

[image: Cover]




[image: Image]


CLASSIC BOOKS FOR MODERN READERS


PRAISE FOR ANOTHER MARVELOUS THING


‘Funny and charming, sly and unforgettable, Another Marvelous Thing is one of my favourite books of all time!’


CYNTHIA D’APRIX SWEENEY


‘Virtually flawless … A tour de force’


LOS ANGELES TIMES


‘Should be read just before bed as a respite from an especially trying day’


NEW YORK TIMES


‘Whether or not their love goes on is unimportant. The joy is in the intimacy, the utter weirdness and intensity of their connection’


LIT HUB


‘Colwin writes with such sunny skill, and such tireless enthusiasm … One reads with fascination the steps by which lovers in one story after another stumble upon their forthright declarations’


JOYCE CAROL OATES,
NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW


‘Touching and wise … Welcome to the rigours of modern romance’


VILLAGE VOICE




PRAISE FOR LAURIE COLWIN


‘Laurie Colwin’s irresistible novels of love and family are warm, wise, witty and, blessedly, just plain fun’


MAGGIE SHIPSTEAD


‘Laurie Colwin is such a wise, witty and simply enchanting novelist’


NIGELLA LAWSON


‘The Barbara Pym of seventies New York City’


JONATHAN LETHEM


‘Colwin’s writing remains as fresh as asparagus, as reliable as roast chicken’


KATHERINE HEINY


‘A writer whose rare gift it was to evoke contentment, satisfaction and affection’


NEW YORKER


‘One of the last century’s great fiction writers’


ELECTRIC LITERATURE


‘An infallible recipe for happiness: read as much Laurie Colwin as you can’


EMMA STRAUB


‘Colwin is a bard of burgeoning adulthood’


NEW YORKER


‘I’ve never met a Laurie Colwin book I didn’t want to live in. She’s outrageously funny, deeply warm and fundamentally uplifting’


DAISY BUCHANAN


‘A brilliant observer of the human comedy’


ROBERT McCRUM


‘We need Colwin’s voice, her heart and her paean to joy, now more than ever’


DANI SHAPIRO


‘I have loved Laurie Colwin’s work for forty-some years, all of it, every honest, deep, friendly, funny, heartbreaking, hopeful word’


ANNE LAMOTT


‘Colwin loves her characters and rewards them with happy lives, revealing them as clearly in joy as other authors do in anguish’


WASHINGTON POST


‘Colwin wrings magic from ordinary lives’


ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY


‘Laurie Colwin has remained a beloved author for so many writers. If I adore someone’s work it is now completely unsurprising to me when I discover they are also Colwin fans’


JENNY JACKSON


‘A sort of heir to Austen’s charms’


JOANNA RAKOFF


‘Colwin often celebrated the plain thing done perfectly, like her legendary roasted chicken. The same kind of unfussy delight could describe her fictional voice’


NEW YORK TIMES


‘Colwin’s intricate worlds – full of people who lovingly revolve around one another, with occasional pit stops in their kitchens, dining rooms and local coffee shops – have been a refuge from my own overcomplicated life more times than I can count’


BOOKFORUM






For Candida Donadio and to Audrey Jacobson, Linda Faulhaber and Alice Quinn
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Falling in love is never as simple


As love and the lady novelists say


—RANDALL JARRELL






INTRODUCTION


This book is extremely short, and I expect if you’re reading this sentence you’re standing up in a book shop and trying to figure out whether it’s worth buying. It’s hard to know, with short books. Sometimes a good one comes along and you hoon through it in an afternoon, rich in that snow-day feeling of school finishing early, tests called off, and you, free to go sledding with your friends. I read a whole book today!


Then there’s the other ones. The short books that make you feel like you’ve been mugged. The short books that make you wonder whether the author even wanted to write a book, or whether they had some contractual obligation or fairy pact in place. The books that are a few toilet thoughts stapled together in no real order. You spent £9.99 on that? It wasn’t even a proper book!


So, I must confess that – though I had read and very much enjoyed other books by Laurie Colwin – when I sat down with the story of Billy and Francis, our opposites-attract lovers, I worried about whether Colwin had even really wanted to write Another Marvelous Thing.


We begin with a breathlessly skilful first chapter, full of funny lines and the kind of New Yorker cadence that equally summons both the city and the magazine.


‘She hates to cook and will never present me with an interesting post-coital snack,’ Francis grumbles about his mistress, Billy. ‘Her snacking habits are those … of a dyspeptic nineteenth-century English clubman.’ Francis later reflects that having an affair ‘was not unlike being the co-governor of a tiny, private kingdom in some remote country with only two inhabitants – you and the other co-governor’.


It’s such fabulous writing, such a sophisticated piece of rom-com craftsmanship, the kind of thing that people like me point to when they’re tracking the long legacy of Jane Austen through twentieth-century women’s literature in order to impress some doubter in a bar.


