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      For my sister Penelope 
1940–2010

   
      
      Think: two amateurs in Eden,

      
      Spaces in the voiceless garden,

      
      Ancestors whose haunted faces

      
      Met upon the apple’s bruises,

      
      Broke the lovely spell of pardon.

      
      Lawrence Durrell, ‘The Prayer-Wheel’
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      My sister and I had different fathers. Hers was Lawrence Durrell, famous author of The Alexandria Quartet. Mine was Edward Hodgkin, also a writer but a journalist and, though well respected within his profession, unknown beyond.
         In theory Penelope and I had our mother in common: Nancy Myers, Nancy Durrell, Nancy Hodgkin. But it often seemed as though
         we had different mothers as well – two sisters divided by a common mother, as it were.
      

      
      Penelope’s mother was the young, beautiful and rootless wife of a bohemian poet, with whom she lived in Greece and Paris.
         In Egypt she left him, and for the next few years struggled to survive in the Near East. The mother with whom I grew up was
         older by nearly ten years; she had settled in London and the Home Counties, and was secure, respectable and, above all, safe.
         It made a huge difference, and nowhere more than in the matter of talking. Penelope complained, with reason, that our mother
         never talked to her, never discussed anything with her, never shared stories of their years alone together. I didn’t know
         how to respond to these complaints because from when I was about eight or nine, and Penelope had left home, my mother and
         I talked incessantly. Some times, when I was in my teens and back from school for the holidays, we would begin a conversation
         at breakfast, continue through elevenses, segue still chatting into lunch, and carry on for the rest of the day with just
         a brief interlude to shop for supper. One consequence of these marathon talk-ins was that when she died in 1983 I was spared
         that most frequent of regrets – ‘I wish I’d asked her about So-and-so’, or ‘I wish I’d got to know her better’. (Though since starting this biography, there have been
         plenty of occasions when I wished I could check facts with her, fill in gaps.)
      

      
      What did we talk about? Well, just about everything: my friends, her friends, clothes, religion, furnishings, current events,
         the books we were reading, sex, films, the meaning of life. And often, very often, she talked about her life before she met
         and married my father: her childhood and her years with Lawrence Durrell.
      

      
      At the time I was pleased and flattered by these confidences. She had been a remote figure when I was a small child – seriously
         depressed, in fact, though I didn’t piece that together until later – and it was a wonderful way to grow close to her. Later
         I realised there’d been a price to pay, but at the time having such an exotic, wise and forthright mother seemed unbelievable
         good luck.
      

      
      In 1976 she developed breast cancer and had a mastectomy. Six years later the cancer returned, this time in her bones. She
         kept the X-rays (‘like a Swiss cheese’, she said) under her bed. At about the same time a reference to the end of her marriage
         to Durrell appeared in print, quoting his verdict on the break: ‘Nancy is in Jerusalem with the child. We have split up; just
         the war I guess.’ This triggered one of her characteristic snorts of derision. She wanted to put the record straight, or to
         give her side of the story – delete as appropriate. She began writing a memoir, intending it to be about the decade they spent
         together, but with her usual thoroughness she started with her own childhood and the early London years, so as to give an
         idea of the person she already was when they met, which was crucial to the way their marriage developed. It was slow progress,
         partly because of her huge inhibitions about writing. Her determination to pin down the precise truth about an event or a
         relationship meant the literary fluency of both her husbands was completely alien to her. As it became obvious that she was
         running out of time, she decided to talk about her life before the war. She and my father set up a tape recorder, he asked questions and she talked.
         She died long before the task was complete. It is poignant that her last months were spent grinding up organic carrots for
         the whole-food Bristol diet and discussing her first husband with her second.
      

      
      Lawrence Durrell died in 1990, Edward Hodgkin in 2006. In the quarter-century since her death, Nancy has been written about
         in fiction, academic studies and biographies – always those of other people. She has developed a reputation as someone who
         didn’t have much to say for herself, probably from shyness. In Paris with Henry Miller and Anaïs Nin, she sat on the outside
         of the circle, sometimes performing the duties of handmaiden, but seldom joining in. Her silence was commented on. In a letter
         to Lawrence after their first visit to Paris, Anaïs wrote: ‘I think often of Nancy’s most eloquent silences, Nancy talking
         with her eyes, her fingers, her hair, her cheeks, a wonderful gift.’ But far from being a wonderful gift, her silence was
         a burden that had its roots in her relationship with Lawrence, and which she wanted, finally, to break. It may seem that,
         at times, personal details are made public, things which would have been better left private. But having once embarked on
         this task, the only course seemed to do it properly, as Nancy would have wanted; right to the end she was adding supplements
         to the tapes, handwritten pages which provide crucial insights into the infinitely variable puzzle of their marriage.
      

      
      The main narrative ends in 1947, the halfway point in her life, the year she married for the second time and stepped into
         a different and more private world. To some extent, as I discovered while writing this, after 1947 she became a different
         person. In this memoir I am writing about both someone I knew intimately and also a young woman who is a stranger.
      

      
      What follows is my own personal account of a highly unusual woman who lived through fascinating times. A great deal of it
         is based on her own words, either from private conversations and letters, or the unfinished memoir.
      

      
      I could not have attempted it before – and indeed it never occurred to me to do so – partly because of the ‘two mothers’ quandary.
         But, five years ago, my sister fell victim to the tragic vanishing act that is Alzheimer’s, and the contrast in our maternal
         experience could no longer cause her the grief it once did. More than anything, I wish my sister was still in health, and
         that I was not free to write these words, but there was no return from the grey land that claimed her. In fact, the idea for
         the memoir came from a conversation about how to boost interest in her father’s work, so the royalties could cover her care
         – which in the end was not needed for as long as we had expected. She died, by a heartbreaking coincidence, just as I was
         finishing the first draft, but her researches, the time she spent making friends with the people who had been significant
         in her parents’ lives, her efforts to unravel the conundrum of their time together, are an unspoken presence on nearly every
         page.
      

