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To my parents, Bill and Monsie Cameron,

who never lost faith and often had to put their money where their mouths were to prove it. Because of you, I’m me.
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PROLOGUE

I THOUGHT I saw Emory today.

He’d be pretty old for a grizzly bear: I last saw him when I was in the eighth grade, slightly more than twenty-five years ago. Male grizzlies can certainly live into their late twenties, but it’s not typical, and had I not been so excited I would have realized that the huge male I spotted clambering out of the river was simply too spry to be who I thought he was.

Though I am a bear biologist by education and training, I’ve spent most of the past year examining dirt, of all things. Specifically, the dirt on the banks of rivers where bears congregate.

Ursus arctos horribilis, the great grizzly, is normally reclusive and shy, but he abandons his antisocial ways to stand virtually shoulder-to-shoulder with other bears during a salmon run. Bear etiquette demands they keep their fishing grounds pristine, so when it comes time to relieve themselves they wander up on shore—hence my interest in dirt.

My name is Charlie Hall, and I’m an expert in the proverbial question “Does a bear poop in the woods?” Yes, yes, he does; and his droppings, rich with nitrogen from salmon and seeds from all the berries he consumes of a summer, create a fecund stew along the riverbanks, leading to incredible biodiversity and trees fully 20 percent taller than their less richly endowed cousins growing farther inland. The bears hunt for grubs, turning the soil like farmers. Grizzlies, I tell anyone who will listen, are nature’s gardeners.

The question, you see, is not what a bear does in the woods but, rather, what good does a grizzly bear do when he gets there? To those of us engaged in a desperate attempt to save the species from extinction, the answer to this question is crucial.

My back had been complaining for about an hour when I screwed the top on the last container of soil, dumped my heavy tool belt to the ground, and stretched with a groan. It was at that moment, my hands reaching up to the sky as if in supplication, when I caught sight of a massive bear, eight hundred pounds and more than four feet tall at the shoulder. He was a male, a bear I’d never seen before, rearing up on the bank of the Clearwater River in Montana, standing in low grass. His fur was silver tipped, “grizzled,” and his head was broad. His nose was high—probably sniffing me, because the forty yards separating us was nothing to a creature whose sense of smell was nearly as sharp as a hound dog’s. The bear was on my side of the river, his face mostly turned away from me, but there was something in his profile, something in the way he stood …

“Emory!” I shocked myself by yelling. I clumsily stood, pushing the brush away from my face. “Emory!”

If I were to write a book on how to behave around an animal so powerful he can kill an elk with one blow, rule one would have to be: Don’t ever yell at a grizzly. Rule two would be: Don’t ever startle a grizzly. And rule three: well, if you were stupid enough to chase a grizzly bear, as I was doing, a book probably wouldn’t be of much use to you. But certainly rule three would be: Don’t ever, ever run after one.

I’ve read that the chances of a person dying from a bear attack are about the same as a person dying from a lightning strike. I’ve always thought, though, that if you actually are hit by lightning, your odds of dying from it go up dramatically. The same might be said about the mighty grizzly, an amazing, top-of-the-food-chain predator with astoundingly sharp claws, flesh-tearing teeth, and powerful jaws. Your best chance of surviving a grizzly attack is to not have one.

When the bear I thought might be Emory turned toward me, I saw two things immediately. First, it wasn’t Emory: the black stare from those eyes was entirely different from the warm intelligence I remembered in Emory’s gaze. Second, this bear was spooked, as stressed as bears get.

And I, of course, was the source of his stress.

I heard his teeth clank together like a metal gate banging shut, three quick successive bites at the air that told me this bear felt his life threatened by my approach. His life threatened. Saliva flew—when grizzly bears are about to attack, they drool, adding a menacing sheen to their long, sharp fangs. And, just before they charge, they pound the ground with their feet.

I had a canister of bear repellent attached to my belt. My belt was maybe fifteen or twenty yards behind me, lying where I’d tossed it. I spread my arms wide, letting the bear know I was just human, nothing to be afraid of.

“I’m sorry,” I said in a quaking voice.

The bear slammed his front paws down on the dirt.

I took a slow, careful step backward. A grizzly bear can run thirty-five miles an hour and can turn more adroitly than a fleeing squirrel. He was twenty-five yards from me. If I sprinted for the bear spray, I might make it halfway.

“It’s okay,” I said reassuringly, trying to calm both of us.

The bear showed me his teeth, snapping them together, saliva flying.

“Please.” I took another step backward.

The bear pounded his paws on the dirt. I inhaled carefully.

He charged.

Eight hundred pounds of angry tooth and claw came at me with his head low and his murderous gaze intent. Run, my inner voice screamed. It was a straightforward attack, swift and silent. Run! But I stood, holding my ground.

“Hey,” I said tremulously, and then he was there, right there, so close I felt the blast of heat from his breath as he chuffed at me and veered away. He ran another ten feet laterally and then stopped, staring at me.

They call it a bluff charge. Among bear experts, there’s a joke: it’s only called a bluff charge by the people who live through one. For everyone else, it’s just a charge. A bear feels threatened and he wants you to leave, so he storms at you, makes it clear that this is the one warning you’re going to receive.

I was backing up, still talking, trying to keep the heartbeat out of my voice. “Okay, easy bear, good bear, it’s okay. It’s okay.” I didn’t look him in the eye; that’s an aggressive act.

My fingers were trembling when I got to where I had left my belt. I unhooked the bear spray. When I looked up again, the bear had disappeared into the brush.

Needless to say, I didn’t pursue him.

It took more than five minutes for the wash of adrenaline to dwindle, for my heart to finally stop beating at my ribs, for my fingers to regain enough strength to put my belt back on. I started gathering up my soil samples. That was it for me; I was done for the day. I felt nauseated and weak, sweat trickling from my forehead.

