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For Brendan





Author’s Note

This is a true story of my lived experience, although I recognize that memory is subjective. The way I recall how the story went may differ from the one that my loved ones remember. I am grateful to my family for trusting me to tell my story. Some names and identifying details have been changed.






I tell you this

to break your heart,

by which I mean only

that it break open and never close again

to the rest of the world.

—MARY OLIVER, “LEAD”








Introduction

I was five years old when I had my first encounter with a black bear. In the spring of 1990, my father, a wildlife biologist, brought home an orphaned three-month-old cub in a cardboard box. The cub’s mother, having burrowed beneath the roots of an old tree, had been killed in the den by a logging excavator, but the cub, weighing barely more than a bag of apples, survived. Forestry workers caught the young bear and dropped it off at the Fish and Wildlife office in Peace River, Alberta, where my dad worked, and he called my mom with the news.

“The cub is going to stay in the basement for the night,” she told us.

My brother, Brendan, older by three years, raced out the front door, jumped on his bike, and pedalled down the street to tell his friends. Between the two of us, Brendan was the extroverted child, collecting friends the same way I sought the company of books. Our basement was a den to my brother’s rambunctious sleepovers. The boys wrestled on an old futon and played mini-hockey using a pair of rolled-up socks as a puck, the basement reverberating with their banter and peals of laughter.

The kids who lived on our street often joked that we “lived in a zoo.” Previously, my dad had brought home three orphaned coyote pups that tumbled in play on the concrete floor. On another occasion, there was a barred owl with an injured wing. The summer before, my dad had helped to rescue a moose calf that had been stranded on the riverbank after its mother swam across the kilometre-wide Peace River. The tenderness with which he took off his blue sports jacket and gently wrapped it around the calf’s eyes so that it wouldn’t be frightened by the crowd of people that gathered on the riverbank to watch has always stayed with me. My dad’s work as a biologist felt heroic, even godly, to my five-year-old mind. He seemed to be able to communicate with animals in their wordless languages. He wasn’t afraid to get close, handling them with the same affection he showed when tucking us in at night.

My dad spent hours on the phone that day, trying to find a zoo willing to take the orphaned cub, as was commonly practised by biologists in the 1980s. Today, orphaned black bear cubs are typically taken to wildlife rehabilitation centres, or euthanized—it’s considered a more humane option than living in captivity. “We’ll take her,” a zookeeper from the Calgary Zoo told him. “But you know, what we really want is a grizzly.”

The zoos were already brimming with black bear cubs, a species of bear so abundant in North America that they could be found from as far north as the Arctic treeline down to the border of Mexico. Black bears, the oldest evolved species of bear on the continent, reproduce faster than grizzly bears and polar bears. They’re smaller, often perceived to be less threatening, and so commonplace they are often referred to by negation, that is, everything they are not. Not a grizzly bear. Not a polar bear. As the expression goes, “It’s just a black bear.” In other words, they wouldn’t create the same excitement as a grizzly bear or a polar bear cub’s arrival at a zoo.

Brendan and I paced at the bottom of the driveway as if waiting for the arrival of a third sibling into our family. My dad pulled up in our family’s burgundy Dodge van and emerged with a cardboard box in his hands. I could hear mewing and tussling coming from inside it. My heart pattered in anticipation.

Once in the basement, my dad set the box on the cool concrete floor, donned a pair of leather work gloves, and opened the flaps. Brendan and I and a small gang of his friends hovered nearby while my mother snapped photos on a Canon 35-millimetre film camera. The cub’s head sprouted up out of the box and sniffed the air with its bright-pink nose.

“Awwwww!” I cooed, extending a hand to touch the cub’s glossy black fur.

“Careful,” my dad cautioned, intercepting my hand and pointing out the cub’s sharp, curled claws, an evolutionary trait that’s allowed black bears to become adept tree climbers. It’s one of the first things black bear cubs learn to do when they come out of the den, he explained—climb to safety. But without its mother, who would teach this cub how to climb? I wondered.

The cub was female, he said.

Did she have a brother or sister? I asked, but he couldn’t say. She was the only one who’d survived.

Even at five years old, I felt the cruelty of the events.

My dad held the cub in his gloved hands and invited me and my brother to gently stroke her fur. The feeling of the bear was paradoxical: Her long guard hairs were coarse to the touch, but underneath, her coat was soft as a goose down pillow. To feel the warmth of a live bear, a creature that embodied the word wild, provoked an upwelling of wonder in me. The cub looked at me and I was surprised to see that her eyes were a shade of blue not unlike my own.

She frolicked about in the basement, entertaining us, batting around the cardboard box and peeing on the floor. We oohed and aahed and shrieked with delight. She didn’t seem afraid. What must she have sensed?

My dad explained that her ability to “scent us” was even more powerful than her ability to see us. Bears, like dogs, experience the world through scent, although bears can smell up to seven times better than a bloodhound. In the wild, they leave scent deposits rich with information about their desires and motivations—to breed, mark territory, secure habitat—on the trunks of trees, thin sapling boughs, rocks, and the very ground on which they step. Bears have scent glands between their toes, so even their footsteps tell stories about who they are and where they’re going. My brain weighed three times more than hers, yet the percentage of the cub’s brain devoted to scent was at least five times greater. My olfactory bulb was the size of a pencil eraser; hers was the size of a Dubble Bubble gum stick. Our family’s home, laden with human smells—the lasagna in the oven, the sweat beneath our armpits, the shot of bleach that my mother sprayed onto the basement floor, cleaning up where the cub peed—must’ve been an overwhelming shock to her. The scent equivalent of peering into a toy kaleidoscope and witnessing a dizzying explosion of colours and shapes.

After an hour or so, my brother and the other boys grew bored of the small bear, who seemed to grow bored of us. They left, clambering up the stairs, catapulting their bodies back outside, scouting for another adventure.

