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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Some of the stories in the following pages originally appeared in a book I wrote in 1997 called Crossing Paths. Other stories have been written since then. They need not be read in any particular sequence or all in one sitting. They are not in chronological order. I have hoped, in fact, that you, the reader, might come upon this book by accident, finding it on a desk, left open to a passage on mountain lions, or flipping its pages until you are caught in the stares of fifteen sorcerous ravens. This is how each story came to me: unexpectedly, halting my breath before I could draw it in. If you are one of those people who insist on reading books from left to right, I recommend a sip of clear water before starting each new chapter. Even better, I suggest that before you read the next story, you open your door and walk into the woods where only birds and spying raccoons might see you, or into a desert of lizards and jackrabbits, if that is what is at hand. Paw up the dirt and taste it on your lips. Drink out of a stream or from the lucid depths of a bedrock water hole. Return to your house, where this book waits on a table. Pull up a chair and see what other wild creature comes to speak with you.




Introduction

GREAT BLUE HERON

[image: art]

I was very young when I woke before dawn and grabbed the small knapsack beside the bed. In it I placed a spiral notepad, a sharpened pencil, a paper bag containing breakfast, and a heavy thrift-store tape recorder with grossly oversized buttons. I walked outside, through the neighborhood, and at the edge of a field full of red-winged blackbirds, I took out the tape recorder. Their officious prattle lifted like shouts from the stock market floor. I pushed record and listened.

In time I moved on, recording birds in different trees, in other lots. I ate cold toast with careful bites. Writing things down: the time, the place, what the bird looked like. My penmanship was terrible, shaky, typical for elementary school. I wanted so badly to be able to write like an adult. Occasionally I would just make loops with the pencil so that it looked like cursive. I worked at the entries, putting the last letter or two of a word on the next line if it wouldn’t fit. It was important, as important as anything, and I acted as if I knew what I was doing, as if I knew something about birds. Which I did not. I understood only that they flew and that they did it well. I would hold the pencil in my teeth and hum thoughtfully as I had seen the adults do.

With my tape recorder, I walked these fields fanning below the east side of the Rocky Mountains in Colorado. So rarely was I awake at this time of the day that it felt like my birthday or Thanksgiving. I had not known that the sunrise was so lavish and that you could actually feel the color when it reached your face. I had a fantasy of running away to the woods, becoming a nomad and a hermit, but soon enough the sixty minutes of tape ran out. I returned home. There I ate breakfast a second time.

Not for decades would I hear of John James Audubon or Aldo Leopold or Ann Zwinger. In these decades I would grope into the land. I would be blatantly watched by grizzly bears and hummingbirds. I would blow dust from tracks and crawl on my stomach through forests to see the animal. My truck would be buried axle-deep in the sandpits of New Mexican back roads. I would become a river guide in the North American deserts and take young students from cities into the wilderness, teaching them how to smell for coyotes and how to let tarantulas walk over their hands. I would rope into canyons looking for all the fear and quiescence and exquisite forms that roil in the wilderness.

Now I go out walking. Sometimes for a hundred miles, circling mountain ranges or following canyons for weeks and months. More often it is a quarter mile in an afternoon, shuffling around the trees, looking for a soft place to sit. Out of habit, my eyes train on shapes and movements, and if I see any animal, it is invariably unexpected. I have no idea how proficient trackers do it—choosing their animal, then finding it. I choose a coyote and I get a very rainy day. I choose an elk and get a deer mouse. Then a mountain lion comes from behind while I am crouched, looking at its tracks.

To see the animal, you must first remain very still. You may have to huddle in the dark of a street culvert for three nights before the raccoon comes. You may have to sit naked on the tundra before the grizzly finds you. Or you will simply have to be there, driving the highway the moment that a caravan of unhurried red-backed salamanders passes from one side to the other. That is when you must leave your car and get on hands and knees in the roadway. Just be careful not to touch the salamanders, because the acid from your fingerprints will burn into their backs. When you encounter an animal, it may be as startling and quick as the buzz of a rattlesnake. Or you may have time to note the shift of wind and the daily motions of light.

Times that I have seen the animals have been like knife cuts in fabric. Through these stabs I could see a second world. There were stories of evolution and hunger and death. Cross sections of genetic histories and predator-prey relationships, of lives as cryptic as blood paths in snow. I have talked with those at the Division of Wildlife who know. I have rummaged through clutters of skulls and skeletons in a musty museum basement and read the reports of field biologists. But it is outside where the grip of the story lies.

It was at a guide house near the Colorado River in Arizona that I saw the great blue heron. We were cleaning gear at the end of a river-running trip. Open ice chests and tired people. Equipment was being moved with dry, cracked hands that bleed as they often do midway through the season. The man behind me told me to look up, and I pulled my head out of an ice chest. Sweeping into view twenty feet above was a great blue heron. It had the monstrous wingspan of a flying dinosaur, its snakelike neck stretched ahead, its long legs trailing behind. As it reached the telephone pole directly over our heads, its wings changed. Feathers spread with the fullness of a parachute. They stalled the air, these domed wings suddenly occupying more space than both of our bodies combined. With limber figure-skating grace, it landed on the flat of the pole top. The wings remained out for a moment, the heron teetering for balance. Then they closed.

“Jesus, look at that bird,” said the person behind me. And, Jesus, I looked at it. Head to toe, it was nearly five feet tall, a subtle steel blue that tricks the eyes. It surveyed the landscape of mobile homes and river equipment below. From our vantage point we could see straight up its body. Its head was colorful, with contrasting grays and blues and the yellow of its saber beak. Balanced on the long neck, the head moved independently of the body. Head motions were a language in themselves, with the weight of the back of its skull balancing the lightness of its beak.

