
Under Milkweed 

  

 The strident jangle of the doorbell announced that the package I had been waiting for these past 

few months finally arrived. All that remained was for me to fetch it from the porch, oil and load its lethal 

contents, put it to the use I had been contemplating since early Spring, and all my troubles would be 

over. 

 There was nothing straightforward about my acquisition of this item. One can’t simply go to just 

any store in our lovely, progressive, enlightened state to purchase the kind of highly regulated (and 

rightfully so) contents the parcel contained. That’s why we contract with unenlightened out-of-state 

speakeasy types- who are not necessarily located in unlovely states- to supply the need. And that’s how 

that package came to be on my porch. I had finally reached the limit of my tolerance- or at least I 

thought that I had- and I was not going to take the abuse any longer. Sorry, Vinny. It has been splendid. 

But it’s time for you to find another crash pad.   

 Or at least that’s the way I felt about him when I first placed my order. And as for his mother, 

she could expect no mercy from me. As an adult, she should have made a better choice than to leave 

her progeny with a stranger- after all, the welfare of any child depends on his mother’s wisdom, and as 

far as I could see, she wasn’t displaying much. She hadn’t figured on the babysitter’s unction. Then 

again, maybe she thought that anyone who listens to open-air Satie and Brahms as he gardens must be 

trustworthy enough to draft as a child’s unsolicited caretaker, not that I would have taken on the 

responsibility had she asked. I don’t have a parenting cell left in my body, nor do I consider myself 

particularly avuncular. 

 No, neither parenthood nor unclehood are ideals I can aspire to these days. I am no longer 

temperamentally suited to either, nor to any other role with similar responsibilities and long-term 

commitments. But Vinny’s mother could not possibly have known this as she listened to Gymnopedie 

No. 2 drift through the fenced-in two-acre pleasure dome that contains my yard and sprawling gardens. 

No, my yard must have seemed ideal for her purpose, a larder both peaceful and- except for that 7-foot 

gap crushed by a fallen tree- secure. And so she left him with me, trusting my better nature. Or perhaps 

just plain ignoring me as if I were another harmless butterfly minding my own business as I flitted along 

with my watering pails and pruners. Because, you see, I am a serious gardener, and she and Vinny are 

deer. 

 When you live on the edge of the deep, dark woods, you can expect visitors besides those we 

commonly encounter in the suburbs: the squirrels and rabbits, possums, raccoons, moles, chipmunks 

and gophers, snakes, bullfrogs and turtles- you already know that crowd. Eventually, you can count on 

seeing bobcats, coyotes, foxes, river cats, a toad or yellow-spotted black salamander if you’re lucky. 

Perhaps some sunny morning, if you’ve neglected to lock your security doors overnight, you might 

descend from your bedroom to find a bear critically examining the contents of your refrigerator. None 

of this is impossible in my rustic neighborhood. And the neighbor most likely to make his appearance 

and leave his pelleted calling card is the high-jumping deer whose long legs mock 4-foot chain link and 

every peaceful effort to displace him. 



 I was sitting on the back porch, showered and shaved, properly sanitary and dewy fresh after a 

three-tee-shirt morning of hauling water and sweat to a plot of zinnias, sunflowers and tithonia 

flowering beyond the reach of the 200-foot hose. I’d enjoyed the mandatory and ever-so satisfying daily 

maintenance routine of shuffle-hoe weeding, tying up stray wisps of tomato suckers and dead-heading 

the butterfly bushes. I had even potted up an especially fine lacy-leafed Japanese maple volunteer and 

capped off the drippy, sticky rapture of it all by sharpening my topiary pruners with a specialty wet-

stone in anticipation of next day’s bliss. 

 It was a little after 2 o’clock, and I had settled back leisurely and comfortably on my favorite 

hard-backed patio chair, a cold glass of organic, decaffeinated green tea perspiring in the porch’s shade 

within convenient reach, re-reading my favorite Raymond Chandler novel for the 4th or 5th time- I’d lost 

count- unsuccessfully trying to figure out who had killed Owen Taylor, when I first spotted him. Well- 

don’t take that literally: Vinny was already spotted long before I had ever met him. He was born that 

way.  

 But before I formally introduce him to you, imagine a football field bounded on all sides with 

Crayola-colored garden islands of annuals, perennials and roses, groupings of azaleas and 

rhododendrons embracing exotic and native trees, Mountain Laurel, Cryptomeria Japonica and Dawn 

Redwoods forming the end-lines. Picture mature topiary specimens freckling the landscape- like that 

black Austrian pine that should be 30 feet tall trimmed like a Hershey Kiss dwarfed atop a thick 4-foot 

lollipop stick, its roots bound like a Chinese pleasure-woman’s foot. As you turn the corner, beware of 

the self-supporting coiled rattle-snake of the tiniest-leafed English Ilex- its jaws are open and its teeth 

look so lethal you can almost hear the hiss of its warning and the rattle of its beaded tail. Native tree 

volunteers are also represented: Why waste a free tree, why be an arboreal snob, especially when you 

can see Medusa’s head growing within it like a sculptor who sees his statue in the block of marble 

before him? Or a lazy Susan in the teepee-shaped spruce that some bird seeded? Or clouds forming at 

the ends of naked cedar branches sprouting geyser-like from a thick bare trunk-top? And the peace 

symbol in that round yew? Take a deep breath and smell the lilacs, Viburnum, Clethra, honey-suckle, 

