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“Like a CliffNotes for the lovelorn, as told by two authors who've ‘been there.’  Much Ado is as sage as it is funny.”


—Lucinda Rosenfeld, “Friend or Foe” columnist at Slate




“It is rare to find a book where even the table of contents is provocative, entertaining, and clever! Kelly & Murnighan banter back and forth about every romantic problem that has ever bedeviled anyone. Straighten up your love life, say I, and read a terrific book telling you how to do it.”


—Margo Howard, “Dear Margo” for Creators Syndicate and wowOwow.com




“As I’ve been told on more than one occasion, my expectation that a courtship will mimic a Victorian novel’s plot might lean toward the unrealistic. But when seeking advice to bolster [my] love life . . . I shy away from current romantic self-help books. . . . Enter Much Ado About Loving, in which dating blogger Maura Kelly and sex columnist Jack Murnighan comb classic literature for love lessons.”


—Elle




“With their light prose, these two New York writers and friends . . . manage to offer useful insights into finding love through classic novels like Howards End, War and Peace, and Pride and Prejudice, among others. Told in His and Her chapters, the guide explains what real love looks like (the old couple in Bleak House) and why adultery is always a fatal error (hello, Emma Bovary). . . . A treat for any book lover, happily mated or cheerfully single.”


—USA Today




“A clever, amusing hybrid of lit crit and relationship advice.”


—Publishers Weekly




“Jack Murnighan and Maura Kelly have put together a terrific riff on dating, love, and great novels. They craft a fun, pithy combination of lessons that key characters in literature have to offer with their own dating war stories. . . . It’s surprising and impressive how well the authors’ literary survey adapts to smart, accessible dating advice”


—Newark Star Ledger
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Jack Murnighan has a PhD in medieval and renaissance literature from Duke University. His most recent book, Beowulf on the Beach: What to Love and What to Skip in Literature’s 50 Greatest Hits, helped tens of thousands of readers rediscover their love of the classics. His two previous books, The Naughty Bits and Classic Nasty, were critically acclaimed tours of sexuality in the history of literature. He appears frequently on NPR and has had essays and short stories in eleven anthologies. He lives in New York City.
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Maura Kelly has been a staff writer for Glamour, a daily dating blogger for Marie Claire, and a relationships columnist for amNewYork. Her personal essays, opinion pieces, and reportage have appeared in literary anthologies and publications like The New York Times, The Washington Post, The New York Observer, Salon, Slate, The Believer, The Guardian, More, The Boston Globe, Parade, and Rolling Stone. She received her BA in psychology from Dartmouth College and her MFA in creative writing after studying at Hollins and George Mason Universities.
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INTRODUCTION


Maura Kelly


I’ve made a living in a rather peculiar manner over the past few years: by writing about relationships. Unfortunately for me—but fortunately for my career—I always seemed to have a crazy new dating tale to tell. Like the one about the accomplished scientist who’d had a thick shaggy mane in every picture he’d posted online—though in person he was about 94 percent bald. We sat down to dinner at the nice restaurant where he’d invited me to dine, and he promptly ordered a banana, despite the fact that “individual pieces of fruit in phallic shapes” were not on the menu. “Charge me whatever you’d like!” he told the befuddled waitress. Come to think of it, that’s more or less what he said to me when the check came. His exact words were: “We can split it, or I can pay, or you can pay.” Never had I been given so many options. It was after we divvied it up that I made like a banana and split.


Or there’s the story about the very tall young gentleman—I use that term loosely—who was studying for a PhD in economics at Columbia. Over tapas, he explained that he was kinda stalking another chick but went on to assure me that I had nothing to worry about—I wasn’t pretty enough to make him crazy. I responded with typical unflappability: I locked myself in the bathroom for twenty minutes and sobbed.


There was also the dude I met up with in Prospect Park one summer, after we had a brief phone discussion about our lives and likes, including our favorite foods. He brought his guitar to the rendezvous and serenaded me with a song he’d written especially for the occasion. It began: “Maura Kelly is a nutter . . . who likes peanut butter.” That’s probably as close to immortality in verse as I’ll ever get.


