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Author's Note




This book was originally published as Memoirs of a Reluctant Archaeologist as an ebook in 2011 and in print in 2017. 

The story remains the same, with minor updates and a new title to better reflect the journey at its core.








  
  
To Dad, the wisest man in my world. 
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"This is bullshit." 

~ E. Marquette







  
  

Chapter one

Finger in a Haystack





Picture this: It is 10:04 am, a May Tuesday morning, and it’s rained the night before. Two people dressed in bright blue fire-retardant Nomex with reflective strips on their arms, legs and other relevant places of importance, white hard hats on their heads, and shovels in hand, are attempting to walk across a cultivated field that spreads across the rolling prairie for as far as the eye can see. One person is wearing a large red surveying vest. Mud cakes their steel-toed boots. 

“I don’t know which I hate more, the hard hat or the Nomex,” I muttered again. 

“Just focus on each step, Elise,” Cam said. I glanced at him and thought that maybe, for him, being covered head to toe, in fire-retardant safety gear was a good thing. Poor kid was one of those freckle-faced, carrot tops that would roast in the heat. At least I didn’t have the freckles. What the hell were we doing in archaeology?

“This is a big load of crap.” I continued to mutter. It really wasn’t the sort of impression I should have been giving my new assistant. At this point, I was far too crabby to care. I hated working for Mountain Oil and their stupid safety standards. 

Cam halted. “How much further have we got?”

I thrust my shovel into the cultivated mud, grumbled as it toppled over (but Cam’s hand shot out to catch it), tucked an escaped lock of my moppish red hair behind my ear, then unzipped my back vest pocket to pull out the survey plans. I turned the plans right side up then scanned the horizons again. “We’ve got…..um.” There wasn’t a fenceline in sight, only a landform vaguely resembling a ridge up ahead, to the north. But it wasn’t the sort of landform a surveyor would find important enough to put onto the pipeline plans. “Looks like about another 400 metres and then the pipeline branches northeast and southeast.” 

Cam stood beside me and took in the plans. He ran a gloved finger along a line to the east of our position. “Is this a road?”

I nodded. “There’s a residence in the next section and this is their land. I’m guessing that’s their road.”

“But we’ve got landowner permission, right?”

Again, I nodded, trying to keep my precariously perched hard hat upon my head. “We wouldn’t be out here if we didn’t.”

Cam took a breath, hesitated, then said, “This is just a suggestion.” Another hesitation. “But why don’t we split up. I can finish this bit and you can drive around and do the branches. We can meet at the truck for lunch.”

I nearly smiled. I’d been working with Cam for nearly three days now and, granted, it was because I wanted to make sure that he was seeing things through my eyes before I cut him loose, but he was impressing me. Not too many assistants did that. Maybe it was because he had a brain. “Okay,” I said. “But if you find anything, a rock, a piece of wood, a piece of plastic, ANYTHING, collect it and get a UTM coordinate point. I want to see everything. Got it?”

“I thought you didn’t like GPS and all that technology.” Cam grinned.

Yeah, it was a good thing he was on the tiny bit of good side I had left. “Just make sure you got more than 10 metre accuracy on that stupid piece of technology.”

“Got it.” Cam nodded and his hard hat tipped over his eyes. I gave him one last suspicious glance before I turned, ripped off my hard hat, and headed back to our white half-ton in the distance. 

The truck was in sight again as I was finishing up the northeast branch. My legs were aching from hauling around an extra twenty pounds of mud on my boots. I had given up taking pictures as the north landscape looked the same as the south, east and west landscape. There was a little, collapsing shack in the distance to the east from the ‘Y’ in the branch, but it was too far off the pipeline right-of-way to be impacted by the development. 

I veered off a little. A bail of hay sat in the middle of the sea of mud and beckoned my muddy boots. If I could just scrape a bit of the mud off for a few blissful moments of freedom, I’d be happy. I didn’t care that in just a matter of steps it would all be back with a vengeance. I propped my trusty shovel against the bail and started to wipe my boots down the side, watching with satisfaction as the mud left long brown streaks on the bail. I let my boot gently fall to the ground, savouring my new freedom, when I heard it hit something. I immediately picked up my foot and looked under it. I expected yet another rock, a souvenir of glacial till in the area. Instead, what I found was white. White and muddy. I picked it up out of the mud and rubbed it on my leg, again, watching with satisfaction as the mud left a brown streak down the bright blue Nomex. 

My heart skipped a beat. It was a metacarpal. 

Or, a metatarsal. 

Yeah, I was a little rusty. Being an Archaeological Consultant for three years since finishing an M.A. in Anthropology would probably have dulled anyone’s intelligence. But seeing bone, human bone, always had that same effect. “Holy shit!”

Holding the prized bone between my muddied fingers, I began lifting my feet, looking at the accumulating mud on my boots, and scanning the ground for more bone. I suppose I must have looked comical: idiot in blue Nomex, red survey vest, long red pony-tail, and white hard hat on the prairie, half crouched, half walking backwards while try to look at the bottom of her feet. 

Then a sound rang through the air. I froze in mid-crouch. My racing heart kicked up the pace. My mind groped for a rational response. It was a backfire. Or, a farmer doing something on his machinery. Yeah. That was it. Nothing to worry about. Just over-reacting as usual, Elise.  

I did a scan of the horizon and saw nothing. I was beginning to relax again when another shot rang out. 

I don’t remember moving. I was suddenly face down in the mud, bone still clutched in my hand, and terrified. Apparently, my survival skills were still intact even if my osteological skills were lacking. And my survival skills said that was no backfire. 

I glanced back and saw the bright white of my Ford half-ton gleaming in the morning sun, not 100 metres from where I lay. Of all the times I wish I wasn’t wearing Nomex, this was number one. It only made it worse that on the back of my red survey vest was a big yellow ‘X.’ I was begging to be shot. So much for being safe. 

I squirmed in the mud, attempting to get my feet back under my legs and get a hold of the cell phone in my vest. I managed to find a clean spot on the inside of my vest to wipe the keypad clean and called Cam. It rang and rang. I muttered a string of obscenities as I split my ever-shortening time between scanning for Cam and looking for more bone. 

A third shot rang out. 

