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  Preface




  Why write about one’s life? Because of the times one has lived through, the people met and known and loved? To show how interesting, virtuous, or entertaining one has been

  or become? Or to trace one’s inward journey – whatever kind of evolution there has been between the wrinkled howling baby and the wrinkled old crone?




  Writers speak of their art as being important to them as their chief means of communication with their readers. I have found that writing is often my chief means of communication with myself. I

  write to find things out, as much as, and sometimes more than, to tell them to other people. In a way, an autobiography seems to me like a household book of accounts – what has been

  acquired, to what purpose has it been put, was too much paid for it and did it teach you anything? How much has been learned by experience? Have patterns of behaviour and responses changed? Have I

  discovered where I am useful and useless, how I am nourished and starved? Have I tried to change those faults and weaknesses in me that are open to alteration? Have I learned to accept

  realistically what is immutable?




  This sort of questioning is sometimes dubbed self-absorbed and indulgent. I think much damage has been done to people by this edict. There is a sharp line between self-absorption and taking

  responsibility for what and who one is. Without the latter, it’s easy to assume that everything simply happens to one, and the result, an unselfish victim emerges. One needs to be on

  this fine line, not either side of it, and like every other endeavour in the world, this requires a good deal of practice.




  Speaking as a very slow learner, I feel as though I have lived most of my life in the slipstream of experience. Often I have had to repeat the same disastrous situation several times before I

  got the message. That is still happening. I do not write this book as a wise, mature, finished person who has learned all the answers, but rather as someone who even at this late stage of

  seventy-nine years is still trying to change, find things out and do a bit better with them.
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  1




  The first thing I can remember is a dream. I dreamed I was in St Mary Abbot’s church after my brother’s christening. There was a tea party in the church with people

  standing about holding cups of tea. I was given a large plate – I needed both hands to carry it – and told to hand it round to everyone. The plate was covered by small rectangular

  sponge cakes with white icing, each one decorated with a crystallized violet. I longed for one, but was told I must wait until everyone had been offered the plate. Some people refused and I began

  to hope that there would be one left for me, but when I approached a large lady with a brown fur round her neck, she smiled kindly and took the last cake. The disappointment still pricked my eyes

  when I woke up.




  I must have been between two and a half and three years old when I dreamed this, and it must have been the time when my parents moved from the first-floor flat in Clanricarde Gardens to a small

  house in Bedford Gardens, also in Kensington. I have no memory of the flat, but we stayed in Bedford Gardens until I was six or seven so I can remember some small pieces from those years.




  The house was part of a terrace at the Church Street end of Bedford Gardens – flat-fronted, built of brick with pretty windows and steps leading up to the front door. There was a very

  small front garden in which large purple iris grew. The nursery was on the top floor – the day nursery in the front and a smaller night nursery at the back. From that back window there was a

  sea of chimney-pots, and I used to imagine that they were the funnels of large ships waiting to take me away,




  I remember little of the rest of the house; in those days middle-class children lived in their nursery quarters unless sent for at tea-time. The days were filled with long walks in Kensington

  Gardens when nannies would meet with Thermos flasks of Bovril, and Marie biscuits, while we were enjoined to ‘play’ not too far from them.




  Sometimes we walked to the Round Pond and I was allowed to feed bread to the ducks. I remember clearly watching a horde of little ragged children, with a baby in a pram, fishing for sticklebacks

  that they put into jam jars. I longed to be with them, to have bare legs and no overcoat, no gaiters with all their buttons, and to fish with them. Once, I managed to elude Nanny and join them, but

  she dragged me away. ‘Those children are not your friends.’




  ‘They are!’ I wept, but I remember thinking afterwards that they probably wouldn’t have wanted me as a friend.




  Nanny Wilshire loomed far larger in my life than either of my parents. She wore crackling aprons, smelt alternately of liquorice or pear drops, and was given to sudden rages. She told me that if

  I swallowed pieces of wool or cotton they’d join together and, when long enough, wind themselves around my heart and kill me. Her justice, like Portia’s mercy, was an indiscriminate

  affair – it dropped incomprehensively from the skies: it ambushed me like a jaguar, and I endured it dazed with fear and grievance. Once she shut me in the linen cupboard, dark, hot and

  unbelievably frightening, because my brother Robin had cut himself on a tin motorcar when I was alone in the nursery with him. I remember shrieking with terror and pulling down all the sheets and

  pillowcases I could reach and stamping on them. When my noise and the damage were apparent to her, she released me and I learned my first lesson. Robin was younger, infinitely more attractive and a

  boy; in fact, youth, beauty, and his sex were unmistakable advantages, and beside him I felt inferior in each respect.




  I don’t think scenes of the linen-cupboard nature ever reached my mother’s ears. Trying now to remember my parents at that time, I am left with fragments: how they

  smelt – my mother of China tea and sweet hay, my father of lavender water and the Lebanon cedar with which his clothes chest and wardrobe were lined, and predominating, tobacco. They both

  smoked, as indeed did practically all their friends. My mother had thick curly hair, but it was mostly grey, which worried me as I’d noticed that grey hair led to white, and white-haired

  people were so old that they might die at any minute. I’d been taught that when people died they went to Heaven, but I discovered as quickly that there was no possibility of going there

  alive. So if my mother died, I’d have to die too to be with her. This uncomfortable choice haunted me, at increasing intervals, for years.




  We lived in the same street as my maternal grandparents, and by the time I was six, I was allowed on some Sundays to go alone for lunch with them. My grandfather would meet me just as I reached

  the pillar-box outside his house and, bending down, would present me with his coarse, silky white beard and faint smell that was something like sweetbriar. Then, holding hands, we’d march

  into the dark drawing room, crowded with a grand piano and little tables and large upholstered chairs. My grandmother, called Grannia, would be cast upon one of these, like a beautiful shipwreck.

  She spoiled me with a magnificent carelessness that I thoroughly appreciated, allowing me drops of wine in my water at luncheon. She would discuss the life of Christ, Communism, and Japanese flower

  arrangement with me as though I was any luncheon guest, elevating me to a state of triumphant, honoured ignorance instead of knowledgeable boredom that the old ropes of grown-ups with children

  induce. For lunch we always had roast chicken and meringues – which my grandmother probably considered my favourite meal.




  Afterwards, I was made to lie on the floor with my head on one of the coloured cushions that my grandfather called after any of the students he examined in music whose names

  were exotic or silly enough. I can now only remember a small, hard, dark purple one called Gertrude Peppercorn. I was given a bull’s eye or a piece of chocolate, and a book was read aloud.

  After a while, I was allowed to sit up and ‘play’ with some of the curious and interesting objects that were scattered about the room. This usually meant staring at things – not

  allowed to touch – while my grandmother told me about them. I had no resentment about this, was content simply to gaze – at a complete set of Japanese dolls’ furniture lacquered

  in red and black; at a strand of Mozart’s hair, fine and golden like an angel’s, which was tied with a piece of pale blue silk and framed in a pinchbeck locket; at a thin, stiff wooden

  doll that had belonged to my grandfather and was called Mr Hampshire, whose painted face, sad and discreet, stared back at me with an expression a thousand years old.




  When, by mutual consent, it was time for my visit to finish, I didn’t race back down the street, but walked slowly, crammed with important, tragic thoughts.




  ‘Well,’ they said, when I got home, ‘was it fun, and what did you have for luncheon?’




  They were, in comparison to my grandmother, talking down to me; ‘Roast chicken and meringues’ was too frivolous a reply, and I searched for the most stern and sophisticated

  substitute. ‘Cold beef,’ I said, and many Sundays after they had ceased to believe me, I stuck stubbornly to this formula.




  Some time that year, we moved from Bedford Gardens to a larger house in Lansdowne Road, Holland Park. Nanny Wilshire had left and was replaced by a much younger nurse called Violet Dunn. She

  must have been in her twenties, was enormously fat, and wore navy blue dresses that I think she must have made herself. Robin and I called her Felix. She was very quiet and never got into rages

  like Nanny Wilshire – even her displeasure was calm. She played card games with us and helped us with painting. I suspect that she was very sensitive about her appearance, which I think

  now was down to some glandular disorder, since she ate very little and was very active. In the new house we slept in a large bedroom with her and I remember her dressing in the

  mornings with her back turned to us and enveloped in a very large dressing gown from which she emerged immaculate in her close-fitting navy blue with white Peter Pan collar.




