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  Introduction

  
  




These stories are a fictional snapshot of the lives of individuals who are related - brother, uncle, great grandmother, cousin, all members of a large extended family. They are the first instalments of the lives of Milly, living thousands of miles from home, of Enderby, of someone called Erin, and Mary and her unusual piano teacher, Letitia. We find out about the family’s French connection and the life of Mr. Lefevre and his wife Yvette in a beautiful village across the channel; we meet Jordan, a bored but observant teenager who sees something suspicious from his window, Marlon who needed to disappear quickly for a while, and Charlie standing up for himself and his classmates.




The oldest members of the family are introduced in the short first chapter along with a brief description of where they came from and a little of what they did in their lives.  








  
  
  The Family Tree

  
  




In any large family there are a whole host of characters - some tall, some shorter, some funny, some more serious, some stranger than others but none that are normal. Everyone is so different from the next person in their personalities, interests and motivations that no group are all the same.

Here, within the lives of this extended family, as with all other families, life has treated everyone differently, they see and think in different ways, they meet different people, they have different interests and enjoy different things, and their lives curve, meander, weave, twist and often intertwine over time. 




With any family tree, you have to start somewhere, so let’s start with Leona, Harry, Archie and Annabelle -

Granny Leona, a nurse in London, and Grandad Harry, working at Rolls Royce in Derby, survived the second World War, although St Thomas’s hospital was hit during air raids and four bombs landed on the Rolls Royce engine factory. Harry was wounded and had to use a stick to walk anywhere, for the rest of his life. Leona was awarded a Royal Medal for services to nursing.




Grandad Archie, a postman in the Highlands of Scotland for forty five years, sadly lost his first wife when their children were young and Grandma Annabelle, his second wife, was Archie’s first wife’s sister. Archie received an Imperial Service Medal for his length of service to the Post Office and, after retiring, ran his own grocery delivery service, kept chickens and sheep, and spent his spare time and holidays, gardening. One of his sons, Ivor, took over the grocery business, travelling to and from the many small villages and hamlets in the area where there were no local shops. Annabelle had a son - Gregory - who worked for the Forestry Commission. He travelled regularly over to the west of Scotland, visiting forests where they were either felling trees to use for building, heating or furniture production, or where they were re-planting hillsides with new trees. The family had another upsetting experience when Gregory became very ill. He did not survive emergency surgery and died when only in his mid-forties. His step-sister Aunt Netti, also a nurse, having worked in England for a number of years, went out to the North-East of Africa, on the banks of the Red Sea. She worked in hospitals in the capital of Eritrea, Asmara.   

[image: Image]




These family members can be seen at or near the top of the Family Tree above. The others, who feature in the following pages, are highlighted in italics.














  
  
  The Piano Playing Fur Coat

  
  




When I was fourteen my father decided it would be a good idea to try and broaden my musical interests and he decided to start with the piano. Not being able to play a musical instrument was one of his own biggest regrets and he didn’t want me to arrive in middle-age and be in a similar position. When he raised the idea I was a little worried and said so, but privately, I was not totally against the idea. Unbeknown to me he had all ready employed an old lady from across the other side of town to teach me. We had inherited a piano from an uncle and it had moved with us to each of the three houses we had lived in since I was born. It again stood in the spare room untouched but giving the room, I thought, an air of sophistication beyond its plain looks. I had listened to the start of Coldplay’s ‘Clocks’ on a number of occasions and thought how impressive I would sound if I could play it myself. 




When dad told me what he had organised I stomped off upstairs but secretly contemplated whether, perhaps the teacher would go along with my plan. 

Whilst I feigned indifference in front of my parents when piano lessons were mentioned, I pictured myself at my first lesson sat alongside the Jamie Cullum of the BPTA (the British Piano Teachers Association). When mum, who was less eager to introduce another potential distraction to interfere with my school work, told me the teacher was arriving at 4pm the following day, I withdrew myself from the rest of the family and listened to Chris Martin’s intro before cutting out and labelling small bits of paper with the sequence of the notes, and stuck them on to the piano keys, ready for Lesson 1.




