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H e ' s  o u t  e a r l y .  O n  f o o t .  C r o s s i n g  t h e  p a s t u r e  b e h i n d  t h e  h a l l -

d i v i d e d  f a r m h o u s e  b u i l t  b e f o r e  h e  w a s  b o r n .  S i x t y - t w o  n o w ,  a n d  a t  

t h a t  a g e  w h e n  h e  h a s  g i v e n  u p  t h e  d a y - t o - d a y  o f  p u t t i n g  f o o d  o n  t h e  

t a b l e  f o r  h i s  f o u r  c h i l d r e n — g r o w n  n o w  a n d  o n  t h e i r  o w n — a n d  f e e d  i n  

t h e  t r o u g h s  f o r  t w o - h u n d r e d  h e a d  o f  c a t t l e ,  l i k e  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e i r  

o w n  w a y ,  a n d  t h e  t h r i l l  o f  l o v i n g  w o m e n  a f t e r  d a r k .  F r e e  n o w  t o  f i g h t  

f o r  p r i n c i p l e s  b o r n  f r o m  p r i n t .  T h o u g h  t h a t ' s  n o t  q u i t e  r i g h t  e i t h e r ;  

h e ' s  s t i l l  s t r o n g ,  t h o u g h  l e a n ,  t o u g h  a n d  t e m p e r a m e n t a l ,  s t i l l  

p h y s i c a l  i n  t h e  o l d  w a y .  N o t  t h i n k i n g  i n  t e r m s  o f  w h a t ' s  p o l i t i c a l  s o  

m u c h  a s  p r a c t i c a l .  E x c e p t  f o r  l a s t  s u m m e r  w h e n  h e  h a d  p r o b l e m s  w i t h  

t h e  I R S .  H e ' d  l i k e  t o  p u t  a  f a c e  t o  t h a t  n a m e ,  M r .  I R S ,  a n d  . j u s t  

o n c e ,  h e ' d  l i k e  t o  b e s t  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t .  

H e  s h i f t s  t h e  b a r r e l  o f  h i s  r i f l e  f r o m  l e f t  t o  r i g h t  s h o u l d e r ,  

g a z i n g  u p  w i t h  e l e c t r i c  g r e e n  e y e s  a t  t h e  b l u i n g  s k y .  A  p l a s t i c  

g a l l o n  . j u g  s w i n g s  f r o m  a  l e n g t h  o f  c o r d  t i e d  t o  o n e  b e l t  l o o p  a n d  

f l o p s  a g a i n s t  h i s  r i g h t  l e g .  L o n g  s t r i d e s  i n  c a l f - h i g h ,  l a c e - u p  

b o o t s ,  k h a k i  p a n t s  a n d  a  w o r n  g r e e n  s h i r t  w i t h  s l e e v e s  r o l l e d  o n  

m u s c u l a r  t a n n e d  a r m s .  H e  u s e d  t o  b e  s i x - f o o t - f o u r ,  h e  u s e d  t o  h a v e  

f u l l  s a n d y  h a i r ;  n o w  h e  i s  s i x - f o o t - t w o  a n d  h i s  h a i r  i s  t h i n n i n g  l i k e  

w i n t e r  g r a s s .  S t i l l ,  h e  i s  h a n d s o m e  a n d  p r o u d ,  a  l a d i e s '  m a n  w h o  h a s  

l o v e d  o n l y  o n e  l a d y .  I n  a  m i n u t e  h e  w i l l  l o o k  d o w n ,  a f t e r  h e  p a s s e s  
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f r o m  t h e  o p e n  f i e l d  o f  s p l i t - t i p p e d  s m u t  g r a s s ,  t o  t h e  s o f t  g r a y  d i r t  

o f  t h e  b r a n c h  b a n k s .  C h e c k i n g  f o r  t r a c k s  o f  a  T e x a s  c o u g a r  i n  

S o u t h e a s t  G e o r g i a .  T h r e e  c a l v e s  l o s t  a l r e a d y .  H e  l o o k s  u p ,  h e  

l i s t e n s .  N o  s o u n d ,  s a v e  f o r  t h e  l o c u s t s  i n  t h e  s c r u b  o a k s  a n d  b l a c k  

g u m s  a l o n g  t h e  b r a n c h .  N o  h e l i c o p t e r s  ( F l o r i d a  G a m e  a n d  F r e s h  W a t e r  

F i s h  C o m m i s s i o n )  w h i p p i n g  t h e  w a r m  a i r .  A l l  w e e k ,  b l a c k  h e l i c o p t e r s  

h a v e  b e e n  s c o u t i n g  h i s  l a n d ,  s w e e p i n g  w e s t  f r o m  H i g h w a y  1 2 9  t o  t h e  

A l a p a h a  R i v e r ,  8 0 0  a c r e s  o f  t i m b e r  l a n d ,  p a s t u r e ,  a n d  s w a m p ,  i n  s e a r c h  

o f  o n e  o f  t h e  c o u g a r s  t a g g e d  a n d  r e l e a s e d  i n  N o r t h  F l o r i d a .  