  My mother taught me to read, but I was always slightly afraid of her when she taught me things, and didn’t learn until I was six and a half. I wanted to read, and used to take one of the

  fairy books off its shelf, and sit in a chair turning pages at what I thought were suitable intervals. Robin, however, could read when he was five, and when he turned six he wrote a book called

  Percy Rainsbull Edwards, the Adventures of a Pig. This, I thought, was my chance to prove my superior grasp of life. He was so young that he had to make up his own story; I’d actually

  write a real book, which meant taking one from the bookshelf and copying it. Percy’s life was a dangerous one, and my brother wrote it in a state of abominable fear, while I ploughed away at

  transcribing the first chapters of Happy Families in block capitals into an exercise book. There was a mixture of boredom and complacency about my task, but in the end, boredom won and I

  abandoned it. Robin, trembling with uncertainty, reached a happy conclusion to Percy’s life – back in a field with his mother – after a journey to Africa, with a suitcase marked

  PRE, where he was nearly eaten by a ‘snack’. He illustrated the adventures with many pencil drawings and my mother – who could bind books – bound it in soft crimson suede. I

  realized then that he had beaten me again, that his book engendered far more interest than mine.




  Before we moved – and afterwards – we used sometimes to be taken to Airlie Gardens at the top of Campden Hill. At the end of this short road were wooden gates that opened on to a

  courtyard on the left of which was a large rambling house. This belonged to a cousin of my mother’s – a bachelor known as Uncle Mont. We hardly ever went into the house in which Uncle

  Mont never seemed to be, but we were given the freedom of the enormous and wonderful garden – probably about two acres – which was filled with interesting things. For

  instance, there were beds all round the house that were filled with cockleshells. There was a terrace on the south side that had squares of aromatic plants interspersed with the paving. At one end

  was a perfectly round pond tiled with azure; at the other a veranda with black and white tiled walls and a Chinese gooseberry and a vine smothering its roof. There were flights of steps made of

  shaven grass – very soft and charming. They led to a long pergola with roses, and lawns studded with interesting trees. There was a winding path round the edge of this domain and at intervals

  there were sunken barrels that collected rainwater. Once I fell into one – head first, and had to be hauled out and taken, black with mud, white with terror, into the house where I was bathed

  by my nurse and the housekeeper. Apart from that single misfortune, the place was magic to me at all times of the year. There were gardeners; the only one I remember was called Dick, but for some

  time I thought he was Uncle Mont, and it was only when I called him ‘darling Uncle Mont’ (for having such a lovely garden) that they put me right. He had been Uncle Mont’s batman

  in the war and was badly wounded, they said. A batman. Did he protect Uncle Mont from bats? Had they wounded him? Were bats dangerous? I never asked: I’d reached an age where I hated

  people’s patronizing and laughing response to a serious question. I did ask why we never saw Uncle Mont and my mother said he had a lot of work to do as he was Governor of the Bank of

  England. This was another hazard of being my age: often, serious answers made things even more mysterious.




  My grandfather was a composer. (He was called ‘Mo’ because he had a beard and was thought to look like Moses.) I don’t think I realized this until I was nearly seven when I wrote

  a poem that seemed to me the most beautiful words I’d heard in my life. In those days I was constantly having sore throats, and one day, lying fevered with my throat like a burning cart

  track, they brought me an exquisitely written sheet of music. ‘Your grandfather has made a song of your poem.’ At seven, I couldn’t read music, and my

  grandfather sang in a squeaky, out-of-tune voice, so somebody else had to sing it. ‘Lovely,’ I whispered hoarsely.




  ‘Very nice words,’ they said, ‘about a lovebird coming out of a wood. Why did you think of a lovebird?’ I wanted a blue bird flying out of a dark wood, that was why.

  ‘But lovebirds are green,’ they said. I argued weakly, but the song was ruined for me. I could now see that green bird flying obstinately out of the dark wood – green on

  green, and the feeling of colour lost. I never wrote another poem.




  I was steeped in Andrew Lang fairy books, and the problem of living half by fairy formulae and half by the strict justice demanded between cousins and siblings occupied me for some years. It was

  a long time before I understood the justice in fairy tales and still longer before I perceived the fairy tales in elements of justice.




  One day, my grandfather took me to tea with Henry Ford, the illustrator of fairy books, in his studio. I loved his pictures and admired him deeply. The studio seemed dark and dirty: it was

  autumn, and the smell was so overwhelming I felt the chairs and tables and curtains were covered with wet paint – even the bread and butter had possibly been varnished. There were small

  cherry cakes for tea. The cherries kept falling off and bouncing on the floor, and Henry Ford pounced on them like a dirty bird and popped them into his mouth.




  My grandfather asked what he was painting. He was painting thirteen princesses being turned into swans, he said, in a practical voice – here – and he pulled the easel round for us to

  see. He was painting exactly that. I counted the princesses and my heart swelled with pride to be having cherry cakes with somebody who had such magical powers, but I was most carefully polite to

  him in case his powers extended beyond painting.




  Soon after we moved to Lansdowne Road I began to have morning lessons in the dining room with half a dozen other children. A kindly lady called Miss Kettle taught us. She had a gentle voice, eyes like some nervous nocturnal bird and cheeks like a rubber doll. My fellow pupils fascinated me.




  One girl called Rosemary told us that her family kept a python at home. ‘Of course, she’s an only child,’ people said of her. This utterly confused me: for some time I toyed

  with the idea of her mother having given birth to a python by mistake, and went to tea, not so much to see the python as to gaze at its mother.




  I was by then so steeped in fairy tales that this seemed perfectly possible – indeed, looking at the terms under which I lived, it’s astonishing to me that I was so calm about them.

  For instance, the maxim of most fairy tales – that beauty was invariably allied to goodness – caused me only passing regret. I wasn’t one, therefore there was small chance of my

  becoming the other. My brother Robin, on the other hand, with his platinum blond hair, brown velvet eyes, and a voice as charming as it was deep and commanding, seemed all set for goodness on a

  large scale. I remember one winter afternoon when we were discussing what we should most like to be, and I, assuming an expression of what I hoped was irrevocable goodness, said I should like to be

  kind and brave. My brother looked at me, evidently didn’t like what he saw, and gazed dreamily up at the ceiling. ‘I should like to be rich and pretty,’ he said.




  You would, I thought, angrily retreating from my hypocrisy, but what would be the good of my saying that?




  Robin and I had by now accumulated a number of imaginary people: some were fairies, but all of them were more or less magic – that is, unaccountable and powerful. It’s difficult to

  say how much we believed in them, but we each ‘owned’ different people, and thus developed a kind of oblique balance of power. Here again, my brother had the whip hand. He owned the

  most frightening creature called Ciggi who lived largely in his garden, a piece of cement out of which grew a drainpipe and a Michaelmas daisy. Ciggi was capable of the most terrible rages and

  nothing ever pleased him: he rumbled with disapproval at everything we – particularly I – did, with frequent eruptions of threatening wrath. Robin eventually

  married him off to someone called Rose, who had golden hair and a nervous giggle, but this didn’t improve his temper and hardly a week passed without my brother announcing that ‘Ciggi

  is very, very angry.’




  Robin himself was capable of Ciggi-like rages when we quarrelled. I remember one awful afternoon when he followed me round a square garden trying to kill me with a huge piece of crazy paving.

  His intentions were so bad that they were counterproductive – the paving was too heavy for him to throw it far and I was easily able to evade him.




  Robin was a success with all ladies – particularly old ones. He knew exactly what to say to them and it was clear that they thought him delightful. When we both started to learn the piano,

  it was Robin who had the ear and could play before he could read. I suppose now I must have been jealous of him although I don’t remember feeling that. I was very well aware that he

  was the favourite – with our first nanny, with the Yorkshire cook who adored him, but above all with our mother. All I can remember feeling about this is a sense of inferiority. I was thin,

  with thick brown lamentably straight hair and a sallow complexion; my brother was clearly more lovable. His being musical was also much in his favour: both my parents, above any other art, revered

  music and I had no discernible talent for it.




  When Robin was five and a half, he joined the classes with Miss Kettle. Our days were very ordered. Breakfast with our parents in the dining room. After lessons, we had lunch with our mother and

  Felix. Then, if we weren’t going to the Swedish gym in Linden Gardens, or having a piano lesson, we went for long walks that lasted until teatime, which we had in the nursery with Felix.

  Sometimes our mother would appear, would join us in a game of Old Maid or vingt-et-un. She would stay, perhaps, for half an hour and then disappear, to use the telephone – kept in a

  bleak little study, which was never used for any other purpose – or to change for dinner. We would see her later in one of her evening dresses when she came to say good

  night to us; by then, we’d have been bathed and given our suppertime apple.




