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‘To be sure, the future of the woman I have been may turn me into someone other than myself.’

– Simone de Beauvoir, All Said and Done



Book One



1

We must have taken fifty photographs for that book jacket. At least fifty. Go on, my husband said, Do it for me? Say it?

I rolled my eyes, and then did as Patrick wished. Honey-honey-honey. I said. Money-money-money. He clicked away. It was a joke, and it was true what he said – repeating the phrase made me laugh. It got him what he wanted, a sly grin of sorts, if not exactly a smile, a reasonable photograph. I don’t know why they need a photo anyway, I said, complaining while I took up a new pose. You know why, he told me. Because if we make you look beautiful people will buy the book. And if the reader can’t put a face to a character, they can at least give them yours. I know, he said. But we have to do it. Now go on, say it for me again.

I was nervous. I hated photographs. And soon this one would be printed thousands of times over. Patrick didn’t know this then, or not exactly. A week earlier I had received a phone call from my publisher who told me, in a state of great but hushed excitement, that I had won a major prize for the book that the photograph was intended for. No, Ada said. I’m not joking. This is not a joke. She had entered it as a manuscript, the release date was not supposed to be until spring. I’d not long ago handed in the final corrected proofs. But now they would go to press earlier. It will be tight, Ada said. We’ll have to bring everything forward by four months to make sure there are copies for the awards ceremony, and we’ll need to increase the print run. The news, she said, was under embargo, you cannot tell anyone, not even Patrick, she warned.

Not even him? I said. Why?

Because he is a total gossip, and because he loves you so much. I know things have been hard lately, but he really does, and because he couldn’t help but go tell people, and if word gets out that you’ve leaked the news – well, I don’t know. She was speaking quickly, but in a whisper. Her office was made of glass, and although it was thick safety glass, if she cried out with joy she would arouse people’s interest and suspicion.

Are you sure? I asked. This was not something I was expecting. It was a different kind of book to those I’d written before – more personal and sprawling, and it had taken a ridiculously long time to write.

My hands were trembling. I could feel sweat collecting under my armpits, my shirt dampening. Are you sure you’re right? I said again. I felt drunk, unsteady, a little sick.

Yes, she replied. I have the letter right here in front of me. The awards ceremony is in New York on December second. They say they’ll send more details in a couple of days. She had been speaking in a breathless gush, and now said, Wait, someone’s waving at me: there’s a meeting. Oh my God, I forgot about the meeting! I have to go, I’m so sorry, I’ll call you back.

I kept my word and didn’t tell Patrick, not before the photograph and not after. But I did tell my sister, May. After all, it was a book in which she herself featured as a character, a fact she liked to boast about even before the thing went to print. But I knew she could keep a secret if I asked her to. And of course I told Valerie, my agent. Normally, Ada had explained, the awards ceremony was held in London. But that year, in an attempt to curry favour with the Americans, it would be in New York. This was to the chagrin of many committee members, but somehow the power of American opinion held sway. It was, without doubt, the biggest event in the international literary calendar. The whole thing seemed so extraordinary to me, so unexpected. I felt almost afraid of what was happening, superstitious even, maybe paranoid – to the degree that I couldn’t bring myself to say the name of the award aloud or even in my own head, less I jinxed it. In conversation with Ada, and in my private thoughts, I called it just The Prize. It made taking the photograph seem so much worse.

Come on, Patrick said. Just one last picture for luck. Smile for me!

My publishing house had offered to pay for a professional photographer, but I could think of nothing I wanted less. If anyone asked me to put on a smile the left side of my mouth froze and the muscle beneath my right eye started to twitch. I tried it once for a previous book at Ada’s request, when I was too naïve to know I could refuse, and spent three hours in a room chilled by air conditioning, repeating this phrase, Honey-honey-honey. Money-money-money. It keeps your lips open at the right aperture, the photographer said. If you don’t want to actually smile, I mean. Because you want to appear inviting, he said. Like you’re about to speak, a slightly open mouth is what we want. Like you’re talking to the person who is looking at the photo, confiding. Open, but not overly friendly, like that, yes, perfect, if you could just hold that. Then we changed position and I repeated my mantra: honey-honey-honey, money-money-money, as the camera clicked away. Later we laughed about it, Patrick and I. But you never say that for me, he said. Won’t you, please? Go on. Say it, just once? Please? And then he did a kind of rumba in the living room, Honey-honey-honey, he said. Money-money-money.

So it was an old favour I owed him, to say these words while he clicked away. Afterwards we looked through the photographs together. Whatever, I said. I hate them all. You choose, I told him in the end. I really don’t want to know. And don’t tell me – which one, I mean.

This was just over a month before we were due to depart on a cruise that I had booked for our wedding anniversary, and I had other things to see to: visas to organise and insurance forms to fill out – that photograph was just one more task to deal with. We were coming up to our fourteenth anniversary, although we’d been together in one way or another for a couple of years longer than this, and that year I had wanted us, just once, to have a proper celebration. The cruise was elaborate: eighteen days and starting from Alaska. We were to fly out from London then board the ship at the port of Homer before crossing the Bering Sea and travelling down the coast of Russia towards Hokkaido, in the north of Japan. From there we’d head south, ending up in Osaka, where we’d take the train to Kyoto. I had planned all this very carefully so that we would arrive in Japan in time for the last of autumn. We would celebrate in the gold and crimson forest and he would kiss me as red star-shaped leaves drifted down and landed in my hair. I only needed to tweak the itinerary a little to get a flight to New York, in time for the prize ceremony. I was going to surprise him with this.

It would have made more sense, I suppose, to start in Japan and sail to America. But that would have meant celebrating our anniversary at sea, which wasn’t what I had in mind. Not for such a special one, fourteen being the year of ivory: patience and stability. A lucky year, some say, because the number is made up of two lots of seven. More to the point, I’d booked the cruise before the news of the prize came in. And although I had thought about trying to reorganise the trip, in the end I decided against this. The timing was tight but we could make it; we’d have two full days in Kyoto before I needed to be in New York.