I watched Brendan depart, tempted to race behind in his footsteps. I’d been following my rowdy, affectionate brother around since the day I learned to crawl. Brendan was my magnetic north, but on that day I was fascinated by the tiny cub who brayed and bounced around the basement like a bright-eyed kitten. I stayed and studied her behaviours, as though she were my own baby sister.

The cub fell asleep on the cold floor as I kept vigil next to her. My mother took a photograph of us: a pigtailed girl crouching next to the bear, who is coiled into a tight black ball. There is a strange sense of symmetry to it. Two cubs of different kinds—Ursus americanus, a solitary species, and Homo sapiens, a species that’s evolved through socialization—curling into the protection of their soft, gummy bodies. My small fingers are interwoven, hands clasped. My eyes, wide as planets, express wonder and empathy for the creature who’d lost her family.

Children aren’t afraid to cross over into the world of plants and animals. Psychologists refer to this as “naive biology”: a child’s natural ability to see themselves as part of, rather than separate from, the biological phenomena around them. Naive biology enables children to innately trust and form relationships without question; to extend care beyond friends and family to the natural world. I loved the bear the same way I loved my family—without boundaries. I couldn’t imagine facing the world without the protection of my parents, or my brother.

Growing up in bear country in northern Alberta during one of the province’s greatest oil booms, Brendan and I would inevitably learn to draw boundaries and brace ourselves for different forms of loss. Like most children, we faced dangers—wild and human—and discovered our own strategies for belonging and protecting ourselves from harm. Somehow, over the years, we lost track of each other and the primal pull to love without question. This is a story of reorientation, of fear and survival, of bears and oil, and of finding our way back to family—and the wilderness that inspired us.
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One

I grew up in northern Alberta along the muddy banks of the Peace River, a wide brown waterway that surges north through the boreal forest, nourishing the land and braiding itself into the Peace–Athabasca Delta. From a bird’s-eye view, the river appears like a long, sinewy muscle. At close range, the tracks of black bears, coyotes, and moose are visible on its shores. That is where you’d find us: my brother, with a Swiss Army knife in hand, stripping poplar boughs to build a fort, and me, wandering without a direction, humming a made-up song, scavenging for bits of twisted driftwood that resembled bodies and stones so smooth they felt as though they could merge into the palm of my hand.

In the early days, there was no separation between Brendan and me, in the way it can be with close-in-age siblings. There was only us. People always said we looked alike. His hair was dirty blond and curly whereas mine was the colour and texture of cornsilk. But we had the same impish smile and chipmunk cheeks and the same colour of eyes, somewhere between blue and grey, the colour of a swollen thunderhead on a hot day in July. As the older brother, Brendan was the one I always turned to to ask: Where do we go from here? He was naturally brave and athletic and fond of me, doting on me from an early age.

Brendan was always toeing the edge of risk, whereas I was more fearful about the ways in which we might get hurt. He was patient with my uncertainty and lovingly coaxed me into his adventures. “C’mon, Treen,” he’d croon, trying to pump me up with confidence. “It will be fun!” We catapulted our bodies off huge boulders and swam in the river. We swallowed the river water and got bellyaches from beaver fever. We paddled north with the current in a canoe, anchored between our parents. Once, Brendan fell off the dock and almost got swept away by the river’s current. My dad reached for him and hauled my brother out by the collar of his shirt. Twice, in early spring, the river rose and surged, heaving continents of ice and water over the banks, and we had to evacuate our home in the flats for higher ground. Our family took refuge with my brother’s best friend’s family, and Brendan and I laughed and played with the other kids, indifferent to the high waters threatening to flood our home.

When I was seven, he plunked me down on the back of his black GT snow racer and tied it with a long rope behind his friend’s snowmobile. They gunned the engine and I screamed and gripped the steering wheel and hung on for my life. We whipped along a snowy trail through a tightly knit stand of poplars and I worried I might smash into a tree. Brendan kept looking back over his shoulder, making sure I hadn’t fallen off. I clutched the wheel until I started to enjoy myself, my body leaning into the turns and the thrill of acceleration. When they braked the snowmobile in the middle of a snowy alfalfa field, Brendan jumped off and raced towards me, his boots punching through the snow. He high-fived me.

“How was it, Treen?” he asked with a wild grin.

“Awesome!” I answered in a shot, breathless, my cheeks two red apples against the cold.

It was as though he was always writing me into his own version of Choose Your Own Adventure, the younger playmate he was trying to toughen and wisen up.

Together, we were survivors of our childhood in northern Alberta, bound by blood and our shared social environment, playing witness to the same elemental world and at ease in each other’s constant company.



In 1989, when I was four, we moved five hundred kilometres north from Edmonton to Peace River, where my dad took a job as a provincial biologist. Business was booming in those days—oil and gas, logging, coal mining, and cash-crop agriculture—but you could count the number of northern biologists on one hand. My dad was responsible for a wildlife management region the size of a small country. His colleagues in the city, or those who worked coveted jobs in the Rocky Mountains, teased him: Who did you piss off to get sent north? Many of his peers didn’t want to live and work in a blue-collar resource town with a population of six thousand, but my dad didn’t want to work as what he called an “armchair biologist.” He longed to study the wild, up close and hands-on: flying over the forest in a Cessna four-seater, listening for the telemetry pulse of radio collars worn by woodland caribou, searching out their ghostly forms for aerial counts, and drawing blood samples from tranquilized grizzly bears caught in culvert traps.

Being a biologist in northern Alberta meant he had the opportunity to work with a wide range of megafauna, including black bears, grizzly bears, woodland caribou, moose, white-tailed and mule deer, wolverines, elk, and woodland bison. It would also mean he’d be a voice for the wild in a political arena that favoured industry over biodiversity.

