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Don and Louise’s eighteen-year-old daughter Miranda has died in a sailing accident. While Louise takes steps to move on with her life, Don cannot come to terms with the chain of events that led to her death. Instead, he is determined to bring someone to account. The surviving children handle the loss of their sister better than their parents, but what they can’t handle is their family being torn apart …

Taut, heartbreaking and immensely moving, Over is a novel about love and loss, grief and hope, pain and resolution, and about what happens to human beings when tragedy strikes like lightning.
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1

I HAVE TO start somewhere, trying to understand.

*

We lived on a noisy road, on a hill. Our house was at the point of the hill where cars change gear. The house was a bargain, when we bought it. It had a long, narrow garden at the back, with a gate in the hedge giving access to the tennis courts belonging to a local club. We didn’t play tennis, but we thought the children might, later on. It was easy, because of the silence at the back of the house, where we slept, to forget about the constant traffic at the front, though sometimes, if a very heavy lorry was labouring up the hill, the whole house trembled. I worried about this, but he never did. The house was old. He said it seemed to him that it had survived worse things than lorries groaning past. Four houses down from us, there was a gap where a bomb had dropped in the Second World War. Our house had stood firm then. He had confidence in it. We had a survey done before we bought it and no structural faults had been revealed. But I worried.

In all the years we lived there, the happy years, there was only once talk of moving, to somewhere quieter. He suggested it. We all objected, for different reasons. The twins were eight and were horrified at the thought of moving schools, and Finn, three years younger, had just become best friends with the boy next door and couldn’t imagine life without him. I’m not quite sure why I resisted the idea as strongly as I did. I liked the house, but it wasn’t perfect. I could have liked another, perhaps even more. He took us to look at the area he was thinking of. It was very attractive, not quite suburbia, but plenty of greenery, lots of wide, tree-lined roads, no noise. Most of the houses were detached, built in the 1930s I think, solid-looking but without much character. I shook my head, wrinkled my nose. I think I complained that there was no atmosphere. Our hillside location had cafés at the foot of the hill, and a row of small, useful shops, and there was no dull uniformity – the buildings were a satisfying mixture of old and new.

He didn’t try to persuade me. He said if it was a case of four to one, then we would stay where we were. It was good of him to give way like that, but he was – is – that kind of man, decent, understanding, anxious to be fair. We got our wish, the children and I, and he never made us feel guilty at thwarting his own desire to move.

*

Why I have begun with the house I can’t imagine. The house was of no consequence whatsoever. I suppose I am trying to find a beginning and that describing where we lived when it happened helps me to start. But though there was a beginning, there is, as yet, no ending. That is what he wants, and he will never get it. I can see that, everyone else can see that, but he can’t. He remains single-minded, in pursuit of the truth. This, he says, has nothing to do with any desire for revenge. He wants to discover the truth and see justice done, in so far as it can be done. An admirable man. None of us can match up to him. He makes us feel unworthy, cowardly, feeble, ashamed. All we want to do is forget. Not forget her, as if we could, as if we would want to, but forget it. We want to recover, and we can’t, so long as he continues with his impossible quest.

The thought of actually recovering is something I think he cannot bear. To recover would, for him, be the greatest betrayal of all.

*

It is strange living on my own again, though I don’t know why I say ‘again’ when I’ve never truly lived on my own. That’s odd, too, I suppose. It makes it sound as though I went straight from living with my parents to living with him, with Don, when we got married. But that’s not the case. There were years in between when I was training as a teacher, either living in a college hostel or in a flat with other girls. But all that time I never had my own room. I don’t remember minding this. Until recently, I’ve always liked company, I’ve always got on well with people. I’m still friends with Lynne, Pat and Ruth, the girls I shared with for three years. We meet at least once a year, have a little reunion, though it’s hard for Pat to come to London. We send each other birthday cards, and ring each other up if one of us has heard some news about one of the others which needs to be passed on. They all rang me, when it happened. They read about it in the newspapers. They kept on ringing too, they didn’t fade away – and my tears, and then my silences, didn’t embarrass them.

