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Introduction to Beyond

Beyond is a sequel to my novel, Joyner’s Dream.  As no one has come forward to publish it, I have decided to post it on my web page for those who wish to read it.  You will find several of the present day characters from Joyner’s Dream carried forward, including Leslie Fitzhelm, who chronicles his search for the family fiddle, Old Nick, during the years he was missing from the family, Persy Fitzhelm, Leslie’s wife who strives to make sense of it all, and the Fitzhelm twins, Teri and Gerry.

Many readers expressed interest in another character, Lady Teresa Blackwood, Tess, mother of Beth Joyner/Fitzhelm.  I hope you will find her adventures as entertaining as I did.

Enjoy!  Sylvia Tyson     
Beyond

         Prologue - Persy Fitzhelm


There’s no doubt 2012/13 was my Annus Horriblus right from the start. Having turned forty in the Spring of ‘12, I was officially middle-aged.  As if that weren’t depressing enough, my teenaged daughter Teri was suffering from a dramatically broken heart, her twin brother Gerry, having just reached legal drinking age, was arrested for his part in a nightclub brawl and my husband Leslie…  well, sometimes feel I have three kids, not two which can make the prospect of an empty nest seem very appealing.



Let me tell you a little about myself.



I was christened Persephone Daphne Fitzhelm, a name bestowed upon me by my Father, an esteemed archaeologist and my Mother, a history and classics mistress at a posh English girls’ school which both my sister and I attended, and where I was editor and lead reporter for the monthly newsletter.  My older sister’s name is Aphrodite, known as Dite, and my twin brother is Jason. It’s a family joke that if we’d both been boys, we’d have been Romulus and Remus.  

My siblings and I have long marveled that our parents ever descended from their lofty pursuits long enough to produce children. They were not so much tolerant as oblivious, and once we’d terrorized the last of the nannies we largely raised ourselves. 

I’d always breezed through school and at university was torn between journalism and law. During my second year, I landed a summer job as a gofer for a small law firm known for representing high profile crooks.  This ended when, having been stiffed for my pittance of a salary for a couple of weeks, I spotted the senior partner heading out the door one Friday afternoon with two bulging shopping bags of papers and the Matisse from his office under his arm.  I decided to cut my losses and look for a new line of work.  He was later found suspiciously dead in his Mayfair apartment. 

I’d always had an eye for antiques. The garden shed at home was filled with my finds from car boot sales and junk shops, and It wasn’t long before I shelved my formal education and turned a lucrative sideline into a full-time business, restoring and/or faking vintage and antique items for unsuspecting punters with my sister Dite.  We’ve long since cleaned up our act, and now run our successful Tyme after Tyme antique and interior design galleries in London and here in Toronto.  

That my husband, Leslie and I share the same last name is no coincidence.  We’re distant cousins. We met when he was researching his English ancestry, an activity occasioned by his discovery of a serial family diary which he later edited into the form of a novel.  We married in the midst of this quest and when the project was finally completed he crashed like a truckload of eggs.  I’ve been making omelets ever since. 

I’m compiling this epistle in Stanton house, an sprawling Victorian monstrosity with anemic wiring and sclerotic plumbing overlooking two acres of lawn and garden, inherited from Leslie’s mother’s side of the family.  It’s located in a cobbled together municipality north of Toronto called New Watersfield of which Leslie’s former ancestral village of Stanton is a part.  We have a revolving collection of pets, some ours and some fostered, everything from cats and dogs to predictably fecund rabbits (Would you like one?), to chickens and ducks, to an aged parrot called Skaggs who, unfortunately, has zeroed in on my occasional lapses into salty language.  (“Buggerit!” echoes through the house as I write.  I guess it’s a little late to start censoring myself.). The maintenance of this menagerie largely falls to me of course, since the twins are now at an age when they’re seldom home and Leslie is either at work or ruminating in his personal ivory tower, the cupola that crowns Stanton House.  Needless to say, it’s a bit of a juggling act between my personal and my professional life. 

Yes, about Leslie… He, following a long family tradition, plays the violin and presently teaches music and English lit. at a prestigious boys’ prep school. Sadly, he’s also inherited the traditional family affliction, what they now call bipolar syndrome but perhaps more aptly described by its former definition, manic depression. One aspect of Leslie’s disorder is that sometimes after a period of feeling relatively normal he stops taking his meds, claiming he doesn’t need them, that they cloud his thinking and numb his senses. When this happens, he’s suddenly on top of the world, charming, funny, outgoing, believing he can accomplish anything, and having the energy of any three normal people. In fact, this was the Leslie I first met and fell in love with nearly twenty years ago.  Although I can’t blame him for wanting to be that person 24/7, the toll on his physical and mental wellbeing is devastating.  Usually I can read the signs and intervene before it gets out of hand, but if I miscue, the crash is inevitable and culminates with him withdrawing from the world, his work and his family into an emotional no-man’s-land.

          This was devastating for the kids when they were little.  I know from my own experience no matter how accepting children can be regarding the chaos of life in general, they need home to be stable, and parents consistent, and although my two have learned to roll with the punches as far as their father is concerned, it’s left an indelible mark on them.


I fear it’s made Teri much too tolerant of bad behaviour.  Witness the devastating breakup with her first serious boyfriend, Devon.  I’ll confess my initial, fiercely maternal reaction was to want the little bastard’s nuts for doorknobs, but in truth, he’s probably no different from any other arrogant, self-absorbed teenaged boy, and Teri, instead of seeking sympathy, turned hedgehog making it quite clear she wanted no interference from her parents.

As for Gerry, he’s morphed his Father’s mood swings into a hall pass for his own juvenile, jackass behaviour. 

          Getting back to Leslie, it’s not that I don’t love him.  I do, deeply, and although anticipating and dealing with the quantum shifts in his nature can be challenging, life is never dull.  As he’s gotten older, the frequency and severity of his episodes has eased a bit, and he’s been relatively calm for the last year or so, but I’ve sensed a growing restlessness that reliably forecasts one of his manic episodes. I was therefore greatly relieved when he announced that he’d found a new project, since focusing on research serves to channel his demons.  

One of the features in his novel, a major character really, was a fiddle called Old Nick, handed down through the Joyner/Fitzhelm line from 1790 and eventually stolen from his great grandfather George Fitzhelm’s Toronto rooming house sometime in the early 1900s.  Leslie became quite obsessive about it and spent several years trying to track the instrument down, finally discovering and retrieving it through a Montreal auction house. 

Old Nick is like a person to him, which can be a bit creepy.  Playing it is very much part of his coping mechanism.  It’s as if that fiddle speaks to him and I have serious reservations about what it says.   He’s really quite a lovely player, but sadly his condition has robbed him of the ego and confidence needed to be the truly great musician he longs to be, unlike both the kids who are naturals should they decide to pursue it.  Seems unfair somehow.

His current plan is to trace Old Nick’s travels during the over thirty years he was missing.  I’m counting on this to keep him occupied for the foreseeable future and give me a bit of a bloody break.

What follows are his findings as I collate and edit his progress, interspersed with my random thoughts on life in general and some interjections from the kids.  Fortunately Leslie taped all his interviews, as he tends in his writing to be more concentrated on facts and strict chronology, a little too dry for average human consumption, so I’ve presented events in the original voices and in the order in which they actually happened, chaotic perhaps, but I think more engaging. 

Here beginneth the first chapter…

Chapter 1 - Leslie Fitzhelm

Because the fiddle, Old Nick had been acquired by my ancestor, Francois Blount known as Blind France, from a Norwegian sailor some time in the late 1700s, family legend had always assumed him to be Scandinavian.  I, however, have come to believe he is likely a German copy of a Teiffenbrucker, dating back to the early 1700s, probably before 1740, as French copies weren’t made until the 1800s, but I’ve not been able to establish a maker and he may well have been a one-off.  For me, considering a lengthy Joyner/Fitzhelm family history of shady dealings, the idea of him being a forgery is deliciously ironic. He is uniquely and immediately identifiable because of his rich tone, his extra length and width, his dark golden colour with barely visible traces of painted decoration, and the distinctive carved likeness of a saint or patriarch in place of the traditional scroll.  I am also fortunate to have the intricately inlaid wooden casket crafted for him by Blind France’s grandson, my four times great-grandfather, Frank Joyner.  It was in a concealed drawer in the bottom of this casket inherited from my father that I first discovered the worn kid-bound family journal that later formed the basis for my novel, Joyner’s Dream.

Getting back to the task at hand, the one immutable fact I had to face was that anyone with first-hand knowledge of Old Nick’s journey would be either deceased or quite elderly, and most of the information I sought would have to be unearthed from old and often incomplete records, but as my passion next to music is research, I was in my element. 

Initially, the only clues I had as to his history during the eighty-seven years he was missing were the names of the thief, Maurice Potts, who had stolen him from my Great Grandfather, George Fitzhelm’s Toronto rooming house in 1918, and of the Montreal collector, Marcus Candleford, from whose estate I bought him in 2005. The Candleford family was frustratingly slow in responding to my request for provenance.  From what I could gather, the estate was large, its settlement complicated and contentious, and the history of one relatively minor item in an extensive and eclectic collection not high on the list of priorities. 

Acting on the theory that Potts’ rooming house theft was not an isolated incident, I concentrated my initial search on a possible criminal record for him.  Although the police department was cooperative regarding access, nothing from that time period had been digitized, existing records were in deep storage, and I had to spend endless hours digging through musty boxes.  There was, however, a system of sorts and I finally unburied a crucial chain of information.  Potts had been charged and convicted for breaking and entering barely six months after his theft of Old Nick. It struck me as interesting that his only comment upon being convicted was that someone had put a curse on him and he’d had no luck since.  His fence, a pawnbroker, was charged as well and all questionable items seized.  An inventory of these included one violin sold at a police auction when no one stepped forward to claim it.  The winning bid of fifty-two dollars was made by T. Doggett and the address was a Toronto post office box registered to Dr. Doggett’s Canine Capers.  Due to the paucity of description, there was no guarantee that this violin was Old Nick, but it was a place to start.

Having exhausted the usual name searches, I began checking vaudeville and circus memorabilia sites and haunting all the old book and paper shows I could find. Almost a year later I was rewarded when I came across a single leaflet in a  cache of papers the vendor had scavenged from the basement of a condemned office building.  He informed me that the building had at one time housed the offices of Gayday Attractions, a local booking agency that had specialized in novelty acts for vaudeville and burlesque houses and music halls from the late 1800s to around 1930.  

He took advantage of my ill-disguised interest to charge me an exorbitant price of twenty dollars for the leaflet, a yellowing, cheaply printed advertisement for Dr. Doggett’s Canine Capers declaring that this stellar attraction was wholesome fun, suitable for all ages, featuring Dr. Doggett and his charming assistant Flossie, Samson the amazing Alsatian athlete, Archimedes the mathematical prodigy, Axel and Anton the boxing boxers, and the delightful Pomeranian Prancers – a canine corps de ballet, with lively fiddle accompaniment provided by Dr. Doggett himself.  It was touted as ideal for music halls, fairs, carnivals, and children’s entertainments, and the final line stated that all inquiries should be directed to T. Duguet at a Toronto post office box.  

At last I had a name to be moving forward with.  As P.O. box records going that far back were not available, I switched my search to city records – property ownerships, rental rolls, business listings, births, deaths, marriage licenses, etc… hoping against hope that T. Duguet had not strayed too far from Toronto, and finally found a marriage license issued to Gilbert Bellarby and Florence Duguet in 1923.  The bride’s father was listed as Thaddeus Duguet.  I could find no further traces of the name Duguet, and concentrated on Bellarby.  As any researcher can tell you, successful searches are ninety-nine percent sweat and one percent instinct and blind luck.  There were five Bellarbys in the current phone directory, but one of the listings was for Bellarby Kennels and it felt like a promising place to start.

Fortune was with me.  The phone was answered by a young woman who identified herself as Carla Bellarby.  When I asked if she could give me any information on Florence Bellarby or the Duguet family, she said she was familiar with those names but that I’d best speak to her father, Dr. Vincent Bellarby. Two days later, armed with my new pocket recorder, I met with him in an old brick farmhouse not far from my home in New Watersfield.  Behind the house, on a three acre lot not yet swallowed up by developers, sat a modern metal prefab which housed his office, a surgery and a boarding facility with attached dog runs.

Persy swears I collect people like others collect stamps or coins and I will admit I’m endlessly interested in other people’s lives, recollections and family histories.

Vincent Bellarby was probably in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and moustache, and a calm and competent presence that must have been invaluable in treating animals.  He told me he’d started out assisting his Grandfather, Gilbert Bellarby, as a livestock vet, but as the suburbs expanded more and more of his patients were family pets.  On a tour of the facility he was greeted with wagging tails and offers of furry heads to scratch.  When he asked what my interest was in the Duguets and the Bellarbys, I produced the Canine Capers flyer and explained that my interest was in the fiddle played by Doctor Doggett.

“Ah,” he said, “I’ve never seen this one.  Well, you’re in luck.  The former Flossie Duguet was my grandmother, Florence Bellarby.  Come with me.  I’ve got some old stuff we can have a look at.”

We returned to the house and a comfortable, cluttered family room and kitchen. I helped him haul a battered old canvas trunk with bamboo strapping from a cubbyhole under the back stairs and watched as he snapped open the latches to release a whiff of mothballs and mildew.

“It’s been a lot of years since I looked at any of this.” He said, “My Dad died back in ‘56 and my mother had to go to work, so it was Grandma Floss who took care of me and my brothers.  I was the baby of the family, so I got most of her attention.  Other kids were read fairy tales and boys’ adventures, but I was raised on stories of circuses and sideshows and vaudeville houses, and the star of it all was her Father, Doctor Doggett.  You see, the family name was Duguet, but most people mispronounced it as Duggett, so it wasn’t much of a stretch to change it to Doggett for professional purposes.  She said he was like a Pied Piper with dogs, that she never understood how he got them to do the things they did.  It wasn’t hours of training.  He just stroked them and whispered to them and they’d be up dancing on their hind legs and doing back-flips just to please him.

“He started the act sometime in the early 1900s with just one dog, a little black poodle called Nanette who would dance on a drum and balance a ball on her nose.  Grandma Floss was about fourteen when Nanette died, and by then he’d added Samson, the Alsatian and little Mignonette, who became the mother of the Pomeranian Prancers.  

“Floss was almost fifteen when her mother ran off with a car salesman leaving her with her Dad.  She was already assisting him with the act by then. I still have one of her costumes.”  At this point he lifted from its tissue paper a frilly satin dress, once white, now ivory with age. 

“The Doctor, always a heavy drinker, was a full-blown alcoholic by this time, and at some point his original violin disappeared.  He claimed it was stolen, but Floss thought he’d simply left it somewhere when he was drunk.  Whatever the truth was, he desperately needed a new one and that would have been when he bought the one you’re asking about back in 1918.  If we’re talking about the same instrument, that fifty-two dollar price tag would have just about wiped them out.  They lived pretty close to the edge as it was, especially with all those doggy mouths to feed, eight of them eventually, in a crowded caravan.  Floss always said that was when everything went sour, what with her mother deserting them, her father’s drinking and the work consequently drying up.

“By then, they were performing two shows a day with what Grandma Floss called a mud show, a down-at-heels little one-ring circus that would set up on the fairgrounds of small towns for one or two nights, then move on.  It was a dreary sort of life for her, no privacy, no place to shower or wash clothes properly, being ogled and mauled by roughnecks and yahoos, with her father out of the picture more often than not.  She told me how he’d sit outside the caravan into the small hours after a show, playing his fiddle and crooning to the dogs who’d howl along with him. On those nights when she had the place to herself she’d dream of having clean clothes, a hot shower, a bed with no dogs in it, and a room of her own with a door that closed. I remember she was a fiend for laundry, everything bleached and starched and ironed to a faretheewell. My brothers and I were never allowed to wear the same shirt two days running and God help the kid who opened her bedroom door without knocking.  Still, she loved her Dad despite his failings and stayed with him until she met my Grandfather in 1922.

“Canine Capers had really gone downhill by then, Archimedes and one of the boxers had died and the Doctor was in no shape to find and train new dogs.  My Granddad, Gilbert Bellarby, was a veterinary student who took a summer job with the circus as a roustabout and animal wrangler. It was definitely love at first sight for him and Floss.  They still held hands like teenagers until the day he died.  Floss begged her father to retire and live with her and Gilbert.  He was a stubborn old cuss and said he’d carry on without her, but eventually he had no choice. Nobody would hire him.  He and Samson and Axel, the surviving boxer, along with the three remaining Prancers moved into the basement of Gil and Floss’ bungalow.”

I have to admit that by this point I was getting a little impatient to find out what had happened to the fiddle, so I interrupted his story to ask.

“That’s the saddest part.  Floss said the drinking had gotten completely out of control, and she had no idea where he was getting the money until she heard he’d been hanging out with some grifter called Penny and that he and Samson were acting as bunco steerers and outside men for a three card monte scam on the midway at the Canadian National Exhibition.  Funny how clearly I remember those words.  I certainly didn’t understand them at the time, just that it was something bad.  Samson was almost eighteen and too old and arthritic to do tricks any more, so the Doctor would play the fiddle and Samson would sit up and beg to draw suckers to the game, then they would distract any onlookers while a mark was being fleeced.  When the Ex closed and winter set in they moved the scam to downtown street corners, but they were constantly getting rousted by the cops and Grandpa Gil had to bail him out several times.   Apparently Samson got to be quite a mascot at the precinct.  

“It all ended in 1929 on a bitter cold winter morning.  When Floss went to call her father for breakfast she found that his bed hadn’t been slept in. She assumed he’d been arrested again so she didn’t think much about it, but when she opened the front door to walk my Dad to school, she found her father on the doorstep with the key in his hand, frozen to death, the faithful dog lying beside him.  He’d been savagely beaten.  God knows how he’d gotten home.  The fiddle was gone, stolen and never recovered. My Grandmother always broke down when she got to this part, said it was her fault, that she should have known something was wrong.  The police got nowhere.  The lowlife he’d been running the scam with had vanished so there was no one to question.  They figured he’d fought to hold on to the fiddle but as old and drunk as he was, he’d been no match for whoever had put the boots to him.  Samson had taken his share of the kicks and although Grandad did his best for him, the poor old boy died a few days later, from a broken heart Floss said.”

“Did she ever hear anything more about the fiddle?”  I asked.  He shook his head.

“To tell you the truth, I don’t think she ever looked for it.  Sounds crazy, but it seemed like she felt the fiddle was somehow to blame for what happened.”

Assuming that I’d come to a dead end in my search, I thanked Dr. Bellarby for his time, took his card in case any of our menagerie at home needed attention, and stood up to leave.

“You might want to take a look at the rest of this stuff.” He said, and pulled out a roll of crumbling paper that looked like it might be posters, a dusty tailcoat and collapsible top hat, and finally a bundle of frayed canvas. He unfolded it to reveal an old hand-painted sideshow billboard, about six by eight feet, the paint flaked away at the folds and the colours faded, but the details still clear. ‘Dr. Doggett’s Canine Capers’ was emblazoned across the top and in the corners were small scenes of Samson the Amazing Alsatian Athlete balancing on a ball with one of the Prancers on his back, Archimedes the mathematical wonder wearing a mortarboard with numbers floating over his head, and Axel and Anton in their boxing gloves, but the main body of the piece featured Dr. Doggett and Flossie with the Pomeranian Prancers in their tutus.  I couldn’t believe my eyes. In the Doctor’s hands was a fiddle and that fiddle was undeniably Old Nick.    

Chapter 2 - Persy


I always marvel at Leslie’s ability to empathize and to draw out of people the most intimate details of their lives and family histories.  The downside is that once he has what he needs, he gets so focused on his next objective that it’s almost as if they cease to exist and they’re left wondering why they haven’t heard from their lovely new friend, so I generally try to pick up the slack.  Vincent Bellarby is now our family vet.


By this point I was finally seeing some hint of recovery in Teri, a gradual transition from anguish to anger, always a good sign.  She decided to retreat to our family cottage on the Fallowfield estate in England for the summer to lick her wounds and I had hopes that the change of scenery would complete the cure.


At eighteen, my son Gerry considers himself an adult and is very confrontational with his Father who invariably rises to the bait and starts laying down the law.  Feeling that they needed a break from each other (and I from the pair of them) after the ballsup at a Toronto nightclub, I decided to ship him abroad to scout items for Tyme After Tyme with a modest stipend, a promise to keep his nose clean, and to keep strict accounting and write one detailed letter a week, separate from any emails or texts.


With their permission, I’ve added bits of the twins’ letters, emails, and some excerpts from Teri’s journal including her discoveries about her namesake, Lady Teresa Blackwood, a fascinating woman who has become almost as much of a passion for her as Old Nick is for Leslie. 

from: Persy Fitzhelm retrofitz@stoneage.com 

to: Julia Fitzhelm jfitz@goldringco.uk

Dear cousin Julia:

Our Teri is going through a bad patch and is heading your way to spend some time at Fallowfield cottage to sort things out.  The problem is a broken heart (first time) and frankly I’m at a loss as to what to do for her.  Normally she’d confide in Gerry, but he’s in India. Leslie is all for some sort of intervention, but I think I’ve convinced him that bracing advice from Her father is the last thing she needs right now and to let her be.  The truth is, I’ve never seen her like this and with the family history of depression, I am worried she’ll do something silly.  I’d be grateful if you and Henry could keep a discrete eye on her.

Gerry’s another story.  His propensity for willing women and bad company is a constant worry, and being so far away there’s no way of knowing what he might be up to.  If he’d put half his ingenuity for finding trouble into something legitimate, he’d be a roaring success. 

Leslie is still researching the travels of Old Nick but it’s slow going.  He has a beginning and an ending and some odd bits and pieces, but it’s frustrating for him to have to work so haphazardly to fill in the blanks, worse than doing a crossword where at least they give you clues.

Hope this finds you all well and happy, Persy

P.S. Leslie tells me that the Conservatives are after Henry to run for office. Lord Henry Fitzhelm, MP, has a nice ring to it, but I can’t imagine him taking time off from Goldringco.
P.  

from: Gerry Fitzhelm ifitfitz@stoneage.com

to: Teri Fitzhelm hissyfitz@stoneage.com

Hey T, Just got the news from Mum.  Sorry Sis, I know you don’t want to hear it, but never liked him, never trusted him. Didn’t want to butt in, so I can’t even say I told you so. Dumping you is one thing, copping your band is another.  What a prick!  If I’d been there I’d have punched his lights out.  Working for a girl was probably too deflating for his ego, especially a guitar diva like you.  We’ll team up when I get back and really kick some musical ass.

Here’s something that might divert you.  I’m staying in Darjeeling in this crumbling Indian facsimile of a Victorian mansion, a former summer residence turned guesthouse. My landlady’s name is Vanessa Albright, an amazing old girl who’s a treasure trove of juicy stories on the British Raj, being the granddaughter and only remaining descendant of a British Army officer and an aristocratic Indian lady (apparently a great scandal in its day). We’ve hit it off in a big way.  She has photo albums going back to the 1800s, and leafing through them I came across a grouping that stopped me in my tracks.  It’s captioned ‘July 12, 1906 - The Blackwood expedition returns from Kathmandu’ and smack in the middle of it, standing beside an elegant dude with eastern features and western tailoring, is a woman identified as Lady Teresa Blackwood dressed like a curvier version of Katherine Hepburn in the African Queen, but facewise she’s a dead ringer for you.  I was totally blown away by the coincidence.  Attaching a JPG.

Keep your chin up, kid.  In the words of some sage or other, “This too shall pass.”

Your big brother (by seven minutes), G.

Chapter 3 - Teri Fitzhelm


As Teri emerged from the subway and crossed the street to the carnival atmosphere of Dundas Square she could hear the booming ‘ONE TWO, ONE TWO’ of a line check coming from the direction of the stage.  She’d timed it just right, a perfect summer day, sunny with a cooling breeze, and a mob to lose herself in.  Home was too claustrophobic.  Mum and Dad tried their best not to crowd her, but they hovered at a distance. 


She was trying to convince herself she wasn’t really that emotionally gutted. Furious, yes, and embarrassed at having been such an idiot.  God, love makes you stupid!  All the signs had been there. Personal digs disguised as jokes, ideas appropriated or rejected, decisions made without her, then being told she was imagining things, a slow erosion she’d been naively complicit in, kidding herself that they were in love and creating something special together. Had she had unrealistic expectations of him?  Probably, but isn’t that what lovers do?  Her mother hadn’t helped by quoting somebody called Dorothy Parker at her, something about her building him a soul.  Thanks Mum.


She was looking forward to the headline band, an alt-country group called Limberjack.  She knew the lead singer and was supposed to hang with them after the show. The opener was some group she’d never heard of called Flim Flam, and as they hit the stage she saw that it was, in fact, that lying rat-bastard Devon and her ex band.  CRAP! How had he pulled that off?   Even worse, they were opening with one of her songs, “Don’t You Lie to Me”.  All she needed was him spotting her and telling their friends she was stalking him.  She retreated to Yonge Street.  Flim Flam – he got that right!


A man with a greasy, grey ponytail and filthy overalls was muttering to himself and gesturing as he came toward her.  At first she thought he had some sort of hands-free phone, but as he aggressively shouldered past he glared at her and she felt a blast of pure rage like a hot air vent and heard the same four words chanted without inflection, like a mantra - “fuckin’, cocksuckin’, hypnotizin’ motherfucker”. She repeated it to herself.  No good for a song, but resonant, oddly cathartic, something to shout from a rooftop or mountaintop.  Mum would get a kick out of it.   

