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LOVE & RELATIONSHIPS

IS HE THE ONE? SHOULD I MAKE A MOVE? WILL HE CHANGE? DO AGE GAPS MATTER? SOUND FAMILIAR? JUST SOME OF THE MANY PERENNIAL DILEMMAS SUFFERED IN THE NAME OF LOVE AND RELATIONSHIPS. NOT MUCH HAS CHANGED SINCE JANE AUSTEN’S DAY (WELL, APART FROM THE HATS AND DANCE STEPS), SO WHY NOT LET HER WIT, WISDOM, AND CHARACTERS HELP YOU SORT OUT YOUR LOVE LIFE?

 

CAN A MAN REALLY CHANGE?

Q YOU KNOW THAT NO ONE IS PERFECT AND THAT ANY MAN, NO MATTER HOW WONDERFUL, COULD DO WITH SOME IMPROVEMENT. YOU WOULDN’T MIND SO MUCH IF THE FLAWS REMAINED HIDDEN FROM VIEW, BUT THE SAD FACT IS, YOUR BOYFRIEND EMBARRASSES YOU IN PUBLIC. THE OBNOXIOUS WAY HE SHOVELS FOOD INTO HIS MOUTH, THE RUDE COMMENTS, AND THE SLIGHTLY INAPPROPRIATE PUBLIC DISPLAYS OF AFFECTION MEAN YOU CRINGE WHEN HE UTTERS THE WORDS “LET’S EAT OUT TONIGHT.” IS HE A LOST CAUSE OR COULD HE LEARN TO BEHAVE?


Mr. Rushworth was an inferior young man, as ignorant in business as in books, with opinions in general unfixed, and without seeming much aware of it himself…indifference was the most favorable state they could be in. Her behavior to Mr. Rushworth was careless and cold. She could not, did not like him.

MANSFIELD PARK



A Your boyfriend isn’t a lost cause, but your relationship might be. There will be somebody out there to appreciate him for what he is, but that person isn’t you. If he makes you cringe now, how will you react in a few months or years? Of course nobody’s perfect, and even Mr. Darcy needed improvement before Lizzy Bennet could marry him, but if your boyfriend makes you cringe, he shouldn’t be your boyfriend. If it were just one little thing, you could ask him to alter it, but your troubles are clearly more serious.

How would you sum up your boyfriend? When Jane Austen falls for Tom Lefroy she writes to her sister Cassandra that he is a “very gentleman-like, good-looking, pleasant young man.”* Could you say that of your boyfriend? Jane says that Tom “has but one fault, which time will, I trust, entirely remove—it is that his morning coat is a great deal too light.” She may not like his choice of coat, but he, like her, is a great reader and dancer. It could be love.

Perhaps the most touching lines of any of Jane’s surviving letters are these, written the day before a ball, when she thinks that Tom will propose: “I look forward with great impatience to it, as I rather expect to receive an offer from my friend in the course of the evening. I shall refuse him, however, unless he promises to give away his white coat.”†

One suspects that even the light-color coat could have been livable if finances had made the match acceptable to their families, but the couple had no money and the proposal was never made.

[image: ]

Jane would advise you to ask yourself some questions and listen to your good sense and your heart. Why are you with your boyfriend? Is it because you just want a boyfriend, any boyfriend? Could it be his money? This is the catastrophic mistake that Maria Bertram makes in Mansfield Park. Maria realizes that Mr. Rushwood is stupid and annoying, but she is tempted by his money and she doesn’t want to be left on the shelf. She avoids him and is embarrassed by him. Sound familiar? If you notice the noise a man makes when he’s eating, you are not in love. Are you bothered by a coat in the wrong color or something more fundamental? Act accordingly.

WHY AM I STILL SO INTIMIDATED BY THE BARBIES OF THE WORLD?

Q IT SEEMS THAT YOU’RE SURROUNDED BY IMAGES OF UNREALISTICALLY BEAUTIFUL WOMEN—GLOSSY MAGAZINES FULL OF PHOTOSHOPPED STARS AND MUSIC VIDEOS PARADING SUPERTONED BODS ARE DOING THEIR PART TO SAP YOUR CONFIDENCE. YOU KNOW THAT KIND OF PERFECTION IS IMPOSSIBLE, BUT DEEP DOWN YOU CAN’T HELP BUT MEASURE YOURSELF AGAINST IT…AND YOU’RE AFRAID THAT EVERYBODY ELSE JUDGES YOU THAT WAY, TOO. HOW CAN YOU STOP WORRYING AND LEARN TO LOVE YOURSELF FOR WHO YOU ARE?

