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‘It was perhaps the wildest view of all my journey. Peak upon peak, chain upon chain of hills ran surging southward, channelled and sculptured by the winter streams, feathered from head to foot with chestnuts . . .’


 


Robert Louis Stevenson, Travels with a
 Donkey in the Cévennes





PART I




Chapter 1

 The Autumn Transhumance

Never in her life had Catherine Parkstone imagined so many sheep.

Applying the handbrake, she sat back and watched the passing tide. They were streaming down the hillside to the right, above the road, a bobbing phalanx maybe twenty or thirty animals wide, before slowing and spreading wider as they reached the brief plateau of tarmac, the way water pools below a flight of rapids. A few stragglers circled off on to the grass verges and began to graze. But the central current continued its course and began to pick up momentum again as it narrowed to siphon through a gateway gap in the drystone wall on the left.

Aground in the centre of the flood, Catherine’s car split the sheep the way rocks split flowing river water. For a dizzying moment she entertained the illusion that the car might dislodge and be swept downstream with the sheep.

Caffeine, she thought, and closed her eyes. She had had none since the last of the coffee from her thermos when she’d stopped to picnic at an aire near Montluçon. What she did have, wedged in the glove compartment, was a chocolate bar from the terminal at Le Shuttle. Dairy Milk: family size. Catherine smiled at the name. When Tom was at home, he  and his family-size friends would descend on the kitchen cupboard and bear off a bar this big, exulting like seagulls over a crust. Lexie was different; she would peck at it guiltily when nobody was looking, just one square gone at a time, chipped from a corner and the foil tucked back.

Catherine opened the car window. The first thing to assail her was the scent: unexpectedly sharp and clean, somehow, the heated tang of herbs and lanolin and manure. Then the sound struck her. The register was high, a sort of hectoring monotone – a bit like Prime Minister’s questions in the House of Commons. The thought almost made her laugh out loud.

Would she be able to get Radio Four at La Grelaudière? she wondered. Yesterday in Parliament. Reception had been difficult up here when they were kids. Her mother would twiddle at the knobs on the old Philips portable they brought with them; she’d think she had it but then it would waver to a whistle and be driven out by French voices or the sound of marching bands. But these days it would be different, wouldn’t it? Things were digital now.

Still immobilised in the flow of animals, Catherine cut the engine. She glanced at her watch – the habit of an organised lifetime – before reminding herself that there was no longer any reason to hurry. The removal van wouldn’t be there until tomorrow morning at the earliest, and more likely the afternoon. She had all the essentials here with her in the car – including her old sleeping bag and the carpet bag with her tapestry silks – and no one to please but herself. The back seat was folded down and most of the space behind her was filled with tomato plants. It was foolishness, really. The Grobags were already splitting as she’d lifted them in and would have been spilling compost all the way, and goodness  knows what a bashing the tender vines had taken on those first wide sweeping hairpins up from Alès. But it was not yet the end of September and when the time had come she found she couldn’t bear to leave them there on the patio, still laden with fruit.

A figure appeared up to the right, moving with the stream. She watched his approach. As he drew nearer she saw that he was in fact a she, not much older than herself, maybe fifty or fifty-five. Abruptly, the woman stopped by the side of the road and spun round to face the current. Like Canute, thought Catherine, fancifully – though Moses would be closer to the mark. The herd parted: those that had passed the shepherd continued impassively on their way, while those before her halted raggedly and raised their heads to stare, until the closest few set the pattern for the rest by losing interest and starting to graze. Catherine fired the ignition and put the car in gear, smiling her thanks at the woman. She received no answering smile, only a short nod of acknowledgement. Just as she was pulling away, though, she heard the woman call out to her: two short, gruff syllables which she either didn’t catch or couldn’t understand, perhaps a cévenol dialect word – or maybe the woman was only calling to her sheep.

As Catherine drove on, a new turn of the hill swung into view, and above her she saw further tributary streams of white moving down the mountain to join the confluence. It was strange, she had always defined the Cévennes by its emptiness – the space, the desolate beauty – so there was something disorientating about this teeming of life, the hillside as busy as the slope of an anthill. Yet if anything is out of place here, she told herself, it’s me and not the sheep. 

It wasn’t that Catherine was ignorant of what she was witnessing. She had read about the transhumance: the twice-yearly movement of livestock which was once common throughout all the mountain regions of France. She’d seen it depicted on postcards, outside village grocery stores and  bar-tabacs, displayed along with scenes of tumbledown sheep sheds, mountain waterfalls and old men in clogs. The spring transhumance saw flocks driven on foot from their winter pastures in the valleys up to their summer home on the high grasslands above the tree line; the autumn transhumance saw the reversal of the process.

It was hot now in the late summer sunshine at the end of the afternoon. The metal of the car door seared her skin if she shifted her elbow where she rested it out of the window as she drove. But the return of the flocks to the valley heralded the coming of winter. It was impossible to avoid the observation that she was travelling the other way, leaving behind the comfort and security of home and heading up the mountain; maybe she should take it as an omen. But Catherine was not a woman to believe in any such nonsense. She pulled in her arm, wound up the window and focused on the road ahead.




 Chapter 2

 The Haylofts

She woke to the noise of traffic. For a moment, in the fuddlement of ebbing sleep, all was perfectly in place: it was the sound to which she had awakened on thousands of other mornings, the sound of the village high street in Long Hartslow, Buckinghamshire. But when she tried to shift her legs to find a cooler patch of duvet she found movement impeded, and became aware of an aching hardness in her hip. The darkness, too, was more complete than it ought to have been. That’s when it came back to her – the memory of pulling closed the heavy wooden shutters the night before. She was in her sleeping bag; she was on the floor; she was at Les Fenils.

All of which meant that there absolutely should not be any traffic noise outside the window. Catherine wriggled out of her nylon cocoon, and felt her way across the bare boards to the bedroom window. It took her a moment to find the unfamiliar catch, and another to work out how to release it; then she pushed back one shutter and let in the day. The sun had yet to climb its way above the crest of mountain over the house to the east, and the light was thin and pearly grey; by its pallid gleam Catherine could make out the hands of her watch showing a quarter to seven. Her eyes readjusted  blurrily to the outside world. A hundred yards away, across the narrow gorge, lay a sheer wedge of grey-black, crystalline rock and a tumble of vertiginously clinging trees.

