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For the coyotes









They were responsible for the world. It was their duty. Nature, harsh and generous, commanded them to be rigorous in their practices and live according to the code of wise hunters.


Serge Bouchard and Marie-Christine Lévesque,
Le peuple rieur – Hommage à mes amis innus


Feral: untamed, undomesticated; hence, wild, savage.









PART ONE


Peace and Quiet
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Coyote’s Brown Eyes


JUNE 25


The chains bang against the kennel partitions, preventing escape. The unmelodious howl of hundreds of animals lets the boss know I am arriving. They have sniffed me out on the wind. They bark with excitement now that I am closer and have sunk into mud up to my ankles on the all-terrain vehicle trail that leads to their jail. I search out the cage of the last litter, the one I have travelled all this way for.


I was not looking for a husky with eyes the colour of Lake Louise. Instead I was after a mixed-breed female with brown eyes like mine. In my family and at the kennel, blue-eyed children have special status. My brothers and sisters whispered that I was the product of sin. My father suspected that a marital quarrel led my mother to tumble for the postman or some other man better endowed. All my life, the colour of my eyes reminded him that I might be the fruit of his wife’s betrayal, a woman who descended from Eve. Under our roof, jealousy and bad faith were more powerful than reason. But the fact is genes sometimes leap a generation or two.


Here, as in every sled dog operation, the most expensive puppies have eyes of different colours. The animal that attracts my attention is a brown-eyed female with a mouse-grey coat. She is not eating. She shivers on a bed of straw while the others stretch and roll onto their backs. The man in the cage says she has a slight heart murmur and will not have much of a career as an athlete, which is what is expected of her. A skinny dog that cannot spend her life pulling French tourists looking for an authentic northern experience will never earn her daily meat, and will be put down with the others that have grown too old to be useful. Mismatched eyes might have saved her, but one night her mother, out on an expedition, fell for a coyote, so everyone expects her offspring will be hard to train. In other words, the bastard is doomed, too useless and ordinary for anyone to adopt.


“She’s the one I want.”


No hesitation. I pet the unfaithful mother who lets me take her daughter without a growl. Calmly, she watches us go down the path. Maybe she recognises the scent of compassion. With the bundle of fur under my arm, I go back to my truck, remembering the day I escaped my own family nightmare. The dog prison fades in my rear-view mirror, and I drive with a smile. The puppy has dozed off, its nose on my wrist. My fingers on the gearshift have gone numb, but no matter. I have found my right-hand dog, a new arrow in my Wildlife Protection Officer’s quiver.


From one shore of the Saint Lawrence to the other, then from Rivière-du-Loup to the Crown lands, we eat up the road to our refuge under the sugar maple trees. By the time the hunting season starts, the trees will be involved in intense competition to see who can turn the reddest. An abandoned sugar shack in this outlaw land is where I hid my trailer. The Winnebago was seized on a pot plantation a couple of years ago. I bought it with a week’s pay and had it towed as far as the transporter dared to drive it into the woods.


The road is rough, and the forest swallows us up. I head towards the Three Lakes hunting camp and take my secret turn-off. On this road, there are more moose prints than tyre tracks, and the low branches of the spruce close up behind us. A few more turns and we will be at our sheet-metal hideout in the shade.


A woollen blanket awaits you, nicely folded, at the foot of my mattress. I promise you will never wear a chain. I’ll take you everywhere I go, and show you everything I know about the forest. One day, maybe, you’ll be able to get along without me.


Darkness settles. The owls celebrate the hour of the predators. Soon the stove will take the humidity out of the air and I will see to the mosquitoes.


My weakling puppy, unfit for pulling a sled, slips between my knees. I think of a name for her as she hides her curious face beneath the fur of her tail. She whimpers in her sleep, dreaming, perhaps, of the prey that got away.


