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THE KING’S SEAT

Even unto them will I give in mine house and within my walls a place and a name. . . .
—ISAIAH

 



 

 

 

 

HE HEARD THEM BEFORE HE SAW THEM. Voices in the fog, so indistinct he thought they might be imaginary. An auditory hallucination, the mind trying to compensate for a sensory lack. The way a solitary man will start talking to furniture, left alone long enough.

Anyway, voices out there.

He’d gone across to the mainland after a load of wood on Saturday morning and was stranded overnight by the fog. Slept in the wheelhouse under an old blanket with a pair of coveralls rolled up as a pillow. The mauze lifted a little at first light and he thought he might be able to pick his way home. Had the island in sight when the mist muffled in, so thick he couldn’t see ten feet past the bow. Cut the engine to drift awhile, listening blind for other boats. Just the lap of waves against the hull for the longest time. The wail of the foghorn on Burnt Head. And in the lull between, a murmur that seemed vaguely human. Then a single wordless syllable shouted, like a dog’s bark.

Spooked him. Miles out on the water and that voice seeming to rise from the ocean itself. He had to work up the nerve to respond, hoping there was nothing in that blankness to answer him. Hello, he called. Half a dozen voices shouting wildly in response and he leaned away as if he’d been pushed by a hand reaching out of the fog. Jesus fuck, he said.

He started up the engine and the voices rose, wanting to be heard above it. Put-putted in the direction he guessed they came from, his head cocked to follow the racket being sent up like a flare. A shape slowly taking shape in front of him, a darkening bruise in the fog, the lifeboat’s red burning through.

He slipped the engine into reverse to avoid running broadside into the open boat. Figures standing along the length, waving frantically. A dozen or more it looked to be and no one local. Dark skin and black heads of hair. Some foreign trawler gone down on the Banks, he thought, a container ship on its way to the States. All of them in street clothes and not a one wearing a lifejacket.

A man leaned out over the bow as he came around, cantilevered at such an angle Sweetland didn’t know what stopped the fellow pitching head first into the water. He looked Indian, Sweetland thought, or some variation of Indian, he never could tell that crowd one from the other. There were more people huddled below the gunwale, none dressed for the weather and half-frozen by the look of them. Sweetland passed a tow rope that the man tied to the bow of the lifeboat and then he made a motion to his mouth, tipping his head back. Sweetland rummaged around for the two Javex bottles of fresh water he carried, grabbed the blanket and a folded canvas tarp, handed them along.

Those faces staring across at him with looks of deranged relief. He was riding low with the load of wood and it occurred to him they might try to come over the gunwale onto his boat and swamp him, much as drowning swimmers were reported to drag their rescuers under. He made what he intended to be calming gestures with his arms and started up the engine to pull ahead to the full length of the tow rope, then headed slow slow slow toward the cove.

Glancing back now and again, startled each time to see what was following in his wake.


1

HE SAW THE GOVERNMENT MAN WALKING up from the water. The tan pants, the tweed jacket and tie. The same fellow who came out for the last town meeting, or one exactly like him—there seemed to be an endless supply on hand at the Confederation Building in St. John’s. The briefcase looking for all the world like something that was in his hand when he left his mother’s womb. Sweetland turned away from the window, as if he could hide from the man by not looking his way. Glimpsed a flash of him as he went to the front door of the house, heard the knock.

No one in the cove ever knocked at a door. He thought to ignore it, but the knock came a second and then a third time and he pushed away from the table, went out through the hallway. No one in the cove used their front doors, either. Sweetland’s hadn’t been opened in years and he had to jimmy it loose of the frame. The man standing there lost in the sun’s glare, a voice from the nothing where his mouth should be. “Mr. Sweetland?”

He waited until the figure resolved out of the light, until he could see the eyes. “Just come off the ferry, did you?”

“Just this second, yes.”

Sweetland nodded. “I must be some fucken important.”

The government man smiled up at him. “You’re at the top of my list.”

Sweetland stood to one side to let the man by. “Cup of tea?”

“You don’t have coffee by any chance?”

“I got instant.”

“Tea is fine,” the government man said.

Sweetland moved the kettle onto the stove while the young one took a seat at the table. He tried to think of when a stranger sat there last, seeing the kitchen for the first time. Low ceilings, the beams an inch or two clear of Sweetland’s crown. Painted wood floor, a daybed under one window, a Formica table with chrome legs pushed up to the other. His mother’s china teacups on hooks below the cupboards. All so familiar to him he hadn’t noticed it in years.

The man’s briefcase was lying on the table in front of him like a placemat and Sweetland set a spoon and the sugar bowl on the flat surface of it.

“No sugar for me,” the youngster said, setting the bowl to one side. “A drop of milk if you have some.” He put the case on the floor beside his chair.

“No fresh,” Sweetland said. “Just tin.”

“Tin is fine,” the government man said. He took a BlackBerry from his coat pocket and held it to the window a moment.

“You’re not the fellow was out last time around.”

“I just took over the file.”

“You won’t get a cell phone signal out here,” Sweetland told him.

He shrugged. “The edge of the civilized world.”

“They was talking about putting up a tower years back. Never got around to it.”

The government man gestured past him to the counter. “You have a laptop there.”

Sweetland glanced over his shoulder, to confirm the fact. “We got the internet for long ago. Does my banking on that,” he said. “Bit of online poker. Passes the time.” Sweetland poured the tea and took a seat directly across the table.

“You’re not on Facebook, are you?”

“Look at this face,” he said and the government man glanced down at the table. “Now Arsebook,” Sweetland said. “That’s something I’d sign up for.”

“I’m sure it’s coming.”

“I wouldn’t doubt it. Given the state of things.”

It was an easy road into the subject at hand and he was surprised the government man didn’t take it, smiling out the window instead. Perfect teeth. They all had perfect teeth these days. Careful haircuts, accents Sweetland couldn’t place. This one might be from the mainland somewhere, for all he could tell.

“So,” the younger man said abruptly. “Are you coming to the meeting this afternoon?”

