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Before



Summer was one thing. Summer was skinny-dipping in the lake. It was lying on the grass with sopping-wet hair. It was carving their initials—L.C.S., B.D., M.M.—into the magnolia tree. It was summer when the Darlington Peach Orchard—green as a jewel, soft as a piece of velvet—had shrugged itself around them as if it would last.

But on September fifth, a breeze wafted through the rows of trees and settled like a fog. It didn’t smell like peaches at all. It smelled, strangely, like cinnamon and cayenne pepper. It smelled like far away. It smelled like the dark.

That night three friends, Leeda Cawley-Smith, Birdie Darlington, and Murphy McGowen, turned over in their beds, halfway between sleeping and awake, uneasy. Many miles away, in a small suburb in Mexico, a statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe stood on the outskirts of town, waiting for a new arrival…or an old friend. A knot of bats in the caves at the Buck’s Creek Nature Preserve felt an ancient breeze waft across their wings. A green urn sat at the Bridgewater Funeral Home on Main Street, waiting for its first and only occupant.

There were spaces waiting to be filled. There would be spaces left empty.


Before another summer, Leeda Cawley-Smith would disappear into black water. Murphy McGowen would run naked for the last time. And Birdie Darlington would find something ancient and new, borrowed and blue in the cider shed.

Now, on the first night of fall, the orchard shivered. Methuselah, the oldest pecan tree on its property, began to slowly draw in her roots. And the last peach of the year—ripe, sweet, and unnoticed—hung suspended for another moment and fell.









One



If there was one thing Murphy McGowen had always known, it was that she would someday make it out of Bridgewater, Georgia. Among her scattered musical taste, her scattered curly hair, and her scattered past (which included clothes scattered at the edge of the lake and parts of Bob’s Big Boy scattered over Route 1), planning her exit had been the one constant. That, and her long-held desire to streak across Mayor Wise’s front lawn. She just hadn’t gotten to it yet.

If Murphy hadn’t had a tattoo of Ringo Starr on her back already, she would have had these words from Bruce Springsteen’s “Thunder Road” tattooed there: Two lanes can take us anywhere.

Songs of escape were written through Murphy’s DNA like eye color (hers were cat-green), and she had the words down exactly. The song went like this: going to NYU and spending the rest of her life feeling like she’d finally landed in the right place. As fickle as Murphy could be about many things, there was never a variation on this refrain.

“Murphy, can we go?” Leeda asked. “The dogs look hungry.” She nodded at Birdie’s papillons, Honey Babe and Majestic, who sat on the wet bus-stop sidewalk staring at the three of them, their butterfly ears cocked expectantly. The tiny dogs appeared to be smiling—they always did when Birdie was around and when they were together. They were so attached to each other Murphy called them John and Yoko, even though they looked more like a cross between Bambi and the Muppets.

“I just fed them before we left.” Birdie looked over her shoulder at Leeda, who was tugging Birdie’s auburn hair into a braid. Leeda yanked it. “Oh, I mean, um, no, I didn’t. They’re starving.” She rolled her eyes at the dogs, who smiled back.

“You’re the worst liar, Birdie.” Leeda dropped Birdie’s braid and threw her head back despondently. She stared up through the plastic ceiling of the shelter area where they sat. The rain sent splat patterns across its surface. “I have so much studying to do.”

“A week into school and you’re already obsessing,” Murphy observed.

“I guess.” Leeda shrugged. She was on what Murphy considered a perfectionist recovery program. Leeda went for first place by default, always.

“Five more minutes. One will come. Pretty please?” Murphy looked at Leeda, who was still staring at the rain-splattered ceiling. Next she turned to Birdie and poked her in the arm, which was lying across her own warmly. Birdie was a furnace. “Please?”

“She just wants to see one more,” Birdie said, fluttering her eyelashes at Leeda. “Then we can go.” The thing about Birdie was she was a born ambassador. It was probably from all the time she’d spent hovering in the no-fly zone between her recently separated parents.


