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Dear All, 

 

Our April choice -"The Good Life" by Jay McInerney - focused on the aftermath of 9/11. The shocking images of 

the planes crashing into the Twin Towers have become etched on our memories. We can all remember where we 

were on that day and we wondered how the catastrophe would change people- especially New Yorkers. 

McInerney has bravely written a novel which asks this question. 

 

Had we liked or disliked the book? The responses were very mixed. Most of us had quite enjoyed reading it but 

there was a general sense of dissastifaction with the ending. McInerney paints a picture of upper middle class 

Manhattan- a world he knows well. Some of us found the characters, particularly at first, privileged and 

superficial . 

 

The opening chapters take place on the evening of the 10th September 2001. Corinne and Russell are hosting a 

dinner party in their loft apartment in Tribeca. Salman Rushdie is to be the celebrity guest, but he cancels at 

the last minute. Names of other New York celebs are referred to often. My own first reaction was to wonder if I 

really wanted to read about such glitterati. I persevered and, after the horror of 9/11, I began to feel more 

sympathy with the characters. 

 

Two marriages are central . Both are middle class and both have children. Corrine and Russell ( a book editor) 

rent their apartment and are less wealthy than the other couple. Luke and Sasha are extremely well-off, even 

though Luke has retired from his high powered financial position. Sasha is a famous beauty in New York and is 

involved in charity work. Despite all of their wealth, Sasha feels they are not keeping up with their peers 

because they do not own a jet. 

 

Corinne and Russell have six year old twins.Storey and Jeremy. The twins were conceived through 

IVF( Corrine's sister Hilary having donated her eggs to Russell's sperm to be implanted in Corrine's womb.) 

Complicated and very New York. Having to have what you want at whatever the cost. And of course making 

the children seem very precious Corinne is consumed with guilt that she is never doing enough for them. 

 

Luke and Sasha have one fourteen year old daughter, Ashley. Luke has assumed that Sasha has been infertile 

since Ashley's birth. But it is revealed that Sasha has been taking the pill without telling him. She also had a 

caesarean delivery through choice .Partly to avoid the experience of childbirth and partly for cosmetic reasons. 

Luke has given up working to spend more time with his daughter. But he has problems reconnecting with her. 

 

Both marriages are unhappy . Russell and Sasha have been having affairs. Luke is aware that his wife is 

unfaithful but accepts the situation and  regards her rather like a geisha. He is proud to have a wife whom 

other men desire .He consoles himself that  at least she belongs to him. 

 

Corinne and Russell have lost ways of expressing desire and passion for each other."Sex had become a yawning 

chasm between them." Originally very in love, children and routine have got in the way. Corrine cannot find 



her way back to their old intimacy. "Lying two feet away from her husband, and wanting him in the old way, 

she'd felt as shy as a virgin. The white sheet between them like a blank page she couldn't find the words to fill."  

Corrine wonders why he is not interested in making love anymore. Is he having an affair? 

 

She later discovers, in a humiliating setting, that Russell has been sleeping for two years with one of his 

assistants. His lover Trisha announces at a literary party that Corrine must be the wife who does not do "blow 

jobs." She tries to force on Corrine her sexy e-mails from Russell. 

 

The scene is set for Corrine and Luke to look for romance.They have much in common.They are both trying to 

be better parents and they feel unloved and unappreciated. 

 

And then the unspeakable happens. 

 

Luke should have met his friend Guillermo for a breakfast meeting at the top of the World Trade Center. Luke 

cancels and sleeps in. Guillermo keeps the meeting and is killed. 

 

Corrine's friend and old flame Jim is also killed.  

 

McInerney sensitively describes 9/11 by moving to the morning after and the way in which the characters are 

effected . We all agreed that the way in which he portrays New York in the aftermath was very moving and 

successful. We gradually learn what happened through the recollections and experiences of each character. 

Fear is paramount. The parents have to balance the fear for their children's safety with the sense of having to 

get on with life. The resilience of the children is shown when Storey persuades her twin brother that they 

should be safe at their school because the building only has four floors. 

 

Sorrow is in the atmosphere. Spirits of the dead fill the streets.We can almost smell and taste the dust and ash 

as we read. Face masks are purchased in a frenzy. Identification has to be produced by residents of the 

immediate vicinity.Tough decisions have to be made. Should New Yorkers leave town for the time being? 

 

Some New Yorkers feel that they must move out of town immediately, others like Luke and Corrine decide that 

they must stay. As readers we are not overburdened with horrific images but we are given enough, like the 

bodies jumping out of windows to their deaths, to be drawn into the harsh reality of the situation. Luke finds 

body parts and has to handle body bags. He sees a woman whose face has been burnt away. These images 

linger and are very powerful. 

