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THE GHOSTS OF AUTUMN

IT HIT me as soon as I stepped out of the truck. The cold air gusting off Lake Ontario penetrated my lungs, causing an involuntary gasp before stinging my eyes and sending a chill not only through my body, but also into my soul. The warm September day, and the summer that had long since worn out its welcome in my world, suddenly melted away in the harsh and inviting arctic air. Turning into the wind, I faced the lake, welcoming the bracing cold as it washed over me. Summer slipped away as the gusts ushered in the first hints of autumn, if only for a little while.

Sitting on the tailgate with the old twenty-two rifle across my lap, I thought little of the squirrel hunting which I was allegedly here to do. I thought nothing of work. I thought nothing of stress. I was completely in the moment, something at which I’ve never been skilled. This is why hunting season brings me back every year. It’s the opportunity to focus and the chance to just be.

Whispering on the north wind, the ghosts of autumn are everywhere. Their voices mix with the music from the first waves of geese coming in over the lake. The past is never far. To the south, Dad and I are hunting squirrels in the oak stand on the peninsula. To my west lie the backwaters of Twelve-Mile Creek where John and I are laughing and nearly capsizing the canoe due to carelessness, adventurousness, and just plain silliness. Ted is swimming in the murky water, happily retrieving the handful of ducks we somehow manage to hit, his great jaws clogged with feathers and duckweed. The fields to the east are full of ghosts and memories and the small victories of my dogs (and those of my friends) flushing woodcock and rabbits and pheasants and the occasional unlucky squirrel and fox, coyote and woodchuck. Mike, Maggie, Ted, Minnie, Jake, Charlie, Cagney … so many dogs that brightened our lives for such a short time. And now Max, my golden retriever, carries the weight of being endlessly compared to all the dogs that came before him. If you have the time, I can point you to a quiet stand of ash saplings where just two years ago Max flushed his first woodcock and made a proud stiff-legged retrieve. I could show you where he posed for a photo with a huge rooster pheasant in the shade of a red oak after a long chase across a grass field. It has become one of my favorite photos among the hundreds that grace the pages of a dozen old photo albums and several hard drives.

It’s not only the ghosts that walk these fields, but also we, the living, that honor them. Perched on the tailgate, I try to remember all of the hunts over the years, but it is an impossible task. I struggle now to recall everyone I’ve brought here in my time to share in the places that have meant so much to me. I can’t. Occasionally the memories will surface throughout the coming season. Many are gone though, lost forever on the cold breeze of time. That is as it should be. Nature is, if nothing else, always moving toward the next season. Fall never mourns for summer.

The woodcock migration is underway, as much a mystery as anything else a hunter may or may not know. That is, in and of itself, a lesson. We don’t need to know everything. Why? Because we can’t. We shouldn’t. Soon the north wind will carry their secretive flight down from Canada. Not long after, the deer will begin their breeding season, another enigma of the outdoor experience that might have something to do with moon phases or temperature changes. Maybe it’s just magic. In a few more weeks pheasant season will be here with its colorful birds and exciting chases through long-grass fields, brushy tangles, and thickets I’ve hunted a hundred times before with old dogs and old friends for more years than I can count. More than one new dog and new friend has been welcomed here as well. Chasing dogs through the rutted fields will bring me back to my youth while callously reminding me how long ago it was. It’s been a lifetime, perhaps an eternity, not to put too fine a point on it. The length of time doesn’t matter. The continuity from then to now is all that does. It’s all that ever matters. The circle. The wheel of life. Ka. The twenty-five-year-old ghost of my younger self also walks with me. We have some spirited discussions from time to time. I’m older and wiser than he, but not nearly as much fun.

Before heading into the oaks to search for squirrels and look for other things I may not find, I meditate just a while longer. The fields and woods and old orchards here are sacred ground. I feel the presence of my old friends. I am humbled in the face of the beauty of this place, and experience the quiet only found in nature. The peace for which we all search envelops me. On my worst days I’ve never failed to find it here.

