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Before





The Darlington Orchard in Bridgewater, Georgia, had seen its share of love affairs.

Some of them, like the blooming love between Poopie Pedraza and Walter Darlington and the roller-coaster romance between Murphy McGowen and Rex Taggart, had been out in the open, plain as day. Others had been secret, hidden under the shade of the trees, stolen in moments, never revealed.

But even these left traces.

A box of letters sat tucked in a closet on the upper floor of Primrose Cottage, waiting to spill its guts. An envelope arrived at #504 Anthill Acres Trailer Park, regarding the past of an eighteen-year-old girl. A ring dotted with tiny diamonds was removed from where it had been hidden for over fifty years and dropped into a Jiffy mailer.

Poopie Pedraza would have told you it was ghosts of these things being stirred up. She believed in all sorts of ghosts. Ghosts of the peaches that had grown there. Ghosts of dead pecan trees. Ghosts of long walks and swims in the lake. She told everyone who would listen that she believed in lost souls too, because once she had been one.

In the late spring, a nervous little Chihuahua was dropped off by the side of the road five miles outside Bridgewater and left to fend for itself. Judge Miller Abbott, the town justice, lost his wife and wondered how he would ever feel like his heart was whole again. A Mexican boy tucked a tiny box into his backpack and hoped.

Far away, in New York and Mexico City, Birdie, Leeda, and Murphy were blissfully oblivious to the fact that the ghosts were calling them home.












One





The grassy lawn of Columbia University was a vivid green, and Leeda Cawley-Smith lay entwined with her boyfriend, letting the sun’s rays seep into her heavily SPFed skin. They were a T; she was perpendicular to him with her head on his stomach, big black sunglasses shielding her eyes. He had his knees up and a school catalog of summer classes covering his face. Occasionally someone appeared and hovered over them to say hello, as if they were Jackie and John F. Kennedy, beautiful and perfect and sunlit, being visited by their subjects.

“I don’t know what I’m gonna do without you for the next couple of weeks,” Eric Woodard said, running his fingers through her loose curls. Leeda rolled over onto her stomach and propped herself up on her elbows to look at him. He was peering over his catalog at her, his dirty-blond hair messed up from lying on the ground. “Who’s going to match my socks?”


Leeda smiled. She had an obsessive-compulsive habit of matching Eric’s socks, which were all cashmere and sent by his mother. She also liked to fold anything that was hanging from anywhere. Leeda was very visual. She liked everything in her vision to be orderly.

“I’ll be back before all your groupies know I’m gone and you can get a new girlfriend,” she said. Eric rolled his eyes. Leeda liked to tease him about all the girls who constantly hit on him, sometimes right in front of her.

Leeda was headed home to Bridgewater, Georgia, for two weeks come Saturday. It was something she was ambivalent about. There were some things she was thrilled to see again after a whole year away. There were some things she would have been glad to skip. It seemed silly, but the hardest thing would be the two weeks without Eric.

They had met on the bus the first week of school. He had gotten her first name before he’d jumped off. Then he’d called the dean of her college and had made up some story to find out exactly who she was. When he’d showed up outside her second Tuesday econ class, Leeda had been wary. But Eric had assured her that once he set his mind to something he always followed through. He hadn’t been lying. He had even known what he wanted to be since he was in fifth grade—a surgeon.

Tonight he’d make Leeda study with him like he always did. He liked to tease her that he was the reason she had an almost perfect GPA. But they both knew that wasn’t true. Leeda didn’t like Bs. They made her grade sheet look messy.

There were some ways, though, in which Eric had shaped her life at school. He knew everyone. He was always invited somewhere. He took to people like a swimmer takes to water, and he was always liked. It had been too easy for Leeda to ride his coattails into her group of friends at Columbia. She wasn’t sure where she would have been without him in that aspect. She, too, was usually well liked. But not great at making close ties. She was too contained.

If there was such a thing as a white knight, Eric was hers. When he was around her, Leeda felt like she didn’t have to worry about anything. It was something she couldn’t explain. He was the kind of guy who took care of things. If there was anything she needed, she knew he would give it to her. It made her life feel as smooth as silk.

“You’ll be batting off all those southern boys,” he said, grinning up at her and also looking the tiniest bit worried.

Leeda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you know how I’m into guys who drive tractors and drink Bud Light,” she said. Murphy McGowen would have said she sounded snobby. But Eric didn’t seem to notice.

He opened up the schedule book and showed it to her. “Here’s the class I signed us up for.”


Leeda read the description. Art of the Italian Renaissance. “That sounds good.” It was a summer class Eric had talked her into. They planned to spend the rest of the summer sitting at sidewalk cafés, seeing movies, and taking advantage of all the city had to offer.

Leeda sometimes felt like her life as a Georgia girl had gone up in a puff of smoke, replaced by a NewYork life that was full of conversations about things that mattered and countless things to do. It had all surpassed her wildest expectations. On Fridays, she and Murphy had a permanent date, no matter who else tried to get in the way. Friday afternoons and evenings were theirs, without fail, to ride ferries, to tramp Fifth Avenue and window-shop, to ice-skate, to lie on the grass in Central Park, to eat falafel from stands, to get crepes in the East Village, to take up seats at diners for way too long while eating rice pudding, and sometimes just to stay cooped up in one of their dorm rooms and cowrite lively, chaotic e-mails to Birdie.

“What’s the first thing you’re gonna do when you get home?” Eric asked, scrunching up his eyebrows thoughtfully, his hazel eyes half caught in the shade Leeda cast. He had a smooth, open face, the kind you liked right away. Even his features were uncomplicated and honest.

Leeda’s thoughts immediately went to the smell of peaches, which she had almost forgotten, and the Darlington Orchard. She had the same eager feeling about seeing it that a kid might get while anticipating going to Disney World, like it was something huge and far away. But in two days, she thought, it would be New York that felt far away and the orchard that would feel real—quaint and quiet and full of shadows and tucked away at what felt like the edge of the world. She didn’t know how to explain her excitement to Eric, though. He was more of a facts and figures guy. “They’re reading my grandmom Eugenie’s will on Saturday. So I guess I’ll do that.”


Eric looked confused. “Didn’t she…die a long time ago?”


