Chapter 1

Hello.  I am Ward Palmer, former U S Park Ranger.  I know you remember the symbol of the National Parks -- the profile silhouette of a mother bear and cubs.  The subject of that symbol has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember.  Some of my earliest memories are about bears.  When I was only three or four, my father told me bear stories, beginning, I suppose, with Goldilocks.  He apparently liked real bear stories also.  It became one of his nightly rituals to put three rowdy boys to bed with stories which were most often about bears and sometimes cougars.  He regaled us with stories of wilderness survival, always having a fascination with the big carnivores.

My grandmother even got into the act, telling stories of frontier life when she was a child.  A particular one I remember had to do with something that happened while her father was away.  A couger tried to get into her family's one-room cabin.  It couldn't tear through the roof and attempted to get in by coming down the chimney.  Her mother put more wood in the fireplace to build the fire higher.   But as they exhausted the wood supply, they could hear the big cat scratching inside the chimney opening, starting to climb in.  My grandmother's mother stuffed the family feather-mattress into the dying flames.  It quickly sent great flames leaping into the errant feline's face.  Needless to say, it vacated the premises promptly.

Stories of the wilderness and survival are a tradition in my family.  I want to tell you a bear story.  It's a bear story for grown-ups -- a story about a grizzly bear I met when I was rangering in Yellowstone National Park.

Ursa horribilis .   That's the official name that someone long ago coined to identify grizzly bears.  Now, this bear wasn't just any grizzly bear -- and he wasn't as horrible as the coiners of Latin names would have you believe, at least not at first.  You wouldn't associate this little ball of fur or his twin sister I saw that day at the edge of upper Willow Meadow with anything horrible --- unless you looked a few feet to the side under the overhang of a blue spruce limb and saw their mother.  She was another story.  She was probably what those Latin folks had in mind when they stuck the grizzly race with that name.  She was big, and ugly, and beautiful, and grizzly all the way.  But the rangers had given her a less ominous name.  To us she was Number 23, and she was a "good" bear.  She never gave us any trouble.  She just lived in the park, did her grizzly thing, and gave birth to little grizzlies every three years or so.

However, this story is not about her.  It's about one of her cubs born in the winter of 1985-1986, the one with the yellow face and dark legs, the male cub that scurried around big ugly, learning what the good earth provides that's wonderful to eat, the things it provides that aren't -- and the things that might eat you if you aren't a careful little bear who listens to your big ugly mama.

This story is also about time -- how much of it some have and how little others have.  It's about life cycles -- some that we as humans get to see from the beginning to the end, and some that span from back yonder to forever, those that we humans only get to see as snapshots during our own life cycles.  I guess you think about those kinds of things when you are a writer, trying to make sense out of some pretty insensible things.  That's what I am now, but back then as a ranger it was my job to look after the little bear and his mama and all the other animals that live in or visit the park, human and non-human.

It was my job to monitor and, when necessary, to manage the activities of the residents and visitors to the park.  That's why the little bear's life cycle and mine came to get knotted together a bit more than probably either one of us would have liked.

That day in the meadow was the first time I saw him, but it wouldn't be the last.  I followed his career for several years, first as part of my regular job as a park ranger, then later as the subject of a special study a friend was doing for the service.  I have to say that following this particular bear's career gave me some laughs, and a lot of pain, too.

Age three years is just about the time that young grizzlies start getting their independence.  Some can really start to feel their oats about then.  They're like some teen-age kids.  They're big enough to raise hell and do damage, but not old enough to realize that there may be consequences.  By age three the little fur ball wasn't so little any more.  He had grown to be a fairly large young grizzly -- and he was definitely headed for trouble that summer day in 1988 out on the Old Wisterman Trail.  Later, after I had a chance to investigate I put together what happened that hazy-bright day in July.

------------------------------

An electric blue flash of color bobbed and weaved seductively in and out of sight in the brush along the little hills and valleys on the old Wisterman trail, six miles east of the Bridge Bay campground in the upper end of the park.  Bright lemon yellow and forest green tandem sections trailed along, following up and down the inclines and troughs like the undulating end of a short, multi-colored caterpillar.  The little caravan moved slowly along, like any other caterpillar in the woods, seemingly unaware of any obstacles that might lie before it.

One obstacle that lay almost in its path was certainly aware of its approach.  Near-sighted black eyes squinted to absorb the slightly blurred image as a lightly eddying easterly July breeze brought tantalizing messages to the coal black nose.  The nose was hidden behind a lodgepole pine blow-down twenty yards off the trail.  Behind the nose and the eyes a light yellow-ochre face peered through the tangle at the small cavalcade approaching in slow motion. 