Moments later she heard an extraordinary sound, a cross between a violin and a Theremin, playing the old Dr. Zhivago theme, “Somewhere My Love”, and she joined the circle of listeners around a scarecrow figure in dusty black with a head like Edward Scissorhands, the same wild hair and sad mime face, seated, knees akimbo, with a long handsaw wedged between his feet and a violin bow in his right hand.  As he flexed the blade he drew the bow across the smooth edge, as rapt as any concert cellist.  Fascinated, she dropped a handful of change into his Rasta tam, and when he finished, asked if he could play “Smoke on the Water”.  A huge grin split the mime face and he obliged with an eerie single-line version of the famous guitar riff.


Over coffee she learned his name was Trig Wagner and he was fresh off the prairies. His grandfather had taught him how to play the saw when he was a kid.  He was really a bass player, but hadn’t found any steady work yet and busking with the saw had proved pretty lucrative.  The novelty seemed to pull people in.  The only problem was that his ‘potential weapon’ barred him from the prime subway locations. 


Encouraged by her Dad, she’d recently picked up the violin again and was immediately intrigued by the possibilities of pairing the sound of the violin with the swoops and swirls of the saw.  She told Trig she’d quit her former band and was looking for something new. A bit of a whopper, but at least half true. Her flight to England was already booked and she was leaving in a couple of days so they exchanged contact information and agreed to keep in touch.  She’d take her fiddle with her and work on her chops.  At the end of the subway line she hopped on her bike and pedaled the seven uphill miles to New Watersfield chanting ‘fuckin, cocksuckin’ hypnotizin’ motherfucker’ in time with the pedals.


Three days later she was checking her emails and texts at the family cottage and former gatehouse to the Fallowfield estate in Southwest Derbyshire, and transferred the old photograph Gerry had sent to the PC in the study.  She enlarged it and sharpened the focus. It was startling to see her face on Tess Blackwood’s body.  Strong female genes in this family.  Lady Blackwood’s travel books were somewhere on the shelves. Maybe they’d take her mind off her navel.  She poured a glass of wine, curled up on the sitting room sofa and opened A World Beyond – An English lady’s adventures in the Australian Bush…

October 2nd, 1901


Just before dark we anchor in Melbourne Harbour barely in advance of a violent storm and are witnesses to a magnificent display of thunderheads and lightning.  The air crackles around us and has a peculiar chemical smell, which mingles with the odours of imminent civilization - rotting fish, vegetation and sewage. This will be our last night aboard the Serafina, and before the downpour obliterates the view I gaze longingly at the muted lights of the town with their promise of new faces, fresh food and clean, dry bed linens.  It has been many weeks since my feet last stood on terra firma…


This, Dear Reader, was my first view of the southeast corner of Australia, the vast and wondrous place that was to educate, challenge and delight me for the next four months, and that rain was the last we saw for the entirety of our sojourn there.


We had set sail from England in mid August, hoping to have the advantage of clement weather for most of our forty-eight day journey.  Our vessel was a small steam-driven cargo ship called The Serafina made available to us by one of our investors as part of his contribution to the enterprise. The passengers were myself, my three sons, Alex, Peter and Elliot, and Rufus Edvardson, the vessel’s owner, who had business interests in the East Indies, Australia and the Far East.  

The purpose of our expedition was to explore deep mining opportunities in a territory beyond the played out alluvial gold fields at Mount Alexander for a group of British investors.  This was the first venture for Blackwood Explorations, the company we had formed after the death of my husband, Commander Nelson Blackwood.  The three boys were uniquely suited for our endeavour. Alex my eldest, a former naval officer, was well accustomed to the responsibilities of leadership and organization. Peter my middle son was already an experienced explorer and cartographer, and my youngest, Elliot, encouraged by his brothers, had newly acquired degrees in geology and mineralogy.  As for my own qualifications, I had none, and there had been considerable opposition to my joining the expedition, but to travel the world had always been my dream and I was determined to go. My substantial investment in the company finally secured my participation so long as I was prepared to ‘rough it’.

One of the advantages of being the only female was that Mr. Edvardson had surrendered his stateroom to me.  Perhaps the term stateroom suggests spaciousness, but the opposite was true. It was very compact and spare, a place for everything and everything in its place with very little room for even minimal feminine clutter.  I had promised to travel frugally, bringing with me only two large tin-lined trunks.  The first, which I would reorganize and store in Melbourne against our return, was filled with bed linens, books and the three dresses and accessories I had allowed myself for shore visits and formal occasions.  The second contained my camping kit, medicine chest, notebooks and sketchbooks and appropriate clothing for the sea voyage and our upcoming expedition.  During the endless unoccupied hours on the open ocean, Mr. Edvardson did me the further service of patiently instructing me in the use of my pocket compass, a skill that would later prove invaluable in the uncharted territory of the Australian outback.

Although I experienced some initial queasiness, the first leg of our journey was relatively uneventful, with stops at Gibraltar, Port Said and Port Tawfik, Suez.  At Gibraltar, Alex dined at the naval officers’ mess with some old acquaintances - ladies unwelcome.  I was invited by some navy wives to tea and a tour of ‘The Rock’, but declined, and so did not see the famous Gibraltar apes.  In truth, after my cramped shipboard quarters I was perfectly content to relax in the spacious luxury of my room at a comfortable guesthouse with its ocean and palm tree view.  The cuisine was delightfully varied with Spanish and Arabic accents, and I became quite fond of calentita, the local chickpea bread, to the detriment of my waistline.

We followed the North African coast to Port Said, then prepared to enter that engineering marvel, the Suez Canal as part of a motley flotilla of vessels.  Despite my protective hat and veil, the heat was so oppressive and the sun so dazzling, reflecting off the water and every surface it encountered, that I was forced to retire to my stifling, airless stateroom with a blinding headache, but Mr. Edvardson kindly produced a pair of spectacles with smoked lenses that gave me some relief.  At Great Bitter Lake we rested at anchor for a day to allow a parade of northbound ships to pass, as the Canal is for the most part only wide enough for one-way traffic.  In fact, the one small vessel we did pass came so close we could practically have shaken hands with the passengers on deck. Port Tawfik was our last stop on this leg of the journey.  

Although we were warned of pirates, we traversed the Red Sea with no interference, and despite fractious weather on the Indian Ocean, we safely reached the port of Kochi, India, our last landfall with the exception of a brief stop in Batavia, Dutch East Indies, for fuel, supplies and some commercial cargo.  Mr. Edvardson urged me to remain on board at Batavia, as the climate and conditions ashore were considered extremely unhealthy.  From there we sailed south following the west coast of Australia then headed east along the south coast to Melbourne.  I had been told there might be icebergs, but I was disappointed in this respect.

The great enemy on shipboard is ennui, especially when company is so circumscribed.  The normal divisions of calendar days and weeks cease to have much relevance.  I attempted to pass the time with reading and embroidery, and my unfortunate family and friends have all been the recipients of my rather indifferent stitchery.  With limited space I could only bring one box of books, classics mixed with modern novels and travel journals including one highly informative and descriptive book entitled The Gold-finder of Australia, a detailed account of his experiences by a certain Mr. John Sherer, which would prove an invaluable reference when I reached my destination.  By rationing myself to two hours of reading daily I stretched them as best I could, but had to resort to re-reading several of them when I came to the end of my supply.

One of the crew, a sweet-faced boy named Reggie, played the concertina and sang sentimental songs in a pleasant tenor voice, and I was persuaded to join him in harmony.  We came to perform quite well together and it was a pleasant way to pass an evening.  I once ventured down to the galley to ask the cook if he could add some variety to our monotonous diet which mainly consisted of potatoes, bread and bully beef.  He politely but firmly insisted the men would not like it.  On hot, still nights when I could not sleep I would climb up to the wheelhouse and converse with Albert, the night steersman.  At one point in our acquaintance he asked if I would be so kind as to read to him to keep him awake, something with action and adventure.  I readily agreed, and over time we exhausted the contents of Mr. Edvardson’s small shipboard library, Treasure Island and Kidnapped, Prisoner of Zenda, King Solomon’s Mines, and the stories and poetry of Kipling. Other members of the crew soon joined us and it became a most popular entertainment.  Moby Dick was, by far, the favourite and led to several entertaining anecdotes from these good fellows.  I had to smile to myself at the careful adjustment of language for this lady’s delicate ears.

Thus we continued until we reached Melbourne.

October 7, 1901


I am presently residing at The Grand Hotel, and very grand it is after my cramped shipboard quarters.  I am enjoying the comfortable bed and the modern bath adjacent to my handsome suite while I can, for everyone I meet insists on telling me that I shall have no such comforts in The Bush.  I remain, however, undaunted.


This is the first opportunity I have had to record my observations, for I have received so many invitations to lunches and dinners and teas that I have scarcely had time to unpack. My title and our letters of introduction from influential members of the Royal Geographical and Geological Societies have opened many doors for us.  We were invited to dine at Government house two nights ago by Governor Clarke and his wife.  It is a stately edifice, the entrance flanked by a dispirited regiment of red and white tulips, their heads drooping, the flag hanging limp for lack of a breeze.  The dinner table was laden with a prodigious display of heavy crystal and silver and, dashing my hopes for fresh local fish, the main course was overdone roast of beef.  Despite Clarke’s many accomplishments, he exhibits the narrow outlook of a career soldier, a personality I am very familiar with, but his wife Caroline was most gracious and helpful to me, acquainting me with the best of the local shops and providing me with letters of introduction to some of the families we are likely to meet on our travels.


Melbourne is a city built on gold, and we are everywhere regaled with accounts of the rush to the goldfields as if it had happened yesterday rather than fifty years ago.  Tales abound of ships sitting idle in the harbour as their crews deserted to join the frenzy, and you can still feel the outrage at the wildly exorbitant fees charged by the few skilled tradesmen who stayed behind, even cooks and housemaids demanding and getting three to four times the normal wages.


As interesting and informative as I find all this, it has all been rather hectic and I look forward to our departure in ten day’s time.


If I have one criticism of colonial life in Melbourne, it is of the insular nature of the English community and the tremendous effort it makes to preserve everything British and to avoid adjusting in any way to the harsh yet robust environment in which it finds itself.  I was proudly shown traditional English lawns and flower gardens, fragile blossoms wilting with the heat despite constant watering and tending. Social conventions are rigidly observed, and as eager as they were for the latest London gossip and fashions, the good ladies who invited me to tea were torn between the cachet of entertaining Lady Blackwood and their palpable dismay at my independent and outspoken nature.  I fear it caused some embarrassment to my sons.  Prior to one dinner party, Alex asked if I would condescend to be charming to two men who might be useful to our expedition. I acquiesced, but it rubbed seriously against the grain…


Teri found herself admiring Tess more and more as she read on. Time slipped by without one thought of Devon.  She barely had time to walk up to Fallowfield Hall to join the family for dinner.


Sir Henry was always sweet to her in his slightly stuffy way, but Lady Julia was her favourite among all the Fitzhelm relatives and they spent a couple of hours after dinner catching up on all the family gossip.  Teri found she was a still bit weepy about Devon and the band, but it was a relief to talk about it with someone more removed.  She mentioned she was reading A World Beyond and had become fascinated by Tess Blackwood.  Julia suggested she write to Clarence Blackwood, the Blackwood family historian.  She also reminded Teri of the collection of Great Grandma Beth’s old letters she’d discovered some years ago in the eaves of the cottage and that now might be the perfect time to go through them as the two women were so close.  

It took her back to one of the family’s annual Christmases at Fallowfield.  It was a cold, rainy winter afternoon, she was thirteen and bored out of her mind.  Gerry had driven into town with one of the older cousins in search of comic books, and with nothing worth watching on TV, she decided to go on a treasure hunt in the eaves. She’d found a trunk full of old dresses still smelling faintly of lavender, beautiful, but too small for her even at that age.  There was a Spanish shawl embroidered with flowers that she loved and a big straw hat trimmed with silk daisies she still wore.  At the time she’d had little interest in the box of papers and bundle of letters she’d discovered, but Dad had been very excited and copied them for his research.  As far as she knew, they’d been returned to their original resting place, behind the nearly invisible, wallpapered half-door to the eaves in great Grandma Beth’s old bedroom.


As she climbed into bed, she got a text from Trig.  He’d found a new place to live and was sending her the address:

Trig – gr8 room, gr8 house, gr8 people.  Hope to stay a while.

Teri – xcellent.  btw, is Trig short 4 something?

Trig – Trigger, believe it or not.

Teri – like a gun?

Trig – like the horse, u no, Roy Rogers. long story. need sleep. gotta gig tonight (
Teri – have a good 1.  can’t w8 for that story.  back in a few wks.  ‘bye 4 now.

She laughed out loud for the first time in ages and in her dream she danced to “Desert Rose” played on the saw, with the Spanish shawl swirling around her.


The next day, after breakfast, she retrieved the old letters from their resting place and went through the contents on the dining room table.  Julia’s instinct had been golden.  There were at least two dozen letters from Tess Blackwood to her illegitimate but beloved daughter, Beth Fitzhelm.  She sorted them by date and came up with a prize.  It had an Australian postmark and was dated October 8, 1901…

My dearest girl:


After a seemingly endless sea passage, I am at last able to write this letter to you from the Grand Hotel in Melbourne Australia.  The good Lord only knows when you will receive it, or when I shall be able to send another.  I trust this finds yourself, Rennie and the children well and happy.


As there are no secrets between us I must relate to you one thrilling piece of news.  Although we were most circumspect on the voyage, Rufus Edvardson and I have come to like each other quite well.  Frank discussion between us has revealed that neither of us wishes to remarry, but I know that when we return to London I shall continue to see him, not as a mistress you understand, but as an intimate and equal friend.  I am fully prepared to face adverse reaction from the boys and all the vitriolic gossip this will generate and wish to forewarn you.  Although no one will ever replace your father in my heart, I am pleased to find such amiable companionship so late in my life, and I know you will be happy for me.  The Serafina sails tomorrow for ports as far away as China.  Rufus will return for us in four month’s time.  I shall miss him.


Through advertisements in The Argus and The Age and after endless interviews, we have at last found a seasoned guide for our expedition.  His name is Daniel Walsh.  He has impeccable references and comes highly recommended.  It is a great relief, as most of the candidates revealed themselves to be either incompetent or of questionable character.  


Alex has been persuaded to place a sizable wager on a horse called Revenue in the Melbourne Cup, which takes place in November.  I think it’s a great waste of money, but he feels the name is most propitious, and hopes to have a tidy profit waiting for him when we return to the city some time in February.


We depart shortly for The Bush and I am steeling myself for a very different sort of existence than I have ever experienced.  We travel to Ballarat by Victoria Railway. I am told the engine is the same that transported the Duke and Duchess of Cornwall earlier this year as part of their Royal tour of Australia, although I expect our accommodation will be considerably more modest than the sumptuously appointed State cars.  Several of the ladies who entertained me here in Melbourne reverently displayed their much-coveted invitations to the elaborate reception for the Royal couple, marking their attendance at the First Parliament of Australia at Melbourne’s Royal Exhibition Building.


Once in Ballarat, Daniel Walsh has arranged for us to travel by horseback and bullock cart first to the village of Ararat where we will stay overnight, then to the isolated homestead of a pastoralist named Bagley.  This will be the base of operations for our expedition and a convenient depot for supplies.    

The boys are finally resigned to my presence on this enterprise despite last minute pleas from Peter and Elliot that I remain in Melbourne whilst they go off adventuring. Alex has long since given up the fray.   I am keeping a diary and planning to make copious notes and drawings as we go and I know I shall have much to tell you when we return… 

Chapter 4 - Persy


I was delighted when Teri discovered Tess Blackwood.  There was a woman who took no crap from anyone.  I devoured her travel books when I was a kid and her head-on fearless approach to life was a great inspiration at a time when I was just beginning to find out who I was.

Gerry’s reports home were entertaining and alarming in equal parts.  His descriptions of his travels were charmingly colourful, so full of sights and sounds I could imagine myself there, but some of his choices in acquaintances were, as usual, highly questionable as illustrated in excerpts like this one.


…Stepping off the train in Darjeeling I was plunged into sensory overload – graceful buildings obscured by squalid shacks, herds of honking cars, Bicycles and pedicabs, street hawkers selling God-knows-what, Buddhist monks and nuns in robes of wine and saffron, ragged Tibetan refugees, uniformed schoolgirls, women in colourful tribal costumes or bright tunics and trousers with long trailing scarves, monkeys, elephants and tough little mountain ponies, a constant ear-splitting chorus of car horns and exotic music, the air thick with the smell of spices and wood smoke, and tantalizing whiffs of food, with a pervasive undertone of exhaust fumes, manure, urine, and unwashed bodies, all against a backdrop of distant shrouded mountains.


The train was unbelievably hot, dusty and crowded.  I ran out of water halfway through the trip and didn’t want to risk what was offered on the train, so I was relieved to spot a dude in a loud Hawaiian shirt on the platform selling bottled water from an old Coca Cola cooler, twisting off the caps with a great flourish. His name is Tarun. He’s about my age, and a real entrepreneur.  I’ve since learned that he recycles the bottles, filling them from a communal tap.  Aside from his water concession he rents beat-up scooters, acts as a tour guide, sells bootleg movie videos, and has a number of other enterprises I’m just learning about. He plans to be a millionaire by the time he’s thirty.  He speaks decent English learned from missionaries in an American-sponsored orphanage but mixed with a lot of American, British and Australian slang picked up from the videos he sells.  Through catering to the tourist trade he’s familiar with a lot of the craft workshops up in the hills, so I’ve hired him to guide me and will report back on that.  We’re going clubbing tonight.  He seems to know a lot of girls and says he can introduce me to some nice ones.


I’ve found a great guesthouse, an old Victorian relic. It’s cheap and clean and my landlady, Vanessa Allbright, is a real character. She seems to have a soft spot for me.  We have tea most afternoons and she tells me all about the days of the Raj when Darjeeling was a prime vacation spot for the British.

More later, love, G.

P.S.  Don’t worry about me.  I’m protected by the evil eye bead Cynara gave me. (You remember, the gorgeous Greek girl I met in Petra.) 

From: Gerry Fitzhelm ifitfitz@stoneage.com

To: Teri Fitzhelm hissyfitz@stoneage.com

Hi T:

Beating the bushes for booty up here in the hinterlands of the Himalayas, and have attached a little teaser for you, some intelligence on Tess Blackwood’s trek to Nepal. My landlady, Vanessa, dug out one of her grandfather’s old household journals describing the various house guests and their accommodations.  This particular one was from 1906, and on the date written on the back of the photograph I sent you he records the arrival in Darjeeling of Lady Blackwood, the widow of his old friend former navy Commander, Sir Nelson Blackwood, and her three sons after an arduous trek into the heart of Nepal. It states that Lady Blackwood was suffering from dysentery when she arrived and was subsisting on tea and vegetable broth.  The other guests were two of his junior officers, lieutenants Browne and Thackeray, and Prince Kris Siddhartha Shah, a Nepalese diplomat who had arrived with the Blackwood party.

It further says that as Lady Blackwood was indisposed and the officers unmarried, his wife, Gulika, declined to join an all male gathering and the repast was made up of the plain fare that he, as a simple soldier, preferred. The menu was included. 

The evening ended early as the Blackwood party was fatigued from the journey, although the Prince and Browne and Thackeray lingered over brandy and cigars.

I was suitably impressed and asked Vanessa if I could borrow the journal to copy all this for you.

Now I’m curious about the connection with the mysterious Nepali prince and diplomat.  Let me know if you run across anything and I’ll pass on what I discover at this end.

The stuff I’m finding for Mum and Aunt Dite is amazing. One of the furniture manufacturers showed me how they could build these ingenious secret drawers and false bottoms into some of the desks and cabinets.  I think it could be a real selling point…

I will say Gerry did a bang-up job of scouting for Tyme after Tyme. He sent JPGs of some excellent furniture reproductions, as well as colourful cushions, throws, carpets and decorative brasses many of which we subsequently ordered. Our clients, especially the condo dwellers, have been eating up the ‘Raj’ style of décor – Passage to India and all that. A little overblown for my taste, but if they want it, I’m happy to provide it. 

He seriously needed to redeem himself after the hot water he got into here at home.  Having just turned eighteen, he’d been celebrating at a club with some friends, drank way too much and got into a fight over some girl he didn’t even know.  The place exploded, the police were called, and when the dust had settled, a gun was found on the floor.  Nothing to do with him he claims, but the lot of them spent the night in lockup.   According to Teri he managed to swallow half a joint he had in his wallet, so he avoided charges, but as Gerry put it, “Dad went ballistic”, and the rest is history.  

The hell of it is that he’s too goddamned charming and good-looking, disconcertingly like my ne’er-do-well Grandfather Nicky Fitzhelm, a serial philanderer, professional gambler and con man, whom I adored as a kid.  He undoubtedly defined my preference for difficult men and my predilection for colourful language.  While at school I’d had some off-again-on-again relationships with privileged boys who suffered from delusions of intellect and erudition, but who were actually pain-in-the-arse neurotics.  The one exception was a very bright but very defensive working class bloke who was astonishingly good-looking.  I was dazzled, of course, and I think I had some notion that our relationship might be less complicated, but he wasn’t any less neurotic, just less articulate. SIGH!  When I complained to my Grandfather, he said, ‘Persy my girl, that kind of nonsense thrives on an audience.  Drop him into the middle of Mongolia with no money, food or knowledge of the language, and all that pissing and moaning would be rapidly eclipsed by good old-fashioned survival instinct.’  If only it were that simple.

I’ve come to appreciate some of what my Grandmother put up with, as Gerry shows every sign of replicating Grandpa Nicky’s randy, con-artist persona. He took to foreign travel like a duck to water, aided and abetted by a succession of accommodating young women who translated for him, fed and bedded him. The feminist in me is appalled at the way he acquires and discards girlfriends like Kleenex. People always assume that twins are alike, joined at the hip so to speak.  That may be true in some cases, but personalitywise my two are opposites, mirror images.  I suspect Teri will always be a one-man woman, even if it’s the wrong man. 

I was concerned that Leslie seemed to be stalled regarding Old Nick’s saga, but he’s nothing if not persistent.  When he decided to go to Montreal to follow up on a lead, I was delighted to have the house entirely to myself, and the luxury of concentrating solely on Tyme After Tyme and my garden.

Chapter 5 - Leslie Fitzhelm, July, 2012


The Canine Capers billboard now hangs in my study, a generous gift from Vincent Bellarby.  It was the first of several unique discoveries I unearthed in my search for Old Nick’s history, but at that point everything was at a standstill.  Since my queries to the Candleford family remained unanswered, I contacted the auction house to find out if there were any other names attached to the sale.  A helpful young woman informed me that all the items in the Candleford auction had been consigned by someone named Sam Kerszak, and gave me an address and phone number in a suburb east of Montreal.

The voice that answered the phone was female, so I identified myself as Leslie Fitzhelm and asked to speak to Mr. Kerszak.  There was a bark of laughter and the voice said,

“I’m Sam Kerszak.  What can I do for you Leslie?”  I stammered an apology, but she shrugged it off saying, “Happens all the time.  It’s actually Samuella.  My father’s hopes for a male namesake were thwarted and I’m the result.”  I had a memory flash of schoolyard bullying. 

“Believe me, Sam, I know what it’s like to have an ambiguous name.  Daisy Peckworth at Davis and Roy Auctions gave me your name and number as having been the consignor for the Marcus Candleford collection of musical instruments.”

“Yes, but that’s years ago. Those things are long gone.”

“I realize that.  I made the closing bid on one of the instruments, a violin with a carved head that I’d recognized as having been stolen from my family in 1918. I can’t tell you what it meant to me to recover it.  I’ve been trying to trace its history during the years it was gone, but I’ve had no response from the Candleford family regarding provenance.”

“No surprise there.  Aside from the fact they can’t agree on what day it is, they don’t have the information.  Marcus never married, so there’s a crowd of relatives lined up at the trough to challenge his will.  They haven’t got a snowball’s chance in Hell, of course.  He was very specific with his wishes.  I was Marcus’ long-time assistant, and I’m now administrator of the Candleford Trust.  I still get occasional queries like yours, so I’ve been gradually transferring all the old files to a database. The collection was very large and very eclectic and as it’s been mostly dispersed, there’s been no urgency, so I’ve only gotten to 1952.  The filing system was almost non-existent.  Marcus had the faculty of total recall, so the files go strictly by year and within each year the specific dates, names of the sellers and items in the order in which he purchased them, so nothing is alphabetized, categorized or cross-referenced.  I begged him to let me implement a more conventional system, but he was adamant. Sorting out everything for the auctions was a nightmare.  From your description I recall the instrument, but I know I haven’t run across it in what I’ve transcribed so far; however, you’re free to come and dig through what’s left.”

This was precisely the invitation I’d been hoping for.  I made arrangements to meet with her and booked a flight to Montreal.

A week later, I was driving my rental car from Dorval airport to a location east of the city on the north side of the St. Lawrence River, finally pulling up at the front door of what looked like a modest ‘50s ranch-style house.  As I was soon to discover, this was literally the tip of the iceberg.  I was greeted by a solidly built woman in her fifties dressed in tailored denim pants and crisp white shirt, with a stylish cap of silver hair and a face that looked as if it had been born smiling.

“Hi Leslie, I’m Sam. Come on in.  I’ll give you the scenic tour of the house.” Once inside, a dark slate-floored foyer led straight through the middle of the place to a broad archway and landing flooded with light.  As I stepped through it and my eyes adjusted, I was overwhelmed by a panoramic view of the St. Lawrence River.  The house revealed itself to be a marvel of mid-century modern design, a sort of inverted pyramid which flowed downhill in three levels and was constructed almost entirely of steel beams and glass on the south facing side, and dark wood and stone on the slope.  The open steps seemed to float down through the floors and I experienced a slight vertigo as we descended.  Sam explained,

“There is an elevator, but I like to give people the full effect when they first see it. Marcus completed it in ‘55. He commissioned all the furnishings specifically for the house.”  Indeed, the furniture with its simple wooden frames and neutral-toned cushions seemed almost to be rooted to the floor, and the place would have been gloomy if not for all the light from the windows and the richly coloured abstract rugs scattered everywhere.  I assumed at the time that these too were designed for the house, but Persy tells me it’s the finest collection of vintage Moroccan rugs she’s ever seen.  

