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HE’S PARKED ON THE RIVERBANK to get away from the wife, holding his thermos mug and staring out at the decoys. The sky has gone pink, and he’s waiting for the geese to drop for their nightly visit. The shotgun’s loaded but the safety’s on and he can keep it on the seat next to him since Dog died. He sips his coffee-with-brandy, but it’s lukewarm despite the thermos and the bitter taste gives him heartburn. The radio won’t stop blaring talking head commentary about the upcoming presidential election—Jesus, it’s still over a year away—and he wishes he could get a sports show, maybe some rock and roll out here instead. His hands ache from the cold, his old hands that have set hundreds, thousands of decoys into frozen riverbanks, lakeshores crusted with ice, waiting, waiting. He thinks of Freezeout Lake, so cold that winter—what, damn near forty years now—he remembers it was too cold to wait for the birds outside even though the first few were already scoping out his decoys. Scattered cars and pickups around the shorelines puffing clouds from the mufflers. He knew, too, that every one of those vehicles were tuned into the same AM station out of Calgary as he was, and nobody stopped listening even when the geese came down, and all at once the horns and flashing headlights, noise that all but drowned out the sound of the startled birds lifting off and out of range, but they all whooped and hollered, all the hunters like young boys, because they believed in miracles, yes they did, when the Ruskies lost that hockey game. The wife, a few years back he had told her about that cold night in ’80, after they made that movie and everyone was talking about it again, and he teared up and then downright cried over how nobody pulled in any geese that night, but they were all brothers who emerged from warm vehicles to chant USA! USA! together into the frigid air. She wasn’t really listening, he could tell, but he got downright pissed off when she told him she didn’t remember it. Didn’t remember it! Didn’t remember the call? Al Michaels? Beating the freaking USSR, the Red Army guys? Her face was blank, and she’d said—she actually said—that she didn’t follow football. He chuckles to himself, now. That had been a hell of a conversation. He warms his hands against the heater vent, rubs them together, arthritic knuckle against arthritic knuckle. 

Oh, he still loves her, even though. He cuts her some slack, she’s a good wife, and she eats the goose liver pate he makes with cut-up pickles even if she’s never set a decoy, never field-dressed a bird in the cold and smelled the rusty scent of still-steaming blood, never even fired his shotgun. Even though she is clueless why he gets excited about Griz football, even though she laughs at the way he cries every time Seven Bridges Road comes on the oldies station. She teaches third grade, kids with bucked out teeth learning multiplication, and still cooks every night and does the laundry and even lets his old body climb on top of hers once in a while. She can appreciate the sound of a thousand geese coming in to settle along the riverbank, she’s told him so, the way she listens for it every night when she pulls in the driveway after school, her sensible shoes crunching the gravel, a cup of tea while grading papers. But damn. 

She calls it anxiety when she gets worked up, and the therapist he sees at her request (always her request) calls it anxiety, but he calls it plain batshit. She complains about too many people in the grocery parking lot and that’s why she didn’t go in. The sound of the wind whistling around the eaves and she has to lie in bed, ears stuffed with cotton. An assembly at school that has made her nerves jangle like a tambourine. She says she’s a sensitive person, but he can’t put his finger on how she can wrangle twenty eight-year-olds all by herself, but she can’t face the produce aisle. What he does understand is the sound of her voice when she’s nagging him about leaving his tractor magazines on the couch, an empty coffee cup and dishes in the sink but not in the dishwasher, and don’t even get her started on his habit of using a handkerchief (she calls it a snot rag) instead of a disposable tissue. The germs, she’s worried about, says she gets enough of them in her classroom. He can’t understand the sound of the heater cycling on so she can be comfortable, seventy-four degrees in the damn house, the electric bill climbing, her refusal to use the wood stove because it’s dirty, when they have 500 acres of beetle-busted trees. Sometimes he feels like she’s taken just about everything from him. He can’t tell her that he uses handkerchiefs because his father did, because she only knew him as a drunk old bastard who did nothing but tell racist jokes first at the VFW and then in the VA. She didn’t know Dad in his bronc days, back when he rodeo’d for so little in winnings, when Dad would come home with stitches in his chin or arm in a sling and a hospital bill, and he, just a youngster then, would get to rub down the bronc saddle with a special oil. How Mother worked nights in town emptying bedpans and wiping drool from toothless old mouths, just so Dad could rodeo and he always brought her something, usually beaded by the wives of the Indian riders. Mother’s drive back home after work just in time to take his schoolboy self to the bus stop. He didn’t tell the wife that Dad only started drinking hard after he broke his pelvis in a bad wreck with a bad bronc named Pearly Gates. How then, as a ten-year-old, he had to chop wood and haul square bales to the yearlings and the horses, how the work made him muscular and sad. How they had to sell everything, even the horses and the bronc saddle, the collection of beaded jewelry, and move to a rented house in town. The whiskey drinking like water. A neighbor man taking him on the banks of the Yellowstone for his first goose instead of Dad. The wife doesn’t know all that because he hasn’t told her in their fourteen years of marriage (a second for him, third for her), hasn’t let her in to all the corners inside his heart, because if he starts telling, he might not stop and it’s terrifying to have someone know all the parts of him. But she thinks he has, and she tells him everything, too much, like the time she got drunk as a high schooler and blew the starting five on the basketball team—she thinks these stories will bring them closer together. 

