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T!" #$%& &'# (""), drifting and crusting into whorled shapes 
under the pale sky. *e thermometer nailed to the tree at the edge 
of the camp area read minus 11, inching down toward the minus-
40 line where Fahrenheit and Celsius were equal. Ambrose had a 
bet with himself that it wouldn’t go that far.

He pu+ed his breath out, watched the faint cloud quickly disap-
pear in the dry Lake Superior air. I’m going to do it today, he thought. 
I’m going to start today. !e time has come.

He walked carefully to the tree where three wood saws hung, and 
selected the smallest, a band-type saw with an eighteen-inch blade 
stretched between the ends of a bowed metal tube. *e teeth of the 
saw were deeply serrated, worn from cutting wood, hundreds of 
small logs and sticks that had kept them from freezing. He tested the 
teeth. For all the work they had performed, they remained remark-
ably sharp. *is saw would do, this saw and his hunting knife.

He checked the leg pocket of his pants for the waterproof match 
container. In the same pocket there were three ,re-starter pellets. 
No shortage of those. 

As Ambrose left the clearing, Maureen and Ashai looked up. 
Ambrose -ipped his ,ngers in a little wave. Ashai nodded back. 
Maureen looked at him for a moment and then went back to the 
tedious job of softening boiled lichen with her teeth. It was all they’d 
had to eat for ,ve days.

Ambrose walked slowly and with great care along the trail to 
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Rudy’s camp, the little saw hanging heavy in his hand. As he walked, 
his eyes darted from side to side, alert for a rabbit or a vole or per-
haps even a fox, but there was no sign of edible life, only ,r trees 
and yew bushes.

Ambrose had been hungry before. He had gone without food for 
three days on a camping trip in Manitoba. It had not been pleasant, 
but at the end of the third day they had arrived back at their truck 
and driven straight to an all-night diner at the intersection of Route 
124 and old route 42 where their hunger was soon sated with pan-
cakes and maple syrup.

Here, it had settled into a rhythm. When he woke in the middle 
of the night, and again in the morning, well before dawn, there was 
an empty feeling in his stomach, an urgent pull, a void. He knew the 
feeling would come, and he was afraid of it. Usually, it went away for 
a few hours during the daylight. *en it came back.

Sometimes, with the others, Ambrose drank hot water just to 
have some feeling in his belly, but the water didn’t make the empty 
feeling go away. From the dreaded gnawing, it would progress to a 
sense of weakness. At the really bad moments, when he sat or lay in 
the darkness, he could feel his strength draining from his extremi-
ties toward the center of his body, a sense that his vital parts were 
demanding nourishment, and his blood was pulling his energy 
inward like a turtle retracting its head and legs.

At those moments, Ambrose felt himself becoming weaker and, 
truly, when he stood up afterward he felt as though his body would 
not do what he asked, chop wood or walk far. At such moments there 
was no question of returning to the den he shared with Cecily. He 
sat down or lay back and hoped for that terrible draining, weaken-
ing sensation to go away.

It didn’t take long to reach the clearing on the north shore. What 
was left of Rudy’s shelter was barely visible under the deep snow, 
but it was enough to mark the shallow grave where they had left 
Rudy’s body two months before.

Ambrose went to work. Under a sti+, frozen tarpaulin and a few 
inches of frozen dirt lay a hundred pounds of frozen meat. It was time.

 111
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*ere was a layer of fresh powder and then a crust, but the crust 
was thin and Ambrose broke it with his boot heel, quickly uncovering 
Rudy’s grave. *e blue tarp just showed through the dirt. *ey had 
dumped enough soil on top of the tarp so the foxes and raccoons 
wouldn’t ,nd it interesting. With the body frozen, there would be 
no smell. On that, at least, they had been right. *ere was no sign 
of animal digging.

Ambrose pushed the soil back with his gloved hands, standing 
from time to time to kick at a heavy frozen clod with his boots, then 
working again on his knees until the blue tarp over Rudy’s body was 
uncovered. He tugged at the corners of the tarp near where he knew 
Rudy’s head would be. It took some more kicking and digging until 
the corners came free. *en he pulled the tarp back slowly, one cor-
ner, then the other. *ere was Rudy. Frozen solid. His once-dark face 
was nearly white, ashen. One hand stuck o+ awkwardly to the side, 
the head turned back in the direction of the main camp.

