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Praise for NOVEL ADVICE


“In Jay Bushman’s delightful Novel Advice, Aunt Antigone dishes out sage counsel for some of the people who need it most: literary characters. Whether she’s giving marriage tips to Lady Macbeth or counseling Long John Silver on how to manage his money, Aunt Antigone is funny, wry, and sometimes surprisingly wise.”

—Sean Stewart, Emmy winner and New York Times bestselling author of Cathy’s Book

“In Novel Advice, Jay Bushman combines his quick wit and kind heart in the persona of Aunt Antigone to create a source of sage advice for those struggling with a wide variety of problems, be they literary or literal.”

—Margaret Dunlap, writer and co-executive producer of The Lizzie Bennet Diaries

“If you’re looking for a book to make you laugh out loud and uplift your spirit then you need to read Jay Bushman’s Novel Advice—like right now. Charming, thoughtful, and clever, the book brings to life the trials and tribulations of some of the world’s most beloved literary characters through the framework of an agony aunt column you have to read to believe. It’s awesome!”

—Amber Benson, actress, Buffy the Vampire Slayer

“An inventive story and a loving tribute to literary tradition! I expect nothing less from Jay Bushman!”

—Bernie Su, three-time Emmy-winning storyteller and co-creator of The Lizzie Bennet Diaries

“Jay Bushman’s Novel Advice is an absolute delight! A literary guessing game with great life advice to boot. This is the most fun the Western Canon has been in ages.”

—Kate Rorick, co-author of The Secret Diary of Lizzie Bennet and The Epic Adventures of Lydia Bennet
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For my father, who is alive and well and living in Sweden
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INTRODUCTION

When faced with the knotty questions of existence, real people have many ways to get help. They turn to friends, counselors, therapists, and––my favorite––advice columnists to guide them through their dilemmas. Does she really love me? Should I go for this promotion? If I make this sacrifice, will it be worth it? Should I bury my brother in defiance of the king’s new law?

I never had an “agony aunt” to ask for advice. If I had, maybe things would have turned out better between my uncle Creon and me. But knowing the gods and their capriciousness, probably not. But even if it wouldn’t have changed the outcome, it would have been nice to be able to step out of my story for a moment, to share my troubles with someone, to receive counsel that wasn’t dependent on the plot or theme or whim of a writer’s pen.

Because let’s be honest: it’s hard to be a fictional character. Everything you do is in support of some master narrative. All of your choices are constrained by the story, genre, form, and the particular skills (or lack thereof) of the storyteller. And whatever you do, your choices are judged, analyzed, mocked, and questioned by readers and critics who just can’t wait to catalog your myriad flaws and failures.

But just because readers and writers may know how the stories end doesn’t mean that the characters do. While they’re in the middle, they have no idea if they’re in a comedy or a tragedy, an epic or fable or farce. Are they the hero or the villain, the love interest or the comic sidekick? It doesn’t seem quite fair, does it?

Who will be there for the fictional characters? To help them work through their problems, their worries and self-doubt, their aspirations and fears? Who will listen to them with empathy, with understanding that they are trapped in webs made by others, on tracks they can’t see toward ends they don’t know? Who will help them get where they need to go, without spoiling what comes next?

I will. As a somewhat fictional creation myself, it only seems fitting. So I’ll be the agony aunt for the unreal. You can call me “Aunt Antigone.”






Chapter 1 YOUNG LOVE
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While all romantic relationships are fraught with passion, anxiety, anticipation, yearning, and heartbreak, nothing compares to the foolish, desperate intensity of young lovers.

They tremble with anticipation, unsure of where the boundaries between themselves and their beloveds begin and end. They cannot find the words to express their true feelings, or else they find too many words. Every moment is life and death. Every misunderstanding is a catastrophe. No one has ever felt anything like what they are feeling, and no one will ever again.

It’s easy to roll your eyes at their foolishness, their gullibility, their naked need for assurance that they will not be consumed by their emotions. But remember, you too may have once felt like they did. And back in the midst of your juvenile passion, did you ask for help from someone older and wiser in the ways of love? Were they kind? Did they mock you? Or did they tell you some truth that you swore you’d never accept, only later to discover they’d been right all along?

Roll your eyes at the earnest, intense, solipsistic young lovers if you must, but understand that you’re really only scoffing at a version of your younger self. And haven’t we all suffered through enough heartbreak already?

