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Despite her fleecy jacket and fur-lined gloves, a long woollen 
scarf wound tightly round her neck, she could feel the cold 
seeping into her bones. And after trudging six long blocks 
into a headwind, those bones, and her teeth, were beginning 
to ache. But here she was, at last, standing right in front of it: 
the building she’d admired in photos and postcards, this art 
deco wonder in praise of the car. Automobile, they called 
it here.

Marina craned her neck to take it all in: the needle-thin 
spire piercing the sky and, just below, the terraced crown, 
like gorgeous rays of the sun. She saw gleaming steel walls 
adorned – ingeniously, audaciously – with replicas of radiator 
caps. And those famous gargoyles, the sleek heads of eagles, 
staring boldly, implacably, across the city. She’d read about 
the maniacal race to be the tallest building in New York; and 
for just a few months, before the rise of the Empire State and 
other hurried monuments to power, this beautiful Chrysler 
Building had been proudly undefeated – the Mount Everest 

The Hook
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of Manhattan, they’d called it. She couldn’t remember its 
height, even though she’d read it in the guidebook. Connor 
would have remembered, would have known the exact 
number of eagles and radiator caps as well; even, perhaps, 
the number of bricks and rivets that went into its magical 
making. He’d always been drawn to quantify and measure: 
height and width, length and depth, dates and statistics, the 
number of items in museums. Awed by the sublime; amused 
by the folly of excess.

She stood back and took several photos with her phone. 
Checked them and zoomed in closer, took several more. 
She’d promised her sister that she’d keep a record, have some 
people round for a slide show. A few drinks.

Connor would have loved this building, she thought. Its 
shimmering elegance, its emblematic faith in the future. He 
would gladly have walked as she had walked, on crowded 
pavements, into galleries and museums, through Central 
Park, with its ghostly trees set against a wintry sky. He’d 
always been an energetic traveller, walking for miles around 
the deep red walls of Marrakesch; scaling hills and striding 
meadows in the Lake District; happily wandering for hours 
in the maddening maze of Venice, when she thought she 
would faint in the sapping heat and the rotting smells from 
the canals, the press of so many tourists, but she’d done 
it in the end without complaining. Back in the hotel he’d 
put his arms around her and called her a trooper, my trooper, 
my darling, and kissed her, laid her down on the bed and 
made love to her. And she missed this, too. Unbearably. 
His sculptured hipbones; the sprinkle of freckles across his 
shoulders; his playful, tender, searching hands; the greying 
hair on his chest. In the beginning, when they made love 
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and he was spent with sex, she would lie in their bed and 
marvel at the weight of his arm sprawled carelessly on a 
pillow; at the tiny flickers of his eyelashes, butterfly dreams 
on his cheeks. The way the early morning sun drifting 
through the curtain made moving shadows on his flesh. She 
would watch all this with the eyes of a languorous woman, 
tracing a finger over his back or thighs, lightly, so as not to 
wake him. She had never spoken of this to anyone. Because 
it was far too intimate and precious, and because no one 
had ever asked her. Maybe one day someone would ask her. 
What do you remember, Marina? her sister might say, leaning 
across a table, stroking her hand.

She remembered hanging out the washing in the dead 
of night and looking up at a moonless sky. She remembered 
crying out to no one and to nothing: You’re gone.

Her family had been pleased about her trip, but anxious 
that she was travelling alone. Marina had lied that none of 
her friends could take any time off work; and she’d lied by 
omission as well, couldn’t tell them of Connor’s longing 
to see the city that never sleeps. How he’d started reading 
books, piles of them from the library, and checking tourist 
sites online. All the museums, he’d declared. It’ll take a lifetime. 
And top of the list, he’d said in his charming Irish lilt, was 
a place called Ellis Island. The most famous immigration 
centre in the world, he’d said, and given her a raft of num-
bers: the date of its founding, the millions of people who’d 
arrived there from so many countries, the numbers of rooms 
and exhibits. But two years on, standing in front of this 
building, people rushing past, bumping into her, excuse me, 
Ma’am, feeling slightly dizzy now, all she could remember 
was the brightness of his eyes as he looked up from a book; 
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his unstoppable, puppy-dog bouncing at life. Her guide, her 
lover, her heart’s delight. So she didn’t, couldn’t, tell her 
parents, her sister, anyone at all, of her need to travel alone. 
To pay tribute to his memory. To compensate, perhaps. Or 
atone. It was something private, she knew, like the meeting 
of two bodies in a bed. Nor could she tell them how she 
longed for silence. For it sometimes seemed to her, more and 
more it seemed to her, that people proclaimed their opinions, 
dispensed advice, gossiped, condemned, maligned, consoled, 
talked and talked their full-of-nothing words like so much 
litter blowing in the wind.

