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Amazing
Grace! How sweet the sound


That
saved a wretch like me


I
once was lost, but now am found


Was
blind, but now can see!


                                   
–  John Newton, 1779








ONE 





 


Monday, November Twenty-fourth 


 


 


 


The winter that
year came overcast and
gray. It had snowed early that autumn, then frozen and then snowed again, and
in late November the season opened colder than nearly anyone in Hemlock County,
Pennsylvania, could remember.


 It was on that
first day of the hunt, an hour after dawn, that the old man found the body of
the boy.


 Halvorsen sat by
it in the snow for a long time after he knew it was too late to help. Around
him, upright on the ridge that ran for miles east and west, waited the white
and black trunks of birches, like overexposed negatives, and a few beech and a
little way off a stand of small hemlock. The birches stood lifeless and
immobile, their winter-nude branches interlocking over the old man's lowered
head. Along the whole sweep of hill only the boughs of the hemlocks moved,
swaying gently to a chill breath that came up the hollow from the north. Above
their tops the sky was like cold ashes.


 Presently he
lifted his head. Two hunters, in flameorange coats and caps and carrying deer
rifles, were working slowly along the hill toward him, one above and a little
behind the other. He hummed an old hymn as the distant orange winked on and off
among the trees. When the lead man stopped, he knew they'd seen him. At his
wave they looked about warily, then came toward where he knelt. The air was so
still he heard the crunch and squeak of their steps long before they reached
him.


 "What
happened?" said the lead hunter, looking down at the body.


 "Somebody
shot him," said Halvorsen.


 "Is he
dead?" asked the younger hunter. He looked a little scared.


 "That's
right," said the old man. He looked at the melt edges of the red patch in
the snow, at the way it had spread and cooled and at last frozen. "Not
long ago, either. If I'd of been a little earlier – or if whoever done it had
stayed around to help – "


 "What's that
he done in the snow there?" said the younger hunter.


 Halvorsen had
already seen it. A wavering scrape, a semicircle open to the right. The bare
hand lay buried at its incompletion. It might have been nothing more than an
attempt to get up.


 After a few more
words the three of them lifted the body. He staggered under his share of the
weight. They carried it, with frequent rests, a quarter mile through the woods
to where the two men had left their pickup on a partially cleared lease road.
They knew it was futile, but something made them lay the boy gently on the
dirty bed of the truck and draw a shroud of cold-stiffened tarpaulin over the
fair hair, the closed, tensed eyes, the white blood-drained face.


 The younger
hunter looked around at the silent trees, at the hillside that rose above them.
His gaze stopped at the old man's face.


 "Let's take
him on into town," Halvorsen said quietly.


 The pickup
burrowed into the snow, tires whining, engine roaring a cloud of white into the
still air, then gained traction as it reached frozen clay and swung up onto the
rutted snow of the road. In the cab the old man was jostled against the door as
they bounced down the hill, skidding at the turns as the road dropped into
Mortlock Hollow. There the jolting lessened as the road widened and became
straighter. They passed other vehicles, trucks and four-wheel drives, parked
off among the trees. They saw other men only once; four of them were hoisting
the body of an animal into the back of a Jeep. A couple of miles down the
hollow the valley opened suddenly and the younger hunter, who was driving,
braked at a bullet-punctured stop sign and then pulled out to the left, onto a
recently plowed paved road.


 They drove into
Raymondsville along Route Six.


 


* * *


 


 Ralph H. Sweet
had been appointed the county game warden three years before. Or, as he liked
people to call him, the game protector. He was Halvorsen's grandson, though the
two had never been close; and when he came into the waiting room of the
hospital where three men sat outside the green swinging doors marked EMERGENCY,
it was to the old man that he nodded, clearing his throat. "Uh, hi, Racks.
What's up? Heard there was something wrong up here."


 The two hunters
looked up at Sweet. He was the largest man in the room by a considerable
margin. Broad-shouldered, in heavy khaki pants and a red lumberjack coat, face
reddening from sudden warmth after the outside air, the warden sat down on the
bench opposite them and took out a pack of filter-tipped cigars. He lit one,
the jut of it making his face look older for a moment, and offered the package
around. Halvorsen shook his head silently. The older hunter took one. Sweet
held his Zippo for him. Halvorsen saw that the flame was steady in the
currentless hot air of the room.


 "We found a
boy laying in the woods, Ralph," the old man said then.


 "Who found
him? You?"


 "That's
right."


 Sweet looked at
the others, but still spoke to Halvorsen. "So, tell me what
happened."


 "I was
walking out Mortlock Run." Halvorsen rubbed his stubbled chin with one
hand, and his eyes, blue as a far stand of spruce and set deep in a shadowed
wrinkling of squint and age, grew distant. "Couldn't sleep. Happens
sometimes . . . anyhow, lying there before dawn I happened to think today was
openin' day. Figured I'd take a walk, see how they were doing down the
hollow."


 "You used to
hunt down there, didn't you?"


 "Used
to," said Halvorsen, examining him in the bright fluorescent glare.
"Anyhow, that's how I come to find him."


 "How is he?
Hurt bad?" asked Sweet, looking toward the doors. Beyond their square
windows, small and spotlessly clean, they saw nothing but white light.


 Halvorsen told
him. The warden sucked in on the little cigar, grimacing as if it gave him
pain. One shoe began tapping against the tile, a brown tassel loafer, the
leather dark-wet from the snow. "Was he dead when you found him? You
should have left him there and called me, not brought him in here."


 Halvorsen looked
at him. After a moment Sweet shook his head and looked toward the two hunters.
Up to now they had been silent. "How you men come into this?"


 "Maybe we
should wait for the police," said the younger one, looking at Sweet's
lumberjack coat. "Or the sheriff. We'll talk to them."


