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God is �ot a Fish Inspector 
By W. D. Valgardson 
 

 

Although Emma made no noise as she descended, 
Fusi Bergman knew his daughter was watching him from 
the bottom of the stairs. 

“God will punish you,” she promised in a low, 
intense voice. “Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s,” he 
snapped. “God’s not a fish inspector. He doesn’t work for 
the government.” 

By the light of the front ring of the kitchen stove, he 
had been drinking a cup of coffee mixed half and half 
with whisky. Now, he shifted in his captain’s chair so as 
to partly face the stairs. Though he was unable to make 
out more than the white blur of Emma’s nightgown, after 
living with her for 48 years he knew exactly how she 
would look if he turned on the light. 

She was tall and big boned with the square, 
pugnacious face of a bulldog. Every inch of her head 
would be crammed with metal curlers and her angular 
body hidden by a plain white cotton shift that hung from 
her broad shoulders like a tent. Whenever she was angry 
with him, she always stood rigid and white lipped, her 
hands clenched at her sides. 

“You prevaricate,” she warned. “You will not be 
able to prevaricate at the gates of Heaven.” 

He drained his cup, sighed, and pulled on his jacket. 
As he opened the door, Fusi said, “He made fish to catch. 
There is no place in the Bible where it says you can’t 
catch fish when you are three score and ten.” 

“You’ll be the ruin of us,” she hissed as he closed 
the door on her. 

She was aggressive and overbearing, but he knew 
her too well to be impressed. Behind her forcefulness, 
there was always that trace of self-pity nurtured in plain 
women who go unmarried until they think they have been 
passed by. Even if they eventually found a husband, the 
self-pity returned to change their determination into a 
whine. Still, he was glad to have the door between them. 

This morning, as every morning, he had wakened at 
three. Years before, he had trained himself to get up at 
that time and now, in spite of his age, he never woke more 
than five minutes after the hour. He was proud of his early 
rising for he felt it showed he was not, like many of his 
contemporaries, relentlessly sliding into the endless blur 
of senility. Each morning, because he had become 
reconciled to the idea of dying, he felt, on the instant of 
his awakening, a spontaneous sense of amazement at 
being alive. The thought never lasted longer than the brief 
time between sleep and consciousness, but the good 
feeling lingered throughout the day. 

When Fusi stepped outside, the air was cold and 
damp. The moon that hung low in the west was pale and 
fragile and very small. Fifty feet from the house, the 
breakwater that ran along the rear of his property loomed 
like the purple spine of some great beast guarding the land 
from a lake which seemed, in the darkness, to go on 

forever. 
Holding his breath to still the noise of his own 

breathing, Fusi listened for a cough or the scuff of gravel 
that would mean someone was close by, watching and 
waiting, but the only sound was the muted rubbing of his 
skiff against the piling to which it was moored. Half a 
mile away where the land was lower, rows of gas boats 
roped five abreast lined the docks. The short, stubby boats 
with their high cabins, the grey surface of the docks and 
the dark water were all tinged purple from the mercury 
lamps. At the harbour mouth, high on a thin spire, a red 
light burned like a distant star. 

Behind him, he heard the door open and, for a 
moment, he was afraid Emma might begin to shout, or 
worse still, turn on the back-door light and alert his 
enemies, but she did neither. 

Above all things, Emma was afraid of scandal, and 
would do anything to avoid causing an unsavoury rumour 
to be attached to her own or her husband’s name. 

Her husband, John Smith, was as bland and 
inconsequential as his name. Moon faced with wide blue 
eyes and a small mouth above which sat a carefully 
trimmed moustache, he was a head shorter than Emma 
and a good 50 pounds lighter. Six years before, he had 
been transferred to the Eddyville branch of the Bank of 
Montreal. His transfer from Calgary to a small town in 
Manitoba was the bank’s way of letting him know that 
there would be no more promotions. He would stay in 
Eddyville until he retired. 

