
		
			[image: Cover for Writers Between the Covers]
		

	
		
			A PLUME BOOK

			WRITERS BETWEEN THE COVERS

			
			
				[image: ShannonMcKennaSchmidt_cr_Brian_Rendon_copy.tif]
			

			
				©Brian Schmidt

			

			
				[image: JoniRendonPhoto_cr_Steven_Rendon_copy.tif]
			

			
				©Steven Rendon

			

			
			SHANNON MCKENNA SCHMIDT and JONI RENDON are the authors of Novel Destinations: Literary Landmarks from Jane Austen’s Bath to Ernest Hemingway’s Key West.

			Shannon has written for Arrive, National Geographic Traveler, Shelf Awareness, and other publications. A former New Jersey resident, she is traveling full-time in the United States and abroad. 

			Joni’s work has appeared in National Geographic Traveler, Travel + Leisure, BookPage, The Writer, and on Bookreporter.com. Currently, she resides in London, England.


		

		
	
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			PLUME

			Published by the Penguin Group 
Penguin Group (USA), 375 Hudson Street,
New York, New York 10014, USA

			[image: 64684.jpg]

			USA | Canada | UK | Ireland | Australia | New Zealand | India | South Africa | China Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
For more information about the Penguin Group visit penguin.com

			First published by Plume, a member of Penguin Group (USA), 2013

			[image: 64679.jpg] REGISTERED TRADEMARK—MARCA REGISTRADA

			Copyright © Shannon McKenna Schmidt and Joni Rendon, 2013 
All rights reserved. No part of this product may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

			LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA
Schmidt, Shannon McKenna, 1971–

			 Writers between the covers : the scandalous romantic lives of legendary literary 
casanovas, coquettes, and cads / Shannon McKenna Schmidt and Joni Rendon.

			       pages cm

			 Includes bibliographical references.

			 ISBN 978-0-698-14681-5 (eBook)

			 1. Authors—Relations with women. 2. Authors—Relations with men. I. Rendon, 
 Joni, 1972– II. Title. 

			 PN481.S36 2013

			 700.92'2—dc23

			 [B]                           2013015840

		

	
		
			To Brian and Steve

			

		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			Dedication

			Introduction

			Part One: Folie à Deux

			Some Like It Hot: Arthur Miller

			Three’s a Crowd    

			The Love Song of T. S. Eliot

			Breaking Up Is Hard to Do    

			Beautiful and Damned: F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald

			Cougars and Cradle Robbers    

			All War, No Peace: Leo Tolstoy

			Fight Club    

			Part Two: Bad Boys, Scoundrels, and Rogues              

			Hell Hath No Fury: Ernest Hemingway

			Behind Every Successful Man    

			The Alpha Mailer: Norman Mailer

			Mad About You (Edgar Allan Poe)    

			Mad, Bad, and Dangerous to Know: Lord Byron

			Natural-Born Lady-Killers    

			Never Curse Me: Gustave Flaubert

			Six Degrees of Copulation    

			Go Your Own Way: The Beats

			If These Walls Could Talk    

			Part Three: The Joy of Sex

			Sexistentialism: Simone de Beauvoir

			The Art of Seduction    

			Web of Lies: Anaïs Nin

			Lawrence in Lust (D. H. Lawrence)    

			Shock and Awe: Tennessee Williams

			Talk Dirty to Me (James Joyce)    

			Part Four: Unlucky in Love

			Sweet Sorrow: Karen Blixen (Isak Dinesen)

			Happily Never After (Carson McCullers)    

			House of Secrets: Daphne du Maurier

			Lonely Heart (Emily Dickinson)    

			Parisian Passion: Edith Wharton

			The Wit of a Wounded Woman (Dorothy Parker)    

			Part Five: Your Cheating Heart

			A Tale of Two Dickenses: Charles Dickens

			Covert Affairs    

			Turbulent Times: Frederick Douglass

			Mr. Not So Nice Guy (Richard Wright)    

			Born to Be Wilde: Oscar Wilde

			The Pursuit of Pleasure    

			Part Six: Paradise Lost

			Runaway Romantics: Percy Bysshe Shelley and Mary Shelley

			Tragic Turns    

			Eclipse of the Heart: Voltaire

			Eternal Flames    

			A Marriage of Minds: Virginia Woolf

			Romance with Death (Sylvia Plath)    

			Part Seven: This Side of Paradise

			Count the Ways: Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning

			How Do I Love Thee?    

