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By the time Evelyn arrived at the inn, she was tired, dirty, and hungry.

“You must be Miss Morgan,” said the woman she assumed was Mrs. Davies, the innkeeper’s wife. “It’s late you are, dearie.”

Evelyn slapped her credit card down on the counter. She had no desire to explain that, through a series of misdirections, she’d ended up on the wrong train and had taken a bus all the way from Portsmouth. A very slow bus that had broken down twice. And the first time, while she was walking around waiting for the man who was supposed to change what was described as a blown gasket, she’d stumbled into a ditch, which explained why her jeans were caked with mud up to the knees. The schoolchildren on the bus had found that very funny, particularly because she was an American. When she told them she was from Boston, they’d asked if she knew any of the Celtics.

“I’ve given you the room at the front, dearie. You’ll be able to smell the sea. And shall I bring up supper? I’ve saved you some apple pasties.”

Whatever apple pasties were, they sounded like food. “Yes, please,” Evelyn said. She picked up her backpack. Mrs. Davies picked up the duffle bag and led her up a narrow flight of stairs. The room at the front was small, but it had a bed piled high with a comforter and pillows. A bed, thought Evelyn. Why didn’t anyone tell me how heavenly a bed can be? By the time Mrs. Davies returned with a plate of apple pasties and a glass of hot milk, she was already asleep.

The next morning, Evelyn woke to the sound of gulls. The window was open, and she could indeed smell the sea. She hadn’t smelled it for several years, since the last time she’d gone to Martha’s Vineyard with her family. Lately, she avoided those family vacations. Too many relatives asking when she was applying to law school. They all assumed she would join her father’s firm. He’d already offered her a position at Morgan & Leventhal, LLP—where he could keep an eye on her.

There was a knock on the door. “Are you awake, dearie?” Evelyn answered in the affirmative, and Mrs. Davies entered, carrying a tray. “I thought you might like a real Cornish breakfast. Unless you’re one of those Americans who just drinks coffee?”

Evelyn was not one of those Americans. Evidently, a real Cornish breakfast consisted of thick slices of toast, dripping with butter and honey, two eggs, and the best sausage she’d ever tasted. The tea was strong and sweet.

After a long bath in a claw-foot tub that must have stood in the small bathroom for the last hundred years, with hot water that was really and truly hot—the water in her dorm at Oxford had never, ever been hot enough—Evelyn felt human again.

“I was thinking of exploring the town,” she said to Mrs. Davies after running down the stairs, quite differently from how she had trudged up them the night before.

“Well, Clews is a fairly small town,” said Mrs. Davies doubtfully. “I don’t know that we have much to excite a young person like yourself. You can go down to the harbor and watch the fishing boats, although at this hour most of them are already out to sea. And there’s a church that’s been around since Norman times. And of course there’s Gawan’s Court. That’s what most tourists come for.”

“I’m not really a tourist,” said Evelyn. All semester at Oxford, she’d felt like an outsider. She didn’t want to feel like an outsider here. “My family comes from here. Came, almost a hundred years ago. The Morgans.”

“Well, then, you’ll want to look at the churchyard,” said the man in overalls who had just come in. He must be Mr. Davies, Evelyn thought. “That’s where all the genealogy people go. You might find your ancestors there, miss.”

“Oh, please, call me Evelyn,” she said. “Is anyone else staying here?”

“Just you, miss. It’s not quite the season, you know. The wife and I were surprised to hear from a young American visitor wanting to stay for a week.”

No more surprised than Evelyn had been to make the telephone call. It had been right after the conference with Professor Lambert. She’d gone back to the dorm room, lain down on the bed without taking off her jacket, and stared up at the ceiling.

“What in the world happened to you?” her roommate Chloe had asked. Chloe was actually Lady Chloe Spencer-Morecott, although she was the least ladylike person Evelyn had ever met.

“He said I should write about something other than fairies.” She could still hear Professor Lambert’s words. Poetry is about what’s real, Miss Morgan. Not this fanciful nonsense.

“Idiot,” Chloe had said. “Even Shakespeare wrote about fairies.”

“Yeah, but he’s an idiot who’s also poet laureate. Maybe my dad’s right, and I should go to law school.” You’re so imaginative, Evie, her mother always said, and not approvingly, either. It seemed as though no one wanted her to be imaginative, not her mother, not Dr. Birnbaum, not Professor Lambert.

“You know what you need?” Chloe said. “To get away from Oxford. You have another week before you fly home, right? Pick someplace and just go. It’ll be good for you.”

The thing about Chloe was, she was usually right. So Evelyn had picked a place and just gone.

Why had she chosen Cornwall? Perhaps it was as simple as the fact that her father’s family had come from Clews. Later, she would go to the graveyard to see if any Morgans were buried there. But this morning she wanted to walk anywhere her feet would take her.

She borrowed a map of the town from Mr. Davies and started out, first down to the harbor to watch the water lap against the sides of the boats that had not gone out that day, the men making repairs or shouting to one another about things she couldn’t understand, things that no doubt had to do with fishing. Then she walked up the main street, past the pub and the shops selling tobacco, knitting wool, antiques. She stopped to look into the window of the antiques store, at the china dogs and silver spoons and a collection of walking sticks. That was when she saw it, reflected in the window: THORNE & SON, BOOKSELLERS.

When she opened the door of the bookshop, a bell rang, but no one appeared. All she could see were shelves from floor to ceiling, old wooden shelves that looked as though they’d stood there for at least a century, filled with books. Not modern best sellers or the latest cookbooks or decorating manuals. These had leather spines, with the titles stamped in gilt, or the sorts of cardboard covers that had once been popular, with the illustrations embossed right on the surface. Even the few paperbacks on the shelves looked old, their covers decorated in art deco style.

She picked one of the leather-covered volumes off a shelf and held it up to her nose. Yes, there it was. The intoxicating smell of old books. It was one of the reasons she’d wanted to study literature rather than attend law school.

“Were you looking for something specific?” He was tall, wearing a faded T-shirt and jeans, more like a fisherman than someone she would have expected to find working in a bookstore. She noticed thick brown hair that was overdue for a cut and rather nice eyes.

Evelyn stepped back, startled. “I’m sorry. Here.” She handed the book to him. “I was just looking at it.”

He grinned. “You’re allowed to look at the books, you know. This is a bookstore.” He gestured toward the shelves, then said, “I gather you’re not from around here.”

She laughed, partly with relief. “What gave me away, the accent?”

“Yes, and I already know all the pretty girls in Clews. Where are you from, then?” She could feel herself start to blush. How embarrassing. It wasn’t as though she never got compliments. Although they were rare. The boys she’d dated at Harvard hadn’t exactly been romantic types. But she wasn’t about to let him know that.

“Boston. And no, I don’t know any of the Celtics.”

He laughed. “Have you seen the town yet? I imagine you have, if you’ve been up the main road. There isn’t much more to it than that, except Gawan’s Court.”

“Mrs. Davies mentioned … what is it called?”

“So you’re staying at the Giant’s Head. Not that there’s anywhere else to stay in Clews. Come on, then. It’s only a couple of miles. Are you up for a bit of a hike?”

She was, but hesitated. “What about the store? Won’t you get in trouble for leaving?”

“The store will take care of itself. It’s off-season anyway. No one comes to Clews in the off-season.” Except crazy Americans, thought Evelyn. That was exactly the sort of thing her parents would worry about. If they knew she was here, they would call Dr. Birnbaum, ask if she should go back on the medication. “Anyway, Dad’s in London at an antiquarian book fair. I’m the son, of Thorne and Son. Brendan Thorne, at your service.”

“Evelyn Morgan. All right, where is this Gawan’s Court, anyway?”

It was on top of a hill. By the time they had climbed the steep path Evelyn was breathing hard, although Brendan seemed barely affected. For the last part of the climb he had to help her, pulling her by the hand. “You’d get used to it, if you grew up around here,” he said.

Evelyn concentrated on trying not to slip. She could imagine the headline: American Dies Trying to Climb Hill in Cornwall. What would her mother say? That’s just the sort of thing Evie would do. She never thinks about whom she might inconvenience. Imagining her mother’s voice, speaking to the other members of whichever fund-raising committee she might be lunching with that day, Evelyn almost laughed aloud. But then there they were, at the top of the hill.

“Oh!” she said. The first thing she saw was a circle of standing stones. They were twice as tall as she was. Most were upright but some had fallen over, with grass growing up their sides. Beyond them she could see the sea, sparkling. It was perfectly quiet, except for birdsong.

“There’s a legend about this place,” said Brendan. She could tell he was pleased by her reaction. “Once, when Arthur and his knights were feasting at Camelot, a lady arrived at his court. She was Elowen, queen of Cornwall, and she told Arthur that her country was plagued by giants. She asked if any of the knights of the Round Table were brave enough to ride with her to Cornwall and fight them. The giants were aided by a sorceress named Morva, daughter of Magill, the chief giant. Most of the knights were willing to face giants, but what could a knight do against a sorceress, they wanted to know? However, Gawan, who had fallen in love with Elowen at first sight, volunteered immediately. They fought the giants together, for Elowen was a sorceress herself. Most queens seem to have been, in those days. To protect Gawan from Morva’s sorcery, she gave him a suit of magical armor made of green metal shaped like leaves.” Brendan sat on one of the fallen stones. “Am I boring you?”

“Not at all,” Evelyn said. “I took a class on medieval literature at Oxford. We studied Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, but this story sounds different.”

“Oxford, is it?” he said. “Very impressive.” Evelyn sat on the stone beside him. Both pretty and impressive! Well, she was getting it with both barrels today, wasn’t she? She couldn’t help smiling. “Yes,” he said, “it’s different. This story was written in Cornwall around the thirteenth century. It’s a sort of long poem in medieval Cornish. It was translated into English in the nineteenth century, but it’s still largely unknown outside this area. My dad used to tell it to me when I was a boy.”

“So, what happened? Did they win?”

“Oh, they won, all right. The giants gathered on this hill, surrounding Gawan and Elowen. Gawan fought bravely, but even he couldn’t conquer them alone. Finally, fearing that he would be defeated despite his magical armor, Elowen cast a spell. It was the strongest she had, and it turned the giants to stone. Then Gawan lopped off their heads. One is supposed to have landed in Clews, right where the Giant’s Head stands today. There’s a rock in the garden that Mrs. Davies claims is the giant’s head itself. But after lopping off all those stone heads, Gawan noticed that Elowen had collapsed. The spell had taken all her strength, and she lay dying. She promised him that they would be together again, that death could not defeat their love. But Morva had fallen in love with Gawan as well, and she was unaffected by Elowen’s magic. Upon seeing them pledging their love to each other, she shrieked with anger and cast her own curse: Elowen could not be with the man she loved for a thousand years. With her last breath, Elowen told Gawan that she would be with him again after the thousand years had passed:


Have patience, love, and we shall meet again

As surely as wild roses have their thorns

For weary years eventually pass.



It’s not a great translation. Very Victorian.”

“That’s terrible!” said Evelyn. “Not the translation, I mean. The idea. A thousand years!”

“Well, at least she’d know he truly loved her, after that.” Brendan looked out toward the sea, a serious expression on his face. Oh, so he was one of those romantic types!

“I suppose,” said Evelyn. “Still, who wants to wait around that long for a boyfriend?”

“Oh, you’re a cynic! How American.” He stood up. “Come on, I’m going to take you to the pub for some real Cornish cider.”

“That’s not American!” she said. “That’s just … me.” She stood too and looked around one last time at Gawan’s Court, with its circle of standing stones. It had definitely been worth the climb.

Evelyn worried that she was spending too much time with Brendan. Hadn’t she come to Clews to rest, or to find herself, or something like that? Instead, she seemed to be losing herself. And, despite how much she disliked her father’s worrying, the way he always tried to protect her from the world, she knew that losing herself was not something she wanted to do—not again. Although she hadn’t had an incident for years …

That was what her mother called it: an “incident.”

