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for my daughter Amelia


‘The question of authority is always with us. Who is responsible for the triggers pulled, buttons pressed, the gas, the fire?’

– Leonard Michaels

‘Fate is not an eagle, it creeps like a rat.’

– Elizabeth Bowen


ON THE NIGHT of my thirteenth birthday, I made an announcement.

‘I am never getting married and I am never having children.’

I can remember exactly the time and the place where this proclamation was delivered. It was around six p.m. in a restaurant on West 63rd Street and Broadway. The day in question was January 1st 1987, and I blurted out this statement shortly after my parents had started fighting with each other. Fuelled by alcohol and an impressive array of deeply held resentments, it was a dispute which ended with my mother shouting out loud that my dad was a shit and storming off in tears to what she always called ‘the little girls’ room’. Though the other patrons in the restaurant gawked at this loud scene of marital discontent, their fight came as no great shock to me. My parents were always fighting – and they had this habit of really combusting at those junctures in the calendar (Christmas, Thanksgiving, the anniversary of their only child’s arrival in the world) when family values allegedly ruled supreme and we were supposed to feel ‘all warm and cuddly’ towards each other.

But my parents never did warm and cuddly. They needed shared belligerence the way a certain kind of drunk needs his daily eye-opening shot of whiskey. Without it they felt destabilized, isolated, even a little lost. Once they started baiting and taunting each other, they were in a place they called home. Unhappiness isn’t simply a state of mind; it is also a habit... and one which my parents could never shake.

But I digress. New Year’s Day, 1987. We’d driven in from our home in Old Greenwich, Connecticut for my birthday. We’d gone to see the New York City Ballet perform the famous Balanchine production of The Nutcracker. After the matinee, we adjourned to a restaurant called O’Neill’s opposite Lincoln Center. My dad had ordered a vodka Martini, then downed a second, then raised his hand for a third. Mom started berating him for drinking too much. Dad, being Dad, informed Mom that she wasn’t his mother and if he wanted a goddamn third Martini, he’d drink a goddamn third Martini. Mom hissed at him to lower his voice. Dad said he was not going to be infantilized. Mom retorted, telling him he deserved to be infantilized because he was nothing more than a little baby who, when reprimanded, threw all his toys out of the crib. Dad, going in for the kill, called her a failed nobody who—

At which point she screamed – in her most actressy voice – ‘You pathetic shit!’ and made a dash for ‘the little girls’ room’, leaving me staring down into my Shirley Temple. Dad motioned to the waiter for his third vodka Martini. There was a long awkward silence between us. Dad broke it with a non-sequitur.

‘So how’s school?’

I answered just as obliquely.

‘I am never getting married and I am never having children.’

My father’s response to this was to light up one of the thirty Chesterfields he smoked every day and laugh one of his deep bronchial laughs.

‘Like hell you won’t,’ he said. ‘You think you’re gonna dodge all this, you’ve got another think coming.’

One thing I’ve got to say about my dad: he never spared me the truth. Nor did he think much about cosseting me from life’s manifold disappointments. Like my mom he also operated according to the principle: after a vituperative exchange, act as if nothing has happened – for a moment or two anyway. So when Mom returned from ‘the little girls’ room’ with a fixed smile on her face, Dad returned it.

‘Jane here was just telling me about her future,’ Dad said, swizzling the swizzle stick in his vodka Martini.

‘Jane’s going to have a great future,’ she said. ‘What did you tell Dad, dear?’

Dad answered for me.

‘Our daughter informed me that she is never going to get married and never have children.’

Dad looked right at Mom as he said this, enjoying her discomfort.

‘Surely you don’t mean that, dear,’ she said to me.

‘I do,’ I said.

‘But a lot of people we know are very happily married...’ she answered. Dad cackled and threw back vodka Martini number three. Mom blanched, realizing that she had spoken without thinking. (‘My mouth always reacts before my brain,’ she once admitted to me after blurting out that she hadn’t had sex with my father for four years.)

An awkward silence followed, which I broke.

‘No one’s actually happy,’ I said.

‘Jane, really...’ Mom said, ‘you’re far too young for such negativity.’

‘No, she’s not,’ said Dad. ‘In fact, if Jane’s figured that little salient detail out already, she’s a lot smarter than the two of us. And you’re right, kid – you want to live a happy life, don’t get married and don’t have kids. But you will...’

‘Don, really...’

‘Really what?’ he said, half shouting in that way he did when he was drunk. ‘You expect me to lie to her... even though she’s already articulated the fucking truth?’

Several people at adjoining tables glared again at us. Dad smiled that little-boy smile which always crossed his lips whenever he misbehaved. He ordered a fourth Martini. Mom strangled a napkin in her hands and said nothing except: ‘I’ll drive tonight.’

‘Fine by me,’ Dad said. Martini number four arrived. He toasted me with it.

‘Happy birthday, sweetheart. And here’s to you never living a lie...’

I glanced over at my mother. She was in tears. I glanced back at my father. His smile had grown even wider.

We finished dinner. We drove home in silence. Later that night, my mom came into my room as I was reading in bed. She kneeled down by me and took my hand and told me I was to ignore everything my father had said.

‘You will be happy, dear,’ she told me. ‘I just know it.’

