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“Every garden is a lie agreed upon between the gardener and the earth.”

— Margaret Voss, The Arrangement of Things (1987)

For the daughters who thought they chose.
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The Last Garden

My grandmother is in the ground, and all I can think about is drainage.

I know how that sounds. I know I should be thinking about her laugh, or the way she smelled like Earl Grey and cedar, or the particular violence of watching an eighty-four-year-old woman reduced to a box the size of a window seat. But I’m standing at the edge of her garden—the one she designed herself, the one she tended for forty-six years—and the hydrangeas along the south wall are drowning. The soil is waterlogged. Someone changed the grade of the neighboring lot, probably during that renovation last spring, and now the runoff pools here, right where she planted her most temperamental blues.

She would have noticed. She noticed everything about this garden.

Rosemary Eleanor Mallory designed this half-acre the way some women arrange dinner parties: with invisible precision, so that every element appeared effortless while obeying a ruthless internal logic. The crepe myrtles screening the property line weren’t just beautiful—they blocked the Hendersons’ second-story sightline. The jasmine along the east fence bloomed in sequence, three cultivars timed so that something was always flowering from April to October. The path from the back door curved left before curving right, not because curves are pretty but because the S-shape slowed your pace, forced you to breathe, made you arrive at the stone bench already calmer than when you’d left the house.

She knew exactly where to plant things so they’d grow toward each other.

I learned this from her—not the botany, though she taught me that too, but the philosophy. That a garden is an argument. That every bed is a sentence, every path a paragraph, and the whole thing, taken together, makes a claim about how people should move through the world. I became a landscape architect because of Rosemary. I learned to read the intention behind a planted row the way other people read handwriting.

I just never thought to read hers.

The funeral was this morning. St. John’s Episcopal, where every Mallory has been baptized, married, or memorialized since 1921. The pews were full—not packed the way they get for a beloved figure, but full in the specific way of Savannah, where attendance is a ledger entry and absence is noted. The Ashfords were there, of course. My mother-in-law, Constance, in the second row, her silver hair pinned so tightly it looked architectural. Felix beside me, his hand on my knee, his thumb making small circles on my kneecap the way he does when he wants me to know he’s there.

I kept looking at Laine.

My sister sat three seats to my left, and she was wrong. Not wrong in any way I could name—she wore the right dress, said the right things, held our mother’s hand at the right moments. But there was a frequency coming off her, a vibration I’ve known my whole life, the one that means Laine is holding something behind her teeth. She kept touching our father’s watch on her wrist, spinning it, spinning it, the way she does when the thing she’s not saying is bigger than the room.

After the service, after the receiving line and the casseroles and the neighbors who remembered Rosemary’s roses with the reverence other towns reserve for war heroes, Laine found me in the garden. I was crouching by the hydrangeas, pressing my thumb into the soil to test the moisture. A professional habit. A way of not crying.

“Wren.”

I looked up. She was backlit by the afternoon, just a shape and a voice, and her voice was the one she uses for interviews—her podcast voice, controlled and careful, each word placed like a foot on uncertain ground.

“What?” I stood, wiping my hands on my black dress. I’d gotten mud on the hem. Rosemary would have noticed. Rosemary would have said something dry and precise about it, something that made you feel corrected and loved at the same time.

“There’s something I need to tell you.” Laine’s eyes went to the house, then back to me. “About Felix.”

Felix. My husband. The man I met ten years ago in a coffee shop on Broughton Street, who spilled his iced Americano on my sketchbook and bought me a replacement and then sat with me for three hours while the ice in both our drinks melted into nothing. The man I married in this garden, under the crepe myrtles, with Rosemary watching from the stone bench because her knees were too bad for standing. The man who was, at this very moment, inside the house, making small talk with distant cousins, performing the quiet competence that had made me fall in love with him in the first place.

“What about Felix?”

Laine opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. She was doing the thing she does—calculating the cost of the sentence before she spends it. She’s a journalist. She’s trained to know what information does to people.

Behind us, the garden held its shape. The jasmine was blooming—the second cultivar, right on schedule. The path curved left, then right, leading nowhere and everywhere. Rosemary’s design. Rosemary’s argument. Forty-six years of intention, still speaking from the ground.

