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“Pay attention! Not since Nights Below Station Street or the masterpiece Lives of Short Duration has Atlantic Canadian literature seen a book as heart-wrenchingly beautiful as this one. The clarity and the quality of the writing, so stark and so pure, should be enough — there are single lines you will read over and over — but Nicholas Herring also has a larger poetic vision, equal parts physical and philosophical, that first takes in this whole world, then tenderly holds it together. This is a powerful story about people who live and work between the sea and the land, and there is elemental power pulsing through its every page.”

— Alexander MacLeod, author of Animal Person




“Like The Old Man and the Sea — if the old man were a middle-aged Maritimer, and the big fish were his own life, his pain, his addictions, his deep love — Some Hellish follows an irrepressible everyman, as he struggles to remake his life and come to terms with his vision of what is possible and important for him and those around him. An immersion in the rich, surprising, and vivid contemporary fishing culture, Some Hellish is some inventive, some compelling, some compassionate. It’s some book.”

— Gary Barwin, author of Nothing the Same, Everything Haunted




“Brilliant and moving, Some Hellish tears a hole between the ordinary and the fantastic, the sacred and the profane. It is uncomfortable, sometimes painful, but also startling and beautiful to have things opened up like that, to see right through.”

— Johanna Skibsrud, author of Island




“Any novel that combines Tibetan monks and PEI lobster boats is fine by me. Some Hellish achieves a surprising and wonderful balance: bawdy and spiritual in the same moments. There is mondo drinking, prodigious and inventive cursing, devilish humour, and serious literary chops. Some Hellish is irreverent and screwball and it’s inspired writing.”

— Mark Anthony Jarman, author of Touch Anywhere to Begin
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At home anywhere, wander alone like a rhinoceros.

— the oldest Buddhist text in the British Library




Only the one who knows what he wants is wrong.

— Georges Braque




Is fánach an áit a gheobfá gliomach.

— the fishermen of Connemara






CONTENTS

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Acknowledgements





ONE

For as long as Herring could remember, the abandoned landing craft sat along the bank of the river that flowed through Irish Montague. No one seemed to want to deal with the thing, this large rectangle of steel, tucked into the sands and grasses near French Creek, bleeding oils and diesel and rust, a ghostly series of clots, into the waters along the shoreline, while skiffs and lobster boats, sailboats and jet skis passed by. It had become a part of the scenery. A landmark that announced the proximity of the harbour, just around that last bend in the river.

Early one morning in the middle of January, he’d been driving through the village, before the plows were out, and felt the pull of it, this kind of enchantment of alloys, all oriented and slanted and seamed together. He went to it, as if drawn by a lover.

He sat in his rig for a time with the lights pointed at the vessel, a cup of coffee on the dash and the heater going at full tilt. A desperate, red face, lathered with sweat. His skin chapped and dry, hands as white and as stiff as bowling pins. The easterly winds raiding and drifting, embellishing the snows in a kind of talebearing, a seething virtuosity. He felt as if he were being cross-examined by the dominion before him.

Herring scrutinized the landing craft. Tried to make sense of the little game they were in. Its flatness spectral, and him, an awkward barrel of a man. There was the wheelhouse, its windows smashed, and on the opposite end was a little doghouse composed of ribbed steel that had an anguish to it. A set of ropes stretched loosely from the boat to the trees onshore, these swoops of fibres like the tusks of some mammoth.

Herring had a pair of Crappy Tire chest waders in the back seat. He slipped these on and tucked a mickey of dark rum into the pouch and walked out over the ice to the boat. He stepped around what had been a meagre burn pit and opened the door to the doghouse. It came off its hinges, and he tried to catch it, but it fell and twisted his arm a tad. A pain shot up through him and he cursed. Inside the shack was a crumpled sleeping bag and a few articles of clothing heaped and frozen in the corner. He kicked at these and unearthed a rimed Bible. Between the wooden studs, on the back of the steel, someone had written something in a manic scrawl with a permanent marker. Herring knelt down and tried to make it out. He thought it said, A fragment, like a miniature work of art, has to be entirely isolated from the surrounding world and be complete in itself like a hedgehog. He pictured a kind of mutated being, a begrimed hedgehog of human proportion, in denims and a plaid jacket, out here on this little steel island, smoking and drinking shine and eating what it could gather from the waters. A shunned creature, misunderstood by society, confused as to the true nature of its own civility, a kind of friar whose madness was a direct result of its sequestration. Its designs apocalyptic, no matter the hour. There was only the end. And the end was coming. The furnace of its eyes red, like pilot lights in a relentless twilight.

Herring sat on a junk of steel and drank his rum. He thought this could be a place just for him, where he could sit and conjecture about the world. Drink himself into an oblivion. And then he thought he’d probably never come back to this place. He watched the sun rise and push the shadows up the river. Vehicles rolled over the bridge in town, rubber and snow on frozen asphalt, their moans low and pompous, as if endlessly circling the bell of a tuba. He listened to the shifting ice, the crack of its language, long whimpers and lashes of excitement, and there was a syncopated quality to these sounds, the tires on the bridge and the ice below, that suggested a relationship, some finer arrangement.

He’d been thinking about time lately, in the middle of the night, while the winds shook the house, wrapped up, alone, in the bed that Euna and he had shared. Murphy, too. His toes and fingers so cold that they were glib vexations, smarmy, while the centre of him, his guts, were like a furnace. His mind so tired and begging for sleep. Pleading. Give me sleep. And in this kind of delirium he had begun to understand, to realize and to know, that his time was limited. That, in fact, his time was running out. That he had spent all the years of living he had managed to cobble together. That his line of credit had reached its end. There was a future version of him who was very much dead and gone, even thoroughly forgotten. He felt his mind do a strange thing, as if he were an engine, and the timing belt he required to synchronize and convert his motions was slipping. There was a tick in him that he could no longer avoid. Euna was away. Gone back to being a McInnis. She had forsaken the Herring mantle. He felt all of these things. He felt them deeply. And he didn’t know what to do, how to proceed.

