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About the Book


Jane Austen’s witty, perceptive and romantic novels have delighted readers for two hundred years. With clear sight, common sense and good judgment, she observed the hits and near-misses of her heroes and heroines in love. Relationships certainly haven’t got any easier since then and Lauren Henderson believes that we might just have lost touch with the fundamental rules.


JANE AUSTEN’S GUIDE TO ROMANCE rights that wrong and brings Austen’s Regency wisdom into the twenty-first century. This is the only relationship guide based on stories that really have stood the test of time. It’s a fun, insightful book, full of concrete advice and wise strategies that illustrate how honesty, self-awareness and forthrightness do win the right man in the end and weed out the losers, playboys and toxic flirts.


Henderson deftly summarizes all the love stories in the books and introduces all the characters, so that newcomers and devotees alike can delight in this fun, fresh and audacious how-to guide.




About the Author


Lauren Henderson was raised in London and studied English Literature at Cambridge University, where she wrote her dissertation on courtship rituals in Jane Austen. She is the author of numerous novels. She currently lives in New York.




 


‘Invaluable advice on how to land your own dashing Mr Darcy’ You magazine


‘Another bestseller for thirty-somethings’ Observer


‘A huge bestseller, clearly rekindling a nation’s fantasies of capturing the heart, and nipples, of Colin Firth’ Independent


‘If you need a dating manual, this is it’ Sunday Age, Melbourne


‘Packed with wit, advice and personality quizzes, this is both an original guide to the modern dating scene and an entertaining companion to the great novels themselves’ Sainsbury’s Magazine


‘[Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance] picks the juiciest bits from the Austen archives and presents them as a how to and a how not to, cut-out-and-keep guide to finding your soulmate’ Daily Mirror


‘A bitch-slap to Fein and Schneider’s The Rules, albeit one delivered with a Janeite gloved hand’ The Times


‘I strongly advise singletons of whatever gender to read it’ Independent on Sunday


‘Who needs The Rules when you can find your own Mr Darcy using these wise and witty tips from Jane Austen novels’ Grazia




For my darling Greg, who brings out the Elizabeth Bennet
rather than the Mary Crawford in me . . .




INTRODUCTION


DATING NOWADAYS CAN BE like walking through a minefield, and every single person I know is confused about how to navigate it. Partly this is because we now have a much wider range of ways to meet people, and communicate with them once we do: fifteen years ago, text messages, mobile phones, instant messaging, online dating and caller ID simply didn’t exist. However, it’s not just the new technology that’s made our dating lives more complicated. I also blame America.


I’ve lived in New York for five years now, and believe me, American dating is much, much more complicated than the European version. It’s so ritualised that an entire industry of dating books flourishes over here, books that give advice as bizarre as keeping an egg timer next to your phone so you don’t talk to a man for too long, or treating men and women as if they came from completely different planets. Americans make distinctions between people who are ‘dating’ or ‘seeing each other’, a subtle difference that I have never fully comprehended. Many of the women are stuck in a 1950s mindset that requires the men to pay for everything, always, and as a result, many of the men are bitter, angry and feel exploited. Also, American culture is so pervasive that, along with good ideas like singles websites and speed-dating, it is also exporting its own confusion about how to handle the process of getting closer once you’ve met someone that you like (ever seen a woman pay on a date, or even split the bill, on Friends or Sex and the City? Nope, didn’t think so).


Thank God, then, for that most British of authors, Jane Austen, who, when I really needed her, provided a vital antidote to the culture of game-playing in which I found myself. That’s what Jane Austen’s Guide To Romance is for – to bring us back to the first principles: common sense and good judgement. No wonder Jane Austen is still one of the most-read, and best-loved, authors in the world – let alone one of the most adapted for television and film. Her rules are as relevant today as they always were. More than ever, we need a good injection of common sense, and Jane Austen is exactly the person who will give it to us.


This truth really hit me when I found myself single in New York. I moved here with an American boyfriend already in place, but when we broke up I felt utterly bewildered by the strange dating rules that women – and men – seemed to feel the need to follow. Of course, New York, in all its over-populated delirium of speed and competition, where bars, restaurants and brands of ‘deconstructed’ jeans are the height of fashion for a nanosecond and dead as a doornail the next, will always be the American city where attitudes and behaviours are much more highly concentrated than the rest of the country. Thus I found myself plunged into a maelstrom of crazed, though well-meaning, advice on how to withhold my interest in someone to maximum effect – what the Yanks called ‘powerplays’. ‘Don’t call men back for at least three days! Five is ideal!’ yodelled a male friend, when I started dating again. ‘Don’t call them back at all – that way they have to keep calling you, and are insecure about whether you like them,’ suggested a female one. ‘You have to KEEP the POWER!’ said the male friend very loudly. ‘It’s all about KEEPING THE POWER!’