  Usually our father would also come and say good night – glamorous in dinner jacket, sometimes even more dazzling in white tie with his medals pinned to the breast of his tailcoat. How

  little I knew of their lives! Not only were they parents, as opposed to people, but also I saw comparatively little of them. The occasions when I spent time with my father always seemed especially

  festive and unusual – like a birthday. Sometimes he took me out by myself. I remember vividly a winter afternoon when it was the nurse’s day out, my mother had a cold and he drove me to

  Kensington Gardens. There was snow – it had snowed off and on for several days and the Round Pond had ice on it. We walked until it was dusk and the park was almost empty of people. I found

  an enormous snowball higher than myself. It was a dirty white from much handling, and in the dusk gave off facets of an unearthly blue. As I was staring up at it, wondering how it had been made, my

  father, who’d joined me, said in a quiet almost conspiratorial voice, ‘Anyone looking?’




  I looked round the snowball and could see only the distant backs of people trudging home.




  ‘No.’




  My father suddenly drew the handle of his walking stick upwards and unsheathed a long, narrow sword with which he cut a large cake-shaped slice out of the snowball. Then he took out his silk

  handkerchief, wiped the blade and returned it to its sheath. ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ he said, and I haven’t – until now.




  

     

  




  2




  It’s time to say something about my parents and there has to be an element of hindsight in any sketch I make of them. My memory of how I saw them when I was a young child

  is too scrappy, confined to fleeting sensations and pictures – probably from old photograph albums.




  After a fairly inadequate education my father left school when the First World War was declared. His brother, a year older, enlisted with the Coldstream Guards and my father naturally tried to

  do the same, but they wouldn’t take him because he was seventeen. So he went to the Machine Gun Corps, lied about his age and was accepted. Both brothers went to France in 1914 with their own

  horses, but they didn’t meet for fourteen months until, on a lane near Ypres, their horses neighed to each other before they came into sight. Both brothers survived the war.




  My father was a major before he was twenty-one. He got a Military Cross and bar, and was recommended for a Victoria Cross – I think the bar was given instead. When I asked him what he had

  done to get his medals, he said one was for peeing on a machine-gun to keep it cool so that it would go on firing. The only other information he gave me about his war was when I asked who the

  people in yellowing baggy uniforms were – the photograph that stood always on his dressing-table. They were his friends, he said. Where were they now? They were all dead. There was a

  pause and then he added, ‘All dead, except me.’ He never talked about his time in France. He had spent weeks in gas-ridden trenches, and his lungs never recovered

  from that, but otherwise he was physically unharmed. I think now that in other ways he had been badly damaged. The schoolboy who went to France and did his best there for four years returned to

  England as if he was a schoolboy embarking on the holidays.




  As I never heard him talk about his war experiences – I never heard any grown-ups talk about the war – it was years before I understood the great conspiracy of silence that must have

  tortured so many young men when they came home on leave during the nightmare. How much worse this must have made it for them, and how, to survive, did they deal with it? In my father’s case I

  think he dealt with it simply by not growing up. He was a boy when he went out, and he came back crammed with awful knowledge that was never revealed or digested.




  He remained a boy – a dashing, glamorous boy – determined to make the best of the holidays, determined that they should go on for ever. He had a job to go to in the family timber

  firm of which his father was chairman. He knew nothing whatever about business, but he loved meeting people; he loved buying and selling wood; he loved shooting, skiing, sailing and playing games

  – golf, tennis, squash, billiards, chess, bridge. Contract bridge was all the rage after the war. He loved dancing and parties of any kind, and he loved women, who fell for him like rows of

  shingled ninepins. I hardly ever heard any women talk about him without mentioning how good-looking he was and how charming. His charm was real, because it was largely unconscious. He was over six

  feet tall, had bright blue eyes, a small military moustache, and wavy brown hair that he plastered flat with hair oil. He dressed very well: his suits – many and varied – were always

  beautifully cut; with an enormous silk handkerchief in the breast pocket. I always enjoyed watching the grace with which he took off his hat to any lady he met in the street.




  He loved music, played the violin, though seldom in my childhood, and music made him cry or at least brought tears to his eyes; Tchaikovsky was a great favourite. Men liked

  him; women were sometimes dangerously keen on him. He was definitely not intellectual, practically never read a book; like Uncle Matthew in The Pursuit of Love, he had read one or two and

  they were so frightfully good that he didn’t need to look further.




  He was one of the most gregarious people I have ever known, totally uncritical of any company he kept, and he behaved, at the slightest encouragement, as though it was his birthday. These

  mythical, frequently recurring birthdays were at first a mystery to me – they seemed to happen about once a month without him getting much older. ‘It’s my birthday,’ he

  would tell the wine waiter when he ordered champagne, or the shop assistant when he bought five pounds of chocolates to take home.




  He was physically very brave and morally a coward, although naturally I’d no idea of this until much later. His younger brother, my uncle John, told me towards the end of his life that

  after the war my father had nearly become engaged to a girl called Cicely. Both families were against the marriage, so it didn’t take place. My father married my mother on the rebound, on 12

  May 1921.




  My mother was the second of four children by my Somervell grandparents. Her older sister, Antonia, was always considered a beauty and married in her early twenties. They had twin brothers.

  Antonia was admired for her beauty and her gentle disposition; the twins were admired for being twins and boys, and my mother came a poor last with her mother, at least. She was very small,

  with a tremendous head of hair – as a young girl she could sit on it – heavy eyebrows, brown eyes, an aquiline nose, and high cheekbones. She was, one of my twin uncles told me, the

  intellectual of the family: she read a great deal, and when she was sixteen decided that she wanted to be a ballet dancer. Her father must have supported her in this, as my grandmother

  wouldn’t have considered any career necessary or desirable for a woman.




  Somehow, my mother got into Enrico Cecchetti’s class, the teacher whom all ballet dancers revered. Visiting ballerinas from the Ballets Russes would come for classes

  with him. I have a picture – a drawing of all the people in the class with her: they include Ninette de Valois, Mimi Rambert, Lydia Kyasht and Lopokova. From this class she was picked up by

  Diaghilev to join his company in the corps de ballet. Her first rehearsals were in Paris, conducted chiefly in Russian of which she knew hardly a word, and she had three days to learn her

  parts in three full-length ballets. This was after Nijinsky’s tragic departure, when Massine was principal male dancer. My mother taught him to read music.




  She spent just over a year with the Ballets Russes, after Paris, when they were in Monte Carlo and then Rome. Then she encountered my father and wanted to marry him. This was only possible, my

  paternal grandfather said, if she gave up dancing. My mother’s family was pretty hard up. She wasn’t conventionally good-looking, and in 1920 the wholesale slaughter of thousands of men

  meant that many women had either lost their husbands or fiancés, or had little hope of finding either.




  My mother was clearly bowled over by my father’s glamour and easy charm. I think he was probably the first man she fell in love with, although what precisely that meant for her is hard to

  say. She certainly wanted to marry him – according to my uncle John – and that happened. She gave up dancing and took to middle-class married life with more money than she’d ever

  had before, servants, a house to keep, but nothing else to do.




  My mother wasn’t gregarious. She loved her family, but had few close friends outside it. From her demeanour and attitude to it, it was clear that she never enjoyed sex. What did she and my

  father have in common? They both had a sense of humour – could laugh at the same things and make jokes together. They enjoyed sailing and skiing together. I really can’t think of

  anything else. A year after marriage she had a daughter – who was either stillborn or died soon after birth. In my grandmother’s prayer book against the date of her birth or death there

  is a cross, marked in ink, and ‘I have no name.’ This wasn’t so: she was called Jane – the name my mother had used for dancing: she had been called Jane

  Forrestier, it being de rigueur for women dancers to have French-sounding names.




  I was born a year later on 26 March 1923 and I was also named Jane although this time there was the prefix Elizabeth. Two and a half years later, she had my brother Robin, and Colin, the

  youngest, was born nine years later.




  Outwardly my parents’ lives were full of social incident. They had a fairly large circle of friends with whom they went to the theatre, to concerts, to the ‘flicks’, as the

  cinema was called, to dinner with each other in their various houses, and to restaurants often to dine and dance. Sometimes they went away for shooting weekends and every year they skied for two

  weeks in Switzerland, and went sailing in Cornwall. Robin didn’t mind them going away, but I was miserable for weeks before they left: used to cry in bed about it. I’d not have minded

  my father going away, which he sometimes did anyway, on business, but I couldn’t bear the idea that my mother wasn’t in the house, was nowhere, out of sight, unreachable. In those days

  the telephone wasn’t used as a means of keeping in touch, so there was silence for the two weeks, which always seemed interminable to me.




