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			DICK CHENEY SHOT ME 
IN THE FACE

			I was crouched half-mast, watching my bird-dog Belle nudge a sharp-tail out of a patch of buffalo grass, when Dick Cheney shot me in the face. If you know anything about shotguns, the fact I’m alive to tell this story borders on a miracle. Lucky for me, the Vice President was shooting small—an ancient 20-gauge packed with bird shot—supposedly a gun Gerald Ford gave Dick in 1974 for running his presidential campaign. 

			Jesus, if I have to hear that story one more time. 

			If he’d been using a grownup’s gun, a 12 or 16-gauge, it would’ve been closed-coffin. At the very least, I’d be sucking dinner through a straw while watching cartoons from a chrome wheelchair. Fortunately, the Vice President couldn’t hit a barn door from thirty feet. He favors himself quite the sportsman, but after hunting and fishing with the guy for thirty years, I can tell you there’s a lot of legend in Cheney Ville. Fact is, Dick rattles easy. When those wings whistle and a grouse goes vertical, he does a little Halliburton two-step, prancing around like he just got to invade another Arab nation. A man that understands hunting plants himself, calmly leading the bird. 

			Ironically, his shitty hunting skills saved my life. I only took the tail-end of the load; though to this day I’ve no clue what he was shooting at. What I can say, is that getting shot in the face is a life-changing experience. I’d turned my head a touch when I heard the blast, and next thing I know I’m lifted off my feet and tipped over, pellets burrowing a quarter inch into my face and neck like big iron ticks. 

			The scalp is a big bleeder, and when there’s that much blood you can’t tell how hurt you are. I mean, nick your leg with a chainsaw and you can at least see if it’s still attached, but good luck figuring out a head wound. I lay there, wondering if this was it. One eye blind with blood, the one I lost that day. Through the other I could see him bent at the waist, staring down on me, even whiter than normal. Corpse white. That artificial ticker maybe not pumping all the way to his brain. The sun at his back, his sweaty bald head and glasses reflecting light, there was this eerie halo around him, like some kind of warped angel. I thought, “If I’m dead and Cheney’s here, something’s gone terribly, terribly wrong.” 

			“Henry? For God’s sake Henry, are you alright?”

			And that was the last time I ever saw Dick Cheney.

			Two Secret Service guys, Lurch and Larry, I liked to call them, whisk him away before I can even raise my head an inch. You’d have thought it was Dick that’d been shot, men yelling into their sleeves, “Angler out, Angler out.” Angler, his code name. Jesus, we don’t have anglers in the West; we have fishermen. But Dick has to be all Isaac Walton, or act like a British lord making a big ta-do. Cheney, man of the land, slayer of fish. Hell, when he casts a fly it’s more apt to end up in the back of someone’s head than a rainbow’s mouth. If Dick’s in the boat, de-barb those hooks and duck for cover! 

			Big black Escalades tore through my field, and like magic, men surrounded Dick, shoving him like a sleeping bag head-first into the back. And me? I’m left lying in the dirt, blood piddling down my face, Belle whimpering as she circles me. I reached up to feel the lead pellets lodged in my skull before holding out a limp hand to comfort her, Belle sniffing hard to see if she smelled death. 

			Finally, a couple more of the big boys hoisted me up and laid me flat in the back of a four-wheeler, me yelling, “Don’t forget Belle,” and off we went, bouncing up and down on hard carpet, tearing up even more of my wheat. I smelled iron, unsure if it was blood or just the normal odor of a government rig; the pungent bouquet of bullshit. Once we hit the highway, they lit up the siren, and it’s off to the hospital in Jackson Hole. Shock and awe all the way, everything on the road pulling to the side, this being one instance when I appreciated executive power. 

			For the next hour, they tweezed pellets out of my noggin and neck. Cleaned out my eye socket to someday fit me with a glass peeper. When I awoke, my wife Cindy was bedside, angry and worried, rocking in her seat, fists balled as if she’s preparing to mount a horse that doesn’t particularly want to be ridden.

			“I told you not to go. Man’s a menace. But no, you’re a big shot. Hunting with the Vice President. Big goddamn deal. See what that gets you? Your head almost blown off, and damn near blind.”