The particularly odd thing about this advice was that my male friend wasn’t actually following it – he had met a girl, fallen head over heels for her, spent every minute he could with her, and asked her to move in three months later. (They’re now happily married.) How did his girlfriend handle their fast-moving love affair? She treated him the way she’d like to be treated. She called him back when he rang, sounded happy to hear from him when he called her, and let herself get close to him relatively quickly, because she was getting the green light from him about his feelings for her and the kind of man he was. And yet, despite his not following his own advice in his successful relationship, this advice was so hard-wired into his brain that he was actually telling me to treat men like adversaries. He even lent me a book called Intimate Terrorism, all about the terrible games people in love can play with each other, ardently suggesting that I read it.


I’m not the kind of person who likes to play games, keep men insecure and scared, or think of them as another species from women. Yes, men are different from us in many ways, whether it’s because of biology or social conditioning. Yes, they like the chase. And yet we need to remember that they’re not the enemy. They have wants and dreams and insecurities, and a need to be in love and happy that are just as strong as ours.


After several bad experiences in the New York dating scene, I decided to take a break and spend the time working out for my own benefit how I wanted to deal with the situation. So I did what I often do in a crisis: I turned to Jane Austen, whose books I’ve been reading since I was twelve years old. I’ve always loved her wit, her cleverness, her wisdom – and the occasional bitchy asides that remind us that she is all too human. Though I studied English Literature at Cambridge, and actually wrote my second-year dissertation on Courtship Rituals in Jane Austen, I was fairly immature then – much too young, by modern standards, to have the faintest ability to understand the usefulness of the lessons in her books, what she has to teach us about finding the right mate. Or maybe, to be honest, I just wasn’t ready to put those lessons into practice. I spent my twenties living abroad, dating a lot of unsuitable – but great fun – young men, and building my career as a novelist. However, in my thirties, wanting a more mature and successful relationship, I came back to her books – and I realised that besides being wonderful stories in themselves, they are also manuals for everyone who wants to learn about finding someone to spend the rest of your life with, someone with whom you share values and similar qualities, someone trustworthy and true.


Of course, times were very different when Austen was writing. Ideally, you were supposed to be married by your mid-twenties at the very latest, and once you’d accepted someone, that was it – you were stuck with them for the rest of your lives. Divorce was practically never an option, because, if you did leave your husband, the scandal was so great that you could never enter society again – and remarriage after divorce was out of the question. One can see why choosing so carefully was of paramount importance. No travelling the world, having holiday romances, or snogging strangers in taxis, for Jane Austen’s heroines like Elizabeth Bennet or Emma Woodhouse. Now, in the freedom that comes with being able to stay ‘younger’ longer, we’ve lost track of some of the most important things – knowing how to assess the people we meet as prospective life partners; taking a step back and looking at their characters and our own; working out whether we will truly be compatible in the long run. The ever-growing divorce rate indicates all too clearly our failure to consider our relationships properly before we embark upon them.


Naturally, times have changed tremendously since the early nineteenth century. And yet the rules for successful dating laid down in Jane Austen’s six near-perfect novels apply just as much to us in the twenty-first century as to the much more constricted society about which she was writing. It’s almost miraculous how universal her clear-sighted perspective is.


The twenty-first-century experience of sex and romance is the polar opposite to Jane Austen’s; women can now take for granted freedoms that in her time would have banished even the mention of our names from polite society. However, with our new liberty, we’ve forgotten the sensible aspects of her world, the seriousness with which she took compatibility and mutuality. I know I’ve thrown myself into a lot of relationships that I never would have done if I’d taken the time to apply the Austen Rules. When I wasn’t looking for a serious partner, that was fine, but when you are, it’s a very different matter.


Just as I was finishing writing this book, I met an amazing guy in New York and started dating him. I did my best to follow the Jane Austen Rules, which of course were running through my head the entire time, and things went wonderfully at first – until I let myself be swayed against my own feelings by the advice of my friends (completely ignoring Rule Four – Have Faith In Your Own Instincts). He and I had had a wonderful third date on a Friday, and we were so swept away by our growing attraction for each other that, though we had already planned to see each other the next Tuesday, we decided to meet up on the Sunday instead – we didn’t want to wait for four days till we saw each other again. He kissed me good night, I staggered upstairs to my apartment in a haze of bliss and went to sleep. The next morning I rang some friends to tell them how brilliantly the date had gone. The English ones said: ‘Great! Wonderful! Have a lovely time on Sunday!’


And the Americans? Every single one told me I had made a mistake in pushing forward the time I was seeing him again. They said I would seem too keen. They said a man likes anticipation. They said I was giving him power by letting him know that my emotions could sway me into seeing him too frequently. What did I do? Panicked. As an English girl abroad, I thought the Americans, on their home turf, must be right. He was an American man, after all, and we’d only had a few dates – maybe I didn’t know him well enough, maybe they were reading the situation better than I was.


