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      for Florence

   
      
      Prologue

      
      This book is a map of my memories, of all the places I remember most for having liked the best. Somewhere in a scroll I try
         to bury (but somehow cannot forget) there is another, parallel map of all my least favourite places: the sites of personal
         disasters. This, though, is a compilation of my favourite places. As I list them, they seem so disparate that I feel the need,
         for myself, to make some sense of why each of them is included. Some of them, like the valley in Torajaland, or the hidden
         beach on the Caribbean island of Nevis, would strike most people as magical by their sheer beauty, but others, like the railway
         embankment in south London, or the one-horse town in the middle of the Bolivian jungle, take a little more explaining.
      

      
      Many people travel in search of something different, and to feel different, and in search of the exotic. I have travelled
         mostly out of an inherent restlessness, driven by the sense of being different myself. So I have been in search of those places
         where I might find people a little more like me, a sense of belonging, albeit vicariously, and traces of my own ancestry.
      

      
      I am often asked where I am from. The short answer is that I am half South American and half Channel Island. The long answer
         (and a killer of casual conversation) is that on my father’s side I am a mixture of Portuguese, Dutch, Carib Indian, African,
         Brazilian, Venezuelan, Scottish, West Indian and German, while on my mother’s side, I am a mixture of Jersey, English, Irish
         and French. I can legitimately claim kinship in much of the world, not least because my family has travelled for generations
         weaving Africa, America, pockets of Asia and most of Europe into our family cloth. Perhaps that is why I feel almost at home
         in innumerable different places, and yet never quite at home anywhere in the world.
      

      
      Although there is no one place that I can say I come from, I have lived for more years than anywhere else in Italy. From my
         earliest childhood, I have been a dedicated Italophile. My father, in a moment of poetic licence, named me Lisa Gioconda after
         the Mona Lisa del Giocondo, ‘La Gioconda’ by Leonardo da Vinci. Having struggled through a suburban English primary school with such an outlandish name, I felt it
         was somehow my right to live in Italy. My name and my lasting affection for the place are the only rights I have to be here.
         I have felt more at home in Umbria than anywhere else, yet I stick out like a sore thumb and am most definitely a foreigner.
         Italians are very accepting of outsiders (so long as they do not hail from any of the rival Italian regions).
      

      
      Somewhere in between the fairytale beginning and the Mafia movie ending, there were some idyllic years spent in a half-ruined
         palace in the woods. I have lived in Umbria for fourteen years, in the same place and in the same house. My daughter and my grandson were born there. I was so settled, I
         thought I had finally made roots. During those fourteen years, I spent a great deal of time creating a garden. What started
         as an act of faith evolved into reality. It seemed permanent, a legacy to whoever followed in our footsteps on this hillslope
         of S. Ilario di Quarata. I thought I would live and die here, and yet, per forza, as they say in Italian, I am moving on.
      

      
      There has always been something random about my travels. I think I am more of a drifter than a traveller: a drifter with no
         sense of direction. Getting hopelessly lost has enabled me to discover not only the underbelly of so many places, but also
         to stumble upon the most wonderfully hidden sites. I can and do get lost anywhere, so lost that a dreamlike quality can overtake
         a simple stroll, and a trip to the end of whichever street I live on can become an adventure. Venice, where I lived for two
         years, is still the most challenging maze I have ever encountered. For the first five years of our Umbrian sojourn, Venice
         overlapped like an insistent tide as a second home. It lured us back at irregular intervals to explore its damp alleyways.
         When the family apartment in Venice had to be sold to feed the insatiable appetite of our ruined Umbrian palace, it was a
         decision (though made by me) that I never quite came to terms with. By having become Venetian citizens my family and I acquired
         the right, eventually, to be buried there. I had never thought about or cared where I might or might not be buried before
         moving to Venice, but it became something I greatly looked forward to: I would have a plot on the island cemetery of San Michele
         with the likes of Sergei Diaghilev and Ezra Pound. After a life of restlessness, I would come to rest in the most romantic graveyard in the world.
      

      
      Relinquishing that plot and its melancholy mists made me feel as though I had left a part of myself back there – a tessera
         in that great maritime mosaic. Since I left Venice, I have written about her over and over again. The island of San Michele
         became my place of pilgrimage, soon superseded by another watery shrine much nearer to my base, Isola Maggiore on Lake Trasimeno.
         At one end of the island, the immense and decaying Castel’Isabella encapsulates a sense of time suspended and distilled into
         beauty.
      

      
      When I started this book, I knew that within a year I would, albeit temporarily, be a nomad again. The Umbrian palace was
         sold and my family and I would move out of its splendid front and derelict back by the end of the following summer. The manner
         of leaving Morra, our village, was a little extreme, but then so much of my life has taken place in extreme situations. The
         new owner razed its five acres of gardens to the ground. While we were packing, three hundred trees, the shrubberies, the
         maze of aromatic herbs, the hedges, rose gardens, lily beds, orchards, avenues and herbaceous borders were all destroyed.
         It took four days. Day after day during our last summer in 2001, neighbours came and wept in the garden, or climbed the marble
         staircase to wander through the rooms in tears. Ours was a noble house bought as a shell and then given glory. The garden
         was a wasteland transformed. It was the pride of Morra. For a decade, wedding after wedding and dance after dance was held
         on its manicured lawns and the air was laced with jasmines and wisteria, lemon flowers and roses. It will be a long while
         before such things can be repeated there. Gardens are about love and care. Yet all the fine moments shared at the Villa Quarata remain, as does the bond that
         has grown between my family and our neighbours: Maria and Imolo, Clara and the Signora Maria and all the good people of Morra.
      

