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Introduction


I recognised them at once. Two men with the same beaky, attractive features and eager grins, both wearing shirts printed with small blue flowers. Not exactly the same, but similar. (Had they randomly chosen floral shirts for this meeting, or was this one of those recurring twin coincidences that are more than mere coincidence? The mysteries of identical twinship are, to an outsider, infinitely fascinating.)


Over the next hour I got an impression of them which grew and developed over the following months, but never fundamentally changed. They were and are two of the most engaging and likeable people I’ve ever met: funny, vulnerable, open, entertaining, self-absorbed and yet in some strange way selfless as well. And they have an underlying innocence that is truly remarkable. I knew the outlines of their story, and knowing what I did, I was astonished by the speed with which they were prepared to trust their history to me, a complete stranger. Just as they now trust their history to you, the reader of this extraordinary saga.


At the end of that first unforgettable afternoon, Alex said to me, ‘I want to write this book because I want to know who I am.’


Because at that stage of his journey, he reckoned he only knew about 30%: the rest was confusion, a cacophony of overlapping narratives, sometimes contradictory, sometimes a blur, sometimes downright wrong. Game on, I thought. The storyteller in me recognised this would be a major undertaking. Forget the urge to name the murderer or follow the hunt for true love and happiness: the quest to uncover his hidden identity was as powerful a motivation as I’ve ever known. And the process of writing the book became a key element in the book itself.


Which makes it a different kind of narrative. If you are looking for a straightforward kind of account, stop right here. Alex and Marcus’s story is infinitely more complex and interesting than that, and for the sake of clarity, it is divided into three parts.


The first section pieces together the world of family, home and friends that Alex discovered when he woke from his coma in the late summer of 1982 with his memories erased, never to return. With his twin Marcus to guide him, he was slowly able to create a personal history and a sense of self that carried him through for more than ten years.


Then, at the age of thirty-two, he discovered that a large chunk of his early life had been omitted from the picture Marcus had helped him to assemble. Painfully, doggedly, he started the process again, gradually piecing together a new version of his story. This process forms the second section of the book.


The third part covers the revelations that emerged, sometimes with shocking suddenness, while we worked together on the book. During long sessions in my flat, over meals and endless cups of tea, interrupted by phone calls and visits and the random minutiae of daily life, with laughter and strong emotion and a constant struggle to nail down a kind of truth, we forged a new narrative. It has been an astonishing journey for all of us.


It’s a journey in which we’ve all had much to discover. Though I’ve worked with people with troubled pasts before, I am far from an expert. One of the things that has struck me most forcibly throughout Alex and Marcus’s story is the way the child who experiences major trauma holds different and apparently contradictory realities in their mind and heart at the same time. This was what Marcus taught us: that he both knew, and did not know, what was buried in their past. On one level he remembered daily; on another level he had managed to completely forget. Thus his apparently contradictory statements: ‘It never happened to me.’ ‘I never thought about it.’ ‘I always knew I’d have to tell him.’ ‘It was always there.’


All true.


Because some children survive from day to day by having no past. Yesterday is a blank and Now can be erased if it becomes too much to bear. If the present can be wiped and the past is a moveable feast, normal definitions of Truth and Lies are an irrelevance. This was endlessly fascinating, but also a challenge. One of their closest friends said to me, ‘I wondered how this woman was ever going to write their story: one twin can’t remember anything and the other never tells the truth!’


And yet Marcus, whenever he strikes a core of truth, is one of the most courageously honest people I know.


Still, for readers who have grown up in a mostly happy family, this can be hard to disentangle. But stay with it. Through Alex and Marcus, and their extraordinary quest, there is much that touches all our lives.


The second thing I’ve learned is how complex the ties of family, love and betrayal can be. Quite early on in our discussions, Marcus mentioned being struck by an interview he’d heard on the radio. A young woman who had been subjected to years of beatings from her father was asked how she felt about him now that he was dead. She said simply, ‘I miss him.’ Not the beatings, obviously, but the chance to have a decent parent, now gone forever. The interviewer was startled, but Marcus knew just what she meant.


There are individuals in this book who have done wicked and cruel things to those they should have been protecting, but there are no monsters. It would have been easier, perhaps, if we could dismiss the villains in this tale as monsters, but that would be to miss the point entirely.