Murphy, this little Heinz 57 of a mutt they’d had for years, died a few days before Christmas, and Herring just didn’t have the heart to tell Euna and the girls. He couldn’t face being the bearer of so much sadness and darkness. One summer day, years ago, Euna had gone into town for groceries and come back with a new puppy and a bag of feed. At first, he hadn’t wanted the dog, this sad-looking little thing, but then he took her down to the shore, and while he swam about, the thing followed him out into the water, not entirely sure how to swim, but somehow making all this panic and thrashing keep her afloat, and she nearly scratched the skin off of his back. He carried her in and Euna had been amazed at the damage done to his skin. “Forty lashes minus one,” she said, her fingers on his back as if he were a tablet of braille. The blood dripping down into his swimming trunks while the wet pup shivered between his legs. They named her Murphy, and now she was dead. He’d put her in a clear garbage bag and set her in one of the bait freezers in the basement. She’d been such a noble beast, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her frozen body alone, neglected, and without committal.

And so, on Christmas night, as the winds howled from out of the darkness, and after a great lack of sleep and a gutload of shine, he ran power from the barn to the century oak and fetched his chipping gun and a shovel, and he dug her a grave well below the frost line. It was slow going, and he felt like a deranged thing. With every inch he burrowed down, his mind would squabble at him to quit this foolishness. He was a miserable wretch and deserved to die. But he persisted, despite himself, because it was the right thing to do. He had to do right by Murphy, and that was the end of it. The deeper the grave became, the more sheltered he was from the cold and the winds. He’d stop his chipping and hacking and feel the sweat on his back and behind his knees, the stamina being hauled out of the centre of him like great lines of arms on ropes heaving a boat from its cribbing to the slip. How much more did he have in him? His hands braced against the sides, the soil unyielding but almost warm, like the window panes in a kitchen. He felt that this grave was a kind of wound. A wound in the earth and a wound in him. These wounds had to be. They were deeds of a sort, and they were here in order to serve a greater quality. Murphy. These marks were tributes.

He fetched Murphy from the freezer and carried her out to the grave. He removed her from the plastic and set her tenderly in the bottom of the hole. He knelt down and stroked her head. There had never been any meanness or anger in Murphy. She would look at you and seem to know all things. She listened, and her breath had always stunk. He kissed her and knew that he’d never see her again, and his heart broke in him. He cut a bit of her hair and wrapped these locks with Scotch tape. He put this in his pocket. He scraped a bit of soil and set it on her paws, and his heart, again, broke in him. He set another bit of dirt on her back legs, and his heart broke. He kissed her again, and he hated life. He swore against it. He packed the earth about her with his hands, and he wept while he kissed her. He packed and packed, and then her face was gone. His face of dirt and cables of snot dripping from his scarlet nose. Pressed her, pressed dear Murphy like a flower in the book of the world. And so, he buried her by filling up this wound with solemn deliberation, on the day of a saviour’s birth, while the world was black, and the cold winds roared over the ice and the land.

Euna had this bar of soap that she must have used to shave her legs with, because it was so precisely hollowed out on either side that it appeared to Herring, as he sat on the toilet and it sat upon the ledge of the tub, like a dog’s bone you’d see in a cartoon. He’d heard from some guys who’d done DMT that you were supposed to take a totem with you on your trip, just something to hold in your hand to remind you that the thing in your hand was real and that everything else was part of the experience. Most fellows just held onto their lighter. Herring thought that Euna’s bar of soap was perfect and beautiful as it was, shaped by the shins of her legs. And, of course, it smelled like her, so as he put the bar to his nose, his heart just about crumbled in on him. He stared at it a while. This clean thing in his big, meaty hands. And then he tucked it into the pocket of his jacket.

He called the Fishermen’s Association to see about his tags. The woman on the other end of the line was having a difficult go of it. He listened to her rustling papers and smacking at the keyboard of her computer. He felt the emptiness of the house about him. The stillness a shawl. He drew a dollar sign on the table with his index finger, and then he wondered where the desire to do so had come from. Herring stared at the hole in the floor. This gullet of the homestead belching warmth from below. He walked to the edge, stretching the phone cord to its limit, and he looked into the chasm. The stove next to the base of the chimney. The pile of chopped oak and maple on the dirt floor, harbouring a great many spiders, scuttling to and fro, trying for flies. The stack of egg cartons and coffee trays creaking and parched from the heat. These were the creatures who lived in the gut of this place. And, of course, he was here, too. What an abyss he’d created.

He heard the woman say, “Just one sec.” She asked him his name again. He told her and she said, “Like the bird?”

“No, no. Herring, like the fish,” he said.

Gerry, a sodden cigarette huddled upon the dried skin of his lower lip, said, “I tell ya, Herring, if I didn’t have kids, I’d be dead or in jail.” They were stood abreast of one another, a few steps past the end of the bait sheds, solemn men before the waters and the ice, still contained within the bullpen. The breeze was up and the sun was high and brilliant on this first Thursday in April. Gerry’s lower back was hot with suffering from lifting all of the traps onto their berth. He had been on his arse for much of the winter, drinking himself stupid on Pink Whitneys, trying to keep out of the way of Susan and the boys, which was, admittedly, just about impossible. Boy, she was always pretty keen to lay into him some thick. She could be a tempest of a thing. “She’d walk through hellfire for money, especially my money,” he said. There was a case of Schooner at their feet, near the end of the trailer, and they were well on their way to finishing it. Gerry was still kind of hungover from the night before. His gums were burned into a kind of mash of throbbing enamel and mucus and bone from the vodka and lemonade. As a matter of fact, he’d been forty minutes on the toilet that morning in some predicament, expelling all of the grains from his bowels in fiery spurts. Torrents that made him sweat and curse God and curse himself for his foolishness. If a man could buy a plug for his arsehole, Gerry would be the first in line. It was about half-three and he’d yet to even piss today. “I’m some dry today,” he said. “I spose that when I get home I’ll just shit like a camel. My guts’ll come outta me in less than five minutes and then I’ll just crack right open like I’m driftwood, I’m so dry.”