There was a devastating side to my dad’s work. He’d witness rapid deforestation of the boreal forest for canola fields and pine plantations and pipelines, and the steady decline of habitat for woodland caribou and grizzly bears. The bureaucracy and politics of trying to protect habitat that was continually sold off to the highest bidder, of trying to slow down the pace of industry, often got him down. He didn’t talk much about it, but his frustrations were etched on his face.

My parents built a small house down by the river, in a neighbourhood called Lower West Peace, or “Moccasin Flats.” Many of our neighbours were Cree, Dene, and Métis. The expression “Moccasin Flats” carried a derogatory slant, but as a child, I didn’t yet understand these colonial divisions. Together, we cruised the streets of the neighbourhood on our five-speed bikes, slept over at one another’s homes, and rendezvoused at the boat launch down by the river.

Towering poplars, carved with scars from black bears, were visible from our living room window. Mule deer wandered the streets and fed on the highbush cranberry tree in our front yard. Standing in front of the large window, you could see across the river to the other side of the valley. In late April, my dad and I scanned the south slope, spying for that particular shade of newborn green that exists only in the first days of spring, a green so soft and muted that it’s easy to miss. That’s how my dad taught me to look for the signs of changing seasons and for our wild neighbours who lived close by: patiently and with perseverance. Day after day, don’t stop looking, or listening for the hopeful song of the black-capped chickadees (chick-a-DEE-DEE-DEE-DEE), for the flock of pine grosbeaks feeding on the rotted, shrunken crabapples, for the leafy deciduous trees unfurling their unassuming shade that reminded us: You’ve survived another winter.

We lived in what my dad called Bear Country, by which he meant we lived in the bears’ habitat—their homeland, so to speak—and not the other way around. We followed the laws of living with bears with the fundamental knowing that, as soon as we laced up our shoes to go outside, we could meet a bear, anywhere, along the riverbank, on the playground, or ambling down the middle of the street. Though, for the most part, we did not. The orphaned bear cub was a rare encounter. Our early first-hand experiences with bears were fleeting, harmless sightings mostly witnessed from the safety of our parents’ van. Black bears loitering at the edges of grain fields, scampering across the road, or grazing in the ditches. As kids, we mostly experienced bears as an invisible entity, always present but hidden out of sight.

“Just because you don’t see them doesn’t mean they aren’t around,” my dad cautioned us.

He pointed out the clues they left behind: piles of berry-laden scat, the aspen trees they dug into with their short, curled claws, a tuft of hair snagged on rough tree bark. He pointed out the sticky balsam poplar buds in spring—“the first thing they eat when they come out of the den”—and beaver dams—“bears love nothing more than feasting on a fat beaver.” Bears will eat pretty much anything, my dad taught us, and for that reason we grew up aware that unsecured garbage bins, or the foods we grew or carried with us, could draw them closer.

The playground at my elementary school bordered on bear country, backing onto the southern-facing, rolling slopes dotted with stands of aspen and birch and willows. Once, a teacher spotted a black bear in the hills and the school went into lockdown. “Everyone is to stay inside,” boomed the principal’s voice over the school intercom. My classmates and I pressed our faces up against the glass windows and spotted a black blob in the distance. Conservation officers arrived and drove their truck onto the far edge of the playground and honked their horn, which was enough to frighten the bear farther up into the hills.

The following day, recess resumed and we all forgot about the bear that we were supposed to be afraid of. Years later, I’d realize that bears likely denned behind the schoolyard, not far from where we made snow angels and built snow forts and chased one another around in games of tag.

“Bears are more herbivore than carnivore,” my dad pointed out. “They’re a fierce predator of dandelions,” he declared with a chuckle. Why were we meant to be afraid of an animal that mostly ate grass and flowers? I wondered.

My grade school drawing of a food chain: The worm, at the bottom, eats the organic matter in the soil. The robin bobs for the worm. The grass grows from the fertilized soil. The deer eats the grass. The girl, at the top of the chain, eats the deer. This felt familiar to me. Every fall, my dad filled our family’s freezer with moose roasts and deer sausages and elk burger. He took me and my brother to the gun range and taught us how to fire the old Remington .22 long rifle that once belonged to my Nana, my dad’s mother. He’d remind me that he wanted me to someday inherit it. “It should belong to the women in our family,” he said. Brendan and I would line up empty tin cans and pop cans, lie flat on our bellies, and take turns aiming.

My brother was an excellent shot. Although he was always small for his age—often the smallest guy in his class—he was naturally athletic and excelled at physical tasks. In school, he didn’t seem to care about achieving perfect grades, but socially, he thrived, playing hockey and team sports. I was the opposite. I strove for straight A’s but lacked confidence on the volleyball or basketball court. I preferred lacing up my ice skates and gliding alone in wide loops. Brendan was patient with my daydreaming ways and physical hesitancy.

When we were shooting, he would instruct me to aim the bead through the rear sights—“just a hair below”—and squeeze the trigger. It always frightened me to pull my finger on the trigger and feel the gun bucking against the soft spot between my shoulder and collarbone. But the satisfying PING! as a can went flying and my brother’s congratulatory excitement made it worthwhile. His big grin validated my shot.

We used the same .22 rifle to go grouse hunting every September. On one hunting trip, Brendan dropped a ruffed grouse from a low tree branch. Dad opened the bird up and showed us inside the stomach gizzard, a handful of green clover, perfectly intact, not yet digested. “The grouse swallows pebbles to help grind up the clover,” he explained. Amazed, I palmed the pebbles and shook them in my cupped hands like dice. Grouse eats the clover and pebbles. Girl eats the grouse. I could understand myself in this cycle.

But where did the bear belong in the food chain? We didn’t hunt bear, not for meat, certainly not for trophy—the paws, hide, and head. I knew that some of my First Nations classmates’ families hunted black bears for meat, using bear grease for cooking and making medicines. But they had a different relationship with the bear. Some referred to them as they would people, “Grandfather” or “Brother.” I wasn’t sure where to place the bear. We were both omnivorous. We both slept in dens. We played and wrestled with our siblings. When I drew the bear beside the stick figure of the girl, my teacher told me to erase it.

