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A charming child.
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Having your illusions shattered can be hard at times. One clings to them with the tenacity of a shipwrecked sailor who grasps the spar with a death grip. They are all you have to help you navigate the storms of life. But one has to be brave and when the evidence is presented, one has to admit the new reality into one’s existence.

Thus one evening, as I dined with Shena, my lady wife, and with Mutt, I learned something new. Now Mutt is aged about ten and has accepted some element of domestication to become Shena’s employee. That being said, he has his own extensive business interests within the city, and appears to maintain a group of street children who look to him as their master and provider. As we ate I commented that Avia Hassenbut was a charming child. Mutt just looked at me as if I were a total idiot and said, in terms of obvious admiration, “She’s devious is that one.”

This surprised me as Avia and Mutt hardly move in the same social circles, but there again I have learned never to disregard Mutt’s comments. So I asked him to elucidate. The story he told struck me as so far fetched that I felt the need to check the facts. Alas it is largely true, and it is this largely true version I shall now recount.

It seems Avia had taken against her nurse. Whether she felt that at the advanced age of eight or nine she ought to have a governess I don’t know. Perhaps nurse had in some way crossed her, but Avia decided that nurse must go.

Now a lesser daughter would undoubtedly have approached her father, wheedled and pleaded, and achieved little. But Avia was cut from different cloth. She was prepared to plan. The first thing she did was look at her potential assets and allies. She turned her attention to Dame Ballot’s School for young persons of breeding. This is an exclusive academy, by which I mean expensive. Perhaps a score of children attend and are given a solid grounding in the basics, (reading, writing, rhetoric, accountancy, character assassination and social climbing.) Now one of her little playmates was Tonks Valin. He was the son and possible heir of ‘Barbarity’ Valin, extortioner, racketeer and thug. Old ‘Barbarity’s current wife, known universally as Mistress Valin, had decided that it wouldn’t hurt if the family moved up in society and had enrolled Tonks with Dame Ballot. Society in Port Naain can be fluid at times; it’s barely two generations since they last hanged an Oeltang for brigandry. So Avia had Tonks invited to her house to play, and whilst there she introduced him to the litter of puppies that had just been born to one of her father’s hunting dogs. With parental permission, Tonks was promised a puppy and from that moment onwards he was Avia’s most devoted servant.

At this point it appears that I enter the picture. Madam Hassenbut was a patron of mine, and one afternoon I was asked if I could keep Avia amused for an hour because her parents had to spend time with lawyers, attorneys and similar such individuals. I realise that this doesn’t really fall within the duties one should expect of your poet, but one does try to help a patron so I agreed. It was a wet afternoon and I kept Avia amused by playing a storytelling game. One of us would start, the other would continue the story, and we’d take turns trying to bring it to a suitable conclusion. Time flew by so fast that frankly I was surprised when Madam Hassenbut came into the room and apologised for being away for two hours. She was generous with both her praise and her silver and I hadn’t got it in my heart to complain.

Obviously I must have given Avia ideas, because a fortnight later I was asked by Mistress Valin if I would organise a children’s entertainment for her. Now let me state, categorically, that I am not a children’s entertainer, I am a poet. But to be honest I have always felt that it was wise to oblige free-spending patrons, especially if they might take refusal badly.

Now I confess to being both surprised and relieved when I discovered that there were only a handful of children, who included in their number Tonks and Avia. I’d dreaded being confronted with a horde of the screaming little horrors. Four or five is manageable. So I sat down and asked what they would like. Avia piped up immediately and asked me to tell them a story. 

”Which story?”

She smiled a little slyly and said, “The dark tale of Bethom baby eater and her gang.”

I smiled back. This was one of the stories we’d built up together when we’d played the game, and I’d promised that one day I would show her how to tell it properly. Indeed I quoted one of the ancients to her, “I’ll add plenty of corroborative detail, intended to give artistic verisimilitude to an otherwise bald and unconvincing narrative.”

So I told the story. I wove it into Port Naain, mentioning places, hinting a people, tying it to dates and places and generally doing the job properly. The children loved it. So, apparently did the adults. 