			Romantic Suspense: Agatha Christie

			Awake Ye Muses Nine    

			Delicious Dish: Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas

			First Impressions    

			Come Sail Away: Robert Louis Stevenson

			You’ve Got Mail    

			Acknowledgments

			Notes

			Select Bibliography

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			What went on behind the doors of great writers’ lairs? It’s easy to envision solitary geniuses deep in contemplation, with only ink-stained manuscripts for company. What you’ll actually find are sex symbols enjoying bacchanal romps and soul mates in the throes of passionate affairs of the heart.

			We first became intrigued by the subject of writers’ romantic lives while researching our previous book, Novel Destinations. Visiting the homes and haunts where famed writers lived, loved, and found inspiration, we repeatedly found ourselves sidetracked by the “love” aspect. Intriguing and surprising details emerged about their unorthodox and salacious behavior, inspiring us to delve deeper into their amorous entanglements.

			Where exactly was the secret door that Victor Hugo used as an escape route for his mistress? Was it true that Charles Dickens had a thing for his sister-in-law? Like the nosy tourists who rented telescopes to spy on Lord Byron and the Shelleys during their summer on Lake Geneva, we wanted the inside scoop on the famous (and not so famous) hookups, makeups, and breakups of our literary idols.

			Initially, we had glamorous notions of what hitching yourself to a writer was like—the fame! the glory! the romance!—but as we came to discover, love could be a dangerous game for the other half of a creative coupling. You could wind up stabbed in the back (Adele Mailer), alcoholic (Caitlin Thomas), institutionalized (Vivienne Eliot), alcoholic and institutionalized (Zelda Fitzgerald), or relegated to the role of caretaker (Leonard Woolf).

			Some writers should come with a warning label. The same qualities that enabled many a successful wordsmith to bare his soul to the world—egotism, self-absorption, or plain old emotional intensity—often made him a lousy romantic partner. What’s more, the world is uniquely forgiving of artistic types. Some, like Norman Mailer—whose violence, his editor claimed, was necessary to work up the courage to write—didn’t even need to come to their own defense. They got away with unsavory behavior because, after all, they were artists. And aren’t artists supposed to be bohemian, mysterious, and unpredictable?

			It’s practically a job requirement that writers live with greater intensity than the average joe. It shouldn’t surprise us, then, that someone unshackled from the confines of traditional morality is more likely to turn out innovative, courageous prose than a kindly Ward Cleaver with a standing Saturday “date night.” After all, Lord Byron didn’t worry about a few shocking lines in his poem Don
				Juan, having bedded his sibling and been publicly dumped by his wife. On the contrary, he got a rush from scandalizing society with his prose as much as with his libidinous activities.

			One wonders, would Tender Is the Night have been written if the Fitzgeralds’ own marriage hadn’t come undone in the south of France? Could T. S. Eliot have imagined the bleak world of The
				Waste without being driven to the brink of madness by his bipolar wife?

			For other writers, a stalwart better half was the secret weapon that cemented their fame. Sophia Tolstoy hand transcribed the epic War and Peace seven times. Virginia Woolf’s oeuvre largely owes its existence to her husband, Leonard, who for years kept her from heeding the call of the river Ouse. Gertrude Stein only became famous after channeling the voice of her longtime love Alice B. Toklas.

			What makes literary romances so engrossing is that they are often documented in titillating detail in the writer’s own hand. The most well-known epistolary lovebirds, Robert and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, exchanged nearly six hundred missives while courting. Others used the humble letter to fill the void in the days before phone sex and Internet porn. James Joyce’s blushworthy correspondence waxed poetic about the eroticism of his wife’s flatulence, while Henry Miller used letters to prime Anaïs Nin for an upcoming “literary fuck fest.” She, by turn, used her sexcapades as fodder for her famed erotic diaries.

			The jaw-dropping pairing of nerdy playwright Arthur Miller and sex symbol Marilyn Monroe showed that opposites can indeed attract, at least initially. But it appeared far more common for writers to choose partners similar to them, although even then a happy outcome was far from guaranteed. Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire and his brainy mistress bonded in the science lab and in the bedroom. Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre shared a café table, a passion for philosophy, and a fondness for seducing their students. The very thing Ernest Hemingway and Martha Gellhorn had in common, war reporting, is what eventually led them to draw their own personal battle lines.

			Our constant refrain while researching Writers Between the Covers was, “You can’t make this stuff up.” And you can’t. Nor would you want to. When it comes to literary love lives, truth usually proves to be stranger (and more scandalous) than fiction.
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			[image: 006.tif]

			Folie à Deux

			
		

	
		
			Some Like It Hot

			ARTHUR MILLER

			[image: 006.tif]

			A suicide kills two people, Maggie, that’s what it’s for!

