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I wouldn’t be myself without her.

—ALLEN SHAWN, WISH I COULD BE THERE
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INTRODUCTION
• •

A year after my first book was published, my editors called me in to talk about ideas for my next project. I remember they asked me what I found myself thinking most about, which subject had always preoccupied me. I blurted out, “Twins.”

And then I immediately regretted it. Because writing about twins felt like I was volunteering to do a public striptease. Because being a twin goes to the core of who I am and I was wary of examining that. Because I knew that my twin sister, Robin, would be both supportive and hesitant; not only is she more private than I am but she writes for the New York Times and always wants to maintain a reporter’s remove. Because I knew that as exhilarating as our twinship was growing up, its impact on Robin’s sense of self was more complicated than mine. Because I knew that for me to be honest about my twinship and ask others to be honest about theirs was not to tell the perfect quaint story of how we all dressed alike, tricked people, or swapped boyfriends.

Being an identical twin—I can’t speak for fraternals—is intense. It’s all the clichés: feeling like you have an unwavering partner in life, knowing exactly what another person feels, wanting to tell her a story before anyone else, confiding with unrestrained—sometimes shocking—candor, valuing her opinion above anyone else’s, taking on someone else’s pain to the point of vicarious depression, being incapacitated by any minor dispute.

To say that someone’s “always been there for me” was never meant so literally. Robin was there while I was taking shape in the dark muck of our mother’s belly, before I took my first breath of air, when I was lolling in the crib, learning to grab and chew, teetering on two feet. I have never been alone in the world. I’ve always had someone to tell, someone checking in. Though I’m our parents’ firstborn, I’ve never been an only child. I arrived as a package—the kind that’s self-contained and comes with its own handy playmate, sidekick, advocate, therapist, fan, mentor, and accomplice.

I can’t count the number of people who have asked us, “What was it like growing up as a twin?” The question lost its meaning over the years because we heard it so much and answered so often automatically: “It was great.” “It was great.”

I never mention that my twinship helped me meet people when I wasn’t bold, kept me from ever feeling idle or rootless, confirmed I was deeply known when others misunderstood me, allowed me to dive into theater because I had an automatic “sister act,” and to bypass the normal freshman-year anxiety in college because Robin was in a dorm across the street. It’s hard to explain to people that we never felt competitive, though we constantly compared ourselves; that we couldn’t hate each other, though we could argue bitterly; that we tacitly forbid anyone else to criticize one of us, even though we can be ruthlessly critical of each other; how it is that we never lusted after each other’s boyfriends, though we adopted them affectionately; that we always want to talk to each other, though we don’t always make time to see each other; that we love each other’s children, though not as our own; that we admire each other’s work, yet would never want to switch places.

I never explain that we tell each other everything but that there are things we don’t say.

Or that Robin has spent the last five years pulling away from me.

Or that I want more of her.

I don’t talk about how perfect our twinship was in childhood, why it isn’t perfect anymore, yet that I still believe it’s the best twinship I know.

Though Robin’s and my story is not the focus of this book, it is, undeniably, its spine. It’s the prism through which I listened to every other twin’s experience, the test case with which I tried to deconstruct the elements of individuality, the emotional puzzle I set about taking apart and piecing together.

Our facts, bare bones, are these:

We were born May 17, 1965, at Doctor’s Hospital in New York City. Robin had a lot of hair; I had none.

My mother recalls the names my father was mulling before we arrived: Troilus and Cressida, Anthony and Cleopatra, Julius and Ethel. I was named after my father’s father, Abraham, who was a hat blocker. Robin was named after my father’s cousin, Robert, who died in a car crash at twenty-two.

I came out one minute ahead, but only because we were delivered by C-section—Robin would have exited first in a normal birth, and she constantly reminds me of that fact.

I stood, crawled, and walked ahead of Robin; I don’t constantly remind her of that fact.

We spent our first five years living on the ground floor of a Greenwich Village brownstone; each of us had our own crib; then we shared a bunk bed (Robin was on top and once rolled out, thudding to the floor). Later we moved to the Upper West Side and got our own bedrooms at age fourteen.

Mom dressed Robin in red (like the bird) and me in blue so that people not constantly ask “Which is which?” But we still often ended up in the same outfit—fluffy winter coats, yellow slickers, and OshKosh B’Gosh overalls.

Both of us were instantly outgoing, cheerful, and hammy. We performed constantly, without prompting. No one can say why; my parents weren’t theatrical. They were exuberant, yes (Dad, a labor lawyer, is funny at dinner parties; Mom, a writer, is politically impassioned), but they weren’t performers.

Robin and I had more dress-up clothes than real clothes and our main activity—with friends or more often just with each other—was to dress up and “act.” We used British accents and a lot of flea-market costume jewelry.

We sang and choreographed by ourselves, almost daily. We were each other’s taskmasters, quick to chastise when one of us missed a step or flubbed a lyric.

Our parents were summoned night after night to “buy” tickets to our makeshift show, and in front of the scratchy green blanket we hung between closets, we belted out our latest numbers.