      
      This is a narrative, a mass of relative values learnt. Not least of these is that tears should not be shed on the losses of
         the wealthy: there are too many others worthier of pity. The reversals of luck of the lucky do not put them in the same bracket
         as the millions of people who struggle through their lives in genuine need. I am lucky to have what I have had, to have known
         whom I have known, and to have what I still have. I have extracted pleasure from even the basest of chores and enjoyed the
         fleeting moments of lightness in the interstices of the more onerous aspects of life.
      

      
      I always look for both sides of the coin when I travel, and now I have seen the flip side at home. My love of Italy and Italians
         in general is undiminished, and of Umbria in particular.
      

      
      I believe that the three essential things to take on any journey are a sense of humour, tolerance and curiosity. My bags are
         packed: two small suitcases and an old Olivetti typewriter. Most of the memories I have are good ones and this is not an end
         but a beginning.
      

   
      
      1

      
      I find it strangely comforting to think that the earliest form of human life was nomadic, and the earliest signs of civilisation
         were the building of houses in which to settle down. The first Homo sapiens were Australian Aborigines, some of whom survive today in their nomadic state, while those who have settled are still prey
         to walkabouts – that instinctive urge to take off and roam. Until the fifties there were Bedouin in the Arabian deserts whose
         lives had scarcely changed over the previous five hundred years. Like the Aborigines, they travelled unencumbered by things.
         Simple mud villages, on the other hand, became towns and then cities stuffed full of an ever-increasing surfeit of material
         objects and ornaments. What I see in myself is a mix of these two primitive trends. I am neither an Aborigine nor a Bedouin
         but I am a wanderer, one with a hoarder’s love of houses and things. Some might say this is evidence of a schizoid personality.
         I choose to see it as a drawing together of the diverse threads of our species and a serendipitous reflection of the mix of
         race, class and culture that I am.
      

      
      I think of myself as a drifter. I do not seek adventure so much as the comfort of moving on. Some travellers, like Thesiger,
         actively seek the challenge of hardship and danger. ‘No,’ he wrote, ‘it is not the goal but the way there that matters, and
         the harder the way the more worthwhile the journey.’ Some explorers are lured primarily by the thrill of stepping first into
         the hitherto unknown. Neither of these types is me. I go out of my way to avoid danger and will always prefer a hotel to a
         tent. Whatever hardships I have encountered en route have come courtesy of my own dysfunctional planning and research. It
         is this that has let me arrive in Guyana (my fatherland and formerly British Guiana) on the eve of a dictatorial referendum
         to abolish the constitution. I was just dropping in to say hello to my ninety-year-old granny. I’d been travelling in Patagonia
         for the last month and hadn’t read any newspapers or heard any news of that country being in violent turmoil. The same lack
         of planning took my ten-year-old son and I to Barcelona on an impulse holiday on the day of the opening of the Olympic Games.
         Dipping dreamily in and out of life like that has landed me up in numerous places in the throes of strikes, mass demonstrations,
         epidemics and natural disasters.
      

      
      These lapses have made me acquainted with what I call airport hotels (a euphemism for yet another night spent transiting in
         some airport), the underbelly of a couple of army barracks, and the view of a few cities as seen from their gutters. But,
         I repeat, I am not intrinsically drawn to thrills. I am someone in search of a quiet life. Mostly, I flee adventure, not least
         because I am aware of how I seem to attract both strangers and strange situations.
      

      
      Since I am tracing here a memory map of all the places that have stayed with me and become a part of me, such was the impact
         they made, and since this is also a map of all my voyages of discovery and the getting to those places, I am exploring my
         own mind here, and unpacking a lot of luggage in the process. If I go back as far as I can remember, there was a time when,
         very briefly, I was a thrill-seeker. I was three years old and lived with my mother and three sisters in a large dilapidated
         house on a hill in Wimbledon called Ridgeway Place. Our front garden opened on to the ridge itself, with the pavement dropping
         almost precipitously to a fairly busy road.
      

      
      In the days when we lived in Wimbledon it was a large, rather expensive village in the county of Surrey. Since then, it has
         become an expensive suburb of London, and London sprawls for many miles beyond it. I had a small tricycle, and for a couple
         of heady months I tried my hand at being an infant Evil Knevil: a death-defying stunt-rider. I used to crouch, standing on
         the seat, and free-wheel at great speed down the pavement and into the road at the bottom. By sheer good fortune, I never
         once fell off, nor did I hit any of the occasional traffic in the road. Such was the freedom of having a working mother and
         a negligent nanny!
      

