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			“Then why the hell do you believe in it?”

			“In what?”

			“I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know,” Denis said, shaking his head abruptly while Steven lit one cigarette off the other, and the room was stale with the smell of their heat and sweat. “In fish . . .”

			— Richards, “We, Who Have Never Suffered”

			More often than not, when Atlantic Canada comes up in conversation, the subject turns to fishing. I’ve been in countless conversations where the fisherman looms large, and yet, as a diasporic Atlantic Canadian, I’ve done more fishing in Ontario. The fish has been a tricky symbol for ages. You are never certain whether you are talking about the real, scaly and pungent variety, or whether you are listening to a fish story. And when you are listening to a fish story there are all sorts of footnotes and addenda about the gear, the quality of conversation, the nets, the cold shack the fisherman sat in, the rituals, the goof, the lures . . . but what you hear most is the remembrance of desire — the heart of the fisherman projected into the pumping flesh of the fish who jumped, shook the line and evaded the eager net of someone in the boat. The excitement and the imagination, the pathos and the pride, these dimensions shape the geography of the story, but the dynamo is the desire, natural or cultured, to hook that hidden fish and bring him into the boat.

			Think back, way back, and if you’re thinking long term, you’re thinking crossword, you’re thinking like a Dan Brown sleuth, chances are you’ll find the Greek word for fish, ichthys (ΙΧΘΥΣ), lurking below the choppy surface of your consciousness. It’s a symbol from an age of rhetorical thinking, where numerology, acronyms and secrecy were the order of the day. Ichthys was a hidden brand. If you saw it in a floor mosaic or scraped into stucco you knew you were in the presence of a hidden church. If you met a wanderer on the road and he drew an arc in the dirt, you might finish that off with a second arc, signalling your stealth allegiance to Jesus Christ, whose initials correspond to the first two letters of the acronym, followed by “Theos” (God), “Ypsilon” (Son), “Soter” (Saviour). This fish was also a teller of fish stories, where would-be disciples were filling their nets, only to be converted to the figurative task of fishing for men. Like the two fishes of the generous young boy, these fish symbols multiplied, gained power, influenced multiple lineages of literary culture and crossed the Atlantic — all to find their place on the back of a late-model sedan, growing legs, with the equally symbolic name of Darwin filling the belly.

			Truth be told, Atlantic Canada is home to these two varieties of fish stories: the folk narrative and the broader network of religious figuration. Often the two are braided together, as they are in Alistair MacLeod’s mesmerizing story, “Vision,” which has, for years, frustrated students of Canadian literature with its complex, twisting narratives. The story moves from Cape Breton lobster boats to the mythical coast of Scotland, full of second sight and Celtic Christianity, to the raucous Legion Hall, all without ever arriving at a conclusive point. The effect draws us into the twirling story arcs of love, violence, shame, passion, blindness and revelation. A central symbol in the story is the young mackerel, who like the Apostle Paul, has scales on his eyes. Readers of “Vision,” like the apostle and the mackerel, gradually have their scales removed.

			Near the end of “Vision,” MacLeod takes us to the back of a lobster boat to gaze on the sublime trapline emerging from the water. Anyone who has been lobster fishing will know that the line is as deadly as a cobra — it can catch a seasoned lobsterman by the foot and drag him helplessly to the ocean floor — but also life giving and strong, drawing treasure from the depths. MacLeod connects these oppositional tensions to long-standing antagonisms in Maritime communities, and, more specifically, the mysterious power of narrative to relieve these tensions: “And when the wet ropes of the lobster traps came out of the sea, we would pick out a single strand and then try and identify it some few feet farther on. It was difficult to do because of the twisting and turning of the different strands within the rope. Difficult ever to be certain in our judgements or to fully see or understand. Difficult then to see and understand the twisted strands within the rope. And forever difficult to see and understand the tangled twisted strands of love.” As MacLeod intimates, the strands of these twisting stories are stretched taut with the weight of love, of desire; and often that desire is for something sensual and immanent — as with the mysterious grandfather of the narrative — but as the rewards of the immanent wane, the desire arises for resolution, fullness, for a sense of permanence. Over the long view, the difficulties of MacLeod’s rival fishing families seem trivial. They both share a mystical origin in a promiscuous ancestor and they both have similar material needs, yet their awareness of their layers of feuds awakens them to a different way of being. This fresh perception heals an age-old rift in the community, and in doing so lifts the gaze, so focused on the finite economy of the fisheries, toward the seemingly infinite horizon of love.

