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Sam was as practical minded (and only slightly arrogant) as 

you’d expect of a twenty-five-year-old man who’d been to 

college and the big city and found them both wanting. He 

liked a quiet country life, so after his years of schooling, he’d 

come back and to the chagrin of his mother, wasted his college 

degree by farming the land his father had before him.  

What Sam didn’t have was someone to give him advice on 

that mystery breed: women.  

Mrs. Pennyweather would have given him an earful, but he 

was too smart to tell Mrs. Pennyweather anything of his own 

free will. His father was a grumpy old bear who had never 

remarried and said ‘hmph’ more than any other word. Some 

said that old Mr. Barton had a Great Misunderstanding of his 

wife, resulting in her demise. Whether this was a genetic trait 

passed down or not, only Mrs. Pennyweather could say. In 

conclusion, Sam was well able to support a wife, but at a loss 

at how to get one. 

One fine Sunday he stood up in his pew at church and 

noticed Sarah Collin for the first time. Well, perhaps not the 

first time, but the first time he’d noticed her as an individual 

and not part of the collective entity of female-kind. Sarah’s 

hair was brown and her eyes were brown. Sam had always 

thought himself partial to the golden-haired blue-eyed variety 

of women, but Sarah had a lovely beauty of her own if you 

were a noticing sort of person. And Sam was a noticing sort of 

person. 

He contemplated Sarah’s eyes as the flood of people 

swayed past his pew, and without paying attention, joined 

them when there was an opening. He contemplated Sarah’s 

hair as he walked out into the bright sunshine, squinting and 

adjusting his hat. He contemplated her very fine figure and 

her way of walking and decided he would take the long way 



home – which was to say he followed her home at a distance 

and then turned about and walked back towards his own 

home. 

Sam weighed his options carefully and decided his only 

recourse was to walk Sarah home from church. He had seen 

how her mother and aunt flanked both of her sides each week, 

and knew failure was highly probable. But he had to try, so he 

‘manned up’ as his father would have done, made sure he 

wore his best shirt, that his tie was straight, and the next week, 

walked into church with a hesitant sort of confidence.  

The sermon was a blur – it ended – nods, handshakes, and 

then he was standing and looking at Sarah coming down the 

aisle –but then she was gone – he turned around and there she 

was, cuffed by each of her guardians. Failure before he’d 

started; it wasn’t the ending he’d hoped for. Still, he was sure 

his years at college hadn’t been a waste. There was bound to 

be another way. 

Sarah lived with her widowed mother and spinster aunt in 

a little cottage on the other side of town. Her father had 

bought it after he married her mother and because they were 

happy, they never minded that you had to go down a great 

long dusty lane. Nancy continuously lined that little lane with 

as many lilac bushes as she could stuff on each side in those 

first years. When in full bloom, some would come visiting just 

so they could walk down Heaven’s Lane as the locals called it. 

Sam had never visited before, but with the determination of a 

young man caught by a pair of pretty eyes, he decided to use 

the excuse of the lilacs and come calling. 

Sarah was sitting on the porch with a handful of neighbors, 

enjoying the smells of spring, when the always observant Mrs. 

Pennyweather said, “Wait, do you hear that?”  



Choruses of “What?” came out, so of course no one heard 

anything, and then Sarah, “Wait, there it is…what IS that?” 

“that” was a sniff followed by a growling sort of sound 

followed by a thump. The ladies all stared as around the bend 

came Sam Barton. He had a swollen red face and was holding 

a hanky to his nose. The thump was his foot – he was walking 

a bit crooked, and as he got closer they realized he was 

wheezing. 

Sarah jumped up, “Heavens, you come sit right here Sam, 

I’ll go get you some water.” 

“Water, that won’t do it, he’s gone and gotten poison ivy.” 

“On his face? Nonsense. No one would sit and rub their 

face in poison ivy.” 

“I think…..I might….be allergic to lilacs.” Sam sniffed in a 

horribly unmanly fashion. 

“Well there you go,” said Mrs. Pennyweather. “I knew it 

had to be that all along.” She slapped her thighs and leaned 

back in her chair and waited for everyone to agree with her. 

“Dr. Johnson lives next door; I’ll just run and get him.” 