*

I teach Reception, the babies. Teaching Reception is not easy. Margot Fletcher, the headmistress, wondered, when I came back afterwards, whether I was up to it. She said it was wonderful to have me back but maybe … and she left her sentence hanging in the air, waiting for my reaction. I said I would be fine. She nodded, said she trusted me to tell her if I found I was struggling.

Struggling? Of course I was struggling. But without the children the struggle would have been lost.

*

I have a helper in Reception, a teaching assistant called Jeremy. He is sweet. He looks like a young Jesus Christ, with his long hair and beard and his soulful eyes. He feels like my son though he is nothing like Finn. Half the time he is in a dream and he has to be programmed to do what needs to be done, but he takes direction well. He isn’t lazy, just vague and lacking in energy. I can’t imagine him in charge, sole charge, of a class.

I wasn’t sure at first whether Jeremy had been told about me. I loved the idea of working with someone who knew none of my recent history, but I thought it unlikely that he hadn’t heard something. There are quite a few people on our staff who enjoy passing on dramatic information, though I’m sure never in a malicious way. A word in young Jeremy’s ear may have been irresistible. But if he did know anything he didn’t show that he did – there wasn’t that look in his eyes, when he met me, that I had grown to recognise and dread. All he said was that everyone had told him he was lucky to be with me and he’d have no problems. That was clever, and flattering.

He is good with the children, gentle, affectionate and yet managing not to get too involved. I am pleased with him, on the whole, though his occasional trance-like state can be irritating. One or two of the girls have already started to boss him about, and they are only five years old. In fact, one of them, Paige, realised straight away that Jeremy would take orders. It was ‘Hang up my coat, Jeremy’ and ‘Wash my hands, Jeremy’ when, of course, she was perfectly capable of doing both herself and should have been told to do so. But he was amused, and hung up her coat and washed her hands, and her triumph registered with her. She is an attractive child, tall for her age. Like Miranda.

Luckily, there isn’t much time for nostalgic ruminating in Reception. We started term with ten children and now another five have been phased in, soon to be followed by the final five, to make the class complete. They take some settling in, most of them. Even though nearly all have been to nursery school, this is ‘big’ school, and feels very different. We have a lot of tears, a lot of wanting of mothers, lots of wet pants. Some of the parents are more of a hindrance than a help – hovering at the door after I’ve closed it, peering anxiously through its glass panes, or managing to leave the building but then unable to resist trying to look through the windows (we are on the ground floor). I have to be firm. Pleasant, sympathetic, but firm. And I am.

There are plenty of hugs from the children. I am generous with hugs in return, though I don’t let the children become clinging. A few moments on my knee, while I hear whatever the tale of woe is, and then eyes are wiped and the child lifted down. But they are good for me, the hugs.

*

So, I am living on my own, in a flat, quite near to the school, a ten-minute walk away. It is a first-floor flat in a modern block, with a view of the park and in the distance of the canal. Finn decorated it for me, glad to be doing something positive, I expect. Don told me to take whatever I wanted from our house, so I did. What I wanted was very little. The furniture I did bring looks strange in the flat – it hasn’t yet grown accustomed to its new surroundings. I thought the sofa from our old kitchen was small but here, in this room, it looks suddenly bigger. And shabbier.

*

Stopping and starting, bits about houses, about schools, about where I’m living – it’s no good. I sit here, at my little desk which – no, I won’t describe the desk or I’ll be off again, stuttering, putting off really getting to grips with why I want to write down anything at all. But I do. I want to have it all on paper, a record, from my point of view. I don’t expect anyone to read it. I don’t feel any obligation to posterity. Nothing so self-important. And as for grandchildren in the future, it will be Don’s version they will be more interested in, and there will be plenty of sources for them to use, if they want to. His photograph was in several newspapers. He appeared on television once. It got to the point, locally, when he was recognised in the street. People, complete strangers, stopped him and told him how they admired him and thought what he was doing was right. They wished him good luck, told him not to give up. As if he ever would.

