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  With all my love to Jennie, Jessica and Lucy.




  

    And Lizzie.


  




  





  To protect the privacy of certain people who collided with the car crash that was our life, some names have been changed.




  





  On the evening of 25 July the students for the 1992 English Literature Open University Summer School gathered in a junior common room in the University

  of York to be welcomed by their course tutors and to hear a lecture on the poetry of Stevie Smith from one of their teachers.




  Welcomes having been given, the only thing missing was the academic who was supposed to be delivering the lecture – Dr Elizabeth Howe, BA (Oxon), M.Phil (London), D.Phil (London). She had

  been spotted soon after her arrival at the campus just after lunch and the course convener thought her non-appearance was strange. Eventually he went up to her room accompanied by a college porter

  and after repeated knocking on her door they decided to enter.




  What they found there was her mutilated naked body. There was blood splattered everywhere. There was little doubt that she had been murdered. Dr Elizabeth Howe, Lizzie, was my wife and the

  mother of our two children, Jessica (aged six) and Lucy (aged four).




  This is our story.




  





  1




  Do you find that birthdays and anniversaries come in waves? My mother, my father-in-law, my cousin and my godson all have birthdays in the first week of September, the same

  week that Lizzie and I got married, a week when I am supposed to buy cards and presents and – being a man – invariably forget half of them. That said, my family – the Howes

  – mark such days with serious intent, so imagine what the early summer is like for me: our youngest, Lucy, was born on 18 May, her older sister, Jessica, on 9 June (‘June Nine,’

  she used to say in the broad Belfast accent she sported until she was three) and their mother – Lizzie – was born on 28 June. It is a kind of bomb alley for my poor bank balance.




  That summer of 1992 was no exception; in fact, it was worse than usual, because we had decided to bite the bullet and have the kitchen in our small but lovely Oxford terraced house torn down and

  doubled in size. The work was due to start the week after Lucy’s birthday and finish a couple of weeks after Lizzie’s.




  Lucy was four. She was looking forward to her birthday party big time.




  Pre-school parties always start at three on a Saturday afternoon and finish at five and, like grief (only marginally less traumatic), have seven phases.




  Phase one is getting ready. Of course getting ready is preceded by a week of planning, and then on the morning of the party you open the bedroom curtains with trepidation. This Saturday was

  going to be a beautiful day, but like that traditional summer pastime of exam-taking, the impending party is making both Lizzie and me edgy. We were not natural hosts and we took our party-throwing

  seriously: would the games (my responsibility) be up to the mark? Would the cake (Lizzie) pass muster? Were our parsimonious party bags going to elicit raised eyebrows from the mums? Would the

  guests behave, or, worst of all, would they just be bored?




  After a ridiculously early supermarket shop, which fills the car with mostly crisps, and an equally ridiculously early lunch, the children are sent upstairs to get ready and/or mither around

  playing. The house is vacuumed by me to within an inch of its life (God knows why, considering the maelstrom that is about to be meted on it by both children and builders), Lizzie inspecting my

  work while she frets over the food, the birthday cake and what the girls would wear. ‘Why bother with sandwiches when all the hordes want is cake and chocolate biscuits?’ I say. Lizzie,

  who is a food puritan, and is at that moment cutting up carrot and celery sticks, gives me a contemptuous stare. As a concession to Lucy’s birthday, she has permitted me to buy two bottles of

  Coke, which are to be handled as if we are letting the partygoers loose on vintage Champagne.




  The birthday cake was more problematic. The year before Lucy had set her heart on a cottage (having been bargained down from an elephant or Flounder from Disney’s The Little Mermaid

  on the grounds that they far exceeded her mother’s cake-baking skills), but the cake had been a disaster, at least in Lizzie’s eyes. Clearly she would have had problems if she had

  become an architect – her charmingly rustic sponge cottage would not stand up and had to be supported by flying buttresses made of chocolate swiss rolls. Lucy had been delighted with it,

  particularly the chocolate props, but the public unveiling of it in front of the mothers had been humiliating for Lizzie. So this year it was a simple one-layer sponge, decorated to look like a

  pond adorned with four marzipan ducks, one for each of Lucy’s years. It is more naive art than neo-realism, and I reckon that the ducks looked quite duck-like myself, though Lizzie is not so

  sure. The idea was flagrantly ripped off from a neighbour of ours (a fine artist), who six months previously had delivered an epic, table-sized cake mapping out Treasure Island for her toddler son.

