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ow, once upon a time there were three little bears and they lived all alone in the wood with only the sound of the wind for company.  They all took turns at the chores and helped to keep the birds and animals of the wood from starving in the winter.  However, as time went by, they noticed a strange lack in their lives – none of them seemed to be ageing at all, not the slightest height or weight increase, not the slightest sign of dental, genital or voice change.  They were stuck at an eternal pre-puberty.

One day, the oldest of the three, a sturdy little fellow called Pubert, decided that enough was enough.  He was convinced that there was a reason for their predicament, and he determined to discover its root.  When asked how, he stood and thought for a while and then announced that, of course, the only people who must know were their parents, whom they could only remember very vaguely and whom they had not seen for a very long time.

This set them thinking.  What could they remember?

“Don’t cry, Mummy won’t be long,” said Gerald eventually, and they all agreed that he was right.

“Well then, maybe she’ll be back sometime,” he said hopefully.

“In that case, you should stay here while I look for them,” said Pubert, and they reluctantly agreed to help him on his way, and to keep the fire burning for when he or Mummy or both came back.

The day was crisp and fine when Pubert left, a few supplies in his hanky.  Cooler waved goodbye while Gerald snuffed the air, feeling the first sting of a closing autumn in his snout.  However, he didn’t want to dampen Pubert’s moment, so he put one arm around Cooler, and waved byebye as Pubert ambled along the track.  Half-way along, he decided not to turn any more and strode on ahead manfully.  Cooler stayed to watch him disappear, while Gerald went off to rake in the potatoes and check on the apple trees.

Months passed, and the days shortened to winter.  Gerald and Cooler huddled close to the fire and tried not to miss Pubert’s mezzo voice in their songs.  When the time came, it had to be Gerald who decided when they went into hibernation.  He calmed Cooler, put him to bed, broke the ice on the birdbath for the last time and banked down the fire with turf to make sure it would continue for as long as possible.  The wind sang across the chimney-top mournfully, an eerie recollection of the fireside songs.  Gerald snuffed out the candles, said a prayer for Pubert, hibernating in the wild somewhere or ( who knew? ( with their parents, and for all the birds and animals.  He checked the doors and windows one last time and shuffled upstairs to bed, knowing that the snow would be clear when he next awoke.

All that sleeping season he was troubled by dreams as never before; usually his hibernation was relatively untroubled except with the distinctive feast-dreams that indicated the body’s waning food supplies.  This year, he fell into long, complicated fugues of images of Cooler and Pubert drifting towards some goal he couldn’t see, their faces set against his cries from below.  In bed, he shifted and groaned as distorted recollections of his parents’ voices rang ominously in his ears.  He was a Naughty Boy.  Later, he was sure he remembered waking before time, ears straining against the darkness to listen to the wind, trying to find a meaning in its cries, before falling very soundly asleep into a pure darkness.

When he awoke properly, it was to the sound of birdsong and meltwater and the sleep-bleared sight of the lump in the other bed that was Cooler.  Light was seeping under the heavy curtains lined for hibernation, and he could hear the wind chimes below.  It must be quite late in the day, he thought.

The following days were a bustle of reparation after the winter’s harrying of the little cottage and garden and sleep’s attack on their bodies.  Gerald and Cooler ate voraciously, nearly draining the honey store and making short work of the dried apples and hardbread in the bins.  Cooler went looking for his bird friends and Gerald renewed his acquaintance with the nearby trees.  The apple trees were starting to repair themselves, although one was leaning quite ominously; bravely pushing through their tight-clenched buds.  Gerald went to collect some wood to shore up the casualty.  Once inside the woodshed, he found himself suddenly missing Pubert with something like a physical ache.  He wondered what he was doing, whether he’d survived all right, whether he’d succeeded on his quest.  Maybe it was the smell of the woodstack where they’d played, or maybe (more likely) it was the places where Pubert had decorated the knots in the wooden wall that he’d told a delightedly scared Gerald were gnomes.  Gerald ran his fingers gently over the smooth pitted faces and tried to marshal his thoughts towards the tree.

Later, waiting for Cooler to come back for the tea, he started to remember his dreams.  So strange.  Who was the Naughty Boy?  Gerald was sure it wasn’t him.

Cooler burst in through the door, his face all muddy and his fur caked with dead leaves.  Gerald smiled indulgently while a little voice in the corner of his mind said he’s the Naughty Boy, not me, not me, Mamma.

“Guess what?” said Cooler breathlessly as Gerald moved to close the door behind him.

“You fell in the stream trying to get late berries?”

“Apart from that!”

“Wash your face and paws and I’ll try to guess.”

