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  Dedication





For my beloved Mama 

with whom I enjoyed far too little time.








  
  Prologue


I have described this chronicle of my life as a reluctant autobiography. That is because I am essentially a private person and, as you will see, dislike public exposure. It is also because I am ashamed of those events that reflect negatively upon some relatives. I am also ashamed of what was done to me, and of my weak timidness in the earlier part of my adult years. However, I do not think it would be right to depart this life without leaving some sort of record of my experiences. It has been difficult to write because it has stirred innumerable sad, painful, and hurtful memories, though many have never been far from my thoughts. I do not feel the book really does justice to all I have endured, nor does it truly convey the full strength of the emotions and fears. Nevertheless, I have done my utmost and believe it is the best record I could compose. I have intentionally omitted some details and events. There is no justification for unnecessarily traumatising readers beyond what is required to make sense of some situations. The rest will pass into eternity with me. I must clarify, though much was difficult, there have been lighter amusing moments and events, which I also share with you as I recount my tale. My primary aim, besides that of providing a history of my life and the times I have lived through, is to try to help and inspire those who, by whatever means, have suffered, or are suffering, in their lives. 
A couple of minor points before you continue. I have used British English throughout. When I refer to ‘in this country’ or similar, I mean England, United Kingdom. As stated on the copyright page, in order to protect those still living, the descendants of those referred to, and my own family, I have either changed or omitted the names of people and locations.






  
  1
Origins


So you would like to know about me and my life. Well, the first thing to say is my story is not just a case of I was born, I lived, I aged and I will die. It is far more. Now where to begin? I suppose logically it should be with my earliest memories, though chronology may well go a little awry thereafter. 
I recall those early days vividly. When my sisters had gone off to school, mama would carry me out with her to feed the chickens and our other livestock. I was not yet old enough for school nor, in fact, was I walking. I should explain I was the product of my parent’s later years. People commonly referred to me as my parents ‘love child’. A term that has a far different meaning these days. I would squeal with delight as the tan, white and black feathered chickens, clucking loudly, ran with their seesaw gait to mama in anticipation of the food she would give them. At how they scrambled and pushed each other to get at the seed or corn. At how the handsome cockerel would stretch to his full height and crow over his harem. Of course, I did not know what a harem was then. After this, he would also push in, determined to get his fill and woe betide any hen who got in the way. When I could stand on my own feet, mama let me throw some of the seed. The geese, with their loud cries and tendency to push hard, frightened me at first. But once we got to know each other I was fine and quite happy for them to press up against my legs while they attempted to grab food from my hand. I was fortunate never to suffer from nipped fingers.
Over time, mama developed my play teaching me how to care for all our animals. I loved each one and eventually made pets of them all. My attachment to them was to cause a few problems for papa. Mother also showed me how to plant and care for a variety of vegetables, flowers, and fruits. There is no doubt in my mind I get my love for nature from her. She was such a gentle and loving woman. I was so happy and never dreamt of any other life. Mama, papa, my sisters and grandma, who lived nearby, together with our animals, were all I could ask for. I did not know then how my life would soon change. Nor how cruel and unkind life could be.
I think we were all very happy in those days. Admitted father could sometimes be a little difficult. That did not mean we did not love him or he us. He was very much a man of his generation, a ‘man’s man’. For example, he was a carnivorous eater, whereas mama, because of her love of all things living, was vegetarian. Though fully aware of this, he still insisted on having meat for most meals. To keep the peace, mother would put a small pile of bones on her plate and pretend to chew meat from them. In truth, she ate no meat. Having made pets of all our livestock, I would allow none to be harmed therefore papa had to turn elsewhere to find the meat we ate. Thankfully, with his genuine love for us all, he knew and accepted the validity of my affection. Most may well have considered it childish, and a passing phase or fancy to be ignored. But for me it was not. He respected that. In my innocent and naïve way, it never crossed my mind where our dinner table meat came from. All I knew was my friends were all safe. My sister has since explained the pork on our table had been wild boar papa and his friends had hunted in the forests above the village. Sadly, these, along with many other specious, have been hunted to extinction, in our area at least. I do not know where the chicken, lamb, etc., that regularly adorned our table came from.
In some ways my parent’s marriage appeared incongruous with mama’s sensitivity and papa’s robust masculine attitudes. Mama never spoke about how they met and it was to be many years later before I learnt anything about it. It was round the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, when cultural and social acceptances were very different. Generally, and especially in families like ours, girls were not permitted direct contact with the opposite sex other than fathers and brothers. Conversation with other men was definitely out and when away from home, the expectation was for girls to be chaperoned. Our national church, along with its strict teachings, was then an integral part of society. Apparently it was while walking to a service with her mother, my grandmother, that papa first set eyes upon her. And, as far as I understand, was immediately captivated. From an early age, mama’s beauty was renowned throughout the district. She was a tall, elegant woman with exquisite aquiline features and wonderful eyes. I can never forget those warm golden hazel eyes which she would lovingly turn upon me. If eyes are the windows of the soul, then what a truly wonderful soul I looked upon. Anyway, as said, father’s captivation was immediate. I believe mama, though aware of his stare, had kept her eyes modestly cast down as expected from a young unmarried woman at our social level. Ours was an important influential family within the district.
I understand father then made enquiries and started visiting my grandparent’s home with the clear hope of seeing mother. He came from a well-to-do family, though not quite on the same social level. While remaining politely friendly, grandma did not encourage him in his visits. Of course, she had comprehended well his sudden interest in the family. There was mama’s beauty to start. In addition, as grandmother’s last living child, she would receive the substantial family inheritance. That made it necessary to protect her from fortune hunters. Ignoring what was more than obvious to all, father persisted in his visits until he eventually asked for mother’s hand in marriage. Normally, it would have been the senior male in the family who would deal with such requests. However, as grandfather had died1 and there was no son and heir, he had to address his request to grandma. She was reticent. He had spent most of his adolescent years and early twenties overseas. Particularly in the United States of America, and had the reputation of being a playboy, at which he apparently excelled. His stability and suitability were therefore questionable. There was also the added concern he may squander the family wealth in carousing and gambling. These were the days when a wife’s wealth automatically became the husband’s property upon marriage. His slightly lesser social standing also played a factor. Not that our family was ever snobbish. It was just the way of society then. She refused.