We choreographed a “ballet” routine to Aaron Copland’s Rodeo, complete with pantomimed lassos; we wrote a medley for our annual family Hanukkah party, with lyrics set to Broadway show tunes. (For example, “Don’t cry for me Antiochus; the truth is I burned the latkes!”)

For the annual Labor Day Show on Fire Island, where we spent childhood summers, Robin and I painted on too much red lipstick (the photographs are almost clownish, and I can’t believe no adult saved us from ourselves) and sang duets like “Downtown.” We fronted for the cute Weber brothers, who played guitar and drums while Robin and I slapped tambourines against our nonexistent hips.

When we were nine, we were interviewed by Marlo Thomas on the TV version of Free To Be … You and Me, because our mom was an editorial consultant on the project. I got more air time. At one point on-camera, I tell Marlo that I love being a twin because when you have a lot of feelings, “It’s good that I can have somebody to bring it out to—who’s my age.”

When we were ten, we auditioned together in polka-dot shirts for the role of an orphan in the original production of Annie. The casting directors said they would take one of us; we had to choose which. Neither of us took the role.

That same year, a producer chose us to be in a TV show called Call It Macaroni, which filmed kids learning an interesting profession. Robin and I were taken to Tucson, Arizona, to watch how a movie is made, and the camera made much of our likeness. I was surprised, when I recently dredged up my diary from that trip, to discover that Robin and I had chosen to sleep in the same bed in our hotel room, leaving the other bed empty. On my crude diagram of room 112 at the Desert Inn, I scrawled on one of the double beds, “Robin and I slept in this one together.”

When we were thirteen, we were asked by Channel 13 to shoot a promo for something with Erik Estrada—I can’t remember what. We were dressed alike, and the gambit was that Robin punched herself in the arm and I yelled, “Ouch!”

We wanted to do more professional acting, but our parents didn’t like the idea; they wanted us to have a normal childhood.

Robin and I always shared birthday parties. My mother created elaborate themes—a French party with berets and paper Eiffel Towers, a baseball party with personalized jerseys, et cetera. We always shared one cake.

We made sure we ate the same number of Oreos after school.

We always got the same cavities in the same teeth.

Our brother, David, was born when we were almost three. We were loving to him and cast him in the role of the dog or passenger in our skits, but we also left him out. My aunt tells me we were mean to him. I don’t remember it that way and neither does he, but it’s possible. Today David and I are close: We take an annual ski trip together (he’s divorced), I’ll stop in at whichever restaurant he’s currently managing just to say hello, and I adore his two boys, Zev and Arlo. But we don’t speak a fraction as often as Robin and I do, nor do we rely on each other as much.

Robin and I didn’t think we wanted to go to the same college, but we ended up liking Yale best, and were fortunate enough to get in. We requested to room in separate residential colleges, and made separate friends. We often met for lunch or dinner in each other’s dining halls and spoke on the phone every day (no e-mail back then).

We lived together after graduation in a two-room apartment with a shaky spiral staircase on West Eighty-sixth Street; we alternated who got the bed in the basement and who slept in the living room upstairs.

Both of us ended up choosing journalism. Robin went to the New York Times, then the New York Observer, then back to the Times. I produced television—for Fred Friendly, Charlie Rose, Bill Moyers, and then for Ed Bradley and Mike Wallace at 60 Minutes. One year Robin decided to try television too and left the Times to produce for Peter Jennings’s documentary unit at ABC News. She pined for the daily deadlines and returned to the paper. I switched to print journalism when I had my first child, and started writing for magazines. Robin asked that I not seek an assignment for the Times, so we could keep that territory separate. I said I understood.

We’re physically similar except that Robin is half an inch taller, wears her hair shorter, and prefers more sedate colors. My voice is permanently hoarse and I can no longer sing because I developed cysts inside my vocal cords at age thirty-seven, which, my throat doctor tells me, were probably caused by “vocal abuse”—a nice way of saying I talk too much and too forcefully. Robin’s voice is still intact (she’s less voluble) and I sometimes make her sing to remind me of what I used to sound like.

Robin dated Edward for four years and then married him in January 1993.

I dated David for eight months and then married him in December 1993.

Robin gave birth to Ethan in February 1997.

I gave birth to Benjamin in April 1997.

We shared a baby-sitter for the infant boys until we discovered she was taking them to McDonald’s instead of to the playground.

Robin had Maya in December 1998.

I had Molly in July 1999.

We live exactly twenty blocks—one mile—apart on the Upper West Side.

It’s difficult to describe the depth and distance of this friendship.

We have been adjacent for so long, there’s a fluency to our coupling, an elemental delight we don’t necessarily let others see. When we’re across a dinner table alone, we never have enough time to cover everything we want to talk about. When we’re on the subway together, I don’t want to get off at my stop. When we’re sitting side by side at a Broadway show and one song swells in a particular way, we know exactly when the other feels moved. She’s vitality to me; I have never in forty-three years been bored by her.