Because of my unusual professional specialty, friends and strangers often seek out my advice—asking me about, say, how they should interpret not having heard from a date for a full twenty-four hours since their first hang-out session, how long they should wait before having sex with the person they’ve recently begun seeing, or how it might go over if they mention the recent passing of their beloved cat in their Internet dating profile. When this kind of thing first began to happen, it made me really nervous. I’m a dating columnist, after all—which is essentially the opposite of an expert on blissful romantic commitment! Could I really provide helpful counsel?


Heck, I was always turning to friends to ask how they thought I should handle the latest Lothario in my life. In particular, I sought out my cowriter Jack Murnighan. When he and I first got to know each other—after I was assigned to write a piece about his previous book for The Daily Beast—he dazzled me, and not only with his erudite yet engaging personality. There was, too, the thick gingery hair, the high cheekbones, the strong jaw, the wide smile full of perfect teeth, and enough lady-killing charm to fell an army of Amazons. As if that weren’t enough, he could effortlessly quote from Proust or cite David Foster Wallace. Jack had spent the better part of his life extracting the wisdom from literature (majoring in philosophy and semiotics at Brown, getting a PhD in literature from Duke); he was an unusual mix of bookworm and pretty boy. Surprising, too, was how incredibly down-to-earth he was. In fact, there was so much to like about him that I was relieved to hear he had a girlfriend; that meant the question of his not being interested in me romantically was removed from the equation.


It began to happen that if I was in Jack’s part of town, I’d swing by his apartment—a crow’s nest of a one bedroom, perched high above Chinatown, lined wall to wall to wall with books; we’d make some dinner, or have a little tea, and talk about our love lives. He always had the most satisfying takes on mine. Possibly that’s because he’d once been a very scrawny and lonely boy, so he could relate to my fear that no one would ever understand the truth of my hopeful but hapless heart. Or maybe it had more to do with the fact that he read so much. He could empathize with certain female characters—like self-punishing Katerina from The Brothers Karamazov and underassertive Mrs. Ramsay from To the Lighthouse—as much as with me. And he’d gathered some great lessons from the brilliant psychologists who have written the world’s great novels.


Not long after we became buddies, I stopped over to see Jack on my way home from a hotel-bar party in SoHo, thrown by the literary journal Open City to celebrate its latest issue. Not one guy had given me the time of day. Did my new black cocktail dress mean nothing to those louts? I was demoralized.


“Is there any way for me to become one of those chicks who casts a spell over every dude she meets?” I asked Jack. “Because there are some women who just—I don’t know—they have that je ne sais quoi. They’re not necessarily outstandingly gorgeous or brilliant or successful . . . but they know how to rock it.”


When Jack stood up, I assumed he was going to make me a cup of tea while telling me I shouldn’t let it bother me. Instead, he plucked an enormous slab of literary sustenance from his shelf and put it down in front of me: War and Peace.


“Read that,” Jack said. “The character Natasha? She’ll show you all you need to know about being alluring.”


I frowned. “It’s rather long, isn’t it?”


“I thought you said Bleak House was one of your favorite novels. That’s long, too.”


“But it’s also awesome.”


Jack pointed at the cover. “You’ll love this. You won’t be able to put it down.”


“I will when my arm starts cramping as I try to keep hold of it.”


Despite my grousing, I started reading the book. I hadn’t had an easy time getting into Anna Karenina but Tolstoy’s other biggie sucked me right in; a vivid soap opera of love triangles, family dynamics, and bad matches, it deserved its reputation as the world’s most beautifully told epic. But if there was anything particularly illuminating about the behavior of the main female character, Natasha, I’d missed it. She was basically just pretty, wasn’t she? It wasn’t like she was consciously doing anything to make herself more appealing. Right?


Jack was quick to correct my misreading. And once he’d explained Natasha’s secret—read his chapter “Scorin’ Piece” to find out what it is—I had an epiphany worthy of a lightning-struck religious convert.


Eureka!


Like that, I was more in control of my romantic destiny.


When I passed on Jack’s instructions to one of my dearest friends, she grumbled, “It’s not fair that you have Jack all to yourself.”