 

Corrine and Luke find each other in the midst of this hell. Luke is staggering up West Broadway, coated head 

to foot in dun ash, le looked like a statue commemorating some ancient victory, or more likely some noble 

defeat- a Confederate general perhaps. 

Corrine held out a bottle of Evian. Both his hands were raw and bloodied, seeping wounds still wet beneath the 

dusty grime."You're the first person I've seen" he finally said. 

 

A dramatic, profound encounter and one which has significance for them both. They fall in love. Will they 



eventually be brave enough to leave their unhappy marriages and start a new life together? Will 9/11 give them 

the courage to break free from convention and follow their hearts? We asked these questions as we were 

reading and as a group together.  

 

Nearly everyone was disappointed. We discussed how many New Yorkers (post 9/11) had not opted for 

adventure and new beginnings but had tried to value more of what they already had. We had collectively willed 

Luke and Corrine to follow through their love for each other. But Luke finally sees Corrine's children at the 

Nutcracker and realises that he cannot take her away from them and from their normal life. He remembers 

something his mother had said " that if love is something more than wanting, it involves putting someone else's 

well-being ahead of your own inclinations and desires." 

 

The mothers in the group had more understanding of the need to put the well-being of the children first. 

Although we all agreed that it is wrong to stay in a destructive or cruel marriage. The more romantic and 

idealistic members of the group were outraged that Luke and Corrine didn't put their love for each other before 

everything else. We consoled ourselves that they would meet again later in life when the children have grown 

up. As "The Good Life" is a sequel to his earlier novel "Brightness Falls", we hoped that McInerney would 

probably write a third volume set in the future , bringing them together satisfactorily. 

 

Had 9/11 brought New Yorkers closer together? At the soup kitchen at Ground Zero volunteers from different 

backgrounds mingle together.  Their main motives for being there are altruistic. Corrine's neighbour, who 

hadn't' spoken to her for a year, gives her a hug . The signs are good but are they going to last? The mayor of 

New York encourages everyone to keep on shopping- to retain American values or the terrorists have won. And 

American values seem generally selfish. " live to spend, dress to kill, shop and fuck your way to happiness." 

 

McInerney doesn't touch on the political motive for 9/11. Immediately after 9/11, the US had total world 

sympathy. Since the war in Iraq, global perception of the US has become very negative. The US has never been 

so unpopular. Revenge became the prime purpose of the neo-Con American government. Hunting down Bin- 

Laden. At first, justifiably in Afghanistan , where the Taliban operated such a cruel, restrictive regime. How 

sad that such a terrible event, where so many lost their lives, has been used as an excuse for and has led to so 

much more suffering. Incalcuable in Iraq and still happening as I write. 

 

If only the question "why did it happen?"had provoked a different response..But the US had not been attacked 

before on mainland soil (Pearl Harbour being located in Hawaii). It was understandable to be very, very angry. 

But to establish a war on terrorism in reply?Aggressively calling other nations "the axis of evil".  

 

Had the mindset been changed by 9/11? "Had the world changed?"as Joschka Fischer asked on the evening of 

9/11.Today western liberal values seem under threat from Islamic fundamentalism and everyone is more 

aware of the dangers of terrorist attacks. Journalists are kidnapped and often killed. Yes, the world has 

changed and is a more dangerous place. 

 

We didn't have time to discuss in more detail "what is a good life?" One character who has changed her values 

is the teenager Ashley. By taking herself away from New York and spending time in the South with her 



grandmother and cousins, she re-evaluates her life. She decides that the latest designer fashions and taking 

drugs are not the way to happiness. Rather a cliche but she is a ray of hope for the future. 

 

We concluded that "The Good Life" had been a brave attempt at tackling a difficult topic and that Mc Inerney 

had sensitively portrayed  the events of 9/11. We would have preferred a different ending . It seemed too 

abrupt as though he wanted to suddenly finish the novel. But allowing Luke and Corrine to walk off into the 

sunset together would have been too much like a Hollywood movie. 

 

WORDS OF THE MONTH 

 

page 9--... prissy-  narrow minded 

 

page 12.....klutz.--clumsy, accident prone 

 

page 12.... wigged out--- freaked out, lost sense of normality 

 

page 48.. whippety--long, elegant slim and beautiful 

 

page 82.. quirky.. unusual 

 

page   92.. ziti---pasta- macaroni tubes 

 

page  210   scuttlebutt.-..gossip, rumour 

 

QUOTE 

 

page  21 BISMARCK-- if you like laws and sausages you should never watch either being made. 

 

All the best 

 

Jan 

 

 