“Not here,” Laine said finally. She put her hand on my arm, and her fingers were cold. “Not yet. When you’re ready.”

“I’m ready now.”

“No.” She shook her head, and the father’s watch caught the light. “You’re not.”

She walked back to the house. I stayed in the garden. The hydrangeas were drowning, and I couldn’t fix them today, and my grandmother was in the ground, and Laine knew something about my husband that she wouldn’t tell me at a funeral.

I pressed my thumb into my left cuticle. Pushed until the skin split. A small, bright pain, like a period at the end of a sentence I hadn’t finished reading.

Inside the house, Felix laughed at something. I could hear it through the open window—his real laugh, not his polite one. I’d learned to tell the difference three years ago. His real laugh has a catch in it, a hiccup of genuine surprise, as though even he didn’t expect to find something funny.

I loved that laugh. I loved the man who made it. I had chosen that man, in a coffee shop, on a Tuesday, because he was clumsy and earnest and he’d read the same Mary Oliver poem I had underlined in my copy the week before.

I had chosen him.

Hadn’t I?

Act I

The Good Life
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Chapter 1
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The Way We Met

Here is the story of how I met my husband. I have told it at dinner parties, in Christmas cards, to my hairdresser, to strangers on airplanes, to the couples therapist we saw for three sessions before deciding we didn’t need one. I have told it so many times that it has the smooth, worn quality of a stone in a riverbed—all the rough edges tumbled away until what remains is perfect and pleasant and no longer entirely true.

It was a Tuesday in October. I was twenty-five, three months back in Savannah after graduate school in Charlottesville, sitting in a coffee shop on Broughton Street called The Wren’s Nest—and yes, I know, a coffee shop with my name in it, but I didn’t choose it for that reason. I chose it because they had good light and they didn’t play music and they let me spread my sketches across two tables without asking if I was going to order anything else.

I was working on a residential project—my first real commission, a garden redesign for a couple in Ardsley Park who wanted “something natural but not wild.” Every new client says this. What they mean is: I want it to look like I didn’t try, but I want you to try very hard. I was drafting a planting plan, cross-referencing soil profiles, and I’d just realized that the clients’ drainage was going to be a problem when a shadow fell across my sketchbook.

“Oh, God. Oh—I’m so sorry.”

Felix Ashford, thirty-six, sandy-haired, holding the dripping remains of an iced Americano that was now soaking into my elevation drawings. He looked stricken in a way that seemed disproportionate to the crime—eyes wide, one hand out as though he could reverse time, the other still holding the empty cup like evidence.

“It’s fine,” I said, and it was fine, because the drawings were preliminary and I had photos of everything, but I didn’t tell him that. I let him suffer for a moment. I liked the way his face worked through the stages of guilt: the wince, the flush, the rapid calculation of how to make this right.

“Let me buy you a new one,” he said. “Coffee. Whatever you’re drinking. And a new sketchbook. I’ll buy you a new sketchbook.”

“You can’t buy me a new sketchbook. These are custom-cut.”

“Then I’ll have one custom-cut.”

I looked at him—really looked, for the first time. He had the kind of face that improved on second glance: a slightly crooked nose, a jaw that was strong without being aggressive, brown eyes a shade lighter than you’d expect with that hair color. He was wearing a blue oxford shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows and there was a pen mark on his left wrist, as though he’d been writing in a margin and missed.

He sat down. I didn’t ask him to. He bought me coffee—a cortado, which he guessed correctly on his first try, which I thought at the time was either perceptive or lucky. We talked for three hours. He was a real estate attorney, he said, recently transplanted from Atlanta, working at a family firm. He’d just moved to Savannah. He didn’t know anyone. He’d come to the coffee shop because it was the first one he saw.

He asked about my work. Not the polite, glazed-over asking that most people do when you say “landscape architecture”—the kind where they nod and say “Oh, how interesting” and then change the subject. Felix asked real questions. He wanted to know how soil composition affected root systems. He wanted to know why Savannah’s squares were designed the way they were. He’d read a Mary Oliver poem—“The Summer Day”—and mentioned it in the context of paying attention, of really seeing what’s in front of you, and I had underlined that same poem in my copy the week before.

