

Daniel Schreiber is an award-winning author and translator, based in Berlin. He has written five books, including Susan Sontag, the first complete biography of the intellectual icon, and A Time of Loss. Alone was an international bestseller and spent almost a year on the German bestseller list.

 

Ben Fergusson is an author whose novels and non-fiction have won and been shortlisted for a range of prizes, including the Betty Trask Prize and the Sunday Times Young Writer of the Year Award. He translates from German, winning a Stephen Spender Prize in 2020 for poetry in translation. He is a Senior Lecturer in Creative Writing at Cardiff Metropolitan University.





Ambiguous Losses

It might have been the loneliness I felt, which I sometimes coped with better, sometimes worse; it might have been the fears about getting ill myself and the worries about the health of the people who were important to me; it might have been the people who, with a deep and often politically fuelled contempt for others, disregarded all the precautionary measures, stoking the pandemic – whatever the cause, the feeling that I was living in a prolonged state of emergency wouldn’t leave me for a long time. I had the impression that I had stumbled into something interminably provisional, that I was going through life with my breath held.

If I had to name the characteristic that best defined my life during the pandemic, it was this curious collapsing of time. Everything that had structured my year had fallen away – the trips, the birthday celebrations of my friends, family and godchildren, the summer excursions to the lakes in the countryside around Berlin, the resumption of my cultural life as autumn began. Everything that happened today could also happen tomorrow, could have happened in the weeks and months before. Time seemed to have folded in on itself.

After the first few months of being alone, I had got into the habit of going for a walk for a few hours every day. Through the Hasenheide, the large park near my flat, across Tempelhofer Feld. No matter what the weather, no matter how much work I had to do. These long walks were a ritual to end my working days or, if I wasn’t able to work, to start my morning. They gave me a chance to meet people and feel a semblance of reality in a world that no longer felt real. They differed from the walks I had previously taken in their regularity and length. I resolved to walk at least ten kilometres every day. This was an appointment I made with myself, a conscious attempt to protect my mental health.

As the seasons progressed, I often couldn’t say for sure which day, week or even month it was. Somewhere along the line, I stopped noticing how nature was changing around me. It was as if my life had been packed in cotton wool, as if I was stuck in a dense fog that only parted at certain moments to reveal what was actually happening to and around me. One day I noticed that the summer heat had dried everything out, turned the grass yellow and wilted the birch trees. At some later moment in time, I suddenly registered that the drops on my mackintosh felt cooler than usual and that autumn was on its way. At some point I seemed to wake up on one of those walks to find that the leaves on most of the trees had turned and the first crowns were bare.

 

 

The anthropologist Victor Turner has described this experience of time collapsing in on itself as a phenomenon of liminality, an extended threshold state. He was building on the theory of rites of passage that his colleague Arnold van Gennep had developed. Van Gennep had observed that we enter new stages of life, shed old identities and assume new social roles by way of collective rituals – in Western societies, these might be baptisms, confirmations, marriages or funerals. Turner sought to illuminate the threshold state inherent in these rites of passage; that is to say, what happens between the end of one life stage and the beginning of the next. He described this in-between state as ‘a moment in and out of time’, a time of ‘indeterminacy’ and ‘ambiguity’ in which we slip through the web of classifications of the world that we have, until then, known.1

The pandemic felt like precisely this kind of prolonged threshold state, like a time outside of regular time in which many of the old rules and norms no longer seemed to apply. In some ways it is difficult to endure periods of liminality, not least because one does not know what will come after them. They can bring back ghosts that have long been banished, make you feel trapped, make you feel like you are stuck and unable to move on. But they also represent an opportunity. They allow one to take a look at oneself, one’s life and the world around one with a certain distance, from a new perspective, and to think about things one has not wanted to or not been able to think about for a long time. For me, this was my life alone.

