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I will share this room with you
And you can have this heart to break.
—Billy Joel, “And So It Goes”
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Autumn is far away the best time at the Lakes.

—BEATRIX POTTER, IN A SEPTEMBER 1903 LETTER TO HER THEN PUBLISHER AND EVENTUAL FIANCÉ, NORMAN WARNE



WE WEDNESDAY DAUGHTERS WEREN’T BORN ON WEDNESDAYS, AND we aren’t blood relations. We don’t gather to write at picnic tables like our mothers did. We’re just daughters of friends who’ve called themselves “Wednesday Sisters” since before I was born, daughters who became friends ourselves the way girls who grow up together sometimes do, whether they have much in common or not. Perhaps that is a lot to have in common, though: a shared childhood, friends who’ve known you since before you knew yourself.

We’re all old enough now to understand what Aunt Kath forever tells us—that life and living aren’t the same—and our moms long ago moved on (more or less) from mothering us to other passions: Aunt Linda’s cancer-survivor runs, Mom’s infertility support group, the novels Frankie and Brett still write. But they’ve brought us together for holiday dinners and barbecues so often over the years that at some point we started gathering ourselves, our childhood bonds deepening despite, say, the dozen years that separate Anna Page and me. It’s that combination of our mothers’ friendships and our own that sent three of us together to the English Lakes—the fall of 2011, it was—and allowed us to share the comfort we found there in one exquisite wooden puzzle box. We are, in the Wednesday Circle, our mothers’ daughters: Kath’s Anna Page, Linda’s Julie, and me, Ally’s Hope. And this is our story, which is, I suppose, a love story. Or two. Or, actually, probably four.

“You’ll want to be hearing the quiet of the evening coming up,” the boatman suggested as he led us to a rowboat rather than a motorized launch. “Your head’s a marly if you’ll have an engine spoilin’ this.” Such funny phrases, I thought as he loaded our suitcases and set off across Lake Windermere. Like so many of the expressions Mom brought home from her stays here: “queue” and “toff” and “fancy,” “single-track” instead of “one-lane” to describe the winding roads. But as the daylight softened from blue to salmon to steel with each hushed push of the wood oars, I could hear the quiet. Even with the squabble of geese down the shoreline, the occasional gunshot clap of a car passing over a trestle echoing off the hills, I could hear the quiet of our little boat slipping as surely forward as time itself.

It was mid-October, the air fresh with the smell of lake water and field grass and forest, the promise of frost. On the hillside we’d left behind, the maze of stone walls dwindled. The black-faced sheep we’d seen out the train window faded to nothing as lights blinked on in the shops trailing down from the station to hug up together at Bowness, the boats in the harbor bare-masted as full sails were exchanged for fireside seats in restaurants and pubs and homes. Ahead, two white swans dug at the lake grasses. The thick woods on the shore beyond them took shape as individual trees. A stone chimney poked above the treetops upslope, collecting more stone around it: other chimneys, a square tower, various slants of roof that were all of a same.

“That’s your mama’s little writing cottage, Hope?” Anna Page asked, fingering her hair, which was wavy-dark and wild in the still of the approaching evening.

The boatman—Robbie, he’d said his name was—glanced over his shoulder, his hands on the rough oars not young, but steady and surprisingly well kempt. “That’s the one to gawk at, the big house,” he said, his voice Irish rather than English; perhaps that was the hint of not quite belonging I sensed in him. He raised the oars and pointed to the right of a lone wooden pier and a dilapidated boathouse. “There’s a cottage there through the scrub, see?”

A glimpse of cornflower blue took shape through the tangle of branches—a door overhung with vines on a cottage I’d seen only in photographs: a simple rectangle of gray stone; low walls around a patio; a last straggle of geraniums in a window box. I trailed a hand over the boat’s edge, the echo wake of my fingers folding into that of the drifting boat as I imagined Mom writing at a wrought-iron table on the patio, her feet up on a second chair. When it was colder, she would have moved inside, written at a desk beside a wood fire, or at a table piled with books and papers, pens and paper clips and Post-it notes, empty teacups scattered as if to catch drops from a leaking ceiling in a life that held little rain—except maybe the disapproval of Ama, my dad’s mom, who spent a lifetime trying to make a proper Indian wife of her Caucasian daughter-in-law.

“That’s the pier Mom uses, then, I guess,” I said. “She keeps a bicycle and a small boat here, so she doesn’t need a car.”

Kept a bicycle. Didn’t need. Mom didn’t need anything in this world anymore except for me to pack up what was left of her life in England, the way I’d not yet managed to pack up her pajamas and teapots and hairbrushes at home, her puzzle box collection, her manuscript drafts of the children’s books she’d spent her life writing but had never seen in print.

“Aunt Ally said there’s a ghost who walks those hills?” Anna Page said to Robbie.

Robbie answered softly, “ ‘That old Crier of Claife on Furness Fell, / as long as ivy evergreens shall twine, / May sally forth at will from his ravine, / And rouse the boatman with his human yell.’ ”

Julie blinked back the same surprise I felt at the fact of this boatman spouting poetry—a poem he’d have memorized to amuse the folks he took on tours of the lake, but still. “A ghost,” she said, and I remembered Aunt Frankie joking about a ghost friend of Mom’s who played piano at an old mansion in the park at home. I imagined Mom insisting that the ghost of the grizzled old character who’d ferried her across this English lake could have been enlisted to take us.