And to think that the mushers back at the kennel wanted to put you down. You will never see your mother again. My dear orphan, we will look out for one another. Side by side, we will be better equipped to take on the bullies who hunt only for the pleasure of dominating and destroying. I’ll start by petting you with all the tenderness in my body, I will bury my nose in your fur that smells of wet straw, the pallet where you were born. It may be difficult to tame the wildness that runs in your blood. But even if you stay rough-mannered, you will protect me, I hope, from the poacher crackpots who have put too many of my colleagues six feet under. Lady Luck will smile on me from the passenger seat with her white fangs, and the men who want to intimidate me will back off. Despite all our gadgets, my service weapon and years of experience, the guys who set snares are always better armed.


The poachers aren’t the only ones trying to live off me. I decided to cut short my solitude a few days ago when I discovered fresh claw marks on the trunk of the apple tree, not far from the shack. The culprit climbed to the top of the tree where a cage of suet for woodpeckers danced in the breeze. The impolite animal gorged itself on the seeds that had fallen to the ground, then moved on to my strawberry patch. I remembered the gardeners’ unwritten rule. Three times more plants than they hope to get fruit from. A third to keep, a third that will never flower, and the rest for unexpected visitors.


Human or animal. Expected or unwanted. Friendly or famished.


The distance between the lacerations on the wood showed that it was an adult bear. Now that it has been by to reconnoitre, it will be back to turn my supplies into its breakfast. The lengths of sheet metal that serve as walls will not keep it out.


I cook rice with lamb on the fire and set out the meaty results, the colour of mud, next to the puppy. Her darting eyes evaluate the danger, then she laps up every last drop.


You won’t stay skinny. I’ll put some meat on your bones.


Too many people call their dogs Jiffy or Jappy or Luna. I am fresh out of ideas for short names that sound good when shouted in the woods, that you can call at the top of your lungs without irritating your throat. A vowel at the end that will carry like an echo. Yoko, or Kahlo? The letter “k” is fashionable these days.


Until I can find something better, she will be Coyote. My dog already has her style. She takes up position in front of me on the path to the woodpile as if to tell me she will be supervising the heating of our trailer. Then she trips over my rain boots and falls onto her side. Looks up at me, mischievous, her belly inviting. It is as soft as mallow leaves. Astonishing how much joy an animal can bring someone who has so few friends in her life, who disowned her family and suspects her parents left the hospital with the wrong baby. I paged through dusty albums and family trees. Maybe there is an explanation somewhere. Meanwhile, I keep the proof in a pocket, next to my heart.


In the yellowed photograph, a slip of a woman stands very straight next to her barrel of a husband. Almond eyes, braided hair, moccasins on her feet. He is dressed like a trapper, pipe in hand, walrus moustache, high forehead. He squats down next to her as her eyes jump out from the picture, pleading Save me, somebody. Even in that position, my great-grandfather is as tall as she is, and his hairy paw wraps tightly around his young wife’s waist as if the prey he has just brought down might somehow still escape him. My brown eyes must come from her. And from her, too, my insatiable desire to learn everything about the First Nations. If I could bring together the transcribed words, the tales of the bush and the poems of the taiga, I might grow closer to my roots and join her, my Mi’kmaq ancestress with the Christian name invented for her wedding night.


To leave family and society and live in a trailer parked deep in the public forest might seem strange. But that is the key to my mental equilibrium: to live as close as possible to the animals that I have sworn to protect. And as far as possible from my family who were never curious to know who our great-grandmother was, the woman with piercing brown coyote eyes.


Back at the truck for the last trip for supplies before nightfall, I put the photograph back on top of the sun visor, where it rides with me most times. I run my index finger over the careful handwriting on the back.




Hervé Robichaud


and his wife Marie-Ange


1903





You don’t look like a Marie-Ange, and you know you’re not in heaven. Petrified is more like it, backbone ramrod-straight like the barrel towering over you. I spare a thought for your wedding night, curled up upon yourself. I imagine your real name that speaks of the beauty of the land, not of submission beneath white sheets and wedding dresses. I wish someone had told me your story. Maybe I would have felt more at home among your descendants if I had known your lullabies, recipes and lost illusions. The sub-urban bungalow that smelled like baloney and mothballs stifled me. Mealtime prayers, bedtime prayers, the fear of strangers, darkness and the animals outside – the endless litanies of xenophobic blame threw me into a rage. I had to get away from those people before I turned into them. I needed a full-time forest, mountain slopes with no borders, where all are equal before the elements, the cold, the rain and the wind. The woods tutor you in humility, believe me. A sanctuary of beauty forgotten by people who live in cotton wool. A temple of open arms and lowered guard.