Okay. That was it. I grabbed my hard hat and sprinted back to the truck, phone still tucked to my ear and bone still clutched in my hand. As I rounded the truck, trying to find the keys while not letting go of the phone or the bone, I saw Cam high-tailing it across the field, mud flying from his boots. We piled into the truck and pealed out of there.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Whoa, Marquette! What happened to you? Get run over by a herd of cattle?” Frank snickered, coffee in hand, and watched as I tromped across the attic to my desk, fully mud-encrusted.

I was trying really hard to keep my temper in line. The only thing helping was the bone in my pocket. “I got shot at.”

Frank’s eyebrows rose. “Wow. You’re the first one in the office.”

“I’m all a-tingle with glee. Can’t you tell?” That comment was loaded enough for even Frank to notice and he finally went back to his own desk. 

I rifled through the papers lining my cubicle until I found the file. I dialed, as specks of dried mud flew, and waited. “Hi, Tom. Elise Marquette here, from Human Strata Archaeology. I was just out trying to do the pre-impact assessment for that pipeline by Bassano…yeah, that one, and I got shot at.” I waited as my client backpedaled and threw out apology after apology. “Yeah. I know. Look, all I want to know is that you actually contacted the landowner and got permission.” As usual, the client himself hadn’t. The land agent, however, had. I silently cursed again. Goddamn meddling land agents. 

I got the number of the land agent and, after putting on so much sugar in my voice that I wouldn’t need to sweeten my coffee for the next week, I finally got the landowner’s number. I dialled it. 

My desk was now a veritable mess. Dried mud was everywhere. I didn’t mind being dirty. Frankly, I was dirt magnet. You could put me in a vacuum-sealed, sterile room and I’d still find a way to get dirty. But, doing a face plant in the mud because I was being shot at was in the realm of ‘how to piss off Marquette.’ I’d have to add it to the growing list on the lunchroom joke board. 

The phone was finally answered. “Hello?” The voice was far away, shaky, and hesitant. It was a sweet old lady. I put my temper on the back burner. 

“Hi. My name is Elise Marquette. Is this Harriet Lamnell?”

“Yes.”

“Hi Harriet. I’m an archaeologist with Human Strata in Calgary. I was hired by Mountain Oil to do an archaeological assessment for a pipeline they plan to put through some of your land. Were you contacted about this?”

“Oh, yes. I remember that. They called last week.”

I didn’t know whether to blow up or simmer. “Were you told that I would be walking on land and what I’d be doing?”

“No.” My temper shot up, but Harriet continued. “But I said they could do whatever they needed to do.”

Now I was just confused. “Well, I had a bit of a problem today. I could have sworn I heard gunfire while I was out there. Do you know of anyone shooting anything today?”

“Oh, my. No, no. My son is away in Saskatoon to visit his daughter and usually he’s here to take care of the farm. There’s no one else out here. I don’t know who would do that.”

I told Harriet that I would be out again to finish my assessment, gave her my number, and thanked her for her time. I hung up, perplexed. As more dried mud littered the carpet of my cubicle, I fished out the bone from my pocket. Without the stress of someone trying to kill me, I could now see the features of the metacarpal. I grabbed my dusty edition of ‘Anatomy of the Human Skeleton’ from the back of my bookshelf and managed to identify the bone as the fourth metacarpal of the left hand. But that wasn’t what was nagging at me. 

It looked to be in really good condition. Almost no bleaching or weathering. More out of instinct, I held it to my nose. It didn’t have the musty smell of old bone. I brushed more of the dirt off it then stopped as my heart skipped a beat. There were tooth marks on the distal end. 

Scavengers liked fresh bone more than old bone. 


      [image: image-placeholder]I left the Nomex at home this time. Even my survey vest with the big ‘X’ on the back was absent. Cam was sitting in the truck with a two-way radio. “Check in, Elise.” The radio crackled.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m here,” I said. It had dried up overnight. Without the mud, the Nomex and the hard hat, I was in a much better mood. 

“See anything?” 

I had been reluctant to tell Cam anything regarding the bone. I knew the implications of having a fresh human bone in my possession. But I also knew that once I turned it over to the cops, I’d become non-existant real fast. Call it ego, call it ambition. All I knew is that I could figure out what happened a damn sight faster than any cop. Even if it was a Mountie.

I was rusty at identification, yes, but I hadn’t earned the nickname ‘Bone hound’ for nothing. It was like dirt; if it was here, I’d find it.  

“No.” I toggled the radio. “Nothing yet. Let me know if you see anything.”

“Can do,” Cam said, and I continued my sweep behind the hay bail. Now looking at the bail without my temper blinding me, I could see that an animal had been rummaging around at the base of it. Hay was spread across the ground adjacent to a small dugout area at the base. My instincts said a coyote was probably chasing a mouse. I swept a foot across the hay and heard a faint knock against my boot. I bent down and pushed back the hay. Bingo. Coyote scat. And in it, something shiny. 

There’s dirt and then there’s scat. Thankfully, I had remembered to put a couple pairs of latex gloves in my pants pocket. I donned the gloves and pried apart the dried scat. The ‘something shiny’ turned out to be a ring. A wedding ring. 

Things were definitely getting serious. 

“Okay, Elise,” I said to myself. “Think like a coyote.” I scanned the distance. “Where would I get this and where would I take the rest of it?” I noticed the few trees to the south and the collapsed shack to the east. “Not much shelter out here. Well, gotta start somewhere.”

I tried to follow the coyote’s tracks but soon gave up as the rain had obliterated everything. I headed to the shack. “I’m heading east, Cam.” I voiced into the radio. “I’m checking out an old shack.”

“Roger that. Be careful.”

The shack was on the edge of the cultivation as the slope deepened into a small seasonal drainage. It was the sort of structure that I would normally loathe recording as an historic structure. There was nothing distinct or of interest in structures like this, but it was out of archaeological duty that any structure older than 50 years was recorded. At times like that, I was tempted to use the Bic lighter I kept handy in my survey vest. 

The door was still attached and latched. All windows were boarded up. I noted gaps in the boards of the exterior, big enough for a coyote to easily scoot through. I had a good look at the nail holding the latch of the door shut. Unfortunately, it looked the same age as everything else -- indeterminate. I hammered at the nail with the base of my radio. It finally let go and I pried the door open. That’s when the smell hit me. 

I paused and collected my wits.

Okay. When was the last time I saw a dead body? At the Medical Examiner’s Office during my internship. Next question: Do I really want to see a dead body… correction, decomposing body, probably on the really gross and green side of things? Well, I’d never puked during my internship, hadn’t even come close. It was more of a ‘do I want to have nightmares for the rest of my life’ question. Then I realized that if I didn’t do this now, I’d never do it. And I’d regret it.