Anna Page leaned close to Robbie and whispered in his ear, the sprinkle of grays at her part line a bit tacky—although that was just me being tacky; Anna Page had no marriage to end first, and never had. She could have as many doors as she wanted. She could paint them any color she chose. Which she did; even at fifty-one, Anna Page took in men as often as I took in the Sunday paper, and took what she wanted from them, and set them out with the recycling bin, or that was the way it sometimes seemed. Julie could have as many doors or men or anything else as she wanted by then, too, with her divorce from Noah filed. I was the only one of us with a marriage left, or with what passed for one.

“They say he killed someone,” Robbie said to Anna Page or to Julie, I wasn’t sure which, but it was Anna Page’s laughter that warmed the evening in response.

“Lordy, did Ma pay him to say that?” she said to Julie and me. Then she delivered, in a near-perfect mimic of her mother’s Southern accent, the Gatsby line our moms all whipped out at the slightest provocation: “ ‘You look at him sometimes when he thinks nobody’s looking at him. I’ll bet he killed a man!’ ”

I heard Mom’s voice wrapped around the words, Mom’s laughter.

“Not a bloke but a lady,” Robbie insisted as he set his weight to the oars again. “His British wife.”

“His British wife,” Anna Page repeated, charming him with the hint of tease that worked so well with men.

“He had two, didn’e,” Robbie said. “One wife in India and a proper British wife as well.” He laughed uncomfortably, glancing my way as if his words might offend me when they wouldn’t offend Julie or Anna Page. He thought I was Indian. People who aren’t Indian always do.

“Two wives,” he repeated more gently, staring shoreward with eyes as deep as the lake in a face that had seen as much weather, eyes that just might understand how two loves could be held in a single heart. “Or that’s the blather here,” he said.

He dipped one oar and raised the other to ease us toward the pier, where he hopped out and secured the boat to a mossy post, the swan pair watching suspiciously from a jetty of flat rocks on the other side of the boathouse, where the original pier must have been. “They say old man Wyndham who killed his British wife is the Crier of Claife, the ghost who calls across to the ferrymen at Nab. The only one who ever went to him, though … that poor bloke wouldn’t speak of what he’d seen, and still he died the next day.”

An awful animal sound broke the silence then: the bay of a wolf or a coyote, perhaps, deep and primitive. It had gotten dark so quickly.

“ ’Course, another story has a monk taking a Bible across the lake on Christmas Day,” Robbie said, “plying the ghost ‘with candle, book, and bell’ and confining him to the quarry and woods ‘until men should walk dryshod across the lake.’ ”

“Couldn’t just exorcise him altogether, I guess,” Anna Page said.

Robbie met her amused gaze and held it. “Ah, but that’d spoil the gallery, wouldn’t it? How’s a body to boast he’s been trailed at dusk by a hooded figure in a wood that can claim no ghost?”

The gentle lap of lake, the cheep-cheep and tit-tit-tit of evening birds, added to the quiet as I removed the iron key and pushed open Mom’s blue cottage door. Inside, it was chilly and dim, the air fusty with the odor of the books in the glass-fronted cabinet left too long unopened, their pages unturned. A deep claw-footed slipper tub sat not in the bathroom but on a rectangle of limestone set into the wide-plank floor between the fireplace and the end of a double bed. How often had I barged in on Mom’s bubble baths as a child, the smell of vanilla candles mixing with that of vanilla bubbles as she laid a wet washcloth over her breasts?

Julie put an arm over my shoulders, and Anna Page draped one around my waist from the other side, sandwiching me in their warmth. “Damn, this makes Barton Cottage seem grand,” Julie said as they tilted their heads down toward mine: dark, dark, blond.

“Duck, duck, goose,” they used to call out when we were younger, although they were too old for the game by the time they played it with me, and they always let me win.

Anna Page supposed it wouldn’t take long to clean out the place, while Julie crossed the room and clicked the lamp switch beside the bed, to no effect.

“ ‘It’s a sign,’ ” Anna Page said—one of my mother’s favorite expressions delivered in her best imitation of Mom’s shy wisp of a voice.

“A sign we should have taken your mom up on that offer of a few nights at her swanky London flat, Ape, rather than having her join us here next week?” Julie said.

“Lord, Ma thinks we’re still sixteen and can’t survive without a dang chaperone,” Anna Page replied, as if her mother were in England solely to vex her, rather than, say, to visit one of her authors who was a favorite for the Pulitzer Prize.

Julie’s ring-laden fingers followed the cord to the plug, and a small click sounded as the light popped on, illuminating a pitched ceiling that gave the room the illusion of space. “How funny: there’s an on-off switch on the outlet,” she said. She squashed a spider with a swift pinch of finger and thumb before I could stop her, before I could begin to say the lines Mom used to quote from The Tale of Mrs. Tittlemouse as she corralled spiders and put them out: Go away, you bold bad spider! Leaving ends of cobwebs all over my nice clean house. Except she would misquote it, she would say “bad bold spider,” and even as a toddler, I would set her straight.

A door in the far corner of the single room opened to a hand sink with no mirror in a bathroom so narrow you had to leave the door open to wash your hands. Another led down a stairway to a small kitchen in which we found Mom’s bicycle taking up most of the space. It all seemed so empty: the double bed, the tiny love seat, the slipper tub.

As Anna Page spotted a radiator and went to turn it on, Julie said she imagined there would be small plates of crumbs resting on the pages of open books here, like in Mom’s dining room at home.

“And manuscripts covered with red ink,” Anna Page said.

“I imagined the tub would be in the bathroom,” I said.

Anna Page didn’t think the radiator was working, so Julie went to have a look (as if there might be some other way to turn the single knob, and she’d do it better than Anna Page).

Two quick raps on the door startled us, and a man burst in without waiting for an answer, all broad chest and broad jaw and thick silvering hair. He was older than we were but younger than our mothers, with a dark, solid face that might know every Lake District scandal in history but would take them to his grave.

