
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



The BIRDER and the UNDERTAKER

Chris Ryan


Copyright @ 2025 Chris Ryan

All rights reserved

––––––––

ISBN 978-1-7390416-4-9 = Paperback

ISBN 978-1-7390416-5-6 = ebook

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically or mechanically. Including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the author, except for the inclusion of brief quotations and a review.

This novel is a work of fiction. Some names which appear on these pages are fictitious. Any name resembling a living or deceased person is purely coincidental. All events and stories discussed are fabricated.

Any errors, typos or mistakes in this story are those of the author.


DEDICATION

I dedicate this novel to the birders who have birded our province for over half a century. Some of these senior birders have observed more than 400 species, which is an amazing accomplishment. Their knowledge, guidance, and sharing of records have kept this beautiful hobby of birding alive and thriving in our province.

I became a serious birder in the spring of 2002. A rare bird anywhere across the island would get maybe ten or fifteen die-hard birders who would travel to see it. Now, when a rare bird is reported, it will get many dozens of birders who will ‘chase’ it.

I would like to give honourable mention to one of this province’s most well-known, respected and expert birders.

John Wells: November 29, 1955- September 6, 2021.

John worked as a lab demonstrator and tutor in the Physics Department at Memorial University of Newfoundland. He travelled to several continents and many countries to bird: places such as South America, Europe, Asia, Africa, Siberia, Russia, Antarctica, Aleutian Islands. New Zealand and Australia, just to name a few places. His world checklist had surpassed 5000 birds by the time he left us.

Losing John left a large void in the birding community. His friendship and guidance to new and younger birders is missed. It is rare to spend a day birding with a group of birders or to stake out a rare bird without his name being mentioned.

Rest easy, John–your birding friends know you’re soaring with some of the most beautiful birds.
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Phillip and Chloe Melon, along with their son Phillip, left Scottsdale, Arizona, to start a new life in the small seaside town of Bay Bulls, Newfoundland and Labrador, on the far east coast of Canada. The scenic town, located on the Avalon Peninsula, is one of the oldest communities in the province, having recorded settlement as far back as 1635. 

Phillip bought a well-established business in the area, Ryan’s Funeral Home, when the owner had retired. The Melon family settled into a large, century-old, two-storey house on Quays Road, on the south side of the harbour, known locally as ‘The Quays.’ The historic home was built in the Second Empire style, complete with a Mansard roof and Dormer windows. 

Phillip Jr., the Melon’s only child, was nineteen when his family decided to put down roots on the Southern Shore. His friends and family affectionately referred to him as ‘Chief’ — a nickname stemming from his father’s Pima Indian heritage; with an overwhelming interest in nature, everything from insects, spiders, butterflies and birds–but especially birds.

Chief was highly intelligent, but had a learning disability. In his preteens, he suffered from depression and severe attention deficit disorder. By the time he reached his early teens, he was diagnosed as having multiple personalities. He spent most of his time skipping school and excelling at the games of eight-ball and nine-ball in pool halls in Scottsdale. A year or two before leaving Arizona, he had become a serious birdwatcher or “birder” as they preferred to be called.

When Chief got settled in his new country, he came across the Nature NL website and a checklist for the Birds of Newfoundland and Labrador. He downloaded it, and with the list in hand, he was determined to see as many birds as possible in his first year on the island. Occasionally, birders from Newfoundland travel to Labrador to bird or to twitch a super-rare bird. Labrador is further north and shares a border with the province of Quebec. In 1809, Labrador was ceded to the Colony of Newfoundland by the Privy Council of Great Britain.

Birders keep a checklist of birds they’ve seen: these checklists can be a yard, city, or provincial list, and the more dedicated birders do a country or a continent list. Some keep a list of birds they have seen in a year. The term twitch is a British term that originated in the 50s, meaning to travel along distance to tick a rare bird for a life list. Birders who travel a long distance to tick a bird are called twitchers. 

The annual Christmas bird count usually takes place on Boxing Day and is a big event in the birding community in North America and around the world; teams of birders take an area and spread out, trying to find the best or rarest bird of the day. Afterwards, they get together for a hot meal and a drink to celebrate the season and the day’s count.   

Chief had one big problem: he didn’t have a driver's license. A few months before becoming of age to take the driver’s test, his family physician sent a note to the State governing department in Arizona, responsible for issuing driver’s licenses. The note stated that Phillip Melon Jr. should not be issued a driver’s license. The reason was that, with his mental health issues, he was not a safe candidate to operate a vehicle. Birding without a vehicle in a place as big as Newfoundland would be a challenge.

He frequented the definitive local birding website, nf.birds, and followed along with great interest as people posted their daily sightings of semi-rare and rare birds. He came across four names of people who had compiled the most recent and up-to-date NL birding checklist on the site. He emailed all four, and only one replied: a birder named Justin Cleary, who was a student at the province’s only university, Memorial University of Newfoundland and Labrador (MUN).

Cleary was interested in hearing from him, as new birders were always welcome. More birders meant more eyes, which in turn meant that more rare birds would be seen and reported. With such a small population on the island of Newfoundland, new birders were as scarce as an albino moose.
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Chief and Cleary emailed each other back and forth for a few weeks. Justin was excited to share details of rare birds that had been seen and recorded on the island in the past thirty or forty years. Even though Cleary was young to be a serious birder, he had been compiling birding records and information going back decades.

A few weeks after the initial contact, Justin invited Chief to go birding with him and his friend, Dorian Bullard. The young American was elated to be going on an adventure with birders who knew local birds and the locations to find them. The birding trip on this first meetup would start at Cape Race, home of the famed Cape Race Lighthouse. 

The lighthouse is located at the end of Cape Race Road and has been in operation since 1907. The lighthouse keeper at Cape Race was the last contact for the doomed ocean liner Titanic. In addition to the historical significance of the Cape, the area surrounding it is considered one of the best birding spots on the Avalon.

