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Preface
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It is impossible to escape the whispers: The book is dead. We all grew up hearing rumors that the novel was dead. Our parents wept a tear for the theater (dead), and many of us remember the international expressions of grief when poststructuralism killed the author. Now a generation unites to mourn this latest bereavement.

While some believe that new delivery systems such as the Kindle and the iPad will save the book, others see such devices as a further threat. They doomily predict that e-books will be pirated, publishing will go the way of the music industry, and we will soon see the demise of the publisher. This can only lead to the death of words and finally letters. In the end, the human race will be reduced to communicating in grunts, or tweets.

One dauntless force for good has long been combating this decline, winning ground one day, only to lose it the next with the posting of a YouTube video of a kitten in a hat. That force is known simply as “reading.” Though it seems remarkable, you are all doing it right now! And, like clapping for Tinker Bell, as long as you keep doing it, the book will never entirely perish.


If you are reading this as a traditional eBook, tap anywhere to turn the page.

If you are reading this on an embedded eChip, blink now to turn the page.

If you have purchased a copy of the limited edition Heritage RealBook, turn the page by turning the page.



We are here to assist you in this crucial reading work. And while it is all very well to expect people to selflessly read, purely in order to keep the book on life support, that is unrealistic. No, we need you to selfishly read, for pleasure, while also patting yourself on the back for the good you are doing. But to do that, you will need a special kind of book.

This book.

In the pages of this book, you will learn about many other books, every one of which is cunningly designed to be read and give pleasure at the same time. As you read them, your mind will be nourished and your spirit refreshed. Your body will be flooded with endorphins and serotonin, causing your hair to become glossy and your skin clear and firm. Friends will be impressed with the depth of your intellect. Dates will fall in love with the glossiness of your hair. (We cannot rule out the possibility that dates will fall in love with the depth of your intellect, but don’t hold your breath.)

You may wish to discuss your reading experiences with friends in a “book group.” To facilitate such discussions, we have arranged the books in lists of twelve—one for each month of the year, it has been pointed out to us. We have also provided you with questions to get the discussion ball rolling. Remember: with the book dead, it is only a matter of time before the bell tolls for discussion. Act now to prevent further tragedy.

Finally, we would like to congratulate you on the happy path you have chosen. The books we introduce in pages to come offer an amazing, enriching variety of experiences. Some are deliciously hilarious, some hauntingly sad, some just unputdownably unputdownable. But all of them have one thing in common. Fun. Fun that won’t damage your liver, make you fat, or rot your brain. So sit back, adjust the lighting, and get ready for the fullest, glossiest hair of your life.





So You Want to Start a Book Group

[image: image]

Congratulations! You are about to begin a journey—a journey into a world of imagination and adventure. Here you will find delicious snacks and witty conversation. There will be laughter; there will be tears. There will be a coffee stain on the carpet to gaze at with affection in years to come. Maybe, in time, a baby will be born. Take precautions if this is not the desired result.

A book group can immeasurably enrich your life, although—we will be honest with you—there are no guarantees. Say, 50 percent it will, 45 percent it won’t, 5 percent Ralph Nader. Note that this 50 percent is still better odds than you get with higher education, marriage, or being born. But you are not just a helpless pawn. Here are some steps you can take to maximize the chances that your book group will be the warm beating heart of your weary month, providing you with intellectual stimulation, emotional support, and chocolate cupcakes.

SETTING UP

[image: image]

If you want to build your book group upon a secure foundation, base your preparations on the Chinese art of fêng shui. In the fourth-century classic of Confucian thought, Fêng Shui for Book Groups, Bao Wao describes the propitious book group hosting chamber:


To the five quarters—earth, water, fire, metal, and snacks—place five chairs. Chairs must face away from each other. Mustaches    must be accompanied. Conduction of lucky energy to proceed from money plant in dining nook to pencil sharpener in the shape    of naked lady held in mouth of family dog. Dog’s name: Mr. Tricks.



WHO TO INVITE
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1. Be inclusive.

It is a fact of sociology that if you invite ten people to your house and give them an experience of pleasure such as they have never known, a pleasure that curls their hair, resolves their midlife crisis instantly, and rotates their tires—of those ten, only eight will return the following week. And that’s if it doesn’t rain.

Therefore, when you are first getting started, cast your net wide. This is a golden opportunity to turn appealing acquaintances into real new friends! Also, it serves as a test. If the acquaintance says no, you will know she doesn’t like you.

People you might like to date are also ideal invitees. Take care, in this case, to exclude any cute friends who might poach your sweetheart. Cute friends are unscrupulous. Also, they are cute, which is grossly unjust in a case where you are not. In fact, we advise you to totally ditch these friends who think they’re so damned cute. They are really no better than the stuck-up acquaintance who turned out not to like you.

2. Be exclusive.

This is the most important rule of all, except for being inclusive. Ha ha! Aren’t we the paradoxical ones?

Let’s be clear. We believe in welcoming others with open arms, as long as they aren’t cuter than us. But sometimes there is a friend who is very dear to you for reasons that your other friends find opaque. In fact, your other friends find her trying, overbearing, smelly, weird, passive-aggressive, and stupid. You may even privately agree on these points, but still stand by her, due to some youthful experience that makes you forever softhearted about this slimy freak.