People came and shunted gear, maneuvering around us. We did not move. The two of us were cradled by this bird, taken in as if it were a magician. You see these herons on the river daily, sweeping out from the riverbank, swerving among the dazzling white egrets. You see them wait until the last moment before they fly and screech, as if doubting you have the effrontery to come this near. But never a view like this. Not straight up, not right into its eyes. You want to ask questions now, now that the heron is so close. But you can’t. You can’t get a word out. You just stare for as long as you can because suddenly it will be over, you will get your name back and life will begin again. The two of us down here are members of a species famous for road building, artwork, and claims of superiority. People of reason, we ask many questions and give voluminous answers, but for now we were dead silent. The heron had us. It is a stalker, one so patient and still that time turns to ice as it waits and watches for fish in the shallow water. It held to the telephone pole perch, its slender, armored toes overhanging every edge. It straightened its feathers, leaned back and preened through them, aligning the steel-wire breast feathers that swept out at their tips like whispers. Its eyes tilted down, an adaptation useful for when your food swims at your feet.

You cannot look at this bird and decide who is superior and who is not. The encyclopedic vocabulary of a raven is no more admirable than a red-spotted toad’s ability to drink through its skin. The human penchant for deciphering the world has no greater merit than the unusually large eyeball of a pronghorn.

People kept moving. Stoves and dry boxes were carried in and out, arranged and rearranged. Knots were tied—double half hitches, trucker’s hitches, bowlines, clove hitches—securing equipment to the top of the van, tying off tarps and random lengths of rope. The heron’s neck retracted into a slight S shape. Its center of gravity shifted down. You see them do this before they fly, and they always pause as if to make certain that this is the moment. Its wings opened and flashed against the sky. With one stroke it was off. With two and three it glided. Air foiled beneath it, turning to an invisible clay of a very certain shape. The bird raked us with a stone-ground voice as it turned west toward the Colorado River, back to the desert and the water, away from the guide house and mobile homes where once there had been desert and water for as long as heron generations could remember. The heron was then gone.

The man with me said only “Mmm.” What else was there to say?

You see these things, even if you are not looking. You come out and the animals will find you, even if you never know they are there. Whether you are observant, curious, unaware, reluctant, or apathetic, they will find you. As they move around you, they will make tracks of different sizes, different gaits, different numbers and shapes of toes and claws, leaving signatures as they turn their weight into the ground to watch you. Their scents will have the sweetness of wool or the dark molasses smell of good soil. Always there will be a brilliance of form and function in such discreet and flagrant abundance that the universe must be nothing but a bottomless grab bag of ingenuity.

This book is a collection of my own encounters, staring at animals for as long as they would stay. The experiences are translated, now made of words, like trying to build the sky out of sticks. Verbs and nouns do not always change to the weather as they should. They may not dry out and crack on hot days. Even my eyes have betrayed me as I have watched a tiger shark, losing its shape and its direction, and my ears have been misled as I have listened for a mountain lion in a canyon.

I have written this book to share nuances that I have witnessed, to cultivate a familiarity with animals in their most original of contexts. At times I have been blasphemously arrogant and then learned from them to be quiet. In the mere studying of short-tailed weasel tracks in snow, I have been instructed in temperament and precision. There is, of course, an instant drama to an encounter, but remember that beyond the single moment is the long and ornate process of living.

The life of an animal lies outside of conjecture. It is far beyond the scientific papers and the campfire stories. It is as true as breath. It is as important as the words of children.

Ardea herodias
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ANIMAL
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Animals are watching. Right now they are in the woods, many of them looking back over their shoulders or peering down at us from bridges of tree branches as we march below, snapping dry wood with our boot soles and squashing soft, fleshy mushrooms.

My companion stops.

“Did you hear that?”

I stop too, listening to a chittering forest of birds.

“What?” I ask.

“Something moved over there,” he says. “An animal.”

We both drill our eyes through the trees.

I am sixteen years old and, like my friend, I am lost in the mountains of western Wyoming. Not interminably lost, we just do not know exactly where we are—besides being on an untrailed flank of the Teton Mountains, over our heads in jackstraw timber. We had taken off from a road at a random point that morning and barged our way into a steep forest where no signs point the way. We wanted to see what it was like in here. Day packs are slung on our backs, containing water and some food. We have no maps, no compasses. No whistles, flares, or shelters. We have knives in our pockets and the clothes we are wearing—all that is needed for a day of going nowhere.

I peer with my friend through a thousand broken shadows, seeing no movement save for twigs springing back as small bark-colored birds flit from one tree to the next. All the way along, we have been hearing animals snitching and scratching, elk lumbering about with heavy sounds, pine squirrels chattering, scolding from overhead. But all we have seen are these few birds. Everything else is lost to us behind tree trunks nearly touching one another. I squint to see better.

“How big an animal?” I ask.

“Big,” he says. “I didn’t see it, but it sounded like something big.”

“I don’t see it.”

“I don’t either.”

Only so long can we stare at nothing, so we start moving again, ducking under branches, touching the ground with our hands, and leaving the big animal—whatever it was—behind. Drunken, wild forest, it is far denser than we anticipated, battering our shins as we step through trapdoors of dead wood. Our hands slash in front of us, clearing branches and beards of dry, stringy lichen. Spiderwebs snap like trip wires across our lips, our foreheads, our arms. We’ve been side-hilling for hours, taking so many brief, natural paths that we don’t really know how to get back.

Ahead we find a big dollop of scat on the ground and we stand around it, sweat dripping from our eyebrows, wiped on the backs of our hands. The scat looks like a big can of hash dumped on the ground. It is full of berry hulls and black digested meat.

“Bear,” my friend says.

“Yeah,” I agree. “A big bear.”

“Grizzly, you think?”

“What’s grizzly scat look like?”

“I don’t know.”

My friend turns a grin toward me. “What if it is a griz?” he says excitedly.

Should we be excited? I wonder. Better than being nervous, I suppose. I don’t want to see the bear. I just like the tingle in my spine telling me there is one nearby.

“Let’s keep going,” he says.

“Yeah,” I agree.