I said nothing. I simply shut my eyes and surrendered to sleep.

When I woke the next morning, my father had gone.

I discovered this when I came downstairs around eleven. School wasn’t starting for another three days – and, as a newfangled teenager, I had already started to embrace twelve-hour zone-outs as a way of coping with that prevalent adolescent belief: life sucks. As I walked into the kitchen I discovered my mother seated at the breakfast bar, her head lowered, her make-up streaked, her eyes red. There was a lit cigarette in an ashtray in front of her. There was another one between her fingers. And in her other hand was a letter.

‘Your father has left us,’ she said. Her tone was flat, stripped of emotion.

‘What?’ I asked, not taking this news in.

‘He’s gone and he’s not coming back. It’s all here.’

She held up the letter.

‘He can’t do that,’ I said.

‘Oh, yes, he can – and he has. It’s all here.’

‘But this morning... he was here when you got up.’

She stared into the ashtray as she spoke.

‘I cooked him his breakfast. I drove him to the station. I talked about going to some barn sale in Westport this Saturday. He said he’d be home on the 7:03. I asked him if he wanted lamb chops for dinner. He said: “Sure... but no broccoli.” He gave me a peck on the cheek. I drove to A&P. I bought the lamb chops. I came home. I found this.’

‘So he left it before you went to the station?’

‘When we were walking to the car, he said he forgot that Parker pen of his and dashed back inside. That’s when he must have left the note.’

‘Can I see it?’

‘No. It’s private. It says stuff that—’

She stopped herself and took a long drag off her cigarette. Then suddenly she looked up at me with something approaching rage.

‘If only you hadn’t said...’

‘What?’ I whispered.

She raised the letter to her face. And read out loud:

‘When Jane last night that “no one’s actually happy”, the decision I had been pondering – and postponing – for years suddenly seemed no longer inconceivable. And after you went to bed I sat up in the living room, considering the fact that, at best , I will be alive for another thirty-five years – probably less the way I smoke. So I couldn’t help but think: enough of you, enough of this. Our daughter got it right: happiness doesn’t exist. But at least if I was out of this marriage, I’d be less aggrieved than I am now.’

She tossed the letter onto the counter. There was a long silence. I felt for the very first time that strange traumatic sensation of the ground giving way beneath my feet.

‘Why did you tell him that?’ she asked. ‘Why? He’d still be here now if only...’

That’s when I ran upstairs and into my room, slamming the door behind me as I collapsed onto the bed. But I didn’t burst into tears. I simply found myself in freefall. Words matter. Words count. Words have lasting import. And my words had sent my dad packing. It was all my fault.

An hour or so later, Mom came upstairs and knocked on my door and asked if I could ever forgive her for what she had said. I didn’t reply. She came in and found me on my bed, curled up in a tight little ball, a pillow clutched against my mid-section.

‘Jane, dear... I’m so sorry.’

I pulled the pillow even closer to me and refused to look at her.

‘My mouth always reacts before my brain.’

As you’ve told me so many times before.

‘And I was so stunned, so distraught...’

Words matter. Words count. Words have lasting import.

‘We all say things we don’t mean...’

But you meant exactly what you said.

‘Please, Jane, please...’

That was the moment I put my hands over my ears, in an attempt to block her out. That was the moment when she suddenly screamed: ‘All right, all right, be calculating and cruel... just like your father...’

And she stormed out of the room.

The truth of the matter was: I wanted to be calculating and cruel and pay her back for that comment and for all her attendant narcissism (not that I even knew that word at the time). The problem was: I’ve never really had it in me to be calculating and cruel. Petulant, yes. Irritable, yes... and definitely withdrawn whenever I felt hurt or simply overwhelmed by life’s frequent inequities. But even at thirteen, acts of unkindness already struck me as abhorrent. So when I heard my mother sitting on the stairs, weeping, I forced myself up out of my defensive fetal position and onto the landing. Sitting down on the step next to her, I put my arm around her and lay my head on her shoulder. It took her ten minutes to bring her weeping under control. When she finally calmed down, she disappeared into the bathroom for a few minutes, re-emerging with a look of enforced cheerfulness on her face.

‘How about I make us BLTs for lunch?’ she asked.

We both went downstairs and, yet again, pretended that nothing had happened.

My father made good on his word: he never returned home, even sending a moving company to gather up his belongings and bring them to the small apartment he rented on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Within two years the divorce came through. After that I saw my dad sporadically over the ensuing years (he was usually out of the country, working). Mom never remarried and never left Old Greenwich. She found a job in the local library which kept the bills paid and gave her something to do with the day. She also rarely spoke much about my father once he vanished from her life – even though it was so painfully clear to me that, as unhappy as the marriage was, she always mourned his absence. But the Mom Code of Conduct – never articulate that which is pulling you apart – was clung to without fail, even though I could constantly sense the sadness that coursed through her life. After Dad left, Mom started drinking herself to sleep most nights, becoming increasingly reliant on vodka as a way of keeping at bay the low-lying pain that so defined her. But the few times that I danced around the subject, she would politely but firmly tell me that she was most aware of her alcohol intake – and she was well able to control it.

‘Anyway, as we used to say in French class: “À chacun son destin.”’

Everyone to their own destiny.