There where the Appalachians are born, the back country of Kamouraska, the luxury of open space is defended with pagan rituals. Facing down the carnivores, walking the trails morning and evening, pissing in strategic spots along the way. Finding edible plants, tracking invisible fauna, setting down landmarks in my great living space, and retracing my steps to the abandoned sugar shack, the trailer, my mattress.


I chose to live on this unorganised territory, but try to explain that to a bunch of guys without the game they came for because the habitat has disappeared. Or to a bear that just had its acres of raspberries chopped to pieces under the Hydro-Québec power lines before it could tuck into its summer banquet.


Thanks to Coyote, I am armed with a nose that can sniff out anyone intending to get too close to the trailer. When she gets older and bigger, I will let her out of the truck when I approach fishermen with their creels that are too full, and hunters hiding a suspicious number of ungulate hooves under their tarp, and Sunday hikers who might be tempted to take advantage of a woman alone in the wilderness to satisfy their needs.


Because where we are, no-one can hear me scream.


I leave my long black braid hanging free down my back. Sometimes I wonder if I shouldn’t just cut it off, and give up my artifice to be safer in this land of men burning with alcohol and the desire to kill. I might be better at my job, which is to regulate the slaughter. Everything is as good as gold here, and cash is king. Pay for your licence and be done with it, you can take your seven lynx a year from the woods. Soon the quotas will be a thing of the past according to my sources in the Ministry.


Somebody wake me up from this bad dream.


No, here no-one can hear my cry of rage. Except my dog whose fur stands on end. Frightened by the sound, she asks me with her brown coyote eyes, What’s come over you, old lady?
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Water off a Duck’s Back


SEPTEMBER 26


Gunshots. I wake up in a fury.


At my feet, Coyote watches for my next move. I wonder if at the kennel where she began life the dogs understood the link between a gunshot and one of them not returning from the woods with the boss. If the sound of bullets echoed the Grim Reaper’s footsteps, the way it does for me.


A gunshot at dawn a week before bow-and-arrow hunting season opens is the work of a cheater finishing off his prey. I do not believe that some hunter is target shooting at four in the morning. I swear I’ll catch you, poachers.


The trailer is carpeted with dirt-stained jeans, dank socks and pine needles. The windows are fogged up, but the morning light is strong enough to make the dust motes sparkle. The coffeemaker gurgles on my propane ring, and snow geese cackle high above. I go out and sit on my porch steps made of embossed metal, wrapped in my wool blanket in the colours of the Hudson’s Bay Company. Respectfully, I wait for the flight of the courageous migrators to pass above my head before taking my first sip.


“Greetings, ladies.”


Coyote does not show the same reverence. She disappears immediately, but I know where she has rushed off to thanks to the chipmunks protesting chip chip chip, high in the branches. I move towards the old maples and spot her jumping, as if she had a chance of catching the little rodents twenty feet above her head. I appreciate her optimism. A dog needs a good helping of it to stay steady in this forest of jokers.


I harvest what Nature offers me. With my knee or my heel, I snap off the branches broken by the wind. My lodgings are so compact I can heat the place with deadwood. The cords I gather in the underbrush are taller than I am. I feel more secure with a hefty supply of firewood than with a well-filled bank account.


The falling leaves learn the choreography of letting go. On the horizon, beyond the sugar shack, stand spruce all of the same vintage, as far as the eye can see. Clones. Future two-by-fours that will be hammered into a new porch to replace the planks eaten away by carpenter ants, since they have no other wood to gnaw on.


