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  I’LL LOVE YOU TILL I DIE


  CHAPTER 1


  They say that to love another selflessly, without holding back, is the most noble act of the human soul. They say it has its own reward.


  But who exactly says that? I don’t know. Certainly not I, not anymore. As I seek beyond the vast, empty landscape of my soul today, I see only that the clouds are moving in again.


  I see them above the drift of hill where David and I first met. I feel their cold mist surround me, just as it surrounded me on certain summer days in that meadow there, beyond our house. Can you see it, our house? It’s ramshackle how, its broken windows like gaping eyes that have shattered from witnessing too much pain in too short, a span of time. One can handle terrible things, I believe, if they don’t come rushing at one like a runaway train barreling down a track with no shoulder on either side. If there’s a place to jump off and catch one’s breath, one can remember the platitudes, perhaps, and stay the course. “Ah, yes, ’tis a terrible thing,” one might say, “but then God never gives us more than we can handle at any given time.”


  When the Dark Train comes hurtling down that track without warning, however—when there is no place to run for a bit and hide—we can only stand and allow ourselves to be run down. Even then, of course, people will come at you with their platitudes. “God’s will,” they will cluck with a sorrowful air. “God’s will.”


  Permoryn. I see it now in my mind’s eye, around that bend of Cornish road. It nestles between hills that form a soft, velvety V, much like the coming together of a woman’s body. This is fitting somehow. I came together for the first time as a woman in that house. My body opened to David with little persuasion needed, as if it had waited all my twenty-eight years for that moment only, waited and known that it would come.


  When I first saw David, tears leapt to my eyes. They say it is like that with soul mates. They say you “know.” That everything about you knows: your mind, your heart, your very being.


  It was like that for me. I looked at David that first time and I saw us together in a house just like the one he built for us there by that meadow, alongside our hill. I saw us working side by side in a garden of primroses and daisies, of hollyhocks and giant lilac trees. I pictured us sitting on a porch swing, holding hands on gentle spring evenings, and I imagined us swatting at gnats and scratching behind the ears of a friendly old hound with soulful eyes. I dreamt …


  Well, enough. As I have said, I “knew.”


  Shortly before we were married, David built our house; he and a small crew of workmen down from Fowey. I would bring him ice-cold bottles of his favorite dandelion and burdock drink, and then I would sit on the cob wall nearby and watch him, his muscles rippling with strength, his longish blond hair bleached by the sun. I never tired of watching David. I was like one of those politicians’ wives you see, who hangs on every word.


  But then when our house was finished and we turned to the garden, David wrote books while I trimmed the daisies. I wanted one of the two bedrooms as a nursery; David claimed it for his study. He took to sleeping there often after working on his pages at night.


  That David and I would come to sleep apart more times than not, I did not “know.” I did not foresee this as our future. There is much I did not see.


  The doctor here has said that I lived on the wing of a dream. I say I lived on the breath of a prayer. From my earliest days of childhood, I can remember wanting someone “just like David.” Someone with whom to share deep secrets, with whom to laugh and do mad, crazy things. David and I would burst into song together on the merest whim—loud, boisterous song of the type one learns in school: “Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream …”


  David brought me so much joy. I had only to look into his eyes, hear him speak my name, and I’d have done anything, become anything.


  The doctor says that’s why I’m here. That loving David so recklessly brought me pain as well.


  I know the doctor is right. I see this as clearly as I still see, in my mind’s eye, Permoryn—the house we built—though it’s been close on eight months now. I see the pond off to the side, and the ducklings that were born each spring. I hear the skylarks singing in the elms that scratched the windows above our bed. I see David kneeling before the big stone fireplace that final evening, adding a heavy oak log, his handsome face flushed with red from the flame.


  I see the knife flashing down, sinking into his back. Blood gushes. I hear myself scream, “No!” I feel my own life leave my body and my soul meet with his. I feel us touch, come together as one flame, bonded together in death. Then I feel him wrenched away, and my flesh coming back to life. I see myself fighting it, wanting to die, to, disappear, to be nothing, and in my mind I get smaller and smaller, till I am no more than a pinpoint in some vast, black tunnel. At the other end of that tunnel stands David, his hand outstretched and covered with blood. He tries to reach me, to pull me with him, but there are winds all about me now, and the winds have voices, and they tell me; I have no choice this time, I cannot go.


