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Introduction

WHEN THE GOOD PEOPLE at BenBella Books asked me to guest edit Flirting with Pride and Prejudice, I jumped at it. Then I thought, “Why did I do that?” It wasn’t because the book’s a classic; they could have offered me Flirting with Bleak House, and I would have claimed a previous deadline. It wasn’t that it was my favorite book; I hadn’t read it in fifteen years, not since I wrote that grad school paper defending Charlotte’s choice of husband. It wasn’t even that it was the mother of all romance novels; I love my genre, but I’m not a slave to it. So I thought about what it is that makes Pride and Prejudice such a prom queen of a topic, not only for me but for all the writers who signed on to write about it and all the readers who were going to pick this anthology up to read about it (that would be you).

To begin with, there’s the author: Our Jane. People get passionate about Austen: the purity of her prose, the vividness of her characters, the reverberation of her underlying nineteenth-century snark. She wrote of a time, but also beyond it; her voice continues to enchant and enthrall; she’s one of the Top Ten Dead People We’d Like to Have Dinner With. But if the BenBella people had offered me Flirting with Emma, I would still have had a pressing deadline.

So maybe it’s the characters: poor but proud Elizabeth; rich and proud Darcy; suffering Charlotte and insufferable Collins; Lydia the slut, Kitty the twit and Mary the prig; the Nightmare Mother and the Careless Father; Wickham the rake and Bingley the sweet; and Lady Catherine, the Character Most Likely to Crush a Tenant under the Wheels of Her Carriage. That’s one heck of a cast Austen’s got going there, and I admit that for the characters alone I might have signed on. Except I really did have a previous deadline.

But then there’s that story: the wolf at the door, or at least at the gate, comic proposals and cutting asides, seduction and betrayal, disdain and heartbreak, the low raised high, the high brought low, and one in the eye for Lady Catherine.… Oh, there’s a lot to love in this narrative. But it can’t be just that; the story’s been told and retold, adopted into other cultures and adapted into chick-lit, and I’m not standing in line for any of that. I’d have been too busy to do Flirting with Bridget Jones, too.

No, what makes Pride and Prejudice irresistible is the perfect combination of all those forces: the sly but ultimately sympathetic wit, the prose so clear you forget you’re reading, the flailing, failing, enthralling cast and the richly over-plotted, understated story. It’s like a great dessert that’s good for you, a guilty pleasure you don’t have to feel guilty about. The good are rewarded, the bad get burned and we close the book knowing they’re still milling about in there, Wickham putting up with Lydia as his punishment for being a rat, Jane and Bingley in clueless contentment and Elizabeth teaching Darcy how to laugh while not inviting Lady Catherine to dinner.

And that, I think, is the key to this anthology. The novel is so alive in our hearts that we want to know what the characters were doing off the page while our attention was directed elsewhere, what happened to them after the book was done, how they’d fare today in modern London, modern Bombay, modern anywhere. We want to chat about what ten thousand pounds a year meant, why all those party boys were in uniform; we want to compare the plights of the characters to our plights, wonder what would happen if things had been different.…

Face it. We just like thinking about Pride and Prejudice.

What’s wonderful about this anthology is that the writers are thinking about it in so many different ways, playing with the characters, messing with the plot, taking “what if?” to entertaining absurdity. We’ve got people who want to talk about history, people who want to talk about sociology, people who want to talk about literature, people who want to talk about Darcy. We’ve got essays and short stories and a quiz (one glaring omission: no crossword puzzle), we’ve got singing and dancing and cell phones, and it’s all Pride and Prejudice.

Clearly, this is not an anthology of Studies on the Work (for that, see Norton, et al.). It’s more of a series of Dates with Jane, where some writers were serious about her, some were looking for a good time and some, frankly, took advantage of her. But don’t worry that any damage has been done. In one hundred and ninety-three years of wear, tear and academic assaults, not to mention countless adaptations, Pride and Prejudice has remained unchanged, except that Darcy now looks like Colin Firth. The affectionate attention these writers have paid can only enhance the experience of loving the novel. Really, all they did was, well, flirt a little.

How could I refuse to introduce a book like that?

So welcome to BenBella’s party for Pride and Prejudice. It’s informal, and we’re easygoing, so get yourself a drink (negus, margarita or Diet Coke, your choice), kick back and read on. This is worth missing a deadline for.

