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Dear beautiful, bewildered reader,

It is a truth universally acknowledged that the modern world of courtship can at times be compared to a steaming pile of horse excrement.

While you would most likely be excused for taking one sharp look at your current dating condition, shedding all decorum and crying out, ‘Is this all there is?!’ I urge you not to despair. Dramatics are very rarely alluring, except in the bedchamber. Instead, why not channel that energy into buckling up, bracing oneself, and stepping out once again.

Here I share my pearls of wisdom, gleaned from traversing the peaks and troughs of love’s lumpy landscape like a Georgian member of the Geordie Shore cast. From first dates to final breaks, awkward dinners to dancefloor disasters, and PDA to MIA, let me give breath to some of the most commonly ruinous dilemmas contemporary daters face.

So set aside your cynicism, banish those bad-date memories, and prepare to heed my advice, because the dating game is not over, dear reader. In fact, it has only just begun.

Yours passionately and provocatively,

Lady Bennet-Down
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I

The Meet-Cute

‘Every moment had its pleasures and its hope.’

Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen
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The thrill of a first impression – its intrigue, mystery and tantalizing potential – leaves many of us flustered and fumbling. but fear not, dear reader. with a deft touch and a pinch of wit, you may set the stage for an unforgettable beginning, rich in promise and possibility (and hopefully not too many dick pics).
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I met someone at the supermarket - we were both browsing the fruit and veg and there was an immediate spark, but i forgot to get their number. how do i arrange another ‘chance’ meeting?

Dear melon-choly reader,

Behold the sweet serendipity of a fruitful meeting! Few things delight the heart so much as a well-timed rendezvous that owes all to Lady Luck. But the Lady can be fickle, so she might need a gentle nudge. With that in mind, get thee to the market post-haste on the same day the following week. Attend a trifle earlier, so you can position yourself by the ripest of fruits. Chance meetings, after all, always benefit from a modicum of planning.

If the apple of your eye shares your affections, it’s likely you’ll find them roaming the same stalls, perusing juicy peaches in the hopes of a second encounter. However, there is also a chance they might just be picking up some provisions for their next green smoothie. So do not pursue them too vehemently, as this might alarm their gentil sensibilities. Remember, the appearance of spontaneity is key – be sure to look the very picture of surprise.




We’ve been chatting on the apps, and things were going well, but they’ve just sent me a dick pic. what’s my next move?






[image: ]


Dear crimsoned reader,

First of all, allow yourself to feel shocked, because there’s nothing like the audacious spectacle of an uninvited self-portrait. Modern courtship is rife with surprises, albeit some are less welcome than others. If a gentleman (or gentlewoman for that matter) elects to display their assets without proper invitation, consider this an indication of their character.

The proper response depends on your own sensibilities. Has this impromptu artwork left you thoroughly appalled and unimpressed? Perhaps a light quip or a sharp rebuke is in order. For example, ‘Thank you for that kind reminder to pick up some baby carrots,’ or ‘Oh god! What happened to your pet rat?’ Or how about a tactful silence – it might be all the response you need. It serves as a subtle reminder that courtship is a delicate dance best conducted with decorum.

If you would like to continue to converse, make it clear such advances are premature. And remember, genuine charm and good taste rarely require such bold displays. We are not peacocks, after all. If your messages fall on deaf ears, their character (and contents of their lunchbox) might be unworthy of your time altogether.




I met someone cute at a party and they’ve just messaged me. is it ok to stalk them online before i respond or is that an invasion of their privacy?
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Dear curious reader,

What can I say about the need for ‘research’ before romance? In days past, one would rely upon whispered reputations and the subtle inquiries of well-placed friends. Now a full dossier lies but a few taps away.

By all means, ensure they’re not secretly wed or a cult leader. And do enjoy the lighter discoveries. Perhaps you share a love of avant-garde theatre. Or maybe they have an inordinate fondness for dressing their dachshund in tiny waistcoats. Such titbits offer delightful glimpses into their character, which may provide excellent fodder for future conversation.

Should you find yourself twenty posts deep in their ex-partner’s wedding photos, it may be prudent to stop digging and let the mystery linger. After all, some secrets are best uncovered in person, one flirtation at a time!




‘His company so sought after, that every body says he need not eat a single meal by himself if he does not chuse it; that he has more invitations than there are days in the week.’

Emma, Jane Austen






Lady Bennet-Down’s Tips



[image: ]  EMBRACE YOUR CHARM

Worry not over every word; a suitor drawn to your natural wit will not be discouraged by lively conversation.

[image: ]  SUBTLETY IS KEY

Catch their eye with grace, for a mere glance or smile can prompt even the shyest admirer to step forward.

[image: ]  MYSTERY IS YOUR GREATEST FRIEND

No need to impress with ceaseless chatter; a few words and an attentive ear will leave them wanting more.

[image: ]  LOVE IS A GAME OF ‘CHANCE’

Should fate need a gentle nudge, make it appear as happenstance.

[image: ]  TAKE THE LEAP

If correspondence lags, feel free to make the first move, for confidence is always fetching and you’ve got some serious flirting to do.

