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My face is locked between the jaws of a very large, black timber wolf.  While I have always felt close to wolves, this is definitely too close.  Staring into his gaping maw, I wonder – just how did I get myself into this situation?

     
At the age of six, I was a vigilante with a plan dubbed “Operation: Save the Wolves.”  It was simple enough: go to Canada, trap a few wolves with the ramshackle cage I nailed together and set them free in my backyard.  Perhaps it’s for the best this plan never came to fruition, since wild wolves roaming my hometown might not have gone over well with the neighbors.


At age thirteen, an educational organization called Mission Wolf did a local presentation with live wolves.  I was hooked.  I volunteered to help a local organizer with their information table at community events in order to correct public misconceptions about wolves.  One  year later, Mission Wolf visited again.  This time they invited me to come to the touring bus, meet the wolves and bring them to the presentation.


My host casually led me to a steel mesh cage, locked the door behind me, and offhandedly gave me advice that might have been helpful before I was confined with a wolf pack.

 
“It’d be a good idea if you didn’t bow down on all fours like that.”


“Why not?”


“They’ll think you want to play, and their idea of play is grabbing you by the shirt with their teeth and dragging  you across the floor.”


“Oh ... anything else?”


“Yeah, don’t stare into their eyes.  They regard it as confrontation.”


Naturally, the first thing I did was lock eyes with the alpha wolf, Merlin.  Merlin, interested, began advancing, yet I felt hypnotized by those deep orange eyes and could not look away.  Soon his face was right in front of mine, and instinctively I leaned back. He leaned forward.  I leaned backward, he leaned forward, and then the wolf held my face with his jaws.  I got the hint: stop leaning back. Suddenly, a horrible thought flashed through my mind: was it possible that all I had learned about wolves was a lie, that they were in fact the monsters of folklore?


“He wants to lick your teeth.”


He what?  I can’t be hearing this right.  The jaws must be blocking my ears. 


“Smile, so he can lick your teeth.  He wants to greet you.”


 I put on my best grimace, and Merlin greeted me.  I felt the same sense of wonder for these misunderstood animals that I experienced as a child years ago.  


You learn the truth and then you test it and then you know the truth.


Later, the whole experience seemed kind of unreal, until I discovered a tiny bone shard Merlin had left on my teeth – a souvenir from a wild wolf.
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