 "No,"
said Sweet. He straightened up on the bench and dug one hand into his coat
pocket. The badge hung before their eyes. "I'm the Game Protector here.
The investigation and disposition of everything having to do with hunting is my
responsibility. That includes accidents." He pinned the polished brass
securely to his coat and relit the cigar, which had gone out. "Now, tell
me what you saw."


 "We were out
near the end of the run there," said the older hunter, taking a drag on
his borrowed cigar and glancing nervously at Halvorsen. "Got there about
an hour before dawn. Jim and I been going out there a few years now. We work
together. Do stand-hunting, mostly. We got us a six-pointer last year. Well,
year before last."


 "That's a
nice size buck."


 "Dressed out
over a hundred pounds . . . well. We was seeing most of the deer this morning
going further along the hill from where we were. There was some shooting from
over there too. We didn't see anything where we were but two does. We had a
nice stand there but didn't see buck one. And it's too damn cold this year to
sit still for long. So Jim he finally says, why not walk over a ways and settle
in nearer where the shots were coming from."


 The younger man
nodded and picked up the story. "So we packed up the guns, had a drink of
coffee out of the Thermos, and started still-huntin' along the hill.


 "Midway
along it we saw this guy" – he looked at Halvorsen – "wavin' to us.
We went over. That's when we seen the kid lying there."


 "Where
exactly was that?" Sweet asked him.


 "Mortlock
Run, like he said. You know the old pump house to the right of the road, just
after the fork?" The warden hesitated, then nodded. "It's about half
a mile straight uphill from there. Maybe a hundred yards down from the crest on
the south side of Town Hill."


 "I can show
you if you want, Ralph," said Halvorsen.


 "Yeah,
thanks, I'll go up there on my own. Maybe get some pictures. Was there anyone
else around when you found him?"


 "No."


 "Did you . .
. you didn't have a gun on you?"


 "No,"
said Halvorsen. "I don't hunt anymore, Ralph. Remember?"


 "What did
you see after you came up?" Sweet asked the two hunters.


 "The boy was
face down in the snow," said the older one. He opened his hand jerkily;
ash fell from the cigar and made a gray star on the clean tile floor. "His
hair was spread out over the snow. Long, blond, shining – pretty – like a girl's,
I mean. I thought for a minute it was a girl. This old guy here was
sitting beside him. I saw the boy's gun lying off to one side. His arms were
stretched out – like this." He lifted his hands up and out. "And one
hand'd kind of scrabbled around some in the snow."


 "When we got
close we seen the blood," said the younger hunter. "It was all over
in the snow. Bright, like when you lung shoot a deer. Just so red."


 "Where had
he been hit?" Sweet asked, looking at the closed door to the emergency
room.


 "In the
side, kind of around in the back," said the older hunter. "There
wasn't a lot of blood there though. Where it was, was by his mouth. He must
have coughed it up, and died, all alone there."


 "Except for
whoever shot him," said Halvorsen. They all looked at him.


 Sweet shook his
head and aimed smoke at the ceiling. "Jesus. This is the first hunting
death I've had. I'll have to get an identification, do the accident report,
call his folks, arrange the – "


 Halvorsen said,
"How do you know it was an accident?"


 His grandson
raised his eyebrows. "Well, what else could it be? I mean, did you see any
tracks or anything?"


 "Some."


 "What?"


 "Well, you
know, I didn't look too close. You want to go up there and check them out
yourself, I imagine."


 "What else
did you see?"


 "He didn't
have a license."


 "That's
right, he didn't," said the older hunter suddenly. "I didn't notice
but now you say it – "


 "Kids have
been known to shade the law," said Sweet. "Game deputies can't be
everywhere. There's no reason to complicate this, Racks." He took a yellow
notepad out of his coat. "I need your names. Better let me see your
driver's licenses too."


 "There gonna
be trouble?" asked the older man.


 "Not from
what I've heard so far.  I'll try to find out who did it. But that's pretty
hard to do if they don't stay around and give themselves up. It's a hell of a
big woods out there."


 While he was
checking their identifications the green door swung open. A blonde woman came
out in a scrub suit. She looked around the room. "No smoking in here,” she
said, and the men took their cigars from their mouths and held them awkwardly. 
“Hello, Mr. Halvorsen," she added.


 Sweet stood.
"What's his status, doctor?"


 "The boy? He
was dead when your granddad brought him in. I'm sorry."


 "In your
opinion, was it an accident?"


 "Certainly
could have been. It was a twelve-gauge shotgun slug. Entered the anterior
portion left lung, exited the left chest wall. I'd say he lived maybe fifteen
minutes after being hit. Maybe as long as a half hour. He would have been
unconscious most of that time. He died of shock and loss of blood."


 "Could he
have lived?"


 "If he'd
been brought right in, I might have been able to stabilize him. After that his
chances would have been about fifty-fifty. Wasn't there anyone with him?"


 "No one who
stayed around," Halvorsen said.


 Sweet finished
writing, put the pad away, and sighed. "I guess I'd better see him. Have
you called Charlie? The coroner?"


 "Of
course." She turned away from them and went back through the doors. Sweet
followed her. Halvorsen, after a moment's hesitation, got up and went after
them.


 The room beyond
was even brighter, cleaner, hotter than the waiting room. White partitions
sectioned it. Sweet and the doctor were standing in one of the sections, their
backs to Halvorsen. The old man walked up behind them, his snow-wet boots going
squish-squish across the tiles. They did not turn when he came up and he had to
look between them.


 The boy lay face
up on the gurney. His closed eyes looked relaxed now. Around the smooth, pale
temples yellow hair curled damply. He looked very young.


 "So,"
Sweet said to the doctor, "when are you going to have that drink with
me?"