This is a story that is far from over, and far from complete. It’s a truism that even in a relatively uncomplicated family there will be differing perspectives, contradictory memories, conflicting versions of characters and events. In a family like Alex and Marcus’s, a single final true account is a chimera, forever out of reach. This is their reality and it will always be fluid.


But for me, perhaps the most remarkable gift from working with them has been an affirmation of the endless resources of the human spirit. Despite what they suffered as children, they have gone on to achieve so much. They are successful entrepreneurs, respected around the world for the hotel they have built on a magical island. They have a huge, loyal circle of friends, some of whom have known them for thirty years. They grew up with secrets and lies, yet they are open and, in some fundamental way, completely honest. They are loving husbands and fathers who have broken the chain of secrets and self-interest.


Their history throws up endless questions: what is the alchemy that makes one person choose to destroy the lives of those closest to them while others strive to create something inspirational? What are the forces that really shape us?


Every person’s history is unique, but it is hard to think of two lives with as many extraordinary elements as theirs: memory and identity, twinship and torn loyalties, truth and fiction, low life and high society.


This is their world. It is a world I have been privileged to share in for a while.


Read it, and be amazed.


 


Joanna Hodgkin


London


March 2013










Prologue


The first time my life changed direction I was three weeks old. My father and I were in an accident: for a few days we were both on life-support machines. The second time I was eighteen and another accident radically altered my life; the after-effects are with me today. I lost my first eighteen years, and they never returned. The third time, although not an accident, was the most dramatic. I was thirty-two and discovered extraordinary intrigue in my family and I had to start again. This time around, recovery was never going to be straightforward.


This could have been a dark story. But through it all, my twin brother Marcus has made all the difference. As babies we were hardly ever separated and as children we were always together. As adults we have worked together and sometimes gone our separate ways, but the bond between us has never been broken. With the help of Marcus, and my wife Camilla who has been my rock throughout this, I have come through.


It was only after doing a Radio 4 interview about a snippet of my life that I realised why I needed to tell this story. The response to that brief interview showed me how my story might make a difference to many people who’ve lived in silence too long. If any of this resonates with your experience then this book is especially for you.


 


Alex Lewis










PART I


The First Story
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‘O Brave New World’


Guildford Hospital, August 1982.


Marcus Lewis sat beside the metal bed in the corner of the ward. He was hunched forward, watching for the smallest sign. His brother had lain there for over a week. Alex was immobile, unreachable, his eyes closed and his breathing shallow – just as he had been since the last night of July, when he had fallen off the back of a motorbike, smashed onto the tarmac and fractured his skull. By the time the first morning of August dawned, he had slipped into unconsciousness.


The face Marcus was looking at was his own face, reflecting back his features, handsome, with dark hair and eyes that had been quick to smile, but subtly altered now, gaunt and pale in the aftermath of the accident. He and Alex were identical twins, always together, mirroring each other’s gestures, laugh and voice. Even their close friends had difficulty telling them apart. Marcus was talking to Alex as he had been all week, chatting about their home and friends, what he had been doing, what people had been saying. Nothing all that important. Just keeping the channels of communication open.


In the ward, nurses and auxiliaries carried on with their daily tasks: checking blood pressure and handing out meals, dealing with visitors and examinations. The squeak of trolleys and screens, footsteps on linoleum, the clatter of crockery, the murmur of voices. Since the accident, Marcus’s life had narrowed to the micro-world of this ward, this chair, this small patch of floor and this narrow space beside his brother’s bed.


The doctors had done what they could to prepare him and their mother Jill for the worst. They had assured them that Alex would come round eventually – but what would he be like? Would he still be Alex? The head injury was severe, and complicated by the fact that he had fractured his skull as a baby. There was a chance he would be permanently brain-damaged, perhaps even a vegetable. Their mother was growing desperate. But Marcus was certain that behind the mask of unconsciousness, Alex remained essentially the same as always. He knew because the unspoken thread of communication that connected them as twins had never been broken. He knew in the same way that he had known, waking early in the morning of 1 August, that something terrible had happened to Alex.


Born within five minutes of each other, alike as two peas in a pod, they had a connection beyond words.


Marcus had sat beside his brother’s bed for hours every day. Long hours of waiting and worry.


