The Ledge by Lawrence Sargent Hall

He was a big, raw man, with too much strength, whose delight in winter was to hunt the sea ducks that flew in to feed by the outer ledges, bare at low tide.  

People thought him a hard man and gave him the reputation of being all out for himself because he was inclined to brag and be disdainful.  

Together he and the two boys heaved the skiff and outboard onto the stern and secured it athwartships.

Under his rebuke they kept their tortured peace, though they could not help shifting and twisting until he lost what patience he had left and bullied them into lying still.  

For the second time that day, the fisherman felt the deep vacuity of disbelief. 

For the life of him, consciously careful as he inveterately was, he could not now remember hauling the skiff up the last time.  

He stumbled, half falling, back to the boys who were gawking at him in consternation, as though he had gone insane. 

He checked the water level and found the shelf awash. 

His own boy cried softly for a brief moment, like a man, his face averted in an effort neither to give nor show pain.  

Presently, sensing something untoward, the ducks took off, splashing the wave tops with feet and wingtips, into the dusky waste.  

The boys rose and shouldered their tacit guns. 

He ground his teeth and braced like a colossus against the sides of the submerged crevice. 

Freezing seas swept by, flooding inexorably up and up as the earth sank away imperceptibly beneath them.  

At daybreak they found the skiff floating unscathed off the headland, half full of ducks and snow.  

The fisherman thought he might have told his wife they would be home before dark since it was Christmas day. 

“Before school starts,” the fisherman said, wonderfully detached, “we’ll go to town and I’ll buy you boys anything you want.”  

The three pulled at their triggers and the birds splashed into the water, until the last report went off unheard, the last smoking shell flew unheeded over their shoulders, and the last of the routed flock scattered diminishing, diminishing, diminishing in every direction. 
