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Introduction

A sub-genre of post-modern feminist writing was created in the middle of the 1990’s and its 

depiction of single women, their economic situation and representation of modern love started 

a new era of women’s story-telling. Chick lit, as this literary category is called, received a 

huge response and has become “the hottest trend in publishing.” ¹ This particular genre of 

“women’s fiction” and its distinctive features have grown and this probably corresponds with 

what women have been missing within the category of comic literature previously, as the 

society and social events change.

Marian Keyes’s life-affirming novels and autobiographical books are extremely popular 

today. All of her books have been translated into Swedish and have also been published in 35 

different countries and into 17 different languages. Approximately millions of copies have 

been sold all over the world and translated into at least 30 different languages. In the year 

2000, Marian Keyes received the Swedish literary distinction of “Guldpocket” for the best 

selling foreign title. ²

My personal interest in chick lit began in 2001 when the film version of Bridget Jones’s diary

was released in movie theatres and the popularity of chick lit started to appear in terms of the 

TV-series Sex and the city, the movie Bridget Jones’s diary and eventually Marian Keyes’s 

novels. Marian Keyes is the author for those who want to read something funny and light. Her 

name and books have frequently been marketed in TV-commercials as well as in bookstores. 

My interest lies in what makes Keyes’s novels so popular and why is it that readers find her 

novels appealing? Which narrating “tools” does she use so that people (mostly women) want 

to read more of the same author? Since chick lit is a fairly new phenomenon within literature 

and has just recently begun to recieve academic attention, it is a very interesting topic to 

study. The lack of previous critical studies on chick lit makes it difficult to examine.

______________ 

¹ Stephanie Harzewski. (2006) http://proquest.umi.com/pqdlink?did=1196395391&Fmt=2&clientI 

d=79356&RQT=309&VName=PQD. xii

² http://www.panorstedt.se/templates/common/Author.aspx?id=16446&q_context=PanBok

http://proquest.umi.com/pqdlink?did=1196395391&Fmt=2&clientI
http://www.panorstedt.se/templates/common/Author.aspx?id=16446&q_context=PanBok
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The purpose of this essay is to discuss and reflect on Marian Keyes’s views on love, 

happiness and setbacks/unfaithfulness. Chapter one, chick lit, describes what chick lit is and 

presents some background information about this genre. In chapter two, the theme of love is 

discussed from Marian Keyes’s point of view and examines how the author presents love in 

her novels Lucy Sullivan is getting married
3
 and Watermelon.

4
 Chapter three examines how 

happiness can manifest itself and ways of finding happiness. This chapter analyses how 

Marian Keyes’s comments on happiness are mostly presented from the perspectives of her 

main characters. The last chapter, Chapter four, deals with the obstacles in finding love and 

happiness.   

_______________
3 
Marian Keyes. Lucy Sullivan is getting married. 1997; London: Arrow books, 1999. 

4
 Marian Keyes. Watermelon. 1996; London: Arrow books, 2001.



3

Autobiographical note on the author 

Marian Keyes

Marian Keyes is one of the first chick lit writers and considered to be a precursor in this 

particular area of literature. She was born in Limerick 10. September 1963 but was brought up 

in Dublin. Her novels reflect both good and bad experiences from her own life as an 

alcoholic. The issues her main characters have to face are often dark and complex, involving 

divorces, infidelity and addictions. Marian moved to London and lived there for a couple of 

years in her twenties. Even though she had graduated with a degree in Law from University 

College Dublin, she applied for a job as a waitress in London. Her own comment, as 

presented in under the Duvet
5
 (which is based on her own lifestory) was that she felt that she 

“did not deserve another job”. Marian eventually gained selfrespect and got another job in an 

accountant’s office. 

When Marian Keyes was in her twenties she struggled with low self-esteem. During that time, 

she developed a serious drinking problem and it escalated to a point where she attempted to 

commit suicide. Luckily, she was put into rehabilitation and while there she managed to stay 

sober and started to write short stories in 1993. It was after Marian was released from 

rehabilitation that she sent her short stories to a publisher. When she sent her manuscripts she 

never expected the publisher to contact her, but when they did, they wanted Marian to write a 

novel which is how she eventually became a novelist. Her intention was not to write novels at 

all, but she wrote four chapters of her first novel the first week and was offered a three-book 

contract. Her first novel Watermelon was published in 1995 and since then she has become a 

very popular female Irish author. 6

Marian Keyes finally quit her regular job in 1996 and became a full-time writer. After her first 

novel Watermelon in 1995 eight more novels and two non-fiction books were published.