It had started when Evelyn was a child. One day, she had told Consuela, the maid, that she saw fairies in the garden. Small green and brown things, with wings like an insect’s. Her mother had dismissed it as childish imagination. But, as Evelyn had grown older, she had continued to see them: women with long leafy hair who lived in the trees, a man in the river who looked at her with fish eyes. The more she came to understand that no one else saw them, the more frightened she became. She’d been eight years old the first time her parents took her to see Dr. Birnbaum. He’d prescribed the medication, and it had made the fairies go away—until she was fifteen and no longer taking the medication because he’d decided that she had probably grown out of whatever it was. One day, a teacher at Wallingford, the girls’ school Evelyn was attending, had found her sobbing in the bathroom, insisting there were trolls in the forest around the school. That time, Dr. Birnbaum had sent her to the hospital. She’d stayed there a week. When she got back to school, all the notebooks in which she’d written poetry, sketching trolls and fairies in the margins, were gone. You’re so imaginative, Evie, her mother had said. I think it’s time you focused on the real world, don’t you?

She’d focused on the real world of high school, and then Harvard. When she’d told her parents that she wanted to study literature, her mother had stared at her with obvious disapproval, and her father had asked if she’d considered international relations. But there had been no incidents since. Dr. Birnbaum had even taken her off the medication again. She’d never tolerated it well. It had always given her nausea, and she was glad not to have to take it anymore, glad that the whole ordeal was over. “If you’re under stress, come see me,” he had told her. “Otherwise, live a normal life. All right, Evelyn?” That’s what she was trying to do, live a normal life. She just wished people would stop worrying about her.

Brendan had given her a copy of The Tale of the Green Knight, the Victorian translation of the story of Gawan and Elowen. The book had a green cardboard cover with a pattern of vines embossed in gold. The translator was the Right Rev. Ewan Tregillis, and on the title page was the date 1865. Brendan had been right, it wasn’t exactly great poetry. But it was fun to read, or at least more fun than the other books in her room: the King James Bible and Bird Watching in Cornwall.

She found herself reading it when she wasn’t out with Brendan. One morning, while waiting for him to pick her up for a tour of the Norman church and its graveyard, she opened a notebook she’d brought with her, jotted GREEN THOUGHTS at the top of the page, and began to write.

For the first time since Gerard Lambert, poet laureate, had told her that her poetry was fanciful nonsense, she was writing a poem. A rather long poem in the form of a dialog: Gawan speaking to Elowen, and Elowen speaking back. About being reborn at different times in history, coming together but never being able to stay together. Always, something would separate them. Always, they would long for each other, call to each other across the years.


(Gawan) When my hands reach

into the darkness, do they find your hands?

Or do they close on air?

(Elowen) Reach into the darkness,

my beloved. I am there,

even if you cannot feel that I am there.



That was what she’d just written when Mrs. Davies called up. “Your young man is here, dearie!”

“He’s not my young man,” Evelyn muttered under her breath. She set aside the notebook, threw on a cardigan—having found that a cardigan was always a necessity in Cornwall—and ran down the stairs.

“Ready?” he asked. He was standing at the bottom of the staircase, holding a picnic basket. He does have nice hair, Evelyn thought. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing, having a “young man,” as Mrs. Davies had called him.

“Ready! Let’s go visit the dead.”

The church was more interesting than she’d expected, and they did find some Morgans in the graveyard. “Gwynne Morgan, Morwenna Morgan, Trevor Morgan. They’re great names. I should write them down in case I ever have kids.” She walked among the gravestones. “Nothing after the nineteenth century. Well, that’s when they went to America, I guess. My great-grandfather arrived before World War I.”

“I’d like to go to America someday,” Brendan said.

“Would you? Why?”

“For the adventure of it. It must be fascinating, living in a country where everything is new. Here, we’re still talking about Gawan and Elowen. I hope you like the book, by the way.”

“I do. Lots of gory bits, giants being disemboweled and all that. You know, if you ever do come, you could stay with me in Boston.” She felt almost shy saying it. After all, she’d known him less than a week. But he just smiled in a way that made his eyes crinkle at the corners. She was starting to like how he smiled, as though the smile were a secret he was sharing with her.

That week, they went out with one of the boats and watched the men catch fish in enormous nets, with gulls wheeling overhead. She was proud that she threw up only once. They took long walks around Clews, visiting farms where they tried different cheeses. She helped him catalog books, and he laughed at how dusty they both became. As the days passed, she became increasingly conscious that her visit was ending, that she would have to return to Oxford and then fly home. She didn’t want to leave Cornwall … or Brendan.

On her last day in Clews, they went to the nearby town of Pengarth, where there was an old fort. The next morning she would be taking the bus to Truro. Evelyn wondered if she could stay another week. But the airplane tickets had been bought long ago, and what would her parents think? She and Brendan spent the morning clambering over the stones and then had lunch at the hotel.

Afterward, she asked if, instead of taking the bus, they could walk back to Clews through the forest. She didn’t want this day to end.

“There’s a path I used to take when I was a child,” he said. “It’s easy enough, although there are roots in places. But are you sure, Evelyn? It’s a matter of seven miles. I don’t think you’re used to walking so far.”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, bridling. Did it look like she didn’t exercise? She did the treadmill and the Stairmaster in the gym at Harvard.

When they started back, she was sure they’d made the right decision. The forest was filled with sunlight filtering through the canopy of leaves. It was like walking in a great, green cathedral.

They didn’t walk particularly quickly, and they took rests to look at acorns with interesting shapes, a red squirrel that chirred at them from a branch, a robin that stared at them for a moment and then flew off.

By the time Brendan announced they were approaching Clews, it was beginning to get cold. “Here, take my jacket,” he said. She wrapped it around her. It smelled like him, like old books.

“Evelyn, there’s something I want to say. Can we sit down for a minute?” They sat on a fallen tree covered with moss.

“What is it?” she asked. He looked almost concerned. He was silent for a moment, then said, “These last couple of days, I’m not sure I can describe—”

He looked at her as though unsure how to go on. Suddenly, he put his hand on her cheek, leaned down, and kissed her. The kiss was long, so long and sweet that she felt as though her heart had stopped, or as though it had started beating with the forest itself.

She could feel the trees above her, their roots beneath the soil. She could feel the moss growing, the earth stirring with whatever animals lived underground. Idly, she wondered if she were still breathing or if her breath was now part of the forest, part of its life.

She could feel him pulling back, slowly, reluctantly, his hand still on her cheek. She opened her eyes.

And looked into a face of leaves. There were leaves growing over his face, vines sprouting from his shoulders. In front of her, touching her, he was becoming a tangle, a thicket of oak and elder and ash. She felt a tendril on her cheek and saw that his hands were made of ivy. But his eyes were still the eyes of Brendan Thorne, green with brown flecks. They looked back at her, enigmatic and suddenly inscrutable.

It was happening again. The world—the real world—was slipping away from her. She felt a terrifying sense of panic.

“Evelyn,” he said, but his voice sounded deep, hollow, as though it were coming from the bottom of a well.

She screamed.

She jumped up from the fallen tree and stumbled backward. The man of leaves and vines rose and followed, his arms reaching for her. He was all greenery now, except his lower legs, where she could still see jeans and sneakers. But the vines were reaching there, too, and soon he would be not a man at all, but a part of the forest, following her, trying to catch her.

She turned and ran. She didn’t look back or stop running until she reached the Giant’s Head. Her suitcase was already packed. She quickly checked the bus schedule; there was a bus to Truro in half an hour. She threw the rest of her clothes into her backpack. By the time she paid her bill, the bus was waiting. She boarded and didn’t look back as it drove away from Clews. She tried not to think about what had happened until she was on the airplane to New York. And when she did think about it, she went into the plane’s lavatory and cried, sitting on the toilet seat, sobbing into a balled-up paper towel as quietly as she could. From fear, and for Brendan Thorne, who had kissed her and then changed before her eyes into … what?

She didn’t know.




Evelyn Morgan, Ph.D., glanced at herself in the rearview mirror. Hair pulled back, lipstick a professional shade of mauve. In her briefcase were extra copies of her CV and the chapter she had submitted with her application. She had been right to wear the gray suit. Her mother had insisted on buying it for her. “You’ll look so professional,” she had said, and Evelyn had to admit she’d been right.

She was grateful for the interview at Bartlett College. She’d been teaching for two years as an adjunct at Columbia, ever since finishing her doctoral degree. She knew she wasn’t the easiest sell: a medievalist who had chosen to write not about Chaucer or another author who would actually be taught in medieval literature classes, but on the legend of the Green Man. The Green Man in Medieval Europe had taken her eight years to write, and now she didn’t know what to do with it. She’d already gotten an article out of it, which probably explained why she’d been granted an interview at Bartlett. But she didn’t think the dissertation itself was publishable. It was too strange, too idiosyncratic. And her only other publication was the book of poems she’d written years ago. Green Thoughts.

She’d written it the year after that week in Clews, where she had met Brendan Thorne—she still remembered his name—in a bookstore. Where she’d had that—incident. She’d always felt bad about that, always wanted to apologize. Tell him it wasn’t his fault. He must have wondered if he’d done something wrong. You’re fine, she’d wanted to tell him. It’s me. I’m a nut case, that’s all. Although Dr. Birnbaum wouldn’t appreciate her describing herself that way. Once, several years afterward, she’d sent Brendan a letter, apologizing. She hadn’t known where he was living, so she’d used the address for the bookstore. But she had never heard back.

After she’d come back from Cornwall, she’d been on the medication again for a while, but there were no more incidents, and Dr. Birnbaum had told her that she finally seemed stable. Her life had been stable for a long time now. Even her one serious relationship had been a model of stability. David Aldridge had been working on a Ph.D. in art history at Columbia. A friend had introduced them at a party benefitting the Metropolitan Museum of Art that she’d attended reluctantly, after her mother had insisted on sending tickets. His father was a client of Morgan & Leventhal, and his family owned a house on Cape Cod, right on the water. She had brought him home for Christmas, and her parents had obviously approved. All their friends had assumed they would get married. But one morning, shortly after his dissertation defense, while pouring a cup of coffee in the apartment they’d shared for several years, he said, “Evelyn, I don’t think this is going to work out. I want to be with someone who’s in love with me, and you’re not. Are you?” He’d looked so vulnerable, standing there in his pajamas holding his coffee mug, that she had wanted to say yes but hadn’t been able to. Instead, she shook her head. A week later, he’d joined the Peace Corps. The last time she’d heard from him, he was somewhere in Central Africa building an irrigation system.

She pulled into the parking lot. At least the buildings were attractive: old brick with white columns and ivy growing up the walls. She had some doubts about moving to Virginia, but so far it looked perfectly civilized. Her father hadn’t wanted her to move so far away. New York had been bad enough. He’d been willing to pay for graduate school, even to finance a Ph.D. in English literature, if she agreed to stay in Boston, attend Tufts or Brandeis. But she’d earned that full scholarship to Columbia—it had been her accomplishment. She had insisted on going, and now she might move even farther away, if she got this position.

All right, was she ready for the interview? As ready as she would ever be, she decided. She got out of the rental car.

“What I realized, when I started looking at all the different myths and stories of the Green Man, was that they always included what I call the Magical Woman. The basic story, the story that we can trace back to folklore, involves the Green Man and this Magical Woman. And it’s a love story. In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, for example, Gawain is a double, an alter ego, for the Green Knight. This becomes even clearer when we look at older stories, such as the Cornish Tale of the Green Knight, in which the knight in green armor is Sir Gawain himself. The implication, I believe, is that such stories date back to pre-Christian fertility rituals, although of course that research was beyond the scope of my study.”

He entered late, closing the door quietly behind him and moving toward the back of the room. It couldn’t be, she told herself. Am I seeing things? Please, not here, not in the middle of my presentation. But she could tell it was him, even in profile. And, suddenly, it was as though she was back there—in the forest again, after all these years. With Brendan Thorne.

She couldn’t continue. Once again she felt the terrifying panic, the urge to turn and run.

Her presentation had been going so well. I have a real chance at this position, she’d been thinking. But now she stood frozen at the front of the room, unable to speak. He turned and saw her, then sat down as though he didn’t recognize her. Above him, she saw the clock; it felt as though time was standing still, but only a few seconds had passed.

“Any more questions?” she heard herself saying. And then she was answering them, sounding as though she knew what she was talking about even though all she could think of was him, sitting at the back of the room, not asking questions. It was as though her mind had split in two: half still involved in the presentation, half consciously not looking at him. Wondering what he was doing here, at Bartlett College.

