
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Deep waters


[image: ]




As you know, I shun controversy and do my best to live a quiet life. But I feel that I must take a stand over a painting by my good friend Housewater. I was not merely there when it happened; I actually appear on the painting and thus feel somewhat insulted by the brouhaha which has surrounded it.

It all started simply enough. Madam Valnian decided that she would hold a garden party. That summer was hot and anybody who was anybody (and had a suitably large garden) was entertaining outside. The Valnian gardens were extensive and contained an area of tastefully created woodland glades and pools. Thus Madam Valnian announced that the theme was ‘pastoral’ and guests were expected to dress appropriately. 

Personally I have a bone to pick with sundry Bucolic poets! If they hadn’t all died from a mixture of diseases enzootic, prurient or merely drink related I would have had strong words with many of them. I have worked in rural environments; indeed I can pare the feet of orids as well as any. Our rustic hinterland bears no relation to the intoxicated daydreams of second rate poets.

Still they made the bed and I am the one who has to lie on it. Madam Valnian wanted a rustic setting and demanded a pastoral poet. She is a generous patron, loyal and kind and I hadn’t the heart to say no. 

––––––––
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Poetry Pastoral 

Abhoration connatural

Shuns creatures apteral

Wiggling aboral

But the damned things are everywhere, it’s natural!

––––––––

[image: ]


I TURNED UP AND WAS provided with my costume and proceeded to play my part. To be fair the affair was relatively restrained. Madam herself and her cronies of a certain age may well have disported themselves in the formal fountains in front of the house, but it was done in good taste and with a nod to dignity. 

The problems arose because Madam Valnian’s daughter Deliria had her own plans for the day. She invited a number of her female acquaintances and arranged for my good friend Housewater to paint them. They removed themselves to one of the more secluded glades where there is an enchanting pool. There they entered the water and Housewater set up his easel. 

Now for Housewater it was merely another task to be accomplished to the best of his ability. He was soon lost in his art. For his apprentice Malstron it was a far more difficult job. Firstly somebody had to go into the water with the young ladies, arrange their hair, get the blossoms placed just so, and generally ensure that everything was perfectly presented. These things do not just happen you know. I am familiar with no lady who can plunge into water and come up again, her hair perfectly arrayed. 

Not only that but once this was done, his work was not over. The young ladies called for wine, and who was to get it? Obviously not Housewater who was clearly busy. So Malstron was sent for wine. Then he was sent to the buffet table for cakes. Then he had to go once more into the water to remove crumbs, and immediately that was done, he was sent for more wine.

The poor sap was simply overwhelmed by all the temptations placed so cruelly in front of him. Obviously as an artist’s apprentice, he had had a surfeit of desirable young ladies, naked or in a state of undress. Such things are a mere commonplace and don’t call for comment.

But the sight of a buffet table where you could eat as much as you wanted, and servants pouring out free wine with a generous hand were too much for him. After all as an artist’s apprentice, regular meals are far less common that scantily clad females. 

His hunger overcame his reserve, and before he had completed his fourth trip to carry wine to Housewater and the nymphs, Malstron finally collapsed.

The fact that he was severely ill and then passed out through drink in the grand fountain where Madam Valnian and her closest friends were frolicking merely served to draw her attention to the matter.

I was summoned. I arrived as footmen were carrying Malston away and cleaning out the fountain. Madam was icy. I was given a message for her daughter and I was charged with delivering it, word perfect, as I had received it.

Thus Housewater caught the very moment when I delivered the message. The man is a genius. Look at the faces, the expressions as I passed on Madam’s message. “Deliria, your mother says that if you want any more white wine, you’ll have to collect it yourselves.”
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The prime of Madam Jeen Snellflort
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[An editorial comment. At this point Tallis presents us with a series of linked stories, detailing the career of Madam Snellflort and her gentleman adventurers.]