			MacLeod, like many of the short story writers who have followed him, interweaves spirituality and religious symbolism with a tough-headed view of the world. His spiritual musings are communicated through men with calloused hands and big hearts. These men are not so different from the characters that populate David Adams Richards’s “Miramichi.” After you read Richards’s early story “We, Who Have Never Suffered,” you’ll feel like you have grit in your mouth — it’s that real. Like a creation of Flannery O’Connor, his character, Hilda, leans against the door of her slummy apartment in downtown Newcastle with her grotesque “fifty-year-old paunch hanging out of her slacks.” After just a glimpse of Hilda, Steven “feel[s] heaviness coming over him,” and yet amid the sight of her “withering double chin” he hears the “almost silent gonging of the Presbyterian church in the quiet afternoon.” Richards’s characters are always doing something around churches — whether, like Sydney Henderson (Mercy Among the Children), they are pushing a nemesis off the roof, or like Nevin White (For Those Who Hunt the Wounded Down), a recovering alcoholic, they are pitching in to build the steeple of the local Pentecostal sanctuary. His fictions require a place where transcendent peace has at least a physical presence. Yet, as the first stories of this collection remind us, this desire for peace, for fullness, is as often unsatisfied as is the fisherman telling a fish story — the transcendent desire is vouchsafed by our perpetual loss.

			This is to say that Atlantic Canadian writers do not hastily overlook the thorny bits of human experience, of living in small communities, nor do they portray religion as a quick fix for existential ills. Many of the stories you’ll read in this collection explore the precarious terrain between faith and doubt. Samuel Martin, a protégé of Richards’s, holds the “title track” of this collection — “Running the Whale’s Back.” The image is not one that refers to Jonah’s “fish,” which has so captivated Michael Crummey in recent years (Galore), but rather the risky act of jumping between ice pans during the spring breakup. The image is one where nature, that perennial theme of Canadian literature, is not enough. In the spring breakup, the solid ice cracks and moves with a degree of unpredictability that we associate with the stock market and the medieval wheel of fortune. To use a pithy truism, the only constant is change. The fool who chooses to run the whale’s back must supplement the erratic movements of the ice floe with gumption, faith, quick judgement and a great deal of hope. And who hasn’t been in this fool’s shoes?

			Larry, from Kathleen Winter’s “French Doors,” is a version of a character type that so fascinated the Russian writer Fyodor Dostoyevsky — the holy fool. In a sense, the “holy fool” is the figure who “goes long” on Pascal’s wager — he trades the wisdom of this world for the foolishness of God — the great fish story. Tired of living at home in a Newfoundland outport, Larry builds a shack from scraps around town. He traces the edge of the townsfolk’s respectability, save one admirer, Marianne, who narrates the story. Unlike the local women, Marianne is drawn to masculine-coded activities. Like so many women of her generation, she rejects traditional domesticity from the gut level and charts some other settlement. The oddball, Larry, is a fellow traveller down this path of unconventional gender roles. His quirky, slightly discomforting habits are, from Marianne’s eccentric perspective, a sign of wisdom. She seems almost to be quoting from 1 Corinthians when she ruminates on the subject: “Wisdom, thought Marianne. Wisdom kept eluding her. Foolishness seemed like wisdom to her in so many places.” In a scene reminiscent of the climax of Patrick Kavanagh’s Newfoundland epic Gaff Topsails, Larry and Marianne sit in his truck, drinking beer and gazing on the water. The moon is high and it lights the dark water, broken by cresting waves, with a gold path — a typical nightly scene, except this time Larry notices that the moonbeam is enchanted. The average viewer might not see it, but “sparks” are “flying off the main path” riding up and down the moonlight like some vision in a song by Van Morrison (who could be playing on the radio). We might call this night “fantabulous,” the sort of night that stirs the coals of myth and ignites the sparks of mystery. Who knows what lurks below the surface or lies beyond the dark side of the moon?

			Many of the stories feature characters that the British might call “queer fish.” In Jessica Grant’s Kafkaesque short story “My Husband’s Jump,” the protagonist is married to an Olympic ski jumper who, during an internationally broadcasted competition, launches off his intimidating ramp and just keeps going “Up. Over the crowd, slicing the sky.” His absurd ascent is interrogated by those left in the mundane world where nothing exceptional happens, or so they believe. For Sister Perpetua, the event disproves the existence of God, 

			When he failed to land, she said, they felt something yanked from them, something sucked from the room, from the world entire — something irrevocably lost.

			God?

			Yet for Grant’s protagonist the missing husband has the opposite effect: “I was sure of God’s existence now, as sure as if he were tied up in my backyard.” We sense, while reading Grant, that this unlikely event symbolizes the absurdity of religious experience, or for the more intellectually inclined, the stubborn persistence of transcendence in our otherwise secular, empirical, grounded forms of thought.

