First Date

My mother’s gun is a .257 Roberts. It’s a sporting rifle with a scope and a Mauser action, capable of accelerating a hundred-grain .25 caliber bullet  to three thousand feet per second. It is accurate to a thousand yards, even though in the mountains around our home, a thousand-yard shot is often the start of a long day of climbing up or down to an elk or deer, gutting and hanging the carcass, walking back to the pasture for a horse,  riding a pack saddle back up to the meat,  and packing it out, sometimes in daylight, sometimes not. 
I’ve passed up shots I could have made and made shots I should have passed up. Once when a bull elk was running a half-mile across a deep canyon from me,  I put the crosshairs of the .257 between his antlers and squeezed the trigger.  I found the bullet lying free on his tongue. That elk came out in the daylight, but it was daylight of the next day.


I have the gun because my mother quit hunting one day when she and my father were out road hunting and drove by a small buck standing in a roadside meadow. My mother said that when she looked into the buck’s eyes through the scope she found herself unable to pull the trigger. She handed the gun back to my father—it had been his gift to her at the start of their marriage—who in an act of complete wisdom said the buck was her deer if it was anybody’s and he wouldn’t kill it for her.  They came home without a deer. 


Later that fall, when I was twelve and old enough to officially hunt with my father, the .257 was the gun I carried.  However misguided it might seem now, I looked at carrying my mother’s gun as proof that I had completed a rite-of-passage into manhood. I thought of myself as a man—a twelve-year-old man, but a man nonetheless—who was good with a rifle. Thirty odd years later, I realize that if there was any rite of passage connected with me getting that gun, it had little to do with me. In the complicated few days between the evening my parents came home without a deer, and the evening my father went out alone and brought one back, boundaries were redrawn between them, and their marriage became a  happier and more spacious place for both of them.


But  it took me a while to see that the gun wasn’t  the key to manhood I thought it was. That understanding occurred at the age of fourteen, when I brought the gun along on my first date.


 In the early sixties the valley was a place where land with river frontage and a view of the Sawtooth mountains could still be purchased for a few hundred dollars an acre.  It had yet to become a National Recreation Area, and trophy houses had yet to spring up in its meadows and on its hilltops.  The jobs available in Stanley paid little.  The people who held them were quite often people down on their luck, who drove into town in big old cars with cracked windshields and ruptured mufflers, who took dishwashing and irrigating and sawmill jobs for six weeks or a month—sometimes only for as long as it took to get a headgasket or a water pump replaced—and then left for the higher pay that could be had in Boise or Portland or Salt Lake. There were two distinct communities in the valley then, the people who had property there, who were permanent, and the people who worked for them, who weren’t.  Now the workers stay through the winters and the people whose houses they caretake drive their sport utilities up and down Highway 75 for a few weeks every summer.   


But the summer I was fourteen the old woman who managed the cafe at the Stanley Club—the old Stanley Club, with the wagon wheel railings out front, before it burned down—brought along her niece Corinna, who was just my age, to waitress for her. Corinna, according to the town gossips, was with her aunt because of a bad home.


Corinna had dark hair and smooth skin and bright blue eyes and a quick unhappy smile that showed white and even teeth. She was , to my fourteen-year-old eyes, amazingly grown up. She looked ten years older than I did, and it wasn’t just her makeup that made her look that way. A deep anger and toughness lay beneath the liberal curves of her body. I could tell you now about the bad home she came from, but then I didn’t have a clue. I just thought she was beautiful and mysterious.  I also thought that if she ever were to start thinking of me the way I was thinking of her, we would probably get married and go to high school together.


I began to spend time in the Stanley Club when Corinna was working. I had gotten my driver’s license that summer. Every other day I would drive my father’s Jeep —which I had use of until he needed it for trapping in the fall—down the valley to town, where I would spend my fence-building money on  hamburgers and cokes.  Other men ate at the Stanley Club because of Corinna, but they were all twenty or twenty-five years old, and Corinna’s aunt would run them off the minute they asked her out. 


I was tolerated, perhaps because I was fourteen, perhaps because the look of stupid fascination on my face had entertainment  value, perhaps because my future looked less harmful than those of the men who sat on either side of me at the counter. When I finally got nerve enough to ask Corinna for a date, somewhere in the middle of July, she said yes. 


“Where will we go?” she asked.  There wasn’t a lot to do in Stanley if you were fourteen, especially in the daylight, and I couldn’t drive after dark.  Corinna had been able to get into the bars until her aunt  told all the bartenders how old she was.