So I sit at this desk and try to be … I can’t think of the word. I try to concentrate on the point of this exercise. The point is … the point is, he didn’t seem to hear me. He didn’t seem to know how cruel he was being. He didn’t seem to realise how much worse he was making things for the rest of us. And I kept silent, first through grief and misery, afterwards because I was exhausted, numb. I had the other two to think about. I couldn’t afford to do what he did. And I suppose, too, that for the first few months afterwards I thought he was right. I agreed with him. It couldn’t have been an accident. Someone was to blame and that someone should be called to account, exposed. Yes, I thought he was right. I wanted him to act the way he did. What I can’t remember is exactly when I stopped caring about who was responsible. When did it become irrelevant? When did we part company on this?

*

It was a little girl called Lola’s birthday today. Her mother, she’s a single parent, brought in a cake she’d made herself, dripping with chocolate icing that hadn’t set, and we all had some. The mother had provided five candles but the cake was so soft the candles wouldn’t stick in properly and Lola cried. Jeremy got some plasticine, and made a cake shape and stuck the candles into that and lit them, and we sang ‘Happy Birthday’, but Lola went on sobbing. She was still weeping when it was home time and her mother came to collect her. I explained what had happened, taking care not to criticise the cake, stressing how delicious it had been, every crumb devoured, but the mother’s face collapsed and she started crying too. ‘Nothing I do is right,’ she said. ‘I can’t even make a cake properly.’ I gestured to Jeremy to see to the other children being collected, and sat this young woman down in a corner, with Lola on her knee. By then Lola had stopped crying, fascinated by her mother’s tears, or maybe alarmed by them. I talked to her. I said how well Lola was doing, how willing to learn, how popular with the other children. I said, she, the mother, must be doing something right, to produce such a well-behaved, responsive child. The mother dabbed her eyes, and smiled, thanked me. She said she expected she was just tired. I said I expected that she was. Then she said, ‘She’s everything to me, see. She’s all I’ve got. I want things to be right for her, I want to do my best.’ ‘We all do,’ I said.

*

This year the date has come and gone as, of course, it is bound to every year. There is no point in trying to forget it or ignore it. That’s impossible. But I refuse to commemorate it in any way. I never mention the date. This year it was a Wednesday.

On the first anniversary, afterwards, we received cards. Several of them, some from people we did not know very well. I imagined a lot of care had gone into choosing them. They were tasteful, either with a simple flower on the front, the colours pale, or else a peaceful view of hills. The messages inside were more or less identical – ‘Thinking of you on this sad day’ vied with ‘Always in our thoughts’. It would have been silly to be upset by them, and I wasn’t. I think I even smiled slightly as I passed them to Don, who immediately scrunched them up and threw them in the wastepaper basket. ‘They were only being kind,’ I murmured. ‘Kindness does no good,’ he said.

Doesn’t it? I know what he meant: kindness does not get to the root of what happened. This is true, but nevertheless for everyone except Don it did, and does, help even when it makes the tears come. Finn appreciated kindness. He said over and over how kind people were to him, what consideration the boys and teachers at school showed. For a while, a short while, he couldn’t speak. He was literally mute with shock, couldn’t answer a single question of the most ordinary variety. ‘Potatoes?’ the server at the school canteen would ask, spoon poised, and I was told that all he could do was nod. In any situation where a nod or shake of the head wouldn’t suffice, he was panic-stricken, but he said his friends spoke for him. Then later on, when he could speak again, he knew he often sounded rude and brusque, but he was never told off for it.

Finn was the first of us who actually said to Don that he wanted to forget. One evening, at supper, when Don was in the middle of recounting his latest interview with someone who had sailed the same kind of boat, Finn got up, leaving his plate almost untouched, and left the table. ‘Finn?’ Don said. ‘This is important.’ ‘I don’t want to hear it,’ Finn said. Don sat motionless, knife and fork poised in his clenched fists over his plate. When he began eating again, he cut the meat very carefully, as though he was worried about hurting it. There was no scene. He didn’t call Finn back, or get angry. I wanted to help him and asked him what he had been about to tell us that was important. He shook his head, and said, ‘Not now, later.’

