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For Joey Olsen, Landy Bartlett, Terry Lawson,


and for my father, again
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Late February. Orion turned
the corner into the long
sleep, blindness
on the earth’s black side,
as you did.


Sleet. Cloud.


Woodsmoke creeping
like a whipped dog flat
to the ground, and heaven
was all occultation.


So the few last bitter lights,
down to Betelgeuse,
in familiar constellation—
they slipped away
before I’d caught the art
of naming. Early
fall now, now again
the wanderers—the winter
planets, memory, resdess birds—
begin to shift. It will be greater
darkness if the language sulks,
unrisen. Flesh of my flesh,
you pause to take
quick breath
against the quick descent of evening.


I feel that exhalation
along the throat, I wear you
as I wear your threaded
hunter’s coat, my father.
From which in this gust
into night there climbs
—like word or star—
a single feather . . .










WOODS, WORDS, AND WATERS
An Introduction



SOME OF THE essays in this volume were written before my fiftieth birthday. Now, as I anticipate my sixtieth, it is interesting, if sometimes sobering, to reconsider them here.


I was not a young man when I started the earliest piece that follows, nor am I an old one today; yet the intervening years have led me not so much to change as to temper a few earlier, rasher attitudes. If there’s any compensation for time’s velocity, I find, it may show itself precisely in such a tempering. Life is easier and surely wiser when, as St. Paul puts it, the sun goes not down on his anger.


As I record these thoughts, to be sure, I look out on a nap of March snow, which gathers and rebounds the heavy blue of a perfect late-winter sky; a turkey flock’s palaver makes its way from a high oak stand down through my closed windows; when I break to let my youngest pointer outside, the smell of old snow and new mud, of forest mulch and fresh air, is so keen, familiar, and mysterious that I could weep, ambiguously: Life has been so rich, and so brief.


There’s the gawp of ravens out there as well, the chittering of a red squirrel who likes to torment Wes, the dog in question, the lisp of an unusually warm breeze through beechlings, whose leaves heroically cling until—not long now—new ones push them aside and down.


And a further sound, perhaps more powerful than any: water passing from the iced pond’s innards into the east-running brook below. It’s as steady as easy conversation, and almost as intelligible, its music teasing me into the half belief that I can make out actual words. My old delusion. Or is it inspiration?


I want to know what is being said, for I spend my years, in the words of the psalmist, “as a tale that is told.” My ears are failing with age, but as passionately as ever, I want to hear and say back.


Surrounded and blessed as I am by such marvels, still my devils remain my devils, for I can almost hear machinery too; it’s as if the slick developers had finally found us here, as they seem directly to find every inch of beautiful wildness all over the planet. Wearing their shabby disguises as job creators—covering their truer roles as creators of unbearable pressure on fragile local resources like schools, highways, and law enforcement, not to say indigenous human morale—they invade their would-be colonies as surely as any army. Once they have transformed what had been human and cultural wonders into replications of the places they’ve already destroyed, in the bargain naming it something like Grouse Hollow or Stag’s Leap, it’s on to the next frail stronghold.


Is there not a man or woman among them, I often wonder, who sees that such folly is irrevocable, that after they’ve built their hundreds of “trailside condos, convenient to conference centers and award-winning golf facilities,” or whatever else, there can be no going back, no changing of mind or heart? Is the idea of economic growth so sacrosanct that the cancellation of other sorts of growth—of tree, of fish, of fowl and mammal and reptile—must everywhere and always cede to it?


Perhaps not: As I write, too, auspicious efforts are underway in all three of my beloved upper New England states to preserve vast tracts of woodlands and waters forever. Not, though, as mere parks or vacationlands for the wealthy or idle: rather, as working woodlands where traditional pursuits will survive. I have probably never been the “tree-hugger” that the American right wing so loves to lampoon, and I am surely not one now. Consensus must carry the day. Which means that in order for what I love to abide, the absolutists (such as I may once have been at least on certain issues) will have to withdraw, a conspiracy of more moderate factions prevailing. Though I’m not a passionate partisan of all, each faction is devoted, precisely, to one or another traditional mode of life.