T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h e  e x p e r i m e n t  i s  t o  t e s t  t h e  s u i t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  

s i t e  t o  s u p p o r t  a  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  p a n t h e r s  i n  t h e  f u t u r e ,  a n d  t o  

d e v e l o p  t e c h n o l o g y  a n d  t e c h n i q u e s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  p o p u l a t i o n . . .  T h e  

e x p e r i m e n t  u s e s  t h e  T e x a s  C o u g a r  b e c a u s e  w e  j u s t  d o n ' t  h a v e  e n o u g h  

F l o r i d a  p a n t h e r s  t o  e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h .  W e  u s e d  d i f f e r e n t  a g e s  a n d  s e x e s  

a n d  s o m e  t r a n s l o c a t e d  a n i m a l s ,  s o m e  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  w i l d  i n  T e x a s ,  a n d  

o t h e r s  b o r n  i n  c a p t i v i t y .  

I t  r e a d s  g o o d ,  i t  s o u n d s  g o o d ,  h u m a n e  a n d  h e l p f u l .  S o  d o e s  

W e i  fa r e .  S o  d o e s  t h e  I R S .  

A  r o o t y  s m e l l  a l o n g  t h e  r u n  o f  t h e  b r a n c h  a n d  w h a t  W i l t o n  

i m a g i n e s  i s  c a t .  O l d  t r a c k s ,  n o  d i r t  c l i n g i n g  t o  d e w y  b l a d e s  o f  b u l l  

g r a s s .  H e  f o l l o w s  t h e  w a l l o w i n g  b r o w n  w a t e r  w e s t  t h r o u g h  t h e  v a l l e y  

o f  t r e e s  w h e r e  o n  h i s  l e f t  t h e  f e n c e d — i n  p a s t u r e  i s  y e l l o w i n g  i n  t h e  

r i s i n g  s u n ;  a n d  b e y o n d ,  o n  t h e  h i l l ,  t h e  f a m i l y  c e m e t e r y  w i t h  i t s  

b l e a c h e d  h e a d s t o n e s  d e s i g n a t i n g  t h e  g r a v e s  o f  h i s  w i f e ,  h i s  m a m a  a n d  

d a d d y ,  a n d  t w o  g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  g r a n d p a r e n t s  a n d  k i n :  t h e  N o r t o n s .  W h e n  

h e  s p o t s  t h e  c o u g a r  t h i s  t i m e ,  h e  w i l l  s h o o t ;  n o  h o l d i n g  b a c k  b e c a u s e  

h e ' s  r e a d  i n  t h e  V a l d o s t a  H e r a l d  t h a t  k i l l i n g  o r  m a i m i n g  o n e  o f  t h e  
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t a q g e d  c a t s  i s  a  c r i m e .  H e  c a n n o t  r e c a l l  e x a c t l y  w h a t  t h e  f i n e  c i t e d  

b y  t h e  n e w s p a p e r  a m o u n t e d  t o ,  b u t  i t  s e e m s  i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l .  H e  i s  

q o i n q  t o  s h o o t  t h e  c o u g a r  a n y w a y ,  f i r s t  c h a n c e  h e  g e t s .  H e  h a s  m a d e  

u p  h i s  m i n d .  N o  m o r e  c a l l i n g  t h e  C o m m i s s i o n  t o  r e p o r t  t h e  c a t ,  n « - «  

m o r e  t r y i n g  t o  p e r s u a d e  t h e  v o i c e  o n  t h e  p h o n e  t h a t  t h e  t r a c k s  h e  h a s  

s e e n  a r e n ' t  d o q  t r a c k s .  A n  i n s u l t .  H e  h a s  l i v e d  i n  t h e s e  w u o d s  

G e o r g i a - s i d e  o f  t h e  G e o r g i a / F l o r i d a  l i n e — a l l  h i s  l i f e .  H e  k n o w s  a  

d o g  f r o m  a  c a t .  

F r e s h  t r a c k s  n o w ,  t h e  d a i s y - w h e e l  t r a c k s  o f  t h e  c a t .  B i g  a s  a  

b o y ' s  h a n d .  E y e i n g  t h e  h i c k o r i e s  a n d  l i v e o a k s  a l o n g  t h e  w e s t  r i d g e  o f  

p a s t u r e ,  h e  k e e p s  w a l k i n g ,  w a l k i n g  o v e r  t h e  p a w  p r i n t s  o f  t h e  c a t .  

P o w e r  i n  t h a t .  T h i s  i s  h i s  l a n d ,  l a n d  p a s s e d  d o w n  b y  h i s  d a d d y ,  l a n d  

p a s s e d  d o w n  t o  h i s  d a d d y ' s  d a d d y ,  f r o m  O l d  S a m u e l  b a c k  t h e r e  i n  t h e  

c e m e t e r y .  N o t  t h a t  W i l t o n  i s  s e n t i m e n t a l  h e  d o e s n ' t  t h i n k  t h a t  w a y  

b u t  t h e r e  i s  a  f e e l i n g  o f  d u t y  a n d  b e l o n g i n g  i n  o w n i n g ,  i n  k n o w i n g  

