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Foreword to the Original Edition

Always unpredictable, Nancy rang up to say she could not come to the office after all with the final, revised script of A Funny Thing … She was off on a story, but would we please collect it from Jonnie’s office (Joan Werner Laurie, with whom she shared a house, features prominently in this book).

We collected the script, and I took it home to read over the weekend, the weekend of the Grand National. It was open on my desk on that Saturday when the unbelievable news was announced. A plane had crashed. Five were dead, among them Nancy and Jonnie.

Although this book was finished only a few days before she died, it had been a long time in the writing. Nancy wanted her books to have the spontaneous freshness of one of her live television programmes, but much art and hard work was needed to produce this extempore effect. There had been several drafts of this one before she was satisfied.

If, in the circumstances, the title seems inappropriate to some people, it should be said that this was the title she had chosen and we did not think it should be altered.

In my opinion her best book, this is certainly a good one to remember her by. She was first and foremost and triumphantly an entertainer. She loved to make people laugh. She wanted people to share her enjoyment of life. That is the way we remember her, and that is the essence of these pages.


Most areas in the world may be placed in latitude and longitude, described chemically in their earth, sky and water … Then there are others where fable, myth, preconception, love, longing, or prejudice step in and so distort a cool, clear appraisal that a kind of high-coloured magical confusion takes permanent hold. Greece is such an area.

JOHN STEINBECK: Travels with Charley


For the Middle-Aged 1963

Good. There’s a pang of passion in my heart
Confusing and surprising me. Something
  Of how I lost my ignorance. And art
Acquired taught me the way to swim. Remembering
  Old joys that grown-ups hold in cool derision.
Faith in myself. Belief in human good –
  Youth. Childhood. If you like: ambition.


  Where did I lose it? Somewhere on the way
In the gay gritty gutter of the world, The Street,
  Where nine-day wonders only last a day
Before they sink un-noticed in the Fleet?
  Yes, I ran grinning then because I knew so much
(Unprintable of course) which News Boys shout,
  Rustproof and galvanised because in touch
With all the lads whose lust is finding out.


  Ambition lost but innocence intact,
Here I am, battered to my bleeding knees
  Feeling eighteen but forty-six in fact
Finding I still react to every breeze.
  Finding in spite of all I know that I still care,
That after all these years I’ve no defence,
  Proving that life is something we can share,
Our only sin a bored indifference.

N.B.S.


BOOK ONE

To the Island, with Love


PROLOGUE

SPAIN MEETS KARSH

My doorbell finally rang. I had been in a tremendous fidget waiting for it to do so. I was expecting Karsh, the great photographer of Ottawa, to come and take my picture.

Now, I have the sort of features that are, as they say, ‘full of character’ and hair that leads a life of its own. So I wondered what the man who had photographed Churchill, Sibelius, Schweitzer, Einstein for posterity, who was self-confessedly ‘in search of greatness’, could possibly make of me.

Karsh was late. Late, gentle, dark-eyed, wearing a navy-blue overcoat and a splendidly dashing hat pulled into a becoming slouch over one eye. His nose was big. His skin sallow. His handshake pliable. He kissed my hand. He murmured, ‘My Dear Lady.’ I felt inclined to giggle.

There was an assistant with him called Frank. Frank was huge, wearing an Artillery tie. Frank was the sort of man who is instantly in shirt-sleeves. Frank took all the furniture out of the drawing-room. He piled some of it in the garden, the remainder in the passage. Soon it was impossible to move in the house, either upstairs or down, except by clambering over a big armchair which Frank had pushed halfway into the downstairs lavatory. Then Frank put up studio lights, many of them. The lights stood, shakily, on music-stand feet. Frank attached them to a converter. The converter gave out a low and deadly humming, like something in a science-fiction film.

‘Should it hum like that?’ asked Karsh. ‘I don’t like it, that humming. Are you sure this system isn’t D.C.?’

‘Oh no,’ said Frank, grinning. ‘All the lights would have fused if that had been so …’

Charming, I thought, charming.

The pair of them now pulled a wooden chest into the middle of the room and piled upon it a little blue chair. They put the chair on the bath-mat so that it shouldn’t slip. They pulled all the curtains to exclude the daylight. They hung long screens that suddenly changed the room into a Japanese parlour. Then they asked me to sit on top of the whole thing. I was very nervous.

Facing me now was a huge plate camera with Karsh skipping about beside it. When it first emerged from its trunk it had been broken. Karsh and Frank had then mended it, patiently. The performance so far had taken about three hours. Then it was necessary for Karsh to synchronise the flash with the camera shutter. This went on for another half an hour while I sat grimly on my little seat.

‘Dear lady,’ said Karsh, finally, rather as if it were my fault that the flash wouldn’t synchronise, ‘please leave the room.’

I left the room, climbing over a large pile of furniture to do so. Half an hour later I was called in again. Click went the shutter. Flash went the flash. But not together.

‘Oh dear,’ said Karsh.

‘O thou gracious Apollo,’ I said, somewhat loudly and somewhat stagily. ‘Be so kind as to bestow your precious gifts of reason and sanity upon this man Karsh’s appar­atus here below. I have a solid silver drachma of the first century and I shall dedicate it to you, if only you will allow the flash to synchronise with the shutter for the next hour or so …’

By now, of course, the converter was ‘warmed up’ and everything went right. Karsh was fascinated, however, at my sudden invocation.

Later I took him to lunch at the Caprice, where we ate a roast suckling pig, drank a superb (‘No, it is noble,’ murmured Karsh) Château Margaux and became fast friends. Eventually, of course, Karsh asked to see the drachma I had dedicated to Apollo. So I produced it. It is a most satisfactory thick piece of silver. And, of course, extremely valuable, because it now belongs to Apollo.