“Allison, you didn’t call!” he said. “You’ll freeze without—” His dark eyes registered a hint of ire behind silver wire-rims as he muttered something that might have been apology or cuss. He turned the hard black door handle and back-stepped over the threshold, nearly knocking his head against the low doorframe. Behind him, a huge dog—black and white, with a lion head and long hair—sat unmoving on the stone path. “I beg your pardon,” he said in that imperious tone older men deliver so well, not begging anything, “but do you belong here?”

Julie eyed the trace of mud his hiking boots left on my mother’s cottage floor as she might eye a library patron requesting “the Count of Monte Crisco” or “Tequila Mockingbird,” or wanting to do “an interplanetary loan.” “I beg your pardon,” she demanded, “but do you?”

“The gate is marked ‘private,’ ” he said. “You’re quite off the public bridleway.”

Anna Page, with a quick flip of her hair that as much as said he was her type—a bit arrogant and in need of being taken down a peg—said, “Your ma’s neighbors sure are friendly here, aren’t they, Hope?”

He turned to study me, the imperiousness softening. “You’re Allison’s daughter? You’re Asha?” He stepped forward again, not quite convinced, as, behind him, the dog settled back. “And one of you is—No, neither of you is Santosh, are you? You’re Asha’s friends, then, here with her on holiday at her mum’s cottage?”

On holiday. We didn’t deny it. It wasn’t entirely untrue. Tucked into Anna Page’s bag was a booklet for easy walks in Grasmere and Ambleside and, unbeknownst to Julie, two of Alfred Wainwright’s volumes of more ambitious hikes. Julie, who isn’t much for bugs or dirt, had brought a collection of Wordsworth poems for this land of Dove Cottage and “a host, of golden daffodils,” and she’d arranged “cookery lessons” at a place called Lucy’s that offered “Proper Puds and Sweet Solutions,” “Afternoon Tea and Temptations,” and “Cakes Fit for a Queen.”

“I meant to see if your mum wouldn’t have a bit of help setting a fire in the grate, and perhaps a tipple after her journey,” he said with a quick flash of teeth not battered into picket-fence submission, an expression I supposed could pass for a smile. He glanced around the cottage, doing the arithmetic on bodies and beds. “But I don’t suppose she’ll be joining you, then, will she?”

Anna Page slipped her clean, careful fingers—surgeon’s fingers—through mine. “Mrs. Tantry died a few weeks ago,” she said.

He wrapped a hand around the edge of the still-open door as Anna Page’s fingers tightened on mine. Anna Page loved my mom as much as I did, and she loved her better.

“Allison?” the man said. “But Allison isn’t—”

“Are you okay?” Anna Page asked, letting go of my hand and moving toward him. “Do you need help?”

The dog seemed to surge forward without coming any closer, his tail lowered and still.

“I … Forgive me, I …” He turned abruptly to leave, then turned back to me, blinking as if I were just coming into focus. “You’ll have the desk, of course, Asha. And the pictures. Yes, you must have the pictures,” he said, and he stepped out the door, latching it behind him, leaving us alone again in the glow of the single bulb.

Aunt Ally had a lover, too? Anna Page almost blurted the words out as the blue door closed, or that’s the way she tells it now, anyway. As with much of this story, what I know of the rest of that evening—what happened after I was asleep, for example—I know from the rehashing afterward. We Wednesday Daughters, like our mothers, love to tell stories on ourselves. Aunt Kath tells her own version of that evening, by the way, in which we arrive at the cottage “looking like something the pooch found under the porch”—never mind that she didn’t join us until six days later and has no idea what she’s talking about. She doesn’t know Julie’s part of this story, for example; we’ve never told Julie’s part of this story to any of the Wednesday Sisters, and I’m sure we never will.

Anna Page opened a gray-blue metal chest beside the fireplace: newspapers, an ash brush, a scoop of some sort, a box of Cook’s matches. I examined a photo of the grandparents I’d never met, and another of Sammy and me the morning I started kindergarten, my chubby hand grasping a Snow White lunch box that had been Anna Page’s. Julie found a small watercolor inside the glass-fronted bookcase, which she declared must be “that Beatrix Potter duck.” She handed me the little painting as Anna Page began piling large and irregular-shaped coals from a bin beside the fireplace onto the grate.

“Don’t start that thing, Anna Page!” Julie warned. “We’ll die of carbon monoxide poisoning.” Then to me, “What is it, Hope?”

Anna Page, too, was studying me then, their faces as expectant as when they’d stood at either end of a twirling rope, urging me to jump in.

“ ‘Where do you go every afternoon by yourself, Jemima Puddle-duck?’ ” I said, although the purple-velvet-vested character in the painting—one I knew so well without ever having seen her—wasn’t Jemima. I gathered the best I could of a smile. “It’s a goose.”

“You silly goose, Jules!” Anna Page said. “Don’t you know a duck from a goose?”

Julie gave her a look. “One quacks and the other honks,” she said. “But painted ones don’t do either.”

“Dang, she’s getting sassy,” Anna Page said.

The long matches I found wouldn’t stay lit, and the shorter ones succeeded only in searing the edges of the paper. I pulled some fire starters from the metal bin—the slimy white slabs filling the room with eau de gasoline when freed from the plastic wrap—and broke off three perforated rectangles; if I wanted to burn down my mother’s cottage, I would damn well do it. Four more blackened-but-not-burning-edge attempts later, Anna Page grabbed the matches and tossed a lit one directly onto a starter. It burst into flames that shot up the chimney, surely threatening the trees outside.

