maintenance, apparently he even played a pretty mean banjo. He could fix anything, and if he couldn’t fix it he knew someone who could. He was also the one behind the landscape topiary installations around the estate—the dancing swans in the Rose Court and the Adonis replica in the Lily Walk and the wild horses that galloped through the Wildflower Garden. He even kept up most of the installations in the Central Garden, and that was the trickiest place with its gently sloping hills. One, because it was the biggest garden, and there were so many old trees and tall shrubs, separating out each flower bed by type, it was an art to make it not look crowded. And two, because it was so easy to miss something in the Central Garden, especially when confronted with the ancient marred oak in the middle. I’d passed it a hundred times by now, and still I felt in awe of its will to live despite disease and lightning strikes and wind storms. He was the one who decorated the oak for holidays, too. And on top of being a great topiary artist, just yesterday he soldered my broken shovel back together. At this point, I was more shocked at what he couldn’t do.

He was . . . what was the word Harrie always used? A bricoleur? A handyman who uses whatever he has around him—a MacGyver.

Oh, and he gave everyone nicknames. Sunny was one he’d decided to ordain me with, because apparently Sophie wasn’t colorful enough. I didn’t hate the nickname, but it also meant that everyone else at Lilymoor had begun to call me that, too.

I guessed it was better than Dreary, the nickname I had throughout most of college.

“Besides,” he went on, popping another sunflower seed into his mouth, “I don’t think anyone can manage Damnit.”

“Then why doesn’t she ever chase you?”

He shrugged. “Couldn’t guess the wiles of a goose if I tried. Anyway, I left your shovel, shears, and wheelbarrow over by the Hedges for you. You sure you don’t need help?”

“Nah, it’s sort of a one-person job until I can figure out where the vines are coming from,” I replied. The Hedges were slowly suffocating from a strange vine that had started growing through them. I had ruled out kudzu because that hadn’t made it this far north yet, and it didn’t look like kudzu, but I was having a hard time figuring out what it was. I was sure I would instantly once it bloomed.

“I bet they’re coming from the pond behind it.”

I shook my head. “I checked. Besides, we’d be able to see them from the shed.”

“Huh.” He shrugged, scratching the bottom of his chin. “Well, that’s just Lilymoor for you, then.”

Everyone kept saying that. I didn’t really get what they meant until I’d worked here a few weeks. Oh, there’s an unexplainable sound in the attic? “That’s just Lilymoor for you.” There’s a daisy growing in the middle of the parking lot? “That’s just Lilymoor for you.” Mysterious vines? Shovels that disappear in one garden bed and reappear in another? Flowers blooming in odd seasons?

That’s just Lilymoor.

“Oh, hey, before I forget,” Wykofski went on, turning to me, “me and the dudes are gonna game it out a little tonight—eat some snackaroonies, pop some Bud Lights—if you wanna join?” It was the same invite he had given me every Thursday since I came to Lilymoor, and while I never said yes, I learned “the dudes” were just Yafir, Lilymoor’s accountant, and a few of the volunteers. Sometimes even Juliette, the Events Coordinator, showed up. The game was usually Scrabble.

And every Thursday I said, “No, thank you,” and wondered when he’d stop asking. A month in, and I was beginning to fear he never would. I added, “Let me know if you need help with the sprinklers?”

“I think that’s Tomorrow Wykofski’s job,” he replied with a wink, popped another sunflower seed into his mouth, and pushed off from the pergola to return to the shed.

Lucky him.

Unlike Wykofski, who protected his sanity with strict working hours, I hated leaving things half done, and I had too much to do and not enough time to do it in, so I often worked right up until dusk. That was nothing new. Even at the Botanical Garden in New York, my supervisor left the lights on for me most evenings when he left. I liked work. If I kept my hands busy, my brain stayed quiet. That was more important than ever here at Lilymoor.

