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Chapter One

1991

This is one hell of a way to celebrate your fiftieth birthday!

I'm a lean, mean goose attractin' machine. I don't mind the nine months of storage in somebody's garage, because I know what the other three months are going to bring, but this has me worried. Very worried.

I'm sitting up on a shelf in Butch's Pawn Shop. Downtown! In St. Louis, Missouri! Downtown! In a city!

This is not at all where I belong. There are other decoys up on this shelf with me, and from the looks of them, this might be a good place for them to stay. But, not me.

It seems like only yesterday.







Chapter Two

1941

Yesterday I wasn't. I just… wasn't.

Today, I am!

Sometime today the feeling just started. I know I began as a single piece of wood. Then another piece was placed along side me, then another, and another. In between each piece, well, this sticky, gooey, yucky stuff was spread. Finally, after several pieces of wood were all sticking together, some kind of arm was put on each side and it clamped us even tighter together. I mean tight. There wasn't room between any of us pieces of wood for a rat to fart.

And now “something” has picked me up. A voice is talking to me, saying, “You're going to be my best.“ Sawing and cutting on me, he proclaims, “You're going to be my finest!”

As parts of me are being destroyed, obliterated, he soothingly talks, and explains, “You'll finish my spread and we'll have great times together.”

Hm? I don't understand this at all. I wish I could see. That would surely help.

*

Things are a little clearer this morning and I have figured out what “it” is. “It” is a man. His name is Heinz Schmelzerblein. He came in here with another “it” last night whose name is Grant Heim. They were in here a long time, talking. This building is Heinz's shop. Grant and Heinz get together every fall and do something they call “hunting”. They talked about me for a long time, saying that I was really coming along. Heinz said that I was going to be his best ever. They called me several different things; a block, a decoy, a deke. I wish they would stick with one thing. That's a lot of names for one piece of wood to figure out.

Heinz just came in and said, “Mornin' fellows.” There must be more than just me here, as he sounded like he was talking to a group. I wonder what “fellows” do?

Heinz picked me up and started sticking me with something, gouging away a little more of my original self. Whoa, Heinz! That hurts! Take it a little easy. And now he's rubbing all over me with a hard steel bar that is rough as a cob. Scraping away even more of me.

Ahhh, that's better. He quit using that bar and is rubbing me all over with a piece of paper that feels pretty good. It still takes a little of me away, but not in chunks. Just a layer of dust coming off of me now. Hey, Heinz, careful on that end, it tickles.

Every once in a while, Heinz sets me aside and I can hear him talking to the others. He always calls them by name and tells them how great they look and how fine a job they are going to do. “Ah, Peter, you look like you're sleeping, with your head tucked back under your wing. That should fool even the wariest Canuck.” And, “Gertie, you really do look like you are preening your feathers. I really like that touch.” But, no replies. Never. These one-sided conversations really make me wonder about ol' Heinz.

Now he's fondling me and talking to me again. “And you, my fine fellow. What shall we name you? All your brothers and sisters have fine names, but not you. You are going to be my finest decoy and you must have a fine name. I think I will call you Gustav. My father had a Gustav in his spread and he was a fine decoy. He was a sentinel, too, and my father told me that Gustav would tell him when the geese were coming. You will be my second eyes too, Gustav, and keep me alerted to the coming and going of the geese.” Hey! I'm just telling you what he told me. I don't understand it either.

Heinz! What the heck are you doing to me now? That really hurts. Heinz just held me down on the bench and bored a hole in the side of my head. Ouch! Now he's doing the other side. Heinz is pouring that sticky stuff in the holes and sticking something in the holes.

 

What! What is going on! Something is making my head hurt. It's so bright. Bright? Holy cow! I can see!

So, this is Heinz' shop. Hmm. Nice, cozy room, but from the looks of things Heinz could use a cleaning lady. The floor is covered with sawdust and wood chips. I suppose those are parts of me. The walls have lots of tools hanging on them; saws, planes, a brace and bit, and there's a two handled draw knife. I'll bet that's what he was using on me. The handles on it just shine from all the use they've had. Oil from Heinz' hands must keep them polished. And that strange looking gadget must be the “arms” he put around me to give me that big ol' squeeze.