 Lucy Sullivan is Getting Married (1996) 

 Rachel's Holiday (1998) 

______________
5
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes

6 http://www.mariankeyesbooks.com/bio.htm

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
http://www.mariankeyesbooks.com/bio.htm
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 Last Chance Saloon (1999) 

 Sushi for Beginners (2000) 

 No Dress Rehearsal (2000) 

 Angels (2002) 

 The Other Side of the Story (2004) 

 Anybody Out There? (2006) 

 This Charming Man (expected to be released in 2008)

 Under the Duvet (2001) 

 Further under the Duvet (2005) 7

In 1997, Marian Keyes moved back to Ireland, married an Englishman, and they now live in 

Dun Laoghaire. Her books have been translated into 35 different languages and her first five 

novels have sold nearly five million copies all over the world. 8

_______________
7 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
8 http://www.mariankeyesbooks.com/bio.html

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
http://www.mariankeyesbooks.com/bio.html
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1. Chick lit

Chick lit is a genre of books written mainly for women by women. Novels within this genre 

are often described as humorous, personal and narrated in a light tone. The plot is mostly 

about women’s daily issues and experiences of marriage, pregnancy, addictions, love, 

relationships of various kinds etc. Features that mostly differ from other types of women’s 

literature are the intimate tone and also the humour, which is quite essential in chick lit. 9 

However, according to Scanlon, chick lit is a wider genre with room for more sub-genres such 

as black chick lit, Christian chick lit, mom chick lit, bridesmaid/wedding chick lit, and bigger 

girl chick lit, to mention a few. 10 A lot of the ordeals that the author puts her characters 

through are, in one way or another, situations and experiences that most women can relate to. 

The characters are often around the ages of twenty and thirty. They deal with tragedies and 

personal problems in humorous contexts, but a lot of chick lit stories also contain deeper, 

more meaningful messages. 11 Scanlon claims that the features of chick lit are not always 

entirely homogeneous and she presents the genre’s features such as urban, young, working 

females who hate their bosses and work through their struggles with body image. 12

The word chick means “young woman” and lit comes from the word “literature” in English. 

This genre of literature often pictures younger metropolitan women’s lives and the book 

covers are intentionally glamorous. Themes like love and relationship are often presented 

unconventionally and this genre is therefore sometimes considered to be a post-feministic one. 

British chick lit is deemed to be a bit lighter and more frivolous than American chick lit. It 

was not until the year 2000 that chick lit was established as a genre of literature, but the 

starting point was even earlier with Helen Fielding’s novel Bridget Jones’s diary in 1996. 

Another well-known example of chick lit is Sex and the city (1996) by Candace Bushnell 

which was later made into an American tv-series. 13

_______________
9 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
10 Jennifer Scanlon. Americana: The Journal of American Popular Culture (1900-present), Fall 2005, Vol 4.2
11 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
12 

Scanlon. Americana: The Journal of American Popular Culture (1900-present). 
13 Nationalencyclopedia: 

http://www.ne.se.proxy.lib.ltu.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=1266404&i_word=chick

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marian_Keyes
http://www.ne.se.proxy.lib.ltu.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=1266404&i_word=chick
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Harzewski (2006) approaches the genre from different perspectives in her dissertation where 

chick lit is argued to be a parody of Harlequin romances, a kind of female Bildungsroman, as 

an information-paradigm and also feministic. Harzewski refers to Anna Weinberg’s quotation 

when writing that chick lit is “the bright light of postfeminist writing”. 14 She further claims 

that chick lit is an extension of Jane Austen’s distinguished comedic mark from earlier times 

and it also updates Edith Wharton’s understanding of how flirting is carried out in semi-

comedic form. 

Contemporary chick lit often presents women who do not want to start a family and home and 

who are not pitiful individuals; the characters are usually funny and the plots contain more 

comments about social occurences instead of criticism. Even so, according to Harzewski,

chick lit is an acknowledged literary category today. 10 Razdan (2004) provides evidence for 

the claim that chick lit reflects life from women’s point of view, rather than trying to change 

society. 15

Harzewski further shows that women writers, historically, have encountered a lot of resistance 

from their male counterparts. This started in the eighteenth century when the novel form was 

invented. Many women writers achieved popularity and acknowledgement among the new 

expanding public group of middle-class readers, whereas the male writers were annoyed. 

George Eliot wrote the essay “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” 16 in 1856 in which Eliot 

presents her concerns that sentimental romance fiction, including the “pedantic” feature, 

among others, would be considered as the only writing style among female authors of prose. 

Eliot feared that it would create negative stereotypes of women. Some highly respected 

female authors, such as Doris Lessing, are opposed to chick lit as they view it as enhancing 

female stereotypes. She does not want people to assume that chick lit is typical of women’s 

writing. 17  

_______________
14  Harzewski. vi
15 http://www.utne.com/2004-03-01/TheChickLitChallenge.aspx?page=2 March / April 2004. Anjula Razdan 

Utne magazine. 
16 Harzewski. ix
17 Harzewski. 

http://www.utne.com/2004-03-01/TheChickLitChallenge.aspx?page=2
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Chick lit has mostly recieved academic attention in the past four years, despite the fact that 

this genre is around fourteen years old today. Harzewski argues that the absence of criticism 

and analysis might be due to the complicated relationship of fiction to feminism.  
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2. Love

The character Lucy Sullivan in Lucy Sullivan is getting married is not happy despite having a 

boyfriend who is very much in love with her. At the beginning of the book there is a 

description of how Lucy was put off by her boyfriend, at that time, because he was too tender 

and affectionate towards her that she just could not believe him. It is bewildering that some 

women find it offensive that their partners express their feelings towards their girlfriends, and 

instead of feeling happy they feel uncomfortable, as if something is wrong. The question is; 

how can that be? Isn’t that what all women want, to be appreciated and loved unconditionally 

for who they are? As it is depicted in Lucy Sullivan is getting married, the main character 

Lucy is an insecure woman with low self-esteem and low self-confidence. She puts herself 

down and she cannot believe a man who tells her she is attractive because that is not what her 

inner voice tells her. Reality does not correspond with her own idea of herself and therefore 

she automatically assumes that there is something wrong with a man who is good to her. It is 

not a rare occurence among women in general to feel less worthy at some point in life, but 

most of them want the same thing; to find someone who loves them and to be happy. At the 

same time, a boyfriend who is kind, considerate, somewhat predictable and not “dangerously” 

exciting instead becomes dull and not desirable when he in fact should be a real catch. It is 

truly complicated to find a person you want to spend your life with.