So I rang the poor guy and told him that I was busy on Sunday after all. We rescheduled, and saw each other on Tuesday for lunch rather than dinner – he said he had plans for that evening. We e-mailed each other for the next few days, but by the weekend I was sobbing into my pillow, a nervous wreck. We hadn’t fixed a date to meet again, and I was getting the feeling that he was going off me – and I liked him so much, I’d thought he could be the One.


It was time for Jane Austen. I threw aside everything my American friends were telling me (‘It’s great that you haven’t gotten together yet! It makes you seem busy and in demand! It’ll make him jealous and he will pursue you!’), because their advice simply wasn’t working. Instead of chasing me, he was pulling away. I followed Rule One – If You Like Someone, Make It Clear That You Do – instead. We finally arranged a time to meet, and I suggested he come round to mine for a drink – the first time he’d been in my apartment. When he did, I kissed the hell out of him as soon as he came through the door. He was over the moon. He confided that, because of my cancelling our date on Sunday night, he had thought I didn’t like him romantically, that I only wanted to be friends. That was why he had said he was busy for dinner on the Tuesday, and why we hadn’t managed to set a date for a whole week: he was scared of getting hurt by me. We fell into each other’s arms, we’ve been ecstatic ever since, and never, ever again have I listened to a word of romantic advice from those American friends, much as I love them.


The American way, in its most extreme version, is to over-think things, to deal with the people we’re attracted to in a highly complicated way that can often ruin a budding relationship. The women keeping egg timers by the phone and refusing to ring back men they genuinely like have lost touch with their own instincts, and behave instead in a way that’s counter-intuitive – treating a man mean to keep him keen, rather than being frank, open and caring. It took a nineteenth-century British author to teach me to strip away the American dating rules, and instead treat a man as I would myself like to be treated.


Jane Austen teaches us the fundamental lessons: how to be honest with ourselves, and to work out what we truly want, not what our conditioning or Hollywood fantasies may make us think we need; how to avoid playing games; how to assess someone new and work out whether they are right for us; how to have confidence in ourselves and nurture our own sense of self-worth; how to deal with our partner’s bad behaviour (because even the nicest person will behave badly sometimes), and how to avoid the triggers that cause us to behave badly ourselves. Having learned from Austen’s fictional examples of what and what not to do, you will feel, as I do, a sense of self-reliance and balance, rather than a constant sense of insecurity that comes from wondering all the time whether you’re doing the right thing in a relationship.


Jane Austen is the best relationship guide I can imagine: her advice certainly worked for me! I do hope you have fun with this book, and fun putting its advice into practice. Remember, falling in love should be easy. If things are consistently difficult, if wires are getting crossed, if you feel that a man is playing games with you, then you’re in the wrong relationship – and Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance will help you find the right one.




ABOUT THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK – AND HOW TO USE IT


IN JANE AUSTEN’S GUIDE TO ROMANCE, I have distilled ten principles that Jane Austen lays out in her novels and given examples of how they work with her characters – what they get right, what they get wrong, and how, sometimes, they learn from their mistakes. After each example from Austen, there are modern-day examples: first a ‘What Not to Do’, of people who didn’t follow that rule, and then a ‘What to Do Instead’, showing people who managed to put the rule into practice. There are three examples from Jane Austen in each chapter, giving a wide range of ways that the rule can operate successfully, so that you will be able to see throughout the course of the chapter how the rule can apply to your own behaviour, and how to learn from it.


At the end of each chapter is a summary of the most important points about that principle. After that, I have added extra tips of my own. Naturally, Jane Austen didn’t cover issues relating to the extra freedom that twenty-first-century women have – we have so many ways to communicate in the modern world, and so much more independence. In her society, it was very clear what you should and shouldn’t do – no clandestine correspondence with your lover, for instance. When Marianne writes pleading letters to Willoughby, it’s made clear that unless they are secretly engaged, it’s a big no-no – and even then, they shouldn’t be secretly engaged in the first place! But nowadays the possibilities we have make things much more confusing, and the rules are much less clear. So I have given tips that bring Jane Austen’s expertise directly into the modern world, as an extra point of reference and help.


I have also written two quizzes, one that you can take to find out which of six archetypal Jane Austen characters you most closely resemble, and one to find out which male character represents the man you’re interested in. Following the quizzes is a compatibility chart, which will help you work out whether you have any chance of having a successful relationship with your love interest. Having worked out which character you are, just follow along till that name intersects with the name of the character you like, and see from the symbol whether you are compatible or not.


Do note that many possible matches have a symbol saying that you will be able to have a successful relationship only under certain circumstances, and this is explained in the notes following the quizzes. If you are a Mary Crawford who can manage not to be too bitchy or game-playing . . . if you are a Lydia who’s decided to try to curb her naughty ways and settle down . . . if the man you like is a Frank Churchill who is treating you like the One and not making you feel insecure . . . then you can go for it. But you have to assess your own strengths and weaknesses and take a good honest look at yourself for any good relationship to work – and Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance will help this process along!