Herring said, “Sounds to me like a case of the ol’ barley flu, eh.”

“My bowels boiled and rested not,” said Gerry.

“Huh?” said Herring.

Gerry said, “Oh, I don’t know.”

The door to the bait shed was hindered by an uneven range of snow and ice, and they set about breaking it apart with a pickaxe and an old, yellow pry bar. They made quick work of it, all back and no knees, blinking nippily to save their eyes in the spray of ice shavings. While they laboured, Herring said, “Hateful stuff. Just hateful.”

Gerry said, “Sheila was asking me to talk dirty to her there.” With some considerable effort, as if only a grand heaving of his breath could scrape and liberate his interior debris, he blew some mucus out of his right nostril and let the wind take it elsewhere. “So I says, Ya take it ya mad little slut, ya. And she says, No, no, not that kind of dirty.” He shifted his weight. Herring wasn’t really paying attention, anyway. “Well, that was all she wrote.” He admired the cigarette in his hand as if he were a doctor trying to make sense of some nearly impossible fracture. “She still needs the light off, huh.”

Herring said, “Who’s Sheila again?”

“My landlady,” said Gerry. He picked some sleep from the corners of his eyes and studied its form, wedged between the underside of his nail and the flesh of his finger.

Herring stepped into the bait shed and puttered about. He checked some of the traps by placing his hands on the posts, running his fingers across the lace, and he poked his head up into the loft, the wet soles of his sneakers bleating on the wooden rungs of the two-by-four ladder.

“You do anything for Easter?” said Gerry.

Herring grumbled, his hands busy darting this way and that.

“What did Jesus say on the cross?”

Herring said, “Well, what?”

“I’ll be back in two days. Don’t touch my fucking Easter eggs,” said Gerry.

They went back outside and stared at the channel. Gerry thought maybe they were looking for seals hauled out of the waters, that maybe Herring knew this animal to be some kind of augur for the coming season. Gerry imagined the man next to him in a kind of trance, seeking that elusive wellspring, that celestial voice that would make sense of all his dreams and fears, point him in a certain direction and say this is the way.

In truth, Gerry had no idea what they were doing, but he stood beside Herring nevertheless and tried to appear just as stoic, the easterly seeming to grow thicker and denser by the moment, blocked into the frame of their chests, as resistant as the anvil. They did this every year, or at least for as far back as he could recall, and he didn’t want to ask the man what on earth they were supposed to be doing, lest he sort of break the spell of things. Maybe pointing out the obvious would kill the feeling, you see. It wasn’t too much to stand by the fellow and be quiet and look like you were contemplating the whole of recorded history. Their bellies were full, besides, and there were assorted beers at hand, some Alpine and some Budweiser.

Gerry said, “Al’s my pal, but I’d sooner a Schooner.” He flicked the butt away and had a pull on his bottle. Somehow or another he had got a bit of ash into his nostril and it burned something terrible, but he didn’t want to betray the moment for Herring, so he dealt with the pain as well as he could. Which is to say, he stood there and attempted to stealthily remove it with his index, crying as quietly as he could, proud that at the end of their peace he had not made a right scene, that he had not looked like a man trying not to look like he was picking his nose. He imagined that the ash, its little bit of attendant flame, might work its way into him and cauterize all of his aches, all of his melancholies, and with this image, so simple and childish as it was, a fragile conflagration in the centre of each and every man, like the beam of a miner’s lamp, his spirit forgot the cold all about them. His spirit put for a kind of summer to come, a silkworm released from the palms of hibernation. Bestowed a moment of paradise. Gerry guessed that with two weeks of good weather and a fair bit of sun, the ice would be all gone. But it was only a guess. On the Island, it was not uncommon at all to have four seasons in one day.

Herring scrutinized the place, the piles and the crumbling concrete, the rebar shedding its rust over the grey blocks, the buildings and the cranes, the improvised geography of it all and the odours of neglected engines scorched with burden commingled with shit and brine. The wharf at My Bonnie was all hustle and bustle today. Of the sixty fishermen who berthed there, calling this remote harbour home, there must have been nearly forty of them out and about, either unloading traps or waiting to unload, and if they weren’t doing this, they were gabbing, talking about the weather and hockey and sledding and ice fishing, about which hired man was in jail for doing what. As soon as one of them started putting his traps out, the others, as if a great dam had broken, would follow suit, apprehensive that this man, this recurrent progenitor, who was always a different fisherman from year to year, knew something nobody else knew, which was never the case anyway, seeing as they were all legally bound to start fishing on the same day. One fellow confessed that he had been calling his cork for nearly a week and all he ever got was the answering machine. He must be on the drunk, was his reasoning. Miles Mackenzie heard that another hired man, a local boy, was caught stalking an old girlfriend, driving real close, playing touch-butt with her bumper, and at curious hours of the day. Just being a real nuisance. A fright to her, which was no way to win a woman back. When the Mounties questioned him, he said that he didn’t know it was her he’d been following. That it was a true coincidence. He was just out for some darts and a thing of milk. Miles then said that he didn’t understand all of these shenanigans. “I don’t get it,” he said. “She’s not even that good looking. At best she’s a six, and a mainland six at that.” Anyway, from what he’d heard, it sounded as if the judge was going to let him out of jail to fish for the season. So he wasn’t going to learn any hard lessons, was the fact of it. “That Judge Mary Bell is a handsome woman.” “And she’s good at her job, eh.” Some fellows got so desperately bored and lonesome for some beauty over the winter months that they’d go and steal a chocolate bar or a newspaper from Keeping’s just to have a few minutes before the judge. And, of course, if you didn’t care about yourself at all, you’d just get hammered and go for a drive by the cop shop. This way, you were certain to stand before her at least two or three times, depending upon how much you were able to blow over. And, for at least one of these occasions, you’d be all washed up, looking your best, real spick and span.

Herring avoided Miles as best he could. Herring would always say, “There’s only two types of liars. Those who never did and those who used to. And somehow, Miles manages to be both.”

