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			Praise for Ashton Hall

			
				“Exquisite…The way the author has weaved several storylines together is brilliant.”

				—Mystery and Suspense

				“[Lauren] Belfer’s writing is gorgeous.”

				—Jewish Book Council

				“Belfer explores timeless ideas of family, sacrifice, and female resistance…. The labyrinthian portrait she paints of [Ashton Hall] successfully conveys mystery and adventure…. For lovers of libraries and Tudor history.”

				—Library Journal

				“[Ashton Hall’s] strength comes from the archaeological details (did you know that the pigment that creates red hair is the slowest to break down?) as well as the grace and attention given to both Hannah and Isabella—two women separated by hundreds of years but bound by a common humanity. A touching story about the themes that resonate through centuries.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“In the well-crafted latest from Belfer, Manhattan art historian Hannah Larson puts her career on hold to give her son, Nicky, who suffers from violent outbursts, the constant care he needs…. Belfer offers a nuanced exploration of the ways women’s lives are constricted. Anglophiles and Tudor history buffs will enjoy this immersive tale.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Lauren Belfer’s Ashton Hall is masterful, riveting, and atmospheric historical fiction. It made me want to don a velvet cloak, brew a cup of tea, and settle in to watch Hannah and her ingenious son unravel the fascinating, dark, centuries-old secrets of a manor home.”

				—Alka Joshi, New York Times bestselling author of The Henna Artist

				“In Ashton Hall, Lauren Belfer has treated us to a novel infused with the brooding gothic atmosphere of Jane Eyre or Rebecca. And like those classics, this is at its heart a story about a woman’s journey of self-discovery. How does a wife and mother reclaim her dreams when her world is turned upside down? In her quest to learn the identity of a skeleton entombed in the heart of a British manor house, Hannah Larson tries to piece together the puzzle that has become her own life. This is a novel that must be savored, one page at a time.”

				—Melanie Benjamin, New York Times bestselling author of The Children’s Blizzard

				“Belfer’s latest is a brilliant, immersive story about one woman searching for answers after a terrible discovery from centuries earlier. The captivating threads of the plot—an English manor house with secret rooms and a dark past, a mother struggling with her atypical son—are rounded out by a lively cast of locals who had me laughing out loud. The novel is rich with intrigue and historical detail, and a stunning achievement.”

				—Fiona Davis, New York Times bestselling author of The Magnolia Palace

				“With vibrant prose and fine-tuned psychological acumen, Belfer shepherds us through a centuries-old mystery and into a modern-day introspection on motherhood, marriage, and love. It’s a virtuosic tapestry of cultures and eras, woven with exquisite precision and detail.”

				—Georgia Hunter, New York Times bestselling author of We Were the Lucky Ones

				“This book has Daphne-du-Maurier-meets-Kate Morton-vibes and I was There For All of It. The setting, the skeleton, the mystery, the lovable characters…What an addictive read!”

				—Julie Clark, New York Times bestselling author of The Lies I Tell and The Last Flight
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					What seest thou else

					In the dark backward and abysm of time?

					— The Tempest, Act I, Scene 2

					And some there be, which have no memorial; who are perished, as though they had never been.

					— Ecclesiasticus 44:9

				

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			On a Sunday morning in late June, I waited with my son at the side entrance of a stately home near Cambridge, England. We stood on a stone bridge that spanned what was once a moat, the water drained, a grassy pathway beckoning at the bottom, the moat’s walls overgrown with greenery.

			“Seven fifty-four a.m.,” Nicky said, reading from his phone. He was nine years old.

			I rotated the lever that controlled the bell. The sound grated within. Metalwork vines covered the cracked wooden door. Above me, the panes of the broad mullioned windows were like multifaceted mirrors, reflecting fragments of gray-bottomed clouds and blue sky.

			The house, dating from the early 1600s, was a red-brick extravaganza of turrets, chimneys, and Flemish gables. Cream-colored limestone outlined the windows and doorways. Statues of cows, pigs, and sheep, whimsical barnyard gargoyles, stared down at me from the gutters. Ever since the eleventh century, a home had stood here.

			This was my third try with the doorbell. I now had reason to worry that Christopher wasn’t going to answer. He was old, he was ill, he was dead. Fallen to the bottom of the stairs in a heap. Collapsed on the kitchen floor. Peacefully slipping away while asleep in his bed—the option I wished for him, for his sake and my own, because I loved him and didn’t want him to suffer.

			“Seven fifty-five a.m.,” Nicky said.

			What next?

			I turned away from the door. The garden spread before us, sparkling in the morning sun, saturated with color, the rising terraces culminating in a tempietto, a round, open colonnade covered by a dome, at the top of a hillock. At the perimeter of the garden, thickly planted trees created a wash of green dotted by the darker copper beeches. The breeze was a moist caress upon my skin. The air carried a scent of lavender. I know a bank where the wild thyme blows—the line from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream came into my mind. A shower had passed through shortly before, and the paths were damp. The flowering fuchsia along the moat dripped with raindrops, glowing in the sunlight. Off to my left, behind the house and across the rain-drenched lawns, an incandescent mist rose from the ornamental lake.

			“Seven fifty-six a.m.”

			Christopher had arranged for a car and driver to meet us at Heathrow after our flight from New York, to bring us here, and leave us here.

			And here we remained, surrounded by luggage, on a bridge over a moat at the side entrance of a Jacobean mansion, with no one answering the door.

			Nicky pressed his head against my shoulder. I wrapped my arms around him and pulled him close. He was growing so fast. How young and adorable he looked, at this moment of calm.

			In front of the house, the estate’s original farm buildings, also red brick with limestone trim and a series of Flemish gables, framed a ceremonial approach to the mansion’s formal entrance. These accommodated a café, visitors’ center, and secondhand bookshop. At ten o’clock, they would open to the public, along with the gardens. At noon, the mansion’s historic rooms would open. Was that the aroma of fresh coffee, wafting on the air from the café? Of brownies baking? Definitely.

			Go find help. I should have been striding to the visitors’ center.

			“Seven fifty-seven a.m.”

			I couldn’t make myself move, jet lag triumphant.

			“A dog is barking.” Nicky disengaged himself from me. He frowned, listening.

			Insects buzzed, birds sang, bringing the air to life. I didn’t hear a dog.

			Nicky studied the woods near the lake. I studied his hazel eyes, his dark brows, his straight brown hair, cut in a bowl style.

			“It’s coming closer. I bet it’s Duncan.” Duncan was Christopher’s dog. “Do you hear him now?”

			“I wish I did.”

			“What the fuck is wrong with you? Do you need fucking hearing aids?”

			His words stunned me, even though I’d heard such language often enough from him before. No one spoke to Nicky this way—not me, not his father, not his teachers. Yet this was the way he spoke to us. I was worn down from the effort of keeping myself prepared to respond to his outbursts. “Watch your tone! Watch your language.”

			“Sorry.”