The cold was beginning to bite again and she needed 
to gather herself up, move on to Carnegie Hall. Someone 
at work had a cousin with a son whose friend had once 
played there, and this seemed as good a reason as any to 
visit. Take a few photos. And as she struggled forward, she 
felt that, after all, she didn’t really mind the cold, that she 
almost welcomed it: this rude buffeting, this icy assailment. 
For it gave her back the edges, the sharp definition, that she 
sometimes felt dissolving in the blackness of the night.

�

She looked around her hotel room: neat and clean, with 
the basics  – a bed, a desk and chair, a bar fridge, a kettle 
and a tiny TV. A frayed brown carpet. Three stars; entirely 
adequate. The kind of place they’d always chosen on 
their travels.

She flopped down on the bed, exhausted with walking 
and all the blathering at Carnegie Hall, vexed by the tour 
she’d had little choice but to join. Oh, no, Ma’am, you have 
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to be accompanied…the rules…And so, reluctantly, Marina 
had followed three elderly couples and a guide in a pink 
cashmere twin-set and a strand of glowing pearls, her old-
money voice crooning such generous philanthropy, visionary 
genius, acoustical perfection, sweeping them through the 
history – the years of building and restoration, the number 
of performances each year, the number of seats in the three 
magnificent concert halls, the 130-something steps to reach 
the top balcony – until Marina had wanted to scream at all 
the facts and figures, at the cashmered refinement and pearly 
cultivation. Then, leading them on through passage after 
passageway, insisting they admire all the portraits on the 
walls: divas and folk stars, rock stars, pianists, cellists, jazz 
musicians, choirs…impossible to take them all in. And then 
Marina had seen it, an image from Australia: that familiar 
horsey face and massive jaw. And she’d remembered – how 
could she not  – Connor’s contempt for the Grand Dame 
of opera, his raging against a speech she’d made to a bunch 
of monarchists, complaining about being served at the post 
office by some Indian or Chinese person…as though they were 
all the same. Connor had refused to listen to her singing, 
ever again. La Stupenda, he’d said, stupendously feckin’ ignorant. 
Marina remembered his every word. Was she destined to 
remember every word? Standing in that passageway, staring 
at fame, it had once again returned to her, as grief must 
return to everyone: unbidden.

She hauled herself up from the bed and went to the 
bathroom, looked sternly at her reflection. She must not 
succumb, must not fall into that deep dark well of self-
pity. She must soldier on, as her father had instructed. Must 
remember, as her mother had insisted, how she had her 
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whole life before her. A whole life: as though she hadn’t been 
splintered into countless pieces, so many brutal shards. 
But her reflection told the story that her parents wanted: 
expressionless, featureless. Stoical.

Marina bent over the basin, splashed water on her face, 
thought about dinner and then didn’t. Thought about email-
ing her sister, who’d asked if she’d met any religious butters in 
New York. Marina had smiled at the typo, at the thought of 
Christianity, yellow, thick and creamy, clogging up America. 
Or she could send the message to her neighbour back home. 
Edith Wilson, always Mrs Wilson, who’d told her that 
Connor’s death had a purpose, that suffering was part of 
God’s plan. Marina had wanted to shout into the woman’s 
smug little face, at her Pollyanna-glad game, its cheap, phony, 
kick-up-your-heels attitude to life. She’d wanted to shout 
out what she knew in every bone, in every muscle and sinew 
of her body: that suffering was entirely arbitrary and always 
cruel. That it served no purpose at all.