  Christmas Day of my sixth or seventh year had been a haze of excitement. There was feasting and everybody was smiling. There were wonderful presents that were deliciously divided between things

  I’d always wanted and things I’d never even heard of, the best being a little toy pony with real pony fur, and a cart for him to draw, and a stable for him to sleep in. Suddenly, after

  tea, a stroke of doom – a ripple of departure in the room, an acceleration of bonhomie and then the blinding moment when I realized that both my parents were going away, that minute, to a

  place called Switzerland for a holiday. They’d kissed me and had gone. I was left sitting on the nursery floor surrounded by a sea of presents and undulating waves of tissue paper. In vain

  did various aunts and uncles point out their generosity to me. The gorgeous presents became valueless as the front door distantly slammed. They couldn’t compensate for the

  interminable time and unknown distance of two weeks in Switzerland, because I suddenly knew that they had nothing to do with each other. After the nursery formula of ‘You can have a sweet

  after tea if you’re good,’ this was a discovery. Presents couldn’t always be equated with feelings or behaviour and were sometimes entirely unrelated. I remember looking at the

  toys and finding that I’d exchange any one or the whole lot of them for my mother’s immediate return.




  I can’t now think how my mother managed to get through the days with the hiatus between breakfast and the time when she had to dress for the evening. Sometimes a friend came to lunch or

  she went shopping. She went riding before breakfast in Rotten Row. There was a loom in one of the attics on the top floor, but I never saw her use it.




  She had many, some unusual, accomplishments, most of which she seemed to have relinquished by the time I became aware of her. She could bind books, weave, spin; she was a most accomplished

  needlewoman – she made christening robes and little white muslin frocks for Robin with a great deal of drawn thread work and fine white cotton embroidery. She could play the piano and

  recorder, and later learned to play the zither – a tortuously difficult and unrewarding instrument. She could use gold leaf and designed beautiful elaborate capital letters for a book of

  Shakespeare’s sonnets that she’d made and bound for her mother when she was about twenty. She became one of the two women in London allowed to school the Life Guards’ horses at

  their riding school. At one point she tried to teach me the rudiments of ballet. I remember agonizing mornings with me holding on to the bath rail while she hit my bare legs with her riding crop in

  an endeavour to get me to place my feet properly in the positions. I was clumsy, terrified of displeasing her, and acutely aware that I was doing so; I became paralysed with stupidity and fear.




  When I was about seven, something happened that impressed me very deeply. We were walking with our mother one spring evening along a narrow pavement on one side of which was

  an enormously high wall that enclosed Campden Hill reservoir. At intervals there were gas lamps, which were lit each evening by a man with a mysterious long pole. The street was empty, except for a

  shabby little man about half-way down it. He was leaning with his back to the wall. As we approached, he took a few uncertain steps away from us, put his hand to his head and pitched forward

  straight into the road. My mother told us to stay where we were, and went up to the man. We watched him speechlessly; he was sitting now in the kerb – rubbing his head with his hands. He was

  a pale old man with dirty white hair. My mother helped him to his feet and then gave him some money: his trousers were round on his legs and he had crabbed, nervous hands that he kept putting in

  and out of his pockets. Eventually, he trembled off down the road and disappeared in the soft grey evening.




  What was the matter with him? Was he very ill? He was just very weak from being so hungry, my mother said. She had given him half a crown and he would buy some food and then he would be all

  right, she added, and I suddenly saw her looking at me and didn’t believe her. The idea of somebody fainting with hunger was as new as it was horrible: I had no idea how many meals could be

  bought with half a crown, but when the old man had eaten them what would he do then? He might faint again when there was nobody to give him anything. Why had we not given the old man more or,

  better still, taken him home where there were meals for ever? I don’t remember a satisfactory answer to my questions, and the argument – then presented – that there were other old

  men or people in the same predicament simply widened the horror that this first impingement of the world outside my life exposed.




  I don’t remember having any serious friends before we moved to Lansdowne Road. There were children’s tea parties – usually near Christmas – but I dreaded them: the milk

  tasted different and I was frightened of pulling crackers. A nanny stood behind each child’s chair – like a footman – and they talked to one another while the

  children ate silently, or wept because they weren’t enjoying themselves. The first friend I do remember having was a charismatic girl, several years older than I, called Nicola. She told me

  that she could do magic, and one day, when we were walking to Kensington Gardens, she told me that she’d lost her doll. ‘But I can get it back any time I like.’ How could she do

  that? She stopped, selected a stone, and stamped on it. ‘There! Now the doll will come back.’ The next day there she was with the doll. I was most humbly impressed, knowing I could

  never do anything like that.




  We went to stay with my paternal grandparents in Sussex, but although I subsequently got to know and love the house and the country that surrounded it, early memories are faint and hazy. I

  remember the beautifully kept lawns, the scent of lavender hedges, the exciting and wonderful aroma of the stable – four loose-boxes with the names of the occupants on the wall of each box. I

  remember being lifted up to stroke the satin-furry noses of the horses, whose mobile lips would move to reveal what looked like large yellow false teeth. The greenhouses built against the back of

  the stable walls, full of tomatoes and nectarines and grapes, smelt overpoweringly sweet, and my grandmother would pick the smallest ripe tomatoes for me to eat.




  She gave me a little piece of garden and bought me a rose to put in it, but this gesture had a catch: I was to drink a glass of hot milk every evening in return because, she said, I was too

  thin. I loathed hot milk, indeed any milk in a glass – milk had to be in china – and water in a cup tasted quite wrong too. I struggled with the hot milk for several nights before I

  said she would have to take her garden back because I couldn’t bear the milk with its perpetually recurring skin. I don’t remember the outcome of this, except I can clearly hear her

  saying, ‘At least you spoke the truth. You must always do that. There is no such thing as a white lie.’




  This grandmother was one of seven sisters born to William Barlow, a crystallographer of some note. I was always told that there were few men in Europe versed enough in his

  subject for him to talk with. He was a member of the Royal Society, and his gardener once entered a competition in the local pub for whose boss was the definitive gentleman; he won on the grounds

  that he had been with my great-grandfather for thirty years and never saw him do a stroke of work. My great-grandmother was tiny, and reminded me of a rag doll. One couldn’t imagine that she

  had a body: she was simply a face with her hair smoothed back into a bun, clothes underneath and black shoes peeping out at the bottom of her grey and black attire. The only story I remember about

  her was that when she was eighty-nine she picked up The Times one day, went carefully through the deaths column, then threw it aside in a rage: ‘Not a soul that I know.’




  It’s clear that their daughter, my grandmother, Florence – invariably called the Witch because she had such an unwitchlike nature – was the beauty of the family. My earliest

  memories of her are clear and easy, because she didn’t seem to age. She wore the same sort of skirt with cardigans of the same shades, black shoes and pale stockings and a gold wrist-watch in

  whose band was tucked a fine lawn handkerchief. She had a high white forehead, good cheekbones, and eyes that were charming because they looked at you with such direct and simple honesty. She was

  without vanity or pretension of any kind; she loved music and jokes and would literally cry with laughter. She played the piano remarkably well: used to accompany my aunt’s violinist friend

  and play duets with Myra Hess who was a great friend of the family.




  She also loved gardening, her rock garden and her roses being special pleasures. She kept the house with Victorian thriftiness: food was always seriously plain. Boiled mutton and semolina

  ‘shape’ were usual, and she wouldn’t allow me to have both butter and marmalade on breakfast toast. Toast was indeed a luxury to her. It was taken at teatime when she boiled the

  kettle on a spirit lamp and made the tea herself. I don’t remember her ever leaving the various houses and gardens in which she lived, except in the country when she was

  sometimes driven to Battle where she’d visit the butcher and Till’s, the wonderful ironmongery and garden-implement shop. Otherwise, I think she was content with her marriage, her three

  sons and one daughter.




  Sometimes, on the surface, my paternal grandparents seemed rather ill-matched. He was a man of enormous energy who enjoyed whatever he did, loved good wine and food, his clubs, his riding, his

  family and almost everyone else. She was domestically and musically inclined – I don’t think music meant much to him. However, there was a feeling of stability and success about their

  marriage. There were moments of strain when he would come down from London and announce that the Rajah of ‘Somewhere or other’, the Governor General of Western Australia, and a very

  nice man he had met in the train were coming for the weekend. ‘Really, Alec!’ And she’d get up from the table and send for housemaids and the cook, but she was only serenely

  cross.




  Alexander Howard, this grandfather – called the Brig because he had never been in the army – was devoted to his family, but as a young child I was terrified of him. Although he was

  known for his instant rapport with people, he felt with children that the impersonation of some wild animal at maximum volume was the most genial approach. He would emerge slowly from his study,

  roaring or growling, and accompany either noise with gestures of such ferocious goodwill that I screamed with terror and, when old enough, fled from him. I was his eldest grandchild, and

  subsequently he had many opportunities to temper his approach, but it took me years to recover from it.