roses, the spearmint and peppermint hedge you brush against as you stroll amid the wonderment. Take 

a moment to enjoy the songbird’s solo and then whistle your own response. Observe the picket-fenced 

vegetable garden and its formal mint-hedged walkways, its grape arbor entrance and stone edged 

boundary of daylilies flanking the side, not interfering at all with the fairway that is the lawn. It’s 

moderate-sized, only 30 feet by 60, but it supplies twenty homes with free organic tomatoes, squash 

and cucumbers all season long every summer. All this, and dragonflies scooting open-mandibled like 

jerky biplanes within clouds of tasty, nutritious gnats- this, and the frantic mating dance of paired-off 

butterflies is what you can see, smell and hear from the Trumpet-vined colonnaded back porch where I 

sit most Maxfield Parrish afternoons, reading my books, sipping cool iced tea, entertained by the 

territorial hummingbird bully who chases off brash competitors as soon as they arrive and hovers like a 

big bee, mesmerized, within a few feet of the stream when I answer nature’s call. You too will be tickled- 

and perhaps puzzled- by the feisty robin who dive-bombs poor Harry, one of the resident bunnies we 

can see snacking on the abundant portulaca that self-seeds every year if he isn’t sampling the parsley 

ever so delicately behind the pickets or munching the white clover that fertilizes the lawn, never 

dreaming of revenge despite the abuse, like the butterflies and honey bees who share the abundance 

without zero-sum envy or regret… yes, you are sure to be inspired when you join me on my back porch. 



 That there were deer visitors to my garden was not a surprise: they had left clues that were not 

apparent from the porch but quite evident from the kind of close inspection one makes with gloves on 

his hands. There were scattered piles of deer pellets. Sharp incisors had clipped daylily buds. The young 

growth of rhododendrons was reduced to stubs. A 3-year-old Japanese maple I’d nursed since saphood 

was reduced to three-leafed pathos. These predators with their monitor lizard saliva had even eaten the 

young budded stems of twenty or so roses as if their thorns were flossers that good dental hygiene 

demands. The survivors looked as hang-dog dispirited as sea-sick landlubbers on their first stormy ocean 

cruise who suddenly discovered their allergy to Dramamine. I was expecting a deer- but I wasn’t 

expecting a Vinny. 

 And as it turned out, I made my first acquaintance with the young doe who was grazing lazily 

amid the rhododendrons in the extreme way-back of the fairway. She looked so small- I could not have 

imagined her as a mother until a runt pup on stilts pirouetted out from a cloister of azaleas and snuggled 

his nose up against her flank- and then I understood the mother and child connection. Vinny could only 

have been a few months old then, the doe’s first-born, still wearing his white dapples. He looked like a 

long-legged overblown football with a tiny, flat-backed head supported by a very flexible neck on one 

end, a powderpuff triangle of a tail on the other. His alert ears were shaped like upright walnut shells 

lined in soft white fur and although he seemed very relaxed and contented munching tender rarebits, 

they made constant subtle scanning motions. Vinny and his mother enjoyed an artful kind of peace. 

They were perhaps 300 feet away from me. I decided to interrupt their leisurely luncheon.  

 I walked down the center of the fairway, briskly, openly, without any attempt to conceal myself, 

my plan and object: to scare them off sufficiently to ensure they would not return. Ever. 

 “Hey you! You lunch-line loungers! I’m talking to you! Don’t you know that filling up on too 

much azalea and rhododendron will give you a bellyache? Variety- variety- that’s the key to well-being. 

You know. A little green. Some red. A bit of yellow- and purple if you can find it. And by the way, I hear 

there’s some freshly planted Arborvitae up the street…” This solid inside advice from 200 feet got no 

response that I could perceive.  

 “Yeah- you!” I continued, as if they had condescended to notice me, “With the four legs and the 

dopey Roger Stone expression! Look at me! I’m over here! I’m talking to you! Are you sure you wouldn’t 

prefer something organic? I just sprayed those bushes a week ago!” 

  Yes. It’s true. I did lie, fluently, unapologetically, like the professional that I am. The meal they 

were enjoying was certifiably 100% organic. But despite my expertise, they still ignored me as if I 

weren’t there at all. Feeling slighted, I reminded myself of the virtues of patience- neither Rome nor 

Xanadu were built in a day- girded the old loins and resolved to try again. This was at 100 feet. 

 Having failed to persuade them that a more healthful diet was available within easy grazing 

distance, I burrowed deeper in the pit of my desperation and came up with a standard time-honored 

intimidation ploy: the menace of a lurking hound.  

 “Didn’t you dummies see the ‘Beware of Dog’ sign?” I cynically inquired of them, smugly 

convinced in my madness that fear of imminent danger must prevail when reasoning falters, as if I was 

displaying any sense myself.  



  Not unexpectedly, and despite my multi-modal attempts at communicating with them and the 

threat of an unleashed killer Pekinese, there still was neither comprehension nor unease in their 

indifferent expressions as they placidly ground the rhodos I had been nurturing for 27 years between 

their teeth. At 50 feet, exasperated by my inept appeal and indignant at being snubbed, I flexed my fists. 

“Chew this,” I mumbled to myself as I boldly approached them, eager to pop the one closest to my 

weight smack on the snout. 