Jimmy Beck and his boys were there. Dunbar Gillis was there, who only last season had accidentally killed Dick Hume and now was trying with pronounced futility to work unnoticed. Dick Hume had been known as Slippy Dick, for he’d been quite a chaser of women, and as with most splendid philanderers, he was patently allergic to children, had left a trail of them, a great seam that stretched through Kings County. Regarding Slippy Dick, the saying had been, “He’d trade you a piece of gravel for a piece of tail.” The Jordans and the LeLacheurs and the Jacksons, the MacLeods and the MacNeils, the Daleys and the Dawes were all represented. Some of these families all had interminably high-pitched voices, as if a swift kick in the balls were a kind of birthright, or as if puberty were a nettled mistress. Some of them fished in shorts all the year, right into November when they attached A-frames and winches to their boats for scallop dragging, while the Native deckhands shivered in their oils, bewildered at the sight of this invulnerable flesh, as if the weather was of no human concern. A spiting of the elements that was downright eerie when you put some thought into it. Each clan, with its own little ways, its own minute but graceful distinctions of methodology, every man of them trying so hard to enact their own little sacraments and superstitions as a way to mislay the truth that all of these men were, in some shape or form, relatives, that in their blood flowed all of the same intuitions, all of the same appetites and furores that could not be purged.

There were other crews, the Hickens and Williams and MacLeans and Gormleys and Coffins and Pollards, from places near at hand. Gladstone and Abney, Guernsey Cove and High Bank, Cambridge and Pembroke, Wood Islands, Alliston and Albion, the Whim Road and Irish Montague. Even some fellows from Red Point and Priest Pond, North Lake and Souris, which was quite a hike for two months out of the year. Herring didn’t know the true character of these men a whit. They looked to him like trouble, were prone to displays of bluster and territory. There was one fellow from Tignish who had married a woman from Lennox Island. His name was Terry. Terry the Tiggie. And the licence was in her name. He used to be at oysters and had the financial backing of his parents. They’d sent him out of the hive to see what was what. On his boat he had a black-and-yellow flag with red words that no one was ever able to quite properly make out, though it did look like Danger something, and he didn’t seem to understand that there were knots well below sixteen, that you didn’t need to pound every tide full bore to get what you were after.

Herring could see that this was going to be the way of things. That men from up west, with capital and investors and larger, faster boats, were going to start pouring east, taking the lobsters from here and processing them back home. They wouldn’t contribute one thing to this place. Hell, Terry didn’t even shop for groceries down here or eat at Brehaut’s. He went home Wednesdays and Sundays to fetch his meals. This kind of people, all they knew of was to take. To take and take and take.

Out in the bullpen on the shelf of ice there was an eagle, enrobed in scarlet suds, that had hauled something out of the waters. Around it thronged seven or eight other eagles, fervent and eager, waiting to see who among them would gang up to muscle the one off of his meal.

Joe McInnis, Herring’s brother-in-law, was down at the wharf, too, making his rounds, shaking as many hands as he could, putting in the time, for his position as harbourmaster was something of a political one. Herring still owed him his wharf fees for the last few years.

Joe saw Gerry and Herring and waved to them. Gerry waved back, his mouth wide and slobbery, as toothless as the conclusion of a dogfight. With the barest effort, Herring nodded Joe’s way. He didn’t allow the man the look of his eyes. Joe had never really liked Herring, and Herring had always harboured ambivalent feelings about the McInnis clan, despite the fact that he’d married one of them, though he’d never admitted this, as such. Years back, before the new century and around the time the coho fishery out west was being shut down, when Joe found out that it had been Herring who had found his father, Joe Sr., he began to hate the man even more. And Herring had known, in his own little way, as he sailed out to Joe Sr. on that bright and lovely morning, that it was going to be like this from here on out, and there was nothing he could do about it. And, anyway, when he did think about all of the misery involved in this series of events, it seemed to make some measure of sense to him. When you bring a dead man home, you’re going to get some hate.

Herring and Gerry snapped a few more beers and felt the cold touch their bones. The clouds trembled outward, flattening as much as they narrowed, like a sublime corridor demolished simply for amusement, for a laugh, just over their heads. Gerry said, “What’s the shock clock say?” Herring, the curly red lappets of his hair flailing upon the mass of his skull, wriggled the face of his watch free from the band of his canvas coat and showed it to Gerry.

They locked the door of the bait shed and hopped into the rig. As they drove by the congregation huddled about McInnis, with his big, bald head and his thick and freckled fingers, Gerry said, “Baglickers, the lot of ’em,” but he didn’t really mean it.

Herring, his boots strapped into his snowshoes, cut a narrow path over the side of the long, easterly slope of the potato field. Wet from the whipping flurries, his chest grappling for breath and his back slick with sweat, he shuffled down to the bit of shore, through hushed banks of snow afforded refuge by meagre stands of pines and spruces. Something was bothering him, and had been since he’d awoken that morning, only a few hours ago. He could not put his finger on it. Sure, he was a tad hungover. There was nothing new in that. There was a rage in him, a red, molten affair, and sometimes when it rippled, when it snapped as if it were a tacked sail, he didn’t know what to do with himself. Then a blackness would come, a kind of slag, and it would overwhelm him. He would see that he was tired of himself and of having to be himself, and he would desire only the destruction of everything before and around him. Walking and drinking didn’t seem to unburden him of this condition. Neither did fucking. He knew that people didn’t like him for who he was, for who he’d become and who he’d been, but the thing was, all those fellas down at the wharf didn’t really know him as he was, didn’t really know the breadth of his heart and the range of his mind. He had ideas about the world, about the constitution of progress. What was the point of it all if they could not be expressed and considered? Could a man truly escape himself? Was the point of life to come out the other side of it having been well liked? To have behaved? Likeable people were harmless. Part of him didn’t care what people thought of him. But, no, this wasn’t entirely true, for there was a part of him that deeply cared about his reputation. To be sure, there was something of a gulf between being a doormat and being a bully, an aggressor, and he’d lived in both places for a time. He had a sense that he needed to find the middle of things, to live as a morsel in the stomach of human notions. Not to be a beginning or an end but an in-between thing. If everyone was perfectly reasonable, would anything interesting ever happen? What would people talk about?