That must be Heinz sitting by the pot bellied stove. He's tipped back in an old wooden chair, smoking his pipe and blowing smoke rings at the ceiling. He's staring at an old calendar picture hanging on the wall. It shows two men in a boat, shooting at a flock of ducks, and it's titled “They are hitters!” Hmmm. This is quite a picture in itself.

On the wall behind Heinz is a big window. It lets in beautiful sunlight and I've got a terrific view. Heinz sure has a pretty place. There are many big oak and maple trees, and the wrens! Oh my! Heinz has wren houses hanging in every tree and they must all be in use because the singing is non-stop. That sound has to be the prettiest sound I've ever heard.

Down the hill there is a pond, and I can see a pair of mallards swimming around with a train of fuzzy ducklings following behind them.

And what are these things sitting beside me on this bench? They must be what I am, err…I must be what they are. Pretty fine-looking, pretty damn fine-looking, if you ask me. I can't see myself of course, but I feel like that's what I look like. I hope that's what I look like.

This has really been a shock to my system. It's a good thing I can't close my eyes or I'd never get done seeing all there is to see. Everywhere you look there is something new.

Hey Heinz. Next time you move me, set me next to the one preening her feathers. What did you say her name was? Gertie? Yeah, I remember, good ol' Gertie. I sure wish Heinz would answer me. He never does. Maybe he's deaf. HEY! HEINZ! Not even a blink.

How about you, Gert? Wanta do a little talkin'? I know some pretty good jokes. Aw, c'mon, you can talk to me. Hmmph! She just sits there staring at me. She could clear up some of my confusion if she'd just open up. Nothing worse that getting the cold shoulder, er… wing, from a pretty girl. Someday she'll need a shoulder to cry on and I won't give her so much as a heronk.

Let me see if I can describe Gertie. You may have seen some fine paintings. Maybe the Mona Lisa? Naw, Gertie's smile is prettier. How about a photo of Jean Harlow, or Betty Grable? Naw, Gerties prettier than them, too. She's just gorgeous. She has a long, coal black, sinewy neck and the brightest white cheeks you've ever seen. Her head is tilted back over her wing and she looks like she's purtyin' herself up, just for me, of course.

And her tail! Mmmmm! It's also coal black with a white stripe and a little grey. The rest of her body ain't bad either! She's a looker, that girl is.

 

I can't figure out why I can talk and hear myself talk, and hear Heinz and Grant talk, but nobody can hear me. Someday I'll probably get a big chuckle out of this, yeah, and someday nobody'll know the difference. Yeah, and someday I'll fly, too.







Chapter Three

Another day! That's really important when you haven't had very many. It's definitely cooler today. One interesting thing I noticed: the daylight is getting shorter and the nights are getting longer.

I can hear Heinz coming down the path from the house. He always whistles or sings when he makes that walk. I think he's trying to wake the birds up and get them started singing. Now that's a catchy tune he's singing this morning;

"The days are gettin' shorter, the temperatures goin' down,

I'll be on the river soon, my decoys for to drown."

 

I should hope he's not going to drown us!

We have a new character added to the equation this morning. A big black dog followed Heinz into the shop. Is he ever stout. He must be the one Heinz and Grant were talking about the other night. He's a black lab by the name of Buck. Buck ol' buddy, you and I gotta be friends 'cuz I sure don't need any enemies with teeth like yours. Now get your wet nose off of my beak. And don't stick it under my tail again. Ever! Whew! I wonder what you've been eating. That's awful.

He seems to like that ol' gunny sack by the stove. He walked over there, laid down, curled up, and instantly started snoring. I guess that's his special spot.

Heinz is taking cans down off the shelf and shaking them up. They're kinda messy looking. Some are gray, some black, and some white on the outside and they smell kind of funny, too.

Heinz has a stick with hair on one end of it and he's dipping it in the can and then rubbing that stuff all over my body. Oh Lord, don't let this feeling end. Yeah, right there Heinz. That does feel mighty good. I'll give you a half hour to quit that.

Now I'm all sticky on the outside. Maybe I oughta tip over against ol' Gert. She got a once over with this sticky stuff too. I've got to admit she looks even better with makeup.

