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			A BIG SHE-BEAR

			A Story of Mountains

			Translated from Georgian into English by Manana Rusieshvili-Cartledge

		

	
		
			To Ani, my daughter - my best reader

		

	
		
			An Epigraph:

			I built a castle of “What Should I Do,”

			I made it a gate of “A Grief”;

			People from another world

			Traveled to see it.

			They want to find my castle’s gate,

			But they haven’t found it, not anyway.

			But when will be its time,

			The gate should open themselves.

			A Georgian folk poem

		

	
		
			A Prologue or, about a Mountain Village, a Bear and a Defeat

			Once, while meditating, I had a vision of a mountain village, first with its abandoned and later restored houses, of St. Mary’s church with the sawn-off cross, of dusty, stony, and narrow village roads. 

			The countryside was also visible—hills, mountains, and ravines, the snowy peaks of the Caucasus, alpine planes, haystacks towering on the hilltops, foaming and splashing rivers running down the rocks, birds circling in the sky...

			The forest, full of serene silence, attracted me with its enigmatic power, filling me with fear and curiosity. I followed this lure eagerly.

			I stood on dried autumn leaves and leaned against an ancient, mossy oak. If I did not move, I could even hear the soft rustle of the leaves. Far away, a raven would crow, or a black kite would screech, giving way to a deep silence again.

			I could hear strange, subtle sounds—the cracking of broken, dried branches, the rustling of leaves—and suddenly, a giant bear would appear, treading heavily through the branches and twigs. The bear did not worry about caution and moved openly, straw-coloured fur glistening like gold in the slanting sunrays pouring through the leaves. I noticed a glowing sparkle in her eyes as she passed me, leaving her odour behind before disappearing again through the trees.

			Next, I saw village people following in the wake of the bear. The people from the village of Shuburi were armed, proud, intense, shouting… desperate to kill the bear. A lunatic, trembling with fear, was heading the procession. Women, children, and older people of the village followed. All were united with one overwhelming desire to kill the bear!

			Finally, in Shuburi, in the graveyard surrounding St. Mary’s Church, I saw another barefooted lunatic, a skinny boy standing at the holy oak, a white cloth was fastened around a branch, and people were performing prayers to God as innocent as virgin snow to protect the bear.

			Later, before getting down to writing, I felt this story had already existed somewhere else independent of me. It somehow found me on its own; all I had to do was record it. As simple as that!

			Since then, for several years, I have suffered from the desire to “record the story properly.” I lost count of how many times I had to rewrite and modify it.

			Frequently, feeling bitter and angry at being so inadequate, I regretted having been the man selected to write the story. I contemplated giving it up completely, but it haunted me permanently, and I had no choice but to return to it again.

			On my sickbed (I did once have to face the unpleasant possibility of dying), I regretted not having used the opportunity to finish Javria’s story.

			I did not use this opportunity for reasons beyond my control. Fully recovered and wrestling with work again, I realised I had fallen in love with this straw-coloured bear with the white spot on her forehead, her home in the Caucasus mountains, the people of the village of Shuburi, everybody and everything about them...

			I would write, edit, rewrite, and re-edit the text. However, I still felt that I was miles away from the ideal version of the story born and still alive in me. I ran towards it with all my might, and when I thought I had finally captured it, it would slip away from me and disappear. It looked more like an everlasting vision of an oasis in the mind of the thirsty pilgrim wandering in the desert.

			Finally, I realised I would never be able to record it in a way that makes me completely happy. I had felt this earlier, but I did not want to acknowledge the feeling; I did not want to feel defeated.

			Now I know, unless the writer suffers, it goes through difficulties, and finally feels beaten, like me, if he writes the way he wants to write and wins over the story, he is dead and finished as a writer...

			So, in a nutshell, the writer faces the possibility of dying after finishing each of their works. However, it is better to use that possibility at the end.

			Feeling defeated (and alive simultaneously), I offer the reader the latest version of the story.

