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For our mothers —

the women we knew

and the women they were before us.

"Everyone has a story you don’t know. Be kind. Be kind, even to your mother."

— Anne Lamott

"There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you."

— Maya Angelou

A NOTE ON STRUCTURE

This novel rotates through the perspectives of three sisters — Avery, Jo, and Delia — over the fourteen days they spend cleaning out their mother’s farmhouse in rural Tennessee. Interspersed throughout are journal entries written by their mother, Margaret, found by the sisters in the locked room. The journals are presented as the sisters discover them.
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Chapter One
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AVERY

Day One

March 14 — The Farmhouse

Avery Mackenzie is the first to arrive, which surprises no one, which is part of the problem.

She pulls into the gravel drive at 2:47 in the afternoon on the second Saturday in March, and the farmhouse sits at the end of it the way it has sat at the end of it for one hundred and thirty-six years: white clapboard, dark green shutters, the wraparound porch slumped on the southwest corner where Margaret never paid to have the foundation pinned even though Avery told her three times across nine years that the foundation was the kind of thing you fixed before it became expensive. Now the foundation is expensive and Margaret is dead and Avery is the one who is going to have to call the contractor.

She sits in her car for a moment with the engine off.

The contractor is on a list. The list is in her notebook. The notebook is the kind of leather-bound notebook that her husband Trevor gave her for Christmas three years ago because he is the kind of man who buys his wife notebooks for Christmas instead of asking her what she would like, and Avery is the kind of woman who uses them anyway because the alternative is to admit she is the kind of woman whose husband has stopped asking. She has been refusing to admit that for some time. She has gotten very good at not admitting things. It is, she thinks, possibly her core competency.

She gets out of the car.

The air in Sevier County in March smells like turned earth and the river two miles south and something Avery can never name that is just what Tennessee smells like to her, what it smelled like for the first eighteen years of her life and what it does not, as it turns out, ever stop smelling like, no matter how many years she spends in Atlanta with her two children and her financial-advisor husband and her organized, productive, careful life.

She climbs the porch steps. The third one creaks the way it always has. The lawyer mailed her the key, a single brass thing on a key ring stamped MACKENZIE & ASSOCIATES — SEVIERVILLE, TN, and she puts it in the lock and turns it and pushes the door open.

The house breathes out at her.

That is the only way she can describe what happens when an old house that has been closed up for three weeks releases the held air that is its own particular signature: the woodsmoke from the stove that Margaret used until the last winter, the lavender from the closet sachets Margaret made herself, the faint and very specific smell of Margaret, which is the smell of her hand cream and her shampoo and the bar of olive oil soap she kept by the kitchen sink for forty years.

Avery stands in the doorway and does not, she will report to herself later, cry. She does not cry because there are fourteen days, and Jo will be here tomorrow and Delia will be here whenever Delia decides to be here, and the estate has to close on March 28th, and there is a list. Crying is not on the list.

She goes inside.

* * *
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The kitchen is exactly as Margaret left it the morning of February 22nd, the day she had her stroke at the post office at 9:17 AM and never came home. A mug on the table, half a cup of cold coffee in it now turned to something furred and unspeakable. A plate in the sink with the remains of toast. The lavender on the windowsill in the green ceramic pot Margaret made in a class twenty-three years ago. Avery throws away the mug and the plate and the coffee and the toast, washes the dishes, dries them, puts them away, and writes on the first page of her notebook: KITCHEN — walked through, surface clean. Inventory tomorrow.

She is forty-two years old. She is, by all available external metrics, succeeding at being a person. She has a marriage, two children, a job she is good at managing the back office of a midsize accounting firm in Buckhead, a 401k that is, she has personally ensured, fully maxed, a house that is paid down to forty percent. She has, in the last eighteen months, also developed a low-grade nightly anxiety she takes Lorazepam for, a tendency to forget the names of women she has known since college, and a habit of standing in her own kitchen at eleven at night with the refrigerator door open looking at the inside of it as if expecting it to tell her something.