This is my cathedral. These are my meditations. I was raised Methodist, but this is my religion.
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THE GHOSTS OF LASCAUX

THE STORY starts with four French boys and their dog walking in the woods on a fall day in 1940. Most of my favorite childhood memories start with a boy walking his dog in the woods on a fall day. In fact, a large percentage of my all-grown-up stories start with a fall day, a dog, and the outdoors. So, to this story, I can most definitely relate. The boys were reportedly searching for a mysterious tunnel they’d heard other locals talking about. That sounds like the start of a great adventure to me, and it certainly turned into one for them. Their dog, curiously named Robot, discovered the hole first, sniffing around the entrance to the hidden underground chamber. The boys, convinced they’d discovered the legendary tunnel and were mere inches from untold treasure and riches, did as most boys would do and slid down the small, steep tunnel into the uncertain darkness. Fortunately, their descent didn’t end with a hundred-foot plummet or death at the bottom of a well, or an avalanche of suffocating soil or any of a hundred other horrible fates that may have awaited them below the earth’s surface. Lucky for them, indeed. It soon became evident that it was very lucky for all of us.

The boys first found themselves in what would soon be called the Hall of Bulls. Googling the photos as I have many times during the writing of this segment, it is impossible to fully appreciate what the boys and their Robot saw. Some of the nine hundred animals painstakingly recreated on the walls of the Lascaux Cave are massive, life-size and then some. One particular bull in the Hall of Bulls is over fifteen feet long. That doesn’t translate well to a twenty-inch computer monitor. Of the nine hundred animals, over six hundred have been positively identified as being species that shared the landscape with the ancient artists seventeen thousand years ago. These paintings were thousands of years old when the Egyptian architects had their first planning meeting in Giza to discuss the new blueprints for that little “pyramid project.”

The discovery didn’t only blow the minds of the young explorers. In a few short years Lascaux would effectively set the scientific world on its ear as well. Previously thought of as hulking brutes, our ancient ancestors were suddenly understood in an entirely new light in the hearts and minds of scientists and laymen alike. No longer looked upon as little more than primitive, apelike men (or manlike apes if you prefer) with only a passing resemblance to our modern culture, modern science suddenly realized that what we previously thought we knew about this ancient civilization was wrong. Very wrong.

Good going, boys (and Robot)!

The Cro-Magnon of the Upper Paleolithic was undeniably a wonderful artist. The artwork is detailed and colorful and represents, in some cases, some of the earliest forms of animation with the animals coming to life in bursts of speed and repetition. Picasso was an early visitor to the cave at Lascaux and remarked how man has learned nothing new in the past many thousands of years—higher praise for those apelike artists than one would expect from one of the greatest of our time.

Debates still rage decades later about the cave paintings. Did they represent many generations of cave dwellers, each adding their own artwork to the place? How did they light the dark cave to paint the artwork? Did they have the technology to erect the scaffolding that was certainly required to do some of the twenty-foot-high artwork adorning the ceiling? All are rational questions. There is one debate, though, that is universal. Lascaux and other famous caves such as those near Maros in Indonesia (dated to be more than thirty-five thousand years old), Chauvet (also in France), Altamira in Spain, and a host of others all beg the same question. That question, in every piece of literature I can get my hands on, is a very human question.

Why?

The experts weighing in on the why of the cave paintings include paleontologists, anthropologists, behaviorists, modern artists, and a bunch of other “-ists.” It seems to me that the only people that haven’t yet been invited to chime in with an opinion are today’s closest descendants of the cave artists: us—modern hunters.

Paleolithic man had to hunt for food. Sure, you vegans, they gathered too if that makes you feel better. But plucking roots and berries is nowhere near the spiritual, communal, dangerous, exciting, and inspiring experience that hunting wild, warm-blooded beasts was and is. None of the Lascaux artwork, as far as I know, depicts berry picking.