			He sounded contrite. As usual, I couldn’t judge whether he truly was contrite or had said what he needed to say to avoid punishment.

			“Look!” he said.

			Bounding from the woods near the ornamental lake—Duncan, a cream-colored golden retriever, raced across the lawn.

			Christopher emerged from a woodland path, too, bent over his cane, picking his way forward. Beside him, a well-muscled man kept a hand on Christopher’s elbow. With a respect obvious from a distance, his T-shirt and jeans transformed into the most professional of uniforms, the man guided Christopher along the path.

			“Duncan, Duncan!” Nicky was gone from my side.

			As I walked toward the two men, dread slowed my steps. I didn’t want to see what Christopher’s illness had done to him. He was in his late eighties and suffering from a type of cancer whose details he refused to discuss. The nasties, he called it, in his way of brushing off matters of greatest concern.

			“And a fine good morning to you,” Christopher called as I approached. His voice was hoarse. Once, he’d stood straight, his bearing dignified and patrician. Now he was shrunken, his skin blotchy, his eyes hollow. Nonetheless, he was dressed for a better world, or his view of a better world: white flannel trousers, paisley ascot, blue linen jacket, straw boater. Keeping up appearances—the only defense against the nasties, or anything else, as he might say.

			I hugged him. His bones were sharp, from his weight loss. His hand trembled as he patted my back. When we separated, he swayed. He clutched his aide’s arm. He made an effort to breathe and to smile. “Allow me to introduce Rafe Connors, my assistant in life’s daily rituals and travails. Rafe, this is Hannah Larson, my honorary niece.”

			“Good morning,” Rafe said. We shook hands. He looked about thirty-five, his short-clipped hair receding. Tattooed images of angel wings encircled his arms. “Mr. Eckersley has spoken of you.”

			Rafe’s brogue sounded Scottish, and his voice was surprisingly gentle for his tough-guy physique. I wanted to clutch Rafe’s arm, too, to help me negotiate the gap between the Christopher I remembered and the man I faced today.

			“I trust your journey has done you no lingering harm,” Christopher said. “How marvelous to welcome you”—he gestured in the direction of the house—“to this, my humble abode.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			From his place at the head of a well-polished dining table that could have seated fourteen, Christopher said, “Porridge and yogurt, toast and jam. What the nasties prescribe.”

			Safely inside, revived by tea, he seemed stronger. He’d lost his hair from chemotherapy, but his spirit was unflagging. I remembered this dining table from his home in London, where he’d presided over festive evenings with friends.

			“Nursery food. To prevent one from experiencing…how should one say, gastric disturbance.”

			Christopher’s ground-floor apartment wrapped around one corner of the house. From my seat, I had a panoramic view of the gardens, which were at the side of the house, and the ornamental lake set amid the wide lawns to the back. The apartment, with its high ceilings and expansive proportions, had a sleekness that felt spare and modern, despite its geometric moldings, white wainscoting, and antique furnishings. Because of the tall windows, light suffused the rooms and lent a clarity and grandeur to everyday endeavors. I pictured myself in a long taffeta dress, my son in breeches and a riding jacket.

			“I like nursery food,” Nicky said.

			“Then you shall find every meal gratifying.”

			Refusing my offer of assistance, Rafe had prepared our breakfast in the kitchen across the hallway. Its windows faced an inner courtyard. Now he stood sentry-like, legs apart, hands clasped behind his back, at the threshold of the dining room.

			“About our neighbors,” Christopher was saying as he refilled my teacup and his own. “Mrs. Felicity Gardner is the briskly efficient administrator of the house and grounds, and she occupies a flat in the opposite wing. Closer to home, indeed upstairs”—he transformed it into a place of dazzling intrigue—“there lives a long-retired general. Ninety-three, up at dawn every morning to jog at a measured pace along the River Cam, regardless of the weather. This followed by calisthenics in the tempietto on the hilltop.” Christopher shook his head in mock consternation. “If that’s what a healthy dotage requires, count me out. Sir Jeremy Aubrey. He manages the secondhand bookshop in the barn.”

			Christopher had moved to Ashton Hall a few years before, after hearing about the apartment through a friend. The trust that held the property wanted people to live here so Ashton Hall would remain a home rather than turn into an ossified museum. The rental fees also helped to offset the tremendous expense of maintaining the house and garden, woods, and farmland. I’ve always wanted to live out my personal fantasy of an English lord, Christopher wrote in the email he’d sent me about the move.

			Christopher St. John (pronounced Sin Jin) Eckersley. His name sounded aristocratic enough for the role of an English lord, but he’d grown up in Arkansas, the son of a mail carrier. Although he had a law degree, his primary career had been as an art dealer. His wife, Constance, who’d died several years ago, had also been an attorney, an expert in international maritime law. Her work had prompted them to settle in London decades earlier. In the photograph on Christopher’s sideboard, she was the elegant woman I remembered, hair pulled back, pearls understated. Constance had been my mother’s favorite cousin. Because Christopher was ill, and he and Constance had no children, Nicky and I had come to live with him for the summer, to give him a family.

			“The general has kindly allowed us to take possession of two spare bedrooms at the end of his corridor, reachable via private stairway. Thankfully, one need not concern oneself about the possibility of a sleepwalking peer of the realm. A door that bolts on your side divides the hallway between the spare rooms and Sir Jeremy’s flat. Your section of upstairs includes a rather nicely renovated bathroom. Renovated in 1910, truth be told, but still functional in the ways that matter most. For a bathroom. Water closet mercifully close by.”

			“What’s a water closet?” Nicky asked.

			“Excellent question. I’ll let you discover the answer for yourself. Next, the estate possesses a veritable library of bicycles, waiting to be borrowed, in a structure referred to as the lower greenhouse. Every other week, a skilled professional attends to giving Duncan a bath, among other canine necessities. These ritual ablutions take place in the new stable. There is no old stable. I feel confident that you, Nicky, would like to assist in the maintenance of Duncan’s personal grooming.”

			“I would!” Nicky said, filled with enthusiasm.

			I was on edge, watchful, praying Nicky wouldn’t begin swearing in front of Christopher.

			“Good lad. Opposite the estate gates is our pub, the White Hart. All the locals frequent it, Rafe and I included. The pub is among England’s great and peculiar inventions, working to counteract, whilst at the same time bolstering, the relentless hold of the class system. Five minutes’ walk from the pub is a moderately picturesque village with what is called a high street, where you will find various small shops.”

			When I was younger, I’d been obsessed with English history and literature and with movies and TV shows set in Britain. Like Christopher, I was about to fulfill the dream of living in an English stately home. I should have been excited. But I’d mostly lost track of those old dreams. Now I was Nicky’s mother, with little time left over for anything else.

			“Along the high street is a rather fine bakery. Alas, the most delicious items sold there are baked in strictly inadequate quantities, creating an unseemly rivalry among would-be consumers. Ask for the chocolate–almond croissants, and you’ll discern my meaning. Spoiling the already limited village charm is a Tesco Express, suitable solely for milk-and-egg emergencies. For true sustenance I’d advise you to ride your bike a mere stone’s throw down the road to the divine Waitrose. Each week Rafe and I ring a taxi service and undertake a pilgrimage there, to wend our way along the dairy aisle and be transported to every cheese-producing shire of the nation.”

