
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: 25th anniversary cover copy.jpg]

Published in Canada by Engen Books, Chapel Arm, NL.

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing data is available on the publisher’s website.

Copyright © 1999 Dwain Campbell

Copyright © 2024 Dwain Campbell

––––––––

[image: ]


NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE AUTHOR, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

––––––––

[image: ]


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

––––––––

[image: ]


Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First mass market paperback printing: 1999, Jesperson Press

Second mass market paperback printing: December 2024

Cover Design: Ellen Curtis



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


TALES FROM THE FROZEN OCEAN
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In 1999, Dwain Campbell released one of the original works of explorative genre fiction in Newfoundland, paving the way for all who came after and earning him the title of 'The Godfather of Newfoundland Genre Fiction.'

Twenty-Five years later, Engen Books is proud and honoured to release Tales from the Frozen Ocean - The 25th Anniversary Edition and bring this seminal piece of Newfoundland literature back to print. With updated layout, composition, and typography, this new edition of the book is a must-have for any lover of Newfoundland genre fiction.

From the back cover: "Colin Aintree aspires to nothing more than a mundane life: a house by the bay. Children. A job he can stand. But all that is denied to him as he is beset by new and strange powers of clairvoyance that causes in consciousness to careen through The Borderlands, a seemingly infinite dimension not unlike a psychic internet.

This is compounded by the fact that Newfoundland, with its dark folklore and odd uniqueness, is the last place from which one should have logged on to that internet.

With the help of an ancient Irish nun who is more than what she seems, Colin must contend with the warring factions of both Heaven and Hell in a fight for his very existence.
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Prologue
Inglis Street, Halifax
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Just imagine now: cozy downtown pub on a drizzly evening in March. You and I, two jaded old academics in for our daily grog. Idly, out of the wild blue, I demand to know the most exotic, the most intriguing of lands. Humour me, love, there’s a point to my madness. I’m not just bored, and for once far from tipsy.

You frown, take a thoughtful sip of the snowy foam gracing your Moosehead, and answer, “Timbuktu, Machu Picchu, the plains of Peru, or some other U?” You are so clever. Or you might think of the tattered paperbacks chaotically piled on your bedside bookshelf, and waxing fictional speak of vampire-haunted New Orleans, of Stephen King country where no one dies a natural death, of the lonely and forbidding trails of Middle-earth. “Bravo,” I applaud, but such a dark and brooding mood! In keeping with this miserable late winter, I suppose.

Close guesses, Maggie lass, but no cigar. Think of lands much closer to home. Down east Maritime home.

Listen closely, and I will let you in on a little secret. Few places on God’s green earth are as imbued with primordial magic as those bordering the phantasmagoric waters of Fundy. Ah, don’t laugh at the fancy phamagig word; it’s the mightiest descriptor I know, yet much too pallid for the task at hand. Have another drink, let me give you one of my flowery dissertations? Grand, grand, you won’t regret it.

Bay of Fundy magic, I was saying. Since Creation, wind and tide have crooned unfathomable incantations there, spells of such potent mystery that even the rugged and uncaring hills were bewitched. Boundless enchantments wove through cold soil and proud rock until even the roots of the lofty maples were a-tingle with virile, timeless energy. Elemental power, Miss Menzie: animated, vitalistic life-force that distinguishes this sphere from the mute lumps called asteroids or planetoids or...alright love, I’m no Carl Sagan. In sum, the country is close by God’s own, with all the wondrous virtues thereto.

The peoples who came to the restless bay sensed these eternal, spiritual energies. Glooscap, the giant Indian shaman, made his home there, and he shaped countless coves and inlets with his solemn chants. Long after the demi- god departed in his canoe of stone, poets and pirates from La Belle France and the Blessed Isles roamed the coast, enraptured by wild charms far beyond their most fanciful imaginings. These passionate wanderers would come and go, leaving verses or buried treasures as was their nature. But wayward adventurers would not inherit the magic. Such worthy beneficiaries would be more stolid folk: wielders of plow, hammer, net, and sail.

Aye, many generations of simple yeomen eked hard livings from the forested slopes above the surging brown waters. Though they faithfully raised churches and piously pored through scriptures, they also acquired an ear for strange, ethereal whisperings emanating from the seas and woodlands. Long ago fallen, they could not fully comprehend the stark lyrics of Eden, but they sensed hidden meanings in the quick flight of white-tailed deer, the lazy circling of goshawks, and the playful leaping of porpoises beneath grey cliffs. The land spoke to them in myriad portents and omens. To the fortunate few, it spoke in dreams.

A rare breed, these last. On warm summer evenings, certain persons might doze off in front porch hammocks to awaken with the most vivid, bizarre tales. One would have found himself in the upper branches of an old man oak, having the most profound conversation with owls. Another would have shrunk to mouse size, nibbling yellow beans as huge as pine logs in the family garden. And yet a third might roost on a weather-vane, preening feathers and hungrily contemplating his own chickens in the barnyard below. Nightlanders, these amazing folks were named, and they were freely talked about until a zealous minister fresh off the boat from Kent suppressed the tales. In the 1860s that would have been. A lore gone underground but not entirely forgotten. Not by any stretch.