Where was the noise coming from? She let her gaze drop to the small, stony terrace below, which served as driveway and yard of Les Fenils. Almost directly beneath her, close to the wall, idled a tiny tractor, half hidden and completely dwarfed by an overladen trailer. Its owner was standing on the stone step of her front door. The chain bell pull was connected to nothing and if he had knocked she hadn’t heard him.

‘Hello,’ she called – in English – then, ‘Allo.’ What was wrong with her? They only ever said that on the telephone. In her best French, she resumed, ‘Hold on, sorry, I’m just coming down.’

Stopping only to pluck her fleece from the floor, she hurried to the door, and then down the stairs at a trot; they were wooden and rustically proportioned, too serious to be attempted two at a time on a first acquaintance. She had locked the door when she went to bed, and now she cursed herself for her dithering as she struggled with the key.

‘I’m coming,’ she called again through three inches of oak.

The key lodged in place with a clunk; it turned, and she pushed wide the door.

‘Good day, Madame,’ said the man on the step. A drooping grey moustache concealed all evidence of amusement or disdain. He held out a hand, which she duly shook. ‘Bouschet.’ If she were in any doubt that this word was his surname, he dispelled it by adding with quaint courtesy, ‘At your service.’

‘Good day, Monsieur,’ said Catherine. ‘Parkstone – Catherine  Parkstone.’ It seemed polite to fall in with his formality, but she offered her Christian name on top as a gesture of friendship. ‘I’ve just moved in.’

He nodded gravely.

‘I got here last night. The lorry will come later, I hope. Furniture, you know . . .’ She waved a vague hand behind her towards the interior of the house.

‘Of course.’ Another solemn inclination of the head.

There followed a short silence, after which Monsieur Bouschet coughed. ‘I’ve brought up your hay.’

‘My . . . ?’


Foin, she repeated to herself, thoughts skating in all directions. It did mean hay, didn’t it? His glance slid across to the trailer, which, she now properly noticed, was piled with a toppling mass of yellowing vegetation.

It was difficult to know exactly what to say.

‘I cut it in June, and then again at the start of September.’ Monsieur Bouschet was talking slowly, and she couldn’t be sure if this was his habitual manner of delivery or if it was intended for her benefit. ‘This is the first load. I can bring the rest up later.’

Catherine collected her tattered wits. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you so much, Monsieur. It’s extremely kind of you.’

It had been dark by the time she arrived last night and she had paid very little heed to the outside of the property. Old Madame Sauzet, her predecessor as châtelaine of Les Fenils, had passed away in the New Year, according to the seven grandchildren who had assembled in the solicitor’s office in St Julien to sign the deeds of conveyance; the grassy terraces below the house should have been several feet high in weeds  by now. That the neighbourly farmer should have taken it upon himself to keep the small piece of ground tidy touched Catherine profoundly.

‘Really, it’s very good of you to have taken the trouble. Perhaps I could make you a cup of coffee?’ She had only one mug but would drink hers out of her cereal bowl if she had to.

The moustache gave a twitch. Was he smiling underneath it? His eyes, certainly, held a soft gleam.

‘Where would you like me to put your hay, Madame?’

Ah, yes. Her hay. She cast her eyes round the yard as if seeking inspiration.

‘You cannot lack for a place, surely. Not at this house.’

She looked at him helplessly for a moment, before she remembered. Les Fenils – the haylofts. It was an excuse to laugh, and although he didn’t join her she could see that he was pleased, and her embarrassment ebbed a little.

‘Well, where did Madame Sauzet keep her hay?’ she asked, surprising herself with her cunning.

His satisfaction swelled. ‘In the old cattle byre,’ he answered at once, indicating the entrance to the first of the three outhouses which tagged on to the western end of Catherine’s new home.

‘Good, then. We can put it in there.’

Already he had turned and was back at his tractor. Retreating into the hallway, she found her boots where she had discarded them last night and pulled them on, hopping as she did so, and wondering whether it would be ruder to leave him to his task alone or to join him still clad as she was in Tom’s old checked pyjamas beneath her fleece. She had asked and asked her son to clear out the remains of his  belongings from his old room; at the last minute she had pilfered a few sentimental oddments for herself and bagged up the rest for Oxfam or the tip. The pyjamas were good – really, perfectly decent – and her eagerness to show her gratitude won out over social convention.

By the time she was back out in the yard, boots laced, he had backed the trailer up to the arched double doors of the cattle byre and let down the tailgate. He had brought his own pitchfork but there were two others, wreathed in cobwebs, leaning up against the wall in a corner. Catherine selected the less heavy-looking of the pair and set to work beside him. It wasn’t difficult to load the fork with hay and then deposit it on the growing heap on the rough-flagged floor. She soon worked up a rhythm and with it a sweat. If it hadn’t been for Tom’s pyjamas she would have taken off her fleece. Monsieur Bouschet kept his jacket on; he didn’t even look warm. The load on the trailer was reduced by little more than half when her arms began to tire; pride, however, forbade her to pause in her work while a man who must be twenty years her senior never missed a measure. By the time her fork was striking the wooden floor of the trailer at each thrust, a small angry knot had formed between her lumbar vertebrae and her throat was clogged and dry. She was very glad when Monsieur Bouschet extended a hand to help her up on to the trailer to scrape together the last of the stalks, which he tossed on top of her neat, new hayrick.

She jumped down without assistance, straightened her spine carefully and offered him another smile.

‘Coffee, now?’

Unspeaking, he followed her out into the yard and then in through the house door. She kicked off her boots in the  hallway but he kept his on as she led the way into the large farmhouse kitchen which formed the main downstairs room of Les Fenils.

‘There’s nowhere to sit, I’m afraid,’ she said.

He nodded. ‘The furniture lorry.’

‘Yes.’ His habit of few words was easy to slide into; smiles were simpler, anyway.

She filled her kettle at the low ceramic sink and plugged it in, using one of the two-pin converters she had brought with her. She pushed in the button – and no light came on. Nonplussed, she tried jiggling the pins in the socket, but there was no response. Strange, because it had worked all right last night. Her guest, who had not moved more than a step inside the door, reached over and threw the light switch. Nothing.

‘Oh, no.’ Catherine turned to him with an apologetic shrug, which she hoped he didn’t take as a Gallic caricature; she just found she used her body and hands more in French. ‘It must have blown the circuit.’ The solicitor, Maître Dujol, had said something about not overloading the circuits with all her foreign appliances. Now, where on earth were the trip switches?