ONE


IF YOU LIKE SOMEONE, MAKE IT CLEAR THAT YOU DO






Though Henry was now sincerely attached to [Catherine] . . . his affection originated in nothing better than gratitude; or, in other words, that a persuasion of her partiality for him had been the only cause of his giving her a serious thought.


NORTHANGER ABBEY








THIS RULE IS SO fundamental to Jane Austen’s view of dating and relationships that it had to be the first one I dealt with in this book. Austen repeatedly emphasises the opinion that a woman who likes a man should make her preference for him clear – without, naturally, going overboard. She would have no truck with modern dating books that make a science out of playing hard to get. Of course, some tactics come into play once a man is interested in you, and even Austen would acknowledge that; men like the chase. Any man will respond better to a woman who shows she values herself and isn’t just throwing herself at him blindly, so desperate to get a boyfriend that she doesn’t take the time to get to know him as a person. She needs instead to gradually make a decision about his eligibility as a mate for her based on the information she gains about his character over a series of dates. But when Catherine Morland makes it obvious to Henry Tilney how much she likes him, Austen demonstrates that she is doing exactly the right thing – because the target of her affection is clearly showing himself to be a man worthy of her love. Contrary to most current dating advice, it is actually a great idea to show a man that you’re interested in him – if, of course, your enthusiasm is in equal proportion to his. Look at these examples from Jane Austen’s books, and then from real life, if you don’t believe me . . .


HENRY AND CATHERINE






In finding [Henry] irresistible, [Catherine] became so herself.


NORTHANGER ABBEY








Henry Tilney, the hero of Northanger Abbey, is good-looking, charming and, as both Jane Austen and Louisa May Alcott would put it, ‘heart-whole’. He’s not actively searching for a wife. But when he meets Catherine Morland, he’s charmed by the fact that she is so obviously keen on him. Catherine is too young and naïve to think she needs to make any secret of how attractive she finds Henry. She doesn’t throw herself at him, but she shows with unaffected pleasure how much she enjoys his company. And there’s plenty in Henry to like. He has a great sense of humour and he makes a big effort to be agreeable. Catherine is modest. She can’t quite believe, at the beginning of their acquaintance, that Henry would prefer her to the many other girls he’s met. Catherine is ‘simplicity and truth, and without personal conceit’. Every time Henry asks her to dance, she accepts immediately, showing a great deal of pleasure in his company, and he, being more sophisticated than she is, can see exactly how much she likes him.


The more they get to know each other, the more Henry falls for the fact that Catherine has fallen for him. He has a good healthy ego, and values himself highly – the fact that a girl likes him raises her in his estimation, rather than making him think that something must be wrong with her. And Catherine has pretty good judgement in affairs of the heart. She doesn’t like Henry just because he asks her to dance and is good-looking, but for his intelligence, his sense of humour, his values and the way he makes her feel. She realises immediately how awful and full of himself her other admirer, John Thorpe, is, and does her best to get rid of him. She isn’t flattered simply because John is interested in her; his compliments don’t stop her from seeing what a bumptious idiot he is.


Henry comments approvingly on Catherine’s ‘fresh feelings’, and he’s right. She doesn’t pretend to be jaded or cynical, she’s open and direct. When she misses going out for a walk with Henry and his sister because she’s tricked into going with John Thorpe instead, she doesn’t try to make Henry jealous or play John Thorpe off against him. Instead, she tells Henry immediately, the first chance she gets, how much she likes him, and apologises for her inadvertent rudeness. ‘I had ten thousand times rather have been with you . . .,’ she says; ‘if Mr Thorpe would only have stopped [his carriage], I would have jumped out and run after you.’


Henry loves it. He likes her better than ever for telling him how much she likes him. ‘Is there a Henry in the world,’ Jane Austen asks, ‘who could be insensible to such a declaration?’


Note that Jane Austen says ‘Henry’, rather than ‘man’. Jane Austen is not saying that all men respond well to this. But a man with a good sense of self, a man who doesn’t have the kind of low self-esteem that makes him think that if someone likes him there must be something wrong with her, will love it. You must assess whether a man is a hardened player, who counts girls who like him as tallies on his scorecard. Avoid these types! Luckily, there are plenty of Henrys out there who will respond very well to a nice girl who, without being pushy or clingy, clearly finds them attractive and wants to get to know them better.