Murphy studied them both. Leeda looked straight out of Martha’s Vineyard—all perfect cheekbones and alabaster skin with a smattering of sun-induced freckles and clothes that were totally season-appropriate. Even loose and sloppy like she was today, she looked like the kind of loose and sloppy you saw in People magazine when they caught a celebrity all tired and mussed up at the airport. Birdie, on the other hand, was curved and rosy and Renoir soft. She looked like the milk-fed farm girl that she was.

The two were second cousins but nothing alike. Leeda was straight up and down, and Birdie was as gentle and easy as the rain. Leeda had grown up wearing mostly white and exceeding everyone as the glossiest, the smilingest, and the most southern of the southern belles in Bridgewater. Birdie had grown up with dirt under her fingernails, homeschooled on the orchard, her feet planted in the earth.

Before Judge Miller Abbott sentenced Murphy to time on the orchard picking peaches that summer, Murphy had pegged Leeda for uptight and Birdie for weak. But their time together—picking peaches, sweating in the dorms at night, cooling off in the lake—had been like living the fable of her life. The lesson being that when you think you know more than you do, you end up looking like an idiot.

Murphy, mind restless, tapped her feet on the sidewalk and stared at the initials carved into the Plexiglas walls. She poked at the pack of cigarettes in her pocket, although she’d given up smoking because her boyfriend, Rex, kept telling her it was a stupid habit. She wore faded jeans that clung to her curves and a vine-green T-shirt that matched her eyes. Murphy didn’t have to dress sexy to look sexy. She could wear a nun’s habit and still look like she needed to cover up. Murphy and Birdie let their heads rest back against the wall like Leeda’s.

“It feels like somebody pushed the pause button,” Birdie said. She was right. It seemed like the gray Georgia fall would never end—it would be just one long rainy afternoon after another, on into the apocalypse.

They sat in silence. “What day’s graduation?” Murphy asked, her voice skating across the crackling of the raindrops. “May fifteenth? I wonder if it’s too early to book my bus ticket.”

“Don’t say that!” Birdie said.

Murphy felt the restlessness bubble up the way it always did when she thought of all the days that stood in her way. “Do you think once I leave, if I look back, I’ll turn into a pillar of salt?”

Leeda rolled her eyes. “The drama.” Murphy grinned at her.

She knew the reference was backward. In the story, Saul’s wife turned into a pillar of salt because she looked back over her shoulder at the reckless and rotten city behind her. But Murphy was the one who’d always been too loud, too reckless, too rotten for Bridgewater. The number of times she’d been whispered about, caught, and raked across the coals (usually because she asked for it) were too many to count. Because she couldn’t keep quiet, because she couldn’t contain herself, because she couldn’t say no to boys, Murphy had always had the distinct feeling of being a splotch of tarnish on an otherwise silver southern town. Bridgewater would be a whole lot more wholesome without her.

A thunderstorm groaned in the distance. Murphy glanced over at the newspaper vending machine at the front page of the Bridgewater Herald, dated September 10. In the bottom-left corner, the weekly updates read Carrie Ann Acherton rescues wounded hawk at Winkie Doodle Point, Judge and Mrs. Miller Abbott expect first grandchild. She longed for a home where wounded hawks didn’t make the front page. A home where nothing was called Winkie Doodle. Then she heard it. Murphy’s pulse quickened at the distant wheeze as the bus pulled off the exit ramp of Route 75. She could trace its route like a favorite song: hitting the one stop sign and turning right around the bend, it appeared in little speckles through the trees lining the edge of the parking lot.

“Ha!” Murphy said as it pulled toward them and she read the destination above the windshield. New York.

“Hallelujah.” Leeda sat up and smoothed her hair.

Murphy reached into her pocket and wrapped her fingers around the rock she’d picked up from the parking lot outside her trailer. She stood and waited as the bus wheezed to a stop. It let out another sigh as its door hissed open, revealing the beautiful black rubbery stairs.