And then after several days, without warning, Alex opened his eyes. He looked directly at his twin. And he spoke. His voice was faint, and croaky from lack of use. But the words were clear.


‘Hello, Marcus,’ he said.


The effect was electric.


All around them, the room erupted in pandemonium. Nurses and doctors stopped what they were doing and gathered round the bed. Their mother raced over from the nurses’ station. She was overjoyed. Alex had come round! He could speak! He recognised Marcus and he was going to be all right!


Alex held his brother’s gaze. He frowned. The noise was bothering him.


Jill, their mother, was never a quiet woman, even under normal circumstances. Now her raptures at the recovery of her son echoed through the ward. But soon her joy turned to dismay. Something was wrong. What was happening? Why wasn’t he thrilled to see her? She couldn’t make it out at all.


Her precious son had recognised his twin at once.


But he did not seem to know who she was.


Everyone was crowding round the bed. Alex spoke again to Marcus, but this time his voice was tinged with fear: ‘Who is that woman?’


‘That’s our mother,’ Marcus told him.


The information did not make any kind of sense. As far as Alex was concerned, the middle-aged woman who was creating such a hullabaloo was a total stranger. He’d never even seen her before.


He didn’t remember anything.


For Alex – even now, thirty years later – that moment of emerging from unconsciousness marks the start of his known life. Day one. A new beginning. ‘My earliest memory, and I’ll never forget it, is seeing Marcus. And then seeing this hysterical woman round the bed. A very tall, loud, quite large lady with dark hair, running round the room quite hysterically.’


Jill refused to accept that her son did not know who she was.


By this point she was shouting, ‘Hello, darling! Hello, hello, HELLO!’


When the medical staff realised her behaviour was distressing their patient, they asked her to step outside the room for a bit. She refused, and tried even harder. She had a fluting, upper-class voice; the sort of voice that expects to be heard. And obeyed at once.


‘Of course he knows who I am! He’s my son! Hello, darling. Hello!’


Eventually they persuaded her to leave, and Alex slipped back into unconsciousness.


Already the pattern had been established. Alex never remembered his mother and she never accepted that he could recognise his twin brother, but not her.


But that’s exactly what had happened. At that moment in the hospital room, Alex had opened his eyes on a world where everything and everyone – apart from Marcus – was strange and unfamiliar. He didn’t even know his own name. He was drowning in confusion, and Marcus was his only chance of staying afloat. He depended on his twin for everything.


In August 1982, when they were both eighteen, Marcus became, in effect, his memory. As Alex says now, from the moment he emerged into consciousness, ‘I lived my life through Marcus.’


Marcus had to tell him everything. About his home, his friends, his family. His life. Who he was.


Well, almost everything.


There was never a moment when Marcus made a conscious decision to withhold some crucial information about their early life. To begin with, it never came up. He was too busy dealing with practicalities. But, as he steered his brother through the days, there were memories he never shared, uncomfortable truths he glossed over, gaps that he allowed Alex to fill with ‘normal’ family details. Alex never had a clue that their family was very far from normal.


Marcus acted out of love. He also acted to protect himself.


He might have been doing Alex a favour.


Certainly Alex, by losing his memory, gave his twin an unexpected gift and made it possible for Marcus not to lose his own memory, exactly – that luxury was denied him – but to bury it. To bury it for years.


For more than a decade Alex pieced his story together, never imagining that the picture that emerged was only half the truth.


The good half.


The rest stayed where Marcus felt it belonged. Hidden away.
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Memory Bank Deleted


One tries to imagine, but it is almost impossible. What would it be like to have no memories at all from the first eighteen years of your life?


Just imagine if you had no memories of the house or flat you grew up in. No memories of playing in parks or gardens. No memories of that first scooter, falling off your bike, TV dinners or family meals.


No memories from school, of friends or teachers, favourite lessons, canteen dinners or the cycle of the seasons. The smell of the changing rooms and sport on cold afternoons. Playgrounds and corridors, boredom and occasional excitement. The first day of the holidays.


No memories of treats or trips, a visit to the zoo or waking up on Christmas morning. No memory of favourite toys or comics. No memories of the TV programmes that all your contemporaries watched, the catchphrases they still use sometimes. The pop songs your generation grew up with; the films that shaped you all.


