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Chapter 1, the play’s the thing.
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To be a great poet it is not enough merely to write great poetry.  Oh no. Though posterity may fritter away at one’s output, leaving only some snippets of excellence for the wonder of later generations, like a lighthouse in the storm; encouraging posterity to be nearly so generous as this requires a lifetime’s graft in establishing ones verses to be worth remembering in the first place. In short, one has to play the part. What would be the point of being the leading poet of a generation and spending your time scribbling in an attic whilst the world goes about its tedious business and ignores you entirely?

Very early in my career I realised that I had to develop a ‘presence’. I learned you have to treat the world as your stage and impose your script upon the lesser actors who wander aimlessly about the wings, occasionally stumbling randomly into the limelight.

Perhaps one of the finest performances I ever took part in involved me working with two other ‘artists.’ This is where I feel that the theatrical analogy breaks down because poets are essentially solitary creatures in their work. There’s nothing more annoying than having someone else discover the perfect rhyme for one of your lines, or having to extract the word ‘butterscotch’ from a delightful analogy with a country maid’s complexion because it interferes with a meter agreed by committee. But in this case, studiously ignoring my better instincts, I agreed to work with Lancet Foredeck and Calina Salin, two fellow practitioners of the art, or something like it. 

If I have an excuse it was that we were young at the time. Very young, indeed I might not have been aged more than ten.

Our play was to be staged in three acts, and we had learned from the work of masters. Like stage magicians we would practice misdirection and draw attention away from the other actors, only to have it revert to them in time for the denouement.

Our stage was to be the Bell Street Wine Warehouse. At the time it was owned by Miser Mumster. To us he seemed to be a strange character with an irrational hatred of young children. Thus it seemed only just that he be the centre of our play. In reality he no more hated young children than he did anybody else. Looking back with the wisdom of age I now see that he had instead an entirely reasonable dislike of those who wasted his time. 

At the time, of course, he seemed an ogre, and nothing would deter us in our quest for authentic aesthetic expression. After carefully planning we were ready. At the entrance of the warehouse two horses were standing, harnessed to a loaded dray. At this stage in the proceedings, the driver and his mate would be given their final directions by the charge hand, and it was Calina Salin’s job to distract them and draw them from the dray.

Looking back, it should have struck us at the time that she had been very coy about how she was intending to do this. She merely gave a complicated shrug that caused the flat front of her blouse to do absolutely nothing at all, and told us to be ready. So Lancet and I lay in hiding and waited. 

***
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WHEN CALINA ARRIVED she was not merely disguised but had attained a bosom of not inconsiderable swell. She had acquired from somewhere a dress that was approximately the right length, but which would take her ten years to grow into, and had then proceeded to grow into it by the use of carefully arranged padding. She then attempted, by means of her newly-acquired figure, to entice driver, his mate, and the charge hand to follow her. Sadly, or perhaps mercifully, her novice gestures and imitations of the professional ladies who patrolled Blind Billy Alley looked less alluring than ridiculous. In all candour, her ruse did not work; what’s more they mocked her. Improvising with a speed we have since come to expect, she retaliated by hurling handfuls of horse dung at them. Her accuracy was most commendable, especially considering she was encumbered by her ornate puffed sleeves, and within thirty seconds all three were in hot pursuit. The plan was back on track. There was an alley a short distance away blocked by a high wall. But behind a pile of old crates we’d found that a wide drain had been cut through the base of the wall. This Calina could creep through with ease and then she’d be safely away.

Unfortunately, her billowing garments slowed her more than expected. As she threw herself in among the boxes, the driver dived to catch her but missed while the charge hand managed to grab the hem of her dress. For a moment he laughed with malicious glee at taking his revenge, but she was as lithe as an eel and she managed to wiggle out of the neck of her garment, squirm between the boxes and through the hole in the wall, leaving the charge hand holding her disguise, unravelling padding and all. 

