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About the Book

Thomas Nesbitt is a divorced American writer in the midst of a rueful middle age. Living a very private life in Maine – in touch only with his daughter and still trying to reconcile himself to the end of a long marriage that he knew was flawed from the outset – his solitude is disrupted by the arrival, one wintry morning, of a box postmarked Berlin. The name accompanying the return address on the box – Dussmann – disquiets him completely. For it is the name of the woman with whom he had an intense love affair twenty-five years ago in Berlin – at a time when the city was cleaved in two, and personal and political allegiances were frequently haunted by the deep shadows of the Cold War.

Refusing initially to confront what he might find in the box, Thomas nevertheless finds himself forced to grapple with a past he has always kept hidden – and in the process relive those months in Berlin, when he discovered, for the first and only time in his life, the extraordinary force of real love. But Petra Dussmann – the woman to whom he lost his heart – was not just a refugee from a police state, but also someone who lived with an ongoing sorrow beyond dreams … a sorrow which gradually rewrote both their destinies.

In this, his tenth novel, Douglas Kennedy has written a hugely compelling love story at once morally complex, tragic and deeply reflective. Brilliantly gripping, The Moment is a profoundly affecting tale of romantic certainty and conflicting loyalties, all set amidst a stunningly atmospheric portrait of Berlin in the final dark years before the Wall came down.
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Douglas Kennedy’s previous novels include the critically acclaimed bestsellers The Big Picture, The Pursuit of Happiness, A Special Relationship, The Woman in the Fifth and Leaving the World. He is also the author of three highly praised travel books. His work has been translated into twenty-two languages. In 2006 he was awarded the French decoration of Chevalier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres. Born in Manhattan in 1955, he has two children and currently divides his time between London, Paris, Berlin and Maine.
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For five great friends:

Noeleen Dowling of Grangegorman, Dublin
Anne Ireland of Falmouth, Maine
Howard Rosenstein of Montreal, Quebec
Judy Rymer of Sydney, New South Wales
and Roger Williams – across the street from me in Wiscasset, Maine.

And to the memory of another great friend –
Joseph Strick (1924–2010).


‘Oh, I have made myself a tribe

out of my true affections,

and my tribe is scattered!

How shall the heart be reconciled

to its feast of losses?’

– Stanley Kunitz, The Layers


Part One


One

I WAS SERVED with divorce papers this morning. I’ve had better starts to the day. And though I knew they were coming, the actual moment when they landed in my hand still threw me. Because their arrival announced: This is the beginning of the end.

I live in a small cottage. It’s located on a back road near the town of Edgecomb, Maine. The cottage is simple: two bedrooms, a study, an open-plan living/kitchen area, whitewashed walls, stained floorboards. I bought it a year ago when I came into some money. My father had just died. Though broke by the time that his heart exploded, he still had an insurance policy in place from his days as a corporate man. The policy paid out three hundred thousand dollars. As I was the sole child and the sole survivor – my mother having left this life years earlier – I was also the sole beneficiary. My father and I weren’t close. We spoke weekly on the phone. I made an annual three-day visit to his retirement bungalow in Arizona. And I did send him each of my travel books as they were published. Beyond that, there was minimal contact – a long-ingrained awkwardness always curtailing any ease or familiarity between us. When I flew out alone to Phoenix to organise the funeral and close up his house, a local lawyer got in touch with me. He said that he’d drawn up Dad’s will, and did I know I was about to receive a nice little pay-off from the Mutual of Omaha Insurance Corporation?

‘But Dad was hard-up for years,’ I told the lawyer. ‘So why didn’t he cash in the policy and live on the proceeds?’

‘Good question,’ the lawyer said. ‘Especially as I advised him to do that myself. But the old guy was very stubborn, very proud.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I said. ‘I tried sending him some money once, not that I had much to offer him. He returned my cheque.’

‘The few times I saw your dad, he bragged to me about his son the well-known writer.’

‘I’m hardly well-known.’

‘But you are published. And he was very proud of what you had accomplished.’

‘That’s news to me,’ I said, suddenly fighting back tears. Dad had hardly ever said anything to me about my books.

‘That generation of men – they often couldn’t articulate a damn thing they were feeling,’ the lawyer said. ‘But he obviously wanted you to have some sort of legacy from him – so expect a payout of three hundred grand in the next couple of weeks.’

I flew back east the next day. Instead of returning home to the house in Cambridge that I shared with my wife, I found myself renting a car at Logan Airport and pointing it in the direction of places north. It was early evening when I left the airport. I guided the car onto Interstate 95 and drove. Three hours later I was on Route 1 in Maine. I passed through the town of Wiscasset, then crossed the Sheepscot River and pulled into a motel. It was mid-January. The mercury was well below freezing. A recent snowfall had bleached everything white, and I was the only guest at the inn.

‘What brings you up here at this time of year?’ the clerk at the reception desk asked me.

‘No idea,’ I said.

I couldn’t sleep that night and drank most of the fifth of bourbon I had packed in my travel bag. At first light I got back into my rental car and started driving. I followed the road east; a narrow two-lane blacktop that snaked its way down a hill and around a curvy bend. Once that bend was negotiated, the pay-off was spectacular. For there in front of me was a frozen expanse, shaded in aquamarine; a vast sheltered bay, fringed by iced woodlands, with a low-lying fog hovering above its glaciated surface. I braked, then got out of the car. A boreal wind was blowing. It chafed my face and nettled my eyes. But I forced myself to walk down to the water’s edge. A meagre sun was attempting to light up the world. Its wattage was so low that the bay remained dappled in mist, making it seem both ethereal and haunted. Though the cold was brutal, I couldn’t take my gaze off this spectral landscape. Until another blast of wind made me turn away from it.