Bullshit to the nth power? You’re cruel, darlin’, deadly so. Ok, Ok, I’m prattling on like an excited English Lit. student on steroids. The Irish in me comes out when I’m on the beer, right? It’s all the gospel truth, though. Let me tell you about a latter day Nightlander, one that’s alive and kicking. Now I bet you’re picturing an ancient Walt Whitman type with a white forked beard down to his belly button. Au contraire, this laddio adores the Tragically Hip and has barely learned to use a razor. But he’s big time. Ten on the psychic Richter scale.

Colin Aintree was born in 1972 on a truly Fortean February night. Southerly winds, fierce and unseasonably warm, brought torrential rains to vales and hills already laden with heavy snows. Great Flood, the sequel. Stubborn ice floes jammed the rivers, and black swollen waters escaped their confines to rampage o’er fields and byways. Half the dirt roads in Cumberland County were washed out. Trout Creek Bridge was carried off altogether, effectively isolating the Aintree homestead from the rest of the world.

Despite the tempest no one was especially worried when Sally Aintree went into labour. She was as level headed as all get-out, and as strong as any horse in her husband’s barn. Moreover, Sally’s mom Emily Zinck had come up from Lunenburg, and what she didn’t know about birthing calves, lambs, puppies and babies...well, it wasn’t worth talking about. So, it was steady as she goes as Sally was hustled into bed, and on the stroke of twelve a fourth Aintree child entered this vale of tears.

Emily knew she had a special one right off the bat. A caul was over the child’s face. “We’ll have to make this youngster a sailor,” she crowed. “He’ll have peepers that’ll see beyond the horizon, and the ocean’ll never get him, that’s a fact.” Peculiar words immediately lost as a phalanx of Aintree aunts moved in to take over.

Amid a chorus of “ohs” and “ahs,” no one noticed Emily leave the room with the caul. Proceeding straight to her daughter’s pantry, she rummaged about finding jars of shinleaf, green amaranth, purslane, and stinging nettle. Humming, happily working as though she were stuffing a Thanksgiving turkey, Emily filled the caul with a mixture of the herbs. Then, braving the horrid rain, she hiked her skirts and hobbled across the slushy barnyard. Crouching beneath the largest elm in northern Nova Scotia, Emily laboriously dug a hole in the semi-frozen soil. Into the ground went the caul. A few words in High German (a prayer she learned at her great grandmother’s knee) and Emily made her way back to see her charge through his first night on earth.

The infant, fully named Colin Arthur Montgomery Aintree, grew into a happy, carefree, perfectly delightful Tom Sawyer of a boy. Just the same, he was markedly different from the rest of the clan in two respects. Firstly, in a family where the men sported broad shoulders, keg-like chests, and paunches large enough to admit them onto maternity wards, Colin was a wiry skin-and- bones character. He couldn’t toss around bags of feed like his brothers Andrew and Angus, but by God he could run to shame Hermes. A sprint clear to the county line was nothing to him; wouldn’t even draw a hard breath, the little bugger. On a road where the average man had a hard job to jog the length of himself this was pretty hot stuff. Secondly, and even more remarkably, the lad loved to read. After a slew of farmers, truckers, and loggers it seemed the Aintrees had produced their first teacher. At times, in her most daring moments, Sally would even whisper hopes that Colin had the makings of a lawyer or doctor.

I hazard Colin’s childhood would have been an idyllic replay of Glengarry School Days had it not been for the other things. Little oddities in the beginning, but then...well, take some for instances.

The child was never wrong on the rain, and Manfred Aintree rarely got caught with too much hay down. Nine times out of ten Colin could predict whether a mare was going to have a colt or filly just by looking at her. He used to madden his brothers, and get knocked about for his trouble, for knowing exactly where to cast his line to hook Mr. King Trout. Prize after prize he got for that talent when Fair time rolled around. But to top it all off, the youngster was especially good at dowsing for water. Neighbours in need of a well phoned him up all the time, nearly putting old Teddy Barnes from Antler Brook right out of business. Colin was faster than Teddy, a damned sight more polite, and a helluva lot cheaper. I mean, what the hell does a bottle of pop and a comic book cost?

No doubt about it, Colin had a certain knack, an unusual knowingness. Harmless pastoral fortune telling, for the most part. But grim shadows were in the offing. The first frightening occurrence happened at age sixteen, a mere fortnight after he lost his virginity to a Wheaton girl from Barfield. Cascading hormones and all that; brought him to a new plane of awareness. At least that’s my layman’s opinion.

One grey fall day in `88 Colin, his two hulking brothers, and three cousins were serving as pallbearers at Great Aunt Ann’s funeral. While half listening to the reverend’s monotonous graveside prayers, Colin spied some children cavorting in a remote corner of the cemetery. He lost sight of them in moments, but his interest was piqued. Perhaps it was the kids’ archaically-fashioned clothes, or the way they played so silently, so obliviously, in the cold rain. Whatever, Colin got curious and strolled down as the funeral party drifted apart. He discovered no kids nor even the slightest trace that they had been playing in the soft muck. Just the faded markers of four brothers and sisters who had perished in an 1893 house fire. What a jolt of sickening, sheer terror! To borrow Colin’s own country wit, he jumped as though he had pissed on an electric fence. Not every day does one see a family of ghosts.

But it happens, right? Once in a lifetime, right? Not so for Colin, I’m afraid. 