 

—JENNIFER CRUSIE


Jane as Universal Social Commentator

         “Jane Austen was born before those bonds which (we are told) protected women from the truth were burst by the Brontës or elaborately untied by George Eliot.… Jane Austen may have been protected from truth: but it was precious little of truth that was protected from her.”

 

G.K. CHESTERTON


“Does this petticoat make me look fat?”

Having It All in Jane Austen’s Time and Today

BETH KENDRICK


            One of the many things that make Pride and Prejudice a book to read again and again is that it’s timeless; the longing, frustration, humiliation and betrayal that Elizabeth Bennet experiences are much the same longing, frustration, humiliation and betrayal that women are dealing with today. Beth Kendrick looks at the demands made on women in Austen’s novel and argues that having it all is a myth, whether you’re trying to get it in the nineteenth century or the twenty-first.



 

 

SATURDAY NIGHT AT THE NETHERFIELD estate and the claws are coming out: Elizabeth is chatting with Mr. Darcy and Miss Bingley about the qualifications of a truly “accomplished” woman. Mr. Darcy claims that through his entire life he has known only half a dozen women worthy of that title. You can practically see Elizabeth rolling her eyes as she replies he must have some pretty stringent requirements of womanhood. At this point, Miss Bingley jumps in and says no lady can be deemed accomplished unless she can: dance, sing, draw, converse fluently in the modern languages, net purses, cover screens and also possess a certain je ne sais quoi that announces to the world her inherent fabulousness. (So Beyoncé meets Martha Stewart, basically.) Darcy declares that on top of all that, an accomplished woman must also be well-learned and love to read. (Okay, Beyoncé meets Martha Stewart meets Marie Curie.)

Granted, Miss Bingley is only saying this because she wants Mr. Darcy to think she herself embodies the Beyoncé-Martha-Marie triad of perfection, but the point remains that women are harder on one another than men ever could be. When Mr. Wickham drops his flirtation with Elizabeth to pursue the more solvent Miss King, do the Bennets blame him for leading on one of their own? No. They excuse his behavior as the practical actions of a man with little fortune while denouncing Miss King as a “nasty little freckled thing.” (Lydia says it, but Elizabeth agrees.) Bet she can’t speak French worth a damn, either.

Yes, the women of Pride and Prejudice put a lot of pressure on themselves and on each other. Pressure to look fetching, master all the skills expected of a lady, climb the social ladder and generally comport themselves in a manner befitting a good girl from a good family. And who can blame them? Given their family’s financial situation, it’s either catch a rich husband or spend the rest of their lives mooching off relatives and living in the equivalent of a van down by the river (a hackney coach down by the Thames?).

But that was then. If the Bennets were transported to twenty-first-century suburbia, their character motivations would certainly be different. Or not. Why, after two hundred years and great strides toward achieving political and economic independence, do women still feel relentless pressure to live up to society’s unattainable standards of feminine perfection? Can we blame the patriarch? Has “The Man” been plotting to keep us down, all the way from Bingley and Darcy to Clinton and Bush? Or are women the ones perpetuating the cycle, demanding the impossible from themselves and their peers?

Putting up a good front—that’s what the Bennet girls are doing. Elizabeth pretends she’s not humiliated by her mother’s tackiness and her father’s laissez-faire approach to parenting. Jane pretends first that she’s only lukewarm toward her hunky dream man, then that she’s not heartbroken when he blows town without so much as a forwarding address. Mrs. Bennet pretends that she can afford a staff of cooks and housekeepers when, in fact, she and her husband can barely scrape together a dowry for their daughters. And Mary, poor Mary, pretends to be too erudite to be bothered with preening and vanity when really she’s mortified being the ugly duckling in a group of sisters so gorgeous they could have solved all their money problems with Estée Lauder endorsements had this option been available to well-bred ladies in the nineteenth century.

