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In his frenzy he dropped the bird, picked up an
older dried bird wing in its place, and ran around the
clearing. Then, realizing his mistake, he returned and
began to shake the bird with even greater fierceness.
After a bit he made another mistake, dropping the bird
by his mother’s tail, and then trying to run off with
that.

In the midst of all this, there was a noise. It was on
the other side of the clearing, but the black fox froze.
She made a faint sound, and at once the baby fox, still
carrying his bird, disappeared into the den.

The black fox moved back into the underbrush and
waited. I could not see her but 1 knew she was wait-
ing to lead the danger, if there was any, away from
her baby. After a while T heard her bark from the
woods, and I got up quietly and moved back down
the creek. I did not want the black fox to see me
and know that I had discovered her den. Hazeline
had told me that foxes will pick up their young like
cats and take them away if they think someone has
discovered their den.

I wondered if this was how the black fox had come
tohave only one baby. Perhaps her den had been the
one discovered by Mr Hunter. Perhaps she had started
fomove her cubs and had got only one to safety before
Mr Hunter had arrived with his dynamite.

I decided I would never come back here to bother
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After a while I looked across the creek and | sgy ,
hollow where there was a small clearing. There was
outcropping of rocks behind the clearing and an gg
log slanted against the rocks. Soft grass sloped dowy
to the creek bank.

Tdon't know how long I sat there - I usually forgot
about my watch when I was in the woods - but it was
a long time. I was just sitting, not expecting anything
or waiting for anything. And the black fox came
through the bushes.

She set a bird she was carrying on the ground and
gave a small yapping bark, and at once, out of a hole
beneath the rocks came a baby fox.

He did not look like his mother at all. He was tiny
and woolly and he had a stubby nose. He stumbled
out of the hole and fell on the bird as if he had not
eateninamonth. I have never seen a fiercer fightinmy
life than the one that baby fox gave that dead bird. He
shook it, pulled it, dragged it this way and that,all e
while growling and looking about to see if anyone o
anything was after his prize.

The black fox sat watching with an expressio® o
8reat satisfaction. Mothers in a park sometimes witdh
their young children with this same fond, P
expression. Her eyes were golden and very g

she watched the tiny fox fal over the bird, 7% ™
shake it,
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this one was for when the fox passed me SO

ﬁiy that I could have put out my hand and touched
her thick soft fur. 'meﬁﬁeemhnomhlneverputinthe

suitcase, for that was not a happy memory like the
others but a painful one.
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her. 1 knew 1 would be tempted, because alreagy |
wanted to sec that fox play with his bird some oy,
but T would not do it. If I was to see the black fox again,
it would be in the woods, or in the pasture, or j the
ravine, but I was not going to come to the den eyer
again. I did not know that an awful thing was going
happen which would cause me to break this

resolution.

1went home and 1 put a tiny little mark on the edge
of my suitcase with my penknife. I did this every time|
saw the black fox. There were four marks on my suit-
case now, and in the weeks to come, there were to be
ten more. Fourteen times I saw the black fox and most
of those fourteen she saw me too. I think she knew that
1 wasn't anything to be afraid of. She didn't exactly
jump with joy when she saw me and she didn't trust
me, but T know she was not afraid,

After T got home,
happened to your
otches all over it

my mom said, ‘What on earth
brand-new suitcase? There ar

) ;\ndl said, ‘Let me see, as if [ wag surprised too,btt
Wanted to, I could have sa right down then and

tol
old her aboyt every one of thoge notches, that this 0™

and that this o,

'€ was for w the.
down the Strea Wwhen I sa

™, her black legs shinins
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CHAPTER 10

The Search

The days and weeks passed quicKly, long warm days
in which I walked through the woods looking for the
black fox.

The next time I saw her was in the late afternoon
the ravine.

This was my favourite place in the forest. The side:
of the ravine were heavy dark boulders with mos®
and ferns growing between the rocks, and at et
fom were trunks of old dead trees. The truS "7
like statues in some old jungle temple, idols "
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fallen and broken and would soon be lost in the creep-
ing foliage. There was only an occasional patch of
sunlight.

At the top of the ravine was a flat ledge that stuck
out over the rocks, and I was lying there on my stom-
ach this particular afternoon. The rock was warm
because the sun had been on it since noon and I was
half asleep when suddenly 1 saw something move
below me. It was the black fox. There was a certain
lightness, a quickness that I could not miss.

She came over the rocks as easily as a cat. Her tail
was very high and full, like a sail that was bearing her
forward. Her fur was black as coal, and when she was
in the shadows all I could see was the white tip of her
tail.

AsIwatched, she moved with great ease over one of
the fallen trees, ran up the other side of the ravine, and
disappeared into the underbrush.

I stayed exactly where I was. My head was resting
on my arms, and everything was so still I could hear
the ticking of my watch. I wanted to sit up. I am sort of
2 bony person and after I have been lying on some-
thing hard for a long time, I get very uncomfortable.
This afternoon, however, I did not move; I had the
feeling that the fox was going to come back through
the ravine and I did not want to miss seeing her.