  Since then, I have lived a shadow life in this hospital—not ill, as in coma, yet not alive. For months they moved me, clothed, and fed me. They say I helped, that I knew enough to chew and slip my arms into the proper holes! Yet I remember it not at all. It is as if, in my head, I slept. “Withdrawn,” they say. A mental thing. But then little by little, there were glimpses of light. Of memory. I began to see David’s face. I heard his voice as I hear it now, and it was calling to me then as now: “Joanna. Joanna come to me.”


  This time there are no winds, no tunnel, only my heart telling me to get out of here. Get home. There are things I must know, and the answers are all at Permoryn.


  CHAPTER 2


  “What is your most vivid memory of childhood?” the examiner asks.


  I answer with false excitement, knowing what they are looking for: something normal, something not laced with the kind of pain that pops out like an “inappropriate laugh” and puts one back in the bin.


  I sit forward on my straight wooden chair. “I loved growing up here in Cornwall. And Mevagissey is on the coast, you know. The inner harbor was built in the early fourteen hundreds, and the town was called Lavorrick, or possibly Lammorrick, then. Of course, there are T-shirt and ice cream shops all over the place, but when I was a child—”


  The examiners glance at each other. I am talking too much. Slow down.


  “You’ve been to Mevagissey recently?” asks a somber man in black who looks more like an undertaker than a doctor. “Before you came here, that is?”


  It has been eight months total since I arrived at Whitehurst: six of them spent in that withdrawn state, and the past two “coming back,” struggling to remember what occurred in the weeks before David’s death. I remember most. Still, there are huge dark holes, and when I begin to explore them I feel quite faint.


  I don’t tell the examiners this, of course. It’s their job to either approve or disapprove the doctor’s recommendation that I be allowed to leave.


  “I haven’t been to Mevagissey since shortly after I married,” I say. “Over a year and a half now, that would be? But I have a friend there, an artist. He sends me postcards at times.”


  A third man with short manicured nails picks up a file and pages through it. “I see you have family in Mevagissey, as well. If you leave here, will you be going back to them?”


  “No.” My answer is blurted out, and again they glance at each other. “I would like to go home,” I amend, with only a small tremor in my voice.


  “To your house, you mean, to Permoryn?”


  “Yes.”


  There is a heavy silence. These men … these men hold my life in their hands. Without their approval to leave I am a prisoner here.


  I struggle to make it sound as if my going home makes sense.


  “I love Permoryn. It’s smallish and quiet, and there are trees and flowers and birds, and I can finish getting well.”


  “You don’t feel that you’re well now?”


  “Oh, I didn’t mean that,” I rush to assure them. “I just meant that I can work my way back into ordinary life there without too much stress. Doctor Shahi advised that. Even he agrees that Permoryn seems the perfect place.”


  “You were … disassociated for a good six months,” the man with the manicure says, choosing the word carefully notice that a thumbnail is bitten to the quick. “You should be with people who know you, have someone to talk to.”


  “That won’t be a problem. I have neighbors nearby.”


  “Charlotte Dean?”


  I look up, surprised.


  “Her name is in the police report,” he explains. “Tell me, what do you remember of how your husband died?”


  This is what I remember of the way David died, I say: I remember the knife flashing down, the terrible red gleam of firelight on steel, the almost physical plunge through my own heart. After that, nothing.


  “Dr. Shahi thinks it will all come back in due time,” I tell them.


  “I understand the police have not closed the case …” a man with a yellowish bald spot says. The words dangle as he sucks his tongue, and he makes a puzzled frown, as if the bald spot were a lemon and the bitterness has seeped down.


  “No. They have not.”


  A police inspector named Goff visited me here in the hospital the morning I “came back.” He was eager to hear my story of that night, he said, as he’d been on the case from the first and only waiting for such an occasion. (They always suspect the wife or husband first in these things, or so I’ve heard.) But I had no memory, no story. I could not give him anything with which to trip me up, and with this he seemed displeased.


  Well, one would think common sense would have sent him looking elsewhere. I’d been attacked as well, left unconscious, and there was no murder weapon about.


  Furthermore, Charlotte and Henry—the Inspector himself told me—had spotted someone in dark clothes running along the road as they drove to Permoryn for a visit that night. Police reports confirmed that there had been a burglary in the area earlier that week, at a farmhouse not more than three miles from mine.


  “I believe they’ve decided for now that it must have been a burglar,” I say.


  “So we understand,” the man with the yellowish bald spot answers. “And that does concern us. If the killer is still at large and learns that your memory is coming back … that you might now identify him …”


  “At the slightest hint of trouble,” I assure him, “I’ll call the police. I won’t confront anyone.”