She watched in bewilderment as two people got off. Who voluntarily got off a New York City–bound bus?

“Hey,” she said to the bus driver. “New York, right?”

“Yeah.”

Murphy had been doing this, from time to time, since she was twelve. She estimated that all in all, she had probably sent about forty rocks from the Anthill Acres Trailer Park to New York City. She figured that if she sent enough of her life piece by piece, eventually it would all end up there.

Murphy took her rock and leaned forward, tucking it into the bottom corner of the top stair, where a bunch of shoe debris had gathered. She stood back and grinned at the bus driver. “Have a nice trip.”

He just stared back at her, shook his head, and pulled the handle to close the doors.

She watched the bus pull away into the gray afternoon. This moment always gave her a restless kind of hope. There were no guarantees, and there was so much time in her way. But there was also less waiting ahead each time. Murphy stuck her thumbnail in her mouth and chewed on it, grinning. Her feet began to bounce like a sprinter’s gearing up to run.

It couldn’t keep raining forever.









Two



In the photo of Leeda Cawley-Smith’s eighth birthday party that sat on the parlor banquette, Leeda was invisible. It wasn’t easy to see—she looked visible. There she stood in her white Ralph Lauren Kids dress. Her white Ralph Lauren Kids boots. Her white-blond hair and her white barrettes. Against the green and blue of the summer background, ready to blow out her candles, she looked like Alice in Wonderland. But if you looked closer, you could see how invisible she was. It was the way her mom’s back was turned at the crucial moment. Not that it was just that moment. It was a permanent state of being.

As a kid, Leeda had often wondered if she were at least part ghost. It was the way she was always trailing behind her mom like she was on some kind of invisible leash. Lucretia would drift from school function to social event to the beautifully appointed dinner table, and it always seemed Leeda could never quite catch her attention. The photo was like hard evidence. It showed a perfect kid. A kid surrounded by other kids who always wanted to get on her good side. A kid who was allergic to dust, to dirt, to second best. A kid whose invisibility was perfectly invisible.


Leeda stepped outside her family’s house onto the emerald-green yard of Breezy Buds Plantation. Standing with her arms crossed, dressed in daffodil yellow, anyone looking on would have said Leeda Cawley-Smith was hard to miss. She had the kind of fine looks that weren’t just admired but were held in a sort of awe. Her first couple years of high school, she was always looking in the mirror, checking if it was still there—the thing that made people want to be next to her without her having to lift a finger or flex a mental muscle. Now, her face glowing in the soft September sunlight, she looked more beautiful than ever. What had changed was that Leeda didn’t care anymore.

Above her, a magnolia arched crookedly, its big waxy leaves rustling, rubbing against one another like paper. Some of the leaves had turned yellowish around the edges. It was one of those days—light and shady and breezy and cool—that made Leeda feel inexplicably, utterly free.

Two weeks ago, for a first-day-of-school present, Murphy had presented Leeda with a notebook titled (in black marker) Notes for a Truly Leeda Leeda. It was full of all sorts of stuff Murphy had compiled. Thoughts on life. Thoughts about Leeda. Bits of advice. Doodles of peaches. The book had said nothing about climbing trees. This was Leeda’s idea.

Looking behind her to see that no one was watching, she began to climb. From a distance, she must have looked like a wet rag being thrown up into the limbs, hurling herself from branch to branch, her long legs dangling limply. A breeze blew the branches, which groaned and swayed, but she kept climbing. Finally she looked down. Her heart pounded. A breathless smile crept onto her lips.


“Ha,” she said to herself, or maybe to the tree. Leeda had been afraid of trees since she’d gotten stuck in one at that birthday party in the picture.

Leeda smiled at the scrapes on her knees. Carefully, slowly, she scooted herself next to the crotch of the limb and sat, holding on to either side of the branch for balance. She was just level with her bedroom. She swung her legs, giddy. A thrill shot through her stomach every time she looked down.