t h a t  a s  f a c t .  H e  f o l l o w s  t h e  t r a c k s  t o w a r d  t h e  r i v e r ,  w h e r e  h i s  

d w i n d l i n g  h e r d  o f  c a t t l e  i s  g r a z i n g  t h e  f e n c e d  b l o c k  o f  p a s t u r e  e a s t  

o f  t h e  r i v e r s w a m p .  H e ' s  a l r e a d y  s o l d  o f f  h a l f  h i s  h e r d  t o  p a y  t h e  I P S  

f o r  b a c k  t a x e s  h e  d i d n ' t  o w e ;  a n o t h e r  t h i r d  s o l d  t o  p a y  a  l a w y e r  w h o  

t r i e d ,  b u t  f a i l e d ,  t o  p r o v e  W i l t o n  d i d n ' t  o w e  w h a t  h e  d i d n ' t  o w e ,  

w h i c h  c i r c l e d  r o u n d  t o  h i m  o w i n g — w i t h  i n t e r e s t  a n d  p e n a l t i e s  n e a r l y  

t w i c e  a s  m u c h  a s  t h e y  s a i d  h e  o w e d  i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e .  

W h a t  w a s  s t r a n g e ,  w h a t  W i l t o n  c o u l d n ' t  g e t  o u t  o f  h i s  h e a d ,  w a s  

t h e  I R S  a g e n t ,  a  s t o c k y ,  s t e e l - e y e d  . j u n i o r ,  s e n t  t o  h i s  h o u s e  l a s t  

s u m m e r  t o  a s s e s s  W i l t o n ' s  " h o l d i n g s . "  T h a t  t h e  a g e n t  a c t u a l l y  « ~ a m e  

w a s  n o t  h a l f  s o  s t r a n g e  a s  h i s  c o m i n g  e a r l y  i n  t h e  m o r n i n g ,  d r i n k i n g  

W i l t o n ' s  s t r o n g  h o t  c o f f e e  i n  t h e  h i g h — c e i 1 i n g e d  k i t c h e n  w h i l e  

h e d g i n g  a b o u t  h o w  h e ' d  l i k e  t o  h e l p ,  b u t  f a c t s  a r e  f a c t s ,  c o m p u t e r s  
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d o n ' t  l i e ,  I R S  i s  I R S ,  a n d  h e  w a s  . j u s t  a n  a g e n t  d o i n g  h i s  j o b  l i k e  

a n y b o d y  e l s e — t h a t  k i n d  o f  s h i t .  H e  w o u l d  d o  w h a t  h e  c o u l d ,  h e  s a i d ,  

t o  c h e c k  i t  o u t .  T h e  P e o p l e  h a v e  t h e i r  r i g h t s .  A t l a n t a ,  c a l l  

A t l a n t a .  B u t  w h e n  W i l t o n  d i d  c a l l  h e  w a s  p u t  o n  h o l d  f o r  t h i r t y  

m i n u t e s ,  t h e n  c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  a n o t h e r  r o b o t i c  a g e n t  w h o  s p o u t e d  t h e  

s a m e  f i g u r e s  f r o m  t h e  s a m e  c o m p u t e r  f i l e .  W i l t o n  h a d  a s k e d  f o r  t h e  

t o p  m a n  a n d ,  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  t h i r t y  m i n u t e s ,  w a s  p a t c h e d  t h r o u g h  t o  a  

w o m a n  w h o  r e a d  o f f  t h e  s a m e  c o m p u t e r i z e d  f i g u r e s .  C o m p u t e r s  d o n ' t  

l i e .  I R S  i s  I R S ,  t h e  u n s e e n  G o d .  

W o u l d  b e  s o m e t h i n g ,  W i l t o n  t h i n k s ,  i f  t h a t  o l d  c o u g a r  . j u s t  

h a p p e n e d  t o  b e  s t a l k i n g  t h e  r i v e r  b a n k .  W o u l d  b e  s o m e t h i n g  i f  W i l t o n  

c o u l d  s h o o t  i t  a n d  r o l l  i t  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r ,  n o t  h a v e  t o  r u n  b a c k  h o m e  

f o r  h i s  p i c k u p  t o  l o a d  i t  u p  a n d  b u r y  i t  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  

F l o r i d a  l i n e .  H e  d o e s n ' t  e x p e c t  t h a t .  W h a t  h e  e x p e c t s  h e ' l l  h a v e  t o  

d o  i s  s h o o t  t h e  c a t  a n d  s t r i p  i t s  c o l l a r  a n d  t i e  i t  t o  t h e  m i l k  . j u g  

a n d  t o s s  i t  i n  t h e  r i v e r .  L e t  t h e  b l a c k  h e l i c o p t e r s  t r a c k  t h e  t a t t l e -

t a l e  t a g  d o w n  t h e  A l a p a h a ,  t o  t h e  S u w a n n e e ,  t o  t h e  s e a .  