A Stop consuming so much trash and start reading books and watching shows that will make you happier. These perfect women don’t exist—they really don’t. You must stop thinking of yourself as inferior and start living as the heroine of your own life. You don’t need to start out looking like Barbie to have a happy ending. Consider Catherine Morland: “No one who had ever seen Catherine Morland in her infancy would have supposed her born to be an heroine…the Morlands […] were in general very plain, and Catherine, for many years of her life, as plain as any. She had a thin awkward figure, a sallow skin without color, dark lank hair, and strong features…”*

Catherine will never become a particularly accomplished young lady: indeed she doesn’t care much for “improving” herself: “The day which dismissed the music-master was one of the happiest of Catherine’s life” and she “loved nothing so well in the world as rolling down the green slope at the back of the house.”†

Catherine becomes slightly less plain as she gets older, and eventually can be described as “almost pretty.” When she goes to stay in Bath, her life takes off. She has plenty to learn, but because she is open and friendly, people want to be with her.

Lizzy Bennet isn’t an obvious heroine either. When Mr. Darcy first sees her, he doesn’t think she’s pretty: “But no sooner had he made it clear to himself and his friends that she had hardly a good feature in her face, than he began to find it was rendered uncommonly intelligent by the beautiful expression of her dark eyes.”* Jane loved Elizabeth. In January 1813, the year of the novel’s publication, she wrote: “I must confess that I think her as delightful a creature as ever appeared in print, and how I shall be able to tolerate those who do not like her at least I do not know.”†

Millions of readers do love her. It doesn’t matter if you start out as rather plain, but if you consume trash you will feel trashy. Throw away the magazines, stop watching pop videos, and read more novels. You’ll soon feel much better.


Jane describes the best sort of reading matter:

“And what are you reading, Miss—?”

“Oh! It is only a novel!” replies the young lady, while she lays down her book with affected indifference, or momentary shame. “It is only Cecilia, or Camilla, or Belinda; or, in short, only some work in which the greatest powers of the mind are displayed, in which the most thorough knowledge of human nature, the happiest delineation of its varieties, the liveliest effusions of wit and humor, are conveyed to the world in the best-chosen language.”

NORTHANGER ABBEY



HOW CAN I STOP BEING A SHRINKING VIOLET?

Q YOU HATE STANDING OUT FROM THE CROWD. YOU CAN’T EVEN WEAR HIGH HEELS TO WORK WITHOUT WONDERING IF PEOPLE WILL THINK YOU’RE RIDICULOUS, BUT NOW THERE’S A MAN IN YOUR OFFICE WHO YOU REALLY LIKE. HE ALWAYS STOPS TO CHAT WHEN HE PASSES YOUR DESK AND SAVES YOU A CHAIR AT MEETINGS. YOU’VE FINALLY PLUCKED UP ENOUGH COURAGE TO ASK HIM OUT, BUT YOU’RE WORRIED ABOUT THE AFTERMATH IN YOUR GOSSIPY OFFICE. THE LAST THING YOU WANT IS TO BECOME THE LATEST WATER-COOLER SENSATION AND DRAW ATTENTION TO YOURSELF. HOW CAN YOU LET HIM KNOW YOUR FEELINGS AND STILL KEEP THINGS ON THE DOWN LOW?

A He likes you—that is clear. He wants to sit next to you and it sounds as though he’s just as nice as you are, so unless he’s also chatting up other women in the office, you can bet he’s interested in you, too. With your natural reserve, you won’t come across as pushy, as long as you don’t feel compelled to act out of character; but you are in danger of losing him if he doesn’t start to realize how you feel. If you want the friendship to blossom into something more, you must tell him that you are Actually Interested.