If he had been Emory, I allowed myself to wonder finally, would he have reacted any differently? Did I think he would recognize me, be glad to see me?

I sighed, a bit disgusted with myself. Was I a bear biologist because I was interested in the species or because I was on a foolish lifelong quest to catch just one more glimpse of the bear who had so completely changed my life?


chapter

ONE

“WHAT do I do if I’m in the woods and I run into a cougar?” I asked, starting off with one of his favorites.

“Cougar,” Dad responded, nodding.

My stomach tensed. It was my favorite game, not because I really thought I’d encounter a cougar or a wolverine or any of the other animals I’d ever mentioned but because of the way it engaged my father. When we first moved from suburban Kansas City to our home both high and deep in the Selkirk Mountains of Idaho, my father lectured me all the time about how the woods were full of predators, but the gravity of his instructions had been drained away after five years without incident, so that now we just ran through the list and he repeated his warnings in what had gone from conversation to ritual. He set his fork down on his plate, gathering his thoughts. I leaned forward eagerly, as if I’d never come up with “cougar” before.

My father wasn’t a big man. When he stood with other men he seemed to be on the shorter side of average, and his hands were small, though they worked well enough with wood to keep food on our table. Over the past two years he’d lost a few pounds and it didn’t look good on him; his neck seemed too small for his collar and his reddish brown hair was often unkempt.

“Nobody has seen a cougar in a long time, Charlie.”

“They’re out there, though,” I insisted. There were notices posted at the state campsite that warned hikers of mountain lions, aka cougars, aka pumas, aka panthers.

“They are out there,” my dad agreed. “But a cougar probably isn’t going to be after you,” he said. “Most times you see a cougar, it will be running away.”

“But if it’s not,” I insisted, my eyes pleading with him to stay in the game.

“But if it’s not.” He nodded.

I relaxed.

“Well, let’s see, how much do you weigh, now? Twenty pounds? Twenty-two?”

My father was teasing me. I made a fierce muscle, my biceps quivering in alarm as I forced it to make what meager appearance it could muster. I had blond hair like my mother and the same brown eyes as my dad. As I proudly regarded the small lump of sinew I called my biceps, I could see the nearly invisible blond hairs sticking up out of my tan skin.

“Eighty-five,” I announced.

Dad grinned. “You don’t weigh eighty-five pounds, Charlie.” Then the grin died, his eyes drifting toward the head of the table. There was a time when the woman who once sat there weighed a mere eighty-five pounds, when her weight was obsessively monitored and announced and analyzed, all for no ultimate good whatsoever. There was no doubt that this was what he was thinking as he looked at Mom’s empty chair.

“Cougar,” I reminded him.

He turned back to look at me. I still had his attention. “Well, a young cougar, one that isn’t good at hunting, he might think a bite-sized boy like you could make a tasty meal. When they first get kicked out of the den they’re hungry and wandering around, trying to find a territory they can call their own. Especially the males, they need a huge area. They don’t want to run into a person—humans used to shoot them on sight and sort of selected out the bold ones, so the only mountain lions left are descended from the timid ones. But they could be dangerous if they’re hungry enough, or if they feel threatened.”

“So if it’s hungry…,” I prompted.

“Okay, so if it’s hungry, the first thing is, don’t run. If you’re running, a cougar’s just a big cat. Ever see a cat jump on a string? It’s instinctive.”

“So stand still.”

“Right. Stand up big and tall. If you’ve got a stick nearby, hold it up over your head, but don’t throw it or point it. What you want is for that cougar to see you as a meal that’s going to cost him, put up a real fight.”

Dad said this last with less enthusiasm, tiring of the game already.

“Grizzly bear.” Please, Dad. Please keep playing.

“Oh.” Dad waved his hand. “You’re not going to see a grizzly around here, Charlie. Last one seen in this part of Idaho, had to be thirty years or more ago. They’re practically extinct in the lower forty-eight.”

“But still. If I saw one.”

My plaintive insistence carried a lot of despair that my father could have picked up on if he’d been paying attention. I was losing him. No matter what I did, I couldn’t seem to hold his attention for more than a few minutes at a time, anymore. I could’ve danced around directly in front of him, waving my hands, crying out, “Dad, look at me! Here I am,” and he’d somehow lose sight of me.

His gaze drifted back to the empty chair at the other end of the table.

“Dad?” Why don’t you love me? How can I get you to love me?

“Dad!”

His glance seemed a bit surprised, as if he couldn’t quite remember who I was.

“Grizzly bear? If I did see one.”

He sighed. “Charlie.”

“Grizzly,” I insisted.

He looked within himself, consulting his inner encyclopedia. “Thing about a grizzly is it probably isn’t looking to eat you. If it is, you’ll know because it’ll act like it doesn’t care you’re there. It won’t look at you, it’ll pretend it’s foraging, but every time you see it, it’s gotten closer. That kind of bear you treat just like a cougar; you talk loudly at it, you back away, you get yourself a weapon, and if it attacks, you fight. Go for its eyes. Let it know that as far as unplanned meals go, you’re not worth the bother.”

A wiser child would have quit the game right there, but I kept pressing: “What if I just run across one, by accident? One with cubs?”

“Mother grizzly is just like a black bear. She’s defensive; she just wants to protect her cubs. You back off; you try to get as much distance as you can from those cubs without running. If she attacks you, you curl up, protect your head and neck with your arms, and play dead. Lie there until she’s long gone.”

“What if it’s a male? Dad? What if it’s a male grizzly? What then?” A certain shrill desperation crept into my voice.

Dad didn’t hear me. He was looking at the end of the table, seeing his wife, maybe, or maybe just seeing the hole she’d left in his life when she died. I knew he’d be unresponsive now, a shell of himself, and that he wouldn’t see me, either, not even when I got up from the table to do the dishes. It was as if I didn’t exist.

When this happened, it felt like there were not one but three ghosts living in the house.