Bacon grease. Chocolate. Man-smell. Female man-smell. Sweet syrup. To the owner of the black eyes and nose, they were just a mingle of tantalizing smells that reminded him of past sweet honey lodes, compliments of his mother.  Movements of his fuzzy round ears were driven by electric olfactory impulses touching his keyed up nerve centers.

His sister had bolted at the first hint of the feared man-smell, just as instructed by their insistent teacher-mother, but the yellow-faced one was curious -- and ravenously hungry.  The sweet food smells wakened a stronger instinct than did the man-smells.  The man-smells were the same as the odors they had noticed earlier that morning back on the low knob as they were coming down the valley drainage. They had not noticed any food smells then, and had ambled on, looking for the little secluded open meadows where wild blackberries and raspberries would be ripening. 

His almost incessant hunger had not relented at any time since he and his sister had taken their first halting steps from their winter den.  They had followed the massive body of the she-grizzly from under the big flat rock at the head of Aaron's Gulch in late May.  Right away, their mother had been in a foul and unpredictable mood.  She had repeatedly cuffed them for little or no reason, and had acted strangely in other ways as well.  It seemed as if she were sick, calling out and moaning so much.  It had been truly mystifying.  Nothing like it had happened in the two and a half years the cubs had known her. 

At times she had even charged them.  At first it seemed no more than normal rough playing, but it had become more and more frequent as well as more and more violent.  She was still more than three times as large as his sister and after one especially awful tirade, both cubs sat in wonder and amazement just watching as she wandered off up the home valley, voicing that strange grunting sound.  The bewildered cubs had not seen her since.

On that day, after watching quietly for a time, they meandered back down the valley of the Soda Butte drainage, lifting flat rocks to find grubs and salamanders and small rodents too slow to avoid the quick, squashing paws.  But the big rocks that their mother handled so easily wouldn't move for them at all.  It had seemed so effortless for her.  They weren't  starving, but they were never full and content anymore.  They couldn't know that they had run headlong into the end of one of the cycles within a bear's life and slam into the beginning of another.  Nor could they understand that the priority-bashing estrus cycle of their mother was marking the seams of the two periods in their young lives.  They only knew they were alone now, with memory of her quickly fading from their consciousness.  

The approaching food smells made the young male bear salivate.  The stronger the smells became, the more the man-smell diminished in importance, leaving only the food smells.  The man-smell even mingled with the food smells so it was hard to remember his estranged mother's early lessons.  Her sternest warning had been "man-smell should always be avoided -- always!" 

Bulging young muscles rippled under his long, even hair.  The light colored tips waved like prairie grass in a summer breeze.  He edged to the end of the log pile nearest the trail and waited, curiosity and hunger resolving his intent.  An exploring elk calf wandering away from its mother wouldn't be more interesting to a cougar than this scene was to the drooling young bear.

------------------------------

Mary Billingsly unzipped her mummy bag and slowly sat up in a weak shaft of the morning's first sunlight.  She rubbed her eyes with balled fists and looked over the campsite toward the little brook.  She wanted to rinse her mouth to get her taste buds working, but thought better of drinking directly from the stream.  She had heard too much about beaver fever to risk it.  Picking up the giardia organism wouldn't be anyone's idea of fun.  Her husband Joe was forever warning her about it. 

She slowly eased from the bag after pulling on her sweat shirt.  She slid her legs into her  jeans and toed into her unlaced mountain hikers then clumped to the two-gallon water jug hanging from the drooping limb of a big spruce.  Still somewhat groggy from fighting through another night with lumps under her head and in the needle duff under her bedroll, she cast about for  her canteen cup.  She saw it hanging from another limb and thumped in her untied boots to retrieve it. 

A scurrying in the brush nearby startled her.  Her heart pumped and she almost made a headlong dive for the safety of her husband Joe's sleeping form, but quick recognition eased her mind.  She saw the flash of red-brown and black stripes of a thirteen-lined ground squirrel, a federal squirrel.  Walking back to the water jug, she dribbled half a cupful and took two deep swallows to satisfy her thirst. 

Immediately her attention diverted to the pressure in her lower abdomen.  Better go now, she thought, before Alan wakes up.  Joe's friend was with them on this trip.  It had worked out pretty well.  He had been a gentleman and there had been no problem in having him along.  She was always able to get out of sight to care for her personal needs and he had been careful to do the same. 

Besides, she thought, when you were camping in the wild, things like bodily functions were taken much more for granted than in the social settings back home.  For instance, you wouldn't think of announcing at a party, "I have to go to the bathroom.  I'll be a while."  Something like that wouldn't even raise an eyebrow here in the woods.  The only concern might be for her safety.

