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DEDICATION:

TO ALL THOSE WHO ENCOUNTERED BEARS IN THE WILD AND LIVED TO TELL THEIR STORIES


EPIGRAPH

“IT’S VERY INTERESTING TO see an animal out in the wild that can kill you graveyard dead. The only thing I had seen that answered that description was a grizzly bear in Alaska. And that’s an odd feeling, because there’s no fence, and you know that after he gets tired of chasing marmots he’s going to move in some other direction, which could be yours.”

—Cormac McCarthy, American novelist


INTRODUCTION

—By Joseph B. Healy, Editor

HORRIPILATION IS THE WORD for goose flesh, when the hair on your body reflexively stands up because you know something is wrong, maybe that a threat is closing in and your brain registers fear, panic. Proprioception is the word for the sixth sense we humans have, sixth meaning it’s something beyond our five defined methods of perception—tasting, smelling, hearing, touching, and seeing. It’s our sense of our own self, but it may extend or array out from the body like a personal radar field, you might say. The neurologist Oliver Sacks (author of Awakenings, the book that later became the 1990 movie starring Robin Williams) wrote about this sense, and documented case studies in which a person lacking proprioception lacked awareness of his or her own body and so dwelled in constant disembodiment. But when you have it, as most of us do, maybe it helps us detect an impending threat to the body—and contributes to the feeling swelling inside you that something is amiss. It becomes activated when we sense something is stalking us, for example. That’s when we begin to feel we’re in danger, our senses tingle, something doesn’t feel right. In our brain, our amygdala goes on alert, ready to fight or flee.

Imagine that it’s a bear—a black bear or a grizzly is getting close. You smell the rotten meat stench of the bear (the perfume of a furry carnivore) and you feel the threat and time and distance compact as the moment closes in—perhaps the moment to impact. Your inner voice screams, “Don’t run, it’ll only provoke the bear!” Stop, drop, and play dead, and maybe the bear will only nudge or slightly maul you, pick at you, and move on. You’ll be bleeding but at least you’ll be in one piece. Or maybe not—maybe the bear will taste flesh and keep biting and clawing, wanting to kill the food it thinks you are? Once you’re dead, maybe the bear will decide you taste pretty good and are worth caching. The ghastly and brutal instinct (to us) of storing your corpse begins. The bear takes your arm in its jaws, pulls it free of your torso, stores the rest of your body under some brush, and returns to feast on your flesh and gnaw on your radius and ulna.

Bears are one of nature’s apex predators, gentle and fuzzy to watch from a distance (big teddy bears, right?) or at a zoo or on television, but fierce and unpredictable when aroused—and then it’s too late for humans to escape a dangerous, fearsome, or fatal encounter.

In his book Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance (2002), the author Stephen Herrero, a professor and doctor of animal behavior, points out that the two common types of bear attacks are defensive (a mother bear defending her cubs) and predatory (the bear wants something to eat). In the prelude to impact, your survival may depend on recognizing the reason the bear is attacking. With defensive attacks, it’s usually best to play dead and wait for the threat to subside and the bear to move on; with predatory attacks, you often survive by fighting back. Herrero further states that most black bear attacks are predatory (as in “A Predatory Kill” and probably “Nuisance Black Bear” in these pages). Remember this—it could save your life one day. Beyond being entertained, you’ll find instructional benefits in many of these stories, in fact. For example, Todd Tanner’s story “I’ve Only Got to Outrun You” gives some insight into what to do—and not to do—when a grizzly charges. The title of Todd’s story is a good punch line coming at the end of many survival stories, including one of my own (see “Fearing Bears”).

This book transports us to the domain of bears, from Maine to the Rocky Mountain West to Alaska. The stories give us a sense of the places in which bears live, and therefore where attacks occur.

