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“When I think of Rena and the stories she told, three things come to mind. The first is that all of life is memory except the present fleeting moment. The second is love—the love she had for her family, life and words. The third is that experiences are the important things in life, not physical possessions. This collection is a fitting epitaph to a life well lived. Rest in peace, Rena.” —Raymond Holmes. Author: Witnesses And Other Stories
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“As she read out her stories/articles, Rena frequently opened the window to a bygone era of her early days in Canada. Memories of travels, all came alive as Rena transported us to another time. She continues to do so as her words paint the picture, and we can see through her eyes. Rena lives on through her writing.” 

—Cherry Narula, Goldfinch Storytellers.

“Rena was a Scots force of nature, a global whirlwind of activity, travelling the world and then setting it down in a flurry of missives and a storm of anecdotes. I envision Rena as the tour guide she was later in her life, bustling people in and out of buses to see the sights and sounds of the locality. I picture her tearing down narrow rural laneways in a rental car on her annual pilgrimage to Ireland. Light on her feet in her youth, I see her in that dance hall. A Dancing Queen. Young and Free. Having the time of her life. She didn't have a horned helmet, armour, or anything like that, but I wish to imagine her dressed like a fanciful Brynhild as she stepped out onto the ice and did her speed-skating around that rink to Wagner's blaring Ride of the Valkyries.” 

—Sandy Nielsen

Rena’s writing also appeared in 

Meet Me At The Four Corners

—The Brampton Writers Guild—

2020 Anthology

And 

Several other publications including

Flower City Seniors Centre 
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“I can shake off everything as I write; my sorrows disappear, my courage is reborn.”
—Anne Frank—
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INTRODUCTION

SOME THOUGHTS ON THE AUTHOR: Rena Flannigan

By Michael Joll

President, Brampton Writers’ Guild

I first met Rena at a Brampton Writers’ Guild meeting early in 2011. I was confused by her surname: was it Graefner? Or Flannigan? Were these two different women who looked alike and who shared the same first name? Finally, I asked.

“Yes,” she replied, “On a need-to-know basis.” This left me no further forward. I clearly did not need to know. Eventually, she took pity on my plight.

“Graefner is my married name,” she said in little more than a whisper, her preferred speaking voice, “but I’m no longer married. I usually go by Flannigan, which is a different name altogether. It’s Irish, but I’m Scottish.” (Or Scotch, as she later pointed out). It was the only explanation I was destined to receive.

One doesn’t like to probe too deeply, so I left the matter fallow.

Rena was mature when I first met her. Just how mature she never let on, but she hinted that she had been on first names with Julius Caesar and had worked as Charlemagne’s personal travel consultant, which is where the travel bug, probably a mosquito, bit her. She also told me, in confidence, that she was no fan of George III, who kept embroiling Britain in foreign wars. She was a pacifist at heart, as most mothers of my acquaintance tend to be. She outlived them all.

She had two children, whom she regarded as her greatest joys in a life not brimming with such moments. She also had two other passions: travel and writing. For years she was paid to travel. How envious is that? And she wrote about those worldwide travels in her own inimitable style, carefree with punctuation and heavy on quotation marks, single and double.

Rena was a natural. No airs and graces about her. She cultivated her rough edges and delighted in leaving splinters in those whom she believed deserved them, mostly pompous politicians and bureaucrats. But her heart was big and full of love for her family and her adopted country.

Rena left us in the summer of 2022, having diligently avoided Covid and most other ailments known to mankind and the medical profession. She left behind a body of work, some witty, some whimsical and some scathing, which we believe deserves a place in our library. We take pride in publishing some examples of her stories and poetry for you to enjoy.

Michael Joll, President, the Brampton Writers’ Guild.

Summer 2023.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

EDITOR’S NOTE    
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Rena Flannigan and I started working on this collection in early 2021, passing her pieces back and forth until we came to an understanding on her goals in getting published. With the vast inventory of pieces she had in her computer, we thought at one time it might be possible to separate them into Biographical/ Travel and Fiction, but time ran out on us.

Sadly, we were unable to complete the collection before she passed on. I have attempted to retain the integrity of her writing as much as possible, aided by Michael Joll, President of the Brampton Writers’ Guild. All the pieces in this compilation are Rena’s original work. 

I have divided the collection into segments: Travel Life which unfortunately contains just a few of her travel pieces; Writing Life about her journey over the years as an author, and Ruminations which encompasses her opinions and biographical pieces. I have also attempted to set them into a chronological order as much as possible. 