She pulled at the laces, hooked them a couple of times and tied them to avoid dragging them in the dewy weeds and grasses at the edges of the forest break.  She walked up the slight ridge to the screen of mountain elderberry just outside the drip line of the old spruces guarding the camp.  After taking care of her urgent business, she stood and looked down through the lodgepole and spruce forest, over the campsite. 

She enjoyed the serenity for a few minutes.  There were almost no sounds, just the beginnings of an early morning breeze sighing in the spruce tops.   A small flock of nuthatches, creepers, kinglets, chickadees and downy woodpeckers came flitting through the branches above her, chirping and chattering.  They swept along like a leap-frogging cleanup brigade, hopping deftly on the tree trunks, working straight up the trees, then straight down, picking dainty morsels from between the large rough bark scales. 

The chickadees would hang perilously to the underside of  limbs, picking as they moved along.  But as gravity inevitably took control, they would fall away to flip over and flit to another meal location.  She wondered if they deliberately turned loose or if they actually were falling and just acted like they had a real idea to fly somewhere to save face with their chattering cohorts.  Maybe some of both, she concluded after watching a while.  With the nuthatches there was no doubt in Mary's mind --- they definitely circumvented the laws of gravity.  They seemed to prefer walking --- walking, mind you, head down the tree trunks.  It was almost against their nature to perch upright like a normal bird. 

She enjoyed the breakfast show for a few minutes, thinking back to the night before.  This trip had been so much fun.  She remembered the white sparkle of a few stars bedded in the murky blackness of the night sky.  She had been able to see them through the spruce canopy where the orange light of the campfire didn't glare back at her.  For her, that was the wonderful thing about camping out --- being exposed to the outside, living in the weather; watching and being a part of the living things and formations of nature. 

She had mostly just listened to Joe and Alan with their gabbing about first one thing and then another.  Joe had shifted the subject to the future of the park and what he considered to be some major problems. 

He whittled at a knot on the handle portion of a large knobby walking stick he had picked up along the way.  He said, "You know, when I first started coming to the park there were very few places where you would feel crowded by other people.  I mean there just weren't that many who came to the park ten or fifteen years ago.  Now, look at it. 

"They've had to constantly tighten up the regulations and stop people from doing the things that a few years ago nobody would have thought twice about.  Designated parking and camping places and reservation tickets and all the crime you hear about.  It's almost like the city out here now, with muggings and rapes and robberies all over.  For goodness sake, we come out here to get away from all that.  I can get mugged in downtown St. Louis.  Why do we need to come here to get that?" 

Alan's answer was short.  "Maybe to get mugged in a pretty place?" 

They had all laughed at that.  Then she remembered the long discussion about the natural wonders of the place, the geysers and hot springs they had seen, and a new geyser they would see tomorrow on the way back to the campground. 

Hunger pangs brought Mary's thoughts back to the present.  She gazed at the camp a few seconds more, then decided to move on contour along the slope to the stream and scout along it on the way back to camp to join her companions and enjoy some breakfast. 

On reaching the edge of the gurgling water she stopped to enjoy its fresh babble and soak in the crisp morning sounds and smells.  She loved the early morning part of camping out.  The biting flies were not yet attacking.  You could stand in the relatively still air without having to constantly bat them away from your face. 

She stood, closing her eyes a few moments to pick up the scent of pine and leaf mold on the air.  The atmosphere seeping into her consciousness brought sheer pleasure.  Opening her eyes a moment later the pleasure transformed into another consciousness.  There was a small crater in the sand bar a few feet up stream.  It was not yet full of water, but at the rate a shimmering little rivulet was flowing in, that would only take a few minutes. 

At first it was just water slowly seeping into a large animal track, then the long marks of the claws at the toe end began etching into her awareness.  The track was about five inches wide and at least eight inches long. 

Mary's woodsmanship wasn't at expert level.  It didn't have to be to transmit the primordial and instant knowledge that she was looking at a bear track only minutes, perhaps seconds, old.  She looked around quickly and fearfully, suspecting instinctively that she could be the main course for breakfast herself.  Terror gripped her vocal cords, but not her legs.  They churned rapidly, propelling her body in reckless flight back toward camp. 

As she rushed headlong down the slope, Joe sat up, resting in his sleeping bag to let the cobwebs melt from his consciousness before starting the day.  "Alan, where's M...?".  The sight of an obviously very upset Mary running pell-mell down the slope into camp interrupted his groggy query midsentence. 

Her gurgled, "B... B... Bear!" sent him flying out of the mummy bag, grabbing for the only weapon available -- the stout hiking stick he had been whittling the night before. 

