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Dedicated to all those who suffered from unrequited love or unfulfilled dreams. 
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​Fire and Ice
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“Some say the world will end in fire,
Some say in ice.
From what I’ve tasted of desire
I hold with those who favor fire.
But if it had to perish twice,
I think I know enough of hate
To say that for destruction ice
Is also great
And would suffice.”
– Robert Frost, 1920

Des Barres, Joseph F.W. Date: 1777 Location: Cape Breton Island (N.S.) [image: image]
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Author’s Note
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Truth is an interesting concept. Not everything we see and feel can be quantified as data, and this is particularly true about history, belief, and faith. In some ways, truth is dependent on an accepted narrative. The history books or scriptures we read are decided not because we can verify them, but because they are now canonized through the belief of those past and present.

This book would be categorized as historical fiction. Many of the names, places, and ideas are borrowed from reality—from uncovered documents, ancestry searches, and the word of my great-grandfather, Alphonse. Still, the book itself cannot be considered true in the modern sense. I cannot prove anything, nor can I fully explain the deep connection I have to this cast of characters.

I have always been deeply spiritual. As a child, like Adelphine in the book, I would stare out at the shores and consider my Irish and Acadian ancestors—how they must have longed for the shores of the old-world, their history and the bones of their own ancestors scattered across an unfathomably large ocean. I felt connected to the living and dead—and still feel as though they speak to me today. Whether or not you believe me when I say that Adelphine herself was a driving force for my writing of this book is not necessarily relevant. 

Historical record is a spotty thing. It’s nearly impossible to tell if Mary Adelphine Samson went by Adelphine, Mary, or Mary Jane. For the purposes of this book, she is Adelphine, for that is the name that screams at me through the wind, like a lost sailor from an ill-fated shipwreck, calling out and begging to be remembered.

Whether you read this book as fiction or as a tale of a young woman who wishes for her voice to be heard even after death, the story itself is an ode to the Acadians and to the world that was changed and ravaged by the First World War. What is truth, fiction, or simply an emotional truth is endlessly debatable, and yet the story remains the same. Some names have been changed to separate history from fiction. The heart and soul of the story were never simply in a name anyway.

If you have purchased a print edition or eBook through a service like Kindle/Kobo and would prefer a PDF version that can be read on any device, please email mail@imperceptions.com with proof of purchase and you will be sent the PDF without any extra charge.
[image: image]
Mary “Adelphine” Samson
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​Adelphine Samson
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There are a great many mundane people in life. I have learned that on our island—there are more mundane people than great. Uninteresting people who live small, simple, and quiet lives for all their time. Mere and Pere are mundane, just as their parents before them. I spent a great number of my childhood days wishing and hoping to meet somebody who was worldly, interesting, and had the interest in the world that I so greatly longed for. 

On the surface, I too am unextraordinary. I am pretty enough, I suppose, but I come from a modest Catholic family. My clothes are ordinary, and my life is mind-numbingly simple: be good, go to church, mend the clothes, tend to the gardens. Someday I might be “lucky” enough to have my own garden and children to tend to; and with that, the final nail in my life will be sealed. There is nothing to say for Mary Adelphine Samson other than she is exceptionally—without a word of concern—uninteresting.

I cannot think of a sentence more grueling, cruel, and unsatisfying than living a quiet, married life with no sacrifice other than one's time to their family. Mere might be content with this, and I suppose she's right to be, but I cannot bring myself to be okay with a life so filled with nothingness. What, then, is the point? I try to find an answer, but I am lost. Even the books I read have no answer to this conundrum. I want to go places and see things, but even if I do, I wonder if they will ever be as wonderous as I have imagined.
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​​July, 1912
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♫ I can see the future with its grim display
It's no use warning my loved ones
They would put me away ♫
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Travis McDougal brings hay for Pere, a fisherman. Although they spend most of their time on the water, Pere and my brothers still have to tend to animals for our family. Travis is tall—well, taller than my brothers and father; he might even be six feet.