Finn began to separate himself from Don. It was managed in small, unobtrusive ways, an indication, I thought, that he was aware of how upset his father would be that he no longer wanted to hear any news of his ‘investigations’. Finn was trying to limit the damage, I’m sure. The moment Don began on anything connected to the accident, Finn would leave the room, saying he had to go and phone someone, or he was late for football practice, or he’d forgotten something. The reason for his exit was always plausible, there were no more abrupt departures in the middle of meals, or outspoken announcements. Sometimes, if he was caught unexpectedly, he hummed, very quietly, till he could escape. He would stare into the middle distance and I knew he was chanting ‘I’m not listening, I’m not listening’ in his head.

I tried, in those days, early on, to defend Don. ‘He wants to find out the truth,’ I said to Finn. ‘Surely you can understand that? Don’t you want to know exactly how it happened? Don’t we owe it to her?’ Finn frowned, and rubbed harder at the boots he was cleaning, then began picking the lumps of mud off the studs and breaking them up with his fingers.

‘It was no one’s fault,’ he said. ‘The man said so, at the inquest. It was an accident.’

‘But your dad doesn’t believe that. He wants to find out …’

‘But she’s dead, Mum, it doesn’t make any difference. Even if he finds someone to blame, it won’t bring her alive, so what’s the point?’

‘I’ve just told you what the point is, finding out the truth is the point.’

‘But why doesn’t he believe the police?’

‘He’s gone through the statements they took. He doesn’t think they asked the right questions of the right people.’

‘I know all that.’

‘Well, that’s your answer, Finn. That’s why he won’t let it rest. He can’t let someone get away with this, and maybe some other person die because of some kind of mistake or laziness.’

Finn shrugged. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he said. ‘It was an accident.’

‘Maybe. But there’s always a possibility that –’

‘I don’t want to hear any more, Mum. I don’t want to have to go over and over it all, I’m sick of it.’

He was shouting by then, red in the face, the football boots thrown to the ground. I put my hand on his arm, meaning to be sympathetic, trying to show that I understood, but he shook me off and crashed out of the kitchen, and I heard the garden gate slam.

It exhausts me even remembering it.

*

We are doing a Healthy Eating project in Reception R (R is for my name, Roscoe). Each child has to draw a picture of what they like to eat best of all and write their name (with help) underneath. Paige had trouble writing bubblegum. Lola did a very good drawing of an apple and managed to write the word clearly. At least half the class listed some sort of sweet or biscuit, but I suppose that was inevitable, considering the question. We had fun learning about what makes children grow, what makes their teeth strong and their bones sturdy, and we stuck pictures of all the appropriate foods onto sheets of coloured cardboard. Then Jeremy measured them all and we made a chart of heights too. This led, naturally, to some boasting about who was the biggest. ‘Biggest is best, Miss, isn’t it?’ Paige said. I said no, being big didn’t mean you were better than someone smaller. Being healthy was what mattered and small people could be just as healthy. Paige didn’t believe a word of it. We moved on to talking about how food is grown. They knew apples grew on trees but they thought potatoes and everything else did too. ‘If you don’t eat carrots,’ Paige said, ‘you go blind.’ She had other gems of a similar nature. Corrected, she came up with: ‘Anyway, if you don’t eat the right food you die. Don’t you, Miss? You die, and they put you in the ground and worms crawl over you.’

*

Don phoned. I was just sitting here, staring into space, as I so often do, and the phone rang and I answered it instantly. His voice surprised me. He doesn’t usually ring. Since we parted, he uses e-mail to tell me anything he thinks I need to know, and we occasionally meet, though it is a few weeks since we last did so.

We met last time to discuss the house, where I was still living. We were selling it, and splitting the proceeds so that we could each buy something separately. At least, I was going to buy this flat, but Don needed some of his share to fund his ‘investigations’. He said he hadn’t time to search for a property to buy so he had rented a bedsitter. At his age, in his position – a bedsitter. It is pathetic, but he doesn’t seem to see that. We met in a café, one that we used to frequent often as a family, which made the encounter a little upsetting – at least for me – but Don suggested the venue and it was convenient, and I couldn’t think of anywhere else.