“Shit!” Julie shouted, and she began to laugh unabashedly, and we were all laughing then, as the ash from the burning paper fell through the grate and smoke poured everywhere, the kindling popping sparks to the edge of the hearth as the fire made a whipping sound, like a strong wind. Even with the screen replaced, sparks and ashes splashed forward from the grate and slipped out under the screen.

“It’s a scene from one of Mom’s books,” I said, staring into the mess of ash and singed paper bits. “The watercolor. It’s Gabriella Goose from ‘The Tale of Gabby Goose.’ ”

Julie brushed a few fallen coal bits back behind the screen with the metal scoop.

“I didn’t know your mom painted,” Anna Page said, her low voice almost lost in the sound of the fire.

I stared at the funny way the coal burned—not evenly on the surface the way barbecue charcoal does, but becoming craggy, riddled with holes. I wanted to put Anna Page out the way Mom put out the spiders. I wanted to tell her she didn’t know anything about my mother, and her mother didn’t, either, Aunt Kath who went off to an office every day, leaving Mom to help Anna Page with term-paper footnotes and sanitary pads and boyfriends, to give her love-life advice that I, years later, would remember rather than hear firsthand.

“I should have saved her,” Anna Page said. “If only …”

If only Dad had been alive to call for help. If only I’d stopped by for coffee on the way to work, as I had so many mornings after he’d died. If only Mom had been Anna Page’s patient or even mentioned to her the “bit of toothache” she mentioned to me. Toothache. Indigestion. The little flip-flop of her heart that sometimes made her stop and touch her chest. All signs Anna Page would have recognized as a heart going bad. How hard had Mom’s heart tried to keep going before she died?

I was in my pajamas and drifting off to sleep under my mother’s batik bedspread, the lights on and Anna Page whispering to Julie that she was going outside in search of cellphone reception, when Julie backed up against the book cabinet and something clicked. “Oh!” she said as the face of the center drawer opened forward.

“It’s a desk?” she whispered uncertainly, pulling on the edge of wood and sliding it out. “It is. A hidden little drawer-desk.”

I fought against the drowsiness of the pill Anna Page had given me. The drawer face was lying flat, on hinges, revealing wood-divided cubbies holding pens and paper clips, a stapler, a tidy stack of black moleskine notebooks like the ones in which I used to write. Julie was about to open the top journal, but Anna Page took it from her and set it in my hands. I opened it and blinked against the jumble of letters and numbers on the first page:


7.0.1999, ehqrs mhfgs zs sgd bnsszfd.



Gibberish. My mind going, or my mother’s having gone, or both.

“I didn’t, either, Anna Page,” I mumbled, pressing my mouth to the journal, inhaling the scent of leather and ink and paper as I gave in to the sleeping-pill heaviness. “I didn’t know Mom could paint.”
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From the Journals of Ally Tantry

19.8.2008, Keswick, in the English Lake District. Beatrix and I have arrived at a shabby little bed & breakfast which has to commend it not much more than location: from here we can take the Keswick Launch across Derwentwater and walk to Lingholm and Fawe Park—which Bea assures me still looks the way it did when she painted it for Mr. McGregor’s garden. We’re having tea on the patio under an umbrella, in plastic chairs at the lake’s edge. I’ve slipped my shoes and socks off and stuck a quick toe in the water. Bea has untied the old-fashioned lace-up-forever things she wears (she refuses to trade them in for today’s practical flats, much less sneakers, which they call trainers here), but she’s quite shocked at my suggestion that she roll down her stockings in public. No amount of trying to persuade her to trade her full-length skirts for slacks works, either.

—But you’re dead, Bea, I remind her. How can it possibly matter? You’ve been dead for years.

—Would you have me give up my cane, too, Allison? she insists. And what about my sheep?

Beatrix is mad for sheep, I’m afraid. Really, you will want to avoid the topic. “Our Water Lily was quite famous,” she’ll tell you without a hint of modesty, the beginning of a monologue about the salvers and teapots and tankards her ewes won. There will be photographs: Bea so stooped over a cane that you can’t imagine she could get anywhere at all, but there she is in the middle of a pasture with a motley-looking sheep. And she sketches them. Do not—I warn you, do not!—express any interest in seeing her drawings of the sheep.

She chooses a second scone and stares across the lake to mountains that belong on a child’s model train set, or a grown man’s one.

—Most people, after one success, she says, are so cringingly afraid of doing less well that they rub all the edge off their subsequent work.

She looks like Kath as she says this—her expression like Kath’s when I’d mentioned to the Wednesday sisters that I might come here to research a Beatrix Potter biography I might write. “Isn’t your mama from those parts?” Kath had asked, and the others had been suspicious, too, Frankie and Linda pointing out that I’d have to stick to the truth, and Brett saying, “No telling it slant,” quoting Emily Dickinson the way she is forever quoting people more clever than us. “I’m ‘potty for Potter,’ ” I’d insisted, echoing the improbable pitch I came upon in a tourist brochure at the Manchester train station on my first trip to England, with Jim on a business trip. The brochure (offering three days and two nights at a house that once belonged to Potter and was now an inn) beckoned improbably: “Are you potty for Potter?”

Bea offers me the last scone before taking it herself.

—Yes, Allison, she says. Potty for Potter. So it does seem you are. But if we can’t be a little crazy when we’re writing in our journals, where can we be?

And she’s off on a tear about “Mr. Warne” (as she calls him) agreeing to publish Peter Rabbit the summer she stayed here, in 1901. The book started as the most charming picture-letter written to her former governess’s five-year-old son when Bea herself was twenty-five, the strong forward slant of her cursive intermixed with sketches of an expressive black-ink bunny face. She’d given up on finding a commercial publisher and self-published the book with black-and-white sketches before Warne became interested. He was the one who insisted on the watercolors—Peter’s blue coat.

