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Memory is hunger.
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INTRODUCTION

I HAVE A DISH OF MINT ICE CREAM in a fancy French restaurant, and all of a sudden I'm back at my French lycée in Stockholm, where this treat was a reward for finishing the dreaded boiled cod we had for lunch on Fridays (I used to stuff my fish into an envelope under the table). A club sandwich reminds me of a picnic at Long Hai in Vietnam, where we had our lunch in the shade of a bombed-out villa by the beach, unaware of the snake skins hanging from the rafters above. The smell of beef vindaloo takes me, of all places, to my English boarding school, where the cook's version was so hot it made you break out in a sweat. Wimps were allowed “mince” instead, a pallid stew of ground meat, but if you finished your curry, you were a person to be reckoned with.

As a child I traveled continuously, changing countries and continents every two years because my father was in the British Foreign Office. By the age of fifteen I had lived in Egypt, Beirut, Sweden, Vietnam, Berlin, London and Sherborne (in Dorset in the southwest of England, where I was born), and I had been to twelve different schools. After I left the final school, which was in England, instead of remaining in my native country, I went on to live in the United States.

I grew up at a time when England still bore a strong resemblance to the country it was in the late nineteenth century. Yet our life was anything but conventional. When I was a child, food was a symbol not just of comfort but of continuity, which our lives lacked. It was also a way of establishing a connection to a place. I spent my childhood trying to adapt to strange, new environments, foreign languages and foreign food. By the time I'd grown up, adaptation had become a habit. The stories, moreover, were ingrained in my memory.
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THE WAITER STOOD OVER ME, pen at the ready. “Signorina?”

For lunch I ordered sardines on toast, pickled herring, a grilled mutton chop, buttered green beans, pommes lyonnaise and lemon sherbet.

I was twelve, sitting with my family in the dining room of Lloyd Triestino's MV Victoria as we sailed through the Strait of Malacca, en route from Singapore to Genoa. Once again, we had packed up and were moving on. Those were the days of the great ocean liners, and my first meals out were not in restaurants, but on ships.

A color reproduction of an eighteenth-century Italian Romantic painting decorated the cover of the menu. It told a story. A young woman with downcast eyes hastened across a balcony in Venice, a black veil artfully draped over her hair and shoulders to reveal her pale, comely face and low décolletage. She was holding a letter behind her as if it contained some news she couldn't bear to read. The title of the picture was Vendetta, which a translator had rendered, insipidly, “Requital.”

The long menu was in Italian, with an English translation on the opposite page. The words had a dramatic poetry that made my imagination soar: “jellied goose liver froth… Moscovite canapé … glazed veal muscle à la Milanese … savage orange duck … golden suprême of swallow fish in butter …” And darkly: “slice of liver English-style.” Because the ship docked in Bombay, Karachi and Colombo, there was also Indian food, a curry of the day described only by a town or region—Goa, Madras, Delhi—served with things I'd never heard of—pappadom, chapatti, paratha, dal and biriani.

For the next three weeks, the menu changed every lunch and dinner, with a different Italian Romantic painting on its cover (always a portrait of a beautiful woman; this was an Italian ship, after all).

I ticked off the dishes I ate and pasted the menus into a blue scrapbook. I am looking at it now. It opens with a display of black-and-white postcards of the long, elegant white ship, built in 1951, so different from the bloated shape of today's cruise liners. A Lloyd Triestino paper napkin signed with the names of the seven young members of the Seasick Sea Serpents Club, founded by yours truly, shares a page with a yellow matchbook stamped in red with the steamship company's far-flung continents of call: Asia, Africa and Australia. The passenger list erroneously records the family as embarking in Karachi. A brochure of useful hints advises “easy dress” for lunch and “formal attire” for dinner. The programs for the day's activities, slipped under the cabin door each morning, are also pasted onto my book's faded, dog-eared pages, their covers printed with commedia dell'arte figures: Pierrot, Columbine, Harlequin and clowns, one of them with a red nose, holding out a tumbler of wine. There were concerts by the ship's orchestra (as many as four a day), fancy dress balls and bartender Carlo's special cocktails, such as gin with lemon and green Chartreuse. I also glued in brochures of the places we visited when the ship docked in a port of call: a “luxury” coach tour of Bombay (where I saw vultures circling funeral pyres that burned behind high walls) and a sleepy Italian fishing village called Portofino “for people seeking rest and quiet.” Pink and orange tickets to horsey horsey and tombola make a collage with the ship's airmail envelopes and its itinerary, illustrated with a red pagoda. But most of the pages of my scrapbook are taken up with menus.

Potatoes font neuf were thick french fries. “Norcia pearls,” served with Strasbourg sausage, were lentils. Rollmops were fillets of marinated herring wrapped around pickles. Hoppel poppel “in saucepan on toast” was a fry-up of onions, potatoes, pork and eggs. “Crusted pie Lucullus” turned out to be a pâté laced with chunks of foie gras; chicken quenelles were dumplings, flecked with black truffles; “golden reserve” pheasant in volière [sic] arrived in a sauce made with “fine” Champagne. Chicken cream soup “Agnés Sorel” was named for the mistress of the French king Charles XII, who died suddenly at the age of twenty-eight, thought to have been poisoned. A strange name for a soup.

