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CHAPTER 1

JO SHOULD HAVE KNOWN BETTER. AFTER ALL PAPA
had told him often enough: ‘Whittle a stick Jo, pick
berries, eat, look for your eagle if you must,” hed said,
‘but do something. You sit doing nothing on a hillside
in the morning sun with the tinkle of sheep bells all
about you and you're bound to drop off. You've got to
keep your eyes busy, Jo. If your eyes are busy then they
won't let your brain go 1o sleep. And whatever you do,
Jo, never lic down. Sit down but don‘t lie down.” Jo
knew all that, but he’d been up since half past five that
morning and milked a hundred sheep. He was tired,
and anyway the sheep secmed settled enough grazing
the pasture below him. Rouf lay beside him, his head

on his paws, watching the sheep. Only his eyes moved.



Jo lay back on the rock and considered the lark
rising above him and wondered why larks seem 1o
perform when the sun shines. He could hear the
church bells of Lescun in the distance but only faintly.
Lescun, his village, his valley, where the people lived
for their sheep and their cows. And they lived with
them too. Half of each house was given over to the
animals, a dairy on the ground floor, a hay loft above;
and in front of every house was a walled yard that
served as a permanent sheep fold.

For Jo the village was his whole world. He'd only
been out of it a few times in all his twelve years, and
one of those was to the railway starion just two years
before to see his [ather olf to the war. They'd all gone,
all the tmen who weren’t oo young and who weren’t
too old. It wouldn’t take long 1o hammer the Boche
and they’d be back home again. But when the news
had come it had all been bad, so bad you couldn’t
believe it. There were rumours first of retreat and then
ol defeat, of French armies disintegrating, of English
armies driven into the sea. Jo did not believe any of it
at first, nor did anvone; but then one morning outside
the Mairte he saw Grandpere crying openly in the
street and he had to believe it. Then they heard that
Jo’s father was a prisoner-of-war in Germany and so

were all the others who had gone from the village;



except Jean Marty, cousin Jean, who would never be
coming back. Jo lay there and tried to picture Jean's
face; he could not. He could remember his dry cough
though and the way he would spring down a mountain
like a deer. Only Hubert could run faster than Jean.
Hubert Sarthol was the giant of the village. He had the
mind of a child and could only speak a few recognisable
words. The rest of his talk was a miscellany of grunting
and groaning and squeaking but somehow he managed
to make himself more or less understood. Jo remem-
bered how Hubert had cried when they told him he
couldn’t join the army like the others. The bells of
Lescun and the bells of the sheep blended in soporific
harmmony to lull him away into his dreams.

Rouf was the kind of dog that didn’t need to bark
too often. He was a massive white mountain dog, old
and stiff in his legs but still top dog in the village and he
knew it. He was barking now though, a grulf roar of a
bark thar woke Jo istantly. He sat up. The sheep were
gone. Rouf roared again from somewhere behind him,
from in among the trees. The sheep bells were loud
with alarm, their cries shrill and strident. Jo was on his
lect and whistling for Roul to bring them back. They
scattered out ol the wood and came running and
lcaping down towards him. Jo thought it was a lone

shieep at first that had got itsell caught up on the cdge of



the wood, but then it barked as it backed away and
became Rouf — Rouf rampant, hackles up, snarling; and
there was blood on his side. Jo ran towards him calling
him back and it was then that he saw the bear and
stopped dead. As the bear came out into the sunlight
she stood up, her nose lifted in the air. Rouf stayed his
ground, his body shaking with fury as he barked.

The nearest Jo had ever been to a bear before was to
the bearskin that hung on the wall in the café. Stood up
as she was she was as tall as a full-grown man, her coat
a creamy brown, her snout black. Jo could not find his
voice to shout with, he could not find his legs to run
with. He stood mesmerised, quite unable to take his
eyes off the bear. A terrified ewe blundered into him
and knocked him over. Then he was on his feet, and
without even a look over his shoulder he was running
down towards the village. He careered down the
slopes, his arms flailing to keep his balance. Several
times he tumbled and rolled and picked himself up
again, but as he gathered speed his legs would run
away with him once more. All it needed was a rock or a
tussock of grass to send him sprawling once again.
Bruised and bloodied he reached the track to the
village and ran, legs pumping, head back, and shouting
whenever he could find the breath to do it.