Chief was up before his alarm went off, excited for his first day of birding in Newfoundland. Delighted that he had found birders to go birding with. In the meantime, Justin picked up Dorian in Mount Pearl. Their first stop was to check the small duck pond on Ruby Line. No die-hard birder left or returned to the city without checking this location. This small pond is east of the traffic lights, close to Ruby Manor Seniors Home. 

Some notable birds have been seen in this pond over the years. Such as Ruffs—this large Sandpiper is a Eurasian bird. The male of this species is striking when in breeding plumage. American Avocet, Great Egrets, Herons, and all three species of Phalarope—Red, Red-necked, and Wilson’s—have been spotted in this pond. Females of this species are more brightly coloured than the males, which is rare. Some semi-rare ducks, like Gadwall and Garganey, have also made stopovers at this pond.

The two MUN students considered themselves birders more so than students and were excited to meet the new birder. Both hoped to one day become professional bird guides, travelling the world, and finding rare and exotic birds while getting paid to do it.

Justin blew the car’s horn at the house, hoping it was the one Chief had described. When the American walked out, both were amazed at his size: stout, roughly five feet four inches tall, and weighing at least three hundred pounds. Justin hoped he wasn’t indolent because of his physique, as birders do a lot of walking from daylight to dusk. The young man got in the back seat of the small car with some effort.

Introductions were made, along with handshakes. 

“Nice to meet you. I can’t believe I finally met people who are just as crazy about birds as I am.”

“Chief, right?” Justin asked.

“Yes, the name’s Phillip, but I’ve been called Chief as long as I can remember.”

“We’ve been birding together for a few years. I’m from the central part of the island, Lewisporte. Dorian grew up in Mount Pearl. When you grow up in St. John’s or Mount Pearl, you’re called a townie. If you grow up in one of the many bays or harbours on the island, you’re called a bayman.”

“That's interesting. Where will we be birding today? Or should I say, how far south will we be going?”

“We’ll start at Cape Race Lighthouse and work our way back north. It’s a little early for spring migration. We’ve had some good easterly and north-easterly winds in the past week or so. Ya never know, we might find a European rarity or two.” Justin said.

“European birds? Do you get them here regularly? I notice some European birds on the checklist, but I never thought it was an annual thing.”

“It’s not an annual event,” replied Justin, “We can go a year or two with nothing reported from Europe, and then in one year, we could get hundreds of European Golden Plover, a few Northern Lapwing, and even a few Black-tailed Godwits. In late summer and early fall, when we get the tail end of hurricanes blowing in from the south, birders spread out and try to cover as much of the south and east coast shorelines as possible. In those conditions, we’re hoping to find Boobies, Pelicans, or a Red-tailed Tropicbird.”

“Wow, to think I’m from Arizona, and could be seeing birds from Europe and the southeastern US here. It’s like a dream to me.”

“Chief...right? How did you get that nickname?” Dorian asked.

“My father is part Pima Indian, and that’s where it came from originally. One of my father’s favourite movies is ‘One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest’, and Will Sampson, the big Indian, was his favourite actor in that movie, even though he never spoke one word. So that’s why I’m called Chief.” 

“Chief, hopefully, we’ll get you your first European species today. I noticed you have all the expensive birding gear,” Justin said.

“I’m also a pool player. I went to the state junior championships in Arizona a few times, for eight-ball and nine-ball. My father wasn’t too happy with me hanging out in pool halls. He believes only boozers, drug addicts, and losers hang out in such establishments. I don’t agree with his view on that. Some of the nicest people I've ever met were tattoo-covered pool players. Most are quiet gentlemen, a breed of their own. Anyway, when I started showing an interest in birding, he bought me whatever I wanted in birding equipment, hoping to keep me out of the pool halls. I laid down my cue for a few months and did a lot of birding when I first got interested in it. I guess it kept me out of the pool halls to some degree.”

“Wish I had an ol’ man like that,” Dorian said.

“Both my scope and bins are Swarovski.” 

“What camera are you shooting with?” asked Justin.

“A Canon 5D, with a 400mm lens, and a 1.4 extender. I also have an 800mm lens. I rarely use it; it’s too heavy to be lugging around, as I’m sure you know.”

“Wow, that’s some of the best gear you can buy,” Justin replied

“Well, I kinda worked for it. My father owned two funeral homes in Scottsdale, and he wants me to be an undertaker. I have no interest in handling dead bodies for the rest of my life. Touching dead bodies grosses me out. I worked around both homes, picking up bodies and caskets, cleaning the funeral homes nightly after wakes, and giving a lift in the prep room when needed. So yes, I kinda worked for it.”

“I’d lug bodies, dead or alive, day and night to get that kind of gear,” Dorian said with a chuckle.

“You think,” Justin said. “You have over ten thousand dollars of birding equipment.”

“Please, God, I’ll see my first European species today.”

“Ya never know what you’ll see on any given day birding; it’s like easter egg hunting, you never know what’s behind a tree or under a bush,” Dorian said.

“Chief, do you have a cell phone?” asked Justin.

“No. I’ve had three and lost them. Father wouldn’t get me another one.”

“We don’t own phones. When we find a decent or rare bird, we call one of our birding friends from a convenience store or a gas station for them to post it on nf.birds.” Justin said.
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They meandered down the twisting and turning Southern Shore highway as daylight crept up on them. It was still somewhat cold for the end of April—spring was a ways away yet. Icebergs and slob ice were still lingering in the bays and harbours.

Chief was amazed by the ice. Having only been as far south as Tors Cove, and the three smaller communities south of there—Burnt Cove, St. Michael’s, and Bauline. Passing through every community, Chief was given a little history lesson or as much as the boys knew about where the name of each town came from. Most communities have a history going back centuries.

As they exited Cappahayden, the young American was amazed with the flat, treeless land. “Boys, I have a question. I’m sure I’ll have many during the day. Did people cut all the trees off this land?”

Justin and Dorian chuckled. “Nope. Trees don’t grow on these barrens.”

“Barrens...what are barrens?” Asked Chief.

“That’s what you’re looking at. This land goes on forever, this far south. Right over to St. Mary’s Bay, and on over to the Cape Shore.” Justin said.

