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Zeke Borshellac


One

ZEKE BORSHELLAC raced through the black wet woods, threading his frantic stride between the dense murky multitude of trees while suspecting the furious fishermen who’d been giving him chase had quit and turned back. He had been fingered by none other than Ma Moody, the strumpet hag of the wharves, as the thief who stole their trawl of fish, but their fear of becoming gravely lost, Borshellac thought, ended their thirst for vengeance. A fleeting vindication flitted across his mind before he crashed smack into a large oak and dropped to the moist thawed earth like a pulverized puppet. Nearly unconscious, the smell he’d delighted in since boyhood, that of woodland earth thawing in early spring, left him in a wistful, melancholy reverie. His faithful sheepdog Balthazar, at his side throughout the flight and now all atwitter with solicitude, sought to revive his master with sharp pokes of his snout while licking his face in a frenzy. As the cobwebs lifted and Zeke slowly rose again, his mind returned to the fishermen and how gratified they would have been to see him slam into that tree and injure himself and now he felt they were responsible insofar as their accusation was baseless. So he blamed them as he began weaving again amidst the timber, sluggishly now, wobbly even, like a beaten boxer desperately wading into his opponent, but then he smiled with not a little glee recalling that he actually had glommed a passel of porgies and had them wrapped in brown paper in his frock. Now he wished he had stolen the entire trawl, but it was the sodden hooligans of the wharves who lifted much of the net’s contents and fled, losing a fair amount along the way. The blunder he rued was pocketing the spillage fish fetched for him by Balthazar and being seen by Ma Moody as she was taking a break seated on a capstan, whittling and smoking a cigarillo. She was a spiteful sea hag, sadistic even, Borshellac thought in indignant stupefaction. On the wharves she was feared by all and cognizant of everything, considered virulent, perhaps eccentric, even unhinged, but paradoxically, “one of our own.” He cursed Ma Moody and recognized now she was going to have her jaboneys work him over had he not fled when he did in the wee hours, but she still managed to sic the fishermen on him. I will cook their fish and savor it tonight! he swore out loud, though not sure he would even find his way out of the darkness and trees. He thought he heard rustling and footfalls somewhere and he began running again thinking it them still coming and he turned to scour the darkness and vegetation without stopping, only to once more smack head-on into a fine strong tree and be clobbered and sent sprawling on his back. The intervention again of his sheepdog roused him from a brief slumber. Groggy, now he recalled the violent cry of one of the fisherman, the burly, crosseyed one with a fancy frescoed rubber cummerbund, known as “Devilcake”: “I will gut you like a hammerhead with my shank, you gutless gonoph!” Then he heard the echoes of a man’s demented guffaws carry throughout the woods, not the same man, not Devilcake, Borshellac was sure inasmuch as the laughter was choppy, shrill, interposed with gravelly gurgling spasms of side-splitting, that of a foreigner, he pegged it, or more precisely, a Burmese. It was pitch black in the woods and the rain filtered through the trees dousing the earth and Borshellac pushed onward, teetering and stumbling, as if his life depended on his ability to continue. And he was walloped by other trees just the same and kept getting up from the muddy ground, musing at times on why he invariably seemed to end up running, when all he wanted was to live righteously and do some good helping people, live a life of the mind and find himself, and enjoy a good meal now and again, such as roasted pork chops. He also pondered his desolation and whether he was so used to it that he unconsciously perpetuated it and when people turned on him he secretly sided with them, his punishment the familiar disaffected loneliness and melancholy. Maybe it was simply an adverse stretch, the string of promising new beginnings that degenerated into abject fiascos in the last several places he lived, the most recent in the little harbor burg of Bluddenville. Borshellac had no maritime background and zero capability as a fisherman, but after being blown overboard from the steamer he was sailing on to a potential position as a scullion in Bayonne, New Jersey, the fishing vessel rescuing him delivered him to their native Bluddenville and there Zeke had an epiphany to finally put some roots down. In the seaport the only paths one could pursue were apprenticing on a fishing boat or catching on with one of the many criminal enterprises long plaguing the streets of the faded old town. Naturally, Zeke chose fishing and did so with more ardor and passion than probably anyone who ever donned the black rubber floppy hat and long slicker and buckled boots to report for duty as a trainee on a trawler.

He now finally slowed to a halt as the rain came down furiously through the trees, and he took what shelter he could from an arbor of sorts under a crowded cluster of great branches. Here Zeke rested, sitting on a large rock and locating the pint of rum tucked away in his frock. He took a swig and lifted his head towards the leafy, leaky roof and began a reflection on what happened to him in Bluddenville and the vocations he practiced there all in the name of helping others. It had been some time since he had been honest with himself and truly taken inventory of a life that increasingly seemed lost in the itinerant eddies of forgotten backwaters, amidst the lurking snares and shadowy webs of far-flung ruination. Here the hope of work and friends and a hometown had turned ugly, like sun-ripened tomatoes rotting in a storm cellar, transmogrifying into disappointment and disgust and eventuating in folks condemning and execrating his character and running him out of their town. But his first days in Bluddenville, following up with the captain of the weathered tub that saved him, all seemed quite sanguine in that grizzled Bunt Ketchum, the notorious crotchety old salt who once bludgeoned a shirking seaman into unconsciousness with a live trout and strung his limp form high on a spar as an example, improbably took a shine to the earnest strange fellow his men pulled out of the sea with his lungs taking water. In the beginning Ketchum found the raw newcomer’s unbridled zest for his every duty, regardless of how menial or servile, quite refreshing from his usual crew of hardened veterans who had been through it all and bitterly knew the toll the rough nature of their work eventually took. But slowly his impression of Zeke’s potential as a fisherman began to darken and grow suspicious. The new recruit’s enthusiasm never waned or wavered, instead it only intensified to levels that presented disturbing images to Ketchum and the men. Stationed down in the galley as the cook’s assistant, Zeke worked hard in preparing food but his chronic seasickness proved an insurmountable obstacle insofar as it induced a steady stream of vomiting, which led to the crew objecting to such an individual handling their victuals. Ketchum had little choice but to yank him from the galley and install him on deck as a general assistant and porter. While the ravages of his seasickness did not abate, Zeke was able to better control the upchucking by dashing towards the sides and sending the foul effluences overboard, although the suddenness of some eruptions prevented him from doing so cleanly. More than a few times an unsuspecting fisherman found himself on the receiving end of an errant discharge, and Borshellac’s sincere apologies were hardly sufficient for these hardy maritime men. While novices assigned grunt duties were subject to hazing on fishing boats as a rule, Borshellac’s failures in the kitchen and now on deck by sliming one after the other with his puke left him wide open to their epic fishermen hi-jinks. He soon became a regular victim of their bastinadoes and cat-o’-nine-tails and frequent launchings into the drink via their massive catapult. But through it all the tyro swabby never capitulated, refused to complain, and simply kept picking himself up from the deck or swimming back on board to grab hold of his mop and make sure the boat glistened. While Borshellac’s tremendous will and tolerance for punishment impressed some seamen enough to lay off with the bastinado and whip, others were indifferent to his efforts and a small band of liquored-up mates perceived Zeke’s limitless durability as a personal affront and a challenge to take him down. Bunt Ketchum knew about these roughnecks’ goal but turned a blind eye, and many of the crew who’d come to respect Zeke’s gameness suspected a vicious prank of some kind was about to befall their polarizing crewmate. Such began Zeke’s descent into grim misery trapped aboard a boat in the sunless void of remote ocean.