I had to include some classic writing by Jack London to fully capture the frontier spirit that pervades this book—I really had no choice in the matter. London struck a rich vein of humanity when he went to the Klondike, though he never struck it rich with gold. No matter, his writing still takes us there and is its own reward. Another book that informed my sense of bear habitat was Coming Into the Country (1991) by John McPhee. I was drawn to it years ago for the fly-fishing writing, but stayed with it for the adventure of being in Alaska. He wrote about burning trash in Alaska because even “unopened cans of sardines have been found in the scat of grizzlies.” After a brief mention of a bear story about a camper on a bear trail getting eaten, McPhee moves on to cover Alaska, its terrain (three hundred and seventy-five million acres, he tells us), and its people. Maybe I’m so fascinated with Alaska because as a boy I studied Seward’s Folly, as the Alaska Territory purchase was called in 1867, and have fond memories of visiting the William H. Seward House in Auburn, New York, on a school fieldtrip. Seward’s Folly or Seward’s Icebox has brought prosperity to our country since its purchase under Secretary of State Seward from the Russians for seven million dollars in 1867. Part of that wealth is in literature. I had my own bear encounter in Alaska, which I don’t write about in this book. It didn’t escalate to a threatening situation, thanks to quick thinking by our jet-boat operator, Tim Rajeff, but it could have. We motored up on the bear in a remote stretch of river we were fishing for salmon; the bear reared up in alarm, and Rajeff stopped the boat with a power slide. I shot a few photos and we eased away. I still think about what might have happened if the power-slide stop had capsized the boat and we were in the water with the fishing bear. It was autumn and the bear was fattening up on salmon before the winter. The bear might have relished some flyfishermen as an entrée.

In this collection, we’ve gathered thrilling and frightening bear-attack stories from the past couple decades, as well as some classic stories. One of the classic stories appeared in Outdoor Life and documents an attack that resulted in the removal of part of a trapper’s scalp. This may explain the in-house name we gave to bear-attack stories when I was an editor at Outdoor Life—scalp-flappers. Grizzlies, brown bears, black bears (even a classic story on hunting polar bears)—and their unfortunate encounters with humans are all chronicled here. This is what happens—and the terror that grips us—when bears attack.

Joe Healy

Waterford, Vermont

Spring 2016


BEAR AWARENESS

—By Gary Lewis


Gary is a talented outdoor writer and television personality. Here, we’re treated to some of his humor.



EVERYBODY SHOULD LEARN A little bit about bears, for the simple reason that bears are bigger than us and have sharper teeth. Wildlife biologists tell us there are about 660,000 bruins alive on the North American continent right now.

My neighbor, Alexander Figley, showed up at a recent meeting of the Bear Mountain Gang and announced that the spectacled Mrs. Figley was planning a cruise to Alaska. They were going to take an excursion to watch bears fishing in a river. She had sent away for information and one of the brochures she received was titled, “How to be Bear Aware.” Figley waved it at us. I had seen it before; this is a popular title handed out at interpretive centers wherever bear scat is found.

“I know there are a lot of bears,” Figley said. “I was wondering if you had some recommendations on how to avoid bear confrontations.”

I said, “What you need to remember is that if you are attacked by a brown bear, you want to play dead. And if you are attacked by a black bear, you need to fight back. Brown bears want to kill their food, but black bears like to eat food that is already dead.”

Figley got out his pencil. This was information he could use. “Let’s see now, brown bear—play dead. Black bear—fight back.”

“You got it.”

“That’s easy.”

“There is one little problem, though. Some black bears are brown and some brown bears can be black.”

“Then what do you do?”

“Look for the hump,” O’Jambo said. “Brown bears have a hump even if they are black.”

Figley made more notes. “And black bears can be brown and a black bear is a brown bear if it has a hump.”

“Black bears can be white, too,” O’Jambo added, “if they are albinos.”

“Yes, and don’t forget polar bears,” Pistol Pete added. “You should bring bear spray.”

“How do you know if a white bear is a polar bear and not an albino black bear?”

“You smell his breath. If it smells like a seal, it’s probably a polar bear. If it smells like berries, it is a black bear. If it smells like a backpacker, it’s a grizzly.”

T. Roy chimed in. “Another thing about polar bears is they have a weakness for toothpaste. So it could smell like Colgate.”

“It says here that when you meet a bear on the trail, it can be dangerous to crowd its personal space. Have you ever been in a bear’s personal space?” Figley asked.

“Figley,” I said, “a bear doesn’t have personal space. That brochure was written by someone who has never seen a bear. If they knew anything, they would know bears are not persons. Critters that are not persons cannot have personal space. They can have space inside them for persons, however. That’s why you should stay on the boat when you go to Alaska and not get off for any of the excursions they offer, but it is okay to send Mrs. Figley.”

