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			CHAPTER ONE 


			A SLOPPY WELCOME


			The train began to climb upwards. A loud whistle startled Blake as it entered a long, narrow tunnel. There came two more stops. The first was at the pretty wooden station of Mülenen. The next at Frutigen, then the train chugged into a world of craggy cliffs and forests of spruce, fir and beech trees. From the top of a mountain, a waterfall splashed into a stream rushing by the side of the tracks. Another whistle, another tunnel. The air smelled of wet earth and rusting steel.


			“You sure have a lot of tunnels in this country,” Blake said excitedly to Grandpa who sat opposite him.


			“That’s because we have lots of mountains,” Grandpa said, “and it’s easier and faster to go through than over them.”


			More tunnels, one long, one short.


			“Nächster Halt Kandersteg,” the train conductor announced in German over the audio system, then again in English, “Next stop Kandersteg.”


			The train arrived punctually.


			“Hurry up, Blake,” Grandpa said, rising from his seat. “We have to get off…fast!”


			“I’m coming.” Blake grabbed his backpack and sports bag.


			He was still reeling from the thrill of flying from Canada to Switzerland, for the first time, all by himself! It was late July and at last he was here, high in the Alps, eager to spend part of his school vacation at his grandparents’ farm.


			Grandpa was already standing on the platform as Blake hopped off the train. The stationmaster gave the all-clear signal and the train slid away and disappeared into the nearby Lötschberg Tunnel.


			“Grandpa, why are you always in such a hurry?” Blake asked.


			The trip from the Zurich Airport had been a mad rush to catch the connecting trains while Grandpa nervously glanced at his watch.


			“I’m Swiss,” he answered, “and we always want to be on time.”


			Blake’s mother, the daughter of his grandparents, was born in Switzerland, but he and his Canadian dad were unfortunately always late.


			“Are you two finally ready so that we can go?” she would often say when the family had to leave the house for shopping, travelling or visiting friends.


			Blake hoped Grandma was not like that.


			As they walked away from the station, Blake marvelled at the fantastic view. In the distance a chain of snow-capped mountains rose to an azure-blue sky, and lower mountains covered in dense forests surrounded the village. The air smelled sweet of hay and cow bells clanged – this was Switzerland as he pictured it.


			“We’re heading in the direction of that mountain.” Grandpa pointed to the left.


			Blake remembered his mother telling him that she grew up at the base of a large mountain.


			“It looks like a big, fat...how do you say pear in German?” Blake asked. He had learned some German from his mother, and a bit of Swiss German, but didn’t know all of the words.


			Grandpa gave him a surprised look. “How observant you are! In our local language that mountain is called Birre, which means a pear. And this river is called the Kander,” he said when they started crossing a footbridge. “That’s where our village gets its name.”


			Blake leaned over the side of the railing and watched the white water swirling over rocks.


			“And here’s the village.” Grandpa pulled him slowly away.


			Dozens of tourists and a group of singing Scouts trudged down the long street flanked by shops and houses, all built in the wooden chalet style.


			Blake watched the girls and boys of different ages and nationalities passing them.


			“How come there are so many Scouts up here?” he asked.


			“That’s because the International Centre is in Kandersteg,” Grandpa replied. “Scouts from all over the world come here to camp and hike.”


			“I love that too! Can we go there? I want to become a Boy Scout.”


			Grandpa glanced at his watch again. “I’ll take you another time. We must hurry – Grandma is expecting us at 12:30!”


			Blake moaned to himself.


			They crossed the street before a tractor hauling a hay wagon trundled along, then they passed a chalet with window boxes decorated with red geraniums. A man smoking a thin cigar was hoeing weeds among the neat rows of the vegetable garden.


			He raised his head and uttered, “Grüessech mitenand.”


			“What’d he say?” Blake asked.


