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Introduction





  WHAT ROBERT RUARK calls “The Horn of the Hunter” sounds early in life for some of us, for others never at all. I do not envy those folks. Like fishing, hunting has been part of my life for so long that imagining a void for these activities seems as unfathomable an idea as trying to come to grips with imagining the size of the universe.




  In the first place, I like being outdoors more than indoors. I like being a countryman, to the extent that I can considering my family, job, and other responsibilities, including finances. If I could I would grow, raise, catch, and shoot all of my family’s food, taking the lean times with the fat. But that is not possible, because I am very much part of an urbanized world and can find no escape from it.




  In one of the finest pieces in this book, “The Heart of the Game,” Tom McGuane is reflecting on his attitudes toward his hunting and eloquently hammers home his feelings about hunting to put meat on the table: “I decided that unless I become a vegetarian, I’ll get my meat by hunting for it. I feel absolutely unabashed by the arguments of other carnivores who get their meat in plastic, with blue numbers on it. I’ve seen slaughterhouses, and anyway, as Sitting Bull said, when the buffalo are gone, we will hunt mice, for we are hunters and we want our freedom.”




  Gathering food is not the only urge that pulls me toward the natural world. In my heart I feel the deep sense that I am part of the same family of life as every wild thing that walks, crawls, swims, or flies. Our homes include fields and marshes, creeks and river bottoms, plains and mountains, bays and oceans, stretching to the ends of the earth. Here I am a watcher—and a student, endlessly observing and learning.




  Last evening, when the bare treeline was etched like iron against a January sunset, I watched flocks of robins trying to stay up with flocks of crows that rode the icy wind toward some distant roost. Like the Canada geese before them, more and more robins seem to be staying all winter here in New Jersey where I live. Are they roosting with the crows—or were they simply headed in the same direction by chance? I want some answers. Not because I’m going hunting and need to plot strategy. I’m just watching my neighbors. I want to know what’s going on.




  The best hunters and anglers I have ever known—and all of the writers—have deep and abiding interest in the natural world. They would not spend five seconds in the company of the so-called “slob hunter” who only wants to blast things, knowing nothing, appreciating nothing, learning nothing. Such “hunters” do not deserve the name. Most of the time, they are violating the law as well as denigrating the activity.




  Even further disdain goes out to the sanctimonious pundits who claim they hate hunting because they love nature, yet would not know the difference between a loon and a Canada goose, or a sandhill crane and a great blue heron. I suppose what they think they love is the “idea” of nature, as shown in Bambi-like fantasy movies, and not the real thing itself, which they never bother to see or learn about.




  But, we are all hunters here, and it’s time to get on with some of the stories that brought us together. The pages ahead will take you hunting for all sorts of game and in places that range from mountain peaks to lowland swamps. The best writers I have ever read will be your guides, and I promise you that their prose will become part of your hunting memories and ignite recollections of your own experiences that make up the hunting scrapbook of your mind.




  It has always been my belief that one of the things that makes hunting and fishing so special is that on any given day, things can happen that you will remember for the rest of your days. Very few things in everyday life are like that. Birth, deaths, marriages, graduations, promotions—all those important events that you never forget—come along very infrequently. There is nothing remarkable about most days of our lives, as far as storing memories are concerned. But on any day you step out the door with a rod or gun to put in the truck, something really big can happen. Perhaps the day will someday come when nobody you know will care to hear what that something was—a shot well made, a dog’s first point or retrieve, the time you turned the big flock of mallards with your calls, the morning you bagged a buck. No matter. You found what you were looking for, and you’re keeping it.




  —Lamar Underwood
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Last Shell in the Rifle





  BY BEN EAST




  AT OUTDOOR LIFE magazine, the late Ben East’s name has always been synonymous with rip-snorting adventures and wilderness tales based on true experiences. When someone who was not an accomplished writer had a good wilderness story to relate, Ben was most often the man assigned to write the piece under the “as told to” or “as told by” sort of byline.




  Of course, Ben wrote regular feature articles as well, since he was an active and very experienced outdoorsman who knew the Upper Midwest chapter and verse. Among Ben East’s books, his greatest work might arguably be Bears, published in 1977 by Outdoor Life and Crown Publishers. A big, physically stunning book illustrated profusely by Tom Beecham, Bears is a definitive work on the subject.




  “Last Shell in the Rifle,” from Bears, is one of my all-time favorite Ben East tales. And in this amazing encounter with a polar bear, Ben is not writing someone else’s story. He is the man down to the “Last Shell in the Rifle.”




  I have never heard it said better than by Captain Peter Freuchen, the renowned Danish adventurer and explorer who married an Eskimo girl and lived many years in Arctic Greenland.




  “No more beautiful animal walks on four feet,” he told me once when we were talking about the polar bear.




  No matter how long I live, I’m sure I shall never forget the first one I saw outside a zoo. He was standing on a rocky headland, at the top of a cliff that rose vertically from a boulder-littered beach, staring out over a gray and empty reach of sea. A gale was sweeping down from the northwest, savage surf was smoking along the beach, and the sky was black with the clouds of a violent rain squall. Save for the handful of us aboard the schooner, the bear could well have been the only living thing in that wild, storm-swept world.




  He was as magnificent an animal as I shall ever lay eyes on. His white pelt was faintly tinged with yellow, and standing motionless at the top of the cliff, he could have been a bear carved out of old ivory. Yet there was about him something wonderfully alive, too, something that proclaimed his rightful place in that desolate, lonely seascape.




  It was the summer of 1937. An Ontario man who had hopes of setting himself up in the guiding and outfitting business, taking clients into remote and rarely visited places in the far north, had organized a trip that summer along the east shore of James Bay and into the lower end of Hudson Bay.




  He chartered the Venture, a weather-beaten forty-three-foot schooner, auxiliary powered with an old Diesel engine, owned and skippered by Jack Palmquist, then the only free trader competing with the Hudson’s Bay Company on James Bay.




  Palmquist’s crew consisted of a Cree deckhand and a good-humored Eskimo who tended the ancient Diesel as a mother tends a child. Neither spoke English, but the skipper, married to a pretty mission-educated Cree girl, was fluent in her language. The Eskimo also spoke Cree, so there was always a way around the language barrier.




  At the trading post and summer camp of the Crees at Eastmain, Palmquist also took aboard a leather-faced Indian pilot to see us through the bleak island-sheltered channels along the coast we would travel. No charts of those waters existed then, and only a Cree who knew them from a lifetime of canoe travel and remembered each island, each headland, each clump of stunted spruce trees could follow the maze of channels and avoid the reefs.




  The outfitter had hired three guides and a cook and there were nine clients in the party. I was one of them. We were the first sportsmen to penetrate that wild and roadless country. It was a region that only an occasional roving prospector, the Mounties, missionaries, and the men of the HBC had ever seen. Apart from them it belonged to the Crees and a handful of coastal Eskimos.