He said only two more words to me that night. I was in bed, lights out, lying there as silent as the house had been since dinner. My window was open a crack, cool mountain air flowing deliciously across my body. I heard my father ease out of the chair in the living room, snapping off the light next to where he had been reading. He came down the hall and stopped in the dark rectangle of shadow that was my open door: I felt him standing there, looking at me sprawled in a blanket of moonlight. “Tomato cages,” he said.

And then he was gone.

“I hate you, Dad,” I murmured into my pillow, the sound too quiet for even my own ears. I didn’t hate him, of course. He was my whole world.

Sometimes I allowed myself the horrible contemplation that maybe my father hated me. Maybe he knew what I had done. The thought made my heart pound; it could wake me up at night with the sensation of drowning in cold water.

I didn’t have a name for it, this thing. It was my awful secret, my awful, horrible secret. If my dad knew, if he had even a strong suspicion, it would explain how a father might come to hate his own son. Wouldn’t it? How would he ever forgive me, when I couldn’t even forgive myself? I was a bad person, though the only other human being who knew what I’d done had died a year ago last April.

That night I heard Dad sobbing in his bedroom, a choking noise that filled me with dread and fear. He never cried in front of me, not once, but this was far from the first time I’d heard him down the hall, facing his pain alone.

I was hurting, too. Why didn’t he come out of his bedroom and ask about me, his only child? We never talked about what was the most significant event of our lives. We came back from the funeral as if the only reason we were together was that we had shared a ride, and each went our separate way into our grief as soon as the last well-meaning neighbor departed from our home.

It was as if Dad had an awful secret of his own, but everyone knew what it was. Mom was dead. That was the secret.

It happened to me, too, Dad.

It was August of 1974, and I’d just turned thirteen. I was small for my age, several pounds shy of the eighty-five I’d boasted of at dinner. Our home in northern Idaho bordered state land for miles and miles in every direction and when we’d moved there a few years prior I thought it was paradise. Mom had loved it.

We used to have real family conversations when she was alive, not just animal games but discussions about my future, the war in Vietnam, what they were building at Dad’s shop. Now my dad would let a whole day go by without initiating a dialogue—I knew, because I’d tested it once, but it made me so heartsick that I broke the silence the next morning, babbling ceaselessly just to beat back the loneliness. That night’s final exchange had been typical.

“Tomato cages.”

The wire tomato cages were sitting out in the square patch of lumpy earth that used to be Mom’s garden, looking like skeletal soldiers filled with a twisted circulatory system of brown, dead plant stalks from the year before.

One Mother’s Day long ago I’d presented Mom with flags I’d made for the tops of the cages. They were just strips of white cloth the art teacher provided, but I’d laboriously painted “Tomato” on them, seeing them in my mind as pennants snapping in the wind out in the garden, serving notice that the tomato cages were for tomatoes and not corn or potatoes or zucchini. In reality they hung limp from their wire frames, the letters illegible in the folds.

Mom said she loved them. She never pointed out that tomato cages are supposed to be narrow at the bottom and wide at the top—I’d crafted flags for upside-down tomato cages. From that year forward she placed the tomato cages so that they looked like miniature oil wells out in the garden and at the end of each growing season would carefully roll up the flags and then duct-tape the roll so that the flags wouldn’t be affected when the tomato cages were stacked in the pole barn.

Mom had had a good October day two years before, tending to her garden, preparing it for the winter and for a spring planting the doctors correctly predicted she wouldn’t see. I helped her do some raking and told her she didn’t have to tape the flags on the tomato cages. By that time I knew how stupid I’d been and was embarrassed that the neighbors might see our upside-down cages and think I was just a kid.

“We should just throw those out,” I said.

“Nonsense, Charlie. I love my flags,” Mom said. I was growing up, in my eyes, but she sometimes still treated me as a child.

She tenderly taped each flag in a thick roll atop the cages, then straightened, putting a hand to her face. “Whew. Let’s put these away tomorrow; I need to go lie down.”

The way I remembered it, she never really got out of bed after that, not in a way that didn’t make me feel as if she were invisibly tethered to it. By April of the following year, my dad and I were standing numbly in a spring snowstorm, listening to Pastor Klausen talk about what a wonderful woman Laura Hall was, while the wet built up on the casket in a way that made me want to towel it off to save the gloss from being ruined. My dad held my hand and his fingers were like ice.

Most of the people wore black. I resented the ones who gave me pitying glances and I resented the ones who lacked the courage to look at me and I resented the ones who reacted to the wet weather with distressed expressions. I knew it wasn’t fair, but there was nothing fair about any of it.

I didn’t cry until we got back home, where Mom’s presence was still everywhere, palpable, defying the unreal fact of her death. And then, when I cried, it was as much out of guilt for what I had done as anything else.

So that’s why I hated my father for bringing up the tomato cages. Why now? Why did he even care?

Touching them was the last normal thing my mother had ever done. As long as they still stood sentry out there in the garden, it was as if they were waiting for a woman who was coming back any time now.

The next morning, instead of obeying my father’s instructions to yank the tomato cages, I deliberately chose to embrace a glorious disobedience. I’d long before discovered the small tin in my father’s bedroom drawer that contained the key to the gun cabinet. I loved to pull the guns out and sight down on small prey in the backyard and “pow!” they’d be blown to imaginary bits. The .30-06, a huge, heavy rifle, had a small telescope on top, two thin hairs intersecting on pretend wolves and bears across the valley. The slugs rolled around in my hand with a thrilling weight and snicked into place when I loaded each weapon.

Dad told me when we first moved to Idaho that when I was big enough he’d teach me how to handle guns. But he was never going to teach me; he hadn’t even opened the cabinet in two years.