At almost seventeen, I am old enough not to be shooed from the barn, so I finally get a good look at him. I pretend to be sweeping the barn floors—even though I already had that morning—just so that I can watch the men as they talk. Travis’ presence scratches at my skin like a new ailment just starting to form. I want to know as much as I can about him—and as fast as I can.

As far as I can tell, there is nothing inherently abnormal or special about Travis. His brown hair curls just above his ears but is cut short enough to be respectable. His clothes are dusty from loading and unloading the hay but still well-kept. His buttoned top is also pressed and ironed despite being a Wednesday. Pere’s shirt is only pressed if he goes to a wedding, funeral, or to church.

“Thank you for bringing the hay,” Pere says to Travis.

“It wasn’t a problem, sir,” Travis replies, extending his hand to shake Pere’s.

Travis isn’t like the boys who help with Pere’s boat or do menial labour on the farm; those boys are caked with dirt, fingernails black and brown even after washing—no amount of lye soap can remove the soil. Travis’ fingernails may be on slightly calloused hands, but they are immaculate. 

I watch them carefully. I knew Travis’ sister when we were younger, but I have never met Travis before now. 

“You should stay for dinner,” I say, practically blurting out my words. Pere turns to look at me, face white as a ghost. He didn’t realize I was in the barn.

Travis didn’t see me either. His back straightens, and his eyes follow me as I put the broom in the corner of a stall, watching as I wipe my hands on my dress and move toward the two men. I regret that he’s seen me like this, dust smeared on my white dress.

Pere nods and says, “Of course you should. It’s near four, and you’re a two-hour ride from home. I insist.”

I excuse myself from the barn, deciding that if I am to entertain Travis McDougal—whom I have decided is of utmost importance—I should at the very least be presentable. On my way through the kitchen, I take out the fine China. Mere seems confused.

“Why those?” she asks, preparing a meat pie to go with the full-course meal she’s already prepared. 

“Mr. McDougal’s son is staying for dinner.”

She slaps her hands on her apron and nods her head at me before saying, “Fine, but as far as I can remember, the McDougal’s aren’t any different than we are.”

“Mere,” I say, trying not to raise my voice, “Travis is a guest. I think the very least we could do to thank him for his hard work is to put out the fine China.”

“Fine,” she says, going back to her pies and leaving me to myself. I take the stairs two at a time, imagining the grimace on Mere’s face as I do this. I will be ladylike in an hour, but right now, I have to rush.

I take the China washbasin in my hands, and I pour water faster than I should, nearly tipping half of it. Eventually, I manage to wash my face and comb my dark auburn hair. I wish I could cover my freckles, but Pere believes that powder is a wasted expense. I find a small tube of rouge left over from a wedding I attended. I’m careful only to use the smallest amount, just enough to redden my lips without looking like I am caked in makeup. I choose a dress, something modest and blue because it looks good against my red hair.  

“Adelphine?” Mere calls from the bottom of the banister. “Come help with dinner. They’ll be in soon.”

For Mere, this is just a supper—she doesn’t understand the gravity of this encounter. Pere will be gruff and talk of the crops they will soon have to haul. The men will grunt alongside him, and Mere will snap at my brothers whenever they’re rude. That will hopefully leave Travis open for me to talk to, though I must be careful not to say anything that makes me seem wicked. I know Mere would never forgive me if I let it slip, even slightly, that I have been indulging my fantasies. She might even send me to the bishop if I go too far. 

I walk down the stairs slowly, scared that the men have already entered. I’m not sure why I’m afraid—I would have heard the door slam—but I’m extra cautious. I take the plates Mere hands me, and I begin to place them around the table. I worry that Mere can hear my thoughts, so I place each plate down softly; she’s too busy with her pies and the bustling of the kitchen to pay any attention to me. Then, I see Travis through the kitchen window. His blue eyes catch the light of the early evening sun, and I swear that we’re alone together in our own galaxy, even with the windowpane separating us. 
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Ten minutes later, we are all seated at the wooden table. Mere carefully dishes out the food, and Pere pours lager into cups. Travis doesn’t refuse the liquid, but none is offered to me. Instead, I sip tea, which is just as well. I want to keep a clear head. 