			I wished I could view the world as Christopher did, a place where the most mundane errands were part of an adventure story.

			“Ah, Hannah,” he said, turning wistful. “I’m so very glad you and Nicky are here with me. Especially because I’m leaving tomorrow.”

			“You’re what?”

			“I’m taking the eleven-fifteen flight from Heathrow to New York tomorrow morning.”

			“Nicky and I only just arrived.”

			“And very kind of you to visit, I must say.”

			“I don’t understand. Is this a joke?”

			“Life does tend toward surprise.” He gave me a puckish grin. “I made the decision three days ago, when my doctor at Addenbrooke’s, our renowned local hospital, reported she’d been in communication with physicians at Sloan Kettering in New York, and I’d been deemed eligible for an experimental targeted study. Nothing like the words experimental targeted study to make the blood rush in the veins of an otherwise hopeless case like me. Given that I’m an American citizen, everything fell into place with ease.”

			“We’ll return with you.” I pushed down my incredulity, my frustration that we’d undertaken an international flight for nothing.

			“I’m moved by your offer, truly I am.”

			“Will Duncan come with us?” Nicky said. “Does Duncan like airplanes? Will Duncan like New York?”

			The dog emerged from under the table and pushed against Nicky, who embraced him.

			“Insightful questions, my boy.”

			“Thank you,” Nicky said.

			“I’m confident Duncan would revel in the hustle and bustle of New York City. I’m also confident he’d abhor air travel. A big dog like him, trapped in a crate in the cargo hold for seven or eight hours or more, depending on scheduling delays and wind velocities. The experience could very well endanger his health. Not to mention his life. Therefore, you and your dear mother must remain here and provide him a home.”

			“Don’t be scared, Duncan.” Nicky rubbed his nose against Duncan’s. “I’ll take care of you.”

			“Christopher, stop,” I said.

			“Rafe will accompany me. A friend has offered accommodation for those days when my presence isn’t required at the hospital. I’ll keep you informed of developments. We can speak on the phone every day if you like. By the way, you’re the executrix of my will.”

			“We’re not discussing your will right now!”

			“As you wish. Did you follow my request and bring the draft and research notes for your dissertation?”

			His question opened a door in my mind that I preferred to keep shut. Years before, I’d been working toward a PhD in ancient Greek art. I’d put it aside when Nicky’s needs became clear, giving up my career and letting myself become financially dependent on my husband. After Christopher made his request, I’d followed the path of least resistance. There was always a chance that finishing the degree was still possible. “Yes, I brought everything.”

			“I’ve hired an exceptionally winsome young woman, recently out of school, to be Nicky’s companion. Her name is Alice. She comes to us highly recommended. Indeed, she’s the granddaughter of the aforementioned Mrs. Felicity Gardner, estate administrator, and she’ll be living with her granny. Alice is eager to make a start in life, and she’s counting on this job. We mustn’t disappoint her.”

			“Thank you, but no. I should be with you in New York.”

			“But my dear Hannah,” he said, exasperated, “I’ve arranged this summer for you as a gift.”

			“You’ve given me enough gifts already.” When I was growing up, money had been tight for my mother and me. I’d never known my father. Christopher and Constance had been generous on my birthdays, and they’d paid the part of my college tuition not covered by financial aid. “I want to give you a gift, by helping when you need…” I wouldn’t embarrass him by being blunt. “When you might appreciate company.”

			“But how would I feel if your great potential were reduced to hours in hospital rooms, waiting for me to die? If Nicky were cooped up inside rather than running free at Ashton Hall? Duncan in a kennel or farmed out to strangers. Alice without a job. Therefore, I must ask you to give me the gift of accepting my gift to you. And when your dissertation is published down the road, think how proud I’ll feel, how absolutely smug, even after I’m dead, knowing I will have played a role in the creation of a book. That would be a first for me.”

			I had no ready reply to counter his vision of our lives here and his confidence in me.

			“I’ll take your silence for a yes.” His eyes were bloodshot and moist. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 3

			The next afternoon, amid trembling patterns of light and shadow, Nicky, Alice, and I sat on blankets beneath the embracing boughs of what Alice called the Big Old Tree, opposite the ornamental lake and near the perimeter of the woods. In the distance, down a verge thick with shrubbery, the River Cam flowed.

			Alice had organized a ploughman’s lunch for us from the café, and we ate in a contented, drowsy silence. The bread for the sandwiches was fresh, the crust crisp, the inside slightly sour. The extra-sharp cheddar was pungent, complementing the tangy relish and the tart green apple sliced on the side. She hadn’t included onions, most likely because Nicky disliked them. The brownies for dessert were soft, warmed by the sun.

			Christopher and Rafe had departed early, and I’d spent the morning unpacking and organizing while Alice took Nicky on a tour of the grounds. The two seemed to be getting along well.

			And so I allowed myself to drift into a soothing bliss. Sunlight reflected off the lake. Tourists strolled here and there. Sheep grazed. Gardeners trimmed the shrubs, snipping with shears, as they would have done hundreds of years ago. The scent of freshly mown grass filled the air. Duncan sniffed along the underbrush at the edge of the woods.

			“Over thirty types of bugs live in the woodland park surrounding Ashton Hall. These include wood louse, harvestman, and slug. See how many you can find,” Nicky read aloud from a brochure. “I’m going to do that. I’m going to see how many bugs I can find and write their names in my notebook.”

			“That’s a good idea,” I said. “What are you reading?”

			“The Children’s Guide to Ashton Hall and Estate. Alice bought it for me in the shop.”

			“Thank you, Alice. Please keep track of your expenses, so I can reimburse you.”

			“No worries. Mr. Eckersley gave me a credit in the shop and the café, plus money for incidentals.”

			How scrupulously Christopher had prepared.

			Alice moved one of the blankets into the full sun. Delicate-boned, her skin flawless, she was an ideal English rose except for the multiple strands of pink running through her pale brown hair, four earrings in her right earlobe, three in her left, and a tattoo of green and red leaves, its design evocative of the Pre-Raphaelites, rising up her left leg from her ankle to her calf and continuing under her flowing skirt.

			“I wanted to mention,” Alice said. “I mean, I wanted you to know, I’m planning to begin a cookery course in the autumn. If I can earn enough this summer for the tuition. I’m happy to work as many hours as you need.”

			Her spirit reminded me of myself, in younger days. “Thank you for telling me.”

			“I like to cook,” Nicky said. “I like measuring.”

			“Brilliant! We’ll practice cookery together.” Alice leaned back onto her elbows, her legs outstretched. She closed her eyes and basked in the sunlight. “I want every single ray of sun to seep into me.”

