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Buck and Doe

Bill held the knife. I held the book.
“Cut a slit from the deer’s breastbone to the anus, taking care not to 

puncture the bladder,” I read. My fingers stiffened in the wind. Steam 
rose off the guts as they hit the driveway. The moon shone off the 
snow.

He had me hold a hoof. I looked into the body cavity. One side of 
the ribcage had a red star; the rest was untouched. 

I’d met Bill ten months before at a folk festival in Saratoga, halfway 
between my apartment in Boston and his house in the North Country. 
Growing up in metro New York, all I knew about “upstate” was that 
they voted Republican and got a lot of snow. Bill, twenty-eight, had 
moved back to teach after getting a master’s degree. 

“It’s a great place to raise a family,” he said. 
“Doesn’t sound like a great place to find someone to raise a fam-

ily with,” I said, twenty-three and freshly done with my college boy-
friend. 

But three weeks later, I took the bus to Burlington, wrangling 
my cervical cap in the tiny bathroom; six weeks after that, we drove 
through separate snowstorms to meet again in Saratoga. We got a 
room in a Route 9 motel with white-and-green clapboard, snow piled 
to the eaves. 

The next day Bill brought me to his $19,000 house with a view of 
Canada. Mingling in town: prison guards, professors, small-town boys, 
back-to-the-landers, NPR staff. He was redoing the second story, so we 
slept on the futon in the living room, under a fleece blanket. My butt 
froze when the woodstove died; it woke me up. 

We went camping. I bought a car from a friend for $50. The towns 
scrolled: Warrensburg, North Creek, Blue Mountain Lake, Tupper Lake, 
hairpin turn into South Colton. He played his mandolin for me as we 
drove around Black Lake, windows open and the sun beating down. He 
emailed, “I think of your homemade pizza and heirloom tomato salad 
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and my toes curl with lust.” He stood up in the clawfoot tub, bath water 
streaming down his perfect body. 

In late September 001, we sat in his truck in Hudson, ny and dis-
cussed my future. (He couldn’t move, of course; a master’s degree 
wouldn’t net a college teaching job in Boston.) I could get a folklore 
grant and write, he said. The sun set and the moon rose; we were each 
two hundred miles from home and I couldn’t get out of the truck. Oh 
my God, I thought. I am going to spend the rest of my life with this man 
because I cannot get out of the truck.

In December, I stood in the college bookstore—a vast converted 
barn—reading a New York magazine article about failed post-9/11 ro-
mances. One woman ended hers when she realized she spent as much 
on a pair of shoes as her mountain man spent on a fence. I looked 
down at my hiking boots and smirked. 

Then it was five p.m., and the bookstore closed, and I had nowhere 
to go. 

The week before Christmas, I ate enchiladas, satay, and teriyaki at his 
boss’s annual venison party. It conflicted with the cd release show of 
one of my favorite bands, but “you’d rather see some band than spend 
time with me?” Bill asked. And anyway I was going to stay through 
New Year’s.

At the end of the month, I saw his band play a contra dance full of 
jumping parents and kids. Coming home in the warm truck cab, we 
saw lights askew ahead. Bill pulled over. A kid stood, shell-shocked, by 
his crumpled car hood. On the salty pavement a deer shuddered, then 
lay still. 

Bill gestured as if he were an old-timer, not a biology professor. “I’d 
be happy to take care of that for you,” he said.

Cold, I climbed back in the truck. Why don’t you just leave it by the 
side of the road? I thought. The amps are in the back. You’re getting blood 
on the amps.

Driving, he gloated. “You know what we’re doing now is illegal? It’s 
illegal to transport an untagged deer.” Bill had gone hunting that year 
but (unlike his boss) bagged nothing. I must have laughed, flattering 
him a bit, asking practical questions, pretending I’d known his motive 
all along. Back home, I teased him: “I naturally thought that since you 
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were going hunting this fall, you’d know what to do with the deer once 
you got it.”

He bristled. “Well I haven’t bagged a deer in ten years and that was 
with my uncle, so go inside and get the book.”

Bill cut out the tenderloins and hung the carcass, setting the deer head 
on a woodpile. He fried the tenderloins up with soy sauce and ginger. 