A year after he arrived, Emma had married him and 
instead of her moving out, he had moved in. For the last 
two years, under Emma’s prodding, John had been taking 
a correspondence course in theology so that when he no 
longer worked at the bank he could be a full-time 
preacher. 

On the evenings when he wasn’t balancing the 
bank’s books, he laboured over the multiple-choice 
questions in the Famous Preacher’s course that he 
received each month from the One True and Only Word 
of God Church in Mobile, Alabama. Because of a freak in 
the atmosphere one night while she had been fiddling 
with the radio, Emma had heard a gospel hour advertising 
the course and, although neither she nor John had ever 
been south of Minneapolis and had never heard of the 
One True and Only Word of God Church before, she took 
it as a sign and immediately enrolled her husband in it. It 
cost $500. 

John’s notes urged him not to wait to answer His 
Call but to begin ministering to the needy at once for the 
Judgment Day was always imminent. In anticipation of 
the end of the world and his need for a congregation once 
he retired, he and Emma had become zealous 
missionaries, cramming their Volkswagen with a movie 
projector, a record-player, films, trays of slides, religious 
records for every occasion, posters and pamphlets, all 
bought or rented from the One True and Only Word of 
God Church. Since the townspeople were obstinately 
Lutheran, and since John did not want to give offence to 
any of his bank’s customers, he and Emma hunted 
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converts along the grey dirt roads that led past tumble-
down farmhouses, the inhabitants of which were never 
likely to enter a bank. 

Fusi did not turn to face his daughter but hurried 
away because he knew he had no more than an hour and a 
half until dawn. His legs were fine as he crossed the yard, 
but by the time he had mounted the steps that led over the 
breakwater, then climbed down fifteen feet to the shore, 
his left knee had begun to throb. 

Holding his leg rigid to ease the pain, he waded out, 
loosened the ropes and heaved himself away from the 
shore. As soon as the boat was in deep water, he took his 
seat, and set both oars in the oar-locks he had carefully 
muffled with strips from an old shirt. 

For a moment, he rested his hands on his knees, the 
oars rising like too-small wings from a cumbersome body, 
then he straightened his arms, dipped the oars cleanly into 
the water and in one smooth motion pulled his hands 
toward his chest. The first few strokes were even and 
graceful but then as a speck of pain like a grain of sand 
formed in his shoulder, the sweep of his left oar became 
shorter than his right. Each time he leaned against the 
oars, the pain grew until it was, in his mind, a bent 
shingle-nail twisted and turned in his shoulder socket. 

With the exertion, a ball of gas formed in his 
stomach, making him uncomfortable. As quickly as a 
balloon being blown up, it expanded until his lungs and 
heart were cramped and he couldn’t draw in a full breath. 
Although the air over the lake was cool, sweat ran from 
his hairline. 

At his two-hundredth stroke, he shipped his left oar 
and pulled a coil of rope with a large hook from under the 
seat. After checking to see that it was securely tied 
through the gunwale, he dropped the rope overboard and 
once more began to row. Normally, he would have had a 
buoy made from a slender tamarack pole, a block of wood 
and some lead weights to mark his net, but he no longer 
had a fishing licence so his net had to be sunk below the 
surface where it could not be seen by the fish inspectors. 

Five more strokes of the oars and the rope went taut. 
He lifted both oars into the skiff, then, standing in the 
bow, began to pull. The boat responded sluggishly but 
gradually it turned and the cork line that lay hidden under 
two feet of water broke the surface. He grasped the net, 
freed the hook and began to collect the mesh until the lead 
line appeared. For once he had been lucky and the hook 
had caught the net close to one end so there was no need 
to backtrack. 

Hand over hand he pulled, being careful not to let 
the corks and leads bang against the bow, for on the open 
water sound carried clearly for miles. In the first two 
fathoms there was a freshly caught pickerel. As he pulled 
it toward him, it beat the water with its tail, making light, 
slapping sounds. His fingers were cramped, but Fusi 
managed to catch the fish around its soft middle end, and 
with his other hand, work the mesh free of the gills. 

