

[image: images]




[image: images]




[image: ]




To my three graces, Ange, Mother and Pascale, and their d’Artagnan, Paros.
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WINTER/SPRING


‘You can’t get to the meadow of happiness without climbing the cliff of hardship.’


OLD TIBETAN PROVERB
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Monday 1 January


Riad El Fenn, Marrakech


New Year’s Day, and thus begins my personal diary of the year, an odyssey in which I will try to come to some sort of understanding of the events, thirty years ago, that so shaped my life: the death of my identical twin Johnny. It shouldn’t read as vengeful or vitriolic, but I want to tell the truth in as few pages as possible, over 300 days, from New Year’s Eve to the anniversary of John’s death. I will try to be as honest and open and transparent as I can, leaving myself psychologically and emotionally bare, telling the story as faithfully as I can and showing the ultimately positive and cheerful me that lives and breathes today. There’s no point in this painful journey unless the truth, and the telling of it, helps others who have lost loved ones, not just identical twins, but brothers, sisters, partners, friends and children.


Today I’m in a rather sad and contemplative state. I can’t be sure as to whether I will complete the first day of this journey, let alone the whole year. Where to start? Sitting here in the shadow of the Koutoubia Mosque in ancient Marrakech, a place I have come to call my ‘home from home’, seems as good a place as any. As does the first day of the year. I have just watched the sun set over the palms beside the mosque’s melodic call to prayer, disturbing the sparrows as they rush to their nightly evensong conventions in the trees and vines of the riads. Half an hour of incessant chatter and then blissful silence. I watch and listen nightly.


How to start? Last year was the thirtieth year since John died. Thirty years of surviving as a singleton after spending nearly half my life as an identical twin. And what do I hope to achieve by dedicating myself to this year of exploring the loss? Will this be a cathartic experience, a voyage of self-discovery, or will it end in sadness? Time will tell. The desire to write something has been with me for many years, fuelled by a deep sense of injustice surrounding the nature of Johnny’s death, alongside a festering guilt around the events that led to it. Plus a feeling that this has to be confronted and faced.


Since John died one of the simplest of everyday tasks has become one of the most heartbreaking for me: the act of shaving. I had shaved John while he was in hospital and the contours and blemishes of his face were so familiar to me, akin to looking in the mirror. After that, the task of shaving myself became an impossible chore. That feeling has never left me, and the feeling I have on day one of this journal is of facing a very large, very clear mirror, for the first time since his death.


Tuesday 2 January


I’m here in Marrakech to see in the New Year with Ange. My day has been spent sunbathing. No longer deemed fashionable or indeed safe, tanning to both John and I was deemed quiet, solo, ‘me time’. A time to liberate ourselves from the use of our primary sense, sight. I was thinking today of the combined hours, indeed weeks and months, we spent in that semi-catatonic state of rest, listening to the sound of the sea and the wind in the olive and casuarina trees on the Greek island of Paros, drinking in the smell of drying oregano and thyme in the intense Aegean heat. To many it might seem wasted time, but some of our best ideas came from these sun-baked, silent moments. Today as I listened to the mosque’s call to prayers, smelt the cinnamon and spices in the air and watched the high-flying storks sailing in the winds from the Atlas Mountains, I started thinking about John’s early joy of writing poetry. Aged eight or nine we were both often to be found at my father’s desk or at the dining table drawing and painting, but occasionally he would wander off and hide to write a poem, usually addressed to our parents. I found one recently:




Beautiful Things by John Loftus


Beautiful things that look a sight


Make the world nice and bright


The red is the sun, the white the moon


The black is the night, the pink is the noon


Colourful butterflies in the air


On a plate, a golden pear


Little red berries on a hawthorn tree


And an elegant bumble bee,


The nice little ducks are on a flight


And a child’s flying kite


The coloured shirts of a football team


Freshly pulled vegetables, mostly green


Blue is the sea, the river too


On the grass, a silver dew


The daisies and buttercups are very small


The people like them one and all


Don’t forget the purple heather,


And the grass that is as light as a feather


The owl is known to be very wise


Bird watchers watch him with beady eyes


All things are beautiful


Not like a beastly bull


All these things, God made them all


All these things, great and small





Finding this was a glorious reminder of the innocence and simplicity of our youth. John and I would kneel and say our prayers nightly, either side of the bed. We’d pray for our parents and maybe our little sister and brother if they hadn’t annoyed us too much. We’d pray for an end to wars, we’d pray that there wouldn’t be another Ice Age, and we’d both pray that we’d never, ever get a brain tumour.


Wednesday 3 and Thursday 4 January


Last night at Riad El Fenn, Marrakech


Flying home from Marrakech with Ange, I’m thinking about brain tumours . . . what made our young minds fear them so? The Ice Age fear stemmed from a very early dream I’d had, when creeping down from the North Pole came a wall of ice hundreds of feet high, crushing everything in its path. But brain tumours? I can’t remember why. Mother, being a doctor, would occasionally talk over tea with my father about her day’s events, but we were normally ignorant of the medical phrases we’d hear, like spina bifida and toxic shock syndrome.


Our first encounter with brain cancer was on our first ‘solo’ trip abroad as twins. Unaccompanied by our parents, at fourteen or fifteen years old we were sent to stay in Ontario during the summer of 1976, the UK’s great drought. We stayed with our Uncle Almond, best known for being the country’s leading nuclear scientist, but more interesting to us boys as the inventor of the ‘bluey whiteness’ chemical in Daz’s washing powder. Alison and Lesley, his twin daughters, were fascinating to us, and us to them – our first experience of non-identical twins. They were fiercely different and often fought like cats and dogs, but John had a crush on Cousin Alison and I had a soft spot for Cousin Lesley.
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They introduced us one night to a boy called Billy. He must have been about eighteen or nineteen and we were both drawn to his recklessness. He owned a silver Ford Pinto, a car more akin to an episode of Thunderbirds than the boxy, sensible cars of home. He’d souped-up the engine and on the first Sunday of every month he took it to the local diner to hang out, and occasionally to drag race up a mile of open road. One time John and I lay side by side, holding hands in its weird space-age boot as he took part in one of those illegal contests. We were both terrified but didn’t admit it to each other for days. Billy was bonkers, wildly irresponsible and – to us – as cool as a cucumber. It was only later, during a long and uncomfortable lecture from Uncle Almond, that we learned his abandon stemmed from the removal of a very serious tumour from his brain and the insertion of a metal plate in the part of the brain believed to govern sense or reason.


