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    Award-winning author Pauline Holdstock returns with a haunting story of two outcasts who forge an unlikely alliance. 


     


    In the high garrigue, the dense, unforgiving scrubland of southern France, a feral girl roams between villages and farmyards, stealing food and avoiding human contact. When she is seen on one of her thieving missions in the village of Freyzus, she is pursued by the townspeople to the edge of a deep gorge, where she jumps and disappears — vanishing into village legend.


    On the other side of the gorge, in an abandoned estate, Peyre Rouff, once known for his hunting skills, lives out a life of renunciation. In self-imposed exile, he focuses all of his attention on the intricate taxidermy he creates to keep his thoughts from wandering too close to the day he lost everything.


    When the wild girl breaks into Peyre’s seclusion, their mutual estrangement from society offers a common bond. He provides her with food and shelter, while she brings light to places Peyre had thought dark forever. But the hunter’s carefully controlled patterns of life begin to unravel, and when the wider world learns of the girl’s presence at the estate, Peyre is forced to confront not only his choices and their consequences, but society itself.


    Holdstock spins an unforgettable tale that affirms the persistence of life, the power of human connection, and the fundamental urge to be free.


  




  

     


    PRAISE FOR The Hunter and the Wild Girl


     


    A turbulent, headlong, exhilarating rush will sweep you into this fairy tale of a lost girl breaching the self-exile of a haunted man — a hunter who cannot hunt, who is both ogre and hero. In exquisitely beautiful prose, with echoes from both Charles Perrault and Gormenghast, Holdstock spins austere enchantment.


    — Marina Endicott, author of Close to Hugh


     


    What a gorgeous, heart-breaking story! The Hunter and the Wild Girl is both courageous and risky, and it works so beautifully — there are breathtaking moments of grace — simple observations that turn suddenly and quietly exquisite. It takes Holdstock a few lines to draw readers in with her wild girl and just a few pages to make them love her.


    — Thomas Trofimuk, author of Waiting for Columbus


     


    The Hunter and the Wild Girl unfolds like a dark and wonderful fairy tale. A remarkable, engrossing story with not a word out of place.


    — Charlotte Gill, author of Eating Dirt and Ladykiller
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    À Marie, Régine, Jacqueline et mes nouvelles  amies du Languedoc


  




  

     


     


     


    Once a boy brimming with light. He shimmered with it, shone. Eyes blue as a polished sea under a summer sky. Beaming wonder on flower and bee, on caterpillar, on worm. 
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    One


    With a shriek of splintering boards, the girl breaks into daylight and stands blinded, panting, sucking air as if it were a great hot soup, her chest heaving. Three breaths, harsh as the scrape of wood on stone — and then she is running, naked limbs a hieroglyph in motion across the scrubby field beside the house she had not known was there, through the alarmed and protesting sheep, running, leaping, until she reaches the cloudy cover of an olive grove where she draws a breath and, breakneck, reckless, races on. Desperate, unfledged harpy. No destination, no thought, only ‘away.’ Away from the darkness of the hovel and its reek, away from the old man and his snarling dog. She can hear it yammering back at the house. Up is where she needs to be. As high as she can go. Climbing is what she knows. On the other side of the trees she turns toward the limestone cliffs rising abruptly from the far side of a stream bed. She is across the stream in two bounds, slipping in mid-stride, unaware of the grind of ankle bone on rock, her mind ceasing to register, her mind already climbing, looking for handholds, for places to wedge a hip, lever an elbow. She climbs past places where swallows nest. She hears the man and his dog crashing through the olives down below and then her hands are on the topmost ledge. She uses the strength of her toes first to push herself higher and then, with her elbows tucked in close, supporting her weight on her palms, she heaves herself up and tilts, throwing her upper body flat on the solid ground, inching forward and drawing her legs to follow. She lies panting. An ecstasy of blue above her. She knows it even before she rolls over and opens her eyes. Blue. Air again, sky. She gulps them both and they taste of salt. 


    She has no way of knowing how long she was kept there in the stinking hut. She does not count. She does not mark the days. But she can remember the bright cold day when she was shut into the dark. She had seen dogs that day outside a wretched hamlet. Dogs mauling some rag of a creature, baying dismal memories of sinew and bone. Dogs in a pack. And so she ran. The dogs did not give chase, but she kept on running, not stopping even to look for food. When she came upon the stone hut, the sun was sinking, the air cooling. She saw the hut as a refuge from the bitter wind, but the stench repelled her. Fetid it was, sour and festering with a smell she did not recognize, so she had huddled instead at the foot of the lee wall and absorbed the last stored warmth of the sun from the rocks. 