I was allowed to order whatever I wanted as long as I had a “properly balanced meal.” The food arrived under a silver dome that was whisked off by the waiter with an operatic flourish (and not without a touch of irony) to reveal my choice du jour with its two requisite vegetables: potatoes always (available in more than two dozen ways, from “Hungarian cream” to “Castle-style,” roasted with rosemary), and often, curiously, stewed red cabbage. I was even permitted half a glass of wine.

“Hai una buona forchetta!” the waiter would say, setting down my lunch of châteaubriand with mashed potatoes and Parmesan cauliflower, or cannelloni with a side order of peas. “You have a good appetite.” The translator of our menus would have said, “You have a good fork.”

I was tall for my age and rail thin. But I ate for two.

What were those meals really like? Would they impress me now, after years of dining out in restaurants, most often as a critic?

Those three weeks on the Victoria, eating whatever exotic dish struck my fancy, left a lifelong imprint. They were the first step to loving good food. Meals were an occasion. We bathed and changed for dinner. My father wore a tropical-weight dinner jacket, my mother one of the copies of Paris fashions she'd had made by a dressmaker in Saigon.

I bounded up the stairs when the gong sounded for the first sitting, my little sister, Philippa, in hot pursuit, hoping she'd be allowed spaghetti and meatballs yet again. I wanted to try everything. I wished I could always eat like this, in the dining rooms of ocean liners, sailing between continents, with a ravenous appetite brought on by the sea air, wondering whether today I should order Stewed Veal “Stanley” or take a chance on the cold table's Blown Poularde “Rose of May.”
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MY PARENTS BELONGED TO a hierarchical and class-conscious generation. Keeping up appearances was a nerve-racking job, and nowhere was that more evident than in the British Army and the diplomatic corps.

“I feel wrong,” my mother, Lyla, would often say as she stood in front of the mirror, putting on her long gloves and patting her hair in exasperation. It was a refrain I heard throughout her life. Her forehead was too high. Her curly auburn hair was too thin, her pale skin too fine and prone to wrinkles.

There was nothing wrong with her looks. My mother was a beauty. But behind the glamorous façade, she was often frightened, as if some catastrophe were about to take place and she was helpless to prevent it.

It wasn't the travel, the upheaval involved in changing countries every two years, that made my mother so often feel “wrong.” It was lack of money, insecurity, the rigid British class system. She was acutely aware of rank, of who was a third secretary or a counselor in the embassy, who sat “below the salt,” who was placed to the left and the right of the host and hostess of a dinner party. She pronounced the word brassiere to rhyme with sassier, and flinched at the lower-middle-class words toilet, lounge (unless in a hotel or an airport) and -pardon? instead of what?

She had a high upper-middle-class English voice, but her parents were Scots Irish who'd left Ulster for England in 1922 to get away from the Troubles. It was lucky that her mother had found a job as a science teacher at Sherborne School for Girls in Dorset. My grandfather, an engineer, spent much of his life either working in Africa, unemployed (during the Slump) or on sick leave, so the family scraped by.

Salaries in the diplomatic corps, moreover, were based on the assumption of a supplementary private income. Wives were not allowed to work. They were supposed to support their husbands by throwing dinners and cocktail parties, attending teas and luncheons, and knowing just enough French for the refrain “Et combien d'enfants avez-vous, madame?”

Even food was about class distinction. The table betrayed everything. “Don't hold your knife like a pencil [lower middle class]. And don't spread your bread with butter all at once [working class]. Break off a small piece at a time [upper class].”

Working classes referred to lunch as “dinner” and dinner as “tea.” Middle classes put the milk in first when they made a cup of tea. Working classes not only put the milk in first, they drank their tea at odd times of day.

Even the innocent question “What's for pudding?”—the first thing you'd ask when you sat down at the table—revealed what class you came from. The upper-class word for dessert was pudding. Lower-middle classes said sweet.

My father, Philip, didn't give a damn about any of it.

My parents were students at Cambridge when they met in 1939, the year Britain declared war on Germany. My mother read science, a subject forced upon her by my grandmother. She hated it (“I'd rather have read a book”), and went to too many parties. My father, who was on full scholarship, read modern and medieval languages. They were nothing more than friends.

After my father got his degree in 1943, he went to Sandhurst to train as an army officer. My mother tested bombs at the Royal Air Force base in Farnborough in Hampshire. She went up in a “harrier,” a propeller-driven airplane with an open cockpit, and dropped dummy bombs, noting the angle of their fall.

In Farnborough, one of the officers took her out for a drink at a local pub and regaled her with tales of his dangerous flights. After lighting cigarettes for the two of them, he tossed the matchbox onto the floor.

“And there,” he said, pointing down at the matchbox, “was the aircraft carrier …”

When she told this story, my mother would drop a matchbox on the floor and I'd gaze down at it, feeling quite vertiginous. We'd laugh, but most of those pilots hadn't come back.

My parents ran into each other again in a restaurant in London when my father was on a winter leave from Sandhurst. One evening several months later they sat in the dark in his parents’ flat, which looked out over Buckingham Palace, as Hitler's bombs dropped around them. He proposed and she accepted. It all happened very fast. On July 29, 1944, when they were barely twenty-three years old, they were married in Sherborne Abbey, Lyla in a long white dress and a veil and Philip, a captain in the First Airborne Division, in a brand-new military uniform.