  Eating this work of art was almost as sacrilegious as the thieves who’d stolen Edvard Munch’s masterpiece The Scream and had threatened to eat the painting if their ransom

  demands were not met. Lizzie couldn’t wait for Lucy’s friends to make her far less accomplished work of art disappear for ever. Between us we could muster four degrees, two from the

  University of Oxford, and a full deck of very highly graded A levels, but we had both dropped art long before GCSEs, to concentrate on our studies, we told ourselves, but in fact because we were

  plain rubbish at drawing. No one ever told us then that to be a good parent you needed to be able to bake a cake or, even worse, design one.




  But if Lizzie was in her own personalized hell of cake-making, I was matching it in struggling over preparing the games. Past experience told me that pin the tail on the donkey (just how do you

  draw a donkey?), pass the parcel (crucial to have a small gift secreted in each layer, I’ve always thought), musical statues and a treasure hunt would use up all of ten minutes and leave the

  guests in a state of frenzied excitement even before the promised feast of Hula Hoops, Kit Kats and E-numbers pushed their energy levels and grumpiness into the stratosphere. And just what music do

  you choose for musical bumps? Not too slow, not too fast, and probably not Lynyrd Skynyrd.




  And then disaster strikes. Lucy, who now that she is four has decided it is high time she learnt how to slide down the stairs on her stomach, manages to give herself a nasty carpet burn on her

  cheek. She is inconsolable because it hurts; we are inconsolable because it looks like we’d walloped her across the face. I think my abiding memory of the party day is of Lucy dressed in all

  her party finery, sitting clutching her Little Mermaid toy, Flounder, watching a video with a big red mark on her cheekbone.




  Of course the party is a breeze: five of the remaining phases – the arrival of guests, the giving of gifts, the playing of games, the birthday tea and the mums arriving to collect –

  all passed by like a well-practised ritual. The cake goes down a storm; the children love the games (mostly because the Games Meister, i.e. me, is the most competitive person in the Western World,

  who, having missed out on his vocation as England manager, rules the jumping and running fest with an iron rod that makes the Fabio Capello regime look mimsy); no one cared that the party bags were

  miserable and cheap because the ten pence worth of sweets in paper bags were masked by the ingenious trick of getting the children to decorate their own bags after their tea; and NO ONE was sick

  before the mums arrived.




  Phase seven is collapse – but not, of course, until after Lizzie and I had thrown away industrial quantities of half-eaten sandwiches, licked chocolate fingers and heaps of discarded

  carrot sticks, and then blitzed the wreckage that was our sitting room.




  And then we have a treat to look forward to. Because both Lizzie and I had been working so hard (me at my job at the BBC, where I had several days’ leave to use up; Lizzie masterminding

  the completion of her about-to-be-published book) and our Easter break had been totally screwed by my getting tonsillitis, we tell the children that tomorrow we are going to get up early and go to

  the seaside for a couple of nights.




  Because I have a paranoid fear of traffic jams, we get up at the crack of dawn, load the car and drive to Swanage, where we had booked an expensive hotel (by our standards) sitting on top of a

  cliff with steps right down to a sandy beach. Given that the sun shone constantly and that we spent most of the day on the beach building sandcastles to stop the tide coming in (something dads love

  doing – and sometimes the children help), Jessica and Lucy had a whale of a time. So did I. I had not been to Swanage since my parents took me on holiday there when I was four years old. It

  had been the best holiday ever: we went by train – first class – from Waterloo, me dressed in my brand new school uniform; we stayed in a hotel, for me the first time ever; and I

  thought the Isle of Purbeck, with its sandy beaches, its high cliffs, its boat rides to the Tilly Whim caves and the finger-like ruin of Corfe Castle perched on its hill, was just holiday heaven.

  And when I return with Lizzie, Jessica and Lucy, I find that I know my way around Swanage as if I had visited it only a year before.