Sweetland almost laughed. “Not planning on it, no.”

“I couldn’t talk you into it?”

“Listen,” Sweetland said, “I’m not the only one who voted against this thing.”

“That’s true. Forty-five in favour, three against, by the most recent ballot. But as of yesterday, yours is one of only two households who have not agreed to take the package we’re offering.”

“Two?” Sweetland said.

The government man paused there, to let the information sink in. He stirred his tea slowly, the clink of the spoon like a broken lever inside a mechanical doll.

“It’s just me and Loveless?”

“That’s where things stand,” he said.

Sweetland rubbed absently at the tabletop a moment and then excused himself. He went out through the hall and up the narrow stairs to the bathroom. He put the toilet seat down and sat there a few minutes, leaning an elbow on the windowsill. He could see the back of Loveless’s property from there, the ancient barn, the single gaunt cow with its head to the grass. Loveless famously drank a pint of kerosene when he was a toddler, which to Sweetland’s mind told you everything you needed to know about the man. He’d suffered a twenty-four-hour attack of hiccups while he passed the fuel, his diapers reeking of oil and shit. No one was allowed to light a match near the youngster for a week.

And it was all down now to him and fucken Loveless.

“Sorry,” Sweetland said when he came back into the kitchen.

The government man waved the interruption away. He said, “I have to admit I’m curious, Mr. Sweetland.”

“About what?”

“I don’t mean to pry,” he said, which Sweetland took to mean he was about to pry. “But you’re turning down a substantial cash payout. Practically the whole town is against you.”

“And?”

“I’m just wondering what your story is exactly.”

He didn’t like the little fucker, Sweetland decided. Not one bit. He gestured toward the briefcase with his mug. “I imagine you got everything you needs to know about me in that bag of yours.”

The government man watched him a second, then pulled a folder from the case. “Moses Louis Sweetland,” he read. “Born November fourteenth, 1942. Which makes you—” He glanced up.

“Sixty-nine this fall.”

“Math isn’t my strong suit,” he said. “Next of kin: none.”

“Christ,” Sweetland said. “I’m related to half the people in Chance Cove.”

“No immediate next of kin, I think is what that means. Parents deceased. Brother and sister?”

“Both dead.”

“Marital status: single.” He looked up again. “Never married, is that right?”

Sweetland shrugged and said, “Look at this face,” which made the younger man turn back to his papers.

“Occupation,” he said. “Lightkeeper, retired.”

“I was let go when they automated the light ten years back.”

“You were a fisherman before that?”

“Right up until the moratorium in ’92.”

“So you’ve never lived anywhere else?”

“A couple of trips to Toronto for work,” he said, “when I was about your age.”

The government man made a motion toward his own face, afraid of pointing directly at Sweetland’s scars. “Is that where?”

“What else is it you got in there?”

He closed the folder and sat back. “That’s everything,” he said.

“Not much when you lays it out like that.”

“Not enough to tell me why you’re so set against this move.”

“Just contrary, I guess.”

“You’d rather stay here with the dead, is that it?”

“A body could do worse for company.”

The government man brushed his fingers lightly back and forth across the edge of the table, as if he were at a piano and not wanting to strike a note. “How long is it your people have lived out here, Mr. Sweetland?”

“Time before time,” Sweetland said and then smiled at himself. “People been fishing here two hundred years or more. I expect my crowd was the first ones on the island.”

“Because it’s eponymous, you mean?”

Sweetland stared blankly.

“It’s named after them. Your family and the island have the same name.”

“Yes,” Sweetland said. “That’s what I mean.”

They stared at one another then and Sweetland could see the youngster was casting about in his mind for some other tack to take. He put his chin in one hand and tapped his nose with the index finger. Then he leaned to one side to put the folder back into his briefcase. “As you are aware,” he said, “the government is offering a package to the residents of Sweetland to move anywhere in the province they like. A minimum of one hundred thousand dollars per household, up to one hundred and fifty thousand, depending on the size of the family and other considerations. Plus adjustment assistance and help looking for work or retraining or returning to school.”

“Jesus,” Sweetland said, “I thought the government was broke.”

The younger man ignored him. “But we will not move a soul out of here unless we have a commitment from everyone to the package.”

Sweetland nodded. “Same old bullshit.”

“This is not the 1960s, Mr. Sweetland. This move isn’t being forced on the town. We will pay to resettle the residents, as we’ve been asked to do. But we will not be responsible for some lunatic alone in the middle of the Atlantic once everyone else is gone.”

“Me being the lunatic.”

“There won’t be any ferry service after the move. Which means no supplies coming in. There will be no phone service. No online banking, no poker. No electricity. By definition, I’d think anyone out here on their own would have to be certifiable.” The government man glanced at his watch. “You’ve been made aware of the September deadline.”

“I been made aware.”

“There are people hoping to make the move across as early as this fall, which means everyone would have to sign by the first.”

“I am aware,” Sweetland said again.

The government man reached into an inside pocket of his coat. “My email address is on there, my cell number, you can contact me anytime.”

Sweetland set the card on a shelf above the counter and followed his guest along the hall, to let him out the door he came in. Placing a hand to the back of a chair and then the wall as he went, the room tilting under his feet.

The light blared in through the open door and Sweetland came out as far as the doorstep. He shaded his eyes to gaze down toward the water. Folks in their yards or on the paths or at the wharf, all busy not looking his way.

The government man was staring down to the harbour as well, and Sweetland couldn’t help taking the place in through the stranger’s eyes. A straggle of vinyl-sided bungalows, half of them sitting empty. Saddle-roofed sheds and propane tanks and ATVs and old lumber in untidy piles, like trash dumped on the slope by some natural disaster. The white church on the point, the Fisherman’s Hall with Rita Verge’s hand-lettered MUSEUM sign at the side entrance. A handful of geriatric boats moored off in the cove.

“That’s a beautiful view,” the government man said. “I can see why you don’t want to leave it.”