			“I greet you,” Grandpa said. “Usually the German-Swiss say Gruezi, but as I said before, the language is different up here in the Bernese Oberland, and in other regions.” As they went on, he added, “See that wooden farmhouse and the pole with the Swiss and Canadian flags? That’s where Grandma and I live.”


			“The house looks really old,” Blake remarked.


			“It is. Your great-grandfather built that farmhouse over a hundred years ago.”


			As they walked towards it, Blake noticed a black cat crouching in the middle of the field. He pointed at it and asked, “What’s that cat doing?”


			“Too many mice around here,” Grandpa answered, “and the cat is waiting to catch one.”


			“Poor mice,” Blake said.


			“They are real pests,” Grandpa said as they walked up a long path leading to the farmhouse. “Always trying to get into the house after our supplies.”


			Grandma stood at the end of the path, waving her arms. Next to her lay something big, black and shaggy.


			“Holy moly, a bear!” Blake cried.


			“That’s not a bear,” Grandpa said. “It’s Grizzly.”


			“But a grizzly is a bear…” Blake insisted.


			“Sure,” Grandpa said, “but this is our Newfoundland dog, and Grizzly is his name. He’s Canadian, just like you.”


			Grandma came rushing up the path.


			“Oh, Blake, I am so happy to see you!” She stood on her tiptoes and hugged him and kissed him on the cheek. “Goodness, you’ve grown tall! The last time we visited you in Canada, you came to my waist. And what a cool haircut you’ve got.”


			“I’m almost twelve,” Blake proudly said.


			He was glad Grandma was shorter, otherwise she would have smothered him in even more kisses. But she looked strong and had the same warm smile as his mother. Grandpa was taller and had a white, bushy beard. From behind rimless spectacles his blue eyes twinkled.


			Grizzly padded up to Blake and sniffed his hand. Suddenly he rose on his hind legs and thrust his two powerful front paws onto Blake’s shoulders and knocked him backwards.


			“Stop that, Grizzly!” both grandparents shouted as the dog pinned Blake to the ground and gave him a sloppy kiss.


			Blake pushed him away and wiped his own face with his sleeve.


			Grandpa helped him stand up. “Are you okay?”


			“You bad dog!” Grandma wagged her right index finger at Grizzly. “Don’t be mad at him,” she said to Blake. “He usually doesn’t behave this way. I guess he really likes you.”


			Grizzly barked and wagged his tail in agreement.


			They went by a hollowed-out log fountain where water dribbled from a tap. Blake put down his sports bag and dipped his hands into the trough and washed his face, still sticky from Grizzly’s sloppy kiss.


			“Brrrr…is that water cold,” he said.


			“It should be,” Grandpa said. “It comes from glaciers.”


			Grandpa took Blake’s sports bag. “Come on in. You must be starving after such a long trip.”


			Grandma opened the door of the house. Blake followed his grandparents and Grizzly up creaky stairs, then they went through an enclosed porch cluttered with bundled newspapers and potted plants. They entered the kitchen. In one corner was an old cast iron wood stove and in the other an electric stove where something sizzled.


			“Mmmm…that smells good,” Blake said.


			Grandma bent over the frying pan. “I’m making you something typically Swiss – Rösti.”


			“That’s my favourite dish!” Blake watched her as she flipped the grated potato pancake to the other side. Back home, his mother made rösti once a month, served with eggs fried sunny-side up.


			“Before we eat,” Grandpa said, “let me take you to your room.”


			They climbed up more creaky stairs to the top of the house. Grandpa opened the door to a cosy, wood-panelled room. In the middle was a bed covered with a large, fluffy duvet.


			Blake went up to the window and looked out. Opposite the Birre was a much larger range of mountains. “Boy, are they huge,” he observed.


			“Aren’t they magnificent?” Grandpa said, pointing them out. “To the left is the Doldenhorn, and that mountain to the right shaped like the head of a man with a big nose is called the Gällihorn.”


			“What’s a Horn?” Blake asked.