Mrs Wilson, who had complained about the mess from 
their jacaranda tree and Connor had nodded as he listened. 
Asked if he should climb his ladder and glue every flower 
to the branches. Even now, Marina would look at that tree 
and hear his voice as he leaned on the fence, still see Mrs 
Wilson’s indignant face, his crooked smile.

She missed that smile. That mouth. On her own mouth, 
on her breasts, and the way he used his tongue, caressed her.

She fell down on the bed again, stretched out her arms 
and legs, tried to loosen up. Then remembered she needed 
to set her alarm for a brisk, early start. Tomorrow she would 
sail past the Statue of Liberty and on to Ellis Island. As she 
punched in 7 am, Marina could picture the museum with its 
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endless, grainy archival footage, the ubiquitous headphones, 
spools of recorded interviews, hundreds of objects: the 
worthy, futile attempt to recreate the past. But at least there 
wouldn’t be too many people in this blistering cold…having 
to queue for a ferry in the open air, brave the choppy water. 
She wouldn’t feel crowded, hemmed in, as she’d sometimes 
felt on their travels, people blocking her view of glorious 
paintings, treading on her toes, all that jostling in subways. 
At least she would have room to be alone.

She curled herself up on the bed and remembered a day 
in Florence. Walking inside the Duomo, when Connor 
had given her so many measurements her head was fit to 
burst: the size of the cathedral, the dimensions of its three 
huge bronze doors, the height of the arches in the aisles, the 
height of the dome itself. But she’d said nothing, indulged 
him as always. Until they’d stopped at a cafe for gelato, her 
first real gelato, divinely creamy pistachio, when he’d started 
reading aloud from his guidebook: all the ingredients and 
proportions and did she know what made it the best ice-
cream in the world? It was the percentage of butterfat…and 
she’d lost it. Almost shouted. For God’s sake, Connor, just 
enjoy the bloody thing.

She had lost her taste for ice-cream. She knew it would 
taste like regret.

�

She was prepared for the chilly wind blowing from the 
ocean but not for this endless, snaking queue. Packs of locals, 
judging by their accents and baseball caps; Scandinavians, 
predictably blonde and svelte; chattering Japanese, consulting 
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guidebooks; Europeans or South Americans, speaking 
languages she couldn’t locate. But she recognised the Italians: 
granite-faced men and glamorous women in tight jeans, 
leaning on the railing, taking up space in that Italian kind of 
way. But how much longer to wait? Marina huddled into the 
thick, heavy coat that she’d bought when she first arrived – 
and which she’d never need in Perth, with its temperate, 
kindly winters. It would be boiling at home right now, and 
so humid, so oppressive. Just before she’d left she’d heard 
the weather report, delivered in a howdy-doody voice: The 
hottest year on record and one of our wettest Decembers…Folks, it 
looks like we’re turning tropical! As though they’d all be wearing 
hula skirts and slurping mangoes on the beach, instead of 
drowning or baking, dehydrating. Running out of life. 
It was hard to imagine the Australian heat on this glacial 
Saturday morning. Hard to imagine anything, really…going 
back to work, the dullness of her flat. But she knew for 
certain she wouldn’t go back to study. Even though her sister 
had carefully raised the subject. Said it slanted; to the side.

‘Off to see Liberty, then?’
A tall, smiling man with dark green eyes. She hadn’t 

noticed him before.
‘Of course,’ she said. Then, hearing the snap in her voice: 

‘I’m going to Ellis Island as well. If this ferry ever leaves.’
‘You sound like an Ossie,’ he said.
Ossie, to rhyme with mossy: furry, green Australia.
He was delighted: Sydney three years ago…holiday…

lovely people…Opera House…Marina wished the queue 
would start moving, stop this burst of breezy goodwill. He 
was Evan, by the way, and she was—? His smile widened 
even more.
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‘Ah, Marina,’ he said, expansively. ‘It means of the ocean. 
Did you know?’

She nodded, because she did know. Because Connor had 
told her.