What we now do with shotguns and compound bows and highly accurate rifles was then undertaken with spears at get-to-know-you range. And the game they pursued included ancestors of our still-lethal big cats, woolly mammoth, large forest bovines, bears, and an extinct deer wonderfully depicted at Lascaux known as Megaloceros, which in Greek means “big freaking deer.” (It actually means “big horns,” but with a deer that stands seven feet at the shoulders and whose antlers surpass twelve feet in width, that was in fact one big freaking deer.) If I’d been in the ancient woods and had managed to spear a Megaloceros—or at the very least managed to survive an encounter with one without being mercilessly impaled and carried away on those twelve-foot antlers—I’d want a reminder of the day. Taxidermy would be out of the question, as few good taxidermists were working during the Paleolithic. The ones that were undoubtedly commanded very high rates. Camera technology was a few thousand years away. What’s the next best thing? Paint your depiction of the event on the cave wall, of course. Preserve the memory.

Simple.

Take a handful of red ochre, maybe a little iron oxide and manganese, and get to work. Ten years from now you can point to the painting and say, “Remember that day?” Your wife can say, “You’re not going to tell the Megaloceros story again, are you?”

Little has changed in seventeen thousand years. Sitting here typing, I’m surrounded by memories of days afield. A few deer heads (none with a twelve-foot spread, unfortunately, though there’s one that’s almost two feet), a couple of bears, some deer skulls found on scouting expeditions, a mounted pheasant, and several dozen photographs adorn the room. Joy is a good sport about our cave decorations.

When I was a younger man with only a few taxidermy specimens on the wall, I used to horrify my non-hunting friends and family by calling it “The Room of Death.” I was more prickly back then and only said it to people whose buttons I liked to push. It often worked. Many years later I now realize that it is, in reality, “The Room of Life.” The photos represent a moment in time with a hawk at the birdfeeder, or a deer with a wonderful velvet rack glistening in the sun while standing in a wildflower field. The animal mounts represent moments in my life when my adrenaline never flowed harder, my heart never beat faster, my mind was never more inspired and focused by nature. If you come over sometime, I can tell you the story of each mount, right down to how the weather was that day. Remind me to tell you about almost sinking the jon boat trying to retrieve my first big Maine black bear. That story would make a wonderful cave painting—though I’m not sure which color best represents fear.

To me there is no why? for the Lascaux cave paintings.

Scientists try to put a label on them, as scientists are inclined to do. Was there religious significance? Were the hunts symbolic rituals? Rites of passage? Was painting simply a matter of recording some memories of days gone by or a particularly good hunt for Megaloceros venison? Is there a cultural meaning?

Yes, yes, yes, yes, and yes.

I’m sure of it. I am an expert in the field because I am frequently out in that field. Our own ideas of immortality are not new. In fact, they are as ancient as the Cro-Magnon genes that course through our modern blood. The ancient hunters painted those images to enjoy for themselves. They did it for their kids. They did it for us. They did it for those four young boys and their dog Robot to one day discover. They said, “We were here and this is what we cared about. This is what made us happy. This is how we lived. This is what rocked our world.”

Lascaux simply says, “This is who we are.”

They told their story directly and beautifully. Isn’t that what we all want to do?
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THE GHOSTS THAT WALK WITH ME

THE GHOSTS that walk with me in those long-grass fields come and they go. No two memories are alike, just as no two days can be. I’m not a morose person by nature. I love life and I love to be in the moment, especially with soft earth under my feet and an expanse of outdoors in front of me. Living one moment at a time is not something at which I am skilled, but when I’m winding my way through some quiet, wild place, it comes as naturally as breathing. Some days there is little more on my mind than the happiness of watching Max and his boundless energy as we tear up the countryside on the trail of pheasants and woodcock and whatever else might cross our path. There are, however, two ghosts that always walk with me. In the fields, in my memories, in many waking moments, and very often in my dreams. Maggie and Ted are never far from my side. Though many years have mellowed my grief in the passing of the two best dogs that ever lived, their absence in the physical world has no bearing on their presence in my heart.

They are my constant companions.

