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A Note on Content

This book contains themes of grief, the death of a child, psychological manipulation, emotional abuse, infidelity, family estrangement, alcohol misuse, and references to drowning. Reader discretion is advised.

“A family is a house with one front door and a hundred rooms no one is allowed to enter. The children grow up learning the locks by heart, and call it love.”

— Honora Vance, The Quiet Inheritance

For everyone who was loved in a language they couldn’t hear.
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Prologue
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The doll came out of the water first.

I remember that before I remember anything useful. Before the running, before the sound my own throat made, before the part everyone would later ask me to describe and I never could. The doll surfaced near the dock piling, face up, its painted eyes open to the white August sky, and for one weightless second I thought it was looking at me with something like patience. As if it had been waiting. As if it knew I would be slow.

Then I understood what the doll meant, where it had been, whose hands had let it go, and the second ended.

People believe grief arrives like weather — a front moving in, a darkening, thunder you can hear from a long way off. It doesn’t. Grief arrives like a phone ringing in an empty house. One ordinary sound in an ordinary afternoon, and then nothing in your life is ordinary again, and you spend the rest of your years trying to remember what you were doing in the last minute before you picked it up.

I know exactly what I was doing.

That is the thing I have never told anyone. Not my husband, who was supposed to be there and wasn’t. Not my mother, who guessed and was kind enough to phrase it as a question I could refuse. Not my son August, who learned young that there were rooms in our house he should not try the handles of. And not my daughter — not Birdie, who was four years old and standing in the shallows with creek mud to her knees, screaming a name she would spend the rest of her life believing she invented.

For thirty years I held it. That was the word we used in my family, the women especially. You held. You held your tongue, you held the line, you held it together, you held on. My mother held things until they calcified inside her like a pearl going wrong, a hard bright grief she could roll between her fingers in the dark. I learned it from her the way you learn an accent, without deciding to, and I passed it down without meaning to, the way you pass down a recessive gene — invisible, patient, waiting for the right pairing to express itself.

It expressed itself in my daughter as words.

She became a writer. Of course she did. A child raised inside a silence will grow up to do one of two things: protect the silence with her life, or spend her life trying to break it open and see what’s been kept warm in there all these years. Birdie chose the second. She always did have my mother’s hands and none of her patience.

I am telling you this now, from the far side of everything, because I have learned that there is no version of this story in which I come out clean. There is the version my daughter wrote. There is the version I lived. And somewhere underneath both of them, the way the creek runs under the dock whether or not anyone is watching it, there is the version that is simply true — and the true version is the one nobody wanted, which is why it stayed at the bottom so long.

It is October now. I am fifty-five years old. I have spent the day the way I spend most days, reshelving other people’s stories, running my thumb down their cracked spines, sliding them back into the dark where they belong. And tonight there is a manuscript on my kitchen table that I am not supposed to have read, written by a daughter who is not speaking to me, about a mother who shares my name and my face and my house and almost nothing else.

On the title page she has written: a novel.

As if that word were a door I couldn’t open.

Let me tell you about the house first, because the house is where it starts and where it ends, and because I have spent my life believing that if you understand the rooms a family lives in, you understand the family. The house on Tradd Street is a Charleston single, one room wide and three deep, built sideways to the street the way they all are down here, so that the front door opens not into the house but onto a long porch, a piazza, that runs the length of it. You enter the house by walking past it first. That is the most honest thing about Charleston architecture, and the thing the tourists never understand: the front door is a lie. The real door is on the side, halfway down, where no one can see you come and go.

I have lived here alone for four years, since the divorce, and I keep it the way my mother kept hers, which is to say immaculately, obsessively, the books on the shelves alphabetized by author within sections organized by a logic only I could explain, the spices in the cabinet facing label-out, the bed made so tight you could lose a coin in it. I used to think this was simply how a person kept a house. It took my daughter’s book to teach me what it was: the cleaning is the penance, and the penance is for the thing the cleaning hides. A spotless house is a house with something in it that cannot be touched. I learned that from her, from reading her describe me, and the cruelest part of being well-written by someone who hates you is how much you learn.

So picture me here. Fifty-five years old, silver going through the blond now, reading glasses on the beaded chain my last patron of the day always compliments and I always pretend I made myself. A woman alone in a clean narrow house, with a glass of wine and a manuscript she is not supposed to have, and a daughter three states away who has stopped answering her calls. Picture the light on over the table. Picture the rain that will come later, the soft insistent rain that gets into the joints of these old houses and makes them complain at night like the elderly people they are.