“You didn’t strike me,” Sweetland said, “as an ass-kisser.”

“I work for the government,” the youngster said and he shrugged good-naturedly. “It’s just part of the job.”

He didn’t like the fucker, it was true. Not one bit.

He levered the door into the frame and leaned back against the wall. Stared across at an oval black-and-white portrait of his grandfather hung by the door. A young man from another age—a high starched collar, a waistcoat, the chain of a pocket watch, an elaborate waxed moustache.

“Now Uncle Clar,” he said. “It’s just me and Loveless.”

The eyes of the man in the picture looking off to one side, as if to avoid the issue altogether.

Sweetland went out to his root cellar for the last of his seed potatoes, spent an hour setting spuds in the garden. He hosed the rake and spade clean when he was done and set them away in the shed. He washed his hands in the kitchen and through the tiny window over the sink he caught sight of Queenie Coffin next door, scattering a packet of seeds through her window onto the patch of ground below it. Which meant the summer—what passed for summer—was well and truly started.

Practically everyone else in the cove was gathered at the Fisherman’s Hall for the meeting with the government man and there was an eerie stillness about the place, as if the island was already abandoned. He expected Reet Verge would be sent across to badger him when the meeting was done and he packed a few things into his knapsack, drove his quad up out of the cove to avoid her. He climbed past the trail to the new cemetery and beyond it to the peak of the hills.

At the top of the climb he stopped beside the King’s Seat to take in the view of Chance Cove and the island north and south, even though Jesse wasn’t with him. Jesse had asked a thousand times if those stones had been assembled into the vague shape of a throne or if it was an accidental configuration, but no one alive knew the answer. Probably no one else had ever thought to wonder about it.

Sweetland went as far as the lighthouse, to put out a few rabbit snares that he and Jesse could check on in the morning. A surprise to welcome the youngster back, to scour the week’s worth of city grit from his mouth.

It was almost four o’clock by the time he made it back to Chance Cove. The government man away on the ferry and the town’s emissary come and gone from Sweetland’s house for now. He backed the quad into the shed and covered the machine with a tarp, went into the house through the back porch. Ran cold water from the tap while he reached for a glass.

Sweetland drew his hand back when he caught sight of the folded sheet of paper propped inside the cupboard. Stood still while the water ran, trying to think when he’d last opened that door. He used the same glass out of the drain rack for days on end, which meant it could have been planted there any time during the past week. He turned off the tap and took the sheet down, held it at arm’s length. YOU GET OUT, the message read, OR YOULL BE SOME SORRY.

He refolded the paper and opened the drawer below the forks and knives, set it in beside the other notes he’d found tucked around the house over the last six months. They were all the same, comically sinister, offering vague threats against his person and his property, all written with words and letters cut from print headlines and glued to the paper like a ransom demand out of the movies. It was a ploy so amateurish that Sweetland would have thought Loveless was behind it, but for the fact the spelling was more or less correct. And Loveless was the only hold-out left besides himself.

Sweetland shut the drawer and took down a glass, drank the water in slow mouthfuls. He couldn’t bring himself to take the threats seriously and he’d never mentioned the notes to anyone. He wasn’t sure why he was holding onto them. In case, was how he thought of it. Though he couldn’t say in case of what exactly.

He was up early the next morning with the radio on. Made himself a sandwich and an extra for Jesse, packed them with two tins of peaches. He put on his boots in the porch, carried his coat and knapsack outside. Paused there a moment, listening, then slammed the door as hard as he could. Pilgrim’s dog started barking mad where she was leashed in the yard, the sound of it echoing up off the hill behind the cove.

“Shut up, Diesel!” Sweetland shouted, louder than he needed to. “Shut the hell up!”

He puttered around the ATV underneath the purple glow of the street light attached to the shed, strapping his .22 to the handlebars, tying the canvas pack onto the carryall at the back. Heard Pilgrim’s door open and close and the sound of the boy running. Glanced up to see him motor along the side of the house. He was within two feet of Sweetland before he came to an abrupt stop and he stood there at attention, staring up into the old man’s face.

Lank and pale, the boy was, like something soaked too long in water. The purple light making his face look sallow, cadaverous. “Jesse,” Sweetland said. He had never made peace with the youngster’s name. It sounded fey, feminine, like something off one of those soap operas Sweetland’s mother used to watch. He’d tried to rechristen the boy with half a dozen nicknames—Bucko, Mister Man, Hunter—but Jesse would only answer to his proper name.

“You going up on the mash?” the boy asked.

“Got a few slips out,” Sweetland said. “Thought I might see if I had any luck. Clara know you’re up here?”

“Mom’s still asleep. I told Pop.”

“And what did your pop say?”

“He told me not to be a nuisance.”

Sweetland nodded. “Get your helmet out of the shed,” he said.

Sweetland drove out the back of his property and when they reached the King’s Seat at the top of the path Jesse slapped at his shoulder, shouting for him to stop. He jumped off the quad and ran across to the stones, pulling the helmet from his head. The sun just coming up full, the ocean deepening blue in the new light. Jesse skipped up onto the seat and stood with his arms spread wide. “I’m the King of the World!” he shouted, his voice rolling down the hill toward the cove, picking up speed as it went. “I’m the King of the World!”

Sweetland allowed he was the only person in Christendom who hadn’t seen that goddamn Titanic movie. Jesse knew the film so intimately he could quote every word of dialogue and sometimes did. He insisted on stopping whenever they passed the Seat and Sweetland waited on the quad while the boy had his moment.

“Come on, Your Highness,” he said finally, “the day idn’t getting any younger.”

Beyond the King’s Seat, the trail went east to Vatcher’s Meadow where Glad Vatcher summered his animals—half a dozen cows and the bull, twenty head of sheep fenced on forty acres of marsh grass and gorse. There was a gate on both sides so people could cross the meadow when the animals were moved into the barn for the winter, but the summer path circled the field. They drove inland about half a mile, following the barbed wire fence, until they picked up the trail on the opposite side, ravelling east over the headlands to Burnt Head. The plateau was dotted with massive granite boulders that Jesse claimed were called erratics, dropped there by retreating glaciers at the end of the last ice age.