			While Grant’s protagonist celebrates absurdity, Lynn Coady’s characters are anxious about being thrown into a world of oddballs. Coady tightens the screws of her fictional apparatus, twist by torturous twist, until the awkwardness of her protagonist’s situation is unbearable — whether Bridget Murphy (Strange Heaven), Larry Campbell (Mean Boy), Murdeena (“Jesus Christ, Murdeena”) or the uncommon second-person “you” of “Batter My Heart” — the reader always sides with the rational protagonist against the crazy yet powerful forces of her family and community. Religion often ends up on both sides of the equation. The title of her story, “Batter My Heart” is drawn from John Donne’s “Holy Sonnet 14” in which the poet compares his interior resistance to God to a wall that he can’t tear down. In Coady’s story, “you” are taken into the walled fortress of a monastery, a sanctuary for monks and drunks (it functions as a detox centre); it’s a location devoted to the sort of inner transformation that Donne seeks but can’t attain. She situates us beside Donne “There you were in the monastery, once upon a time, a walking sin.” What an odd situation to be in . . . who put “you” there in the first place? When you’re not in the monastery you’re watching your beat-down erratic father, who seems to be holding the town together with the long-lost sacred dew of his baptism, a bit of ear wax and a plethora of vulgarities. This father, just a regular man, seems yet to be endowed with divine power — capable of terrible faces and ferocious dressing-downs, he’s also compassionate and kind. The last scene has him coaching Little League, because none of the other “[s]elfish whores” (his words not mine) wanted to do it. Frustrated with the ineptitude of the young boys, the arthritic father hobbles to the plate to show them how it’s done: “[an] overweight, balding man clutching a child’s tool in his large, pink hands. When he swings the bat, it makes a sound that frightens you and you look up from picking at your nails and see all the little round faces are turned upward in awe.” What do we make of this Zeus-like monstrosity so loved, and yet in a certain way feared, by the protagonist — you? Is he not similar to the Catholic mass “you” resent, and yet unconsciously perpetuate, repeating the words by rote as though they must be said? As Donne has written, “Batter my heart, three person’d God . . . overthrow me, and bend / Your force to break, blow, burn, and make me new.”

			In the last story of the collection, Anne Copeland’s “Rupture,” the monastic setting is inverted. Like Copeland herself, Claire Richardson is a former nun who entered the monastic movement in pursuit of the ideal of Catholic femininity; midway on life’s journey she finds herself caught in the aftershocks of Vatican II, and sees no hope in the strict practices of medieval discipline. Instead, she leaves her order, marries and has a family. Yet the monastic life remains with her. When asked to appear on a Canadian afternoon talk show to speak about the cloistered life, Claire can hardly refuse, even while she dreads the thought of airing her dirty laundry in front of a skeptical public. Questioning the discipline of celibacy, the fictional talk show host puts Claire on the defensive: “How could you . . . It just isn’t NATURAL to live without . . . sex. Is it?” On the airplane back to the Maritimes, Claire fantasizes her response, “Is it natural to live without God? Or without belief in something larger than oneself?” Where Grant and Kathleen Winter delight in the stigma of the “queer fish,” Copeland seems less impressed; she identifies the uncomfortable social antagonisms that trace the divide between faith and skepticism, belief and agnosticism, religious traditions and the intolerant forces of contemporary conformity. Claire, probably like many readers of this anthology, finds herself caught in the gap between many of these positions.

			Questions of faith, questions of doubt, of hope, depravity, dignity, death, respect, the stigma of religion, the enchantment of the land — these and many others are queries that live and move under the sacred canopy of Atlantic Canadian literature. With great ambition we set out to represent the depth of engagement that Atlantic authors embrace when writing about religion and spirituality. The short stories in Running the Whale’s Back are just the tip of the iceberg. Many of the authors featured here, and other major Atlantic Canadian writers like Wayne Johnston, Patrick Kavanagh, Lisa Moore, George Elliott Clarke and Linden MacIntyre, take up similar questions in the novel form. So, while the offering we have for you should whet your appetite, there is something akin to a lobster smorgasbord available beyond the covers of this text. But between these covers, ah . . . there is something special for you here.
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			For convenience sake, let’s say this story begins on a clear night in October. The moon is full, it stands out against the darkness like a single Braille dot perforated on a black page. If you could reach your hand up to touch the sky, you would feel it raised beneath your skin like the improbable beginning of a letter, a word, another story. The air is cool, the leaves on all the trees have turned and started falling; they make an ambiguous rustle as you walk through their brittle brilliance, rich and melancholy all at once.

			My brother and his wife are celebrating their tenth anniversary. I’ve been invited to join them for dinner, and after repeated attempts to shirk the obligation, I have relented. I don’t enjoy the walk across town. I don’t notice the moon, or the cool air except to pull my coat tight at the collar. I have a small package of fresh mussels under my arm — a surprise — my contribution to the evening meal. When I reach their house I stand at the front door for a moment, as if even now I might change my mind. It’s been so long since I’ve visited that I feel compelled to knock and wait for permission to enter.

			My younger brother answers the door and takes my coat; his wife, Jade, offers me a drink. We make stilted small talk about the weather, the state of things at the mine while Jade steams the mussels and then we sit at the table to eat. My brother stabs a mussel with his fork, eats it, reaches for another.

			“Are you sure you should do that, Kim?” Jade asks him.

			That’s my brother’s name, Kim. A peculiar name for a boy, and even more peculiar at the time he was born, in a small community in Newfoundland. If I want to be honest, I’d have to say that’s where our problems began, his name. And now that I think about it, maybe that’s where I should have begun.