"Where -- where?"  Alan Spangler was up now, stupidly hop scotching with one leg in his pants, hoping desperately for enough balance to complete the job before being attacked. 

"Back there in the woods, at... at the stream."   She was shaking violently. 

"I don't see anything!"  Joe's urgent voice was a bit unsteady. 

"I only ... saw a fresh ... footprint," her phrases came between gasps.  "It was still filling up with water ... there at the edge of the creek."  She was beginning to feel a little foolish, but still fearful.

They peered intently into the dark shaded areas and thickets around the camp.  "Build up the fire, Alan.  I want to see what it is that's got Mary so spooked." Joe started up the hill, now buttoning his shirt.  It was awkward carrying the stick and working with the buttons at the same time. 

Mary wasn't so sure.  "Maybe we should get the fire going first.  Then we'd have something to keep it away." 

Joe hesitated.  "You're probably right.  I'll help Alan with the fire, then we'll check it out.  I've got to get some more wood." 

Alan's nerves had settled somewhat by this time.  "Yeah, me too.  My bladder's going to pop.  If it comes into camp now, I'll pee all over myself."

The two of them went out of camp slowly, hunting firewood, looking carefully each few steps beneath the low-hanging spruce limbs and dark places in the woods about them.   Before they were out of sight of Mary, Joe stopped, unzipping.   Alan arrived beside him before doing the same.  Their attention darted about a large circle as relief came all too slowly.

As quickly as he could, Joe recovered, then lifted one end of a large dead pine top from a few feet to the side and began dragging it back to camp.   Alan looked about furtively to find another down limb that he could drag.  He quickly scurried toward camp with it bouncing in tow.  Beyond Joe's back, he could see Mary's hands stop wringing and rubbing to slide into her pockets in relief at their return.

A few minutes later a small wisp of smoke and flame curled from the little pile of twigs and paper Joe had carefully laid next to a charred pine chunk in the bottom of the rockbound fire pit.  His butane lighter ignited it on the first try.  Larger twigs caught and then the small limbs he had pulled loose from the morning's acquisition, and finally the larger parts of the limbs.  Alan duck-walked and squirmed closer to feed it some even bigger limbs and chunks left from last night's fire, squinting his eyes to avoid the acrid pine smoke.

"Let's just go ahead and have breakfast."  Joe began pulling the frying pan from the pack where he had stored  it after cleanup last night.    It's only a few miles on to the campground.  I think I've had enough hiking for one trip.  I don't care much about the side trip to see any more hot springs.  How about you Alan?"

"You got it.  I'd just as soon get on back.   Maybe Mary's got some objections to that though," he said with a sly grin.

"I'm ready too."  Mary hardly objected.

Joe nodded.  "Okay, I'm going to cook some bacon and flapjacks."  He stepped to one of the trees and untied the quarter inch nylon rope holding a nylon food sack fifteen feet up the big spruce.  The soft sack came down with a swish and he immediately carried it to the fire area and began putting their breakfast together.  Half the remaining bacon went into the frying pan.   He quickly set up a mixing pan with Bisquick, powdered milk and tapwater from the water jug.  More water went into a little aluminum coffee pot.  He firmed it up on the downwind side of a flat corner of the firepit, making sure that the handle would be out of the flame most of the time.

By the time the coffee water began to steam, Joe had raked three semi-crisp bacon strips onto each of the three tin plates and poured most of the grease into the flames, ducking to avoid the flare-up.  Then he carefully poured large gray-white dollops of the pancake mix into the greasy frying pan.

In spite of her uneasiness, Mary began to warm to the thought of the "flapjacks" as Joe called them.  Her plate was ready first.  "Get the syrup bottle out of the sack," Joe directed.  "The coffee packets are in there too."

Dumping the contents of a coffee packet in her canteen cup, she poured bubbling water from the pot over the brown powder until the cup was half full.  Two other canteen cups received the same treatment.  She carried hers to her sleeping bag where she sat it gently on the pine needle duff, wallowing out a flat place to keep it upright.  Then she returned to retrieve her plate from a flat rock at the upwind edge of the fire pit.  Visiting the food sack again, she found a plastic bottle of Aunt Jemima's pancake syrup and was ready for breakfast.

Sitting cross-legged on her mummy bag with the plate in her lap, she flipped the hinged lid of the syrup bottle and began to pour a thick stream of the amber substance over the top of the three-stack of pancakes. 

A crash of brush breaking at the creek sent her heart into her mouth.  Before she could move more than her head in that direction, she saw large flashes of brown punctuated with white disappearing over the rise beyond the creek.  As her heart settled back into her chest she heard a stuttering Alan confirm what she already knew. "D... damn deer".