Stupid kids, why not?

All we have to follow are animal trails, faint inclinations left by elk or deer or bear that passed through. Even squat clearings left by waddling porcupines come in handy. They are all short-lived, ending as suddenly as they began, putting us back in thick trees where birds send warnings ahead of us, criers calling through green crowns. I crawl under a toppled tree, and my nose grazes the ground. I smell leaf rot and animals. It is the odor of spices in an earthy, slightly unpalatable dish: bonemeal, bobcat urine, wood fungus, worm dung. This is the other side of the coin from the rest of my life, from doors and walls and movie screens. This is the place that does not belong to humans. Animals have scuffed the ground, shat upon it, cleared twigs out of the way, folded down grass in their sleeping. They are talking, leaving messages written in scents on leaves and tree bark, whistling to one another, hearing voices in the distance.

As we move, a deer bounds away, stabbing its hooves into the ground with punctuated sounds. Only the tips of its fawn-colored ears are visible over ferns and serviceberry bushes. We look for the deer, but it is gone that fast, vanished back into the folds. After that, a gray jay sails in and lands on a branch to see who we are, its soft, inquisitive eyes following us. I feel as if we are dragging tin cans into the wilderness, startling animals from their many private gardens.

A little farther comes a sound like the weight of an elk crashing through dead branches. My friend and I freeze, both listening and wondering if the weight of an elk might also sound like the weight of a mountain lion. I step up on top of a rotten stump, and see nothing.

“What is it?” my companion asks.

Not taking my eyes off the forest, I say, “I don’t know. A big animal. Sounds like an elk.”

By this age I was accustomed to going out with no adult supervision. My mother had tried Little League on me, and a goofy local version of Boy Scouts, but in the end she just had to shoo me out the door and send me hiking. Both my parents took their own, separate interest in wild places—my father building great fires and showing me the taste of whiskey on cold Arizona mornings, and my mother lightly tramping the mountains of Colorado and Wyoming, picnicking atop slender timberline ridges. With such parents I learned not to fear wild animals, only to know they are there.

The forest deepens. We come into a stand of old-growth trees where Douglas fir and short-needled spruce muscle their way toward the light. No longer is there ground to walk on, only decades of huge trees downed from windstorms and disease. We balance across trunks as big around as cars, fifteen feet off the ground, and follow each other down into warrens of shattered debris.

We do not know that a large predator is watching us from only a few feet away. We do not know we are blithely stepping into its territory. We know nothing until it leaps.

A rush of motion and sound explodes from between fallen trunks directly beneath our feet. Blood jacks straight into our muscles. We take wings. We fly. Not once do we look down, not even glimpsing the color of this creature. It is large, something with strong lungs. I can hear its claws grinding dead wood. The animal fills the forest with a territorial uproar unlike anything I have ever heard. I am gone.

Before my conscious mind even recognizes the true presence of danger, before a second passes, I am turned around and a good twenty feet away, trying to outrun my companion with all my might. The animal’s voice breaks the air at my back. My mouth goes instantly dry, my whole body cold and fast from adrenaline. I sail over dead trees. Feet barely touch anything solid. I spot a snowmelt swamp cupped nearby into the slope and I think of diving into it to escape this beast, but all I can see is myself bogged to the knees with some unknown creature feasting on my torso. For all I know this is an undiscovered animal, a huge, clawed primate, a meat-eating Sasquatch. I’m not ready to die.

We run through our own cacophony of snapping branches, our hands flinging tree limbs out of our way like we’re deflecting daggers in midair. Down the steep slope only our boot tips touch ground. I become an acrobat, no gap between hand and eye, no coordination needed because I am right now a single muscle sliding like pure light between the trees.

They say not to run. Stand your ground or curl up in a fetal ball. Protect your head and your vital organs. Bear, mountain lion, wolverine: whatever the case, do not turn and run. Do not reveal your back and initiate a chase. By the time such warnings enter my mind, I am making a full-speed exit, hoping my companion will fall prey first and give me some extra seconds.

The forest comes to an end and we break into an open, day-lit meadow exactly where we had started hours earlier. A couple of miles in the distance is a road and the car we left there. We had beelined our way back, sprinting down the mountain as if we knew exactly where we were going. We stumble to a halt, panting, leaning over with hands planted on our thighs. We turn and look back. There is no beast. Whatever it was, it has not pursued us. After a minute of watching, my heart pumping but winding down, I say, “Mountain lion. You think?”

“Yeah.” My friend exhales. “Mountain lion.”

“Or a bear?” I ask.

“What does a bear sound like?”

As I look into the trees, I wonder how many animals are now settling from our loud, desperate visit. How many eyes had watched us pass, how many heads turned to see us careening through the woods? We overturned their applecarts, stampeded through their bedrooms and dining rooms, threw open their doors. We start laughing. We laugh at ourselves. We laugh at our good fortune—both the fortune of encountering what must have been a large predatory animal and the fortune of it not running us down and devouring us. We chide each other, letting our guard drop a little. But we do not take our eyes off the dark wall of trees. There is an animal inside with the smell of us fresh in its nostrils. I realize that it had not been attacking us. We would have been easy to catch. Instead, the sound of its voice was strictly territorial, designed to root down into our spines and trigger a flight response. We did as we were told. We answered the animal clearly, playing our part in the conversation with everything we had.

When my companion finally turns and walks into the meadow toward the road, I linger. I am not ready to render myself back into a human being, not ready to return to a car and an asphalt highway. I want to stay just a moment longer. I peer into the forest, where every bit of darkness and light has a face, a set of eyes looking out at me. Nothing emerges. I feel the tug at my back, my friend walking away, and I turn to catch up and become human again.

