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      For my sister Penelope 
1940–2010

   
      
      Think: two amateurs in Eden,

      
      Spaces in the voiceless garden,

      
      Ancestors whose haunted faces

      
      Met upon the apple’s bruises,

      
      Broke the lovely spell of pardon.

      
      Lawrence Durrell, ‘The Prayer-Wheel’
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      INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: image]

      
      Nancy, Larry and Penelope in Cairo, 1941

   
      
      PROLOGUE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
      Except it never is.

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

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