“Like my late employer, the house is highly eccentric.  He designed it solely for himself with no intention of ever selling it.  As you can see, this first level has a lounge and billiard room to the right and the dining room and kitchen to the left.”  The dining room table was a twelve-foot, vertically cut slab of Douglas fir polished to a mirror finish, with the bark still attached to the edges and embellished by a pair of large elaborately wrought iron candelabra.  This design was echoed in the high-backed chairs. A sideboard displayed a graceful silver art nouveau tea and coffee service, but with the exception of the carpets, the room was otherwise undecorated.  “There are only two bedrooms, Marcus’ personal suite and a guest suite originally intended for occasional visitors, usually business associates or fellow collectors.  Those are on this next level.  Marcus’ suite is now unused and I occupy the other.” 

“Marcus’ grandfather was a timber baron and his father expanded that into a chain of building supply outlets.  Marcus admired the work of Frank Lloyd Wright and Richard Neutra and studied architecture, but being independently wealthy, never had to earn a living at it.  He started collecting in the mid ‘forties.  Many people didn’t take him seriously at the time because he was so young and his taste so varied, but there was a definite theme to his acquisitions. He simply loved beautifully crafted, useful, one-of-a-kind objects, everything from hand-made tools and weapons, to old mechanical prototypes and toys, to pottery and glass, hand bound and printed books, clocks, you name it.  He felt that every object had inherited a unique character and personality from its maker.  The musical instruments were only a small part of the overall collection.”  I remarked that there were no paintings or sculptures in the house.  “I once asked him about that,” she said, “and he told me he had no instinct for artwork, and didn’t care to rely on the taste and opinions of others.”

“Working for Marcus was an education.  I was only nineteen and fresh out of secretarial school when he hired me.  When I applied for the job he asked, ‘What do you make of this?’ He pointed to what looked like a splash of clear glass sitting on his desk.  I examined it from all angles and saw that it had been formed from a rough circle of molten glass like a pizza crust, and the edges somehow drawn upward and gathered like a sack. The edges spread out and fluted at the top, one larger flute forming a spout and another stretched out and pulled downward like a handle.  There were etched images on the sides, fishes, frogs, turtles, eels, otters, and even a human figure, all swimming upward. I broke out laughing.  ‘It’s a pitcher.’ I said.  ‘Right you are, Sam. Pick it up and tell me what you feel.’  I grasped the handle and lifted it.  ‘It’s heavy at the bottom, and balanced to tip forward when you lift it.’  ‘You’ve got it,’ he said, ‘a perfect marriage of form and function.’ and that, in a nutshell was the key to his collection.  ‘I think we’re going to get along famously.’ he said, and here I am today.”

By this time we’d reached the bottom floor, a much more traditional office/library. One half was dominated by a much-used old partner’s desk, bare on one side and on the other a PC and stacks of files.  Tall crowded book shelves filled the back wall on this side, and in the other half of the room, a tufted red leather couch and matching chairs sat on a beautiful but worn oriental carpet in front of a large wood-burning fireplace.  Two oil portraits of men in somber business suits dominated the chimney, Marcus’ father and grandfather I guessed. There was a subtle smell of wood smoke and something more aromatic.

“This is pretty much as he left it.  He liked to work face-to-face, so we shared the desk.  I sometimes take the lid off his humidor so I can smell his pipe tobacco.  It lets me feel he’s still here somehow.”  I didn’t sense anything morbid in what she said.  She missed him, but no longer mourned him.  “I’ve cleared my mess from his side of the desk so you can work there. Follow me.”

She pressed some sort of latch on the side of one of the bookshelves, and it swung silently forward to reveal an opening.  We entered an enormous, high-ceilinged, softly lit chamber cut deeply into the hillside and lined with filing drawers, shelves and glass-fronted display cases, most of which were empty.  Although there were no windows, it was too large to feel claustrophobic, and the air felt cool and fresh.  Spaced evenly at ceiling level were, oddly enough, small speaker boxes.  “As you can see, the bulk of the collection is gone, auctioned or sold online and the money funneled into the trust. It will all go eventually.  It does make me sad sometimes, but the trust keeps me busy. Since your violin doesn’t appear on my database, I’ve pulled all the remaining folders from ’52 until Marcus’ death in 2004.”  She indicated a library cart heaped with files, and I helped her to roll it out to the desk.  “There should be a Polaroid of the purchase in each file, so that will speed things up.”

As daunting as this mountain of information appeared, it was no worse than the old police files and city records I’d been through and a lot cleaner. I’d brought my laptop and portable scanner in anticipation of adding to Old Nick’s provenance, and as I opened the first folder it occurred to me that with a little extra effort I could thank Sam for her generosity by contributing to her existing database as I went along, highlighting names, dates, and the nature of the objects for future cross-reference.

“That’s very thoughtful of you, Leslie, and I won’t say no.  It’ll save me a hell of a lot of work.”

She sat down at her computer, I started in on the files and we worked companionably through the rest of the morning.  Every once in a while she’d get up, pull a volume from one of the shelves and leaf through it.  I noticed that they seemed to be mostly reference books and I became more and more curious about what she was doing.  Around noon we stopped for soup and sandwiches and I met the cook and housekeeper, Annie, who with her husband Ray the maintenance man, occupied the street level of the house. 

Sam said she had an interview that afternoon, but that it shouldn’t disturb me, and around 2:00 o’clock a young woman emerged from the elevator carrying a chair and an artist’s portfolio.  She and Sam sat down in front of the fireplace and talked animatedly, leafing through the portfolio.  Sam tilted the chair and examined it from all angles, tested all the joints and sat on it.  The two of them shook hands and I thought the chair had been sold, but the young woman picked it up and departed with it, smiling.  Sam returned to her computer and made a lengthy entry.  My curiosity got the better of me.

“Do you mind if I ask what just happened?”

“Oh, that was Felice, one of our loan recipients.  She’s a furniture designer and has potentially landed her first big commission to design and build all the furniture for something called an eco-lodge up north, a sort of politically correct adult summer camp from her description.  It seems there are people who are willing to pay an exorbitant amount of money to sleep four to a room, endure early morning yoga and grueling hikes, get their own breakfast and lunch, and listen to lectures on how they’re destroying mother earth as long as they’re guaranteed gourmet dinners (all natural, of course) with fair trade cocktails and wine in the evening.  

The chair is a prototype.  I’ve done a thorough check on the outfit and it seems their finances are sound enough.  We’re refining her proposal, calculating a fee based on overhead, manufacturing time, materials, number of employees needed, etc…  These kids have wonderful ideas, but generally no concept of how to successfully carry them out.  They always underestimate the hard costs, time and labour and undervalue themselves. The trust loans them enough money at nominal interest for a three-year startup period.  If they don’t make it, it’s forgiven, but if they’re still operational and fluid after that they’re eligible for an expansion loan.  The program is quite small, accepting only two applicants a year.  Our board vets them pretty carefully and we have an excellent rate of recoupment so far.  Marcus’ money won’t last forever, and my aim is to make the trust entirely self-sustaining.”

I also learned that Sam had developed a lucrative sideline using the many contacts her employer had built up over the years.  She has a website called Sam’s Curiosities where she buys and sells unique and collectible items. Persy has acquired many decorative pieces from her and emails her if she discovers anything of interest in her constant round of auctions, yard sales and antique markets. She and Sam have become great friends and we always stay with her when we’re in Montreal.

We settled back into our routines, and by 6:00 PM I’d managed to get through about a third of the files, coming across two guitars, a cello and a viola, but no sign of Old Nick – twelve years down and thirty-some-odd to go.  I hadn’t planned on the search taking any more than a day to complete, so I pulled out my phone to book a motel room, but Sam insisted I stay in Marcus’ suite for the night, saying it would give me an early start in the morning. Being tired and a little cross-eyed I gratefully agreed.  

“Annie will rustle you up some dinner.” she said.  I’m going out, but I’ll look in on you before I leave to make sure you have everything you need.”

Annie managed to rustle me an excellent steak with all the trimmings, which I ate in solitude at one end of the dining room table, and I was just topping it off with coffee and brandy when Sam appeared in a form-fitting black cocktail dress with gold chandelier earrings and very red lipstick and introduced me to her partner, Monica, an elegant-looking woman in a dinner jacket.

“Excuse the get-up.” She said, “Monica and I belong to a dance club and it’s tango night.  Let’s get you settled.”  We took the stairs down to the second level and passed through a sitting room into the bedroom.  “There are some of Marcus’ pajamas in this drawer if you need them.  The bathroom is through that door and you’ll find lots of towels, a robe and a shaving kit next to the shower. There’s a large screen satellite TV in the armoire.  Marcus was an avid sports fan, especially soccer.  Have a good sleep and I’ll see you at breakfast.” With that she departed and I took in my surroundings.

The room contrived to be both austere and luxurious.  The bed, bedside tables and armoire were of the same wood and elegantly simple design that I’d seen elsewhere in the house, but here were odd touches of warmth and personality, a few photographs, more of the colourful carpets, and on the bed a magnificent old crazy quilt in rich shades of velvet and satin, each patch defined with contrasting silk tufting and herring-bone stitching.  At the head of the bed, against a stack of pillows was a wedge-shaped backrest with a quote in needlepoint:

A house should never be on a hill, or on anything.

Hill and house should live together, 

each the happier for the other.

~ frank Lloyd Wright ~

I’d ask Sam about these anomalous embellishments in the morning.  I took a long hot shower, and donned a pair of pajama bottoms that fell well short of my ankles. As I stood gazing through the wall of glass at the shimmering lights on the far shore of the St. Lawrence and sipped the last of my brandy, I felt the excitement of an impending breakthrough.

Chapter 6 - Persy


Sam Kerszac is a peach (and a real shark at billiards). If ever I were tempted to bat for the other team, she’d be my choice.  We’ve become great chums and she’s been invaluable in tipping me off to the best auctions and online offers.  She’s tough as nails where business is concerned, but a real mother hen when it comes to her protégés. 

It was Sam who turned me on to one of my biggest scores, a small private collection of early Canadian paintings I bought at fire-sale prices from a recently widowed forty-something second wife intent on liquidating her newly acquired assets and turning the cash into a posh condo and a generous annuity before her deceased husband’s adult children got organized enough to challenge the will - a cleverly vindictive bitch. 

Like Marcus Candleford I have little pretense regarding my knowledge of art.  I leave that department to Leslie who’s a bit of a snob that way.  Personally, I feel people are entitled to their paintings on velvet if that’s what they like.  I did bone up on primitive art, however, when the portraits of the Stanton Great-Greats by some early Victorian itinerant artist were appraised at an insurance value of nine thousand for the pair.  The rather graphic nude of Leslie’s grandmother Georgina Fitzhelm, painted by one of her lovers, Hans Poelman, was quoted at over twenty thousand.  Go figure.  Coincidentally, another of Grandma Gina’s lovers was my incorrigible Grandpa Nicky, but that’s another story in the saga of the vaguely incestuous Fitzhelms. 

Julia emailed to say she felt Teri was coping fairly well and was now thoroughly engaged in following up on Lady Tess’ adventures. Teri decided to follow through on Julia’s suggestion and contact Clarence Blackwood, the Blackwood family’s self-appointed historian.

From: Teri Fitzhelm hissyfitz@stonage.com
To: Persy Fitzhelm retrofitz@stoneage.com    

Hi Mum.

Heard back from Clarence Blackwood. I’m invited for tea on Thursday and he promises copies of Tess’ original journals as well as some letters, photographs and clippings. Julia will drop me at the train station in Derby.  The trains run every hour and I should get to Matlock by noon. Clarence says he’s too old and nearsighted to drive any more and can’t pick me up, so I’m taking the old bike with me, and should arrive in plenty of time for tea.

As part of my new leaf policy I’ve given myself a classic Patti Smith haircut and bleached it platinum except for the tips, which I’ve dyed black. I can just hear Dad saying I’ve got too much time on my hands.  Julia says it reminds her of her grandmother’s old evening cape trimmed with ermine tails. At least no ermines died for my haircut. I hope it doesn’t scare off Clarence. Sir Henry is ponderously tactful, saying it’s ‘quite arresting’.  Apparently cousin Nell was seriously Goth at my age, so I guess he and Julia are used to it.          LOL, Teri

Chapter 7– Teri Fitzhelm, July, 2012

Deciding what to wear for her meeting with Clarence Blackwood was a conflict between looking presentable and knowing she had a long bike ride ahead of her.  The final choice was a black and white cotton tunic, black leggings and black high-top sneakers, with her favourite silver hoop earrings as a final embellishment.  

She’d intended to read on the train, but almost immediately found herself to be an unwilling object of attention.  Sitting across from her was a man of about thirty who fixed her with a dark-eyed laser-like stare.  He sported shoulder-length hair and an elaborate black moustache with long pointed ends, which he constantly fingered like a silent movie villain.  She tried to avoid acknowledging him and to concentrate on her book, but observed that he was wearing an artfully aged leather vest and a velvet jacket with an open necked ruffled shirt, and that the brim of the bowler hat on the seat next to him sported a pair of vintage motoring goggles.  She recognized the look - Steampunk.  A couple of her friends were into it.  She tried to ignore him, but his gaze was so fixed and so intense that she was considering looking for another seat when she was unexpectedly rescued by a harried young mother with a crying baby who collapsed beside her.  She immediately focused her attention on the baby, offering to hold it while the mother went to the toilet, and was pleased to see that her admirer had diverted his gaze to the scenery.  What was it that made her such a creep magnet?    

After the bike was unloaded from the baggage car at Matlock she consulted Clarence Blackwood’s directions and set off on the ancient Raleigh Roadster she and Gerry had resurrected years ago from the storage loft above the old stables.  It took her a while to get used to sitting up so high and having no hand brake or gears.  The punishing up-and-down hour-long trek limited any appreciation of the scenery and she’d worked up a pretty good sweat and a touch of sunburn by the time she arrived.


Leahill House was, in fact, in the lea of a hill near Bakewell.  A velvety expanse of grass and a lane bordered by flowering shrubs gently sloped up to the front door.  The substantial three-storey slate-roofed house was rectangular in shape and constructed of large blocks of weathered stone.  Much more than a cottage but nowhere so grand as a country house, she thought.  Perhaps her sense of the surreal had been triggered by her unpleasant experience on the train, but when the doorbell echoed softly somewhere deep in the interior, it was answered by a tiny elderly woman carrying a garden hoe and whose grey velour track suit, cropped hair, tanned and weathered face and enormous brown eyes gave the distinct impression of an intelligent and cheerful mouse.  She introduced herself as Leticia Palmer and excused her appearance with the rather startling statement that she was repelling rabbits.  She said that her brother, Clarence, was expecting her and would she please come this way. Teri stowed her backpack by the door and after a restorative visit to the powder room was ushered down a wide stone-flagged hallway to a spacious sitting room.  

“I’ll let him know you’re here, my dear.” She said.  “I need to get back to my garden.  Those bloody beasts.  Even a stone wall doesn’t stop them.  They’ve chewed right through the gate and decimated my lettuce.” 

At first sight the room seemed chaotic, but as Teri absorbed it, it gelled into a curiously coordinated and harmonious whole.  She was delighted to recognize that the wallpaper was strawberry thief, her favourite from her mother’s William Morris pattern book. Hung against it was a collection of landscapes, all in gilt frames, a variety of scenes of different sizes and hung at different heights, but sharing shades of blue in sky and water, green in the foliage and touches of soft red in sunsets, roof tiles and flowers, echoing the tones in the wallpaper.  The polished oak floors were bare save for an Aubusson carpet bordered by two overstuffed couches and matching armchairs in dark blue velvet, framing what she thought might be an Adam fireplace.  There were crystal bowls of multicoloured roses on the side tables, their lush scent almost narcotic.  As she perched nervously on the arm of one of the couches she felt rather than heard a door open, and rose to meet her host.


The Beatrix Potter moment she’d experienced on meeting Letitia was amplified, for Clarence Blackwood, his head tilted to one side, resembled nothing so much as a plump, inquisitive robin wearing gold-rimmed spectacles, ruddy cheeked with a snug-fitting black suit and russet velvet vest, his smooth hair and neat moustache a little too dark for someone of his apparent age, and strongly exuding some kind of sweet aftershave or hair oil.  Despite his obvious vanity he radiated good humour, and she liked him immediately.



“Miss Fitzhelm, how lovely to meet you. I was delighted to hear from you.  We don’t get many visitors these days other than family and occasional dried-up old scholars like myself.  How is your dear father?  He was so generous in restoring the two Dampier volumes to the Blackwood collection, and I was thrilled at his revelation of our secret family connection. I must show you Lady Blackwood’s portrait.  She’s wearing the famous ruby pendant described by your father.  Except for your smashing coiffure, the resemblance is quite startling.”  It was such a flurry of words she wasn’t sure what to respond to first, but opted for neutrality.


“Thank you for agreeing to see me, Doctor Blackwood.”  


“Please call me Clarence and I’ll call you Teresa if I may.  Doctor Blackwood always makes me look ‘round for my father.”  As they left the sitting room and proceeded down the hallway Teri took in several female portraits, some with small children.  “Here’s your namesake, Lady Teresa, at twenty-nine with the three boys.  This next one is her son Alex’s wife, my grandmother, Phoebe Summerton that was.  Isn’t she lovely?  She was years younger than Alex, but it was a happy union by all reports.  She grew up in this house.  As the youngest grandchild, I was a great favourite of hers and she left it to me when she died.  If you’ll indulge me, my particular obsession is here in the library.” They entered a room, which seemed more museum than library. Aside from the impressive collection of books, it was crowded with ship models and ships in bottles and prints and paintings of ships everywhere. Glass cases displayed pieces of scrimshaw and sidearms and a variety of brass devices.  One corner was dominated by an imposing figurehead, with jutting breasts and floating draperies. “I pride myself that this is the finest collection of British naval history in private hands.  Many of the books, including the Dampiers, were collected originally by my great grandfather, Tess’ husband Admiral Blackwood, but I’ve added considerably to it over the years.  That’s himself as Commander over the fireplace.” he said, gesturing toward the portrait of a hawk-faced man wearing a blue jacket with brass buttons, gold epaulettes and white waistcoat, bareheaded but not a hair out of place despite the gale-force wind filling the sails behind him. 


“Were you ever a sailor yourself?” Teri asked.


“God forbid!” he chuckled, “That would have been disastrous for all concerned.  No, my career has been of a much more cloistered and cerebral nature.  I was a professor of history for over forty years.  My retirement allows me to indulge my fantasies of a life at sea, but I’m well aware that the realities are much harsher than I could ever have endured.  Let me show you my latest acquisition.” The article he produced proved to be a sort of late 19th century brass cup-holder with spring-loaded suspension so that the liquid wouldn’t spill.  He then launched into how he’d found it at a church jumble sale for a pound.  At this point, Letitia poked her head in the door and said,


“Time to climb down off your hobby-horse, Clary.  You’re boring Miss Fitzhelm.  Don’t forget why she’s come.  Tea in the rose garden in twenty minutes.”


“Thank you, Tish.  Of course my dear, what was I thinking?  I have everything right here. We’ll do a quick whip-through. I’ve made you copies of Tess’ original Australian and Indian journals.  There’s considerable pithy detail in them that never made it into her travel books.  Gun-shy publishers, no doubt.” Indicating that Teri should sit down at the desk and pulling up another chair for himself, he opened a thick portfolio.  Teri’s eye was immediately caught by a newspaper clipping, a sort of cartoon of a disheveled and wild-eyed woman perched in the crotch of a tree, and on the ground looking up at her was a fierce-looking wild pig with several piglets.  The caption read, ‘Lady Blackwood makes the acquaintance of an antipodean matron’.  Teri recalled a sketchy version of the incident from A World Beyond.  “That’s from one of the illustrated newspapers.  Her books were considered quite controversial at the time.  I’ve included copies of some of the reviews they generated. There was plenty of criticism and she wasn’t one to take it lying down.  Some of her letters to the editors were quite scathing.  This one’s a classic example.” 

May 23rd, 1904

In his May 12th letter to the editor, Mr. Hammersmith is incensed at what he calls “the disturbing influence of A World Beyond upon impressionable female readers”, and in particular my observations regarding the greater measure of independence, equality and freedom from convention enjoyed by ordinary Australian women as compared to their English counterparts.  He accuses me of being a bluestocking (which I readily admit) and a Suffragette.  Although I am in complete sympathy with the cause of the Suffragettes, I regret they are too often and too easily dismissed by men like himself as ignorant rabble or embittered spinsters.  Having been married to a powerful and opinionated man, I long ago learned to assume a more subversive role and to plant the seeds of dissatisfaction much closer to home, so that those men who oppose social, economic and political change for the benefit of women will find that it is their own wives and mothers, their own sisters and daughters who champion such change.  God help the man who will not bend his convictions for peace in his house.

             Respectfully yours, Lady Teresa Blackwood
                                                                                                         


This was the Tess only hinted at in her travel books, and Teri couldn’t wait to crack the unexpurgated journals.  They quickly leafed through a succession of old letters, photographs and more clippings, then headed down the long hallway toward the back of the house, through an unexpectedly modern kitchen/conservatory, and finally through French doors onto a flagstone patio facing a formal rose garden in full bloom.  

“My grand-niece and nephew will be joining us. They’re down from university for the holidays.  Their mother is Tish’s eldest daughter, Morgan. I thought it would be nice for you young people to meet, and they’ll be delighted to drive you back to the station.”  

She’d been fantasizing a sort of Mad Hatter’s tea party, but the scene was disappointingly conventional as she sat down at the table with Letitia and accepted an aromatic blend of tea in a delicate china cup and saucer.  There was a pedestal plate stacked with delicious looking teacakes and fruit tarts, and she suddenly realized how hungry she was.  Clarence was fidgety, finally producing a pair of secateurs and wandering off to inspect leaves and snip deadheads.  Leticia cautioned,


“Roses are Clary’s second passion.  Be prepared for a lecture.” Her mother, Persy, was an avid gardener, so Teri had some general knowledge of roses, but this was way out of her league.  She managed to wolf down a couple of treats before Clarence called out,


“Teresa, you must have a look at these.”  She snatched up another fruit tart and joined him, her feet crunching on the gravel path.  In the heat of the afternoon sun, the perfume from the blossoms was more diffused with an undertone of compost.  The stone wall of the kitchen garden was covered with climbing varieties.  “Now I suspect this one is almost as old as the house.  It was in sad shape when I moved here, but I managed to resuscitate it and named it Phoebe after my grandmother.  Isn’t it a beauty?”  It was an old-fashioned cabbage rose, full-blown and creamy white with a pale pink blush at the heart.  “And this one you’ll be particularly interested in.  This is Tess.”  It was a tall, elegant tea rose, sculpted golden blossoms with flame-coloured edges.  “She won first prize at the garden show last year, and I’ve had commercial growers after me, but I’m rather selfish about her.  Don’t want to see her in just any bed.”  He seemed oblivious to the double-entendre, and she was quite touched as he carefully clipped one and presented it to her.  He suddenly yelled, “Tish!  Rabbit!” and Teri turned just in time to catch a glimpse of a white rump and tail disappearing into the shrubbery. The chase was averted by a shouted greeting, and they turned to see two extraordinary figures rounding the corner of the house.  


“Ah, finally.’  Said Leticia.  “Teri, come meet my grandchildren, Annabelle and Aiden Beckstein.” Annabelle was wearing a gauzy shirt and a fitted brocade weskit over a long skirt made of multi-coloured floating silk scarves, and her curly copper halo of hair was intertwined with rather wilted flowers.  Aiden wore baggy leather pants with tall boots and a poet’s shirt cinched by a wide, brass-buckled belt. This was more like the Mad Hatter’s tea party Teri had envisioned.  Annabelle, rather breathless, said,


“Sorry we’re late, Gran.  We were helping Mum sell her pottery at the Renaissance Fair, and lost track of the time.  Hope there’s still some victuals.  The food at the grounds was atrocious, deep-fried everything, and I’m ravenous.”


Aiden collapsed into one of the wicker chairs.  He was tall and thin and loose-limbed as a marionette, his profile a muted echo of Commander Blackwood’s hawk-like features.  Teri learned that he was a pharmacy student at U.C.L. Annabelle was studying textile design at Central St. Martin’s in London with the intention of becoming a clothing designer. Her face was certainly inherited from a different branch of the family, round, snub-nosed and slightly freckled, with a mischievous grin, her bouncing energy contrasting with her brother’s languorous pose. They quickly polished off the remaining pastries and regaled the party with amusing descriptions of characters and activities at the fair.  Clarence enlivened things further by producing a decanter of sherry, which Teri found very sweet, but it left a lovely aftertaste of walnuts.


She was sorry to leave, but cousin Julia was addressing a local Women’s Institute regarding Sir Henry’s candidacy, which meant she couldn’t pick her up at the station and Teri didn’t relish making the trip back to Fallowfield on her antiquated bike in the dark.  A hug from Letitia and a peck on the cheek from Clarence, then they stowed the bike in the back of a battered old truck, climbed onto the lumpy bench seat, and after several failed starts and belches of exhaust, departed with Aiden at the wheel.


“It’s Mummy’s truck.” said Annabelle, “She uses it to haul bags of clay and pallets of pots.  She makes lovely stuff.  You should see it some time.  You must come visit us in London.  We’re living in one of Daddy’s acquisitions, a row of rather dilapidated old terraces he’s eventually going to convert into fancy flats, but in the meantime we get to live there with a few friends to keep the squatters out. There’s lots of room, so we can easily put you up.  A couple of them are musicians, so you’d be right at home.  We’ll be here for another couple of days yet, but Aiden is champing at the bit to get back to the luscious Lucy.”  Teri noticed that although he said nothing, Aiden’s ears had suddenly turned cherry red.  A girlfriend she thought, and was surprised to feel a stab of disappointment. Perhaps she was on the road to recovery after all.