Leeda peered into her room, feeling like a voyeur. Big white bed, white desk, bare white walls. She momentarily wondered what it would look like to a stranger looking in. She leaned in closer, looking for clues. But there was very little to go on. She wondered if that was a clue.

That’s when a face appeared in the window and Leeda went fumbling backward with a start, clutching the branch and scraping her arms. There was a click of the latch and a creak as the window slid upward, and Lucretia Cawley-Smith leaned her face out.

According to the “Lucretia Cawley-Smith Survival Guide,” on pages seven, eight, and nine of Notes for a Truly Leeda Leeda, one was supposed to avoid verbal communication with Leeda’s mom as much as possible and sing meow meow meow silently to oneself when spoken to. One was also supposed to hint that Lucretia’s mustache was growing back whenever she started to dissect one’s appearance. And one was never, ever supposed to give Lucretia what she wanted. Because she was the kind of person who made a mile out of every inch you gave.

“Leeda! What on earth are you doing out there? Look at your clothes.” Leeda looked down at her pale yellow sweater, caked with cracked bark and dirt.


“Leeda, honey.” Grandmom Eugenie appeared beside Lucretia. “I can see your underwear.”

Leeda’s grandmom wore a plum tweed suit, the puckers of the skirt matching the puckers around her mauve-painted mouth, making her a purple stripe in Leeda’s white room. Her face was as dry and silky as a cornhusk.

Today Eugenie was hatless, her thin white hair clinging in well-coiffed waves to her head. On Sundays for church, she wore a hat twice the size of her head. At Steeplechase, once a year, her hat dwarfed any comparison or relation to the actual size of her head. At last year’s race, she wove around with a souvenir stirrup cup like a trophy-wielding munchkin, drinking straight bourbon out of it.

Leeda had heard once that little dogs lived longer lives. Eugenie seemed to prove the rule because she was four foot four, ninety-four, and showing no signs of breaking. Leeda sometimes feared that Grandmom Eugenie would live on eternally and be passed on down the line to her like a set of china.

“I have news for you.” Lucretia smiled, sticking her head farther out Leeda’s window. The sunlight caught her blond hair. Her blue eyes sparkled. She was beautiful. “The Magnolia Garden Guild has offered you the honor of being…” Long pause, bigger smile. “Pecan Queen.”

Leeda didn’t say anything. She studied her nails and swung her legs, glancing down at the ground and holding tighter to the limb. Her grandmother and mother had been Bridgewater’s Pecan Queens when they were in high school. And her sister, Danay—who was in Florida this year with her new husband, taking off school for an extended honeymoon and a job as Snow White at Disney World—had been the Pecan Queen an unprecedented two years in a row. (Danay had made a natural progression from complete princess to official queen.) It was a sort of family legacy. Leeda guessed she’d just mentally blocked out that her turn was coming. “I’m really busy with school.”

Lucretia looked surprised for a moment, then gave Leeda her biggest Magnolia Garden Guild smile, the kind that made you feel like you were standing in southern sunshine. Lucretia could sell a raffle ticket to anyone. “It would mean a lot to me.”

Leeda considered this, but only for a minute. Being Pecan Queen meant putting Vaseline on your teeth and tape over your nipples for the whole year, appearing at the Elks Club ziti dinners, cutting ribbons with oversized scissors at all sorts of openings, smiling fakely and looking pretty all the time, and throwing the pecan goodies from the royal float at the Pecan Festival Parade on Thanksgiving. But most of all, it meant dancing with the she-devil that was her mom, who would hover over her 24/7, the way she had with Queen Danay. It was the opposite of what she wanted for herself this year, which was smiling for real, leaving her bra off from time to time, and spending as much time as possible with Birdie and Murphy.