I took a deep breath, said goodbye to the blue spring sky, and ducked inside. 

It was hot in the shack and it was only mid-morning. There was no body. When my eyes adjusted to the dimness, I saw the stain. There were flies all over the place. I knelt down and had a closer look. The stain was fresh. No clothing. No bone. No pupae cases. Strange. 

The radio squawked and I nearly died right there, next to the body stain. “Elise? You there?”

I forced my racing heart back down my throat. “Christ, Cam, you scared the crap out of me! What?”

“I’m just checking in. Haven’t heard from you in 15 minutes. Where are you?”

“I’m in the shack.”

“And?”

“And there should be a dead guy in here but there isn’t.”

“What do you mean ‘should be’?”

“There’s a body stain but no bones or clothing. Oh wait.” I knelt back down. It looked like a squashed maggot.

Even over the radio, I could hear the tremor in Cam’s voice. “Elise, I think you should come back to the truck. I don’t think we should be out here any more.”

“Cam, I’m fine. Calm down. I’m going to do some more checking around and I’ll be right back. Give me another 15.”

“Elise, I …”

“Cam, I want you to dig out those books that I brought. Find out when flies hatch and pupate. Can you do that?”

“Yeah. Just don’t turn off your radio, okay?”

“Okay, Cam.” I was tempted to turn off the radio but instead turned the volume way down. I needed my wits about me.

It was mid-May. The shack would have acted like a furnace and increased the rate of decomposition. I was pretty sure that flies hatch within a few days of laying and pupate a couple weeks after that. Conditions like this would have accelerated everything, including the attraction of scavengers. However, scavengers usually don’t haul off all the bone and clothing; there was always something left behind. It was possible that the person had been naked and that there were lots of really hungry coyotes in the area, but that was on the improbable side. What was it Sherlock Holmes said? Whatever remains, however improbable, when all else is excluded, must be the answer. Or something like that. I still wanted to look around further. 

I stepped back outside and suddenly the sky seemed very blue. 

The drainage bottom was still muddy from the rain two days ago. Aspen and willows lined the banks as the drainage snaked through the prairie. I began wandering around, aiming generally for the drainage and its treed shelter, but wasting some time along the way. 

There were an awful lot of coyote tracks in the plowed field between the shack and drainage. I tried to follow their general direction hoping they’d lead me to a den. Instead, they led to a spot with freshly turned dirt. And boot prints. The coyotes had apparently found the new resting spot of dead guy. Nothing gets past them.

I kicked at the spot the coyotes had been digging at. Green garbage bag poked through the hole. Typical criminal, I thought. Lazy and unwilling to dig a deep hole. Then I started to piece together the evidence so far and form a scenario. “Oh, that’s just gross!” I couldn’t imagine trying to pick up the slimy pieces of a decomposing person, bagging them and transporting them. Yuck. But I had see if what I suspected was true. 

I kicked away a decent section of the dirt and, with a deep breath again, pried a hole in the plastic bag. As luck would have it, I picked the head end. Amidst the bloating, maggots, and decomposition, I saw that it was a male with short brown hair and brown eyes. He was wearing a blue checked shirt. 

I stepped away from the bag and breathed in the fresh morning air. I had been prepared for a dead body, but this was different. Nobody expects to see a dead guy in a garbage bag. It was so different than the sterile atmosphere of the M.E.’s office. “Cam. Cam?” I toggled the radio but heard nothing. I was breathing hard and the radio was beginning to blur. Then I remembered I had turned down the volume. As I turned it up I heard Cam’s frantic voice. “Elise? ELISE? Are you there?”

“I’m here.” But not for long. Everything was so blurry. “Call the cops. I found him.”

“Where are you? I can’t see you.”

“Down by the drainage.” Then I heard Cam’s voice coming from the distance. I looked up and saw him just before my knees gave way and my butt hit the dirt. Then Cam’s freckled face was right there in front of me. 

“Are you okay?”

I tried to push him away and stand up. “Yeah, yeah.” But my legs didn’t seem to work. “I told you not to leave the truck.”

The freckles on Cam’s face were so numerous they almost seemed comical. He reminded me of Archie and I wondered if he liked Betty more than Veronica. “You wouldn’t answer your radio. I’ve been trying to call you. A truck drove by.”

“A truck?” Panic rose in my chest. I fumbled through the many pockets in my cargo pants. “Cell phone, cell phone.” I finally found it. I turned it on and began dialing. Then it rang mid-dial. “Hello,” I said hesitantly. Things were getting very strange around here. “This is Elise.”

“Is this Ms. Marquette?”

“Yes, it is.”

It was the shaky voice of the old woman. “Hello, Ms. Marquette. This is Harriet Lamnell. We spoke yesterday about a pipeline.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“I just got a phone call from my granddaughter in Saskatoon. My son has not arrived. I began to get very frightened especially since you say that you heard gunfire yesterday. I wanted to warn you. I don’t think you should continue your work on my land until I’ve contacted the police.”

I glanced at Cam as my stomach began to knot. “Mrs. Lamnell, we are already out on your land. May we come and see you?”

“Well, okay. You shouldn’t be out there anyway. I’ll put on the tea kettle.”

I hung up. “What’s the number for the nearest police station?”

Cam said, “It’s on the safety forms in the truck. Can you walk?”

“I’ll walk.” Then prised myself off the ground.

Cam took a moment to rise. “Hey! Guess what I found?” He held up something shiny and black.  His grin was huge. “An obsidian flake!”

He was a real archaeologist, this one. The excitement on his face was palpable. “That’s nice, Cam.” 

Great. Now I had a dead guy AND an archaeological site.


      [image: image-placeholder]Cam phoned the Bassano RCMP as we bounced down the gravel road to have a cup of tea at Harriet Lamnell’s place. I was still shaking, my palms were drenched in a cold sweat, and that knot in my stomach was growing harder by the second. 

I had an uncanny feeling that when we got to Harriet’s place, the pictures on her fireplace mantle would be of the guy I saw in the garbage bag. 

Cam rifled through our safety forms to find the address of Harriet’s place to give to the police. “They want to talk to you.” He held the phone out.

“I’m driving. It’s against safety protocols. Tell them I’ll call them back.”