    She had not woken again until night was falling and then it was too late. The old man’s hands were already on her. He gripped her upper arms from behind and though she clawed and bit she could not loosen his hold. So rigid, so unyielding, like a dead thing found in the woods. He pushed her into his hut and let go and it was then that she might have darted free but for his dog that suddenly showed itself, snarling in the doorway behind him. The old man growled at the dog and it cowered while he backed out and shoved the door shut. She heard him spit and growl again and then she heard the dog’s breath at the cracks in the door. The old man began to laugh and then she heard him walking away. After a while the dog too was gone. 


    When night came it was absolute. Morning offered only knives of light slicing through the cracks in the door, ghosts of stones looming from the walls. The old man came with a mess of food and with water. He prattled and burbled and held both out to her, and she saw his jagged teeth as he laughed and she began to imagine herself being eaten. He left the dish and the wooden bucket on the floor and closed her in again. All of it reeked. 


    He came again in the days to follow, sometimes with food, sometimes with a bucket of sand or ashes to throw over her dirt, but always with the dog at his back. She began to eat the food he brought, though it turned her stomach. The first time he reached to touch her she clawed him, her nails strong as a dog’s. The next time he tried she flew at him again and bit, and after that he kept his distance. Sometimes he moaned softly in the thick dark. She could not breathe with him near. It made her long for the vast clear emptiness of sky and the small birds calling.


    She tried at last to spring for daylight when he opened the door. The dog did not hesitate. It leapt on her at once and tried to close its teeth on her arm. The old man struck it away with the rail that barred the door. She heard a crack and the dog yelped and ran off, but the old man was quick and she found herself shut in a second time. She knew by the tenderness there on her arm that an ugly bruise was blooming. When at last she fell asleep she dreamed she was on a mountainside where the sunlight fell like rain. She dreamed thunder, the crack of it, and when she woke her head was filled with a memory: the sound of breaking wood. She got up and pushed at the door. It seemed to her that it gave a little. Again and again she tried. She used her legs. She drove her uninjured side against it, hurling herself at it over and over until wood exploded into sky and she sprang into the dazzling world. 


     


    Up on the bluff now, the wind finds her as soon as she stands. She runs with it at her back. By afternoon she is far away, at one with the high garrigue, the rough sanctuary of scrub and rock that is her home. She moves with ease along the ridge where there seems no path. At length, seeing a small bush where yellow leaves have withered, she stops. She finds a sharp stone and with her back always to the wind she begins to worry and chisel at the base of the bush. She pinches humpbacked bugs from the crevices between the rotten roots. They try to squirm away as fast as they are revealed, and just as fast she eats them. Bitter and husky they are and not to her taste and she goes on. Her life is returning to her whole and unforgotten, like waking to a day as ordinary as another. She sees a runnel of greener, denser foliage cutting across the scrub lower down and meandering on toward the valley, and she hurries there in search of water. She can hear its faint rilling as she breaks through the tangle of green to plunge her face into the shock of it. A brightness cold as stars. Ice in her veins. She takes a mouthful under water and opens her eyes to see the grey and glacial stones seeming to move, to shift in the flow. She comes up gasping, only to submerge her face again and show the stones her teeth, ridding her body of the memory of the foulness of the old man’s food and his filthy wooden bucket. When she has drunk enough, she sets to digging for roots at the base of the plants along the bank. But her fingers now are slow and stiff and she finds nothing to sustain her. The shade deepens and cools. She walks on in the thickening dusk until the tremors in her legs force her to stop, the cold now mountainous. Under a low overhang of rock, she tucks down, curls against the night, and sleeps.


    In the next days, her path traces a wild jag away from the suffocating darkness of the hovel and down from the ridge where the foraging was so poor, the wind so keen. She runs between low broom and juniper, vanishes in thickets of white oak and boxwood, reappears in a maze of rosemary, shoulder-high. Only a hawk flying over could pick her out. For more than six days she runs, each day following the same pattern: travelling east first, then south to follow the sun; stopping only to search under likely rocks or dig for roots where wild boar have rummaged; in the failing light seeking shelter. 


