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  For Mum and Dad, because you are the first two people I ever loved.

  For my sister, Priya, because you are the third. Because this is a song of everything I am, and who I became, and it began with you.

  


  

  It seems to me that, if we love, we grieve. That’s the deal. That’s the pact. Grief and love are forever intertwined. Grief is the terrible reminder of the
  depths of our love and, like love, grief is non-negotiable. There is a vastness to grief that overwhelms our minuscule selves.

  We are tiny, trembling clusters of atoms subsumed within grief’s awesome presence. It occupies the core of our being and extends through our fingers to the limits of the
  universe.

  Within that whirling gyre, all manner of madnesses exist; ghosts and spirits and dream visitations, and everything else that we, in our anguish, will into existence. These are precious gifts
  that are as valid and as real as we need them to be. They are the spirit guides that lead us out of the darkness.

  – Nick Cave
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  PROLOGUE


  ‘Auntie Poo,’ my four-year-old niece, Leela, says plaintively.

  ‘Mmm?’ I reply, looking up from my book. We are in my sister’s warm living room, cuddled up on the sofa in a mound of cushions and blankets. A phrenology bust regards us
  sternly.

  ‘What is “married”?’ Except she isn’t old enough to curl the ‘r’s, so it sounds like ‘mawwied’. She looks at me. Her eyes are huge like
  mine, and they have been like that since she was a baby.

  Where my eyes are green with an iris of flame, hers are the inkiest black. Though she is barely over a thousand days old, she is looking at me with those dark, solemn eyes like an ancient
  creature, as old as meteors passing through space.

  I swivel a desperate eyeball at the stairs, but my sister and brother-in-law are lost in a black cosmos of exhaustion: the sleep of grateful parents.

  Here goes nothing . . .

  ‘Well, you know Mama and Daddy?’ She nods. Her curly hair flops over her eyes.

  ‘So, Mama and Daddy are a couple. They’re married. They love each other.’

  ‘Okay,’ she says. ‘And what about Ajja and Dodda?’ Ajja and Dodda are the names for Grandpa and Grandma, aka Ashok and Jaya, my parents.

  ‘Ajja and Dodda are also married. They are also a couple and they love each other.’

  I see her brain whirring, and, finally, she nods. I realise she will never see me with her uncle Rob, who passed away three years ago. My sister Priya has taught Leela about him, and I have
  given her books about all the things he loved – from the stars to the trees – with his name inscribed in the cover, but she will never remember him holding her.

  A fine dust of sadness settles onto my shoulders.

  Then she asks: ‘Will I get married?’

  I look at her unlined face. I breathe in the magic and potential of her. Imagine: a creature that has not been told what it should be yet.

  I feel a pang; I never want her to know sadness or disappointment. I want her universe to stay safe and small. I want her to be this perfect, sweet little thing that hasn’t been ground
  down by the world. But I know better, and I know that eventually these things come for us all, and all we can do is love the people in our lives well.

  Sunlight lances through the room of our little kingdom and I bend down and place my hands on either side of her face. A pair of older green eyes look into the pair of beautiful black ones
  belonging to the smallest member of our family.

  Through my hands, a silent wish of love, protection and kindness and a promise to protect her from anything that might hurt her. But, for now, a gift of words.

  ‘Leela,’ I say, ‘you can get married, but you don’t have to get married. You can fall in love, but you don’t have to fall in love. You can live in a boat, a
  tent, a house. Wear socks as gloves and gloves as socks. You can be a princess, a ninja, a pirate, a painter – you can be everything and anything. But, above all, be what you want to
  be.’

  She nods but doesn’t say anything, because this is not the Auntie Poo she knows – the one who is silly, who flings her about in wrestling matches, tickles her while in character
  as a giant squid and yanks her socks off to do sock puppet theatre.

  I don’t know if she understands any of what I am saying, but I know that every time the world comes along and lays its expectations at her door, when it whispers dark thoughts and
  says, ‘I will tell you the kind of thing you are . . .’, I will hold her hand and look the world in the face and say, ‘No. Let us tell you the kind of thing YOU
  are.’
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  EAT, PRAY, F**K YOU


  It is spring in London, a late afternoon in April tugging at the threads of dusk. As the light softens to amber, a breeze slips through the streets to quieten fat buds of
  cherry blossom grown hot and flustered in the warmth.