Ambrose slid his hunting knife carefully out of its sheath and 
slowly, fearfully, began cutting the back of Rudy’s parka pants.

 1

“Do you think they’ll do it?” Janice McNeely said. She was staring 
at the #12 monitor.

Jimmy Asaki looked up. “Yes,” he said. “*ey’re starving.”
“*ey’ve uncovered him. Look.”
“I see.”
“If they do it, do you think Bud will air it?”
“Probably.”
“Maybe they’ll keep it away from the open mikes.”
“I don’t think they care about that anymore. I don’t think they 

care what reaches the open lines. *ey’re ,ghting for their lives.”

 111
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T!" LST’# .'/) 0%/).1#"( the entire front end of the boat. Low-
ered, it rocked gently back and forth on the gravel beach. *e seven 
of them walked o+ carrying their packs. It was midsummer in the 
Western Hemisphere, North America, planet Earth, and the tem-
perature was 85 degrees, warm even for August.

Valentín went ,rst, yelling, “Race you to the beach!” He ran, his 
backpack bouncing, found a high spot on the beach, and stood, look-
ing back at them, de,ant.

Maureen was next. Bright red hair, full, framed her pale, pretty 
face. Her skin was -awless.

Ashai followed her. Ashai was in her forties, lanky, sinewy; high 
cheekbones, thin face, her hair short and wavy, attractive but not 
conspicuous. A folded trenching tool was strapped to her packsack 
with a cling-L stretch cord.

*en Rudy, cafe-au-lait black man. More white than black, Ambrose 
thought. He seemed athletic, cocky, alternately challenging and 
mock obsequious.

Ambrose walked across the pebble beach, feeling the tiny stones 
under his boots, sensing the little pockets that his feet made, and 
hearing the sound of the stones in the gravel and coarse sand as he 
made his way to a clear area beyond the beach where he could drop 
his pack and take stock. He sat, and watched.

Sitting on the edge of a cut-in bank where the beach met the for-
est -oor, Maureen leaned forward, then tilted her head back and 
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ran her ,ngers quickly through her hair, shaking her head. Her hair 
fell back neatly to touch the tops of her shoulders.

Valentín watched Maureen for a moment, then walked casually 
over to where she sat. He glanced back into the trees. “*is what 
they call a boreal forest?” he asked.

“Well, well, well,” Rudy said, walking up to them. “Valentín’s been 
doing his homework. What a guy.”

Without speaking, Ambrose took a few steps into the woods. *e 
ragged pine trunks — balsam and white spruce — seemed crowded, 
but there was room for walking. Pale, aqua-colored lichen was draped 
on dead tree branches like little bluish omelets on the twigs. Fox 
scat laced with berry seeds sat atop a gray rock. He stepped back 
onto the beach.

“Jesus. End of the fuckin’ earth,” Rudy said, sitting down next to 
Maureen. Valentín glared at him as the last two passengers stepped 
o+ the LST ramp and onto the beach. Ivan, the former Navy SEAL, 
who had one of the two ri-es, dropped his pack on a hummock well 
away from the water. He glanced around at the others and muttered 
a few words under his breath. Ambrose distinctly heard “Vermont,” 
and then “*e CELL.” Ivan walked back to the tree line, moved into 
the woods, almost out of sight, and unzipped his trousers to relieve 
himself. Maureen looked away.

Finally Cecily planted her feet side by side in the sand and looked 
around. She waved to Ambrose and he nodded. *ey had talked for 
an hour on the boat. Cecily was plump, maybe twenty extra pounds 
there, and her head seemed to be locked at a titled angle. Ambrose 
wondered if she had gained weight deliberately. She seemed hard 
to predict, cheerful on the surface, with tiny dimples showing in 
her cheeks, then distracted, abrupt. She was older than Ambrose, 
mid-thirties, he guessed. She was attractive. He liked the roundness.

Cecily came and sat next to him along the cut bank.
*e new inhabitants of Peshekee Island looked at each other, 

then watched as the LST raised its ramp, reversed o+ the beach, 
turned slowly around, and moved across the watery expanse of 
Lake Superior.
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*ey were silent, watching the boat until it was almost invisible 
on the horizon. *en Valentín said, “Camping trip has begun. Fun 
and games.”