    On the evening of the fifth day, she sees in the sage-grey distance the tawny scar that means roofs. She trots on for as long as she can, rests, then travels on again with the risen moon. At dawn on the sixth day she begins her approach. The houses are strung out in a rough line, bunching in places more thickly and then continuing, tracing the edge of another crooked scar, this one deeply shadowed. Villages mean danger. But they mean eggs too and an abundance of tender leaves, perhaps sweet roots, perhaps even milk to lick from an empty pail set down and forgotten, grain to lift with a wetted finger quicker than the fowl. The girl, six days hungry, remembers fowl. Not the name for them, those heavy grounded birds, so busy, so stupid — names are not what she knows — but the beaky voices of them, the feel of scaly legs in her fist. And the taste. Above all, the taste, and the warm, moist feel of them in her mouth. Once, when ravenous she had come upon a place where every man, woman, and child was stepping high while a man sawed at something on his shoulder, making a crying sound that fed her hunger. She had carried away a chicken by the neck and when she was well away from the village she had swung the bird high behind her and brought it down hard on a rock. She swung it down twice more before it stopped moving. There was a split in its breast where she could pull the flesh away with her teeth. It is a memory she relives often. 


    As she draws closer, she sees that the houses are crammed along the overhang of a deep gorge that cuts the mountain from its twin on the other side. She can see the river now bright in the scar. It runs from below the village and passes under a low stone bridge before widening to a shoaly bend in the valley not far below her. Across the bridge, on the opposite flank of the gorge, near the base of the towering cliff, a great wheel stands idle beside a small house. She has seen these wheels before, water and sunlight flashing from the paddles as they turn. 


    Keeping to the high ground, she surveys the village. 


    When she closes her eyes she can see it laid out in every detail, from the single house where it begins near the bridge, to the others that follow the incline of the hill, to the tight twist of stone buildings shouldering for room farther on. Where the road ends, another building, larger than a house, seems to emerge from the very rock that bars the way.


    She can see some hens behind the first house just past the bridge, but there are dogs too so she goes on, savouring the rich and riotous smells of village. Smoke from the chimneys sharpens the air. The cold has driven every inhabitant to keep the shutters closed. Still she is careful and keeps low to the ground when she darts forward, pausing only where there is cover. Here at the top of the road up from the bridge the houses are squeezed between the gorge in front and the slope of the mountain at their backs. A narrow strip of level ground runs behind them — where there might be good things to snatch before she moves on. She sees a pile covered with sacking. A store of something tasty? Her mouth waters at the thought and she clambers down. It is good to be out of the wind.


    The shutters of the house are closed. She lifts a corner of the sacking at the same time as she sees, from the corner of her eye, the dogs from the first house trotting delicately in her direction. And now she hears footsteps inside this house. A cough. The door opens just as her fingers find a large sandy potato. The man begins to yell and she runs. She finds herself in a narrow passage between a wall behind the cottages and the cliff that rises beside it. She wants to climb back to the safety of the mountain, but it is too sheer for that. The only way is forward along the line of houses. Now all is uproar. Shutters bang open, neighbour calls to neighbour. The dogs excite one another with their alarms. The face of the cliff rising beside her is undercut, arching over in an impossible vault above, and so she runs on, keeping between the muddle of walls and outbuildings and the obstructive cliff. There are doors up ahead that might open at any moment. Behind her, other dogs are out and picking up her scent. Her only haven is in the bare, airy heights of a fig tree — and capture then the only outcome. She knows it instinctively and races on, sucking air through her teeth, her face raised as if to suck in sky itself. A group of villagers see her break from behind the last houses and into the square in front of the church. They start toward her, shouting. But she can hear the dogs’ own rasping intakes of breath at her heels and she turns abruptly toward the gorge and covers the open square in strides. The dogs, distracted by the men and women, lose enough momentum for her to reach the edge of the gorge. The men and women as they watch are already in the future, reaching for the words they will need later to tell one another what they are seeing. Only a boy, Felip, is caught in the long instant, feeling his heart soar within him as her feet leave the ground. 


     


    Some said later that she jumped to the side and sprang down the rock face on all fours like a hoofed creature, her limbs stiff. They said she sprang from rock to rock, never pausing even for a breath, sometimes airborne, her head turning, searching for the next landing place. Others said no, she fell straight down, she fell like water, a human waterfall skimming the rock until she came to rest on the Devil’s Snout, and there they said she raised her broken bones up and flung herself, leapt straight out into empty air above the thunder of the water. And some of these said that as she fell she looked as if her legs were trying to descend invisible stairs, while others said she went down flat, spread like a handkerchief floating from a window. But perhaps they had not seen at all, for she had sprung from the cliff with the terror of all the dogs in the world concentrated in her feet, and it was terror itself that saved her, giving her the distance she did not know she needed to clear, just, the promontory beneath her, the ledge she had not known was there and still did not see as she gathered her last courage to spring, with legs rigid as bound stakes and feet pointing resolutely to where she wanted to go. Certainly no one described how she brought her hands instinctively to cover her face from the sight of the river so that she dropped like a rod into the deep water that pooled beneath the Snout. It was far more interesting to hurry on to the next turn of the story where they saw her surface — every one of them swore to it — a hundred yards farther downstream, one arm raised up like a crooked branch on a bough.