  In all his houses that I can remember, he always had a study where he must have spent a good deal of time, but where I imagined he lived or even, possibly, was kept. These rooms, in London or

  the country, had an identical composite smell and appearance that seemed perfectly suited to his savage and dangerous disposition. As he bought, sold, grew, wrote about wood, they were usually

  panelled and furnished with a heavy profusion of bookcases and overwhelmingly rigid clocks that I naturally assumed were named after him. A carpet of violent irreconcilable red

  and blue covered the floors. Sporting prints of hares, foxes and stags, pursued by packs of healthy men and fierce hounds into a kind of moonlit extremis, regimented the walls. There were

  several glass cases of stuffed salmon and pike, whose faces were congealed into expressions of such murderous malevolence that I once examined them carefully to be sure that they couldn’t

  escape. There were dozens of smaller clocks that fidgeted insistently behind the taller ones. There were pots of scarlet geraniums in full unwinking flower, and boxes and jars of cigars, these two

  scents so confusing in my mind that for years afterwards I expected one to smell of the other. There were weighty decanters filled with whisky and port. Quantities of wood samples were always

  strewn over his desk – of every colour from the palest skin, to the darkest animal fur; they were striped, whorled and figured – parched and breathless – the grain gaping for

  nourishment like the dry palm of a hand, or seasoned and slippery, like a blood horse’s neck. There were small chests of shallow drawers with ivory knobs: if pulled, they sprang open with

  fiendish alacrity to reveal dozens of dead beetles pinned to white blotting paper.




  My grandfather was then, and was for many years, invariably accompanied by a sleek mongrel of hideous aspect. This dog was mostly black with some ill chosen splashes of white and was both shrewd

  and cowardly, with a sickly smile and a strong personality. He was a careerist and a snob, wholly lacking in self-respect – in fact, he was a kind of fifth columnist in the household. His

  name was Simon, but he would answer with hysterical sentiment to Si.




  I can remember only two other alarming facts that confirmed my view of Grandfather. The first was that he wore an eyeglass slung on to a black-corded silk chain, and tucked into one of his

  beautiful waistcoat pockets. For some mysterious reason I confused it with an eye, and felt that when he pulled the chain an eye would emerge from his pocket. The second was his gargantuan vocal range when snoring. It sounded like a steamroller heaving itself over a humped bridge – a steadily increasing effort to the top of the hump, and then a surge of

  uncontrollable freedom down the other side. The effect, even from the end of a long passage on a summer afternoon, was unnerving.




  Then, one hot Sunday morning, I was taken to Rotten Row to see the Brig ride. The riders pranced, jolted, streamed up and down their strip of tanbark separated from an enormous ambling

  summer-dress crowd by iron posts and railing. He appeared, riding his favourite mare, a bright chestnut called Marigold. When he saw us, he stopped, and then, suddenly, I was hoisted in front of

  him on to the horse. The senses of fear and privilege were so violent that, frightened though I was, I turned speechlessly to him. His face was very close above me. He wore a pale grey bowler hat,

  below which his eyes gleamed with the most keen and reassuring kindness. He had a clipped moustache that was almost white and a beautiful dark satin stock with a pearl pin in it, which rose out of

  his lemon waistcoat like a dolphin with a misplaced eye. He had put me in front of him on his horse: he wasn’t frightening any more. I looked down once at the crowd, then concentrated on

  clutching Marigold’s slippery shoulders.




  In 1929, when I was six, the Brig bought a house for his sons, their wives and families to use for holidays. It was three and a half miles from his house, Home Place, near Staplecross, stood on

  the top of a hill and was called the Beacon because beacon fires had been lit on the site since the arrival of William the Conqueror. The house was originally Gothic Victorian with wings of an

  older house attached. My grandfather, who adored building projects, resuscitated it with the help of a local builder. The result wasn’t distinguished: the Gothic windows were replaced with

  something more modern; the house was covered with roughcast painted white. It had eight bedrooms, two bathrooms and various other loos, a hall, a dining room – both panelled by the Brig

  – a drawing room, a billiard room and a fiendishly cold little room called the gun room where the only telephone was kept. As the house was on top of a hill, there was

  almost always a wind, and no water except from various wells that tended to run dry in summer, and even when they didn’t brought forth reluctant brown water that tasted odd, and caused

  concern to my mother and aunts. The lack of water was a positive advantage to us: we much preferred sea bathing and having a bucket of water chucked over us occasionally on the lawn in the

  evenings. My grandfather enjoyed the drought: he adored water divining, sinking artesian wells and organizing the pumping of water from a neighbouring desolate pond in which Mr York’s –

  a local farmer – fiancée was supposed to have drowned herself.




  He was a good grandfather in other ways, lining us all up – there were ten of us in the end – and giving us each half a crown at Christmas. Better still, he gave us what we called

  the Very, Very Old Car, an immense square vehicle, one of the earliest of its species, which he put in a field where it rotted in noble decline. Thistles grew round it up to its roof; mice nested

  in its upholstery and bits of its angular body fell gradually away. We took turns to drive it as long as its steering wheel remained. It smelt of warm prayer books and was a great joy.
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  When I was nearly nine, in 1932, I stopped having lessons with Miss Kettle and went to the Francis Holland School in Graham Street near Sloane Square, a long ride in a 46 bus

  from Notting Hill Gate. The school – I think there were about four hundred pupils – seemed to me enormous and smelt of floor polish, cottage pie and gym shoes. I don’t remember

  being particularly afraid of going to school, and indeed my first week passed off smoothly. Miss Kettle had done a good job on my primary education – in some ways, it turned out, too good,

  because after the first week I was moved up a form, where everybody was a year older than I, and my troubles began.




  I was self-conscious, with a desperate love for my mother that I felt was unrequited and the family thought was morbid. I believed in fairies, and was stupid enough to let this be known. My

  grandfather examined the school once a year in music and although I kept quiet about that, the headmistress didn’t, and constantly referred to my musical connections and capacity –

  non-existent – and the form’s hostility was provided with yet more fuel.




  What makes bullies, and how do they select their victims? At the time I’d no idea about this. I was too anxious to please and had considerable experience of failing. I was an unsuccessful

  toady. This can ignite any bully, and I certainly did that. The form, run by three ringleaders, organized themselves into a team for making my life miserable. There were fourteen of them, and they

  left nothing to chance. They hid my books or spilled ink over them. They locked me in the lavatory so that I was late for prayers or lessons. They scattered salt all over my

  lunch so that I couldn’t eat it. In the ten-minute morning break they often linked arms and ran up against me in pairs. They periodically twisted my right wrist so that writing was difficult

  and painful, and apart from these practical torments, they gibed and sneered at me. The practical assaults meant, among other things, that I accumulated a large number of black marks and became

  very unpopular with the staff. I was nine; the oldest girls in the school were eighteen. I spent seven hours on five days each week at school for thirty-seven weeks of the year, and since one moved

  up the school as a form, this situation showed every sign of continuing for a further nine years.




  The work was hard. After the seven hours at school there was a long bus ride and walk home where I had half an hour’s violin and half an hour’s piano practice, plus at least an hour

  of homework before bedtime.




  It didn’t occur to me that I could escape – either the teasing, as it was called, or indeed the school. I dreaded every day, but endured it all in a spiritless manner; neither

  sinking to public sneaking – which I’d been taught at home was out of the question – nor rising to any kind of effective resistance. Once, goaded beyond fear, I went for them; got

  through three of them before a huge Canadian girl, two years older than I, twisted my arms behind my back and kneed me in the stomach.




  Once, the headmistress came into our form room and said, ‘It has come to my notice that you are bullying one of your form mates and I should like you to stand up and name them.’




  There was a short silence and then someone got up and said, ‘Jane Howard.’




  For one blissful moment I thought I was going to be rescued, but no.




  ‘Oh.’ She looked put out. ‘That wasn’t the person I had in mind.’ We had had, two weeks earlier, a new addition to the form: a pale rather fat girl who smelt.

  Almost as soon as she arrived, she, too, had become a target, and I do remember my shameful relief when this meant that they paid less attention to me. I didn’t take part

  in the bullying, but I didn’t defend her. The headmistress gave us all a talking-to about our behaviour, a warning that if it continued punishments would ensue, and marched out of the room.

  The form didn’t bully Eleanor again, but redoubled their assaults on me.




  My only escape was in illness, and, being prone to chronic sore throats and frequently going without lunch, this wasn’t difficult to achieve. It was decreed I was to have a whole summer

  term off and stay in Sussex at the Beacon with Felix.