So be kind, because even the oldest of us can be instantly transported back to our callow youth when struck by Eros’s arrow. I can still feel the spot where it first struck me, when I first laid eyes on Haemon. Even after all the tragedy that came after, I’d never want to forget that moment.






Dear Aunt Antigone:

My boyfriend is a pretty big deal. Where we’re from, he’s well known, well connected, and everybody has an opinion about him. So, we’ve been trying to keep our relationship private. When we’re alone together, everything is great! But whenever the outside world intrudes, our situation becomes completely unbearable. It sometimes feels as if the entire kingdom is trying to tear us apart.

Lately, it’s gotten so much worse. He’s had to deal with a ton of family drama—his uncle is pretty ruthless. He was expecting a big promotion that, honestly, he was cheated out of. It was all pretty rotten. Then my family found out about us, and I’ve been getting nonstop lectures from my father and brother about how our relationship will never work, that he’s out of my star, that he doesn’t have the freedom to marry whom he chooses because of the health of the whole state, blah blah blah. I’m trying not to listen to them, but they’re starting to get into my head, and I find myself wondering if they maybe have a point. He really is on a different level than me. He could have anybody he wants. So what makes me special?

Am I a fool for thinking this relationship could last? Why can’t everybody leave us alone and let us be happy?

—Green Girl








Dear Green:

It makes sense, given his notoriety and such a toxic environment, that you and your boyfriend would want to keep your relationship to yourselves for as long as possible. In fact, most romantic relationships begin with a period of cocooning, inhabiting a small bubble that is just large enough for the two of you.

That cocoon is cozy, warm, nurturing. In it, there’s only you and him. It feels incredible, and naturally you want to stay inside forever and ever. But as much as you want the world to leave you alone, if you stay in a cocoon too long, it becomes a prison. Trapped, you’ll dissolve into each other, scratching and clawing for space, for air, for any escape.

Sooner or later, every relationship needs to emerge into the bright light of the outside world. Once there, it will be subjected to never-ending tests and challenges. Family disapproval, competing priorities, mismatched opportunities, and all the other poisons the world has at its disposal. Keeping love alive is difficult enough for two individuals navigating their own hopes, fears, dreams, and self-defeating habits. But when you add outside voices—even well-meaning ones—it gets immeasurably harder.

Is your relationship doomed? Of course not. It’s just going to take a lot of work for you and your boyfriend to keep it going. In some ways, every couple faces the same challenges you do. Yours may just play out in a decidedly more public way.

Then there’s that part of you that doubts, that wonders if you even deserve him. Lately, that uncertainty speaks to you with the voices of the men in your family. You must know that your father and brother, for all their annoying lectures, are genuinely invested in your well-being. And if your boyfriend’s status really is that much more elevated than yours––well there’s a long history of men in elevated positions convincing women of their true love, only to abandon them later when their relationship became inconvenient. In these cases, the men feel little consequence while the women pay the full price. I’m not saying that’s what’s happening in your situation, but only that there’s enough of a precedent that your father and brother are not totally unrealistic in their concerns. But only you can decide if their advice rings true. If it doesn’t, then I hope that you can honor them for caring about you while you clearly and forcefully tell them to butt out.

On the other hand, if even the tiniest part of you suspects that they might be right, then you need to have a candid conversation with your boyfriend as soon as possible. Because, if you really want your relationship to survive and thrive, it’s going to take forging a two-against-the-world alliance. You’ll need to find a way to be together where everyone else can see you, where you can hear all the voices telling you that you’re doing wrong. And you’ll need to find a way to keep them from drowning out what your heart tells you.

–A.A.








Dear Aunt Antigone:

Through a rather peculiar set of circumstances, I found myself forced to share a room—and a bed!—with a stranger whilst boarding in New Bedford. Naturally I was reticent at first, especially after hearing the wildest descriptions of his character from the landlord, including a troubling tale about how he was out “peddling heads.” When I first laid eyes on him, I found his manners quite queer and savage—he is covered in tattoos, worships a little wooden idol, and sleeps with his tomahawk. He may even be a cannibal! Surely he’s no Christian.

But in spite of all that, I quickly discovered his true nobility. He is a marvel––towering like a mainmast, strong as a grampus, and his head is excellent, phrenologically speaking. On entering a room, all eyes turn to watch him. A loving, affectionate comity has sprung up between us.