What's that flying by the window? They look just like Gert. I'll bet that's what I look like now. I can hear them making a racket as they go by. Honking like crazy and boy, is Heinz ever excited. He dropped his hammer and he went out the door like a flash. Now he's coming back in and beaming from ear to ear, and keeps repeating: “It's gettin' closer, fellas. Closer every day.”

Heinz went out a little while ago and left that paint can right under my nose. I think I know what flying feels like now. Whoeee! I feel good! Gertie, let's do a little dance together, the night is young and so are we. Give me a chance, Darlin'!

Ok baby, if that's the way it is, so be it. I've really got my beak out of joint now. I guess she's just like the gals ol' Heinz and Grant are always talkin' about. Heinz just said yesterday. Ja, wimmen, you can't live with 'em, and you can't live with 'em."

Heinz really has the place warmed up today, and it feels pretty good. It is colder outside, and he was wearing a jacket when he came in this morning. He put another coat of paint on me today. I must be the most handsome devil in Peoria, Illinois. That's what Heinz said and he's the boss.

I am getting real tired of having holes drilled in me, though. He just laid me over on my back and drilled a hole right under my chest. Now he's taking a big screw that has an eye on the end and is screwing it into that hole. I think I'm gonna split.

Heinz tied a piece of cord to the eye that has a heavy weight tied to the other end. This is getting kind of interesting. Maybe he's afraid if he takes me outside I'll try and get away. I wonder how I'd do that. I can't walk or fly, but maybe I'd blow away. The wind has really been whipping leaves past the window the last couple of days.







Chapter Four

Today at noon, Heinz and Grant loaded us all up in the back of Grant's old pickup. I think they called it a stupidbaker, or something like that, and now we are roaring out of town. Well, roaring might be too strong a word. Clattering is probably closer.

I'm thrilled to be outside for the first time. I can't get over all the things there are to see. What an experience. Now that we are out of town and into the country, it is just incredible. All the trees have beautiful leaves, massive Oak trees with red and gold leaves, and the sky is so blue, and there are birds on the wires and in the trees. All of the pastures have cattle grazing in them and the farms all seem to have white houses and red barns. It is just quite a sight to see. Now I understand why Heinz and Grant were so excited about getting out of town.

We've turned off the main road and the last couple of miles of the trip have been over a very rough trail. I just took a big bounce and got a couple of paint chips. I'm next to Gert and I'm rubbing up against her pretty good, so it isn't all bad. The chips are a small price to pay. You might even say it is worth the chips. Har de Har Har.

Anyway, they've parked the pickup close to the river and Heinz and Grant just got out and are standing there watching the sky.

“We might as well load them in the jon boat, Heinz.” Grant said. “Everything else is ready. We'll float them out and stack 'em in the blind.”

They loaded all of us into the jon boat, and waded into the river, towing the boat out to a sandbar in the middle.

There was a big pile of brush on the sandbar and Grant walked over to it, stuck his hand between two branches, and pulled open a door! He disappeared inside and now the top of the brush pile, which is covered with grass, is lifting up and Grant is sticking his head out. “Hand them to me through the top,” Grant said. “And I'll stack them inside.”

Heinz is handing all of us in to Grant. “Why don't you put Gustav on top,” he said. “I know I'll want to set him at the head of the spread tomorrow. He came out so perfect I want him to be the first one they see.”

Good Lord! I thought I was confused before but I can't figure out at all what they are talking about or what the heck is going on. How get can you confused?

Grant put me on top of the pile, closed the lid and shut the door as he went out. I can't see a thing but I can still hear them talking and are they ever excited. “There's another flock, Heinz. And another,” Grant said. “Oh, tomorrow is gonna' be a great day. I can feel it in my bones. The birds really came in on that front last night. If we can just get some weather in the morning! I can hardly wait, good grief, there's another flock. Come on tomorrow!” He ran on like that for ten minutes, non stop.

Then, without a 'bye your leave', 'kiss my ass', or a 'see ya in the morning', they left.

They just left.

I really think it is some kind of joke or something. But evidently they did leave. And now I'm cold. I'm uncomfortable, I don't have a clue what the hell is going on, and I want out of here.

OK, Heinz, the joke is over, you can take me home now. Come on Heinz, it's cold and dark out here. This is, excuse me, total bullshit.