We are in constant communication; not a day passes without a phone call (or four), and too many e-mails and text messages. We’ll impart the tiniest news—a TV episode we insist the other should watch, a newspaper photograph that made us cry, a dessert we regret, a great book we just finished, a clothing purchase we need the other to assess, something hilarious one of our children said. We’re stirred by the same things, annoyed by the same people, tempted by the same vices.

I admire her from a distance—as a journalist, a parent, a wife, a hostess, as someone who, when she does confide, does so with a frankness and intelligence that feels rare to me. She is the person with whom I laugh the hardest: it sometimes escalates to the point where we can’t breathe or utter a sound, and only we know exactly what’s so funny. I look forward to our lunch dates as if they were parties; we dress up for each other, compliment excessively. I seek her advice before most major decisions, before I submit any piece of writing to an editor. Her approval matters because I just think she’s smart and I trust her.

The fact that our kids are buddies seems too good to be true. She’ll take mine for a weekend; I’ll take hers. There’s a private thrill when we see the four of them put on a show together, when our husbands play a good tennis match, when our families sit down to a big summer meal. The three years that we all went on Christmas vacation together felt idyllic to me.

Why do I love Robin so fiercely? Because on some level, we’re fused; because I take enormous pride in her; because she listens, lifts, and surprises me even now; because I have a certainty that she wants the best for me; because, at the risk of cliché, we’d do anything for each other; because of the enormity of our history; because we know each other to the bone. And for all those reasons, I miss her now, the way we used to be together.

I wanted to try to write the twins book I couldn’t find on any shelf: one that strips bare what it’s really like to grow up as a matched set. I knew that meant I would have to unpack my private memories as truthfully as I could, but also to listen closely to other twins in my life and some I hadn’t met before. So I tracked down the Langner twins, whom Robin and I were friends with in fifth grade and haven’t seen since. And the Lord twins, one of whom went to college with us.

I interviewed the debonair Barber twins, football stars Tiki and Ronde, who exemplify twin symbiosis, and former Baywatch regular Alexandra Paul, who grew up competing athletically with her identical twin, Caroline, who ultimately became a firefighter.

I spoke to virtually all the twins thrown in my path, embracing the “I know a twin” approach. If someone heard I was writing a book on the subject and proffered a pair, I usually interviewed them, on the grounds that every set would shed some light. If they were willing to excavate their personal twin psyche, it would tell me something about twinship. It would help explain my own experience to me. It would answer the widespread curiosity—and prevailing fantasies—about growing up with a doppelganger. It would instruct the countless new parents of twins about what to avoid or aspire to when raising their pairs—or at least offer an insight into how “the twin thing” (as many of us call it) plays out over a lifetime.

I wanted, above all, to explore identity: how it’s forged or hamstrung in the face of doubleness; how you go about finding singularity when you are both unique and alike, your own person and someone’s other half. I believed before I started—and now that I’m finished, I believe it even more strongly—that twins put into high relief the central challenge for all of us: self-definition. How do we each plant our stake in the ground, decide how sensitive, callous, ambitious, conciliatory, or cautious we want to be every day? Do we even get to decide those traits? Are we actually at the mercy of our genetic predispositions to be combative, shy, addictive, antsy, or intelligent? Twins come with a built-in constant comparison, but defining oneself against one’s twin is just an amped-up version of every person’s lifelong challenge: to individuate—to create a distinctive persona in the world.

In addition to meeting twins, I also sought out “the experts”—the eclectic roster of psychologists, geneticists, obstetricians, behavioralists, social workers, artists, and philosophers who make twins their life’s work. They include the ponytailed obstetrician who, with his brother—an army veteran—created the first Center for the Study of Multiple Birth; the plastic surgeon who believes he started life as a twin and who takes photographs of naked identical twins to home in on their parallel anatomy; the cultural historian who wrote a five-hundred-plus-page book about copies; the lactation nurse who, after having her own IVF twins, decided to specialize in preparing parents—bluntly and bossily—for twins chaos; the fertility specialist trying to reduce the number of multiples he creates; the biologist trying to determine if homosexuality is imprinted in utero; and the woman who lost one of her twins at birth and created a national resource for grieving parents of twins.

In September 2007, I was working on my laptop when an e-mail popped up in my AOL account from Proactive Genetics, a California lab that provides DNA testing for two hundred dollars a pop. My heart leaped. “The results,” I whispered to myself. “The moment of truth.”

I had asked Robin, a few months before, to swab her inner cheek with a Q-tip, as I had done, and then mailed in our DNA samples so we could finally know for sure if we were identical. People had always assumed so—most couldn’t tell us apart—but there was no biological proof: Mom’s obstetrician had died, his medical records were lost, and since we were a C-section birth and delivered in an emergency “Get these babies out now” situation, no one seemed to have noticed placenta differentiation (the mark of two eggs).

I thought I should know, before I started this book, my official twin status. The dirty little secret of identicals is that we all feel slightly superior to the fraternal brand. We’re the gold standard: rarer, more identifiable, more mysterious. We happen only by accident. We are exact DNA replicas of each other—facsimiles, clones. I have always felt that my closeness to Robin is authenticated by our sameness. I didn’t want it to be otherwise. And I also worried that after a lifetime of presenting ourselves as the genuine article, we’d be exposed as a fake.