But Monsieur Bouschet was shaking his head. ‘Power cut,’ was his pronouncement. ‘We get them a lot at this time of year. It’s the thunderstorms.’

Catherine’s eyes were drawn unbidden to the window, beyond which, in the triangle above the cliff edge opposite, the sky showed serenely blue.

‘Thunderstorms?’

Now it was his turn to shrug. ‘Not just here, perhaps. But somewhere.’ He drew up his arms and folded them decisively. ‘It will be October next week.’

‘Right,’ said Catherine. ‘Yes.’

She had only her English electric kettle, no more traditional version she might boil on the hob – and besides, the Calor gas had run out halfway through cooking last night’s omelette.

‘Look, I’m afraid . . .’ What a shame she hadn’t any bottled beer among her supplies. Except that would hardly have done either, would it, at just past 8 a.m.? ‘Can I offer you a glass of water?’ she finished lamely, and he stepped forward to take the proffered mug with every show of grateful good manners.

There seemed nothing more to be done, then, than to thank her neighbour once more for his kindness in cutting her grass, and to take the empty mug which he handed back to her. Another nod, and he was gone, leaving her alone in her empty kitchen, with no coffee and no means of heating the water for a shower.

At least her hay was in and stacked. Pity she hadn’t been able to tell Monsieur Bouschet that she had no earthly use for the stuff.

 



An hour later, washed in cold water and dressed in jeans and jumper, Catherine was sitting in the sunshine on the stone front doorstep eating bread and strawberry jam. The door behind her was the more imposing of two doors that opened on to the terrace courtyard at the front of Les Fenils. They stood at right angles to each other, one leading into each arm of the long, low, L-shaped house. There was no back door, because the north wall of the house – the back of the longer of the two arms – was solid and windowless, built to fit snugly against the wall of grey-black cévenol granite which  rose steeply above it, house and gorge chiselled from the same rock. The east wall, to the rear of the shorter arm, was also solid, and painted to four feet above the ground in tarry black pitch. That’s where you’ll have to look out for water getting in, the surveyor had said.

From where she sat on the step, Catherine saw the tops of the small orchard which sloped away below the house in front of her and to the right; built in terraced steps, it was shored up on drystone walls and held together by the roots of apple, greengage and Mirabelle, as well as the tenacious old turfs which Monsieur Bouschet had mown for her. Further up into the crease of the hill to her left, beyond the short south wing of the house, stood a cluster of sweet chestnut trees, traditional providers of flour for mountain bread, and at their feet a row of empty beehives. That was the limit of her land, and from her lowly vantage point she could see no further in any direction – except for straight ahead of her, south across the little valley to the ridge of wooded hillside opposite.

This, she knew, was only a narrow side gully, a pleat in the skirts of the greater mountain range leading up to the peak of Mont Lozère. The main length of Les Fenils faced south across the gorge, but the shorter southern arm faced west down the valley, and away to distant hills. If she had taken her breakfast upstairs and looked from the window of the little side bedroom she could have seen it now, that breathtaking view which had sold her the property back in June. On a morning like this one, she was sure, it would appear much as it had done then: the unimaginable space and distance of it, layer upon layer of blue mountain silhouettes, fading into bluer skies. For the moment, however, she  was content to sit on the sun-warmed stone of her own step and learn the face of her own small valley.

The silence was deep and cocooning. It made her jump, therefore, when the jaunty double toot of a car horn multiplied off the rocks in the gorge as it rose to meet her. It was impossible to tell how far away the vehicle was, or even if it was in her own valley at all. She sat still and waited. Just as she was dismissing the possibility of its approach, the car’s horn sounded again and this time behind its echo she could make out distinctly the whine of an engine in a low gear. Catherine stood and walked to the edge of the terrace. From there it was possible to see, half hidden in the woods below, the final twist taken by the road before it turned towards the hamlet of La Grelaudière; she was in time to catch a flash of sunlight on bonnet or windscreen through the canopy of trees. Then silence again; it was disconcerting how completely the folds of the mountain could blot out sound. And then quite suddenly the engine was loud and close at hand, and with a final tootle-toot the vehicle appeared, bouncing into her courtyard. A small yellow van: it was the postman.

She stepped forward, smiling, as the uniformed driver swung open the van door and laid one polished boot on the gravel.

‘Madame,’ he said, placing in her hands a postcard and a long, brown envelope.

As she reached out and took them, he caught and held her eye. ‘Engleesh.’ The word not quite a question.

Mutely, she nodded.

‘Have a nice day,’ said the postman in flawless hamburger-joint American and swung his leg back inside the van. He was  already backing up as he pulled the door to; then he revved the engine and sent pebbles scattering as he roared away in first gear, saluting her with his horn from the first tight turn where her terrace dropped down to become the road.

Catherine sat back down on the step with her mail. She turned first to the official-looking envelope and tore it open. It contained a single folded sheet of A4, bearing the crest of the Direction Départemental des Affaires Sanitaires et Sociales and dispatched from its administrative offices at Mende. What could the local sanitary authorities want with her? she wondered. The answer, it appeared, was her water supply. She was enjoined in the most emphatic of terms not to drink any of it until she had sent a sample for analysis. To drink it, she was informed, could constitute a serious danger to health. The contact details of several private laboratories were supplied, where at a cost of around 120 euros she could assure herself that her water source contained no more than safe levels of nitrates, lead, mercury, cadmium, atrazine and several other, unfamiliar words, one of which she had a strong hunch meant radioactivity.

It had been another selling point for Catherine: the water for her taps sprang straight from the hillside a few metres above the roof of Les Fenils. Her very own spring water – the joy of having for free what others paid to carry home in supermarket bottles. It was so clean up here. There couldn’t, surely, be a farmer sending poisons leeching into the soil at this altitude; above her there was nothing but forestry and sheep. She stared with incredulity at the granite of her wall. Could it really be harbouring dangerous concentrations of heavy metals? It had to be nonsense, a piece of French bureaucratic officiousness, some standard formality for any new householder  not on the mains. It had nothing to do with her mountain and her rock. But the morning was taking on a certain ironic complexion, nevertheless. No electricity, and now no drinking water, either.