A year later, another occurrence. By then Colin was a freshman beginning a B.A. in English at Dalhousie. One warm Sunday afternoon in October he decided to join the throngs of Halagonians enjoying Point Pleasant Park. He was meandering along a path parallel to the harbour when he casually glanced up a lane and lost ten years of his life. There, dangling from the branches of a Ponderosa pine, and lightly swaying in a non-existent breeze, were three rotting corpses. He literally swooned, and when he came to, seconds later, a worried old lady was asking him if he was diabetic or epileptic. The dead men were gone, and so was Colin, as fast as his rubbery legs could carry him.

Thereafter the ‘visions’ came more regularly, perhaps once a month. Apparitions mostly, though once he did see something terrifying swim under the MacDonald Bridge. Hundred feet long, three humps, long-maned neck with a toothy crocodile head. Sound like Nessie to you, Maggie? Don’t guffaw— you’re a Scot, for Christ’s sake!

Colin handled these sightings about as well as any teenager, which is to say poorly. He brooded so much during the second term that he landed an academic warning from a hard-ass Dean. It got worse: borderline depression, tension headaches, rows with the roomies, the whole kit-and-kaboodle. He even had a bout with the bottle, but you and I are scarcely ones to talk, are we love? Life was a shambles, and who knows, he might have ended up a skid row man in the end. But Fate, as kind as it is diabolical, cast a tenuous lifeline.

A bookworm roommate returned from a Saturday morn yard sale with a box marked ‘$3.00 for the lot.’ She dropped said box, and out tumbled a smelly, mildewed biography of Gerard Croiset, the famous Dutch clairvoyant. Colin rescued the dilapidated work from the floor, commenced page one over coffee, and had the story devoured by suppertime. Before day’s end he stormed the public library to get the goods on characters like Edgar Cayce, Peter Hurkos, and Ingo Swann. Bottom line: Sally hadn’t sunbathed under power lines or eaten unwashed fruit when Colin was in utero. He wasn’t a mutant with scrambled-egg DNA. There were others like himself, psychics who could glimpse peculiar corners of time and space. Welcome sanity for a flip- flopping mental health index. He steadied slightly, and by the time I met him during his B.Ed. year—in my Philosophy of Education class, so he was— he had achieved a dangerous compromise: ninety-nine percent of the time he utterly denied his visions, and for the remainder, when he was actually having one, he just went schizoid.

Poor kid. On any given day he’s ready for the Straightjacket Suite. Matter of fact, I secretly believe they’re going to find him licking the business end of a shotgun some day. Suicide Central, all aboard the Hell Train. Dark stuff, I know, but Christ Almighty, he has worms wriggling in the old brain tissue.

Gross me right around? Yeah, sorry girl. Back to the chronology: it was a sorry state of affairs when Colin graduated in the spring of ‘94. Job prospects were totally dismal, but the Protestant work ethic saw to it that résumés went from sea to shining sea. Half a dozen was even dispatched to English-language schools in Korea and the Japans. Several of his classmates were Alberta bound, and Colin too figured his best bet was a position with one of the northwestern school boards. As luck would have it though, his star was shining in the dawn sky. A district in Central Newfoundland needed a brave soul to teach language, literature, and world studies in an isolated K-12 school. A fifteen-minute phone interview and he was that greatest of modern rarities, an employed teacher.

Like many a Maritimer before him, Colin packed his trunk as a tearful mother rushed about making sure he had enough clean underwear to outfit a battalion. Relatives came from far and wide to say goodbye and burden him with sponge cakes and ice cream containers full of molasses cookies. Manfred sorrowfully took him aside and slipped him a crisp new fifty in case of emergencies. Uncle Clarence, a renowned cheapo, eschewed money but offered a sage observation: “A fine and hardy people, the Newfies; they can make soup with a rock and a pail of water. ‘Cause they got to, ha, ha, ha!” Thus provisioned and enlightened, Colin bid a heartfelt farewell and started out for Truro to catch the bus for North Sydney and the Newfoundland ferry.

As the Acadian roadcruiser lumbered along a TCH choked with late summer tourist traffic, Colin did some heavy thinking. Possibly, just-bloody-let-us-hope-so-maybe, the apparitions of his youth would leave off, stay behind as he made a brand-new start in a new land. Dreary, fogbound Nova Scotia was the proper place for haunts. Surely, they wouldn’t follow him through the bracing, cleansing winds that swept the mighty North Atlantic. Hope springs eternal, and only the fear of appearing an idiot kept him from going to one knee in prayer.

Little did Colin realize he was travelling to one of the most darkly fantastic isles in all the fabled Seven Seas. Riles me, this Canuck preoccupation with Quebec being a distinct society. Go to the Rock if you want to find another world. Or worlds, as poor Colin would discover, for his unique Nightlander talents were to be challenged to the utmost in those bleak and unforgiving lands overlooking the frozen ocean.

Say, it is a crappy old night. Why don’t we trot down to the pub in actuality, huddle by the hearth, favourite beverage in hand, and talk of Colin’s unusual career in the island wilderness? Yes? What a game lass you are! Really, I must get around to marrying you one of these days. Right, let’s go then. But wait pet, better fetch your cardigan. These tales are not for the faint-hearted, and even one of your rare mettle may feel the odd chilly gremlin caper up your backside.

Gremlins. Benign Hollywood bad guys. Real monsters are far less entertaining.

Come. I’ll tell you about some of them.
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The Mummer
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Snow hissed, panes rastled, and a dog’s lonely howl carried in the hateful wind. Near at hand a snowmobile droned like a bothersome mosquito on a humid June evening. Farther off, beyond icy headlands, troubled seas growled like dreaming mastiffs, a thunderous cadence precisely measured by heavy ticking from an owlish brass clock. Through a lone window translucent with hoarfrost, intermittent shafts of pale moonlight silently danced over patchwork quilting. Sombre squares of brown, green, and navy blue shimmered and lost form in the silvery gleam.