Now is the time to draw a line.

If your other friends find Debbie trying, Debbie shouldn’t be in your group. Ask yourself: Can Debbie shut up? Can Debbie take a hint? Is Debbie unstoppably driven to discuss her bathroom habits, ex-husband, or the benefits of Bach flower remedies? Does Debbie know that aliens are among us from her personal experience? Could Debbie be uncharitably described as a loon? Is she two sandwiches short of a picnic? Any spots missing from her dice? Is she riding with the windows down?

We have one word for this Debbie: no. Can I be in your book group? No. Please, please, can I be in your book group? No. In fact, if Debbie asks how to get to Thirty-second Street from Times Square, just say no. The only case in which you should not just say no, in fact, is if she offers you drugs.

You should likewise be cautious about friends of friends whom you have never met. The next thing you know, this harmless “friend of a friend” is locked in the bathroom, weeping. Repeat after us: no. Alternatively, as we put it in polite society, “I’m really trying to limit the numbers for now. Maybe, later in the year, we could ask the other members what they think.”

3. Choose people who like to read.

A surprising number of book groups are composed mainly of people who haven’t read a book since college, but feel somehow they should. These book groups meet only to discuss the reasons they didn’t read various books. While we do not frown upon anyone’s way of life, however bizarre, we would like to deliver the liberating message that no one needs to do this. Imagine, if you will, a group designed to guilt people who hate trout fishing into going trout fishing. This sort of thing is just like having parents, except that you are old. In fact, the only way a book group for nonreaders could suck more is if you had to handle worms and wear a waterproof hat.

Of course, some people join book groups purely because they like to hang out, chat, see new faces. It’s fine to invite a few of these people, as long as they understand their crucial role in providing chocolate cupcakes.

RUNNING YOUR BOOK GROUP

[image: image]

1. Discourage other media.

All too often, a member sits through a discussion nodding to the beat from her headphones while texting on one device, shopping on another, and playing Wii bowling on a third. To prevent this nightmare, all such devices—iPods, iPhones, iPads, etc.—should be placed in a pail before entering the book space. At first, members may be disappointed when they realize their devices will not be returned to them at the end of the evening. Explain that this is a crucial revenue stream that keeps the book group afloat.

2. Keep members awake.

Ideally, members should remain awake.

3. Choose a cute mascot.

It was hard for us to resist adding an exclamation point to this piece of indispensable advice. Nothing (nothing!) cements a book group more securely than a cartoon mascot whose image can be printed on “novel-tea” mugs. For maximum effect, give the mascot a clever name such as Fishy the Book Grouper and watch the fun multiply!

4. Use this book.

Why, what luck! Look what you are holding in your hands! A whole book dedicated to solving the most intractable book group problem—choosing books!

There are two different ways of using this book to maximize your book group pleasure. You can pick a list and follow it wherever it leads, letting us make the decisions (and take the blame). Or you can use this book as you might use a cookbook, leafing through carelessly until you light on something that takes your fancy and goes with the wine you bought. In any case, we strongly recommend that you make use of this book, since all the evidence suggests that you have already paid for it.





What If I Don’t Want to Join a Book Group?
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While the powerful book group lobby saturates the media with the message that you haven’t truly “read” a book until you’ve discussed it in a group, we’re here to tell you it just isn’t so. Some have strived mightily to silence us, but we have resisted the threats; we have turned down the kickbacks and the junkets offered by “Big Group.” We continue to speak the forbidden truth. Reading can be done in perfect solitude.

For you, the brave reader who still stands alone, this book will be especially useful. It will guide you to great books you might never otherwise have found. It will make you laugh, and make you think. And if you are moved to respond to our discussion questions, don’t worry, we have anticipated this. E-mail those responses to the authors. We will read them and appreciate them for what they are, and appreciate you for who you are. Then we will collect them in our next book, Look at the Sad Lonely People Who Didn’t Join a Book Group, made possible by a very generous grant from the Book Group Association of America.





Part I
 LOVE

[image: image]
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O LOVE! HOW MANIFOLD are your stings! How versatile your applications! Love is sweet and bitter, pungent and cloying, brittle and squishy, in and out. In Saudi Arabia, they stone you to death for it. Meanwhile, in France, it is compulsory for third graders.

For anyone who has ever been in love, as well as those who are considering it, this list will be an indispensable guide. Here we bring you some of the most illuminating depictions of the divine madness. These twelve books will clarify (or inspire) the misadventures in your own life. At the very least, they will show you that—however bizarre, wonderful, sordid, or humiliating your experience—you are not alone.

We start with one of the classics of star-crossed love, [image: image] Camille, source material for dozens of films, one opera, and the vague romantic overtones of both the camellia and tuberculosis. This hopelessly romantic version of love is then challenged, ridiculed, and kicked around seven ways till Sunday in Flaubert’s classic, [image: image] Madame Bovary. If that isn’t enough to make you reconsider romance, Ian McEwan’s [image: image] Enduring Love begins with one of those chance encounters that spark so many of our fantasies. This one leads—inevitably?—to insanity and violence. After this first round, it’s time to pause and think about how we found ourselves here—sobbing, up to our elbows in blood—but still somehow filled with hope that next time … Ann Beattie’s [image: image] Chilly Scenes of Winter could be that next time, with its gently pining Charles, who nurses an unrequited love without harming its object, or in fact affecting anyone, or ever getting anything done. Yet Beattie keeps us turning pages to find out what he doesn’t do next.

