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Stories about the boy were spread through the entire Republic. As usual, the most extraordinary details were added. Some said he was hairy as a bear; others that he swam and dived like a duck; others that he could leap from tree to tree like a squirrel, and so on.


Many papers ran the story. All Paris was buzzing with word of the Savage of Aveyron. But the central administration for the district has still received no official report on the subject.


Pierre-Joseph Bonnaterre, naturalist


France, January 1800


Man is only what he is made to be.


Jean-Marc-Gaspard Itard, 1801







Part One




Thermidor 16


Year Eight in our Glorious Republic


This morning the most extraordinary opportunity has walked out of the forest and into my life. It was just before midday when the Abbé Sicard apprehended me in the courtyard of the Institute. We paused by the giant elm and the abbé asked if I had heard news of a wild child who, having escaped the capture of huntsmen a couple of years previously, had now wandered out of the forests of Lacaune into a house in the village of St Sernin in search of food and been recaptured. I replied that all of Paris had heard of him and it would be curious, would it not, if the news had not reached us, even in an institute for the deaf . . . He ignored my shabby joke and seized my arm, marching me through a doorway and out the other side. We emerged into the vegetable gardens; a part of the grounds hitherto unknown to me, but I was scarce able to register my surprise as the abbé was speaking excitedly, at the same time pointing his scrupulously manicured finger at something. The only words to penetrate my thoughts did so by dint of being uncharacteristic of the abbé. I am defeated. As I pondered over what could vanquish the indomitable abbé, he who had survived the guillotine by a hair’s breadth and a matter of seconds, my glance followed the line of his outstretched arm.


I shaded my eyes against the sunlight and made out a dark shape: a dog, black and gangling and unnaturally still, tethered to a tree with some rope. As we approached I remember thinking that it was a strange way to tie a dog – why tie the rope to its middle, why not to the animal’s neck? And then suddenly the abbé stopped, some cautious distance away, and said breathlessly: there he is!


His words had the miraculous effect of adjusting my perception and, as I looked, the dog transformed himself. In front of my eyes emerged a crouching, dark, filthy creature, but a human creature none the less. I was looking at a boy I judged to be around eleven or twelve years old, squatting in the position of a monkey, or a dog sitting on its haunches, with his face obscured, his shaggy black head drooping towards the ground. Dressed only in the shreds of a blackened shirt, tied at the waist with a belt, which was then roped to the tree, it was hard to distinguish his clothes from his filthy, also blackened, pock-marked skin.


This was my first glimpse of the remarkable creature I read about seven days ago in the Gazette de France. As I stared at him, hungering to see him with my own eyes, wanting to judge for myself the differing descriptions I had read, my heart battered my ribcage. I had to steady myself, leaning against the outer wall of the Institute grounds for a moment. I took a breath, straightened up, swallowed and tried to summon a casual word that would not betray the turmoil inside me. The abbé was regarding me closely.


This then is the child they call the Wild Boy of Aveyron, I said calmly.


I had an inclination to step forward but the abbé’s hand shot out.


Be careful, Itard: he is not called the wild boy for nothing!


The abbé’s voice was loud enough but the boy gave no sign that he had heard him. I could now identify a low, guttural murmuring and realised that it came from the boy. He had not lifted his head: I longed to see his face.


He has a severe aversion to surprises and is apt to spring at strangers . . . The abbé’s tone was rather gleeful.


Was it my imagination, or was the abbé enjoying my frustration, knowing well what this child might mean, could mean, for me? He held a snowy handkerchief over his nose, and scrutinised me over the top of this. A foul smell surrounded the child, as we stood there in the heat of the sun. He had opened his bowels exactly where he was tethered and evidently no attempt had been made by him or anyone else to clean it up. Worse, he had stepped in this mess, now dried and firmly encrusted around his bare feet.


Has no one offered the poor child a bath? How long has he been here?


I realise now that my tone was one of affront and that it was probably not judicious to begin with implied criticisms of Abbé Sicard. After all, it could only be Sicard’s reputation, his authority, his status as Father of the Deaf Mutes, which has brought the boy to my feet, as it were. Despite the man’s brush with death, or perhaps because of it, Sicard has an irksome quality that never fails to provoke me. I often think of the story, I cannot remember now how I first heard it, of Sicard’s arrest by the Revolutionary Commune, it must have been 92, two years before I arrived in Paris. Of course he has never mentioned it himself. But rather than the glory of his release, within minutes – inches! – of the scaffold, with a clamouring mass deciding that since there are more deaf born poor than rich, he belongs first and foremost to them – rather than that, I can never picture his capture without my mind turning to the most foolish of trivialities. How did he survive his prison experience, his scrape against the stinking poor of Paris, he who is so fastidious? Surely to be deprived of powder for his hair, lavender water and amber to scent his cheeks, a stone to polish his nails, would cost him more dearly than that other privation, loss of liberty? How is it that his experiences – to be rescued by a Paris mob, who saw him as one of them, in spite of his refusal to sign the oath of allegiance to their Republic – how is it that this has been the opposite of humbling to him? He now seems to believe in his own indomitable nature, that he can never be proved wrong.