One night they spirited him straight from sleep in his bunk, Devilcake and another called Ticky Gwashler and others, and took him down in the bowels of the ship and strapped him to a bench so he had to watch their crude, violent, though at times poignant “Fish Story Free-for-All” during which the crocked fishermen manipulated fish chosen from a great pile of them down there and acted out lurid tales of revenge and star-crossed lovers and unspeakably tragic fates for the fish characters. The ploy was to initially beguile the immobilized viewer into finding the characters amusing, the story intriguing, as they did here with a sizable carp named Larry Skompis who injured his main fin while playing ninepins and later when resting in Honolulu is deceived by a monkfish to invest his savings in hair tonic, which he sips and to which finds himself addicted until a female barracuda he falls in love with nurses him to health before selling Larry to a Chinatown merchant and is soon destined for a trencherman’s table, an outrage for which he’d wreak destruction in the form of hepatitis B. The Fish Story Free-for-Alls were designed to “hook” the viewer early through engaging piscatorial portraits and suspenseful drama so that when the fishermen puppeteers veered sharply into more maddeningly dadaist territory there was exasperation coupled with consternation and finally, utter dread and panic. The Free-for-Alls flourished in the 19th Century mainly around the unadulterated New England fishing ports of Gloucester and New Haven and a young William Dean Howells, Zeke would later learn, was believed to have been subjected to a particularly brutal and cathartic one while at sea that left him supine and caterwauling like a rutting cat for days on end until his shipmates dropped him off on a schooner sailing for Cuba.

Zeke fell hard and fast for the misadventures of the big carp Skompis and was especially moved by the Chinatown scenes of plotting vengeance, brilliantly captured, he thought, by Ticky Gwashler, who he thought was channeling his own disgruntled rage towards Bunt Ketchum. When Devilcake came barging in holding five mackerels aloft and singing a grating chantey in Portugese, Zeke reacted with the desired annoyance on cue. “Why this is an outrage!” he cried. “You gypped the audience out of Larry’s fate!”

“Audience?!” Devilcake roared with derision. “You mean you, don’t you, Shellacko?” The deliberate mispronunciation of his surname rankled Zeke more and he called for his leather straps to be untied so he could vacate the theater area. Now Devilcake, a towering cross-eyed lummox with a strangely swollen scarred face may have been frightening, but did not seem a shrewd, cerebral sort in the least, and this very paradox was his greatest strength.

Zeke’s indignation and request to leave played exactly into Devil-cake’s hand, his savvy as a Free-for-All scrapper nonpareil. Suddenly freed and adjacent his fish puppeteers Borshellac could hardly contain his disappointment and groused to Ticky Gwashler: “You, sir, are a gifted actor wasting your abilities in the pedestrian pursuit of fish.”

Gwashler, the alcoholic harpoonist known as “The Nihilist Fisherman” in a series of monologues he had performed in seaport dives near Narraganset years earlier, knew their mark would take the bait. “And you, sir,” he declaimed in his resounding old “stage” voice, “are a stodgy ninny who is about to implode from deserved revulsion.” He now held up Larry Skompis, still in his costume of sport coat and turtleneck and very much alive.

“Larry! It’s Larry!” exclaimed Zeke, noting Ticky Gwashler had a half of a lemon in his hand and laughed sadistically as he sprinkled the sour juice on Larry and in a lightning flash took a large bite out of the poor carp’s twitchy dorsal flesh. Devilcake jumped in with Carol Fragge, the Barracuda femme fatale, and he likewise squeezed lemon over her top and sunk his long yellow teeth into her glistening side. More fishermen charged in with other fish characters and began eating them alive and Zeke, saddened, nauseated, and scared of all the deranged biting, broke for the stairs desperate to reach the deck and fresh air and sanity, but the fishermen quickly tackled him and hoisted him over their heads and violently passed him around in some strange sport which they were now engaged, a wild crashing game of teams fighting over “the bait buster,” i.e., Zeke. They were all ripped, stinko drunk with several jugs of rum going around and a hashish hookah to boot, beating the hell out of one another in their peculiar sport with rules cryptic and the bait buster taking the brunt of the battering as he got thrown around. Now old Bunt Ketchum countenanced the time-honored traditions and recognized their value in building character and guts in worthy fishermen, but he had his limits and when the irascible captain caught wind of what bedlam had broken out below in the galley, he appeared on the steps above screaming incoherent threats promising mutineer charges and summary executions for anyone not on deck working in seconds. Naturally, all obeyed the command with the exception of Zeke, groggy and badly hurt in the melee, which was an unacceptable excuse as far as Ketchum was concerned.

“You are a contemptible, pathetic lump of a human being, Borshellac, and the lowest of worms ever to envision a career in fishing,” he railed. “Well, we’ll either make a fisherman out of you or your dead carcass will end up feeding the flesh-eaters in the bottom of the sea!” Strewn on his side in a bloody sprawl, Zeke could not rise and defend his dignity with the vigor he felt it deserved, though did manage to query about a “third option, such as my imminent exile to landlubbering forever?” Ketchum only snarled some incomprehensible seadog cuss words as he grabbed the back of his frock and dragged him up the stairs and tossed his limp form across the deck where it remained supine. The raging captain hollered for the men to gather round and pronounced they were going to forge a fisherman out of that half-conscious “benighted galoot.” The men knew what that meant and Devilcake and two others picked him up by the extremities and Zeke began grumbling and groaning until he realized they were going to send him overboard and he started yelling: “Sweet Jesus the bastards are dumping me in a watery grave!”

