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The Lion of Maniwaki
By 

Elizabeth and Hayden Trenholm


A lion once roamed the woods and roads of Maniwaki.  At first, no-one believed but then the truth became clear.  There was a lion in Maniwaki and the people were afraid.  But that, my friends, was nothing.

***

Philip-Andre stood outside the dépanneur.  He watched Marc-Daniel approach, his squat body outlined by the setting sun.  It had been years since he had left the little village of his birth, traveling from rural Quebec, first to Toronto and later Alberta to work in the oil fields.  Marc-Daniel hadn't changed a bit.  He still rolled from side to side when he walked, head down and hands jammed in the pockets of his checked woolen jacket.

"Ça va, mon ami?" Philip-Andre said.  Marc-Daniel's head jerked up, his hand frozen on the door handle of the corner store.

"My god!  It's you!" said Marc.  He still had his talent for stating the obvious.

"Who were you expecting? George Bush?" Philip laughed.

Marc looked furtive, craning his neck to peer past Philip into the shop. "It's possible," he whispered. He drew nearer. "Have you been inside yet? Have you seen... him?"

"George Bush is in the dépanneur? I knew he'd retired, but not to Maniwaki." Philip laughed some more but stopped when Marc didn't join in. Marc pulled him to the wide front window of the shop. A flashing neon light painted Marc's skin red and illuminated the stacked pyramid of beer cans and rows of bottles, wine, whiskey, and the Ouzo which was only drunk by Widow Nekronas who lived out by the old church.

"Not George Bush," Marc said, still whispering. "Him!" He pointed dramatically at the shop keeper. Philip looked through the window. And looked again. The man was tall, thin, with a wispy beard, a white turban, and large, soulful dark eyes. Even as Philip stared, the shop keeper limped out from behind the counter. He leaned for support on a heavy black cane.

"Mon dieu."

"Oui, mon ami. As you say."

"It looks like --"

"Non, mon ami. Don't say."

"But, what is he doing here? Here in Maniwaki?"

Marc shrugged. "What else? Selling beer and cigarettes." He wobbled his head from side to side. "To be strictly accurate, also spirits and cigars, but they're the cheap ones from Dominican Republic. Nothing Cuban."

Philip said, "But what are we going to do about it?"

"Us?" said Marc. "If the entire CIA and the American army couldn't stop him, what can we do?"

"They couldn't find him."

"Of course not. They looked in the caves in Afghanistan. Not the Maniwaki Dépanneur." 

"Have you spoken to him?"

"Not exactly. He doesn't seem to speak French. I point, he gives me my wine and smokes.  I give him the money. He gives me the change." He thought a minute. "He's not so bad."

"Not so bad! He's a terrorist mastermind!"

"He always gives the right change."

"Marc-Daniel. We have to do something. Tell somebody."

"Who? Who should we tell that Osama bin Laden is running the dépanneur in Maniwaki?"

"When you put it that way."

"Maybe the sheriff. He's used to dealing with strange things. The lion, for example."

"Lion?"

"You didn't hear? You have been out of touch. It was the biggest thing around here. The biggest thing since the FLQ."
"It was a separatist lion?"

"Sort of. It separated from its owner and scared the hell out of everyone." Marc laughed at his joke until he coughed. He lit up a cigarette, offering one to Philip. 

Philip lit up and inhaled gratefully. It was good to be back in Quebec. Marc took a fifth of whiskey from inside his coat and passed it to Philip, even though the whiskey was low in the bottle. Always good-mannered, that Marc, Philip mused.

"So. What did the sheriff do about this lion?"  He handed the whiskey back to his friend.
"He arrested it and put it in the jail."

"It sounds like our man."

***

Sheriff Vincent Chabot didn't look like the kind of man who could arrest a lion.  He barely topped five foot four and probably didn't weigh one thirty soaking wet.  Still, even at fifty, he could out ski and out shoot most of the other men in the village.  He had all his hair, too, jet black without even a hint of silver, a legacy from his Algonquin mother.
He stood at the entrance of the dépanneur, looking first at Marc-Daniel and then at Philip-Andre.