Naturally, I endeavour to crush my irritation, whenever I am in his company. However, here I am not remedying events with the benefit of hindsight. At that moment I was not behaving as a scientist or a philosopher or a young man thinking of his career; not even as a doctor: I believe I was responding simply as one human being to another. I have of course seen a fair number of filthy street urchins before now, but I do not recall ever seeing one of them tied up like an animal. I have certainly never seen a child as cowed and unnaturally still as this one.


He has been offered many baths, Sicard said wearily, in answer to my question. Offered! At this he gave a sarcastic grunt: you can take it, Doctor Itard, that he has been bathed indeed and that it took no small effort and resulted in many small injuries to the bather. The boy prefers to wallow in filth.


How many days . . . he has been held here since . . . ?


I could not discover a means to ask the question without implying further insult.


Four days . . . a week. Perhaps longer. Yes, that’s it. A fortnight. Your visits to us have been infrequent of late, Doctor Itard. The boys have sadly missed your ministerings and so, I am sure, have their ears!


One has to admire his skill. He now had the advantage and I was forced to mumble my excuses. My work, my duties at the Val-de-Grâce . . . Perhaps Sicard recalled my telling him that, despite my appointment there as surgeon second-class, I had not completed my medical studies? He nodded, smiling, and I was shamed, immediately regretting my irritation of a few moments earlier, yielding to the foolish sensation that he had been able to read my thoughts.


We continued to speak at a normal level and there were other sounds too: the squawk of a bird flying overhead; the voice of a governess scolding children somewhere on the other side of the courtyard; the clatter of hooves outside the walls and the shout of a coachman on the Rue St Jacques; but still the boy did not lift his head. Nor did his neck cease its slight bobbing; the way a bough jerks gently in a breeze, weighted by heavy fruit at the tip.


The child is indeed deaf then? This has been established?


Again, this question trembled under the weight of my doubts and in retrospect it might have been wiser to have held my tongue. (Could I have had a hint of what was to come, the great honour and opportunity about to be bestowed on me, perhaps patience would have helped me keep my counsel.)


Ah, well this is where you come in, Itard. The boy’s deafness is not well established. There are reports, we have a report from Citoyen Bonnaterre . . .


It was the first time I had heard the abbé using the word citoyen without struggle and I was temporarily so struck by this unlikely sign of progress that I did not catch who Bonnaterre was and had to interrupt him to clarify it.


Bonnaterre? After his capture, the boy was taken to Rodez in the region of Aveyron. The local priest and naturalist there – Citoyen Bonnaterre – has furnished us with a report which I will of course let you see. He notes several discrepancies, contradictions in observations by others. As you see, most times the child responds not at all, is most certainly an idiot. But watch this.


Here the abbé reached into the pockets of his cloak, producing a chestnut and pliers. He held the chestnut in one hand, while with the other, he opened the silver pliers. At the instant the tool met with the chestnut and at the first crack of the shell splintering, the child, so still and apathetic, tensed up, ceased his subtle swaying and guttural moaning, became alert, almost, one might say, to prick up his ears, the way a dog does. It was a tiny change, not a substantial one, almost imperceptible. But we had both seen it.


The abbé looked at me with those famed kindly eyes. I stared back.


Did you see that? Is it our imagination or could it be possible that a child deaf to all around him, to the sound of gun shot – we’ve tried it, Itard, believe me! Deaf to human voices, that such a child is able to hear a chestnut shell cracking at a hundred paces?


In reply to his own question the abbé laughed. I had never seen him laugh before and it took a moment for me to appreciate that this was what it was. The noise he made was like the delicate sniffing of small rodents; a rabbit for example. Perhaps I appeared startled? I hastened to adopt the right expression.


Astonishing! He did, it’s true – I would have said – yes, he did seem – well, who knows . . .


The abbé then nodded towards the Institute, indicating that we should now walk back.


You must read Citoyen Bonnaterre’s report. You will find it fascinating, I’m sure.


Nothing could be more fascinating than the child himself, I spluttered.


Once again, an unwise remark. After all, the abbé would be only too aware of my avowed preference for observation and the value of empirical evidence over received opinion. Being of the same generation as Pinel he could not fail to consider my many protestations on the subject to amount to over-enthusiastic boyish nonsense. But fortunately the abbé – his handkerchief held like a mask to his face, his eyes watering – appeared not to have heard me, and was keen to walk back. Despite the stench, foul as it was, I could not bear to leave. I kept an iron grip on my impulse to spring forward and touch him. Could it really be true that he had lived entirely alone in the savage woods of Aveyron since early childhood? How had he ended up there? Why had no one claimed him, and why had he not found – or sought – shelter in one of the many villages of the region?


Perhaps I could spend a moment alone with him, Abbé? I wish to observe him –


The white-haired figure of the abbé was already striding back towards the doorway leading to the courtyard. He scarcely paused to call back: don’t touch him, Itard. He bites like a rat.


More than anything, I wanted to see the child’s face. I nodded disingenuously.


It has been decided – if you agree, Itard – that he should be your charge. That you should teach him. We have observed – the Society is sensible of – your particular interest in the affliction of deaf mutes and your assiduous attentions, when time allows, of course, towards our boys. We would like to employ you as the Institute doctor, that is, if you are willing, with the savage as your especial – task. Pinel, as you know, has pronounced the boy an idiot. As for me . . .



I am defeated. He did not say it a second time, but everything about his demeanour conveyed it. I could hardly believe that he should feel so pessimistic on little more than a week’s flimsy evidence and have to conclude that, like Pinel, he had seen an indelible stamp of idiocy on the boy’s forehead the instant he had set eyes on him.