No memories of the day your siblings were born, of the friends who visited the house, your godparents, the pets who were a part of the family, the neighbours and the odd characters in the village.


No memory of falling in love for the first time, or your first date.


No memory of birthdays.


No memory of games or jokes.


No memory of learning to drive.


No memory.


Imagine. It wasn’t just Alex’s memory that had been wiped out by the head injury, but his entire fund of knowledge about who he was. A thousand little daubs of colour contribute to the self-portrait we all carry with us through our lives, a self-portrait that changes and develops with every success or failure, every new friendship or achievement or loss. Or simply with the passage of time. It might not be accurate – it never is completely accurate – but it is essential. It tells us who we are.


Partly it’s how we see ourselves mirrored in the opinions of others: ‘I’ve missed you.’ ‘Trust you to . . .’ ‘You’re so bossy!’ ‘I like you because . . .’ Partly it’s the way we reflect ourselves back to ourselves: ‘I’m always clumsy!’ ‘Just like me to be left out.’ ‘People think I’m tough, but I’m more sensitive than they imagine.’ Perhaps most significant of all are those secrets we keep from everyone else, even our closest friends; those hidden thoughts, embarrassing memories, hopeless daydreams we sometimes find it hard to admit even to ourselves.


All those pointers, all these descriptive voices, had vanished; Alex was born at the age of eighteen into a silent and empty inner world, a landscape without signposts, and he had to start again from scratch. What kind of a person was he? Was he exactly like his twin Marcus, or were they different, and if so, how?


Over the weeks and months and years that followed, Alex didn’t just have to piece together the narrative of his life. He had to create a sense of himself, a portrait that captured what it meant to be Alex Lewis.


 


The scene his newly opened eyes looked out on was endlessly confusing. For months he existed in a kind of mental fog. Everything he saw and touched was unfamiliar. He was like a small child. The nursing staff had to teach him how to walk again, how to go up and down stairs, how to dress himself and use the bathroom. To begin with, even his speech was limited. Only the words a child knows were available to him.


The hospital ward was the only place he knew. Slowly he was getting to recognise the doctors and the nurses. But all too soon the medical team decided he was ready to be sent home. They assumed he would be pleased – surely everyone wants to get back to their family – but for Alex the prospect was alarming. Home? He had no idea what that meant.


The scary lady who kept insisting that she was ‘Mummy’ came and collected him in her car. He sat huddled in the passenger seat and wondered where he was going. His arm was still in plaster and his head felt strange. Soon they had left the town and were driving through the green lanes of late summer to a picturesque Sussex village. The car pulled up in front of a long, low, old-looking house surrounded by a large garden.


‘We’re home!’ she cried.


Duke’s Cottage.


Home?


Alex climbed painfully out of the car, crunched over the gravel and edged through the front door. He found himself in a large hallway with a long dining table along one side. The house was dark with low, beamed ceilings and lots of rooms with hidden corners. The whole place was filled with clutter. Everywhere you looked antiques and junk were heaped together. They told him this was because their mother Jill was an antique dealer and had a stall in Portobello market every Saturday. The words ‘Portobello market’ meant nothing to Alex, though apparently he had gone with her to help many times.


A tall, elderly man came out of one of the rooms and greeted him formally. He learned that this imposing gentleman was his ‘Daddy’. His father shook Alex by the hand and then retreated into his gloomy, panelled room. He seemed distant and a bit frightening, but for all Alex knew, this was how all fathers were. It was easier to connect with the children: his sister Amanda, who was eight, tall and fair-haired, and little Oliver, the baby of the family, who was just six. With the adaptability of children, they accepted the changes in their big brother, and they didn’t seem so threatening to him.


Everyone recognised Alex, but to him they were all strangers. Apart from Marcus. People assumed he’d get his memory back slowly, but he never did. Not even a hint of a memory.


Without Marcus, it’s hard to know how Alex would have managed. For a long time, his whole life was about survival. Getting through the day. Managing simple tasks. Even now, his memory of those first months after the accident is muddled. Every-thing was a blur, with Marcus the only fixed point in the chaos.
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‘Marcus and Ali’


‘I told him everything he needed to know,’ says Marcus. ‘Everything. His girlfriend, his jobs, who our friends were, where we lived, where our bedroom was. Everything. This is the house. This is the kitchen. This is the bathroom. This is Oliver. This is Amanda. Everything from the day we got home. And I had to keep repeating it.’