“Aren’t you flattered?” Eugenie squawked, wedging herself through the window opening next to Lucretia. She looked like one of those parrots that sit on a pirate’s shoulder. That was what Murphy would have said. A tiny smile crossed Leeda’s mouth.

“Yes, Grandmom.” Leeda knew she was supposed to love being a Bridgewater beauty. People kissed up to her all the time. It was kind of tiring.

“Oh, Leeda, your mother gave birth to you, and just look at those narrow hips,” Grandmom Eugenie added.

Leeda wanted to laugh. It was ironic, actually. There was a time she could have tasted being queen because Danay had gotten so much attention from her mom that way, attention Leeda had always wanted. But now Leeda was wise enough to know the great secret—that no matter how hard you tried to be perfect, your mom could be missing love for you that was supposed to be there. Leeda could never do enough to make the love appear. And she was over it. There were other places to find love. She had found it at the peach orchard that summer with Birdie—who she’d known forever but had never really known—and with Murphy. She’d found it while working under the hot Georgia sun, not being perfect at all.

“Sit up straight, Leeda,” Grandmom Eugenie barked. Leeda straightened. It was a reflex. Despite her small stature, Grandmom Eugenie had always been huge and intimidating to Leeda.

“Leeda.” Her mom’s voice turned solemn, and Leeda looked up. For an almost imperceptible moment, something real and genuine flashed across Lucretia’s face. It made lines on either side of her mouth and snuffed out her smile altogether. “Leeda, I didn’t want to tell you this now, but I think you should know.”

“What?” Leeda said, suddenly anxious.

Lucretia looked over at Grandmom Eugenie, then at Leeda again. “I went to the doctor the other day and…they found something.”

Leeda went stiff inside. Stiff and uncomfortable. She wanted to ask what. But she was scared to. The breeze wafted her hair up and away from her face. She stared down at her dangling legs.


“It’s called hyperhidrosis. It’s very rare.”

Leeda swallowed, feeling ill. In her family, you didn’t ask questions about deep, unpleasant stuff. She wasn’t even sure she was allowed to ask anything now. But she warbled, “What is it?”

Lucretia stuck her chin in the air and waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t you worry about that, honey. Just…” She turned serious, ran her fingers along the windowsill thoughtfully. “I’d like…to see you do this for me.”

“I brought my tiara,” Grandmom Eugenie added, producing a tiny tinsel crown from out of nowhere. Leeda could see the tiny shake of her grandmother’s hands as she clasped its thin edges.

Lucretia tugged on her small platinum hoop earrings to straighten them out. “Being Pecan Queen was one of the most fulfilling experiences of my life.”

Leeda knew this was true. The Cawley-Smiths still had an eight-by-ten glossy of Lucretia-as-queen in a silver frame, signed, on the table by the front door. Murphy said it was a perfect summary of Leeda’s mother’s personality that one of her most prized possessions was a picture autographed by herself.

“Please?” Lucretia asked.

Leeda examined the tree’s bark, unsure what to say. The Murphy on her left shoulder told her to run like hell. The Birdie on her right shoulder welled up with sentimental tears. Finally she looked back up. She could see where her mom had missed a button on her shirt. For some reason, Leeda wanted to reach out and fix it.

“Okay,” Leeda said. “Yeah, of course.” Her heart fluttered.

“Good,” Lucretia said flatly. Then the window closed as abruptly as it had opened.


Leeda stared at the green leaves rustling in the breeze and then at the limb underneath her. “Damn,” she muttered. Then she slowly, carefully shimmied her way out of the tree.

It was harder going down.









Three



Birdie lay on her stomach in her white T-shirt bra, her bare belly against the soft fabric of her quilt, her toes working a loose thread at the foot end of the bed. Now and then she let out an angsty sigh. She held a crumpled piece of paper in her hands.