What I haven’t mentioned is that each child (with the exception of Avia) was accompanied by a couple of heavies who acted as bodyguards. They were there purely to ensure nobody got any silly ideas about kidnapping expensive children. They sat around the room, drinking fruit juice and eating cake and trying to look fierce in a restrained and domesticated manner. Of course they listened to the story, and seemed to enjoy it at least as much as the children. Indeed so much were they enjoying it that I brought them into it, tying in details such as the disappearance of Bouncer Queel and the unexplained death of Blabs Joggan.

I finished the story in the usual way. “And so children, even today nobody knows who Bethom baby eater is or who is in her dark gang. But luckily you’ve got such good men to protect you.” This remark had assorted heavies sitting up a little straighter and surreptitiously checking the placement of concealed weapons. Then I concluded with, “Which is lucky really because more than babies, Bethom especially loves to eat rich children because they’re so tender and nicely fed and taste delightfully sweet.”

Personally I thought no more about it, but apparently one of the little horrors had nightmares about Bethom the baby eater. Mother summed a thug to ask what on earth had been going on, and the thug recounted my story. He didn’t do it word for word, or mother would have recognised it as the elegantly constructed tale that it was. No he told it in his own words which made it more real. Mother, not entirely convinced talked to other mothers. Of course they’d all got a similar version from their own hired bruisers and so Bethom became real. 

Once Avia knew that the story had spread, she too had nightmares. Hers were more specific. She woke up screaming that Nurse was a cousin of Bethom baby eater. Madam Hassenbut have never heard of this person but thought it wise to check with Mistress Valin. The tale she was told was enough to chill the heart of any mother. When a few simple checks showed that nurse did indeed have a cousin called Bethom, (a ladies’ hairdresser in Avitas), nurse was dismissed with a month’s salary in lieu of notice. 

It has to be said that I take a degree of comfort from the thought that by the time young Avia comes into her full powers, I will almost certainly be safely dead. It’ll be up to Mutt and his generation to cope with her. I wish him joy in it.
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Politics as a performance art
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People sometimes complain that I do not pull my weight in the city. They seem to assume that I allow Port Naain to just ‘happen’ around me whilst I make my own sweet way, concentrating entirely on my art and the whims of my patrons. I must refute this suggestion most strongly. Over the years I have, on any number of occasions, influenced the way our city is governed.

Now obviously an element of prudence is called for here. Some things ought not to be noised too loudly abroad lest some sanctimonious individual realises they have been connived against in the past. 

But there are events which I feel at liberty to discuss as no-one can really take umbrage and think they were deceived. Any offence taken was taken a generation ago, and the deception was apparent on the day and was accepted as such by all concerned. So I apologise for my elliptical introduction but feel that in these matters it never helps to be too plainly spoken.

One good example of how I managed to influence those in power within the city is perhaps the Stonecutter Wharf episode. For those who don’t know Port Naain too well, Stonecutter Wharf is the next wharf upstream from Fellmonger’s Wharf. Unlike Fellmonger’s Wharf which is shallow and now largely residential, Stonecutter Wharf has deep water and is a working wharf. A lot of stone and bricks brought into the city are landed at Stonecutter Wharf. Its design is unusual in that barges can be towed under the wharf. Then they can open the hatches on the wharf and gangs of men can haul the stone blocks up using ropes and pulleys. I suppose they do it like this because they can get more men pulling than if you try and use derricks on the wharf edge.

Now I’d occasionally cross the wharf on my way upstream, but because it’s a busy working wharf, it’s often best to keep away. Still a lot of those who work there live in the boats on Fellmonger’s Wharf so Shena and I would know most of them, if only by sight. But like everybody else in the area we knew the wharf was having structural problems. Over the years some of the great timber posts driven into the bed of the estuary to support the wharf had rotted off. A corrupt contractor a century previously had cheated the City and had stained softwood to pass as hardwood. Over the years a whole series of temporary expedients had been tried, and the seaward side of the wharf was a mass of makeshift shoring. 