Mad clanging destroyed the frigid stillness, signalling the eve of deep winter in Broomhandle Harbour. Christmas Eve. Bedsprings screeched as Colin Aintree struggled out from beneath several woollen blankets. Haphazard piles of textbooks clattered onto cold linoleum as he gingerly tip-toed about for freshly pressed clothes. Vaporous breath drifted lazily in the dark quiet. Cursing softly, he snatched a Lopi sweater from an oft-painted chair and deftly hopped through the door into the welcoming upstairs hallway.

Colin stood for a blessed moment, basking in the delicious wood heat rising from the kitchen. A dozen paces to his left the shadowed bathroom door was ominously closed. From within came the disembodied whine of a hairdryer. Shit a god-damn, Sarah had beat him to it.

“Is that you, Colin?” sang a high, melodious voice from below. “Missy’s just got in the bathroom, but she’ll be out the once. Come on down and have a drink, b’y. It’s Christmas.”

“All right, coming Maisie,” he answered his landlady, but not without a rueful glance at the door. Please God Santa Claus brings the spoiled brat a portable pottie of her own in the morning. And a personality to go with it.

Colin entered the brightly-lit kitchen and immediately thought better of donning his sweater. Though the pipe above the stove was a dangerous cherry red, Maisie was busy poking more round birch into the tiny inferno. He sat down at the table and at once helped himself to a rummy slab of dark fruitcake stylishly arrayed with various other delights on Maisie’s special occasion silver platter.

The radio was tuned to CBC, for the simple reason every other station was static gobbledy-gook. A Dickens classic was abruptly silenced by a rich, sonorous presence. “Please excuse this broadcast for a storm-watch update. Newfoundland is still in the throes of the first major storm of the season. Blizzard warnings remain in effect for the entire island, and the Department of Transportation wishes to advise that due to near zero visibility, equipment has again been removed from several sections of the Trans Canada Highway between Port aux Basques and Springdale. The RCMP are asking all travellers to stay off the roads for the next day or so. In all, a nice night for staying by the fire and sipping warm eggnog. Further updates on the hour.” The bulletin was immediately followed by Jacob Marley, rattling chains and howling to beat the band.

“Now,” said Maisie, done with her fussing about the stove, “do you mainlanders take ice in yer rum and Coke?”

“Sure do,” answered Colin, “but for God’s sake don’t mix me a strong one. I don’t want to land at the nunnery half tight.”

Maisie laughed heartily, and her ample stomach, like St. Nick’s, quivered like a bowl full of jelly. “Colin, my son, half that crowd will show up that way and the other half all tight. Three sheets inta the wind, the lot o’ them. Quite a do, the Sisters’ Christmas Eve dinner.”

Colin dubiously scratched his chin. “But the Sisters must mind their P’s and Q’s, don’t they? I mean, they run the midnight service, right?”

“Right on,” chuckled Maisie as she bustled over with a humongous tumbler of hissing brown cheer. “You knows Father Ryan never gets out here Christmas Eve. Sure, the Sisters tip a few glasses, especially Rose, but round about 11:00 out comes this God-awful pot o’ black tea, evil stuff that’d sober up the devil. Besides, it’s Perpetua that runs the service, and the Rock o’ Gibraltar is more inclined to wander off course than her, by God. I’ve been to Christmas service all me life, and she’s not fooled up, not once.” A nervous swipe of hands on an immaculate apron. Colin was one to notice such things. In fact, he noticed a helluva lot of stuff he didn’t want to.

“Perpetua is the one who signed my invitation,” Colin mused, taking a cau tious sip on a drink as wicked as the one that did in Socrates—a real Jim Jones Special. “Why do you figure she invited me when none of the other Integrated teachers were asked? I mean, I’m so Orange I could be from Florida.”

Maisie stopped her waddling about the kitchen and looked at him funny. “Wondered that meself, Colin b’y. It’s a church affair for sure: Catholic teach-ers, Catholic Women’s League, Knights of Columbus, everybody but the Blessed Saints themselves. And here you are, a young Proddy, getting an invite. All I can say is Sister Perpetua’s ways are known only unto God. She’s fey, you know. Likely she knew you’d be stuck here in the storm.”

Stuck in the storm. Colin concealed his disappointment by taking a ragged swallow of the potent concoction festering in his glass. Tonight, if the weather was sensible, his bachelor uncles Ralph and Morris would be hitching up their team of Belgians to a hay wagon so wide it could pass for an aircraft carrier. All along the Barfield Road they would stop at Aintree households, collecting family for the ride to church. Everyone would perch on bails of straw, wrap themselves in rugs, and excitedly chatter like hyperactive sparrows until deposited on the humble wooden steps of St. James United. This was his first year for missing it, and his heart ached. God damn this country anyway, where people had to scatter to hell and back for work.

No sense in brooding, he was a big boy out on his own. “Guess I’d better be heading on,” he announced, somehow tired despite his nap. “It’s liable to be slow going according to the sounds of the wind.”

“You’re off, and you’ve not got in the bathroom,” said Maisie, horrified. “You’ll bust yourself. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, that Sarah will have me drove foolish. Hold it and I’ll have her out in two shakes of a dead lamb’s tail.”

