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Clay flower pots, overflowing with scarlet geraniums, lined the wide ledge of the side porch, which was painted custard yellow. A hanging planter beside the kitchen door was bursting into splendor with miniature gramophones: demure white trumpets of morning glories. A marmalade cat slept on a frayed, muddy green woven mat under the kitchen window. 

On the sidewalk, a tall woman in an immaculate powder blue suit stood in the scorching afternoon sun, eyes transfixed on the brown Victorian house facing an elm-lined residential street of stately homes. 

With tentative steps, she ascended the wooden steps to the square front porch. A hanging planter on the right side of the heavy wooden door was an explosion of fuchsia. To the left was an aging wicker chair spray-painted brown. Green and cream striped awnings, like the half-shut eyelids of screen sirens, hung over the front windows facing the park, where children played a boisterous game of baseball. 

Her hand came up in mid-air, however, did not make contact with the doorbell. Through the square pane of glass in the door, she detected a shadow drawing nearer. She instinctively recoiled when the door opened and a red-haired, freckled woman in a seafoam green sundress stood before her, a faint glimmer of recognition flitting across her round face. 

“Hello, love. How can I help you?” 

“My grandmother used to live in this house.” she spoke very quickly, as though afraid of not getting the words out fast enough.

“You have her eyes.” the woman smiled broadly, “And her height.”

“You knew her?” her enormous dark eyes grew even wider. 

“I certainly did. Why, you were just an itty-bitty thing when I saw you last.”

After a moment of hesitation, the younger woman’s face broke into an enormous smile of recognition. 

“Peggy! You’re Peggy McGuire!”

“Last time I checked. Good to see you again, love!” she opened her arms to enclose her.  

“I’m so glad I found you.” 

“There’s a fresh pot of tea brewing in the kitchen. Let’s get caught up, if you have the time.” 

“All the time in the world, Peggy...I’m sorry I didn’t keep in touch...”

“Don’t worry about that, dear.” she stood aside and held the door open. 

The younger woman stood in the vestibule, her eyes taking in every detail with tenderness: the gleaming dark wood of the wainscoting, the warm honey oak of the floors, leaf green walls, geometric print scatter rug in the russets, golds, and olives so popular three decades earlier. 

“I’m afraid there have been quite a few changes made to the house since your grandmother lived here.” 

“It doesn’t matter. I just needed to feel her energy.” she smiled whimsically, “There’s still a part of her here.” she turned to face the other woman, looking her directly in the eye, “Did you know her well?”

“Not as well as I would have liked...you were so little when you lost her.” 

“I’ve been trying to piece together her life. There are still so many blanks.”  

“Has your mother provided you with most of the information, dear?”

“My mom passed away when I was fifteen.”

“I’m so sorry.” Peggy placed a hand over her elbow. 

“Soon after Mom died, I was packed up and sent off to a boarding school in Connecticut by her adoptive parents.” she paused, “I use that word for lack of a better one.”

“I’m aware of the circumstances.”

“They tried to have my name legally changed to one of their own choosing: Matilda. My nickname is Tilly, so they thought it would be a clever exchange. Dad put his foot down and objected. Legally they had no leg to stand on.”

“I think I understand. There was so much bad blood between them and your grandmother. They were a toxic couple.”

“She passed away three years ago, and he is remarried. He cut off all contact with me and Dad when he married Monique.”

“That’s just as well. You’re liberated now. You were given a beautiful name, dear. Your mother wanted you to carry on your grandmother’s legacy.”

“I’ve had a chance to get to know some of her relatives and find out from them what Grandma was like as a little girl and a teenager. She was pretty terrific. Spunky and funny. Fiercely loyal, generous to a fault.”  

“Do you remember her at all? I know you were very young, but sometimes, certain images remain with us.”

“I remember how much love she had to give, and how happy she made me...she had a big heart.”

“That, she did.”

“Today would have been her ninety-fifth birthday.” she smiled wistfully, “All my life, people have been evasive about her life. I get the feeling there are some dark secrets.”

“No dark secrets. She was just human. Maybe more human than most people dare to be. Most people can’t deal with that much honesty.”

“Was she really a very controversial figure?”

“Honey, your grandmother turned this sleepy hollow on its heels.” Peggy laughed softly, “She caused quite a sensation.”

“She was so beautiful.”

“Tilly, dear, she was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 

“She must have had many admirers.”

“Beautiful women attract a type of energy that can be devastating. Not only was she breath-taking, she was feisty and free-spirited. This brought her into constant conflict with people. Even after her death, people wouldn’t leave the poor soul alone.”

“I wish I could’ve had her longer, had a chance to really know her.” Tilly twirled the long, thin strap of her pearlized cream colored pocketbook between the well-manicured thumb and forefinger of her left hand, lowering her moist eyes to the rug, “I would’ve liked to learn what life was like back in those days, to walk in her shoes, experience what she experienced, to feel closer to her.”

“I would be glad to fill in the blanks for you, love. Your grandmother was a great lady. Why don’t we adjourn to the kitchen for some tea and fresh blueberry muffins?”