It was then that the pain in his knee forced him to 
sit. Working from the seat was awkward and cost him 
precious time, but he had no choice, for the pain had 

begun to inch up the bone toward his crotch. 
He wiped his forehead with his hand and cursed his 

infirmity. When he was twenty, he had thought nothing of 
rowing five miles from shore to lift five and six gangs of 
nets and then, nearly knee deep in fish, row home again. 
Now, he reflected bitterly, a quarter of a mile and one net 
were nearly beyond him. Externally, he had changed very 
little over the years. He was still tall and thin, his arms 
and legs corded with muscle. His belly was hard. His long 
face, with its pointed jaw, showed his age the most. That 
and his hands. His face was lined until it seemed there 
was nowhere the skin was smooth. His hands were 
scarred and heavily veined. His hair was grey but it was 
still thick. 

While others were amazed at his condition, he was 
afraid of the changes that had taken place inside him. It 
was this invisible deterioration that was gradually 
shrinking the limits of his endurance. 

Even in the darkness, he could see the distant steeple 
of the Lutheran church and the square bulk of the old 
folk’s home that was directly across from his house. 
Emma, he thought grimly, would not be satisfied until he 
was safely trapped in one or carried out of the other. 

He hated the old folk’s home. He hated the three 
stories of pale yellow brick with their small, close-set 
windows. He hated the concrete porch with its five round 
pillars and the large white buckets of red geraniums. 
When he saw the men poking at the flowers like a bunch 
of old women, he pulled his blinds. 

The local people who worked in the home were 
good to the inmates, tenants they called them, but there 
was no way a man could be a man in there. No whisky. 
Going to bed at ten. Getting up at eight. Bells for 
breakfast, coffee and dinner. Bells for everything. He was 
surprised that they didn’t have bells for going to the toilet. 
Someone watching over you every minute of every day. It 
was as if, having earned the right to be an adult, you had 
suddenly, in some inexplicable way, lost it again. 

The porch was the worst part of the building. Long 
and narrow and lined with yellow and red rocking-chairs, 
it sat ten feet above the ground and the steps were so steep 
that even those who could get around all right were afraid 
to try them. Fusi had lived across from the old folk’s 
home for 40 years and he had seen old people, all 
interchangeable as time erased their identities, shuffling 
and bickering their way to their deaths. Now, most of 
those who came out to sleep in the sun and to watch the 
world with glittering, jealous eyes were people he had 
known. 

He would have none of it. He was not afraid of 
dying, but he was determined that it would be in his own 
home. His licence had been taken from him because of his 
age, but he did not stop. One net was not thirty, but it was 
one, and a quarter-mile from shore was not five miles, but 
it was a quarter-mile.
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He didn’t shuffle and he didn’t have to be fed 
or have a rubber diaper pinned around him each day. 
If anything, he had become more cunning for, time 
and again, the inspectors had come and destroyed 
the illegal nets of other fishermen, even catching 
and sending them to court to be fined, but they 
hadn’t caught him for four years. Every day of the 
fishing season, he pitted his wits against theirs and 
won. At times, they had come close, but their 
searches had never turned up anything and, once, to 
his delight, when he was on the verge of being 
found with freshly caught fish on him, he hid them 
under a hole in the breakwater and then sat on the 
edge of the boat, talked about old times, and shared 
the inspectors’ coffee. The memory still brought 
back a feeling of pleasure and excitement. 

As his mind strayed over past events, he drew 
the boat along the net in fits and starts for his 
shoulder would not take the strain of steady pulling. 
Another good-sized fish hung limp as he pulled it to 
him, but then as he slipped the mesh from its head, it 
gave a violent shake and flew from his hands. Too 
stiff and slow to lunge for it, he could do nothing 
but watch the white flash of its belly before it struck 
the water and disappeared. 

He paused to knead the backs of his hands, 
then began again. Before he was finished, his breath 
roared in his ears like the lake in a storm, but there 
were four more pickerel. With a sigh that was nearly 
a cry of pain, he let the net drop. Immediately, 
pulled down by the heavy, rusted anchors at each 
end, it disappeared. People were like that, he 
thought. One moment they were here, then they 
were gone and it was as if they had never been. 