My mother was already pregnant with me when, just over six weeks after the wedding, on September 17, my father was dropped at Arnhem, a small town on the lower Rhine River in Holland. Operation Market Garden, as it was called, was the largest airborne campaign ever launched (the subject of the novel and film A Bridge Too Far). Its purpose was to secure the bridges that were under German occupation and advance into the Ruhr. But the British were outnumbered and suffered a crushing defeat, failing to capture the bridge at Arnhem. As they retreated from the Germans, my father gave up his place in one of the boats to a wounded friend and swam across the Rhine. Only a quarter of his unit made it back.

In May, the month I was born, my father was part of the liberation of Norway, where he received a medal from King Haakon VII. The only thing he ever told me about that time was that in Oslo he'd met a twenty-four-year-old man who had been tortured so badly by the Gestapo his hair had gone completely white. My father then spent a year in Schleswig-Holstein, where there were camps for displaced persons, involved in “mopping up” operations, whatever that meant. Like all the men in our family who came back from the war, he maintained his silence. I knew terrible things had happened that he could not bring himself to tell, and I always wondered what they were.

My father was two months younger than my mother, six foot one and very good-looking, with dark brown eyes and straight brown hair. He was born in London, the youngest child of four by a decade. My mother said this had made him taciturn. “Nobody in that family talked except his mother, who never stopped.”

His father worked at the Board of Trade and was knighted by the Queen for his services. Sir Edward, a wine connoisseur who played bowls in his spare time, died at the dinner table, age seventy-five, his arm raised in a toast. But Sir Edward had had no money. So my father was always short of it too.

On his eighth birthday, while on a family holiday in Keswick, he was given a bicycle. He rode it to a sweetshop, parked by the front door and went in to buy a chocolate bar. When he came out a few minutes later, the bicycle was gone.

“That's too bad,” said his parents. “Sorry, but there we are.”

They never bought him another one.

My mother thought my father was cold because, although he liked to play the clown, he rarely revealed his emotions. She came from an Irish family where books were brought down from the shelves during dinner to prove a point, exchanges were volatile and confrontational, and meals regularly wound up with the slamming of doors or fists banging down on the table, often followed by a great deal of laughter.

With Philip there was much laughter too, but few exchanges of confidences, glimmers of vulnerability or unexpected revelations about his inner life, even after a few drinks.

“He never asked what I was thinking about, either,” she said. “I thought he simply didn't care.”

So they had a perfectly dreadful honeymoon in Torquay, where it rained the whole time.

It was years before she realized that he was chronically shy.

Thanks to my father's job, we led a privileged life way beyond my parents’ means. The government paid for private schools, servants, nannies and even chauffeurs. Cigarettes and liquor were duty-free and there was no dearth of drink: Pimm's No. I, laced with slivers of cucumber and sprigs of mint, pink gins served straight up in martini glasses with a drop of Angostura bitters, whisky and water (no ice), a decent bottle of claret, brandy, Calvados, Madeira, Poire Williams, framboise, port and a digestif popular with the American wives, crème de menthe.

But wherever we were, in England or abroad, there was English food at home for the children (and often for the grown-ups too). It was familiar, stable and safe.

Things on toast: scrambled eggs, creamed mushrooms, sardines, baked beans and Heinz canned spaghetti in tomato sauce.

Things wrapped in pastry or batter: sausage rolls, Cornish pasties, toad in the hole.

Quivery things that slid easily down your throat: banana jelly, blancmange, Bird's custard.

Every day there was tea, with Digestive biscuits, Peek Freans's chocolate Bourbons, “squashed fly biscuits” (so called because they had bits of raisins pressed into them) and Cadbury's chocolate fingers. Whether I was in Beirut or Saigon or Berlin, there was always a jar of Marmite (yeast extract) on the table too, with its familiar round yellow label showing the soup pot from which it got its name, its unctuous contents thick, dark and shiny as tar. And when you poured the tea, you never put the milk in first.
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MY PARENTS WERE ONLY TOO GLAD to leave behind them the gloom and deprivation of postwar Britain when our family stepped from the docks of Southampton onto a freighter bound for Egypt in 1949. My mother never got over the ship's lavatories. “They had an inverse reaction to the sea.”

Of that journey I remember only the flying fish, the shuffleboard and agonizing times with my father, who was teaching me to read. “No! The cat is in the hall, not the ‘hal.’ With a ball!”

When we arrived at Port Said, gully-gully men in painted boats swarmed around the ship and climbed on board, peeping chicks hidden under the sleeves of their galabiyas. “Ai-ee gully gully, ai-ee gully gully!” they would call out, and lo and behold, there was a tiny yellow chick in their hands, bewildered and blinking.

“Don't touch it! It might have a disease.”

We drove from Port Said on a long, dusty road to Ismailia, where the British had a military base. The town was on the Suez Canal by Lake Timsah, midway between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. England had been quiet, well-mannered, gray and damp. Here, the air was like velvet, the colors bright, the streets in the center of town crowded and full of commotion. Men in white galabiyas shouted in loud guttural voices as they urged on donkeys and camels with sticks. Cars honked and veiled women, covered head to toe in black, scurried past, dragging the arms of their children. They stood with baskets on their heads on wooden barges moored in the canals. The barges, called feluccas, had tall patched sails attached to thin curved masts, a design unchanged since the time of the pharaohs. The sandy roads were lined with eucalyptus trees and palms that had fronds like feather dusters. I remember the nights were noisy with the clamor of insects, crickets going “heh heh heh” as if laughing at some private joke.