  We went there in June, and I’d never seen the country in that month before. We arrived in the early evening, in windless sunlight, and out of my bedroom window I could see one of our large

  meadows at the end of which were silhouetted two graceful pines. I didn’t want tea: I wanted to be in the meadow immediately and rushed out to the middle of the green and golden field. It was

  full of flowers and delicate grasses: ox-eye daisies, toadflax, poppies, little purple orchids and some taller pale mauve ones, buttercups, ladies’ smock, meadowsweet, Queen Anne’s

  lace, bugle, cow parsley, clover, both red and white, little daisies with crimson tips to their white petals and purple vetch tangled with the grasses. I lay down in it; the whole sensation of

  being in this richly embroidered place, with the minute buzzing and ticking and whirring of its many insect inhabitants, gave me intense feelings of pleasure, of happiness, of perhaps the first joy

  in my life. I can shut my eyes now, nearly seventy years later, and go back to it. It was then that I began to love the country.




  All that summer term I luxuriated in my freedom and spent the mornings up apple trees in the orchard reading E. Nesbit and Captain Marryat and L. R. M. Ballantyne – I had a great wish to

  be shipwrecked. Often I’d stop, simply to think of the hot classroom full of enemies, now so far away and I where they could never find me. The house was empty except for Felix and me. She

  took me for walks in the afternoons, but they weren’t like London walks and I enjoyed them.




  A couple that lived in a cottage above the stables kept the house. Mr Woodage was the gardener and Mrs Woodage the cook. She had a lemon-yellow complexion, which contrasted

  fiercely with her pitch-black hair. She wasn’t a good cook, even by British standards of food in those days. The family called her puddings ‘Mrs Woodage’s Revenge’. She

  produced grey meat, potatoes boiled until they had a battered, furry appearance, and cabbage until it was almost colourless. But in June there were strawberries, followed by raspberries and

  luscious dessert gooseberries. Milk arrived in the evenings, steaming in a pail from Mr York’s farm. I didn’t mind drinking cold milk from a mug, and steadily became less scrawny and

  pinker. There was a yellow satinwood piano in the drawing room and, free from tuition or having to practise overseen by my mother, I could spend hours sight-reading easier pieces by Mozart and

  Haydn without criticism.




  But in September, I was sent back to school. I dreaded it, of course, but the alternative – only idly suggested as a kind of threat for any subversive behaviour – was a

  boarding-school and that filled me with such icy terror I felt anything would be better. I’d also decided on a possible way to lessen my troubles. There were, of course, a number of things

  that weren’t allowed at school and consequently quite often the more daring pupils would break a rule or two to show that they weren’t intimidated. I’d do as many of these things

  as came my way, and thus earn a reputation for daring. And so . . . I can’t remember all of them, but a good example was climbing up an outside staircase at one end of the playground in order

  to pick the leaves from the mulberry tree that leaned against it at the top. Silkworms were in fashion. One was always caught: it was simply a matter of how many leaves you could pick and stuff

  into your capacious navy blue knickers before a mistress called you down. I always came down with a few leaves in my hand that were promptly confiscated, but the others were shared out in the

  changing room, and briefly – but only too briefly – I was accepted.




  There were two other compensations that winter. The school was to perform Gluck’s Orpheus and, as in those days I could sing quite well, I had the good luck to be

  included in the chorus. I enjoyed the rehearsals very much, and they sometimes got me off games, which was a great relief. I loathed netball, so singing and listening to Orpheus and Eurydice was a

  marvellous alternative.




  The other plus was that I actually made a school friend. She was called Tony Imrie and came from Cape Town. Unfortunately she was two years older than I, and therefore a form ahead, so I could

  only see her in breaks or at lunch. She saw that I was bullied, and remonstrated with one of the bullies who left me alone after that. She used to come to tea with me at home. I loved her; I

  don’t think I had a passion for her, I simply felt comfortable in her company as well as proud of having a friend.




  Towards the end of that winter term the blow fell. She was going back to South Africa. For good? For good.




  We didn’t talk much about it. I knew, somehow, that it was far sadder for me than it was for her. She was going home, and although she was too kind to say so, I sensed that she was looking

  forward to it. ‘I’ll miss you,’ she said, when she came to tea for the last time. ‘I’ll write to you,’ she said, as we parted.




  She did write once, sending me a photograph of herself sitting on a beach. I wrote back. That was the end of it.




  Two other things happened while I was at school. In the spring term my grandfather came to examine those pupils who played an instrument. Part of the test was sight-reading and I came second.

  ‘Favouritism!’ howled my form, but in fact I think Grandfather would have erred on the stern side when it came to judging me in public. The headmistress adored him, and alluded to me in

  her speech to him in the assembly hall, which didn’t help matters.




  The other thing was far more serious. One morning when we were in the hall for prayers, she said she had a very sad announcement to make. Margaret Jennings had died the previous weekend.

  She’d fallen out of a window on to a stone terrace. The head-mistress wanted the whole school to pray for Margaret and her poor parents. Margaret Jennings was in a form

  lower than mine, and therefore I didn’t know her well, but her death, the first I’d ever confronted, impressed and shocked me for months. I kept imagining her leaning out of her bedroom

  window – perhaps to smell the garden below her, or to see something that seemed too far away – and then the awful moment when she must have known that she’d leaned too far, was

  falling, couldn’t stop herself. How long could she have felt that before she hit the stone? And was she then instantly dead? While writing this I have realized for the first time how many

  events occurred, people I knew, and feelings I had in these years that I kept to myself. There was no one to whom I could talk about things that touched me most nearly.




  After the winter term, I was ill again, and it was decreed I should still attend school, but do no homework. I staggered through one more term, after which I learned I was to leave. The relief

  was enormous, but I’d sunk to such a state of fear and stupidity that my only accomplishment was a shaky literacy. I could read and write, but otherwise I felt a complete failure, was afraid

  of people my own age and, above all, distrusted myself. I didn’t seem able either to do or to be anything that engendered affection.




  Robin had gone to a prep school and I missed him desperately and refused to sleep in the nursery where we’d both been. Felix had left the previous summer. For some reason, my mother had

  told her not to tell me she was going, not even to say goodbye. I thought at first she was having her day off and the discovery that she had gone – that I’d never see her again –

  made me feel more frightened of life than ever. I didn’t know what was going to happen; I desperately wanted to tell someone about the awfulness of school, to dispel some of it by telling

  Robin. Pinewood, his school, seemed to me perfect and I longed to join him there, but in spite of wearing grey shorts all the holidays I completely failed to change sex as I’d hoped I

  would.
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  Weeks of summer and the country lay before me. I always felt sick in the car going down, but once we arrived, I was like a dog let off its lead. The freedom! There was a pony

  to ride, and bicycles – all the cousins had one. To begin with I could only dismount by running into a hedge, a practice much disliked by the gardener. There was an old apple orchard with

  trees to climb; there were nutwoods – little shaded gnome-like trees that in the autumn were full of Kentish cobs. There were two walled gardens – walls were also much climbed. There

  was the Very Very Old Car – Robin was particularly addicted to driving it, making engine noises and sounding the imaginary horn. In the house there were two dining rooms, the hall for

  children and the real one for grown-ups. If there weren’t too many of us, we were allowed to eat with them. And here I come to the household of cousins and their parents.




  My father had two brothers, the one older than him who’d preceded him in going to war whose real name was Alexander but who was invariably called Geof, and John, much younger, who was a

  painter and taught at Oundle School. He was usually called Jerry and sometimes Jibe, and we all admired his capacity to imitate people and his general funniness.




  Geof’s wife, Aunt Helen, was an American of striking beauty. She had a fine, pale complexion, very fine, curly dark hair, but the most attractive feature was her eyes: they were sea blue

  and looked at you with a wonderful frankness. She was an intellectual, she read widely, she was volatile, and she had . . . not wit exactly but a dry sense of irony that could be

  entertaining, even to a child. My uncle Geof adored her, and she had two traits that were much approved of by the Howards: she was extremely family-minded – joined the club, as it were, with

  ease – and she had a rigorous talent for self-deprecation that was deeply approved of by my grandmother and my aunt Ruth, my father’s sister who never married and lived with her parents

  all their lives. Indeed, it seemed to me, Aunt Helen was adored by the whole family.




  You were never good-looking or, worse, clever, or actually good at anything; you could admire others, and if they were present, they’d instantly deny, discount and throw off praise.

  When any of us children innocently announced some minor triumph, we were firmly put down. It has occurred to me that the difficulty I have had all my life in hearing or taking in anything nice that

  is said to me stems from this family tradition. Modesty was uniform: you must at all costs not get above yourself.