The twins had always done everything together. Neighbours remember that when they were children, you never saw one without the other being close by. So much so that their names became blended into a single word: Ali’n’Marky, MarcusandAli. They’d always been a team, so at first Alex’s total dependence on his twin wasn’t all that noticeable. Except that he himself had changed.


He was much thinner and more frail-looking. His wrist had been broken in several places when he came off his bike and it remained in plaster for months. He was confused all the time and agitated, and he couldn’t cope with more than one or two people at a time. Questions upset him, and any kind of banter, raised voices or play-fighting distressed him horribly. He cried frequently, quick immediate tears like the tears of a small child, tears that overwhelmed him, then vanished as fast as they’d appeared. Sometimes he didn’t seem to know what was going on at all and moaned in incoherent distress. If the tension became too much, he simply lost consciousness entirely and collapsed.


And at Duke’s Cottage, he was often anxious. For one thing, his mother kept insisting that of course he knew who she was. Jill was a flamboyant woman who wore flouncy skirts and dramatic clothes she’d picked up in charity shops. She had a loud style that was all her own; a way of imposing herself on any situation and sweeping aside all opposition. And right now the topic that most absorbed her was Alex’s so-called amnesia. She refused to let the subject drop. ‘Okay,’ she kept saying, ‘you’ve forgotten everything else. But you do remember Marcus. And me!’ She kept trying to imprint that on him. She was his mother. So he had to know her. He was just pretending. Now he must stop and admit that he knew who she was.


But Alex didn’t. He couldn’t, and wasn’t able to pretend that he could. But she never gave up; she was convinced that if she just spoke loudly enough, he’d have to agree.


Worse still, Jill downplayed the severity of his injuries. According to her, he’d had a nasty bump on the head and was a bit confused. ‘Oh, Alex is just a bit quiet,’ she’d tell friends, when they commented on her sickly-looking son. ‘But he’s all right really.’


He was anything but ‘all right’. The memory loss was bad enough, but Alex had no way of knowing that he was trying to write his own story in a household where fact was indistinguishable from fiction. Reality was whatever Jill decided it was and never mind the facts. Later, his younger brother Oliver was to sum up the difficulty by saying, ‘We grew up in a house of ill-truths.’


Alex was struggling to disentangle the facts, but at Duke’s Cottage that was a dangerous undertaking. So it was par for the course that Jill insisted that her children were happy and Alex was fine, just a bit of a bump, no matter all the evidence to the contrary.


This was the only way of operating that Marcus had ever known and he had not yet started to question it. He knew perfectly well that Alex’s memory loss was real, because he spent so much time filling in the gaps for him, and did so for years. But he quickly fell in with the official version of events. He picked up on Jill’s cue and soon stopped mentioning the accident or the fact that Alex had lost his memory. As Marcus says now, once the initial trauma was over, ‘we tended to get on with our lives and not make such a big deal of it. We just moved straight into coping mechanism and pretended it had never happened. Get on and deal, see your friends and go out . . .’ It was what they’d always done. Knowing how to lie was a necessary survival tool in their family.


And because the public version was that Alex had never lost his memory, no follow-up care was provided. So far as they can remember, Alex was never examined by neurological experts, or given any kind of professional help. He just had to cope as best he could. Now that Alex and Marcus have children of their own, they are baffled by this lack of care. Why on earth didn’t their mother move heaven and earth to get Alex the specialised help he so desperately needed? It’s what any normal parent would have done. But at the time, like so much else that had happened in their lives, they just accepted it. With no way to make comparisons, they presumed that this was how any family would have dealt with the crisis.
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Bramley Grange Hotel


Shortly after his return from hospital, a woman called Pam Taylor turned up at Duke’s Cottage. Alex, of course, had no idea who she was, but she seemed competent and kind. She told him he had been working in her hotel at the time of the accident. She quickly assessed the situation at Duke’s Cottage and announced that she was going to take Alex back with her to the hotel where he could be looked after properly. He later learned that Pam had never had a very high opinion of Jill’s maternal abilities, and she could see that Alex was not getting the help he needed. Help which she knew she could provide.