The National encyclopedia describes a typical main character, in chick lit, as a working single 

woman who puts high demands on herself when it comes to choosing a partner, work and a 

place to live. 18 In addition, Harzewski talks about the ”Bridget Jones effect” which involves 

women being in a panic about dating and making a plan so they can meet ‘Mr. Right’. 19 The 

two above mentioned characteristics of chick lit mostly fit into the context of Keyes’s novel 

Lucy Sullivan is getting married, but these features also occur, to a certain extent, in 

Watermelon.

_______________
18 Nationalencyclopedia:

http://www.ne.se.proxy.lib.ltu.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=1266404&i_word=Chick%20lit
19 Harzewski, xii.

http://www.ne.se.proxy.lib.ltu.se/jsp/search/article.jsp?i_art_id=1266404&i_word=Chick%20lit
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At one point in the story, Lucy wonders why she can never meet the right man. She feels 

“happy in a sad way” living her life as a single person and she is constantly looking for that 

special someone to spend her life with. When Lucy finally meets Gus, a younger man, at a 

party and becomes interested in him, she experiences the feeling that it is possible to relax and 

not be nervous in the presence of someone you like. When spending time with Gus she feels 

at ease and that it feels right to be with him. Lucy’s problems with putting herself down 

become evident when Gus wants to spend a day with her. She expresses how delighted and 

pleased she is that he wants to socialize with her, instead of thinking how lucky Gus should be 

because he gets to spend time with her. Clearly, Keyes used situations and feelings from her 

own personal life when she wrote this novel. The feeling of being less worthy than others is 

constantly recurring and it also shows how Keyes describes how her own situation was before 

she recieved help and was able to straighten out her life. Marian Keyes’s main characters in 

both Lucy Sullivan is getting married and Watermelon struggle with their identity and 

thoughts about love, life and dreams. Keyes’s chick-lit novels have a lot in common with 

Swedish ones in terms of life crises and thoughts about life. Under what circumstances are the 

main characters living their lives? This depends on their social status, occupation, marital 

status, social class, age, living conditions and other environments they might be in. 20 

When Lucy Sullivan eventually falls in love with Gus, who apparently is fond of her as well, 

she no longer feels like a pathetic loser with a tragic love life. She is now (in her own opinion) 

no longer a loser because she is lovable and is involved with a man who thinks she is worth 

something, even if nobody else does. Lucy’s identity and self-esteem is created based on the 

fact that another person gives her a sense of being someone special, something that should 

actually come from within herself. It is sad in a way that people often think that their value is 

based on attributes that are connected to them such as boyfriends/girlfriends, a nice car, a

“perfect” body, clothes, successful careers etc. These things might provide one with quite a 

false and temporary happiness in most cases, along with the feeling of being worth something, 

but this should be well implemented into us and our self-esteem. It should not be created by 

superficial “material” things or what others think of us. 

_______________
20 Malin Lundhag. (2007) Swedish chick lit 1996-2006: An investigative genre discussion of Swedish chick lit. 
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Another example where love matters in order to maintain happiness is in a marriage. Lucy’s 

dysfunctional family (her parents) have lost their passion and love for each other, what 

remains is only sarcasm and bitterness. This is obvious in a dialogue when Lucy is visiting her 

parents: 

“You were always a bit peculiar, Lucy, but just to please you we’ll get a few of 

your father’s old ties from upstairs.” 

“He wont be needing them,” she added bitterly. 

“He hasn’t worn a tie since his wedding day.” 

“Feck off,” slurred a voice from the corner. “Didn’t I wear a tie to Mattie Burke’s 

funeral?” 21

Lucy’s parents clearly hold a grudge against each other and they have lost the respect which 

they hopefully had when they started out as a couple.

The main character Claire in Watermelon is very happily in love already in the introduction of 

the story. Claire and her husband agree that it was love at first sight; it took them about fifteen 

minutes to realize that they loved each other. The better option would have been to get 

acquainted at first and really get to know each other. In a novel where two people meet and 

become friends it is not as exceptional and romantic as it is when two people fall in love 

instantly. Marian Keyes catches the reader’s interest with dilemmas that have to do with love 

or the absence of love in order to build up an interesting story. The main differences between 

these two novels are the above mentioned. With Claire it was love at first sight, while Lucy 

had her “man” right in front of her without realizing she had known him her entire life. 