      
      So it is to the memory of my sister Penelope, much-loved off-spring of a troubled union, that this book is dedicated.
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      Nancy, Larry and Penelope in Cairo, 1941

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Early August, 1937: Lawrence and Nancy Durrell stepped down from the train that had brought them to Paris from the south and
         made their way to the 14th arrondissement and a quiet cul de sac called the Villa Seurat. They had come to meet Henry Miller,
         who was already a legendary figure in bohemian circles, and the centre of a fascinating group of renegades and eccentrics.
         At last, they were going to discover friends who shared their values and goals. All their hopes were staked on this meeting.
      

      
      The young writer and his artist wife who were about to burst on the Parisian scene that summer morning were in every sense
         a golden couple. Hair bleached, skin bronzed by the sun, and with the vitality of long afternoons sailing their little sloop
         and swimming off deserted beaches, they brought, as Nancy said, ‘a whiff of open air and Ionian breeze, full of vim and ideas
         and enthusiasm’ to their new circle of older and more sophisticated friends.
      

      
      At first sight, they appeared an incongruous duo. Larry was short and stocky – ‘tiny really’, as he described himself – and
         in some ways he seemed younger than twenty-five, hardly more than a boy, with a boy’s beauty and vulnerability. Yet he seemed
         old, too, old beyond his years. His blue eyes were those of an ancient sage, or even, some thought, of someone who had never
         been young. This duality, angelic youth and aged seer, was all part of his charm.
      

      
      Tall and willowy, Nancy was a total contrast to her husband. She had high cheekbones and clear blue eyes, and an androgynous
         beauty that evoked comparison with Greta Garbo, or else had people reaching for images from the natural world. She was variously
         described as resembling a leopard, a flamingo and a wild deer, all creatures of grace and elegance, but also with an elusive,
         feral quality. A child who had known her in Corfu described her as ‘innocent’, a strange word for a seven-year-old to use
         about an adult. Years later, another friend remembered her simply as ‘the most beautiful young woman I’ve ever seen’.
      

      
      Though physically mismatched, they seemed to complement each other admirably. Larry was a fizzing firecracker of energy, witty
         and challenging, brimming with ideas and passion for literature, a man who dominated any gathering and whose company acted
         like champagne. Words were the medium in which he moved, his weapons of seduction and exploration and attack. He was fluent
         without ever being glib. Yet those who were present on that first day in Paris remembered his laughter even more than the
         talk – wonderful laughter, infectious and stimulating, laughter that resonated round the little studio apartment and signalled
         to all present that their life had shifted into a higher gear.
      

      
      Nancy appeared to be the perfect foil. She was calm and serene, apparently content to hold back and let her brilliant partner
         take centre stage. People regarded her as steadier and more mature, dealing with the practical details of their existence
         and leaving him free to develop his talents. Yet she was much more than just a manager: an artist who had studied at the Slade,
         she subscribed wholeheartedly to the bohemian credo that they were set apart, different from other people and bound to live
         by different rules. In their world, bourgeois restrictions must be sacrificed to the creation of genuine art and literature.
      

      
      They had come to Paris from Corfu, the island where they had lived for over two years, and where they had made a home for
         themselves on the remote north-east coast. For them, the White House in Kalami was more than just a good place to work and
         live: it was a shared joy, a source of strength, the place where they rinsed off the disappointments and frustrations of that
         bleak homeland Larry always referred to as Pudding Island. The house they shared with a fisherman and his family was primitive,
         Spartan even. They happily endured infestations of biting insects, the lack of plumbing, restricted food and social isolation
         because for Nancy and Larry that lonely corner of the Ionian was their own private Eden.
      

      
      A short walk from their white-washed home was a small, secret bay. No road led to it. Above the rippling, striated rock face
         and almost smothered in greenery perched a little shrine dedicated to a local saint, Arsenius, and this private retreat was
         for them a hallowed place. Here they stripped off their clothes, dived naked into the crystal water, swam and sunned themselves
         and were able to imagine that Arcadias are possible.
      

      
      It was literature that had lured them north from their island idyll at the height of summer. Two years earlier, Larry had
         been bowled over by Henry Miller’s groundbreaking book Tropic of Cancer, a work that was considered so shocking it was banned in Britain and the United States. Only a legal loophole had allowed
         it to be published in France. Larry had written Henry an ardent fan letter; Henry responded with enthusiasm and a literary
         friendship was born. Soon Nancy was drawn into the exchange: Larry fished her discarded paintings from the waste-basket –
         she was always her own fiercest critic – and surreptitiously sent them to Paris. They read manuscripts by Anaïs Nin, whose
         tempestuous affair with Henry had gone on for years as she pioneered a new kind of writing and poured her sensations and experience into her monumental diaries. And now they had the chance to create their
         very own literary magazine, The Booster. Larry would be literary editor and Nancy was to design the cover and be art editor. Along the way, they intended to have
         as much fun as they could. And so they did.
      

      
      That first encounter was everything they could have hoped for, and more. The party went on all day. The sunny room in Henry’s
         studio apartment was soon littered with bottles and glasses, books, the remains of meals and loose manuscript pages. Smoke
         from their cigarettes curled up towards the ceiling, and from the kitchen came the delicious aroma of the steaks Nancy was
         cooking. The whole place reverberated with laughter and talk, and Henry was so overwhelmed by the brilliance of his protégé
         that he was speechless for a while, his eyes shining with tears of pleasure.
      

      
      No doubt about it, the youthful pair from Corfu were a huge success. At last they were launched in the world where they belonged.

      
      But that was only half the story. In the creative mayhem of the Villa Seurat, nothing was ever quite how it looked. For a
         start, no one could ever be sure who was sleeping with whom. Was Henry’s turbulent affair with Anaïs still ongoing? Was she
         supporting him out of the generous dress allowance she received from her wealthy banker husband? Who were the mysterious Spanish
         refugees to whom she devoted so much attention? Soon Nancy and Larry became caught up in the lies and intrigues, but the young
         couple, apparently so unspoiled and radiant and open, harboured secrets of their own, secrets that remained hidden much longer
         than those of Henry and Anaïs.
      

      
      Even then observant friends were struck by a marked dissonance in Larry’s personality, a discord that went deeper than the
         normal contrast between the self we show in public and our inner, more complex reality – that shadow self so beloved of Jungians.
         Under his brilliance and dazzling charm lay a core of deep loneliness and uncertainty that he never shook off, even after
         the publication of Justine had brought him fame, success and financial security. And he had a vengeful, cruel streak as well. He could charm and seduce
         with words, but he could also use them to lacerate and destroy. The angelic boy-man could be transformed into a demon in a
         moment.
      