The next day at school, in the History lesson, between Napoleon’s victory and my desk buddy being sick into a German helmet which Portia had grabbed from the World War II display, I realised that, because I had been so concerned to show my indifference to the piano lesson idea, I had not asked who was actually to be my piano teacher. When I arrived home just after half-past three, my mum was otherwise engaged and in deep discussion with two friends around the kitchen table. “Mary!”, she shouted to me as I came in through the door. “Hurry up if you want a snack before the teacher arrives.” Food was the last thing on my mind as I raced to my room to get ready for the arrival of Jamie. Having transformed myself into the perfect advert for Urban Outfitters, I sat at the window, with some trepidation, to await the Jamie Cullum look-a-like, in, I imagined, an open topped sports car. It had started to drizzle and apart from the next door neighbour leaving their house, hiding under a hideous polka dot umbrella, and a builder’s van speeding along the road, the only other movements were a black cat making its way precariously across a conservatory roof opposite and the faint outline in the distance of what looked like a brown bear balancing on a unicycle. I looked at my watch, I hummed the opening keyboard refrain to Robbie Williams’ ‘Let me entertain you’, I glanced right, then I peered left. The small bear on the unicycle was now a very large brown or less commonly known, Silvertip, perched on a lady’s bike, the basket on the front containing what I thought was, perhaps, a large cauliflower. I gazed at this spectacle, bewildered, as though in a dream. Was I sitting on a cloud having entered one of Grimm’s fairy tails, about to meet the first character - a ferocious Grizzly bear looking for something which would go nicely with the vegetables it had picked up from the farm shop down the road? 

The bear was now parallel to our drive when it slowed and turned ninety degrees. I watched as it careered through the gates, avoiding the central post but hitting the rise in the flagstone path which led to the bin store, at such a speed I knew, having once done this myself, that the bear was about to meet with an inevitable accident. I instinctively closed my eyes as I heard a screech of poorly adjusted breaks and caught a glimpse of the cauliflower vaulting forward out of the basket and the large furry bear taking evasive action by diving sideways into the hedge. By the time I made it downstairs and to the side kitchen window, to check whether my eyes had been deceiving me, my mum and her friends, who had seen and heard the bicycle fly past the window and bounce at high speed off the plastic waste bin over into next doors’ backyard, were trying to pull, what now looked to be more like a North American brown bear, out of a large laburnum bush. 

The upturned vegetable bag holding the large cauliflower appeared to be scurrying round the small area of grass beyond the daffodil patch, making startled barking noises.  




Believing I was still in the dream, I shrieked ‘WATCH OUT! ITS A BEAR!’, grabbing a brush which was propped against the kitchen cupboard as I exited through the open doors into the garden. ‘LEAVE IT TO ME!’ I shouted and holding the end of the brush handle, I swung the four foot long wooden cleaning implement over my shoulder, intending to bring it down onto the head of what was a now clearly a killer Kodiak bear wearing, now what I could see as I got closer, was more like a matching Russian hat. But, too late and, fortunately, due to being out of practice at the extreme sports activity I had just entered into, I let go of the brush handle at just beyond vertical on its arc of attack, as all four of the occupants of the laburnum bush covered their heads with their arms and screamed for their lives. The brush flew skywards and entered next doors bathroom window with the ferocity and sound of a scud missile launched from a nearby ground to air tank battery. 