What was often difficult for me as a single person in a world largely made up of couples and families was dealing with the lack of stability of the many friendships in my life and with the extended vicissitudes to which these friendships were subject. I became particularly aware of this during the pandemic and as I noticed the deepening nesting instincts that it triggered. I had always believed that my friends represented an unconventional, extended family for me. Isolated, I lost my faith in this belief. The change in my relationships solidified and created a new reality of its own over the course of those shapeless weeks and months that seemed to bleed into one another. A temporary distance became something that felt like a permanent distance, a distance that I only in theory understood would end one day. Ultimately, the liminality of the pandemic brought up a familiar question for me that I had previously faced under different auspices: is the model of a life of friendship limited to only one phase of life? To the phase of youth and young adulthood? Was I just too old to lead a life based on friendships?

 

 

For young adults, friendships have, of course, a particular importance. They provide support and orientation in a bewildering  world and are part and parcel of the openness that is so characteristic of this phase of life. It is no coincidence that these friendships in young adulthood have been so emphatically celebrated in popular culture for decades, and it comes as no surprise that they continue to exert a strong pull on us later in life. For a long time, they have also determined my feeling about my life, and they determine how most twenty- and thirty-year-olds I know feel about their lives.

Perhaps most prominently, the American sitcom Friends spelled out this phenomenon on a global scale between 1994 and 2004. It is still one of the best-known and most-watched tv series in the world, and each generation of adolescents seems to discover it anew. The series about six friends in a largely fictional New York succeeded in redefining what life could be like in that phase between youth and adulthood, a phase in which platonic friendships not only determine everyday life, but also compensate structurally for the lack of a sustained romantic relationship and a stable professional career. The secret to the series is that it enacts a sense of belonging, investing friendships with a sense of security and stability that they, by definition, do not possess. This sense of belonging is transmitted to viewers, forming their experience of watching the show. In a way, Rachel, Ross, Monica, Joey, Phoebe and Chandler also become the friends of the people who followed their fictional lives on a weekly basis.

In a flood of representations of friendships in the media, this series stood out because there was a flash of something real in its fictionality. I and many other people felt the same way about any number of other tv series based around friendships, from Seinfeld and Sex and the City to How I Met Your Mother and The Big Bang Theory. The fact that these series found such a large audience is not only to do with their highly relatable, albeit mostly aspirational fantasies of a successful life. It’s also because, despite all their pathos and kitsch, these shows express an idea of friendship that audiences recognize or want to recognize from their own lives.

But the crux of all of these series, that which they are always building up to, is easily overlooked. They all without exception end with their protagonists finding partners, starting families and building lives in which their previously celebrated friendships play only a secondary role or no role at all. In the end, though, the codes and rules of friendship upheld during the series no longer apply when the heroes and heroines have arrived in the safe haven of traditional romantic relationships. Their friendships, despite numerous oaths of fidelity, seem to be upheld primarily in service of one thing: preparation for a successful marriage or marriage-like relationship. These friendships play the role of a buffer to make romantic setbacks more bearable, a kind of emotional insurance that, at some point in time, is no longer needed.

I believe that many people, in their own lives, are confronted with a similar conundrum. Despite all the experiments one gets involved in during one’s extended youth, one is ultimately preparing oneself for life as an ‘adult’ member of society, and specifically for having a relationship and starting a family. If one were to be very blunt, one could say that friendship is thus reduced to a time of transition, that it is ascribed the function of a threshold state that ends when one successfully integrates into traditional forms of cohabitation.

 

 

Friendships change when you or your friend enters a romantic relationship. I have experienced this many times. Friendships in which you once called each other for help at eleven at night, in which you shared the most intimate details, are, at the start of a new relationship, often put on hold completely. Until they become friendships in which you are only sporadically in touch and, when you are, you find that you have little to say to each other. 

Sooner or later, an attempt is usually made to integrate your friends into your new life, which is now centred on your relationship and your new family. Whether and how this works depends on, among other things, the partner of the person you are friends with. Sometimes you get on well with them, but sometimes new partners perceive relationships from their partner’s previous lives as a threat, sparking off feelings of jealousy. Sometimes you are jealous yourself or don’t like someone’s new partners; you might have the impression that they are not good for the person you were once so close to.

This is especially hard when you are the one who is left behind and who stays alone. At some point, you have to come to terms with being second or third in line for people you thought would always play a very important role in your life. Most of the time, you can’t blame anyone for this demotion because you know that similar shifts would occur if you were in their shoes. Because it is part of the character of every friendship that they change over the course of one’s life.