Afterward, the department chair, Michael Fitch, took her to lunch at the faculty club. It gave her a chance to calm down, to ask, “Is Brendan Thorne teaching here? I met him once, years ago. I thought I recognized him at the back of the room.” Yes, he was a tenured professor in the department. It seemed impossible.

Finally, Michael shook her hand. “Well, you know how this goes,” he said. “Through the department, up to the dean, and so on. You should be hearing from us in a couple weeks. But as far as I’m concerned you’re a very strong candidate.”

So that was good, wasn’t it? she thought as she walked back to her car. Where Brendan Thorne was waiting.

“Evelyn Morgan,” he said. “You know you’re going to get this position, don’t you? Not because of your qualifications, although they’re quite adequate, but because the department is desperate to have someone in place by September.”

She didn’t know what to say. I’m sorry that, when you kissed me years ago, I ran away screaming. I have a tendency to do things like that. Just ask my shrink.

“I know, it’s been a long time. More than ten years since I met you in Clews, I’m thinking. Shall we start over?” He held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Morgan. I’m Brendan Thorne.”

She laughed with relief and shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Thorne.” Thank goodness. No apology would be necessary.

“I didn’t tell you, did I? That week, when we met. I was at Oxford, too, studying toward my doctorate.”

“Oxford!” she said, astonished. “You knew I was at Oxford. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He laughed. “Oh, I was enjoying playing the local boy. You know, when I was a kid, I used to go out with the fishermen. I thought I wanted to be one myself someday. I was never interested in running the bookstore. My father was disappointed, but I couldn’t stay in Clews. Too much of the world I wanted to see. Although I never thought I’d end up at Bartlett College, in the crown colony of Virginia.”

“Why did you?” He seemed incongruous here, with his accent, although it was less pronounced than she remembered. The brown hair was still thick, although there were a few gray strands running through it, and the green eyes still crinkled at the corners when he smiled.

He was smiling now. “Fate, perhaps? Allowing us to meet again? Listen, assuming you get this position, which you will, can I take you out to dinner to celebrate?”

“Um, sure.” She smiled back. That was one thing they’d never done together in Clews: go out on an actual date.

“Terrific. I’ll see you in September.” As she drove back to the Richmond airport, she felt a sort of warm glow. Why does the thought of having dinner with Brendan Thorne make me so happy? she wondered. And yet it did.

Evelyn rented a house in Coleville, where Bartlett College was located. Slowly, she settled into her new routine. It was completely different from teaching at Columbia. In the mornings, she woke to the sound of birdsong and drank her coffee on the front porch. Then she drove to the college. No subway, no picking up a quick breakfast at the diner. At Columbia, her students had come from New York, California, Singapore. Here they came from Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee. Many were the first in their families to go to college. She liked their accents, their earnestness.

Her office, in a building that had stood there for a hundred years, looked out onto a courtyard with an ancient oak tree and a lawn where undergraduates made out. She looked at them wistfully. It had been so long since she’d been romantically involved with anyone. There hadn’t been anyone in her life, not in a serious way, since David. She’d been so focused on writing her dissertation, on being a good teacher, that she had entirely neglected that part of herself. Perhaps she shouldn’t have? She thought of brown hair and green eyes that crinkled at the corners. She’d been at Bartlett for a week but had heard nothing from Brendan Thorne.

“Dr. Morgan, I presume?” And there he was, standing in her doorway, dressed in corduroys and a Fair Isle sweater, looking not much older than he had in Clews. “I believe I invited you to dinner.”

“You did. And where in Coleville are you planning to take me?” She had learned on the first day to pronounce it Covil, although it still confused her that Talliafero Hall, where the English department was located, was pronounced Tolliver.

“Surely you jest, my lady. I’m planning on driving you to Richmond, so we can have dinner at a proper restaurant, not the Pancake House. And, by the way, would you do me the honor of signing my copy of Green Thoughts?” He held out her book. “I had no idea you’d written this, E. R. Morgan. Every third poet is named Morgan in Cornwall. I bought it when it was first published. It’s been sitting on my bookshelf for years.”

She laughed. “Well, thanks. I’m glad you like it.”

“What does the R stand for?”

“Rose, actually. It was my grandmother’s name. Terribly sentimental, isn’t it?”

“It’s rather nice,” he said. “Evelyn Rose. It suits you.” She blushed and opened her book. On the flyleaf she wrote, To Brendan, with love. Evelyn. And then wondered what in the world had possessed her to write something so personal. But it was too late now. She’d written it in pen and couldn’t simply cross it out.

“How are classes going?” he asked.

“All right. I like the students. They’re quieter than the ones at Columbia, less willing to raise their hands. I feel as though they’re afraid they’ll give the wrong answers.”

“Yes, as if in literature there were any right answers.” He sat on a corner of her desk. “You know, I worried that you’d find it boring here, Evelyn from Boston by way of New York. But Bartlett seems to suit you.”

“It’s … comfortable. And I’m not just teaching literature this semester. They’ve given me an advanced poetry workshop.”

“Advanced being a euphemism for ‘slightly less terrible than what you would get in introduction to poetry.’ ”

She laughed. “Well, I did get a poem on plumbing yesterday. It rhymed, too. But what I wanted to say is, I’m going to try writing poetry again, myself.” She felt almost uncomfortable telling him. No one, not her parents, not Professor Lambert at Oxford, not her adviser in the doctoral program at Columbia, had ever encouraged her poetry. Fanciful nonsense, she still heard in the back of her mind whenever she tried to pick up a pen and write a poem. Why don’t you focus on the real world? Those were the words she’d heard all her life.

“That’s terrific!” said Brendan. “You know, you have a rare and genuine talent. I wish I had your ear for rhythm. It would have helped me with my translation of The Tale of the Green Knight.”

“Your translation?”

“The one nobody heard about. You know what Oxford University Press told me? There wasn’t enough scholarly interest in such an obscure Cornish poem. Three years later, they published the translation by Thomas Holbrook.” He grimaced. “Well, at least my translation got me out of graduate school. And to Bartlett.”

“Why Bartlett?” she asked.

“The same reason you’re here, I imagine,” he said. “Where are you going to find a tenure-track position for a medievalist nowadays? You were offered this position because old Randolph died, and I’m not joking. Literally keeled over in the lecture hall while his students were taking their final exams.”

She couldn’t help laughing. “I know, that’s not funny, is it?”

“Not if you’re an undergraduate who needed to do well on the exam. Are you teaching today?”

“Not today,” she said. She’d come in to grade the first papers of the semester, which she usually enjoyed doing. They would tell her whether the students were really paying attention and what she could expect from them in terms of run-on sentences and dangling modifiers. But suddenly she felt like getting outside, seeing something other than the four walls of her office. It was a warm fall day. She could see students playing Frisbee on the lawn.

“Come on, then! Play a little, Associate Professor Morgan!”

She straightened the papers on her desk, hovered indecisively for a moment, and then followed him out.

What she realized, as the semester progressed, was that she had never been in love before. Not really.

On most days, she and Brendan ate lunch together, either in the faculty dining room or, when the weather was fine, outside in the courtyard, watching the undergraduates make out. They laughed, but the sight hurt her, like a tightness in her chest that kept her from breathing freely. How long had it been since she’d kissed anyone?

Brendan took her to Richmond, to what was supposed to resemble a genuine English pub but served spareribs and key lime pie. On the tables were candles in mason jars. In their glow, he looked more tired than she remembered. “How is your father?” she asked.

He smiled wryly. “Dad died years ago. Keeled over right in the bookstore while cataloging a new shipment of nineteenth-century medical textbooks. Not a bad way to go, all in all. But I sold the store. I couldn’t stand to go back there after that. And what was I going to do with it, anyway? I had just graduated and I’d already been offered the position at Bartlett.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said, remembering how he had looked there, that first day in Clews. Standing among the shelves. “That must have been difficult. You know, I tried to send you a letter there once. I guess it never reached you. Maybe it was after your father died.”

“It must have been. I would certainly have written back to you, Evelyn.”

“Then, you weren’t angry?” she asked. It was the first time they had referred to the incident, and she wasn’t quite sure what to say about it. Should she explain about the hallucinations?

“I could never be angry with you.” He reached across the table and took her hand. It was all right. She wouldn’t have to say anything. After all, it had been more than ten years. Dr. Birnbaum had assured her that, as she grew older, the hallucinations would go away. And they finally had. She didn’t want Brendan to think he was getting involved with a woman who had mental problems. If he even was getting involved; she still wasn’t sure. Although, he was holding her hand. If she decided that she should tell him, eventually … well, then she would. But it didn’t have to be tonight, did it? There was plenty of time.

After dinner, they drove to the Museum of Fine Arts. They wandered through the galleries, looking at the Tiffany lamps and second-rate Sargents. They stopped in the gift shop, and he bought her a notebook with a picture of John Waterhouse’s The Lady of Shalott reproduced on the cover. “For your poetry,” he said. She smiled and squeezed his hand, then thought, What am I, fifteen? But that’s how he made her feel.

They drove back to Coleville in silence. He walked her to the front porch and said, “Evelyn, is it safe to kiss you? I’ve been holding off, you know. Worried you would run away again.”

It was the first reference he’d made to what had happened in Clews so long ago.

“I’m not going to run away,” she said. “I promise.” He looked particularly handsome under the porch light, with his hands in his jacket pockets. It was October, already starting to get cold.

“All right.” He smiled, put his hand on her cheek—how well she remembered that gesture—and leaned down. His kiss was soft, tentative and then, when he realized that this time she wasn’t going to run away, passionate, insistent.

“Do you want to come in?” she said, breathless.

“Yes, I want to come in. Most definitely.” He followed her up the stairs, and she realized what she had never seen before, that her bedroom looked exactly like the one at the Giant’s Head. Why had she bought those white pillowcases, that white coverlet overfilled with goose feathers? That small table and the painting of a fishing boat?

“Evelyn,” he murmured, his lips in her hair. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this.” She felt his mouth on her neck and then moving down to her shoulders, his fingers unbuttoning and then pulling off the blouse she had so carefully chosen as attractive but not too sexy, because she hadn’t wanted to seem too eager. Although she wasn’t thinking about that now, didn’t care what he thought, just wanted it to continue. So this was what it felt like to be made love to. She had never experienced this—not with college boyfriends, not with David, not with the few dates since David that had ended back at her apartment in New York. Brendan touched her with a combination of passion and expertise that she had never imagined existed. It was as though his fingers knew exactly where to go, where to find the secret places of her body, how to tease and caress her so that she cried out in surprised pleasure, wondering at the revelation. Afterward she slept, deeply and without dreams, curled up against his back. For the first time that she remembered, the world felt right, as it should be. As though everything were in its place.

After that night, they were a couple, although not as far as the college was concerned.

They never sat together at faculty meetings, never touched while they were on campus. It wasn’t something they had agreed to, but Evelyn had no desire to become the object of gossip, particularly among her students. She was starting to get to know them, especially the ones in her poetry workshop. She was starting to get a sense for who would go on to graduate school, who might actually become a poet.

The most promising was a girl named Anne Harringon, who was applying for a semester at Oxford, as Evelyn had long ago. “Just avoid Gregory Lambert!” she said while they were discussing the recommendation Anne had asked her to write. “ ‘Fanciful nonsense,’ that’s what he called my poetry, back then.”

“What a jerk!” said Anne. “I’ll definitely avoid him. Professor Thorne told me to take Hilary Margrave for Victorian literature and Emmet Dowson for poetry. They sure have weird names at Oxford, don’t they?”

“I’m glad you talked to Professor Thorne,” she said. “He knows more about Oxford than I do.”

“Yeah, he was really helpful. My sister told me to take his Chaucer class. She was here when his wife died.”

“His wife?” said Evelyn. She’d been leafing through the recommendation forms, but now she sat very still.

“Yeah, she fell off a horse or something. Do you think I have the right stamps?”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to check with the post office.” Evelyn felt as though she’d been hit in the stomach. Brendan had never told her he’d been married.

“Well, I really appreciate it, Professor Morgan. I like Professor Thorne’s class, but yours is my favorite. Your exams aren’t as hard.”

