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Black Tip
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Once upon a time in the valley of Glensinna, not far from Dublin, there lived a fox. His name was Black Tip.


In all of Glensinna, and it’s a valley of some considerable size, there was no other fox with a black tip on its tail.


It is most unusual, of course, for a fox anywhere to have a black tip, but more so in Glensinna. For the valley gets its name from the Gaelic, Gleann an tSionnaigh Bháin, which means, the Valley of the White Fox.


It was Vickey, an attractive vixen, who had told the young fox he should be very proud of his black tip.


‘Your father was right,’ she had said. ‘It does look very handsome.’


She had reflected for a moment before adding: ‘And if it hadn’t made you into a strong fighter, that might be you lying down there in the hollow.’


It was also Vickey who had set Fang and Black Tip thinking about the Great White Fox and the secret of Sinna.


‘Man is our enemy, not each other,’ she had told them.’ We just can’t win against him any more — we’ve forgotten how, even here.’


It was during a particularly hard winter that Black Tip first met Vickey.

















Two


Three’s Company
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A cold east wind blew in across the meadows, stirring the clumps of withered grass that rose above the patches of crisp snow. It whistled through the leafless trees at the top of the rise and ruffled the feathers of a rook that still preferred the top-most branches to a more friendly perch farther down. In the hedgerow beneath, a single robin bared his red breast to the wind for a moment before turning tail and hopping off about his business.


The wind curled through the dead leaves behind the hedge and around the foot of the trees, and now and then it flicked up a leaf and impaled it on a scraggy hawthorn branch or on a strand of barbed wire. For a moment a yellowhammer flitted through a clump of gorse, lending a flash of colour to a bush that wouldn’t flower more fully until the approach of Easter. Then, sensing that the gorse was already occupied, it beat a hasty retreat.


The soft belly of the young dog fox rose and fell as he lay in the undergrowth. His legs were wet and muddy, for he had travelled far, and each panted breath misted warmly for a moment before being taken away by the cold wind. There was a lean, hungry look about him, a look not accounted for by his lack of years. It had been a hard year, and it was getting harder. His black ears twitched to every sound, and the sharp, vertical pupils of his eyes missed nothing as he looked across the bleak, wintry landscape.


Above the meadow, a heron circled slowly on its big grey wings and decided there was no point in coming down to land. The stream was flowing, but under a layer of ice.


‘I could have told him he was wasting his time,’ thought the young fox. Not that he would have. He just felt resentful that the big bird had gone off. In fact, he wasn’t really watching the meadow at all. He had been down there and he knew there was nothing in it for him. It was too cold and hard, so the snipe and the ducks hadn’t come in to feed. If they didn’t eat there, neither did he.


He was more interested in the house to his right. There was a stack of turf at the back, a line of washing, and a dog. There was always a dog. Not that it mattered, as the house had no hens that he could see. What held his attention was the brightly-lit room.


A fire was burning in the grate, and a man and woman and several children were sitting around a table eating. The young fox licked his lips at the sight of the food, but it was the brightly-coloured lights flashing on and off that caught his eye. Tempting though the food was, the flashing lights stirred an even deeper instinct in his mind. Somewhere in his sub-conscious they awakened the realisation that the time of greatest danger in his year had come. He may not have understood that for humans the flashing red lights signalled peace and goodwill. He did know that for him they heralded the days when man would deal out most death to his fellow creatures.


The young fox eased himself up, and with a flick of a tail that was tipped with black, turned around and headed for the high country.
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For what seemed many days, the clear frosty air echoed to the sound of gun-fire as the shooters searched out the lowlands. Above it all, Black Tip watched and listened. How was he to know that these shooters were not after foxes, but pheasants, and snipe, and ducks and rabbits? All he knew was that when they came upon a fox, they killed it. Why they did so, he had no way of knowing. The farmers would shoot at a fox if it was after their hens, and in a way he could understand that. But what had the fox done to these people, or for that matter, to the men who set traps for it in the hedgerows?


Whatever it was, Black Tip had to use all his wits to avoid the shooters. This he did by hunting at night and sitting tight in the daytime on some high spot where he could watch them return to comb the marshes and the meadows. That way he could be long gone if they should happen to approach his hiding place.