We exchanged numbers. He texted that night: a photo of a custom sketchbook order from Blick, already placed. The receipt showed expedited shipping. He was thorough. I liked thorough.

A year and a half later, we were married in my grandmother’s garden.

That’s the story. That’s the stone.

I’m thinking about it now—three days after Rosemary’s funeral—because I’m sitting in her study at the house on Isle of Hope, surrounded by the cardboard boxes that contain a woman’s life, and I’ve just found something that doesn’t fit the story.

The study smells like her: cedar and paper and the faintly medicinal tang of the hand cream she used. The bookshelves are half-empty—Laine took the first editions last week, and Judith has been slowly removing the photo albums, one per visit, as though she can only carry so much memory at a time. I’m doing the desk. Rosemary’s desk is a partners desk, walnut, inherited from her father, and every drawer is full of a filing system that made sense only to her. Tax returns next to seed catalogs. Insurance documents folded into recipe cards. A birthday card from me, age seven, stuck between two pages of a soil amendment study from the University of Georgia extension service.

In the bottom left drawer, behind a stack of garden club newsletters: a photograph.

Not of the garden, or the family, or any of the expected things. A photograph of my work. A magazine clipping—my profile in Savannah Magazine, the one they ran when I won the Lowcountry Design Award two years ago. Someone has cut it out and put it in a simple silver frame. The frame is identical to the one I saw last year in Constance Ashford’s study—my mother-in-law’s house on Gaston Street. I’d noticed it during a Sunday dinner, a framed copy of the same article on Constance’s shelf. I’d been flattered. I’d assumed Felix had given it to her.

But this one is in Rosemary’s desk. Rosemary, who had her own copy, who could have framed her own. Why would she also have a duplicate, still in its silver frame, hidden behind newsletters?

Unless it wasn’t a duplicate. Unless it was the original, and the one at Constance’s house was the copy.

Unless the framing happened first at Constance’s. And then Rosemary got one to match.

I set the photo aside. I’m making patterns where there are none. Grief does this—makes you see design in the random, intention in the accidental. I know this. I tell myself this.

I keep sorting. I find a yellowed envelope, unsealed, tucked between two pages of a garden journal from 2003. Inside: a handwritten note on cream stationery. The handwriting is Constance Ashford’s—I know it from the Christmas cards, the thank-you notes, the rigid penmanship of a woman who went to a school that still taught Palmer method. It reads: Looking forward to many more years of friendship. —C.

Nothing unusual about that. Two women who’ve been friends for years exchanging notes. Except Rosemary told me she met Constance at the Savannah Garden Club in 2010. This note is in a journal from 2003.

I set this aside too. Another pattern. Another nothing.

At the very back of the bottom right drawer, behind the hanging file folders, I find an envelope. Heavy cream stock, sealed with wax—actual wax, a habit Rosemary picked up in the eighties and never dropped. My name on the front, in her handwriting. WREN. All capitals, firm strokes, the way she wrote when something mattered.

I press my thumb against the wax seal. It’s cold. The house is cold—we turned the heat down after the funeral, because no one is living here now, because the woman who made it a home is in the ground in Bonaventure Cemetery beneath a headstone that reads BELOVED MOTHER AND GRANDMOTHER, which is true but incomplete, the way all headstones are.

I could open it now. I could crack the seal and unfold whatever is inside and read it here, alone, in her study, surrounded by the artifacts of her meticulously organized life.

Instead, I put it in my bag. I’m not sure why. A feeling—not dread, exactly, but the awareness that some things change the air when you let them out, and I’m not ready for the room to change.

Outside, the live oaks are dripping Spanish moss in the wind, and the light is doing that thing it does on Isle of Hope in late afternoon—going gold, going amber, turning the marsh into something that looks designed. Intentional. Like someone planned the way the sun would hit the water at exactly four seventeen on this particular November day.

But no one plans that. No one can.
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The House on Isle of Hope

Laine sorts the way she does everything else: loudly, with commentary, and in bare feet.