The film “Forest Alert” made a big impression on me. It was the first documentary and the last movie we saw in high school. That year, my French teacher dazzled me with singer Richard Desjardins’ lyrics, then burned images of mass deforestation into my awareness. Desjardins inspired my first resolution, which was to buy pens with green ink to remind me that someone had to stand up for the trees that were still standing. I had the wild idea that the pen was mightier than the sword, and that the former could teach others care and vigilance for our northern forests. Lately, I have started buying red pens to represent the blood of animals killed by poachers. But the colour of my reports will not change a thing. I am just about the only Wildlife Protection Officer in my unit who believes that the woods are not an all-you-can-eat buffet.


Where will they hide, the spring deer that come to nibble on the tree bark? What despairing sight will the snow geese see when they fly above our massacred forests on their way back from the north? I can’t help it. When I drive past a clear-cut zone, my eyes leave the road, I feel sucked into the emptiness. A moose or a lorry could be coming right at me, I wouldn’t see it. I can’t I just can’t I can’t look straight ahead when, to one side, dead trees ooze sap in silence, their bodies piled up along the ditch, stained with orange paint.


I tidy up my trailer, put on my least dirty pair of jeans, throw the rest in a heap, lace up my steel-toed boots, take my cap from the dashboard, slip my braid into my jacket, blow my nose, then finish off the coffee that cooled down as I thought about everything that eludes me, the ones who get away.


“Come on, Coyote, let’s go hunt poachers.”


It is raining poachers. And we’re a long way from water off a duck’s back.


I reach up to free the dead leaves from the patched gutters of the sugar shack that helps camouflage my house on wheels. My water tastes like rust, but it is free and no doubt very rich in iron. Coyote prefers to drink from the puddles on the way to the truck. She prances from one mud hole to the next, drinks from each one, and gives me tender looks as she wags her tail. This is a better place for her than the picket she would have been chained to among the pack of sled dogs, all howling their heads off that it’s their turn to pull vacationing foreigners down the snowmobile trails. Or suffering the awkward thrusts of blue-eyed males to produce litters of high-priced puppies.


In this life, if you have blue eyes, you’re ahead of the game. Even in a dog’s life, the ugly ducklings understand that truth.


“Come on, princess!”


Coyote jumps into the truck. I will spend a long morning on the road wondering why so few of us are supposed to cover such an enormous area. Our presence seems purely symbolic. Maybe the whole point is for trappers to kill the predators, and hunters to take a lot of small game, and fishermen to pay for their licences. Then once everything is dead, the forestry companies can take over. They will call the disaster “semi-intensive cutting with ecological integration of indigenous productive species”. Or – why not? – “deforestation centred on the targeted conservation of vulnerable populations”. The Biodome lynx in Montreal will enjoy more visits than ever, since it will be one of the last in Quebec.


When I talk like that at the office, they tell me I’m pessimistic. But I’m not. I know what’s happening on the ground. And I won’t let my years of experience make me blasé.


On my lunch break, I park near the Manie River and give the dog some playtime as I examine the banks with my binoculars. Her orange safety vest is too big for her. She climbs onto a fallen trunk, goes to the water and drinks thirstily. I whistle. She lifts her eyes and watches.


That’s right, stay where I can see you. Tire yourself out.


Coyote springs, nose and front feet together, and catches a gopher under the dead leaves. I eat my salad with no appetite. She barks with delight at a yellow jacket lulled to sleep by the cold among the last autumn flowers. Then sets out after a chipmunk that won’t last long. My granola bar is as dry as death. Coyote finds a grey partridge nest and wolfs down the eggs, looks up at me with a spark of wild instinct in her eyes, then chews on grass to purge herself. I laugh when I think that her instinct earned her a more nutritious lunch than mine.


I am going to feed this amber flame. She will be my child growing wings to fly. If something happens to me, I know she will survive in this no man’s land. A mouthful of cheddar and I get going again. Coyote climbs onto the seat and dozes off immediately. She opens her eyes when we hit a deep rut or take a sharp turn. A look exchanged, confidence restored and she goes back to sleep. Maybe one day an exemption will let me take an intensive training course with her. Though we would have to hide the fact from the canine squad that one of her parents could be a coyote. So far, I have seen only German shepherds, Labradors and retrievers at work. But isn’t a German shepherd an Alsatian wolf dog?