“Humans are at the top,” she explained, directing me to place the bear beneath the girl.

I nodded but wasn’t convinced, and when she walked away, I drew the bear off to the side like a satellite entity, an unlike object I wasn’t sure what to do with.






Two

I didn’t play with Barbie dolls, with their too-long legs the colour of orange peels, whittled waists, pointed toes, manicured hands, and lipstick smiles. My own skin was fish-belly white, rivers of pale-blue veins and arteries visible beneath the surface. It was easier to turn myself into an animal. I wanted to grow fur and walk on all fours. I played with small bear figurines with a thin sheen of velvet covering their bodies, that could walk upright on two flat feet—just like us. I dressed the bears up in human clothes and played with them in my doll house, where they slept in beds and bathed in a claw-footed bathtub. I sculpted from kids’ clay miniature meals of spaghetti and meatballs, hamburgers, sirloin steaks, scrambled eggs, and ice cream. The bears feasted at a dining room table made of shiny oak.

In the summer, I brought the bears camping in the bush. Made homes for them in the bowels of mossy logs. We denned together in my tent. The bears slept next to me like talismans, like worry dolls tucked under my pillow.

During these trips, Brendan was never idle. He wasn’t interested in my bears or imaginary games. He could swing a hatchet and split spruce logs into kindling. He could harvest old man’s beard, lichen hanging off the boughs of old spruce, and make a nest of dried materials for lighting a fire. He could carve a stick for roasting sausages and tie a silver lure onto a fishing rod and reel in a northern pike.

Together, we once constructed a fort made of spruce limbs and twine. Brendan expertly carved off the branches with a handsaw, lashed a limb between two trees, and made an A-frame by leaning sticks up against the beam. I gathered up spruce boughs to pile on top and layer on the ground to make a carpet. My parents took a photograph of us, curled up next to one another, beaming, safe in the den we’d built together.

On a camping trip in Jasper National Park, I was helping my mother make pancakes while my brother sat at the picnic table, playing his Gameboy, when my father looked up and in a low voice uttered, “Brendan, don’t move.” A female elk stood only a few centimetres behind Brendan, who was ten years old at the time. We were all surprised how she’d entered the clearing so silently, so unheard. My brother, not knowing what was behind him, heeded my dad’s advice. He made himself into a statue. The elk sniffed the back of his baseball hat, so close that he later told us, “I could feel its breath on the back of my neck.” She stayed for less than a minute before ambling off into the forest. Bren’s quiet bravery helped to avoid injury from the elk, who could’ve easily trampled him with her powerful hooves.

On these trips, my brother and I would sleep inside a green nylon tent. The walls were thin enough to hear everything beyond: wind through the creaky pine limbs, mosquitoes whining their desperation. We lay on our bellies and devoured Choose Your Own Adventure novels and R.L. Stine’s Goosebumps series by flashlight. When I woke in the middle of the night, too afraid to leave the tent to go pee, I’d comfort myself by listening to my brother next to me, snoring faintly. I anchored my breath to his breath and eventually fall back asleep.

Whenever we slept in tents, my mother made my dad sleep with a rifle.

She was fearful of bears, although she loved watching them from afar. While driving through the Rockies, if we encountered a bear feeding on clover in the ditch, she’d make my dad pull over on the side of the road so she could take photographs. But sleeping in tents worried my mother. She’d stir every few hours, nudging my dad awake. “Dave, what was that?” On more than one trip, she abandoned the tent to sleep in the vehicle, taking us kids with her. She’d been a city girl all her life, growing up in her family’s stucco bungalow in Burnaby, BC. When she was seventeen, she left the city for the mountain town of Jasper, Alberta, with her friends, and got a job waiting tables. She later moved to Edmonton to study early childhood development at college and met my dad, freshly back from a canoe trip on the Yukon River. My mom felt attracted to my dad’s adventures in the wilderness. He proposed to her while on a hiking trip in Jasper, winding a paper clip around a throat lozenge to make his own engagement ring, and she joyfully accepted.

Shortly after my parents were married in 1980, my father’s colleague gave them a “wedding gift,” an invitation to tag along on his grizzly bear research project in the eastern slopes of southern Alberta, which involved capturing bears with leg snares, sedating them, and taking physiological measurements and samples.

“It was completely insane,” my mother said, shaking her head. “I wasn’t convinced those drugs were strong enough. It was a cowboy operation.”

“Your mother isn’t wrong,” my dad admitted, noting that research protocols and the tranquilizers used had changed substantially over the past decades.

Though I hadn’t felt instinctive fear of wildlife as a little girl, eventually I came to be afraid of the sound of footsteps, the crunching of gravel at night, knowing that only a thin membrane separated us from wild things that lurked in the bushes.

“No food in the tent,” instructed my father, who meticulously packed everything in a cooler and stored it in the back of our van. “No chocolate or snacks.” Even, “No toothpaste.”

The spring I turned six years old, a male black bear ambushed a boy named James in his tent in the Marten River campground, just north of the town of Slave Lake, Alberta. The boy was only a few years older than Brendan. He’d pitched his tent next to his parents’ trailer, but in the morning, when they woke, the tent was completely gone. Everything—tent, sleeping bag, mattress, boy—dragged off into the bush. No, he hadn’t brought food into the tent, the boy’s father told media, adding that his son had wanted to be a park ranger or naturalist. Fish and Wildlife officers later destroyed a black bear found in the vicinity of the campsite.

These kinds of attacks were extremely rare. My dad knew this. We had a significantly higher chance of being killed in a head-on collision with a logging truck, or a bull moose running out in front of our van. However, fear began to take root in our small bodies and minds, creating distance from the wilderness that had once seemed like an extension of ourselves. We were learning to anticipate worst-case scenarios—to imagine dangerous behaviour from beings unlike us—to keep ourselves safe.