She showed up this morning in paint-stained overalls and a T-shirt that says PODCAST VOICE in block letters—a joke from her producer, apparently—and she’s been moving through Rosemary’s house like a current, picking things up and putting them down, reading labels aloud, holding objects to the light as though they might be coded.

“1987 tax return,” she announces, waving a manila folder. “Rosemary claimed a charitable deduction for a painting she donated to the Telfair. Want to guess the valuation?”

“Not particularly.”

“Eight thousand dollars. In 1987. For a painting that was, and I quote from the appraisal, ‘a competent but unremarkable oil of the Savannah waterfront.’ Grandma was cooking the books, Wren. God, I love her.”

This is how Laine processes grief: by finding the human in the archive. She can’t sit with sadness the way I can—she has to transform it into narrative, into anecdote, into something she can tell on her podcast later. Beneath the Surface, 40,000 downloads per episode, which is remarkable for a true-crime show hosted by a woman who has never solved an actual crime. Laine finds the stories. She doesn’t finish them. She says the not-finishing is the point.

Our mother is here too, technically. Judith Mallory, fifty-nine, widowed, semi-retired interior designer, current occupation: ghost. She drifts between rooms, touching surfaces, adjusting things that don’t need adjusting. She smells like gardenias, which she always smells like, because she planted them around the house on Isle of Hope after our father left—a perimeter of fragrance, a fence made of sweetness. She planted them when I was ten and Laine was thirteen and our father’s car was no longer in the driveway and no one was explaining why.

Right now Judith is in the kitchen, wiping counters that are already clean. The kitchen doesn’t need her. The house doesn’t need her. But she’s here because being here is easier than being anywhere else, and Judith has always chosen easier.

“Mom,” Laine calls from the study. “Did Grandma keep letters? Like, personal correspondence?”

Judith appears in the doorway, a dish towel over her shoulder. “She kept everything, sweetheart. You know that.”

“Specifically letters from the Ashfords.”

A pause. Judith’s hand goes to the dish towel, straightening it. “The Ashfords? I’m sure she—why do you ask?”

“Just sorting.” Laine’s voice is neutral. Too neutral. I know this tone—it’s the one she uses in interviews when she’s circling a subject she already knows the answer to. “Found a few things from Constance. Just wondering where the rest might be.”

Judith says something about the hall closet and drifts away. Laine watches her go, and I watch Laine. She’s spinning our father’s watch on her wrist. Clockwise, counterclockwise, clockwise. The Timex is too big for her—it slides up and down her forearm when she moves—but she’s worn it every day since he died. Graham Mallory, dead at sixty-two, wrapped around a live oak on the Truman Parkway at 1:47 a.m. Blood alcohol: 0.19. No other vehicles. No skid marks. The family doesn’t say the word, so I’ll say it for you: drunk.

Laine kept his watch. I kept his habit of leaving rooms without saying goodbye.

“Laine.”

She looks at me.

“At the funeral. You said you needed to tell me something about Felix.”

The watch stops spinning. She holds it still, one finger on the face, as though checking a pulse that isn’t there.

“Not here,” she says. “Not with Mom in the next room.”

“Then when?”

“When you’re ready.”

“You keep saying that. How will you know when I’m ready?”

“You won’t be sorting tax returns.” She smiles, and it almost reaches her eyes. “Trust me, okay? I’m not trying to torture you. I just need to figure out how to say it.”

I want to push. Every muscle in my body wants to push, to grab her by the paint-stained overalls and shake the sentence out of her. But I don’t, because that is not what I do. I am the Mallory daughter who waits. Who accommodates. Who folds her urgency into patience and calls it maturity.

So I nod. I go back to sorting. And Laine goes back to narrating the archive, her voice bright and steady, as though she didn’t just dangle something over a cliff and walk away.

We work until five. Three rooms done: the study, the guest bedroom, the hall closet that Judith mentioned. The hall closet yields mostly holiday decorations and a box of Laine’s high school art projects, which makes Laine laugh in a way that sounds like crying. The guest bedroom is unremarkable—spare linens, old towels, a sewing kit Rosemary hadn’t touched in years.