Mom would always point out that this was one of the few phrases she remembered from her college classes – ‘and I was a French minor’. But I’m not surprised that she kept that expression close to mind. As someone who hated conflict – and who went out of her way to avoid observations about the mess we all make of things – it’s clear why she so embraced that French maxim. To her, we were all alone in a hostile universe and never really knew what life had in store for us. All we could do was muddle through. So why worry about drinking three vodkas too many every evening, or articulating the lasting grief and loneliness that underscores everything in daily life? À chacun son destin.

Certainly, Mom put up little resistance some years later when, at the age of sixty-one, the oncologist to whom she had been referred told her she had terminal cancer.

‘It’s liver cancer,’ she said calmly when I rushed down to Connecticut after she was admitted to the big regional hospital in Stamford. ‘And the problem with liver cancer is that it’s ninety-nine percent incurable. But maybe that’s its blessing as well.’

‘How can you say that, Mom?’

‘Because there is something reassuring about knowing nothing can be done to save you. It negates hope – and also stops you from submitting to horrible life-prolonging treatments which will corrode your body and destroy your will to survive, yet still won’t save you. Best to bow to the inevitable, dear.’

For Mom, the inevitable arrived shortly after her diagnosis. She was very pragmatic and systematic about her own death. Having refused all temporary stop-gap measures – which might have bought her another six months – she opted for palliative care: a steady supply of intravenous morphine to keep the pain and the fear at bay.

‘You think I should maybe get religion?’ she asked me in one of her more lucid moments towards the end.

‘Whatever makes things easier for you,’ I said.

‘Jessie – the nurse who looks after me most mornings – is some sort of Pentecostalist. I never knew they had people like that in Fairfield County. Anyway, she keeps talking about how if I was willing to accept Jesus as my Lord and Savior, I’d be granted life ever after. “Just think, Mrs Howard,” she said yesterday, “you could be in heaven next week!”’

Mom flashed me a mischievous smile which then faded quickly as she asked me: ‘But say she turns out to be right? Say I did accept Jesus? Would it be such a bad thing? I mean, I always had comprehensive automobile insurance when I was still alive...’

I lowered my head and bit my lip and failed to control the sob that had just welled up in my throat.

‘You’re still alive, Mom,’ I whispered. ‘And you could be alive for even longer if only you’d allow Dr Phillips—’

‘Now let’s not go there again, dear. My mind is made up. À chacun son destin.’

But then she suddenly turned away from me and started to cry. I held onto her hand. She finally said: ‘You know what still gets to me? What still haunts my thoughts so damn often... ?’

‘What?’

‘Remember what you said to your father on the night of your thirteenth birthday?’

‘Mom...’

‘Now don’t take this the wrong way, but you did say—’

‘I know what I said, but that was years ago and—’

‘You said: “I’m never getting married and I’m never having children,” and followed it up with the observation that “nobody’s actually happy”...’

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing – and found myself thinking: She’s dying, she’s on severe painkillers, ignore what she’s saying, even though I knew that she was having one of her rare moments of perfect lucidity right now. We had spent years sidestepping this issue. But in her mind I was still to blame for my father’s departure.

‘You did say those things, didn’t you, dear?’

‘Yes, I said them.’

‘And the next morning, what happened?’

‘You know what happened, Mom.’

‘I don’t blame you, dear. It’s just... well, cause and effect. And maybe... just maybe... if those things hadn’t been said at that specific moment... well, who knows? Maybe your father wouldn’t have packed his bags. Maybe the bad feelings he was having about the marriage might have passed. We’re so often on the verge of walking out or giving up or saying that it’s all not worth it. But without a trigger... that something which sends us over the edge...’

I hung my head. I said nothing. Mom didn’t finish the sentence, as she was racked with one of the small convulsions that seized her whenever the pain reasserted itself. She tried to reach for the morphine plunger that was attached to the IV bag by the side of her bed. But her hand was shaking so badly that I had to take it myself and press the trigger and watch her ease into the semi-catatonic euphoria which the morphine induced. As she drifted into this chemical stupor, I could only think: Now you can fade away from what you just said... but I have to live on with it.

Words matter. Words count. Words have lasting import.

We never spoke again. I did take some comfort in the knowledge that my parents could never stand each other and that my long-vanished father would have ended it with Mom no matter what.

But – as I’ve come to discover – there is a profound, vast gulf between understanding something that completely changes the contours of your life and accepting the terrible reality of that situation. The rational side of your brain – the part that tells you: ‘This is what happened, it can’t be rectified, and you must now somehow grapple with the aftermath’ – is always trumped by an angry, overwrought voice. It’s a voice railing at the unfairness of life, at the awful things we do to ourselves and each other; a voice which then insidiously whispers: And maybe it’s all your fault.

Recently, on one of the many nights when sleep is impossible – and when the ultra-potent knockout pills to which I am addicted proved defenceless against the insomnia which now dominates my life – I found myself somehow thinking back to an Introductory Physics course I took during my freshman year in college. We spent two lectures learning about a German mathematical physicist named Werner Heisenberg. In the late l920s, he developed a theorem known as the Uncertainty Principle, the details of which I’d so forgotten that I turned to Google (at 4:27 in the morning) to refresh my memory. Lo and behold, I found the following definition: ‘In particle physics, the Uncertainty Principle states that it is not possible to know both the position and the momentum of a particle at the same time, because the act of measuring would disturb the system.’