“He won’t last,” Rudy said to Ivan.
“Who won’t?” Valentín said. “I’ll outlast your ass.” Rudy ignored 

him. “Just watch,” Valentín said.
Rudy said, “Any leaders around here?” Long sarcastic “e.” Ambrose 

thought: !ey chose Rudy Washington to stir the pot, to screw things up.
“No leaders, Rudy,” said Cecily. “No leaders, just us four-hun-

dred-thousand-dollar whores.” *ey looked at her. “Well?” she said.
“I ,gure it’s like getting paid four hundred thousand to take a 

long vacation,” Rudy said. “Where’s the whoring in that?” He looked 
around. “Of course if I was going on vacation I’d go with people I liked.”

“You don’t like us, is that it Rudy?” Ashai had just appeared at the 
edge of the woods.

“Don’t know yet, Ashai baby,” Rudy said. “Don’t know yet.”
“Don’t ‘baby’ me,” Ashai said. “I’ll -ush your Nutrizene down the 

toilet.”
“*at’s rich,” Cecily said. “We won’t be able to -ush a toilet for 

seven months.”
“*ere’s two cameras aimed right at this beach,” Ashai said. “One 

on that tree down by the edge.” She pointed. “Another back in the 
woods aimed at where we are now. You suppose they’re watching us?”

“Anyone who is,” said Rudy, “must be bored to death.”
“We’re supposed to be interesting,” Maureen said.
Rudy looked at her. “You’re interesting, I’ll say that.” Maureen 

picked up a stone and tossed it toward the water. “We’re part of bore-
dom alleviation,” Rudy went on. “What a load of crap.” He waved at 
what appeared to be a camera high in a spruce tree at the edge of 
the beach. “Hi there, Janice!”

“Suppose we tear down all the cameras?” Cecily said.
“We’ll never ,nd them all,” Ambrose said. “And there’ll be a drone, 

and the satellite.”
Maureen said, “We’re supposed to be on camera. *ey’re paying us.”
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“You’ll get your chance, Maureen,” Rudy said.
“Yeah,” Valentín said. “Stick with me. We’ll dance for them.” Rudy 

glanced at Valentín and edged closer to Maureen. She didn’t move 
away.

 1

Ambrose sat on his haunches and surveyed the little clearing. A clump 
of dried dewberry stems waved sti2y in the breeze. Between two of 
the stems was a spider web, fragile, delicate. Beautiful but designed 
to kill, he thought. *e web shimmered in the sunlight.

“*ink we’ll be eating spiders soon?” Cecily spoke from behind him.
“Not for a while.” He smiled, inviting her to join him.
“I can’t sit like that, on my heels, for very long,” she said, settling 

down on a birch log opposite him. “You exploring?”
“Just trying to get the lay of the land,” he said.
“Me too.”
Ambrose moved to a mossy spot and sat, legs jackknifed. Cecily 

watched him arrange himself.
“Well,” Ambrose said, “I’m…” He stopped.
“It’s hard to know where to begin, isn’t it?” she said.
“Yeah,” Ambrose said. “It’s hard to know who you can trust.” He 

shifted position.
“What made you decide to do this?” she said.
“I like the pay. Also, I think I’ve got a good chance. I’ve done a lot 

of camping, hiking, hunting, that kind of thing.”
“Good,” she said. “We’ll need your know-how.”
“Do you think this group will be able to cooperate?”
“Some of us will.” He glanced at her, appraising.
“We’ll have to cooperate to survive the winter,” she said.
“I know. I expect these people have no idea what it means to be 

outdoors at minus ,fteen or twenty degrees with a strong wind. 
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How long those nights can be, how hungry we’re going to be when 
the food runs out.” He glanced at her. “You were smart to put on a 
little extra…” He reddened.

“*at’s okay,” she said. “I did put on … a little extra, on purpose.”
“But Ivan and Ashai, lean as rails. Nothing to spare. And those 

two have guns. *is thing has been set up for con-ict.” He looked 
up, scanning in a circle at the treetops around them.

“Yes,” Cecily said. She waited, looked quickly at the treetops, then 
at Ambrose. She lowered her voice. “Would you like to cooperate?”

“I think I would,” he said. “If we can form a group, maybe we can 
band together to balance the troublemakers.” He paused. “*ey can 
probably hear us. Janice in the studio, the open line subscribers, even 
when we talk quietly like this.”