In their day, Nancy Mitford and her celebrated, scandalous sisters were the brightest of bright young things; as a palate cleanser, we give you Nancy’s comic classic, [image: image] The Pursuit of Love. Feeling better? Then you’re ready for [image: image] The Bloody Chamber, a collection of macabre and sly, saucy versions of the fairy tales that taught us about romance in the first place. From here, adolescent romance, of course, in Scott Spencer’s [image: image] Endless Love, a breathless account of first-love-turned-first-stalking. Besides being an engrossing story, it serves as a lesson in what can go wrong with both young love and movie adaptations. Then we move on to young love made lucrative, with Anita Loos’s comic classic of gold digging, [image: image] Gentlemen Prefer Blondes.

We pause to consider love from a more objective perspective, with [image: image] Marriage, a History, a fascinating account of how the idea of love slowly contaminated and finally killed the once-thriving institution of marriage. Then, diving back into the past, Mary Renault’s [image: image] The Last of the Wine is a marvelous evocation of love in the days of Socrates, when marriage was always between a man and a woman, but love was strictly homosexual. Nobel Prize winner–Doris Lessing often uses science fiction to explore social issues; in [image: image] The Marriages Between Zones Three, Four and Five she offers a unique investigation into the evolution of love within an arranged marriage. Finally, to leave you on a hopeful note, Penelope Fitzgerald’s [image: image] The Blue Flower offers the fusion of love romantic and spiritual in the tale of eighteenth-century poet Novalis’s unearthly passion for a decidedly earthly twelve-year-old.

CAMILLE (1848)

by Alexandre Dumas, fils

[image: image]


Camille, a.k.a. The Lady of the Camellias, is the (semiautobiographical) story of a young middle-class man’s affair with Marguerite Gautier, a celebrated Parisian courtesan. It begins with love at first sight, develops into life-altering passion, and ends in tragedy. Dumas wrote it when he was only twenty-three, basing it on his own affair with the celebrated courtesan Marie Duplessis, and combining the winning innocence of youthful love with glimpses of the impossible luxury and decadence of early Belle Epoque France. Camille has a lasting charm that transcends its historical interest as an ancestor of every “my-true-love-dying-in-my-arms-of-a-mysterious-disease-that-somehow-makes-a-person-more-attractive” story of the past 150 years.



Alexandre Dumas fils, (1824–1895)

First things first: “fils” means “son” in French. And in this context, it also means that an author has the misfortune to be the son of a man who is himself a famous author, and who will overshadow his fils throughout Junior’s misbegotten life. Dumas père was the author of The Three Musketeers, The Count of Monte Cristo, and over a hundred other works of fiction, drama, and nonfiction—a spectacularly prolific and beloved writer who was a French institution by the time Baby Dumas was born. Papa was also a womanizer, and Alexandre was only one of at least four illegitimate children he misbegat.

To some degree, Alexandre escaped his father’s shadow with his writing for the stage. In fact, although Camille the book was published first, it only became a bestseller after the play’s runaway success. He went on to become one of the most popular playwrights of his time, with dozens of plays to his name, many featuring tragic heroines like Marguerite Gautier. At the end of his life he became a tireless, humorless crusader against the evils of adultery, prostitution, and the spawning of illegitimate children—although these three things are a neat inventory of his own love life. At his death, he was buried in the Cimetière de Montmartre, coincidentally only one hundred meters away from the grave of Marie Duplessis. At the funeral, some breakaway mourners filched flowers from his grave to carry to Marie’s.


The Real Camille

Rose Alphonsine Plessis was born in 1824. Her father was an impoverished, incurable drunk, and her mother left the family when Alphonsine was still small. By the time she was ten, she was begging on the street. By twelve, she was the mistress of an elderly gentleman, to whom she had been introduced (sold) by her own father. When she arrived in Paris a year later, she changed her name to the more genteel Marie Duplessis.

Her first big break was attracting the duc de Guiche, who would remain a friend for life. With his help, she not only learned to read and write, but to ride and to dance. Her natural tact and delicacy impressed everyone, and this soon developed into a refined appreciation for the arts. Her salon in Paris was frequented by the finest minds of the era—all the more remarkable in that Marie was still in her teens. She had also already suffered from the tuberculosis that would kill her.

Her affair with Dumas lasted for about a year. Sadly, there is no evidence that it was of as much importance to Marie as it was to the young writer. She continued to be supported by other admirers, and he was succeeded in her affections by the composer Liszt, who, however, balked at running away with her because he was afraid of catching her disease.

Marie lost her admirers in her final year, but managed to avoid debt by selling her jewels and gambling. She died at the age of twenty-three. Within five years, Dumas would immortalize a version of her that was sweeter and more virginal, but noticeably lacking any intellectual interests. He replaced those with an all-consuming interest in Duval/Dumas himself.