Cam had known the answer but repeated it to the police. He signed off as we made our way up the driveway to a blue two-story house. It was in the Victorian style even if it wasn’t that old. It had a nice veranda with bay windows and a second storey with dormers. The house sat in the middle of a yard surrounded by sheds, shacks, more outbuildings, and finally barns and stables in the outer perimeter. A nice plush spread for farmyard. The curtain in one of the bay windows drew back then fell as we pulled up.

I grabbed my business card from its place on the truck’s dash and exited the truck. Cam said, “They wanted to know what we were doing out there, snooping around. They didn’t seem to know anything about archaeology.”

“Not surprising.” I had encountered this when I was lucky enough to be invited onto searches with my supervisor in grad school. Cops knew what they knew and nothing more. It was difficult get them to understand that there was often more than one way to do something, especially if is was a better, more efficient way to do it. Like searching for human bone. 

I climbed the stairs to the front door. Cam was a few steps behind, hesitantly scanning the surroundings. I knocked on the door and called out, “It’s Elise Marquette, Mrs. Lamnell.”

The door opened a crack and a small, wrinkled face peered out. I held out my business card to her. She opened the door, took it, and said, “You are look a lot younger than you sound, Ms. Marquette.”

“Thank you. This is my assistant, Cam Tucker.” Much to Cam’s credit, he leapt up the stairs and held out his hand to Harriet.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Lamnell.”

And, in a heartbeat, she’d been won over. “Please, call me Harriet.” There’s much to be said about having a mixed-sex field team. 

We’d just stepped inside the farmhouse when I heard a vehicle pull up outside. I leaned back out the front door, expecting to see an RCMP cruiser. It was a blue Ford half ton. The knot in my stomach tightened. A man was getting out. “Hey,” Cam said. “That’s the same truck I saw before.” The man was pulling a shotgun from the front seat of the truck. 

“Inside!” I shoved Cam and slammed the door shut. I threw the seldom-used deadbolt. “Close the curtains! All of them. Hurry.”

Harriet, who had been on her way to the kitchen in the back of the house, turned back. “What’s going on?”

“There’s a man outside with a gun.”

All colour drained from her face, but then her mouth screwed up tight. “Many people out here have guns, Ms. Marquette.” And she strode to the door as best as her seventy-something legs could manage and unlocked the door. 

I motioned Cam to the back of the house and tried some hand gestures asking him to find a gun or weapon of sorts. I scurried down the hall and hid behind the stairs. I wanted to see the interchange between Harriet and the man but stay out of sight.

“Max.” I heard Harriet’s voice from the veranda. “Why are you carrying a gun on my land?”

Max, my mind registered the name.

“Why are you letting them build a pipeline on our land, Harriet?”

“Our land? There is no ‘our land.’ It’s mine and you know it.” I had to hand it to the woman. She was doing a good job of standing her ground. But for how long?

“My father left it to both of us. I have a say in what happens.” That voice was dangerous, and I was torn between staying put and trying to pull Harriet back inside. Where the hell were the goddamn police??

“Samuel said you lost it to him in a poker game, fair and square.”

“I was drunk!” That’s it. I started for the front door.

“It’s not my fault you can’t handle your liquor, Max.”

“I want my land back! My father left it to me.” 

“No, Max.” I heard the waver in her voice. “It’s my land and the pipeline’s going through. It’s no matter to you. Go home.” I crept up between the door and the window. I could see Harriet’s red sweater. 

Max’s voice was suddenly very close. “All the profits will go the government, Harriet. They’re only buying you off so they can get onto the land. Within a year, they’ll pollute everything then offer to buy your house for a buck. Then you’ll be living out of this new fancy truck.”

New fancy truck? Oh, crap. He was talking about my rental. 

“Go home and sober up, Max.” Harriet took a step back and I raised a ready hand. 

A crash sounded from in the kitchen as a shot rang from outside. I didn’t know whether to duck or run. Instead, I grabbed Harriet’s sweater and pulled for life itself. I’d overestimated her weight. She flew past me into the hallway and I threw the door shut again. When I looked back, Harriet was in a crumpled heap on the floor. Cam was standing at the end of the hallway, his face white with terror and a frying pan in his hand. 

I scurried over to Harriet. “Are you okay?” She merely groaned. 

“I want my land back!!” Max shouted from outside. 

Where the hell were those damn police?? The thought had no more entered my head when sirens rang out. I nearly fainted with relief. From the look on Cam’s face, he nearly did too.

I peeked out the window and saw the Mountie descend on Max. I also saw that the windshield of our rental truck had been the target of his last shot. So much for Human Strata’s insurance. 

I opened the door as a Mountie climbed the stairs to the veranda. “I’m Elise Marquette. My assistant phoned into Bassano earlier about the remains we found. I think Harriet is hurt. Can you call for an ambulance?”

He stopped and stared at me with the cold blue eyes of a cop. I stared back. Then he stepped around me to have a look at Harriet. He knelt down and asked if she was hurt. Yup. Typical cop. Didn’t trust anyone. His nametag read “Sgt. Campbell.” “See? She’s hurt,” I urged. Sergeant Campbell didn’t look at me. Instead, he called into the detachment. 

Sergeant Campbell questioned us while we waited for the ambulance. A couple more cruisers showed up. Every Mountie in a fifty-mile radius must have been in that yard; we were the next-best thing to a coffee shop. After Harriet was whisked to the nearest hospital, Sergeant Campbell finally asked the question I was waiting for. “Can you show us where the remains are?”

Cam and I rode in the back of Campbell’s cruiser and directed him to the road, then led him on foot to the garbage bag. He stopped us before I got to the garbage bag and said they’d take it from there. “By the way,” I said. “You might want this.” I dug out the metacarpal and wedding ring. “There’s also a body stain back in the shed, indicating the original point of deposition. He wasn’t there more than a couple days before the coyotes found him and was then moved. I found the metacarpal and ring at the hay bail by the road. The ring was in coyote scat.”

Campbell looked at me as I handed over the bone and ring. It was the same look he’d given me at the house; listening but not buying a word of it. Fine. Whatever. One of these days they’ll realize the value of multi-disciplinary investigation. Too bad he was a cop. He was kinda cute. In a cop way.

I was fuming. Cam remained silent as we walked back to the house and retrieved the truck. It was a windy ride back to Calgary. 

