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The bestselling exploration of the dimensions of love, marriage, mourning, and kinship from

two-time Booker Prize finalist Deborah Levy.A New York Times Notable BookA New York

Public Library Best Nonfiction Book of 2018What does it cost a woman to unsettle old

boundaries and collapse the social hierarchies that make her a minor character in a world not

arranged to her advantage?This vibrant memoir, a portrait of contemporary womanhood in flux,

is an urgent quest to find an unwritten major female character who can exist more easily in the

world. Levy considers what it means to live with meaning, value, and pleasure, to seize the

ultimate freedom of writing our own lives, and reflects on the work of such artists and thinkers

as Simone de Beauvoir, James Baldwin, Elena Ferrante, Marguerite Duras, David Lynch, and

Emily Dickinson.The Cost of Living, longlisted for the Andrew Carnegie Medal in Nonfiction, is

crucial testimony, as distinctive, witty, complex, and original as Levy's acclaimed novels.

“[Levy] is an indelible writer . . . [an] elliptical genius . . . The Cost of Living . . . is always a

pleasure to consume.”  �Dwight Garner, The New York Times“An astute observer of both the

mundane and the inexplicable, Levy sketches memorable details in just a few strokes . . . What

makes the book stand out . . . is that Levy doesn't allow herself to linger over these details . . .

She's like an expert rafter, and the river she travels is full of encounters and emotions. While

another writer might give us a lengthy tour of this turbulent water, Levy doesn't slow down.

There's joy in her maneuvering through the rapids, difficult though they may be. And there's joy

for us in watching her.”  �Yiyun Lee, The New York Times Book Review“Levy's style is

fragmented, each anecdote as luminous, self-contained and hard as the pearls in the necklace

she habitually wears around her throat. There's humor here and vulnerability . . . The Cost of

Living is a smart, slim meditation on womanhood informed by Levy's wide reading.”  �Maureen

Corrigan, NPR's “Fresh Air”“The Cost of Living is unclassifiable, original, full of unexpected

pleasures at every turn. Though it can be read in a flash, I suspect readers will want to savor

this book slowly, for its many moments of insight, humor, wisdom, and surprise. Delivered in

gorgeous, disciplined prose, Deborah Levy has crafted a bracing, searing inquiry into one

woman's life that manages to tell the truth of all women's lives. I loved it.”  �Dani Shapiro“Levy

would never tell another woman to live the way she does, or to live any one way at all. She's

too sophisticated a feminist for that. Still, she wants us . . . to know that she's happy, that she's

thriving in this new, uncharted life. Her work is, too. The last sentence of the book starts, 'The

writing you are reading now is made from the cost of living.' For writing this good, the cost of

living is plainly the right price to pay.”  �NPR.org“An eloquent manifesto for what Levy calls 'a

new way of living' in the post-familial world.”  �The Guardian“This is a writer who has found her

voice and her subject, and both speak directly to our times . . . Levy captivates us from her

wonderful first sentence . . . If you want evidence that Levy's struggles to find a life that makes

sense for her have paid off, this book is Exhibit A.”  �The Los Angeles Times“Extraordinary and

beautiful. Ranging widely and deeply over marriage, motherhood, love, death and friendship, it

is a work suffused with fierce intelligence, generous humanity and razor-sharp insights.”  �The

Financial Times“Powerful.”  �O, the Oprah Magazine“Not only a personal reflection but a

meditation on what is demanded of women.”  �Electric Literature, “The 15 Best Non-Fiction

Books of 2018”“Spare, lucid, profound, Levy's book is an evaluation of the work of a writer and

the work of being a woman in the world.”  �San Francisco Chronicle“She's the most delicious



narrator . . . What makes Levy remarkable, beyond the endless pleasures of her sentences, is

her resourcefulness and wit. She's ingenious, practical and dryly amused, somehow outside

herself enough to find the grim, telling humor in almost any situation. Her experience is

interesting to her largely for what it reveals about society, rather than the other way round . . .