			Cindy-speak for, “Oh my God, how are you feeling?” And I’m thinking, It’s a good thing Dick didn’t kill me, because Cindy would’ve beaten him to death with that leather-strapped sawed-off pool cue she keeps under the front car seat. “Just in case I run into someone lacking manners,” is how she explains the weapon.

			A few minutes later, some other pencil-neck crept into my room. I’d seen him a couple times hovering around Dick. Pure Washington, but “westernized” in a leather vest and shiny black shit-kickers.

			“Mr. Thomas,” he said, and shakes his head with fake concern. “I’m Lawrence Hovey, I work for the Vice President. How are you? I’m so happy to see you awake and looking so good under the circumstances.” He smiled like a man that just farted and plans to blame the dog.

			I eyed him, with what was left of me, and grunted. “Where’s Dick?”

			“The Vice President was called back to Washington, an emergency. He wanted me to check in on you, make sure you’re comfortable and have everything you need. We did some background on the surgeon here, a real top-notch fellow, as good as you could get anywhere in the country.”

			

			I didn’t mention what little comfort that was for a man with an empty crater in his head. Instead, I pondered myself with an eye patch, like Lee Marvin in Cat Ballou. 

			“So, Mr. Thomas, as you can imagine, this is a pretty sensitive situation. The press and all. If they get wind of a hunting accident, they’ll have a field day. The Vice President has to deal with them on a daily basis. The personal intrusions, the insults, all part of his job. But you certainly didn’t sign up for that, did you? It’s important we have a discussion on the best way to handle this. You know, to protect you and your family. The press can be very disruptive.” 

			Cindy poked at him with her long index finger, the “finger of truth” I call it, with the power to cut through bullshit. “Disruptive?” she yelled. “Know what’s disruptive? Being blind! Walking around with a white cane and a dog to lead you to the bathroom. Making your living with a tin cup and a dancing monkey as your partner. That’s disruptive.” 

			I appreciated Cindy’s flair for drama, but clearly I was only half blind and didn’t require any assistance from an animal. Turning toward Hovey, I said, “You don’t need to worry, I’m not talking to the press.” Which sounded like “Snudan’tned to voory,” my lips still rubbery from the anesthesia. 

			Truth is, if I wanted to tattle on Dick Cheney, I’d have a lot more to talk about than his lack of field-sport skills. Dick and I, we’d been acquainted most of my life. We met at Natrona High School in Casper in the fifties. I wouldn’t say we were friends, but we shared a love of beer, which sometimes brings men together. After we graduated, the government offered me a vacation abroad, all expenses paid, as in “C’mon kid, see the world, or at least Vietnam.” Dick, well, he had a real aversion to uniforms, racked up five deferments, and became one of the most legendary draft dodgers in Wyoming history. 

			I went off to Texas for boot camp and then shipped overseas; first time I’d ever been outside of Wyoming. I didn’t follow politics much; at that age it was all ice-cold brew and girls. I just knew my Dad and Granddad had served their time in the big wars, and if the country needed me it was my duty to show up. Most of us in Wyoming felt that way, which is why I couldn’t figure Dick out. 

			The Army tended to regard country boys as pack mules, assigning us jobs we’d be doing at home, primarily walking across fields shooting at stuff. But in Vietnam, stuff tended to shoot back, which kind of changed the whole experience. There were a lot of adjustments. In Wyoming it might hit 100 degrees, but never with 100 percent humidity, and you don’t have seven-foot long snakes that can swallow a good-sized dog. Or little kids that will accept a Hershey bar with one hand and shoot your nuts off with the other. 

			I did, however, learn a few useful skills. I can rig a bicycle seat with a tiny bit of C4 so it blows your ass thirty-feet skyward. I got real good at stuffing a grenade down a rabbit hole while running full-tilt. My marksmanship improved. I can pretty much plant one dead center in the brain bucket from two hundred yards. Or at least I could until Cheney shot out my sighting eye. 

			Of course, I gave up defending the war. When I got out and took the time to educate myself about the political hi-jinx and economic motivations, I developed a different perspective. But I’m proud of those of us that did the job. The army—the working grunts—ain’t about politics. It’s about following orders, getting done what needs to be done, and if you’re lucky, surviving. 

			Cheney managed to avoid the good and bad of that life experience. Instead of boot camp, he opted for Yale, where he promptly flunked out. Twice. I guarantee it wasn’t due to lack of brain power. Like him or not, Dick’s one of the smartest men I ever met. My guess is that he just thought he knew better than all those professors. 