Compare this to the daily dilemma of the modern soccer mom. This is an age when women can have it all! And we’d better, or we’re going to be branded the weak link in the carpool. Mothers today are expected to work, raise children, fit into those pre-pregnancy jeans plus have a beautiful home and a wonderfully fulfilling personal life … or else. The woman who dares to be a stay-at-home mom? Pathetic leech who sets feminism back fifty years! The woman who works full-time and drops the kids off at day care? Unavailable ice queen who’ll suffer the consequences when little Brianna grows up to be a sociopath! And it’s usually not the boyfriends and husbands who are saying this—it’s the other moms at T-ball practice. If we can’t figure out a way to do it all and be happy about it, we’re not living up to our potential, or so the mantra goes.

The problem with all of us putting up the good front—in both the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries—is that none of us can appreciate that image where it most matters: in our own minds. We all know we’re faking it, and we’re terrified that the façade will crumble at any second, revealing us for the desperadoes we truly are. I will never forget the conversation I had with my labmates from grad school when we went out to celebrate the successful defense of my dissertation:


       ME: Now I officially have a fancy-schmancy degree. I can stop obsessing about footnotes and snottily refuse to answer to my husband unless he calls me “Doctor.” So why do I feel like I’m a complete fraud who doesn’t know jack about jack?

       POST-DOC RESEARCHER SITTING TO MY RIGHT: You know, I have that same feeling, like I’m going to be found out any day now and stripped of my credentials.

       SECOND-YEAR STUDENT SITTING TO MY LEFT: Oh, God. You mean that never goes away?

       TENURED PROFESSOR ACROSS THE TABLE: Never. Get used to it.

       [Huge gulps of wine all around]



Moral of the story? External illusions count for more than internal truths in the game of having it all. In Jane Austen’s day, females had a lot on their plates, at least as much as frazzled career women have now. Mrs. Bennet, for all her ditziness, works way harder than her husband. While he kicks back in the library all day with a few volumes of Samuel Johnson and a glass of claret, she has to budget the household accounts, manage the servants, plan the meals, keep the family involved in neighborhood social events and, oh yeah, get all five daughters married off so they don’t die penniless and alone. And while she’s doing all this, she can’t neglect her youthful appearance (because even though Mr. Bennet constantly mocks her for being so frivolous and superficial, the fact is he married her for her looks). Were Mrs. Bennet alive today, do you think she’d be caught dead going to the grocery store in sweats and a messy ponytail? As if. She’d be looking glamtastic just in case she ran into Mrs. Long or Lady Lucas. And she was considered a slacker mom.

Let the boys have their baseball. Competitive front-putting—along with competitive mothering, competitive dating and competitive consumption—has always been the national pastime for women. Reveal that you’re thinking about getting a little work done because you just can’t find time for the gym? Confess that your toddler isn’t speaking in complete sentences way ahead of the developmental curve? Admit that you can barely make the payments on that shiny new SUV? Crazy talk! Mrs. Bennet would sooner have Mr. Collins think her girls actually cook instead of being served by a chef! (The family may not have any savings stashed away for the future, but hey, their guests can look forward to two full courses. Let’s see them top that at Lucas Lodge!)

Where does this burning internal drive to be perfect originate? Why is it so important to hide the cracks and always make it look easy? I propose that today, just as in Austen’s time, the burden of upholding the “family name” weighs heavier on women than men because women have a much narrower margin of error. So Darcy and Bingley went on a few benders at university, maybe caroused with a few actresses? No problem! What happens at Oxford, stays at Oxford! But when Kitty and Lydia get a little giggly at the ball and Mary delivers a less-than-virtuoso performance at the pianoforte? Elizabeth is covered with shame and begs her father to intervene. And then Lydia actually runs away with Wickham … well, Jane and Elizabeth might as well commit hari kari right then and there and get it over with. By the time Mr. Gardiner and Mr. Darcy track Wickham down like a dog in the street and force him to marry Lydia, it’s too late to salvage the Bennet family’s reputation. They have become the Hilton sisters of Longbourn. (Both Elizabeth and Jane end up marrying well in spite of their sister’s indiscretions, but not without strong objections from the women in the grooms’ families.)