      
      It was a dissonance that Nancy might have sympathised with, because it was something she shared. Superficially confident and
         assured, serene in her beauty and her accomplishments, underneath she was every bit as complex and uncertain as her husband.
         For much of her childhood she had seen herself as a pariah, and her mother’s spite had corroded her self-confidence and crippled
         her spirit. Even more than Larry, she needed to forge a new identity and leave her family behind. In fact the Durrell clan
         – his mother, the mildly eccentric Louisa, and her unlikely brood (including Gerald, who in 1937 was still a pond-dipping
         child running wild in Corfu) – provided a haven for Nancy, a place where she felt accepted as she had never been by her embittered
         parents. In 1937, as she put it, the leopard had most definitely changed her spots – outwardly – but inside she was as tortured
         and conflicted as she had always been.
      

      
      The Paris adventure that began with such laughter and high spirits came at precisely the mid-point of the decade Nancy and
         Larry spent together. It was the moment of their greatest triumph, but also the moment when the fabric of their marriage started
         to unravel. Five years earlier they had met in a smoky Fitzrovia pub; Nancy was in love with someone else and drifted into
         her relationship with Larry almost without noticing. Five years later, angry, heartbroken and uncomprehending in the turmoil
         of Cairo as Rommel’s seemingly unstoppable army approached, they went their separate ways. And that was that. End of story.
      

      
      Except it never is.

      
      In 1975, when they had been apart for more than three decades, Larry talked to an audience in California about those halcyon,
         pre-war days in Kalami. He remembered ‘that house with its remoteness and the islands going down like soft gongs all the time
         into the amazing blue, and I shall really never, never ever forget a youth spent there, discovered by accident. It was pure
         gold. But then of course … youth does mean happiness, it does mean love, and that’s something you can’t get over.’
      

      
      And Nancy, living a new life with new people, far removed from the places and times they had shared, would surely have agreed.
         Amazing blue, pure gold, youth and happiness and love … all the ingredients to create the idyll they both craved, but the
         seeds of its destruction had also been there from the beginning, from their beginnings. To understand, one must turn back
         to those very different worlds out of which their stories grew, Larry’s in Northern India and the remnants of the unique ex
        periment that was the Raj, Nancy’s in the social minefield of Edwardian England and her convoluted and mysterious family.
      

   
      
      1

      
      OF INTROSPECTION GOT

      
      
         Taken in the pattern of all solitaries,

         An only child, of introspection got,

         Her only playmates, lovers, in herself.

         Description of Nancy in Lawrence Durrell, ‘Cities, Plains and People’

      

      
      The Reverend Thomas Myers had been rector of Twinstead, a parish near the Essex–Suffolk border, for thirty-two years and was
         about to retire. One of his last duties in the little church where he had officiated for a generation was a long-awaited pleasure:
         in July 1910 he presided at the marriage of his only child, also Thomas, to Louise Shaw. Thomas was thirty-seven, his bride
         a little older, so no one could say the couple were too young to know their minds. After the wedding the rector retired to
         Bath and the newlyweds set up home in a solidly respectable house in Eastbourne, where Thomas had recently established his
         dental practice. When their daughter Nancy was born two years later, she was welcomed into a world of apparent affluence and
         security. Or so it seemed.
      

      
      Eastbourne in 1912 was, for those of adequate means, a benign place in which to be born. The resort had been developed under the inspired guidance of the seventh Duke of Devonshire and
         was considered a good example of a town developed ‘according to plan’, with a long gracious seafront, spacious boulevards,
         winter gardens and a pier with a fairy-tale palace known as the Kursaal. Behind the town lay the beautiful South Downs, while
         the white cliffs of Beachy Head were just a short walk away. Edwardian Eastbourne had for some time been known as the Empress
         of Watering Places and it guarded its reputation jealously, as a contemporary guide made clear: ‘Whilst extending a cordial
         welcome to the bona fide visitor and holiday maker [Eastbourne] … has never regarded the day tripper or the excursionist in
         any too kindly a light.’
      

      
      Quite so. The newly married Thomas and Louise would have taken an equally dim view of ‘excursionists’. Their home at 28 Gildredge
         Road was quintessentially genteel. Semi-detached and four storeys high, it had steps leading up to the front door and large
         bay windows. A butler was installed and his wife did the cooking. After Nancy was born, a Nurse Peacock was employed to take
         care of her.
      

      
      Those Eastbourne years were remembered as a time of sunny content for all the family. The child was happy and confident. Tended
         by Nurse Peacock, she played in the large gardens, made friends with children nearby and chased blue butterflies with her
         little net on the wide freedoms of the downs. She played on the beach and visited the winter gardens. Even when Britain went
         to war with Germany in August 1914 the band continued to play on the seafront.
      

      
      Meanwhile, her mother revelled in her smart home and passed her days arranging curtains and cushions and small tables smothered
         with little silver objects. She enjoyed presiding over elegant tea parties.
      

      
      Thomas Myers was in his element; his free time was spent in the bracing air of the Willingdon Golf Club, where he won competition spoons, and was honoured to be elected its president.
         He doted on his young daughter and, with the help of his dental technician, made her an enormous doll’s house. He learned
         photography and took endless pictures of the little girl, which he developed and printed himself.
      

      
      Two photographs taken of Nancy in her christening robes when she must have been about three months old give a first hint of
         the shadows that were to fall across her life. In the first she is sitting on her young nurse’s knee. Calm and pretty in her
         starched cap and uniform, the nurse glows with calm contentment. In the second photograph Louise herself, dressed for the
         occasion in the heavily encrusted bodice of the grand Edwardian matron, holds her daughter. Her face, partly in shadow, already
         has a stricken, almost haunted expression. She is not looking at the baby, which she holds awkwardly and slightly away from
         her, with her right hand curled into a fist. The baby’s former look of myopic self-absorption has been replaced by one of
         mild alarm.
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      Nancy in her christening robes with her nurse
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      Nancy with her mother, rather more anxious

      
      That alarm was eventually to develop into an indelible and guilt-ridden dislike, but for the Eastbourne years at least Nancy
         was secure in the care of Nurse Peacock, and she grew into a happy and confident child. ‘Eastbourne confidence’, she called it later.

