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A BEAVER THAT’S LOST its tail, dancing moose and canoe trips 

are just the beginning. There are also

Haunted islands and mystical ferry crossings, giant mosquitos, shifters, lake monsters, aliens, super heroes, and icons of the past. 

Come drive vast distances, drink coffee at Times, laugh at the Leafs, and celebrate the joys of new Canadians. 

This collection of new Canadian tall tales is sometimes nostalgic, often funny, and occasionally spooky.

Improbable but not quite impossible, these stories stretch the truth to reveal what makes Canada delightfully unforgettable from coast to coast.  

Come celebrate Canada with authors Ace Baker, Lisa Baker, Antoinette Bekker, Shawn Bird, Sandra Bunting, Lenore Butcher, Deborah Dimshaw, J. L. G. Dufort, Jenna Greene, Emily Groot, Anita Joldersma, Jennifer Korpela, Shirlee Smith Matheson, Murgatroyd Monaghan, Lee F. Patrick, Mary Tortosa, Sheila Webster, and Janet Whitehead

Beaver Moose Canoe: new Canadian tall tales
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ISBN 978 1 989642 59 7 (print book)

ISBN 978 1 989642 60 3 (ebook)

These stories are works of fiction. Any real places or people living or dead are used fictiously. 

HUMAN MADE CONTENT: The authors each attest that no generative AI was used in the creation of these stories.

This book uses Canadian spelling.

The authors reserve all rights and retain the copyright for the stories in this anthology. :
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Ace Baker






WELL, IF YOU’VE GOT a minute, then grab yourself a Muskoka chair made from hockey sticks and bend your ear this way. Bend your elbow too and order a brew for me while you’re at it. A Moosehead, of course, you silly goose.

Because you know old man Baker’s full of stories from A to ZED, and to make a long story short, we’ll cut to ZED right away—it stands for Zellers.

It’s the zombie store, the one that rises from the dead...again and again. And zombie begins with a ZED too, don’tcha know. Like the end of the alphabet. Like the end of everything, like the sleep you get when the day is done, all those ZZZ’s floating over your head as soon as you turn in.

Z. Like Zellers. ZZZ like ZZZellers grabbing forty winks.

Now we’ve all heard the latest problems, and we know it’s a snowball’s chance in Hawaii that you’re going to be able to find a Zellers if you’re not in Edmonton, but there’s a legend that tells otherwise... about one very special store only a privileged few ever set eyes on.

The conditions have to be just right for it to make an appearance. I’m thinking it could be Northern Lights and a snowy night and a Toronto Maple Leafs win, but I’m guessing from my own experience.  If you happen upon this blue moon offering, don’t be a darned fool and walk on by. Take a mosey on in and meander down those long, long aisles, and I’ll guarantee you, you’ll not soon forget what you find.

I know. I’ve been inside.

And that zombie store sells zombie goods...things you thought were dead and gone but they come back at you like a bad check boomerang.

Come closer and I’ll whisper a few to you. Sorry about the beer breath.

Zellers is the store that doesn’t give up and never lets go. Some of the real treasures are in the back, so make your way a mile or so past the plushies and the Club Z cards, the Stuff by Hilary Duff, and the Zeddy bear mascot, and you’ll know when you’ve found the booty—no, not the Cherokee Baby Booties, though, I admit, that onesie looks mighty comfy.

Instead, go far back to find the 1962 wooden pull moose. Before my time, you understand—I’m a Centennial baby—but my pa somehow had one in his things in the basement, and I never mustered the courage to ask him for it or to ask him why an adult would own such a thing. It was the gift every kid wanted Santa to drop off that year. Soon after the novelty wore off, story is that toy moose had a mind of its own and would wander off to some other corner of a kid’s bedroom in the middle of the night, squeaky wheels and all. I figure it wanted to roam bigger spaces is all and never meant no one no harm. 

Hello, it’s Canadian.

The 1967 felt pennant for the Toronto Maple Leafs. The last time they won the Stanley Cup, you know, and the year a certain storyteller was born—and don’t go there—that 6-7 thing the young’uns do these days is dumber than a bag of Gray Tool hammers. But that pennant for the Leafs—a true treasure if you can get your mitts on one. I mean, the colours aren’t quite right, and it might smell like dust or a cold root cellar, but that is a memento to pass down to your children and grandchildren and their grandchildren—because the Leafs still wouldn’t have won another cup by then.

I think it’s a grammar or spelling curse.

Every durn fool knows more than one leaf is leaves, not “leafs.” Them grammar gods are a nasty bunch, and in Canada, they force us to organize the word organise and to honour the word honor. Fightin’ words fer sure between the Brits and Yanks, but we’ll leave that bit of history for another time. Just know that it’s a grammar curse, so until they become “The Toronto Maple LEAVES,” they’re kinda done. Done like a backyard rink in March. Done like winter tires in April. Done like, well... last year’s LeaFs. With an F. 