“I see what you mean,” Figley said.

I scanned the brochure for more nuggets of wisdom. Beside a picture of a brown bear with a hiker playing dead there was a paragraph that read: “Confrontations are usually the result of a sudden encounter with a grizzly bear protecting its space, cubs, or food caches. On rare occasions it may be a black bear.”

Huh? From this I would conclude that on rare occasions the grizzly bear is protecting a black bear or sometimes the grizzly bear is actually a black bear in disguise. This only serves to muddy the water.

Further down I read that conflicts with wildlife are primarily caused by inappropriate human behavior. A part of me wants to believe that inappropriate wild animal behavior is also to blame.

“It says here that polar bear avoidance requires special training and equipment,” Figley said. “But it doesn’t say what kind of training and equipment. What kind of equipment are they talking about?”

“Heavy equipment, probably. You would be relatively safe from a polar bear inside a nuclear-powered submarine.”

“Or a cruise ship?”

Figley catches on quick.

There are some 334 million people in the United States and Canada and an average of about three humans killed by bears each year. Your chances of being killed by a bear are about one in a million.

Now a lot of humans do not live proximate to bears. Your chances of being killed by a bear increase the more time you spend in places like Klawock on Prince of Wales Island, Alaska, or in the wilds of Romania, where there are 8,000 brown bears. Asia has the sun bear and the Asiatic black bear; the sloth bear lives in India. The spectacled bear lives in South America and the panda lives in China. Europe has brown bears. In North America, we have the polar bear, black bear, and brown bear or grizzly. They say there are 60,000 browns and grizzlies and 600,000 black bears.

The chance of being eaten by a bear is small—still, someone will get dragged out of a tent by a bear this year and it could be you unless you become Bear Aware.

Bears, scientists tell us, evolved from Casidinanerphalls, which sounds like a town in Minnesota but was an early subspecies of grizzly bear that used to live all over the planet. Humans, they tell us, also evolved from Casidinanerphalls, and so did ducks. We were all the size of mice and we had to adapt to keep from being eaten by cats—which were the size of cats.

What happened, scientists further tell us, was that over a period of a trillion years, some of the little rodent bears began to catch prehistoric baby salmon by grabbing them with their mouths; while other rodent bears made little fishing rods and caught baby fish on lines; and other rodent bears dove down beneath the surface and sprouted feathers.

Eating all that fish protein helped the little rodent bears grow into big bears and humans, while the rodent bears with feathers burned all their energy flying south every winter. It was all very confusing and many a family reunion was ruined when a human tried to eat a duck or a bear tried to eat a human.

Soon bears spread to every corner of the earth, which is where they are today. And wherever there are bears, there are humans who want to watch them, some spectacled, some slothful, some Asiatic, and so on.

Maybe you still get a little frightened when you think about all those bears. Perhaps you remember the movie, The Edge, when a brown bear stalked the actors Anthony Hopkins, Alec Baldwin, and Harold Perrineau through the trackless wilderness. It turns out that the vicious bear was not vicious after all, but a tame Kodiak brownie named Bart the Bear who survived to play in a number of roles in which an Alec Baldwin character was not killed. Pity that.


BEARING UP IN ALASKA

—By Jim Repine


Jim Repine was a longtime advocate for sporting travel, and made his livelihood at a lodge in South America. He also spent lots of time in Alaska, observing bears.



ONE WAY TO ENJOY wandering the fantastic Alaska backcountry without fear and trembling is by realistic contemplation of safety statistics. Assuming your backcountry adventure begins by driving to a float-plane base, boat dock, trailhead, or wherever, once you are out of the vehicle, the most dangerous part of your trip—by far—is over. There is nothing riskier than highway travel.

If your mission involves water—boating on it, swimming in it, crossing over it, walking beside it, or whatever—keep this in mind: water sports are the most dangerous activities. More people drown in Alaska each year than are shot, burned, killed while bush flying, or from exposure or animal attacks.

If the threat of a car accident or drowning prevents you from going where you want, remember, even in Alaska, bear attacks are far less likely than any of the above. Bears can sometimes be a serious problem, but there are simple ways to diminish the likelihood of a dangerous encounter.