By the time he reached the village — and never had



it taken so long — he hadn't the breath to say more than
one word, but one word was all he needed. ‘Bear!” he
cried and pointed back to the mountains, but he had
to repeat it several times before they seemed to
undersiand or perhaps before they would believe him.
Then his mother had him by the shoulders and was
trying to make herself heard through the hubbub of the
crowd about them.

‘Are you all right, Jo? Are you hurt?’ she said.

‘Roul, Maman,” he gasped. ‘There’s blood all over
him.”

‘The sheep,” Grandpére shouted. ‘What about the
sheep?”

Jo shook his head. T don't know,” he said. ‘I don't
know.”

Monsieur Sarthol, Hubert’s father and mavyor of the
village as long as Jo had been alive, was trying to
organisc loudly; but no one was paying him much
attention. They had gone for their guns and for their
dogs. Within minutes they were all gathered in the
Square, some on horseback but most on foot. Those
children that could be caught were shut indoors in the
salekeeping of grandmothers, mothers or aunts: but
many escaped their clutches and dived unseen into the
narrow streets to join up with the hunting party as it

lett the village. A bear hunt was once in a lifetime and



not to be missed. This was the stuff of legends and here
was one in the making. Jo pleaded with Grandpére to
be allowed to go but Grandpére could do nothing for
him, Maman would have none of it. He was bleeding
profusely from his nose and his knee, so despite all his
objections he was bustled away into the house to have
his wounds cleaned and bandaged. Christine, his small
sister, gazed up at him with big eyes as Maman wiped
away the blood.

‘Where’s the bear Jo?” Christine asked. “Where's the
bear?’

Maman kept saying he was as pale as a ghost and
should go and lie down. He appealed one last time to
Grandpére, but Grandpére ruffled his hair proudly,
took his hunting rifte from the corner of the room and
went out with everyone else to hunt the bear.

‘Was it big, Jo?” said Christine tugging at his arm.
She was full of questions. You could never ignore
Christine or her questions — she wouldn’t let you. "Was
it as big as Hubert?” And she held up her hands as high
as she could.

‘Bigger,” said Jo.

Bandaged like a wounded soldier he was taken up
to his bedroom and tucked under the blankeis. He
stayed in bed only until Maman left the room, and then

he sprang out of bed and ran to the window. He could



sce nothing but the narrow streets and the grey roofs of
the village, and beyond the church-tower just a glimpse
of the jagged mountain peaks still white in places with
winter snow. The streets were empty of people, all
except the priest, Father Lasalle, who was hurrying
past, his hand on his hat to stop it blowing away.

All afternoon Jo watched as the clouds came down
and began to swallow the valley. It was just after the
church clock struck five that he heard a distant baying
of dogs, and shortly after a volley of shots that echoed
through the mountains and left a terrible silence
hanging over the village.

He was down in the Square half an hour later with
everyone else to watch the triumphant procession as it
wound its way through the streets. Grandpére came
first, Hubert gambolling alongside him.

‘We got her,” Grandpére was shouling. ‘We got her.
Give us a hand here Hubert, give us a hand.” And they
disappeared together into the café. They brought out
two chairs each and set them down in front of the war
memorial.

Limp in death, carried on two long peles by four
men, the bear rocked into view, blood on her lolling
tongue. She was laid out on the chairs, her legs hanging
down on cither side, her snout pressed up against the

back of a chair. Jo was looking everywhere for Rouf but



could not find him. He asked Grandpere if he had seen
him but like everyone else Grandpére was too busy
telling the story of the hunt or having his photograph
taken. It was the grocer, Armand Jollet, who took pride
of place in the photograph; it seemed he was the one
who had actually shot the bear. He proclaimed this
noisily, his round {ace red with pride and exhilaration.
“Two hundred metres away [ was, and 1 hit him right
between the eyes.’

‘M’s a she,’” said Father Lasalle bending over the
bear.

‘What's the difference?” said Armand Jollet. ‘He or
she, that skin’s worth a fortune.’

In the celebrations that followed the photograph,
the war was suddenly forgotten. Even Marie, Cousin
Jean's young widow, was laughing with them, swept
along on a tide of communal joy and relief. Hubert
clapped and cavorted about the place like a wild thing.
He reared up like a bear and roared around the streets
chasing screaming children and shouting, ‘Baar! Baar!’
Jo looked down at the bear and stroked her back. The
fur was long and close and soft, the body still warm
with life. Blood from the bear’s nose dropped on to his
shoe and he felt suddenly sick. He turned 10 run away
but Monsieur Sarthol had his arm around his shoulders

and was calling for silence.