As the days passed, something else was beginning to occupy the young fox’s mind besides the primary sense of survival. The mating urge was starting to stir within him, and he longed for the company of a vixen. Yet times were hard for vixens too. Man didn’t seem to care what kind of fox he killed, vixen or otherwise, and the she-foxes were now scarce.


Strangely, it was the shooters who unwittingly provided him with a mate. He was watching them striding through the meadows. There were few, if any shots, and he knew it was because there had been a heavy frost during the night. The snipe were not there, but on some distant slope where the wintry sun would release a stream from its icy grip and allow the long bills to probe the mud for worms and other food. He would love to have known the whereabouts of that slope, just as much as the shooters, but all creatures have their secrets, and today this one belonged to the snipe.


Suddenly there was a flurry of shots, as if the shooters had been surprised by something that had invited them all to have a go. Black Tip raised his head. From his hiding place among a tangled mass of last year’s growth of scutch grass and briars, he could see they had come upon another fox. Puffs of blue smoke and then sounds of shots.


The other fox zig-zagged among the rushes as it streaked away. More shots. For a moment it faltered. Was it hit? No, probably just a stumble. A parting shot as it drew out of range. Now it was coming towards him. Would it draw them on to him? He made to rise. But wait. He felt a sudden surge of excitement run through his body, and he was glad he had held his ground. This was no dog fox coming towards him. This was a vixen.


Black Tip was lying in a bramble thicket on a part of the hillside that rose out of the reach of cultivation. More brambles sprawled to his right, together with some uprooted tree-stumps where the farmer had tried to clear the land and failed. To his left a shallow stream that dribbled down the surface of the hillside seeped slowly beneath a covering of ice. Just below him was a secluded hollow. Part of it was matted with a patch of wilted reeds and the rest was covered with layers of withered grass spiked here and there with dead white stalks of hogweed. When the vixen reached the hollow, he knew she would be well out of the shooters’ sight and it would be safe to approach her. Patiently he watched as she made her way up the hillside, pausing every now and then to make sure she wasn’t being followed. Her progress was slow. Eventually she made her way up over the edge of the hollow and lay panting in the long grass.


So intent was the vixen in glancing back over her shoulder at the shooters that she hadn’t noticed the young dog fox. Now as she became aware of him, she was glad she had come upon one of her own, for she too had experienced a lean and difficult winter since her last cubs had matured and struck out on their own. Black Tip eased himself up and stepped out to approach her. It was only then he became aware of a movement to his right, and realised he had company. He had been so pre-occupied watching the vixen that he hadn’t sensed the presence of another dog fox, and it annoyed him intensely, partly because he had been neglectful, a mistake that in other circumstances could have cost him his life. He took another step towards the vixen to show he was laying claim to her and to warn off his adversary. The other dog fox rushed forward to dispute the claim. He was a big fox, strong, probably older, and with fangs that suggested he was a fierce fighter. Black Tip turned to face him.
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Below them, the vixen licked her right haunch and jerked back her head to watch as the two dogs closed and locked in a snarling ball of fury. Turning, twisting and biting, they rolled down into the hollow, cracking and flattening the brittle stalks of hogweed. Over and over they went, into the reeds, breaking the frosted crust on the mud and mulching the half-dead leaves into a brown pulp. Black Tip felt a stinging pain in his upper lip and drew back. Furious he pounced and caught the other dog by the throat. As he did so, the other fox slipped and he hurled him to the ground and held him. How long he held him, he did not know, but he didn’t release his grip until the other lay still.


Feeling tired and dirty, and with blood streaming into his mouth from his torn lip, Black Tip trotted over to the vixen and nuzzled her with his nose. She accepted his approach, and he led her up out of the hollow to where the water trickled beneath the ice. It was only then he realised the she-fox was injured. One of the shooters had found his mark after all. What they needed, he thought was, clean water. He could see it bubbling under the ice. First a big bubble would get stuck. Then it would break up into numerous smaller bubbles. Gradually these would squeeze through, and once again they would form into a bigger bubble farther on. He scratched at the bubbles with his right forepaw. The vixen lay down on the ice and tried to pick the shotgun pellets from her hip with her teeth. As he watched her, his own blood tricked from his mouth and splashed on to the ice. Then, the warm blood burned its way through the ice and mingled with the bubbles for a moment before blending with the water and disappearing. Eagerly he caught the jagged edges of the ice with his teeth and ripped it open.