“We’ll go hunting,” I said.


Corinna looked at me skeptically. But whatever I had to offer was better than sitting in her aunt’s cabin after her morning shift, watching snowy Boise soap operas on a nine-inch black-and-white set.


“Bring some beer,” she said.



My parents gave up early on the idea that I would turn out like them at all.  They knew—and know—that religious fundamentalist parents end up raising homosexuals, pacifist parents end up with pictures of Marines on their mantles,  the children of doctors end up as ski bums, ranchers raise environmental activists, environmental activists raise religious fundamentalists. It’s a near-universal process, and only the ignorant or the foolish blame parents for deliberately crafting the people their children become.


Which is to say that my parents shouldn’t be blamed for deliberately creating me, or more specifically, me as a fourteen-year-old in a four-wheel-drive vehicle, with a high-powered rifle in the gun rack and fifty rounds of ammunition and two six-packs of beer on the floorboards, and a fourteen-year-old girl in the passenger seat. 


At that time there was a store in the valley where you could buy beer if you had the money and were tall enough to put it on the counter. The day of our date, Corinna’s aunt was working a double shift. I stopped at the store on my way into town and bought two six-packs of Coors.  I had told my parents I was going rockchuck hunting, leaving out the parts about Corinna and the beer. Rockchuck hunting was an accepted family prelude to elk season, even if it did mean killing animals that were not going to be eaten.


After picking Corinna up at her aunt’s cabin, I drove the Jeep out of Stanley and across the Valley Creek Bridge to the rocky slope under the bluff that sits a quarter-mile north of town. It’s an area of houses now, houses that sit on flat gouges in the hillside, but then the only mark of human habitation was the Stanley cemetery. I parked the Jeep where we had a clear view of the rocks. Corinna had opened a beer the moment  she got in the Jeep, and she got out and climbed onto the hood with it and leaned back against the windshield.


At that stage in my drinking career I didn’t think I liked beer—since then I’ve realized I just don’t like Coors—and I had an idea it might affect my marksmanship.  I waved away the beer she opened for me, and sat in front of her on the bumper of the Jeep, waiting for movement in the rocks above.


“I’ve never been on a date like this before,” said Corinna, about the time I found a rockchuck in my crosshairs.


I couldn’t think of an intelligent reply.  “There’s one,” I said, and pulled the trigger.


The gunshot echoed off the rocks and only a little later, off the buildings of Stanley. Corinna gave a little yelp.  Where the rockchuck had been  was a drifting cloud of green mist, the remains of the grass it had been eating that morning.


“That’s disgusting,” Corinna said. “Why don’t you just come up here and have a beer?”


But I couldn’t. A horrible self-consciousness had come over me. I found myself looking over my own shoulder, and I didn’t like what I saw. The success of the whole afternoon had depended on her approving of my killing rockchucks, and maybe on her killing a couple herself. But she didn’t approve. She didn’t see the hidden connections between a rockchuck slaughter and nurturing family, meat on the table, a safe place in the world. I suddenly knew that the easy conversations we had had in the Stanley Club cafe—mostly  one-sided, about my starting high school and what sort of job I would have after college—were over. She was drinking a second beer and looking at me through critical eyes and seeing, I thought, a little boy with a gun.


Unfortunately, I was also a  little boy with no idea of how to act on his first date except some preconceptions that were proving horribly wrong. I had an idea I might present her with the dead rockchuck as a sort of trophy, and I ran up into the rocks after it, but when I got to where it had been, I couldn’t find any identifiable pieces.


By the time I got back to the gun, a second rockchuck appeared atop a rock and since I didn’t know what else to do, I shot it.


“Stop that!” said Corinna.  “He didn’t do anything to you.”

“He’s a rockchuck,” I said.


“Come here,” she said. I reluctantly put the gun in the cab of the Jeep and climbed up on the hood beside her. She handed me another open beer.  


“I’m three ahead of you,” she said.  “You’d better catch up.”


I wordlessly choked down a beer, and when I saw that she was still three ahead of me, another. 


Then Corinna said, “Well, you’ve got me where you want me.”  She kissed me and took off her shirt. Corinna had come with preconceptions too,  even if it wasn’t her first date.