The postcard was from Walton-on-the-Naze. The picture dealt her a guilty lurch: Walton was an awfully long way away from here. It couldn’t be from her mother, of course; it was over a year since Mum had been able to hold a pen, even if she’d had any words to write. Catherine turned the card over, and smiled. Her daughter, Lexie. So sweet of her – and indicative of uncharacteristic forethought. She must have posted it a week ago for it to arrive on time.


Hi, Mum. I know you said there was a wait for a landline – and I’d text you but I know there’ll be no reception up there in the wilds. Hope you’re alive. Get yourself to civilisation, call me and tell all.



It wasn’t only the postcard that decided her. There were chores to be done and as most of the day was hers, she might as well go down to St Julien.

She had left her tomato plants in the car overnight, so now she unloaded them carefully and lined them up beside the wall where Monsieur Bouschet’s tractor had stood. In their stead, she hauled from the kitchen the two empty Calor containers. She locked the front door and pushed the outsize key into the pocket of her jeans, where it lay across her hip like a sword.

There were two hairpins, one swinging each way, before the road brought her down to the rest of La Grelaudière.  It was scarcely a hamlet, consisting, besides her own house, of no more than a straggle of four inhabited dwellings and a few animal sheds. The farm closest to hers must be chez  Bouschet; the tractor and empty trailer were out in the yard. All four chimneys wore plumes of woodsmoke, sending its resinous aroma through her open window as she drove past. The scent stung Catherine’s lungs with jealousy. There was a woodburner in her kitchen but it was not connected to a boiler, nor to a range for cooking, so until the weather turned colder the chimney of Les Fenils would remain empty of breath.

As Catherine’s small car regotiated a series of tight zigzags, she worried about how the removal van would fare. Maybe they would unload everything here at the roadside and she’d have to take it up piece by piece in the car – or if it wouldn’t fit, then in Monsieur Bouschet’s trailer. The notion had a curious appeal.

The long sequence of hairpins gave her no time to take in the view, so that when she reached the next straight, sloping stretch it was a shock to see how much closer the valley floor had come: the sensation was very much like emerging from cloud on descent to an airport. The church belfry of St Julien, which had been a glimpse of distant triangle among the trees, now appeared not far below her; she felt she could have leaned over and tossed pebbles on the little church and its surrounding patchwork of rooftops. The proximity was deceptive, however; a turn led the road away again and it was fully ten minutes later before she finally entered the village.

The little square with its stone market cross was busier than it had been when she came through last night but she  had no trouble finding a spot to park. She switched off her engine right opposite the ironmongers, with its Calor sign out front. Taking her mobile phone from the glove compartment where the chocolate bar from yesterday still lay, she pressed Lexie’s number, and slit back the foil and broke off a corner.

‘Hello, Mum.’ Her daughter’s voice answered almost at once, sounding so near that Catherine’s smile broke like a wave.

‘Hello, love,’ she said, the words smudged in Dairy Milk.

‘Listen, Mum, I’m really glad you rang. Something’s just come up. Might be the sniff of a new job.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Catherine tried to inject in her voice a hope-fulness to match her daughter’s.

‘Yes. Some contact of Ella’s, a friend of a friend, says there’s something going on another magazine. Actually not trade press, for once. It’s one of these hobbyist publications, and apparently they have a circulation to kill for. They’re carried in Smith’s and everything.’

‘Well, that does sound promising.’

Since dropping out of her English degree after one year to go to journalism college, Lexie had been in pursuit of a dream. Not for her the world of the newspaper hack, covering flower festivals, cats up trees and two-car pile-ups on the local bypass. Magazines, she was adamant, were the way to go. One day – she remained convinced despite her mother’s gentle nudges towards realism – she would be writing a witty 800-word opinion piece for the Observer colour supplement at her kitchen table every Monday morning and taking the next six and a half days off. The journey towards that goal had become stalled somewhat during the last eighteen  months, which Lexie had spent as a junior in features at  Air Cargo Monthly.

‘They’re paying a bit less than what I’m on now, but there’s flexitime and a car allowance. And this person of Ella’s says everyone there is really friendly. Lots of women, apparently, which would make a change.’

The average age of the staff at her present workplace, at least as presented by Lexie, was somewhere approaching sixty – and practically all of them men.

‘So, what’s the title? Will I have heard of it?’

A short, quick laugh, unaltered since her daughter was nine or ten, made Catherine’s heart contract.

‘Doubt it, Mum. Not your thing – nothing to do with needlework or gardening. It’s called Fondant Magazine. Apparently, it’s essential fortnightly reading for frosters and cake decorators everywhere. Everything you ever wanted to know about sugarcraft in one accessible publication.’

She could tell that Lexie was giggling, which made it all right to join in.

‘Lots of pictures of cakes?’

‘Oh, cakes are just the start of it. You’d be amazed what people will make out of icing sugar and glycerine.’

Catherine’s eye drifted round the old, stone square. Sugarcraft magazines seemed a world away from the life of St Julien de Valvert.

‘Would the job be in features again?’

‘Worse luck, yes. Bottom of the heap, pretty much. But it’s a smaller staff than at Air Cargo, so there might be a chance of doing my own subbing now and again.’

‘Well, I really hope they want you for it.’ It seemed strange to Catherine that knowledge of cake decorating should not  be a qualification for the post – Lexie had never been known to cook anything fancier than a poached egg. But that was apparently how it worked; eighteen months ago she’d known nothing about international air freight, either.

‘Thanks, Mum. Honestly, I feel so badly in need of a change of scene. I’m not kidding, if I have to go out and do another crappy story about some new refrigerated container, or big up some piddling little airline that’s expanded its capacity by half a per cent, I swear my head will explode. I’ll rip all my clothes off and run round Gatwick Airport naked and screaming. At least icing is real. I’d be writing stuff that’s going to be read by real people, who might actually care. As in, at least get some pleasure out of it.’

Catherine was grinning but pressed her voice into serious sympathy. ‘I can imagine . . . By the way, thank you for the postcard. It arrived this morning to greet me – perfectly timed. It was a really nice thought.’

‘Oh, that.’ She could picture Lexie’s negligent hand gesture.

‘Did you go and see Gram at the weekend, then?’

‘No. Not for a few weeks, actually.’ Lexie sounded apologetic, puzzled. Then she said, ‘Oh, the postcard – of Walton, yes. I bought a whole bunch last time I was there.’

‘Maybe Aunty Bryony will go. She said she was planning to visit last time we spoke.’ Catherine sister was always full of good intentions, until work spiralled up to fill the weekend yet again.