 Chapter 8 - Persy

Having walked the dogs, fed cats, rabbits and poultry and bribed Skaggs into silence with a handful of pistachios, I remove one lounging feline from my chair, and another from my mouse pad and recommence.

I was pleased that Teri was making some new friends.  Leslie, however, was upset by the news of her radical makeover.  He finds any change unsettling. 

I’ve never met Clarence Blackwood, but he’d been very generous to Leslie regarding access to Blackwood family history, Tess Blackwood in particular.  It was encouraging that Teri could to put aside her funk long enough to go visit him.  Baby steps, but steps nevertheless.  She recently told me she hopes to eventually re-publish Tess Blackwood’s travel books, expanding them with excerpts from the original journals.  I must say I thought she handled that wanker on the train rather well.  That’s my levelheaded girl.  I’d have just told him to piss off.

I must admit Gerry comes by his personality honestly, although I balk at using that word.  The Joyner/Fitzhelm family seems to produce these wild offspring every couple of generations.  Grandpa Nicky, of course was one. As far as I know, Gerry’s namesake and Tess’ first lover, Gerald Joyner was the original.  Makes you wonder if names contribute to a persona.  Perhaps if we’d called him Leonardo or Darwin or Gandhi…

From:  Teri Fitzhelm hissyfitz@stoneage.com

To:  Gerry Fitzhelm ifitfitz@stoneage.com

The mystery of the Nepalese prince is solved.  I visited Clarence Blackwood yesterday and he filled me in.  You might recall from Dad’s book that before Commander Blackwood married Tess, he’d undertaken to deliver the son of an Indian maharajah to an English boarding school and was paid off with a humungous ruby, the one Tess always wore as a pendant.  It seems the kid was not Indian, but Nepalese, the younger son of a younger son of the royal family who eventually completed his education at Oxford and ended up holding an influential position in the Nepali government.  The Commander maintained an interest in him during his school years in England, and he spent all his holidays at the Blackwood estate. Nepal was apparently very insular at the time and he was instrumental in obtaining rare access for the Blackwood expedition.

Now to more important stuff.  You must not, I repeat NOT even THINK of using Mum’s shipment to smuggle stuff into Canada.  I know the idea of secret drawers and false bottoms is irresistible, but don’t get so carried away with your own brilliance that you’re blind to the consequences.  Whatever you have in mind, whether it’s drugs (BETTER NOT BE!!!) or something else, Customs is really on top of it these days, X-rays and dogs and all.  Aside from the deep shit you’d be in, Mum could be arrested and Dad would never forgive you.  I HAVE SPOKEN!!!

T
Nice catch, Teri!  (“Numbnuts!” mutters Skaggs.)


That’s Gerry, long on ideas, short on consequences, nimbly leaping from one frying pan into another just before they start to sizzle, and in the process neatly sidestepping any consequences of his actions. The thing with twins is they really do read each other’s minds sometimes.  My brother Jason and I are the same way.

From: ifitfitz@stoneage.com
To: hissyfitz@stoneage.com
Hey T, you were right about the secret drawers. Dumb idea.  I’m backing out of a hash deal I made with Tarun and he’s going to be really pissed. He gives the impression of being laid back, but I’ve seen him in action with a flip knife when somebody’s crossed him, seriously Jekyll and Hyde, so I’m not about to hang around for the fallout. 

I’ve decided to give him time to chill by splitting to Kathmandu with this amazing girl I met.  Her name is Kayla Gerrity and she’s backpacking with her sister and the sister’s boyfriend. She’s planning to take Asian Studies at UBC so we’ll visit a lot of historic sites, temples, palaces, etc… She’s hoping to get a travel permit for Tibet, but I don’t think she’s got a prayer (oops!).  Would you believe she’s started me on yoga and meditation? I’m also getting used to vegetarian food.  We’ll be staying at a guesthouse famous for when the Beatles stayed there in the ‘sixties (more of a Stones fan myself).  It only costs the equivalent of fifteen to twenty dollars a day if we share a room, so the money I pulled together for the hash deal will cover it as well as funding my next bright idea.

Vanessa is putting me in touch with a relative of hers, Hari Magar, who deals in precious gems.  My brilliant plan is to get the gems set in low grade silver as cheap jewelry then pry them out and sell them on when I get home.  I could declare the stuff legitimately with Mum’s shipment.   

I’ll keep you posted, but communications are apparently pretty spotty there. When you get this let the folks know I’m OK, and tell Mum I’ve sent her some gladioli bulbs from a plantation outside of Darjeeling.
 

More later, Gerry

Like I said, out of the frying pan.  Pretty obvious he’d done some creative accounting to pull that money together.  

It was sweet of him to send me the gladioli, although I’m personally not fond of them.  I’ve always found them to be a bit vulgar and artificial-looking and, like calla lilies, rather funereal; however, they’ve added some elevation and colour to the back of one of the flower beds.  Meanwhile, back at Casa Candleford…

Chapter 9 - Leslie Fitzhelm, July, 2012

When I woke the next morning in Marcus Candleford’s bed, the panorama of the St. Lawrence River was shrouded in mist.  Over breakfast I asked Sam about Marcus’ digressions from his minimalist décor and learned that the Lloyd Wright backrest was her own handiwork, a gift to him after he’d mentioned he liked to read in bed. Having pointed out that his collection was heavily male-centric, she’d presented him with the antique quilt, suggesting that some of the beautiful, utilitarian things created by women might add a little colour and warmth to an otherwise neutral palette.  He’d started collecting antique quilts and the traditional Moroccan rugs shortly after that.  The speakers I’d noticed in the gallery were the result of a chance remark she’d made that it was a shame the musical instruments would no longer be played. Marcus had pondered this, decided that musical vibration might be beneficial to the preservation and maintenance of the wooden instruments and had the speakers installed to pipe in a classical FM station.  Quite an interesting fellow.

My morning search yielded nothing, but around two-thirty in the afternoon I reached a file labeled ‘January 1980 –Violin with carved head - Leclair’.  With shaking hands I opened it and found a yellowed Polaroid of Old Nick.  The notes inside were pretty spare - a brief, hand-written description, an appraiser’s estimate of two thousand dollars stating the absence of any provenance or maker’s marks and estimating an approximate date of early 18th century with the decoration suggesting German origin, also, EUREKA!, a letter from the seller, Mrs. H. Leclair, with a postal code and rural box number for someplace in northeastern Ontario called Calebs Corners. I felt the prickle of excitement this kind of discovery always brings.  When I showed the file to Sam she said,

“Oh, I remember her now.  A thoroughly unpleasant old woman dressed head to toe in black, very grim. Insisted on cash.  Seemed torn between wanting as much as she could get for the instrument and being desperate to get rid of it.  Practically accused Marcus of cheating her, but couldn’t wait to take the money and run.  We wondered at the time if she’d stolen it, but she didn’t seem the type if you know what I mean, too self-righteous, and it didn’t show up in any police reports.  Marcus was scrupulous about that.”  Although I pressed Sam for more details, that was all she could remember and with heartfelt thanks for her help and hospitality I headed back to the airport.

The wrap-up of the school year and the Mexican vacation I had promised Persy meant that nearly five weeks passed before I was finally able to follow up on this new information.  I had to govern my impatience, reminding myself that Old Nick had spent over twenty-five years in that climate-controlled limbo waiting for me to rescue him.  

Chapter 10 - Persy

Fortunately the prospect of a new lead sustained Leslie through the aforementioned two week Mexican vacation.  What a train wreck that was!  He tried to call it off at the last minute, but capitulated when I started packing to go without him.  Once there, he referred to everything I suggested as ‘more your thing’.  He can be a royal pain in the posterior sometimes, but the anticipation of progress on Old Nick’s travels kept him on a relatively even keel, and he had his laptop to occupy him while I went off to climb pyramids and comb the street stalls for potential stock.

With her more upbeat mood, I was hopeful Teri would meet some decent bloke to take her mind off Devon.  Who the hell calls their kid Devon anyway.  It pretty well sets him up to be a pretentious little prick.  When I think of the bullying Leslie went through as a child having a girl’s name it makes my blood boil.  You see what I mean about names.  Case in point, my name, Persephone, which could account for my preoccupation with plants, although I guess my sister Aphrodite blows that theory, being rather plump and prosaic.

Dite’s been talking about expanding Tyme After Tyme, but I think the timing is bad.  The market’s quite crowded right now, and decent antique and vintage stock pretty picked over and over-priced.  Also, given the cost of real estate and renovation these days, people have become increasingly chintzy by the time they get to interior design.  It only takes one burst pipe or bit of antique wiring to derail an entire project, so I’m constantly having to revise design proposals to fit shrinking budgets.  Just one more thing to worry about.  

One bright spot is that taking advantage of the explosion in the real estate market I’ve expanded my warehouse space to make room for a promising sideline in furniture and decorative items for staging houses. I’ve taken on a new assistant, Gavin Talltree, to handle that side of things.  He came into the gallery to enquire about renting some items for a movie shoot.  He has a real knack for pulling things together.   It seems to be mostly women in that line of work and Gavin charms the pants off them, not that he’s interested in that.

I was glad Teri was keeping in touch with Trig Wagner.  He sounded rather nice.  

Chapter 11 - Teri Fitzhelm, August, 2012

Teri made it to Matlock station with time to spare.  Hugs all ‘round as Annabelle repeated the invitation to London and they promised to stay in touch.  The train was almost empty and she practically had a compartment to herself. Once settled, her plan for a preliminary skim-through of Clarence Blackwood’s fat folder was sabotaged by a surfeit of teacakes and sherry and the gentle motion of the carriage, and her eyes didn’t open until the conductor announced their arrival at Derby. Refreshed, she pedaled through the lowering dusk and arrived at Fallowfield Cottage just as night closed in.  She fixed herself a sandwich, poured a glass of wine checked her phone and fired up the laptop in the library.  There were several texts and emails waiting for her.

Trig: how’s jolly old UK?

Teri:  digging up jolly old family history.  how was gig?

Trig:  20th anniv. pub prty.  Abba cover band.  $60, belly full of sliders.

Teri:  at least you won’t starve.

Trig:  when r u back?

Teri:  3 wks. wrtng. practicing.  I’ll be rdy to play.

Trig:  me 2.  I’ll be wtng.  c u soon.

From: retrofitz@stoneage.com

To: hissyfitz@stoneage.com

My darling, your Dad is fussing about not hearing from Gerry since he went to Kathmandu, and as always, imagines the worst.  I suspect it’s a communication problem, but if you’ve heard from him, please put your father out of his misery (me too).

I hope your visit with Clarence Blackwood went well.  He sounds like an old sweetie.  I’ll look forward to a full report when you get home.

Love you, Mum

From: hissyfitz@stonage.com

To: retrofitz@stoneage.com

Not to worry.  He’s met a girl.  ‘Nuff said.  He says communications are very off-and-on, but he’ll try to stay in touch with me, and I’ll pass on any news.  Love you back and give Dad a reassuring hug from me, Teri

P.S.  Did you get the gladioli he sent you?


Not wanting to add to her Dad’s anxiety, she hadn’t mentioned Gerry’s references to yoga, meditation and vegetarian food. 

Once in bed she found that though her eyes were closed, her mind was wide open.  She flicked on the light and lifted the Tess Blackwood folder from the beside table. In A World Beyond she’d read what she suspected was an edited version of the wild pig story caricatured in the cartoon Clarence Blackwood had showed her, and was curious to see if there was anything more to it.  She leafed through the copied pages of Tess’ original Australian journal to the approximate date and started to read the neat but distinctive backslanted script.  

October 21, 1901


How different this countryside is from the green fields of England, and yet it has a wild and desolate beauty all its own. Certain of the citizens retain vestiges of Australia’s beginnings as a place of punishment for the felonry of Britain, but I’ve met many who possess a rough courtliness, great vitality and a lively spirit of independence and enterprise.


A sterling example of this is our guide, Daniel Walsh.  He is a tall, well set up fellow with a shock of dark hair and startling blue eyes in a sun-burnt face, quite the romantic figure in his fustian trousers, cambric shirt, riding boots, and broad-brimmed straw sombrero.  He is unsure of his exact age, but I would estimate it to be about thirty-five.  We could not have a better man to lead our expedition, for he was raised in the goldfields and has spent all his life in this locale as a stockman, horse breaker and tracker.  He has proved to be invaluable to young Elliot, the novice geologist, who has only to describe a geological feature for Daniel to tell him if or where it may be found. 


My mount is a seasoned little bay mare called Molly.  She was initially bothered by my skirt flapping against her shoulder and attempted to bite it, but she eventually settled down, and as I’d insisted on importing my own saddle, I rode in relative comfort. Three days on horseback in unrelenting heat, barely stopping to eat or sleep at murky waterholes with only a narrow canvas cot for repose, left my bones aching, but I was determined not to complain.  We finally set up permanent camp in a shallow depression against a low rock face surrounded by native eucalyptus trees affording us both protection and shade with the luxury of a spring of fresh water nearby and ample grass for the horses.  The area is what is locally called open forest and is distinguished by being utterly indistinguishable, every part of it looking precisely like the last.


On our trek Daniel Walsh was my constant shadow and I initially flattered myself that he was smitten with me, but shortly concluded that part of his commission from Alex was to ensure that Mater stayed out of harm’s way.  Despite his outspoken views on the British aristocracy and mine on gratuitous rudeness, we have achieved a détente.  In lieu of Lady Blackwood he calls me Ma’am, and I call him Mr. Walsh.  Alex informs me that I have been declared ‘not half bad’, which apparently is high praise indeed.

October 25


Another day begins.  Here, the transitions from day to night and back again seem very sudden, no lingering twilight or gentle dawn.  I am awakened each morning by the laugh of the jackassbird who, with his roostering mission accomplished, then lapses into silence for the rest of the day.  I don my rather masculine attire of a long divided skirt and loose-fitting jacket made of lightweight canvas, Indian cotton shirt and low-heeled lace-up boots. The heat and a considerable loss of weight have persuaded me to abandon my stays.  Daniel has already built up the fire and set his billycan to boil for tea.  He then toasts a sort of flat bread he calls damper in the coals and throws slices of the smoked bacon that is a staple of our diet into the big black frying pan.  For perishables we have an airtight cold box made of tin that sits in the spring.  

While the others go off exploring Alex remains in camp with me, his rifle close at hand, for Daniel says there are all kinds of rough characters, outlaws and such, that may happen upon us.  I know this duty is a sacrifice for Alex, for he would far rather be with them, but he accepts it with good grace.  They will be gone for most of the day.  While Alex transcribes Peter’s and Elliot’s notes to update the journal that will form the basis of his report to our investors, I occupy my time with my sketchbook and box of watercolours, making drawings of the flora and fauna populating a landscape which at casual glance would seem to be almost devoid of life. I hear no melodic birdsong here, for the occasional bird is either raucous or silent, and what few flowers there are seem to rely on vivid colour rather than scent to attract the attention of pollinators. 

October 28


I am gradually widening my circle of exploration and adding to my portfolio.  I have no artistic pretensions, but what my eyes observe I can faithfully replicate, and should I depict some species of plant life previously uncatalogued, I may elicit some interest from the Royal Botanic Society, although my humble status as a woman will certainly hinder me there.  Daniel has provided me with local names for many of the specimens.  He repeatedly warns me against straying too far, but I am quite careful, using my compass in coordination with my watch as Rufus instructed me to plot my path and pinpoint the direction of the camp, for this monotonous terrain offers few landmarks.


Peter and Elliot have returned to camp late in the afternoon elated by the discovery of a vein of quartz in some rocky outcropping, though Daniel cautions that their expectations will likely outstrip any exploitable result.  He then goes off to tend to the horses.  We are startled by nearby gunshots and he reappears with two rabbits, skinned and cleaned for our supper, a welcome change from mutton and salt pork.  How I would love to bite into an apple or a peach, and grapes are a distant memory.  The men fire up their pipes and I retire to my tent to write these words by candlelight. 

I have been adopted by a small lizard who joins me in my tent at night.  Since his diet seems to consist of insects, I have no objection.

October 31

I have finally had an adventure, although it is not much to my credit.


I started off as usual yesterday morning with my sketchbook and folding stool, a full canteen of water and a handful of biscuits, planning to be back by mid afternoon.  I set a southward course with my trusty compass and proceeded for about an hour until I eventually came upon a sort of lagoon and was immediately enthralled by the number and variety of birds gathered there, cockatoos and brightly coloured parrots, black swans and several varieties of ducks, their honking and squawking and screaming for all the world like the cacophony of a London fishmarket.  They paid me little heed as I sat for some time happily absorbed in making one sketch after another.  

Despite the protection of my hat, the heat of the sun was intense and I felt suddenly light-headed and nauseous. Near fainting and with a blinding headache, I sought a shady spot to bath my face and swallow some water, finally recovering enough to assure myself that though disoriented I was not lost, for I still had my compass and canteen, and if I proceeded in a straight line it would surely bring me within hailing distance of the camp.  I proceeded in a northerly direction for some time, then after a brief rest and more water reassessed my situation only to realize that in my addled state I had disastrously forgotten a crucial fact, for in this hemisphere the compass needle points not north but south and I had wasted precious time and energy heading in entirely the wrong direction.  I might have lost hope altogether had I not been so furious at my own stupidity.  The only option was to reverse direction and pray that I had sufficient water and stamina to stay the course. 

 I have a vague memory of doggedly putting one foot in front of the other, for how long I don’t know, when I was stopped in my tracks by a loud snort and the sudden appearance within ten feet of me of the ugliest creature I have ever seen. It seemed to be some sort of enormous black pig, but a pig fashioned by the devil himself.  I assumed it was female, as there were several small replicas of it clustered about its cloven hooves.  The stench, even at that distance, was vile. Small slanted eyes glinted malevolently from a face covered with coarse hair and sores and filth, the long snout dripping.  The creature pawed the ground as if to charge and I was paralyzed with fright when a hand went over my mouth and I was suddenly lifted bodily and deposited in the crotch of a tree.

“Don’t cry out.  Be absolutely still.” Said a quiet voice.  Daniel, my saviour, stood like a statue beside me, his rifle at the ready.  We remained frozen in this way for what seemed an eternity.  Finally the grotesque creature dismissed us with a parting snort and toss of its head, turned and trotted off into the bush closely followed by its progeny.  Relief flooded through me and I felt as boneless as if I were made of rubber.

“Why did you not shoot her, Mr. Walsh?” I asked as I drained his canteen.

“There was no need once she ceased to see us as a threat, Ma’am.” He said, “She’s too scrawny and diseased to serve for meat, and I’m not so heartless as to leave those young ones to perish.” 

Fortunately he had come on horseback, as I was too exhausted to walk any further and we rode into camp just at dusk.  I gratefully downed a shot of brandy then meekly endured Alex’s tongue-lashing for I knew it was fuelled solely by filial concern and I certainly deserved it.

It was my strict adherence to straight lines that had led to my rescue, for Daniel had easily tracked me to the lagoon, found my scattered accouterments and other signs of confusion, and traced me to the scene of that terrifying confrontation.  I am much chastened by this experience and he has been gracious enough not to crow about it.

If Teri had to pick which of Tess Blackwood’s qualities she most admired, she’d have to choose unflinching honesty and self-awareness.  On the opposite end of that scale, she was a bit of a snob with a streak of sheer pigheadedness.  That irony made her smile.  She made a note to ask Clarence what happened to Tess’ watercolours, and drifted off to sleep with the romantic image of Daniel Walsh in her thoughts.  If only…

Chapter 12 - Persy

Nothing like a little outback fantasy to get the adolescent juices flowing.  The adult ones as well I might add.  I can easily see the rugged Daniel Walsh on the cover of a Harlequin Romance. Perhaps I should try my hand at writing one – a sort of escape from mundane reality.  There’s a bloody laugh.  These days even my fantasies are riddled with problem solving.  

I was livid Gerry for haring off to Kathmandu.  He’d made me a solemn promise to stay focused on the job.  It was this girl, Kayla, of course.  It always is, although she sounded like a better proposition than his previous choices.  (“Bollocks!” says Skaggs.)

Once home from Mexico, Leslie was champing at the bit to follow up on the Calebs Corners lead.  I tried to talk him into flying to Ottawa and renting a car, but he was determined to drive. I was very apprehensive about him spending all that time behind the wheel.  He was a late learner, and his nervousness and subsequent over-caution make him a real liability.  It’s not so much I’m afraid he’ll have an accident, but rather that he’ll cause one, and be totally oblivious to it.  Add to that the alarming discovery that he’d left behind the meds I’d so carefully packed for him - a patent recipe for disaster.

Chapter 13 – (Leslie Fitzhelm, August, 2012)

I normally try to avoid long drives.  My extreme caution is a source of irritation for my family whenever we travel together and Persy usually takes over the wheel; however, in the middle of August, 2012, two weeks after my forty-first birthday I determinedly drove two-and-a half hours from Toronto, to Kaladar, Ontario, then headed northward and after a couple of frustrating hours of chasing conflicting directions through a patchwork of subsistence farms and isolated lakes and campgrounds, finally located Calebs Corners at the junction of two county roads, a place uncharted by Google or GPS.  It consisted of half-a-dozen weathered, cedar-shingled cabins with a boathouse and dock backing onto a marshy body of water, and a sign pockmarked with bullet holes that read ‘Welcome to Calebs Corners – Clean Cottages with Kitchens – Boats and Tackle and Cleaning Station available – Please do not clean fish in the cabins’. On the opposite side of the road in a battered old Quonset hut was a combination service station, bait shop, café, Post Office, and general store flanked by a fenced-in gravel yard full of obsolete farm implements, and a variety of boats, rusted-out vehicles and car parts. A bank of mailboxes stood outside the entrance. Apparently this enterprise didn’t require a name.  Next to the Post Office sign, a hand-lettered slogan declaring ‘If we don’t got it, you don’t need it’ was nailed over the door, and a ‘Sorry, we’re open’ sign hung behind the glass in the door.  Somebody had a sense of humour.

A smiling, moon-faced young man in greasy coveralls asked hopefully if I wanted gas.  I said no thanks, just information.

“Best speak to Ma.” He said, “She’s inside.”  A bell sounded as I opened the door and a female voice from somewhere in the back of the building shouted,

“Keep your shirt on.  I’ll be right there.”  The front half of the building housed the café and Post Office along with shelves of snack foods, cigarettes, a few staple items, and a vintage cooler full of soft drinks.  Through an open door to the back I could see a refrigerator and freezer chest and more shelves stacked with tools and rope and plastic bins.  Overhead was a long loft filled with old furniture and stacks of lumber.  There was a lingering smell of bacon fat and household cleaner.  

A Junoesque woman, in her forties, wearing a tight purple dress and an apron garnished with chili peppers appeared behind the cash register. Neon-red hair was swept up into a mound of curls that would have done Marie Antoinette proud. Her eyes were ringed with frosted eyeshadow, black eyeliner and mascara, her eyebrows plucked into non-existence and redrawn as circumflexes giving her a permanently surprised look. She folded her arms and leaned on the counter, giving me a rather alarming view of her ample cleavage.  “What’ll you have, my darlin’?” she said.  “The coffee’ll give you gas, but the gas don’t come with coffee.” I must have been gaping, because she then added, “Relax sugar, I don’t bite.”  I managed a weak smile.

“I’m actually on a hunting expedition.” I said.

“Deer season’s over, love.  Try again in the Fall.”

‘No, no, it’s a person I’m looking for.  She had a Post Office box here back in ’79 under the name of H. Leclair.”

“Lots of Leclairs ‘round here sweetheart, no aitches that I know of but that’s a little before my time.  You’ll have to ask Pop.  He’s down the road at the Legion with his war buddies.  The old geezers have a regular pissup once a month.  If you want to talk to him you could save me a trip and fetch him home. Just ask for Caleb Biddle.  Everybody knows him.  I’m Rita by the way.”  I gave her my name and told her I’d be happy to oblige if she’d point me in the right direction.

About 5:30 in the afternoon, I pulled into the parking lot for the Legion, a long, nondescript building mainly identifiable by a portable billboard advertising bingo night and an upcoming dance. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light inside I first thought the place was deserted, then I heard a burst of laughter and spotted three old men at a corner table full of empty glasses.  I asked for Caleb Biddle, saying his daughter had asked me to pick him up.

“Daughter-in-law.  Dammit, Can’t a fella hoist a few with his friends without some nosy parker butting in?” This came from a wiry little man with a face as weathered as an old boot.

“My apologies Mr. Biddle.  I don’t mind waiting.”

“Give the man a break, Sarge,” said one of his companions, “I’ve gotta get home for supper anyway or my ass’ll be in a sling.”

“Come on boys, just one more.  What’ll you have Mr. … uh…what did you say your name was?”

“Fitzhelm, but call me Leslie. Let me get this round.”  I signaled to the bartender who asked me what I’d have.  “Do you have cranberry juice?” I asked.  The three of them snickered as she said, pokerfaced,

“This is the Legion, Mister.  Beer, wine or spirits, Pepsi or Sprite.” I said I’d try the wine.

“I wouldn’t if I were you, Les.” said Caleb. “Comes in a box.  Battery acid hasn’t got a patch on that stuff.” Properly chastened, I told her to bring me whatever they were having, and sipped my draft until they were ready to call it a day.

They took so long arguing over the bill that I finally offered to pay the whole tab, about forty dollars.  After goodbyes in the parking lot, Caleb and I got into my six-year-old Audi.