These modes include logging, to the chagrin of the purist preservationists, the fundamentalists, the would-be enviro-guerrilla crowd (whose behavior, alas, has done as much to forestall serious ecological policy and opinion as any other factor). Future logging, however, will be subject to genuine stewardship, ideally overseen by locally raised foresters, whose hearts are involved in the woodlands they manage. This seems the likeliest alternative to the rapacious overcutting and ruinous profiteering that have alarmed and disgusted us into conspiracy to begin with. It would be nice, I think, if local sawmills, of which there used to be just under ten in my own little Vermont town, and of which none remains, reappeared hereabouts. “Sawyer” is simply a word that rings more sweetly in my ear than, say, “lift operator.”


Likewise, those traditional interests include hunting, fishing, and even trapping. There are those among us who, like me, would do what they have long done, so long as no resource, animate or inanimate, is thereby threatened. Railed at on the other side by the more reactionary Republicans, energy lobbyists, and drivers of overpowered SUVs, we turn out to be conservatives after all, in the root sense of the term.


The plain fact is that people need to work, and the woods products industry is so intertwined with New England history that we might as well stay with the calling we know (and which once upon a fabulous time was more or less well managed) than dream up another. This is compromise, I admit, but it is not “mere” compromise: the wonder of the north country would be the less wondrous, at least to me, if we sought to turn our woodsmen and lumberjacks into motel operators, or even into ecotourism guides. This is not to mention that, so far as I can tell, any community that depends upon tourism of whatever description as its prime salvation usually finds itself beyond any salvation.


Another plain fact is that people need “recreation,” a chance literally to make themselves again, which more than ever may demand escape from a world grown ever flatter, one in which gadgetry—cellular phone, fax machine, palm-sized computer and the like—so dominates, in which the head-hammering, huckstering media are so pervasive: if this means sitting at great length on a deer stand or in a duck blind, or casting patiently to a rise, or following a chesty bird dog into grouse cover, or even learning the habits of beaver and mink sufficiently well (and that’s saying something) to catch a profitable lot of fur—if it means all this and more, as it always has, then I say so be it. If I speak for nothing else in what follows, I speak in defense of physical reality, speak for the superiority of the hiked mile to the one that records itself on a Global Positioning System, speak for the wondrous “special effects” of a nighthawk booming down through a haze of mayflies as opposed to effects dreamed up by gizmo-aided folk in their studios.


Conservation is a term that applies, in my view, not only to woods and waters and flora and fauna but also to men and women and their doings. The delicate human communities of the northern forest are as dear to me as the black tern, the loon, the pine marten, the whippoorwill, the spruce grouse, the red eft—and as badly threatened. Speaking selfishly, these human places, which bleed and blend almost imperceptibly into their wild surrounds, are again the realm of story, as precious a quarry as I ever seek; the deer camp, the back porch, the woodshed, the stove-warm parlor are all reservoirs of recollection and speculation, of language that is important for its narrative values if for nothing else.


We rightly honor the dignity and humor and wisdom of so-called primitive cultures’ oral traditions, and we ought to do the same for these later but increasingly archaic ones too. I have often surmised that the Ancient of Days, who speaks in Revelation “with the voice of many waters,” sounded a lot like my late friend Earl Bonness of Washington County, Maine: a logger, a trapper, a hunter and fisherman.


Maybe that’s Earl speaking in my brook just now—he and some scores of others.


Voices like his and many others more or less like his pervade the yarns that follow, just as Earl’s predecessors’ voices pervaded his own matchless yarnspin. For the tale of the natural and human-natural landscape of my beloved territory is inconclusive.


Or so I hope. Let no one ever begin his or her tale by saying, “There once was a wild New England.” In many of the essays that make up this book, the reader will notice that the hunter/author lowers his gun rather than going for the kill, just as he releases his fish to swim again. Somewhere at the heart of such decisions is my will, I know, that story itself endure. It may change, it may be modified (willfully, even mendaciously in the tall tale tradition), but let it carry on: May all the voices that have conditioned my own still have the refreshing virtues and vigors of the many waters I know up here, the many woods and hills. They have always had those qualities for me, as I trust the ensuing rambles will suggest.