Animalia
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BEAR
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I

When I first saw the bear, I was twelve years old. The bear was a couple of years old, relatively equal to me in age as far as bears go. It was a black bear, mottled and scroungy as it came out of winter into spring, carrying a changing wardrobe on its back. It was in the ponderosa forest, beside the rusty propane tank and the clothesline. This was the far edge of my grandparents’ home in the White Mountains of Arizona. I lived here at times and grew familiar with its forests, with the high, roaming mountains thick with pines and bears.

The bear was startled and went rigid upon our meeting. Its neck craned. Nose went into the air. I turned and ran the other way, into the house. I grabbed a camera and ran back out. There was a stream of noise, people asking me what on earth I thought I was doing. Their words scattered behind me like agitated dust as I jumped off the porch in an open sprint.

The bear was farther into the ponderosas now, far past the propane tank. When it saw me beating toward it through the trees, it too began running. Later in my life I would learn not to be so thoughtlessly bold. Now, though, I was charging into the territory of the bear, pushing my way through because it did not matter who an animal was and who I was. There were none of these things. I was a stone, the wind, a child. Of course you remember this, when nothing else mattered. Nothing. Anything. Anywhere. But here. Now. This.

The bear took me past the ponderosas and beyond the gnarled oak trees along the meadow. It took me through the aspen forest honeycombed with black, scrutinizing eyes. I opened a trough out of the delicate purple irises, ferns, and tall grasses. The camera was in one hand and my finger was on the shutter button. When the bear stopped I would bring it to my eyes and take pictures. But it did not stop.

Every few seconds it looked back and grunted disapprovingly, annoyed that I was following. It turned ahead and ran with bursts of speed. The fur on its flanks rolled like a baggy coat. We dove through the aspen forest, into places I had never seen. We passed under the barbed wire fence where a bent, shot, and rusty yellow sign hung at the Apache National Forest boundary. A tag of tawny hair was snagged on a barb. Bear fur. The fallen aspens were gray and pickup-sticked across one another, decked with dog mushrooms. I watched my feet, huffing and trying not to trip over the forest debris. I kept the bear at the edge of vision, paying attention only to what was a few bounds ahead.

There is an account in Alberta of a yearling black bear frightened off by a coyote. The weight ratio was probably one hundred fifty pounds to thirty-five pounds. Still, the bear walking the shore of a lake skittishly fled into the forest upon seeing the coyote. The coyote merely sniffed a patch of grass and kept walking. The bear popped from the forest well beyond the coyote and, looking carefully over its shoulder, continued along the lakeshore. The researchers who saw this concluded that the bear had recently broken from its family. Finding no historic evidence for a yearling black bear to fear a coyote, they assumed it was stricken with “some level of temporal insecurity.”

I stopped in the forest with a jerk. Almost ran flat into the bear. It was a short distance away, turned to face me. It was still. I did not see its lungs rapidly expanding and contracting like mine. It contemplated me with curious impatience, lifting its nose to smell me. The camera swung by its strap, near my waist.

A sound came from my mouth. Not a word, just a sound. Now I was with the bear in the aspen forest past the barbed wire fence with the yellow sign and far beyond the rusted propane tank at home. We were children, the bear and I, with unjaded stares for each other. We were just old enough to run far off on our own. Children of different sizes, of course, and it did not occur to me until many years later that a bear of this size, being so aggressively dogged by someone of my small stature, could have easily removed my face with a paw swipe. Since 1900 there have been about fifty human fatalities from black bear attacks in North America, most of them in remote regions where bears have not been habituated to humans. (The opposite is true of fatal grizzly attacks, which tend to occur in places more frequented by people.) But this was not what I was thinking then. I believed that that bear and I were exchanging bits and pieces of each other through smell and color. We were studying each other, assaying our various characteristics. We were standing in an aspen forest, face-to-face, watching. Nothing had ever been as silent as this. No afternoon nap, no light snowfall.

The bear twisted with a grunt, its shabby coat waving as it landed on forepaws. It ran into the forest, and I did not move. You encounter an animal like this, and it is so vivid it detaches from time. The cogs and wheels of convention instantly unravel. So vivid was this encounter that I later wondered if it actually happened. But I was there, standing in the recess between aspens, as quiet as I had ever been. It happened. The bear was here.

When the bear was gone from sight and the cracking of branches was no longer audible, everything caved into the hole left behind. Time began again. I thought about following the bear, but I had come far enough. The camera ceased swinging from my arm and hung like the pendulum of a broken clock.

II

There were thunderstorms in Alaska somewhere. They were the shapes of fists rising into the atmosphere. There were no good maps at our disposal to tell us what was out there besides clouds. I sat in the canoe in a quiet space between rapids and watched them elevate, columns of cumulonimbuses ascending at different rates and spreading into anvils  as they hit cold, high-level winds. My feet were propped against the gear,  my paddle dragging in dark, tannic water from the stern. I had come to the headwaters of the Fortymile River with a friend named Todd  Robertson. This was the Dennison Fork, one of many forks of the Forty- mile providing a grip on these nameless mountains. We had been twenty straight days in the wilderness before coming to this river.

Todd had hunted out the Fortymile from a photocopy of a hand-drawn map. He traced the only road, a winding dirt thoroughfare, back to the headwaters of the Fortymile, and convinced me that we could get there. We hitchhiked with a canoe from Eagle, catching a ride in a camper shell filled with mosquitoes and fresh caribou antlers still strung with rotting, fetid velvet. The truck swerved into the interior of the state through a blizzard of stabbing jolts and hairpin switchbacks. At the end of the day we were rolled out of the back, violently nauseated. We shuffled our canoe to the river. As we shoved in, getting our paddles in place, a moose crossed the river. We passed eye to eye and swept downstream, out of sight.