 “Perhaps you’d like me to serve expresso with that- or would you prefer Darjeeling to go with 

your Azalea? We have a very nice organic decaf selection and I’ve been told that’s the best part of any 

meal,” was my recommendation at 20 feet. But deer must not have much aptitude for nor even 

awareness of irony or sarcasm because that comment went right past them- or maybe they thought I 

was just kidding them about the coffee or tea offer and would have a preferred plain water. Either way, 

they remained indifferent to my generous proposal and barely twitched their tails. 

 At 10 feet, they began to take my intrusion more seriously and ran off in opposite directions, 

leaving me to decide which to wrangle. I chose Mommy- if I could convince her that I was a menace, 

perhaps she’d remove her offspring and never return. So, I chased after her as successfully as Sisyphus 

pushed his rock until we came to the 4-foot high chain-link fence. There she came to a full stop, looked 

me fearlessly in the eye, turned on her haunches and, from a dead stop mind you, a dead stop, squatted 

and launched herself effortlessly over it, disappeared into the deep, dark forest, leaving Vinny behind 

her to my kind-hearted ministrations. I went looking for him but he too was gone- or perhaps he was 

learning to play his first game with me, hide-and-seek in the bushes. That’s how the whole thing with 

him started. 

 I made it back to the porch and the book and the now tepid, formerly iced, tea, frustrated by not 

finding him, annoyed that I hadn’t taught that wayward mother of his any kind of lesson let alone a 

permanent one, disgusted that she’d abandoned a child who couldn’t have been more than a few 

months old to a stranger with a get-off-the-lawn, old-man, Fox-News, libertarian insecurity about his 

gardens and a potential taste for venison. Didn’t she realize I could have been a desperate fellow, 

capable of havoc and mayhem, with deer the object of my meat-grinder mania? Some mother! These 

are some of the thoughts I took to bed the first time I met Vinny and his irresponsible mother. 

 Next morning, I was up and chipper by 7:00. It was an inspiring start to the kind of unimprovable 

day that makes even suffering bearable and seem a worthwhile penance. The air was still night-time 

cool and refreshing and I decided to close the windows before the warmth of the sun displaced it with 

heat and humidity. My bedroom is on the second floor and as I was rolling them down, I glanced into 

the lower forty and saw the two deer again, leisurely enjoying an early breakfast. Trousers never 

skidded up a scrawny leg faster than they did that day and before you can say “animal husbandry” I was 

out on the lawn, repeating yesterday’s invocations. They responded with a kind of indifferent 

amusement, as if they were trying to decide what game the old quack was going to invite them to play 

this time and whether it was worth taking a break from their appetizers. At 10 feet, they decided that 

perhaps it was and ran off again in their separate directions. This time I decided to get to know Vinny 

better.  

 He gave me a sly peek and burned hoof into a circle of Clethra that rings a century-old Norway 

Spruce, waited patiently until I caught up, admonished my dawdling with those chestnut eyes and 

dashed off again. He ran like my old English Setter Misky- like an Olympian- but on far longer legs. They 



are the longer levers that give him that superior torque, just like Archimedes said, and that’s why deer 

are such quick, nimble, graceful and effective Vandals.  

 Vinny was up ahead, waiting for me again in a thicket of slow-growing hybridized Mountain 

Laurel a neighbor had presented me as a welcoming gift 27 years before and had helped me plant, a 

variety he himself had developed and was very proud of. I was not huffing and puffing at all when I 

caught up with my visitor. His ears perked up and rotated in my direction but this time his playfulness 

vanished as if he had suddenly become aware of something he had previously considered innocuous. I 

couldn’t read his large dark eyes but I could see they were not like Misky’s. They looked spooked- but 

the way kids’ eyes look when they watch a horror film- spooked, but somehow thrilled with uncertain 

anticipation, relishing the feeling of danger by suppressing the reality of peril. I think my eyes might take 

on that look if ever I see a UFO. Perhaps I was Vinny’s first human and his eyes were reflecting dazed 

shock from seeing me. I didn’t know what he was thinking as I approached, but I made my own feelings 

perfectly clear.  

 “Look at you, you glutton you, chomping my flowers like that! And you don’t even care, do you, 

you greedy little bugger, as long as you can fill that belly of yours. Aren’t you at least a tiny bit ashamed 

of yourself?” Vinny’s expression revealed no glimmer of enlightenment to speak of let alone exculpatory 

regret. He nodded his head as if were acknowledging his responsibility, and then shook it vigorously side 

to side as if to say “Just kidding!” but this wishy-washy response wasn’t going to stop me from trying to 

get my point across. 

 “And, by the way, Pal, why are you looking at me like that? What’s the matter with this guy, 

you’re asking? Can’t imagine why I’m upset? What’s this nut’s problem got to do with me? you’re 

probably thinking,” I complained as I stepped closer to his perhaps 30- or 40-pound bulk. But despite his 

predations and aloofness, Vinny’s charm, like the appeal of any kitten or puppy, was already beginning 

to affect me. “Gad you’re cute- for a Hun.” I gave him that much. “But oooweeeee dumb!” I couldn’t 

decide whether to praise or upbraid him, so I tried both simultaneously. Vinny was watching me warily 

but attentive as he was, he still failed to grasp the essence of my complaint. Nor did he know how to 

take a compliment. He waited until I was 10 feet away, tossed his head briskly from side to side like a 

horse shooing flies or Misky shaking herself dry after a shower, pivoted like a burlesque hoofer and shot 

off in a spray of leaves and loose turf.  

