
 A Deer for Christmas 

 
   Over the radio, President Roosevelt droned on 

about the WPA, CCC and the TVA.  As they 

listened, Alice knitted and John studied the old 

Winchester. He had lost his desire to hunt after his 

boys had married and moved away. Now perhaps, 

there was a reason to take the Winchester up on 

the mountain again. A deer would help make 

Christmas dinner something special. 

     He cradled the old rifle in his lap.  It was not 

pretty.  The years of hiking, climbing and hauling 

had etched it with a dozen nicks, scratches and 

gouges.  To a stranger, the rifle might have looked 

abused, but to John each blemish was the teller of 

a tale; memories of long climbs through the snow 

and other adventures shared with his boys.  
     The front sight had the remnants of yellow 

paint that John had put there when his vision had 

begun to dim.  "That needs a little touch up," he 

muttered to himself. 

     Alice, his wife, who was sitting across the room 

asked, "Did you say something?"  John did not 

reply.  Alice had seen him study the rifle in this 

manner before.  She went back to her knitting and 

let him relive the memories without interruption. 

     When the president finished, Alice switched the 

radio off and asked, "Why don't you clean that 

rifle and go hunting?" 

     "I don't know," he replied, "I’ve been thinking 

about it, but just don't know." 

     "John, I think you should go," she continued, 

"besides, a deer roast would make Christmas dinner a whole lot better." 

     Smiling at Alice he replied, "You always could read my mind." 

     John was sighting on some imaginary target when Alice crossed the room and took the rifle from his hands.  Turning it upside 

down, she pointed to a carefully cut groove in the rifle’s butt .  "Remember how that got there?"  she asked. 

     John simply nodded.  Alice stroked his white hair and reminded him, "You were too embarrassed to even enter the contest.  I had 

to send the boys down to Walter' s store to enter for you.  But once the contest began, no one came close to matching your scores.” 

     She was right, he had been the best shot in the valley.  Alice continued, "When you won the contest,  the boys were so excited  they 

carved that notch."   

There could have been a long series of notches, but John had forbidden them to carve anymore. 

     He looked up at Alice and smiled.  The deep wrinkles that surrounded his eyes were stretched tight, forming an array of straight 

lines that radiated from the corners of his eyes.  This particular smile was saved for special moments.  Alice responded with a 

particular look of her own and returned to her knitting. 

     The years of disuse had left the rifle in need of serious cleaning.  The couple spent the rest of the evening sitting by the stove 

chatting about the upcoming holiday, while each busied their hands with the chores of knitting and rifle cleaning.  Eventually,  John 

arose and headed for bed.   

     "You coming to bed?"  He asked. 

     "Not just yet, I want to finish your mittens."  

     John started up the stairs, then stopped and asked, "How about making a flap on the right one for my trigger finger?" 

     Without looking up from her work, Alice smiled and replied, "Sure." 

     John continued up the stairs leaving his wife sitting by the stove, her smile beaming into the empty room.  Alice was finishing the 

left mitten.  The right one, with a carefully sewn finger flap, was hidden in the bottom of her knitting bag, where it had been sitting for 

several days. 

***  

     When Alice got out of bed, John was already sitting at the kitchen table.  Before him was a very old cartridge box with only four 

shells remaining.  "Is that enough?" she asked. 

     John shook his head and said, "No, I'll need these four shells just to sight in." 

     A box of ammunition was an expense they had not counted on.  Like everyone they knew, the depression had made them count 

their pennies.  "How are we going to get them?"  She asked. 

     "I'll take care of it," he replied. 

      



Walter Atkins and John had been friends for most 

of their lives.  As younger men, the two had been 

constant companions.  With the passing of years, 

Walter had developed a bad hip and could no 

longer hunt.  He now spent his time behind the 

counter of the store that his family had owned for 

generations.  The store was a gathering place for 

John and others who lived in the Valley. 

     When John arrived at the store, he was greeted 

by Walter and several men whom he had known 

since childhood.  He shared in the jokes and stories 

while sitting by the big parlor stove that dominated 

the center of the store’s one large room.  One by 

one the other men left, leaving John and Walter 

alone. 

     It was getting late and John had a long walk 

home, so there was little idle talk before he got to 

the business of the cartridges.  John opened 

indirectly, "Walt, what are you having for 

Christmas dinner?" 

     Walter puzzled for a moment.  Usually he could 

figure out what John was leading up to, but not this 

time.  Finally he said, "Don't know, but it won't be 

anything special."  Walter's family wasn't going 

hungry, but like John's they had little left for 

extras. 

     John paused just long enough to let Walter's 

curiosity build, and then asked,  "How would you 

like to have a deer roast?" 

     Walter's eyebrows rose above his steel rimmed 

glasses.  John had surprised him.  "Hmmm, haven't had a deer roast in years.  You know how it is—  how am I going to get up on the 

mountain?"  Walter rubbed his hip as he spoke. 

     John shook his head indicating his understanding of Walter's pain and said, "I thought you and I might swap.  I'll swap you a box of 

shells for a deer roast and I'll deliver by Christmas."  

     Walter smiled and said, "Make it a hind quarter and you've got a deal." 