[image: ]

Jane Bennet is a paragon of niceness, but she almost loses the chance to marry Mr. Bingley, a man with whom she is in love, because she is too discreet to let her feelings show. Mr. Darcy explains how it seems in a letter to Elizabeth: “…From that moment I observed my friend’s behavior attentively; and I could then perceive that his partiality for Miss Bennet was beyond what I had ever witnessed in him. Your sister I also watched. Her look and manners were open, cheerful, and engaging as ever, but without any symptom of peculiar regard, and I remained convinced from the evening’s scrutiny, that though she received his attentions with pleasure, she did not invite them by any participation of sentiment…”*

You must make sure you show some symptoms of “peculiar regard” for this man. Buy him a cup of coffee and a muffin to go with it. This is not being too forward, and you won’t make yourself look ridiculous. Ask him to help you with something. If you start being even more nice and friendly (but only to him), you may find that he does the actual asking out. Because Mr. Bingley is a shy fellow and not terribly confident either, he’s easily persuaded that Jane doesn’t love him. Don’t let the same thing happen to your possible Mr. Right.

Take a leaf out of Catherine Morland’s book. She’s not the kind of girl who’d wear a plunging neckline, but because she lets Henry Tilney know that she likes him by responding to all of his overtures without being pushy, she gets to live happily ever after. You must try to be a little less Jane Bennet and a little more Catherine Morland.


“It may perhaps be pleasant,” replied Charlotte, “to be able to impose on the public in such a case; but it is sometimes a disadvantage to be so very 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…”

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE



AM I TOO YOUNG TO BE TIED DOWN?

Q YOU’RE IN YOUR EARLY TWENTIES AND BLISSFULLY HAPPY IN YOUR RELATIONSHIP. IN FACT, YOU’VE NEVER FELT SO LOVED. CLEARLY YOUR BOYFRIEND FEELS THE SAME WAY, BECAUSE HE’S ASKED YOU TO SPEND THE REST OF YOUR LIFE WITH HIM. WHILE YOU’D BE HAPPY IF YOU SAID YES, AND YOU DEFINITELY DON’T WANT TO LOSE HIM, YOU REALIZE YOU’RE STILL YOUNG AND THERE’S A LOT OUT THERE YOU HAVEN’T EXPERIENCED YET. PART OF YOU IS WORRIED THAT YOU’LL NEVER KNOW WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE YOUR OWN PERSON. SHOULD YOU TIE THE KNOT OR SEVER THE TETHER AND SPEND TIME FINDING YOURSELF?


“I lay it down as a general rule, Harriet, that if a woman doubts as to whether she should accept a man or not, she certainly ought to refuse him. If she can hesitate as to ‘Yes,’ she ought to say ‘No’ directly. It is not a state to be safely entered into with doubtful feelings, with half a heart. I thought it my duty as a friend, and older than yourself, to say thus much to you. But do not imagine that I want to influence you.”

EMMA



A Emma Woodhouse might be pushing her friend in the wrong direction, but her actual advice is good. If there are doubts in your heart about accepting this lovely man now, you should refuse him, but (and I feel like underlining this) only say that you cannot marry him right away.

The method you use to turn him down must be carefully chosen. You might regret it if you break things off completely, and even if another Mr. Wonderful comes along, you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering “what if?” Jane Austen was a counselor to her niece, Fanny Knight. Fanny (whose mother had passed away) confided in her Aunt Jane when it came to affairs of the heart. Jane loved her dearly, telling her: “You are inimitable, irresistible. You are the delight of my life.”*

Jane did her best to advise her, but was concerned about persuading her niece in the wrong direction, and letters show her swinging between being for and against the young man under consideration. Perhaps Jane was thinking of this when she started work on Persuasion; she was aware that what she said to Fanny might have life-changing consequences: “…as to opinion or counsel,” Jane wrote in 1814, “I am sure that none will be extracted worth having from this letter.”†

But people have been quoting that letter (and others) for generations now. Jane’s advice is sound: “…nothing can be compared to the misery of being bound without love—bound to one, and preferring another; that is a punishment which you do not deserve.”‡
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Both Jane and her characters give this advice: do not say “yes” until you are sure. Even if it is Mr. Darcy doing the asking, you should reserve your “yes” until you have no doubts.