“We are pleased to report to you the results of the twin zygosity test that you requested. Analysis of the DNA indicates that Abigail Sara Pogrebin and Robin Jennifer Pogrebin are monozygotic, or more commonly referred to as identical twins.”

Staring at my computer, tears filled my eyes. How ridiculous. To be moved by an answer you already knew. Yet I was. Something about seeing our two full names there side by side—as they appeared on our birth certificates, the two Pogrebin babies, born on May 17, 1965, in a dead heat, one minute apart: 6:18 P.M. (me), 6:19 P.M. (Robin)—reminded me of what a run we’ve had side by side. After four decades, it was nice to have our intimacy confirmed. What a relief, I thought. We’re the same. I didn’t want to be sort of the same; I wanted to be fully the same. Because it represented a communion I’d already claimed and boasted of. Because it was how we’d been perceived. Because I didn’t want our connection to be just emotional; I wanted it to be factual. Psychology professor (and fraternal twin) Dr. Nancy Segal states plainly in her book, Entwined Lives, what all of us identical twins already know: We’re more connected. “Fraternal twins are not as close, nor are their lives as intimately entwined.”

• •

Whom is this book for? Anyone who is a twin, has a twin, might have twins, married a twin, knows a twin, or is simply curious to get deep inside this extreme intimacy. It’s for anyone who wants to understand why twins serve as scientists’ ultimate petri dish, why twins’ infancy can be so uniquely demanding, why their quest for individuality can be thwarted by the person closest to them. It’s for anyone—all of us—trying to hammer out a separate, clear sense of self.

I think I started this book to get inside my own twinship. Or maybe to get outside of it—to approach it as a reporter, trying to untangle all the intricacies of being born two. I spoke to twins who cherish each other, resent each other, advise, prod, and protect each other; I spoke to parents who wanted twins, fertility doctors who make them, obstetricians who birth them, artists who photograph or are inspired by them, psychiatrists who study and counsel them, scientists who deconstruct them, coaches who prepare for them.

What did I come away with? Confirmation that twins, despite their recent ubiquity, still fascinate and confound. Evidence that twins will always play a key role in decoding what differentiates all of us—emotionally, temperamentally, and physically.

I envied some pairs and judged others. I met twins who had let go of each other, others who hold on, twins who exult in their twinship, others who wouldn’t wish it on their own children. Along the way, I listened for the recipe for healthy twinship—to guide not just me but also the countless parents now raising two. Why do some twins end up feeling confined by doubleness, while others wear it like a medal? How does one start as a set and end up successfully single? Not just single meaning solo but single meaning singular: differentiated, distinct, particular, confident in one’s separateness. How had Robin and I each become One when we started out as the Same?




1 THE MECCA: TWINSBURG

I’m twinless in Twinsburg, Ohio.

I’ve come to this little Cleveland suburb on a perfect sunny weekend in August for the annual twins convention. Thousands of sets of twins fly or drive from all over the world for a three-day twins party; imagine hundreds of identically dressed pairs milling around, stealing glances at one another, snapping furtive photographs of one another, eating funnel cakes, and buying buttons that say things like IT TAKES TWO TO DO TWINSBURG, or I’M THE ORIGINAL. SHE’S THE COPY, or MOM LIKES ME BEST.

Twinsburg was named by the Wilcox twins, Moses and Aaron, who founded the village in 1819 and succeeded in changing its name from Millsville to Twinsburg. In exchange, they paid the township twenty dollars and donated property to build the first school. The Wilcoxes were not only indistinguishably identical; according to the municipal Web site, they “married sisters; had the same number of children; contracted the same fatal ailment; died within hours of each other and are buried in the same grave.”

Twins Days was started in 1976 as a way to celebrate the Bicentennial and boost tourism; in that first year, thirty-seven sets of twins attended. Today, it’s a multinational swarm of thousands; in the year I attended—2006—there were twins from Germany, Switzerland, Spain, and Great Britain, along with twins from all over the United States. Two thousand sixty-four sets—sets—descended on Twinsburg in matching plaids, stripes, and polka dots to meet and marvel at one another. Every generation was represented—from stroller to wheelchair—with every age in between.

It feels odd to be solo on the registration line. But it’s also a relief, because the idea of having my twin here is unthinkable. Robin would squirm at the spectacle: pair after pair—copy after copy—in matching straw hats, matching suspenders, matching lime green dresses. This is a self-selected group: the Gung-Ho Twins, the kind who are game to welcome the novelty, the public curiosity, the party, and each other.

Robin isn’t that kind of twin. Which means we’re not among those who spent hours on the phone coordinating outfits and travel plans for this occasion, who designated this weekend as their annual escape from spouses and children. Robin didn’t cosign my Enterprise rental car at the Cleveland airport earlier that morning, she won’t be sleeping in the double bed next to mine at the Courtyard Marriott, and she isn’t here to pick up her name tag, which I’m nevertheless accepting now on her behalf at the registration desk. (I’d given both our names in advance, because we were asked to, and because I felt illegitimate without it.)