 When I finally caught up to him, he was patiently waiting for me in a small stand of Enkianthus 

Campanulatus with what looked like a silly grin on his face, perhaps because his lower jaw was not 

aligned with the upper, giving him the goofy appearance of a camel chewing. I took several deep 

breaths, wiped the sweat off my forehead and eyebrows, peeled the first sodden tee-shirt of the 

morning off my chest and looked at him with the boldness of eye that springs from self-righteousness. 

 “We can do this all day long, Pal. All day long, and as much as you’d like. We have all the time in 

the world. No need to rush this episode or postpone the good times. Let’s you and I sip the experience 

like old cognac- whaddaya say, Kid? I’m retired, in top shape as you can plainly see, and have nothing 

better to do. Besides, I like running around sweating, grunting and getting nowhere,” I grumbled, trying 

to convince the both of us who the boss was. 

 Vinny rolled his eyes as if he considered that last commentary corny- and for a brief moment I 

thought we were beginning to make progress. But then his ears perked up in little points, twisted to the 



left and his eyes focused attentively past my shoulder. I turned around and saw that loose, in deer-years 

teen-aged, mother of his passing her son some fine advice, probably concerning candy and strangers. He 

took it, and that was the last I saw of them that day despite a few walk-arounds and occasional 

observations from the porch and bedroom window. 

 I spent the evening deciding what to do. I started by asking whether anything should be done at 

all, but ultimately ruled in the affirmative. All my roses were reduced to a quarter of their former height, 

and the surviving 6 or 7 inches reminded me of Dresden in 1945. There were no daylily buds left. The 

sunflowers that grow so tall were thoroughly champed by professional masticators. These deer were no 

amachewers. The magnificent and somehow underappreciated Tithonia- the floral pride of Mexico- 

would bear no clusters of small orange-red sunflowers this year. “Ah- Sunflower…” Blake’s words 

reached out to console me in my misery, “…weary of time. Who countest the steps of the Sun…Seeking 

after that sweet golden clime…Where the traveler’s journey is done…” However, unlike Billy’s, these 

Sunflowers’ counting days were over and this traveler’s journey was just beginning. So, I hope you 

understand, kind and forgiving reader, that at this point I must ask for your sympathetic indulgence. 

Please let me stop here and not add more painful details of the destruction that was rendered and the 

mixed-up frustration, anger and sadness I was feeling. I can’t go on enumerating and describing every 

predation- it’s as painfully difficult as it is unnecessary to list every excruciating particular and there’s no 

relief or solace in doing so. Every detail is a tiny stab, and the accumulation of them is dispiriting. The 

point is that I knew I had to do something and quickly- but what? 

  A taller fence was out of the question: a 4-footer, especially of chain-link, is unneighborly 

enough and I always am a good neighbor. Liberty, Equality and Fraternity: the French had gotten it right. 

And then there’s the expense of fencing in 2 acres. A physical barrier was out for social and financial 

reasons. 

  There was wolf urine powder I could mix like Kool-Ade and spread around the boundary of my 2 

acres. I estimated we’d need 14 gallons of the foul stuff to do even a light job, and the coverage would 

have to be repeated every three weeks, especially in the case of rain. Same with the powders that were 

supposed to discourage all manner of critter. Not very practical, and of dubious efficacy. Predators leave 

many signs of their presence, urine being only one of them. Dumb as they are at chess, deer can read 

those signs, and if they see only one, they begin to think someone is pulling at their long legs. 

 Sound deterrence was out of the question. None of our locally embedded humans would 

appreciate a shotgun blast interrupting his composure every few minutes. And there were no bars of 

Irish Spring in the house to tie to the fence, their offensiveness to deer more legend than fact.  

 Of course there was a real solution, one I have already mentioned: another dog. But this wasn’t 

for me. When Misky was living with me, on guard in the yard, loving it and me up, I was her devoted and 

grateful and indulgent parent. Now she is gone like a dusty handful of love’s ashes, and any parental 

node I might ever have had has departed alongside her. I have no ambition- or maybe I’m just afraid- to 

bind myself to another ghost with eternal love and temporary co-existence. At my age, if I were to bring 

her replacement home as a puppy, in a dozen years I’d have to watch her decline as we both 

approached our ends. And though I wish I could anticipate my death as cheerfully and optimistically as 

Socrates did his, I am still kicking, recalcitrant and un-Apologetic, not quite there, and her passing would 

only serve to prompt yet more meditations of my own unreconciled waning.  



 And then- what if I should die first? What then of the poor girl and her lost devoted love? Who 

would care for her in her old age? Who would rub the back of her head, nuzzle his nose in her soft ear 

and whisper what a good girl she is? How proud he is of her? How happy she has made him? No. I know 

what will eventually happen. Best to leave the puppies for families with happy children, where life and 

death are never solitary. Better for me to solve this without a garden dog. 

 Has it ever struck you that the hypocrisy of the carnivore is that he pets his steak while it’s alive? 

I admit to this hypocrisy. But hunting season or not, I would not snitch the two of them out to our local 

hunters. Gunplay was an unthinkable barbarity. No firearms are allowed at the old manse anyway. 

Especially on poker nights with the boys when we all try too hard to behave despite our tempers and 

testosterone, our political affiliations and losing cards. We’ll have no Vinny bang-bang here. Nor, of 

course, any bang-bang directed toward his doting, caring mother either, who, by the way, despite her 

youth happened to be an excellent judge of character and a wise purveyor of first-rate advice. 