Whilst not quite knowing whether to keep looking up at the shattered window or down at the briefly silent thicket, both locations erupted into action. The laburnum released its occupants to reveal the back end of what must now be a very angry bear impersonator. Confusingly however, it was out of the brush shaped hole of the first floor window from which a bear-like roar emanated. Mr Unsworth, a lorry driver who lived next door, had been taking a bath when he was joined in his tub by my newly designed anti-aircraft weaponry and a few pieces of the once beautifully constructed antique leaded light window pane. There was a short pause before the top half of the naked neighbour flung open what was left of his window, his head and upper body almost at ninety degrees to the wall of the house. In the split second between the visceral roar and the appearance of lorry-man, the bear’s head seemed to extricate itself from within its shoulders. I stared at it. Lorry-man stared down at it. The three women’s faces turned and stared at it and the bear stared back. But all I could see was the painted face of an old lady sticking out from what looked like the inside of the bear’s body. Had all but her head been swallowed? 

Then relief played out on the faces of those nearest to the bear. But, how could they be so relaxed looking into the eyes of a monster bear sitting right between them. 




The bear with the old woman’s head stood up, not so big now with no bike to sit on, not so frightening, now that it remained still. Then it spoke and Lorry-man gasped and looked at me, my mouth gaping wide ready to scream for my life. But the voice that spoke, the voice we all heard, was definitely that of an old lady. “Well, this is a fine how-do-you-do-do!”, it said. 

The apparition gradually became clearer to everyone looking at it. It was not a vicious grizzly bear, or Ursus arctos horribilis, as the Romans would have said. It was a grinning elderly woman in her 70s, wearing green eyeshadow and bright red lipstick, Ladettus archaicus hilarius, as the Romans may well have said. She was wearing a large fur coat and hat and wore woolly boots on her feet. She was quite a fashion icon, but a fashion icon of the mid 50s! Howdoyoudoodoo, as she, at that moment, became in all our minds, smiled from ear to ear, obviously delighted to be the centre of attention, and not showing any signs of damage from the high speed impact with an unfairly labelled poisonous species of shrub, commonly known as ‘golden chain’. The upturned bag-for-life then reappeared at Howdoyoudoodoo’s feet and we were introduced to a pug by the name of Bernard, once it had been relieved of its green hessian carrier with shabby handles. 




After they had stopped laughing, my mother and her friends, and Howdoyoudoodoo, turned to me, as I attempted a sly backwards movement into the shadows of the conservatory. “This is your new piano teacher”, I heard my mother say. Surely she couldn’t be talking about Howdoyoudoodoo? But Howdoyoudoodoo was now moving forward and lifting her gloved right hand to shake mine. Bernard jumped forward too in excitement which made me step back abruptly, managing to catch my heel on the edge of a large plastic saucer full of water, which sat underneath a plant pot holding tomato plants for my school project. My second loud scream of the day matched the shock of the cold water hitting the back of my leg and immediately soaking into my sock. Bernard yelped and dived beneath the fur coat and everyone started laughing again. Except of course for Mr Unsworth who was still hanging dangerously out of his bathroom window- “Who smashed my window?” he shouted, followed by “Whose is this brush?” Howdoyoudoodoo turned calmly and looked upwards, “Please!” she responded, “can’t you see we’ve just had an accident?” She looked back at me, winked, took my arm and ushered me indoors. My mother and her two friends quickly extricated themselves from the laburnum and pushed their way in through the open doors behind us, trying to stifle their sniggers, as lorry-man “but, but, but” -ed! from his first floor eerie. Once the back doors were shut we could not hear Mr Unsworth’s protestations, nor the very poor language we knew he was using, because of the lack of rhythm, and the shortness of the word sounds, wafting safely into the road.




When fresh tea was made, cake had been handed around, and the shock of the recent unusual arrivals of the piano teacher, Bernard and Lorry-man had subsided, there was a contented, communal sigh of relief. Mum suggested Dad would be a good person to sort out the Mr Unsworth problem when he returned home from work, to which everyone agreed. Bernard was now asleep on the large fur coat residing on the small sofa in the corner. 