Behind the town, the horizon was a pale, hard 
grey. The silhouette of rooftops and trees might 
have been cut from a child’s purple construction 
paper. 

The urgent need to reach the shore before the 
sky became any lighter drove Fusi, for he knew that 
if the inspectors saw him on the water they would 
catch him as easily as a child. They would take his 
fish and net, which he did not really mind, for there 
were more fish in the lake and more nets in his shed, 
but he couldn’t afford to lose his boat. His savings 
were not enough to buy another. 

He put out the oars, only to be unable to close 
the fingers of his left hand. When he tried to bend 
his fingers around the handle, his whole arm began 
to tremble. Unable to do anything else, he leaned 
forward and pressing his fingers flat to the seat, he 
began to relentlessly knead them. Alternately, he 
prayed and cursed, trying with words to delay the 
sun. 

“A few minutes,” he whispered through 
clenched teeth. “Just a few minutes more.” But even 
as he watched, the horizon turned red, then yellow 
and a sliver of the sun’s rim rose above the houses. 

Unable to wait any longer, he grabbed his left 
hand in his right and forced his fingers around the 
oat, then braced himself and began to row. Instead 
of cutting the water cleanly, the left oar skimmed 

over the surface, twisting the handle in his grip. He 
tried again, not letting either oar go deep. The skiff 
moved sluggishly ahead. 

Once again, the balloon in his chest swelled 
and threatened to gag him, making his gorge rise, 
but he did not dare stop. Again and again, the left 
oar skipped across the surface so that the bow 
swung back and forth like a wounded and dying 
animal trying to shake away its pain. Behind him, 
the orange sun inched above the sharp angles of the 
roofs. 

When the bow slid across the sand, he dropped 
the oars, letting them trail in the water. He grasped 
the gunwale, but as he climbed out, his left leg 
collapsed and he slid to his knees. Cold water filled 
his boots and soaked the legs of his trousers. Resting 
his head against the boat, he breathed noisily 
through his mouth. He remained there until 
gradually his breathing eased and the pain in his 
chest closed like a night flower touched by daylight. 
When he could stand, he tied the boat to one of the 
black pilings that was left from a breakwater that 
had long since been smashed and carried away. 

As he collected his catch, he noticed the green 
fisheries department truck on the dock. He had been 
right. They were there. Crouching behind his boat, 
he waited to see if anyone was watching him. It 
seemed like a miracle that they had not already seen 
him, but he knew that they had not for if they had, 
their launch would have raced out of the harbour 
and swept down upon him. 

Bending close to the sand, he limped into the 
deep shadow at the foot of the breakwater. They 
might, he knew, be waiting for him  at the top of the 
ladder, but if they were, there was nothing he could 
do about it, He climbed the ladder and, hearing and 
seeing nothing, he rested near the top so that when 
he climbed into sight, he wouldn’t need to sit down. 

No one was in the yard. The block was empty. 
With a sigh of relief, he crossed to the small shed 
where he kept his equipment and hefted the fish 
onto the shelf that was nailed to one wall. He filleted 
his catch with care, leaving none of the translucent 
flesh on the back-bone or skin. Then, because they 
were pickerel, he scooped out the cheeks, which he 
set aside with the roe for his breakfast. 

As he carried the offal across the backyard in a 
bucket, the line of gulls that gathered every morning 
on the breakwater broke into flight and began to 
circle overhead. Swinging back the bucket, he flung 
the guts and heads and skin into the air and the gulls 
darted down to snatch the red entrails and iridescent 
heads. In a thrumming of white and grey wings, 
those who hadn’t caught anything descended to the 
sand to fight for what remained. 

Relieved at being rid of the evidence of his 
fishing-- if anyone asked where he got the fillets he 
would say he had bought them and the other 
fishermen would lie for him--Fusi squatted and 
wiped his hands clean on the wet grass. 