“Will you pass me the salt?” Pere asks me. 

I fake a smile as I pick it up and pass it to him, all the while stealing glances at Travis. 

“So, are you going to go work in the mines, Travis?” In Cape Breton, you’re either a fisherman, a miner, or work on a farm. 

Travis shakes his head, but he smiles as he does so—he’s proud. “I’m not sure yet; perhaps a writer. I’ve always loved the literary arts.” 

The farm boys and my brothers don’t respond. They’re too busy chatting amongst themselves. Pere is polite, but I know he’s suppressing a laugh. There’s no time for writing books when the fields need to be tended and the fish need to be caught.

“I think that’s lovely,” Mere says, and she pours Pere more liquor, trying her best to keep the mood pleasant. “Don’t you, Adelphine?”

I smile courteously. I put my hands on my lap, and I think of an answer carefully. “Yes, of course,” I say.

Dinner continues without much happening. I don’t get a chance to say more than two words to Travis, but he does watch me through bites of Mere’s pie. By the time dinner is finished, Pere has already suggested that Travis stay the night, and since it’s dark, he’s obliged to accept. The wind has started to rasp at the wooden door. 

“I’ll check the barn door,” I offer after throwing a quick glance in Travis’ direction. 

“I’ll help,” Travis replies, having caught onto the meaning of my look. 

Nobody objects; my brothers, the hands, and my parents all tired from the long summer day. The men retreat quickly to the parlor, content with their whiskey and cards. Mere is already cleaning, so Travis and I are left alone to check on the barn.

We go through the back door, the wind slashing at my face, my hair swirling around my cheeks. The barn door isn’t open, so we take the side door in to check on the animals. I light a kerosene lantern, and Travis’ brown hair glows slightly in the light. I shiver with nervousness.

“Are you alright?” he asks, and I nod my head knowing full well that I have to lie.

“Yes,” I say, “I’m just cold from the storm.”

He raises his eyes, but he doesn’t critique my obvious lie. It’s a hot summer storm, the air more humid than cool.

“I didn’t bring my coat,” he says and then adds, “I should have.”

I shake my head and move to sit on one of the stools that the boys keep in the barn for when they’re taking breaks mid-day. Travis joins me and sits on the other, his blue eyes never leaving my gaze.

“Thank you for dinner,” he says. “It was lovely.”

“You’re welcome,” I say politely.

I bite my lip, and I try not to move onto another topic, but fail. 

“Being a writer is tough work, especially with so little experience around here,” I say.

He nods. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.” He reaches out and takes my hand into his, and although it is completely inappropriate by all accounts, I let him. It feels right.

I squeeze his hand. We stay like this in the barn for a few more moments before we both know we need to go back to the house. Travis goes to play cards with the men, and I help Mere in the kitchen. I think of his hand and the soft, warm feeling of his skin. 

Mere, Pere, my sisters Diana and Mae, brothers Prudent and Richard, and I all live in a house barely fit for a family of two. I like to daydream of a much larger home. In the books I’ve read, they talk of libraries, dens and sitting areas, and rooms large enough that one person sleeps alone. I share a bedroom with my sisters. Mae sleeps tucked between Diana and me, snoring and kicking in her sleep. Prudent and Richard share a small room with two beds at the top of the stairs, and our parents have a room the size of ours across the small space too narrow to justify the name corridor. 

​​
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​Travis: July 1912
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I should have kissed her in the barn. I didn’t want to push myself on her, but I should have kissed her. Traveling by horse and buggy left far too much time to myself. Aside from the clucking of the horse, are only my thoughts to keep me company—that and the seagulls that kept screeching in the early morning. 