Papa not accustomed to being thwarted took offence. However, he controlled his indignation and continued to call at the house. Grandmother appreciated he was not an evil man but remained perturbed about his suitability and whether he would squander mother’s inheritance. She therefore continued to decline his frequently repeated proposals.
Now I do not know how the following came about. Obsessed by the idea of marrying mama and incensed by grandmother’s continuing refusals, father somehow abducted the object of his desire. I would love to know how he managed this. I may only surmise. Grandmother and mama were both very caring people. They consistently visited and assisted families in the district, especially those who were sick or lacked means. It did not help that the poor were mostly uneducated and therefore also required instruction in some of the most basic matters. Schooling was not compulsory then. Grandmama was a qualified nurse, having got her degree in Vienna, where both my grandparents studied. Grandfather was a qualified doctor. It was where they met. Mama, having shown an aptitude for medicine when helping her father in his clinic, had also studied in the academies of Vienna. It housed the best medical institutes available then. This was unusual. For a woman to study a profession was almost unknown. Unlike these modern days, people did not consider nursing a profession in the same way as a doctor. As his only son was no longer and there was no one else in the family suitable, grandpapa, who held a deep respect for mama, agreed to her being the one to carry on the family’s medical expertise. She successfully obtained a doctor’s degree. Therefore, the two of them, grandmother and mama, could provide excellent care for the villagers. Besides her nursing degree, grandmama also had considerable knowledge and experience of the old effective family remedies. I may only assume it was whilst on one of these mercy trips, father abducted her. Not fearing any danger or untoward inappropriate contact with men, grandmother allowed her daughter to go on these trips alone.
Later that day, he presented grandmama with an ultimatum. Either she gave her permission for the marriage or he would kill her daughter and himself. Grandmother was, naturally, horrified. No amount of pleading or trying to talk sense into him had any impact. She subsequently asked some friends and acquaintances to help search for her daughter. All to no avail. No one could find her. Apparently, father constantly and unequivocally stated his love for mother. I have to say there was never any doubt in my mind or that of other family members that he really loved her with all his heart. Despite that love, he would not concede to grandmother’s pleas to return her daughter to her unharmed. He clearly meant the threat. Obsession can be an ugly and dangerous thing. Ultimately, grandmama felt she had no choice. Still, and understandably, holding deep reservations, she conceded to the marriage. The alternative too horrific to contemplate. Of course, they could have rescinded once mama was safely back. However, those were the days when people kept their word. Anyway, if they had gone back, there was no certainty mama would remain safe. He was a determined man.
No one could understand their inability to locate mother. After all, this was a rural community with, despite the forests, not that many unknown places in which to hide someone. All mama could tell was it had been a reasonably extensive property that sported stained glass windows. Father had never allowed her to see the actual location, having covered her eyes when taking and removing her. Stained glass was an expensive luxury, so people assumed it must have been a property owned by his family. That theory however, never helped. To this day, none of us has any idea where it is.
They were married. I think mama remained apprehensive for a while, especially in view of their different outlooks. As mentioned, her love of all things living had led her to being a vegetarian while papa loved his meat. In addition, father, whenever he perceived someone had done something wrong, had a volatile temper. He was a very just man. Thankfully, he never hit mama, my sisters or me. But he insisted when someone, no matter who they were, had done wrong, they paid the price whether by immediate punishment, imprisonment or fine. Nonetheless, with time it became more than evident a loving man existed under the fierce exterior. I have to admit when angry, he sometimes frightened me even though I knew without doubt how much he loved us. He certainly held the villagers in terror of ever crossing him. Even now mention of his name brings fearful respect from those old enough to remember.
As said, I was the product of my parent’s later years. Helen, the serious one, Anna, by far and away the most mischievous, and George, who died before I was born, had preceded me. I was definitely the naïve and innocent one.
Before continuing, I would like to make clear our parents loved and treated us equally. They always ensured we had time with them as individuals and as a family unit. It would have been easy for Helen and I to think Anna the favourite because she had a medical condition that regularly resulted in high temperatures. Consequently, she needed constant monitoring. However, there was never any question of her receiving privileged treatment. Helen told me that even George, their only son, never received preferential treatment or attention. It is hard to relate in words not only the knowledge of being loved but also the feeling of being loved.
It did not take me long to note mention of George was rare and when there was an awkwardness pervaded. This intrigued me so I asked mama to tell me about him. She would simply say there was really nothing to tell and change the subject. But I now had the bit between my teeth and was more than just a little curious. Helen and Anna, when I asked them, could tell me nothing much except he had fallen ill and died shortly after. Realising there was something behind it, I continued to pester mama on an almost daily basis. Eventually, she conceded. I suspect my continual niggling had worn her down. It must have been clear I was not about to give up asking. Mind, in the end, I wished I had.
When grandmother no longer felt up to undertaking the daily running of our estates, she handed full control over to father. He had in practice already been doing much of the work. However, she was not one to sit idle and, though not capable of much physical activity, wanted an occupation. She therefore opened a haberdasher in the village’s commercial centre. A grand term for what was basically the gathering of a few small suppliers. There was the baker. Back then, there had been no such thing as household electricity and gas supplies. People had to constantly prepare and light outside clay ovens, which was tedious. As a rural society, virtually everyone worked in the fields from morning to dusk, including grandparents and children. Time for domestic cooking was therefore limited and most bought their bread from the baker. The delightful aroma of fresh baked bread filled the village in the mornings, followed later by a variety of other mouth-watering scents. For a tiny charge, the baker would accept ready prepared meals for cooking in his already heated ovens. The general store was always one I delighted looking round. To me it was like an Aladdin’s cave with its mixture of goods, buckets, mops, soap, lamps, dried foods, oil, pictures, crockery, and so on. You never quite knew what would be round the next corner or in a dark alcove. And, of course, there was the ubiquitous café where the men of the village would gather to have heated discussions of politics or commerce. My people are demonstrative and I remember frequently, while still very young, being frightened by their raised voices and gesticulating antics. There was never any real harm in them and they usually ended up clapping each other on the back and enjoying a drink together. Besides the coffee, cafes also served locally made wines and fermented spirits, all of which were consumed in small amounts. Drunkenness was not generally heard of as the men tended to enjoy a mixture of small hors d’oeuvres with their drinks.