I began to think maybe she was right. I began to think he should write a book about how serious reading can make us all smarter about relationships. And then it occurred to me that we should write it together . . .


That’s how we ended up here.


In these pages, we’ll be considering all kinds of romantic conundrums. Like the case of a young woman who was snubbed by a stuck-up rich kid because he thought her parents were too déclassé. We’ll talk about a dude who just couldn’t cure his infatuation with the prettiest girl in town, even though she wouldn’t give him the time of day. We’ll consider a girl who was in love with a guy whose mother was so jealous of her son’s crush that she tried to break them up. And we’ll look at a couple in a long-distance relationship who try to keep the flame alive by writing each other long notes—even though they’ve never had a meaningful face-to-face conversation.


Are you thinking that I’m conversant in such dramatics because my friends have been in predicaments like those I mentioned? It’s a good guess, but the examples above were actually pulled from novels that have endured through the years: Pride and Prejudice, Great Expectations, Sons and Lovers, and Love in the Time of Cholera, respectively. Clearly, not much has changed through the centuries when it comes to romance.


Then again, plenty has. The Victorians, for instance, sure weren’t discussing the statistical appeal of Internet dating sites (like ’em or not, they up your odds of meeting somebody cool), or trying to determine if a woman would blow her cachet if she pursued a relationship with the guy in her office, or trying to figure out how to handle “friendships with benefits.” They didn’t have to deal with all the strange, new-fangled, often painful methods we have for meeting people. (Speed dating? Ugh.) They had pretty strict dating mores that made things a lot less confusing (if also more constraining) than they are today. They didn’t have the same kind of expectations that we do about finding the perfect partner—sexual dynamo, emotional stalwart, and best buddy all rolled into one.


Between all the pressure we put on ourselves to find a soul mate and all the possible ways to couple up, it’s no wonder we single people are a little shell-shocked. It’s not surprising that we’re constantly fretting over our personal lives—trying to figure out if the ball is in our court after an ambiguous ending to a date, if we should compromise on that factor we thought was so essential in a mate, if we should swear off the head cases we always find ourselves attracted to . . . and all the rest.


Hoping to arrive at true love much sooner than later, we turn everywhere for answers: self-help books, daytime TV, magazines, radio talk shows, friends, relatives, and shrinks. But the real experts on love have been around for a while, as Jack and I have realized, and their insights ring true generation after generation. Part of the reason the great novelists are so great is because of the timeless lessons they impart.


All the same, we understand that a large part of the reason more people don’t read these books is because nobody has the time. That’s why we did it for you; we went through some of our favorite classics, looking for clues that would help us solve today’s romantic dilemmas.


But does our simply being voracious readers—and veterans of the dating scene—and people who’ve written extensively about our personal lives—mean you should listen to us? As I’ve indicated, I’m perennially single. And Jack has been engaged twice. We’re not exactly the poster children for happy love lives. So . . . ?


I’m going to put off addressing the question of our expertise for another few moments while I ask you to consider the personal life of a certain female author, one whom gajillions of young women—and at least a few hundred young men—have turned to when looking for wisdom and solace about relationships. The novelist of whom I speak has served as inspiration for generations of sassy single girls. She was writing books that were essentially romantic comedies long before Renée Zellweger was born, let alone chosen to star in Bridget Jones’s Diary; books in which the heroines, preoccupied with finding husbands, eventually end up with the right guys and live happily ever after. But the writer herself never married. The one and only time she was proposed to, she acted as one of her heroines might: She considered accepting the offer because the guy had lots of money—but turned him down because, from the sounds of things, he was an unbearable prig. When her young niece asked her for advice about a man she was thinking about marrying, the author wrote, “[I] entreat you not to commit yourself farther, & not to think of accepting him unless you really do like him. Anything is to be preferred or endured rather than marrying without Affection.” One of her characters repeats her words almost exactly when talking to her sister Lizzy—the heroine in Pride and Prejudice. I’m talking about Jane Austen, of course.


