
Duck 
by Todd Babiak 
 
 
Tuffy lived on the waterfront near the Boy Scout Camp in a cabin that was not a cabin. It was a 
genuine house that belonged in the city, with floral wallpaper and baby blue vinyl siding and the 
flag of Alberta. There was a television hooked up to a massive white satellite dish on the roof. 
Tuffy played Nintendo and his parents watched golf. You could drink water straight from the 
tap. It tasted oily and eggy but also like magic. 
 
One afternoon Tuffy’s mother kicked me out of the house because she wanted to tell a joke only 
Christians understand. Someone was supposed to come get me when the joke was over. 
 
I had a portable fishing rod, just for kids. It was beige and plastic, with a small compartment to 
hold two or three hooks and some bait. The joke took forever so I sat on the pier and fished for 
perch with a warm ball of Kraft Singles from my pocket. Country music played from a truck 
passing on the gravel road, something about heaven. I caught a perch and it opened its mouth at 
me. There is a special way to hold a fish so it will not cut your hands. I wondered if the perch 
had a family, if the kids were watching from under the surface, and I threw it back.  
 
It was a warm day and I was in my Speedos so I could have swum to our cabin but I was scared 
to drop the fishing rod in the lake. My granddad bought it for my birthday and my mom 
whispered, “Take good care. It’s the fanciest thing you have.” Up until that point no one had 
trusted me with anything fancy. When it seemed Tuffy would never come out I walked home, 
down the gravel road. 
 
Tuffy caught up to me. His cheeks were pink. He had a gun. 
 
“Mom says I’m not allowed to hang out with you anymore.” 
 
The tiny rocks dug into my bare feet. “Why not?” 
 
His rifle was long and heavy and it cocked in the middle, the sort they carry in cowboy movies. 
He had a tin of pellets in his shorts and it swished with each step. My granddad had been in the 
war and he didn’t like me playing with guns, even pretend ones. Tuffy and I went to the spare 
lot, where people without waterfront cabins had to swim. There were always beer cans on the 
shore and broken bits of brown glass, sometimes a condom. Few things frightened me more than 
a used-up condom. My dad would go down there with a garbage bag and winter gloves and clean 
it up, which was the most embarrassing thing. 



 
“What was the joke?” 
 
“What joke?” 
 
“The joke for Christians.” 
 
“I don’t know. She’s such a whore, my mom.” Tuffy was the sort of boy who would call his 
mother a whore. It was like having a wizard for a friend. He was older than me and he pissed 
wherever he wanted and he told me he had lost his virginity with his babysitter when he was 
eleven. She had waited until his parents were gone and she just took off her clothes and said, 
“Put it in me, Tuffy.”  
 
It was not yet July. Ducks floated along the shore. Tuffy snorted and spit. “My mom doesn’t like 
your parents is the thing.” 
 
Tuffy had related this before. Our family was only at Skeleton Lake because my granddad had 
bought the land when it was cheap, and our cabin was a dump, so was our van, and we didn’t 
even have a septic tank, and my dad only had one arm and it upset everyone that he hardly ever 
wore a shirt. Another duck came close to the shore, with its fluffy babies. The mother reached 
down and ate whatever was there, on the surface. Bugs, I guessed. When our hamburger buns 
went moldy my mom and I fed them to the ducks. Duck bread, we called it.  
 
When he lifted the gun and pointed it at the mother duck I didn’t say anything. I hoped he was 
pointing it the way my dad pointed a gun-hand at men in trucks who cut him off on the highway. 
He steered with his knees. I did not want Tuffy to shoot the duck but I was angry with him and 
his mom. I knew in that moment that if he did something wrong, more wrong than stealing a can 
of Coke or punching a boy scout in the face or calling his mom a whore, that it would hurt him.  
 
It would damn him.  
 
The duck was so tame she didn’t swim away when Tuffy pointed the gun at her head. He took a 
step closer, whispered. Come on, baby. I changed my mind about wanting trouble for Tuffy. 
Now that it could really happen I wanted to kick a rock at the ducks so they would swim away 
and I could feel it, the courage to do it, like an unopened package in me. But it was too hard to 
open. The duck bobbed her head and beak underwater, eating, while her soft yellow children 
squeaked and whistled about her. 
 
The gun popped. It didn’t bang.  



 
She shook her head, the mother duck, back-and-forth a bunch of times, and Tuffy laughed and 
said, “Fucken!” and ran to the gravel road. I ran with him. But then I stopped, watched him go. If 
I was with him I was with him. He had a crooked, heavy, flat-footed run that would ruin his 
prospects in the coming years, when girls started to notice us, when we wanted them to notice. 
No team would ever pick Tuffy. I went back to the shore of the empty lot and I put my portable 
fishing rod on the rocks. The duck wasn’t dead, not yet, but she wasn’t swimming right. Her 
babies gathered around her and she knocked into them without any of a duck’s usual grace. She 
was ruined.  
 
I knew I was lucky to have a cabin at Skeleton Lake, even if it was a dump. None of my friends 
had a place to go on warm weekends. My parents could not have afforded such a thing. I knew it 
wouldn’t last forever. 
 
The mother duck and her babies had moved away from shore, toward our cabin. Her neck didn’t 
have much hold in it by the time I reached her. The babies followed at a distance. 
 
“What are you doing?” My dad stood on our pier in his red Speedo. It had the same stripes as 
mine because my mom had bought them the same day. He was drinking rye in a plastic glass. 
 
“The duck is dying.” 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
There was really only one rule. Don’t tell. “I watched Tuffy shoot it.” 
 
“What?” 
 
“He shot the duck with a pellet gun.” 
 
The sun went behind a cloud. My dad put down his rye and jumped off the pier. He was a fast 
swimmer for a one-armed man. Water dripped off his nose. He stared at me for a while, as 
though he suspected I had been replaced by an imposter. “You didn’t try to stop him?” 
 
My dad couldn’t do it where it was deep. The water was over his head. So I had to push the 
mother duck close enough to shore and I had to hold on to her, by the feathers — she was 
terribly light — while my dad broke her neck. 
 



We waded to Tuffy’s cabin. I stayed in the water, with only my head out to breathe, while my 
dad carried the duck in his only hand to the baby blue door. 