Grandmother’s choice of haberdashery made a lot of sense. Embroidery, lace making, and crochet were daily occupations for women, both young and old. In our rural community, life was always busy, especially for women. Besides helping with crops, the women managed their homes and helped the community with tasks like caring for the sick and acting as midwives. Being used to constant activity, they found it difficult to sit with idle hands and were therefore pleased to have the skills mentioned and others, dressmaking and knitting among them. In the evenings we would gather with neighbours, friends and relatives often, with the mainly warmer climate, outside on terraces or balconies. These were our social times when we could catch up with village and family events. I say we but for most of the time we younger ones usually sat quietly listening, hopefully picking up knowledge and wisdom from our elders, who also taught us the skills needed for these crafts. However, these were not just social times they were also culturally important. When a girl married she was expected to have a substantial ‘bottom draw’. An old-fashioned term that essentially meant she had a ready selection of bed linen, tablecloths and runners, cushion covers, ornamental side table napkins, and more. Unlike modern days, where plain tends to be favoured, these were all expected to be embroidered or crocheted with pleasing designs. Along with floral decorations, there were also images of national costumes, historic places, fruits, and more. Each piece would be boarded with designs peculiar to our nation or district. Many were so skilled with their embroidery that it was often difficult to know which way up was correct. They looked the same from both sides. Older women still practice these skills but, sadly, many of the younger generation cannot be bothered with the intricacies involved. We live in an impatient age. The ‘bottom draw’ concept helped young married couples who did not have the opportunity or resources to purchase items, to set up their homes with a little more comfort. Even if they had the means, shops for such luxuries only existed in major cities, not in villages or even district towns.
Still holding the legal rights to everything grandmama sometimes needed to attend to other business. On those occasions or when she required a rest, we children would look after the shop in her absence. I well remember feeling very proud and adult when I first took my turn, even though I could barely see over the counter. One day, when George was in charge, mother asked him to take some money from the till when closing and buy bread for the family lunch on his way home. Father, unaware of her request, saw George with the money and concluded he had stolen it. George tried to explain. But to no avail. Regrettably, when papa’s temper was roused, he had a tendency not to listen. No one is sure, but it is possible he may have struck his son, though I would query the thought. Papa never, not once, raised a hand to any of us, Mama, Helen, Anna or I. Anyway, George, who I understand was a sensitive soul, ran off into the forest. To this point there had been warm sunshine, but now, as the afternoon progressed, strong cold wind and rain arrived. Mother explained to father his error. Both then went looking for their son. They found him soaked through and shivering from the cold. He died shortly after. Though I never knew my brother, I remember feeling as if there were some sort of connection between us. I often found myself crying for him. Mama told me she thought we would probably have been kindred spirits had he lived. It is a shame I will never know.


1.
       Grandfather’s death is another story and is the subject of my novel Peter.
    






  
  2
Bliss


Well, enough of them for the present. After all, this is supposed to be my autobiography. Now, knowing what this autobiography should encompass and what to omit is a bit of a problem. Neither you nor I would want this to become an eight-hundred page doorstop. What would you be interested in, I wonder? Not the boring day-to-day routine, I suspect. Though a few will need to be referred to if some events are to be put into context. I shall do my best to avoid the more laborious accounts and confine myself to those moments that define my life and who I have become. Those of you who have read my previous memoirs, and some of the short stories, will recognise some details, events, and experiences have been omitted from this more formal account of my life. As said, I do not want this to become a wearying missive, though I hope I have forgotten nothing of import. 
I loved where we lived. The vast open valley dominating the district, with its different coloured fields and the river running through its centre, remains a delight to look upon. Our ancestral home is located upon higher slopes. Then there are the surrounding forest-covered mountains, native wildlife, and domestic pets and livestock. Added to which were my loving family, my friends, and the simple rural provincial society. These all combined to make me happy. I could not dream of any better life. In all honesty, I may say those were blissful days. Those were the days when I felt loved and there was no danger threatening me. Happy, innocent, carefree days. I was totally unaware of how, within a brief time, things were to change. How a blissful life may quickly become disappointing, hurtful, and worse. How life would never be the same again. How there would not even be a trace of those happy days except in the memories I would call upon in later life. Memories I am now sharing with you.
Let us go back to those precious days. Unlike most properties of the time, ours was a large two-storey house constructed, as the majority were, from local hand hewn rock. In the bright sun, the red and sienna shades, incorporated within the stone, would sparkle delightfully. We primarily reserved the lower floor for the storage of dry goods, animal feed, wine, oil and such items. The upper comprised our living quarters, including our opulent salon and dining room. My parents had decorated each with exquisite gilt furniture and ornaments they had collected during their travels. Remember, my grandparents and mother had spent much time in Vienna. Father had also travelled extensively, especially to the United States of America. The kitchen, pantry and bathroom facilities were within the domain of a smaller building constructed in the lower garden. This was normal for homes like ours. We did not want all the ‘aromatic’ scents of the utility rooms permeating the main house. The smaller building was also where my sisters and I did our homework, that is of course once I started going to school. I will explain in a moment. On cooler evenings there was always a lovely roaring fire. Thanks to my mischievous sister, Anna, I have cause to remember one of those homework evenings. At the time we used nib pens, biros were yet to come. I suspect you are guessing what will follow. Impish Anna got hold of a straw into which she inserted a pen nib. Then, using it as a dart, my sister threw it across the room. It turns out at me. I had been sitting with my back to her but for a reason I do not recall, turned just at that moment. The dart went straight into the bridge of my nose. With so little flesh there, it penetrated right to the bone causing me to cry out in pain, let alone surprise. Anna rushed across to quieten me, fearful my cry might attract mama. You will see her mischievousness often resulted in a gentle reprimand, and she did not want another. She quickly pulled the weapon out and wiped the blood from my nose. We were both quite shocked when realisation dawned that if it had missed my nose it could have blinded me. In later years we often laughed about the incident. Anna, unfairly, still insisted it was my fault for turning my head. I need to make clear, my sister never behaved badly, it was just her mischievous nature. Even in later life she was still the same, but a little wiser about the things she did or said.
