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When the woman had walked through Saint 
Martin, no one had paid her the slightest atten-
tion. Who could have imagined that she was going 
up there, towards the pass, in her wide gypsy skirts, 
her worn flat shoes, and protected only by the 
shawl that covered her from head to hip? Freezing 
rain had been falling since dawn. Those villagers 
with reasons to be outside walked briskly with 
heads bowed: there was nothing to see in such foul 
January weather. They looked at nothing.

Towards midday, the wind changed direction, 
bringing snow. At the edge of the village, the woman 
had taken the short cut that leads to the border and 
the Baou refuge. Had she taken the usual route, 
she would have gone past old César’s house, and 



8

belle and sébastien

Angelina would have noticed her. Surprised, moved 
at the sight of her walking on her own towards the 
Baou and so poorly protected against the cold, 
she would have spoken to her. Perhaps she would 
have persuaded her to settle down drowsily in 
the warmth of the fire, to wait for better weather 
instead of setting off into the storm – she and the 
child she was carrying, so close to being born. 
However, the woman was going up by the short 
cut. And so that silent enemy, the snow, took her, 
hugging her closely in its merciless softness.

She was going on her way, sinking with each step, 
buffeted by swirling snow, using up her strength. 
What was her destination? No one ever found out. 
Several times, she fell, and then picked herself up. 
Near the dry stone refuge, at the foot of the Baou, 
she fell for the last time – a little black speck in that 
immense whiteness.

It was the hour at which Johannot and Berg, the 
customs men, were coming back from their patrol. 
The routine of their work had brought them together 
without erasing their differences. Berg was short, thin, 
with a narrow face and pale, watery eyes. His aggres-
siveness had no effect on tall, calm Johannot, his elder.

“It’s a crying shame to send men out on patrol 
in such weather! You can’t see ten metres in front 
of you!”
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Johannot shrugged his shoulders in resignation.
“It’s our job,” he said.
He spoke little and preferred to use short sen-

tences that said only what he meant. He pointed his 
chin towards the shadow that was coming towards 
them through the frenzy of icy flakes.

“Looks like César over there.”
The shadow took on more substance.
“Hey, César!” cried Johannot. Then he added, 

irrefutably, “filthy weather!”
César, as they met, paused a moment to chat: he 

had few friends, but Johannot was one of them.
“Good for foxes, mind,” he said.
The white bristles on his cheeks showed that he 

was an old man, but he gave such an impression 
of endurance, with such a blend, in his gaze, of 
meditative depth and audacity, that it was difficult 
to guess his age. He seemed barely to be into his 
fifties, whereas in fact he had just passed sixty.

“Good hunting as ever?” asked Berg, nodding at 
the old man’s rifle.

“Oh,” replied César, “today I’m just going for 
a stroll.”

Berg glanced in disgust at the great white expanse 
and the pristine snow plummeting from a dismal 
grey sky. “Suit yourself,” he said, as if to say, “to 
hell with you, you old lunatic – you and your pas-
sion for the mountains in all seasons.” He started 
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to walk again and added, “We’re heading back to 
the station this minute!”

César tapped a finger to his fur hat: “Good day.”
Johannot returned his farewell: “My regards to 

Angelina and Jean…”
With Berg ahead of him, he resumed the arduous 

hike, heading up towards the Baou refuge, which 
they had to get round in order to reach the customs 
post. César, meanwhile, took off towards the valley. 

Johannot was the first to notice the black speck 
as he and Berg were approaching the refuge.

“Berg, what is that… over there?”
Berg was walking with his head bowed against 

the icy bite of the snow, warming himself with 
thoughts of the hot stove that awaited them…

“What?” he said.
Already Johannot was veering towards the figure, 

on which the snow was piling up.
“It looks like a body,” he groaned, trying with all 

his might to run through the soft snow.
Berg followed more slowly. He saw Johannot 

kneel, clear the snow from a face and turn to call 
down the slope:

“César! Hey, César!”
Berg, in turn, tried to run.
At the sound of Johannot’s cries, César had 

turned around. He could no longer see the two 
customs men, but their anxious calls made him 
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retrace his steps. Soon he was able to distinguish 
the two of them, grey shadows in the whiteness, 
bent over a figure. He quickened his wide, slow 
gait and saw, at that moment, the woman whose 
head Johannot was lifting as he attempted to get 
a few drops from his flask past her lips. The poor 
wretch opened her eyes. César knelt down.

“We have to carry her down to the village,” 
Johannot said. “You’ll help us, César.”

“How did she get up here,” Berg muttered, “in 
this weather and in her condition?”

Johannot shrugged. He asked himself no ques-
tions – he knew only that they had to get her down 
to the village, to Doctor Guillaume, and that it 
would be no easy task in the blizzard and given 
her condition. 