  Incidentally, the outfitter’s plans fell through after one summer, so for many years we were the last as well as the first party of guided sportsmen to travel that coast.




  I have roamed the back country of this continent for fifty years, from the Great Smokies and the diamondback-infested flatwoods of Florida to Maine, from the Texas desert to the Aleutian Islands of Alaska, but that treeless and lonely country that I call the land of midnight twilight was the most fascinating place I have ever seen.




  The land was untouched, the people primitive, living by the trapline, the fishnet and the gun. We saw steel traps set on low driftwood posts to catch owls for the cooking pots of the Crees; we heard loons called to the gun and shot for the same purpose. At the trading posts we saw summer camps of as many as five hundred nomad Cree trappers, living in roomy wigwams as they had before the whites came.




  We fished the virgin pools of whitewater streams where three-pound speckled trout rose to flies, spinners—or even small strips torn from a red bandanna. It was an easy matter for two or three rods to take in a couple of hours all the trout the party could eat at three meals. We had no way to keep fresh meat aboard the Venture, so we lived for many days on a diet of trout and learned to our surprise that it palled rather quickly.




  For ten days we camped beyond the sight of trees, carrying our tent poles along and relying on driftwood for our cooking fires. We tramped mossy barrens where ptarmigan were far more plentiful than ruffed grouse back home. When autumn came those treeless barrens would also be alive with geese, beginning their fall flight from summer homes still farther in the north.




  Seals followed our schooner, and at night white whales blew close enough to awaken us. The half-wild sled dogs of a dozen Indian and Eskimo camps howled us to sleep time and again. Every minute of the trip was pure adventure.




  There was no hunting. The Quebec government was keeping the wildlife, from waterfowl to seals and polar bears, in trust for the Crees and Eskimos, who needed it. But Howard Cooper, a hunting partner of mine from Kalamazoo, Michigan, and I carried collecting permits obtained by two museums back home, authorizing us to take for scientific purposes any birds or animals we chose.




  Toward the end of July, the Venture dropped anchor off Long Island. Not the Long Island you have heard about all your life. This one is a rocky sliver of land three or four miles offshore near the southern end of Hudson Bay. We had come now to polar bear country. We left most of the party camped on the island, and Palmquist and his crew took Cooper and myself on a bear hunt.




  It was a strange place to look for polar bears. We headed for a small group of treeless islands, not shown on any map we had, lying thirty or forty miles off the coast. We were farther south than the latitude of Juneau, Alaska. Yet the HBC post managers, the Crees and our skipper had all assured us that we would find bears summering on those islands. At the Fort George post a Cree had even shown us the pelts of three, a female and two cubs, that he had killed only that spring on the adjoining mainland.




  We found the island we were looking for but it had no shelter for a boat, and raging seas, driven by a gale screaming down from the ice fields five hundred miles to the north, kept us from going ashore. We found a sheltered harbor on a smaller island half a mile away and landed without difficulty. It was from there that I saw my first polar bear, looking out to sea from his rocky headland.




  We watched him for hours through binoculars and spotting scope. In late afternoon the storm subsided and we got a freight canoe ashore on the beach below the cliffs.




  Cooper and I and Tommy Lameboy, our old Cree pilot, landed in the canoe. Lameboy had no rifle. Cooper and I were each carrying Model 99 Savages in .300 caliber. At the time I thought them adequate. I would not think so today.




  The island was about two miles long and half as wide, rising in vertical cliffs at one end, sloping down to submerged reefs at the other. The top was a rolling expanse of low hills and ravines, all rock and moss, with no vegetation taller than clumps of arctic willow that did not reach to a man’s knee. But there were plenty of places for a bear to hide, and ours had disappeared. He had watched our boat as it neared the island, and taken to his heels.




  We separated; Cooper and Lameboy headed for the far side of the island, I set out to search the broken sea cliffs. The job was on the hairy side, for there were places where I could round a big rock and meet the bear only three or four steps away. I was moving slowly and carefully when I heard a shot rap out from the direction Cooper had taken, followed almost at once by another. I scrambled to the top of the cliff for a look.




  I made out the small figure of my hunting partner, three-quarters of a mile away, but I could see nothing of the bear. While I watched, Howard fired a third shot, and to my astonishment I heard the 180-grain softpoint go whining angrily over my head as a ricochet.




  If Cooper was firing toward me the bear must be somewhere between us. And then I saw him, half a mile away, out of rifle range for Howard, running toward me like a big white dog that I had called. I learned later that Cooper had not really had him in range at any time, but had shot in the hope of sending him back my way. He succeeded better than he expected.




  I learned something else later. The bear did not know I was there. The face of the cliff behind me was broken by a ravine that ran all the way down to the beach, and there was a well-used bear trail in the bottom of it. That was, in all likelihood, his customary path to the sea and he was coming to use it.




  I was aware of mixed feelings. I wanted him to keep coming, for from the time I planned the trip I had wanted more than anything else to take a polar bear. But at the same time, although I had used a rifle for years, starting with a .22 as a boy, I was no crack shot and this bear was the first game I had ever confronted bigger than a whitetail deer. Could I deal with him? Well, I’d soon find out.




  I went down on one knee to escape his attention, and watched him come. He dropped out of sight in a shallow dip but when he came up on my side of it he was still on course, traveling at a lumbering, ground-eating run.




  I tried my first two shots while he was still too far away for accurate shooting with iron sights. They were clean misses and he paid them no attention.




  The next one scored. He braked to a stop, swinging his head from side to side like a big white snake caught by the tail, biting savagely at the top of both shoulders. When it was all over I learned that my 180-grain softpoint had hit him in the back just behind the neck, too high to do any real damage, and had gone through under the heavy layer of fat that padded him, just deep enough to cut muscle and draw blood. I suppose it must have burned like a branding iron.




  From his actions I was sure he would go down in a second or two, and in my lack of experience with dangerous game I made a bad blunder. I scrambled to my feet, ready to move closer and put in a finishing shot.




  I never got the chance. The instant I stood up he saw me for the first time. He swerved and came for me in a deadly, businesslike charge, head down, running as a cross dog runs to bark at a passing car.




  I shot too fast and threw away one more chance to stop him, and as he closed the distance between us to less than thirty yards I felt cold fear of a kind I have never known before or since.




  I had started with one shell in the chamber of the Savage and four in the magazine. I had used four. That meant only one was left. There would be no time for reloading and all my confidence that I could kill the bear had evaporated.




  Afterward I could not remember firing the fifth shot but my subconscious, if it took over, did a far better job than I had been doing. I heard the whiplash report of the .300 and the bear collapsed as if lightning had struck him. His head dropped between his front legs, he fell and skidded to a stop, rolled almost in a ball. Not so much as a shudder of movement stirred him anywhere.




