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Chapter One

‘Poor Ermyntrude,’ I said.

‘Poor Erm,’ my sisters agreed.

We were standing outside 77 Little Booker Street, staring up at her. The removalists had strapped Ermyntrude into a leather sling at the end of a steel cable ten metres above our heads, and she’d begun to sway in the breeze. We could see that she hated it. Ermyntrude hated being up in the air, hated being gawked at by curious neighbours, hated strangers handling her, hated moving house in the first place.

‘Any minute now,’ I predicted, ‘she’s going to lose her temper.’

An unnerving buzz and whine filled the air. Sure enough, a huddle of the onlookers on the other side of Little Booker Street suddenly pulled in their heads, waved their arms around and ran for cover. We laughed; Ermyntrude had fooled them into thinking that bees were swarming around their ears.

The buzzing stopped. We turned our attention to the crane operator, who pulled on one lever and pushed another. Ermyntrude creaked ominously in the leather sling, jerked once, and began to swing toward the broad bay window at the front of number 77. Workmen had stripped away every bit of window frame and glass, leaving a gaping hole in the wall. How else were removalists going to get our grand piano into the front room of our new house?
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Closer, closer. I held my breath. Just before Ermyntrude’s sleek black flank scraped the grimy wall, the crane operator pulled on his lever again. Erm rocked a little, then began to drop to where the piano removalists were waiting to swing her in through the window.

And Ermyntrude was not at all pleased. She gave out a dangerous rumble, as if the ground were splitting open. Everyone in the street ducked and stiffened in alarm, expecting tidal waves, earthquakes and colliding comets. When nothing happened, they looked around in confusion, wondering what had caused the noise.

We didn’t dare tell them that it was only Ermyntrude, projecting her repertoire of sounds into the air, giving everyone a hard time as usual. I mean, who would believe us? Even we’re not certain who she is. All we know is that Ermyntrude seems to be the spirit of our grand piano, or she lives in our grand piano, or something like that.
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We’re used to her. We grew up with her, learning that although she has a cranky disposition and no humility at all, she means us no harm. We never think ‘piano’, we always think ‘Ermyntrude’. She was once a rare and costly beauty, a concert piano, made in Munich in the eighteenth century, but now she’s only good for practicing on. She was our dad’s, and now she’s supposed to be mine.

It was Dad who named her Ermyntrude. He said the name suited her—big and bossy, like a soprano in a German opera. She never speaks, just makes sound effects, so we’ll never know who she is or what she really looks like or what she’s doing in an eighteenth-century grand piano.
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