Jill didn’t argue, so Pam loaded the bewildered young man into her car and drove him back with her to Bramley Grange Hotel. It was confusing and frightening for Alex, but then everything was confusing and frightening and, as usual, he just did as he was told. Marcus had encouraged him to go, knowing the Taylors were good and caring people. And perhaps deep down, some echo of a memory told Alex that this was someone he could trust.


It turned out to be a good move. Bramley Grange was a large, rambling hotel just south of Guildford. Alex had been working there for about six months at the time of the accident. At first he had worked in the kitchen, but Pam and her husband Ken soon spotted that he had good people skills and they moved him to work in reception and in the restaurant.


Pam and Ken Taylor had good reason to be confident that they could provide Alex with a safe haven. They had gone into the hotel business in order to give their daughter a secure home. Gail had been born three months prematurely and weighing under a kilo; in 1951 that meant she was not expected to survive. But she did. The doctors said she was sure to be brain-damaged and that her parents should forget about her. They refused. At a year it was discovered that the large amounts of oxygen she’d received in the incubator had destroyed her sight. The experts were agreed: Gail was ‘useless, a complete write-off, blind, epileptic, spastic and a cabbage’ – but still her parents refused to give up on her. By the age of nine, she was unable to speak and screamed at the slightest upset.


But Pam knew her daughter could understand what was said to her, and finally she tracked down a speech therapist who was prepared to take her daughter on. Gail learned to talk, and from then on her progress was extraordinary. The ‘cabbage’ turned out to have an exceptional memory and a brilliant ear for music. She learned languages, gained friends all over the world through her skill as a radio ham and impressed all who met her. But she would need physical help for the rest of her life.


The Taylors had become hoteliers so they would always live and work in an environment where their daughter would be close by and cared for.1


Alex and Gail had got on well before the accident and now that they were both so dependent on others, though in very different ways, their friendship deepened. Although Alex could not remember Gail or the hotel, he felt much more secure there than he had done at Duke’s Cottage. Bramley Grange was safe and happy in a way that ‘home’ never was. He spent most of his time with Gail. All the staff seemed to know him; they acknowledged his handicap and were kind.


Gail and her parents remained his lifelong friends. At the time, Alex just accepted everything as part of the muddle he was living through, but the Taylors’ extraordinary generosity was part of a pattern that had existed ever since the twins were small. No one ever realised quite how damaging their family life was, but many people were aware that their needs were not being met at home. For a long time, friends had been stepping in to fill the breach, just as Pam and Ken Taylor were doing now.


And it wasn’t just because the boys needed help. As children, Alex and Marcus possessed a particular charm. Some adults even referred to it as charisma. Of course, there was the novelty value of being identical twins, but it was more than that. They were funny and affectionate and good company. They both had an appealing kind of innocence; an extraordinary capacity to trust people. They were impossible to ignore. They were quirky and entertaining and had a gift for wriggling their way into people’s hearts. Quite simply, people loved them.


And that made all the difference.


 


1 Gail has told her life-affirming story in the remarkable book My World, published in 2007 with a foreword by Sir Harry Secombe.
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Our Kind of People


Time was elastic for Alex. After a few weeks – or was it months? – he returned to Duke’s Cottage. Better able to look after himself, he began to trace the outlines of his world.


‘Mummy’ was at its centre. Jill was fifty, a striking woman, six foot tall with long dark hair that was turning grey and a dramatic manner that was all her own. Always the centre of attention, she had a large circle of friends and a knack of turning any gathering into an instant party. The one word that is used about her repeatedly is fun. Jill Dudley was fun. Loud and exuberant and often outrageous.


She seemed to have no inhibitions, and talked loudly and frequently about her favourite topic, which was sex. She appeared to assume that everyone shared her obsession, which her children’s friends, especially the young men, thought was wonderful, so free and easy and bohemian. Sometimes it was embarrassing for the twins, especially when she had had a few drinks and started making references to their ‘willies’, but Jill was unstoppable. It was best just to laugh along with everyone else.


Also, she was grand. She’d been a debutante in 1949 and had done the season, and she was enormously proud of the fact that she was related to Clement Attlee, Prime Minister of Great Britain just after the war. She let it be known that she was his great-niece, though actually she was a distant cousin. A staunch Tory, she was obliged to gloss over the inconvenient fact that Attlee was a lifelong socialist and a Labour Party icon. His fame as the architect of the Welfare State was another unfortunate detail she liked to skim over, but still, a famous relative is an asset and Jill never allowed boring facts to get in the way of a good story.