  Dr. Shahi and I have been through all this: what is appropriate and what is not. In the past two months since I came back, they’ve had me in therapy of one sort or another all the time. So I’ve had to watch myself, keep on my toes.


  “I’m sure Dr. Shahi told you that although you were struck on the head, your condition wasn’t caused by that?”


  “Yes. He said it was shock that made me withdraw from reality, into my mind.”


  “Tell us more about your childhood,” the “undertaker” interrupts.


  Anger flares. That’s all they ever think about here. For two months now: “Tell us about your childhood, your childhood, your childhood.” With each telling those days become smoother, yet more removed, like a manuscript that is polished so often the life is wrung out, leaving it boneless and dry.


  “It was a wonderful childhood,” I say, trying again for animation. “I remember Mevagissey Primary, with prayers and hymns each morning, and learning to count with small shells. I remember clouds of chalk dust from the blackboard dusters, and little china wells for ink set into the desk.” I lean forward, my voice rising a bit. “Down on Tregony Hill there was a pilchard factory, and the smell from it was awful. The pilchard’s a horribly oily fish, you know, and we children used to sneak in after school and watch them cut off the heads and dig out the guts. Then we’d play in the wooden packing boxes. They were encrusted with scales and congealed blood …”


  I’m satisfied to see a grimace of distaste on one pale face. “Children hardly notice those things, of course,” I add with an innocent smile.


  “Indeed.”


  There is much shifting in seats and clearing of throats.


  “And your family?” the somber one asks.


  “Our house was on the quay. It was centuries old, and built on a steep hill. Our front door was actually in the roof. You came in that way and walked downstairs to the living room. The banister rails were short at the top and longer at the bottom. You could run a stick along them as you descended, and the pitch would change like a xylophone.”


  A heavy sigh. “Mrs. Carr, this is all very fascinating. But quite frankly, what we’re looking for is a psychiatric history. What was your mother like? Your father?” Another rustle of paper. “You were the youngest of four, I see. Three older brothers. Were you happy?”


  I hesitate only a moment, folding my hands and leaning back in my chair. “What do you mean by happy?”


  The voice rises in irritation. “Did your parents make you feel secure? Did they treat you well? Did you have close friends?”


  “I had Michael.”


  “Michael … ?”


  “My friend, Michael Lamb. We met at school when we were six, and stuck together from then on. Against the other children, you know.”


  “The others treated you badly?”


  “I think they treated Michael worse than me, because his family was poor.”


  “Is this Michael the one who sends you the postcards?”


  “Their job, I remember, is to collect details like this and stick them to my chart by a pin. If I’m not careful, all my memories could dry and shrivel there, like the wings of a moth. I protect them as best I can.


  “Yes. Michael is an artist. He owns a gallery in Mevagissey.”


  I glance out the window, to gray buildings beneath a brilliant blue sky. The air is soft, and I long to be at Permoryn. I long to lie in the meadow beneath the sun and remember …


  I remember I had planted a bed of primroses beneath the kitchen window, and Michael came out to Permoryn for the first time—shortly after my marriage—bringing with him a wedding gift, a stone hare. “A little friend to keep you company while you’re working in the garden,” he said, kneeling down on the grass beside me. “I couldn’t bear to wrap him in paper. He seems to need plenty of sunshine and fresh air.”


  He grinned at me, his blue eyes twinkling mischievously, the way they did when we were children. And then he nuzzled my nose with that of the hare.


  I laughed, so glad to see him after so long a time, and tousled his unruly black hair. We had set the stone hare amongst the primroses with his little nose and ears sticking out, and agreed that he looked rather happy there. David was working in his study and had asked not to be disturbed. When he saw the hare later he gave it only a glance. “From Michael Lamb, you say? Has he been coming here often?”


  “Not at all. This is the first time.”


  I could see my husband wasn’t happy, even so. We had fought that morning about the long hours he spent cooped away in his study. Married only three months, I was feeling neglected. Still, I wanted him to succeed. I found things to busy myself … the garden, the birds. We seldom had people over. “I love you, Joanna. I want you all to myself for a while,” my husband would say.


  An important thing, I’ve learned—perhaps the most important in life—is learning to read between the lines of love. There are messages there, and if we don’t listen with our brains as well as our hearts, we risk not hearing them at all.


  “Mrs. Carr?”