    The able-bodied raced away on foot to fish her out down beyond the bridge where most things washed up at the bend in the river. They were there in no time and would have clambered down beside the bridge to make their way along to the shoal, but what was the point? They could see what was stuck there. No one could deny the similarity of a jammed tree limb to a torso with one arm raised aloft. 


    Yet she would have surely been swept downstream. They decided to go on farther. Fernand le Boulidou said it was a pity that they had brought no wine, and Gustave Thibéry said that his wife would have certainly packed up some sausage and bread for them all, had she known it would take a while. When they reached the great bend they made a good show of examining between the rocks and among the tight, rustling canes. Le Boulidou lumbered away up a narrow cut with Thierry Sanis to a place where truffles could be found. They came back with their pockets stuffed. It was not long before one or two began to remark on the briskness of the day, not to mention the time. All the talk of food did wonders for the appetite. And so they returned in time for lunch, convinced that they had made a thorough search.


    Back in the village a meeting had been called at Blind Henri’s. The mayor, Ramon Pailhès, knew it was the way to get things done. He had held office for forty years. Assemblies were messy, often disputatious, but they rarely ended without a toast to the success of the venture. It was the way affairs were conducted where people had an embarrassment of time on their hands — and Freyzus, once a thriving mill town serving the needs of its neighbours, Soulières and Gougeac, now had all the time in the world. Nothing noteworthy had occurred in the town since the year an anthropologist with calipers had arrived from Lyons to measure the heads of the inhabitants. The girl was a welcome diversion. Here in Freyzus the business of one person was always the business of all — only in this case it was the business of all from the start. The girl had sprung into the village from nowhere. No one and therefore everyone was responsible for her. 


    Henri kept the tavern on the ground floor of his mother’s house. His mother kept the inn above. She welcomed any assembly, for though times were hard the mayor always found the means to buy another round of drinks. Ramon Pailhès listened to each and every version of the girl’s sudden appearance, and her equally sudden disappearance, while he waited to see if the search party would return with the girl alive or dead. Only one course of action was obvious and could be decided ahead of time. If they returned with her dead, she would be buried outside the town. God rest her soul. 


    When the men came back without her it seemed as if that had been the only possible outcome all along. But the question of her whereabouts remained. Conjecture turned once more to the missing body and the question of where — if not at the great horseshoe bend — it could have surfaced. Since it had not come to rest there, it might never be found. Mayor Pailhès was just saying he would call for volunteers to undertake a more extensive search, perhaps as far as Soulières, when Blind Henri voiced the thought that no one wanted to entertain: perhaps her body was not carried away by the river at all. Perhaps her body hung even now in the still deep water beneath the Snout, ready to rise bloated and ghastly when it swelled, as a body would. They lived in this valley, didn’t they? They had seen drowned carcasses, drowned children, once a woman.


    Stéphane Foix, youngest and the boldest of the men assembled, said, Well, then, let us look. What are we waiting for?


    Thierry rang the steeple bell on Sundays and holy days. He knew ropes. He said he would make a sling if someone would find a lad who could be lowered over the edge to see. It would need to be attached, he said, to an exceedingly long rope — and all of it would need to be properly spliced, for they did not want a second accident on their doorstep.


    And so a lad was found without much difficulty. In fact, there was one loitering just outside the door. He had been there all morning when he should have been in school. 


    The lad’s mother, Madame Maraval, wrung her hands while she considered the risks, weighing them against the possibility that the operation would succeed and that Monsieur Maraval, when he returned from the quarry that night and learned of the heroic feat, might then be moved to love his son Felip a little more and ease his beatings.