We’d not done anything like this before, never been so extravagant. In fact, we’d hardly celebrated the date in any way. Each year, when our anniversary had come round we’d been too busy to do much more than have a meal out, maybe see a movie. Everything so casual. We talked about work. He was a film director with an honorary position at a prestigious university, and over time, as his films gained attention, pressures increased. Everyone wanted something more from him. Give something up, I’d said, over and over, let something go. He was exhausted. And things hadn’t been easy of late. Something needed to change. He would have been the first to admit that his schedule, at least initially, was a question of personal choice: doors were being opened, he had to step through them. If a script or a storyboard treatment was requested, he would deliver it. An occasional film became regular films, short films became feature-length films, each one accompanied by increasing publicity: interviews, panels, columns in the newspaper. It was, he explained without shame, just a case of capital. In those corridors one had to fight to make one’s name ever bigger and louder, more widely known – laying claim to the territory, buying it up, seizing power when necessary. Our anniversary was at the end of November; it had been a beautiful autumn wedding, but at that later stage in our marriage it meant the date fell in the middle of the pre-Christmas rush to meet release dates set for the new year, and Patrick was always too frantic to go away. So we would just eat out, maybe have a couple of drinks, and he’d fall asleep on the couch watching television. But that year I insisted on something else.

When I suggested the cruise, he was close to being completely burnt out. He’d let his hair grow long. He didn’t shower as often as he used to. He was important enough by then that these things didn’t matter so much. Really? he said. You really want to do that? He was reluctant at first, claiming that a holiday was too much effort: to pack, to travel to the port and stand in queues, deal with strangers at mealtimes and at the pool. He wasn’t up for this.

When we first met, he was one of the most beautiful and elegantly dressed men I had known: crisp shirts and shiny Italian shoes. A leather jacket for the winter and the rain. Now, just the feeling of a shirt collar made his shoulders tense and caused a pain down the left side of his neck. The collar need not be tight, just the possibility of something constraining him in any way was too much to bear. He turned up to major meetings in a T-shirt, jeans and sneakers. We made light of this, citing for each other Virginia Woolf’s diary entry where she pines for a pair of rubber-soled shoes so that she might go walking in comfort without her feet getting wet, and in this way we elevated my husband’s sartorial standards, describing them as an act of artistic emulation. Really, it didn’t matter that much to others, he could show up in whatever he wanted and still be admired, still taken seriously. Sometimes his T-shirt even had a hole in it. On his favourite black one the neck ribbing was coming unstitched. But between us we recognised the depth of his exhaustion. Let’s take those rubber-soled shoes travelling, I teased, just as Woolf would have liked.

Although it wasn’t only work. We had both been strained lately and things were bad with his son, Joshua, who was spending more and more time at our house. This too was taking its toll. At that point, we were living in a terrace next door to a vet. It was in a busy residential pocket of the city. Up the hill were rows of grand houses, owned by celebrities and bankers, all of whom possessed at least one very fine pure-bred dog. They were perfectly groomed, both the dogs and our neighbours, and perfectly trained: well mannered and chic. Down the hill the properties deteriorated, but the bookshops and cafés continued to proliferate, and everybody who visited these cafés also owned dogs, although these were mutts, as they say, rattier and less well behaved: bohemian dogs. So it was a crowded vet’s practice.

In recent months Joshua had started to throw horrifying tantrums. He was seventeen at the time and a late bloomer. His tantrums were those of an enraged teenager: hostile, sensitive, at odds with the world in the worst way. He hated easily, trusted no one, blamed his father, You ruin everything! he screamed. Up until this point he had been placid – even-tempered and amenable. Always a gentle child. But lately that persona had fallen away and he had become someone I hardly recognised. The smallest thing could set him off – a meal he didn’t like, the music his father played, a request to wear a jacket in the middle of winter – and he would start to yell. How much he hated us. How fucked up everything was, how everything was a fucking joke. It’s all your fault, he said. Patrick’s attempt to reason him down only made it worse until Joshua would just scream. These were not ordinary screams. They were not shouts of refusal or cries of protest. They were sustained, grating, high-pitched screams, animalistic yells that were uttered incessantly; louder and louder, almost without a breath between them. They were terrifying to hear, so full of adolescent pain, as if occurring in response to a repeatedly inflicted wound. At the commencement of these tantrums Patrick would speak calmly, asking Joshua to please quieten down, It’s OK, he’d say. Tell me what the problem is and I can fix it. But the problem was not the meal, or the jumper, or the blunt pencil or whatever object Joshua had projected his misery on to, the problem was the existence of his misery, something he struggled to articulate and could only express by fixing it to an inanimate thing in the world. The more Patrick tried to appease him, the worse Joshua’s tantrums became, until the volume and pitch of the screaming grew too much to bear, and Patrick would start to shout back. This only made it worse, the two of them eventually yelling insensibly at each other, beyond all control. Joshua did not respond to Patrick’s fury by calming himself, allowing himself to be shouted into submission. And Patrick’s rage only continued to escalate, until, in order to expel the demon, he’d leave the room and punch a door frame or kick the wide skirting boards, letting Joshua holler himself into exhaustion as if he were a small child.

The side effect of this was the issue of the dogs next door; the many dogs that were boarded at the vet’s. In the opening bars of Joshua’s tantrums the dogs paid him no attention: his voice expressed ordinary human rage. But as the tantrum progressed, increasing in volume and rising towards its sustained, sometimes unending crescendo, the dogs became distressed. They yelped and whined and howled. Between the noise of the animals and the noise of my husband and stepson, the situation was unbearable. I would sit at the kitchen table with my hands over my ears and cry.