When he was younger he assumed that life would reduce in complexity and all of his questions would resolve themselves. But the opposite had turned out to be true. He had grown to see that his notions would and could never change the world, for most, if not all, of them were not worth leaving the space of his understanding. That to have needs and wants beyond oneself was to put yourself in immediate competition with your neighbours. That to live in pursuit of things was to disqualify others from the opportunity to do so. The simplicity of this idea sometimes took his breath away. The world was a labyrinth of hallucinations. The brotherhood of man, in truth, a conjuring. All of it.

He remembered a time, some years ago, around when he was working toward his bona fides, and he’d finally gotten in to see this dermatologist from Halifax about his psoriasis. He’d been on the waiting list for two or three years. On the ferry over, he got to thinking the fellow must be some good. He was kinda hoping for a miracle. He’d taken to praying to God to relieve him of this particular ailment, but that wasn’t working much in his favour. He gave this up after a few nights. It seemed silly, doltish. They got to talking about skin and that, and Herring said that the pores in your skin will eventually grow smaller as you grow older, right, and the specialist had said no, the opposite was true. He was so thrown off by this, by the fact that his instincts had been so utterly incorrect, that after he received the script for a whole lot of ointments, which, incidentally, didn’t do jack and cost an arm and a leg, he went to The Split Crow and sat there, alone, by the front window, drinking quietly with a strange, defeated look on his face till the place closed, nearly annihilated by this bland fact. How could you trust yourself if your hunches were so mistaken? He was a fisherman, after all, and sometimes your hunches were the only things that preserved your whole damn enterprise from ruination.

In the night, he had walked down Lower Water, drunk, just all over the pond, thinking how cruel it was that his pores were only gonna get bigger, while students with fine skin giggled and hollered at one another. He had felt like a marked man. Just a poxy junk of a man.

He thought of Miles Mackenzie and of how last season he’d seen the fellow getting out of his burgundy rig a few times as they sailed in from open seas, up the channel between the green and red buoys, the cans and nuns, with their trays and tanks full. The man was rooting around for his roll of money, taking only a few bills here and there, too cunning and wily to rob him blind. He’d considered going to Joe with a request to install security cameras, but in the end, he hadn’t done anything. You didn’t need closed-circuit television to know that Miles Mackenzie was a wretched thing. Years ago, when they were doing mussels together, and the tension had been just brewing for weeks, Herring had finally attacked the fellow with a Greco submarine. Smacked him right in the face, sending meat and mayonnaise into the air, this great sickle of condiments.

He reached the end of the field, where the rocks of the shore gave way to the ice floes, shackled to one another and creaking with agitation, and he stopped and listened to the sound of the snow meeting the buckle and swell of the stunted waves. The grey belt of the water encircling the world. This, the labour of this grating, the abiding grind of the world, as of bones meeting in a joint, was the only commandment. And though the air was mostly beholden to the precipitation, he was able to feel a smidge of joy arise as his mind registered the brine. And then he felt tired, like the fight in him was leaving the show.

From some distance behind, a white snowshoe hare emerged from a thicket and stopped briefly to watch him. Still and erect and balanced on its hinds, its thin ears like dried apricots, its youthful eyes darkly clear pans, rendered all the more so by the patter of the chalked descent, its heartbeat shuddering through its skin. The hare had somehow confused day for night, and now it was exposed, vulnerable, and it did not look over its shoulder for foxes, but rather, observed him, Herring, as if he were a totally innocent thing.

When he got home he fried up some smelts and ate them with lots of ketchup, bones and all.

Gerry took his father’s van and drove to Scotchfort to visit his mother, Dolores. The sky was a shield of pewter, thick and immobile and nearly endless in a way that could remind a person of their insignificance, that they were nothing but a liquid in the tankard of existence, less than a plaything. A bit of snow flaked daintily here and there. He filled the ashtray and kept his eye out for any Mounties. The rear passenger-side hubcap snapped off, and he didn’t stop to go back for it, content to watch the disc whirl, enact its unhinged revolutions, as if its only desire was to keep up with the van so that it could return home, and then it broke with his direction and went for the ditch.

She was in the living room having a nap in her big chair. The radio in the kitchen was on. There was a little aquarium on a stand by the window. The water in it cheerless and stodgy. She may as well have been housing a cow patty, such was the smell and look of it. He thought of putting his finger in it, just for something to do. He helped himself to a jug of pop, sitting himself in the rickety chair by the refrigerator to admire the yellowed lines of the ceiling tiles. The fizzy prickle of the cola was painful on his rotten teeth, made his eyes bulge. With each swallow he bent his knees up and away from the floor. The pleasure of this absurd little rite seemed to judder him awake, and he hadn’t felt awake like this in forever. He’d always wondered how well he handled pain. He didn’t like to complain about injuries. Some fellas loved to make a scene over the tiniest of scratches. Sometimes he wasn’t in the mood for things that called attention to themselves.

He boiled some water and fluffed some scallops out, then got a skillet hot with butter and fried them in this, adding a bit of salt and pepper. She came in and opened the window, lit a candle, turned the radio off. She put a load of clothes in the machine, and they listened to the water going full tilt and the gurgle of sudsy clothes being spun about. Neither of them shared a word. She toasted some bread and they sat, she at the end of the table, he to her left, and ate in silence, their jaws clicking, the pump of their throats.

Through the steam of her mug of tea, she said, “Are you still fishing with Herring?” She winced a little, creasing the lines about the edge of her right eye, as if she were registering arsenic somewhere in her system. “He’s a queer man, you know.”

Gerry wasn’t in the mood for a debate, and he wasn’t up for defending the fellow, yet again. He said, “Mother, I’m just a donkey. You know it. I know it. I can’t pass judgment on the man.”

Dolores huffed in a bit of air. She said, “That’s it. I’ve said my piece.” She passed him a cigarette and together they sat in solitude, as forlorn as defeated vessels. He put the kettle back on and belched mutely.