Flying into Montreal that summer, our first landing in a plane other than a few turboprop European jaunts, was scary. Our descent took place during an extraordinary flash storm, with lightning hitting the plane twice, but it was accompanied on our starboard side by the most beautiful double rainbow.


It was the first of three times in my life that I have flown through a rainbow, the other two when I was flying co-pilot. As one nears the rainbow, it seems to shrink, with the arc getting tighter and tighter, until, for a few moments, it forms a perfect ‘halo’ around the aircraft, moving at the same speed, bathing the cockpit in an extraordinary kaleidoscopic glow. If one had to visualize the ideal ‘gates to heaven’, this must surely be it.


Saturday 6 to Tuesday 9 January


The Mews




‘A reader lives a thousand lives before he dies.


The man who never reads lives only one.’


—GEORGE R. R. MARTIN, A DANCE WITH DRAGONS, 2011





Lying here at home in the Mews, contemplating a rather uneventful photoshoot today, I gaze at my bedside wall covered in a collage of front covers and pages from the magazine The Graphic from the 1870s. Scenes range from a newly discovered parakeet from an exotic land to a map of Paris, surrounded by the Prussian artillery. Browned or bleached by the sun, worn by over a century’s page turnings, the pages are collaged together to create a wallpaper of antiquated typography and engravings.


One of them depicts my hero Alexandre Dumas. Somehow I had always imagined Dumas as the handsome and courageous hero Edmond Dantès in The Count of Monte Cristo, but handsome devil he is not. Portly, moustachioed and sporting what can only be described as a wild afro, he stares down at me now, challenging me to write, to keep going onward, regardless.


For many years The Three Musketeers was the benchmark novel I compared all other books to, until I read The Count of Monte Cristo, which remains my desert island book. When I told John I had finished it, he told me he had already read it, but refused to be tested on it. I didn’t believe him for a minute. Competitive reading lasted all our lives. In the early years it was who could read Janet and John without being corrected. Later it was who could read Emil and the Detectives faster or Asterix the Gaul in French. I once gave him a copy of Tintin’s The Black Island in Greek and fibbed that I had translated it into English. Later in life the competitiveness grew, but it was more, ‘my author is better than yours’. Where he read Mervyn Peake, I read Michael Moorcock. Where he read Tolkien, I read Camus and Kafka.


Now I can’t remember a single character’s name from Michael Moorcock. John the Elder was right there. For fifteen years I refused to read The Lord of the Rings. Why would I read what was considered a children’s book when I could be reading Jack Kerouac? Orcs? Or cool chicks in berets smoking unfiltered Gauloises, listening to abstract jazz and driving in old convertible Cadillacs across the States?


Four years after John’s death I took his copies of The Lord of the Rings to Paros, the Cycladean island John and I had shared as a summer holiday destination for many a year. He had two copies, almost identical, paperback and tatty. One had been read by him four times, and the other three. He’d read The Lord of the Rings seven times! Not only that, but he had read it each time without reading anything else, so back to back. Like painting the Forth Bridge; finish the book, and start again.


For three and a half weeks I caught the little caique fishing boat across the bay from Parikia port to Livadia. I would wander the sun-baked pathway, passing the solitary nudist on his rock (we nicknamed him ‘Adonis the Bronze’), to our little beach at Agios Fokas. It was always deserted, because it was stony rather than sandy, and facing out into the deep Aegean blue, I would sit under the casuarina trees and read about hobbits, orcs, fairies and dwarfs.


Jane Apostopolous was our landlady in Paros for many years. At the end of John’s last stay he trudged up the mountain to the Yria potteries in Lefkes and bought Jane a little blue pottery bird, a love bird. It was part of a pair; there was a light and a dark blue one, but he could only afford one. Jane adored it, popping it on one side of her mantelpiece. Two weeks later, I also came to stay at Jane’s with my oldest chum, Peter Hornsey. We roasted ourselves at Agios Fokas, him reading Stephen King, me with my Beat novels, sharing cassettes of The Cure and Nick Cave. At the end of our three and a half weeks I also trudged up the mountain to Yria in Lefkes and purchased a small dark blue bird that had been part of a pair. When I presented it to Jane she burst into tears and placed it next to its other half. I hadn’t known that John had bought the lighter one. Sadly, John would never return to Paros.


I left one of the copies of The Lord of the Rings on her mantelpiece, next to the two birds, and haven’t been back to Paros since.


Tuesday 9 January


The Mews


Having passed my first week of writing without slipping into a pit of depression, I have begun to assess how much I can mentally cope with in this Year of Living Retrospectively. A to-do list, I think, must begin with a return to Paros. When my son was born I wanted to give him a name that somehow honoured the memory of my dear twin, but to call him Johnny seemed too much, so we called him Paros, after the island of our shared adventures. Paros Erik (after my father) Loftus was born 21 June at Chelsea and Westminster Hospital.


Wednesday 10 January


Apparently the bluebirds over the white cliffs of Dover were actually swallows and house martins, which, upon close inspection, have a blueish sheen to their black plumage. I saw my first true bluebird in summer last year, in the Catskills of upstate New York, an identical pair of vibrantly iridescent males.


I’ve been drawn to birds since I was nine or ten. I didn’t know until recently that, as the younger twin by an all-important ten minutes, I was often following in John’s footsteps in many of my hobbies. By that age he was already showing signs of being a much more talented artist than me. And while I was struggling with my piano scales, John was a natural on the ivories, soon Scott Joplin-ing away on our mother’s Steinway. Unbeknownst to me, my parents were quietly discussing their worries that I didn’t have quite as many hobbies as John. He was not only winning Blue Peter gold badges for artistic endeavours, but also researching and hand-painting entire battalions of Napoleonic soldiers, creating exhibitable LEGO structures and transporting all these and more in his perfectly maintained Hornby train set. Maybe, in hindsight, he was trying to cram more into his life.


