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As the guests raised their glasses in a 
toast to Edith’s 45th birthday, the house 
shook from its foundation to the top of 
its steel roof, the windows rattled in their 
frames, and a deafening blast came from 
the direction of the far-back shed.

“Whoo Hoo! Isn’t this a party!
  Happy Birthday, Edith!”

Her mother talked to walls, her grandmother 
listened to Owls, and she played tag with 
a little boy who wasn’t there, a child who 
followed Maisie and Gramma B on their 
transmigration from the tiny outport of 
Never You Mind, Newfoundland to
Back of Beyond, Saskatchewan.

Irish Mist is the saga of the interwoven 
destinies of two families and three 
generations, of worlds seen and unseen,
of wisdom and healing in the face of tragedy.
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Dedication

To my birth mother, Alice, who left her  
muse for me to find, 

in the ashes beside her headstone.
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Chapter 1
The Well

#1 Colleen

Papa sent me out to fetch water from the well.  I 
knew what that meant.  He wanted to be alone with 
Mama.  He knew that a layer of ice would have formed 
on the surface of the water overnight, with the cold 
weather being what it was.  I would have to get a heavy 
weight and tie a cord to it in order to break through the 
ice.  Only then could I lower the bucket and fill it with 
water.  That all would take quite a while.  It would’ve 
been a different story if it had been Mama that had 
asked me to get the water.  She was all practical in her 
thinking, and she would have given me the brick from 
the hearth and the piece of rope that was needed to get 
the job done.  That way she would have had the water 
a lot faster, if she had really wanted it.

Either way, I needed to put on boots and a coat.  
My mittens hung by the stove, still not dry from my 
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last venture out for wood.  It had been snowing for 
days.  The cold north wind was howling something 
fierce, and the cracks around the windows let in puffs 
of snow with each gust.  Would winter ever end?  I 
was tired of wearing so many clothes.  I longed for the 
days when I could go to the lake with my friends and 
swing on a rope into the cool depths.  We would catch 
frogs and Mama would cook them up.  We would run 
through the meadows and collect wildflowers to deco-
rate the table.  Clean laundry would dry in the warm 
breezes, rather than freezing, board-stiff, damp, and 
cold when it was brought inside.  It was embarrassing 
to have my underclothes on display by the fire.
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Chapter 1 - The Well

As I pulled on my damp mittens and shoved my 
girl-feet into my brother’s boots, I grumbled to myself.  
“Why do I have to go?”  I answered my own question, 
muttering, “Because your brothers aren’t here now, 
are they?”  They had left town six months past, at the 
beginning of summer.  The two of them had packed 
up all the belongings they could fit into the back of 
Andy’s Honda and left the small farm for the big city, 
or what they considered to be a big city.  Anywhere 
was bigger than— well, here.

Here was our town, Back of Beyond, Saskatchewan, 
population 602.  We had a post office, a gas station, the 
farmers’ co-op, and a barbershop/hair salon next to 
the municipal office.  The church occupied the largest 
piece of property at the start of the main street.  Its 
tall-to-the-sky bell tower and stern, grey brick exterior 
sent a clear message to any folk that came into town.  
This was a God-fearing community.  The schoolroom 
was in the basement of the church; it smelled musty 
and the fluorescent lighting flickered, giving me a 
sick feeling.  There was a rumour that Sybil Bisbee 
was running a liquor business from the back porch of 
her house.  She lived a block behind Main Street.  It 
seemed to me that there was a lot of back and forth 
going on, on Back Street.