So far so theoretical. But a little further digging and I discovered that Einstein abhorred the Uncertainty Principle, commenting: ‘Of course we can know where something is; we can know the position of a moving particle if we know every possible detail, and thereby by extension we can predict where it will go.’

He also noted, rather incisively, that the principle flew in the face of a sort of divine empiricism, saying: ‘I cannot believe that God would choose to play dice with the universe.’

But Heisenberg – and his Danish theoretical collaborator, Niels Bohr (the father of quantum mechanics) – countered Einstein with the belief that: ‘There is no way of knowing where a moving particle is given its detail, and thereby, by extension, we can never predict where it will go.’

Bohr also added a little sardonic retort at the end, instructing his rival: ‘Einstein, don’t tell God what to do.’

Reading about all this (as the sun came up on another nuit blanche), I found myself siding with Heisenberg and Bohr. Though everything in life is, physically speaking, composed of elementary particles, how can we ever really know where a certain particle – or that combination of particles known as an action, an event, another person – will bring us? Einstein, don’t tell God what to do... because in a wholly random universe, He has no control.

But what struck me so forcibly about the Uncertainty Principle was the way it also made me trawl back to that New Year’s Day in 1987 – and how, in my mother’s mind, Heisenberg was right. One launched particle – my dismissive comments about marriage – results in a logical, terrible outcome: divorce. No wonder that she embraced this empirical doctrine. Without it, she would have had to face up to her own role in the breakdown of her marriage.

But she was spot on about one thing: had that particle not been launched on that given night, the result might have been a dissimilar one... and both our lives might have turned out differently because of that.

I think about that a lot these days – the idea of destiny as nothing more than a random dispatch of particles which brings you to places you never imagined finding yourself. Just as I also now understand that uncertainty governs every moment of human existence.

And when it comes to thinking that life works according to linear principles...

Well, another physicist back in the twenties, Felix Bloch, proposed the idea that space was a field of linear operations. Heisenberg would have none of it.

‘Nonsense,’ he said. ‘Space is blue and birds fly through it.’

But stories work best when told in a sequential, linear way. And this story – my story – needs to be told sequentially, as life can only be lived forwards and understood backwards. And the only way I can make sense of what has happened to me recently is by trying to find some sort of significance lurking behind the haphazardness of it all. Even though, having just written that, I know that I am articulating a contradiction.

Because there is no meaning to be found in the arbitrary nature of things. It’s all random. Just as space is blue. And birds fly through it.


Part One


One

WHERE TO START? Where to begin? That’s the big question looming over all narrative structures, and something we analyzed ceaselessly in graduate school. What is the point of departure for a story? Unless you’re writing a big cradle-to-grave saga – ‘To begin my life at the beginning of my life’ – a story usually commences at a moment well into the life of the central character. As such, from the outset you’re traveling forward with this individual through his tale, yet are simultaneously discovering, bit by bit, the forces and events that shaped him in the past. As David Henry, my doctoral advisor, was fond of reminding his students in his lectures on literary theory: ‘All novels are about a crisis and how an individual – or a set of individuals – negotiates said crises. More than that, when we first meet a character in a narrative, we are dealing with him in the present moment. But he has a back story, just like the rest of us. Whether it’s in real life or on the page, you never understand somebody until you understand their back story.’

David Henry. Maybe that’s a good point of departure. Because the accidental set of circumstances that landed David Henry in my life sent it down a path I would never have thought possible. Then again, we can never predict where a particle will go...

David Henry. Back at the start of the 1970s, when he was a young professor at the university, he’d written a study of the American Novel, Towards a New World, that was noted immediately for its accessibility and its critical originality. Around the same time, he also published a novel about growing up in a Minnesota backwater that immediately saw him acclaimed as a modern-day Sherwood Anderson, alive to the contradictions of small-town American life.

‘Alive’ was the word everyone used about David Henry back then. Towards a New World won the 1972 National Book Award for Non-Fiction. His novel had been shortlisted that same year for the NBA in Fiction (a rare double honor) and was a finalist for the Pulitzer. The photos of him around that time show just why he was such a media star, as he had (to use a line from an Esquire profile of him) ‘classic square-jawed American good looks and a serious sense of cool: Clark Gable Goes to Harvard.’

He was everywhere back then: appearing on talk shows; writing learned, witty essays for the New York Review of Books; debating right-wing hawks in public forums. What’s more, though he dressed with a certain Lou Reed élan (black T-shirts, black jeans), he never jumped on the radical-chic bandwagon. Yes, he did publicly denounce ‘the Babbitt-like conformism that so dominates one corner of the American psyche’, but he also wrote articles in defense of America’s cultural complexity. One of them, ‘Our Necessary Contradictions’, became something of a talking point when published in the Atlantic in 1976, as it was one of the first critical explications of what David called ‘the two facets of the American psyche that rub up against each other like tectonic plates’. I first discovered this essay while a freshman in college when a friend recommended David Henry’s collection of journalist pieces, Left-Handed Writing. And I was so taken with it that I must have foisted it on half a dozen friends, telling them that it explained, with brilliant clarity, what it meant to be an American who doubted so much about the state of the country today.