He hasn't answered me, of course, and I haven't heard anything for a long time. This is not the kind of treatment I expected. No Sir! Not at all.

Goodness, what was that? Something just ran under my belly, and it felt creepy. There he is on Willum's back. He's a furry little critter. There was one just like him in the shop one day. Ol' Buck made short work of him. Hm. He squeaks. And he's trying to get into that box they left in the corner. He'll have to work a long time to gnaw through that. Where's ol' Buck when he could do some good instead of just laying around by the stove, or drooling all over me.

The hours sure do drag when you're laying around in the dark and can't close your eyes. I must sleep with my eyes open, 'cuz I sure do dream a lot. 'Specially about Gertie. I wonder why?

I thought a lot last night about the conversation Heinz and Grant had after they put us in this, uh, blind, whatever that is. I think today I'm finally going to learn about my purpose in life. It seems everyone has one so I must have one too.

I just heard something. Sounds like that Stupidbaker pickup. “Clacketa, clacketa, clacketa.” Yep, it's the pickup. That exhaust sounds like a popcorn fart. At least that's the way Grant describes it. hell, I don't know, I've never farted.

Heinz is really in a great mood, this being the middle of the night and all. “Good morning, fellows, everybody ready?” he practically sang. Morning? What's he talking about, it's still dark out there.

 

I wonder where we are going today. We must be going somewhere as they are taking us all out of the blind and loading us back up in that jon boat. The guys have funny looking boots on that go all the way up to their chests and they are dressed in brown coats, and brown hats.

Heinz! How come you're carrying me out into the water? Whoa! What the hell are you doing? Why on earth did you drop me into the water?

I'd better straighten up, or I'll get my head wet. I'm drifting away, whoops! I must have hit the end of that cord as I just stopped and flipped around. Now I know what that weight is for. And I can move from side to side. OOPS! Careful, you'll tip again. Ahh! It's kind of cold on my bottom but it's so much fun, who cares?

Hey! There's Gert! Hey Gert, how about a dip? Man, I sure wish you would talk. OOPS. Sorry Peter. I didn't mean to bump into you. Why doesn't Heinz back you up a little? Hey Heinz! There, that's better. Now we can move around a little without bumping into each other.

This “life's purpose” thing better happen real soon. Here we are swimming around in the dark. In a cold river. Tied to a cord. It's real and it's fun, but it ain't real fun. It was a lot warmer in the blind. And even better in the shop.

Where'd those guys on the sandbar come from? Boy are they skinny little bastards. They look like us, but they got no fullness. No width. Probably no depth, either. Hm? They just sit over there on the sandbar with that stick up their rears and never move. That must be boring as hell. Guess I'll quit complaining.

Buck is running all over the place–from one end of the sandbar to the other. Here he comes out into the water, sniffing each of us. Hey, Buck, you're stepping on my cord and “splfft” tipping me over face first. “Splfft!” C'mon Buck, move it! That water is wet! And cold! Somebody better have a talk with that dog. He has pretty poor manners if you ask me.

Now where the heck did Grant and Heinz go? Oh, I get it! They put us out here and then they go inside the blind and they've got it all covered up with the grass top. Seems to me they are hiding. But why in the heck would they be hiding? They must be up to something in there. I can hear them talking but I can't figure out what they are saying. Something about cookin' a bunch in. Bangin' stuff together and making all kinds of racket. And they have a stove going. I can see a glimmer of light through the brush once in a while.

Speaking of glimmers of light, that must be east over there. The horizon is just starting to show up and it's looking a little bit pink. I can tell a difference each time I look. It slowly gets a little brighter and a whole lot prettier. It's almost orange now. I can hear a few blackbirds starting to screech and squawk over in those reeds, and just a few minutes ago I heard some wing sounds and some quacking way up above us. Heinz heard it too. “Grant,” he says, “didja hear that, huh, didja? A bunch of greenheads just passed over. I could hear der vings whistlin' and dey vas talkin'. Oh I tink ve hit a great opening day.” When Heinz gets excited he talks kind of funny.