    In a couple of hours the men were ready. They had drawn a wagon close to the edge of the cliff and overturned it, anchoring it with a chain running back to the iron ring at the fountain. They passed the freshly spliced rope through a block attached to the harness and then through another secured to the axle. The air was filled with the mild commotion of orders and counter-orders, the plan revised in progress, the plan contested. They would not let Felip look over at the drop but made him turn backwards, present his rear to the gorge, and then one foot (and here the commotion increased as the men hollered to him to hold fast, to not look down, to — anything, as long as they themselves did not have to go over), and then the other as he backed himself off the cliff. The voices coalesced and fell into a rhythm as the men paid out the rope, letting the boy down in sudden jolts for the physics were all askew. 


    The joints of Felip’s fingers whitened and his mouth went strangely dry, although already in his head he was holding court with the men on his return, telling them how it had been nothing, nothing at all, and then the next day at school telling it all again, his friends listening and knowing, for they would surely know, how fine a thrill it was to dangle above the drop. If he had seen how the rope sawed at the edge of the cliff as it ran over, he might never have opened his eyes again.


    Each time the men paid out, the boy’s heart snagged in his chest. But he did not have to descend far before he could see the still dark pool. He shouted up to them to stop. He looked directly below and his heart leapt again though the rope was still — but no. It was only his reflection hanging in the deep water, his own clumped body far under the surface. Little bits of straw that had been caught on the rope twirled downward to his drowned body. Nothing else moved. How he wanted to report the girl crouched there on a ledge below — better, her naked body streaking through the water like a fish. But what if he saw her body swollen, her dead eyes seeming to look at him! 


    Bring me up! 


    He was shouting it. He could not stop. Once over the Snout, both knees scraped raw and his fingernails bleeding, he felt better. He used his legs to help himself up the face of the cliff as the men hauled. At the top, narrowly avoiding the loss of a finger or two to the rope that was still in motion, he scrambled over. On level ground again he fought the urge to get up and run. He saw Raoul Castres standing with his feet apart, his arms folded. It was a secret fearful triumph to be observed by Raoul, the oldest boy in the school, who came and went as he pleased and persecuted lesser boys at will. Felip stayed where he was and flung himself over onto his back, panting.


    She’s there, he said, his eyes closed. She’s on a ledge. I think she’s still alive. I saw her move.


    The questions now like bats round his ears. Was she conscious? Was she injured? Were her eyes open? Did she speak?


    He said she moaned; he could not see her face.


    He began to regret his fabrication. As the questions multiplied he saw for the first time where his foolishness would most certainly take him.


    No, he said. She could not be reached. She was on a ledge. She was too far back.


    Someone said, A swimmer. We need a swimmer.


    They looked at each other. Raoul made sure he was looking at Felip.


    I can’t swim, the boy said at once. I don’t know how.


    And Clarius Pech began to think how the lot of them had just behaved like fools, sending a liar down to bring back a report. He had seen Felip only last July swimming down at the bridge with his brother.


    Then your job is done, he said and pinched the boy’s ear hard. Go on home and wash your knees.


    The boy grabbed his cap and ran. The men drew together like creatures in a herd.


    He’s a liar.


    All boys are liars.


    She can’t be left.


    If she’s down there.


    We have no choice. We have to try.


    I’ll try.


    Stéphane smiled in turn at the faces looking his way, all of them carefully serious, seriously concerned, trying to disguise their relief. But to raise up a living body on the end of a rope? The practicalities of the exercise only baffled, until the youth Raoul, overcome with a desire for glory, offered to go down as well. Success then seemed more likely. And so it was decided: one man at a time; a knotted rope the first could cling to while waiting for the second; an additional harness, and extra rope to secure the girl. 


    It took time to prepare a reliable second line long enough not to be left dangling out of reach, and there was a chill in the air when they started back to the cliff above the Snout. They were many minutes getting organized — and getting organized again before Stéphane, smiling at the solemn mutterings of the priest, backed cautiously over the edge.


    Raoul waited, wishing he had not volunteered. He remembered a childhood prayer to his guardian angel. He had been thinking only of the figure he would cut when the job was done. But there was no going back, not unless the rope, rigid now as a pole, were to break and send Stéphane Foix to his doom. Raoul wished it would. They were to wait until the tension came off the rope, listening for Stéphane to shout that he had transferred safely, and then they were to haul it back up. Standing in the sling, Raoul would attach it to the hook knotted into the rope, then he too would go over. He was wondering how many times the line would take the strain without breaking when Stéphane’s voice, still cheerful, echoed in the mouth of the overhang.


    She’s not here!


    The words were like the sun shining out from behind a cloud. Raoul took care that his face registered only puzzlement and concern. And then he said that he should get home for his supper.