O u t - s m a r t  t h e m ,  g e t  t h e m  o f f  h i s  b a c k .  B u t  l a t e l y  W i l t o n  i s  

f i n d i n g  h e  n e e d s  s o m e  c a u s e ,  s o m e t h i n g  t o  k e e p  h i m  g e t t i n g  u p  i n  t h e  

m o r n i n g ,  s o m e t h i n g  m e n t a l  a s  w e l l  a s  p h y s i c a l  t o  k e e p  f r o m  b o g g i n g  

d o w n  i n  b o r e d o m .  H e  i s  b u s y  e n o u g h ,  m o s t  o f  t h e  t i m e ,  t r u e ,  b u t  o f t e n  

h e  c a t c h e s  h i m s e l f  c o n s i d e r i n g  h i s  r i t u a l  o f  c h e c k i n g  f e n c e  l i n e s  a n d  

h a y i n g  c a t t l e  a n d  b a r g a i n i n g  w i t h  p u l p w o o d e r s  a n d  l o g g e r s :  I s  h e  o n l y  

p u t t i n g  d o w n  t r a c k s  o n  t h e  o l d  h o m e p l a c e  t i l l  h e  g e t s  t o  t h e  p o i n t  

w h e r e  h e ' l l  b e  b o d i l y  m o v e d  f r o m  t h e  h o u s e  t o  t h e  g r a v e y a r d ' : '  
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It is end of summer now and he tries to titillate himself with 

thoughts of fall, deer hunting and duck hunting, Thanksqivinq and 

Christmas holidays have always been his wife Ann's department. Not a 

fusser, Ann, but in her serene way secretly excited about the 

children and grandchildren coming home for a couple of days. Wilton 

secretly excited too, though he never showed it. She knew. She kept 

him g»_«ing that ways accepting that he both loved and liked both her 

and the children without him having to say so. He'd never thouqht 

about it till after she died. And though he misses her ritual 

ordering of the house centering the tufted flower motif on the white 

chenille bedspread, frying catfish and squirrels, raking scraps from 

her plate for the mice—catcher cats—what he misses most is her lonq— 

limbed healthy body (harboring cancer as secret as her excitement), 

her singy voice, her commanding without commanding. Truth is, if Ann 

had been alive, Wilton probably wouldn't have had that trouble with 

the IRS (Ann made out the checks, Ann wrote the letters, Ann handled 

the business calls). He feels timid thinking about the IRS. Truth is, 

he will die if he doesn't feel tough again. Tough by himself. Tough 

inside the house belonging to Ann, as well as outside in the fields 

and woods belonging to him. No more leaning on pampered women—though 

at times his body does crave another body—who likewise will pamper 

him. 

Passing into the damp shade of the swamp, he listens, walking 

easy, but hears only squirrels scamping up the pines and oaks. 

Sucking air through their teeth. A crow caws and another, a warning 

to either Wilton or the cat. So far, he hasn't laid eyes on the cat; 

so far, he has seen only signs of the cat. What if it is nothing but 

a bob cat as one of the agents has claimed? But Wilton knows better; 
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h e ' s  . j u s t  t e s t i n g  h i m s e l f .  S o m e t h i n g  h e  n e v e r  u s e d  t o  d o ,  b u t  n o w  

d o e s  o f t e n .  W h a t  r e a l l y  t i c k s  h i m  o f f  i s  s o m e  o f  h i s  n e i g h b o r s —  

m o s t l y  f a r m e r s — a r e  m o r e  a f r a i d  o f  t h e  C o m m i s s i o n  t h a n  t h e  c a t .  

T h e y ' r e  m a d  a s  h e l l  a b o u t  t h e  c o u g a r  p r o j e c t ;  t h e y  r a t t l e  o n  t o  e a c h  

o t h e r  a b o u t  w h a t ' s  n o t  f a i r ,  g a t h e r e d  a r o u n d  t h e  t a i l g a t e s  o f  t h e i r  

p i c k u p s ,  t h e n  g o  h o m e  a n d  p l o p  i n  t h e i r  r e c l i n e r s  t o  w a t c h  f o r  n e w s  

o f  t h e  p r o j e c t  o n  T V .  W i l t o n  h a s  t r i e d  t o  c o n v i n c e  t h e m  t h a t  t h e  c a t  

i s  f a c t ,  t h a t  t h e  " C o u g a r  P r o j e c t "  i s  t h e o r y .  T h i s  i s  w a r .  

W i t h  t h e  b i r d s  s i n g i n g  i n  t h e  m o s s y  o a k s ,  i t  i s  h a r d  f o r  W i l t o n  

t o  i m a g i n e  a  c o u g a r  c l o s e  b y .  B u t  h e  k n o w s  b e t t e r .  T h o u g h  t h e  t r a c k s  

h a v e  n o w  a n g l e d  o f f  t h e  t w o - p a t h  r o a d  t o  t h e  r i v e r ,  i n t o  t h e  l e v e l  

s t a n d  o f  h e a d - h i g h  r e e d s ,  h e  k n o w s  t h e  c o u g a r  i s  o u t  t h e r e .  H e  h o p e s  

s o .  H e  s t e a d i e s  t h e  r i f l e  b a r r e l  o n  h i s  r i g h t  s h o u l d e r ,  c r e e p i n g  o n  

t o w a r d  t h e  r i v e r  w h e r e  t h e  m u s s e l  s c e n t  o f  w i l l o w  r i d e s  t h e  e a s t -