One of Jane’s concerns was that Fanny hadn’t yet seen enough of life and met enough young men to know if this suitor was the one for her—perhaps you are in the same situation: “Poor dear Mr. J. P.! Oh, dear Fanny! Your mistake has been one that thousands of women fall into. He was the first young man who attached himself to you. That was the charm, and most powerful it is.”*

[image: ]

And: “When I consider how few young men you have yet seen much of; how capable you are (yes, I do still think you very capable) of being really in love; and how full of temptation the next six or seven years of your life will probably be (it is the very period of life for the strongest attachments to be formed). I cannot wish you with your present very cool feelings to devote yourself in honour to him.”†

Beware of saying yes to this man just because he is the first to become important to you. If he really loves you, he will let you put the question on hold. If he won’t, it might tell you that underneath he could be a bully. Mr. Darcy asked Lizzy Bennet again. Captain Wentworth (eventually) asked Anne Elliot again. Colonel Brandon bided his time until he knew Marianne Dashwood was ready for the question.

You must very gently explain that you just aren’t ready to give your “yes” yet, that you want to spend longer learning about life together (stress the “together”) and that you want to get married once you’ve done all this. This should buy you enough time to decide.

All this said, be careful! You must not make the mistake Anne Elliot first made—don’t break it off entirely or you may lose him forever. It takes years for Captain Wentworth to get over his wounded pride.


“My dear, dear Lizzy, I would—I do congratulate you; but…are you quite certain that you can be happy with him?…And do you really love him quite well enough?

Oh, Lizzy! do anything rather than marry without affection. Are you quite sure that you feel what you ought to do?”
“Oh, yes!…”

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE



Jane’s advice would be that you must not listen to anybody else’s advice—only that of your own heart: “…you must not let anything depend on my opinion; your own feelings, and none but your own, should determine such an important point…I dare not say, ‘Determine to accept him’; the risk is too great for you, unless your own sentiments prompt it.”*

The second time Robert Martin asks Harriet Smith to marry him, she says yes right away. She doesn’t need to ask Emma, and is sure that her answer is the right one. I expect there’s somebody somewhere writing a novel called Harriet…

HOW DO I TURN A HINT INTO A SLEDGEHAMMER?

Q A WEEK AGO YOU MET A GUY WHILE OUT WITH YOUR GIRLFRIENDS. YOU WEREN’T THAT ATTRACTED TO HIM BUT HE SEEMED NICE; SO, WHEN HE ASKED, YOU GAVE HIM YOUR NUMBER. IT TURNS OUT HE’S AN AMATEUR STALKER—YOU’VE BEEN BOMBARDED WITH TEXTS AND PHONE CALLS FROM HIM ASKING YOU OUT EVERY DAY SINCE YOU MET HIM, AND HE’S EVEN TRACKED YOU DOWN ON FACEBOOK. YOU’VE TRIED TO BE NICE AND LET HIM DOWN GENTLY, BUT HE’S NOT GETTING THE MESSAGE AND NOW YOU’RE ANNOYED. HOW CAN YOU MAKE IT CLEAR YOU’RE NOT INTERESTED?

A He seemed nice, so are you really sure that he isn’t? What made you give him your number? Were you just being friendly, or were you intoxicated, perhaps as much by the atmosphere of the evening as by whatever you had imbibed? What kind of heroine do you want to be? Are you a Lydia Bennet, still thinking of dancing with other officers as she packs to elope with Wickham? Consider this response: ‘“Pray make my excuses to Pratt for not keeping my engagement, and dancing with him to-night. Tell him I hope he will excuse me when he knows all; and tell him I will dance with him at the next ball we meet, with great pleasure.’”*

Or do you want to be an Elizabeth Bennet or an Emma Woodhouse, who learns from her experiences? This man may have seemed nice but you have made a mistake. By giving him your number, you have also given him the message you’re interested in getting to know him.

Carry on being polite, but not too friendly. Lizzy has to do this in declining Mr. Collins (her cousin and a guest in her house) but she would never have given him her number. When she first tells him “no” he doesn’t believe her, so she has to tell him more emphatically.

Leave it as long as possible before replying to the texts or calls, and then try saying something neutral about the weather. Emma tries this strategy when Mr. Elton has her cornered. If that doesn’t work, you must make your position very clear. First apologize for giving him the wrong impression, and then tell him politely that you are not interested and that you only meant to be friendly. This is exactly Emma’s situation with Mr. Elton. She has been unwittingly leading him on and should have read the signs better.

If this man still isn’t willing to accept your apology, you must do what Lizzy and Emma eventually find necessary—resort to silence.

Mr. Collins only finally accepts Lizzy’s “no” when it comes via her father. If this man is a true stalker, you, too, will have to ask somebody to intervene on your behalf.