 And since the answer could involve no death, it could likewise cause no injury to them, since a 

wound can lead to slow, tortuous passing. A miserable horror of my making. I imagined a desperate 

Vinny chased by a sullen grumpster, attempting a leap over the crumbled section of chain link. Terrified, 

he doesn’t make it; his hind leg gets caught in the steel web and the bone snaps when he draws it out. 

Can you bear to think of all the misery he will go through with a broken leg until he weakens and a 

predator finally finishes him off?  So please indulge me yet again as I refrain from beating out the lurid, 

graphic details of these grim possibilities.  

 There was one trick left: a sure-fire solution any child of my generation would have known. And 

it was psychologically justifiable, and almost ethical. The idea was to apply some superficial but 

histrionic hurt to the deer to give it a sense of my sincere lack of welcome for them. Hurt is the 

operative word. Injury is out. Give the deer a bee sting. Where the bite will cause more drama than 

blisters.  

 And where shall we find our bee? That was easy. In my desk drawer. My old Crosman .177 

caliber pump-up bb pistol. Two pumps sped the bb at 375 feet per second. Six guaranteed 600. And at 

ten, your bb had maximum flight speed- almost 700 fps- and, force equaling mass times acceleration, far 

greater momentum for impact and stopping power, as cops euphemistically phrase it.  

 I could do very nicely with two pumps. And not directed at Vinny, of course; after all it’s not his 

fault that dopey mother of his led him here. And to be perfectly frank, I’m not sure if it’s Vinny or 

Vanessa we’re discussing right now. He might be a she. Either way, shooting him would be to my eternal 

shame, the subject of irreconcilable nightmares. An infamita. I had no such qualms regarding his mother. 

 No sir, my plan was two pumps to Mommy’s rump, as fleshly padded a target as possible. To do 

no damage but to inflict dramatic pain and an accompanying lesson. A bee sting… a bee-bee sting that 

would deliver the message clearly and directly to the critter non grata. I reached far back into the desk 

drawer and withdrew my old gun from its tangle of detritus.  

 We children of my generation knew our air guns- at least until we came to the responsible age 

of 12 that entitled us to our first .22. Our parents thought of air guns as a prelude to the real thing- as if 

wartime snipers had never used them in their deadly work- believing that growing up with one 

developed the proper familiarity all patriotic adults need to have with their logical extension: firearms. 



An American without a gun was eyed with suspicion, his patriotism bona fides suspect. When did we 

ever see John Wayne unarmed and disloyal? How else were we to defeat the Commies? Surely not by 

appealing to our common humanity. So, by age 8 or 9, depending on how strict our parents were, we’d 

be gifted our first Red Ryder or Daisy pump-up and instructed not to shoot at one another. This 

estimable advice was followed by more wisdom: to select, if at all possible, non-living targets. To make 

sure nobody whose eye could be shot out was behind or in the vicinity of the selected target. To always 

clean and oil our weapon. To mind windage and elevation. To keep the safety on until we would actually 

shoot. We were supposed to be learning self-restraint amid the gunnery practice. 

 I hefted the clammy thing, examined the breech, made certain the safety was engaged and gave 

it a pump- and then I remembered: It would not hold the air pressure required to launch the bb. My 

friends and I had worn the old thing out plinking in my makeshift basement firing range years before and 

I had retired it unrepaired and unlamented to my desk drawer, fitting company for everything else it 

contained. I’d need a new Crosman- but where was I to get it in this liberal state that plays conservative 

with air guns? 

  I tried Walmart. You can always depend on it for savings and extremism but this time nothing 

was available except for a few CO2-powered models that I rejected. Then I visited our local sports shops 

and got the same response: Crosman guns are out-of-stock almost as soon as they are placed on 

shelves. The public knows that we can’t do better than a Crosman for economy and performance- and 

the pistol only weighs a bit over 2 pounds- a manageable mass for a shaky hand or a weak wrist. It was 

clear that I’d need an out-of-state gun-drummer to supply my need, so I turned on my computer and 

went shopping. 

 It didn’t take long to find a dealer and place the order for an exact replacement and I was 

pleased with the purchase and comforted by my plan. Now all that remained was to await its arrival. In 

the meanwhile, I would continue the chase, assuming the deer hadn’t gotten my hints. In a few days the 

package would arrive and I’d show Mommy how I play.  

 That night I dreamed of Vinny and me stumblebumming in the deep dark woods, side-by-side 

like two old drunken veterans in a holiday parade. The yellow moon was full in the warm honeysuckled 

night and the cicada one-notes were chirruping all in the same key. The sky was almost cloudless and 

stars glittered like the promise of peace. Vinny leaned in casually rubbing his soft flank against my hip, 

caught my eye with his, and made me an offer: “Why don’t you hop on my back, Pops, and I’ll take you 

for a spin? I’m a lot stronger than I look you know, and we can have a lot of fun.” 

 “Ah, ‘Cienzo, ‘Cienzo- your offer is truly generous, but I don’t know,” I replied, not shocked at all 

by his effusive familiarity or gift of speech, “Your stilts are mighty skinny and I’m three or maybe even 

four times past your weight. Tell you what, buddy: Let’s take the Spyder instead.” This was the 

reasonable alternative I offered to a deer. Vinny, in dark sunglasses and Greek fishman’s cap, reposing 

comfortably in the passenger seat of a roadster shorter and hundreds of pounds lighter than a Mini 

Cooper. With the top down, of course. 