      
      After a few weeks of this sporadic stunt-riding, the joys of dare-devilry began to pall and I rather hoped for a parental
         veto to free me for more leisurely tasks. However, in a street of child-rivalry, it was the first time I had been anything
         other than a tedious tagger-on, and two of my elder sisters enjoyed displaying my talent to their friends. So, several times
         a week, I whizzed away. When the veto finally arrived and my little tricycle was confiscated, I seem to have had enough of
         driving for the rest of my life. At forty-seven, I still feel no desire to drive, be it a tricycle or a car.
      

      
      Later, there was a transitional phase. Danger was never again to be intrinsically attractive, but adventure per se held sway
         for a couple of years. My family had moved further into darkest south London, and my sister Lali and I would sometimes set
         out on an adventure by intentionally getting lost. (This ability would come naturally to me later in life.) By this time,
         the tricycle was a thing of the past and Lali and I had graduated to bicycles. We used to pack our saddlebags with liver-pâté
         sandwiches, chocolate cake and small bottles of water, and take off into the unknown. Usually, despite our intrepid intentions,
         we’d spend long hours pedalling around the interminable streets of Clapham, Streatham, Brixton and Herne Hill and get very
         tired. We learnt that adventures were thin and few, while London was a sprawling metropolis full of thousands of streets almost
         all of which had a depressing sameness about them. At the end of each of our forays we pretended that the day had been really
         good fun and made plans for another one when the time should be right, convinced that somewhere out there was somewhere wonderful
         just waiting for us to discover it.
      

      
      On one such trip, turning and cycling with no purpose other than to wind up in the middle of nowhere, we found ourselves on
         the edge of Wimbledon Common. The common is a large expanse of woods and dells dotted with ponds and great stretches of rough
         grassland. It was wild and big enough for us to have been expressly forbidden ever to enter it alone. A boy had got lost there
         once and died of exposure. On that day, however, we overrode whatever qualms we had, including the thought of being recognised by any of our former neighbours and denounced to our mother for being in Wimbledon at all.
         We had set out to seek adventure and the common had a pioneer-type allure.
      

      
      As the bridle paths gave way to mere footpaths, and then just high undergrowth, Lali and I discussed how she, aged eleven,
         and I, aged nine, would defend each other in the event of attack. To this end, we found a hefty stick apiece. Carrying these
         and having to push our bikes over the rough terrain made the going laborious. When we came to a huge oak tree, we decided
         to abandon the bikes over its roots and continue without them. As best we could, we left a trail of broken sticks by which
         to return and reclaim them. Having come so far, we felt we had to find somewhere truly special to have our much-awaited picnic.
         I walked to the drum beat of my heart, speechless with fear of the murderous lurkers. From the time we had turned off the
         bridle path, we had not seen a soul. This, in itself, seemed proof of what a perilous course we were following. Grim-faced
         and tired from our ride and walk, we trudged on, each waiting for the grip of fear to ease enough for one or other to risk
         losing face and suggest heading home. Just as weakness and cowardice joined forces in me and I felt bound to be that wimp,
         we came to the emerald lake.
      

      
      For years afterwards, Lali and I would reminisce about its enchantment. Had we not been together, we might have thought we
         had dreamed that green fairytale place. As an adolescent, I returned there, alone, several times. As an adult, I have tried
         to find it in vain. It was a circle some sixty metres in diameter which glistened from a distance like a small lake. As we
         drew nearer, we saw the rippling emerald surface was entirely made up of hummocks of bog moss, the delicatest of grasses, with pink filaments as fine as gossamer shimmering over
         them. The colour was startlingly bright and stood out the more as a glittering jewel for being surrounded by the other greens
         of trees and scrub.
      

      
      When we walked barefoot on the moss it was deliciously cool and spongy. It felt like floating. It tickled and soothed. Butterflies
         and dragonflies shimmered over the emerald circle. In the middle, on an island no bigger than a kilim, a willow tree grew
         with cushions of bog cotton around it. We sat on its white fluffy mound and ate our rations in the dry while our feet stayed
         on the soft damp moss.
      

      
      We stayed there for several hours, even falling asleep, such was the calm of it. I can pinpoint a change in my life to that
         day. It was my first full communion with a place. I loved it and in so doing I became aware of another dimension of love.
      

      
      I was a child prone to intense introspection and depression. The jolly japes of childhood often passed me by. At four and
         five, when other children were out skipping and singing nursery rhymes, I was immersed in the English novel, with a preference
         for George Eliot, Jane Austen and Trollope. As had happened in my time as a kamikaze tricyclist, I sometimes tired a little
         of being the child prodigy. I was aware from very early on of being different. My family was different. My mother had married
         four times, nobody else’s mother had. We had no man in the house, just women. We spoke with an accent alien to south London
         and got chased in the street for it. We wore, by parental insistence, fawn socks instead of the statutory white of every other
         child’s. We were a family but we didn’t look like each other, most noticeably because there was me: half South American and dark-skinned. I was often ill
         as a child and lived as a semi-invalid wrapped in my mother’s big black fur rug as I read my way through the two thousand
         books she had managed to salvage from her previous lives and marriages. I devoured those books and was often happy reading,
         but from very early on I felt that there must be somewhere for me to be other than in the immediate choices around me. I knew
         it was out there somewhere and whatever book I was reading could come with me.
      