[image: ]  ASSESS WITH CAUTION

When arranging a first encounter (or simply writing flirtatious messages) look for signs of sincere interest, gentile conduct and a measured use of emojis.





II

The Invitation

‘... You need not be so alarmed about him. i did invite him, you know. i sent him away with smiles.’

Persuasion, Jane Austen
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[image: A woman in a hat and a man in a suit sit on the barstools of a café. They both hold cups of tea. The man holds a plate of pastries and says, ‘I do love an iced ring.’]





The pathway to a proper invitation can be fraught with uncertainty: is your date eager to get to know you or just your undergarments? does this casual ceramics class carry a deeper meaning or are they just really into making pots? whether sparking romance from friendship or delicately pursuing a second date, each invitation carries weight, charm and just a touch of peril (especially if they want to go ice skating). proceed with both grace and tenacity, dear reader, for courtship favours the bold.






I’ve been texting someone for weeks and they finally invited me to go for coffee. how can i be sure it’s a date, rather than a casual friend meet-up or, worse, a networking opportunity?
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Dear decaffeinated reader,

An invitation to society’s finest coffee house can leave even the most besotted beau out of sorts. Is it a subtle ruse – a suggestion of friendship when the bright lights of romance are just around the corner? Or simply an opportune moment to discuss business affairs over the latest roast rather than affairs of the heart?

As you prepare for the outing, consider some of the fundamental signs. Did the invitation include a cheeky emoji and did your acquaintance enquire about your favourite brew? Or did their message mention marketing spend or sales strategies? If it’s the latter (or should that be latte), it’s unlikely there’s a romantic finger sandwich in your future.

And what about the locale? Did they pick somewhere loud and bustling to meet or an intimate nook ideal for cosying up over caffeine? While you don’t want to find yourself in a platonic pitfall, be bold. Even a ‘friend date’ may hold hidden delights (and I’m not just talking about the cinnamon buns) if approached with an open heart.




‘ You take delight in vexing me. you have no compassion for my poor nerves!’

Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen






Lady Bennet-Down’s Tips



[image: ]  Strike the perfect balance

Be neither too keen nor too aloof. Too much enthusiasm can reek of desperation, while silence may suggest your attention is engaged elsewhere.

[image: ]  Pick the perfect setting

Opt for a locale that suits your intentions – whether a charming café, a stimulating art gallery, or the nearest Nando’s (no judgement).

[image: ]  Add a touch of mystery

Instead of spelling out every detail, leave some room for intrigue. A hint of uncertainty can heighten anticipation and encourage curiosity.

[image: ]  Lighten up

An invitation should be far from solemn. A playful suggestion or aubergine emoji is often more appealing and keeps things flirtatious without piling on the pressure.

[image: ]  Respect their comfort levels

Not everyone responds swiftly to invitations. If they hesitate, grant them a reasonable amount of time to warm to the idea – or politely bid you farewell.

[image: ]  Let the invitation speak for itself

Avoid grand gestures, elaborate explanations or rambling voice notes. A simple, unambiguous invite shows confidence and allows room for genuine connection.




‘When he was present she had no eyes for any one else. Every thing he did, was right. Every thing he said, was clever.’

Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen







III

The First Date

‘Oh, she is the most beautiful creature I ever beheld!’

Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen
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The finer points have been agreed, the candles are lit and it’s finally time to embark on your maiden voyage together. there is nothing quite like a first date: butterflies in your stomach, stolen glances, wondering if their hand intentionally brushed against your own or were they just reaching for the ketchup?

I am here to help you handle those first-date jitters, set the wheels in motion for future dalliances and defend your heart against any attack this early in the dating game.

fans at the ready …
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[image: A man and a woman in Regency-era outfits sit at a table with burgers and fries in front of them. The woman rests her face on her hand and looks annoyed, while the man stares at his phone.]


We met up for the first time and they spent half the date on their phone, checking notifications and scrolling. is that a red flag?

Dear indignant reader,

One cannot deny the insatiable preoccupation many people have with their electronic devices is the height of impropriety. How dare this potential suitor disregard all politeness by focusing their attentions on the distractions of virtual society, when the brightest light of them all is sitting across from them?

This persistent glow must not diminish yours, but be sure to give them a second chance to set the record straight – perhaps there was a family emergency or work problem they couldn’t ignore. The next time you meet, if this distraction persists, be sure to voice your discontent with a light touch. Something like, ‘Am I in competition with the group chat?’

Hopefully, they will recognize the error of their ways and pocket their phone for the remainder of the evening. If not, it’s fair to say your wit and beauty are no match for the latest football scores or the enticement of other potential matches. Unsheathe your phone and book an Uber.




What if i’m on the date and i’m not feeling it? how long do i need to spend with them and how do i leave without being rude?
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Dear considerate reader,

Alas, sometimes even the most promising of courtships can come up short. Perhaps they’ve made an off-colour joke you can’t ignore. Or they’ve droned on about their collection of antique china dolls. Maybe you’ve just experienced the






We’ve only been on one date, but it went really well. should i delete my dating profiles as soon as i get home?
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