b o u n d  b r e e z e .  H e  w a t c h e s  f o r  t h e  r e e d s  t o  p a r t ,  f o r  t h e  c r e a m  f u r  o f  

t h e  c a t  t o  s h o w — t h e  p u s s y - c a t  p i c t u r e  i n  t h e  n e w s p a p e r — b u t  o n l y  t h e  

b r e e z e  m o v e s  a m o n g  t h e  r e e d s .  W h e n  h e  l o o k s  d o w n  a g a i n ,  h e  i s  

s t a r t l e d  t o  s e e  t h a t  t h e  t r a c k s  h a v e  p i c k e d  u p  o n  t h e  r o a d  a g a i n ,  

i r r i t a t e d  t h a t  h e  h a s n ' t  b e e n  w a t c h i n g  f o r  t h e m  a n d  f o u n d  t h e i r  

s t a r t i n g  p o i n t .  U p  a h e a d ,  w h e r e  t h e  r o a d  c u r v e s ,  t h e  t r a c k s  c u r v e .  H e  

s t o p s ,  l i s t e n i n g ,  h e a r i n g  t h e  p u r l i n g  o f  t h e  r i v e r  b e y o n d  t h e  

t r e e l i n e .  T w i g s  s n a p p i n g  f r o m  w h a t  c o u l d  b e  a  d e e r ,  o r  a  s t r a y  

y e a r l i n g ,  o r  a  c o u g a r .  A g a i n ,  W i l t o n  b e l i e v e s  h e  s m e l l s  t h e  c a t ,  w a r m -

r i p e  a n d  s o u r .  T h e  k i n d  o f  s m e l l  t h a t  e v o k e s  a  c r e a m  c o l o r .  

T e x a s  c o u q a r s  h a v e  s e l d o m  b e e n  k n o w n  t o  a t t a c k  m a n .  O n l y  t w o  

d e a t h s  f r o m  c o u g a r  a t t a c k s  i n  t h e  l a s t  9 0  t o  1 0 0  y e a r s .  T h e  c h a n c e s  

o f  b e i n g  s t r u c k  b y  l i g h t e n i n g  a r e  a  w h o l e  l o t  b e t t e r -
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S t i l l ,  W i l t o n  c a n ' t  h e l p  g a z i n g  b e h i n d  a n d  a s i d e  f o r  t h e  c a t  h e  

f i q u r e s  w i l l  a t t a c k  a  h u m a n  i f  i t  w i l l  a t t a c k  a  c o w .  H e  h a s  n e v e r  

t h o u g h t  a b o u t  t h a t  b e f o r e ,  w i s h e s  h e  h a d n ' t  t h o u g h t  a b o u t  i t  n o w .  I s  

g l a d  n o b o d y  i s  a r o u n d  t o  s e e  h i m  p e e r i n g  w i d e - e y e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  

m y r t l e s  a n d  p a l m e t t o e s  n e s t l i n g  p i n e s .  

J u s t  a s  h e ' s  g e t t i n g  a  f i r m e r  g r i p  o n  t h e  r i f l e  s t o c k ,  h e  h e a r s  

t h e  u n m i s t a k a b l e  b e a t i n g  o f  h e l i c o p t e r  r u d d e r s  u p r i v e r .  T h e n  t h e i r  

m o s q u i t o - h a w k  s h a d o w s  f l o a t i n g  o v e r  t h e  g r a s s y  f l o o d p l a i n  b e t w e e n  t h e  

r i v e r  b a n k  a n d  t h e  s w a m p .  A  b l a c k  c l o u d .  T h r e e  c o p t e r s .  A l m o s t  o v e r  

h i m .  H e  d u c k s  u n d e r  c o v e r  o f  a  w i n d - w r u n g  h i c k o r y  a n d  w a i t s  f o r  t h e m  

t o  p a s s .  T h e y  k n o w  t h e  c o u g a r  i s  a r o u n d ,  o t h e r w i s e  w h y  w o u l d  t h e y  b e  

f l y i n g  o v e r  h i s  l a n d ?  A n d  l i k e  s o m e t h i n g  h a p p e n i n g  t h a t  c a n ' t  h a p p e n  

b e c a u s e  y o u ' v e  j u s t  t h o u g h t  i t ,  W i l t o n  s p i e s  t h e  c o u g a r  o n  t h e  r i v e r  

b a n k ,  m o r e  y e l l o w  t h a n  c r e a m ,  s l i n k i n g  n o r t h  w i t h  a  s p o t t e d  f a w n  i n  

i t s  m o u t h .  T h e  h e l i c o p t e r s  a r e  f a d i n g  i n  t h e  s o u t h ,  b u t  W i l t o n  

d e c i d e s  t o  w a i t ,  n o t  s h o o t  y e t ,  a n d  w a t c h  t h e  c o u g a r ,  w h i c h  a s  f a r  a s  

h e  c a n  t e l l  h a s n ' t  s p o t t e d  h i m .  P r o b a b l y  t h e  d e e r  s c e n t  a n d  r a c k e t  o f  