You might stand a chance after all, my half-husky, half-coyote from Charlevoix.


A new logging road is under construction to the east. Detour past Otter Lake. I drive slowly, open the window wide and lean out, to better sense the presence of something moving among the trees. Trailer tyres dumped in the ditch. I stop to pick them up, keeping my eyes on the entrance to a lot where someone has nailed a fresh “Danger: Hunters at Work” sign. No vehicles. At the end of the paths where crab apples have been set out for deer, I know there are boarded-up cabins and A.T.V. sheds weakened by last winter’s record snowfall. The sun sinks, setting the tops of the tall spruce on fire and promising orange-hued twilight soon. Time to head home. I scribble a few notes in my log. Another day of racking up the kilometres without much in the way of victories. Except that of making a living.


We are lost in the geography and I like it that way. In the Kamouraska back country I taste the immensity of silence. Peace and quiet. The setting is magnificent and my solitude sweetened by the distant songs of animals. When the blues get the better of me, I go to see my old friend Lionel in his cabin on the banks of the Rivière-aux-Perles. He tells me what it was like to be a Wildlife Protection Officer thirty years back. The biggest trophies, the most savage hunters, the guys who moved on.


Back at the trailer, Coyote is agitated, and it is clear we’ve had company. Fresh adult bear tracks lead to my compost bin. More tracks in the mud cross the maple grove. The animal even investigated the raised rainwater tank I use for my cold showers. Attracted, perhaps, by my citronella soap.


*


I hear branches snapping behind me. The sound moves off to my left.


We must have surprised you as you were casing the place, Mr Bear. You are studying me from a distance, I suppose, wondering what kind of creature I am.


“Come on, Coyote.”


I open the trailer door just enough. She heads for her blanket and I start a fire. Luckily, I have two big logs left over. For kindling, I cut up my oldest pair of jeans, then use my holey socks and the envelopes from my mail. The recipe works. The stove ticks with the heat. Perfect. I can stay behind my four walls with my dog all night, my rifle close at hand between the mattress on the floor and the wall in case I have to reach for it in the middle of the night. My service weapon, a Glock 9 mm, is stowed in its holster as back-up. A woman is always better off if she’s prepared.


I think of my great-grandmother again and the measures they took back then to protect the camps and wigwams from bears. My walls are sheet metal and not birch bark, pine branches and skins and sheets sewn together, but I have seen a hunter’s trailer gutted by a famished bear. And the documentary where a woman on her own above the Arctic Circle splashed hydrochloric acid around her building to irritate the grizzlies’ sense of smell. For now, I’ll lock the door and make sure my weapons are loaded.


There is only one person I can count on: myself. There is no-one else to call.


The last time I saw my family was at Christmas. I refused to say grace. I didn’t want to pretend any more. My Gaspé grandmother was not there to make fun of the ceremony on the sly. As a child, when no-one was watching, I would play with the small immaculate figures of the Nativity scene under the tree. I hid the Virgin Mary beneath the fake snow made of felt and sparkles because at dinner my father said that all women were the same. Sullied by original sin, demivirgins – he winked at my mother – and shameless hussies. I did not know which category I belonged to, nor the Virgin Mary either, who, the way I saw it, must have been the perfect mother, beautiful and loving despite the burden of maternity, unlike mine who blamed us for ruining her body and sapping her strength. When she saw my reaction, my grandmother whispered not to worry about the statuette and her miracle child. No woman should feel shame when she is carrying life. I miss my grandma. At the last Christmas dinner, the first one without her, once the prayer was done, everyone crossed themselves. They all thanked the Lord for the meal but not the woman who cooked it. They praised the Holy Father but said no words of remembrance for my grandmother. I was boiling inside.


“If god exists, she’s a liberated woman, free and fertile. You can take it from me.”


My brothers and sisters stared at me like I was a witch, blasphemy incarnate. In the silence that followed, picking at my food, I wondered what Mother Nature might actually look like. Artemis, maybe, the Greek goddess of the hunt, or the Sumerian Inanna. Winged, with talons, taming wild beasts and protecting deer, widows and orphans.