Instead, Lucy’s story is based on the absence of love and eventually finding it, while Claire 

has got love in her life, but has lost it.  Lucy Sullivan is getting married and Watermelon,

however are not fiction of the highest degree when it comes to storytelling. The constant 

connection with reality is what makes Marian Keyes’s novels so striking in humour and 

recognizable from a woman’s point of view, even though the story in itself is not highly 

intriguing.

_______________
21 Keyes. Lucy Sullivan is getting married.  323
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Claire did not think her marriage could end the way it did. James (her husband) leaves her for 

another woman only minutes after she has given birth to their daughter. With this scenario the 

author illustrates the pettiness and greed, but also the naivety that follows a “crashed” 

marriage. The naivety is revealed when Claire expresses that she never thought something as 

fine as James’s and her commitment could be destroyed in such a way. The pettiness shows 

when they have to split their money and belongings and everything has to be divided in half. 

That something that started out as such good fun and so full of hope and 

excitement could end in heartbreak and legalese. That I would be dealing in so 

many clichés. Arguing about money and possessions. I’d always thought that 

James and I would be different. That even though we might be married that there 

was no reason we had to act it, Goddammit! That fun and love and passion would 

always be the most important things to us. 22

In other words, Keyes supposedly with this quotation, wants to tell us that life is full of 

clichés and, in particular, love. There is always a genuine hope that the love between 

two people in a relationship or marriage will last forever, but since not all of them do, 

we are constantly reminded of the clichés that come with a broken heart. It is more or 

less inevitable since love contains clichés and clichés contain love because we have 

created it that way.

Lucy’s best friend in Lucy Sullivan is getting married is Daniel, who has been secretly in love 

with her from the beginning. Because of Lucy’s catastrophic love life and her twisted 

subconscious idea that her boyfriends should resemble her father’s alcoholic traits, she does 

not want to realize that her perfectly normal male friend, Daniel, is a potential boyfriend. She 

does not want to lose her best friend to begin with and for this reason she keeps herself 

unaware of his feelings towards her and vice versa. Nevertheless, the two of them are very 

fond of each other and it is only in Daniel’s company Lucy feels relaxed and without her 

inferiority complex. However, one might suspect how the novel and also the love story 

between Lucy and Daniel might end when the author presents the general consensus that love

_______________
22 Keyes. Watermelon. 202
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 “starts with fights and ends in bed”. It also becomes obvious when Lucy and Daniel are 

visiting her parents in the countryside and they start to argue in a most unsolemn manner. 

“Why are you being mean to me?” I said in surprise. “You never usually are.”

“Because sometimes you’re childish and horrible.”

That annoyed and upset me, [...] I mimicked “childish and horrible” about fifty 

times in a stupid voice. Daniel looked at me with raised eyebrows but I knew he 

was trying not to laugh. 

“If you say to me ‘that’s very mature behaviour’, I’ll thump you,“ I warned him.

“That’s very mature behaviour.” So we had a little skirmish. I tried to hit him but 

he grabbed my wrists and held them tightly. And then he laughed at me while I 

pushed and twisted against him, trying to get free. But I couldn’t budge, not even 

an inch, while he looked totally unconcerned and grinned down at me.  I was 

disturbed by he’s macho carry-on. In fact, if it had been anyone other than Daniel, 

it would have been quite erotic. “You big bully.” I knew that would upset him. I 

was right, he let go immediately. And then perversely, I felt disappointed. 23

In spite of that, Lucy will not admit to her friends, or even to herself, that Daniel is 

desirable (good-looking and quite a catch). There is some tension between them that she 

does not want to acknowledge. In the above quotation, Marian Keyes describes the 

reluctance that Lucy is feeling when one does not want to be aware of or show that you 

are interested in another person. She does want Daniel to hold her, without realizing it 

until they stop fighting, but she acts as if she doesn’t.

In contrast to presenting happy aspects of being in love or falling in love, Marian Keyes 

also approaches love from another perspective. For example, the fear of losing someone 

close such as a relative or your loved one. In life, we gamble with feelings and the 

author is quite neurotic in the message she mediates through Lucy. She expresses 

anxiety and a negative attitude to being alive in general. If you love people you are

scared that they might die because that involves a painful loss. It is an argument that

_______________
23 Keyes. Lucy Sullivan is getting married. 319
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could make anyone feel down or depressed. If we choose to see things and accept 

certain parts of life it is much easier to feel content and at ease. Death is something we 

cannot change or avoid and instead of looking at how we can get hurt by loving people 

we have to see all the positive things. When you give love to somebody else, it is 

returned threefold.

In addition to the above mentioned aspects of love, Marian Keyes also expresses 

thoughts about a different kind of love than that between two adults. The love for your 

child is something more overwhelming (and hard to imagine if you do not have children 

of your own.) It is the kind of love where you love another person more than yourself. 

Claire in Watermelon gets to experience that kind of unconditional love to a point where 

she is even afraid that she might hug her daughter Kate so hard that her life is in danger. 

What the author presumably means is that most parents are crazy about their children 

and they cannot believe that they can produce such an amazingly strong love.