  Having been to the National Trust shop, where Jessica, Lucy and I secretly bought their Mummy a lovely white and blue birthday mug with a drawing of a cat on it – we had just acquired a

  kitten in the hope that she would scare off the mice who were infesting our house, so cats were the girls’ new obsession – Lizzie and I sit in a tea garden overlooking Corfe Castle

  while the girls go off and play. We chat about how fast they are growing up and I remark how familiar Swanage feels to me, how much of an impact it had made on me aged four, and I wonder how much

  of this little holiday will stay with our two, especially Lucy, who is now the same age I had been when I had first visited. As we leave to drive home, the dramatic ruin of the castle comes into

  sight once more, and I tell the girls to turn round and wave it goodbye through the back window of the car. I am consciously trying to create memories for them – a movie of their lives, in

  the same way that the Swanage holiday was like a Super 8 film recording my incredibly happy childhood. And as I try to piece together and understand what happened to us next, that moment has stayed

  with me.




  Of course, what actually happens to us next is that the builders move in, which gives us a brilliant get-out clause for Jessica’s birthday party three weeks later. We decide – sod

  the expense – to hold her party on a local farm.




  Now, this is great – we could excuse the flamboyance (don’t forget the Howe puritan streak I mentioned) because our house is a wreck and, apart from writing the cheque, all we have

  to worry about is the weather and the day living up to Jessica’s mounting sense of excitement.




  Well, the weather is iffy – a typical overcast Oxfordshire day, threatening showers – but once we have assembled the posse of a dozen children and a few hanger-on mums, for all

  Jessica cares it could have rained locusts: she is going to have a great time. We start with a treasure hunt round the farmyard, which involves the children meeting the cows, the chickens, the

  sheep, the pigs and the farm dogs. This is followed by a ride in a hay trailer pulled by a tractor. This may not sound exciting, but clinging on for dear life as the tractor roars its way along at

  about 10 mph up impossibly steep hills and back down again is about as exciting as it gets when you are six, especially as the farm dog, with a wonderful sense of being the party host, chooses to

  sit by Jessica for the whole trip. The children are far too excited to eat much of the birthday picnic in the hay barn – climbing and jumping off hay bales and playing hide and seek is too

  much of a distraction. And the invitations had baldly said, ‘No Party Bags’, so Lizzie and I, having achieved a local triumph with our DIY bags at Lucy’s party, are let off the

  hook for this one.




  On the way home Jessica wearily sighs, ‘That was the Best Party EVER!’




  ‘What was the best bit?’




  ‘All of it!’




  ‘Mummy, when can I have my party at the farm?’




  ‘Next year perhaps, Luce.’




  ‘Can’t it be sooner?’




  ‘Not really, darling, no. You’ve just had your birthday party.’




  ‘Oh yes. I forgot.’




  Two down, one to go. The weekend before Lizzie’s birthday we go for a family picnic on a punt with John and Helen, two friends from college. It is idyllic. I have bought

  an expensive birthday cake in a tin (my reasoning being that a cake in a packet wasn’t good on a boat), but never dreamt that we would need a can opener. While John and I spend most of the

  picnic attacking this impenetrable tin with a penknife, Lizzie and Helen point out to the girls the difference between the coots and the moorhens on the river and throw the few crumbs of cake that

  we have painfully extracted from the tin to the ducks. It is also the week before Lizzie’s book is to be published. She had turned her doctoral thesis into a narrative history of the impact

  that the introduction of actresses had had on the English theatre at the time of the Restoration of Charles II. The fairy godmother to both the thesis and the book, and the surrogate godmother to

  both our girls, was the superstar academic Inga-Stina Ewbank, and for Lizzie’s actual birthday we decide to invite her and her husband Roger to supper. Because we couldn’t cook (the

  kitchen again, but I should confide at this point that Lizzie was not a great cook and I was plain lousy in the kitchen), we take them out for dinner. It is one of those perfect summer evenings

  – celebrating a birthday and a momentous life-changing event that all of us are sure would kick-start Lizzie’s halting academic career. Lizzie is the only person among all our combined

  families, friends and peers who has written a book that is to be published. She was relieved to have completed it, and I was so proud of her. Things couldn’t really have been any better for

  us that summer of 1992 – Jeremy, Lizzie, Jessica and Lucy.




  So who were the Howes?