  I sidled away then while I fed five fresh hulls frantically into the rifle. When that was done I began to feel ready for more trouble if it came. I stood and watched for three or four minutes, waiting for some sign of life in the bear. Then I saw Tommy Lameboy coming across the island at a run, only a hundred yards away. Although unarmed, the old Cree was not running to me. He was running to the bear.




  I could not let him arrive until I was sure it was dead. I walked in with the safety off and prodded the big ball of white fur in the neck and ribs. There was no answering quiver, and I stepped back and waited for Tommy.




  Together we rolled the bear over enough to pull his head out from beneath his body. The round hole of my last bullet was trickling blood just above the nose, dead center between the eyes. It had mushroomed in the brain and there was hardly a piece of bone bigger than a silver dollar left intact in the skull from the jaws back.




  Before we moved the bear I went back and found the five empty cases I had ejected from the rifle. I wanted to know just how close he had been when I killed him. I stepped it off, seventeen paces. Fifty-one feet. I hardly wonder that I had been frightened or that for many nights afterward I dreamed of his final rush, dreamed he was standing over me ready to finish me off. It was a dream that brought me awake in a cold sweat each time.




  We hoisted the bear aboard the schooner and took him back to the camp on Long Island unskinned. There Alagkok, our pleasant little Eskimo engineer, offered to take the pelt off.




  Alagkok knew no English and of course could not write. But I have never seen hands more deft with a knife.




  Three days later, on a somewhat bigger island thirty or forty miles to the south, Cooper made his bear hunt.




  The party found anchorage for the Venture in a small harbor and Howard went ashore with Palmquist, Lameboy, and Roy Maguire, one of our guides. Almost at once they found a line of big bear tracks leading up across the sand of the beach, the footprints still wet with water that had dripped from the bear’s legs. He had come in from the sea less than an hour before.




  Half a mile farther on Cooper spotted a patch of white behind a tangle of driftwood just above the beach. At first he took it for snow, but when Palmquist put a question to Tommy Lameboy the old Cree replied with a firm “Wahb’esco!” the name for polar bear in his language.




  The hunters were within a hundred yards of the bear when it heard or winded them and sat up on its haunches. Cooper told me afterward that it was so big it reminded him of a short-legged, burly white horse. He broke its back with his first shot, ran in close and finished it cleanly with a second softpoint in the neck.




  Unfortunately, at that time neither Howard nor I was aware of the Boone and Crockett system of measuring and scoring trophies. As a result, the skull of that bear was never measured. But his body measurements, taken with a steel tape before he was skinned, revealed a polar bear of extraordinary size.




  He measured 18 inches between the ears, 52 around the neck just behind the head, and 10½ feet from tip of nose to tip of tail. I still believe he would have stood very high on the Boone and Crockett record list.




  He was skinned the next morning and the hunters came back to our camp at the mouth of a small river fifty miles south of Cape Jones. Two families of Crees sailed their canoes in behind the Venture, and in return for a sweater, a few pounds of flour, tea, sugar and some canned fruit, the women agreed to flesh the pelt of the big bear.




  The scene that evening, lighted by a big driftwood fire behind our camp, is printed indelibly in my memory. Cooper had killed a second bear, to which his collecting permit entitled him, an immature animal that weighed around three hundred pounds, and brought it back to the mainland unskinned. The Cree women took the pelt off before they went to work on the big one, and we gave them a big kettle of the meat.




  While they worked by firelight on the bear pelts, their men got two wigwams up and baked bannock for supper. In the dim twilight of that subarctic midnight a grease-rimmed kettle of bear stew was bubbling on the fire and the whole party of Crees was hunched in an eager, grinning circle around it.




  The last sound we heard in our sleeping bags that night was the wild and doleful howling of a gaunt, ill-fed Indian sled dog, staked on a babiche leash beside one of the wigwams. His nose was full of the scent of the bear short ribs but such feasts, alas, were not for him, and he sang his hunger song long after silence had settled over the camp.




  The rest of the smaller bear Cooper gave to Tommy Lameboy, and when we reached the Fort George trading post, where the old Cree was camped for the summer, we witnessed a strange and ancient Indian ritual. The bear carcass was ferried ashore in one of our freight canoes, and a group of Crees picked the big canoe up bodily with the bear in it, six or eight men on either side. They lifted it to their shoulders and carried it ceremoniously through the camp of some five hundred Indians to Tommy’s wigwam. There it was cut up and divided among many families, in keeping with Cree custom when a big animal is killed.




  One of the most surprising things about that long-ago bear hunt was the fact that it happened only about a hundred miles farther, as a crow flies, from Sault Ste. Marie in my home state of Michigan than the distance from that same city south to Detroit. The white bear of the North is not always an animal of the arctic ice.









  
The Dawn Flighting





  BY PATRICK O’ BRIAN




  PATRICK O’ BRIAN, WHO passed away in January, 2000, at the age of eighty-five, became an international literary celebrity through his stirring tales of the British Navy in the Napoleonic Wars. Beginning with the novel Master and Commander, O’Brian wrote 20 sea-going adventures featuring the characters Jack Aubrey, a British naval officer, and his friend and constant shipmate Stephen Maturin, a physician and naturalist. All bestsellers and available in softcover editions, the Aubrey/Maturin novels, as they are often referred to, overshadow another side of this Anglo-Irish writer: He was a shooter and angler who wrote passionately about both sports back in the 1950s when he was focusing on short stories. Many of O’Brian’s finest tales are collected in the book The Rendezvous and Other Stories, published in the U.S. by W. W. Norton in 1994. This vivid waterfowling story is from that collection.




  The night was old, black, and full of driving cold rain; the moon and the stars had already passed over the sky. But anyhow they had been hidden since midnight by the low, racing, torn cloud and the flying wetness of small rain and sea-foam and the whipped-off top of standing water. Dawn was still far away: from the dark east the mounting wind blew in gusts; it bore more rain flatlings from the sea.




  Bent double, with the breath caught from his mouth, a man struggled against the force of the living wind. He walked on the top of a sea-wall that guarded the reclamation of a great marsh. At this point the wall ran straight into the teeth of the wind for a long way; there was no shelter. He had to walk carefully, for the mud had not frozen yet, and it was treacherous going. Behind him his dog, an old black Labrador, picked its way, whining in a little under-tone to itself when the way was very dirty.




  A great blast came, halting him in mid-stride; he staggered and stepped back to keep his balance. The dog’s paw came under his heel and there was a yelp, but he heard nothing of it for the roaring of the wind. He leaned against it, and it bore him up with a living resilience, suddenly slackening, so that he stumbled again. The false step jerked a grunt out of him.