And you know what that means on a report card. 

But back to the offerings. If you blow hard enough, the dust comes off and the colour (with a u) comes through. I’m talking about the 1971 Hudson Bay bear stitched together from HBC blanket offcuts. Well, the scarf is colourful anyway, and those bears just reek of nostalgia. Sure as shootin’, when I bent down and got near enough, it smelled like campfires... and colonialism. But we’ll leave that talk for another time. Pure comfort for those anxiety-filled young’uns roaming around these days. Think if we bring it back, we’d solve a heap of problems.

Rumour (with a u) has it, that during the 70s, Fisher Price Little People were made and assembled in Canada, but before them, there was some trouble at the U.S. Canada border that led to delay in some Stretch Armstrongs making it across. The story goes that a secret batch was made in Canada in time for Christmas. They still snapped back the same as they ever did, but these Stretches, if you lean in real close, you’d hear them apologize when they did it. And that sorry, that apology, was stretched out some too. It just went on and on like the line at Tim Hortons on a snow day. And as for the Little People? If you leave them alone, and there’s no giant human around, the ones made in Canada speak French to each other. Sure as shootin’. And not Ed Broadbent’s version of French—real French! Oui (with a u, ‘cause without it, Oi is another thing entirely).

On the 80s shelf, if you look way in the back, you’ll find Canadian Garbage Pail Kids trading cards. They look quite a bit like the American ones, especially since the cards are all covered up by a wrapper. But have a good looksee, and you might notice a “GUM MADE IN CANADA” label staring back at you. That’s how you know you got the real McCoy. And they’re quite the characters too—Adam Bomb, Messy Tessie, Dead Ted, and Nasty Nick—back when kids didn’t cry like a fountain. They well...expressed themselves in other ways. And there’s a key difference on the cards themselves too—they’re rougher around the edges than the American ones. Like Canadians overall? Elbows up!

1992 brought the Maple Leaf Gardens mini hockey set. Spoiler alert: the Leafs still lose with this toy... every time. Choose the other team. And who ever heard of playing hockey in a garden? Worse yet—the LEAFS don’t do well in a GARDEN? The playoffs? They LEAFED early. I mean, these jokes practically write themselves. The garden ones, not the hockey players. Though I understand any confusion. Kind of makes sense that leaves might get raked over by others.

2006, the Scarcity Year. Every Zellers gets exactly one Wii console, no matter the size of the store. When they arrive, those boxes feel heavier than they should. I figure they were carrying some heavy expectations that just never panned out. People still lined up, but they all apologized for doing so. And the lucky few with a huge smile on their faces? They weren’t smiling because they were single. They were smiling because they held a receipt for the most overpriced offering in the store that year. Look at me, I paid too much! Might as well cross-border shop with Canadian dollars in a place where American eagles eat them alive. They saved themselves some embarrassment though. They weren’t out much. They just stayed home throwing that Wii remote into the ceiling while trying out the bowling game. Again, few witnesses. Safe. Like mittens on a string. Or a hockey helmet. Or a Zamboni driver named Dave.

And later on? The last Zellers Christmas bicycle, the last Zellers Christmas ornament? The Zellers Pop-up Nostalgia Kit of 2015? Well, it’s kinda sad, ain’t it, that type of thing. Like sometimes when a thing’s run its course, it might be time to put it down. Like a vet bill will set you back a heap of money, but a bullet costs a Canadian nickel back in the day—and that one’s got edges too. The victory one. The one with a V. V. Like Very Good. 

Not like F.

You can’t keep a good Johnny Canuck down, can you? So pick out your items and make your way to the cashier, and that loaded up cart looks mighty full, so I can tell you found a thing or two, didn’t you? But you get to this old store cashier, and your hopes are dashed in an instant.

Because the truth of it is, you have only plastic. And they accept only this thing called cash.

And as you run out to go find the nearest ATM, the store disappears like Canadian tire money in the washer, like a mall Santa in February, like a Zellers logo peeling off a mall sign, and you understand why none of those priceless items have found their way off the shelves now, eh?

(By the by, eh sounds like A, so we’ve made our way from Zed to A in this Canadian tall tale, and I can’t think of a better way to end it, right? This is where you say “You betcha.”)

#
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ACE BAKER is the author of two collections of short fiction, How to Make a Killing Jar (2023) and Bathing in Fire (2025) and a chapbook of poetry, Mosaic: Bright Lives Broken (2026). His story, "Ghosts Left on Our Skin," was nominated for the Pushcart Prize and for the Journey Prize in 2025.
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Shirlee Smith Matheson

TELEVISED CHILDREN’S programs and soap operas had never held much interest for Margie McAdam until she started raising chickens.