Adelphine Samson came with me on the trip—not in person, but the memory of her red hair as it blew in the wind stuck with me. I’ve had crushes before this, and I have gone to dances with some of the women, but I never continued to think of them afterward. I didn’t think of how they looked at me or how they seemed to know more than they let on. 

I was only supposed to bring Mr. Samson hay, and yet I can’t get his daughter out of my head. I decide to write her a letter. 

When I get home, I practically rush past my parents. I dodge all questions about the trip by telling them it went fine and that I stayed due to weather. I’m careful not to mention her name as I finally beat them off and enter my father’s study.

I find a paper and fountain pen, and I write her a quick note. A realization hits me: her parents will find the note if I mail it to her. My sister, Annie, is acquainted with Adelphine from when they were children, but I’m not sure if I should rope her into this—or if she can even be trusted. I decide, though, that I have no choice. 

I write the letter in a more neutral cursive than my own, closer to what my sister writes on her cards to me:

Adelphine,

I would like iT if we met duRing the community picnic. It may be A while after until we can meet again, and I would love to catch up. It’s been a Very nice summer. Meet me behind the Barn. Please do me thIs favour.

YourS,

Annie. 

I hope my mention of the barn is enough that she knows the letter is from me. I decide not to tell my sister and address the post from her. It’s unlikely that her family will read and analyze her note. The capitalization is not the subtlest, but I can’t think of another way to write code. 

I take the note to the post along with letters for my father. He was glad I offered and did not ask me why. Ever since I let my parents know my plans to be a writer, they’ve been cooler toward me; not necessarily unfeeling, but they treat me as though I am a bit mad. At 21, for the first time in my life, I feel like I might actually be able to accomplish my goals. 

––––––––
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​July 1912
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I receive a letter from Travis’ sister, Annie McDougal. At first, as I opened the yellow-colored envelope, I was surprised. I haven’t heard from Annie in at least five years, and I wonder if Travis had said something to her that caused her to reach out. Then, reading the letter, I instantly recognize the writing, though he has never written to me before. Travis capitalized letters, trying obviously to tell me to meet him. I smile.

The letter smells like him. I press it to my nose so that I can smell him. I feel awkward and set it down. I had opened the letter in the kitchen but quickly leave so that I can go to my own room and read his writing. It takes a few moments to sink in that Travis has told me he wants to meet me. 

The community picnic happens every year at the end of the summer. Four parishes come together for games, food, and then there’s a dance afterward. The event is both public and large enough that young couples can go off and do what they wish without the prying eyes of their parents and families to intervene.

I fold the letter carefully, trying to think of a way to hide the letter. Even though it says Annie’s name, I feel like Travis is something all my own. I don’t want my family to know. 

I take the letter and put it in a wooden chest that I’ve had since I was a kid. The box has my initials etched to the top. I carefully take the chest in my hands and ensure that nobody is in the house or the backyard as I go behind a small shed. I dig a hole with my hands as I kneel on the ground and allow my dress to become dirty. 

I am lost in the moment as I bury the box. I know instinctively that there will be more letters in this box—trinkets that will become the fractured moments of our lives. 

Once the box is buried, I sit next to the mound of dirt. I lean back against the small shed, my face toward the Atlantic Ocean. I watch the waves crash against the coastline, and I let my tears fall from my face. My hands rest on my legs as I continue to cry for reasons I don’t yet understand.

My brother, Prudent, finds me here. I’m not sure how long has passed, but the sky changed to evening somewhere down the line. 

“Adelphine?” he asks, his hands in his dark hair. 

“Hm?” I ask, not really wanting to stop sitting here. I covered the box well enough with rocks that he doesn’t notice, but he does see that I’m dirty.

“Why are you crying?” he asks, but his voice is soft. He sits next to me on the ground. “Mere’s looking for you, by the way.”

“I don
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