***
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WHILE CALINA HAD THEM distracted Lancelet leapt into action. He was to run to the dray, climb onto the driver’s seat, release the brake and whip the horses into motion. Now, we’d seen this done many times, and Lancelet even claimed to have been allowed once to drive a horse. Prior experience obvious counts for much and so I generously allowed him this starring role. At the designated moment he sauntered across to the dray and with a sweeping gesture rearranged his cloak (improvised from a length of sacking). He then scrambled up to the driver’s seat and with considerable effort released the brake. Hearing this, the horses started to move. The jolt, combined with the brake moving, caused him to lose his balance. He knocked the whip from its holder so it struck the right-hand horse, which caused it to leap forward. Lancet finally managed to grab the reins, flailed them wildly before sitting down heavily on the bench seat while the anxious horses modestly accelerated. Then he shouted the horses on. It seems to me not entirely unlikely that the panic in his voice communicated itself to the horses and they started to move at speed. Our second attempt at misdirection had worked beautifully. Men poured out of the Wine Warehouse and ran down Bell Street after the still accelerating horses and dray.

***
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IT WAS NOW MY TURN to take the stage. Nonchalantly, I walked into the empty warehouse, through the loading area and into the empty offices from whence I would penetrate the inner sanctum. Once ensconced in that holy of holies, I would open the cashbox everybody talked about and remove from it a generous double-handful of coin. This done I would saunter equally casually out. Admittedly this sort of thing is frowned upon by many, but art must send a message, and in this case we felt that mere generalised disapproval was not enough. The message should speak more loudly and the world must, in some small way, be changed. The physical transfer of cash would not merely symbolise disapproval, it would reward virtue and promote the arts. Thus and so, every reasonable person would be happy.

Initially, everything went well; I passed by empty offices and into the long hall where clerks would normally gather to warm themselves by the fireplace and take their lunch. It was empty, all had joined the pursuit, and I acquired a small meat pie and an apple that had been left behind by one of the pursuers. I crossed the long hall and walked casually up to the door of old Miser Mumster’s office when there was a voice behind me.

“Here you! What you want?”

I suppose I turned too rapidly for an honest youth, and no doubt my expression looked guilty. Coming out of a side room was a man in middle years with a bald head and a wooden leg. For obvious reasons he hadn’t been expected to hasten after the stolen dray. 

Like all practitioners of the living arts, faced with intrusions, failures and unexpected changes to the script, I improvised. “I got a message for Miser Mumster.”

“It’s Mister Mumster to the likes of you boy, and don’t you forget it.”

By now he was across my line of retreat. My only hope was to stick to my story. “Yeah, well I got a message for him.”

“Give it here and I’ll see that he gets it.”

My bluff was called. “It’s verbal, got to tell him summat.”

My interrogator had a face lacking all the finer virtues. His aura reeked of cynicism, low-level thievery and cheap spirits. He nodded slowly and his face twisted into cunning look. He produced a key from his pocket.

“Well, you better go into his office and wait for him.”

I didn’t really have an option, so I retreated into the office. Once I was there he sprang forward and locked the door from the outside.

Inside the office I immediately started working on my escape. There were two windows and they were barred from outside. I managed to open one of the windows quietly and tried the bars. The streets of Port Naain gave us plenty of exercise but fed us poorly so I was, to put it bluntly, a skinny child. Whilst I couldn’t move the bars, I could just and so squeeze between them. My escape route established I let the window slide down and looked for the legendary cashbox. This did not take long to find. The walls were lined with shelves, piled high with ledgers and miscellaneous papers. The only furniture was a desk and chair next to the fireplace. But what a desk! The sloping lid was bigger than a bed, and resting on it were papers Miser Mumster must have been working on before he joined the pursuit of the dray. I lifted this lid and peered under it. The desk was virtually empty, a few pens, some ink, and a pile of slim accounts books that were perhaps not for public display.

I then looked in the various desk drawers. All the while I was straining to hear if anything should be happening outside the room. Obviously I didn’t want to be caught searching the room when the Miser came back. At the same time I was also trying to be very quiet and not make any noise to alert the custodian prowling outside. It was in the bottom drawer that I found the large steel cash box. It was of course locked, something which, to be entirely honest, we’d rather overlooked. Not only was it locked, it was almost too heavy for me to lift. By dint of straining I decided that I could get it clear of the drawer, and I could then have dragged it across the floor. But even at this stage of the proceedings I could tell that I would never be able to lift it as high as the window ledge. Then I was forced to face the sad fact that whilst I could probably squeeze through the bars, it was obvious that there was no way that the cashbox would. I pondered looting it on the spot, but again my plans came to nought, I couldn’t find a key. 