  Lizzie was born in Bradford on Avon in Wiltshire in 1958. Her younger sister Louise was born in 1961. Their parents, Ethel and Mirko Milicevic, known as Maka and Deda (Serb for grandma and

  grandpa and pronounced ‘marker’ and ‘dayder’), married in Belgrade, where Maka – straight from school in Westbury, Wiltshire, and who had never travelled abroad before

  – was working for the Foreign Office. Because she didn’t enjoy living there (once she married and went ‘native’ her security clearance at the British Embassy was downgraded;

  in effect, she was demoted to clerking) and he, as a middle-class Serb, was struggling to get on in Tito’s communist state, they came to England. The man who granted Deda a six-month exit

  visa told him that if he reneged on it he should consider himself a dead man. Deda, who had no intention of doing anything but stay in England for good, ignored the visa, and so didn’t return

  to Yugoslavia until that man died some fifteen years later. Begrudgingly, Maka’s father got Deda a job sweeping floors at Bowyers Sausage Factory near Bradford on Avon, there not being much

  call for Serb trained lawyers in Great Britain. A few months into the job his supervisor told him that if he played his cards right he would make foreman in five years. By the time I met Lizzie,

  both the girls had been through private education at Bath High School, they had a grand house, and Deda was the International Development Director for the company who had bought out the company who

  had bought out Bowyers.




  I was born in 1956 in Bexleyheath – in Kent, so called, but in fact an entirely anonymous suburb of London – the middle one of three children, Jonathan, Jeremy and Philippa. My

  father – who died in the late autumn of 1991 of just about everything – ran a small cloth merchandising company in the West End that had gone belly up during Edward Heath’s

  three-day week, which had left us in penury for much of the seventies. Ironic, as he was a lifelong supporter of our constituency MP, one Edward Heath. The situation was not helped by my mother

  walking out on him (he was a nice man, but was also a workaholic, absentee father who never said much – I could see her point) and for four years we lived apart, he with his mother in

  Teddington, the rest of us in Bromley with my mother’s mother in a vast house that we rattled around in because we didn’t have any furniture. It was owned mostly by my aunt, my

  mother’s sister, who was always threatening to move in, which is another reason why we left half the rooms uninhabited.




  Growing up in a single-parent family was an adventure – all the rules of family life had changed; we were in a new place leading new lives with brand-new friends with whom I never talked

  about my dad not living with us (‘Oh, he’s away right now’), and my mother seemed to treat life as if we were on some permanent summer holiday. I learnt to be a very

  self-sufficient child and I learnt a lot, unconsciously, about single parenting. I also worried constantly on my mother’s behalf about money, because we never had any. We were middle-class

  poor.




  But my father was a stubborn, dogged individual, and he put the marriage back together. Suddenly, thank god, the ramshackle, seat-of-the-pants, no-money life was over. One weekend all five of us

  went into town and my father bought a new fridge, so we didn’t have to use one shelf in my grandmother’s refrigerator. Never had the purchase of a domestic appliance brought such joy to

  a thirteen-year-old boy – it was a sign that we were destined to be a family again.




  Four years previously, at the start of the summer holidays, while we drank squash in the garden one morning, my mother had said, ‘Jonathan, Jeremy and Philippa, I have some news. We are

  going away this summer, first for a week in Norfolk and then we are going to move house – to Bromley.’




  ‘Really!?’




  ‘And your father is not going to come with us.’




  ‘Not on holiday, Mummy?’




  ‘No, when we move to Bromley,’ she said solemnly.




  ‘Why not?’




  A question she never really satisfactorily answered.




  Now, as casually as they had appeared to separate, they came together again.




  ‘Your father is coming to stay.’




  ‘For the whole weekend?’




  ‘No. For good.’




  By the time of his death, my parents’ marriage was as near perfect as a marriage can be. Even so, I never really got on with him, mostly because he never spoke. They were

  both lower middle class and had both left school at sixteen. But they were upwardly mobile, so when their two clever sons both got exhibitions to the University of Oxford they were dead proud of

  us. They upped sticks from London and moved to Sudbury in Suffolk shortly after I went up to Oxford.




  That is where Lizzie and I met. We both studied English, were in the same year, and shared a love of theatre. She never remembered the first time we actually met, in a mutual friend’s room

  with about six other people; I did. She sat in a corner on the floor in a perfectly splendid fur coat she had picked up for a song in the Oxford market. But we met properly when she stage-managed a

  production of Samuel Beckett’s Endgame that I was directing, rehearsing all through the Easter vacation of our second year. As stage manager, she was ruthlessly efficient, totally

  reliable, well organized, hardworking and unfailingly nice to work with. She had also agreed to share a flat with me and my best friend (who was playing the lead in the play) for the following

  academic year.