			“Alice is exaggerating for fun,” Nicky said to me, in the confiding tone he used when ideas were abstract and hard for him to grasp and he wanted to reassure me, and himself, that he understood what was being said. “It’s not scientifically possible for every single ray of sunlight to seep into someone.”

			“I’m imagining it’s possible,” Alice said. “You’ve brought us a perfect summer day.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			Duncan barked to gain our attention, then gripped in his teeth a stick about four feet long. He began shaking it back and forth.

			“Silly Duncan!” Nicky ran to the dog, grabbing the end of the stick, and they made a game of pulling it away from each other.

			“Alice…” I knew I had to warn her about Nicky’s sometimes-erratic behavior. I searched for the right words to begin with. He didn’t have a formal diagnosis. He was simply himself, in all his wonder and complexity. “Nicky can sometimes be…impulsive. You need to watch him carefully.”

			“Oh, I’m used to that. My younger brothers are regular little mischief-makers,” she said with an affectionate smile. “Boys. They’re all alike.”

			“Not exactly in this case.” A few days before we left New York, he’d dropped my hairbrush out our twelfth-floor window, maneuvering it around the bars of the child-safety guard, just to study how it fell, which was straight to the sidewalk, he reported when he found me in the bedroom, folding laundry. I rushed to see if anyone had been injured; mercifully not. After locking the windows, I’d explained, not for the first time, why he mustn’t throw things out of them. Then I’d complimented him for trying to test gravity, and we talked about finding a safer way to do it. Although I wanted Alice to have a chance to get to know Nicky without prejudging him, I needed to make her see how easily and inadvertently he could hurt himself, or someone else. “Nicky can be more extreme than the standard mischief-maker. He can also be aggressive. Especially when he’s frustrated or tired. It’s hard to imagine him like that when he’s happy, the way he is today, but he—”

			“Any lunch left for me?”

			We were joined by a no-nonsense type of woman with short slate-gray hair styled in firm waves. A ring of keys was fastened with a carabiner to the belt of her lilac-colored shirtdress. She wore stylish red glasses. She was handsome, in the English way that made handsome a compliment for a woman. The clipboard she carried was thick with papers, and a pen on a string was attached.

			“Hello, Granny,” Alice said, sitting up.

			“Hello, Granddaughter.”

			Alice introduced us: Mrs. Felicity Gardner, the estate administrator. We shook hands, her handshake firmer than I anticipated, as she used my grip to help her sit down.

			“Bones a bit rickety. To be expected at my age.”

			“You’re not old, Granny.”

			“Let me be the judge of that.” She didn’t seem the least bit rickety to me. “Welcome to Ashton Hall, Ms. Larson.”

			“Please, you must call me Hannah.”

			“Thank you. I will.”

			She did not invite me to reciprocate.

			All at once Duncan was beside her, pushing his head against her shoulder. When he sat properly, she gave him a treat from her pocket. Nicky joined us.

			“This is my son, Nicky,” I said to Mrs. Gardner.

			“Nicholas Larson Donovan; pleased to meet you.” He primly reached out his hand as if he’d been taking etiquette lessons.

			“How do you do, young man,” she said as they shook hands.

			Mrs. Gardner poured herself a glass of water from the bottle in the wicker picnic basket and reached for a sandwich. “First break I’ve had all day. And in this heat, too.”

			Sitting down on the blanket, Duncan curling next to him, Nicky checked his phone. “The current time in Cambridge, United Kingdom, is one twenty-six p.m. The current temperature in Cambridge, United Kingdom, is 71 degrees Fahrenheit, 21.6 degrees Celsius, which is the predicted high. The current time in Chicago, United States, where my daddy is for a trial, is seven twenty-six a.m. The expected high temperature for today in Chicago is 83 degrees Fahrenheit, 28.3 degrees Celsius.”

			At the mention of Kevin, my insides congealed. Three weeks ago, I’d seen him with someone else—the old cliché, it’ll never happen to me, until it does. I’d believed our twelve-year marriage was stable, trusting, passionate—and stronger than many, because we’d weathered the challenges of raising Nicky. I wanted to rage, scream, tear Kevin’s hair out. But I couldn’t. For Nicky’s sake, I was pretending all was well.

			Kevin was a partner at a Wall Street law firm, and he often traveled on business. Being away from his dad had become routine for Nicky. They spoke on the phone every evening around Nicky’s dinnertime. Kevin would be arriving at the end of next week, visiting us for the July 4 holiday. I hadn’t told him what I’d seen, but I’d pledged to myself that I would. I was trying to put the coming confrontation out of my mind so it didn’t paralyze my thoughts. Nonetheless, I woke each morning at around four feeling as if I’d received an electric shock, my heart racing. Was our marriage over? And if it was, how would I manage without him?

			“Today the temperature will be 12 degrees Fahrenheit, 6.7 degrees Celsius, hotter in Chicago than it is in Cambridge. That means it’s not very hot here, compared to Chicago.”

			“Physical perception depends on what you’re accustomed to,” Mrs. Gardner said.

			“Does it?” Nicky said.

			“In my opinion. Something for you to consider.”

			“I will consider it.”

			“There’s the general,” Alice said.

			The man identified as the general, wiry and overly thin, sedately jogged along the lakeshore and headed toward us.

			Mrs. Gardner said, “Jogging in the afternoon heat. Whatever is he thinking?” As the general approached, she called to him, “Take care of yourself, with these temperatures. Keep yourself hydrated.”

			“No need to fret about me.”

			The general wore form-fitting running shorts, a T-shirt printed with an image of the Beatles in their Sergeant Pepper period, and a straw hat held in place by a string under his chin, a surprising outfit for an elderly titled general, at least to my way of thinking.

			Mrs. Gardner introduced us.

			“Thank you for giving up part of your apartment for Nicky and me.”

			“Delighted,” he said, catching his breath. His face was lean and wrinkled. His tan accentuated his cornflower-blue eyes. “Never used those rooms. Furnishings belong to the hall.”

			“Am I not correct that you exercised early this morning?” Mrs. Gardner asked, more an accusation than a question.

			“Second session of the day. Good of you to notice,” he replied affably. “How about a game of croquet, young man?”

			Nicky stood at military attention. “Yes, sir.”

			Alice rose with a sigh.

			Duncan rolled upright and barked.

			“Race you.” The general took off, Nicky promptly outpacing him. Duncan came from behind and went into the lead, glancing over his shoulder at the others at regular intervals to confirm he was going in the correct direction. Alice walked. The croquet lawn was at the back of the house. Mrs. Gardner and I could see it from where we sat.

			When they were too far away to overhear, Mrs. Gardner said, “We all become a bit eccentric with these hot temperatures.”

			Alice and Nicky went inside to fetch the croquet set, and afterward I could just make out the general showing them how to set up the wickets.

			“Don’t be fooled by Alice’s pink hair and unfortunate tattoo,” Mrs. Gardner continued as we watched them. “My granddaughter is a trustworthy girl, unlike some at her age.”