They returned to the living room and watched the news. A middle-aged woman in Irish Montague had driven her vehicle through the front door of a house near the pizzeria. The man who lived in the house had been sleeping on the couch. He was an amputee and her car had mangled his electric scooter. He didn’t know how he was going to get around. His mother sighed and looked away. “I can’t bear the news these days.”

“You don’t even know why it is that you don’t like the man,” he said as he was leaving, his boots undone upon the shamrock linoleum of the hall.

“You’d be wise to stay away from him,” she said, her voice strained and volatile. “He’d skin maggots if he thought there was money in it.” Gerry threw his hands up into the air as he walked down the drive. “And you shouldn’t be drivin’, ya fool. You’ve no licence.”

When the engine came alive, he waved to his mother, and she waved back, pulling a grand smile across her face, for the love she had for her son had no conditions.

Gerry bought cartons of smokes for himself and for Susan and Sheila. There was a patch of freezing rain on the highway, and the wipers were too rotten to do their proper work. He pulled over for a spell and sat, while the windows glazed and the lights from the highway smeared, grew indistinct, as if the world were being painted into oblivion. A fox came out of the ditch and onto the shoulder a few yards in front of the van, and then, having thought better of things, it turned and trotted back into the bush. Boy, a skunk would just shuffle out, stop, and let itself get smushed, he thought.

Gerry smoked a joint that had some crumbs of shatter in it and felt the fear rise. He thought about jail and he thought about death. And then he put the van in drive and released his boot from the brake pedal. He was bored with thinking the same old thoughts. The same old dark thoughts.

They themselves were little more than children when she got pregnant the first time, and while it was true that neither of them had been trying in earnest, they were both excited by the opportunity. Susan had a temper, to be sure, and in general she seemed to dislike just about everybody and everything. These were the things Gerry liked most about her. As the world before her seemed a source of perpetual disappointment, Gerry sensed that her unreasonableness could be a force of great change, and he had wanted to be near to someone with her qualities, her energy. He kept waiting for her to begin offering suggestions about how to improve the inefficiencies of the world, but they never came. Eventually Gerry realized that she was just a whinger, an A-1 moaner, and he was just too simple to give her whatever it was she wanted. Anyway, she didn’t seem to know what she wanted, and it was a significant problem for her that Gerry didn’t know, either. He didn’t possess the confidence of knowing how an abstract problem, an issue, should be corrected. Of course, all of these facts would remain unknown to him for much of his life.

Susan liked to fuck. She was good at it, and she knew it. She thought he was good at it, too. The pair of them just a couple of naturals. And he knew that she had a truly healthy and mostly wholesome relationship to this aspect of her existence. Nothing traumatic had occurred to her when she was growing up. As far as he could tell there were no dark and secret places in her mind. No repressions or wounds. No damage that couldn’t be overcome. His relationship to sex, to his own desire, was a tad more abrasive, though he didn’t really know why. Until his first time, young Gerry had always been rather scared of the act, but then, once things got going, there had never been any notion of retreat. In fact, their undoing was precisely because the two of them had grown so good at it, at fucking. There was no longer any underlying tension, if it had ever been there at all, to inform what they did between the sheets. And Susan was the type of person who needed a pinch of hostility to keep her motor going, to prevent her interest from waning. After the birth of Robbie, they both seemed to understand that the end was near, but this hadn’t stopped them from getting pregnant again, this time with Mickey. The long and the short of it was that they had just been too damn young to do right by one another. The timing was off, but only just. When, but four months after Mickey came into the world, she told Gerry about her new fella, well, he took it pretty hard, and though his dejection had not surprised her one bit, his suffering took him by surprise.

As a rule, and from a particularly young age, Gerry had a distinct and ineradicable sense that to pass judgment on a person or a thing was to miss out on a whole bunch of experience, and still, to this day, this feeling guided his every movement. He still loved Susan very much. They both knew this. She didn’t ever say she loved him, or that she had stopped loving him long ago, and this love had somehow crept back into her soul, which would have been a real shocker. No, in a way he just didn’t care to bother about wondering, for to do so would be to unnecessarily stir up a complicated set of affairs. Maybe it was as simple as he was too slow for her, and she was too fast for him. He moved through life as if he were an iceberg. She moved around him, about and from him, with all the liberty and consequence of a seal.

He knocked on the door and let himself in. She called to him from down the hall and he wandered down to her bedroom. She had just finished a hot shower and was standing in her room, wrapped in a towel the colour of a goldfish, applying concealer underneath her eyes. Susan looked down at his feet and rolled her eyes. She said, “Jesus, honey, take yer boots off. You’ve tracked dirt everywheres.”

Gerry said, “Oh shit.” He took off his boots and cleaned up the mess. Susan handed him her vodka soda and he had a small sip of it. She was going out on a date with an old drinking buddy of Gerry’s, a bar clammer by the name of Norman. He told her where he had left her carton. It was getting late for him, and anyway he was plucked. Starting to get the spins.

Robbie and Mickey were watching television in their room. Gerry poked his head in to ask after them and they grunted back at him nearly in unison, the room a giant carbuncle of blue. He’d had them out with him for a day last season, trying for oysters up in Cascumpec Bay, but the boys weren’t interested in the venture whatsoever. Their indifference had plainly hurt his feelings. His mother told him that he was being too sensitive. Susan told him that he wasn’t much of an entrepreneur anyway, and that much less of a fisherman to boot. He already knew all of this. And yet he hadn’t been able to shake the feeling of having been wounded, of some greater, some ancient debt having been settled at his expense. His own father had seemed to be totally uninterested in him from the moment he was born, had never taken him aside and shown him how to tie a certain knot or how to hold a handsaw, how to speak to a girl and make her feel good, and there was a symmetry to his current position that bloody terrified him. And too, he worried that there was something wrong in his brain, some switch of victimization that would not relent, and so he just tried his damnedest to stop thinking about how much of a sook he was, the bones and flesh of a casualty, and got on with the business of things.

He said, “Mickey, you still good to shear the ol’ hair tomorrow?”