Three

My dad was known as “the bear guy” in Peace River. He often got the call to advise on what to do with “problem bears” reported by the public. Now and then they’d get a call from a farmer about a grizzly bear, but for the most part the culprit was a black bear that had wandered into town or was nosing through somebody’s trash bins. “Problem bear” or “nuisance bear” were the terms commonly used by wildlife managers to describe bears that showed no fear of people, fed on anthropogenic food sources, and edged close enough to threaten a person’s perception of safety. Perception being the key word there, my dad would later grumble. It was a tricky thing to assess and manage, because everyone’s perception of risk was different. Some people tolerated a bear wandering through their backyard. Others viewed the bear as a threat to their children’s safety. For everyone, the distance or threshold between the bear and their circle of comfort, the perception of a situation going from harmless to dangerous, could be markedly different. There was no clear line, no border drawn in the sand, that signalled to bears: You shall not pass.

Reports of problem bears were most frequent from late April, when bears crawled out of hibernation, through the spring and summer months, and into October, when they entered hyperphagia, a state of extreme hunger. Most of the calls to conservation officers about “problem bears” were regarding black bears, hands-down, owing to the fact that the grizzly population in northwestern Alberta was significantly less and, for the most part, tended to avoid people. The expression “problem bear” almost always refers to a black bear, even today.

“There’s a goddamned bear breaking into my shed!”

“There’s a bear prowling the riverbank. I’m scared for the safety of my kids.”

“There’s a bear up in a tree behind my house. I threw rocks at it, but it won’t budge.”

“Human safety is always our number one concern,” my dad would say. “But it’s about keeping the bear safe too.”

When a call came, my dad would don his government uniform, a sand-coloured button-up shirt with the Fish and Wildlife badge of a bighorn sheep stitched on the shoulder. Over the years, the name on the badge would change from Fish and Wildlife to Sustainable Resources, symbolic of the Government of Alberta’s expanding agenda of prioritizing resource extraction over environmental conservation. Sometimes I’d beg to go along with him, eager to witness some of the action, but he never allowed it. As my brother and I got older, however, the public reports of nuisance bears came frequently enough that the novelty of it wore off.

“Where’s Dad?” I’d ask my mom.

“Oh, he’s responding to a call about a bear down in the Southend,” she’d say, and I’d nod nonchalantly.

One evening, our community made the national news when a black bear waltzed right through the automatic doors of the IGA grocery story and beelined for the bakery. Brendan and I laughed when we watched the footage captured by the store’s security camera: the bear strolling through those doors as if he’d done it a thousand times before, eventually chased out by the store manager with an industrial broom. The story made for a comedic segment on the six o’clock news, as no one was harmed, the bear included. My brother and I were excited, even proud, that the news of the bear had put our small town on the map. Maybe it was a problem bear, but it was our problem bear. For my dad, it was just business as usual.

Another day, another nuisance bear.

In the 1990s, wildlife managers relied on a bear management concept called “mutual avoidance,” a term that was coined and popularized by Stephen Herrero, a behavioural ecologist and author of Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance, a book published in 1985 that became, and remains today, widely influential. “Mutual avoidance is a desirable end state,” wrote Herrero in Bear Attacks. He called for a “standoff between bears and people rather than the petting, feeding, and garbage eating that have characterized the past.” Herrero argued that a century of tolerating, and in some cases even encouraging, bears feeding on anthropogenic food sources had created a legacy of food-conditioned and habituated bears. Bear Attacks was one of the first books to draw a connection between food habituation and fatal maulings, arguing that a food-habituated bear is a dangerous bear. His logic was sound: Close the garbage dumps, clean up unmanaged food sources, and scare away food-habituated bears through persistent negative, or adverse, conditioning. My dad agreed.

He and his colleagues used negative conditioning to send problem bears a message, loud and clear: You aren’t welcome here. Mostly, they’d rely on non-lethal methods, driving bears off by vehicle, honking the horn, or turning on a loud siren. They’d fire off a round of cracker shells at the bear, or shoot them with rubber bullets.

“We aim for the fat on the bear’s rump,” my dad told me. “The rubber slug will certainly sting and send them a message, but it won’t cause any harm to the bear.”

Some of the problem bears would be captured in culvert traps, a live-bear trap designed like an open culvert: long enough for a bear to worm in, pull on bait at the back of the trap—typically a beaver carcass or roadkill—and trigger the door to slam behind them. Biologists would tranquilize the bear and take its physiological measurements: body weight, length, sex, and general health. They’d age the bear by examining its teeth, the wear on its canines and incisors, looking for the presence of yellow dentine, which would indicate an older bear. Sometimes my dad would extract a tooth with pliers and send it for analysis in Edmonton. Under a microscope, a lab technician would count the number of rings on a tooth root, like the growth rings on a tree stump, to determine the bear’s age. The problem bear would receive a bright-yellow or -orange ID ear tag. Some would get a radio collar, so biologists could follow its whereabouts like a prisoner released on parole. The problem bears entered the system as numbers, so repeat offenders could be identified.

Most wildlife managers had a three-strikes-you’re-out policy. For bears that didn’t get the memo on mutual avoidance, their story ended with a lead bullet. “Put down” was the common expression, or “cull,” like kill made soft, or “euthanized,” as though the bear was akin to our family’s dog, Sage, whom we said goodbye to on the operating table at the veterinary clinic. “Destroyed” was another word used by wildlife managers, and as a child I imagined them blowing up the bear into ten thousand tiny pieces the same way they detonated the Death Star in Star Wars.

Bears that remained afraid of people and avoided areas used by humans would have the best chance at survival, my dad reminded us.

The calls from the public about problem bears wore on him, however.

