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Phantom Pain




Something’s out there. Something has shown up in the woods of Highland City. Dave Hardy was the first to see it, the opening weekend of bow season, up in his grandfather’s tree stand on the hill behind Walmart. Afterwards he bushwhacked hell-bent down to the parking lot, and, gasping for breath, tried to tell the story to anyone who would listen. The story changed with the telling, and after a while, Dave Hardy himself didn’t know what to believe: See that old pine tree over there? It was close to me as that tree. As close as that blue Honda over there. As close as you to me.

Panther. Painter. Puma. Cougar. Mountain lion. Whatever you want to call it, by the end of October, half a dozen more people claim they have caught a glimpse of it: a pale shiver in the distance, a flash of fur through the trees. In the woods, hunters linger in their tree stands, hoping they might be the next. In the houses, the big cat creeps nightly, making the rounds of dinner tables and dreams.

Twenty years in a taxidermy shop and Jack Wells has heard his share of tall tales, near misses, the one that got away. But the panther stories are different, told with pitch and fervor, a wild look in the eye. They don’t carry much truck with Jack. No one, after all, has any sort of proof—a photo, a positively identifiable set of tracks, or even a really good look at the thing. For all Jack is concerned, it’s an overgrown coyote, someone’s German shepherd, or a figment of everyone’s imagination. A mountain lion in Highland City? Sure, there’s woods out there, hills with deep hollers and abandoned tobacco fields; not a whole lot of people, nothing to the south but the PLAXCO plant, nothing to the north but Kentucky—but the chances are just as good you’ll run into a woolly mammoth. People, if you ask Jack, have lost all sense.

His ex-wife Jeanne is the worst of them, jabbering on about it like it’s some kind of cuddly pussy cat.

“Oh, isn’t it something!” she tells Jack, when they bump into one another in the frozen foods aisle of Tony’s Shur-Save. “Wouldn’t I like to catch me a glimpse of it.”

Jack is on one of the store’s motorized scooters, the basket filled with items he has begrudgingly picked from the doctor’s new list: brown rice, cottage cheese, egg replacer. He is embarrassed by the scooter, and when he realizes Jeanne isn’t going to say anything about it he feels worse, and he shifts around on the seat, boxed in by his shame.

“For Christ’s sake, Jeanne. There’s nothing out there.”


Jeanne lets go of her cart and puts her hands on her hips, cocks her head at him, and gives him a look. “And how do you know?”

“Because I seen everything that come out of these woods the last twenty years. Every buck, doe, weasel, turkey, tick, and flea. There ain’t no panther out there. There ain’t been a panther for over ninety years.”

“Well,” Jeanne says, pursing her lips, considering this. “There is now.”

 

At the end of the summer, seven weeks ago, Jack lost his left leg below the knee, the latest battleground of his diabetes. He has only just returned to work full-time, and the walk-in freezer is stuffed with back orders: stiff red foxes stacked six deep and more buck head-and-shoulders than Jack cares to shake a stick at. Finished work crowds the shop: dozens of bucks, turkeys, coons, squirrels on cured oak branches, largemouth bass on maple plaques, all waiting to be picked up by customers.

Ronnie, the latest in a long line of apprentices, still around only because he hasn’t knocked up a girl or blown his face up cooking meth, sits just outside the walk-in in a ski parka, defrosting a mink skin with a hair dryer and grunting along to the radio. He came in three days a week and did prep work while Jack was recovering, leaving a pile of buck capes so sloppily fleshed out that Jack has to go back over each one of them with a razor blade to get rid of the leftover bits of fat and vein. Jack is sitting at his workbench, shaking out a cramp in his hand and cursing the day Ronnie was born, when Jeanne comes in, the bell on the door jingling.

“Well, well, well,” Jack says to the full-body doe mount that stands next to him, ears pricked, front hoof raised, frozen in the moment just before flight. “Don’t look now.”

For twenty years, since Jack started the taxidermy business, Jeanne has come down to the shop from the house at least twice a day: in the morning to bring the sorted mail and in the evening to do the receipts and sweep. Four days a week, she works down at the elementary school in the principal’s office, a job she’s had for forty years, since the summer after they got married. Jeanne kept the house in the divorce. Jack moved into a little trailer on what was left of his father’s tobacco holdings, where he’s been ever since. But his shop remained in their old two-car garage, a hundred yards down the hill from the house. It’s a good spot—tucked up against a wooded hill, no neighbors for miles. He would never be able to rent a place like this, and even back then the shop had become something of an institution among the men of Highland City. The thing he didn’t anticipate was that the thin path that links the house to the shop would persist, worn down to the hard dirt through the years by his steps, now by Jeanne’s. Jeanne does the ordering, the taxes, the books. Ask Jack Wells how his ex-wife is and he’ll shrug and roll his eyes and always give the same answer: Around.

