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I have always been interested in outer space-viewing the stars and planets

with my  $ 29.00, Wal-Mart telescope. I read all kinds of books about space and

dream about space travel: light speed, aliens. As a kid, I wanted to become an

astronaut. Well, I didn’t become an astronaut, but I did spend a lot of time in space-

against my will both terrified and mystified. 

My name is Phil Barton. Jimmy is my kid brother, and he’s my 

best friend. Jimmy just graduated from college on a full swimming scholarship.

He works in banking; he was always good with numbers.

My college major was American Literature. Just try to get a job with an Amer-Lit

degree.

I went to the Police Academy and have been on Eries’ police force for

three years.

We grew up in a rural area just south of Erie. Two neighboring boys, Tom and Tony,

grew up with us. The four of us were inseparable.

We were constantly at my house. My mom was always making lunch for us.

These were big boys, and they could eat.  My dad joked about claiming them

on his taxes.

Mom passed away three years ago-cancer. Since then, my Dad and the four of us

got really close, especially  Tony. Tonys’ parents were killed in a car accident just before 

my Mom died, a drunk driver. Tony is an only child. He got a nice settlement and

the house, but nothing can replace your parents.

My dad took all of us on hunting trips-deer and duck. The deer trips

were in early December: long and boring, freezing in a tree stand for hours, while

being silent. Christ, you couldn’t even fart without someone shushing you.

The duck hunting trips were in early autumn, and warmer. No noise

restrictions. We hunted in the morning, and the rest of the day was party time. 

We'd sneak off into the woods so the three of them could smoke pot.

I was a rookie cop and had quit smoking-at least most of the time. Smoking 

pot could get you kicked off the force. 

When we came back to the camp, we’d throw the football and Frisbee

around. Watching them was comical; they couldn’t catch the football. My dad

wondered out loud how we’d won any high school games, let alone

a championship. The only one that could catch the Frisbee was Rex- my 

dads’ Labrador Retriever. Rex had been bringing back ducks since we were

kids. This would be my dads’ last hunting trip.

My dad died two years ago. Tom and Tony were pallbearers; they were like his kids.

Toms’ parents came to the wake. They were devout Catholics and they assured me

my dad was in heaven. They trusted my dad enough to let him bring Tom

hunting with us when he was sixteen.

There were at least a hundred people at the funeral. My dad did work for most of them.

I delivered the eulogy. I was proud to be his son. Everyone else always came first for

him. My dad made everyone feel special, and I’m sure he is with St. Peter right now.

After the funeral, Jimmy and I went through Dads’ things. We found a little metal tin-

one of them sugar cookie tins-in his closet. Inside was a handful of silver dollars,

a ticket stub from a Stealers game, and a couple of baby teeth. Underneath it all 

is an envelope. Inside were a Christmas card Jimmy made for him when he was five or

six, and a baseball card my dad had made of me in my little league uniform.   

Phil Barton, All Star.

Two grown men crying in their dads closet.  

I ended up with  the house and all of the hunting and camping gear. Jimmy got 

cash and the new pickup-my dad did alright.

I have the dog, and we still go duck hunting.

The first day of fall was a week ago, and the four of us are packing for a three-day

duck hunting trip. We pack a little differently since Dad’s been gone. Duck calls, beer,

decoys, beer, sleeping bags, beer, a propane tank-and Jimmy says he’ll pick up a few bags

of ice and some beer. Dad drank beer at home but never on the hunting trips. I think

he was trying to set a good example, but the message got lost in translation.

These are big boys, and they like their beer.

I pick up the guys, one by one. Tom has got the food; Jimmy has the ice. 

Tony has-what else-munchies.

It’s about an hour's drive, and we take off right after work on Thursday. Jimmys truck is

nice-a club cab with leather interior, satellite radio, and a sunroof.  The truck

was my dads’ office. He was a contractor, remodeled closets and baths, and he was

good at it. Dad made the truck real nice, and he loved it. The cab had plenty

of room for four big guys. 

We’re almost half way there and Tony says he’s going to get the most ducks, he has 

a system.

“ What are you going to do, get the ducks stoned “ Jimmy said.

“ No, I’m just going to race Rex for the ducks “

Tony is laughing his ass off; he’s his own biggest fan.

