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Dedication

For all those who follow their Muse wherever it takes them.

And to Tom Thomson, may his soul rest forever on his beloved painted lake.

Author’s Note

––––––––

[image: ]


While this novel is based on historical facts, please keep in mind as you read that it is a work of fiction. Historical characters who were present at Canoe Lake and vicinity at the time of Tom Thomson’s death are mentioned but their actions and words are purely of this author’s imagination. Harriet Agnes St. George is a fictitious character of my creation, her interaction with others is fiction and not based on any historical facts. I hope this will alleviate confusion for anyone reading this who is familiar with the circumstances surrounding the mystery of Tom Thomson’s death.
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Preface
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Hello, let me introduce myself. I am Harriet Agnes St. George. I’m sure you’re wondering what I have to do with Tom Thomson, or indeed, with the mystery surrounding his death. I’m a painter as well and the wilds of New Ontario, that which you now know of as Algonquin Park, is one of my favourite places to indulge my passion. Being the early 1900s is it unusual for a woman to wander about unchaperoned, and in the bush at that. But let me assure you, I am no ordinary woman. I like to think I’m the forerunner of a new breed of women who will strike out and demand to be allowed to reach their full potential without the mostly unwanted advice of some male figurehead. It is only in April of this year of our Lord, 1917, that women are allowed to vote. About time too, in my opinion.

Let’s just say, it’s a good thing my dear Great Aunt Lois left me a sizable amount of money in her will, in my name and solely in my control. Much to my father’s anger and dismay. But I digress.

Tom Thomson and I used to haunt the same places and tramp the same paths and portages, sometimes alone and sometimes together. Winnie Trainor often accompanied one or both of us, most often Tom as she had a soft spot for the man. Winne wasn’t a painter, but she did love to fish and was always happy to help portage. And she did have a yen for Tom, as I have mentioned.

So, leaving you with this bit of background information, I will endeavor to tell the tale of Tom Thomson’s death and the aftermath as I know it. The subject is still a painful one for me, so as you will soon see, I have set the story down in third person rather than first. It’s a way of distancing myself from the grief and the anger at the treachery that ended Tom’s life and his career.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One
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Harriet St. George stepped off the train at the Canoe Lake Station and smoothed down her skirts. Tipping her head back she took a deep breath of the sharp air of early May. It was so wonderful to be free from the restraints of her rather conservative family. Here at Canoe Lake, Harriet could dispense with the cumbersome skirts and traipse through the bush clad in trousers and a flannel shirt. Not to mention the much more comfortable boots she wore while in the woods exploring for the perfect site to set up her portable easel and paintbox. She loved the French name for her paintbox: Pochade. It rolled off the tongue so nicely. Harriet giggled and refrained from doing just that. The locals already thought she was a bit strange, well except for Winnie Trainor who also liked to gad about in trousers and spend hours fishing out on the lake.

Shaking her head, Harriet turned to collect her luggage, not much more than the aforementioned paintbox and a duffle stuffed with what she would need for a summer of painting and fishing in the Park. Hopefully, the Frasers of Mowat Lodge had received her telegram, and her room would be ready when she got there. With the paintbox in one hand and the duffle over her shoulder, she went in search of the park ranger, Mark Robinson, who kept track of all comings and goings in the Park and had promised to arrange her transport from the station to the Mowat Lodge.

The duffle was heavier than one would expect, but that weight made Harriet’s heart light. Along with the few clothes stuffed haphazardly in the bottom, most of the room was taken up with her collection of oil paints, brushes, and thin wooden shingles that she intended to use painting en plien aire. She’d copied that trick from a fellow painter she’d met last summer. Tom Thomson tended to paint quickly, but with an accuracy and feel that Harriet envied, any place he found a scene in the woods that spoke to him he captured it on the shingle boards. Only later did he transform the rough painting on the board into a canvas. Usually over the winter when he returned to Toronto.

Someday, she promised herself. Someday women artists would be recognized as well as the men. She loved the vibrant new style that was developing in the Canadian art world. Slipping away from the traditional method of reproducing a scene in minute detail. The advent of photography was slowly making that form of art less popular. Thomson’s use of colour and bold strokes of paint intrigued Harriet and she vowed to attempt to hone her own skills this summer.

“Oh, Mark. There you are,” she greeted the tall, thin park ranger who stepped out of the station house.

“Miss St. George.” Mark acknowledged her with a tiny bob of his head.

“Oh, please, it’s Harriet,” she chided him. “Once I ditch these skirts you’ll be hard pressed to tell me from the locals.” Harriet gazed at the thick bush and the pale blue early May sky, the lake where the ice was just beginning to break up. “I do love this place.”