			“She and Nicky have already developed a bond.” Trying to get to know Mrs. Gardner, I said, “This is such a beautiful place. How long have you worked here?”

			Instead of responding, she looked away with a frown that seemed to indicate my question had been too personal. “Ah, well.” Her face softened. She must have decided I was simply a harmless American, tending to do and say the wrong thing but with good intentions. “I grew up here on the estate. My father farmed the land. I left for some years to work at smaller houses, earning my spurs, as it were, before I was returned to where I began.”

			“You met your husband here?”

			“No, no, we were thrown together elsewhere. He eventually became the chief handyman here, though. He could repair anything. He died far too young.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“It was a long time ago,” she said, shaking her head with regret but saying nothing more. She studied the group playing croquet. “I should think the dog ought not to be allowed on the croquet lawn,” she said, an abrupt shift. “He might very well dig it up.”

			I roused myself. “I’ll tell them.”

			“Oh, on second thought, leave him be. The dog of a dying man. We’ll give Duncan some sympathy.” Mrs. Gardner eyed me with some sympathy, too, as if she saw into me. “Have you toured the house? Have you claimed bicycles for yourself and the boy? Have you been to town?”

			Her questions buffeted me into silence.

			“I see the answer is no. Come along, then. You’ve plenty to do. Best make a start of it.”

			

			—

			Holding her clipboard, Mrs. Gardner led me up the staircase, the turret stairs, she called it, in Christopher’s vestibule. At the landing, she unlocked a door and motioned me ahead.

			The house was a long rectangle, and I entered a magnificent room that stretched almost the entire side length of this wing. A series of Persian rugs in muted shades of red and blue created an illusion of a single enchanted carpet, leading me forward. On my left, bookcases alternated with tall windows that overlooked the gardens. On my right, an unbroken line of bookshelves rose from the floor almost to the ceiling. Ladders on runners allowed access to the higher shelves. The ceiling itself was a miracle of plasterwork—rabbits, squirrels, and foxes peering from behind foliage.

			“This is the Long Gallery,” Mrs. Gardner said after locking the door behind us. In tour-guide mode, she began to walk backward down the room. “It’s over thirty-eight meters, or one hundred twenty-five feet, in length. The ceiling is amongst the treasures of the nation. Although this room is called the Long Gallery, it’s actually part of the library. Our book collection constitutes the greatest country-house library in the United Kingdom. The library has existed continuously since the late Middle Ages. Many of our books are rarities. What you see here is only a portion of the collection. The majority resides, if you will, in what we call the Old Library, beyond the Long Gallery.” She gestured toward the wall. “The Old Library is closed to the public,” she added, as if responding to my immediate, unspoken desire to see it.

			Midway down the room, a young woman sat at a table in a window embrasure. Stacks of books covered the table, along with a pile of index cards of the type used in old card catalogs. The woman, who appeared to be in her mid-twenties, was checking the cards against the books and periodically typing information into a laptop computer.

			“Here is Martha Tinsley, PhD, bringing us into the twenty-first century at last,” Mrs. Gardner explained, as if Martha Tinsley were part of the house tour. “She’s creating an online catalog of our entire book collection and making important discoveries about our holdings in the process.”

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. Gardner,” Dr. Tinsley said, standing to greet us. A pageboy haircut framed her face and accentuated her dark eyes. Despite the summer heat, she wore a buttoned-up white blouse, a red-plaid pleated skirt, black tights, and black patent-leather shoes.

			“Dr. Tinsley is a highly skilled research librarian and scholar. She came to us from the university library, and we’re proud to have her. I daresay she’s older than she looks.”

			“I daresay you are correct,” Dr. Tinsley said with a smile.

			“This is Hannah Larson. An American. Staying with us for the summer. The ward of Mr. Eckersley.”

			Was I Christopher’s ward? I’d never considered myself as such. Does anyone outgrow being a ward, or is it a lifetime condition?

			“Lovely to meet you,” Dr. Tinsley said. “I know you’ve only just arrived, but if ever you have a few hours, we always need book-loving volunteers to help with the collection. Mr. Eckersley mentioned that you’re completing a PhD.”

			Her invitation was appealing. “Thank you, I’d—”

			“I don’t intend to be rude,” Mrs. Gardner interjected, “but you two may become acquainted on your own time.”

			“We will,” Dr. Tinsley said, amusement playing at the edges of her lips.

			“At half past three, I’ve a meeting about drainage problems in the far swamp. That is to say, the problems are centered in the far swamp, but the meeting is in my office.”

			“You’re handling everything these days, Mrs. Gardner.”

			“Glad to make the best of it.” This sounded like an order, to herself and everyone around her. “The point being, Ms. Larson and I must rush, which is just as well, because you, Dr. Tinsley, are rather busy.”

			“Yes, I am rather busy.” She regarded the books and index cards on the table with a warm indulgence.

			“Remember to close the windows when you leave.”

			“Thank you for the reminder,” Dr. Tinsley said.

			Everyone I met seemed to be performing in a play. Each had a well-defined part. Even the way the two women addressed each other as Dr. Tinsley and Mrs. Gardner seemed to be an aspect of their performance. What was my part? Ward of Mr. Eckersley. Harmless American. I bristled at having my role determined for me, rather than creating it for myself—an example of how American I truly was.

			Mrs. Gardner resumed the tour. “The Long Gallery takes us to the South Drawing Room.”

			The rooms flowed directly into one another, enfilade-style, without a hallway in between. The South Drawing Room was at the front corner of the house.

			“Note the family portraits and the marble mantelpiece,” she said.

			Before I could register them, she turned to her right and went through the next doorway.

			“Here we have the Chinese Bedroom.”

			The Chinese Bedroom faced the front lawn and had a second doorway on the opposite side from where we’d entered. Despite its name, most of the furnishings in the Chinese Bedroom were antique British. These included a heraldic banner featuring a unicorn, attached to the headboard of the heavily draped four-poster bed.

			“This wallpaper is another of our treasures.” Mrs. Gardner positioned herself by the wall, and I joined her. The paper showed a landscape with small figures painted flat against the picture plane instead of using Western perspective. “The paper was hand-painted in China, in watercolor and ink, in approximately 1760. It was restored several years ago, and the colors are as pure and bright as they must have been originally. Study, if you will, the detailing.”

			Women dressed in silk robes and holding parasols crossed a footbridge over a mountain stream. White birds with flowing feathers perched on the slender branches of fluffy trees. Beside a lake, four men played mah-jongg in a round summer house, its walls made of filigree screens. At the edge of a bamboo forest, a peacock emerged from the undergrowth.

			“How many lives can you count, in the wallpaper kingdom?” Mrs. Gardner said, more to herself than to me. “I’ve always wondered, ever since I was a little girl. My father had us put on dress-up clothes and wash our hands when we visited the big house.”

			Visitors entered the room from the doorway on the opposite side. “Gather round, everyone,” their guide said. “We’ve much to see here.”