  The city has that pleasant hum of people migrating to parks for after-work picnics clutching bottles of prosecco, boxes of cocktail sausages. They line the pavements of pubs, sprawl across beer
  terraces like plants thirsty for sun.

  It is a city that begins to flicker with mad hope, evident in the tiniest of ways – from commuters wiggling toes into flip-flops to people packing away their winter coats.

  My friend Aman and I have forsaken outdoor activities for a hipster Indian restaurant, and our contrariness is rewarded with seats on narrow wooden planks better suited to teenage buttocks. Like
  a pair of ancient rotisserie chickens, we rotate different pieces of our anatomy at regular intervals to ease the discomfort.

  ‘Small plates Indian food,’ I say, peering at the menu. ‘When did this become a thing?’

  Apart from the benches that would not sustain even a third of the average Indian aunt’s butt, there are kitsch little lanterns and pretty printed tablecloths. Not forgetting the real
  reason our mothers would slipper us over the head for entering such an establishment: minuscule pots of curry at an eye-watering £20 each.

  As we swizzle our coriander-and-mango vodka cocktails like the middle-class wankers we are, I start to tell Aman about an idea I have.

  ‘So I’ve decided to quit my job,’ I tell him. Aman works in corporate law, loves the money, the members’ clubs, and this is tantamount to me telling him I’m going
  to forsake my possessions, wear a sack and beat myself with twigs.

  His eyes bug out and he stops mid-sip. A piece of coriander is peeping out at the corner of his mouth like a green hand waving hello.

  ‘And why’, he says, ‘would you want to do that? Your job is amazing, and you get to do lots of really cool shit.’

  ‘Yes,’ I concede, ‘my job is amazing, but that’s not the point.’

  ‘Then what is?’ he asks.

  ‘You know,’ I mumble, ‘being happy. Having some time out.’

  Aman is happily married to a doctor and he and his wife have a two-year-old girl. He’s a cool guy, a loyal friend, but when it comes to family and career, he has the same mindset as a
  1970s Indian pharmacist. He always goes for the most conservative, traditional option. When his daughter grows up, if she decides to do what I’m doing, he’d probably have an
  aneurysm.

  Looking at his disdainful expression and hearing the words come out of my mouth, I start to waver. This seemed like such a great idea, with some extremely valid reasons behind it. But explaining
  it is like trying to separate the yolk from the white; one wrong move and it will come out in a mess.

  ‘Okay,’ he says, digging a fork into a teeny pot of quail biriyani. ‘And what are you going to do with this “time out”?’

  I take a deep breath. ‘Well, I wanted to travel. Spend some time away from London, you know, see the world a bit. I’ve never done the travelling thing. And I could maybe write about
  it.’

  I can see the emotions flicker on Aman’s face. She’s making a mistake. I should be more supportive. Jesus, there’s a reason our mothers never cooked with quail . . .

  ‘Right,’ he says slowly, ‘and where would you travel?’

  ‘Um, well, I’m going to try Italy, then India, possibly Thailand, and then I’m going to stay in New Zealand for a bit.’

  ‘Hang on,’ he says, while spooning more food on his plate. ‘Are you basically going to do Eat, Pr . . .’

  I point my fork at him.

  ‘If the next two words out of your mouth are “pray”
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  The mistake I make, when trying to talk about why I’ve made this decision, is that I am trying to use Aman’s vocabulary. It is too narrow; his rules are too
  precise.

  He sees only with his eyes, he feels only with his heart; no wonder my words are muddling. I am trying to articulate something so magnificently complex in his rudimentary language.

  But that’s okay, because he doesn’t have to approve of what I am doing – in this he is merely a witness. While I would like his validation, and that of all my loved ones, I
  don’t need it.

  Two years ago, before I sat in this restaurant to tell the first of many friends why I was leaving a very good job as executive editor at Huff Post, a huge and terrible thing
  happened.

  On 28 May 2015, at 1am, while staying at my parents’ house in Kent, I received a phone call from my mother-in-law, Prue. I was married to her eldest son Rob and he had temporarily moved
  back to his home city of Auckland while we worked through a separation.

  It was a call that would change all of our lives, the ground zero beginning with Prue, my father-in-law David and myself, and radiated out in a ripple.

  It engulfed anyone who had ever known Rob, anyone who had kissed him, held his hand in friendship, laughed alongside him, rubbed his shaved head, bopped around to music, come to his house to eat
  at his table, danced with our dog Daisy, shared a cigarette with him.