It was in the summer when I came home late to one of the most extreme tantrums: I heard the shouting halfway up the street, the wind carrying their voices. This was only a couple of days after I’d handed in the final manu­script for the book, and I was feeling dazed and tired, absent-minded. When I got to the front door, I realised I had forgotten my phone and keys and that I must have left them at the house of the friend with whom I’d spent the afternoon. I knocked, but no one answered. I pressed the doorbell, but the battery was flat. I knocked again and again, louder. Still no reply. They were so consumed by their anger they couldn’t hear me. It started to rain. I banged and banged on the door, but still nothing. Eventually I accepted defeat and crossed the road to the phone booth and called the landline. Patrick answered and then let me in. But still the arguing continued – between Joshua and Patrick and then between Patrick and me because I’d told Patrick he should calm down – until at last a neighbour, the old woman from the adjoining terrace, knocked at our door. While Patrick dealt with this, Joshua wailed for me, and I went to him. Look, he said, pointing to a red welt on his calf. Dad hit me with a rolled-up magazine, he cried. He whacked my bare legs.

Did you? I asked Patrick when he stepped back inside, stunned at the vision of this, at the possibility.

He looked at me, his gaze loose and dark with exhaustion. I really can’t remember, he said.

Joshua went back to his mother’s house then and it was some time after this, later that day or maybe the one following, when I said to Patrick, Look, you might not want a holiday, but I have to get away from all this. For my sake – can you agree for my sake? He rubbed at his forehead, and at the skin just above the bridge of his nose. Yes, he said. I can do that. In his perpetual exhaustion, Patrick had become averse to adventure. What I would have liked more than anything was for him to have said, I’m so sorry for all this, for everything, I know this is not what you want. Let me take you away. Instead it fell to me to reply: Good then, I’ll make the arrangements.
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There is something unimaginable about setting sail, the vast ocean stretching out ahead. It can make you feel that your whole life still lies before you – the blue vista bewitches. Our ship was named Adventure of the Seas. We stood on deck in the sunshine sipping our drinks and thought of this: what the future might be like. He had his arm slung about my waist, his hand rested on my hip. I could feel the heat of this, his body close to me. These were our halcyon days when real life could not touch us, although I knew it would have to begin again soon; I had promised him that we would be back for Christmas. Despite their arguments, Joshua had asked if he could spend those few days with us, much to his mother’s dismay. She makes too much of a fuss, he had said, with the meal and the presents, still insisting that they wore the stupid paper crowns that were always too big and slipped down to the bridge of his nose. He liked all this as a kid, but now it was just embarrassing. Patrick and I, on the other hand, went to no such efforts, preferring a walk in the park and a movie at home. I had always enjoyed these quiet days when we could be alone, but Patrick was flattered that Joshua wanted to spend the time with us. He liked the idea that his son was coming home for Christmas; there was something filmic to it, archetypal, even though Joshua lived in the same neighbourhood and we really didn’t do Christmas at all. But that was Joshua’s point, the thing that pleased him, and Patrick wanted to make amends.

For now, though, the wide blue world was all ours. We sailed for days in the sun. How many exactly I’m not sure. One day slipped into the next and time lost its hold. Sometimes the ship stopped, but we didn’t get off with the sightseers. Instead we lay about, drinking, reading, sleeping. We travelled through the Gulf of Alaska and across vast miles of ocean. For days there was nothing but dark water all around and after a while the very idea of firm ground seemed miraculous. We stared at the water and the sky for so long that the possibility of land started to feel like a mirage, a thing we would never reach.

Meanwhile, the weather was almost too good to be true. Strange, one crew member said as he bent over to refill my glass while I lay by the pool, Normally we travel through at least a bit of rain and swell. You and your husband are bringing us good luck, he said, smiling as he passed Patrick a martini from a silver tray. At that point we must have been sailing for two weeks or so and I was beginning to imagine what it would be like to arrive in Japan.

Patrick was lying in the sun, spinning those little paper parasols that come with the drinks. Pink and yellow. Blue and green. Round and round they went. Seagulls flew overhead. I was next to him, reading a book. You should put some sunglasses on, Patrick said, reaching over to trace a line along my collarbone. Hm? I replied, a little drunk and sleepy. Later, I followed him down to our cabin and we made love. The sex had always been good, but on that day it was something else altogether. The pleasure so intense I could hardly feel the edges of my body – all my limbs and the surface of my skin seemed to be tingling, almost dissolving. At one point the pleasure had been so great that I felt on the cusp of losing consciousness. Afterwards we lay listening to the bass of the music from a party that had started up above us. I rested my head on his shoulder and he held me close. Sweat beaded across his chest. Looking up, we saw a reflection of ourselves in miniature in the dome of the cabin ceiling light. Patrick ran his hand down my thigh.

He was older than me by a good twenty years. When we first got together I had just celebrated my twenty-fourth birthday. He was forty-five and a professor in film studies trying to make his big break into directing features. Back then I was his student, and he’d not long separated from his first wife. He’d left her, although I didn’t know this at the time, when she was pregnant with Joshua. I met Patrick as he was trying to escape all this, having taken up a temporary post in Australia as a visiting scholar in the Department of Cinema Studies and Moving Image. I took his course in film history and theory, then another called Living Cinema. I always loved cinema. I loved the mystery of it and the ritual, the way it evoked for me all the most magical feelings. I enrolled in his courses because I wanted to understand that world, because I wanted to inhabit it, and because it seemed to me that my own thoughts so often took the form of film images: how did an idea become a picture? I wanted to know this. The cinematic image seemed the one image that could give me the world whole. A trembling, incandescent image that created a universe of feeling parallel to and sometimes stronger than my own. It was as if they were somehow prophetic, those images. As if the cinematic image could not only translate my own inner state but magnify and expand it, lift it right out of me and make it live.

I was among the quieter students, wearing my fringe long and tugging at the stray ends by my jawline. His verbosity made me nervous, the way he paced and pontificated to great effect, all the while coming across as friendly and eager to hear from us. There weren’t many like him, lecturers who seemed to care about what you thought and said. I idolised him. We all did. Everyone was in love with him in one way or another. When he gave a lecture the theatre was always packed, and it was not uncommon to find students sitting on the stairs.