“It looks morbid,” said Chief. "Like the badlands. Like something you’d see in a movie. Trees don’t grow on it?”

“Nope. This is windswept land. All you’ll see, in the way of trees, are tuckamores. Stunted trees that grow sideways and are deformed, mostly from the wind. They're considered more of a formation, more like a Japanese bonsai than a tree. Most tuckamore are spruce—black spruce. Which is our Provincial tree.” Justin said.

“Do any animals live on that land?” Chief asked.

“Yes. Caribou, Woodland Caribou,” Dorian said. “This herd is the most southerly in the world. When Caribou are domesticated, they’re called Reindeer. Reindeer were domesticated in Europe over 2000 years ago and are a little smaller. The females also have antlers, which is rare in any species. Ten or fifteen years ago, there were over ten thousand animals in this herd, until a brainworm infestation almost wiped them out. The herd is down to a few hundred animals now and are slowly making a comeback. Hunting them is prohibited.” 

“Interesting, I hope I get to see some of these animals.”

“We might. But don’t get your hopes up on seeing one today. You’ll eventually see one, maybe even a small herd.” Justin said.

As they passed the Loran C Tower site, the fog was pea soup thick. The tower was a landmark in the area, erected in 1965 as a communication tower for the marine industry. It collapsed in 1993 and was rebuilt much shorter than the first tower. The further south they went, they could hardly see a pole's length in front of the car. 

“Boys, what’s with the fog? It looks and feels eerie. Like watching the start of a horror movie.”

“Get used to it, Chief,” replied Justin. “This far south on the Avalon Peninsula, you can get over 150 days of fog a year. It’s rare to come down here in the spring and summer and not have fog.”

“Shit, man, does it affect birding?

“No, not really,” replied Dorian. “We’ve had some great birds in pea soup fog.”

“Pea soup fog? What’s that?”

Justin and Dorian chuckled from the front seat. Justin spoke. “Pea soup, not pea soup fog. It’s a soup made with split peas, salt meat, and vegetables. Us Newfies love it. It’s a thick soup—actually, it gets thicker a day or two after it’s cooked, and tastes even better. So that’s where the saying comes from.”

“Interesting. You have many sayings and quotes that I must learn and familiarize myself with. It’s almost like Newfoundland has its own language.”

“Wait until you meet a few hands from down this way. They have accents like they just got off a boat from Belfast or Dublin yesterday. Especially the older folks.” Justin said.

“Father did say that Newfoundland is very similar to Ireland when he first told me we were coming here to live.” 

The vehicle made its way through the small town of Portugal Cove South. As they took the turnoff to Cape Race Road, the American spoke up. “Boys, can I ask you another question?”

“Sure, go ahead. Ask away.” Answered Justin. 

“The word Newfie. Do people get offended if they’re called a Newfie? I haven’t been here long, and I’ve used it a few times, and people look at me, and not in a nice way. I guess my accent doesn’t help.”

“Don’t lose any sleep over it,” Dorian said. “Ninety percent of Newfies don’t care what you call them, so long as it’s not late for supper.”

The American laughed. 

“There are a few with their noses stuck up in the air, who get offended when they hear it being used. Some say it’s disrespectful, the same as using the word Paki for a Pakistani.” Justin said.

“I was curious—another thing, I haven’t noticed many coloured, or foreign-speaking people since I arrived here.”

“Nope, and you won’t,” Justin said. “Not many different nationalities here. It’s slowly picking up. In St. John’s, you’ll see a few foreigners. Every year a few hundred students come from abroad to study at the university. Down the Southern Shore—foreigners are as scarce as hens' teeth and rarer than a rare bird from Europe.” 

Chief laughed, “As scarce as hens' teeth. I never heard that phrase until I came here. Another question, what’s supper?” 

The boys chuckled.

“Supper is dinner, and dinner in England is called tea; if you ever hear anyone say that they had a great scoff, that means a decent meal,” Dorian said.

“Interesting. Everything is so different here than where I came from,” replied Chief.

The ten-year-old Toyota bottomed out every few minutes on the dirt road.

“Boys, how far out is the lighthouse?”

“A little over twenty kilometres. In your case, roughly thirteen miles,” Dorian said. “This road is rough, as you can see. It usually takes us an hour or more to get there, because we stop at many locations, phishing for birds in clusters of stunted trees and alders. More so in the fall rather than the spring. When semi-rare songbirds blow off course in the fall, they hang out in these clusters.” Dorian said.

“Justin, do you mind stopping for a minute? I have to relieve myself, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a cigarette. I’ve been craving one since we passed the park with the French name.”

Both looked at each other. They had never birded with a person who smoked. Dorian was a broke smoker. When he had extra money, he enjoyed the bad habit, especially when drinking.

“Sure,” replied Justin. “I’ll pull in when we get over this hill. There’s an area there called The Drook.”

The new birder took a pack of Marlboro Reds from his shirt pocket and offered a cigarette. Justin thanked him and said he had never smoked. Dorian said he smoked occasionally and might take him up on the offer someday down the road. But certainly not when he was with Justin. 

Justin and Dorian had become close friends over birds, spending over a hundred days a year in each other’s company, getting together occasionally for a few beers or a celebratory drink of single malt Scotch, after finding a bird that had never been seen in Newfoundland, which would qualify as a mega bird. 

One of the mega birds that they had found together was an Ash-throated Flycatcher in Ferryland—a first record for the island. Somewhat alike as birders, but dissimilar all the same. Justin was serious most of the time, while Dorian was carefree and lived one day at a time. 

After relieving themselves, and Chief having had a smoke, they continued. A few kilometres further out the road, Justin felt what he thought was a tire thumping.

“Boys, bad news, I think we might have a flat.” He glanced back at Chief, “Getting out this road without a flat is a good day, but not today.” He chuckled as he slowly pulled the car onto the shoulder.

“Fuck,” Dorian said. “That’s all we need, another fuckin’ flat tire. How many flats are we after gettin’ on this god-forsaken road?”