This is a manifesto for a risky, radical kind of life, out of your depth but swimming all the same.”

 �The New Statesman“Keen and moving . . . This timely look at how women are viewed (and

often dismissed) by society will resonate with many readers, but particularly with those who

have felt marginalized or undervalued.”  �Starred review, Publishers Weekly“An elegant, candid

meditation on the fraught journey to self-knowledge.”  �Kirkus Reviews“A robust piece of writing

about what gives humans purpose . . . It is a heady, absorbing read.”  �The Evening

Standard“Levy, nearing the end of her fifties, is writing her life not for her peers but for a new

generation. Since we tend to speak of feminism as coming in waves, separated by generation

gaps (most recently the supposed rift between millennials and baby boomers), we often focus

on what divides women. What if instead we saw all women as trying to understand themselves

as major characters in a society that will grant them only the status of minor ones?”  �Harper's

Magazine“[A] beautiful yet damning indictment of how our culture effaces women's creative

voices, both directly and insidiously.”  �Library Journal“A tender, vulnerable book with a fierce

strength and intelligence at its core. We sense the courage and honesty Levy required to

submerge herself, breath held, fully in the past in order to find her way into a new, altered

present.”  �Nadja Spiegelman“Searching for something to read after devouring Women and

Power? Known for her piquant novels, Deborah Levy now takes to non-fiction, with a 'working

autobiography' that comprises thoughtful dissections of life as a woman.”  �Elle Magazine, "Here

Are the 21 Books We're Most Excited to Read in 2018"“In this evocative and insightful memoir,

Levy describes her new freedom, in all its complexity and drudgery, and examines how

society's expectations can define and confine women . . . Levy deftly relates the circumstances

of her new life with a bewitching combination of wit and pathos.”  �Booklist“How thrilling to read

this vivid account by a brilliant woman leaving the marital and maternal we for scary freedom in

the land of I. I loved this book!”  �Honor Moore“Beautiful, elegiac . . . The power of words to

bestow life after death, and the importance of choosing what is living over what is dead, are at

the heart of Levy's exquisite prose.”  �The Spectator“An inherently fascinating, thoughtful and

thought-provoking read from beginning to end, The Cost of Living is a compelling compilation

of intensely personal stories so relevant to our turbulent times.”  �Midwest Book Review“The

Cost of Living refers to the price a woman has to pay for unmaking the home she no longer

feels at home in. In Levy's case, this radical act of erasure inaugurates a quest for a new life

that is inseparable from the writing of a new narrative.”  �The Irish Times““[Levy] packs

astounding insight and clarity into every passage . . . If I could, I would buy these books for

every woman I know.””  �The Globe and Mail“A memoir of a woman creating a new life after

divorce and a collection of insightful musings on femininity, motherhood, and the craft and

discipline of writing.”  �Lilith Magazine“A candid and raw offering from an author whose pain is

matched by her exceptional talents as a writer.”  �The Free Lance-Star“Highly evocative and

allusive.”  �Vulture--This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorDeborah Levy

writes fiction, plays, and poetry. Her work has been staged by the Royal Shakespeare

Company, broadcast on the BBC, and widely translated. The author of highly praised novels,

including The Man Who Saw Everything (longlisted for the Booker Prize), Hot Milk and

Swimming Home (both Man Booker Prize finalists), The Unloved, and Billy and Girl, the

acclaimed story collection Black Vodka, and two parts of her working autobiography, Things I

Don't Want to Know and The Cost of Living, she lives in London. Levy is a Fellow of The Royal



Society of Literature. --This text refers to the paperback edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by

permission. All rights reserved.The Cost of LivingA Working AutobiographyBy Deborah

LevyBloomsbury Publishing PlcContents1. The Big Silver, 1,2. The Tempest, 5,3. Nets, 11,4.

