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'l remcmber no*','she saicl 'lt rvas thc Germans and Timoshcnko -fhe
(lermans had becn trying to clcstroy Russia I kncra,, that, T,m not claft l\n.l nou
ihc l{ussia.s rvcrc killing thc.r I hcarcl that on thc si_r o clock nc*,s .,\ncl-]-irroshenko, 

he was cloing that, hc- rvas wirrni'g It rvas thr.n th.t I ,srh.r

stoppcd thcn, thc cup at her lips 'l remembcr now It rvas r,r,ht'n it sajti alroLrl'fimoshcnko and hc said thc tca wasn't swect c.n.ugh That r,r.as r,vhcn I I
rnust havc bcen cuLting brcacl I :-r-rust

She looked at mc in amazement as if it lvas just at that rnorncnt tlrat shc
realizcd .she had killecl him As she began to tremble I took thc cup fiom her
hands - it was spilling over'- and put my arm around her and comfortecl her
while she cried.

ANGELA CARTER (1 940-1 992)

Born in sussex, carter studied English at university Novelist, short-story writer and
essayist, her work uses conventions taken from theatre, music-hall, fairy-tale and fantasy
[o create a provocative fiction which challenges conventional ideas of sexuality, of age,
and of male female relations. she has become one of the most widely studied of
contemporary Englrsh writers The following fairy-tale retold for adults is from her l9l9
collection The BIoody Chamber

The Company of Wolves
Onc bcast and only one howls in the woods by night

The wolf is carnivore incarnate and he's as cunning as he is f'erocious, oncc
he 's had a taste olllesh then nothing else will do.

not struck him stock-still.

The wolfsong is the sound of the rending you will suffer, in itself a
murdering.
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Those slavering jaws; the lolling tongue; the rimc of saliva on the grizzled
chops - of all the teeming periis of the night and the fbrest, ghosts, hobgoblins,
ogre s that grill babies upon gridirons, witche s that f attcn thcir captivcs tn t agcs

firr cannibal tables, the wolf is worst fbr he cannot listen to reason

You are always in danger in the forest, wherc no people irrc Step between
the ponals of the great pines where thc shaggy branches tangie about you,
trapping thc unwary traveller in nets as il the veSlctation itscllwcrc in a plot
with the wolves who live there, as though the wicked trces go fishing on behalf
of their friends - step between the gateposts of the forest with the greatest

trepidation and infinite precautions; for if you stray from the path for one

instant, the wolves will eat you. They are grey as famine, they are as unkind a.s

plague.
The grave-eyed children of the sparse villages always carry knives with them

when they go to tend the little flocks of goats that provrde thc homesteads with
acrid milk and rank, maggoty cheese Their knives are half as big as they are,

the blades are sharpened daily.
But the wolves have ways of arriving at yollr own hearthside We try and try

but sometimcs we cannot keep them out. There is no winter's night the cottager

does not fear to see a lean, grey, famished snout questing under the door, and

there was a woman once bitten in her own kitchen as she was straining tl-re

macaronl
Irear and flee the wolf; for, worst of all, the wolf may be more than he seems

There was a hunter once, near here, that trapped a wolf in a pit. This wolf
had massacred the sheep and goats; eaten up a mad old man who used to live
by himself in a hut halfway up the mountain and sing to.Iesus all day; pourrced

on a girl looking after the sheep, but she madc such a commotion that men

came with rifles and scared him away and trie d to track him to the firrest but
he was cunning and easily gave them thc slip So this huntcr- clug a pit ancl put
a duck in it, fbr bait, all alivc-oh; ancl hc covcrcd thc pit wittr straw sme ared

with wolf dung Quack, quackl went the cluck ancl a wolf came slinking out of
the fbrest, a big one, a healry one, he weighed as much as a grown man and thc
straw gave way beneath him - into the pit hc tumbled The hunter jrrmped

down after him, slit his throat, cut off ail his paws for a trophy.
And then no wolf at all lay in front of the huntcr but the bloody trunk of a

man, headless, footless, dying, dead.
A witch from up the valley once turned an entire wedding party into wolves

bercausc the groom had settled on another girl Shc usc to order them to visit
her, at night, from spite, and they would sit and howl around her cottage fbr
her, serenading her with their misery.

Not so very long ago, a young woman in our village married a man whrr

vanished clean away on her wedding night The bed was made rvith new shccts
and the bride lay down in it; the groom said, he was going out to relieve him-
self insisted on it, for the sake ofdecency, and she drew the coverlet up to her
chin and lay there. And she waited and she waited and then she waited again -
surely he's been gone a long time? lJntil she jumps up in bed and shricks to
hear a howling, coming on the wind from the fbrest

That long-drawn, wavering howl has, firr all its f'earful resonancc, some
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The young woman's brothers search
never found any remains so the sensib
another husband not too shy to piss intol
She gave him a pair of bonny babies and a
freez-ing night, the night of the solstice, the
not fit together as well as they should, the
camc home again