We were running the river blind, though we had heard rumors of big white water between here and the Fortymile’s confluence with the Yukon River. It was a crazy stretch of water, and the canoe became awash in heavy rapids, beating through rock gardens and broadsiding waves that towered out to smack our faces. We scouted some of the rapids. We would then chart our course, a careful pathway usually involving a slip into an eddy to bail water before we were thrust into the next waves. Maps and plans lose integrity within the grind of a rapid. It all became yelling and digging with the paddles and hoping to God we wouldn’t vanish into a hole. Todd and I had guided rivers together, had run deep into rapids in Colorado, so here at least we were able to work tightly. But there had never been rivers down there that ran through this kind of wilderness. Never so much unaltered land. The canoe tilted into the froth, so that from the stern I was lifted on the gradient to see everything; then we were in, Todd’s arms and paddle lost in the white. The work was exhausting, living foot by foot, fast enough to barely push the boat out of holes.

In the deepest whorls of wilderness, where the valley moves from the state of Alaska into Canada’s Yukon Territory, we found prints less than a day old of wolves and grizzlies. We slept on islands, contemplating what would happen if our canoe wrapped and broke against a rock. A person cannot walk away from this river to find help without becoming a legend. We had no wish to become legends, either as people who made it or as people who did not. We brought duct tape for repairs and enough food for weeks. When the rapids played into long, silent pools, we no longer thought of boat repairs. We drifted. For miles we did not speak. Then it came again, the noise of swift water scooping into rocks ahead.

The days left us tired, and we chose different sides of this cobbled island to sit and rest. Camp was in the center, between us, and the canoe was dragged high to shore, embellished with new creases and scrapes. The island was a scuff in the river. The canyon was steepled with black spruce. I watched the water, dark and rolling over boulders, flowing with the sheen of black silk. At a rock, it tattered into white shapes like a sketch by M. C. Escher. My eyes roamed lazily around the shore. Above the water, as if the Escher drawing had moved naturally to a different image, was a grizzly bear.

The bear was watching me. It presented the entire side of its body to the river, a mass of blond fur, outlined only at the blunt face and blocky head and the round hump between shoulder blades. The bear’s shore and mine were separated by twenty feet of water. There was no solace in this distance. I had seen a bear swim a mile of swift, cold water here, much swifter and colder than this. The bear walked downstream, fixing on me now and then. It entered a collection of blueberry bushes and scanned our island.

I called Todd over, and he walked across the island. Now there were three of us: the bear, Todd, and me. The bear continued plodding past. Across the river from our camp, the grizzly took a seat. It found a cluster of birch trees, and it rolled onto its rear like a very large person sitting to tell a story.

We studied the bear closely, without speaking, and the bear peered about, looking at perhaps us, perhaps our gear, or just perusing the world. We did not have guns. It was a conscious choice not to bring that kind of weaponry, even after some folks, experienced with the region, suggested otherwise. We feared we might shoot each other (there have been several cases of someone being shot by a partner who was trying to shoot a bear during an attack). Or we might shoot a grizzly in the foot and subsequently have our bodies ripped up and scattered over the landscape. It is better not to shoot at a grizzly unless you are certain of killing it. Their braincases are long and narrow, more so than those of most animals, and getting a bullet into that target is not a simple task with quivering aim.

Weeks earlier we had camped along an Alaskan river called the Salmon, ten miles upstream of the town of Hyder. While eating our meal beside the canoe, we had witnessed a horde of well-armed men and women piling out of a nearby forest. With dirt on their faces and ripped clothing, they looked like a small military team on maneuvers. It was a biological survey crew studying fish in the creeks.

One of them had carefully eyed our camp, a high-powered rifle hanging from her shoulder. “There are grizzlies all over the place,” she warned. “Better watch yourselves.” Hard words to sleep on.

Still, we had not brought a gun to the Fortymile. It would be presumptuous of us to believe the presence of a bear in a birch grove meant we would need a weapon. Grizzly bear attacks are so rare that, should one occur, you would have to shrug at the irony, curl into a ball, and hope to survive.

There were no trees for us to climb on our small island, in case the bear should cross over. Although trees make for fair escapes from grizzlies, rarely is there enough time during an attack to get your hands on the first branch. Incidentally, two people in North America have been killed by falling from trees they were using for escape. In both cases, the bear gave the body furtive sniffs and left without troubling it further.

We discussed leaving the island, getting gear to the boat quickly and pushing down the river. Again, the thought made us both feel presumptuous. There were more grizzlies here than on the Salmon, and we were as likely to come upon another at the next site. We were in a land well populated by bears, and it was best simply to live rather than to chase ourselves in circles with fear.

Our patience thinned before the bear’s. It had no engagements to call it away. Slowly, we left the shore and walked to camp. We looked up often to see the bear. It reached to scratch its foot, turning its forearms, which rotate from joints like a human’s or a gorilla’s. Ursus arctos, once Ursus arctos horribilis, is a bear made famous by its unpredictable face-to-face conflicts with humans. Its common name, grizzly, has no relationship to its legendary ferocity but simply refers to its shimmering, mottled, grizzled coat. This animal’s hairs were gold-tipped, so below its luminescent dusting, the bear looked dark, as if there were a ghost in there.

Most animals show themselves sparingly. The grizzly bear is six to eight hundred pounds of smugness. It has no need to hide. If it were a person, it would laugh loudly in quiet restaurants, boastfully wear the wrong clothes for special occasions, and probably play hockey. It would also pursue secret solitude, disappearing for weeks on end while people were expecting it at upcoming meetings. At the moment, it was bold and aloof, making sure we knew we were being watched, but keeping its distance. As a function of time and patience, our uneasiness faded. We kept looking and the bear kept sitting.

We constructed our separate tents on different parts of the island. The bear monitored our activity. It watched us enter our tents. It listened to us tighten zippers and dig into our bags. My last thoughts into sleep were to keep alert, to not lose contact with the world. My next thoughts could be greeting a grizzly at the door.

I woke at about three. This far north the sun was still up, although very low, riding through the mountains as if looking for something it lost on the ground. Black spruces dressed the mountains with shadows. I opened the tent and looked outside. Water sounds, rocks rounding themselves in constant motion. I remembered the grizzly, and it startled me that I had forgotten. I glanced at the birch grove where it was last seen. There was no grizzly.