"You boys better not be wasting my time," he said.

"I'm surprised you haven't been here to see him already," said Philip.

"Sheriff Chabot doesn’t drink," said Marc, helpfully.

"Or smoke," said Chabot.

"Or smoke," repeated Marc.

In Maniwaki, you either drank or you didn't.  It was a bit like going to church.  Chabot looked up and down the street, but on a Wednesday evening in early April, there wasn't much to see.

"Still," said Philip, "Marc says he's been here for six months.  Surely you dropped by for a candy bar."

"I don't eat candy," said Chabot.

"Besides," said Marc, "he only has toffee.  You know to keep it legal.  Otherwise it's just booze and smokes.  It's English toffee."

"Who would try to sell English toffee in rural Quebec?" asked Chabot.

"Exactly," Marc said, sagely.

Still, Chabot hesitated.  
"Would it be easier if I went in first?" asked Philip. "You could follow me in -- as if you had questions for me?"

"Why don't you both go in? It will look more natural."

Marc shrugged and drained the fifth of rye.  "So I have a reason to be there."

He pulled the door open, flinching slightly at the squeak in its hinges.  He ushered Philip ahead of him. Inside the dépanneur, there was barely room enough for them to enter in single file.  Beer cases and boxes of wine and spirits were stacked almost to the ceiling.  Philip had never seen so many different kinds of beer in his life, even in Alberta where there was a liquor store practically on every corner.  It was hard to imagine a village as small as Maniwaki could drink that much booze.  Maybe he's stocking up for the tourist season when the Anglos from Ottawa would flood into the cottages that ringed every lake within a hundred kilometers.
Philip went up to the counter. The shopkeeper rose from the stool behind the cash register.  He was tall.  Very tall.  His white robes practically glowed against the backdrop of cigarette cartons that lined the wall behind him.  He smiled gently and looked at him expectantly.  Philip heard the door open again.  The shopkeeper's smile broadened and he opened his arms wide in greeting.

"Salam wa aleikum," he said.
"Sure," said Philip.  He pointed at a carton of Marlboros on the very top shelf.  Bin Laden, if that was who he was, had no trouble reaching it.  Philip handed him a hundred and got back a twenty and a toonie.  He was startled to find the sheriff was standing beside him.  Marc-Daniel was browsing among the rows of rye whiskey and pretending not to know them.
"Technically, those cigarettes aren't supposed to be openly displayed," said Chabot.  The shopkeeper merely smiled and shrugged.  Chabot repeated it in English but only got another smile and a bigger shrug.
"You could arrest him," whispered Philip.

Chabot looked doubtful, though he was fingering the stun gun strapped to his hip.  After a moment he shook his head and pointed at a six pack of Labatt's Blue.  He paid and then headed outside.  Philip bought a bottle of cheap burgundy and followed him.  Marc joined them a minute later, a pint of whiskey in each hand.  He cracked one open and passed it to Philip who took a sip and offered it to Chabot.  It was only courteous after all.
The sheriff took the bottle, looked up and down the street again and took a hard pull.  From the sigh that escaped his lips, Philip guessed he hadn't always been a teetotaler.

"So what do you think?" asked Marc. "Is it him?"

"How tall do you think he is?"
"Six, six," said Philip. "Maybe six, eight."

"That's what I thought," said Chabot.  He took another swig of whiskey and passed the bottle to Marc, who wiped it delicately on the sleeve of his jacket and took a small sip.

It was getting dark. The village's only traffic light had switched to flash and its red light blinked in counterpoint to the flickering neon in the dépanneur's window.

"Well?" said Marc, after a moment. "Are you going to arrest him?"

"Arrest the World's Most Wanted for violating Quebec's tobacco laws?"

"They got Capone for tax evasion," said Philip.

"I'm no Elliot Ness," said Chabot. "Besides I'm not really sure."

"He's tall and thin, wears a turban and walks with a cane," said Marc.

"And he doesn't seem to speak either French or English," added Philip. "Who else could he be?"

