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The Black Sheep of the Family


Yes, little me, Linda Loo, the black sheep of the family was the only one out of the seven children to our parents to get a tattoo. The only one to get divorced and the only one who worked abroad for over 12 years. The rest of my brothers and sisters were normal.


My first tattoo was triggered after watching a Claude van Damme movie. I fancied him, I was in my twenties then. So handsome, nice nature, fit as a fiddle. He had a wife in the movie who just stepped out of a swimming pool, on her back shoulder one beautiful turquoise butterfly was given a close up on the big screen. It looked so beautiful to me and I fell in love with its symbolism of freedom and delicate beauty. So I finished the movie which was in Hong Kong, where I was working at the time and at the cinema alone. I went for a little Dutch courage at one of their fine pubs called The Watering Hole on Nathan Road, bit of an Australian pub if I remember right.


Well, I downed one pint of lager then made a beeline to a tattoo parlour that had caught my eye for some time now. I wasn’t afraid of the locals – Chinese people have always been super polite and friendly to me. The entrance to the tattoo parlour was a little dull and dark as I walked a few corridors down. I then entered the correct room as if giving me time to change my mind. The first thing I saw was a young man being tattooed. He had his top off, his back, front and arms were already covered in so many tattoos like a wall of art, his arms were what they call a sleeve tattoo. Didn’t feel so bad now I only wanted one! A little blue butterfly went on my shoulder then covered with a little white square bandage and straight back to the pub for my second pint to celebrate! That was it. I am stamped, my earth body has a permanent tattoo as not much is permanent in ‘life’. Life is all about change for all it’s worth.


Life on Earth for all it’s worth!


Every second, every minute, hour, day, night, week, month and year Sometimes lost not in the moment but lost looking back Remembering that are now our memories Being in the now, right now is hard to swallow treading back before you follow Life can continue to a ripe old age you may get a letter from the Queen for an 100 years Quite Earth special, they put it down to the history you have been swept in Life on Earth happens every second, every minute……..Colourful is life there is beauty if you look, so many things will happen almost a challenge Lessons, lessons are happening all around you your mistakes are mere, mere lessons But with age as earth time goes on you will grow you will be strong It’s so busy it’s so hard to switch off to connect to you as a whole And love ones do stay forever in your heart, the mind and soul Life on Earth for all, it’s worth…


Now I was born a twin and my two brothers are a set of twins too, hence the large family. There’s a twist though, John and Peter are non-identical twins and Wendy and myself are too. I longed for that bond identical twins seem to get who go through life never far apart from each other’s company and would be the best friend you could have. No, not for us we were like chalk and cheese, opposite in all ways, our personality, what we wanted out of life and so on.


Wendy has very sharp eyesight and was soon nicknamed “Eagle eyes” as for me I’ve needed glasses all the time although I never enjoyed wearing them, especially through my school years, lots of silly sayings of ‘four eyes’ plus I had a chubby nose so it looked like I was wearing a mask. An ugly duckling but I feel like a swan now, I’m all grown up (I got contacts).


It fascinated me how Wendy literally didn’t miss a thing but I had a lazy eye so chalk and cheese we were. I relied on her on a few occasions to check people out for me. “He fancies yer!”, “what that guy a mile in the distance?” Or check a cut on my finger! “Keep still I’ve nearly got it!!” She never failed to give me accurate feedback, even at night walking home she would suddenly stop to pick up money someone had dropped “Wow Wendy, don’t you ever relax?” A funny memory for me was walking in a park one day when I stopped to pick up a pound coin off the grass and even told Wendy to stop too who was walking with me. I felt good and began to walk on smiling. A victory for me that I saw something before she did. Well, two seconds later she stopped to pick up not just one but three other pound coins I’d missed. Couldn’t I win once … please!