Chief looked at Dorian. The cursing was kind of unexpected. Upon exiting the car, they realized they had not one, but two flats, on the passenger side.

“Boys, we have a problem, a big problem. Two flats and one spare.” Justin said.

“Ya think,” replied Dorian. “I guess we’re sitting ducks. We’ll replace one tire and leave her on the jack.”

“Yes. But how long will we be here before another vehicle comes by and gives us a lift to one of the garages in Trepassey?” Justin said.

With one tire changed, they walked the road in the drizzle and fog to pass the time. Two hours later, Cliff Doran, one of the lighthouse keepers, came barrelling in the dirt road in a mad rush. Having smoked his last cigarette a few hours earlier, waiting for a convenience store to open in Portugal Cove South or Trepassey. 

Everyone knew Cliff. If you were unfortunate enough to get a flat or have a mechanical issue in this neck of the woods, there was a good chance he’d be the person to come by and render assistance. Cliff was a great photographer of wildlife and icebergs. On many occasions, he had reported some of the rarest birds ever seen in Newfoundland. Some of the birds that he had reported to the birding community over the years were Upland Sandpiper, Vesper, and Golden-crowned Sparrows, just to name a few. When Cliff was on shift, birders and pretty much everyone who visited the lighthouse area—known as the Cape—felt obligated to go to the lighthouse keeper's house for some of Cliff’s famous chocolate cake and a coffee. A typical Newfoundlander, he could talk until the cows came home.

When Cliff pulled in next to the car, he smiled. It wasn’t his first time rescuing a birder or tourist with a flat tire or two. He got out, and within a minute, all three walked up from below a bank. The fog had dissipated somewhat, and the boys had been scanning the ocean with scopes, looking for Puffins, Kittiwakes, Gannets, and Common Murres, known locally as Turrs. These seabirds come back in the thousands to nest on the islands and rookeries along the coastline.

“Hey, b’ys. Lil’ problem, I see,” Cliff said with a grin. Chief was going to meet his first genuine Newfie with a thick accent.

“I replaced one tire and need the second plugged,” replied Justin.

“No worries, heave it in the back. I’m on the way for smokes. We’ll get it plugged at McNeill’s or Pennell’s.”

When Justin heard this, he said, “Smokes, our friend here smokes.” Chief removed his pack of Marlboro and offered Cliff one.

“Fuckin’ Yankee cigarettes. I guess I can’t be particular, out here in no man's land. Thanks, young trout.”

As Justin placed the tire in the back of Cliff’s suburban, Dorian did the introductions.

“Nice to meet ya. Arizoonaa. How da fuck did ya end up on this rock?” Cliff asked.

“My father bought the funeral home in Bay Bulls.”

“Yes, I heard ol’ man Ryan was retirin’ and the funeral home was sold. Time for ‘im to retire, sure, he musta buried a thousand souls on the Shore. B’y yer in for a rude fuckin’ awakenin.’ Yer balls’ll freeze off ya when da winter rolls ‘round. Ya looks like a fella that loves grub and never missed a meal in yer life.”

The American never understood a word Cliff had said—he could’ve been speaking French—as he was talking so fast, along with the thick accent. He looked at Cliff, smiled, and nodded in the affirmative.

An hour and a half later, they had the plugged tire back on the car. With the car back in functioning order, they slowly continued out the long and foreboding gravel road. The road looked like it hadn’t been graded in some time, which was strange, as the federal government usually kept the road in good shape. As they moved along, a Willow Ptarmigan crossed the road—another lifer for Chief.

They parked at the lighthouse and strolled around, hoping to find a rare Sparrow or a Corn Crake from Europe. Only one Corn Crake has ever been seen in Newfoundland, and it was found just north of this lighthouse. Unfortunately, only a handful of birders got to tick it. 

Before exiting the car, they had agreed to meet at the lighthouse keeper’s house for lunch at noon. Lighthouse keepers at Cape Race can go weeks without seeing another human. As Cliff was known to say, ‘Bad company was better than no company.’

The American left and headed north on an old road towards Green Hill. The old road was more of a cow's path for the first half-kilometre, then turned into an all-terrain vehicle trail. At noon, Justin and Dorian met at the lighthouse keeper’s house. Ten minutes had passed when Justin said to his lunchmates. “I wonder where Chief is? We agreed to meet here at noon to have lunch.”

“No worries,” Cliff said. “Probably found a good bird and got sidetracked with the time.”

Sandwiches were consumed with coffee, along with a slice of Cliff’s freshly baked chocolate cake. After thirty minutes, and there was still no sign of Chief, Justin suspected something had happened. He decided he was going to go look for Chief.

They left the house and went in the direction Chief had gone. Cliff’s new husky, Sheba, was with him. A beautiful-looking creature, a rescue dog, all the way from northern Labrador. The fog was so thick you could cut it with a butter knife. Walking at a good pace for over half an hour, repeatedly calling Chief’s name—but there was no sign of him.

“Cliff, this is your call,” Justin said, “What do we do?”

“First of all, b’ys, relax.” At his age, Cliff was the type, that not much flustered him. “He’s only been gone for a few hours. He can’t be too far, and he doesn’t look like the type who can cover a lot of land in that time. He ain’t built like a sprinter, or even a slow jogger for that matter.” Both birders laughed a nervous laugh.

“I hope nothing happened to him,” Dorian said, “Our fuckin’ luck. Take a Yankee birding, and he gets lost on the first day.”

“B’ys, there’s a cabin not far from here. Maybe he got in over his head with what land he covered and went into the cabin to rest. Arnold Ward owns the cabin, and it’s never locked, and I’m sure it’s stocked with firewood.”

Newfoundlanders seldom lock cabins in the backcountry, and always leave a good supply of dry wood, with matches and lighters in a sealed glass bottle close to the stove. These remote cabins are also stocked with a good supply of canned food with a can opener. This is done in the rare chance a hunter gets lost and has to get in out of bad weather. Having access to a heating source and basic supplies could make the difference between surviving or succumbing to the elements.