“No, no, it’s fine,” said Colin hastily, though the thought of Sarah being hassled was a pleasant one. “Only wanted to spruce up my hair, and that’s going to get mussed up on the trip over, I don’t doubt.”

“Well, suit yourself,” said Maisie reluctantly, not wanting to offend a prized boarder. “But mind yer step out there. Haven’t seen a car on the road since this time yesterday, but some young buggers are bound to be raising Cain on snowmobiles, even on a night like this.”

With that friendly admonishment Colin set out. Right away he was hip deep in a monstrous drift that buried the driveway and nearly engulfed his brand-new Ford Ranger. Manfully he fought his way out to Sweetapple Lane, where gentler gusts had dumped snow only knee high. Colin firmly tugged his blue watchcap over his ears, adjusted his tartan scarf, and with mittened hands thrust far into parka pockets, resolutely plowed down the lane.

As he laboured, he thanked God that Broomhandle Harbour was nestled behind massive cliffs, bulwarks of stone now completely hidden by swirling veils of powdery snow. Out along the single dirt track that climbed up from the harbour, the winds would be utterly savage, especially on the torturous winding level between the bogs and Silly Kitten Pond. That stretch had been impassable for the last two days.

Colin made it to the main street that closely hugged the shore of the almost perfectly circular harbour. Fish plant, stores, churches, schools, and nearly all the homes in the community were strung along this street like colourful wooden beads on a child’s necklace. Only the odd house like Maisie’s found room to perch on the rocky hillsides. Now, at the bottom of the lane, Colin was at the hub of the outport. One of seven town streetlights bravely illuminated the scene, and it revealed crouched figures struggling from house to house. Colin forged on, trudging past the steep slipway where thirty or forty boats were lashed down for the season. Below them was the harbour, black as ebony and as deadly cold as a quiet backwater on the river Styx.

On Colin went, and though he was in jim-dandy shape he found himself seeking shelter in the lee of trucks and sheds. A murderous night, and the bloody wind seemed to be on the rise again. Shoulder to the blast, he plodded through the drifts.

At length he arrived before St. Francis Xavier church. No lights within at this early hour. Colin picked up the pace, for to him darkened churches had a preternatural, sepulchre air about them. He avoided such places like the plague.

The convent next door was scarcely more inviting. The place looked like it was designed by Boris Karloff Architects Inc.: a real Bride of Frankenstein doll house. Innumerable wings, turrets, and peaks jutted out in random fashion, as though a petulant troll child had built a sandcastle in fits and starts. Spooky, but at least this evening someone had tried to lighten up the atmosphere. Literally.

In the front garden, multi-coloured floodlights bathed a nativity scene, or at least part of one since only Joseph and the Three Kings had their heads above the snow. They were lucky, for the poor Christ child was a good foot or two under. In an immense picture window overlooking the yard, green and red tree lights winked merrily, while candle flames danced as delicately as tiny angels behind a multitude of smaller panes. The pathway, shovelled but a few minutes ago by the look of it, was lighted from the doorway by a bulb that beckoned like the proverbial Christmas Star. Colin waded onto the path, vigor- ously stamped his boots free of snow, and approached the entrance.

There he halted, suddenly awkward. He was a stranger here, a Protestant with Lutheran roots on one side and Ulster Presbyterian on the other. Queen and Empire, Union Jack and the Royal Navy, that was the mythos of his childhood. Back home the Aintrees even supplied the white horse for ‘King Billy’ in the Glorious Twelfth parade. Now he was attending a party where the Papists (Granny Zinck’s word) were likely expecting John Paul himself to drop in. And the wearing of the green here in Broomhandle Harbour made the IRA look like stalwarts of ecumenicalism. He didn’t doubt the revelers inside were bellowing rebel songs instead of Christmas carols.

New to the island, Colin had been frankly astounded by the overt influence of the churches in everyday affairs. That he taught in an Integrated ‘Protestant’ school was different enough, but he was floored one day when the Salvation Army officer showed up to fly the colours. On his own authority the captain gathered the Army kids in the gym to regale them with some youth group mumbo-jumbo. With his Thematic Literature test blown to smithereens, Colin was inclined to speak his mind, but he noted the almost servile deference displayed by the other teachers. He held his tongue, for obviously the captain had heap big clout, far more than a green, probationary teacher at any rate— one instance among a host of others that the preachers here were to be reckoned with.

So, Colin nervously licked his chapped lips as he eyed the ornate brass knocker, fashioned like a snarling gargoyle—how frigging gothic. Screwing up his courage he knocked, firmly resolving to mind his manners and go easy on the drinks. Too easy to get tanked and step on tender toes.

Voila, the door instantly swung open and a beaming sister frantically waved him in. This was the infamous Sister Rose, grade six teacher at St. Gerard’s Elementary. She chattered a 150 words-per-minute greeting in a thick brogue that might have put her from Cork had he not known she was a St. Mary’s Bay girl.

As Colin entered, he was politely jostled by four slightly inebriated guests who arrived on his heels. Amid good-natured elbowing and giggling he removed his boots and parka and eased out of the jam. At once he was in the Kingdom of Rome: a garishly painted statuette of the Virgin, burdened by a large rosary cleverly carved from soapstone, offered him a blank, benign stare. He shuddered and moved out of the front hallway, leaving the vivacious Rose to manage the befuddled newcomers in the alcove.