      
      Playing with local children was an option I could slip in or out of because my sisters were popular and generous enough to
         allow me to join in their games. I was an outsider but with the chance of belonging to my sisters’ gangs. Lali and I were
         close despite having very different characters. She played very naturally with the other children, while I often felt, when
         I joined them, that I was pretending to play. I have wondered whether I would have been so aware of these things if I hadn’t
         worked my way through my mother’s library. She worked with maladjusted children, graduating as a mature student when I was
         five. All her books on child psychology were on a low shelf between her battered paperback fiction and the hard-back novels
         which reached up to the ceiling. I was about six when I took down Iona and Peter Opie’s The Lore and Language of Children. I found it absolutely fascinating and then worked my way along the shelf with the help of the shorter Oxford Dictionary.
         I monitored my own behaviour as a child, and sometimes I went through the motions of joining in.
      

      
      There was hopscotch on the pavement, drawn in chalk. There was skipping to rhymes, which I was good at. There was two-balls, which I was hopeless at. This was played against the red-brick wall of the bombsite that bordered our flats.
         Then there was exploring the bombsite for the umpteenth time. There was knocking on people’s doors and running away, and there
         was the ultimate dare of running through the council flats across the road. It was the worst and the best. If you got caught,
         you got a kicking from the council-estate kids, or ear pulls and a shaking from their parents. If you got through, you got
         months of respect. It took about four minutes to run through the winding tarmac that lay between the drab grey blocks of the
         council estate. It was rife with delinquents and petty thieves, with gangs who merited the name and bullied all and sundry
         in our neighbourhood, from toddlers to grandmothers. At night, the cries of domestic violence drifted through the tall lime
         trees outside our flats and crept in our windows. My own mother cried at night sometimes, racked, I knew, among other things,
         by the shame of our being reduced to live in a flat in Clapham South. Such was the hierarchy of the suburbs that children
         from our side of the street were not allowed to play with the children from the council estate by order of a dozen separate
         parental bans. Although our family had no such ban, the council kids themselves found us all too stuck up to merit any form
         of social contact other than fighting, and I was twelve before I felt brave enough to defy the peer pressure of our side and
         befriend a wan, smelly, but very funny girl called Mary.
      

      
      Our fear of the other side was real: some of us did get caught running through. I was caught once, though luckily only by
         a big drunk who shoved me up against a wall, breathed a foul cocktail over me and told me to ‘bugger off’. In those days, the divide was as dangerous to our eyes as the Iron Curtain itself. It was thought heroic to run through. Even
         the bigger boys from our many blocks of flats were aware that they stood no chance of inviting the council-flat boys to a
         fight. Over there, they used broken bottles and bicycle chains. Only a few of us rose to the dare to run through. I did it
         to honour my sisters, Lali and Resi, who did so much to make me acceptable in the group and who had often done it themselves
         and because it seemed easier, ultimately, than getting proficient in two-balls. I ran through several times and still have
         nightmares about running that particular gauntlet.
      

   
      
      2

      
      I knew that there had to be more to the world than this, and I felt it my duty to find it. There were clues in books and clues
         in some of our visitors, my mother’s friends who travelled and brought back their tales to her. As a family, we made forays,
         and as a child detective with a mission I surveyed everywhere with an eye to finding that better place. There were clues on
         those forays too. The furthest away we went was on our annual pilgrimage to Cornwall in the far west of England. It took sixteen
         mortifying hours by coach to get there and although I now know that some of the countryside traversed is truly beautiful,
         I was always too travel-sick to notice at the time. I used to get travel-sick on the ten-minute bus ride to school.
      

      
      There were some wonderful times on those Cornish holidays: walking along little roads lined with wild rhododendrons, looking
         out from Land’s End at the Atlantic Ocean lashing against the cliffs and then dragging out towards the horizon and America
         itself. There were thick yellow Cornish ice creams and hot lamb pasties that crumbled in your hands as you walked along the seafront. Yet, in between, like a draw-string
         threaded through each episode, there was the hovering presence of ‘granny’ Mabel waiting to explode. We went to Cornwall because
         ‘granny’ Mabel lived there and invited my mother and her four daughters to stay for free for two weeks every summer. But for
         this invitation, we could not have afforded to spend a holiday by the sea. That was the good news. The bad news was that we
         were all afraid of ‘granny’ Mabel, who was actually the mother of Lali and Resi’s stepmother and thus not really any relation
         to me at all.
      