‘I’ll go next week. Or it might have to be the week after.’

Lexie was good, and went pretty regularly, perhaps once a month. Tom would have gone too, if he could, but his post-doc was in St Andrew’s, which might as well have been  the Cévennes. It was Catherine who had driven over to the nursing home once a fortnight on a Sunday morning, without fail, for more than three years. It couldn’t help but leave a gap.

‘Look, Mum, don’t beat yourself up.’ Lexie could be alarmingly perceptive sometimes. ‘Half the time Gram doesn’t even know it’s us when we go, does she? She has no idea if you’ve been or not. I mean, she can’t remember whether she hasn’t seen you for six months or you’ve just come back from the loo.’

But Catherine hated the idea that inside her confusion her mother might still be lonely.

‘You’ve only got one life,’ her daughter was saying. ‘This is what you want to do, so you need to do it.’

And of course she was right. What was the use of putting her life on hold? Waiting two years – or five years or ten years – for Mum to die? If she wanted Les Fenils, it had to be now, while she was still young.

‘Now,’ said Lexie, ‘before you’re too old.’

On the pavement outside the car window, two women had stopped to talk; one of them held, dangling from her fingers by their legs, a pair of white chickens. As Catherine watched, one of the birds flapped a half-hearted wing.

‘But hey, Mum, you still haven’t told me how you’re getting on. Is it totally wild and idyllic and wonderful?’

‘It’s fine. I’m starting to sort myself out.’

‘You don’t sound too ecstatic,’ said Lexie blithely. ‘I bet the drains smell, don’t they? And you can’t get proper Cheddar cheese. And what of the indigenous population? What are they like? Not too bellicose, I hope.’

‘Actually, I’ve met one neighbour already. He was perfectly charming and—’

‘I know what the trouble is,’ her daughter interrupted. ‘Completely understandable, you poor thing. All very scenic over there and everything but naturally you’re missing me.’




 Chapter 3

 Next Door

It was on her third morning at La Grelaudière that Catherine went to call on Monsieur Bouschet. To leave it longer might have appeared unneighbourly – and she needed to head off any further consignments of hay.

There was no need to follow the road down to the lower part of the hamlet; a footpath, meandering between rocks and overhanging ferns, offered a route both more direct and more precipitous. The path brought her out at a point on the road only yards from the gateway she took to be Monsieur Bouschet’s. Next door: she savoured the incongruity of the phrase. Stone posts which could have done service as megaliths stood sentinel at either side of the farmyard entrance, but no name was displayed, any more than there was at Les Fenils. An unnecessary measure, no doubt, in these parts.

The property was built to the same L-shaped plan as her own and offered a variety of doors. She chose the most likely looking and knocked. There were no vehicles visible in the cobbled yard and she was on the point of leaving when the door was opened by Monsieur Bouschet.

‘Ah, good day, Monsieur. I thought I’d come by and thank you again . . .’

When she reached the word ‘thank’, he puffed out his lips  with a soft plosive sound; he motioned gratitude away, and Catherine inside, with a chop of the hand.

The kitchen was ample but low-ceilinged and darker than her own, and it took her eyes a moment to adjust, even though the day outside was far from bright.

‘Come in, Madame. Sit down. I’ll go and fetch my wife.’

The master of the house effaced himself at once through a door at the far end of the room, leaving Catherine to take a seat at the kitchen table. Over half its length, it was covered with tools, jars, bottles and wooden trays of apples and pears; the other end, where Catherine sat, was clear but for a basket of walnuts, a sheet of newspaper and a white ceramic bowl. Somebody had been cracking open the nuts, scattering the shells on the paper and depositing the kernels in the bowl.

The far door reopened and in bustled Madame Bouschet. She was small and slight, with a sleek bob of hair which was either dyed to that startling black or else it was a wig; the impression it gave, combined with Madame Bouschet’s diminutive stature and light step, was of a little girl, so that when you looked into her face, the deep lines came almost as a shock. Her movements were quick and birdlike where her husband’s were deliberate and slow, but she was certainly of an age with him. Catherine put them both in their early seventies.

Monsieur Bouschet effected the formal introduction. ‘My wife, Marie-Josèphe Bouschet. Madame Parkstone.’ He pronounced it Park-e-ston, lubricating with vowels the difficult, clustered English consonants to soften them into manageability. It was one of the things she had loved, coming here on holiday as a child: the loose, liquid syllables of the south. Here the  people embraced their words lovingly; here, they seemed to say, there is time.

Catherine rose to shake hands, and then Madame Bouschet offered her coffee or a sirop. The bottle she produced wasn’t lemon or orange but the bright vermilion of grenadine; it hardly looked like something three adults would drink.

‘Nothing for me, really, thank you,’ said Catherine, before remembering her manners and asking meekly for a glass of water.

Madame Bouschet poured three glasses – mineral water, Catherine noted, from a bottle in the fridge – and sat down next to Catherine. Her husband took a chair opposite.

‘Your furniture arrived all right, then,’ said Madame Bouschet equably. Nobody in La Grelaudière could have missed the passage of the Pickfords lorry, which had negotiated the sharp final bends only with extreme difficulty, much shouting and waving of arms by the driver’s mate and the spinning of wheels in loose gravel at the side of the road.

‘Yes, thank you, though it was a bit of a squeeze getting the van up to the house. Everything’s in, and I’ve made a start on the unpacking.’

The French couple both nodded their sympathy and understanding, and Madame Bouschet surprised her by volunteering, ‘If you need an extra pair of hands, you have only to ask. I’m thinking of the polishing. I know how filthy china can get when it’s been wrapped.’

‘That’s very kind of you.’ Catherine pictured the old crockery she had unfolded from its newspaper the day before; much of it had been hers since she was in digs, the year before she was married. None of it exactly merited the name of china. It occurred to her that she should have brought  something to give them, some small gift. Something from England, maybe, like a jar of Oxford marmalade, if she’d had such a thing. Perhaps later in the week she might bring them some of her tomatoes, or a basin of the sweet, golden Mirabelles from the orchard at Les Fenils. Except they must have trees of their own, at the back of the house; maybe she would get a chance to check on her way out.

‘Tomatoes,’ said Monsieur Bouschet, as if reading her mind. She looked at him inquiringly, and saw that his lower lip was pushed slightly forward beyond the lower reaches of his moustache, and that his eyes were sorrowful. ‘It’s not obvious.’ C’est pas évident. There was no translation for it, really. Generally it meant that you couldn’t tell, that it wasn’t a done deal. But what wasn’t obvious about tomatoes?