And at that precise moment I saw the cottage.

It was positioned on a small plot of land, elevated above the bay. Its design was very basic – a one-storey structure, sided in weatherbeaten white clapboard. Its little driveway was empty. There were no lights on inside. But there was a ‘For Sale’ sign positioned out in front. I pulled out my notebook, writing down the name and number of the Wiscasset real-estate agent who was handling it. I was going to approach it, but the cold finally forced me back to the car. I drove off in search of a diner that served breakfast. I discovered one on the outskirts of town. Then I found the real-estate agent’s office on the main street. Thirty minutes after I crossed his threshold we were back at the cottage.

‘Now I have to warn you that the place is a bit primitive,’ the agent said. ‘But it’s got great bones. And, of course, it’s right on the water. Better yet, it’s an estate sale. It’s been on the market for sixteen months, so the family will accept a reasonable offer.’

The agent was right. The cottage was the wrong side of rustic. But it had been winterised. And thanks to Dad, the two hundred and twenty thousand dollar asking price was now affordable. I offered one eighty-five on the spot. By the end of the morning, the offer had been accepted. The next morning I had – courtesy of the real-estate agent – met a local contractor who was willing to redo the cottage within my budget of sixty thousand dollars. By the end of the same day I finally called home and had to answer a lot of questions from my wife Jan about why I had been out of contact for the last seventy-two hours.

‘Because on the way back from my father’s funeral I bought a house.’

The silence that followed this statement was an extended one – and, I realise now, the moment when her patience with me understandably cracked.

‘Please tell me this is a joke,’ she said.

But it wasn’t a joke. It was a declaration of sorts, and one with a considerable amount of subtext to it. Jan understood that. Just as I knew that, once I informed her of this impulse buy, the landscape between us would be irreparably damaged.

Yet I still went ahead and bought the place. Which, in turn, must mean that I really did want things to turn out this way.

But that moment of permanent schism didn’t happen for another eight months. A marriage – especially one of twenty years’ duration – rarely ends with a decisive bang. It’s more like all the phases you go through when confronting a terminal illness: anger, denial, pleading, more anger, denial … though we never seemed to reach the ‘acceptance’ part of the ‘journey’. Instead, during an August weekend when we came up to the now-renovated cottage, Jan chose to tell me that, for her, the marriage was over. And she left town on the next bus.

Not with a bang, just with a …

Subdued sadness.

I stayed on at the cottage for the rest of the summer, only returning once to our house in Cambridge – when she was away for the weekend – to pack up all my worldly goods (books and papers and the few clothes I owned). Then I headed back north.

Not with a bang, just with a …

Months passed. I didn’t travel for a while. My daughter Candace visited me at the cottage one weekend per month. Every second Tuesday (her choice) I would drive the half-hour from my house down to her college in Brunswick and take her out for dinner. When we got together we talked about her classes and friends and the book I was writing. But we rarely mentioned her mother, except for one night after Christmas when she asked me:

‘You doing OK, Dad?’

‘Not bad,’ I said, knowing that I was sounding reticent.

‘You should meet someone.’

‘Easier said than done in backwoods Maine. Anyway, I’ve a book to finish.’

‘Mom always said that, for you, the books came first.’

‘Do you agree with that?’

‘Yes and no. You were away a lot. But when you were home, you were cool.’

‘Am I still cool?’

‘Way cool,’ she said, giving my arm a squeeze. ‘But I wish you weren’t so alone.’

‘The writer’s curse,’ I said. ‘You have to be alone, you have to be obsessive, and those nearest to you frequently find that hard to bear. And who can blame them?’

‘Mom once said that you never really loved her, that your heart was elsewhere.’

I looked at her carefully.

‘There were many things before your Mom,’ I said. ‘Still, I did love her.’

‘But not always.’

‘It was a marriage – with all that that implies. And it did last twenty years.’

‘Even if your heart was elsewhere?’

‘You ask a lot of questions.’

‘Only because you’re so evasive, Dad.’

‘The past is very much the past.’

‘And you really want to dodge that question, don’t you?’

I smiled at my far too precocious daughter and suggested we have another glass of wine.

‘I have a German question,’ she said.

‘Try me.’

‘We were translating Luther the other day in class.’

‘Is your professor a sadist?’

‘No, just German. Anyway, while working our way through a collection of Luther’s aphorisms, I found something pertinent …’

‘Pertinent to whom?

‘No particular person. But I’m not certain if I got the quote exactly right.’

‘And you think I can help you?’

‘You’re fluent, Dad. Du sprichst die Sprache.’

‘Only after a couple of glasses of wine.’

‘Modesty is tedious, Dad.’

‘So, go on: tell me the quote from Luther.’

‘Wie bald “nicht jetzt” “nie” wird.’

I didn’t flinch. I just translated.

‘How soon “not now” becomes “never”.’

‘It’s a great quote,’ Candace said.

‘And, like all great quotes, it speaks a certain truth. What made you single it out?’

‘Because I worry I’m a “not now” sort of person.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘I can’t live in the moment, I can’t let myself be happy with where I am.’

