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Accident


	Fog shrouds the ridge, smothering the early sun. The sky feels heavy, and the sound of a tractor spreading manure drifts up from the valley. Ray hears a dog barking, cows lowing. The farm is more than a mile in the distance, but in this kind of weather sounds travel far.
On the long walk up the mountain, steam smokes from Ray’s mouth. When he exhales through his nose, he looks like a cartoon bull whose frustration trails from its nostrils. He has a change of clothes in his pack for when he gets to the blind; he’ll have sweated through what he’s wearing on the hike in.
The concussion of a shot from the opposite ridge causes him to swing his head. In September a ten-point ghosted the laurel that grows on the east side of the mountain. Without a second shot, he figures the deer is either dead or has bounded safely into the cover of pole timber.
His watch reads 7:30. He imagines Marie at the kitchen sink washing the cat’s dish. Their son James already on the bus, passing the field to the west of the house, riding over the bridge where they half-walk, half-slide a path to wade the waters for smallmouth and rock bass. His son shows no interest in hunting, says he doesn’t like the taste of venison. Ray’s not sure how he feels about this. Marie tells him not to force the issue.
Ray hasn’t slept much the past three nights, rising early from fitful dreams of missed shots and deer skulking beneath the boughs of witch hazel. While he looks forward to hunting, he hates leaving the warmth of his wife’s side, her long legs and substantial bottom. At 50 they’ve learned to accept gravity’s tug and enjoy the imperfections in each other. Around four this morning, before he closed the bedroom door and turned on the hall light, he heard her mumble good luck. He whispered through the crack at the door that he loved her, but she’d already rolled over.
	The woods are a percussion of falling ice. An early Nor’easter came inland last week with nearly ten inches of snow and a departing gift of freezing rain that left the entire mountain encased and glistening, like a snow globe if you stuck it in the freezer. With nights near zero and days not reaching twenty, nothing has melted. It’s impossible to walk quietly on the crust. Ray wonders how many deer know exactly where he is.
A thaw begins around eleven, encouraged by warm winds out of the south. A little before noon a large doe runs into the clearing thirty yards in front of Ray’s blind. Before he can raise his rifle, a four-inch piece of ice lets go from a branch on an old black cherry, striking the deer on the back. She bucks like a horse and gallops off in the direction of the spruce grove near the far end of the hollow.
	The neighbor’s stepdaughter is still at a rehab center following an ugly car accident. She and a friend sailed off a 30-mph curve going nearly eighty. The neighbor, who’s a mechanic down at the Ford dealership, told him she broke both legs, six ribs, punctured a lung, and lay in traction for three months with her mouth wired shut. The other girl in the car died on impact. 
Ray and Marie weren’t sure what to do. They felt badly about the way they’d talked when the girl got pregnant her sophomore year. Tattoos covered her entire right arm and snaked down her side and onto her upper thigh. The mechanic married the girl’s mother after meeting her at a Bon Jovi concert. It was the third marriage for both of them, and the mechanic tries to stay out of his stepdaughter’s business.
Ray’s blind sits just below a hummock near a stand of moosewood saplings, but the ice storm has closed the shooting lanes he thought might provide the best chance. Some rotted limbs from a chestnut oak fell in the storm, bending the saplings like boiled noodles. A good-sized red maple split in two, and now its trunk ends with jagged teeth fifteen feet in the air, the tree’s former crown awkwardly facing up hill. 
Ray pictures the crash of the tree as it surrendered to the weight of the ice. Still he doesn’t want to move the blind because deer from the valley use this crease to reach the ridge. Most of the hunting pressure is in the valley where deer graze like cows on beans and corn. Some farmers wait to harvest their crops until after rifle season, hoping to keep the deer low, especially if they lease land to hunters.
Ray likes to be up on the mountain. He works second shift at the glass plant. In the break room, guys give him a hard time because he’s a meat hunter and seldom has antlers to show for his efforts. Ray doesn’t scout for a buck. He also doesn’t own one of those phones everyone carries around, scrolling through pictures from trail cameras, shoving the screen under your nose so you have to look at trophy shots of them holding a deer by the horns. His buddy Joe told him once that he wouldn’t shoot a doe because it would be like shooting a woman.
	When a deer appears at the crest, a grape vine thick as his wife’s arm hangs and curls like an oval picture frame, outlining the doe. He slides the safety forward. With the ice storm’s slag, she’ll be funneled to the right and out of sight quickly. Ray doesn’t like hunts that end with rushed decisions, preferring moments when an animal meanders down the ridge, browsing as it goes, turning its head if it hears something, then resuming feeding, sometimes laying down to rest. When that happens, it gives the heart a chance to settle after the initial burst of adrenaline. He loves this kind of intimacy. Being in the presence of a wild animal, listening to it, watching it, deciding if it’s the right time to take a life.