The other members of the family are sisters Doreen, Susan, Gillian and brothers John and Pete. Wendy and I are the youngest, born in 1966 with a lot of good memories of just being kids.
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SUNDAYS


It was a regular thing for us all to go on long walks on a Sunday afternoon though it was mostly us girls and mum where the boys and dad just disappeared for a breather from each other, the males and the females! I always enjoyed this with a quarter of spice (boiled sweets like lemon sherbets, cola cubes and so on) lovely weather marching to quite a beautiful large park that had an outdoor paddling pool which we of course had a splash in. I remember racing Wendy down to the pool, swimming costumes already underneath being really silly chucking our shoes and socks off plus the dress which mum was picking up behind us. I guess we were excited a combination of summer and summer holidays and no school! I laughed at Brother John once trying to do a dive in a bigger pool, announcing loudly he was going to do a “dive,” giving him my full eye ball attention he walked to the edge, his white talcum body turning suddenly to jelly under the wet slippery edge of the pool and followed by arms flapping did not dive at all but “fell in” big style! Enjoyed it I did so much more than the dive he hoped to display, it’s good to have a chuckle in between swims!


I didn’t realise at the time that these Sunday outings were virtually free and with a large family how lucky we were and handy it all was, plenty of grass, people playing mini golf, football going on kid’s park with swings, climbing bars and slides. And last but not least, the woods that still had blue bells in no wonder we went every Sunday in summer, we went through two woods in fact just a hop skip over the road. We did a lot of mud hill climbing grabbing branches to stop ourselves from slipping, running wild in thick shaded woods the perfect place to let off some steam for our growing bodies. Now we did get a dog eventually that soon showed us some new routes to scramble in as Scinder the whippet, loved to disappear once off the lead. He was a daft dog, I’ve never seen a dog pee as much as this one every tree got a sprinkle tinkle, “where’s it all coming from?” we asked “he must be running out soon as he hasn’t had a drink for an hour!”


In fact our dog was a little monkey at our local park where we kids and mum joined into a game of “rounder’s” with everyone else unfortunately so did the dog. Old Scinder Earl like a duck to water, a dog to a ball stopped the whole game by collecting it before anyone else did! And running after a whippet to get it back was beyond our little legs. Looking back a game of rounder’s, was hilarious hit the bat, run round the track, hit the bat again, run after the dog catcher (all of us) oops forget to mention the slavering saliva ball when once retrieved which was quickly dropped!


Now there was a beautiful old wooden BIG Bridge that you didn’t get to until you’d walked your legs off, it was just like from the story book of The Three Billy Goats Gruff, trip trap trip trap this was as far as we went. We did the odd picnic, if mum was up for it, though an ice cream was top of the list, Wendy was quite generous and sometimes gave the whole k bang to our dog or a stray one, she was definitely a dog lover (she’s 49 years old now and a trained dog groomer also works at the RSPCA) yes dog swallowed the whole ice cream like some magic trick. The state of our shoes when we got home looked like we had been in a mud bath as we never wore wellies, though I do have a fine pair now I’m all grown up. I still visit the same woods today now our parents have passed on, here’s a rhyme about the first wood full of blue bells to sum up this special time…


Going Through The Woods


The woods remain just the same


As I remember as a child with my mother


And now grown up they are still the same


Though maybe my height and growing mind


The playful blind side is set aside


But I still feel like that child


In awe of beauties nature and call


As I path my way through it once again through it all


The trees are much taller than I did remember


For my eyes now fall on all that lays there


I see the sun’s ray a pouring flooding light


And what is and will be a dark forest at night


I am alive in the woods


I am as free as a bird


It is yes a woods’ delight


Bluebells of brilliant purple dance all upon the woods’ floor


Bluebells I grabbed a handful once and so took to school


Though my teacher had wished I had not taken from the woods


So I know now to see is better than to take


For a respect must come with nature and for the woods’ sake


There is a magnificence of magic that lays a spell on one and all


And is a home to creatures of those we see and those not at all


And yes the smell the air itself is a cleansing nourishing potion


That needs to be re called


Going through the woods as a child with my mother
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OUR MUM WAS A GOOD COOK


I remember coming home from school to a sweet aroma of toffee apples setting on the kitchen window she would do them all year round not just for Bonfire Night. Yes toffee apples and toffee lollies! Sometimes I was at home when she was making them I just seem to be the right height to see what was happening, still at juniors. I remember the ingredients 1 tin of golden syrup which had a picture on it of a Lion laid down on its’ side and hundreds of bees on him and in him. At school one day the class teacher said there was a story to it I think it was religious can’t remember precisely but the words on the tin said “out of the strong came forth sweetness” I think the Lion was feared by people but after it’s death, they found sweet honey where the bees had made their home.