In Egypt my mother fell in love with The French.

The French had their toxic side (and they always took over the best houses and had the best beach clubs), but their language, their cuisine, their music, their conversation, everything about them, captivated her. She began studying French, reading Proust and learning French cooking. Over the years, it dawned on me that a great deal of the attraction of the French was French men. Like my grandmother, my mother preferred the company of men.

French officers were considerably more interesting than those in the British military, many of whom had faces that looked like pink balloons about to pop, and who thought that the only way to make yourself understood by foreigners was to shout. She was delighted by the way a Frenchman would kiss your hand when introduced instead of pumping your arm, or, if he was being very superior, simply brush the air over the back of your hand with his lips. The house was filled with the music of Maurice Chevalier, Yves Montand and Edith Piaf, along with strains of the Egyptian singer Oum Kalsoum, and wafting out from the kitchen came the fumes of garlic, olive oil and French wine.

Ahmed, a Sudanese who came from the north of Egypt, was our cook. He was lanky and handsome, with blue-black skin, and wore a white galabiya and the hard red fez called a tarboush. When the muezzins’ call to prayer rang out from the minarets, Ahmed would stop in the middle of whatever he was doing and drop to his knees with his face pressed against the floor. When I saw him like this I was embarrassed and would tiptoe away.

“Mummy, why is Ahmed always smelling ants?”

Ahmed spoke English and his cooking was Anglo-French. He was a gentle soul and my mother was devoted to him. Every morning he would sit down with her and together they would do the shopping list.

On the list were many things she hadn't seen since before the war. For the past six years an orange or a lemon had been practically unobtainable in England. Then Jaffa oranges started coming in from Palestine, but they were expensive. In Ismailia, Ahmed returned from the bazaars with his string shopping bag filled with exotic fruits—pomegranates, apricots, small watermelons—and spices such as cumin, paprika and coriander wrapped in cones made of old newspaper. He also brought back live chickens, which he carried upside down, holding them by their feet. He said it wasn't cruel; when the blood rushed to their head it tranquilized them.

One time, at Christmas, two turkeys had to share a box in the kitchen. One was for us, the other for a friend of my parents. The turkeys didn't like each other, and for nearly a week we were deafened by “gobble gobble gobble” and shrieks, day and night. Then, on Christmas Eve, silence. One of the turkeys reappeared at lunchtime the next day, stuffed with chestnuts and sausage meat, surrounded by chipolata sausages, bacon rolls speared together by toothpicks, silver platters of roast potatoes and Brussels sprouts and silver bowls of gravy and bread sauce. An English Christmas.

Ahmed used an entire bottle of brandy for our Christmas pudding. Half of it went into the butter. The rest he poured over the pudding and set it alight at the table, where the flames leaped a foot high.

After lunch, one of the guests, a little girl with a halo of curls, came up to my mother and asked, “Are my peeks chink?”

One day my mother asked Ahmed to buy some sweetbreads. She wanted to serve them in a cream sauce with mushrooms, for vol-au-vents—à la financière. The French were coming to dinner.

“Do you know what sweetbreads are?”

Ahmed looked at her with a dreamy smile. “Me?”

He made a few Egyptian dishes too. He allowed me to help him stuff vine leaves, rolling them over a mixture of rice, ground lamb and pine nuts to form messy little packets that he redid later. He toasted eggplant over charcoal, scraped out the flesh and mixed it with lemon and olive oil. The broad beans we knew in England were sold dried in Egypt. Ahmed soaked them overnight in water and made them in a dish called ful medames. The beans were simmered on top of the stove, tossed with olive oil and lemon (wasn't everything?) and sprinkled with chopped hard-boiled eggs. We ate this with hot flat bread. And there was tabbouleh made with parsley, mint, onions and tomatoes. The secret of a good tabbouleh is to use lots and lots of parsley, much more parsley than grains of bulghur wheat.

But basically Ahmed's food was French. One of his specialties was soft-shell crabs with black butter and capers. My mother said she'd never eaten better soft-shell crabs. I didn't like the look of them at all: fried spiders.

I was looked after by Nadia, whom I adored. She felt soft; she had a soft, billowy bosom, long, soft black hair and humorous brown eyes. She was warm and easygoing. I was only four and a half, but I have vivid memories of her always lifting me up and cuddling me and egging me on to do things that were fun and messy. She taught me how to eat spaghetti (canned, of course, by Heinz in tomato sauce): you bent your head over the plate and sucked up the strands like a vacuum cleaner. When you were done with the spaghetti, you ate the buttered toast that was served underneath, soaked with tomato sauce so it was nice and mushy. She never made me eat the crust. As I vacuumed spaghetti she would break into peals of laughter, so I would do it some more. She used to take me to bed with her, wrapped in her fat, comfortable arms where I would fall asleep. Often there'd be a man in her bed too, and not always the same one.

The days were brilliant with sun or murky with dust, and at times the heat was insufferable. In the street, children held out their hands, crying, “Baksheesh! Baksheesh!” as they trailed behind us in the street, and then Nadia would shout, “Yalla!” which meant go away, or “Imshi!” which meant the same thing. The children's noses ran and their faces were covered with flies.