Convincing my boss, Morris, that having the windshield shot out of the rental truck wasn’t actually my fault was difficult, to say the least. It also took a lot of talking to finally get some information from the Bassano RCMP office. After swallowing my sugar and playing it straight, it turned out that Sergeant Campbell was an alright guy. I nearly jumped for joy when he told me that the dead guy was Harriet’s son. Max had shot him in a drunken rage three days before we got out there. With all the activity going on due to the pipeline, Max was getting paranoid and up tight. He’d shot at me to scare me off, then moved the body. Because he was a farmer, Max had no problem handling gross, dead things. 

Oh. And I found out that Harriet had tried to charge me with assault. Apparently, breaking someone’s ribs while trying to save them wasn’t a good thing.

Case solved. I had figured it out. But hadn’t even got a ‘thanks for the help.’ I didn’t know whether to spit at the phone or do my Stampeders-won-the-Grey-Cup dance. 

I sipped my coffee and stared my notebook. Frank appeared around the corner of my cubicle. “So, Cam said you guys found an obsidian flake on that pipeline project. Are you going to excavate?”

“It wasn’t found on the pipeline right-of-way, Frank.”

“Did you find anything on the right-of-way?”

“It’s under police investigation. I haven’t been allowed back out there.”

“Oh. Sucks.” Frank left. 

I slid the survey plans aside, uncovering my dusty edition of ‘Anatomy of the Human Skeleton,’ and continued to brush up on my human osteology. 








  
  

Chapter two

Post-Impact





Afile folder landed on my desk beside me. “Need this to be done right away,” Morris said. 

“Why?” I asked as I leafed through folder full of survey plans, maps, draft budgets, and emails. “It’s a post-impact assessment.”

Post-impact assessments were uncommon as the archaeological site, if there was one, had already been impacted by the construction of the development. The government, and archaeological community, weren’t fond of looking at already impacted sites. It’s kinda like saying, “Yup, there was something here, but now there’s not. Carry on.” In some cases, where the development is urgent -- usually with winter coming on -- and the archaeological potential is moderate, the government will okay the process. 

The whole thing never really made sense to me. But I was going to be in Grande Cache and that more than made up for the crappy project I’d been dealt. 

“They said they wanted it done right away so that’s all I know. Besides what else are you doing?” Morris raised his greying eyebrows to my computer screen.

I couldn’t argue. Not like there was a lot of words there. I think I was typed out. It had been a long winter spent typing permit report after permit report. I’d pushed myself because I was looking forward to a well-earned vacation in February. I wanted – needed -- to get the first draft of every report from the previous summer into Morris for review before I left. It was the only way I could vacation with a clear conscience. And, frankly, if I didn’t do them before I left, I wouldn’t have the motivation to do them upon my return. 

But that was a couple months ago. Now I was revising the same material I’d written before Christmas. 

I looked at my screen, the word “Results” standing stark on the whiteness of the page, then glanced at the picture tacked to my bulletin board. It was a landscape shot I’d taken in County Meath. The greenness of Ireland never ceased to amaze me. “Any word on the insurance for the windshield on the truck?”

Morris’ gaze flitted over my desk and finally came to rest on my photo of Ireland. “No. Let me know when you submit the permit application for the post-impact. Nice photo.” Morris said then made his way back to his office at the front of the building.

I’d hung up that photo three months ago. Ugh. Maybe I was depressed. I pulled up the internet and searched for flights to the UK. Again. 

For my vacation in February, I’d wanted to get as far away from work as possible. Since work was essentially paying for it, I figured that, with the three months of banked time I’d accumulated, I’d make this good. Santorini seemed like too many flight connections so I opted for the English countryside. Three trains and 24 hours of traveling later I was cursing the lack of insulation in English buildings and their ignorance of forced air heating. I’d arrived the day before the worst snowstorm in 20 years. I’d curled up into a ball, fully clothed under a flimsy quilt, and shivered my way through two weeks of humid hell. Santorini had looked pretty damn good then. The four days I spend in Ireland afterwards barely made the whole trip worthwhile. Not even the young and very nice lecturer I met at Trinity College could save my dismal vacation.

I did a search on the internet. Gavin Cleary was a lecturer of Roman History and Archaeology at Trinity College Dublin. He had told me he was applying to work on the Dakhleh Oasis Project in Egypt. Digging up Roman stuff in Egypt. Wow. Things just didn’t get any better. Except unless things involved digging up skeletons. And working with Gavin Cleary.

His web picture didn’t do him justice. 

That very nice lecturer, Dr. Gavin Cleary, had offered to take me up to Connemara. Stupid me, I refused because I was due back at work. I was going to beat myself up about that for sometime. Half a year at least.

I had goofed during my undergrad. I took classes that I enjoyed without the thought of how I was going to get a job afterwards. The Department of Archaeology at the University of Calgary specialized in Plains Archaeology and Physical Anthropology. I’d managed to find and take a fieldschool in Tunisia through the History and Classics department. We’d dug in a Roman fort. Real archaeology with pottery, coins, and social stratification. It was the next best thing to digging up dead people. But I’d discovered the History and Classics department and their academic delicacies late in my program, too late to switch my major. Seven years later, I was still paying for that fieldschool. And I was now stuck looking for arrowheads and tipi rings in Alberta when all I wanted to do was fondle some bones. Hell, I’d even take some coins or pottery at this point. But there was none of that in Alberta, barely any in Canada, for that matter.

God, I hated looking for rocks. 

“Come on, Elise,” I muttered to myself. “Get a hold of yourself. You’re dreaming. Not like you’re ever going to do Archaeology outside of Alberta.”

But damn, the man was beautiful. He wasn't your typical Irish-type with dark hair and blue eyes: he was blond. He was nice too. Maybe I should have taken a picture of him instead of a bunch of green hills.

He’d given me his card and I’d tried emailing him a couple of times. I got a bounce-back. It was no use. I would have to give up. It had been three months since I’d seen and talked to Dr. Gavin Cleary. Three months since I’d been in the UK, away from my job of looking for rocks and shuffling papers. 

“Besides, I’m only an M.A. What would I have in common with a Ph.D.?” Now my mother’s voice was popping into my head. The woman wasn’t dead so I couldn’t rightly concede she had supernatural abilities. Then again, she did resemble evil incarnate.

My phone rang. My hand wavered over the receiver as I considered my last blasphemous thoughts. Knowing my mother, she’d been reading my mind and was now calling me on it. I finally grabbed the nagging phone and shoved it to my ear. “Elise? Hello? Elise? Is anyone there?”