Discuss

[image: image]

1. In the real-life affair between Dumas and Marie Duplessis, Duplessis seems to have dumped him without much thought. How satisfying do you think it was to put words in the mouth of his unfaithful girlfriend and write an “official” version of the affair in which he was the love of her life? Also: how creepy? Could this be a category of stalking?

2. Do you think Dumas makes his Marguerite believable, or is she a male fantasy of a courtesan?

3. In the world of Camille, courtesans routinely “ruin” men by spending their entire inheritances on clothes, home furnishings, and jewels. They also, as in the case of Camille, happily go on to ruin themselves buying the same fripperies. How wrong (or right) do you think this behavior is, in the world of the courtesan? Is this what we would today call being a shopaholic?

4. In most twentieth-century romance novels, the lovers end up together at last, happy and safe. Which is more romantic—a happy ending or one where someone tragically croaks? (As we know, by the end of most twenty-first-century romance novels, both lovers are vampires, making this a moot point.)

5. Do you think Marguerite has to die because she is a “bad girl,” like The Girl Who Puts Out in a horror movie?


Bonus Book!

There are two main sources for Camille: Dumas’s real life, and Manon Lescaut. It is hard to tell which had the greater influence on Dumas’s book. Certainly, in spirit, the lady of the camellias seems like a sentimental nineteenth-century bowdlerization of the shameless eighteenth-century lass Manon.

Published in 1731, Manon Lescaut was a scandal and a blockbuster. The heroine has an on-again, off-again love affair with the Chevalier des Grieux, a nobleman who is cut off without a cent when he elopes with the lovely Manon. She, however, really cannot be expected to live without luxuries. For a while des Grieux manages to fund her habits by borrowing money he will never pay back, but whenever he is out of pocket, Manon simply leaves him for a richer man. At last, he takes her away to the wilderness of Louisiana, where she finally tragically dies as they are fleeing from justice through the Louisiana desert. (Louisiana has apparently changed dramatically since those times.)

A copy of Manon Lescaut sets the plot of Camille in motion, without, sadly, ever becoming a true MacGuffin. It MacGuffs for a mere instant before turning into a thematic element. Thereafter, almost every character brings it up in conversation, as if they are all members of a book club that is reading Manon Lescaut.



MADAME BOVARY (1857)

by Gustave Flaubert

[image: image]


When young Emma Rouault marries the provincial doctor Charles Bovary, she expects her life to be as glamorous and exciting as those she’s constantly reading about in the popular romances of the day. Instead she joins the stultifying world of the provincial middle class. (It’s called Madame Bovary for a reason.) Exceptionally unexceptional Charles fails to provide either passion or romance, and Emma plunges into affairs, debt, and then—well, what’s a girl to do? Particularly a girl who’s read Camille too many times? (Published two years before Madame Bovary, it was exactly the sort of book she’d be reading.)



Gustave flaubert (1821–1880)

Gustave Flaubert began his war with provincial propriety while still a boy, and all his works are expressly motivated by an overarching desire to strike a blow against a dull and complacent bourgeoisie. (We can only assume that living with his supremely bourgeois mother until he was fifty was a cleverly disguised part of his plan.) Madame Bovary, the first of his published works, was perhaps the most offensive: when it was serialized in 1856, Flaubert was prosecuted for immorality. Not only was he acquitted, his novel became a bestseller, and he went on to become the most influential novelist of his time, if not all time.

By creating gripping fiction out of life as it really was—however unromantic and banal—Flaubert was one of the founding fathers of literary realism. His legendary search for “le mot juste” (the exact right word) and the hours he put into crafting his sentences refocused the attention of the literary world on a writer’s style. This paved the way for later works created chiefly as showcases for beautiful writing.

One of the strengths of Flaubert’s fiction is his profound sympathy with women; his bourgeois mother was also a beloved friend. Flaubert never married, but he did have several passionate affairs. He was also one of the many men of his generation who treated a brothel as a home away from home, and despite his lifelong battle with convention, Flaubert was a traditional writer in at least two senses: he died broke, and of syphilis.


Madame Bovary: The Animatronic Ride

A tombstone in the small French village of Ry is engraved: DELPHINE DELAMARE, NÉE COUTURIER—MADAME BOVARY. Like Flaubert’s heroine, Delphine Delamare was the unsatisfied and adulterous second wife of a provincial doctor. She ran up debts and finally killed herself in 1848, a few years before Flaubert began his novel. His notebooks identify her as a key inspiration for the story.

The town scandal while she was alive, Delphine is now the town industry. Ry is a destination for literary tourists who visit—along with a café called Le Flaubert and the flower shop, Emma’s Garden—the Galerie Bovary et Musée d’Automates, where hundreds of automated figures act out scenes from the novel. The tombstone is a recent addition, installed by the chamber of commerce.



Discuss

[image: image]

1. First, do we even like this woman? When she dies, are we most:

a. happy

b. glad

c. relieved

d. worried that we’re going to die ourselves someday

Seriously, though, while reading the novel, did Emma have your sympathy? Did you feel she was cheated of the glamorous life she deserved, or that she was a selfish jerk?

2. In a way, all Emma Bovary wanted was to be Marguerite Gautier. Do you think, given different circumstances, she could have been? Would that be a happy ending?

