
State of Union by Douglas Kennedy,  October 2006 

Dear All, 

 

Many thanks to everyone for such a lively and enjoyable discussion. Welcome to Mersiha and it was great to 

see familiar faces again. To be part of a group which just takes off and doesn't need much prompting is a 

great pleasure. I love sharing our different viewpoints and impressions and yesterday I was so involved that I 

hardly had time to make notes during the discussion. So most of these points are from memory, so excuse me 

if I forget some important points raised. 

  

Most of us had really enjoyed reading "State of the Union" although Berend and Heidi had been rather 

disappointed by the book. Christina had devoured all 598 pages in 24 hours. Our overall reaction was 

that Douglas Kennedy is a very good storyteller and creates realistic characters. We all agreed that he had 

portrayed the main character Hannah extremely well. He seems to be able to get inside the head of his female 

characters in a remarkable way. Kyoko had to keep looking at the cover to make sure that it had been written 

by a man .Mark was also impressed by this aspect of his writing. 

  

We argued at some length about why Hannah had become so bored and unhappy with her new marriage and 

lifestyle so quickly. Especially as she had very much chosen to be a doctor's wife in small town America. 

Mersiha couldn't understand how she could have fallen out of love so soon. The mothers in the group 

empathised with her situation- she was exhausted and not as stimulated by having a small child as she had 

expected. Her husband was totally involved in his work and seemed to have stopped paying her compliments. 

She felt lonely and responsible for limiting herself at such a young age. Her parents had disapproved of her 

choice to marry so young and she felt isolated and unhappy. Following in the footsteps of such glamorous 

parents had not been an easy path for her to take. And her parents were not very excited about being 

grandparents either. 

  

Her relationship with her mother was a very difficult one. Her mother had risked suicide to manipulate Hannah 

into apologising - quite extreme behaviour. And although she had a close bond with her father- he had not 

even been to visit her since she had had the baby. I admitted that I was rather irritated by her- that it 

seemed  to me that  she had very much chosen her lifestyle. Dan, her husband, had even encouraged her to 

go to Paris for a year. She only had to live in the small town of Pelham for a year  and she was able to find an 

interesting job in the library. To me, she was rather fortunate - she wasn't stuck at home with the child twenty 

four hours a a day. But we agreed that there seemed to be a history of depression in her family and that was 

probably why she was so low in spirits. 

  

Her brief but passionate affair with Toby Judson then came back to haunt her thirty years later. She had never 

confessed to her husband and their long marriage ends as a result . She loses her job as a teacher and faces 

going to prison for aiding a terrorist. A major part of the plot deals with the media attention that she has to 

cope with . We felt as a group ( especially Marianne) that this part of the novel was successful and realistic. In 

the background is the tragic situation of her daughter Lizzie who becomes a little crazy over her involvement 



with a married doctor and stalks him mercilessly. She goes missing and Hannah finds herself in a nightmarish 

scenario. Some of us thought that she didn't search as long and as hard as we would have done if one of our 

daughters had gone missing. But her anguish is well drawn and the suspense builds as to whether Lizzie has 

been murdered when a body is found wearing an identical necklace to the one that Lizzie had owned. 

  

We gained a contrasting picture of America in the sixties/ early sevenites and the present day post 9/11. 

Hannah's son Jeff is a very right wing Republican married to an even more conservative pro-lifer wife. Mainly 

through these characters we see the attitudes of the neo-cons in the States- who hold  very fixed views and 

are rigid in their attitudes. Family members fall out with each other through each generation, sometimes over 

politics, sometimes over misconstrued comments. We examined how this can happen, but I still 

personally find it impossible to conceive of not talking to a family member for years. 

  

No-one seemed in the mood to delve too deeply into the political situation but we did compare the terrorist 

organisation The Weather Underground in the sixties with the current fundamentalist Muslim terrorists. Both 

sets had targeted government buildings and had been prepared to kill innocent civilians. Fierce patriotic 

responses had resulted in both periods in the US thereby making it difficult to criticise the Government 

openly .And to speak out in favour of abortion in some states also requires courage. Unfortunately we didn't 

have an American in the group this time to put forward their impressions of the book. But Heidi.had just come 

back from a visit to the States and assured us that there is a very strong, thriving liberal element too. The 

"state of the union" is very divided but slowly moving away from the extreme right again. 

  

The ending was somewhat "Hollywood" in style. Hannah is rescued on TV by Billy, her autistic friend from 

Pelham,who miraculously can remember the entire conversation he overheard, when Toby was forcing her to 

take him across the border to Canada.  Hannah finally gets it together to go to Paris having discovered that 

her daughter is alive and well and living in Vancouver.  

  

I could write so much more and we could have talked for much longer. We didn't even have time to delve into 

the minor characters. Some of whom were very well drawn indeed. Douglas Kennedy may not be a literary 

writer but he tells a very good story and all of us wanted to know what would happen. He writes real " 

pageturners" and that in itself is an achievement. As one of us said it is a good read for the beach. But 

sometimes that's just what we need . I wouldn't expect "State of the Union" to win the Booker prize but on 

occasions the winners of the Booker prize are almost unreadable. That Christina found it "unputdownable" is 

compliment enough!! 

  

Best regards Jan 