			“Horn means peak,” Grandpa explained. “Now let’s have some of Grandma’s rösti. You can unpack afterwards. Then I’ve got a nice surprise for you.”


			“I love surprises!” Blake exclaimed.











			CHAPTER TWO


			AN UNEXPECTED STOWAWAY


			They ate the crispy rösti with fried eggs and salad, then Grandma served slices of a homemade blueberry pie with a scoop of vanilla ice-cream.


			“How do you know I love blueberry pie?” Blake asked overjoyed.


			“Your mother told me you pick lots of berries each summer, so I thought…”


			“Mom! I forgot to text her that I’m okay.”


			“Don’t worry,” Grandma said. “She called while you were upstairs and I told her that you had arrived safely.”


			Blake was so relieved that he ate another piece of pie. Then he went up to his room, hoisted his sports bag onto the bed. As he unpacked jeans, T-shirts, socks and his safari vest, dark specks the size of rice grains rolled from the clothes onto the floor.


			“What’s this?” Blake wondered.


			Something small and furry sprang out of the bag and darted under the bed. Blake dropped to his knees but couldn’t see anything. He reached into his backpack, pulled out a flashlight and switched it on. As he beamed it in the corner, two beady eyes gleamed back.


			“I don’t believe it…it’s…a…MOUSE!”


			He looked at the tiny critter and said, “Hi there, I’m Blake. Don’t be afraid.”


			The mouse stopped trembling, twitched with its whiskers, and squeaked, “Why…I...I…understand you!”


			“That’s right,” Blake said. “I can talk with animals.”


			He had discovered this ability at the age of eight when his parents bought him a budgie for his birthday. He remembered the first time it hung on the side of its cage and twittered, “I want a piece of that apple you’re eating.” He thought he was hearing things but when the budgie squawked, “Gimme me a piece!” he dropped the rest of the apple into the cage.


			Blake tried talking with other animals: dogs, cats, racoons, even a skunk, though from a safe distance, and each time it worked. He would gaze at the creature and gradually words and images formed in his mind. He searched the Internet for people who can talk with animals and was delighted to see there were a few others with this unusual ability – they were called animal whisperers.


			The mouse crept up to him. “I’ve never talked with humans before. They always want to kill me!”


			“I won’t hurt you,” Blake reassured it, “but Grandpa might. He doesn’t like mice.”


			The mouse trembled again. “Please help me!”


			“I will, but first tell me how you got into my sports bag.”


			“I was soooooo hungry,” the mouse squeaked, “and wanted food…”


			Blake concentrated hard on reading the mouse’s mind. Slowly and incredibly he pictured it in the cargo hold of the plane flying to Switzerland.


			“You were in the same plane!” he said, flabbergasted. “How did you get on without being caught?”


			He concentrated even harder. He saw a crate with the mouse hiding between bottles of maple syrup. 


			“Maple syrup!” Blake cried in a loud voice.


			“Yes!” the mouse squeaked and began telling its sad story. “You see, I live with my family in a big old house near a factory. One day I smelled this sweet odour. I followed it to a truck loaded full of crates. I climbed into a crate where one of the bottles was broken and maple syrup leaked out. While I was licking up this delicacy, the truck suddenly drove away. For a while everything was still, then I heard this horrible roaring. I was soooooo scared some beast would devour me!”


			“Probably the jet engines,” Blake interrupted the mouse.


			“I couldn’t see that.” The mouse took a deep breath and continued telling its story. “Finally the roaring stopped and I climbed out of the crate. As I was sneaking around in the dark, I bumped into something soft and chewed my way into it…”


			Blake examined the small hole in the lower end of his sports bag. “Thanks for ruining it. And I see you even pooped in it,” he complained, “but I’ll help you anyway.”


			The mouse stood on its hind legs and peeped, “I’m sorry I pooped in your bag. Please, do you have something to eat?”


			Blake fumbled in his backpack and found piece of muffin left over from breakfast on the plane. He held it towards the mouse. “Here, take this.”