Bunt Ketchum bade them pause a moment for him to lean over and declare to his troubled work-in-progress in a distinctly paternal, wise counsel way: “What you fail to grasp, Shellacker, my boy, is that the best fishermen instinctually know that to succeed they must learn to think like fish. Coco Plastermann, maybe the greatest fisher there ever was, wore a four-inch Mecklenburg fish hook in his tongue for four years, a year per inch, easily breaking the smelts catch mark before succumbing to tetanus poisoning. Plastermann wanted it, and now we’re going to see how much the hell you want it, Borshellac!” He nodded and all watched as they hurled Zeke over the side, only to eventually fish him out with their great trawler netting, and they repeated this over and over until Zeke seemed delirious and crazy and flopped and wriggled like a giant salmon every time in the tangled netting as they hauled him aboard. Then came the burying of the spunky green-horn under increasingly massive piles of freshly caught fish, each time presenting a greater challenge for him to somehow grope and find a way back to daylight. Three grueling times he made it too, each victory only assuring him a place on the bottom of greater mountains of fish, shad and cod and chub and char among many, until the fourth and last one Zeke felt like a goner under several tons of squirming sea life, bream and haddock and sole and halibut to name just a few, and he began to understand the abject futility of struggling to emerge once more. At length, Zeke gave up the ghost, surrendering to the seeming grisly interment beneath the vast gallimaufry of newly caught fish. Now he ruminated on his too short life and the promise he would never live up to, and he thought of his family and the occasional road trips they used to take, such as the one to Coney Island for the freak show. He recalled his fascination with the fat boy who was born with a turtle shell and how this exotic blubbery chap disappeared into his shell and when he got too close to inquire if it was hot in there a stubby hand shot out to tweak his nose. Zeke thought it strange the memories that come back in spades at the end, and he felt an itch on his nose but his arms were pinned down beneath the fish pile. And some fish heads were nibbling his ears, his fingers, his neck, their oleaginous scaly flesh pressing against his face, stiff fins jabbed him everywhere like fiberglass saws, and the gills throbbed in increasing alarm without water. The foul confluence of fish effluvia assaulted Zeke with dreadful stench, though now too he could smell the great quantities of fish they were frying up there in massive skillets and they were boisterously ebullient, knocking back rum as usual he figured, and belting out old seadog numbers. He mainly felt forlorn and forgotten under the immense pile and renounced his fisherman folly and remembered tenderly his dog Grainy Lackawana, a spirited irrepressible Irish Wolfhound who ran away from the Borshellac flat when Zeke was only eleven and a family friend, Deacon Malk, a street juggler, spotted the canine a couple years later being walked by a wealthy margarine heiress in Norwalk, Connecticut, tidings which left the heartbroken boy even more disconsolate. “Old Grainy looked content, cheerful, and well-fed,” Malk remarked callously, “splitting in retrospect looks like the smart move.” Borshellac’s breath now grew labored in his smothering grave of fish and he let out a sob as Malk’s words echoed in his mind. Even Grainy jumped ship on me . . . Grainy Lackawana, the one true friend I thought I had . . . come back, Grainy . . . Maybe he didn’t mean to move on, he mused, but it just worked out that way? Maybe Lackawana sold his young master short? That young master deserved better, he told himself. It wasn’t meant to be like this, always degenerating into wreckage after such sanguinity . . . The terrible weight and grotesquery and implacability of the fish on top of him seemed peremptory, but Zeke recollected that his entire existence until now had been a relentless struggle to release this irreducible inviolable nitty gritty, this something, that was in him and had to come out. He wasn’t too sure what the hell it exactly was but knew it was extraordinary and profound and valuable to others and uniquely him, Zeke Borshellac. Well, there had to be more inside than all the puke he’d been upchucking, he reasoned. So he couldn’t let it die down there beneath the avalanche of fish. Zeke had suffered much in his twenty-seven years up until then but had a premonition of the unknown mysterious goodness to come and resolved to fight on until then. All the guilt he had to live with was like that sick amassment of fish over him now, he thought, and wanted to give the boy he was who lost his dog another chance and now he grew angry and began shifting and stirring and shaking and then flailing and slithering and clambering his way out from the fish—who seemed annoyed by his jostling and their captive felt their baleful constellation of fish eyes bore into his soul—and he summoned deep reckonings within himself—and instinctually hollowed out a Pompano head with his hands and forcefully slid his own head into it before bolting up the stairs like a lurid mythical sea creature, his long lanky frame strikingly macabre, a gilled monster from beyond seeking vengeance, soaking in fish entrails and slimes and while the fishermen were carrying on guzzling and gorging he furtively insinuated his way amongst them and brandished the bastinado and began fulminating in an eerie, muffled tone that he was going to “fulfill a destiny born in my bones, a good life in which I am proficient at some worthy craft. I will find my calling, despite it hiding in darkness!” Devilcake and some others lunged for the lunatic ranting fishhead, but Zeke pivoted in time and caught one of the assailants in the back with a wild swing of the bastinado. Someone sliced him across the chest with an angler’s chiv and he screamed that he would never go fishing again and Ticky Gwashler huzzaed snidely. Blood covered Zeke’s torso in grand guignol fashion and his ululating anguish left most of the crew apprehensive of him, cowered by the aberrant form they now thought could be a marine poltergeist. He looked inside himself further and found a boost of moxie. I am not one of you brutish bastards, not of your foul fishing kind, and I will find out just who Zeke Borshellac is! This much is incontrovertible—he is a good man with something inside him that must come out! And with that he began puking the longest, most powerful sluice of green vomit anyone on that ship ever witnessed. And after smacking a few fisherman with the bastinado and dodging their attempts to capture him he managed to launch himself from the great catapult, his trail of fresh puke describing a brilliant, almost phosphorescent rainbow that froze for a moment in stark relief against the crepuscular briny night air hanging over the ocean.