‘Aren’t you being a little hard on yourself?’

‘Hardly. Because I know that’s how you are too.’

Wie bald ‘nicht jetzt’ ‘nie’ wird.

‘The moment …’ I said, as if trying out the word for the first time. ‘It’s a very overrated place.’

‘But it’s all we have, right? This night, this conversation, this moment. What else is there?’

‘The past.’

‘I knew you’d say that – because that’s your obsession. It’s in all your books. Why “the past”, Dad?’

‘It always informs the present.’

And because you can never really escape its grip, any more than you can come to terms with that which is terminal in life. Consider: My marriage may have started to disintegrate a decade ago, and the first sign of endgame may have been that day last January when I bought the cottage in Maine. But I didn’t really accept the finality of it all until the morning after my dinner with Candace, when a knock came on my cottage door at a far too early hour.

Now the few neighbours I have do know that I am not a morning person. This makes me rare in this corner of Maine where everyone seems to get up an hour or so before dawn, and where nine o’clock is already considered the middle of the day.

But I never emerge into the world before noon. I’m a night man. I usually start writing after ten in the evening and generally work until three, at which point I nurse a nocturnal whisky or two, watch an old film or read, and eventually climb into bed around five. I’ve been living this way since I started writing twenty-seven years ago – a fact my wife found somewhat charming at the beginning of our marriage and a source of great frustration thereafter. ‘Between the travel and the all-night work binges I have no life with you,’ was a common lament – to which I could only reply, ‘Guilty as Charged.’ Now, with my fiftieth birthday well behind me, I’m stuck with my vampiric lifestyle; the few times I ever see the dawn being those occasional nights when I’m on a roll and write until first light.

But on this January morning a series of loud authoritarian knocks snapped me awake just as the tentative rays of a winter sun were cleaving the night sky. For a befuddled moment I thought I was in the middle of a mad Kafka-esque reverie – with the forces of some sinister state about to arrest me for unspecified thought crimes. But then I came to. Glancing at my bedside clock I saw that it was just after seven-thirty. The banging intensified. There really was someone pounding on the front door.

I got out of bed, grabbed a bathrobe and wandered to the front door. When I opened it I saw a squat man in a parka and a knitted hat standing outside. One hand was behind his back. He looked cold and aggrieved.

‘So you’re here after all,’ he said, a fog of frozen breath accompanying his words.

‘Sorry?’

‘Thomas Nesbitt?’

‘Yes …’

Suddenly the hand behind his back emerged. It was holding a large Manila envelope. Like a Victorian schoolteacher using a ruler to discipline a child, he slammed the envelope right into the palm of my right hand.

‘You’ve been served, Mr Nesbitt,’ he said. Then he turned and got into his car.

I stood in the doorway for several minutes, oblivious to the cold. I kept looking down at the large legal envelope, trying to come to terms with what had just transpired. When I felt my fingers going numb I finally went inside. Sitting down at the kitchen table I opened the envelope. Contained within was a petition for divorce from the State of Massachusetts. My name – Thomas Alden Nesbitt – was printed alongside that of my wife – Jan Rogers Stafford. She was named as Petitioner. I was named as Respondent. Before my eyes could take in anything else, I pushed the document away from me. I swallowed hard. I had known this was coming. But there is a vast difference between the theoretical and the hard-faced typography of the actual. A divorce – no matter how expected – is still a terrible admission of failure. The sense of loss – especially after twenty years – is immense. And now …

This document. This definitive statement.

How can we let go of that which we once held so essential?

On this January morning I had no reply to such a question. All I had was a petition telling me that my marriage was over, and the relentless disquieting question: Could we – I – have found a way through this dark wood?

‘Mom once said that you never really loved her, that your heart was elsewhere.’

It wasn’t as facile as that. But there’s no doubt that the historic so informs everything in our lives, and that it is so hard to break free of certain immutable things that continue to burden us.

But why look for answers when none will balm anything? I told myself, glancing across the table at the petition. Do what you always do when life gangs up on you. Run.

So while waiting for a pot of coffee to percolate I worked the phones. A call to my lawyer in Boston who asked me to sign the petition and send it back to her. She also gave me a fast piece of advice: Don’t panic. A call to a small hotel five hours north of here to find out if they had a room available for the next seven days. When they confirmed they had a vacancy I told them to expect me around six that evening. Within an hour I had showered and shaved and packed a bag. I grabbed my laptop and a set of cross-country skis, then loaded everything into my jeep. I called my daughter on her cellphone and left her a message that I would be away for the next seven days, but would see her for dinner two weeks from Tuesday. I closed up my cottage. I checked my watch. Nine o’clock. As I climbed into my jeep snow had begun to fall. Within moments the conditions were near-blizzard. But I still forced my vehicle out onto the road and carefully navigated myself towards the intersection with Route 1. As I looked in my rear-view mirror, I saw that my cottage had vanished. A simple climatic shift and all that is concrete and crucial to us can disappear in an instant, whited out from view.

The snow remained heavy as I turned south and stopped at the post office in Wiscasset. Once the now-signed documents were dispatched, I drove on, heading due west. Visibility was now non-existent, making any sort of speed impossible. I should have abandoned ship, finding a motel and holing up until the blizzard passed. But I was now locked into the same ornery frame of mind that would overtake me when I found myself unable to write: You will push your way through this …

It took almost six more hours to reach my destination. When I finally pulled into the parking lot of my hotel in Quebec City I couldn’t help but wonder what I was doing here.