      
      When I look back now, I see our two choices of accommodation as far from ideal, but then, as children do, we enjoyed the cramped,
         damp squalor of our sojourn. Usually we went to a small sweaty caravan in a wet field full of cowpats. My sisters argued a
         lot. A holiday wasn’t enough of an excuse for a truce, so the arguments and fights spilled over into the tiny caravan. We
         liked the caravan most because ‘granny’ Mabel hardly ever came to see us there. When she did, she announced her arrival with
         strings of oaths and obscenities which were her normal way of saying ‘hello, darlings’, but which we took as a prelude to
         violence. Her wrath was astonishing to behold, even her affection was tyrannical, volatile and almost cruel. She was a one-legged
         wonder, a heroine of the First World War, a true eccentric, a one-time famous writer, an elderly nymphomaniac, a drinker and
         a blasphemer par excellence. She kept a wet, sticky cigarette glued to one corner of her heavily lipsticked mouth. She coughed what sounded like small
         reptiles up and down her throat. She grabbed us children and tried to smother us in her huge limp bosom. In her efforts to make us feel at home, she terrorised and tormented us to a degree that made it hard to relax on our annual
         jaunts to St Ives. One minute she would beam approval, the next minute she’d be swearing at me or Lali or Resi or our mother
         as though she hated and despised us. Then she’d laugh it off raucously and move on to some scurrilous anecdote while we’d
         be left trembling and distraught. Hers was a killer kindness. On the few occasions when we were invited to stay in her quaint
         fisherman’s cottage at the top of Skidden Hill in St Ives itself, the daily proximity was a challenge. She kept her artificial
         leg and a spare in a cupboard in her bedroom, often asking to have it passed to her in bed. She also kept a chamberpot under
         her bed which seemed to be constantly full and which it was my duty to empty out in the tiny garden. Life was never dull with
         granny Mabel, not least because you never knew from one minute to the next what would trigger her displeasure.
      

      
      Despite that, there were hours of dreamy contentment spent on Porthmere beach or, more often, on the small beach of St Ives
         itself. English people at the seaside tend to sit in their cars overlooking the sea with their windows closed tight while
         they chomp through their ritual seaside picnics. Anyone who has sat on an English beach on any but the rare days when the
         sun deigns to shine will know that the car-occupiers are driven by tenacity and experience. The tenacity is in persisting
         in wanting to go to the seaside, the experience is the remembered horror of being forced to swim in the ice-cold Atlantic
         and then to sit in near gale-force winds on the chill gritty sand while being brainwashed into believing that you were enjoying
         it.
      

      
      Although the sea itself was wondrous, to approach it we had to change into bathing dresses knitted saggily by our mother.
         They were big itchy bags which could hold pints of cold sea water for hours at a stretch and invited the ridicule of everyone
         else on the beach, who wore sleek frilly nylon costumes. Our mother had a horror of what she called ‘matière plastique’. Nylon
         fell into that forbidden category. Our swimsuits were invariably cold and damp even when we put them on. The two weeks a year
         we spent glugging salt water and seaweed did not turn me into a swimmer. That and the cold, but mostly the cold, made me hate
         going in with a vengeance. It was an ordeal that had to be got over. It was something I was told I would enjoy eventually.
         It was something I knew I had to do before I could get my kilt and vest and shirt and jumper and windcheater back on and enjoy
         the windy beach my own way, gathering shells and watching sea anemones in rock pools and scaling the low cliffs with my sisters.
      

      
      Although Cornwall was the furthest we travelled, it didn’t speak to me as other places did. I was looking for something, for
         an affinity, a feeling, a spiritual fulfilment funnelled through a place. My mother assured me that I would find school exciting.
         She was wrong. At the Dickensian infant school I enrolled in on Bonneville Road in Clapham, I developed a truanting routine
         for every day of the week. I spent my days on or around Clapham Common and I spent the one shilling a day dinner money exclusively
         on jam doughnuts – they were four to a shilling then. Sometimes I truanted to Clapham Common Old Town Library and sat with
         a row of depressives and alcoholics perusing the day’s newspapers in the warmth of its reading room, suffused with the smell
         of ale and old age. I couldn’t go to the public library too often, though, because the librarian was no fool and used to interrogate
         me. So I was free from school, but was that dour, chilly sojourn in suburbia what people meant by freedom?
      

      
      Sundays were the best days at that time of limited horizons. Sundays were the days my mother, Joanna, and I spent on our own.
         Two of my sisters, Resi and Lali (known to this day in our family as ‘the girls’), spent most of their Sundays with their
         father and stepmother on the other side of London. Our eldest sister, Gale, was eleven years my senior and had a social life
         of her own. By the time I was eight, she was away in Aberdeen at university. My own father was almost perennially absent,
         sometimes in faraway exotic places or else in his almost equally unapproachable house in Wimbledon where he lived with his
         new Cuban wife.
      

      
      Thus Sundays tended to leave Joanna and I to our own devices, and our own devices tended to lure us to the Botanical Gardens
         at Kew. It was the cheapest and most charming way to spend a day out in London. Joanna’s idea of a perfect Sunday was to lie
         in bed until well after nine, down about two pints of strong filter coffee and then catch the train to Kew. She’d pass through
         the old iron turnstile and march straight to the palm house. There under the tropical foliage in the damp heat she would unwrap
         her weekly luxury of a steak sandwich, open up her Thermos of yet more filtered Colombian coffee and dream of other climes.
         She was always happy to spend the entire day there, surrounded by hundreds of exuberant palm fronds while the steam heat rose
         up through the intricate cast-iron grids of the Victoria walkway. Her message, rarely spoken, was none the less loud and clear: we deserved to live among such plants and in just such a balmy climate.
      