I searched around for a stone or piece of discarded 
brick that would be small enough for me to pry from 
the frozen dirt but heavy enough to break the ice.  I 
found the rope that I needed to keep the weight from 
free-falling to the bottom of the well.  It, too, was 
firmly frozen to the ground.  The dogs followed me, 
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doing their running game and playing with each other 
all the while.  They didn’t care that it was cold, or that I 
was annoyed by being sent out for water that we didn’t 
need right now, just because Papa and Mama wanted 
to practise baby-making.  Like I didn’t know about 
such things.  I was almost 14 now, I’d heard talk.  One 
of the Irwin sisters had found herself in trouble last 
year.  She had been shipped off to the city, where her 
aunt and uncle lived.  At first I thought maybe she had 
taken something without asking and had been sent 
away to learn her lesson, but now I knew better.  The 
boys that sat behind me at school had been snicker-
ing and talking among themselves, thinking I couldn’t 
hear them.  Well, I had heard plenty!  I knew about 
those things.  I wasn’t going to let anyone convince 
me to show my knickers.  No way.  I didn’t want to get 
myself in that kind of trouble.

I finally managed to tie the rope around the bit 
of brick and dropped it down onto the icy surface of 
the water.  I had to do it a few times before it broke 
through.  I guess Papa would be happy I was taking so 
long.  I leaned over the side of the well.  The angle of 
the plunging bucket had to be just right or the thing 
would float instead of filling with water.  There was 
something down there.  I could see its soft edges under 
the jagged surface of broken ice.  The curling mist 
came up from the frigid water, wrapping itself around 
my wool hat, finding the space between my collar and 
my neck, slipping under my thick sweater and then 
stopping where my heart beat hard and fast.  My mind 
turned fancy cartwheels trying to sort out what had 
just happened.  Or even if it had happened at all?  Must 

Copyrighted Material
Some pages are omitted from this book preview.



5

Chapter 1 - The Well

have been my creative thinking.  Mama always said I 
had my head in the mist, like the Irish colleen I had 
been named after.  My fiery spirit was easily seen; it 
didn’t take a lot of hard looking.

I hauled up the bucket, now filled with fresh water.  
I coiled the ice-covered rope, leaving the brick still 
attached this time.  I left it beside the well, ready for 
use.  I’d be in trouble if too many rocks and things 
were dropping into the well.

The dogs had found a groundhog to torment.  They 
played with the poor creature, circling it and barking.  
If it was out and about, my wish for spring would be 
granted soon.  I knew about groundhogs too.  I trudged 
back through the muddy snow to the house, thinking 
that my parents’ need for privacy must be done by 
now.  It usually didn’t take long for them to finish up.  
I hardly noticed that the deep snow was now turning 
to mud.  I did notice the dripping icicles by the door.

#2 The Hens

I took off my brother’s boots and hung my coat on 
its hook in the small room off the back porch.  The fire 
in the hearth had been stoked and Mama was busy in 
the kitchen, chopping vegetables that had been stored 
in the root cellar.  She was smiling to herself, as the 
long-handled knife sliced through the overwintered 
carrots.  “Stew will be ready soon,” she announced to 
no one in particular.
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The hook that held Papa’s barn clothes was empty.  
He had probably gone out to fix the fence around the 
chicken coop; it needed mending again.  We could ill 
afford to have wild animals and feral dogs getting to 
the hens and their eggs.

I put the heavy, sloshing bucket down by the sink.  
The hand pump only worked when the line to the 
house was clear of ice.  “I wish this cold wind would 
move on.  I had to drop that brick three times before 
I could lower the pail.  I hate winter!”  I hoped that a 
bit of whining would save me from going to the well 
again soon.  This last trip had me feeling strange.  But 
as usual, my complaining only got me more chores to 
do.  I would be busy for the rest of the day.

When Papa came in for his dinner, which smelled 
pretty darn good, his coat was unbuttoned and his 
wool hat was stuffed into the pocket.  I looked up from 
the sink and the fresh eggs I was washing.  “Getting 
warm out there,” he said, as he wiped his brow with his 
old red handkerchief.  “Wind’s calmed down; there’s 
hardly a breath of air in that coop!  We’re going to have 
to spend the afternoon changing the straw.  Smells bad 
enough to kill a skunk!  Colleen, that other stuff will 
have to wait—this needs doing today.  Book reading 
can wait too.” I looked up at him again, that strange 
feeling wiggling around like butterflies in my belly.