All this, for me, was enchanted further by my vast collection of pets. As said, I made pets of most of our household livestock, though as with any multiple relationships there were those with who a greater affection existed. Perhaps that is unfair. It is probably more accurate to say with who a more intimate connection existed. An uncontrived connection that we sometimes experience between souls, assuming animals have souls. I think they must. It was quite the menagerie. Pony, horses, geese, ducks, chickens, cats, dogs, rabbits, pigs and goat. I must tell you about my pet goat. He was such a character and always playful. White with a little beard, he had a remarkable sensitivity. Even before I appeared over the breast of the hill, when returning from school or an outing, he would start jumping about and bleating his friendly, excited greeting. Somehow or other he knew I was on my way. Each time I immediately, even before greeting mama or any other family member, went and hugged his little neck while he nuzzled me with genuine affection. I know it sounds a little childish and I suppose it was, but we really did care for each other. I have to say, I unashamedly remain the same with any animal I become acquainted with.
I should mention here, even though I was too young for school, I missed my sisters so much that I asked to join them in class. Both mama and teacher had been reticent. However, seeing how distraught I was becoming by their absence, eventually agreed on condition I remained quiet and did as I was told. Thankfully, I was an obedient child, so the condition did not prove too arduous for me. It is as well I went because with the changes my life was to encounter, I would receive minimal further education. It still amazes me I can read, write and converse fluently in two very diverse languages. Even my son, who received education within the British system, admits that my spelling is much better than his. He has a bit of a blind spot with spelling the reason for which even he cannot fathom. Just one incident from those short school days that bears mentioning. As said, I was never a naughty child. This is not an attempt to present myself in a preferential light, it is simply the truth. It never occurred to me to be otherwise. That said, there were odd occasions when I thought I had done something wrong. I would then go and stand in a corner facing the wall. When she discovered me, mama would say that if I did ever do something wrong, she would tell me, and I should not just go and stand in a corner of my own volition. In class one day, my best friend and I, we had adjoining desks, decided it would be fun to marry our dolls, which we did under our desks. It was an innocent decision, with neither of us thinking it wrong or disobedient. Unfortunately, the teacher took a different perspective. We received a caning across the palms of both hands. This was a complete shock to my system. No one had ever struck me before. Mama disciplined us, when necessary, through question, answer and explanation. I returned home with open palms held high. Mama consoled me and applied soothing ointment. So far, so good. It was not until mother told papa we had cause to become anxious. He flew into an immediate rage and stormed out. We remained back, terrified of what he was about to do. As already explained when roused, he had a vociferous temper and, quite honestly, was capable of anything when in that state. Would he beat or worse the teacher? I cannot possibly convey how mama and I felt. Thankfully, father had controlled his anger restraining himself to simply, though I doubt it came across as simple to the teacher, informing her ‘No one touches my children! If there’s any discipling to be done, I’ll do it!’ We all released our long held breath in relief once we heard. Such an occurrence never arose again, the teacher having subsequently ensured we all understood what was, and was not, acceptable. I think she accepted she had been over zealous and had moved beyond the proper bounds. Also that there had been nothing malicious or intentionally disobedient in our actions.
Earlier, I mentioned Anna’s mischievousness and mama’s, non violent, discipline. My sister had a sweet tooth and often sneaked to the press, where mama kept the homemade preserves, biscuits, cakes, and sweets. Doing her best not to disturb the trays, my sister would use two finger tips when lifting a delicacy that had taken her fancy. That did not fool mother, who always knew. Along with the rest of us she also knew who was responsible but never pointed an accusing finger. Rather she asks who has been at the press. Because I was the youngest and most timid, Anna always tried to imply it was me. Mama, even though we knew she was not really very cross, tells Anna off, but in gentle tones. She tells her how wrong it is to blame other people for something she has done. And, to all of us, highlights how honesty is the best policy in all circumstances. A lesson we never forgot. All three of us grew up to be responsible citizens.
In addition to our lovely home and lands, we had estates in the upper regions. These had belonged to papa’s family. Because of the altitude, harvests there are later than in the valley where our other estates reside. Whenever they occurred we would all help with the various harvests. I remember us making our way up through the forests. While the others walked, I was made to ride our donkey. It annoyed me because I wanted to be just like the adults and also walk, but they considered it too far for me and that I would tire before arriving. We only had a wooden slat saddle for the donkey that, if it had not been for mama’s care, by ensuring there was a thick padded cover, would have chaffed me terribly even though I rode sidesaddle. The sunbeams penetrating the high cypress and pine arches would create a son et lumière effect that gave the forests a fairytale world feel. I was still very young and would try to see if I could spot any of the imaginary creatures I heard about in stories, hiding behind trees or under bushes.
Our home in the upper estates had been built on a large, slightly elevated, rock outcrop in the midst of everything. The panoramic views were breathtaking. The surrounding land was dominated by olive groves, vineyards, and a variety of orchards. All enhanced further by the magnificent forests and mountainous backdrop. You may have noticed I am using the past tense. Sadly, the house no longer exists, the only signs of it being small random piles of stone. Many of the orchards have also disappeared. Some of the olive groves are still there but are unkempt. The wonderful estates are now mostly wild grasses and brambles. Even the lovely trees my sisters and I used to enjoy sitting in have gone, cut down by an unscrupulous distant relative to sell for firewood. He was always looking for ways to finance his lazy, drug imbibing, lifestyle. But, I want to return to those original days when it still retained its glory and we all delighted in it.
Papa’s grandfather had set out the vineyard in the shape of his initials. A true novelty that, as far as I am aware, has never been repeated. The approach road rises above it at one point which is when a traveller gets the full benefit of the outlay. The grapes were a wonderful rosé colour that comes through in the eventual wine. My sisters and I had great fun when it came to pressing the grapes. This was always done by foot until more recents days. A large, slat bottomed crusher was placed in an elevated position with some sort of bowl beneath. The men then climbed in whilst us smaller ones had to be lifted in. Crushing the grapes was a time of laughter, fun, and anticipation, we would all be enjoying the wine the following year. We did not mind that our legs would remain stained for days. I remember the first impression of standing on the cool, slightly firm but moist mixture. Within short time this was replaced with a squishy, wet compound. The consequence of us all moving our legs up and down, as if we were marching. The resulting liquid would pour through the slats into the bowl and then along a small channel to be collected for siphoning into barrels. These were then sealed and placed in cool storage until the following year. The remaining residue would be boiled and fermented to produce a powerful apéritif. So powerful that it was, and still is, only possible to drink a very tiny amount and that usually accompanied by hors d’oeuvres. This was usually kept for special occasions.