An hour later, after hard walking, they reached the red cabin. Upon entering, they saw that it was vacant. Cliff touched the stove top to see if it was warm. Had it been, it would have told them that Chief had been in the cabin. They all sat for a much-needed rest. Cliff took out his cigarettes, lit one, and smoked two back-to-back.

Justin was the most stressed of the three, as he was the one who had invited Chief to go birding.

The three walked at a fast pace and were back at the lighthouse keeper’s house in just over an hour. Cliff immediately called the RCMP detachment in Trepassey. Cst. Sharp answered and said it would be twenty-four hours before an official search would be launched. As it was a slow day, he’d reach out to Rovers Search and Rescue in St. John’s and ask for their advice and guidance, and he’d call Cliff back.

Forty minutes later, the phone rang, and Cliff answered. It was Sharp again. Repeating that an official search wouldn’t be started for twenty-four hours. Informing Cliff that Rovers Search and Rescue would be at Cape Race before daylight, to search for the lost birder, if he hadn’t shown up before dark. The Rovers had several new members and had planned a training exercise for the following day. As twenty-four hours hadn’t passed, it wouldn’t be considered an official search and rescue—it would be considered training. Cliff thanked the officer and said he’d see him in the morning. He told the officer, before hanging up, that if the young man showed up, he’d call the detachment.

The boys had listened to the phone conversation and were content with what Cliff said after speaking with the officer. After another coffee, they decided to split up and search and to meet back at the lighthouse keeper’s house in two hours. Dorian would walk back to the cabin, and Justin would go left between the cabin and the lighthouse and walk the barrens. 

Cliff would drive back and forth on the road as far as Long Beach, stopping every few hundred feet to scan the flat land with binoculars. Long Beach had a half dozen cabins that were once year-round homes; most had been cut down in size. Long Beach was resettled in the mid-sixties, as part of Newfoundland’s first Premier, Joey Smallwood’s resettlement programs. 

All agreed; Chief couldn’t have gone that far, being obese and a smoker. Walking on the barrens wasn’t easy, even though it was level; the growth was hard to maneuver over.

Two hours later, all three were back in the kitchen. The younger men were exhausted and sweating from non-stop walking. The boys were in a predicament—would they drive back to the city or stay overnight with Cliff? Chief’s parents had to be contacted and told that their son was missing.

Justin called the RCMP and spoke with the same officer Cliff had spoken to earlier, explaining the situation. Telling him, the man’s parents had to be contacted to inform them that their son was missing. The officer said he’d send another officer to relay the message. Justin gave him the parents' house address in Bay Bulls, along with Cliff’s number. Telling the officers to let the parents know that the two people their son was with were going to stay at the lighthouse keeper’s house overnight, and for the parents to call if they had any questions. Being poor students, neither owned a cell phone. 

After the call and another coffee, they headed out again to continue searching. They’d search separately, in areas that hadn’t previously been searched. Once it was coming on dark, the three returned to the house. Within minutes of walking into the kitchen, the phone rang. It was Chief’s father.

“Hello, lighthouse keeper Cliff Doran speakin’.” 

“Hello, my name is Phillip Melon. May I speak with Justin, please?” Cliff handed the phone to Justin.

“Hello, Justin speaking.” 

“Good day, Justin, I’m Phillip, Chief’s father. Can you tell me in God’s name where you are? And what’s happened to my son?”

“Well, sir, we’re at Cape Race Lighthouse on the southern tip of the Southern Shore. Actually, it’s the southern tip of the Avalon Peninsula, it’s close to Trepassey. We came down here to go birding.”

“Yes. I understand that. Chief had mentioned to his mother that he was going birding with people he’d met online. But what’s happened to him?”

“We don’t know. We arrived here around ten and split up to bird and planned on meeting back here at the lighthouse keeper's house for lunch at noon. Chief walked north, and we haven’t seen him since. Three of us have walked a few kilometres in the direction we last saw him, but there’s no sign of him.”

“I’m not too worried, yet. My son has no sense of direction. He can get lost in a shopping mall that he’s been to hundreds of times. He’s been lost in Arizona many times over the years.”

“Sir, thank you, that’s a little reassuring. But we’re not in Arizona now; the weather down here can get nasty. The fog here now is very thick, and it's cold, only 2 degrees Celsius. You can see maybe five or six hundred feet at best. If Chief doesn’t show up, my friend Dorian and I will stay overnight. The Rovers Search and Rescue unit from St. John’s is starting a search at daylight. In Newfoundland, same as in most other places, a person must be missing or lost, twenty-four hours before an official search starts. An RCMP officer spoke with the search and rescue group and was told that the group was planning on a day of training tomorrow, so they’re coming down here and starting a search at daylight and calling it training. That’s a good thing.”

“I guess there’s not much I can do now. I’ll be there in the morning if he hasn’t turned up by then. Thank you for taking my son with you, and please don’t blame yourself for him wandering off and getting lost. My son is a long story, maybe we’ll discuss it sometime.”

“Sir, please bring an old jacket or sweater belonging to your son. Dogs are sometimes used to search for people who are lost. If a dog is used, the handler will have the dog smell a piece of clothing belonging to the person that’s lost, to get a scent to try and pick up a trail. Hopefully, Chief shows up. If not, I’ll see you at daylight.”

When Justin hung up the phone, he relayed what Chief’s father had said about his son having no sense of direction and that his son is a long story. All were curious what was meant by that comment made by Chief’s father.’



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4

[image: ]




The following morning, before daylight, Cliff had Irish music blaring, the stove top was covered with frying pans, frying bacon, eggs, bologna, and toutons, which is fried bread dough. Plus a pot of baked beans he’d placed in the oven before turning in for the night, so they’d cook slowly overnight. The aroma of coffee brewing through the house was a beautiful smell. It reminded Justin of Saturday and Sunday mornings growing up in Lewisporte when his father prepared weekend breakfasts. It was a comforting tradition that he missed, since moving to St. John’s to attend university.

Justin had lain awake most of the night with worry. Dorian, on the other hand, slept like a log. Unconcerned about his lost friend. He rose as if he was going off on a day’s birding. Justin was blaming himself for allowing Chief to stroll off alone in the heavy fog. Dorian was more interested in finding a mega bird from Europe than in finding their lost companion.