I suppose I like to imagine Bea wrote her stories the way I wrote mine: for children she longed to have but couldn’t, with the superstition that writing the stories might somehow break the curse of childlessness. It was different for her, of course. I married young but miscarried so many times that I’d begun to despair of ever bringing a child to term. Bea was forty-seven before she married, too late for children, the way I worry it will be too late for Hope.
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“A minnow! a minnow! I have him by the nose!”

—FROM The Tale of Mr. Jeremy Fisher BY BEATRIX POTTER



ANNA PAGE NUDGED JULIE’S THIN SHOULDER AND WHISPERED THAT she was going down to sit by the lake. Julie, fast asleep on the love seat in Mom’s cottage, didn’t stir.

Anna Page nudged her again. “I wanted to let you know where I was, just in case.”

“In the lake,” Julie mumbled.

“By the lake,” Anna Page said.

Julie opened her eyes and peered at Anna Page from under eyebrows that are straight across and not insubstantial, not overthinned or overarched or over-anythinged, and yet with the slightest narrowing can bring even the most ardent teenagers flirting in the library stacks to a hush. She’s all long straight arms and nose and neck, long straight fingers abundant with rings that ought to be too much but aren’t, with only an occasional earring tangled in the sheet of her impeccably highlighted hair out of place. Always silver earrings, which she wears in such abundance that it stops people, as if they can accept a librarian who doesn’t wear glasses, but one with multiple ear piercings is more than they can take.

“Fine, I’m awake now,” she whispered to Anna Page. “I’ll come with you.”

“You were sleeping. Stay here with Hope and sleep.”

“You can’t go out by yourself, Ape.” Julie hauled herself up, the jet lag creasing her face. “What if that creepy neighbor with the dog is out there somewhere? What if the murderer-husband that Robbie the boat rower described is on the loose?”

Anna Page said Julie had read Jane Eyre too many times, and Julie countered that Anna Page hadn’t read it enough. “Rochester didn’t kill his wife. She jumped from the roof.”

“You’d jump, too, if someone kept you locked up,” Anna Page responded, knowing Rochester’s wife was crazy but ignoring the inconvenient detail. Vexing Julie has always been the easiest way to get her to insist on doing what she thinks you don’t want her to do. And even Julie will tell you she was plenty vexed with Anna Page as she followed her out the door, as Anna Page meant her to all along.

Outside, the darkness under the tree canopy was almost total, the frightening thrum of insects making Julie’s skin creepy with the thought of being swarmed with disgusting flying things. If she wanted to kill someone, this was where she would come, she said—not that she expected Anna Page to admit this was a stupid idea; Anna Page isn’t much for admitting stupidity.

Anna Page, without breaking stride or turning, asked, “Did you ever imagine Aunt Ally might have a lover?” And when Julie didn’t answer, “And why does it make me feel better that my daddy wasn’t the only one?”

Julie had felt odd enough being out at night with Anna Page even before the conversation turned to the other Kath—a heart surgeon at Stanford like Anna Page and her dad, with whom Anna Page’s father had lived for decades without ever divorcing her mom. It was as if Anna Page were on a midnight walk not with her but with her sister, with Jamie arisen from the dead. God knew the three of them had been out at night together often enough as kids, Anna Page tossing rocks at their bedroom window and Julie and Jamie climbing out into the night to go wherever she wanted to go. But that was decades past, and Jamie was dead. Jamie had been dead a few days short of a year, leaving Isaac without a wife and Oliver without a mother, Anna Page without a best friend, Julie without a sister and with all her guilt.

“I’m pretty sure Aunt Ally and that guy with the dog were just friends,” Julie answered finally, as if friendship were something less than love, as if Jamie must have cared more for Julie than for Anna Page just because they’d shared the same bedroom, the same faces and hair and hands, thigh muscles, elbows. The same tastes for Brussels sprouts. Red shoes. Men who told goofy jokes, or at least appreciated theirs.

“You’d look great as a D-cup.” That was the way her twin sister, Jamie, had received Julie’s declaration that she was going to have a prophylactic mastectomy—with no more fanfare than if she were changing her hair color or deciding on a pair of boots. It was a Tuesday. They were sitting at a table at Osteria, waiting for their mother. Outside the window, a clump of bicyclers stopped for a red light, Palo Alto sweat-for-lunch types.

“Remember when we used to stuff Kleenex in our bras?” Jamie had said. “The first time Isaac saw me topless, he said, ‘Wait, where’s the beef?’ ”

“He did not!”

“ ‘I ordered the Quarter Pounder, not the kid’s burger!’ That’s what he said, I swear.”

Jamie was already dying by then. You couldn’t take anything she said seriously. She was already dying and she had accepted that, and she was doing her best to help the rest of us accept it, for the sake of her husband, Isaac, and their five-year-old son, Oliver.

“If you’re going to do it, you may as well get something out of it. At least a C.” That’s what Jamie said.

What Julie’s husband, Noah, had said was, “But you tested negative for the gene.” As if there were only one BRCA entry into the breast cancer world, as if the fact that her genes were identical to her sister’s and Jamie was Stage IV, metastatic at presentation, meant nothing. It was in Jamie’s brain before they knew it was anywhere. In her brain that was exactly the same as Julie’s brain, except not.

“I’d have to buy a whole new bra wardrobe if I went to a D,” Julie said. “Underwire? Don’t you need underwire if you’re a D?”