I was on loan for the summer from NYBG to help “revitalize” the gardens for Lilymoor’s two hundredth anniversary in August. Then I’d be shipped back to the city before the leaves even changed. A perfect summer break, theoretically. Jeff, my supervisor at the Botanical Garden, said that he’d apply if he didn’t have two young kids running around. A summer vacation in Maine? Sounded too good to be true.

Turned out, it was.

In the ten years since I’d been to Lilymoor, it’d fallen into the kind of disrepair that showed it was still clearly loved but not well tended. Eula Beck had done her best with volunteers and Wykofski, but as the years went on, she closed off more and more of the garden as it grew too unruly, and now it was almost impossible to manage without some aggressive TLC. The deterioration wasn’t all Eula’s fault, though. Lilymoor was just an aging estate with aging plants, and a garden that even I had trouble understanding. It would be easier if I had access to old records and blueprints of the garden itself, but those records had gone up in literal flames about sixteen years ago when the greenhouse burned to the ground. It had been very soon after Henry Beck had died, and he’d been the last person to understand the garden, apparently.

Most everything at Lilymoor was particular. The delphiniums needed shade, and the sunflowers needed too much water, and the climbing roses needed to be guided on where to grow over the arches they were planted for. There was an infestation of mites in the dogwood trees, and an entire section of the gardens was full of abandoned willow trees that had been off-limits for years.

The estate’s decline had been steady and slow, like a portrait fading in the sunlight.

It was more work than Eula had let on, and more work than my department head had guessed, but I was here, and I didn’t like jobs half done.

Over in the eastern part of the gardens stood the hedge maze with pristine boxwoods at least eight feet high. Thankfully I didn’t have to upkeep those; that was Wykofski’s job. While Lilymoor was rather large, it worked with a very small staff and some volunteers.

I didn’t want to waste any volunteers’ time crawling around, squeezing between shrubs, trying to find vine roots, so I went about it on my own. Technically, I was a degree-carrying hor-ticulturist, and most of us didn’t like to be called gardeners. But I liked the whimsy to the word. Besides, a gardener flowed off the tongue a lot easier than a horticulturist.

I kept losing track of the vines in the dense boxwoods, and then when I thought I’d found them again, turned out it was another vine from elsewhere.

After a few tries, I threw my hands up in defeat, tore off my gloves, and went to sit in the shade with an aggravated sigh.

There, I took a deep breath.

“Every vine has a root,” I reminded myself. There was no sense in getting frustrated. And if I was being truthful, it wasn’t really the vines at all.

Today, ten years ago, Harrie and I had visited Lilymoor.

Silly, I chastised myself and closed my eyes. You knew today would be hard. No need to make it harder.

Finally, a breeze swept up the cliffs and through the box-woods. It felt good and cool, bringing with it the smell of brine, and the telltale scent of a storm off the coast. I closed my eyes in relief. At least the wind had returned. I just had to wait out the heat, and I had. The bugs hummed around me, as if just as relieved.

Evening sunlight shifted in between the hedges, yellow melting into soft orange. It must have been golden hour already, and Lilymoor—or at least the gardens open to the public—closed at sundown.

There was still so much to do to get ready for the bicentennial in a month and a half. Entire gardens to open back up. Weeds to pull and roses to deadhead and trumpet vines to manage and I was still thinking of introducing ladybugs to take care of the aphid problem in the Wildflower Garden—

There was a soft creak, like a door opening.

My eyes snapped open and followed the sound.

Across the path, bathed in the golden light from the setting sun, a door stood against a wall of thick boxwood hedges. It was faded blue, its hinges rusted, looking old and tired. Another gust of summer wind pushed it open a little more.

Had there been a door there before?

Putting my sun hat on again, I propped my shovel up by the bench and went over to it, more puzzled than anything else. I’d walked this estate inch by inch. Cataloged it as I’d gone through the work to be done. How could I have missed this?

I glanced inside, my confusion mounting. Barren flower beds and snarling vines and half-finished paths. I didn’t remember there being a garden off from the Hedges, but maybe Eula had constructed it in the last ten years, and just forgot to tell me?