Leave the firearms at home. Unless you’re an expert shooter with experience under life-threatening pressure, do not bring a gun into the backcountry. A nervous, poor shot from any firearm can get you killed.

“What gun is best for bear protection in Alaska?” is a frequently asked question. My standard response is: “Close your eyes for a minute. Clear your mind. Now visualize a 600-pound bear heading toward you. Scared? Now imagine the same critter, wild with rage, charging you at the speed of a galloping quarter horse—because you just shot it in the foot.”

Experienced outdoorsmen rely on pepper spray. It’s a last resort, used only when a charging bear is close and obviously angry. It is easy to carry and access when needed but still requires a deliberate, reasonably accurate application. Don’t fire it soon enough or you won’t turn the charging bear before its momentum makes a collision inevitable. Don’t fire it into the wind, or blowback might do to you what you want to do to the bear.

Don’t smell like food. In Alaska, the warm (eating) season is short. The cold (sleeping) season is long. The big hairy ones need to consume all they can to store up enough fat to get through the long winter. I met a tent camper who awakened just before dawn with a headache. A bear had his head in its mouth. When the man screamed, the bear let go and fled.

The camper had brought his food inside for the night “so bears wouldn’t get it.” Bruins have a keen sense of smell, prowl at night, and like you or me, love to raid the refrigerator. Good tents keep out rain, wind, and mosquitoes, but not bears.

Never put food or things smelling like food—clothing, gloves, boots you wore while cleaning fish, or unwashed cooking utensils—in your tent at any time. Store these potential animal attractors inside bearproof containers (if available) or use a rope to hang them over a tree branch at least 12 feet above ground and 20 feet away from your sleeping area. As a last resort, store food items in your vehicle with the doors locked and windows rolled up.

Never feed bears or any other wild animals. At best you’re likely to make beggars and pests of them, and a problem bear will eventually hurt someone or be destroyed. At worst, a hungry bear may not know where your handout ends and your hand begins.

I once flew with some clients to Dream Creek, near Lake Iliamna, to look for rainbow (trout). As we circled the creek mouth, we saw three guys frantically waving and jumping up and down on top of a hill overlooking our landing site.

At the foot of the hill was the remains of their camp, with a large brown bear calmly looking up at us. Our pilot buzzed the bear to frighten it off, and we landed. The three Swedish fellows told a funny tale, but it could easily have been a serious disaster.

The trio had been dropped off at the creek mouth for three days of camping and sockeye salmon fishing. The salmon were schooled up at the creek mouth, and fishing was good. On the first evening the delicious aroma of fresh-grilled sockeye drifted on the evening breeze, and the anglers, with several fish each, were happy campers until they saw a huge brown bear standing erect about ten yards away. Its ears were up as it moved its head slowly from side to side, trying to figure out who or what these aliens were, and why they smelled so good.

One of the anglers decided to make friends with their huge shaggy neighbor and tossed the bear a salmon. At the man’s approach, the bruin backed up a step or two, watched the fish fall to the ground, and then ate the fish. Mmmm! He moved a step or two closer and politely belched. From the smell of things, it was obvious there were a lot more snacks where that one came from.

The campers soon felt pressured to offer a second fish. This time their new friend moved even closer. As the bear ate, the men backed out slowly and moved up the hill as far as they could without losing sight of their camp. Now the bear was the camper, and they were terrified wildlife observers hugging each other through the longest night of their lives to avoid freezing. We didn’t rescue them until the next morning.

Don’t approach bear cubs. They are cute, appear cuddly, and are playful, but their mother is quick to protect her young ones and will harm you if she perceives you as a threat. If you find bear cubs, assume the mother is nearby and cautiously leave the area.

If you come upon a kill—a dead animal or pile of salmon—be alert, calm, and leave the area.

Do not bring a dog into bear country. Unless your dog is a well-trained, hardy, and fiercely protective breed, don’t take it into bear country. Your pet can get you killed. Rhodesian ridgebacks and akitas are the only breeds I’ve had enough personal experience with to strongly recommend. A protective nature isn’t enough though—the pooch must have the courage to stand its ground. Otherwise, if things get bad, the dog will run to you for protection with an upset bear close behind.

Of the many amazing and remarkable things Alaska is full of, nothing is more thrilling than seeing a wild bear. Binoculars might be the safest way to see a bear, but the more time you spend fishing Alaska rivers, the more likely you are to encounter one close-up. Try to stay cool and don’t shriek or run.