I was so tired from all the events of the day that I fell into bed at ten. I managed to sleep until dawn. When I woke up there was the usual moment of befuddlement, followed by the arrival of anguish. Another day, another struggle to keep the pain tolerable. After breakfast I changed into the appropriate clothing and drove north along the St Lawrence River to a cross-country skiing centre I’d once visited with Jan. The temperature – according to the gauge in my car – was minus ten. I parked and climbed outside, the chill lacerating and vindictive. I pulled my skis and poles out of the hatchback door and walked over to the trail head. I stepped into the skis, my boots slotting into the bindings with a decisive click. Immediately I pushed off into the dense forest through which the trail had been cleaved. The cold was now so severe that my fingers stiffened. It was impossible to close them around the poles. But I forced myself to gain speed. Cross-country skiing is an endurance test – especially in sub-zero temperatures. Only when you have gained enough forward propulsion to warm your body does the unbearable become acceptable. This process took around half an hour, each finger gradually thawing with the build-up of body heat. By the third mile I was actually warm and so focused on the push-glide-push-glide rhythm of the ski movement that I was oblivious to all around me.

Until the trail turned a hairpin bend and suddenly sent me charging down a vertiginous hill. This is what you get for choosing a black run. But my past training clicked into gear and I carefully raised my left ski out of the rutted track and positioned it on the groomed snow. Then I turned its tip inwards towards the other ski. Normally this manoeuvre should reduce your speed and allow you to control the dips and dives of the track. But the trail was so frozen, so slick with the travails of previous occupants, that I simply couldn’t slow down. I tried dragging my poles. No use. That’s when I suddenly pulled my ski back into the track, lifted my poles and let go. I was now in a ferocious downhill trajectory: all speed, no logic, no sense of what was up ahead. For a few brief moments there was the exhilaration of the free-fall, the abandonment of prudence, the sense that nothing mattered but this plunge towards …

A tree. It was right there, its massive trunk beckoning me forward. Gravity was sending me into its epicentre. Nothing to stop me slamming into oblivion. For a nanosecond I was about to welcome it … until I saw my daughter’s face in front of me and found myself overwhelmed by one thought: She will have to live with this for the rest of her life. At which point some rational instinct kicked in and I threw myself away from sudden impact. As I crashed into the snow, I skidded for yards. The snow was no pillow; rather, a sheet of frozen tundra. My left side slammed into its concrete surface, then my head, the world went blurry, and …

I was aware of someone crouching down beside me, checking my vital signs, speaking fast French into a phone. Beyond that, all was hazy, vague. I wasn’t conscious of much, bar the fact that I was in pain everywhere. I blacked out, waking again as I was hoisted onto a stretcher, loaded onto a sled, strapped down and …

I was now being dragged along undulating terrain. I regained consciousness for long enough to crane my neck and see myself being pulled along by a snowmobile. Then my brain began to fog in again and …

I was in a bed. In a room. Stiff white sheets, cream walls, institutional ceiling tiles. I craned my neck and saw assorted tubes and wires emanating from my body. I began to gag. A nurse came hurrying towards me. She grabbed a pan and held it in front of me as I retched. When everything was expunged, I found myself sobbing. The nurse put an arm around me and said:

‘Be happy … you’re alive.’

A doctor came around ten minutes later. He told me I’d had a lucky escape. A dislocated shoulder – which, while I was unconscious, they’d managed to ‘relocate’. Some spectacular bruising on my left thigh and ribcage. As to the state of my head … he’d run an MRI on my cranium and could find nothing wrong with it.

‘You’d been knocked cold. A concussion. But you evidently have a very hard head as there was no serious damage whatsoever.’

Would that my heart was also so hard.

I subsequently discovered that I was in a hospital in Quebec City. I would remain here for another two days as I underwent physiotherapy for my battered shoulder and was kept under observation for any ‘unforeseen neurological complications’. The physiotherapist – a Ghanaian woman with a rather wry take on everything – told me I should thank some divine force for my well-being.

‘It is evident that you should be in a very bad place right now. But you came away with very little damage, so someone was watching over you.’

‘And who might that “someone” be?’

‘Maybe it’s God. Maybe it’s some extra-worldly power. Or maybe, just maybe, it’s all down to you. There was a skier behind you – the man who called for help – who said that you were racing down the hill, as if you couldn’t care less what happened to you. Then, at the very last minute, you jumped away from the tree. You saved yourself. Which evidently means that you wanted to see another day. Congratulations. You are back with us.’

I felt no exhilaration, no pleasure in having survived. But as I sat in that narrow hospital bed, looking up at the pockmarked ceiling tiles, I did keep replaying that moment when I threw myself into the snow. Up until that split second I was in thrall to the declivitous, as there was a part of me that welcomed an immediate cure to all that plagued me.

But then …

I saved myself, ending up with nothing more than some bruising, a sore shoulder, a sore head. Within forty-eight hours of being admitted to the hospital I was able to make it out to a taxi, return to the ski area and collect my abandoned jeep. Though I wasn’t wearing a sling, my shoulder hurt every time I had to turn the wheel sharply all the way down to Maine. But the journey back was otherwise uneventful.