Curious, I pulled the door open the rest of the way and stepped inside.
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The garden was small and strangely shaped—an irregular rectangle, with a longer wall on the south side where the door was, across from a narrower archway at the other end, where the garden walls encircled a beautiful old willow tree. Oddly, I’d say it was shaped like a keyhole.

But maybe that fit, considering the garden itself was . . . unusual, to say the least.

If I didn’t know where I was, I wouldn’t have guessed it was at Lilymoor at all. It wasn’t overgrown or weed infested like some of the closed areas I had been tending to this last month, which was all the more strange.

Dogwoods and pin cherry trees sat in flush garden beds, their leaves gnawed on by some hungry caterpillar, while the soil at their roots was a soft and rich brown that told me it was somehow still fresh, even though it very much seemed like this place hadn’t been touched in a long time. There was a half-built gazebo, and an overturned wheelbarrow in a barren garden bed, packets of seeds scattered from a fallen wicker basket, seeds, not yet sprouted.

While the rest of Lilymoor hummed with life and colors, this place had … a lot of brown, a lot of dirt, and a lot of ideas that were never planted.

Unfinished, I realized.

How could I have missed this?

The willow tree itself was enormous up close—I wondered how I couldn’t see it from any of the other gardens—but maybe the angle of the walls prevented me. It had to have been here for years. A decade, maybe longer.

But what startled me most was the man asleep beneath it.

He lounged against the trunk, head lolling against his chest. His copper hair curled loosely around his ears, and his white skin was brushed with soft brown freckles. He wore a charcoal button-down shirt with the top two buttons undone, sleeves rolled up quarter length to reveal muscular forearms, and black trousers that matched the suit jacket hanging on a jutted-out brick in the wall.

He was so still, it didn’t surprise me that I hadn’t seen him at first.

He was asleep, wasn’t he?

Quite sure that he was—I mean, he didn’t look dead—I knelt beside him. His black leather penny loafers were polished and expensive looking, as was the gold-plated watch on his right wrist, and the college ring on his left hand. By the look of him, he was in his early thirties like me, but unlike me, he looked so utterly misplaced here—like he’d been dropped out of his very comfy, luxurious life and onto this patch of clover without his consent.

I gently placed a hand on his shoulder, hoping that would wake him. His chest gently rose and fell, eyebrows bunching together, like he didn’t want to wake up.

Fine. A little rougher, then.

“Hey, friend,” I said, and shook his shoulder, “you need to wake up. The garden’s closing soon.”

He shifted ever so slightly, murmuring something under his breath, and then went still again. A copper curl came loose and slipped onto his forehead. I resisted the urge to push it off, and then immediately chastised myself for even thinking it.

“Wake up,” I said, louder, and shook his shoulder again. Probably harder than I needed to, annoyed with myself.

That did the trick, at least. His eyes fluttered open, blinking in the hazy orange evening light, and focused on my face. They were a stormy shade of blue, framed by long coppery eyelashes that matched his eyebrows and his hair.

“You,” he murmured sleepily, pushing himself up against the tree trunk with a deep inhale, as if to bolster himself. “Hello.”

“Hello,” I echoed. Did he know me? Because I didn’t know him. “I think you fell asleep for a little bit.”

His drowsy gaze studied my face, his eyebrows furrowing with confusion, and suddenly kneeling here in his private curtain of willow boughs felt much too intimate—something we both realized at the same time, because as I leaned away, he cleared his throat. “Just resting my eyes, actually.”

“Right,” I replied skeptically. If I hadn’t woken him up, he’d probably have slept until nightfall. Which reminded me—“The garden closes at sundown. So you should probably get going.”

His mouth twitched. “Ah. Right. Being kicked out already?”

I gave a start. “You can come back tomorrow morning—”

“I doubt the party will last that long.”

My mouth dropped open. “Party?” I echoed, confused, watching as he pushed himself to his feet.