Now I know what they're up to in that blind. I just caught a whiff of breakfast cooking. It smells just like the odors that drift down from the house every morning when Heinz' wife fixes breakfast for him, only better. Man, it smells good. Let's see, they've got bacon, eggs, taters and coffee. Those smells are somethin' else. I wish I could eat with them. I wish I could eat. Period.

The big question of the day is, why in the world would they drag all of us way out here, put us in the water, hide in the blind, and then cook breakfast? Somethin' else just has to be goin' on. I can't help being excited, but, I'm just not sure why I am.

“Heronk, Heronk, Heronk, Quack, Quack, Quack!” Oh Lordy, those guys have those call things out and they're makin' a whole lot of noise. They did that in the shop a few times, but they never carried on like this. There they go again. “All tuned up”, said Grant. Tuned up? I should hope.

“Heronk, Heronk, Heronk, Heronk!” Hey! That's coming from back behind those trees. That's the real deal, I wonder?

Wow! A whole bunch of those things that I look like just came over the trees and are flying out over the river. There must be a dozen of them. Just listen to Heinz and Grant. They're blowing those calls and they really do sound just like those birds. That front one is turning back this way. The others are following him. They must be coming to visit. This is going to be great, all right, fun times ahead. Maybe they can teach me how to fly.

Hey, Guys! No! This way! Don't turn around. Call to them Heinz! No, not squeaky like that, call 'em like you did before. Drat! Down the river they went. Right out of sight. Heinz, you scared 'em off. I feel like leaving too. Cut my cord, somebody.

And boy is Grant ever giving Heinz hell. “Heinz! You've got to get a new call. That sound breaks when you least expect or want it to. It ain't ever been right since the day you bought it. Maybe I can tune it for you. Let me look at it.”

Heinz handed Grant the call and Grant looked at it, stood up, and, “Splash!” Oh my gosh, he just threw that call out into the river, and it's floating away.

Why, Heinz isn't even mad. He's laughing so hard he better be careful or he'll break something.

Hey! Pay attention now! Can't you hear them calling? They're coming in over those same trees!

“Heronk! Heronk!”

All right Grant, now quit calling. They heard you and they're turning back this way. They're coming right at us and they quit flapping their wings and they're just kind of floating down towards us. What the heck are those two black things hanging down under their bellies? Oh my God! They have feet! They're dropping down, getting closer. Finally, maybe, hopefully, possibly, someone is going to explain things to me. This is just going to be a great, great day!

KA-BOOM! KA-BOOM!

KA-BOOM! KA-BOOM!

SPLASH! SPLASH! SPLASH!

 

What in the hell is going on! What happened?

They all flew away except those three floating in the water. Hey guys. Roll over and let's get acquainted. You're wiggling your feet but you're upside down and you're floating away. Come on back guys, I've got some questions to ask you. Important questions.

Well, dip me in shit and call me stinky. Here comes Buck. Now he'll scare those three away, too. Buck, get outta here! Would you look at that? Ol' Buck just swam right out and picked up that farthest bird, turned around and swam back and laid him on the bank. Now he's back in the water and he's going after that next one. Took that one to the bank too. And now he's off after the third one. I wonder why those birds don't fly away? Or at least run off, seeing as how they have feet.

Now Buck is carrying them to the blind and giving them to Heinz. You know, those birds don't look like they feel real good. Their heads are hanging down and they aren't moving. Maybe Buck bit them a little hard with those big ol' teeth of his.

Heinz and Grant are acting like a couple of kids. They sure are happy. They are whooping and hollering and shaking hands with each other. “What an opening. Three out of the first flock,” Heinz said. “Too bad you missed your second shot, Grant. We shoulda had four.”

“Heinz, you know we doubled on that second bird,” Grant came back. “Now you fess up or I'll toss more than your call into the river.” He's still laughing.

They went back into the blind and I can hear them mumbling and laughing every so often. But things have gotten real quiet out here. The river burbles and swishes, and once in a while a fish jumps. But that's about it. Heinz and Grant keep saying that they would sure like to have some wind, but it seems to me like that would spoil a very nice day. Every once in a while one of them sticks his head up and looks around, grimaces, and ducks back down out of sight.