He was business-like, and in rather a hurry. We ordered the soup we always used to have there – it’s very good, a meal in itself – and that was all. Don wanted my agreement to an offer just made for our house, and I gave it at once, eager to buy this flat which had just come on the market. He talked about the mortgage and how much we would each get once the sale went through. I asked how long that was likely to take and he estimated six weeks or so. I was worried about what to do with the furniture and contents but Don had little interest. That was when he told me to take whatever I wanted. After that, we were silent. The noise we made supping our soup seemed indecent, but once we were finished neither of us wanted to talk. I was startled when after a lengthy pause during which we both stared at our empty bowls Don suddenly said, ‘Do you want a divorce?’

‘No!’ I said, and then repeated it in a less indignant tone. ‘Why would I want a divorce, Don? It’s never entered my head.’

‘Well,’ Don said, ‘we’ve parted, because you wanted to, and we’re selling our house … I just assumed …’

He looked at me then, and I returned his stare. I like to think quite steadily.

‘Sorry,’ he said, and put a hand over his eyes, rubbing them. Then he tried to smile. ‘How are you, anyway? I haven’t asked you. You look well, relaxed.’

I couldn’t reply. Relaxed? He’d paused a fraction just before he said that word and I knew he’d been going to choose ‘happy’. I wasn’t supposed to be able to look happy ever again. Smiles, laughter – they were banned. Afterwards, whenever the children and I laughed together, at some joke, or more often at something on the telly, we all felt such a rush of relief – we were laughing! – but it would be followed by a nervousness which wasn’t quite guilt but came near to it. We got into the habit, if Don was in the house, of closing the sitting-room door firmly if we were going to watch a comedy programme when we might, just might, guffaw loudly.

When I still didn’t reply, Don said, ‘How’s the teaching? Still enjoying it?’

I nodded. Enjoyment was another feeling that I knew he could no longer remember. Except that is not quite true. He enjoys his ‘investigations’. The longer they go on, the more complex (and pointless) they become, the more he enjoys them, I’m sure. He gets excited, still, about ‘leads’, microscopically small pieces of new information he reckons he has discovered. He writes everything up, very neatly, and puts it in his files.

That was one of the first indications of what was going to happen. Afterwards, he went out and bought a filing cabinet. Storing information on his computer apparently wasn’t enough. It was a big, ugly steel thing he’d got at some sale of antiquated office furniture. It took two men to carry it into the house and up to his study. There was nowhere really for it to go. His study was tiny, a mere box room, with a desk and a bookcase and a single chair taking up most of the space. It was a struggle to wedge the filing cabinet into a corner, but he was so pleased to have it. When I asked him what he wanted it for he said, ‘I’ll need it. Everything must be filed, every last thing. It’s the only way.’

Next, he bought a tape recorder. We already had one, but he wanted a much smaller model which would tuck neatly into a pocket. Hours, he spent, researching the different makes, and then he was off to Tottenham Court Road and spent a whole day testing them. That evening, he came as near to smiling again as he was ever to do. After supper, he told us to sit still a minute, he had something amazing to demonstrate. We waited, expectant, but wary. He put his hand in his jacket pocket and produced what looked like a tiny transistor radio, about 10 by 4 centimetres, and then he pressed a switch. All our conversation during supper was faithfully and clearly reproduced.

‘See?’ he said. ‘None of you knew I was doing it. It’s so sensitive, this machine, and so powerful, it can pick up sound even when it’s in my pocket, muffled. Extraordinary.’

It was Finn, of course, who realised first. ‘Dad,’ he said, ‘it’s dangerous. It would be getting evidence under false pretences. I’ve read about it. It would be inadmissible – I think that’s the word.’

‘I’m not worried about that,’ Don said, impatiently. ‘The point is, it will help me get to the truth. People are frightened to tell it, but if they think it’s in confidence, and there’s no microphone around, and I’m not taking notes, then …’

‘They can say anything,’ Finn said. ‘Anything they know you want to hear. What use is that?’

*

His voice sounded strange on the telephone, as though he had a bad cold. ‘Don,’ I said, ‘are you all right? You sound hoarse.’

‘I want you to come with me,’ he said.

‘With you? Where to? When? Why?’

‘To Holland. I need a witness. There’s no one else I can ask.’

‘But Don, I teach, I can’t just take time off, you know that.’