	Today the woods are skittish. Water drips erratically from limbs. Every step a rasp that unnerves the deer, even when it’s their own step making the sound.
	Ray squeezes the trigger cleanly, having captured the deer in his scope. But he didn’t expect the doe to turn her head and take a step at the same moment he fired the rifle. The motion is just enough to introduce error, and when she leaps he sees the bullet has torn the front left leg. She stumble-sprints up the hill, injured limb dangling uselessly.
	Ray sits in the blind, whispers Shit to himself, hits his knee with the rifle butt, says Shit again. He feels warm all over, like he’s just walked up the mountain a second time. He checks his watch. He’ll give her thirty minutes and then begin to track her. He prays the bullet took some lung along with the leg.
	The neighbor’s stepdaughter is trying to regain her strength and learn to walk again. Ray can’t imagine being immobile for months, muscle withering as bone heals, the simplest acts, like holding a cup or going to the bathroom, all but impossible. 
Marie coached the girl in an elementary basketball league. She’d been big for her age. Earlier in the week over dinner, Marie said she wished she’d made more effort with her, tried to keep her playing sports. Maybe she wouldn’t have gotten pregnant. Maybe she wouldn’t have been in that car. A month before the accident they’d seen her with her little girl at Walmart, screaming at the four-year old, yanking her arm, then trying to make up for it with candy.
Bone fragments and blood dot the wet crust of ice and snow where the bullet hit the deer. The blood trail is clear, but he can’t decide if he thinks it’s promising. Will she die today or escape to live a few months on three legs before a coyote runs her down? Either way his job for the moment is to track her. If she’s still alive, she’ll hear him coming. After he shot, she ran up the ridge a short ways and doubled back toward the narrow field that divides the two ridges and forms the hollow. The field’s been fallow for the past thirty years. Goldenrod and milkweed and aster attract butterflies and bees in August. Today the brown heads of the spent flowers dust Ray’s jacket as he walks through the chest-high stalks. 
	He finds some lung tissue in the blood and notes where she stopped to rest. The will to live is a mystery. Ray has seen deer simply lie down and wait for his approach, the rifle’s gift. Other animals could go for hours, even days.
	The police officer who arrived first at the wreck told the newspaper he didn’t expect to find anyone alive. The girl’s friend flew through the windshield. Neither had been wearing seatbelts. The girl was life flighted to Pittsburgh. Her heart stopped twice. When her daughter came to visit, she asked if she was a ghost.
	Each time he reaches a new splatter he curses. His son James asked him once if he thought it was okay to make an animal suffer before it died. Ray tried to assure him that hunting a wild animal was more merciful than the life a cow spent in a feedlot. The thought of this deer—one leg lifeless and swinging, descending into weeks of infection as the useless limb rots—makes his stomach turn.
Ray and Marie still haven’t visited the girl at the rehab facility. Ray baked lasagna and some garlic bread and Marie made a salad to take to her parents. While they talked on the front stoop, Marie impulsively offered to babysit the four-year old this coming Saturday, promising a trip to Slinky Action Zone for pizza and games.
Ray crawls through the maze of laurel where the deer hopes to lose him. He doesn’t want to push too hard because if she makes it up the other ridge and drops down toward the valley she’ll be on private land. The landowner patrols his property line on a quad and thinks all hunters are poachers. 
The blood trail has faded, and worry tightens Ray’s chest. His eyes scan the ground, picking out red blotches everywhere, as if the deer had scattered into a thousand droplets. He closes his eyes and tries to refocus. 
When he opens them, he realizes he’s looking at a patch of teaberry, glossy green leaves with crimson fruit partially hidden beneath. He picks a few berries, eating them slowly, savoring the wintergreen as it fills his mouth with what feels like physical cold but is simply the mint that clears his nose with its strong scent.
The melting crust of snow and ice makes his knees ache, but he stays hunched over. He’s noticed something twitching on the ground 20 yards away. A leg shivering. A gray side trying to rise. And then only stillness. Everything stopped. 
The deer is dead.
As he rings the doorbell, freezer bag in hand, he expects his mechanic-neighbor to greet him. But when the door opens, it’s the girl, clearly no longer at the rehab center. There’s a scar on her forehead and one of her legs looks shorter and crooked. She doesn’t smile, doesn’t say anything. 
Ray tries not to stare, but he’s not sure where to look. He hopes someone else will come down the hall. After a few seconds he holds the bag straight out in front of him. He doesn’t say anything. Just stands like one of those lawn statues with a lantern extended. 
Blood runs along the inside of the bag’s bottom. The backstrap looks like an eel or snake trying to escape. Before he turns to go, he says he hopes she’s getting stronger, tells her she should eat some of this meat, that the deer was healthy and strong.
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