 But Vinny was adamant. “I’m skinny but I’m strong,” he insisted, looking at me directly with 

those innocent dark eyes as sincerely as a child who’d never even heard a lie. “Besides- we won’t be 

needing them too much where we’re going,” he suggested mysteriously “and we can’t get there by 

walking. Try me, Poppa-san. Don’t be afraid. You can depend on me. Don’t you know that yet?” And 



with that reassurance, touched by his earnestness and generosity, I gave in and cautiously mounted the 

overinflated football that I had apparently fathered no doubt in the manner of animal-lover Zeus, 

stretched my own long legs forward past the white fur of his chest almost as far as his own extended 

hoofs, and once he was confident I was secure on his back and holding on to his powerful neck, Vinny 

lifted off and we flew into the night sky, his little body swaddled by my mature cookie-fueled bulk, his 

eyes focused ahead, his ears rotating like radar antennas. He was a magic fawn, my son and side-kick the 

4-legged faun, I his inseparable boon companion and proud, doting dream-dad of dog and deer, and our 

destination was adventure, an amble past the moon and stars that I could not reconstruct when I 

awoke, refreshed and invigorated, fully ready to take on the wonders the new day had in store for lucky 

us. 

 I did my morning routine of stretching in bed, the same workout Misky had used to keep herself  

in top condition all her life whenever she’d awaken: Arms and legs, fingers and toes extended as far as 

they can go but not enough to cause an injury; lower- and upper-back, shoulder, pec and extremity 

muscles stretched and simultaneously tightened on the intake of my deepest breath, then the hold and 

more tightening and stretching until the release of air and contraction, the routine of yoga and 

isometrics that has given me an iron spine. Thanks to Misky and her example. Then I hopped out of bed, 

curious to look out the window, hoping he would be there, and hoping he would not be there. 

 In a bed of genuine, unhybridized Milkweed that I had planted for the Monarch butterflies, 

whose precious seeds had been so difficult to obtain and whose germination rate was so low, I could see 

Vinny cuddled on his side, still sleeping peacefully. So, this is where the imprint I had noticed while 

watering came from; this is why the plants were matted. He had made himself a pallet on the ground 

blanketed by Milkweed. This is where he had been spending his nights, dreaming perhaps of flying like 

the birds, maybe with me mounted on his back. 

` Well, I was all for letting him get his rest. The damage was already done and not permanent: 

those hardy Milkweed plants were tough enough to tolerate his intimacy and would most likely revive in 

time. The Monarchs wouldn’t lose out: he wouldn’t consume Milkweed like Monarch caterpillars do. 

Not Vinny, especially in his sleep. No harm done. Let the kid dream.   

 Estimable sentiments indeed- until I saw Mommy chewing the four o’clocks and the phlox a 

garden away from the milkweed, and I knew my own grinders would need to be brushed later. I raced 

Superman to the telephone booth, made him wait while I dragged on my jeans and shoes. Then I rushed 

out to confront Mommy before the last flower disappeared down her insatiable gullet. 

 “Hey Trimalchio, is this the only place that offers free breakfast specials? Or do you just 

appreciate the friendly and courteous service we offer here?” I yelled at 300 feet, not courteously at all. 

Mommy paid me no mind, but Vinny began to stir. 

 “Oh my goodness! Now see what you’ve done! You’ve woken the little bugger up!” I blared 

indignantly, putting the full blame on her for disturbing his peace. “And you call yourself a mother?!” 

This at 200 feet, as if I were qualified to give parenting advice. 

 By this time, Vinny was up and doing his own stretch. He gave me that resentful look I 

understood perfectly clearly: “Can’t you give a body a chance to rest?” he seemed to complain. At 15 

feet, he and Mommy ran off in separate directions. This time I chased after Mommy, herding her into a 



chain-link corner, forcing a leap over the fence and into the woods. Then I turned my attention to Vinny- 

but where was he? I searched for 10 minutes or so and gave up. Maybe he had crossed the crushed 

section of the fence and had joined his mother- he was still too small to make a 4-foot jump. I had no 

idea where they had gone, but now the phlox was poxed, the four o’clocks were ‘round midnight and I 

was getting more frustrated and annoyed. Good thing I was expecting a package. That would show 

them. A little bee sting and then freedom from these pests. 

 It was a formidable plan, a laudable ambition- and that night I got an email that would postpone 

its implementation for weeks, if not months. Turns out the arms drummer I had contracted with had left 

out a salient detail when I was placing my purchase: the Crosman model I selected was on back-order 

and I would be contacted just as soon as the next shipment arrived. Deepest apologies for any 

inconvenience, but not to worry: my credit card would not be charged until the gun was shipped, 

whenever that would happen. They’d keep me posted. In the meanwhile, would I care to look at their 

other stock…? They even left a non-working customer service number and a non-responsive email 

address. They had thought of everything. 

 A few weeks? Maybe months? What would be left of the plants? “G’rnysht,” I could hear my 

Grandmother saying to me. Nothing at all and lots of it. They’d clean out the garden and resent that 

there would be nothing left to eat, accuse me of being an indifferent, ungenerous host. The truth is that 

my feelings were far more intemperate than the Buddhistic indifference I aspired to and I was starting to 

feel sorry for myself, as if I were a helpless dupe of circumstance, powerless in my victimhood, and with 

this self-pity and toothlessness came a rising surge of anger.  