3. The crisis in both Camille and Madame Bovary is not about love but about bad debts. Is romance connected to spending beyond your means?

4. Charles Baudelaire believed that “Flaubert could not prevent himself injecting virile blood into his creation, and Madame Bovary remained a man.” Do you think that’s fair? In fact, do you think a man can write from a woman’s point of view at all? What about if he takes female hormones? How might Madame Bovary have been different, if written by a woman?

5. What is Flaubert saying about love? Do you think he believed in any form of love? Do you agree with him? Is that what you tell your boyfriend?


[image: image] Read These Too:
 BOOKS ON TRANSGRESSIVE LOVE


Taboos come and go, but our fascination with them doesn’t—hence the many books that explore love in places we would never go ourselves. The cornerstone, of course, is [image: image] Lolita, Vladimir Nabokov’s poetic masterpiece about pedophile Humbert Humbert and Dolores Haze, the original nymphet. A. M. Homes gives us another hyperliterate child abuser in [image: image] The End of Alice, told through a jailed sex offender’s correspondence with a young female apprentice. Bolder than either, though—because true—is Catherine Millet’s memoir, [image: image] The Sexual Life of Catherine M. The eminent art critic’s catalogue of one-night stands and orgies shocked readers both here and at home in France. In Nicholson Baker’s [image: image] The Fermata, a voyeur’s dreams come true: his hero can stop time, and does so to act out his smutty adolescent fantasies. There’s no group sex in [image: image] Shattered Dreams: My Life as a Polygamist’s Wife, just the surprising, moving story of Irene Spencer, a fundamentalist Mormon who shared her husband with up to nine other wives for twenty-eight years. Families! What are you going to do? Hopefully, not what Kathryn Harrison did, which was grow up to have an affair with her long-absent father, as recounted in her disturbing memoir, [image: image] The Kiss. Incest, this time between a brother and sister, gets an almost wholesome portrayal in John Irving’s sprawling, funny [image: image] The Hotel New Hampshire.

Taboo takes many forms; from incest and debauchery we move on to stories of love in the face of prejudice. [image: image] White Mughals: Love and Betrayal in Eighteenth-Century India, by William Dalrymple, presents a sweeping, teeming, and fascinating picture of India, as a representative of the Empire crosses boundaries of race, religion, and propriety by converting to Islam and marrying into the local ruling class. In twentieth-century America, race was still an intransigent issue, but James Baldwin wasn’t content writing a great novel about growing up black; for his second novel, he wrote [image: image] Giovanni’s Room, one of the first honest portrayals of gay characters in mainstream fiction. For a lighter take on sexual orientation, try [image: image] Tipping the Velvet; Sarah Waters’s lesbian protagonists ride roughshod over the comfortable assumptions about gender in Victorian England. For the British, gender barriers may fall, but class barriers stand through the ages. This, at least, is the thesis of [image: image] Howard’s End, E. M. Forster’s classic portrayal of what happens when you pretend the classes can safely mix.

Finally, in the gently comic [image: image] Travels with My Aunt, a staid protagonist is amusingly shaken out of his very middle-class life by an aggressively unconventional aunt. She slowly teaches him to accept transgressions of every shape and size, in Graham Greene’s quirky take on the sixties novel of liberation.



ENDURING LOVE (1997)

by Ian McEwan

[image: image]


Science writer Joe Rose is out in the countryside, picnicking with his beloved Clarissa, when an attempt to be a Good Samaritan makes him party to a tragedy. Jed Parry, another chance passerby, sees Joe and falls madly, obsessively in love. As if that’s not bad enough, the love is mixed up with his determination to bring Joe to Jesus. Being stalked puts pressure on Joe’s relationship with the skeptical Clarissa, and their marriage begins to fray. When Joe goes to the police, they don’t take him seriously either. Holy moly! How’s Joe going to get out of this mess!?



Discuss

[image: image]

1. It is important to Joe Rose that he wasn’t the first one to let go of the balloon’s ropes. If he had been first, would that make him more culpable than if he was second? Did John Logan die a meaningless death?

2. Joe’s memory of the events in the restaurant is proven mistaken; he completely misreads Clarissa at a pivotal moment. Does this make the rest of his story seem less credible? Did you start to doubt him about Jed? Do you think Joe is as unattractive as he tells us he is? Do you think he could have been the first one to let go of the rope?

3. Given the circumstances, is Clarissa’s response to Joe unreasonable? If your spouse told you an unlikely story with flimsy evidence, would you believe them? For instance, if your spouse claimed to have been abducted by a UFO, would you believe them? Would your spouse believe you? Here’s a good test of love. Go tell your spouse you were abducted by aliens and that the aliens made you Ultimate Ruler of the Planet Earth. If your spouse does not believe you, get a divorce.

4. Are we supposed to think that Joe’s scientific explanations of love and other emotions are valid, or are they another misperception? Do you think science can ultimately explain everything? Do you want science to explain everything? If you don’t, why not? Are you afraid that the explanation for you will turn out to be really unflattering?

5. Why do we get the ending in an aside in the appendix? Was that disappointing? Would you have preferred to see Joe and Clarissa reconciled? What is the enduring love of the title? Why do we tend to read “enduring” as an adjective and not a verb?