Is that what they’re teaching you in school these days, he’d asked.

Saw it on television, Jesse said.

It was a wonder to Sweetland what stuck in the youngster’s head. He still insisted on taking off every stitch of clothes just to take a piss and couldn’t be counted on to flush the toilet, but he could lecture a body on a hundred different topics—aircraft, the digestive system, moon landings, Mount Everest, ping-pong, whales. Sweetland dreaded getting the boy started on whales. Their Latin names, their numbers and size, their diets, their migration routes, the sound and meaning of their songs. It was as if there was a tape in the youngster’s head just waiting for someone to press Play.

Beyond the mash, the trail veered out toward the ocean. Ancient rock cairns placed every twenty feet along the path, to keep walkers from going over the cliff edge in the dark or in stormy weather. Three hundred feet to the surf below. The top of the old light tower was just visible beyond the rise, out on Burnt Head.

Sweetland pulled in behind the abandoned lightkeeper’s house which had been sitting unoccupied the ten years since the light was automated. Jesse ran up the rotting steps, holding his hands to the windows and reporting the latest damage. Storm winds had stripped the ocean-side shingles and the relentless wet had rotted through the ceilings, the floors a mess of ceiling plaster and soaked insulation. Mouse shit on every surface. Sweetland hated even to look at the place. “Don’t you go inside there,” he called.

He took his .22 and backpack off the quad and they headed inland again, the new light flashing on their right shoulder as they walked clear of the ruined building. Just a beacon on a metal tripod drilled into the farthest point of rock these days. A hundred feet north of the beacon there was a helicopter pad built overtop of the Fever Rocks, used by the Coast Guard when they brought supplies to the keeper, or came out for light maintenance. A helipad, Jesse told him it was called.

You’re making that up, Sweetland had said.

Am not.

There’s no such word as hellish pad.

Helipad, Jesse had repeated. Nothing insulted the youngster more than inaccuracy or invention. With the one notable exception, he was literal to a fault. He spelled helipad for Sweetland, to underline the word’s veracity. He’d always been a champion speller. Near-photographic memory, according to the Reverend. A generation ago, the Reverend said, they’d have called the boy an idiot savant.

I’d say that’s about half right, Sweetland said.

Sweetland still called it the hellish pad, over the boy’s objections. He never missed a chance to lampoon Jesse’s childish seriousness. He had hoped to goad the youngster off the beaten track of his thoughts, to make him look at the world from a slightly crooked angle, though it made no appreciable difference and he kept at it now mostly out of habit. For his part, Jesse seemed to accept Sweetland’s mockery as a fact of life, granting him special dispensation to behave like a fool, a kind of court jester in the youngster’s kingdom of the exact.

Beyond the pad was a decommissioned winchhouse, and leading down from the winch to the water was a higgledy series of ladders screwed into the cliffs, two hundred feet in length, angled awkwardly to follow the contours of the rock face. The Fever Rocks were the access point for the lightkeeper long before choppers were an option, supplies and materials hauled up by winch from boats below. The ladders were still maintained for emergency access to the light when the weather was too foggy for a helicopter to fly. They looked like something designed and built by Dr. Seuss. Generations of island youngsters had rowed out here to climb it on a dare. Sweetland had managed it once, he and Duke and Pilgrim drunk and in the dark. The sight of it still made him feel slightly nauseous, almost sixty years on.

The path led into a section of scrub forest and passed above a ravine scored into the island’s back, and from there on to its southern tip. It was how the keeper used to travel to the south-end light above the Mackerel Cliffs, a five-hour trip by horse and cart back in the day. Sweetland managed it in just over an hour on the quad. The path was rarely used anymore and was nearly overgrown, the spruce crowding in. They had to walk single file, Jesse out in front, the wet branches soaking their sleeves as they went.

Clara had gotten the boy a haircut while they were in St. John’s, cropped close at the nape and sides. Sweetland could see the seashell whorls of the double crown at the back of Jesse’s head. A lick of hair sticking up between them, a rogue pook that had gone its own way since he’d had enough hair to comb. Before Jesse learned to walk, Sweetland used to twirl it around his finger to make it stand straight, like a headdress feather in the cowboy movies he’d watched with Duke in the old Toronto theatres. Mommy’s little Indian, he called him.

The youngster couldn’t stand anyone touching his head now and Sweetland thought he might be to blame for that. He could just resist the urge to reach out and smooth the lick down.

The slips were tailed at the base of spruce trees where the runs crossed the trail. They were tied to an alder standard he’d pushed firm into the ground, the silver noose snugged around with brush. A rabbit lying in the first snare and Sweetland knelt to help Jesse work the wire free of the neck, tying a length of string around the paws so the boy could carry the animal across his shoulder.

They walked nearly two hours before they stopped for lunch, settling in a clearing beyond the valley. The peak of the Priddles’ cabin half-hidden among the spruce and birch below. The racket of gannets nesting on the Music House headlands drifting up to them where they sat. They had two brace for their efforts and Sweetland laid the rabbits in the grass at their feet, the animals fat and sleek and bug-eyed. He dug out the sandwiches and they ate in silence a few minutes. When Jesse finished his lunch he sang for a while, belting out the details of some bygone disaster, though it wasn’t a performance. The audience was irrelevant, Sweetland knew. The song part of a private landscape that surfaced now and then into the wider world.

Sweetland rooted in the bag after a tin of peaches, which was the only fruit the boy would eat. Only from a can, only Del Monte. Sweetland had a cupboardful at the house. He opened the top, passing it across when the song was done.

“Pop says it’s just you and Loveless wants to stay now,” Jesse said.

Sweetland stared across at the boy, who was focused on the tin, shovelling the fruit into his mouth with a plastic spoon. He hadn’t once mentioned that whole business before now. From what Sweetland could tell, the issue of resettlement had never registered in the peculiar peaks and valleys of the youngster’s mind, though it had been the main topic of conversation in the cove for years now. “Will I have to go?” Jesse asked. He was still staring into the tin as he ate.