So I was in love with David Henry before I was in love with David Henry. When I applied to enter the doctoral program at Harvard, the essay which accompanied my application talked among other things about how much his approach to American Literature and Thought had influenced my own nascent academic work, and how the thesis I was hoping to write – The Infernal Duality: Obedience and Defiance in American Literature – was so David Henry.

Granted, I knew I was taking a risk in letting it be known – even before I had been accepted by Harvard – that I already had a preferred thesis advisor in my sights. But I was so determined to work with him. As I was coming out of Smith summa cum laude with very strong recommendations from my English professors there, I was willing to be assertive.

It worked. I was called down to Cambridge for an interview with the department chairman. At the last minute I was told by his secretary that the interview would be handled by someone else in the department.

And that’s how I found myself face to face with David Henry.

The year was 1995. He was now in his early fifties, but still retained the craggy movie-star aura – though I immediately noticed that his eyes were marked by dark crescent moons hinting at a certain sadness within. I knew that he had continued to write essays for publications like Harper’s and the New York Review of Books, though not with such prolific regularity. From a piece I read about him in the Boston Globe I also found out that there had been no second novel and that his long-commissioned biography of Melville remained unfinished. But the article did say that, though his profile as a writer and a public intellectual had faded, he was still a hugely respected teacher whose undergraduate classes were always over-subscribed and who was one of the most sought-after doctoral advisors in the university.

I liked him immediately because he saw how hard I was trying to mask my nervousness and he quickly put me at my ease.

‘Now why on earth would you want to go into something as archaic and badly paid as university teaching when you could be out there cashing in on all the material bounty being offered in this, our new Gilded Age?’

‘Not everyone wants to be a robber baron,’ I said.

David smiled. ‘“Robber baron.” Very Theodore Dreiser.’

‘I remember your chapter on Dreiser in The American Novel and a piece you wrote on the seventieth anniversary of the publication of Sister Carrie in the Atlantic.’

‘So you said in your application essay. But let me ask you something: do you rate Sister Carrie?’

‘More than you do. I do take your point that there is a terrible leadenness to much of Dreiser’s prose. But that’s something he shares with Zola – a need to sledgehammer a point home and a certain psychological primitivism. And yes, I do like the point you make about Dreiser’s prolixity being bound up with the fact that he was one of the first novelists to use a typewriter. But to dismiss Dreiser as – what was the phrase you used? – “a portentous purveyor of penny dreadfuls”... With respect, you missed the point – and also used a lot of Ps in one sentence.’

As soon as I heard that line come out of my mouth, I thought: What the hell are you saying here? But David wasn’t offended or put off by my directness. On the contrary, he liked it.

‘Well, Ms Howard, it’s good to see that you are anything but a brown-nose.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m sure I’ve really overstepped the mark.’

‘Why think that? I mean, you’re going to be in the doctoral English program at Harvard, which means that you are going to be expected to display a considerable amount of independent thinking. And as I won’t work with anyone who’s a suck-up...’

David didn’t finish the sentence. Instead he just smiled, enjoying the bemused look which had fixed itself on my face.

‘Professor, you said: “You’re going to be in the doctoral English program at Harvard.” But my application hasn’t been approved as yet.’

‘Take it from me – you’re in.’

‘But you do know that I will be applying for financial aid?’

‘Yes, I saw that – and I spoke with our department chairman about utilizing a fund we have. It was set up by one of the Rockefellers and is granted to one incoming doctoral candidate every year. Now, I see on your application that your father is a mining executive, based in Chile.’

‘Was a mining executive,’ I said. ‘He lost his job around five years ago.’

He nodded, as if to say: So that’s why money is so tight.

I could have added how I could never, ever rely on my father for anything. But I always worried about burdening anybody (even my boyfriend) with the more unpleasant facets of my childhood. And I certainly wasn’t going to start gabbing about them during my interview with David Henry. So I simply said: ‘My father told his last boss to go have sex with himself. And since he refused to accept any job below that of the president of a company – and was also known as something of a hothead in his industry – his employment prospects dried up. He’s been “consulting” since then but makes hardly enough to keep himself going. So...’

And I’d just revealed more than I intended to. David must have sensed this, as he simply smiled and nodded his head and said: ‘Well, your winning a full postgraduate scholarship to Harvard will surely please him.’

‘I doubt it,’ I said quietly.

I was wrong about that. I wrote my dad a letter two months before my graduation from Smith, telling him how much I’d like him to be at the ceremony and also informing him about my all-expenses-paid scholarship to Harvard. Usually it took him around a month to write back to me – but this time a letter arrived within ten days. Clipped to it was a hundred-dollar bill. The letter was twenty-one words long:


I am so proud of you!

Sorry I can’t be at your graduation.

Buy yourself something nice with this.

Love

Dad



Within moments of opening it, I was in floods of tears. I had never cried when Dad left us. I had never cried when he had to cancel so many of our planned weekends in the city after he’d relocated down there. I had never cried when he moved to Chile and kept telling me that, next year, he’d fly me down for a few weeks and never got around to it. I had never cried when his response to my straight As at Smith, my election to Phi Beta Kappa – all that damn striving to please him – was silence. And in an attempt to get some sort of recognition from him I wrote that letter. All it did was make me face the looming truth I never wanted to confront: my father always distanced himself from me. Buy yourself something nice. A hundred bucks and a five-line note to assuage his guilt... that is, if he even had any guilt. Yet again, he was brushing me aside – but this time, I couldn’t respond by trying to shrug off his detachment. This time all I could do was cry.