Fortunately, love is something perishable. We seem to forget fairly quickly and that is 

the beauty when falling in love again. Marian Keyes once mentions this through Claire 

when the latter has found a new man, Adam. She wonders if she has “...ever fancied any 

man as much as I fancy Adam...”. 24 In another chapter, Claire expresses that she does 

not really know how she feels about James anymore. The only thing she knows for sure 

is that she really enjoys spending time with Adam. What would it be like to live if we 

never allowed ourselves to fall in love again after we have been let down? According to 

Marian Keyes, it would probably not be fantastic.

_______________
24 Keyes. Watermelon. 365
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3. Happiness

Happiness is difficult to define. What is happiness to one person does not necessarily mean 

the same to another person. Our ways of finding happiness differ a lot from person to person. 

From Claire’s point of view it meant to move from her hometown to a bigger city in her 

search for happiness; she wanted a fresh start somewhere else. In real life, this is most 

relevant; it involves a lot of new possibilities and opportunities along with the increased 

chance of finding a life-partner. That is one aspect of how younger women might reason in 

their search for happiness in life. Claire expresses her thoughts about this as follows:

“I had left Ireland six years ago, full of excitement about the future. I was going to get a great 

job in London, meet a wonderful man and live happily ever after.” 25 

It is common to define happiness by looking at others’ situation and what others have, such as 

if they are married or not, if they are wealthy or poor, and by looking at their appearance. 

Claire’s sister Anna lives a most unstable life but she does not seem to be bothered by the fact 

that she is generally considered to be a failure. Due to her incapability of maintaining a job 

and her involvement with alcohol and drugs, she is not likely to be happy - from an outsiders’ 

point of view. Anna is the opposite of her sister Claire who has a more romantic vision of 

what happiness is. Anna’s situation is described as “a precarious kind of existence, but she 

didn’t seem too bothered by the insecure nature of it.” 26 It shows the individual nature of 

being happy which comes from within ourselves. 

What the author is trying to tell us is to find happiness, regardless of what is the “norm”, and 

not to try and accept a life that is created by society and culture if it does not make you happy. 

The key is to form your life yourself and be happy with who you are and not put it in the 

hands of someone else to make you happy, for example a partner. Of course, Anna is 

behaving in a somewhat destructive way, but the point itself, to be happy, no matter what 

others think, is of great importance.

_______________
25 Keyes. Watermelon. 39
26 Keyes. Watermelon. 85. 
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Similarly, because of Lucy’s problems with her self-esteem and her mother’s constant 

disapproval, it makes Lucy miserable never to be good enough and it draws her closer to her 

father who is in fact an alcoholic. Lucy accepts her father’s behaviour and keeps herself 

happy when drinking alcohol. This is obvious when Daniel has taken Lucy out for dinner at a 

fancy Russian restaurant and she claims that she must be drunk because she is feeling so 

happy. This type of happiness is a false one; you can establish a false happiness for shorter 

periods of time to get by, but real happiness must come from within, you have to be happy 

with who you are. Claire in Watermelon also discovers a source of false happiness when 

Adam invites her to follow him to the gym.  Keyes presents exercise as “artificial happiness” 

and of course that statement is true, but with some modification. Exercise can keep us in a 

“happy state-of-mind”, without being as destructive as consuming alcohol. These two 

“methods”, to keep us “happyish” (as Marian Keyes expresses it), have one thing in common 

though; they should always be used in moderation.

Lucy tries to look happy so no one will notice how unhappy and insecure she really is. The 

feeling that is supplied through Lucy’s acting happy is that it is almost degrading to be alone 

and without a partner or friends. Indeed, it seems to be Keyes’s underlying message in this 

sequence. Perhaps it is also too unbearable to have people staring at you like you are some 

sort of freak. According to Keyes, the only way to escape that kind of uncomfortable situation 

is to act as if you either have chosen to be by yourself or as if you do not have a problem with 

it. When Lucy finally meets a man, named Gus, she is beside herself with happiness because 

she is not alone and will no longer be considered as a pitiful outcast. In brief, appearance is 

everything.

Lucy thinks she might have met her future husband and in her daydreams you can sense that 

she puts her love and happiness in a position of dependence. She believes it is only marriage 

with Gus that can provide her with happiness and feeling less insufficient. Marian Keyes 

completes her more lengthy and deeper view about happiness with the following quotation 

where Lucy is trying not to be concerned about things going on around her. (For example 

Adrian from the video store who Lucy thinks is in love with her): “And what if Adrian saw 

me with a bloke? How could I cope? It was a sorry state of affairs but such was life,
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where every silver lining had a cloud and every piece of happiness had its price in someone 

else’s pain.” 27

When Gus smiles at Lucy she is ecstatic with happiness; an ounce of confirmation is what she 

needs to be happy. It is an obvious parallel to the author’s previous life situation where a low 

self-esteem invites any person to make her happy. Lucy has found someone to love and she 

also feels loved in return and therefore there is no limit to how happy she is. Similarly, Claire 

also recieves confirmation from Adam when he tells her he wants to see her again. The need 

of being wanted and appreciated is surely one of the most profound needs we have to satisfy 

in order to experience happiness. 

In the beginning of the story, Claire wants nothing more than to be reunited with James and to 

continue their lives with their newborn baby, Kate. She wants everything to be the same and 

to live happily ever after. Thus, when James returns into her life again Claire has already 

subconsciously moved on with her life and what should be a matter of course is not so 

obvious any more. Claire does not want James to be a part of her life anymore or does she? 