The trees I mentioned, that my sisters and I loved sitting in, were large cherry trees. They were truly magnificent with large upward sweeping branches which acted as seats for us. Sadly, the uncouth distant relative has also cut these down. The cherries were amazing, large and succulent. I have not tasted the like since. Sitting on those branches, we would sing together and became known as the singing nightingales. We had not realised people were listening. This was also the place in which we shared our, all important, little secrets. We were also a little bit naughty in that, hidden from the others by tree leaves, we would read comics. These, along with makeup, were forbidden in our morale, church immersed society. As indeed they were in many other cultures of the time. I had not wanted to participate at first, but when I saw Helen and Anna apparently unperturbed, I, in my young mind, thought it okay to join in. We particularly loved the ones with tales of Zoro. He was our hero and we daydreamed of us being princesses he would rescue. My sisters would sometimes, daringly, replace him with boys they knew. I still enjoy Zoro stories and films. This was also the place where mischievous Anna would lead us further astray. As said, makeup was also a taboo. My sister discovered by stripping away the outer layer of a wild plant root a deep red interior would be revealed. She would then break the end off and apply the remaining stalk to her lips. It was just like the ladies in the Zoro comics. Of course, we made sure to wipe the colour away before returning to the house.
So far I have not told you my first action upon arriving in the upper estates was to run to our large pond and greet our enchanting swans who lived there. I would also look round for the foxes and hawks that then populated the district. Because it was a more remote area there were fewer people. Sadly, the foxes have been hunted to extinction and there remain few hawks. Through the years of my and my son’s visits, we have only spotted one most of the time, though a second will occasionally make an appearance. Two after the many we used to see is a depressing sign of the times.
It was just as well crops ripened at different times. We would never have coped otherwise. Grains in the summer, grapes and wine making in early autumn, and olives and oil in the winter. Of course, there were other in-between crops such as various fruits, but the three mentioned were the most time consuming.
December is the normal time for the olive harvest. If the weather is really bad, and I mean really bad, harvesting may be delayed, but that is very unusual. Everyone helps. Before starting we would lay sheets beneath each tree. With our large estates you may imagine how long just that simple task took. Once they were down, the stronger adults would shake the trunks and lower branches to dislodge the ripe, full-blown olives. Others used long sticks to strike the higher branches. Olive trees are hardy so little, if any, damage results from what sounds like brutal treatment. We younger ones, along with the frailer older generation, were responsible for collecting those olives that escaped the sheets and for packing the lot into sacks. Again, as it was with the wine making, this was a joyful time with laughter and lighthearted chatter. It is again a time for celebrating a good harvest. These olives were then ground between two heavy millstones to extract the delicious olive oil. Of course, this is now done by machinery. Besides the large groves of oil producing trees, we had some smaller ones with a few different varieties. These produced eating olives. Preparing eating olives is a slow business. Each olive should have its stem removed and then, for the best taste, have its sides gently sliced. They are then marinated in a carefully prepared liquid, ensuring the correct combination and measurements of ingredients have been put in. Too much, or too little, of one can spoil the eventual taste.
As you see, it was a busy life but one of great happiness and joy. Who could want anything else? Loving family, wonderful pets, stunning scenery, comfortable home, glorious fresh air, safe environment, and a caring society. And, in the middle of it, was my mama quietly holding everything together. How could all this change to the horror that would become my life?
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Mama


Now we come to the start of events that would change my life forever. Events that would throw me, at the tender age of five, into a cruel, dark world where sadism, licentiousness, self-indulgence, mean spiritedness and even more dark characteristics reigned. 
As mentioned, my mother was a very loving, caring person who always sought to help those in difficult circumstances. She never refused a call for help and would venture out at all times, day or night, and in all climates, wind, rain, snow. One late evening, when I was watching the first snow I had ever seen cascading past our window, mama suddenly asked, ‘What was that?’ My sisters, who were watching with me, and I turned to enquire what she meant. Besides the thuds of heavy snow deposits falling from tree branches, there was also a powerful wind. The sound of it rushing through any crack or crevice it could find had been quite deafening. ‘A baby’s cry.’ We looked at her, dumbfounded. How could she possibly think she had heard a baby, especially in such weather and through the resounding crashes of snow and wind? And we said so. ‘No, that was definitely a baby’s cry.’, was her unhesitating response. Knowing mama never told untruths, we pressed our ears to the window and listened for ourselves but could hear nothing more than the wind and snow. Nevertheless, she was insistent, deciding she would investigate. We were concerned about her going out into the inclement conditions. However, we could not persuade her to abandon the idea or to at least wait for the worse to pass. I have to admit, we started to wonder if she had really heard something because, with her sensitive, caring nature, she often detected things neither we nor anyone else for that matter could. ‘Wait here inside. Inside, remember. I will not be long. Make sure the door is properly closed behind me Helen.’ As the eldest, Helen was the stronger, which was just as well with the strength of the ferocious wind seeking to blow the door further open after mama had exited.
We watched with bated breath as her retreating figure disappeared from view into the whirling snow. Then there had been nothing. Tense as we were, we heard every stroke of the mantel clock. Time slowed to a snail’s pace. Each ticking second resounding as if it would be the last we would hear. Anna and I watched through the main window while Helen stayed by the door, observing through a small side window. We waited and waited. Her delayed return causing us to worry she may have fallen, or worse. A mix of scenarios ran through our childish imaginations. I am unable to convey the relief we felt when we spotted a dark form heading back toward the house. Of course, we could not see clearly and could not really be sure, but something inside told us the dark shawl covered figure was mama. As with any such situation, it could have just been wishful thinking. Thankfully, it was not and our assumption proved correct.