“Thank you.” Tilly followed her into the sun-drenched kitchen. “This place is so lovely. You’ve done some very nice renovations. It’s not quite the way I remember it.”

“Looks smaller, doesn’t it?” Peggy winked at her as she placed a basket filled with muffins on the table. “Have a seat. How do you take your tea?”

“Just black, please.” she took the sturdy captain’s chair beside the window, and peered out at the small patch of green. A meticulously trimmed primrose bush separated the garden from the neighbor’s, its pink blossoms dancing like wild gypsy girls.  

Peggy returned to the table with two steaming handcrafted mugs of tea with a lighthouse design against a bright blue sea.

“Things were quite different back then.” Peggy encircled her mug with both hands, “People were more rigid, more punitive, more sanctimonious. This town had not grown into the modern, multi-cultural city it is now. It was a small town filled with small minds. Your grandmother found it stifling and judgmental. But she stayed, initially for her kids and later for love. She never seemed to find peace. And she only truly found love at the very end of her life. She was like an exotic gazelle. The poor woman lived under a magnifying glass, under constant scrutiny.”

“Was life really dreadful back in the seventies?”

“It wasn’t all bad, love. Nice folks were genuinely good, solid, salt of the earth types. But the world was changing at such a frantic pace, and everyone was confused. In some ways, people were more innocent, yet, in other ways, more decadent, and far more hypocritical...Seeing you here after all these years brought back so many memories...I can almost see them now, hear their laughter; I almost expect them to come through the door at any moment...it was a decade of alarming changes, and we were all casualties.”

“My mom said she always felt safe in this house, sheltered from the turbulence of the seventies.”

“I’m so sorry about your loss, dear. It’s not difficult to see what a terrific mom she was: I need only to see how well you’ve turned out. Your grandmother would be so proud of the exquisite young woman you’ve grown into.”

“Thank you.”

“Her story is so intertwined with the stories of the others, it would be impossible to tell you about her without telling you about the others.”

“I would like to know about all of them.”

“Everyone’s gone...I’m the only one left...I’ll take you back to the April of 1976, to the day all of our lives were changed forever.”
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Chapter 1/ City Of Willows 
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The aging silver bus devoured the torn, abused pavement under its belly with renewed gusto upon leaving Kingswood, a gritty military town built on a scenic riverbank, its rare linden and mulberry trees largely ignored by its inhabitants. The brunette in the second row smiled in recognition of its name. Several years back, an elusive co-worker named Renata with an endearing overbite and earnest brown eyes had told her of another lifetime spent there as a high school teacher and wife of an attorney. Escaping the stifling milieu of sameness, and the endless peccadilloes of her husband, Renata had somehow ended up at McGill University as a medical student, and briefly tended bar at the club until another marriage had elevated her social status and dissolved her association with herself. Kingswood, Renata had told her, through the blue haze of cigarette smoke from the patrons, was the most red-necked, vulgar town on earth. Its residents were oblivious to the natural beauty that surrounded them, and the spiritual beauty shining through the weary eyes of strangers. Women locked away the stench of infidelity in ivory inlaid boxes; men bronzed their fists; adolescents procreated with the ardour of rodents. Alcohol flowed freely, to disinfect gashing wounds. In this picturesque military town; the higher ranks sharpened their linguistic spears for war on the less fortunate; the lower ranks adopted arson as a pastime. Friendships of convenience flourished, nurtured by common contempt for misfits. Souls became dispossessed in this merciless maze of brick bungalows and row houses. Renata had escaped with her sanity, and little else. Years after her departure from the club, she had run across her at a shop. She was still smarting from the awkward denial of recognition in Renata’s eyes. Another flicker of friendship fallen by the wayside. Like all the others. Friendship: an empty, bitter word. As oblivious to inner beauty as the soulless military town they had just left behind. 

On this final stretch, the bus sounded more benign. The passengers behind her were growing restless, diving into their carry-on bags, chattering, moving about in their seats. Then, it became discernable slightly ahead of them: the green sign that bore hope. “The City Of Beavertown – Population 23,000.” It could hardly be called a city, however, a provincial capital would have that designation, regardless of size, she thought. Renata had spoken briefly of Beavertown, as well, on less disparaging terms. She had described it as dull, claustrophobic, and uppity. The depiction had held little interest for her at the time. Not in her wildest dreams could she have predicted she would one day find herself on an SMT bus, all of her meagre earthly possessions squashed into her tan overnight bag, her destination Beavertown.

Past an industrial park and rows of non-descript bungalows, the road curved by an aging, weather-beaten motel and a turquoise bridge, to a gracious thoroughfare with a park of weeping willows extending its entire length on one side by the riverbank. Sumptuous Victorian mansions lined the opposite side of the road like wedding cakes on display, all of them sugar white, lace-trimmed, and curved. Soon, the road became one with the main artery of this town forgotten by time. Gingerbread cherry-brick storefronts replaced the cake display. The park ended and restarted past grey stone edifices, no doubt under a new identity, and eventually relinquished the riverfront to other gingerbread stores. The bus turned left at a shabby corner of tired tenements and came to a grinding halt. 