One spring day, on a whim, she decided to purchase 100 baby chicks from the local hatchery. She and her husband Henry resided on an acreage, so it felt something like a real farming operation. She visited the hatchery and received a fast but thorough seminar on raising chicks “from hatchery to hot plate.” The latter duties of butchery sounded repugnant to Margie, and she knew Henry would have nothing to do with this operation, start to finish. This would be her project, the chicks her babies, and she’d sell them long before their death-date.

She loaded the crate of chicks into the cab of her truck, along with a full complement of supplies the hatchery people said were essential into the truck box: bags of starter feed; an anti-spill, anti-drowning designed waterer; spill-proof feeder troughs; wood perch and leg-bands. She drove home with a mixed feeling of elation and doubt. What had she done? What would Henry’s reaction be to her whim, expensive enough in initial cost, and sure to be labour and time-consuming, with little monetary return?

Their continuous cheeps heard during the drive home lent high notes to the rattle of the old truck’s heater and the stock racks mounted over the truck box. She felt these were comforting sounds, but was dismayed to find, upon arriving home, that one chick had died in transit, smothered by her sisters as they’d frightfully crowded into a corner of the cardboard crate. Should she return and ask for a refund? No time. She had ninety-nine left alive and cheeping for attention.

Margie hurried into the house, attempting to shield the cardboard crate from the bitter cold wind that lashed across the fields. Although she could quickly set up the brooder system in the building intended for the henhouse, it might be easier to initially care for them in the house, at least until the storm blew over.

Henry’s reception to the chicks was less volatile than she’d feared. With raised eyebrows but nary a word of reprimand, he helped her haul in the chicks and equipment.

“Set them up behind the stove,” he advised. Then added mordantly, “Next to the oven.”

The storm abated next day, but still she was reluctant to move the chicks to the brooder. As she hovered over them, posing as their surrogate mother, she was delighted to find she could distinguish some from the rest by distinct markings or emerging personality traits. She took out a baby-name book and chose proper nomenclature for a chosen few.

The next morning, one of her named favorites, Little Maizie, lay dead. Henry found Margie crying, and gently took the little yellow bird outside for burial in a snowbank.

The house quickly took on a distinct odour of chop and chicken manure, made headier by the high temperature at which Margie set the thermostat. Usually patient, Henry threatened to move into the brooder house himself, it now being cleaner and quieter than his own domain.

One morning, Margie left the television on past news hour, and children’s programs began. Soft harp music played an old tune, ‘Early One Morning,’ that she recognized. And there appeared a village, a farm, and a large boot. “Look up ... way, way up.” The chicks did so, following the voice, to view a castle and the emerging image of The Friendly Giant. Margie remembered how their own children had loved this program, and here it was again, mesmerizing her new babies.

All little heads were turned toward the screen, none uttering a peep, seeming entranced by the music and voices. In response to a whistle, Jeromee the Giraffe poked his head from a window in the castle. And then, Rusty the Rooster emerged from a book bag, with books he asked to be read. Best of all, Rusty plays a harp, accordion, and electric guitar! Other animals appeared: racoons and cats.

Margie laughed at the dumfounded looks on the chicks’ faces as they turned their little yellow heads this way and that, trying to source the sounds. As night fell in the show, with a cow jumping over the moon, the chicks cheeped sleepily and huddled together for a nap.

“Well! look at that, would you?”

Margie excitedly informed Henry of the chicks’ reaction to the show. He didn’t believe it. “Just watch! I’ll turn on another program” Margie said. “Let’s see how they like my favorite show, “Heartland.”

Margie set down the bag of chick feed and perched herself on the edge of the chair to watch the episode flash upon the screen. The chicks huddled together in their pop-up play pen, blinking up toward the flashing lights of the television set.

“That’s like plants do,” Margie said. “It’s called phototropism. I studied that in high school.”

“It’s actually phototaxis,” Henry announced, referring to his more highly schooled but seldom practiced animal science background. “Plants use phototropism for growth movement, but animals follow phototaxis, voluntary movement toward or away from a light source.”

Horses appeared, galloping, snorting and whinnying, threatening to jump from the screen into the room. The chicks scattered, peeping alarmingly.

“It’s too old for them,” Henry said. “They don’t understand it’s not real.”

The chucks squawked outrage and fluffed their emerging pin-feathers for protection against the horse and human noises and actions.

“We’ll watch The Friendly Giant again tomorrow,” Margie consoled them. “Mister Dress-Up? Or perhaps Chez Helene, so you become familiar with another language.”