The chicken coop was indeed in a mess.  There was 
mud mixed with the soiled hay bedding.  The acrid 
smell of ammonia from accumulating manure was 
overpowering.  I grabbed the pitchfork and began 
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Chapter 1 - The Well

removing many months’ worth of soggy straw.  The 
hens were not impressed by my intrusive behavior.  
They flapped about and vocalized their displeasure.  
The latch to the barnyard dislodged, and a dozen fran-
tic chickens let themselves free of their pen.  I dropped 
the pitchfork in the mud.  As I tried in vain to stop 
their escape, I could hear the sucking noise of defrost-
ing ground coming from my boots.  The hens became 
distracted by the fresh green shoots sprouting up 
around the fence posts and slowed to pecking speed.  
Papa was now in his rolled-up shirtsleeves, a frown on 
his face as he looked into the distance.

The creek that was barely a semi-frozen ribbon of 
water in winter had grown to a torrent that threatened 
its banks.  The ice crust was gone and as the water 
rushed forward and down, its path widened and the 
shape of its curve straightened.  The surging flow was 
headed towards the house.  Papa yelled out to me, 
“Forget the hens!  Get the sandbags.” This day was 
surely going from bad to worse.  I wished my brothers 
were here to help.

#3 The Cat

When Papa and I finished up outside, the sun was 
sending us goodnight kisses.  We were done in.  Trying 
to keep up with the sudden warm weather, the rushing 
creek, and our escaped critters had left us bone weary 
and scatterbrained.  We trudged to the house, hung 
up our barn clothes and washed the manure and mud 
from our hands.  The big pot on the back of the wood 
stove was not steaming as it should be, and the water 
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was only half warm.  Mama always kept hot water at the 
ready for washing up after supper.  She had left us some 
food on the table.  It had gone cold.  Where was she?

The house was quiet.  The dogs were lying on the 
porch, their empty bowls waiting to be filled.  I could 
see the day’s laundry still on the line, hanging limp in 
the windless air.  As I stood in the kitchen trying to 
figure things out, Papa went through the narrow hall-
way towards the back bedroom.  He was not a man to 
give in to panic, but I heard his raised voice calling my 
mother’s name.  “Edith!  What are you doing there?” I 
could not make sense of her mumbled reply.

Thinking it was none of my business, I set about 
feeding myself.  When I had finished my plate, I moved 
to the porch to feed the dogs.  The big bowl of water 
that they shared was empty, and I realized that I would 
need to get more from the well.  As I passed by the sink 
to get the galvanized pail, I saw the pump faucet drip-
ping.  That meant I could save myself a trip outside.  It 
also meant that the ice in the line was melting.

Papa came out to the main room as I was work-
ing the hand pump, marvelling that it was producing 
a steady stream of cold water.  “Mama’s hit her head on 
the chest at the end of the bed.  She’s coming around 
now.  Must have tripped over something.   You let 
the cat in the house again, didn’t you?  I don’t know 
how many times I’ve told you.  Now look what’s hap-
pened. Where’s your head, Colleen?  First you let the 
chickens get out and now you’ve let that damn cat in!” 
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Chapter 1 - The Well

Mama could hardly stand, and she had to be helped 
into bed.  I busied myself finishing up all the chores 
that she had left undone.  The wash was brought in, 
the dogs were fed, I stoked the stove and brought the 
water to boil.  By the time I got the kitchen cleaned, I 
thought I would drop to the ground myself.  But all 
that scrubbing did not get rid of the uneasy feeling in 
my belly.