     John grinned and said, “Done,” and the two men shook hands. 

     The men knew they had struck a good bargain.  Walter, however, was enjoying the banter too much to let it end.  He looked at John 

with a worried expression and said, "Say John, what happens if you can't find a deer?" 

     "Well, guess I'll have to give you back the shells." 

     John's solution seemed fair enough.  Walter replied, "Yup." 

     John picked up the cartridges and headed for the door.  But, before he could get out Walter took one last good-natured poke at his 

friend.  "What happens if you miss?" 

     John's wrinkles stretched into straight lines as he replied, "You know I don't miss."  Walter just nodded.  A lifetime of hunting and 

competing together had made him well aware of John's judgment and skill as a marksman. 

     Walking home in the dark, John considered the upcoming hunt, his thoughts jumping from problem to problem.  The weather had 

been mild.  The deer were still high on the ridge tops.  It was going to be difficult.  Christmas was only a few days away and there was 

not time to wait for colder weather.  He would climb the mountain tomorrow. 

     Well before first light, John started the hike that led high onto the mountain.  As he walked through the darkness, with the old 

Winchester slung over his shoulder, he drifted back to times when he had made this walk with Walter and his own boys.  He even 

thought of more distant times when he had made the climb alone.  Strange he thought, how life seems to flow in cycles.  During his 

boyhood, he had hunted the mountain alone.  Then came the years with Walter and then the years with the boys.  Now he was alone 

again.  The cycle was complete. 

     The weather was still warm.  John removed one layer of clothes after another until he was dressed in only a cotton shirt and 

trousers.  "It's too warm," he muttered to himself. 

     By midmorning he was traversing the areas of scrub spruce that grew along the timberline.  Above the timberline, the tundra-like 

terrain enabled the hunter and deer to see each other at great distances.  John saw small bands of deer moving through this area, but 

could not get within range. 

     By noon he was feeling the altitude and his age.  Nestling himself in a small pile of rocks, he ate the lunch that Alice had packed 

and slipped off into a sound sleep.  The passing of years had taken much of his strength. 

     When he awoke, the sun was much too low for midday.  Immediately, he knew what he had done. "Damned old fool," he hissed at 

himself.  While he had slept, the wind had turned to the north and the air was now cold.  "Tomorrow things will be better," he thought 

as he started down the mountain. 



     During the evening, winter arrived.  As he and Alice sat by the stove, the northerly wind began to blow in earnest.  Up on the 

mountain, the deer were feeling the first reality of winter.  The wind was driving them to the south side of the mountain as they 

gradually drifted down off the exposed upper slopes.  By morning the hunting would be very good.  John walked outside and studied 

the weather.  The wind was almost due north and a high thin layer of cirrus was beginning to cover the sky.  "My God, it's going to 

snow," he thought.  "This is perfect!" 

     The sky was starless when John started up the mountain.  Though snow was not yet falling, the air was damp and cold.  It made 

him ache everywhere.  But there was no time for aches, pains or nostalgic daydreams.  John concentrated on climbing the mountain 

and getting into position. 

     John knew there would be deer skirting the small open areas (called parks) that lay just below the timberline.  The trick was to find 

a good vantage point.  He knew the exact spot. 

     When he arrived it was still dark.  The Winchester was unslung, loaded, and cradled in his lap as he waited for shooting light.  As 

the overcast sky began to brighten, the forms of rocks and trees began to resolve into recognizable images.  The air was still, cold and 

damp.  It was going to snow ─ soon! 

      Just below was a small park flanked with scrub spruce.  Weaving through the growth was a deeply worn trail that John knew well. 

The old Winchester, with a fresh dab of yellow paint on the front sight, was ready and waiting.  The wait would be a short one. 

     John practiced sighting on various objects along the park's edge. The paint on the sight helped.  There was now just enough 

contrast between the front sight, rear sight and target to accommodate his dimming vision. 

     The deer was not a buck.  It was not particularly big.  It was a full-grown doe of reasonable size.  It was the first deer he had 

sighted on in many years. It was Christmas dinner for himself and Walter.  It was payment for the box of cartridges.  There had been 

years when John would have let this deer pass, but not now.  Walking slowly, the doe was an easy target.  The yellow dot settled on a 

spot just behind its right ear. 

     A rifle shot is a loud noise.  During the instant of its life, little else can be heard.  Consequently, John did not hear the other shot.  

The doe's head snapped to the left as it tumbled into a small spruce.  The transition from life to death had been made without the deer's 

knowledge.  John worked the bolt and continued to hold the yellow dot on the spot where the deer had gone down.  When the doe did 

not rise, John slung the Winchester over his shoulder and slowly climbed through the boulders and down into the scrub. 

     The deer’s body was tangled in the prickly branches of a small spruce.  Once he had pulled it free, he turned the carcass so the head 

was uphill and prepared to dress it. 

     Before he had unsheathed his knife, John was surprised by the sounds of 

hasty footsteps and garbled yells of a man pushing through the scrub.  The 

man's right hand held a rifle.  His left hand was waving wildly in the air.  