t h e  h e l i c o p t e r s  h a v e  a d d l e d  h i s  s e n s e s .  A  f e w  y a r d s  n o r t h ,  s t i l l  u n  

t h e  r i v e r  b a n k ,  t h e  c o u g a r  s p r a w l s  a n d  t e a r s  a t  t h e  s p o t t e d  h i d e  o f  

t h e  f a w n  w i t h  i t s  t e e t h ,  h o l d i n g  i t  h u m a n — l i k e  b e t w e e n  i t s  g r e a t  

p a w s .  N o t  f i f t y  y a r d s  f r o m  W i l t o n ,  w h o  c a n  p i c t u r e  a  b l o o d  s p o u t  

s p r i n g i n g  b e t w e e n  t h e  l i t  g o l d  e y e s  o f  t h e  c a t  f r o m  t h e  t h i r t y — o u g h t  

s h o t  o f  h i s  r i f l e .  

W h e n  t h e  s o u n d s  o f  t h e  l o c u s t s  c l a i m  t h e  h a r d  h u m  o f  t h e  

h e l i c o p t e r s ,  h e  r a i s e s  t h e  r i f l e  a n d  a i m s  a t  t h e  c a t ' s  h e a r t  f a c e ,  

b u t  j u s t  a s  h e  i s  a b o u t  t o  s h o o t ,  h e  h e a r s  t h e  t h u n d e r  o f  t h e  c o p t e r s  

c i r c l i n g  b a c k .  
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H e  r a i s e s  t h e  b a r r e l  o f  t h e  r i f l e  t o  t h e  s k y  a n d  s i t e s  t h e  b l a c k  

u n d e r b e l l y  o f  t h e  f i r s t  c o p t e r ,  c o n j u r i n g  a  S w a s t i k a  o f  b l o o d ,  t h e n  

t h e  s e c o n d  a n d  t h e  t h i r d ,  s t i l l  a i m i n g  a t  t h e  b l o w n — g l a s s  s k y  o f  

S e p t e m b e r  a f t e r  t h e  c o p t e r s  h a v e  j u d d e r e d  u p r i v e r  a g a i n -  W h e n  h e  

l o o k s  b a c k  a t  t h e  b a n k  f o r  t h e  c a t ,  h e  s e e s  o n l y  t h e  p r e s s e d  p a t c h  

o f  g r e e n  g r a s s  w h e r e  i t  h a d  s p r a w l e d -  T h e  s h o o k  b r a n c h e s  o f  t h e  t r e e s  

a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r  b a n k  a r e  s e t t l i n g  l i k e  s a n d  i n  w a t e r -  L o c u s t s  h u m .  A  

d o v e  c o o s .  

H e  s t e p s  o u t  f r o m  t h e  f l o c k e d  s h a d e  o f  t h e  h i c k o r y  a n d  c r e e p s  

t o w a r d  t h e  r i v e r  b a n k  w h e r e  t h e  c o u g a r  h a s  p r o b a b l y  s k u l k e d  l o w  w i t h  

t h e  f a w n -  L o o k i n g  d o w n  a t  t h e  i n k y  f l o w i n g  w a t e r ,  h e  s e e s  o n l y  c r e g s  

a n d  l a c y  w h i t e  s a n d s t o n e  a n d  i n w a r d - l e a n i n g  t u p e l o e s ,  w i l l o w s  a n d  

b i r c h e s -  N o  c o u g a r ,  w h i c h  m a k e s  h i m  t u r n  q u i c k  t o  c h e c k  a t  h i s  b a c k -

T h a t  h e  d o e s n ' t  s p o t  t h e  c o u g a r  b e h i n d  i s  m o r e  a l a r m i n g  t h a n  i f  i t  

h a d  b e e n  p o i s e d  t o  p o u n c e -

S t r i d i n g  n o r t h  a l o n g  t h e  b a n k  w h e r e  t h e  c a t t l e  h a v e  n i b b l e d  t h e  

s a g e  a n d  h u c k l e b e r r y  b u s h e s  t o  s t u b b l e ,  h e  p i c k s  u p  a  t r a i l  o f  b l o o d  

f r o m  t h e  m a n g l e d  f a w n -  B l o o d  d r o p l e t s  l i k e  e n d — o f — t h e — w o r 1 d  r a i n -  C a t  

t r a c k s  a t  t h e  b a s e  o f  b u s h e s  a n d  b r i a r s ,  l e a v e s  f l a g g e d  w i t h  b l o o d -

H e  t u n e s  h i s  e a r s  f o r  t h e  r i s p i n g  o f  t h e  c a t  i n  t h e  o a k s  w h e r e  J i m  

C r e e k  d u m p s  i n t o  t h e  r i v e r ,  a n d  i s  s h o c k e d  b y  t h e  s u d d e n  s t r e t c h e d  

b o d y  o f  t h e  c a t  s l i n k i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  n o r t h e a s t  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  f i e l d .  