  Thrusting his chin down into the scarf under his high-buttoned collar and shifting the weight of his gun, the man pushed on. All his mind was taken up with his fight; every long, firm step was a victory in little. The hardness of his way and the unceasing clamour at his ears had taken away every other thought. He was hardly aware of the places where the driven wet had pierced through, above his knees, down one side of his neck, and on his shoulder where the strap of his cartridge-bag crossed over. Earlier on he had been irked by the weight of the bag and by the drag of the gun in the crook of his arm, but now he did not heed them at all; the wind was the single, embracing enemy.




  At last the sea-wall turned right-handed, running along the south face of the saltings. At the corner he stooped and slid on all fours down the steep side into the lee. At once it seemed to him that some enormous machine had stopped; in the quiet air he breathed freely, and sighed as he squatted in the mud. The Labrador shook itself and thrust its muzzle into his relaxed hand. Absently the man felt for its ears, but the dog was insistent; the custom must be fulfilled. When he had changed the hang of the strap on his aching shoulder the man searched under his macintosh among the scarves and pullovers for an inner pocket; he found half a biscuit and his pipe. The flare of the match in his cupped hands showed his face momentarily, in flashes, as he sucked the flame down; it showed disembodied in the darkness, high cheekbones and jutting nose thrown into distorted prominence. The foul pipe bubbled, but the acrid tobacco was instantly satisfying; he drew and inhaled deeply for a few moments.




  ‘Well, that’s the first leg,’ he said to the dog as he got up. He went on under the lee of the sea-wall, walking heavily in the deep, uneven mud. Further on there was a place where he had to leave the wall to strike across the marsh for a stretch of open fresh water: there was only one path that led to the mere. At this time of the year the marsh was impassable except by this track, for the land-water had deepened the mud so that a man could sink out of sight in it almost before he knew he was in danger.




  Anxiously he counted the time that he had taken walking along the southern wall; if he missed the path he would not get across the marsh for the dawn flighting. He crossed an old, broken sea-wall that joined the other, and he knew that he was near the path. When he climbed to the top of the wall to look for the three posts that would give him his bearings he felt an abatement in the wind: it blew less furiously, but it was colder now—certainly freezing. A flurry of sleet stung his cheek. The wind was veering to the north-north-east. He found the posts and the track; he was glad, for it was easy to miss in the dark, when all that could be seen looked strange, even monstrous.




  The dog went before him now, finding out the tortuous way: sometimes a single bending plank led through the deep reed-beds, loud in the wind: treading on the planks stirred the marsh smell. Once there was a rush of wings, and desolate voices fled away piping in the darkness. They were redshanks or some kind of tukes—inedible, and his half-raised gun sank.




  Now the wind was at his back; it was blowing itself out in great gusts. A thin film of ice was skimming the top of the puddles, and a more querulous note sang through the reeds. He looked over his shoulder, scanning the eastern sky for the first cold light: there seemed to be a lessening in the darkness, nothing more. He pushed on faster: the way was a little easier now.




  Presently large dim shapes came up out of the blind murk before him; they were the trees surrounding the mere. He stopped to take his bearings again, and then he went on cautiously. The ground rose a little; there were brambles and patches of alder, laced through and through with rabbit tracks. Ahead a buck-rabbit thrummed the earth, and three white scuts bobbed away. Very carefully the man came through the undergrowth among the trees: a flick of his thumb and finger brought his dog in to heel. There might well be duck down on the water. Choosing his steps and crouching low in the bushes and then in the reeds, the man slipped down the bank, down the sheltered way, and crept secretly into the butt of cut reeds at the pond’s edge.




  After a little listening pause he stood slowly up, holding his breath and staring with wide-opened eyes through the shoulder-high reeds. Still a little bent, he peered intently over the water. There were no duck; only a little grebe swam and dived unwitting on the mere. He slowly relaxed, and sat down on the rough, unsteady plank stool in the butt.




  He stretched and shook himself, for he was still desperately tired from getting up at two o’clock in the morning, and his eyes prickled. He look to his gun, wiped a clot of mud from its barrels, and propped it carefully in the corner of the butt by his cartridge bag; he was warm now in the shelter of the reeds, and he settled himself comfortably to wait for the dawn flight of the wild duck.




  Now that he was in the butt, time seemed to begin again: for the whole of the way out across the marsh it had stopped. He had been trying to race the dawn—quite another thing. By and by he pulled out a packet of bread and cheese, with an apple against thirst, for the marsh water was sulphurous and brackish. He ate bite for bite with the dog, but absently, with his senses on the stretch.




  By imperceptible degrees the sky lightened, so that when he looked again he could see halfway across the water. The lake had formerly been a decoy: the hoops for the duck-pipes still showed in the overgrown channels, and a cottage, half-sunk and unroofed, marked where the wild-fowlers had kept their gear.




  He was unready, for all his vigilance, when the first duck passed over: one hand was scrabbling in his pouch, the other holding his pipe. With his un-lighted pipe in his mouth and his gun in his hands, he listened again: the sound was high above, a sound hard to convey. There was a creaking in it, and a whistling. His ears followed the sound, and the dog stared up into the dim quarter-light. The noise circled round the mere twice, coming lower. Mallard they were, by the sound, and they were coming down. The butt stood on a spit of land with the length of the pond lying out on each side, so that the duck would come in across. He stood with his back to the wind, jiggling his forehand nervously and biting hard on the stem of his pipe. Down, and up again: he caught a glimpse of them, five mallard. They came round lower, the flight-note changed and they braced hard against the wind to land. Up went the gun and his fingers poised delicately round the triggers. The sound of wings rushed closer: he saw the duck, picked the right-hand bird, steadied, and fired, swinging his second barrel into them as they crossed so quickly that the two tongues of flame stabbed the darkness almost at the same moment. There was a splash in front of him, then a threshing in the water. His hands, working of themselves, broke the gun and thrust new cartridges into the smoking breech. He stared up, waiting for the duck to circle overhead, but they swung wide out of range, and he heard them go. The Labrador stood rigid, ears pointing: Fetch, he said, and the dog flung itself into the water. It was back in a minute with the mallard held gently at the shoulder. Stooping, he let the dog put it into his hand, and as he straightened a disturbed sheldrake passed over, gruntling as it flew. It circled the mere twice and came down with a long splash: he had caught a glimpse of the breadth of its wings and had heard its small noise, for the wind was dying now, and he was nearly sure that it was a sheldrake. The bird swam close to the butt, safe in its uneatable rankness, so close that he could see the nob on its beak: he was glad to see it, for it would bring the other duck down.