The thing about Enrico’s letters was that she could feel them. He stuck things in them like leaves, scraps of notes from his classes with the frilly bits where the paper had been ripped out of a spiral notebook, little folded-up poems from the grade school kids he tutored. He also sent things like pencils, match-books from cafés, wrapped mints. Birdie turned them over in her hands as she read his words, usually several times, pulling out the best parts and letting her eyes leap along them like skipping stones. She loved his handwriting, open-looped and crooked—honest and unassuming.

She focused on one bit of the letter over and over again. If you come to Mexico at New Year’s…

Honey Babe and Majestic watched her from their doggie bed. They were wearing a pair of matching red-and-green-striped sweaters that Birdie had knitted. Across Honey Babe’s back she’d embroidered the word Hola. Across Majestic’s, Amigo. Birdie pulled a sock off her foot, rolled it up like a doughnut, and threw it to them. Honey Babe chewed on the sock while Majestic tilted her head at Birdie questioningly. “He wants me to come to Mexico,” Birdie whispered.

She had known the orchard Enrico and the Texas Enrico. But now that they wrote to each other, his letters were full of Mexico—his little house at the foot of the mountains outside Mexico City, his mom who drove a bus, his dad who worked at the Zócalo as a security guard, his brother who was still in grade school. He had gotten a scholarship to transfer to the National Autonomous University of Mexico in Mexico City next year. In Birdie’s head, Enrico’s life took on the shape of a cartoon. It was all so exotic and breathlessly foreign to her. Birdie lived in the smallest corner of the world—or at least it felt like it.

She laid the paper down and rolled onto her back, running her feet up and down the wallpaper, throwing her arms back over her head, restless and bursting at the seams. If you come to Mexico at New Year’s… It was out of the question, of course. There were several layers of reasons why: Out of the question asking her parents. Out of the question finding the money. Out of the question staying with Enrico’s cartoon family in cartoon Mexico. But she wanted to, so badly she could taste it.

She stood and stepped over the pile of textbooks on the floor and surveyed herself in the mirror on the back of her bedroom door. It was hot, and glancing in her mirror, she saw her cheeks were flushed. Birdie’s jeans hung loosely off her hips, the ankles slinking over her red Crocs. Her auburn ponytail was swept back with sweaty little curls clinging along where her ears met her head. She felt pretty. No, sexy. She wondered what she would look like to Enrico with bigger lips. She stuck her tongue over her upper lip, flattening it out so that it looked like a big lip.

Behind her, Birdie’s room had become a testament to all things español. Murphy called it Casa del Infatuatión. Her desk was strewn with Spanish language CDs from the Bridgewater library, a Mexican flag hung from her closet, and Spanish lesson books lay open and half finished beside her bed.

A handful of dried peach leaves sat on her nightstand, a last remnant of the summer. Looking at them made Birdie long for June. She had the urge to escape her room and walk the orchard. Instead she padded down the hall to Poopie’s room.

Poopie was watching Beaches on TBS and writing on a slip of paper. Birdie plopped beside her and made big lips at the ceiling. “What are you writing?”

“A letter,” Poopie said.

“To who?”

Birdie looked over her shoulder and Poopie snatched it away quickly, then flashed a smile. “My sister.”

Birdie studied Poopie like she didn’t already know every line of her face. She was small and taut and tan, like a peanut. Her black hair was always pulled back into a messy bun and her eyebrows were straight over her open, almost-black eyes. Poopie Pedraza had arrived years ago—from the same suburb of Mexico City as Enrico and several of the other workers—to work as a cook. Since then, she’d become the linchpin that held the Darlington house together. And sometimes Birdie too.

“Why do you look like that?” Poopie asked.

“What?”


Poopie made a face like Birdie’s, all full of consternation.

Birdie groaned. Even with Murphy and Leeda, she was embarrassed talking about Enrico. But she needed to spill a little. “Enrico wants me to come to Mexico for New Year’s,” she offered.

Poopie’s eyes lit up with interest. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“You want to go?”