‘You may find yourself becoming depressed now,’ the physio told me during our last session together. ‘It often happens in the wake of such things. And who can blame you? You chose to live.’

I reached Wiscasset just before dark – in time to collect my mail at the local post office. There was a yellow slip in my box, informing me an oversized parcel was being held behind the main counter. Jim, the postmaster, noticed that I winced when I picked up the package.

‘You hurt yourself?’ he asked.

‘That I did.’

‘An accident?’

‘Something like that.’

The package he had handed over was, in fact, a box – and came from my New York publishers. I made a mistake of tucking it under my left arm, and winced a second time as my weakened shoulder informed me not to do that again. As I signed the form acknowledging that I had collected it, Jim said:

‘If you’re feeling poorly tomorrow and can’t get yourself to the supermarket, call me with a shopping list and I’ll take care of it all for you.’

There were many virtues about living in Maine – but the best of all was the way everyone respected each other’s privacy, yet were also there for you if needed.

‘I think I’ll be able to push a cart around the vegetable aisle,’ I said. ‘But thanks for the offer.’

‘That your new book in the box?’

‘If it is, someone else must have finished it for me.’

‘I hear ya …’

I walked to the car and drove on to my cottage, the January darkness augmenting my gloom. The physio was right: escaping death turns you more inward, more alive to the melancholic nature of being here. And a failed marriage is also a death – a living one, as the person you are no longer with is still sentient, still walking among us, very much existing without you.

‘You were always ambivalent about me, us,’ Jan said on several occasions towards the end. How could I explain that, with the exception of our wonderful daughter, I remain ambivalent about everything? If you’re not reconciled with yourself, how can you ever be reconciled with others?

The cottage was dark and draughty when I arrived. I carried the box in from my car and placed it on the kitchen table. I cranked up the thermostat. I built a wood fire in the pot-bellied stove that took up one corner of the living room. I poured myself a small Scotch. As I waited for all three forms of central heating to kick in, I shuffled through the handful of letters and magazines that I had retrieved from the mail box. Then I turned my attention to the package. I used scissors to cut through the thick tape that had sealed it shut. Once the lid was pried open I peered inside. There was a letter from Zoë, my editor’s assistant, positioned on top of a large, thickly padded envelope. As I picked up the letter I saw the handwriting on this envelope – and the German postmark and stamps. In the left-hand corner of this package was the name of the sender: ‘Dussmann’. That stopped me short. Her name. And the address: ‘Jablonski Strasse 48, Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin’. Was this her address since …?

Her …

Petra …

Petra Dussmann.

I picked up the letter from Zoë.

This showed up here for you c/o us a few days ago. I didn’t want to open it in case it was personal. If it’s anything questionable or weird, do let me know and we’ll deal with it.

Hope the new book goes well. We all can’t wait to read it.

My best …

‘If it’s anything questionable or weird …’

No, it’s just the past. A past that I had tried to entomb long ago.

But here it was again, back to disturb an already troubled present.

Wie bald ‘nicht jetzt’ ‘nie’ wird.

How soon ‘not now’ becomes ‘never’.

Until a package arrives … and everything you have spent years attempting to dodge comes rushing back into the room.

When is the past not a spectral hall of shadows?

When we can live with it.


Two

I’VE ALWAYS WANTED to escape. It’s an urge I’ve had from the age of eight onwards, when I first discovered the pleasures of evasion.

It was a Saturday in November and my parents were fighting. There was nothing unusual about this. My parents were always fighting. Back then we lived in a four-roomed apartment on 19th Street and 2nd Avenue. I was a Manhattan kid, born and bred. My dad worked as a mid-level executive in an advertising agency – a ‘business guy’ who wanted to be a ‘creative guy’, but never had the ‘word talent’ to write copy. Mom was a housewife. She’d had a brief career as an actress before I arrived in the world. The apartment was cramped. Two narrow bedrooms, a small living room and even smaller kitchenette, none of which could contain the frustrations that both my parents vented on a daily basis.

It was only years later that I began to comprehend the strange dynamic that existed between them: a profound need to combust over anything, to live in an endless winter of discontent. But at the time all I knew was that my mom and dad didn’t like each other. On the November Saturday in question, an argument between them escalated. My father said something hurtful. My mother called him a bastard and fled into the bedroom. The door slammed behind her. I looked up from the book I was reading. Dad was gripping the knob of the front door, no doubt wanting to pull it open and walk away from all this. He fumbled in his shirt pocket for his cigarettes and lit one up. A few deep inhalations of smoke and he got his rage under control. That’s when I posed a question I’d been wanting to pose for days.

‘Can I go to the library?’

‘No dice, Tommy. I’m heading into the office to catch up on some work.’

‘Can I go alone?’

It was the first time I’d ever asked to leave the apartment by myself. Dad thought this over.

‘You think you can walk there all by yourself?’ he asked.

‘It’s only four blocks.’

‘Your mom won’t like it.’

‘I won’t be long.’

‘She still won’t like it.’

‘Please, Dad.’

He took another long drag on his cigarette. For all his tough-guy bluster – he’d been a Marine during the war – he was in thrall to my mother, a diminutive, angry woman who could never get over the fact that she was no longer the princess she’d been raised to be.

‘You’ll be back here in an hour?’ Dad asked.

‘I promise.’

‘And you’ll remember to look both ways when crossing the street?’

‘I promise.’

‘If you’re late there’ll be trouble.’