If someone wanted to tailor a set of circumstances with the sole intention of breaking my heart, they couldn’t have hatched a better plan. Several years have passed and I think it’s now safe to say that I will never get over those two weeks. Since then, other dogs have come into my world, brightening my life in the way that only dogs can. Still, I miss Maggie and Ted with a depth of sadness and despair I didn’t think possible under any circumstances, much less the death of a dog. I never understood people grieving deeply over the loss of a pet. After putting my two favorite companions and loyal friends into the ground with my own bare hands, I now understand.

This is part of what it is to love dogs.

As she had on a thousand hunting trips and a hundred other adventures, Maggie rode in the seat next to me. Instead of anxiously looking forward, panting eagerly with the anticipation of whatever the day might have to offer, she was curled in a small ball, head in my lap, quivering. The stench of urine filled the old truck in which she’d ridden to some of our most joyous days in the field. Occasionally looking up at me, her once bright eyes were clouded and sunken. She hadn’t eaten in four days, soiling herself for half of that time. She had been shaking for the last twelve hours and I knew the end was near. My boss, an avid dog person with a house full of everything from pugs to St. Bernards, told me that I would know when it was time. I did and it was. The decision to have my best friend put down wasn’t a hard one. Telling my young daughters was harder than making the call. The decision seemed like common sense. It seemed compassionate.

Until now, with my little dog on the seat next to me.

Now, nothing was clear. With my left hand I gripped the steering wheel hard, gritting my teeth. With my trembling right hand, I stroked Maggie’s matted and stained fur. The early June sun pierced through the trees as I pulled down the long driveway leading to the vet’s office. Once in the parking lot, I lifted Maggie out—her springer spaniel roundness now just a brown and white bag of fragile old bones. I talked to her on the way in and the way down the stairs to the office. Trailing a trickle of dog urine and a river of human tears, all semblance of dignity on both of our parts was gone. In the lobby, I put her on the ground and hugged her one last time. I’d called ahead. They were waiting for me when I finally went in.

The vet asked if I wanted to say goodbye.

He was an old school vet, and I liked him. He could be gruff and coarse at times and sometimes had more patience for his patients than their people, but underlying that was kind compassion and a love of dogs. That was plenty for me.

“I did,” I managed to get out between silent sobs.

Did I want to be there for it?

“I don’t think so.”

He nodded, looking at me over his glasses, and told me that they could wrap her up for me after verifying that I was taking her home for burial. Fully unable to speak now, I just nodded and patted Maggie once on the head. My hand was barely under control, shaking horribly. My little bird dog didn’t look at me as her head hung low across the vet’s large forearms. She seemed to be fading right then and there. The light, what little was left, was going out of her eyes. I wondered if I should have waited another day.

No. That would have only been for me.

Looking into my red eyes one last time, the old country vet turned and went into his examination room. The receptionist asked for forty dollars. I wrote the check. The ordinary act of scratching my name and the numbers on the blank check helped me out of the numbness of the nightmarish day.

The period of time that passed probably should have felt like an eternity but the two or three minutes that elapsed just before the door reopened felt just like two or three minutes. Funny how things like that work. Time can compress and fold in on itself, passing like the wind. Sometimes an hour can seem like a lifetime. Sometimes, though, time is just time and a few minutes feel just like a few minutes.

When he emerged, the vet carried what looked like a small leaf bag. The thick plastic was in roughly the shape of my beloved little bird dog. He put Maggie in a garbage bag. It was the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen in my life. Time betrayed me, slowing down and elongating, stretching out impossibly far and moving forward almost imperceptibly.

He asked if I wanted him to carry her out.

I shook my head, my chest wracked with sobs that never quite made it to the surface. The vet put his hand on my shoulder and said something very kind. I don’t remember what it was. Much like the words I whispered to Maggie on the way down the stairs, the words didn’t matter. They were placeholders to fill in the spaces where words no longer meant anything.

Twice on the way home I put my hand on the bag on the seat next to me. Maggie’s heat still radiated. Both times I recoiled as I felt the warm, familiar features of my dog under the thick plastic. Each time I touched the bag, I wanted to throw up. Reaching my house, I pulled the truck all the way down the driveway, around the pool, and into the backyard. Bouncing through a small drainage ditch I’d dug by hand when Maggie was just a nagging little puppy nipping at my heels in the piles of dirt, I pulled the truck up under a small grove of white pines, their long, soft needles creating an oasis of shade. I laid Maggie’s bag there on the ground and went to the shed for the shovel.