“Not as long as I’m around,” Sweetland said.

The boy scooped the last of the fruit into his mouth, tipped up the tin to drink the juice. It was impossible to say what he thought of it all, one way or the other.

“So,” Sweetland said. “You just come back on the ferry yesterday, was it?”

“Mom took me to see the doctor into St. John’s,” he said. Like this was news to Sweetland.

“And what did the doctor have to say to you? You’re retarded, is it? Antisocial? Codependent? Mentally unstable? Psychopathic?”

“No,” the boy said.

“Well what are you going all the way into St. John’s to see him for then?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know.”

“Your mother’s the one should be seeing the doctor.”

“She sees him too,” Jesse said. “She goes in after me.”

Sweetland smiled. “Fat lot of fucken good it’s doing her, hey?”

“I don’t know,” the youngster said.

He’d gone too far, Sweetland thought and he said, “Never mind me.” By way of apology.

“I don’t mind.”

He let out a breath of air, stared away down the valley. Even Sweetland thought it was a lonely life for the youngster sometimes, stuck in that head of his. Surrounded by geriatrics and imaginary friends. And as if on cue, Jesse said, “Hollis went into St. John’s to see a doctor one time.”

“Where’d you hear the like of that?”

“Hollis told me.”

Sweetland’s brother, the boy was talking about. Dead fifty years or more. “Is that a fact,” Sweetland said.

“He was into St. John’s most of the winter one year.”

Sweetland got to his feet and busied himself picking up their bit of material, packing it away. “Finish up now,” he said. A feeling like bugs crawling on his skin he could only get clear of by moving. “We got better things to do than sit around here jawing.”

They cleaned the rabbits at Sweetland’s kitchen sink. Jesse on a chair to hold them aloft by the hind paws as Sweetland flicked a blade through the fur above the ankles, peeled the coats down the length of the carcasses an inch at a time. Flesh the colour of mahogany and grained like wood. The mottled guts slopping into the stainless steel bowl of the sink.

The phone rang and Jesse jumped off the chair to answer but Sweetland stopped him, afraid it might be Clara. “You wash up,” he said. “It’s time you got home to your supper.”

The boy rinsed his hands under the tap as the phone jangled on awhile. He said, “Are you going out after wood tomorrow?”

“Might be.”

“I could help.”

“Take one of these down to your pop,” Sweetland said, and he slipped a naked carcass into a clear plastic bag. Jesse waiting with his freshly washed hands held out, as if he was about to receive a ceremonial sword.

After he’d scoured the sink, Sweetland went out the back porch door and walked around to the front of the house. Looked east and west like someone deciding on a route before he ambled down through the cove. He went by Pilgrim’s house, but he didn’t so much as glance in the windows, scurried past with his eyes averted.

Sweetland carried on to Duke Fewer’s barbershop, a one-room shed next to Duke’s house. There was a barber’s chair as old as Buckley’s goat screwed into the bare plywood floor. One wall mostly mirror, the other pasted with faded photos and newspaper clippings yellowed with age. A buzzing neon light fixture, a coat stand, a sink in one corner, a wood stove opposite to heat the room through the winters. Two wooden chairs along the wall below the photos, and, on a low table between them, a chessboard beside a stack of magazines—National Geographic and Time, Sports Illustrated and Maclean’s—that dated from thirty years before and hadn’t been touched in nearly that long.

Duke was sitting in the barber’s chair with the three-day-old paper arrived on yesterday’s ferry. His praying mantis legs crossed in a fashion that seemed barely human. Didn’t glance up when Sweetland came in and looked to have dozed off with his heavy-lidded eyes half-open, but for the habitual tremor in his hands that made the paper shake. “Be done in a minute,” he said finally, and Sweetland took a seat, stared down at the game in progress on the chessboard.

Duke bought the barber’s chair from a second-hand building supply in St. John’s when the cod stocks collapsed and the government ended the inshore fishery in ’92. Sweetland had tried to talk him out of it. To begin with, there were only ninety-odd people living in Chance Cove in those days and every one of them got their hair cut in Reet Verge’s kitchen, but for Ned Priddle who was bald as a cue ball. And Duke had never cut hair in his life, regardless. Man nor woman was willing to sit in that chair and let Duke at them with the clippers.

Duke rustled the paper. “Pilgrim was by earlier. Said you and Jesse was out checking slips.”

“Got a couple brace on the backside, above the Priddles’ cabin.”

“Pilgrim says Clara wouldn’t very happy about it.”

“I don’t imagine,” Sweetland said quietly.

Duke had a straight razor and a shaving cup and offered shaves for a dollar fifty. As far as Sweetland knew, he had no takers on that offer either. A tax write-off, Duke called it when he put out his shingle. Though it was anyone’s guess what exactly he was writing off. Twenty-odd years he’d been spending six afternoons a week out here, sweeping the floor and reading the paper, watching passersby through the tiny window beside the door. His ex-wife had abandoned the island twenty-five years ago, his children all shifted off to one part of the mainland or other. He gossiped with the men who dropped in for a cup of tea, a gander at the chessboard, moving a piece here or there. Duke played the white and never lost.

“Who’ve been at this board?” Sweetland asked.

Duke craned to look over his shoulder. “There’s been seven or eight had a go since you was here last.”

“You didn’t let Loveless touch anything.”

“You’re in check there,” he said and he shook out the paper. “If you hadn’t noticed.”

“Loveless still thinks it’s a goddamn checkerboard.”

“He means well.”

Sweetland grunted. “So does the fucken government.”

Duke nodded, which was as close as he came to laughter. “Didn’t see you at the meeting yesterday.”

“You was taking attendance, was you?”

“Just Loveless and yourself and Queenie missing. Hard not to notice. Hayward thinks you and Queenie must be having a little something on the side.”