‘I won’t be late, Dad.’

He reached into his pocket and handed me a dollar.

‘Here’s some money,’ he said.

‘I don’t need money. It’s a library.’

‘You can stop at the drugstore on the way back and get yourself an egg cream.’

Egg creams – milk and chocolate syrup topped up with soda water – were my favourite drink.

‘They only cost a dime, Dad.’ Even back then I was always aware of the price of things.

‘Buy yourself some comics or put the change in your piggy bank.’

‘So I can go?’

‘Yeah, you can go.’

As I was getting into my coat Mom emerged from the bedroom.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asked me.

I told her. Immediately she turned on my father.

‘How dare you give him permission to do that without first consulting me.’

‘The kid is old enough to walk a couple of blocks by himself.’

‘Well, I’m not allowing it.’

‘Tommy, run along,’ Dad said.

‘Thomas, you’re to stay here,’ she countered.

‘Scram,’ Dad told me. As Mom began to shout things at my father, I made a beeline for the door and was gone.

Once outside I felt a moment of fear. For the first time ever I was on my own. No parental supervision; no outstretched hand to guide, restrain or discipline me. I walked to the corner of 19th and 2nd. I waited for the light to turn green. I looked both ways many times. I crossed the street. When I made it to the other side I didn’t feel a great sense of accomplishment or freedom. I was simply aware of the promise that I made to Dad to be back within an hour. So I continued north, exercising great prudence at every street crossing. When I reached 23rd Street I turned left. The library was halfway up the street. The children’s section was on the first floor. I browsed the stacks, finding two new Hardy Boys detective books I’d yet to read. I checked them out, then hurried back to the street, retracing my steps home. Halfway there I stopped at the drugstore on 21st Street. I took a stool at the lunch counter and opened one of my books and ordered an egg cream. The soda jerk took my dollar and gave me ninety cents change. I looked at the clock on the wall. I still had twenty-eight minutes before I was due home. I nursed my egg cream. I read my book. I thought: This is nice.

I made it home five minutes before the deadline. In the time that I was absent my father had stormed out, and I found my mother sitting in the kitchenette with her big Remington typewriter in front of her. She was smoking a Salem and clattering away on the keys. Her eyes were red from crying, but she seemed focused and determined.

‘How was the library?’ she asked me.

‘It was good. Can I go again on Monday?’

‘We’ll see,’ she said.

‘What are you writing?’ I asked.

‘A novel.’

‘You write novels, Mom?’ I asked, really impressed.

‘I’m trying to,’ she said and continued tapping away. I adjourned to the sofa and read one of my Hardy Boys books. Half an hour later Mom stopped writing and told me that she was going to have a bath. I heard her pull paper out from the typewriter. As she disappeared into the bathroom and turned on the taps I approached the dining table. She had left two manuscript pages face down next to the typewriter. I picked them up. The first page just contained the title of the book and her name:

THE DEATH OF A MARRIAGE

A Novel

by

Alice Nesbitt

I picked up the next page. The opening sentence read:

The day I discovered that my husband didn’t love me any more was the day that my eight-year-old son ran away from home.

Suddenly I heard my mother shout:

‘How dare you!’

She came racing towards me, tight with rage. She pulled the pages out of my hand and slapped my face.

‘You must never, never read my work.’

I burst into tears and ran into my room. I grabbed a pillow off my bed and did what I often did when things got out of hand at home: I hid in the closet. With the pillow clutched tight I sobbed into it, overwhelmed by the feeling that I was all alone in a very difficult world. Ten, maybe fifteen minutes passed. Then there was a knock on the closet door.

‘I’ve made you chocolate milk, Thomas.’

I said nothing.

‘I’m sorry I slapped you.’

I said nothing.

‘Thomas, please … I was wrong.’

I said nothing.

‘You can’t stay in there all day, you know.’

I said nothing.

‘Thomas, this is not funny.’

I stayed silent.

‘Your father will be very cross …’

Finally I spoke:

‘My father will understand. He hates you too.’

This last comment provoked a terrible sob from my mother. I heard her stumble away from the door and head out of my room. Her crying escalated. It became so loud that, even from within my self-incarcerated lair, I could hear her weeping. I stood up and opened the door. Immediately had to readjust to all the afternoon light cascading through the windows of my room. I followed the sound of Mom’s lament. She was lying face down on her bed.

‘I don’t hate you,’ I said.

She continued crying.

‘I just wanted to read your book.’

She continued crying.

‘I’m going out to the library again.’

The crying instantly stopped. She sat up.

‘Are you planning to run away?’ she asked.

‘Like the boy in your book?’

‘That was make-believe.’

‘I don’t want to run away,’ I lied. ‘I just want to go back to the library.’

‘You promise you’ll come home?’

I nodded.

‘Be careful on the street.’

As I turned to leave Mom said:

‘Writers are very private about what they do. That’s why I got angry …’

She let the sentence die.

And I headed for the door.

Decades later, during our third date, I remember recounting this story to Jan.

‘Did your Mom ever finish the book?’ she asked.

‘I never saw her typing again. But perhaps she worked on it while I was at school.’

‘Maybe’s there a manuscript hidden in some attic box somewhere.’

‘I found nothing when Dad asked me to clear out all her stuff after she died.’

‘And it was lung cancer that got her …?’

‘At the age of forty-six. Mom and Dad never stopped fighting and they never stopped smoking. Cause and effect.’