“Yes,” she said. “I guess we’ll get used to it. Either that or ,nd the 
mikes.”

Ambrose studied her pro,le. Her head remained stuck in a tilt 
toward her left shoulder. It wasn’t noticeable from a distance, but 
up close it was clear that she couldn’t quite straighten up. She went 
on. “Whoever ‘we’ is, we’ll need one of the guns.”

“Sort-of guns,” he said. “Twentieth-century relics.”
“Still, they’re guns,” she said.
“*ey’re old,” Ambrose said. “Twenty-twos. But if they’re accu-

rate they can kill small animals. Close up, between the eyes, they 
can kill people.”

“I don’t trust Ivan,” Cecily said. “But Ashai might share hers. I’ll 
talk to her tonight, sound her out. Do you know if she can shoot?”

“She told me she’d had some target practice. I don’t think she’s 
ever hunted.”

*ey stopped talking for a few moments, looking around their 
clearing. *ey were surrounded by spruces, the dead and dying ones 
covered in lichen. On the ground, tiny yellow -owers on long thin 
stems poked up from moss-covered rocks where there seemed to 
be no soil to sustain them. White four-leafed blossoms with tiny 
black clusters at their centers were sprinkled close to the ground.
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She said, “I was headed west to ,nd a place to stake out, maybe 
where there are no cameras, at least none we can see, and start a 
food cache.”

“*e cameras probably aren’t important for the food cache. Jan-
ice McNeely can’t steal our food from the studio, and the others on 
this island can’t see what the cameras see.”

Cecily thought for a moment. “If the whole world can see where 
I hide my food…”

“But they can’t communicate with the people here. We’re totally 
isolated. *at’s guaranteed.”

“I guess you’re right,” she said. “*is is going to take some get-
ting used to.”

“Well, let’s get away from the group,” Ambrose said. “*en we 
can split up.”

“Split up?”
“Yeah,” he said. “We wouldn’t want to leave too much food in 

one place.”
“Or have too much trust so early in the game.”
Ambrose grinned. “*at too.”
Ambrose picked an opening between a stand of birches and an 

uprooted balsam ,r, checked the angle of the sun, and entered the 
forest. Cecily followed close behind. As they turned a corner, Cecily 
stopped. “What’s that?” she said, pointing to a rope strung between 
two trees.

“*ere’s a sign,” Ambrose said. *ey walked along the rope. A 
crudely lettered sign on a piece of gray cardboard hung from the rope.

$% 3."#)'##
).14. ).%).
1. (" 0.56

“Ivan didn’t waste any time. His private estate.”
“Can he do that?” Cecily said.
“He can do whatever he can get away with. No way to enforce 

laws here, until the day they pick us up.”
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“Well, I’m going under his goddamn rope,” Cecily said. “Nobody 
can declare part of this island out of bounds.” She ducked under 
the rope and marched into Ivan’s turf, making as much noise as she 
could. Ambrose turned and walked in a di+erent direction.
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A#!'1 T%7#3%8 "(9"( !". &'8 into the forest and found what 
looked like the beginnings of a path. She began walking slowly, 
her eyes searching the trees, then the path in front of her, then 
the upper branches of the pines and birches. As she turned a cor-
ner she felt a breeze coming o+ the lake. *e landscape in front 
of her came alive. Long-stemmed -owers swayed back and forth 
as though brushed by moving animals below. *e taller trees bent 
gently, the birch leaves -uttered like tiny -ags. Curious, she walked 
into the movement.

*e path led out onto a rocky promontory. She looked south, 
where the LST had disappeared a week before. *e expanse of the 
lake seemed endless. Turning back inland, she came to an open 
area with tall grass. A -urry of grasshoppers erupted in front of her, 
making click-click sounds as they jumped and -ew out of her path. 
Could they be eaten?

When she came to an overhanging branch, she stopped, mea-
sured the distance, jumped and grabbed it, her palms toward her. 
Quickly and rhythmically she pulled her chin up over the limb, ten 
easy repetitions. She dropped to the ground and took a few deep 
breaths, pu:ng her cheeks in and out.

She thought about the others. Ambrose. Just a kid, really, twenty-
,ve or so. Good-looking in a conventional, trailer-park kind of way, 
nothing special, but he was con,dent, seemed to know about camp-
ing. *at would be useful. He was angling for Fat Ferreros, for Cecily 
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with the cocked head. Why? He could do better, even on this stink-
ing island.