“Nice car.  Comfortable.  Give you any trouble?” he asked.  I said it ran like a charm and I planned to keep it for another couple of years.  “I’ll give the Jerries that much.”  He said, “They know how to build cars.”  He told me the army had made him a first-rate mechanic and that he and his grandson kept most of the vehicles in the area running long past their prime.  “Kevin’s a bit slow, but he’s got a real talent for fixing anything with an engine. Him and Rita moved in after my son died in a logging accident up north.  Broke my wife’s heart. Marjorie’s been gone eleven years now…” He fell silent.  I was debating whether to interrupt, but it was him who abruptly came to the point.  “What can I do for you, Les?”

My intention had been simply to ask him about the name attached to the box number, but he proved to be a sympathetic listener and in explaining about Old Nick I unaccountably found myself pouring out a précis of my life story.  We pulled into Calebs Corners forty minutes later and sat for a minute in contemplation.  Finally he said,

“Funny, isn’t it, Les, how each of us thinks we’re the only ones in the world with troubles, but rich or poor it’s all of us, isn’t it?  Most of us find a way to get on with life but some get permanently stuck…  Why don’t you come inside and I’ll tell you what I know about Helen Leclair.”  Rita had left a note saying she’d taken the truck to town for supplies and supper was in the oven.  

“She’s gone to see her boyfriend.” Said Caleb with a grin.  “I don’t mind.  She’s had a tough time of it and he’s a decent guy.”  We sat down at one of the three booths in the café to plates of homemade mac-and-cheese with a crunchy cheddar and bread crumb crust and fried frankfurters. I could just hear Persy calling it a heart attack on a plate, but I enjoyed every guilty mouthful. Kevin came in as we were finishing up and whispered in his grandfather’s ear.  Caleb winked.  “He wants to know if he can have a look at your motor.”  I handed Kevin the keys.  He dipped his head, gave me a brilliant smile and bolted out the door.  Caleb sold a carton of cigarettes and a roll of duct tape to one of the locals, cracked a couple of beers then sat down and started to talk.

“Now most of this is hearsay, you understand, bits and pieces I picked up as a kid from my mother and my Aunt Edna who used to run the telephone exchange.  She married a Leclair.  Then there’s a gap of almost four years when I was overseas. Nine of us signed up right out of school and only four came back. Claude King passed last Fall so we’re down to three now.  I expect I’ll be next…” I was getting used to his pauses and waited for him to continue.  “Now you have to understand in a place like this there’s not much entertainment and few secrets.  Gossip is next to hockey as a blood sport and this place has always been gossip central on account of folks collecting their mail, you see.  That’s going to change.  They’re talking about centralizing all the local mail over to Alice.  That’ll be the end of this place…  

“Helen Ryan she was.  I remember the talk when Paul Leclair married her back in ’33 because he was almost ten years younger than her.  I’d have been around nine or ten at the time.  Ma always said Helen thought she was a cut above the rest of us because she’d been to teachers’ college and her father owned the Massey-Harris dealership. She taught at the old schoolhouse back then, eight grades in one room.  She was a real old-fashioned ‘spare the rod’ type, worse than a drill sergeant. Not a big woman, but mean as a hornet and all us kids were terrified of her.  When I finally got old enough and brave enough to give her some lip, she had me by the ear and over her desk for a whipping before I knew what hit me.  I took a lot of ribbing over that, but her being a woman you couldn’t fight back.  To tell you the truth, I think she enjoyed it.”

“Now Paul was a different story.  Everybody liked him. Tall, good-looking, easy-going guy from a big family, eight kids, and they all played one instrument or another.  Mind you, they were poor as dirt and that might have been what drew him to Helen.  She was over thirty but not bad-looking, had a good job, big house and some money from when her Dad died, and she was certainly on the prowl for a husband.  Mind you, I don’t suppose Paul ever got a whiff of that money.  Helen was as tight as the bark on a tree.  ‘chalk and cheese’, my mother said.

“Paul had always gotten along on odd jobs and a few dollars from playing the fiddle at dances and weddings and fairs, but when Helen finally got pregnant with Paul Junior she was hell-bent on him taking this steady road maintenance job she’d wangled for him with the county and he flat out refused. Said it would ruin his hands.  I guess that’s when she learned she couldn’t twist his ear. 

“Now Paul always had an eye for the ladies and they for him and he made no secret of it.  It would have tried any woman’s tolerance, but Helen had a hair trigger from the getgo.  According to Aunt Edna, when he’d come home from playing at some dance, smelling of booze and smoke and perfume, Helen would fly into a rage, screaming and scratching, and he’d just grab her by the wrists and hold on ‘til she ran out of steam, but one night she waited ‘til he was asleep then went downstairs and smashed his fiddle to matchwood. I don’t suppose anybody would’ve blamed him if he’d smacked her silly but apparently he never laid a hand on her, just kind of pulled back into himself.  Aunt Edna said he moved into the spare room after that and they barely spoke to each other beyond ‘pass the salt’.  Next thing we knew he’d got that fiddle you’re talking about with the head on it.  Don’t know where it came from – one day he hadn’t a fiddle, next day he did, and he never let it out of his sight.  His old fiddle case was too small so he bought an old viola case and cut a hole in the end.  It was real comical to see the head sticking out like that.”  

“I signed up with the other boys back in ’42. Came back in ’45 and never wanted to leave again after what I’d been through.  That’s when I started courting Marjorie. The first time we ever danced together was to Paul’s band playing “Faded Love”.  That song still brings tears to my eyes…  

“Paul had a weekly radio show by then and it got him a lot of work. That fiddle was almost as famous around here as he was.  The Old Man he called it.  ‘What’s next, Paul?’ they’d say.  ‘Have to ask The Old Man.’ he’d say and he’d ask the question then play the fiddle just like it was answering him.  It was all part of his show.  His brother Gilles played the double bass, his Ma played piano, sister Marie played guitar and sang just like Kitty Wells and Junior played mandolin.  He’d only’ve been about twelve then. Always felt sorry for the kid being caught in the middle of that battleground.  Helen was pretty hard on the boy. Not physical you understand, Paul wouldn’t have stood for that, but she was a champion belittler.  She had a way of making you feel about this big.”  Caleb showed an inch of air between his thumb and forefinger.  “The best thing for Junior was having all those Leclair cousins.  He grew up speaking French as easy as English.  He and his Dad were real close and spoke French to each other all the time. Must have near drove Helen crazy not knowing what they were saying.

“You never saw Paul and Helen together except at mass with Junior wedged between them.  Now I was never in that house, but Aunt Edna said it was like a store window, just so, slip covers and doilies on everything with no place for a man to sit back and put his feet up and have a smoke.  When Helen wasn’t teaching she just holed up there and nursed her grudges and boy, did she have ’em.  You only had to look at her sideways and you were on her shit list, and stingy as hell.  Every time I’d get her old Chevy back on the road there’d be an argument over the bill and if you gave her an inch she’d want a mile and a quarter.  Got so I’d quote high and reduce it to fair just to avoid the aggravation.  

“As much as he loved his Dad, Junior finally couldn’t stomach his mother any longer, and at eighteen he was gone like a shot.  Applied to the R.C.M.P. and aced all the tests.  Last I heard he’d gotten to be a Sergeant Major, but that was quite a few a few years back.  I could probably track down a phone number for you.

“That’s about it.  Paul was killed in a car crash back in the winter of ’79.  Hit a patch of black ice coming home late from a dance.  He’d been drinking, of course. Skidded off the road into a retaining wall and his old van was totaled.  They didn’t find him ‘til the next day. Never did hear what happened to the fiddle. I’d have thought it was smashed along with the van, but now you say it wasn’t.  Junior might be able to tell you more.  

“Helen used to say if not for that fiddle, Paul would have been at home where he belonged that night and it had killed him as sure as if it’d been a gun and shot him.  She might have been a miserable wife, but she took to being the grieving widow like a religious calling, always in black with that martyred expression on her face.  My Dad used to call her ‘the wrath of God warmed over’. There was a huge turnout at the funeral, all the Leclairs of course, but no Junior.  Helen claimed she didn’t know where he was, but someone in the family must have managed to reach him because he showed up three days later looking like thunder.  I’ll bet that was a hell of a skirmish… 

“Helen died in, I think it was,’82.  In the end, Junior inherited everything.  We used to joke that we were surprised she hadn’t found a way to take it all with her.  Anyhow, it’s high time I turned in.  I can let you have one of the cabins for twenty dollars if you’re interested.  No charge for supper.”  I was definitely interested.  It had been a long day.

The cabin was basic but clean and comfortable enough with a slight odour of damp, disinfectant and nicotine.  The chenille bedspread was like the one on my bed when I was a child.  I turned over once and was asleep. I woke at 6:30 AM to the whine of a table saw and the smell of fresh cut wood.  I flashed back to when I was seven, sitting in my father’s basement workshop. That was just before he disappeared. I didn’t see him again for thirteen years, then lost him for good when he died of cancer a few months later.  I showered and shaved and stepped outside to find Caleb and Kevin replacing some rotting boards on the dock.

“A lot of upkeep to a place like this.” said Caleb, “Won’t hardly be worth it if we lose the mailboxes. Gas delivery will be next.  The boathouse was the store back when my Dad was alive.  He built the place from the ground up and named it after himself.  Kevin, mind your fingers around that saw.”

“Can I help?”

“Sure thing Les, grab a coffee and haul up some more of those planks if you would.”  I was getting used to being called Les.  In fact I was starting to like it.  The three of us worked companionably for an hour or so, then Caleb said, “I think we’ve earned some breakfast.  Flies are biting.  Hell of a storm coming up.” Rita had a huge stack of pancakes with sausages waiting. At that moment there was no place else on earth I wanted to be.  Kevin had overcome his shyness to tell me that my oil needed changing and my gas was down to a quarter tank. While he was taking care of it Caleb made a couple of calls and came back with a phone number for Paul Leclair Junior.  

“Sorry it took so long.  The party line’s been buzzing all morning. One of the local kids cracked up his Sea Doo on a snag and concussed himself.  Damned near drowned his girlfriend.  Couldn’t get a call in edgewise. Junior made it to Superintendent, if you please, ended up at a desk job in Ottawa.  Retired for almost twenty years now, lives near Montebello.” 

With great anticipation I called Paul LeClair and set up an appointment with him for that afternoon, then phoned Persy to let her know what my plans were.

I was sorry to leave.  I’d come to like them all so much.  I promised Caleb to keep him posted on what I uncovered. I could see the three of them like a snapshot in my rearview as I pulled out.  The sky had clouded over and wind was just beginning to bend the reeds and ripple the water as the first drops of rain hit my windshield.  The knock I’d begun to notice in my engine was gone.

Chapter 14 - Teri Fitzhelm, August, 2012


Clarence Blackwood had responded to Teri’s thankyou note and her question about Tess’ drawings.

My dear Teresa: 

Thank you for your lovely card.  So few young people bother with such niceties these days. We welcome you here any time, just for the pleasure of your company.  Thank you, as well, for the copies of Tess Blackwood’s letters to Beth Fitzhelm.  They are a welcome addition to the Blackwood family archive. 

As for Lady Teresa’s sketches, I believe some of them remained in the family but I don’t know who would have them now.  I do know that when she died in 1921, she willed her plant renderings to the Royal Botanic Society of London . When the Society disbanded in 1932 and the records were transferred to the St. Marylebone Public Library, my grandfather, Alex Blackwood, apparently applied for their return, but I find no evidence of a response. Although it’s possible some record was kept as to the disposal of the collection, it would be quite a challenge to find any reference at this point.  I’ll make some calls to family members to see what I can unearth.

Affectionately yours,

Clarence Blackwood

So Tess had persisted in trying to gain recognition for her work.  Teri hoped to find some trace of those sketches, but even if she could get permission, digging through the records of the Royal Botanic Society to locate them was a pretty daunting prospect. 

In the letter to the editor Clarence had copied, Tess had openly declared herself a bluestocking and in sympathy with the Suffragettes. Would she have considered herself a feminist, Teri wondered? Despite her relatively liberal views and her unorthodox relationship with Rufus Edvardson, Tess was hardly a joiner and Teri suspected she would have been more inclined to act as an individual according to her own principles and little influenced by outside opinions. Teri recalled a specific incident from the Australian journal…

December 21st, 1901

We have returned to our base at the Bagley homestead, optimistically named Beulah, to replenish our supplies and to spend Christmas with August Bagley and his sister Evelyn.  As our first meeting had been brief, I neglected to describe them at the time.  Bagley would be in his early thirties with regular features, thinning hair and an incipient belly.  He dresses like a country squire.  My initial impression of Evelyn in her shapeless housedress and bib apron was that she was a servant.  Bagley certainly treats her as one.  I would estimate age her to be about twenty-three or four.  She is quiet, and rather timid, but I detect subtle flashes of humour and spirit and with a little encouragement she could be quite handsome. They emigrated here from England about four years ago. 

 In the ranks of opinionated and self-important men, Bagley may well take the prize. I expect his rather fulsome civility toward us is governed by my title and the size of our retainer, for he is quite insufferable to everyone else, lording it over his sister and his employees and fancying himself a preacher dedicated to the salvation of the small tribe of aborigines that has attached itself to the place. Apparently his grandfather was an Honourable, which title he contrives to insinuate into the conversation whenever possible. 


The house and outbuildings sit on about five hundred acres and are well situated on an eastern slope with mature trees and an ample supply of water, the house itself being a sprawling, single storied dwelling fronted with a long, covered porch and constructed of overlapping vertical slabs of rough-cut timber with a metal roof.  As the windows are small, the interior is quite dark despite the whitewashed stucco walls. The floors are wide planks of some dull wood, excepting the enormous kitchen which has a stone floor and accommodates a long trestle table for feeding the stockmen.  Throughout the place are remnants of a former, more prosperous life - silver candlesticks, tea service and serving dishes, paintings of English landscapes, hunting scenes and some amateur watercolours, leather-bound books, and an Axminster carpet.  There is an uneasy pairing of late Sheraton furniture with more homely local pieces, and a pervasive tang of oil soap and floor wax.


Their livelihood is based on pasturing sheep and cattle with some light agriculture, mainly grain and hay.  They employ five men full time and hire seasonal workers as needed. The Aboriginal house servants are not paid employees, but seem content to work for tobacco, flour, sugar, and other such goods which they call ‘tucker’.


Of the three bedrooms in the house Bagley, of course, has the largest and my three boys share the second. Evelyn had removed her belongings to a storage room so that I might occupy hers, but I refused to put her out of her bed and insisted on sharing the room with her.  An ancient iron bedstead has been resurrected for my use and I have no complaint as the wool-stuffed pallet is ten times more accommodating than my camp cot.  It is pleasant to have some female company.


Daniel Walsh, having returned from replenishing our supplies in Ararat, has been exiled to the stockmen’s quarters, a sort of barracks, and will take his meals with them also.  I was prepared to protest on his behalf, but he declares he is quite comfortable.  It is probably for the best, as his antipathy for Bagley is ill-concealed.  So marked, in fact, that it leads me to question why he chose Beulah as the base for our expedition.  Bagley’s prejudice toward him seems to be predicated on Daniel’s being Irish and Catholic.  

December 23

Preparations have commenced for an elaborate dinner to take place on Christmas day, a welcome change from the Spartan fare we have experienced here so far. Bagley says he does not trust the Aboriginal domestics to carry out the arrangements properly, so although Evelyn has carefully trained the women to cook and clean to her standards, most of the burden falls on her.  She has politely refused my offers to lend a hand.  Two geese have been fattened and hung and a tantalizing aroma of baking fills the house.   All the silver has been polished to a mirror finish and formal table linens have been pressed to a flawless smoothness.  I have contributed to the festivity with a tinned Christmas pudding I had concealed in my trunk as a treat for the boys, anticipating we would probably be living rough at some remote campsite on that occasion.


Attempts at intelligent conversation with Bagley are doomed to failure, as any opinion expressed by a woman is inconsequential to him.  Peter and Elliot agree that calling the man a horse’s arse is insulting to the horse, and even Alex, the most tolerant of souls, declares him to be so reactionary in his views as to be retromingent.


I am surprised to learn from Evelyn that she and her brother share equally in the ownership of Beulah.  It is certainly not the impression he conveys. 

December 25

I am pleased to be finally tucked up in my bed and making these notes after as dismal a day as one can imagine, but with an ending satisfactory beyond any expectation.  This morning the already oppressive air foretold a sweltering day with the temperature climbing to ninety or more degrees and making me quite nostalgic for a grey, frosty English winter.  Anticipating the feast to come, breakfast was a bowl of oatmeal which I supplemented from my private supply of biscuits. At eleven o’clock, with growling stomachs, we were obliged to attend an open air church service conducted by August Bagley and which served as the platform for an endless, stupefying sermon, the shade from the surrounding trees providing little relief from a merciless sun.  Other than ourselves and Evelyn, the congregation was made up of members of the Aboriginal tribe who seemed inured to this practice, the women chattering throughout and the men sitting crosslegged and motionless on the ground, eyes open but somehow shuttered.  I deeply envied them their ability to be physically present while mentally absent. Daniel and the stockmen were excused this ordeal in order to enjoy their noon meal of chicken, which they call ‘chooks’, and roasted ‘taties’ or potatoes prepared by their own ‘cookie’, thus leaving the kitchen free to service our more lavish meal at two.


The general pall was somewhat lifted by the arrival of some fresh faces, the Bagleys’ nearest neighbours from some twenty miles away, Mr. and Mrs. Pelham.  He is a hearty red-faced man whose conversation is mainly centred on livestock.  She is a solid, intelligent, motherly woman and Evelyn was obviously delighted to see her. The Pelhams had collected the mail from Ararat and I observed Alva Pelham covertly press an envelope into Evelyn’s hand as they embraced.  I was delighted to see she had brought books, for I had exhausted Evelyn’s small collection of romantic novels. We found we shared an interest in true life and travel accounts, and I traded my copy of Gertrude Bell’s Persian Pictures for a volume called Australian Life, Black and White by Mrs. Campbell Praed. 


Evelyn joined us at the table on this occasion with the two native domestics serving the food, looking somewhat incongruous in their starched white caps and aprons over cotton shifts, their normally bare feet encased in house slippers. To formalize the affair I wore the one dress I had brought from Melbourne.  I have no criticism of the meal itself  which was excellent, if uninspired.  Bagley is conspicuously teetotal, attempting to impress his conviction on everyone through his pained demeanour and platitudes, but Alex had insisted that wine and brandy be included in the supplies ordered from town, and so despite the atmosphere of disapproval we were at least able to make some toasts and to set the pudding alight.  Evelyn found a ring in her portion and I a heart.


After dinner the boys and Pelham took their pipes and brandy out to the shade of the porch and Bagley gracelessly retreated to his room to meditate he said, to nap I surmised.  Rather than brave the unforgiving upholstery of the parlour, Alva, Evelyn and I enjoyed our tea in a more informal setting at one end of the kitchen table.  The dishes washed and the leftover food preserved, Evelyn, unable contain herself any longer, pulled the letter from the pocket of her dress and read it with mounting excitement.  

“Oh Alva,” she said, “it is the best of news!  Great Aunt Frieda’s estate has finally been settled, God bless her, and I am to receive three hundred pounds!  Following the instructions in her will, it has been forwarded from Lloyd’s to be held for me at the Bank of Australasia in Melbourne, awaiting my direction.”  

Alva and Evelyn then had little choice but to take me into their confidence and to enlist me as a willing partner in a delicious conspiracy.  It transpires that Evelyn and Daniel Walsh have been secretly engaged for the last two years, only waiting until he had saved enough money to make the initial payment on a small property near Ballarat so they could elope.  She says there is no question of Bagley approving of the union.  For all of his proselytizing about all men being brothers, he apparently draws the line at brothers-in-law; however, she is of age, and only too happy to relinquish her portion of Beulah if it gains her her liberty.  Her main concern is that if August learns of the windfall he will somehow attempt to claim it to pay off the mounting debts incurred by his mismanagement of the property.  She quickly pens a response to the bank and gives it to Alva to post. 

It is at this point that we hear sounds of a violent altercation and rush outside to see what the trouble is.  Two of the stockmen, Bert and Cecil, have stripped to the waist and are engaged in a brutal barefisted boxing match, totally oblivious to Bagley’s ineffectual attempts to separate them.  Evelyn informs me there is a longstanding grudge between them most certainly fuelled by poteen, the potent liquor the men produce from a hidden still.  Repeated searches by Bagley have failed to uncover the apparatus.  I am disgusted to see Peter and Elliot wagering on the outcome of this spectacle, but pleased to note that the diversion has allowed Evelyn a private moment with Daniel.

The two stockmen eventually pound themselves into a state of bloody exhaustion and are dragged away by their comrades to sleep it off.  The Pelhams depart in their horse drawn cart, hoping to reach home by dark. I decide to retire early, but it seems I shall not find sleep any time soon, for Evelyn has returned from locking up the stores and dowsing the lights wishing to share further confidences.

December 26

The whole sad story has come out.  August Bagley was formerly employed as an estate manager in his father’s firm in Shrewsbury. Upon the senior Bagley’s death, his partners discovered serious discrepancies in the accounts managed by Bagley junior, and it was only the desire to safeguard the firm’s reputation that had kept him from prosecution.

He was forced to repay as much of the shortfall as he could muster and to relinquish his father’s share in the company to make up the rest. It was further strongly suggested that he remove himself from the district or suffer the social consequences.  His only remaining source of capital was from the sale of the family home left to him and his sister equally. Through their father’s will, Evelyn’s portion was controlled by her brother until she either married or reached the age of twenty-five. Bagley had rudely rejected her only suitor and sunk all her inheritance along with what remained of his into the Australian property, leaving her little choice but to emigrate with him. Until she met Daniel she had foreseen no end to her present circumstance and despaired of ever marrying. 


The plan now was to wait until Daniel had fulfilled his obligation to us, then he would return by night and secretly convey her on horseback to the Pelham homestead.  The following day they would travel to Ballarat to be married and from there to Melbourne to collect her inheritance.  I felt the plan needed some refinement and told her I would think on it.  I fell asleep to the distant clamor of the Aboriginal corroboree which continued well into the night.

December 28

I have taken Alex into my confidence and it is agreed that when our expedition has concluded we will return to Beulah, ostensibly to rest overnight in preparation for an early departure by horseback and ox cart first to the Pelham homestead then to Ararat and on to Ballarat, from there taking the train to Melbourne. Evelyn will initially conceal herself in the rear of the cart among our various boxes and trunks, and we should be well on our way before her brother realizes she is missing.  Daniel and the boys will escort us on horseback and the Pelhams will join us as far as Ballarat as chaperons and as witnesses to the union.  I have given Evelyn my dress to be married in and we are presently altering it to fit.  It is a cream coloured linen appliquéd with crocheted lace and will be perfect for an informal afternoon wedding.  Her mother’s pearls will complete the ensemble.  The entire company excepting the Pelhams will then proceed from Ballarat to Melbourne by train.  My gift to the newlyweds will be a suite at the Grand Hotel whilst they claim Evelyn’s inheritance. Her happiness has given her heightened colour and Bagley, who as a rule notices nothing beyond himself, has asked if she is running a fever.

I am not normally given to romantic notions and cannot explain why I am so sentimental about this wedding. I thought my own experience of married life had permanently soured me on the institution, but Evelyn sees Daniel as her salvation, and although they are not social equals, he is a thoroughly worthy man and they may well make a successful go of it.  This is, after all, a young and a different country.


We depart once again for the bush on New Year’s Day….


Clarence Blackwood had thoughtfully inserted a copy of a letter between the pages of the Australian journal at this point.

March 23rd, 1902

Derry Cottage, Ballarat.

Dearest Tess:


I cannot express to you the extent of my gratitude toward you, and the depth of my contentment in the union with my beloved Daniel.  So much has happened since we parted that I shall have to restrain myself and relate only the most outstanding of the events that have unfolded.


As you can see, we were successful in securing the property we had so desired, and I cannot tell you how satisfying it is to be mistress of my own house.  It is a charming cottage with an established garden.  I have found a reliable girl to help me with the heavier work of the household and I feel quite the lady of leisure.  My life at Beulah seems like some dark dream that gradually fades from memory.


Astonishing news has come in a letter from Alva Pelham, who informs me that August is getting married!  The bride-to-be is Mrs. Kentley, a widow with means of her own.  My first thought was that my brother must be quite pleased with himself at securing such a wife and that he would now have someone else to bully, but Alva goes on to say that he will have met his match in Mrs. Kentley who is well convinced of her own worth. She adds that Mr. Pelham declares it sensible for the fellow to marry money, as he is a fool about livestock.  She has only just received the books you sent her and has written to thank you.


Considering the nature of Daniel’s work I had resigned myself to spending long periods alone, but he has just recently received a firm offer of employment from the Ballarat constabulary as a tracker and horse breaker.  He is inclined to accept the position, as it will mean less time away and a steady income. My happiness will be complete if he agrees, for I have saved the best news for last.  We are expecting our first child sometime in September!  If it is a girl her name will be Teresa Alva, if a boy it will of course be Daniel.


I pray your journey home was a safe one and that all was well when you reached England.  I know so little of your life there, and memories of my former life in Shrewsbury are so dimmed by comparison with my present joyous state that I can scarce recall it.  I wish you all the happiness in the world, as you have surely contributed to mine.


Daniel sends his highest regards and says he always knew you were a “good ‘un”.

Forever your devoted friend, Evelyn Dorothy Walsh

Chapter 15 - Persy

Kayla aside, I was already suspicious that there was some underlying purpose to Gerry’s Kathmandu trip, and his next letter made me distinctly uneasy.