"My God! I thought it was Mary's bear."  Joe had nearly dropped the frying pan at the first sounds of the commotion.

Now that it was quiet again, it was obvious what had happened.  A pair of mule deer does had slipped down to the creek for water while the campers were quietly going about breakfast business.  Deer are paranoid creatures.  Many of the things that frighten them are harmless.  On the other hand, those that stay alive are the ones that don't hang around trying to analyze what spooked them.  Sight of movement from the camp or perhaps a shift in the wind had sent the animals away in a panic.  They reduced getting away from the creek to its most simple element -- pure flight -- without taking the time to go around any small bushes.

Mary again turned her attention to her breakfast.  "Oh crap!" she exploded.  "I've just poured syrup all over my leg."  She grabbed a small stick and began to try to scrape the sticky stuff off.  It just smeared, so she used her eating knife.  That tool scraped the goo a bit better, but still left a large sticky plaster across her leg.  "And my other jeans are all muddy.  Darn." 

Joe's comment was not comforting.  "I guess you'll just have to be sweet all the way home.  You know. bears really love sweets."

Alan finished his pancakes and bacon in about six bites.  He stood up and washed it all down with the rest of the coffee in his canteen cup.  "Give me your plates and stuff when you're done and I'll clean 'em up."

The couple submitted the remaining plates at nearly the same time two minutes later.  Alan wrinkled his face as if he was sorry he'd made the offer, but he took the sticky equipment anyway.  With many a sideways look about the area, he headed for a little sand and gravel bar quartering down the stream.

Joe and Mary rolled all the sleeping bags, and packed the cooking equipment except for the frying pan.  Joe looked at the creek where Alan was bent over working.  He hesitated, picked up some clean needle duff and wiped the frying pan.  Most of the grease and soot wiped clean, so he put it in the pack with the other equipment.  A minute later Alan was back, delivering semi-clean plates and utensils for the pack also.

Joe's tightly rolled sleeping bag and ground cover were stuffed into their tote bag and attached securely with the nylon straps at the bottom of his backpack.  He rolled the food bag and rope into an elongated ball and crammed it into the top compartment of his pack.  After two days on the trail, its volume was small enough that this was now possible.  The cooking paraphernalia rested on top so that no sharp edges would press through the soft back of the pack into his softer back.   He checked to make sure that their extra clothing and other items had been stashed in the other two packs.

When he lifted Mary's pack it rustled suspiciously.  Peering into the bottom of the pack around a sweater and a pair of muddy jeans, he saw a paper sack the size of a lunch bag.  He pulled the flattened, but heavy bag out and opened it to see a dozen Baby Ruth candy bars.  "Mary, what is this doing here?" he held the bag aloft.

"Oh, the candy.  I forgot we even had it," she said almost forlornly.

"Well, we should have had it in the food bag.  You'd 've felt mighty funny if a bear had decided to help himself to it last night.  Especially since you were using it for a pillow.  It's all squashed, now.  You must have been sleeping on it real hard."  Her morning fright and the truth of his words dampened her usual response, which would have been quickly vocal.  Her pinched-face grimace at him was her only defense.  

Joe donned his blue windbreaker and made a vacating inspection tour of the campsite.  He kept a watchful eye on the surrounding forest as he went about the final cleanup detail.  He made sure that the only evidence of their domicile was a dead campfire and a few scuffed spruce needles.  Scraps of paper from the food packets and an old aluminum can left by previous campers found their way into the small plastic trash bag.   When he finished it was with some effort that he stuffed the trash bag into Mary's pack.

"Saddle up."  Joe looked around camp and into the forest.  After jiggling and writhing into his own backpack, he held Mary's while she slid its straps over her yellow windbreaker.  Seeing Alan's green jacket and matching backpack already nestled into place, he hoisted the knobby walking stick and led down slope to the trail with Mary a close second.

After each few steps Mary glanced back to make sure that it was really Alan making the plodding noises behind her.

------------------------------

Joe's primary thoughts were on his plans for next week's work in St. Louis as they hiked along the rock-cluttered path.  His mind returned to the present and calculated they were still four or five miles from the parking area of the campground.  He then remembered they had never actually investigated the area of the creek where Mary had seen the track.  It had just seemed not so important after they began packing to leave.  When they had finished with the packing they had left without further delay.  Visiting Mary's animal track had lost its priority in their schedule.

They crossed the little creek on some stones conveniently set like crude steps.  Everyone was nervous as they fearfully peered over the steep creek bank and again each time they had to pass near a thicket or rock outcropping along the path.