Ivan. Now there was a piece of work. Swarthy, kind of leathery. 
But he’s nuts. Always talking to himself, but hardly a word to any-
one else, and his little kingdom, roped o+ like he was guarding the 
only spring on the island, but there’s plenty of water, springs and 
creeks and the biggest freshwater lake in the world out there, so 
what’s the point?

Rudy is more interesting. Uncle Tom meets Paymaster Pimp. 
Have to talk to Rudy, see what he’s made of. He might be good with 
his tongue, both ways.

I wonder if cute little Maureen goes both ways?
Ashai began walking again along the trail. She came to a small 

clearing, stopped, and looked up, searching the tree line. She saw 
a glint in one of the trees. She looked away, then back. *at must 
be one, had to be. She moved to her left, watching the spot in the 
tree. She walked in the other direction. She couldn’t be sure, but it 
seemed to be following her.

She stood in the center of the clearing and raised her arms high 
over her head, stretching. *en she swept her upper body down 
toward the ground, her arms trailing gracefully like vines. Appar-
ently satis,ed, she stood straight, unbuttoned her shirt, pulled it 
o+, and tossed it into the brush at the side of the clearing. *en she 
removed her khaki shorts with their bulging pockets and tossed 
them on top of the shirt. She wore a bra and underpants that com-
pletely covered her hips. She looked once more in the direction of 
the bright re-ection high overhead, and then with careful preci-
sion began slow, deliberate exercise movements. She stopped every 
few minutes, looked up, and smiled. At the end of a series of bends 
and stretches, she spoke in the direction of the glint: “It gives me 
pleasure to know you’re watching.” Her expression was serious. “It’s 
important to have someone pay attention to you.” She seemed to 
wait for a reply, then went on. “If someone’s nice enough to watch, 
you should be friendly, don’t you think?”
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She resumed her ritual, standing on her left foot, moving her right 
arm in slow, wide whipping motions over her head and across her 
body. *en the other foot, and the other arm, her wrist and ,ngers, 
palm upward, gracefully following her arm. Finally she stopped and 
stood squarely facing the tree with the object that had glinted when 
she began, though she could no longer see it. She nodded, formally, 
and took a bow.

*en she turned away, reached for her shirt, put it on and but-
toned it, then her shorts. Fully dressed, she turned back toward the 
tall tree and sat down cross-legged in the middle of the clearing, 
draping her hands across her scissored legs. She closed her eyes 
and began to hum very quietly.

After a few minutes, she stopped, and stood up. She heard a 
branch crack inside the timberline, a rustling. Wolves? Surely not. 
North Woods wolves are supposed to be shy. But in the winter, if they 
can’t bring down a moose, who knows? She listened. Something 
made a rustling noise and then was quiet. Probably just a squirrel.

She turned and spoke toward the top of her tree, where she’d seen 
the metallic glint. “*ank you,” she said. “*ank you.”

 1

Ambrose walked along the row of lockers. *ey were made of steel, 
and too heavy for one man to move. He found his own, labeled “A. 
Castagna,” and tried his key. *e padlock slid open and he raised the 
lid. *ere were long rows of self-opening cans, dried fruits, Nutri-
zene, Slim Jims that looked like they’d been packaged back in the 
twentieth century, -avored sugar bars, trail mix, and some vacuum-
packed combinations he didn’t recognize. It looked like a lot of food, 
and it would keep. *ree and a half months’ worth of food for seven 
months on the island. *at meant berries, probably a lot of berries 
now while the weather was warm. Perhaps a few rabbits, squirrels, 
maybe a fox or two.
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Right now: breakfast. After some thought Ambrose took a Nutri-
zene bar — two hundred eighty calories. He broke o+ two-thirds, 
wrapped the remaining piece in its metallic wrapper, and returned 
it to the locker.

For two weeks before getting here he’d loaded carbohydrates 
and fats, gaining more than ten pounds, and that would help. Still, 
this food would be precious. Someone — Valentín, probably, or 
Ivan — would try to steal it, maybe now, for sure when their supplies 
ran low. *ey might threaten him with Ivan’s ri-e, team up on him 
or some of the others as their hunger worsened in the fourth or ,fth 
month. By then, Ambrose decided, at least half his food should be 
hidden away in his cache, or in a new one. *e hidden food might 
still get stolen, perhaps discovered by accident, but it would be safer 
away from the main camp.