“Who’s really the problem here—bears or people?” he’d complain.

Bears were just being bears, he’d say, drawn by their noses to unmanaged food sources, including unsecured garbage bins, or cooking oil dumped behind a restaurant in town, or an apple tree, or raspberry bushes in somebody’s backyard. Or maybe someone left their barbecue wide open, or forgot a bag of dog food out on the front steps of their house. Or perhaps it was a bear just passing through town, using the paved walking trail as a corridor to travel. In cases where bears would refuse to budge from people’s backyards, sometimes they’d discover small cubs clinging to the upper branches of nearby trees, which the mothers guarded from below.

At the root of every problem bear, my dad would say, is a human problem. The idea of a “bad bear” was solely a human construct. The bear was just trying to pack on enough pounds to survive the winter. If it discovered a human-made food source, that was our fault, not the bear’s.

But for all the resources that went into dealing with these so-called problem bears in town, the bears that actually killed people seemingly appeared out of thin air, like a sleight of hand. Their victims never saw it coming. These black bear attacks, although incredibly rare, mostly happened in remote areas where human activity encroached on their habitat.

In 1980, several people were attacked by a large male black bear at an isolated oil and gas camp near Zama City, a hamlet northwest of Peace River. The first victim, a geologist, had been fatally attacked from behind while walking alone along a stream bed, surveying rocks. When the geologist didn’t return to camp, two of his colleagues began to search the forest for him, and the same bear attacked them. One worker fled up a tree—a deadly mistake with a species that’s evolved to climb—and the bear dragged her down by the ankle. The other ran back to camp to get help, but it would be too late.

Biologists determined it was a clear case of predation. The bear hadn’t attacked in defence of its own safety, or because it was protecting cubs or a food source. It had treated the people as potential prey. Biologists called it a “surplus kill,” no different from a fox in a chicken coop, killing more hens than it can possibly eat.

These rare encounters lodged themselves in my imagination. I knew that fatal bear attacks were exceedingly uncommon, only one, maybe two, occurring in Canada every year, but nor were they impossible. Perhaps some fear, particularly in such remote country, was warranted.



When I was in tenth grade, my forestry class was preparing for a two-week field course outside Swan Hills, Alberta, an area located to the south of Peace River where there’s a high density of grizzly bears and black bears. My dad came to my high school to give a presentation on bear safety, specifically, how to protect ourselves from or avoid bear attacks. I’d grown up listening to these cautionary stories and instructions, but somehow the repeated telling felt as visceral as the first. He told us a story about sixty-three-year-old Cree trapper Bella Twin, who, in 1953, encountered and defended herself against one of the world’s largest recorded grizzly bears in this same region and astonishingly put down the bear with a .22 rifle, a firearm meant for hunting small game like grouse and rabbits. I shivered in awe of Bella’s bravery, and my classmates’ eyes were wide with admiration. Even the boys nodded with respect. I was proud of my father, standing in front of our class like a bear guru of sorts.

We were instructed to respond differently in a close encounter with a grizzly bear versus a black bear. The two species had, behaviourally speaking, evolved differently. Whereas black bears evolved in trees, often fleeing and climbing to safety in frightening encounters, grizzly bears evolved on treeless plains where they had to stand their ground and fight back in defense situations. If it was a defensive grizzly bear attack, a mother protecting her cubs, for example, he advised us to play dead, which would potentially defuse the attack. “You’ve got to convince her that you’re not a threat,” he said. Often, in defensive grizzly attacks, bears would eventually leave after initially wounding or impairing a person.

“Cover the back of your neck with your hands,” he told us. “Try to stay on your stomach. The bear will likely try to flip you over, but if you can, stay on your stomach and protect your vital organs.”

If it was a black bear attack, he said, “you’ve gotta fight with everything you’ve got.”

We learned of a ten-year-old girl from Williams Lake, BC, who fought off a black bear with an axe and a pot of boiling water, which she flung in the bear’s face.

Black bear attacks in North America occur more frequently than grizzly bear attacks, he explained, but when grizzlies do attack, it often results in serious injury or death. There were other key differences between grizzly bears and black bears.

He pointed to research from Herrero’s Bear Attacks that found the majority of fatal grizzly bear attacks occurred in national parks, where bears had become food habituated and accustomed to people. On the flip side, nearly all the fatal black bear attacks took place in rural, remote areas—not so different from Peace River or the Swan Hills. Although these incidents were extremely rare, Herrero found that black bears would stalk and attack their victims in broad daylight, whereas the majority of grizzly bear attacks occurred at night. Perhaps that’s due to the fact that grizzly bears, as their habitat has shrunk in size and fragmented, have adapted to become more nocturnal. In over half the accounts, black bears preyed on people of smaller stature, their victims often women or children. There was an assumption that grizzlies were more dangerous than black bears, but just because black bears tended to be smaller didn’t mean they were any less deadly. “[Black bears] can bite through live trees thicker than a man’s arm,” Herrero wrote in Bear Attacks. “They can kill a full-grown steer with a bite to the neck.”

“If a black bear is stalking you, you’re probably not going to see it coming,” my dad told us. “When they get into predatory mode, it’s like the flick of a switch. They’re on. They’re focused.”

A collective hush fell over the room, all eyes glued to my father.

No doubt he was thinking of the tragic bear attacks that had occurred only a few years earlier at Liard River Hot Springs, a remote campground in northern British Columbia. On August 14, 1997, an adult black bear stalked a woman named Patti McConnell and her thirteen-year-old son, Kelly, near the upper hot springs pool. The bear attacked McConnell and then turned on her son, who had attempted to beat the bear off his mother with a stick. When Ray Kitchen, a fifty-six-year-old trucker, heard their screams, he went running to intervene, but the bear charged and knocked him over. As people heard the attacks, they fled from the hot springs for the parking lot, and in the ensuing panic the bear mauled a fourth victim, a twenty-eight-year-old man. Eventually, two bystanders came running with rifles. They shot the bear, but both Patti McConnell and Kitchen died from their wounds.