“So you’ve scheduled it.” Jamie slid a finger under the edge of her wig and scratched. She’d have gone bald if it wouldn’t have been too scary for Oliver, all that naked skull. “If you’re telling me about it, then you’ve scheduled it. You won’t let me talk you out of it.”

“Would you try?”

“Pffft. I’m not exactly the poster child for keeping them, Jules.”

Outside, the light changed, and the pack of bicyclists pushed on again.

“Thursday,” Julie said. This was Tuesday.

“Recover quickly,” Jamie said. “I need you on deck for Isaac and Oliver.” And before Julie could object that Jamie wasn’t going anywhere, Jamie said, “Don’t get them set too high, Jules. They always look fake when they’re set too high. Remember when Rachel had hers done, how ridiculous she looked? If you show up Friday with your breasts on your shoulders, I’m sending you back for a redo.”

The three of them—Julie, Jamie, and their mother—had lunch together at Osteria twice each year, on Aunt Linda’s birthday and on Julie and Jamie’s “shared” birthday, although in fact they didn’t share a birthday, they were identical twins born in different years, Jamie a few minutes before midnight, on December 31, 1963, and Julie a half hour later, on January 1, 1964. They’d always had birthday celebrations together, though, because if you had two different parties with all the same friends (and they always shared friends), the second party would be a letdown, Julie’s would be a dull echo of Jamie’s, which would always come first.

These celebrations were supposed to be festive, but Julie never felt festive eating at restaurants; she couldn’t shake the memory of that breakfast at the Plaza Hotel when she was a kid. “Mommy has to go to the hospital early tomorrow morning for an operation,” their mother had told them after they’d finished their strawberries and whipped cream, if not their waffles. She might look kind of weird after the surgery if she needed a mastectomy, she’d told them. Then she’d begun telling them how they made her the happiest mommy in the world. “No matter what happens, I want you to remember that,” she’d said, “even when you’re a hundred and two.” They’d all giggled, and Julie had said even when she was a hundred and ninety-two, and Jamie, not to be outdone, had said, “When I’m two thousand!”

Julie fingered the row of silver earrings on her left lobe. “Remember the two-headed snake we saw that afternoon in New York, James, after the strawberry waffles?” she asked. “If I could have, I would have set it loose on you.”

“Eeeeeewwww,” Jamie said, the same way they’d said it when they were kids together, wondering if there were some connection between the weird-looking snake and their mother’s warning about how she might look after her surgery.

Julie turned from their mother chatting with the restaurant owner—her face so like their faces—to her sister’s mirror of her. It would turn out to be the last birthday lunch they might ever be mistaken for each other. By the New Year, when their own not-quite-shared birthdays came, Jamie would be gone.

“I used to wish you dead sometimes,” she said to Jamie. “Not really, you know, but … I used to wish there wasn’t anyone like me, that I was just myself and there was no matching you.”

She was looking for absolution, she knew that. For Jamie to forgive her for stretching yarn across their shared room when she was nine, forbidding Jamie to step on her half. For hiding Jamie’s envelope from Yale, the school they both wanted to go to, but Julie had so longed to have that moment of pride to herself. Julie chose Yale to get far away from everyone, including Jamie; Jamie chose Yale because Julie was going, because Jamie never had been able to imagine the two of them apart. And there Julie was, facing a future without Jamie, regretting that she’d ever thought she wanted what she could no longer bear. Looking for absolution for all the meanness she’d inflicted over all the years of sharing rooms and lives and looks, all the small ones and the one big one, too. She hadn’t told Jamie about that, and she didn’t suppose Isaac had, either, but the truth was, she was afraid to know.

Across the room, their mother set a hand on the restaurant owner’s arm and said some last thing, then turned toward them, all her accumulated years showing in the set of her shoulders, the frown she was trying to work back into a smile.

“Jamie, I—”

Jamie leaned across the table and set a hand on Julie’s, stopping her.

“Definitely nothing less than a D-cup, Jules,” she said. “A D-cup in expensive hand-tatted lace. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

Julie had stuck with the same B-cup she and Jamie had shared since puberty, though, the same ratty bra wardrobe. It would be too odd to look in the mirror every day at a different body, to have that reminder that she’d chosen different breasts, and why. Julie has scars, yes, much like Jamie’s. But they tuck underneath, where she doesn’t see them unless she looks.

Ahead, on the pier, a shadowed figure: a coyote or a cougar? Did they have cougars in England? Julie didn’t know.

When the shadow emerged as human—someone sitting on the pier—Anna Page called out in a hushed voice, “Robbie?”

They weren’t teenagers anymore, but Julie was overrun with the awkward irritation she’d always felt on those nights when Anna Page dragged Jamie and her out to meet boys, even when the boy Anna Page had arranged for Julie to meet was cute. Robbie was already turning to see them, though, and waving, leaving her no choice but to stomp on this little tryst.

She probably had coal dust on her face, she thought; it had been far too cold for the tiny shower in the tiny bathroom, and she wasn’t about to bathe in the tub by the fire. She should have known Anna Page was planning a midnight rendezvous: she had left a ring of gray around the slipper tub.

Anna Page’s hand on Julie’s back urged her forward, as it had so often when they were teenagers out meeting boys. In retrospect, Julie would see this for what it was, Anna Page Woodhouse in action, trying like Jane Austen’s Emma to make matches while steadfastly avoiding commitment herself. (Anna Page’s efforts to find the right someone for this friend or that worked out just often enough—with Jamie and Isaac, for example, or with Kevin and me—that she took to thinking herself a yenta, which Jamie was forever reminding her meant “matchmaker” only on Broadway; everywhere else, it meant “gossip” or “shrew.”) That night, though, Julie was too wrapped up in her own awkward emotions to do anything but try for humor. “And I was thinking it was past everyone’s bedtime,” she said.