Tom tried to console me. He kept telling me that my father didn’t deserve such a great daughter, that he would come to regret his dismissal of me, that my success undoubtedly unnerved him, because he himself had failed so badly in everything he had ever undertaken.

‘Of course he’s going to push you away,’ Tom said. ‘How else is he going to handle your brilliance?’

‘Stop flattering me,’ I told him.

‘You’re resistant to flattery,’ he said.

‘Because I don’t merit it.’

‘No – because you have convinced yourself that your idiot father is right: why should you merit your success?’

But my sadness wasn’t just bound up in my father’s brush-off of me. It was also rooted in the fact that Tom and I were about to part. The terrible thing about this split was, we didn’t want to break up. But I was heading to Harvard and Tom was off to Trinity College Dublin for postgraduate work. Though neither of us wanted to admit it, we knew that once we were separated by the Atlantic, we’d be finished. What made this knowledge even more agonizing was the fact that Tom had been accepted by Harvard to do his Masters in History. But he had decided to take the offer of a place in Dublin – reassuring me that it would only be a year and then he’d join me at Harvard for his doctorate.

‘You can come over for Thanksgiving,’ he said. ‘I’ll come back for Christmas, we’ll spend Easter together knocking around Europe... and the year will pass before we both know it.’

I wanted to believe his protestations. Just as I decided that I wouldn’t force his hand or use the sort of emotional blackmail (‘If you really loved me, you wouldn’t leave me’) that I had heard my mother use against my father in the years leading up to his departure.

‘Of course I don’t want you to go,’ I told him after he informed me that he was putting Harvard on hold and heading to Dublin. ‘Of course I’m not going to stop you.’

That’s when the reassurances began. The more he uttered them, the more I knew he wanted to cut and run. On the day that my dad’s five-line letter arrived – and Tom tried so hard to comfort me – I blurted out the uncomfortable truth: ‘As soon as you get to Dublin, we’re finished.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ he said. ‘I’ve never intimated that—’

‘But it’s going to happen, because—’

‘It is not going to happen,’ Tom said, getting vehement. ‘I value you – us – far too much. And I understand exactly why you’re feeling so vulnerable right now, but...’

But what you don’t understand is what I understand: men vanish when threatened.

Well, he did head off to Dublin – and we did promise each other that love would see us through and all the other usual romantic clichés. The rupture happened right before Thanksgiving. He was due to come back to the States, with me then meeting him in Paris for Christmas. Fair play to Tom – he didn’t feed me a lie or keep me dangling while he said that, due to unforeseen circumstances, he wouldn’t be landing in Boston on November 21st. Instead he phoned me and came straight out with: ‘I’ve met somebody else.’

I didn’t ask for much in the way of details – I’m no masochist – and he didn’t supply too many, except to say that she was Irish, a medical student at Trinity, and that it was ‘serious’. When he started saying: ‘It really did take me completely by surprise,’ I just said: ‘I’m sure it did.’

A long silence followed.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘So am I.’

And that was that. The big central relationship of my life to date was suddenly no more. I took the news badly, withdrawing from everyone for around a week, cutting the lectures and thesis meetings I had at Harvard, and basically moping in my tiny studio flat in Somerville. It surprised me how deeply upset I was. We seemed so right for each other. But timing is everything and ours simply didn’t work out.

Tom never returned to the States. He married his Irish medical student. He stayed on to get his doctorate at Trinity and eventually got a job at the university in Galway. We never saw each other after we broke up. Though I presumed he came home regularly to visit his parents, he didn’t look me up during the years I was living in Cambridge. There was only one communiqué from him: a Christmas card that arrived just a few years later, showing Tom and his wife Mairéad and their three very young sons – Conor, Fintan and Sean. They were standing in front of what looked like a suburban bungalow. The photo amazed me, as Tom was so adamant – like me – about never wanting children and always vowed never to live in the ’burbs. I didn’t feel a residual stab of sadness when I saw this photograph. Rather, all I could do was marvel at the way the narrative of life inexorably moves on – and how, having been so intensely involved with someone else, you can then simply vanish from each other’s lives. We lose things and then we choose things. Wasn’t that a fragment of a song I heard somewhere? Perhaps with Tom? Or maybe with David? And didn’t David tell me – shortly after we became lovers – that everything is just one big continual coming-and-going?

I did reply to Tom’s Christmas card by sending one of my own. I kept the message short:


You have a lovely family. I wish you every happiness for the coming year. All best...



Of course I wanted to ask him dozens of things: Are you happy? Do you like your work, your new country, your life? And do you ever sometimes think of me, us, and how the narrative of our now very separate lives would have been so profoundly different if... ?

‘If.’ The most charged word in the English language... especially when coupled with ‘only’.

As in: if only you hadn’t moved to Ireland, I wouldn’t have ended up for a while with David.

But I wanted to end up with David... even if I knew from the outset that it had no long-term future. Because ending up with David helped me end things with you.

Or, at least, that’s what I told myself at the time.