  He lit his pipe, crouching in the bottom of the butt, with his head on one side for the sound of wings. Presently they came, a flight of mallard, and above them, close behind, half a dozen sharp-winged widgeon. The mallard came straight down, sweeping right across in front of the butt with their wings held against the wind and their bodies almost upright; they tore up the water, each making a distinct tearing sound, and settled at the far end of the decoy. At once they changed from things of the wind to earth-bound, quacking ducks, awkward and lumpish in the water. The widgeon, more wary, went round high and fast: they seemed to suspect something, but the duck on the water reassured them, and they dropped down, slipping sideways down through the air on stiff, decurved wings, on the one slant and then on the other, like aeroplanes that have come in too high.




  They came straight at the butt, as if to skim over it and land the other side. As he brought his gun up for the difficult shot they saw him and lifted: he fired at once. The first barrel jerked the bird a yard higher and clipped feathers from its wing; the second missed altogether. With a loud and rushing noise, the mallard got up. He stared impassively after the flying widgeon, not allowing himself any emotion, for he was a choleric man, and if he let himself start to kick and swear he might carry on and spoil his whole morning with rage, as he had done before.




  Automatically he re-loaded, sniffing the sharp, sweet powder smell: the mallard wheeled back over the pond. He took a chance shot at the lowest and winged it. It came down in a long slope into the brushwood on the other side of the decoy. The dog went after it, but could not reach it, for the bird was in a tall, dense thicket of brambles. The dog came back after a long time and stood bowing in deprecation: the air was quite still now, and the mallard could be heard moving over on the other side. He cast a look round the low bowl of the sky, now almost white, and saw no birds: he walked quickly round the mere, for he hated to leave a wounded bird for any length of time. The brambles ripped through to his flesh, but he got the duck and gripped it by the neck. A strong pull, and the bird jerked convulsively and died.




  He looked up: three widgeon were coming over, high and fast, with their pointed wings sounding clear. He flung himself on his back in the rushes. They were right over his head as he raised his gun: the movement was plain, in spite of the rushes, and they lifted high. It was too long a shot, but he fired his choke barrel at the middle bird, making great allowance ahead. The bird seemed to fold, to collapse in the air: it fell like a plummet and hit the ground a yard from his feet so hard that he felt it strike. He stared at the duck with an unconscious grin of pleasure; for it was a wonderfully long shot. He picked it up and smoothed its beautiful ruffled breast with his finger. With a sudden, unforeseen leap, the widgeon came back to life; it almost sprang from his loose hands. He killed it and went back to the butt.




  It was a bird worthy of a good shot; a fine drake it was, nearly as big as the mallard in the corner. He smoothed its yellow crest: its blue legs and beak were brighter than any he had seen.




  Far away there was the deep boom of a punt-gun. That will get them moving, he said, and the dog moved its tail. A big mixed flight came in: with good fortune he got four barrels into them, killing two mallard and a shoveller. He regretted the shoveller, for by his private rules they were not to be shot. There was something about their coral and prussian blue and white bib and tucker that combined with their disproportionate beaks to make them look too much like agreeable toys. But, firing so quickly, he had not distinguished it.




  For half an hour after that, while the first rays of the true dawn showed, the duck flighted in great numbers over the marshes. He shot a brace of teal right and left, a feat that consoled him for many bad misses, and he killed another widgeon and three mallard. But he was not shooting well: the duck were moving very fast, and his tired eyes were strained by the changing light. After seven successive misses—one bird carried away a deadly wound—he felt a wretched frustration welling up. By now the watery sun was showing a faint rim over the sea. All at once he felt very weary; unshaved, dirty and weary, with his eyes hot.




  A little time passed and the sun came bodily up. The flighting was over, and he bent to his bag. As he stowed each away he smoothed it with care; he put the exquisitely marked teal on the top and strung the bag up. It was barely a quarter full: he had not done at all well. He knew that on such a good day he should have killed many more. He counted the big pile of empty cartridges against his bag, and he thought of the long walk back. He always had a feeling of reaction after he stopped shooting, when the taut excitement died rather ignominiously away, and now there was a strong vexation of spirit upon him as well as that.




  ‘Oh well,’ he said, and slung the bag on his back. He could see far and wide over the marsh now; beyond the sea-wall the masts of the fishing boats showed clearly in the sharp air. It was freezing now for sure. Towards the sea he saw a ragged skein of duck weaving and drifting like a cloud: there was none over the marsh. A curlew cried despairingly over his head; breaking its heart, it was.




  The wind had quite died. Stiffly, with a lumbering gait, he went back towards the sea-wall with his dog padding quietly after him.




  From far away there came a sound over the marsh on the still, frozen air: he looked round and above, but he could see nothing. The sound grew stronger, a rhythmic beating, strangely musical, and he saw three wild swans. The light caught them from below and they flashed white against the cold blue. High up in the air, their great singing wings bore the swans from the north: they flew straight and fast with their long necks stretched before them.




  The rhythm changed a little, sighing and poignant, and a leaping exaltation took the man’s heart as he gazed up at them, up away in the thin air.




  The beat changed more, and now they flew striking all together, so that their wings sung in unison as they went over his head. He stood stock still watching them, and long after they had passed down the sky he stood there, with the noise of their wings about his head.









  
The Heart of the Game





  BY THOMAS MCGUANE




  EVERY MATURE AND sensible hunter knows the gamut of emotions that run from sheer exhilaration to downright melancholy. The excitement of the chase and the thrill of succeeding in bagging the game eventually blend into reflections tinged with sadness. A lot of powerful emotional stuff is going on out there.




  One of the best writers to ever tackle this difficult subject is Thomas McGuane, whose novels and short stories are literary hallmarks worldwide and whose nonfiction articles on the field sports are some of the finest ever written. “The Heart of the Game” originally appeared in Sports Illustrated magazine and was later included in McGuane’s superb anthology, An Outside Chance: Classic & New Essays on Sport, published in 1990 by Houghton Mifflin/Seymour Lawrence. In 1999 a new collection of McGuane fishing pieces, The Longest Silence: A Life in Fishing, was published by Knopf. And in the same year Lyons Press published McGuane’s Some Horses, a chronicle of horses and the ranching life.




  McGuane lives and writes in Montana, and from that home base indulges in his passion for fishing wherever the action is good.




  Hunting in your own back yard becomes with time, if you love hunting, less and less expeditionary. This year, when Montana’s eager frosts knocked my garden on its butt, the hoe seemed more like the rifle than it ever had before, the vegetables more like game.




  My son and I went scouting before the season and saw some antelope in the high plains foothills of the Absaroka Range, wary, hanging on the skyline; a few bands and no great heads. We crept around, looking into basins, and at dusk met a tired cowboy on a tired horse followed by a tired blue-heeler dog. The plains seemed bigger than anything, bigger than the mountains that seemed to sit in the middle of them, bigger than the ocean. The clouds made huge shadows that traveled on the grass slowly through the day.




