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He walked with a limp. I could 
tell as he lay by the cabin door 
that the autumn sun felt good 
to his old bones. I knelt down 
beside him and held his weary 
head in my hands. Looking 
into his eyes I saw that gray, 
dull appearance that meant his 
spirit was fading. I murmured 
to him, “Old Spook, it’s time 
you and me had one last duck 
hunt together.”

That next morning we were 
up before dawn. The dark air 
was cold and damp, but the 
wood fire made the old Big 
Lake Shack feel quite comfort-
able. After a hearty breakfast, 
we left the camp and walked 
down to the edge of Big Lake. 
As I readied the canoe, old 
Spook stood by the water listen-
ing to the sounds of the night 
critters and sniffing the air like 
old dogs will. I picked Spook 
up and set him in the bow 
of the canoe on an old coat. I 
stepped into the stern, picked 
up my old poling stick, and 
set off across the swamp. As 
we wound down through the 
slough, I remembered the thou-
sands of times we’d passed by 
these same trees, islands, and 
beaver dams, both by canoe and 
on the winter’s ice. A half hour 
later, we came to the Tent Camp 
Slough. We left the canoe, walk-
ing down the east bank until we 
came to that same big, gnarly 
old swamp white oak we’d sat 
by sixteen years earlier. I spread 
out a couple of gunnysacks and 
lay my tattered wool hunting 
coat on top. Spook and I sat 
there waiting for daylight.

A barred owl hooted its 

lonesome, eerie call from across 
the slough, signaling the end of 
another night’s hunt. The trees 
began to take shape as a misty 
fog rose from the water in the 
haunting half light of dawn. 
Moisture fell from the trees. 
As the drops hit the water in 
a steady drip-drip-drip, they 
reminded me of the sands of 
time: steady, unrelenting, slip-
ping away.

When it was light enough to 
shoot, I saw several small flocks 
of wood ducks trading back 
and forth along the slough. I 
shouldered the gun, followed 
them, swung through, and 
slapped the trigger. Boom! The 
bird cartwheeled end over end 
toward the water and splashed 
down.

Old Spook staggered to 
his feet, toddled down to the 
water, slipped in, and made 
his way slowly to the duck. He 
picked up the bird, turned, and 
brought it toward the bank. I 
picked up my gun and made 
my way to the edge of the 
water. I stood there, silently 
waiting for the dog to reach 
the bank. When old Spook got 
just close enough, I set the gun 
against a tree, reached down, 
and helped him up the bank. 
I patted his head and said, 
“Good boy, Spook, good boy!” I 
dried him off with a gunnysack, 
for he was too weak to roll in 
the leaves.

I sat down under the oak 
tree. The sun began to burn 
the fog off the water. I lay the 
duck by my knee. Spook turned 
around once or twice and then 

curled up between my legs 
with his nose close to the duck 
at my knee. He could smell the 
two things he loved most in 
the world: the scent of duck, 
and me.

As we sat there together I 
remembered the pleasant days 
of summer, leisurely, long, and 
full of life; the bitter, snow-filled 
days when the swamp takes on 
the appearance of a white des-
ert; the days of the thawing sun, 
a warm breeze, a blackbird, and 
the promise of spring. But now 
it was fall, the time of harvest 
and death for plants and critters 
alike. We heard goosetalk from 
a high flock following its an-
cient southern pathways in the 
sky. Across the slough, a pair of 
gray squirrels worked in the au-
tumn leaves gathering acorns 
for winter. In years past, old 
Spook would have treed them 
for sure and then looked back 
at me to see if I was coming to 
get one for supper. Not today. 
No, today he lay quietly resting. 
I placed my hand on his chest, 
feeling it slowly rise and fall. 
From across the Great River in 
Minneiska, Minnesota, I heard 
a church bell toll its lonesome 
song. It was Sunday morning. 
In my mind’s eye I could see 
the people, all dressed up, filing 
past the preacher at the door. 
Shaking hands, then hurrying 
on with their lives. The diesel 
engines of a towboat hummed 
as it pushed its way upstream 
in the river’s main channel.

How long we sat in our spe-
cial place I don’t know. I recall 
wishing I could stop time like 
the sun had stopped the drip-