Strolling into the living room was like crashing a university lobby party in full swing. The crowd was boisterous, unseemly so to Colin’s staid ways, and he suspected most had been well primed on arrival. As he feared, he knew not a soul. For an intensely embarrassing moment he gaped stupidly like a monk in a brothel, not having a clue what to say or do. Then he spied side tables fairly groaning with food and drink. Any port in a storm. He negotiated several couples waltzing to a jazzed-up version of Frosty the Snowman and made the smorgasbord. After perusing the offerings, he settled for a glass of white wine—Blue Nun, oddly enough.

“Now don’t tell me ya likes that soda pop, do ya?” Colin turned to find a very congenial and manifestly drunk Goliath swaying before him. “Wanna try a man’s drink?” The guy winked, holding open his blazer and nodding to a flask. “St. Pierre fire water, ol’ man, burn a ‘ole right through the seat o’ yer pants, so it would. Gets it frum me brudder Mike down to Grand Bank.”

“Uh, no thanks,” answered Colin diplomatically. “Had a really stiff one earlier on. I’m looking to slow down a bit.”

“Suit yerself,” grunted the man, who then set about pouring himself a gen-erous portion of the flask. “Kev Lundrigan is me name. One of the poor Lundrigans. I’m a fisherperson, accordin’ to the friggin’ Fisheries Broadcast. Fuckin’ university folks! Fer ‘undreds of years we’re fishermen, now we is fisher ‘persons.’ Sweet Jesus, ‘ave ya ever ‘eard the like?”

“Never much thought about it,” Colin answered truthfully, “but back home a farmer is still a farmer, no matter what anybody says. By the way, I’m one of those F’ing college folks. Colin Aintree, I teach at J.D. Peddle Academy.” Colin offered his hand, and it was warmly engulfed by a huge paw scarred by decades of hauling lobster pots and chopping wood.

“Yus, yus, I’ve seen ya around,” said Lundrigan, “mostly walkin’ ta school in the mornin’. Before this jeezless Moratorium ya never would o’ caught me fartin’ around shore that ‘our o’ the day. Jenny Louise, that’s me longliner down to the government wharf. Only takes ‘er out now to piss around after piddly stuff even a Japaner wouldn’t touch.” With that, the big guy looked as though he were about to cry in his cups.

Alarmed, Colin blurted out a nonsensical, “Great party, come here every year?” Lame, very lame indeed. Favourite for the Silver-tongued Idiot Award.

Lundrigan blinked slowly. “Nope. Only comes years when I’m on the K o’ C executive. This year I’m Grand Pooh-bah, don’t ya know.” This struck his funny bone, for he suddenly laughed uproariously. A relieved Colin joined in with a polite chuckle. Slightly relaxed, he sipped on his wine, and became aware of a tingling about his temples.

“So,” said Kev, recovering in snorts and gasps, “ave ya paid yer respects ta the Sister?” He nodded meaningfully to a curtained doorway (like the entrance to the snake and spider room at the Fall Fair back home, Colin thought suddenly. Jesus on a pony, he was jumpy this evening!). For the past several min-utes Colin had noticed people passing through in twos and threes. They were skipping out with far more alacrity than they were filing in.

‘The Sister’ could only mean this Perpetua. Colin shook his head.

“Well, we should get it over with,” said Kev decisively. “Bop in, say Merry Christmas, tell ‘er she don’t look a day over eighty, and get our arses the ‘ell out of it.” Colin figured the big skipper would rather sail out of the harbour in the face of a tidal wave. Several tidal waves.

“She sounds rather...foreboding,” Colin observed.

“I kin think o’ other F-words, freaky fer one,” Kev whispered, leaning so close that the whiff of French brandy nearly bowled Colin over. “It’s ‘er eyes. They’ve scared me shitless ever since I was a youngster in ‘er grade t’ree class. Never knewed what it was about thum til I saw the like on a Star Trek show. X-ray eyes, they is, kin pick out its and bits o’ yer soul like a doctor kin spot a crack on yer tail bone. Christless freaky, only word fer it.” Lundrigan shivered and downed the remainder of his drink, an act that would have sent Colin to his knees with tears in his eyes. “Shouldn’t speak ill o’ ‘er though. She looks to the parish like it was ‘er own baby, and as a result we gots more money in Scotiabank than what ‘is ‘Oliness ‘as in the Vatican. Both Father Ryan and the Roman Catholic superintendent fill the pot when she says piss, and our schools are the better fer it, I tell ya.” Lundrigan abruptly stopped, as though he had said too much, and blurrily studied the bottom of his glass.

Not having the slightest notion how to respond, Colin took great interest in a plate of shortbread cookies. Kev’s disjointed discourse had given him a good case of the heebie-jeebies; meeting this Perpetua was taking on all the pleasantry of having tea with the Witch of Endor.

Sister Rose, having disposed of the other guests, now traipsed over to Colin like he was a long-lost brother. “Mr. Aintree, do forgive me for being detained. Mr. Grey runs the fish plant, and one does not give the likes of him the short shrift. But Sister Perpetua is asking for you; must have seen you through the parlour window as you arrived, so she did. Shall we go in and say hello?” Not that Colin had an option, for Rose put her arm coquettishly in his and hauled him across the crowded room with all the horsepower of a Massey-Ferguson tractor. Reluctant to have a solo interview later on, Kev Lundrigan miraculously straightened up, buttoned his coat to conceal the illicit booze, and hurried after. Though half in the bag he had wits enough to retrieve some Certs from his pocket.