My classmates and I had learned about the gruesome attacks, right down to the goriest details, on the television news. It made the front page of the newspapers with headlines that read: DEADLIEST ATTACK IN NORTH AMERICAN HISTORY. Reader’s Digest published a story called “Rogue Bear on the Rampage” that depicted the thirteen-year-old boy watching the bear “engulf his mother’s almost naked body.” The story read like a thriller novel; it was impossible to tear your eyes away from the sensational account. “[Kelly’s mother] lay beside him, her skin ashen, her eyes open and unblinking,” the article read. “The animal’s foul, rancid breath made Kelly want to vomit. He closed his eyes. He knew he was about to die.”

There was something unsettling about the way people leaned in to the bear attack story, some kind of twisted desire to consume every last gruesome detail. We were drawn to the blood lust of bear attacks with a magnetic intensity. It was hard to look away from the onslaught of headlines, but then again, we were kids growing up in a culture obsessed with violence inflicted by predators of all kinds—from wrestlers bashing one another over the head with folding chairs to movies about serial killers and rapists. Bears were just another bad guy.

But when it comes to bears, a fatal, predatory attack is never personal. It’s not evil or malicious, or premeditated. It’s about the animal’s attempt to survive and evolve. The media’s obsession with bear attacks generates sales and dollars, but more often than not, it fails to bring us any closer to understanding them as a species.

The detail about the woman’s “almost naked body” reminded me of the opening scene in Spielberg’s cult classic Jaws, a movie we worshipped as kids, that opens with a young woman with long blond hair running along a beach, giggling and taking off her clothes. A drunken suitor follows behind, slurring, “What’s your name again?” “Chrissie!” she says. “Where are we going?” “Swimming!” she responds. As she pulls off her sweater, revealing her breasts, the man says with a laugh, “I’m definitely coming!” Chrissie swims elegantly out into the calm ocean waters as the guy drunkenly struggles out of his clothes and passes out on the beach.

The point of view changes to that of the great white shark, lurking beneath Chrissie, rising up towards her. The camera zooms in on her naked body, a perfect Barbie replica, and the theme music, the two single notes produced by a tuba that Jaws would become world-famous for—duh duh, duh duh, duh duh—warns us that she’s about to get attacked. The Reader’s Digest story about the Liard River Hot Springs bear attack used similar stylistic tactics, only the rogue predator on a killing spree was a black bear instead of a shark. And the “almost naked” woman was an actual human victim.

At the root of my discomfort about the sensationalized story was not only the conscious fear of being attacked by a wild predator, but an unconscious one too, which began to take up space in my body. The fear of what it meant to be a girl on the brink of adolescence in the North.






Four

The summer I was ten years old, one of Brendan’s friends from the city rode the Greyhound north to visit. The boys were thirteen. We pedalled our bikes across the Peace River bridge to the Reddi-Mart and sat outside on a picnic table in the hot sun, sucking on jumbo cups of blue slush. My brother’s friend, Daniel, a boy several inches taller and much bulkier than my brother, looked over at me and sneered.

“You see that road over there? Trina’s breasts are flatter than that road.”

I froze. Daniel laughed and my cheeks flushed pink with embarrassment. I turned to Brendan for help, but I saw that he was laughing.

I didn’t know how to react. I sensed the cruelty behind his friend’s words, as though what he was really saying to me was: Your body doesn’t belong to you. Shame rose up from my belly button, between my tiny girl breasts, to my lips. The boy’s words hurt me, but what hurt more was my brother’s laughter. It felt like a betrayal.

I didn’t know what else to do, so I laughed.

Psychologists have a word for this behaviour. They call it “fawning,” an unconscious response to try to maintain connection in an unsafe environment or relationship. It’s considered the fourth trauma response: fight, flight, freeze—and fawn. One becomes more appealing to the threat, pacifying conflict in order to establish safety.

It was the first time I could remember my body being sexualized. Made into a thing that someone else could talk about, and in that sense take ownership of. It was also the first time I realized that my brother couldn’t protect me from harm. Although he laughed as if in on the joke, Brendan must’ve been uncomfortable. He didn’t often show it, but my brother was a sensitive boy. I know he’d felt the hurt the same way I did—I was his kid sister, I was a part of him. But we were transitioning into adolescence, which would send us on divergent paths according to what society expected of our genders.



Growing up, I wore Brendan’s hand-me-down clothes—grunge jeans that hung off my sapling frame and baggy Nirvana T-shirts—with pride. I cut my long blond hair into a mushroom cut, a popular hairstyle in the early 1990s, just like he did. We rocked out to the same music: the Offspring, Pennywise, NOFX. I remember sitting with my brother in the back seat of our parents’ Dodge van, drumming on the back of the driver’s and passenger’s seats, Green Day full blast on the stereo, gleefully bellowing the lyrics: WELCOME TO PAR-A-DISE!

On the weekends, he played in hockey tournaments and I religiously attended, even travelling with the team to away games. The ice was my brother’s preferred habitat, the place where he seemed the happiest, where he came alive. My mom said she used to take him to the arena where they lived at the time, in Brooks, Alberta, when he was a baby and his eyes would follow the game, watching the players zip back and forth. By the time Brendan could walk, he could skate.

For me, the hockey arena was a different kind of wilderness. The other players’ younger siblings and I would scurry up and down the side ramps, chasing rogue pucks that flew over the glass, and search beneath the bleachers for sticky quarters to buy scorching hot Styrofoam cups of hot chocolate and bags of hickory sticks from the vending machines. They called us “rink rats.” We were scavengers of sorts, allowed to freely roam the arena. But when my brother set foot on the ice, I would rush back to the bleachers where my parents sat and watch him like a hawk. I’d perch behind his team in the players’ box, cheering until my lungs were hoarse. As they played, the scent of the boys’ damp, sweat-saturated hockey gear—gloves, pads, socks, uniforms—filtered up towards us. I secretly loved that smell, even when, after games, my brother grabbed me and playfully threatened to zip me up in his equipment bag.