Breakfast was served with daylight slowly coming on. The view from the kitchen window showed a handful of vehicles arriving and parking below the cement lighthouse, which towered 29 meters high. A red pickup, with dual rear wheels, towing a white twenty-foot trailer, arrived. The driver carefully backed up and positioned the trailer off to the side of the parking area, between the lighthouse and an old, red, dilapidated building. The driver and the others went to work, disconnecting the trailer from the truck and positioning levelling jacks under the trailer. This would serve as the command post for the search that would commence shortly after daylight.

Cliff, being the fastest to eat, went outside to have a smoke and to speak with the Search and Rescue members. As he took the first draw of his cigarette, making his way down the steps, a black Mercedes-Benz sedan pulled in next to his Suburban. He figured Phillip Melon Sr. was driving the expensive vehicle. Stepping out of the vehicle, wearing a sharp black suit that included a black tie and black shoes. This attire is known as a nine-piece suit in Newfoundland. Phillip introduced himself and then lit a cigarette. 

Cliff gave a brief history of Cape Race and the lighthouse to the American. When they finished their smokes, they walked into the kitchen, and Cliff introduced Phillip to the young men. After handshakes, Justin asked if he had brought a piece of his son’s clothing. He said he had forgotten the request. Justin found this strange after asking him to bring something which could be important in the search. 

After chatting for five minutes or so, Cliff and Phillip Sr. left to walk over to the lighthouse, where the search and rescue trailer had been set up. At the trailer, Cliff did the introductions. Five men and one woman were busy hustling about the lengthy trailer that held all the gear required to search for a missing person. Cliff and Phillip Sr. watched as the gear was removed from the van and laid in an organized fashion on a white tarpaulin on the ground.

Five minutes after the two men had entered the trailer, two members of the RCMP arrived. With everyone gathered around a large table that had been set up next to the trailer, the team leader explained how the search would be conducted. He was the most senior of the team, with many years of experience finding people who had gotten lost or had ran off intending to end their lives. The operation that was about to commence from the trailer involved scrutinizing maps, directing members to run grid patterns and keeping handheld radio communications open. While the leader oversaw the operations, he’d prepare a large pot or two of soup or stew to feed his crew when they took a break around noon.

Within an hour, twenty people would hit the barrens. Seventeen men and three women, all young and middle-aged. After a short discussion, the officers left and headed back to the detachment in Trepassey. Before leaving, the search team lead was told that the RCMP were only a phone call away if needed.

When Justin and Dorian were finished eating, they walked over to the trailer to meet the search team, who were assembled around the table studying maps of the area. They couldn’t tell them much more than what Cliff and the father already had. After all, they didn’t know the young man that well, having only met him the day before. All they could say was that Chief had headed north on the path that went towards Green Hill. They mentioned that Chief was a smoker, so they’d look for discarded cigarette butts as they searched. Maybe that would put them on his trail.

The four thanked the team members for taking the time to look for Chief and returned to the house.

The fog hadn’t dissipated overnight. If anything, it was heavier than the previous day. It would ease off a little, looking like it was clearing, and then return with a vengeance, fifteen or twenty minutes later. The searchers spread out in teams of two, each team equipped with a handheld radio. Five teams of two were dropped along Cape Race Road, a kilometre apart. They’d walk north-northeast, hoping their new friend hadn’t gone over a cliff and into the ocean. 

The boys were told not to walk the barrens to look for their friend. The team didn’t want two more lost people in the fog. At noon, searchers started arriving back at the trailer for lunch. Five hours of searching and nothing had been found. No discarded clothing, no cigarette butts, and no depleted water bottles. The searchers had been told that the person who was missing carried bottles of water and protein bars in his camera bag. 

The team were at a loss as to where he was. Many kilometres of barrens had been walked and searched, without finding.

After lunch, everyone headed out again to continue searching. Justin and Dorian were bored out of their minds, with the fog being too heavy to scan the ocean for seabirds. They, along with Cliff and Phillip Sr., spent most of the time sitting in the kitchen, chatting and drinking coffee. Cliff and Phillip would go outside for a smoke every twenty minutes or so.

Justin was a keen observer of people; he noticed Phillip never appeared overly upset or bothered that his son was missing. He seemed casual, drinking coffee and smoking away.

As Cliff was enjoying a cigarette on the step, he glanced north, and a thought crossed his mind. Was there a chance the young man happened to get on the partially cut hiking trail from Chance Cove Park to the Cape? He remembered that in the early days of building the East Coast Trail, volunteers with the association had made one or two rough cuts through this area. The original plan for the trail was to go from Fort Amherst on the south side of St. John’s on to Cape Race. Was there a chance he got on this rough-cut trail and just kept walking, hoping it would bring him out to the highway or to a community?

The day ended as it had started, with not a trace of the person they were looking for. The fog had hugged the coastline for most of the day. 

At dusk, Cliff walked to the trailer and ran his idea by the team leader. The leader liked what Cliff said, and it made sense as a possibility for the search. Maybe he did get on the partially cut trail and kept walking north.

The team leader called the RCMP detachment in Trepassey and asked the officer who answered his call if it was possible to get the key to the park gate. The park was locked with a heavy gate in the off-season and not opened until mid-May, to allow campers to set up their campers for the May 24th weekend. 

******
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Justin, Dorian, and Phillip had left at dark the previous evening. They’d stay home and await news of the search. Justin found it strange that Phillip didn’t stay at Cape Race. He was certain, under the circumstances, Cliff would have offered him a bed. 

As the searchers gathered in the pre-dawn light, an RCMP vehicle pulled up next to the search and rescue trailer. The officer asked those who were milling about if the team leader was present. One of the members went into the trailer and got him. When the leader stepped down from the trailer, he was handed the key to the gate, allowing access to the park. The search leader called everyone together and picked three of the younger, fit members of the team to walk from the start of the trail on the south end of the wilderness park to the lighthouse. Instructing them to take two radios and extra batteries, along with extra water, food, clothing, and two flashlights, in the rare chance of not getting back before dark.