“Um, thanks.” She couldn’t concentrate. Why hadn’t he told her? It must have happened here at Bartlett.

“Hey, Professor? Thanks a lot. I’ll see you on Friday!”

“What? Sure, Anne. I’ll see you in class.” After Anne left, Evelyn sat at her desk, staring at the stack of midterms. Thanksgiving was a week away. She’d been planning to ask Brendan to go to Boston with her to meet her parents. She hadn’t been sure how they would respond to him—another college professor? But she’d wanted him to see her family.

“Evelyn? Are you done for the day?” There he was, looking perfectly ordinary, smiling at her from the doorway. Brown hair swept back from his forehead, the hair she loved to run her fingers through, the shoulders she loved to lean against, listening to his heartbeat.

“Why didn’t you tell me about your wife?”

He stood silent. Then he said, “All right. Come on, let’s go.”

“Where?” she asked.

“Just come on, all right?” There was something wrong, something terribly wrong. She could see it in his face. He turned, and she followed him down the hallway and into the parking lot, almost running to keep up. They got into his car. And then they drove. And drove.

“Where are we going?” she asked once.

“To see my wife,” he said. She wanted to ask what he meant, but his face was so grim, so filled with pain, that she just sat there, miserable, wishing she hadn’t said anything.

They pulled up in front of the Henrico County Medical Center. At the front desk, the nurse said, “It’s past visiting hours, Dr. Thorne.”

“Please,” he said. “Can I go in just for a minute?”

“Oh, all right. Just for a minute.” She looked curiously at Evelyn, as though wondering who she was.

Evelyn followed him down a hallway painted what was probably supposed to be a calming shade of pink, with a sign that said LONG-TERM CARE and an arrow pointed in the direction they were heading.

He opened a door, entered a room with two patients in it, and walked up to one of the beds. “There she is,” he said. “There’s Isabel.”

Evelyn looked down at the bed. The woman lying on it must have been beautiful once. She had very pale skin and black hair that had been cut short. There were tubes going into her arms, a band around her head with a monitor attached. A machine helped her breathe.

“It happened about three years ago,” he said. “She was riding a horse, and it threw her. She’d grown up riding horses, but this was a stallion right off the racetrack. She was trying to tame him. The stable called an ambulance, but by the time it reached the hospital, she was in a coma. She’s been like this ever since. The doctors say there’s no hope, that she’ll never recover. But I can’t bring myself to disconnect her.”

He took her hand. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought—I wanted to be with you so badly. I thought if you knew, you’d never give me a chance. Evelyn? Say something.”

She reached out, touched Isabel Thorne’s hand lying so still on the hospital blanket. What could she say? How could she blame him? He must have suffered terribly. She would tell him that it was all right, she understood.

The tubes turned into vines: thick canes of briar roses, thin green shoots of honeysuckle. They sprouted leaves, then flowers. Pink and white roses blossomed, honeysuckle dangled. She could smell them, thick and sweet. She was standing on moss, in the middle of a forest. On a stone table before her lay a woman in a dress as red as flame, long black hair cascading down and pooling on the forest floor. Roses grew over her, swaying. Honeysuckle wrapped itself around her arms, her throat. Soon she would be completely covered.

“Evelyn,” said the man beside her. A knight in green armor, a man made of leaves. He was holding her hand: no, in her hand was a tree branch. She could smell loam, the humid forest air.

She breathed quickly and put a hand to her chest. It was happening again.

This isn’t real, she told herself. I need to make it go away. The medication, that’s what she needed. It was in her bathroom cabinet. “Just in case,” Dr. Birnbaum had told her. “But I don’t think you’ll need it again, Evelyn.” Well, he’d been wrong.

She heard a movement. The woman on the table was almost entirely wrapped in vines. Only her head was still free, although tendrils were already reaching across her forehead. She turned her head toward Evelyn and opened her eyes. Black eyes, as deep and black as night.

Evelyn reached toward Brendan, opened her mouth, tried to speak. I need to go, she tried to say. I can’t be here for you right now. I’ll call you tomorrow, I promise. But nothing came out.

She turned and ran through the forest, down the pink hallway. A taxi was waiting in front of the hospital. It had just dropped off a woman in a wheelchair and was starting to pull away when Evelyn waved frantically. The taxi stopped.

For a moment she panicked. How could she ask the driver to take her where she needed to go? “Bartlett College,” she managed to say, although the man leaned toward her as though he could barely hear.

“Sure, lady, but it’s going to be expensive,” he said.

She opened the door and slid into the seat. She sat trembling as the taxi pulled away from the curb. She looked back at the hospital. Brendan Thorne was standing there, in front of the sign that said EMERGENCY ROOM, where the ambulances were parked. He was looking directly at her, doing nothing. Just standing.

She drove home from the college as quickly as she could, ran upstairs to the bathroom cabinet, and shook some pills out of the plastic bottle into her hand. With her clothes still on, she lay down on her bed, where they had first made love. She stared into the darkness. She remembered the forest, the man made of leaves, the stone table with the woman lying on it wrapped in vines. The woman’s eyes, open and staring into her own. Filled with such hatred, as though it had been there, waiting, for centuries.

She knew the pills would put her to sleep—they always did. Tomorrow she would call Brendan, explain everything. It would be all right.

But when she woke the next morning, it was not all right. She’d had problems with nausea before, but never like this. The room was spinning around her. She couldn’t stand. She had a vague thought that she should cancel her Friday classes but couldn’t remember where she’d left her cell phone. How could she get to it, anyway, when the floor kept moving? She wondered how many of the pills she’d taken. Too many, more than she was supposed to. She remembered shaking them out into her hand.

For three days, she mostly slept, although eventually she made it to the kitchen for some crackers and bottled water. When she woke, she wondered where Brendan was, why he wasn’t coming to check on her. Finally, she ventured downstairs to look through the refrigerator and find something to eat other than crackers, holding on to the railing to avoid falling. She brought up The Tale of the Green Knight, the edition Brendan had translated. She opened it to a random page.


Then Elowen pledged to Gawan that she would be his for ever, whatever might befall them. And he pledged the same to her. And they went together to fight the giants, not knowing that it would be their last day together upon this earth.



She read bits of the book whenever she wasn’t sleeping, letting the pages fall open at random, reading wherever it opened.


When Morva saw how Elowen had turned her father and brother to stone, she felt a great hatred for her. But her love for Gawan was even greater than before. She vowed that he would be hers. So she cast a spell, the most powerful spell she knew, at the queen of Cornwall. Elowen fell upon the ground. As she lay dying, Gawan knelt beside her and said such words of love that Morva was angered, and she cursed Elowen, saying, ‘However so much you love each other, you shall never be together, not for a thousand years.’ And then she vanished, leaving Gawan alone with his dead queen.



Poor Morva, she thought. It must be terrible to hate so deeply. And then she fell asleep again, her face resting on the open book.

On Monday morning, she could stand, and her head felt clear for the first time. I have to talk to Brendan, she thought. She tried to call his cell phone, but no one answered.

When she got to the English department, Stephanie, the secretary, said, “Evelyn, I didn’t want to bother you over the weekend, but could you take over Brendan’s Chaucer class for the rest of the semester?”

“Why?” she asked, suddenly feeling as though a fist had closed around her heart.

“His wife died on Friday, early in the morning. She’d been in a coma for the last three years. I don’t know if you knew; he didn’t talk about it much. He sounded awful on the phone, said he couldn’t finish the semester. He called Michael and quit, just like that. I feel sorry for him, I do, but do you know how hard it’s going to be to find coverage for his classes? Michael is taking the Intro to Medieval Lit course, but if you could take Chaucer, that would be incredibly helpful.”

“Sure,” Evelyn said, without thinking. “Do you know where he is?”

“I have no idea, but he left everything in his office. His laptop was sitting on his desk. Even his cartoons are still on the door.”

She drove to his house. It was the same there as well, everything as she remembered, except for his absence. The landlady was there, pounding a FOR RENT sign into the ground. “Oh, he was the nicest man,” she said. “Always paid his rent on time and fixed things himself. I have no idea where he’s gone, honey. He left a note under my door, that’s all I know. Some people can afford to forfeit their security deposit, I guess.”

She e-mailed him but received no reply. Maybe he didn’t have computer access, wherever he was. But he must still have his cell phone. She called him every day for a week. No answer. It was as though he’d disappeared off the face of the earth.

Here’s your tea, dearie.”

Evelyn looked up and smiled. “Scones, Mrs. Davies? You’re spoiling me, you know.”

“Well, everyone needs some spoiling. And we’re glad to see you again, Mr. Davies and me. How’s your book going?”

It was going better than she had expected. Fall semester had been difficult. Each time she’d taught Brendan’s Chaucer seminar, she’d gone home and cried, sitting on the bathroom floor or wrapped in a blanket on the front porch. Dr. Birnbaum had referred her to a psychiatrist in Richmond, a Dr. Singh, who had told her “Call me Indira” and who practiced holistic medicine. She’d said, “These hallucinations of yours—are they disrupting your life or is the disruption caused by your response to them? Lots of people claim to have seen spirits, Evelyn. It’s practically the national literature of Ireland. Some of them may be schizophrenic; we don’t know. But unless the hallucinations are disrupting how you function—unless you think the fairies want you to spy for the CIA—they’re not dangerous. You need to put them in perspective and go on with your life. If they are disruptive, we can put you back on the medication, as long as you promise to take no more than I prescribe. That last overdose could have caused serious problems. But maybe we should try management instead of medication for a while.”

Evelyn had to laugh. “No, no one’s asked me to be a magical CIA operative … yet.” Dr. Birnbaum would probably have a fit, but Dr. Singh—Indira—was right. The hallucinations themselves had never actually hurt her. So she was crazy. Maybe she just had to accept that about herself, learn to deal with it. Move on.

Spring semester had been better, but when the crocuses came up and the forsythia started blooming all over campus, she started feeling restless. She went to see Michael Fitch and said, “What if I didn’t publish my dissertation? What if I published something else instead?”

“Like what?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and looking dubious.

“Like another book of poetry.”

“I don’t know, Evelyn. I’m not sure that’s what the tenure committee will be looking for.” She didn’t tell him what the tenure committee could do to itself, but she thought it, feeling exhilarated and frightened, knowing that for the first time since she’d gone to Oxford she was about to do not what anyone else expected of her, but what she, Evelyn Morgan, wanted.

She Googled “Giant’s Head” and discovered that the inn was still there, still run by Mr. and Mrs. Davies. She called to make a reservation, then bought the plane ticket. This time she was going to Clews for more than a week—for at least a month, perhaps longer, as long as it would take her to write a book. She’d told Brendan that she was trying to write, and then what had happened? Nothing. She’d been so wrapped up in him, and then in his disappearance, that the notebook with The Lady of Shalott on the cover was still blank. But if she was going to write anywhere, it was in Clews. She had known that instinctively. And she’d been right.

Evelyn drank her tea, spread marmalade on a scone, and looked down at the notebook. On the first day she had arrived in Clews, she’d sat down at the desk in her room and written TEN LIVES at the top of the first page. The notebook would eventually contain ten poems—she was working on the ninth. Each poem described one of Elowen’s lives: the first as queen of Cornwall, then each of the lives she had lived after that. In some she met Gawan again; in others she did not. But in each one she learned something; each one allowed her to become a more complete person. During her ninth life, Elowen was a school teacher in the American South during the civil rights marches. Her tenth life—well, Evelyn wasn’t yet sure what Elowen’s tenth life was going to be. Perhaps she would make her a college professor, give her aspects of Evelyn’s own life. That would be nicely self-referential, wouldn’t it?

After tea, she always went for a walk. Where would she go today? She knew the perfect place. She ran down the stairs, just as she had so many years ago to meet Brendan Thorne. Sometimes she imagined what it would be like to see him at the bottom of the stairs, but she always put the thought out of her head. She had come to Clews not for Brendan, but for herself. She laughed at the thought of meeting herself at the bottom of the stairs.

“Someone’s happy today,” said Mr. Davies.