 "I'm
not."


 "Give me a
break. How often do I have to – "


 "You're here
to look at this body, Ralph," she said. "Look at it."


 Sweet did. In the
fluorescent silence the old man, behind him, could hear him swallow. 
"Anything on him?" he said at last.


 "A
wallet," said the doctor, picking it up from a tray. "He's from here
in town, on Barnes Street. He's seventeen years old.


 "His name
was Aaron Michelson."








TWO





 


Wednesday,
November Twenty-sixth


 


 


 


From outside
the night-dimmed window the
eyes stared back at him above the neatly-trimmed beard. They stared; and
sometimes, it seemed to him, they accused.


 Accused
himself....


 No. It's these
hills that are to blame, he thought, looking through the frost-etched window of
his office.


 The hills
dominated this country. They stood always at the edge of vision, walling off
the horizon, damming up the sky. They isolated those who lived among them, made
them narrow as the huddled, suspicious towns. He knew what they could do. He'd
grown up among them; although he, in spirit at least, had escaped.


 His son had not.


 Michelson sat in
a comfortable chair at a familiar desk in a warm book-lined room, and shivered.


 It had been cold
at the funeral. He'd tried to talk to Anne there, after the priest was
finished. She'd turned away without a word. So he'd stood by the hacked-open
earth after she and her husband left, looking down at the box. Behind him the
men with the shovels shifted impatiently. They blew on their hands and cursed
almost loudly enough for him not to ignore. At last, after some minutes, one
started the engine of the backhoe. He'd turned, at that, and stared them down. 
They'd looked quickly away, and the man in the cab had killed the engine. As if
they could not withstand whatever they'd glimpsed in his face.


 And now he looked
into his own haunted eyes, and past them the hills, and thought: Someone out
there killed my son.


 The campus was
covered with snow. Little straight trails had been tramped through the white as
the students went to and from classes. West Kittanning State Teachers College
wasn't a large school, though it was respected by those who'd heard of it, and
now, looking down, he could make out only a few tiny figures, booted and
overcoated, leaning into the wind as they floundered along.


 He'd hoped one
day Aaron might be one of them.


 His office was a
ten-by-ten box. On the metal desk were slanted piles of ungraded papers. Beside
them was an empty coffee mug of pewter and Spanish leather, engraved DR. PAUL
MICHELSON. A stack of textbooks and monographs occupied the rest of the desk. There
were books on the floor too, and hundreds more on painted pine shelves that
reached from window to door and almost to the ceiling. All of one wall was
filled with bound volumes of professional periodicals in sociology and
anthropology. Loose copies of other scholarly and political journals lay on an
end table near the closed door.


 Seated there,
unmoving, Michelson imagined how it had happened.


 He'd done this
over and over in the last two days. And gradually what he saw, or imagined, had
refined and sharpened itself until at last it had become as clear and immediate
and real as the bright mirror of memory itself could have made it.


 In the bright
mirror, he saw his son not dead but alive. Alert, bright-haired, he was walking
in the forest. He carried a pack and bedroll, but his hands were empty,
innocent. He wore the yellow sweater his father had sent him for his
seventeenth birthday, a few weeks before. He paused often, looking up as a
squirrel chattered, smiling at the blue electric whir of a jay, bending to
examine a patch of moss. His face was absorbed, intelligent, happy.


 For a moment his
father's lips twitched. He almost smiled. Then, once again, he saw the other
figure in the mirror. And in his lap his hands locked white-knuckled into a
double fist.


 Though the face
was unclear he saw plainly the gross body, the brutal jaw, the coarse, short
hair. The man shambled through the forest. The neck of a bottle showed at the
side pocket of a red-and-black-barred hunting coat.


 In his hands he
carried a scoped, high-powered rifle.


 And Michelson,
staring unseeing at the dark window, hands clenched in his lap, watched it all
happen again, powerless to halt or alter any of it. He saw his son brush
against a bush. It moved, and snow sifted down. On its far side the hunter
stopped, swaying, and turned and lifted the rifle to his shoulder with a snarl.


 He fired.


 Aaron Michelson,
shock and pain in his eyes, looked directly toward his father. His hands went
to his chest. His lips moved, but words did not carry through the mirror.


 He fell.


 The hunter came
and stood above the body. For a moment he looked frightened, but then his mouth
turned cunning. He looked left and right, and then down, at the snow-pillowed
face.


 He walked off
into the woods.


 Michelson leaned
forward, feeling the edge of the desk like a dull blade in his stomach, but
welcoming the pain.


 Aaron had been an
independent kid. He'd had to be. After the separation – God, how small and lost
he'd looked at ten – he'd gone with his mother; in those days the courts always
decided for the woman. There were visitation rights, sure, but then came that
opening in New Haven – sociology slots weren't easy to find – and four hundred
miles was too far to drive for just a weekend. Three years ago he'd moved back
to Pennsylvania, having found this position at West Kittanning; but for most of
the boy's childhood, he'd been . . . not there.


 The eyes were
accusing again.


 His son had grown
up with Anne's family, up in Hemlock County. Not bad people. But
limited. Closed-minded, conservative, and increasingly hostile to him,
especially after Anne remarried.


 If only he'd been
around more, when Aaron was growing up....


 He shook his
head. His fists rose slowly, pressed into the emptiness of his chest, and he
stared at the rows of impotent books with eyes that looked not outward but in,
into an endlessly repetitive private hell.


 "A hunting
accident," he whispered.


 At last the
torture was interrupted by a discreet knock. He glanced toward the door but
didn't respond. The knob turned slowly, and then he heard the low grind of a
seldom-used key.


 "Paul?"
It was the department chairman, McKean Connolly. He came hesitantly in, a
smallish, busybearded man with horn-rims. "Paul?" he said again.