Cooler grumbled slightly, and bent to the sink, his good mood in no way abashed.  Gerald sat down and poured the tea, mind idly skimming over gossip Cooler might have heard from the robin or, more likely, people who’d been further afield.

“Do you give up?”

“Yeah, I give up – whatcher get this time?”

“I was talking to Manjax the martin and he said go and see Segwar – he’s got gossip from all over you wouldn’t believe; I’ve only got European stuff as usual and you’ve exhausted all that – go and see the swallow, he’s got stuff from all over, so I went to see Segwar and he said, O Gerald, guess what he said!”

“I already told you – I gave up.”

“Well,” he drew a deep breath preparatory to another long stream of consciousness, “he said he’d seen Pubert in Tunisia, and when I said Not Possible, he said Believe It Or Not, so it must be true, mustn’t it?  O Gerald!  Just imagine ( Tunisia!  And he said he was all grown.”

“It’s not possible,” breathed Gerald.  He felt a horrible stab in his chest – a sudden hatred for Pubert that he could inspire such joy in his brother.  “That’s North Africa!”

“That’s what I said, but he said Believe It Or Not...”

“...so it must be true.”  Gerald finished the old joke.

“Wow,” said Cooler, “Tunisia!”  He set to work on the bread with gusto, his little form starting to fill out already after the winter’s privations.

Gerald sat and looked at the table for a while then started on his own tea.  In the days that followed, he had a sense of waiting as never before.  Spring follows winter, he thought, and summer follows spring.  That’s all.

The days progressed and the cottage basked in the heat of balmy days.  The birds brought gossip and the bears frolicked in the meadows and tried to climb trees, with varying degrees of success.  Except for the absence of mezzo in the cider-inspired choruses, summer was as usual.  But then the time came that that corner of Gerald’s mind had sat and waited for so patiently and with such dread.

Cooler spent more and more time sitting looking at the road into the forest.  He sent for and tracked down more of the far-flying migratory birds, and was dreamy and distracted when asked questions which had to be repeated.  Although his body was in the garden, his mind was busy stomping along unknown pathways and clambering up exotic inclines.  It wouldn’t be long now before...

“Gerald, I’ve been thinking...”

I know you have – you’ve been extraordinarily quiet recently.

“I was thinking maybe I should go looking for Pubert.  There’s been no word, and I want to see how he’s getting on.”

“But he could be anywhere – just because Segwar said Tunisia...”

“I know – that’s why I’m worried.  I can’t find anyone else who’s seen him, but I thought if I went along the same way Pubert did, I could ask the non-migrators along the way if they’d seen him and they could tell me and I could follow where he’s been and then find him.  And if he’s in trouble then I could help him, and if he’s found Mummy and Daddy, I could see them too!”

Flawless logic.

“What do you say?”

I can’t stop you, can I?
“Make sure you don’t get caught outdoors when you need to hibernate, and try and send messages back to me as long as you can.”

Cooler whooped with joy and set off to fetch his things, packed and repacked for weeks in an aura of daydream that was now inexplicably coming so easily true.

Gerald hugged him tightly the next morning, noting the muted birdsong and the ripening fruits again.  He watched as Cooler almost fled along the pathway, forgetting to turn back after about fifty yards, and no doubt forgetting all his promises at the same distance from home.  Gerald watched for a while in case he did turn around and get sad if Gerald didn’t wave back, then turned and moved heavily off into the garden.  The birdsong picked up after a while as if nothing had changed.

Gerald didn’t find it as hard as he’d expected; although there was only him to do the chores, he made far less mess and bother to clear up.  After a while, though, he got out of the habit of rising early, and would spend many of the shortening afternoons sat in the fork of the lowest tree, trying not to think.  He found that cider helped that, and the level in the larder dropped considerably.  One day he noticed all the birds were flown, and never even said goodbye, even if he wasn’t Cooler.  At least, he hadn’t noticed them saying goodbye.  Windows started to bang at night and then during the day; the washing fell off the line twice before Gerald realised that he’d somehow let winter creep up on him unawares.  A mad rushed two days set everything as near to rights as he could get it, even seeing him on a shaky new-made ladder, propping up the snow gutters, a job usually reserved for Cooler with his lack of height-nerve, sitting on Gerald’s shoulders.  While up (to him) so high, he could feel the air was really getting very cold, almost icy.  Nerves set the hasty ladder creaking again, so he hurried on with his nails, and slid down as soon as possible.

Soon he was ensconced in the house, watching the first snow flutter against the window and starting at soot falling down the chimney.  Each morning he had to steel himself to the bite of the wind as he went to break the ice on the birdbath and fight with his now-long wind-tangled hair by himself after coming back in.  The hibernation hunger overtook him and he reached what seemed to him new depths of pre-sleep gluttony; he had no-one to compare himself with.