The abbé walked away from me, from the child, without a backward glance, seemingly unaware of how casually he had altered the course of my life. His step was spry. He walked like a man escaping.


Alone with the child, my heart began battering the cage of my ribs again. I gulped at the clean air behind me before turning to face him. Thrusting my hand into my jacket I jingled some coins: no response. I took out a pocket watch and dangled it some distance from him, crouching down to better approach his face. Again, no interest. I glanced around the courtyard for something to tempt him with and then remembered the abbé’s trick with the chestnut. The scattered shell and nut were behind me on the cobbled stone, where they had been abandoned. I picked them up and put them into my hand, conscious as I did so of holding my palm out flat, the way I had been taught as a child was the best way to feed a horse, if you wished not to be bitten.


I edged towards the boy with my palm outstretched.


My reward was this: he lifted his head. He sniffed the air, jerked his head forward, and I felt his warm mouth glance my palm like a little kiss, and then the chestnut, broken shell and all, disappeared. He did not instantly resume his position and I had time to note his sloe-black eyes, fringed with long eyelashes like those of a girl, and a scar, raised and thickened like the abandoned skin of a snake, across his throat. I remembered reading of that scar: of its terrible implications. In the warm sunlight of the Institute gardens, with the sound of birds twittering, with a white butterfly fluttering like a torn corner of paper from one flower urn to the next, I found the child’s story, such as it has been told to me, impossible to imagine. Wicked, implausible. His story belongs to another time, to other people, to another country. His emergence from that place mirrors the task of the Republic itself: to shake off its ignorant, violent past and now emerge fully into the light.


I watched the wild boy crunch noisily at his gift and for the merest second, his eyes held mine. He was looking at me. My legs trembled as if the gaze was red-hot, but he was the first to drop his eyes. I had the sensation – a deeply disappointing sensation – that he had immediately lost interest in me. Instead his eyes raked the ground for more food.


A door clanged in the Institute. I knew without turning to look that behind me a long line of strange, gesticulating deaf children were filing out into the courtyard like marionettes, their limbs waving and shaking silently, to begin their lunch-time drill. My instinct was to untie the savage then and there, knowing that if they marched past him they would torment him. I paused, but I did not untie him. Something had profoundly unsettled me. Something in that fleeting intelligent glance. Even in the calm of my cramped study, scribbling by the light of my carcel lamps, conjuring up again my first sensations on catching his eyes, I found that my attempts to capture it in my journal were worthless. Words eluded me. I had the most powerful impression of having been glimpsed, assessed and dismissed. Worse, the sensation was familiar to me; it provoked a memory too peculiar to write down. I shuddered; I had the queer sense that we had met before.


A gauntlet had been thrown. The abbé had promised me my chance. Whatever his motives, and for the record I believe these to be laziness and a wish to wash his hands of the case, without the need for personal embarrassment or admission of failure, Abbé Sicard has offered me nothing less than the opportunity to change for all history the sum of our knowledge of our own human nature.


The beautiful savage has kissed my hand. He has measured me with his dark gaze, with eyes as fringed and shady as the forest itself. Our destinies are now to be linked.


I’ve seen the doctor around before of course, him with his cane with the carved duck’s head for a handle and his high-necked shirt and black coat that’s all the fashion now and his nose like a giant beak peeking out beneath that great shelf of a brow. Maybe some would call him handsome but not me. And I heard about the boy – how could I not when I’m living here at the Institute? He’s been hanging round like a poor forgotten wretch for many a day now and every day visitors saying look at him, saying the noble savage, all the secrets of man’s inner being held in that sorry soul; but for myself I don’t see much more than a sad boy left for dead by a wicked being. A boy who has lived like a beast for far too long. Maybe it was wolves who suckled him, maybe it was his own mother or father who tried to slay him: all I know is nature here is upside down and however much people marvel that he survived those five years – some say seven – it is clear to anyone with half a brain or half a heart that the boy has not survived in one piece; part of him is missing.


The first time I tiptoed up to the child it was Sunday. I mean to say, of course, not Sunday but Decadi, the new day of rest but it still feels like a Sunday whatever they might choose to call it, except Sunday without the worship. Anyway I was not working. Well, that’s not true either for I’m always working but that is to say I did not have teaching duties and so I tiptoed up to him. It was early evening, the hens were strutting around the yard showing more life than he did, it was the time the bell next door used to peal, that was in the days when it was struck at a certain hour. Which I can’t seem to get out of my head now, even though the bell is long stolen and the Virgin has her legs hacked off at the knees and the ringing doesn’t happen any more. It still happens on the hour in my head.


So I approached him. It made a poor body flinch to think what he had been through, how bored – that’s what I kept thinking, how bored he must have been, all alone. With no real work to keep him busy. Then I thought that’s foolish, because he had the work of living, of eating and scavenging and hiding from hunters and making a shelter and gathering berries and keeping out of trouble and fending off sadness and any amount of other emotions and God knows that’s surely work enough for any human being. You might think boredom is a trifling affliction, the least amongst those greater ones. Each to his own, I say. For myself, I cannot bear idleness, so that’s the one would wring me the worst.