  Hunting season trickles on forever; if you don’t go in on a cow with anybody, there is the dark argument of the empty deep-freeze against head-hunting (“You can’t eat horns!”). But nevertheless, in my mind, I’ve laid out the months like playing cards, knowing some decent whitetails could be down in the river bottom and, fairly reliably, the long windy shots at antelope. The big buck mule deer—the ridge-runners—stay up in the scree and rock walls until the snow drives them out; but they stay high long after the elk have quit and broken down the hay corrals on the ranches and farmsteads, which, when you’re hunting the rocks from a saddle horse, look pathetic and housebroken with their yellow lights against the coming of winter.




  Where I live, the Yellowstone River runs straight north, then takes an eastward turn at Livingston, Montana. This flowing north is supposed to be remarkable; and the river doesn’t do it long. It runs mostly over sand and stones once it comes out of the rock slots near the Wyoming line. But all along, there are deviations of one sort or another: canals, backwaters, sloughs; the red willows grow in the sometime-flooded bottom, and at the first elevation, the cottonwoods. I hunt here for the white-tailed deer which, in recent years, have moved up these rivers in numbers never seen before.




  The first morning, the sun came up hitting around me in arbitrary panels as the light moved through the jagged openings in the Absaroka Range. I was walking very slowly in the edge of the trees, the river invisible a few hundred yards to my right but sending a huge sigh through the willows. It was cold and the sloughs had crowns of ice thick enough to support me. As I crossed one great clear pane, trout raced around under my feet and a ten-foot bubble advanced slowly before my cautious steps. Then passing back into the trees, I found an active game trail, cut cross-lots to pick a better stand, sat in a good vantage place under a cottonwood with the aught-six across my knees. I thought, running my hands up into my sleeves, This is lovely but I’d rather be up in the hills; and I fell asleep.




  I woke up a couple of hours later, the coffee and early-morning drill having done not one thing for my alertness. I had drooled on my rifle and it was time for my chores back at the ranch. My chores of late had consisted primarily of working on screenplays so that the bank didn’t take the ranch. These days the primary ranch skill is making the payment; it comes before irrigation, feeding out, and calving. Some rancher friends find this so discouraging they get up and roll a number or have a slash of tanglefoot before they even think of the glories of the West. This is the New Rugged.




  The next day, I reflected upon my lackadaisical hunting and left really too early in the morning. I drove around to Mission Creek in the dark and ended up sitting in the truck up some wash listening to a New Mexico radio station until my patience gave out and I started out cross-country in the dark, just able to make out the nose of the Absaroka Range as it faced across the river to the Crazy Mountains. It seemed maddeningly up and down slick banks, and a couple of times I had game clatter out in front of me in the dark. Then I turned up a long coulee that climbed endlessly south, and started in that direction, knowing the plateau on top should hold some antelope. After half an hour or so, I heard the mad laughing of coyotes, throwing their voices all around the inside of the coulee, trying to panic rabbits and making my hair stand on end despite my affection for them. The stars tracked overhead into the first pale light, and it was nearly dawn before I came up on the bench. I could hear cattle below me and I moved along an edge of thorn trees to break my outline, then sat down at the point to wait for shooting light.




  I could see antelope on the skyline before I had that light; and by the time I did, there was a good big buck angling across from me, looking at everything. I thought I could see well enough, and I got up into a sitting position and into the sling. I had made my moves quietly, but when I looked through the scope the antelope was two hundred yards out, using up the country in bounds. I tracked with him, let him bounce up into the reticle, and touched off a shot. He was down and still, but I sat watching until I was sure.




  Nobody who loves to hunt feels absolutely hunky-dory when the quarry goes down. The remorse spins out almost before anything and the balancing act ends on one declination or another. I decided that unless I become a vegetarian, I’ll get my meat by hunting for it. I feel absolutely unabashed by the arguments of other carnivores who get their meat in plastic with blue numbers on it. I’ve seen slaughterhouses, and anyway, as Sitting Bull said, when the buffalo are gone, we will hunt mice, for we are hunters and we want our freedom.




  The antelope had piled up in the sage, dead before he hit the ground. He was an old enough buck that the tips of his pronged horns were angled in toward each other. I turned him downhill to bleed him out. The bullet had mushroomed in the front of the lungs, so the job was already halfway done. With antelope, proper field dressing is critical because they can end up sour if they’ve been run or haphazardly hog-dressed. And they sour from their own body heat more than from external heat.




  The sun was up and the big buteo hawks were lifting on the thermals. There was enough breeze that the grass began to have directional grain like the prairie, and the rim of the coulee wound up away from me toward the Absaroka. I felt peculiarly solitary, sitting on my heels next to the carcass in the sagebrush and greasewood, my rifle racked open on the ground. I made an incision around the metatarsal glands inside the back legs and carefully removed them and set them well aside; then I cleaned the blade of my hunting knife with handfuls of grass to keep from tainting the meat with those powerful glands. Next I detached the anus and testes from the outer walls and made a shallow puncture below the sternum, spread it with the thumb and forefinger of my left hand, and ran the knife upside down to the bone bridge between the hind legs. Inside, the diaphragm was like the taut lid of a drum and cut away cleanly, so that I could reach clear up to the back of the mouth and detach the windpipe. Once that was done I could draw the whole visceral package out onto the grass and separate out the heart, liver, and tongue before propping the carcass open with two whittled-up sage scantlings.




  You could tell how cold the morning was, despite the exertion, just by watching the steam roar from the abdominal cavity. I stuck the knife in the ground and sat back against the slope, looking clear across to Convict Grade and the Crazy Mountains. I was blood from the elbows down and the antelope’s eyes had skinned over. I thought, This is goddamned serious and you had better always remember that.




  There was a big red enamel pot on the stove; and I ladled the antelope chili into two bowls for my son and me. He said, “It better not be too hot.”




  “It isn’t.”


  

  “What’s your news?” he asked.


  

  “Grandpa’s dead.”


  

  “Which grandpa?” he asked. I told him it was Big Grandpa, my father. He kept on eating. “He died last night.”




  He said, “I know what I want for Christmas.”


  

  “What’s that?”


  

  “I want Big Grandpa back.”




  It was 1950-something and I was small, under twelve say, and there were four of us: my father, two of his friends, and me. There was a good belton setter belonging to the one friend, a hearty bird hunter who taught dancing and fist-fought at any provocation. The other man was old and sick and had a green fatal look in his face. My father took me aside and said, “Jack and I are going to the head of this field”—and he pointed up a mile and a half of stalks to where it ended in the flat woods—“and we’re going to take the dog and get what he can point. These are running birds. So you and Bill just block the field and you’ll have some shooting.”