*at food had to be protected from the gulls and rodents. On the 
other hand the gulls and rodents would themselves be food if he 
could get one of the .22s.

He moved away from the camp area into the forest. *ere didn’t 
seem to be any real trails, the kind used by hikers or hunters, but 
there were animal paths. He stood on a muddy spot and looked 
down. *ere were hoof prints, moose, big hooves. Farther back in 
the woods near a quiet stretch of the river he found another path 
that looked like a beaver highway. Beaver for lunch? Lousy meat, 
probably. Ambrose had never eaten beaver or fox or mice. He would 
learn how they tasted pretty soon, he ,gured.

He sat down on a log and listened carefully to the call of a loon 
across the water, then to a squirrel chattering high in a pine tree. 
Are there mikes up there? Cameras? !ey couldn’t have them every-
where, he thought, but wherever we go on this island they can follow 
us from the satellite and see us from the drone.

Do the cameras make it more real? If a tree falls in these woods, 
it’ll make a sound because the mikes will pick it up. Is that another 
level of reality? Probably not. What about these people? Are they 
what they seem? 
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Maureen. Absolutely gorgeous. *at red hair shimmering, fall-
ing perfectly to her shoulders in a gentle curl. And her smooth, pale 
skin, perfect features. She must be a model. She’s got the hots for 
Rudy. No harm in that, but can she contribute? *ey probably put 
her here so the men would ,ght over her, create violence, alleviate 
boredom! Well, it’s working. Valentín’s falling all over her. Actually I 
wouldn’t mind a little of that myself.

His thoughts shifted to home, to his daughter Melody. Was she 
still in danger? Would Leo wait?

Leo was the reason Ambrose was here. Ambrose owed Leo $66,000, 
and it would be $150,000 by the time the helicopters came to pick 
them up on March 1. Leo would be waiting when they got o+ the 
island, and when Leo got his money he’d leave the girl alone. Mean-
time Leo could see that he, Ambrose, was doing what needed doing 
so Leo could get his money. He could watch it on realavision, for 
God’s sake. With Ambrose on Peshekee Island, Melody was safer than 
she would be if he were home. Try explaining that to a ,ve-year-old.

He had tried. Melody had cried and cried when he said he would 
be away for several months — seven months altogether. Her mother, 
Sulan, Ambrose’s wife, was there. *ey would be safe, surely. Leo was 
a sadistic monster but he would wait.

Ambrose worked his way down to the edge of the lake, and spot-
ted a point about 300 yards to the west. Maybe a good spot to ,sh. 
He moved back into the woods and walked parallel to shore inside 
the trees. *e healthy pines were interlaced with half-fallen rotting 
trees, most of them draped with steely green lichen.

Twice on his way to the point he saw fox scat — at least that’s what 
he assumed it to be — black, and full of seeds. He wondered about 
the seeds. *e foxes are eating berries, sure. Does that mean there 
are no voles, no young birds? We’re going to need all those things.

As Ambrose stepped out on the gravelly point he saw ,sh swirl 
near the surface of the water. Good spot. I’ll ,sh here if I can ,nd a 
way to do it alone. Or perhaps with Cecily. 

How are we going to share our food? How can we avoid sharing 
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our food? How can I catch ,sh and not divide every ,sh into seven 
pieces?

*e audience will be watching. Jimmy and Janice and Bud Liv-
ingston in the studio, and 20 million people in Lisbon and Pitts-
burgh, watching mostly boring things, but some not so boring, 
seven weirdoes hanging on. *ere’ll be some ,ghts, some sex, eat-
ing, crapping, all that, all the good stu+ of life, and they’ll think it’s 
real and some of it will be.

And some of it won’t be. I’ll see to that.

 1

Ambrose saw the glint from the barrel of the .22 before he saw Ivan. 
He pulled his hands away from the pan where the trout was frying 
and held them up, palms forward, toward Ivan. Cecily froze.

Ivan stood facing them, holding his rifle loosely, pointed at 
Ambrose’s feet. His posture was tense. Ambrose glanced along the 
length of the gun. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like Ivan’s ,n-
ger was resting on the guard, not on the trigger.

Ivan looked at Ambrose, locking eyes. “Give … me … the ,sh,” Ivan 
said. *ere was a long silence.