			I ran into him when I was home on leave, Dick occupying himself by trying to talk another college into keeping him out of harm’s way. We ended up hoisting a few, Dick real curious about military life and full of questions about Nam. He decided it was about the last place he wanted to be, and if the military came breathing down his neck, he’d join the Coast Guard. 

			“The Coast Guard? Dick, you’ve never been near a body of water you couldn’t swim across while holding a can of Bud. What the hell do you know about boats and the ocean?”

			“All I need to know is that any coast I’d be guarding would be seven thousand miles from Vietnam. Hell, maybe they’ll put me down south, protecting Malibu Beach. Keep watch over all those girls in bikinis. Maybe I’d even meet that cute little Annette Funicello. Play a little beach blanket bingo. I’ve always wanted to spend some time with that little Mouseketeer. I think that’s the kind of duty I might enjoy.” Dick has a way of saying things, no matter how stupid, with such confidence that you want to believe him.

			We were in his Dad’s pickup, three sheets to the wind, headed to our fourth watering hole when Dick drove into a ditch, taking out twenty feet of fence and awarding him the first of his two DUIs. Me? I ended up in the hospital, ten stitches in my forehead. It occurs to me now that the scars on my face are a map of Cheney’s screw-ups.

			I lost track of him for quite a few years, and next thing I heard he’s a big shot in Washington, first working for some Congressman, and then as an assistant to President Ford. Pretty amazing to everyone who knew him back home. We all figured it must not be that tough to become a success in Washington.

			After my honorable discharge, I married Cindy, who’d always been the one and only for me, and we worked my dad’s spread until he died. Then we sold his tired place, moved to Jackson Hole, and managed to buy a lot of land in the valley when it was just another nothing Wyoming town. Twenty years later the Richie Riches start moving in, building fake multi-million dollar ranches and hunting lodges. At first, most of them were oil men that would visit now and then to see their money bubble out of the ground, treating Wyoming like their own little Saudi Arabia. Then the Hollywood-types showed up. They could hide on a thousand acres, still find a good steak, and there was no income tax. “C’mon out to the ranch and we’ll go fly fishing or skiing,” they’d say to their fancy friends. 

			During tourist season the streets filled with citidiots buying two hundred dollar Stetsons and silver-tipped Tony Llamas. Suddenly I’m selling ground to these knuckleheads for fifty, even a hundred times what I paid for it, and I wake up one day an average guy with a good bit of coin. Until then, our biggest dream had been to make the bank payments, and maybe have enough left over to drive to Denver every couple years to see the Broncos play. This “rich” thing was a total surprise. 

			And that’s about the time I hooked up again with Cheney. He was running for Congress, comes to Jackson Hole for a fundraiser, and of course, hits me up for a donation. Then Dick wants to shoot birds or an elk, maybe bring some of his big donors out to “his good friend Henry’s spread” to catch some cutthroat. Make him appear a man of the land. A real American. 

			As usual, Cindy called it right. I fell for it. Mr. Big Shot. Pretend friends with Cheney. I admit I loved going into town and have the boys ask, “How’s your buddy the Congressman?” I’m not the kind of guy who would ever ask for anything, but somehow it made me feel important just knowing I could. Not proud of that, but it’s a fact.

			To make it worse, Cheney kept working his way through Washington like a nasty strain of the flu. Next thing you know, he’s the Secretary of Defense. Right, the guy who avoided the Army like a grungy toilet seat. The way I see it, if you’re put in charge of sending men to war, you ought to damn well have been there yourself, seen firsthand what human carnage looks like up close. Taking in a Rambo flick won’t do. 

			After that he’s a Bush fixture, so we weren’t surprised when he got named Vice President under Junior. Once a year or so, I’d get the call: “Vice President Cheney is scheduled in Jackson, and he’d like to come out to your place,” more an order than a request.

			

			It had nothing to do with friendship. We never engaged in heartfelt conversations, just two guys getting older discussing all they’d learned. No deep thinking from Dick, who tended to focus on his own paranoia, infused with a lot of hate. Cheney was like a turn-of-the-century aristocrat, Baron Baldy Von Uptight. Dick and his old white men cronies lived in a different century, while the rest of the world moved on. Though we were waving the same flag, his America looked a lot different than mine. 