I stared at him for a good long time and he did not lift his head. The evening sun peeked at us, a glowing pink eye behind the flopping fringe of the weeping willow. I stood by the pond staring at him too, but the child might have been sleeping for all the attention he paid to me. Something in his look made you nervous, nervous and attracted both at the same time, the way a woman falls for a man she knows is a drinker and liable to take his fist to her and still she has no power to prevent herself.


He was rocking back and forth, nodding, rocking. I am not sure what you might call it only that he did it and did it all the time too. It gave me the idea that he was awake and thinking about me, that he was staring down at his feet but really hiding his true thoughts from me. And any minute now he was going to look up and stretch open his mouth wide, so wide his head would swallow me up; show me his yellow fangs and how he could sink them right into me. He knew all about me. Terrible things, things I wouldn’t tell another soul.


Well thinking this, naturally enough I jumped back, made a little jump. My keys jangled in my pocket and when the keys jangled – what do you know – he looked up. He had black-brown eyes, very pretty, with lashes as long as a deer’s and he didn’t open his mouth to show me his fangs, but I’ve no doubt that he could if he wanted; no doubt that he kept his jaw clamped shut just to trick me. And I said hello there boy and I felt foolish for speaking, but again, had no strength to prevent myself. He made you want to talk to him. I could not have said why but it might have something to do with his prettiness. It is his eyes and his eyes tell you he’s not stupid either, there’s no doubting it: that young doctor is right and the savage is no idiot. The so-called great Doctor Pinel is quite wrong about that. Even Henri said it when he saw the child – he said the boy was ‘in there’. But that doesn’t mean the savage is normal either. He might not be an idiot and he is taking everything in, and he knows, I think, what we’re saying and what we’re thinking. (Henri says that last part is nonsense and your superstitious nature Marie-France getting the better of you again.)


He has a smell like nothing you ever smelled in your life and no one can dispute that. He smells like dirt and rotting tree roots and the smell of fear the chickens have when the fox has sniffed at the coop. And the smell you have just under your nose when you wake up from a nightmare, a nightmare in which you were loyal, more than loyal, God knows, you were devoted; although no one could have found you wanting, one of your neighbours has turned them against you and here, here you are: now it is your turn. There are footsteps outside and the thud of a gun banging against the door; here is the salad-basket rattling down the street, the cage on wheels you saw so many times, with others tossed about inside it, and here it is now, coming for you. You are shaking and sweating, on your way now, bumping along the road, towards what some used to call the Louisette, but that was in the old days, the days before this nightmare, days when we still thought it was a blessing, a clever, humane invention. And in the dream you are silent, trembling, you have your children clutching at your knees, you cannot call out Not me, not me, was I not loyal, was I not true, and still the journey continues, delivering you right up to the feet of Mount Unwilling, of Mount Against-the-Grain Abbey, the Scythe, the Louisette. Madame Guillotine. And then you wake up and there is that stench so powerful, so salty and freakish: you have no idea if it is sweat, if it is your own body or if it is something else. What fear smells like.


Like I say, the boy smells like that.


The boy crouches in the kitchen, in the home of Madame Guérin. In his filthy rags, on swept red hexagonal tiles, is the boy who smells like fear. His skin so finely stretched, hunger visible as the bones beneath and yet everything she offers him, he refuses. He does this with a gesture of the head, a jerk, which makes her leap back, as if he might bite her. Once, he sniffs, lifts his chin. The scar raised and shiny, or a line drawn, an indicator: as if someone might have pencilled there just exactly the place to slice head from neck, as so many, in these years past, have had heads neatly scythed from necks.


The boy rocks, sways his head back and forth. Occasionally, his fingers trace the scar, as if he might find it comforting to do so, or compelling, as if his fingers might have memory. But mostly, the boy sleeps. He sleeps crouching and he sleeps standing; he can, it appears, sleep in any position at all. He sleeps the slumber of a victim or predator, of one who must be always on guard. It is only one tissue-fine layer beneath being awake. If necessary, he can stir in an instant.


There are new, nameless smells and unpredictable figures; there is the woman who moves around him always in a flash of white, and with that animal heat and hands which ring and hiss, clang and clatter, flap and shake at him without warning. The warm dark place is nowhere and all the smells are with it. The scratch, the roughness, the silky mud. Leaves to dig his feet beneath. He cannot find the sound of the birds, the babble of the stream. He rocks and he rocks, he lifts his chin upwards, he points his face to the square of night sky, he allows the strange heat of the woman to ebb and flow at him, her hands to loom in front of him with sounds, with hisses, with water. He does all of this, but no bats swoop down to stroke his face.


Thermidor 17


Year Eight in our Glorious Republic


My new charge is causing a furore throughout the Republic. I have heard the most brilliant but unreasonable expectations voiced by the people of Paris. Citizens who are not particularly renowned for their intellect, as well as some who are, have approached me, asking if the boy has beheld with astonishment the fine sights of the capital. I have expressed bewilderment. Why should he find the capital ‘fine’? I ask. Is he not as likely to find a chestnut ‘fine’? Facts, facts and above all facts – these are what matters. Scientific observation, keeping conjecture to a minimum. Remembering that a child so long in the wilderness, so long deprived of human society, may be a long time in returning to it.