Living in Yellow, 15,5. Gravity, 31,6. The Body Electric, 41,7. The Black and Bluish Darkness,

55,8. The Republic, 67,9. Night Wandering, 83,10. X Is Where I Am, 97,11. Footsteps in the

House, 107,12. The Beginning of Everything, 119,13. The Milky Way, 127,14. Good Tidings,

131,CHAPTER 1THE BIG SILVERAs Orson Welles told us, if we want a happy ending, it

depends on where we stop the story. One January night I was eating coconut rice and fish in a

bar on Colombia's Caribbean coast. A tanned, tattooed American man sat at the table next to

me. He was in his late forties, big muscled arms, his silver hair pinned into a bun. He was

talking to a young English woman, perhaps nineteen years old, who had been sitting on her

own reading a book, but after some ambivalence had taken up his invitation to join him. At first

he did all the talking. After a while she interrupted him.Her conversation was interesting,

intense and strange. She was telling him about scuba-diving in Mexico, how she had been

underwater for twenty minutes and then surfaced to find there was a storm. The sea had

become a whirlpool and she had been anxious about making it back to the boat. Although her

story was about surfacing from a dive to discover the weather had changed, it was also about

some sort of undisclosed hurt. She gave him a few clues about that (there was someone on

the boat who she thought should have come to save her) and then she glanced at him to check

if he knew that she was talking about the storm in a disguised way. He was not that interested

and managed to move his knees in a way that jolted the table so that her book fell to the

floor.He said, 'You talk a lot don't you?'She thought about this, her fingers combing out the

ends of her hair while she watched two teenage boys selling cigars and football shirts to

tourists in the cobbled square. It was not that easy to convey to him, a man much older than

she was, that the world was her world too. He had taken a risk when he invited her to join him

at his table. After all, she came with a whole life and libido of her own. It had not occurred to

him that she might not consider herself to be the minor character and him the major character.

In this sense, she had unsettled a boundary, collapsed a social hierarchy, broken with the usual

rituals.She asked him what it was that he was scooping up from his bowl with tortilla chips. He

told her it was ceviche, raw fish marinated in lime juice, which was written in the menu in she

smiled, I knew she was making a bid to be someone braver than she felt, someone who could

travel freely on her own, read a book and sip a beer alone in a bar at night, someone who

could risk an impossibly complicated conversation with a stranger. She took up his offer to

taste his ceviche, then dodged his offer to join him for a night swim in an isolated part of the

local beach, which, he assured her, was 'away from the rocks'.After a while, he said, 'I don't like

scuba-diving. If I had to go down deep, it would be for gold.''Oh,' she said. 'It's funny you say

that. I was thinking my name for you would be the Big Silver.''Why Big Silver?''It was the name

of the diving boat.'He shook his head, baffled, and moved his gaze from her breasts to the

neon sign for Exit on the door. She smiled again, but she didn't mean it. I think she knew she

had to calm the turbulence she had brought with her from Mexico to Colombia. She decided to

take back her words.'No, Big Silver because of your hair and the stud above your eyebrow.''I'm

just a drifter,' he said. 'I drift about.'She paid her bill and asked him to pick up the book he had

jolted to the floor, which meant he had to bend down and reach under the table, dragging it

towards him with his foot. It took a while, and when he surfaced with the book in his hand, she

was neither grateful nor discourteous. She just said, 'Thanks.'While the waitress collected

plates heaped with crab claws and fish bones, I was reminded of the Oscar Wilde quote 'Be

yourself; everyone else is already taken.' That was not quite true for her. She had to make a bid



for a self that possessed freedoms the Big Silver took for granted – after all he had no trouble

being himself.You talk a lot don't you?To speak our life as we feel it is a freedom we mostly

choose not to take, but it seemed to me that the words she wanted to say were lively inside

her, mysterious to herself as much as anyone else.Later, when I was writing on my hotel

balcony, I thought about how she had invited the drifting Big Silver to read between the lines of

her undisclosed hurt. She could have stopped the story by describing the wonder of all she had

seen in the deep calm sea before the storm. That would have been a happy ending, but she

did not stop there. She was asking him (and herself) a question: Do you think I was abandoned

by that person on the boat? The Big Silver was the wrong reader for her story, but I thought on

balance that she might be the right reader for mine.(Continues...)Excerpted from The Cost of