“He’s not worried about Loveless?”

“Hayward’s paranoid,” Duke said. “He’s not an idiot.”

“Well,” Sweetland said, as if there was some doubt about the fact.

“You heard he signed up for the package after all,” Duke said.

“I heard.”

“Just you and Loveless, then.”

He glanced over at the man in the chair. Sweetland knew where he stood on the matter, but Duke Fewer was the only person on the island who’d never once tried to sway him, one way or the other. The barbershop felt like the only safe place he had left. “Don’t start,” he said.

“Makes no odds to me. I’m leaving, government package or no. Laura’s crowd have got a room waiting for me.”

“Jesus,” Sweetland said. “Who’s going to take over the barbershop once you goes?”

“You can kiss my arse,” Duke said.

“A rake like you got neither arse to kiss.”

Sweetland moved his king out of check and Duke folded the paper, climbed down from the chair. An elaborate process, uncrossing those long limbs, setting them upright on the floor. He walked across to the board and lifted his rook, setting it down shakily. “Check,” he said.

Sweetland sat back in disgust. “Fucken Loveless,” he said.

Duke eased into the empty chair across from Sweetland. Both men stared at the board, like they expected one of those wooden figures to move of its own accord and were determined not to miss it. Duke cleared his throat. “There’s some saying they’ll burn you out if you don’t take that package.”

“Some who?”

“It was just talk.”

“You heard someone saying they was going to burn me out?”

“Not direct, like,” Duke said. “There’s people have heard it spoke of.”

“Well, they can all kiss my arse.”

“People are getting worked up, Mose. A hundred grand is a lot of money.”

Sweetland stared at Duke, trying to read what he was saying exactly. If there was a message from someone being passed on second-hand. He said, “You think I should take the package?”

Duke raised his eyes. “You remember what come of the last bit of advice I offered you.” He let out a breath of air and gestured toward the board. “You got a move or you just going to stare?”

Sweetland stood up. “Needs to have a think on it,” he said.

“I got plenty of newspaper to get through yet.”

Sweetland turned back at the door. “Don’t you let Loveless touch that board,” he said.



 

 

 

 

ONCE HE’D TIED ON TO THE LIFEBOAT, it occurred to Sweetland he had about a fifty-fifty chance of finding his way in through the fog. He stayed clear of the horn on Burnt Head and jogged west by the compass once he guessed he was well beyond the Fever Rocks. The engine echoing faintly back to him now and then from the invisible cliffs to starboard.

He was crawling, staring through the murk for any sign of land. Even the lifeboat was barely visible when he looked behind.

He carried on, keeping to deep water, trying to estimate how far along the island he’d travelled. He passed a depression in the steep face of the cliffs, a hollow space in the engine’s echo coming back to him that he hoped was Lunin Cove. He cut the engine and put out a jigger, letting the line run until it touched bottom eighteen fathom down. He was over the Offer Ledge which meant three miles to the breakwater. He travelled blind another half an hour, the fog thickening as he stared. He stopped the engine and dropped the jigger and it came up on the Tom Cod Rocks less than a fathom underneath him.

The first hint of it came through the white mist as he was bringing up the line—a low droning that seemed as placeless and dispersed as the fog. The men in the lifeboat standing when they heard it, looking around aimlessly. Sweetland sailed west a ways, stopped again. A voice this time, ahead and well off his port side. He made three or four more stops before he recognized it, Tennessee Ernie Ford singing “The Old Rugged Cross” from the church steeple. There was never a bell up there, just a PA system that played hymns out over Chance Cove for an hour before Sunday-morning services. You could hear it miles away on the water on a clear day, and even now Ford’s industrial-strength baritone managed to carry through the heavy drapes of fog to where they inched along the shore. “Softly and Tenderly.” “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” “Whispering Hope.” Sweetland humming along even when the engine drowned out the sound of the recording.

Tennessee Ernie Ford’s voice drifted by to starboard until it was imploring sinners to come home from somewhere off the stern, which meant Sweetland had sailed by the entrance. He came about slowly then, making way for the hidden mouth of the cove, and the island loomed out of the grey suddenly, the alien line of the breakwater straight as a ruler above the surface. He fired three shots with his .22 to try and raise someone’s attention, to let them know he was coming.

He looked back to the lifeboat, waved to the shadowy figures, all staring in his direction. They did not look altogether comforted to be in tow with him, he thought.

He fired three more shots and then eased into the cove’s calm. The white church wavering on the point, still blaring its Protestant entreaties. The wharf slowly becoming solid as he approached it. People who had been on their way to church already standing on the dock in their Sunday clothes, dozens more coming out of their houses up the hill, men and women and children with their dogs alongside, all running to meet the ghostly arrivals.
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CLARA CAME TO THE HOUSE while Sweetland was in the middle of a Texas Hold ’em table. He’d been expecting her all evening and hadn’t been able to pay proper attention to the game. He was playing the short stack, sitting with two pair, jacks over nines. Going heads-up with a reckless newbie who’d signed in as Flush, almost two hundred thousand in the pot.

“You aren’t watching porn over there, are you?” she asked.

“Gave it up for Lent,” he said and waved her into the kitchen without looking away from the laptop. Clara placed the plastic bag with the rabbit carcass on the table as she sat down.

He checked on the river card and Flush bet all-in. “Ah fuck,” he said.

“It’s not real money,” Clara told him.

“Thank Christ for that.” He folded his hand and let out a long sigh, closed the laptop carefully, reluctant.

Clara reached to lift the bag holding the rabbit a foot closer to him. “That’s out of season.”

“They’re peaked out this year,” he said. “They’ll be starving in the woods come the winter.”

“I don’t want it in the house,” she said.

He looked down at the plastic bag on the table. Watery streaks of blood in the folds. “I only set a dozen slips,” he said. “The youngster loves to be out at it.”

“Jesse lost a week of school with me in St. John’s,” she said. “He don’t need to miss more.”

“It was your dog kicking up a racket that woke him this morning.”

“You couldn’t send him home out of it?”