  Aunt Helen had one obsession that didn’t go down well. She was an early follower of the Hay diet, and the family considered food simply as good plain fuel presented at regular intervals

  – the less said about it the better. To want outlandish things like orange juice or salads, or a baked potato at teatime was regarded as both faddish and foolish. Food at the Beacon consisted

  of eggs and bacon and Force or grapenuts for breakfast followed by bread and butter and marmalade. Lunch was usually a roast of some kind with boiled potatoes and greens, and dinner for the adults

  much the same. We were given a substantial tea, and supper hardly existed. Salads meant a few lettuce leaves, cut-up tomato and cucumber, with slices of cooked beetroot lying on top and bleeding

  unattractively on to the rest. Cheese was Cheddar. Puddings were rice, steamed sponges or jelly. There was delicious fruit in season: strawberries, raspberries, gooseberries, the currants of all

  three colours, plums, apples, pears and a black grape grown in the greenhouse that bore heavily every year. The grown-ups drank gin, whisky and wine. We drank water, with orange squash for

  birthdays. Talking about food was considered to be what Aunt Ruth called ‘unnecessary’.




  Uncle John’s wife, Kathleen – Aunt Kate – was Anglo-Irish, and even when I was quite young it was clear to me that neither my mother nor Aunt Helen liked her. I think that they

  tried to be nice to her, but neither of them seemed to realize that it’s no good being nice to someone and nasty about them: the insincerity rings true to the unfortunate

  subject.




  These intimations I had of adult relationships were occasional; for the most part of those years of Easter, summer and Christmas holidays I was absorbed in life with a steadily increasing number

  of cousins.




  The Beacon wouldn’t hold all these cousins, their parents and nurses at once, so we took turns to occupy it. This meant that occasionally my mother took us to stay with various relations

  of hers, Balfours, Collets and Normans, in their far grander houses: to Dawick in Scotland near Peebles owned by cousins Freddie and Gertrude Balfour. I have dim recollections of the house –

  a huge nineteenth-century pile approached by a long drive whose verges were flooded with daffodils. Cousin Freddie bought his daffodils by the ton, they said. This impressed me deeply.




  The gardens were beautiful; Cousin Freddie was a keen botanist and gardener. There was a pheasantry with pens of exotic varieties – the Lady Amherst and the Golden Reeves I remember

  – and brilliant little jungle fowl ran wild over the walks and lawns. There was a rectangular lake with a battered boat in which Robin and I spent a great deal of time quarrelling about who

  should row. Back for meals in the house we graduated from rage and sulks to neutrality and eventually to our ordinary comfortable relationship.




  At one end of the immense garden was a glen that ascended to a small mountain. One afternoon I decided to climb the mountain by myself. I set off feeling calm and adventurous, but when I was

  little more than a third of the way up through the heather and tufted grass I suddenly became exceedingly frightened, menaced by some terrible unknown, unseen force. The fear

  became panic: I fled back down the mountain into the steep glen, hurtling down past its mossy rocks and banks of wild garlic and ferns. I was sobbing with terror as I ran, but when the edge of the

  garden came into view, I felt safe and stopped and sat on a large boulder to recover. I couldn’t go back to the house crying because they’d ask me why and I’d no idea. It’s

  very distant now but for years afterwards I’d stumble, in memory, upon that first moment of unaccountable fear and it would all flood back – the crying, the urgent need for flight.




  Cousin Gertrude was a lady of great dignity. Children were as distinct a species as might be the shooting dogs or servants. I remember that when she spoke to us it was with a distant –

  though kindly – sense of duty, rather like royalty singling out one of the troops under inspection. She would ask us questions so general as to be idiotic: we didn’t wish to tell her

  anything and she didn’t wish to hear it, but we did and she did.




  Cousin Freddie was jovially altogether out of our orbit, reciting the Latin names for flowers, which simply meant that we didn’t know what on earth he was talking about. My mother admired

  Cousin Gertrude very much. She was, my mother said, a wonderful organizer, always answered letters by return of post and knew where everything was. She had short, iron-grey hair, a fine complexion,

  and wore horn-rimmed spectacles that, naturally, she never lost. The house ran like clockwork.




  She was Uncle Mont’s sister, I discovered much later, and their mother, Cousin Susie, lived in a large dark red house on Campden Hill with a wilting companion. Once, when her horses were

  lame, she was said to have resorted to a motor taxicab. When she reached her destination and was handed out, she asked, ‘How much?’ The cabbie said one and nine pence. ‘No, no

  – I mean for the cab. I should like to buy it.’ To me, this was on a par with daffodils by the ton.




  Years later, when I had my daughter, she came to pay me a formal call after my ‘lying in’. She must have been nearly ninety by then.




  We also went occasionally for holidays with another cousin in Scotland. She was French, a widow – I think she’d been married to yet another Balfour, and we always

  called her Cousin Yolande. She lived near Montrose, first in a tall dark grey house called Duninald, and later, when her son married, in a much cosier little house on a sunny bank and further from

  the town. I remember once going to Montrose by boat from the Thames and paying, I think, my first visit to the cinema where The Informer was being shown. It seemed extremely menacing and

  foggy to me, but the grown-ups said it was very good. One summer one of Cousin Yolande’s nieces from Paris was there. She was called Henriette and was very pretty with abundant, carelessly

  dressed hair and lustrous brown eyes. Her clothes seemed to me the height of glamour; she was seventeen and I particularly remember her in a long white organdie dress for a ball, with a brilliant

  green sash round her tiny waist. I remember thinking that if she’d been English, the sash would have been a soppy pale pink or blue. We shared a bedroom. She had beautiful manners and was

  nice to me although I was at least six years younger, but her English was minimal and my French non-existent, so intimacy was doubly restricted.




  Cousin Yolande was both gay and cosy; she wasn’t unlike a very large tabby kitten. She took us to castles where there were Highland cattle and ceilings with fragmentary murals, and

  marvellous raspberries for tea. In one, I remember being shown Bonnie Prince Charlies’s wig.




  Once our mother took Robin and me climbing in Westmorland – the county her father came from and where a good many Somervells still lived, in Kendal and thereabouts. We climbed every day,

  beginning with the Lion and the Lamb, and Silver Howe, and graduating to Scafell Pike and eventually Helvellyn. Our mother made us climb for half an hour, rest for ten minutes and then go on. We

  used to get tired, but she said we’d get our second wind if we kept trying. I’d no idea what this meant, until I was on Striding Edge on Helvellyn and suddenly I felt I could walk for

  miles and would never get tired. It was a wonderful feeling: a great rush of new energy and the sense of lightness and triumph. Robin and I used to collect unfortunate beetles

  from our walks, put them in matchboxes and attempt to race them in the evening.




  I remember the enormous pleasure, once, of taking off nearly all of our clothes and trying to come down a mountain in a ghyll. The ice-cold water, the small sudden falls, the beautiful little

  crystal pools and the sound of it hurrying on as effortless and continuous as a cat’s purr enchanted me. Sometimes we’d come upon a waterfall too steep for us, and we had to walk down

  beside it, our feet so paralysed with cold that we didn’t feel the sharp shale or scratchy plants. Eventually we were made to stop, put on our jerseys and eat Kendal Mint Cake – hard

  white peppermint sugar fudge that my mother said our cousin Howard Somervell had taken with him up Everest with his friend Mallory.




  I think my mother enjoyed all these holidays away from Sussex: she certainly liked visiting relations, and the mountain-climbing expeditions suited her active nature, which seemed to find too

  little outlet in London or Sussex. But the long walks were also designed for our benefit and I remember being happier and more at ease with her on those occasions.




  In the evenings she played cards with us. Once we went to visit my grandfather’s two sisters, Aunts Annie and Amy: they were called Tannie and Tamie and emerged from their cottage to greet

  us, two tiny grey Victorian dolls who spoke in little mewing whispers and smiled so much that their eyes became thin crescents. Their faces, when I was told to kiss them, were as soft as snow.




  When I was ten, my mother told me that she was going to have a baby. A sister? I passionately wanted a sister. But she said no one could know whether it would be; it might as easily be a

  brother. Great preparations had to be made for its arrival. The roof of the attic floor of our house in London was raised to make a large, airy nursery, and I helped my mother to paint it – a

  rather livid light green. I got more and more excited about this baby’s arrival, and made my mother promise I should be the first to see it.




  Alas for the treachery of grown-ups. One sunny day in March, on my eleventh birthday, my mother told me I’d been invited to spend the day with my paternal grandparents whose house was in

  Regent’s Park. I loved my aunt Ruth, who lived there, particularly, and was deposited at 15 Chester Terrace by my father on his way to work; it turned out that I was also to stay the night.

  The next morning after breakfast the telephone rang, and my aunt announced that I had a brother.




  I was appalled. How could I get home in time to be the first to see him? They’d take me home in the afternoon, they said. I remember storming down the stairs to the front door and only

  just being prevented from opening it. My aunt caught me, whereupon I burst into such racking sobs of frustration and despair that she took me home then and there in a taxi. I rushed upstairs to my

  mother’s bedroom where she was lying with a basket beside her. In it was a tiny baby, his face the colour of a pale tomato, his wispy damp hair growing in all directions. I loved him on

  sight. What was his name? He was to be called Colin.