He never used notes when he gave those lectures, but talked fast and with a great deal of energy. Everything seemed to matter to him, everything was connected to something else. It was exhilarating to listen to this, to discover these connections. We all wanted to feel ourselves the subject of his attention, to bask in the glow. I didn’t mind back then, the volume of his thoughts. We assumed that this was how we acquired knowledge, how we came upon it; by absorbing everything he told us. Besides, I myself didn’t have much to say. Of course I’d seen his short films and read his essays, and when I did put up my hand to speak I sometimes referred to this. I knew I blushed every time I opened my mouth. I blushed at the very thought of opening my mouth. The blush broke out first on my chest and then spread up my neck in bright-red blotches until it reached my cheeks. I could blush just listening to him. And when I did start to say something, to respond to something he said, or to develop a point he might have raised in class, my thoughts came out in such a quiet voice. Sometimes he interpreted my slowly raised hand not as a raised hand, but as a hand going to my hair or shirt collar. He would ask this. Is that a raised hand, or are you just about to touch your hair? And I would be too embarrassed to say that yes it was a raised hand and so instead I would shake my head and drop my hand, blushing again. He encouraged informality and interjections. Speak up! he’d say. Interrupt! Tell me where I’ve got it wrong! But when I tried this, my voice was so soft that even when he was looking at me and could see my mouth moving it was as if he didn’t really hear me; or he only tuned in to hear me after he had finished the long sentence he was in the midst of when I first started to speak. I didn’t mind. None of us did. This was his prerogative, as a professor. He was American-born, but his parents were French. When he spoke, certain vowels retained their accent. French cinema, he told us, was in his blood. We all loved to listen to him talk. Later I would have a lot to say, too, and I would learn how to say it. But I didn’t then: all I knew was that I wanted to be a writer, only I didn’t yet have all the words and didn’t know how to express the ones I did. At that time, it was all still in my head.

Things changed towards the end of the semester, when posters started to appear around campus advertising a public seminar that he was to give. Are you going? Who’s not going? If you go, can you take notes? This was what everyone asked. What everyone said. You know, I heard a student say to him at the end of a class, you look a lot like Keanu Reaves? Yeah. You know the thing he does with his hands, in interviews? Like that interview when the person asked him what he thought happened to you in the afterlife? His hands are so beautiful, man. But you, you look a bit more like a Californian Keanu, a beach-bum kind of Keanu. People were signing up for the seminar just to say they were there.

On that day, the day of his talk, it was raining heavily. There was wind too, strong enough to turn umbrellas inside out. I arrived early despite this, running through the rain to get to the lecture theatre. Some people were already there, sitting in the front rows and chatting, laughing. There was cask wine and plastic cups. I found a seat up the back, unbuttoned my coat and hung it over my chair to dry, aware of the musty animal smell coming from the damp wool. Every sound echoed in that large space – every footstep, every cough. I took a pad of paper from my bag, and a book, and pretended to busy myself until the seminar commenced.

Looking back, I can’t remember exactly what he said. He paced the small stage while uttering complex phrases that were full of words like dissemination, radicalise, inequality, matrix. His voice boomed low in his chest. I remember more the feeling of elevation, of enthrallment, of sensing a whole world of thought opening up in front of me, a parallel dimension that was not my future but which was infused with the same pull, the same anticipation of brilliance, glory, joy. Even if that’s not true, even if that’s not what happens to any of us in our real futures, this was what it felt like to listen to him speak, to follow that train of thought which seemed to reconfigure the order of the universe as I understood it then. Because there are points in one’s life when revelations occur, when the force of revelation befalls one, and there isn’t any other way of explaining the power of this event. I wanted to think like that. I wanted to know how one became able to think like that. I wanted to write poems and books and stories that would have inside them this force, this energy, this intensity, that would preserve this for me. I didn’t take notes, but scribbled phrases. I could feel myself sweating. My hands were clammy. In front of me sat a tall, thin woman who did not move or fidget or adjust herself once for the whole hour. She kept her jacket on, perfectly tailored, and seemed to hardly breathe. One row down from me and to my left sat one of my lecturers from the previous year. He was a ruffled professor of nineteenth-century verse and perhaps not a film enthusiast, for he sat there picking what I think were pet hairs off the woolly jumper that he held in his lap. From a dog maybe, thin white stripes of hair diagonally placed – proximate in form to the scansion lines he spent his days scrutinising.

At the end of the talk there was a heavy round of applause, followed by questions. My heart beat hard in my chest, I felt breathless – how much I wanted to ask something. Only my thoughts didn’t break down into a smooth question. There was too much I didn’t understand. I wanted to show my eagerness, but not reveal my stupidity. I half lifted a shaking hand at one point, but then, instead of raising it above my head, brought it to my neck. At last I held up my hand properly, and he pointed at me and in a trembling voice I asked my question. He cupped his fingers to his ear to indicate that he couldn’t quite hear me, and I repeated my question, louder this time, my face burning with shame. Patrick – or Professor Heller as I called him then – thanked me generously and answered at length, making a show of the question’s brilliance, although I didn’t know if this was genuine or whether it was just to make up for my obvious embarrassment. Then it was over. The theatre emptied. I stood up and pulled on my coat, avoiding eye contact with my poetry professor in the row below. Then I joined the queue heading out of the narrow door. It wasn’t until I’d made it down the two flights of stairs and through the passageway and the foyer that I realised I’d left my umbrella behind. The rain could be heard pounding on the roof. I hurried back, but the umbrella was gone. Of course it was: a cheap black thing that looked like any other of the dozen or so umbrellas left on the ground or leaning against the wall once the plastic bucket intended for such objects was full. Many of the men, I noticed, had large, long-handled umbrellas – the size of golfing umbrellas, that meant they preserved a dry force field all about them of almost a metre and half in diameter. When these umbrellas were closed, the men walked with them as a dandy might have a good century before, flicking the umbrella out in front and letting the pointed tip tap the pavement, the smooth wooden handle, glossy from use, swinging easily in the loose cup of the hand. My umbrella was of the kind women carry: small, light, readily stowed in a handbag. The kind that even I, with my petite build, had to shrink in under, the canopy of such an umbrella being so limited. A polite umbrella that did not take up space and which always left the arms of my coat and the side of my handbag darkened by rain. I walked back down the stairs.

