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When the bear walked into her cabin, Barbara was napping. Even 
though it had been several months since the chemotherapy ended, she 
was tired all the time. It was all she could do to get herself  dressed in the 
morning, make a pot of  coffee, pour milk over her cereal.

But when she heard the noise, it sounded louder than Dan trying 
to find a pot to make soup in, even though he liked to make a commotion 
when he cooked, as if  to let her know the extreme effort he was making. 
Besides, if  she remembered right, he had gone into town to have the blades 
sharpened on his saw, so he could finally get rid of  the trees that had been 
blown over in last spring’s terrible wind storm. Trees 50 feet tall that had 
stood there for a hundred years. It made her want to cry.

She struggled to rouse herself, reaching for her robe, as the noise 
continued from the kitchen. 

“Who’s there?” It was a weak cry, one she could hardly hear above 
the racket. But she had a good idea what was going on. For the past month, 

a black bear had been trying to 
get into their car at night; they 
found its claw marks on the door 
panels in the morning. On this 
warm summer day, she had left 
the front door open, the better to 
hear the rush of  wind from the 
pines, but had hooked the screen 
door, a silly defense, she realized, 
against a full-grown bear. She 
could imagine its long, almost 
delicate claws, pulling open the 
screen door or, worse, tearing off  
the screen.

 On this warm summer 
day, she had left the door open, 
the better to hear the rush of  
wind from the pines, but had 
hooked the screen door shut, 
a silly defense, she realized, 
against a full-grown bear.

Her impulse to rush out there and put a halt to the bedlam was 
tempered by the dizziness, the room swirling, as she sat on the edge of  the 
bed. She hated this damn powerlessness, she who had prided herself  on 
being in control all her life. By the time she got into the kitchen, the bear 
had eaten half  the pound cake on the kitchen table. It was one of  the few 
foods that tasted good to her.

 The first thing that hit her was its smell, something raw, earthy, 
overpowering. The second was the mess in her kitchen. The coffee pot 
had been pushed off  the counter, and coffee was pooling on the floor. The 
kitchen chairs were upturned, the cabinets open with boxes and cans of  
food spilling onto the counter and floor. All these months of  trying to keep 
some order and sanity in her life and, in one afternoon, this animal had 
destroyed it all. She grabbed for the closest thing she could find, a broom, 
and started swinging, with an energy she didn’t know she had. 

With the first smack, it looked at her with some curiosity.

“Get out of  here, you big dumb animal!”

It lifted its head from the casserole it had pulled from the refrigerator, 
measuring her. How big a threat was she?

Barbara maneuvered herself  behind the kitchen table, looking 
toward the broken screen door. 

“Get out of  my kitchen. Look what you’ve done!”

She continued whacking at it, with all the fury she had, the broom 
landing on its back, but the bear seemed to hardly notice and kept eating. 
Barbara realized she had never been this close to a bear. Many times 
when she and Dan went for their early morning walks, down the road and 
across the creek, along the willow bushes and aspens, to where the valley 
opened up and they could see Mount Meeker with the first pink light, they 
occasionally saw a bear, disappearing into the pine trees. They might see 
its paw prints in the rocky soil or its multicolored poop, full of  berries and 
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other things they couldn’t identify. But, in her kitchen, it seemed huge, 
its fur thick, shiny and almost soft looking. She had a strange desire to lean 
over the table and stroke it. The bear’s stare was benevolent, as if it was trying 
to figure her out, and she realized she didn’t want to hurt it.

“I just want you out of  my kitchen,” she finally pleaded. “Just 
leave, please.” And she gave it another whack for good measure, but this 
one was softer, almost a pat, as the tears started pouring from her eyes, 
uncontrollably. She felt so tired and so sick of  being tired. She just wanted 
to go back to sleep, curl up in the bed, go someplace in her dreams where 
there was no pain, back to the place where she and Dan would grow 
old together in this cabin they had bought 15 years ago, beneath the 
benevolent presence of  Mount Meeker.

It dropped the casserole dish to the floor, the dish her mother 
gave her when she and Dan got married, 42 years ago, the one with the 
garland of  green vines and pink flowers around the edge. Giving her one 
last glance, the bear lumbered toward the door, which she could now see 
had been torn off  its hinges. She stood and watched it disappear into the 
woods, its big brown body blending with the ponderosas. She stood there 
as long as she could, smelling the pines, feeling the breeze, not wanting to 
deal with the mess behind her.

When Dan came home, he insisted they call the wildlife agency; 
this had gone on too long. It was one thing for the bear to try to get in 
their car but another for it to come into their house. She didn’t have the 
energy to argue with him, and when the wildlife agent, Bill Skinner, came 
to their house she dutifully told him what had happened.

He called them a week or so later, said the same bear had been 
breaking into the cabins up by Route 9. They would have to shoot it; 
it had become too familiar with humans, had forgotten how to survive 
on its own. She accepted this, knew this was department policy, but she 
couldn’t stand to imagine that great creature dead. She kept seeing its eyes, 
how they looked at her, with no malevolence, only curiosity.
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A week later, Dan sat on the edge of  their bed, took her hand in 
his, and she knew what he came to tell her. “They had to do it, sweetheart. 
They had no choice.”

She cried again, anyway. That was all the energy she had left for, it 
seemed, to cry for things that were gone, that she would never see again. 
The next winter, when the cancer came back, she cried because she would 
never see the pasqueflowers blooming again or the house wrens making a 
nest on the side of  the garage.

Dan wanted her to do another round of  chemotherapy, but she 
knew it was useless. And when he cried, she got angry. “You’re going to 
have to be strong now. For both of  us.”

That winter it snowed so hard she could hear the snow pellets being 
thrown against the window, could feel the cabin shake in the violent winds.

If  only, she thought, she had touched its fur.
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