Passing through the curtain was like slipping into a sanctum sanctorum. Laughter and the clinking of glasses strangely receded, though the party was rollicking only a few steps behind. The room was dim, almost shadowy. Weak light was provided by the feeble glimmerings of small bulbs on the tree, a scraggly little spruce that could have been the lead in Charlie Brown’s Christmas. So dark was it that Colin missed the diminutive figure slouched in an over-sized armchair.

She hadn’t missed him.

“So here is the school teacher,” said Sister Perpetua in a distinctive, gravelly voice. “We are pleased you accepted our invitation, Mr. Aintree. Do sit down.” She imperiously gestured toward a plush sofa with a stick-like arm.

Ever the country gentleman, Colin hurried to offer his hand to the ancient sister. He scarcely noticed her dry, raspy palm, for he was at once taken by the waves of silken, iron-grey hair which cascaded to her tiny waist. It was not simply that he expected nuns to sport severe buns or have hair concealed altogether by drab habits. No, it was the elfin quality to Perpetua’s tresses, a subtle flowing and shimmering that almost made him dizzy. For one mad second he nearly reached out to finger the locks, to discover for himself if they were really of spun silver. But he caught his hand, and instantly broke out in a cold sweat. Last call for alcohol, or he was going to make an ass of himself.

Given time to mull it over, Colin concluded the Lord had given Perpetua magical hair to compensate for her looks, which were decidedly homely. A huge forehead and masculine, bushy eyebrows dominated a pointed nose that would have shocked Pinnochio. Thin lips that seemed forever locked in grim disapproval were much too small for the craggy, out-of-kilter jawline. Overlaying all these angular features were a quadrillion wrinkles, clear evidence that an ocean had flowed under the bridge since she had turned sweet sixteen. Definitely a face of character rather than beauty.

And Kev had been spot-on about those piercing, obsidian eyes. They did have a disturbing way of shearing right through one. Colin didn’t doubt for a second Perpetua had his measure in one fierce, calculating glance. A little at sea, he was happy enough to take a seat.

Poor Kev Lundrigan, it would have been comical in other circumstances. He was scared sober, and had regressed back to the awed eight-year-old desperate to please his omnipotent teacher. He mumbled stilted greetings like a kid hesitantly delivering lines in a Christmas play. Perpetua offered a pleased you are here, pleased the K of C was finally getting its house in order, and not so pleased he was gaining weight about the middle. Thankful to get off so lightly, Kev plopped his bulk in an Easy-boy opposite Colin.

“A frightful night to be sure,” offered Perpetua by way of small talk. “Did you bring this terrible weather with you from Canada, Mr. Aintree?” Again, she fixed him with her sharp gaze, enough to make him want to squirm.

Where the hell did she think she was, if not in Canada? No matter, Colin wasn’t inclined to challenge this rural demagogue, even if she announced the Second Coming was 10:33 p.m. Boxing Day. “Uh...I don’t think so, Sister. I’ve only seen maybe one or two storms like this in my time.” And it was a rip- snorting storm. While on the phone with his mom earlier in the day he had learned Cumberland County was receiving heavy snow and Cape Breton was getting dumped on, but nowhere was the blizzard raging like here in Newfoundland.

“Umph,” grunted Perpetua, as though reluctant to believe him. “In my time I’ve witnessed scores such as this, blizzards horrible enough to be an Eskimo’s worst nightmare. Really a most unpleasant country. Now mind, Dublin where I grew up, you might get dirty slush, a coating of ice on the Halfpenny Bridge, but that would be the worst of it.” She punctuated her speech with energetic raps of her cane on the fireplace brick. Colin’s keen eyes noted the silver wolf head on the stick. The little touches of decor in this place reminded him of Castle Dracula.

“Well now, Sister,” offered Rose lightly, “you have been here and there about the island since 1925. Surely you must have found the weather amenable to some extent?”

“Hardly agreeable at all, I assure you,” Perpetua rebuked. “This island is a purgatory, a trial for the faithful as they do God’s work.” Once more. the impatient tapping with the cane: this woman suffered no fools.

“Well, yes...er, of course you are right,” stammered Rose, hands all aflut-ter. Even the sisters walked on eggshells around Perpetua. Red in the face, Rose babbled on until she found safe ground. “Supper!” she squeaked breathlessly. “You were going to ask Mr. Aintree to dine with you. Stuffed squid, Mr. Aintree, our house specialty on Christmas Eve. My very own mother’s Branch recipe, quite delicious, I....”

“Yes, yes, be about it, girl,” interrupted Perpetua, not unkindly. Rose, mightily relieved, rushed off in a dither. “A clumsy manner in which to issue a supper invitation, Mr. Aintree. Yes, I would be most desirous of your company. My sources tell me you are a man of letters, and such gentlemen are as rare as hen’s teeth on this coast. I thirst for a grand literary confabble, and you are my lad.” Colin was thus appointed. Nimble as a teenager she stood, and using her cane more as sceptre than crutch she led the way to the dining room. Kev Lundrigan made to slip the other way, back to the party, but a look that spoke volumes put him third in line. He too had just received an invitation, though it was plain to see he would have far more appreciated a good swift kick in the arse.

