Spirit Animal
Written by: Rose Couse
     My sense of time is blurry for this period of my life. I don’t know if it was one month or six months after Al died. I do know that it had been a particularly challenging morning getting the boys off to school. Tears welled in my eyes as I made the right turn on my way to work. I spotted the hawk atop the hydro pole at the side of the road and simultaneously felt a hug around my shoulders. Thanks Al, I needed that. 
     That was the sign I had been searching for and the beginning of my connection with the red-tailed hawk. When I saw the large bird with rich brown feathers, pale patched belly and rusty red short wide tail perched on a pole, fencepost or tree; I felt a sense of calm peace. Even when I couldn’t physically see the golden eyes, I felt them looking into my soul. I knew I was where I was meant to be. I saw them in peculiar places when I needed it most, sometimes close and sometimes at a distance, with no explanation for why I looked that way. 
     Several years ago, I was driving into town for a funeral. Al’s uncle had died. Driving by a farmer’s field I spotted two hawks on a tree branch. It was the first time I had seen two hawks together. As I passed, they took flight and landed on another tree further from the road. I felt comfort and knowing that Al was with Uncle Stan. 
     One evening I was driving home from a visit with my parents. It was dusk. I had just crossed an intersection. I was startled by movement in front of me. Inches from my windshield on the passenger’s side I saw white and brown checks. I quickly processed that it was feathers of a huge bird. The wingspan covered the passenger’s side and above my line of vision on the driver’s side. And then it was gone. My heart thumped against my chest. I took a deep breath and another as I brought my attention back to the road in front of me and the task of driving. I calmed enough to process what had just happened. Okay, Al you have my attention. What do you need me to know? The self-doubt that had been ruminating in my thoughts since I left my parents dissipated and I felt confident in my life’s direction. 
     Mid-June 2020, I was driving to visit my parents when I spotted two hawks on a tree in the far distance. I felt a second of dread but brushed it off and forgot about it. On June twenty-eighth my mom was admitted to palliative care and died a week later. After the funeral, I recalled the two hawks and was comforted to know that Al was with Mom.
     May eighth, 2021, I was out for a hike with my camera. Being in nature and taking pictures brings me peace. But on this spring day there was a heaviness. The next day was Mother’s Day. The first one since my mom died and because of the current Covid-19 restrictions in our area, I would not see my children in person. I walked on the boardwalk in Riverside Park, looking up watching for birds. I glanced down. On the board at my feet lay a feather from a Red-Tailed Hawk. Thanks for the gift, Al. I left the feather there for others to enjoy and took several pictures. One of the pictures became a canvas print that hangs by my desk for inspiration, comfort and support. 
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