Her closest friend was now a countess. Cynthia, who was sometimes referred to in the tabloids as ‘the Big Cyn’, had made a couple of judicious marriages before finding her present husband. When his father died, they would become Duke and Duchess. Jill and Cynthia threw parties together at their London flat, and Marcus and Alex had been brought in to serve drinks and canapés to the guests from an early age. In some ways that had been a useful training: they were both superficially confident in almost every social situation, though it took Alex quite a while to recover his confidence after the accident.


Their mother was posh, and they lived in a rambling Elizabethan house with a huge garden, but money always seemed to be scarce. Jill bought all her own clothes, and those of her children, at charity sales. As she had size 10 feet, she could never find suitable shoes, so she wore sandals in all weather, her toes and heels spilling over the ends. She always had cash in her handbag, but that was needed to buy antiques. The twins were never given pocket money, despite all the chores they did around the house. Jill was not the kind of mother you ever asked for things.


‘Daddy’ was just as forceful. Jack Dudley was in his mid seventies when Alex had his accident. To begin with, when he came back from the hospital, Jack seemed remote. He had been a chartered accountant, and though he was officially retired, he still kept two or three clients, mostly relatives. He had his own study on the ground floor, and next to that was the drawing-room, where children were not welcome. A separate staircase led to his bedroom, which connected to Jill’s bedroom through a shared bathroom, and he and Jill ate their meals separately, so at first Alex did not see much of him.


The twins shared a small, chilly bedroom on the ground floor beyond the kitchen. For most of their teens they’d been relegated to an outside shed near the house. Jill insisted on calling it an annexe, but it was flimsily built and unheated, without power points or plumbing of any kind – spartan in the extreme.


Jack was every bit as grand as his wife. So grand, in fact, that his close friends dubbed him ‘Lord’ Dudley, a nickname he obviously relished. As the weeks passed and life at Duke’s Cottage reverted to type, Alex discovered another aspect of his father’s character: he was a bully. Jack had been instructed not to shout at Alex when he first came back from hospital, since raised voices distressed him so much, but Jack soon went back to his old ways. All his children were scared of his rages, though he never resorted to physical violence. He didn’t need to. Jack Dudley’s anger was terrifying enough without that.


And it wasn’t just his family who feared him. Even his friends were wary of his caustic wit. Jill turned fear of her husband into a drama, a way to heap responsibility for everything negative onto his shoulders: for instance it was Jack’s fault that the twins still didn’t have keys to their own home. ‘Don’t make Daddy angry!’ was a constant refrain.


At some stage, Alex discovered another aspect of his family’s history: Jack Dudley, the man he and Marcus always referred to as Daddy, was not actually their father at all. He was their step-father and their mother was his fourth wife. Their real father had been a man called John Lewis who had been in a car accident when they were three weeks old. Apparently the fatal crash had happened when he had gone to pick up Alex from hospital. Marcus, who’d had some kind of infection, had not been well enough to go home, so he had stayed in the safety of the hospital, but Alex had been thrown from the car and fractured his skull. That was one of the reasons the hospital had been so concerned about his recent injury: it was a second trauma to his brain. The boys knew almost nothing about their real father, who had died in hospital a week after the collision: there was only one photograph, which showed a kindly, gentle-looking man, quite unlike the ferocious Jack. Jill never talked about him. And they never asked.


Gradually, Alex discovered that his family was as full of shadowy corners as the old, rambling house they had grown up in. They had a grandmother, Jill’s mother, who lived in a huge house on the outskirts of Newbury. Granny and Jill were very close, though the old lady was a chilly and eccentric woman whose real passion was her dogs. She bred Chihuahuas and the house was full of small, excitable, noisy dogs – as many as sixty at any time – which she exhibited and doted on, dressing them up like dolls and lavishing her affection on them. Although most of the dogs were supposed to be confined to one section of the house, there were usually about six that were her particular pets, so the mayhem and the smell spread everywhere.