When James announces that he still loves her and wants them to get back together, Claire 

does not feel happy at all. Her thoughts when this happens are very significant: “Isn’t it odd 

how relief sometimes can feel very much like dread? How happiness can feel like 

disappointment?” 28

Undoubtedly, Keyes’s message is to “be careful what you wish for” because you might get it 

all and then some you do not want. Things happen for a reason and even though it is hard to 

see at the moment you are hurt the most, it usually turns out as something better. Keyes’s 

view seems to be that people are too afraid to let go and sometimes realize that the “happy” 

life they have always known does not necessarily mean it is the happiest life they can get, or 

deserve. Claire has two possible lives to choose from. Her “old” life, where she knows what 

to expect regarding happiness, but she is also offered a “new” life, where there is a chance she 

might be even happier. 

_______________
27 Keyes. Lucy Sullivan is getting married. 242 
28 Keyes. Watermelon. 473
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There is always an adjustment when you have to consider whether you want to work on your 

broken marriage or move on. A marriage is a strong commitment that in most people’s 

opinion should not be broken. In addition, Lucy (in Lucy Sullivan is getting married) argues 

against her colleague, who is single and very envious towards married women because she 

thinks they are beyond happiness, that married couples do not have to be happy just because 

they are married. Contrary to Lucy’s own argument about marriage, strangely, Lucy cannot 

accept that her mother divorces Lucy’s alcoholic father for her last chance of happiness with 

another man. 

Again, Keyes makes her standpoint clear, one that considers all the unwritten laws of what 

you should or should not do and that your happiness is more important than to maintain 

unwritten moral rules. Furthermore, the resemblance between Lucy’s and Claire’s characters 

in the majority of the novels (when it comes to happiness), is that they both could settle with 

thinking they are happy at first. Luckily, this changes when they understand they have a fair 

chance of experiencing happiness in reality. Where there is love, there is happiness.

To sum up this chapter, there is no better quotation than the following one to clearly explain 

the author’s thoughtful view on happiness:

When happiness makes a guest appearance in one’s life, it’s important to make the 

most of it. It may not stay around for long and when it has gone wouldn’t it be 

terrible to think that all the time one could have been happy was wasted worrying 

about when that happiness would be taken away? 29

_______________
29 Keyes. Watermelon. 610
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4. Setbacks and unfaithfulness

When happiness goes away and the one person you thought you could trust betrays you, we 

often allow ourselves to think that there must be some reasonable explanation for why he or 

she did not turn up when they were supposed to. Everyone else, except yourself, seems to 

understand that you have been abandoned. Still, we try to cling onto believing that our loved 

one will return. This scenario happens to Lucy when her best friend Daniel and his girlfriend 

Karen (who is also Lucy’s friend and flatmate) are having dinner with other friends and Gus 

is invited to join them. Gus does not show up for the dinner, in fact he does not show up at all. 

Lucy keeps her hopes up even though it is obvious what has happened. Instead of dealing with 

the pain and trying to get over him, she, in her desperation, turns to alcohol to numb the pain. 

In this state of mind and using denial as a defence mechanism, Lucy decides that she wants to 

track Gus down and get some sort of explantion as to why he did not show up. The author’s 

previous situation is parallel to what happens to Lucy in terms of denial, drinking and going a 

little bit further down a destructive spiral. How we should react and how we actually do react 

when we are hurt and let down are quite contrary actions. As a reader you wish that Lucy 

would tell Gus to take a hike and instead of sulking try to get over him and understand that 

what happened was for the best. The author chooses to allow Lucy to be human and not act in 

a rational way to supposedly prove to her readers and also remind us that tragic events like 

betrayal are not as easy to deal with as we often like to think especially when it happens to 

others.

Consequently, Lucy in her wish that Gus will appear suffers from a slight depression. Even 

though Keyes, through Lucy, mentions suicide in a sarcastic tone one can almost sense that 

the author expresses more than a thought, but less than an action, since the author has 

experienced being on the verge of self-destruction herself. Just when Lucy thought she had 

found happiness and had something nice going on, happiness is abruptly taken away from her, 

leaving her alone again.

It is interesting to read about Keyes’s view on rejection and when/how she finds it harder or 

easier to cope with. This is explained in the following quotation:

I found rejection that much harder to cope with when the evenings were bright. At 

least when it was dark I could draw the curtains and light the fire and snuggle and 
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hide and feel quite cosy in my aloneness. But the brightness of the spring evening 

was embarrassing. It highlighted what a failure I was – my rejection was too 

visible. I felt as if I was the only person in the whole world sitting in, alone, on a 

Saturday night. 30

Again, the fear of being a failure and the worst – others finding out about it, is a result of 

Lucy’s (but also the author’s) struggle with low self-esteem and how we are no more than the 

relationships we are in.

In comparison, Claire in Watermelon acts in a similar way as Lucy when her husband is 

having an affair with another woman and has left her. Claire decides to win him back; she 

refuses to realize that he is in love with another woman and that he is not likely coming back. 