“Hurry,” he said. “Let’s go.”
“She looks like a gypsy,” said Berg. “There was 

a camp of them in the valley last month.”
The woman whimpered softly. Johannot stroked 

her brow and, in his helplessness, said repeatedly: 
“There, there, love. It’s all right, we’re here.”
He stood up and gave instructions:
“Berg, you take her feet. César, you and I take her 

shoulders. Let’s try to go quickly and not jolt her.”
However, César looked up at him:
“There isn’t time. When a ewe has this woman’s 

look, the shepherd stays with her…”
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He jerked his chin towards the refuge:
“That’s where we have to take her. The village 

is too far.”
They did as César had suggested, Berg at her feet, 

César and Johannot at her shoulders. Their labo-
rious progress dragged groans out of the uncon-
scious woman. Her shawl had fallen and her long 
brown hair swept the snow. They settled her on 
the earthen floor of the refuge. At least she was 
sheltered from the wind. They could see now how 
young she was, and pity clutched at the hearts of 
the three men.

César took off his sheepskin jacket and slipped 
it under the woman’s body.

“Stay with her, César,” Johannot said. “Berg and 
I are going down to fetch the doctor.”

They had gone already, snatched up by the snow-
fog, when César called them back.

“Tell my granddaughter, Angelina, on your way… 
she’s young, but she’ll be able to help Guillaume 
better than us. Tell them to bring up everything 
necessary for the mother… and for the little one.”

He had spoken those last words in a lower voice, 
a voice charged with meaning, as if already, even 
before Sébastien had come into the world, he was 
assuming full responsibility, not on a surge of emo-
tion, but deep in his conscience. His thoughtful 
gaze followed Berg and Johannot as they resumed 
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their journey to the valley. They soon fell out of 
sight, and he returned to the refuge. The snow had 
almost stopped, but the wind was blowing fiercely. 
All around the shelter, the battle raged between 
the mountain and the elements, the same battle 
since the dawn of time: wind against stone, amid 
a terrible howling.

Inside the refuge, another drama was playing 
itself out: one that César could only watch power-
lessly. Even as death was snatching the woman away, 
she was giving birth to new life. Once again in this 
old world, the great mystery followed its course: a 
little child gave its first cry of despair. The old man, 
who had helped deliver so many lambs, repeated 
actions that were familiar to him. Then he took the 
jacket, which was no longer of use to the mother, 
and wrapped the child in the woollen fleece.

When the others got back from the village, they saw 
César at the entrance to the refuge with something 
in his arms. The wind had eased off and the great 
silence of the snow spread across the mountain; 
voices carried a long way, and they heard the raging 
cries of the newborn. Angelina’s fourteen years 
made her light-footed. She arrived first. The doctor 
was young and he was close behind her.

“You’re too late, Guillaume,” César told him. 
“But it can’t be helped.”
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“We came as fast as we could, César.”
Johannot arrived next, followed by Berg and little 

Jean, who, being ten, saw in this dramatic episode 
nothing more than an opportunity to race up the 
mountain. Everybody stood still as the doctor came 
out of the refuge. Pity and solemnity blended in 
his youthful face.

“It’s over…” he said. “That child is alone in the 
world.”

Angelina looked at her grandfather, the prayer 
of a woman in her young girl’s eyes. Therefore, he 
held out the child to her. 

“He’s the son of the mountain. I know that you 
will love him – you and your brother Jean.”

The newborn had fallen asleep in the warm lamb’s 
wool. Angelina wrapped him up in her shawl and 
quickly turned towards the valley… Something like 
terror surged up in her before the frozen whiteness 
of the high peaks, whose shadows reached menac-
ingly as far as her feet as she held the child. She 
had only one thought: to get away. Get away to the 
human warmth of the hearth in the tall fireplace, 
which she had covered with embers before setting 
out, and there to set down the fragile little life that 
had so miraculously been saved.

“Go with them, Guillaume,” César said simply. 
“There’s nothing more for you to do here.”

Johannot added:
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“We’ll do what needs to be done for the mother, 
Doctor… Besides, these little ones are so delicate. 
He at least has to make it!”

Jean was already running towards the house. He 
stopped:

“What about his name?… He doesn’t have a name!”
César, who was about to go back into the refuge, 

halted.
“Today,” he said, “is St Sebastian’s day…”
Angelina looked up at the doctor:
“Sébastien?” she asked.
He returned her smile. Then, gently, she hugged 

the formless heap in her arms.
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In truth, Belle’s escape, that leap which made her 
overcome centuries of domestication and gave her 
back the freedom of her wild ancestors, was only 
the trap in which she had to get herself caught 
in order to find Sébastien. “Nothing happens by 
chance, everything has meaning.” Destiny was 
throwing its dice; Belle and Sébastien, the big dog 
and the little boy, were going to pick them up, play 
and win.

It all began one Saturday, market day in Saint-
Martin. On the worksite of EDF, the sirens sounded 
midday, and the workers downed tools and headed 
towards the village in groups. One of these con-
sisted of Gabriel, François and Jean, old César’s 
grandson, who had just turned sixteen. 
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Just now, she was gathering her merchandise 
in large and lightweight clusters and tying them 
to the mule’s packsaddle. The pretty beast stood 
obediently, even as she glanced greedily through 
her long lashes at a crate of cabbages. We should 
not let a mule’s placid expression fool us, for by 
dint of stretching her neck, Paquita achieved her 
goal. First one, then two of old Mathieu’s cabbages 
were delicately munched. As the stout fellow stood 
up for his rights, Angelina sided with the mule: 
withered cabbages! The whole crate was unsellable 
and Mathieu knew it!

This provoked a response. All the saints hon-
oured in Provence got dragged into the argument, 