Two

‘THIS IS DANGEROUS,’ David said.

‘Only if we allow it to be dangerous,’ I said.

‘If anyone else finds out...’

‘Is this your usual style of post-coital conversation... ?’

‘I don’t make a habit of—’

‘Sleeping with your students?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Never before?’

Pause. Then: ‘Once. Back in the early seventies when things weren’t so—’

‘Politically correct?’

‘I’m not totally self-destructive,’ he said.

‘Is this self-destructive?’

‘I hope not.’

‘Have a little faith in me, David. I know what I’m getting into here.’

‘You sure about that?’

‘So besides the one student back in the still-swinging seventies,’ I said, changing the subject, ‘you’ve been completely faithful to Beth?’

‘Hardly... considering that she stopped having sex with me back when Reagan was first elected president.’

‘And the longest affair went on for... ?’

‘You ask a lot of questions.’

‘I simply want to know everything about the man with whom I’m getting involved.’

‘You know a lot about me already.’

That was true – as I had been working with David on my thesis for the last six months. At the outset of my time at Harvard, he showed himself to be a terrific advisor: sympathetic, but not touchy-feely; intellectually rigorous, but never pedantic; very clever, but someone who always avoided playing the bravura card. From the start, I was smitten. From the start I also knew that there was no way I would land myself in an involvement with my advisor. Nor, for that matter, did David flirt with me during those early months in Cambridge. In fact, up until Thanksgiving, our relationship was strictly student/teacher. Then I got the news from Dublin that Tom and I were no more. I vanished for a week, skipping classes, canceling my tutorials, venturing out only to buy food, and generally feeling miserable and sorry for myself. I found myself frequently bursting into tears in inappropriate places like the supermarket or while returning library books. I’ve never been someone who has been comfortable with the idea of becoming emotional in public. Call it a reaction to that morning after my thirteenth birthday, when Mom blamed me for Dad’s departure. Though I ran upstairs and hid in my room, I couldn’t bring myself to cry at the unfairness of her accusation. Was that the moment I started thinking that to cry was to lose control? Certainly, Dad preached a doctrine of always keeping everything that was eating at you under wraps, ‘otherwise people will see your vulnerabilities and prey on them’. I heeded that advice – especially when it came to all ongoing emotional transactions with Mom – but still privately grappled with a huge sense of vulnerability. In the face of a setback or a loss I would always try to constrain my feelings – fearing what others might think if they saw me in such a weakened state. But inside, the wounds never really cauterized – which meant that, when Tom broke it off with me, the sense of loss was all the more acute. If your father is absent and your mother finds you wanting, you search for some sort of personal ballast in the world. And when that’s taken away...

Well, all I could do was hide for a while.

So when I left a message calling off a third consecutive meeting with David, he rang me at home and asked if there was anything wrong.

‘Bad flu,’ I said.

‘Have you seen a doctor?’ he asked.

‘It’s not that sort of flu,’ I heard myself saying.

I did make our next scheduled tutorial, in which we spent an hour discussing Frank Norris’s McTeague – which, as David noted, was an indictment not just of American cupidity, but also of early twentieth-century dentistry.

‘But you didn’t need a dentist last week, did you?’ he asked.

‘Just sleep.’

‘You sure you’re over it?’

That’s when I lowered my head and bit my lip and felt my eyes well up. David opened a drawer under his desk and pulled out a bottle of Scotch and two glasses.

‘When I was in graduate school,’ he said, ‘my advisor told me that when I became a professor, I should always keep a bottle of whiskey in a filing cabinet... exactly for moments like this one.’

He poured us each two fingers of Scotch and handed me a glass.

‘If you want to talk about it...’ he said.

I did so want to talk about it – and the story came out in a rush that took me by surprise, given my refusal to speak to anybody about such things, let alone my thesis advisor. At the end of it I heard myself saying: ‘...and I don’t really know why I’m taking it so hard, as I knew six months ago that this is how it would turn out. In fact I told him this last spring, when he decided that Dublin was his destiny. But he kept telling me—’

‘Let me guess: “The last thing I want to do is leave you. It will only be eight months and then I’ll be back in your arms”?’

‘Yes, words to that effect. And the thing is, I wanted to believe them.’

‘That’s pretty damn understandable. If we don’t want to lose something... someone... we always want to believe the declarations of others, even if we privately doubt them. We all talk about how much we hate lies. Yet we prefer, so often, to be lied to... because it allows us to dodge all those painful truths we’d rather not hear.’

‘I certainly didn’t want it to end.’

‘Then why didn’t you follow him to Dublin?’

‘Because I wanted to come here. And because I didn’t want to live in Dublin.’

‘Or be tethered to his career?’

I felt myself tighten. David noticed this.

‘Hey, there’s hardly anything wrong with not wanting to be in the shadow of someone... though have you ever thought about the fact that perhaps your fellow didn’t want to live in your shadow? Take it from me, men are very uncomfortable when they realize a woman is more accomplished than they are.’

I felt a blush spread across my face. ‘Please... I don’t take flattery very well.’

‘I’m not trying to flatter you. I’m just pointing up the reality of the situation. Maybe everything was commensurate between you when you were both at college. But graduate school is another matter, because everyone’s looking ahead to their careers and the atmosphere gets just a little competitive and cut-throat. Though, of course, at Harvard we really disdain competitiveness...’