Sydney Lea


Newbury, Vermont


March, 2002










ON THE MARGINS
A Foreword





But yield who will to their separation,
My object in living is to unite
My avocation and my vocation
As my two eyes make one in sight.
Only where love and need are one,
And the work is play for mortal stakes,
Is the deed ever really done
For Heaven and the future’s sakes.


—Robert Frost


“Two Tramps in Mudtime”





MOST OF THESE pieces were originally sent on assignment or speculation to magazines or newspapers. If when pieced together they approximate a book, then, its unity came about in a delightfully nonmethodical way, and spared me most of the usual occupational anxieties—is there a sustained argument, an overall structure, a sufficient array of particulars, a cohering point of view? I composed something here, then something there, and took no thought for the morrow.


Of course this nonchalance may have generated its own defects. Presented in a continuous format, a prose collection should indeed show thematic and narrative continuity, a distinguishing fabric of imagery, a shapeliness. I believe such criteria are satisfied here chapter by chapter; but without having construed any one of those chapters in relation to another, I worry that in gathering them I try to mask reiteration—of topic, figure, and even fact—as consistency.


Despite (or because of) all that, point of view has at least been no problem. Though in some cases undertaken at significantly different times from each other, these essays do reveal an enduring set of private obsessions, and thus perhaps my most honest version to date of “I.” Not always gratified by that protagonist, I can’t deny being interested in him. Like anyone, I’m curious about my own thoughts and emotions over a span of years, the concerns that once stopped me in my tracks, and that, subjected to meditation, turn out to have mattered so. But like anyone I’m also distracted enough by dailiness that such insights can prove surprising.


Writers, in doing what they do, often stumble on this sort of surprise. Indeed, I’ve always considered that one of their best motives for writing; we persist because we run into things we didn’t know we felt, and in the process glimpse the foundations of our faiths and fears, morals and vices, hopes and despairs.


I frankly can’t conceive of proceeding otherwise, keeping an eye for example on an editor’s imaginable response, or even a reader’s, much less on dim prospects like money or reputation. There are fine authors who can specifically choose their subject matter, or even their settings, and I don’t mean to denigrate them; I’m simply not among their number, my subjects seeming always to choose me.


All this is closer to a confession of limits than a claim of virtue, since my own motives may in fact strike some as solipsistic. I take heart from the immanent genius of my neighborhood; bending an Horatian aphorism, Robert Frost once declaimed, “No tears in the writer, no tears in the reader,” by which I think he meant that without his or her personal discovery an author’s work will fizzle. (The dreariness of so-called Socialist Realism, with its aprioristic agenda, is perhaps the classic modern instance.)


We may of course be unpleasantly surprised by our selfdiscoveries, even to the point that we balk at publishing some of them, yet in the act of writing itself we are obligated to acknowledge them. That’s what writing is for. And never mind certain voguish critical theory of the moment, with which I here and there quarrel, perhaps amateurishly, in what follows: the fact that authorial discovery, no matter how alien from a reader’s own insights, is shareable accounts for such allegiance as real literature has always commanded. And will command: However darkly we’re warned of a serious readership’s diminishment, it will never truly vanish. There are those who won’t accept a substitute for the power of the genuine, penetrating word.


Back, however, to private reckoning. In putting this collection together, I notice my ongoing struggle to make sense of a life. To say so is scarcely to confer distinction on individual essays, the book at large, or me—who doesn’t engage in that struggle, as author and as person? Yet I hope that very distinction is false, because I trust in a continuity between my writing and all the other things that hold my closest attention: family affections, religious beliefs (uncanonical, and more implicit here than actively explored), hunting, dog handling, fishing, natural surroundings. While not excusing the repetitiousness I fretted over a moment past, such a trust does account for it. The relations of Then to Now, of child to parent and parent to child, even of this dog to that, this quarry to the next—for me, ideally, all these must fall into an integrity, and a book is a place for such integration to occur.


In my time there may remain no other place. Attitude toward place itself is of course central in each essay that follows—which too often, sad to say, means an attitude toward the despoliation of place. My feelings on such a matter are sometimes elegiac, sometimes furious, usually both; but they are entirely ungovernable. Given the things I write of, the things I do and love, the things on which I have based the quest to unify my experiences, I cannot edit the feelings out.