I spread a kitchen towel on the table and lined up my tools. I glanced at the sweep hand on the clock and saw that it was just ten seconds away from 11:50 A.M. I decided to see if I could disassemble a weapon in two minutes, the way recruits did in boot camp movies. The second hand passed over the 12 and I began confidently dismantling my dad’s .30-06 rifle.

I went further this time than ever before, basically taking the gun completely apart. I examined each piece of metal, a few of them very small, as I freed them from the main assembly, placing them on the towel like a surgeon lining up scalpels before an operation.

Just before noon I realized I’d failed to track when my two minutes were up, but it didn’t matter because I’d just heard something that made me freeze, my eyes wide open, disbelieving.

We seldom got much traffic up in these hills beyond town. Anyone turning off the paved road, County Highway 206, was either lost or on his way to one of only six houses clustered up here on Hidden Creek Road. A long climb, full of switchbacks, would take you to our place, and a little farther on you’d crest the hill and then make your way back down to join Highway 206 again, the downward half of the loop just as steep as the upward half.

I knew that climb well. The school bus always went to the opposite end of Hidden Creek Road first, so that our house was the last stop. This was fine for the morning because it meant I had a few more minutes to sleep in, but in the afternoon I was too impatient to make the full loop and would get out with a handful of other students who lived just off Highway 206. Then I’d run home, my breath getting ragged as I chugged up the steep switchbacks on Hidden Creek Road. And I mean run, because my mom was sick and I wanted to see her and make sure she was okay.

I never told her the reason I raced up Hidden Creek Road as if being pursued by outlaws was that I was running home to her, but I’d like to think she knew. She was always glad to see me. Walking in the front door to her welcoming smile was often the high point of the day.

Whenever a vehicle turned off the pavement and headed up our way, we could hear it in the valley. I’d long ago learned which sound meant the mail truck was coming; which clanking, grinding noise meant that the neighbor lady Mrs. Beck was driving her husband’s stick shift; and which throaty roar meant that my father’s Jeep had turned the corner.

It was this last that came to me clearly through the open kitchen window to me now. What was he doing home? Did work let out early?

And what really mattered: I had just a few minutes before my father came into the house and saw me sitting there with his forbidden rifle broken apart on the table. I jumped up and my motion jerked the kitchen towel and the gun parts fell to the floor in a shower of metal.


chapter

TWO

THE sound of the front door opening coincided perfectly with the firm click of the gun cabinet door as I shut it. I whirled and faced my father, who stood on the threshold and stared at me. Behind me I could feel the .30-06 rifle vibrating in its slot. I’d reassembled it with an alacrity that would put a smile on the face of any drill sergeant, but I was still standing right in front of the cabinet with no excuse for why I was there, guilt painted all over my face. I eyed my father with fear. I read in his expression that he knew what I’d been doing, and my heart sank with it.

“Charlie?” he said, his tone puzzled.

I drew in a breath. My fists clenched the gun cabinet key in my hand, its tiny teeth digging into my palm.

“Charlie? You’re not ready?”

I blinked at this, unsure.

“Get a move on. It’s Saturday; did you forget what day it was?”

Truthfully, I had. It was summer vacation, and I had lost all sense of the calendar. Saturdays my father took me to the YMCA for junior-lifesaver training. I was supposed to be wearing my bathing suit.

“Oh!” I could have laughed with relief. I ran down the hall, stealthily replaced his key, then tiptoed back to my bedroom and slipped into my trunks and grabbed a towel. He was already back out in the driveway when I emerged from my bedroom and skipped past the gun cabinet, giving the rifles a parting glance.

Dad started the Jeep as I slid in. He backed out of the driveway and we bumped along in silence.

The air was so clear it seemed to shine as the Jeep rattled down the curvy, rutted road. I looked out at the perfect day and tried to think of something to say to my father.

The county road snaked along next to the river, Dad’s thickly treaded tires buzzing on the pavement. When we first moved to Selkirk River five years ago, I noticed the quick transition from utter wilderness to town, a sudden clutch of buildings jumping up from the riverbank as if in surprise. It was like, I told my mom, a house here and a house there got together and said, Well hey, we might as well have a town while we’re at it!

Selkirk River put everything it had into about five square blocks and then seemed to lose ambition. Downriver the homes and occasional stores continued a ways, and the shop where my dad’s employer turned out customized furniture parts was another couple of miles in that direction, but after that there was nothing to the south until you got to the city of Sandpoint. Up north there were only mountains and Canada, both seeming to stretch forever.

My dad wheeled into the parking lot of the YMCA, turned off the Jeep, and then twisted in his seat to look at me. I felt a rising, unspecified guilt and cast about for something to attach it to. Could he know about the rifle?

“I need to talk to you, Charlie.”

“Yessir.” I swallowed.

“It’s about where I was this morning. Do you remember me telling you I had business to take care of?”

He’d never told me that. I could recall with absolute clarity everything my father had said to me the past month, the past two months, maybe even stretching all the way back to Mom’s funeral, because he spoke so seldom now. I wondered if this meant he was talking to me in his head, like I often did with him, and that he was confused over what was real and what he had imagined.

“I don’t remember that.”

He thought about it. “I guess I meant to. Charlie, I’ve decided to go into business with Rod; you know Rod Shelburton, has that ranch where we all rode horses a couple times? Him.”

Dad was watching me intently. I tried to understand what sort of reaction was expected of me. “Okay,” I finally said.

“The thing is, I’m investing some money with him. What’s left from your mom’s life insurance after we paid off the medical bills. You understand? So it’s like it’s not just my money. It’s our money, Charlie, yours and mine both. So in a way, I’m investing for the both of us.” With that, he stuck out his hand like we were closing a business transaction.

I guess I’d known there was some money after my mother died, but I never thought of myself as having any claim to it. I gripped Dad’s hand and shook it, baffled.

“Okay then. You have a good time in Lifesaving.”