      
      And then, catastrophe. Overnight, or so it seemed to Nancy, their comfortable world collapsed. The butler and the cook were
         dismissed, Nurse Peacock vanished, the furniture was packed up and the spacious Gildredge Road house was sold for a fraction
         of what it would have fetched a year later. In 1917 the family moved north to Gainsborough, a small manufacturing town in
         Lincolnshire, and to a new life in a little terraced house in a street dominated by a long, high factory wall.
      

      
      Why? The explanation given by her parents was ‘invasion panic’, an overwhelming terror that the beastly Hun were about to
         make landfall on the South Coast and slaughter the good citizens of Eastbourne in their homes. But this doesn’t wash: for
         one thing, the real time of invasion panic had long passed. It was during the winter of 1914–15 that the fear was strongest,
         and besides, none of their friends or neighbours felt compelled to leave the sunny South Coast. Most significant of all, there
         was never any question of returning once the war had ended, not even for a holiday.
      

      
      Behind the public excuse must have lain a never-acknowledged but more sinister reason. Nancy never discovered the details
         of her family’s disaster: it was just one of the secrets her parents carried for the rest of their lives. ‘I am pretty sure,’
         Nancy wrote, ‘that my father got into financial trouble. He’d gambled on the stock exchange, perhaps, or bought shares in
         a non-existent gold mine. All I know is that there was, from the first, an air of finality about it. Never a hint that we
         would pull out of it.’
      

      
      On the day of the move she had a first intimation that their fall from grace was to have far-reaching consequences. She had
         been promised their new home would come complete with a beautiful garden, like the one they were leaving behind. But when she first
         saw the grubby little patch of grass at the back, with a narrow border on one side and a few miserable plants struggling to
         survive in the grey soil at the foot of a high brick wall, she burst out in bewilderment, ‘It’s a horrid garden – not nice
         at all!’
      

      
      Her mother struck back at once. ‘You’re a wicked girl to say such things! It is a very nice garden indeed!’

      
      Nancy was shocked. She was still grieving for Nurse Peacock, and her mother’s words filled her with guilt and confusion. So
         much of her future relationship with her parents was mapped out in those two sentences: the accusation of wickedness and the
         absolute negation of her own reality. In their new life at 23 Spring Gardens, the fault lines in her family were to be mercilessly
         exposed.
      

      
      Two months after Nancy’s death, my father and I drove up to Bamburgh on the Northumberland coast, where he had spent his childhood
         summers. Bamburgh, with its huge white beach and its magical sand dunes and castle, meant a lot to him, not least because
         it was where his adored sister Betty, who died when he was twelve, is buried. On our visit in 1983 he planted crocus and snowdrop
         bulbs over her grave. At a time of bereavement, old griefs come back into focus.
      

      
      From time to time when I walked past his room in the cottage near the beach which we had borrowed from one of his cousins,
         I could hear my parents talking to each other. I knew he was transcribing the tapes that they had made together, but even
         so it was a jolt each time, to hear the quiet murmur of their conversation from behind the closed door.
      

      
      On the journey north we had made a detour to Gainsborough, and found the house in Spring Gardens that we had heard so much about. We had been prepared by all that Nancy had said and written on the subject, but still we were taken aback. When
         the cottages were built they must have had a certain charm, but the vast factory wall of the Marshall family’s Britannia Iron
         Works completely overshadowed them. High and black and windowless, the brick wall loomed over the little cottages. It was
         oppressive, soul-destroying. We drove away in silence.
      

      
      A sign of changing times, Marshall’s Yard is now a shopping centre, but in 1917 the factory dominated the town. It covered
         sixteen acres of land and employed five thousand workers building tanks, guns and planes. The grind of huge machines and the
         hooters that sounded at the end of each shift formed the constant soundtrack to life in Spring Gardens.
      

      
      For Thomas and Louise the immediate problem was how to fit their grand Eastbourne furniture into such a small space. On each
         side of the front door was a room with a bay window. The one on the left became their drawing room, while the right-hand room
         served as both dining room and patients’ waiting room. Each morning after breakfast the dishes were cleared away and piles
         of much-thumbed magazines, Punch and the Sphere, spread over the billiard table with heavy oak leaves which, for some reason, they used as a dining table. At the back of
         the house was the consulting room, with French windows overlooking the garden, and, next to that, the kitchen.
      

      
      Stairs with heavy dark green paint led up to the first floor. The two tiny rooms at the front had been knocked into one to
         accommodate her parents’ enormous bedroom suite and massive brass bed. A small room, also crammed full of cupboards, led from
         this and was Thomas’s dressing room, where he kept and cleaned his gun and his golf clubs.Nancy’s room, which doubled as the
         nursery until she went away to school, was at the back, and the sun never reached it. The large doll’s house, her rocking
         horse, toy cupboard, chest of drawers, table and cabinet for her treasures all had to be squashed in somehow. A second door led to a tiny upstairs
         landing and the bleak cubby hole where their maid slept. This room was above the larder, and always chilly. It gave off a
         musty, sour smell, as did the little uncarpeted back stairway which tumbled down to the kitchen through a doorway painted
         dark brown, which looked, when it was closed, like a cupboard. How ever small the house, there had to be two staircases, since
         it would never do for the maid to use the same one as the family. There was a lavatory upstairs, but no bathroom. A cupboard
         off Nancy’s parents’ room exactly fitted a painted bath with a boiler above it, which was heated by a roaring gas fire. Presumably
         the maid never got to have a bath.
      

      
      In later years Nancy realised that 23 Spring Gardens had the potential to make a perfectly decent home, and reflected that
         even the garden must have been loved once. The problem was not so much the house itself, more her parents’ absolute refusal
         to be reconciled to it. The massive furniture, out of all proportion to the rooms, symbolised their determination never to
         adapt to their new life. They were too grand for their little house and they considered themselves much superior to their
         neighbours, who were of the dreaded ‘excursionist’ class.
      

