
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Maljie, the episodic memoirs of a lady.

You might well ask why I, Tallis Steelyard, the leading poet of his generation, have turned my hand to writing this salutary work. I have collected the tales of Maljie’s life from all manner of folk. Some I recount as an eyewitness, although these are the ones from later in her life. Others I have from those whose memories may perhaps not be as sharp as they once were. With these stories it is entirely possible that artistic licence has been used to enhance what might otherwise be a boring narrative. Surely this is a good thing?

Still, it has struck me that as one grows older one feels a growing sense of responsibility to the younger generation. Somebody has to step in and help them avoid the mistakes that previous generations have made.

Obviously I don’t want to rob them of the more interesting errors, and certainly not those to which our generation has returned, time and time again. But the world is indeed a dangerous place, and I felt somebody has to remind the young of this.

So my hope is that any young man reading this memoir will be forewarned and can thus avoid the various snares and pitfalls that are likely to befall him if he is not remarkably wary when in female company. A word out of place can find a fellow pulling on an oar, or standing, inadequately armoured and sword in hand, in an unreported skirmish deep in the heart of Partann. Indeed he might even find himself attempting to stick wallpaper to a ceiling. 

You have been warned. 
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The sweet remembered ghosts of the past
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SOMETIMES I FEEL THE need to be discreet lest my tales cause embarrassment or disillusionment to those who remain. In this case my discretion is based on a justified suspicion that if she thinks I’m taking notes, the stories that she tells will be even more scandalous. 

If you are lucky you will doubtless know ladies like Maljie. Of indeterminate age, but unlikely to see sixty again. Indeed, given the quoted ages of their daughters and grandchildren, they were obviously child brides.

Maljie is one of those ladies whom I meet at the various soirees and entertainments I am asked to organise here in Port Naain. Sometimes she is present at one where I merely turn up to perform. She is rarely a friend of the hostess, instead she is a friend of the mother of the hostess and has been invited at mother’s insistence so that she does at least have somebody to talk to. (With the obvious inference that daughter’s friends are too pallid and lacklustre to be worth holding a conversation with.)

It has to be said that there are occasions when Mother is correct in her inference and the wise poet always spends time with these older ladies. If questioned you can merely point out that one of your duties is to ensure that everybody feels included in the event, but in reality the conversation is inevitably better.

By definition these ladies have a considerable familiarity with people and their foibles. As one so nicely expressed it, “There’s an awful lot of experience trapped under this corset.”

Maljie is merely the one who comes most readily to mind, she is not an extreme example. Her tales include an account of when she and her sister ventured into Uttermost Partann to provide succour to orphans. With nothing more than a pony cart and a sharp wit she ventured into places where most Condottieri would venture, nervously, at the head of a thousand horse. She danced the falango with one bandit chieftain; she probably, and possibly inadvertently, caused another to be eaten by his concubines. All the time giving the impression that she was an innocent abroad. 

One result of her travels is that both she and her sister drive. They have used age and frailty as an excuse to acquire a governess cart. This is pulled, at breakneck speed, by a wild-eyed pony of doubtful temperament and more teeth than an equid really needs. Thus their passage along the roads locally is best described as a wild career with people frantically running for cover.

Still there are times when Maljie grows reflective. I remember one occasion when she fell into reverie and mentioned that whilst still a young woman she was courted by a member of one of the clog dancing troops. These tend to be burly young men, muscular and fit. Apparently one pleasant summer’s day they were performing at the Goldclaw Baths and Maljie, always supportive, had attended the event and wearing a dress best described as ‘floating and summery’ had then gone ‘backstage’ to congratulate them. The fact that ‘backstage’ was actually a communal bath where a score of naked clog dancers disported themselves, washing away evidence of their labours, hadn’t apparently occurred to her.

Indeed it appears that somehow, whether due to accident, malice, or the sense of fun clog dancers everywhere seem to exhibit, she was precipitated, fully clothed, into the water with them. Apparently she managed to extract herself, probably by the simple expedient of frolicking winsomely on her way to the edge.

I remember well as she told the tale. Finally as it drew to a halt, she lapsed into a soft silence and a mischievous light flickered in her eyes.

“Back then I used to do ‘wet-look’ really well.”

––––––––
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The old they reminisce

Disgracefully

The stories bubble forth

Easily

Daughters tut

Nervously

Commanding silence

Sternly

Fearful of the sweet remembered ghosts of the past.
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The ascent of Mistress Maljie


[image: ]




IT WAS WITH SOME STRONG emotion that Mistress Maljie commented that, “Had I drunk less wine I’d have doubtless told Tallis Steelyard fewer stories.” As a friend of hers rather tartly commented, “Had you drunk less wine you’d doubtless have fewer stories to tell him in the first place.”

The discussion was then side-tracked when another of the friends asked, somewhat pedantically, whether, given the number of stories there were, whether it was correct to say ‘fewer’ stories, or whether there should have been ‘less’ stories. At that point I withdrew. It was obvious that the ladies were content, they were relishing the party and could be safely left to enjoy themselves in happy bickering. My duty lay in bolstering the flagging self-esteem of a group of younger ladies who’d discovered that they’d turned up somewhat underdressed for the event, having misunderstood the coded hints in the invitation.

But it has to be conceded that there are many tales about Maljie which are worth recounting. After all, how many now know she was once a person of influence in the world of finance. No usurer’s clerk chosen for her ability to look decorative in a floral skirt, she was sought out by usurers who wished to take advantage of her sharp mind. Finally she was taken on by an avarice of usurers who had every intention of making her a partner, or at least of remunerating her adequately for her services. 

At the root of her value to them was her grasp of the value of money. Now this might seem a strange thing to discuss. After all, put your hand in your pocket and pull out a coin, whether it is a golden alar or a bronze dreg it will have the value stamped on it. You know what it’s worth.