In our conversations to discuss her work, Rena always found it amusing that her writing would “one day” find its way as a published work and she often joked about the fame and fortune that would inevitably follow. But she also realized the truth: the majority of writer’s exist on a bare minimum of royalties. So to her, it would have been the immense pleasure she would gain from seeing her work in print. I hope that she will be able, somewhere, somehow, to know that her work has seen the light of day, at long last.

Ken Puddicombe/ Editor/ Publisher MiddleRoad
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1 TRAVELLING THROUGH THE ALPHABET!
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She sits by the window and watches the traffic.

Her mind starts to wander over days from her past.

She thinks of the places she still wants to see, knowing she won’t.

Then her mind turns again to the many she did see—some unexpectedly.

It would be easy to work through the alphabet listing them all

Sun-drenched shores, golden vistas in Indian summer

Black sands of volcanoes, some still erupting

Making some islands larger, Hawaii for instance

The aroma of flowers made into leis for visitors

As one island grows bigger, another gets smaller

Prince Edward Island’s red earth, its shoreline eroding

Where people eat the best potatoes that ever did grow

Australia’s great Outback with mounds made by termites

The wallabies, crocodiles, giant spiders and snakes

Don’t mess with them Mate or they might kill you!

Their venom is fatal —it could bring your demise.

The majestic whales swimming in the Pacific

Will glide to Alaska where the water is frigid

Watching them is amazing, their size is tremendous

Their babies might be born in Mexico’s warm Banderas Bay

Where sunsets are phenomenal with colours unreal

Nature is marvellous, with shades unbelievable

The glow oe’r the mountains changing minute by minute

The world is a great place to be in, give thanks that you are there

In Athens the political atmosphere due to elections

No less than chaotic, crowds and noise everywhere

Good to see people being so active though it is a bit frightening

A friend says, “Better not to be here, let’s go to our hotel.”

Memories come back of lessons learned

Of sculptures and Greek Gods of mythology

Temples, amphitheatres, uneven marble steps to climb

To reach the Parthenon makes it all quite a challenge

Pink sands in Bermuda and kite-flying contests

Amazing how tiny hand-made kites can be

Matchbox sizes to great big behemoths

Like an artist’s palette of colours they fly by

The ancient city of Dubrovnik, so historic to explore

The landscape looks barren, covered in limestone

Hiding rivers from sight in underground caverns

Then came a terrible Civil War

In the third century, a wall built by the Romans

Is a great place to experience, wishing walls could talk

How heartbreaking to see the carnage by fighting

The church, damaged buildings, the ancient fountain

A lot of wandering from sea to sea

Even walking in a desert where no desert is expected

This is only a small part of her travel alphabet

There is much more to tell but now she is tiring

The years passing by with memories still coming

The old lady sighs as she thinks and recalls them

Knowing how blessed she was to have such good fortune

Seeing so many places and reliving it all as if it was yesterday.

To relate her travels in Ireland and England

Back to the moors of Scotland and lochs all aglow

To see the heather covered hillsides

With September vistas of purple, pink and white

Could these be the September of her years?

JANUARY 2011

BACK TO CONTENTS
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​2 CANADA—OUR GREAT COUNTRY
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Those of us who are privileged to call Canada home should give Thanks to the Powers That Be, and I don’t mean our government—I mean to the land and all it gives us in so many ways.

I travel occasionally to La Belle Province of Quebec—what a beauty it is. I have seen many cities over parts of the world and Quebec City has to be my favourite. I love to drive through the St. Jean Gate and step back over four hundred years in time. The wall around Quebec City is the only one in North America north of Mexico. Left for a number of years to fall into rubble, someone realised what a gem Quebec City is and the novelty of the wall around it brought them to the conclusion that it might be a good idea to restore the wall and preserve the old city. I say ‘thank you’ to whoever you were.

Quebec City is unusual in it’s setting—it is actually built on two levels, upper town and lower town.  It is so impressive to be driving along the St. Lawrence River and look up to the magnificent Chateau Frontenac sitting so proudly on the crest of Cap Diamante, so called because an early French explorer found what he thought were diamonds but which were in fact a very high grade of quartz that glinted like diamonds. 

The gorgeous hotel was built by Canadian Pacific railway (CP Rail) in its heyday when the railway built chateau style hotels in various parts of Canada to attract visitors to come, visit and stay awhile. The chateau is built in the style of French architecture with dormer windows, copper roof and quaint turrets.  I enjoyed sitting in one of the turrets many times doing research into the next stage of the tour I was conducting.  