Outside, the crowd had cleared. All, that is, except for Patrick. I did not think of him then by that name, of course. But it feels strange, even inappropriate, almost a sexual masquerade to refer to him now as the Professor, or even Professor Heller, or Professor H, as some students liked to call him. He was standing there on the pavement watching the oncoming traffic, waiting, I guessed, for a ride. His rebel leather jacket was zipped up and he was holding above his head a giant, man-sized umbrella which bore the logo of the Hotel Intercontinental. The kind of umbrella, I later learnt, that a wealthy but impractical man, a well-heeled man who likes to think of himself as bucking the system, steals from a five-star hotel. He noticed me standing under the awning debating whether to run to the bus stop or wait for the rain to ease. Come under here! he called. It didn’t occur to me that he could have walked towards me and led me out under the safety of his huge umbrella. So I ran. I dashed out from under the awning and across the pavement to where he stood. He held the umbrella aloft for the two of us. He thanked me again for my question and asked if I was going to the pub with the others. I made some excuse and garbled a long-winded compliment about his talk, his films, whatever.

You’re not going? I asked. To the pub, I mean.

No, he said, I have a plane to catch, or not, if this weather doesn’t improve.

He had ordered a taxi. As he spoke he stretched out his arm, flagging down the vehicle that was just arriving.

Hop in, he said. Let me drop you off somewhere. And instead of leaving the shelter of his umbrella and running for my bus, I slipped into the back seat beside him.

That day on the boat we lay together a little longer in our cabin, then he rolled away and got up to shower. Afterwards he pulled on his swimming trunks. I wanted him to stay with me, but he seemed suddenly irritable, fidgety. I just need to cool off, he said, get some air. Are you coming? he asked.

Maybe, I said. I’ll follow soon. He took a bathrobe, pushed his feet into the complimentary slippers then headed for the top deck where there was the pool and the casino.

The sea was so still. Outside, I imagined the air to be soft and balmy. I thought I could stay on the ship forever, travel around and around the globe, become accustomed to no longer feeling the earth beneath my feet, and in this way turn leathery in the sun while feasting on pineapple and mango and melons. I did not follow Patrick immediately – I was sleepy from our exertions, and after showering I lay down to rest a while. I had a book and although I intended to read, I must have scarcely made it through a paragraph before I fell fast asleep. When I woke it was dark, and the ship was tilting this way and that. Our porthole was just above sea level, and as the ship heaved I saw first the sky, then just ocean – the porthole like a wounded eye that swings down over and over again into a basin of cloudy water. Then up again, to blink. Patrick wasn’t there. I pulled on my clothes and went above deck in search of him.

We were sailing past the Kamchatka Peninsula and towards the Sea of Okhotsk. As I climbed the stairs, an announcement came through the speaker system. The crew asked that all passengers return to their cabins, as a storm was about to hit. There was no way to sail around it, the swell was already high and the water rough. But when I reached the lido deck there was still a cluster of people out by the pool and plenty by the bar inside, so I too ordered something, thinking why not, thinking it might at least dull the nerves, as I looked about for Patrick. Behind me a fat man was laughing loudly, smacking his thigh with his hand. Maybe it was just precautionary, the warning. A formality for insurance reasons, or something like that; once the risk was stated, the responsibility would be ours alone. Then I spotted Patrick near the roulette table – he was gesticulating, making a bet it seemed. When I reached him he put a finger to his lips, his eyes fixed on the wheel as the ball went round and round then settled. He whooped with glee and swiftly placed another bet, pulling a wad of cash from the pocket of his bathrobe to exchange for more chips. He was drunk, he must have been up there on his own for hours while I slept, his hair damp from swimming. His chest and face were sunburnt from the morning. He leant on me as he eyed the circling ball. And then he lost. He was insistent that they keep playing, that he place another bet although he had no money and no line of credit to hand, and so became aggressive: loud, wild, roughly spoken.

Then the storm hit. It was sudden and extreme. No one had predicted the size of the waves: ten metres, with winds up to eighty kilometres per hour. So they told me later. I had just picked up my drink when the furniture started sliding from one side of the room to the other, there was the sound of glass breaking, people screaming. Tables and potted plants crashed first into one wall, then the next. I held on to whatever I could: benches, a pillar in the centre of the room. Outside there was the flash of lightning. Then everything went very quiet, very still. I could hear a woman crying. I crawled towards Patrick, clinging to the broken furniture. People were starting to stand and brush themselves off. Patrick had been slammed back against the wall when the storm first struck and now, as I reached to help him, he pushed me away. He scrambled to his feet and started to head back to the bar. Then, all of a sudden, he collapsed into an armchair and closed his eyes. I had taken my anti-nausea pills but Patrick had not, and the storm, mixed with the alcohol, overwhelmed him; a moment later he pushed himself up to standing. I think I’m going to be sick, he said as he stumbled towards the deck, the ship still tilting this way and that. The door was unlocked, I saw him shove it open and step out into the darkness. What was he thinking? I watched him for a moment, wondering if I should go to help, knowing he’d prefer to throw up on his own because he never liked anyone around when he was sick or feeble. I’d hurt myself when the storm first struck and felt a little stunned. Then the ship listed again, more violently this time, and I heard Patrick calling to me. J.B., he called, as he liked to call me, using not my real name but my middle initials under which I published. J.B. Come out, J.B.! His voice cut through the noise of the storm, as it has always been able to cut through anything. The sound of glasses shattering. The sight of the looming dark waves outside and then water crashing down over the railings. I followed him.