    By the time the tackle was put away, the day was almost done.


    Henri’s tavern filled up quickly. Mayor Pailhès and his friend the doctor had foreseen it and made their way there early enough to gain the coveted settle by the hearth. The bench and chairs at the two tables were already taken when Stéphane and Thierry arrived. Glasses of fortifying wine were placed in their hands and room was made for them at the largest table, though they had to make do with an upturned bucket and a crate. Once everyone was comfortable it was no hardship for those who had already picked apart the afternoon’s operation to hear it all again, to give their own opinion again, and generally to repeat every word that had already been said, adding at least a dozen more whenever they felt moved. But something was missing. It was the girl of course. There was plenty of time to repeat and elaborate and then to embroider the few details they had seen or heard in the morning. Clarius Pech, his brown eyes bright with the novelty of his invention, said he had distinctly heard her cry out when she jumped. He said it was not in their language but in a tongue at once guttural and sibilant. Gustave Thibéry agreed and said he had made out the words ‘I am unclean.’ They were quite clear. Even Thierry, deaf as he was, swore he had heard laughter. On one thing they agreed. She was naked. That much they had seen without doubt. Indisputable proof of her madness. A good thing then that she was drowned, for what otherwise would they have done with her? Who would have taken her the eight miles into Soulières? Le Boulidou said he would not have objected to that particular duty, not once she’d been given a good scrub.


    But the question of what they would have done with her was not one they had to bother with. The priest observed dryly that they had all been well and truly duped by the boy who lied. But Gabriel the schoolteacher, long-suffering and always kind, came to the boy’s defence. He pointed out how difficult it must have been peering into the gloom under the Snout while hanging on to the end of a rope. You yourself would have found it difficult, he said to uproar, everyone relishing the image of the priest with the wind up his cassock and his hat spinning into the gorge. 


    By the time another round of drinks was finished, they had eaten all the bacon and bread in Henri’s mother’s house and consumed the last of a crock of olives. It was time to go home and eat. Someone said the night would be bright once the moon was up. And then Blind Henri let loose the thought that had been lingering unvoiced: the girl of course might still be at large. She might not be dead at all. The thought went hand in hand with its yet more unsettling sister: if not dead, then not human. 


    The only answer to that was to shrug as if it was of no consequence whatever. Now that night had fallen, it was perhaps best not to talk about these things.


    Le Boulidou, the largest man in the room, said he would take the road home with Stéphane, though it was hardly a kindness, his own house being first on the road past the Snout and Stéphane young and fearless anyway. The others had seen beyond le Boulidou’s loud voice, his broad shoulders, long ago. They laughed at him before he was out the door — but there was likely not a man who walked home that night without at least once checking over his shoulder.


    Felip was in bed with his little brother when Thomas Maraval came back from the tavern. His wife said the boy was sleeping, but Thomas was already halfway up the narrow stairs. He yanked him from the bed.


    You watch this, he said to the little brother. You watch this and learn.


    He took off his belt and struck Felip, punctuating each word with a blow.


    And this is one for each man you lied to. All seven — though clearly he was not counting. And this is one for your mother you have shamed. And your brother. And this one — though there were two — is for me. Satisfied, he went down to his supper.


     


    That evening, when the last door had closed and the last dog had trodden its circle for sleep, the village was more than usually quiet. The very houses, like their masters, might have been listening into the night. No creature of God could have survived the fall.


    And if he was not lying? The boy’s mother whispered into the thick dark above the marital bed.


    Then he’ll know never to try.


    That’s not what I mean.


    Now the boy’s father also understood. If he was not lying. If the girl had been there. And if she was no longer there. If she was at large.


    Alone beside each other, husband and wife stared into the darkness. 


    No creature of God.


    All through the village that night the thought broke on the surface of minds sliding toward the edge of sleep.


    ***


    ACROSS THE GORGE of the Freyne, out of sight over the high ridge, Chateau d’Aveyrac commands the wide northern slope of the neighbouring valley of the Vaz. Aloof in its dignified decay, the chateau stands neglected but not quite abandoned, home to Peyre Rouff and his unnervingly lifelike creations. It is now almost thirteen years since Peyre accepted the post of steward, forsaking the cottage at the marshes, where he loved his wife and sired a son — and where he lost them both. Now, his hair salted with grey, his voice dry as if from drought, Peyre Rouff lives out his days in solitude, bearing sole responsibility for this grand though decidedly faded estate — and practising meticulous suppression of his grief, repairing the damage whenever, as now, tonight, it breaks through. It has been a practice as stringent as any monk’s. Success hangs on absolute attention to his work and on scrupulous isolation from the world. So careful is he, so rigorous, that he has marked himself as strange and lost the love of his fellow man. 