One particularly vicious night saw him in the armchair, draining his seventh mug of cider and winding his high soprano voice alone up to the rafters.  After a few attempts, he grew fed up of competing with the wind which was even higher and louder than him and tried to get up to broach another cask of cider for his eighth mug.  Well, any minute now.  Just after this little rest.  I’ll just close my eyes and rest them.  I’ll just.  I’m nearly.  I...

So hibernation found him in the armchair.

Time passed, the candles in their lanterns and sconces blew out or sunk into their own wax, the fire died, Gerald snored.  The dreams came again, this time laced with a chorus from the howling chimney.  A strange and violent one so disturbed him that he woke up, nose pressed cruelly on the floor, feet entangled with the tassels of the chair.  After quite a while, he worked out what was going on and started on the long trek upstairs in the half-dark of the shuttered house.  He fell asleep twice on the stairs, only waking up the second time when an angry mouse scuttered across his recumbent form in a break for its home.  He managed the rest of the stairs more or less gracefully, and sank into his cold and lumpy bed.

More dreams came for him there.  No Pubert and Cooler, but more of his parents’ voices.  The Naughty Boy fled across a landscape of shifting images.  Sometimes he had to climb ladders to escape, once he had to drink his way through a whole larder of cider so that the Ice King (who seemed also to be his father) would let him go free.  He wondered irritably in a moment of lucidity why he never dreamt like this the rest of the year but only when he couldn’t wake up.  On and on they went, chasing him across snow-bound fields with signs for This Way To Tunisia lashed to leaning apple trees.  All the signs pointed in different directions.  Sometimes he’d find the black lake, and dive in, fighting to a deeper unconsciousness that refreshed him for a while before the next bout of dreams hit him again.  He finally awoke after the last black lake and managed to hit his head on the cornice.

“That was clever,” he muttered, used after all this time alone to speaking to himself out loud.  As yet he remembered none of the dreams, or even the fight up the stairs.

His body seemed unusually heavy and unwieldy, but he put it down to the stale taste of cider on his pillow.  As he struggled stair by stair down to the lounge, he remembered the cider dream and swore never to touch the stuff again.  Things came to a head when he cracked his skull again, this time on the doorframe on the way out.

“This is ridiculous!”

“Hi, Gerald!  How are you this year?  My, haven’t you grown?!”

“Cheers Scorwaz.  How are you?  Have you found your acorns yet?”

“No such luck yet – someone went and planted all these saplings where I thought I’d put Lot Number 1.  Oh well.”

“Hold on.”  His tumbled thoughts were starting to reassemble themselves.  “What did you mean – grown?”

“Um, that you’ve grown?  Boy, it must have been a hard one this year, eh?  How were the feast-dreams?  I couldn’t go anywhere for hazelnuts this time.  Oh well.  See you.”

“Uh, see you.”

He only worked it out when he went round to see the trees and found that he could reach the tops when he stood on his hind legs to look.  The unsteady one creaked alarmingly when he put his weight on it.  Everything seemed smaller...

What on earth?!

It seemed that that horrible sleeping-time had performed some sort of miracle.  When he roared out his delight and surprise, it rumbled somewhere down near the earth, and the thump that his front paws made as he settled back down on them shook the trees and set the birds to an outraged complaint.  When they worked out what had happened, they betook themselves to his side and perched on his newly-long back, grooming his moulting hair away into the fresh spring breeze; gossip spread for miles, and before long what seemed like half the avian population of the forest came visiting and demanding an explanation.  He had none, only a deep and abiding joy; he welcomed everyone very courteously and rolled out the loaves.  Soon there was such a mess, but it all got eaten up in the end.  Everyone agreed that it was the best party they’d been to in ages.

Gerald spent the next week or so fixing up the house, discovering an entertaining new leak in the kitchen and climbing trees like there was no tomorrow.  However, the waiting feeling soon came upon him again, and May saw him locking up his house with a careful determination and a little measure of stealth.  It availed him nothing.

What did he think he was doing?  Why, his brothers may be home any day now, and what of the birdbath – who was going to break it when winter came around again, eh?  And what time of year was this for travelling, anyway – you can’t travel in the summer.

“Who says, apart from you?”  said Gerald, with his new contented grin.  He set off without hanky or belongings and never looked back once.  When asked if he was looking for his brothers, he always replied that he didn’t need to – that he had found what they’d found and was now going to find what he’d found.  The birds gave him up as a lost cause, but never quite forgot him.  He went down in legend in the end as The Bear Who Never Grew Up, which goes some way to showing the nature of fables.