She could learn to be happy here. Even if her quest proved to be futile. The slow pace of a small town could be a salve after the razor cuts of Montreal. No matter what the outcome. A clean start was what she needed. Her utmost concern was avoiding homelessness at all costs. 

The weary passengers disembarked: fringed underfed university students returning from study week to write exams, elderly tourists in Kelly green and crisp white polyester travel separates, lethargic men in mismatched cast-offs with alcohol-soaked breath, prematurely aged women in stained halter tops with the aroma of tomato soup, stale cigarettes, and grease emanating from them. As she often did, at such moments of stark reality, she asked herself why she had been spared the same fate. 

The terminal was musty and grey. She bought a newspaper from the machine and tucked it into the exterior pocket of her bag. In the grimy glass of the teal painted door, her own reflection caught her eye. The lack of sleep from her travels clearly showed on her face. During the train ride from Montreal to John’s Bay, she had remained awake, her hypervigilance exacerbated by her lone status. Now, she longed for a clean safe room to call her own, a bed to lay down her head. 

She approached the thin, middle-aged woman behind the counter. 

“Excuse me. Would you happen to have a street map of the city?”

“Take this one.” she passed her a folded, wrinkled map across the grimy brown counter.

“How much do I owe you?”

“Promotional maps are free.” she smiled, “This was the last one left.”

“Thank you.” 

“First time here, honey?” 

“Yes.”

“Visiting?”

“Something like that.”

“Hope you like it.” 

She stepped out to the sundrenched sidewalk and glanced at the cover of the map with the black and white photo of a stately cathedral and the writing: “Beavertown Tourist Map/ Carte Touristique...The City of Willows/ La Ville Aux Saules... New Brunswick/ Nouveau Brunswick Canada.” As she unfolded it horizontally, the inner page greeted her with: “Provincial Capital, Beavertown/ Capitale Provinciale: Welcome to Beavertown, The Cultural Centre of New Brunswick. The City of Willows offers a pleasant, relaxing atmosphere, an unhurried pace, and friendly people.” French translation followed. Black and white photos of historic buildings were splashed across the two pages. On the opposite side of the map, photographs of parks, beaches, and one of a tender fawn nuzzling a child captured her interest far more. She opened up the map to the grid work of streets and was amazed by the meticulous way the streets were arranged, as close to a real grid work as would be possible. At the top of the page, she read: “Note: This map does not show all of the city streets, nor the entire forty-one square mile city area.”

Pinpointing her location on King Street, she charted a mental path to her approximate destination: the three block shopping district on Queen Street. The list of lodgings on the map were out of her reach, even “The General’s Inn” three blocks from the bus terminal would be a last resort. Affordably priced downtown hotels were more frequently than not, flophouses for derelicts desperate enough to cause harm, not to mention a popular spot for prostitutes who were not above committing theft.

She needed to find an affordable lunch counter first. The modern white stucco shopping complex next door would most likely have overpriced, over-decorated eateries with meagre portions of tasteless food. She folded the map with painstaking precision and slipped it into a narrower outer pocket of the bag. Surveying her immediate surroundings, she sighed. Most of the buildings on King Street were bleak wooden structures housing a variety of Mom and Pop operations, from shoe repair to locksmith to used goods. The aged forest green and baked bean brown paint of the decaying wood filled her with inexplicable dread. Maple and elm trees grew strategically to soften the blight. Even in the bright sun, the tears of the decaying structures were evident. She followed King Street to the inner section of Regent Street and walked one block to Queen Street, passing by “The General’s Inn” on her way, a gritty red brick tenement with dormer windows on the top floor and a shabby front lobby visible through the front window. It was sandwiched between a drycleaner on one side, and a post-war era bar and grill on the other. 

The architecture of Queen Street was an eclectic mix of aging brick buildings housing high-end specialty shops, sturdy blond brick and sandstone mid-century structures housing the post office, the customs building, the home of the professional theater troupe, as well as crumbling World War I era tenements. Hand painted signs were used on almost every shop in an attempt to authenticate the Victorian flavor of Beavertown. “Johnson’s Footwear”, “Belding’s Fine China and Gifts”, “Millicent’s Dress Shop For Ladies”, “Foster’s Men’s Wear”, “Violet’s Millinery”, “Duplissea’s Finest Wools”, “McCoy’s Imported Tea and Coffee”...She came upon the lone restaurant, an Asian place bearing perhaps the only neon sign, emblazoned with the name, “Mimosa Gardens”. Beneath it, was written: “Licensed Restaurant – Finest in Chinese, Polynesian, and Canadian Cuisine”. The lush bottle-green interior and tropical plants visible through the window caught her eye and she paused. The faint strains of Vic Damone singing “The More I See You” could be heard as the door was opened and a woman with two small children in tow came out, providing a glimpse of the claret plush seats, mint green tablecloths and bud vases of pink carnations. Well-coiffed, middle-aged women with linen shift dresses, and little girls with beaded ponytail holders the color of strawberry jam appeared to be enjoying elaborate cherry-topped sundaes in parfait glasses. She could hear her stomach rumbling. Sighing inwardly, she trudged along. Turning her gaze to the park across the street, she admired the enormous fountain with fat concrete beavers around it, shaded by weeping willows. Freshly painted park benches in sun-drenched blue sparkled. She had heard about the early and hot Beavertown summers. She did not anticipate difficulty in adjusting to them. Beyond the trees, near the military museum mentioned on the map, were monuments, John F. Kennedy’s being the only discernable one form this distance. 