			—Arthur Miller, After the Fall

			He was America’s greatest living playwright; she was its most celebrated sex symbol. When Arthur Miller wed Marilyn Monroe, it was the start of a volatile, tempestuous relationship that lasted less than five years but haunted him for decades.
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			“It was like running into a tree! You know—like a cool drink when you’ve got a fever,” gushed blonde bombshell Marilyn Monroe after her first encounter with bespectacled playwright Arthur Miller, eleven years her senior. The unlikely pair had spent hours dancing and flirting at a Hollywood party, where the married father of two sensually rubbed Marilyn’s toe as they gazed into each other’s eyes. With only minor film roles under her belt, the twenty-five-year-old starlet was not yet famous when she met Miller in 1951. The playwright, on the other hand, had recently been crowned the titan of American theater after his dramatic masterpiece Death of a Salesman garnered both a Pulitzer and a Tony.

			As Miller’s career exploded, his marriage to college sweetheart Mary Slattery began foundering. By the time he met Monroe, “he was starved for sexual relief,” said friend and film director Elia Kazan. Like most men, Miller was mesmerized by Marilyn’s sensuality, while she was instantly smitten with his gentlemanly manners, intellectualism, and respect for her acting abilities. He insisted she had the chops to make it on Broadway at a time when no one was taking her ambition seriously.

			Despite their mutual infatuation, the principled playwright was reluctant to begin an affair on the heels of a previous dalliance that had left him racked with guilt. Attempting to bury his feelings for Marilyn, he dutifully returned home to Brooklyn and didn’t see the actress again for four years.

			As her career skyrocketed, Marilyn dated many men and famously wed Joe DiMaggio, yet she continued to carry a torch for Miller. He was the first man to treat her as something more than a sex object, and she saw in him a protector and father figure whom she would eventually take to calling “Papa.” When her whirlwind marriage to the Hall of Fame slugger ended after just nine months, the ambitious actress left Hollywood to hone her craft in New York. Once there, she didn’t spend long licking her wounds and soon embarked on a clandestine courtship with the unhappily married playwright.

			“She was a whirling light to me then, all paradox and enticing mystery,” Miller wrote of the radiant, complex blonde whose glamorous, ditzy image belied her hidden depths and internal anguish. His fierce attraction to her was a combination of lust mingled with pity inspired by her troubled childhood. Born fatherless and unwanted, Marilyn was initially raised by her schizophrenic mother before being placed in foster care. The sensitive playwright was deeply moved by her tragic story and thought he could rescue Marilyn from her demons. 

			Despite the couple’s vast differences, each found unmet needs fulfilled by the other. While Marilyn’s deep-rooted insecurity and low self-esteem were buoyed by the brainy playwright, Miller’s ego received a boost from having the most desirable woman in America on his arm. Like any ordinary couple, they enjoyed simple pleasures like bike riding, swimming, taking long walks, and listening to jazz records.

			In the summer of 1956, Miller took the anguished step of divorcing his wife to marry the movie star. Even before the marriage took place, he found himself unprepared for the aggressive media attention that accompanied Marilyn’s celebrity and engulfed everyone in her orbit. Once their engagement was announced, “the Great American Brain” and “the Great American Body” were dogged by paparazzi until the time of their divorce.

			The sheer unlikelihood of their coupling—“Egghead Weds Hourglass” screamed newspaper headlines—brought their union much unwanted attention. Negative predictions and snap judgments were doled out by pundits like Truman Capote, who quipped the marriage could be called “Death of a Playwright.” Marilyn’s camp also discouraged the nuptials, concerned that her all-American image would be tarnished by Miller’s “unpatriotic” leftist politics.

			Despite Marilyn’s prewedding declaration that she wanted to make fewer movies and cultivate her domestic side, it appeared domesticity would have to wait. Two weeks into the marriage, the world’s most famous newlyweds touched down in England. The actress was due to star with Laurence Olivier in The Prince and
				the Showgirl, which thrust Miller into his own unexpected role as her caretaker, psychiatrist, parent, and chief apologist. He was shocked by his bride’s Jekyll-and-Hyde transformation on the movie set, where the intense pressure she placed on herself to perform opened a Pandora’s box of anxieties and insecurities.