As mentioned earlier, Claire, like Lucy – is in denial, trying to protect herself with the hopes 

that James will return, just as Lucy was hoping that Gus would come back to her. Instead of 

being angry with James, or thinking that she was lucky to be rid of an unfaithful husband 

sooner rather than later, Claire starts to blame herself for leaving London and that she did not 

stay and fight for James.    

Claire’s situation (in Watermelon) is more complicated. Her husband’s betrayal is beyond 

scandalous since they have a child to care for. Claire’s immediate reaction is that her husband 

James did not just leave her for another woman after her daughter is born, what is even worse 

is that James left her for a woman who is not even glamorous or very attractive. In her own 

way, Keyes is trying to tell adulterers that if they are cheating they might as well do it with 

someone who is better looking or charming than the person they are married to. What could 

be more devastating than your husband/wife leaving you for a woman/man who is less in 

every sense than you are? Oddly enough, in this case, Keyes’s not very logical perspective 

makes some kind of sense. 

In the chapter Happiness it is pointed out that “Where there is love there is happiness.” After 

an affair or a betrayal – love is a paradox. Love causes great pain when we lose someone we 

love and it is a source of a lot of unhappiness in peoples’ lives. Claire is in state of chock after 

_______________
30 Keyes. Lucy Sullivan is getting married. 387



20

being left and all that has happened to her is overwhelming. The author explains love as both 

a fundamental source of happiness and the opposite. “I was left with the biggest, emptiest 

sadness I had ever felt. Sadness as big as a continent. As deep as the Atlantic. As empty as 

Helen’s brain. My feet started to get cold. [...] The pain of the loss I was feeeling was too 

great to let me sleep again.” 31

With this quotation, the author clearly explains how it feels to be heartbroken; it is a very 

descriptive quotation, which reflects the fact that Keyes probably has a lot of experience 

regarding how it feels to be betrayed.   

For Lucy in Lucy Sullivan is getting married her existence is very dull and empty after Gus 

has disappeared. For her it feels as if life contains nothing and there is nothing there to lighten 

the atmosphere or her energy to keep going. On the contrary, when Claire has gotten over 

feeling sorry for herself, her focus is directed towards her surroundings with anger and 

jealousy. All the hatred and anger make her unable to sleep and her family is very vigilant so 

as to not say or do anything that would make Claire upset. Claire does a lot of exercise to give 

vent to her anger but she also, like Lucy, turns to vodka for relief and comfort. In her misery 

she tries to numb the pain with alcohol but instead of helping it makes it worse, because every 

time she is starting to sober up she feels even more depressed. The author is trying to teach us 

and also emphasizes that alcohol is never the answer to problems – no matter what. Because 

of the author’s previous problems with alcohol one can surely agree that Keyes knows what 

she is talking about.” It is common that an affair causes the “victims” to first feel sorry for 

themselves and be apathetic and then react with extreme rage and hatred towards their 

surroundings. In other cases it might get as bad so the one who has been exposed to adultery 

never fully recovers and, consequently, is unable to trust anyone with love, ever again. 

_______________
31 Keyes. Watermelon. 73 
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Conclusions/summary

Marian Keyes uses a lot of basic story-telling ingredients in her novels to make her readers 

interested and keep them interested throughout her books. Keyes’s stories, which are often 

based on meeting “Mr. Right” and love at first sight, or where the main characters are out of 

love, are written to enthuse women readers. What is more interesting than a tragic break-up or 

being left without an explanation?! People (women in particular) want to read about others’ 

misery, they also want to read about how one can make mistakes and how to cope with them. 

Although Keyes’s novels are a bit predictable, for example in Lucy Sullivan is getting

married, where the author, in confidence, discreetly informs the reader about Lucy’s and 

Daniel’s probable love affair, they provide us with motivation to keep reading. We want to 

read about how the main characters find their “true love” and “live happily ever after”, at last. 

All of these significant ingredients can be found in Lucy Sullivan is getting married and 

Watermelon. 

Keyes has used feelings, situations and experiences from her own life where, evidently, the 

feeling of being less worthy is the one most common in both Lucy Sullivan is getting married

and Watermelon. The author’s constant connection with reality and her skill in making 

women, in particular, recognize themselves in her stories and dilemmas are what make her 

novels so popular. Keyes does not glorify her characters (especially not the main characters in 

her novels), they have flaws both in personality and in appearance (good looks) and she 

allows them to be human and also act as humans. Young women, mothers, daughters, married 

women and singles – all of them can identify themselves with what Keyes is writing about. 

This is also one of the reasons why her novels are known for being funny and accurate when 

it comes to comic expressions and situations. 

There is also another aspect of Marian Keyes’s writing that probably makes her chick lit

novels so popular. The narrative style is very intimate; private thoughts and actions are based 

on real life and what real people think, the irrational is what makes reading chick lit exciting. 

Keyes’s chick lit novels are therefore very popular because of the fact that the intimate tone is 

an important element in the author’s story-telling. This contributes to the reader’s’ ability to 

connect with the main characters and inspire to a lasting interest in Marian Keyes’s novels. 
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Themes

Love

The author presents the idea that a woman with low self-esteem or self-confidence is 

subconsciously drawn to unreliable and volatile men because if their boyfriends are too 

affectionate, then it must be too good to be true. Since Marian Keyes struggled with low self-

esteem herself, it is likely that she has used her own experiences when writing these novels. 