      
      Most galling of all, the social inferiors they were forced to rub shoulders with were often more affluent than they were.
         From the moment they exchanged their gracious Eastbourne existence for the demeaning struggle in Gainsborough, Thomas and
         Louise’s lives were blighted by poverty. ‘One long scrimp and save’, as Nancy put it. Saving not so they might recapture their
         former glory but simply to survive from month to month.
      

      
      Of course, theirs was never the poverty of the kind that so many families experienced in the 1920s. Nancy didn’t go barefoot
         and they weren’t hungry or cold. This was genteel poverty, margarine instead of butter but a maid at all times, and a gruelling
         struggle to maintain appearances. ‘This cast a pall over everything,’ Nancy wrote, ‘and yet I say, why? Why couldn’t a competent
         dentist, in a town of twenty thousand people and no competition, make a decent living and keep up with the Joneses? The man
         he replaced had done extremely well and after my father retired, his successor lived very well and sped around in a Jaguar.’
      

      
      If they had been able to remain in affluence in Gildredge Road, with Louise holding tea parties while Thomas strolled with
         his chums round Willingdon Golf Club, their fundamental incompatibility might never have been exposed. As it was, the couple
         had no resources to meet the disaster. The move to Gainsborough soured their marriage and broke their spirit. This was never
         how their marriage was supposed to turn out.
      

      
      My grandfather Thomas Cyril Myers remains an enigma. His background was solidly respectable, with most of his forebears country
         parsons. His father had a first class degree in moral sciences from Trinity College, Cambridge, and was rector of Twinstead
         for over thirty years: Thomas spent his childhood in a spacious rectory with large gardens.
      

      
      An only child, he was sent to Haileybury in Hertfordshire from thirteen to eighteen. He was not particularly academic. As
         soon as he left school he meticulously cut out jokey heads from comics and pasted them over the illustrious figures in his
         history book: Julius Caesar complete with toga, handlebar moustache and a cheroot; King Alfred in a boater. The effect is
         genuinely funny. Entertainment was always his strongest suit. With no interest in the Church, he chose instead the relatively
         new profession of dentistry and worked at Charing Cross Hospital and the Royal Dental Hospital in London. He was licensed
         by the Royal College of Surgeons in 1896. During his London years, shortage of funds never stopped him from having a good
         time. He went to all the popular musical entertainments of the day and, always methodical except in matters of work, kept all the programmes.
         In the summer he went to Le Touquet for golfing holidays with his friends. In winter they tobogganed and skated in Switzerland.
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      Nancy’s father during his more carefree bachelor days

      
      He was considered handsome, and photographs show him to have been very much the fin de siècle man about town, though to my mind he looks a bit of a chump, with something weak, almost evasive in his expression. Still,
         he was gregarious and even in old age, white-haired and frail, he had the bluest of blue eyes, hyacinth blue, which actually
         did twinkle in just the way an elderly grandfather’s eyes should. He was always friendly, cheerful and affectionate, with a rippling laugh that seemed to bubble through his speech.
      

      
      After working for a short while in Guildford he made a tactical move to Eastbourne, where his mother’s wealthy and childless
         sister lived at 11 The Avenue, one of the largest and most gracious of the houses on a wide street overlooking a park. As
         favourite nephew he lived with her for several years, and was able to set up his own dental practice. While he was treating
         another elderly lady he met her companion, Louise Shaw, and fell in love. Aunt Charlotte died in 1910, naming Thomas as her
         executor and sharing her estate between him and four unmarried nieces. With the money, he was able to propose marriage and
         buy the large house on Gildredge Road. For seven years all was well.
      

      
      What went wrong? The other recipients of Aunt Charlotte’s money seem to have lived comfortably on the proceeds for the rest
         of their lives. Thomas, who had an additional income from his work, should have been better off than they were. And as Nancy
         herself said, both his predeces sor in Gainsborough and the man who took over from him did very well from their dental practices.
         But not Thomas. He had a magnetic repulsion relationship with money; whatever he received or earned slipped through his fingers
         almost at once. The crime writer in me conjures up lurid scenarios of dark deeds and blackmail. But the most likely explanation
         for the steady haemorrhaging of cash is that he was a gambler: not racetracks or betting shops but a lifelong belief that
         luck and chance were better stars to navigate by than clarity and planning. He was obsessed with the competitions in magazines,
         and not at all interested in keeping accounts or sending invoices to patients. But even so, there remains an element of mystery
         in his disgrace.
      

      
      And so they moved north, to a new life in the shadow of the factory in Gainsborough. For a little longer, his five-year-old
         daughter still idolised her father. At the end of her life she wrote: ‘My father was everything that was warm and welcoming
         and comforting. And I was his relaxation, getting away from all the anxieties of money and work.’ Thomas read to her every
         night and together they escaped from their dingy reality into the adventures of Jack London and the Man Eaters of Tsavo, the
         magical fantasy of the Alice books and Kipling’s India, Henty and Buchan. And when his work was finished and the weather allowed
         it, father and daughter walked together through the Lincoln shire lanes and he inspired her with scarcely understood wonder
         for the stars. He told her the names of the constellations, and about the incredible distances between them, how small our
         Earth is in comparison with the Sun, which in its turn is just a tiny speck in the vastness of the Milky Way – heady stuff
         for a small child. He also told her about money, and explained the gold bars that were held in the vaults of the Bank of England
         to back the paper notes that were in circulation. As the First World War ended and the grim post-war years commenced, his
         little daughter must have been the only person left whom Thomas could impress with his expertise on matters pecuniary.
      

      
      These walks with her father on mellow summer evenings would have been treasured anyway, but they served a dual purpose: not
         just the pleasure of each other’s company and the unspoiled countryside, but an escape from their claustrophobic and unhappy
         home. Escape, above all, from Louise.
      