And picture, because you will need it, the box in the attic. You don’t know about the box yet. Neither did most of my family. But it is up there, right now, while I read, wedged under the eave where the roofline comes down to meet the floor, marked with a number in my own hand, a number that is not a date and not a code so much as a refusal — a way of labeling a thing so that even I, looking for it, would have to want to find it. There is a doll in that box. I am not going to tell you about the doll yet. I only want you to know it’s there, the way it has been there for thirty years, the way the truth is always there, in the attic of the house, under the eave, while downstairs the family eats and argues and alphabetizes and holds, holds, holds.

I should tell you, before I tell you anything else, that I am a reliable narrator in exactly one respect: I will not lie to you about the facts. I have lied about them my whole life to everyone who loved me, and I am done, and you are a stranger, which makes it easier — the strangers always get the truth first, that is the whole sad architecture of confession. But I will warn you of this. I am reliable about the facts and I am not reliable about myself. I have spent thirty years constructing a version of Palmer Goss who could live with what she did, and I cannot promise you that I have fully dismantled her even now, even here, even on the page. Watch me the way you would watch any woman explaining why she did the unforgivable thing. Believe the events. Doubt the woman. That is the only honest instruction I can give you for the reading of what follows.

I poured a glass of wine I will not finish. I turned to the first page. And I began, the way I have begun ten thousand other people’s books, to read about a woman I was supposed to recognize.

I recognized her on the first line.

That was the worst part. Not that she got me wrong.

That she got me so nearly, so cruelly, so beautifully right — and still, somehow, missed the one thing that would have changed every page that followed.

ACT ONE

The Holding House
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Chapter One
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Overdue

The book that ended my life arrived disguised as a package I almost didn’t sign for.

It was a Tuesday, which matters only because Tuesdays are the slow day at the Charleston County Public Library, the day the schoolchildren have early dismissal somewhere else and the retirees haven’t yet remembered they meant to come, and I had been standing at the circulation desk for forty minutes doing the work I love most, which is the work no one believes is work: putting things back where they belong. There is a particular peace in a returned book. It has been somewhere, seen something, been carried in a stranger’s bag and read in a stranger’s bed, and now it has come home, and my job is to receive it without asking questions. I have always been good at receiving things without asking questions. It is, I am told, my great gift and my great defect, depending on who is telling.

The courier was young and apologetic. He had the package half-turned so I could see it was addressed to me by name — Palmer Goss — in a hand I knew the way you know your own pulse. My daughter writes her capital P like a flag on a pole. She has since she was six. I used to find it on permission slips and birthday cards and, later, on the notes she left on the refrigerator the year she stopped speaking to me out loud and communicated only in adhesive squares of yellow paper. Milk. Out late. Don’t wait up. The flag on the pole, planted in the surface of my life, claiming territory.

“Palmer Goss?” the courier said.

“That’s me.”

“Somebody loves you.” He smiled. “This came priority.”

I have thought about that sentence a great deal since. Somebody loves you. I signed his little screen with my finger, which made my signature look like the work of a person having a stroke, and I carried the package into the back room where we process new acquisitions, and I set it on the table among the others, the legitimate ones, the ones the county had ordered, and I looked at it for a while before I opened it. I am not a woman who tears into things. My mother taught me that you open a gift the way you receive bad news — slowly, with your face arranged, in case anyone is watching.

I have been a librarian for thirty-five years, and in that time I have learned to read a book by its weight before I open it, the way a farmer reads weather in his knees. There is a heft to a true book, a density of intention, and the galley in my hands that afternoon had it; I knew before I read a word that whatever this was, it was not going to be one of the thousand pleasant disposable novels that cross my desk in a year. It had the weight of a thing someone had to write. I have held that weight a few times in a career. It is unmistakable, and it is, when the book is your daughter’s and the thing she had to write is you, a weight that does not stay in the hands. It goes straight to the chest and it stays there.

I almost did not open it at all. I want to be honest about that, because the version of me that exists in my daughter’s book would never have opened it — the Eleanor she wrote would have set it on the shelf spine-out and never spoken of it, would have held even her own curiosity, held it until it died of neglect like everything else in that house. And there is more of that woman in me than I like to admit. I sat with the galley for a long time in the back room with the dead fluorescent tube, turning it over, reading my daughter’s name on the cover the way you read a diagnosis, and the holding woman in me said put it down, do not look, what you do not read cannot hurt you, and for one moment I nearly listened, because I have listened to that voice my whole life and it has never once steered me toward pain.

But I am also, underneath the holding, a reader. That is the one part of me the silence never managed to kill. I have spent my whole life believing that the worst thing you can do to a story is leave it unread, that a book closed out of fear is a small cowardice, that whatever is in there you are better off knowing than not. I have told that to ten thousand patrons. I believe it. And so the reader in me overruled the holding woman, just that once, just barely, and I opened my daughter’s book to the first page — and in doing so I did the one brave thing I had done in thirty years, though I did not know yet that it was brave, or that it would cost me everything I had spent those thirty years protecting, or that it was, in the end, the beginning of the only true thing I would ever give her.