  The examiner with the bald spot is speaking to me. I bring my attention back. “Yes?”


  “You never did tell us about Charlotte Dean.”


  Strangely, there is a taste of fear on my tongue. I clear my throat. “What would you like to know? Charlotte’s my friend.”


  “According to the police report, she and her husband were first on the scene after the incident. They found your husband dead on the floor, and you lying near the door unconscious, a wound to the head.”


  “Yes.” In a red negligee, the inspector had said. Covered nicely with a small blanket I’d kept on the sofa. They don’t mention that—though personally, if I were them, I’d find it quite odd I’d been covered so thoughtfully, as if by someone who cared.


  “Mrs. Dean is the one who signed you in here,” the examiner continues.


  “Yes.” Charlotte signed me into Whitehurst that night. It was my mother, wouldn’t you know, who came up later and gave them the right to keep me here.


  “Mrs. Dean has been here several times to see you. Do you remember any of her visits?”


  “Only one, shortly after I, uh … came back.” I still feel awkward referring to my return to conscious life.


  “That was two months ago, Mrs. Carr. She hasn’t returned since?”


  “I … no.”


  “Yet you feel you can count on her support if we release you? If you’re allowed to go home?”


  “Absolutely. Charlotte’s been my friend for years. I’m sure she’s simply busy lately.”


  Still, there’s a tremor in my stomach that won’t go away. I’m not sure of anything any longer, and that’s the truth. I simply have to appear certain if I’m ever to get out of here.


  Mrs. Rimes, the nurse, helps me to pack. “Dr. Shahi said he’d pop in to see you,” she tells me, her ruddy face folding into a bittersweet smile. “I’ve got to say I’ll miss you, Mrs. Carr.”


  I give her a hug. “You never did learn to call me Joanna.”


  She picks up a brush, and I sit on the stiff-backed chair as she begins to run it gently through my hair. This is a daily routine, begun shortly after I came here, she has told me. “Look how long it’s grown,” she says now. “And only one or two gray hairs, after all you’ve been through. Imagine.”


  “One or two is a lot for thirty, Mrs. Rimes.”


  “Not at all. I had plenty of gray by that time. My daughter, too.”


  “Well, I guess I haven’t really been through all that much lately, sitting here with my head in some other world. It’s been rather peaceful in there.”


  I can see us in the dresser mirror, the kind, grandmotherly woman behind me, and my long brown hair haloed by sunlight. It is like a painting, and I remember that before I married David, I not only worked at a gallery, but haunted other galleries and museums on my days off.


  My body in the mirror is still slender, but blurred, I think. I can’t wait to get back to my meadow and walk. My complexion for the most part is smooth over adequate cheekbones, and I remember David saying, “You have the kind of face that will never grow old.”


  I lean forward and squint into the mirror. There are fine lines around the eyes, and a slight puffiness in the lids. None of this was here a year ago. I touch the lines, wondering.


  There is a sound at the door, and I turn to see Dr. Shahi. He is looking pleased, as if he has pulled me back from the precipice all by himself—as in fact he nearly has. He is the one doctor here I respect. The others think the answers are in the head; Dr. Shahi looks into the heart, where he knows they hide like a frightened badger until someone risks a bite and drags them into the light.


  “You look lovely, Joanna.”


  He is tall and dark-complexioned, with a face that is younger than his fifty years, and graying blade hair that keeps springing up, no matter how many times he tries to smooth it down. His English is rather precise, with only a trace of accent remaining from his childhood years in Punjab. I have come to think of Dr. Shahi as a father, or perhaps an older brother. I return his smile. “Thank you. I’m so glad to be going home.” A true flush of excitement warms my cheeks.


  “As you know, your house hasn’t been kept up.”


  “Yes. Charlotte told me, it’s been held by a trustee. Without my approval no one could order repairs.”


  “One thing, you’ll be all right financially for a while. We looked into that.”


  I nod. Though my personal savings account, begun years before I married David, is all but gone, the money he left me has been earning interest while I’ve been here.


  Remember, I’ll want to see you in three weeks,” he says gently. “And you’ve promised to call me every Friday morning at ten.” This is a condition of my release, and Dr. Shahi is sensitive enough to know how much the constraint bothers me.


  “I’ll check in,” I promise.


  “And any other time, if you feel you need to talk.”


  “I will.”


  He frowns, hands in his white coat pockets. Beneath the coat are black trousers, and on his rather small feet are highly polished black shoes. He stands with them neatly together, as if he’s been taught that in school and never forgot.