Mickey looked up and said, “I’ll do you one better, pop. I can do it right now.”

They made a little space in the kitchen, and Mickey got a towel from the cupboard and draped it over his father’s shoulders. Robbie brought the electric shears and plugged the device in. Three beers were put on the table, cold and wet with condensation. Pink Floyd was turned up. Robbie tapped his fingers on the table, bopping ever so gently. And Gerry was so happy and so tired it was all he could do to not burst into tears as the blades made barren rows of his scalp, as he felt the lightness of what had been brush his arms as it plummeted to the floor.

“McClellan.”

Gerry was quietly trying to get past the basement door down to his apartment when he heard her voice from above. He turned the knob and tried to move his feet lightly.

“Gerry fecking McClellan.”

His eyes adjusted in a way that made him feel that he was in a dream. He could barely make out the face of Sheila in the dark and through the screen of her kitchen window.

His head was gloriously fresh and unbound, as if there was no division between the air and his skin, and this feeling reminded him, in the way that only meek and artless things do, that people, that all things, were suspended in the air, so to speak, in much the same manner all of the fish in all of the seas were suspended. Life was a pendulous affair.

She skunked him at cribbage, and he was a little sore at having lost so handily. She told him that his problem was that he didn’t take himself seriously. “How is anyone else sposed to take ya seriously?” she said. He shrugged. She huffed, unsurprised. Gerry said, “Hey, what’s the difference between a puppy and a lobster fisherman?” Sheila said, “What?” “A puppy’ll stop whining after eight weeks.” They shared a clementine and a cigarette, and then they were quiet for a while. “Don’t fall asleep on yer stomach,” she said. “You’ll get wrinkles.”

When he got up to leave he stared at the carton of smokes he had placed on her little shelf by the door. It was a sign, he was certain, but as to what, he did not know. No amount of scrutinizing the damn thing would provide him with an answer.

He walked outside and down the concrete stairs, damp and cracked things, and slept in his own bed the few hours until daylight.

Herring and Gerry were out in the barn painting buoys and smoking hash. The month of April was halfway through. They had a gallon of bikini-blue paint and a quart each of black and white, and they diluted the blue a bit with some turpentine. The buoys were stacked on the ground, and they had all of their trays and brushes and cans of paint set on a small green tarp in the middle of the floor. Gerry sat uncomfortably in a little computer chair on castors. Each man would grab a buoy and slather it from top to bottom with the bikini blue. After this, the buoy was hung from a spiral nail that had been driven into the joists above them. They did a coat of blue on each buoy, and then after they dried for a day or two, they would apply another. After this coat dried, they applied two thin rings of white on each buoy and then used black paint to draw the number of the dump. And finally, with large permanent markers they wrote their Canadian Fishing Vessel number, their CFV, 105098.

The door and windows were closed, and the fumes from the paint were giving both men serious headaches. Gerry exhaled a great plume of smoke and admired the joint between his fingers as if he were a kind of bird preening itself.

He said, “You remember that Thai stick we used to smoke fer seven bucks a gram. You got so high you tried putting the steering wheel on the passenger side.”

Herring looked up from the buoy in his hand, his face splattered with paint, and laughed.

“Another time,” said Gerry, “I was at my mother-in-law’s on Colombian stick and I leaned over to take off my boots. I woke up in the morning and my laces were still in my goddamn hands.”

“It’s no wonder the two of you got divorced,” said Herring. “I was thinking of setting traps from the front this year.”

Gerry looked puzzled, and he asked why.

“Well, ’cos we got all tangled up in the prop a few times, ’member. And we lost a few traps, and we had to get Banger Chapman down in his scuba gear to swim under and cut the rope off the prop.”

Gerry said, “Well, how the heck would we do that?”

Herring said, “Leverett told me he knew of some of the ol’ timers filling a bucket with sand and setting it at the stern to keep all the ropes clean and free.”

“Boy, I dunno. A rope’d catch on a piece of snot,” said Gerry. “A rope’ll catch a fart, I swear to Christ.”

They went outside and stood before the hull of the boat, the Marcelina & Marceline. High prow and a low stern. It could even be said that there was some sensuality preserved in its form. Out of all of his possessions, Herring did his best to keep the vessel in good shape. That it was the furthest thing in the yard from ruin could be stated as fact. It truly was a fine boat.

They taped the waterline of the M&M with green painter’s tape, then diluted the bucket of tar with some gasoline. Using a paint roller, Gerry started coppering the hull, rolling the concoction in vertical stripes from the keel to the taped border, spray from the nap mottling itself in fine formations all over his arms and face and neck like the blight of some disease. He could feel it burn something terrible, but he was used to it. He’d done this plenty of times before. It was hard not to have the stuff splash down your throat, huddled and cramped as he was beneath the hull, shuffling about like a louse. You just had to make sure that your mouth was closed, or as closed as it could be. It would take a few days for this stuff to properly clean off. He had another joint on the go, his lips dry and tingling. The sores were coming.

He coppered impatiently, sweating in the cold, his head stinging from the vapours. There was no artistry here, though the fact of this made him wish that he did have the composure to undertake a project, any task, that, with slowness and deliberate sensitivity, would evolve into something that could be considered near to elegant. If only he’d had more patience in him, Gerry knew that he could have done something truly great and noteworthy, could have tapped into all of the talent in him, those abilities he was truly afraid of. Transform his rivals, these weaknesses of his, into his strengths, you see.

Herring changed the wheel on his grinder and clamped her into his vise. He had a small cardboard box of rusted and dulled bread knives that he’d purchased years ago at the dollar store. He used these for cutting redfish and mackerel, and for cutting rope, if need be. You could never have too many blades on a boat. Herring pushed the trigger on the grinder and began sharpening them as best he could, the sound of the blade meeting the wheel thin and ghostly, a discarnate screed.