And he was right, she thought, walking up the main street, past the shops that sold knitting wool and antiques. The tobacco shop had been replaced by a store that sold computers and cell phones. And Thorne & Son—this was the only part of her walk that always caused her pain—had been replaced by a chain bookstore, with a café downstairs and the latest best sellers and magazines on the shelves. Today she stopped and looked in the front window, gazing at the people sitting in the café, drinking their fancy coffees. It was the tourist season, and Clews was much busier than it had been the first time she’d visited. She liked to talk about the tourists disparagingly with Mr. and Mrs. Davies, as though she were one of the locals.

That man in the corner, hunched over his laptop, typing. His hair was cut short, but the back of his neck reminded her—that was how Brendan had looked, so often, when he was working late at night. She wondered what the man was typing with such concentration. Probably just e-mails.

It was a beautiful day. She’d been up the hill many times now and didn’t need help making it to the top, to Gawan’s Court. The silence always surprised her. There was no sound of traffic, of buses pulling up and depositing tourists in front of the Norman church. Just birdsong.

She sat on one of the fallen stones and looked at the sea sparkling in the sunlight. The ninth life would end sadly, with grief and loss. But the tenth life—perhaps that life would end well. Perhaps Elowen would find Gawan again. Sappy, yes. But then, real life was sometimes sappy. She always carried the notebook with her, in case she came up with ideas like this one. Now she pulled it out of her bag and jotted down, finally … Gawan?

When fall came, she would try to find Brendan again. Perhaps he would have contacted the department; perhaps he would be teaching somewhere and would show up on a Google search. Somehow, she would find him. She had faith in that. In the meantime, she had her book, and the growing sense that she was finally becoming the person she should have been all along, the self she’d been looking for when she applied to the program at Oxford, decided on English literature instead of law school, smiled up at Brendan and told him that, yes, she would love to go out to dinner. Becoming Evelyn Morgan, or E. R. Morgan, or any of the selves she would be in the years to come.

Today, sitting on the fallen stone, with the sun warming her shoulders and the sea sparkling in the distance, that was enough. She opened her notebook and jotted down, tenth life—not peace, but fulfillment. [image: ]
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Brendan saw her before she saw him, a girl about his own age, wearing a gray cardigan, faded jeans, and sneakers. She had long auburn hair in a braid down her back, and she was standing in front of the antiques shop, looking into the window. He was trying to decide whether to approach her and say hello—he was usually shy around women, especially attractive ones, but she looked like a tourist and he could at least ask if she needed directions—when he saw her turn and walk toward the bookstore.

He ducked into the alley between the bookstore and the pub, ran toward the garden, and entered through the back door, letting it shut behind him with a bang. He’d spent the entire morning in this room, which his father used as an office. A desk occupied one corner, but most of it was filled with books. There were books in shelves reaching to the ceiling, books on a large table where his father showed clients his oldest manuscripts, books in boxes on the floor. He was supposed to be cataloging those books and had gone through about half of them when the dust had become too much for him and he’d gone over to the pub for a pint of beer, which he’d drunk with a couple of the boys he’d gone to school with, here in Clews.

They were fishermen now, like most of the men in Clews. He still felt he was one of them, but he knew that, when they spoke to him, they didn’t speak as freely as they did among themselves. He’d become too different, young Brendan Thorne who had gone off to Oxford and was now working toward a graduate degree in English literature. On the one hand, they respected his learning and would refer questions to him—about politics, for example, which he knew almost nothing about. On the other hand, what sort of profession was that for a man, reading books? Not like going out to sea, risking your life every day to bring home the fish in nets, as their fathers and grandfathers had done before them. Most of them already had wives, and several had children on the way. When he was with them, he felt both at home and as though he were a stranger who’d come to this town—one of the summer visitors. Well, he was a summer visitor now, spending the school year at Oxford. It was always strange, coming back to the place where he’d grown up—the Anglican church, the main street and its shops, the harbor bustling with fishing boats. Farms still surrounded the town, because Clews had never grown. Unlike Pengarth, which had a big hotel and a historical museum displaying a gold ship that had been dug up on Pen Tor.

He opened the office door, walked through, and said, “Were you looking for something specific?” It wasn’t a brilliant line, but it was the only one he could think of at the moment.

She was holding a book that he knew—because that was the sort of thing he’d grown up knowing—was worth about fifty pounds. He could hear his father’s voice: Kindly place that book back on the shelf, young lady. Could see his frown above the spectacles he’d worn as long as Brendan remembered.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Here. I was just looking at it.”

He couldn’t help grinning. She was an American, then. He’d always wanted to go to America. She had warm brown eyes and freckles—light ones—across her nose. She was even more attractive than he’d thought when he had seen her standing in the street. Strands of hair had escaped from her braid, and they curled around her face.

“You’re allowed to look at the books, you know,” he said. “This is a bookstore.”

She didn’t answer, and for a moment there was an awkward silence. “I gather you’re not from around here,” he said.

She laughed. He liked her laugh: it was natural and friendly. That didn’t necessarily mean anything with girls. They could laugh for any reason or no reason at all. It didn’t mean they liked you or wanted to go to the pub for a pint with you. But he wanted to hear her laugh again, wanted to keep her standing there among the books.

“What gave me away,” she said, “the accent?”

“Yes, and I already know all the pretty girls in Clews. Where are you from, then?” He couldn’t believe he’d just said that. He never flirted with girls—at least, not successfully. And she had a look on her face, as though she couldn’t quite believe he’d said it, either. He thought American girls were used to getting compliments?

“Boston. And, no, I don’t know any of the Celtics.”

She turned as though to go. He wished he could think of something more interesting to say, so he could keep her talking. “Have you seen the town yet?” he asked. “I imagine you have, if you’ve been up the main road. There isn’t much more to it than that, except Gawan’s Court.”

“Mrs. Davies mentioned—what is it called?”

“So you’re staying at the Giant’s Head. Not that there’s anywhere else to stay in Clews.” The inn had been run by Mr. and Mrs. Davies for as long as he could remember. “Come on, then. It’s only a couple of miles. Are you up for a bit of a hike?”

He had grown up playing on the hilltop, with its circle of standing stones. After he left for university, a team of archaeologists had dug there, hoping to find something like the gold ship that had been found on Pen Tor. They’d unearthed nothing, and he was glad. An archaeological find would have made Gawan’s Court less magical for him. He wanted it to stay what it was: the place where Gawan and Elowen had fought the giants.

“What about the store?” she said. “Won’t you get in trouble for leaving?”

“The store will take care of itself,” he said. His father would be furious if he found out. But how would he? He was in London at one of those book fairs. Brendan had spent his childhood at book fairs, estate auctions, bookstores all over Great Britain. They had taught him that he loved books, just not selling them. He would have to tell his father that—soon. “Anyway, I’m the son, of Thorne and Son. Brendan Thorne, at your service.”

“Evelyn Morgan,” she said, holding out her hand. She had what he thought of as an American handshake, firm and direct.

“Come on, then,” he said. “And you might want to button your cardigan. It’s windy up there.”

“Up where?” she asked.

“You’ll see!” He held the door open for her and locked it behind them.

They walked up the main street, past the shops and then the houses, along the winding road he knew so well. By the time they reached the hill, he could tell she was getting tired. He had to help her up the last part of the path, where it was steepest. He was glad that it gave him an excuse to hold her hand.

“You’d get used to it, if you grew up here,” he said.

“Oh!” she said, looking around. She seemed impressed. This had been his favorite place as a boy. He still remembered the story his father had told him, about how the giant Magill had come to Cornwall with his son Magog, his daughter Morva, and the rest of his giant family. How they had destroyed the countryside, trampling crops, eating the cows and sheep, drinking from the rivers until they were almost dry. The Cornish knights had fought bravely, but they were always defeated. Either the giants would bludgeon them or Morva, who was a sorceress, would turn them into pigs. He still remembered laughing at the idea of a bunch of pigs running around in armor. Then Elowen, queen of Cornwall, had ridden to the court of King Arthur and asked the knights of the Round Table to fight the giants. Only Gawan, the bravest of them all, had volunteered.

Evelyn was walking around, looking at the stones. Suddenly, she seemed to be standing in a halo of light. Brendan rubbed his eyes, but still he saw her standing there, the light all around her, as though it were a robe she was wearing, a crown on her head. And then, just as suddenly, it was gone.

“There’s a legend about this place,” he said, wondering what had just happened.

“Tell me,” she said, sitting on one of the fallen stones. He sat beside her and looked down toward Clews. From the hilltop, you could see all the way to the harbor. He glanced at her, but she looked like a perfectly ordinary, although remarkably pretty, girl.

He told her about the giants, about Elowen riding to Arthur’s court and Gawan returning to Cornwall with her. About the suit of armor Elowen had given him, made of green metal shaped like leaves. It was magical and protected him from Morva’s sorcery. “Am I boring you?” he asked.

“Not at all. I took a class on medieval literature at Oxford. We studied Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, but this story sounds different.” The way she said it, he could tell she thought he was a local boy, not someone who would ever be a graduate student at Oxford.

He smiled. “Oxford, is it? Very impressive.” He had published an article on the similarities between Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and Gawan’s story. “This story was written in Cornwall around the thirteenth century. It’s a sort of long poem in medieval Cornish.” Which he’d learned specifically so he could translate the story himself. “It was translated into English in the nineteenth century, but it’s still largely unknown outside this area. My dad used to tell it to me when I was a boy.”

“So what happened? Did they win?”

He told her the story as his father had told it to him each night before he fell asleep. “Oh, they won, all right. The giants gathered on this hill, surrounding Gawan and Elowen. Gawan fought bravely, but even he couldn’t conquer them alone. Finally, fearing that he would be defeated despite his magical armor, Elowen cast a spell. It was the strongest she had, and it turned the giants to stone. Then Gawan lopped off their heads. One is supposed to have landed in Clews, right where the Giant’s Head stands today. There’s a rock in the garden that Mrs. Davies claims is the giant’s head itself. But after lopping off all those stone heads, Gawan noticed that Elowen had collapsed. The spell had taken all her strength, and she lay dying. She promised him that they would be together again, that death could not defeat their love. But Morva had fallen in love with Gawan as well, and she was unaffected by Elowen’s magic. Upon seeing them pledging their love to each other, she shrieked with anger and cast her own curse: Elowen could not be with the man she loved for a thousand years. With her last breath, Elowen told Gawan that she would be with him again after the thousand years had passed:


Have patience, love, and we shall meet again

As surely as wild roses have their thorns

For weary years eventually pass.”



That was from the nineteenth-century translation by Ewan Tregillis, who had been the minister of the Anglican church in Pengarth. “It’s not a great translation,” he said. “Very Victorian.”

For his article, Brendan hadn’t translated the entire poem. But he could—and should, he suddenly realized. For the past year he’d been wondering what to do for his doctoral thesis, whether he should expand his article into a book. But this idea—a new translation of The Tale of the Green Knight—was perfect.

“That’s terrible! Not the translation, I mean. The idea. A thousand years!”

“At least she’d know he truly loved her,” he said. Instantly, he regretted the words. She was going to think he was some sort of romantic sap.

“I suppose. Still, who wants to wait around that long for a boyfriend?”

Yes, he’d done it. Put himself into the romantic-sap category. “Come on,” he said. “I’m going to take you to the pub for some real Cornish cider.” There was nothing romantic or sappy about that.

They descended the hill and walked to the pub together. Sitting in a dark booth, she told him about herself, growing up in Boston, going to Harvard. Her father was a lawyer; her mother seemed to spend most of her time attending board meetings and organizing charity events. And then she described her semester at Oxford.

“You know, I have a roommate who’s related to the queen? Lady Chloe Spencer-Morecott. And if I used some of the words she does, my mother would wash my mouth out with soap! Seriously. I thought you all were supposed to be so proper.”

“We all?” he said. “There’s an enormous difference between me and Lady Chloe Whatever. I’m just a poor boy from Cornwall.”

“Well, I’m just a—” He could tell that, for a moment, she didn’t know what to say. Perhaps because she couldn’t call herself a “poor” anything. It was obvious, from what she’d told him, that her family was wealthy. “—just a poet,” she finally said. “I mean, that’s what I want to be. I want to write poetry. But maybe my poems aren’t any good, you know? Maybe they’re … fanciful nonsense.”

“I don’t think anything you do could be fanciful nonsense,” he said, smiling.

“What do you mean?” She frowned, as though she were not convinced that he knew what fanciful meant.