  “I’m just a bit worried that this may be too soon,” he says.


  My heart plummets. “You wouldn’t—”


  “Reverse my recommendation that you leave? No. But Joanna, I know how you can hide things. You and I both know that you fooled the examiners to some extent.”


  My nervous glance flicks away, then back. “You know this, and you’re letting me go?”


  “I believe it’s time. Now that you’re stronger physically, there’s really no reason to keep you. And Joanna … being back at Permoryn may help you to remember. You may need to do that before you can forget.”


  I laugh with only a trace of bitterness.


  He smiles. “Ironic, true. But it’s in your subconscious, doing unknown damage.”


  I sigh. “Like woodworm, I know—invisible until the house collapses.” This, too, we have gone over before.


  “You understand, if things don’t work out …”


  He doesn’t say it, but I know. You’ll have to come back.


  He holds out his hand, and in it is a small white pouch. “A little going-away present. Lavender,” he says, “for your bath.” I smile and hold it to my nose, inhaling its calming scent. Dr. Shahi has a greenhouse window in his office, and every shelf is lined with herbs. He is always giving them away to patients. “It will relax you,” he says.


  “Thank you.” I slip it into my suitcase. Mrs. Rimes bustles about, snapping the case shut, and pulling my old green coat from the closet. She sniffles.


  “Take care,” Dr. Shahi says.


  “I will.”


  Part of me hates to say good-bye. The other part is like a race horse, stamping and huffing, anxious for the gates


  CHAPTER 3


  It’s a forty-minute drive south along the coast to Permoryn, and the hired Ford takes the road fairly well. I relax at the wheel, relieved that Dr. Shahi has taken me out driving before this, getting me used to the feel again. Around me are the green hills and cliffs of Cornwall, to me the most beautiful sight in the world. I am so happy to be free, so light, I feel as if the car might rise right up and fly the rest of the way.


  But—and this startles me, as it comes at me suddenly in the midst of such rosy thoughts—my husband is dead. I am going home to our house, and for the first time he will not be there. How can I feel anything other than sad? I do, however. I am elated, my spirits tossed high by this freedom. And there is something … something I don’t quite remember nibbling at the edges of my brain. A confused sense that the freedom I celebrate is for my liberation from more than Whitehurst.


  Nor is this anything new. Over and over I have said to Dr. Shahi in our sessions, “I don’t understand. Why do I think of David with joy one moment, and depression the next?”


  “It will come back if it’s meant to,” he has answered. “Meanwhile, focus on the present. Fill it with joy.”


  This business of focusing on the present has irritated me no end at times, but I also believe it is all that has kept me afloat. “Sufficient to the day …” the Christians would say, while Dr. Shahi exhorts one to “live in the now,” and I can only believe that since so many people of so many differing persuasions teach it, there must be something to it. On my better days I’ve nearly managed to do it.


  Nibbling at soda biscuits on the seat beside me, I remember that there will be no groceries in the house. Still, I have the two pints of milk Mrs. Rimes insisted I bring, stealing them and the biscuits from the hospital kitchen. In the morning, I think, I’ll go into the village. Gas and electricity were arranged from the hospital, but the telephone must be tended to in person. Afterwards, I can shop for provisions.


  “You might call for a housekeeper to do things up ahead of time,” Dr. Shahi suggested.


  “No. I don’t want anyone there just yet. I need to reclaim my home first.”


  The examiners found my intensity over this matter odd but not necessarily alarming. Dr. Shahi understood completely.


  The sun is an hour or two over the western horizon as I take the turn inland to Permoryn. Within ten minutes I begin to see a familiar swell of green hill, and my heart beats fast. My hands grow damp on the wheel. I press hard on the accelerator and the Ford eats up the distance. Soon I can see the tops of the elm trees that shelter our house, and then, around one last bend, Permoryn itself. My mouth is dry.


  A rambling stone cottage, Permoryn is one story high, with an attic. Its tall windows are trimmed in white and, like a picture postcard, it sits nestled in that gentle valley. Beside it on the left is the duckling pond, the last rays of sun casting pink upon the tall reeds that rise from it, trembling in a warm breeze.


  Excitement makes every inch of me quiver, just like those reeds. I’m home.


  I pull into the gravel drive, thrilled with the familiar crunch beneath the tires. Parking, I jump out and stand motionless, absorbing the scene before me. My heart, I think, will burst from my chest.