  

  “I’d like to hunt with the dog,” I had a 20-gauge Winchester my grandfather had given me, which got hocked and lost years later when another of my family got into the bottle; and I could hit with it and wanted to hunt over the setter. With respect to blocking the field, I could smell a rat.




  “You stay with Bill,” said my father, “and try to cheer him up.”


  

  “What’s the matter with Bill?”


  

  “He’s had one heart attack after another and he’s going to die.”


  

  “When?”


  

  “Pretty damn soon.”




  I blocked the field with Bill. My first thought was, I hope he doesn’t die before they drive those birds onto us; but if he does, I’ll have all the shooting.




  There was a crazy old autumn light on everything, magnified by the yellow silage all over the field. The dog found birds right away and they were shooting. Bill said he was sorry but he didn’t feel so good. He had his hunting license safety-pinned to the back of his coat and fiddled with a handful of 12-gauge shells. “I’ve shot a shitpile of game,” said Bill, “but I don’t feel so good anymore.” He took a knife out of his coat pocket. “I got this in the Marines,” he said, “and I carried it for four years in the Pacific. The handle’s drilled out and weighted so you can throw it. I want you to have it.” I took it and thanked him, looking into his green face, and wondered why he had given it to me. “That’s for blocking this field with me,” he said. “Your dad and that dance teacher are going to shoot them all. When you’re not feeling so good, they put you at the end of the field to block when there isn’t shit-all going to fly by you. They’ll get them all. They and the dog will.”




  We had an indestructible tree in the yard we had chopped on, nailed steps to, and initialed; and when I pitched that throwing knife at it, the knife broke in two. I picked it up and thought, This thing is jinxed. So I took it out into the crab-apple woods and put it in the can I had buried, along with a Roosevelt dime and an atomic-bomb ring I had sent away for. This was a small collection of things I buried over a period of years. I was sending them to God. All He had to do was open the can, but they were never collected. In any case, I have long known that if I could understand why I wanted to send a broken knife I believed to be jinxed to God, then I would be a long way toward what they call a personal philosophy as opposed to these hand-to-mouth metaphysics of who said what to whom in some cornfield twenty-five years ago.




  We were in the bar at Chico Hot Springs near my home in Montana: me, a lout poet who had spent the day floating under the diving board while adolescent girls leapt overhead; and my brother John, who had glued himself to the pipe which poured warm water into the pool and announced over and over in a loud voice that every drop of water had been filtered through his bathing suit.




  Now, covered with wrinkles, we were in the bar, talking to Alvin Close, an old government hunter. After half a century of predator control he called it “useless and half-assed.”




  Alvin Close killed the last major stock-killing wolf in Montana. He hunted the wolf so long he raised a litter of dogs to do it with. He hunted the wolf futilely with a pack that had fought the wolf a dozen times, until one day he gave up and let the dogs run the wolf out the back of a shallow canyon. He heard them yip their way into silence while he leaned up against a tree; and presently the wolf came tiptoeing down the front of the canyon into Alvin’s lap. The wolf simply stopped because the game was up. Alvin raised the Winchester and shot it.




  “How did you feel about that?” I asked.


  

  “How do you think I felt?”


  

  “I don’t know.”


  

  “I felt like hell.”




  Alvin’s evening was ruined and he went home. He was seventy-six years old and carried himself like an old-time army officer, setting his glass on the bar behind him without looking.




  You stare through the plastic at the red smear of meat in the supermarket. What’s this it says here? Mighty Good? Tastee? Quality, Premium, and Government Inspected? Soon enough, the blood is on your hands. It’s inescapable.




  Aldo Leopold was a hunter who I am sure abjured freeze-dried vegetables and extrusion burgers. His conscience was clean because his hunting was part of a larger husbandry in which the life of the country was enhanced by his own work. He knew that game populations are not bothered by hunting until they are already precarious and that precarious game populations should not be hunted. Grizzlies should not be hunted, for instance. The enemy of game is clean farming and sinful chemicals; as well as the useless alteration of watersheds by promoter cretins and the insidious dizzards of land development, whose lobbyists teach us the venality of all governments.




  A world in which a sacramental portion of food can be taken in an old way—hunting, fishing, farming, and gathering—has as much to do with societal sanity as a day’s work for a day’s pay.




  For a long time, there was no tracking snow. I hunted on horseback for a couple of days in a complicated earthquake fault in the Gallatins. The fault made a maze of narrow canyons with flat floors. The sagebrush grew on woody trunks higher than my head and left sandy paths and game trails where the horse and I could travel.




  There were Hungarian partridge that roared out in front of my horse, putting his head suddenly in my lap. And hawks tobogganed on the low air currents, astonished to find me there. One finger canyon ended in a vertical rock wall from which issued a spring of the kind elsewhere associated with the Virgin Mary, hung with ex-votos and the orthopedic supplications of satisfied miracle customers. Here, instead, were nine identical piles of bear shit, neatly adorned with undigested berries.




  One canyon planed up and topped out on an endless grassy rise. There were deer there, does and a young buck. A thousand yards away and staring at me with semaphore ears.




  They assembled at a stiff trot from the haphazard array of feeding and strung out in a precise line against the far hill in a dogtrot. When I removed my hat, they went into their pogostick gait and that was that.




  “What did a deer ever do to you?”


  

  “Nothing.”


  

  “I’m serious. What do you have to go and kill them for?”


  

  “I can’t explain it talking like this.”


  

  “Why should they die for you? Would you die for deer?”


  

  “If it came to that.”




  My boy and I went up the North Fork to look for grouse. We had my old pointer Molly, and Thomas’s .22 pump. We flushed a number of birds climbing through the wild roses; but they roared away at knee level, leaving me little opportunity for my over-and-under, much less an opening for Thomas to ground-sluice one with his .22. We started out at the meteor hole above the last ranch and went all the way to the national forest. Thomas had his cap on the bridge of his nose and wobbled through the trees until we hit cross fences. We went out into the last open pasture before he got winded. So we sat down and looked across the valley at the Gallatin Range, furiously white and serrated, a bleak edge of the world. We sat in the sun and watched the chickadees make their way through the russet brush.




  “Are you having a good time?”


  

  “Sure,” he said and curled a small hand around the octagonal barrel of the Winchester. I was not sure what I had meant by my question.




  The rear quarters of the antelope came from the smoker so dense and finely grained it should have been sliced as prosciutto. We had edgy, crumbling cheddar from British Columbia and everybody kept an eye on the food and tried to pace themselves. The snow whirled in the window light and puffed the smoke down the chimney around the cedar flames. I had a stretch of enumerating things: my family, hayfields, saddle horses, friends, thirty-aught-six, French and Russian novels. I had a baby girl, colts coming, and a new roof on the barn. I finished a big corral made of railroad ties and two-by-sixes. I was within eighteen months of my father’s death, my sister’s death, and the collapse of my marriage. Still, the washouts were repairing; and when a few things had been set aside, not excluding paranoia, some features were left standing, not excluding lovers, children, friends, and saddle horses. In time, it would be clear as a bell. I did want venison again that winter and couldn’t help but feel some old ridge-runner had my number on him.