The Abbé Sicard tells me that so far one family have come forward to claim the wild boy, but that they took one look at him and the mother fell to weeping, said it was not her baby, a child snatched from her by Republican soldiers during a raid on a church in which she and the boy were hiding; she had maintained for a good many years the hope that her child had been set free in the woods nearby after one of the soldiers had failed to slay him, and been nurtured there by a wolf-mother, but on seeing this savage boy she screamed and declared it a terrible mistake. I am sure she will not be the last to come forward.


I am surprised that more information does not seem to be available about the child’s origins, nor how he came to be abandoned in the forest, despite Bonnaterre’s interrogation of the local community. The scar beneath his throat seems incontrovertible evidence that someone tried to murder him – it is too big and too clean to correlate to any kind of animal-bite. Whether it was a parent, wishing to be rid of an idiot child, as Pinel proposes, remains unproven. How he recovered from such a brutal attack is another mystery. And having recovered, all alone, how he then survived in the wilderness – the greatest mystery of all. I have been reading the reports the abbé gave me, written by those who first witnessed him in Aveyron after his capture, this man Bonnaterre and others. They are often contradictory. It does seem though, that over a period of seven years there were repeated sightings by peasants and others, of a boy, living wild in the rugged terrain of the Tarn valley and elsewhere in Aveyron. Even allowing for exaggeration, there are too many confirmed accounts for it not to be true. If, as I judge, based on height, limbs and supposition, he is now twelve years of age, the most astonishing conclusion cannot be avoided. The boy must have lived alone since he was a child of five.


After my first meeting with the wild boy yesterday morning and the news that he was to be my charge and that this had been agreed by the Society of the Observers of Man, who were even now drawing up a contract of employment for me at the Institute, I hurried to find someone to help me untie him. I reasoned that it would be a risk to do this alone. I found a stout woman, Madame Guérin, a governess at the Deaf Institute. She was on her way to the kitchen, where she doubles as a cook at lunch-time. I have seen her before now, working with the gardener, whom I assume to be her husband, a great giant of a man, gaunt and stooping, usually seen wheeling his barrow in the courtyard, or bent double as a folded knife, coughing, hidden behind the rows of beans. I infer from this that the man is an invalid, at pains to hide his condition in order to retain his post. The woman, Madame Guérin, is therefore the one who carries the greater burden of work, which says much for her being of sound body and robust health.


It is apparent that she is unafraid to dirty her hands. I also inferred, as I stood in front of her, explaining my strange request, that it was she who had taken the wild boy his plate of food, since she nodded vigorously, remarking more than once on the ‘poor wretched child’ that the others seemed to have forgotten. As she said this, I was astonished to see tears spring to her eyes. Inwardly I complimented myself on my choice; she has compassion and good sense, and fine fat arms which can lift a great basket of fruit as if it were full of feathers.


We hurried together towards the boy and I warned her to bring her handkerchief, which she held obediently over her nose. ‘Joseph’, as she referred to him, was just as I had left him, his head drooping sadly on his neck like a tulip.


There was a moment when I was afraid to approach him.


But for some reason that I cannot explain, I did not want Madame Guérin to see this. I tried holding out my hand to show him that I had brought further gifts of chestnuts. Again, he sniffed the air before pouncing hungrily, and in that manner, whilst continually reassuring him that we meant him no harm, I distracted him sufficiently to enable Madame Guérin to untie him. Without disgust, putting the handkerchief into the pocket of her apron, she took hold of one of his skinny, filthy arms. He did not resist. Using further chestnuts as incitements, we persuaded him to come with us towards a side entrance to the Institute. (We wanted to avoid the gaze of the other pupils.)


The governness acquitted herself calmly throughout. She did not hold her handkerchief up to her nose as I did. Of course, being a woman, and working in such a place, she would be in the habit of emptying pots and accustomed to the smell of human excrement. I discovered as we walked together, with the lolloping boy between us, his face in my hand, sniffling at my palm like a dog, that she lived in some quarters on the fourth floor of the Institute. This seemed the obvious place to take the child.


More than anything, I wanted a chance to observe the boy properly, to allow me to write a full description of him, to transcribe to my journal later. Since his mood was quiet and I had the reliable Madame Guérin beside me, heating up water on the stove for his bath, this was the perfect occasion. My hostess offered me a cup of chocolate, which we also waved under the child’s nose and, although I accepted, the wild boy did not.


Her kitchen was cosy, one of those female environments where not a single surface, a spoon handle nor a dish-cloth, is denied its decoration. Everywhere I looked there was a painted tricolore flag, or an embroidered one. The wall opposite the giant stove was lined with shelves full of plates painted with the usual figures in black hats, orange jackets and blue trousers, the swords and opened cages of freed birds, the Revolutionary slogans. Vive la Liberté, Abandon de tous les privilèges. Liberté, égalité, sûreté.



Pride of place on the dresser was a large white jug painted with the words: Vivre libre ou mourir.



Again, I was reassured by my choice in Madame Guérin. It is possible to wonder whether women of her type would not harbour some closet allegiance to the old order and I could not have felt great confidence in leaving the boy in her care had I suspected that this was the case. Uncle warned me for all those years that there would be many in our Republic who would be swift to shower scorn on the gains we now see before us and that we should be on our guard against such fellows. A virtuous individual such as Uncle, who wished nothing worse than freedom, truth and fairness of opportunity upon his fellow-man, should not do so in hope of being rewarded by their love and regard. To illustrate, Uncle would use the fate of Jean-Jacques himself. He would tell me how Jean-Jacques, despite the marvellous generosity of his Social Contract and other writings, was hounded, cast out by the French, towards the end of his life. Uncle’s eyes filled with tears as he read to me from Rousseau’s Reveries, which to a young man’s ears sounded more like an old man’s fantasies of persecution than the indictment against an unjust world that Uncle believed them to be.