      
      Depending on the weather, our path to the palm house varied from a forced march through gale-force winds and even snow to
         a leisurely saunter learning the names in Latin of trees and shrubs from the entire world. Those days developed in me a lifelong
         love of botany and of gardening and an awareness of the vast variety of this globe. Since my mother’s death in 1981, Kew Gardens
         has been of all the places in the world the one most redolent of her.
      

      
      Whenever I return to London and have even a few hours to spare, I go to Kew. It was there that I got my love of trees and
         flowers. It was there that I first climbed into a hollow tree and felt a real sense of nature. It was Kew that developed my
         sense of colour, guiding me through the subtle, unimaginable variety of its iris garden. It was at Kew that I learnt how sweet
         a jasmine or a wisteria could smell, and how that scent could invade me with a sense of well-being. It was at Kew that Joanna
         talked of all the places she missed, of Italy and the Corentyne, of the Caribbean and the South of France, of New Zealand
         and India – all places she had never been to but yearned for with a visceral longing assuaged by their plants. She told me
         about all the explorers and botanists who had sent seeds and cuttings back to Kew and the cost in human terms of getting that
         living matter there. She told me about Humboldt and Marianne North and about the mutiny on the Bounty. She told me how the seedlings on board the Bounty had been watered even while the crew was dying of thirst and how the cruel and heartless Captain Bligh had loved and cared
         for his plants in a way he was incapable of doing for his men. On our bench in the palm house, she explained many aspects of the
         world to me. She called Kew Gardens an ambassador to the entire world. It was a kingdom at which we paid court: a mother and
         daughter with a bagful of sandwiches and acres of dreams.
      

   
      
      3

      
      When I was eventually caught truanting, aged seven, I was sent at great financial sacrifice to an exclusive private school.
         My new school was a revelation to me. I was very close to my mother, and although I didn’t believe all she said about me I
         did believe most of it. She had told me that I was an infant prodigy – a genius the likes of which had never been seen before.
         It wasn’t hard to hold my own on our road. And her friends, be they impressed or repulsed by my precociousness, at least acknowledged
         it. On the few occasions I had gone into my primary school (in the second year when lessons finally began), there was no competition:
         most of my classmates were either still learning to read or romping through bisyllabic Janet and John. At James Allen’s Girls’ School there were children who were better at me in lots of subjects. I had read a lot and done
         reading, writing and arithmetic, but things like science and French were utterly new and maths had leapt past the fields of
         addition and abstraction into realms which, to this day, I am incapable of grasping. For the first time in my life I had to
         try, and often, having tried my best, I failed.
      

      
      I stopped playing truant. I started working hard and trying to please my teachers. And, although I was embarrassed to admit
         it to my sister Resi (a fellow truanter from a different school and in another part of London), I enjoyed school. I even enjoyed
         assembly and singing hymns, and I was so pleased with my new school uniform that I sometimes wore it in bed at home during
         the weekends when the girls were away and I had our shared nursery to myself. There was a spate of nearly two years in which
         I studied and behaved like the little angel my mother had always been convinced I was. I was nine when my lessons ceased to
         hold my attention and I began to read fiction and history secretly under my desk while keeping half an eye on the blackboard.
         This coincided with a time when my childhood illness peaked, giving me more and more time at home on genuine sick leave. My
         mother was working, which meant that I spent most of those days reading. Although my mother was unhappy at my being alone
         (not least because it was technically illegal for me to be so), those were the safest days of my childhood. And being away
         from the routine of school reminded me of quite how much I disliked that routine, while returning always drove home how much
         I disliked being told what to do. When I had been working to attain my own goals I had been happy there, but once I reached
         the top part of the class (in all but maths) and found I could stay there with very little effort, I was ready to move on.
      

      
      I had a vague feeling of uneasiness and a faint awareness of wanting some way of getting out while still seeming to be in
         school. I often availed myself of the sickroom facility: I had a key and could come and go at will. Anyone caught shamming
         in the sickroom was in serious trouble. You could only stay there if you could show an injury or a temperature. At that time,
         I ran a fever every day, a low, steady fever which had covered me so many times that no one bothered to go and try to catch
         me out faking; that fever was mine. So I knew that if I could find a safe way off the vast school premises, it would be hard
         for anyone to prove I wasn’t there because I could either be in the sickroom or whatever classroom I was meant to be in, or
         I could be going between the two by whatever rambling route I chose and thus be unfindable.
      

      
      The solution came on a nature walk. The school was endowed with its own varied botanical gardens. There was a beach garden
         with sand which was watered only with salt water, there was a wood, and there were ponds and hedges with their appropriate
         growth, all in the middle of London. The hedgerow was thick and luxuriant and we were gathering things from along it to put
         in our nature folders. Under part of the thicket a cuckoo pint was growing and I half crawled under the hedge to take a closer
         look. Behind me, I heard our science mistress call out, ‘Do be careful, Lisa, there is a hole in the hedge there and you could
         fall right on to the station platform.’
      