			But I wasn’t about to tell that story, that we were really just using each other. I have no desire to be seen wearing an eye patch in People Magazine or sitting across from Larry King. OK, I might like to sit with that Katie Couric. She’s got some firecracker in her. But no interest in the press. Not my style. 

			In other words, I never said a thing. 

			And guess who else never said a thing? Dick Cheney. You might’ve thought he’d call and apologize. Send over a nice bottle of scotch with a card, “Sorry I can’t shoot straight, keep an eye out for me.” Hell, I’d have laughed over that.

			Then about a year later I saw he did it again. Apparently too embarrassed to hunt in Wyoming, Dick travelled to Texas and shot someone else in the face. Naturally, I’m interested. Dick’s hunting with an old fellow named Harry Whittington, and it’s pretty much a repeat performance, only way rougher for Harry. He’s also hit in the chest, and while he’s in the hospital has a heart attack and a lung collapses. Harry took a bigger load, around 200 pellets, and to this day some of the metal is still inside him, too close to vitals to yank out. Your body has a way of cleaning itself up, sometimes working shrapnel to the surface. I think about poor Harry, sitting at breakfast, when he feels a BB bubble-up, a bloody little thing popping out of his chest and into his oatmeal while he sips his coffee, just to remind him of Dick.

			The sad thing? Harry barely knew Cheney. He’d donated a few bucks, was asked to go hunting, and next thing he’s in the hospital while they’re putting paddles to him. Then the press converges, hounding him for weeks. Cheney’s people made a half-assed attempt to blame Harry, as if he was stupid enough to jump in front of a man firing a shotgun. From what I could tell, Harry’s the genuine deal, not saying much, not blaming anyone. Just acting the southern gentleman. There was one thing that particularly caught my attention. When the press asked him if Dick ever apologized, Harry just smiled and changed the subject. 

			And I couldn’t help but feel guilty. If I’d come forward when Dick shot me, maybe Harry would’ve thought twice about going hunting with the guy. The idea haunted me, until I just decided we had to talk, one Cheney survivor to another. So, I called down to his law office in Austin. It was tough to get through. I’m sure he’s tired of people bringing up the subject, so I left him a voice mail. A couple days later, he called back, and I could tell he was skeptical, but we talked, and after a while got comfortable, discovering we’ve got more in common than being Cheney survivors. Harry seemed the kind of man I’d appreciate sitting down and having a drink with, his head screwed on straight. Certainly a conservative type, but we share the belief that America also stands for a level playing field. It didn’t devolve into a Cheney bitch session, but it did occur to us that hanging around with him was risky to our health, and maybe dangerous for other reasons too. When you stand behind a man, people naturally assume you also stand for him, and I suspect we both saw a different America than Dick.

			We discussed living on the land, driving down dirt roads, thinking how wonderful it was that God put us in such a place. And here’s what you learn when you live in the country. Part of being a good neighbor is warning people about dangerous situations, and yes, keeping an eye out for each other. When I’m driving and come across a herd of elk crossing the road, or see a patch of black ice, I flash my lights to warn oncoming cars. Give them a head’s up. When my neighbors are safe, I’m safe. 

			

		

	
		
			FIRST KILL

			On Friday night Justin’s father arrived home unexpectedly. Justin’s mom, always mysteriously thrilled to see the man, rushed to prepare an alternative to the cuisine she’d planned, replacing the McDonald’s filet-o’-fish and fries with iceberg lettuce and carrots drenched in Green Goddess, and a main course of stringy pasta with venison meatballs, served all fancy, with a bottle of Two Buck Chuck, and a bag of Famous Amos for dessert. She even brought out the shiny white china she’d collected one piece at a time with every twenty-five-dollar purchase at Safeway, using a metal mixing bowl for the sauce, since she hadn’t spent enough to collect the serving dishes. Justin seriously doubted she’d ever own the entire set, unless Mickey D’s and Jack in the Box participated in the promotion. 