Today it just wasn't the same as the previous two days when they had hiked back into the Yellowstone valley to see the famous gorge.  There had been plenty of places where they had to walk close to potential hiding places for God-knows-what but they hadn't been as concerned then.  This was in spite of the warning signs at the entrance to the park about bears.  Hiking for hours at a time without seeing any bears let those warnings fade in importance.  Mary's sight of the fresh track so close to where they had spent the night had rearranged their thought processes very quickly.

It was approaching nine o'clock and warm sunlight poured through occasional breaks in the forest canopy.  Joe began to feel the promise of a hot summer day.

"Whew!  My pack needs some air under it.  You two getting ready to shuck your jackets yet?"

Joe slowed and half turned to read Mary's response.  He grinned back into her ashen white face for an expected approval.  But her eyes weren't agreeing "Yeah, I'm hot."  She had arched her brows so high that the skin across the bridge of her nose was a tight, white line.  Her eyes, the whites very exposed, were saying "Oh my God!"  Alan was only two steps behind Mary and his eyes were saying the same.

Joe had an inkling of what to expect before he could turn back to the front or hear the double stammered "B..Bea...Bear!" from his stupefied companions.  When he turned back to face the trail again, a chill coursed up the skin of his back, little rivulets of sweat making conductors for the electric current that flashed across his skin.  Goose pimples raised the hair along his arms under the hot windbreaker.

There was no doubt that it was indeed a bear!  Joe had seen plenty of pictures of grizzlies, had even seen some here in the park from a distance, but none at close range like this.  It wasn't huge, but he knew this was the real thing.

The bear was standing upright on its hind legs, its front paws held at a slight angle out from its body, its head waving from side to side as it seemed to try to fix them in its eyesight .  It was a hundred feet from them at the edge of an old blow-down.

Everyone stared, transfixed.  It seemed to Joe that time stood still.  His brain became a blank.  It was the bear who finally broke the trance.  It dropped to all fours and began a slow walk toward them, its feet not quite lined up.  It looked to Joe as though it was side-stepping a little as its head waved from side to side, posturing and threatening.

"Don't run or jump around, just wave your arms and shout."  Joe croaked through cracked vocal-chords as he tried to sound brave.  "Hey Bear!" he finally found  voice to fill the empty shouts he had been mouthing.  He yelled and waved the stick frantically.

The bear continued its slow crab-walk toward them, its ebony eyes boring searing holes into their own as the big head seemed to wag a silent "no-no" to them. 

"Go home!" Mary waved her arms, screeching frantically.  It didn't occur to her that the bear was already at home.  It was what she yelled at little dogs on her street in St. Louis to get them to leave her alone when she was jogging.

Alan gurgled something, totally unintelligible, but  very loud.

The bear was only thirty feet away.  It stopped its forward progress, but its head still waved from side to side.  Joe whispered hoarsely, "Mary, take your pack off.  If he comes any closer, throw it at him.  It's got that candy... ." 

He looked around from the corner of his eye to see if she was listening to him.   It almost surprised him to see her struggling to get the belt unbuckled from across her belly.  It came loose as he looked.  "Help her, Alan," he implored.

The bear was on its hind feet again now, slobber drooling from its loose lower lip, canine teeth a menacing ivory white.  Its yellow face was like no other Joe had ever seen.

Alan got the pack off Mary's shoulders.  He didn't wait to see if the bear was coming closer.  The pack sailed up the trail past Joe, its loose straps and buckles flapping and clinking.  It landed with a dull thunk and rattle eight feet in front of the bear, directly on the trail. 

Immediately, the bear pounced and began digging furiously at the pack --- tough nylon cover parting like rotted canvas.  The hikers could see one paw pressing on the edge of the pack and the three-inch claws of the other front foot raking quickly through it.  The scene mesmerized them.  A ripped blue wool sweater catapulted out of the eviscerated pack in a small cloud of shredded fibers, shot into the air, then almost floated a few feet to the side of the bear.  The paper sack began disintegrating as the bear snuffled in it, mouthing the candy packaging at first, then taking several wrapped bars at a time into his chopping teeth, tongue working all the while.  The bear's full attention was on the candy, smacking his lips and working blue and red bits of paper out the side of his mouth as he looked first at them and then back at the pack.  Joe was sure that all the paper wasn't being worked out of the bear's mouth.  A lot of it was being swallowed.