I was drawing and reading like a demon, but I struggled to be passably good in so many of the things he excelled at. Only now do I see that my father’s wanderings through Richmond Park with a pair of binoculars, trailing a cold and puzzled me, were a (successful) attempt to interest me in ornithology. Later, too, the gifts, firstly of a little Kodak box camera, and then an Olympus Trip, along with second-hand copies of Camera magazines, were his successful attempt to interest me in photography. One (photography) is now my chosen career, the other (ornithology) one of my greatest pleasures. To sit in a garden, field or wood, to close one’s eyes and just quietly listen to the sound of birds is music for the heart and soul.


Thursday 11 January


The Mews


Fraternal, or non-identical, twins come from different eggs within the mother’s womb. The eggs happen, by chance, to be fertilized by different sperm from the father at around about the same time. Both eggs – or ova – then begin to divide and develop at about the same rate. They can be the same sex or they can be brother and sister and they will look as similar as any other brother and sister – they just happen to share the same womb for nine months.


Identical twins are a different kettle of fish. A single ovum is fertilized by a single spermatozoon. This, by a freak of nature, doubles and then separates into two separate embryos sharing parts of the same foetal membrane. These identical embryos grow entwined and bonded by this extraordinary and still hardly understood oddity in human development.


* * *


When I first altered my career course from illustrator to photographer, Traveller magazine sent me on a commission to photograph an article celebrating Greek Orthodox Easter in Cephalonia. It was a beautiful piece by Louis de Bernières describing the slaughtering of goats, midnight processions of priests and ancient icons, feasts and firework fights in the streets. It must have been four or five years since John had died and I flew to Cephalonia and jumped in my Durell-esque taxi to the small fishing port of Fiskardo. From there it was a short boat ride to Ithaca, Homer’s home for Odysseus. An hour’s walk along the deserted seafront of Vathy and I arrived at my little pension. It was stunning, a deep Tuscan yellow, clad in bougainvillea, with deep green wrought-iron chairs looking out over the blue Ionian Sea.


When John was twenty years old he travelled out to Paros alone, his first time away by himself, accompanied only by his Tolkien and an old scouting tent. Worried sick that he hadn’t called to catch up on cricket scores (a twice-a-week habit) or written a beautifully illustrated postcard (a once-a-week habit), I travelled to Paros to find him. Twenty-four hours later I discovered him reading in his tent near Agios Kokus, malnourished, dehydrated, suffering migraines and tearful. After tea and cuddles and a good souvlaki or two he quietly buried his head in his hands and made me solemnly promise to ‘never go travelling on my own’.


Now here I was, on my own, unlocking the door to my room all these years later. I threw my camera bag and notebooks all over the bed and sat quietly for a few moments. I moved to the wicker chair in the corner, then I moved to the stool by the window. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know where to sit, and I didn’t know how to act. I remembered my promise to John and it dawned on me I was about to spend my first night alone, not only since John had died, but since we had been conceived.


John and I loved each other immensely, immeasurably, but I probably only appreciated how immense this love was once he was gone. In the unreal, unbelievable silence that followed his dying, dawned the unimaginable truth that he, who was the wiser, the more talented one, and my leader by ten important minutes, was gone. I was in the state most people are in, for the first time since conception and cellular division: a singleton.


It’s impossible to quantify love until you are so deeply ‘in love’; then the all-encompassing feeling is of limitless joy, unity and calm. My love for John was different still. He would drive me mad. Sometimes he’d get so angry with me he’d ignore me for days and I would lie crying in my bedroom, despairing of his apparent cruelty.


Personally, I rarely show anger; I don’t swear and I don’t lose my temper. I’m always good cop to someone else’s bad cop. I don’t really dislike, I certainly don’t hate, I am needy and I hurt easily. In the last years of John’s life this was one of the few ways that we differed. It was years later that I discovered that many of his tempers and mood swings were caused by pressure on the brain from the tumour slowly developing in the centre of it. Those days when I was exiled to the ‘Coventry’ of my bedroom seem like such a wasted time now.


Our father was the quintessential gentleman, beautifully dressed, mild of temper and impeccably mannered. He retired many years before my mother, but would always put on a tie and shave and groom for my mother’s return from the surgery. John would, invariably, get up from dinner before cheese or dessert and ask to be excused, much to my father’s disappointment.


As he left the room, he would say, without fail, ‘But Papa, life is so short.’


As ever, he was right.


Friday 12 January


Cheam, Surrey


I spend the morning with Mother (Mutti, la Mere, Dr Jean). Such an extraordinary and formidable woman who has saved so many lives, including the resuscitation of her own husband and her own daughter Jean-Marian, as well as her own granddaughter, after they suffered pyrexial convulsions.


We lived in a house called The Beeches, in Carshalton Beeches, Surrey. My mother had a GP practice nearby, and my father was a stockbroker in the city. Growing up, beside the phone in the hallway was a lump of wood, loosely carved into the shape of a truncheon. If my sister had ‘one of her episodes’, often caused by the slightest raise in body temperature, John was to run to the phone, dial for an ambulance then run several doors down to our kind artist neighbour Mr Frank’s house and bang as hard as he could on his heavy oak door. Mr Frank would know what to do. The first time Jean-Marian had one of these convulsions and we made the run, my mother kept her alive with mouth-to-mouth and heart massage until the ambulance arrived, while John and I ate leisurely scones and lemonade with Mr Frank.
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Father (a.k.a Papa, Padré, Eric, Eggit, Farter) used to take John and I in his little Aston Martin to Nonsuch Palace, very near where Mother lives now. Behind a long walled garden of Henry VIII’s last pleasure palace there was a small enclosure of the most beautiful peacocks. John and I would run as fast as we could to see them, weaving, pretending to be Spitfires strafing the arboretums, and stare agog at their majestic beauty. Father used to delight in telling me stories about them, stories of immortality and royalty, but we didn’t really listen. I still often dream of our running up and down the avenues of trees in Nonsuch Park.