Sarah gathered up her skirts, while Sam leaned back in the 

rocker with a cool cloth from Mrs. White. Mrs. Pennyweather 

sat up a bit straighter, and surprisingly said nothing at all. 

Within minutes Dr. Johnson – a stocky man with kind 

wrinkles and a mess of white hair – came over with his bag. 

He didn’t alarm easy, so he wasn’t running, but Sarah was, so 

she got to Sam first.  

“Oh, you’re looking better for just being away from those 

bushes, I think.”  

Sam made a sort of gargle and turned, if possible, even 

redder.  



Dr. Johnson calmly walked up the steps, took in the gaggle 

of women and said in his way, “Now ladies, if you’ll just give 

me and Mr. Barton a moment here….” 

The gaggle watched as Mrs. Pennyweather unaccountably 

excused herself and left without any comment at all. 

Sarah gave Sam a look of sympathy, said her goodbyes to 

the lot, then kindly went inside. 

The doctor peered at his patient. “Now Sam, you’re going 

to need to go the long way round to your house.” 

“Yes sir. Of course sir.” Sam’s head came down and his 

hands up and it all rested on his knees. 

“Now now, you’re already looking much better.” 

“Dr. Johnson, I’m allergic to lilac bushes.” 

The doctor chuckled and patted the poor boy on his back. 

“Well yes Sam, that’s the jist of it.” 

“But Dr. Johnson, that is, well, Sarah, she…”  

And Dr. Johnson, who remembered very well his own 

Great Misunderstanding smiled and began to impart a bit of 

wisdom to poor red-faced Sam. 

Meanwhile, Sarah was getting a bit of a set-down from both 

her mother and her aunt. This was extremely rare, as they 

never agreed on anything. Her mother waved her hand and 

said it was because she had been married and had a different 

perspective on life. Her aunt said it was no such thing – that 

her mother had got stars in her eyes once upon a time and had 

never had both feet on the ground since. But for the first time 

in nearly twenty years, they were quite reluctantly of the same 

mind. 

“You know he’s not good enough. Not good enough by 

far.” 

“That’s not it Nancy, and you know it. He’s just not educated 

enough, really.” 



“Lucy, of course he’s educated – he went to college. But 

he’s a farmer and he’s chosen a life of poverty.” 

“Poverty! Hah, don’t be ridiculous. He could provide 

plenty for Sarah, but the fact is he just doesn’t understand. 

You know those Bartons have never been upper class enough 

for the Collins’, and college won’t fix that.” 

“Upper class, well of course he isn’t, but who is in this 

place besides the Eatons?” 

“Now the Eatons would be good enough, but of course 

they’re highly educated.” 

“I thought you said he wasn’t educated.” 

“I didn’t say that. You said that.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. And you’ve burnt the pie.” 

“I have NOT. I was trying to fix the filling – you added too 

much sugar and…” 

Sarah, whose mouth had dropped open at this open display 

of friendship, interrupted their conversation for the first time 

in her nineteen years. “Are…you talking about Sam?”  

Nancy now remembered why they’d bothered speaking of 

Sam in the first place. “Well, of course. He came round, and 

obviously it wasn’t for the lilacs. Besides, what man has ever 

understood lilacs?” 

Aunt Lucy scowled at her sister. “Nancy, stop being 

romantic. He doesn’t need to like lilacs. But he ought to be 

able to do something besides grunt and mope about in a 

rocker.” 

“Well, to be fair, Aunt Lucy, he was having an allergic rea-” 

“Nonsense. It was probably some ploy to get you alone.” 

“How could I possibly be alone with you and Mrs -” 

But now Nancy had hit her stride. “That’s beside the point 

– you both know lilacs are sort of…well. Sort of tradition. A 

trademark of the Collin family.” 



“Oh mom.” 

Aunt Lucy squinted. She absolutely abhorred 

sentimentality, and worried it might rub off on her niece. 

“Now Nancy, they’re very pretty, but they’re just flowers.” 

“No, it’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s as if the lilacs have decided 

for you.” 