Joe's dulled senses finally awoke with the force of the ravishing that the pack was taking.  He suddenly fully realized that this was no bear behind a moat or bars at the St. Louis Zoo.  This bear was loose and had access to the same ground that they did.  That realization brought words to his lips.  "Back up slow.  Don't run.  Now!"  His barked order in the huskiness of a hushed whisper moved the hesitant trio to action.  When they had dropped sixty feet off the trail, wonderful space between them and the bear, Joe turned parallel to the trail and began moving to get on the campground side of the bear and back on the trail.

He remembered from somewhere that it was a good idea to talk to a bear in a conversational tone in a confrontation where attack was not totally imminent.  He began a steady stream of talk, punctuated with instructions to his companions.

"Mr. Bear, We don't want to hurt you, we just want to get by and go on down this trail -- we can go a little faster now -- to the campground and get in our truck and go down the road to the ranger's office to tell them about the little show you're doing for us. -- let's get back up on the trail now --  I'm sure they'll be glad to hear that one of their fine citizens is such a great entertainer.  But if it's all the same to you we'd just as soon be entertained by the monkeys in the St. Louis zoo.  No offense meant, but  we would be just as glad for the rangers to be entertained by you in the future.  He's finishing up the candy, I don't think he's going to be satisfied with the rest of the pack for very long."  They were back on the trail by this time, moving away from the bear.

Hell, Joe thought as he watched over his shoulder.  I wish all my predictions were as good.  I'd be able to retire soon -- a real killer in the stock market.

Out loud he said, "He's coming again.  I'm not going to wait for him to get close this time.  I'm going to see if we can buy some more time."   The hip belt on his pack came loose with that and he shrugged out of the pack.  He looked back at the bear.  It was moving toward them again with its head held high to test the air.  It put its nose to the ground and sniffed their trail.  Then it pitched its head into the air to gain momentum as it broke into a rolling gallop.   Joe dropped his pack in the trail and turned toward the campground.

"Let's get out of here.  This is the last food we've got to offer him except for ourselves."  They walked briskly up the trail, looking back every few steps.

Joe watched the bear shuffle to a stop as it reached the blue pack in a few strides.  The nylon skin of this pack offered no more resistance than the previous one had.  The frightened hikers now had a hundred and fifty feet between them and the bear.  As the foot trail took a turn around a bend, Joe looked back to see a white cloudy puff of Bisquick fly into the air.

He looked closely at Mary to see how she was holding up.  She was shaky.  He was sure she felt fright, as both men did, but she didn't whine or cry.  He was proud of her.  She's really quite a trooper, he thought.

Mary was thinking, Yeah, no more food to occupy him and me with syrup smeared all over me.  Like a piece of jellied toast, ready for snacking.  My God, what am I going to do?  I don't want a bear eating my leg before he even kills me.

The trail rounded another bend and opened into a straight line for a hundred and fifty yards.  Joe said nervously, "If we can make it to the next bend before he finishes the other pack, maybe he'll forget about us."

They began running as fast as Mary could churn her legs.  Joe knew she wouldn't be able to keep it up for long.  But before they reached the promised haven of the next bend, Alan was the one puffing the loudest.  He still had his pack on and Joe realized that Mary was doing better than Alan.  He looked back and, knowing the answer in advance, asked desperately, "Is there any food at all in your pack?"

Alan looked at him and gasped hopelessly, "No --- only clothes."

"It might slow him down some if he's still coming."  Joe said.  "You can run better with it off anyway.  Let's give it to him."

"Okay."  Alan was most agreeable to the idea.  His chest heaving, he shuffled along as he unbuckled the hip belt and shrugged out of the green pack.  It bumped his heels twice before it dropped to the trail, skidded a little and rolled to a stop.  Alan picked up the pace, running along just behind Mary.  

As they reached the hoped-for safety of the next bend, Joe slowed to a stop.  He put his hands on his legs above the knees and breathed deeply.  Mary gasped for air next to him, as did Alan.  They had only a few seconds of respite before a groan sounded from Joe.  "Sonofabitch!"  He grabbed Mary's arm, yanking her along the trail.  "Here he comes again."

The bear had just loped around the previous bend, a hundred and fifty yards down the back-trail.  His head was down, nose stretched out like a bird dog, hot on their scent.

"My God, he's going to catch us."  Alan's terror was now magnified.  "We don't have anything else to give him."

A determined voice answered his despair. "Yes we do.  He can have my jeans."  Mary stopped quickly and bent down to unlace one boot as she talked.   Joe thought he had never seen her get out of anything as fast as she did those sticky jeans.  She jumped up quickly now with both boots back on, hooked crookedly and tied after a fashion.  She threw the jeans back down the trail before leading off at a fast pace.

Alan thought the boots looked somewhat out of place churning below her jiggling white panties.  In other circumstances he could have appreciated the intrigue, but this part of what was happening here didn't really interest him now.  It was all he could do focus his attention on searching out the flat places on the trail instead of the round places on her bottom.