The water was cold and refreshing, and it cleaned and numbed his torn lip. Having let it flow around his mouth for a moment, he got up and went over to the vixen. She was having difficulty in extracting the pellets from her skin, so he lay down beside her and searched them out with his teeth. It was important that every one of them should be located and drawn out. Otherwise she would die.


The she-fox was patient. She too knew the pellets must be removed if she was to survive. It was a painful process. The pellets stung deeply, and the probing teeth even more so as each tiny ball of lead was gripped and squeezed out. Before long, his blood and her’s were mingling, first on their fur, then on the ice.


By the time all the pellets had been extracted, the combination of their blood and the heat of their bodies had melted a large patch of the ice, and they were able to roll in the cold healing waters of the stream.


When they had finished, the vixen looked at him, and having observed the black marking on his tail, said: ‘Thank you, Black Tip. You have saved my life.’


It was a long time since anyone had called him Black Tip with such affection, and he found it very pleasing. She was a pretty fox, he thought, small and attractive. It was her amber eyes that appealed to him most of all. There was something warm about them, something that suggested she cared.


‘What will I call you?’ he asked.


‘Vickey,’ she smiled. ‘I’ve always been called Vickey.’


It was a common fox name, and on some was quite plain, but on her it seemed most beautiful.


‘Come, Vickey,’ he said, ‘it’s time we were moving on. We’ve been here too long already. I know a place not far from here where there’s good cover. We can stay there until our wounds heal.’


Black Tip led the limping vixen up into the hillside until they came to an old quarry with overhanging rocks and a protective screen of gorse and brambles. He had often used it before and knew there was a ready-made den awaiting them beneath the rocks. The den was empty, and as they settled into it they found it warm and dry and sheltered from the wind. Black Tip’s mouth had stopped bleeding now, although it was painful and had begun to swell. He eased his mouth down between his forefeet and watched Vickey stretch out her right hind leg and lick her wounded hip. Having positioned her leg in a way that gave her least pain, she turned to him. She could see the swelling at the side of his mouth. Bravely ignoring her own pain, and almost as if she was taking his mind off his, she asked: ‘How come you have a black tip on your tail? It’s very unusual.’


‘Yes,’ replied Black Tip, flicking his tongue around his swollen lip, ‘that’s what my father always said. He told me I was the only fox in the country who hadn’t a white tip on his tail.’


‘I think he must have been right,’ said Vickey. ‘I never saw a fox with a black tip before.’


‘It wasn’t all fun having a black tip, you know,’ he told her. ‘My brothers — there were four of us — they used to tease me about it. Father would nip them severely for it and tell me he thought it was very handsome, very distinguished. Still I felt a bit of a freak. For a long time I was very shy about it and played on my own. In a way, that turned out to be a good thing. I grew strong and independent. It paid off in the end. I was the only one of the litter who survived the choking hedge-traps.’


‘You should feel very proud of your black tip then,’ said Vickey.’ And your father was right. It does look very handsome.’ She reflected for a moment. ‘And if it hadn’t made you into a strong fighter, that might be you lying down there in the hollow.’


As they thought about the fight in the hollow, Vickey suddenly felt very unhappy.


‘Why do you look so sad?’ asked Black Tip. ‘Are you sorry I won?’


Vickey shook her head. ‘No, of course I’m not sorry you won, silly, but I’m sorry the other dog fox had to lose.’


Black Tip was puzzled. ‘One of us had to lose.’


‘I know, but I can’t help feeling that what we did was wrong.’


‘In what way? It was him or me.’


‘I know, but we’re living in a time when everyone has turned against us. You yourself have just said you lost your three brothers in the choking hedge-traps. I lost two of my last litter before they were even old enough to leave me.’


‘What happened?’ asked Black Tip softly.