“I think Twinsburg attracts a subset of identical twins,” says Nancy Segal, who has studied and written about twins for thirty years, created the Twin Studies Center at the University of Fullerton, and also happens to be an avid swing dancer. “I think Twinsburg serves a useful purpose for those twins who always get stared at and feel uncomfortable about it. In Twinsburg, they’re in perfect company and nothing’s unusual.”

“Obviously there’s a need for it,” says Sandy Miller, cofounder of the Twins Days festival. “It’s somewhere where twins can be in the majority, where they can be themselves and enjoy other twins. We have a real family here. It’s amazing what this means to them. This is their day. Their weekend.”

There are other twins festivals—in Canada and Japan, for example—but Twinsburg trumps them all for its annual numbers. “That’s according to the Guinness Book,” Miller says. Her fraternal twin sons grew up going to Twins Days; one met his wife here, an identical twin. “When I had my twins years ago, it was novel,” Sandy recalls. “Now it’s almost an everyday occurrence. And then, with all the fertility drugs, you get the Super Twins.” She says that accidental twins still feel like the genuine article. “It’s a joke between some of the twins that have been coming to Twins Days for a long time: ‘We’re real twins. You’re not.’”

Jean Labaugh, fifty-one, and her identical twin, Joanie Warner, whom I meet early on, are wearing halter-top dresses and red rubber clogs. They tell me they happened to buy exactly the same Clairol hair color, even though they live in different states. And they feel each other’s pain.

“One time I had a deep throbbing in my leg all night,” Jean recounts. “It went all the way to the bone. And Joanie called me the next day and told me she broke her ankle.”

After marveling, I ask why they come to Twinsburg.

“Oh, it’s so nice just to see other twins here,” Jean enthuses, “to see what they’re like, and hear what their lives are like.”

I venture that some people might be overwhelmed by such a concentration of doubles.

Joanie shakes her head. “It’s beautiful. Especially to see the guys be able to celebrate their uniqueness. To see them be so close together.”

I go through the charade of actually accepting Robin’s ID on a string from the woman behind the registration table, pretending I’ll be giving it to my sister later when she “arrives.” The truth is: I don’t want to admit that my twin isn’t coming. That would be an admission that I’ve arrived under false pretenses. I came to report on twins, but I also belong here because I am one. If Robin isn’t beside me, I might be an imposter.

But Robin isn’t here, because I didn’t invite her. I couldn’t bring myself to say, “Come see other twins with me.” She’s never been innately curious about other pairs simply because we happen to be twins, and until recently, neither have I. Growing up, we never sought out twin friends. When you’re a twin, who needs more twins?

We’ve never been passionate about our twinship for its own sake. We’re passionate about each other. I know we both feel lucky to be twins together, but that hasn’t made us seek out other twosomes, or twin events.

So I came to Twinsburg on my own. But I didn’t expect to feel so unmoored without Robin.

At the welcome desk, I notice two elderly men with exactly the same overgrown eyebrows, dressed in matching blue-striped shorts, blue-striped shirts, and newly purchased sneakers, which they later tell me were a fifteen-dollar bargain at Kmart.

“This is our twenty-third year!” one of them boasts to the woman at the check-in.

When they’ve received their registration packets and stepped away from the table, I approach the stooped duo and ask their age. “Seventy and three-quarters!” says one, who introduces himself as David. “Walter’s older by eight minutes.”

David and Walter Oliver still live together—in the same house they grew up in, in Lincoln Park, Michigan. David is clearly the talker. “Walter was too small and they had to keep him in the hospital for three weeks.” He seems gleeful about this.

“I was under five pounds,” Walter adds morosely.

“We both have keratoconus in the left eye,” David reports. “We’ve both got neuropathy in our feet.”

“And we both have diabetes,” Walter pipes up.

And they always dress alike?

“We wear the same clothes every time we go to a twins gathering,” David explains. “It’s sort of an unwritten thing that all twins do.”

The Olivers are suddenly joined by Janet and Joyce, seventy-six, in matching blue tops, who also hail from Michigan.

“We met Joyce and Janet at the International Twins Convention in Toronto, Canada,” David explains. “Nineteen eighty-two.”

Janet and Joyce, who have different last names by marriage, are distinguishable only because Joyce seems more frail.

“I’m the young one,” announces Janet, who wears her white hair cropped exactly like her sister’s. “We’re five minutes apart. She’s older. I’m married fifty-five years. She’s divorced.”

Joyce pipes in: “When you’re that close to your twin, you have to make sure that the husbands are into the twin thing. Otherwise, the marriages will not work.”

They went to their first twins convention in 1946 in Muncie, Indiana, and they’ve been coming to Twinsburg for decades. When I admit it’s my first time, they tell me what to look forward to, including the research tents in which twins sign up for studies comparing twins’ teeth, skin, sense of taste, and hearing.

Janet: “Last year, one of the tents offered us twenty dollars to smell things.”

Joyce: “It took too long.”

I ask these four elderly twins why they keep coming back.

“IT’S FASCINATING TO MEET TWINS!” David almost shouts. “And we’ve been trying to find females for the last fifty years.”