Rereading these essays, in fact, I almost comprehend the zeal of crusaders with whom I bitterly disagree. Though five times a father, I do not, for example, accept the guiding assumptions of the anti-abortionist—that even the earliest embryo has a right to life, that to deny it is therefore murder. But if I momentarily imagine I did accept these assumptions, I simultaneously imagine my own outrageous rhetoric and behavior on the issue. In the face of what one considers filthy crime, moderation itself seems criminal.


It is clear that I do cling to powerful—and maybe related—premises. I will never articulate them so movingly as the great Aldo Leopold, who proposed that land had its right to life; but following his lead I insist that greedy violations of landscape are . . . murder. This is not, however, an ideology tricked up to protect my own backyard. As I write, to be sure, there’s a vicious scheme afoot to “develop” a gorgeous New England mountain on which we have lived; but I can affirm in good conscience that my hatred is no stronger for this ruinous plan than for the wreck of a New Mexican or Siberian or Brazilian or Norwegian wildness.


Sin is sin.


My belief in the rights of wild place extends to wild creatures as well. Since fair numbers of these pieces touch on hunting, that posture may be perplexing to anyone but hunters themselves. Though to some degree I write for these hunters, I hope also to address open-minded nonhunters, a category that necessarily excludes the committed anti-hunter. I know from experience that no advocates of so-called animal rights, whatever their position along the movement’s reasonable-to-kooky spectrum, will associate bloodsports with even so mild a term as conservation.


But let me explore that term’s implications for other readers’ sakes. It is derived from the same root as our word “conservative,” and—despite my lifelong allegiance to progressive politics—one thing I also discover in these pages is how aptly the conservative label fits me. It fits me, that is, if it means a person who wishes to save, to hold together, who is concerned for what I’ve called integrity. Like me, that person may find odd the American right wing’s persistent appeal to an ideal of unfettered growth, one of whose catastrophic results is the vision of land as mere real estate. (Just so, women have for too much of history been viewed in a similar, proprietary manner; we speak eloquendy in referring to reckless subdivision or timbering or drilling as rape.) I can imagine, say, the horror of a genuine conservative like Edmund Burke at the worldwide sundering of rural cultures—ancient and organic, but pitiably fragile—by this grotesque vision.


In my corner of the globe, it is not only the ladyslipper, the woodcock, the indigenous trout, the black duck, the painted trillium and coundess other wild marvels that give way to the ski condo, the mall, the office park; it is also a certain honorable way of reading the world. The genuine hunter or fisherman feels a Burkean revulsion at all this dislocation and pillage. No one knows better how the trampling of landscape’s rights affects human community: the promised jobs for locals come and go, nature and human nature are split, and wild surroundings are flattened, in several senses, into one more wonderless zone. Forever.


All this in turn affects, even more irredeemably, the community of wildlife. No untamed species is threatened with diminishment, let alone extinction, by legal bloodsports; the unspeakable threat lies in the eradication of habitat, so often justified, precisely, by the imperatives of “growth.” Unlike many of their detractors, then, true and worthy sportspeople are likely active in efforts to reject those imperatives, to sustain or restore the wild things’ domains.


Note that I’ve just spoken of true and worthy sportspeople. It is, alas, impossible to deny the existence of other types. Whatever heat I feel for the misprision, misrepresentation, and general mischief of the organized anti-hunting lobby, it’s nothing compared to my rage at those others. Slob hunters better pray I’m never in charge of their punishment. I’d make it a felony to apply the word “hunter” to themselves, even if modified by the adjective “slob.” This book’s periodic censorship of such thugs is as close to reasonable as I’ll ever get.


But once again, in what follows my main objective is to discover and to convey why I feel the angers and raptures I do, and not in a facile way. If I reject the animal-rightist, I cannot then resort to the morally idiotic yap of the National Rifle Association and certain other “sportsmen’s alliances,” which can equal the frothy foolishness of a Cleveland Amory. My mission after all is as much artistic as philosophical; as I said at the outset, I hope I may reach people whose principal interest lies, simply, in an author’s effort to write well. If nothing else, this must surely mean his avoidance of rhetorical shortcuts.