While I was waiting I watched an ant run across the
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hills. For a moment everyone would be too stunned to
move, and then the General would cry, ‘Come back,
come back,’ and everyone at the air base would run
beneath the flying old man, crying, ‘Wait, wait, come
back, come back!” because that was the way every one
of those men really wanted to fly, free and easy and
silent as a bird. But the old man, who was a little hard
of hearing, would not hear their cries and would fly off
into the distance and never be seen again.

Right after I stopped thinking about this, the black
fox came back. She came down the rocks the same way
she had gone up, her white-tipped tail as light as a
plume, and I remembered a black knight I saw once in
the movies who was so tall and fine and brave you
could see his black plume racing ahead of all the other
knights when there was a battle.

She had something in her mouth that looked like a
frog - it probably was, for the creek was low now and
you could always find a frog if you wanted one. She
trotted on, apparently concerned only with getting the
frog home, and yet I had the feeling that she was miss-
ing nothing. She passed across the ravine in a zigzag
line and then started up the other side.

Idid not move, and yet all at once she looked up at
me. She froze for a moment, her bright eyes looking at
me with curiosity rather than fear, and she cocked her
head to one side, listening.
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ledge with an insect Wing. He was running so fast wjy,
his wing that he would make a litle breeze ang g,
wing would fly out of his grasp- Then he wauld g,
back and get the wing and start running again,

Then 1 watched some birdls on the other side of r,
Lavine circling over the rocks, catching insects as they
skimmed the air. Ttwas a beautiful sight, and I thought
51 watched them, that is what man had in mind when
he first said, ‘T want to fly.” And I thought about some
old genius working up in a remote mounain valley
actually making a little flying machine that he could
strap on his back like a knapsack, and this old man
would come down to a big air base and he would go
out on the flight line and announce to everyone, Fols,
I have invented a flying machine.” There would bea
silence and then everyone would start laughing asif
they would never stop, and finally the Captain would
pause long enough to explain to the old man that iy
ing machines had already been invented, that it
over there - that big silver thing with the huge wings:
that was a flying machine, and over there, #05*
enormous bullet-shaped things, those were 7%
machines. ‘Well,” the old man would say, shaldns"j’
head sadly, ‘I won’t waste no more of your tme 1!
just head on home,” and he would press a bU” :‘n
his knapsack, and silently, easy as a bird, he W04
off the ground, and skimming the air, fly o™
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I stayed perfectly still -~ I was getting good 5 this
and we looked at each other. Then she tumeg %\
nd bounded up the side of the ravine, turning 'hz
top and disappearing into the underbrush. 1 g ¢ *
somewhere in the shelter of the trees she had pa,gy
1o if 1 was going to follow. Perhaps she wanteg
o follow 50 she could lead me back into the fore by
1 stayed where I was. After a while, I got up and yyeq,
back to the farm.

The next time 1 saw the fox, it Was a marveloy
accident. These don't happen very often in reallife, by
they do happen, and that's what this was. Like the
time Petie and 1 were walking down the alley behing
his house and there, on top of this lady’s garbage, we
saw a mayonnaise jar full of marbles - not just ordin-
ary marbles but all different kinds, kinds I had never
seen before. Petie and I turned them all out on the
grass and first Petie chose one and then I chose one
until they were all gone. And both of us right nov,
today, have every single one of those marbles.

This was an even better accident. For the past tvo
weeks I had been practically tearing the woods #pat
looking for the den of the black fox. I had poked
under rocks and logs and stuck sticks in rotted e
and it was a wonder that some animal had not
storming out and just bitten my hand off. .

Thad found a homets’ nest like a huge grey 1™
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a tree. I had found a bird’s nest, low in a bush, with
five pale-blue eggs and no mother to hatch them, | had
found seven places where chipmunks lived. I had
found a brown owl who never moved from one certain
limb of one certain tree. I had heard a tree, split by
lightning years ago, suddenly topple and crash to the
ground, and I ran and got there in time to see a dis-
gruntled possum run down the broken tree and into
the woods. But I did not find the place where the black
fox lived.

Now, on this day, I did not go into the woods at all, I
had gone up the creek where there was an old chimney,
all that was left of somebody’s cabin. I had asked Aunt
Millie about it, but all she could remember was that
some people named Bowden had worked on the farm a
long time ago and had lived here. I poked around the
old chimney for a while because I was hoping I would
find something that had belonged to the Bowdens, and
then T gave that up and walked around the bend.

I sat on a rock, perfectly still, for a long time and
looked down into the creek. There were crayfish in the
water ~ I could see them, sometimes partly hidden
beneath a covering of sand, or I could see the tips of
their claws at the edge of a rock. There were fish in the
Water so small I could almost see through them. They

stayed right together, these fish, and they moved
together too.

73