  Through Prue’s tears, her voice originating from a point so painful, the raw place where people have lost their children, she told me that Rob was dead. He had been found in the woods by
  the police. He had taken his own life.

  Even though we knew Rob had been missing for twelve hours prior to this, that he had said his final goodbyes to all of us, that he had a previous history of suicide attempts, I heard my voice
  say with broken hope, ‘Are you sure it isn’t a mistake?’, because this couldn’t happen to us. This type of horror belonged to someone else, to some other family.

  Because even though we had been separated for three months because I had reached breaking point dealing with Rob’s ongoing problems with addiction and depression, we were in love with each
  other when he closed his eyes for the last time.

  Love was meant to conquer all; it was meant to make Rob well again so that one day we might get back together. Love was not supposed to stand aside like a coward as the person I loved most
  desperately stepped through a doorway I couldn’t enter. Love was not allowed to let him die.

  But he did die. And so the vast being I thought was love was changed altogether, and it could never again be the hopeful, hyperbolic, naïve, cosmos-altering thing I had dreamed of since I
  was a kid. I always knew, once found, that it was a rare and precious thing, but now it was something far deeper, complicated and sad, but also more honest.

  No matter how many times people tell me it wasn’t my fault, no matter how many times I tell myself it wasn’t my fault, there is always a part of me that says, ‘But if
  you were in love with him, how could you leave him? If he was in love with you, how could he leave you?’

  And, in order to answer that honestly, we must put aside our childlike notions of love. We must extricate ourselves from the Hollywood notion that love is simple and that the right words at the
  right time can provide salvation.

  We must allow the dark ink of reality to write our past, present and future, in words that are honest and, ultimately, hopeful.

  


  2

  THE UNDERRATED BURROWS OF MORAY EELS


  Six and a half years before the phone call that blew apart my world, there was a phone call of a different kind. This was the phone call that introduced Rob into my life.

  We’d been set up on a blind date by our mutual friend Tania, and it’s testament to Rob’s charm that it didn’t creep me out that he a) Googled a picture of me before we
  met and b) told me he’d done so during our first date.

  My first impression, when we met at a Brixton sushi restaurant, was that he was a man unlike any other I had met. His broad shoulders and rolling swagger were deceptive: beneath the shaved head
  and the sharp jawline was a massive nerd who loved baby owls and nature and gardening.

  Instead of scaring me off, however, his contradictions only drew me towards him.

  In this he was the flame and I the moth (although he would have almost certainly said it was the other way round). He was a science journalist who actually had money and owned his own house
  (most journalists are bum broke and grift for freebies – I have cadged everything from holidays to a mattress in my time).

  He was from New Zealand – a place I didn’t know much about beyond its ‘more sheep than people’ reputation. His photo, sent ahead of our date, showed him next to his dog,
  Daisy. In dating circles, men post pictures of themselves with their dogs because they’ve heard it’s appealing to women. Except Daisy, while beautiful and the colour of sandstone,
  looked like she would chew your arm off as a snack.

  It wasn’t just that he was razor-sharp in his wit on email; he seemed like a straightforward, relaxed guy who listened to The Specials.

  I didn’t have to check planetary alignments about the right moment to text him in case he got spooked off. I could be honest and soft with my heart because he was the same.

  What started haltingly on my side – I couldn’t quite believe that there was this clever, beautiful man who was interested in me and he wasn’t a weirdo – soon snowballed
  into a full-blown love affair. As each week passed, another room expanded inside of me until he occupied every inch.

  ‘Why do you want to marry him?’ my father asked, six months later, when I had asked him and my mother on a seemingly innocent country walk, only to ambush them with our intention to
  get married. Mum – normally so talkative her stories often had to be culled halfway with our exasperated groans – was strangely silent, intently studying a centipede on the ground.

  Rob had met them in their Kent home a handful of times, appearing nervous, sweaty and eager to impress. But they didn’t really know him. However, considering how my love life had been a
  sad, saggy state of affairs in my twenties, I thought they would’ve been happy that I had finally found someone I wanted to settle down with.

  Lord knows I’d heard enough eye-rolling comments from people over the years ranging from ‘We just don’t get it – you’re such a catch, you deserve to meet a great
  guy’ to ‘So, when are you going to be the one getting married?’