"He could be anyone," said Chabot. "Look I'm only a small town sheriff.  I don't want to get mixed up in racial profiling.  We need to go to a higher authority. We need to consult the Sûreté du Québec."
***

Corporal Drummond was in the middle of supper when they arrived and he didn't look entirely pleased to be taken away from his roast beef.  Drummond's mother was francophone so he wasn't exactly an Anglo, but his French was a little too precise for western Quebec. Rumour had it he had only come to the SQ when his career in the Royal Canadian Mounted Police turned sour.  Still, he was all they had.

"I heard that silly story a few weeks ago.  Why would Osama bin Laden be hiding in Manawaki?"

The SQ station was on the edge of the village.  Philip gazed out the window at the dark pine forest.  The sky had cleared and a bright full moon was shining down on the scattered trees and rocks, glinting on the small trickle of melt water that had begun to flow in a nearby creek.
"It's not like anyone would be looking for him here," he said. "Have you seen him?"
"No," said Drummond.  "I buy my wine in Gatineau.  They have a better selection."

"I wouldn't be so sure about that," said Marc.

"Well, I guess it wouldn't hurt to take a look."

The lights in the dépanneur were still on though the sign on the door said it closed at seven.  Philip and the others stood on the street corner, smoking Marlboros and sipping whiskey while Drummond went inside.

Ten minutes later Drummond reappeared.  He had a bottle of red wine clutched in each hand and a glazed look on his face.
"Well?" asked Chabot.

"He had a '95 Hermitage I've wanted for two years.  And a 1991 Stag's Leap Proprietary.  It was a bargain at four hundred dollars."

"Never mind that," said Philip. "Is it Bin Laden?"

Drummond frowned. "I'm pretty sure it is."

"Then I guess we have to arrest him," said Chabot, reluctantly unholstering his stun gun.

Drummond looked at the bottles of wine.  "But the man is a miracle worker."

"Tell that to the people of New York," said Marc.

"You have a point," said Drummond, grimly.

"He's probably armed," said Philip. "He's probably very well armed."

"You have a point, too."

"We can't just let him go about his business," said Marc.

"If there's shooting, innocent people could get hurt," said Chabot.  He looked nervous.
"Weren't you the guy who arrested the lion?" asked Philip.

"It was pretty tame," said Chabot. "And I think it wanted to be caught."

"I think we need to bring in outside expertise," said Drummond.

"Not the Mounties," sneered Chabot.

"Those jokers?  No way." said Drummond. 

"What about CSIS?" asked Marc.

"Sure," said Drummond, "and we'll bring in the Keystone Kops while we're at it. No, we need to go right to the top. U.S. Homeland Security."

"You know somebody?" asked Chabot.

"No, but I've got a number I can call."

***

It took three tries, but they finally navigated the automatic messenger to get a real person.  The woman who answered sounded tired and not a little annoyed.  
"Ruiz here.  What can I do you for?"

They were gathered around the speaker phone in Drummond's office.  Drummond cleared his throat but didn't say anything.  He looked at Chabot who looked at Marc-Daniel who looked at Philip. Drummond clicked on a pocket tape recorder. For posterity, he had explained.
"I must inform you that the misuse of this line to contact Homeland..." There was the sound of a page turning.   "...Security is a criminal offence."
"You tell her, Marc.  You found him," said Chabot.

"Mais je ne parle pas Anglais." Marc shrugged.  "You're the senior officer, Corporal."

Drummond shook his head.

"We'd like to report a terrorist," said Philip.

"You've got my attention."

"We've found Osama bin Laden."

"Where are you calling from?" asked Ruiz. They could hear the clicking of a keyboard in the background.
"Manawaki," said Philip. The others wouldn't make eye contact with him. He was only a little guy from Déléage but it seemed he was in charge now.

"Where's that? Pakistan?"

"No, it's in Quebec.  North of Ottawa."

"That's in Canada right?" said Ruiz, clearly proud of her knowledge of geography. "Are you with the Canadian military?"

"No, but my cousin, Louie, is," said Philip.
"And he came back from Afghanistan with information as to where Bin Laden is hiding?"