Some people seem to not so much live their lives as to be passengers in them, carried along at the convenience of somebody else. One such person was Madam Snellflort. Orphaned at a tender age she was made the ward of her great-uncle. This gentleman was a man of immense dignity, absolute propriety, and limited imagination. He was of some considerable age when he acquired a ward, having managed to pass through a busy life without family encumbrance. So as soon as was decent he packed the child off to the Misenbart academy for young ladies. This august institution was considered to provide the perfect education for the daughters of families with adequate means and few original ideas.

The academy stands in its own grounds to the north of Port Naain, surrounded by hedges of quite impressive impenetrability. Local yeomen organise day trips to go and visit the hedge and stand there marvelling at it. The hedge is bounded by the Misenbart Brook. The name might conjure up images of a pleasant stream. Instead I would like readers to think of it in terms of a moat. It was too deep to wade and too murky to swim with confidence.

At the age of seventeen, Madam Snellflort discovered that her great-uncle, impressed by her academic achievements, had managed to get her enrolled upon the staff of the academy. The salary was derisory, but she got a room, and a school teacher’s uniform. She was also now old enough to take part in the full range of social events organised by the academy.

Her uniform, of which she had two, each cleaned on alternate weeks, was simple. There was a long dress which fastened with a high collar at the neck and reached down to the ankles. It was so buttressed with underpinnings and similar that the wearer might indeed pass as female but was never going to look feminine. Underwear provision was generous; the drawers were long enough in the leg to tuck into the ankle boots all teachers wore. There was also a selection of shifts to be worn under the dress. In winter all were worn simultaneously. 

The whole ensemble was topped off by a round ‘pillbox’ hat of sturdy construction. It was of the same design as those issued to the girls who were known to use theirs as mounting blocks on equestrian days.

The social life for mistresses and girls over sixteen consisted of four dances a year. These were held in conjunction with a nearby Sanatorium for young men recovering from debilitating conditions. At these events the Great Hall was cleared and furniture was limited to a line of chairs along each of the side walls. Young gentlemen sat on one line of chairs, and young ladies on the other. Should a young gentleman wish to ask a lady to dance, he would make his way up onto the stage. There in state sat the Principal of the Sanatorium and the Head Mistress of the Academy. The young gentleman would ask the Principal for permission to dance with a particular young lady. The Principal would pass on the request to the Head Mistress. The Head Mistress would send a maid to the young lady in question and ask her if she wished to dance. If she agreed, she too went up onto the stage and the young couple were formally introduced. They could then descend from the stage and dance.

Madam Snellflort, (all teachers were known as Madam, whether they were married or not. Even the sole male employee on site, the elderly hedge-warden, was known as Madam) did manage one act of rebellion. She secretly wrote poetry and having found my name from some set text, sent her poetry to me. I replied, using Shena’s good offices. Shena merely instructed Mutt to have one of his female acquaintances deliver my letter. 

As poets go she has merit, her verse then was a coruscating, vitriolic, critique of much that is wrong in modern education. I suspect that her verse helped her remain human throughout those years.

At the age of twenty-one she was summoned into the Head Mistress’s study to receive some sad news. Her great-uncle had died. Madam Snellflort asked for a brief compassionate leave to make preparations for the funeral, being the deceased’s only surviving family member. This was of course granted, although the Head Mistress did stress that she didn’t want members of her staff making a habit of this sort of thing.

Madam Snellflort made her way to her great-uncle’s house. Once there she discovered that she was now mistress of a considerable country estate along with a number of profitable city business interests. 

It was obvious to her, as an intelligent and sensitive young lady, that she was now responsible for the livelihoods of a fair number of people who worked for the estate or in her other businesses. Within ten minutes of reading the will, she had written her resignation from the Misenbart academy for young ladies.

It has to be said that since she left the academy, her poetry has lost some of the vitriol. Also she no longer follows the academy dress code to the letter, if at all.
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Inappropriately didactic?
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When I mentioned Madam Jeen Snellflort previously, those who heard her story seemed to divide into two groups. The first group appeared to feel that the lady had made her successful escape from the nightmare that was the Misenbart academy for young ladies, so she would now settle down to quietly living happily ever after. The other smaller group gave the impression that Jeen was destined to do more and perhaps greater things. 