 "My door was
locked."


 "I know.
Forgive me." Connolly glanced around the office. "I thought you might
be back. I heard about what happened. I'm terribly sorry. Is there anything I
can do to help?"


 "No,"
said Michelson. He was looking out again, at the swiftly deepening night.
Connolly waited, nodded finally, and turned to the door.


 "Mac –
" Connolly paused. Michelson continued, "I'm sorry." He took a
breath and brought his hands above the desk and unlocked them. "Christ.
You read – you know about loss reactions, but it – doesn't seem to make any
difference. It's supposed to help to talk about things like this, isn't it?
Come back, Mac. Please."


 Wordless,
Connolly took the chair that faced the desk. He rubbed his hands on his suit
trousers, adjusted his glasses, cleared his throat.


 "His mother
and I couldn't live together," Michelson said, looking out the window
again. "And for a long time, while he was growing up, I didn't see very
much of him. But still we were close, Mac, real close."


 Connolly murmured
something inaudible and crossed his legs.


 "When I got
the news, I . . . I just couldn't believe it. I couldn't internalize it.
Someone so young, it didn't seem possible. An old person, your parents, you
mourn when they die, but it's comprehensible, natural, you expected someday
you'd see them go. But a seventeen-year-old . . . no."


 "How did it
happen?"


 "He was in
the woods. Apparently a hunter shot him."


 "A hunting
accident. That's so damned – "


 "No,
Mac," said Michelson, interrupting him. He leaned forward. "It wasn't
a 'hunting accident.' Aaron didn't hunt. He wouldn't touch a rifle. He's never
even had a cap gun."


 "A lot of
people do it up there, Paul. It's more or less accepted."


 "Not by me,
and not by him. I'm his father, Mac, I knew him. We've talked about it. Oh, he
loved the woods." He stopped, half lifted hands to his closed eyes, then
jerked them away. "Ah, God, it's hard using that past tense.


 "He was out
there hiking, or camping, maybe. But that's all. And somebody shot him.
Accident? That's what that ignorant game warden called it on the phone."
He reached toward Connolly. "Don't you know what it's like up there,
during the season? They shoot at anything that moves. You're from around there,
aren't you?"


 "Upstate New
York," said Connolly, shifting in his chair.


 "You've seen
it, then. It's some kind of reversion, some kind of ritual. They call it sport.
But it's just killing."


 "Well, of
course I'm with you on that, Paul. But – "


 "You know,
he called me."


 "Aaron?  He
called you?"


 "The day
before it happened. He wanted me to call him back. But I figured it was too
late, after I got in from that adult class I do Sundays, and I turned off the
machine and it just slipped my mind. And then . . ."


 Neither spoke for
a time. In the hall, sounding far away through the closed door, the bell rang
to release the last class of the day. Suddenly Michelson leaned forward again.
"Mac. Do you think I'm a coward?"


 "Excuse
me?"


 "You heard
me. Do I have any guts at all? I keep myself in good shape. But I haven't been
in a fight since grade school."


 "I don't
think that's a constructive approach, Paul."


 "I've never
fought for anything. Never. When I was in school I had a deferment. But I
wouldn't have gone anyway. I'd have gone over the border first."


 "Weren't you
active in the antiwar movement? That was a kind of battle, wasn't it?"


 He blinked at the
smaller man. In his mind rose the image of a young face, different, yet still
his own. And with it came the nausea of betrayal, not by another, but the far
more bitter taste of betrayal by oneself. "The movement, yeah, but even
there . . . Oh, Christ." He covered his face from Connolly's astonished
look. "Oh, damn it, damn them all. There must be something somebody can
do."


 Connolly sat
uncomfortably, murmuring, "Yes, I know," and "I'm very sorry,
Paul. Look, if there's anything at all I can do to help – "


 "I'd like to
find him," said Michelson, forcing the words through his masking hands.


 "Who?"


 "The one who
did it."


 The chairman
reached across the desk and gripped one of Michelson's tensed wrists. He
resisted, keeping his hands before his face as if to deny the sight of a world
without what he had lost. Connolly spoke in a low, intense tone. "Listen
to me, Paul! I'm sure it was an accident.


 "You and I
may not hunt. A lot of people don't. But up here, a lot do. They're still good,
they're still honest. They wouldn't intentionally kill another human
being."


 "If he'd
stayed to help, Aaron might have lived. Is that an accident, Mac? Or
murder?"


 Connolly looked
helpless. He stood up, edged around the desk, and put an arm around the seated
man's shoulder. "Look, I know it's rough. But if there's anything that can
be done, the law will do it. Mourn, yes. But then accept that life has to go on."


 "Go on to
what?"


 Connolly was
silent. "No," said Michelson, breathing hard. He revealed his face.
"No. I won't accept it."


 "What can
you do?"


 "I can see
someone is punished."


 "But who?
Are there suspects?"


 He laughed
bitterly. "That's what I asked the warden – some guy named Sweet. He told
me on the phone, when he called to notify me, that he'd investigated and there
was no one to blame. Not the police – he, the game warden, had investigated! In
one day! He'll put a little check mark in a tally for some state report. That's
all Aaron will be, just another statistic. Just another animal shot down in the
woods."


 "Paul,
you're upset. Perhaps we should go over to the dispensary – "


 "I don't
need a tranquilizer. What I need is justice."


 Connolly nodded.
He patted Michelson's shoulder once more, then stepped away from the desk.
"All right. But do one thing for me. Come out and have a drink with us.
That was the last bell. Teresa will be there."


 "Don't want
to leave me alone, eh?"


 "I'm sorry
about Aaron, believe me. But there's nothing we can do."


 "Maybe
that's the trouble."


 "What?"


 "No one does
anything. That's why things like this go on happening."