‘From a play by Shakespeare,’ he said, ‘and then given 
another life in one of my favourite poems.’

Marina startled. Because Connor had told her this as well, 
had given her the beauty of her name and her heart had 
opened up like a flower. And now, hearing this stranger, 
with his knowledge and dark green eyes and ridiculous smile 
reciting the words, stealing them – let me resign my life for this life, 
my speech for that unspoken, the awakened, lips parted, the hope…

‘Please, stop,’ she said. ‘I know the poem, you don’t 
have to—’

She saw his face drop. Heard him say sorry for being so 
intrusive, so arrogant, for— She held up her hand. This was 
even worse, she thought, this entanglement, his tangled up 
words of apology. She began to rummage in her bag for 
something, anything, and he drew away, put his hands on 
the railing and stared out to sea. She wanted none of this, 
standing in a queue in the meanness of the morning. Maybe 
she should walk back to the hotel, check in for an earlier 
flight, pack her bags…but she didn’t have the energy. Going 
back seemed as hard as going forward.

The queue finally began to move; people were shuffling 
and she kept her distance, he kept his distance, and she 
was glad. Under shelter now, protected from the wind, as 
rucksacks were searched, bodies were patted by beefy 
security men. This time Marina didn’t mind the wait. They 
could take hours if they needed to. She remembered her 
fears when Connor had hatched his New York plans. When 
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she’d dreamed of shopping mall massacres, bombs strapped 
to bodies or under cars, hooded figures with flick knives, 
and he’d given her the facts and statistics, of course: the 
radical decline in crimes against people and property, the 
heightened security at airports, in public buildings. And 
you’ll always be safe with me, he’d said.

People were starting to scramble aboard and she followed, 
managed to find a seat at the end of a row, relieved to have 
given the talking man the slip. Relieved to be staring at the 
dull grey water, at skyscrapers in the distance, that world 
of bustle and money and purpose. She slowly removed her 
gloves, closed her eyes and gave herself up to the rocking of 
the ferry, let the words of passengers wash over her…can’t 
wait to see…massive…the torch and the flame…the sounds of 
different accents and people being happy, just as she should 
be happy. Swanning round New York, someone at work had 
said, half your bloody luck. A cousin had said it differently: It 
could have been worse, Marina; at least he left you comfortable.

And then the feeling came over her again. The sharp 
and dark and dangerous thing, rocking to the waves and 
remembering the poem and the gift of her name, trying not 
to remember because all the details, every word and gesture, 
made him return to her, made him lost to her. When would 
she be done, would she ever be done, with this terrible ache 
inside her? She clenched her fists and told herself she would 
not cry. That she was on a mission. That he would have 
wanted her to be brave. If there had been time to tell her, 
this is what he would have said. But her breath was coming 
fast now and she knew she was weak and a coward and 
that she was nothing, nothing, without him. In this, too, 
she had failed him, she would always be failing him, sitting 
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in a lecture room listening to important words, her phone 
switched off while his heart was giving way and she was 
much too late it would always be too late she would always 
be running to the hospital too late too late. The two saddest 
words in the English language. This, too, he had given her.

‘Pardon me, Ma’am…Marina. Are you alright?’
She opened her eyes. It was the smiling man standing 

in front of her, his mouth now tight with concern. And 
because he’d asked her, because he’d seen something written 
on her face, because she felt so deeply, darkly lost, she told 
him she felt a little sea sick. He offered to squeeze in beside 
her, told her calmly to lean back, take deep breaths and 
think about something pleasant. She did as she was told, took 
those breaths, slowly, mindfully, and thought about Deborah. 
How they’d plaited each other’s hair and told each other 
secrets and all the days at the beach, competing for the gloss-
ier tan. The sister who’d be waiting at the airport.

‘Does that feel better?’
‘Yes…yes, it does.’ She looked at him, shyly. ‘Thank you,’ 

she said. ‘And it’s not even rough today.’
‘I’ve been over on some blustery days,’ he said, ‘when 

people were really—’ He bit his lip. ‘Sorry, you didn’t need 
to hear that.’