“Harriet, then, if you wish. I’m sure if your father was here he wouldn’t approved of me being so familiar.”

“Pish posh on my father. I’m free for the summer of his stuffy ideas of what is proper for a young lady.” She giggled. “I have my Great Aunt Lois to thank for this freedom, she left me a generous inheritance with strict instructions to use it as my heart desired. And I desire to spend the summer here, in Algonquin Park, painting and fishing. Watching the stars and moon shining over the lake.”

Mark rubbed a hand over the short whiskers on his face, unsure just how to respond to her comments. Instead, he took the pochade box from her hand and led the way off the platform. “I’ve arranged a ride for you with Shannon Fraser. He’s here to collect the mail and is willing to take you back to Mowat Lodge with him for twenty-five cents.”

“Twenty-five cents? Really? When I’ve already paid him for my room for the whole summer? You’d think the least he could do is provide me transportation to his lodge.” Harrier sniffed. Shannon and Annie Fraser weren’t her favourite people, but their lodge was right on the edge of Canoe Lake, which was most convenient, not to mention that Mowat Lodge was where Tom Thomson lived when he wasn’t out in the bush painting or guiding fishing tours.

Robinson shrugged. “Surely you’re not really surprised, Harriet. After spending all of August at their place last summer you must know what he’s like.”

“Sadly, that is true.” Harriet followed Mark toward the converted hearse that Fraser used to transport customers and others from the lodge to the train station and back. “Anything for a penny,” she muttered digging in her reticule for the required payment.

“Mister Fraser,” she greeted the tall somewhat scruffy man who waited by the carriage.

“Miss St. George,” he replied. “Mrs. Fraser has your room all ready for you. Let me take that.” He reached for her duffle and paintbox.

“I can manage, thank you.” She set the duffle on the floor of the carriage and stepped back to let Mark place the compact paintbox on the seat. Harriet gathered her skirts and stepped up into the high wheeled passenger compartment. “Thank you, Mark. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.”

“I’m sure you will.” Mark pushed the door closed with a snick.

She waved out the open window when Shannon Fraser climbed onto the driver’s bench and set the team in motion. Harriet kept one hand on her precious paintbox and gripped the window frame with the other. The road, if it could be called that, was rough and ill kept. The carriage jerked and bounced over and through the rutted half-frozen path. Early May in the north country was more than a bit behind the conditions in Old Ontario. She looked out the window at the sun-gilded trees just starting to show a sheen of green as their newly minted leaves began to emerge. A cluster of pussy willow bushes brushed against the side of the carriage, the grey buds softly glowing with a rosy blush. 

Oh, how she longed to pull out the paints and capture that glorious montage of colour. Time enough for that, she told herself as the converted hearse jolted along. She should have asked Mark if Winnie Trainor had arrived yet. Sometimes Winnie came up in March, but it was usually a bit later. Her family owned a cabin on the lake, beside the two-story whitewashed cottage of the German-Americans who came up each summer. Harriet thought of Winnie as a comrade in arms, flouting the mores of stuffy civilized society. Harriet’s lip curled a little at the thought of civilized society. Winnie liked nothing better than to spend the day fishing or tramping through the bush. Although Harriet suspected the tramping through the bush might be motivated more by the chance that Winnie might come across Tom Thomson than any real interest in the surroundings.

Harriet gave a little sigh. Maybe she was being a bit harsh. Thomson certainly seemed to like the woman and was kind toward her anytime Harriet had seen them together the previous summer. For herself, Harriet liked the man. He was always willing to talk about painting with her and offering suggestions to improve her own work. She found his paintings fascinating and often studied the ones he left lying out to let the paint cure. Once last summer she’d come across him while out painting herself and they’d spent a glorious late August afternoon painting in silent accord. Harriet was very proud of the work she’d done that day, capturing not only the rough details dominated by the sun on the lake and the shades and shadows of the trees, but the essence of the scene. Even in the depths of winter when she’d pulled that particular painting out she’d felt the sun on her back and smelt the earthy, piney fragrance of the bush.

The carriage jolted to a halt breaking her out of her thoughts. When Fraser opened the carriage door she ignored his offer of help and jumped down on her own, turning to gather up her belongings.

“Annie’s in the office. You can collect yer key from her.” Fraser dismissed her with his usual brusque manner, leading the team toward the back of the lodge.