			Mother had always warned us about the danger of putting convenience ahead of other things, like truth for instance, or thoroughness, which in her mind were almost synonymous. She was a strict Salvation Army woman, our mother, and though Father attended church only for baptisms, weddings and funerals, Mother marched into her uniform every Sunday. Morning and evening she took her black leather Bible and silver trumpet from a shelf in the back porch and headed off to the Salvation Army Hall without him.

			She had a no-nonsense approach to her religion that some servants of the obvious would label “military,” but might more properly be called rigorous. Practical. She was always raising money for an overseas mission, or an alcohol treatment program, or a Christmas soup kitchen. Mother was also a member of the infamous Salvation Army band that commandeered the busiest corner of Black Rock’s Main Street every Saturday in December and honked out metallic renditions of Christmas carols for most of the afternoon.

			She loved to sing old hymns as she worked around the house as well, “Onward, Christian Soldiers” being her favourite. It was a kind of battle cry against “domestic ungodliness.” When she was called upon to break up a wrestling match between myself and Kim, twisting an ear on each head to keep us apart, you could sometimes hear her humming the refrain under her breath. One Sunday afternoon she brought out the trumpet and played it for fifteen minutes in the kitchen because Father had the unmitigated gall to sit down to a game of cards on the Seventh Day. He gave up on it finally, knowing Mother would go on till her lips fell off if he persisted.

			But I was speaking about my brother’s name. I was only a year old when Kim was born and it was a long time before I realized how strange a name it was and began asking questions. The story goes that in the third month of her second pregnancy my mother had a dream. And in the dream an angel of the Lord appeared unto her and announced she was going to give birth to a girl-child whose name was to be Kimberly. Mother put little stock in dreams and not much more in angels, and the anointed name was so ridiculous that she put the whole episode down to the pickled eggs she’d been eating by the dozen. But such a visitation was so alien to her tradition, so foreign and unexpected, that she was unable to dismiss it completely. Days before she delivered she had the dream a second time and Mother resolved to act in accordance with what she saw as the Will of God.

			“But he wasn’t a girl,” I pointed out.

			“Yes, well,” Mother said. “There was some kind of mix up I suppose.”

			Father expressed his misgivings about the name after the birth and even Mother was perplexed by this turn of events. Still, she decided to shorten the name from Kimberly to “Kim” and go ahead with the christening. My father, having voiced his objections, wouldn’t stand in the way of what he called her “religious convictions.”

			As far as I know nothing came of it. No descending doves, no parted waters, no speaking in tongues. I was the one who attended church regularly with Mother, and kept her company outside the Imperial General Store on bitter winter evenings before Christmas with a bell and the Salvation Army donation bubble. I was the one who wanted my own uniform and black leather Bible, who joined the junior band and tried desperately to learn how to play something, descending inexorably from trumpet to tuba to bass drum to the lowly tambourine.

			“Mother,” I said to her during the walk home from church one Sunday morning, “did you ever have any dreams about me?”

			She looked sideways in my direction. It was a hot August morning, there were lines of perspiration trickling from beneath the band of her officer’s cap. I felt embarrassed to have asked, but plowed stubbornly ahead. “Before I was born, I mean,” I clarified.

			“Why yes, of course,” she said. Her tone was cheerful but she looked uncertain, as if God was late with a sign she’d been promised. “Haven’t I ever told you? Well,” she said, “I had this dream three times before you were born. I was asleep in my bed and the angel of the Lord appeared unto me. It was so bright, Stuart, that it hurt my eyes. It was as if the room was on fire. And then the angel spoke without moving its mouth. This voice seemed to come from all around me, from the air. ‘You are going to have a son’ the voice said. . . .”

			“Didn’t the angel say ‘boy-child’?” I interrupted.

			“Yes, you’re quite right, now that I think about it, that was what the angel said. ‘You are going to have a boy-child,’ it said, ‘and you shall name him Stuart.’”

			“But I thought I was named after Poppy Ellsworth,” I said suspiciously.

			“Why yes,” Mother said, hesitating a little. She took a tissue from her purse and mopped her brow. “That too,” she said.

			+

			Our house on Pine Street was identical to the other Company houses in design, but the details reflected my parents: family pictures, sturdy furniture, basic colours, nothing garish or flashy or outrageous. They even managed to avoid the sparkled stucco craze that gripped the town during the early seventies, sticking resolutely to flat white ceilings. In many ways, Mother and Father were remarkably similar people: serious, stubborn, straightforward.

			There was a lot of talk about Saving in that house. Father grew up during the Depression and never fully recovered from the experience. His next meal wasn’t something he ever learned to take for granted. He was happiest sitting down with his blue bank book to go through each entry, adding and subtracting meticulously on a piece of scrap paper. The result was never in question, he just enjoyed the confirmation, the sense of security it gave him, however brief.