But Maljie looked more deeply. What made a golden alar worth so much more than a bronze dreg?

“That is obvious,” I hear you cry. “One is gold and the other is bronze.”

But stop and think. Admittedly there is gold in the alars of Port Naain. Less perhaps than you’d hope for, but more than there would be if the authorities didn’t keep a close eye on the employees of the mint. But an alar is an alar is an alar. One doesn’t look at it and exclaim, “Ah, year of the Fading Dream, this is worth more than twice that alar minted in the year of the Grand Recension because it has twice the gold content.”

Thus and so, when you value an alar, you don’t value it by the real gold content, you value it because the city of Port Naain stands behind it and ensures you that for each alar you spend you will receive an alar’s worth of value.

I realise that it might come as a surprise to you to be lectured on these things by a poet, but whilst I might rarely come into contact with money, my admiration for it knows no bounds. Still to grasp the genius of Maljie you must realise that she was one of the first to grasp that the Alar is not Commodity Money valued because of the weight of gold, but Fiduciary Money. This is money that depends for its value on confidence with which it is accepted.

So it was Maljie who asked, “Why bother with the metal disk containing a variable amount of gold, why not just issue paper script?”

To an extent we do this. There are people who will scribble me an IOU and I will accept it without question. It is literally ‘as good as gold.’ 

Would that a petty and small-minded world treated my IOUs with the same respect. 

Maljie’s idea was that if we moved over from gold to paper, it would be so much easier to transport money about. After all, under her system, the piece of paper that you just slipped into your pocket could be worth a thousand alars. This to me presents problems. Firstly a thousand alars is a substantial weight. Anybody transporting it would probably have a burly man to carry it for him, and would undoubtedly be accompanied by a number of other burly men, ostentatiously armed and alert. If you can slip the thousand alars into your pocket so nobody notices, where are these aforementioned burly men going to find lawful employment?

There is another issue as well. If one cannot tell whether somebody is carrying considerable sums of money, are muggers and similar louts just going to strike at random, on the not unreasonable assumption that anybody could have that sort of sum on them? Personally I accept, as a poet, that I might be attacked by ruffians because I inadvertently (or advertently) insulted someone in verse. But frankly I feel the world has come to a pretty pass if I, as a poet, risk being mugged because some fool assumes I bear hidden wealth merely because I am elegantly attired in a cast off jacket.

Still, I am a poet, what do I know of the problems of wealth? Maljie had doubtless contemplated these deep matters. Indeed she proposed to the members of the avarice that they look to creating a paper currency for Port Naain. 

They pondered, they questioned and they pondered some more. Finally it was decided that they had to experiment somewhere, and they picked upon Prae Ducis as the place to try their idea. As a medium sized trading town on the edge of Uttermost Partann you can see why the populace might find the concept interesting. So Maljie was sent down to Prae Ducis with a budget and a number of senior partners promised to ‘make themselves available.’

There were immediate teething troubles. Maljie produced the first one hundred alar note, printed on decent quality paper. Immediately she met resistance. When you have a hundred alars, in cash (I speak figuratively now, it is not an experience I have ever had), there is a solidity about it. One hundred coins is the exact opposite of ephemeral, it has substance. It proclaims its value to the world. A scrappy bit of paper singularly fails to do this.

Undeterred by this Maljie returned a week later and placed before her critics a one hundred alar note, on vellum, not paper. It was a thing of beauty, and was large, two spans square at least. It looked (and was) expensive, and immediately won people over. Obviously you couldn’t print small denominations onto vellum, but for one hundred alar notes and larger, vellum was fine.

So Maljie gave instructions, and her agents started purchasing vellum and in the courtyard of the house she had rented, they set up a press to print bank notes. She also bought a lot of good quality paper and on this she had her people print low denominations.

***
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I SUPPOSE THAT WHAT happened next can hardly be considered to be Maljie’s fault. Prae Ducis is a law-abiding city, the people generally considered honest. But word had got out that in Maljie’s house potentially infinite wealth was being created. First she got the indigents knocking on the door seeking assistance. Then there was the attempted break-ins. These were initially just local ne’er do wells, but as word spread, they were joined by rogues from the various warbands and bandit gangs of Uttermost Partann. Soon Maljie was effectively under siege and the authorities seemed disinclined to involve themselves in the matter. 

Maljie had to think rapidly. She had to leave, but also she couldn’t just abandon the money. It was then that her muse whispered gently into her ear. With no hesitation Maljie gathered up all the vellum money and started sewing it together. She was going to use avant-garde technology to help her to escape from the plight into which progressive finance had lured her.

Now the hot air balloon is not unknown, the theory is simple and has been mastered. The real problem is, apparently, with navigation. One doesn’t navigate, one just goes with the wind. Still as her assorted minions defended the perimeter of her abode, Maljie frantically stitched. Finally with the balloon assembled, a ‘basket’ placed under it for Maljie to stand in, and a brazier put in place to provide the heat, Maljie was ready to go. As the burning coals in the brazier heated the air to inflate the balloon, our intrepid heroine loaded the basket with the paper money already printed. Finally, as the balloon strained against the ropes tethering it to the ground, she cast them free and soared upwards.

Her flight had an immediate impact upon three distinct groups of people. The first group, the besiegers of her rented dwelling, dashed to horse and set off in pursuit. The second group, the authorities, were more nuanced in their pronouncements. They were a little unsure how to classify the occurrence. Was Maljie a young woman fleeing to protect her maidenly modesty? (When I was first told this tale I found the sniggers from her contemporaries at this point less than helpful.) Or was she a felon absconding with unmentionable wealth?
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