Zeke exulted in his magnificent escape from his tormentors and even appreciated his seasickness striking him for once when it could be used advantageously, but flopping with serious splashes into the ocean soon brought his celebratory self-satisfaction to a jarring realization that he had propelled himself a good distance into the sea with nary a buoy or flotation device anywhere to be seen. Zeke treaded water for a while as the notion of his foolhardy impetuous mistake only burgeoned into a full-blown crisis, his choice in the end being drown or try to swim back to the fishing boat and grovel with apologies. Naturally, Zeke chose the latter and began his desperate way across the water. He could make out the distant outline of the trawler on the gray horizon and frantically swam towards it, the final vestiges of twilight fast fading and the boat intermittently dissolving into the ocean mists. Zeke powered through the water with his long wiry limbs, fear of fatigue preempting even the slightest slowing of his rhythmic strokes. Never much of a swimmer, facing his own mortality head on proved the mightiest of motivators for the fisherman manqué. But the flesh ineluctably succumbed at some nameless juncture and for Zeke time tilted down as the night fell hard and darkness enveloped his swim, and the wind grew gusty, the water rougher, and the trawler vanished altogether from his view. He lost stamina and petered out until he attempted to conserve his strength by floating, but after a while he could hardly sustain his breathing above water. Zeke made his peace with submerging for good when he bumped blindly into a clump of driftwood and vulcanized rubber toys somehow entangled together. He latched on and thanked the vast black firmament the clump was enough to keep him afloat. One of the toys was a large rubber fish with penetrating eyes that spooked Zeke and left him anxious the pile of fish he’d escaped had somehow sent this one to finish off his mind. Zeke held onto the driftwood and avoided the rubber fish eyes and waited for fate to rescue him, though knew as the long harrowing minutes somehow passed his chances did not look promising. His benumbed extremities were turning more and more violet in spidery intersecting veins and his consciousness had begun to ebb when he became aware that he and his clump of wood and rubber were caught in a current, which soon seemed more of a potent riptide. The air was very still now, so the force behind the steady flow puzzled the depleted Zeke, until he made out a line of cordage or hawser far off to one side, and while the dark overcast haze precluded much more visibility he did notice more and more fish swimming alongside him. Very quickly Zeke felt the flow zooming with a choppy force and saw the density of accompanying fish multiply tenfold, and then he picked up the telltale sign of another hawser rope, this one with sturdy meshwork attached trailing underneath and no doubt connecting elsewhere. Zeke understood that he had been caught in a great sweeping trawler and immediately his trepidations suspected the very boat he catapulted from had now captured him, the worn tub of old Bunt Ketchum and his mad gang of drunken seadogs. Of course, he first and foremost greeted this development with the requisite dose of gratefulness, for at least he would be spared a cruel fate at the bottom of the ocean, but for how long once they had their traitor back on board? Now he was surrounded by thousands of frenetic fish who sensed their bad turn and he thought of the pompano head and disguising himself once again as the massive nets were being hauled in. An unutterable panic suddenly came over him like a metal head clamp boring into his unsuspecting skull, and a queasy dread that nearly immobilized him like a dead jellyfish left him susceptible to drowning before ever being caught. He cursed the vast multitude of fish traveling with him in the net, believing they were in some sort of cahoots with Ketchum’s crew, herding him into their grasp once more, though he felt the poor fish probably thought he was responsible for rounding them up. He noticed a speckled halibut moving quite slowly and appearing worse for wear, when the will to act seized him: yes, this halibut would save him . . . he would co-opt the old halibut’s head and make it his own to thwart any recognition. He dug a clam shucker out of his pants’ pocket and deliriously lunged for the halibut and it was flopping and splashing in the netting like a baby sparrow in a birdbath, deftly avoiding Zeke’s charge, only to be worn down by the whilom fisherman’s relentless pursuit. Finally, Zeke simply jumped the enormous fish and after a desperate struggle that would become timeless lore to the people of the wharves, Borshellac carved off the halibut’s head, his upper half really, furiously hollowed it out and stuck his own dome inside. It disguised and confused his shipmates enough to escape the ship, now it would work the same way in enabling his undetected return, he reasoned. In the netting scramble Zeke positioned himself in the midst of the heap of fish, his torso and limbs hidden and only the halibut head peeping through. Once Ketchum ordered the catch thrown through the deck hole into the galley, Zeke planned to hide down there. But the trawler haul was not sent below, instead he found himself crashing on the foredeck near portside, a thousand panicky fish falling mostly on him, and Zeke was badly shaken. Slowly he shook off the convulsive fish and in an unsteady daze got to his feet, felt the halibut head securely in place, and now eyed the fishing crew encircling him and his piscatorial captives. He knew not one of them. There was no Bunt Ketchum or Devilcake or Ticky Gwashler, just strange men gazing at him in stark silence. More than thirty fishermen stood stock-still around him, foreign men he figured by their olive-skinned features and silky colorful garb, baggy genie pants with flashy sashes. They just remained motionless like that, staring in a kind of stupefaction. Then one of them began playing a long instrument like the bassoon, a curious woodwind for sure, and another accompanied him on the ukulele and Zeke sought to break the ice by dancing to their song. Movement certainly helped palliate the unbearable tension and presentiment the strange ship cast over him. The men seemed to like this so he continued moving to the music in an improvised series of twirls and spins and reeling leaping frolicking and they chuckled to one another and spoke in guttural voices oddly tonal, an unidentifiable foreign tongue Zeke concluded.

Once he grew tired and ceased hoofing it two of their ranks came towards him to take him to a small cabin below deck near starboard, where a bespectacled bearded old fellow reclined smoking a corncob pipe, attired in a squid patterned rubber tunic and traditional fisherman’s hat, albeit several bright pompoms of a coagulated sallow putty dangled from its crown. Zeke inquired when the boat would be returning to harbor. The old man stared back at him without a word, stroking his beard meditatively and finally grunting something indecipherable and threatening. Zeke asked: “What?” The old man repeated in a shriller voice what he had first said and seemed irked. Zeke regretted asking him “What?” insofar as the man apparently had no real grasp of English.

“You . . . fishhead!” the old man bellowed suddenly.

“Yes, I am a fish creature. But I want to go ashore! I want to return to the land. I am a seasick fish fellow, you might say, and I am hoping your fine ship will sail me back to solid earth.”

The old man examined the halibut head with his hands and scrutinized the line at which fish turned into young man, kneading with authority Zeke’s neck and upper torso area. “You fake fishhead!” he now pronounced. The floor heaved and they were jostled, a storm or squall apparently coming in all of a sudden. Consternation flared in Zeke as thoughts of his predilection for the puke came now concomitant with a woozy swoon.

“They throw you back if discovered to be fake.”

That was not Zeke’s first choice, perishing in the ocean. The old man drew on his corncob and Zeke thought his clouds of smoke smelled like bad fish, realizing too it could have actually been the fumes of his own fishhead. “You cannot take off fishhead. They think you magic fish fellow from deep sea . . . will bring them good luck and keep this vessel safe.”

Zeke thought the old man had a screw loose yet was immensely relieved he spoke at least a broken English. “If you can see right through my disguise, what makes you think the crew up there won’t?”

The old man chortled with a grunt and stood up and conked his head on a steel pipe and yelled in that foreign language a visceral murderous series of sentences. He then threw some carbuncled shad in a pan and turned on a burner flame of a hidden stove behind him. “We eat fish together, you, me.” He slapped his chest and motioned with his chopping hand towards Zeke. “You must be magic fish fellow or you die with fish overboard. They will not question you’re the real Mc-Conkey from the deep sea because I vouch for your authenticity.”

Zeke did not know how to receive this news. It was kind of the old man to want to protect him, but Zeke was too cynical not to expect the other shoe to fall. “Why would you do that? Why care about me? By the way, it’s real McCoy.”