‘Here's the lad himself,” he said. ‘Without Jo
Lalande there’d be no bear. This is the first bear we
have shot in Lescun for over twenty-five years.’

‘Thirty,” said Father Lasalle.

The Mayor tgnored him and went on. ‘Lord knows
how many of our sheep she’d have killed. We've a lot
to thank him for.” Jo saw Maman’s eyes smiling back at
him in rthe [rone of the crowd but he could not smile
back. The Mayor lifted his glass —~ most people seemed
to have a glass in their hand by now. *So, here’s to Jo
and here’s (o the bear, and down with the Boche.”

‘Long live the bear,” someone shouted and the
laughter that followed echoed in Jo's head. He could
stand it no longer. He pulled away and ran, ignoring
Maman'’s call 1o come back.

Until the Mayor’s speech he had not thought about
his part in it all. The she-bear was lying there dead,
spread out on the chairs in the Square and he knew
now it was all his doing. And perhaps Roul was out
there in the hills with his throat torn out, and none of it
would have happened if he had not fallen asleep.

He ran all the way back along the track to the sheep
pastures and up towards the trees. He stood there and
called for Rouf again and again until his voice cracked,
but only the crows answered him. He pushed the tears

back out of his eyes and tried to calm himself, to
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remember the exact spot where he’d last seen Rouf. He
called again, he whistled; but the clouds seemed to
soak up the echoes. He looked up. There were no
longer any mountains to be seen above the tree line,
only a pall of thick mist. Tt was still now, not a whisper
of wind. He could see where the sheep had been; there
was wool caught on the bark of the trees, there were
droppings here, footprints there. And then he saw the
blood, Rouf’s blood perhaps, a brown smattering on
the root of a tree.

He could not be sure what it was that he was
hearing, not at first. He thought perhaps it was the
mewing of an invisible buzzard flying through the
clouds but then he heard the sound again and knew it
for what it was, the whining of a dog — high-pitched
and distant but now quite unmistakable. He called and
he climbed, it was too stecp to run. He ducked under
low-stung branches, he clambered over fallen trees
calling all the while: ‘I'm coming Reuf, I'm coming.’

The whining was punctuated now with a strange,
intermittent growling, quite unlike anything he had
heard before. He came upon Rouf sooner than he had
expected. He spotted him through the trees sitting still
as a rock, his head lowered as if he was pointing. He did
not even turn round to look as Jo broke through into

the clearing behind him. He secemed intent upon



something in the mouth of a small cave. It was brown
and it was small; and then it moved and became a bear
cub. It was sitting in the shadows and waving one of its
front paws at Rouf. Jo crouched down and put a hand
on Rout’s neck. Rouf looked up at him whining with
exciternent. He licked his lips and resumed his focus on
the bear cub, his body taut. The bear cub rocked back
against the side of the cave, legs apart, and growled. Yet
it was hardly a growl, more a bleat of hunger, a cry for
help, a call for mother. ‘They’ll kill him, Rouf,’ he
whispered. ‘If they find out about him they’ll hunt him
down and kill him, just like his mother.” Still looking at
the bear he stroked Rouf’s neck. It was matted and wet
to the touch - like blood — but when he looked down at
Roul there wasn’t a mark on him.

Suddenly Rouf was on his feet, he swung round,
hackies up, a rumbling growl in his throat. Jo rurned.
There was a man standing under the trees at the edge
of the clearing. He wore a dirty black coat, a battered
hat on his head. They looked at each other. Rouf
stopped growling and his tail began to wag.

‘Only me again,” said the man coming out of the
trees towards them. Even with his hat he was a short
man and as he came closer Jo saw that he had the
gaunt, grey look of old men, yet his beard was rust

red with not a fleck of white in it. There was a wine
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bottle in one hand and a stick in the other.

‘Milk,” he said holding out the bottie. Rouf sniffed at
it and the man laughed. ‘Not for you,” he said and he
patted Rouf on the head. ‘For the little fellow. Starving
he is. Perhaps you’d hold my stick for me,” he said. “We
don’t want to frighten him do we?” He gave his hat 1o
Jo as well and took off his coat. ‘T saw the whole thing,
you know. I saw you running off too. Your dog is he?’
Jo nodded. ‘Fights like a tiger doesn’t he? Bears like
that can knock your head off you know. One swipe of
the paw that’s all it takes. He was lucky. She tore his ear
a bit, a lot of blood; but we soon cleaned you up didn't
we old son? Right as rain he is now.” He bent down and
poured some milk on to a rock. ‘Now, let’s see if we can
get this little fellow to take a drink.” He backed away a
few paces and knelt down. ‘He'll smell it soon, you'll
see. Give him time and he won't be able to resist it.” He
sal back on his heels.