With the fog still just as thick as the previous day, two men and a woman were driven to the park to head south on the trail. 

It was obvious to the searchers just as they started making headway on the rough trail, that it had been worked on, but not in recent years. Faded blue marking tape was strewn along the trail, along with washed-out orange hunters tape.

The three had made it to Clam Cove in less than two hours. It was rough travelling on the partially cut trail, with many tangled deadfall trees to maneuver over and under.

In a thick, overgrown area that hugged the shoreline, they spotted a man from a distance. Sitting on a flat rock, with his legs folded, staring out at the ocean. They approached slowly and repeatedly called Chief’s name. He never reacted or acknowledged them. 

“Hello, Chief, we’re with Search and Rescue. How are you feeling? Are you okay?” Chief’s eyes never moved; he continued to stare at the ocean.

“I’mm Big Sky. Whoo aare you?”

When they heard this, they looked at each other, confused. They had a name—Chief Melon. Was this a different person, who was also lost? The physical structure of this man matched the person they were searching for. The same height and weight, and his clothing matched what the searchers had been told the lost man was wearing.

“We’re with Search and Rescue; we’re two days looking for you. Are you okay?” asked Rick, the most experienced and older of the three.

“Loookinn for meee? Whyyy?”

They moved closer, trying to hear better what he was saying. His voice was low, and the ocean beating in over the breakers was making it difficult to hear what the man had said.

“Don’t you realize you’re lost?” said Rick.

“Loost...fromm wha?”

Rick decided he’d play along and call him Big Sky.

“Big Sky, you left Cape Race Lighthouse two days ago. You were birdwatching with two friends from town.”.

“Birdwatchin’...wha is birdwatchin’? Yee must be lookin’ for someonee else.”

“What are you doing here, Big Sky?” asked Rick.

“Loookin’ at da lake, I’vve never seeenn it soo bluuu.”

What he said made no sense; this man didn’t know he was looking at the ocean, and not a lake. This made them question who they were searching for. He looked like their person of interest: dark hair, tanned complexion, and obese. They quickly realized by this person’s demeanour; he was having a mental health crisis. They had encountered this a few times over the years, in their searches.

Rick radioed their team leader. The other two stayed close to the young man.

“Over, for team lead. Rick here. Over.”

Ten seconds later, a reply came through. “Go for Mike. Over.”

“Mike, we have a situation. According to our map, we’re at Clam Cove, and we’ve found the man. But he doesn’t seem to know who he is. He said his name is Big Sky, and he doesn’t know what birdwatching is. I asked what he was doing, and he said he was looking at the lake. Over.”

“That’s good news and a relief. Sounds like he may be having a mental health issue. Stay put until I contact his father. Over.”

Mike Summers called Phillip Melon in Bay Bulls. “Hello, Melon’s Funeral Services, Phillip Melon speaking.”

“Hello, Mr. Melon, Mike Summers here with Rovers Search and Rescue. I have good news: your son has been found. He seems to be in good shape physically, but for some reason, he doesn’t seem to know who he is and where he’s at.”

“Thank God, you’ve found him. Thank you so much.”

“Sir, can you fill me in on what may be going on with him?”

“Yes, I can, but it would take some time for me to give you a complete overview of my son’s mental health. My son has multiple personalities.”

“I know this may be hard. But can you give me some insight into when he has these episodes? At this point, we want to ensure his physical safety, but it would help to have any advice on best practices on how to interact with him. He’s still roughly seven kilometres from the lighthouse. If needed, I can request a helicopter to pick him up.”

“Sir, when my son’s personality changes, he becomes a person known as Big Sky, an Indian. If he’s not responding to Chief, call him Big Sky; he should reply in the affirmative.”

“Sir, yes, your son told my members who found him, that his name is Big Sky. Thank you for being forthcoming about your son. It’s information that will help us get him home safely. I’ll call you back when we have him aboard the chopper. It should take roughly an hour and a half to two hours. He’ll be airlifted to the Health Sciences Centre in St. John’s.”

“Thank you, sir. As I said, my advice to you is to meet him where he is, in his mind. Call my son Big Sky, and he should reply to this name. You should also know that he could come out of it without notice. He can go back and forth between Chief and Big Sky. Again, thank you.”

“No worries, sir. I’ll contact you when he’s aboard.” When the call ended, he keyed his radio.

“Mike for Rick. Over.”

“Go for Rick. Over.”

“Rick, are you close to this man? Over”

“No. I’m a few hundred feet from him. Over.”

“We have a situation. This man has been diagnosed with multiple personalities. When he changes into a second personality, he goes by the name Big Sky—so that answers that question. Over.”

“Mike, let me call out to him using that name. Over”

Rick walked closer to Chief and kept the radio keyed. “Hey, Big Sky, are you seeing any seabirds?”

With that, Chief rose from the large flat rock and stared in Rick’s direction, saying rather loudly. “Seeeeberdss...wha ere seeeeberdss?”

“Rick for Mike. Over,”

“Go for Mike. Over.”

“Did you hear me speak to him? He responded immediately to Big Sky.”

“Yes. I was listening, as were a few other members. I’ll contact the RCMP and request a chopper for a medevac. I’m sure he’s in no shape to walk back to the Cape or the Park. The chopper should be there within an hour and a half. His father said he could come out of this and go back and forth from himself and the second personality, so be patient with him. Try to get some water and food in him and keep him occupied. Be careful, he doesn’t go over the bank and end up in the water. I suspect he could be dehydrated. Over.”

“No worries, Mike, he’s in good hands. Over,” Rick, being one of the senior members of the team, had never heard of or dealt with anyone with multiple personalities.

“Can a chopper land at Clam Cove? Over,”

“Yes. It looks like there’s enough room to sit one down here. There’s a fairly large opening, with what looks like rows that would be in a vegetable garden, but more likely it’s rows of graves from the SS Anglo Saxon tragedy that have collapsed over the years. Over.”