			In order to cope, Marilyn self-medicated with an arsenal of prescription drugs, a predilection that came as yet another nasty surprise to Miller. He recorded his frustrations and doubts about her in a notebook, which Marilyn had the misfortune to discover. The contents of the journal sent her reeling, and the incident (later incorporated into Miller’s play After the Fall) fueled her explosive temper and paranoia. To soothe her frayed nerves, she began hitting the bottle before filming, a volatile combination with her uppers and downers. Miller bore the brunt of her erratic mood swings and likened her to a smashed vase: “It is a beautiful thing when it is intact, but the broken pieces are murderous and they can cut you.”

			Some of Marilyn’s emotional difficulties during the making of the movie could be blamed on an unexpected pregnancy, the first of three with Miller that she was unable to carry to term. The actress yearned to have a child, and each miscarriage sent her into a fresh spiral of depression, contributing to her multiple suicide attempts.

			Although the couple’s relationship never recovered from the battering it took on the movie set, there were occasional happy times, particularly when Marilyn was away from the stress of performing. She did take a stab at domesticity (once humorously drying homemade pasta with a hair dryer), and together they frolicked on the beach in the Hamptons and oversaw the restoration of their nineteenth-century Connecticut farmhouse.

			But even at home, their glaring differences became impossible to ignore. Miller’s work depended on privacy and quiet, while Marilyn, like an exotic hothouse flower, required constant attention. She had no hobbies and few close friends; according to their maid, most of her time was spent sleeping, seeing her psychiatrist, attending acting lessons, and looking at herself in the mirror. Marilyn hated being alone and resented the time her husband spent trying to write, at one point raging, “I’m in a fucking prison and my jailer is named Arthur Miller. . . . Every morning he goes into that goddamn study of his, and I don’t see him for hours and hours. . . . And here I am, just sitting around; I haven’t a goddamn thing to do.”

			Selfishly, she failed to recognize that the enormity of her needs smothered her husband’s creativity. For the duration of their marriage, Miller wrote no new plays as he gave himself over to being Marilyn’s protector and go-between with unhappy directors and studio executives. Such self-sacrificing devotion led Norman Mailer to deride him as “the most talented slave in the world.”

			In the summer of 1958, the actress flew to Los Angeles to film Some Like It Hot. Miller stayed behind to work but was soon forced to uproot himself after she was hospitalized for an overdose. Her unprofessionalism on the set—consistently being hours late, failing to memorize her lines (just saying “Where’s the bourbon?” required fifty-nine takes), and being rude to coworkers—caused the usual problems, requiring Miller to stay and attempt to glue her back together.

			After filming wrapped, Marilyn suffered another miscarriage. While she recuperated, her despairing husband hit on the idea of turning his short story “The Misfits” into a film for her. The movie would give Marilyn the type of serious role she craved, which Miller hoped would rouse her out of her depression and bring them closer together. Bizarrely, Marilyn seemed less than enthusiastic about the project, only reluctantly signing on after John Huston was secured as the director. Miller’s feelings—and ego—were crushed by her reaction.

			While the screenplay and casting were in the works, Marilyn starred in Let’s Make Love and had a highly publicized fling with her costar, Yves Montand. Although the married actor fled to France as soon as filming was over, the groundwork was laid for disastrous conditions on the set of The Misfits. “By the time we got to make the film . . . we were no longer man and wife,” said the defeated playwright.

			Over the next four months, as they filmed on location in Nevada, the two were barely on speaking terms. Marilyn heaped scorn and hostility on her husband, refusing to pose together in photos and often screaming insults at him. She once drove off without him after a day of filming, forcing him to trek through the desert until he was spotted alongside the road and rescued by John Huston. Miller stoically ignored the ill-treatment so the production wouldn’t face further delays and disruption.

			Meanwhile, Marilyn’s chaotic, drug-fueled behavior reached new extremes. In addition to her chronic tardiness and ill-preparedness, she would often appear dazed and disoriented and was even spotted riding a hotel elevator in the nude. In the midst of filming, she was hospitalized for “exhaustion,” which in actuality was the director’s attempt to lessen her dependence on barbiturates.

			Miller later said of the doomed movie, “What’s very sad is that I had written it to make Marilyn feel good. And for her, it resulted in complete collapse.” In the semiautobiographical role he wrote for her, Marilyn played a beautiful, sensitive divorcée who is disappointed with marriage but arouses the interest of three very different men. The rawness of the role, which stripped the movie star of her trademark glamour and glitz, gave her talent the chance to shine.