I was not seeking a new bosom companion. My only thought was of shipping out on a whaleboat. As fate would have it, my friend is an experienced harpooner, and seeks a similar situation. He has proposed we ship together. My soul soared upon the first thought of extending our unity. We are off to Nantucket, the most promising port for an adventurous whaleman to embark from.

But on the cusp of plunging forward, I find a curious timidity arising. While my splintered heart lifts at the thought of a three-year voyage in his society, is it rash to splice hands with such haste? Is it sensible to distrust this sudden flame of affection? Or am I in the grip of another one of my hypos?

—Call Me Sheepish








Dear Sheepish:

Is there anything better than meeting someone who you instantly connect with? Language, customs, habits, philosophies can all fall away through a simple, powerful connection between two like-minded souls.

I would be remiss if I did not point out that the manner in which you describe your new friend, the way you deflect the ogling of his physicality onto others, the “coziness” of your shared domesticity, and even your choice of the word proposed, all suggest some deeper prodding is necessary to sound the depth of your feelings. But regardless, the central question remains: only knowing a few things about him, can you trust that your blazing affections will last for the duration of your time together? Put another way, can you rely on your feelings about him? Do you have complete trust that he reciprocates your affections? Do you truly know what he’s thinking? Are you honestly certain of what he wants? How can you know if you’re making the right decision?

In many ways, this is the problem underlying all others: Who can truthfully interpret what hides behind the mask of a smiling face on your dearest love? What do you need to know, to allow yourself to trust in him utterly? Is there some amount of proof that will ever be enough? You can certainly decide to pursue that evidence, but you may discover the more you find, the more you need, until you are gorged on facts but starved of meaning.

And then you’ll have to admit that what you’re really after isn’t proof, but a guarantee––that you’ll be safe, that you won’t get hurt this time, that it’s all right to be vulnerable. But there are no guarantees, and there never can be. Anybody who tries to tell you they know the absolute truth is peddling false coin.

What you’re really searching for is faith, which is by definition trust devoid of proof. To accept that means embracing that other people––and the wide world!––are unfathomable mysteries. You can try to hold fast to some meaning or purpose and hope it doesn’t smash you to splinters. Or you can choose to stay loose, and follow where the wind, or your heart, takes you.

—A.A.








Dear Aunt Antigone:

I have this friend, and she thinks she’s in love with this one man. But he’s clearly not right for her. She is almost certainly a gentleman’s daughter—she’s my dearest friend, so how can she be anything else?—while he is nothing more than a farmer. A successful farmer, to be sure. But that’s all he’ll ever be. Meanwhile, there’s another man, a gentleman and a clergyman, and thus more befitting of her position. They are meant for each other.

Now, I’ve had a long track record at excellent matchmaking––no matter what some people who love to find fault with me might say. It is thanks to me that my darling Miss Taylor became Mrs. Weston. Simply put, I just know when people belong together.

And yet, I sense a certain reticence from my friend. I just want the best for her. How can I make her understand that?

—Vexed, Distressed








Dear Vexed:

I generally receive two kinds of letters. The first type comes from a person caught in a dilemma who has looked at all their options and simply needs a nudge to figure out which one is right for them. The other is from someone who knows exactly what they want to do and is looking for some outside authority to give them permission. You, my dear, are clearly of the latter disposition.

You speak like a young person, and while youth should be celebrated, it also sometimes must be endured. I’d like to tell you that you have no business telling this friend to deny her feelings, whether they’re for a farmer or a clergyman or anyone else. If she’s wrong, it will be her mistake to own. I’d like to tell you that you should focus on your own heart and leave others to theirs. But that’s not what you want to hear.

Let’s take another angle. Can you imagine yourself in your friend’s shoes? Can you imagine that you feel deeply for someone, and then a friend swoops in to tell you that you’re wrong? And proceeds to badger, cajole, and bully you into believing that the affection you feel for one is actually felt for someone else? Do you imagine this manipulation to be gratifying?

But none of this is really the point is it, Vexed? Because meddling in the affairs of others is a great way to avoid looking into your own heart. Ask yourself why you are so concerned with the love lives of others and not of your own. Perhaps contemplating the idea of your own happiness makes you feel too unsettled, too confused. After all, to love someone is to give them power over you, to risk their displeasure. And you strike me as someone used to having all the power.

Much safer to distract yourself with telling others how to feel, for how can that hurt you? But one day you’ll find someone you care about and you’ll have to finally reckon with what it means to feel vulnerable. What will you do then? So, my dear, my advice is simple: leave the lives of your friends to them and instead engage in some self-reflection.