    At first, when he moved alone into the high chateau, the townspeople of Gougeac down near the marsh had been secretly relieved, though not without pity, the blow that fate had dealt him still fresh in their minds. Certain kind souls had continued their attempts to help him even then, travelling the steep hill up from Gougeac. Some even made the effort to come across the bridge from Freyzus, where he had lived as a young lad, and take the long road round the great burr of the hill before climbing up. They carried small gifts. They brought news — though the mayor of Freyzus, it has to be said, took it as an opportunity to raise once more the old question of water for his mill. Few who came made the journey more than once. Peyre Rouff set aside the gifts they brought and did not so much as raise an eyebrow at their news. The mayor of Freyzus was roundly rebuffed.


    From time to time over the years one or two others made the journey — the priest from Freyzus, the vigneron from Gougeac — always interested to see how far down the road of grief Peyre Rouff had travelled. They returned with stories of how he was populating his house now with his creatures, specimens craftily mounted and sewn to look uncannily like life. But there was never welcome there, only Peyre Rouff with the terrible vacant look in his eyes, standing ravaged and broken amid animals that looked more alive than he. Like a dead person, they said, when they returned gratefully to the imperfect comforts of their own families and of their village, where anything shot and killed was duly and rightly eaten — not stuffed and left standing on the stairs. No, the journey had no rewards. Worse, it was unsettling. All those silent creatures, the tapestries half fallen from the walls, the long curtains, heavy with dust, drawn across the shuttered windows. It would not have surprised anyone to hear one day how he had fallen into decay himself, lying dried and silent by the black drifts of flies in the corner. 


    Now only the postman makes the trip, providing the weather is fine, delivering the occasional orders that Peyre Rouff places for his supplies. His work is another reason to consider him strange. It is no way, people say, for a man to spend his days. Yet it is in his work that Peyre finds the release he is looking for. 


    Today, with the completion of the outlandish creature (the hare, he continues to call it, though now it resembles no hare on earth), Peyre Rouff knows for a short space how the rest of the world manages to breathe and walk, free of torment, through its days. Here is the hare, transformed by his art. He is at one with it, and his unruly mind is silenced. He knows this work is successful. Both strange and beautiful, it draws the eye. It introduces some new thing into this world, something unknown. A possibility where none existed.


    Extraordinary, at rest but watchful, the hare is at ease on its nest, the speckled feathers of its wings folded smooth on the soft fur of its body, its long, feathered tail partly hidden by the straw and pebbles. From whatever angle he chooses to view it, its glass eye seems to watch him. He chose this leveret for the roundness still in its face and for the length and luxuriance of its ears — like exotic, fur-lined leaves. He set them laid back, almost touching the folded wings, pheasant’s wings summoning all the colours of the earth. The softness of his creation invites touch, but the hand hesitates to disturb the feathers’ intricate pattern of tans and greys, sand and cloud, the ordered perfection.


    He knows now that it is complete that it does not belong in the orangerie as first he intended. There, in the conservatory that stands on its own patch of ground past the western wing of the house, he has created over the years a diorama, a natural glade where every living thing outside the glass is represented. But this motley creature cannot crouch there even on the margins. It would be against nature. And all his work, all of it, is to honour nature, to honour life.


    After long consideration he picks it up and carries it upstairs to the library. The wall at one end of the galleried room is hung with rows of ferrotypes made by Martin de Villiers, the seigneur. Except for one, they are largely failed images, hazy dream figures made when de Villiers was teaching himself to fix a photographic plate. There is something otherworldly in their shadowy presence. Only one of the images, left by a more skilled photographer, is sharper. Peyre knows it well. It shows a group of hunters posing with a wolf. The wolf appears not to be dead. It is standing with one forepaw raised, its head lifted as if scenting on the air its coming fate.


    Peyre has often thought these images would belong in an exhibition of wonders. Now he thinks perhaps the library itself can be dedicated to such wonders. 


    He sets down the hare and its nest in the centre of the oval table. It looks perfectly at home. All is as he intended, unified and whole, even in its waywardness. The rightness of it brings something close to joy, and for a moment, as if he has slipped his fate, Peyre knows freedom. He draws a breath and it is like flight. If he could draw another. And another. If he could soar. And then his treacherous mind produces from nowhere the image of a falcon stooping in a sudden fall to its prey, and grief comes striding back in seven-league boots, knocking everything aside, more hale than before — and all the work of many weeks is as nothing. 