			The Author

			1984-1989
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			The meandering ravine of the River Cherith1 stretched along the main ridge of the South Caucasus. The autumn sun lit it, making the river’s foaming water splash and roar down from the light-blue tops of the mountains towards huge rocks that sparkle and shimmer in silver.

			The forest was no longer green but, in places, glowed in rusty and terracotta colours. Chestnuts and beech, acorns, hazelnuts, sour forest apples and pears, cornelian cherries and plums, medlars and hawthorns, briars and blackberries, raspberries and cranberries were ripe. Towering above the forest, way up to the tops of the mountains, rhododendron fields were followed by picturesque and velvety alpine planes. The sounds of the swishing and splashing Cherith river filling the ravine were mingled with bee-eaters’ twitter.

			Time and again, one could hear screeches of a black kite circling in the crystal-clear sky. The crickets were chirping deafeningly.

			The forest was ready to share its autumnal gifts. A vast, straw-coloured bear with her two cubs had descended from the high mountains. She had fed them and herself on fruit and berries and was now lying in dense bushes of azaleas above the steep slope, close to the Cherith. The growing cubs had covered their noses with paws and breathed peacefully. They snuggled up and huddled comfortably close to their mother’s warm body. Suddenly, a black raven flew over them, crowing loudly.

			Brown, the dark cub, was startled. He opened his eyes and saw nothing but the cloudless sky. He was about to yelp in horror, but hearing his mother’s even breathing, he calmed down instantaneously and sprang to his feet.

			Her cub’s footsteps awakened the cautious mother bear. She sniffed the air blowing from above and, as she didn’t sense the danger of an attack from the man nearby, closed her eyes again.

			Brown was in a naughty mood. He caught a dead root dangling from the ground and pulled it. The cub fell over with a thud and broke with a loud crack.

			The other cub, Tawny, woke up, ran up to Brown, and clung to the piece of root, wanting to snatch it away from his sibling, who retaliated with his paw. Tawny felt his nose tingle with pain, yelped pitifully, but still held onto the root with all his might.

			Making a tawny and brown bundle, the cubs rolled over through shrubs and bushes, breaking more branches on their way down. Unwilling to stop fighting, they rolled down the steep slope and landed on the stony bank of the river....

			The mother bear did not expect her cubs to roll to the river. Tired and sure that her cubs were still playing close to her, she found it difficult to break away from sleep and open her eyes. Suddenly, she heard the cubs cry, followed by the thundering shooting sound. Infuriated by the gunpowder smell, standing on her hind legs, the mother bear stormed out from the azaleas, dashed down the slope, and thundered down to the stony bank of the river.

			Wounded Brown was counting his last minutes, breathing heavily, while yelping Tawny was trying frantically to get away from a man clad in a lab coat.

			The mother bear roared frighteningly.

			The hunter looked in her direction and saw the giant bear standing on her hind legs. The bear held her head with her paws in the horror of the apprehension as if mourning the pitiful sight of her cub, then she went back to four legs and ran towards the hunter incredibly swiftly, like a thunderbolt. The furious beast headed towards the man, dancing a strange dance with her huge body, aptly avoiding the rocks, her straw-coloured fur bristling frighteningly. All this indicated such bewildering, incredible, and beyond-human-reach strength that the hunter knew his death was close.

			He felt his jaw tighten, and his limbs trembled in fear.

			Blood-freezing horror rose in his soul like a huge mountain.

			He shot at the bear with his gun, which he had instinctively taken off his shoulder, but realising that he had missed her, he ran for his life, leaping over the rocks or avoiding them.

			He fell, got up, and continued running as fast as possible.

			There was nowhere to hide. He wished there was a single tree anywhere around.

			But....

			The bear would have been able to climb the tree anyway!

			What could he do?

			What?!

			He could feel the panting bear behind his back, and suddenly, a spark of hope twinkled in his mind. Perhaps the bear was becoming tired, and she would give in and leave the hunter alone.

			He looked back.