Love, according to Marian Keyes, is wonderful when it is love at first sight, but her message 

through Watermelon and Lucy Sullivan is getting married seems to be that love gets even 

better if it is preceeded by friendship. 

Love is a cliché. When we have found the right person to spend our life with, our focus and 

thoughts are based on the fact that love will last forever. But with time, we know that not all 

relationships do last. Marian Keyes knows this and she describes it in Watermelon with some 

of the clichés that come with a break-up such as: one part in the relationship wanting to get 

back together, how they are going to split their financial assets and that they thought that their

love was eternal.     

“Love starts with fights and ends in bed” is another approach that Marian Keyes uses mostly 

in Lucy Sullivan is getting married. Love can appear in many shapes and forms, it can grow 

out of friendship or it can get a hold on you instantly, as mentioned previously. 

Love can also appear between certain antagonists because some sort of tension already exists. 

It can be described by the expression – when you “love to ‘hate’ someone.” Keyes uses this 

when she builds up the love story between Lucy and Daniel. Lucy is sometimes opposed to 

Daniel and she gets annoyed with his relationships to women and his presumed macho-style. 

But Lucy’s assumptions are created for her own defense since what the author really wants is 

for the reader to understand that Lucy, subconciously, would actually want Daniel to also be 

attracted to her. The opposite is the case with Claire, love is introduced to Claire (in 

Watermelon) with an instant attraction between her and Adam rather than with a harmless 

friendship. Finally, love between two adults should definitely contain attraction.

Furthermore, Marian Keyes gives vent to quite a neurotic view on love. She explains that 

if/when we love someone, whether it is a partner or a relative, we run the risk of being 
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exposed to great pain if that person would pass away or disappear from our lives. In my 

opinion, people should not allow themselves to think that way and instead be happy that we 

are capable of loving someone else, and to be loved back. A different kind of love is the love 

for your child which the author describes as boundless and overwhelming. Marian Keyes 

expresses how extraordinary she thinks the love for your child can be.  

Happiness

Marian Keyes’s own reference to finding happiness was to move to another city and start 

over. Claire in Watermelon does the same thing, she moved from Ireland to London just like 

Keyes did. Here, one can draw an obvious parallel between the author’s and her main 

character Claire’s search for happiness. The author’s opinion on happiness is that, regardless 

of what others think about you or what is normal, you should always be happy with who you 

are and what you do. Moreover, Marian Keyes explains her thoughts about both receiving 

confirmation and giving confirmation in her novels Watermelon and Lucy Sullivan is getting 

married in order to reinforce how people can experience or let others experience happiness. 

Furthermore, Marian Keyes has a more lengthy and deeper view on happiness. The author 

discusses that one person’s happiness might cause another person pain. In other words, Keyes, 

in this case, is talking about getting involved with someone while there is another person who 

is interested in you. Consequently, no matter what we do in our lives or who we fall in love 

with, there is always someone who does not like what you are doing or who will be 

heartbroken if you choose to be happy with someone else. Supposedly, Marian Keyes’s 

comments about this would be that it is part of the theme of low self-esteem, where her main 

characters are so focused on others’ happiness because they do not feel that they deserve to be 

so happy themselves. In addition, Marian Keyes reflects on the problem that people 

sometimes are afraid to let go of what they have, which is to say that sometimes “the grass is 

greener on the other side”. We let ourselves believe that we are happy when in fact we can do 

much better when it comes to, for instance, love, occupation etc. In Lucy Sullivan is getting 

married and Watermelon, Marian Keyes probably wants her readers to look at happiness from 

her own perspective. Her message is that we must understand that we all have a fair chance of 

experiencing real, incredible happiness and should not settle for less. 
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Finally, Marian Keyes presents a truly thoughtful view on happiness when she is talking about 

seizing the day and making the most of our happiness once it has entered our lives, because 

one does not know if or when happiness can be taken away.

Setbacks and unfaithfulness

In the above themes, Marian Keyes proves that how people should react and how they do 

react in reality are two different things when it comes to being betrayed or let down. The 

author also discusses how rejection sometimes can be degrading for the person who has been 

exposed to it. Again, low self-esteem contributes to the feeling of being a failure even though 

it might be the other part in a relationship who is unfaithful or treacherous. A worse way of 

dealing with pain than acting hostile and irrational towards the people around you, is drinking 

alcohol. Apparently, Marian Keyes has a lot of experience from being a former alcoholic. She 

reflects her own experiences and thoughts in Lucy Sullivan is getting married and Watermelon

as a way to explain how heartbroken people reason when they use alcohol as a tranquillizer. 

What Keyes probably wants to announce to her readers is that no matter how badly we get 

hurt or how painful it is to be exposed to unfaithfulness, alcohol or drugs are never the 

answer; they only make a person’s situation and state of mind worse.

Keyes explains love as the opposite of happiness in this theme. Her approach is that love is a 

paradox, which means that love is the source of a lot of happy aspects in life, but it is also a 

source of many miserable courses of events and sad feelings. Love can cause a lot of suffering 

when, for instance, unfaithfulness is involved.   
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