This evening I am praying to the goddesses and the great spirits that might be listening, imploring them to keep the predators from my trailer. I will set aside some apples for them next fall, and place offerings on their pathways to show I am a good neighbour. And I will stop at nothing to catch the men who trap and shoot them.


“Remember, guys, we’re on the same side.”


It is time to open a brick and while away the hours of insomnia. I pull out a dog-eared novel from between the sofa cushions. Before losing myself in a parallel universe, I peek out of the window to make sure nothing is prowling around.


When the character John Irving invented in Last Night in Twisted River explains that he has been careful ever since the unfortunate incident in the logging camp, and that he always keeps an iron frying pan above his bed, I look around for mine. There it is, on my pile of wilderness guides. Everything is close at hand in my tiny trailer. Whether it is a bear’s nose or some crazyman’s skull, the thing’s weight will make up for the lack of precision.


You know your loneliness is getting bad when you say goodnight to your sleeping dog and smile at your frying pan.
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The Queen’s Jubilee


SEPTEMBER 27


I dream that the trailer door has been ripped to shreds by a bear. Its claws have cut through the aluminium like a knife through butter. I am surrounded by a stink that can come only from a bear that has been sweating since birth in its only suit of clothes, licking the fermented juices of garbage cans and eating skunk scat.


Despite the wisdom of my forty years, I still have nightmares about monsters under the bed.


The smell is just Coyote, though it has filled the room. She is dying to go outside and relieve herself. Her scratching at the door is an alarm clock that wakes me up long before dawn. I open the door for her, put on my slippers, take a look outside – all is well – and get the wood stove going, then head back to bed for another half-hour as I watch the sunrise lay swathes of colour on the sky. The orange hues of autumn give way to frozen pinks. Winter is coming. The geese have flown south. The bears are looking for food. And I have the day off.


I kick myself out of bed, then get up and air the trailer. Step outside and stretch my arms in the cool mist. Water a bed of lichen, then wipe myself on caribou moss. Feel completely in my element. Time for a glacial shower in beach sandals under the spout. I don’t take my time, I rub myself hard to get the cold off my skin. Conditioner is never an option. Once I have rinsed off and am ready to put on my clothes, I stride over to the line. My wardrobe fits nicely on a single rope between two trees where my everyday sweaters and jeans are taking in the fresh air. When I am out of clothespins, it is washday. My clothes are soft and dull, the colours pale. A palette of pastels, beige, pink and brown like grains of sand under the microscope. Beauty doesn’t shout its name. The timeless tint of seashells. Today I do not feel like hiding under modest woollens. Wearing a towel as a turban, I walk back to the trailer, stepping on bear tracks. Luckily there are no fresh ones this morning. Inside, I choose from the clean clothes in the suitcase that holds my uniforms. It is my birthday and I want to look good even if I am unlikely to meet a soul. I will not wear a baseball cap, I’ll let my hair flow free, and put on a T-shirt and jeans that are a little less worn, and go for a pair of striped lamb’s wool socks. I brush my teeth and spit in the direction of the forest, then evaluate the results in the rear-view mirror.


“You’re getting old,” the long white hair shining on my head tells me. That hair wasn’t there yesterday.


I pull it out.


“Ten more where that one came from.”


I warm my fingers on my coffee cup and watch my dog digging up something. I have a surprise in store for her. The annual pilgrimage to the American border to see an old friend on this make-believe sick day that rounds out the weekend. Two full days for the round trip at a leisurely pace. That should be enough.