			How could he have hoped for that?

			She was so massively huge!

			So enormous!

			The hunter quickened the speed, feeling that whatever he did, the angry beast could always catch up with him.

			“Help! Help!” he yelled and, taking off the lamb coat he was wearing, hurled it at the approaching beast and ran for his life again.

			The straw-coloured giant stopped briefly, sniffed the coat, and resumed her chase. The hunter could no longer find his voice but cried out for help.

			The roar of the bear muffled his tired appeal for help.

			The man, sweating furiously, could no longer run. He had no strength and stamina left.

			The panting bear increased her speed.

			“Heeeeelp!” instead of an intended loud shout, the hunter heard his helpless screech.

			He was still running, by inertia...

			He could distinctly smell his death approaching him when he tripped over a large rock and fell over onto the hard stones…

			
				
						1  Cherith is the river in the Bible — “Get thee hence, turn thee eastward, and hide thyself by the brook Cherith before Jordan.”
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			Several years ago, families who had once lived in the remote village of Shuburi, perched on the highest part of the mountain, returned to their dilapidated homes. Since then, their roofless and half-destroyed houses have been restored, and the yards, paths, and roads have been cleaned from thorns, nettles, and prickly hedges.

			People had rebuilt low stonewalls, and the water mill was working again.

			Springs and streams had been cleaned out.

			Across the ravine, a dairy farm had been built on a flat surface.

			Pastures and fields had been appropriately fenced.

			A shop, a school, a bakery, a minor surgery, and a village hall…

			Until the new building was finished, the village community club was placed in St. Mary’s Church, which still looked solid and unaffected by time.

			So, Shuburi shepherds, herders, mowers, rangers, hunters, farmers, drivers and tractor drivers, teachers and their students, smiths, and masons inhabited it.

			The village had its miller and carpenter, a postman, a baker, a doctor and chemist, a shop assistant and accountant, a chief ranger and the Head of the dairy farm, an undertaker and the Head of the village…

			Shuburi had become an ordinary village again.

			The fires burned in the fireplaces of the village. Roosters crowed, cows mooed, dogs barked.

			From time immemorial, this remote village, hidden in the mountains, attracted refugees from various parts of Georgia: serfs who had escaped from their enslavers, convicts fleeing from prison, families cut off from their communities, robbers fed up with wandering in dense forests, luckless adventurers, and people avoiding their debtors—all could be found there.

			So, Kakhetian Chomakhashvilis and Jikurashvilis lived next to Pshavian Turmanaulis and Karatielis, Tush Baskhjauris and Ichiraulis, Khevsurian Daiauris and Tetraulis, Rachian Japaridzes and Archvadzes, Lechkhumian Asatianis and Akhvledianis, Imeretian Abesadzes and Beridzes, Megrelian Arkansas and Jorjikias, Svan Viplianis and Nakanis, Abkhazian Akhubas and Tsvizhbas, Laz.2 Tantushis and Mazimatis, Gurian Nakashidzes and Lomtadzes, Ajarian Varshanidzes and Zoidzes, Kistian Bekhoshvilis and Jalakauris, Meskhian Diasamidzes and Tukharelis, Kartlian Zedgenidzes and Maghalashvilis.

			The village was connected to the outside world using a single road that ran down to the ravine of the Cherith, zigzagging up and down through dense prickles and thorns, boulders and rocks, forests and pastures, following clear streams down to the flat valley below.

			Shuburi was founded on the top of the remote mountain by Mirdats, father of Vakhtang Gorgasali and king of the Iberians in the 5th century, as the last shelter and citadel of defense for his people. St. Mary’s Church was built first, followed by the impregnable fortress.

			Shuburi had been living the typical Georgian life: it worked and fought, feasted and mourned, was conquered and retrieved. People lived there and raised children as fearless as eagles in those mountains.