She crossed Carleton Street. Proceeding along the next block on Queen Street, she peeked in shop windows like a curious child, gazing in longing at diaphanous dresses in ice cream pastels in the window of “Jenny’s Fashions”. She smiled when she came upon “Ivy’s Sweet Earth”, a flower child haven filled with wicker furniture, local crafts, chunky wood jewellery, handmade soaps, and woven cotton mats in plums and fuchsias. Then, she came upon it: sandwiched between “Turnbull’s Jewellery Store”, and an insurance broker, it displayed an unassuming sign in gold block letters above the door: GOLDSTEIN’S MUSIC SHOP. In the window was a display of band instruments against red velvet. The wheelchair ramp at the entrance caught her eye. With trepidation, she pulled the door open. On her left, was a bin of records reduced for clearance. On the back wall was a poster of a blond young man with wounded eyes, bearing a striking resemblance to Robert Redford. She was not close enough to read the print, and was about to remedy the situation when a nasal female voice inquired sharply: 

“Yes, may I help you?” 

She was a wiry woman with cat glasses and an oversized grey bun on her head.

“Yes...I ...I was looking for Mr. Goldstein, please...”

“If you’re looking for a job, there are no openings. You can leave an application with me, but I can’t say if or when there’ll be anything available.”

“No – it’s not that...It’s...personal...”

“You leave your name and number with me, and I’ll pass it along to them.”

“I...I think I’ll come back later.” 

“Don’t waste your time, dearie.” she said sternly, “Mr. Goldstein doesn’t spend much time in here. He’s in and out. You’ll never catch him.”

“Are... are you...Mrs. Goldstein?”

The woman shot up a glance of contempt. Then she retorted:

“I don’t think so. Now are you going to leave your name and number?”

“No thank you.” she backed away unsteadily, sighing in relief at her last response.

“Suit yourself.” the woman said icily, “I was only trying to help.”

In her haste to escape, she realized once outside, that she had not learned the identity of the man with the wounded eyes. She crossed the intersection of York Street, and continued in her search of a greasy spoon or an affordable lunch counter. Coming upon “Flowers by Lyla”, she paused to inhale the scent of the pink and white hyacinths in the outdoor display.  

“Nice day.” a statuesque young woman with an Irish porcelain complexion greeted her as she came outside to add more flowers to her colorful display. 

“Your flowers are lovely.” she inhaled deeply. 

“Thank you.”

She walked by “Parker’s Department Store”, “Moe’s Meat Market”, and “Perry’s Family Shop”. Then, past the bank was the Five and Ten, housed in a shabby turn-of-the-century building with a sooty brick façade. She pulled the door open and stepped into the dingy interior. The floor was soft wood with wide planks. On her right was a large clearance table filled with cheap gadgetry and figurines of children often displayed on window sills. On her left were the flamingo pink wooden doors of the three dressing rooms. In the middle were rows upon rows of colorful baubles, beaded handbags, and discount cosmetics, a sight all too familiar. She smiled fondly. Like an old faithful dog, the Five and Tens of the world could always be relied upon for comfort and reassurance. She glanced around for signs of a lunch counter however, was unable to detect anything resembling one, and the only discernable scent was that of glass cleaner, not food. 

A wholesome-looking young woman sporting horn-rimmed glasses and a tortoise-shell hairband to tame her thick black locks, noticed her hesitation, and promptly approached her. 

“May I help you?” 

“Do you have a lunch counter?”

“I’m sorry, we don’t.” she smiled in understanding, “But Zeeman’s Department Store does. It’s two doors down, the new building after the bank.”   

“Thank You.”

She returned to the street and followed the clerk’s directions. The imposing new structure with the majestic green marble exterior appeared fresh and clean. Stark white terrazzo floors greeted her. The lights were bright, the ceilings high, and music was piped in. Minnie Riperton’s girlish voice singing “Loving You” was muffled by the shoppers’ drone. Toward the back of the store was a sign with a spatula and an arrow signifying the location of “The Spatula Restaurant”. She strolled past the cosmetics on her way. A higher end line was sold here. Plexiglas Lazy Susan displays of Revlon’s “Extra Extra Crystalline” summer pastels for nails were sumptuously rich, frothy shades of dusty rose, silvery lavender, baby pink, buttercream, and cocoa. The aroma of fried grease directed her to her destination: a white Formica counter with orange and chrome stools. At two forty-five, there were few customers. She selected a stool away from the others, and removed her newspaper and her pen from the outer pocket of her bag. Placing her bag securely under her feet, she spread out the newspaper on the counter and located the Classified Ads. Where to start? Employment or Rooms For Rent? Three seats away, a fiftyish blonde with heavy eye makeup, wearing a mint green polyester pantsuit, was diligently filling an aluminum ashtray with scarlet-trimmed cigarette butts. A plump young waitress with smooth full cheeks in a salmon uniform filled her scarlet-trimmed white porcelain cup with fresh coffee. 