She gave him a smile. She owed him that much, at least, 
and some courtesy. A fragment of conversation. He was 
from Boston, he told her, and this was his seventh trip to 
Ellis Island. His great-great-great grandfather had arrived 
there in the 1890s, from Lithuania. And what had prompted 
her visit? Because the Statue of Liberty was the star attraction, 
but an immigration-processing centre – it didn’t exactly pull 
in the crowds.
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‘My husband,’ she said. ‘He…couldn’t make the trip but 
he really wanted me to go.’

She saw the man, Evan, look down at her hand, at her 
wedding ring. 

‘My wife,’ he said slowly. ‘We used to go travelling a lot, 
but we disagreed about everything along the way. Where to 
stay and what to see and politics – the way of the world.’ He 
shrugged. ‘I finally lost her in a Moscow market.’

‘Lost her?’
‘At the dancing bears enclosure. You might have seen the 

photos, where they chain up these poor enormous bears and 
make them learn stupid tricks.’

‘You mean—’ Marina was horrified.
‘Oh, no, not that.’ He laughed. ‘She didn’t get mauled to 

death. I just embarrassed her. Deeply.’
Marina raised an eyebrow. 
‘I stood at the fence,’ he said, ‘watching those miserable 

creatures, it was heartbreaking, I tell you. And the man who 
was with them, training them, well, I gave him a lecture, in 
English of course but he got my drift because he was shaking 
his fists at me, shouting at me, and Cindy started shouting at 
me, too. Told me to stop being such an idiot, to stop being 
so bossy. That was her actual word. Bossy.’

He gave her a rueful grin.
‘So that’s when I really understood,’ he said. ‘That it was 

over.’
He had what she imagined was a Boston voice: vaguely 

English. She looked at him more closely. He was maybe 
thirty, thirty-five, with crinkles round his eyes, a mouth that 
turned up at the corners.

‘Did you have any children?’ she said.
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He shook his head. ‘It was better that way.’
She recognised something in his voice; something he 

didn’t say.
‘We didn’t have children either,’ she said.
‘Didn’t? I thought—’
‘My husband is dead.’ She blushed. For her lie. For her 

foolishness.
‘So, how long…I mean…’
‘Two years.’ She looked down at the floor. ‘I should be —’
‘You shouldn’t be anything,’ he said.
They were silent now, gently swaying to the lapping of 

the waves, and she felt the warmth of his coat beside her, felt 
lulled by the quiet drone of the ferry. She was looser, lighter, 
trying not to think, and it was peaceful, like the calmness 
of his voice when he’d told her to take deep breaths. And 
then, in a flash, she heard rousing shouts, a swell of gasps, 
people rushing to windows. Look, there she is! Oh my god…
awesome! Marina looked out to see the statue getting closer. 
A shadowy green monument, alone in a desolate sea. Its 
presence seemed to fill the sky and, as the ferry drew near, 
Marina peered through the window, looked up and up and 
up. She saw the colossal sweep of an arm, the torch and the 
flame, the spikes of a crown. A face that gazed outwards, 
both strong and serene. The face of justice, Connor would 
have called it, and he would surely have been moved, just as 
she tried to be moved by this towering symbol of freedom, 
this beacon for the huddled masses, wasn’t it? The tired, the 
hungry, the poor? But she couldn’t feel it, looking up at 
this thing in the ocean; it was simply a very large statue, 
banally iconic.

Evan nudged her lightly, asked if she’d like to disembark.
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She shook her head. ‘It’s too much for me,’ she said. ‘It’s 
beyond human scale.’

‘I’ve never been keen on her, either,’ he said, out of the 
side of his mouth. ‘Which is pretty un-American.’

She smiled at him. Properly this time. They watched the 
scores of people streaming off the ferry, some with cameras 
poised, others flapping their arms in the cold.

‘Mind you,’ he said, ‘Ellis Island can be overwhelming, 
too. There are so many stories to listen to, so much to see. 
The numbers alone are staggering. Did you know that over 
twelve million people arrived there in the course of fifty 
years? And in one year alone, one million people. In one day 
alone, more than eight thousand.’