While fond memories of Uncle faded, I tore myself back to the present moment. I took some snuff and made myself as comfortable as is possible on those woven chair seats, the kind that are beginning to fray, and perilously close to collapsing in the middle. I watched as Madame Guérin heaved the water from the stove to a tin bath. She also placed a chamber-pot beside the boy on her clean and polished red tiles. I believe we would both have been very surprised if he had made use of it.


Then with great gentleness, she undressed him. His clothes had to be peeled from him. The skin beneath was dirty but pale in places, and hairless. Again, he did not resist. As long as a nut or a piece of apple accompanied each gesture, as long as her movements were steady and not designed to startle, the boy acquiesced.


His skin bore recent pock-marks, signs of his brush with small-pox since being in human company. Sicard tells me that the child contracted it – although not a severe case – on his long journey between Aveyron and Paris. He was forced to rest at an inn with Bonnaterre, the naturalist who was accompanying him to Paris, for several days until well enough to travel.


Some observations: His body is patterned with scars, big, small; both silvery and red; that is ancient and new. None as significant as the large scar already discussed. His genitals appear to be normal, if small for a boy of twelve. As mentioned, he has no body hair, nor signs of impending manhood.


His bath was drawn. Madame Guérin had placed cloths on the floor around it. Now she needed my help to lift him in. We were both tense, but picking up the child was surprisingly easy. He was light as a bird’s nest. His thin limbs dangled above the water – pleasantly hot – and holding a leg and an arm each, we dunked him. I fully expected a rebellion: I held my breath. But the wild boy sank like a piece of cloth, soaking up liquid, and soon was happily immersed in the bath, his knees up to his chin, his arms huddled beside him.


He likes to see me prepare the water, Madame Guérin said, suddenly. She has an accent which I cannot recognise, although I can tell it is not Parisien. Somewhere south perhaps? Her remark was made firmly, as if to challenge something that I had not said. I did not know how to reply.


Last time, he would not allow it. I think it will be better if he sees me heat the water: if he knows what’s coming.


Last time? Have you attempted to bathe him before?


She nodded, turning to the stove to get a cup. With this, she trickled water over the child’s back, at the same time caressing him with her other hand, rubbing at the dirt-encrusted skin. The bones of his shoulders protruded like folded wings. The water turned black.


It was you who helped the Abbé Sicard to bathe him?


Helped him? She snorted. I did not understand her meaning. But she nodded, continuing to scoop the water with the cup, trickling it over the child’s bony back. The soap she took from a plate on the floor beside her was cracked and veined with black. I noticed with satisfaction how she showed the savage, by holding the soap in front of her, what she was going to do; how she warned him before trickling water on his hair by lifting her hand up and pretending to do it first; how she made each movement flow into the next, taking great care, as she had said, never to startle him. In this manner she washed the whole of his body, including his hair. She then fetched a comb and attempted to bring some order to the unruly mess but at this the child baulked and flapped at her hand with his own, screaming in sharp cries: she soon gave up.


She sat back on her heels with a look of satisfaction.


There, that’s a lovely boy, isn’t it? She spoke as a mother to a very young child.


The child’s eyes did not fix on her when she spoke to him. He did not, as one might expect him to do, follow her eyes. Instead he followed the progress of her hand, or the soap, or the comb, or fixed his gaze on one of the black-hatted peasants on her decorative plates; in short, his gaze remained fleeting and as bewitching as it was when I had first stared into his face.


The somewhat frightened gaze of the young Aveyronnais does not fix on anything apart from his nourishment or the objects he seeks to avoid or take; in these cases a confident glance, a fast look, suffices, for he seems to have sharp vision.


With the wild boy’s toilette finished, we attempted to lift him out. First Madame Guérin showed him the towel – the way a matador will flick his cloak at a bull – so that he might know what our intentions were. He did indeed seem to understand us and began to shout: the sharp, high-pitched cries of an angry bird when its nest is threatened. So we leaned over together – one, two, three, and attempted to heave him out, taking a slippery wet arm and leg each and labouring to place him on the waiting towel. The child was so light and yet at the first touch of our hands on his skin, he began a frenzied kicking and splashing and such a commotion that my first instinct was to drop him back into the water. Madame Guérin was more robust and held on to her part of the catch; rather to her misfortune since he then gave a blood-curdling scream, turned his head towards her hand and plunged his teeth into her forearm.


Now it was the governess’s turn to scream.


I saw at once that he had drawn blood and scolded him in an angry tone.


First you wallow in dirt, next you refuse to leave your bath! You are both naughty and illogical, I told him. He stared just past my shoulder with wet black eyes, his body beginning again his rocking movement, but he did not seem concerned by the anger in my voice.


Madame Guérin stood in a puddle beside the bath, stemming the blood flow with her apron.


I don’t have all the time in the world! she said, addressing her remark to the boy, but intending it, I think, for me.


I suppose we had better try again.