“Hey, Thelma, how’s the shoulder?” the blonde took a puff of her current cigarette.

“Still sore.”

“You’d better see a doctor about that.”

“Can’t get the time off. It’ll go away on its own eventually.” she returned the coffee carafe to the coffee maker and called out, “Be with you in a jiffy, Ma’am.”

The rents for the rooms and small apartments were steeper than she had anticipated for a town this size. 

“What can I get you, Ma’am?” the young waitress was in front of her with her notepad. 

“A BLT, and some of that coffee the lady’s having.” she smiled.

“Comin’ right up.”

She wondered if Thelma had chosen the peach-colored frames for her eyeglasses to match her uniform, or to emphasize her lovely peaches and cream complexion. 

“Thelma’s coffee’s the best.” the blonde turned in her direction, “Good’n strong.”

“Strong is precisely what I need.”  

“Whatcha lookin’ for in that paper, honey?” she gestured toward the newspaper.

“You name it, I’m looking for it.”

“Sounds like the story of my life.” the woman burst into a deep, earthy laughter.

Thelma returned with a full white cup and placed it beside her newspaper. 

“You’re not from around here are you, honey?” the blonde seemed to have regained her composure. 

“No.”

“I could tell. You’ve got that big city look. Got a job lined up?” 

“I’m looking. I can’t believe how much they want for rent. How does anyone find reasonable accommodations?”

“Hon, in a university town, they charge anything they want, and get away with it. Highway robbery, I tell you. You wouldn’t believe the dumps they’re renting to students. Don’t waste your time with them rooms in the Classifieds, honey. Your best bet is word of mouth. Check out Daisy Parker’s place on Needham Street. She’s a sweetheart. It’s the green house next to the brick apartment building between Regent and Carleton Streets. Tell her Shirl sent you.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.” she reached for a napkin to write on and scribbled down the information. 

“What’s your name, honey?” 

“Valentina.” she pronounced it as they had in Montreal.

“Ah! Sounds so French! So romantic!” Shirl sighed, “I’m just plain old Shirley McCumber. I knew you weren’t from around here. You don’t even have a French accent. I couldn’t tell you were French, but I should have known.”

“Half French. That’s probably why.” she smiled uncomfortably.

A portly man with a blue baseball cap sauntered in and straddled the stool on the other side of Shirley. 

“Hi, Mac. How’s it goin’?” Shirley turned to him. 

“Hi, Shirl. Can’t complain.”

“Your usual, Mac?” Thelma carried an empty cup and a coffee carafe to him. 

“Yep.”

“Did Mavis get her bulbs in?” Shirley lit up a new cigarette and took a long drag.  

“Yep. Twenty-four blue iris, and twelve glads in that funny color. Spic and span, they call it.” 

“Should be coming up in July or August.” 

“Awful lot of work. I had to lug all that peat moss in the wheel barrow, with my sore back, too.”

“It’ll be worth it.” 

“It better be. Had to take my Atasol this mornin’ or I never would’ve made it into town.” 

“I’ll get you stronger coffee for your refill.” said Thelma, “There’s a pot there with only a cup left in it, and, boy, it sure is strong when it sets there like that.”

“There’s caffeine in them pills, so the doc says. I ain’t never noticed it.” Mac shifted on his stool. 

“It don’t matter.” laughed Shirley, “Thelma’s coffee can give you enough rocket fuel to launch one of them space shuttles.” 

“You’re bad.” Thelma shook her head, “Mac, after I get this lady’s order served, I’ll take care of your soup.”

“No hurry.” he slurped his coffee loudly, “So, what’s new with you, Shirl? Gord still on Compensation?”

“He’s gettin’ better. I been thinkin’ ‘bout takin’ a job, you know, to tide us over ‘till he gets back on his feet. Maybe sellin’ clothes.”

“They’re lookin’ for people over at the mall.”

“Got no transportation. It’s gotta be somethin’ around here. This lady here’s lookin’ for work, too. Meet Valentina...Valentina...?” she searched her face for the surname to fill in the blank.

“Bertrand.” she offered reluctantly. 

“Ain’t that a glorious name? So French! This here is Mac Cousins.”

“Nice to meet you.” she smiled conventionally. 

“Likewise.” Mac nodded, “Why don’t you try them government offices over at the Centennial Building? They’re always hirin’ French ladies for secretaries.” 

“I’m afraid I have no secretarial training.”

“Neither do they!” Shirley burst into another bout of laughter.

“Shirl, you’re bad today.” Thelma returned with the BLT on a white platter with a generous serving of home fries and coleslaw on the side.  

“I’m always bad.” Shirley winked at her.

“Hey, Shirl, why don’t you apply for the singer’s job over at Chandler’s?” Thelma said, “There’s an ad in the paper.”

“Wouldn’t that be a hoot?” Shirley roared with laughter. “Me in a low-cut number in red satin, beltin’ out “Moon River”!”