Marina was speechless. At this Connor and not-
Connor. With his high cheekbones and flaring nose. 
Lithuanian, perhaps.

‘Can you imagine?’ he said. ‘All those people…’
‘I can’t imagine. They’re just numbers to me.’
He looked slightly stung.
‘You sound like my wife,’ he said. ‘She got fed up with all 

my facts and figures. But I’m a history teacher, you see, so—’
‘I’m not your wife,’ she said. Snapped at him again. ‘I just 

meant that the numbers don’t help me to see.’
‘I’m sorry…I didn’t mean to—’
She softened. ‘You keep saying sorry,’ she said. ‘Please 

don’t.’
They looked at one another, unflinching. She felt that 

something had been settled between them.
The ferry was starting up again, leaving behind the 

climbers, the Liberty lovers, and they both lurched forward 
in their seats.
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‘Shall I try again?’ he said. ‘Give you some numbers that 
might help make it real?’

And so he told her about the voyage out. Up to 2000 
people in an iron-hulled steam ship. Ten per  cent of pas-
sengers died on the way, roughly 200 people per single boat. 
So those numbers tell a story, he said. Of sickness, disease, 
starvation. And don’t get him started on the shipping com-
panies who made obscene amounts of dollars from this trade 
in human need.

‘So this is what you give your students?’ she said. ‘Do they 
take it in?’

‘Some of them are interested,’ he said. ‘Well, as long 
as I do a PowerPoint or show some videos. But I like 
to tell them stories, too, and details. Sometimes it’s the 
smallest  things.’

‘Like what? Tell me.’
He leaned back in his seat. ‘One of the first things you’ll 

see on the island is an object,’ he said. ‘A hook. A button-
hook, to be precise. When the immigrants first arrived, they 
had to be inspected for illness and disease, so they wouldn’t 
be a problem. An economic burden. The doctors—’ He 
stopped, started again. ‘The doctors would check for 
trachoma by turning the inner eyelid inside out with this 
sharp, cruel implement. They were the most feared people 
on the island.’

She felt the urge to take his hand, but instead she drew 
herself up, folded her own hands in her lap.

‘I think—forgive me.’ His voice was faltering now. ‘I 
think I might have upset you.’

She shook her head. ‘It’s alright,’ she said. ‘Sometimes 
you need something small to help you see something so big.’
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She didn’t say, she wanted to say: and I have already 
faced the worst. And what I have faced is nothing, and it is 
everything. It is nothing.

He inclined his head towards her, making a space for 
them to share, as though they were the only two people on 
this sturdy boat, on their way to Ellis Island. And it pleased 
her, this space. It gave her some comfort. She wanted to hear 
his voice again, which was soft and deep, not Connor’s voice, 
not his Irish lilt, slightly high-pitched.

‘And the people who failed the test?’ she said. ‘I guess they 
were sent back to where they came from.’

He nodded. ‘And it could happen so quickly,’ he said. ‘An 
inspector would, say, watch an immigrant walking up the 
stairs and would know straight away there was something 
wrong. It could take just seconds. Weeks and months to get 
here, and it was all over in seconds.’

Marina looked down at his hands and saw the raggedness 
of his fingernails, rough-edged and bitten, almost down to 
the quick. It made him seem so vulnerable, despite his sunny 
smile, his confident manner. It made him look lonely. She 
remembered the hook and the bears and the wife who called 
him bossy and she wanted to turn to him, tell him that none 
of this was fair. That he, her Connor, had suffered and she 
had not been there to help him. Was this the cruellest form 
of suffering? To die without the presence of love?

‘The other thing I tell my students…’ Evan’s voice, 
return ing her. ‘Life for the immigrants was often very hard. 
Appalling conditions in factories and on farms, high infant-
mortality rates, low life expectancy. Great unkindness. It’s 
important to deal with the facts, not the rhetoric. All that 
stuff about America embracing the huddled masses.’
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‘The tired, the hungry, the poor,’ she said. ‘It’s stirring 
stuff, isn’t it?’