Living by Deborah Levy. Copyright © 2018 Deborah Levy. Excerpted by permission of

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.All rights reserved. No part of this excerpt may be reproduced or

reprinted without permission in writing from the publisher.Excerpts are provided by Dial-A-Book

Inc. solely for the personal use of visitors to this web site. --This text refers to the hardcover

edition.Read more
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More Praise for The Cost of Living“[Levy] is an indelible writer … [an] elliptical genius … The

Cost of Living … is always a pleasure to consume.”—Dwight Garner, The New York Times“An

astute observer of both the mundane and the inexplicable, Levy sketches memorable details in

just a few strokes … What makes the book stand out … is that Levy doesn’t allow herself to

linger over these details … She’s like an expert rafter, and the river she travels is full of

encounters and emotions. While another writer might give us a lengthy tour of this turbulent

water, Levy doesn’t slow down. There’s joy in her maneuvering through the rapids, difficult

though they may be. And there’s joy for us in watching her.”—Yiyun Lee, The New York Times

Book Review“Levy’s style is fragmented, each anecdote as luminous, self-contained and hard

as the pearls in the necklace she habitually wears around her throat. There’s humor here and

vulnerability … The Cost of Living is a smart, slim meditation on womanhood informed by

Levy’s wide reading.”—Maureen Corrigan, NPR’s Fresh Air“The Cost of Living is unclassifiable,

original, full of unexpected pleasures at every turn. Though it can be read in a flash, I suspect

readers will want to savor this book slowly, for its many moments of insight, humor, wisdom,

and surprise. Delivered in gorgeous, disciplined prose, Deborah Levy has crafted a bracing,

searing inquiry into one woman’s life that manages to tell the truth of all women’s lives. I loved

it.”—Dani Shapiro“Levy would never tell another woman to live the way she does, or to live any

one way at all. She’s too sophisticated a feminist for that. Still, she wants us … to know that

she’s happy, that she’s thriving in this new, uncharted life. Her work is, too. The last sentence of

the book starts, ‘The writing you are reading now is made from the cost of living.’ For writing

this good, the cost of living is plainly the right price to pay.”—NPR.org“An eloquent manifesto

for what Levy calls ‘a new way of living’ in the post-familial world.”—The Guardian“This is a

writer who has found her voice and her subject, and both speak directly to our times … Levy

captivates us from her wonderful first sentence … If you want evidence that Levy’s struggles to

find a life that makes sense for her have paid off, this book is Exhibit A.”—Los Angeles

Times“Extraordinary and beautiful. Ranging widely and deeply over marriage, motherhood,

love, death and friendship, it is a work suffused with fierce intelligence, generous humanity and

razor-sharp insights.”—Financial Times“Powerful.”—Oprah.com“Not only a personal reflection

but a meditation on what is demanded of women.”—Electric Literature, “15 Best Non-Fiction

Books of 2018”“Spare, lucid, profound, Levy’s book is an evaluation of the work of a writer and

the work of being a woman in the world.”—San Francisco Chronicle“She’s the most delicious

narrator … What makes Levy remarkable, beyond the endless pleasures of her sentences, is

her resourcefulness and wit. She’s ingenious, practical and dryly amused, somehow outside

herself enough to find the grim, telling humor in almost any situation. Her experience is

interesting to her largely for what it reveals about society, rather than the other way round …