In all those years behind a desk, the last nineteen at this branch, I have developed the librarian’s particular relationship to the public, which is that I know everyone’s secrets and none of their names. I know who is checking out the books on divorce before the spouse does. I know which teenager comes in not to read but to be somewhere warm and unwatched. I know the widower who renews the same novel his wife never finished, over and over, for years, never reading past the bookmark she left at page eighty. People think a library is a quiet place. It is the loudest building I have ever worked in. Everyone in it is screaming something they cannot say anywhere else, and they scream it in the books they choose, and I am the one who scans the barcode and says nothing and knows.

And here, that Tuesday, was a courier handing me a book that knew my secret, and saying somebody loves you, and the awful accidental rightness of it stopped my hands on the package. Because someone did love me. That was the whole problem. My daughter loved me the way you love a splinter you cannot stop pressing, the way you love the bruise you keep checking to see if it still hurts, and she had spent three years and three hundred pages pressing, and now she had mailed me the bruise, priority, and a stranger had handed it to me with a smile.

No one was watching. There was only the hum of the fluorescent tube that had needed replacing since March, and the smell of the room, which is the smell of every back room in every library, a smell I would know blindfolded in a foreign country: dust and glue and the faint sweetness of paper slowly giving itself back to the air. I slid my thumbnail under the tape. Inside the padded envelope was a manuscript, perfect-bound in a plain cover the gray of a winter sky, and a single sheet of paper folded once.

I read the folded sheet first. It was not a letter. It was a printed page, the kind a publisher sends, and it said, in the bloodless language of the trade, that the enclosed was an Advance Reading Copy, not for sale, that the on-sale date was the following April, and that the publisher — Sutter and Voss, a name I knew because I had shelved their books for years — was proud to present a stunning debut. There was a line of praise from a novelist I admired. There was a paragraph of description.

I read the paragraph three times, and each time it described a book I did not want to exist.

A mother. A house on the water. A child who is there and then is not there. A family that does not speak of the not-there child, that builds its whole architecture around the absence, room after room of silence, until the surviving daughter — the narrator, the one who got to live, the one who got to grow up and leave and learn how to put one true word after another — returns home to ask the only question that was ever forbidden.

What happened that day.

My thumbnail had found the pad of my index finger and was pressing, pressing, the way it does, the small private hurt I give myself when I need to feel something other than what I am feeling. I made it stop. I am fifty-five years old and I can make myself stop doing almost anything.

There was no note from Birdie. No flag on a pole. Just the manuscript and the publisher’s page, which meant she had not sent it to me at all — someone at Sutter and Voss had, automatically, the way they send copies to libraries, to reviewers, to anyone whose name appears on a list. I was on a list. I was a librarian; of course I was on a list. My daughter had written a book about the worst thing that ever happened to our family, sold it to a New York publisher, and let a database mail it to me.

That was how I found out. Not from her. From a list.

I should explain the list, because the list is its own small wound. Sutter & Voss runs an early-reader program — librarians, booksellers, the people who put books into other people’s hands — and I had signed up for it years ago, in my professional capacity, to get advance copies for the branch. I had forgotten I was on it. My daughter had not. She knew exactly which list would carry her book to me. She could have mailed it to my house. She could have, God forbid, called. Instead she let the machinery of my own profession deliver it, so that it would arrive at my desk the way a thousand other books arrive, anonymous, professional, a stranger’s manuscript for a librarian to assess — and so that I would open it, as I open all of them, with my guard down, expecting nothing, and find myself on page one.

It was, I understood even then, a writer’s choice. The delivery was part of the book. She had wanted me ambushed. She had wanted me to feel what she had felt her whole childhood: caught off guard by something that should have been safe, finding the unbearable thing inside the ordinary package. My daughter is very good at her job. I have never been more proud of her or more frightened of her than I was standing at that desk, and the two feelings, I would learn, were going to be the same feeling for a long time to come.

I want to be precise about what I felt, because I have spent the time since being told what I should have felt, and it was never quite right. I did not feel betrayed, not at first. The first thing I felt, standing in that room with the dead fluorescent tube buzzing overhead, was a flat, terrible curiosity. The same thing I feel when a patron returns a book and I want to know, before I shelve it, where they stopped. Which page defeated them. What they couldn’t bear to finish.

I wanted to know where my daughter thought the story stopped.

I turned to the first page.

And there, before the first chapter, before the first line, on the dedication page that I would not let myself fully read until much later because I already understood that it would be a wound I couldn’t dress — there was the title, in plain type, centered, the way you center the truth so it can’t hide in a corner.