- 
A great thump on the door announced him as she was stirring the soup for

the father of her children and she knew him the moment she lifted the ratch tohim although it was years since she'd , orn black for him 
".,d 
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rag_s_and his hair hung down his back and never saw a comb, alive with lice

- 
'Here I am again, missus,' he said.'Get me my bowl of ."bt"ge and te quick

about it.'
Then her second husband came in with wood for the fire and when the firsto and, worse, clapped his red eyes on herlr chen to see what all the din was about,h to teach this whore a lessonl, So a wolfh est boy's left foot befo.e he *u, chopp"d

the wolf lay bleeding and
ust as he had been, years
she wept and her second

They say there's an ointment the Devil gives you that turns you into a wolf
the minute you rub it on. oq, that he *u, ior., ieet first u.,d hud 
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father and his torso is a man's but his legs and genitars are a worf,s. And he has
a wolf's heart.

Seven years is a werewolf's naturar span but if you burn his human clothes
you condemn him to wolfishness for the rest of his life, so old wives hereabouts
think it .some protection to throw a hat or an apron at the wereworf as if
clothes made the man. Yetby the eyes, those phospho.esce.,t 
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all his shapes; the eyes alone unchangei by metamo.pt *ir. '
Before he can become a wolf, the lycanthrJpe strips stark naked. If you spy a

naked man among the pines, you must ,rr., 
^, 

if th" O"uil *"." "i";;""It is midwinter and the robin, the friend of man, sits on the handle of the
gardener's spade and sings. It is the worst time in all the year for wolves but thisstrong d. She is quite sure
the wi
in the lays a carving knife

liquor flat oatcakes o"o"ot'."".??1ti":ir**
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The forest closed upon her like a pair of jaws.
There is always something to look at in the forest, even in the middle of

winter - the huddled mounds of birds, succumbed to the lethargy of the
season, heaped on the creaking boughs and too forlorn to sing; the bright ftills
ofthe winter fungi on the blotched trunks ofthe trees; the clneiform slots of
rabbits and dee1, the herringbone tracks ofthe birds, a hare as lean as a rasher of
bacon streaking across the path where the thin sunlight dapples the russet brakes
of last year's bracken.

'vvhen she heard the freezing howl of a distant wolf her practised hand sprang
to the handle of her knife, but she saw no sign of a wolf at alr, nor of a naked
man, neither, but then she heard a clattering among the brushwood and there
sprang on to the path a fully clothed one, a very handsome young one, in the

Soon they were laughing and joking like old friends. 'vvhen he offered to
carry her basket, she gave it to him although her knife was in it because he told
her his rifl snow again;
she felt th only half a
mile to go a warrn one
surely, for

This young man had a remarkable object in his pocket. It was a compass. She
looked at the little round glassface in the palm of his hand and watched the



There is a faint trace ofblood on his chin; he has been snacking on his catch
He rapped upon the panels with his knuckles.

We keep the wolves outside by living well.
He rapped upon the panels with his hairy knuckles.
It is your granddaughte4 he mimicked in a high soprano.
Lift up the latch and walk in, my darling.

His feral muzzle is sharp as a knife; he drops his gorden burden of gnawed

pheasant on the table and puts down your dear girl's basket, too. Oh, my God,
what have you done with her?

Off with his disguise, that coat of forest-coloured cloth, the hat with the
f'eather tucked into the ribbon; his matted hair streams down his white shirt
and she can see the lice moving in it. The sticks in the hearth shift and hiss;
night and the forest has come into the kitchen with darkness tangied in its hair

He strips off his shirt. His skin is the colour and texture of vellum. A crisp
stripe of hair runs down his belly, his nipples are ripe and dark as poison fruit
but he's so thin you could count the ribs under his skin if only he gave you the
time. He strips off his trousers and she can see how hairy his legs are. His
genitals, huge. Ahl huge.

The last thing the old lady saw in all this world was a young man, eyes like
cinders, naked as a stone, approaching her bed.

The wolf is carnivore incarnate.
When he had finished with her, he licked his chops and quickly dressed him-

self again, until he was just as he had been when he came through her door. He
burned the inedible hair in the fireplace and wrapped the bones up in a napkin
that he hid away under the bed in the wooden chest in which he fcund a clean
pair ofsheets These he carefully put on the bed instead ofthe tell-tale stained
ones he stowed away in the laundry basket. He plumped up the pillows and
shook out the patchwork quilt, he picked up the Bible from the floor, closed it
and laid it on the table. All was as it had been before except that grandmother
was gone. The sticla twitched in the grate, the clock ticked and the young man
sat patiently, deceitfully beside the bed in granny's nightcap

Rat-a-tap-tap.
Who's there, he quavers in granny's antique falsetto
Only your granddaughter.
So she came in, bringing with her a flurry of snow that melted in tears on the

tiles, and perhaps she was a little disappointed to see oniy her grandmother
sitting beside the fire. But then he flung offthe blanket and sprang to the door,
pressing his back against it so that she could not get out again.