‘But your father is still with us?’

‘Yeah, Dad’s on his fifth girlfriend since Mom’s death, and still puffing twenty a day.’

‘And meanwhile you’ve never stopped escaping.’

‘More cause and effect.’

‘Maybe you’ve just never found a good reason for staying put,’ she said, covering my hand.

I just shrugged and didn’t reply.

‘Now you have me interested,’ she said.

‘Everyone has an old ache or two.’

‘True. But there are aches you can live with, and ones that seem to never fade away. Which is yours?’

I smiled and said:

‘Oh, I live with most things.’

‘And now you’re sounding far too stoic.’

‘Nothing wrong with that,’ I said and changed the subject.

Jan never did learn about that ache – and how much it continued to shadow me. I always dodged discussions of it. In time, however, she did come to believe that it still impacted on the present, and coloured so much between us. Just as she also came to the conclusion that there was a significant part of me that was closed off to any real intimacy. But that analysis was reached some time down the road.

And on the next date – the night we also first slept together – I could see her deciding that I was … well, different. She was a lawyer, an associate at a major Boston firm. She earned her money representing big corporations, but also insisted on handling one pro bono case per year ‘to salve my conscience’. Unlike me she’d been in a long relationship; a fellow lawyer who took a job out west and used the move to end it between them.

‘You think things are solid, then you discover otherwise,’ she said. ‘And you wonder why your antennae didn’t pick up the fact that it was all going wrong.’

‘Maybe he was telling you one thing and thinking another,’ I said. ‘Which is often the way these things happen. Everyone has a part of themselves they prefer not to reveal. It’s why we can never really fathom even those close to us. The unknowingness of others and all that.’

‘“And the most foreign place is the self.” That’s a direct quote from your book on Alaska.’

‘Well, I’d be a liar if I didn’t say I was flattered.’

‘It’s a great book.’

‘Really?’

‘You mean, you don’t know that?’

‘As I have the usual writerly distrust of anything I’ve ever committed to paper …’

‘Why such incertitude?’

‘It just goes with the territory, I suppose.’

‘In my profession incertitude is not allowed. In fact, an uncertain lawyer is never trusted.’

‘But surely you have a measure of uncertainty?’

‘Not when I’m defending a client or making a closing argument. I have to be indisputable. In private, on the other hand, I’m unsure about everything.’

‘Glad to hear that,’ I said, covering her hand with mine.

That was the real start of things between us; the moment we both decided to let our defences down and fall for each other. Is love so often predicated on good timing? How often have I heard friends say that they got married because they were ready to get married? That was my dad’s story – and one that he related to me just after my mother died. And it went like this:

It was 1957. He’d been out of the Marine Corps for four years, having then gone to Columbia on the GI Bill. He’d just landed a junior executive job at Young & Rubicon. His sister was marrying a former war correspondent turned PR man – a marriage that went south right after the Palm Beach honeymoon, but dragged on until her husband drank and raged himself into a fatal coronary fifteen years later. But on the happy day in question, Dad saw a diminutive young woman across a crowded function room at the Roosevelt Hotel. Her name was Alice Goldfarb. Dad described her as the antithesis of the ‘corned beef and cabbage’ Irish girls he knew growing up in Prospect Heights, Brooklyn. Her father was a jeweller in the diamond district, her mother a professional yenta. But Alice had gone to the right schools and could talk about classical music and the ballet and Arthur Miller and Elia Kazan. And Dad – being a smart but intellectually insecure Brooklyn Mick – was charmed and just a little flattered that this Central Park West cutie was interested in him.

So there he was, the altar boy turned Korean War vet turned young ad exec. Aged twenty-six. No responsibilities to anyone but himself. The world was his for the taking.

‘And what do I do?’ he told me as we sat alone together in the limousine that followed the hearse en route to the cemetery with my mother’s coffin. ‘I go for the princess, even though I knew from the outset that I would never make her happy; that she belonged with some Park Avenue ophthalmologist with a weekend place near a Jewish country club on the Island. But I still had to send myself in her direction. And the result was …’

But he never finished the sentence, sinking back into the thickly upholstered seat and reaching for his cigarettes while muffling a deep, anguished sob.

‘And the result was …’

What? Disappointment? Unhappiness? Sadness? Entrapment? Anger? Rage? Disquiet? Despair? Resignation?

Take your pick of any of the above to fill in the blank. As any thesaurus will show you, there are a vast number of synonyms in the language that reflect our grievances with life.

‘And the result was …’

A bad marriage that lasted twenty-four years, that saw the two players in this melodrama play endless self-destructive games and my mother commit suicide on the instalment plan, courtesy of cigarettes. Say my mother – who had finally broken it off with a certified public accountant named Lester Hamburger only a week before – hadn’t shown up at that wedding at the Roosevelt Hotel? Or say she had arrived with Lester in tow? Would that look across the room have ever happened? Would Dad have met someone more caring, more loving, less judgemental? Would Mom have ended up with the rich bohemian she always talked about wanting to marry – though Lester Hamburger and my Nixon-supporting dad weren’t exactly the Rimbaud and Verlaine of Manhattan. But one thing is for certain: had Alice Goldfarb and Dan Nesbitt not hooked up, their shared unhappiness would never have existed – and the trajectory of their lives might have been completely different.

Or maybe not.