So they’ve never been married?

“Never.” David shakes his head. The smile vanishes.

I ask if they think they never married because they are twins; maybe their unique intimacy prevented other kinds.

“No,” David says, dismissing my armchair analysis. “Females have ignored both of us all our life.” (I notice his use of the singular: “life.”)

I ask David why he thinks women take no notice. “I have no idea,” he says. “It’s very painful. To live an entire lifetime without having a loving relationship.” He seems abruptly bereft. “Every year we come here to find twins for us to marry.”

David asks me where my twin is and I fumble a quick explanation.

“It’s hard to be a twin here without your twin,” he declares, reading my mind.

I make my way out to the fairgrounds, which are set up for those families with young twins: there’s a bouncy castle, a beanbag toss, and monster basketball. The toddler twins look more at ease than the adult pairs, who meander awkwardly in their matching ensembles, not saying much to each other, just being twins, side by side, observing other specimens. It’s as if they’d gotten into costume too early, and now that they’ve walked out onstage, they’re impatient for the show to start.

More twins arrive. They’re everywhere now: twins on benches, twins on bleachers, twins on blankets, twins sitting under trees, standing in the sun, flipping absentmindedly through their welcome booklets. At first, it diminishes the rareness, frankly, this twin saturation. I thought the whole point of us is that we’re unique, that there are so few of us. But I begin to see that saturation is exactly the point: when else, and where else, can twins find each other in such large numbers, revel in their unusualness, swap war stories? This is a refuge, a mecca, a commemoration of difference (the oddity of twinship) and sameness, too (even the fraternals dress alike).

So why do I mulishly seem to see the underside of a happy scene? What’s wrong with a little kitsch, a little revelry? These multitudes aren’t overthinking the coordinated outfits, the clever slogans on matching T-shirts (IT’S NOT YOU; IT’S ME.), the inherent randomness of strangers thrown together just because they share one anomaly: They were born alongside someone else. For these folks, concurrent birth confers an unspoken fellowship. It’s not only that these twins want to see other twins; they really want to be with them. As the evening progresses, I notice people seem to like one another without knowing one another, to be predisposed to warmth simply because they’re pairs.

I think I feel alienated, in part, because of where my twinship sits these days. There’s a closeness that’s sui generis, but also a certain detachment. Robin doesn’t seem to savor our twoness, nor is she particularly nostalgic about our history. I can’t say I parade it, but for me, it’s still potent, still a point of pride. I don’t question her devotion; but I know now that a lifetime with a double made her feel less singular in the world.

When the line dancing kicks off with “Y.M.C.A.,” I’m reminded of how simple our simultaneity used to be. We were always quick to enter the line dance at a party. During our family vacations, we aced the Hustle or whatever Silly Signs routine was being taught by the pool. People watched us because of the kick of seeing double—replicas moving exactly in time. I remember feeling a charge not only in the ease of our synchronicity but in the tangible comfort of having her near.

As kids, we often joined the joke on our twinship, performing “Anything You Can Do, I Can Do Better” from Annie Get Your Gun, and “Why Am I Me?” from Shenandoah. In the middle school musical—a revue of old vaudeville tunes—Robin and I feigned a quick-change act, quickly popping out from behind a screen in different costumes, each of us emerging to sing a song from a different culture (I warbled a Hawaiian “Hicky-Hoy” in a grass skirt; then I disappeared and Robin instantly materialized in a Chinese costume to belt out “Chong”). When I played Velma in a college production of Chicago, Robin made a brief appearance as my character’s dead sister. We danced a duet to the song “I Can’t Do It Alone.”

We used to embrace collaboration. In college, Robin wrote the lyrics to a musical I directed. When I choreographed Anything Goes, Robin was one of my front-row dancers. We cowrote a song for the commencement musical and sang duets on cabaret nights. But I was actually the first one to back off from the sister act. It became clear to me that some people chafed at the Pogrebin Show. There is something redundant about performing twins. Being identical is already a performance—you’re drawing attention to yourself before you open your mouth. To dance and sing is kind of milking the point; it left us open to eye rolls.

I learned in college that some saw Robin and me as too brash, too visible, too much. I’ll always recall freshman year, when a junior who’d known me in high school had a “heart-to-heart” talk with me in the courtyard of my dorm. He suggested that my sister and I were too audacious, said we’d “taken over” the theater community and he resented it.

I was stung; it plagued me that we might be viewed as puffed-up. I told Robin we had to fix the perception, modulate ourselves somehow. Her response was, essentially, screw them. She has never cared what people think the way I do, and I’m sure it has saved her hours of torment. But I learned in that moment that our twinship can be intrinsically showy, even before we set foot on a literal stage.

“There were bumps in the road,” my father recalls when I interview him, “but I think the twinship was like a golden thing. You were used to a world that adored you from the beginning. That might make it tougher later in life when everyone is not so adoring.”

As the line dancing gathers steam (along with progressively loosened participants), I notice a pair of women who stand out, not easy to do in this crowd. They’re dressed in pink sequined cowgirl hats and hot-pink tank tops that say I’M THE REAL MCCOY. People seem to recognize them—they’re quickly surrounded, hugged, kissed, and photographed.