I remember the long hikes I used to go on with an old classmate. We would head for the forest every time we could. The guy was crazy about fishing, and he made his own flies from raccoon fur. Getting through the school week was an exercise in survival for him. He never finished. One day he threw a garage sale and sold off everything and bought what he needed to take on the Appalachian Trail with his Siberian husky. Three months’ walking with his house on his back. When he took a day off by a stream, his dog would amuse herself by fishing with her paws in the shallow water. Proudly, she would carry the fish in her mouth to her master, who rewarded her with dried meat. The treat had to be better than the fish if he wanted her to bring it to him. As the time passed, a heartfelt petting session was enough to keep the barter system going. An occasional trout grilled over the coals was a better dish than the dried food that long-haul hikers carry. He might be the right person for an opinion about the bear prowling around my trailer. As I recall, he had two bear encounters. The first time, his dog chased the animal away. She returned a few hours later, missing her bag. The bear must have ripped it off her. It had a few days’ worth of kibble and the last full water bottle. I would love to hear his laughter over the phone, telling me not to worry. But he doesn’t have a number any more. Hubert is one of those guys who smoked so much of the chemical marijuana the bikers were selling that he lost touch with reality. A strange fantasy took over his life. The government was spying on him to manipulate his mind and tax his wallet. He burned his mail if he didn’t recognise the handwriting on the envelope, or, worse, if it was printed. No person of sound mind should be getting mail from robots. Maybe he ended up like Thoreau, behind bars for refusing to pay his taxes. In his case, it would be for the parking tickets whose accumulated interest had skyrocketed. That Hubie! Are you squatting in your tent somewhere, making yourself a bowl of oatmeal sweetened with a spoonful of honey in warm water?


Inspired by my reverie, I slip a chocolate bar into my pack.


I go through my library to see which survival guide will accompany my wanderings. You, faithful friend. By the campfire, you will describe the possible scenarios of me being eaten alive. But not tonight. I won’t let a bear spoil my birthday.


I drive along 287 towards East Lake. I slow down when the asphalt disappears in a cloud of yellow dust. There must be a van pulling a load of wood ahead. I pull over and turn on the radio. Yesterday, three men went missing on a fishing trip in the sector. No news. The families are worried. The provincial police are asking the owners of hunting camps to take a look and see whether the men in their sixties holed up somewhere on the Crown lands. I think of my bear, and of the lost men. Even if it is my birthday and my colleagues think I am unreachable, I abandon my plan and turn onto the logging roads I know like the back of my hand.


Sorry, Tall Pine, old friend. I’ll come see you another time.


After a fruitless exploration of the woods, I come to the firing range at the end of the afternoon. The place is empty. Only the Queen on her jubilee poster washed out by the sun, stapled to a square bale of hay. I take out my service weapon and bullets and aim for Her Majesty. I think of my country that is not a real country, slaving away in Confederation, then remember the three men lost in the woods. If they went fishing, they must not have weapons. When they get hungry enough, will they eat their jar of worms, or find chanterelles and trust the Rubus pubescens, the dwarf raspberries?


My gun makes a metallic click. The bullets rattle in my pocket, and the target dares me.


Pow!


Pow!


Pow!


Three imaginary holes in your crown that turned us into drawers of water, factory hands working for a pittance, mumbling French into our beards, crushed by the fear of extinction that made us resentful and spiteful towards each other. As if our survival were threatened by difference. As if we did not deserve to govern ourselves. Your Highness, I am delighted to squat on your “Crown” lands, but allow me humbly to inform you that the real queen of the bush is me. It’s my birthday, and I’m giving myself a gift.




Pow!


Pow!


Pow!





I go and inspect the target. Coyote stays put. Strange. I stare at Elizabeth II and think for a second or two. Then Coyote starts barking. Her eyes zero in on a spot at the edge of the woods, a few metres above the ground. She doesn’t blink. Her pupils are dilated. She holds her breath. She looks quickly my way, then goes back to staring at the same spot, insistently, right there, as if she wanted to point her finger. She has spotted something.


At the tip of my boot, I notice the fresh road apple where flies are laying their eggs. Shit, indeed. Bear scat. I back off and go quiet. I look up. Nothing moving. The wind must be giving me away. I breathe in. I have my weapon, and the bullets are in the back pocket of my jeans.


No time to lose.


I reload carefully, backing away. As I pull the bullets out of my very tight pocket, I see something moving in the leaves. I can’t believe my eyes.


Three black bear cubs are hanging high in a larch tree, looking down and whimpering. My neck muscles tense. Coyote is barking her head off. The alarm is sounding. Time to get out of here. My right hand is sweaty and it’s hard to grip the bullets. Note to self: you’re something else, Ms Wildlife Protection Officer with no ammo in her gun when the bears come calling.