This is a manifesto for a risky, radical kind of life, out of your depth but swimming all the

same.”—New Statesman“Keen and moving … This timely look at how women are viewed (and

often dismissed) by society will resonate with many readers, but particularly with those who

have felt marginalized or undervalued.”—Publishers Weekly (starred review)“An elegant,

candid meditation on the fraught journey to self-knowledge.”—Kirkus Reviews“A robust piece of

writing about what gives humans purpose … It is a heady, absorbing read.”—Evening

Standard“Levy, nearing the end of her fifties, is writing her life not for her peers but for a new

generation. Since we tend to speak of feminism as coming in waves, separated by generation

gaps (most recently the supposed rift between millennials and baby boomers), we often focus

on what divides women. What if instead we saw all women as trying to understand themselves



as major characters in a society that will grant them only the status of minor ones?”—Harper’s

Magazine“[A] beautiful yet damning indictment of how our culture effaces women’s creative

voices, both directly and insidiously.”—Library Journal“A tender, vulnerable book with a fierce

strength and intelligence at its core. We sense the courage and honesty Levy required to

submerge herself, breath held, fully in the past in order to find her way into a new, altered

present.”—Nadja Spiegelman“Searching for something to read after devouring Women and

Power? Known for her piquant novels, Deborah Levy now takes to non-fiction, with a ‘working

autobiography’ that comprises thoughtful dissections of life as a woman.”—Elle Australia, “21

Books You Need to Read in 2018”“In this evocative and insightful memoir, Levy describes her

new freedom, in all its complexity and drudgery, and examines how society’s expectations can

define and confine women … Levy deftly relates the circumstances of her new life with a

bewitching combination of wit and pathos.”—Booklist“How thrilling to read this vivid account by

a brilliant woman leaving the marital and maternal we for scary freedom in the land of I. I loved

this book!”—Honor Moore“Beautiful [and] elegiac … The power of words to bestow life after

death, and the importance of choosing what is living over what is dead, are at the heart of

Levy’s exquisite prose.”—The Spectator“An inherently fascinating, thoughtful and thought-

provoking read from beginning to end, The Cost of Living is a compelling compilation of

intensely personal stories so relevant to our turbulent times.”—Midwest Book Review“The Cost

of Living refers to the price a woman has to pay for unmaking the home she no longer feels at

home in. In Levy’s case, this radical act of erasure inaugurates a quest for a new life that is

inseparable from the writing of a new narrative.”—The Irish Times“[Levy] packs astounding

insight and clarity into every passage … If I could, I would buy these books for every woman I

know.”—The Globe and Mail“A memoir of a woman creating a new life after divorce and a

collection of insightful musings on femininity, motherhood, and the craft and discipline of

writing.”—Lilith“A candid and raw offering from an author whose pain is matched by her

exceptional talents as a writer.”—The Free Lance-Star“Highly evocative and allusive.”—

Vulture“The Cost of Living is a sleight-of-hand masterpiece, a text full of unfathomable

juxtapositions and curious segues … A prodigious effort containing lifetimes and generations,

folded together in an intricate, impossible origami.”—Women’s Review of BooksALSO BY

DEBORAH LEVYOphelia and the Great IdeaBeautiful MutantsSwallowing GeographyThe

UnlovedDiary of a SteakBilly & GirlPillow Talk in Europe and Other PlacesSwimming

HomeBlack VodkaThings I Don’t Want to KnowHot MilkCONTENTS1. The Big Silver2. The

Tempest3. Nets4. Living in Yellow5. Gravity6. The Body Electric7. The Black and Bluish

Darkness8. The Republic9. Night Wandering10. X Is Where I Am11. Footsteps in the House12.