If you find yourself face to face with a bear, speak calmly and slowly. “Hey bear!” is one time-tested greeting. Then back deliberately away. A sudden move can be taken as an aggressive challenge, while running is likely to spark a predatory instinct to chase fleeing prey. If you have a fish, moose shoulder, or backpack that smells of food, put it down and back away. Basic common sense is always the right way.

And what about firing a handgun in the air to scare away a nuisance bear?

A lady friend and I went on a photography tour of the highway system near the Canadian border in late September one year. The day had been marvelous with lots of sunshine, blue skies, and brilliant yellow fall foliage. We arrived at an empty campground, put up a tent, and had supper. Lazy after a busy day of photography, we left food, dirty dishes, and cooking utensils out on the camp table. Shame on us! We did pitch the tent a good distance from our mess, though, and soon settled into warm down sleeping bags for the night.

Early the next morning, Edie woke up to go to the bathroom. She started out of the tent and immediately changed her mind.

“Jim!” she whispered. “Jim, get up!”

“What? Why? What’s the matter?”

“There’s a bear. It’s on the table.”

“Really?” The bed was warm and cozy.

“Do something.”

“What?”

“Make it go away!”

I found my .44 Magnum and crawled halfway out of the tent. A large brown bear was leisurely enjoying a providential breakfast. I fired the gun into the air twice. The bruin didn’t flinch, look my way, or show any sign of knowing or caring about our presence. It just kept on eating. I got back into the tent, returned to my still-warm sleeping bag, and handed to the revolver to Edie.

“You make it go away,” I said with a grin.


NIGHT OF THE GRIZZLY

—By Jules Older


“Bearanoia” is the phrase given to imaginative conjuring of ursine threats. You hear something out of the ordinary in a tranquil, restful setting and suddenly the mind begins to associate those sounds with a nuisance critter … until the mind starts to imagine what it could be, in the form of real danger—especially if you’re in bear country. Especially if you’re in grizzly-bear country.

Yellowstone National Park is a place of bearanoia. Bear attacks there are real. They happen so often that in the periphery of the mind of the Yellowstone tourist lurks the idea of a potential bear attack. In September 2011, a couple were hiking in the Hayden Valley and encountered the real thing—a sow grizzly with a cub in tow, a very bad scenario in bear country. Were it not for the bear spray they carried, they might not have made it to Canyon Village to be interviewed by three park rangers about the near-miss grizzly attack. Days later, people in the park were killed by grizzlies. That was 2011. The difference for the surviving couple was pepper spray. The mauled and killed tourists had none, according to press reports.

The author of this story, while camping in Yellowstone, had a good neighbor … and a guardian.



OKAY, I DID NOT get eaten by a bear.

Or even mauled by a bear.

I never even saw the bear.

But the bear was there. And I was there. And my guardian was there. In Yellowstone National Park.

Yellowstone is famous for bears. Some are big, cuddly, eat-your-lunch, black bears. Some are really big, extremely uncuddly, eat you for lunch, brown bears. AKA grizzlies—Ursus arctos horribilis. Think about that name. Arctos horribilis. That scientific name.

Male grizzlies weigh up to 1,700 pounds. Female grizzlies are smaller, but they’re considerably more dangerous, especially to tourists who get between Mom and her cubs for just one more selfie. That’s because grizzlies are omnivores, meaning they eat everything from berries to you.

If a grizzly does bite you, you’ll feel it, all right. The bite’s strength is more than 1,800 megapascals. What’s 1,800 megapascals? That’s enough to crush a bowling ball.

Of the roughly 1,500 grizzlies still living in North America, most make their homes in either Wyoming or Montana. Guess where Yellowstone National Park is? Wyoming and Montana. And the year we were camping there, grizzlies were very much in the news, having eaten, perhaps after an appetizer of berries, a main course of tourists. Not good.

Especially for my guardian, who at that point hadn’t got in touch with her inner guardian. She thought of herself as grad student, wife, map-reader, driver, commentator, and several other things, none of them guardian.

That was before our Night of the Grizzly.

All right, you know a bit about arctos horribilis. Here’s a bit about us, starting with me. Remember the song from The King and I?