‘They strayed too far from the earth. They were caught and clubbed to death.’


Black Tip felt very sorry for her, yet he still didn’t see what that had to do with what he had done.


‘Don’t you see?’ said Vickey. ‘It’s bad enough that we’re being killed by man. To do it ourselves, especially at a time when there are so few of us left, that seems a dreadful waste.’


Black Tip licked his swollen lip and thought about what she had said.


‘I hope you’re not offended,’ she went on. ‘I mean, I appreciate how bravely you fought for me, and I’m glad you won, but if we continue to die at the rate man has been killing us, there’ll soon be none of us left.’


In his heart Black Tip knew his mate was right. She was a compassionate creature, just as her eyes had indicated. Maybe even a bit soft, but she was right, and now he began to feel regret for the fact that he had killed a fellow fox. A fine fox he was too.


‘I wonder …’ Vickey began.


Black Tip raised his head expectantly.


‘I wonder if he was dead when we left him?’


‘The life had gone out of him when I let him go,’ said Black Tip. ‘It was him or me.’


‘I know,’ Vickey consoled him. ‘You did what you had to do. But I also know you could have torn the throat out of him if you had wanted to … and maybe, just maybe, the life will flow back into him. You’ve seen it happen with rabbits.’


Black Tip nodded. He recalled seizing a rabbit once and carrying it back to his earth, only to see it come back to life again and frighten the wits out of him. ‘Maybe you’re right, Vickey,’ he replied, ‘but it was a tough fight. Anyway, if I didn’t kill him, the frost will surely take him.’


‘Then we’ve no time to waste,’ she told him. ‘Let’s go and see.’


Black Tip led her out of the quarry by a different route in case a dog had picked up their scent or the smell of blood. They paused to sniff the wind. It carried no sign of danger, and slowly they made their way back down the hillside.


There was a deathly stillness as they peered over into the hollow. Nothing had changed — the cracked and crumpled hogweed where they had tumbled down the slope, the fresh brown mud among the reeds, the white belly of the other dog fox. It was plain to see he hadn’t moved. Only a very thin film of ice had formed over the stream where they had washed, so the afternoon frost hadn’t yet taken a firm hold.


Cautiously they approached the body. The mouth was tightly closed and they could see the teeth still gripped some of Black Tip’s fur. Vickey sank to the grass and edged forward until her head was resting on the white upturned belly.


‘Quickly, Black Tip,’ she cried. ‘Quickly! There’s movement. He’s still alive. Help me turn him over.’


Together they nudged the other fox over on his side. His legs and jaws seemed to have stiffened in readiness for death.


Vickey poked him with her nose to try and stir whatever life was left in him. He didn’t move and she wondered if it was too late.


‘What will we do?’ asked Black Tip.


‘We found the water very healing,’ said Vickey. ‘Perhaps if we clean him up it’ll help.’


They climbed back up to the shallow stream and broke the new layer of ice that was spreading across the spot where they themselves had washed. The water seemed even colder now, but they wet their tongues and set about trying to lick some life into the still body.


‘It’s hopeless,’ said Black Tip at last. His mouth was hurting and their efforts hadn’t been rewarded with the slightest flicker of movement. Once more he went up to the hole in the ice and bathed his throbbing lip, and when he returned he sat down beside Vickey. She gave the body another nudge just in case. When there was still no response, she sighed and lowered herself to the grass in despair.


Then a strange thing happened. The cold water dribbled from Black Tip’s injured mouth and splashed into the teeth that still gripped bits of his fur. Immediately the body twitched and twitched again. Black Tip jumped back and Vickey cried, ‘He’s alive. Help him up.’


Black Tip knew better than to go near the other dog fox. The instinct of self preservation was still very strong in him, and he knew how savage a badly wounded fox could be. Realising this, Vickey nosed the now shivering fox over on to his belly and whispered gently in his ear: ‘It’s all right. Take it easy. We’ve come to help you.’


Black Tip continued to keep a discreet distance.


‘What’s your name?’ whispered Vickey.


The strange fox snarled. He was groggy and stiff, and as he stirred slowly back to life he felt in no mood to be friendly.