She is the eldest sister. She has been the eldest sister for forty-two years, since the morning Jo was born and Avery was handed her in the hospital and told to be careful with her sister, which Avery interpreted then and ever since as a directive about all of life.

She goes through the downstairs.

Sitting room: Margaret’s armchair, the lamp she read by, the basket of yarn she was working through. The fireplace. The bookshelves she built herself in 1989. The dining room they barely used after their father died. The mudroom with three pairs of Margaret’s boots arranged in size order. Avery notes everything in the notebook. Avery does not pick anything up.

She goes upstairs.

Three bedrooms on the second floor: Margaret’s, the room that was Avery’s, the room the younger two shared. Bathroom at the end of the hall. The fourth door at the top of the stairs.

The fourth door.

Avery stops at the top of the stairs and looks at it.

They called it the storage room, growing up. The door was always locked. Margaret never explained why and the three of them never sustainedly asked, in the way of children who learn very young that there are questions which buy them nothing and quietly decide not to ask them. Delia tried, once, when she was nine — Delia tried everything once — and Margaret looked at her with the specific expression she used for the things she would not discuss, and Delia stopped asking.

It was just the storage room. Old furniture. Holiday decorations. Whatever a fourth bedroom contains when nobody needs it for a person.

Avery puts her hand on the doorknob.

It is locked.

She has not been near this door in nine years and was, she realizes now, not surprised it would be locked. She is mildly surprised by her own lack of surprise. She tries the knob a second time the way you try a thing that has just told you something to confirm what it said. Still locked.

The lawyer’s envelope mentioned only the front-door key. There was no second key. There was no mention of a fourth bedroom.

Avery writes in her notebook: FOURTH BEDROOM — locked. Locate key.

She goes back downstairs to make coffee in the kitchen of the dead woman who raised her, in the house that no longer belongs to that woman and not yet to anyone else, and she thinks: fourteen days. Crying is not on the list.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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JO

Day Two

March 15 — The Drive

Jo Mackenzie has been driving since six in the morning and she will not stop again until the farmhouse, even though her bladder has opinions and there is a Cracker Barrel at the next exit and she is, by any reasonable standard, the kind of tired that should not be driving.

She is not stopping because if she stops she will think.

She left New York at 5:47 AM in the rented Hyundai because flying into Knoxville would have meant a layover in Atlanta and she was not going to set foot in Atlanta this trip if she could avoid it, because Avery is in Atlanta and Atlanta is the city in which Avery has spent twenty years constructing the version of her life that Jo has spent twenty years declining to live, and Jo was not going to land at Hartsfield-Jackson and rent a car next to women who were already, at noon on a Saturday in March, dressed in a way that announced they had a plan.

Jo does not have a plan. Jo has a rental car and a duffel bag and forty-eight hours of leeway from her editor at the magazine and a low-grade headache that has been with her since February 23rd, when Avery called at 11:14 PM and said: Mama is dead.

Not gone. Not passed. Dead.

Avery was efficient on the phone. Avery is always efficient. Avery said: the stroke, at the post office, around nine-fifteen this morning, they took her to the hospital in Knoxville but she didn’t regain consciousness, I’m flying down tomorrow to handle the immediate things, the funeral will be on the 25th to give Delia time to come, we’ll need to clean out the house and close the estate by the end of March, can you take two weeks at some point in the next month, I know it’s a lot to ask.

Jo had said yes. Of course yes. What was she going to say. Margaret had been alive that morning and was no longer alive and Jo had been on the phone in her apartment in Brooklyn with a glass of wine that she had been drinking before the phone rang and was now no longer drinking, was just holding, and Avery was telling her about the funeral, and Jo said yes, and then she got off the phone and she called Delia and she said: Mama is dead, and Delia, who was at home in Knoxville and had not yet been told because Avery, in her efficiency, had decided that someone should tell Delia in person and had not gotten there yet, said: oh, in the specific small voice that Jo would remember for the rest of her life.

She has spent twenty-three days since then writing the long-overdue piece for the magazine and not thinking about Margaret. She has spent twenty-three days since then drinking moderately and not thinking about Margaret. She has spent twenty-three days
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