			Mrs. Gardner lowered her voice. “How many lives can you imagine yourself living, amidst the bamboo forests and the mountain streams?” She glanced at me, her expression so vulnerable that I was taken aback. “I’ve known this house all my life.”

			She seemed to need comforting, and I reached to touch her shoulder, but she stepped away.

			“Onward,” she said tersely.

			Eight rooms were open to the public. Others were used for trust offices and for a book-conservation center. Many rooms were closed off, abandoned, awaiting funds for restoration. We completed our tour downstairs in the kitchen and the servants’ hall, where an exhibition presented the lives and the duties of the staff whose labors had made the house run smoothly.

			For some reason, throughout the weeks to come, Mrs. Gardner’s question, or a version of it, continued to haunt me: How many lives can you imagine yourself living?

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 4

			About a week later, I surprised myself by sleeping soundly, my fears concerning the future for once not preying on me in the middle of the night. I woke to the sun shining and a cool breeze flowing through the open window. My bed was a four-poster with a carved headboard that looked centuries old. The bureau and wardrobe were decorated with floral-patterned Art Nouveau marquetry. The ultramodern desk, by contrast, was an expanse of wood resting on four steel legs, accompanied by an ergonomically designed office chair. Christopher must have bought them for me.

			On the desk were my laptop and the binder holding a printout of my dissertation. Today, I felt settled enough to begin work.

			How many lives can you imagine yourself living? My alternate life spooled out before me like a film: The dissertation finished and published years ago. A professional position at the Metropolitan Museum, my goal as I worked my way up from the part-time internship I’d had before Nicky was born to research associate, assistant curator, and, eventually, curator. I saw myself organizing exhibitions, borrowing art from other institutions, preparing exhibition catalogs, writing journal articles and books. I was independent, able to support myself and my son, if ever I needed to.

			“Mom.” Nicky knocked on the door. “Wake up, Mom.”

			Duncan barked, heightening the urgency.

			“I found Fred’s girlfriend,” he called.

			What was he talking about?

			“Come in, Nicky.”

			He opened the door and approached my bed. He was dressed in his customary cargo pants, with a hooded sweatshirt for the morning chill.

			“The birds woke up Duncan and me with their singing, and we went exploring. That’s how I found her.”

			“Exploring where?”

			“In the castle,” he said.

			“What castle?”

			“The other part of the house. The big part. The old part.”

			“You mean the public rooms?” I sat up.

			“The public rooms and the other parts. The castle.”

			“You shouldn’t have gone there by yourself.” The idea that he might, or could, hadn’t occurred to me. I’d assumed the entrances were locked.

			“I wasn’t by myself. Duncan was with me.”

			I struggled to control my voice, to stay reasonable. This was the best way to respond to him, or so his therapists told me. “Duncan isn’t allowed in the public rooms, either.”

			“I couldn’t stop him. He refused to let me go alone.” Nicky regarded me with a panicked sincerity. “Also, I had my phone. I charged it overnight. It was one hundred percent when I started. I could call you if I needed you, and you could call me. That means you were with me, too.”

			Ah, Nicky.

			“Don’t you want to see her?” His face fell, and a look of hurt came over him. “She’s Fred’s girlfriend.”

			In my decaffeinated state, I slowly pieced together the reference. In the science classroom at Nicky’s school in New York, a replica of a skeleton, inexplicably named Fred, was attached to a pole in the corner. The science teacher dressed Fred for various occasions. Bunny ears for Easter. A Santa Claus hat and beard for Christmas.

			Suddenly I realized what Nicky was telling me.

			

			—

			With Duncan trotting alongside, we went down the back stairs to Christopher’s apartment. Near his dining room, Nicky directed me through an unlocked door and into a long, straight corridor. He flipped on the switch for the ceiling lights, which were evenly spaced every fifteen feet or so. The walls were undecorated. This must be a passageway for use by servants or maintenance workers, I decided. Multiple doorways opened off it, on the left side only. On the right, several small windows, so high on the wall that we couldn’t see out, most likely opened onto the house’s inner courtyards.

			At the end of the passageway, Nicky opened another door, and abruptly, effortlessly, we entered the public part of the house. We were in the monumental front entry hall, where giant paintings of family ancestors lined the walls, representing a way of life far removed from our own. The house was vast but interconnected, and I realized that Mrs. Gardner had shown me only a small part of it. Nicky led us up the grand double staircase, with its ornate balusters and newel posts. From the landing, we entered the Chinese Bedroom. Nicky went to the wall on the left side of the bed.

			“Do you see the door?” he said.

			“A door?”

			“It’s hidden by pictures of those big grasses in the wallpaper.”

			“That’s called bamboo,” I said.

			“Bamboo,” he repeated, committing the word to memory. He glanced over his shoulder at me. “The bamboo hides the door opening. Nobody would ever know, except Duncan and me. That’s the kind of thing we notice.”

			In the wallpaper world, a boy carried water buckets suspended at each end of a stick that was slung across his shoulders. The boy’s back was bent from the weight. A troupe of musicians played instruments that were distant cousins of the flute, the banjo, and the violin.

			“Keep looking,” he said.

			And like a pattern coming into focus, once seen, never to be unseen, the outline of a door revealed itself amid the bamboo.

			“This part that looks like a rock in the pond—it’s really a latch for the door.” Using his index finger, he opened the latch and pushed the door inward. He walked through, into the darkness beyond. He held the door, waiting for me. “It’s safe. There’s no lock on the latch.”

			I went through. Nicky turned on his cellphone flashlight, and so did I. Oddly, we seemed to be in a long-deserted corridor that followed the inner line of the rooms. The wallpaper here looked Victorian, a floral print, peeling at the top of each sheet. The air was stuffy. A string hung down from an electric light fixture on the ceiling. With our flashlights already on, I didn’t pull the string. This must have been another passageway, like the one we’d walked through downstairs, for the domestic staff, or for the lord of the manor to visit his lover’s bedroom during the night or escape from his enemies.

			Duncan didn’t follow us.

			“You wait there, Duncan. I don’t want your fur to get dirty. We’ll be back soon.”

			The dog lay down on the carpet, chin on paws.

			Nicky shut the door behind us. “Duncan doesn’t like dark, cramped places,” he whispered. “They make him scared. I didn’t want him to feel bad about himself for being scared. So I told him the white lie that I didn’t want his fur to get dirty.”

			“You’re very kind to Duncan. You’re a good friend to him.”

			“He’s my dog. He always waits for me.”

			Always? How many times had Nicky passed through this door? Adventures through the hidden door in the Chinese Bedroom had never appeared in the What We Did Today report that Alice and Nicky presented at dinnertime.

			“Let’s start.” Nicky turned right and walked along the passageway to its end. At the corner, a narrow circular staircase gave us a choice of up or down. Nicky chose to go up. At the next landing, two more corridors opened before us. Nicky turned right.