—A.A.








Dear Aunt Antigone:

My lover and I made a desperate, possibly ill-advised arrangement with someone very powerful. It seemed like the only way for us to be able to stay together. But it means I have to undertake a challenge that he has set for me. If I complete it, we’ll be reunited. If I don’t, I’ll lose her forever. He called it a test of my faith in her.

I have no doubt whatsoever about her. He’s the one I don’t trust. He’s known for making hard bargains and playing dirty—he even kidnapped his own wife, and she’s now forced to live with him for half the year. So what if this whole thing is a scam? What if he’s lying? What if this test is just his way of having a laugh at my expense? Am I stupid for having trusted his word?

Do I complete his challenge and hope for the best? Or am I being gullible and naive, letting him take advantage of me?

—Eyes Front








Dear Eyes:

Firstly, it’s important to understand that your doubts are reasonable. Powerful forces are always trying to trick us, to offer us what we desperately desire, hoping that we don’t see the catch until it’s too late. I can’t tell you if this is happening in your case, but I can help you through a little thought experiment.

For argument’s sake, let’s say that this test is real, that the deal is honest, and when you pass it, she’ll be there for you. What is the cost of going through all that, of believing it’s real? The distress you feel now, that uncertainty, that gnawing doubt—it’s probably increasing with every moment that goes by, isn’t it? It’s probably consuming you.

Now, let’s imagine that the distress and distrust are too great for you to tolerate and you don’t complete his challenge… only to discover that the deal was fair. You will lose her forever, having traded your current temporary anguish for a more permanent misery.

On the other hand, what if you don’t pass the test, and it turns out he was lying to you? What are your options? Return and demand a new deal? Do you have that power? If you did, I’m guessing you wouldn’t have found yourself in this position in the first place. You’d be just as lost. The same holds true for the scenario where he’s lying and you complete his challenge. If you have no other leverage against this powerful manipulator, then there’s nothing else you can do about it, is there? Both of these choices are irrelevant.

You really have only two options where your choice matters: either you go all the way and get her back, or you give in to the fear and mistrust, and lose her. See, you’re not really risking her at all. What you’re actually up against is your own ability to tolerate feeling out of control. Yes, your fears are reasonable, but do you love her enough to sit with them, to push through them, to not give in to them? Can you live with the temporary uncertainty, with feeling this vulnerable?

If none of this helps, then try asking yourself this: Is your relationship with him more important than your relationship with her?

And while you’re thinking about that, also ask yourself what choice she would make if she were in your position. How would she handle such a deal with the devil?

—A.A.








Dear Aunt Antigone:

I recently found out that the boy next door who I have loved for years was engaged to someone else, and I could not abide that. So I told him that he belonged with me, and we should run away together. And do you know what happened? He admitted that he cared for me but that he was going to marry that mealy-mouthed girl anyway! It was enough to make me see red!

That’s not even the worst part—the whole thing happened where a rude and impertinent Charleston “gentleman” was eavesdropping. Afterward, he mocked me and called me “tempestuous.” I told him that he was most definitely not a gentleman, and then he told me that I certainly wasn’t a lady! It was mortifying!

But I am not one to accept these sorts of things without putting up a fight. I could try again to convince Ashley to marry me, and I know I would succeed. Or I could just marry that silly Charles Hamilton and drive Ashley mad with jealousy. I have a mind to do just that, except… would that prove Mr. Butler right in all the horrible things he said about me? What ever shall I do?

—Torn About Tomorrow








Dear Torn:

For starters, let’s just sidestep the entire question of whether or not you can “make” anybody marry you, which is certainly a questionable endeavor no matter how desirable you believe yourself to be. And frankly, I have to wonder why you are only considering options that involve marriage. One boy, whom you regard as a possession, is engaged to a rival. The other is some poor boy whom you conveniently assume will fall at your feet. And what about this rival of yours? Is there something about her happiness that is so objectionable to you that you must thwart it?

You should also ask yourself why the Charleston man’s words affected you so strongly. You describe it as “the worst part,” but was he really that awful to you? Or might it be that, in spite of the show you put on for your targets, this man saw you for who you truly are, and you found the experience discomfiting?

