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Time stood still and held its breath
for a moment.

Mason Richards sat poised on the bench
of the canoe, paddle halted in mid-air. The tinkling drops falling
into the still waters broke the heavy silence. A spare, balding
figure, wearing his characteristic variable-grade aviator-type
spectacles, the recently-divorced Mason was enjoying the dawn. He
sniffed the chill but clean air. There was a light fog coming down
from the hills.

He needed to clear his mind, and get
on with his life somehow, to focus on something other than problems
once in a while. To break the obsession, with work, and money, debt
and repayment, and not incidentally connected to these thoughts,
his ex-wife Eileen.

The sounds of his own breath, and the
boat moving forward through the water, seemed unnecessarily loud in
his ears. He tried to ease the paddle in and out of the water a
little more smoothly. This was definitely moose habitat. Yes, it
was definitely good to focus on something else for a while. Off in
the distance, gulls plaintively called, and nearer, off to the
southwest, or upriver somewhere, a heron let out a distinctive
‘cronk-cronk.’

Mason was holding his breath in
anticipation, so he let it out with a deep, relaxing sigh. He had
seen something move through the trees on the left bank ahead of
him, just a pale flash that couldn’t possibly be a moose, or a
bear, because it was just too light—unless it was some kind of
albino. Mason stared at the darker gaps through the black spruce
lining the edge of the bay. To call it a shore was going too far.
From his perspective, the dark upper halves of the trees on the
hillside stuck up over the cattails. To his right, or northwest by
his reckoning, the hills were all lit up by the nascent
sun.

Thick ranks of bulrushes over two
metres tall obscured any sign of terra firma over there. He only
had one more night alone with himself in the park, and then he
would have to leave. Mason had promised himself that he would get
up before dawn, and paddle to the mouth of the Nipissing River,
where it entered Cedar Lake. Come hell or high water, he would
attempt to find and photograph a moose, even with what was
admittedly an inferior camera. The shot would never be worth money.
It was simply for his own satisfaction. A kind of challenge, not
even technical, or physical, but more…spiritual.

Yesterday, he had actually seen a
moose, but yesterday, he had been too dumb to bring the camera.
Awakening early, he had simply been bored and had gone for a
paddle. His campsite was only a kilometre away. Upon reflection, he
realized they must come down here every day, before too much canoe
traffic got going. The moose fed on weeds, amongst the cattail
swamp, which extended for fifty or a hundred metres from shore in
places. While the deep channel, the only place clear of weeds, was
quite narrow, curving back and forth all over the place, the actual
watercourse was hundreds of metres wide at the mouth. He was a
couple of hundred metres in and still going. It was hard to say
where the river mouth began, or where this arm or bay of the lake
actually ended. Further up, he knew from previous trips many years
ago, that the Nipissing was twenty metres wide, and ankle deep. It
was an unusual, yellow-coloured stream that came down shockingly
cold, from the highland dome of Algonquin Park.
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He was pleased by what he found, as
his canoe rounded the end of a clump of bulrushes.

 

There was a short, narrow alley in
through the cattails, and he could see the black bottom coming up.
But there were no clumps of waterweed. And there was even a small
stretch of beach to be seen at the end of the passage. It might not
be a very good idea to get backed up in there, if an angry bull
moose, sporting a two-metre rack, should decide to cross the river
at exactly this moment.

He dug in the bag tied to the thwart
ahead of him for a small digital camera, and began to set it up on
his screwed-down aluminum tripod, which had been modified for this
boat. He made sure it would flash, as it was still fairly dim out,
and the sun was up above the top of the hill, directly in his eyes.
In the event that a moose came down, he wanted a picture. But all
he could do in an emergency would be to ram the boat up into the
cattails, and be prepared to get out and dodge if necessary. Mason
had temporarily forgotten, almost, about the flash of something up
on the hillside.

Maybe he would get a chance to find
out what that was. Mason’s next three strokes were gratifyingly
silent, and he
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