			My mother tch tched over this obsession of his. “You can’t take it with you, Father,” she’d tell him. Mother was more concerned with saving souls than money. Though that’s too strong a word, I think. “Soul” was too airy-fairy for Mother, not concrete enough, not at all practical. She preferred to use “person” or “individual”; to her mind they were more inclusive, they didn’t oversimplify.

			“Father,” she might announce as she came through the front door after a Sunday service, “an individual was saved this morning!”

			“Praise be,” Father would say over the potatoes and carrots he was peeling for Sunday dinner, and he said it without a trace of irony. He was never fierce in his disbelief, or evangelical about it, he simply hadn’t managed to settle anything to his own satisfaction.

			Throughout our childhood and adolescence Kim and I fell on either side of that issue like opposite sides of a coin. Our parents never pressured us either way, but being young and being brothers, we weren’t as kind to each other. He ridiculed my earnest fundamentalism. I badgered him to come out to church, to the youth group. These encounters usually ended in physical confrontations that Mother was forced to break up with our ears twisted in her fingers and a hymn barely audible on her breath.

			By the age of fourteen I had become passionately interested in miracles. Having read through the entire Bible, and the Gospels twice, I was struck by the kinds of stories that were rarely mentioned at the Salvation Army Hall, or were glossed over briefly at best. Sermons and studies tended to focus on the Good Samaritan approach, the Boy Scoutish good-deed-a-day variety of religion. I was fascinated by the inexplicable, by the way Spirit transformed the physical, imbued it with properties it had lost or never possessed: the voice in the burning bush, the feeding of the five thousand, the healing of the blind and the cleansing of lepers. That spark lurked in the cells of all things like a dormant seed, a knot of latent potential.

			This passion caused my mother some concern. She’d been brought up to think of miracles as a Catholic thing, a questionable devotion to pictures of the Madonna that wept real tears, and her own ambiguous experience with the “angel of the Lord” made her wary. She tch tched over it in the same resigned tone that she used for Father and his bank book.

			It was Kim who was most offended by my obsession. His doubts about spiritual matters were confirmed in his grade seven science class where they were studying evolution. He began tracing caricatures of apes and tacking them to my door, leaving them on my desk, taping them to the bathroom mirror when I showered. Stuart, he scribbled across the top of each drawing, the one that got left behind.

			I suppose I was an embarrassment to him. He was one of the best players on the local bantam hockey team. He pursued his burgeoning interest in girls with the same adolescent fervour I brought to my faith. He wanted an older brother he could look up to publicly, someone who could fight or smoked cigarettes behind the school. All I offered were lectures on “healing prayer” and “life after death” and inept tambourine lessons. It was Kim’s popularity that protected me from the worst of the persecution I might have received from other kids and he probably resented that fact. Even if he had wanted to love me then, I made it impossible.

			+

			One Saturday morning the summer I turned sixteen, I was pulled out of sleep by the Company siren. ASAMCo provided firefighting services for the community and everyone knew the sector codes — one blast meant fire on Company property; two was the north end, from Main Street across to the post office; three was our side of town, from Main Street to Pine; and four meant the townsite to the north of Company housing. As I scrambled downstairs in my underwear that morning the prospect of disaster set my body vibrating like a struck bell. I’d never heard anything like this before, the siren went on and on in the grey dawn light.

			Mother was standing at the window in her housecoat. Father was already dressed and pulling on his work boots, tying the laces with methodical fierceness.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			Father didn’t look up. Mother held her hand to her mouth as if she were about to cry. Kim came into the kitchen behind me, still half asleep. “What is it?” he said.

			We hardly saw Father over the next three days. He’d come home at odd hours, sleep for an hour or two and then head back to the mine. No one in town slept much more than that. The rock had fallen in the Number 7 shaft of the old Lucky Strike mine and seven men were under.

			The churches organized a constant prayer vigil, and there was an ecumenical service at the Roman Catholic church, the largest in Black Rock. I spent a lot of time in those three days on my knees. It was the first time I had a concern I felt was worthy of the grand gesture. I don’t know what I wanted exactly. Proof I guess, a sign that God was acting in our lives in some tangible, quantifiable way. Something that Kim couldn’t refute.

			They made it through late on the third day, and six of the men were found alive. The seventh, Clay Keough, had been killed under the fall of stone. He was only a year away from retirement.

			“Well,” Mother said, “thank God the other six came out alive.”

			“Not much consolation to old Clay probably,” Father said, and that’s where they left it.

			Kim had dismissed my requests for divine intervention from the start, and he taunted me with the dead man, held up the corpse the way some preachers hold up the Gospel, as if it were ultimate and indisputable truth. There were a thousand things I could have said to him, I could have talked about the unfathomable Will of God, I could have said something about faith and the lack of it. Where wast thou, I could have quoted, when I laid the foundations of the earth? But Clayton was dead for all that.