As I reached the door I lost my balance, slipping on the wet floor. Outside, the night was cold and the ocean loud. I found him bent over, one hand clinging to the railings. I went towards him, but he brushed me away. Only once before had I seen him vomit from drunkenness. Generally, I discouraged him from drinking more than a glass or two. While it made others relaxed and convivial, after a few drinks he would get cranky. Or maybe tetchy is the word. Sometimes mad. And so I’d often quietly draw his glass towards me and, while he was talking, finish it myself.

The storm was getting worse. Patrick! I called. What are you doing? We’ve got to get you inside. I reached out to him, but he pushed my hand away. Some dark change had come over him, one I didn’t understand. He lifted his face towards me then and said something he perhaps would not have said were he not so drunk. Something he must have been storing up. Something he must have been trying not to say. Something he must have thought of frequently, but at intervals. Something terrible that I would later try to forget.

You don’t mean that, I said. You’re drunk. You’re really drunk. Then he yelled it again. I stepped back a little, scared and disbelieving. He moved suddenly then, as if to take hold of me – a tiger lashing its paw. The boat tilted. Patrick slipped and vomited once more then wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his bathrobe. We’ve got to get out of the storm, I yelled as I stumbled towards the door. But he moved fast and grabbed my wrist, his grip hard. What are you doing? I said. He spat at me then and I pulled myself free. I screamed at him through the wind and rain, but he wouldn’t have heard me because just then came the crash of thunder. He took hold of me by the shoulders as a dark wave loomed up beside us, its white froth and marbling visible in the flash of lightning. The boat lifted and dropped, throwing us off balance. My gut lurched as though on the dip of a rollercoaster. He let go of me and I scrambled inside. Then the ship tilted and the heavy steel door slammed shut, separating us. Patrick! I shouted, as I struggled with the handle, but when I finally managed to push the door open he was nowhere to be seen. The waves looked like giant dark mountains, streaked with snow. Heaving, slamming against the ship. The lights on the balcony caught the sea spray and made a halo of it. The boat tilted again. I held on to the railings and dragged myself further along the balcony. But still there was no sight of him. I kept going, holding on and shouting his name, the railings slippery in the wet. It was soon after this that I heard the first call, Man Overboard, Portside.

In Shostakovich’s cello sonata number one in E flat major there is a moment, perhaps a third of the way through the second movement, when the cellist must hit the strings with her bow. She hits rapidly, creating short, jarring sounds – part slap, part splintering of dense material. You cannot play this piece on a gut-stringed instrument but only on a metal-stringed one, lest the beating of the strings should cause them to snap – which sometimes happens anyway. It is a powerful part of the music, terrifying even – reminiscent of boots marching fast towards their target, of something being broken to pieces over and over again, attack, collapse, the failure of resistance, of terror coming back and back and back in the mind of the beholder, like a dream of falling when you fall and fall again and never hit the bottom. To make these sounds the cellist must unleash such force upon the instrument that she can appear at times to be almost whipping it, flaying a flagging beast. But in the process of this, the cellist’s body appears to relinquish all effort, to give itself entirely to the bow, to collapse into the instrument, to collapse around it, on top of it, hanging her body upon it. She looks to be falling into the sound – the sound of terror and of the Russian winter and of the long, deep cold, the darkness, falling over and over again.

The call was repeated. Man Overboard, Portside, as one crew member after another yelled it out. I didn’t know what it was at first. It didn’t register. It certainly wasn’t for me because I was there, squinting against the oncoming rain. A whistle sounded, followed by an alarm. Then an announcement came through the PA system. I was disoriented by the unsteadiness of the boat. As the storm eased, people came rushing to the railings. It didn’t make sense then – it couldn’t, for whom would this ever be real – that this call was related to Patrick, that he might be the one who fell. Then the ship cut its engines. I couldn’t see him anywhere. I called out. I ran down the side of the ship, slipping, looking for him. I saw someone throw a white life float into the sea: the circle of it drifting down through the dark, spinning, getting smaller and smaller and smaller still until it was swallowed up by the water. Visible every now and then as a white speck in the waves. Women were crying. A searchlight swung back and forth. Further along the deck was a cluster of official-looking people, in the centre of which stood a man, pointing. Ah, I thought, there he is, and a cry escaped me. I ran up to him, pushed through the crowd. But I was wrong – Oh, I said. Oh. I thought you were— It was only then that I understood what had happened. Of course he was the one they were looking for, no one else had been out there. My husband, I cried out, I can’t find my husband—

Twelve decks he fell. The CCTV wasn’t monitored, nor was it connected to an alarm system. The footage was grainy: the white side of the ship, the grey sea. In this his body appears black, it looks like he’s bouncing off the side of the boat, or trying to cling to it, like a cat leaping, tumbling. Later, on the television news, they made a spotlight around his body as it fell, a lighter, brighter circle that made his outline clear. They slowed the footage down, zoomed in. Repeated it from the beginning. It didn’t show the top railing, the one he went over, just the side of the ship. Not the beginning or the end of the fall. Like in a dream.

Someone was holding me up. A crew member stepped closer to me, We are doing everything we can, they said. Action has been swift, immediate. Lightness in the legs, tingling, some swooning feeling that was not love. I don’t remember collapsing. Here, a voice said, She’s in shock, let’s get her inside. A man gathered me up, one arm under my shoulders, the other beneath my knees. I could hear a woman calling, wailing. Come now, the man carrying me said. Let’s lie her down.