The Beginning of Everything13. The Milky Way14. Good TidingsA Note on the AuthorYou’re

always more unreal to yourself than other people are.– Marguerite Duras, Practicalities

(1990)ONETHE BIG SILVERAs Orson Welles told us, if we want a happy ending, it depends

on where we stop the story. One January night I was eating coconut rice and fish in a bar on

Colombia’s Caribbean coast. A tanned, tattooed American man sat at the table next to me. He

was in his late forties, big muscled arms, his silver hair pinned into a bun. He was talking to a

young English woman, perhaps nineteen years old, who had been sitting on her own reading a

book, but after some ambivalence had taken up his invitation to join him. At first he did all the

talking. After a while she interrupted him.Her conversation was interesting, intense and

strange. She was telling him about scuba-diving in Mexico, how she had been underwater for

twenty minutes and then surfaced to find there was a storm. The sea had become a whirlpool

and she had been anxious about making it back to the boat. Although her story was about

surfacing from a dive to discover the weather had changed, it was also about some sort of



undisclosed hurt. She gave him a few clues about that (there was someone on the boat who

she thought should have come to save her) and then she glanced at him to check if he knew

that she was talking about the storm in a disguised way. He was not that interested and

managed to move his knees in a way that jolted the table so that her book fell to the floor.He

said, ‘You talk a lot don’t you?’She thought about this, her fingers combing out the ends of her

hair while she watched two teenage boys selling cigars and football shirts to tourists in the

cobbled square. It was not that easy to convey to him, a man much older than she was, that the

world was her world too. He had taken a risk when he invited her to join him at his table. After

all, she came with a whole life and libido of her own. It had not occurred to him that she might

not consider herself to be the minor character and him the major character. In this sense, she

had unsettled a boundary, collapsed a social hierarchy, broken with the usual rituals.She asked

him what it was that he was scooping up from his bowl with tortilla chips. He told her it was

ceviche, raw fish marinated in lime juice, which was written in the menu in English as sexvice –

‘It comes with a condom,’ he said. When she smiled, I knew she was making a bid to be

someone braver than she felt, someone who could travel freely on her own, read a book and

sip a beer alone in a bar at night, someone who could risk an impossibly complicated

conversation with a stranger. She took up his offer to taste his ceviche, then dodged his offer to

join him for a night swim in an isolated part of the local beach, which, he assured her, was

‘away from the rocks’.After a while, he said, ‘I don’t like scuba-diving. If I had to go down deep,

it would be for gold.’‘Oh,’ she said. ‘It’s funny you say that. I was thinking my name for you

would be the Big Silver.’‘Why Big Silver?’‘It was the name of the diving boat.’He shook his

head, baffled, and moved his gaze from her breasts to the neon sign for Exit on the door. She

smiled again, but she didn’t mean it. I think she knew she had to calm the turbulence she had

brought with her from Mexico to Colombia. She decided to take back her words.‘No, Big Silver

because of your hair and the stud above your eyebrow.’‘I’m just a drifter,’ he said. ‘I drift

about.’She paid her bill and asked him to pick up the book he had jolted to the floor, which

meant he had to bend down and reach under the table, dragging it towards him with his foot. It

took a while, and when he surfaced with the book in his hand, she was neither grateful nor

discourteous. She just said, ‘Thanks.’While the waitress collected plates heaped with crab

claws and fish bones, I was reminded of the Oscar Wilde quote ‘Be yourself; everyone else is

already taken.’ That was not quite true for her. She had to make a bid for a self that possessed

freedoms the Big Silver took for granted – after all he had no trouble being himself.You talk a

lot don’t you?To speak our life as we feel it is a freedom we mostly choose not to take, but it

seemed to me that the words she wanted to say were lively inside her, mysterious to herself as

much as anyone else.Later, when I was writing on my hotel balcony, I thought about how she

had invited the drifting Big Silver to read between the lines of her undisclosed hurt. She could

have stopped the story by describing the wonder of all she had seen in the deep calm sea

before the storm. That would have been a happy ending, but she did not stop there. She was

asking him (and herself) a question: Do you think I was abandoned by that person on the boat?