The twins’ uncle was even more of a mystery. William was three years older than their mother, but a bitter feud existed between them. Jill and her mother had cut him out of the family years ago. William’s annual attempt to talk to his sister on her birthday cast a shadow over the whole day. Sometimes he turned up at Duke’s Cottage, but he was never allowed in. His five sons were also ostracised and Marcus and Alex were forbidden from contacting them.


On one occasion, when they were in their early twenties and happened to be at home for the weekend, Jill mentioned casually that one of their cousins had just died of a brain tumour.


‘What happened? When is the funeral?’


Jill refused to tell them. She was surprised, then angry, at their concern. And as they had no way of contacting their uncle or their cousins, there was nothing they could do.


No reason was ever given for this hatred, though there was a rumour that William had, in some way, been responsible for their real father’s death.


But how? John Lewis had died in a car accident. William had been nowhere near. How could he be blamed?


Don’t ask.


Marcus and Alex knew instinctively that asking questions was off-limits. And Marcus was good at making the family stories entertaining.


For instance, he told Alex about one day when they must have been about thirteen. There’d been a ring at the door and he’d gone to answer it. A young woman holding a mixed-race baby stood outside and introduced herself. ‘Hello. I’m your sister.’


Startled, but assuming it must be some kind of joke, Marcus went into the house and said to his parents, ‘There’s a woman at the door and she says she’s my sister.’


‘Ah yes,’ said Jack calmly. ‘That must be Molly.’


Molly turned out to have been the daughter of a woman Jack had been in love with just after the war. Her mother died when Molly was small, and after that she was cared for by her maternal grandparents and educated in a convent. She had become a nun herself as soon as she was old enough, and went out to Africa to work in a mission. After several years there, she had fallen in love with a local man and her little son was the result.


Jack was old-school enough to disapprove of a non-white grandson, though he blamed his outrage on the fact that his grandson was illegitimate – as was his daughter – and so Molly did not stick around for long. Before she went, she confided in Alex and Marcus that when she was a child in the convent her father saw her only twice a year, when he’d take her for tea at the Savoy. She thought he must have spent more on those expensive teas than he spent on her all the rest of the year.


Molly disappeared again, and for years they had no more contact with her.


Random comings and goings. Alex was finding it hard to piece it all together.
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And Friends


On Christmas Day 1982, five months after the accident, Alex put on a black tie and a dinner jacket. The whole family were dressed up in their formal clothes and assembled in the hall. They drove the short distance to a beautiful old house that belonged to close friends. Ian and Laura Hudson greeted Alex warmly, and Marcus seemed to be completely at home with the family.


Lunch was a formal affair for upwards of twenty people, all the men and boys in black tie, the women in silk and velvet. The alcohol flowed. After lunch there was the traditional game of charades which the whole extended Hudson family thoroughly enjoyed. The Duke’s Cottage visitors were the audience; they laughed uproariously at everyone’s attempts to mime words, but never joined in. None of them were comfortable with theatrical games. Like many people who grow up in families where dissembling is an everyday survival tool, they found play-acting for entertainment just about impossible.


In the evening, the Dudleys returned to Duke’s Cottage; excessive alcohol never prevented them from getting behind the wheel of a car, though Jack had been convicted of driving while over the limit a while back, and had lost his licence for a year. Alex and Marcus stayed behind and played billiards with Ian and Laura’s children, then stayed the night. This had been a family tradition for years.


Marcus explained to Alex that Ian and Laura had played a special role in their lives ever since Jill married again and came to live in Sussex. They had spent almost every weekend with the Hudsons, and they had provided them with a secure home-from-home. Alex soon discovered that if he needed advice, or even practical help, it was Ian and Laura he needed to turn to, not his parents.


And it wasn’t just the Hudsons. One of Jack’s oldest friends, Jack Brockway, and his second wife Deirdre, also gave sanctuary to the boys. Deirdre was a practical and generous Australian; she had no children of her own, but she adored arranging treats for Alex and Marcus. When they were younger she had taken them to see the Trooping of the Colour, and visited Hamleys with them on birthdays.


Gradually Alex was learning the characters in their world, but the process continued for years. Not a scrap of memory from his first eighteen years ever came back, and the gaps constantly had to be filled by Marcus. They lost count of the number of times they’d pause in a doorway before pressing the bell.

OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
Sometimes it’s safer
not to know...

and us Lewis
with Joanna Hodgkin