I always held on to Nadia's hand, wary of being blinded when a sandstorm blew up from nowhere, without warning. It was terrifying. The sand would get into your eyes and ears, fill your mouth and pile up in the corners of a room if the window had been left open. It lay in heaps on the veranda, like dunes in the desert.

Once in a while after sunset, if the air was still warm, I was taken to watch cartoons screened on a sheet hung outside in a courtyard. We swam in the Red Sea and the Dead Sea, where I lay on my back, floating. There were so many minerals in the water, you couldn't sink. I went on donkey and camel rides by the Pyramids. The sand was searingly hot, so we kept our shoes on. My father, dressed in khaki army shorts, would hold one of my hands while I carried a walking stick in the other. I wore a long-sleeved jacket against the sun.

My parents had been lucky enough to get one of the beautiful white stone houses Ismailia was known for, even though the French had taken the best of the pick. The house was close to the British Officers’ Club on the beach by the Suez Canal. My parents would play tennis while I swam there, went on the swings and down the slides, and built castles in the sandboxes under the eye of Nadia. Tankers and freighters passed slowly down the canal and we would stop to watch. When we were thirsty, we drank Kai Ora, an English orange squash, or Ribena, which was also English and made from blackberries. My mother didn't approve of these drinks. They weren't anything more than water and sugar with fruit concentrate.

I spent hours and hours on that beach. Insufficiently coated with sunscreen, I swam in the Suez Canal. God knows what came up from the water, where ships dumped everything from garbage to raw sewage. It was brown. We swam in it and survived. The “Other Ranks” beach, next to the Sweet Water Canal, was said to be even more polluted.

The sun covered me with large, dark freckles that spread like blotches over my face, arms and back. “They're the sun's kisses,” said Nadia. I looked like a leopard. The French more accurately call freckles tâches de soleil. Tâche was a word that would later be applied to my school notebooks: stained, spotted, marked up with inkblots; what a mess. It certainly applied to my face. “Don't you sometimes wonder what would happen if all your freckles joined together?” asked Nadia.

I was jumping rope in the living room one day when my mother came in and told me to stop. There was a vase on the mantelpiece, painted with figures running in a circle around it. It was unique, something my parents had discovered in a bazaar in Palestine: an Arab policeman chasing a Palestinian chasing an Israeli.

She left the room.

Just one more skip of the rope!

And a crash.
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NOT LONG AFTER THIS EPISODE, I learned that my mother was pregnant. An English nanny was on her way to live with us, and Nadia was dismissed. It was not a good idea to have a nanny who had a different man in her bed each night. From the moment this new member of the household walked into our lives, it was clear that things were going to change.

On Nanny's first night, my parents went out for an official dinner. My father wore a white dress uniform with gold braiding and his Sam Brown. A Sam Brown is a combination of a pistol belt and shoulder strap that was invented by General Sir Samuel J. Brown, who lost an arm fighting in India in the mid-nineteenth century. The belt is intended to carry the weight of a heavy pistol. My father's Sam Brown, which he'd worn at Arnhem when he swam across the Rhine, was made of chestnut-brown leather, with a square brass buckle and a matching strap that went diagonally across the chest and over the shoulder.

My mother wore long black gloves and a black feathered hat with a small veil that had black polka dots like beauty marks. She looked like a movie star.

But still, she was never satisfied with her appearance. “If only I'd been born with a thick skin,” she would say, peering into her mirror, which had three folding sides so you could see yourself from all directions, into infinity. “Your father has a thick skin, and he hardly has any wrinkles at all. Plus he has a small head, which always makes one look younger. But he doesn't look good in hats. Hats make him look swamped.”

She looked great in hats. Big, broad-brimmed hats, tiny cocktail hats with veils, a pink and white silk polka-dot pillbox hat, a green felt Borsalino. For she was certainly beautiful—long necked, with high cheekbones; a chiseled, straight nose; intelligent, lively blue eyes; and luminous Irish skin. She didn't look anything like the mothers back in England who wore tweed “coat and skirts” and sensible shoes, did their hair in tight perms and had brisk horsey voices. She was slender and glamorous. Her real name was Lilian, but when she was a girl she'd changed it to Lyla. The name means “night” in Arabic (spelled Leila). She used Fire and Ice lipstick, smoked Benson & Hedges cigarettes that came in red tins, and drank pink gins.

Tonight in Ismailia, my parents were the beautiful young couple; they were still in their twenties, just a year younger than fat King Farouk.

It was a hot night, and after they'd gone I couldn't sleep. I was thirsty. So I sat up in bed and, following Egyptian custom, I clapped.

No response.

But I could hear the click of Nanny's knitting needles. I clapped several more times, to no avail. What was wrong? Nadia would have come running. Finally, exasperated, I poked my head out through the mosquito netting and clambered out of bed. I went out to the door, which was half open because I was afraid of the dark. Nanny was ensconced in an armchair, knitting and smoking.

I stood in the doorway in my long white nightgown and stared at her.

“I clapped,” I said with dignity.

There was a pause. She eyed me through her spectacles, picked up her cigarette, which was smoking in the ashtray, and took a drag.

“I don't come when people clap.”

I was dumbfounded. When Egyptians sat at the table, they clapped for service. If they didn't want the food that the servant offered them, they would make a “tsk” sound and toss back their head or simply shrug their shoulders and turn away. But I never clapped for Nanny again. She told the story for years.