“Thank you,” Harriet called after him, more for politeness’ sake than because he actually deserved the sentiment. Picking up her belongings she made her way up to the entrance to Mowat Lodge and went in search of Annie Fraser, hoping she really was in the office and that Harriet wouldn’t have to go looking for her.
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Chapter Two
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Harriet set her paintbox on the washstand in the narrow room before tossing the duffle onto the skinny bed. She made a note she’d have to see if Mark Robinson knew anyone with a spare wool blanket she could buy or borrow. The Frasers were notoriously skimpy on providing home comforts for their guests. Oh, for a price they could produce just about anything, but a person had to be prepared to pay that price and be skinned alive. Something Harriet wasn’t willing to do. She gave a secret smile, there were ways and there were ways to get around the Frasers wanting to control every little thing, especially if those little things could be turned into a source of income for them.

She went to the narrow window and forced the window up an inch in its swollen frame. The sweet spring air was welcome to chase the musty scent from the room. Harriet shook her head while unpacking her few items of clothing. You would think that airing out the room was the least Annie could have done. Flicking back the threadbare quilt covering the bed, she shook the sheets and flipped the thin pillow hoping to dislodge any spiders or other insects that might have taken up residence, not to mention mice or other vermin. From past experience she knew Annie was an indifferent housekeeper at best. Satisfied that nothing was lurking, she remade the bed and shoved the duffle under the frame. Her fashionable heels clicked on the floorboards which creaked as she moved to the door and locked it. With swift movements Harriet shed the cumbersome skirts, petticoats and tight shirtwaist. Crumpling them into a ball she shoved them onto the narrow shelf running along the top of the ancient armoire. Time enough to worry about them once the end of August came around, or maybe, she considered, the end of September or October. The autumn colours of the bush must be spectacular. She clasped her hands in front of her waist for a moment, fingers itching to grasp a brush and capture the demise of the yet unfurled green spring leaves. 

Laughing at her whimsy, Harriet stepped into a battered pair of trousers and pulled on a flannel shirt over a sweater. Sitting on the bed she stuck her feet into thick woolen socks and laced her comfortable boots. Making sure she’d left nothing personal lying about for Annie or Shannon’s prying eyes, she unlocked the door and stepped into the hall. It took only a moment to lock the door and scan the hallway. It didn’t look like many, if any, of the rooms were occupied yet, but it was still early in the season.

“I wonder if Tom has arrived yet,” she mused out loud while her feet carried her toward the stairs at the end of the long hall. The siren call of the bush was upon her, and Harriet was eager to answer. There was still the matter of arranging for the rental of a canoe for the season and she looked forward to a spirited bout of bargaining with Shannon. Honestly, the man would charge for the air his guests breathed if he could figure out a way to do it. Grinning, Harriet jumped over the last two steps landing lightly and heading for the door.

“Hello, Annie,” she called passing the tiny room that served as an office.

“Got everything you need?” The heavy set woman lifted her head from the papers on her desk. “For a few pennies extra I got soap and you can get more towels if you need ‘em.”

“I’m fine, Annie. But thank you.” Harriet carried on her way, eager to be out of the gloomy interior and out in the brisk air, warmed somewhat by the afternoon sunlight.

She followed the path down to the docks. The ice was still covering most of the lake, but patches of open water were showing around the edges. A light wind brought the aroma of wet earth and the cold watery scent of the thawing ice. Harriet made her way down to the water’s edge, boots sinking in the soft mud. She took a stick and poked at the thin layer of ice, fascinated as it broke apart into tiny crystal bits. The wind picked up, blowing hard enough to shift the decaying ice cover. To Harriet’s delight soft tinkling music rose from the shattering crystals. She stood entranced until the wind changed direction and the ice settled into silence once more.

“If only I could capture this in my art, somehow evoke the sound of that ice and the cleansing breath of the wind. If only...” She backed out of the mud and climbed up on the dock to gaze across the lake toward the two islands visible in the near distance. Big Wapomeo and Little Wapomeo Islands. The name came from the Ojibway term for birds of sun and laughter. Harriet had asked one of the women from the nearby native community she’d come across one day last summer while crossing from Joe Lake portage back to Canoe Lake. “Birds of sun and laughter, how beautiful and lovely. Like the loons.” She smiled. The haunting cry of the loons somehow spoke to the artist and poet in Harriet’s heart. It was a sentiment she shared with Tom Thomson, they’d had a long conversation about the loons and the other avian species that abounded in the area last summer. It was the same day she’d first me Tom while wandering about in the bush looking for inspiration. Sighing, she turned away from the lake and headed back toward Mowat Lodge. She’d ask Annie, or Shannon if she couldn’t avoid it, if either of them knew when Tom was planning to arrive. Winnie Trainor should show up soon afterward, of course.