Sadly I shut the desk drawer and walked round to the front of the desk. It was at that point I heard the key in the door. I’d left it too late to escape via the window, so I stood in front of the desk racking my brain for the message I was supposed to give.

It was Miser Mumster himself who came in. I learned later that he was in reasonable humour; Lancet Foredeck’s mad career had lasted not quite the length of Bell Street. The horses had remembered that they were dray horses and had slowed enough to allow a man to climb on to the back of the dray. At this point Lancet felt his work was done and had left discreetly, jumping off the seat and disappearing down a nearby ginnel. Hence old Mumster merely glared at me. He walked behind his desk, sat down on the high chair and looked down on me.

“Yes?”

I confess that in my youth I was perhaps not the wit I am now. My repartee was unpractised and I lacked the easy grace necessary under the circumstances. So I merely stood there blankly.

“Boy, the message, what was this message.”

I blurted out, “There wasn’t a message sir, I just wanted to know if you were looking for an office boy.” As I said it I was astounded by my own genius. The excuse explained away why I couldn’t tell his doorman why I was there, and the Miser could legitimately just curse me and send me packing.

As it was he just glared at me and then said, “Well don’t just stand there snivelling, come here, let’s see what sort of hand you have.”

Even then I was bright enough to realise he wasn’t intending to look at my hands, but was instead interested in my hand writing. So I walked round to his side of the desk. He pulled out a piece of paper from a file and placed it in front of me.

“Copy that line.”

There only was one line on it, a note asking for three barrels of his second grade table wine to be delivered to Odall’s Restaurant. I dipped the pen in the ink and started to write. When finished I placed the pen back down in the pen channel at the top of the desk and stood back.

He looked at my work. “Start tomorrow, an hour after dawn, and if you last the week I’ll think about paying you.”

So really it’s to him that I owe my ability to write swiftly, with a clear hand, forming each letter beautifully. I worked for him for four years before the call of my art led me into fresh fields of endeavour.  

––––––––
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Tis art they say, to pay your way

And tis no crime to spend your time

In sincere toil, some rogue to foil

And make the grade in honest trade
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Chapter 2, my Southern Exposure.
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I am, of course, a poet. Nonetheless, I hold no bias, and recognise that there are other fields of artistic endeavour, some of which might even be considered legitimate. That being said, I have always had my doubts about novelists. 

This reminisce was brought on by reading the obituary of old ‘Truly’ Gicken in last night’s Port Naain Intelligencer. I honestly never knew his given name. Everybody called him Truly, even his wife, because of the habit he had of starting his sentences with that word.

But I remember him in his prime. He was the younger brother of Ardwok Gicken, who ran Gicken’s Printers. Ardwok didn’t have an imaginative bone in his body, but no finer printer ever drew breath. Truly was almost the opposite, but in his own way he was touched by genius. It was he who came up with the idea of The Port Naain Annual Poetry Yearbook. 

What he did was canvas all the poets, potential poets, would-be poets and those who ‘thought they could be poets if only they’d had the chance’ in Port Naain. For a not insignificant sum he would include their poem in the yearbook. Five vintenars. Not an insignificant sum to me, even now. My lady wife and I can still live well for a day or two on that sort of money. But of course, he was selling them a portion of the dream, he was promising them ‘exposure’, making it possible ‘for their genius to be recognised’, and of course they fell for it.

Where he showed real genius was that he also approached recognised poets. Every year he’d get a dozen of us to submit something. We were never paid but our very presence gave the work an aura of excellence and we got complimentary seats at the dinner, which was nice.