 "Come
on." Connolly laughed uneasily. "This doesn't sound like you."


 "No. It
doesn't. I'm an intellectual. A thinker. A man of ideas."


 "Come have a
drink. It'll do you good."


 "Maybe in a
little while." He looked at the paper-strewn surface of the desk like a
man facing a white wilderness. "But just now, let me alone for a moment,
Mac, all right? I need to think some things out."


 


* * *


 


 The long
flat-topped ridges that flanked the valley were somber edgings to a sapphire
sky when Michelson came out of the social sciences building and started across
the campus.


 It was very cold.
Under the globed lamps that starred the half-cleared path his breath glowed. He
walked along, head down.


 All my life, he
was thinking, I've tried to do right. Measured not by the words of a dead book,
not by rote or religion, but by what science had learned about society. He gave
money, sometimes more than he should on the salary of an associate professor. He
supported the things he believed in with more than cash: with time – petitions,
demonstrations, or when he felt strongly a letter to the editor, an article.


 Somehow, just
now, it all seemed futile. Worse. It was half-hearted . . . lukewarm. A man did
not oppose evil with placards or signatures when it destroyed those he loved.


 He trudged along,
hunched in his car coat. Under his rubbers the snow squeaked like powdered
glass.


 Some minutes
later he stood irresolute, still undecided, outside the door to the faculty
lounge. Laughter and the rattle of ice came faintly through the wood. In the
window of a fire-alarm box he studied the image of a man. The beard lay
smoothly trimmed against his cheeks. Above the loosened tie his eyes were
shadowed, unreadable.


 What would happen
if that glass, that mirror of the internal, were shattered? What alarms would
sound? What red machines would scream in the night?


 As he closed the
door behind him the laughter stopped, choked off into a murmur and then
silence. Men and women he knew turned, faces frightened for the first moment,
then twisting into assumed sympathy. But their fear was only concealed, and
concealed too was relief it had not happened to them. They would not meet his
gaze, but he saw their falsity plainly.


 Head down, he
crossed the room toward Connolly. Beside the chairman waited a slight young
woman in a black peasant skirt and patterned blouse. Her face and mouth were
wide, her eyes dark, and her skin as smooth as chamois. She wore pale-pink
lipstick and matching turquoise-cut glass earrings an inch square. Gold gleamed
at her throat, smooth links of hammered metal. They'd picked those out
together, a gift . . . Her eyes were wide and sad and without guilt or falsity
or selfconsciousness, and this time he was the first to look away.


 "Paul?"


 "Hello,
Terry."


 She moved toward
him. "I'm so sorry."


 He nodded at the
floor. Connolly muttered something, glanced at the two of them, and moved off.
She took another step closer and looked up, one hand stretched toward him, palm
up, a few inches from his chest. It looked as if she was offering him something,
but except for an unlit cigarette her hand was empty.


 "Still
trying to quit?" he said, looking at her hand.


 "You should
have called me."


 "Why?"


 "We could
have gone to the funeral together."


 "Not my idea
of a fun date."


 "Don't joke.
I wanted to help." Her fingertips moved forward another inch to brush his
jacket. "Pain is less when it's shared. If you try to build walls around
it, around yourself, it will never leave you, and no one will enter – "


 "I don't
want to talk about it. I tried with Mac. It didn't help."


 She was close
enough now that he caught her perfume. A familiar scent. "Maybe you should
try it with someone who loves you."


 Her eyes were too
deep, too earnest; his slipped aside. Her hand was on his arm now, warm.
"Paul, have you cried yet for him? Don't lock in that pain. Come with me.
We'll mourn him together."


 He didn't have to
answer, because just then Connolly came back with two glasses.
"Here."


 "I don't
want liquor."


 "We all know
how much he meant to you – "


 "He was all
I had."


 He'd said it too
loudly. Around him the silence, which had been pushed back with chatter while
Teresa and he talked, came back in a cold wave. Connolly looked at him
wordlessly, unhappily. Teresa's eyes filled with tears and she looked down at
her hand, at the cigarette. After a moment the department chairman cleared his
throat and glanced around. People began to talk again, hastily, looking away
from the three who stood together. Connolly set the extra glass carefully atop
a bookcase.


 Michelson looked
around the room, and suddenly hated what he saw. He said, "Mac."


 "Yes?"


 "I can't
face a class. I need some time off."


 "When do you
want it?"


 "Right now.
Starting tonight."


 "Okay.
Sure."


 He felt Teresa's
hand tighten, then drop away, but he kept speaking to Connolly. "Fred
Milner's qualified for the three-hundred-level course. Maybe you'd better take
the seniors yourself."


 "I'll take
care of that. Don't worry about who'll do what. How long will you want?"


 "I don't
know. A week. Two maybe."


 "Just let me
know," said Connolly.


 "Thanks,"
he said, looking for the door. But before he reached it he felt her hand again.
He turned impatiently.


 On the curve of
her cheek a tear trembled clear as glass. She was trying to smile, but her face
was full of pain. "I'll call my department head tonight. I've got two
classes, both seminars. I can dismiss them for a week. I'll meet you and we can
go away together – wherever you want to go."


 "No,"
he said. Again it was too loud, and again the faces, pale, frightened, afraid
of him and of what had happened to him, jerked around. He tried to lower his
voice. "I'm sorry, Terry. Thanks. But I don't want you along."


 Her hand loosened
and the dark eyes opened; her lips parted; then her hand released him. He heard
her draw breath to say something but the door cut it off behind him.


 He stood in the
hall, breathing hard and listening. But not a sound came through to him from
all the people on the other side.


 


* * *


 


 Midway across the
campus the lonely figure suddenly paused. He looked up  at the clouding sky and
sniffed the air. He felt in his pockets.