I’d heard about the Ganz twins—several people I’d called during my early research had asked, “Have you met the Ganz twins yet?” In Twinsland, it turns out, these sisters are legendary. Self-dubbed “ambassadors of twins,” they run a twins talent agency out of New York. In the 1990s, they founded and operated Twins Restaurant on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where all the waiters were twins and Debbie and Lisa Ganz were usually on hand to greet patrons. I introduce myself (it turns out they know my brother from the restaurant business), and they chastise me for not booking myself at the Holiday Inn, “where everyone stays.”

“We come every summer,” Debbie exults over a fitting song, “‘Same Time Next Year.’”

Lisa chimes in: “The great thing about it is, you could be coming here for twelve years, and you might know everything about the twin part of people’s lives, but I wouldn’t know if they live in a trailer park or a mansion. In Twinsburg, you can literally have two politicians sitting next to two pig farmers next to the prince of Saudi Arabia twins, and they’re all having a blast. Now in normal society, outside of this weekend, they wouldn’t be together. In Twinsburg, it’s our identity that’s actually in common. Not our demographics or our careers … I know twins that I’ve been spending weekends with for twelve years and I still, to this day, don’t know how many kids they have, don’t know if they’re married. But I can tell you everything about the two of them together.”

Debbie adds, “I also think that people are fascinated by twins because they don’t realize they grow up. They think twins are little, and then we grow up and go to another planet.”

“We’re like Disney films,” Lisa says. “We’re timeless!”

That night, back in my Courtyard Marriott, I flip through the hotel’s movie menu and one description catches my eye in the “Adult” selections: “Nympho Twins.” I tell myself it’s a valuable research tool and click “purchase.” The hotel’s summary of the film shows up on the screen, and it’s priceless: “Over 90 minutes long, this title is a great value. They’re real twins and they love to screw the same guy at the same time. Light story line.”

“Light story line.” (Not like some porn movies, known for their complex narratives.)

Lacey and Lyndsey Love (actual twins—I checked later) play the nympho twins; one is more sexually inhibited than the other, and the shier twin has a crush on her coworker. The more confident twin offers to get him warmed up while her twin waits in the bathroom; after a dose of foreplay, the twins switch places. As can be expected, there’s the inevitable confusion: When the timid twin replaces her sex-savvy counterpart, she asks the man to give her oral sex. “But I already ate you!” he says, confused—and then obliges.

Believe it or not, I didn’t watch the whole film.

By nine the next morning, a brilliant Sunday, the village green is crammed with cars and onlookers waiting to see the Doubletake Parade. Twins in sunglasses, flip-flops, even large butterfly wings, gather on the dew-damp grass. The smell of the soil reminds me again of Robin: how we used to gather on the muddy baseball field on Fire Island for day camp on summer mornings, how she and I always won the three-legged races on that field because we instinctively knew how to move as one person.

So many photographs from my mother’s scrapbooks remind me of Robin’s and my physical proximity, and how natural it was. One image shows us at eight years old, in a summer costume festival: We’re in bright clown makeup and identical red shirts, each of us stuffed into one leg of a pair of oversized yellow overalls. Another shot shows us making an arch with our arms, in matching white tutus before a ballet recital.

As the Twinsburg parade assembles, twins climb into vintage roadsters, pickup trucks, and an El Dorado convertible. Some carry parasols for the sun. One mom proudly wears a button: GOD GAVE ME TWINS.

A male pair in their fifties, Dana and Greg, are dressed in custom T-shirts that say NATURALLY CLONED IN 1956. Greg points at the wives. “They’re still mixing us up!” He smiles. “Yesterday my wife grabbed my brother’s butt in Wal-Mart!” Greg says that despite his perfect health, when Dana had a heart attack four years ago, Greg went immediately to the doctor. “The doctor said, ‘You look fine, but because of your brother’s heart issues, we’re going to CAT you.’” It turned out that Greg had exactly the same blockage. “I ended up getting four stents!” he marvels.

Dana and Greg drive off to join the parade line.

There are maybe twenty twins under age five in matching T-shirts and black masks on a float meant to evoke the movie The Incredibles. A large sign on the front blares OUR TWINS ARE TWINCREDIBLE!

The pageant proceeds down Main Street, which is lined with spectators along the curb or sitting on porches. Some marchers toss candy to the waving children. Some sing “When the Twins Go Marching In.”

The two-mile route ends at the fairgrounds, which are set up with food booths featuring frozen bananas and chicken teriyaki on a stick. Nearby the science tents advertise their research projects: Genetic Basis of Skin Disease in Twins Pairs; Twins Day Gum Study; Facial Changes in Identical Twins.

I wander over to the crafts tables and start to interview random twins among the displays of bandannas, wind chimes, sandstone coasters, and crocheted hats.

Jessica and Jennifer, from New Orleans, are twenty-three and ebullient about Twinsburg. “It’s INSANE!” Jessica exclaims. “I LOVE it! All the TWINS! It’s just the COOLEST thing. I’m like a big ol’ tourist!”