  After the show had finished, the cast and crew all went their separate ways, as is the way in the world of theatre, swearing to meet up and of course never doing so. Except, one afternoon I

  dropped by the workshop where my designer – Jim – was building a set for another show. Lizzie was there. In fact, I kind of knew she would be, which is probably why I went. I walked in

  unannounced. I remember her standing with her back to me, one leg crooked in her skin-tight jeans and incredibly trendy Kickers shoes, one hand on her hip and one hand holding a paintbrush. Her

  long chestnut hair cascaded down her back. She was upbraiding Jim for faffing around and he was teasing her. When I said hello, she turned round, smiled at me, said she had to go or she would be

  late for a tutorial, and left.




  ‘I saw the way you were looking at her. Jeremy Howe you fancy Lizzie Milicevic something rotten. You just want to get inside her pants Mr Howe!’




  I went bright red and muttered something incomprehensible. Jim was right – but I hadn’t realized it till that moment.




  It was the spring of 1978 and we started going out together a couple of weeks later. We started living together about a month after that, and I think we knew this was the one from that moment

  on. She worked hard for finals, but never panicked. I just panicked. Of course, she had worked steadily throughout her time at Oxford, whereas I had more or less taken the second year off, so I had

  good cause to panic. We both got a viva for a first – the moment I opened my mouth in mine, I am sure the examiners realized I was a sham who knew nothing but could write a good essay, so I

  didn’t get a first. But nor did Lizzie, who was so obviously a first-class student in brains, in academic ability and in application. It rankled with her for ever. Her cause wasn’t

  helped by the fact that when she got nervous or excited her brain would work faster than her mouth and she stammered, which I found endearing, and she hated.




  We graduated and moved to London, where I tried and failed to get work as a theatre director and she puzzled over what to do next. In retrospect, it was blindingly obvious she should be an

  academic, but at the time she was unsure. She did a masters degree in Restoration theatre, which she didn’t much enjoy, then worked in publishing in Brighton, before setting up a social

  research journal at York University that led her into hospital administration and what looked like a promising career. When we moved to Colchester she was offered a similar job, but she threw it

  all in to do her doctorate and paid her way by teaching at a crammer in London.




  When we moved to Belfast she started teaching for the Open University – most interestingly at the Maze Prison, where she taught a former hunger striker who was the most gifted student she

  had ever come across. After we went back to England and settled in Oxford, she got down to turning her thesis into a book, while still doing some teaching. The First English Actresses was

  published by Cambridge University Press just weeks after Lucy’s birthday party (and it’s still in print – easily available from Amazon for just £26.99). It immediately got a

  rotten review in the Sunday Times, but then, months later, all the academic journals started reviewing it – fulsomely. It won an award in the States, it was turned into a stage play

  (going to the first night, I was so proud my heart all but burst), was reviewed on Radio 4’s Woman’s Hour and later was the source book for a not very good movie. And it is still

  making money. So much for the Sunday Times.




  You might be wondering why Lizzie’s short life reads like a round-Britain road movie. The answer is because she was following me, of course. After a year of doing nothing in London (I sold

  screws and glues at Selfridges), I got my break as a theatre director at York Theatre Royal, where my three-month contract somehow lasted three years. And one morning in February 1981, just before

  I left for York, while I was shaving in the bathroom and she was getting dressed in the bedroom of our tiny flat in Bayswater, I suddenly called out:




  ‘Lizzie, why don’t we get married?’




  So we did, in September 1981, from her parents’ house in Bath. It was a wonderful Indian summer day, but it wasn’t just the weather. It was the wedding itself – weddings are

  the most beautiful public way of celebrating a relationship. And the honeymoon in Venice wasn’t bad either.




  It was the only occasion I can remember that Lizzie wore heels – and she didn’t like the photograph of us coming down the aisle of the church with her towering half an inch over me.

  In bare feet she was as tall as me – which isn’t saying much, as I am only five foot eight (and a half). Lizzie Milicevic was now Lizzie Howe – she hated her Serb name, which made

  her stand out when all she ever wanted to do was to blend in. Her foreignness fascinated me, but to her it was an irritant. A conversation in our early courtship went something like this:




  ‘Hello, I am Lizzie Milicevic.’




  ‘Hi, I’m Jeremy Howe.’




  ‘That’s a nice name.’




  ‘Jeremy?’




  ‘No, Howe. Will you marry me?’