 He turned and
headed away from his original destination – the book-lined, televisionless
apartment, the single bed – and walked rapidly up a snowed-over path at one end
of the campus quadrangle.


 Inside the
deserted administration building, pocketing his faculty passkey, he halted his
hand in its habitual movement toward a light switch. What he had to do could be
done in the slight gleams and radiances from the blue bulbs over the exits, the
red lights glowing over fire-fighting equipment, the faint parallelograms of
yellowed light from the globe lamps of the yard.


 The building's
air lay cool against his cheek. He listened to it. It was quiet, unbreathed,
untenanted. He removed his hand from the switch and walked softly down the
hall, rubbers squeaking like gagged mice, and stopped before a paneled door.


 NIGHT ADVISOR,
the plaque read. Decades before, when a government had swayed and students
cried out against an unwinnable war, this office had been occupied each night
by one of the younger male teachers. It had never been clearly established what
he was expected to do at the outbreak of arson and revolution; whether to run,
or fight, or face the crazed hordes with pure reason; but the Board had
directed that a night guard be maintained, though it had declined to provide
funds, and therefore each night for a year after Kent State the lights had
burned in this room over a nodding man.


 Michelson
remembered those years. He’d been one of those who marched. Taking out his
passkey, he unlocked the door.


 The lamps
outside, their light reflected and softened by the snow, lent the interior of
the room a silken glow. He moved across it, striking his shin painfully against
an unseen chair but not cursing, not speaking, raised the key again and turned
it in the lock of a cabinet on the wall. He leaned close to the rows of shining
metal within. The keys jingled, brassy, faint, as his fingers brushed them. He
selected one and held it in his hand for a moment, considering, and then turned
and went out, closing the door softly behind him.


 A few minutes
later he used his passkey a fourth time, at the front entrance of a crenelated
brick structure, one of the oldest buildings on the campus. On either side of
him concrete eagles crouched, holding blazoned shields, their four letters
faded by time and the night.


 Inside he
proceeded less confidently. This was only the second time in his three years at
West Kittanning he'd been in here, and he was unsure of the turns of the halls;
also less light came through the narrow, old embrasure windows. He stopped
several times, listening to faint clanking sounds, but decided at last it was
the steam heating, and went on.


 He found what he
wanted in the basement. He'd been there on his introductory tour, and it was
just as he remembered it. A solid-steel door, barred with iron, hinged at one
end and held firmly at the other by a padlock. But not just a padlock. This was
a laminated-steel Army antiterrorist model, big as a coconut. A speckling of
rust had crept over it with the years, but it was still secure.


 It snapped
obligingly open the first time he tried the key. The bar gave him more trouble.
It was much rustier than the lock and it grated and creaked like an alarm as he
swung it away.


 He grasped the
handle and opened the vault. A breath of cold air sighed past him as he felt
around for a light switch, smelling of grease and oiled metal and time. The
single overhead bulb came on and he looked around, blinking in its virulent
glare.


 He was the first
person in here in years. He could see that from the neat, yellowed wrappings,
the thick coats of caked, drying grease. The ROTC unit had closed down long
before he arrived, a casualty of Pentagon-ordered consolidation. But the texts,
the training aids, the charts, all had been left here, in reserve for
reactivation or war.


 And the weapons.


 Not that there
were many.  To his left four pistols hung by their trigger guards from a
pegboard. Another had been partially disassembled; the parts lay on a small
armorer's table. On the far wall, half-concealed by a large exploded-view
chart, was a rack of five larger firearms: rifles. A wire ran through their
guards and was locked in its turn to a staple driven into the wall.


 He crossed the
vault – two steps – and pulled the chart aside to look at the rifles. He knew
little about guns, mostly what he'd picked up watching movies. He was about to
reach for one when the chart swung back down. Something on it caught his eye
and he held it up to the full light of the bulb. An old smear of grease at one
edge had sunk into the paper, making it translucent. He looked at it carefully.
A single line of heavy print underlined the diagram: DETAIL STRIPPING. BROWNING
AUTOMATIC RIFLE, M1922, CAL .30.


 He let the chart
fall and looked around again. A stack of green rain ponchos, brittle and
cracked, covered the remaining wall to the right of the vault door. He pulled
them down, the plastic flaking and falling with a crackling hiss.


 There was only
one, alone in its rack. It was larger than the others. He touched it. The metal
was cold as death, black, grease-slick.


 Finally he
reached up. It snagged partway down from the rack. Looking more closely, he saw
that it too was wired into place with its own padlocked cable.


 Once more he
surveyed the room. There, on the table . . . he brought the tool over to the
light. Needlenosed pliers, the kind electricians used, with a cutting edge
within the jaws. They failed to cut cleanly at the first try, but eventually he
nibbled through the wire with them and lifted the weapon down, surprised at its
solid weight, and carried it to the light.


 It was larger,
longer, heavier than he'd expected. The butt was of dark oil-soaked wood. Ahead
of that a squarish massive receiver, topped by a complicated sight, tapered
into a bulge-based barrel perhaps two feet long. The foregrip was of the same
dark wood. From the bottom projected a black metal box he assumed held the
cartridges. All the metal parts were a dull gray-black, coated with some greasy
yellowish substance.


 He decided this
one would do.


 He thought of one
other need and rummaged about till he found squat green metal boxes. He opened
one and stared at the magazines.  Each was filled with wickedly pointed
cartridges. The right kind? He didn't see any others. He closed the box and
hefted it. Heavy, but he was pretty strong.


 He was also, he
reminded himself, intelligent. With rag and oil from the table he wiped down
each surface he'd touched. The light switch, the chart, locks, wire, the
pliers. He used the rag when he hung the ponchos back in place, covering the
empty rack. Then looked around the vault. It looked exactly as it had when he'd
entered it.