And, Torn, why exactly do you need to be married? Does your life feel empty without another person? Is it a status marker in your world? Do you feel a void at the center of your soul, and are you driven to fill it with another person? Regrettably, more than a few marriages spring from that latter source. It may even provide a short-term sense of meaning and satisfaction. But eventually that will give way to resentment, because nobody can ever be strong enough, whole enough, perfect enough to be the rock on which you can build your own self.

If what you are really seeking is stability and a sense of meaning, then might I suggest what you need is not a husband, but a home? And that such a home can be found in many places other than marriage. Friendship, community, and social causes can give you a sense of belonging that won’t require relying on a single person. However, even these concepts are a bit abstract. Perhaps what you are looking for is a physical manifestation of solidity that you can use to anchor yourself and that you can pour meaning into. An estate that is real. Love and land can both be cultivated, but only one can be held on to with your hands. And if you can build a home for yourself, you’ll always have a place to go back to, no matter what tomorrow brings.

—A.A.








Dear Aunt Antigone:

I have some issues with the men in my life. First, I am engaged to a man whom I despise. I only agreed to the match out of obligation to help my father with his debts. There is a second man, of whom I’m fond, who has pursued my hand. He is very rich, and though he is a friend, I am not in love with him.

And there is one more. This man is a beast in many senses of the word. He is wild, untamed, and feral. He is also the most beautiful creature I have ever seen. A miracle that emerged from the last place anyone would expect—the deepest jungle. He makes me feel things I can’t put into words.

My father and I, as well as our whole party, were marooned on an unnamed island, left to fend for ourselves. A horrible forest creature snatched me away, and I was convinced my life was at an end. And then he appeared, like a forest god. He saved me. He kept me safe. Somehow, he could understand what I said, even though he could not speak English. I fell in love with him instantly.

He brought me back to my father and disappeared into the forest. I promised I would wait for him always. But before he returned, we were rescued, and I left without him. I question that decision every day.

Back in the “civilized world,” my ape-man seems like a dream. Were I free, I would go to him without hesitation. But I have obligations—I have made a promise of marriage, after all. I must honor my word.

How can I get my wild man out of my heart so I can do the thing I must do?

—Carried Away








Dear Carried:

Passion or duty? Reason or emotion? Honoring your word or honoring your feelings? This conflict is eternal.

I want to tell you to trust your heart. I want to tell you that you should throw caution and propriety to the winds and run away with your beast. He clearly is the one man who makes you feel alive. Surely that is a sign that you belong together. Were all things equal, there would be no contest.

Alas, you know that things are rarely, if ever, equal. You’re making a difficult choice that will cause you pain, whatever you decide.

I am sorry to say that you will never get that wild man out of your heart. If you choose to not go with him, if you choose the “civilized” path of following through on your word and prioritizing familial obligation over your own happiness, then the pain of losing him will stay with you forever.

But pain fades. Pain can be tolerated. Humans are resilient creatures—we can adjust to pain or humiliation or isolation. We can find ways to survive in even the most challenging of environments. And you shall too, no matter if you choose to enter a loveless marriage out of obligation, or if you throw away convention and choose the one who makes you feels alive. Either way, you are strong enough to carry yourself through.

—A.A.








Dear Aunt Antigone:

She’s perfect for me. She is the most beautiful woman in Wahlheim. She’s selfless and giving, taking on the care of her siblings after her mother tragically died.

Even more, she too loves my favorite poet! She’s the only other person who understands how heartbreakingly beautiful his work is. When I watch her reading it, her face lights up and her heart shines with divine fire. It’s as if the heavens have ordained our meeting.

I cannot stop thinking about her. We are meant to be together. I am totally convinced of that. And I know she feels it too. If we can’t be together, I don’t know how I will go on.

So how can I prove to her that she should leave her husband and relieve my sorrows?

––Klopstock Lover








Dear Klopstock:

When a piece of art resonates with you—a poem, a song, a painting, anything—it feels as if it is a proxy for your essence. And when you find someone who appreciates that thing as much as you do, well, the headiness can be intoxicating. And thus, the work becomes a shorthand, a code that allows you to speak only to them, in your own secret language.

But the problem with speaking in code is that you can never be totally certain that what you are saying is exactly what is being heard.

The lifeblood of poetry is metaphor—that is, poetry’s essence lies in saying one thing is the same as another. But people are not metaphors. Relationships are not metaphors. Love is not a metaphor. This woman has an actual, nonmetaphorical marriage. If she wanted to end it and be with you, she would. Not doing that isn’t a metaphor for anything; it’s her choice.
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