			Rather than being grateful, Marilyn became convinced, as she did on every movie set, that she was being victimized. By the time filming wrapped, in the fall of 1960, she had announced her separation from Miller. In the end, each had married an idea of the other that could not be sustained. “I think we believed we’d complement each other. Of course that was a mistake,” rued Miller.

			Although The Misfits signaled the death of his marriage, it opened a surprising new door. Once back in New York, Miller was viewing movie stills when chemistry sparked with Inge Morath, one of the photographers who documented the making of the film. Inge reluctantly accepted the playwright’s lunch invitation, bringing along a coworker as a buffer. “I thought Arthur would be a sad person,” she said, “but he turned out to be a very funny man.”

			The globe-trotting photographer, whose high-powered career meant she was rarely in one place for more than a few days, was the polar opposite of Marilyn. “Inge was a great relief, because she didn’t need anybody nursing her along,” admitted Miller. Soon into their relationship, he was inspired to write his play After the Fall, which centers on a twice-married man redeemed through the love of a third woman. When it opened on Broadway in 1964, audiences reacted angrily to its thinly veiled portrayal of Marilyn as a self-destructive singer who dies of an overdose, just as the star herself had died eighteen months earlier. Although Miller had begun working on the play well before Marilyn’s death, he was accused of exploiting the martyred actress for his own dramatic purposes.

			Insisting the work was “neither more nor less autobiographical” than his other plays, Miller penned an elaborate protestation of his innocence for Life magazine. What the public didn’t know was that the playwright was using the stage to examine his conflicted feelings about proposing to Inge. His dismal track record had made him gun-shy about marriage, but the third time proved a charm. He later described his forty years with Inge as “the best of my life.”

			Despite Miller’s unexpected happiness and salvation, it was never enough to absolve his guilt over Marilyn. His failure to save her—and salvage their marriage—continued to haunt him until his death. At the age of eighty-seven he wrote his last play, Finishing
				the Picture, about their experience working together on The Misfits. Perhaps by exhuming Marilyn one last time on the stage, he was able to bury her ghost along with his own personal demons.
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			Playboy poet Ezra Pound slyly justified his infidelity by claiming a correlation between his ability to seduce and his creativeness. For him and other writers, love triangles endured for decades, often turned out badly, and occasionally led to unusual friendships.

			~ Too close for comfort. Ezra Pound and his wife moved in with his mistress after German troops took over the Italian town where they lived during World War II. For nearly two years, he was “pent up with two women who loved him, whom he loved, and who coldly hated each other,” said his daughter of the strained living arrangements. Pound maintained relationships with both women simultaneously for an astounding fifty years.

			~ Master of two mistresses. Victorian novelist Wilkie Collins’s aversion to marriage didn’t stop him from setting up households with two different women. One moved into his London abode, pretending to be his housekeeper, while his second paramour and their three children lived in another part of town under an assumed name.

			~ Share and share alike. E. M. Forster was a witness at the registry-office ceremony when his lover, policeman Bob Buckingham, married nurse May Hockey. For decades, the energetic lawman divided his time between his wife and the writer. The two competitors started out as adversaries but eventually became such close friends that May nursed Forster in his final days.

			~ Put it in writing. Serial philanderer Kingsley Amis always went back to his wife—until he fell for fellow novelist Elizabeth Jane Howard. On a last getaway together, his spurned spouse aired her grievances. As Amis snoozed poolside, she scrawled on his back in lipstick, “1 fat Englishman. I fuck anything.”

			~ Crime of passion. One mistress wasn’t enough for Victor Hugo, whose insatiable sexual appetite got him arrested after he was caught with Léonie Biard, an artist’s wife. Tipped off by Léonie’s jealous husband, a detective found the amorous pair in flagrante delicto in a Parisian love nest Hugo kept just for such purposes. While the writer was ultimately freed, under the sexist French legal system, Léonie was sent to jail. Hugo’s wife took up the shamed woman’s cause, pleased that his beloved, longtime mistress Juliette Drouet had a rival.

			

		

	
		
			The Love Song of T. S. Eliot

			T. S. ELIOT
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			What we call the beginning is often the end. And to make an end is to make a beginning. The end is where we start from.

			—T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding

			During his disastrous honeymoon, T. S. Eliot reportedly spent the night in a deck chair while his bride barricaded herself inside their hotel room. The neurotic pair’s eighteen-year partnership produced numerous nervous breakdowns and some of the twentieth century’s finest poetry.
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			“The truth will all come out, if not in our life—then after it,” promised Vivienne Eliot, wife of famed modernist poet T. S. (Thomas Stearns) Eliot, from the asylum where she had been committed against her will in 1938. She blamed Eliot’s cruelty for causing her breakdown and longed for the world to know her side of the story.