			Justin’s father, Don, was a long-haul trucker, disappearing for weeks on end, crisscrossing the country chasing loads. He specialized in hauling heavy machinery; tractors and backhoes, sometimes even military equipment that tore through transmissions and caved pavement on steamy days. “Tell you what, boy,” he’d say to Justin, poking the air with a bottle of Bud to punctuate every word. “There’s no stopping my rig. If you’re in my way, prepare to be road kill. A pussy-ass Toyota is a Jap speed-bump to my Mack.” Don loved all things large. He’d adorned his semi with mud flaps featuring chrome outlines of women sporting colossal breasts. He’d jacked his Dodge Power Wagon with special hydraulics to accommodate monster tires. Even the coffee mug that perched on his dashboard could hold forty-eight ounces. His hairy, once-athletic body, nourished by a steady stream of foamy hops and chemically-enhanced baked goods, had ballooned to wooly mammoth proportions. Long black hair pulled back in an oily ponytail, Don’s sense of style favored offensive T-shirts and leather vests; a massive wallet tethered to his belt loop with a chunk of chain. Justin thought his dad looked like an evil biker dude from a 1980s Steven Seagal movie. 

			He was also a man of unusual opinions, usually hatched late at night on desolate highways while listening to twangy ultra-right-wingers and radio infomercials. Ringo, his favorite Beatle. Hilary Clinton, a serial murderer. The government placed drugs in the meat supply in some kind of mass mind control experiment. Obama and Jay Z had built a secret “colored army” to invade conservative states. He refused to own anything with an Apple logo, it being well-known that Steve Jobs was an alien. 

			Don also claimed he’d trained to be a Navy Seal, though he’d never been in the military. Told Justin he’d worked as a bounty hunter while still in his teens, though Justin’s grandmother clarified he’d spent his summers detailing autos at Hankey Brother’s Used Cars. Once, when Don was drinking beer on the deck with his pretend friends, Justin overheard him tell a story about the time he’d had sex with the skinny star of the old TV show Cheers in the sleeper compartment in his truck. In Don’s world, Shelly Long had a kinky thing for hairy truck drivers and would cruise truck stops on the I-405 looking for hook-ups. He considered himself quite the lady’s man, often implying, even around his wife, that the average woman found his overt masculinity overwhelming. 

			After years of fast backhands and beatings from his father, Justin learned to duck, keep his mouth shut, and stay clear when his dad was in one of those moods. Don’s cruelty was as unpredictable as a summer storm, especially when he’d imbibed on more than three beers, or was flying on the amphetamines he gobbled to stay awake while driving. 

			

			A few weeks earlier, when Justin had come home carrying a near-perfect report card, dreaming of some kind of “attaboy” from his parents, his father had instead chided him for being a “goddamn nerd,” then closed the conversation with a sharp smack to the back of Justin’s skull. “Smart only gets you so far,” he yelled at his son. “Don’t you go thinkin’ your shit don’t stink just because you got a few stupid A’s. You want to be a success in life, you’re better off having balls over brains.” 

			Justin’s perceived lack of masculinity where his father was concerned was a persistent and painful issue. Over the years, Don would try to toughen-up his son with methods that seemed more torturous than instructive. One Saturday afternoon, wobbly after a few Budweiser’s, Don pulled Justin to the backyard to toss a football. When Justin missed a couple of hard passes, his dad became enraged, throwing him to the ground and pummeling him with the ball until he was bloody and crying. Justin’s wailing only increased his father’s fury, to the point he began kicking him hard in the ribs, only stopping when a neighbor peeked over the fence and yelled, “What in the hell is going on?”

			Justin feared the only one in the family more mentally deficient than his father was dear old mom, her face molded in a strange vacant smile when she watched her husband toss him around. Shy and birdlike, she was ill-equipped for parenting, with all her love and affection reserved for her husband, even though Don wasn’t the least bit hesitant to slam her against a wall when he felt irritable. When she returned from her cashier’s job at Pep Boys, she seemed surprised to see Justin, as if she’d forgotten she had a child. 

			Most nights she’d dump some form of fast-food dreck onto a plate, sliding it at her son as if feeding an unloved pet. “Did you have a good day, honey?” she’d ask, the question more rhetorical than curious. Not waiting for a response, she’d retreat to the couch for an evening of the Lifetime Network. 

			

			The previous week, in a rare move that momentarily smacked of affection, she reached out and pushed back Justin’s hair. “What happened, did you get in a fight at school?” she asked, lightly fingering the eggplant colored bruise that spanned his neck and jawline.

			Justin was shocked. “Don’t you remember?” he wanted to scream. “You were sitting right there on the couch Saturday night when your drunk asshole of a husband slapped me, then dragged me by the neck across the living room, just because I changed the television channel.” But Justin just kept silent when it came to discussing his father with her. 