The Big Silver was the wrong reader for her story, but I thought on balance that she might be

the right reader for mine.TWOTHE TEMPESTEverything was calm. The sun was shining. I was

swimming in the deep. And then, when I surfaced twenty years later, I discovered there was a

storm, a whirlpool, a blasting gale lifting the waves over my head. At first I wasn’t sure I’d make

it back to the boat and then I realized I didn’t want to make it back to the boat. Chaos is

supposed to be what we most fear but I have come to believe it might be what we most want. If

we don’t believe in the future we are planning, the house we are mortgaged to, the person who

sleeps by our side, it is possible that a tempest (long lurking in the clouds) might bring us



closer to how we want to be in the world.Life falls apart. We try to get a grip and hold it

together. And then we realize we don’t want to hold it together.When I was around fifty and my

life was supposed to be slowing down, becoming more stable and predictable, life became

faster, unstable, unpredictable. My marriage was the boat and I knew that if I swam back to it, I

would drown. It is also the ghost that will always haunt my life. I will never stop grieving for my

long-held wish for enduring love that does not reduce its major players to something less than

they are. I am not sure I have often witnessed love that achieves all of these things, so perhaps

this ideal is fated to be a phantom. What sort of questions does this phantom ask of me? It

asks political questions for sure, but it is not a politician.When I was travelling in Brazil, I saw a

brightly coloured caterpillar as thick as my thumb. It looked as if it had been designed by

Mondrian, its body marked with symmetrical squares of blue, red and yellow. I couldn’t believe

my eyes. Most peculiar of all, it appeared to have two vibrant red heads, one on either end of

its body. I stared at it over and over again to check if this could possibly be true. Perhaps the

sun had gone to my head, or I was hallucinating from the smoky black tea that I sipped every

day while I watched children play soccer in the square. It was possible, as I discovered later,

that the caterpillar presented a false head to protect itself from predators. At this time, I could

not decide which part of the bed I wished to sleep on. Let’s say the pillow on my bed faced

south; sometimes I slept there and then I changed the pillow so it faced north and slept there

too. In the end I placed a pillow on each end of the bed. Perhaps this was a physical

expression of being a divided self, of not thinking straight, of being in two minds about

something.When love starts to crack the night comes in. It goes on and on. It is full of angry

thoughts and accusations. These tormenting internal monologues don’t stop when the sun

rises. This is what I resented most, that my mind had been abducted and was full of Him. It was

nothing less than an occupation. My own unhappiness was starting to become a habit, in the

way that Beckett described sorrow becoming ‘a thing you can keep adding to all your life … like

a stamp or an egg collection’.When I returned to London, my local Turkish newsagent gave me

a fur pom-pom key ring. I wasn’t sure what to do with it, so I attached it to my handbag. There

is something very uplifting about a pom-pom. I went for a walk in Hyde Park with a male

colleague and it bounced around in a light-hearted manner as we kicked our way through the

autumn leaves. It was a free spirit, madly joyful, part animal, part something else. It was so

much happier than I was. He wore a delicate ring with a tiny sleepy diamond embedded in the

latticed gold band. He said, ‘My wife chose this wedding ring for me. It’s Victorian, not really my

style, but it reminds me of her.’ And then he said, ‘My wife crashed the car again.’ Ah, I thought,

as we walked past the golden trees, she does not have a name. She is a wife. I wondered why

my male colleague often forgot the names of most of the women he met at social events. He

would always refer to them as someone’s wife or girlfriend, as if that was all I needed to know.If

we don’t have names, who are we?I cried like a woman when I knew my marriage was over. I

have seen a man cry like a woman but I’m not sure I have seen a woman cry like a man. The

man who cried like a woman was at a funeral and he did not so much cry as wail, sob and

weep; his tears were very strong. His shoulders were shaking, his face was blotchy, he reached

into his jacket pocket and took out tissues to press against his eyes. Every one of them fell

apart. Strange sounds and utterances came from his diaphragm. It was a very expressed grief.I

thought he was weeping for all of us in that moment. Everyone else was crying in a more

socially conscious way. When I spoke to him at the wake afterwards, he told me that this

bereavement had made him aware that in his own life, ‘Love had signed its name in the visitors’

book but never moved in.’He wondered what had stopped him from being bolder. We were

sipping fine Irish whiskey, a brand favoured by the exceptional man who had died. I asked him



if he and this man had been lovers? He said yes, on and off for many years, but they had never

risked making themselves vulnerable to each other. They had never owned up to their love.