			Although she was eccentric and plagued by a nervous disposition, Vivienne may not have been the “mad” Ophelia that history has made her out to be. Decades after her death in 1947, her brother, who signed her incarceration papers, admitted, “It was only when I saw Vivie in the asylum for the last time I realised I had done something very wrong. . . . She was as sane as I was.” Like Zelda Fitzgerald, the neurotic wife of another famous writer, Vivienne died while institutionalized.

			She had spent her last hours of freedom wandering the streets of London in a delusional state, not unlike the tortured wife in Eliot’s poem The Waste Land, who proclaims in desperation, “I shall rush out as I am, and walk the street.” When her brother was summoned to collect her, he wrote alarmingly to the vacationing poet that Vivienne was “full of the most fantastic suspicions. She asked me if it was true that you had been beheaded.”

			Vivienne’s grip on reality had steadily loosened after Eliot deserted her five years earlier. Coldly, he had informed her of his desire to separate in a letter from his solicitor, sent while he was abroad teaching. His cowardly action avoided a painful confrontation, which he continued to forestall after his return to England by going into hiding.

			Denied even the chance to meet with her husband, Vivienne refused to accept their breakup and became convinced she could change his mind if she could only speak to him again in person. Eliot refused, insisting through his lawyers that further discussions were “fruitless and unnecessary.” His abrupt and inexplicable withdrawal would have driven even the sanest of wives to the brink, but for a woman already plagued by abandonment issues, it spelled disaster. Overcome with a growing sense of helplessness and hysteria, Vivienne began to stalk him.

			Her attempts to track him down through the passport office and their dentist were foiled by his frequent moves, and she took to haunting his workplace. Embarrassingly, she would sit weeping in the waiting room while Eliot slipped out the back door, alerted by a special ring from his secretary. Evenings would find her canvassing performances of his plays, hoping for a sighting.

			Out of options, she attempted to place an advertisement in theTimes personals, which the newspaper withheld from publication. The ad pleaded: “Will T. S. Eliot please return to his home 68 Clarence Gate Gardens which he abandoned Sept. 17th, 1932.” Even after bailiffs raided her apartment to repossess her estranged husband’s belongings, she clung to the hope that he might return and would often leave the door ajar.

			After three long years, Vivienne’s perseverance was briefly rewarded when she tracked Eliot down at a book signing. She approached him but was swiftly rebuffed: “I cannot talk to you now,” Eliot said dismissively, before rushing off. He never again made an effort to see her, either before or during her nine-year incarceration. Although he was said to be acting on the advice of her doctors, his complete disengagement seems unfeeling and inhumane.

			When Vivienne’s brother rang in 1947 to tell him she had unexpectedly died (possibly from a deliberate overdose), the poet is said to have become profoundly distressed, crying out, “Oh God, oh God.” Despite his conviction that leaving had been a necessary act of self-preservation, he was nonetheless tormented by his decision. His autobiographical play The Family Reunion, about a tortured man who may or may not have killed his wife, is thought to have been an attempt to grapple with his conflicted feelings.

			For a repressed man who spent a lifetime fleeing emotion, Eliot’s choice of a flamboyant, high-strung bride like Vivienne is puzzling. The mismatched pair had wed after a whirlwind courtship while the shy American poet was a student at Oxford. Cracks in their marriage began showing immediately, when Vivienne’s unpredictable menstrual period arrived on their honeymoon.

			It’s hard to say who was more distressed, the nervous bride or the inexperienced poet, who was still a virgin and squeamish about female sexuality. The reluctant Romeo was also hamstrung by embarrassment over his hernia, and the abortive first night of passion did little to boost his confidence. Vivienne’s insistence on bringing home the soiled sheets for laundering only prolonged the painful ordeal.

			Flummoxed by her husband’s disinterest in sex, Vivienne consoled herself in the arms of his former teacher, the philosopher Bertrand Russell. Eliot may have tacitly condoned the affair, happy to be off the hook in the bedroom. At the time, he was preoccupied with his dawning awareness of Vivienne’s many maladies. In addition to suffering from manic depression and a hormonal imbalance, she had debilitating migraines, neuralgia, rheumatism, and later developed an eating disorder and addiction to pain medication.