‘Don’t you think that I should look after it much better for Apollo?’ asked Karsh, as he hefted it gently up and down in his tiny gentle hands. An unusual thing. He had Y.K. embroidered on his cuff: the ‘Y’ for Youssef.

I hastily put the drachma away.

‘No, no,’ I said. ‘If anything, it will be built in over the door of my little house in Greece. My house on the Greek island.’

Karsh’s huge, dark, liquid eyes opened very wide.

‘You have a house?’ he repeated. ‘A house? On a Greek island? How did this happen?’ He laid down his knife and fork.

Slowly, idiotically, feeling here and there a little bit foolish, I began to explain.

‘I went out to dinner with my doctor. Dr Newman,’ I began. ‘And there was a lady there, a very nice woman, and, well, she said she would go to Greece and buy us all land. And I said “Good” … So she did.’

‘How much did it cost?’ asked Karsh, taking a deep swallow of wine.

‘One hundred pounds,’ I said. ‘To begin with … that is.’

‘You mean you hadn’t even seen it?’ he asked.

‘Well, I’ve seen it now,’ I replied.

‘No, but then,’ Karsh insisted.

‘Well, no,’ I had to admit. ‘I hadn’t seen it. But I liked the idea.’

‘So do I like the idea,’ said Karsh. ‘Tell me more. How much did it cost you in the end? More than one hundred pounds, I bet?’

I nodded, dumbly.

‘Much, much more,’ I said. And feeling slightly less foolish, but not much, sitting there in the Caprice, I started to tell him.

SPAIN MEETS SKIATHOS

The island is quite green as Greek islands go – and the woman who sold me the land swore that the green showed there was water there. People to whom one described it would first show a gleam of envy in their eyes. Then a mask of resignation would slip across their faces. The resignation mask didn’t say, ‘Greek islands are not for the likes of me.’ It said: ‘Nancy is mad. Obviously it’s a barren rock. All the Greeks are thieves. The land is always heavily mortgaged. You can’t trust the peasants. In the end they will say it belongs to the Government. She’ll lose a fortune, digging wells where there’s no water. Even if she builds a house the Greek Government will take it away from her. And quite right too …’

Most of my friends were too kind to say any of this. It was just that I got used to the flat mask of unspoken thoughts. And behind the mask their unspoken thoughts seemed like a shout in my ears.

Skiathos is the name of the island. It is the most northerly of a group of islands called the Sporades, and it is the first island out, so to speak, from a big town called Bollos or Vollos, according to whether you are looking at a Greek map or an English one.

It takes about four hours to get to Skiathos from Vollos, in a regular boat, which runs every other day I think. I’m not sure about this, because I’ve never taken it. All my visits to the island have been by caique, that is to say a broad-beamed Greek fishing boat, which picked me up (a) at a place called Pifki and (b) at a place called Orei. Orei and Pifki are about seventy miles north of Athens.

You can’t load a motor-car on to a caique at Pifki because the beach there is so shallow that the caiques themselves stay far out, lolloping at anchor, while we row to them through the small, crisp, silver-blue waves in dinghies. At Orei there is a proper jetty, built of real stone: and the crew of the caique put down a couple of planks and I simply drive on slowly and carefully.

The whole operation is most matter of fact. Nobody screams or becomes hysterical. If the water was rough nobody would bother with it and the caique wouldn’t sail. So long as they weren’t messed about by third and intervening parties I always found the Greeks very calm and dignified, and they certainly don’t steal any worse than the Neapolitans.

Skiathos itself looms out of the sea after two and a half hours’ chugging from Pifki, four hours’ chugging from Orei.

It is green from end to end. Green with pine trees, scrub, maquis, gorse bushes in and out of bloom, fig trees, lemon trees, even baby oak trees.

At the south-eastern tip, in the most sheltered part of the island, there is a tiny town (also called Skiathos), which from the distance on the horizon looks like white lace. Nearer, it is possible to see that the water-front actually consists of two or three restaurants (you go into the kitchen and choose what you want, you drink either retsina or local wine without resin in), a pharmacy, a petrol station, a church or two, some pink houses, a ship-chandler’s and a village store. Behind the water-front there are paved streets made of good, dressed stone with a central drain (that presumably pours melted snow in the winter), houses, paved yards and gardens, two small hotels that look just like ordinary houses with hard clean beds and one rather gritty communal shower, and eight bakers’ shops that bake grey flinty bread. There are also butchers, candlestick makers and a Calor Gas depot, as most people cook on Calor Gas.

There is electricity in the village, but the authority turns it off at midnight – just when one needs it most.

There is one road through Skiathos; rough, dusty, red earth that could when wet be clay from tip to tip. The Army are building it, and very helpful and lovely they are too.

If I shut my eyes now I can see Skiathos clearly: the bluest, greenest dream I ever saw. The blue – first the sky, then the water. The water – clear, deep and amazing. In the shallows it is green, crimping and curling over sand that shimmers like gold-dust, sand that is so hot in the summer that it burns your feet. Farther out, should you swim to the rocks, the depths turn purple far down: purple and dark blue. There are seldom cloud shadows. Occasionally a cool wind comes from the land from the north, which makes the water cold for a day or two; and then in the tail of the wind there are thin white clouds like a woman’s scarf. Otherwise the sun soaks down, day after day, a sun so hot that it seems white.

The island is quite young, as islands go: about two million years old. But somehow, even when I am just thinking about it before I go to sleep, I have the impression that it has always been waiting: the last (or the first) of a long series of dream islands belonging especially to me.
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