This time I was resolute. I leaned forward, taking a firmer grip of the child’s arm. As before, he instantly began his noisy cries, his wild flailing. Within moments we were both drenched in water. It was astonishing to note the strength of one undersized twelve-year-old boy, set against two strong adults, but I will say that it was not easy to lift him from that bath. It was made more difficult by the memory of the bite Madame Guérin had just received; I was careful to keep my forearms or any other vulnerable flesh away from the child’s teeth. He tossed his head at great speed, making it tricky to judge at any given moment where those teeth might be. By the end of this debacle I felt foolish in the extreme. A man of twenty-five in his formal work clothes is no match for a stout woman, with the experience of a mother, where rebellious children are concerned. In fact, such were the strengths of Madame Guérin in this difficult situation that I immediately hatched a perfect plan.


At the back of my mind, ever since the abbé’s earlier astonishing announcement of my new post (astonishing in its casualness, as well as its portents), I had been wondering how I could address the practical problems of the boy’s upbringing. Where would he live, who would take care of him on a daily basis? Who would dress him, prepare his meals, put him to bed at night, see that he is not abandoned again in the grounds of the Institute? If I am to bring him back to civilisation through treatment and moral and mental education, then I need an assistant to do the unskilled work, to take care of him as a mother would. Who better than this calm, strong woman, with her lack of fear and her good thick arms, which would be able to withstand the worst his teeth could offer?


I did not put the question to her right then. I took some more snuff and pondered. She was on her knees, mopping the floor around the bath, and I judged that I should not proceed without the abbé’s blessing and a substantial sum of money to offer her.


Meanwhile, the boy, having been roughly dried by Madame Guérin, was standing, wrapped in a towel, by the window. Neither of us had seen him move over towards it, but now, as if alerted suddenly to the dangers it presented – dangers of escape or of violence – I and the governess both turned our gaze towards where the boy stood. Sunlight streamed over him, making his already pale skin waxy rather than luminous. For a second his skin reminded me of mushrooms, of things damp and faintly mouldy, things which grow in forests where the dense trees only permit the finest slivers of light. But as I looked at him, at the child wrapped in his white towel like a baby, I saw something else. Something new, clean. A blank slate. A pure white envelope, unsealed, holding a letter written in invisible ink, in a language that no one else can read. A language that I alone will come to understand.


I resolved to consult Madame Guérin immediately about my plan. She would have the night to put it to the husband, although of course these simple people could only be pleased and astonished at the honour bestowed on them, and the husband’s approval a matter of formality.


I couldn’t scrub the smell long after the doctor had left and after I’d burned the boy’s clothes and dressed him in a clean shirt of Henri’s, a shirt I washed myself just yesterday so I know it would normally smell of the river and the hot sun, of lavender and rosemary-vinegar. What I’m saying is it should smell the same as the rest of my laundry but not on this boy. He could make a rose smell foul.


I wasn’t afraid to touch him – no not at all, not one whit – I was not put off by his countenance nor his smell; I’m not faint-hearted, not me. I picked up each pitiful limb and he’s light and feels just like the bleached chewed-clean bones at the end of a meal. Oh I’m fearless me, when the doctor is there, when the sun is bright. But now the moon is up I’m sitting here knitting by the grey pool of light pouring through our window on the fourth floor and I’m knitting and thinking (that’s the way I like to do it knitting and thinking together I mean, in a rhythm, soothing, I find it) and there he is. Only a whistle away from us in Julie’s old room, sleeping.


Henri’s last words before he fell asleep were if he terrifies you so much why on God’s earth did you say yes?


With that said, the great lump rolled over and fell to snoring. Fine for him, I thought and how could I tell him that it’s the money and nothing else dragging me along like a fish with a hook in its mouth? Money like we haven’t ever seen, more money than I could earn here if I worked every minute of every hour. More than I’d make if I taught a hundred deaf children, if I cooked a thousand suppers. Money for bills, for doctor’s bills for Henri, but if I tell him that he will fathom out how ill he is and I can’t have that. So I’m lying beside Henri with that terrible rattle in his throat as he breathes out and naughty Georges, the naughtiest deaf boy, running along the corridor upstairs where he’s out of bed again, the little devil, and then listening to that low murmuring coming from the savage’s room and thinking: God almighty I might just as well be sleeping in the wolf’s den myself. Trapped between the lot of them with their pounding feet and their wickedness and their hacking and snuffling and soft growling.


There was a wind up despite the sultry heat and a branch banging here and now at the bedroom window and other fretful noises. Tappings and bumpings and such-like from the room next door: a genie caught in a bottle smarting to get out. When you lie in bed and just picture things it’s always worse I’ve found, it’s better to get up and do something, because there’s no point in letting your mind dwell on things that can’t be mended or prevented.


It’s true that lying in bed made the boy next door seem bigger than he is, like a great swooping dark crow banging against the walls. And more shadowy. His yellow fangs longer, his evil smell more evil, his shaggy hair wilder and crawling with lice, his ink-black eyes bigger than they are and prettier, more bewitching; full of more evil magic, more mesmerising. By the time I’d finished lying here listening and imagining him I was ready to leap up with the axe and finish him off myself. And maybe you think a woman wouldn’t be capable of such a thing, but there you are forgetting Renée Bordereau who killed twenty-one of our Blues in one day and the last one broke her sword with his head. All to avenge the deaths of her brothers. Well she might be a Royalist and fighting on the wrong side but my point is this, she is a woman with a heart as staunch as any man’s when it comes to what she believes has to be done. None can disagree with that.