  It is much like the pictures Charlotte brought to me in the hospital: a front window broken by storms, the white trim flaking, weeds grown high. But I’m here. This is my house and David’s, this is where our love began. I can curl up within these walls and feel my husband around me once more. I can rummage through closets and find his old flannel shirt, hold it to my breast, smell his scent and pretend he’s still alive.


  I run onto the porch and stand at the door, my key in a trembling hand. I turn the key and push the door open, hearing it creak. The hinges need oiling, I think. Tomorrow I’ll have a glazier come out and replace the window, and after that—


  I stand in the living room, looking about. In corners are cobwebs, and on the bare oak floor is powdery dust. The red-flocked wallpaper that David chose is mildewed where rain has seeped through the broken window and run down, and the curtains are faded. One is shredded along the bottom, as if some small animal has been biting at it.


  I feel a sudden weight. My eyes are drawn to the floor in front of the big stone fireplace. It has long ago been scrubbed clean of blood; Charlotte saw to that when the police were finished. Still, I cannot face it yet. Think of something simple, I remind myself. What needs to be done?


  On that one visit to the hospital after I “came back,” Charlotte told me she had stored small valuables away in the attic. “I’ve locked it up to discourage any would-be thieves.” Only the tables, sofa, and chairs remain down here, their faded red fabric a testimony to happier days. I can still see David reading, a cup of tea at his side, his long legs stretched out …


  My mouth opens of its own volition and I call out, unable to stop myself: “David?” He should be hunched over the typewriter in his study. He should call back, “In a minute, Joanna,” while he finishes a line or paragraph, and then he will come to help me carry the shopping, kiss me on the cheek, ask me what we are having for dinner. This I remember from our early days together—that bright honeymoon.


  “David?” I call again, before the tears begin. They overburdened with months of accumulated snow. “Oh, David … where are you?”


  I stumble down the hall to his study, knocking over a small table along the wall. I know my husband isn’t here. I am not delusional, I’m sane. But I have to touch his desk, his chair, his things.


  I fling open a door and I’m inside the room David worked in day after day, and I remember how I complained that I didn’t see him enough, that he never came out. Now I think I would give anything to have him here. I’d never complain again. Dear God, let him be here.


  It’s true, I suppose, that we never know what we’ve got until it’s gone. We pick and pick at our fortunes, finding fault, thinking that’s our right. Then the gods speak. They thunder and roar, and they snatch what we’ve got away?—often, I believe, just to show us who’s in charge.


  If I were to erect a sign above every door in the world, it would say: “BEWARE, ALL YE WHO ENTER HERE, JUST WHEN WE THINK WE KNOW WHAT’S WHAT … THEY SHOW US THAT ITS NOT.”


  David’s study is as thick with dust as the rest of the house. His desk faces the window overlooking my garden of primroses, and the panes are unbroken but filmed with grime. There are still manuscript papers piled beside his typewriter and scattered on the floor, overflowing the wastebasket. A red pen lies uncapped.


  Why didn’t Charlotte clean up in here? I wonder. She told me she took care of things—yet I feel I’ve entered a house of wax, where the scenes have been preserved as if the people were living in them still.


  I touch the dry tip of David’s red pen, remembering how ruthless he could be in destroying his work, how he’d go into dark moods afterwards, unhappy with everything, no less me. I’d come in with a cup of tea and he’d turn his back, not even looking my way.


  “The boiler isn’t working properly,” I remember saying once. “I thought you might like this to warm you up.”


  “You’ll use any excuse to interrupt me, won’t you?” he had raged. “Why can’t you take care of the boiler? For God’s sake, Joanna, call a plumber. Don’t bother me with these, things.”


  I felt terrible; I had made a major blunder in my marriage. My job as the wife of a creative person, a writer, was to protect him from the irritating, everyday details. How could he possibly create otherwise? And as for David’s moods—one moment dark, the next whimsical—these were the hallmark of any great artist, were they not?


  We were married three months the day we argued over the boiler, and I longed so much to be a good wife, and hopefully, to get back to the way things were when first we met. David was on holiday from London when we met, touring, and I had run from Mevagissey one day, tearing off into the countryside for a moment of peace from all the summer crowds. David’s tire had gone flat and I stopped to help, even though I’d been warned from childhood not to stop for strangers by the road. Something dark in me that day welcomed the potential danger. Perhaps this is the way it will end, I thought finally, my body in the bracken. And people will say, “Well, I always knew she’d end that way.”