Whoa, Bear. Whoa, Bear.


The first words that come to mind. Memories of a campfire conversation where a tree-planter was telling us that English-speaking hunters have been going after bears for four centuries in Canada, so it stands to reason that the animals have learned a little of their language. He had more experience in the woods than I did. At the time I hadn’t even begun my training.


But I did have my opinion.


“You’re nuts, man. Bears don’t speak English.”


Right now, though, I have nothing else to hold on to. I say Whoa, Bear and don’t look the cubs in the eye, and retreat quietly.


The idea is stupid. If bears had heard one human language enough to understand something of it, it would be a native language, not a colonial one. Sadly, I don’t know how to say “bear” in any First Nations tongue.


The mother is somewhere close by.


I can’t call on my great-grandmother because I don’t know her real name. Marie-Ange Robichaud, if you hear me, protect me. My own mother paid no attention. Every morning when I tried to talk to her, her eyes never left the newspaper. Right now, I wouldn’t mind retreating into a man-bites-dog story.


The bear cubs are unhappy. They climb higher. I execute my retreat. I am losing my cool. Coyote goes on yapping, and that isn’t helping my cause. Or maybe it is.


“Where are you, Mama Bear?”


The cubs go on calling for their mother and I curse the fact that even if I wanted to do the same, there is no mobile network in back country Kamouraska. Not for me, and not for the three lost men who must be out of batteries and hope.


That’s it, almost to safety. My heart is about to explode, my mind is jumping every which way, and I can’t find the handle. The spiciest curses burst from my mouth as I jump into the truck and lock the door. With her lowered ears, Coyote seems more afraid of my anger than the fury of the mother bear that is now crossing the shooting range diagonally in our direction. I fire up the engine and lean on the horn. The bear stops in her tracks, looks at us and rears up on her hind legs. Is a windshield bearproof? She studies us through the fog of her myopia, then sprints off towards her young.


I spend twilight wandering over logging roads in search of the three men and the silver pick-up described on the radio. They must have gone to ground somewhere. All the rescue services have been mobilised. Ordinary citizens, the provincial police helicopter, sniffer dogs, patrol vehicles, even tree-planters are crisscrossing the forest. Day two, and no sign of them. There is still hope as long as they haven’t met up with as many bears as I did.


The wind stirs. The night will be chilly.


I head for my friend Lionel’s cabin on the Rivière-aux-Perles road. A little comfort won’t do any harm. Four solid walls either. After all, it’s my birthday.


As usual, the door is unlocked. I find familiar objects at the centre of the table. The basket of camping dishes on the wooden box, the blankets hanging out of the reach of mice, a few cans of soup, and everything necessary to light the place. Lionel expected me to stop by before he returned to go hunting.


I share my soup with Coyote. Then I clean up a little – mice are messy. By the light of candle stubs, two oil lamps and a headlamp with failing batteries, I read my guide. Study the pages that tell the tale of those who died and those who were lucky when they came across sharp-clawed she-bears that can devour hikers or let them live. The conclusion? Playing dead, face down, is a good way to protect your viscera, but if you do play dead and the bear decides to tear you to pieces anyway, get up and run for your life. My survival guide doesn’t tell me what to do with the pieces, or how to hang on to your organs as you go.


Tomorrow I am going to sew a bear-bell on Coyote’s collar.


Once I am wrapped up naked in my mummy sleeping bag, I devour my birthday girl chocolate bar and look out of the cabin window for the first stars. The silence is lovely, broken only by the clicking of the stove and the sighs of my dog dreaming of chipmunks. Even if I missed my annual hike and my rendezvous with Tall Pine, I feel like a queen in the prime of life. My hair is clean, I spent the day in the woods with my dog, sidestepped three or four bears, travelled the roads on a mission, and found shelter at a friend’s place. Now I will take my pleasure by myself as I contemplate the stellar jewels below Orion’s belt, my mouth full of melted chocolate.
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