			“It could’ve been Father down there,” Kim shouted at me. The slight, almost pretty features of his face had the ruthless focus of a predator on the scent of blood. “They could both die tomorrow,” he said.

			+

			Things seem completely inevitable in retrospect. Even though it took place two years later after countless ordinary events, after thousands of inconsequential moments, it seemed to me that the next piece of this story — the hardest part — was set in motion and followed inexorably from that time, from those arguments.

			It was a clear night in October. I was supervising a youth group sleepover at the Army Hall, Kim was away at a weekend hockey tournament in Corner Brook. I’d managed to settle everyone into their sleeping bags with the usual combination of empty threats and pleading, and had just begun drifting off when the siren began wailing. One. Two. Three. “Stuart,” one of the kids whispered in the darkness, “that’s your side of town.”

			They tell me my parents died in their beds, of smoke inhalation, before the flames touched them. An investigation placed the blame on faulty wiring and speculated that the fire may have smouldered behind the wall for days before erupting into the living room. By the time I reached the house that night the entire quad was burning. A helpless audience of neighbours stood about in nightgowns and undershirts. The light of the fire gave the street an intense, subterranean glow that made it seem as if the event was taking place underground. As if the entire town had been swallowed by grief.

			The next September Kim left for university in St. John’s. I was hired on as a clerk at the Company office and eventually worked my way up to accountant, taking night courses at the public school. I lived alone in a Company apartment and kept to myself. I stopped attending church, and as much as possible in a town the size of Black Rock, I avoided the people I’d grown up with at the Salvation Army Hall. My days were devoted to the artless certainties of arithmetic, my evenings to the television’s bland menu of black and white movies and hokey Hollywood biblical epics.

			In St. John’s, Kim fell in love with Jade, a Fine Arts student who had come to Newfoundland from New York to study after she’d read Death on the Ice. She thought it would bring her closer to a world where nature still reigned, like Job’s God, both provident and pitiless. She was disappointed to find herself in a real city, a small one granted, but a city nonetheless, with cinemas, theatres, public transit. Her only real consolation, she claims, was meeting Kim.

			At their wedding Kim wore a traditional tuxedo, while Jade was adorned in a paper gown hand-sewn from the love letters she and Kim had written one another in the previous two years. “I know he doesn’t seem like my type,” I overheard her explaining to a friend from New York. “If it hadn’t been for his name, I wouldn’t have looked at him twice.”

			After he completed his engineering degree, Kim moved back to Black Rock where he worked with a team of prospectors, searching for a new mineral strike that would save the local industry from collapse. He made periodic attempts to establish a relationship with me but I kept him at a distance. Kim had never meant his ape caricatures as prophecy, I’m sure, but there I sat in the grey television light night after night: sullen, hopeless, deficient in some significant way. The One That Got Left Behind.

			+

			“Are you sure you should do that, Kim?” Jade asked my brother.

			I looked at her quickly, then turned to Kim. “Is there something wrong with the mussels?”

			“No no,” Kim said. “It’s me.”

			“The last time he ate mussels,” Jade explained, “he had an allergic reaction.”

			“Don’t make it sound so dramatic. I got a tickle in my throat, that’s all. And it’s worth it. These are great Stuart.” He stabbed another one with his fork, knowing I would have been uncomfortable if he didn’t touch them at all.

			“I don’t think it would be a good idea to eat any more,” Jade said. There was an abrasive note of warning in her voice, like grains of broken glass in the fibres of a carpet, and Kim held up his hands in mock-surrender. “All right,” he managed as he chewed.

			After the meal, we moved into the living room and sat with liqueurs. The conversation lurched uncomfortably as it had for most of the evening. Jade began presenting some of her latest sculptures and paintings and I tried to humour them both by paying attention.

			“I’m trying to connect with something here,” she said, holding a canvas upright on the floor. “Something at the core of things. I don’t know if I’ve got it yet.” There was a gnarled leafless tree against a background that might have been the barrens around Black Rock. The tree was in the approximate form of a cross. The piece was called Salvation Landscape III.

			Kim cleared his throat loudly and sipped his liqueur. “That’s one of my favourites,” he said to Jade. “I think you’ve really hit something there.”

			I stared at him in surprise. “That sounds a bit too flakey to come from you,” I said, a little unkindly.

			Kim shrugged, as if the abuse wasn’t out of order. “Who knows, maybe she’ll make a religious man out of me yet.” He cleared his throat again. “There’s that tickle,” he said.

			Jade scowled at him. “You know better,” she said and got up to start clearing dishes from the table. Both Kim and I moved to help her but she waved us back into our chairs. Kim smiled at me through his obvious discomfort. “She’s as stubborn as Mother,” he said.

			We sat in almost complete silence then, except for the clatter of Jade stacking dishes and the frequent sound of Kim clearing his throat. And as I stared at his reddening face, at his helplessly watering eyes, my grey, abysmal life unexpectedly erupted. It came to me like a vision, I saw it happening this way: the muscles at the back of Kim’s throat swelling so severely that his windpipe was blocked, his body going into shock, convulsions. My brother, who had been right about the world all along, dead on the floor of his living room, a glass of crème de menthe spilled on the carpet.