  The other, saner half wished for a weapon beside me on the imitation leather seat.


  As it turned out, I didn’t need the weapon, but I did have a jug of cool water to offer. We sat beneath a tree at the edge of what came to be pure meadow and took turns drinking from that jug. David wore jeans and a blue denim shirt. His straight blond hair was short and he wore it slicked back, in a simple cut. I remember thinking he could have been a model for men’s sportswear. Still, I felt more comfortable with him than any of the London men who came to Mevagissey in business suits, carrying briefcases even while on holiday.


  He told me he owned a modest bookstore in London, and I told him I worked in a gallery in Mevagissey, but little more. Questions about family I deflected with care. We talked on and on—about books we both liked, about films we’d hated. At one point David did something very funny. He stood and ran into the meadow, pulling up an old PROPERTY FOR SALE sign and slinging it over his shoulder like a gun. Then, in imitation of a mad Peter Sellers in one of his early movies, I can’t remember which, he marched around singing at the top of his lungs. He did it so well I laughed until my cheeks ached.


  I fell in love that day.


  After a while, I reluctantly said I should go. The sun was low and red behind the hill, and there would be incessant questions if I returned home late.


  “Perhaps I’ll see you in Mevagissey,” David said. “Where exactly do you work?”


  I didn’t want this beautiful, exceptional man in Mevagissey around people I knew. Already he and the day had assumed both fictional and romantic proportions in my mind. For David Carr to walk into Morley’s—for the other clerks to whisper behind their hands and perhaps make something dirty of what for me was somehow sacred—was unthinkable.


  If I never see him in Mevagissey, I thought, he can remain untarnished in my memory forever.


  “I’ll be too busy at work,” I said quickly. “But if you’re staying nearby, I might see you here again tomorrow. Say around five?”


  I was startled by my forwardness, but David didn’t seem to mind. And in fact he did show up at the meadow the next day … and the next.


  “If you were mine, Joanna,” he said at the end of that week, his warm lips at my temple, “I would buy this land and build you a house, right here. We’d never have to leave each other. Would you like that, my love?”


  And that was how it began.


  Every weekend for seven months—right up to the January day we married—David travelled down from London to help the workmen with our house. I pitched in, too, and now and then David would look up from a hammer or saw and catch my eyes on him, a pulse that I couldn’t hide beating in my throat. A flush would rise to his handsome face, and he’d wet his lips, dropping whatever he was doing.


  I had been celibate for years before David, a virgin in my heart if not in fact. Love came belatedly at twenty-eight, but once begun I couldn’t stop. We made love the first time, within the open framework of our house, with the scent of pine, cedar, and oak about us, and nettles stinging our backs. I remember spitting on a dock leaf and rubbing it on the welts on David’s back—healing him, even as my other hand slid down his front, bringing back his desire so we could begin again.


  “You’re insatiable,” he had said, laughing. But there was a fullness in his voice; David himself was insatiable then. There came a time when the lowly nettle became part of our passion, first the exquisite torture of a fine wisp drawn over the skin, causing the weals to rise, then the dock-leaf healing.


  “Harder, love,” David would whisper, his breath catching. “Don’t use such a light hand.” My fingers would shake, for I never wanted to hurt him in any way. But I would do as he asked, drawing the nettles over his shoulders, his stomach, everywhere he directed … and his muscles would tense, his ardor rising along with the faint pinkish welts.


  When the house was finished, we married. The night before our vows David announced he was selling his shop, that he’d always wanted to write. I was surprised, but thrilled to have him home with me every day. It was the perfect wedding gift.


  He needed room to work, of course, so my tentative plans for turning the second bedroom into a nursery fell by the wayside. “We need to be alone for a while anyway,” David said. “Children can always come later.”


  We were on a modest budget, so we furnished the study with odds and ends of unmatched secondhand furniture, putting the lion’s-share of the pot into David’s typewriter. On our first anniversary I bought him a new lamp. The old one had a broken switch, and you had to turn it on and off by twisting the bulb. Many nights I lay in our room and heard David swear as he unscrewed that bulb and burnt his hand. Then I’d listen for the study door to open, his footsteps crossing the hall.


  After the first few weeks, there were often no footsteps, only my own irregular heartbeat pounding in my ears as I acknowledged that he wasn’t coming, again.