LESSON TO BE LEARNED
___________


ENJOY THE MOMENT





What Not to Do: Don’t Obsess Over Him


Catherine doesn’t make the mistake of obsessing about Henry Tilney, much as she likes him, and eager though she is to see him again. She keeps her balance and distracts herself when he’s not around – going out with her friends, reading her favourite book, The Mysteries of Udolpho, doing all the things she did before she met him and taking the same amount of pleasure in them, rather than feeling that everything she does is somehow diminished by the fact that Henry isn’t there to share it with her. This is crucial. She doesn’t seem desperate when she meets up with Henry again; she seems what she is, a nice healthy girl with a bit of a crush on him – not some crazed stalker who, on the basis of a few meetings, has already started to plan their wedding and doodle ‘Catherine Tilney’ on every scrap of paper she can get her hands on. Nor does she drop her own interests to pretend instead that she likes his: she knows Henry doesn’t think much of her favourite book, but she doesn’t stop reading it on his account. Catherine keeps herself grounded and doesn’t lose herself and her own pleasures just because a man is interested in her.


Catherine knows how to enjoy the moment without grabbing at hypothetical future possibilities. ‘I do not pretend to say that I was not very much pleased with [Henry],’ she says to her friend Isabella, ‘but while I have “Udolpho” to read, I feel as if nobody could make me miserable.’ She’s not building castles in the air. Catherine is pacing herself very well. She isn’t entertaining the kind of fantasies about marrying Henry that he would sense, and that would scare him off. ‘Once or twice . . . she had got so far as to indulge in a secret “perhaps”, but in general the felicity of being with him for the present bounded her views; . . . and her happiness being certain for that period, the rest of her life was at such a distance as to excite but little interest.’


Not being able to enjoy the moment: let’s look at this point in detail, because it tends to be such a problem for women. We tend to obsess about things much too early – sitting by the phone, trying to decode all sorts of hidden meanings in what men say when they do ring, initiating talks after three dates about where the relationship is going. This kind of behaviour makes it near-impossible to relax into the pleasure you find in his company. Because – and I can’t stress this point enough – to obsess about the relationship in this way means that you are worrying about whether you are pleasing him. For women, particularly in the early stages of dating, it should be the other way around.


What to Do Instead: Let Him Please You


A man needs to feel that he is courting you. Let him worry about where to take you on the next date, and whether it will be somewhere you will like. And let him pay for at least the first few dinners. If he’s a nice guy, he’ll like it. It makes him feel manly, chivalrous and protective, all of which are qualities you want to encourage. You can split the drinks, if you’re at a bar, but any nice man who likes you will protest this; he will want to pay for those, too. On my first five dates with my boyfriend, I tried to buy coffee after dinner, or an occasional drink. He wouldn’t let me – he even went so far once as to secretly put his credit card behind the bar so the barstaff wouldn’t take my money. Once I realised how much he wanted to pay for me, I stopped pushing him on it and thanked him instead, which made him considerably happier. In his mind, he was showing me how much he valued my company by insisting on paying. But he appreciated my offers – as long as I let him overrule me. So the best way to handle this is to make the offer, and then let him insist on paying. That way he sees that you aren’t just after his money, but still gets to feel manly as he pulls out his wallet and picks up the tab. Once you’re going out more regularly, he will probably be happy to let you pick up the bill occasionally, or to split it with him. But at the beginning of a relationship, put aside any feminist pride you may have and let him pay. If you don’t, he may very well take it as a sign that you are not romantically interested in him, and why risk that?


We probably all know this already, but let me just stress another point: if you go out on a first date with a man and he suggests you split the cost of dinner or drinks – well, either you’ve misunderstood things, and it isn’t a date, or he’s a cheapskate, and you shouldn’t go out with him again. If a man doesn’t offer to pay, he’s not that into you. It’s such an accepted convention by now that men pay – and they want to, if they like a girl and want to show it – that if a man doesn’t follow that convention, he looks terrible. And if a man invites a woman on a date, he’ll find the money to take her out. It doesn’t have to be an expensive dinner, of course. But if a man asks a woman out and then expects her to split the bill, it sends the wrong signals. The woman will be very surprised when he tries to kiss her at the end of the evening. And she will also be offended. The social residue that remains from Jane Austen’s time is a sense that the woman needs to be courted.


We’re talking about relationships here, not quick meaningless rolls in the hay. When a man takes the time to find out what kind of food you like to eat, what kind of films you like to see, whether you prefer the theatre or a football match, and plans dates that chime with your tastes, he’s showing you that he doesn’t just want to have sex with you, but that he likes you as a person and wants to please you. He considers you valuable enough to want to treat you well – to court you. It’s one of the last remnants of old-fashioned chivalry. So for goodness’ sake, let him! Don’t make too many upfront suggestions about where you should go on your dates – instead, let him ask you about your preferences and spend time working out what he thinks you will enjoy. By pleasing you, he will please himself, because he will get the satisfaction of seeing how happy he’s making you.