“Yeah, last spring. The reading was supposed to be in the summer, but we all have to be there, and Danay and I have both been away.” Leeda had spent Christmas with her sister, Danay, Danay’s husband, and their parents in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, skiing and being civil to one another.

Leeda watched a group of girls walk across the grass, between them and a redbrick building where she had calculus.


“Do you think you’ll inherit something interesting?” Eric asked. “I may need you to support me in med school.”


Leeda smiled. They both knew he’d graduate near—if not at—the top of his class and get a scholarship. Even though his family was pretty well-off, and he didn’t need one. “Grandmom was pretty wealthy, but Murphy says that if she left me anything, it will be doilies. Or maybe some coasters. She was really type A,” Leeda joked. “She would want me to keep my glasses on coasters.”


“Apple doesn’t fall far from the Granny Smith tree.”


Leeda shook her head furiously. “Oh no. I’m not like my grandmom.”


“Was she defensive?” he teased, propping himself up on his elbows and playing with a bit of her hair, then leaning in to kiss her near her ear.

“Apparently,” Leeda said, distracted by the question, considering it. “She got in a fistfight with my great-aunt once, because she told my grandmom she had handwriting like a boy.”


“Ha!” Eric looked intensely interested. “She sounds wild.”


Leeda thought of her grandmom, her minuscule frame, her tight white curls, her giant hats on Sundays. “Maybe when she was younger. When I knew her she was more stubborn than anything. And really conservative.” Leeda twisted to face him more directly. “She wrote fan letters to Ronald Reagan.”


He ran his hand across her cheek, just once, smiling. “Was she pretty like you?”


Leeda shrugged. She had looked kind of like a walnut by the time Leeda had known her.

“Who knows, maybe you’ll inherit something surprising,” Eric said, pulling a textbook out of the knapsack that Leeda had brought and handing it to her so she could study for her next exam.

Leeda wondered about what that something might be. Maybe she’d get more money than she’d thought, or less. Maybe she’d be slighted altogether. You never really knew with Grandmom Eugenie, who had been buried to the tune of “Blue Hawaii” and had owned a rescue shelter for miniature ponies.

If there was one thing her grandmom had been, besides conservative, it was contradictory, and that meant she was full of surprises.

Eric sighed. “Time to hit the books.” He opened her book for her, happening on a page where she had stored a peach blossom and forgotten about it. It slid off the page and down into the grass.

“What’s that?” he asked absently, pulling out a book of his own.

Leeda stared at it, touched its dry, paperlike petals, and smiled. “Just a flower,” she said. “It’s nothing important.”


She brushed it aside and left it on the grass.













Two





As usual, Birdie Darlington had her nose in a book.

Since coming to Mexico City to study at the National Autonomous University of Mexico for the year, Birdie had gotten hooked on travel books. Not for any practical purpose. She didn’t plan to go to any of the places she was reading about. Flipping through pictures of strange lands was like a game to her, like flipping through catalogs and imagining what clothes she would buy if she had loads of money.

Growing up with the myth-loving, crystal-wearing Poopie Pedraza as her family’s cook and surrogate second mom, Birdie saw magic in many things. Despite what she knew logically and factually, she imagined other countries much as people living a couple of hundred years ago might have—as an old map with lots left undiscovered. Here, there be dragons. It was because she had grown up on stories. She had grown up painting far-off lands in her own colors. And only Mexico City had been her litmus test. Indeed, it seemed to belong on a different planet. It felt like another kind of sun hung above her in Mexico. Birdie had never been more excited or enchanted, more stimulated or challenged, than she had this year while studying abroad. It was something she could take home with her.

Birdie planned to continue school at Florida State. She and Enrico Fiol, whom she’d followed here, would spend the summer together, stretching out their time as long as possible. Then she’d head back to the States, and real life, to get a degree in agriculture like she’d always planned. She and Enrico would make it work long-distance. And after school, Birdie would move home to take up her rightful place running her family’s peach orchard. She planned one day to keep an old-fashioned collection of World Book Encyclopedias lined up on her shelf in the living room at home and to decorate her family’s practically ancient farmhouse with colorful posters from Tahiti and China and Mozambique. Just because she would probably never go to the countries didn’t mean she couldn’t remind herself that they existed.

Her only regret was that she would have to say good-bye to Enrico at the end of the summer. And that she would miss a precious summer at home.

Bock bock bock.


A chicken, fat and white, its feathers a little disheveled from sleep, pecked at her shoelaces, distracting her.

“What do you want?” she asked, picking up Pollito and giving her a kiss on her head. Twice, Birdie had had to get lip medication from the doctor for a fungus she’d gotten from kissing her chicken. Over the phone, her mom had been furious. But Birdie couldn’t help but kiss her chicken.

It had been easy to smuggle Pollito, (pronounced Poyeeto), whom she’d acquired on her first visit to Mexico City when Enrico had rescued her from a chef, into her off-campus studio apartment. The place, perched on the top floor of a five-story building, was quiet and private, though it had barely enough space for Birdie and a chicken. It contained a small bedroom “area,” a kitchenette that could be closed off with a folding door like a closet, a white tile floor, and a big gray suede chair.

It didn’t help that Birdie’s bedroom was full of clutter, albeit clutter that Birdie loved. A collection of wooden santos lined the windowsill, over the heads of which she could see the Avenida de los Insurgentes and the rooftops of Mexico City beyond it. Photos of her butterfly-eared papillon dogs, Majestic and Honey Babe, standing side by side in argyle sweaters, and then a photo of Majestic alone, wearing a leg cast after Honey Babe had died, covered the wall. Masks and crazy little dolls she’d bought at the floating market; scarves so colorful they made your mouth water; matchbooks from her favorite restaurants; and photos of her, Leeda, and Murphy at the orchard lay strewn everywhere.

Birdie had set Pollito down and turned back to her book when there was a knock at the door. She placed the book on the arm of her chair and stood up, shuffling over in her slippers and pulling the door open carelessly, disheveled though she was, auburn hair flopping every which way, and wearing a sweatshirt she’d slept in and baggy khaki overalls. Enrico stood in the foyer.

“I brought pastries,” he said, holding up a white paper bag, “and coffee with milk.”


“Café con leche,” Birdie said. They had a long-running argument over whether they should speak Spanish or English when they were together. Both wanted to practice.