      
      The disaster that sent the Myers family into Gainsborough exile was only too familiar to Louise. All that Nancy remembered
         about her maternal grandfather was that he had been a tea importer in Liverpool with three daughters. Louise told her the
         girls had been brought up to expect marriage to a suitable man of their own class, and trained in the delicate arts of being
         ladylike; there was no expectation they might ever have to work. But when they were in their late teens their father went bust and their
         prospects were shattered. The youngest, May, married anyway and disappeared to Australia – one can speculate that her husband
         was not of the right class. The only option for impecunious young ladies of good family was to become ‘companions’ and this
         is what Louise and her older sister Emmeline duly did. In that role they received their board and lodging, but they had no
         security, hardly any income and no freedom. Trapped in someone else’s home, they passed the days and years of their youth
         shackled to an employer, who might be kindly or tyrannical. Almost worse than the lack of freedom was the lack of respons
        ibility. Louise reached the age of almost forty without ever having had to manage a household budget, to plan or make decisions.
         All that was required of her was that she be available and genteel. Pour the tea and keep up appearances.
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      Nancy’s mother during her time as a lady’s companion in Leamington Spa

      
      Another disadvantage for the lady’s companion was the lack of opportunity for meeting eligible young men; Emmeline never did.
         Her fair beauty grew more faded and dusty and she ended up, in Nancy’s chilling phrase, ‘rather peculiar’ and helping in a
         rundown boarding house in North London, her life one of those silent tragedies of an era when it was almost impossible for
         women to forge their own destiny.
      

      
      So for Louise it was a wonderful dream come true when the debonair dentist made a home visit to her current elderly lady,
         and fell in love with her. The dashing Thomas Myers was drawn to this modest, serious, rather sadly beautiful woman. His aunt
         conveniently died, he proposed, she accepted. After all the disappointments of her life so far, the fairy-tale ending had
         come at last.
      

      
      Poor Louise, her window of recovery and esteem was all too brief. In 1917, for the second time in her life, her world was
         turned upside down by the incompetence or bad luck – from her point of view it hardly mattered which – of the man on whom
         her happiness depended. She had no resources to deal with the catastrophe. Looking back, Nancy always felt that her father
         had needed a very different kind of wife (though, in fairness, Louise could probably have done with a different kind of husband)
         – a woman who could take control of their finances, who could budget and balance the books. As the wife of a feckless dentist
         in a small Lincolnshire town, Louise was out of her depth. She saw what was happening, and hated it, but she had no more control
         over her fate than she had over the weather.
      

      
      In her misery, Louise channelled her ambitions into her only child. Nancy must compensate for everything she had lost. Nancy
         must demonstrate that in one area of her life she had succeeded. Louise needed her daughter to be a beautiful doll, living
         proof that she was a wonderful mother. But Louise’s devotion to her child was fraught with ambivalence, so as her daughter
         changed from a plump and pretty infant into a skinny and obstinate child, maternal pride turned to exasperation and Louise’s
         frantic efforts to insist on her child’s love only drove Nancy slowly, inexorably, away.
      

      
      During the first year in Spring Gardens, Nancy had a buffer from her parents’ disappointments: Margaret, just out of school
         herself, was employed as nursemaid and governess. They had lessons in her sunless back bedroom – reading, writing and a few
         sums. They made strings of paper people joined together by fingers and toes and coloured them in. They went for walks.
      

      
      After a year Margaret departed, the rocking horse was taken away, and soon after that, the doll’s house went too. A washstand
         with a large china jug and basin took its place, and from now on Nancy was expected to put herself to bed. On dark winter
         nights that was a chilly and frightening thing to do. She imagined devils lurking over the back stairs, and the ghostly figure
         of Jesus stood white and condemning in the shadows cast by the gas jet on the main landing. In her mind ‘gentle Jesus’ had
         become mixed up with her mother and the confusion put her in mortal terror of both God and the devil at the same time.
      

      
      Every evening her parents climbed the stairs to kiss her goodnight and put out her light. As part of the daily ritual, her
         mother unlocked the store cupboard in their bedroom and took out two chocolates or sweets to give her after she had cleaned
         her teeth. (This, for the daughter of a dentist.) The goodnight kiss was fraught with peril. It was a matter of terrible importance
         for Nancy that her mother should say goodnight first, ‘so that I could settle off to daydream my way into sleep soothed by
         my father’s loving embrace’. Her mother’s kiss was like medicine, to be swallowed quickly, its bitter taste to be obliterated
         by the following sweet. Louise was only too aware of the contrast. ‘I’m your mother, kiss me like you kiss your father!’ she insisted, but of course it was no good. Nancy wrote, ‘I just congealed and waited till it
         was over, with outrage screaming inside me. Later, the words came, and I would repeat them inside myself. You can’t demand love; love is a gift.’
      

      
      When Margaret left, Nancy graduated to a proper governess. On weekday mornings, perched on Thomas’s bicycle, she went across
         the town to study with Miss Ancoats, who lived with her elderly mother and sister in a mellowly beautiful old house on the
         River Trent. At noon, Nancy sat down to lunch with the old lady, who wore an old-fashioned cap, and her daughters, and each
         afternoon Miss Ancoats walked her home. Her teacher was not exactly encouraging. Even then Nancy was proud of her drawing
         – ‘I did lovely fairies’ – but Miss Ancoats gave her cotton reels and scissors to draw, and then compared the finished result
         with the work of her previous pupil, Mary Kelsey. Nancy grew to loathe the unseen Mary Kelsey, who had surpassed her in every
         way, though in fact when she was nine and went away to school she was far in advance of her peers.
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      Nancy enjoyed staying with her grandfather, who gave her a Schipperke puppy

      
      They had no contact at all with any of Louise’s family, but Thomas’s father, the retired rector of Twinstead, was a benign
         influence in Nancy’s life, one of the two old gentlemen who had such a dramatic impact in the future. At least once, when
         she was seven or eight, she went to stay with him and his second wife at their home in the Clifton district of Bristol. There,
         her grandfather attempted to teach her how to play chess and gave her a Schipperke puppy, the first of the dogs that were
         to be her favourite childhood companions. The two best holidays of her childhood were spent at their shingled bungalow above
         the river near Bradford on Avon. The cottage was sunny and brightly furnished. Outside there were flowers in abundance and
         steps that twisted down to the rowing boat moored on the river. ‘Unmitigated bliss’ was how she described these summer moments.
         Happiness for Nancy was always associated with sunshine and fresh air, gardens and colours.
      