Whenever I feel afraid

I hold my head erect

And whistle a happy tune

So no one will suspect I’m afraid.

Whenever I feel afraid, I don’t whistle a happy tune or a scared tune or any tune. I go to sleep. Ditto, when I feel anxious or miserable or just about anything else unpleasant. Wisely, I think, I retreat to my bed. When I awake, either the storm has passed and I feel better, or lightning has struck and I feel dead. But dead after a good night’s sleep. That’s me.

Now for she, my guardian. Her reaction to troubling feelings and stressful situations is the polar opposite. Day or night, in our bedroom at home or in a tent in Yellowstone, she sits up, eyes open, wide awake, and hyperalert. She doesn’t sleep until she’s solved the world’s problems or figured out what present to buy her mom or convinced herself that the tornado won’t touch down within a thousand miles of where she sits.

All right. That covers Ursae and us. On to the Night of the Grizzly.

We’re camping in Yellowstone National Park on our first trip as a couple through the wild, wild West. We’ve set up the tent, met the tent guy next door, eaten our Butane-heated dinner, and washed the dishes under a spigot. Then, we carefully locked the food and dishes in the VW’s trunk, and retired for the night.

Just as we were falling into that sound sleep of the deep forest, we heard a rustling outside our tent. My guardian sat bolt upright. “What was that?” I pulled the sleeping bag over my head. “Nothing,” I muttered. “Probably a chipmunk. Go to sleep.”

More rustling, now closer. “That’s no chipmunk,” she hissed. “It’s big.”

“Maybe a squirr—”

“Maybe a bear! Maybe a grizzly bear!”

I peeked out from under the sleeping bag. Her eyes were nearly the size of dinner plates. I freed my hand from the bag and gently rubbed her back. “It’s not a bear. It’s—”

A voice from outside the tent said, “It’s a bear.”

Now we both sat up. Together, we cried, “WHAT?”

The voice: “It’s a bear, all right. It was pawing at my tent.”

“WHAT. DID. YOU. DO?”

“Oh, I just tapped the side of the tent and said, ‘Go away.’”

“AND DID HE?”

“Yep, he did.”

“THAT’S A RELIEF.”

“Yeah, but he’ll be back.”

“WHAT? WHAT SHOULD WE DO IF HE COMES BACK?” We were shouting in unison. Loudly.

“Oh, just tap and tell him to go away. Only, make sure you don’t have any food in your tent. That would be bad.”

Those words set off the great sustenance search. We scoured our little tent, hunting down crumbs, candy, coffee, anything. Who knew what bears liked for a midnight snack? Other than ripe berries. And unfortunate tourists.

We found nothing, nothing at all … except two packets of sugar that we’d liberated from the Wyoming diner where we’d had breakfast. I said, “I don’t think a bear could even smell white sugar.”

She said, “GET THAT SUGAR OUT OF THIS TENT!”

“Uh, there’s a bear out there.”

“So, it’s not a chipmunk, Doctor Zoology? Not a squirrel?”

“No, it’s a bear, maybe a grizzly bear, and if I step outside, it might eat me.”

“Figure something out.”

Which, after considerable deep thought, I did. I knew I wasn’t going to set foot into that grizzlied night. I knew she wasn’t about to let me. So, in loud, clear tones I asked, “What about sugar?”

The disembodied voice of our neighbor answered. “Probably okay, but if it would make you feel safer, I’ll trash it for you.”

“Oh, it would make us feel safer, all right. I thank you.”

“Me too,” my guardian said.

Two minutes later, his flashlight made a bright circle on our tent wall. I unzipped the tent door maybe three inches and passed the two little packets into his waiting hand.

Then I zipped us in, crawled back into my sleeping bag, pulled it up over my head, and went right to sleep. For me, the Night of the Grizzly was over.

For me, but not for she. When I awoke at dawn, there sat my bride, still awake, hyper-alert and red-eyed. In her hands she grasped a large, black, rubber mallet. “Where did you get …” Then I recognized it as the tool we used to set up the tent.

“Okay,” I asked, “What did you intend to do with it?”

“Bonk the bear on the head.”

“And if that didn’t stop it?”

“Then bonk you on the head for falling asleep while we were under attack.”

And fair enough, too. The blow probably would have killed me. But at least I’d have had a good night’s sleep.