Clam Cove is the site of a sad part of Newfoundland history. At this location, the SS Anglo Saxon ran aground on the night of April 27th,1860, with 445 passengers aboard. Of that number, 238 passengers and crew perished. Most of the bodies that had been recovered were buried a few hundred feet from the ocean.  

“Okay, hang tight. Over and out.” Mike walked outside and updated those who were still at the command post that Chief had been found.

Mike called the RCMP; they contacted the Joint Rescue Coordination Centre in Halifax. A helicopter wasn’t available. Of the two search and rescue Cormorant helicopters that were based at Gander airport, one was down for maintenance, and the other could not be tied up, collecting a person on land. Yes, their job was rescuing people, but having a rescue helicopter tied up for land retrievals was rare, as most of their calls were for assistance at sea. If the person that had been found had serious injuries, a chopper would be sent. The request was put over to the Emergency Measures Organization in St. John’s. 

Forty-five minutes later, a chopper landed at Clam Cove for the medevac. Chief was helped aboard the blue and white chopper without incident. He would be brought to the Health Sciences Centre in St. John’s—the city’s largest hospital and the only one with a landing pad for helicopter emergencies. From there, he would be taken by ambulance to the Waterford Hospital, a mental health hospital, a few kilometres away. After the chopper had departed the coastline, the three members continued walking to Cape Race.

Cliff happened to be out for a smoke and noticed the blue and white helicopter rising from the trees along the coastline to the north. Upon seeing the chopper, he put two and two together and surmised the young man must have been found and needed to be medevaced. He walked over to the trailer, knocked on the door, opened it, and entered. 

“Hello, folks, any news on yer search?”

“Yes,” replied Mike. “Three of our members found him at Clam Cove about an hour and a half ago. He had no binoculars or camera with him.”

“What kind of shape is he in?” asked Cliff.

“Good physical shape, but he was disoriented and having a mental health crisis.”

“Ah, what crisis?” asked Cliff, more inquisitive than concerned.

“Well, Cliff, technically, I shouldn’t be telling you this. But the man has mental health issues. He has multiple personalities and changes from himself to a person known as Big Sky. An Indian.”

“An Injuan? Well, that’s interestin.’ I’ve heard it all now.” Cliff said.

“When our members located him, he wasn’t responding to his name. I called his father, and he explained to me what was going on with his son.”

“His ol’ man said the same thin’ yesterday when he was here,” Cliff said.

“He’s fine physically. He was staring out at the ocean and calling it a lake. We suspect he may be a little dehydrated.”

“Thank God he’s alive and well. I guess they’ll have to get ‘im some happy pills for what ails ‘im. Sure, half the Shore is on ‘em happy pills.” Cliff said with a broad smile and a chuckle.

“Cliff, thanks for the assistance over the past few days. We’ll be leaving within the next few hours when all hands return and when this gear is packed away.”

“Not a problem. It was kind of entertainin’ havin’ ye here. I can go days out here and not see a soul. And for weeks in the winter. Usually on the weekends, startin’ in the spring until late fall, I gets the townie birders here, and durin’ the summer, I’ll see many tourists. Other than that, it’s pretty fuckin’ borin’ out here.”

After Cliff got back to the house, he messaged Justin on Facebook, asking him to call. Ten minutes later, Cliff received a call from Justin.

“Hey, Cliff, Justin here. What’s up?”

“They found ‘im at Clam Cove ‘bout an hour an’ a half ago. He’s on the way to the Health Sciences Centre in a chopper. He’s fine physically.”

“Well, thank God, that’s good news. I was starting to get a little uneasy. Spending a night out in heavy fog mustn’t have been too enjoyable. Especially for him, he’s not used to this weather, coming from Arizona.”

“There’s more to this. Accordin’ to the three who found ‘im, a personality called Big Sky was present. He didn’t know who Chief was when they called ‘im Chief, but he reacted when they called ‘im Big Sky. He recognized that name. That’s similar to what his ol’ man told us.”

“You be talking. You never know who you’ll get tangled up with at this birding racket. I guess that’s his first and last trip with me. I’m sure Dorian’s not going to want to take him with us again, after getting lost.”

“Justin, when they found ‘im, he had none of his birdin’ gear with ‘im.”

“What? Holy shit, he had his Swarovski binoculars and a Canon 5D camera with a 400mm lens. That’s some of the most expensive birding gear ya can buy.”

“Gotta go. It’s time to go do some checks on gauges and whatnot.”

“Cliff, thanks for the update. I’ll call Dorian and fill him in on the good news.”

Justin called Dorian and relayed what Cliff had said. A few hours later, he called Phillip to ask how his son was doing. No one answered, so he left a message, anticipating a call back.e
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Later that afternoon, Phillip returned Justin’s call. Justin was relieved to hear Phillip’s voice and to get the call. “Hello, Justin, Phillip Melon here. My wife and I are just back from the Waterford Hospital. Chief’s doing somewhat good.”

“That’s good to hear, and thanks for returning my call. Please fill me in. Does he know how he got lost?”

“For me to try and explain to you on the phone would take too long. What I told you at Cape Race is the condensed Reader’s Digest version of my son. Why don’t we meet tomorrow for coffee, preferably in the morning, if you’re free?”

“I’m free in the morning, I have classes in the afternoon. Let’s meet in the food court in the Village Shopping Centre, say around ten.”

“Sounds good, I’ll see you then.”

******
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As Phillip was driving into St. John’s, a large moose ran onto the road in an area known as Courtney’s Farm, which is north of Middle Pond Hollow and south of Bay Bulls Big Pond.

Phillip had never seen anything like it in his life and was amazed at the animals' structure and size. Like his son, he had an interest in the landscape and the wildlife that inhabited the island. He was interested in learning and hearing about how interconnected everything was.

Justin was halfway through a medium coffee when he eyed Phillip Melon walking down the stairs. Melon spotted him, walked amongst the rows of tables to where Justin was sitting, and asked him if he’d like a coffee. Despite not being through his first one, Justin said yes, dark roast, black.
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