Nanny used to begin a sentence with what sounded to me like one word: “Fahweryoo.”

“Fahweryoo I'd think twice before I did that. Fahweryoo I wouldn't play with my food! Fahweryoo I'd take my elbows off the table right now! Do you want me to tell your father?”

Nanny was from Bristol in Somerset, just an hour's drive from Sherborne, where I was born. She was fat like Nadia but not as motherly, though she had a good sense of humor and was kind. Soon after she arrived, my sister, Philippa, was born, and Nanny was often up during the night tending to her. A strong smell of stale tobacco always heralded her arrival, for she chain-smoked Player's cigarettes. Her spare time was spent poring over old issues of Woman or Woman's Own (“A Crisp White Blouse Goes with Everything”) that were sent to her by slow post from England and listening to serials on the radio.

She had a florid West Country face, cornflower-blue eyes and thick, round National Health glasses with clear rims. Her glossy black hair was parted in the middle and held up like wings on each side with combs, and she always wore dark red lipstick. But she never used face powder. She didn't believe in it. She looked like a nurse, dressed in her starched white short-sleeved uniform.

Nanny's real name was Sheila Davis, but she was known as Nanny Hodgson. At the time it never occurred to me that replacing her name with ours was anything less than a way of embracing her as a member of our family.

Like all children in my situation, I spent more time with my nanny than with my mother, and I never thought twice about it. My sister, Philippa, knew her from birth. The English nannies would meet and smoke and gossip about their employers while we played on the British beach at the Officers’ Club by the Suez Canal or at Lake Timsah.

Nanny was cheerful and certainly had a sense of humor, but she was not about to put up with a lot of “nonsense.” “A joke is a joke and that is the end of it.”

“Don't make horrible faces. The wind will change and then you'll be stuck looking like that forever.”

At the dinner table: “Play with the salt and you wet the bed.” “Take the one that's nearest to you, not the one you fancy most.”

Children were, as the Victorians decreed, essentially to be seen and not heard. They had dinner with their nannies, after which they were produced with clean hands and faces, in their nightclothes, to say good night to their parents. My father most often would be putting on black tie or dress uniform, and my mother applying finishing touches of makeup. The bedroom would smell of scent and face powder. An evening dress would be laid out on the bed. Sometimes my father would be “zipping up” my mother. She would sit in front of the dressing table, filling a small satin or beaded evening handbag with a silver powder compact, lipstick and a white lace handkerchief. Then a kiss, and a promise from me to go straight to sleep, and they would be off for the evening.

For my sixth birthday party Ahmed made a chocolate cake, which he covered with a thick layer of a rich dark chocolate icing. The children, wearing colored paper hats and stained party clothes, their chins barely level with the top of the dining room table, devoured the cake, along with glasses of Ahmed's homemade lemonade. Parents and nannies ate it too, and came back for more. But it had a strange aftertaste. When everyone had gone home, my mother went into the kitchen to compliment Ahmed on the cake.

“By the way, what did you put in the icing?”

“Little bottle from Papa Stratis,” he replied proudly.

“What little bottle?” she asked apprehensively.

Ahmed rooted through the rubbish bin and pulled out the little bottle. It was a jar of bootblack.

Not long after my party my father was posted to Beirut. We had been in Egypt for two years. So now, no more mornings at the Jardin d'Enfants and afternoons at the beach. My mother found her beloved Ahmed a job working with another British couple who had just come out from England. A month later she wrote to them asking how he was.

“Ahmed was most peculiar,” the wife wrote back. “He went mad. He thought people were chasing him. One day he ran away and we never saw him again.”


Bukra bukra fil-mishmish

(“Tomorrow tomorrow when the apricot flowers.”

In other words, dream on.)

LEBANESE SAYING
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WE HAD BEEN LIVING IN BEIRUT for only a few months when my mother met an English woman at a cocktail party who said to her, do you know, there's a woman here who has had nine cooks!

That woman was my mother.

My father threw one of the cooks down the stairs when he discovered him lighting the boiler by turning on the gas, standing back and tossing matches at it. Another was shown the door after she produced her specialty, bouchées à la Reine—soggy puff pastries cut in different shapes and filled with unidentifiable things swimming in glutinous cream. Another served us raw macaroni and cheese. Instead of boiling the macaroni, he put the hard shells into a Pyrex dish, topped them up with milk and cheese and baked them for an hour. When yet another cook showed up for an interview, the housemaid Mona, who was a Copt (a Christian), came shrieking into the living room, “C'est une musulmanne!” It was indeed, a creature shrouded head to toe in black, who was every bit as horrified as Mona.

My mother missed Ahmed. Finally she gave up the search for a cook and handed the job to Mona. She turned out to be very good. Of course, her cooking was Anglo-French.

It was 1952, and we had left the Canal Zone none too soon. Soon after our departure, there were riots in Ismailia and the families of British servicemen were evacuated. But now we were in Beirut, the Paris of the Middle East, the city my parents loved above all others. They could ski in the mountains in the morning, swim in the sea in the afternoon and in the evening relax on the veranda over “gin and its” (gin with a splash of Angostura bitters, also known as a pink gin), looking at a spectacular view of the city, with the snowcapped mountains in the distance. They went to military parades, where they sat under tents patterned with Cedars of Lebanon watching turbaned Lebanese soldiers in jodhpurs and capes riding by on white horses. The city was also a hotbed of spies and double agents. Surfacing among them some years later was Kim Philby a member of the notorious Cambridge Five, who betrayed Allied secrets to the Russians. Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean defected in 1951; Philby escaped in 1963 on a Soviet freighter docked in Beirut.