Tom McGuane, having gutted a Montana antelope, reflects that “this is goddamned serious and you better always remember that.”


Exactly.


And the same applies to writing. One’s aim in either case should be disciplined, steady, true.


For my purposes, of course, the hunter/author parallel cannot extend indefinitely. For one thing, I here occasionally address other pursuits than hunting, and for another—though I touch on subordinate successes—the primary standard for a hunt’s success, like it or not, is a kill.


No such conspicuous standard existing for a writer’s accomplishments, even in his or her own eyes, it seems impossible entirely to free the writing life of unease. If I started, for instance, by claiming that any relation among this book’s parts was unplanned, I can’t by that claim simply gloss over certain gaps in what follows. The reader will notice, for example, that the “I”—for all his insistence on the primacy of a kill—often deliberately stops himself from shooting, and unfailingly releases his fish. One could surmise (as I’ll often do myself) that the protagonist dwells in states of marginality.


And yet all this is at least metaphorically appropriate: Prime cover for quarry tends to occur at edges, young growth giving way to old, relatively open terrain to dense, a vigorous flow to a gentle. Just so, “I” often finds himself between pure indulgence in narrative and a deep suspicion of any story, especially his own. There are moments for him when the connections, say, between Then and Now seem fictional in the very worst sense. No matter his search for resolution, integrity; all closure seems to give him pause. He may sniff at the trendy literary theorists who ascribe an irremediable indeterminacy to verbal constructs; yet how often I and “I” are prey ourselves to a chilling indeterminacy: We lower the gun rather than shooting the last grouse of a season. We leave conclusions cloudy, as if all the things to which we testify here were too damned serious—as often they are—for words alone.


Newbury, Vermont, 1993











I


Goodbye, Boy






—7 December


Month when my cord to the womb was cut, yet almost hot


this wind, all strung with ducks, with Oldsquaw, Bufflehead,


and Whistler. And the ones I’m after—high,


The clever Blacks, who stretch their necks, and circle, and light


out of my range for good. There was a time


this might have prompted anger, and anger self-contempt:


What was I doing here, blue feet and fingers blocks like wood,


the very moisture of my eyes iced over, and icebergs in my blood?


My blood flows easier with age, the rage to question


Faltering. Like useless thoughts, the trash-birds strafe my blind.


My poor dogs whine: why does the gun stay silent?


Because, as I can’t tell them—because I simply watch


The nobler ducks catch whiteness off the sun,


which grows these days each day more rare,


and the bay’s best blue. Parade of change.


The wind from north is warm, is wafting


forgiveness here. To noble and ignoble.


Here on Frenchman’s Cove on a spit of land, and blinded,


In this strangely torpid season I forgive


the bullies and the bullied, everyone and -thing


who wants to live, that wants to live,


The chasers and the chased:


the killer put to death today by pentathol injection,


far from here, in Texas;


I forgive the injectors;


I forgive the intractable shyness of all secrets,


like the ducks that stay far out of range.


I forgive all beings in their desperation:


murdered, murderer; mothers, fathers wanting something


that the children they bring forth can’t give;


Myself for my own childhood cruelties—


the way I taunted Nick Sereno


(serene, a thing that neighbor never was,


Dark hungry victim, bird-boned butt of my deceptions . . .


the time I decoyed him out onto the raft


and cut him loose, and jumped.


I cut the frail hemp tether, and off he drifted, quacking fear).


And I forgive the fact that cruelty can circle:


grown, he paid me back in a steaming gin mill.


O, this balm of sun!


As if a lifetime’s bruises might be balmed.


O, that summer would at last outlast the things to come!


Out on the flooding shellfish beds the Scoters pinwheel,


as if in fun and not in search of food.


I can even forgive the fighter pilots flying


Low as Harriers across the headland.


They flush the drifting Blacks in fear toward me.


In the hot breeze, I can count their single feathers,


Black and blue as birth,


with a seeming whiteness underneath.


Again my sweet-souled dogs look up, perplexed.


They champ their still undulled white puppy teeth.


There is more to all of this than I allow.


Here, in this paradox of weather—


Here for now I let things go,


the mind as light as light upon the wind,


as if here changed and changed into an answer.