			He wondered how he’d fared so badly in the parental lottery. He loved reading and math, and breezed through his school work. He listened to Public Radio, devoured newspapers and magazines—and not the ones that featured Jennifer Anniston on the cover, which his mother favored. Yellow-haired and slight in stature, he bore no resemblance to either of his folks. Sometimes, he fantasized he’d been kidnapped as an infant, and his real parents, successful and educated doctors or professors, would return to rescue him. But lately, his senior year just months away, he worried that they wouldn’t find him soon enough. 

			Justin yearned to escape and disappear inside a college library, but Don made it clear that higher education was not in his future. “College is bullshit,” he’d announced more than once. “The government just wants to saddle you with a bunch of debt you can’t get rid of, so you’re beholdin’ to them for the rest of your life. Plus, they pump your head full of all kinds of socialist ideas in those places. Better off being your own boss like me.” Justin shuddered at the thought of being anything like his father.

			One night, Don arrived home unexpectedly, making an announcement at dinner. “Boy, I came home early this week because I have a surprise for you.” The hair around Don’s mouth was caked with salad dressing, and it occurred to Justin that his father had the dining etiquette of a wood chipper. “Tomorrow we’re going hunting. Head to the Checkerboard with Ted. He’s got an elk camp, and we’re gonna spend the weekend getting you your first kill.”

			Don was an avid hunter, spending every autumn weekend tramping through the woods. Justin didn’t understand the appeal, and hoped it was something his father would choose not to share. “That’s great Dad, but I wouldn’t want to slow you guys down. I know how much you like elk hunting. If just you and Ted want to go, I understand.” 

			“For Christ’s sake,” Don said. “Most boys would do anything to go hunting with their old man. You sit around here with your nose in a book, never doing anything a normal kid does. Time to man-up and get some fresh air. We’ll be on the road at six a.m. tomorrow.”

			The next day, predawn, they loaded mildewed camping equipment and several rifles into his dad’s truck. Ted was standing outside his rusty double-wide when they pulled up, drinking steaming liquid out of a dented metal Reddi Electric mug, and wearing a child’s stocking cap. Ratty and black with a Hello Kitty logo on the front, it looked like something he’d found in an alley outside a grade school. Ted had long ago abandoned his front lawn as a place for vegetation, and it was now a graveyard for rusting cars and appliances—an ancient washing machine propped sideways at the end of the driveway like a Maytag lawn ornament. 

			Justin had been surprised his father could attract a friend, until he met Ted, a man that made Don look like a Nobel Laureate. Ted was content to assume the Ed Norton role in their Honeymooner relationship. He threw his gear into the back of the truck and climbed into the passenger seat, pushing Justin to the center. Luckily, Ted was as small as his father was big—Justin always assuming the result of a meth-enriched diet—so it was not too uncomfortable. 

			Despite the fact that it was 6:30 in the morning, Don and Ted began drinking beer as soon as they hit the interstate, even forcing Justin to take a sip. “When I was your age I’d drink a six pack by myself, then I’d find me some good-lookin’ fifteen-year-old nooky,” Don announced as Ted cackled. “Fact is, I wouldn’t mind a little fifteen-year-old nooky this weekend,” which made Ted roar as he and Don high-fived.

			There was a foot of snow on the ground as they exited the highway at Big Timber and headed into the hills. Ted’s uncle owned several hundred acres of timberland, and Ted had come up a week earlier to build a campsite. By the time they started unloading the truck, fresh snow was falling, and Justin could feel the temperature plummet.

			“This is going to be a special weekend for you,” Don announced, pulling a long rifle from a tattered canvas case. “Take a look. This gun has been in our family for four generations. Originally made to shoot buffalo. Old, probably built in the 1880s. A forty-five-seventy. Worth a ton of dough.” He handed it to Justin, different than any gun he’d ever seen. The heavy barrel was octagon-shaped, a foot longer than a normal rifle, with a maple stock worn white on the inside edge. A single shot, it had a wide iron hammer that had to be clicked into position to fire. “It’s a family tradition that a boy’s first kill is with the buffalo gun,” Don continued. “Your granddad and I both did it. Now it’s your turn. This weekend you become a man. Kicks like a motherfucker, but that’s part of the fun. And I tell you what, anything you hit with this will be dead. If it can take down a buffalo it can take down anything.”