Think about Tolstoy—a writer whose two most important novels are gorgeous meditations on how to find contentment in life and love even though by all accounts the man himself was a bitch of a husband. As his long-suffering wife wrote in her journal: “All the things that he preaches for the happiness of humanity only complicate life to the point where it becomes harder and harder for me to live . . . I devote so much love and care to him, and his heart is so icy.”


Keep in mind, too, Charles Dickens, whose first-person narrators can be so self-deprecating, affectionate, and purehearted; whose wonderful stories about the redemptive power of love and kindness have helped me get through some of my, um, bleakest moments. The man left his wife in middle age—after they had ten children together—because he’d fallen in love with an eighteen-year-old girl!


So, yes: Dickens, Tolstoy, and Austen have provided me with great psychological knowledge—and yet they certainly struggled in their romantic lives, as I have. But they weren’t asking us to behave as they did. They were asking us to observe their wonderfully, terribly lifelike characters—the good ones and the bad—in order to learn from them. They were offering us ideals (and nadirs) of behavior by which to guide ourselves, wisdom that might help shed light on the motivations of the people around us, and hope to keep us going. In the same way, Jack and I are offering up our stories about our failures and successes, alongside our thoughts about our favorite novels, so you can learn from them without experiencing quite as much humiliation, agony, and loneliness as we have! We’re not here to say: Do as we have done—far from it. If anything, we’re here to say: Read. Live. And think. It’ll help you to love.
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Chapter 1



THE HELL JAR


Why It’s Your Problem If No Guy Is Good Enough
ACCORDING TO MAURA


If you’d asked me, back in my early twenties, why I was still a virgin, I would’ve told you I was holding out for true love, even as I was becoming increasingly concerned I’d never find it. Why? The only guys who ever seemed to really like me were schlubs I wasn’t that into, whereas the dudes I yearned for either never gave me the time of day or dated me only long enough to discover, it seemed, that I wasn’t who they wanted.


Was there was something deeply wrong with me? Was I cursed? Was there a dark watermark on my soul that those boys could see after they spent enough time with me in broad daylight? For years, I was convinced there was. But I also thought not being sufficiently attractive enough was at least part of the problem, for two reasons. The first was my body, and the second was my face. I was boy-shaped: mostly breastless, mostly waistless, and broad shouldered. My nose seemed disproportionately large, my bottom teeth were incorrigibly crooked, and, as my father liked to inform me, my ears made me look “like a car going down the street with both doors open.”


But if you managed to take your eyes off my Dumbo wings for a moment so you could look a bit closer at my romantic history, you might find that my memory was rather selective. Sure, my grade-school crush John-John had no interest in me and was totally hot for my best friend, Kirsten. But a few subsequent dudes on whom I’d had knee-weakening, trembling-hand crushes did end up liking me back. The real problem was that the more into me those guys became, the more unappealing they seemed . . . till finally I couldn’t stand them. Casualties of my messed-up heart include a certain Ashton Kutcher lookalike and Doors fan I dated during my junior year at the Academy of the Holy Angels; a glimmering-eyed, wavy-haired, indigo-skinned painter whom I knew during my senior year at Dartmouth; and especially, especially—oh, how it pains me to think of it now—beautiful Dave Bradley, an aspiring sculptor who worked at KULTURAs books in DC around the time I started my first “real” job, with The Washington Post’s website. (That tweed hat he always wore, which would’ve looked affected and idiotic on any other guy, but on him looked sexy and weather-beaten; that manly body that narrowed into a tiny Robert Redford waist; those Popeye forearms that made me lose the power of speech for a good minute or two whenever he lay them down on the table between us—oh, Dave Bradley!)


Ask me now what my problem was back then and I’d finally be able to tell you (thanks to about a billion hours of head-shrinkage). But before I do that, let’s talk about a young lady with a similar problem: Esther Greenwood, the heroine of Sylvia Plath’s darkly funny and very autobiographical novel The Bell Jar. I know some of you are already saying, Oh, Maura, isn’t that book a downer? I’m happy to tell you it’s not—not really. Though the protagonist, Esther, is struggling with a serious depression, she’s also a comic genius who was having sex in the city long before anyone had ever heard of Carrie Bradshaw or booty texts.