Helen quickly fastened the door while mama headed straight toward the fireside. Sitting in a chair facing the roaring flames, she undid the shawl that had been wound tightly round her head and torso. There, in her arms and much to our surprise and wonder, lay a small bundle. What was it? What had she found? Then a tiny weak cry alerted us to the fact it was a baby! Mama had been right! We could hardly believe our ears or eyes. How had a baby come to be out in this weather? Where had mama found it? Our questions tumbled out like an avalanche of the outside snow. Mother held her hand up to stop us. ‘Before I explain we need to get this poor little soul warm, give him some nourishment and find him some clothes. The poor thing is a naked as the moment he was born. Helen, please fetch some milk in a pan. Anna, please get the old baby bottle from the dresser draw. You know the one I mean?’ Anna confirmed she did. What should I do? I wanted to help as well. ‘You stay with me and help me look after the baby.’ I wanted to ask where she had found him and why he had been outside in the snow but knew better. Mama would explain when she thought it right to do so. I knew she always kept her word and never deceived us. If she said she would do something, she always did. So I knew an explanation would eventually be forthcoming.
A factual explanation, however, proved elusive. Mother spent the next few days asking round the village, to no avail. No one laid claim to the baby or provided any idea of where he may have come from. In the end, mama could only surmise he had been an illegitimate birth, a very serious matter in those days, who the mother had abandoned. Alternatively, he may have been one too many for a family already straining to provide for themselves. There were many poor families who struggled to find work and an income, especially in the winter months. It was not unheard of for babies to be abandoned. It is horrible to think, whatever their situation, whoever left him had probably intended, or at least expected, him to die. They had hidden him under a snow-covered bush that had not really provided any shelter. The snow had also covered him. If it had not been for his cries and mama’s acute sensitive ear, she would never have found him. The realties of life can often be very cruel.
Naturally, exposure to those extreme elements, naked as he had been, impacted the poor little creature’s health. Over the following weeks, mama used all her medical knowledge and skill to care for him. She allowed us to help now and then, when home from school, but insisted we did not fall behind with our homework and education. We had wanted to stay home with her to look after the baby. It was still winter and I think the worst times were at night when he seemed to suffer the most and often cried. Mama spent many a long night sat with him getting little or no sleep herself. She never complained nor became impatient or irritated with us. Mother was indeed a remarkable woman. However, we all grew concerned at how drawn and tired she became. You may wonder where papa was while all this was going on. He was there and though he could be an uncompromising man, he also had a sense of right and fairness and a complete understanding of mama’s caring nature. He knew it pointless to ask her to pass the child onto what, in those days, stood in for an orphanage. Awful places at the time.
Eventually, the sitting up during cold winter nights, lack of sleep, worry for the child’s health as well as continuing to fulfil all the requirements of running a family home took a toll. Mother fell ill. However, no one informed me of the fact. One day, when I returned home, I cannot remember if I had been at school or visiting a friend, though likely the latter, Helen met me at the door. In itself unusual, she was courting at the time and would normally visit her fiancé’s family home at that time of day. She, abruptly, told me to go to my room and pack a bag because I was going to stay at my friend Helen’s house (another Helen, of course). I asked why, because we had not made any such arrangement. Something was definitely off. I may have been young, but I was no fool. My sister’s belligerent, no argument, aggressive attitude had not helped. Evidently, something was amiss. I would ask mama. I sidestepped my sister and rushed to the kitchen where mother would be well into preparations for the evening meal. An empty room greeted me. Now I knew something was wrong. Where was my mama? I turned and asked Helen who had followed me. All she would tell me was mama was not feeling well, was resting in her room, and we were not to disturb her. I was not having any of that and demanded to see her. Helen’s aggressive response was simply to tell me I could not and to hurry and get ready. I continued to demand until she unkindly shouted, ‘Get ready!’ I am a sensitive soul and have to admit her attitude upset me. Of course, it did not help that I was now certain something was seriously wrong. I knew better than to argue when my sister was in such a mood so, reluctantly obeyed and collected a couple of things into a small bag. I had no intention of staying with my friend for more than one night or perhaps two.
Helen, my friend, and her parents could not have been more welcoming. They were a nice family who I usually enjoyed staying with, but not this time. I wanted my mama and determined, somehow or other, I would get to see her. The formal greetings over, my hosts suggested their daughter and I play while they talked to my sister. I wanted to listen, but they waited until Helen and I had gone upstairs.
My friend’s parents could not have been more hospitable or caring. Nevertheless, they constantly sidestepped my questions about mama and what they knew. Undoubtedly they, because of my young age, I was barely five, considered it would not be suitable to tell me what was going on. Of course, this did not fool me. I knew something was wrong and that it had to do with mama. Rather than helping this avoidance just made me more anxious, to the point, on the second night of my forced stay, I decided to do something about it. I waited until I was sure Helen was asleep, we shared her bedroom, before putting my plan into action. I slipped my day dress on and, barefooted, headed out of the room and down toward the rear of the house. Negotiating the stairs was a bit of a heart-in-mouth moment as I was aware one of them creaked. Gratefully, I made it to the back door without disturbing the sleeping occupants. Once in the courtyard, I headed to the stable where their grey mare resided. I had been concerned she may make a fuss but we had got to know each other over time and all she did was nuzzle my shoulder and greet me with a gentle whinny. I led her out and jumped on to her bare back. Then, holding onto her mane, directed her head toward my home. Unfortunately, we disturbed the cockerel who immediately crowed at the top of his piercing voice. Undoubtedly, that would disturb the people within. I pressed my heals into her flanks to indicate she should gallop as fast as she could. Thankfully, there was a full moon helping us not to fall victim to the numerous potholes and small rocks with which the rough track was strewn.
Though the distance between our homes was short, the trip felt interminable. Finally, we came into sight of my beloved home. To my surprise, considering the late hour, there was an unusual amount of activity, not to mention every room seemed to be lighten up. I also noticed soft lighting under the veranda that circumvented the entire building. Groups of darkly clad figures stood or sat beneath in apparent subdue conversation. This was definitely odd.
My intent had been to head immediately for mama’s room. However, after my sister’s attitude, I was afraid people would not let me in. I had to stop and think.