The problem was that whilst Jeen had successfully removed herself from education, she couldn’t remove education from herself. Indeed there is much to recommend a life given to educating the younger generation. If there is nothing else, there is the instant obedience of your pupils, the unstinting gratitude of their parents, and the generous recognition of your services by a respectful community. 

All these things she missed, and to be honest her new life of wealthy idleness began to drag. After all, there is only so much one can take of slouching about your pleasant (and exquisitely manicured) gardens whilst a well trained domestic staff panders to your every whim. You sit in the swing-seat overlooking the fountains as your minions bring you such things as a suitably subservient letter from your usurer or perhaps the latest poetic masterpiece published by a friend, all accompanied by a glass of excellent white wine from your own vineyard.

Madam Jeen, rather to her own surprise, found herself longing for the classroom again. For a little while she fought against it but eventually took counsel with friends. Rather to my surprise I was one who was summoned to advise her. I suppose it was because I had in some small way encouraged her poetry. Perhaps a dozen of us gathered with her over an excellent lunch and she laid before us her thoughts. She was pondering the wisdom of starting her own school.

This idea we discussed around the table, with people raising various issues and eventually a plan emerged from out of our combined wisdom. Madam Jeen nodded wisely and thanked us graciously for our help. She then ignored our plan entirely.

She took a pleasantly appointed house in Dilbrook, and it was to become ‘The Conservatory for the Education of Maidens of Good Family.’ The latter was merely to ensure that necessary fees could be paid. Whilst Jeen didn’t as such need the money I noted that she’d taken on board my point that people don’t value something they get for nothing. When I asked her who exactly she was looking for as her pupils she said, “Unmarried girls who are sharper than ordinary and who have the brains to cozen somebody into paying their fees.’

The academy was a modest success. Madam Jeen gave some thought to tutors. I was called upon to teach a class on modern poetry which every young lady had to attend. Perhaps more interestingly I taught another, somewhat more exclusive class on how to ‘be’ a poet. This was attended by thoughtful young ladies of limited means who were considering their options.

There were other classes obviously; the pupils learned rhetoric, accountancy, acquired a smattering of the physical sciences, as well as a familiarity with the lesser arts. Some even did a little blacksmithing. 

I believe that the ‘circus skills’ course was also popular. I asked Madam Jeen about it, she merely pointed out that her pupils would hopefully go on to become mothers and have children of their own to amuse. I could see the sense in her argument, and many of the skills were games and tricks that would work well in the nursery. It must be confessed that the knife throwing part of this particular course surprised me. Still if a young lady is going to break off an engagement and throw her ring at her rejected suitor, a certain skill and dexterity is probably helpful.

There were other lessons taught as well. Some of the tutors were distinctly disreputable. It seems that Madam had decided that her charges were sooner or later going to have to learn to cope with that sort of individual and it might as well be sooner and in a controlled manner. It might have been with this in mind that the dancing classes were designed. Most schools merely teach a pupil a few old stalwarts and perhaps one or two of the more modern dances. Madam Jeen wanted a syllabus that would keep a pupil exercised and capable of dancing anything. 

One issue that always arises with young ladies of this age is the presence of young gentlemen. Put a score of attractive and intelligent young ladies in a building and you will find it as infested with young men as a grain warehouse is with rats. Here Madam was wiser than I would have expected. She had a very simple rule, known to all. Any young gentleman caught would get a sound thrashing and would be ejected ignominiously from the building. However, any young man who was introduced to her by three of her ladies would be allowed to visit and socialise under moderate supervision, with one proviso. He had to prove that he had made his way into the school and had taken a token from her study. This did at least restrict visitors to the supremely competent and generally charming. It was a school joke to refer to these young men as ‘Madam’s Gentlemen Adventurers.’

The school was a modest success. Few wealthy families would send their daughters to it, although quite a few girls of inadequately explained parentage would have their fees paid by a shadowy ‘uncle’ figure. Quite a number of girls whose families believed in education but couldn’t afford it found they could obtain scholarships. In her previous posting, one of the few pleasures available to teachers was the swapping of scurrilous gossip about parents. Madam Jeen had heard enough to know who was vulnerable to a suggestion that they would like to assist in helping the virtuous poor. 