The old man drank from a flying fish engraved verdigris tankard now and poured some abalone infused hot rum into a similar tankard for his guest. He snorted a laugh and they clanked vessels and drank. Zeke’s esophagus throbbed in overpowered shock and he doubled over to collect himself. Now the old man replied: “I need helper on ship. I work too much making all spirits friendly to fishermen on ocean. Now you will do a lot of the . . . how do you say . . . showmanship necessary.”

“That’s some mighty potent rum, pal,” Zeke began. “So, you want me to put on some kind of shows? What are you talking about? I just want to go ashore!”

The old man grinned knowingly at his puzzled recruit and turned to check on the sizzling flying fish, flipping them with a deft thrust of the pan, presently serving their meal. Zeke was hungry and scarfed down the succulent fish with gusto. “The toasty carbuncles add crunchy zip!” the old man commented. He was watching him with favorable regard and relit his corncob and swigged more rum, settled back, and commenced unbosoming his own story as means of enlightenment to the circumstances of their sea exigencies. Over three years had elapsed since the retired cooper and scrimshaw artisan and grandfather of three went for a fateful dip in the remote lagoon off Frunderbach Point and found himself snatched up by the foreign fishing vessel of unknown origin. The 72-year-old insisted he was simply practicing his butterfly stroke, but the captain claimed credit for saving him from certain drowning. The fishermen found the old-timer charming and a steady, calming presence, which quickly became a shamanlike role bestowing propitious conditions and spiritual advice to the reverential crew. He became known to them (at least phonetically) as Parabola Pumas and he constantly had to develop and broaden the character mystically so they wouldn’t turn on him and throw him overboard. He picked up enough of their language to communicate with the men, though their country of origin remained an enigma to him. It even occurred to Pumas, he related in an aside, that some of the fisherman themselves have no memory of their homeland years. “When at sea a long time I understand now how this fog of ocean envelops one. You merge with the water, the spray, the waves, the vessel, the daily regimen of fishing, and most of all, the fish.” After he said this to Zeke he threw back a gulp of hot rum and said, looking away: “It’s happening to me, my fishhead friend. I feel myself more and more identifying with Parabola Pumas, recognizing the vital role he plays with these fishermen—I even think in their tongue now—while at the same time there is the gnawing notion that my family neglected me in my sunset years, the paucity of visits, the like . . . but this thinking is . . . insidious . . . the sea does that . . . I really must get back home. It’s been almost four years . . .”

The two men bonded in their calamitous maritime misadventures and forged a rum-soaked pact to aid one another’s struggle to escape the shanghaied sea life aboard their aberrant ship. They worked on Zeke’s fishhead figure as a mysterious creature caught in the ship’s trawler for an unknown cosmic purpose, and over a couple of hours of hot rum and pan-fried flying fish they arrived at four irreducible elements to the fishhead persona. First, the fishhead would remain squarely, securely, and immovably on Zeke’s head, inasmuch as exposure of fakery would mean both being sent overboard. Second, routines of abstract one-act plays rich in blank verse and fishermen songs would be performed by the fishhead fellow at precise intervals four times a day. Third, the fishhead fellow would speak his own language, a throaty mélange of Teutonic and guttural sounds that no one else followed. And fourth, the fishhead fellow would ululate in the manner of an eerie hybrid fish man and engage in good-natured didoes with the crew, such as lifting one’s flask of rum ration and dashing away after secretly fastening the victim’s fancy sash to the forecastle binnacle.

Zeke wakened to find his achy hung-over form strewn in the pantry closet with a heap of onions and rutabagas among other root vegetables and squinted at the pale morning light seeping through. The events of the previous day barraged him, his arrival via trawler, the odd foreign fishing boat hauling him in, and his long drunken meeting with Parabola Pumas and their four-point plan of escape to land, which now in the harshly sobered dawn seemed utterly bootless as a vehicle to effect their deliverance. He placed his fingers on his face as he caught sight of his fishhead lying among a group of turnips and parsnips, and loath as he was to wear it again, he recalled the admonition of Pumas and jammed his skull back into the congealing goo and rank flesh of the hollowed halibut. Zeke climbed on deck and located Pumas near the bow with his arms raised high and eyes shut, some metaphysical pose no doubt, Zeke figured. He stated his objections to the four-point plan and a quarrel between the men broke out. A few fishermen caught the spectacle and Zeke knew he had to simmer down, so he consolidated his chagrin into one question: “And what if I simply refuse to carry out my part of the plan?”

Pumas showed that amused smile again and pulled out his corncob and fired it up. “You will uphold your end of it, or I notify the captain at once that you are fake and you will go overboard. So you better start performing what we talked about soon!”

Zeke bristled at such a threat. “I thought if they uncover my being a fake we both go overboard?”

Pumas guffawed with scorn. “If they expose you, yes, but if I alert them of your fraudulence . . . then I am above suspicion and you go over alone.”

The fishermen began stirring on deck, preparing the great nets and windlasses and capstans, climbing the mizzenmast and readying the topsails, greeting their strange new shipmate with incomprehensible salutations, and Zeke pondered his predicament and saw his sentence in that moment, trapped among them as the ocean creature they caught, mystical and providential, a fishhead freak of a talisman tasked with the tall order of amusing, edifying, and inspiring them through the four-point plan he no longer embraced. But old Pumas meant business, knowing his new partner meant less of a shaman load for him, and he had him over a barrel.

Zeke began later that morning staging his first play in which he portrayed a kind but naïve flounder who discovers fishing as a hobby and catches his father and devours him sautéed with lemon and chives before realizing his crime. Floundering with Belly Full of Poor Papa was the showstopper he slapped together, which smoothly segued into the free verse uncompromising poem, Fishsticks in the Crawlspace, Half-Cooked, and the lugubrious ballad Apace Molders a Moon Pie. He worked up some peppy nautical numbers too, Sousa inspired pure baroque celebratory sounds sung with reckless abandon and the ship’s bassoonist and ukulele strummer providing instrumental interludes when the transported fishhead fellow marched about in his signature high-stepping spasmodic improvisation. The fishermen, unable to comprehend the content of Zeke’s performances, were nonetheless transfixed by the raw spectacle of the fishhead fellow hearkening some screwball compulsion to plumb deeply within and find expression for an unholy, unhinged mélange of mindless conceit and self-debasement. Zeke established a routine of three shows a day; one shortly after daybreak (matins, he called the opener), early afternoon (sunnyside skidoo), and one in the evening (vespers), a gratifying but punishing load of work made all the more grueling by his halibut head emitting an increasingly foul odor from the rotting fish interior. The fishermen were usually working while he was performing, which integrated Zeke into their arduous mission to catch more fish and the strange finned figure preternaturally drew their interest and attention and cooperation. The fish character was developing exponentially through these early live shows and Zeke truly lost himself in concocting clever new ideas, the fishhead fellow he created sustaining his very will to endure. He fretted that he, like Pumas, might become slowly usurped and taken over by the panicky hybrid sea creature he’d come to grudgingly respect while growing more and more uneasy inhabiting.