I was dismissed. Still a bit unclear, I swung out of the Jeep and headed toward the building. I heard the Jeep start up behind me but didn’t turn around to wave, because I hated when I did that and my dad wasn’t looking at me to wave back. My hand would just hang there in the air, waving at nothing, noticed by no one.

I was one of only two eighth graders in Junior Lifesaving. The rest were seventh graders and one sixth grader. Seventh graders were in the lowest grade in junior high school and considered to be among the most worthless life-forms on the planet. They were referred to as “sevies.” I didn’t talk to them or acknowledge them because they were so far beneath me.

I had been a seventh grader myself until just a few weeks ago.

Back in my bedroom I had a photograph taken of me when I was in Little League in Prairie Village, Kansas. I’m standing there with the rest of my teammates, and here’s why the picture was on my wall: I was a big kid. Not the biggest on the team but easily one of the three or four largest. My coach called me Slugger.

What happened then was we moved to Idaho and the clean air and water apparently stunted my growth. I just stopped growing, stopped gaining weight. As I stood shivering and wet by the indoor pool at the YMCA, I was acutely aware that I was shorter than any of the despised sevies and barely had any height on the sixth grader. Every one of my ribs was clearly on display, and my scrawny legs stood storklike out of baggy swim trunks, as if someone had put shorts on a tomato cage.

Our instructor’s name was Kay. I thought of her then as an exotic older woman, but looking back on it I suppose she was no more than eighteen or nineteen years old.

I had decided to take junior-lifesaving classes because I harbored a fantasy about saving Joy Ebert, a blond, blue-eyed girl in my grade, from the river rapids. She’d be drowning and I’d plunge in and pull her to safety and she would love me and marry me. I had been in love with Joy since fourth grade and had even talked to her a few times.

Then I went to the first junior-lifesaving class and Joy was forgotten: I was totally in love with Kay. Kay had a thin figure she kept wrapped in a taut one-piece bathing suit—both of us had some blossoming to do, I figured, so maybe she wouldn’t care about our age difference so much. In a part of the country where the faces were as pale and uniformly bland as uncooked biscuits in a pan, Kay was deliciously exotic, some kind of Asian blood adding spice to her look. Now it was Kay, with her short black hair and almond-shaped eyes, whom I pictured rescuing from the river waters; she would be pleased one of her students had learned so well and she would love me and marry me.

I was sort of big on the idea of marriage, which was somewhat of an unusual attitude for an eighth-grade boy, but I liked the permanence it implied. You married a girl and she was yours forever; there was even a law about it.

“Now these are your manuals,” Kay said to us, holding up a pamphlet with the Red Cross on it. “Who wants to pass them out?”

As one all seven of us surged forward, and Kay backed up, laughing a little. “No, I mean one person to hand them out. Here,” she said, turning to Danny Alderton. “Pass these out.”

The rest of us tried to hide our jealousy.

Danny Alderton was a neighborhood friend, though at that moment I didn’t have much use for him, because Kay had picked him over me. He lived up the road from us, next door to the Becks. His skin turned a little pink, his freckles burning, as he accepted the pamphlets and handed one each to his classmates. “Here,” he muttered as he thrust one at me.

“Be sure to study the chapter on mouth-to-mouth resuscitation,” Kay lectured us. “Once you have someone out of the water, you need to make sure their lungs are clear, and you need to give them mouth-to-mouth until they can breathe on their own. In two weeks, we’ll have a class on it. Okay? You don’t need to wear your swimsuits that day. We’ll be practicing the whole session. Yes, Matthew.”

The sixth grader had his hand up. I never asked Kay questions lest she thought I was unworldly. That’s why God invented sixth graders.

“What do you mean, ‘practicing’?” Matthew asked. His teeth were chattering from the cold and it gave his question a trembling-with-fear quality.

Kay didn’t understand the question. “What do you mean what do I mean?”

Matthew struggled to put it into words. He gestured to us, his classmates. “Practice?” he asked tremulously. “On who?” As in, do mouth-to-mouth with each other?

The thought hadn’t occurred to me, but now that Matthew had brought it up I figured if his assumption was correct I’d probably skip that lesson.

“Oh,” Kay said, getting it. She shrugged. “On me.”

She turned away to pick up some life rings and thus missed the shock that passed over our faces. I was so flabbergasted I forgot my boycott of the seventh graders and exchanged stunned expressions with them.

I realize times have changed, but it was a more simple era then, and I had never before kissed a girl. The previous year a torrid wave of making out had rampaged through the school like a fever, but it had passed me by as if I had been inoculated. The idea that my first lip-to-lip experience would be with a womanly woman like Kay drenched me with excitement and dread.

We spent the afternoon pulling each other out of the water. Half the time I simulated drowning and half the time I simulated saving, but all of the time I was in a full-out swoon, going through the motions. In two weeks I would be mouth-on-mouth with a woman. I had an appointment.

Dad picked me up and asked me how my lesson went and I said, “Fine.” He asked me if I wanted burgers for dinner and I said, “Fine.” He suggested I go fishing in the creek while he went back to work with Mr. Shelburton; I said, “Fine.” I was in a fog.

What pulled me out of my daydreamy state was what I saw as I headed out the back door with rod and creel. My father had been busy while I’d been dragging fake drowning seventh graders out of the water at the YMCA.

Mom’s tomato cages were gone.

Our paved driveway descended steeply from Hidden Creek Road and swooped into the two-car garage, which was set into the ground floor of our house. If you ignored the curve and went straight, a dirt driveway branched off and ended ten yards away at a pole barn. It looked more like a big garage than anything, with a two-car-wide garage door in front and a person-sized door on the side.

The top of the side door was glass, so I didn’t have to go inside to confirm that the tomato cages were stacked in a neat pyramid over on the far wall; I just peered in the window. I stared at them for a long time.

What was I going to do, put them back? Then it would be by my hand, not my mom’s, that the cages stood sentry in the garden.