W i l t o n  t i p s  b e h i n d  h i m  w i t h  h i s  e y e s  f i x e d  o n  t h e  c r e a m  h i d e ,  r i f l e  

b a r r e l  r a i s e d  a n d  a i m e d  a t  i t s  h e a r t -  S o  c l o s e  h e  c a n  s e e  t h e  c o l l a r  

w i t h  i t s  m e t a l  t a g  d a n g l i n g  l i k e  a  w o m a n ' s  l o c k e t .  
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T h e  c o u g a r  s t o p s  i n  t h e  f e n c e  j a m b ,  p i v o t s  i t s  h e a d  t o  l o o k  

b e h i n d ,  i t s  s n a k e  e y e s  m e r e l y  c u r i o u s ,  c a u t i o u s — c a t s  r a i s e d  i n  

c a p t i v i t y  a r e n ' t  f e a r f u l  o f  p e o p l e — t h o u g h  W i l t o n  f i g u r e s  t h e  c a t  h a s  

t o  b e  a s  s c a r e d  a s  h e  i s .  H e  s t o p s ,  f i n g e r  o n  t h e  t r i g g e r  a n d  

s q u e e z i n g .  T h e  s h o t  r i n g s  o u t  a n d  t h e  c o u g a r  l e a p s  i n t o  t h e  a i r ,  

s t a g g e r s  f o r w a r d  a n d  d r o p s  b r o a d s i d e  o n  t h e  g r a s s .  L e g s  s c i s s o r i n g ,  

s t i f f e n i n g .  W i l t o n  w a i t s  t i l l  t h e  s o f t  c r e a m  b e l l y  o f  t h e  c a t  q u i t s  

p u l s i n g ,  t h e n  h e a r s  t h e  c o p t e r s  b e a t i n g  b a c k  d o w n r i v e r .  H e  d r o p s  h i s  

r i f l e  a n d  r u n s  t o  t h e  r i v e r  b a n k  a n d  b e g i n s  b r e a k i n g  b r a n c h e s  f r o m  a  

t u p e l o ,  c a r r y i n g  t h e m  t o  t h e  s t i l l  b o d y  o f  t h e  c a t  w h e r e  i r i d e s c e n t -

w i n g e d  b l o w  f l i e s  a r e  a l r e a d y  b u z z i n g .  K i t t e n - p i n k  m o u t h  p a r t e d  w i t h  

b l o n d  w h i s k e r s  b l o w i n g  i n  t h e  b r e e z e .  H e  k n e e l s  d o w n  a n d  u n b u c k l e s  

t h e  c o l l a r ,  h a s  t o  y a n k  h a r d  t o  f r e e  i t  f r o m  t h e  l i m p  w e i g h t  o f  t h e  

t h i c k  n e c k ,  c o v e r s  t h e  b o d y  w i t h  b r a n c h e s  a n d  s t r a p s  t h e  c o l l a r  

t h r o u g h  t h e  h a n d l e  o f  t h e  p l a s t i c  j u g ,  g o e s  b a c k  t o  t h e  r i v e r  a n d  

s t a r t s  t o  t o s s  i t  i n .  H e  w a i t s ,  w a t c h i n g  a b o v e  t h e  c u r r e n t  t h e  f i r s t  

c o p t e r  s w o o p i n g  l o w ,  f a n n i n g  b r a n c h e s  l i k e  a  m i g h t y  s t o r m  a b o v e  t h e  

w r i n k l e d  w a t e r ,  a n d  t h e n  t h e  s e c o n d .  H e  i r o n s  h i m s e l f  t o  t h e  t r u n k  o f  

a  t r e e .  A f t e r  t h e  t h i r d  c o p t e r  h a s  p a s s e d ,  h e  f o l l o w s  t h e  b a n k  s o u t h  

a n d  a c r o s s  t h e  f e n c e d - o f f  p a s t u r e s ,  t o w a r d  t h e  h o u s e ,  s t a y i n g  u n d e r  

s h e l t e r  o f  t r e e s  a l o n g  t h e  b r a n c h ,  l i s t e n i n g  f o r  t h e  c o p t e r s .  

W h e n  h e  c a n  n o  l o n g e r  h e a r  t h e m ,  w h e n  t h e  s k y  i s  c l e a r  e x c e p t  

f o r  b u z z a r d s  l a s s o i n g  t h e  w a r m  a i r  o v e r h e a d ,  h e  s t a r t s  a c r o s s  t h e  

p a s t u r e  n e a r  t h e  c e m e t e r y  w h e r e  t h e  s m a l l  h e r d  o f  r e d  c a t t l e  a r e  n o w  

g r a z i n g .  R e d  P o l e  c a t t l e  t h a t  h i s  D a d d y  a n d  u n c l e s  h a d  b r o u g h t  b y  

t r a i n  t o  t h e s e  p a r t s  i n  t h e  f o r t i e s  w h e n  h e  w a s  a  b o y .  
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"Hoo now!"  Wi l ton says low, inching c lose to a h ippy brood cow 

wi th her ca l f -  The ca l f  and cow gaze at  h im wi th g lassy dome eyes 

that  look f i l led wi th the tannic water  f lowing f rom the branches to 

the Alapaha.  As i f  thei r  b lood has taken on the color  of  the water ,  

b loodstream of  h is  homeplace,  l ike the branchwater~t inted sta les of  

the f ish he catches and somet imes leaves overnight  rather  than c lean 

and cook and eat  by h imsel f -  Hand on the broad whor led brow of  the 

cal f ,  Wi l ton st raps the col lar  around i ts  sof t  red neck-  Then he 

heads for  home to  get  h is  pickup to go back and bury the cat .  

