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			Agnès Martin-Lugand

			French novelist

			
					Born in Saint-Malo (France) in 1979.

					Notable works:	Happy People Read and Drink Coffee (self-published digital edition 2012, paperback edition 2013), novel

	Entre mes mains le bonheur se faufile (“Happiness Is Slipping Through My Fingers”, 2014), novel

	Don’t Worry, Life Is Easy (2015), novel




			

			After training as a clinical psychologist, Agnès Martin-Lugand worked in child protection for six years before devoting herself to writing. With a knack for analysing human behaviour and interpreting human nature, she creates characters that readers can identify with easily and places them in universally relatable situations. As of March 2017, she has published five novels, two of which have been translated into English.

		


		
			Happy People Read and Drink Coffee

			A tale of rebuilding

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Martin-Lugand, A. (2016) Happy People Read and Drink Coffee. Trans. Smith, S. New York: Weinstein.

					1st edition: 2012 (digital edition), 2013 (paperback edition)

					Themes: grief, death, loss, life, love, depression, rebuilding

			

			Towards the end of 2012, the publisher Michel Lafon acquired the rights to Les gens heureux lisent et boivent du café (the original French version of Happy People Read and Drink Coffee) following the novel’s meteoric success on digital publishing platforms after being rejected by several other traditional publishing companies. However, those rejections had done nothing to curb Agnès Martin-Lugand’s motivation, and she had decided to try her luck with self-publishing. A wise decision, as it turns out: the novel was an immediate success, and featured on Amazon’s list of the 100 best-selling Kindle titles within mere weeks. The paperback edition published in 2013 has sold over 300 000 copies, and demand for the novel has been so high that the original French version has been translated into multiple languages. But Happy People Read and Drink Coffee’s success story does not end there – the Weinstein Company has purchased the rights to adapt the novel for the big screen.

			Furthermore, the author published a sequel in 2015, which was translated into English in 2017 under the title Don’t Worry, Life is Easy.

		


		
			Summary

			On the edge of the abyss in Paris

			Diane is perfectly happy: her husband Colin and her daughter Clara fill her life with joy. Along with her gay friend Felix, she owns a cosy literary café called “Happy People Read and Drink Coffee”. But a car accident suddenly brings all her happiness crashing down around her.

			When Diane arrives at the A&E with Felix, Clara is already dead and Colin is very seriously injured. When he learns that Colin will not survive, Felix decides not to tell him of Clara’s death to allow him to pass away in peace. Colin therefore makes him promise to look after his wife and his daughter, and dies soon after. In the space of a few short hours, Diane has lost everything she held dearest. When the time comes to say goodbye to her daughter, she runs out of the hospital. Unable to accept reality, she refuses to attend as they are placed in their coffins. However, her parents are determined to persuade her to abide by tradition and attend the funeral. Too exhausted to stand up to them, she agrees to go and stays close to Felix throughout the ceremony.

			The next time the reader encounters Diane, a year has passed but she is unable to move on. She is stuck in the past, in that moment when she lost everything. She has become a recluse, incessantly reliving her memories of those events and falling deeper and deeper into depression. She wears her late husband’s clothes, rarely showers and only uses her daughter’s soap, has no appetite and no longer cleans her flat. Drowning in misery, she refuses to go out or work and is prone to bursting into tears at any moment. 

			Felix is the only person who is able to reach her, and is her only real link to the outside world. He tries in vain to drag his friend out of her lethargy.

			Feeling like a prisoner, like she is suffocating, Diane decides to run away – from her flat, from her parents, from her past. She decides to move to Mulranny in Ireland in remembrance of her late husband, who had dreamed of going on holiday there. Felix and her parents are against the idea, believing that she is in no fit state to be travelling alone. Determined to prove them wrong, Diane embarks on the journey, and on the quest to rebuild her life, alone.

			Learning to live again in Ireland

			When she arrives on the island, Diane meets Abby and Jack, the owners of the cottage she is renting in Mulranny. Despite the change of scenery, she soon falls back into her old depressive habits, refusing to go out and meet the locals. While visiting her landlords, she meets their nephew, Edward, who lives in the cottage next to hers. Her first impression of him is that he is very hostile, antisocial and condescending. Every time they cross paths, it ends in a blazing row. And for good reason: he is rude, does not hesitate to show his displeasure at having a neighbour, and is completely opposed to the idea of inviting her to Abby and Jack’s Christmas party. However, their relationship gradually evolves, especially after Edward saves her when she tries to drown herself.

			Thanks to Edward, Diane regains her zest for life and emerges from her solitude. They begin a relationship, and as she rediscovers feelings she had thought were lost to her forever (the joy of getting ready for a date, desire for another, the fun of going out, etc.), Edward learns to trust and confide in others. He invites Diane to his haven, the Aran Islands. This invitation is a symbol of the intimacy and love that is blooming between them.

