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Praise for Laurie Colwin and Happy All the Time

‘A jewel of romantic comedy’

New York Times

‘Delicious with much wit. Author and reader have the greatest fun’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Rare and charming … Refreshingly soothing’

Company

‘Shimmering, funny. It made everything in my life seem a whole lot better’

Cosmopolitan

‘A funny, loving, celebratory book in which everything is perfect’

Boston Globe

‘Merry and bright and tender, written in exquisitely balanced sentences that taste just right. Comparison with Jane Austen is not out of order’

New York Post

‘A pleasure. Endless surprises and ultimately boundless joy … It would be difficult not to enjoy it all’

New Yorker

‘An elegant, fresh, funny tale of four people in love. There’s electricity here … Pure delight’

Village Voice

‘Colwin’s canny Manhattan pastorale strikes me as at least as much fun to read as Sense and Sensibility’

Newsweek

‘Colwin writes with such sunny skill, and such tireless enthusiasm’

Joyce Carol Oates, New York Times Book Review


For Ann Arensberg
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INTRODUCTION

The first time I read anything by Laurie Colwin was on a warm spring night in 1988 in Lawrence, Kansas. I read the short story “My Mistress” while lying in bed in my pajamas in my college apartment. When I reached the last line—“Oh, Billy! Oh, art! Oh, memory!”—I laid the book aside and thought: I will never read a story as good as that again. (I was twenty-one, so perhaps I can be forgiven for being self-involved and melodramatic).

I was a lazy, somewhat idle college student (all that lying about in my pajamas affected my productivity) but I was a motivated, voracious reader and soon I had read all of Colwin, or at least all that existed at that time—Passion and Affect, Shine On, Bright and Dangerous Object, The Lone Pilgrim, Family Happiness, and this novel, Happy All the Time. I discovered that Colwin wrote almost exclusively about love, sex, and food, and in the thirty years since then, these are still the only subjects I have found worth reading or writing about. The flap-copy on my old and battered edition of Happy All the Time says the novel “follows four sane, intelligent, and good-intentioned people who manage to find love in spite of themselves.” In other words: my kind of book.

The novel follows two cousins, Guido Morris and Vincent Cardworthy. Colwin gives the reader a quick rundown on the cousins’ backgrounds—Guido heads the family foundation, which donates money to civic art projects and such; Vincent is a successful city planner with an interest in sanitation engineering—and then she gets right to it: “With their futures somewhat assured, they lolled around Cambridge and wondered whom they would marry.” It’s difficult to think of another author who is forthright and confident enough to summarize her own novel in a single sentence on page three.

But to say that this novel is about two men and how they pursue and marry their respective wives, Holly Sturgis and Misty Berkowitz, is an understatement of staggering proportion. Marriage is not the point, not for Colwin and not for her characters. In fact, they discover early on that instead of being a momentous union, “marriage, it turned out, was a series of small events.” Holly finds the prospect of happily-ever-after so stifling that she decides she and Guido need to spend time apart. “Life has been very perfect lately,” she tells him. “It’s so perfect, I find it a little frightening. […] I’m afraid […] we will wake up one morning covered with emotional cobwebs.” When Vincent tells his new wife, Misty, that he thinks love can cure anything, she merely shrugs and says, “You would.” “Honest to God, Misty,” Vincent says, “I sometimes think there’s something wrong with you.” To which Misty replies, “There is.” (Misty is one of my all-time favorite characters).

Because she writes about upper-middle class people who search for love and eat a lot of roast chicken and fresh asparagus, Colwin is at risk of being dismissed by critics. (I’m paraphrasing here but that’s the thrust of the argument). That would seem to me like dismissing David Hockney because all his paintings have sunny backgrounds. What’s wrong with writing about the upper class? Are they immune to sorrow? Do people who like roast chicken not feel heartache? Are asparagus-eaters not warmed and cooled by the same winter and summer? Aren’t we all, every single one of us, seeking love constantly in some form or another?

Colwin herself said in an interview that she likes to write about “people whose problems are not directly economic. Not because I’m a shill for the upper middle class […] I want them to have moral problems. Ethical problems. Dilemmas with identity.”1

The characters in Happy All the Time are not happy all the time, and they are made even more unhappy by romantic love. They are prickly, complex, vibrant people looking for a little certainty in an uncertain world. Guido pines for Holly, who, even after marriage, remains as elusive as smoke. When she goes into self-imposed exile, Guido feels not heartbroken but—worse—pointless. “What he felt about Holly was not obsession, but enrichment. Without Holly, his life was worth something, but not all that much.” Misty begrudges every bit of affection Vincent stirs in her. “You believe in happy endings. I don’t,” she tells him. “You think everything is going to work out fine. I don’t. You think everything is ducky, I don’t. […] Your family has been sleeping peacefully in Petrie since the beginning of time. I come from a family that fled the Czar’s army, got their heads broken on picket lines, and has never slept peacefully anywhere.” It’s clear that Colwin sees romantic love for all its complicated, spiky, harsh, confusing splendor. In one of her cookbooks, she devotes a whole chapter to “bitter greens,” pointing out that they are a perfect foil to anything excessively buttery or sweet, and “they are very good for people if you can find a way to get them to eat it.”2 Perhaps this is Colwin’s view of love, also, that a little marital cynicism is necessary and even beneficial.

Happy All the Time is definitely a serious novel—seriously wise, seriously wonderful, seriously comic, even seriously helpful. “I don’t call it gossip,” Misty tells Holly as they head off to a coffee shop. “I call it ‘emotional speculation.’” And now you can call it that, too, and your life will be richer for it.

Laurie Colwin died of a heart attack in 1992 at age forty-eight. She had written five novels, three short story collections, and two cookbooks—not nearly enough, although her writing remains as fresh as asparagus, as reliable as the roast chicken. It makes me want to cry out to her, “Oh, Laurie! Oh, art! Oh, memory!” You left us too soon.

—Katherine Heiny, 2021

 

 

 

 



1 Paula Span, “Laurie Colwin’s Tales Of The Good Life,” The Washington Post, November 13, 1988.

2 Laurie Colwin, Home Cooking, New York: Vintage, 1988, p. 112.
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