      
      She had to work hard to seize her moments of happiness, because at Spring Gardens the family was coming apart. To begin with,
         her father tried to keep up his sporting life and joined the golf club at Thonnock, but gradually he lost heart. He missed
         his old companions at Willing don and claimed he had nothing in common with the socially inferior members of the local club.
         Nor did he find anyone congenial to shoot with.
      

      
      The family’s social dislocation was as much a part of daily life as the thump and whine of machinery from the factory across
         the road and the melancholy whistle of the hooters. Thomas and Louise knew they were a cut above the professional people they
         mixed with in Gainsborough, but the galling truth was that their social inferiors enjoyed larger houses, more servants and
         a more gracious lifestyle. While Thomas could escape into books and games, Louise had no defence against the humiliations
         she endured. More and more, her bitterness found expression in rows, books thrown across the room, doors slammed, vengeful accusations.
      

      
      Years as a lady’s companion had made her acutely aware of the importance of social distinctions. She fought a constant rearguard
         action to get the servant girls to address her with appropriate deference. For some reason, they all had enormous trouble
         with calling her ‘mum’, the version of ‘ma’am’ she for some reason felt was appropriate.
      

      
      ‘Elsie’ (or Annie, or Mabel, or whatever the name was of the current occupant of the cold room above the larder), she would
         demand in her querulous voice, ‘what do you say when you speak to me? Yes – what?’
      

      
      ‘Yes – um.’

      
      Louise’s expression showed she felt the girl was cheeking her deliberately. ‘No, Elsie, how many times do I have to tell you?
         It’s Mum not Um. If you want to get on you must learn to speak to your mistress properly. Now, try to say it right this time.’
      

      
      Nancy felt sorry for these girls, who never lasted long enough to make any real impression. ‘Poor things,’ she remembered,
         ‘they had a wretched life. They were country girls whose parents couldn’t afford to keep them at home after they grew up.’
         Lonely and homesick, they had to get up early, clean out four grates and lay the fires in winter, bring in coal, carry washing
         water up to the bedrooms, make breakfast, then do bedrooms out and empty slops. One room was to be done out thoroughly each
         day and the rest ‘gone over’. Meanwhile they must be ready at all times to answer the door and usher patients in – for which
         task they must always appear immaculate, no matter what they’d been doing. They were allowed no visitors and must never talk
         to tradesmen. Their only time off was Wednesday evening from six to ten and alternate Sunday afternoons. This was their only
         chance to go back home to see their families. Some, Nancy remembered, were hardier than others, ‘but all had swollen knees,
         and red, chapped hands – except one, who had grown up on a farm. I remember coming home one holiday and remarking on her soft,
         white hands. “It comes from the milking,” she said. “I can do anything, my hands is always soft and white. The milk sunk in.”’
      

      
      The hapless Elsies and Annies never lasted long, but for Nancy there was no escape. She tried to find a hideaway in the garden.
         For a while she crouched under the staging in the greenhouse, among spiders and rubble and broken woodwork, and when that
         proved too uncomfortable she hid in a corner filled with garden rubbish at the far end of the ivy hedge, but that was even
         less satisfactory than the greenhouse.
      

      
      Her mother’s dissatisfaction with her daughter increased. The accusation of ‘wickedness’ became a constant refrain. Louise
         told her she was wicked for wanting to read rather than do something useful like dusting the trinkets in the front room, or
         going to the shop for raisins or lard; she was wicked when she chirruped a popular song about Felix the Cat, the most popular
         cartoon character until the arrival of Mickey Mouse, ‘Felix Kept on Walking’:
      

      
      
         By a train at Dover, had his tail run over,

         
         On the rail he left his tail, it gave the folks a thrill,

         
         Still for that he didn’t care.

         
         Though he had no rudder there,

         
         Wagged his ‘nothing’ in the air, and kept on walking still.

         
      

      
      According to Louise, a good child would have sung something more suitable, like ‘The Lost Chord’ or ‘Silver Threads among
         the Gold’:
      

      
      
         Darling, I am growing old,

         
         Silver threads among the gold,

         
         Shine upon my brow today;

         
         Life is fading fast away.

         
      

      
      It’s not hard to see why the anarchic and resilient little Felix the Cat appealed to a lively child more than morbid Victorian
         sentimentality, but for Louise it was all a sign of Nancy’s incorrigible wickedness.
      

      
      There is a terrible desperation in Louise’s self-defeating battle to turn Nancy into the ideal daughter who would compensate
         for all her disappointments. Endlessly Louise washed and scrubbed the child, spent hours doing her hair each day, culminating
         in the hated evening ritual of winding Nancy’s long, thick hair up with curling rags into the great awkward knobs that made
         sleeping so uncomfortable.
      

      [image: image]

      
      To achieve Nancy’s dramatic ringlets, her mother curled her hair into painful knobs every evening

      
      Nancy must demonstrate and acknowledge that her mother was not just good, but perfect. Often – but always when her father
         was out of earshot – Louise told Nancy she was wicked because she didn’t honour and love her mother as she should. This was
         all the more unforgivable because Louise was, in fact, ‘the best woman in the world’. Nancy came to dread this much-repeated
         phrase which haunted her for years, well into adult life and even after she had become a mother herself. The woman that she
         was growing to love less and less, even to dislike intensely, was apparently ‘the best woman in the world’. Her guilt and
         confusion became a torment. Her inability to love this maternal paragon made her feel, in her words, like a pariah, utterly
         cast out from the human race.
      

      
      Of course, it is obvious now that Louise must have been crippled with insecurity: her constant insistence that Nancy provide
         the affirmation she craved was fuelled by her terrible fear that she was anything but a good mother. She saw her daughter’s
         love draining away, was so threatened by Nancy’s ‘Daddy’s girl’ devotion that she tried to compel her to kiss her in the same
         way. But it is easy to feel sorry for a woman you have never met. For Louise’s daughter this judicious view was never an option.
         When she was writing about her childhood in the months before her death, Nancy kept coming back to the toxic emotional atmosphere
         of her family. Why had she been unable to see through her mother’s demands? Why had she not rejected her ridiculous claim
         to be the best woman in the world? Nancy came to the conclusion that the lie had been drummed into her when she was too young
         to put up any resistance.
      