CHILLY SCENES OF WINTER (1976)

by Ann Beattie

[image: image]


Charles is adrift in the oceanic inconsequentiality that is 1970s America. The only thing that still has meaning is his ex, Laura, who left him to return to her husband, a former football star nicknamed Ox. Charles spends the novel longing for her while skipping work to go for long walks, meeting and disappointing women, and having lengthy conversations with his witty and equally aimless friend Sam. Will Laura ever take him back? Will Charles ever get over her? Will winter ever really end?



Discuss

[image: image]

1. Charles sometimes feels cast adrift by the fact that the sixties came to an end and produced only the seventies. Is the historical backdrop important to the sense of drifting and meaninglessness that afflicts these characters?

2. Pete is hopelessly attached to Charles’s mother, just as Charles is hopelessly attached to Laura. In neither case does the true love mean much to its object. How valuable are loyalty and devotion when they are dedicated to someone who is indifferent? Are we halfway to Enduring Love territory here?

3. This book largely consists of meaningless details, stray thoughts, and straying conversations. (And in fact, so does life. Coincidence?) The details (“Charles looks through the rest of the mail: a fuel oil bill for $64.41; a letter from the Audubon Society, telling him that animals are dying. He can buy a set of ‘endangered species’ glasses or salt and pepper shakers with cardinals on them.”) and random thoughts (“He thought about how nice it would be to be a fish, a trout maybe, fanning his gills in the cold, dark water. A trout is a phallic symbol.” are among the great charms of this book. Why are things like this not as entrancing in real life? Would it be possible to cultivate an artistic appreciation for one’s own junk mail and idiotic musings?

4. While the only person who matters to Charles is Laura, he spends the entire book with Sam, Pamela, Betty, some guy, some woman. It’s a book of the conversations someone has while longing to be elsewhere, with someone else. Do you think that if Laura accepted him, Charles would then just start wanting someone else? Does this book take place in a world where people can’t have feelings for real people, but only for phantoms? Does the “dessert” motif suggest that Charles is really, hopelessly, trying to recover his mother?

5. Do you think Charles’s love for Laura could have a happy ending? Do you even want it to? Do you know of any cases where one-sided loves like this ended well?

THE PURSUIT OF LOVE (1945)

by Nancy Mitford

[image: image]


The Pursuit of Love tells the story of the large and colorful Radlett family (closely based on Mitford’s own aristocratic clan). The narrator is Fanny, a quiet cousin, often visiting the family seat of Alconleigh while her mother, known as “the Bolter,” is abroad with her latest husband/lover/passing fancy. Alconleigh is a fanciful child’s paradise; bluff Uncle Matthew is given to hunting his own children with bloodhounds, while his neighbor and archenemy Lord Merlin dyes his pigeons pink and dresses his whippets in diamond collars. The six Radlett children run wild in the countryside, tormenting each other and dreaming of future scandals and passions. The novel follows Fanny and her favorite Radlett, Linda, as they come of age and begin to pursue those passions in deadly earnest.




Bright Young People from Old Families

Nancy Mitford was one of six daughters of Lord Redesdale who were by turns famous, notorious, scandalous, and beloved. The sisters included Diana, who married Oswald Mosley, head of the British Union of Fascists; Unity, whose crush on her good friend Adolf Hitler culminated when she shot herself upon the outbreak of war; and Jessica, who became a prominent member of the Communist Party USA. All of the girls were educated at home, being taught little more, Nancy claimed, than French and horsemanship. Despite this, two of them became best-selling authors.

Nancy Mitford was one of the most notorious members of the upper-class crowd known as the Bright Young People, who came of age in England between the two World Wars. Chronicled by the gossip columns and scandal sheets of the day, they made frivolity a life’s mission. You’ve heard about Scott and Zelda in the fountain at the Plaza? Now imagine that Scott and Zelda were gay, had thirty-odd like-minded friends, and replace the fountain at the Plaza with a coke-fueled orgy. The reading public was almost as captivated by this flamboyant lot as the BYPs were with themselves. Evelyn Waugh, Nancy’s friend and fellow Bright Young Person, wrote the definitive portrait of their crowd in his novel Vile Bodies; his characters stagger glamorously from party to debauch, drawling, “This wine is so drunk-making,” until Waugh finally dumps them all on a battlefield in France. This prescience (the book was published in 1930) attests to the inner weariness BYPs felt for each other after several years of nights on the tiles.

In addition to being known for her novels and biographies, Nancy became notorious for the phrase “U and non-U.” The terms were actually invented by linguist Alan Ross to refer to upper-class and middle-class (non-upper) language. Nancy provided a glossary of usages in a lighthearted essay entitled “The English Aristocracy.” Generally, simpler, more direct language was U; more euphemism and frills were non-U. The toffs died while the middle managers passed on, and the upper-class mourners wiped away their tears with napkins as opposed to serviettes, etc. English aristocracy and the distinctions it outlined became a matter of much discussion on both sides of the Atlantic, with many articles debating what it all meant. There is no evidence Mitford herself thought it meant anything beyond a few hours’ entertainment at the expense of the U, the non-U, and all points between.