When he asked me why my marriage was shipwrecked, his own honesty made it possible to

speak more freely. After I had spoken for a while, he said, ‘It seems to me that you would be

better off finding another way to live.’I imagined the conversation that I had never had with the

father of my children being found one day in the black box that was flung to the bottom of the

ocean when the boat crashed. One rainy Tuesday in the far future, it would be found by artificial

life who would gather round to listen to the sad, strong voices of human beings in pain.The

best thing I ever did was not swim back to the boat. But where was I to go?THREENETSWe

sold the family house. This action of dismantling and packing up a long life lived together

seemed to flip time into a weird shape; a flashback to leaving South Africa, the country of my

birth, when I was nine years old and a flash-forward to an unknown life I was yet to live at fifty. I

was unmaking the home that I’d spent much of my life’s energy creating.
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Joan Albert, “Raw honest voice about coming out the other side of loss with strength

vulnerability and creativity. She reveals with utter honesty the experiences of starting over

emotionally and physically after the disintegration of marriage and loss of a mother. With humor

and vulnerability she shares what kept her going to create a new life for her children, her

creativity, and her soul.  Intelligent. Wonderful.”

rmscalia, “fabulous book!. This book is so fabulous, I bought it twice because I wanted to share

it with a friend but also wanted to keep my own copy. Everyone needs to read this book, but

especially women who are writers. Thank you Deborah Levy for speaking for us!”

Jeff LeVine, “Intense, micro-observations on keeping going. Powerful little book, sort of about

getting over the collapse of a twenty year marriage and the death of a mother in the same year,

and getting on with life. An interesting mix of memories and complicated, sharply observed

present day encounters.”

Ann MM, “Great questioning of femininity and women's roles.. I agree with other reviewers that

this is a series of introspective essays. She tells us that in the subtitle "A Working

Autobiography". That was what I needed. I wanted to hear another person's journey at

reinventing herself outside of society's expectations. I found her discussions of femininity great

- not anything I had read before. Her discussions of being a writer helpful to me as an artist. I

couldn't relate to everything as they are different experiences than mine but it gave me some

insight into my mom. And her writing is smooth, satisfying. It has a beautiful texture. This was

my first Levy book; it will not be my last.”

Barbara J. Hirsch, “An Incredible Experience. I discovered Deborah Levy in reading this

memoir. I have since ordered and read several of her previous works. Her writing moves me;

real, profound, honest. Now reading, Things I don't Want to Remember.Powerful.”
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Mary Rothschild, “Utterly brilliant!. This set of essays is utterly brilliant! I was stunned by both

Levy's observations and prose, which is lyrical and compelling. Our book group read it and

every one of us loved every minute of it, which does not often happen.  Superb!”

C.Campbell, “Wow!. These are the extraordinary and often startling reflections of a woman who

has ceased to define herself in terms of others’ expectations, and is determined to become the

author of her own life. The writing is sublime, gripping. A meditation on writing, friendship and

the (im)possibility of love and life. One of the strangest, and definitely one of the best books I

have read for a long time.”

Sue Curd, “Self - mothers - being - writing. What’s allowed, what’s normal - finding out about

freedom, what patriarchy does. And mothers - a role evolving, drowning, swimming. I read this

book exactly when I needed to.”

The book by Deborah Levy has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 590 people have provided feedback.
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