The wharf was owned by the city and for as long as anybody could remember; the tenants of Stonecutter Wharf had been petitioning the Council of Sinecurists to fund the necessary repairs. It was confidently expected that the Council would agree to spend the necessary money at some point in the next century. 

Finally the predictable happened. Coincidentally it happened when I was crossing the wharf. Two barges were under the wharf being unloaded, and several more were in the queue waiting their turn. At this point a further barge coming to join the queue was too slow lowering its sail and thus collided with the queue. Now stone barges are as solidly build as you’d anticipate and look forward to living lives full of incident. So a blow that would crush the hull of a lesser vessel is an affectionate slap on the flank for a stone barge. So the barge that had been struck, rather than merely sinking, just smashed its way along the seaward side of the wharf, stripping away a century of improvised timberwork. Virtually unsupported the wharf started to sag, and this put a strain of the last of the old timber piles. This latter had the structural integrity of a carrot so it snapped in its turn. The entire seaward side of the wharf started to subside and a lot of loose materials began to slide. These loose materials, be they men, barrels or loaded stone sleds added more weight to the sinking part of the wharf and accelerated the process. The only thing that stopped the wharf tipping completely and probably breaking the landward piles as well is the fortunate fact that there were two almost empty barges trapped under the wharf and these stopped the collapse. 

There was a frantic half hour where everybody joined in the process of hauling stuff away from the seaward wharf edge, pulling people out of the water and evacuating the crew of the two trapped barges. Finally with everything done that could be done, those of us who had merely been passing went about our business, leaving the tenants to come up with a plan.

***
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IT WAS THAT EVENING as I sat on the deck with Shena that I discovered what their plan was. We watched with growing interest as half a dozen of the senior tenants made their way across Fellmonger’s Wharf. Idly I commented to Shena, “I wonder where they’re going?”

It came as something of a surprise when they dropped down the ladder and crossed several other barges to get to ours. As they climbed onto our barge they were led by Lotti Hardstal. Lotti is a tall woman with a powerful voice, broad shoulders and a complete lack of small talk.

She started the discussion, if indeed it was a discussion. “Tallis, we need to talk.”

I stood up to greet her. “I apologise for the lack of chairs, but feel free to sit on the cabin roof.”

She brusquely dismissed this with, “We won’t be staying long. We need you to fix the wharf for us.”

Fortunately Shena came to my rescue at this point. “Remember he’s a poet not a carpenter, I suspect there is a limit to what he can do.”

Lotti shook her head vigorously. I can picture it now; she had long greying hair which was kept in place with a headscarf. “Don’t be daft Shena, if I wanted a bluidy carpenter I’d have asked a bluidy carpenter. But I want someone with the gift of the gab who can get us a hearing in front of the Sinecurists and get them to fix their bluidy wharf.”

A lesser woman would have riled at being spoken to like that, but not Shena. She just smiled at Lotti. “Don’t worry, he’ll get it sorted for you in the next few days;” and here she turned to me. “Won’t you dear?”

“Why yes.”

Lotti just stared at me with the expression of a lady who would believe it when she saw it. “Good. Let us know what you want.”

With this the delegation departed. I looked at Shena, “A week! They’ve being trying for half a century and got nowhere and you expect me to do it in a week.”

She shrugged. “You keep telling me I ought to think more like a poet. So I just did. Anyway the next Council of Sinecurists meeting is in a week. So if you set to work now, then you’ll be in time for that one.”

I shook my head sadly, “If you’d been thinking like a poet, you would at least have asked for money up front; we don’t even have a budget.” 

***
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I DIDN’T SLEEP MUCH that night but by the time I arose next morning I had a plan. Ranni Quelart was a Sinecurist. He must have been at least seventy, but he was a decent enough old chap, ferociously loyal to his friends and not afraid to stand up for them. I was a little vague as to whether he owed me a favour or I owed him one but I felt that if I interested him in my cause he would help. There was something of the old aristocracy about him, the way he would cheerfully offend everybody and anybody if he felt he was right. I breakfasted sparely and made my way to his mansion. He was at breakfast and in a companionable manner insisted I joined him. Over a plate of smoked fish I explained the problem and asked whether he would be willing to formally raise the matter at the Council. I had judged my man correctly; he gave an almost shy smile and commented that life had grown boring of late. He then asked who I had lined up to present the case. It was at this point I explained that as far as I was aware, there wasn’t in fact any money to spend on lawyers and suchlike. 