He swayed a little, and I caught myself reaching out to help him, but he steadied himself on the trunk of the willow instead. “I’m fine,” he said too quickly, and I forced my hands down at my sides, and watched him pull his cell phone out of his back pocket. He cursed under his breath.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” he repeated, annoyed, as he punched something into his phone. “I told you before, I don’t need a babysitter. I know these gardens better than you,” and then he brought his phone up to his ear as he turned away to ignore me.

And with his back to me, I got the very distinct impression that I was already forgotten when I wasn’t in his line of sight.

A sudden flash of anger burned in my belly. The next thing I knew, I was grabbing his arm and forcing him to turn around to face me. “Excuse me,” I bit out, glaring up at his surprised face. It would have been handsome if he weren’t so awful. “But you do need to leave. Now.”

His gaze settled on my hand on his arm. “Everyone hates me that much?”

“What? No, but—”

In the distance, there was a faint, high-pitched wail. As it got louder, it began to sound like . . .

My eyebrows furrowed. “Do you hear that?”

He wrenched his arm out of my grip. “No.” Then he muttered something to his phone and tried to make another call but apparently couldn’t. “What’s wrong with this thing?”

I didn’t care. I knew that sound now: sirens. “I—I have to go.”

He dismissed me with a wave of his hand, not even looking up.

So I left him.

I hurried out of the garden, and in the Hedges the sirens were louder still. I feared that meant that they were coming this way. Had something happened? Had someone gotten hurt? One of the volunteers or—oh no, one of the visitors?

I dropped my gloves on a mosseaten bench in the Hedges and followed the gazes of the statues to the exit. I didn’t have time to worry about that rude man in the garden.

He’d find his own way out, anyway.
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Wykofski met me at the exit arch to the Hedges, his bushy brown eyebrows bunched together in vexation. “Those weewoos aren’t coming here, you think?” he asked worriedly, stuffing his pack of sunflower seeds into his overalls’ breast pocket. “I didn’t call ’em.”

“I didn’t, either,” I said. We stood there, giving it a thought, and then I jumped at the realization—“Juliette?”

We exchanged a panicked look and rushed around the side of the manor.

To our relief, Juliette was in the kitchen garden with her laptop, sitting at one of the wrought iron tables under a pergola of English ivy. It was impossible to miss her. Glossy blond bob and bright purple pencil skirt. She was a petite woman with an emotional support clipboard she kept at her side at all times, and after a month I was convinced that she was the only thing keeping Lilymoor running these days. She gave us a strange look as we burst into the vegetable garden, then took out one of her AirPods.

Her eyebrows jumped high.

“Oh,” she gasped, pushing herself to her feet. “Is that—that isn’t—”

“You didn’t call them?”

She shook her head and quickly hurried over to us, abandoning her laptop and carrot sticks, her ever-present clipboard clutched to her middle. “That sounds a bit like a fire truck, doesn’t it.” She squinted out into the distance toward the main road. “Maybe it’s going to the goat farm,” she added doubtfully.

Wykofski gave a slow, serious nod. “Goats would do arson.”

Juliette and I gave him the same exhausted look. She opened her mouth, probably to ask what the hell, when red and white lights began to shimmer between the trees, brighter now in the dusk.

A moment later, a fire truck roared up the curving drive from the main road. The driver laid on the horn to the beat of . . .

“Don’t Stop Me Now”?

Well, that was unserious.

Almost immediately, Juliette’s tense shoulders sagged. She put her head in her hands. “Oh my god. Eula . . .”

“What?” I asked, baffled.

The fire truck crested the final hill. This close, I could finally make out the woman sitting atop the vehicle. Her arms were out, fingers splayed; she shouted happily as the fire truck circled the roundabout in front of the house and came to a slow stop. By then, the three of us had migrated there, too. At least by the look of the parking lot, there was no one left at the estate.

Strange—I guess that man had made a break for it soon after I’d left him.