The girl looked round the room and saw there was not even the indentation
of a head on the smooth cheek of the pillow and how, for the first time she'd
seen it sg the Bible lay closed on the table. The tick ofthe clock cracked like a

whip. She wanted her knife from her basket but she did not dare to reach for it
because his eyes were fixed upon her - huge eyes that now seemed to shine
with a unique, interior light, eyes the size of saucers, saucers full of Greek fire,
diabolic phosphorescence.

What big eyes you have.
All the better to see you with.
No trace at all of the old woman except for a tuft of white hair that had

caught in the bark of an unburned 1og. When the girl saw that, she knew she
was in danger of death.

Where is my grandmother?
There's nobody here but we twg my darling.
Now a great howling rose up all around them, near, very near as close as the

kitchen garden, the howling of a multitude of wolves; she knew the worst



wolves are hairy on the inside and she shivered, in spite of the scarlet shawl she
pulled more closely round herself as if it could protect her although it was as
red as the blood she must spill.

Who has come to sing us carols, she said
Those are the voices of my brothers, darling; I love the company of wolves.

Look out of the window and you'll see them.
Snow half-caked the lattice and she opened it to look into the garden It was

a white night of moon and snow; the blizzard whirled round the gaunt, grey
beasts who squatted on their haunches amon[J the rows of winter cabbage,
pointing their sharp snouts to the moon and howling as if their hearts would
break. Ten wolves; twenty wolves - so many wolves she could not count them,
howling in concert as if demented or deranged.

Their eyes reflected the light from the kitchen and shone like a hundred
candles

It is very cold, poor things, she said; no wonder they howl so.
She closed the window on the wolves' threnody and took offJrer scarlet

shawl, the colour of poppies, the colour of sacrifices, the colour of her menses,
and, since her fear did her no good, she ceased to be afraid.

What shall I do with my shawl?
Throw it on the fire, dear one. You won't need it again.
She bundled up her shawl and threw it on the blaze, which instantly

consumed it. Then she drew her blouse over her head; her small breasts gleamed
as if the snow had invaded the room.

What shall I do with my blouse?
Into the fire with it, too, my pet.
The thin muslin went flaring up the chimney like a magic bird and now off

came her skirt, her woollen stockings, her shoes, and on to the fire they went,
too, and were gone for good. The firelight shone through the edges of her skin;
now she was clothed only in her untouched integument of flesh. This dazzling,
naked she combed out her hair with her fingers; her hair looked white as the
snow outside. Then went directly to the man with red eyes in whose unkempt
mane the lice moved; she stood up on tiptoe and unbuttoned the collar of his
shirt.

What big arms you have.
All the better to hug you with.
Every woif in the world now howled a prothalamion outside the window as

she freely gave him the kiss she owed him.
What big teeth you havel
She saw how his jaw began to slaver and the room was full of the clamour of

the forest's Liebestodt but the wise child never flinched, even as he answered:
All the better to eat you with.

The girl burst out laughing - she knew she was nobody's meat. She laughed
at him full in the face, she ripped off his shirt for him and flung it into the fire,
in the fiery wake of her own discarded clothing. The flames danced like dead

souls on Walpurisgnachtr and the old bones under the bed set up a terrible
clattering but she did not pay them any heed

Carnivore incarnate, only immaculate flesh appeases him.
She will lay his fearful head on her lap and she will pick out the lice from his

pelt and perhaps she will put the lice into her mouth and eat them, as he will
bid he1, as she would do in a savage marriage ceremony.

The blizzard will die down.
The blizzard died down, leaving the mountains as randomly covered with

snow as if a blind woman had thrown a sheet over them, the upper branches of
the fbrest pines iimed, creaking, swollen with the f'all.

Snowlight, moonlight, a confusion of paw-prints.
All silent, all silent.
Midnight; and the clock strikes. It is Christmas day, the werewolves' birth-

day, the door of the solstice stands wide open; let them all sink through.
Seel sweet and sound she sleeps in granny's bed, between the paws of the

tender wolf

loHN MCGAHERN (1e34-)

Born in Dublin, McCahern's novels and short stories reveal the uneasy lrish accommo-
dation between the rural and the urban, past and present. Many of his works focus on the
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High Ground
I let the boat drift on the river beneath the deep arch of the bridge, the keel
scraping the gravel as it crossed the shallows out from Walsh's, past the boat-
house at the mouth, and out into the lake It was only the slow growing distance
from the ring of reeds round the shore that told that the boat moved at all on
the iake. More slowly still, the light was going from the August evening.

I was feeling leaden with tiredness but did not want to sleep I had gone on
the river in order to be alone, the way one goes to a dark room.

The Brothers' Building Fund Dance had been held the night before. A big
marquee had been set up in the grounds behind the monastery Most of the
people I had gone to school with were there, awkward in their new estate, and
nearly all the Brothers who had taught us: Joseph, Francis, Benedictus, Martin.
They stood in a black line beneath the low canvas near the entrance and waited
for their old pupils to go up to them. When they were alone, watching us
dance, rapid comment passed up and down the line, and often Joseph and
Martin doubled up, unable or unwilling to conceal laughter; but by midnight

I Liebestod: death song ofthe beloved I Walpurisgnacht: the eve of May Day when the witch-world revels