‘He’s right,’ said his wife, eyeing Catherine kindly. ‘Maybe if you had a greenhouse. But without it . . .’ An eloquent forward thrust of the lips, the exact mirror of her husband’s expression.

‘Ah, yes – a greenhouse,’ agreed Monsieur Bouschet. Of course, he would have seen the tomato plants in the back of the car the first morning.

‘Down in St Julien, perhaps you’d have a chance,’ continued Madame. ‘But up here? Pas évident.’

The descent to St Julien by road might take twenty-five minutes but Madame Bouschet said the name as if it were half a world away.

‘You’re gardeners?’ Catherine asked, thinking of the tomatoes, but then realised how foolish it must sound. ‘I mean, of course, you’re farmers.’

Her neighbours exchanged a look, which might have held laughter – though not, she sensed, at her.

‘Retired,’ said Monsieur Bouschet crisply.

‘So he says. He’s been saying it for five years now, but we still have a few goats, and the chickens and geese, of course, and a pig every spring. So he’s out of bed every morning at six doing the feeds, come winter come summer, the same as the forty years previous, and there’s hardly a night when I call him in to supper but he’s got a bit of fence to mend or some other little job wants doing out in the barn. When did we last get away at the weekend to spend some time with the grandchildren? How can we, when the chicken coop always just needs fox-proofing or one of the nanny goats is ailing? Retirement, he calls it!’

Catherine grinned. It was by far the longest speech either of the couple had yet made, and she imagined she wasn’t the first to have heard it.

‘Grandchildren, you say. So you have a family?’

Madame Bouschet stood and went over to a tall oak dresser at one side of the room. She returned with a photograph in a gilt frame.

‘Jean-Marc,’ she said, pointing to a dark-haired young man of about thirty with his arms round two younger women. ‘Claudine. Isabelle. But this must be ten years ago now.’

‘And the grandchildren?’

‘Five. Four boys and one little girl.’

‘Cécile,’ added the fond grandfather.

‘And you, Madame?’

Catherine wished she had a photo of her own, but she had never been in the habit of carrying one with her. She also wished she weren’t still ‘Madame’ but didn’t know quite what to do about it.

‘I have two. A daughter, Lexie – Alexia – and a son, Tom.  Lexie is twenty-seven and a journalist. Tom is twenty-five; he’s a biochemist.’

‘Journalist,’ repeated Madame Bouschet with some reverence, while her husband murmured, ‘Scientist.’

Regretting her small surrender to maternal pride, Catherine plunged on quickly. ‘No grandchildren yet, though,’ she said, enabling her neighbours to offer their condolences and hopes for better fortune to come.

As they spoke, Monsieur Bouschet had begun picking up walnuts. There was no nutcracker on the table; he simply took them one at a time, laid them in his palm and crushed them with a sharp contraction of the hand. They were ‘green’ – fresh walnuts – their shells mottled and trailing strands of black beard. She watched his hands in fascination as he worked. His fingers were stained to an inky brown.

‘And your son and daughter, they’re back in England?’ inquired his wife.

‘Yes. Or rather, Lexie is. Tom lives in Scotland.’

‘It’s very far.’

‘Yes.’ Catherine gave the brave smile expected of her and tried not to think just how far. ‘And your family? Where are they?’

‘Jean-Marc is in Paris, and the girls are both in town.’

‘In town?’ Catherine assumed she meant Mende or Alès, or maybe even Montpellier.

Madame Bouschet nodded. ‘In St Julien, yes.’

The notion of the village with its single market square and half-dozen shops as being the bright lights of town made Catherine want to laugh; but she merely smiled and said, ‘It’s lovely for you that they have stayed so close.’

This produced a grunt from Monsieur Bouschet. ‘True.  Not many youngsters stay.’ He cracked another walnut, prising from the halves of shell the buttery yellow kernel. ‘Not since the park.’

‘Sorry?’ Catherine was at a loss.

‘The Parc National des Cévennes. What is there for young people to do if they stay? How are they to earn their living? No development, no new housing, no new industry.’ His hands kept working, with no change of rhythm but with markedly more emphasis. ‘It’s either farming, or tourism.’

The last word was spoken with some animosity, but then he seemed to recollect himself; both of them regarded Catherine almost anxiously.

‘Oh, I’m not a tourist.’ It came out in a rush, her voice sounding higher than she’d intended.

He couldn’t really have thought she was a tourist, could he? What would a tourist be wanting with a byre full of hay?

‘I’m going to set up a business here.’

Monsieur Bouschet put down his walnut. He and his wife both stared.

‘I’m a needlewoman.’ It seemed the best place to start, a credential they would understand.

‘A dressmaker?’ asked Madame Bouschet. Her own floral print housecoat was not homemade; it had the look of the market stall or the mail-order catalogue.

‘No. Soft furnishings. I’m hoping to make curtains and cushions, you know. And upholstery, too. I cover chairs and couches.’

Madame nodded, but offered no firmer opinion than, ‘I see.’

‘I thought I would go round to the farms, and the houses in the village, and see if anybody needs things making. Up  here,’ she wafted a hand towards the window, ‘I thought it might not be so easy to buy cushions and chair covers. Getting to shops – I mean to Alès or a big town – well, c’est pas évident.’

From a drawer in the table, Madame Bouschet had drawn a pair of nutcrackers and, as Catherine spoke, began to share her husband’s task. She nodded again.

‘People never used to have curtains, not when I was a girl. We just closed the shutters at night. Now most women make their own. There’s a stall comes once a month to the market in St Julien, every fourth Thursday. Madame Gariépy, from Mende. She sells fabric off the roll.’

Catherine had imagined as much. ‘But I could offer more choice. I could drive down to Nîmes or Montpellier every so often and pick up a good range of material, or show people catalogues and fetch particular prints to order. My idea is that people might like a service to their door. I could do everything: measure for curtains, advise about colour schemes.’

Catherine tried not to notice the farmhouse kitchen in which they sat, its wood and tiles and stone unrelieved by fabric of any kind, apart from faded, blue-and-white checked curtains at the two small windows. She wished she had a nutcracker too, to keep her hands occupied.

‘Actually, tapestry is what I enjoy most. My own designs. I like to make chair covers out of tapestry, or cushion covers. I thought people might have ideas about patterns or motifs they wanted, and I could come up with a design to fit their ideas.’