The driver flicked off the sirens, and the tailpipe gave a belch of black exhaust. I wrinkled my nose as Juliette fanned the smoke away with her clipboard.

The woman atop the fire truck waved her hands in the air and cried, “She has risen!”

Wykofski threw up his fists in a hooting holler. “Yeaaah! Euls! That was badass!”

Annoyed, Juliette slapped him on the arm with her clipboard, then regained her professionalism and said, “What are you doing home this evening, Eula?” She watched helplessly as two burly firefighters went up to retrieve the elderly woman and gently carry her onto solid ground. “Aren’t you supposed to be in outpatient therapy for another month?”

When Eula was firmly on the ground, a third firefighter dismounted from the back seat of the cab and flicked out a walker, placing it in front of her. She said, wagging her finger at Juliette, “They underestimated me! They always do.”

Wykofski agreed, “Nothin’ can keep a good woman down.”

But Juliette narrowed her eyes. “You got bored.”

The old woman rolled her eyes. “Of course I got bored! And so, I bullied my way out. Thank you, sweetie,” she added to the firefighter with her walker, who also delicately handed over her expensive turquoise purse. She patted him gently on his bicep. “Tell your mother that I appreciate her help in my escape. But she still owes me that chicken salad recipe!”

“I’ll tell her, Mrs. Beck,” the firefighter replied kindly.

Another one, a woman with short hair and shoulders strong enough to pull me over her like a sack of potatoes, said as she handed Juliette a folder, “A physical therapist will come here three times a week at ten a.m., and here’s the prescriptions for her meds, and instructions.”

But Juliette could only glare at the old woman. “Eula!”

“Don’t give me that, Jules. You know I couldn’t stay away,” the old woman said, then turned her attention to me.

There were a lot of things about Odette, Maine, that I didn’t understand. The obsession with lobster, for one. The family-owned grocery store hours, for another. The pricing on the menu at the only bar in town. The lack of available men within a fifty-mile radius on any dating app.

And Eula Beck, the owner of Lilymoor House and Gardens.

Harriett and I had seen her once from afar ten years ago when we visited. It was a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it moment between the arches of the Central Garden. A proud-standing woman in a zipped-up fleece jacket, even in summer, in jeans and worn work boots, with hot pink gloves and a matching bucket hat. She was walking with a shovel, a goose waddling along behind her.

“Was that her?” Harrie had whispered to me, catching my arm to stop me, because she had seen her, too. When I nodded, she got excited. “Let’s go meet her!”

“No,” I said, grabbing her to keep her from running over to the woman.

“Why not?”

“It’s too weird,” I whispered, “and besides, what would I say? ‘Hi, I love your gardens and want to work here someday’?”

Harrie gave me a blank look. Then she said, “Yes, actually.”

“No,” I decided, turning in the opposite direction Eula Beck went.

“You’ll regret it, Soph,” she warned.

And maybe I had, but I’d never told her that.

Ten years later, I wound up here anyway. If I were like Harrie, I’d call it fate or kismet, but it was simply that my career field was small, and my position at the NYBG allowed me these kinds of opportunities. It was just coincidence.

Twenty-two-year-old me wouldn’t have believed that I now call Eula Beck at the end of every week to update her on the progress and my plans. Though while she oversaw my transfer, the paperwork was done by her private lawyer, and Juliette had welcomed me to the estate itself, and Wykofski had shown me the ropes.

Eula was this distant overseer—

Until now.

While her cloud-white hair was windswept from the drive up, and her clothes still in moderate disarray, she looked more put together than I did on a good day. With pearls around her neck, she wore a dainty little pink sweater and white trousers. For an old white lady who had fractured her hip a month ago, she seemed rather well, if you didn’t look at the IV bruises on her hands or catch the slightest wince whenever she shifted the wrong way. But then she set her piercing caramel eyes on me. They were kind but hard, and I suddenly had the terrible fear that she could see right through me.

And I was afraid she didn’t like what she saw.

“And you,” she said with a smile, “must be the magical Sophie Drear.”
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