So back to the recipe, the syrup went into a deep pan heated up sugar was added soon it looked bubbly then the margarine and lastly a good splash of vinegar. Then mum turned the heat off the bubbles disappeared, lifted the pan and apples ready on sticks and often homemade sticks as we had a coal fire then she turned the apples on the hot toffee until it was covered then laid them upside down on a cool tray which created a little toffee hat on the apple whilst setting. She was quick to get them all done before the toffee set hard in the pan, now this is how toffee lollies were introduced, once out of apples she poured the rest in bun trays and even on spare dinner plates! And pushed a stick in them, bingo, the loveliest biggest toffee lollies were born!


Now, I know walking in the rain to do shopping is bad enough, but I always remember just me and mum in the rain with umbrella and me busy with a very, very large toffee lolly just the same size as my face. I was getting tongue ache but I was in toffee heaven, who cares if it’s raining I’m on a mission to beat this big lolly though, I had to take breathers.


Big families called for a lot of big strategies and going to the chippy would never do for a family of 7 kids, so homemade chips it was. I loved my mum’s homemade chips, a simple affair of a chip pan and basket on a gas cooker, she always used lard which sets hard when left to cool. For fun she would wrap them in paper as if they’ve come straight from the chippy, so off outside I’d go to sit on the front door step with a waft of vinegar under my nose. (Thanks mum x)


I do homemade chips myself now, as a grown up and even cooked them on Christmas day of all days, for fussy young eaters who pay a visit at tea time. I did 3 lots once and was starting to get tired what with cooking the big dinner as well, but as I reached in the sack, a potato in the most perfect love heart shape came out of it, now mum wasn’t alive now but I could only think of her. X


At an early age I liked baking so would watch mum make a monster meat and potato pie to feed 8 or 9 of us. An oval white tin was filled with stewing beef, potatoes, onions and carrots swimming in a thin gravy stock that would be thickened up just before serving. Her pastry was always done with lard that after rolling out she would put a tea cup turned upside down in the centre of the tin then flung this doughy pastry on top with a pinch around the sides, she said it stopped the pastry sinking in the middle. It was lovely of course, crispy pastry on the outside when done and slightly fluffy elsewhere, she never did it thin, lovely and thick and the stew did the rest.


Another very similar dish was stew and dumplings which tasted even richer she must have had to count her dumplings out as we all wanted no less than the other when sat at the table. Her porridge was surprisingly loved by Kevin and Martin whom are the young sons of her eldest daughter Doreen, who after leaving home married and starting her new life visited from out of town. Her sons loved the porridge even more if it was lumpy, it was a regular thing, an afternoon visit and just these two with smiles on their faces eat my mum’s porridge. As for the lumpy bits, I looked at mum and she looked at me we knew we had to keep our cool as lumps were something we weren’t keen on. Accidental lumps! That’s what they were, so “lumpy porridge anyone?” oh yes, how many? “3 please!”


Now Quaker oats was something I literally took to heart, I’ve kept eating them all through life, I now mix them as an adult with healthy stuff, like the best honey you can buy, a touch of strawberries and plain yoghurt. And yes leave a little in the bowl to make an after meal face mask! It tightens the face skin beautifully. But of course another good reason I kept eating them was for health, by the age 35 it says 1 in 2 has raised cholesterol, oats has a soluble fibre “beta gluten” that soaks up cholesterol keeping the old ticker nice and healthy. And no artificial colours, flavours or preservatives, plain food does have its’ advantages in more ways than one…