  Finally, I had met someone who would be my partner in everything, including holding a mirror below my nose to check whether I was alive in our advancing years. Yet I had underestimated
  my parents; they weren’t the type to be happy just because I was getting married. They wanted to know the kind of life we would have together; they wanted the measure of Rob.

  So what was the measure of Rob at that point? Apart from the parts of him I had fallen in love with, he had told me fairly early on that he had chronic depression. But because I had such a poor
  understanding of what it was like as an illness, and he was in denial about how ill he could get, I couldn’t fathom how huge a thing it would become in our lives.

  Besides, at that point, the love in our relationship was a phoenix: all-consuming and so fiery bright it made anything that lurked in the dark seem inconsequential.

  So, when my parents asked me, I forgot about the depression. The way I felt was immense, and when it met the counterpoint of how he felt about me, it was as if even the stratosphere wasn’t
  big enough to contain it.

  We wanted to be together until the end of our days, have babies, cook meals, spend holidays barefoot and on the beach wrapped up in each other.

  Because when you find your big love, isn’t that what was supposed to happen?

  ‘He is extremely clever and makes me laugh more than anyone I know,’ I said, catching their less-than-convinced expressions. We all stood in silence for a few moments.

  ‘Because,’ I said, finally, ‘because he is the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. Because I have never been more sure that it’s him, and no one
  else.’

  Dad nodded, while Mum went back to inspecting the centipede.
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  No one pressured me into marrying Rob. I didn’t go to other weddings feeling a hollow ache that it was the bride, and not myself, on that podium.

  My parents always said, ‘We want you to be happy.’ It was never, ‘We want you to be happy and, P.S., can you get your arse moving and find yourself a husband?’, like so
  many other South Asian parents either implied or said outright.

  We were a liberal, South Indian family, which included my older sister Priya, who was going through a divorce around the time Rob and I met.

  Education and getting a job were considered far higher priorities than tying the knot.

  At any rate, marriage wasn’t something I was naturally drawn to. Possibly because it didn’t seem like married people were noticeably any happier after getting married. But also
  because I didn’t know if I was capable of it, of giving myself and my life to another person in that way.

  As much as I railed against bozos I dated who didn’t treat me well, full disclosure: je suis bozo, because I wasn’t always careful with men’s hearts. ’Til
  death do us part? I was lucky if I could make a relationship last until the next tax year.

  And yet, and yet . . .

  No one pressured me, but still the pressure of marital love and companionship was all around me. I ate it as a child, I breathed it as an adult. After a while it became the very air I moved
  around in. There was no depth gauge to measure how deep it went, how purposeful and intense. It commandeered every need and want; it sat quietly behind every thought.

  I was seven when I spotted the first boy I ever liked. We were over from England staying with my grandparents in India. As I lurked in the shadows of the apartment block watching him, entranced
  by this creature, I finally decided to declare my love by tossing a load of heart-shaped pieces of paper over his head from a third-floor balcony. I was so sure he would instantly fall in love with
  me. Instead, as the hearts fluttered over his head, he just looked confused. As if, well, some nutbag had just thrown a load of paper at him.

  I was fourteen when I fell into my first intense, one-sided love affair. A bored, suburban kid from the Home Counties, I was just hitting a stride in my Goth phase when, lo and behold, I came
  across a boy named Dan, all floppy black hair and Doc Marten boots. Every Saturday, he hung out in a crew of older kids outside HMV in the town centre.

  I scoped which bands he liked from his T-shirts, so, inside the store, I dangled myself like a piece of bait in front of the CD racks, in the hope of bumping into him.

  ‘Ah, you too like Cradle of Filth,’ I imagined him saying. ‘In that case, you must be my one true love. Come, let us away, and snog in the park.’

  I unravelled my unrequited love for him across the pages of my diary. I doodled his name on every school notebook.

  ‘I love him,’ I breathed to my friends, all similarly kitted out in fishnets, poorly applied eyeliner and garments resembling various interpretations of lingerie.

  My bedroom was next to the garage, and frequently I would go out onto the roof to smoke while my parents were asleep. After lighting a Silk Cut like an unholy stick of incense, I would pour
  every ounce of my being into looking up at the stars and asking them to grant me Dan, because if that happened, I would forever be happy. I wouldn’t ask for anything more.

  All my woes, from passing my exams to feeling lonely, would be fixed if he loved me too. Needless to say, Dan did not know I was alive, let alone fall in love with me, but I did pass my exams
  and won a book prize.

