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Here in Australia, we don’t have a Thanksgiving day per se.

Except for Norfolk Island, where half the population are descended from the Bounty Mutineers (this is, of course, a gross exaggeration for the sake of a good story. The actual figure is more like a third.) And goodness knows they’ve a lot to be thankful for.

The islanders celebrate their arrival on Anniversary Day (June 8th), sixty-six years after the mutineers first burned the Bounty at Pitcairn Island. 

Norfolk Island was settled by the British shortly after the 1788 arrival of the First Fleet as a commercial development come penal colony.

But by 1855 they’d abandoned it in favour of imprisoning people at home. It became an Australian territory in 1914.

But I digress.

Thanksgiving.

I generally do it around New Years.

As I half-heartedly do my Hogmanay cleaning.

And if you’ve read my blog at all you’ll know how much I detest cleaning. Especially now my new dog (Clever Girl), the black double-coated lab has come to stay with us.

I was the one who wrote Ms Blaelock’s Book of Minimally Viable Housekeeping after all.

Though in my defence, it is Summer here, and there are way better things to do.

So minimally viable housekeeping done, we have a barbecue and sit on the deck with a few beers.

Sweating gently in the heat.

There’s a sacrificial sausage up the other end for the hornets and magpies to fight over, and a citronella candle under the table repelling the legions of mosquitoes.

And we talk about those who’ve left us; the good and the bad, some taken too soon and some too late, the ones we miss and the ones we don’t.

As the Rabbie Burns poem goes:

“Should Old Acquaintance be forgot,

and never thought upon;

The flames of Love extinguished,

and fully past and gone:

Is thy sweet Heart now grown so cold,

that loving Breast of thine;

That thou canst never once reflect

On old long syne.”

Over time, one of my bookshelves has become a memorial.

Photos of all my past dogs, cats, friends and relatives are lined up where I can see them.

And here and there amongst them, their significant gifts; an angel clock, an old teddy bear, a beer stein, and many more.

Some of these artefacts have appeared in my other stories.

Among the artefacts are photos of those we’ve lost in other ways; through divorce, the passage of time or never having the chance to become close friends.

They’re all right there, exactly where I can look up from my computer to see them.

So maybe it’s more the beers than my memories that make me maudlin as I reminisce. Though I suspect that’s part of my cultural heritage too.

Or course, we never really know other people, only the faces they choose to show us.

The stories in this collection are about Felicia Clarke, but they’re based, in some way, on the people enshrined in my bookshelf.

• For Love of Felicia - Tom goes to secretarial college, falls in love, and... well... doesn’t get married.

• The Secretarial Shelter - Charles hires a new secretary and sees his business grow.

• My Lucky Customer - Erol opens a shop, and believes his first customer brings him luck.

• Stranger Danger - a girl meets a stranger who encourages her to follow her dreams.

• Best Friends Forever - Etta takes a trip down memory lane when she runs into the woman who was once her best friend.

So I hope you enjoy this collection, and make some time over the next few weeks to keep the memories of those you’ve lost alive.
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Tom died relatively young.

Some would say too young; that he never really lived.

But by the end of his life, the way Tom looked at it, he’d met the love of all of his lives, and they’d done about as much as was possible, and he was satsfied with that.

Couldn’t have asked for more.

Except that she’d married him of course, but other than that, nothing more.

Felicia was his first and only love, and he met her through a series of extraordinary circumstances at secretarial college.

He’d been working in a dead-end haulage job when his new employer took a chance on him, and his mathematical abilities.

Tom was so very grateful to leave his days of hefting boxes and bags on his back as he dodged nuggets of fresh horse shit and steaming rivulets of piss on the cobblestones.

So grateful he’d signed up to the college the very next day, vowing to make the best of it.

He did not miss the days when in his worn-out, newspaper padded boots missed their mark and landed squarely in the mess.

Nor did he miss the dust and ground-up manure getting in his eyes and ears, and smeared across his face and neck as he mopped up his dripping sweat with his filthy handkerchief.

Or staggering into a storeroom and trying to stack the goods more or less neatly before he collapsed underneath their weight.

Not in the slightest.

But he loved his new job, safe and sound and warm in the office. Even if he did have to stand all day at his desk, trying not to blot the account books with his leaky fountain pen.