I let out my held breath. “Yes, Theo, I’m here.”

“Okay, that was fucked up.” I wasn’t the only one in the family with trucker-mouth. I tried to blame it on the fieldwork, but the field just brought out what was already there. 

“What’s up, Theo?”

“I need you to stop by my office some time. When are you available?”

A chill ran up my neck. I didn’t know why; Theo was my eldest brother, not my mother. “I’ve got some work up in Grande Cache. I’ll be back in a few days.”

“Okay, I’ll tell Margaret you’ll be dropping on Friday at ten.” Margaret was my brother’s assistant. Only lawyers and doctors and Hollywood actors could afford assistants, I told myself. This was why I don’t have one. I just couldn’t compete with my lawyer brother’s paycheque. Or, his arrogance.

“Fine.” I suppressed another shiver and signed off. Yes, Friday’s fine, Theo. No really, I’m not busy. Friday is good….. 

I took one more look at the Trinity College website. If only I could have few more miles from my family, I thought. 

Then finally I gave up on Dr. Cleary, and procrastination in general. I called the Provincial government Historical Branch and talked to the regulator who looked after the Grande Cache area, Mark van Gutten. 

“It’s regarding this telecommunication tower. You issued a post-impact requirement. Is there something I should be aware of?” I asked.  

“There were a few sites recently located in that area. This area has higher archaeological potential now. You’ll see it all in the new Historical Sites Listing next month.” Okay, that made sense. The Historical Branch revised the Listing every year. Archaeologists used the Listing as a tool to estimate the likelihood of finding new archaeological or historic sites in the same area and what kind of sites those might be, such as historic buildings or precontact campsites. People are so predictable in their patterns. 

“What kind of sites?”

“Couple of precontact campsites. They should be included in the site form documentation you’ll request from the library. If they aren’t, let me know. I’ll send them to you.”

I thanked him, noting his support – he used to be a Consulting Archaeologist after all -- then asked, “Did you get my Arctic Power report yet?”

Mark sighed. “Yeah, I got it. Been a busy winter though. Lots to review. I’ll get to it soon. I won’t let it impact your permit-holding status, though. Don’t worry.” Frankly, I wouldn’t have minded if Mark took a year to review it. I could do with some sitting around without the ability to hold permits for archaeological fieldwork. 

I picked up my coffee cup and I did a detour through the lab in the lower back part of the building. Melissa, our lab madame, sat in the far back corner behind tables of washed stone tool debitage and boxes full of bagged and tagged stone tools debitage. Melissa was surrounded by rocks. Needless to say, I didn’t come back here much. I waved to her frizzy blonde hair and carried on.

Cam sat hunched over a microscope surrounded by catalogue sheets and stone tool debitage. There were times I did not envy assistants, not many, but some. I nudged him and he looked up, massaging his eyes. “Are you available to go up to Grande Cache in a couple days?”

“Can’t.” He shook his head before regaining sight again. Cam blinked back at me. “John’s booked me for the next two weeks in the Yukon.”

“The Yukon. Wow. Okay, I can’t compete with that.”

Cam took a swig from his 7-11 Gulp-sized coffee cup. “Sorry, Elise. Hope you have a good time.”

“Yeah, me too. Hey, have you processed that obsidian flake you found last week?” 

Cam beamed and spun in his chair. From amongst the multitude filed across the tables, he plucked a single plastic baggie with a white index card tucked inside. The whiteness of the card made the stone artifact seem blacker. “Yup. It’s obsidian all right. It’s a biface reduction flake too.”

“That’s nice.” And I left to find coffee and an assistant. 

I should have stayed in the UK.


      [image: image-placeholder]The Human Strata Archaeology Company had office space in downtown Calgary. I wasn’t overly joyed about their location, what with lack of parking and all. But the building was neat, in an antiquated way that would only appeal to someone who didn’t have to work there. It was a converted shoe factory built in the 1920s. The owner of HSAC, Tim Bowden, bought it for cheap during the 80s when they couldn’t even give away real estate in Calgary. Since then, it’d been renovated a few times, piecemeal of course, as the company had grown. Now, Tim could have probably sold the place and retired the entire staff on the profits, but it’s not like Tim would have done that. Nope.

So, in the meantime, I put up with the parking but tried to walk to work whenever I was actually in town. Usually I didn’t have the energy to walk. Instead, I drove my 1992 Toyota Tercel and swore at the downtown drivers. 

It was one thing to drive and park downtown in a small car, it’s another in a large pickup truck. Over the course of the couple years working with HSAC, I’d driven just about every rental truck and SUV under the sun, whether that sun came up this year or last. And let me just say this, Calgary wasn’t designed for pickup trucks, especially the ones they make for the oil patch guys. I mean, really, who needs to sit four feet in the air and four people across anyway?

I jumped the curb, as usual, as I swung the F250 down the alley to our backdoors. I did a 52-point turn to back into the small parking area we got as part of the building agreement. Thankfully, Tim wasn’t here; I unbuckled my seatbelt and swiveled around to see that I was backing into his meager parking space.

The budget on this post-impact was for three days of field time. It was actually twenty hours of driving time to Grande Cache and back just to do four hours of fieldwork. I don’t mind the driving; it was the assistant I inevitably got stuck with. What do you talk about for 20 hours? I had to hope we had compatible tastes in music. 

I’d stacked my gear inside the back doors last night before leaving so I’d only have move it into the truck the next morning. At 7am on a May morning, I was already sweating and panting with exertion. If only all girls were so lucky. 

After loading up a sherpa and two donkey’s worth of gear, I stepped back to do a check. “Fire extinguisher, bear spray….make that two bear spray, bear bangers, rechargeable air horn…where’s my pump for the air horn.” I dug around in my Rubbermaid bin. “Ah, there. Okay, truck kit with tow chain, flares, emergency blanket, booster cables, first aid kit for the truck, first aid kit for me, GPS, survival kit, survey vest, rain gear, winter gear, bug spray, sun block, water bottle, hat….where’s my hat? Hello, hat.” I dug out my wide-brimmed, elephant-can-crap-it-out indestructible Tilley hat and placed it atop the gear. “Camera, baggies, Sharpies, pencils, laptop, battery for camera, batteries for GPS, charger for cell phone, cell phone, satellite phone, charger for satellite phone, manual on how to use the satellite phone, maps, safety manuals, safety forms for when all else fails……” There’s always a nagging feeling at the back of my mind I’ve forgotten something. 