      
      And then there was the ultimate weapon in Louise’s verbal armoury. If Nancy was slow to do what was required, her mother declared
         with terrible finality, ‘You can never make up to me for the pain you caused me when you were born.’ Sometimes she added that Nancy had almost killed her, had nearly been responsible for the death of the best woman in the world. It’s a shocking
         crime to lay at the feet of a child, especially one who is struggling with negative feelings towards her mother. A tangle
         of guilt and confusion and shame from which it seemed impossible to escape.
      

      
      About a year before she died, when my parents were living in the last home they made together, a large thatched cottage in
         the Dorset village of Milton Abbas, she was sitting beside the fire. She had been knitting for a while, and was more than
         usually pensive, with that turned-in expression that all those close to her knew so well. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about
         my mother recently,’ she said. ‘And I think I’ve come to understand her better.’
      

      
      ‘How?’ I wanted to know. After all these years, had she found a way to be reconciled to the woman whose crabbed misery had
         cast a blight over her childhood and far beyond?
      

      
      ‘I realise,’ she said, ‘that she was just a rather silly and unhappy woman.’

      
      It’s the last thing I remember her ever saying on the subject.

   
      
      2

      
      A HARUM-SCARUM SCHOOLGIRL

      
      Escape beckoned as the day approached for Nancy to go as a boarder to Lincoln High School for Girls. She had devoured Angela
         Brazil’s school stories, such titles as The Jolliest Term on Record and A Harum-Scarum Schoolgirl. One in particular filled her with enthusiasm: she remembered it – significantly, as it turned out – as The Most Popular Girl in the School, but it was probably A Popular Schoolgirl which came out in 1920, the year before Nancy put on her new uniform and travelled the twenty miles from Gainsborough to
         Lincoln. The message of all these books was the same: there might be ups and downs at a girls’ boarding school but essentially
         they were places of fun and excitement and jolly friendships.
      

      
      Lincoln Christ’s Hospital Girls’ High School, to give it its full title, had been founded in 1893. It occupied a large red-brick
         Gothic building on the side of the hill going from the town up to the cathedral. Most of the 450 pupils were day girls. The
         50 boarders were put up in two houses, one on the edge of the cathedral close and the other on the far side of the cathedral,
         through the imposing arch known as the Bail Gate. It was to this bleak-looking house of grey brick with all its pipes on the
         outside that Nancy came on that first afternoon, her hair in a long plait with a black bow at the end of it. Bidding farewell
         to the hated ringlets was a further cause for celebration: no more torment of having her hair yanked back into tight painful knobs each
         evening.
      

      
      Nancy and her parents were shown into the dormitory on the ground floor next to the dining room, where the youngest girls
         were kept under the eye of Miss Wynch, the matron whose little room was just across the hall. Most of the other boarders were
         the daughters of Lincolnshire farmers, though one girl came from Alberta in Canada. Eagerly, Nancy waited for her parents
         to leave so her new life, the life of dorm fun and madcap schoolgirls, friendship and larks, might begin.
      

      
      It always struck me as strange that my mother never reminisced about her schooldays. She did not seem to have made any particular
         friends. I assumed that she had already retreated into a self-sufficient reserve and kept to herself, that she had failed
         to find anyone congenial with whom to share her schooldays. Reading the memoir she began just before she died, I now realise
         how wrong my assumption was.
      

      
      She was an only child whose parents were isolated by their sense of social superiority and financial inferiority to those
         around them. Her lessons had taken place alone with a governess. As a result, Nancy was woefully ill-equipped to survive in
         the rough and tumble of school life. By the end of her first week the Angela Brazil fantasy had been well and truly shattered
         and her last vestiges of ‘Eastbourne confidence’ had been knocked out of her. From then until her last year in the sixth form
         it was all ‘misery and boredom’, so that even in the final months of her life she didn’t like to look back on it.
      

      
      People’s unhappy boarding school experiences can be a common topic of conversation. Nancy never joined in. Her silence on
         the subject was simply because it had been too hard to talk about. Not just the wretchedness that comprises so many boarding
         school memories, but deep shame as well.
      

      
      In the boarding house she was youngest and smallest, at the very bottom of the pecking order; right away she became the butt
         of the other girls’ jokes. When she was writing her memoir, she forced herself to address this: ‘For various reasons I appeared
         so different that I just couldn’t be assimilated as a natural human companion – couldn’t be a part of we and so, of course,
         became the enemy.’ Her parents had taken endless pains to make sure her voice carried no trace of a Lincolnshire accent, which
         they regarded as horribly common, so from the very outset she was set apart from the stolid daughters of the local farmers.
         She tried to win friends by sharing with them all the knowledge about such topics as the cosmos and the gold bars in the vaults
         of the Bank of England, which her father had told her about on their walks together. To begin with this just irritated her
         school-fellows, but soon the tide was firmly against her. They called her a witch, a nine-year-old witch. The cruel name-calling
         of young girls is bad enough for someone who has been affirmed by their parents; for Nancy, already struggling with her mother’s
         accusations of wickedness and worse, the taunts only confirmed her deepest fears about herself. Far from being a popular schoolgirl,
         she soon found herself the most unpopular girl in the school.
      

      
      At night she lay in the dormitory with the blankets pulled tightly round her head to block out the sound of the other girls
         talking about her; she comforted herself with the thought that no misery in adult life could ever be worse than this, and
         if it was, she could commit suicide.
      

      
      The misery took its toll, both mentally and physically. She became secretive and stubborn. She developed what she called a
         ‘nervous stomach’ which meant that she was either constipated or afflicted with violent stomach pains and, even worse, uncontrollable
         bowels. Once she discovered yellow splashes on a petticoat and, too ashamed to ask for help, she bundled it up and hid it in a drawer. The offending garment was soon found. The response of Miss Wynch is hard to credit nowadays. She already
         regarded Nancy’s constipation as wilful disobedience – those were the days when well-trained nannies expected their charges
         to produce a healthy bowel movement every day after breakfast, so she was probably just in tune with current thinking – but
         the soiled petticoat was evidence of ‘truly awful wickedness’ (Nancy’s words) and was exhibited to the other girls. Not surprisingly,
         it became the object of much pointing, chanting and whispering, and remained a useful weapon for her tormentors for a long
         time.
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