      
      She laughed and we all laughed. I crawled out. But when the day ended, instead of going straight home I went back to check
         out this gap, taking an experimental tumble through the White Rabbit hole. Sure enough, after a rather uncomfortable roll,
         I landed up on the platform of East Dulwich station, whence, I noticed, passengers could make their way not only to Croydon
         but to Brighton.
      

      
      Brighton was a mere fifty minutes away by train, and Brighton was at the seaside. If I had to choose a beach to spend a lot of time on, it wouldn’t consist entirely of grey pebbles
         and have wind so strong it blew me sideways. On the other hand, any beach was still a beach and the untamed crashing of the
         grey waves gave me a sense of freedom such as I had never had. When the biting cold eventually drove me off the shore I found
         that my dinner money was sufficient to buy me a pot of tea at the Grand Hotel which, as its name implies, was the grandest
         hotel in Brighton. I would sit for an hour or two beside a potted palm feeling incredibly smug for just being there where
         I shouldn’t be, for having a foolproof alibi back at the school, for knowing that I could get home in time for no one to notice
         I’d been missing. Joanna was happy because I seemed to be so happy at school again. I had skipped a year and was due to enter
         the senior school in one year’s time, something, I knew, which depended on my winning an academic scholarship to cover my
         fees. To this specific end I worked hard outside of school, harder than I would have done at school, and won one of the two
         available scholarships.
      

      
      A lot more happened in the next year. Not least, my aunt Cicely died of cancer in London. She was my father’s closest sister
         and married to a Guyanese novelist called Wilson Harris. During the spring of 1963, as Cicely fought for her life, Guyanese
         friends and relations gathered around her. And my father, Jan Carew, of whom I had seen very little in my life, came too.
         It was the first time I had a lot of contact with West Indians and Guyanese. It was the first time I became properly aware
         of the un-English side of me, recognising that much of what I found different in myself, in my way of thinking and behaving, was a shared commodity. When Cicely died, my mother (who loathed my father and never spent more than two minutes
         in his presence) found a way back to him through his grief. She had a heart so generous she would never let even strangers
         suffer uncomforted in her presence. Seeing Jan so broken, she comforted him. For the first and only time in my life, my parents
         were together.
      

      
      Jan had had a number of novels published in translation behind the Iron Curtain and had accrued fairly hefty royalties, none
         of which, because of currency restrictions, could he take out of the Soviet bloc. He was invited by the Soviet Writers’ Union
         to go over to Russia to spend his royalties there, and he suggested that Joanna and I accompany him on this trip. Although
         it would mean my missing a little school, I assured Joanna that it was a sacrifice I was prepared to make, and we set off
         for Leningrad by car.
      

      
      Everything was new and exciting to me on that journey, from crossing the English Channel to Ostend to drinking thick creamy
         hot chocolate in a cobbled square in Brussels and cruising on motorways, stopping in Hameln of Pied Piper fame and sleeping
         under a feather duvet to jolting over the cobbled roads of Poland and then, last but not least, Russia itself. I had new clothes
         for the journey and this too was a source of happiness. Clothes travelled down our family from sister to sister until they
         got to me. Apart from the cardigans and bathing dresses which Joanna knitted me, I wasn’t used to having my own new things.
         Jan’s car was a lovely old silver Daimler which attracted a great deal of attention as we drove through Europe. Once we crossed
         into the eastern bloc, it attracted something like adoration. I had never felt so grand.
      

      
      On the down side, by the time we reached Ostend, less than a day into our odyssey, my parents had fallen out. The front of
         the car was a hotbed of recrimination and argument. Having once been equipped with a chauffeur, the Daimler still had a glass
         partition, enabling the passenger in the back seat to ride in complete privacy. That passenger was me. I could lie on the
         beige leather seat with a cocktail cabinet and a little pull-out walnut table in front of me and a book or my own daydreams,
         and not hear a word of the bickering in front. Or I could keep the glass division open a chink and, hiding behind my book,
         give the impression of being oblivious to their ongoing row while actually learning interesting tidbits of family history
         and feeling at firsthand what it was like to have two parents close enough to fall out.
      

      
      One night we camped in the Black Forest and I slept out on a carpet of pine needles and listened to the sound of nightbirds
         and the rustling of leaves intruding on the stillness of the dark dark night. Every day began on a note of reconciliation.
         I was only nine but not entirely unaware that my parents were doing more than talking in the little tent they had brought
         with them. However, at Ostend the Daimler developed a curious judder in its steering. This disappeared if my father took it
         over a certain speed. This speed struck Joanna as excessive. Every day the arguments would begin over the to-speed-or-not-to-speed
         question. By Kraków in Poland Jan had won that particular argument but, in so doing, lost the war. Joanna wasn’t speaking
         to him, and at night, while I slept stretched out in utter comfort on the back seat of the car, Jan slept huddled on the front
         seat. He is six foot six.
      