Valentina discreetly scanned the employment section of the Classifieds and found the block ad: 

WANTED – Singers: One male, one female. Must be familiar with the standards. Auditions: April 15, Thursday, 2 – 6 PM. Apply in person at Chandler’s Lounge, Willow Place. No telephone calls.

Folding up her newspaper, she wolfed down her meal in silence. 

“Who are they replacin’?” asked Shirley. 

“Stephen, the queer fellow.” Mac spoke stoically between slurps of soup.

“He was too big city.” Thelma said, “I don’t think he gelled with the audience.”

“Chandler’s goin’ on tour in Europe for a year. He’s lookin’ to hire a temporary fellow to work his sets, but he wants a lady to replace the queer.”

“Not much of a change. Stephen was a lady, too!” Mac laughed.

Valentina sighed inwardly. What was she getting herself into? Small towns were undeniably intolerant and judgmental. Pierre would not have fared well in this climate. Even with all of its rough edges, the big city suited him best. She wondered how they were reacting to her disappearance. It was not difficult to visualize Sven and his cohorts cursing loud enough to be heard by the entire staff. Pierre would not betray her confidence. Her trail had already grown cold. Now, it was time to retire Valentina. Middle names were not customarily afforded the privilege enjoyed by Valentina. She blinked away tears at the awareness that she would never see Pierre again. Once the opportunity presented itself, he too, planned to make a run for it. Wherever he ended up, she hoped he would be happy. 

“Them artsy-fartsy types, they’re all queer.” Mac wiped soup from his chin, “Not too discriminatin’ either. Drop their drawers for anyone.”

“They’re different.” Thelma said, “That’s for sure.” 

“They use drugs, too. I sure don’t want any of them freaks in my neighborhood.” Mac frowned.

“Theresa told me Arnie and Flo’s girl’s one of them lesbians.” Shirley whispered deliciously, “She’s moved in with some artist over in Vancouver.” 

“Arnie and Flo, they’re such nice folks, too. They must be heartbroken.” Thelma said. 

“Youngsters today.” Mac grunted, “All goin’ to hell on roller-skates.”

“Gotta run.” Shirley gathered up her pack of smokes and her orange disposable lighter, “Gordie’s stories are over around now. I play gin rummy with him every day at four. Beat ‘im good every time, too.”

“He must be a glutton for punishment.” Mac said.

“He married her, didn’t he?” Thelma’s eyes twinkled in mischief.

“One o’ these days, missy...” Shirley shook a nicotine-stained index finger at her. 

“See youse later” Mac said. 

“Say hi to Mavis for me.”

“Will do.”

“Be good.” Thelma said. 

“See you, honey.” Shirley adjusted the fraying strap of her dirty white shoulder bag, “Good luck, Valentina.”

“Thank you. And thanks for the information.”

“You’re welcome. You’ll love Daisy.”

“I’m sure I will.”

“Good luck with the job huntin’.”

“Thank you. It was nice to meet you.”

“See you ‘round, honey.”

Before she rose from her seat, Valentina reached in her bag to pay for her lunch, and left a tip for Thelma. She located the ladies’ room before leaving Zeeman’s. The broken yellow tiles, and the abundance of toilet paper on the floor instead of the roll in the malodorous space had no impact on her. She had seen much worse. As she was preparing to return to the main lobby, on an impulse, she took a detour to the jewellery counter. On her left was a clearance bin with trinkets: clunky, gaudy, over-sized necklaces, thick cuffed bracelets, and two-inch initial brooches in a vintage script with a wavy flourish. It appeared that mostly “O’s”, “I’s”, “U’s”, “Z’s”, and “Y’s” were left, however, upon a concentrated excavation, she discovered an “S”, and promptly took it to the bespectacled clerk, who rang in the 75 cent purchase. 

“Can you tell me where I can find Willow Place?” she inquired as the clerk handed back the quarter change to her dollar bill. 

“Sure. It’s the white stucco building right across the street from ‘The Center for Performing Arts’. You can’t miss it.”  

“Thank you. Could I wear it?” she intercepted her as she was about to place it in a bag.

“Of course.” she scraped off the sticky orange price tag and handed it to her.

Meticulously, she fastened it to the lapel of her navy blue blazer. 

“It looks lovely on you.” the clerk smiled, “Have a nice day.”

“Thank you. You, too.”

Outside, she inhaled deeply, and murmured inwardly: 

“Good-bye, Valentina.”

Remembering she had not checked herself in the mirror, she cast a glance at her reflection in the plate glass window. Her chin-length Flapper bob appeared to be in place. It was, without a doubt, the most carefree hairstyle on earth, even without the customary heavy bangs. It fell into place with minimal fuss. Her Visa Polyester classic suit had retained its shape through her travels, and her wedge pumps were exceptionally soft and comfortable, despite their low cost. Her square-necked white and navy nautical blouse was cool and breathable. She was presentable enough, she reminded herself, and began her walk in rewind mode past the buildings she had observed on her way. Despite her quicker steps, she made it a point to peek into the music shop, only to find the same sour woman behind the counter. 