Birdie sipped the coffee, thick with sweet condensed milk. “Look at all the café con leche you keep bringing me,” Birdie said, pinching a roll of fat on her stomach for Enrico to see.

Enrico smiled, pulled her in to kiss her on the cheek, and walked to the wall, looking at a new sketch Birdie had drawn. She was taking her first art class as an elective, and she loved it. It was a sketch, from memory, of Murphy’s garden behind Birdie’s house. A nectarine tree sloped over a gaggle of azaleas and a tangled patch of herbs.

“My parents want us over for dinner on Sunday,” Enrico said. “Can you?”


Birdie shrugged. “Sure.”


She loved going to Enrico’s parents’ house, about an hour out of the city. They planned to spend the summer there, which Murphy said was the weirdest thing she’d ever heard. But the Fiols treated Birdie like family. They even called her their daughter-in-law and cooked her favorite dishes. Their house had become her home away from home. For an often-homesick small-town girl, that was a big deal.

“Hey Pollito,” Enrico said, bending over, lifting the chicken, and kissing her on the head. Enrico had gotten the chicken-kissing disease too. Birdie grinned, watching the two of them together, like they were all a little family.

“She’s such a ham,” Birdie said, referring to how Pollito had been acting ornery all morning, demanding attention. She had decided, soon into her relationship with her pet, that chickens had bigger personalities than anyone gave them credit for. Pollito, for instance, was gregarious, a little moody at times, and playful. Enrico, always sensitive and thoughtful, had decided to become a vegetarian almost as soon as they’d adopted her. Because of her deep love for hamburgers, Birdie had taken a bit longer, but eventually she had converted too, especially after reading a book Enrico had given her about factory farming. Neither of them had told Poopie, who would certainly disapprove, despite all her new age sensibilities.

Enrico plopped down at the kitchen table, grabbed a book out of his backpack, and situated himself. He loved to read. He was a far more dedicated student than Birdie was, probably because he was far more cerebral. Right now, for instance, he was reading a book by Jorge Luis Borges that Birdie could hardly stand, even when she’d switched to the English translation. It was all brain games and too ethereal. Birdie was tactile. She was interested in things she could see and touch, or at least interested in reading about them.

Still, she plopped down too, reluctantly putting her travel book aside and, with a face full of angst—which made Enrico laugh—pulling out the book of South American political history she was supposed to be reading earlier.

“Do you have a highlighter?” she asked after a few moments, procrastinating. Enrico shook his head. She tried to focus again. “What about stickies?” She reached across the bed to where Enrico had left his backpack and unzipped the front pocket.

Enrico seemed lost in his book for a moment longer as she stuffed her hand into the pocket and her fingers brushed something small and square. But then he seemed to come to himself and jerked out of his chair. “Don’t…” He moved toward her, but not before she had retrieved the object and pulled it out in front of her.

It was a little box. Small and blue and covered in felt. Birdie looked at it and then looked at him. She knew what it looked like. But she couldn’t place it in the context of being in Enrico’s bag or understand why he would have it.

“What is it?” she warbled.

His face flushed deeply.

“Is it for me?” Birdie whispered, feeling her stomach churn hotly.

Enrico didn’t say anything. Even Pollito had gone deadly quiet.

Birdie turned it in her hands. It couldn’t be. It was crazy to think it. But the weird silence made it feel possible.

Finally, Enrico reached out for the box. He sat beside her on the bed, bit his lip, looked at her, and then popped it open.

Birdie gasped.

There sat the tiniest, most delicate diamond ring. The three infinitesimal diamonds, descending diagonally like cherries, were like dots in a sea of tarnished silver backing. It looked old.

“Poopie gave it to me,” he said. “She says it’s been with the orchard since before they ever moved in. They found it sitting in the safe.”


Birdie, ludicrously, felt like she could still pretend the ring wasn’t what it was. “What’s it for?” she asked.

“Birdie,” Enrico said very earnestly, “I want to marry you.”


Pollito let out a long series of bocks.

Birdie moved her hands so that she was sitting on top of them, just in case Enrico tried to slip the ring onto her finger.

“Um,” she said. She saw the pastry bag sitting beside her on the bed. She reached for it and made a show of opening it casually, even though her hands were trembling. If she started eating, it would look like this wasn’t a big deal, wouldn’t it? It would look like Birdie got proposed to all the time or something. Or like she knew what she was doing. “Why?” she murmured through a mouthful of pastry. She asked it in a curious tone of voice, as if they were talking about why certain cavemen had been preserved so well over millions of years, or why the dollar was doing so poorly against the euro.

Enrico looked confused. Clearly it wasn’t the reaction he had been hoping for.

“Um,” he said. He sidled up next to her on the bed, turning the ring in his fingers. “Okay, um, well. I love you”—he flashed her a nervous smile that quickly disappeared as his face became very grave—“very much. And, you know, it’s not so strange to get married young here, like it is in the U.S. And I want a promise to each other?” His voice rose uncertainly. “I think maybe it will make it easier when we are apart. Not…” He put his hand holding the box against her leg. Birdie jerked as if she were a vampire and the ring was a crucifix. “Not that I want to take away your freedom. But I thought…if you are happy with me, and I am happy with you…”


Birdie watched Enrico stumble along, her heart warming at his awkward little ways, the graveness of his face, and how clearly difficult this was for him.

Birdie was beginning to relax, and she was able to think. Her mom had run off with her dog Toonsis. Her dad had fallen in love with their cook. Birdie already came from a colorful family. Why on earth would they mind adding a teenage bride to the list?


She could think of a thousand reasons why they would mind. But the truth was, she couldn’t imagine her future without Enrico. She couldn’t imagine someone who made her feel safer, or who made her laugh more, or who she was more comfortable with. All the times in Mexico City that she would have felt scared or out of place, Enrico had been there and had made everything feel familiar.

But most of all, Birdie felt like the answer was bigger than her, like it had to be the way it was, like it had already been decided somehow.

“I do,” she said uncertainly. And then she remembered that was what you were supposed to say at the actual altar. “I mean, yes.”


And finally she slid her hand toward him. She let Enrico take it and slip the ring onto her finger.

They both looked at her beringed hand as if it were an octopus or a sea monster. Some exotic, dangerous creature they had pulled from the deep.