After several weeks the freshness of his act began to wane and the fishermen hardly paused to take note of their resident performer anymore, though the few times Zeke stopped in the middle of a show the men very quickly went into a violent uproar and in a flash their fishhead fellow was resuming his act. He grew melancholy realizing he’d been relegated to ambient noise, like the periodic ringing of church bells so part of a town’s landscape only their silence would elicit a reaction. But Zeke Borshellac had a survivor’s perseverance in him and thrived in his three shows daily, churning out plays almost effortlessly, such as Catfish Confidential, Mud Flaps Mojo, and Monkfish Lasso Pasquinade, all searing examinations of the quiet lives of fish and their ongoing systematic slaughter, and veering into big soaring operatic songs of lives torn apart by long fishing expeditions and the disasters befalling the men aboard who perish and leave wives and children behind. “The sea gives us life and swallows others in death, like Captain Schlugelpan, who tumbled into a roiling high tide, drunk and happy.” The fisherman seemed to latch onto the mention of Schlugelpan in this song, and Zeke was amused by their pronunciation of his name: Kappa Shushupah. He could never forget the image of these odd hard-nosed fisherman scampering higgledy-piggledy with impish grins, their billowing silky genie pants reflecting the sun rays on the ocean horizon, a few rowdier ones slinging fresh caught sole with their flashy sashes at one another’s heads, all shrieking “Kappa Shushupah!” and laughing, later on roistering over rum with an equally baffling joie de vivre. Zeke bore them no ill will, he rather enjoyed their uncommunicative company, the camaraderie among them to which he was ineluctably alien. He found their arcane culture impenetrable and fascinating and struck up an acquaintance with the captain, a rotund, large-eared chap with a croaking incessant chuckle and a penchant for pounding the fishhead fellow, or as they called him “Sfrugzer Flogesh,” on the back as hard as he could. There too was a détente with Pumas and they on occasion played pinochle in the galley while downing rum, the optimism shared only weeks earlier now gone in their grim resignation to the long voyage against their wills. Zeke knew he should have hated Pumas for coercing his participation in their ill-conceived drunken scheme, but he decided to eschew those obvious sentiments. It could have been worse than stuck on that ship, he knew. But lying in his hard too-small bunk at night Zeke thought of his life aboard that ship hiding in a foul fishhead (changed blessedly by filching a halibut now and then from a fresh haul) and honing performances for mysterious fishermen not particularly invested in his form of live art, and he could never imagine his younger self, the ten-year old Zeke Borshellac dreaming of adventure and making his mark one day as an explorer or visionary or simply a bold, unconquerable man of the world, that boy born to a pretty tavern wench and a lushhound liveryman, who ran wild in the stark countryside with his pack of loose lads doing as they pleased, he would take his chances jumping overboard rather than sticking such a grim grind out. Pumas would expatiate on the salutary need of adjusting one’s expectations, the contentedness of yielding to resignation, of finding a new, useful existence within the inevitable confinements of life’s vagaries. The old man would affect the intellectual as he delivered such deadening words, stroking his beard, relighting his corncob, twitching his noggin to twirl the putty pom poms dangling from his fisherman’s hat. Zeke swore he would never succumb to such constraints, would never surrender the faint flickers of exultant illimitable yearning that yet survived in his dormant soul, that nebulous notion to emerge as a substantial man of parts with skills and knowledge and yes, the capability of great transcendent love with the right woman, he held onto that much lying in the darkness of his cold cramped bunk at night as the ship rocked against waves, his fetid fishhead on a shelf beside him. But this vestige of fortitude was waning every day as he went ever deeper into his fishhead fellow performances and his body ached with overworked exhaustion and pustules and cankers sprouted on his face and neck from the halibut entrails and his terrible puking resumed like a broken spigot twisting amuck.

And then, one morning at daybreak Zeke awakened in his bunk to hear the extraordinary sounds of people and horse hooves on cobblestone and a kind of bustle that betokened something other than their vessel and the ocean, and he put on his fishhead and scampered on deck and beheld the wondrous sights of a busy harbor where his dark ship had apparently docked. And just like that, in a straightforward manner he never imagined, his long ungodly ordeal had come to a sudden end. He let out a glorious laugh as his chest heaved with heart-felt gratefulness and he peered across the bow at the brisk commotion of commerce pulsing along the wharves and the cobblestone streets and old brick buildings and felt all the exhilaration of knowing he had been granted a new life, land once more would be under his feet. He searched for Pumas and found him in the forecastle orating before a group of squatting fisherman in their guttural tongue, oscillating a length of hawser line with a bream and moonfish dangling, incense smoke emanating from his tunic, now swinging the hawser line over the men’s heads as Zeke interrupted with a shout: “Pumas! We have docked in a harbor! Come with me, let’s hurry and disembark from this godforsaken tub while we have the chance!”

Pumas completed his pagan maritime ritual and slowly turned to his comrade. “They will not let you, Borshellac. They will tie you up and torture you and throw you overboard tonight. Don’t be a fool. It is over. There is no way out for us.” The fishermen were conversing confusedly and watching Zeke closely, moving towards him.

“You are a scared old man who gave up your freedom for this madness!” He pulled off his fishhead and threw it at Pumas and the fishermen and yelled: “Good-bye and go to hell you bastards!” And he ran across the deck as fishermen now saw he was a fake all that time and they gave him chase screaming in their infernal tongue and very nearly caught him before Zeke leaped from the bow onto an old weather-beaten stretch of pier that trembled under his weight as he bolted over it and into the chaos of the crowd, losing his pursuers forever.


Two

ZEKE KEPT RUNNING for what seemed to him most of that splendid early spring morning, across the town square with an imposing fountain sculpture of a wild-eyed fisherman astride a giant seahorse aiming his harpoon at a defiant merman creature mirthful and holding a bottle of wine as he sends gushing jets from his mouth, dashing through the fish market with its familiar stench and the condemned fish ebbing in their last dying twitches and the many already deceased—was that Larry Skompis? his split-second mind registered a large carp, instantly knowing it wasn’t of course—and he proceeded down narrow sloping cobblestone alleys, tore through a dry goods marketplace and raced towards the wooded lowlands near a stream, where he slowed enough to breathe deeply and take stock of himself now at liberty once more to decide his life path and treasure the sunshine of a fine cool new day and the pungent March earth under his tread. He then ran until he ached with fatigue and grew winded, walking now while intermittently looking back over his shoulder for signs of pursuers, and he ran and walked in intervals for a good while more along a dirt thoroughfare en route to the next burg. As the shank of evening came along with a gustier wind of chilly air Zeke’s joy of escape had already faded into anxiety over where he might find work since he was nearly broke, and more immediately, where he might sleep and cadge something to eat that night. He stumbled onto a rotting shed from another era and crawled inside for a few hours of fitful slumber, before identifying wild blackberry plants and stocking up for the resumed journey. It was only the beginning for Zeke of discovering the true depths of hard times that had befallen the land, as he rambled for several days through villages and small cities and saw the sobering reality of desperate people all looking for food and work. There were hoboes around campfires singing in bitter, unyielding voices songs of the struggle and the wonder of sneaky pete, more highwaymen laying for travelers who were increasingly broke until highwaymen began mugging one another, and once chancing upon a workers’ shapeup outside a foundry factory front gate and joining the massive throng but his beaten-down, tired self was not even considered.