The cub ventured out of the shadows of the cave,
lifting his nose and sniffing the air as he came. ‘Come
on, come on little fellow,” said the man, ‘we won’t hurt
you.” And he reached out very slowly and poured out
some more milk but closer to the bear cub this time.
‘She could’ve gol away you know.’

‘Who?’ said Jo.

‘The bear, the mother bear. I've been thinking



about it. She was leading them away from her cub.
Deliberate it was, I'm sure of it. And what’s more she
led them a fair old dance I can tell you. Did you see the
hunt?’ Jo shook his head. ‘Right away down the valley
she took them, T saw it all — well most of it anyway.
Course I couldn’t know why she was doing that, not at
the time; and then 1 was on my way back home
through the woods and there was this little fellow, and
your dog just sitting here watching him. Covered in
blood he was. Once I'd cleaned him up ! went back
home for some milk — the only thing I could think of.
There you are, he’s coming for it now.” The cub came
forward tentatively, touched the milk with his paw,
smeit it, licked it to taste and then began to lap noisily.
Suddenly the man’s free arm shot out and scooped the
cub on to his lap. There was a flurry of paws and a
turious scratching and yowling until all the flailing
arms and legs were trapped. His whole head was white
with milk by now but the end of the bottle was in his
mouth and he was sucking in deeply. The man looked
up at Jo and smiled. He had milk all over his beard and
was licking his lips. ‘Got him,” he said and he chuckled
until he laughed. The cub still clung 1o the bottle when
it was empty and would not let go.
‘He’ll die out here on his own won’t he?’ said Jo.

‘No he won't, not if we don’t let him,’ said the man
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and he lickled the cub under his chin. ‘Somcone’s
going to have to look after him.’

‘1 can’t, said Jo. ‘They’d kill him. If I took him
home they'd kill him, T know they would.” He touched
the pad of the cub’s paw, it was harder than he’d
expected. The man thought for a while nodding slowly.

‘Well then, I'll have to do it, won't 1?° he said.
“‘Won't be long, only a month or two at the most 1
should think and then he’ll be able to cope on his own.
TI've got nothing much else to do with mysell, not ar the
moment.’” For just a moment as he caught his cye Jo
thought he recognised the man from somewhere
before but he could not think where. Yet he was sure
he knew everyone who lived in the valley — not by
name necessarily, but by place or by lace. “You don't
know who I am do you?’ said the man. It was as il he
could read Jo's thoughts. Jo shook his head. ‘Well that
makes us cven doesn’t it, because 1 don’t know you
cither. Maybe it’s betier it stays that way. You've got to
promise me never 10 say a word, you understand?’
There was a new urgency in his voice. ‘There was no
cub, you never met me, you never even saw mce. None
of this ever happencd.” He reached out and gripped Jo's
arm tightly. ‘You have to promise me. Not a word 1o
anyonce — not your father, not your mother, not your

best friend, no-one, not cver.’



"All right,” said Jo who was becoming alarmed. He
felt the grip on his arm relax.

‘Good bay, good boy,” he said and patted Jo’s arm,

The man looked up. The mist was filtering down
through the treetops above them. ‘T'd better get back,”
he said. ‘T don’t want to get caught out in this, I'll never
tfind my way home.’

Once he was on his feet Jo gave him his hat and his
stick. "Now you hang on (o that dog of yours,” he said.
‘I'don’t want him following me home. Where one goes
others can follow, if you understand my meaning.” Jo
wasn't surce he did. The cub clambered up his shoulder
and put an arm around his neck. ‘Seems to like me,
doesn’t he?” said the man. He turned to go and then
stopped. “And don't you go blaming yourself for what
happened this afternoon. You had your job to do, and
that old mother bear she had hers 10 do and that’s all
there is to it. Besides,” and he smiled broadly as the cub
snulfled in his ear, ‘besides, if none of it had happened,
we'd never have met would we?”

‘We havent met,” said Jo catching Rouf by the
scrufl of his neck as he made 1o follow them. The man
laughed.

‘Nor we have,” he said. ‘Nor we have. And if we
haven't met we can’t say goodbye can we?” And he

turned, waved his stick above his head and walked
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away into the trees, the cub’s chin resting on his
shoulder. The eyes that looked back at Jo were two

little moons of milk.