It is, still, however, hard to take. You feel abandoned, and you are confronted with a void that you don’t at first know how to fill. The person who was once so close to you is still there, but at the same time they are absent. In some respects, this is tantamount to an ‘ambiguous loss’. This concept goes back to the psychologist Pauline Boss and describes a loss in which what has been lost remains unclear. Some of the best-known and best-researched examples of ambiguous loss include mourning people with dementia who are still alive but whose personality is gradually disappearing, or mourning someone who is missing presumed dead. Ambiguous losses are characterized by a lack of information, a paradox of presence and absence, a ‘both / and’, an ambivalence that causes the grieving process to stall or fail altogether. Finding ways to cope with this new situation, being able to make essential decisions about one’s new life, to move on and start again – this ambivalence makes these things extremely difficult. According to Boss, ambiguous loss is accompanied by its own form of trauma.2

 

 

The idea of the couple shapes our lives; it also determines the way in which we see the world. We describe people as ‘unattached’, ‘single’ or ‘divorced’ – all these designations are defined in opposition to an assumed standard – that of the couple and the nuclear family.3 One can certainly question, however, whether this assumed standard model actually makes any sense. The British artist and essayist Hannah Black does exactly that in her radically perceptive essay ‘The Love of Others’, in which she describes the couple as the ‘most reductive, exclusionary and precarious imaginable method of meeting the probably universal need to feel close to and recognized by others’.4 In its heterosexual form, Black goes so far as to call life in a couple a ‘patriarchal horror movie’. She cites the concomitant emotional and psychological labour, the financial dependence and domestic violence that women experience in these relationships. Queer couples, she attests, recreate ‘this structure of violence, domination and emotional paucity’. And yet, the power of the idea of the couple remains undimmed; it has displaced every other model for living, including a life lived through friendships.

On my darker days, I find it hard not to agree with Black’s striking logic. Dark days when I also think back to a conversation I had with a friend that struck a similar chord. We had gone to see an exhibition of queer photographers from the 1970s and 1980s in SoHo. One of the artists we both admired most, Peter Hujar, was among their number; I had been moved by his black-and-white photographs for many years. The day before the visit to the gallery, I had gone to see my ex-boyfriend in our former flat in Park Slope, where he still lived. He was now married to a lovely man several years my junior and, with the help of a surrogate, was becoming a father, creating a kind of model gay family. Of the artists on show in the exhibition, none had led happy romantic lives, not even Hujar. Most of them had often struggled with great loneliness and had died far too young.

I asked my friend if she thought that friendship could genuinely be a model for life, a model that could compensate for or replace the absence of a romantic relationship. I realized that, simply in the hopeful way I had posed the question, I was already succumbing to a degree of fantasy, a kind of projected wish fulfilment. Hanya just shook her head. In the end, she said, you are always alone when you are single. In the end, everyone, including your best friends, will find a relationship and will hardly have any time for you. I refuse to believe that, I said. I’m not sure whether my response would be the same today.

but how much did I really want to share my life with someone again? Romantic relationships can feel like a safe haven, mediocre and beautiful, but they can also spiral out of control, be defined by a dissolving of one’s boundaries, and that too can be beautiful in its own way. I had experienced both and, on some days, both felt like a better version of life than the one I was leading. And yet, at some point, I stopped longing for a romantic relationship. Perhaps it had become too painful for me, perhaps a kind of sustained hopelessness had set in. A hopelessness masquerading as pragmatism, a reasonable view of the world and of one’s place in it. Of course, there were still days when my longing and my desire caught up with me; and it was not as if my life, over the past few years, had been completely devoid of physical intimacy. Irregularly, I went on dates, met a man for dinner, a coffee, a museum visit. Sometimes I had the feeling that these men recognized a need in me that I kept so hidden from myself that it shocked me to see it reflected back to me in their faces. Sometimes, though, I slept with them. But even if we slept together again after that, I never felt any sense of intimacy, and I had the impression that I was the root cause of this. That I was denying myself something.