The digging was horrible. Roots. Rocks. Pieces of metal and stone from the old barn that stood here a hundred years ago. I blasted through them with the point of the shovel, sometimes pulling at the roots with my bare hands. Digging slowly and thoughtfully at times, smashing and chopping furiously at others, I took my grief out on the earth. My muscles ached and my hands became blistered. My left thumb got punctured by an old piece of buried wire; blood streamed down my forearm. Still I dug, harder and faster and deeper. When the four-foot hole was finished, so was I. Lying back on the dirt pile, I looked at the sky, now graying in the west. Clouds raced, chasing away the blue. Rain was coming. I thought of other funerals. My great-grandmother. My grandmother. Cold. Rain. Disjointed images of sadness. A gray collage of heartache.

I carried Maggie across the yard to the small grave in the back corner. A rooster pheasant cackled in the field behind us, anticipating the storm. I don’t know if I believe in signs but I took that as a sign. How many of those big old pheasants had Maggie flushed for me in that field? Dozens and dozens and dozens. Today the pheasants could celebrate, though their lives would be much less exciting now.

So would mine.

I lowered the bag into the ground. Looking into the hole, the ugly black plastic seemed wrong to me. I reached down and pulled a few holes in the bag, not looking down for fear I would see her clouded, lifeless eyes looking back at me through one of the tears. The pheasant cackled again, protesting the first few drops of rain. I began shoveling the pile of red dirt and clay over my old friend. By the time I was done the rain fell steadily and all that remained of my bird dog was a mound of fresh earth next to her favorite rabbit thicket.

Ted, my old black lab, stayed on the back deck the whole time I put his hunting partner into the ground. Charlie, the new springer pup, was tethered to a rope on the deck, protected as always by the watchful eye of his big black friend. I paused at the deck to tell Ted what happened. I put my nose into the long, soft fur between his ears. Many tears fell there. He seemed to understand, looking into my eyes as I backed away. Charlie absently chewed the end of a poplar twig in perpetual puppy happiness. When I let him (and his stick) into the house, Ted didn’t follow. I called him but he put his head down, pretending not to hear me. Finally, I helped him to his feet with one hand on his collar and one under his broad chest. He moaned in pain.

“I’m sorry, Ted. I’m sorry.”

He looked at me as if to say, “I’m sorry, too.” Ted was more human than most people I know. In fact, there aren’t too many people I wouldn’t have traded for another year with Ted. Hell with that, I would have traded them all. He hobbled into the house, favoring his left front leg more than ever, laying down just inside the door with a whimper. Charlie curled up next to him and, for a moment, I wondered who was protecting whom.

Later, in the house, I talked to the kids. Jessica welled up with tears and hugged me, emotion pouring out of her. Jennifer went to her room to grieve alone. I could see both sides of me in both of their reactions. Their pain must have been immense, too. Maggie was a fixture in my life for only twelve years. She’d been with the girls for their whole lives. I had no words of comfort. I was too busy trying not to cry to do much of a job consoling anyone else.

If not the worst day of my life it remains in the top few. No. Strike that. It was the worst day in my entire life. The bottle of bourbon seemed like a good idea. Maybe the scotch in my desk drawer. Either way. Either one. Maybe both. Once the kids were out of earshot, I went into my basement office, put on some music, and drank and cried.