  ‘Er . . .’




  ‘So I can change my name.’ And she grinned.




  And on 5 September 1981 we were both grinning with sheer happiness.




  But our lives were complicated – Lizzie had to stay in London for her research and I was in York. We both lived in digs at opposite ends of the country and most of our quality time was

  spent at the buffet in King’s Cross station. We were not happy. When Lizzie got the publishing job in Brighton, I moved there to be with her. But no sooner had I done that than my work

  dragged me back up north. So she chucked in her job and we moved into a beautiful house on the Fulford Road in York, opposite the police station.




  After York, I got a job in Colchester, where we bought our first house. Then my career went pear-shaped – the theatre there nearly went bust and I was laid off. We had been trying for a

  baby without success (her idea, not mine), and for a year Lizzie was taking fertility drugs. ‘If nothing happens this time, I think we should bring in your husband for a sperm count,’

  said the consultant, baffled by his patient’s inability to conceive. A few weeks later Lizzie had arranged to meet me in town for lunch immediately after her latest appointment with the

  doctor. I was waiting on a street corner when she came up from behind, tapped me on the shoulder and whispered in my ear, ‘No need for the sperm test, sweetie.’ Jessica was on the way.

  Only problem – I was a freelance theatre director, which is an arty euphemism for being unemployed. ‘You need to get a proper job, Jeremy,’ Lizzie said forcefully. I had under

  nine months to find one.




  In January 1986 – with less than five months to go – I was interviewed for two posts: one to run the theatre in leafy Farnham in Surrey, the other to work for the BBC as a radio

  drama producer in less leafy Belfast.




  Both interviews went well and I had high hopes.




  A week later I was offered one of them. Of course, I couldn’t wait to tell Lizzie, who was teaching at her crammer.




  ‘I’ve got the job.’




  ‘Brilliant. Which one?’




  ‘Er . . . Belfast.’




  ‘Oh fuck.’




  The Troubles were still at their height, so her reaction was perhaps not all that surprising. In fact, we moved to Belfast a couple of weeks after our neighbours in Colchester – the Royal

  Anglian Regiment, some of whose appallingly drunken behaviour made Colchester town centre a no-go area every Friday night – went on a tour of duty to Ulster.




  A fortnight after the move, at five in the morning, Lizzie, by now heavily pregnant, woke me up.




  ‘Jeremy, I’m bleeding.’




  ‘I’m sure it’s nothing serious. Go back to sleep, darling. Don’t fuss.’




  ‘No, I’m bleeding. Look it up in Penelope Leach. Now.’




  I stumbled out of bed, found the motherhood and childcare book, looked up bleeding and pregnancy, where it said, reasonably unambiguously, ‘IF VAGINAL BLEEDING OCCURS IN THE LATER STAGES

  OF PREGNANCY GO TO A HOSPITAL IMMEDIATELY.’ Or words to that effect.




  The ambulance arrived ten anxious minutes later, and Lizzie spent the next month in hospital suffering from placenta praevia. The consultant reassuringly told me that ‘If it is between

  saving the mother’s life or the baby’s, we save the baby’s.’




  Jessica was born two weeks prematurely by emergency caesarean section on 9 June 1986. We had no problems at all conceiving Lucy, who was born naturally on 18 May 1988. Even more astonishingly,

  Lizzie had researched most of her doctorate while she was pregnant with Jessica and wrote it between Jessica’s birth and Lucy’s, less than two years later. Supermum. She even had to go

  for the viva with the baby in tow. Her supervisor minded Lucy while she was examined. Fifteen minutes into the examination – an interview with three eminent academics – the Academic

  Chair said, ‘I think someone out there needs you more than we do. Congratulations on getting your degree, Dr Howe, I think we should all go and look after the baby now.’ And out they

  all trooped to a wailing Lucy.




  A year later I got a job at Film 4 and we moved back to England after three very happy years in a war zone. Mortgaged to the hilt, we could just about afford a small family house in Twickenham.

  On the way there from Bath to look at possible houses, Lizzie said to me, ‘Do you want to live in Twickenham?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Nor do I.’




  So we failed to board our train, went back to her parents’ house and came up with Plan B. We moved to Oxford, and I commuted to London every day. Every bloody day, from our lovely little

  four-bedroomed terraced house, garden back and front, less than a mile from the city centre and the libraries Lizzie needed for her research, within walking distance of two state nurseries, 400

  yards from the River Thames on one side and water meadows on the other. Commuting apart, it was brilliant. ‘I never, ever want to move again,’ said Lizzie, and she didn’t.