Hence whilst never prospering, the Conservatory survived well enough. By their very nature, the pupils who passed through were unlikely to become the leaders of our city. Still they came to attention in other ways. I remember being present when one, considering her honour questioned, kicked the wine glass out of a gentleman’s hand as he was putting it to his lips. Given she was wearing a floor length ball gown at the time, even Calina Salin was impressed when I mentioned it to her. It certainly got the young lady in question an invitation to consider a career working with Calina as a dancer.

Another, who went on to become the wife of a respected usurer and mother of his five children, could still hit a recalcitrant waitress with a thrown chop bone at thirty yards, and was seen to do so at the annual dinner of the Honourable Company of Usurers, Collection Agents and Official Consignees over which her husband presided as the current year’s chair. 

Madam Jeen taught a little herself, but managed to foist the inevitable administration off onto the broad shoulders of one of her ‘old girls’ who showed a definite aptitude for such arcane subjects as budgeting, cash flow, and delicate moral blackmail. So whilst not profitable, the Conservatory ‘washed its face’ (as old Miser Mumster used to say.) Indeed once it was established, Madam Jeen realised that she had plenty of spare time left, and still felt a craving for excitement. She was at an end of term party, chatting to the father of one of her pupils. He had been speaking with the passion of a collector about Falan Birling’s commode. Even though he’d never seen it, he coveted it for his collection. Slowly it dawned on her that the ‘Gentlemen Adventurers’ might well be an asset she’d overlooked. But that’s another story for another time. 
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Simple acquisition
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Our heroine, Madam Jeen Snellflort had not had an easy life. She had been both a pupil and a teacher in a school that was unforgiving enough to give those in charge of some of the harsher penal institutions reason to admit that they’d perhaps grown soft in their old age. She’d been saved from this by a fortunate inheritance. Yet memories of her past wouldn’t let her sit and just enjoy her circumstances. I have recounted previously how she started a school or ‘Conservatory for young ladies’ in an attempt to show how it could be done. Her past had left her with other scars; she was nervous of slipping back into the poverty that trapped her in the first place. So in spite of her current prosperity, she was always searching for other sources of income.

Now between ourselves, we live in a city where, to be honest, one can probably buy anything. You merely need to know the right people and have enough money. 

––––––––
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We’ll sell you souls

Sweet and tender

Or if you want more,

Fine wine and coals

Fire irons and render

Culture and lore.

––––––––
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IF SOME PEOPLE WANT the best and are willing to pay for it, then other

people step forward to supply even the most esoteric markets. Madam Jeen came to realise that there were wealthy collectors out there who could be enticed into paying for services that she could provide. As a market these collectors had major advantages, they were, by definition, wealthy, and they were also fanatical about whatever it was they collected. It seemed to her that this led to many of them being less than scrupulous about how they acquired items for their collections. 

For some months she meticulously studied the various factions of collectors, noted their habits and their desires. In this she had an advantage. As an entirely personable and attractive young lady she soon discovered that if she so much as hinted at being interested in whatever it was the collector collected, she would be deluged with information. When the mixed flow of knowledge, dreams and aspirations finally faltered (or occasionally when it showed no signs of faltering but she could take no more) she could withdraw gracefully leaving the collector feeling grateful that she had taken an interest.

The other asset she had available to her was her ‘Gentleman Adventurers’. These young men were people of high aspirations, but were lacking in the family finances that would enable them to easily achieve these aspirations. 

When contemplating supplying collectors, even I know (thanks to the lessons drummed into me many years ago by old Miser Mumster) that when in business, the important thing is to both buy cheap and sell dear. The collectors would doubtless pay a high price for what she thought to provide them, but could she acquire the goods cheaply enough? With this in mind, Madam Jeen sounded out the adventurers carefully, seeking those who sought a challenge. She was a little surprised to discover that they all seemed to set devotion to her above mere trifles such as property rights. 
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