During the pandemic, of course, these kinds of encounters did not take place. And, actually, I was glad of it. It would have been too difficult to fight the inner belief that underlay each of these encounters and which, at that time, I felt particularly strongly. A belief that had endured many years of psychoanalysis, therapy and self-help groups, that had shifted, metamorphosed and undergone occasional hiatuses, but had never completely disappeared: the belief that I could not really be loved, was not, in any real sense, lovable. That I and my body were not suitable for being met with desire, not suitable for somebody to project their romantic and sexual fantasies upon. And that life with me was too challenging anyway, that my psychological problems were too severe to regularly inflict on another person in an unfiltered way.

Of course, I knew that this belief was, to some extent, irrational. I had reflected on its causes, had learned, when possible, to avoid it, to confront it, to live with it. But that didn’t change the fact that it kept recurring and remained part of the basic grammar of the way I perceived myself. Carrying this belief around with me inevitably meant denying myself what I longed for. How are you supposed to change such deep-seated assumptions about yourself when they feel like incontrovertible truths? It’s easier just to set that longing aside, at least for a while.

 

 

In some ways, when you live alone, your whole life can be described as an ‘ambiguous loss’, in the way that Pauline Boss defines it. One mourns the loss of a partner one no longer has, or never has had. One vacillates between optimism, sadness and suppression and tries, when things get very bad, to divorce oneself, altogether, from the concept of a life lived together. A concept you have to mourn, even though you feel you shouldn’t have to.

The older you get, the bigger the conglomeration of these ambiguous losses becomes. They show up in the most surprising moments. Most of the time you deal with them in a practised way, focusing on the aspects of everyday life that work well, the things you can be happy about. Then one day you go for a walk in Hasenheide park, the sun hasn’t shone for a long time, the news is once again full of overwhelming horrors and, suddenly, there is a father who is teaching his little two-year-old daughter to play football. She is surprisingly skilled, quickly learning to knock the ball forward with one little leg, running after it and then jockeying it again with the other little leg, all the while applying the greatest concentration. And if you’re not careful, tears are going to fill your eyes, outside, in the middle of the park, because once you would have liked to have become just this kind of father, because once you had believed that you would become one.

The most difficult thing about the ambiguous losses of a life alone is not how you grieve the absent relationship. The most difficult thing is saying goodbye to all the notions you had for your life, the many fantasies – the fulfilment of which you once took for granted. You grieve a model of life that you not only watch being lived out everywhere around you, but one that you too have internalized. You have to learn to detach yourself from the idea that you will one day start a family, have children and watch them grow up, that at some point you will be able to look back on a life lived together and say: you know, in the end it was pretty good.

Sooner or later, inevitably, the fantasies required for any form of romance, any form of togetherness, begin to slip away. In her illuminating book Desire / Love, Lauren Berlant examines how much we do, in fact, need the power of our imagination in order to love. For her, love is above all a dream in which our desire is reciprocated, a dream fuelled by our sexual desires, by cultural ideas and by the psychological power of social institutions like marriage. It is only because of this dream plan, Berlant argues, that we are able to bear the ambivalence of the person we love and to endure the fundamental insecurity of our relationships. ‘Whether viewed psychoanalytically, institutionally, or ideologically,’ she writes, ‘love is deemed always an outcome of fantasy.’5 It is our imagination alone that gifts us the magic of devotion.

For the longest time, I did not lack fantasies about intimacy and love; the opposite, in fact: I had an excess. But the accumulation of those ambiguous losses, the notions of life that I had to say goodbye to, meant that I ran out of the strength to sustain these much-needed fantasies. Rather than continue to live with them, I let go. Somehow, it seemed to make more sense.

 

 

In his book Liquid Love, the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman described romantic relationships as the most frequent, most intensely experienced and most disturbing embodiment of ambivalence in the fluid life of modernity. They vacillate between ‘a sweet dream and a nightmare’, he writes, and for this very reason take centre stage in our therapeutic society.6 It is worth adding that this is not only true for people in relationships. For those of us who do not have romantic relationships, they are often simultaneously ‘a dream and a nightmare’. It may, in fact, be the case that, for us, this dissonance is even more pronounced.

Some years ago, I spent a few months in London, where I found myself dealing with a depression that the end of a difficult relationship had plunged me into. A conversation I had had about it led a friend to take me to a support group meeting called ‘Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous’. I had no idea why Tom thought that this group could help me. I was
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