I could sleep now on the fact that a grizzly was in the forest. At any moment we could cross paths. The world became far more elaborate once I knew that this bear and many more surrounded me, and I sat there for some time, looking into the dim land around the Fortymile.

III

We had come by foot, navigating the marshy humps of the tundra. Air from the Arctic Ocean was frigid, pressing moisture against the north edge of the mountains. It was weather for ravens. I listened to their deep wing beats as they passed and could hear their muffled, gravelly calls. We were on a far corner of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge where caribou antlers were thrust into the ground, overgrown with tundra, like sacred artifacts. I flared my nostrils, taking in fresh air. It stung my nasal passages. Hunks of clouds adhered to the coolness of the mountains like cotton candy to a child’s fingers.

Autumn had finally come to the Arctic. The air was different, stinging in the morning. The heaviest part of a storm had rolled through the previous night and it tasted of a new season. Its dampness was no longer subtle. Its clouds smothered the mountains. The rain was half snow. Scrubby tundra plants on the north slope of Alaska’s Brooks Range, down to the tough, bare grasses, turned ocher and faintly red.

I shifted in my sleeping bag, rubbing my feet together in their damp wool socks. Feet were sore from the tundra, ankles swollen from cramming between tussocks. I pried a hand through the opening to feel the air in the tent. It smelled like a wet dog in there. When I pushed my head through, I saw Todd’s tangled hair poking from his own bag. There was no sound of rain. A faint light was on the nylon, the first sun for some time. I reached overhead and pulled down the tent zipper, releasing a spray of water.

I wormed my body from the bag and came to my knees, then up, standing outside at the front of the tent. My feet were still inside, on the hood of my bag. Our packs were lumps beneath a tarp upon which pools of rainwater gathered. There were very few plants more than three inches high on the tundra, and certainly no trees, so the mountains seemed to be optical illusions of size and distance. There was nothing to serve as reference, and the grayness added another dimension to physics. Or took one away. The mountains could be miles high, or just beyond my nose. I stretched my arms and turned to see the world.

Distance immediately came to focus on a grizzly ten yards away. It was the only thing there, like a roving boulder. We made eye contact, and the bear caught itself midstep toward the tent. One paw suspended above the ground. Eyes locked. An erratic breeze blew through and it riffled the bear’s fur just as my hair fluttered. The fur was colored in hot honey, like spent autumn grasses and late afternoon sun. It took ripples out of the breeze. The bear’s black nostrils widened. Great lungs filled. I could see the texture of its nose, how it was wet and soft.

The rising agencies of fear one would expect were not there. There was no time for them. No time to cross myself or to believe or disbelieve what I was seeing. It was a grizzly bear. I was sure of this because there was nothing else, no boulder, no tree, no bush. Even the ravens were gone. I knew I should not be staring the bear straight in the eye, that the safest conversation with a bear is held while looking to the side. But it appeared so suddenly, the only thing to look at, that I couldn’t break the stare. I rattled a foot against Todd’s head and muttered his name.

“What?”

“There’s a grizzly out here,” I said.

He thought about this. “How close?” he asked.

“Very close.”

Todd said no more. There was no movement from inside the tent.

The eyes of most predators are situated at the front of the head for three-dimensional vision. A rabbit or a deer has eyes to the side, reading a broad range of events in nebulous detail. But like a wolf or a weasel or a human, a bear has its eyes placed forward, gathering depth of field, telling it exactly where you stand. You use this kind of vision when you are chasing something, so you know the right moment to pounce.

I was a small animal next to this bear. I didn’t have a lot of fat, I certainly didn’t have muscles that hid the shape of every bone, and I did not have a rug of fur to top the whole thing off. I felt as if I were built of toothpicks. I was small and I was waiting for an answer from the big bear. The bear inspected me. Behavior is as complicated for bears, especially grizzlies, as it is for humans. Each time I have seen a grizzly, the attitude and outcome have been different. No rules apply. A native in a remote Yukon River village once told me to bluff a black bear when in danger, advice that mirrors the bulk of official documentation stating that a person attacked by a black bear should never lie down or go into a submissive, protective position, but rather should shout and even throw rocks or sticks. When I asked the man about grizzlies, he shrugged and said that nothing works twice. Curiously, in a study of one hundred fifteen human injuries from combined black, polar, and grizzly bear attacks, only two victims were natives.

The distinguishing hump between a grizzly’s shoulders is a tangle of muscle draped from the spine to the powerful forearms. These muscles are primarily directed toward digging, and I have watched a grizzly unearth arctic ground squirrels with little effort, tossing cubic yards of dirt into the air. It can also use those limbs to grab an animal and crush it.

Occasionally they will devour black bears. A twenty-three-year-old female black bear, easily three hundred pounds, was part of an Alaskan denning study in the Tanana River flats. In October a tracking plane flew over and spotted a grizzly digging at the black bear’s den. When the researchers swept low, the grizzly lunged at the plane. At the time, the black bear was still sending a signal from within its den via a radio collar. The study was left for the winter, and researchers returned by helicopter the following April. They found only a chewed radio collar, small bone fragments, and a large amount of hair from the black bear. She was apparently able to defend the main entrance of her den, which was reinforced with tree roots, but the grizzly dug its own entrance elsewhere.

At our tent, I watched the bear’s eyes, waiting for a sign. The nostrils flared, taking in the air. It contemplated that air, judging scents. A breeze came between us several times. I sensed a peculiar familiarity, like looking at my parents and seeing my own traits. There were shocking similarities. I have never seen a bear skinned open, but I’ve heard some say that beneath the fur, the bear is human. I know some hunters, methodical people who dress animals in the field with precise, wordless turns of a knife. When they stripped the fur loose from a bear, exposing a pale, pink corpse, they covered their mouths in fear. Never killed a bear again, any of them.

