Shoot

By Gabrielle Darling

It’s dark and quiet, the wind doesn’t even whistle through the trees. The whole forest is asleep - the owls have come to nest and the turkeys are hiding in the thick clumps of pines. Everything is still except for the occasional rustle from where my father and I sit. Our backs are wedged firmly into the trees and neither one of us move as we survey the leaf covered ridge ahead of us. Rays of light slowly hit the trees, casting a glimmer on the wet leaves along the forest floor. My dad leans comfortably into the rough bark, his mask pulled tightly up to his chin. The gun sits firmly but calmly in his hands, the barrel leans out across his chest, tilted slightly upwards so no mistakes can be made. It fits him, this long metal and wood instrument, fits his large rough hands and broad chest. It doesn’t make him shrink and cave under its weight, even as he appears to be dozing in the early morning light. I know the second there’s movement the stock will be locked firmly against his shoulder and the barrel will sight his target into place, one quick fluid stroke and it’ll be ready. His camouflage fits well and he blends into the background even from where I sit next to him. The only thing that lets me know he’s still there is the deep slow breathing and the occasional blink of his eyelids.  I stare at the stock of the gun, the part that fits into my shoulder, scared to death of the forceful kick that will knock me back into the trees if I get the chance to shoot something myself. I wish I would grow a little faster, just enough to be able to take the shock of a hit or be able to lift this machine easily. When I stagger under its weight it’s hard to know if I’m ready for it.

**

“Pull it in tight,” my dad instructs me, stepping behind and cramming the stock into my thin and bony shoulder. I pull it in as tightly as I can manage and attempt to raise the gun to my target – a lonely little pork n’ beans can sitting on a fencepost about ten yards away. It’s heavy; the barrel keeps drooping to the ground every time I raise it. I spread my legs apart in an attempt to give myself leverage, knowing that when I’m sitting I won’t have this luxury. 

“Good, now take your time,” he says stepping away to stand at the side. He crosses his arms and watches, standing perfectly still as he waits for me to pull the trigger. He might stand still, but he’s excited.  I can hear it in his voice, in his mind there’s already an eight point buck standing in front of me. I’ve only got to pull one little lever for it to be mine. He’s so proud that his eldest is finally old enough to go hunting, something that made his own year when he was a kid. To go out and bullshit with his brothers and friends about the size of their bucks and does, sharing hunting stories and mishaps with the old timers, feeling a part of a warm circle of friends and finally being able to take his place among them. 

The effects of this event sound wonderful, but I’m not there yet and itchy trigger finger I do not posses. I stare down the barrel trying to line the little nub at the end with my target and hold it there for more than three seconds. It’s heavy and my arm and shoulder ache with the weight of the gun. A breeze whips up and the can shivers and jitters as I line up on it. I try to imagine what it’s like to have a living breathing creature on the end. It’s hard to be excited when there’s a life on the end of this machine. 

I mumble “I’m sorry,” and yank back on the trigger. The gun blows backward into my shoulder and the can flies into the air, doing a perfect flip before landing with a dent on the ground. I reload immediately, popping the old casing out and pushing in a new one, just as I’ve been taught. My hands are shaking and my shoulder aches though, making it impossible to fit the smooth shell into the chamber. My dad walks over and gives me a hand, helping me to pop it in. 

“When we get to the woods, you won’t feel any of that, your adrenaline will take care of it all,” he tries to comfort. I only half believe him, I know my adrenaline will be going, but probably not for the same reasons. My eyes look at the can resting on the ground, there’s a perfect hole in the tin and it’s caved itself in from the impact. Just let it be quick, I pray. I glance at my dad, not sure how to phrase my concerns.

“Dad, what do we do if I injure it?” I ask. 

He takes the gun from me and looks down the barrel. “If you line up on it, you shouldn’t miss,” he replies. “It’s a solid gun that requires a solid target and you’re a good shot.” He gestures to the can convulsing on the ground. 

“Still,” I mumble looking at the can weaving haphazardly in the mud as the wind pushes it around.

He looks at me as I stand there rubbing my aching shoulder, trying to stand up straight, but even the breeze jostles my thin frame around. He nods and points to the dense patch of brown striking into the horizon, it’s the woods we’ll be hunting in a few days from now.

“You look for a blood trail and track in through the woods,” he begins, kneeling down and jostling a few brown leaves with his boot. “It should leave a few drops every couple of feet on the leaves.”

I nod as he puts a hand on my shoulder and points at the ground as though we’re following one now. “When we find it you finish the kill – make it clean and put it out of its pain. Then do better next time.”

He smiles reassuringly. “I’ve injured a couple of deer myself and it’s a messy job, but you always finish it. You don’t let it wander in pain if you can help it.”

I nod and he stands, handing the gun back to me. 

“Try it one more time,” he says pointing to the fencepost this time. 

I lift it again and take aim.

“Be confident, you can make a clean kill. Just don’t hesitate.”

I take a deep breath and pull back on the trigger. 

**

The sun has brightened the woods considerably, everything turning pale yellow and white as it slowly arcs into the sky. I’ve forgotten what it’s like to be up here, to hike along the cool trails and play in the creeks. It seems an age since the last time I came here. My dad’s head slowly turns and he shifts the gun carefully. He nudges me and points towards the gulley. At first I don’t see anything but the same ragged trees and leaf strewn floor. Suddenly the branches shift and change. A buck strides into the morning light. I hold my breath and freeze, praying he won’t see us.

His muscles ripple and the sunlight hits his antlers as he proudly steps along the rocks and crevices of the creek bed. He stops in front of a tree, disappearing for a moment as he pauses and scours the ground for greenery. My dad nudges me again and I pull the gun up, managing to raise one of my knees to support the barrel. It’s awkward, being crunched around this device, trying to support it and stay upright, while its weight crushes me. The buck steps out and freezes between two trees, perfectly framed and perfectly still. I lean over the top of the gun lining up on my target. I try to fit my fingers into the trigger, but the fabric of the gloves won’t fit. Slowly I rip off my gloves and roll the sleeves backwards, hoping the buck won’t have moved.  He’s still framed between the two trees, although he drops his head and paws the ground, obviously picking up on my movement.

My dad is still, waiting for me to line up and be ready. After a moment the buck turns to the side – a perfect set-up. I take a deep breath and lean my face against the smooth wood of the stock, sighting my target. The gun is drawn tightly into my shoulder. 

“Shoot,” my dad whispers. “Shoot!”

The throat of the deer ripples under his glossy fur. He inhales deeply then exhales a thick white mist that floats upward and tangles in his antlers. He’s antsy and shuffles the ground impatiently. Just behind his front leg I can make out the subtle movement of a heartbeat. It’s quick and fast-paced, full of adrenaline and anxiety, he’s sensed us now. My own heart beats along with his as I take aim at the rhythm. The trigger is on my finger before I know it and I’ve yanked back. The gun goes off, but I don’t hear it. I don’t feel the shoulder ripping kick as I stare down the barrel at my target. There’s a dusty poof in front of us and when it clears the deer is gone. I reload quickly, stand up, and point the gun upwards all the while feeling numb. Knowing I’m not going to shoot, my dad moves forward and examines the area. In front of us is a broken branch from one of the trees framing the deer and below that a triple skip mark. After some digging my dad recovers the very same bullet I’ve just shot. He turns and grins. I blow air out of my cheeks feeling them heat up and turn to look in the direction the deer has fled. 

“Shoot,” I mutter.
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