“Shit.” I ran upstairs, my steel-toed clomps echoing through the empty building, and picked up the shovels, survey plans, permit, and my notebook. I lost count of how many times I’d written my notes on the back of the safety forms because I’d forgotten my notebook. And I also had to turn around after driving an hour and a half because I’d forgotten survey plans and permit. If that isn’t an excuse for a sherpa, I don’t know what is. But when I brought that up at the last safety meeting, I wasn’t taken seriously. Neither was my comment about breaking my back with all the safety equipment. Things really went down hill when I suggested we should all wear bubble-wrap. 

I threw the safety forms, survey plans, permit, and notebook on the dash of the truck, plugged in my cell phone to charge, plopped my water bottle into the console and checked that my wallet with my personal credit card with a $25,000 limit was still in my back pocket. I checked inside the console again. My other wallet, with my two thousand and one safety certificates, lay there bulging. One of these days, that wallet was going to burst. I was going to file an expense claim when it did. 


      [image: image-placeholder]My assistant’s name was Ron and he lived in an apartment in some part of Calgary I’d never heard of. It was one of those hidden parts where people I knew did a summer fieldschool and dug up what is now the suburb where they lived. Whatever. I was angry at not having Cam at my side, at not looking for bones, and at not having a Timmy’s coffee in my stomach yet. I was aware that anger was becoming a part of my daily life. It wasn’t good. The picture of County Meath at my desk only fueled it.  

Ron was sitting outside his apartment building when I pulled up. He was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a ball cap. Ron was also plugged into an iPod. Yeah, I could see where this was going already. Good thing I’d remembered to bring extra water and sunblock. I really missed Cam.

Ron flung his bag into the truck box. When he opened the truck door I said, “I don’t know what kind of weather we’re going to be driving through. You might want to put your bag in the cab.”

Ron shrugged and climbed into his seat. Okay. I definitely could see where this was going. 

I plucked the safety forms from the dash. “Before we take off, we have to have a tailgate meeting. How long have you been with HSAC?”

“Just got hired last week.”

“You got all your safety training? First aid? H2S?” Ron nodded. “How about the Bear Awareness online course?” Ron nodded. I wasn’t sure if he was on automatic mode. “Do you have a driver’s license?” Ron shook his head. 

Great. Here’s to me driving the 20 hours there and back. 

The definition of a permit holder according to the Alberta government was a person qualified through their education and experience to perform assessments for Historic Resources. Said persons would provide documentation and recommendations regarding the preservation of these resources. If these resources could not be preserved, said persons would provide recommendations as to the mitigation of the impact to the resources. 

My definition of a permit holder was this:  I had a duty to conserve the past. If that meant re-routing a pipeline to preserve a precontact campsite, or photographing the hell out of a scatter of stone tool flakes, then that was my job. I’d tried running this line about having a duty to the past to a landowner once. He didn’t buy it. He thought I was working for the oil company.  Sure, the oil company paid me. An Historic Resource Impact Assessment was part of the process for them to get their clearance. On the other side of things, I submit my reports to the government, but I don’t answer to them either. They depend on my recommendations regarding the preservation of the resources and, pending the destruction of the resource, my documentation will likely be the only thing left of it. I was an objective, non-partisan party and my only responsibility was to the Historic Resources of the province. 

Note that neither of these definitions mention anything about safety or survival whilst doing the fieldwork necessary to assess the Historic Resources. I had my own rules regarding that. 

Regarding my assistants, rule number one: Elise’s assistant must be able to drive. Rule number two: Elise’s assistant will not drive unless told to do so and, thus, will take up the position of Navigator. The Navigator position has specific responsibilities such as catching maps and safety forms as they fly across the dash and, of course, giving driving directions. Other than these simple rules, I didn’t expect much. I didn’t make assistants take notes, like other people did, and I didn’t ask them to keep track of their shovel tests. I was a control freak and I liked it that way.

I flipped over the tailgate form and checked off what safety training Ron had. I started running down the list of what was on the form. “This is the project number and client. This is where we’re staying. This is the number of the rental company for the truck. We won’t be using radios because we’ll be staying together.” I glanced at Ron to make sure he was paying attention. “Grande Cache is right smack in the middle of grizzly bear country,” I said, putting down the form. “And it’s also where Fish and Wildlife ship all the delinquent bears. We will be staying together, understand?” Ron nodded. I stifled a sigh and continued. “All emergency phone numbers are also on here, including the local RCMP.

“I usually keep the safety forms in the console of the truck while we’re driving and on me, in my vest, while we’re in the field.”

Ron nodded. 

I nodded. My ass was getting sore just thinking about the drive.


      [image: image-placeholder]We were five hours into the drive when I began to see the tree line turn from aspen to spruce. In May the aspen are just starting to bud. The landscape changed from flat and yellow in the south, to aspen trees looking like vertical match sticks in the undulating topography near Edmonton, to a dense, dark green of pine and spruce to the northwest. In the boreal forest, it’s always shaded and it’s always green. Kind of like the perpetual green of Ireland.

Four hours later, the sign for Grande Cache appeared. It was a tiny town of 1200 people. There was a reserve nearby; the First Nations group knew their paperwork and was organized.

I managed to make good time because I didn’t stop for lunch. I also didn’t stop because Ron slept the entire trip. “Are we there yet?” Ron mumbled, wiping at his eyes. 

“Yup. Welcome to Grande Cache.”

“God, that took forever.” I bit my tongue. “I’m hungry.”

I wasn’t. After nine hours of sitting in a vehicle, all I wanted to do was go for a nice long walk. But I had a responsibility to my assistant: I was supposed to feed him.

“We have pizza and steak in the mall and two chinese restaurants.”

“Where’s the McDonald’s?”

“It’s called Alberta archaeology, Ron.” He gawked at me. “You’re lucky you have a choice.” 

Ron shut his mouth, then muttered, “Pizza.” 

We ate pizza staring out at the brown tiles of mall floor. The dollar store and the rest of the mall had closed. “I need to stop at the band office tomorrow morning to ask if there’s anything of First Nations’ significance where we’ll be. We might get some information before we even go out there. I’ll meet you in the lobby at 7am. Be ready to leave.”

Ron gawked again. It was short-lived. Maybe he was starting to get used to it.


      [image: image-placeholder]At 7:05 I was in the lobby and impatient. Ron wasn’t there. 