… Kathmandu is even more confusing and congested than Darjeeling.  The past and the present constantly collide – cities within cities, new built on top of the old, labyrinths of streets too narrow for the stream of cars, bicycles and scooters that aggressively push through them and that never take you where you think you’re going.  After a week here, I still get turned around trying to find my way back to the guesthouse.  There’s vivid colour everywhere in the local costumes, food stalls, piles of fabrics, heaps of cheap souvenirs and jewelry, hanging carpets and thankas.  During the day, cattle join the river of human traffic and at night street fires light up roaming packs of dogs.  The power consistently fails for no apparent reason.  The same with internet service, so my laptop and phone are practically useless.

The Kathmandu Guest house is a former palace.  Kayla and I have pooled our resources to get a really nice room overlooking a beautiful garden, the ideal place to practice yoga and meditation, which we do every morning and evening.

Haven’t found anything for Tyme after Tyme so far, but will keep my eyes open.  I’ve met with a cousin of Vanessa’s, Hari Magar, a dealer in uncut gems.  I may include a small package in your shipment if that’s OK with you.  All legit and declared, of course.  I’ll pick out something special for you…

To:  <hissyfitz@stoneage.com>

Hey T.  

Does Mum have pierced ears?  Urgently need to know.  Kayla and I have been making the rounds of historical sites here in Kathmandu.  I scored some killer weed from an old hippy in the bazaar, so it’s all a bit of a kaleidoscope.  At one point I got so paranoid I sat down on one of the giant steps in the square and refused to move.  I thought the eyes on the stupas were spying on me.  Kayla was not amused, so I guess I’ll have to clean up my act if we’re going to keep it together.

G.

P.S.  Can you wire me some cash? The latest installment from home is stuck in Darjeeling.  

To: < ifitfitz@stoneage.com>

Sorry, I’m skint.  

Pierced. She had it done when Dad gave her Great Grandma Gina’s diamond studs.

If Kayla lasts long enough to come to Thanksgiving dinner, I draw the line at tofurkey.

T.


Thank God for Hari Magar. As it turns out, he successfully diverted Gerry from attempting to pull off some shady deal involving real gems set in cheap silver settings.  Gerry really is the Teflon kid, the way imminent disaster slides off him.   I’m always terrified one of his schemes will backfire he’ll end up dead in an alley somewhere.

His Kathmandu idyll was summarily cut off by an urgent phone call from Vanessa Allbright demanding that he get back to Darjeeling and deal with Tarun.  Apparently the evil little bugger had come to her house and threatened her if she didn’t tell him where Gerry was.  

Leslie called me as he was heading to Ottawa and filled me in on his interview with Caleb Biddle.  Reminding him that he was off his meds, I tried my best to talk him into coming home, but by then there was no stopping him.  I was worried that the description of Helen LeClair’s abuse of her son Paul would trigger painful childhood memories for him, but he insisted he was fine and would forge ahead. 

I could tell he was ramping up to a fever pitch for his meeting with Paul LeClair, so I was prepared to deal with some sort of letdown, but I had no idea how deeply that particular conversation would affect him.  The emotional damage inflicted on him as a kid by his guardian, a morbidly controlling Stanton Great Aunt, still haunts him as an adult and Paul LeClair’s shocking account of his mother’s psychopathy was guaranteed to resurrect all that ancient garbage (“Bloodyhell!” is Skaggs’ contribution).

Chapter 16 - Lesley Fitzhelm, August, 2012

I white-knuckled it to Ottawa through a heavy downpour. I’d spoken briefly with Paul Leclair Jr. and we’d arranged to meet for a drink at the Chateau Montebello on the Quebec side of the Ottawa River. He’d been polite but rather curt and noncommittal.

Thanks to a last minute cancellation at the Chateau I was able to secure a room.  I have a great fondness for the elegant old railway and resort hotels and lodges with their opulent lobbies, quirky rooms and windows that open. The appointment wasn’t ‘til five, so I lunched on clam chowder with a glass of meursault in the hotel dining room and went back to my room for a shower and a nap.

I met Leclair at the front desk as planned.  We found a couple of comfortable club chairs in the magnificent log rotunda and ordered coffee.  Frankly, I was a little intimidated.  Even in his mid-seventies he was imposing.  Every inch an old school Mountie, still over six feet tall, erect and solidly built with close-clipped white hair and moustache, and beneath his tan that ruddy tone which suggests high blood pressure.  Although he was casually dressed, there was a knife crease in his jeans and his open-necked shirt had the clean smell of starch and bleach.  There was no preamble.

“You say you want to know about my father’s fiddle.  First, you’d better tell me who you are and what your interest is.” I gave him a brief rundown on my background and my research. His eyes widened when I reached the point of his mother’s sale of Old Nick to Marcus Candleford and when I got to my winning bid at the Candleford auction he leaned forward, gripping the arms of the chair and abruptly interrupted with, “You actually have the instrument?”  I replied that yes, in fact I played it at every opportunity. I flinched as he suddenly jumped up and began pacing and yelling, repeatedly punching the palm of one hand with the fist of the other, 

“Christ tordu! That lying old bitch!  I should have known. The way she smiled when she told me it was smashed in the wreck.  It should have been mine.  He always said I would have it.  She had no right!”  I was completely nonplussed by the transformation.  The people around us fell silent and a concerned waiter rushed over, but Leclair quickly collected himself, flushing deeply, saying, “My apologies, everyone.” Then fell heavily back into his seat.  “ Mr. Fitzhelm, Leslie, you’ve resurrected some very painful old memories.  I seldom indulge these days, but I think I need a drink.” We ordered double scotches, no ice from the anxious waiter.  He downed his in three or four swallows and for a few minutes said nothing, then leaned forward with his head bowed, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped almost as if in prayer.

“They say you shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.  I’ve avoided doing so by erasing my mother from my life altogether.  I’ve been happily married for almost fifty years, with a wonderful wife, four children and six grandchildren.  I’m proud of my career.  I thought I’d come to terms with my early history, but now you’ve dumped it all at my feet again.  It’s incredible that woman can still torment me from the grave.”  And so I became the unwitting confessor to an extremely controlled and private man who I suspect had never exposed his demons to anyone, although it was obvious he’d given them a great deal of solitary analysis.  

“It’s ironic how many times over the years I’ve been called a sonofabitch, because that’s precisely what I am.” He said with a grim smile, “ Every time I came down a little too hard on some rookie constable I privately brooded that it might be my mother’s twisted nature coming out in me. Years of dealing with deviant behaviour in my work and my own research into the ‘why’ of it have informed me that she was a highly functional sociopath, too controlled to step over the line into anything overtly violent or criminal, but pathologically sadistic, narcissistic and paranoid; however, all the psychological jargon in the world can’t disguise the fact that she was a monster. 

“Caleb Biddle probably gave you a pretty accurate picture of my childhood. I knew my father was no angel, but I worshipped him.  He was larger than life, a heavy drinker and gambler, serially unfaithful, but also kind, generous, affectionate, full of laughter, and musical to the core.  He lived to play music and that fiddle was his voice. All my happiest early memories are of him and his family.  I always knew that if things got too unbearable at home there would be a place at the table or a spare bed for me with any of the Leclairs, and playing with the band was a lifeline.  Do you know I played four different instruments by the time I was fifteen?  I haven’t had the heart to pick up any of them since my father died.  With the fiddle gone I had nothing to remember him by.  She robbed me of that.

“My mother’s sole purpose in life was to dominate everyone and everything around her. At home, my father was like a ghost, as if his personality were snuffed out at the door.  He’d learned to protect himself by simply shutting her out, but once she discovered that attacking me was the one thing that could get a rise out of him, I was fair game. I suspect the fact I looked so much like him added fuel to the fire.  For as far back as I can remember I hear that sneering voice calling me weak and stupid and lazy, punishing me for insignificant mistakes by confiscating anything I was foolish enough to care about, taunting me into running to my father for protection until I caught on and refused to cooperate. She fed off confrontation like some sort of psychic vampire.  It sounds pretty melodramatic I know, but as a child I often imagined her dying in some horrible accident and even had vivid fantasies of killing her myself in some violent and bloody way.  I once made the mistake of admitting it in confession.  That earned me a scathing lecture from the priest about honouring my mother and innumerable ‘Hail Marys’.”

This monologue continued for almost an hour, one injustice after another, how as a teacher she’d humiliate him in front of the class making him balance on one leg with a book on his head, mocking his weakness when he collapsed, or refusing to acknowledge his desperately waving hand until he’d peed himself, a veritable litany of verbal and psychological abuse. Being the teacher’s brat made him a natural target for bullies until he had a growth spurt and couple of his cousins taught him how to handle himself in a fight.  He’d enjoyed a brief respite from her in high school, excelling scholastically and becoming the star centre on the hockey team, but finally at eighteen he’d had enough and applied to the RCMP.  I felt that pouring this out to me, a complete stranger, was a catharsis he’d long been in need of, and I didn’t interrupt. I handed him my untouched drink which he sipped more slowly, saying,

“Thank you Leslie. I have to apologize again.  I don’t know what came over me, but I appreciate your forbearance.  It’s rather like being hit by a truck, only in a positive way, if that makes any sense.  I don’t suppose you’d consider selling me the fiddle.  I know I have no legal claim to it.”  As much as I empathized, I had to disappoint him. I reiterated my long-standing family history with Old Nick, and my own emotional connection, then revealed my reason for contacting him.

“Paul, there’s still a crucial gap in my research.  I know you were only a child at the time, but do you recall your father ever saying anything about how he acquired the fiddle?”

 I was about four or five when my mother smashed his old one. It was the only time I ever saw her afraid.  When my father came down the stairs that morning she backed away from the wreckage and up against the kitchen counter as if she suddenly realized she’d pushed him too far. When he saw what she’d done he turned dead white, his fists were clenched and there was a look on his face I’ll never forget. The air was crackling with violence.  I ran to my room to hide, and then… nothing.  When I finally plucked up the courage to come out, he was gone and she was still standing there, pressed against the counter, her face like a mask, not even noticing me as I edged past her.  I made myself a jam sandwich since it didn’t look like there was going to be any breakfast.”

“It was a turning point for the three of us.  My father disappeared for almost a week.  I thought he was never coming back and I would be left alone with her, but he finally reappeared, very hung over, with The Old Man under his arm – he always called it The Old Man, you see.  That was when he moved into the spare bedroom, and she focused all her venom on me.  We always kept in close touch, and when I finally asked him years later what held him back that time, he said it wasn’t in his nature to hit a woman. I was sure there had to be more to it and pressed a little harder. He finally admitted that whenever she pushed him to the edge, she’d get this gleam in her eye as if she were daring him to hit her, as if he’d be giving her just the ammunition she wanted, and all the fight would go out of him. 

“As to where he got the instrument from, the only thing I can recall is hearing him laughing with one of his drinking buddies after a dance one night, saying he’d just run into ‘cet ancien escroc’, that old swindler, Penny, and how he’d put one over on him all those years ago giving him less than half what The Old Man was worth.  I don’t know if that’s of any use to you.”

I thanked him for the information and invited him to visit me and Old Nick if he were ever in Toronto.  We shook hands cordially enough, but I doubted I would ever see him or hear from him again.  

The interview with Paul had been very disturbing, and caused me a sleepless night.  Something about that name, Penny, pricked my memory as I tossed and turned, but I couldn’t quite retrieve it.  Finally, about four in the morning it came to me. Vincent Bellarby’s grandmother Flossie had talked about ‘a grifter named Penny’, the ‘lowlife’ who’d disappeared at the time of her father’s death.  This had to be the missing link, but where to begin?  Was it a given name, a surname, a nickname?  It was like taking a step forward smack into a stone wall eighty years old and ten years thick.

Chapter 17 - Persy

It was at this point I received a shocking phone call.  

Although Leslie had managed to hold it together for the duration of Paul LeClair’s interview, he was deeply affected by it and his manic decision to drive all the way back to Toronto at five in the morning was suicidal.  He hates the freeway, so he took the old route, highway seven, back to Toronto.  Just past Kaladar on a fairly deserted stretch, his car went off the road, flipped and landed, in a ditch.  I’ll never know if he simply dozed off, or was overtaken by some sort of fugue state, possibly some combination of the two. 

It was called in some time later by a passing truck driver who spotted  the overturned car and Leslie hanging upside down in his seatbelt, supported by the airbag.  Fortunately, the response was swift and I received a call around ten AM from the Provincial Police informing me he had been admitted to a Peterborough hospital in critical condition with broken ribs, internal bleeding, a punctured lung and the strong probability of whiplash or concussion, and that although he was now stabilized, he remained unconscious and was being closely monitored.

I grabbed my purse and raced out to my old Mini.  I had to take some deep breaths to calm myself down for the drive to Peterborough.  No point in both of us being down for the count.  

Chapter 18 - Teri Fitzhelm, August/September, 2012
Trig:  met gr8 accord plyr, Bach, Klezmer, Led Zeppelin!  when r u back?

Teri:  London 2 wks, then home.  accord sounds fab.

Trig:  wrk slo here.  mnly street. up for serious plyng.

Teri:  me 2.  sndng nu tune, “Hypnotizin’”.  no lyrics yet.  c u soon.


Teri planned to spend the last two weeks of her stay in London and was weighing her options. She had three possible places to crash.  The most luxurious was the penthouse guest suite in the Fitzhelm/GoldringCo building, but it was located in the Docklands area and totally removed from her kind of nightlife and social scene. The second was to take up Annabelle’s offer but as much as she liked Annabelle, she thought the communal terraces might be a little too communal in terms of personal space.  She decided to stay with her Aunt Tina and Uncle Jason in their sprawling flat near Hyde Park. She’d have a bedroom and bathroom to herself and be close to lots of restaurants and clubs, plus Uncle Jason could get primo tickets for just about any club or concert she wanted to go to.  

Aunt Tina was a brilliant fiddler whose band, The Cooper Family, had maintained their popular appeal for almost twenty years combining traditional English dance music with edgy rock and roll energy.  Teri had grown up on their recordings and now that she was playing fiddle again, she was looking forward to jamming with Tina and picking up some technique in the process. Uncle Jason was her Mum’s twin, a music entrepreneur with his own record label, who’d kickstarted the Cooper Family’s success with their first album.  They now recorded for a major label, but he still managed the group. He and Tina had met through Teri’s Dad when he was researching Joyner’s Dream. 

On her first evening, she opened up to Tina and Jason about Devon and the band.  When she got to the part about them performing her songs, she was embarrassed to admit that she hadn’t protected any of her writing.  Uncle Jason insisted she come up with a name for a publishing company and arranged to demo and register everything while she was in London – a small revenge, but a sweet one which would bite Devon in the ass if he tried to record or copyright any of her stuff.  She thought ‘Gotcha Music’ worked.


She was still hoping to track down Tess Blackwood’s drawings and Aunt Tina had suggested simply emailing the Marylebone Library for any information on the Royal Botanic Society’s records. A helpful person named Rory responded, saying that those files had been moved in 1995 to the City of Westminster Archives Centre, and consisted of various records of operations – minutes, members, calendars, etc… but no reference to a Fitzhelm collection.  Oh well, back to square one.


Now, on her final weekend, she was off to Annabelle and Aiden’s place in Paddington for dinner and a party.  A bit of a walk, but she would grab a cab on the way back.  It would be fun to meet some new people. Annabelle had mentioned some of them were musicians. She didn’t have her guitar but there was always a guitar at a party so she’d brought along her fiddle and a bottle of wine.  She decided on a striped tank top, leather jacket, skinny jeans and her favourite knee high suede boots, finished off with dangling beaded earrings she’d made herself.


She spotted a couple of interesting shops along the way, one with hand-made jewelry and another with some amazing hats.  She was waiting for a traffic light to change when she had a heart-stopping moment.  On the opposite corner she thought she saw Devon. Impossible. No way he could be here.  The light changed and as he got closer the resemblance faded.  She exhaled, her heart still thumping, but beyond that initial jolt she felt OK. Quite cheerful, she covered the last few blocks in about twenty minutes.


The property consisted of four rundown neo-Georgian terraced houses with a carriage arch in the middle.  Annabelle lived in the first one.  As Teri approached, she saw two men talking by the arch, and recognized one of them as her Steampunk admirer from the train.  This was too weird. She bolted up the steps to the door keeping her back to him as she rang the bell, but suspected he’d seen and recognized her.  Fortunately, Annabelle opened the door almost immediately accompanied by a young man she introduced as her boyfriend, Dave Pickel.  As they climbed the stairs to Annabelle’s third floor retreat Teri said,


“Did you see the guy with the silly moustache and the bowler hat who was standing on the sidewalk?”  Dave laughed and Annabelle replied,


“I didn’t, but from your description it’s one of the tenants from next door, a chum of my brother’s.”  Teri described her encounter on the train and Annabelle said, “Sounds like him.  It’s no coincidence.  He turned up at the fair to hang out with Aiden.  There’s definitely a creepy element to Magnus Farelly.  He’s well-named - fairly intelligent, fairly good-looking, fairly well-off, barely tolerable.  When I first met him he affected a 60s hippie look, you know, free love, legalizing marijuana and all that, but now he’s posing as some sort of Luddite guru and has cultivated a coterie of hangers-on that buy into it.  All of them, including my brother, are at least ten years younger than he is and that alone puts me off.  They’re heavily into magic mushrooms and he uses that to fill their addled brains with garbage philosophy about returning to the golden age of Victorian England.  My God, when you think of the sulphur in the air and lead in the water back then.  Even the clothing was poisoned with toxic dyes and mercury.  Did you know that in an era of gaslight and coal burning fireplaces they were making trimmings and hair ornaments with highly flammable celluloid. I could go on and on.”


“She can, you know.” Said Dave. 

“The truth is I’m worried about Aiden.  He’s always been pretty level-headed, but he’s potty over this girl, Lucy, and she’s up to her ears in Magnus’ line of rubbish, although I suspect it’s more about costume than conviction for her.  Fortunately Aiden’s back at UCL now so that will limit their time together.”


“What does Magnus do?” said Teri.


“He’s an eternal student.  His Grandfather left a substantial trust to pay for his education, and he’s been living off it ever since, taking one or two courses a year.  He homed in on Aiden when he learned he was a pharmacy student and Aiden talked Daddy into renting him rooms.”


By opening up the top floor of the house, Annabelle had created a space full of colour and light that was part bedroom, part sitting room and part workroom, with sketches and swatches of fabric pinned to corkboards on the walls and a large screen PC sitting on a wide trestle table littered with pattern pieces.  She poured three glasses of Chardonnay, saying that dinner would be fish and chips.  Dave, another aspiring designer, had a room on the second floor.  He and Annabelle were collaborating on costumes for a modern dance piece choreographed by a friend.  Teri loved the fluid shapes and subtle colours of their computer renderings and they got into a lively discussion about combining breathable fabrics with freedom of movement and visual impact for stage wear.


Around 7:00, they descended the back stairs to an enormous, vintage, half-basement  kitchen which looked out on an overgrown garden with a flagstone pathway leading to a long, two-storey coachhouse.  


Dave was the chef, and Aiden joined them at the enamel-topped metal table for a delicious dinner of a whole baked salmon with hollandaise sauce and herb-roasted new potatoes with asparagus.  So much for fish and chips.  After a quick peck on the cheek and a fleeting smile, Aiden barely spoke and left right after dinner.  

“Pay no attention.” Said Annabelle, “It’s nothing to do with you.  He’s sulking because Lucy was having dinner with her girlfriend, Sheila, and he wasn’t welcome.  It’s impossible to explain the effect she has until you see her.”

“What does Lucy do?” asked Teri.

“She doesn’t really do anything except look stunning, you know, a sort of professional muse.  She’s presently supported by Sheila, a truly talented sculptor who, like Aiden, is completely besotted with her.  They live in the coachouse. Her last meal ticket was a painter, but I gather he wasn’t quite trendy or successful enough.”  


“She’s thick as a brick.” said Dave, apparently impervious to her charms.


“That’s unfair.” said Annabelle.  “I think she’s bright enough, just totally self-absorbed.  She’s certainly clever enough to look out for number one.  Wasn’t she supposed to have had a speaking bit in the new Bond movie?”  

“Fell through.  She can’t act and she’s got a voice like a buzzsaw.” said Dave.

“Then there was that band who wanted her to sing backup and play tambourine.”

“Didn’t work.  Again, shit voice, also shit time, plus they were pretty terrible as well.  I tried using her as a model, but she’s totally the wrong shape.  Too much boob and bum.  Frankly she looks better starkers than clothed.”  Teri couldn’t wait to meet this enigma.

As they cleared and washed the dishes, Teri mentioned her ongoing search for Tess Blackwood’s Australian sketches.  Annabelle said,

“I’ve had a sudden thought. Last year I was visiting the crumbling family seat with the Grands and asked I could raid the attics for vintage draperies.  I came across a portfolio of old botanical prints and brought them back here, thinking they might be useful for fabric designs.  It’s a long shot, but it’s worth checking out.”

As they returned to the studio a wave of sadness washed over Teri as she thought of her Father. She’d wanted to go home immediately when she heard about the accident, but Mum had talked her out of it, saying he was in no danger and that although his eyes were open at times he was still unresponsive, so there was little point.  

Annabelle dug through stacks of Elles and British Vogues and finally produced a battered portfolio.  Someone had written on it, ‘flower prints – suitable for framing’. Most of them were disappointing, obviously plates removed from old books, but Teri’s attention was grabbed by a small, meticulously rendered watercolour sketch of a plant with sprays like an outstretched hand with fingers of brilliant scarlet and green, and at the bottom in Teresa Blackwood’s distinctive hand it said, ‘Daniel calls this Kangaroo Paw’.  Thrilled with this find, she eagerly flipped through the rest of the cache but found only one other example of Tess’ work, a sketch in India ink of a tree with mottled bark, and the notation ‘Daniel calls the gum tree the bushman’s friend, as the root when broken, bleeds water’.  Annabelle scanned both pieces and sent them to Teri’s computer then she slipped on a pair of bronze sandals and one of her own designs, a fluid caftan that subtly changed colour from copper to green as she moved, and declared herself ready for prime time.  Teri felt seriously underdressed.

The party was taking place on the main floor, where the parlour and dining room served as communal space furnished with battered chairs and sofas and threadbare carpets.  There were candles everywhere and a water-stained sideboard was set up as a bar with bottles of wine, gin, vodka, some mix, and cans of beer and cider.  People added more contributions as they drifted in.  Dave pulled her aside saying, 

“Pour your own drinks, love.  Anything that’s handed to you in a glass is suspect.”  She thanked him for the warning and looked around the room with sharpened interest.  The candlelight and the scattering of Steampunks throughout the crowd made the room look like a scene from some surreal movie.  No sign as yet of Magnus or Lucy but Annabelle had told her that they liked to make an entrance and would show up later.  

As suspected, a couple of people had brought guitars and there was also a concertina player with a soulful, smoky voice.  She tuned up her fiddle and joined them in the big bay window overlooking the garden.  They’d just finished playing Steeleye Span’s “John Barleycorn” and were segueing into “Lowlands of Holland” when Teri spotted a sort of twilight procession coming up the path from the coachouse.  In the lead was a figure right out of a Burne-Jones painting in a long, diaphanous white dress, with a trailing garland of ivy in her mane of hair and in her wake, Aiden looking rather self-conscious in his renaissance fair garb, Magnus Farelly in a wine velvet smoking jacket, tuck-fronted shirt and some sort of embroidered cap with a tassel, and pulling up the rear, a slouching female figure in a stained coverall and work boots.

“Showtime.” said one of the musicians with a grin, and launched into ‘Hail to the Chief’ as they entered. Magnus made a show of enjoying the joke along with everyone else but the glint of anger in his eyes suggested otherwise.  They came to a halt in the middle of the room, and Annabelle introduced Teri as a cousin.  Lucy extended a limp hand, Teri unsure as to whether she was expected to shake it or kiss it.  She really was quite extraordinary-looking – no makeup, an exotic, almost elfin face, with enormous, slightly slanted green eyes, lush lips and a golden complexion, all framed by the mass of long amber coloured hair, her voluptuous body obviously naked under her dress – quite a package!  

“Lovely to meet you.” She said in an uninflected, almost metallic voice, her eyes already scanning the room for someone more promising.  Magnus did kiss Teri’s hand, leaving a wet spot she surreptitiously wiped on the seat of her jeans.  She caught Dave giving her a wink.    

“Ah, my charming fellow passenger.  I hoped I would see you again, and a musician, how intriguing. We must talk later.  I have some poetry and song lyrics I want to share with you.” At which point he swept on.  

By now, there was enough pot smoke in the air to create a buzz just by breathing, and Teri was glad she had a full meal under her belt as a buffer.  Someone handed her a guitar and the repertoire switched to The Beatles with everyone singing along.  It was great to be playing just for the pleasure of it, with no emotional baggage.  

As wrapped up as she was in the music, she was aware that Magnus had topped up her glass from a bottle of red wine and was sitting much too close to her, breaking her concentration and totally ruining the moment.  When the tune ended she abruptly handed off the guitar, packed up her fiddle and went looking for someone to hang out with.  She spotted Aiden, glued to Lucy’s side, but neither Annabelle nor Dave were anywhere to be seen. Feeling claustrophobic and very aware of Magnus’ eyes on her, she found herself standing in a corner of the room next to Sheila, the coveralled sculptor who looked like she’d rather be anywhere but where she was. Teri sensed a kindred spirit and said,

Hi, I’m Teri Fitzhelm, Annabelle and Aiden’s cousin from Canada.  They tell me you’re an amazing sculptor.  I’d love to see some of your work.”  Sheila’s face brightened marginally, and she said,

“Sure, anything to get out of here.  This crowd makes me sick.  I don’t know what Lucy sees in them.”  Teri followed Sheila out the back of the house and down the path to the coachouse.  The main floor, once horse stalls and coach storage was now taken up with bicycles, piles of junk and a vintage MG.  The spaces between the broad beams in the ceiling were stuffed with insulation.  They climbed a set of narrow steps to the former hayloft, now a long, open, roughly-plastered room with wide plank floors, more thick beams and a high peaked ceiling pierced with skylights. “Fortunately I bought this place and had the property legally severed before Aiden and Annabelle’s dad bought the terraces.  He wants to tear it down for tenant parking, but I have no intention of selling.”  