“Aye, but I’m seventeen and insane, aren’t I?” Robbie answered, the phrase annoyingly familiar. Some rock song, Julie imagined. Some TV show.

“Seventeen?” Anna Page teased. “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

Robbie laughed softly. “Sorry!” he said brightly, as if it were the most delightful thing in the world to apologize. “I don’t mean to misrepresent. Maybe I’m fifty-seven and insane.”

Maybe I’m forty-seven and insane, that’s what Julie thought, although she’d turned forty-eight that year, on her first not-quite-the-same birthday without Jamie, the first age Jamie would never turn. New Year’s Day and the library closed, but she’d slipped out of bed after Noah was asleep, and biked there. She’d left the lights off as she collected the jumble of books by the return slot and scanned them in, organized them by call number on a cart and tucked them back where they could be found. She’d searched fourteen long rows of books before coming upon a copy of Brenda Rickman Vantrease’s The Heretic’s Wife under R instead of V. That order restored, she sat on the floor, leaning back against the three copies of Middlemarch she couldn’t persuade anyone to read, turning the smooth, soothing pages of the publishers’ catalogs and imagining from the artwork and the descriptions which books Jamie would have chosen to read.

“There’s a grand bit of sequin tonight on the Big Dipper’s handle,” Robbie said. “A supernova—something you see once in a blue moon.” The three of them climbed into his boat, and he rowed them to the center of the lake, where he dug around in a pack tucked into the bow and pulled out a small telescope. He helped Anna Page position it, touching her shoulder and her arm and her hand.

“I see it!” she said delightedly before giving Julie a turn.

“And yet what you’re seeing isn’t there anymore,” Robbie said. “If you were sitting in the Pinwheel Galaxy, there’s not a bit of that supernova left. The brilliant flash, she’d be the remnant of the star’s death.”

Julie lowered the telescope to see Robbie staring off at the dark shore, a single light visible in what must be the tower of the big house, Julie supposed.

“The Crier of Claife, he’d be out wandering on such a fine night, wouldn’t ’e,” Robbie said.

“A fair-weather ghost who kills his wives?” Julie said.

Robbie smiled, his face light in the darkness. “But it was only the one wife he killed, wasn’t it? The English one.”

Something in his voice left Julie wondering how his lips would taste, which she supposed was one part his knowledge of the night sky and one part her suspicion that Anna Page meant to be kissing him in that boat, or perhaps screwing him. The fact that Julie was approaching fifty and she still wanted men to choose her over Anna Page was a sad comment on their friendship, but there it was.

“You’re from Ireland, Robbie?” Julie said. “And you came to England when you bought the boat business?”

“Ah.” Robbie stared up at the sky for such a long time that Julie expected him to start talking about the stars again.

Robbie Smythe. The name seemed familiar, but surely that was the thinking of it again, or the commonness of the name.

“Well, I’d been here before, on holliers, hadn’t I. The land of Wordsworth and all tha’. I di’ not buy the boats until after the old man died, though. He’ll be haunting the boathouse, with a mick having his business now.” He laughed halfheartedly.

“Why did you leave Ireland?” Julie asked.

He looked away, in Anna Page’s direction. She’d been the one he had arranged to rendezvous with, of course. Julie never quite understood why men were so often drawn to Anna Page. Julie was as attractive in a blonder, good-girl way, and men weren’t forever falling all over her.

“I suppose I’ve come on an errand for my wife,” Robbie said uncertainly.

Julie, with a pointed glance at Anna Page, said, “You’re married.”

“I lost Cornelia a decade ago, and our daughter as well.”

“I … I’m so sorry,” Julie stammered, mortified at the hint of triumph that had been in her voice.

Toward the shore, a gentle splash sounded. “That’ll be the Crier in for a swim,” Robbie said, although it was only the flap of wings on water, a swan foraging for a midnight snack.

“So you’re here on … like a dying request?” Julie said.

“I suppose it’s what I imagine her dying request would have been.”

“And you’ve just come on this errand for her now?”

The three of them stared up at the sparkle of star that they couldn’t see without the telescope, that wasn’t really there.

“I’ve put it off, haven’t I?” he admitted finally. “But it’s an old broom knows the dirty corners best.” He dipped a hand in the lake and let it dangle there. “It’s a … a friend of hers I’ve come here to meet.”

As Robbie set his hands on the oars again, Julie imagined him carrying a lantern, wearing a hooded robe and walking through the forest, searching for the bones of his dead wife and child, as Isaac might go out in search of Jamie if he didn’t have Oliver.

“That thing you said earlier,” she said. “Seventeen and insane?”

Robbie studied her, his eyes the blue of the lake in the evening as the sun set. “It’s from Fahrenheit 451, idn’ it?”

Anna Page said, “Kurt Vonnegut.”

A hint of a smile touched Robbie’s eyes, but he didn’t correct her. “ ‘When people ask your age … always say seventeen and insane,’ ” he said. “Isn’t this a nice time of night to row? I like to smell things and look at things, and sometimes stay up all night, rowing, and watch the sun rise.”