He has outwi t ted somebody.  He wishes he could name who.  

### 

O f f  a n d  o n ,  f o r  t h e  n e x t  t w o  d a y s ,  t h e  b l a c k  h e l i c o p t e r s  

cont inue sweeping the woods and pastures,  and Wi l ton wai ts ,  

qravi tat inq f rom k i tchen window to the back porch to watch bhem swuu 

low over the scat ter ing cat t le  near the cemetery-  Then un Thursday,  

foamy qray c louds seem to cover and muff le  the tat—tat—tat  of  the 

copters-  Fr iday morning,  whi le i t  ra ins,  they c i rc le over one spot  o 

the r iver ,  the p lace where Wi l ton has shot  the cat-  A l l  murning,  he 

wai ts  and wonders,  then af ter  d inner,  he sets out  walk ing toward the 

swamp, keeping c lose to the t rees wi th ra in t ick ing through the 

leaves-  Near ing the swamp, he hears the copters l i f t  and maneuver 

nor th,  but  keeps going-  Surely,  they have spot ted some s ign of  the 

cougar k i l l .  Maybe Wi l ton can expect  a v is i t  f rom one of  the 

Co (tun i  ss i  on ag en t  s» He shou Id h a ve tossed the J ug in  the r  i  ver w i  t  h 

the taq st rapped to i t -  He shouldn' t  have t r ied to be smart  and 

col lared the cal f  to  keep them guessing-  But  what  is  done is  dune,  

and he is part-glad, part-sad- He turns around and starts for home 
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when he realizes that he is only walking to be walking, to keep from 

standing still. 

That evening he sits on the front porch and waits, reared in one 

of the highback rockers with his boots crossed on one of the hand-

adzed porch posts. Frogs blat and cheep and water drips from the 

liveoaks and the tin eaves of the house. 

He doesn't know that he will sleep on the porch, until he feels 

his eyelids weigh heavy and his boot soles begin to slide down the 

post. Till that blood-warm feeling of peace begins to slip over him 

like a blanket on a cool night—frogs blating and cheeping and water 

dripping from the liveoaks and the tin eaves of the house. Dreaming 

and knowing he is dreaming—.just a moving picture on the backsides of 

his eyelids. Maybe he is not dreaming; maybe he should wake up before 

what he senses coming up robs him of his only peace since Ann Died. 

No, he is not scared, even with the death-like numbness of his 

feet now stepping off the familiar ground of the pasture between the 

house and the cemetery, though the bright sun behind him is so stark 

that the white headstones blind him. Not even when the soft cat 

shape, sun-colored, edges along the south side of the chain-link 

cemetery fence, around the corner to the west side; and in the 

foreground, near the cemetery gate, appears what looks like a red 

blanket, the same blanket covering Wilton on this cool night, but 

which he knows is the red calf with the cougar's collar around its 

neck. Again the yellow cat steps into the corner of his eye, 

crouching low and close around the northwest corner of the fence, and 

Wilton lifts the foam-light rifle to his right shoulder, squints his 

left eye shut and peers through the scope with his right for a wide-
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a w a k e  v i e w  o f  t h e  c a t  s t r e a k i n g  s l o w - m o t i o n  t o w a r d  t h e  t r e e s  a l o n g  

t h e  b r a n c h .  

T h e  s h o t  r i r i a s  o u t  a n d  t h e  c o u g a r  l e a p s — i n t o  t h e  a i r , , — s t a q q e r s  

f o r w a r d  A n d  d r o p s  b r o a d s i d e  o n  t h e  g r a s s .  L e g s  s c i s s o r i n g ,  

s t i f f e n i n g .  U l i l t o n  w a i t s  t i l l  t h e  s o f t  c r e a m  b e l l y  o f  t h e  c a t  q u i t s  

p u s l i n q .  t h e n  h e  w a l k s  o n  t o w a r d  t h e  c e m e t e r y ,  s t e p s  a r o u n d  t h e  

h e a p e d  r e d  b l a n k e t  l i k e  p u d d l e d  b l o o d  a n d  t h r o u g h  t h e  c e m e t e r y  g a t e  

t h a t  u s u a l l y  c r e a k s  b u t  d o e s n ' t  t h i s  t i m e ,  w a l k s  p a s t  t h e  r o w s  o f  

g l i t t e r i n g  h e a d s t o n e s  o f  h i s  d e a d  k i n — a l l  f a c i n g  t h e  r i s i n g  s u n  a n d  

o n  t o w a r d  A n n ' s  n e w  g r a n i t e  h e a d s t o n e  a n d  t h e  b o d y - s h a p e d  m o u n d  o f  

r a w  N o r t o n  e a r t h  a n d  s i t s  o n  h e r  h e a d s t o n e  w a i t i n g  w i t h  h i s  f a c e  t o  

t h e  s e t t i n g  s u n .  
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