What I’m saying is if you lie there wide awake with your eyes tight you might just as well invite evil thoughts to slide in, so best leave your bed and take up your knitting.


So finally, with my heart knocking louder than Georges’s pounding feet on the floor above us, I jumped from my bed and roused myself to go next door, to satisfy myself that the boy has not been sent from the Devil or somewhere worse to punish me, that he is just a child. A poor forsaken child. That I should find it in my heart to pity him. It’s not as if I didn’t try to tell the doctor earlier today. Poor wretched boy, I kept saying with such feeling you would have felt sure the doctor might have noticed it. It’s bad enough the witless abbé has made me take him in once already, never seemed to notice my huffing and puffing and cursing under my breath when the water splashed from one end of my kitchen to the other. Henri said – think the likes of the abbé or the good doctor worries over the opinion of a mere cook and mop and dogsbody like yourself? Dogsbody I might be I says but I’m one of the few round here who can mop shit from the floor and spell it, and it’d be better for them to remember that. I felt unkind after saying that, after all it’s not Henri’s fault that he can’t read his letters. He wasn’t an orphan like me and so he didn’t have the great good fortune as the nuns were always telling me to be taken away by such a grand lady to live in such a grand house and the lot of them seem to forget she was nothing more than wife to a glove-maker and though it’s true she did teach me my letters it was no real kindness on her part, only practicality, since then she could lie there with her eyes closed and have me read to her until long past midnight. But it’s best not to remind Henri of those days and, as I say, it is not his fault if he did not have the same twist of fortune in his life, which took a mother in child-bed and a father soon after. We each have our stories, some with more beginnings and endings than others.


So now I was all up and roused to go next door. I didn’t trouble to wake Henri, knowing from experience that I’m the one most likely to be able to fend off violent attack from any quarter. Should the boy leap at me and sink his jaws into my throat I’d be better off defending myself than waiting for Henri to do it, in which case I might just as well wait until the Widow Capet rises from the dead, sews her own head back on her neck, and saves me herself.


I wrapped my fichu around my shoulders, for no good reason since the night was hot and sultry, but that’s what I did and I felt better once I had done it. I bent to the dying embers of the fire, lit the candle and took that and the axe down the corridor and stood hesitating outside the child’s door, having had the good sense earlier to lock it.


I had to move the key in order to spy through the keyhole and naturally enough the child heard this and his clamour, the thumping sounds, stopped. He must have thought I had come to release him. I put my eye to the keyhole, but of course I couldn’t see, since my head blocked the light from the candle. But I could smell him well enough. The smell of the Devil.


Who sent you? Who are you?


I can’t tell you why I asked him that. Why I spoke at all. My own voice surprised me, rising from the darkness, a shivering voice, dangling those fabulous questions.


The thought came to me then and you can understand why. To open the door. To let him out, release him, pretend it was an accident and no one would know any better. I rubbed at the place in my arm, remembering his teeth sinking there. My little Joseph used to bite me sometimes. That’s how I knew.


I touched the key to the lock again. As I did it, there was a movement, a noise behind me. I dropped the candle and screamed.


Marie-France –


Henri!


Come to your bed, Marie-France. The wretch will be fine. That is, if we are not all burned in our beds.


He knelt to pick up the candle, scraping the soft wax off the floor with his thumb-nail.


I didn’t think to help him: my thoughts were elsewhere. I was looking down at his hands in the semi-dark, the shape of them. I was thinking of the gloves I used to make, the palms of my hands near rubbed away by all that smoothing and stretching of the leather, all that stitching and stabbing. I always used to dream of gloves. As a child I mean, at the glove-maker’s. You would think that after a day stretching those flattened leather hands over their white wooden stands I would be glad to think of something else come bedtime, but no, not one whit. Sleep was filled with gloves, with leather that flopped like pastry, with metal cutters digging out the flat-hand shapes. Empty hands, every colour under the sun, skipping, dancing on my bench. And in later years the gloves dripped blood from the wrists, were not gloves at all, but cut-off hands, scolding, beckoning. In the worst dreams of all, the limbless hands crept over my face, like great spiders, flattened themselves over my mouth. Those nights, I woke up struggling for breath. You’ll agree, I am a woman truly afflicted by dreams.


Henri said as we climbed back into our bed that he should be chained up, the wild boy, like the other idiot children in Bicêtre, but he didn’t mean it. He has a habit of saying cruel things to hide his sweetness; whereas with me it’s the other way around. My cruelty is what I know, I know it all too well. It is always my sweetness that can surprise me.


Fructidor 1


Year Eight in our Glorious Republic


I was frustrated at not being able to visit the wild boy this morning. I received my official summons from the Society of the Observers of Man and the formal letter confirming my new post as his guardian. The original letter from Lucien Bonaparte, the Minister of the Interior, was included. I drew in my breath sharply as I read it, reminded anew of the importance of the child now in my charge.


I learn from the newspapers that a young man has been found in the woods of your department who only knows how to utter indistinct cries and who does not speak any language. If this is the case, and if you have no hope of discovering the parents of the unfortunate boy, I claim him and request that you send him to me forthwith.
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