‘All right, all right,’ said Vickey as soothingly as she could. ‘We’ll call you Fang because you fought so bravely. Now, Fang, listen to me. We came back to help you. You’re badly injured, but I think you’re going to be all right. Now try and get back on your feet. We’ve found a place where you can rest a while.’


Fang got up, fell, got up again, staggered and followed Vickey as she hobbled up across the slope to the hole in the ice. However, Black Tip felt it best to stay back for the moment.


As with them, the water seemed to revive Fang considerably. By now he realised that on his own, and without cover, he wouldn’t make it through the night, so as soon as he felt he could move, he followed the others slowly up the hillside towards the quarry. There, with luck, they could all rest unmolested until they healed.
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Old Sage Brush
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A heavy frost set in during the night, and although it would have been a good night for hunting, the three foxes didn’t stir. Black Tip’s mouth was too sore to catch anything. Vickey’s leg had stiffened, and Fang was too weak. At the same time they kept each other warm, and that in itself helped the strength to flow back into their bodies.


Next morning, Vickey reminded Black Tip that they must eat. Not that he needed reminding. He was hungry too. Vickey, however, realised that Black Tip must do the hunting for all of them. Black Tip didn’t like the idea very much. While he would forage for her if and when they had cubs, somehow it didn’t seem natural that he should do it now, and certainly not for another dog fox.


‘It’s not natural,’ Vickey agreed, ‘but it is natural to survive. If you don’t bring us food, we’ll die. It’s up to you now, Black Tip.’


Fang lay with his eyes closed. He would fend for himself when he was well. Anyway, his throat was still too sore even if he did feel like eating. So it was of no interest to him whether Black Tip brought food or not.


Black Tip would have preferred to hunt at night, as he always did, but he knew by the pangs of hunger that he must go now. He stole out of the quarry and sniffed the wind on the high ground. A variety of attractive scents came to his upturned nose and he felt a great temptation to head for the farmyard beyond the meadows. Caution dictated otherwise. He must be careful not to bring any dogs on to his trail, as Vickey and Fang wouldn’t be able to out-run them. The shooters hadn’t arrived in the meadows yet, so he’d go down there and see what he could find.


The rooks were swirling around the line of tall beech trees away to his right. Their incessant cawing came to him clearly in the cold morning air as he made his way down the frosted fields. The rushes were short and sparse in the meadows and didn’t offer much cover. He moved swiftly, yet not even the crumpled brown leaves of the spiky sorrel plants rustled to betray his presence. Here and there he rooted out a few slugs and worms, and by a stream he found two frogs hibernating under a fallen tree. This soft food, he found, didn’t hurt his mouth. Beneath a hedge he discovered a rabbit burrow and knew by the scent and the droppings that it was occupied.


This surprised him. As a cub, he had been weaned on rabbit food, and later his father had shown him how to hunt rabbits. Then the sleeping sickness had come and the rabbits had disappeared from the hedgerows. Now they were back in this hedgerow at least, and as he waited for them to come out to feed, he relished the thought of something that was almost as tasty as a chicken.


A short wait provided Black Tip with two young rabbits — one he pounced on, and one that ran away from the burrow by mistake. The second one he carried back to the quarry, using a roundabout way to make detection by dogs as difficult as possible. Vickey was delighted and enjoyed it immensely. Fang refused to eat. Not only had his throat been hurt; his pride had been deeply wounded too. Vickey limped a short distance out for a quiet word with Black Tip.


‘Fang’s feeling very sorry for himself,’ she whispered. ‘He said nothing at all when you were away. Why don’t you get something soft he can eat, maybe a frog or two, and I’ll try and talk to him.’


‘All right, if you say so.’ Black Tip almost felt like saying, ‘You wouldn’t like me to eat it for him as well?’ but felt that would be unkind, so he slipped quietly away.


‘Fang,’ said Vickey when she returned to the den. There was no response.


‘Fang, you really must snap out of it you know.’ There was still no reply, and she went on: ‘What happened, happened. You must forget it.’


Fang shifted slightly as if to say he didn’t want to talk about it.