  My Somervell grandfather, Mo, had been the youngest in a family of nine. His parents hadn’t been able to afford music lessons for their younger children, so he listened

  to an older brother’s lessons, afterwards practising on his own. He subsequently became responsible for any standard of musicianship in teachers throughout the country: before him, anybody

  could teach any kind of music with little or no knowledge or capacity. He taught me about key signatures, so that from having been a torturing mystery, they were suddenly as easy to understand as

  words on a page.




  As I grew older, my grandfather changed: he was still very old, but he was otherwise less misty as a person, and life with him became more definite and interesting. At the same time, a streak of

  conspiracy crept in between us against my grandmother. The underlying difficulty was that she had a great sense of occasion with little opportunity to exercise it and he, in a

  mild and innocent manner, had a great sense of opportunity for which there was almost no occasion. A granddaughter increased his range: we went to the zoo, where we both ate ice cream ‘in a

  vulgar manner, in public’ and to Kew, where after proper consideration of the flora, we rushed to the fair by Kew Bridge and had double rides on the merry-go-round. I shall always remember

  him on a piebald pony that had a painted rollicking sneer on its face, upright, being borne on the crest of each rich, tinny wave of music that pulsed from the centre of the machine, his face set

  with pleasure.




  On the way back in the 27 bus he would tell me jokes that seemed the last word in wit, his voice squeaky with impending dénouement, tears pouring down his face when he laughed –

  which was even more than I did. When we got back from these excursions to tea with Grandmother in her chair, we’d always had a lovely time, but we selected the more sedate pleasures to relate

  to her, our vulgar giggles and undignified behaviour remaining a tacit secret.




  Only once did he let me down. ‘Come up to my study, little dear,’ he said one day, and then on the stairs, ‘I have something for you.’ His study was dark, bleak and

  stuffy. There was a desk, a piano, and a huge picture of Brahms who, from the way in which all spoke of him, I confused for many years with God. His stature was abjectly diminished when my

  grandparents moved house, when he was described as ‘Bearded Gent in Beaded Frame’ by the removal men.




  Here my grandfather wrote his music, spending long hours in mysterious silence, while downstairs my grandmother, with a rubber-tipped stick and painful, pointed shoes, creaked about in an

  exaggerated and mournful pianissimo. She treated his composition as a mild but chronic illness; his attacks of music could be gauged like a disease – his violin concerto went on for so

  many weeks that it was rather like whooping cough.




  On this occasion, with a grin that meant some private treat, he said, ‘Do you like liquorice?’ Oh, yes, and I could see that it was something one wouldn’t

  eat in the drawing room. I was thinking of delicious striped sweets, but he pulled a great stick, like a piece of park railing, out of his drawer and chipped two pieces off the end of it with his

  penknife. ‘Pop it in.’ It was violently bitter, and tasted of all the medicine I’d ever had in my life. ‘It’s real liquorice,’ he said, with pride. I

  thanked him, endured it solemnly for about five minutes and finally hid it in my handkerchief. Afterwards, when he offered me more, I managed to refuse without his knowing how poisonous it had

  seemed: he was so extremely gentle, deprecating in his approach, that I couldn’t bear to hurt his feelings. Thus when he gave me a stuffed lion called Marco, a present I felt far too young

  for me, I was meekly enthusiastic, until I found that he owned one himself – called Jeremy – and was ashamedly devoted to it. Out of sheer devotion to him, I accepted the presence of

  both lions.




  In spite of digressions, I am still not much older than eleven. The summer after leaving Francis Holland School, there were long restorative holidays. As they grew from being boring little

  babies into children who could play games – mostly invented by ourselves – my cousins became more interesting to me. There was a grass tennis court, and we all started playing as soon

  as they were large enough to hold a racquet. Eventually my father and uncles had a squash court built. Children were allowed to use it whenever the grown-ups didn’t want to play. We played,

  however hot it was, until we dropped.




  Our parents sometimes took turns to look after us while others went on holiday, and I particularly remember one Christmas when my parents were left with all ten of us. This really meant my

  mother was in sole loco parentis, as my father could only join her at weekends. One Friday evening he arrived with a barrel of oysters and some champagne and announced that he was

  taking her to the cinema in Hastings before this feast. While they were away, the house caught fire: the heavy oak beams over the fireplace in the billiard room began to

  smoulder, sending quantities of smoke up the chimney into the bedroom above it, in which slept two small cousins and their nurse. When the nurse went to retire, she found the room filled with

  smoke. The alarm was raised; we were all got out of the house and sat, bundled in blankets, on the lawn. The Fire Brigade arrived and, eventually, the fire was vanquished, and we were sent back to

  our beds. There was a delicious smell of smouldering wood in the house and people gave us hot drinks; we enjoyed it all hugely.




  About then my parents returned. After the firemen had been refreshed with tips and tea, my father, determined to continue the treat he had arranged for my mother, opened the champagne. After a

  glass, my mother began to open the oysters. Almost at once, her hand slipped and she drove the oyster knife into the cleft between her first finger and thumb, and the telephone rang. It was an

  uncle and aunt in Switzerland wanting to know if all was well. My father assured them heartily that, indeed, all was well, and they accepted this. He said afterwards that he couldn’t bear to

  spoil their holiday. In fact, if the nurse had stayed up any later, two of my cousins would have died from the smoke.




  The next morning we surveyed the billiard room – inches deep in ashy water and many of the complete sets of bound Punch were damaged.




  Christmas holidays were full of games, beginning with Monopoly at about six thirty in the morning. We played in our freezing bedrooms, blue with cold. There was, of course, no heating in the

  house other than the reluctant fires on the ground floor. Between tea and supper we played a fearful game called Torchlight Ogres. This involved turning off all the lights, except in the drawing

  room where the parents lurked – it maddened the servants who were trying to lay dinner or put babies to bed and I don’t know why we were allowed to get away with it. There was an

  ancient gramophone, the kind you wound up, and we had about six records that we played again and again. ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’, ‘The

  Grasshoppers’ Dance’, ‘The Gold and Silver Waltz’ were three that I especially remember, and later, Noël Coward singing ‘Don’t Put Your Daughter On The

  Stage Mrs Worthington’. We played rummy, and pelmanism, and Adverbs and Head, Body and Legs, and charades, and as we grew older, I produced plays, bits of Shakespeare, and once a play devised

  by everyone for the benefit of the Howard grandparents. Uncle John played his father, who sat with tears of laughter, enjoying being taken off. There were trips to Hastings to spend our Christmas

  book tokens – it was when I began collecting Dickens, but I was also extremely keen on ponies and riding and bought books about horses. We went for long, freezing bicycle rides in the steep

  lanes surrounding us. When we were too young to rebel, we were forced into dreary walks with nurses – on roads in our wellingtons.
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  I was eleven and a half when my mother decided I should be educated at home. To this end, she procured the services of Miss Cobham, who’d been her governess, and who, she

  admitted, had seemed old to her then.




  The point about Miss Cobham was that age couldn’t wither her: she was one of the ugliest women I have ever seen in my life – large, fat and almost blind, but infinitely gentle. She

  had sparse greasy hair screwed into a tight bun, small grey eyes armoured by steel-rimmed spectacles, and a varying number of soft pale chins that meandered into her clothes, which she wore on the

  Chinese principle: layers and layers of loose – and, in her case, indiscriminate – garments, which were increased or discarded according to climate. She wore thick, lazy stockings and

  sensible shoes, and in spite of her bulk, she trotted everywhere – lightly, in a zigzag fashion. But she was a woman who seemed to have accepted her appearance: she ignored it – she

  behaved as though it didn’t exist – and this comforting dignity left one’s mind clear for her gifts and advantages that were at least as remarkable as her appearance.




  She was a woman of good intellect, encyclopedic knowledge, an active, almost buoyant intelligence, and a quality of appreciation I have never met in anyone else. As a teacher she was endlessly

  patient, and with some subjects too gentle to push me into the disciplined concentration that they required of me. I spent five years with her. Lessons began at ten thirty a.m., and Miss Cobham

  always arrived on the dot at twenty-five minutes past. It was my duty to let her in, and a further duty to kiss her. I’d hold my breath as she bent down for me to brush her

  soft, many-folded face with my lips. She smelt of damp, dirty clothes – of weary mushrooms, of antique sweat. Somehow I knew that this greeting was important to her so it had become a daily

  hurdle to be got over somehow. In the middle of the morning she drank a large glass of hot water. She taught me until half past one and on Fridays she stayed for luncheon.
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