Now he wants to get into the beer.

“Jesus,” I say “You want to drink in the truck with a cop? I’m not stopping. You can

wait.”

Never to be denied, he lights up a joint. I love Tony, but he has self-indulgence issues.

The same campsite every year. Camp is very secluded-the  last half mile is a dirt road.

It’s beautiful out here. The leaves are changing colors, and the area is untouched by

human hands. So serene just nature and stars. There’s nothing around to frighten

the ducks. It’s a great place for hunting. The blind is already there and there’s

plenty of fire wood.

We set ourselves up on some higher ground. We’ve had a lot of rain lately, and the

swamp was much bigger. We unload the gear and get situated.

We’re setting up just as night fell. When it gets dark out here, you can see a 

million stars. Sometimes I wonder what’s out there. I can’t believe we’re alone. 

Jimmy catches me gazing at the sky a couple of times while he’s trying

to get the tent up.

“ Hey space cadet, how about some help “

Jimmy and I have the big tent, and we get it up and anchored. Tony is stoned and

can't get his tent up; his solution is to take a beer break.

Jimmy’s is wrestling with Rex. He really bonded with him after dad died. Rex

lives with me because my wife tolerates him. If Jimmy didn’t live in an apartment, I’m 

sure Patty could part with Rex very easily. 

Tom is giving the helpless one a hand with his tent. Tom is just an all around 

great guy-helpful, dependable, loyal. Tom was an alter boy and wanted to become

a priest when he was a kid. My family went to church every week. Jimmy and I would

make faces, trying to make Tom laugh.

I think Tom would have made a good priest. The way he takes care of Tony-he

is Tonys’ family.

Camp is ready. The tents were up, the fire was going, and the beer was cold.

Tony brought the pot. He’s got one of those phony Medical Marijuana prescriptions.

I grew up smoking pot with these guys. I joked that I’d arrest them-except

we're out of my jurisdiction.

We’re in the wilderness and nobody is around. Still, I was a cop, I would have hated

to get caught with Cheech, Chong and Snoop Dog.

We’re playing Euchre, and thank God I didn’t get Tony for a partner-that honor

belongs to Jimmy. If you haven’t guessed, Tony sucks at Euchre. The score is

quickly eight to two, so Tony brings up the state championship.

Our high school football team won the state championship while all four of us

were on the team. That was seven years ago.

Tony recovered a fumble in the end zone for a touchdown.

"My God, we were there,” Jimmy says. “ How many times are you going to 

remind us?” 

“ Pretty much every time you see me,” Tony said, laughing.

Jimmy shot back that Tom quarterbacked the team and threw two touchdown

passes. “He knows we were there and doesn’t have to remind us every chance he

gets. Your a glory hound-and you suck as a Euchre partner!” 

Everyone has a good laugh. It’s just ball busting, nothing more. 

It’s getting late, and the best duck hunting is early morning. Time to settle in-

sleep off the beer and pot. You can’t have somebody still stoned when you’re out

there with guns. Morning will be here in no time.

Morning comes, and Tom wasn’t having any of it. He says his head still feels swollen. 

Tom’s a lightweight-at my wedding he passed out before I even threw the garter.

Like the Three Amigos, we headed out into the marsh, set out the decoys, settle

in behind the blind and started quacking.

Nothing. No ducks in sight. 

Tony’s quacking like a machine.

“ Hey shithead,” Jimmy says “we’re trying to call the ducks, not scare'em.“

We’ve been out here for almost an hour when several ducks finally are coming

in over the willow trees.  Jimmy fires the first shot, and one duck drops out of the sky.

Tony and I each fire, but the rest of them keep flying.

“ Go get’m Rex “,

Rex takes off like a shot-barking, splashing. 

Jimmy starts bragging,  “One down, three to go.” 

Tony said it was a lucky shot. I just say “The little asshole always gets the first one.”

Jimmy says “It’s all in how you lead them."

“No shit, Sherlock,” comes the chorus.

Jimmy kept rubbing our noses in it. “Don’t worry, I’ll get a duck for each of you.“

We let him have his fun while we wait for Rex to bring back Jimmy’s duck.

But Rex was gone a long time.

Too long.

Jimmy wants to look for him
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