“I mean that you strike me as someone who’s very serious. About whatever you do.”

She stared into her glass. In the darkness of the pub, with her hair escaping from its braid, she looked like a model in a painting by John William Waterhouse. He wondered how Waterhouse would have painted Queen Elowen. Probably just like that.

When he said good-night to her at the Giant’s Head, Brendan wondered what it would be like to kiss her. And then he told himself he was being an idiot. He’d just met her, after all, and she was leaving in a week. But he did offer to show her around the countryside. “We’ll have tea at Pengarth. I’ll show you the historical museum. We can walk on the beach, although it isn’t much of a beach, really, just rocks.”

“I’d like that,” she said. And he’d been glad to know that he would see her again—even if she was leaving. After all, a lot could happen in a week. He wasn’t sure what. He just knew that he wanted to spend time with her, maybe get a chance to kiss her, put his arms around her. He shook his head. Time to get back to work. His father was returning in a couple of days, and he had a lot of books to catalog if he wanted to catch up.

In the next couple of days, they went to the church where Brendan had attended services when his mother was alive. She had died of some sort of cancer when he was seven. His father had never talked about it, and he’d never asked. His father was a taciturn man who had left his son mostly to his own devices. Brendan had grown up reading books and running around Clews, the town and the forest that was left. It was his father who had told him the story of the Green Knight. His father was a good storyteller. One would never have expected it, but when he was telling stories his face would light up, his thin mouth would smile, and he would become a different man, for an hour or so. That was when Brendan liked him best. At other times, his father felt as distant as the clouds above Gawan’s Court. He remembered his mother as a woman who was always smiling, but wondered if that was because she was always smiling in photographs. Perhaps that was all he remembered, really.

He had always gotten along easily with the other boys in Clews but never made friends among them, not real friends. Sensing that he was different in some way, they had respectfully left him alone. And when he started doing so well in school and then studying for his A-levels, it all made sense. He was different, a scholar. They’d been right to treat him well but leave him to himself. They nodded to him in the street, asked how his studies were going without really expecting a response. And although he’d had a few girlfriends, none of the relationships had become serious. One of the girls, who had broken up with him before he left for Oxford, had explained it to him: “A girl wants a man with a boat of his own or a bit of land, see. You’re smart and all, Brendan. Smarter than anyone else in Clews, I’m sure. But you’re going away, and who knows where you’ll be ten years from now. I want to be settled next to my mum and have kids. You understand, don’t you?” And he had understood.

But Oxford hadn’t been much different. It had been filled with Lady Chloe Whatevers who had no interest in a boy with a Cornish accent whose father owned a bookstore. Or with girls who were so immersed in their own studies, working toward degrees in physics or engineering, that they had no time for Brendan Thorne. He had dated, but never seriously. And though he’d imagined he was in love several times, he had eventually realized that desperately wanting to get a girl into bed was not love—not the Gawan and Elowen sort of love, anyway.

Now he was falling for a girl who, at the end of the week, would be leaving for America. As they walked among the graves in the churchyard, he told himself how stupid he was being. It was an infatuation, obviously. After all, they had just met. He told himself the same thing the day they went out on a fishing boat as he held her hair back while she threw up into a bucket. She’d been fine afterward, and he had liked watching her, with her hair whipping in the wind until she pulled it back with a rubber band, her face glittering with water droplets where the spray had come up over the side of the boat.

That week, they went on long, rambling walks, stopping at some of the local farms. She even helped him with the cataloging. He gave her a copy of The Tale of the Green Knight, the Tregillis translation, warning her that it wasn’t very good, thinking about his thesis. He would propose it as soon as school started in the fall. He was sure it would be accepted: a new translation of an obscure medieval text was exactly the sort of thing that D.Phil. advisors appreciated.

Which reminded him that he should tell Evelyn about Oxford. At first, he hadn’t told her because he was amused—and, truthfully, a little hurt—that she would assume he was just a poor boy from Clews. Although, that was what he’d told her, wasn’t it? But as the days passed, he wondered if she would be angry that he hadn’t told her right away.

Well, he would tell her today, during their trip to Pengarth.

In the morning, they caught the bus. As it rattled along the coast road, he looked over at her, at the line of her cheek and chin as she looked out the window. I don’t want this week to end, he thought. It was her last day in Clews. Tomorrow, she would be gone.

Suddenly, she turned toward him and said, “You haven’t mentioned your family.”

So he told her about losing his mother, growing up with his father. “He was the one who told me about Gawan fighting the giants. You know, you’d make a good Elowen in a painting. I mean, with your hair down and all.”

“Why, because I’m so queenly?” She grinned and then started to eat a Cadbury bar she’d been carrying in her bag. “You know my favorite thing about England? The chocolate.”

“That’s your favorite thing, is it?”

“Yup. Absolute favorite.” She grinned even more broadly, then suddenly she leaned against him and said, “Don’t be silly. You know I like you, too.” It was silly, but suddenly his heart was beating faster. Even when she leaned away again to look out the window as Pengarth came into view, he imagined that he could feel her hair tickling his chin.

They spent the morning at the keep, first taking a tour and then climbing over the parts that lay in ruins. Lunch was at the hotel. He suggested the historical museum, but Evelyn said, “You know what I’d really like to do? See the forest you were describing, where you played when you were a kid.”

“It’s just a forest,” he said. “We could walk back through it to Clews. There’s a path I used to take when I was a child. It’s easy enough, although there are roots in places. But are you sure, Evelyn? It’s a matter of seven miles.” She didn’t look as though she was used to walking that far.

“I’ll be fine,” she said. And so they started out, walking through the forest.

He hadn’t been there for a long time. What struck him, when they entered that leafy greenness, was how quickly the noises of Pengarth faded away. Within a few minutes, they could no longer hear cars. The forest was … not silent, certainly. There were twigs snapping, noises up in the treetops, no doubt from birds or squirrels. The low hum of insects. And of course the sounds of their own feet crunching last year’s leaves.

The walk was longer than he remembered. She was wearing a cardigan, the same gray one she’d been wearing the day she walked into the bookstore, but eventually he noticed that she was wrapping her arms around herself and shivering.

“Here, take my jacket,” he said. It was large on her, of course. But seeing her wearing it made him feel protective, as though he could keep her warm—and safe, although he didn’t know from what. There was nothing to harm her in the forest.

Suddenly, he thought that if he didn’t do it now—tell her what was on his mind—he might not do it at all. This was the moment. Evelyn, I like you a lot—Evelyn, I think I’m falling for you—Evelyn, even though you’re flying back to the States—He didn’t know exactly how it would come out, but he had to say something.

“Evelyn, there’s something I want to say. Can we sit down for a minute?”

They sat on a tree trunk covered with moss.

“What is it?” she asked.

He didn’t know how to begin. Maybe he couldn’t say it, after all. And then— “These last couple of days, I’m not sure I can describe—” She was leaning toward him, looking at him so solemnly. She was beautiful, there in the forest, with her auburn hair falling in waves down her back, vivid against the green. She looked up at him, her eyes wide, inquisitive.

He couldn’t help it. He put his hand on her cheek, leaned down, and kissed her. It was sweet, almost unbearably so. She smelled like flowers, probably some perfume she was wearing. He felt the softness of her cheek, her lips beneath his own. This was it, a part of him thought—what he had been waiting for, longing for, all his life. The answer to the loneliness he’d felt since he was a child and that others didn’t seem to feel.

Reluctantly, he pulled back. He looked down at her face in his hand, the eyes closed, lips open, as though she were savoring the moment. She opened her eyes.

“Evelyn—” he said. Her eyes widened. And then, she screamed. She put her hands on his chest as though to push him away. She rose and stumbled backward, still watching him as though he had suddenly become a monster. She clutched at a tree for support, then turned and ran down the path toward Clews.

He stared after her, bewildered. What had just happened?

Brendan walked through the forest, slowly. He could still remember how her hair had fallen around her face. He could still smell her perfume. Had he done something wrong? Surely he couldn’t have misread her so badly. If the kiss had been unwelcome, she would have said so, not screamed. Something had suddenly changed—and he didn’t know what.

When he got back to Clews, he walked up the main street to the bookstore. He didn’t want to see Evelyn immediately, didn’t know what to say to her.

He opened the back door and stepped into the office.

“Where have you been?” asked his father. He frowned at Brendan over his spectacles.

Brendan stared at him.

“I came back early,” his father said. “All the codices I was interested in were sold in the first few days. I expected to find you here, taking care of the store. Instead, Mrs. Ross tells me you’ve been at the pub with some girl. Do you have any idea how hard I work to keep this store going, to make an income so you can pursue those studies of yours at Oxford? I don’t know how you could be so irresponsible.”

It would have been better, Brendan thought, if his father had shouted at him, called him a bloody fool or something like that. This cold disapproval was what he couldn’t bear.

He turned and walked out again, then stood for a while in the alley, not knowing what to do or where to go. Finally, he walked to the Giant’s Head. He had to talk to Evelyn, had to find out what had happened.

“Oh, hello, Brendan!” said Mrs. Davies. “Were you coming to say good-bye to Evelyn? I’m afraid she left half an hour ago.”

“Left for where?” he asked. Had she decided to go on a walk to think about what had happened? If they talked about it, perhaps they could figure it out together.

“For Truro. She told us that she had to leave earlier than expected. I think she took the afternoon bus. Is that right, Evan?” she called to Mr. Davies.

“That’s right,” came a voice from the back room. “Earlier than expected, the afternoon bus. She barely had time to pack.”

“It may have been a family emergency,” said Mrs. Davies. “She seemed quite distraught. I’m sorry you didn’t catch her before she left. I thought the two of you were becoming quite fond of each other. Well, I’m sure you have her telephone number. You’ll call her, no doubt.”

Brendan didn’t have her telephone number, but, even if he did, would he call her? Instead of talking to him, trying to figure out what had happened together, she had run away.

“Thanks, Mrs. Davies,” he said, then went back out into the street. He walked slowly toward the bookstore, feeling both angry and desolate. He would have to apologize to his father without being able to explain what Evelyn had meant to him. He kicked a cobblestone that was sticking out of the road and didn’t mind the pain that spread up his leg. At least it was a different sort of pain than the one he was feeling. Anything was better than that.




Brendan had driven to the Henrico County Medical Center so often, he’d memorized the route. He barely had to think about it now.

The first time he met Isabel, he had been sitting in the Botanic Garden on the bench where J. R. R. Tolkien was supposed to have sat when he was a professor at Oxford. It had been a difficult autumn. Just that morning, he’d received a letter from yet another university press rejecting his translation of The Tale of the Green Knight. “We do not believe there is sufficient interest in this work to merit a new translation,” the letter read. It was the fourth press he’d tried, and he was becoming certain he would continue to receive the same response. But why? There was a new Penguin edition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, and just that summer he had found, in the bookstore in Pengarth, a book called Green Thoughts. It was a long poem about Gawan and Elowen speaking to each other during the thousand years they were forced to be apart, apparently written by some modern Cornish poet. The story was still important, still influential. Why couldn’t he interest anyone in a story that had meant so much to him as a child?

So he was going to graduate that spring but would have nothing to show for it but an unpublished manuscript. There was nothing else, other than the one article. He’d spent all his time on the translation. He would have to go back home and work in the bookstore. Admit that his father had been right, that he’d been a bloody fool to get a graduate degree in medieval literature.

“You look glum.” She had sat down on the bench beside him.

“Sorry,” he had replied. “I am, rather.”

She was wearing a red beret and a pair of red gloves. For him, they had come to represent her essential vividness. She had always lived life fully, perhaps too fully.

“Isabel McConnell,” she had said, holding out a hand for him to shake. “Come, have a drink with me. You look like you need one.”

They had gotten drunk, gloriously drunk, and she’d gone back with him to his flat. That night, after making love to her, he had dreamed of Gawan’s Court. He was standing among the stones. She was there as well, dressed in a red so vivid it was like flame, and all around them the stones started to move, to stretch their giant limbs. They turned into great, lumbering stone giants, and Brendan had woken up swearing he would never drink that much again as long as he lived.

Just before Christmas that year, he received a letter from an editor named Peter Cargill at Arundell Press accepting his translation. It wasn’t a university press. But it might still be the publication credit that would get him a job.