			It was as if a fire smouldering in the walls of a home had finally surfaced. “Jade,” I shouted, my voice constricted to an octave above its natural range. “Jade, come in here.”

			Kim waved at me in annoyance, as if he was trying to quiet a child. “I’m all right,” he said. “I’ll be fine.”

			+

			This story ends with the dream I had the night my brother and his wife celebrated their tenth anniversary, the night my brother said he would be fine and it was so, a clear night in October. There was a full moon, it stood out against the darkness like a single Braille dot perforated on a black page. The leaves on all the trees had turned a brilliant red and were falling. All the way home I was shaking, pricked by this revelation, aware for the first time that what I wanted more than anything in the world was my brother to go on living. And to be there with him. Living.

			I woke up in the old house on Pine Street. The rooms were full of light, luminous, as if the sun was out on all sides of the house at once. Downstairs I found Father in the kitchen, peeling a sinkful of potatoes and carrots for dinner. Sunday morning. I could hear the knife shearing the wet brown skins from the potatoes and the serene tick of the stove clock. I don’t think I was there as myself, in this body. Father took no notice of me and I didn’t try to speak. I felt transparent and dispersed, like the air. There was a loud tramping on the step, and Mother marched in through the front door in her uniform, holding the gleam of her silver trumpet.

			“Father,” she said triumphantly, “an individual was saved today!”

			And my father looked up from the vegetables with a smile.

			“Praise be,” he said.
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			He could still remember the cards in his hand when the phone rang. The seven, three, queen and five of spades, the three of hearts turned up. Fifteen-two, fifteen-four, fifteen-six and pair of threes for eight and the flush for twelve.

			Afterwards he told people that when Christie went to answer it, he sat there and knew the message was for him. He knew what it was. He looked at the four spades and thought, I hope he’s not killed.

			His friend Archie, on his right at the square dining-room table, was humming the Kyrie Eleison. Any other time, Christie, Archie’s mother, when she came back would say, “Archie, for God’s sake stop that mournful noise.” But this time, Ian knew, she would not. Across the table Archie’s father drummed his fingers on the table and said, “You fellahs better have good pegging cards if you don’t want to be skunked.” Another time Ian would have said, “You said it partner.” But this time he stared at his spades.

			There was no telephone in his own house and the ring always sounded to him like an explosion, and every time he heard it, he expected it would bring bad news. When he heard Christie’s voice diminish, and say to the telephone, “Ian’s here now, mumble, mumble, mumble,” he thought, I knew it, I knew it when it rang.

			“An accident in 25,” Christie said. She put her hand on Ian’s shoulder. He stared at his spades and waited. “Two men are killed and two men are hurt.”

			“My father is one of them?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are they up?”

			“Mrs. McLeod it was that called. She didn’t know if they were up yet.”

			“Okay, I better go.”

			“You want me to drive you?” Archie said.

			“No, I’ll run home. My cousin is visiting. Johnny will take me out.”

			“Good luck,” Christie said.

			“Thanks” he said, and ran off in the dark.

			There was a good chance his mother didn’t know yet. Someone would have to call a neighbour. The neighbour would have to run over. They’d want to wait until they had definite news. He started to run faster. He was glad they didn’t have a telephone. What a way to find out, especially if Johnny and Daisy were gone. If they were gone he’d have to get someone else to drive him. He slowed down to a walk. He didn’t have far to go but it was pitch black. The road was rocky. He had been playing cards at his friends the MacNeils, who lived across the highway in the newest of the co-op housing groups. Once across the highway there were lights and the road was graded and he started running, but he was soon near his driveway, the first one, in the oldest of the co-op housing groups. He walked the short driveway slowly, so he wouldn’t be huffing and puffing going into the house.

			His mother stood at the stove when he opened the door. In one hand she held the lifter with the cover hooked onto it; in the other hand she held the poker, thrusting it into the burning coal.

			“Well, you’re back early,” she said. “Want a cup of tea? I’m just about to put some on.”

			“You didn’t hear the news?”

			“News. What news? Oh my God. Your father.”

			“They called the MacNeils. I came right up.”

			“He’s dead?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“I think he’s dead.”

			“There were four in it. Two are dead. But two are just hurt. I think Dad’s just hurt.”

			“Oh God. I can’t believe it.”

			“I better go and find out,” he said. Johnny came out and offered to take him in his truck.

			“Thanks,” Ian said.

			“Where’ll we go?” Johnny asked. “The pit or the hospital?”

			“The pit first. They mightn’t have them up yet. And even so we don’t know what hospital. If they were bad off they might just go to the closest.”