But as I moved through Another Marvelous Thing I started to wonder if Colwin was distracted, or perhaps not reading back her work from the day before. I suspected, in short, that I was reading the second kind of short book. Colwin tells us the same pieces of information several times. Francis’s wife Vera is always spoken about as if being introduced for the first time: as ‘my wife, Vera’. We hear about a mostly uneventful trip to Vermont from different vantage points, in different tenses, and nowhere do we find the answer to why these two people, who seem to actively dislike one another, embarked on this trip in the first place.


Further: the usual beats of an affair novel do not exist here. These are two people in two happy marriages, and the thing about happy marriages is that, usually, no one is very suspicious of anybody else. Vera (‘my wife, Vera’) and Billy’s husband, Grey, are happy workhorses who trust their spouses, giving the lovers plenty of opportunities to meet up and snipe at one another. There is no lipstick on anyone’s collar, there are no desperate phone calls, no pleas, no plans to leave their spouses. ‘A taste of ordinary life would do us in,’ Francis says mournfully, as he and Billy try and fail to get through another meal together.


‘We have no raison d’être,’ Billy says. And later: ‘Nothing flutters, changes, or moves. Whatever is being preserved in our lives is safely preserved. [ … ] We are in each other’s life for a reason, but neither of us will state the reason.’


‘The reason’ is where the novel makes its own purpose clear. We are not being told anything by mistake. Colwin is reading back on her work, and she is keeping these repeated details intentionally, and this is indeed the first kind of short book. The good kind. ‘My wife, Vera’ eventually bubbles over into ‘Billy was sick of Vera.’ If we see moments several times it is because Billy and Francis are constantly panning their own memories for gold, for comfort, for a story that this love affair will make sense around. They are wasting their time, they are potentially hurting their spouses, and they do not know what the exit strategy is. Billy ‘lived with her conflicted feelings as though they had been a broken leg’, but it seems far more likely that the leg is gangrenous, not broken. They both know it will have to come off eventually.


So what is ‘the reason’, then? Why do opposites attract and, once attracted, why is it so hard to pry them apart? Billy and Francis say they love each other, but then double back, correcting themselves, downgrading their affection to ‘awfully fond’. Only when they are breaking up does Francis come close to hitting on it, the thing that keeps bringing them back together: ‘He was no longer a husband, a father, a householder, a provider, or a friend. He felt as if he had little wings on the heels of his feet like the god Mercury. He was his elemental self – a lover.’


Billy and Francis make no sense in one another’s lives. But it’s in the elimination of these categories – the label of ‘wife’ or ‘daughter’ or ‘economist’ or all the other things we build our identity around – that Billy and Francis can actually exist as their purest selves. They are practically newborns. Given to temper tantrums and wild affection, living on a diet of crackers and soup. Their relationship is the perfect catch-22: it works because they have no role or function, yet can never continue or be upgraded for the very same reason. Why would anyone leave their wife for someone they can hardly have a conversation with? But equally, how could you stop seeing someone who made you feel as free as a toddler?


Late in the book, Billy becomes a mother. Francis is long gone from her life by this stage, yet she spends several terrifying days in labour thinking about him. He was ‘the most exotic thing that had ever happened to her’. Her labour is hard. Her baby is premature. She spends weeks trekking to the NICU to see her son and feel his small body with gloved hands through an incubator.


‘This is like having an affair with a married man,’ Billy says to the nurse. Before clarifying: ‘I mean you love the person but you can only see him at certain times.’


It’s a terrible, beautiful sentence, a moment where Billy is finally clear to us. She is not the unfeeling brat that Francis is so frequently exasperated by. She is, in fact, a woman who has been eaten alive by her indiscretions, who has been so tortured by this low-stakes love affair that she will readily compare it to the neo-natal intensive care unit.


Marriage, we are told, is ‘a trench dug by time, a straight furrow, the mighty oak that has grown year after year after year from a tiny acorn. Lovers were, by comparison, tiny scratches in the ground.’ In the case of Billy and Francis, Colwin does not try to pretend that these tiny scratches are any bigger than they appear but makes a case for their strange durability. Ultimately, we do not get to decide which people will change us forever. And while Billy and Francis may not be the stuff of epic romance, they are very much the stuff of very good, very short novels.


—CAROLINE O’DONOGHUE







MY MISTRESS



My wife is precise, elegant, and well-dressed, but the sloppiness of my mistress knows few bounds. Apparently I am not the sort of man who acquires a stylish mistress—the mistresses in French movies who rendezvous at the cafés in expensive hotels and take their cigarette cases out of alligator handbags, or meet their lovers on bridges wearing dashing capes. My mistress greets me in a pair of worn corduroy trousers, once green and now no color at all, a gray sweater, an old shirt of her younger brother’s which has a frayed collar, and a pair of very old, broken shoes with tassels, the backs of which are held together with electrical tape. The first time I saw these shoes I found them remarkable.