Harriet liked the woman and they’d spent many hours tramping through the woods or sitting on the still lake in separate canoes watching the sunset paint the waters pink and salmon and saffron, fishing poles in hand and lines in the water.
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Chapter Three
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“Annie, hello.” Harriet paused in the door of the office. The woman ensconced behind the overflowing desk grunted and didn’t lift her head.

Clearing her throat, Harriet tried again. “I was wondering if the Trainors were in residence at their cottage yet?”

“Haven’t seen hide nor hair of ‘em,” Annie replied without looking up.

“Are you expecting any of them to arrive in the near future?” she persisted in spite of the other woman’s taciturn nature.

“Nope.” Annie set down her pen and leveled her gaze at Harriet. “I don’t imagine the daughter will be far behind once Tom shows up, though.”

“Oh, thank you.” Harriet backed out of the doorway and then paused. “Are you expecting Mr. Thomson soon then?”

Annie’s eyes narrowed and her fact took on a calculating expression. “That’s the way the wind blows, is it?”

Harriet’s face heated, but she firmed her jaw. “Not at all, I assure you. I’m merely inquiring as I’d like to take some lessons from him this summer. I do value his advice and I’m intrigued by the direction his art is going.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Annie waved her away with a meaty hand. “You just keep telling yourself that. And if I were you I wouldn’t let Winnie know you’re interested in Tom.”

“I assure you my interest is only in his work, nothing else.” Harriet pivoted on her heel and marched down the hall toward the staircase.

“Honestly, the nerve of that woman,” Harriet fumed as she stamped up the stairs in a far from ladylike manner. At the top of the steps, she turned and regarded the mud tracks left by her boots on the risers. No doubt she’d hear about that from Annie as well, but the fact the other woman would have to clean up the mess brought a grim smile to Harriet’s face. Reaching her room, Harriet unlocked the door and crossed the room to push aside the curtain at the window. The May sun was high in the sky now, visible above the thick growth of trees on the east side of the lake.

“Perfect.” She nodded at her faint reflection in the smudged glass. It took only moments to gather up her painting box and small tin of insect repellant. She wrinkled her nose at smell of the bear grease mixed with sweetgrass and pineapple weed, which Harriet recognized as wild chamomile. Twisting open the tin, she smeared some ointment on every bit of exposed flesh she could find. She might stink to the high heavens but hopefully the pungent ordour would keep the swarms of blackflies away. The tiny insects would find the smallest opening in any protective clothing and feast to their little hearts’ content. Thankfully they only lasted until the temperatures rose in early June.

Suitably armoured, Harriet hurried down the stairs and out the door. Taking a path she’d used many times the past summer she struck off into the bush. She knew just the place to catch the play of sun and shadow on the lake and itched to try and capture not only the image but the essence of the place as well. Recapture that feeling of breathing life into her painting she’d experienced last summer.

A half hour later she reached her destination and after swiping ineffectually at the annoying insects, Harriet set her paintbox on a convenient fallen log and perched on a curving cedar root. Small 8 by 12 shingle board propped in lid of the open pochade, Harriet set about mixing her paints on the handheld palette before sketching in the outline of the scene she intended to capture. Swift broad strokes of colour followed, nothing like the intricate, almost photographic, images the traditional artists were producing. While that technique was the accepted method, Harriet loved the way Tom’s creations seemed to breathe with the life of his subjects and had adopted his unique style. She kept at her painting until the light began to fade. Setting down her brushes, Harriet stood and stretched her stiff back and legs. She moved back a few steps to regard the results of her labour. Not half bad, if she did have to say so herself. The sun was dipping behind the trees, the maples and hemlocks throwing long shadows across the lake. She rubbed her tired fingers together in an attempt to mitigate the increasing chill of the air. It might be May and warm down in Toronto, but here in the bush around Mowat in New Ontario winter’s breath still held sway.

“Time to pack up and see what I can find for supper,” Harriet said to the darkening woods where shadows gathered around the bushes. She made short work of cleaning her brushes and stowing the palette in the paintbox. The still wet painting she set into the clamps in the top of the box where it wouldn’t get smeared. Once she got back to Mowat Lodge she would set it out to cure while she ate.

The trek through the bush took longer than she anticipated. The long day was catching up with her, but she was thrilled with her efforts to capture the essence of the light on the trees and lake. Emerging from the head of the trail she hiked across the Gilmour Lumber chip yard and was soon mounting the steps of the lodge. Hitching the paintbox up with one hand Harriet took the stairs two at a time. Once in her room she removed the board and set it on the windowsill. Stepping away from it for a better perspective she was pleased with the effect her broad brushstrokes had produced. She could hardly wait to show Tom and get his opinion and advice.