     


    In the kitchen, Peyre pulls the brandy bottle from the shelf and draws the cork. He drags a cup to the bottle and pours, not minding the spills.


    ***


    To fall through air like a dagger had not been hard. She left the ground in a single stride and aligned herself for the drop, her legs straight as if in rigid refusal to step farther into air. She pulled her torso up, away from the rushing water, clapped her palms to her face, covering the sight of it, the thought of it, and pressed her elbows close to her chest, caging her dangerous fear. The impact when she hit the surface of the water thrust her arms high above her head and she had plunged like an iron rod let fall from some celestial forge, whiteness hissing upward, ripping like sand over her taut body, her extended limbs, as if water might peel away skin, tear arms from their sockets. She resisted, with every muscle she resisted. Her arms like flightless wings returning to her sides began to break her speed and so to reverse the movement of her body. Worms of lightning burned in her skull. She clawed her way up through the blinding, the deafening fizz, broke the surface in a tumult of molten silver. Blinded, she turned to the shadowy pool and swam like a drowning dog to the smooth rock wall behind. She found a lip of slimy rock and pitched herself onto it, jamming the toes of one foot into a seam of stone to hold herself there as she lay back, heaving and shaking. 


     


    She may well have slept, she may have fallen into oblivion, for at some new moment her eyes flew open and she knew herself held as surely in a trap as a fly in a web. She lay perfectly still. In the bright opening of her cave a thick form appeared, hard to decipher against the light. A clump. A swinging clump of something, someone. It hung a moment, shouted, and drifted up past the vault of rock. She feared its return, imagined it and others like it descending together to block her way. With a low gasp against the cold she slipped into the icy water to give herself to the flood and take her chances among the rocks. She made a strange diagonal entry to the current and surrendered to its force. At times she was tumbled in the flow, and once she was swept on her side with one arm aloft, turning the villagers’ earlier projections into prophesy. If she could reach the other side, climb where the trees above the mill offered cover, a safe path up and away from these clamorous men and their ropes. When she came up against rocks she used them to push herself off in the right direction and arrived aslant the flow at the other side. The limestone of the rocky bank was overhung with tussocky grass. She could feel herself climbing already. Her fingers grabbed and she dragged herself ashore, scrambling for the vegetation that spilled down the cliff and would provide her cover. She climbed up, trailing blood from a skinned ankle and knee and stopping often to look in the direction of the village and make sure she could not be seen. She climbed up where there was most cover, keeping to the side of the old water course of the mill. She longed to stop and rest, but she climbed until her way was almost sheer and her legs refused her. When she found a place where once a boulder must have dislodged, she lay down in the depression to wait for dark so she could cut instead across the face of the incline.


     


    And so it is that, at the same hour the boy Felip is whimpering into the thickening night, the girl is carving an oblique path across the opposite face of the gorge, following the bed of a dry channel, always climbing, believing herself always near the top, but finding always another ridge beyond. Higher and higher she goes, picking her way by starlight. She passes a place where nuts are lying beneath a tree growing at the base of a cliff. She breaks the blackened shells apart with rocks, but the nuts are bitter and dry and before long her stomach is cramping. She climbs on, hoping to find something more and hoping — because even under a sea of stars it is not easy to see — that no deep gorge lies between. 


    At last, cresting a ridge she sees the country open out below her and she starts down. On the broad sweep of the slope, she can make out a small house, crossed sticks on its domed roof like others she has seen, a stand of trees beside it; farther down the hill a long roof, walls, where a great house looms all pallid under the rising moon, another, smaller building beside it glinting back at the sky. 


    She crawls beneath the silvery foliage of a shrub and watches, waiting. The moon is bright enough for foraging. She could find a sharp stone, scrabble and jab around under rocks to find a beetle, squeeze its insides onto her tongue. But beetles are more bitter than the nuts she had found. She could work at a patch of earth, prise up stones, dig down. But the ground is dust-dry and she would not find worms. The juicy thought of them only increases her hunger and she goes on.


    The way down to the domed house is not steep. The rocks make steps for her descent between low scrub. When the thought of dogs returns, she is ready to run, but the only sounds she hears at her approach are those of her own bare feet shushing on the dry turf, whispering over the rocks. Sometimes
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