At one end of the loft was a rudimentary kitchen, a black leather couch and chairs and an old canopy bed festooned with lace.  On one side wall was a montage of photos of a naked Lucy in various poses and on the other a work table with several small wax figures replicating some of the photos. A partially finished, larger than life-size sculpture of a twirling female nude filled the far end. 

“As you can see, this is a work in progress.  It’s a commission for a fountain in the courtyard of a new corporate office building.  When it’s finished I’ll cast the wax models in bronze as well, as the small pieces sell quite nicely in limited editions.  Lucy wants to move into fancier digs, but I need to live where I work.  The place is a brute to heat, of course, but it’s ideal because of the original loading doors and hoist on this level, and lane access in the back.  Eventually I’ll renovate the ground floor and tart it up for her.”  The sculpture, even at this stage was marvelously full of life and movement, the arms flung out and the hair swirling around the head and shoulders.  

Teri put her wine aside as she leafed through a photo binder of Sheila’s previous work.  Aside from the obsession with Lucy, she was obviously focused on her art and very business savvy, but Teri supposed everyone had their blind spots, herself being a prime example.  

“Have you and Lucy been together long?” she asked.

“About six months.  She’s like a kid, you know, a real handful at times.  Loves being the centre of attention.  Can’t find it in my heart to be jealous of Aiden.  She’s just playing with him, poor bloke, but Magnus and his mind games are another matter.  He’s filling Lucy’s head with fantasies of being the poster girl for a new pre-raphaelite movement he’s touting.  It’s not even about sex with him, it’s being the puppet master.  He and I are about to butt heads in a big way.”  That would be worth seeing Teri thought.

Sheila showed no interest in returning to the party and was already circling the unfinished work, so Teri gulped down the last of her wine, thanked her and headed back to the house. She suddenly felt woozy and the fresh air of the garden was welcome.  She stumbled and might have fallen if someone hadn’t caught her from behind. There was a whiff of pot smoke and some kind of musky cologne.  

“Steady my lovely.  Let’s find you someplace quiet to lie down.”  It was Magnus.  The alarm bells were going of in her head, but she couldn’t quite focus.  She shouldn’t be this drunk on a couple glasses of wine.  Her violin case and empty wine glass slipped from her hands and just before she completely blanked out, the word ‘stupid, stupid, stupid’ flashed through her mind …


She was trapped in a nightmare, a menacing shadow chasing her down an endless maze of corridors lined with locked doors.  She finally forced her eyes open to find herself lying on a narrow bed in a darkened room with a blinding headache. She made out some male clothing draped over a chair and frantically tried to recall where she was and what had happened, but everything beyond Sheila’s studio was a total blank.  At least she seemed to have all her clothes on and she was relieved to see her fiddle on a table next to the window.  She could hear raised voices just outside the door.  The angry female one was Annabelle’s and she thought the other, barely audible, was Aiden’s.


“This is the final straw.  He’s toast.  He’ll be bloody lucky if she doesn’t have him arrested, the kinky bastard.”  The male voice mumbled something and Annabelle continued, “There isn’t any possible defense for what he did.  You’re the one that brought him here.  If you don’t give him his walking papers I’ll call Daddy and have him forcibly evicted.  Enough is enough!”


Teri forced herself to sit up.  Feeling like her feet were made of lead, she stumbled to the door and cracked it open.  Aiden took one look at her and fled down the stairs.  Annabelle said,


“You’re finally awake, thank God! How are you feeling?  Can I get you anything?  I can’t tell you how sorry I am this happened.  I never thought he’d go this far.”  Teri, her throat parched, croaked,


“Who?  What happened? Where am I?”  


“I thought it best to put you in Dave’s room until you surfaced.  Come upstairs.  I’ll make you a pot of tea and some toast.  Tell me what you remember and I’ll try to fill in the blanks.”  Teri’s vision was fuzzy and she felt sick.  


“My stomach hurts and I really need to pee.”


“We’d better collect a sample.  You’ve been dosed with something.  Aiden suspects Rohypnol or Ketamine. Depending on what you decide to do, we may need proof.” This confirmed Teri’s feeling that something really nasty had happened.  If she could just concentrate…  “The loo is down the hall.  I’ll fetch a bottle.”


Later, in the top floor studio, she gratefully gulped down sweet, milky tea as she told Annabelle the little she remembered. 

“It was that demented degenerate, Magnus.” said Annabelle.  “About an hour after you left the coach house, Sheila decided to fetch Lucy home.  She found your fiddle in the garden and immediately knew something was wonky. When she didn’t see you downstairs she came up here to find Dave and me.  A quick survey of the stragglers at the party revealed that the only other significant missing person was Magnus.  Sheila’s been spoiling for a fight with him anyway, so she tore off next door to confront him with Dave and me right behind her. We rattled his door but it was locked and he yelled at us to bugger off, that he was trying to sleep, so Dave put his shoulder to it and we burst in to find you, naked and obviously out of it, artfully posed on a chaise and Magnus also naked with a full hard-on behind his latest toy, an old stereopticon camera.  If it weren’t so bloody serious, it would have been ridiculous, like some ancient porn film (sorry love, that was insensitive).  Sheila took one look at him and said, “I always knew you were a little prick.” then punched him square in the face.  He went down like the sack of shite he is and started whingeing about having her up for assault, but we made it clear he was in no position to make threats.  We wrapped you in a blanket, I gathered up your clothes and Dave carried you over here.  The rest you know.  

“He’s always been more of a voyeur, so we think there’s a chance he didn’t touch you other than to undress you, but you should have a rape test to be sure.  Dave confiscated the photographic plates, so that’s taken care of.  I don’t know how you want to deal with it, but he should be charged with abduction at the very least.”

“ I can’t think straight.  I don’t know if I’ve been physically raped, but I certainly feel violated.  Not being able to remember is making me crazy.  Christ! I need to contact Tina and Jason right away.  They’ll be frantic.  Hopefully they haven’t called Mum yet.  She’s got enough on her hands without this.  What a mess!  I should have known. I saw him top up the wine in my glass, but because it was from a bottle I thought it was OK.  I feel like an idiot.”

“Don’t blame yourself.  It’s all on him.  If anyone else is guilty it’s me.  I saw him zeroing in on you, but I figured you had it handled.  It never occurred to me he’d pull a stunt like this.” Teri realized there were tears running down her face and she suddenly started to sob uncontrollably.  Annabelle put her arm around her and hugged her tightly.  “There, there love, you’re strong enough to pull through this, but right now we have to think about what to do.  If we don’t immediately report this to the cops, they’re going to wonder why it took us so long.  It’s really your call.”  Teri took a deep breath and tried to pull herself together.

“Oh my God, Dad’s in rough shape as it is and Mum’s already worried sick.  I don’t know what to do. I want to confront him.  I want to tell him to his face what a despicable bastard he is, make him pay, but if he’s arrested I don’t know if I can handle the whole ordeal, the rape test, the questioning and all that and I really can’t remember anything so if it goes to trial…”  The front door slammed and someone raced up the stairs.  A breathless Aiden said,

“He’s gone! Completely decamped. The MG and all his personal stuff is missing.  I still can’t believe he’d do something like this.”

“Believe it.” Said Annabelle, “I hate to pressure you Teri, but you’ve got to make a decision.  We’ll back you one hundred percent whatever it is.”

“Oh Christ, report it and be damned.  If he gets away with it, he’ll only do it to somebody else.  Annabelle, can you make the call for me?  I need to let Tina and Jason know I’m OK and figure out what the hell to tell Mum.”

Chapter 19 - Persy

Leslie was still unconscious when I got to Peterborough.  The doctors said they could find no physical reason for this, that he should be awake and alert despite the seriousness of his injuries, but I strongly suspected his mental state was the cause.  His brain was taking a holiday from reality once again.

Since he was stable, I was able to move him to a Toronto hospital where he remained for several days before he was semi conscious and could take any food by mouth.  At this point I was allowed to bring him home to start the long process of coaxing him to rejoin the world.  

Two days later day I got a call saying that Gerry was being detained at the airport by Canadian Immigration for possession of marijuana.  Due no doubt to his scruffy appearance, he and Kayla had been pulled aside and searched, and a roach had been discovered in the side pocket of his shaving kit. Kayla was clean so I reimbursed the money Gerry had borrowed from her and she left for her Vancouver flight without a backward glance. I had to pay a hefty fine and as he’s now legally an adult, he now has a misdemeanor on permanent record. I managed to get him released into my custody on probation.
I eventually wormed out of him the events that led to his sudden departure from Darjeeling and in retrospect I have to say he relished the description entirely too much.

Tarun had come to the guesthouse backed up by an enormous thug and threatened to trash the place if Vanessa didn’t tell him where Gerry was. She instantly went on the attack, saying he didn’t know whom he was dealing with, that she had connections that could squash him like a bug, and slammed the door in his face, then contacted Gerry in Kathmandu to come and clean up his mess.

Gerry and Kayla made it back to Darjeeling the next evening.  He’d manufactured some story for Kayla about a problem with the Tyme After Tyme shipment that required his immediate attention.

He knew Tarun well enough to realize losing face was as big a deal as any money involved, and decided it was safer to confront him in the morning at the train station where he’d be on his own and the crowded location would probably deter him from anything violent.  He easily spotted Tarun’s colourful Hawaiian shirt, came up behind him and tapped him on the shoulder.  Big mistake.  As Tarun turned, his eyes narrowed and he spontaneously sucker-punched Gerry, knocking him flat on his ass.

He managed to come up horseshoes once again.  A train had just pulled in and the platform was suddenly filled with Australian soccer players, one of whom helped Gerry to his feet while two others grabbed Tarun.

“We saw what happened, mate.  Should we teach the little bastard a lesson?”

“Thanks, no.  It’s all a misunderstanding.”  Tarun picked up on the cue.

“That’s right.”  He said with a big grin, “I thought he was somebody else.  We’re old pals.”  Disappointed, they let him go and watched suspiciously as Tarun threw his arm around Gerry’s neck, saying, “C’mon old pal.  Let’s go for a walk and talk about old times.”   He whistled, and an urchin materialized to take over the water cooler.  As they moved away from the platform, Gerry could feel the tip of Tarun’s knife in his ribs. It cut through his shirt and sliced his side as he twisted free and he could feel the warm blood dripping down his side. He said,

“Not too smart in broad daylight with all these witnesses, old pal.  I’m not going anywhere with you.  Let’s talk this over.”  Tarun coolly wiped his blade on Gerry’s shirt, folded it and put it back in his pocket.

“No talk, dogshit.  Nobody crosses me and gets away with it.  We had a deal.  I laid out hard cash.  Give it up.”  Gerry didn’t have the money and said so.  Tarun replied that was Gerry’s problem not his, that there was more than one way to make him pay and it would be too bad if something happened to Madame bloody Allbright or the little slag he’d brought back from Kathmandu and yes, he knew all about her.

I took the whole story with a grain of salt.  He can be quite a glib little liar and self promoter and I’ve learned from experience that the more elaborate his story is, the less true it’s likely to be. He claims he suddenly got very cold and calm, and said,

“You forget I’ve seen you in action with your bootlegging and kickbacks and pimping.  I’d be surprised if that hash is worth anywhere near what you’re trying to gouge me for. You probably cut it with cowshit and kept half.  I’ve got about a hundred dollars worth of rupees in my pocket, all I have.  You can keep the hash if it ever existed, bugger off and leave me and my friends alone.  If I see you anywhere near us, I go straight to the cops with everything I know about you and take my chances on getting busted.  After I give them my poor dumb tourist act and spill my guts, they’ll come down on you like a ton of bricks.  I’ll bet you’ve already got a record as long as your arm.  That’s the deal.  Take it or leave it.” He held out the wad of cash and Tarun snatched it.  Before he disappeared into the crowd, he turned with one last grin and said, 

“So long sucker.  It’s been a blast.” Gerry says his adrenalin crashed and he threw up. That part I believe.  

Gerry told Kayla he’d been mugged and she took him to a clinic to get his side stitched up.  It got infected and he still has quite a nasty scar.  He then borrowed some money from her to tide him over until they flew back home two days later.  

You’ve heard that old saw about things happening in threes.  With Leslie still non compos mentis and Gerry in disgrace, I got a frantic phone call from Tina.  She reached me around noon to tell me that Teri hadn’t come back to the apartment the previous night, and hadn’t called to say where she was.  At that point she’d been missing over twenty-four hours.  When Teri finally contacted me several hours later I was in full panic mode, and although she swore she was OK, her story did little to reassure me.  She was adamant that she didn’t want me to come to her, that she was safe with friends and that her Dad needed me more.

I don’t know how kids survive these days.  I admit to being a little wild in my student days, a lot of wine, bit of pot, some consensual sex and resultant chlamydia, but it was all relatively benign.  Now it seems there are predators around every corner and the availability and variety of dangerous new drugs and emergence of new, drug resistant STDs is terrifying.  And for God’s sake, why Teri?  It’s Gerry that puts his ass in jeopardy at every available opportunity.  

By this point I was truly at the end of my tether.  I remember thinking it was a blessing that Leslie was still down for the count.  Although his eyes opened from time to time and he was able to swallow whatever I put in his mouth, he was still not responding. I’d gotten into the habit of talking to him even if it didn’t register, so I told him what had happened to Teri.  As it turned out, it was the best thing I could have done.  He suddenly sat bolt upright and yelled, “I’ll kill the bastard!” 

Chapter 20 (Lesley Fitzhelm - September, 2012)


It was like being catapulted out of a dark comforting cocoon of oblivion into blinding light.  My first conscious thought was that somebody had hurt Teri and I had to save her.  Persy’s anxious face came into focus as she and Gerry restrained me from jumping out of bed.  I was suddenly aware that I hurt from head to toe, and as I sank back into the pillows I desperately attempted to understand why.  I flashed back to Paul Leclair’s disturbing story and the sleepless night that followed, but to this day I have no memory from when I left the hotel early that morning until I surfaced over two weeks later in my own bed.

Recovery was slow and frustrating.  I’d lost both weight and mobility and it hurt to breathe.  Persy fed me small amounts four or five times a day, and I leaned on her as I took halting steps around the room, slowly gaining strength. 

   With phone calls and emails I was in constant communication with Teri who assured me that although the rape test and questioning were somewhat traumatic, the police had been very kind and sympathetic.  They told her that Magnus Farelly had form, which apparently means he has some kind of previous record, but they weren’t forthcoming as to what he’d been charged with. Despite the full cooperation of those who knew him, he’d disappeared without a trace and until he was found and charged nothing could be resolved.  As a result we agreed that she should stay in London for the time being and delay starting university. 


Gerry offered to go over to England to support her and I thought it was a good idea until Persy confessed to me why he couldn’t go.  I was livid with him.  This was precisely the kind of irresponsibility that had gotten him into trouble the last time. I gave him a scorching lecture and added a strict curfew to his probation. 

Chapter 21 (September, 2012 - Gerry Fitzhelm)


Gerry sneaked down the back stairs and out the kitchen door of the house around eleven PM after texting his best friend Chris Tyler to pick him up at the end of the drive.  He’d been under an eight o’clock curfew since he came back from India and was getting pretty squirrelly.  He’d registered for university but his heart just wasn’t in it and he’d sloped off attending any lectures. It really bummed him out that he’d heard nothing from Kayla and even Teri was incommunicado. Seemed like everybody was on his case. 


Mum said he’d done a good job for her, and she loved the earrings he’d had made for her in Kathmandu, but in the end she’d supported Dad. They needed to lighten up.  He hadn’t toked up once since Kathmandu.  That roach must have been in his kit before he’d even left home. He was over eighteen, not a kid any more.  If only they’d seen how he’d faced down Tarun…  The stitches on his side were gone, but the scar still itched like crazy.


He and the guys had put their garage band on hold while he was away, and he was so ready to get back to it.  There’d been an old upright piano in the guesthouse in Darjeeling, which despite his best efforts, remained painfully out of tune. Vanessa hadn’t been impressed with his Jerry Lee Lewis impression, but after they’d smoked some of her primo hash he’d play and sing romantic songs from her collection of old sheet music while she drifted around the room with an invisible partner. Fun at the time, but that was then. Now was about rockabilly, Memphis and Chicago blues and pretty much anything from New Orleans.  He’d left his Roland keyboard at Chris’ and couldn’t wait to feel his fingers on the keys again.  

Technically speaking, it wasn’t a garage band.  Chris’ place had an air-conditioned indoor pool with fantastic acoustics where they could set up and play at all hours without bugging anybody. Add a case of beer and it was close to perfect.  Chris was the drummer, Brent played bass and Carlo alternated between soprano and tenor sax and trumpet. Teri’s bustup with that asshole, Devon, couldn’t have been better timed.  If he could talk her into joining them it would be wicked. She was a bitchin’ guitar player and could sing like Sippie Wallace or Ida Cox when she wanted to. He had big plans.  The brother of one of the guys from school was working as a bouncer in a downtown club and had promised to get them an audition for an opening slot.  It would be a real blast to finally play for a live audience.  A few months back he’d posted a phone video of the band playing “Born Under a Bad Sign” that had shown over a hundred likes. The arrangements were ragged, but they’d be a lot tighter by the time Teri got home.  It would be good for her to get busy and she’d fit right in.  At least the attention her ordeal demanded had taken a little heat off him.

Chris dropped him off after three A.M.   He slipped up the back stairs and into his room, quickly changing into a t-shirt and pajama bottoms, and thought he’d pulled it off, but before he could hit the bed Mum threw open the door without knocking.  He said,

“Oh, hi Mum. I couldn’t sleep so I thought I’d go over some of my course notes” 

 “Don’t push it, kid.  I know exactly what you’ve been up to.  If your Father weren’t so upset about Teri, I’d already have spilled the beans.  I’m too tired and too angry to deal with this right now, but we’re going to have a serious talk tomorrow.”  He’d been premature about the heat.

He had the kitchen to himself in the morning.  As he ate his cereal he had first crack at the newspaper, carefully reassembling it when he was finished to avoid irritating Dad any further.  Through the window he could see Mum vigorously weeding and pruning.  She tended to take it out on the garden when she needed to chill.  He figured he might as well face the music, and joined her there. There was no ‘good morning’ or ‘how did you sleep.’ 

“Make yourself useful.  There are bags and a rake in the shed.” In the bright sunlight he noticed for the first time worry lines on her forehead and around her eyes and felt a pang of conscience as he meekly raked up the weeds and cuttings and hauled the bag out to the street.

“Mum, I’m really sorry…”

“I don’t want to hear it.  You’re always sorry, but it never stops you from being totally irresponsible at the next available opportunity. As if I didn’t already have Teri and your Father to worry about, yesterday I got a call from your counselor at U. of T. asking if you were ill, and last night Chris’ mum called to let me know you’d broken curfew.  You keep saying you want to be treated as an adult.  What you really mean is you want all the perqs without any of the responsibility. I should have told your Father about you being stopped at the border, and that’s on me, but I won’t be played anymore.  I’m through bailing you out and I’ve had it with this petty jousting between the two of you. He may overreact at times, but he’s not unreasonable.  If you’d asked him he’d probably have agreed to ease up on the curfew, but you had to give him the finger by sneaking out. Blowing off your education is another story altogether.  I’m done.  You two need to sort it out and you’d bloody well better tell him everything, because if you don’t, I will.  You can’t be a brat all your life.  Grow up!” 

He returned to his room and flopped down on his bed with his headphones and a compilation he’d put together of Eubie Blake, Professor Longhair and Dr. John, letting the opening notes of “Dangerous Blues” wash over him like a warm shower.  He’d grown up on ragtime and early jazz, listening to the old 78s of great, great Grandpa George’s band, The Hot League, and their brilliant keyboard player Giorgi Vatisblank, and when a friend of his had turned him on to the Pinetop Perkins “Sweet Black Angel” album a couple of years ago, he thought he’d died and gone to piano heaven.  The truth was he wanted nothing more than to be a full-time blues man, and as much as Dad encouraged him to play, he’d go nuts when he found out Gerry wanted to drop out of university altogether.  

He wasn’t the gearhead some of his friends were, but he desperately needed a new keyboard. The technology changed so fast that his three-year-old Roland had been obsolete almost from the moment he bought it.  The way things stood, Dad would never advance him the money for the new Korg he wanted, over two thousand dollars for the eighty-eight key model.  If only he could have smuggled in that hash. If only he hadn’t been busted at the airport.  If Dad would just let him off the leash he might be able to come up with a solution. Coulda, woulda, shoulda.  Owning up about last night was not likely to advance his argument.  He’d better deal with that first and pick another, more opportune time to broach the subject of dropping out of university and playing music full-time.

Dad had recovered enough to retreat to his study at the top of the house. It was a strict rule that you weren’t allowed to disturb him there, and as Gerry climbed the final steep flight of steps he felt like he was volunteering for the guillotine. He rapped on the trap door and heard him say “enter” in his most pompous schoolteacher voice.  As he raised the door, he could see printouts, photocopies and stacks of books littering the desk and his Dad poring over something on the computer screen.

“Dad, can we talk?”  With an exasperated sigh his father replied,

“Can it wait? I’ve got a mountain of catching up to do before I go back to work.”  As much as he would have liked to avoid this confrontation, Gerry knew Mum was as good as her word.  He took a deep breath.

“Sorry, but it has to be now.  I’ve come to tell you that I broke curfew last night to go play with the guys at Chris’ place.  I know I should have asked, but we really needed to rehearse and I was sure you’d say no.”  He braced himself, but instead of the expected shitstorm his father simply sighed again and sat for a few seconds with shoulders slumped and his head down. Finally he said,

“Gerry, you and I have reached an impasse.  As your Father I’ve always tried to guide and protect you, but I’ve come to realize it’s only allowed you to dodge the full consequences of your actions. As hard as it is for me to accept it, you and your sister are practically adults now, old enough to rise or fall based on your own decisions. Teri tells me she wants to take a year off before starting university and I’ve agreed.  I’m beginning to think perhaps you should do the same.  Hopefully at the end of that time you’ll have some perspective on what you want to do with your life.  You should think seriously about getting a job in the interim.  As long as you’re living here there are still some house rules and I’d like to be informed of any major decisions, but otherwise you’re on your own. Have you anything further to say?”

Gerry was uncharacteristically lost for words. This was the last thing he expected.  Instead of being elated he felt like he’d been punched in the gut.  Dazed and Confused in spades.

Chapter 22 (Leslie – September/October 2012)

My leave of absence from the school would be over in a week, so I had to get busy.  Paul Leclair’s story of his rocky childhood had raised very painful memories for me, but I needed to push all those negative thoughts away.   His mention of the man called Penny became foremost in my mind and I was determined to make up for lost time and follow up on this clue.  The first thing I did was to check the phone listings.  The results were hardly promising.  Not only were there multiple spellings for Penny – Penne, Pennie, Penney, Penez – there were also Pennefeather, Penfold, Pengelly, Penman, and just plain Penn to name a few, and that was only for Metro Toronto.

This was when I had my confrontation with Gerry. 

I felt the old familiar dark cloud closing in around me once again as I sat in my study at the top of the house and stared out the windows.  I was blind to the panoramic view I loved of the river, the old mill and former Stanton Village. Taking Old Nick from his casket I paced back and forth, playing along with all the old recordings of Great Grandpa George’s Hot League, hoping the music would lift my black mood and lead me to some inspired shortcut. Around eight PM, Persy finally raised the trap door and said,

“Come downstairs love.  You’re overdoing it again.  Time for a decent meal, a hot bath and a good night’s sleep.”  I returned Old Nick to his resting place and joined her.

I wouldn’t say I was restored in the morning, but one promising line of enquiry had occurred to me. I recalled Vincent Bellarby saying Thaddeus Duguet and his cohort, Penny, had been picked up several times for their three-card monte scam. I reviewed my notes for the approximate dates. In previous searches, I’d gotten to know one of the clerks at the department of records for the Metropolitan Toronto Police and she agreed to pull the case files for 1927 through 1930 out of storage for me.  If I could find Duguet I would hopefully find, by association, the elusive Penny.  I was about halfway through 1928 when I found Duguet’s name and, hallelujah! that of his co-defendant, Vernon Pennysworth.  I then requested Pennysworth’s arrest record hoping for some clue to the final ten-year gap in Old Nick’s history.

Vernon Pennysworth was a real piece of work.  Aside from his arrests for the three card monte scam, the file included further charges for illicit gambling, swindling and petty theft, two for living off the avails of prostitution, one for alienation of affection, and three for assault and battery. He’d been in and out of jail from the time he was fifteen.  I scanned the pertinent pages to my laptop and also his last mug shot taken in 1927 at age thirty-six.  Later, as I was scrolling through all this at the kitchen table, Persy came up behind me to massage my shoulders.  When I got to the brooding photo of Vernon Pennysworth she said,

“Hmmm, mad, bad and dangerous to know. Good looking too. Kind of like that 40s movie actor, John Garfield.  An irresistible combination for some women.”

“If he treated them the way he treated his friends, they’d be lucky if they lived to regret it.  I’m positive he as good as murdered at least one man.”  I replied.  The final entry in the file stated he was being sought for questioning in 1929 regarding the death of his known associate, former showman Thaddeus Duguet.  Vincent Bellarby’s description of his great-grandfather’s grisly demise rose vividly in my mind.  Pennysworth was most likely responsible for the vicious beating that left an old man to freeze to death on his own doorstep and he’d almost certainly stolen Old Nick. With a possible manslaughter charge pending he’d obviously made himself scarce as there was nothing further in the file. The question was where had he gone and, considering his history, why had he waited so long to get rid of Old Nick? 