Our family albums are filled with photographs of my parents at parties, many of them fancy dress: my father as a Victorian weight lifter with a handlebar mustache and a wig like a haystack, clad in a striped jumper and shorts, and holding up a set of cardboard weights. My mother as a music hall dancer wearing a mutton-sleeved blouse, a locket and a flounced skirt. At another party my father is disguised as a Spaniard, with spit curls, a fedora and a sinister little black mustache; my mother wears a black lace mantilla and peers out from behind a fan.

For all the complaints about having no money, her dresses, which were made on the cheap by local seamstresses, looked like the work of a Parisian designer. A dark blue chiffon, flecked with gold, had a band of gold stripes that stretched from shoulder to shoulder. A pearl-gray silk sported thin velvet shoulder straps and a flounced skirt cut on the bias that swung when she walked. Even more beautiful was a strapless gown made with yards of pale lavender netting over matching silk, sewn with circular patterns of tiny colored sequins. This was her first ball gown, bought for her by my grandmother when she was eighteen. These dresses later made their way into the “dressing-up box,” castoffs worn by my sister and me for our plays, and eventually turned into rags.

In Beirut, we ate not just Anglo-French food, but Lebanese dishes too—many of them similar to ones we'd had in Egypt: tab-bouleh, hummus, stuffed vine leaves, baba ghanoush, kebabs and grilled chicken, foods that children like. The peaches and apricots served with custard for “pudding” were fresh instead of out of a can. But I remember only one dish clearly: Mona's artichokes.

She brought them back from the market and laid them on the kitchen table: strange prickly things with violet-colored leaves. Mona used to stuff the artichokes with bread crumbs, garlic and parsley and serve them on blue and green Mouski glass plates. The glass was handblown, made by melting down wine and beer bottles. Each plate was a slightly different shade and had bubbles inside that caught the sunlight. Mouski glass was cheap, and my parents had bought boxes of it in Ismailia. To eat Mona's artichokes, you took off the leaves one by one and dipped them into a lemony mixture of melted butter and olive oil that ran down your chin.
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IN BEIRUT MY FATHER'S KHAKI UNIFORM was decorated for official receptions with his medals, pips and gold braids that hung down across one shoulder. Sometimes he wore an even more glamorous white dress uniform, and on certain occasions, a black dress uniform with a high collar that made him look like a hussar. He looked extraordinarily handsome in all of these uniforms, so it was hardly surprising that he spent money and time on them.

After his death my mother told me that his passion for uniforms got him into serious trouble. Without asking permission beforehand, he had taken some money from petty cash in order to buy some new ones.

“It was considered a serious offense,” she said. “I had warned him beforehand to keep the receipts, but he didn't listen.”

It was a strange story. My father was deeply afraid of disapproval. He was punctual, anxious and obsessive with details. Every month he would write down all expenses, from the money paid for a newspaper to a new trowel he'd bought for the garden at Woolworth. But in the case of the uniforms, he hadn't realized he should have kept copies of the receipts. Perhaps that's why when I knew him, he kept such meticulous records of everything.

Not long after the incident, a man came down from Egypt to visit my father. My mother described him as a strange and rather louche character: “He was most peculiar and dressed very oddly. But he was quite nice.”

The louche character offered my father a job in the Foreign Office.

So, because of a misunderstanding over an armful of uniforms, my father, who was then a major, decided to leave the military to become a diplomat.

Our life in Beirut was cut short. We were sent back to England right away. Mona hugged us for the last time, and we got into the car. I was crying and so was Philippa, who was now two. Mona was holding on to the handle of the car to stop us from driving off, then letting go and running after us for as long as she could until we turned the corner and she was gone.

And then we were on board another freighter. Somewhere in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, it was announced over the ship's radio that King George V had died.
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FOR THE NEXT YEAR, we lived in Sherborne. This market town, dating back to the Middle Ages, lies between the peat moors of Somerset and the green rolling hills that lead to the chalk cliffs and pebbly beaches of the Dorset coastline. Its ancient buildings, made from sandstone dug from the nearby quarries of Ham Hill, have a soft golden hue. The fifteenth-century abbey and its Saxon doorways are built of this stone, as are the stern, mullioned classrooms of Sherborne School.

Until I was three, my mother and I had spent a great deal of time at Kenelm, one of the boarding houses at Sherborne School for Girls, which my Irish grandmother had run since 1932. The war was over but my father was still in the army, away first in Norway and then in Germany.

When my grandmother wasn't in her science lab with her pupils, pouring things into test tubes and creating noxious fumes over Bunsen burners, she loved to cook. She clipped recipes out of magazines and newspapers, collected them from friends and copied them into a notebook. When she tasted something that really pleased her, she would say, “You could give it to anyone!”

After her classes she would take me for walks along the green fields around Sherborne and identify the grazing cows. “That one's Blossom, that's Daisy, that's Buttercup …”

I believed, as Granny recited their names, that she really knew each cow personally.