“No,” Ambrose said. “I won’t give you the ,sh, but — ”
“Give … me … half.” He raised the ri-e a few inches. *ere was a 

long silence. Cecily said, “Please, Ivan.” A tiny column of smoke rose 
from the pan, and they could smell burning. Ambrose said, “I’m going 
to move the pan o+ the ,re.” Ivan stared at him. Ambrose slowly 
reached for his leather work glove, folded it around the handle of 
the pan, and pulled the pan away from the low -ames, leaving it in 
front of him. He looked back at Ivan.

“Tell you what,” he said. He stopped, took a deep breath. “You 
put down that gun and sit down and we’ll share our ,sh with you. 
Okay?” Ivan stood motionless, saying nothing. “We’ll all have the ,sh, 
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divide it up.” Ivan looked at Ambrose, at Cecily, at the ,sh sizzling 
in the pan. Finally, without taking his eyes o+ them, he said “Here,” 
and indicated that Ambrose should hand him some ,sh.

“Sling the gun at least,” Ambrose said. *e two men locked eyes. 
*en very carefully, without taking his eyes o+ Ambrose, Ivan swung 
the gun behind his shoulder and tightened the sling.

Ambrose portioned out the trout onto two tin plates. He gave 
one to Cecily, then stood and held out a plate to Ivan and sat back 
down. He ate his own portion directly from the pan, waiting for a 
minute to let it cool.

*ey ate with their ,ngers, silently. Ambrose said, “You were a 
SEAL, is that right?” Ivan waited before responding and then nodded.

“*at should be useful here,” Cecily said. Ivan nodded again. “Why 
did you come on this program?” Ambrose asked.

Ivan ,nished his piece of ,sh and carefully licked the last bits of 
grease from his ,ngertips. “Need … money,” he said ,nally.

“Yeah, I guess we all do,” Cecily said.
Ivan handed his plate to Cecily, turned carefully, and started back 

toward his rope zone.
“You’re welcome,” Ambrose said to his back.

 1

By the time he was seventeen Ambrose had established himself as the 
top skeet shooter at the McCreedy Hunt and Gun Club, except for a 
man named Ralph Runkle who was forty-two and had been shooting 
skeet — as well as quail, partridge, and pheasants — all his life. Even 
against Runkle, Ambrose could make a good showing, except for sta-
tion 8. He always had a problem with station 8 when the clay birds 
from the high house came in very fast overhead. Runkle had mas-
tered that shot; Ambrose had not. Still he could beat everyone else.

Ambrose had been introduced to bird hunting by his mother’s 
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brother. Uncle Wallace was a fanatic. He bred and raised hunting 
dogs, hunted every day of the quail season, and talked about it all 
year long.

*e annual McCreedy ,eld trials were the high point of the sea-
son. *e event attracted dog owners from all over the state. *ey 
brought their best dogs to compete at ,nding quail coveys in the 
huge open ,elds, tracking down singles that dispersed after the covey 
rise, backing other dogs on point, retrieving, and poise.

On the day of the ,eld trials, soon after his nineteenth birthday, 
Ambrose spent the morning following his uncle’s setter. Lucy had 
performed well that day, ,nding a crippled bird that several other 
dogs had missed. 

Ambrose exchanged a brief congratulatory handshake with his 
uncle, then went back toward the clubhouse. As he passed the skeet 
,eld, he saw a man shooting. He seemed to shoot well. Ambrose 
watched as the man moved casually from station to station, tripping 
the clay bird release lever with his knee and going back to reload the 
low-house trap after each shot. During the time Ambrose watched 
him he hadn’t missed, but the low house was easier than the high 
house, so he hadn’t made the tough shots yet. “You’re pretty good 
at that,” Ambrose said.

“I’ve been practicing,” the man said. “I still have a lot of trouble 
with those high overheads.”

“Me too,” Ambrose said. He stood behind the man as he took a 
right-to-left crossing shot from the low house. His shotgun swung 
in a smooth arc, he ,red, and the bird dissolved into a satisfying lit-
tle cloud of dust.