‘Saturday then, Saturday morning. I’ll come and get you.’

‘But Don, we’ve been through all this, I’ve told you, I don’t want to be mixed up any longer in your investigations. You know what I think about them. It makes me feel ill, I just can’t be involved.’

‘Louise, don’t you want to find …’

‘Don, I’ll hang up if you say it. Please, leave me alone. Ask one of your friends to be a witness to whatever it is you want to do. Not me. I helped all I could. I don’t believe in investigating any more.’

‘You disappoint me. I thought, in spite of everything, that I could count on you in an emergency.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, my voice sounding harsher than I intended. Then I hung up.

An ‘emergency’. He knew he could ‘count’ on me. It amounted to a kind of blackmail, which he perfectly well knew. Two years ago, he wouldn’t have needed to resort to it. I would have been with him without needing to be asked. But not now. Now, I have to be tough. What has overtaken him is a sort of madness born of grief, and yet he doesn’t recognise this. He remains absolutely convinced that he is going to discover a culprit. Some poor piece of workmanship, or some lax checking will be traceable to one person, and he will expose them and demand that they admit their guilt and they will say they are sorry and then they will be punished. ‘And then, Don?’ I asked, the last time he outlined this scenario, ‘And then, what?’ ‘I will have done my bit,’ he said. ‘My duty to her will be over.’ ‘And your duty to the rest of us?’ I asked. ‘You’re being melodramatic,’ he said. ‘You disappoint me, Lou,’ and he hung up.

I ‘disappointed’ him. How cutting he made that sound. Once, Miranda had disappointed him, though he never told her so.

*

Miranda shoplifted. A sweater, nothing special, just an ordinary red sweater, probably didn’t cost more than £30, from Top Shop. It was the first sign that she had a reckless streak in her, or if not reckless exactly then a wish to take risks, be daring, just for the excitement. When I found this sweater I knew at once that it had not been paid for in the normal way. She was only thirteen and though she had pocket money, and could have saved it to buy the sweater – and she did love clothes and spent most of her money on them – I knew that if she had bought it, she would have worn it immediately. But it had never been worn. The price tag had been half torn off and it was rolled up and shoved inside one of her boots. It was October. I was thinking of buying a pair of boots for myself and remembered this pair Miranda had bought but I couldn’t recall the shop she’d got them from. I’d meant to ask her, but had forgotten, and I went to her room to have a look. I found them in her cupboard and picked one up to see the make. They were from Office. And then I saw there was something in the boot and I pulled out the sweater.

It was normal enough. I knew that. Lots of teenagers do it. It’s a kind of showing off. I thought I wouldn’t confront Miranda. I thought I would just leave the sweater on her bed and mention that I’d been looking at her boots because I fancied a pair like them. I hoped she didn’t mind my copying her taste. She blushed furiously. No more needed to be said. The sweater disappeared. I don’t know what she did with it. When I told Don, half laughing – though I knew there was nothing funny about it – he was horrified. He wanted to tackle her, confront her. ‘It’s stealing,’ he said (rather unnecessarily). ‘Why does she have to steal, a girl like her? She disappoints me.’ I told him to calm down. I asked him if he had never nicked anything when he was a boy, but he said no, he hadn’t. I believed him, it fitted. I said I’d keep an eye on Miranda, but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t do it again. Don went on thinking about what could have made her do such a thing, harping on about it. He wondered if she was being led astray. He wouldn’t have it that it was her own idea and that she wasn’t quite the good little girl he imagined.

*

Molly sends me e-mails regularly. She phones me once a month, if she can get to a phone, six o’clock on a Sunday evening. These are self-imposed routines and I’m always telling her that she doesn’t need to be so conscientious, but she says she worries about me. I beg her not to – it’s awful to think of being a worry to one’s nineteen-year-old daughter. She hasn’t been in touch with her father for a long time. This doesn’t please me. Don, I know, will be bitterly hurt and won’t begin to see it is his own fault. When Molly left, he was devastated. He couldn’t bear the idea of her being in a foreign country, so far from home, so far from his protection. He accused me of encouraging her. He was right, I did. She had to leave us, put some real distance between ourselves and her, for her own sanity. There he was, trying to keep Miranda alive every single minute when she was dead, and Molly was struggling to face up to it. It was Miranda, Miranda, Miranda all day long and for her twin this was unbearable. Go, I said to her, get right away.