			Ian expected a big crowd milling around the pithead, but there was nobody. It started to drizzle. Johnny stopped the truck in the middle of the yard near the wash house. The lights on the poles seemed able to light up only themselves; the buildings were soft shadows and in the wet dark seemed larger than they were. The door opened, a miner, his lunch can under his arm, emerged through the light and disappeared into the dark around the corner. “We might as well go in there,” Ian said.

			Ian pulled open the door and stepped in. The room was steamy and crowded. A few men still in their pit clothes, a few in their street clothes. Most were naked, half of them black-faced with coal dust, half finished showering and pulling their street clothes down on the ropes and pulleys that kept them near the roof-beams while the men were in the pit. Ian wound his way through the crowd of men until he found a familiar face. “What happened, Frankie, where’s Dad?”

			“He’s at St. Joseph’s. They just left.”

			“We didn’t pass them.”

			“They probably went the Sydney Road way. You must’ve come through Rabbit Town.”

			“Is he all right?”

			“I don’t know. He’s hurt pretty bad. Likely he’ll be all right. He was hunched down next to the machine. He got squeezed in the wedge but I think it saved him. Peter got killed.”

			“Peter?”

			“Peter, your cousin. He just started workin’ with your father.”

			“Oh, God.”

			“Roddie got killed.”

			“MacEachern?”

			“Yeah. And Joe got hurt, don’t know how bad. They took him off in the same truck with your father. They had the priest out for the other two. I heard him say St. Joseph’s.”

			“Okay. I better get down there.”

			“Tell your father I’ll be down.”

			Inside the hospital front door the receptionist told him, “Down them steps straight ahead, right at the bottom is the room.” At the bottom step he saw the family doctor come out a doorway facing the stair.

			“How is he?”

			“Touch and go,” he said, and fled down the hall. “So far so good,” he said over his shoulder and went through a doorway.

			Ian went in. There was nothing in it but his father on his back, knees up, and a bed with steel legs and big rubber wheels. He was just as they pulled him out. The right leg of his pants was ripped to the knee. A gash like a long mouth full of blood and coal dust ran from his knee to his ankle. The ankle looked like a bone sticking out of a roast. The right arm of his shirt was missing. The arm was black where it wasn’t blue. His hands were on his belly, palms down, the tips of his fingers clutching his skin. His face was black where it wasn’t red. His hair was full of blood.

			“Hello, Dada,” Ian said. His father raised his black middle fingers and his blue eyes.

			“How bad is it?” His father beckoned him down with his black index finger. Ian put his ear close to his father’s mouth. “The son of a whore got me by the throat,” he said. “Say a prayer, eh.”

			“I will.”

			“Put your head up now. I can talk loud enough. I didn’t think I could.” The voice was strong but whispery and gurgly. Ian straightened up.

			“Does your mother know?”

			“Yes, but she doesn’t know yet if you’re hurt or dead.”

			“Tell her I’ll be okay. I think I can beat the son of a whore.”

			“Okay, just a minute. Johnny’s out there. He drove me down. I’ll go tell him to go up and tell them. I’ll stay here.” He went to the door and found Johnny sitting on the steps.

			“How is he?”

			“Don’t know. Hurt bad but he’ll be okay I think. I’m gonna stay. Would you go and tell Mother? Tell her he’s gonna be okay. He’ll be in for a while, but he’ll be okay.”

			Back in the room, Ian found his father unconscious. His eyes were closed but his mouth was open, the teeth clenched and the lips pulled back in a grimace. There must be another way a person could make a living, Ian thought. His father’s eyes opened.

			“You’re back,” he said.

			“Yes.”

			“Was I out long?”

			“No. Just a minute.”

			“Ian.” 

			“Yeah.”

			“My feet are awful sore. Would you take off the boots?”

			“Okay,” Ian said and went to the foot of the bed and started to unlace the boots when he was startled by a harsh female voice.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Takin’ off his boots.”

			“Who are you?”

			“I’m Ian. His son.”

			“Oh, okay. Take out the laces. But don’t move the feet. I see he’s unconscious again.” She was only a few years older than Ian but she talked as if she owned the hospital. “I’m Sister Magdalene of the Holy Eucharist,” she said, and pulled a foot-long pair of scissors out of a holster at her hip and took a few snips at the air over her shoulder.

			“What’s wrong with him?”

			“Nothing much,” she said. “His back is broke. Four broken ribs. He might have a rib stickin’ a lung. His head is split, his spinal cord might be injured. Broken ankle, twisted knee plus a million cuts and bruises. My guess is he’ll live. But x-rays will tell the tale. Have you got the laces out?”

			“One.”

			“Okay, do the other,” she said and she took the scissors and cut all the buttons off the shirt, then snipped it across the chest. She opened his belt, cut open his fly, snipped the pants across, then down the legs, folded everything back, slashed both legs of his father’s boxer shorts until finally everything but the shoes were in rags, hanging down from the sides of the bed and his father lay stark naked, his penis hard and sticking straight up in the air.

			“See that,” she said, “I told you he’d live. They’re often like that after an accident. It’s because they think they’re going to Heaven. Did you
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