I didn’t understand why my father didn’t see any value in leaving Mom’s things alone. I hated it when my dad’s older sister came to town after the funeral and cleared our home of Mom’s clothing and shoes; I despised the way he acted as if her toothbrush in the bathroom meant nothing to him and tossed it in the trash for me to take out with the used dental floss. What was wrong with him?

I trudged down the path to the creek, kicking at rocks. I’d walked that path probably a thousand times; it was my main destination whenever I went outdoors. My mother didn’t like me in the creek because most of it was hidden from the house, etched into a steep crease in the valley floor well past our property line. She preferred I climb the opposite shore and go into the trees where she could see me again, though if I went all the way to the top, where a rocky spine marked the ridgeline, she got nervous because she thought I’d fall from there and tumble all the way back down the hill, like Jack and Jill or something. And if I went over the ridge I was hidden again, and she wasn’t too fond of that, either. It was difficult to have any fun at all under such circumstances.

During the spring the waters of the creek were dark and cold, a sharp contrast from the milky pool water from which I’d been saving sevies all morning. From bank to bank the stream was more than thirty feet. In the summer, though, with the runoff down to a trickle, the creek bed was mainly dry, littered with rocks and mud and tree branches. The creek itself shrank back until it was only six feet wide, hugging the far bank and deep enough to swim in. That’s where the fish liked to lurk, up under the tree root overhang. From the base of our hill the creek had only another couple hundred yards of independence before it joined the river, adding strength to the flow to town.

I started casting along the banks of the opposing shore, and it wasn’t long before I’d hooked and pulled in a nice little brook trout. I put it in the creel, thinking that a couple more just like it and we’d skip the hamburgers that evening.

A few minutes later I had another one, and then another. Man, they were really biting! I left the creel lying on the bank and moved downstream a bit.

The fourth trout was the best of all, fat and glistening, bending my rod with authority while I wrestled it ashore. I was carefully pulling the hook from its mouth when I got the sense of being watched.

I turned and studied the opposite bank. The slight breeze gave the woods an empty sound, but I knew there was someone there, and I felt the hair on my arms stand up as my skin goose-bumped in alarm.

I gave a start when I looked higher up the hill. A pair of amber eyes met mine, unblinking.

It was a cougar, watching me from a jumble of rocks.

When he saw I’d spotted him, he leaped with nimble ability down the slope, closing the gap between us. With a soaring jump that was almost absurdly graceful, he cleared the part of the creek that was deep water and bounded to a sudden halt in the shallows, making scarcely a spray.

It all happened so quickly I never even had time to gasp. He stopped, staring at me, evaluating the situation. No more than fifteen feet of rocky creek bed lay between us.

There was no retreat possible. Behind me the bank was sandy, capable of supporting some sparse grass but no trees—as if climbing a tree would save me from a cat. If I tried to scramble up the bank the cougar could easily take me from behind. The deep water was too far away and there wasn’t enough of it anyway. There were no good options.

The mountain lion was not running away. His rear end was lowered, his gaze intent. I was reminded of what my dad had said: Ever see a cat jump on a string? That’s what the cougar looked like to me now, a cat getting ready to pounce.

There were no sticks nearby. My rod was handy but so thin I doubted it would be intimidating. What was it Dad said? A bite-sized boy like you could make a tasty meal.

My fear was so strong and real I was sick with it. Stand up big and tall, my father had instructed. What you want is for that cougar to see you as a meal that’s going to cost him, put up a real fight.

I took in a shuddering breath, raising my trembling hands over my head.

The cougar moved again, holding his body low, slinking toward me. There was absolutely no question of his intentions. He stopped, crouching. I stood my ground, quivering.

“Go away,” I said in a whisper.

The cougar stood motionless. His muscles bunched; he sank lower; his lips drew back.

I found my voice. “Grrrr!” I roared at him.

There was no reaction at all.

“Grrrr!”

I watched in terrified fascination as the tension built in the big cat’s shoulders. His eyes were locked on mine. This was it. I braced myself for the attack. I would put up a good fight. I would make him decide that, as meals go, I was too much trouble to bother with.

I swallowed. I would put up a good fight, or I would die.

He was coiling to spring and then he froze, raising his head sharply, his eyes widening. I actually saw the irises turn dark with alarm. The cougar stood still for only a second and then turned and rocketed away, scampering up the bank and disappearing into the brush.

My legs were still weak and trembling. I wasn’t sure what had happened. How had I gone from bite-sized to intimidating in midpounce? I stared after the big cat, terrified he might return, but after ten seconds, then twenty, there was no sign of him.

I was safe.

Then I was enveloped in a moist odor, dank and strong. I turned and found myself face-to-face with the reason why the cougar had broken off his attack and fled.

Standing on two legs, a dozen feet behind me, was an enormous grizzly bear.


chapter

THREE

I THINK now that the shock of seeing the bear and knowing my life was in peril for the second time in less than a minute simply overwhelmed my ability to process emotions. The flash of fear was like a slap: my whole body quaked with it. But then, just like a slap, the sensation receded quickly, leaving me numb. An odd calm overtook me.

The bear and I regarded each other. He was massive, close to six hundred pounds, taller on two legs than my father and immensely muscled in the shoulders. His front legs hung straight down from those shoulders and I took note of the light-colored claws at the tips of his forepaws, four-inch claws that might be the last thing I ever saw.

No wonder the mountain lion fled. There was simply no land animal as fierce as this one, nothing more intimidating or terrible to look upon. I stared at him, quaking, wondering what he was going to do and when he was going to do it.

The bear’s expression was as serene as that of a man regarding a sandwich. I spotted a little drool in the corner of his mouth and assumed this meant he could already imagine what I would taste like on his tongue.

I raised my hands, feeling foolish even as I did so. How could I possibly persuade a bear like this that, as a meal, I would not be worth the bother?