			
				
						2  Laz is a Kartvelian people.
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			People from Shuburi told fairy tales about the bear, although they were still waiting to remember where that giant female bear, Javria, in her younger days, appeared in these places. This name was given to her by her caretakers, the ranger Elijah Chomakhashvili and his wife, a fortune-teller Dali, from the Vibliani family. Javria was called Ursa Major only later, when Baido Nakashidze, a highly educated teacher of the village, said the seven stars shining above the Caucasus range to the north looked like a frying pan or a spoon, “Big female bear” and then, to appear more convincing, added its Latin name.

			That evening, the afore-mentioned Baido, Balash Beridze, a joking driver, a sheep breeder Gachkho, and the ranger Elijah were having a feast in the yard of the church used as a club by the villagers.

			As Balash heard the words “Ursa Major”, his elongated, witty face became even longer. His eyes twinkled with devilish sparkles as they always did when he heard something funny, and he roared with laughter. “What? The bear is a major, and her name is Ursa?” He continued laughing boisterously, coughing, and grunting. Balash had infectious laughter, and everybody else followed him.

			This made Baido Nakashidze, the know-all, angry, and he started retelling: “Beautiful Callisto was a daughter of King Lycaon.” 

			“Zeus” ...

			“Who the hell was she?” Confused and flustered by many strange names, the sheep breeder frowned and linked his brows questioningly.

			“Zeus fell in love with the beautiful Callisto and went to her place daily to...erm...erm, so to say, to satisfy his sexual demands and desires.”

			“What?” asked Balash Beridze, “What did he satisfy?”

			“Stop being silly and listen!” Baido told him off.

			“I am listening, am I not?!”

			“And Callisto gave birth to a burly boy, Arcas. When Hera, a jealous wife of the great Zeus, heard about this affair, she made the beautiful Callisto into a bear.”

			“Was Zeus a wizard?”

			“No, he was a Greek god many years ago!”

			“Aha, so? What happened next?”

			“After many years, on his way home from hunting, Arcas saw a huge female bear in the forest, took his bow off his shoulder, and...”

			“Did he not have a rifle?”

			“There were no rifles then!” 

			“He took an arrow from his quiver...”

			“Or from his quiver?”

			“From his quiver, as I said, and do not confuse me!”

			“Alright, then?”

			“Then he put this arrow in his bow, drew the bow, and...”

			“Next? What happened next?”

			“I won’t continue.”

			“If you started, you should finish it!”

			“OK, go to hell! At this time, omnipotent Zeus grasped the giant female bear’s tail, threw her to the sky, and made it a constellation. This is what happened!”

			“And there are those seven stars,” added Baido.

			The joker driver asked if the bear, nicknamed a major, had any medals on her chest or what kind of epaulets she had.

			The teacher jumped up, shook his head, broadening at his temples, and said, “You, my brother, have not matured, and you’d instead go and put frogs into your granma Shurtkhia’s shoes.” Saying this, he set off for home.

			“First of all, I am not your brother or a friend,” shouted Beridze to his back, “and secondly, my Grandma, may she always be remembered, is not alive anymore. Who gave you the right to refer to her so disrespectfully!”

			Balash Beridze was no more inclined to joke and even intended to run after Nakashidze if the fellows had not detained him at the table.

			“You must have loved your grandma Shurtkhia a lot,” Elijah told him several times with a hint of a smile on his white-bearded face.

			Since that evening, who would manage to bridle Balash Beridze (Baido was complaining angrily, “If he did not have a sharp tongue, mice would carry him to their burrows!”) and soon the whole of Shuburi knew that Javria was also called “Ursa Major” and the villagers kept asking the teacher to retell them that Greek myth. Baido wished he had never had anything to do with the jester. What could he do? Where could he escape from the curiosity of “brainless” villagers? He could not abandon the place where his ancestors had lived. In addition to this, chances to be promoted somewhere else were remote. Here, in this village, he could be appointed the school headmaster, the village club director, or, even better, the Head of the village administration. His wife, Zizilo, a foreign language teacher at the same school, also agreed.
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