Birdie shrugged. She’d been homeschooled and on Friday nights she usually helped Poopie clean all the linens. On Saturdays, she caught up on invoices and office work and studied the tomes she’d ordered online on fruit pests and parasites, crop diseases, and fertilizing. A weekend at the beach was out of the picture, much less a trip to Mexico. “Does it matter?”

Poopie made a sympathetic murmur and folded up her letter. “Our town is beautiful,” Poopie told her wistfully. Like most of the orchard workers, Poopie and Enrico were from a place outside Mexico City. “I wish you could see it….” She motioned Birdie in front of her so she could braid her hair. It was a ritual they did.

Birdie sighed as Poopie tugged gently at her hair. “I wish it was still summer.”

“We’re already on our way to next summer.”

“I guess. Murphy says next summer, she’ll plant another nectarine tree in her garden,” Birdie breathed. Poopie tied a knot at the bottom of Birdie’s hair to keep the braid in place.

“She won’t have time before she leaves,” Poopie said lightly.

Birdie groaned. “Don’t rush it.”

Poopie shrugged. “Seventeen is a good year, Avelita.” Little bird. “But there are better ones.” Birdie leaned back and let Poopie wrap her in a hug. Poopie pecked her on the cheek. “Not everyone is so still inside like you.”

Birdie didn’t get why not. Why did people have to go off for college and bigger things? It seemed backwards to her that people left their families and their homes behind. It seemed like a betrayal.

She stayed beside Poopie and they watched the rest of Beaches. They both cried. Poopie clutched Birdie’s hands, saying, “No, no,” at the part when Bette Midler says, “We haven’t grown apart, you’ve fallen apart,” and then again when Barbara Hershey’s daughter finds her passed out on the ground. They had probably seen Beaches three thousand times.

When it was over, Birdie shuffled back to her room, the house creaking around her as she walked. She sat on her bed and looked at the knickknacks on her shelves, coated in a fine layer of dust. She gazed at the old paintings of the house—from two different angles—that had hung side by side on the far wall since before she was born.

Finally she couldn’t resist anymore.

The minute she let them out, Honey Babe and Majestic went racing off into the orchard. Birdie stepped out onto the grass and turned right, walking between two rows of peach trees whose leaves were just on the verge of turning.

The unmown grass poked through the holes in her Crocs. It was just warm enough outside to be pleasant, with just the slightest cool breeze rustling the trees. The monotony of autumn gray had given way to a few clear days.

Birdie breathed in the fresh air. As she walked, she took it all in: the dips in the ground, how each tree grew slightly differently depending on its altitude, the bugs floating around, what they were, which ones could be harmful to the crop. Birdie couldn’t help her watchful eye even when she was relaxing.

A crunch of gravel announced a gold Chevrolet pulling into the Darlingtons’ long driveway. Father Michael from the Divine Grace of the Redeemer church stepped out and Birdie waved at him. She always felt a little sheepish around Father Michael because she suspected that priests could read minds. Particularly when you had gone to the same priest for confession since second grade.

“How’s your mother, Birdie?” Father Michael called. He was one of the few people in town with a foreign accent. He was Italian. He was a good friend of Poopie’s and came over at least once a week to hear her confession and get a palm reading, which Poopie dabbled in.

“Good, Father.”

Father Michael nodded, smiled, and glided up the stairs onto the porch. Birdie watched him disappear into the house. She wondered if he thought her mom and dad were sinners for getting divorced.

Turning, Birdie wound around the side of the house toward Murphy’s garden. The nectarine tree had been picked over by people and animals, but some of the late flowers were still blooming. You could see everything Murphy had taken back from the kudzu, marking the territory that belonged to the humans and not the woods.

She turned left and hooked back behind the empty dorms, sunk into the ground. They blinked at her with empty eyes now that the workers were gone and wouldn’t return until April. She could almost see Enrico relaxing on the porch stairs after a long day, his smooth tan skin coated with white dirt. Birdie’s dad had told her, just last week, that both dorms would have to be torn down and rebuilt. They had gotten so old. You could tell just by the exhausted way they sagged.