 There was no Satie and Brahms in the air that day as I did my routine chores. I trimmed the 

corkscrew-yew topiary without my typical ironic verve and hauled water cheerlessly. I weeded and 

dead-headed, potted up volunteers, sweated monsoons and still found no relief for my anger, no joy in 

my work. I felt as forlorn as the last pick of a sandlot ball team. It was a lucky thing for my unwelcomed 

guests that they were not in sight: In my rage and frustration, I would have thrown a Buick at them.  

 That’s the way that day passed- and even after I had showered and shaved, supped indifferently 

and found myself on my favorite porch chair sipping iced peppermint tea and reading the paper, I was 

still troubled and unsteady. These deer were making a fool of me and those gun-drummers were no 

better. I still hadn’t been able to contact them, no thanks to their non-working telephone line that 

offered superlative customer service. And they were not responding to my emails. I was losing control 

and feeling helpless.  

 I found myself needing to re-read passages in the paper I was trying to study but I still couldn’t 

focus. My concentration had abandoned me. It was hard to think clearly- my thoughts kept returning to 

Vinny and his mother and my violated gardens, to all my wasted, feckless efforts. I would need to be on 

sentry duty for weeks- or months- and by the time my package would arrive, summer would be over and 

there would be nothing left to defend.  

 Derangement loomed. I needed to do something brainless and thrilling- a distraction that would 

take my mind off my present woes, a mental vacation from my troubles. So, I pulled the 2,000-pound 

Spyder out of the garage, dropped its vinyl top, put on shades and gloves and went on a long cruise to 

anywhere that involved only the lower gears and succeeded in creating the diversion. By the time I 



arrived back home, I was feeling almost normal… a relative term, as you are aware, and subject to all 

kinds of interpretation.  

 The drive had done much to revive my spirits- and it’s a good thing that it had because what 

followed could only have been understood by a sympathetic spirit unsullied by anger and frustration. 

Had I stayed home, stewing in my emotions, I doubt I would have understood the scene that opened up 

before me when I returned. But the ride had almost cured my funk and I was receptive to what revealed 

itself before me. In the middle of the fairway with the sun setting just below the tree-tops, I could see 

Mommy standing still and patient with her head raised high spotlighted by the waning beams of light 

breaking through the branches and trunks of the Redwoods and Cryptomeria. And below her and to her 

side was young Vinny, sucking her milk gently, blissfully unaware of time, the way he would sample a 

field of flowers. Squirrels were chasing each other in the fairway surrounding them, and birds 

serenading. The butterflies were still making zig-zagged aerial love, the bees were feeding amid St. 

John’s Wort multi-flora gold and the evening dragonflies had made their appearance much to the gnats’ 

dismay. Even the aggressive robin who obsessively slams into his own reflection in the porch’s glass 

entryway had given Harry safe passage to nibble the clover. 

  I had never witnessed a doe nursing a fawn before. It seemed too intimate, too private an act 

for public scrutiny, like a benison best consecrated modestly behind a locked bathroom door that would 

evanesce the moment it was put on public display. At that moment, seeing the two of them together 

like that, I felt like an intruder in the garden I had sculpted and knew so snugly. I saw that I was not the 

fulcrum that my incomplete world balanced on. My yard, my gardens: beyond what my lawyer and 

accountant instructed me about the vanity of possessions, had I the right to call them mine? Because I 

could see that the world I had created was not about my massive and petty ego, and my attempts at 

manipulating it had been incomplete and misdirected. No, this Xanadu was not about me. But instead of 

feeling alienated and dispossessed from it, I began to feel relief, as if a heavy load, a critical conceit, had 

been lifted and I was comforted to be a part of a complex whole instead a benevolent overseer 

everything and everyone depended on. This was my home, and I no stranger to it. But this fenced-in 

dreamscape was not about me: it was about us- the love-struck butterflies and the hungry dragonflies, 

the unfortunate gnats, our fearless robin and Harry, the bellicose hummingbird, Vinny and his mother- 

all of us. We all belonged here like wet belongs to water.  That made it everyone’s domain to sculpt- not 

just mine. And here was the final piece, the element that would complete and validate it: Mommy and 

Vinny sharing their privacy and intimacy with the rest of us- if we had eyes to see.  

 Anger and frustration having subsided, my eyes had been restored. I could see the mother 

deer’s devotion to her child, a quality that is not limited to humans, her proud independence, the cold 

burdens of existence and Darwinian inevitability. Her iron determination and balsa limitations and the 

might of neutral, indifferent Nature, our lovely but ugly, gentle but harsh, lonely but crowded, 

unremitting and unsparing home. I saw this mother’s love, like a gardener’s commitment to his own 

beloved fixation, give her helpless, trusting child life. I could see she was a confirmed gardener like me, 

but the flower she was watering went far beyond anything I or even my Mountain Laurel hybridizing 

neighbor could ever have produced. And despite the unresolved anger and frustration I had left on my 

mind’s back shelf, at that moment, given the option, I would have traded a truckful of wild orchids and 

more for one Vinny.  