Mr Frank once gave my parents a painting of the walled garden of Nonsuch. From afar it was a beautiful, if slightly naïve, oil of the arched entrance into the garden. On closer inspection there are two little boys, in full-tilt charge, both in blue and white sailor’s uniforms. One (me), wearing my little blue and white peaked sailor’s hat, and the other (John), wearing my father’s red wartime beret with yellow piping and two shiny brass buttons.


Saturday 13 January


The plum tree at The Beeches, Carshalton Beeches


I have many memories of us running, charging, chasing, flying through the air on our wooden ‘shuggy boat’ – a swing Father built from wood that could seat four of us. It was a beautiful soft blue and would swing so high from the old plum tree at the bottom of the garden that I’m sure the childhood shrieks could be heard for miles. John and I would spend hours in that plum tree, knees grazed from its rough bark. We would pick overripe plums and catapult them over into the neighbouring tennis court, the players looking to the air to spy which bird had dropped them. Luckily our immediate neighbours, the Mugglestones, had an old dovecote so they were usually falsely accused. But we were once spotted by a fat, bald man with an extraordinarily powerful serve for someone who looked so unfit. He shouted at us up in our tree, not as invisible as we thought, and called us ‘a pair of wankers’.


I asked my father what that meant. He said he didn’t know, but was later heard to shout at the television during a news item about Enoch Powell: ‘We fought the war against wankers like him!’ Amazingly, for us, my mother did know what it meant and none of us uttered it again. Well, not in front of my mother.


15/16 October 1987 was the night of ‘the Great Storm’. It was also the night John suffered his bout of meningitis, and was rushed from Oncology to the neurology unit at another hospital. That night I sat in the front window of our home, watching the giant beech trees creak and groan and sway like never before. We’d been angry the week before that the tree surgeons had trimmed the trees back so violently, however it was the pruning that saved them that night; where they bent and twisted they could have broken. I couldn’t sleep for worry. Earlier, John was barely awake when I saw him, but was responding to my touch, so I think he could feel that I had been there.


Sadly, the ancient plum tree did not survive the Great Storm. It came down with an almighty crash, destroying the path, our old sandpit and the neighbours’ fence. I never did tell John.


That plum tree gave us an annual harvest of fresh red and orange plums, making several jars of plum jam to stir into our semolina and rice pudding. Its wasps would sting us regularly, its bark would graze us and its blossom would grace our dining table. Its roots would hide our Action Men in battle, its branches hold our swings, our tree house and our blue ‘shuggy boat’ swing. That tree held many a secret and was, to us, the best tree in the world.


Sunday 14 January


Marmalade Cake


Sitting with my mother yesterday has delivered me into a deep sadness. Growing up in London and Surrey, she was the hardest-working mother I had ever come across – a full-time general practitioner with over 4,000 patients at a time when ‘on call’ meant she was essentially almost always working. If not working, she was always rushing. Now, suffering from osteoporosis and poor circulation, she has just been diagnosed with breast cancer at the age of eighty-seven. She sits calmly in her corner chair, as I sit in mine, uncomplaining and chirpy, as usual covering subjects as diverse as marmalade cake, Aristotle, the use of mnemonics in the teaching of anatomy, and the feeding habits of birds – ‘her tits on their nuts’. We did chuckle.


While watching a pair of blackbirds, we remembered that at The Beeches there was a blackbird that liked to follow John as he helped Father water the garden. I preferred the job of trying to clean Father’s garden shed, which was an impressive Victorian mock-Tudor folly filled with a Harry Potter-esque collection of tools, machinery, bicycles, birds’ nests and bats, all under a thick layer of dust. I loved the smell, a mixture of Father’s cigars, oil paints and wood shavings. The little mullioned windows looked out from under the old plum tree, past the greenhouse, to the garden beyond. In that perpetual summer of our youth I can see John now, watering the tomatoes with Father looking on, pulling on one of his coconut-smelling pipes. I can’t remember why, but John gave the blackbird the name Marmalade Cake. Maybe he fed the bird some; neither of us could abide peel in cakes.


The one time I managed to get John home from hospital during the three months of his illness, I walked him out to the garden and sat him in a chair under the purple hazelnut tree. It was probably the most serene moment of his illness and a rare moment of calm. Amazingly, while I was inside making him a pot of tea, Marmalade Cake paid him a visit, bringing a smile to his face. It was his last visit home.


Tuesday 16 January


Shooting Rachel Khoo’s new cookbook in northern Sweden


It’s so eerily quiet here. I’m in Sweden, after a 3a.m. alarm call and a journey through snow-filled landscapes of shades of grey. Sky, trees and more trees, all grey, framed by lakes of pure snow white. The silence here is deafening and I really don’t like it. I miss the birdsong of my youth.


John and I grew from shared womb to shared birth to shared cot and pram and bed, to bunk beds, and eventually separation in twin beds and then the big move to separate bedrooms. This is when my separation anxiety took hold and the nights went from calm, unbroken sleep to nights of restlessness, dreams and often nightmares and fearful awakenings. I often dream now of wandering into Johnny’s room at the end of the corridor, knowing that he is no longer alive, but wanting to visit. I open his door to find the shape of his curled body beneath his duvet and I feel such joy as I notice the movements of his breathing and realize that he is not dead after all. Of course, I’m always mistaken. Often he is like a pale shadow of himself and when I reach out to touch him he is not solid and my hand passes through him. Sometimes he turns and looks at me, terribly sad and grey, and he tells me he still has a headache and it won’t go away. I always cry; deep sobs but without a sound, though I am desperate for my mother to hear me and come and comfort me.