			Vivienne’s illnesses blighted every aspect of their existence, but Eliot stuck it out for more than a decade. He bore her difficulties with saintly patience, even giving up teaching for a higher-paid job in a bank so he could afford her mounting medical expenses. His round-the-clock ministrations brought on his own collapses, which would render him bedridden for weeks at a time.

			Still, there were unexpected compensations. “Vivienne ruined him as a man but she made him as a poet,” claimed an acquaintance. Eliot himself later admitted, “To her the marriage brought no happiness . . . to me, it brought the state of mind out of which came The Waste Land.” The 434-line confessional poem, considered one of the greatest of the twentieth century, was largely composed in a Swiss sanitarium while he was being treated for his own breakdown.

			Eliot’s illnesses and heavy drinking offered him a refuge from his marriage as his wife’s bizarre behavior intensified. Among other eccentricities, she took to carrying a toy knife in her handbag, once using it to threaten Virginia Woolf, whom she accused of being Eliot’s mistress. Sympathetic to the poet, Woolf spoke of Vivienne as a “bag of ferrets” around his neck, forever “biting, wriggling, raving, scratching.” Vivienne’s erratic actions, Eliot’s compensatory drinking, and their constant mutual sniping hampered their social life. Friends described being sucked dry by their presence, and many refused to see the dysfunctional pair together anymore.

			As the marriage reached its inexorable conclusion, Eliot laid the foundations for a separate life by joining the Church of England and taking a vow of chastity, an insurance policy against any more bad sex. He also began a secret correspondence with Bostonian Emily Hale, who had been his first love while he was a student at Harvard. Both of their families had assumed the sweethearts would marry, until Eliot’s move to Europe and his impulsive decision to wed Vivienne. Twelve years after being thrown over, Emily wrote to her former flame, instigating a furtive but chaste cross-Atlantic friendship.

			Over the next three decades, the poet penned her more than a thousand letters, and she frequently visited him in England. When Vivienne was found wandering the streets and committed to an asylum, Emily and Eliot were away together. Despite their closeness, Eliot imposed a wall of secrecy around their relationship and few in his circle knew of Emily’s existence.

			Emily acquiesced to remaining in the shadows, believing her virtuous silence would be rewarded with a walk down the aisle. But after Vivienne passed away, she was dismayed to find Eliot unwilling to make a commitment. Instead he claimed he felt incapable of ever sharing a life with anyone again. Their friendship continued in spite of the crushing rejection, perhaps because Emily, like Vivienne before her, did not give up hope that he might reconsider.

			She might have reacted differently if she had known that the unlikely playboy had another gal pal in the wings. Englishwoman Mary Trevelyan had been Eliot’s confidante and frequent escort to social events since the year of Vivienne’s confinement. Although he gave off mixed signals by sending her presents and sometimes holding her hand, he also discouraged intimacy by limiting their contact to once every two weeks. Undeterred by Eliot’s standoffishness, Mary proposed to him three times. Each time the poet demurred, claiming he thought they were just friends and that the idea of remarrying was like a nightmare.

			Despite his seemingly implacable stance on marriage, at the age of sixty-eight Eliot stunned everyone by tying the knot with his thirty-year-old secretary, Valerie Fletcher. The couple exchanged vows in a secret ceremony that took place at 7:00 a.m. to avoid publicity, and was witnessed only by the bride’s parents and a single friend. Not a soul had known of this covert office romance. After hearing the shocking news, Mary Trevelyan stopped speaking to him, while Emily Hale had a nervous breakdown.

			Eliot’s second marriage brought him immense happiness. He and Valerie were inseparable, and those who knew him marveled at his profound contentment. Not known for sentimentality or romanticism, he broke the stereotype by publishing a love poem called “A Dedication to My Wife.” The verse describes an ideal union between two people “Who think the same thoughts without need of speech / And babble the same speech without need of meaning.”

			The second Mrs. Eliot was equally besotted, having been a devotee of the poet since age fourteen when she heard a recording of his poem “Journey of the Magi.” Fate was on her side when, after training as a secretary, she learned of an opening working for Eliot at the publishing firm Faber and Faber. During Valerie’s seven years as his devoted employee, the couple’s feelings quietly blossomed until she received Eliot’s coy handwritten proposal in a batch of typing.

			Cynics claim the ailing poet, who suffered from emphysema and heart problems, had married to secure a trustworthy nursemaid and literary executor, though Valerie disputed this interpretation. “He obviously needed to have a happy marriage. He wouldn’t die until he’d had it,” she said. “There was a little boy in him that needed to be released.”
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			Before social media made saying sayonara as easy as changing your Facebook status, the time-honored tradition of the breakup letter did the dirty work.