He leaned in to the oars then, headed back toward the shore. And because he didn’t correct Anna Page, Julie didn’t, either, tempting as it was. But she did think Ray Bradbury. With perhaps a few edits compliments of Robbie Smythe thrown in for good measure. Even the firemen in Bradbury’s dystopian novel didn’t use water, and if there was a boat to row anywhere on the pages of Fahrenheit 451, Julie didn’t remember it.
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From the Journals of Ally Tantry

13.2.2009, Hill Top Farm, Near Sawrey. On the way to Beatrix’s house today, she pointed out little things that, if you’ve read her books and know they’re there, you recognize: the Tower Bank Arms from The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck; the cottage that was Ginger and Pickle’s store and the charcoal burners’ hut from that book; the hole where Benjamin hid before rescuing the Flopsy Bunnies, up on Oatmeal Crag; and the beehive set in the garden wall that appears in The Tale of Jemima Puddle-Duck, when poor Jemima despairs of having her eggs forever found and carried off. Bea pointed out that she included the gate in Jemima, too, as well as the front door, which she also drew in The Tale of the Pie and the Patty-Pan. I didn’t tell her that we’d rarely read that one.

Bea and Norman—not Mr. Warne this morning but Norman—had dreamed of living together on a farm up here, but Bea didn’t buy Hill Top until the winter after he died, when she was thirty-nine. She spent her grief learning the boundary fences and property lines, and commissioning work to be done. When she returned the next spring, it looked quite ugly, she told me. The winding road with its charming tumbledown wall covered with polypody was straight and white and bare; soil was piled in heaps everywhere; and most of the work had been improperly done.

I wonder how much of the change in her perception of the farm was due to the improvements she commissioned and how much to the stark reality of arriving alone and unmarried to a life she meant to share with a man who was dead.

—I could not even be seen to mourn Norman’s death, as I’d ceded to my parents’ demand to keep our engagement secret, she said. When I became engaged to Mr. Heelis years later, my father and I about came to fisticuffs, much like Tommy Brock and Mr. Todd.

In case you don’t know, Tommy is the badger in Mr. Todd’s book, and Mr. Todd is himself a fox, and Bea’s family was of the class who prefer their daughters remain spinsters rather than “marry down” to earned, rather than inherited, wealth.

—My parents used the law as an excuse for their opposition to me marrying Jim, I told her. He was from India and it was illegal in Maryland for whites to marry nonwhites.

It’s one of the things Bea and I have in common: sour-faced mothers who would have us remain spinsters rather than marry men we loved. That and the shared name in our family trees.

—I can’t figure out how to tell Jim I went to Manchester when he was in his meetings in London that time he and I came to England together, I said. And I can’t exactly tell him about the marriage license I found there without telling him I went.

Mother’s maiden name—Caroline Anne Crompton—listed as the bride for a groom who was not my father. Crompton, which was Bea’s paternal grandmother’s name, although the two are separated by generations.

I’d found the address given for my mother on the license, but it was a gas station, and the boy pumping gas had gawked at me as if I were batty. “A house, miss?” he’d said. “There’s been only this petrol station as long as I’ve known.”

I’ve never told Jim about that and I’ve never told him about the two days I spent wandering around the narrow roads on my first trip to the Lakes, either. It all seems so silly, trying to find some connection to my mother’s past here. But where else can I look with the trail in Manchester gone cold? Never mind that my search for the groom’s address the first time I came to the Lakes turned up nothing more than a one-track road through maybe four houses, none big enough to warrant a name.

—Jim grieves for the way my parents cast me out when we married, I said to Bea. He feels angry at them, and he feels responsible for the pain they caused by abandoning me.

—Of course he does, Bea said.

—Even though it was their fault, not his, I said.

—I know, dear, she said.

—It feels a little like betrayal, to bring my parents back into our lives. What point is there to it, with them both so long dead? It feels a little like betrayal even to talk to the Wednesday Sisters about it behind Jim’s back.

—And so you haven’t, Bea said.

I thought I might tell the Wednesday Sisters about the marriage license the first time I said I was coming to the Lake District, but how could I say it without sounding nutty? I wanted to travel thousands of miles and spend thousands of dollars to get to the English Lake District because my mother who’d disowned me might once have been engaged to a butler or a cook or a stable boy from a house near Windermere? And before I could explain myself, Frankie had said, “Ally is sixty-five years old, Linda, and she’s never even slept in a room by herself except in her own bed when Jim is away on business. Can’t you see she might want to go alone?” So there I was, handing over my ticket to Hill Top Farm. Just Bea and me and the ghosts of our mothers. Bea isn’t Frankie. She isn’t Linda or Brett or Kath. But I can talk to her about my mother without betraying Jim.

—Those are your shoes, Bea? I said, noticing a pair of gardening clogs tucked under a chair by the fireplace.

She looked from the shoes under the chair to the lace-ups on her feet today.

—Have you ever seen such a place for hide-and-seek, and funny cupboards and closets? she asked (refusing to engage about the shoes). But oh, how the people here laughed at my purchase of Hill Top, she said. Of course, the rats had opened up a hostel here, every rodent from every corner of the Lake District making a point of stopping in.

She pointed to the places in the floorboards that were repaired with cement, where the rats had chewed the wood through—rats she dispatched without possibility of heirs, I’m sorry to report. Never mind the cute little critters in her books; our Bea is a practical gal.

The low-ceilinged farmhouse is quite modest for a woman who grew up in wealth, who made a fortune as a writer and left fourteen farms and four thousand acres of land to the National Trust—together with her flocks of Herd-wicks, she is quick to remind me. Upstairs, she directed me to a letter she’d gotten even after she was quite famous, from a magazine editor who did take one story but rejected the others, one on the excuse that it was “not altogether happy.” Not altogether happy—an apt description of Bea’s reaction to seeing her little books set about beside the real-life inspirations: the stairways, the grates, the clocks, the ceramic ham in the dollhouse, which Tom Thumb shattered in his attempt to have it for dinner.

—Heavens to
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