Sweetland shrugged. “He asked his grandfather if he could go.”

Clara laid a hand across her eyes and there was her mother, Sweetland thought. Clara had almost nothing else of Ruth in her, but that subtle gesture of exhaustion or anxiety or annoyance was Sweetland’s sister to a T. He took the meat across the kitchen to the freezer, to put a little more space between himself and that eerie transformation.

Jesse was still an infant when Clara came back to Sweetland and no word of who the father was or what became of him. Clara might have stumbled on the child under a rock somewhere and brought the foundling to Chance Cove to raise as her own for all he knew. Almost ten years she’d been away, first to university in St. John’s and then itinerant work on the mainland. Her first months home she walked out to the lighthouse on Sundays with Jesse bundled in a backpack. He could see her coming if he was in the tower, the smudge of her red Gore-Tex jacket moving over the mash. He watched her inch toward him until she was close enough to make out her features, then he’d go down the spiral stairs to put on the kettle.

Sweetland never said a word about her decision to leave for school though he was against it from the start, with Ruthie dead and Pilgrim about to be left alone to fend for himself in the house. And he turned his back on Clara in small, spiteful ways. Let her have what she wants, he thought, without ever thinking it. A barely discernible coldness toward her that he would have denied if she accused him. He sat at his kitchen window as she boarded the ferry on the government wharf. The white of her face turning to look up the hill where she knew he’d be watching. Didn’t hear a word from her all the time she was elsewhere, but for what came to him second-hand through Pilgrim or Queenie.

Clara walked all the way to the light on Sundays just to avoid the expectation of going to church, he guessed. She drank tea on the chesterfield while Sweetland crawled across the floor with Jesse, lifted him by the ankles, blowing farts on his belly to make the boy laugh. He’d never encountered a child less inclined to laughter and he took it as a personal challenge to cure him of the affliction. He couldn’t say now if he’d sensed something wrong with Jesse even then, or if it was only in retrospect there seemed an unnatural distance in the infant’s eyes. The boy seeming to look out on the world from the far end of a tunnel.

Clara barely spoke a word during those visits, watching Sweetland clowning on the floor with Jesse. A pregnant silence between them, as if she was waiting to be forgiven for some offence. Or offering him the chance to ask forgiveness himself. And his failure to do one or the other was one more thing she held against him now. He dreaded talking to the woman, was the plain fact of the matter.

“Jesse is saying he’s going to stay with you here after everyone else leaves,” Clara said. She’d raised her voice and Sweetland could tell this was the real issue she’d come to talk about. That it took some effort on her part to broach the subject.

“Is that right?”

“You haven’t said anything to set the thought in his head, I hope.”

“He knows his own mind.”

“He’s not good with change, if that’s what you means.”

Sweetland turned back to her from the fridge. “Have you been telling him about Hollis spending a winter in hospital? Into St. John’s?”

“Uncle Hollis?”

“Jesse’s claiming he heard it straight from Hollis himself.”

“What was he in for, tuberculosis?”

“Jesse was talking like Hollis was sitting with us in the woods.”

Clara shrugged. “The doctor says its normal enough.”

“Normal enough?”

“He says Jesse might grow out of it.”

“Have they got a name for it yet?” he asked.

“For what?”

“Whatever it is wrong with the youngster.”

“There’s a spectrum,” she said. She was looking down at the table, as if she was embarrassed by the word, by how lame it sounded as an explanation. “And he isn’t typical, is what they’re telling me.”

“I could’ve told you as much for free,” he said. “Saved you the trip.”

“The doctor haven’t seen enough of Jesse to be able to say more than that. If we lived in St. John’s we could get him assessed. We could get him into a school program.”

“Jesse won’t be happy nowhere else than here,” Sweetland said, “I knows that for a fact.” He moved the kettle over the heat of the stove. “He wants to come over with me when I goes for a load of wood tomorrow.”

“Oh Jesus,” Clara muttered.

“It’s Saturday anyway,” Sweetland said quietly. “You want a cup of tea?”

But she was already halfway out the door.

He went for his evening walk before dark. A nip in the air, though they were into the first week of June. The wind just beginning to drop with the sun. He went as far as his room and stage on the waterline, then past it all the way to the metal bell of the old garbage incinerator on the point. Miles out he could see a container ship on its way seaward, the lights just coming visible in the dusk. It looked like a mid-sized city on the horizon, drifting east.

He turned back to the cove, to the white church on the opposite arm, the fenced square of the graveyard on the hillside above the houses. There were a handful of youngsters playing road hockey on the government wharf on Church Side, which was the only bit of flat ground they had access to. Pilgrim’s dog bounding back and forth with the players, sent into the harbour after the ball when a wayward shot put it over the side. Sweetland counted seven or eight kids, just about the entire school-age population, save Jesse who had no aptitude for sports. Sweetland glanced back out to sea, the sun low on the horizon, and he waited until it touched down on the ocean before starting in.

He caught a blur of movement up off the path that he stopped to watch through the bushes. Loveless’s dog on the loose again. Some kind of miniature poodle cross Loveless found listed in the Buy & Sell after Sara died. He’d nagged Sweetland into making the trip across to Hermitage, carried the dog back in the pocket of his coat. Full size now and seven pounds soaking wet. Nothing but skin and grief.

Sweetland called up to the dog in the bushes and he whistled softly, but the animal ignored him, disappearing in the darkening evening. Loveless christened the dog Smut, for the coal black coat on it, though it didn’t answer to its name or to anything else, went its own wild way when it wasn’t tied to Loveless by a string. Out in the woods all night sometimes, following its nose through the tuckamore after partridge and grouse and rabbit. Showing up at Loveless’s door in the morning, filthy and bedraggled and famished. Sweetland expected the dog to disappear altogether someday, taken off by a fox or an eagle, or by coyotes if they ever made it out as far as the island.