If he’s doing all the right things, you should continue to show him how much you like him. Make it clear that you are happy to hear from him when he calls. Don’t play games like pretending you don’t recognise his voice on the phone, to make him think that he’s just one of many men calling you – my friend Melinda always does this. It just makes the poor saps anxious and insecure, and who wants a man who’s in that state of mind? When you are on a date, show him how much you are enjoying yourself – don’t play things too cool. Compliment his choice of restaurant, thank him for picking somewhere that he thought you would like. And enjoy the date for what it is – an opportunity to get to know him better. Maybe this will turn into a relationship, and the date will be one of the anecdotes you will talk over with each other, remembering the early stages when you were dating and you were nervous but excited and each evening was magical. But it’s far too early to know that yet. Right now, you are having a lovely evening in the company of someone whom, so far, you like. Don’t keep flashing ahead to the moment when he will kneel down in front of you and produce an enormous diamond.


MARIANNE AND WILLOUGHBY






‘To have resisted such attractions, to have withstood such tenderness! – Is there a man on earth who could have done it!’


SENSE AND SENSIBILITY








In Sense and Sensibility, Marianne Dashwood is just as good as Catherine Morland at showing a young man she likes him. Just watch her go. On the Dashwoods’ first visit from Willoughby, ‘she gave him such a look of approbation as secured the largest share of his discourse to herself for the rest of his stay . . . She had neither shyness nor reserve in their discussion. They speedily discovered that their enjoyment of dancing and music was mutual . . . He acquiesced in all her decisions, caught all her enthusiasm . . .’


And Willoughby doesn’t just respond to Marianne’s enthusiasm, but charms everyone around him, taking an interest in them, paying them attention. Remember, showing people you like them is as good a way to make new friends as it is to find a mate. Willoughby is the guy in the room everyone wants to be friends with, because he seems so open and likeable, with ‘quick imagination, lively spirits, and open, affectionate manners . . . a captivating person but a natural ardour of mind . . .’ Marianne’s whole family adores him.


Willoughby and Marianne’s interest in each other seems completely mutual. ‘When he was present, she had no eyes for anyone else. Everything he did, was right. Everything he said, was clever.’ And Willoughby is equally smitten: ‘If their evenings at the park were concluded with cards, he cheated himself and the rest of the party to get her a good hand. If dancing formed the amusement of the night, they were partners for half the time; and when obliged to separate for a couple of dances, were careful to stand together and scarcely spoke a word to anybody else.’


Sadly, Marianne and Willoughby’s romance doesn’t end well: he marries another girl for her money, despite the fact that he’s in love with Marianne. We’ll look at more of Willoughby’s and Marianne’s behaviour in the following chapters. Right now, however, what we’re learning from Marianne is that her warm, open manner captured Willoughby’s heart and made him fall deeply in love, despite the fact that he was planning only on having a light flirtation with her. As he later says to Elinor: ‘Your sister’s lovely person and interesting manners could not but please me; and her behaviour to me, almost of the first, was of a kind . . . At first, I must confess, my vanity only was elevated by it . . . To have resisted such attractions, to have withstood such tenderness! – Is there a man on earth who could have done it! – Yes, I found myself, by insensible degrees, sincerely fond of her . . .’


Like Catherine, Marianne gets her man by showing how much she likes him – even though she doesn’t get to keep him.




LESSON TO BE LEARNED
___________


BE OPEN AND EASYGOING





What Not to Do: Don’t Make Things Difficult


It’s incredibly confusing to be single and dating today. We are bombarded with dating books that tell us to make ourselves mysterious and unavailable – or, confusingly, that we’re not being forward enough. There’s a book that tells you to keep an egg timer next to the phone so you don’t talk to someone too long and come across as over-available. It also tells you never to accept a date for the weekend if someone’s asking you after Wednesday. Meanwhile, there are plenty of books and courses to teach people how to flirt properly. You can spend fifty pounds signing up for a day spent learning how to raise and lower your eyes sexily, flick your hair, or give the right come-hither signals. What no one’s telling you to do is the obvious – behave naturally, for God’s sake! No wonder we are all so unsure of ourselves. How can you possibly be natural if you’re worrying about talking to someone you like too long on the phone, or feeling that you ought to turn down a spontaneous invitation? How can you be yourself if you want to accept a Friday night invitation for a first date, but have been told by dating books that you should only go out on weeknights for the first month of dating?


Susanna had read so many dating books that she was completely blocked. She had no idea what the right dating procedure was any more. Like Bridget Jones in the film Bridget Jones’s Diary, she had a stack of those books next to her sofa and would consult them any time someone asked for her phone number. She had learned to think that a man was insulting her if he rang her up on a Thursday and asked her if she wanted to go to a party with him on Saturday, which is completely ridiculous. Men often don’t plan that far ahead. It makes them nervous. Women like the anticipation, the having-four-days-to-plan-what-you’re-going-to-wear-and-get-your-hair-and-nails-done. Men don’t. They like to feel spontaneous. Susanna was actually turning down invitations from guys she liked because the dating books told her that they were asking her in the wrong way. Guess what? After a couple of rejections, the men rarely called back. Why should they? They’d been turned down. How were they supposed to know not to ask a girl for a date with only two days’ notice? To them it seemed like a lot. And besides, they were asking Susanna out because they liked her and wanted to see her soon. They didn’t want to have to wait.