I was worried about the matter of the fur coat and I intended, at a suitable moment, to discuss this with Ms. Howdoyoudoodoo. We had done a project on the fur trade at school and a debate on the use of animals in medicine and the treatment of animals in farming. I remembered having to give a class talk on how the fur trade had originated in North America, over three hundred years ago, as Native Americans in Quebec and Newfoundland in Canada traded fur pelts for iron tools which the fishermen used. But then fur became fashionable in Europe and French, Dutch and British companies were started. I had read that fur farming had been banned in Britain in 2002 but it was still allowed in some countries.

Within a short time, Letitia Linklater, the piano teacher, for this was Howdoyoudoodoo’s real name, was regaling us with stories from her past, including the demise of Mr Linklater and her memories of some general called Pinochet in Chile, in South America. To be honest it was all very confusing especially when, in the middle of the conversation, she abruptly said to me “Call me Aunt Clarie”.  I was still unsure as to whether the afternoon’s excitement was real or all part of a complicated parallel universe into which I had fallen. As I gazed at the strange scene in the kitchen, I tried to listen to the unusual but interesting woman who was to teach me to play, maybe honky-tonk piano or a Mozart requiem. No-one knew, at that point, what musical tastes a bear on a bicycle, wearing bright red lipstick, may have. 




Mrs (‘Aunt Clarie’) Linklater (Letitia was apparently her middle name, she had used in a previous existence, but who knew what that meant) had only time to teach me a few chords and explain the keys and how a piano was made, but she did ask me to pick any short piece of music I liked and to have a go at playing a small section for her when she returned the following week. She was waved off on her bike by everyone, Bernard sitting proudly in the front basket again. As I watched her weave back down the road, this time her fur coat billowing out on either side of her, I wondered how many poor pedestrians and drivers would die of fright when they saw this great bear, bearing down on them. 

When dad returned home he was given a large piece of cake and asked to sit down and, following a detailed retelling of the afternoon’s remarkable events (for which he was partially responsible), he was given more cake, this time to take round to Mr Unsworth. He came back from his mission with the next door neighbour’s bathroom window, which he took, the next day, to the local glaziers to have re-glazed and leaded. From then on, and for the next few days, every time he was asked something he would respond with “Bear with me!”, before laughing his usual ‘aren’t I funny’ laugh that most dads have. 




Later that evening, I sat back down at the piano. I thought about the piano music I could attempt. “What might impress the piano playing fur coat?” I thought. “Would it be a piece by Chris Martin, an attempt at entertaining Robbie or should I put my Sia wig on and have a go at ‘Cheap Thrills’? Who was this ‘Aunt Clarie’ Linklater? Who was the General?” What is ‘a previous existence’? So many questions. All that my parents would tell me was that she had a complicated past. Aunt Clarie had been a school teacher and she had married a nice man named Gerald who was always dressed very smartly and worked for the City Council. However, when Gerald died suddenly she had to move from their large house and start her life again. She had two very supportive children who visited regularly but, as you can imagine starting again on your own is not an easy thing to do. That was all they said.

However, I happened to be at a friends house one day when one of their cousins was visiting and it turned out that she had lived next door to a Mrs Linklater and knew a bit more about her. About two years after she had moved into the house next to my friends cousin, she met someone. They knew Aunt Clarie at this point as Letitia and she referred to her new friend as ‘Mr Linklater’. After this she would be away regularly for what seemed like a couple of months at a time, travelling all over the world. “Then she told my mother that she would be moving house across to the other side of town and a couple of weeks later she was gone”, said the cousin. They never saw her again apart from one time riding her bike. They were in the car on their way to Wislingbourne and had to drive around the ring-road and along the country road running north over the bridge. Near the start of this road there was a big house up a long drive which a school friend, who lived on that side of the river, had pointed out to her. The school friend told the cousin that that was where ‘The General’ lived. Letitia turned into the drive of this big house as they had passed in the car.

That was twice a General had been mentioned. 

Another project idea swirled around in Mary’s head. 
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