 





In 1937, a young and beautiful Eugenie Cawley-Smith was seen sitting by the side of Orchard Road in her nightgown, crying. The three people who drove by her that morning—the trash collector; Mary Ann Gleason of Gleason Trim & Tailors; and Gertie Hinkle, who was unemployed—noticed that she was holding a piece of paper in her hands. They all thought it was odd, because she didn’t like the orchard, she was recently—and by all accounts happily—married, and she never let anyone see her in her nightie.













Three





As the Greyhound bus idled in the cavernous depths of the Port Authority Bus Terminal, Murphy watched Leeda and her boyfriend hugging each other as if their ship were going down. Eric had his lips buried in Leeda’s wavy blond hair and was saying something to her that Murphy couldn’t hear. Murphy wanted to barf.

She plopped down on top of her upright suitcase and blinked at the ceiling, chewing on her pinky cuticle and tapping her feet. Finally the two pulled away from each other and shuffled toward her, holding hands and looking poetically melancholy.

“Oh, come on, she’s not going off to World War I,” Murphy said, standing up and wrapping her hand around her suitcase handle.

Eric smiled at her and patted the top of her curly head. “I’ll miss you, Murphy.”


Murphy rolled her eyes. Eric was one of Leeda’s few friends who actually liked Murphy. Murphy didn’t know why. She seemed to be the only person on earth who didn’t like him back. Birdie said it was because Leeda gave him more attention than she gave Murphy. But Murphy didn’t think so. It was something about how he was always going out of his way to make sure Leeda didn’t get her hair wet by carrying an umbrella over her, or how he always made sure Leeda didn’t have to hail her own cabs. It was annoying.

“Can we get on the bus?” she asked in a fake-whiny voice.

“Hey, did you bring any snacks?” Leeda asked. “I’m hungry.”


Murphy sighed theatrically and knelt down on the dirty concrete sidewalk, upending her suitcase and opening it to pull out a bag of soggy cheese fries she’d been saving for later. She handed them to Leeda, who studied the contents of the bag with a wrinkled, frightened look.

“You put a bag of cheese fries in your suitcase?” she asked, looking over at the suitcase’s other contents. Murphy’s clothes were bulging out in a messy heap.

“They’re in a bag,” Murphy said.

Leeda was simply shaking her head when her BlackBerry rang, distracting her. Murphy breathed a sigh of relief. Leeda probably would have tried to fold her clothes.

Leeda put her ear to the phone and smiled at Murphy to let her know it was Birdie on the phone. “Uh-huh…uh-huh…uh-huh.” She nodded. “Well, Bird, if that’s what you want it to be…Yeah…yeah, sure…”


Birdie had called five times since yesterday. First with the shocking news that she was engaged. Then, before either of them could really process the information or even accept that it was real, she’d called with several ideas about how many kids she wanted and would Enrico want the same number, and then with a long treatise about how she hoped her antique ring wasn’t a blood diamond and should she take it somewhere to have it analyzed about that, and if it did turn out to be one should she cash it in and send money to Africa, and if so how would she decide which country to donate the money to?


Eric looked at Murphy as if he wanted to make conversation, but Murphy turned and pretended to study a piece of gum on the ground. She was in an agitated mood, more agitated than usual. She had spent the morning cleaning out her in-box on her Yahoo! account—moving things to folders, trying to get ready for a clean start come next year. She wouldn’t have much access to a computer this summer while living at her mom’s lavish estate at Anthill Acres Trailer Park.

There had been e-mails in there she hadn’t opened and didn’t know what to do with. She had shoved them into a folder she’d labeled Blah Blah Blah and had decided to forget about them. But she hadn’t forgotten.

It really wasn’t like Murphy. She wasn’t a nostalgic person or a pack rat. Her mom, Jodee, had sent her to Bible school once for a whole summer. There, Murphy had learned the story of the sinful cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. A guy named Lot and his wife weren’t so sinful as the rest. They were told to flee and never to look back. But on the way out, Lot’s wife hadn’t been able to resist a little peek, and she was turned into a pillar of salt. The only impression the story had made on Murphy was that Lot’s wife was a chump. Looking back was the last thing she would ever be tempted to do.

Leeda crisply stuck her BlackBerry back in her pocket. Standing there with her Burberry luggage, her Stella McCartney jacket, and her perfect hair, she looked like the kind of person who owned New York. If Murphy hadn’t known her, she would have disliked her on sight.


“Oh.” Leeda looked like she’d forgotten something. “Sorry, Murphy, she didn’t ask to talk to you.”


“That’s okay. I think my ear will fall off if I hear the words Sierra Leone one more time.”


They stood in silence for a moment, watching the bus fill up. Then Leeda fidgeted, brushing Murphy’s unruly, curly hair off where it had landed on her back. “Your hair is like a spider.”


“I can’t help it. It’s vibrant.”


Finally, after the passengers had trickled on board, they were the only people left on the platform. Murphy pulled her suitcase forward and Leeda, hanging back to say a final good-bye to Eric, followed. They plopped into two seats in the middle of the bus. A moment later they lurched into motion. Leeda waved out the window and then they turned the corner and joined the Manhattan traffic. Murphy watched the buildings, shops, and sidewalks go by.

“How did Birdie sound?”


“Far away.”


“Like she was in Mexico?”


Leeda smiled. “Yeah.”


As they approached Thirty-fourth Street, Murphy looked at Leeda. Leeda could afford to fly home. But instead she’d opted to sit with Murphy through a fourteen-hour bus ride. Murphy felt badly that she hadn’t thanked her yet.

“I hope you and that guy don’t get married,” she said instead, because she wasn’t great at thank-yous. “It would set evolution too far forward. Your baby would be better looking than that Brad Pitt kid, Moses or Shiloh or whatever. Hard on the rest of us tadpoles.”


Leeda rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and your babies would be total slouches.” When the two were out together, it was Murphy who had the freakish ability to make random guys approach her out of nowhere. Once she had been hit on by a Hare Krishna while they were eating ice cream in the East Village. She could bend spoons with the sheer force of her curves. “Do you ever want a boyfriend again?” Leeda mused.

“I have boyfriends.”


“You have boys. Not boyfriends. Heartbreaker.”