The Buzzards


LOOKING ACROSS Swamp Creek from my grandparents’ meadow, I could count on finding them. I’d seen one or two from close enough to know they weren’t handsome.Yet I forgot that as I watched the simple ease of their drifting over the opposite ridge, so lovely I’d behold it for hours. Or more likely I imagined the passage of hours—all time moves lazily for a child on summer vacation; no doubt that’s why I still associate the glide of vultures with a lost, languorous innocence.


My memories of the grandparents are vague, scattered: a snatch of talk here, a gesture or two there. They were gone early,and their house in Sumneytown, Pennsylvania devolved to my father. It has since passed on to others, and eastern megalopolis gulped its once wild surroundings. While Dad lived, however, it seemed a genuine backcountry retreat. Though the word didn’t fit even then, we called it The Cabin.


My father’s father had dammed Swamp Creek at the foot of his meadow before any of us grandchildren—three brothers, and, eventually two sisters—was born. We’d soak in the swimming hole till our fingertips wrinkled and blued. Then we would walk or paddle upstream, where the water ran through a great boulder field. Like all child societies, ours had a pecking order, and each family member or friend’s position within it was established on The Rocks, as we artlessly called them. How rapidly could we improvise a way from this boulder to that? How wide were the chasms we dared to leap? Our play inevitably resulted in painful abrasions, but barring any worse injury, we’d carry on full speed till exhaustion overcame us.


Afterward we’d lie on a level slab we named Flatbed, from which we could also see those sailing buzzards. And as the rock warmed my bones and my breath slowed, I always imagined my father’s presence, no matter where he physically was. I’d look through slitted eyes at the birds in their cycles, steady and effortless as earth’s, and at length could imagine gentle revolution in my own being.


[image: art]


I am the eldest son of an eldest son, and named for him. In remembering my father, I long to establish profounder symmetries than these obvious, factual ones; yet every effort feels instantly compromised by his early death. Sydney Lea, 1909-1966: to think of that terse message on his urn is to imagine the abrogation of some deep formality between us.


At over six feet tall and two hundred pounds, my father looked imposing. But his slowness to anger was almost perverse, or so I sometimes thought. Enjoying (the word is exact) a reputation for gentle judgment, he was also known for sympathy with players against long odds, from fellow businessmen down on their luck to the pioneer blacks, as I’m especially proud to recall, of the modern civil rights movement.


I associate my father most fondly with the outdoors. Unlike mine, his was never a character to be positively consumed by a passion for woods or waters or gun dogs. I confess I now and then held this against him too: If he insisted on doing so many other things with integrity, why be casual with these? In that much more calm and casual fashion, however, he loved these things I love, and he introduced me to them early. For this, at least, I am grateful.


Most of my reactions to his death proved a lot messier. Among them was a peculiar fury, as though this time tolerance had gone too damned far, the way for example it often had with an unruly dog; as though my father had given too much of his famous big heart. He should have shown who was boss. To whom? Well, to someone, even if that wasn’t his style.


After the funeral, as I stood staring at a few nothings returned by the hospital staff—my father’s watch; his ungainly steel pocketknife with the crescent wrench at one end; $1.09 in coin—I recognized terror in my responses too. Suddenly, at twenty-three, I was not only mortal but also unprotected: ever the hothead, I might curse my father’s tolerance, but it had after all blessed me, however incompletely I’d felt the blessing till now. Inseparable from such feelings of deprivation, though, was another feeling, dim and painful at once: I was henceforth fated—a bit like Coleridge’s sailor, but well before reaching his age—to tell a tale that would never be quite complete.


[image: art]


It must be late summer of 1952, my mother big with her first daughter, my first sister. Why else would she stay at home? The two younger brothers are somewhere else too: I can’t say where, or even care, my own wonderful circumstance crowding out such trivial detail. I’ve come to The Cabin alone with my father, a treat so rare that a noble truth about him has the freshness of discovery: he knows when and when not to be on hand.


Since breakfast, he’s been working in the squat little smokehouse. The building lost its original function before I ever saw it, and is now a kind of guest quarters whose plaster needs whitewash. I haven’t been asked to help. I’ve been set free to swim all these hours unattended. No other parents would leave me to such happy devices: They’d worry about drowning, or maybe even snakebite. My father is above such ignorance; like me, if more quietly, he holds it in some contempt. A father to be proud of.