Isabel had been sure it would. “Brendan, let’s get married,” she had said. When Isabel proposed something, it was difficult to say no. And, anyway, he hadn’t wanted to.

How different she looked now. He stared down at the hospital bed where she had lain for the last three years, ever since the riding accident.

“Isabel, don’t ride him. I’m serious,” he had told her. The stallion was fresh off the racetrack, a black beast that had thrown every rider who had tried to get on his back.

She just laughed. “You should have seen the horses I rode as a child in Ireland.”

She had always loved riding fast on her motorcycle at Oxford. She’d always taken risks. There were times when he’d been frightened for her. But you couldn’t stop Isabel. It was just … the way she was.

When he’d been offered a position at Bartlett College, in Coleville, Virginia, he had worried that she would be bored. But she’d thrown herself into riding and the local horse scene, with its dressage shows and foxhunts.

Until the accident. He looked down at her, so pale, with tubes running into her arms and throat. His father’s death had been so different. One morning he had simply dropped dead in the bookstore. Congestive heart failure, the doctors had said. Afterward, Brendan sold the bookstore to a chain. He’d never wanted to set foot inside it again.

“Are you all right, Dr. Thorne?” asked the nurse.

“Yes, I’m fine,” he said, turning to go. “I’ll be back on Thursday.” But when he got back to his office at Bartlett, Michael Fitch, the department chair, told him there was a candidate interviewing on Thursday. An Evelyn Morgan.

“I’d particularly like you to be there, Brendan,” he said. “Her doctoral dissertation is on the Green Man legend in Europe, and you’re our resident expert. We need her, of course. School starts in a month, and we don’t have anyone to teach Randolph’s classes. But I want to make sure her research is, you know, what we would want in an associate professor. Here’s a copy of her CV.”

Evelyn Morgan. Could it be her? B.A. from Harvard, with a semester at Oxford. Ph.D. from Columbia. It had to be. And in her list of publications—it couldn’t be, but it was: Green Thoughts. She had run away from him, but still she’d written a poem about The Tale of the Green Knight.

He arrived late for her presentation. He’d read the article she had included as a sample of her scholarship. It was good—very good, in fact. He knew she’d spent the morning interviewing with Michael and several of the other professors. He would have been one of them if he hadn’t been teaching a summer course to pay Isabel’s hospital bills. Evelyn was probably relieved that only her presentation was left.

He entered the room as quietly as possible and sat in the back.

She recognized him. He could tell because, for a moment, she paused. A long moment, and he waited, holding his breath, worried that she had lost her place because of him. But no, she went on. “Any more questions?”

“Dr. Morgan, I realize this is beyond the scope of your study, but are you claiming that the Green Man and the Magical Woman originated in pre-Christian fertility rituals? And do you have any evidence for this hypothesis?”

“The texts themselves support such a hypothesis. The Green Man is clearly an embodiment of the changing seasons. In The Tale of the Green Knight, for example, Gawan’s armor is made of green metal shaped like leaves. The Magical Woman—in this case, Elowen—is most likely what remains of an ancient fertility goddess, a goddess of life and death. But the same pattern is found in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Of course, it would take me another dissertation to explore all the permutations of this particular theory.”

There was polite laughter. More questions that she answered clearly and, he thought, cleverly. She had changed in the years since he’d last seen her. She seemed confident in her work—confident in herself. But beneath her gray suit, she still looked the same: the auburn hair, now pulled back with a barrette, and the straight, slender figure that had climbed up the hill to Gawan’s Court.

“Well, I think Dr. Morgan would probably like some lunch,” said Michael. And then she was shaking hands and being escorted out the door, and Brendan was afraid he wouldn’t have a chance to see her before she left.

He waited in the faculty parking lot. She had probably driven from Richmond, so it was safe to assume that the only compact car in the lot was her rental.

She didn’t notice him until she was almost at the car door.

“Evelyn Morgan,” he said. “You know you’re going to get this position, don’t you?” He’d heard that from Michael himself, so he felt confident telling her.

She looked at him as though not knowing what to say. It had never occurred to him that she would be embarrassed, yet that was exactly what she seemed to be.

“I know,” he said. “It’s been a long time. More than ten years since I met you in Clews, I’m thinking. Shall we start over?” He held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Morgan. I’m Brendan Thorne.”

He was relieved when she laughed and shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Thorne.”

And then he had to explain about Oxford. That was embarrassing, but she didn’t seem to mind. Actually, she seemed glad. Which made him ask, rather boldly he thought, “Listen, assuming you get this position, which you will, can I take you out to dinner to celebrate?”

“Um, sure,” she said. And smiled. It was the same smile he remembered, the same freckles across her nose. Standing close to her, he could see that she looked older. She had lines around her eyes that hadn’t been there in Cornwall. They made her look—not less beautiful, but more kind.

“Terrific,” he said. “I’ll see you in September.” He held the door open as she got into her car and then closed it behind her. September was a month away, but he’d waited ten years to see her again. He could wait another month.

Even when he knew she had moved into the small white house at Carter’s Corner, he didn’t go visit. Even when he knew she had started teaching, he didn’t stop by her office. Not for a week. Every morning, he looked at himself in the mirror and asked what he should do. He had to tell her about Isabel, but how should he do it? Listen, I’m married, but my wife’s been functionally dead for three years. Three years ago, the doctor wanted me to disconnect the machines, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. She’d been so alive; I couldn’t be the one who let her die. Do you still want to have dinner with me, Evelyn?

Telling her would assume too much about the dinner, would assume she had a romantic interest in him. He wasn’t at all sure of that. If that interest ever developed—well, he would tell her then.

“You’re a coward, Brendan Thorne,” he told himself in the mirror. But he still remembered her screaming in the forest, running away from him. He had just met her again, and although it had been years since they had seen each other, he knew he didn’t want to lose her.

Finally, he found his copy of Green Thoughts and went to her office during office hours. This early in the year, no students would be there, and he wanted to find her alone.

She was already grading papers. “Dr. Morgan, I presume?” he said. “I believe I invited you to dinner.”

“You did,” she said, smiling. He would drive her to Richmond, take her to a proper restaurant. Get to know her again. He wanted, very much, to know her again.

“And, by the way, would you do me the honor of signing my copy of Green Thoughts? I had no idea you’d written this, E. R. Morgan. Every third poet is named Morgan in Cornwall. I bought it when it was first published. It’s been sitting on my bookshelf for years.”

She signed the book, and he asked her about classes. They were going well; she was adjusting to life in a small town. The students were different, of course. Less cosmopolitan, more likely to be the first in their families to go to college. But she’d been assigned a poetry class to teach, and she was enjoying that.

“I did get a poem on plumbing yesterday!” she said. “It rhymed, too. But what I wanted to say is, I’m going to try writing poetry again, myself.”

“That’s terrific!” he replied. “You know, I think you have a rare and genuine talent. I wish I had your ear for rhythm. It would have helped me with my translation of The Tale of the Green Knight.”

“Your translation?” She looked puzzled.

“The one nobody heard about. You know what Oxford University Press told me? There wasn’t enough scholarly interest in such an obscure Cornish poem. Three years later, they published the translation by Thomas Holbrook.” Who was an idiot, and whose interpretations were sometimes ridiculously inaccurate. He grimaced. “Well, at least my translation got me out of graduate school. And into Bartlett.”

It still bothered him that his translation had been superseded. That scholars like Evelyn used Holbrook in their research. But that was all right, he thought later, walking across campus. They’d set a date for dinner, and when he looked inside his copy of Green Thoughts he saw that the inscription said: To Brendan, with love. Evelyn.

It was another two weeks before they found the time to drive to Richmond for a real date. In the meantime, they had lunch together, walked around campus together. He was starting to wonder if she thought of him as anything more than a friend. But he was too nervous to ask—or to take her in his arms and kiss her, although each time he saw her, he thought about what it would be like. And then he remembered her screaming and running away.

They had an early dinner at a restaurant in Richmond. He’d been worried that the conversation might be awkward, but they talked as though they had known each other for years. He told her about his father’s death and selling the bookstore.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “That must have been difficult. You know, I tried to send you a letter there once. I guess it never reached you. Maybe it was after your father died.”

“It must have been,” he said. “I would certainly have written back to you, Evelyn.”

“Then you weren’t angry?” she asked. How beautiful she looked in the flickering candlelight. He was reminded once again of how he had once thought of her: Queen Elowen, by John William Waterhouse.

“I could never be angry with you,” he said, taking her hand across the table.

Afterward, they drove to the Museum of Fine Arts. In the gift shop, he saw a notebook with Waterhouse’s The Lady of Shalott reproduced on the cover. It reminded him so much of her—the same auburn hair, the same line of cheek and jaw—that he bought it for her, despite the depressing subject matter. “For your poetry,” he said. “Just don’t pay attention to any curses, all right?”

“ ‘The curse is come upon me, cried the Lady of Shalott,’ ” she said. “I don’t think anyone hates me enough to curse me. Unless it’s the student I might have to flunk this semester!”

Afterward, he walked her up to her porch. “Evelyn,” he said, “is it safe to kiss you? I’ve been holding off, you know. Worried you would run away again.”

“I’m not going to run away,” she said. “I promise.”

“All right.” He put his hand on her cheek, leaned down, put his lips on hers. Tentatively at first, waiting for her to draw back. But she didn’t draw back.

Instead, she said, “Do you want to come in?”

This was the moment. He had to tell her about Isabel. He should have told her earlier, at dinner, during one of those pauses that happen in even the best conversations. But he had not.

She was looking up at him, waiting for an answer. They hadn’t turned on the porch light, and her eyes were dark, like the sea. He wanted to drown in them.

“Yes, I want to come in. Most definitely.”

She turned and opened the door. He followed her up the narrow stairs to the bedroom. There, he kissed her again, neck, shoulders, unbuttoning the blouse he’d imagined unbuttoning all through dinner, tossing it on the floor. Since Isabel’s accident, there had been no one, and he wondered if he would remember how to unhook a bra, how to make a woman cry out with pleasure. But his fingers remembered, traveled along the curves of her body as though it were a landscape he had known all his life. He kissed her breasts, her stomach, listened to her moan and whisper, “Yes, there.” And when he entered her, it was like going home, like going where he should have been all along.

Afterward, she slept with her arms around him, curled against his back. He lay awake in the darkness, thinking about his life, about the two women he had loved. Isabel, fiery and opinionated. So very much alive, until the accident. He’d loved her even when they had disagreed, which had been more often than he liked to remember. He had mourned her loss for a long time. But lately, he’d felt that grief loosening, as though a rope tied around his heart had slipped its knot. And now here was Evelyn, intelligent, poetic, elusive. He didn’t think they would ever have his and Isabel’s epic quarrels. She would be more likely to keep her opinions to herself, avoid disagreeing with him. He would have to make sure she stood up for herself; he knew how overbearing he could be at times. But he could see them together, years from now, growing old: teaching, writing, pottering around the garden. It would be a good life.

When he finally fell asleep, he dreamed of Gawan’s Court. The clouds were dark overhead, and he could feel a cold wind pulling at his clothes. A woman stood there, auburn hair streaming in the wind, her white robes lifted and tossed. She was holding her arms out to him. Her mouth was open, she was saying something, but he couldn’t hear, the wind was too loud. Lightning crashed out of the sky, hit one of the standing stones. He raised his arms as though they could protect him and stumbled back. And then the rain fell, a driving gray rain, soaking him in an instant. He looked around—where was she? All he saw were the standing stones, the sea in the distance. The woman was gone.

“Evelyn, are you done for the day?”

For the past month, they had been a couple, although he hadn’t yet told Michael Fitch. He knew he would have to. The university had rules about dating other employees. But he hadn’t wanted to tell anyone yet, hadn’t wanted to disturb the delicate equilibrium of their relationship. Somehow, he still thought of Evelyn as someone who might disappear. It seemed so magical that he had found her again, that he had found happiness again with her.

In the mornings, they sat together in her living room, drinking coffee and going over their lesson plans. He would make a joke about Chaucer, and she would get it, tell him not to make jokes while she was drinking because, if she laughed, it would send coffee up her nose.