With this he left his seat and started pacing up and down. “Not an insuperable problem, but it’s going to limit the amount of legal opinion you can hire.”

“Who is the best lawyer in Port Naain?”

Ranni stopped his pacing, “For this sort of work, Tildus Thallawell.”

I thought about this, “But isn’t he mad?”

“Mad, not at all. What makes you say that?”

“Well I know that if he feels that a house isn’t in keeping with the neighbourhood he’ll call in artisans and have it altered.”

Ranni defended his choice, “Perfectly commendable, I wish there were more folk like him.”

“Yes, Ranni, but he does it to other people’s houses. I know somebody who arrived home to find builders demolishing his staircase.”

Ranni merely smiled, “An eccentric who is willing to support his beliefs with his own money. He strikes me as the perfect choice for you.”

When it was put to me like that, I could comprehend why Ranni had suggested him. “I suppose so; could you write a letter of introduction please?”

As he waited for pen and ink to be brought Ranni asked, “Have you given any thought to presentation, have you got appropriate witnesses?”

“I think so, but I feel they will have to be picked with care. I have decided to pick people who have the skills I need and who can tell the story well, rather than people who merely happened to be present.”

It was Ranni’s turn to sound dubious. “It’s not the usual way of doing it?”

“True enough Ranni, but where has the usual way of doing things got the tenants of Stonecutter Wharf?”

***
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I CALLED ON TILDUS Thallawell first. I presented myself at the outer office, to be passed between secretaries, each one bringing me indiscernibly nearer the inner office, until one of them inadvertently showed me into it by accident. I presented my letter of introduction. The great man gestured for me to be seated and then turned a large egg-timer. Immediately the ‘sand’ started to run from the top bulb to the bottom, but in the case of the Thallawell timer, the ‘sand’ was reputed to be gold dust. Simultaneously a clerk sitting at a small desk in the corner took up his pen.

“I am at your service Master Steelyard. I trust you will be brief.”

The clerk scribbled briskly, recording every word.

Something had to be done here, so I smiled and turned the egg-timer back. “There is no need for that Master Thallawell; I am not here in my professional capacity, so I shall not be charging you for my services.”

I wouldn’t go so far as to say that he smiled, I don’t think any man living could have claimed that, but I am willing to swear that there was a slight twitching at the corners of his mouth.

“So what is the issue?”

“It is simple, is the Stonecutter Wharf city property?”

“Indubitably.”

“Could your clerk please give me a clean copy of his record of our conversation, signed in his own fair hand, for which I will pay the princely sum of twenty-four dregs?”

The clerk glanced uncertainly at Tildus Thallawell. The great man nodded and the clerk proceeded to copy his note. Thallawell turned then to me, “A most precise figure Master Steelyard.”

“Indeed I calculate that it will be the value of his time taking the record and making the copy.”

“And my own time Master Steelyard?”

“Like mine own, it is without value. We are granted a few short years in which to blossom, and how can one set a monetary value on such a fleeting existence. Still you may rest assured that you have won my gratitude and I shall always parade you as an example to others as a gentleman who was not too proud to do his duty to those whose constant toil makes this city what it is today.”

He sighed a little. “Pay Jossop here his twenty-four dregs and we shall say no more about it.”

“Alas that I left the house this morning without first ensuring I had any money in my purse.” I halted for dramatic effect, “But if you could be so kind as to give the good Jossop the remuneration for his labour, I’m sure Ranni will be delighted to reimburse you when next you meet.”

Silently Tildus Thallawell arose, drew his own purse and placed a silver vintenar on the desk in front of Jossop. “I have taken the decision to pay a little more on the understanding that neither you, nor Jossop will ever speak of this incident. A lawyer’s reputation is carefully crafted, built up over a professional lifetime, set in place piece by piece. I would not like so many years of constant labour in this field to be set at nought because of one unhappy incident.”
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