POSTSCRIPT

We later heard that several bear attacks had occurred in Yellowstone National Park during that time—including one fatal attack; a woman was mauled and killed by a bear. Clearly, she had neither a guardian watching over her nor a mallet for protection.

—Jules Older


THE NATURE OF FEAR

—By Jerry Dennis


Jerry Dennis is a talented writer who in this story captures the feeling of bearanoia.



ONCE YOU COME DOWN with a case of the heebie-jeebies, fearsome events follow you mercilessly. I remember lying awake one night many years ago in a small tent in the Yellowstone backcountry. My friend Mike McCumby and I had hiked there in the morning and had spent the rest of the day climbing after bighorn sheep on a mountainside, examining the scat of elk and coyote and bear, and fishing for grayling and rainbow trout in a string of lovely meadow ponds.

Now Mike slept the good sleep of the innocent while I, excited by the day’s explorations, lay warm and comfortable in my sleeping bag, listening to the breeze in the lodgepole pines and thinking about things. After awhile I stopped thinking about things and started thinking about grizzly bears, which is natural to do in a tent in the remote corners of Yellowstone. And of course the more I thought about them the jumpier I became. Mike’s easy, instant sleep had been amusing at first; now it seemed a betrayal. If he was any kind of friend, I reasoned, he would be awake to keep me company.

Then I heard a noise.

It was not much of a noise, really. I’ve spent enough nights alone in a tent to know how imagination can amplify ordinary sounds. A pair of raccoons fumbling with a cooler latch can sound like a Wyoming bar fight. Still, it seemed like a significant noise, a notable noise.

I considered it as objectively as possible. It was not a loud sound, just something out of audible place. Upon consideration, it seemed precisely the kind of noise an immense creature would make if it was trying not to be heard.

Now there came a large noise. Not a loud noise, a large noise, the sound of something very large stepping quietly on padded feet. Then definitely (oh definitely) the sound of air being inhaled through spacious nostrils.

My throat was instantly so dry that it was impossible to swallow. Inside my chest, my heart went off like a panicked rodent trapped in a bucket. I strained to see something, anything, in the blackness inside the tent, and realized I was waiting to see a claw tear the fabric and open the wall of the tent, like a surgeon’s scalpel slicing through cellophane. I visualized the event so clearly I was unsure whether it had actually happened yet.

I heard two shambling revolutions around the tent and then a snuffling noise, as of sinus trouble.

Because I knew Mike wouldn’t want to die in the terrible confusion of sleep, I tried to wake him. I whispered his name. The sound came out with so little volume it was not actually a sound at all. If he’d been awake he might have thought it was a field mouse yawning. I tried again. The sound produced was less vocalization than telepathy, the message originating in my solar plexus but not pushed out by wind. I had no wind. My lungs hung absolutely void of air, like becalmed sails, the space inside my chest occupied only by the frantic leaping chaos of that trapped rodent.

Slowly I raised my arm from inside my sleeping bag and reached for Mike. I poked him. I poked him again, harder.

“What? What is it?” he said. His voice terribly, unbearably loud.

“Quiet. Bear. I think. Outside.”

Mike probed in the darkness for his backpack, found a flashlight, then climbed from his sleeping bag. He unzipped the tent, poked his head out, switched on the flashlight for a moment, then came inside and zipped the tent closed again.

“Porcupine,” he said.

There was nothing, of course, I could say. I tried to chuckle but failed. For a moment I wondered if it would have been better had there been a bear. A grizzly. Rearing up and snarling when Mike blinded it with the flashlight.

Mike settled back into his sleeping bag and switched off the light. The darkness seemed more total, if that was possible.

I thought about the nature of fear, how you can never remember afterward quite how it was. It’s like trying to remember a smell: the gulf between the concept and the reality is too great to cross. Already I was beginning to forget just how spooked I had been.

“Yeah, a porcupine,” Mike said. “Big one, though.”


HONK IF YOU LOVE MENTOS

—By Eddy Ancinas


In this story, the author takes some narrative liberties and recounts an experience her husband had.



“STOP HONKING THE HORN. I’m coming,” Osvaldo yelled from the tennis court, about three hundred feet from the garage, where his wife was honking the horn of their Toyota van.
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