When I was first moved to my own room I’d sometimes try and crawl as quietly as possible into his bed. He wasn’t, by then, the most receptive cuddler – that extra ten minutes of age was beginning to kick in: ‘I’m older and wiser, you are but a small child so give me some space.’ Dejected, I would stumble back to the other end of the corridor and stealthily sneak in next to my mother, the warmth of her body giving me the comfort I yearned for. She would sleep in the enormous matrimonial bed far from my father’s slumbering form, nearer to the phone so as to cut off any ‘on-call emergencies’ before they awoke him.


I wouldn’t really sleep, but would lie, perfectly straight, awake but content, until the first sign of morning when I would quietly sneak back into my bed. I did this for years, until I was gently persuaded that maybe I was a little old to share my parents’ bed. Eventually I replaced them with a little blue and silver transistor radio, tuned in to Radio Caroline or Radio Luxembourg, which accompanied me until morn. There I would await the first tweet and twitter of morning. The following chatter of songbirds at break of dawn would bring me such an overwhelming sense of serenity, I could finally relax. The night was over and a new day had dawned.


Birdsong. There is none here. What a deafening darkness. Not even a whisper of the wind in the bulrushes by the lake, just ice, snow and bone-aching coldness.


Wednesday 17 January


A night in my cabin on the lake, endless quietness and blackness, from afternoon to mid-morning. The only light seems to be a blueish glow from the snow and the only sound the crunch of two passing deer in the wee hours. It is too much for me. Madness seems to grip me easily in the night, like a fever without a fever, along with a terrible loneliness and paranoia. I’ve grabbed a lift into Stockholm and the cackle of a group of hyperactive girls next to me is somehow better than that aching quietness.


For many years the upstairs corridor at The Beeches was our playground. There were three pieces of furniture there: a large old Victorian mirror, a chest of drawers and, best of all, my father’s wonderfully grand gentleman’s armoire, which was a cavern of sartorial elegance. It was full of many small drawers, like you’d find in a gentlemen’s tailors. One for underwear, one for handkerchiefs, one for socks and so on, all bearing his initials, E. J. L. It smelt of hair tonics, eau-de-cologne and mothballs and there was a rail on the inside door for ties. He must have had a hundred: stock-exchange ties, club ties, ties with pheasants, planes, boats, none gaudy of colour or kipper of shape, all elegant and narrow and stylish. Racks of suits, morning suits, walk-in-the-city suits, lounge suits, even desert suits. But it was the elegantly smooth-opening drawers that held the most attention, smelling of cherry wood and age. The bottom drawer was a small boy’s nirvana; it contained my father’s medals in a beautiful moss-green velvet box, along with letters, mementos, a bullet, a star-shaped brooch, a small box of poison with ancient Chinese calligraphy, and two pistols, one ancient and musket-like, and one newer and shooting-at-Germans-like.


Thursday 18 January


Flying home from snowbound Stockholm to London, exhausted, creatively replenished, sad but inspired


At least once a week there would be a call from one of us to ‘Swap Shop’. My sister Jean-Marian, menace little brother Ian, John and I would congregate in the middle of the hall with an army of swappable items, a Tonka for some crayons, a puzzle for a yo-yo. Jean-Marie always cried because no one wanted doll’s clothing. John would often instigate a game of ‘car-hee’, a version of ‘It’ using Matchbox cars. The skill was in not zooming the car too fast and putting pressure on the wheels to get an element of curve to the propulsion. Under the armoire legs was the best place and at the time it felt pretty damn skilful. Alas these games often ended in tears, particularly for the younger ones, who always wanted to use Tonkas (too big) and not Matchbox cars (more skill).


The corridor also became the ‘cricket pitch’. As a child, when lightness came, slowly but surely, I would hear the patter of Johnny’s slippers on carpet as he ran, pretending to be Dennis Lillee, bowling a pair of tucked-together socks at my head, waking me for a day of mischief and play.


If you stood in Jean-Marian’s room, much to her chagrin, you got quite a decent run-up to bowl full tilt and full toss at the wicket marked on brother Ian’s door. Father’s silky socks, four of them, rolled up inside each other, made the perfect soft cricket ball, especially for ‘bodyline’ bowling tactics (aimed at the head). Over the wardrobe was a six, down the stairs was six and out, worth it for the fun of it. Into my room was a four, John’s a six, Jean-Marian’s – which meant launching a shot over the advancing bowler’s head – was also six and out. Ian could rarely play for more than ten minutes without crying off to Mother with whimpers of ‘not out’, and as a result was banned from what we came to call a game of ‘sockit’.


Father, who would sit quietly on the loo for an hour or two’s peace, reading Asterix or Tintin (you could hear the chuckles, but no flush) would occasionally sit with the toilet door slightly open. He never batted an eyelid as he watched his rolled-up silk socks fly first one way, then the other, with calls of ‘Catch it!’ or ‘Howzat!’


Today, while walking in the snow in Stockholm I saw the most beautiful pair of jays. Such gorgeous plumage, the flash of blue wing vibrant against the skeletal greys of the snow-laden woods.


Growing up we had the most wonderful Mrs Tiggy-Winkle of a nanny called Molly Wrigglesworth. Molly was from County Durham, about four feet tall, and possibly one of the most generous, loving women ever born. I don’t think she ever had a boyfriend; she treated us as her family and had been present for not only our four births, but also the birth of my mother. With Father working as a broker in the City and Mother a full-time GP, it was often Molly’s task to keep us dressed, fed and bathed. We loved Molly. When John was in his twenties and working as a designer in Thames Ditton she would often bake one of her famously tasty apple pies and bike it to him at work. Every one of our friends knew and loved Molly. When we were sick she nursed us, when we were stressed she calmed us. She was four feet of unflappability.


Molly was with me the day my mother called, early on 11 November, to tell me that John had just died. Poor Molly, she was shaking like a leaf in autumn and shocked to her core. We held on to each other, too uncomprehending to cry. Molly watched sadly as my world fell apart in front of her eyes. Poor Molly Wrigglesworth of County Durham, she never really recovered.


Friday 19 January


The Mews




‘Piglet sidled up to Pooh from behind. “Pooh,” he whispered.


“Yes Piglet?”