Sister Perpetua ushered them through a short, dark hallway into a delightful scene right out of Christmas in Connecticut. A small, cheerful fire crackled in a stone hearth, adding its warm glow to the gentle light provided by twenty red and green beeswax candles burning sweetly in pottery holders. The scented lights were deployed about the room on various wooden side tables: heavy, solid furnishings that made Colin think of his Great Aunt Ann’s house in Barfield. The walls were papered in a floral motif, an intricate pattern of roses broken only by four ancient lithographs of Irish gentry taking the air in open carriages. His pleasure in the room was diverted when Perpetua gestured to a table fit for a potentate. The linen table cloth, embroidered with some fantastic Celtic design, was brilliant white, so much so Colin immediately worried about dripping gravy on it. A bewildering array of gleaming cutlery was genuine silver, and the china, decorated about the rims with faded purple violets, had first seen service when Victoria graced the throne. The room had more treasure than the British Museum, and Colin speculated that a fancy-dance antique collector would have a stroke just glimpsing half of the articles scattered about.

As Colin marvelled, an emaciated, reserved East Indian sister silently appeared to pour them champagne. The meal commenced with a toast. “To the birth of our Saviour, gentlemen,” said Perpetua. Crystal glasses met near a setting of candles, and Colin noticed the amber play of light in the sparkling wine.

What a memorable dinner it was. The entrée alone was enough to feed a crowd of shipwrecked sailors. Aromatic, steaming bowls of thick moose soup were accompanied by freshly baked rolls smothered in melting butter. Then came the fabled stuffed squid, nearly hidden on the plate by heaps of boiled potato, turnip, cabbage, peas pudding, and salt meat. Colin was in pain after two generous helpings, but dessert (a choice between molasses pudding with hard sauce and partridgeberry pie à la mode) was too good to pass up. He opted for the pie, and in belated penance pointedly ignored the plates of sweets that appeared with Irish coffees.

As Perpetua promised, conversation was every bit as rich as the food.

“Have you read much of my countryman, Mr. James Joyce?” began the S ister cautiously, obviously fearing Colin might be a dud. Hesitantly, he offered a comment on Ulysses. He made the grade, for the nun warmed considerably. Losing no time, she launched into a rapid discourse that touched Tennyson, Sir Walter Scott, Herman Melville, and Jane Austen. Colin was flabbergasted; the daunting old crone could run circles around any scholar living or dead. She lost him completely with the Russian novelists, but he regained a little ground with the Romantic poets. Surprisingly, Perpetua didn’t have two words to say about his favourite work, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. Maybe she was just catching her second wind, for she went right to town on Billy Shakespeare.

“Which passage do you favour, Mr. Aintree?” Sister Perpetua mused, after a long monologue on the mystical aspects of Shakespeare’s tragedies. “The scene where Macbeth first encounters the Weird Sisters, or the one in which Hamlet and company challenge the ghost of the old king?” Again, one of those discomforting, searching looks. Colin took little note of it; the enjoyable chat on the great authors and the steady flow of champagne had him quite at ease. Perhaps too much so.

“Hard to say,” Colin answered after a bit. “I really like to teach Macbeth, but Hamlet is my all time favourite to see on stage. A theatre company in Halifax did a bang-up job on that ghost scene. Now, come to think of it, doesn’t that scene mention Christmas Eve?”

“Why, so it does,” said Perpetua in such a dissembling tone that alarms started to clang in a remote corner of Colin’s mind. “The reference is most lyrically put by the character Marcellus in the following lines:

Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated,

This bird of dawning singth all night long, 

And then they say no spirit doth stir abroad, 

The nights are wholesome, then no planets strike,

No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm, So hallowed, so gracious is that time.

So lovely. Quite by chance I have that committed to memory, of course. But a penny for your thoughts, Mr. Aintree. Is this night so charmed that fell spirits of the dark, goblins and the like, cower in their lairs, mortally afraid of the grace about to be bestowed on this sordid world?” Perpetua affected nonchalance, but Colin noted how she leaned toward him just as his dog Robin Hood would point out a grouse.

Mouth suddenly dry, Colin paused. This was no casual fishing about. Perpetua was after something.

“No Sister,” he answered with careful deliberation. “As a kid I often spent Christmas Eve curled on feed sacks in the barn, awaiting that enchanted moment when the cows and horses would drop to their knees and pray to baby Jesus. Every year I would nod off to sleep, and Dad would come out and cart me off to bed. No special spells, no special miracles. And as for this particular Christmas, try out this bit of Shakespeare:

I have seen tempests, when the scolding winds 

Have riv’d the knotty oaks; and I have seen 

The ambitious ocean swell and rage and foam, 

To be exalted with the threat’ning clouds...

“Julius Caesar. Haven’t a clue who says it.” Touché, old girl. Us young whipper-snappers can word-sling too. As if to make his point, a mighty gust of Arctic wind shook the convent, causing old timbers to protest with sudden creaks and groans.

“Wind turned,” said Kev Lundrigan, speaking for the first time since the meal began. “Comin’ out o’ the nor’east now. Won’t be fit out fer a dog the once.”

Sister Perpetua was not amused. She blatantly ignored the fishing skipper and nailed Colin with her hot, ebony eyes. “You and I could bandy the Bard all evening, I wager,” she snapped crossly. “Now I will ask you point blank. Given you are a young man of uncommon perception—spare the protests, I know these things — do you sense any...unnatural currents in the air? A chill at the nape of your neck that cannot be explained by the evening’s cold? An ill wind, to pursue your own metaphor.” Waspishness turned to intense earnestness as she hunched forward.
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