Observing the world go by along Place d’Armes onto the Dufferin Terrace, I stopped to listen, and watch the many street entertainers on the terrace beside the monument to Samuel de Champlain who charted many of the waterways boaters in Canada take for granted today.

The man who created the famous Cirque du Soleil was formerly one of these street performers a number of years earlier. From street performer to quite rich, he has not forgotten Quebec City where it all started. Showing his appreciation to the city, the Cirque owner gave free performances to the public once a week, in the Lower Town. To see the amazing show, when it is in town, sounds good too. I was fortunate to have seen this marvellous show in Toronto, which, despite being called a circus has no animals and is quite expensive but is an experience not to be forgotten! The performers are people who, I am sure, are created from rubber the way they can bend and twist their beautiful, lithe bodies. The founder no longer has to perform on Dufferin Terrace—he is now a very wealthy man and good luck to him. 

The Cirque has widened its scope and performs in many places, including Las Vegas, Nevada and Puerto Vallarta, Mexico. 

A unique attraction on Dufferin Terrace, is the slide where people can toboggan alongside the Chateau, all part of the yearly Bon Homme Carnival in the city. With so much snow and bitterly cold temperatures throughout winter, the people of Quebec do not sit at home to hibernate. They go downhill skiing nearby, cross-country in Battlefield Park in the heart of the city, tobogganing, ice fishing, snowshoeing, and ice skating—the city is always active. Each year there is an ice sculpture competition outside the walls and the sculptures are incredibly beautiful.  

In recent years, they have also built a hotel where it is necessary to book at least two years in advance. Erected from ice blocks with all ‘mod cons’, it has all the conveniences we take for granted in our homes. I wager that you do get ice cubes in the drink of your choice even in a hotel built of ice; mine would definitely be Scotch on the Rocks—strictly to warm me of course.  If their sport is none of the fore-mentioned they can go ‘mushing’ like the people of the Yukon, with the beautiful huskies pulling their sleds and going into the countryside for the day.

If the outdoors is not to their taste, they can attend concerts in the recently opened concert hall where the symphony accompanies well-known artists. Many events are held in the Convention Centre just outside the historic walled city. Going to the venue of their choice the people might pass the beautifully restored Victorian fountain situated in front of the magnificent Parliament Building. This building is a wonderful mixture of French and English architecture with niches in the front walls where the historical figures of Quebec province stand in all their glory.

One might be inclined to ask where the locals go in summer. A good question—there are so many beautiful places to visit. The mountains are only half an hour away for winter or summer activities, or they can attend the free concerts by many famous entertainers and groups right in Battlefield Park, formerly known as The Plains of Abraham. Abraham being the first river pilot on the Ste Lawrence River. Celine Dion and Elton John are among many who have performed in the park. Because there is no beach in Quebec City, when the sun comes out so do the sunbathers who congregate there. I have heard it referred to as the Cote d’Azur!  

Many go to The Plains of Abraham where the deciding battle was fought between France and England. Each nation wanted control of this part of the world as well as the fur trade. They waged a very short, twenty-minute battle on the plains where the French General Montcalm and the English General Wolfe died within minutes of each other, and the destiny of Canada was established as part of the British Empire. This fact has always rankled in the minds of many Quebecois and once spurred the birth of the FLQ, the Quebec Liberation Party who wanted separation of Quebec from the rest of Canada. 

When the French were defeated, the people were given the right to keep their religion, Roman Catholicism, live under French Law and, very important to many, also keep the French language as their own, resulting in Canada becoming officially a bilingual country.  (French is mostly spoken in Quebec and New Brunswick). The U.S. fought for Quebec as well but was defeated with one of their leaders, Benedict Arnold, deciding to join the English side instead. Although the English are credited with winning the battle in Quebec it was the 75th Highlanders of Scotland who won the day for the Empire. Due to the Auld alliance between Scotland and France many highlanders in the 75th spoke French which was an asset in the interaction between the two nationalities.

With so many English-speaking television and radio programmes from the nearby United States, the French language is not as strong as it once was, and this has become a great aggravation and controversy for some Quebecois. The more adamant among them established the Language Police who would go around checking to see if it was necessary to use English signs and so on—the English wording had to be about one-third of the French and the signs preferably kept inside the stores.

When General
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