“Nothing,” said Piglet, taking Pooh’s paw,


“I just wanted to be sure of you.” ’


—A. A. MILNE, THE HOUSE AT POOH CORNER, 1928





I sometimes wonder if identical twins remember more of early life than singletons. As the two little identical beings grow in the womb, so they begin to communicate with each other, forming the unbreakable bond of twinhood, sharing everything from breathing space to their mother’s heart. If I look at my skin closely enough in the mirror, I can see crescent-shaped scars. Apparently John used to hold onto my face with both hands, so tight that he drew blood. I didn’t reciprocate but neither did I cry, I accepted his hold on me and now feel glad that these small scars of babyhood haven’t faded away.


One of my earliest memories was from our birthday on 31 October 1967. The image is as clear as crystal: us on the deck of a ship, with our parents, just off Southampton Sound. We were waving our handkerchiefs at the passengers on the deck of the RMS Queen Mary as she sailed off on her last voyage to California. I was so upset when my favourite little polka-dot handkerchief fluttered from my tiny grip and disappeared into the green-blue wake of the departing liner. Johnny was so upset for me that he dropped his too, so that they could be together forever. A red polka-dot and a blue polka-dot hankie, tossed by the swell. We watched as they got smaller and smaller, no longer upset by our loss. We had just turned four years old.


Sunday 21 January


Gidleigh Park, Devon


Shooting today at Gidleigh Park, I arose early and wandered down through the early-morning mist to the banks of the river Teign rushing in full spate through the grounds. It’s a damp, messy wonderland of ponds, rooks, pools and waterfalls. Just me and a pair of wrens, every moss and blade and bare branch dripping with dew, so peaceful, even with the crashing of water over stone. I wanted to lie there today, needing some time to think. Concerned my client might fear for my sanity, I followed the wrens back up to the main house for tea and crumpets; a comfort of sorts.


Back home now at the Mews, I’m sitting in my little ship’s bunk room, what I call my ‘Cabinet of Curiosities’. It’s a deeply personal room that I share only with Ange, my darling wife of just over a year, and Paros and Pascale, my children – now young adults. It’s an unconsciously curated jumble of memories and tokens and mementos of my life, and particularly of my life with John.


Obviously there are photos from childhood to adulthood. Plus paintings, drawings, beachcombed shells, rocks, cards, clay pipes, statuettes, sketchbooks and all manner of eclectic things, somehow fitting together in a visual tableau of our lives. What is lovely now is adding in the ‘new’ trinkets. A Koran pencil from Morocco, a metal blue tit from a midsummer walk in Kew, drawings by Paros and Pascale. My love of Ange has somehow broken the ‘spell’ that this was an untouchable shrine, and now it feels so much brighter and more positive. As does the Mews. A breath of fresh air has wafted through, brightening every nook and corner and cranny.


Monday 22 January


The Mews


I finished my shoot early today and hopped in a taxi to visit my mother. She was frail and tired but chirpy as I held her by the shoulders to kiss each paper-thin cheek. She seems so petite, her body bending backwards as if being pushed forward, then back and then forward again, the fragile ‘S’ shape. She’s been sitting up in her library, sorting and collating old family photographs to make a collage of memories for my little brother’s fiftieth birthday. She’s frustrated she can’t find his graduation photos, but he’s graduated so many times I find a back-up shot that works. She smiles at the memories, so proud of Ian and his medical achievements; like mother, like son. Ian was a medical student of twenty-one when John died and the circumstances of John’s death nearly made him abandon his studies. John, the doctor’s son, was killed by a medical error. In hindsight, it is extraordinary that Ian carried on.


Ian called me one Sunday night and we spoke for hours about taking each day as it comes, slowly but surely. He is living proof of what my mother also demonstrated over and over again, that there are some truly wonderful and caring doctors out there for whom the Hippocratic oath is solemn and binding, standards that seemed to have been forgotten in the careless treatment of John.


I’m going to sit in the library over the weekend and look again at some of her albums. There were a few images of John and me that I hadn’t seen before, particularly through our early teens, when ‘being different’ seemed so desperately important to us both. And such lovely pictures, square and black and white, shot on an old twin Yashica by Father. Some are with the camera turned on himself, and these are mostly slightly out of focus; it was a beast to focus. He looks so suave, beautifully dressed, the same age as I am now, but in the blurriness of time seeming somehow younger and yet more mature. Wedding pictures of him and Mother in his old Aston Martin outside Carlisle Cathedral; early pictures of him, chuffed to bits, with a twin on each knee; us in our cots on our balcony in Knightsbridge; the ‘leaving hospital’ shots of Mother and Father and two little boys, first with Jean-Marian and then Ian. Fifty years ago this coming weekend. In among the pile was a tiny contact shot of Ian laughing, age six or seven, head thrown back, black t-shirt against a pure white sandy beach. I remember this shot so well, but it’s the first time I’ve seen it in over forty years. It was the first picture I ever took with my new Olympus Trip, the one my father gave me to pique my interest in photography. Thankfully it worked.


Tuesday 23 January


The Ponds


Miserable January day, wet, windy and foul, photographing food and interior at Patron, a cool French bistro and bar in Kentish Town with a wonderfully upbeat and excitable team of Frenchies from Brittany or Provence. My spirits are lifted – got nearly 1,500 shots, always a good sign.


As I was coming back from Mother’s in Cheam last night I passed Carshalton Beeches, close to our old home. I asked the cabbie, a local chap, not to go past The Beeches itself. (I haven’t passed it since John died.) I did, though, pass the Ponds for the first time in over twenty years.


The Ponds, along with Nonsuch Palace, were one of our early playgrounds. I don’t really remember moving down from London, but I do remember John and me paddling around the Ponds in our baggy pants, waving our nets through the lavender to try to catch red admirals, or poking them under the lily pads to catch sticklebacks and tadpoles to hurry to an early airless grave in our jam jars. There is a grainy but beautiful film of John and I feeding the ducks on Carshalton Ponds, shot on my father’s Super 8 camera. Channel 4 used the film in a documentary called Identical Twins that filmmaker Rebecca Frayn made a while ago and, though painful to watch, it was as fascinating as it was heartbreaking. In films and pictures, before we were eight or nine, I have no idea which one of us is which.