I have heard the story about a bear and a woman who made love. It was an old legend, one from the Northwest. I have often imagined them together in a den, a sensual vision of comfort and warmth that I cannot shake. The woman had children, cubs, and became herself a bear because it was a simple evolutionary step, because it was already there, inside her. I have no doubt that if a person turned truly wild, if that person’s skin sprouted thick, soft hair and curved claws sprung from fingers, if senses honed themselves to where the nose, run through the air, could read all things, that person would be indistinguishable from the bear.

The woman belonged to two worlds after she made love to the bear. Her human brothers came and killed her bear husband in his den. They tracked him. They cornered him with dogs. They pierced his heart and skinned him clean. She has gone now, the bear woman. She’s taken her cubs into the mountains. I think of her sorrow and how she must have wished that the differences could be sewn together. I could see, at the face of this grizzly, why this story persists.

The bear abruptly reared back. Fear struck at my stomach. The air broke with the move. The bear landed away from the tent and went into a full run to get away from me, as if I had fired a rifle over its head. Its fur streaked back with the speed. Its body took to the terrain as if there were no obstacles, as if there were no such thing as friction.

It had to be my scent.

The bear raced across the tundra, and as it moved it gave perspective to the place. The mountains became a distance. Waterfalls became volume and size. Land became geography. The bear’s shanks flapped as it galloped. It ran until it was small and moved up the incline of the nearest mountain. It ran until details were missing, bolting up the mountainside with intense, impervious power, not slowed at all by the terrain.

All I could smell were damp clouds and water slipping through the tundra. I could not find what startled the bear. I could not smell the humanness, the incomprehensible scent that sends a full-grown grizzly running like a scared cat. I breathed deeper when the bear was a dot of gold light a mile away, not brown at all, when Todd finally came out of the tent. I tried to read what I was breathing. Nylon from the tent, the dank, wet-dog interior of worn people sleeping off the cold, the opening sky, and steam with sunlight fingering the ground.

The bear had smelled something in the breeze, perhaps a memory of humans. Something genetic maybe, or a warning spoken through the air about who I was, that I was one of the woman’s brothers.

IV

I’ve got legs. I can walk. I go into the desert with a pack and only a sheet to sleep under. Around me, Utah summer bakes dry feeder canyons of the San Juan. Uncut sunlight burns through my hat brim, and through my salty shirt fabric, and then through my skin until I feel like nothing but a walking skeleton. My legs carry me. My eyes ache from light, but I am happy, as happy as this lone body can be, a Magellan drifting across my own barren sea.

In the spiraling heat of morning, I look down, and there, printed in red sand before me, is a perfect track left by a black bear. Head hung, breathing with my mouth open, I puzzle over the mark of a broad pad, five oval toes, and five long nicks of claws. An animal wearing a heavy black robe of fur has walked here, unexpected traveler from far away.

Hello, stranger, I think. It is too hot to speak out loud.

Dark prince of the mountains, the black bear belongs to a country of pine thickets and beaver ponds. It is not one to be living among lizards and vacant stone canyons. Nearest I can figure, it wandered down from the Abajo Mountains forty miles to the north—an isolated uplift of alpine forests where a bear ought to be.

What are you doing down here? I ask it.

Perhaps the bear just came down for a look. No doubt it had spent most of its life in a throne of aspen trees and dark spruces, from where it stared down at a pale, blistering desert surrounding it on all sides. Curiosity must have gotten to it. The bear had come to see what this gaunt landscape was all about.

Studying its solitary track, I remember a childhood song, something about a bear going over the mountain to see what it could see. Is this why you came? Welcome to hell, my friend. Make yourself at home.

I walk deeper into the desert and start seeing this lonely bear’s tracks all around, nosing into dry canyons, pawing across cracked plates of mud where water had once been. It is three or four days ahead of me and walking in the same direction—south. It feels as if we are traveling together, separated by only a few turns of the sky, seeing these same scorched boulders. Feels as though we know each other, two animals out for a long walk to see what we can see. It is probably a male, considering that male black bears tend to range about 20 percent farther than females. Juvenile males in particular enjoy broad, unbounded ranges, sometimes covering hundreds of miles a month.

Eventually I see where this bear is going. Its tracks head down into canyons that finally lead to the San Juan River, a warm, shallow stretch of quick, muddy water. I think, So this is why you came. For water. It’s been a dry summer, maybe hard luck up in the mountains, springs petering out, streams going dry. The bear must have followed its nose downhill until it finally found a river. Three days behind it, I walk straight into the water, strip off my pack and toss it on shore. I empty my pockets; throw my knife, journal, pen, and binoculars onto dry ground; and dive in. I am still wearing boots and clothing. It doesn’t matter. It feels so good, even if the water is bath temperature. I lie down in the river, its shallow bed rubbing against my shoulder blades, cobblestones slick with silt. For hours I lie there, only my face above the surface, shaded by the hat I am still wearing.

Looking up at a bare, blue sky, I remember that other animals have been sighted in odd places lately. Jaguars have been moving from Mexico into Arizona and are establishing a healthy population here in the United States. Wolves, without aid of activists or biologists, have traveled from Wyoming down into Colorado, seen in the southern Rockies for the first time in many decades, one hit and killed by a car while crossing an interstate. Great numbers of animals are in motion these days. Tropical and neotropical species—elegant trogons and eared quetzals, javelinas, coatis, and numerous butterflies and moths—have been documented moving out of the South into new northern ranges in the United States. Armadillos and opossums are suddenly all over the map, skittering out of longtime habitats to find new places.

A friend of mine, a scholar and naturalist named Walt Anderson, has been keeping his eye on these movements and recently said he spotted American robins in the Northwest Territories of Canada, where they have perhaps never been seen. He is aware of animals moving all over the planet. Anderson told me that environment, disease, economics, politics, and population levels all play into these recent migrations. It is difficult to say what is the sole driving factor, if any. There is always a push and pull going on, and put all together, a historically unprecedented number of animals seems to be setting across the world in the past few decades.