John knew most of the men who hunted the mountain, but this fellow was a 

stranger.  John boomed out a friendly, "Hello," as the stranger neared. There 

was no response, just the wild waving of the left hand.  The fellow was 

badly out of breath.  He had been far below and the rapid climb had left him 

unable to speak.  "A fella’s got to move slow at this altitude," John offered. 

     Still there was no reply, just the waving of the hand, while the stranger 

bent over gasping for air.  After a few moments, he managed to gasp out 

something that sounded like "... my... deer..." 

     John's wrinkles became deep and crooked as he looked down at the man. 

     Finally, regaining enough breath to speak, the fellow said, "Admiring my 

dear, eh?" 

     John responded, "Your deer... I shot this deer." 

     The men exchanged glances for the first time.  The stranger rolled the 

deer from side to side while examining for bullet holes.  His hands were 

searching everywhere. John, standing upright, looked down at the man and 

the deer. 

     There was no question where the deer had been hit.  The entry hole 

behind the right ear was highlighted by a spot of red.  The exit hole was on the left side.  As the fellow searched the deer's body, John 

was looking more at the man than the deer.  Something in that first glance had disturbed him. 

     The stranger was talking so fast that John could not understand him.  His hands, which were desperately searching the deer's body, 

were wrapped with strips of dirty cloth, the fingertips left bare.  John unconsciously slid his fingers back and forth inside his new 

mittens. 

     The same kind of dirty cloth was wrapped around the remains of the fellows worn-out boots.  Several turns had been taken around 

the soles to keep them from flapping as he walked.  The coat and trousers that covered the rest of his body were as thin as the man 

himself.  A light snow began to fall and from beneath his broad brimmed hat, John watched the flakes land on the man's bare head. 

     The ragged man was becoming desperate.  His mumbled speech continued as he inspected the deer and occasionally looked up at 

John.  His eyes were deeply sunk into his head and surrounded by tightly drawn and darkened flesh.  John knew this look.  It was 

hunger. 

     The stranger had shot from below the deer.  If his shot had killed the deer, the entry hole would have been on the left side.  It was 

not. If they had both shot the deer, there would have to be a second hole.  There was none.   

     

 



 Suddenly the rag-covered hands stopped searching.  The bare, snow covered head swung slowly from side to side.  The man was 

desperately searching for a way to avoid the truth, but there was none. He had missed. This deer belonged to John. 

      As John considered what to do, a simple yet compelling thought captured his mind, ñ...whatever you did for one of the least of 

these brothers of mine, you did for me.ò   

     John began, "You know, this old rifle has been hanging on the wall for years.  I should've known better than to bring it up here 

without sighting it in first." 

     The bare head stopped swinging and turned towards John.  The two men looked at each other without speaking.  They could've 

talked for hours and not said as much as they did in those few seconds of silence.   

     Putting his hand on the man's shoulder, John said, "Nice shot,"  and before the man could reply added, "You have a Merry 

Christmas.” 

     The stranger held out his rag covered hand and as John clasped it tightly between his new mittens the men continued to silently 

peer into each other’s eyes. Then, John started down the trail. 

     The snow was now falling heavily.  "This is going to be a good storm," John thought to himself as he searched for another vantage 

point from which to hunt.  As the wind picked up the visibility decreased, so John began to walk slowly along the wood’s edge.  It was 

too late.  By noon the storm was becoming wild and John's thoughts turned to getting home before dark. 

     The walk home was always a time for reflection.  He worried that the storm might continue for the next few days.  If it did, there 

would be no deer for Christmas dinner.  Also, there would be the matter of what to tell Walter.  Yet none of these things mattered.  

John was feeling something good.  

     The next two days were best described as blizzard.  Late in the afternoon on Christmas Eve day, John trudged through the snow to 

Walter's store.  As he walked, he wondered how he would explain things to Walter.  By the time he reached the store he knew. 

     "Merry Christmas, John," boomed Walter, over the noise of the many people who were crowded in the store.  "Bring the deer 

around back and we’ll butcher it together." 

      John walked through the group of men that were 

gathered around the stove, wishing each a Merry 

Christmas as he passed.  It was no secret that he and 

Walter had struck a bargain over the deer and the box 

of shells.  The men gathered round to hear the story of 

the hunt.  John walked up to Walter, held out both 

hands with palms up and said, "Walt, I'm afraid I have 

some bad news." 

     Walter, looking over the top of his steel rims, 

replied, "Don't like bad news, John.  What happened, 

couldn't you find a deer?" 

     "No," John began, "I saw a beauty,” then after a 

moment’s hesitation he added,  “I just plain missed." 

     The two friends looked at each other in silence.  

Finally John said, "Walt... about the box of shells... 

there is one missing.  I know you can't sell them now, 

so I'll pay you as soon as I can." 

     Walter reached out and shook John's hand while 

turning his head in a manner that said, “There’s no 

need.”  After a few moments, Walter winked and said, 

"Merry Christmas John." 

     John replied, "Merry Christmas Walt," and walked 

out into the dark, snowy street with his wrinkles 

radiating from the corners of his eyes. 

  

 

We wish you and your family a very 
Merry Christmas 
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