  There was an early spring night, however, when David did come to share our bed. He lay with his arms around me, my back against his chest. Rain tapped at the window, and the elm trees scratched overhead. David’s fingers stroked my breast; his tongue played with my ear. My skin seemed on fire, every nerve bathed in heat. It had been weeks, and I turned hungrily to open my body over his. Somewhere nearby cats were mating, the fierce howl of the female like a baby’s cry.


  “I want your baby,” I whispered urgently, drawing my husband in. “Give me your baby, David, please.”


  Even now I can feel him pull back, feel the cold chasm of distance. I asked for too much, had too high expectations of what for him was only a moment of desire. I feel stupid and ashamed. I would cut out my tongue if it would change things, because all I wanted then was to hold him, not to feel him inching away, his eyes focused on the ceiling in that awful cold stare. “I can’t give you that,” he said harshly. “Drop it, Joanna.”


  Remembering this, the pain I felt then returns, flooding my bones. I shake myself, and wiping a finger over David’s typewriter, I draw his initials in the dust: D.A.C., for David Allingham Carr.


  There is a pall, now, over my homecoming. Drawn back to the parlor, I stand before the fireplace at last, to face the only memory I have of my final night with David and the terrible thing that happened here.


  CHAPTER 4


  The stone hearth and the floor reveal only grime, yet I fancy I can still see the stains, as one might with those tests the police now have. They spray a chemical, turn off the lights, and the hideous splashes of blood appear as if they’ve never been washed off at all.


  I read that somewhere. I became a prolific reader while married to David, devouring books, newspapers, and journals—filling my head with trivia to keep myself from thinking, that things weren’t all they should be. When I read about that chemical, I thought, It’s that way in life. Just when you think your sins are washed away, some evil trickster god comes along with one of those cans and reveals them for all to see.


  I wish now there were a chemical one could spray over old events, attaching itself to any remaining auras, and frame by frame, showing one the scene. It might reveal what really happened here that night.


  When I came back to myself two months ago, the hospital called the police as a matter of form. That was when the inspector, Goff, came to question me about the night David died. He sat beside my bed, a hard-faced, heavyset man with hands that belonged more to a lorry driver than a policeman.


  “Your husband was stabbed,” he told me, “several times with a sharp instrument. The weapon was never found, but we believe it to have been a serrated knife, perhaps eight inches long. There was a great deal of blood. The front door had been left open, and friends of yours”—he checked a small notebook—“a Charlotte and Henry Dean found you by the door, unconscious. No blood on you, no wounds, but you’d been struck on the head.”


  I had learned from Dr. Shahi only that morning that David was dead. He broke it to me gently over a cup of tea, the sun shining warm on my face. Yet the thrust to my heart had a nightmarish quality; I wanted to believe I’d wake up yet again and find that none of it was true. As the inspector talked, I couldn’t keep my mouth or chin from trembling. His stony gaze fixed on that as if it were a clue. I felt guilty, though I couldn’t for the life of me think what I might have to hide.


  “Did you or your husband have any enemies?” he asked. “Anyone who might do this?”


  I shook my head. “No one. No one at all that I can think of.”


  “Would you know? If your husband had enemies, that is. Were you close enough to know?”


  “I … well, of course.” Oddly, I didn’t feel quite certain this was true.


  “Well, times have been difficult in the cities,” Inspector Goff said. “More and more people out of work. Many are coming to the country looking for handouts— or worse.”


  He leaned forward then, his eyes seeming to scour mine in search of secrets. “On the other hand, the attack on your husband was especially vicious. Why you were spared, and to be left that way, covered over with a blanket …” He shook his head and seemed to wait for an explanation.


  I glanced about my hospital room, my window looking out on its treeless yard. “I wasn’t spared,” I said.


  Hours have passed. I stretch my cramped arms, which have cradled my head as I’ve huddled on the hearthstone, trying to force that evening back. My eyes are swollen from tears, my brain numb. I still see only the knife slashing down, and I hear only my screams.


  “Go about a normal day, an ordinary routine,” Dr. Shahi has advised. “Don’t force it. The familiar surroundings will help. It should come back, though of course we can’t be sure. You may have to five with that possibility, Joanna.”


  Never to remember? Never to know what happened? I cannot accept that. I would go finally, irreversibly, mad.


  I haven’t said this to Dr. Shahi or the examiners, of course. They wouldn’t have let me out.


  I haven’t yet seen the kitchen, or the upstairs, the attic. I’ve heard slight scurryings, and know there must be a field mouse or two. We once had a whole family, the babies all pink and no larger than my little finger. David and I discovered them one day and spent half an
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