While still in college, Esther lands an internship at an elite women’s magazine in New York, where she quickly begins to feel like a fish out of water. What’s bothering her isn’t just the sense that she doesn’t fit into that world of perky, perfectly coiffed young women. She’s also agitated by the cultural pressure to become a wife and mother, two duties that would interfere with her professional ambitions.


Her distaste for marriage seems to stem, in part, from the substandard setups she was constantly subjected to at college. As she puts it: “I hated coming downstairs sweaty-handed and curious every Saturday night and . . . finding some pale, mushroomy fellow with protruding ears or buck teeth.” The fungilike men would add insult to injury by dissing her. “Of all the blind dates I’d had that year not one called me up again for a second,” Esther complains.


Despite her conflicted feelings and perceived inability to meet members of the opposite sex who don’t resemble toadstools, Esther does eventually enjoy some success with a male of the species. When she’s a junior, she begins dating an attractive young med student—a Yalie named Buddy Willard. She has a crush on him for five years before he starts noticing her, and in the very beginning stages of the courtship, she still adores him. But the more attention he pays to her, the more she finds herself disliking him. (Sound familiar?) And by the time he decides he’d like to marry her, she’s decided she hates his guts. He is, she thinks, “an awful hypocrite.”


The hating of his guts is sparked by the misbehavior of his penis. Buddy has led Esther to believe that he’s a virgin who is uniquely sexually aroused by her. But she’s disabused of this notion one night when Buddy suggests they strip naked before confessing to a summer fling he’d had with a waitress from the Cape Cod hotel where he’d been a busboy. “After [hearing] that, something in me just froze up,” Esther says. Though Buddy hadn’t cheated on Esther, she’s outraged that he presented himself in such a false light—and probably pissed, too, that she let herself be fooled. I understand entirely: At least twice in recent memory I’ve had the experience of believing that a guy is practically head over heels for me only to realize, no, he’s actually dating two other women simultaneously. We all want to believe we’re special, that we inspire feelings—sexual or emotional; ideally, both—that no man has ever had before. But after one too many unpleasant moments of truth, I’ve come to realize you can never assume a man isn’t seeing other people till you’ve discussed the matter with him. In fact, you’d be better off assuming he is dating others—and that he’s no virgin either!—unless he explicitly says otherwise.


Believing herself motivated by nothing more than indignation, Esther distances herself from Buddy and becomes determined to lose her virginity to someone else—and soon. After procuring an intrauterine device, she scans the perimeter to find the perfect male to initiate her. By “perfect,” I don’t mean to imply she’s looking for her “other half,” or even a guy who looks like a Ken doll. Rather, she wants someone who is highly intelligent, so she can respect him, and experienced enough that he will counterbalance her sexual cluelessness. Equally important, she wants to do it with absolutely no strings attached—or, as she puts it, to do it with “somebody I didn’t know and wouldn’t go on knowing—a kind of impersonal, priestlike official.”


Soon enough, during a day in Boston, she meets a young math professor named Irwin. After coffee, twenty-six-year-old Irwin suggests they go back to his place for a beer. Esther consents, and, luckily, he turns out to be a halfway decent guy rather than a psycho killer. The only sword he impales her with is a fleshy one—and they never see each other again after they do the deed.


That priestlike official description, incidentally, was almost exactly the description I had in mind when I finally decided it was time to find a devirginizer . . . at age twenty-eight. I’d been holding out for true love, so I told myself, but found I had an eight-hundred-pound gorilla instead: No one ever seemed right—and the longer I waited, the higher the stakes became. (On top of that, starting around age twenty-five or so, more and more men seemed to think me freakishly repressed rather than admirably idealistic whenever I mentioned the state of my hymen.) I decided that before it got any more difficult, I should break the seal.


So I found someone I liked enough, respected enough, and felt comfortable enough with—but not so comfortable that I had any silly ideas about falling in love. A Harvard-educated writer type from LA whom I’d met at a December party in New York, he was smart, funny, kind, kinda hot, and quite quirky. We went on a couple of dates during the week he was in Manhattan, and I explained my virginity problem. Unlike a lot of other men I’d discussed it with, he didn’t seem to think my chastity was completely insane; he was also up for being my Valmont. It seemed that I could get deflowered without getting attached.