My cell phone rang. I frowned and looked at it in amazement before answering it. “Hello, Elise speaking.”

There was silence on the other end. 

I looked at my phone in amazement again, checking the number of service bars I had. Yup. Still had exactly a half a bar. “Hello?” I tried again. Still nothing. 

I don’t know why I left my phone on in Grande Cache. There was no cell reception out here. I pretty much kept it on to tell the safety coordinator that I did. I had already called into Morris from the landline to tell him we were on the road. 

I disconnected, still baffled. Oh well, I thought. If they need to reach me they can call the office or email me. 

It was now 7:10 and still no Ron. 

I asked the front desk to call his room. It rang five times before a muffled voice answered. “You have a job to do,” I said. “If you’re not downstairs in 15 minutes, you’re fired.”

Ron was downstairs in twelve.


      [image: image-placeholder]I got no information from the First Nation band office. They weren’t too concerned about the area and no one knew of any Traditional Land Use sites in the area. Not even any trappers’ cabins.

After an hour of driving and a half-hour of getting lost, we finally arrived to the development area. I pulled the truck down a gravel road, through old spruce forest, to arrive at an open rectangular area containing a brand new telecommunications tower. I was still steaming because Ron and I had just learned that Ron couldn’t read a map. 

I slipped down out of the truck onto the bark mulch that lay across the site. I muttered an expletive. Mulch prevented us from seeing the ground and, therefore, from seeing if there are any artifacts lying around. 

I pulled out my cell phone. I knew there would be no reception. Contrary to popular Western belief, there were places in North America, even capitalist Alberta, where there was no cell phone reception. Better yet, there were places where satellite phones didn’t work. Grande Cache was one of those mythical places. On both counts. I often wondered if they knew about that before deciding to put delinquent Grizzlies here.

I donned my survey vest and my Tilley hat and asked Ron to come around to my side of the truck. I gave him a run down of the equipment, where it was and how to work it all. I even showed him where the satellite phone and instruction manual were, despite their uselessness. I gave him a bear spray and clipped my own to my belt. I pumped air into my air horn and put the two parts to a bear banger in my top pocket. I turned on my GPS, double-checked that my camera, notebook and survey plans were with me. I fumbled with a plastic bag of food and slipped it into the back pocket of my vest. Rule number one of archaeology: never get separated from your lunch. 

I was set to go. 

Ron had disappeared around to the other side of the truck and was rooting around in his backpack. “Ready?” I urged.

“Um, yeah.” After a few minutes, I closed up my side of the truck and fetched both shovels from the box of the truck. 

Ron put on his reflective vest but continued to root around in the truck. I stood and waited. 

“Did you forget something?”

“Um, no.”

“Then, come on. We won’t be far from the truck. You can come back if you’ve forgotten something.”

At long last, Ron finally abandoned his rooting. I held out a shovel to him. With apparent reluctance, he accepted it. “Will we be digging?”

“It’s called archaeology, Ron.”

Ron began to walk away to my left, kicking at the mulch. “Remember,” I told him, “stay within sight. Don’t wander off.” I was pretty sure I saw Ron nod, but I couldn’t be certain. 

I tucked my shovel under my arm and pulled the survey plans from my back pocket. They showed the site for the telecommunications tower, the access road we’d just driven, and a river to the south, about 100 metres away. There was a greater possibility of an archaeological site on the south side of the telecommunications lease because of that river. I tucked my survey plans away again and began to wander toward the south, kicking the mulch as I went. 

Forty-five minutes, a page of notes, and twenty pictures of mulch-covered ground later, I was at the western end of the telecommunications lease. I’d kicked up the southern half of the mulch without finding any archaeological artifacts. I climbed a backdirt pile, looking intently for that special shard of rock that might be an artifact. After another fifteen minutes, I was finished with the backdirt pile. I finally looked up. I heard a sniff behind me. I turned. There was a bear not twenty feet in front of me in the bushes. 

I froze. 

I didn’t know whether it was a grizzly or brown bear. Frankly, I didn’t really care. It was a bear and too close. 

I did a slow dive into panic. Okay, Elise, just calm down. It’s not running toward you, it’s not charging. Just back away slowly. 

I obeyed my mind, not thinking of the air horn or the bear bangers in my vest. I inched back a few steps, I found the incline of the backdirt pile and my mind re-engaged. The noise-makers wouldn’t work – the bear was too close – they’d just scare the bear toward me. Just keep backing away. My hand found the bear spray and fumbled it from its holster. 

The bear sniffed the air in my direction and kept its eyes on me. Then, it stood up on its hind legs and I nearly shit my pants. 

My feet stumbled and I broke into a sweat over my own gracelessness, but I managed to continue backing slowly away over the backdirt pile. 

I’d walked backwards halfway across the lease before I couldn’t decipher branch from bear. Nothing was following me. 

I started to breathe again. Then it hit me: Where’s Ron? 

While I kept one eye on the location of the bear, I scanned the rest of the clearing and the surrounding forest. 

Ron was nowhere in sight. I didn’t know whether I was pissed or scared. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” I said in time with my steps as I continued back across the lease.

I finally felt it was safe enough to turn around and head toward the bushes at the northern edge of the lease. Ron emerged over the top of a backdirt pile, engrossed in his own investigation of the dirt, iPod in his ears and another bear looming in the bushes behind him.

I came to a sudden halt. 

“Ron,” I whispered out a scream.

Ron continued to be oblivious.

“Shit.” I took another look at the bear. 

I loaded the bear banger and put it in my pocket. I took out my air horn and took a deep breath. Later, I thought, I will wonder how to fill out the safety paperwork for this.

While holding the air horn and shovel high above my head, I bellowed, waved my shovel, and blew the air horn. The bear stood up and looked at me. Before I lost my nerve, I dropped the air horn, fired the bear banger and headed toward the bear. It wasn’t until the bear banger fired that Ron finally looked up, then collapsed into a crouch, hands over head and eyes wide. I ran over the backdirt pile past him and charged the bear. 

The surprised bear turned and galloped through the bush. I was right. It was a yearling. He had yet to figure out that puny little human females with big barks can’t hurt him. 

With adrenaline still surging, I returned to the backdirt pile and hauled Ron up by the collar. Then I did something I’ve wanted to do since I met him. I yanked the earbuds from his ears. He flinched.  

“We’re leaving,” I growled.

Ron nodded.
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