I just got bumped by a small log and it spun me all the way around so that I can see downstream. Just below us (the gray, white, and black pretty birds) are a bunch of fellows similar to me, only they are smaller, they have short necks and are painted kind of gray and brown and some of them have green heads. So that's what a duck decoy is. Hmmm! They just need to add some real ducks to this mix.

“Quack! Quack! Quack! Quack! Quack! Tuka! Tuka! Tuka! Tuka!”

Ask, and ye shall receive, I guess.

Heinz and Grant both just cut loose on their duck calls. Kind of an aggravating sound if you ask me. Aha! I just heard a quack from behind me. It must be a duck. No, it's several of them and they are swinging out over the far bank of the river. They're turning this way just like those big boys did earlier and they're coming right down the pike. Gonna drop right in and visit, yes they…

 

"KA-BOOM! KA-BOOM!

KA-BOOM! KA-BOOM!"

"SPLASH! SPLASH!

SPLASH! SPLASH!"

Well! Belly up, just like those big boys. There goes Buck. Man, he has his work cut out for him this time. One of those birds fell a long way out.

“Get 'em Buck! Fetch 'em up! Thatsa boy! Fetch 'em up!” Heinz is telling Buck.

And Buck is listening. He can really throw a lot of water when he sails off that bank. He must have landed fifteen feet from the bank and the water is flying.

And just listen to those guys.

“Great shootin' Grant!” Heinz exclaimed.

“You too, Heinz. What a mornin' we are having,” Grant said.

“Ain't it just the best? Three geese and four Mallard drakes on opening mornin'. The new decoy spread is just right. That Gustav up front looks so real that I almost pulled down on him once!”

Oh! Oh my! My oh my!

 

The big picture is starting to come together. Heinz, decoys, the blind, the Ka-Booms, Buck, and the celebration! That's my purpose! I finally figured out my purpose! I love it. I have a purpose in life and I'm damn good at it already judging by this morning. Just wait till that next mob of geese come by, I'll have 'em eating out of my hand… Ah, you know what I mean. Com'on geese! Com'on down! The water's fine. Com'on in and take a load off.

Well, Glory be. I believe I just heard a far off Heronk. They seem to be coming up the river this time. Down here big boys, look at me swimmin' side to side in this current. Looky there son, ain't that Gert a right purty thing? I believe she's available too. Come on down and visit. Talk to them Grant, they're wantin' in bad.

 

“Heronk! Heronk!”

"KA-BOOM! KA-BOOM!

CLICK! CLICK!"

 

“SPLASH! SPLASH!”

Hmm? That's kind of strange. “KA-BOOM! KA-BOOM! CLICK! CLICK!”

I wonder what the “Click! Click!” is all about?

 

“You gotta be kiddin' me, Grant. You forgot to reload! Oh Lordy, I love it. 'Click, Click!' I promise I won't tell anybody. It'll be just our secret. The boys down at Hank's store will never know. Oh Lord, I do love it.” Heinz sank to his knees laughing and talking at the same time. He's laughing so hard he's started crying and now he can't even talk. Grant's just standing there, staring at him. No smile, no laugh. Just a really bad expression on his face.

Kind of like the morning he put the coffee on the stove and forgot to put water in the pot.

Grant knows that when they go down to the store on Monday for supplies, everyone and their dogs will already know what happened. It's just too good not to tell. Grant has just “missed” two geese. Two empty chambers. And of course Heinz has doubled, just to make it worse. Even Buck is looking at Grant with a funny expression on his face. “Where's my other two retrieves, Grant?” Buck asks with his eyes, then disappears into the blind with a sigh. I think he was smiling, too.

At noon they decided to pick us up. They wrapped the cords around our necks and packed us into the jon boat. They pulled the boat up on the bank and threw a large piece of burlap over us and then put a big canvas tarp over that. I've done one heck of a days work. Twelve geese are lying behind the blind, along with eight mallards. Heinz and Grant brought the pickup down and loaded it and are standing by the blind talking.

“What a great opener, Grant.” Heinz said. “Even with bluebird weather this is one of our best days ever. And it's just opening day. What a glorious season this is going to be. Our missus' are gonna have their work cut out for them tonight, for sure. More geese and ducks to pick than they've had for a long time. Sunday dinner is gonna be mighty tasty. Let's pack it in.”
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