The two walnut shellers had no comment to make about this. But Madame Bouschet’s hands paused and she looked up from her work.

‘It’s slow, a tapestry.’

Catherine smiled. ‘Yes. But I’m not short of patience. There are the evenings, you know.’

‘Ah, yes.’ The Frenchwoman returned her smile. ‘The evenings in the mountains in winter. You won’t lack for time.’

‘The thing is . . .’ Catherine wanted Madame Bouschet to understand why she had come here, what it was that drove her. ‘The tapestry and the needlework, it’s always been just a hobby for me. I had my children young, and have only ever been a wife and mother – apart from a part-time job in a bookshop. I’ve never had a métier. Not like you.’

‘And your husband?’ It might have been an inquiry about his profession, but Catherine thought not.

‘Divorced,’ she said succinctly.

They both stopped shelling nuts for a moment and murmured the customary commiseration; less heartfelt than you would receive for widowhood, she always imagined, but less embarrassed, too.

She answered as she usually did. ‘Oh, it’s a long while ago now.’ Seven years, in fact, very nearly. ‘With the children grown and gone, it seemed the time to sell the house, to give my ex-husband his share of the capital and find something smaller for myself, and use the money left over to start up my own business.’

She wondered if she were creating awkwardness, relating her life story to strangers this way, but Madame Bouschet nodded again over her nutshells, before glancing up and asking, ‘Why here?’

Because of the low cost of housing. Because of a flight of crazy nostalgia. Because. Because.

‘It’s beautiful,’ was all she said in the end.

Did they see its wild, desolate beauty, when it had always  been the daily backdrop to their life? Would her reason sound trivial, naive or, worse, patronising? It seemed not. Monsieur Bouschet grunted, and his wife wasn’t smiling but she did look more than satisfied.

Madame Bouschet began to gather the fragments of walnut shell on the newspaper into a tidy heap and said, ‘Right, lunchtime, I believe. Madame, will you stay and break a crust with us? I made a fresh loaf this morning.’

Catherine wavered. She had made her visit early with the express object of avoiding a mealtime, but she supposed a man would be hungry before noon if he had been up feeding livestock at six. She hated to offend, but more than anything she hated to impose.

‘It’s extremely kind of you, Madame. Really. But if you don’t mind, there are so many things I ought to be doing at home.’

She saw at once that she had chosen wrongly. Madame Bouschet continued to the dresser and reached down heavy china plates – two only – and something about her demeanour suggested a retreat into formality.

But at the door, Monsieur Bouschet, who showed her out, held her hand a moment longer after they had shaken goodbye.

‘So, you won’t be needing the rest of your hay?’ he said. And this time, beneath his moustache, she was certain he was laughing.




 Chapter 4

 The Black Beast

The rain held off that day. The sky above the gorge shifted through slate and petrol to a surreal midnight blue but continued to hold its moisture. The next morning, though, when Catherine awoke it was to a heavy drumbeat on the shale roof tiles. It rained all that day and throughout the next two without stopping or even really easing off. She had thought herself used to wet weather at home, but English rain was an apologetic, half-hearted affair compared with this obdurate downpour. It wasn’t torrential but it was unremitting. Catherine stayed indoors, donned an extra sweater and unpacked the remainder of her cardboard boxes.

Every morning when she opened the shutters in the side bedroom, she saw the view – that beautiful view from the summer – only in memory. The reality at best was a shroud of thinly falling grey, half masking even the nearest trees, and behind it, in all directions, only looming shapes of denser grey. At worst there was nothing but bars of rain.

On the fourth morning she thought she detected a marginal lightening to the south over the main valley, and the steady rhythm seemed slightly less intense. By lunchtime it was unmistakable; the rain was slowing, and by early afternoon it had faded to a fine, soft mizzle. Seizing her chance,  Catherine laced her boots, pulled on her raincoat and headed out to the car.

She stopped at the farm gate to exchange greetings with Monsieur Bouschet, who was also taking advantage of the respite. Wearing an empty plastic fertiliser sack like a tabard over his working overalls, he was clearing the clogged guttering of his goat shed with a trowel. He nodded his good day and then indicated the sky with a jut of the chin.

‘C’est triste,’ he said: sad, the weather. ‘Mais c’est normal.’


Catherine leaned her elbow out of the car window. ‘Oh, yes?’ Her attempted cheerfulness, she feared, sounded rather brittle.

‘Yes. It’s October, after all. We generally expect a good soak before Toussaint.’

She nodded, trying to remember exactly when All Saints’ Day fell, and watched as he dislodged a clod of mud and chestnut leaves.

‘It’s a good test for the roofs, anyway,’ he said, shifting along a yard or so. ‘How are you, up there?’

‘Watertight so far.’

He nodded. ‘Good roofs at Les Fenils.’

Down in St Julien, the shingled river bed had disappeared under a swilling torrent. Catherine parked her car in the square and walked back to the stone bridge to take a closer look. Leaning on the parapet, she felt a chill rise off the water below and breathed in a cocktail of earth and iron filings. The scent matched the colour of the water, which was that of rust, flecked here and there with pinkish spume. How did it achieve that pigmentation, when the rocks hereabouts were greyish-black? It must be the soil, she told herself, averting her mind from the admonishments of the Direction des  Affaires Sanitaires. It was too noisy by the river to speak on the mobile; she returned to her car to make her calls to Tom (out), Bryony (out) and Lexie (just dashing out).

She replenished her provisions at the grocery store. Madame Peysasse, the owner, packed Catherine’s jars of  rillettes and tins of anchovies and tomato puree into a cardboard tray which had once held peaches, then piled her fresh vegetables on top with the bread.

‘The river seems rather full,’ ventured Catherine as she took her change.

‘The rain,’ said Madame Peysasse, with barely a shrug. Reaching round, she separated a clump of flat-leaved parsley from the mass in a tall jug behind the counter, shook the water from the severed stems and brought them to her nose, inhaling deeply. ‘You like? With garlic, and your anchovies, you can make a persillade.’

When Catherine gave her mute assent, the shopkeeper twisted the herbs in a scrap of paper and tucked them into the side of the tray.

‘That’s very kind of you,’ said Catherine, finding herself disproportionately pleased with the small gift. Madame Peysasse dismissed her thanks and moved across the shop to hold open the door.