Murphy shrugged, lifting her hands and staring at her nails jokingly. “One seems boring.”


Leeda nodded, taking it in. She was quiet for a moment. She looked like she wanted to ask something but didn’t want to look like it was a big deal. “Does Rex know when you’re coming home?”


Murphy let out a breath and shook her head.

Of all the guys Murphy had kissed—and there were a lot—Rex was her only ex. Murphy had always liked to play with boys, as if they didn’t go any deeper than their tattoos or the music they liked or their haircuts. Rex had been different. He had loved her, was the thing. She had loved him.

Murphy whipped out her MP3 player and plugged in her earphones, giving Leeda one of the buds even though Leeda hated her music. They watched New York disappear as the Lincoln Tunnel engulfed them.

 


Murphy only liked to sleep when there was nothing going on that couldn’t be missed. She stored up sleep time for rainy days. So when she slept, she slept hard.


As soon as they hit New Jersey, she drifted off, and she didn’t wake up again until a bathroom break in Maryland. The next time she woke, it was getting dark and they were in North Carolina, on a featureless stretch of flat, tree-lined road, unidentifiable except for the signs announcing upcoming towns. She and Leeda played hearts for a couple of hours, stared out the window for a while, and then went back to sleep. When Murphy woke for good, they were just passing the sign for the town of Dobney, National Home of Cheese Grits.

“Birdie loves those cheese grits,” Leeda said wistfully. “It’ll be so weird being home without her.”


Murphy’s stomach began a slow jelly roll into a tight knot. She hadn’t thought about what would happen once they got off the bus—as if the bus were a tiny country and they were going to live in it forever. Now that they’d reached the home of cheese grits, the town of Bridgewater felt imminent, robbing her of that feeling of insulation.

Murphy sat forward, agitated. “What time is it?” she asked, staring into the dark night.

“It’s about one-thirty,” Leeda said.

Murphy’s feet began to tingle restlessly. She chewed at her thumbnail. Her stomach lurched with a strange excitement as the bus slowed down and turned off the exit toward town. The driver opened the door to let in some air now that the bus had slowed. The springy night air came rushing in, full of the smell of trees, white dirt, and warm tar. The soft wind blew back the passengers’ hair.

Everything went from featureless to familiar. Places Murphy had seen countless times—what seemed like a million years ago—drifted by. Bob’s Big Boy, the windows dark. A Dollar Star she had stolen underwear from. The KFC she used to wing water balloons at from the woods when one of the guys she was dating worked there.

The annoying thing was, Murphy had lived in Bridgewater for eighteen years. She had only known Rex for one of them, and still, layered on top of all the other memories were thoughts of Rex and her riding bikes, Rex and her eating lunch in this parking lot or sitting on that bench in front of Wendy’s. It caught her by surprise.

She thought of the e-mails in the Blah Blah Blah folder with a sick thud. There were over thirty of them, all from Rex. And she hadn’t read a single one. From the moment she’d left home she had ignored him completely, cut him off, left him out.

It hadn’t really occurred to her, until just now, that when she saw him she wouldn’t know how to explain herself. And he would probably find that hard to forgive. Maybe impossible.













Four





Mexico City had nowhere quiet to walk. It was one of the few things Birdie really disliked about it. Everywhere you went there were people and buildings, always accompanied by noise. For someone who’d learned to sort through her thoughts by walking under drooping pecan trees and into quiet shady corners, it could be hard to focus when she needed to.

Today Birdie was walking aimlessly in the city’s center. She had just finished her last final. Enrico was waiting for her to come over so they could head to an engagement party being thrown for them by one of their friends. But Birdie’s feet had led her away from his dorm building and down by the floating market, then past the bus station, winding along the streets, people watching. She kept circling back to a particular pay phone, staring at it, biting her pinky nail absently, and walking away. She didn’t need to call anyone. She just kept feeling like she had to call someone. Finally she picked up the receiver, fished her phone card out of her wallet, and began to dial.

“Hello?” Murphy’s sleepy voice came over the other end of the line. Georgia was two hours ahead, but Murphy had never been an early riser. Birdie was grateful she had even picked up.

“Murphy?”


“Bird? You okay?” Murphy croaked, slowly waking up.

“Yeah. I just…wanted to know how your trip went.”


“Fine,” Murphy murmured. “It’s weird being home.”


“I bet,” Birdie warbled. She didn’t know why, but hearing Murphy at home in Georgia set her on the verge of tears. A few feet in front of her, a man spit on the sidewalk. Sometimes she hated Mexico City.

“What’s going on, Bird?”


Birdie hesitated. She didn’t know what to say. She kicked her toes against the concrete beneath her, staring at a piece of flattened gum stuck there.

In the days since Enrico had proposed, Birdie had gone from nervous to giddy to something else entirely. Some feeling she didn’t recognize. And the more she’d tried to swallow it and write it off, the bigger it had gotten. It was close to the feeling of forgetting something.

“Nothing. I just can’t believe I’m not gonna be there with you guys this summer.”


“I know. Me too. It’s the worst.”


They were quiet for a while, missing each other. A woman had arrived at the phone booth and had dropped two big satchels of vegetables. She hovered, looking at Birdie directly to let her know she was waiting.

“So are you still engaged today?”


Birdie laughed softly. “Yeah.”


“You sound, I dunno. You sound weird.”


Birdie could hear that Murphy was perfectly awake now. And it felt like a blessing that, when Murphy was awake, she noticed everything, and then she called you out on it.

“I…I don’t know if I can explain it….” She studied her brown Teva sandals instead, then looked at the lady waiting for the phone. Birdie was growing a little self-conscious.

“Try, Birdie.”


Birdie kicked her feet gently against the pavement. “I just, you know what? I feel really angry.”


“Why?”


Birdie considered.

“I’m angry because…because Enrico has floppy hands. And he wears these nubby white pants. I hate white pants. I just stare at him in those white pants and I want to—”


“What?”


“I don’t want to say.”


“Birdie…”


“Okay. I just want to punch him in the face.”


Murphy guffawed and then immediately silenced herself.

“What do you think?” Birdie asked.

“You know what I think.”