‘I know your feelings must be hurt,’ she continued. ‘I’d feel the same if I was in your position. But Black Tip’s younger than you are. You can’t go on winning forever, you know.’


Fang lifted his head and croaked indignantly: ‘What do you mean, younger? I’m only three, you know. Anyway he only won because I slipped. Next time will be different, you’ll see.’


Vickey could see that Fang was sensitive about his age. If he said he was three, that meant he was four, and she knew that nowadays few foxes survived to live beyond the age of four.


‘There isn’t going to be a next time,’ she told him firmly. ‘I told Black Tip and I’m telling you. If we don’t stick together, we’ll all die. It’s bad enough that man should be killing so many of us, without us killing each other. That’s why we went back for you.’


Just then Black Tip returned with two large frogs and dropped them in front of Fang.


‘Go on, eat them,’ urged Vickey. ‘You need to get your strength back as quickly as you can.’


Fang chewed part of a frog and swallowed it with difficulty. The others could see it was painful, and Black Tip felt sorry for him, if not wholly responsible. ‘How’s your throat?’ he asked, trying not to show too much concern.


‘It’ll be all right,’ said Fang hoarsely.


‘I only won, you know, because you slipped,’ said Black Tip.


‘I know,’ replied Fang.


Vickey looked at Black Tip as if seeing him in a new light. She was pleased that he had been so generous to Fang. However, she just said: ‘It doesn’t matter who won. The important thing is that you’re both alive.’


‘Why?’ grunted Fang.


‘Because man is getting the better of us,’ replied Vickey.


‘We know that,’ said Black Tip, ‘but what can we do about it?’


‘We can learn how to survive,’ said Vickey.


‘There’s only one way foxes can survive,’ croaked Fang, ‘and that’s to fight.’


‘But not each other,’ argued Vickey. ‘Man is our enemy, and we’re losing that fight. We just can’t win against him any more — we’ve forgotten how, even here.’


‘What do you mean, even here?’ asked Black Tip.


‘Because this is the Land of Sinna,’ Vickey replied.


Fang grunted in a way that showed quite clearly he didn’t know what she was talking about, and whatever it was, it was nonsense.


Black Tip, however, asked her to tell them more.


‘Well, legend has it,’ said Vickey, ‘that when the fox has been driven from the rest of the country, this is where we’ll survive.’


Fang gave another disbelieving grunt, while Black Tip asked: ‘Who told you that?’


‘A wise old fox.’


‘Who was he?’


‘An old friend of mine, called Sage Brush. His name means Wise Fox.’


‘I know what it means,’ said Black Tip a little irritably. He didn’t like anyone talking down to him, especially a vixen.


Sensing the reason for his tetchiness, Vickey continued: ‘Why do you want to know?’


Black Tip shrugged.


‘It must be nice all the same,’ Vickey went on.


‘What must?’ asked Black Tip.


‘To know how to survive … to be able to live without fear of shooters and choking hedge-traps. Not to have to run from the howling dogs, or watch your cubs die before they’ve really lived …’


Even Fang found the prospect pleasing, adding in his own mind, ‘and not to have to fight for a mate!’


‘But what was Old Sage Brush trying to say?’ wondered Black Tip. ‘That this valley contains the secret of survival? That’s hard to believe.’


‘It sounds a bit far-fetched to me too,’ growled Fang.


Slight though it was, Vickey was glad to see the first note of agreement between the two dog foxes.


‘There’s one way we can find out,’ she said.


‘How?’ asked Black Tip.


‘Talk to Old Sage Brush.’


‘What for?’ asked Fang. ‘It’s only a waste of time.’





OEBPS/a026_1_online.png





OEBPS/9781847178572_cover_epub.jpg
RUN

WITH THE

W LIS

THE MULTI-AWARD-WINNING SERIES






OEBPS/a13_online.png
*





OEBPS/title_image_online.png
RUN

WITH THE

WIN D

THE MULTI-AWARD-WINNING SERIES

ILLUSTRATIONS BY BEX ATKINSON

TOM McCAUGHREN

D
D

THE O’BRIEN PRESS
DUBLIN





OEBPS/a011_1_online.png





OEBPS/a009_1_online.png