 As I waited for my package during the weeks that followed, I tried my best to cultivate a 

friendship with him. I’d greet him in the morning with my pails as he lay huddled in his milkweed bed 

under the matin moon and rising sun. I’d leave him apples and carrots, even Misky’s old stainless-steel 

bowl filled with filtered water hoping he’d appreciate the source, though I could imagine her protesting 

madly at my treachery, disturbed and violated in her blanket 4 feet below the sleeping-dog rock, the 

quartz monument I have dedicated to her. If I saw him during the day, I’d approach casually, speaking in 

a gentle voice. I did not reproach him for his predations. I spoke respectfully well of his mother, never 

sardonically, and treated her with consideration, though I knew we still had unfinished business 

between us. But try as I did, I could never get closer than 10 feet to him. We could stare at each other 

from 11 feet. But he’d run off if I got closer. We spent our summer playing hide-and-seek every day, 

maintaining that uncomfortable social distance.  I never managed to make him a pet. He never looked at 

me with Misky’s eyes. I can inveigle a chickadee into the palm of my hand, but the best I could get from 

Vinny was the back of a cloven hoof.  

 By the time the package arrived, Vinny had bulked up considerably and his spots were becoming 

less defined. Mommy was still leaving him in my care during the day, returning in the evenings to check 

in and perform her motherly services. My gardens were staggering, but I was confident they would 

bounce back. I brought the package into the house and unwrapped it. The gun-drummers had been 

thorough if not expeditious: the pistol, oil and ammo were all present and poised for grim service.  

 I removed the pistol from the packaging and examined it carefully. It was properly suited for my 

purpose, familiar as the one I’d worn out. I oiled the pump cup and pump lever and checked the sights 

for proper alignment. I made sure the safety was on, loaded it and gave it two tight pumps. Then I 

brought it outside, set a can about 30 feet away, decided to give the gun another pump for good 

measure, checked the treetops for wind direction, released the safety and aimed thoughtfully but with a 

feather in my throat, squeezed the trigger and a 1`/10th of a second later delivered the bb squarely into 

the can. That was enough practice. I set the safety, loaded it with a flat-headed pellet and gave it two 

pumps. Then I set off looking for Mommy with the pistol in my hand. 

 “Is it the gun in my hand or did I put my shoes on the wrong feet?” I thought as I followed the 

plan that was supposed to finally free me of my malingering visitors. But it wasn’t my feet giving me 

agita, driving my agons. The familiar gun felt wrong, as though the grip were neither left nor right-

handed, designed more for a claw than a human hand. I kept it low, clasped to my side, hoping no two-

legged visitors could see me in this shameful, sneaky, unholy state. Could I have rationalized my actions 

to them as neatly as I had convinced myself of their righteousness? Was my whining sufficient 

justification for what I was bent on doing? So, I kept the damned thing low and close to my side, 

wondering what I really would do when I saw Mommy, wondering if I’d do anything at all, convincing 

myself that I must or count myself a fool. 

 Mommy never made an appearance. It was nursing time- but she was nowhere in sight to do 

the duty she had always performed so regularly and punctually. I looked everywhere: I could have 

searched Orwell’s Aspidistra with as much success as I was enjoying, nor have I located her yet. She was 

long gone. But Vinny wasn’t.  

 Vinny had been playing hide-and-seek and finally decided to let me find him. He hopped out 

from behind a cluster of Viburnum Fragrantisima, pirouetted in the style of the donuts I do in my 

roadster, and stood staring at me- but differently this time, as if this were a special moment he’d want 



to preserve in his matchbox memory for all time. His was the exuberant joy of a passenger about to 

board a trans-Atlantic luxury liner at the beginning of a first-class world tour. I hoped it wasn’t the 

Lusitania. Because the gun was still in my hand. 

 But he paid to it nothing of the little mind he possessed. To him, it was as harmless as the 

watering pails he associated me with and I was that same old guy who’d chase him around and make 

funny noises doing it. And leave him sweet delicacies to nibble and clean water to sip. And wake him up 

when he’d rather nap. He had something else on his little mind. I could see it in his face: a joyful 

expectation, like the expression Misky would wear whenever I’d say “ice cream.” Vinny was up to 

something. For the first time since he’d made his appearance, he was talking to me. And his eyes were 

different. They were Misky’s.  

 He planted his two front hoofs solidly before me, leaned his head toward the ground and looked 

up playfully, teasingly, bowing with his rump way up in the air. He was doing the stretch, showing me 

how clever he was. Then he leaped like a trout pouncing on a mosquito, a good three feet into the air, 

and spun out another donut. I was still standing there with the gun in my hand. He paused from his 

gyrations and looked me in the eye as if he were expecting praise and admiration, still unaware of any 

danger. He made a decision that did not involve noticing the gun I was holding. He began to walk toward 

me, slowly, like the first time Misky came to me on her own volition, for her own pleasure. But not 

cautiously, still not acknowledging the weapon in my hand.  

 I think the little dervish wanted me to pet him. I think he wanted an apple from my hand. I think 

he would have liked a rhinestone collar for his growing neck. 

 I made a decision as well. I switched the safety off. At 3 feet, I showed him the weapon and 

made certain that he became acquainted with it. My dodgy pet needed to understand the high cost of 

befriending a man with a gun in his hand. He’d be hanging off a bumper this fall if I didn’t teach him 

better. So, I stepped back and let him have it, right in the meatiest part of his rump. He yelped and I 

haven’t seen either him and her or her and her since. 

 If you asked me who killed Owen Taylor, I couldn’t answer any better than Chandler did, which 

is to say nobody, not the scholars nor the fanboys, not Chandler himself knows who did it or why. 

There’s the mathematical certainty of a pull on the trigger, but not always clear understanding of its 

intentions or consequences. Nor necessarily relief and consolation from its effects. I still don’t know if I 

did the right thing with Vinny- but what can you expect from a guy who’d shoot a mother?   

 

Gene Burshuliak 

August, 2020 
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