“You should put that back on,” I said,  and not just because I realized at that moment that the hidden connections Corinna was following led to a place in the world that was not safe. I was also looking up over the top of the Jeep to where the deputy sheriff for the south end of Custer County was slowly driving his cruiser down the dirt road toward us.  Beside him, in the passenger seat, was Corinna’s aunt.


Corinna got her shirt back on just in time  for her aunt and the deputy to grab her and put her in the back of the cruiser. 


“You stay right here, son,” said the deputy.  “Don’t you move an inch.”  He drove Corinna and he aunt back across Valley Creek and into town.  He was back in two minutes.  He looked into the cab of the Jeep, and reached in and grabbed the other six-pack. 

“Where’d you get the beer?” he asked.

I told him.

 
He nodded.  “You get the hell home,” he said. “Right now.”  He looked in the Jeep again. “Nice gun,” he said.


“It’s my mom’s,” I said.


My father never  mentioned my first date, except to suggest that there might be places to hunt rockchucks a little further from the center of Stanley. I quit going into town for lunch. I didn’t buy any more beer that summer. The deputy stopped me on the highway one day, checked my learner’s permit, looked behind the seats in the Jeep, handled the gun in the gun rack, and asked me if I wanted to sell it.  I told him no and he let me go.


 Corinna was not so lucky.  She was, I heard,  suddenly allowed to date twenty-five-year- olds. She finally settled on one of them, a grinning little guy named Eddie who washed dishes at the Rod and Gun Club and drove an old Cadillac that blew smoke and had plywood for rear side windows. She left town with him in August and that was the last time I  saw her. I heard later that she was having  a baby and that she and Eddie got married.  A girlfriend said she was living in a trailerhouse in Wyoming while Eddie looked for work in the uranium mines around Flaming Gorge. 


That fall, I killed a deer on my fifteenth birthday, but there was little manhood in the act.  I had learned that the magic can fall out of things, and that you can be involved in rites of passage that turn out to be all about somebody else. I had learned that Corinna’s toughness wasn’t much armor against the dangers she faced. And I had figured out that the reason I hadn’t gotten in trouble for buying beer was either that the store owner would have gotten in much bigger trouble for selling it to me, or that the deputy liked Coors.


 For a  while I had been young enough to be able to see myself as an adult. But by the end of my fifteenth year I realized my status was more ambiguous. Hidden connections, more than I ever suspected, lay between the structures of my world. My father’s life as a trapper and as a fishing and hunting guide, for instance, required doctors and lawyers and financiers, and the complex imaginary universe of science and law that gave their lives meaning. For a few days, his job was to maintain their illusion that a simple life grounded in the real was possible.  His clients gave him real cash to maintain that illusion. Almost all of who I was had been formed by a studied unreality.


And that is why I brought a gun along on my first date.


Late one afternoon that November, when I was accompanying my father on his trapline out Valley Creek, we came upon  a tree he used as a landmark for mink and marten sets. The tree was memorable because set into its trunk was a black-and-white photograph covered by Plexiglas.  Bark had healed around the picture and framed it with smooth living tissue. It was a wonder, a window, a passage into memory.


The picture was of a man in uniform and a woman in a cotton print dress, and a naked child.


That fall, for the first time, I realized that the bark would eventually cover the picture.  Half of the man was covered already, and I understood that there would be a moment in the future when I might look closely at a dimple in the bark of the tree and see, at the bottom of it, an eye. 


Then I remembered that the people in the photograph were no longer young. The child was older than me by a decade.  The Second World War could have ripped the man and woman apart forever.  Either one of them could be dead of a bad heart or alcohol or cancer or grief or craziness.  Or they could be alive and old enough to have forgotten they had ever framed a photograph with a tree.


It was not hard, in that moment, to see Corinna and Eddie and his Cadillac framed by bark, caught smiling in  the bright flash of good luck turning bad.  It was not hard to see my father, unbelievably young, preserved by Plexiglas, presenting my mother—a girl— with the gift of a rifle. It was not hard to imagine a boy, in shades of gray, sitting at a counter at the Stanley Club restaurant, waiting for Corinna’s shift to end. And I could see all those things covered by years, marked only by a small fading scar in a tree trunk.


We checked some traps and collected the drowned animals caught in them and threw their bodies in the back of the Jeep. We drove toward Stanley in near darkness. Little bits of frost fell through the beams of our headlights. I held the loaded .257 between my knees, waiting for a deer in the road, as there was still room in the freezer for another one, and we both believed that killing one this late in the year could be an act of salvation, because things out there sometimes starved to death before spring.  
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