Taking a moment to tidy her hair which seemed to have collected its fair share of leaves and twigs, she smoothed the blonde strands away from her face and jammed a battered brimmed hat on her head. Viewing the image in the mirror Harriet allowed herself a chuckle. Father would have kittens if he ever saw her like this, but Great Aunt Lois would heartily approve. Whistling, she left the room, careful to lock the door behind her, and went in search of food.

––––––––
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* * *

––––––––
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The dining room, if the room sparsely furnished area could be called that, two men sat hunched over a table. There was something furtive about their movements, Harriet recognized Shannon Fraser as one of the men, the other was a stranger. How odd, she thought. I wonder what Shan is up to now. The man always seemed to have some scheme or another on the fire. She shrugged mentally, none of her business, thank goodness.

Harriet picked up a tin plate from the pile on the long table by the side of the room and regarded the offerings. Pickles and cheese, biscuits and butter, some meat that she thought was venison. Piling some of each on the plate Harriet took it to a table by the wide windows and then sauntered over to pour herself a cup of coffee with the consistency of mud. A generous helping of sugar made the liquid more palatable. Crossing behind the two men, she caught a wisp of the conversation which made her steps falter. Before they could realize she’d overhead anything, Harriet hastened back to her table.

Interesting, they mentioned Tom and then something I didn’t catch. But I’m sure I heard Shan asking when the next shipment was coming. I hope Tom isn’t caught up in any of Shan’s schemes. Shipment of what? I’d bet my bottom dollar it’s bootleg whisky, there certainly seems to be no shortage of that around here. I wonder if Mark Robinson, the park ranger, is aware. I can’t imagine he’s in on anything. 

In spite of the direction of her thoughts, Harriet finished eating quickly. Setting the plate where Annie insisted they go in the bin by the kitchen, she poured another cup of coffee and took herself outside to watch the sunset. Throwing her head back, Harriet let the blended colours of the sky wash over her, the golds and reds and salmons faded to mauve and saffron, then blended with the newly minted green of the bush as the sun hid its face behind the tree line. This early in the year, darkness came early and the air chilled quickly. The lonely cry of the train coming into Canoe Station echoed through the stillness as she drained the last of the coffee from the cup. She wandered back into the lodge and decided to bring her book down and read in the lobby for a while, just in case Winnie or Tom was a passenger on the newly arrived train. It wouldn’t take too much time for them to make their way from Canoe Lake Station to Mowat Lodge.

Twenty minutes later boots echoed on the wooden steps and the lodge door swung open. The man stopped in the doorway to let his eyes adjust to the lamp light. He dumped a satchel on the floor by his feet, took his hat off and swept the hair from his forehead. Jamming the hat back over his unruly hair, the man stooped to retrieve his bag. In doing so, his gaze landed on Harriet.

“Hetty, is that you?” Tom Thomson straightened up and crossed the floor toward her after removing his hat and jamming it under his arm.

“Hello, Tom. Yes, it’s me. I just got here today, but I managed to get a bit of time in the bush with my paints already. I can’t wait to get your feedback on it.” She stood, dropping the book into the chair behind her. A tiny flame of warmth flickered in her chest, nobody called her Hetty except Tom.

“It’s great to see you. I have to admit I didn’t expect to see you this early in the season.” He extended his right hand and clasped hers.

She returned the grip and released his hand. “I couldn’t wait another minute. Father was driving me crazy, hinting and then insisting it was way past time I was married and taken off his hands.” She grinned. “So, I took myself off his hands.”

Tom grinned in return. “I can see that.” He cocked his head to the side and regarded her, eyes shadowed by the flop of hair across his forehead. “Somehow I can’t picture you married and fussing around a house all day.”

“No more than I can,” Harriet agreed. “Hence my presence here before the ice has left the lake.” She paused. “Although I suppose I’ll have to marry someday...maybe. But let’s not waste time talking about that right now. What have you been up to all winter?”

“Oh, this and that. Do you remember the sketch of the pine tree, the twisted one on the rock?”

“Of course, I loved that one. So much strength and beauty in it.” Harriet clapped her hands.

“I finished the larger canvas of that this winter and worked on a few other things. I’ve had a bit of luck selling some of my work as well, so I’m not as skint this summer as last.” He stretched his arms over his head. “It’s so good to back here where a man can breathe and the sky isn’t blocked by buildings.”

“Amen to that,” Harriet agreed. “Did Shan know you were coming today? If not you’ll have to find Annie and get a room sorted.”
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