At about 10:30 I dog-paddle—a fair swim and most of it over my head—to The Rocks; but I’m not inclined to play up there by myself. Instead I flop down on Flatbed to watch some half-dozen buzzards, riding the updrafts over Finland Ridge. Each follows each in a circle, the first one dipping out of sight on the far side, returning just as the last disappears. I close my lids when the lead buzzard drops behind the hill, and try to open them exactly when he sails back into view. Though the game works rather successfully for a spell, I finally shut my eyes and forget to reopen them.


Coming to, I blink, a feeling behind my brow telling me I’vedozed. The buzzards are still in the same formation. As I get to my feet, a green heron startles me, squawkily flushing close by. It lights in the brown ash above Serpent Rock, and I wonder if a heron might eat a snake. I hope not. We like to peek into the boulder’s cleft, my brothers and I, because we can rely on finding the snake at home. Although we often poke at the poor thing with a stick, it never comes out, only hisses and jets its stink (which is horrible but seems appropriate, almost attractive). My father frowns on such play, explaining over and over that we court no danger, as we prefer to think. Rather, we inflict terror on a defenseless being, and ought to be ashamed.


On Flatbed, I feel a moment of soft breeze before I slide back into water whose warmth by now so nearly matches the air’s that I scarcely notice the change. Invisible current carries me all the way to the sluice in the dam’s apron, where the usual tiny sunfish—pumpkinseeds—nibble at my toes.


An ordinary day, then, but an extraordinary situation: How fine it is to be half on my own, free at least of the younger brothers who forever dog my steps at The Cabin. Not that I resent their company; only that in its absence I can do as I want, undistracted, all but a man.


Walking up through the meadow, flushing rackety grasshoppers, I discover that what I really want is food. Yet the sun’s still well east, and I sigh, knowing I’ll have to wait out my father’s work. Having taken on his job, he will proceed with maddening patience until it’s done. I turn into the woods just shy of the porch, making for the spring we call Frog Village.


How long must I stay there? Likely a good while. I forget about my own hunger at any rate, forget even to expect the low moan from the conch shell, my father’s familiar summons back to The Cabin—a sound so mellow and full of liquid glissandi that we children always take our own sweet time responding to it.


It isn’t the horn I finally hear, though. It’s the fire-bell. I stiffen. Nobody, adult or child, is allowed to ring that bell except in emergency. For all the days I have spent here, I’ve heard it only one time, when Uncle Roy’s springer spaniel Speed was bitten by a copperhead. I suddenly recall how frantic and frightened we were, at least the children, piling into the wood-paneled Chevy,Speed’s paw swelling more grotesquely by the minute, the closest vet way off in Green Lane.


Breathless, I reach the Cabin, where I’m instandy relieved, and thrilled. My father takes me by the shoulders and steers my gaze across the swimming hole to an incredible descent of vultures to the top of the ridge.


He doesn’t need to say anything. I gallop close after him over the field and the dam and up the hillside, so driven by wonder and curiosity that the quick climb seems easy. Still and all, my father is soon well ahead of me. When at last I duck under a soft, out-of-place willow and come through to the other side, he’s already among the buzzards. Behind him I can just see the heavy-racked whitetail buck that has drawn them. Even in death the animal seems—self-contained. He’s an unusual-looking deer, almost black, with a pure ebony strip from withers to flag. It’s late summer, and the buck’s anders trail a grizzled rag or two of velvet, but by contrast to its coat the horns look phosphorescent, ghosdy. The sun strikes his upside eye; it crackles like a sparkler.


A string of vultures perches in the evergreen stand at the far edge of the clearing. I sense more than see them, intent as I am on the fallen deer. And yet I feel somehow that the birds, too, are part of a composition whose foreground is commanded by my father. I want to enter the picture, and take a step or so in his direction, but he signals me back with a flatted palm. In the instant, my attention swinging to that big hand, I believe in his ability to arrange things however he chooses. In fact, I imagine that he has already done so, that in some way he keeps me off not for fear of my reactions but of disturbing an exquisite rightness, the balance he has willed into being. The deer at my father’s back, larger than any I’ve seen, is small compared to him. Even the vultures’ high hemlocks shrink as I look on.