I alighted while some distance from the house and crouched so as not to allow the bright moonlight to silhouette me against the midnight blue backdrop. I whispered to the mare to go home. She understood and obediently trotted away with minimal sound. Most horses have a wonderful instinct for their homes. It still surprises me a little to think I had such presence of mind at such a time and at such an age. Mama really had taught me well. How was I going to get in undetected? Now certain those standing about would try to prevent me from doing so. Perhaps I was being paranoid, but something told me otherwise.
Slowly, as I imagine a marine commando would, I moved from bush to bush, tree to tree, grass clump to grass clump, ensuring all the time I remained small and in shadow. Thankfully, at that age, my knees were strong and supple. I would hate to try it now. As I got closer, though I could not discern the actual words, I could hear the varied subdued, sad toned conversations. A lightning rod pierced my being. I had been right, something was wrong. Now sure it had to do with mama. Breath caught in my throat as I tried to bring the resulting trembling under control. I knew I had to be strong if I was going to get through the throng of people. Glancing up, I gratefully noted the moon had moved to the further side of the building, providing lengthening deeper shadows on my side. Using any shelter available, I stealthily drew closer. Eventually, I found myself opposite the base of one staircase. As mentioned, with all larger homes of the time, residential rooms were on the upper level. The lower ones being reserved for storage of dry crops such as corn, barley and wheat, as well as wine, oil, animal feed and other such necessities for a rural life.
Now what? Should I just make a run for it? Perhaps not the best idea. Taking further advantage of the dark and hoping people would be so engrossed in their conversations they would not notice, I took what remaining courage I had in my hands and made a quick dash across the open ground laying between me and my goal. I made it. I rested against the darkened wall for a moment to catch my breath. Cautiously, I put my head round the corner and, much to my gratification, found the staircase devoid of people. Thank you Lord. Again crouching to keep my body small, I quickly ascended, stopping behind one of the thicker supporting balustrades at the top. My vantage point afforded me a clear view of mama’s bedroom door. However, to my anguish, people crowded round it. How was I going to get through? The atmosphere had been eerie, not exactly silent, neither still. Subdued conversation emitting from the small gathered groups, mostly in twos or threes, reached my ears. There could be no doubting, something was amiss and, whatever it was, it involved mama.
Taking a couple more minutes to consider if there was any alternative route, of which I quickly concluded there was not, I made my decision. I would have to make a run for it. Drawing in a further deep breath, I gathered my wits and made my dash. My presence to this point undetected, the sudden appearance of my little body surprised all. It appeared to momentarily freeze them to the spot. Or at least that is how it seemed. Whatever it was, it provided enough time for me to run between and underneath their legs. Remember, I am still barely five and therefore of small stature. Making it through the open door, I made a beeline for mama’s bed where I had speedily ascertained she lay. I sensed hands reaching out to grab, but thankfully, as a fairly agile athlete, had been too fast. Diving to the floor, I wormed my way beneath the mosquito net and clambered onto the bed. Gasps of surprise filled the air as mama and I embraced. Though in a weakened state, the sudden activity and no doubt weight of my landing on the bedclothes had made her aware. ‘Darling, you have come at last.’ A soft, barely audible voice that had made my heart sick. Further gasps from round the room penetrated through the net. ‘Oh.’ ‘Look.’ ‘Ah.’ One whispered, ‘She must have been waiting for her.’ Recalling this still brings tears.
A quick aside to give you some further insight into my mother’s character. Mama’s belief in God was strong and sincere. A belief I share. When first confined to bed she noted a button had come off from the top of her nightdress. Asking for thread and needle mama had insisted upon sewing it back on herself, stating ‘I cannot go to my maker like this.’. Propriety without hypocrisy was an important principle to her and one she bred into us.
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Bereft


This is a difficult chapter for me to write. Nevertheless, it is an essential one because the consequences of the following events changed my life forever. 
As best as she could, mama tightened her embrace, telling me ‘I love you very much. Now you must be a good girl and remember all the things I have taught you.’ Her voice growing softer and weaker all the time. ‘God be with you my darling. I love you very much.’ With that, a last deep gurgling breath escaped. The hand that had been caressing me went limp and fell away. ‘No! Please don’t go! Please don’t go! I love you mama. I will be ill for you. You stay and I’ll be ill. Please don’t go!’ I may have been young and may well have not fully perceived yet somehow, somewhere within, I understood mama was no longer with us though, of course, I had not really comprehended where she had gone. I remember feeling as if floating in an ethereal mist. ‘Mama! Mama! Speak to me! Talk to me!’ My soul was in shreds. Again I heard someone whisper, ‘She must’ve been waiting for her.’ Another responded, ‘Yes, she’s been hanging onto life by a thread these last days. Did you see how she let go once she saw her?’ ‘Yes, may God bless her. She was such a lovely woman.’ Though conscious of their voices and words, my anguished thoughts were otherwise engaged. Inwardly, I asked God to bring her back. Asked her to hug me again. Asked to feel her arms round me. But, of course, there had been no response. My anguish deepened to the point of feeling as if a volcano was erupting within me. ‘Mama! Mama! Mamaaa!’
I had been so distracted, my attention being fully and solely on mama, I failed to notice my sister drawing the mosquito net aside until she tried to pull me off the bed. ‘No! I am NOT leaving mama!’ Despite my obvious need and pain, she continued to pull, but I was not having it. I clung tighter to mama’s still form. Silently I spoke to her. I will not leave you. I will stay with you. My sister persevered, eventually loosening my grip on my beloved mama. I grasped the bedding. She carried on pulling. ‘No! No! Let go of me!’ But in the end she had been too strong. My heart broken, I sobbed and sobbed. Tormented darkness oppressed my soul. This became the first time I experienced fear, genuine fear. There had been things I had not liked, such as snakes and scorpions, but mama had explained they were simply another form of life that did not deserve to be harmed. As a result, I never feared them. But the anguish and emptiness I now felt was new. It was terrible, it was painful, it scared me.