  When I met the first man I actually fell in love with, as opposed to stalking him from behind dustbins, I was nineteen. I was the first person he ever loved too, and we marvelled at how lucky we
  were to have found each other. Our relationship didn’t last more than six months, however, because, though we loved each other, we didn’t know what to do with it, how to treat each
  other. We didn’t understand yet that love holds respect in one hand, and kindness in the other. Neither of us was happy.

  When we eventually broke up, we said goodbye in the softest, most poignant of ways. It was summer, during a break from university. We were hanging out at my parents’ house in Kent because
  they had gone away on holiday. When the time came for him to leave, we knew it would be the last time we would see each other.

  I was emotionally exhausted, and he sat on my bed and stroked my hair until I was almost asleep. And then he said, ‘In years to come, when you tell people about the first person you ever
  loved, this was it. Don’t rewrite it, don’t second-guess it. I loved you, and you loved me. We were the first to love each other.’

  When that relationship finished, I didn’t pay attention to its ending. I thought we broke up because we didn’t love each other enough; I didn’t consider that we went wrong in
  the way we loved each other. So, by the time I was in my next relationship, I was already lost in the narrative of love and the excitement that came with it. It was my hair of the dog to
  all the sadness and discomfort hanging over from my last relationship, and I was only too relieved to find happiness in someone else. This happened over and over again.

  And every time something ended, I was left with that same sadness – but also, increasingly, despair. At being lonely again, at having to start over. Because away from trying to establish
  my career and the sparkle of experiencing urban life through the bottom of a shot glass, I was convinced I couldn’t be truly happy without a significant other in it.

  In my early twenties, this began as a romantic yearning, and towards the end of the decade, as more and more people paired off, I started to feel an urgent prickle beneath my skin.

  No one specifically said the words, ‘When you grow up, you are going to have to meet someone, and then you are going to settle down with them and get married and have babies. You are going
  to need to do this before you turn thirty. And you have to do this because otherwise you won’t be happy. You will die alone. And if you don’t want to be paired up, then you are
  weird.’

  Yet that doesn’t mean it wasn’t and isn’t implied in every single way we conduct ourselves, in the storytelling around happiness, in the millions of conversations we have over
  lunch, drinks after work and at family dinners. And if I felt like this as a heterosexual woman, I have no idea how my gay friends felt growing up in such a constrictive framework around
  happiness.

  In life, when you go scuba-diving, down in the depths of the sea, you are given all manner of instruments to survive the pressure of all that water: a regulator, a compressed oxygen tank, a
  lifejacket that inflates to bring you back up to the surface should you get into difficulty.

  But the love that we are taught to expect by right, the story we are told that marriage and kids are a guaranteed route to fulfilment and happiness – how can any of that survive the
  pressure of real life?

  When Rob and I fell in love, it was the deepest love I have ever known. There was no lightning bolt, no dramatic music, but I knew it wasn’t like the others. It wasn’t teenage love,
  or desperate and needy love. It wasn’t the love of a person desperately seeking the solution in someone else, or love to alleviate loneliness.

  It shot up fast like bamboo, yet it had the long, immense roots of a banyan tree, and the feeling we had when we were both together was one of immensity. One of us didn’t love the other
  more; we were gifted the same amount equally.

  But I don’t know that Rob and I really understood what to do with life once we had found love with each other.

  On our first mini-break, to Rome, three months into our relationship, we stayed in a hotel that looked as if it was decorated by an unhinged interior designer obsessed with rococo. We got drunk
  at the gilt-festooned hotel bar and finally said what was on both our minds: ‘I want to marry you and have your babies.’ We said this because we knew we wanted to spend the rest of our
  lives together, and it seemed like the obvious next step. It seemed as simple as:

  
    
      • Meet the love of your life

      • Marry them

      • Ideally have children biologically with them; if not, adopt

      • Live to a ripe old age together and be happy

    

  

  It didn’t occur to me that anything could go wrong because our love felt so pure, so right and so solid. It felt like the stuff of fairy tales.

  We grow up believing that once we have achieved our happy ending, we are guaranteed a happy life. So we believe, in this world that sometimes jolts and cuts us with its rough edges, that it is
  the lighthouse on the hill. It is warmth and safety; its pursuit and attainment will keep the dark loneliness at bay.