There was no sign of movement in the house. 
The blinds were still drawn and the high, narrow 
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house with its steep roof and faded red-brick siding 
looked deserted. The yard was flat and bare except 
for the dead trunk of an elm, which was stripped 
bare of its bark and wind polished to the colour of 
bone. 

He returned to the shed and wrapped the fillets 
in a sheet of brown waxed paper, then put the roe 
and the cheeks into the bucket. Neither Emma nor 
John were up when he came in and washed the 
bucket and his food, but as he started cooking, 
Emma appeared in a quilted housecoat covered with 
large, purple tulips. Her head was a tangle of metal. 

“Are you satisfied?” she asked, her voice 
trembling. “I’ve had no sleep since you left.” 

Without turning from the stove, he said, 
“Leave. Nobody’s making you stay. 

Indignantly, she answered, “And who would 
look after you?” 

He grimaced and turned over the roe so they 
would be golden brown on all sides. For two weeks 
around Christmas he had been sick with the flu and 
she never let him forget it. 

“Honour thy father and mother that thy days 
may be long upon this earth.” 

He snorted out loud. What she really wanted to 
be sure of was that she got the house. 

“You don’t have to be like this,” she said, 
starting to talk to him as if he was a child. “I only 
want you to stop because I care about you. All those 
people who live across the street, they don’t....” 

“I’m not one of them,” he barked. 
“You’re 70 years old....” 
“And I still fish,” he replied angrily, cutting 

her off. “And I still row a boat and lift my nets. 
That’s more than your husband can do and he’s just 
50.” He jerked his breakfast off the stove. Because 
he knew it would annoy her, he began to eat out of 
the pan. 

“I’m 70,” he continued between bites, “and I 
beat the entire fisheries department. They catch men 
half my age, but they haven’t caught me. Not for 
four years. And I fish right under their noses.” He 
laughed with glee and laced his coffee with a finger 
of whisky. 

Emma, her lips clamped shut and her hands 
clenched in fury, marched back up the stairs. In half 
an hour both she and John came down for their 
breakfast. Under Emma’s glare, John cleared his 
throat and said, “Emma, that is we, think...” He 
stopped and fiddled with the knot of his tie. He 
always wore light grey ties and a light grey suit. “If 
you don’t quit breaking the law, something will 
have to be done.” He stopped and looked 
beseechingly at his wife, but she narrowed her eyes 
until little folds of flesh formed beneath them. 
“Perhaps something like putting you in custody so 
you’ll be saved from yourself.” 

Fusi was so shocked that for once he could 
think of nothing to say. Encouraged by his silence, 
John said, “It will be for your own good.” 

Before either of them realized what he was up 
to, Fusi leaned sideways and emptied his cup into 

his son-in-law’s lap. 
The coffee was hot. John flung himself 

backward with a screech, but the back legs of his 
chair caught on a crack in the linoleum and he 
tipped over with a crash. In the confusion Fusi 
stalked upstairs. 

In a moment he flung an armload of clothes 
down. When his daughter rushed to the bottom of 
the stairs, Fusi flung another armload of clothes at 
her. 

“This is my house,” he bellowed. “You’re not 
running it yet.” 

Emma began grabbing clothes and laying them 
flat so they wouldn’t wrinkle. John, both hands 
clenched between his legs, hobbled over to stare. 

Fusi descended the stairs and they parted to let 
him by. At the counter, he picked up the package of 
fish and turning toward them, said, “I want you out 
of here when I get back or I’ll go out on the lake and 
get caught and tell everyone that you put me up to 
it.” 

His fury was so great that once he was outside 
he had to lean against the house while a spasm of 
trembling swept over him. When he was composed, 
he rounded the corner. At one side of the old folk’s 
home there was an enclosed fire escape that curled 
to the ground like a piece of intestine. He headed for 
the kitchen door under it. 

Fusi had kept on his rubber boots, dark slacks 
and red turtle-neck sweater, and because he knew 
that behind the curtains, eyes were watching his 
every move, he tried to hide the stiffness in his left 
leg. 