Discuss

[image: image]

1. The Radletts are part of an exclusive class that follows a fairly strict code of behavior, and has fairly impermeable boundaries. Is the class you belong to more or less penetrable? Would your book club be comfortable with a member who didn’t have the same customs and manners? Would you still say “of course” if her customs involved not bathing?

2. Royals and associated gentry were once assumed to be better and more deserving than other people. Nowadays, we don’t stand for that sort of talk, but there’s little chance you would be accepted by them as the right sort. Why do they nonetheless remain charming instead of being repellent? What if the lines were drawn at race instead of class?

3. Linda Radlett stays in London amidst the bombing, just in case her boyfriend might call, and then he doesn’t, with some excuse about a war. Typical male! Could you see yourself doing what Linda did? Would anyone do that for you? Is it romantic, sick, or both?

4. Linda never cared for her daughter Moira, and never had much interest in her. Is this a writerly conceit, or does that happen in real life? Have you seen it in real life? Do you find the open discussion of this liberating? Would you like to admit to the group that you’ve never cared for your kids? Go ahead. Nobody will think badly of you.

5. The Bolter left Fanny to the care of various family members. Would she have been a better mother to take her with her on her adventures? Fanny doesn’t seem to have suffered from her abandonment. Is that because people weren’t as upset by these things then? Can a child be indifferent to her mother in real life? Would you like to admit to the group that you’ve never cared for your mother?

THE BLOODY CHAMBER (1979)

by Angela Carter

[image: image]


Gothic meets Goth meets preschool in Angela Carter’s collection of skewed fairy tales. Carter preserves the power of old favorites like Beauty and the Beast while adding her own salacious, ferocious coloring. These tales feel deliciously dark even when—as she often does—Carter pulls a surprise happy ending out of her sleeve. And, after all, doesn’t every girl secretly long to languish between the paws of a tiger, a wolf, a lion, even if someone gets hurt?



Discuss

[image: image]

1. In Carter’s versions, fairy tales are about sex and power, power and sex. Do you think there’s something latent in the fairy tales that she’s discovered, or has she just shoehorned her own preoccupations into them?

2. Carter suggests that women helplessly crave bad-boy carnivores, an opinion supported by a recent market for romance novels featuring werewolves and vampires. Why would that be? Can you think of a male equivalent of this inhuman lust?

3. For her sadosexual themes, Carter has been described as a feminist, a postfeminist, and an antifeminist. Which do you think is most accurate? Can a woman write anything without being described as a feminist, a postfeminist, or an antifeminist?

4. Peter Ackroyd described Carter’s language as “so grandiose and verbose it can only transmit fantasies and visions—and no novel can survive for long on such a meagre diet.” Does Carter’s language strike you as a little overcooked? Does Peter Ackroyd’s?

5. These stories are in the mode commonly called “magical realism.” This mingles highly realistic elements, and even topical references (such as the material about World War I in The Lady of the House of Love), with fantastical story lines and events. In Carter’s case, part of the realist strain is a sometimes obvious political motivation. Is the mix working? Does that mix still seem radical?


[image: image] Read These Too: 
FANTASY NOVELS


Fantasy, once the sole preserve of pointy-hatted wizards and pointy-eared elves on quests to save the Sword of Power from the Evil Onager of Endor, has now expanded and changed beyond recognition. Here is a roundup of books, old and new, that explain the genre’s enduring appeal.

Lord Dunsany worked with Yeats and Lady Gregory, was both chess and pistol-shooting champion of Ireland, and invented the sword and sorcery genre in his spare time. His landmark novel, [image: image] The King of Elfland’s Daughter, tells the tale of a princess who first marries a mortal prince, then leaves him and is pursued by him into her enchanted homeland. It is the homeland, also, of the elves, unicorns, and comic trolls that would become industry standbys. Since then, entire literatures of Elfland have been written, but none so idiosyncratic and absorbing as Susanna Clarke’s [image: image] Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell, which offers an alternate history of the early nineteenth century. The two major magicians of the day deal with Napoleon, Lord Byron, and an incursion from the land of Faery. Hope Mirrlees’s [image: image] Lud-in-the-Mist is a version of foggy London, which has fairyland as a near neighbor; the book includes a murder mystery, a championing of aristocracy over the stodgy middle classes, and the fairyland appeal of madness.

A young boy attends wizard school, where his unusual talents are soon recognized, sparking poisonous rivalries with other boys. No, not Harry Potter (did we scare you?) but Ursula Le Guin’s precursor wiz kid Ged; in [image: image] The Earthsea Trilogy, he sails to the edge of the world, opposes ancient gods, and even travels into the land of death. Philip Pullman’s young heroine, Lyra, goes even farther—through parallel universes. In his much-beloved trilogy, [image: image] His Dark Materials, Lyra comes from a world in which everyone is accompanied by a daemon, a materialized soul that takes the form of an animal companion. Required reading for pet-lovers, fans of rogue children, and anyone interested in heroes who go to war against God Almighty in person. [image: image] The Neverending Story, by Michael Ende, starts with another child, Bastian. Picked on at school, he finds escape in a book that leads him to a different world, and another world, and another world, until his more unlikable qualities find expression in tyranny. We continue with [image: image] A Game of Thrones, the first book in George R. R. Martin’s sprawling A Song of Ice and Fire series. The action concerns political intrigues and wars in a land reminiscent of medieval England, but furnished with magical powers, dire wolves, and an approaching winter that will last for forty years.