			Justin had no desire to shoot a gun, much less one that kicks like a motherfucker, but he knew better than to show fear in front of his father. His dad set a beer bottle on a stump fifty yards away, then picked up the rifle. He pulled a circular lever behind the trigger, splitting it at the tail of the barrel, and allowing him to insert a thick shell into the chamber. He had Justin brace one arm on the corner of the truck’s tailgate to steady the firearm.

			“Put that bottle in the sights, right in the V at the end of the barrel, get that stock lodged into your shoulder tight, take a breath, let it out slowly, and squeeze the trigger. And kablooey—you’ll blow the fucker apart.” 

			

			Justin shuddered in anticipation of the rifle’s kick. “Quit shaking like a little girl, and shoot the goddamn bottle,” his father said with annoyance. He tried to relax, slowly exhaling as if blowing out a candle, and pulled the trigger.

			There was crack that sounded like lightening hitting a tree, and Justin was propelled backward into the snow, as the stock kicked up a couple inches, hitting him in the chin. It felt like he’d been slammed in the shoulder with a sledge hammer, and he could taste blood in his mouth. 

			“Kablooey.” Ted was hopping around, laughing. 

			Justin was on his back, and Don, laughing too, reached down to take the rifle. “Kablooey is right, but you ain’t much of a shot. Missed that bottle by six inches. Still, had it been an elk, you still would have blown him apart. Good job boy.”

			Justin was on his feet, rubbing his shoulder and face, feeling something warm and unfamiliar. His father had a strange look on his face, and it occurred to him that this was what pride looked like. They walked to the bottle. He’d hit low and to the left, ripping four inches of wood off the stump. His dad put an arm around him. “Don’t worry. You’ll get to shoot it again. Next time at something moving.” That’s what Justin was afraid of. 

			Two hours later, they were jammed into the truck, creeping five miles an hour along a line of cottonwoods that trailed a creek. “Well lookee’ there,” Don said smiling. Four whitetail deer were grazing near a bend in the stream. Exiting the truck quietly, Don and Ted pulled rifles from the gun rack. Don wrapped the leather sling of his Winchester around his left hand and pulled the gun to his shoulder, dropping down to prop one elbow on the hood of the truck, head settling into his scope. “Get ready for venison steaks,” he whispered. Justin stared at the little family, praying his father wouldn’t shoot straight. The crack ricocheted off canyon walls, and for a second it appeared he’d missed, as the animals jumped in alarm and bounded into the trees, but the fattest of the group, a female, took three steps and slumped to the ground. Justin had an urge to vomit as Ted cheered and again slapped palms with his dad. “Nice shot, Annie Oakley.”

			The two men giggled happily as they walked toward the downed deer. The animal’s eyes were wide open, still struggling, blood staining out a neck wound. Don nonchalantly chambered another shell, and fired a shot into the deer’s skull from his hip. Justin stumbled back as the men continued toward the dead animal. He fought the urge to cry, realizing it would just redirect the savageness to him. 

			Don unsheathed a wide Buck knife from his belt. He knelt by the deer, rolled it to its back, and plunged the knife high just below the rib cage. There was a whoosh of air escaping, the smell metallic and pungent. “Boy, this being your manhood weekend, you get another treat. It’s a family tradition that on your first hunt you get to take a bite out of the heart of the first kill of the day. Something the Indians used to do to their young braves to toughen them up. Transfer all the energy of the animal to you.” He carved into the body cavity as blood bubbled and soaked into the snow.

			Justin stepped back as his stomach bottomed-out. “You want me to eat the deer’s heart?”

			Don looked up and smiled. “Not the whole thing. Just take a good-sized bite. It’s good for you. Natural. Full of iron. A hell of a lot better than those burgers I know you and your mom eat when I’m out of town.” He reached elbow-deep into the deer. There was the sucking sound of water draining from a sink, and he pulled out the heart.

			“No.” Justin stumbled backward, but Ted grabbed him and pushed him toward the deer.

			“C’mon Justin. This is your initiation to manhood.” Don grabbed his son with one hand and shoved the bloody heart into his face with the other. “Take a bite. See what it tastes like to be a man.”