“What are those?” I said. “Why do you wear them?”


My mistress is a serious, often glum person, who likes to put as little inflection into a sentence as she can.


“They used to be quite nice,” she said. “I wore them out. Now I use them for slippers. They are my house shoes.”


This person’s name is Josephine Delielle, nicknamed Billy. I am Francis Clemens, and no one but my mistress calls me Frank. The first time we went to bed, my mistress fixed me with an indifferent stare and said: “Isn’t this nice. In bed with Frank and Billy.”


My constant image of Billy is of her pushing her hair off her forehead with an expression of exasperation on her face. She frowns easily, often looks puzzled, and is frequently irritated. In movies men have mistresses who soothe and pet them, who are consoling, passionate, and ornamental. But I have a mistress who is mostly grumpy. Traditional things mean nothing to her. She does not flirt, cajole, or wear fancy underwear. She has taken to referring to me as her “little bit of fluff,” or she calls me her mistress, as in the sentence: “Before you became my mistress I led a blameless life.”


But in spite of this I am secure in her affections. I know she loves me—not that she would ever come right out and tell me. She prefers the oblique line of approach. She may say something like: “Being in love with you is making me a nervous wreck.”


Here is a typical encounter. It is between two and three o’clock in the afternoon. I arrive and ring the doorbell. The Delielles, who seem to have a lot of money, live in a duplex apartment in an old town house. Billy opens the door. There I am, an older man in my tweed coat. My hands are cold. I’d like to get them underneath her ratty sweater. She looks me up and down. She gives me her edition of a smile—a repressed smile that is half smirk, half grin.


Sometimes she gets her coat and we go for a bracing walk. Sometimes we go upstairs to her study. Billy is an economic historian who teaches two classes at the business school. She writes for a couple of highbrow journals. Her husband, Grey, is the resident economics genius at a think tank. They are one of those dashing couples, or at least they sound like one. I am no slouch either. For years I was an investment banker, and now I consult from my own home. I too write for a couple of highbrow journals. We have much in common, my mistress and I, or so it looks.


Billy’s study is untidy. She likes to spread her papers out. Since her surroundings mean nothing to her, her work place is bare of ornament, a cheerless, dreary little space.


“What have you been doing all day?” she says.


I tell her. Breakfast with my wife, Vera; newspaper reading after Vera has gone to work; an hour or so on the telephone with clients; a walk to my local bookstore; more telephoning; a quick sandwich; her.


“You and I ought to go out to lunch some day,” she says. “One should always take one’s mistress out for lunch. We could go dutch, thereby taking both mistresses at once.”


“I try to take you for lunch,” I say. “But you don’t like to be taken out for lunch.”


“Huh,” utters Billy. She stares at her bookcase as if looking for a misplaced volume and then she may give me a look that might translate into something tender such as: “If I gave you a couple of dollars, would you take your clothes off?”


Instead, I take her into my arms. Her words are my signal that Grey is out of town. Often he is not, and then I merely get to kiss my mistress which makes us both dizzy. To kiss her and know that we can go forward to what Billy tonelessly refers to as “the rapturous consummation” reminds me that in relief is joy.


After kissing for a few minutes, Billy closes the study door and we practically throw ourselves at one another. After the rapturous consummation has been achieved, during which I can look upon a mistress recognizable as such to me, my mistress will turn to me and in a voice full of the attempt to stifle emotion say something like: “Sometimes I don’t understand how I got so fond of a beat-up old person such as you.”


These are the joys adulterous love brings to me.


Billy is indifferent to a great many things: clothes, food, home decor. She wears neither perfume nor cologne. She uses what is used on infants: baby powder and Ivory soap. She hates to cook and will never present me with an interesting postcoital snack. Her snacking habits are those, I have often remarked, of a dyspeptic nineteenth-century English clubman. Billy will get up and present me with a mug of cold tea, a plate of hard wheat biscuits, or a squirt of tepid soda from the siphon on her desk. As she sits under her quilt nibbling those resistant biscuits, she reminds me of a creature from another universe—the solar system that contains the alien features of her real life: her past, her marriage, why I am in her life, what she thinks of me.


I drink my soda, put on my clothes, and, unless Vera is out of town, I go home to dinner. If Vera and Grey are out of town at the same time, which happens every now and again, Billy and I go out to dinner, during the course of which she either falls asleep or looks as if she is about to. Then I take her home, go home myself, and have a large steadying drink.


I was not entirely a stranger to adulterous love when I met Billy. I have explained this to her. In all long marriages, I expound, there are certain lapses. The look on Billy’s face as I lecture is one of either amusement or contempt or both. The dinner party you are invited to as an extra man when your wife is away, I tell her. You are asked to take the extra woman, whose husband is also away, home in a taxi. The divorced family friend who invites you in for a drink one night, and so on. These fallings into bed are the friendliest thing in the world, I add. I look at my mistress.