He had given her a copy of his Arundell Press translation, and he liked to see it on her bookshelf. It made him feel as though he had become a part of her life. During the day they would stop by each other’s offices, checking in about how classes had gone, eating lunch together under a tree somewhere on campus, sharing some of their sandwiches with the squirrels.

In the evenings, they sat in front of the fireplace, drinking wine. It was already cold enough that he could build a fire. And they would talk, mostly about the poetry she wanted to write, because she hadn’t yet started to fill the notebook he’d given her. It was too difficult to concentrate on poetry when you were grading student papers, she said. And the article he was supposed to complete by Christmas.

“I have to write something,” he told her. “Here I am, a tenured professor with a translation, an article, and a bunch of reviews to my name. Michael told me they were expecting more of me. But what am I going to do, write articles to appease the department chair? Edit a special issue? The problem, Evie, is that I seem to care more about literature than about scholarship. Medieval Studies asked me to write about the chivalric code in The Tale of the Green Knight. What do I care about the chivalric code? As far as I’m concerned, the poem is about chopping the heads off giants.”

“And eternal love,” she had said, smiling. “Don’t forget the eternal love.”

“Like in Green Thoughts. You know, underneath that practical exterior, I think you’re an incurable romantic.”

But she looked practical tonight, sitting in her office with a stack of papers in front of her.

She looked up and said, “Why didn’t you tell me about your wife?”

For a moment, he stood silent. What could he say? “All right, come on. Let’s go.”

“Where?” she asked.

“Just come on, all right?”

He turned and walked down the hallway and to the parking lot. He could hear her footsteps behind him. Without a word, they got into the car. He drove along the roads he knew so well, toward the Henrico County Medical Center. Whenever he looked over at her, she was staring out the window. About halfway there, she said, “Where are we going?”

“To see my wife,” he said. He knew, had known as soon as she had asked about his wife, that he was going to lose her. He had lied to her, not directly but by omission. How much he wished he could go back, even to yesterday, so he could tell her. But that possibility was gone. Time worked that way—time was linear; it didn’t circle back. Once you lost something, you couldn’t regain it. That was life. He drove faster than he should, angry with himself.

At the front desk, the nurse said, “It’s past visiting hours, Dr. Thorne.”

“Please,” he said. “Can I go in just for a minute?”

The nurse nodded, and he walked down the obnoxiously pink hallway to the long-term care facility, with Evelyn following behind him. He did not look at her, could not look at her.

He opened the door, walked up to one of the two beds, and said, “There she is. There’s Isabel.”

Evelyn stood, staring. He knew he ought to say something, ought to explain. Slowly, haltingly, he told her about the accident. “The stable called an ambulance, but by the time it reached the hospital, she was in a coma. She’s been like this ever since. The doctors say there’s no hope, that she’ll never recover. But I can’t bring myself to disconnect her.”

He took her hand. “I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought—” He’d thought that he would lose her again, and he hadn’t been able to bear it. “I wanted to be with you so badly. I thought if you knew, you’d never give me a chance. Evelyn, say something.”

She reached out and touched Isabel’s hand. He glanced at her face. She didn’t look angry. No, she looked sad, and for a moment he thought, It’s going to be all right. “Evelyn,” he said.

Suddenly, she put her hand on her chest. Her eyes opened wide and she stared at Isabel lying on the bed with the tangle of tubes around her. Then, she turned and ran. He ran after her, down the pink hallway to the reception area and then out the hospital’s swinging front doors. She was standing beside a taxi that had just dropped off a patient in a wheelchair. He stopped, out of breath, and watched as she climbed in.

She looked back at him once as the taxi drove away. He stared after her, not knowing what to do except stand there.

“Dr. Thorne!” He turned. The nurse was standing just outside the swinging doors, calling to him.

He walked back to her.

“Dr. Thorne, your wife has stopped breathing. We think it may be her heart, some sort of heart failure. The doctors are working on her now.”

He followed the nurse into the reception area.

“Just wait here, all right?”

“All right,” he said. And sat, waiting, head in his hands. When the doctors came to tell him there was nothing more they could do, he nodded, stood up, and walked out of the building. The next morning, he called the department to tell Michael Fitch he was leaving, left a note for the landlady, and packed a suitcase.

In one night, he had lost them both. There was nothing to keep him anymore.


Brendan had never sold his father’s house, and now he was glad. He reopened it, hung his clothes in the closet, sat down at the kitchen table, and wondered what he was going to do with the rest of his life. He had given up the job he’d spent so long working for. And now here he was, right back where he had started. In the house where his father had told him stories about Gawan and the giants.

Had he made the wrong choices? Should he have worked at the bookstore, carried on his father’s business, instead of going to graduate school and studying literature? He didn’t know.

His stomach grumbled, reminding him that he’d had nothing to eat since lunch on the airplane. He walked into town and then down to the harbor to watch the fishing boats. As he stood leaning on the harbor wall, his cell phone rang. He looked at it. The English department, again. He cursed at it under his breath, then threw it as far as he could into the sea.

Clews had changed since the last time he had been there. The barbershop where he’d gotten his first haircut was now a hair salon, and what had once been a tobacco shop now sold computers. But Mrs. Ross still greeted him when he walked into the pub, and some of the boys he had known from school were there, sitting around the tables, drinking their pints.

They were talking about how difficult it was to find men willing to go out on the boats.

“All the boys want to go to university now, like you did, Brendan,” one of them said. What had his name been? Jory Hammett. He’d been a year behind Brendan, and on all the sports teams.

Although Brendan hadn’t ordered, Mrs. Ross put a large bowl of fish soup in front of him. “Eat up, dearie,” she said. “You look as though you need it.”

“So, you’re needing men on the boats,” he said. “What about me?”

Jory looked at him for a moment. “Aye, you’ll do. Think you can wake up early enough?”

He laughed for the first time in days. “I think so.”

As soon as he could, he got a haircut—not at the hair salon, none of the fishermen went there. Instead, Jory’s wife Gwenna ran a clipper over his head. Afterward, he stared at himself in the bathroom mirror, running his hand over what felt like a bristle brush. He no longer looked like Dr. Brendan Thorne. For the first time since he’d left for Oxford, he looked like he belonged in Clews, on one of the fishing boats or sitting in the pub. It gave him a sense of belonging that he had not felt for a long time.

Fishing kept him occupied, gave him an income. When he wasn’t out in the boat, he worked on his father’s house, patching the holes he found in the roof, clearing the brush that had grown up around it. It was some ways out of town, at the edge of the forest, and he grew to like the silence. He could hear birds, squirrels. And sometimes, if he sat still long enough, a fox would come out of the forest and stare at him, its red fur vivid against the tree trunks.

When winter came, he chopped firewood for the stove and started reading the books he had read as a child. He’d forgotten how much they had meant to him. Whenever he thought of Evelyn, he chopped more firewood or went for a walk through the forest, hoping the physical exertion would help. It did, at least for a while, although he could never banish her from his thoughts for long.

One morning, as he sat at the kitchen table eating a breakfast of fried liver and onions, it came to him. He would write a book. Not an academic book. No. There were already too many of those. It would be a book about knights, and giants, and love: The Tale of the Green Knight, but for children. He had to write these ideas down. He’d left his laptop in his office at Bartlett; it had been given to him by the college anyway, and for months now he hadn’t missed it. But he needed some paper and a pen. There would be paper and pens in his father’s desk. He went into the study and opened the desk drawer.

After his father’s death, he hadn’t gone through the desk, hadn’t wanted to disturb anything. He had simply left. It felt strange now, looking through the remnants of his father’s life. There were only scraps, receipts for books his father had bought, bills he must have been intending to pay, grocery lists. In one corner was a photograph of his mother on top of a stack of letters she’d written, probably sent before they were married. He would look at those, but not now. On top of what looked like a sales ledger was another letter, with a note scribbled in pencil: Forward to Brendan. It was from Evelyn.

He felt a sudden sense of vertigo, as though he were looking down from a great height. How could she have sent this to him? How could it have gotten into the desk? But the postmark—it had been mailed years ago, a month before his father had died. Carefully, he opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of heavy cream-colored paper with ERM monogrammed on the top. On it she had written, not very neatly:


Dear Brendan,

I’m so, so sorry about what happened that day. I saw something—I never told you, but sometimes I see things. A hundred years ago, they would have called it second sight. I’ll tell you about it if you want me to, although I don’t like to talk about it much. Can you forgive me? If so, please write back. I’d really like to hear from you.

Love, Evelyn               



His hand was trembling. What did it mean, this letter from the past? It felt as though she were speaking to him across the years. But of course she wasn’t, really. This was the letter she had mentioned sending, and it was only a coincidence that he was just finding it now. He wondered what she was referring to, what she meant by “seeing things.” But the letter had nothing to do with what had happened in Virginia. That had been about Isabel, about not telling Evelyn when he should have. About concealing the truth from the woman he loved and wanted to spend the rest of his life with. He set it down again.

The drawer held a couple pens that looked as though they might still work, but nothing to write on. He would have to go into town to buy some paper. On his way out, he tidied up, washing the dishes in the sink and drying them with a tea towel, deliberately not thinking about the letter. Concentrate on the book he wanted to write. Yes, that was what he would do.

As he walked into town, he realized that it felt good, having something to work on again.

When the first draft was finished, he bought a secondhand laptop at the computer store. Every night, after a long day out in the boat, he would sit at the kitchen table typing, trying to tell the story the way his father had told it to him. Trying to make it a story that children would want to read.


And then Magill and Magog roared with fury, until the clouds shook. But Elowen raised her hand and cast the strongest spell she knew. “Be stone!” she cried, and the giants turned gray and hard. She had transformed them into stone. Gawan swung his sword and struck their heads off. Those heads rolled down the hillside, and you can still see them if you go to Cornwall, gray stones that look like giants’ heads.




Then Gawan turned and saw Elowen lying on the ground. He knelt beside her, raised her head, and said, “Why do you lie here, my love?”




“The spell was too strong for me,” she said. “I’m dying, Gawan. But I shall see you again. In another life, we shall be together, although we cannot be in this one.”




“That you shall not!” cried Morva. “Not for a thousand years. You have killed my father and brother, and so I curse you, queen of Cornwall. You shall not be with your beloved until a thousand years have passed.” She cast her own spell and then clapped her hands, disappearing in flame and smoke.



Yes, that was it. That was the voice, the pacing he was looking for.

The day he finished the manuscript, he celebrated with a glass of his father’s Glenlivet. Tomorrow he would go into town, e-mail it to Peter Cargill at Arundell Press. He knew they published a line of children’s books, and Peter might help him get the manuscript to the right editor.

That night he dreamed again, for the first time since returning to Cornwall. He dreamed that he was standing on the hilltop, among the standing stones. There, between him and the sea, stood Elowen. No, it was Evelyn, in faded jeans and a gray cardigan. Evelyn, he called. Evelyn! But she couldn’t hear him and turned away. Evelyn! he cried, desperately.

He woke before dawn. Had leaving Bartlett been the biggest mistake of his life? If he had waited, tried to contact her the next day, or the next week, or even the next month—if he had just given her time—would she have come back to him? Would she have told him that she understood? He didn’t know. But, he thought, I have to try. After breakfast and a shower that left him feeling more like himself, he walked into town.

Although he hated to do it, he went into the new bookstore, which had a coffee shop and free wi-fi. First, he e-mailed the manuscript to Peter. Then, he e-mailed Evelyn. He could still type her address automatically, without thinking. My dearest Evelyn, he wrote. I’m so sorry. Please say you can forgive me. Or, if you can’t, please write anyway to tell me why not, and feel free to call me any names you like. The more the better, just so I hear from you. Love always, Brendan.

He hit Send, finished his coffee, and thought, I’ll go up the hill. I haven’t been up there since I came back to Clews. It was a sunny day, the first truly warm day of summer. He would stand among the stones, looking toward the sea, and remember her, with her hair whipping in the wind, just as he had dreamed it. She would write back; he knew she would. She had to. And then … would he go back to Virginia? Would he persuade her to come to Cornwall? He didn’t know, but for the first time since he had come back, he felt hopeful.

They would not live happily ever after, because no one did that. But they would be together, and that was enough. [image: ]
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This book is dedicated to
star-crossed lovers everywhere.
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