One night Zeke teamed up with a group of hoboes who were woefully lost searching for train tracks and seemed to accept the young, tattered wayfarer’s company, enough so to share a bunch of mickies, or potatoes they roasted over flames at their night camp. They were passing around a magnum of muscatel and chomping their fire-cooked steaming hot potatoes and sharing tales of the unforgiving economic struggle they were up against. Zeke’s turn came and he hesitantly began telling them about his first brutal experience on a fishing trawler, which had ironically rescued him from drowning. He knocked back substantial pulls of muscatel and his eyes seemed nutty as he tried to diminish any notion of himself as a professional fisherman, yet anyone could see he still wanted to be taken somewhat seriously. The hoboes listened attentively and there were some grunts and garbled snarls of empathy as Zeke recounted his plight aboard Bunt Ketchum’s tub, though one lean rugged hobo with a broken nose and scarred cheek, the evident honcho of this crew who until now had said nothing, now piped up: “Seems to me, brother, from where I’m sitting, this Ketchum wasn’t so bad. Hell, the man pulled your drowning ass from the sea and gave you a shot working on his ship. If you washed out, brother, it would be best you owned up to it and knock off your goddamned bellyaching.” The hobo paused to address his cronies now. “This hoople had an opportunity, a golden one in a job on that boat, and he spit the bit. He don’t deserve our simpatico! Hell, he’s probably still got some of that fishin’ pay in his pocket!” Now the group looked at Zeke with narrowed censorious eyes and before he could begin to scram the half-crocked hoboes had jumped him and turned him upside down emptying his pockets, lifting the last few coins he had to his name. Thusly fleeced, they kicked his sprawled form sufficiently to spend their anger at the “loser who had no claim to calling himself a hobo,” as the hard-nosed leader they called Scud put it and left him there in the dim glow of the ebbing embers of their fire.

Zeke soon stirred, sore and aching but relieved they were gone and equally consoled by their neglecting to take with them their magnum of muscatel, still lying beside him in shadows. He crawled towards the bottle and quenched at least some of his pain with an extended swig. It felt like he kept arriving at new low points, lowering the bar of a new nadir, but at least this time he had his nepenthe in the muscatel. He drank some more, incapable of pondering upon a step forward. But then he heard muffled voices coming from the old rail yard, the unmistakable sound of Scud and his hoboes returning, no doubt for their forgotten wine, and Zeke hightailed it in the opposite direction as fast as his beaten-up form would allow. Behind him were Scud’s cries of ire, ordering his crew to fan out and “nab that grape glomming rat bastard!” But Zeke had an excellent jump on them and, as he had done before, maintained his skedaddle at a good clip—the magnum under his arm like a football—for what seemed to him most of the evening, or simply as long as his legs and wind would hold up, halting for necessary respites during which he’d down the blessed muscatel. For the arduousness of his flight was more than matched by the psychological existential struggle he fought within himself, a desperate self-examination of his very worth and usefulness as a working man, an unforgiving interrogation of his character and courage, insofar as the damning words of Scud’s indictment of his fishing folly reverberated viciously and indelibly in his thoughts. The nepenthe muscatel would help blunt the irreconcilable trauma of Scud’s words as Zeke moved through dark desolate trails beyond hilly woodland, athwart lonely country towns and along the cobblestoned lanes of burgeoning cities, down their alleys and across their shaky footbridges, foraging for sustenance where broke travelers look, back doors of inns beseeching kindly cooks, the earth’s bounties in berries wild and farm crops unwatched, and Zeke wrestled with the choices he had made and the man he aspired to become as he belted muscatel and replaced the magnum with new bottles he pilfered from shops out of necessity. Over and over Zeke told himself that he had persevered through will and endurance and guts to emerge from Bunt Ketchum’s boat, and he had shown even greater survival instincts and strength to escape the second, foreign ship, but it was no matter, nothing could stave off the insidious spread of self-doubt vitiating his core identity, his young man’s soul. Zeke Borshellac always carried in him the zephyrs, the woolgathering, of great dreams and singular achievements, unique to him and his sensibility and destiny, the wherewithal of potential that was in him and had to come out . . . and now doubt, furtive and debilitating, shared that inner sanctum. Zeke swilled muscatel in ever increasing amounts and covered more ground every day in his drunken journey, penetrating back country and regions remote and lost, abysmally astray and stumbling ever onward into the dark chasm of mocking purlieus. His worsening condition was too wrung-out and bone-weary to continue much longer, the incessant lapping up of muscatel had deadened him altogether, albeit paradoxically vivifying his spirit in wild thrusts here and there. He performed an old soft shoe number for a few rats gathered by a sewer drain, and he sporadically burst into “Greensleeves” when his reflection would appear in a window or large puddle.