Persy reminded me inform Vincent Bellarby of what I’d learned.  He was pleased to know the truth, but sad that his Grandma Floss had gone to her death haunted by the mystery.  I promised to keep him posted if I turned up anything else.

By then I was back at work. I had to sideline my search and get on with the business of earning a living.  For new students I had a tried and true opening lecture on balancing theory and creativity in music.  It was a subject that had always fascinated me, because as much as I love music and am a good, competent player, I seem to lack the creative spark that makes it great, although I easily recognize it in others.  What I wouldn’t give for that kind of inspiration.  My daughter, Teri has it, and even Gerry has his flashes of brilliance when he condescends to play.  I recognize that frustration with myself contributes substantially to my frustration with him - his lack of focus and wasted potential.  I have to keep reminding myself how young he is.  Teri, on the other hand needs to learn to separate her passion for music from her attraction to musicians.  I fear the latter will continue to cause her nothing but grief.

By the third week in September I was fully engaged in a thankless task – trying to kindle enthusiasm for eighteenth century composers and nineteenth century poets in adolescent boys who were preoccupied with sports, video games and sex.  Persy was off to the Ottawa Valley seeking vintage Canadiana for Tyme After Tyme, and Teri was still in England.  Gerry and I had reached an uneasy truce and were largely avoiding each other.
The puzzle of Old Nick was never far from my mind, but I remained at a stalemate.  Then out of the blue, last week in September, came one of those breakthroughs we all pray for, when Persy excitedly called me from a small gallery in Ottawa specializing in primitive art.  She said there was something I really needed to see and that she’d sent me a JPG from her phone.  The image raised the hair on the back of my neck.  From what I could tell, it was a startlingly accurate replica of Old Nick but at least a third smaller in scale and carved out of a solid piece of wood with strings of different weights of nylon fishing line, and stained to match his dark golden colour. The text Persy had from the gallery identified the artist as Jasper Pennysworth, saying that he was elderly and reclusive, but giving no clue as to his history or whereabouts.  The price was five hundred dollars.  I immediately called Persy to acquire it and to push for more information from the gallery owner.  

When we spoke again later that evening, she said the gallery owner had declined to give her any contact information for Jasper Pennysworth, probably because he suspected she might cut him out of some future sale by going to the artist directly.  She also said that the other Pennysworth pieces were nowhere near the standard of the carving of Old Nick, that in fact they were crudely constructed, gaudily painted animal figures, charming but almost childlike in their conception.  I told her we’d try to figure out another approach when she got back.  I couldn’t wait until I had the carving in my hands.

Persy came home two days later with the eagerly awaited piece and I marveled at the attention to detail carved into the soft pine and the beautiful hand-rubbed and waxed finish.  It had definitely been created with skill and affection by someone with intimate knowledge of Old Nick.  I immediately set about composing a letter to the gallery explaining my interest in Jasper Pennysworth and enclosed with it an open letter to be forwarded to Pennysworth himself expressing my urgent desire to speak with him about his creation and including a photograph of Old Nick.  Whether he would respond was another question.

A week later I received a letter written in careful schoolgirl script.

Dear Mr. Fitzhelm:


My name is Bonnie Fisher and Jasper Pennysworth is my uncle.  Well, he’s not really my uncle, but he’s related to my family and I take care of him.  My Dad threw away your letter, but I saved it from the trash and showed it to Uncle Jasper.  He got very excited when he saw the picture and really wants to see you, but it has to be a secret, because Dad would be hopping mad if he found out.  I’ve thought and thought how we can do it, because Uncle Jasper is very old and in a wheelchair and doesn’t leave his workshop much any more.  My parents and my big brother are going to the casino for three days on the Thanksgiving weekend, and it would be good if you could come then.  Please don’t write to me here or my Dad will see it.  I have a friend, Janie Prudhomme, who says you can send it there…


She gave the address for her friend and a rough map of how to find her uncle’s farm which proved to be about twenty miles out of Carleton Place.

As for the secrecy she demanded, I thought then it was little more than adolescent drama, something I’ve had some experience with, but I followed her instructions and wrote to her care of her friend’s address, saying that I would come on Saturday of the Thanksgiving weekend, arriving between one and two o’clock in the afternoon.  There was nothing to do now but wait.

Chapter 23 – Persy


Leslie was like a cat on hot bricks for the next ten days or so.  Having to wait for this final piece of his puzzle was driving us both crazy. He had to rely heavily on his notes and his meds to get him through his classes, and at home we struggled to maintain some semblance of normal life.  (“Merde!” is Scaggs’ comment.)

He arranged through Bonnie to meet with Jasper Pennysworth over Thanksgiving, the first weekend in October. He’d ferreted out an old article on him in the Ottawa Citizen that said he was a retired farmer and confirmed bachelor who’d started producing his colourful primitive carvings in his seventies, so Leslie calculated he must now be in his mid to late eighties. The photograph of him showed a corpulent old fellow with a cherubic face and wispy white hair, a sort of beardless Santa Claus.  Bonnie Fisher’s letter had mentioned he was now confined to a wheelchair.

There was no way I was letting him go alone. Early that Saturday morning we flew to Ottawa and rented a car.  I drove.  Following the directions in Bonnie’s letter we arrived at our destination about 1:30 in the afternoon.

Leslie will take it from here… 

Chapter 24 ( Leslie – October 2012)

As we approached the Pennysworth farm, the surrounding fields were neatly cropped and checkered with rolls of second harvest hay, but the old frame farmhouse had seen better days, the paint flaking, the porch roof mossy and sagging and the garden patch, orchard and fencelines overgrown with tall grasses, wild grape and all the field flowers of my childhood, goldenrod, chicory, wild aster, and Queen Anne’s lace.  A teenaged girl in tight black jeans and a hoodie waved us up the long rutted drive to a shady spot behind the house.

Bonnie Fisher was short and compact with a face that might have been pretty if it weren’t marred by heavy eye makeup and multiple piercings in her nose, eyebrows and ears.  Her dark hair was cropped as short as a boy’s but with a fringe of magenta curls around her face. 

“Hi, I’m Bonnie.  Uncle Jasper’s busting his buttons to see you.” She led us past a derelict barn to an old log cabin.  “He says this was the first house on the property, built by his great granddad.  I live with my parents and my brother up at the big house but he says he likes it back here.  He says he needs privacy for his work, but it’s really because he can’t stand my family.  He has diabetes and emphysema and his memory’s a bit shaky about recent stuff.  The doctor said he needed full-time care, so it was either sell the place and go into a home or have someone come here to live and my Dad was the only relative they could find.  His grandma was sister to Uncle Jasper’s Dad.  It’s really only me that sees to him. I make his meals, give him his shots and test his blood sugar. My Dad and my brother are off the dole now and Mum only waitresses part-time, so Uncle Jasper’s pension and his carvings mostly pay for everything.”  She managed to pack a lot of information into a short walk.

As she opened the door we were hit with warm fuggy air redolent with body odour, sawdust and paint fumes.  The old man from the photograph sat in his wheelchair, his former bulk deflated into folds, his complexion an unhealthy purplish colour and his eyes cloudy.  His hair had been carefully combed, but there were odd patches of beard and a couple of nicks on his face from a clumsy shave.  Bonnie ushered me in then she and Persy left us.  The claustrophobic interior consisted of a single, long, low-ceilinged room with a sink, shower and toilet crowded into one end and a narrow bed and workbench filling up the other.  Pennysworth’s face lit up.

“Mr. Fitzhelm.  Come in, come in.  Did you bring him?  Did you bring my Balthazar back to me?”  It took me a minute to comprehend he was referring to Old Nick. Fortunately I’d left him in the car, as this misconception about the purpose of my visit meant I was going to have to tread very carefully.  I shook his hand and said,

“Mr. Pennysworth, it means a great deal to me to finally meet you. You hold the last piece of a puzzle I’ve been trying to complete for some time.” I sat on the only option available, the edge of his bed.  As I carefully explained Old Nick’s long history with my family I could see he was beginning to tumble to the fact that I hadn’t come to return the fiddle.  By the end of my tale he was slumped in his chair, a picture of dejection.  I said, “Mr. Pennysworth I know this must be very difficult for you, but I’d be extremely grateful if you’d tell me the story of how you came to have Old Nick, or Balthazar as you call him. Do you mind if I record this?” 

“Go ahead.”  He said resignedly, “I guess you want to talk about my Dad.  I always knew he stole him, you know.”  He spoke in short phrases laced with repetition and punctuated by ragged breaths, the past and present jumbled together.  The effect of this combined with the paint fumes and the heat was so dizzying that at times I had to struggle to keep my attention from drifting. He drew me over to a series of old framed photographs and took down one of a musical group, three young women and two men.  Singling out one of the women he said,  “That’s my Mam, Pearl.  Pearl of a girl, that’s what they called her.  That’s her two sisters with her.  They was The Harmony Gems back then, Ruby, Opal and Pearl.  My Uncle Garnet played piano, Grandad played the bass fiddle.  They used to do the fairs and weddings and music halls.  That’s how she met my Dad, you know.  He was running a crooked wheel at a fair. Nobody could figure out what she saw in him.  He was years older and wicked as a weasel, a real weasel, my Dad, and Mam only seventeen.  Uncle Garnet said he was a con man. Said he had a chip on his shoulder big as a fencepost, big as a house.  Sweet-talked Mam into running off with him before anybody in the family could stop it and got her pregnant in the bargain.  That was me.  Uncle Jasper saw to it they got hitched.  Only good thing was my Dad was mostly gone after that.  Off to fleece some suckers and bring home the bacon he’d say, but there was precious little bacon when he was home.  You wouldn’t have a cigarette, would you?...  I thought not.

“I had Balthazar from the time I was a little kid, you know, a kid.  My Dad brought him home when I was three.  Mam hid him under my bed covers when the policemen come to search the place looking for my Dad. Said they’d never think to look in the baby’s bed and she was right. Best thing was my Dad didn’t come back for a good long time after that.  Uncle Garnet heard he had another wife over to Carleton Place.  

“Some kids have their fuzzy toys, bears and such, they take to bed at night.  I had my Balthazar.  Named him after the Christmas statue of the wise man ‘cause he was dark like him and I liked the sound of it. When I thrummed his strings it was like he was talking to me.  Mam knew how attached I was so when my Dad finally come back to fetch him she hid him under the covers again.  Told him she sold him for grocery money.  That got her a black eye and Uncle Garnet come and threw Dad out on his ear, on his ear.  Told him not to come back. I was almost six. 

“He come back again right after I turned eleven, right after Uncle Garnet died. It was the worst day of my life, the worst.  Mam was doing preserves and the house smelled like strawberry jam.  I was sitting at the kitchen table having my dinner when my Dad suddenly barged in after all that time gone.  Said he needed money and she’d better give it to him if she knew what was good for her.  She told him she had less than five dollars in her purse and Uncle Garnet’s insurance money was in the bank and she couldn’t touch it, it was all we had to live on.  He grabbed her by the throat, shoved her against the stove and held her arm against the big boiler for the jam.  She screamed and screamed and I could smell her skin burning.  I flew at Dad yelling ‘You hurt my Mam!’ but he backhanded me as if I was nothing, nothing, and knocked me across the kitchen floor.  Mam shoved him real hard then and grabbed my hand and we run out of the house and down the road to the neighbours and they drove us to the doctor.  I had a goose egg on my head and Mam’s arm was very bad.  Even when it healed the muscles seized up and she could hardly close her left hand.  Still can’t eat strawberry jam.  The smell, you know.”  He’d become very agitated and suffered a violent coughing fit.  I fetched him a glass of water and he continued.

“When we got back home the place was full of smoke, the jam burnt to cinders and the pot ruined. Aunt Ruby said it was a wonder the whole house didn’t go up.  Dad was gone, but he’d been on a rampage looking for things to sell. Got Grandma’s silver teapot and the little radio and phonograph Aunt Ruby gave Mam for Christmas.  I ran upstairs to my room and found the mattress and the bedclothes all over the floor and no Balthazar.  He was the only thing I ever had all for myself and losing him fair tore me apart, tore me apart. 

When Mam died he tried to come back and sell this place, you know, but he couldn’t ‘cause Mam didn’t own it.  Uncle Garnet left it to me.  When I asked him what he’d done with Balthazar he grinned at me, a real nasty grin, and bragged he’d brought a pretty penny, a real Pennysworth, ha ha, and wouldn’t you like to know where he’s gone? Said it was good riddance, good riddance ‘cause he’d had nothing but grief since he took him.  He was a mean bastard my Dad, but he was old then and I was eighteen, a big strappin’ fellah.  I grabbed him by the shirt front and shook him ‘til his teeth rattled and he never come back after that.  He’s been dead over forty years now, my Dad.  Heard somebody bashed his head in.  I’m glad he’s dead, glad he’s dead. Wish I’d killed him… 

“I used to be a real artist, you know.  I used to carve and paint animals, prize bulls and boars and horses, and favourite dogs and cats and such for people hereabouts, as real as the real thing they said.  I used to paint beautiful pictures, my beauties, pictures of my Mam and my Aunt Ruby, Uncle Garnet, pictures of my Balthazar.  It was almost like having them with me again.  I’d sell my soul for a cigarette…  You’re sure?…

“These things I do now, they’re junk you see, junk.  Since the dibeetis took me my fingers have gone all thick and fumbly, my eyes have got a bit fuzzy and my memory too, but Bonnie remembers things for me, she remembers.  I knock them things together out of any old pieces of scrap lumber, carve them up with a knife and hammer and chisel, slap on some coloured paint, and Bob’s your uncle.  Next thing they’re in some fancy shop and some fool’s paying a fortune for them, no offense.  

“That piece you bought now, that was the last of my beauties.  I wanted to have one last go at bringing back my Balthazar, so I found a nice piece of pine, soft as butter, soft as butter, shaped it and smoothed it and carved in his face, stained it dark and rubbed it with wax to polish it.  Took me most of a year to get it right.  When they found it they said it wouldn’t sell like my rough-painted pieces, but they was wrong you know, they was wrong.  You bought it.  I wanted to keep it but they took it and sold it like everything else.

“ It’s my house, you know, my place.  I ran a pretty nice little farm ‘til my health give out and I had no feeling left in my feet so I couldn’t get around anymore. That’s when I had to lease out the land, you see.  The house and barn are all gone to wrack and ruin now, wrack and ruin ‘cause I can’t keep ‘em up and they won’t lift a finger.  It’s my Dad’s nephew and his wife and useless son, you know.  It’s true what Uncle Garnet used to say about the fruit don’t fall far from the tree, but the doctor said if I didn’t let them move in I’d have to leave here and go into a home and I wouldn’t stand for that. 

“I might be a bit forgetful at times, but I still know what I’m about.  Yes, they see I’m taken care of.  No choice.  They know what side their bread’s buttered on.  Bread and butter, bread and butter, that’s all I am to them.  ‘What masterpiece are you working on today, grandpa?’ they’ll say, then the minute the paint’s dry they sell it.  I’m nobody’s grandpa.  

“My real things, my beauties, they started stealing them when they come here.  Before they come I had a barn full of my beauties.  At first when I’d say something was missing they’d say I imagined it, gone soft in the head.  They sold them at car boot sales ‘til the man from the gallery saw them.  Now he buys everything and they don’t pretend any more.” He gave me a sly grin.  “I fooled them you know, hid one of my beauties where they’ll never find it.  You want to see it?”  With that, he wheeled himself over to the gouged and paint-spattered wooden workbench, reached underneath it and slid out a primitive but uncannily accurate rendering of Old Nick, resting on an arrowback chair, the oil paint so thick it was almost relief.  God help me, I wanted it, would have bought it on the spot, but it was so patently precious to him that I was instantly ashamed of my reaction.  He continued,

“They tried to get me declared seenile, you know, so’s they could get control of the place, but the doctor said I still knew what I was about, so they had to be satisfied with what they got. They don’t interfere much with me any more.  They know they can be out on their ears, out on their rears if I kick up a fuss, and that’s the end of their bread and butter.”  

“Now Bonnie, she’s a good girl, not like them, you know.  Calls me Uncle Jasper, brings me my meals, slips me a beer now and then, tends and talks to me, don’t mind if I put my arm ‘round her, laughs and calls me an old goat.  She was just a kid, only nine when they come here, but her name was the one in the song Mam used to sing to me, the song about Bonnie’s boat, so I knew she was my angel the minute I laid eyes on her.  She can’t wait to get away from them.  She wants to go train for a nurse, but she won’t leave me, won’t leave me.  I fooled them, you know, fooled them good.  Met with a lawyer last time I went into hospital for a checkup. Bonnie don’t know it, but I’m leaving the place to her when I kick off, bein’ of sound mind, all proper and legal and witnessed.”  His deep chuckle transitioned into wheezing, so I brought him more water. 

“ I still miss my Mam, you know.  She was the only one ever loved me.  She’d sing me to sleep, that song about Bonnie’s speed boat sailing to the sky.  Called me her little king. Wisht I could hear that song again.”  It suddenly dawned on me what he was talking about and I thought I might be able to soften his disappointment a little.  I brought Old Nick in from the car, tuned him up, and began to play and sing “The Skye Boat Song”.

Speed bonnie boat like a bird on the wing

Over the sea to Skye

Carry the lad that’s born to be king

Over the sea to Skye

Though the waves leap, soft shall ye sleep

Ocean’s a royal bed

Rocked in the deep, Flora will keep

Watch o’er your weary head…

His head sank to his chest, his eyes closed and tears ran down his face.  It was an emotional moment for me as well and the giant lump in my throat made it hard to keep on singing.  As I finished, Bonnie and Persy entered with a tray loaded with mugs of strong, sweet tea and a package of digestive biscuits. Jasper washed down several of the biscuits with gulps of tea.

“This is when he needs his bit of sugar.” Bonnie said.  “He always gets a bit low late in the afternoon.  He’ll need to lie down now.”  We helped him onto his cot.  He stretched out with a deep sigh and was instantly asleep.  Bonnie walked us to the car and thanked us for coming. I said I was very sorry to disappoint Jasper about Old Nick and hoped I hadn’t tired him too much, but she said I’d done him a world of good, that he usually only had her to talk to.  I asked her to thank him and promised I would send the Balthazar carving back to him if he could find a good hiding place for it.  She said to send it care of her friend and she’d make sure he got it. “He’s getting worse and it worries me there’s no-one to see to him during the day.  My brother’s supposed to, but he’s lazy and if he’s been drinking he forgets all about him.  If he takes a really bad turn I’ll have to quit school.”  My heart went out to her, but she was very pragmatic, not in the least sorry for herself.  We agreed to keep in touch.

As Persy and I drove back to the airport I cradled Old Nick on my lap and contemplated the long trail of heartbreak, murder and mayhem the old bugger had left behind him over the last two hundred years and yet remained unscathed.  So far he’s been lenient with me. Perhaps being back with the family in his own casket has finally satisfied him.  I hope so.

May, 2013 - Persy Fitzhelm

Leslie insists I should have the last word.  I don’t really know what I can add, so I guess I’ll just tidy up as usual.

Teri felt she’d worn out her welcome with Tina and Jason and came home the first week in November. The rape test had been inconclusive and it was thought that if Farelly had raped her he’d used a condom, but the urine test, photographic evidence and eye-witness statements were very compelling.  That perverted pissant, was still in the wind with no clues as to his whereabouts. He was finally tracked down and arrested several months later at the private psychiatric clinic he’d checked himself into under his mother’s maiden name, claiming he’d had a schizophrenic break and couldn’t remember anything.  This will undoubtedly be his defense. Teri will go back in time to testify, but she just wants it to be over.  She seems to be okay, but I’m keeping a weather eye on her. 

In December we all flew to England for the annual traditional family Christmas at Fallowfield Hall, Fitzhelms by the dozens, then headed home.

We all like Teri’s new boyfriend, Trig Wagner, although Leslie was initially put off by his appearance.  He’s really very sweet and quite handsome without the clown white.  Their new band is called Seesaw.  The mystery of his name is solved.  His Grandmother had been a big fan of western movie matinees as a girl and Roy Rogers was her hero.  Why she didn’t call him Roy I can’t imagine.  Names again – go figure.

Gerry continues to flounder, but he does seem more grounded.  I like to think Teri’s experience has had a sobering effect, and he seems to have taken his Dad’s ultimatum to heart. He’s taken on a part-time job as a server at a live music venue but is channeling most of his energy into playing, although girls are still a close second.  His band gave their first performance as an opening act just last week to a small but appreciative audience including Teri, Trig and me. They’re called Not Your Father’s Blues Band.  Pretty cheeky, I thought.  They’re really quite good, but a little loud for my taste.  Bookings gratefully accepted. 

 It’s been tough for Leslie to accept that the twins have grown up.  He loves them so deeply, but has such difficulty in showing it.  He’s heartbreakingly gentle and solicitous with Teri and she tolerates it.  Although his relationship with Gerry has improved, it still baffles me how he can conduct the most intimate and sympathetic dialogues with strangers but still struggles to have a civil conversation with his son. Hopefully they’ll both grow out of it with time.

Caleb Biddle suffered a stroke which has affected his speech and mobility.  His daughter-in-law, Rita, wrote a letter for him saying they’d sold up Calebs Corners ‘for a whopping sum’ to a developer who’s preparing to build what he calls ‘The Rushes, A Planned Lakeside Recreational Community’.  How dreary! They’ve bought a house much closer to town and have gone into partnership with Rita’s fiancé on a gas station right on the main highway. There’s enough space for a small café and it has a working service bay so Kevin is ‘happy as a clam’ and Caleb can still supervise. 

Jasper Pennysworth passed quietly in his sleep within a month of Leslie’s visit.  Bonnie called to say she’d found him in his bed that morning with the Balthazar carving wrapped in his arms.  She insisted on returning it to Leslie, and agreed to sell him the painting.  As soon as she turns eighteen, she intends to sell the property to finance her training as a geriatric nurse.  What a wonderful young woman!

Vincent Bellarby dropped by last week with another cat for us to foster (I had to take a pass on the llama) and to give Leslie a copy of an old photograph he’d run across, a formal portrait of Dr. Dogget in his better days, seated proudly on the steps of his caravan with Old Nick held upright on his knee and faithful Samson by his side.  

Having completed this quest, Leslie is at loose ends again and I’m praying my old darling will soon find another project to occupy his overactive mind and keep him from brooding.  Old Nick and I will never be compatible, but for the most part, except for occasional nocturnal outings with Leslie to play with friends, he rests quietly in his casket (think Dracula, the Musical).

I was digging in the garden last weekend and had one of those thoughts that come to you when you hands are busy and your mind set free.  I’d been reading through Teri’s collection of Tess Blackwood’s letters to her daughter, Beth, and found one that made me both laugh and cry.  I am most grateful for the positive influence she’s had on Teri, and I feel she is so much a part of this narrative that the last word should, in fact, be hers...

September 16th, 1921

My dearest girl:


I write this in the brief span between pain and oblivion.  It seems I’m finally paying the price for all my global gallivanting.  As you know, I never quite recovered from the effects of the parasite I contracted in Nepal and now it seems this has opened a veritable Pandora’s box of other intestinal ailments the discomfort of which would render me quite a pathetic creature if not for the miracle of morphine. On the positive side, I have quite regained my girlish figure.

Rufus has been a pillar of strength and is with me daily, reading to me and reviving memories of adventures in exotic climes, providing me with a blessed escape from the realities of illness and old age. His soothing voice provides a backdrop for fond recollections of Daniel Walsh’s piercing blue eyes, of Molly, the little bay mare that served me so faithfully in The Outback, and conjures up the banks of rhododendrons, pink and fuchsia and white, carpeting the flanks of the Himalayas and the majestic snow leopard who observed us from his rocky promontory.   

It is my observation that in our youth we are so convinced of our immortality we never think of the price we will pay for our excesses when we are old, but the corollary of that must be that if we had stopped to consider the consequences, we would have ventured nothing; however, enough of this procrastination.

The fact is I’m dying, and although I intend to draw it out like the third act of a bad opera, it will be sooner rather than later.  I want very much for you to come to me, in part because I long to see your dear face again, but also because I am putting my affairs in order and want to remedy an injustice I should have dealt with years ago.  

I have always had great impatience with those novels that create tension through the misguided concealment of awkward or unsavory facts, although I admit precious little popular literature would exist without this device. In my experience more harm is done by the keeping of secrets and the telling of lies than is ever caused by exposing them, and families are the worst offenders, poisoning the lives of succeeding generations in the guise of preserving honour and reputation until often those secrets and lies are all that is left.  Secrets, lies, regrets, ‘If only I had’ or, ‘if only I hadn’t’.  Witness my own efforts to secure the careers and reputations of my two younger brothers by entering a loveless marriage to Nelson Blackwood, subsequently denying my first and only true love, your father, Gerry  Joyner, and you my daughter, but the other side of that coin is that I would not then have had my three handsome boys, which must temper that regret.  Still, I’ve come to recognize that self-sacrifice is a highly overrated virtue, for it is my particular kismet that those same two brothers and their wives, even now, ostracize me for my unconventional liaison with Rufus. 

I have had few such regrets in my life, but the greatest is that, as close as you and I have always been, I could never openly acknowledge you as my child and afford you the constant comfort and support that only a mother can give.  You have generously conspired with me to perpetuate this injustice, but I can sustain it no longer. Unless you object, it is now my intention to recognize our relationship both publicly and through the terms of my last will and testament, and damn the consequences although, God Knows, I shan’t be present to suffer them. Let me know when you can come to me and I will invite Alex to join us.  It is high time he recognized you as his sister. I fear I have been rather a trial to him, but I am convinced he will accept this revelation with his usual grace and forgiveness and I will trust him to convey the truth to his brothers.

I look forward to your response and to embracing you once more, openly at last, as my only, my darling daughter.

Your most loving mother,

Teresa Blackwood
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