“If you hold a buttercup under your chin and it makes your skin glow yellow, it means you like butter,” she told me.

She knelt down and I held one under her chin. She liked butter. So did I. Butter was central to the perennial task of “feeding me up.” Granny eked out her supply of butter, a tiny amount she got after standing in line with her rationing book, giving me most—but not all—of her share. I remember standing over a mixing bowl with a wooden spoon, helping her stir a packet of orange powder into white lard to make it look like butter.

But when rationing was finally over, sometime in the mid-fifties, there was no end to the butter, slathered thickly on bread and toast or cut in chunks that melted over boiled potatoes, which she cooked in their skins because that was where the vitamins were.

In 1918, at the end of the First World War, my grandmother started writing down her favorite recipes in a neat, flowery hand. The book she created has lost its cover and the lined pages are brown with age. It is three hundred pages long, ending in 1962 when it runs out of paper.

Half the recipes in her book are for puddings. My grandmother served them almost every day. But she wasn't the only one to exult in the sight of a glorious pudding, turned out of its bowl onto a platter, served with a bowl of custard sauce or treacle. Everyone else loved a good pudding too. Up until the 1960s, puddings were as integral a part of a meal in Britain and Ireland as cheese was for a Frenchman or pasta for an Italian. Even though most middle- and upper-class households no longer employed cooks because they could no longer afford them, a pudding was still expected at the table.

My grandmother's puddings, sweet and savory, were steamed in a deep, round china bowl with a thick rim covered with greaseproof paper tied around with string and placed in water that came three-quarters up the side. “Boiled” puddings were wrapped in cloth and submerged. Some were a light sponge; others were made with suet and dried fruit.

Canary pudding, one of my favorites, was a yellow sponge as light as a soufflé, doused with Lyle's Golden Syrup, which is made from sugar cane and comes in a tin decorated with green and gold lettering. It was spooned out in a dense, sticky stream.
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Canary Pudding (“Good”)




2 eggs

Their weight in butter, sugar and flour

¼ teaspoon baking powder




Grease pudding mould. Cream butter and sugar. Add eggs one by one and a little flour if necessary to keep from curdling. Sift the rest of the flour and baking powder. Beat in lightly with a spoon.

   Fill mould ½–¾ full. Steam for 1—1¼ hours or until firm to the touch.



[image: ]

Besides canary pudding, my grandmother's book includes recipes for bread and butter pudding, milk pudding, tapioca pudding, syrup pudding, baked rice pudding, marmalade pudding with marmalade sauce, ginger pudding with ginger sauce and ginger snaps, cheese pudding, date pudding, sea foam pudding (egg whites and lemon), hot chocolate pudding, Mayflower pudding (filled with bread crumbs, syrup and ginger), baroness pudding, Swiss apple pudding, West Riding pudding (made with pastry), baked coconut pudding, spotted dick (white suet pudding laced with raisins and currants), sponge pudding, steamed ground rice pudding, plain plum pudding, and for Christmas, the pièce de résistance, a rich plum pudding, doused with brandy, set alight and brought to the table wreathed in flames.

The first recipe in my grandmother's cookbook was for mince pudding. Was this what her cook served to my grandfather when he came back on leave from the war in Mesopotamia? It bears no relation to the glazed hot mince pies she made us for Christmas, which were stuffed with nuts and chopped dried fruit soaked in brandy. This pudding is filled with another sort of “mince”: ground beef.

The instructions call for a “fine dough” made with flour, baking powder and shredded suet, which is then mixed with cold water and rolled out. (Suet is the solid white fat around beef, veal and sheep kidneys.) The cooked “mince” is thinned with more cold water and spread over the dough. Then it's sprinkled with salt and pepper, chopped raw onion and a teaspoon of Yorkshire relish “if desired.” The whole thing is rolled up in a cloth, secured with string, plunged into water and cooked for two hours. “The water must be boiling,” my grandmother adds in a note at the end.

She approached cooking as a science and wrote out advice with her recipes. “Vegetables must be thoroughly cooked. Cellulose cannot be digested by our gastric systems and therefore must be cooked.”

“When making fruit suspended in jellies use fresh and tinned. The tinned fruit will sink to the bottom and the fresh fruit will rise to the top. When the jelly is turned out the tinned will then be on top and the fresh at the bottom of the mould.”

As housemistress, my grandmother was responsible not only for looking after the welfare of the boarders in her care, but for their meals as well. The house motto was, appropriately, Resparvae concordia crescunt (“From small things big ones grow”). The girls had huge appetites. She organized the menus with Marjorie, the head cook. Many of the recipes in Granny's book give a grim picture of what confronted her charges at the dinner table during the war.
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Wartime Sponge Cakes




1 gill (about 1 cup) flour

½ level teaspoon cream of tartar




¼ level teaspoon bicarbonate of soda

4 level teaspoons dried egg

1 gill (about 1 cup) sugar

6 tablespoonfuls water




Sieve flour and raising agents three times. Beat sugar, egg and water until stiff. Fold in flour etc. and mix to dropping consistency. Bake in greased and floured tins. Moderate oven (325—375°F). Eat them the day they are made.
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Wartime Cream

(“Very good over cornflour puddings”)




Blend ¾ ounce cornflour with a little cold milk; stir it into ½ pint of boiling
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