  What no one seems to want to talk about is that loneliness exists regardless of whether you are with someone or not. That even with the light of another person casting a glow over you,
  loneliness within yourself cannot be fixed by the proximity of someone else. But because it’s easier to interpret when we see someone going at life on their own, we automatically assume they
  must be lonely. We say, This is what loneliness is.

  We don’t talk about the times when our partner is lying next to us in bed, when we can’t tell them our fears, when we worry because they aren’t telling us theirs.
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  What romcom starts with ‘my partner has depression’? What Disney film begins with the princess asking herself the hard questions so that she is prepared for when
  shit gets tough? Which one ends with the prince saying to her, ‘I need help. I don’t know if I can do this’?

  The glittering bauble of the happy ending is a trap – both in the story it sells, and in the prison it creates for anyone who bought into it and finds life is more complicated than that.
  And also, because it isn’t an ending: it is merely the first act, and yet we base our aspirations around love on an incomplete story, and then wonder why its attainment cannot sustain us for
  an entire lifetime.

  We got married and aspired to have kids because that was the ‘normal’ thing to want to do, and because we genuinely wanted to do it.

  But we also didn’t ask ourselves the right questions about the big decisions we undertook, like, for instance, how an illness like chronic depression might affect Rob’s role as a
  husband or our ability to have and raise the kids we so wanted.

  About a year after we were married, Rob’s behaviour gradually started to change on account of his depression. He had good days, days filled with gardening, films on the couch and big
  dinners, but he also had bad days. Days spent in bed, withdrawn, quiet. Worries knitted on his brow but translated into words as ‘I’m fine’ when I asked him about it.

  Eventually, three years into our marriage, came the confession: ‘I’m not just dealing with depression. I’m also a heroin addict.’

  After that, what I thought and knew of love was altered for ever. He also told me the most devastating news, that he had tried to take his own life a few months prior so that I wouldn’t
  find out he had become an addict. So my anger at being lied to flowed in the same deep waters as my concern.

  The sense of being betrayed billowed in my chest. But I wanted more than anything for him to feel well and not carry his struggle on his own, so I helped him with his recovery. That’s not
  to say it was easy, or that it didn’t come at a huge cost. My sister was the only one who knew for a long time. To the rest of our friends and family, we had to pretend that everything was
  alright because we were afraid of judgement.

  In my most angry of moments: ‘I can’t believe you lied to me and betrayed our marriage.’ In my saddest of moments: ‘You’ve broken my heart.’ In my most
  hopeful of moments: ‘We will get through this together.’

  Now, I’ve come to properly understand how formidable a drug heroin is. How much it is moralised, how little is understood about how it affects the mind and the body, drawing it deeper into
  sickness until using it daily is the only way to maintain a normal life. How it doesn’t care whether you are rich or poor, whether you came from a loving family or not, whether you are in
  banking or on benefits. How recovery is long and difficult.

  But back then, I didn’t know any of it. I could deal with Rob having depression. I could even deal with the addiction part, even though the road to forgiveness would be long. But at points
  he seemed so blasé about his recovery and, in the meantime, kept lying about whether or not he was clean and how much debt he was in until I thought I was going mad.

  Worse, he could not bring himself to ask for help, despite all evidence to the contrary that he couldn’t do it alone and in secret. The final straw was the insistence that he was clean so
  that we could start trying for children even though he had relapsed on heroin weeks before.

  I was so deeply unhappy, I asked for a separation. I needed space to think about what I needed, and whether Rob was capable of being in a relationship. He went to New Zealand to stay with
  family, while I stayed in London.

  I didn’t know how I could be without this man, who was so soft in his handling of me, who made me feel like the most beautiful woman on earth even when I looked like something dredged from
  a drain. But, on the other hand, I didn’t know how I could be with him as he was.

  I knew then that love wasn’t enough. That only Rob could save himself. I knew that as long as we were together, his recovery would only be conducted because he thought he’d lose me,
  rather than because he was actively choosing it for himself.

  While he was still in New Zealand, I told him I didn’t think we could work things out, and, eight days later, he killed himself in Auckland.

  And this love, this immense love connecting two people like a beam of light, snapped, as one person fell into darkness and the other was left standing at the edge clutching her broken heart,
  soaked in grief, finding she no longer belongs in the land of living, but not having the courage to follow him to the land of the dead.
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  When you start learning to dive, one of the first things they impress upon you is how important it is to go back up to the surface slowly. You are told lots of important things
  about pressure, how it affects the body, and buoyancy-control devices.