			The mouse snatched the morsel with its tiny paws and gobbled it up.


			“I’ve got an idea,” Blake said. “I’ll hide you in the pocket of my safari vest and later I’ll find a place to let you go.”


			He put on the safari vest and carefully tucked the mouse in the left outside pocket.


			The mouse poked its head out. “Are we going home?”


			“No,” Blake said. “We’re far away from Canada in another country called Switzerland, and I’m only flying home in a few weeks.”


			“Oh nooooooooooo!” the mouse whimpered. “I wanna go home now. I miss my family so much!”


			Blake shook his head. “Listen, if you want to stay alive, do as I tell you.”


			The mouse uttered a mournful peep and wriggled deep into the vest pocket.


			“Stay in there and keep quiet,” Blake said. “I’m going downstairs. Grandpa has a surprise for me. I wonder what it could be.”











			CHAPTER THREE


			HOMER


			“Come along,” Grandpa said to Blake, “the surprise lives in the animal stall.”


			They went outside and when Grandpa opened the door of the stall, a pungent smell hit them. Flies buzzed around a light bulb dangling from the crossbeam. On the walls and ceiling hung cobwebs with large spiders wrapping up their prey and slowly sucking the life out of them. Blake shuddered.


			“Back there,” Grandpa said. “Be really quiet. We don’t want to startle him.”


			At the gloomy end of the stall, some kind of bird sat on a perch. When it heard them, it raised its head.


			“May I introduce you to Homer?” Grandpa said, stroking the wings of a beautiful Bantam rooster. Its comb turned a dark red and the wattles on its neck jiggled.


			“Homer!” Blake laughed. “You mean like Homer Simpson?”


			“Who’s that?”


			Blake explained that the Simpsons were a famous cartoon family.


			“No.” Grandpa smiled. “He’s named after the famous Homer, the ancient Greek poet who wrote the Iliad and Odyssey.


			“Oh, I remember,” Blake said, “the Iliad is about the siege of Troy, and the hero Achilles, isn’t it?”


			“That’s right,” Grandpa said.


			Homer flapped his wings and almost fell off the perch.


			“What’s wrong with him?” Blake asked.


			“He’s blind,” Grandpa answered sadly. “That’s why we’ve named him Homer, who was also blind.”


			Blake looked closer at Homer’s eyes – the pupils were white. “What happened to him?”


			“He was born that way,” Grandpa said, “but we decided to keep him because he’s such a clever bird.”


			Homer puffed up his chest and went cluck…cluck…coo…coo…cock-a-doodle-doo…”


			“Gee,” Blake said, astonished. “The rooster...he…he…rhymes!”


			Grandpa gave him a funny look. “He rhymes? What do you mean, he rhymes?”


			“I mean,” Blake stammered, “those cluck…cluck…coo…coos…they kinda rhyme…”


			Blake did not want to tell Grandpa yet about his talking with animals, which now also included rooster whispering!


			Here is what Homer had clucked:


			“You are just the boy I’m eager to know


			for you and I have much to share and show.”


			“Well,” Grandpa said, scratching his beard, “I suppose a poet has to rhyme, even if he’s a blind rooster.” He glanced at his watch. “Excuse me. I have an important job to do.”


			As they were leaving the stall, Homer clucked:


			“This day is great for I’ve made a new friend,


			though soon it will come to a noisy end.”


			What did that mean?











			CHAPTER FOUR


			ALMOST TRAMPLED


			The sun was slowly setting behind the snow-capped mountains, turning the sky to a rosy colour. Only the humming of bees in the flowerbeds and water gurgling in the log fountain broke the silence. 


			“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” Grandpa said.


			As he walked away, the mouse in Blake’s vest pocket squealed. “Let me out… I can’t breathe!”


			“I almost forgot you!” Blake took out the mouse and held it up in his hand. “It’s time to let you go, but where?”


			The mouse put its tiny paws together. “You want to get rid of me?”