It’s the study that keeps pulling me back.

I haven’t told Laine about the envelope. The one with my name on it, sealed in wax, sitting in my bag like a grenade with the pin half-pulled. I’m not sure why I’m keeping it to myself. Maybe because Laine already has something she’s not telling me, and it feels fair to have a secret of my own. Maybe because the envelope feels like the kind of thing you open alone, in the quiet, when you can hear whatever it says without someone else’s reaction reshaping it.

At five fifteen, I sit in my car in Rosemary’s driveway and open it.

The wax cracks under my thumbnail. Inside: a single photograph. Kodak print, the saturated color of the mid-nineties. A garden—Rosemary’s garden, recognizable from the stone bench and the jasmine trellis, both younger and slightly different but unmistakable. In the foreground, a boy. Maybe six or seven years old. Sandy hair, shorts, a Braves T-shirt, squinting into the sun with the unhappy patience of a child who’s been told to stand still.

I know this boy. I married him.

The hair. The squint. The particular way his shoulders sit, slightly forward, as though he’s about to lean into something. It’s Felix. Felix as a child, standing in my grandmother’s garden, at least twenty years before we were supposed to have met.

Felix told me he’d never been to Savannah before he moved here for work. He told me the city was new to him—that the coffee shop was the first place he’d found, that he didn’t know a soul. “I was a stranger,” he’d said, and I’d liked that, the romance of two strangers finding each other in a city of squares.

But this is Rosemary’s garden. And that is Felix. And he is not a stranger.

I turn the photo over. On the back, in Rosemary’s handwriting, two words and a date:

Felix A., 1998.

I sit in the car. The engine is off. The marsh light is fading. I press my thumb into my cuticle and feel the sharp, specific hurt that reminds me I’m the one deciding what I feel.

Then I drive home to the husband who told me he’d never been here before.
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The Story He Tells

Felix is making risotto when I get home, which means he’s feeling guilty about something.

He only makes risotto when he’s done something that requires a peace offering—forgotten a dinner reservation, worked through a Saturday, promised to call the roofer and not called the roofer. The risotto is good, which makes it worse, because the fact that he’s mastered a dish that requires forty-five minutes of constant stirring tells you something about the frequency of his guilt.

He’s at the stove when I come through the back door, a dish towel slung over his shoulder, a glass of wine at his elbow, NPR on the kitchen speaker. The picture of a man at ease. Our kitchen is warm—cream walls, copper pots, a window above the sink that looks out onto the yard I redesigned last spring—and Felix fits in it like a prop on a set, so perfectly placed you almost don’t question whether someone arranged him there.

“Hey.” He smiles without turning around. “How’d it go at the house?”

“Fine.” I set my bag on the counter. The bag with the photograph in it. “Laine was Laine. Mom was Mom. We got through three rooms.”

“Progress.” He turns now, wooden spoon in hand, and his face does the thing it always does when he looks at me—a softening, a focus, as though I’m the only thing in the room worth seeing. I used to think that look was a gift. Tonight it feels like a question.

I take the photograph out of my bag and put it on the counter between us.

“I found this in Rosemary’s desk.”

Felix picks it up. His face doesn’t change—not immediately. He looks at the photo the way you look at a parking ticket: recognition, irritation, calculation. Then his eyebrows lift, and his mouth opens, and he says, “Is this—is this me?”

“Turn it over.”

He does. Felix A., 1998. He stares at it for a long time. Then he puts it down and touches the back of his neck with his free hand, pressing his fingers into the muscles there as though something hurts.

“I don’t remember this,” he says.

“You don’t remember being in my grandmother’s garden as a child.”

“I was six, Wren. I don’t remember most of being six.”

“You told me you’d never been to Savannah before you moved here.”

His hand drops from his neck. He picks up the wooden spoon, stirs the risotto. The Arborio rice makes a sound against the bottom of the pot like something settling.

“Maybe my parents visited,” he says. “My mom knows everyone in the Southeast. She probably dragged us to a hundred garden parties before I was old enough to form a memory. I’ll ask her.”

It’s a reasonable explanation. That’s what I tell myself as I pour a glass of wine and sit
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