“All right, Hud, shoe off!” Jeanne claps her hands with cheerful authority. Once a week, for the six weeks he’s been home since the surgery, she has insisted on cutting the toe-nails of Jack’s good foot. This was how it started, on the other side: an ingrown toenail, a raging infection, his circulation shot to hell from the diabetes. Jeanne driving white-knuckled to the emergency room.

Jack throws down the buck cape and pushes his stool back with a screech. “Where’s the dog?”

He peers into the open doorway behind her. Tiny, Jeanne’s ancient and devoted black-and-tan beagle, was banished last week after lifting his leg on a turkey.

“In the house. Don’t you worry about him. I told him, I said, ‘Tiny, I’m not letting you out of my sight anymore, you hear me?’” She raises her voice an octave, to the singsong tone she uses with the dog. “No, sir. Not with that mean old hungry panther prowling around here. Uh-uh. Not out of my sight.”

She takes off her windbreaker and lays it carefully between two raccoons, nostrils stuffed with cotton batting, that are drying on the plywood table in the middle of the room. “Now. I want to get this over with just as much as you do, Huddie, so be a good boy and give me something for under my knees. These old bones can’t take no more kneeling on concrete floors.”

As she struggles to her knees on his corduroy jacket, he looks down at her. The top of her head is so familiar. The same perm she has always worn, only gray now instead of red-brown: a black-and-white photo of her younger self. He feels a startling rise of anticipation for her warm, wet mouth, a forty-year-old memory stirred by the sight of her head at his lap: the two of them in the backseat of his car at the drive-in. But then she pulls the little leather kit out of her pocket and unfolds it to reveal an array of cold, sharp metal tools, and he coughs and shifts his weight, embarrassed, as if she can read his mind.

“Let’s get this over with,” he barks.

Jeanne furrows her brow in concentration as she sets to work on each tough yellow nail. Jack folds his arms across his chest and puffs out his cheeks, letting out a long breath. His stomach is bothering him. His stomach is always bothering him. It gurgles and spits, clenches and churns. The pills do it to him. The doctor gave him another set of prescriptions after this latest round in the hospital, after he made it through the unbearable days of physical therapy. He frowns and studies his gut, like a basketball under his shirt. He can’t see beyond it to his foot, or to the metal rods of his prosthesis that peek out under his left cuff. In six weeks he goes back for the permanent one, the one that is supposed to be so lifelike he will forget it’s not his.

“Betty Ann Flowers called last night. Her new miniature schnauzer? Missing. Disappeared clear out of her yard. That dog cost her four hundred dollars, too.” Jeanne draws in her breath. “Can you even imagine? I told Tiny, I said, ‘Not out of my—’”

“Careful,” Jack snaps.

“I am being careful, Huddie.” Jeanne sighs. She can’t understand why he doesn’t see that this is all for his own good. He seems to think she wants to do this. She shoots him a look. His face, between the jowls, is the same as it has always been, like a familiar road widened for shoulders. She wonders if he is really watching his weight. He seems heavier. Her breath catches in her throat, and she looks back down quickly, scolding herself for worrying. In high school, she’d thought he looked like—just a little bit like—Paul Newman. Not the eyes—Jack’s were brown and sleepy—but in the chin, mostly. They saw Hud down at the drive-in when they were first married, and she teasingly nicknamed him after the movie’s cold-hearted, cheating hero. By the time the bad years rolled around, they were both so used to the name that neither one drew the connection to see the irony.

 

CAT FEVER, reads the headline of the Highland City Gazette on the first day of rifle season. There are two pictures below: a stock photograph of a mountain lion, teeth bared, ears pinned back, and a grainy photograph of Dave Hardy with another man Jack doesn’t recognize, serious looks set on their faces, crouched next to a wash somewhere up in the woods. An inset shows what they are pointing to: a blurred set of tracks in the mud, which mysteriously disappear, according to the caption, after only a few feet.

“Could have been made by anything,” Jack tells Ronnie, peering down his nose at the paper. “Coyote. Bobcat. Some little old dog. Listen. We just don’t have the wilderness to hold an animal of that size. Scraggly third-growth hard-woods chopped up by logging roads and so full of hunters on ATVs it’s a wonder they don’t shoot each others’ nuts off. A panther, first of all, is secretive and shy. Second, they can cover some ground. Fifteen, twenty miles a day. There just isn’t the room. He’d keep bumping up against highways.”

“It’s hogwash,” Jack tells Jeanne later, when she’s down in the afternoon to sweep. The pain in his stump has been building all day, like a swarm of ants. He wants to go home and lie down in the dark and not have to see or talk to anyone for days
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