“Grrr!” I growled. It sounded unconvincing, even to me. The bear watched me with a blank expression.

“Grrr!” I roared, showing my teeth, curling my fingers, tensing my muscles.

With a yawn, the bear dropped to all fours and turned away from me and went over to my creel, sniffing at it. As he walked I saw the shimmer of the distinctive silver-tipped fur that confirmed he was a grizzly.

The bear nudged the creel with his nose. I took a step backward. I could see events as they would unfold: the bear would rip apart the creel and devour my trout. While he was thus distracted, I would silently back away until I was out of sight and then run home.

That’s not what happened. Instead, the bear turned and looked at me. His gaze wasn’t threatening or predatory; it was almost expectant. Pleading, even.

We stared at each other, the bear and I. I can’t explain why I didn’t continue to back away. I don’t know why the bear’s expression led me to take a step forward, violating everything my father had told me. I hadn’t yet gotten around to concluding that the bear had saved my life; that would come later, when I was lying in bed recounting the day’s adventure to myself. I just responded to what I saw as some sort of supplication, actually reaching right past the bear’s jaws to pick up the creel.

I popped open the cover and let the fish flop out on the rocks. With almost comical delicacy, the bear pinned the largest one with his paw and bit into it, stripping the flesh away until, bones and all, the fish was gone.

The bear turned and regarded me with those warm brown eyes.

“Well, go on; it’s okay,” I said. With that, as if he had understood every word, the remaining fish were quickly devoured. When he was done, the bear lumbered over to the creek and put his snout down and took a long drink.

It was still a perfectly cloudless August day. The sun on the creek looked like diamonds flung across a black cloth. A euphoria spread through me, the joy of survival, as if every cell in my body was singing a song of life.

My fantasy now was that I would continue to fish, the bear sitting by my side like a loyal dog. I would turn my catch over to him and he would gratefully eat it out of my hand, and we would be friends forever.

When I was little there had been a show on TV called Gentle Ben. I couldn’t remember much about it, except that it concerned a boy who had a pet bear.

I could be that boy. I could have a pet bear!

Obviously the grizzly bear had never watched the show, because after taking one last drink of water he waded through the creek to the other side and climbed the opposite bank without so much as a backward glance. I was surprised and even a little hurt.

“Hey!” I yelled without thinking.

The bear stopped and turned toward me, fixing me with that imposing stare.

I gulped. “I could bring you something else to eat, maybe tomorrow,” I said.

I don’t know what I expected in response, but what I got was nothing at all. The bear simply turned away and walked off into the woods.

Once he was gone it was hard to believe he had ever been there in the first place. Had I really just hand-fed lunch to a grizzly bear?

I gathered up my rod and creel and headed for home. I was still in an ebullient mode, excited to tell my father about my encounter in the woods. He wasn’t home, so I put away my fishing equipment and went out to toss tennis balls at the pole barn door. My limbs were full of a kinetic, restless energy, and I threw those balls so hard and straight that they smacked loudly against the aluminum door and came bounding back as if served up by Billie Jean King.

The clink and rattle of gravel behind me drew my attention to the road. I turned around, the tennis ball in my hand.

My neighbor Danny Alderton and three boys I knew from school had already walked past my driveway and were headed down the hill, their hands in their pockets. They must have seen me, but none of them had called out, not even to shout a friendly insult.

“Hey, Danny!” I yelled. I dropped the tennis ball and it bounced around apologetically at my feet.

The boys came to a faltering halt. The way they met each other’s eyes as I approached communicated something I couldn’t interpret.

Gregg was a ninth grader, unpopular with his peers, which probably explained why he was hanging out with eighth graders—Danny, Mitch, and Jerry were in my grade. They were all, of course, bigger than I was.

Living up here on Hidden Creek Road tended to be isolating and Danny, like me, didn’t have a lot of friends. He and I usually did things together, though this summer had been different for reasons never pondered or pronounced. It’s just how it had been.

Gregg was one of those kids who were always in trouble at school. I’d seen him smoking in the woods. I didn’t know anything about Mitch, who had just moved to Selkirk River, and Jerry was a friendly enough guy, though he wasn’t very bright.

“Danny,” I said, singling out my friend, though obviously I wanted everyone else to hear. “I was fishing in the creek today, and you wouldn’t believe what I saw.”

“It’s ‘Dan,’” he said coldly.

My narrative lost its excited momentum. I looked at him.

“Nobody calls me Danny. It’s ‘Dan.’ Charlie.”

His expression was overtly hostile. The three boys with him regarded me coolly.

And I … well, I was absolutely flabbergasted. I had no idea what was going on, why Danny/Dan was acting so strangely toward me.

It was, of course, junior high. Seventh graders arrived at school like sailors washing ashore on a pirate island: they didn’t know the rules; they only knew that after having been the cool sixth-grade kids in a building full of children they were now low-class sevies in a place where the oldest students were technically freshmen in high school. Ninth-grade boys carried themselves like men and the girls had breasts to gawk at. We all wanted to be like them in every way. Some of the boys even grew hair from their faces, a glorious thing. The jostling for position and social survival was agonizing.

That first semester of junior high I lived in a cocoon of polite pity. Everyone, of course, knew that my mother had died the previous April. Teachers were solicitous. Popular girls said hi to me. The guys mostly ignored me, embarrassed because they didn’t know what to say to me. And I drifted from class to class, constantly astounded at how normal everything seemed, how people could behave as if nothing had happened, as if the world had not been knocked off its axis and sent spinning off into the dark.

Over Christmas break it was as if a vote was taken and I was stripped of the social status my grieving period had afforded me. Though it had been only eight months since the funeral, I was now expected to be like everybody else. I was a sevie, a nobody. The popular girls couldn’t even see me. The guys went from ignoring me to ignoring me with malice.