Though I know in my soul that the buzzards will have at the dead buck again, which is as it should be, it’s a stasis that will linger in mind for years: My father, turning, raises his arms like a prophet; the buzzards take to air in their hundreds, climbing and climbing till at last they resume their slow cycles in the sky, full of familiar grace.




Here’s another version:


My father and I are the only ones here, and he’s been busy. He still is. I can picture him in his baggy, whitewash-spattered shorts, cooking inside The Cabin. Alone and bored all morning, I’m looking forward to lunch as a relief, however temporary or minor. Why must everything take so long? The frogs are stuffed: I’ve caught one bug after another for them, and they’ve lost interest. I watch the surviving mayflies kick and twitch, and I wait for the honk of the shell.


When I hear the porch-bell instead, I don’t think to worry. I think: Something’s up. I come in a rush, low softwood limbs abrading my face. But there isn’t any disaster waiting. Dad’s pointing at Finland Ridge, where the buzzards are thick as roostbound crows.


“Let’s go see,” he says, his eyes shining the way they do, sometimes over the smallest matters. He makes for the dam at a kind of dogtrot.


I’ve watched vultures land on the ridge often enough, but never, it’s true, in numbers like this. As I catch up with my father, I catch up with a little of his enthusiasm too.


The woods on the far side of the creek are dense in any season, but especially summer. They make slow going, and it’s a hot, hard climb up the flank. When I pause for breath in the clearings, I can see straggler birds luffing down through the canopy at the spot we mean to reach. But the spot doesn’t seem to get closer; I begin to feel that it’s actually receding as we move. My small excitement fades, and I also begin to feel like quitting. I whip my poor body on, though, trying to believe in a purpose beyond the mere discovery of what some vultures are up to. Trying to believe this is what’s called man’s work.


At last I crawl under a cedar, scratching my face again on dry lower limbs, and my palms and knees on the spills. When I straighten up, I see the full flock. It’s a huge, black, filthy swirl, my father standing on this side of it, his shirt soaked, his mouth gapped for air, his glasses clouded with steam. He looks balder than I remember, dumpier.




It’s a long spell before I can take my eyes off him. Winded as he is, he keeps trying to light a smoke, but his hand shakes and he drops his Zippo again and again. When he finally goes down on his knees to grub for it, I look away to the buzzards. They’re swarming a cowhorn deer, its little tines crusty with old velvet, its hamstrings ruined. Dogs, I figure. We don’t have any other predators to manage the job. Is it those rotted hindparts I smell, or the birds themselves? I’m surprised by the sound of the vultures, something between a hiss and a hoot, like barn owls on a rafter. At this close distance, their sheer ugliness also surprises. And how much smaller they seem than I’ve imagined!


Young as I am, I’ve been a hunter for two years and seen a fair amount of blood; yet the sight of the young deer, maimed by the dogs and now by the buzzards, revolts me. To think of its suffering! Couldn’t it have outrun a pack of fat pets? I retreat some. So does my father; but when he reaches my side he suddenly appears to have second thoughts and walks unsteadily back toward the carcass. Sure enough, like their Hollywood cousins, the vultures hop only a few yards off. They shoot their necks and gawk; they hiss and cluck. I don’t know what my father’s designs are, either on bird or buck. I don’t really want to know.


Scrambling and tumbling down the hillside, I fetch up at the dam. Directly south, the sun turns the color of a tin cup, and I feel the first drops of gray, tepid rain. It’s only a minute or so before my father joins me. His chest is still heaving, and he doesn’t say a word. Holding his fogged eyeglasses in one hand, he squints along the apron for a few moments, then, feeling with his soft moccasin soles—as one might do to cross a room in pitch dark—he walks to the other shore, a step at a time.


I follow. Both of us silent, I can hear the silly gabble of the buzzards, feasting in the high woods. To block the noise, I start to whistle tunelessly. The swimming hole is scantly pocked by the rainfall; at the sluice, the usual trash fish—bluegills and sunnies—face me just under the surface, rounding their white-rubber maws, hoping for a crust, or even a crumb.
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