The first chance he got; he was buying a new one. The best he could afford. Perhaps even something inlaid with celluloid.

And every day since, he thanked his dead parents for interceding. For getting him out of that mess and into a new, more respectable life and place of employment.

And into college where he met the one and only Felicia who changed the course of his life.

Felicia seemed like one of those ancient Greek goddesses; helpful, and very capable in an exotically no-nonsensically efficient way.

When she smiled her lopsided smile at him, revealing her one true flaw, he was a goner.

Fell good and hard, no holds barred, no returns in love with her.

Loved the way she tilted her head.

Loved the way a single tendril of brown hair broke free from her bun and curled lovingly around her neck.

Loved the bafflingly enigmatically crooked little finger of her left hand.

Fortunately, the class tutor arbitrarily grouped the class into pairs, and he was paired with her.

For ten whole weeks of evening classes.

And that meant, ten weeks of study groups and research trips outside of class hours.

It was a godsend.

At the time, he’d just moved out of the boarding house and was living alone in a tiny apartment in the city, quite near the college.

Naturally, she lived at home with her parents in the suburbs; a train ride away followed by a brisk twenty-minute walk.

However, they both worked in the City.

He made quick work of suggesting they met at the close of business in a small café near the college for a bite to eat before class.

Ostensibly to discuss their progress on their one assessable assignment.

But in reality, to charm her.

And conveniently, it seemed she didn’t take much charming.

Not that she was anyone’s, as evidenced by her swift and brutal rebuff of John Stone’s advances.

But she was certainly amenable to his.

And he loved her even more for that.

That she dressed and acted modestly.

That she smelled of Ivory soap.

And her hand, when he first dared to touch it, was as soft as butter.

Not the rock hard in winter kind of butter, but the summer soft in the larder kind of butter.

After a while, she started to call at his apartment to collect him for their field trips.

The first time she arranged to call by, he walked home a foot above the ground.

But when he got home, and looked around his apartment, he promptly fell back to earth with a thump.

Panicked at the filthy, musty old place.

So he rolled up his sleeves and cleaned the place. Thoroughly with scalding hot water, carbolic soap, and elbow grease.

Then bought a table and a couple of chairs, a curtain to hang at the window, and a couple of new cups and saucers on the never-never so she didn’t run screaming from the place.

And on the morning of the day she was due, a small bunch of fresh, cheerful daffodils to welcome her.

Then back out on the street to scavenge a plain, barely chipped pickle jar from the local trash to sit them in.

Felicia professed to be charmed by his digs and assured him she found them as neat, and clean as she had imagined.

Tom surreptitiously wiped his brow.

And made himself a promise that he would clean his apartment once a week, and tidy up every day before he left for work, just in case she called unexpectedly in the future.

Which of course she did.

The very next day as a matter of fact.

And every single one after that.

Blushing prettily, claiming to maybe have left something or other behind the previous day.

Tom wasn’t fooled.

Though he was a little excited at her forwardness.

The first time he kissed her, was when he walked her to the train station after class.

On the bridge over the train line, in the days before you could enter from both sides.

The lamplight reflected from the low hanging clouds and glistened on the tracks as he leaned forward to pull her coat more closely around her neck to be sure she didn’t catch a cold.

Suddenly, somehow, they were kissing.

Tom had no real idea what he was doing, but it seemed Felicia was in no way uncertain, as she wound her arms around his neck and pulled him closer to her.

He impudently put his arms beneath her open overcoat, linking them behind her back.

The kiss was magnificent.

He never wanted it to end.

But she had a train to catch - the last train of the day in fact, and he reluctantly let her go.

Though it wasn’t much longer before he kind of, sort of, delayed her return so long she missed the train.

Not that she was upset about that.

Or even that she was forced to stay over at his place for the lack of having enough money to stay anywhere else.

Knowing she couldn’t contact her parents and tell them not to worry.

He started to feel guilty.

But later that night, in his moonlit bedroom, as he peeled the clothes, one by one from her willing body, the feeling eased.

And as he revelled in her soft, creamy skin, the faded smell of lavender stuffed drawer sachets, and the warmth of her body, he forgot it altogether.

She must have suffered some kind of repercussion for her overnight absence, but she never breathed a word of it to him.

Just made sure that they didn’t waste any time dawdling between class and his apartment, and making sure she made
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