 No one had been
here for years. Perhaps the Army itself had forgotten this small college, this
obscure vault, these obsolete weapons. He flicked the light off with his elbow
and laid the rifle and the ammo box on the basement floor. He swung the door
closed and rasped the bar back into place, wiped it, snapped the oversized lock
closed and wiped that.


 He looked around
the basement, searching through the dim lines of light that filtered in through
the high web-grimed windows, until he found some plastic trash bags. He wrapped
the box and the weapon in these.


 He sneezed twice,
snapping his head forward sharply, and went up the stairs. The plastic crackled
under his arm, shielding from sight, though not from his touch, the cold steel
beneath.


 Outside, he
looked across the campus. Under the silent lights the snow glistened emptily.
He laid the bundle behind one of the stone eagles, out of sight, and jingled
his car keys in his pocket. He'd pick up a few things at the apartment, drive
back here for the weapon, then leave.


 Briefly, as he
turned to go, he remembered an upturned face, deep brown eyes with tears in
them. Tears meant for him. Should he call her? Leave a note? Hell, he thought
then. Just go, call her when you get back. It'll probably come to nothing
anyway.


 Halfway across
the state he stopped at a sporting-goods store in DuBois, open late because of
the season, and bought a hunting license.








THREE





 


 


 


Under the
buttery light of the
kerosene lamp the old brass shone dully, like tired gold.


 The old man
adjusted his spectacles and leaned forward, turning the cartridge case this way
and that in careful worn fingers, noting the pitting of age and the razor-thin
chamfering of heat-darkened metal at the mouth.


 At last he
nodded. It was worn, but probably still serviceable. He placed the case on the
oilshining cylinder of the reloading ram and pulled the lever. The steel ram
rose powerfully, gleaming in the golden light, and the fired primer came free
with a tiny sucking sound. With sure hands he removed the decapper and screwed
in the sizing die. The ram rose once again and when it descended the case
reemerged, slick with lubricant. All the patina and corrosion of the years was
gone and it gleamed new-minted.


 Standing,
stretching, Racks Halvorsen looked around his home.


 It was
low-ceilinged, dim, and incredibly cluttered. Six inches of daylight seeped
through two narrow vents near a ceiling of bare unsheathed timber. Through the
filmed glass the dried brown of dead grass was visible, pressed like old
corsages by the snow. The wan daylight and the single coal-oil lamp over the
reloading bench lit the room: a table, covered with used dishes and half-empty
cans of food; fading, curling magazines ten years out of date; unopened
envelopes; dog-eared western novels with no covers and broken spines; beyond
it, a hulking cast-iron woodstove, shimmering with heat, on which simmered a
big graniteware coffeepot; a rack of old books, and another of long objects,
wrapped loosely and shapelessly in faded oilcloth. Two doors that led into
other rooms were closed against the cold.


 He saw what he
wanted, and crossed the room toward the red metal can, limping a little with
the stiffness that came with sitting. He stumbled by the table, catching
himself at the edge of a fall.


 "Dammit,
Jessie," he said, without heat. "You know I can't see you under
there."


 The dog came out
into the light. It was a hound, of medium size, tan and black with a little
white on its breast, with long ears and a sway in its back. Its muzzle was
grizzled with age. It looked up at him reproachfully, trotted across the room,
and curled down near the stove.


 Halvorsen plucked
the can down from the shelf and examined it under the light from the windows.
He nodded.


 Crossing to the
bench again, settling himself in the chair, he measured out the gray grainy
powder into an antique scale. After long seconds the lever arm quivered still.
He poured the powder into the shell, poised a bullet above its mouth, and ran
the ram home a last time. He removed the finished round, wiped it carefully
with a piece of rag, and held it under the lamp, squinting to sharpen his
sight.


 Yeah, he decided,
it looked all right. But there was only one real test for old brass like this.


 Dropping the
freshly loaded cartridge into the pocket of a coat he took from behind the
door, he limped across the cluttered dark room again – the hound following him
with her gaze from beside the stove – and took down one of the wrapped bundles.
He unswathed it and held the weapon to the light. It was an old
government-issue Springfield. On the stock the scratched initials JKH were
still visible.


 Limping stiffly
to one of the doors, closing it on the suddenly inquisitive muzzle of the
bitch, he emerged at the top of the stairs, blinking and shivering in the
morning air.


 He stood in a
clearing in the deep woods. The only evidence of man was the open road, ruts
still faintly traceable under the snow as it led off past a copse of tall, old
snowcapped hemlocks, and disappeared in a sweeping curve down the hill. Behind
Halvorsen the rusted tin stack of his stove protruded smoking from a humped
rectangle like an Indian burial mound.


 Once, years
before, a house had stood on this crest, its second story overlooking the whole
long sweep of the hollow. Now all that was left was the basement, and over it,
covered in winter by the snow and in summer with a tentative creep of weed,
were six inches of soot and ash and fire-blackened brick. The clear area
between it and the road had once been lawn, garden, when there had been a woman
to want lawns and gardens.


 What was left was
good enough for the old man.


 His eyes narrowed
against the overcast light, the white monotone glow. He lifted his head toward
a point distant in the trees. Something caught his eye there and he smiled
slowly. He waved an arm and the raven started from the branch, cawing cynically
twice as it mounted into the sky.


 When it was well
clear he raised the rifle at last. Reached into his pocket, and flipped back
the bolt. A moment later he fitted the butt to his shoulder, eyes still fixed
on the distant trees.


 A deep-throated
boom like a cannon's shook snow from the hemlocks and jolted his chest. He
lowered the gun. As the report rolled back from the surrounding hills, slow and
sonorous, diminishing at last into far thunder, he slogged forward. Twenty
paces. Fifty. A hundred yards.