  After a couple of years I rejoined the BBC, as Editor of Drama on Radio 3, where I was working in the summer of 1992. Life seemed pretty good.




  Like all relationships, we had our ups and downs, but I think we both knew in our hearts that we had found the right person with whom to share our journey through life. We were sure in each

  other, and like many of the strongest couples we knew, we had grown up together. Not far from where we lived was a place called Wittenham Clumps, two trees on a hilltop commanding a view over the

  river below (where we would go to play Pooh sticks) and across the Thames flatlands to the distantly gleaming spires of Oxford. Lizzie and I were Wittenham Clumps – one tree faced east, one

  west, each protecting and supporting the other, and the more we grew, the more we counterbalanced each other. As a couple, we were greater than the sum of our parts – the two of us sharper,

  more dynamic, nicer, better, stronger, richer than just Lizzie or just Jeremy.




  And Lucy and Jessica?




  Two beautiful, lovable girls.




  Jessica, now six, was quite tall for her age, boisterous, loud and brimming with innocent confidence. My abiding image of her that spring was her sitting at her little desk in the bay window of

  the bedroom she shared with Lucy, writing her book, while her Mummy wrote hers in the study next door. The first time I saw her as a newborn baby, wrapped in swaddling clothes and handed to me by

  the midwife, she fixed me with a steely, blue-eyed stare which rather implied, ‘Who are you, exactly?’ She has maintained that gaze ever since, inquiring and accusatory. Although

  inclined to be bossy, she doted on Lucy. They were the very best of friends and playmates.




  Lucy was little and four. It’s odd to think that this slightly chubby, small individual has grown into a taller woman than her sister. She was the exact counter to Jessica, with whom she

  got on wonderfully, but boy could they quarrel, especially when Jessica’s tendency to be overbearing got to her. Lucy was shy, quiet (well, I think ‘silent’ is the technical

  term), biddable and had a very sweet nature that masked a quiet determination: Lucy always knew her own mind, it’s just that she didn’t really feel the need to share it with anyone

  else.




  Three birthdays done and dusted, one book successfully published and a new kitchen – we Howes were ready for the summer holidays. All we had to do was negotiate Lizzie’s week away

  teaching at the Open University Summer School.
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  And so on Saturday 25 July 1992 we all got up to start the summer holidays.




  The girls had broken up from their school round the corner a couple of days before. As an end-of-term treat, they had all been asked to turn up in Victorian costume to celebrate the hundredth

  anniversary of the school buildings, where a beautiful stained-glass window made by a friend of ours was unveiled. It was a day of intense excitement, and the pictures that a neighbour took of them

  in their Victorian bonnets and long frocks (well, two of their mum’s not-so-long dresses hemmed up) are incredibly cute.




  For Lizzie, the Friday had been a day of anxiously putting the finishing touches to the lecture on Stevie Smith that she was giving the next day to kick off the Open University Summer School at

  York.




  I had had a day from hell at work – clearing my desk for a week’s holiday is always a nightmare of unfinished business and decisions that have been put off being hastily made –

  but it was compounded by an event the previous evening. An elderly actress had just dropped down dead during a play recording. Apart from a lot of legal health and safety shenanigans, it had left

  the production team in a state of shock, and I was trying to dispense some much-needed TLC. Almost as bad, the recorded rushes of a programme had completely disappeared off the face of the planet,

  which was like pissing a sizeable programme budget down the pan; I had to find out what had happened. I had arrived at my desk at some ungodly early hour and finally left to go home at about eight

  that evening. For a bit of light relief, I took a producer out for lunch whose last day it was in the BBC, after a career of some forty years. John was from Alexandria, a Greek anglophile who had

  grown up under English rule in Egypt; he was one of the most urbane, cultured and wise men I had ever met in the BBC. Over coffee, I asked him what the best play he had produced was. Without

  hesitation, he said, ‘The one I have just completed. Yeats’s version of Oedipus has more wisdom than any play I have encountered.’




  ‘Why?’ I only vaguely knew the play.




  ‘The last two lines are extraordinary. “Call no man fortunate that is not dead. The dead are free from pain.” In other words, no man is happy until he dies.’