‘And mostly bullshit,’ he said. ‘And I won’t say sorry for 
that word.’ 

He was smiling but she saw the passion in his eyes, those 
dark green eyes that kept drawing you back, drawing her 
back. Connor’s eyes were blue, blue Irish eyes, just like the 
song: When Irish eyes are smiling, all the world seems bright and 
gay; a pile of sentimental shite, he’d said.

‘But what I want you to know—’ Evan was watching 
her steadily. ‘I keep making this journey because it’s also a 
story of hope. It’s my family and all the other families, all 
the young people who came here on their own: all of them 
with hope in their hearts. Even on those terrible boats, they 
did what people often do in times of great distress. They 
sang, they danced, they played cards. And they talked. To 
hear their own language. To remind themselves they were 
human. To—’ He rubbed his head. ‘I’m doing it again, aren’t 
I? I’ve been doing it since we set sail. Chewing your ear off. 
Isn’t that what they say in Australia?’

‘Or talking the hind legs off a donkey,’ she said. ‘My 
grandpa said that all the time when I was a child. I used to 
think that donkeys walked by doing handstands.’

He laughed. ‘Well, thanks for letting me lecture you,’ he 
said. ‘You’ve been, well, very indulgent. And I promise to 
leave you in peace once we get to the island. It’s a place that 
asks us to be silent.’

It was a signal, she thought, an ending, and she didn’t 
want this to end. She wanted him to talk, and to talk to him. 
After days in New York of hardly saying a word beyond the 
basics: please, thank you, excuse me, how much.
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He gave her another one of his wide, American grins. 
‘Before you go,’ he said, ‘will you tell me what you do? You 
know, for a living. I’d kind of like to know.’

‘I work in a shop,’ she said. ‘A music shop. Selling mostly 
rubbish.’ So now you know, she thought, you kind of know. 
And should I tell you, too, how Connor was so proud of me, 
winning a prize at uni, telling everyone he met that I was 
taking on the world? Should I tell you that we’d talked of 
having children? Should I tell you how much he believed in 
me, and what we were making together? 

They were married for seven years. He was forty-nine 
when he died, and she was twenty-eight. These numbers she 
would always remember.

As she picked up her gloves, preparing to disembark, she 
saw the glint of her wedding band, golden in the light.

‘I’d started a degree,’ she said. ‘Hoping to become a 
lawyer. Only not the kind that makes a lot of money.’

She thought he might laugh but he didn’t. 
‘I stopped,’ she said. ‘The truth is, I gave up.’
She waited for him to speak, having no idea of what he 

might say, what she wanted him to say. She could almost 
feel his heart beating under his coat, his thick, heavy coat 
that could never really shelter you, no matter how thick, no 
matter how heavy, from the need to feel blessedly alive. This 
patient, generous, honourable man. She thought she might 
weep with his goodness.

‘But now…I think I might go back to it,’ she said. ‘The 
study.’ 

She hadn’t known this until she said it.
She saw those bitten nails again and reached out her 

hand, entwined her fingers through his. Ah, the warmth. 
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She breathed it in: this ordinary, necessary gesture, of skin 
against skin. She felt the quiet pressure of his hand, could 
sense him watching her closely, and she knew she wanted to 
thank him. Give him something in return.

‘Tell me about your great-great grandfather,’ she said. ‘Or 
did I leave out one of the greats?’

‘I’d rather talk about you,’ he said. ‘Will you tell me more 
about you?’

She flushed. ‘I don’t think—not now…not at this moment.’ 
She made herself look into his eyes, remembering his 

stories, the larger sweep of history into which he was born, 
and which carried him to safety, would always carry him to 
safety. She knew she needed to begin.

‘When I’m back in Australia…’ She felt her heart knock-
ing in her chest. ‘You can call me…if you like.’

She disengaged her hand, watched her fingers tremble 
as she opened her bag, searched for her phone. Because she 
could never remember her number even though she’d tried 
over and over again to learn it off by heart.

‘I would like that very much,’ he said, quietly. Solemnly. 
‘Across the ocean. Marina.’