Although it was early, Rosie Melysyn was 
already at work. She always came first, never 
missing a day. She was a large, good natured widow 
with grey hair. 

“How are you today, Mr. Bergman?” she 
asked. 

“Fine,” he replied. “I’m feeling great.” He held 
out the brown paper package. “I thought some of the 
old people might like some fish.” Although he had 
brought fish for the last four years, he always said 
the same thing. 

Rosie dusted off her hands, took the package 
and placed it on the counter. 

“I’ll see someone gets it,” she assured him. 
“Help yourself to some coffee.” 

As he took the pot from the stove, she asked, 
“No trouble with the inspectors?” 

He always waited for her to ask that. He 
grinned delightedly, the pain of the morning already 
becoming a memory. No trouble. They’ll never 
catch me. I’m up too early. I saw them hanging 
about, but it didn’t do them any good.” 

“Jimmy Henderson died last night,” Rosie 
offered. 

“Jimmy Henderson,” Fusi repeated. They had 
been friends, but he felt no particular sense of loss. 
Jimmy had been in the home for three years. “I’m 
not surprised. He wasn’t more than 68 but he had 
given up. You give up, you’re going to die. You 
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believe in yourself and you can keep right on 
going.” 

Rosie started mixing oatmeal and water. 
“You know,” he said to her broad back, “I was 

with Jimmy the first time he got paid. He cut four 
cords of wood for 60c and spent it all on hootch. He 
kept running up and down the street and flapping his 
arms, trying to fly. When he passed out, we hid him 
in the hayloft of the stable so his old man couldn’t 
find him.” 

Rosie tried to imagine Jimmy Henderson 
attempting to fly and failed. To her, he was a bent 
man with a sad face who had to use a walker to get 
to the dining-room. What she remembered about 
him best was coming on him unexpectedly and 
finding him silently crying. He had not seen her and 
she had quietly backed away. 

Fusi was lingering because after he left, there 
was a long day ahead of him. He would have the 
house to himself and after checking the vacated 
room to see that nothing of his had been taken, he 
would tie his boat properly, sleep for three hours, 
then eat lunch. In the afternoon he would make a 
trip to the docks to see what the inspectors were up 
to and collect information about their movements. 

The back door opened with a swish and he felt 
a cool draft. Both he and Rosie turned to look. He 
was shocked to see that instead of it being one of the 
kitchen help, it was Emma. She shut the door and 
glanced at them both, then at the package of fish. 

“What do you want?” he demanded. 
“I called the inspectors,” she replied, “to tell 

them you’re not responsible for yourself. I told them 
about the net.” 

He gave a start, but then was relieved when he 
remembered they had to actually catch him fishing 
before they could take the skiff. “So what?” he 
asked, confident once more. 

Quietly, she replied, “You don’t have to worry 
about being caught. They’ve known about your 
fishing all along.” 

Suddenly frightened by her calm certainty, his 
voice rose as he said, “That’s not true.” 

“They don’t care,” she repeated. “Inspector 
McKenzie was the name of the one I talked to. He 
said you couldn’t do any harm with one net. 
They’ve been watching you every morning just in 
case you should get into trouble and need help.” 

Emma stood there, not moving, her head 
tipped back, her eyes benevolent. 

He turned to Rosie. “She’s lying, isn’t she? 
That’s not true. They wouldn’t do that?” 

“Of course, she’s lying,” Rosie assured him. 
He would have rushed outside but Emma was 

standing in his way. Since he could not get past her, 
he fled through the swinging doors that led to the 
dining-room. 

As the doors shut, Rosie turned on Emma and 
said, “You shouldn’t have done that.” She picked up 
the package of fish with its carefully folded 
wrapping. In the artificial light, the package glowed 
like a piece of amber. She held it cupped in the 

hollows of her hands. “You had no right.” 
Emma seemed to grow larget and her eyes 

shone. 
“The Lord’s work be done,” she said, her right 

hand partly raised as if she were preparing to give a 
benediction. 
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