He shot me a mischievous smile, then added: ‘The hardest thing about a break-up is being the one who’s been left. It’s always better to do the leaving.’

He then directed the conversation back to the work at hand. In the coming weeks he made a point of not asking me anything more about the situation. Rather he simply opened our tutorials with the question: ‘How are things?’ Though I could have told him I was still feeling extremely fragile about everything, I chose to say nothing. Because there was nothing more to say about it and I always hate sounding sorry for myself – even though it took several months before the sense of loss began to diminish.

And the very fact that my involvement with David only began around six months after Tom sent me his kiss-off letter meant that...

Well, what exactly did it mean? That David wasn’t an opportunistic sleaze who hit on me when I was feeling vulnerable and alone? That ours quickly became a serious relationship, as we had known each other for almost a year when we crossed that frontier between camaraderie and intimacy? Or that we both played a very long game with each other – as it was clear early on (to me anyway) that we were more than attracted to each other.

But he was my professor, he was married – and I couldn’t even contemplate entering that realm of clandestine adulterous mess, or assuming the grim role of the Other Woman. Bar that one moment when he got me talking about the break-up with Tom, we stayed on neutral ground with each other.

Until one late afternoon in mid-May – when we were in the middle of a tutorial discussion on Sherwood Anderson, and the phone rang. If the telephone started buzzing during one of our weekly sessions David would always ignore it. That day he tensed as soon as it began to ring, then reached for it, saying: ‘Have to take this...’

‘Would you like me to leave?’ I asked.

‘No need...’

He reached for the phone, swiveled around in his chair so his back was to me, and started to talk in an agitated whisper.

‘...Yeah, hi... look, I’ve got someone here... so what did the doctor say?... Well, he’s right, of course he’s right... don’t tell me I’m bullying you when I’m just... this is all down to you not taking the meds and then having these episodes... there’s no need to... all right, all right, I’m sorry, I’m... oh, Jesus, will you please... yes, I am getting angry, fucking angry... and I can’t take this, you...’

Suddenly he stopped talking – as if the conversation had been cut off. He sat in his chair, immobile, trying hard to keep his anger and upset in check. A good minute passed – during which David simply stared out the window. Finally I said: ‘Professor, maybe it’s best if I—’

‘I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have heard that.’

‘I’ll go.’

He didn’t turn back towards me.

‘OK,’ he said.

When I saw him again the following week, he was all business – continuing our discussion of Sherwood Anderson. But at the end of the hour, he asked me if I was free for a beer.

Actually the ‘beer’ turned out to be a Martini in the bar of the Charles Hotel off Harvard Square. He drank his – gin, straight up, three olives – in around three gulps, and fished out a pack of cigarettes.

‘Yes, I know it’s a disgusting habit – and yes, Gitanes are about as smelly and pretentious as they get – but I keep it down to ten a day maximum.’

‘Professor, I’m not a health fascist. Smoke away, please.’

‘You must stop calling me Professor.’

‘But it’s what you are.’

‘No, it’s simply my title. David is my name – and I insist that you use that in the future.’

‘Fine,’ I said, slightly surprised by the vehemence in his voice. So was David, as he immediately flagged down the waitress for a second Martini and lit up another Gitane, even though he already had one balanced on the lip of the ashtray.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said. ‘Sometimes these days I find myself—’

He stopped, then started again: ‘Have you ever been through a time when you found yourself so consumed with rage that—?’

Another pull on his Gitane.

‘I shouldn’t be talking about all this,’ he said.

‘It’s OK, Professor... sorry, David. Talk away.’

Another long drag on his cigarette.

‘My wife tried to kill herself two weeks ago. It’s the third time she’s tried to end it all this year.’

That’s when I first found out that – for all his professional accomplishment and high academic standing – David Henry had his own private hell. Her name was Polly Cooper. They’d been married over twenty years, and from the 1970s photographs of her I’d seen in his office, she’d been the quintessential thin, willowy beauty back then. When he met her, she’d just published a collection of short stories with Knopf and had also done a big Avedon photo shoot for Vogue. Back in 1971, the New York Times profiled her, calling her ‘impossibly beautiful and impossibly smart’. When David hooked up with her – fresh off his National Book Award triumph and fantastic reviews for his first novel, and his appointment, at the age of thirty, to a full Harvard professorship – they were deemed a golden couple, destined for further greatness.

‘When I met Polly, it was such an instant coup de foudre for both of us that we were married within six months. A year after that, our son Charlie was born – and Polly went into this real tailspin within a few weeks of his arrival. She stopped sleeping, stopped eating and eventually refused to even touch him, saying that she was certain she was going to mangle the child if she picked him up. It got so bad that, at one point, she went four straight days without sleep. That’s when I found her one night in the kitchen, prostrate on the floor, banging her head on the side of the stove.

‘When the ambulance arrived, the guys on duty took one look at her and brought her straight to the psychiatric wing at Mass General. She was there for the next four months. What first seemed to be a serious case of post-natal depression was eventually diagnosed as a major bipolar disorder.’

Since then her mental health had been, at best, patchy. There was at least one major breakdown per year, followed by a period of relative calm. But she could
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