Murphy had already said she thought Birdie wasn’t ready to be engaged. A lot of people would have said that. But Birdie was excited to have this thing with Enrico. She was excited that she could have him around for the rest of her life. She couldn’t imagine finding someone better to make a life with.

“I’m not like you, Murphy. I don’t need to sow my wild oats like you do. I like being settled.”


“But maybe you’re settling. Maybe that’s what you’re feeling. Remember that time you were telling me about Disney World? How you said you really loved the Dumbo ride?”


“Yeah.”


“Okay, well, so you said you didn’t want to go on any other ride, but then you went on Space Mountain. And well, you know, that ride is way better.”


“Enrico is not the Dumbo ride!” Birdie gasped into the phone.

“Okay, okay,” Murphy said sheepishly. “Then I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on with your feelings. You’re a deep well, Birdie. Things take a while to play out with you sometimes.”


Birdie fiddled with the phone cord. She felt badly for yelling at Murphy, who knew her so well.

“I feel scared.”


“That, I understand,” Murphy murmured.

“I feel like I’ve forgotten something big.”


They both were silent for a while. Birdie let out a wistful sigh. She decided to change the subject.

“Are you gonna see Rex?” she asked.

“Oh, maybe. I dunno.”


Birdie smiled. Murphy acted the most careless about the things that made her the most nervous.

A voice interrupted them in Spanish, telling them they had one minute left.

“Okay, well,” Birdie said, “I guess I’m out of credit on my phone card. And some lady’s waiting to use the phone anyway.”


“Okay. Okay. Well, I hate that you’re not here. You’re not still kissing that stupid chicken, are you?”


“No,” Birdie lied.


“All right. Love you.”


“You too.”


Birdie hung up the phone and stared at it for a minute. Then she turned and walked.

She walked back the way she’d come, down by the floating market, and into a stationery store. She bought some paper, an envelope, and stamps, and then walked back outside, positioning herself on a stone bench.

She thought maybe she’d write to her mom. Or maybe to Poopie. It was still weird, sometimes, choosing between them in little ways like this.

But finally she decided that what was inside was too big to write to either of them. She just stared off into space, tapping the pen against her chin, miserable.

She decided to write a fake letter instead.




Enrico, she wrote. I can’t do this. Please forget me.




She felt tears welling up in her eyes at her own melodramatic words. But they calmed her. It was like shock therapy. They were things she’d never actually say or mean. She tapped the pen against her chin for a moment.




Your white pants make me want to punch you in the face.






Birdie




Birdie stared at the letter and a tiny, peaceful smile slipped onto her face. She took it a step further, tearing off a stamp, licking it, and placing it on the front of the envelope. For the return address she wrote, Birdie, Country Mouse.


And then she stood up and started walking again.

She walked past the bus station, but this time she stopped, staring at a bus with the banner AEROPUERTO.

She longed to go to the aeropuerto. She longed to hop a flight and go home and forget that Mexico and Enrico had ever happened. Then she wouldn’t have to make choices.

There was a blue postbox right by the ticket counter. Birdie stared at her letter, feeling half crazy. She wouldn’t send it, of course.

But she found herself walking to the postbox. She found herself opening the tiny door. She found herself laying the letter upon it, tempting fate.

And then, with the recklessness of someone who has kissed chickens and flown off to study in foreign lands, she dropped it in.













Five





Murphy stretched in bed, staring at the dingy white ceiling overhead. Her tiny window looked out on the patchy dead grass behind Anthill Acres Trailer Park. She could smell the coffee and microwave dinners that had saturated the trailer over the years. It was like a museum of her former life.

She rolled sideways out of bed and slunk out through the skinny door into the living room where her mom was bent over the table reading the paper, coffee in one hand. She looked over and beamed at Murphy.

Murphy hugged her from behind and then flung herself down on the couch. She blinked at the table for a few minutes, waking up. The night before, they’d barely caught up before Jodee had gone back to bed. Murphy had stayed up watching TV, unable to sleep after hibernating on the bus. Her mom handed her a coffee.

“I’ll get another cup.” She stood.

Murphy and her mom had lived in Anthill Acres all Murphy’s life, and her mom had lived in Bridgewater since dinosaurs had roamed the earth. Jodee had grown up two blocks down the street in a house that was now a shell, overgrown with kudzu.


“What’s new?” Murphy asked. By the look of things, the answer was nothing.

Jodee looked at the TV, picking at her fingernails. “Oh, you know. Work’s good.”


Murphy studied her. She had expected her mom to gush. Jodee usually loved having someone to talk to. But this morning, she was quiet, reserved, a little strange.

“Dating anyone?” Murphy asked, trying to jump-start the conversation.

She shook her head. “Nope.” Jodee smiled at her and took her hand. “Oh, sweetie, I’m glad you’re home,” she drawled.

“Me too.” At the moment, sitting with her mom, she really meant it. She squinted at Jodee. “Is everything okay?”


Jodee nodded brightly.

Murphy asked after people in town. Two of her classmates had gotten married. Cynthia Darlington’s teahouse was doing well. Judge Miller Abbott’s wife had died. But soon Jodee fell into an odd, awkward silence and fidgeted in her seat.

Frustrated, Murphy thrust herself out of her chair. “I think I’m gonna go over to the orchard,” she said. “See Poopie and Walter.”


“That sounds nice.”


Murphy assessed her mom with one last glance, then walked into her bedroom and pulled on long shorts and an orange tank top. She corralled her defiant dark curls into some kind of frizzy ponytail. She grabbed her knapsack and headed out the door.

Outside, she unlocked her bike and hopped on. She pulled out to the edge of the parking lot.


But instead of turning left, up Orchard Road, she guided her handlebars to the right.

She rode toward town, taking in the sights. It all felt surreal to Murphy, like something far away, but also exactly the same as the day she’d left. Main Street felt like a time warp. She rode past the courthouse, where she’d stood in front of the judge at least twenty times for various acts of rebelliousness. She rode past Rex’s dad’s hardware store. Here, she paused her bike for a moment, confused. Though the store looked the same, the familiar sign hanging above the door had been replaced by an Ace Hardware sign.

“Hmm.” She sighed. She kicked her bike back into motion. Past the cemetery.