“Nancy, of all the balderdash – ” 

“Hush Lucy, and be romantic for once in your – ” 

But Sarah had run upstairs and didn’t hear the rest of her 

mother’s glorifying of lilac bushes. Instead, she found herself 

contemplating Sam. It had never occurred to her that he came 

to see her. And she hadn’t for a moment thought of him any 

more than one of the town boys that she saw in passing at 

school as a child. But her guardian’s complete dismissal of him 

had her turning him round in her mind trying to remember 

anything she could of Sam Barton. With these interesting 

thoughts, she fell asleep. 

Sam, with the confidence of someone who is faking 

confidence, stepped into church, and this time wisely chose a 

spot where he couldn’t see Sarah. Sarah, with the curiosity of 

someone who has found out she’s sought after, tried 

unsuccessfully to find Sam. And Dr. Johnson, whose 

attendance at church was spotty, was sitting across the aisle 

from Mrs. Pennyweather. Mrs. Pennyweather, who normally 

took notes in church – not of the sermon, you understand, but 

of people – was clutching her notebook in her hands and 

holding very still. Reverend Hardy couldn’t understand why 

this Sabbath’s sermon on comparing the planting of a crop to 

faith had seemed to rivet the congregation’s attention so well. 

When church was over, Sam stood in his pew and calmly 

walked out. He nodded to those he knew, shook hands with 

the Reverend, and then waited for Sarah to come out. She did 



with her mother and aunt right behind her, and when they 

saw him they had identical pursed lips. This made him grin, 

and it was this face that Sarah saw as she turned his direction. 

Sarah smiled back at Sam, who tipped his hat and said, 

“Sarah, it’s a lovely day – might I walk you home?”  

Sarah got a crease in her forehead and replied, “Sam, that 

would be nice, but you know it might not be….well, you 

remember the lilac bushes, right?” 

Dr. Johnson had emerged from the church, and gave Sam a 

little wink. 

Sam stood straighter and replied, “Unfortunately, I do. But 

perhaps we could go the back way round by Dr. Johnson’s 

place?” 

“Oh, of course, that would do very well.” 

The guardians walked arm in arm behind the pair, but far 

enough behind – not to give them privacy, no but so they 

could talk of the situation without being overheard. 

“Lucy, we were right.” 

“Of course we were. We’re always right.” 

“Well, I am. Sometimes you’re not.” 

“Nancy, now look here – ” 

“The point is he’s after her. What are we going to do?” 

“I don’t know there’s anything to do except hope she is 

swayed by another beau?” 

“Oh Lucy, that’ll never happen. I love my dear girl, but she 

has none of my beauty or even any of what you used to have.” 

“Nan, I still look quite well, thank you very much. It’s you 

that’s lost your bloom what with mooning over Josiah.” 

Nancy huffed. “The point is that she’s, well. She’s actually 

quite, well, you know.” 

“Plain.” 

“Yes, well there’s the truth of it.” 



“Perhaps if she wore other colors.” 

“You don’t think I’ve tried?! Remember that dress of rose 

chiffon…” 

“That’s revolting. Who would wear rose chiffon. Definitely 

not your daughter.” 

“Well, that’s my point.” 

“So what are we going to do?” 

They both sighed and then… 

“We’ll just have to leave it to the lilacs.” 

As you could guess, not much time passed before the 

engagement of Sam Barton and Sarah Collin was announced. 

The attitude was predominantly delight, although a few 

members of her side of the family were known to lift their 

noses and sniff a little.  

When the ceremony was over and they found themselves 

on the train to a beautiful seaside cabin, Sarah lifted her head 

from Sam’s shoulder and said, “Sam, what happened?” 

“With what, darling?” 

“Well, you just sort of…took the bull by the horns. I was a 

bit surprised by your sudden confidence. I felt sure you’d 

never have it in you – my mother and Aunt Lucy are so very 

formidable when put together.” 

“Oh, well, I had help from Dr. Johnson.” 

“Dr. Johnson? What did he say?” 

“Well, he felt bad what with my face looking like a tomato 

that day.” 

“Oh dear, we all did.” 

“I know.” He patted her hand. “But somehow he 

understood how the lilacs had sort of ….well. Defeated me. 

And then he told me something that gave me the best 

confidence boost I could have ever found. He said, ‘Sam, the 

lady I was foiled for was Mary Pennyweather. If I could court 



and win her to even some extent, you should have no 

problems with Sarah Collin.’ And after that, I thought, well 

now. He’s right.” 
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