And Susanna felt horribly frustrated. She liked these men! She wanted to go out on dates with them! And here she was, sitting at home all alone instead of out seeing a movie with a man she found attractive. Yet she was following exactly the rules recommended by the dating books. What was she doing wrong?


It’s so obvious, of course. Susanna wasn’t being herself. Her natural instinct, when asked out by a nice-looking man she’d recently met, would have been to say ‘Yes, thank you, I’d love to go to a party with you on Saturday night. What time are you picking me up?’ Most dating books have a lot to answer for. They make the dating process seem like a minefield that you can pick your way through only when armed with a copy of one of these books. Instead what they are doing is planting mines that no one suspected were there. Whoever told you, before these books came on the market, that you shouldn’t go out with someone you like? Whoever said that there are right and wrong days to invite a girl out? Whoever said that having a long conversation on the phone with someone is a bad thing, for goodness’ sake?


It’s supposed to be easy. That’s what my sister’s friend Alex told her, when my sister was struggling through a series of complicated, abortive relationships, and it’s probably the single most important piece of advice I can give. A certain degree of anxiety is natural for both sexes in the dating process. But, if the other person is equally keen on you, the anxiety will be kept to a minimum. When my sister started dating her current boyfriend, he showed her so clearly that he liked her that her anxiety was at a very low level. Though they didn’t make plans to meet up again at the end of every date, Lisa was sure that he would ring her in a few days, and he always did. Lisa learned from him the pleasure of being made to feel secure, and she did everything she could to make him feel equally secure – calling him, too, showing him how glad she was to see him. It was the smoothest and happiest dating process she had ever been through. They’re now living together and have a lovely baby. And it was easy – the way it’s supposed to be.


Modern dating advice is all about game-playing, manipulation, and treating the person you like as if he were an adversary. Why would you want to do that? Why would you adopt a hostile attitude towards someone you like and find attractive? Why would you assume he has the worst possible motives towards you? If you take that attitude, you may well turn a potentially nice person into an insecure paranoid who ends up treating you badly because he’s so confused by the mixed signals you’re sending him. Throw all those books away and rely on the good common-sense advice of Jane Austen instead. It will tally much better with your own instincts and common sense.


What to Do Instead: Trust Your Instincts


In Jane Austen’s world it was difficult to meet new people, but nowadays we have a much wider range and many more social opportunities. Make the most of these encounters by being warm and friendly to people you like, whether or not you feel a romantic attraction to them. The more you try, the easier it will be. Practise! Look at Catherine in Northanger Abbey, who is always open, sincere and ready to enjoy herself. ‘Catherine was all eager delight . . . She was come [to Bath] to be happy, and she felt happy already.’ People respond to that better than anything else. Be happy. Show people you like them. Be open to new opportunities and make the most of them.


When you meet a man you like, talk to him and show an interest. Give him your attention and show him that you’re taking pleasure in his company. If you’re at a bar or a party, your conversation may well be interrupted, and your tête-à-tête may get broken up. If he comes back to talk to you again, don’t be afraid of showing him that you like him. Be brave. Don’t throw yourself into flirting with other men to make him jealous; he may think that one of them is your boyfriend, and not come back to find you. Let him ask for your number and suggest going out sometime. Men love to do the chasing, and if you initiate the exchange of phone numbers, not only are you denying the man that opportunity, but you may be chasing someone who really isn’t interested enough. If he wants to ask you out . . . he will. Let him. But show him that you’re happy when he does.


If you give your number to someone and he rings you, respond appropriately. If you’re happy to hear from him, show it. Be warm and friendly. If the conversation is going well, don’t cut it short. If he asks to meet you soon, and you like him, why not go? My ex-boyfriend in Italy took me to meet his family the day after we met at a party! He knew he liked me, he was going to visit his mother the next afternoon, and he asked me if I wanted to come along and see San Gimignano, where she lived. I was a little taken aback, but he was so open and easygoing that I decided to agree. His mother was lovely to me, and it was clear from the way she greeted me that he didn’t make a habit of bringing girls home so swiftly. We moved in together after a couple of months and he proposed at the same time. I felt I was too young to get married, and told him I just wasn’t ready. But his enthusiastic interest in me, which he showed as soon as we met, made me feel very confident and secure, and we had three and a half very happy years together.