As I walked in and out, I’d give the furry deer head a pat. Its beady 
eyes reminded me of my childhood teddy bear. Only the dried tongue 
hanging half out disrupted the illusion.

We butchered the deer the night before Bill drove me back to Bos-
ton. You could bring your deer to a guy in town who’d do the whole 
thing for you—parts packaged in Saran Wrap and Styrofoam, like the 
supermarket—but Bill wanted to do it himself, at least the first time. I 
looked out front; he and his friend Josh were smoking pot while wield-
ing the electric saw. Boys. 

Josh left. We hunkered down for another five hours. I cut the dank 
meat into smaller and smaller pieces, trimming off the silverskin. I 
sharpened Bill’s hunting knife until shavings fell to the floor. 

Finally Bill taped the freezer door shut. Some meat didn’t fit; he left 
a bag for Josh and threw the deer head into the woods. We sprawled on 
the couch, staring at the woodstove, connected. It was after two a.m. As 
a child, I dressed up as Laura Ingalls Wilder, folding my mother’s old 
straw hat to make a sunbonnet. I remembered the shock on Bill’s face 
the preceding July when he found out I didn’t know how to make a fire, 
and the fight afterwards. 

I imagined calling my family down in Westchester. “You ate road-
kill?” they’d say, scandalized. “Waste not want not,” I’d chirp. “It was 
delicious.” 

The next day Bill drove me back to Boston. Six-and-a-half hours. 
He didn’t say a word to me. Once I rested my hand on his knee. He kept 
his eyes on the road. I took my hand back.

Phone call. Bill and I disagreed about capital punishment in schools. 
“You don’t know how the real world works,” he said.

Bill’s new bluegrass band played the Strawberry Fields café. “Hey!” 
said Larry the Landlord. “Where’ve you been hiding out? I haven’t seen 
you in weeks.” He thought I lived there. 
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We ground the venison with pork and sage to make sausage. It 
mixed well with the maple syrup left on my plate.

I set my book down on the bedside table and nestled up to him. My 
cheek cupped his shoulder perfectly. He read. I turned over and faced 
the wall. Don’t be manipulative, I told myself. He hates it when you’re 
manipulative. Finally I rolled back around. His hand dropped abstract-
edly and strokes my hair. Which is when I really started crying.

A rare job opportunity fell through. Bill sat quietly. “Maybe it’s for 
the best,” he said.

I thought of the missing deer head when I walked in or out.
At  a.m. Bill found me in the bathroom. He knelt and took my 

hands. “Don’t cry,” he said. “Please, don’t cry. Come back to bed. I love 
you. Don’t cry.” He was crying too. I thought: after he makes me break 
he can remember he loves me. 

I sat at a teetery table in Worcester, the white winter light glaring. 
“We love each other so much,” I told my friend, cupping my hands 
around my cup. “We have to be able to make it work. We love each 
other so much.” Coffee spilled into the saucer.

In April, I visited him for my birthday in a thousand-mile rent-a-
wreck. (My car had died.) He scraped his barely-touched dinner into 
the trash. We planted trees along the driveway. I took a picture of him 
sitting in his camp chair, gazing at blue Canada on the horizon. 

That night, when he talked home repair with a neighbor, something 
snapped. I ran out of the neighbor’s house and up to his bedroom, 
curling up on the family loveseat I’d lent him. Then I checked Map-
quest to see if the car’s remaining mileage would cover a trip to my 
parents’ house. Bill came back and stroked my damp hair. We slept 
naked, holding hands. 

Bill stopped me as I loaded my things into the car in the morning. 
He parceled out some deer meat from the freezer. “Here,” he said. “It’s 
yours.” Then he handed me a jar of homemade maple syrup and said, 
“Happy birthday.” 

He stood on the front step and looked into my eyes. His were blue 
with flecks of khaki green, clear and muddy. I gripped the bag with my 
deer meat. 

“I know this isn’t the end of the road for us,” he said.
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Back in Boston, I poured the syrup on pancakes. I cooked some of 
the meat with ginger and soy sauce. I wanted to cook the rest differ-
ently. Before I could figure something out, the meat went bad. 
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