"Run, fast as you can!"  Joe knew it wouldn't be long before another confrontation was going to be upon them -- and this time it would be for real.  They had played their last card in this game.  As he ran, he started trying to formulate a plan --- any plan.  Nothing would come to his panic stricken brain.  Just try to hit him on the nose with the stick.  That's the only thing left.  If that doesn't stop him it will be all over but the pain.  God, I have to do something, quick.

The sound of their pounding feet, the swish of air rushing by his ears and air rushing in and out of their lungs were all that Joe could hear.  With his heart in his mouth, his ears strained for heavier sounds of the bear's chase to begin intruding on the sound of their own flight.  He wasn't quite sure what that sound would be.  Would he hear the bear's feet pounding or would he hear its breath first?

Calculating the bear's speed at about thirty five miles an hour and the best they could do was less than ten miles an hour, that meant the bear would be running over three times as fast.  He tried to figure the time it would take for the difference in speed to bring moving objects together, but gave it up as a stupid thing to worry about now.  Just run, he told himself with a gasp.

The sound Joe had been waiting for edged into his tuned consciousness over the drumming of their feet and gasping of their breath.  It wasn't the sound of the bear's feet nor of his breath as Joe had thought it might be, but rather it was the even spaced sound of a heavy grunt each time the bear's front feet landed on the trail.  With deep dread he knew the time had come.  He stepped aside to let Alan pass, and almost fell as he tried to turn and get the stick into batting position before he could stop his forward motion.

And there was the bear, galloping almost upon them, its head level now, mouth agape, tongue lolling to the side.  Two more bounds and it would be on him and the pain would start.  He briefly wondered if the bear would bite him first or swipe at him with its three inch claws.  Probably both, he thought.  

To Joe's utter amazement, the bear skidded to a halt  a few feet from him.  Its eyes were focused up the trail beyond him, and it had a startled expression on its shining yellow face.

"Woof!"  To Joe it sounded like "woof".  It could have been funny, such a sound coming from the cause of their morning of terror.   It was as though the bear had quite suddenly turned into a teddy bear.  It was more like some of the cartoon bears on Saturday morning TV than anything his dazed mind could fathom.

Then the bear nonchalantly stepped to the side of the trail to sniff at a bushy blue spruce seedling.  To Joe's total astonishment, it then just turned and walked into the brush, away from the hikers and back into the general direction from which they had come.

Joe's chest burned, his ragged breathing almost obliterating all other sounds.  His bewilderment at the bear's unexplained action was overwhelmed by his gratitude that he was looking at the bear's backside instead of his teeth and claws.

"People!"  Joe turned at Alan's happy gasp.  Up the trail fifty yards he could see a string of bright colored clothing.  Ten or twelve people were moving briskly toward them.   He fell shaking to his knees, his strength withered as much from the emotional storm he had just weathered as from the physical exertion.  He could only kneel and watch the tourists approach, but he felt as relieved as if they had been a contingent of U.S. Cavalry.  He was still breathing heavily when the first of the people reached them.

"What happened?  What's the matter?  a tall man at the front of the group asked, staring at Mary.

Mary rasped out "A bear, a grizzly bear was ... was chasing us.  He made us... give him our ... our stuff."

"Where is this bear now?"  The tall man looked intently from the young woman's skimpy attire to the forest about them.

"He just went off into the brush right there.  I think he saw you coming...  I'm sure he did.  He was going to get us, but just then you ... you came along, and he just left."

The man took a few steps toward where Mary and Alan were pointing.  He didn't seem to want to go very far into the thick brush though.  He soon returned and turned to the other people in the group.

"This sounds like a mean bear.  I think we better not go any farther.  We need to help these folks get back down the trail to the campground."  Turning back to Mary he said, "I've heard of having the pants scared off you, but this is the first time I ever saw it happen.  Janis, you got an extra pair of jeans in your pack?  It looks like this lady is going to need some.  It may get chilly before she gets home."  Turning to Mary, he said "Where are you staying?"

"We've been camping the last two days, but our truck is in the parking area at the campground.  It would be good if we could walk with you while we go back there."

"We'd be glad to help,"  the tall man said.  "Everybody keep a close watch now.  We'll be heading back in a few minutes when these folks are ready to travel.  By the way, my name is Bill Jenkins and this is the Cairo Travel Group, at least part of it.  We're from Cairo, Illinois.  We don't have any bears in our group but there could be a wolf or two scattered among us, so put these jeans on.  And you can relax now.  You're on your way back to civilization."