Wednesday 24 January


The Mews


Missing my father today. He died several years before John. It’s hard to admit, but it was possibly best he didn’t witness the terrible suffering John went through. My father was so different, so sensitive – his firstborns were his raison d’être, his life. He had been a happy enough bachelor at forty-nine, living a life of fast cars, parties and fine wines in Knightsbridge, but he had missed out on love. He worked hard as a stockbroker and raced his Aston Martin at the weekend, but while his brother Patrick and cousin Derek married young model beauties, he was shy among women.


At a party one night in Knightsbridge he spied a beautiful and enigmatic young doctor, Jean, on her first trip to London from Carlisle. She was so shy that she spent the evening playing the baby grand rather than talking to the glamorous Chelsea folk. My father was smitten at first sight and, no doubt bolstered by a champagne or two, he slipped a note into her music, proposing to her, asking for her hand in marriage. My mother was far too shy and shocked to even acknowledge the presence of what was, to her, obviously a joke.


But it wasn’t. He was in love, and the following Friday he jumped into his car and sped up north to Carlisle. Through my godmother Jane he discovered that my mother was a doctor covering the Northern Lakes in Brampton, and she lived, oh so romantically, in a tiny wing of Naworth Castle. Father drove to the house, slept fitfully in the car, and waited for her to rise. When she came down in the morning to fetch her milk, there he was, milk in hand, leaning against his little Aston. I can’t imagine how nervous he must have been. They married several months later in Carlisle Cathedral, only the hundredth couple to ever do so. My mother, to ‘prove her virtue’, had to live in the Cathedral close with the Dean’s family for a month before the big day.


We were born soon after, identical twins, one for each of his knees. As he would have said, he was ‘chuffed’.


* * *
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Today, going through the papers, I came across an old copy of the News of the World. Ironic that the paper John so hated would be the only one brave enough to state the truth. The headline reads:


DOC’S BLUNDER KILLS BOY CURED OF CANCER


followed in bold type by


Brave John is injected with massive overdose


I know, I was there.


* * *


In my work diary I see I have a meeting at 2p.m. at Nucleus Design in Thames Ditton. John was a graphic designer at Nucleus, under his boss and mentor Peter Matthews, and I worked as an illustrator under the watchful eye of my twin. The building is now named after him: John Loftus House.


Arriving at Nucleus, I see not a lot has changed in twenty years. John’s signature is still etched into the glass at the building’s entrance: John Loftus House. The silver birch planted in his memory looks out over the graveyard of the beautiful Norman church, nearly thirty feet high, bare of leaves but strong and tall. My legs felt heavy on the steps and I spent a few minutes walking through the graveyard, round to the Thames. John was so happy at Nucleus. He attended Kingston Art College and studied Graphic Design and was offered several great jobs at his degree show, but it was Nucleus that won him over. His boss, Peter Matthews, became one of his dearest friends.


For lone identical twins there is often a complex feeling of deep loneliness, but also an air of unease and unsettlement. It’s akin to a feeling of being watched, but not in a comforting way. I felt it here by the water. Today I felt uneasy and in need of home.


From Twins, Triplets and More, a book by Dr Elizabeth Bryan – a consultant paediatrician known as the ‘pioneer of twin studies’. She’s also the person who introduced me to my best friend, Tim. Here she is describing my experience:




For an identical twin the constant reminder in himself of his twin may be deeply painful. One young man [me] whose identical twin had died, described the agony of his daily shave – ‘looking at my twin’. Three years [since we spoke] and it was still the most painful part of the day.


Early adulthood seems to be a particularly difficult time to lose a twin. Many such twins will not have yet embarked on independent lives. Some may be starting careers. One identical twin in his early twenties had shared an art and design studio [John’s bedroom] with his brother. Although their styles differed, they were in harmony with each other and had sometimes done joint designs. More importantly, they had a constant source of companionship, understanding, stimulation and encouragement. For this young man, as for many, his twin was not only his closest relative but also his best friend, and the bereavement doubly hard to bear.





Thursday 25 January


The Mews


Yesterday’s trip down to Johnny’s old office was a more profoundly moving experience than I had expected. His office was unchanged; the same pictures on the wall, even a couple of the same staff members sitting at the same desks. I spotted their heads nervously peering around at me as I sat awaiting Peter. Some of the wine labels John and I had worked on still adorned the shelves; illustrations by me, typography hand-painted by John.


I found a postcard yesterday, dated 27 May 1981, Parikia, Paros. John wishes our mother a happy birthday, then goes on:




It’s so nice to see Greece without all the tourists, when the sun isn’t as hot as when the islands are greener. All the wild flowers are out on the hills. Wamfi’s [his girlfriend Samantha] leg looks like the Battle of the Somme (mozzies?) and my back looks like the Russian Flag. (Sun?) Jane’s giving us the room on the cheap and is very jolly as usual, looks forward to seeing David and Peter [Hornsey]. David, I hope working for Nucleus is just as good and easy as when I am there. Give my love to the Crates [my sister’s married name] and the dustbins, hee hee, and Ian and anyone else. Lots of love to Mum, see you all soon, xx John and Wamfi


P.S. David, you can buy ‘The Independent’! Good news about the cricket!!