You may have been behaving at the Lydia Bennet end of the spectrum, but unless you want to end up with a Wickham or a Mr. Elton on your hands, you should think before giving out your number.


“Upon my word, sir,” cried Elizabeth, “your hope is rather an extraordinary one after my declaration. I do assure you that I am not one of those young ladies (if such young ladies there are) who are so daring as to risk their happiness on the chance of being asked a second time. I am perfectly serious in my refusal. You could not make me happy, and I am convinced that I am the last woman in the world who would make you so…”

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE



WHAT COUNTS AS CHEATING ON YOUR BOYFRIEND?

Q YOU’RE TWO MONTHS INTO A NEW RELATIONSHIP AND IT’S THE LONGEST YOU’VE EVER HAD. YOU’RE A NATURALLY CHATTY AND FLIRTY WOMAN—YOU ENJOY GETTING TO KNOW NEW PEOPLE—BUT YOU’RE WONDERING IF YOUR USUAL FLIRTY BEHAVIOR MIGHT BE A STEP TOO FAR. THIS IS NEW TERRITORY FOR YOU AND YOU’D RATHER NOT SCREW UP YOUR BUDDING ROMANCE. SO, IS FLIRTING THE SAME AS CHEATING, OR IS IT OKAY AS LONG AS YOU DON’T TAKE IT ANY FURTHER?

A Your boyfriend has fallen for you, so he must appreciate your vivacity, and unless he has a personality disorder, he won’t want to stop you from talking to people, but you must start to tread more carefully. Jane Austen loved to chat and dance and flirt. There is an oft-quoted contemporary description of Jane, that she was the “prettiest, silliest, most affected husband-hunting butterfly ever”;* but this opinion was formed by somebody who didn’t know her very well, and whose family was involved in a hugely significant lawsuit against Jane’s brother, Edward.

Many people think that Mary Crawford is the real heroine of Mansfield Park; she’s witty, pretty, and fun to be with, she looks beautiful when she plays the harp, but she makes shockingly rude jokes. Sadly, her inability to rein herself in costs her dearly. If she had taken her cues from Edmund Bertram and changed her behavior, she might have found happiness with him. She cuts a sad figure the last time we see her, draped around a door frame, trying to lure him back: ‘“I had gone a few steps, Fanny, when I heard the door open behind me. “Mr. Bertram,” said she. I looked back. “Mr. Bertram,” said she, with a smile; but it was a smile ill-suited to the conversation that had passed, a saucy playful smile, seeming to invite in order to subdue me; at least it appeared so to me. I resisted; it was the impulse of the moment to resist, and still walked on.’”*


In Lydia’s imagination, a visit to Brighton comprised every possibility of earthly happiness. She saw, with the creative eye of fancy, the streets of that gay bathing place covered with officers. She saw herself the object of attention to tens and to scores of them at present unknown. She saw all the glories of the camp—its tents stretched forth in beauteous uniformity of lines, crowded with the young and the gay, and dazzling with scarlet; and, to complete the view, she saw herself seated beneath a tent, tenderly flirting with at least six officers at once.

PRIDE AND PREJUDICE
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Try to place yourself on the mousy/chatty/flirty scale. At one end, we have Fanny Price, and at the other, those incorrigible flirts, Henry Crawford and Lydia Bennet. Balanced in the middle but well on the side of fun is Elizabeth Bennet. She should be your model, so chat away, but don’t go too far. Elizabeth carries on being her delightful self, but everyone will know to whom her heart belongs.

HOW CAN I SHARE MY LIFE WITH MY FIANCÉ BUT NOT MY MONEY?

Q YOU SPENT YEARS MANAGING YOUR OWN FINANCES BEFORE YOU MET YOUR FUTURE HUSBAND, AND YOU DID A PRETTY GOOD JOB, IF YOU DO SAY SO YOURSELF. YOU CERTAINLY DON’T BELIEVE MARRIAGE MARKS THE END OF INDEPENDENCE. NOW YOUR FIANCÉ WANTS TO SET UP A JOINT BANK ACCOUNT. YOU’RE NOT SO EAGER, AND WOULD PREFER TO KEEP THINGS SEPARATE. HOW DO YOU NAVIGATE THESE TRICKY FINANCIAL WATERS WITHOUT SINKING THE MATRIMONIAL SHIP?

A Jane knew the pleasure to be had in the successful management of
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