  But when you are actually inside the ocean’s belly, it’s another thing altogether.

  You have been taught the practicalities, but not the poetry of it. Your body slips past the grasp of gravity as you sit, weightless, perfectly caught between two realms.

  When Rob was alive, I was too afraid to try diving. It felt too otherworldly; dark and hissing and hidden. But after he passed away, it appealed to me for the same reasons I had found it
  frightening: I wanted to float in a world that moved in such fluid ribbons of darkness and light.

  The first time I tried it, shoals of fish had swum around me in a ball, their silver scales like suits of armour in the light, the dance of lionfish fin rays cast spotted shadows on the sea bed,
  baby clownfish nestled in pudgy, waving anemones, moray eels stuck their sharp little teeth out from their burrows, bright-purple clams pursed their lips the nearer we floated.

  Save for the hiss of my regulator and murmuring bubbles of out-breath, I was enveloped in silence. It rolled over and under our bodies with the current.

  Away from the world of starfish and spiky black sea urchins and into the distance, I could sense the susurration of water, the feeling of such vastness out there. As with all places that blurred
  the lines of existence, wrapped in a valley of quiet where two worlds seemed to join, I felt the skin between my world and Rob’s pressing together.

  I looked down, the peaceful colour of that world now lost through a gateway of algae and murk. But then I looked up, and saw the surface shimmering, like a dazzlingly bright portal. I knew that
  when we went all the way to the top, I would feel the sun on my skin, the waves licking my face and, eventually, the hum and tick of my routine back on land: coffee, reading, lunch and maybe a
  run.

  The first year after Rob died could be summed up in that moment of looking back at the surface of a world I didn’t belong to. Knowing I wanted to, one day, but I wasn’t there
  yet.

  I was living in our rented flat in St Margarets, south London, after he died. My friend Hasiba – or Has, as we call her – moved in with me, and although at first I wasn’t sure
  about living with another person, it helped to have moments when I wasn’t in my own head.

  I didn’t know how I was going to get through the next day, let alone a week, or a year, or a lifetime. It seemed too much to comprehend. So my world became very small and divided into
  sunrise and sunset – these were the markers I used to get me through one day to the next.

  I would wake up and remember. Then I would shower, get dressed in whatever didn’t require ironing and go to work. I would somehow make it through the day talking to people, sitting in
  meetings, and then I would get on the train home. I would fiddle with my Spotify playlist because there is something about grief that completely shits on your ability to read. I would pop into the
  supermarket, pick something to grill, like a chunk of salmon, and make a big salad.

  During the day, my friends would text me, or my parents would call. Everything became small: I could only handle small conversations, small groups of people. I couldn’t take on anyone
  else’s problems during this time.

  As night fell, I would put on one of Rob’s old T-shirts that I had brought back with me from Auckland after the funeral. I would inhale it even though it no longer smelled like him, as if
  somewhere the fabric and thread were holding the memory of him within. I would get into bed and set my alarm. And then it would come – the wave of it, the crest of a hundred thoughts that he
  wasn’t here, that he would never be here, that I should have saved him, that I couldn’t do this without him.

  At some point I would fall asleep, then wake up and do everything all over again the next day.

  I don’t know how I looked to other people – probably fragile, barely there, distant and far away in the eyes. But they knew I was different now. They knew that Rob’s death was
  altering me one painful molecule at a time; only the end result remained to be seen.

  I wore the detached look of an observer, because I was. I didn’t have a husband, and I didn’t have to date other men. My status on kids was unknown; my womb might forever lie empty.
  I did not have to buy a house, I didn’t have to involve myself in petty arguments, I didn’t have to attend people’s weddings, baby showers, hen dos, kids’ parties.

  People were amazed when I did basic life stuff like go to work or manage a conversation, so I had dispensation to do whatever the fuck I liked.

  That didn’t mean the grief didn’t bubble out at strange and inconvenient times.

  A few weeks after the funeral, I was having a sad day at work. Nothing in particular had happened, but I knew the signs, and I had to leave the office before I started crying at my desk. It was
  lunchtime, so I decided to distract myself by getting some food, and as I stood in line at our local takeaway place, I started crying. All of a sudden, I heard someone say, ‘Deciding what to
  get, hey?’
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