      
      In Warsaw we broke down and had to spend three days waiting for the Daimler to be repaired. For the last many hundreds of
         miles, instead of petrol as we know it a sort of muddy tar had been tipped into the tank. It was in Warsaw that Joanna finally
         began to relax. She and I wandered around the city, only meeting Jan for dinner. I could see her thinking this was much more
         what she wanted to do in Russia, although more must have happened on the road across the Steppes than met my eye because when
         we finally reached Moscow we stayed together for just three days and then split up for nearly three months, she and I returning
         by train while Jan shipped the car back on his own.
      

      
      If I had been a little more of a capitalist at heart, I might, from that trip, have become a communist. It was to be some
         years before the irony of this was clear to me. Most of my childhood had been spent in the drab suburbs of London. Although
         we didn’t lack food, for years, particularly when my mother was studying to be a teacher and living on a student grant for
         one, we lacked a lot of other things. We were broke, and gnawed by constant minor debt. After she qualified, my mother worked
         all day teaching, and then came home and worked for half the night addressing envelopes for a market research firm. Sometimes
         I would sit up with her and address envelopes too. Sometimes we did piecework on little wooden figurines for my sisters’ stepmother’s
         handmade toy factory. This was supposed to be a way of us girls making some pocket money but actually it eked out our meagre
         housekeeping.
      

      
      Abbeville Road, our local shopping street, was studded with shops of indescribable squalor. The secondhand shops sold urine-soaked mattresses which they displayed on the pavement. There was a handful of better shops where we bought our groceries,
         but a pervading aura of want hovered over the high street. Further afield, in Balham, life was visibly treading people down
         to the point where dozens of them lumbered about the streets in a state of numb depression. By contrast, the Soviet Union
         struck me as a place of astonishing wealth. We stayed in hotels converted from palaces with enormous state rooms as dining
         rooms and bedrooms with marble floors, antique furniture, massive drapes, chandeliers and all the things I had only read about
         or seen in museums.
      

      
      In Russia, we had people waiting on us hand and foot. Whatever food we wanted in Moscow and Leningrad was ours to command.
         Joanna grew merry night after night on champagne. I had never seen such plenty. We were fêted and spoilt and thoroughly pampered.
         It was summer and it was hot and I had never had such a good time.
      

      
      We were guided round Moscow by a man called Victor Ramsez from the Writers’ Union. In Leningrad, we were taken around by Veronica
         Spaskaya, who became a good friend to Joanna. Veronica drew me out of my luxuriant trance and taught me a bit about Russia.
         With hindsight, I realise she also taught me a lot about life. Before we left Russia, Veronica gave me a small black antique
         paliak box which, she said, was her one family heirloom, handed down from mother to daughter for generations. Both Joanna
         and I agreed that it would be wrong for me to accept it. When I told Veronica this, she sat me down and told me the following
         story.
      

      
      It began with names: Leningrad, the city she had so lovingly showed us around, used to be St Petersburg, then, under Stalin, it became Stalingrad. The German army sent to Russia was the biggest army in the history of mankind. It swept
         across the Soviet Union, advancing at incredible speed. Literally millions of Russians died up to the point where the Germans
         reached the outskirts of Stalingrad. Those inside the city knew they had to defend it down to the last man. Unable to break
         through the defences, the Germans besieged the city, cutting off all supplies. Veronica was my age when that happened. She
         told me how after the food ran out, they ate all the cats in the city, and then the dogs and then the rats. In the end, they
         boiled up the soles of their boots to stay alive. Her entire family died in the siege, mostly of starvation. The Russians
         had sheer tenacity and winter on their side. The Germans began to die of cold and their own supply routes fell prey to the
         bitter weather. During the long retreat across Russia, chased out by the Russian army, hundreds of thousands of Germans died.
         Their army was both beaten and demoralised. It was their first major defeat and one that would, eventually, end the Second
         World War. Because of her own near starvation in the siege, Veronica was sterile, she could never have a child of her own.
         She told me she had been waiting to meet a girl whom she could talk to as she might have talked to a daughter. She insisted
         I take her little box, which I did, and which I treasured.
      

      
      The effect of some of the things Veronica told me was immediate. For instance, I had no idea that the Russians had even played
         a part on ‘our’ side in the war. A sense of ‘the Reds are our enemies’ drifted through to the playground. They were the baddies.
         We were the goodies. We, the British, had won the war, everyone knew that, we sang it in our street songs:
      

      
      
         We won the war

         
         In nineteen forty-four

         
      

      
      No one had ever mentioned the millions of Russian dead or their sacrifice.

      
      Next there was the issue of freedom. Khrushchev was in power in Russia, bringing, it seemed, new hopes of freedom. Meanwhile,
         we in the West were so lucky to be free. I realised that I had something I not only didn’t appreciate but had never been aware
         of. It was another kind of freedom to the one I dreamed of, one I had and Veronica didn’t. It took many years for this to
         sink in, but it was she who planted the seed.
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