Finally finding sleep with my head down on my desk as I had a hundred times before, I awoke sometime in the middle of the night to find Ted on the couch opposite my desk, sleeping peacefully. He hadn’t been able to make it down the stairs in a long while and I sighed, knowing I’d have to carry him back up. Still, I was glad he was there. Ted always made me smile. Just typing his name today, a decade later, makes me smile. Like most dogs, Ted had the uncanny sense to know how his people were feeling. Unlike some dogs and most people, he seemed to want to do something about it. He knew how I was feeling, and it must have been worth the pain of descending the stairs to come and watch over me while I slept off the booze. Ted the protector. As he slept, his feet twitched in concerted movements. He whimpered quietly in his dream, an excited cry, anticipating something superb. I imagined that he was chasing pheasants with Maggie running out ahead of him as she always had, breaking through the brush and long grass, his legs as strong and fast as they used to be and the golden fields full of bird scent. The thought comforted me. When he awoke, I struggled to get him back up the stairs, pausing once on the steps to rest with his great, fuzzy ninety-pound weight on my lap, my nose again full of his soft black fur. Had I known what the coming days had in store for both of us, I would never have left the basement.

“Yes, I see it.”

Ted whimpered pitifully as the veterinarian rotated his left front leg outward. The bone tumor, over which I must have run my hand a thousand times in the last few weeks without noticing, was big and round and ugly. Only noticeable when his leg was twisted at this angle, it was as large as an orange. The vet shook his head and looked into my eyes.

This can’t be happening.

A day earlier, just eight days after putting Maggie into the cold ground, Ted had fallen asleep on the living room couch. Knowing that he would have a hard time getting down, I placed his soft dog bed in front of the couch. When he finally awoke and slid off the couch onto the bed everyone in the house came running with his cry of pain. He lay whimpering and panting, holding his left leg at a strange angle. I held his head after he uncharacteristically snapped at me, leaving bite marks in my hand for the first time in his life. Maggie used to snap at me, sometimes drawing blood depending on her mood, but never Ted. Gentle Ted. Charlie and I stayed on the floor with him for most of the evening, leaving him only to bring a bowl of water, that he ignored, and some pain pills. He didn’t move off the bed for the next twenty-four hours. I finally carried him outside the next morning but he lay motionless in the grass off the back deck, unable to support himself on his leg. I put him back on his bed and slid him back into the house. The kids asked a lot of questions, stroking his head and seeing into a future that I refused to accept.

The next morning, he whimpered like an injured puppy when I hoisted him into the truck for the ride to the vet. I didn’t care what it took. Thousands of dollars in surgery, months of rehabilitation … whatever. I was not going to lose Ted. I hoped it was a sprain or a strain, or even a broken bone. Anything, just as long as the vet could fix it.

He couldn’t. Of course he couldn’t.

At the truck door, since I wouldn’t put Ted through the pain of carrying him down the stairs to the office, the vet explained to me the ravages of bone cancer, and what we know of people who have suffered through it, wishing for death. This was an aggressive form, and my dog was obviously living in agony. The vet offered, suggested—almost demanded—euthanasia. Now.

“I can’t do this again … not this soon.”

He offered me some medication for Ted—very heavy medication—with the warning that I would be back in the next day, if not sooner.

I was only home with Ted for an hour before I knew the decision was the wrong one. His pain, even with the medication, was hell. He didn’t deserve that. Through the back doors I could see Ted and Charlie lying in the sunny spot in the dining room. Even with the heavy sedative, Ted panted in pain. When the kids got home I told them. However saddened, they didn’t seem shocked. I was the only one who didn’t expect this. Denial isn’t usually my way of handling things. Maybe I was turning over a new leaf.

I called the vet and scheduled an appointment for the morning. I gave Ted double the already heavy dose of the powerful medication and he finally slept. I hoped it wouldn’t kill him. During darker moments I hoped it would. I lay on the bed next to him, feeling his heartbeat, listening as his heavy breathing slowed to a normal pace for the first time in many hours. I cried openly, already grieving for my old friend. Everyone in the house had somewhere else to be except Charlie. He stayed nearby. Springers are a wonderful breed.

Planning ahead this time, I dug Ted’s grave while he and Charlie slept in the sunny spot by the back window. My hands, still blistered, ached with the effort. My heart ached even more. One of the kids let Charlie out the back door and he bounced around behind me while I started a new hole in the ground next to Maggie’s. Every now and then one of the kids came to the back door to watch me dig. I covered the hole and the dirt pile with a blue tarp to protect it from another impending rainstorm.
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