Last night she ranted about his boots tracking mud—into the mudroom for Chrissakes, he’d said—and then it turned into the decoys in their mesh bags just where she wanted to park her car and gun oil smell in the kitchen, so he slept on the couch and stayed pretending to be asleep until she left for school. Before she got home he loaded his pickup bed with the decoys and the shotgun he plans to give his own son for a gift when he finally comes clean about his relationship with his “roommate.” Oh, he knows all right what that means. He isn’t stupid even if he was brought up traditional—hell, his own parents had had twin beds—but he is mad that the son tries to disguise it, doesn’t have enough faith in his old man to tell him the truth. And God, but when he tries to talk to the wife about it, she has all kinds of things to say to prove she’s okay with it but still uses words like “the gays” and once, “those people,” which to him grated like a bad wheel but he didn’t say boo to her because she’s not the boy’s mother. Now, he lights a cigarette, a habit he hides from her and only does when he’s well away from the house. Blows the smoke through the window he’s rolled open, revs the engine a bit to keep the heater chugging warmth. He punches the button to silence the radio, so all he hears is the crackle of the icy river and his own breath. 

And the girl, he thinks, his daughter, with her high Slavic cheekbones and eyes like a cat from her mother’s mother, and he just knew as she had grown older and more beautiful that people questioned her paternity, wondered if that was the secret to implode that marriage and left him with not much more than a pickup full of decoys and his three-legged dog named Dog. Smart and sassy since the day she was born, that one. She never called him Daddy, must have heard everyone else call him Harv, and so she did from the time she could talk.

She always went her own way, and he was proud of her when she up and moved to Texas to work at a horse ranch. He still thought of her sometimes as a girl who played ponies while riding a broomstick through the kitchen, and not as the teenager busted for smoking marijuana and then let off with only probation when the drug test also revealed a pregnancy, because he could never reconcile the two girls in his mind. He blamed himself for the divorce that happened when she was a child, thought she wouldn’t have turned out the way she did, and he blamed himself after the arrest and the announcement and told her out of pure anger that he would remove the guy’s balls and hang them from his rearview because damn it, didn’t she know better and why was she so stupid. And then she called him a week later and told him not to worry because it was done now, and her voice was flat and she said she’d enrolled in an equine studies program at the JC for early admission while she finished high school, and he’d immediately regretted his words and his anger and his inability to see the girl inside. 

He stubs out his cigarette on the pocked dashboard and pockets the butt, reminds himself to get rid of it before laundry day. Sips at the coffee and shudders at its taste and at the emotion building from thinking about his children, the way it makes his heart ache and the tears fall from his eyes, and he thinks of his father, how he would laugh at the tears, how he always laughed and called him a bawl baby, a milk-sucking calf. He thinks of his wife, saying she’s sensitive. But it’s only here that he can let it out, when the weak sun leaves the cottonwoods in shadows on the east-flowing river, it’s here that he can think about the mistakes he’s made with his children and both of his marriages, can think about Dog, who finally died in his sleep at fifteen years old, the three legs twitching a final gallop in the night and lying cold on the floor when he went to feed him that morning. The tears roll down the lines in his face and catch in his moustache, and he can’t believe he’s still crying about that dog, even
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