She trailed through the northwest corner of the farm, turning left at the line between her family’s property and the Balmeade Country Club. She checked the fence for holes as she came down along the brushy, wild-grown edge of the orchard to the pecan grove. Once, near the ninth hole with Murphy and Leeda, she’d nailed Horatio Balmeade in the head with a half-eaten peach. Thinking about it brought a smile to her face.

Up ahead, the rows of pecans—eighteen trees altogether—stood across from one another in perfectly straight lines. The pecan trees were enormous and unwieldy, full of knots and peeling bark, thrusting their heavy limbs in every direction. Poopie always said the trees were spooky. If she’d been walking through the grove and you asked her where she’d been, she’d twist her arms and claw up her fingers to imitate a tree.

The trees were uniform height except for Methuselah, which hung above the others like an old witch. She was the most ancient by at least two hundred years. No one knew how old pecans could get or who had named Methuselah. She appeared in the oldest plans for the orchard, which dated back to the 1800s.

Now that Birdie was outside on her family’s property, which would one day be hers, she felt centered again—shifted off Mexico and Enrico and all the fluttering. Looking around, she always knew exactly where she stood. She turned to watch the sun, which was sinking beyond the house. It made her feel peaceful that at least the orchard sunsets would always be around—all her life, she would be on this spot.

Some things really did last.









Four



Outside Bridgewater High School, which still had a confederate flag hanging next to the American flag outside the principal’s office, Rex Taggart’s truck was parked and idling. Murphy paused as she pushed through the front door, her backpack slung low over one shoulder. Then she stepped back once, nervous. Then hopeful. As with all things she really wanted, she tried to lower her excitement level by thinking about stuff that bored her, like Impressionism and Raisinettes. Just that morning she had decided to ask him. And Murphy liked to move fast. Why waste time?

Murphy swayed her hips as she approached the truck. She was small—short—but she walked big. Murphy opened the passenger door and stared inside at him. He sat with one hand on the wheel, the other resting on a small pumpkin in the passenger seat. He smelled like a combination of oil, the outside, and just…Rex. His eyes were a deep bottle-green that looked brown if you didn’t really look. His hair was messy. His style was no style—jeans and a dark green T-shirt.

“Boo,” Rex said, holding up the little pumpkin.


“Scary.” Murphy set it on her lap as she got in. “It’s not even October yet, goofy.” October was still two days away, unfortunately. Murphy was counting days like the Count of Monte Cristo stuck in the dungeon.

Rex shrugged. “You can never start carving too early.”

Murphy gazed at the tiny uncarvable pumpkin and then looked over at Rex and pinched him. “You couldn’t stay away from me, huh, stalker? That’s okay. You don’t have to use pumpkin excuses.”

“How was your day, Shorts?” he asked, an easy smile creeping sideways across his mouth. He seemed to be taking her in—her loose low-cut button-down shirt the color of a tea stain, green cords she’d bought for $3.50 at a garage sale, her curly hair wild around her face like a lion’s mane. Murphy knew she was being admired and stretched like a cat.

“I saw my guidance counselor,” she answered him.

“And?”

“He said I need to pick safety schools. Did you know that when they say, ‘This will go down on your permanent record,’ they really mean it?”

Rex feigned the appropriate level of surprise, reaching for her fingers and studying them like they were diamonds. “No way.”

Murphy nodded. “Yep.” So when she’d climbed the Orange Street electrical tower and had to have the fire department come get her down, that had gone on her permanent record. Same for stealing underwear from Wal-Mart. And getting caught naked with Elliott Howe under the stage during The Crucible. Apparently.

“But they’ll love me. They’ll say I’m just sassy. Anyway, I’ve seen the stats.” Murphy had looked up NYU’s admitted freshman profile statistics every year for the past three years, and despite her aversion to schoolwork, she was always way ahead of the curve. SATs, no
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