We had drifted some way from the site of the accident. It took time to turn the ship around, and then move back so that we could weigh anchor closer to where it was hoped we might spot Patrick, waving, calling out, clinging to the tiny white life ring. There used to be an advertisement for these. For the life ring sweets that came wrapped in striped paper, orange and purple and green, and when you peeled back this coloured paper there was silver paper underneath, and when you peeled back the silver paper you found a neat roll of sweets, orange and purple and green. Life Savers, I think they were called. The advert would make my mouth water. I thought that the different colours signalled different flavours but then they all tasted the same, too sugary and slightly fizzy, and you had to be careful to unwrap them very slowly so that all the neatly aligned sweets, circles with the middles punched out, didn’t fall from the packet to the ground. I remember watching the life ring grow smaller and smaller and smaller still, or maybe it faded in the dark, or perhaps it just disappeared in the white froth of the water. Everyone had rushed to the deck to help look into the sea. I was placed on a lounger, lying down, a soft blanket over my legs and chest. A woman in uniform tucked in a loose corner as she crouched beside me. I’m sorry, she said, but I have to ask you some questions.

I gave her all the information I could. How he called for me. How I followed him then came inside. The moment when the door slammed shut. Did he say anything to you? she asked. It was loud out there, I replied. He wasn’t making sense.

She looked at me strangely, something flickered over her neat features: her upturned nose, her almond-shaped eyes. But why did you leave him there?

I didn’t, I said. I mean, I went out there because he called me and then I tried to get him to come inside, and after the door swung shut, he wasn’t, he wasn’t— I started to cry. She put her hand on my leg for comfort.

I’m sorry, she said. You don’t have to talk about this now. Let’s just get you settled. I’ll take you to your cabin. Do you think you can walk?

I felt light-headed and was still visibly shaking, but the last thing I wanted was to remain there in a public place while everyone stared at me. I think I can, I said, yes.

In the cabin I was trembling too much to take off my sandals, and so the woman bent down to unfasten the buckles and helped me into the bed that now felt hard and uncomfortable – I couldn’t fathom how I had thought it otherwise, how I had ever slept in it so easily, how Patrick and I had ever experienced such pleasure there.

I hoped then that I would drop down into a deep slumber: an unbearable weariness was moving through me, making my limbs feel so heavy, as if I had been drugged – a heaviness that came close to numbness. A terrible sinking feeling. But instead I lay wide awake, shivering although I was not cold, the sensation in my body approximating the kind of strange, unstoppable quivering that comes after anaesthetic has been administered through a spinal tap. My teeth chattering and my whole body trembling uncontrollably. I heard then the first of the helicopters as the search began in earnest. I lay facing the porthole. The sea was still rough, the sky dark, but every now and then I caught a glimpse of the spotlight as it scanned the waves. Do you have any questions? the woman in uniform had asked me. I shook my head. I did have a question, of course I did, but it was not one that I could bring myself to ask. How long, I wondered, how long could someone survive in that rough and freezing sea? How many hours or maybe minutes did we have? The helicopters continued on outside. Back and forth, round and round.
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By morning the storm had passed and the sea was quiet. The air felt very cold, as if winter had come without warning. In daylight they thought they might have a better chance of finding him. I didn’t know where we were exactly when he fell. Later I was told that we were in Russian waters and that they were Russian helicopters that continued to fly overhead. It was on the news now, someone told me. An image of the deck crowded with onlookers: holidaymakers with their birdwatching binoculars, deployed for a different purpose. Since the fall, the atmosphere on the boat had changed – this was no longer a party trip, hardly a vacation. The ship stayed put, small boats went out to expand the search. I remained in my cabin, except for a brief time early in the morning when I went to the top deck to look for myself. He didn’t know, the captain told me, how such a thing was possible. The railings came up to the height of a man’s ribcage. Everyone speculated: Maybe it was the freak giant wave; or else he could have been leaning over the railing, to vomit into the sea; unless, of course, he jumped. Rumours, all of them, but I considered every whispered possibility as a near-truth, a likelihood, the real story. If nothing showed up the ship would have to move on, but it would not follow its usual course. We would dock at Otaru in Japan and I would get off there. Then the ship would turn round, go home the way it came. In Otaru, the captain said to me that morning, there is some information the officials will need from you. About your husband’s circumstances. Mainly for insurance, he said kindly. Nothing to be alarmed about. I wept continuously as he spoke; I was exhausted and confused – I did not understand what was supposed to happen next: to me, to the boat, to the other passengers who would soon head for home. I had not slept that night, nor did I sleep the following one when the ship started to move again towards port because nothing had been found. I’m afraid, the captain told me then, that the chances of him having survived now are almost zero. In that swell, in those temperatures. The language of the search changed accordingly: they were no longer looking for a man, for my husband, for Patrick, but for a body.

It took all night and the best part of a day to reach the port. By the time we arrived it was afternoon and very cold. I had packed my coat but didn’t then have it with me and shivered in my flimsy jumper as I was escorted from the ship by a steward, his hand resting gently on my elbow and guiding me as if I were blind. I knew I needed to talk to Joshua. It was possible that he’d seen the news already. I was told that they had released Patrick’s name. The steward took me to a taxi and gave a quick flurry of instructions to the driver. From there I was taken to a police station in Sapporo, where I was asked to make an official statement. I assumed others were being asked to do the same: the crew, the captain. The officer in charge was Japanese and spoke only halting English. Further questions, he said, would need to be asked. An interpreter had been sent for. Everyone was very gentle with me. My eyes stung from crying, the ground tilted with lack of sleep; I wanted only to keep vigil, to remain alert and watchful, on guard as they say, in case he reappeared, washed up and stumbling home. But how would he know where to find me? What if he didn’t know where I was, where I had been taken? That I was already here? Which was not where we were supposed to end up. I was filled then with the heightened sense of life, of living, that accompanies certain states of deprivation. I have heard women who do not eat describe their hunger in these terms: as a brightening of the world, a sharpening of attention, a quickening of all feeling. The very air seemed thinner, lighter, pure in the nostrils like the chilled air of high mountains. The northern sky appeared brittle, made of fine blown glass.