Two practitioners of the contemporary fairy tale are Catherynne M. Valente and Argentine author Angélica Gorodischer. Valente’s [image: image] The Orphan’s Tales begins with a girl whose eyelids’ dark tattoo is made up of an infinite number of stories. Gorodischer’s [image: image] Kalpa Imperial is a series of fabulous tales from the history of a mythic empire, told in a lush and dilatory style. Emperors rise and fall amid a roiling swarm of bureaucrats; an era passes restlessly but without apparent consequence. The invented world of E. R. Eddison’s [image: image] The Worm Ouroboros is the planet Mercury, on which the cosmology of the Norse gods’ realm of Midgard has been recreated.

At the outskirts of the fantasy genre lie some literary freaks that make the word “weird” seem pale: Mervyn Peake’s [image: image] Gormenghast trilogy is the star example. There is no quest here, just a massive derelict castle full of derelict aristocrats and lackeys bearing names like Titus Groan, Abiatha Swelter, and Irma Prunesquallor. It is perhaps the greatest love-it-or-hate-it book in literature, inspiring rabid attachment in some. A more recent exercise in the unclassifiable is the work of Jeff VanderMeer; his collection [image: image] City of Saints and Madmen is a good introduction. Stuffed with footnotes, glossaries, and squid, these stories take place on the borderland between postmodern and make-believe, and are quickly becoming the standard other weirdness is measured against.



ENDLESS LOVE (1979)

by Scott Spencer

[image: image]


Most of us entertain the fantasy of finding our One Great Love, the kind of love people walk into burning buildings for, the kind of love that moves mountains and keeps the neighbors up all night. Fortunately for the neighbors, love like that generally stays where it belongs, in novels like Endless Love. Here David Axelrod recounts his mad passion for Jade Butterfield, and where it led them. As panting teens they go at it night and day, until Jade’s father bans David from the house. David does what anybody would do: sets the house on fire, so he can talk to Jade when they all come running out. Bad plan. But not even prison will keep him from her, and his youthful passion sustains him as he finds a way for them to be together, despite the inevitable letdown of growing up and being human. With bonus notorious sex scenes.



Discuss

[image: image]

1. Jade’s parents are presented as flighty hippies, and their permissive attitude toward the kids as irresponsible child rearing. Since all love-besotted teens don’t burn down houses, was there anything good about how they handled Jade and David? Are they being unfairly stigmatized because something went wrong? Do you wish your parents had been like this? That they hadn’t been?

2. Is David’s love a characteristic of adolescence, or can you be that crazy about somebody later in life? Can love that intense be healthy?

3. Endless Love begins in Chicago in the seventies. Would that story make sense set in the present? Would it seem less daring today to let your teenage daughter have sex? What about parents and kids taking acid together? How would it have been different if everybody in the novel had been on Facebook? Is stalking as fulfilling now that technology has made it so easy?

4. The only reasons David is not described as a stalker are that stalkers had not become ubiquitous yet, and that David is telling the story. Have you ever had a stalker? An almost-stalker? Did you ever brag about it?

5. Despite what David is describing, his voice is always measured. Is that tricking us into thinking he was reasonable? Is David crazy? Should he have been institutionalized? Seen from a certain point of view, is love itself a mental illness?

GENTLEMEN PREFER BLONDES (1925)

by Anita Loos

[image: image]


Gentlemen Prefer Blondes was a publishing sensation that made Anita Loos a standard-bearer for the flapper, the iconic bad girl of the Roaring Twenties. Flappers spent their lives at parties, were flamboyantly unchaste, and devoted to taking cocaine (which was then legal) and getting drunk (which was not). Loos’s gold digging minx, the unscrupulous Lorelei Lee, is presented in a spirit of irrepressible mischief and carnality. She is at once perfectly innocent and perfectly mercenary, a creature who never knew a selfless motive but also never had a malicious thought. Lorelei is never insincere but nothing she says is true. She is a delicious monster, a comic feminine shadow to Fitzgerald’s oh-so-earnest Gatsby.



Anita Loos (1888–1981)

Anita Loos was one of the most successful screenwriters in the era of silent movies and early talkies. She wrote hundreds of photoplays and screenplays as well as novels, memoirs, and several Broadway hits. She was also a devout clotheshorse and social butterfly—a fixture on the New York party scene well into old age. That age was kept fuzzy: she habitually shaved years off it until
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Gold Diggers in Literature







MARRIAGE, A HISTORY: HOW LOVE CONQUERED MARRIAGE (2005)

by Stephanie Coontz
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THE LAST OF THE WINE (1956)

by Mary Renault







Greek in the Biblical Sense
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GAY AND LESBIAN BOOKS









THE MARRIAGES BETWEEN ZONES THREE, FOUR AND FIVE (1980)

by Doris Lessing
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THE BLUE FLOWER (1995)

by Penelope Fitzgerald







Spry, Spry, Spry





What’s a Novalis?





Discuss
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