  I didn’t want to read and I didn’t want to write or acknowledge the phone with its tendrils into the zombie enclaves. I didn’t want the New Rugged; I wanted the Old Rugged and a pot to piss in. Otherwise, it’s deteriorata, with mice undermining the wiring in my frame house, sparks jumping in the insulation, the dog turning queer, and a horned owl staring at the baby through the nursery window.




  It was pitch black in the bedroom and the windows radiated cold across the blankets. The top of my head felt this side of frost and the stars hung like ice crystals over the chimney. I scrambled out of bed and slipped into my long johns, put on a heavy shirt and my wool logger pants with the police suspenders. I carried the boots down to the kitchen so as not to wake the house and turned the percolator on. I put some cheese and chocolate in my coat, and when the coffee was done I filled a chili bowl and quaffed it against the winter.




  When I hit the front steps I heard the hard squeaking of new snow under my boots and the wind moved against my face like a machine for refinishing hardwood floors. I backed the truck up to the horse trailer, the lights wheeling against the ghostly trunks of the bare cottonwoods. I connected the trailer and pulled it forward to a flat spot for loading the horse.




  I had figured that when I got to the corral I could tell one horse from another by starlight; but the horses were in the shadow of the barn and I went in feeling my way among their shapes trying to find my hunting horse Rocky, and trying to get the front end of the big sorrel who kicks when surprised. Suddenly Rocky was looking in my face and I reached around his neck with the halter. A twelve-hundred-pound bay quarter horse, his withers angled up like a fighting bull, he wondered where we were going but ambled after me on a slack lead rope as we headed out of the darkened corral.




  I have an old trailer made by a Texas horse vet years ago. It has none of the amenities of newer trailers. I wish it had a dome light for loading in the dark; but it doesn’t. You ought to check and see if the cat’s sleeping in it before you load; and I didn’t do that either. Instead, I climbed inside the trailer and the horse followed me. I tied the horse down to a D-ring and started back out, when he blew up. The two of us were confined in the small space and he was ripping and bucking between the walls with such noise and violence that I had a brief disassociated moment of suspension from fear. I jumped up on the manger with my arms around my head while the horse shattered the inside of the trailer and rocked it furiously on its axles. Then he blew the steel rings out of the halter and fell over backward in the snow. The cat darted out and was gone. I slipped down off the manger and looked for the horse; he had gotten up and was sidling down past the granary in the star shadows.




  I put two blankets on him, saddled him, played with his feet, and calmed him. I loaded him without incident and headed out.




  I went through the aspen line at daybreak, still climbing. The horse ascended steadily toward a high basin, creaking the saddle metronomically. It was getting colder as the sun came up, and the rifle scabbard held my left leg far enough from the horse that I was chilling on that side.




  We touched the bottom of the basin and I could see the rock wall defined by a black stripe of evergreens on one side and the remains of an avalanche on the other. I thought how utterly desolate this country can look in winter and how one could hardly think of human travel in it at all, not white horsemen nor Indians dragging travois, just aerial raptors with their rending talons and heads like cameras slicing across the geometry of winter.




  Then we stepped into a deep hole and the horse went to his chest in the powder, splashing the snow out before him as he floundered toward the other side. I got my feet out of the stirrups in case we went over. Then we were on wind-scoured rock and I hunted some lee for the two of us. I thought of my son’s words after our last cold ride: “Dad, you know in 4-H? Well, I want to switch from Horsemanship to Aviation.”




  The spot was like this: a crest of snow crowned in a sculpted edge high enough to protect us. There was a tough little juniper to picket the horse to, and a good place to sit out of the cold and noise. Over my head, a long, curling plume of snow poured out, unchanging in shape against the pale blue sky. I ate some of the cheese and rewrapped it. I got the rifle down from the scabbard, loosened the cinch, and undid the flank cinch. I put the stirrup over the horn to remind me my saddle was loose, loaded two cartridges into the blind magazine, and slipped one in the chamber. Then I started toward the rock wall, staring at the patterned discolorations: old seeps, lichen, cracks, and the madhouse calligraphy of immemorial weather.




  There were a lot of tracks where the snow had crusted out of the wind; all deer except for one well-used bobcat trail winding along the edges of a long rocky slot. I moved as carefully as I could, stretching my eyes as far out in front of my detectable movement as I could. I tried to work into the wind, but it turned erratically in the basin as the temperature of the new day changed.




  The buck was studying me as soon as I came out on the open slope: he was a long way away and I stopped motionless to wait for him to feed again. He stared straight at me from five hundred yards. I waited until I could no longer feel my feet nor finally my legs. It was nearly an hour before he suddenly ducked his head and began to feed. Every time he fed I moved a few feet, but he was working away from me and I wasn’t getting anywhere. Over the next half-hour he made his way to a little rim and, in the half-hour after that, moved the twenty feet that dropped him over the rim.




  I went as fast as I could move quietly. I now had the rim to cover me and the buck should be less than a hundred yards from me when I looked over. It was all browse for a half-mile, wild roses, buck brush, and young quakies where there was any runoff.




  When I reached the rim, I took off my hat and set it in the snow with my gloves inside. I wanted to be looking in the right direction when I cleared the rim, rise a half step and be looking straight at the buck, not scanning for the buck with him running sixty, a degree or two out of my periphery. And I didn’t want to gum it up with thinking or trajectory guessing. People are always trajectory guessing their way into gut shots and clean misses. So, before I took the last step, all there was to do was lower the rim with my feet, lower the buck into my vision, and isolate the path of the bullet.




  As I took that step, I knew he was running. He wasn’t in the browse at all, but angling into invisibility at the rock wall, racing straight into the elevation, bounding toward zero gravity, taking his longest arc into the bullet and the finality and terror of all you have made of the world, the finality you know that you share even with your babies with their inherited and ambiguous dentition, the finality that any minute now you will meet as well.




  He slid a hundred yards in a rush of snow. I dressed him and skidded him by one antler to the horse. I made a slit behind the last ribs, pulled him over the saddle and put the horn through the slit, lashed the feet to the cinch dees, and led the horse downhill. The horse had bells of clear ice around his hoofs, and when he slipped, I chipped them out from under his feet with the point of a bullet.




  I hung the buck in the open woodshed with a lariat over a rafter. He turned slowly against the cooling air. I could see the intermittent blue light of the television against the bedroom ceiling from where I stood. I stopped the twirling of the buck, my hands deep in the sage-scented fur, and thought: This is either the beginning or the end of everything.
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