I was on the edge of delirium, but not quite there. Enough, though, to feel sufficiently disinhibited when I was led to the interview room for questioning. My own biography was already part of the press coverage. I saw this just briefly, when something came through on my phone. The wife of the missing and the maybe dead. The newspapers reporting on the accident pulled the photograph from my publisher’s website – the photo Patrick had taken. My image slightly blurred and too dark. ‘It is like being like,’ my students used to say, when they started a sentence. Not like being. Like something like. Meaning, the comparison was twice removed. The experience of being was only proximate, increasingly distant. Not the being of likeness, but the likeness of being. Or rather, the likeness of being like being. Which was how I felt then, bleary and slightly out of focus, as I took my place at the small wooden table in the centre of the room. I sat down, the investigating police officer stationed himself across from me and placed a tape recorder between us. Then the interpreter arrived. He bowed and introduced himself in a voice so soft and quiet it might have been a whisper, his glossy hair falling over his face. He pushed his fringe back as he too sat down next to me. The officer immediately said something to me in Japanese, watching me closely. A moment later the interpreter repeated his words: So, you say you were with your husband most of the afternoon, just before the accident. Can you tell us what you were doing, how he seemed to you?

My mouth was dry. I found it hard to speak. I turned to the interpreter. Can I please have something to drink? I asked. He nodded and stood up, making some gesture to the guard, who came over to us. They spoke quickly and the guard in turn opened the door and uttered some order to a woman in the next office. The three of us sat in silence while we waited. Soon the woman returned with the water, carrying the glass carefully with both hands. She placed it down in front of me, bowed slightly and backed away. I drank, then, lifting my forearm to my face, wiped my mouth with the sleeve of my jumper. The officer said something in his own language, and the interpreter relayed this: Please continue, he said. I nodded, looked around. The room where we sat was painted white, dark scuff marks on the walls where a table had scraped against it, or where a black-soled boot had kicked at the corners. Through the vents I could hear the wind picking up, the whining air.

We, I said, I mean I. I had wanted— The interpreter waited for me to finish my sentence. I felt sick. I leant over and placed my head in my hands, then, as the room began to spin, I leant down further to put my head between my knees. Take your time, the interpreter said. When you are ready.

There were things that I wanted to say. Things I knew I couldn’t say but needed to tell someone. And then the things I knew I should say. What they wanted to hear. There is never only one version. Even in that room I could not know, exactly, how my words were being reconfigured as they passed from one language into another. I could not tell them that all too often I doubt my own version of events. There are things I did not wholly remember, but which I am sure did happen – there is an outline of them in my head, but the content is missing. There are things I am sure I once remembered differently to how I recall them now. And not only about my husband. Just tell us. If you can tell us. Take your time, the interpreter said again. My hands were shaking. Once, someone had asked me this question about my mother. Years ago, when I was a child. Just tell us, tell us what you remember. The last time, from the last time you saw her.

She too had vanished one cold, wet night, and in that small concrete room in the north of Japan the memory of this flashed up in the dark of my mind, overlapping with the more recent events. The captain’s voice coming loud through the speakers of the boat, fading and growing close, fading and growing close as I ran along the deck looking down at the water, and my father, years before, calling out in the street below the hotel where we were staying as he too ran back and forth, asking people if they’d seen a woman in a coat and hat, but it was winter – everybody wore a coat and hat, or a hoat and cat as my father, in his distress, started saying: A woman in a hoat and cat? Have you seen her? But no one had seen anything, everyone had seen nothing.

I shook my head, reached up and pinched the bridge of my nose, near the inner corners of my eyes. Little colours sparked against my closed lids. The wind was blowing harder. I opened my eyes and could see, through the window, trees leaning. The threat of rain.

We drank on the bed, I said, champagne, still in our swimsuits. He’d already had a martini up on deck. I remember this moment, I told the interpreter, because it surprised me: how quickly he finished his first glass down in the cabin and poured us both another. As if he were feeling in himself already the desire to obliterate or be obliterated. While he sipped this he reached over and ran his finger around and then over my nipple, which was hardened from the chill of my damp costume. I lifted his hand away and put his index finger in my mouth. When we were children, I think I said, my father used to take us to the beach in the summertime. I was never a strong swimmer and disliked the waves, and so would explore the rock pools while my father and sister waded out into the ocean. I would search, in particular, for the anemones that clung to the edge of the rock pools. They were maroon, almost black, the colour disguising them against the rock. Sometimes they were closed up, like little humped growths. At other times their mouths stood open, their short velvety tentacles, a little like the edge of frayed cloth, waving in the gentle current. I would reach down and push my index finger inside the creature so as to feel it close its soft body around my fingertip, sucking a little, and as I pulled my finger away the tentacles, or whatever they are called, would cling on and try to retain me. Afterwards the anemone would revert to a small, silky growth, hard to the touch. I took one finger into my mouth, then the next. He shut his eyes and arched his neck in pleasure. Then he slipped the bikini top from my breasts, put his tongue to the dark circles of skin. I pulled his head in closer to my chest, then removed the bottom of my swimsuit and shuffled my legs open so that I could put his thigh between mine, pressing myself into him.

In that interview room the air was dry: a small vapor­iser stood in the corner puffing a jet of white steam into the air. I swallowed, my mouth feeling clammy, and reached forwards to take another sip of water. The investigating officer coughed and looked away. There was a delay, only fractional, but a delay all the same, while the interpreter repeated my last phrases. It was not simultaneous translation, so there were breaks between my speech and his. In this brief hiatus of understanding I watched the investigator’s face, who looked from the interpreter to me and back again. The investigator appeared puzzled, unsure: as if the words the interpreter was repeating could not really have come from my mouth. At one point he held up his hand, indicating that the interpreter pause a moment, and he asked a question in his native language. I knew it was a question because of the inflection, and assumed he was checking the accuracy of the interpreter’s words. Continue then, he seemed to say, waving his hand as one might do when conducting a line of congested traffic. They were waiting for me to tell them what they needed to hear. An admission. Or a declaration. A point of fact. Go on, Patrick said. Or did he say, I can’t hold on. Or was it, Come on, come here. Fuck, he might have said, cursing through gritted teeth, holding back.

I let him in an inch, then lifted off, then in a little more, then lifted
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