  ‘That’s pretty bleak, John.’




  ‘Ah, but don’t you see – he was living in dangerous times. I think what he means is that we just don’t know what is round the corner. What is to come. That you cannot

  rest on your laurels until the moment you die. Very sobering, don’t you think? After all, none of us knows what lies ahead.’




  ‘Oh, I know what lies ahead. My bloody in-tray is waiting for me.’




  Saturday dawned as a classic first-day-of-the-holidays morning – sunny and cool, but with a promise of hot weather to come.




  As I shaved and she vigorously scrubbed her teeth to the reassuring tones of the Radio 4 Today programme, Lizzie and I joked about David Mellor and the infamous Chelsea strip.




  ‘What an arsehole.’




  We were in a tearing hurry – Lizzie had to be on a train to York first thing, then I had to do the packing and take our newly acquired kitten, Milly Molly Mandy (named by Jessica –

  don’t ask), to the cattery before Jessica, Lucy and I hit the road for a week. We were driving to York to meet up with Lizzie via my mother’s house in Suffolk and my sister’s in

  Norfolk, all rounded off with a weekend on the beach in Scarborough: the kind of rigorous route march of a holiday I specialized in. Because I was anxious about what to do with the children when in

  sole charge, I had concocted a timetable that would keep us on the move until we hooked up with their Mummy on the Friday afternoon.




  We raced to the station, just a little bit late, snatched a not very nice breakfast at the buffet, and then trooped to the platform to await the train. As it drew in, Lizzie arranged to phone me

  from a payphone at about six (mobile phones were few and far between in 1992), just before I had planned to leave for my mother’s. We said our farewells, doors slammed, porters larked with

  the mails and, with the train drawing off, we waved goodbye. We waved and waved as if our lives depended on it, until the train slowly disappeared round a bend. Our family. Lizzie, Jeremy, Jessica

  and Lucy.




  I shepherded the girls off the platform, acutely aware of a sense of anticlimax – the train had departed, the station was quiet but for the cheeping of the sparrows in the eaves of the

  station roof, and while Mummy was off to do her glamorous job in an exciting place, we only had the prospect ahead of a day of domestic tasks. I felt myself to be faintly heroic in my herculean

  task for the week – sole carer for the children. What a saintly husband I was. God knows how I would get through the week.




  It was a frantic day, as I simultaneously packed, looked after the children, supervised the electrician who had come to finish off our brand-new kitchen and drove the kitten to the cattery. This

  involved a mere thirty-mile drive with a screeching animal, while the children played with their best friends across the road. Lizzie didn’t phone at six o’clock. But what with feeding

  and bathing the children (‘Tonight I am cooking pizza, girls!’ Straight out of the packet, with juice and carrot sticks and a sliced apple for dessert), I didn’t notice that she

  hadn’t until I was halfway to Suffolk, with the children dozing in their pyjamas in the back of the car. As I thundered along the motorway I watched a plane take off from Stansted airport

  and, when it banked, the whole fuselage glowed like burnished copper as it caught the rays of the setting sun, and I wished we were on it, going on holiday to some beach, and then I thought of

  Lizzie and felt vaguely annoyed – there she was, having a good time at the summer school and forgetting us, and here was I, with two sleepy girls en route to see my mum on a boot camp of a

  holiday.




  We arrived in Sudbury and though I managed to greet my mother, recently widowed and in her late sixties, who hovered by me wanting to help, I just brushed her aside as I raced into the house and

  went up to the attic bedrooms with sleeping children in my arms, first Jessica and then Lucy, who woke up and, with a sleepy smile, hugged me tight and fell back to sleep. The sweet smell and

  intense warmth of my sleeping children brought a sudden rush of parental love. I stood them up and took off their dressing gowns and slippers, as they tried to ask what time it was. They rubbed

  their eyes, clutched their teddies and, as I lay them down and pulled the blankets up around them, Jessica said, ‘Daddy, I love you,’ and then, like Lucy, she was fast asleep once

  more.




  I raced back downstairs, unloaded the car, and then at last gave my mother a hug.




  ‘Has Lizzie phoned?’ I asked.




  ‘No, darling. The only person I have spoken to this evening is Philippa.’ My sister.




  ‘That’s odd. That’s not like Lizzie. I wonder if she has forgotten to take your number with her to York. I wonder when I’ll get to talk to her.’
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