Similarly, if I had not reached for Jan Stafford’s hand on that third date … well, I would certainly not be sitting here in this cottage, glancing anxiously at the petition for divorce that still occupied the same place on the kitchen table when I fled from it days ago. That’s the thing about a tangible reality like a divorce petition. You may shove it to one side or walk away from it. But it’s still there. It does not go away. You have been named as the respondent. You are now answerable to a legal process. You can’t dodge this fact. Questions will be asked, answers demanded. And a price will be paid.

My lawyer had been in touch with me by email a few times since I’d been served with the petition.

‘She’s asking for the house in Cambridge and wants you to pay Candace’s graduate school tuition, should your daughter decide to go that route,’ she wrote in one of her dispatches. ‘Considering your wife’s income is five times larger than yours – and that yours is completely predicated on what you write – we could argue that she is in a far better financial position to …’

Let her have the house – and I will find a way of paying Candace’s tuition. I don’t want costly legal disputes or further rancour. I just want a clean break.

I pushed the petition away. I still wasn’t prepared to engage with it. Instead I stood up and negotiated the narrow staircase up to the second floor of my house. Once there I opened the door to my office: a long, narrow room with bookshelves covering most available space and my desk facing a wall. I reached for the bottle of single malt Scotch located on the filing cabinet to the left of my desk. I poured a shot into a glass and sat down in my desk chair. As I waited for the computer to illuminate I sipped the whisky, its peaty warmth numbing the back of my throat. Memory is such a jumble of emotions. An unexpected package arrives, and the past comes cascading in. But though this rush of remembrances and associations may, at first, seem random, one of the great indisputable truths about memory is the fact that there is no such thing as a random recollection. They are all somehow interconnected – for everything is narrative. And the one narrative we all grapple with is the life we call our own.

Which is why – as the whisky drips down my gullet and my computer screen bathes the otherwise darkened room in an electronic glow – I’m back again at the drugstore’s lunch counter on East 21st Street, my book propped up against my egg cream. It’s the first moment when, perhaps, I understood the necessity of solitude. How many times since then have I found myself alone somewhere – in a place familiar or strange – with reading material propped up against a bottle of something, or an open notebook in front of me, awaiting that day’s quota of words. In these instances – no matter how distant or difficult the locale – I’ve never felt isolated or alone. Then, as now, I often quietly think: Whatever about the collateral damage that my parents’ unhappiness may have visited upon me, I am enormously grateful to them for sending me off on that November Saturday over forty years ago, and allowing me to discover that sitting somewhere on your own – outside of the maelstrom of things – has an absolute clean ease to it.

But life, of course, never really leaves you in peace. You can shut yourself away in a cottage on a back road in Maine and a process server will still find his way to your door. Or a package will arrive from across the ocean – and try as you might, you find yourself transported back two and a half decades to a café in a corner of Berlin called Kreuzberg. You have a spiral-bound book in front of you, and the vintage red Parker fountain pen that your father gave you as a going-away gift is in your right hand, blitzing its way across the page. Then you hear a voice. A woman’s voice:

‘So viele Wörter.’

So many words.

You look up. And there she is. Petra Dussmann. From that moment on, things change. But that’s only because you yourself answered back:

‘Ja, so viele Wörter. Aber vielleicht sind die ganzen Wörter Abfall.’

Yes, so many words. But perhaps all the words are crap.

If you hadn’t attempted that bit of self-deprecation, might she have moved on? And had she moved on …?

How do we explain the trajectory of things? I haven’t a clue. All I know is …

It’s six-fifteen on an evening in late January. And I have words to write. Having just driven six hours in the snow – and having also just been sprung from a hospital – I could make sundry excuses to dodge work for the night. But this rectangular room is the one place in which I can exercise control over the shape of things. When I write, the world proceeds as I would like it to proceed. There is an order to things. I can add and subtract what I want to the narrative. I can create any denouement I desire. There is no legal process to address. There is no sense of personal inadequacy and crippling sadness looming over everything. And there is no shipping box downstairs, the contents of which remained unopened.

When I write there is an order to things. I am in control.

Except that’s a lie. As I punch out the first sentence of the evening – and tip back the last of the whisky – I keep trying to excise my anxiety about the box downstairs. And I keep failing.

Why do we hide things from others? Could it be because, at heart, we all have one central fear: the horror of finally being found out?

I was suddenly out of my desk chair and heading up into my attic. Once there I unlocked one of the filing cabinets in which I keep my old manuscripts. The cabinets had been shipped here from my old house in Cambridge – and had remained untouched since my arrival in Maine. But I still knew immediately where the manuscript I wanted was stored. Pulling it out, I had to blow off the dust which had accumulated on the thick folder into which it had been stuffed before I interred it here. Six years had passed since I’d typed the final word. As soon as I had finished writing it all I couldn’t bring myself to read it. So in it went, interred in the filing cabinet. Until now.

I came downstairs into my study. Dropping the manuscript on my desk I poured myself the second Scotch of the evening. As soon as the whisky was in the glass I was back in my chair, inching the manuscript towards me.

When is a story not a story?

When you’ve lived it.

But even then, it’s just your version of things.

That’s right. My narrative. My rendering. And the reason, all these years later, I find myself where I am now.

I pulled the manuscript out of its folder, staring down at the title page which, all those years ago, I had left blank.

So turn the page and get started.

I downed the whisky. I took a deep steadying breath. I turned the page.
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