			“No, but I can’t let you stay in my vest forever.”


			Blake thought and thought, then he had an idea. He went over to the log fountain and looked under it.


			“This seems a good place,” he said to the mouse. “You can dig yourself a hole in the ground where you’re safe from cats…”


			“CATS!” the mouse shrieked. “There are cats around here?”


			“I’m afraid so,” Blake said. “I saw one in the field, but it won’t bother you, as long as Grizzly is around. He’s a big dog and cats are afraid of dogs.” He put the mouse on the ground. “Go on.” He nudged it.


			The mouse sniffed the air, whiskers twitching, and gingerly crept forward. “Maybe I’ll meet other mice.”


			“I’m sure you will. Grandpa told me there are lots around here. Now go on.”


			The mouse crept deeper under the log fountain where the earth was soft, and began digging a hole.


			“Wait,” Blake called, “I forgot to ask you something.”


			The mouse came out again. “What?”


			“I don’t know your name.”


			“Name?” it sadly peeped. “I don’t have a name.”


			“No name! I’ll give you one. How about Maple?”


			“Mable?” the mouse peeped indignantly. “That’s a girl’s name…I’m a boy!”


			Blake said, “No, I mean Maple, like in maple syrup. That’s what you like to eat, isn’t it? That’s also what got you into this mess.”


			The mouse perked up. “I see, Maple. What a delicious name! I am Maple the Mouse…Maple the Mouse,” it or now he repeated and burrowed deeper into the hole till only the tip of his tail stuck out.


			Blake returned to the front of the stall, glad that he had found a solution to his mouse problem when he heard a wild jingle…jangling of bells. Down the grassy path bounded a herd of goats, their shaggy black and white coats flapping in the air!


			Before he could jump aside, the goats surrounded him. Some poked him with their noses while others nibbled on his clothes.


			“Who is this?” one meeeheed, staring at him with yellowish-green eyes.


			“A strange new animal,” another meeehaaad.


			“He looks a bit like the old folks but smells different,” a third meeehiiiid.


			“But his shoelaces taste good,” a young goat maajummied.


			“Back…get back!” Grandpa came running down the path, swinging a stick.


			The goats scattered apart.


			“Get into that stall,” he shouted, whacking them lightly on their bottoms.


			“The old man is mad at us again!” they all bleated and trotted into the stall.


			Grandpa came back to Blake. “Did they hurt you?”


			“They surprised me,” Blake said. “One tried to eat my shoelaces.”


			“The little devils!” Grandpa shook his head. “Goats are always up to no good.”


			Blake followed Grandpa into the stall and watched him put ropes around the necks of the goats, ten altogether, and tether them to separate hooks on the wooden wall.


			“Why are you doing that?” he asked.


			“So they won’t jump around when Grandma milks them.”


			“Milk them!” Blake said. “They give milk?” 


			“Of course they do – they are females. And with the milk Grandma makes cheese which she sells in the village.”


			From the back of the stall, Homer ruffled his feathers and cluck...cluck...clucked, which Blake understood as follows:


			“I really wish I did not have to share


			my home with a gang I just cannot bear!”


			After all the new impressions, plus a restless night on the plane, Blake yawned.


			“Better go to bed,” Grandpa said. “Tomorrow is another big day.”


			As they were about to leave, Homer flapped his wings and began to cluck again:


			“O let me warn you that you must beware


			for I see danger lurking in a lair…”


			Blake stopped in his tracks, wondering if he had heard correctly.


			“What’s wrong?” Grandpa asked.


			“Nothing, nothing at all,” Blake insisted.


			Back in the kitchen, he said good-night to his grandparents and Grizzly, then climbed up the stairs to his room, thinking about Homer’s ominous rhyme: “Danger and lair…and beware...”


			A lair was some kind of place where animals lived, dangerous animals…











			CHAPTER FIVE


			STRANGE SOUNDS IN THE NIGHT
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