Climate zones are shifting north across the globe at a rate of a few feet every several hours, and species are steadily following, sending out scouts to find fallbacks and future niches. A Noah’s ark sort of migration seems to be in effect, one by one, two by two, hundreds by hundreds, searching for new homes. Those who have been itching to travel are now set free, cast across the planet.

Whether this one bear is part of a larger movement is hard to say. For me the animal seems simply to be a companion, another desert vagrant. At the same time, we might both belong to this rumbling planetary migration, obeying a twitch in our DNA that persistently whispers in our heads, telling us to go. We’ve got legs. Why not?

When the sun drops in the west and the heat of the day loses its edge, I finally emerge from the water. I step out, and the river drains from my clothing. After an hour I am bone-dry, walking south. Soon the first stars appear, and I find a place to sleep. Out on bare rock, draped in a sheet, I dream of water under a huge sky.

In the dark before sunrise I wake and move again, no particular task on my mind but turning the pages of the world, seeing what comes next. I walk away from the river, farther into the desert. The bear must be behind me now. It has no good reason to go beyond the river corridor, where it can nap under big domes of cottonwood trees and lap up mouthfuls of water. I wonder what the other bears will think when this one returns to the mountains. Like a storyteller, it will carry a new smell home with it. Will they be awestruck, or will they care at all that one of their kind walked to the desert and back?

About ten miles from water I am in need of shade, a place to rest. The sun is too high. I begin scanning the cliffs until I find an alcove that I can reach. I climb up to it so I can sleep out the rest of the day behind a shield of brush. When I get there I find water. A dark seep emits from the rock wall. Just barely enough to drink. I lean in and kiss this faint spring, drinking its thin skin of water. It takes time, but I am patient. I don’t have anywhere else to be right now. Soon the inside of my mouth is wet again.

For five minutes I drink, and I let my eyes wander, gazing around this shallow cave. On the ground a few feet away is a heap of bear scat. I pull away from the wall, surprised.

What are you doing here? You’re not supposed to be here.

I’m incredulous. I thought I was the only one wandering in this manner, out for a walkabout in arid country.

You’re supposed to be at the river, I think. Unless you didn’t come for water, and you really are just traveling.

I crawl over and have a look at the scat. It is made of devoured beetle armor and ants crushed by bear molars. There are wings of flying insects, grasshoppers and cicadas. The pile is stained brick red by squawbush berries, mostly seed and very little berry, not an ideal diet for an animal weighing a couple hundred pounds. I pick up a twig and poke at the scat, punching through a dry crust formed around it. Inside, the scat is as soft as pecan pie. The bear is still three days ahead of me, still moving.

I step out of the alcove into naked sunlight and scramble to the head of the cliff, where I can see all around. To the south are great walls of sandstone and hard, saffron-colored basins. No water. No shade. Just desert.

I am not going any farther than this. My resources are nearly exhausted. But the bear has gone on. As I peer across this desolate expanse, I think this is not simply a bear looking for water, and not one on vacation from the Abajos. This bear is never coming back. I am captivated and envious, imagining this dark prince ambling onward, appearing in places a bear should never be seen: a vagabond showing his face between huge red columns of Monument Valley, crossing the barrens of the Petrified Forest and the wind-struck Painted Desert. It will hit the Lukachukai Mountains near the New Mexico–Arizona border if it turns left. Maybe it will veer right and scale up into the forests of Black Mesa on the Navajo Reservation. Or it is going straight south, bound for woods along the Mogollon Rim, for the Sierra Madre far beyond that, perhaps aspiring toward the tip of South America, where it can finally stop and peer across a wildly blown sea toward Antarctica.

I look across the distance before me and think, Good luck to you, traveler. May your legs carry you all the way.

I return to the shade of the alcove and I sleep where the bear slept. When the sun goes down I rise again. I kiss the wet rock. I turn north and then I walk back.

Ursus americanus

Ursus arctos



COYOTE
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I

Ragged and tired. We reached the Aermotor USA windmill after two weeks of crossing the Sonoran Desert. Water cranks out of the desert here like ice from the center of the sun. At the windmill was the first of our two food caches, hidden 112 degrees and a few hundred yards southeast of the well, under a paloverde tree. Our next cache was another week away. Backpacks were dropped as if we were shedding skin, a snakelike move that made sense now. We sat and waited for evening, then got about the small tasks of preparing a meal.

Behind us a single coyote barked a few times. The voice searched the area and found no other coyotes. We looked up, then returned to work. Again the bark came, closer. When it came a third time, we both stood and scanned the crosshatched shadows of paloverdes and creosote bushes. My traveling companion, Irvin Fernandez, grabbed his binoculars and loped in one direction, hunched to the height of the creosote. I saw motion through the spaces, parts of a coyote on the move up a nearby wash. Irvin was fixed on it from another vantage, signaling that he could see it.

The coyote obeys something internal that requires it to sing even when solitary. The singing brings them together. It creates a detailed map of coyotes across a landscape. About a third of all coyotes will be in packs, another third traveling in pairs, and the remaining third going solo.

The coyote barked again, and I was surprised there was no answer. I slipped my flute—long, wooden, and Japanese—from my pack and started playing to see what would happen. Irvin ducked, holding the binoculars to his eyes. I could not see the animal. Thinking it had moved on, I stopped playing. Without losing sight of the coyote, Irvin signaled with a hand to keep going. I played, and as I did he gestured more, winding his hand in the air, saying Play, play. I played high and furious. I felt the queer sensation of my brain grasping for air. My embouchure muscles began to ache. Irvin climbed the windmill tower and fused with the fading western sky. Calm evening air kept the blades inert. I walked toward him, covering the sound of my footsteps with flute notes. I was lost in the music as sight became hazy. Finally I stopped and inhaled deeply, my vision dazzling with an oxygen-starved brain.
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