“I was thinking, I feel less odd now,” says Jennifer, “because there’s so many others like us. You immediately have something in common with someone else. You’re huggin’ someone, and you don’t even know them. You say, ‘Hey I’m a twin! Where you from?’”

I ask them to try to describe their closeness. Jessica says, “I feel like that”—she points at her sister—”is just an extension of me. That’s me over there, experiencing something different. Like astral projection, kind of.”

“She’s my other half, you know,” Jennifer chimes in. “If something happened to her, I don’t know what I’d do. It’s like slicing part of you in half. No one can make me madder; no one can make me happier.”

What about the perennial twins question: Were they competitive? “Oh definitely,” says Jennifer. “I had to be better at it all, man.” She looks at Jessica. “I couldn’t let you beat me.”

They even liked the same boy, and Jessica ended up marrying him. “We were freshmen in high school,” Jessica recalls. “He flirted with a lot of girls.”

“He did,” Jennifer confirms. “He was flirting with me and he was flirting with her and I got mad that he picked her, but I was happy for her. The Lord brought them together.”

Complicating matters, Jennifer had to chaperone her sister and the boyfriend she’d lost on every one of their dates. “The poor thing had to be the third wheel,” Jessica recalls. “Because we were only fifteen when me and him started dating, and my Mom and Dad wouldn’t let us be separated. It was like, ‘No, she’s got to go with you.’”

Every date?

“Pretty much,” Jessica says, a little embarrassed.

“That wasn’t fun,” Jennifer says grimly.

I wonder if it was wrenching for Jennifer to watch her sister end up with her crush. “No, not at all,” she insists. “As soon as he asked her out, I’m like, ‘Okay, y’all were meant to be.’ I was the maid of honor.”

These sisters seem to be lucky enough to have found romantic relationships (Jennifer has a boyfriend) despite their twinship. But for some reason, Twinsburg seems to draw a number of twins—predominantly male—who have never been married.

“I almost married once,” says Sam Zarante, fifty-one, dressed neatly in a button-down shirt. “Marie, my fiancée, didn’t understand my being a twin. She thought my twin brother, Dave, and I were too close.”

“I’d be over, visiting, a lot,” Dave acknowledges.

“So it would be the three of us, not two,” Sam adds. “He’d be competition for her.”

Because she was never going to match their closeness?

“She didn’t understand it,” Dave says.

“I loved her,” Sam states.

“I liked her,” Dave chimes in. “I liked Marie. She was a good one.”

“We did things together, the three of us,” Sam recalls. “But after awhile, it came out: a little resentment. She wanted me to be her number one, you see. And I understand that. But I liked having him around.”

I ask when Sam and Marie broke up. “Oh, it’s been awhile now,” Sam says.

Nineteen eighty-four. That was the last big relationship either twin had. For years, they’ve lived together in an Illinois suburb.

“Now, Abigail,” Dave says, addressing me suddenly. “I have to admit: I’m looking for someone to marry.”

“Maybe you’ll find her here,” I venture.

“Maybe.” Sam laughs a little too hard.

“We came here for the first time years ago,” Dave explains. “And my ma was thinking we’d be meeting some twins, you know!” He has the same laugh.

“Maybe that’s what you need,” I suggest. “Other twins.”

“Maybe they’ll understand.” Dave nods. “As a matter of fact, one year, we got the address of two girls, and they were in North Carolina: Bridget and Ingrid—I still remember their names. And we wrote them and they never wrote back!”

There are no data on whether identical twins are more or less likely to marry, but when it comes to divorce, research shows that identical twins are more alike in their patterns than fraternal twins. A 2001 Boston University survey looked at eight thousand identical and fraternal male twins (all Vietnam veterans) and concluded that genetics play a role in divorce, based on the finding that identical twins mirrored each other more often (that is, if one identical twin got divorced, chances are so did the other).

The survey’s author, psychology professor Michael Lyons, explained that identical twins might make similar relationship choices because they share traits that inform their romantic interactions. For instance, depression, alcoholism, or belligerence (all inheritable) can contribute to conflict in a relationship, which, in turn, can lead to a split.

Sandy Miller has her own theory: “A lot of times being a twin causes divorce because spouses don’t understand the closeness.”

There are clearly many happily married twins at this fiesta, but for some reason, the lonelier ones—the more twin-entwined twins—make a stronger impression. They’re reminders that the idealization of twinship, so common in our culture, can have chinks. The intense intimacy can saddle a twin at









































OEBPS/images/Pogr_9780385532228_epub_tp_r1.jpg
ONE w»mie SAME

My Life as an Identical Twin
and What I've Learned About

Everyone’s Struggle to Be Singulaz

ABIGAIL POGREBIN

poURLEDAY

NeowYork London Toronte Swiney Aushlsnd






OEBPS/images/Pogr_9780385532228_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
ONE AND
THE SAME

My Life as an Identical Twin and
What I've Learned About

Everyone’s Struggle to Be Singular

Abigail Pogrebin

Vs

Doubleday








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