It’s strange to think how worried he was about me working at Nucleus without him. We always worried about each other. Separation anxiety; I guess mine is somehow a permanent form of that now. He knew that without him there to watch over me at my drawing board I wouldn’t be doing as good a job as if he was there, and he was right, I wasn’t. It’s good to read Wamfi’s name again, I think about her often, but haven’t seen her for over a decade. Now married with children and living in the Kent countryside with the loving husband she met a couple of years after John died, she was for a long time a shadow of her former self, like a bird with broken wings. She eventually learned to fly again, thank goodness. Wamfi used to paint letters to look a bit like wood-block printing, but in watercolour, with little hearts and kisses painted inside the letters. She and John were the masters of illuminated letters to each other, and if you were lucky, to yourself. Sweet Samantha, they were perfectly suited and I am glad she is settled now and happy. When I saw her last she said she found it hard to remember great tracts of time, particularly towards the end. I found it rather upsetting to hear, but ultimately maybe it’s a good thing. One of my most heartbreaking memories is of her holding John’s hands at his bedside when he was no longer breathing, talking to him as if he was still alive, refusing to believe he was no longer with us. It’s impossible to describe the gut-wrenching wretchedness of that moment. For the first time I understood the expression ‘it’s like having your heart ripped out.’ Truly awful and heartbreaking.


Saturday 27 January


The Mews


I think it was around our fifteenth year that John and me began to dress differently. It coincided with my interest in punk music. John was listening to Simon and Garfunkel and I’d started listening to Siouxsie and the Banshees and it suddenly became very important to both of us that we had differences; not small ones but distinct, polar opposites. This remained so for all of the rest of our short lives together.


I’m looking at a photo now of Johnny wearing a vintage American short-sleeved shirt, bought from Kensington Market in the vintage surplus store where all the punks used to buy their old army uniforms. It cost £8. I know, it was mine. He’s wearing it on holiday in southern Ireland, with Samantha. I would have been furious if I had known, but I was probably wearing the greyish-blue handmade shirt he bought in Camden Market, and he would have been a lot angrier than me! Funny now, thinking back. We were convinced that we were so different but then kept nicking each other’s clothes whenever we could.


When filmmaker Rebecca Frayn was making her Channel 4 documentary about identical twins, she asked me several times if I would agree to appear. Rebecca was mum to identical twin babies, Jack and Finn, and was fascinated by the unbreakable bond of identical twins. After some gentle cajoling I agreed, because I was persuaded that appearing could potentially help other sole surviving twins. And to this day she has become one of my dearest friends.


I can barely remember what I said or what the team filmed, and I couldn’t finish watching it. It felt like I was watching not me, but John’s ghost. I had had no idea that while I was concentrating on our differences in taste, in clothing and art and music, everything else – our mannerisms, our turns of phrase, our gesticulations, the minutiae of facial expressions, a faint lisp here, a slight slope of the shoulders there – was identical. Until I saw the programme, I had absolutely no idea how truly alike we were.


Monday 28 January


On the train to Bodmin Parkway, Cornwall


Contemplating over the last few days, I’m sad to admit that I have, in recent years, distanced myself somewhat from my brother and sister and nieces. I can’t, at the moment, fully explain why, but there does seem to be a yawning gap between us, a gap that shows no sign of narrowing. My bond to my mother is still strong, lovingly intense and unbreakable, but since John died, Jean-Marian and Ian and me seem to have drifted further and further apart. Deep down something feels gravely wrong. I think it may come from an unaired belief that the wrong twin died. It might sound extreme, but during the hours and days following John’s death, when emotions were running so high, I was very aware that some of John’s friends thought this way. John was the elder, John was the more talented, John didn’t really drink. John was the more studious, and John took fewer risks.


Tuesday 30 January


Bodmin, Cornwall


Bodmin Parkway station is wonderfully caught in a time warp, with old signal box houses, The Signal Box Café and posters advertising coastal steam-train services and ‘love-ins’ at the local owl sanctuary. The express leaves Bodmin, trundles over coastal inlets and rolling hills to Plymouth and, after twenty minutes of four seasons’ worth of sunshine, showers, rainstorms and hailstorms, enters a long tunnel to emerge moments later bathed in blinding sunshine, wind-smoothed and bulbous cloud formations and a turbulent, aqua-blue sea crashing against rocky beaches. I always try to snatch a pic on my phone, but that fraction of a second delay between pressing the button and capturing the picture means that I never ‘get the pic’. Nowadays I don’t even try, I just sit back and enjoy the ever-changing spectacle.


John loved trains and had a really beautiful Hornby train set in his youth. He’d make trees and hills out of moss, and paint every detail from station master to signal box. His locomotive was lovely, of ‘OO’ gauge I seem to remember, much akin to the Flying Scotsman. We once travelled together up to Scotland on a sleeper and he brought his trainspotters’ handbook with him. I refused to allow him to get his i-SPY on a Train Journey book out, I was so embarrassed. I think I was probably quite mean. Later that night, unable to sleep in our juddering bunks, we took turns to stick our heads out the window into the cold and inky darkness, daring each other to keep them out longer and longer. The game ended when someone further up ahead flushed the loo. If you’ve never been hit by a lukewarm mixture of someone else’s high-speed urine and poop in the mouth and nose and eyes, I promise you that it’s something that comes back to haunt you in later life. John thought it was the most hilarious thing he had ever witnessed! He named the train The Flying Shitstorm. My pyjamas never recovered; I sealed them tightly in a plastic bag, left them in the bottom of my rucksack and promptly forgot about them. It was my poor mother who released them from their fermented and foul-stinking wrapping, crusty and mouldy, three weeks later, on our return home.


Wednesday 31 January


The Mews


I’m at home with my dear wife Ange, flu-bound and feverish, and as someone who is rarely ill, frustrated and bored. ‘Windmills of Your Mind’ is playing on Spotify, the Terry Hall’s The Colourfield version that John loved so much and that Ange and I played at our wedding. John chose it as a song to animate while studying design at Kingston School of Art. He sat up all night at his trestle table, painting what were then called ‘cells’ – painted layers on clear acetate that are then layered over each other to create a subtle moving image. It took over a month to create a couple of minutes of film of a little boy in a hot-air balloon, sailing over a toytown scene of bubbles and clocks and balloons and waterwheels. I haven’t been able to watch Johnny’s film, but I can listen to the song now because I can relate it to much happier memories. I still have all of the original cells, beautifully painted in block colour gouache, meticulously precise. I now realize that the boy in the balloon, sailing across the dreamscape, is John. He painted himself. I know it’s him and not me because he’s wearing the red cap, not the blue.
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