			~ To have and have not. Prior to earning his macho reputation as a love ’em and leave ’em ladies man, eighteen-year-old Ernest Hemingway had his heart broken by an older woman during World War I. While serving as an ambulance driver on the Italian front, the writer was injured by exploding shrapnel and tended to by Agnes von Kurowsky, a pretty American Red Cross nurse. A heady romance ensued, but their plans to marry were dashed when Agnes (the model for Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms) fell for someone else and crushed him with a Dear John letter: 

			For quite awhile before you left, I was trying to convince myself it was a real love-affair. . . . Now, after a couple of months away from you, I know that I am still very fond of you, but, it is more as a mother than as a sweetheart.

			~ Valley girl. Before Jacqueline Susann found stardom with her tale of bed-hopping, pill-popping starlets, Valley of the Dolls, the struggling actress funded her glamorous lifestyle by marrying wealthy publicist Irving Mansfield. The two sybarites enjoyed the good life, living in a posh New York City hotel and dining on steak and Dom Pérignon. But after Irving was drafted into the army, Susann fell for someone else. She composed a heartlessly humorous kiss-off letter and read it aloud to her shocked cast mates before mailing it to Mansfield:

			Irving, when we were at the Essex House and I had room service and I could buy all my Florence Lustig dresses, I found that I loved you very much, but now that you’re in the army and getting $56 a month, I feel that my love has waned.

			~ It’s not you; it’s me. Like her famous character Jane Eyre, who turned down a marriage proposal from a man she didn’t love, Charlotte Brontë did the same when her best friend’s brother popped the question. Although the twenty-three-year-old novelist thought herself unattractive and doubted other offers would come her way, she refused to make a passionless match simply for the sake of security. Rebuffing her dull clergyman-suitor, she gently explained that she was not the right wife for him:

			My answer to your proposal must be a decided negative. . . . I have no personal repugnance to the idea of a union with you—but I feel convinced that mine is not the sort of disposition calculated to form the happiness of a man like you. . . . I am not the serious, grave, cool-headed individual you suppose.

			~ Exile on Main Street. The marriage between Nobel laureate Sinclair Lewis and foreign correspondent Dorothy Thompson was troubled from the start. Thompson mistakenly thought she could reform the notorious alcoholic, while the insecure author of classics like Babbitt and Main Street was jealous of his wife’s political clout. (Once, while they were in bed together, President Roosevelt rang for Dorothy.) After more than a decade of marriage, Lewis stormed out, claiming his wife’s success had robbed him of his creativity. While Dorothy was reluctant to part ways, she finally agreed to call it quits four years later:

			Go ahead and get a divorce. I won’t oppose it. I also won’t get it. For God’s sake, let’s be honest. You left me, I didn’t leave you. You want it. I don’t. You get it. On any ground your lawyers can fake up. Say I “deserted” you. Make a case for mental cruelty. You can make a case. Go and get it.

			

		

		

	
		
			Beautiful and Damned

			F. SCOTT AND ZELDA FITZGERALD
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			Nobody has ever measured, even the poets, how much a heart can hold.

			—Zelda Fitzgerald, “The Big Top”

			During one unforgettable week in 1920, F. Scott Fitzgerald published his debut novel, This Side of Paradise, and married his dream girl, Zelda Sayre. Their charmed life cracked up within a decade, heartbreakingly mired in alcoholism, mental illness, infidelity, and artistic rivalry—leading Fitzgerald to bitterly lament that his capacity for hope was left on the road to Zelda’s sanitarium.

			[image: 006.tif]

			In the summer of 1918, at a country club dance in Montgomery, Alabama, dashing young army lieutenant F. Scott Fitzgerald met free-spirited, flirtatious Zelda Sayre, who had a reputation for speaking her mind and engaging in wild behavior like smoking in public. A stormy courtship ensued, with endearing, passionate, and angry letters exchanged between the southern belle and her beau, who worked as a poorly paid advertising copywriter in New York City after leaving the military.

			While eager to escape her parents’ home and start a new life, Zelda nonetheless took a hard line with Fitzgerald. She broke off their relationship and refused to marry him until he made something of himself and could support them in high style. Zelda’s declaration, along with steep competition for her affections, spurred the aspiring novelist to take a leap of faith. He jettisoned his job and sequestered himself in his parents’ attic in Saint Paul, Minnesota, to work on his writing.

			Within months of being given this ultimatum, Fitzgerald jubilantly
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