Molly was always the plump twin, Miranda the slender one. Molly took after me, Miranda after Don – it was perfectly plain to see. They weren’t identical, which I think made them happier twins. Their identities were never confused. There was no rivalry between them, they were very close, devoted to each other. So often, with twins, there is one who seems, as it were, the poor relation, literally, but not with my girls. Everything was evenly balanced. Molly was plump, and wished she wasn’t, but she had the best hair and teeth. Miranda was thought to be prettier and she was athletic, excelled at all sports, whereas Molly was useless but this was balanced by Molly’s greater academic ability. It was like that with all their different talents – neither was the more favoured, they each had something the other didn’t. They were a good team, endlessly supportive of each other, the other’s champion.

Molly was always stronger, though. Miranda leaned on her more than she did on Miranda. Neither of them was shy, but Molly was always the one who took the initiative even if Miranda seemed the more forceful. It was interesting to observe. Don and I used to discuss how the twins operated in certain situations and he could never quite see how crucial Molly’s approval was to Miranda. I’d cite examples of what I meant and he’d be surprised and have to concede I was right. He wondered what would happen when they formed other partnerships – would Molly’s opinion still be as vital to Miranda when she had a boyfriend who was also influencing her? We were just beginning to find out.

*

The other day, when I was on a bus, there was a photograph on the front page of the newspaper the man in front of me was reading. I didn’t want to stare at it, but again and again I kept coming back to it. It was of a happy-looking young woman. I could only see one part of the headline, which read: ‘Body Found in River’. Then the man folded the newspaper the other way. I wondered what river it was, and then caught myself and was horrified that I could be so callous, when a woman had drowned. But still my thoughts went on; I couldn’t stop them. How had this woman drowned? Was it suicide? Was it an accident? I hated my own curiosity, but it was there. It is always there. Exactly how … why … on and on. Never ending, never over.
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THERE IS A blackbird hopping its way round the edge of the garden – this block of flats has a communal garden – towards a tree where it has its nest. The bird always goes along the same route, as though trying to shake off a pursuer. Then, in a sudden rush, it flies up into the branches of the tree and, I suppose, to its nest, though no nest is visible. When the bird leaves, it flies straight out, at terrific speed.

I watch it for hours, or what seems like hours. I sit absolutely still, pen in hand, taking in the bird, the grass, the tree. This is what it must be like being old or very ill, and I am neither. It’s a steadying thing, watching birds. Such frail creatures – but no, not all birds are frail, there goes a crow, terrifying my neighbour’s cat, beating its black, black wings as it swoops down and comes to rest just ahead. Shouldn’t it be the cat chasing the bird?

More diversions … but I need them. They help.

*

I was trying today to remember exactly when I returned to teaching – difficult when remembering anything about those weeks is what I do not want to do. Because it all happened at the end of July, there had already been five weeks in which to start to pull myself together before term began. Finn went back to school in September, and Molly started attending an induction course before preparing to go off to Africa. She’d always intended to do this in her gap year anyway. Once the house was empty for most of the day it became an unbearable place. I became afraid of my own head, of what went on inside it, of the clamour that shrieked away in there with no way out. I wanted to go back to teaching then, but Don wouldn’t hear of it – he said he needed me at home, to help him, so I stayed away from school for half a term. It was the worst thing to have done. I didn’t help Don. I couldn’t see how I could – when he was at home he was either on the telephone or the Internet all the time. All I did was listen. I listened to a lot of technical detail about boats, which I didn’t begin to understand. Something to do with a certain type of engine and with the metal this certain type of engine was made of. Don, when he started on his investigations, didn’t understand either. He has no mechanical knowledge or aptitude – he’s a creative person. He was a man who had no idea how his car worked – he turned the key and the engine started and that was enough for him. But, afterwards, he made himself study the engine that was in that boat. He even went to the factory in Sweden where these engines are made and he was allowed
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