The uncluttered contemporary lines of Willow Place were unmistakable. How could she have missed it before? Through the heavy wooden door, she entered the majestic marble foyer, where a sign was posted in a prominent spot by the entrance to “Chandler’s Lounge” on her right: “Auditions” was hand-printed on poster board in block letters with an arrow pointing toward the back of the building. On her left was a restaurant with rich Bordeaux décor and impeccably attired waiters moving with utmost efficiency. Billie Holiday singing “God Bless The Child” was being piped in from an old scratchy recording. Past the restaurant, and past the potted tropical trees, she spotted another sign with an arrow pointing straight ahead in the direction of the beige carpeted stairs to the basement. As she tiptoed down, a youthful female voice struggling with “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” became audible. She followed the singing to her left, to a room lined with metal office chairs. There was a closed door to her right where the auditions were held. Three young men and four women turned expressionless faces toward her. She took a chair as far away from the others as possible, and kept her head down. 

The door opened and a short, stocky man came out to the waiting area, followed by a thin young woman in a see-through blouse with brassy, stiff hair, who scampered up the stairs.  

“Next!” the man called out, glancing at his clipboard, “Mark Spinney”.

A short young man with blond curls rose hesitantly. The man motioned him into the room, and approached herself. 

“Write your name here.” he handed her the clipboard and a pen, “Your real name, not your stage name. Write your phone number beside it.” 

He snatched it back without noticing the absence of a phone number, and without giving her the opportunity to explain. He disappeared into the room again, closing the door behind him. Mark was singing “Luck Be A Lady”. She listened to the next young man belting out “My Way”, a thirtyish woman in expensive attire and excessive makeup purring “Diamonds Are A Girl’s Best Friend”, a flaxen-haired teenaged girl reciting an anemic rendition of “It Had To Be You”, an East Indian woman overdramatizing Carly Simon’s contemporary hit “You’re So Vain”. She sighed. A dark-haired young man’s rich rendition of “My Funny Valentine” was a welcome relief. The final applicant before her was a fidgety, bird-like woman in her forties, who sang “Witchcraft”. Then, as the woman ascended the stairs following her audition, she rose from her chair, expecting the surly man to summon her. However, she found herself face-to-face with the strangely familiar green eyes she had seen earlier. 

“Miss Bertrand?” he stood before her, “I’m Jack Chandler.” he extended his hand and shook hers firmly, “Please come in.”

Once in the room, he offered her a softer chair and a glass of water. 

“I’m afraid we didn’t get your phone number.” he lowered his eyes apologetically.

“I don’t have one yet. I’ve just arrived in town today, and don’t have a place to live yet.” 

“I’m sorry about that. Please meet Richard, my manager.” he motioned to the gruff man she had met earlier, who nodded, “And this is Chuck, our accompanist.”

A balding man with thick glasses wearing a captain’s uniform saluted her. His captain’s hat was on top of the piano.

“Where did you work before?” Richard wanted to know.

“Various clubs in Montreal.” her heart skipped a beat. What if he pressed the issue further?

“What would you like to sing, Miss Bertrand?” Jack Chandler intervened. 

“”But Not For Me”. “

“It’s refreshing to have someone sing a Gershwin song for a change.” he smiled. 

“You haven’t heard me yet. I hope I can do justice to his music.”  

“You’ll do just fine.”

Her trembling legs threatened to give way, however, did not betray her. She sang only Gershwin songs for auditions. Only he had the power to lift her out of dismal reality and enable her to transcend. 

“You’ve got the job.” Jack said immediately upon her completion, “You are by far the best singer we’ve heard today.”

“I do? I am?” she beamed, “Thank you!”

“Before you leave, I would like to ask you to please accept this advance on your salary. It should cover the cost of a room at “The Queen’s Hotel” for a week.” he wrote out a cheque swiftly. 

“Mr. Chandler, I can’t.”

“It’s Jack. And I insist. I wouldn’t feel right letting you go out there without a proper roof over your head.”

She was speechless. He placed the cheque in her hand.

“I’m afraid I’ll be leaving first thing in the morning, so I won’t be here when you come in tomorrow. I want to say “Break a leg” now.” he laughed softly, “We open at seven and close at two AM. If you come in at six or six-fifteen, Richard can orient you to the new place. You will be one of the two full-time principal singers. Brett Morrow, our other full-time singer is an old veteran at this, and can provide you with the answers to any questions or concerns you might have. You both work seventeen hours per week for five nights. That gives you three hours on three nights, and four hours on two nights, with the extra hours frequently being on Fridays and Saturdays. That is when we have the most business, and people come from out of town, so we try to feature our main attractions. You and Brett have one day off each. We have also hired a new part-time singer: Danny Minucci, the chap who sang “My Funny Valentine.” He has eight hours per week, three in the two nights you and Brett don’t work and one hour each on two other nights. Some details are negotiable, as long as all parties agree. I hope you’ll enjoy working at Chandler’s.”

“I’m sure I will, Mr. Ch...”

“Jack.”

“Jack. Thank you.”

“I hope to see you again when I return from my tour.”