As she got closer to Rex’s, she began to bike slower, zigzagging over the bridge, studying the trees and the flowers and thinking about turning around. Murphy went over some rules with herself. She wouldn’t act too happy to see him—that would lead him on. She wouldn’t apologize for not replying to his e-mails—she still stood by her decision that it had been the right thing to do. Why should she feel obligated to hold on to something that didn’t work for her anymore?


Murphy took a deep breath. It was a beautiful spring day. The river under the bridge was usually dried up, but today it was an even trickle. The sound of the water was hypnotizing.

She turned off the bridge and onto Rex’s street, edging the cemetery. She could see a corner of his gray one-story prefab house peeking out through the trees ahead. Her pulse picked up a little.

Pedaling the bike as slowly as it could possibly go without falling over, she wound out from the cover of the trees. And then she stopped, her sneakers hitting the pavement at the edge of the driveway. The gravel was dotted with about fifteen old newspapers, some of them turning back to mush. The lights were out.

She pulled in and parked her bike, hovering over the kickstand longer than she needed to. She walked up the stairs onto the front porch and pushed the porch swing next to her with her foot, staring at it for a few moments, watching it move back and forth, forward and back, a pain rising in her chest. Finally she stopped it with her hand and walked to the window behind it, pressing her face up against the glass. She peered inside at the house. The furniture, the curtains, the radio that Rex’s dad had liked to listen to, the oil painting of ducks above the couch, even the washer and dryer…


Gone.













Six





Outside the banquet room of the Cawley-Smith Hotel, the late May breeze was lifting the leaves, but no one had bothered to open a window.

Leeda sat back in her chair and stared at the gently waving branches. Next to her, her sister, Danay, leaned forward casually, her hair fanning over her right shoulder. In front of Leeda, on the table, was a paperweight with the Cawley-Smith logo on it. Leeda ran her fingers over its cool glass.

At the head of the table, Grandmom Eugenie’s lawyer shuffled papers. He was also the lawyer of the entire Cawley-Smith family and half the well-heeled people in town—which added up to about twenty, including the heiress to a local ginger ale fortune and a family whose predecessor had invented and patented a new way to process pork cracklings.

Fourteen people had showed up for the reading of the will. Grandmom Eugenie’s money and influence had stretched like tentacles all over the town of Bridgewater. She had been partial owner of the family bed-and-breakfast, as well as benefactress for various charities—such as the Kings County Miniature Pony Rescue and the Pecan Trail Tourism Committee. On top of that, no one would have been surprised if she’d had gold doubloons buried in a cookie tin in her backyard. People had come with less hope of getting a lot of money than of seeing a show.

“Talk to your uncle Gabe after this,” Leeda’s mom, sitting to her left, whispered to her. “He said he’d give you some advice on building up your résumé for business school.”


“Mom, I’m a freshman.”


“It’s never too early. Danay started laying the groundwork for her law degree as soon as she got to school.”


Leeda looked over at her sister, happily chatting with one of their aunts. She was wearing a short-sleeve, impeccably tailored maroon suit, and her long straight hair was combed down her back. Danay seemed happily at ease wherever she was, and today was no exception.

Being home was already getting to Leeda. She felt dwarfed next to the person she thought she was in NewYork—fun, sort of cool and glamorous, together. Being around her family made her feel aimless and sort of lame. She felt like someone else around them, but she didn’t know whom.

Her dad had picked her up from the bus stop the night before, hugged her briefly, and asked her lots of questions about the weather in New York on the ride home. She hadn’t seen her mom until this morning, and although Leeda had felt full of things to tell about her life in the city, she hadn’t been able to think of much to say. There was something awkward about being loving in the Cawley-Smith family. Leeda sometimes felt as though they were all intimate strangers. It gave her a sinking feeling, now that she was back.


Finally the lawyer cleared his throat and tapped his papers to straighten them. The low murmur of the room quieted as he launched into a lengthy, monotonous reading of all the legal preliminaries. Leeda quickly started to zone out, looking out the window at the trees again, longing to find Murphy, head to the orchard and see Poopie and her uncle Walter, and lie in the grass.

She was attentive enough to hear that Eugenie had left her house, Primrose Cottage, to her mom, to be either kept or sold as Lucretia wished once a home had been found for the miniature ponies in the corral in the backyard.

The lawyer continued down the list of parcels of money and other pieces of property that had been left to Leeda’s uncles and aunts.

“To my granddaughters, I leave the following—” Leeda turned, hoping now that it was doilies, so she and Murphy could have a good laugh. “To Danay, I leave my shares in the Cawley-Smith Hotels, accessible at her discretion.”


Leeda glanced at Danay. She looked surprised and pleased. It seemed weird, being happy about something you got because someone had died. Leeda scratched the back of her neck, feeling self-conscious.

“To Leeda, I leave the sum of five hundred thousand dollars…”


Leeda was sure she had misheard. But the way the room suddenly clammed up made her heart skip a beat. Her eyes found their way first to Danay’s bewildered ones and then to her mother’s look of shock. The lawyer continued. “…upon the following condition. Leeda will undertake the stewardship of my Kings County Miniature Pony Rescue. The ponies are currently under the care of a worker I have retained for them. Leeda will need to find a home, or homes, for the ponies.” From her right, Leeda could hear one of the onlookers snort, but she was too dazed to see who. Some people snickered under their breath. “The money is intended to be more than enough for the care of my babies. However, once the ponies are properly cared for, Leeda is free to do with the remaining money as she wishes.

“She should take up residence at Primrose Cottage until she has finished dispensing her duties, at which time the house will be transferred to her mother. Failure to accept this responsibility will render Leeda’s inheritance void, and the money will go to a charity I have specified.” The lawyer seemed reluctant to go on, but then sheepishly continued reading. “If my ponies are not looked after properly, you can bet I will be frowning down on you from the hereafter.”


A few giggles rang out in the group. It was the Eugenie they’d come for.

Leeda sat stock-still. As if sitting stock-still could mean that twenty-three ponies would run right past her, on to the next corral.











 





Mandie Rae Adlai arrived in Bridgewater on a summer night in 1928, riding a horse and holding a contract in her hand stating that she’d won the Darlington Peach Orchard in a poker game. She was wildly beautiful and unattached, and the rumors arrived almost as soon as she did. Some said she was a widow. Some said she was a witch. And though seven men came to court her before she skipped town nine years later, she never had eyes for any of them.