Then he would have the yearbook printed. This he handed over to Ardwok. Every year Gicken would get his three hundred and sixty-five contributions, (indeed there was a waiting list of people wanting to be published, such is the level of cultural affectation in our fair city) and Ardwok would lay the contributions out, one for every day of the year, and each with a blank page facing it. They were very nicely bound, good quality paper that was a real joy to write on. Whilst expensive, they sold well. Almost by definition they sold an absolute minimum of three hundred and sixty-five copies, but in reality they sold many more. Contributors would give them as gifts; respectable ladies even used them as diaries. I remember Benor Dorfinngil mentioning that one lady of his acquaintance had seventeen consecutive yearbooks on a shelf in her bedroom; the eighteenth was lying open on a bedside table. I would guess they sold as many as four or five thousand a year of these substantial volumes; even would-be poets sometimes have large and supportive families. They were so popular that the concubines of bandit chieftains lurking in squalid keeps in Uttermost Partann would order one, so that they had somewhere nice to record their poison recipes and remind them who they stabbed and on which day.

And then there was the annual yearbook dinner. This was so large it had to be held in the Temple of Aea in her Aspect as the Personification of Chastity. The Gickens would hire all three parallel halls, separated only by lines of columns, and they’d seat over a thousand people at twenty-five vintenars a head. Here again Truly showed his wisdom. You booked your place in next year’s book at the end of the dinner for this year’s book. So by the time the aspiring poets had brought with them their spouses, mistresses or sundry hangers, on you soon got a crowd.

This wasn’t Truly’s only enterprise. Every year he held four competitions. Writers of all sorts were encouraged to submit a work (with a five vintenar cover charge) and the winner would receive a reward, often a nicely printed certificate produced by Ardwok. Thus did Truly work hard for the literary community and gallantly sought to increase their exposure for them.

Only once did I see him lose his deftness of touch. He was starting to get submissions from as far south as Prae Ducis and he decided that he’d run a second yearbook for the towns of Partann. He went on a tour, drumming up business, handing out a few copies of the Port Naain yearbook for the handful of people who hadn’t heard about it. He came back quite full of himself. Then the entries started to come in. The problem was that Port Naain is a huge, wealthy and cosmopolitan city. (Ignore the sneers of those who claim it is inward-looking and provincial.) In the whole of Partann you’d struggle to find a dozen poets and none of them good. Also, frankly, the area isn’t as wealthy as Port Naain. Hence he just wasn’t getting enough entries. So he opened the yearbook to novelists as well; this brought its own problems. There was no longer a shortage of material. Novelists are notorious for the verbose way they spew their thoughts across acres of paper. A simple observation that a poet could make in two lines takes the average novelist four score pages. 

But, and here was the major problem, there was no way they could afford the sort of money the length of their contribution would cost, done at Ardwok’s normal production standards. Truly, his head in the clouds, caught up in the majesty of his idea, ignored this difficulty and left it to Ardwok to cope with. He returned south to organise and host the new annual yearbook dinner. Furthermore, to show that poets of genius were supporting him in this, he took me along with him.

***
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LOOKING BACK AT MY past there are some things that I’ve done that cause me embarrassment to remember, but very few cause me to feel shame. This is one of them. In my defence, it was my beloved wife Shena who organised it. Truly was so desperate for anybody to accompany him that he dropped round to our barge to invite me. Shena was there, listened to his spiel and said that as it involved me being away for a month she expected to be paid ten alars. Given that one gold alar is worth twenty-five silver vintenars and is considered a week’s wage for a working man, this wasn’t bad money. Truly grumbled, but eventually agreed. Then she demanded it in cash, in advance. I thought he would have a stroke, but he must have been desperate as he agreed. Finally she pointed out that whilst Truly was going to be feeding and housing me when we travelled, I still ought to have five vintenars a day to cover ‘out of pocket’ expenses. He looked at her in horror, whilst I suppose my own expression was of unalloyed devotion to the woman I married. Still, he urgently needed a poet of repute, and I was apparently the only one willing to prostitute my art for less than four alars a week.

We sailed south for Prae Ducis. The dinner there went very well. The yearbooks hadn’t arrived. They hadn’t been quite ready when we sailed so Ardwok put them on the next boat. Unfortunately, this noble craft had been delayed by the weather. Undaunted, Truly was at his expansive best, I feel I gave a fine performance, and the night went well. Everybody left secure in the knowledge that their yearbook would arrive within a couple of days.

The next day we would go to Chatterfield. This is a hard day’s ride from Prae Ducis, but by having a meal there as well, Truly hoped that he’d draw paying artists from a wider area.
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