"Louie has never been to Afghanistan," said Philip. "Though he did serve in Bosnia."

"Bin Laden's in Bosnia?"

"No, no, he's here. Right here in Maniwaki. He's running the local dépanneur."

"Depan -- what?"

"Corner store," offered Drummond.

"I've already warned you about wasting my time," said Ruiz. "I can have you arrested, you know."

"But we're Canadian citizens," protested Philip.

"Like that matters."

"We have eye-witnesses. Me. Marc-Daniel, Sheriff Chabot and Corporal Drummond of the SQ."  Chabot had his back to them now, staring out the window and humming tunelessly.  Drummond seemed to be fascinated by the dirt under his fingernails. Only Marc was still hanging around the phone, but only because he didn't know what was being said.
"If Bin Laden was in Canada, don't you think we'd know about it? This is Homeland Security.  We know ever..." Ruiz paused. "Wait a second. Are you recording this?"
Drummond clicked off the tape recorder.

"I've heard of you guys. You're from that radio station. You're trying to punk me."

"Punk?" asked Philip. "No, we're --"

"Who do you think you're dealing with? Sarah Palin? I can have you arrested. I can have you deported. I can have you torture--"

Drummond disconnected. Then he pulled the phone out of the wall. "That went well," he said.
"Do you think she'll send someone?" asked Chabot.

"For Bin Laden?" asked Marc.

"No, for us." said Drummond. "I don't think so. It would be embarrassing either way. If it's not Bin Laden, it looks like they're over reacting."

"And if it is," said Philip, "it looks even worse."

"Well," said Chabot. "Homeland Security knows everything. I guess we can relax."

Marc-Daniel dug the second flask of rye out of his jacket pocket and passed it around. Everyone took a few drinks, even Chabot the teetotaler and Drummond the connoisseur of fine wines. They smoked Marlboros and drank Marc's rye and Chabot's beer and even Philip's cheap burgundy.  When Drummond declined to share his purchases, they all went home and went to bed.

***

Thursday morning dawned mild and sunny though Philip-Andre didn't notice until he finally pried his eyes open at noon. He stood on the porch of his uncle's house, smoking and drinking coffee until he saw Marc-Daniel rolling down the street toward the dépanneur.
He joined him on the road, and they walked together, dodging the occasional car and stepping over puddles from the last of the melting snow banks. The air had the fresh woodsy smell of spring. In another week or two, the lakes would be opening up and the tourists would arrive for the summer. There would be work to do and fishing when there wasn't work. It's a good life, thought Philip, if you don't weaken.

Chabot was standing outside the dépanneur, peering through the window, when they arrived. His normally tanned face looked a little pale.

"Back for more, Vinnie?" asked Marc.

Chabot groaned. "Last night never happened."

"Sure it did," said Marc.

"No," said Chabot.  "Drummond got a call.  From CSIS.  They told him to round up anyone who thought bin Laden was in Maniwaki and take them to Ottawa for questioning."
"I hate Ottawa," said Philip.

Philip offered a cigarette but Chabot shook his head and went back to staring through the window. Marc went inside but Philip waited outside with the sheriff.

A few minutes later, Marc returned. The pockets of his checked woolen jacket were jammed with rye bottles.  He was carrying a two-four of Moosehead beer.  There was a carton of Dominican cigars on top of the beer case.
"Weekend's coming," said Marc.

"I don't think it's him," said Chabot. "His face isn't as long. And his eyes are farther apart."

"And he's not as tall as he looks," said Philip. "Since he's not a terrorist are you going to arrest him for breaking the tobacco laws?"

"I'll issue a warning," said Chabot. "Tomorrow."

"You're sure it's not him?" asked Marc.

"Sure," said Chabot. "What would Osama bin Laden be doing in Maniwaki?"

Marc lifted the beer and cigars. "Selling weapons of mass destruction?"

They all laughed, and Chabot headed back to his office. Marc and Philip walked up the hill to Marc's house where they would get an early start on the weekend.  Philip put his arm around his friend's shoulder. It was good to be home.

***

There was a lion in Maniwaki. Perhaps there is one still.
The End
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