She baked lemon curd tarts by the dozen and coconut tarts which gave a lovely delicious aroma in the kitchen. Every Christmas she made plum loaves, not too much in the year, again I watched her doing it pouring loads of black currants into the cake mixture and lemon peel, they took quite a while to bake and came out the oven deep brown in colour. I remember trotting into the living room to give dad his slice of plum loaf which was always buttered.
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THE BIG DISAPOINTMENT


Another thing we enjoyed very much when we was little was going to the park on all the rides though Wendy and I often had the same problem, I shall reveal something we called “the big disappointment!” We were allowed to go on our own as mum said we were a good age and at Junior’s now to know where we were going plus dad disapproved of us sat in front of the telly when he came home from work. He knew if we were lying if we said we hadn’t watch the cartoons as he would put his hand on top of the telly when he walked in the living room to see if it was hot before he sat down to watch the news “it’s bloody hot that telly!” He could repair televisions down at his shed and it was quite the norm to see someone’s down there getting mended.


Our walk to the park wasn’t far, we lived at Number 46 Kingston road so we was somewhere in the middle of Kingston road and only had one more road to walk down before crossing to our lovely park. We didn’t like to reach it though before we saw a black cat for good luck often we saw one and nudged the other to stop! And let it cross our path for good luck! If however we didn’t see one we moaned about it for a few seconds wishing we had but before the black cat we saw 2 dogs, one a sheep dog that was always in the staircase window, its’ chin sat on the window sill, ears pricked back gazing at passer byes. The second dog we saw was the white poodle on Riverlin road standing at the garden gate as usual we knew this dog was walked for pocket money as the lady was too old to do it.


I don’t why but I always looked at the same tree on Riverlin road because it had 3 painted white stripes on the middle of the trunk. I kept thinking they’re going to cut it down but they never did, this was also the road we usually saw the black cat. Near the end of the road was a house that belong to a boy I fancied he was so good looking I was definitely struck by cupid’s arrow but a little older than me. Opposite his on the corner had double garden gates farm yard style where two beautiful Afgounds lived. God they were huge they loved to put their front paws on the gate standing on their back legs waiting to get stroked by passer-by’s. And that long sandy hair like blonde wigs looking like twins we thought. After the Afgounds it was straight across the road to the park, it had a funny entrance with double angled metal gates to slow bicycles down and a very narrow shaded path some called it a “jitty.” It had a blind corner too that could easily have you jumping out of your skin with a biker whizzing by.


It was a good park with a big green field for football plus a tennis court and of course lots of rides. We’d gone from walking on the path entrance to now the irresistible brick wall ledge, yes those funny little ledges that kids can’t resist, we were type rope walking by now in our imaginations. The colour of the wall always reminded me of cliffs as it was a sandy colour and didn’t blend in with the rest of the park but this just added more fun to walking on it.


A quick discussion usually between Wendy and I was “we’ll go on the big slide last” because we knew the big slide could be one Big disappointment! There was a park keeper here who was kept extra busy with plasters for kids who after falling over would pay him a visit, his hut was sandwiched between the boys and girls toilets.


Plenty of rides here, 3 sets of swings, climbing bars, a choo choo train and a sea saw, plus a water fountain that usually worked, it was a real cutie I always stared at the water before I drank as it made funny water shapes when you pumped it. After a good time on everything Wendy and I decided it was time to go on the big slide, looking up at it was the same as looking at the clouds in the sky your head went right back to get it all in.


The steps up was a good 20, sometimes I’d do the alphabet going up instead of numbers, at the top was like a tiny boxed cage that only 2 could enter. It always felt a bit scary but only because it was high up, well this is where things could go terribly wrong, sat with a push off to send me down the slide could suddenly stop! Yes I was stuck with my dress or even worst heaven forbid the knickers “what’s up?” cried impatient Wendy “I’m stuck!” “What?” “I’m stuck!” “How?” “My dress!” (It was my knickers actually) So she would reach down best way she could, I would grip like mad to pull myself up free.