			We entered a room filled with hard-backed chairs, dozens of them, placed haphazardly and draped with dust covers. The chairs evoked formal dinner parties, the crystal dazzling, thirty guests or more seated in Ashton Hall’s majestic dining room downstairs, now open to the public.

			Walking through this room to the exit on the other side, Nicky led me into a corridor where rolled-up carpets had been pushed against the walls. Exiting the carpet corridor on its opposite side, we proceeded around a bend, up two steps, along a short passageway, and down six steps. I became disoriented. I could no longer match where I was with my mental map of the house.

			“This is kind of a tricky part,” he said when we reached…what was it? It seemed to be a fake wall, crumbling. “You have to turn sideways, and make yourself skinny, and push through it. It’s tricky like the door in the Chinese Bedroom.”

			Stepping through the tricky part, plaster dust sticking to our clothes, we were in an entirely different house. We’d slipped through time. Slipped into time, the house a palimpsest, each version of itself existing simultaneously, going back to the first house, in the eleventh century.

			We turned left and left again. We climbed a spiral staircase made of stone, damp against my fingertips. Apart from our steps and our breathing, there was no sound. The air was still. The temperature shifted from warm to chilly to warm again.

			“The castle isn’t haunted,” Nicky said, picking up on my thoughts. “It’s just itself.”

			We turned down another long hallway, this one with alcoves opening off it. One alcove held a spinning wheel of a simple design. Another, a loom. These must have been the workrooms of servants who were centuries dead. Here was the everyday domestic routine of the house, grinding and mundane, hundreds of years of cold winters, wet springs, hot summers. The alcove windows had been bricked over from the outside. If anyone had explored these corridors in the recent past, surely the spinning wheel and loom would have been taken downstairs and put on display.

			Nicky’s flashlight bobbed ahead of me. “Not much farther. Don’t worry, I know the way back.” He didn’t falter.

			With a familiar jolt of helplessness, I understood that controlling him was impossible. I could put an audio monitor in his room, but he could be silent if he had reason to be. A video monitor? I needed to sleep sometimes; I couldn’t watch him every second. I didn’t want to lock his door at night, in case he had to use the bathroom or there was an emergency. I couldn’t risk him dying because he was trapped in a locked room during a fire.

			Another turn in the corridor. Another spiral staircase, steep and narrow, the steps worn from use.

			“These steps are a little wet. You should put your phone in your pocket and keep your hands pressed against the wall. Wait—I’ll run to the top and hold my flashlight facing down.” He scampered up. With the curve of the stairwell, the flashlight provided only a glow. “Hands pressed against the walls. You can do it!” At his encouragement, giving back to me the words I often told him, I felt like weeping from my love for him.

			Why shouldn’t he explore? Once at a party in New York, I’d heard a British colleague of Kevin’s say, We’re raising adults, not children, to explain why she and her husband were sending their seven-year-old twin sons to boarding school in England. Their two older children, ages nine and eleven, were already there. How shocked I’d been by the idea that seven-year-olds were better off at boarding school than at home. I could imagine her adding, You Americans, hovering over your children. Give him some freedom.

			Except if on one of his expeditions he fell down this flight of stairs and broke his leg or hit his head, and his phone ran out of power and I never found him again, no matter how many years I searched. If anything ever happened to him…Nothing must ever happen to him.

			The damp walls were oily against my palms. I reached the landing.

			“You did it!”

			We were in a high-ceilinged vestibule. Here, too, the windows had been bricked over. We faced a wall where architectural logic called for open space. I made out the stones of an archway above us.

			Nicky pointed with his flashlight to a misshapen opening in the wall about a foot off the floor. Approximately six inches wide and four or five inches high, this opening was part round, part rectangle, shaped by mice or by the disintegration of the wall or both. “I saw a mouse coming out of the hole, and I thought, a mouse must be coming out from somewhere. I’ll look in first to see if Fred’s girlfriend is still there.” He leaned over and positioned the flashlight. “Yep, just the way she was before. Still asleep. She didn’t move or get rearranged. Your turn.”

			Taking out my phone, I knelt. Leaning over, I peered into the opening, maneuvering my flashlight. A wave of terror swept through me. My hand trembled from anxiety. In the light’s narrow beam, and from this low vantage point, I realized I was looking into a room, but I could see only parts of objects, which gradually took shape as I moved the light. A table, with a plate and cup. A chair beside the table. A musical instrument, and the word virginal came to me. A desk and its chair. Books on the desk. A cross, not a crucifix, untarnished, so made of gold. A candelabra with an interlacing of cobwebs between its branches, the webbing illuminated by the flashlight. In the corner was a prie-dieu, a piece of furniture with a low bench for kneeling to pray and a tilted tabletop or shelf on which to place one’s elbows or a prayer book. No prayer book rested on it now. Behind the prie-dieu was a statue of Mary holding the baby Jesus. The paint used for their garments and their faces was still vivid. Mary smiled tenderly upon her child.

			Someone could enjoy a comfortable life in this room. It was about the size of my bedroom downstairs. It didn’t appear to be a prison. But there was no door. And these windows, too, had been bricked over from the outside.

			On the floor, where pieces of rotted wood formed the shape of a pallet…

			No, no, no. I ordered myself to look. I had to see what Nicky had seen.

			I had hoped I’d misunderstood him—but I hadn’t. For there, on the floor, was a skeleton. The skull was human yet not human, the teeth huge, the eye sockets seeming to protrude, the skeletal face glowering. The bones had collapsed, the clothing had mostly disintegrated, but the shreds of a gown and of long reddish hair remained.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 5

			A female skeleton imprisoned in an attic: A metaphor. A literary trope. A macabre tale for Halloween.

			But this specific woman had once been as alive as me, Nicky, and Mrs. Gardner, who knelt and peered into the hidden room after Nicky and I had guided her here.

			“I never dreamed.” She sounded stricken.

			Keeping a hand on the wall to support herself, she stood. We held large flashlights—torches, as the British called them—and the light bounced against the walls in crisscrossing beams as we moved. The air felt heavy and close.

			“I’ve never been in this part of the house,” Mrs. Gardner said. “I don’t believe this area has ever been explored. Not in our day. One hears stories from other homes, about concealed corridors and hiding places and priest holes coming to light after centuries. A house begins to disintegrate, and all its secrets are revealed.”

			“There are always more things to learn,” Nicky said cheerfully. “You have to keep an open mind.”

			She loomed over him in the shadows. “Pay attention, Nicholas Larson Donovan: Until I tell you otherwise, this discovery is a secret. And it isn’t your secret. It’s a secret of the house. You mustn’t tell anyone until I give you permission. Until the experts determine what this is. I don’t want rumors circulating.”

			“I can’t tell Alice?”

			“Telling Alice is fine, but not anyone else. It’s a secret that doesn’t belong to you. Do you understand?”

			“What about my daddy? Can I tell him?”

			“Yes, yes, your dad.”

			“How about Uncle Christopher?”

			“And your uncle Christopher,” she said, becoming impatient. “No one else. I want to hear you say it.”