The chicks ignored her entreaties, poking their little beaks under the sharp needles of part-formed wings, and turning tails to external action.

At four weeks, the flock numbered ninety-three of the original hundred. They were growing up, changing from fluffballs to miniature hens.

For variety, Margie turned on Murdoch Mysteries but this episode again featured horses in a scene from The Calgary Stampede. She tried Rookie Blue. The chicks showed no interest. For inspiration, she switched to a popular high-action soap. “Watch this!” Margie advised the chicks. “Human behaviour at its best and worst. Love and war. Sylvia knows who shot Brian! She saw it all. Now, she’ll have to appear as a witness. It will all come out that she actually set it up.”

She barely noticed her husband’s silent entrances, and equally silent exits. She hadn’t seen much of Henry lately, except for mealtime, when he’d load his plate and retreat to his den.  She had taken to sleeping on the daybed at one end of the large kitchen in order to be handy to her brood should they need her during the night.

Very quickly, the chicks were maturing into young pullets, miniature hens. They had also developed likes and dislikes, and become fans of not only morning children’s shows but also milder midday soap operas. She felt like a prospector discovering a rich mineral vein when all eighty-seven found delight in a favoured show. One, however, contained an unprecedented level of mayhem. The chicks blinked their beady eyes, emitted horrifying squawks, and frantically pushed to the back of the pen, crushing Peony.

The chicks were developing wing feathers when Henry finally put his foot down, a tricky feat since the chicks now regularly tumbled over the extended barrier of their pop-up playpen. “They have to go out to the brooder!” Henry scratched at his arms and neck. “I’ve got an itch. Chicken lice!”

“How could they have lice?” Margie asked, as she handed him a can of lice powder she’d used to dust the chicks. “They’re as hygienic as I am.”

Henry snorted and went outside, slamming the door which caused a draft. Two more chicks died later that night. Margie cried over the insensitivity of man.

During the eighth week, the chicks, now called pullets as teenaged females, became plagued with diarrhea, a fairly common but potentially deadly malady. Margie separated the affected ones, penning them in the bathtub. But from there they couldn’t watch TV and the tub became cold, even though she layered it with newspaper. She worried their attempts to escape the tub would cause them harm—and also prevented herself and Henry from taking proper baths—so she moved them underneath the couch, setting up boards around the legs and secured onto the frame.

“I’ve lit the stove in the bunkhouse,” Henry announced, “and that’s where you can find me when things return to normal around here.”

Margie registered only slight interest in this announcement. Her flock was now teenagers in chick world and had become hooked on the heartfelt coming-of-age show Anne With an E, and the lively series Degrassi High. They barely blinked when Henry slammed the kitchen door on his way out hard enough to knock a picture from the wall, which fell onto Sophie’s little yellow head.

Perhaps, if the television set hadn’t broken down, the chicks—or pullets—would have remained forever as house pets. But one day, when Margie and “her girls”—now numbering seventy-six—were perched on the edges of their seats (literally, for they now roosted beside her on the day bed to watch their favorite programs), the screen turned brighter and brighter and then, with a pop, blackened and died. What had happened?

Marge turned to her girls. “It’s over,” she said sadly. “You have become ‘young and restless.’ We all must learn to get on with the ‘days of our lives.’”

It took ten trips to the henhouse to transport the flock, continually assuring them she would keep them up to date on their favorite programs as soon as Henry took the television set in for repairs. “But that might be a long wait,” she cautioned. “By then, you will likely have lost interest in Amy and Louise, Grandpa Jack and Tim, and even handsome Ty.”

The chickens squawked discontentedly, but were soon busy exploring “another world” in the henhouse. Within a week they had even sorted out the pecking order on the poplar-pole roosts.

Without the chickens beside her, to cluck over the plot twists, the serialized shows lost their attraction for Margie. “Don’t be in any hurry to have the set repaired,” she said casually to Henry after he had moved back into the house following a thorough cleaning. “I don’t care if I see another drama series until next fall.” She laughed. “However, the shows really helped to associate the chicks with human behavior. When I go out to feed them they’re either billing and cooing, or pecking at each other.”

“Sounds normal,” Henry replied.

Margie smiled. “Yes, I think we gave them a good upbringing. They learned quite a lot about life and love, living in here with us. Don’t you agree?”

Neither wished to discuss what “the next step” in the poultry plan might be. It could prove fatal.

THE END
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SHIRLEE SMITH MATHESON’S experiences, garnered from numerous Western Canadian residences: farm, cities, Northern wilderness, introduced her to characters (human and animal) featured in her 21 published books, numerous short stories and articles. Shirlee has served as writing instructor, writer in residence, and entertainer relating tales of Canada’s amazing people and places. Website: www.ssmatheson.ca.
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