“I see,” she says. “Just like patting a dog.”


My affair with Billy, as she well knows, is nothing of the sort. I call her every morning. I see her almost every weekday afternoon. On the days she teaches, she calls me. We are as faithful as the Canada goose, more or less. She is an absolute fact of my life. When not at work, and when not with her, my thoughts rest upon the subject of her as easily as you might lay a hand on a child’s head. I conduct a mental life with her when we are apart. Thinking about her is like entering a secret room to which only I have access.


I, too, am part of a dashing couple. My wife is an interior designer who has dozens of commissions and consults to practically everyone. Our two sons are grown up. One is a securities analyst and one is a journalist. What a lively table we must be, all of us together. So I tell my mistress. She gives me a baleful look.


“We can get plenty of swell types in for meals,” she says.


I know this is true and I know that Billy, unlike my gregarious and party-giving wife, thinks that there is no hell more hellish than the hell of social life. She has made up a tuneless little chant, like a football cheer, to describe it. It goes:


They invited us


We invited them


They invited us


We invited them


They invited us


We invited them


Billy and I met at a reception to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of one of the journals to which we are both contributors. We fell into a spirited conversation during which Billy asked me if this reception wasn’t the most boring thing I had ever been to. I said it wasn’t, by a long shot. Billy said: “I can’t stand these things where you have to stand up and be civilized. People either yawn, itch, or drool when they get bored. Which do you do?”


I said I yawned.


“Huh,” said Billy. “You don’t look much like a drooler. Let’s get out of here.”


This particular interchange is always brought up when intentionality is discussed: Did she mean to pick me up? Did I look available? And so on. Out on the street we revealed that we were married and that both of our spouses were out of town. Having made this clear, we went out to dinner and talked shop.


After dinner Billy said why didn’t I come have a drink or a cup of tea. I did not know what to make of this invitation. I remembered that the young are more casual about these things, and that a cup of tea probably meant a cup of tea. My reactions to this offer are also discussed when cause is under discussion: Did I want her to seduce me? Did I mean to seduce her? Did we know what would happen right from the start?


Of her house Billy said: “We don’t have good taste or bad taste. We have no taste.” Her living room had no style whatsoever, but it was comfortable enough. There was a portrait of what looked like an ancestor over the fireplace. Otherwise it was not a room that revealed a thing about its occupants except solidity, and a lack of decorative inspiration. Billy made us each a cup of tea. We continued our conversation, and when Billy began to look sleepy, I left.


After that, we made a pass at social life. We invited them for dinner, along with some financial types, a painter, and our sons and their lady friends. At this gathering Billy was mute, and Grey, a very clever fellow, chatted interestingly. Billy did not seem at all comfortable, but the rest of us had a fairly good time. Then they invited us, along with some financial types they knew and a music critic and his book designer wife. At this dinner, Billy looked tired. It was clear that cooking bothered her. She told me later that she was the sort who, when forced to entertain, did every little thing, like making and straining the veal stock. From the moment she entered the kitchen she looked longingly forward to the time when all the dishes would be clean and put away and the guests would all have gone home.


Then we invited them, but Grey had a bad cold and they had to cancel. After that, Billy and I ran into one another one day when we were both dropping off articles at the same journal and we had lunch. She said she was looking for an article of mine—we had been sending each other articles right from the start. Two days later, after rummaging around in my files, I found it. Since I was going to be in her neighborhood, I dropped it off. She wrote me a note about this article and I called her to discuss it further. This necessitated a lunch meeting. Then she said she was sending me a book I had said I wanted to read, and then I sent her a book, and so it went.


One evening I stopped by to have a chat with Billy and Grey. I had just taken Vera, who was off to California, to the airport. I decided to ring their bell unannounced, but when I got there it turned out that Grey was out of town, too. Had I secretly been hoping that this would be the case? Billy had been working in her study, and without thinking about it, she led me up the stairs. I followed her and at the door of her study, I kissed her. She kissed me right back and looked awful about it.


“Nothing but a kiss!” I said, rather frantically. My mistress was silent. “A friendly kiss,” I said.


My mistress gave me the sort of look that is supposed to make your blood freeze, and said: “Is this the way you habitually kiss your friends?”


“It won’t happen again,” I said. “It was all a mistake.”


Billy gave me a stare so bleak and hard that I had no choice but to kiss her again and again.


After all this time it is still impossible for me to figure out what was and is going on in Billy’s life that has let me in it. She once remarked that in her opinion there is frequently too little kissing in marriage, through which frail pinprick a microscopic dot of light was thrown on the subject of her marriage—or was it? She is like a Red Indian and says nothing at all, nor does she ever slip.
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