			“It’s not my secret. It’s a secret of the house. I mustn’t tell anyone until you give me permission.” He spoke in an exact imitation of Mrs. Gardner’s tone and accent. “Excepting Alice. And my dad. And my uncle Christopher.”

			Mrs. Gardner stared at him, appraising him anew. “You’re a very specific boy,” she said without emotion: a truth, stated.

			“I know.”

			“Should we call the police?” I asked. The skeletal face had taken over my mind, impossible to dislodge.

			“The police aren’t quite right for this. Not from 999, that is.”

			Mrs. Gardner was referring to the British version of 911, and she was correct, this wasn’t an emergency. If any crime had been committed, it had been done decades or even centuries before, or so I presumed.

			“I need to consider this. Feeling a bit wobbly, though.” She gripped my upper arm as she swayed. She took a few slow, deep breaths and recovered. “We ought to go downstairs, have a cup of tea, and collect ourselves. But I’m reluctant to leave her.”

			“I’ll stand guard over her,” Nicky said.

			“You’re a good boy, too. Despite disobeying the rules. A good, brave boy.”

			He looked aside, avoiding eye contact with her. “I can be.”

			“You not only can be, you are. You found her, didn’t you?” Mrs. Gardner said. “It’s because you’re you that you found her. People have been studying this house for years, and no one found her. No one else could have found her. Only you.”

			It was true. Nicky’s quirks and obsessions, his innocence, impulsiveness, and lack of fear—these characteristics could be positives. I felt my eyes smart with tears at the thought of it.

			“You’re an explorer,” Mrs. Gardner said. “You’re the Finder.”

			“Thank you,” Nicky said, biting his lip.

			“You can’t be here on your own, however. We need to stay together. We’ll go downstairs, have our tea, and I’ll have a think about this. She’ll be fine whilst we’re gone,” Mrs. Gardner said, seeming to reassure herself as well as us.

			“Can we have crumpets from the café?” Nicky asked.

			“What a good idea,” she said.

			“The food in the café is ethically grown and sustainable. I read about it on a sign. That means we have to eat it, it’s good for us. Especially the crumpets. Alice told me.”

			“And she’s right,” Mrs. Gardner answered, then smoothed her skirt as if to say, That’s that, forward we go. “You’ll need to lead us back. I’d never find the way on my own. I’d be lost if not for you.”

			“I never get lost.”

			“Of course you don’t.”

			

			—

			Later that day, while Mrs. Gardner determined the next step, I unlatched one of my bedroom windows and swung it open, letting in the fragrance of hay, flowers, and farmland. Nicky, Duncan, and Alice came into view, kicking a soccer ball across the lawn. Duncan pushed the ball with his paws, which apparently wasn’t a violation of soccer’s no-hands rule.

			A knife blade of guilt twisted in my chest. Nicky could have died on his explorations. Died. And where was the person who was supposed to protect him, who should have expected this and planned accordingly—where was I while he did his exploring?

			Asleep.

			Selfish mother, incompetent mother…the voice of judgment whispered inside me.

			Forcing the voice away, I sat down at the desk. I had to use this precious time, while Nicky was with Alice, to do my own work. Anxieties about Kevin welled up, and I forced them aside. I studied the binder. The last time I’d looked at the dissertation, Nicky had been about eighteen months old, opening every cabinet, pulling out every drawer, tossing aside the shoes in every closet. I’d had to watch him each second he was awake.

			Before Nicky was born, Kevin and I had made the choice that I’d stay home with him during his early years. We’d considered ourselves fortunate that Kevin’s salary gave us the choice, and we’d thought raising a child would be an exhilarating experience. When I became pregnant, I was finishing the coursework for the PhD. Our plan was for me to leave my position at the Met and write the dissertation while caring for our baby, who’d nap in a basket beside my desk.

			One day I was researching and writing, and the next day I wasn’t—that was my recollection. From the exhaustion of days filled with chasing Nicky and coping with his tantrums and nights he rarely slept through, I’d lost the ability to register the words on the page. Being Nicky’s mother eventually took a toll on my confidence. Second-guessing myself became my primary trait. Sometimes getting through another day felt like my greatest achievement.

			I opened the binder. The dissertation was two hundred thirty-seven pages of text, with fifty-six additional pages of illustrations. As I read it, I was mystified: Who had written this? I didn’t recognize the smooth flow of the analysis. The logic of the arguments.

			The topic was children as portrayed in ancient Greek art, primarily of the Classical period, approximately two thousand five hundred years ago. My inspiration had been a heartrending stone carving at the Met of a girl with two doves. One dove was perched on her hand. The other, which she cradled to her chest, touched her lip with its beak. The image was from a child’s funerary stele dating from circa 450 BCE.

			In the ancient world, infant mortality rates were as high as one in three. Of the infants who did survive, only half were likely to reach adulthood. Children would have suffered the deaths of multiple siblings.

			Scholars often claimed that because so many children in the past died, their parents couldn’t risk loving them. As I paged through the illustrations I’d collected, of stone carvings and vase paintings, most commissioned by grieving parents, I knew this wasn’t true. A young girl played with a doll while a small dog stretched up a paw to touch her hand. A boy stood in a child-sized chariot pulled by goats. Another boy tossed a yo-yo. A toddler offered cake to a pet bird. A baby reached his arms toward someone he trusted.

			When I finally looked up from my reading, the light in my bedroom had shifted. It was midafternoon. Stunned, I realized the dissertation was almost finished. I had to write the conclusion from the outline I’d already prepared and do the abstract. I also needed to go on JSTOR to read any secondary literature that might have been published recently on this specialized topic. The rest was basically mechanical work, like creating the table of contents and double-checking the footnotes.

			I was baffled. The finish line had been within sight when I dropped out of the race. How had I let myself become distracted, for years? What had I been doing instead?

			Nicky, Nicky, Nicky.

			Kevin and I had never told our friends, or anyone in our families, about how hard it was to raise him. The truth was too painful to talk about with others, beyond the multiple therapists we saw. Plus, we didn’t want to worry our friends and relatives. My mother had died when Nicky was still within the normal range of the terrible twos, so I hadn’t had to face telling her. I’d never told Christopher. How do you tell those who care about you and your cherished son that on the few playdates he was invited to, he began cursing uncontrollably? I couldn’t bring myself to say that sometimes he became so enraged he pounded his head against the handlebars of his bike, bruising his forehead before I could reach him. Or that he turned on me in his rage, kicking and beating me with his little-boy fists, hurting me. He could also be brilliant and marvelous, amazing me with his questions and insights.

			Like many moms, I’d grown distant from many of my women friends who didn’t have children, and as for the ones who did, with Nicky’s unpredictable behavior, I couldn’t take the chance of spending much time with their families. I was afraid of their judgments—judgments I heard in my mind anyway. I stayed off social media and internet groups, to avoid being mom-shamed. I was desperate for companionship. Desperate to say an honest word to someone other than my husband and the therapists. But I’d been raised to put on a strong, upbeat
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