It was weeks of sleeping outside under trees or in old sheds of desuetude, scaring up wild berries or raiding hardscrabble farmers’ crops, generally going hungry and fading in viable cognition, and then came the dark old city with the hard inky rain, the howling black squalls, the soot begrimed brick buildings and the dubious forsaken souls creeping about with larceny or battery or fear driving them, and he came upon the archaic creaky harbor and the fishing vessels and the threat of dark watery williwaws ever over the streets and the harbor’s rough tides and Borshellac recognized through his wine-soused eyeballs that he indeed had wended his way back to Bluddenville. Anguish stabbed at him now as he recalled the start he had here not so long ago when he procured a berth on Ketchum’s trawler and the eager exuberance with which he brought to the opportunity of apprentice fisherman. Zeke now hit the sneaky pete hard and tottered down by the piers, breaking out some soft shoe while sticking out his tongue for some sooty rain, and tumbling more than once as he made his way towards the darker, dim section most avoided. A light shone faintly from a window of a lopsided shack built beside the piers, a soot-coated wooden shanty with irregular unsightly additions that whistled splitting the black squalls, and Zeke instinctually reeled and lurched his way towards it, its soft glow refracting and wiggling in wet reflections before him. The whipping rain pelted him as he waded across the sudden puddle-pond gushing around his movement, and he paused to pull out his muscatel for a chug and survey the elements with a goofy appreciation before plodding and splashing ahead. And then he fell down in a sloshed heap, the waterline cresting inches from his nose, and he lay there soaking and alone and nearly unconscious. Not a soul was about as Zeke slept strewn on the flooded cobblestones. Until a figure emerged from the shanty and proceeded towards the fallen rambler, a personage familiar to all who frequented the crude, disreputable world of the Bluddenville wharves and the iniquities laced therein. She had glimpsed Zeke’s collapse from her window and now moved with deliberate strides across the watery stones as if she’d done it many times before. Her old-time black-rubber rain boots with buckles and long raggedy slatted skirt, not unlike the dreary curtains that have hung forever in the hourly fleabag hotels she haunted, were well-known to locals, along with the speckled black and gray beehive coiffure she wore like a modified Prussian helmet, all part of the jib one Ma Moody cut in the underworld of the wharves and greater harbor. Now she bent over the sodden form and grasped his torn frock, yanking his torso upright and assessing his scraped somnolent mug, slapping his cheeks with increasing vigor to little avail, a few groans and grunts, before dragging him over the cobblestones towards her shanty. With firm grips under his arms from behind she backpedaled the good two-hundred feet to the shelter of a backroom bunk, a feat she managed quite summarily. Of meager frame and well past her scrappiest prime, she still exhibited a raw-boned fortitude that made her an indomitable force in her own right.

Zeke remained semiconscious and quite incoherent as he lay supine in his newfound comfort, unaware of Ma Moody’s hovering ministrations bedside as she jovially prepared a cup of tea with sugar for him. “So you come to see me, eh? Can’t say I’ve seen you before. Well, welly, you almost made it, boy, but you fell short . . .” She let out a horselaugh. “And I mean bellyflopper, boy! Went down hard, you did. Well, welly, you were splicing the main brace too much . . .” She now adjusted his head on the pillows and brought the steaming cup to Zeke’s mouth, inducing him to sip some. She laughed again and said: “You boys tank up till pie-eyed, sure, sure, probably down at Gilhooley’s or The Red Harpoon, and then you want your poontang . . .” More laughs. “Well, welly, Ma will finish you off, don’t you worry ‘bout that, boy, cause there ain’t nothing Ma can’t do when it comes to getting them ashes hauled . . . oh, it’ll cost you extra, boy, but none of my fellas ever complained afterwards, that’s a bona fide fact.” Now Ma Moody certainly perceived in her whipsawed stinko customer a challenge of serious proportions, though when she began her dexterous manipulations of his limp body there was more than her professional pride at stake, she wanted his money and her own ethics would not allow her to collect it unless she brought him around. She was all business and went to work on his anesthetized flesh with a surgical precision, using her hands and tongue and small but willfully effectual breasts to recharge the half-dead man and extract a rise from him, incrementally, through fierce labors and techniques acquired over years of becoming the queen strumpet of the wharves. Like a master mechanic attending to a broken-down jalopy, Ma Moody entered a whirlwind of tactile procedures and maneuvers like nothing Zeke had ever felt, revving up and re-animating his private parts into a significant concupiscence. And then, when she had his engine purring with pent-up power she mounted him and rode her looped boy hard and long, knowing just when to give it the gun and when to slow down into a sweet and delightful cruise. Ma Moody loved her trade because she was so good at it, the unqualified best many harbor habitués felt, notwithstanding her scant pulchritude. And despite being dead drunk and barely conscious, Zeke was roused enough to experience the very best sex of his life, long, durable coitus that would be only remembered in the morning in a bleary haze, like a wet dream that hardly could have been real. Only Ma Moody could have done it, devoured and drawn from his flaccid ruins the kind of volcanic Dionysian balling that seemed far, far beyond the boundaries of carnal pleasure, straining all credulity by even the recipient come morn, only the succubus haunting the wharves at night as the squalls bluster through could have done it.

Zeke opened his eyes in the same bunk, squinting in the pale light of dawn streaking towards him, the faint cries of gulls gliding over the harbor the only sounds. His head hurt and limbs were all sore and he hardly recalled how he got there in that bunk when he smelled a strong pungent steam and then there was Ma Moody with a snaggletooth grin and a great metal bowl under one arm, stirring the hot contents with a wooden spoon. “So, you have risen, eh boy? Well, welly, I have your breakfast ready, the finest furmity there ever was.” She propped him up with an authoritative tug and ladled him a wooden bowlful and Zeke shoveled a spoonful in his mouth and the spicy wheat and milk and cornmeal and fatback beans filled him with warmth and surprise it was so good, which he attributed to his ravenous hunger.

His cognizance of Ma Moody was opaque, faint, filtered through the boozy layers of a hard wham-bam night, but he did know she did him a good turn, pulled his wasted form across the cobblestone square and into her shanty. She put him in that bed and afforded him the chance to recover and rest from the merciless torrents of the night, and Zeke was grateful now. “You rescued me last night,” he said, “and I will ever be beholden to you.”

She smiled crookedly and stroked his hair with her hand. “I seen you out there lurching about on your way to see ol’ Ma, and when you hit the deck I thought I can’t let a fine young man with such good taste drown in that floodin’.”

Zeke became quizzical at her remark. “I got quite a bag on last night,” he began, “so I don’t recall where I was going before you came out of nowhere to lug me to your place. You think I was coming to see you, but I don’t believe I even knew you before last night.”

She let rip a guffaw and replied: “Looky boy, you don’t have to know Ma Moody as much as heard about her to understand why you were coming across the street in this here direction.”

“I was probably just searching for a place to get out of the rain.”

“Pshaw!” she cried with a cackle. “Any port in a storm, eh? That’s what the fellas like to say . . .” She grabbed a bottle of applejack and dumped some in her cup of unknown contents before taking a gulp with her eyes closed. When opened her eyes now had a demented glint in them and she wiped her mouth with her elbow and uttered in a cocky murmur: “But when it comes right down to it, boy, there is only one real port in these parts. They come down to see ol’ Ma Moody.”

Zeke’s head had throbbing pain in it but only dim recollections of his long night so his savior’s remarks were puzzling and more than a little egomaniacal for him, as he couldn’t imagine why all these fellows were coming to see her. Certainly not for sexual commerce. But he certainly appreciated her hospitality and tactfully said: “I’m sure glad you saw me out there.”

She poured more applejack into her cup and chugged some before jabbing Zeke’s side playfully, replying: “Business is business, boy! Now you get some rest and gather your strength.” She fed him a hot spoonful of furmity
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