It is hard to explain my subsequent emotions. Perhaps, if someone had bothered with me, bothered to explain a bit more, bothered to put a loving arm round me, bothered to allow me to cry with them, bothered to let me say what I felt, and so on, I may not have felt so barren, destitute and alone. But they did not. More often than not, they pushed me aside and harshly accused me of supposedly getting in the way. I should mention mama had previously warned, should she not be around, to be careful of my eldest sister because she could be impatient and, if annoyed, might lash out. Glad to say she never did with me, though she could be unkind in words and actions. I like to think this had more to do with her being engrossed in her ongoing courtship and consequently resenting an underage sibling’s presence than any actual malicious tendency toward me. Neither of us knew at the time we would soon to be parted and many years were to pass before we would see each other again. I am grateful to tell you, when we did re-establish contact, in later life, we were on very good terms.
Anna, my middle sister, the brightest and most intellectual one, had naturally been recalled from university in the metropolis. These were the days when few universities existed and those that did were mostly based in capital cities. I was so glad to see her and rushed into her arms. She was far more accommodating. Almost as distressed as I, she wept along with me. We just could not fathom the idea of life without mother. I asked her if she knew where mama had gone. I still did not really understand. She explained, when people like mama die, they go to heaven, that it was a nice place, and therefore that must be where our precious mama is. In my innocence, I asked if we could go there and be with her. ‘Only when we also die.’ This engaged my mind. I looked at Anna and in the pursuing silence knew she understood my thoughts. It was almost telepathic the way we took each other’s hand and moved to the further side of the veranda. Being consistently pushed out of the way, I had taken refuge up there, in a remote corner. In retrospect, I am surprised Anna went along with me. She was older and more stable in herself and under normal circumstances not expected to be subject to the same emotions as I. Once at the back and out of sight, or so we thought, we looked over the railing assessing whether it would be high enough. Silently, we must have concluded it was because, without hesitation, both of us stepped forward. We were about to launch ourselves when I felt a firm grip round my waist, pulling me back. ‘What do you two think you are doing?’ It was papa’s voice. Instinctively I shouted for him to let go and that I wanted to go to mama. It turned out he had been observing Anna and I whispering, and realising something was afoot had followed us. I confess, though I loved papa, my annoyance with him and the fact he did not appear to understand was extreme. However, turned out I was wrong. Embracing both of us, he assured us he understood our distress and that he also missed mama. A point confirmed by the deep, powerful sobs we could sense vibrating within him. What would he do if we also left him? This must have brought us back to our senses. Up to then I, and I suspect Anna, had felt as if we were on our own, that no one cared and besides wishing to be with mama, we would be better off by leaving. Father’s declaration now helped us appreciate we were not alone and that at least he needed us.
Our house was a hive of activity the following morning. Tradition and practical considerations, my homeland is hot for most of the year, mean we usually conduct funerals on the day after death or at most the second day. Though I still think I did not really fully comprehend, I had wanted to be involved in the preparations. Mother had always allowed me to help when an event was due, whether it be a party, a church feast, or a day of national celebration. Regrettably, yet again, people pushed me away and told me to get from under their feet. Not a kind word from anyone. I ended up sitting alone, brokenhearted, in a dark corner with only my troubled, anguished thoughts for company. Anna could not come to my aid. Presumably because of her being that much older, they had roped her into helping. Later, without ceremony or a by-your-leave, I was dragged off and, from head to toe, dressed in black, even down to long black socks. Goodness knows what I must have looked like. Remember, I was not quite five years old. I appreciate others also had to deal with their own grief, but would it have been so hard to have given me a considerate word or to enquire how I was? But it was not to be.
The funeral was awful, well it was for me. I am not sure how the others saw it. A sad occasion obviously, but whether they felt more deeply, I shall never know. When it was time, Helen clamped a vice like grip upon my wrist and led, or rather dragged, me through the house. I suspect, besides the fact she was the eldest and therefore the chief mourner, she had decided not to tolerate any more of my ‘nonsense’. She also probably did not consider she could trust anyone else to control me. I have to say it felt very brutal, though in retrospect I am, to a degree, able to understand her motivation. The first thing I saw when exiting the house was the hearse. An immediate surge of bile travelled from my stomach into my throat. I had the good sense to control it because I knew any such display would bring further admonishment. It still amazes me how one so young can be so apprehending of others’ attitudes. Helen’s appearance through the front door was the cue for the procession to commence. As you may imagine, my emotions were in turmoil. I understood this was to do with mama but do not think I still truly comprehended. There was no releasing of the grip on my wrist as I dutifully walked alongside my sister following the slow-moving vehicle. Despite the confusion within and consequent blurring of my vision, I still noted that most, if not all, of the village had turned out. As previously mentioned, mama had been a very caring, loving, compassionate, understanding, unbiased person. Many then, and subsequently, acknowledged without her ministrations and teaching they would probably not have survived nor gone on to live the quality lives they had.
The strain upon me grew moment by moment until I really was not there. Penetrating through the nauseous bewilderment and confused mass, a kaleidoscope of clashing blurred images paraded. Images of mama laughing, us together making spring flower wreaths, playing games, chickens running for the feed in her hand, mosquito net, combing her floor length auburn hair, brilliant loving eyes, crosses, black armbands, black dresses, marble headstones, angels, more flowers, tears, and so on. Somehow, I kept putting one foot in front of the other. Probably more to do with Helen firmly pulling me along than anything else. My state became so bad that I do not even remember entering the church, or the service. When I came round, I found we were in the cemetery. Before my eyes, in utter horror and disbelief, I saw men about to lower the awful box supposedly holding my mama within, into the ground. ‘No!’ I ripped my hand free and threw myself across the coffin, crying out, ‘Mama! Mama!’ I could not be seeing what I was. After a few moments, when I suspect my unexpected action had frozen people, several moved forward and tried to lift me away. But I was having none of it. I wanted to be with mama. Not prepared to let her go, I firmly griped the carved edge of the lid and clung on for dear life. I would not leave my mama to go into that hole. Inwardly, I cried for her to stay and I would go for her. Did I understand what I was saying? Not really. Initially without success, a few tried to prise my fingers away. It was not until one of the more robust men took charge did they, or rather he, achieve their goal. I screamed and screamed. I have tried to find further words to describe my feelings, emotions, thoughts and torn heart. I have failed and must therefore submit to your imagination or perhaps personal experience