			When they return, their bliss is shattered by the arrival of Megan, Edward’s ex-girlfriend, who tries to stop their budding romance in its tracks. Edward’s behaviour towards Diane changes, and he even asks her to return home. Disoriented by such a drastic change in circumstances, the young woman tries to figure out what happened between the two former lovers. She learns from Edward’s sister Judith that the two of them had shared a passionate romance, and that Megan had managed to gain Edward’s trust, but she ended up cheating on him. The two women become rivals, fighting for Edward’s love, and eventually force him to choose between them.

			Edward realises that there is no future for him with Megan, and tells her to go home. He then declares his love for Diane, but she realises that she does not feel ready. She admits that she cannot forget about her late husband, Colin, and that she will not be able to make a commitment until she has closure over his death. Diane decides to return to Paris, because she realises that her path towards healing and acceptance leads back there, and she leaves Mulranny and Edward with tear-filled eyes.

			Life in Paris

			Upon her return to Paris, she takes a taxi to the literary café that she had entrusted to Felix, and the two friends share a joyful reunion. Noticing that the café is falling into disrepair, she decides to bring order and life back to the establishment that she holds so close to her heart. She moves into the empty, dusty flat above the café, creating a fresh start for herself and taking back control of her business and her life.

			In the end, she needs nothing more than the people who love her and the work she adores to rebuild her life. Starting over from scratch, she buys new dishes and orders new books to brighten up her workplace. She is finally ready to go out and meet people; she is on the road towards healing and she can finally look to the future without fearing that yesterday’s sorrows will rear their head once more.

		


		
			Character study

			Diane

			A loving wife to Colin and a doting mother to Clara, Diane opens a literary café called “Happy People Read and Drink Coffee” with Felix, a quirky family friend. She has everything she needs to be happy.

			After the death of the two pillars of her life, she is plunged into such deep depression and apathy that nothing, not even her best friend, seems capable of drawing her back out. She shuts herself in her flat like a hermit and seeks solace in the past, searching in vain for traces of her loved ones’ presence, even a mere whiff of their scent.

			When she leaves for Ireland and abandons her old life, it reawakens her desire to live and brings her personality to the surface – a strong, distinctive personality at that, with one emotion in particular providing her with a tether back to reality: anger. She is angry with her neighbour Edward’s rudeness and indifference, with herself, with the universe that took her two loved ones away from her, and with a rival who tries to sever a fragile new connection that is blossoming into love. Little by little, Diane rediscovers the joys of life: listening to music, dancing, wearing beautiful clothes, taking care of her appearance, etc.

			Through Edward, she is able to overcome her fears, such as forgetting about her deceased loved ones or being forced to face life head-on. He is also the one who helps her fight her fear of heights by taking her to the edge of a cliff. With him by her side, she dares to look down and overcome her phobia. Their adventures on the Aran Islands bring her a sense of freedom, giving her the push she needs to breathe again and giving her a foretaste of the happiness she could rediscover, and the place she could find in the world of the living: “I feel free here” (p. 151). She regains a certain degree of peace and, most importantly, begins to believe in life and love again.

			Felix

			Felix is Diane’s most loyal friend, who mostly appears at the start of the novel while Diane is living in Paris. Always clad in ripped jeans and skin-tight t-shirts, he is an archetypal gay best friend. He is very flighty and leads a hedonistic life, seldom doing any work, and lets the literary café fall into neglect in his friend’s absence.

			However, he provides his friend with tremendous moral support after the deaths of Colin and Clara: he is the one that Diane goes to during the funeral, and he is the one who comforts her when she falls apart during her first visit to the cemetery. He also acts as an intermediary between Diane and her parents, who struggle to understand their daughter’s reactions. He salvages a few important objects (notably the coffee machine which had been a gift from Colin) when his friend’s parents and parents-in-law have her belongings moved out of her marital home – objects with which she is reunited when she moves into the flat above the café. Although he constantly comes to her aid, he also treats her like a child and doubts her ability to face the world alone, because she cannot meet her own physical and psychological needs. In the end, it is thanks to him that she leaves Paris for Ireland and decides to take her life back into her own hands.

			Edward

			The reader first sees Edward through Diane’s eyes. The portrait that she initially paints of him is less than flattering: “His rugged face and scornful expression made me feel no warmth towards him. […] The more I looked at him, the more unappealing I found him. He didn’t smile. He reeked of arrogance” (p. 54).

			Edward lives in the cottage next to Diane’s and is Abby and Jack’s nephew. A photographer by trade, he spends countless hours alone by the seashore. He often retreats to the Aran Islands, his secret haven where he likes to recharge.

			Rude, impolite and disinclined to obey the social conventions that neighbours usually adhere to, he shows utter disinterest and even hostility towards those around him, including his new neighbour. The author suggests several explanations for this behaviour, including the loss of his mother, who died while giving birth to his younger sister Judith. Following this, he often clashed with his father, who barely looked after his children any more, and his bitterness is exacerbated even further after a failed romance from which
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