			He continued to smash it against his face, trying to work it into his mouth, finally giving up, pushing Justin back into the snow, while delivering a kick to the seat of his pants that sent him sprawling. When he opened his eyes Don and Ted were standing over him. “You look like a real redskin now,” the two convulsing with laughter. “Here, clean yourself up.” Don threw him a filthy towel from the back of the truck. While they dressed the deer, Justin scrubbed his face and hands with snow until his skin was sandpapered clean, trying to exorcise the taste of blood and the animal’s pleading eyes from his brain. 

			Driving back to camp, Don and Ted were in high spirits. His father grilled thick venison steaks, served with Wonder Bread, beer, and Jack Daniels. Justin ate silently in a corner of the tent, hoping to be ignored, but with half the Jack downed the two finally turned their attention to him. “So Justin,” Ted said, “you’re about the age a kid gets his cherry popped. You done the big deed yet?”

			Justin thought Ted oozed perviness, constantly finding a way to insert a sexual comment into almost every conversation; the kind of man that society should probably incarcerate just for the disturbing thoughts that rolled around his little head, much less what he would do given the opportunity. “No, I don’t have a girlfriend,” Justin answered quietly.

			“No girlfriend?” Ted’s voice rose sarcastically. “That’s no excuse. You don’t need a girlfriend to get laid. I don’t suppose the real reason is you prefer boys? Don,” Ted turned his head, “your boy ain’t some kind of rump ranger, is he?”

			Justin watched his father flash red, and he wasn’t sure whether Don’s ire would be directed toward Ted or him. “Hell, I don’t know what he is,” he finally said angrily. “I started fucking when I was twelve, so he don’t act like my blood. Sometimes I wonder if some limp-wristed UPS man banged my old lady, and this kid popped out,” he said, pointing at his son. 

			Luckily, the conversation led to a more upbeat discussion of Don’s sexual exploits. Justin retreated into his sleeping bag trying to somehow disappear, hoping he would wake up somewhere else. Anywhere else. 

			

			The next morning Don and Ted were hung-over, but strangely energetic. Justin assumed there was something about killing that made men more alive. When they opened the tent flap, a heavy mound of snow caved-in. It had continued to come down all night as the temperature fell. “Holy shit, it’s a cold one,” his father said, as he came back from taking a leak.

			Thirty minutes later they were back in the truck, crawling through the snow in low-gear. They inched several miles into a smaller canyon, and Justin began to worry they’d get stuck.

			“Boy, you get a special treat today. We’re going to drop you at the bottom of this canyon, and Ted and I will drive back up and hike through it. I’m positive there will be elk or a good sized deer in there, and you’ll be in the cat bird seat when we drive them out. I’ll put you in the perfect position to get your first kill.” They stopped at the bottom of the ravine, and Don pulled the buffalo gun out of its case, walking Justin to the base of a big tree. 

			He motioned at a downed log six feet away. “You can use that to steady yourself.” He loaded the rifle and handed it to Justin. “We’re going back up, and then we’ll walk right down the center of this canyon. Should take an hour or so. Be ready. Those elk will run in front of us, and they have to come right by you.” Don motioned at the tail of the canyon. “Don’t fuck this up, and don’t make any noise. It’ll be an easy shot. A short one. And remember what I told you. Get the elk right in the V, take a breath, breathe out easy, squeeze the trigger, and kablooey. Hopefully a big dead bull. And I won’t even make you eat the heart on this one.” Don raised a gloved finger to his face and mimicked pulling a trigger. 

			Justin settled in behind the log as they drove away. Initially he was pleased to be alone, but after twenty minutes started shivering. The snow storm was in full gale, and he got up to move around, keeping one eye on the ravine, the valley now a stark white span. 

			At the one hour mark, he got into position, but didn’t see any movement. The temperature continued to fall, and he felt an aching numbness in his hands and feet. After an hour-and-a-half, his toes were stinging icicles about to drop off his feet, and it suddenly occurred to him they might not be coming. Maybe they’d broken down. Or was this some kind of joke, another manhood test? Maybe they’re back at camp drinking or sitting in the warm cab of the truck, laughing at the thought of him out here.

			Justin thought about what his father said the night before—that he might not be his son. Perhaps he was serious. On more than one occasion, he’d complained about having Justin around. “Boy, you’re just lucky your Mom and I are against abortion, cause we sure never planned on having a blood sucker like you around. You can’t imagine how expensive it is to have a rug rat, even a pip-squeak,” Don would complain. If he really didn’t believe they were related, he might be anxious to get rid of him.
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