“You want me to load a few birds for you?” Ambrose said.
“Sure,” the man said. “*anks. I’d appreciate it.” Ambrose walked 

to the low house, went inside, arranged the stack of clay pigeons, 
and loaded the trap. “Ready!” he yelled out. *e man yelled, “Pull!” 
and Ambrose released the trap trigger. *e bird carrier swung in a 
hard arc in front of his face, and the bird -ew out. Ambrose watched 
through the slot in the low-house wall. *is time the man missed.
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After a few more shots, the man called to Ambrose. “You want 
to take a few shots?”

“Sure,” Ambrose said. *ey traded places and Ambrose hit six 
birds in a row.

“You’re good,” the man said. “How about a little competition?”
“Sure,” Ambrose said. “I’ll go sixteen with you. Eight from the high 

house, eight from the low. *at okay?”
“Yeah,” the man said. “You got somebody who can load the trap?”
“I’ll go see if I can ,nd Tim,” Ambrose said. “He owes me one.” He 

held out his hand. “I’m Ambrose.”
“Bob,” the man replied. “Pleased to meet you.”
Tim agreed to reload the traps. Before they began Bob said, “Want 

to put a little money on it? Not too much, of course.”
“Sure,” Ambrose said. He wondered how much this man would 

be willing to bet. He had $35 in his pocket and he knew from what 
he’d seen already that he was a better shot than the stranger. “How’s 
thirty bucks?” he said.

“Okay by me,” the stranger said. *ey shook on it.
Bob shot inconsistently. He made some di:cult shots dead on, 

the clay pigeon pu:ng into smoke in the center of the shot pattern. 
On some easier shots he merely nicked the corner out of the bird, 
and on a few he missed altogether.

Ambrose shot consistently, hitting all sixteen birds except for two 
out of the high house at positions 7 and 8, his usual weak spot. *e 
other man had missed three, and quickly peeled three $10 bills from 
a thick wad in his pocket and handed them to Ambrose. “You’re a 
pretty good shot.”

“I’m getting better, I think,” Ambrose said. “Hate those overheads.”
“Want to go another round? All twenty-,ve shots? Maybe raise 

the stakes?” He paused. “Give me a chance to get my money back.”
“Sure,” Ambrose said. “Why not?”
“Tell you what,” Bob said. He pulled a wad of bills out of his pocket 

and counted several ,fties and twenties. “I’ve got $480 here. I’m will-
ing to bet that, just to make it interesting.” Ambrose did not reply. 
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*is was more than he could a+ord. On the other hand, he knew he 
could win. *e man said, “What d’you say?”

“I don’t have $480,” Ambrose said.
“I see,” the man said. He glanced casually at Ambrose’s wrist. 

“You’ve got a mighty ,ne watch there, though,” he said. I’ll bet that’s 
worth $480.”

“*is is an $800 watch,” Ambrose said. “I can’t bet this watch. It’s 
from my dad. It’s engraved.”

“Okay,” said the man. “No problem. Maybe someday we’ll get a 
chance to compete again.” Ambrose stood frozen to the spot. He 
could beat this man, absolutely no doubt about it. How could he 
let $480 walk away?

“Okay,” Ambrose said. “Okay. I’ll put up the watch as collateral.”
*e hustler wasn’t smooth. Instead of making his mistakes look 

random, he made every shot until Ambrose had missed one, and 
then, carefully keeping one or two shots ahead, he would miss with-
out taking any risk.

When it was over he held out his hand. “Nice watch.”
“Yes,” Ambrose said. “It’s collateral. It’s not yours. It’s collateral 

until I get the $480.”
“*at’s ,ne,” the man said. “When you get the cash you can send 

me a money order at this address. ” He pulled a scrap of paper out 
of his shirt pocket and handed it to Ambrose. “And I’ll send your 
watch back. No problem.”

“*is is important,” Ambrose said. “*at watch was a gift from 
my dad. I want to keep it for the rest of my life.”

“No problem,” the man said. “Just send me the $480 and you’ve 
got your watch back.”

*ree weeks later, when Ambrose had collected the $480, he 
wrote to the man at the address he had been given. He wasn’t going 
to send the money without having some guarantee about getting 
his watch back. He was no fool!

He got no reply to his letter. He called Directory Assistance to 
see if Robert Applethorn had a telephone at 472 Lavalier Avenue in 
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Milbank, Missouri. *ere was no such listing.
Ambrose wrote again to the address. *e letters were not returned, 

but there was no reply. After two years of trying to contact Robert 
Applethorn, Ambrose gave up. His father’s gift was gone.