He passed Queenie Coffin at her window on his way along, blowing smoke into the open air. She called him over and he leaned against the window frame as she finished her cigarette. She was in her quilted dressing gown, her hair done up in curlers, the old ones he remembered from his mother, held in place with bobby pins. Lipstick on the filter of her cigarette, a book sitting open in her lap. It was rare to see Queenie without a book in arm’s reach. She was a voracious reader of paint-by-number romances, of murder mysteries so predictable she could have written the endings herself fifty pages in. It was just a way to kill time, she said, to pass the afternoons, the television on with the sound on mute.

“Cool night,” she said.

“She’s brisk all right. See you planted your garden the week.”

“Yes, don’t be trampling them all,” she said.

“They’ll likely die of the cold if they comes up anyway, maid.”

Queenie laughed and coughed wetly into her fist. A voice called from upstairs and she lifted her head to answer it. “I’m just talking to my boyfriend,” she shouted.

Sweetland could hear the muffled sound of the television up there.

“Hayward says you wasn’t at the town meeting.”

“I was putting in the spuds. I’ll set aside a barrel for you the fall.”

She waved the hand holding her cigarette. “I won’t be here the fall.”

“You been saying that twenty year or more, Queenie.”

She was about to answer him but started coughing in a long, vicious round. It sounded to Sweetland like all her insides were sodden. “Time to give these up,” she said when she caught her breath. She took a drag and leaned toward the open air to exhale.

Sweetland tried to remember the last time he’d seen Queenie outside that house. When her oldest children were still youngsters, he thought, before they had the indoor plumbing installed—1969 or ’70 that was, sometime after the moon landing. Queenie flipping through the grainy pictures in a Life magazine, waving it at her husband. They can put a man on the moon, she told him, we can bloody well have a flush toilet. Hayward argued it was all a put-on, that the images were fakes taken in some Hollywood backlot. Half the people in Chance Cove thought as much. But Queenie got her toilet.

She hadn’t crossed the threshold of the house in all the years since. She stood just inside the open door or sat at the window, calling people over for a chat while she smoked. She’d taken in one of the lifeboat survivors when Sweetland towed them in, washed and fed the man and gave him a bed the night they stayed in the cove, but she wouldn’t walk down to see him ferried out to the Coast Guard vessel when they left. Three of her children married at the church on the point and she had waited in the kitchen in her best dress, the wedding party walking up to have their photos taken with her in the parlour. A public health nurse came out on the ferry twice a year to have a listen to her heart, to warn her off the cigarettes. Everyone who went off the island for business or to visit family brought back two or three Harlequins to add to her library.

“How’s your book?” Sweetland asked her.

She lifted her chin like she was pointing to something across the room and sighed. “I wish she’d stop sending these things to me, it’s nothing only an aggravation.”

Her daughter was trying to rehabilitate her lowbrow taste in reading material with what Queenie called “serious” books—literary novels, prize-winners, Oprah’s picks. Sandra sent them down from Edmonton with encouraging notes scribbled inside the covers. Queenie never cracked a spine, but for the few written by Newfoundlanders or about Newfoundland. She took those on as a kind of patriotic duty, though it was a torture to get through them. They were every one depressing, she said. Or nothing happened. Or there was no point to the story. Half the books supposedly set in Newfoundland were nowhere Queenie recognized and she felt insulted by their claim on her life. They all sounds like they was written by townies, she liked to say.

She turned the open book face down on her lap. “You heard Hayward signed on to the package.”

“I been informed.”

“Leaves you in a hard spot, I imagine.”

“I still got Loveless,” Sweetland said, and they both had a laugh over that. He leaned his shoulder on the window ledge. “Never thought you’d allow Hayward to sign on, just the same.”

“It’s Sandra talked him into it,” she said. “Going to put an apartment in her downstairs for us. Can’t wait to have us up there, she says.” Queenie made the noise in her throat again, to say it was just as likely she’d set foot on the moon as in Alberta.

Sweetland didn’t give much for the possibility either. Jesse came to visit Queenie now and then and they sat through a showing of Titanic on his laptop. Or the boy would ask after her favourite book or movie or song, about when the toilet was put in or where her children were living now and what they did for work. Queenie had answered the same questions ten thousand times but she had endless patience for the boy. His monotonous interrogation one more tiny room she’d chosen to close herself inside.

“I was born upstairs here,” she said. “Five youngsters I had, in the same room I was born in. Hayward can sign whatever he likes,” she said and she stubbed her cigarette in an ashtray beside the chair. “I’ll be leaving this house in a box.”

He was up before light, at his table with tea and the laptop, checking the marine forecast. CBC radio nattering in the background, a plant closing in Burin, the fisheries minister pledging retraining and make-work projects for the people affected.

He should just leave the goddamn radio off, Sweetland thought, enjoy the peace awhile. He headed out into the chill, walked down toward the dock through the stillness, until Pilgrim’s dog sent up a racket to mark his passing.

“Shut up, Diesel,” he said. The dog strained at her chain and carried on barking until Sweetland reached the waterline. There was a single street light on the government wharf, half a dozen boats moored alongside. Sweetland turned left, away from the wharf, and walked out the arm toward his fishing stage. It was a tidy two-storey building, the second floor a twine loft where they’d knit their cod traps once upon a time. No one knew how old the building was, but Sweetland had seen it standing over the landwash in a picture of the cove from a hundred years ago. It hadn’t been used to clean or store salt cod in a generation, but he kept the building in pristine condition, the roof patched and tarred spring and fall, the outside walls ochred red. Even when he worked at the lighthouse he kept it up, scraped and puttied the windows, replaced the shores. Your little museum, Clara called it.

He set the chainsaw and gas can and axe and lunch bag on the stagehead and climbed down into his boat, checked over the motor, the VHF.

Jesse was out of breath when he clomped onto the longers. Shirt out of his pants, his face bruised with sleep. A jacket hanging limp in his hand.

Sweetland nodded up to him. “Hand me down the chainsaw,” he said, and a thought struck him. “You’re not planning on bringing anyone along, are you?”

“Just Hollis,” the boy said.
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