Still, it took me a while to psych myself up for it. Having waited so long, did I really want to give up now? Did I really want someone I didn’t love to go down on my permanent record as the devirginizer? It took me a few months to figure out that the answers to those questions were yes and yes. On the eve of my twenty-eighth birthday, I flew out to California to get things over with. On the big occasion, we did the deed . . . and we did it again and again and again . . . and then I flew away two weeks later. And that was pretty much that between me and Mr. Valmont.


Back to Esther: The way she handles her virginity situation is of a piece with a larger pattern of behavior—a fear of intimacy and commitment—which starts to become clear by the way she reacts to Buddy. Sure, he misled her a bit, but he didn’t cheat on her. My guess is that what upset her most wasn’t Buddy’s sexing it up with the waitress so much as her own strong emotional reaction to the news. Realizing that she could be so upset by Buddy freaked her out deeply; the idea that he could hurt her like that triggered her internal defenses, and she decided to cut things off before any further emotional mayhem could occur. The potential for deep pain implied by any serious relationship fed her fear of marriage in general. But she tells herself the real reason she doesn’t want a husband is because he’d only tie her down. As she puts it, “The last thing I wanted was infinite security . . . I wanted . . . to shoot off in all directions . . . like the colored arrows from a Fourth of July rocket.”


A lot of us worry that being in a serious relationship might cause us to stagnate, that it will confine or constrict us in ways that we won’t like or might not be good for us. I always seem to fret, when I meet a guy who seems like a halfway plausible possibility, that I’ll begin to deteriorate intellectually because I won’t be able to spend as much time reading and writing, since I’ll be spending more of my free hours with him; that I’ll become more boring because I’ll no longer have new dating adventures; that I’ll generally become lazy and complacent.


Admittedly, though, I’m putting the horse before the cart here. Isn’t my goal in life not to be smart or interesting so much as content? Isn’t happiness what I’m really after? And if I find that in a relationship, is it such a big deal if it cuts into my private time a little? I suppose what really unnerves me is the idea that I might become emotionally dependent on another person. It’s scary when you start to count on someone. Because people’s feelings often change—and when they change from love to something less, as happened with Sylvia Plath’s real-life husband, the poet Ted Hughes, it can be psychologically disastrous for the person left behind. Hughes started cheating on her when their two children were still babies; after he moved in with his mistress, Plath killed herself. A mere month after The Bell Jar was published, she stuck her head in the oven. (Years later, Hughes’s mistress killed herself in a bizarrely similar manner.)


What would happen to me if some man became the cornerstone of my life, only to abandon me? What happens if I find the love of my life and he dies—the way the great love of my father’s life, my mother, did, after they’d been married barely a decade? Her death, when I was eight years old, debilitated both my father and me so severely that I’ve long been wary of getting too closely attached to anyone else. And considering that Plath’s father died a couple of weeks after she turned eight—almost the exact age that Esther, her fictional double, was when her father passed away—I’m sure Plath’s psychology was similar to mine. There’s nothing like the agony of a young parent’s death to make you swear subconsciously (or maybe even explicitly) that you will never ever again let yourself get that close to someone.


But I’ve also realized that I need to overcome my fears if I’m ever to have one of the most satisfying and meaningful life experiences around: being in a healthy long-term romantic relationship. I’ve realized there’s truth to the old saying about how it’s better to have loved and lost. And I’ve finally, finally gotten to the point where I’ve turned about 155 degrees (if not quite 180) from where I used to be. (You’ll hear more about all this in the chapter called “Cowards’ End.”)


So if you’re like Esther and me—if you become appalled by any and every guy you’ve ever had a crush on as soon as he likes you back—please, for your sake, ask yourself what’s up with that. Think about why you wouldn’t be a member of any two-person club that would have you as a member. Don’t tell me that it’s only the bucktoothed portobellos who ever like you. Own up to your intimacy issues. Deal with your bad self—and then get serious about finding a good guy.
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