Brendan’s dream—like many other boys’ dreams in Canadian towns and cities—was to play on a team for the National Hockey League. Somehow, when we were kids, it didn’t seem so far out of reach. We were of a generation force-fed those inspirational slogans printed on laminated posters tacked up on the walls: IF YOU CAN BELIEVE IT, YOU CAN ACHIEVE IT. Brendan was always one of the strongest players, and our family organized our lives around his great love and his dream of playing in the NHL. During the summer months, we travelled as a unit, towing a tent trailer behind the Dodge van, to Penticton, BC, where he could attend hockey skills camps. At home, he would position me as the goalie in front of a miniature net and fire away, perfecting his shot. I never complained, content to be the loyal hockey sister, the rink rat, the accomplice to his dreams.

While I had begun to struggle with a growing sense of my body as an object of appraisal, never quite measuring up, my brother had to contend with his own perceived shortcomings: He was always one of the smallest guys in his class and on his hockey team. Over the years of playing minor hockey in Peace River, coaches often told him, “Too bad you aren’t bigger.” That he wasn’t an “alpha male”—a term that seemed to imply being physically big and dominant-spirited—weighed on him. Later, I’d reflect back on that day outside the Reddi-Mart when Brendan didn’t stand up to his friend Daniel. Perhaps he’d been afraid of him. Like me, he fawned in the face of the boy’s cruelty.

Our coming of age in a resource town in northern Alberta would require different survival strategies. I would learn how to avoid getting unwanted attention from boys or men. I would learn how to fawn and please, but also how to physically fend off an attack and defuse threats—not only from bears, but from boys and men. Defensive tactics of a different kind. Even then I sensed that the cultural onus seemed to be on us, as girls, to protect ourselves from harm.

And so, at thirteen, I signed up for a self-defence course with my best friend that was taught by my dad’s colleague, Allen, a conservation officer with a black belt in karate. In the late 1970s, Allen had been hired by the government to set leg snares for bears. Catch a bear, kill a bear—that was the policy back then. But in the 1990s, it was more a game of catch and release, unless a bear broke the three-strikes policy, or killed someone. Allen knew what it meant to have an angry bear come charging at him like a racehorse. Steady the breath, aim for the lungs, and shoot. Maybe that’s why he taught self-defence to youth: He wanted others to be prepared, to develop the same inner calm he’d learned to cultivate in the face of danger.

Most of the participants in the self-defence class were girls. Allen taught us escape moves, how to break free if someone grabbed our wrists by rotating the arm and applying pressure against their thumb and forefingers. How to hit an attacker in the “vital areas,” jabbing the eyes, striking the nose, jaw, or temple. How to carry car keys between our knuckles when walking to our vehicles at night. I didn’t even have my learner’s permit yet, but that was a trick I’d carry with me long into adulthood.

My brother didn’t take a self-defence class, but early on he would learn how to try not to get shoved in a locker, or hung up on a coat hook by his underwear—both of which happened—or socially persecuted for being a small male. He compensated with his talent at hockey and his boisterous, extroverted personality. He was quick-witted and funny and likeable. No one could tease or hurt Brendan if he became the life of the party. “B-Mo,” his peers called him fondly. They adored him, and by extension they loved me, calling me “Moyles’s little sister.” The boys homed in on a shared behaviour of ours, an unconscious habit of tugging on our earlobes while deep in thought. They teased us both about it. When I walked down the hallways at school, they’d gently flick my ear, and my cheeks burned red with embarrassment. But the boys’ teasing seemed playful and non-threatening. It was attention, even a kind of social validation. People saw me because they saw my brother, and that offered a protective buffer. No one would ever mess with me because of Brendan’s talent on the ice and his popularity at school.

When he was fifteen, Brendan started getting “fucking smashed,” as he liked to say, with his hockey teammates on the weekends. He tried to hide it from my parents; alcoholism ran on both sides of our family, our mother always warned us. She spoke often of her childhood, growing up with an alcoholic father whose own father, a Ukrainian immigrant, had struggled with substance abuse. But booze flowed like the river in the North. The only way to drink was to drink hard. Get blackout drunk. “If you can’t remember what happened, you know it was a good night,” the saying went.

Brendan gifted me with a mickey of lemon gin, hidden in a small wooden chest he’d made in his grade eleven industrial arts class, the summer I was fourteen years old. My first sip of alcohol triggered cringe and disgust, followed by a warmth that rocked my body like ocean swell. I tasted relief in alcohol. I swam in the sea of disembodiment. The fear and anxiety that was gradually accumulating in my girl body found release.

We drank religiously every weekend in the bleachers at Friday night hockey games, at bush parties, in gravel pits, and next to the gravesite of Twelve Foot Davis, a legendary trapper who’d improbably struck it rich on a twelve-foot-wide gold mining claim during the Klondike gold rush. We got high, standing atop a large cement pad where Twelve Foot’s remains were entombed, overlooking the Peace River valley, the lights of town glittering down below. We gathered around stacks of burning pallets, Metallica’s “Enter Sandman” blasting out of one of the hockey gods’ vehicles. Boys on shrooms and cocaine dared one another to jump over the dancing flames. Someone emptied a jerry can of fuel on the fire and it exploded. We waterfall-chugged and drank until we couldn’t walk. We drank until the red-and-blue lights flickered through the bush and the RCMP extinguished the flames and shut down the party and everyone drove home drunk.
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ne of the best books I've read in years. This touching narrative will be hard to forget.”

Trina Moyles
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