By all means, show a man you find him attractive physically. But again, pace yourself. Don’t jump into bed with him straight

away; take some time to get to know him first. Take his arm when you’re out, touch him to emphasise points you’re making, let him kiss you good night at the end of the evening, allow the sexual attraction to build. Try not to find yourself alone with him in either one of your apartments late at night on the first few dates, to avoid irresistible temptation. The sex you eventually have will be all the better for a few weeks of anticipation. If you have sex with him too soon, you run the risk that this is the only way he’ll ever think of you . . . sexually. And after all, you’re looking for a relationship. If you just wanted to get laid, you would scarcely be reading Jane Austen’s Guide to Romance. Let him demonstrate to you over the course of several dates that he is a trustworthy person who is interested in all aspects of your personality, not just out for a quick fling.


Look at Henry and Catherine: they show in the early stages of their relationship that they are sexually interested in each other, as much as they could within the confines of the society they lived in. They flirt, they banter, they dance together, they spend as much time as they can alone together. But at the same time they are also getting to know each other and deepening the attraction between them by strengthening all the other aspects of their relationship.


ELIZABETH AND DARCY; JANE AND BINGLEY






‘In nine cases out of ten, a woman had better show more affection than she feels. Bingley likes your sister, undoubtedly; but he may never do more than like her, if she does not help him on.’


PRIDE AND PREJUDICE








Two major characters in Pride and Prejudice almost lose the people they love: Jane, because she’s not very good at showing Bingley how much she likes him, and Darcy, because he’s absolutely atrocious at showing Elizabeth he likes her. Let’s look at Jane first. Bingley makes it clear how much he admires her from the moment he meets her, at a dance, where she is the only girl he asks to dance twice. Not only that, he says that Jane is ‘beyond a doubt’ the prettiest girl in the room. Every single time after that when Bingley is with Jane, he leaves her in no doubt of how much he likes her. ‘He was full of joy and attention . . . He . . . sat down by her, and talked scarcely to anyone else.’ As Elizabeth says to Jane: ‘No one who has ever seen you [and Mr Bingley] together can doubt his affection.’


Jane soon falls for Bingley, too, but, near fatally, she doesn’t let him see the full extent of her feelings for him. Elizabeth’s friend Charlotte sees the dangers in Jane’s hiding her feelings so well. Charlotte warns Elizabeth: ‘It is sometimes a disadvantage to be so guarded. If a woman conceals her affection with the same skill from the object of it, she may lose the opportunity of fixing him; and it will then be but poor consolation to believe the world equally in the dark . . . There are very few of us who have heart enough to be really in love without encouragement. In nine cases out of ten, a woman had better show more affection than she feels.’


Elizabeth points out that Jane doesn’t know Bingley that well yet, and is holding back until she does. Charlotte disagrees, and Charlotte turns out to be right. The more Jane shows she likes Bingley, since it’s clearly mutual, the more time he will spend with her, and the more she’ll get to learn about his character! But Jane isn’t forthcoming enough and, as a result, Bingley isn’t completely sure that his feelings are returned. He leaves himself vulnerable to the snobbish persuasion of his sisters and Mr Darcy, who don’t want him to marry Jane because of her vulgar relations and convince him that Jane isn’t in love with him. If she had shown him how much she liked him, that wouldn’t have happened.


As soon as Jane does show him that she likes him, Bingley proposes in two seconds flat. All he needed was to know that his love was reciprocated.


Darcy, on the other hand, is a much more complicated piece of work than the open, straightforward Bingley. The first time he sees Jane, his reaction is this: ‘Miss Bennet he acknowledged to be pretty, but she smiled too much,’ Darcy – buttoned-up, proud and snobbish – has a lot to learn. His dismissal of Elizabeth, when he first sees her at a dance, is famously horrible: ‘She is tolerable,’ he says, ‘but not handsome enough to tempt me.’


And Elizabeth overhears. She manages to laugh it off, which is more than most of us would be able to do. But a few weeks later, when Darcy begins to realise how attracted he is to her, she snubs him firmly. Darcy spends the rest of the book trying to get into her good graces and only, finally, succeeds when he has broken down his snobbishness enough to be open and honest with her. Elizabeth makes a snap judgement of Darcy, too, thinking that he’s proud, prejudiced and haughty, and she’s not wrong; but she doesn’t see all the good qualities concealed by his unpleasant façade.


When Darcy proposes to Elizabeth, it comes as a complete surprise to her. She hasn’t seen it coming, because he has done such a terrible job of showing her he likes her. Often he’s come to visit and barely said a word to her: ‘Why Mr Darcy came so often to the Parsonage, it was difficult to understand. It could not be for society, as he frequently sat there ten minutes together, without opening his lips; and when he did speak, it seemed the effect of necessity rather than of choice – a sacrifice to propriety, not a pleasure to himself.’


We can see from this that Darcy isn’t even trying to attract Elizabeth. He’s so confident she will accept him, so puffed up in his own self-esteem, that all he’s doing is trying to make up his own mind. He’s completely sure of her, so sure that he even proposes by telling her how much he’s ‘struggled’ against being in love with her because of her awful, vulgar family! Of course Elizabeth slaps him down, insulted. Though she can’t help being flattered that she has brought him to his knees.
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