The Holding House.

She had even taken the word. The family word. The one we never said out loud because saying it would have been holding it wrong. She had pried it off the wall of our silence and printed it on a cover and sent it out into the world to be reviewed.

I did not finish my shift. I told Denise I felt ill, which was true, and I drove home down Tradd Street with the manuscript on the passenger seat where my children used to sit, and I did not turn on the radio, and I did not cry, and at every stop sign I looked at the gray cover the way you look at a number you don’t recognize calling your phone, the way you look at any small object that has just informed you, without raising its voice, that your life is about to change.
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Chapter Two
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What the Narrator Knows

I told myself I would read one chapter. The way I tell patrons there’s no late fee on the first day. A small mercy I never intend to extend.

It is past midnight on Tradd Street. The house ticks the way old houses do, settling into the cool, and the manuscript is open on the kitchen table under the light I leave on for no one anymore. I have read the first chapter twice. The woman in it is not me. I keep saying that, out loud, to the empty kitchen, the way you say a thing you don’t believe in order to find out whether saying it helps. It does not help. Here is what my daughter wrote. I am going to let you read it the way I had to — cold, with no one to tell you which parts are true.

* * *
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From The Holding House, by Birdie Goss

THE MOTHER KEPT A CLEAN house.

This was the first thing anyone said about her, and the last, and most of what came in between. Neighbors said it like a compliment and meant it like a diagnosis. You could eat off Eleanor Hale’s floors. You could perform surgery on her countertops. The girl grew up believing that cleanliness was a kind of speech — that her mother said with bleach and a folded towel what other mothers said with their mouths — and it took her until she was grown and three states away to understand that a house that clean is not a house being cared for. It is a house being erased.

There was a room they did not use. At the top of the stairs, the last door on the right, it stayed shut. The girl — her name was June in the book, because the writer could not yet bear to give the character her own — understood from the youngest age that the room was not a secret, exactly. Secrets are things you don’t know exist. This was the opposite. This was a thing everyone knew existed and agreed, by some treaty signed before her birth, never to acknowledge. The door was painted the same white as the wall, so that from the end of the hall it nearly disappeared. June used to stand at the far end and let her eyes go soft until the door vanished, and then snap them sharp until it returned. Now you see it. Now you don’t. It was the first magic trick she ever learned, and her mother had taught it to her without saying a word.

On the days her mother cleaned hardest — the manic August days, the anniversary days, though June would not know for years what they were anniversaries of — the smell of bleach would come up the stairs like a tide, and June would lie on her bed and breathe it and feel, underneath the sting of it, something almost like comfort. Her mother was downstairs. Her mother was scrubbing the absence out of the grout. As long as the house smelled like that, the family was, in its way, together: the mother on her knees in the kitchen, the father gone to the marina to do whatever fathers did when they could not be in the house, and the shut door at the top of the stairs holding whatever it held.

What June wanted, more than anything, more than the bicycle, more than the friend who never quite materialized, more than the version of her mother she saw in other people’s mothers — women who laughed with their whole bodies, who said too much, who embarrassed their children at the grocery store — what June wanted was for someone to open the door.

She did not yet understand that she was the only one young enough to still want that. Everyone else in the house had stopped. Her brother — the living one, August in life, called Auggie in the book, the boy seven years older who moved through the house like a lodger, polite, absent, already leaving — had stopped wanting it so long ago that June sometimes wondered if he remembered the door was there. Her father had stopped wanting it by leaving the house as often as the marriage allowed. And her mother — Eleanor, with the clean hands and the soft, terrible patience — her mother had not stopped wanting it. Her mother had done something worse. Her mother had decided that wanting it was a luxury she could not afford, and had folded the want up small, the way she folded everything, and put it somewhere June would spend her whole childhood trying to find.

There were photographs in that house, but none of them went all the way back. June noticed this the way children notice the shape of a thing before they have the words for it. The albums began when she was five. Before that, nothing — as if the family had been issued into the world fully formed in her mother’s thirty-second year, no babies, no beginnings, no before. When June asked, her mother said the early pictures were lost in a move, and June accepted it the way she accepted everything, and only much later, writing it down, did she understand that you do not lose the first five years of two children’s lives in a move. You remove them. You go through the albums with a careful hand and you take out every photograph with a certain small face in it, and you tell your daughter there was a move.

So June grew up in a house that started when she was five, in a present tense with no past, with a locked room at the top of the stairs and a mother who cleaned as if she could scrub the years backward, and she learned, without being taught, that her family was a story with the first chapters torn out, and that her job — the only job that mattered, the one no one ever named — was to never, ever ask what had been on the missing pages.
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