I’d been aware of Danny … of Dan, Dan Alderton, suffering a different yet similarly rough passage, but it wasn’t as if we ever discussed it when we got together. Guys don’t talk about that kind of stuff. We just hoped to ride out the storm.

Everyone was still staring at me. I dropped my eyes. “Sorry. Dan.”

“We saw you throwing your tennis ball at your garage.” Gregg sneered. “What were you doing?”

Well, that was a stupid question. What I was doing was throwing my tennis ball at my garage. “Nothing,” I said sullenly.

The boys all snickered a little at this, as if I’d said something funny.

“Wussy,” Gregg hissed. He turned on his heel and the other boys fell in line behind him. I expected Dan to maybe glance back at me, give me some sort of signal with his eyes, but he was as bluntly uncaring as he walked away as he’d been during the entire exchange. I bit back my hurt.

The odd thing was, watching them go, I longed to be with them. I wanted to swing my arms and walk with the almost simian gate they’d adopted; I wanted to look tough and kick rocks. I pictured myself with them, one of the guys, and my heart unexpectedly ached.

By the time my father got home that afternoon, I’d had time to reconsider what I would tell him about the cougar and the bear. The cougar had probably been, as my father suggested during our game, a young one, newly turned out from the den and not good at hunting. He stalked me because we chanced upon each other, but the likelihood of another encounter was slight. A cougar’s territory can encompass hundreds of square miles. Nonetheless, I didn’t want my father to forbid me from leaving the property the rest of the summer, which was probably what he’d say if I told him about it.

And the grizzly … would my father even believe me? What would he say to the whole incredible story of me feeding brook trout to an animal infamous for its deadly temper? The whole thing sounded ludicrously fantastic even to me, and I’d been there to see it.

What I know now is that when grizzly bears are spotted that close to human habitat they are usually euthanized on the theory that they’ve become unafraid of man and therefore more likely to attack people. Reeducating them is also possible: using firecrackers, dogs, and even rubber bullets to teach the animals the lesson that hanging around houses was a bad idea. The problem is that bears are pretty smart and humans aren’t: we’ll move into a remote area and leave a bag of dog food on our front porch and then panic when we see a grizzly bear helping himself to a meal. The bears often conclude that they like the dog food people and don’t like the rubber bullet people and work to evade the very individuals trying to save their lives.

Back in 1974, intervention was a seldom-used option. A bear that would approach people was considered a problem bear and immediately, one might even say gleefully, hunted down. I didn’t know that, either.

All I knew then was that if I told my father I’d fed a grizzly bear in the wild, he would most certainly not believe me. I pictured the expression on his face when I told my tale. The skepticism.

And if he didn’t believe me, the rejection would break my heart. I was loathe to meet his unloving eyes, to read the doubt, the lack of trust, in them. Just as I’d once told myself over and over that my mother was sure to survive her disease, I now told myself that my father loved me. If I revealed what had happened at the creek, he would treat me like a liar, and he despised liars.

So I said nothing, which was easy to do in our house. We ate dinner without a word to each other. Dad’s mood was worse than usual, his gaze inward.

I woke up the next morning eager to grab something out of one of the freezers to feed the bear.

The person who sold us the house had been involved in dressing and processing elk, deer, and other wild game. The pole barn had sinks and hoses and big drains and two enormous freezers that my father bargained into the home purchase. I think my father saw those game freezers and pictured himself hunting and freezing a whole winter’s worth of meat every year, but once my mom got sick he lost his taste for killing anything.

Now the freezers were full of foil-wrapped packages. When news of my mother’s disease leaked out, the people of Selkirk River showed up in a constant stream, leaving pies, roasts, hams, and an absolutely endless assortment of casseroles in their wake. Most of it was still there: my dad didn’t really like casseroles.

I hit the breakfast table with a fast bowl of cereal and a mind that had already left the house, but my father came out of his room with the worst kind of news: time to do some chores.

At the word “chores” my limbs grew heavy and I felt all of my energy drain out through my legs. I collapsed onto the couch with a groan.

“First thing to do is sweep the driveway,” he said.

“Sweep the driveway?” I demanded incredulously. “Why? You’re just going to drive on it!”

“It’s got gravel that washed off the road from the last rain.”

“It will rain again!” I predicted.

“Then we’ll sweep the driveway again,” he said, as if this made any sense whatsoever.

After the driveway he decided I should rake up the bark around the woodpile while he washed the wooden chairs on our deck. Then we cleaned house. Then we reset the mailbox, which had been knocked a bit cockeyed by the snowplow that winter.

“Are we done?” I asked him after each task. Finally, after the mailbox, he said yes, we were done. I turned to sprint away.

“Go wash up. We’re going to the Becks’ for Sunday dinner.”

I looked back at him, astounded. “What?”

“We’ve been invited to the Becks’ house. Shower and put on something clean.”

As I stood in the shower I pictured a hungry grizzly bear pacing the riverbanks, wondering where lunch was. Walking up the road to the Becks’ house, I thought of the way the bear looked at me, now believing that in his implacable gaze I saw affection and friendship, a friendship I was abandoning by putting on a pressed shirt and striding next to my silent father to the home of our neighbor.

The Becks lived next door to the Aldertons. They had a son named Scotty who was eight years old, with whom I was expected to “play” while my dad sat with the adult Becks and drank beer. Scotty Beck amused himself with toy soldiers, for God’s sake! He was still at that age when he ran everywhere, like a puppy.

But there was no preparing myself for the betrayal that awaited me inside the Becks’ home that afternoon. Worse than abandoning the bear, worse than playing with stupid dolls with Scotty, worse even than wearing a starched long-sleeved shirt on a warm August evening, was the woman who rose off the couch to greet us when Mr. Beck ushered us into the house.

“Charlie, you remember Miss Mandeville,” Mrs. Beck gushed at me.

The lady worked in the grocery store, ringing up purchases.
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