Seven





Murphy climbed off her bike at the foot of the driveway that led up to the Darlington Orchard. A figure was standing there, kicking pebbles aimlessly.

Murphy pulled off her sweatshirt and tied it around her waist.

“What are you doing? Loitering?” Murphy asked. Leeda continued her listless game of gravel soccer.

“I had my mom drop me off. But…” She stared up the driveway. “…then I didn’t want to go in. It feels like trespassing without Birdie here.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” This was one of the areas where she and Leeda differed. Murphy felt at home everywhere. Leeda held herself at a polite distance.

“How long have you been here?” Murphy asked.

“An hour.”


“An hour,” Murphy echoed.

Leeda shrugged her thin shoulders. She held herself so erect that it was easy to forget her tininess. Her bones were like bird’s bones. But sometimes, like right now, it struck Murphy just how fragile Leeda could seem.


“Come on.” Murphy grabbed her around the elbow and Leeda softened like a rag doll, letting herself be dragged.

As they walked up the drive, their sneakers crunched in the gravel and echoed in the quiet. The orchard unveiled itself slowly as they walked. There was a slightly sunken barn to their right, the great doors closed and the red paint peeling. Beyond it, the peach trees began, poking out of the white sandy ground in an orderly, checkered pattern, only their crooked, gnarled branches wild and unkempt. The peaches, abundantly nestled in their leaves, were fully grown, but they had a greenish tinge to them, with just a pale blush covering each one in soft pink. Bobwhites and finches were flitting in and out of some of the branches and through the rows. There was a rapping somewhere far away, probably a woodpecker. And lots of buzzing.

“Not ripe yet,” Murphy said.

“Second week of June,” Leeda replied. They knew it all by heart—which varieties ripened when, even which trees ripened faster than others because of where they sat: on a hill, in a dip, in fuller sun, closer to water. Murphy had forgotten what so much green looked like and how alive everything felt. Life even had a smell. Flowers and grass and the smell of wood.

The driveway curved and the white clapboard workers’ dorms emerged into view on the left—the new women’s dorm, which had been built that year, gleaming whiter and standing straighter than the older, crooked men’s dorm. In the center was a dusty clearing with a large black grill and a circle of logs surrounding a fire pit.

To the right, the house sprawled across a bright green lawn. The Darlingtons’ house seemed to pin the whole place down and hold it together. It was the heart of the property, old and huge and rambling, with sleepy windows and a wide front porch that the girls had spent countless afternoons lounging on. Just looking at a house like the Darlingtons’ reminded people of old things and made them wonder how long that banister had been crooked, who had painted the shutters, and how many people had lived there.

Murphy gazed around. It all felt eerily empty. No workers in the fields or in the dorms. No fires burning and none of Poopie’s music floating out from the windows of the house. Murphy nudged her bike onto its kickstand, and the girls crossed the lawn in great strides. They climbed the sagging stairs onto the front porch, the wood underneath their feet creaking with each step.

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Leeda said. Murphy tried the door, which was locked. Even when Walter and Poopie were out, they usually left the door open.

Murphy looked back to check again that Walter’s truck was in the driveway, then she pushed the little glass doorbell. Leeda pressed her face against the big window next to the door, cupping her hands at either side of her face.

“Did they skip town?” she asked, her breath fogging the glass.

“Crazy lovebirds.” Murphy breathed. Maybe Poopie and Walter had thrown caution to the wind and had gone off gallivanting on a romantic adventure.

Sticking her hands in the pockets of her jeans, Murphy turned to gaze at the view from the porch. The peach trees crept up to the opposite edge of the sprawling lawn, pygmylike, as if they were going to launch a surprise assault on the house. A cool breeze lifted her hair, and she moved to sink down on the top step, out from under the porch roof, where the sun could warm her. It was one of those spring days where the shade could cause shivers and the sun could make a girl warm and lazy like a cat. Just sitting here on the Darlingtons’ front porch dulled the picture of Rex’s empty house in her head.

Leeda sat down beside her and leaned back on her palms, tapping her heels against the stairs. “It’s really good to be here,” she said.

Murphy looked at her quizzically. “Hey, how was the will reading?”


Leeda sighed, still staring out at the trees. “I inherited the ponies.”


Murphy let out a guffaw. “The minis? The My Little Ponys?”


“And half a million dollars.”


Murphy stopped mid-guffaw.

Leeda finally looked over at her.

“Oh my God.” Murphy leaned forward, excitedly gripping the stairs behind her. “What are you going to do?”


Leeda shrugged. “Well, spend some of it on the ponies until I find a home for them. Invest the rest, I guess. That’s what my uncle says to do.”


“Leeda, your life is so easy. Do you know how many people work their whole lives and don’t make that kind of money?”


Leeda nodded absently. “It feels like a big responsibility.” She sighed. “I guess it shouldn’t take more than a couple weeks to find homes for the ponies. But I still want to make my flight to New York on the seventh.”


“I hope Mitzie doesn’t get too attached to you,” Murphy teased. She had long been amused by the miniature pony rescue and the long line of older ladies who held fund-raising luncheons for it in town. Mitzie was the poster pony, and a banner of her hung on the side of the Bridgewater Community Bank proclaiming MITZIE NEEDS YOUR HELP.


Leeda laughed.

Murphy studied her. Even with the ridiculous announcement about the ponies and the astounding one about the half a million dollars, Leeda’s face was blank and inscrutable. More than anyone else, Leeda was often a mystery to Murphy, despite her knowing Leeda and Birdie better than anyone. Sometimes she could look at Leeda and have no clue what she might be feeling, where she might be heading.

“Hey,” Leeda said, suddenly brightening, as if she were remembering something important. “Did you see Rex?”


Murphy stood, climbed down the rest of the steps, and stretched out on the grass—the strong, itchy, organic smell of it filling her nostrils, the tiny blades scratching at her bare arms, the lump of her sweatshirt bunched up underneath her.

“I’m a dead body,” she said.

Leeda kneeled next to her, feeling her pulse.

“What killed you?”


Murphy rolled over onto her side, looked at her, over her. “Let’s go for a walk.”


Leeda pulled her up by the wrists.

They crossed the lawn and the driveway and walked
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