On the threshold the elderly Frenchwoman squinted up at the sky, which was lowering again. ‘C’est triste,’ she said.

As Catherine left the village and took the turning towards La Grelaudière, she heard the first grumble of thunder, a muted warning from behind the protective bulk of the surrounding hills. As she mounted the slow hairpins, its volume increased but she couldn’t tell whether the storm was coming nearer or its sound was merely amplified and distorted  the way the post van’s horn had been. There was no sign of any lightning.

The storm broke when she was still a few bends short of La Grelaudière. One moment the rain wasn’t there and the next it was, falling in sheets as if thrown by a hose. Visibility was poor. As she swung round the turn immediately below the hamlet, the teeming grey beyond the windscreen thickened and changed shape. A figure loomed out of the rain. It was a man, but not Monsieur Bouschet; in spite of the rain and his lumpy coat, she could see that this man was taller and thinner. As he lurched to the side of the road, she slowed to a halt, thinking to offer him a lift. She wound down the passenger window so that water splashed and fizzed on the plastic trim and ran down the inside of the door. The man bent and a face came into view: younger than she had thought, maybe thirty or thirty-five, colourless in the damped-down light and swaying slightly. ‘You’re not from here.’ He spoke in the thick, slow accent of the country. Then he straightened and moved away, clutching his coat more closely about him.

Catherine let in the clutch and drove on. You’re not from here. You don’t belong.

At Les Fenils the electricity was out again. The flash storm appeared to be over and the rain had ceased as quickly as it had begun, so that she reached her hallway without getting wet, but it had taken its toll; she leaned on the wall with her box of groceries under one arm and clicked the ineffective switch off and on again. Candles, that was the other thing she had meant to buy. Four of the half-dozen she had brought with her from England were already burned to stubs; if the power didn’t come on again before tonight she would  have to light her last pair. It was already gloomy in the old stone kitchen, though it was barely half past four. Why, she wondered as she stared at the sombre granite, did the Cévenols not plaster and whitewash their walls?

The recessed larder cupboard was wide and deep. Did Madame Sauzet, on her own here in her later years, fit her few necessities on a quarter of a shelf the way Catherine did, or had she been one of those women who hoarded things, oblivious to sell-by date, with a squirelling instinct born in wartime austerity? For the first time it occurred to Catherine how much she regretted not having met the previous occupant of this kitchen. Kneeling on the floor to stow her tins and packets, Catherine felt a dampness in the granite flagstones. Then the daylight in the room suddenly dimmed further and she became aware of the silence only as it ended. She sat back on her heels and closed her eyes. Overhead and all around – on the roof and sills and the terrace outside – the timpani had resumed.

She felt suddenly chilled. Maybe it was the lack of electricity; if she could have thrown a switch and created a cheerful glow, light might have passed for warmth. She decided the time had come to light the woodburner in the kitchen. There was a whole wall of logs chopped and stacked in the woodshed, next to the byre. She pulled on her raincoat and made the short dash to the shed. The lock on the door was awkward and by the time she had wrestled it open, water was dripping down the back of her collar.

She found a sack and picked up one of the roughly chopped logs. She was surprised by its lack of weight. The wood wasn’t just seasoned, it was old, its insides decayed to powder and air. Can this really have been the fuel Madame Sauzet was  burning last winter, before her death in the New Year? As she worked along the stack, lifting logs at random, Catherine found them all to be similarly insubstantial. What looked like a winter’s supply of wood would blaze away to nothing in a month.

At least it would light easily. But by the time she had manoeuvred her haul out of the shed and into her hallway, the hessian sack was soaked through. For kindling she was limited to a copy of the Guardian, which burned away almost before the logs began to take. There was no breath of wind outside to draw the smoke, which drifted out to sting her nose and eyes rather than find its way up the flue. After several attempts, the wood at last began to burn – with smoke and no heat. She didn’t dare close the glazed door of the woodburner for fear of snuffing the fire completely.

At least she had gas, a new camping kettle, milk and tea. With the last two candles lit and the woodburner giving off at least a semblance of life, the room was smokily comfortable.

If only she could rid herself of the feeling that she was a squatter here, or camping, in this house which seemed as organic as the outdoors – its timbers the trunks of chestnut trees, its floor and walls carved from the mountain against whose flank it crouched. It was to banish the feeling of impermanence, of making shift, that she went to fetch her sewing box and the carpet bag which contained her yarns. She should work. A whole week she had been here and she hadn’t sewn a stitch; needlework was what she had come here to do, and it would be good to feel she had begun.

She had a canvas stretched ready on the frame from before she left England. For Catherine, the genesis of any new design lay not with the canvas or even with a paper sketch but  invariably in the yarn. It was among the silks that she would find the colour and the texture she was seeking. She didn’t pull the frame towards her now, therefore, but reached for the bag of silks, delving in and pulling out skeins at random, laying them across her lap, reds and blacks and browns. Her preference had always been for organic dyes, and in this place it seemed all the more appropriate that these were natural pigments: the colours of plants, of the rocks and of the earth.

Vegetable, mineral . . . and animal. She turned over in her hand a skein of fawnish-grey, fine textured and with a haze of soft fuzz surrounding the strands of silk, bringing to mind the hidden places of an animal’s underside: the belly or the pit of a forelimb. Black – a glossy, rich blue-black – had the sheen of wet dog. And a pale moon yellow would pick out eyes: watchful eyes in the dusk.

She had her idea already, from a story in a book Lexie had given her as a late Christmas present, picked up in a second-hand shop when the notion of the Cévennes began to harden from daydream into practical plan-making. Legends and Folklore of the Auvergne, the book was called, although in fact its tales were drawn from the whole Massif Central, down into Lozère and over as far as Albi. The story was ‘La Bête du Gévaudan’ – ‘The Beast of Gévaudan’. The myth was supposed to be founded in truth: the gruesome reality of almost one hundred Cévenols slain in quiet places across the mountains in the middle years of the eighteenth century. Many were children. One young girl was taken, it was said, and only her bonnet and clogs left behind; another went missing at Christmas and what was eventually found of her was insufficient for burial – not enough, according to lurid local lore, to fill even a small stocking. These events of  comparatively recent times had melded with more ancient and tenacious fears: the werewolf in half-human form; the hell hound; the bogey man.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/rosy_9780755375813_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
~

i T
 Tapestry of Love’

Sometimes a rural idyll isn't what it seems...