The next day, Papa called for the doctor to drive 
out from town.  Mama was no better, maybe even 
worse.  Dr. McCall arrived before noon, and the dogs 
gave him a loud greeting, their tails doing double time.  
He always brought something in his pocket for them.  
I had known Dr. McCall since I was born.  He had 
brought me into the world, same as my brothers, in the 
bedroom of this house.  He was a wise man and a kind 
man.  We could trust his decisions.  He said Mama 
had a bad concussion, and she would need to be quiet 
and rest for at least two weeks.  Papa’s relief at hearing 
that his Edith was going to be okay was obvious.  He 
looked at me, his frown returning.  “Well, Colleen, you 
are going to have to look after the women’s work for 
now.  I’d best get in touch with those two brothers of 
yours and get them to come home and help out.”

#4 The Dog

On Saturday morning, Mama was resting comfort-
ably in the big four-poster bed.  Grampa Timmons had 
made that bed as a wedding gift for his son, Arthur, 
and Edith, his new bride.  Grampa had carved it out of 
wood he had cut himself.
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The boys drove in from the city midafternoon.  Papa 
looked happy to see them and got his ideas together 
about how the three of them could get extra stuff done 
while they were home.  Colb and Andy seemed a bit 
surprised by the quick spring thaw.  Things in Regina 
were still frozen.  It was pretty strange, they thought.  I 
was thinking that too.

I came up with the idea of showing off a bit, maybe 
make Papa forget about the cat thing.  I should do my 
best to put a special dinner on the table to celebrate 
us all being together.  I wished I had some fresh meat 
to cook up.  I wanted to surprise them all with how 
much I had learned about keeping house.  I went out 
to the shed where we kept the wringer washer and a 
chest freezer.  It wouldn’t be fresh meat, but I knew 
how to make it taste good.  The old contraption was 
huge and rattled louder than a snake about to strike, 
but it did its job.  I rummaged around in its depths, 
moving glass containers and brown butcher paper 
wrapped bundles.  I was quite occupied with my meal 
plans and looking for the perfect ingredients when I 
heard a bang.  Like a gunshot type of bang.  I let the lid 
slam shut and turned to leave the shed.  Through the 
dirty window, I saw Colb run past.  He was in a hurry, 
yelling for Andy to come quick.  I went out into the 
yard.  New daffodils were showing on the fresh shoots 
and the crab trees were starting to bud.  Where had 
everyone disappeared to now?

I called the dogs, I called out my brothers’ names, 
I called for Papa.  Even the birds were silent.  I rushed 
to the house.  The grass had grown long, and my feet 
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Chapter 1 - The Well

disappeared beneath me.  Mama was right where I had 
left her, talking to herself about recipes and tea towels 
and flower seeds.  She saw me and asked, “Where did 
your father get to?”

I ran out of the house without answering.  Stand-
ing on the wide front porch, I searched.  Left and right 
and over by the barn and the other way towards the 
well.  Finally, I saw the group of them, standing with 
heads bent, beside the well.  The barrel of the gun was 
pointed downwards.  The ground felt hard and dry, 
summer dry, as my feet pounded their way towards 
them.  I did a quick head count.  Three men, two dogs.  
I felt my lungs refill with air.  A dead ewe lay at their 
feet.  My eyes followed the trail of blood.  There was 
another body.  The feral dog did not move.  He had 
killed his last sheep.  Papa went to get his shovel.  The 
dog would need to be buried.  Colb and Andy carried 
the ewe to the barn.  The fresh meat would feed us for 
quite a while.

When I got out of bed on Sunday morning, the 
dawn had not yet said hello to the day.  There was 
something I had to do.  The air was already warm and 
I dressed quickly.  I tiptoed past the boys, who were 
sleeping on the floor in the main room, their blankets 
tossed aside.  I quietly opened the door and stepped 
outside.  The dogs didn’t even lift their heads as I went 
past.  The stars were giving their last light and the 
moon had already faded.  In the dim light, I picked my 
way around rocks and old fence posts to the well.
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Kris J. Rennie was born in Montreal, Quebec.  She is 
a Cape Bretoner by descent.  She has, just recently, found 
her birth family.  But that is another story.
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Butterflies” at the local diner.  She never really stopped 
after that, and she still writes creative reminder notes for 
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