Then the humiliating cold skin slide down over the wavy bend in the slide that didn’t fill me with joy as it normally would. Thank God I’m off now, up I got tidying myself up waiting, frowning as I looked up at my twin coming down after me, and ready to say “let’s go home” of course they’d be a few giggles on her behalf by now but we swiftly agreed as we knew it would probably with out a doubt get her next time. Yes the Big slide was a big disappointment!
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THE HOME THE GARDEN


The house was very cold especially at night as we didn’t get central heating or double glazing for a very long time. I remember going to bed with more clothes on then I wore in the day plus a woolly hat to keep my head warm that was popping out. Bunk beds came in handy then with the normal three bedrooms, the parents, the boys and us girls and quite enjoyed the ladder climb to the top bunk. Even had a small window from up here, which allowed me to do nightly look outs which were mostly moon gazing and twinkling stars.


I Remember So Tender


I remember so tender when I was small a house full of sisters and brothers


How busy exciting we were energies so high


Because of our lack of height we saw more colour


Never too far away from the colours of nature


Exploring and growing like the things around us


Our eyes caught everything we really didn’t miss a thing


And chairs were so big to climb on and sweets and biscuits filled your hand


We cried we laughed and always had drama


Often sick or fallen over we always had mother


Going out was not the norm but more an adventure,


We expected something, something spectacular


Why did we struggle to go fast asleep?


Curtains drawn but the fun of having a peak


Looking at street night lamps and moon light or moving shadows from a car down our street


Pillows were always soft and plump but we still with dirty feet just couldn’t get to sleep


Bunk beds and growing minds went through it every night!


We shared amongst the seven of us


We took we borrowed we talked we frowned


Even tied each other up in a hope to shut up


We fought we listened we laughed in turn at each other


For that was the joy of sisters and brothers


And yes I do remember so tender.


We were blessed with a big back garden full of vegetables, it was a bit like a shopping list our dad grew spuds, carrots, peas, Brussels, cabbages, onions, Kidney beans, broad beans, marrows, beetroot, tomatoes, lettuce, strawberries, rhubarb, even grapes but in the green house of course. And there was fresh mint turned into mint sauce, lots of neighbours made their own mint sauce I remember the trick to get a good finely cut mint sauce was not to simply chop it but to dry the leaves out in a sunny window. A few days later the leaves were bone dry then all you had to do is rub it with fingers and thumbs creating almost a green powder that was then bottled by the jar in vinegar, sugar and water – perfect.


Dad loved in particular broad beans but the rest of us didn’t so bags and bags went in the freezer. Popping garden peas or should I say the shelling of peas in the kitchen where mum and dad asked us for a helping hand, of course they were sweet enough to eat raw like lumps of sugar candy, lovely and cool as well so quite a few were eaten on the spot. Plus neighbours would get a share especially when there was too much, but most of all it was neighbourly to do this.


The very funny movie 0f Wallace and Grummet would have gone down a treat with both my parents if they had lived to see it. I was smiling all the way through it with their vegetable gardens, greenhouses and yearly prize competitions. I am a vegetable lover and Brussels were a favourite, winter was dicey trying to prize Brussels off the stalk, “hmm this is frozen veg without the freezer.” I’d start pulling them off with one hand in the cold white winter garden then both hands were needed as I wrestled to the bitter end determined, stubborn as a horse no matter how long it took me to fill my colander.


As I got older I got the job in the kitchen of pickling beetroot, this was dicey trying to get it all done before hungry visitors walked in and ended up eating it by the dish full. And purple water, purple fingers but warm beetroot was really quite delicious just on its’ own.