 The hole, large
as the tip of his little finger, lay in the upper left quadrant of the
four-inch bulls-eye, edges ragged with paper fibers.


 He pulled the
target down from the post and drew another from inside his coat. The wood
behind it was rotten, shattered to splinters with so many holes that, as he
pressed the tack into it, it yielded like rubber rather than solid oak. When
the new target was hung to his satisfaction, he turned and began plodding back
along his own trail toward the basement. He was about to go down again, looking
forward to the warmth, when the sound of a motor caught his attention. He
waited, looking down the road.


 A few minutes
later a red and white pickup shouldered its way around the bend, through the
uncleared drift. It snorted and dipped, threw snow as a speedboat throws water,
and stopped at last opposite him. A large plain woman in a green cloth coat got
out and waved.


 "Hello,
Alma," said Halvorsen.


 "It's cold,
isn't it," said his daughter. She reached back into the cab and lifted out
a grocery bag. She pushed her way through the snow toward him. Behind her the
truck idled, venting a pool of fog that expanded slowly in the cold air, creeping
along the ground after her. When she reached him they both hesitated, and then
she turned her red round face sideways to his. He leaned forward and kissed her
awkwardly, a full inch away from her cheek.


 He led the way
down. The steps were icy and he went slowly, holding the rifle close to his
side.


 "That Uncle
James's old gun?"


 "Uh
huh."


 "I heard it
coming up the hill. Surprised it still shoots."


 "Shoots
good," said Halvorsen. He opened the door. The dog was nowhere in sight.
"Good as I can hold anyways. Come on in. I got coffee on the stove."


 "I can't
stay long." She sat at the littered table while he searched for a cup and
cranked the hand pump and washed it. The coffee steamed. While she added sugar
and slow-flowing yellow condensed milk, he scraped his chair opposite hers.
They sat together. The stove whispered to itself with collapsing ash.


 "How's
things in town?"


 "Real busy.
Lots of people this year. Fred's doing a real good business at the
garage."


 "That's
good," said Halvorsen.


 "You ought
to come live in town," said his daughter. "Closer to us."


 "I like it
out here.  Anyhow, I get around enough."


 "I heard
about you finding that boy the other day."


 "Ralph tell
you?"


 "Not Ralph –
no." She shook her head slowly. "He doesn't come around the station,
or the house either. Him and Fred don't get along too good anymore. It's
terrible – isn't it? – about the boy, I mean. People don't have no respect for
each other anymore."


 "I guess
not."


 "And the
things you see on the news – it's just terrible."


 "Uh
huh."


 "How's
Jezebel?"


 "She's all
right."


 "Have you
fixed your pants yet?"


 "My
pants?"


 "You said
they were torn."


 He looked down at
his worn trousers. "Oh . . . no. I'll get to 'em this week."


 "Take them
off. I'll do them right now."


 "Dammit,
Alma! I said I'd do them myself!"


 "All right,
all right, Pa."


 They sat together
silently for a few more minutes, then she set down her cup. She had to go home,
get lunch on the table for Fred. She asked him to come down and eat with them.
It sounded like an invitation made and refused often before. He refused again
now.


 When his daughter
had left he went to the table and looked into the brown paper bag. She'd set it
there when she came in and neither of them had looked at it or referred to it.
Now he peered inside, then and reached in and pulled things out. Loaf of bread.
Macaroni. Some cans of soup and sausages and beans. A foil pack of Mail Pouch.
The local paper. He left the last two items on the table and gathered the rest
up and took them into one of the sealed-off rooms. It was small and earth-cold.
He put the food on a shelf. As he was about to leave he paused, looking up
toward the topmost shelf, up against the ceiling. The milled edge of a silver
dollar, just showing.  And beside it a pint bottle, ornate blue paper seal
unbroken. It’d be nice, he thought, to have a swallow of something warming. . .
.


 He shook his head
suddenly and turned and went back into the heated room, firmly shutting the
door to his makeshift pantry. He checked the stove and put in two split chunks
of beech from the pile in the corner, poured himself some more coffee, and sat
down in the chair. After a moment he got up again and searched around muttering
until he found his glasses on the reloading bench. He settled down again, and
shook out the paper.


 Inflation was
down, a trainload of some chemical had derailed out in the Midwest . . . his
slow blue eyes sifted down the page. Halfway to the bottom he stopped and began
to read.


 


 HUNTING
ACCIDENT VICTIM BURIED


 


 Aaron
Vincent Michelson, 17, son of Mrs. Anne Oleksa of Barnes Street, Raymondsville,
was buried yesterday in a graveside service at Willow Oaks Cemetery. Michelson
was the victim of a fatal hunting accident Monday in Mortlock Run, south of
Raymondsville.


 Hemlock
County Game Protector Ralph H. Sweet said today no new evidence had come to
light, but that his investigation of the accident would continue. "Most
hunters in our Pennsylvania woods, both local residents and our out-of-town
guests, are cautious and sportsmanlike individuals," he told Century
reporter Sarah Baransky. “They observe proper firearms handling procedures and
are careful about game identification. But we do have a few spoilers –
"slob hunters" – in our midst. The Michelson boy may have been the
tragic victim of one of these....


 


 He held the
paper, seeing again the inert, crumpled form on the snow; the boneless
earth-tending weight; the tense dead eyes.


 His grandson, he
thought, was not much of a "game protector." The old warden – what
was his name? – oh, yeah, Rhine, like the river, had been better, a real
hardnosed fella. Sometimes out in the woods, with jacklighters and all, you had
to be. Not that Ralph was soft, exactly. It was something else. Like this
newspaper story. His grandson seemed to be letting the incident slide, trying
to grease it over and get on with what the local merchants and the City Council
saw as the real business
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