Gerry and Herring drove into Irish Montague and got some fried chicken at the grocery store. As they walked into the building, they saw themselves cast back by the tall windows. They looked like the distortions of ancient fables. The one with the blue face like a god of the sea, and the other, with his face as black as an arsehole, like some god of the underworld. Together they were conspirators of a sort who trafficked in the flesh and soul of the common man. The one would cause storms and shipwrecks and send men to their watery graves, and the other would rule over them eternally.

They ate their greasy meal out in the rig and watched the women coming and going. Gerry said, “God bless the fella who invented them black pants.”

“I wanna put some dinner plates in a few of the traps. See how they fish,” said Herring. And they grabbed some coffees for the road.

There was just something about the basement flight of stairs. When Herring thought of them he ground his teeth and curled his toes, cracked his molars and popped his joints. He could not let them go. Could not get the image of them from his mind. There was just something about having to take the stairs that had begun to bother him. To think of his weight on the treads, groaning the wood beneath, provided him with a glimpse of something bigger, some immense dread capable of consuming not only all of him, but all of everything. They seemed to him to be evil, wicked things.

He couldn’t recall if it was in a fit of rage, or perhaps a fit of idleness, but in early December, in the midst of an exhaustive sweep of wet snow and razor winds, he had taken his chainsaw and cut a hole in the living room floor. Then he went out to the barn, retrieved his chain-block hoist, and fastened it to the ceiling joist above the opening. He rigged a little platform out of plywood and old carpet and lowered himself onto the dirt floor of the basement so that he could load more wood into the fireplace. When Euna and the girls got home from church and saw the hole in the floor, Euna had blown a gasket. The girls thought it was cool. He had never seen her lose it as she had over the hole in the floor. From the way her face had grown red and the somewhat vacant look to her eyes, how she was almost calm, and the way her body held itself upright, he had a vague sense that this was a major blunder on his part. And even that was putting it lightly.

Euna, for much of her life, and for much of their married life, had been an orderly person. Things would happen, problems would arise, and initially she had addressed each of these events in her life with the same deliberation. Hers was a cogitated methodology. Something would come from nothing. She would approach and begin the process of remediation. She returned something back to nothing, whether it be dirt on the floors or laundry in the hampers or a lack of food in the refrigerator or the tail light in the van. In the winters, when they were about to be storm-stayed, it was she who filled the tub with water and checked the batteries in the flashlights. To leave a car overnight in the drive without gas was utter foolishness, because one might need to get to a hospital before the garages opened.

To find the words to say to him had taken her quite a few days, and in the interim he had slept on the chesterfield, only a few feet above that fiery maw, sweating liquor and enduring terrible dreams that he could not remember seconds after waking. They avoided each other, stretching the silence between them as if it were a cat’s cradle. Now, it’s your turn. Now, it’s your turn.

On a Monday evening a few weeks before Murphy died, she walked up to him, rather surprisingly, in the busy Montague grocery parking lot. He was immediately anxious that she might cause a bit of a scene. But somehow they ended up leaning against the body of his rig, both of them with their arms crossed over their chests, admiring the piles of dirty snow along the perimeter of the asphalt. The sun was dangled above the horizon. If one had been watching them from inside the store one would have struggled to discern the exact nature of their relationship. They were as stiffly comfortable as siblings reunited. Their mannerisms, equal parts synchronicity and something near to omniscience, and yet somehow still individual, the tilt of their necks and the stoop of their mouths, indicated that a great spell of time had been held between them, and this holding was of an intimate nature. In short, they were bedfellows. A federation of people who had lived, shaped, and changed one another in the most sacred and nameless of ways. They were, in truth, a coincidence. One of those things that happens at every moment of human experience, a laugh or a hug, a blade of grass underfoot, hands about a mug of tea, legs wrapped up in a blanket on the couch, but which is nonetheless utterly miraculous.

“My great-grandfather built that floor,” she said. He knew this, and more, she knew that he knew this. He could feel himself growing rigid, his mind readying the defences. This place was familiar territory, like a caught fish released. This place was their sea. After another long silence, she said, “Why did you do it?”

He searched his mind for an appropriate justification and he came up short. He felt like a sook. And he knew this as God’s fact. Her brief interrogation, its blend of serenity and warmth, confronted him with the full picture of her grace, and this allowed him a fleeting sense of all that he essentially lacked. He did not possess a system like hers by which to devise a larger, overarching series of intertwining systems. When they had married, her worldview was order, was such that one event created another event, endless swirls of creation. He had no such determinism. He saw no patterns. There had only been the stairs, and whatever it had been about them that had driven him nearly mad. He pictured the hole, the floor, weakened and sagging like a representation of gravity.

He felt his mind turning, trying to find the best, or simplest, way to say what he felt that he needed to say, and, as if in the throes of a dream, as he neared something that felt like a response, it slipped from him, backed away, returned to the current from whence it came.

He knew she understood that he needed a bit of time to say the things he needed to, and for this he was grateful. He looked from the snow piles, the jagged line of these miniature ranges, to her face, and he saw the impatience in the very muscles of her face. And then, what had only seconds before struck him as the markers of her nearly infinite grace, the shocking breadth of her tolerance, now seemed to be the fruits of exhaustion, a pure and colossal exhaustion, like the polar ice packs. Just a big creak.

There was too much between them. She knew this, as did he. If they were both honest, neither knew entirely where to rightfully commence. And they both understood that this was a delicate kind of surgery before them, that any carelessness would topple all of it. They also both understood that to talk like this, to excavate, was perhaps to topple a thing that had already toppled long ago. And, if neither of these were exactly correct, perhaps they were in the midst of a long and protracted topple. He felt the breath as it was taken from him. “Well, you were a drunken danger most of the time,” said Euna. He watched her huff a grand bit of air at him, and then she laughed sternly as if all of this was so goddamn predictable.

He felt the eyes of everyone upon him. People around these parts liked to know the colour of everybody’s shit. Behind him, the traffic rolled. The sun was about to call it quits. He reached for a cigarette that wasn’t there, his hands shaking somewhat. He needed a bath. But man, those eyes bore holes in him. His drive home was a daze. His nerves shot. His own eyes
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“Some Hellish tears a hole between the ordinary and the fantastic.”
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