“I hope your tour will be wonderful.”

“I appreciate that. In the meantime, you’ll be in good hands.” 

Stepping back into the sunshine, she felt happy, happier than she had been in a very long time. 
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Chapter 2/ Lush Life


[image: ]




Audrey pulled back the heavy drapes and sighed deeply. Her Ted would have known what to do now. He had always been skillful at handling these delicate matters. How she wished he were with her now. Outside, the wind was blowing the warm April rain against the windows. The slender silver maple was reaching skyward, its bare branches a haphazard road map. She hoped May would bring timid buds of tender green to hold the promise of rejuvenation. Her eyes wandered to the photograph of her grandparents over the mantle, peering out from their antique frame, stiffly posing against an artificial pastoral backdrop in their Sunday best. Robert Horncastle’s stern countenance and Henrietta Horncastle’s strong chin were a daily reminder of her breeding and good fortune. Her indulgences in self-pity rarely exceeded these fleeting moments. 

In the opposite corner of the room adjacent to the dining room, above the antique rosewood piano was the photograph of her achingly handsome son. Mildred lifted solicitous eyes from her intricate crochet work to smile knowingly at her. Audrey released the burgundy brocade curtains and resumed her seat beside her on the cream and burgundy striped Queen Anne sofa. 

“You’re doing just fine, dear.” Mildred patted her on the knee maternally. 

“Divorce number five... and it appears he’s swiftly headed for number six.”

“Don’t put your cart before your horse, dear.”

“I detect a definite pattern, Millie. Although I must admit I am pleased to see the last of Tracy, this Linda worries me. She appeared too soon after his breakup with Tracy. He barely had time to process the ending of his marriage before he became seriously involved with Linda. As soon as one relationship sours, he rushes headlong into a new one. He was dating Tracy two weeks after Kate walked out on him.”

“That Kate was a piece of work, as young people would say.” 

“Don’t even get me started on her, Mildred, dear.” Audrey rolled her eyes. 

“There’s certainly no shortage of attractive women around him. I dare say, he’s a frightfully handsome young man. It’s inevitable, what with women being so brazen these days... It’s that Women’s Lib stuff, you know.”

“Gold-diggers, all of them. They reel him in every time. I wish he could meet a woman with no hidden agenda. But nice women do not go chasing after men, so he ends up with whoever seeks him out. He’s too shy to take the initiative. And, I reckon, respectable women would be intimidated by his good looks and fame, not to mention his groupies.” 

“He’s suffered so many losses in his young life, Audrey, dear.”

“When I first met him, just six months after Sylvia had passed away, he was a scrawny little lad of twelve, with the most soulful eyes, and unruly blond hair. Even at that tender age, he possessed an air of other-worldliness. He was always so courteous, and generous to me, though I was taking his mother’s place. He accepted me unconditionally and allowed me to dote on him. Then, sixteen years later, he lost his dad too.”

“He’s very fortunate to have you, Audrey. You’ve provided him with a stable, nurturing environment. He knows this is a safe haven. He can always come home when things don’t work out in the outside world.”

“It’s the times we’re living in, Millie. There’s no right or wrong anymore. Those hippies eroded the fabric of our society. Look at the way Garrett’s turned out! It just breaks my heart. You and I are blessed. I wouldn’t want to be in poor Annette’s shoes for anything in the world.”

“I agree, dear. Our boys have their troubles, but they’re good boys.”

“You must be very proud of Anthony, you and Willy.”

“We are. I only wish he wouldn’t work so hard, have a little fun once in a while.”

“I would have thought he’d had sufficient time to get over that woman by now, but he appears to be stuck. He’s a slow healer. Takes things hard. Always wearing his heart on his sleeve. He was the same way after Adele. In death, Adele loomed larger than life. No one measured up to her memory.”

“That gave him an excuse for not picking up the pieces and moving on. Only, this time it’s worse. She’s not dead.” Mildred’s lips were taut. 

“When he falls, he falls hard.”

“What are you two prophets of doom and gloom up to now?” a somewhat younger, plump woman with teased blonde hair and heavy makeup stood in the doorway. 

“Hello, Annette, dear.” Mildred smiled, “Just commiserating.”

“You sourpusses!” she flung her alligator pocketbook on the ottoman and headed for the bar in the opposite corner of the room, “Let’s have some brandy!” she poured herself a drink, “After that perfectly dreadful parent-teacher meeting, I need a stiff drink!”

“Is the bar open for business?” a dimpled man with a thick dark mane leaned against the wall beside the piano, “Two hours of sheer torture, listening to parents lamenting over their Johnny or Susie’s history marks...what an unfair teacher I was, how misunderstood their fair-haired brats were...I need a drink.”  

“How is Dottie making out, Annette?” Audrey asked.

“Not too well. She’s still daydreaming in class, and not passing in any homework. She’s not getting a passing grade in Math or Biology. She’s barely passing History. She’s scraping by in English and French. Her elective is Art, the easiest course on earth. And, she’s getting below average in that.” 

“She has only another year left.” Mildred said, “Then, she’ll be off to university.”
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