Home baking was more the norm then and I soon started regular Sunday afternoons just me and the radio top 40 on whilst baking, luckily everyone left the kitchen around this time. A dozen jam tarts, a dozen scones and an apple pie once described by Brother John as the surface of the moon, uneven, lumpy, brimming with apple filling! I once knifed the Magpie rhyme on one, cutting or should I say engraving …. 1 for sorrow, 2 for joy, 3 for a girl, 4 for a boy, 5 for silver, 6 for gold and 7 for a secret never to be told! Then there was cornflake crack lets oozed into bun cases, a quiche Lorraine, we had a play mate called Lorraine, even made shoo pastry into chocolate éclairs, bread and butter pudding marvellous hot or cold, pancakes all year round, pineapple upside down cake and bubble and squeak a regular supper for all of us. Oh and fried bread with Sunday breakfast, fresh mushrooms picked by dad, mum even had a go at homemade crisps once or twice in the chip pan for fun!
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JUMBLE SALES


Jumble sales on a weekend, second hand clothes plus everything else for the home were very common as a child, now called car boot sales. This was a good memory for me and my other sisters and brothers, local churches which we never really went to worship and sing were instead visited regular for bargains at the weekend. Just around the corner was a really good one, St Hughes with a high peak with some sort of bird on it, might have been a swan if I remember right. Here inexpensive and cheap as chips were things to buy, even us kids got a handful of pennies, left unleashed to run around those big tables of clean, nearly new clothes, with words of 2p, 5p and 10p for a top or a dress etc. mum left us to go get what we fancied, I have no disappointments at these events. Even tea and cakes were here usually home baked, oh there were toys and games, lucky dips so many happy faces the lot of us… a lot of socialising with neighbours and the early queue all eager, ready to rush in, yep Jumble sales were things to look forward to over and over again.


Now something else we looked forward to just us kids believe it or not were wonderful moody thunderstorms. Thunderstorms were often welcomed in summer just to get rid of the stuffy warm air and clean the air. They just happened more when I was young, hopefully at home “it’s getting closer,” the cracks were first spread out, in time they got closer together, the rumble/crack and the dog shooting under the kitchen table. Sometimes it got so close you felt a vibration like it hit the house roof tiles and watching from a bedroom window (better view of course) with a quick mug of hot tea to calm you down. Bed time thunderstorms that kept you awake ‘till the last rumble and crack, hugging your bed sheets, teddies and whispering as usual. For mums and dads put you to bed early for their own peace and quiet and a new bright morning to come, after all that drama.
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FAIRY RINGS


As a child I would go searching for fairy rings with my sisters and other play mates. Large grassy fields were the perfect place to spot them you could see them from a distance as the grass was a little lighter in colour but a perfect big circle. After running up to one and admiring it, you could see also lots of tiny mushrooms within the ring.


Now any child knows this is where fairies come from and now the game, the adventure to begin. You literally jump into the centre of the fairy ring spread out your arms and spin 3 times saying “I believe in fairies”. Then you fall to the grassy ground at the centre of this ring and close your eyes tight for the mushrooms are the departure lounge to fairyland and you are shrunk now to fairy size.


You are going to enjoy a 7 day and 7 night holiday, no time will be lost on earth as it’s all done with fairy magic! You are greeted from leaving the mushroom lounge by a fairy Queen and King who give a hug full of love. To get around easy in fairyland “visiting wings” are magically placed on your back then you are befriended by 1 fairy as your true companion for your stay. Each day starts with breakfast all together including the animals and birds, so don’t be surprised if a squirrel or a peacock is seated beside you, it’s a noisy but gay start to the day like the dawn chorus.


Your 7 days are filled with “sightseeing” over beautiful mountains, flowered fields, caves and waterfalls and lots of lazy swims down quiet gentle rivers full of Lilly pads. A musical tea party is held at the end of each day where laughter and dancing fills everybody up from the head to the toes.


Each night will involve a different place to sleep but truly special. One may be a “tree house” where the Nightingale will lull you into dreams. Another may be a “hammock” upon a sandy beach with the ocean waves gently in your ear. A mountain night involves a “cave” with your real live teddy bear that cuddles you warmly to sleep. Or a night upon a “small boat” where the mermaid rocks the boat ever so gently to sleep and of course you could always sleep in the “flower bed”, the roses bring a sweet scented nights’ rest too.


As with all visitors to fairyland you take a small present back home with you on your last day and it is always a daisy made into a finger ring to remind you “see you again”, “another day” hence daisy, another day to see.
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