At the end of the day women are the ones who make or break the family image. Public perception of powerful men, from King Louis XVI and Franklin D. Roosevelt to Ashton Kutcher and Brad Pitt, is indelibly colored by their choice of female companions. One of the prevalent themes in Jane Austen’s novels is that selecting a spouse is the single most influential decision one makes in life, both on a public and personal level. This especially holds true for men (cough, cough—Prince Charles—cough, cough), so women must hold themselves to a higher standard if they want their families to get ahead. This self-imposed demand for perfection results in anxiety and plummeting self-esteem, which elicit burning resentment of “nasty little freckled things” everywhere. We know we don’t have a hope in hell of meeting all the expectations, but we keep putting up that good front and pointing fingers at everyone else who falls short of the mark. Yes, okay, so secretly we’re screwups who can’t net a purse to save our lives, but at least we aren’t:


       A.   pathetic old maids who settle for the first sniveling windbag who asks for our digits (Charlotte Lucas)

       B.   spoiled little rich girls who have money—but not enough money to buy class, ha ha (Miss Bingley)

       C.   panty-flashing party girls who boogie on the banquettes at night-clubs and get nailed in the gossip columns the next day (Lydia Bennet)



So there.

Do these vicious comparisons make us feel better about ourselves? No better than Elizabeth Bennet feels when her father assures her that her sister—“the most determined flirt that ever made herself and her family ridiculous”—won’t diminish Jane’s and Elizabeth’s sterling reputations. Riiight. Tell it to Lady Catherine de Bourgh.

Then, as now, men like Mr. Bennet—who is, for all his lapses in paternal judgment, a good guy at the core—cannot begin to fathom the problems faced by the women who prop up his social order, probably because the girls are careful not to betray their image of effortless charm and grace. (It just wouldn’t be ladylike.) In fact, Mr. Bennet considers the lot of his womenfolk very easy. All they have to do is sit around and trim bonnets and talk about the latest fashions from London, right?

When Elizabeth declares that no one woman can possibly attain all the feminine qualities society expects of her, Darcy scoffs, “Are you so severe upon your own sex, as to doubt the possibility of all this?”

Well … yeah. Because, even at the tender age of twenty, Elizabeth understands that “having it all” is a myth. And that’s the truth, even if not universally acknowledged.


            Beth Kendrick writes novels (My Favorite Mistake, Exes and Ohs and the upcoming Fashionably Late) when she’s not procrastinating by shopping online or watching a Cubs game. She has a Ph.D. in psychology and reads Pride and Prejudice at least once a year. You can visit her Web site at www.bethkendrick.com.




A Little Friendly Advice

Is There Such a Thing When It Comes to Relationships?

JENNIFER O’CONNELL


            Do friends let friends marry losers? Jennifer O’Connell ponders the question as she compares Elizabeth’s quandary in dealing with Charlotte’s engagement to her own experiences with friends embarking on bad trips down the aisle.



 

 

WE’VE ALL SEEN THEM. The mismatched couple. Maybe he’s an overbearing, egotistical bore who can spend hours talking about the merits of, well, himself. Maybe she’s putting in sixty-hour weeks while he’s at home breaking in the La-Z-Boy, demonstrating his ability to deftly juggle both the remote control and a cold bottle of Budweiser. Or maybe it’s just a matter of chocolate versus vanilla. Ginger versus Mary Ann. Po-tay-to versus po-tah-to.

In any case, usually, way before the separation is announced and the words irreconcilable differences are typed in triplicate by some city hall clerk, there are signs.

When Elizabeth Bennet receives an offer of marriage from William Collins she recognizes him for the self-important kiss-up he is. And she’s smart enough to gracefully refuse his kind offer, even if inside she’s struggling not to laugh at the absurdity of his proposal. So, when her best friend Charlotte comes to Elizabeth with the news of her own engagement—an engagement to one self-important kiss-up who, not three days before, was requesting her own hand in marriage—Elizabeth has a choice to make. Option number one: She can accept Charlotte’s explanation that she’s not getting any younger, that this may be her last shot at marriage, and wish her luck. Or, option number two: Elizabeth can do what it takes to keep her friend from making a huge mistake. After all, isn’t that what friends are for?

We’ve all heard the horror stories that sound like urban lore. Cautionary tales of brides and grooms and their friends who looked the other way even as signs flashing “WARNING: TROUBLE AHEAD” were practically fighting for attention with the six-tiered fondant-iced wedding cake and heart-shaped ice sculpture. Ask a few friends if they knew, just knew, that a marriage wasn’t going to work out before the couple even declared, “I do,” and the stories will start pouring in. I asked, and that’s exactly what happened:


       •  The maid of honor who, while talking with guests at the rehearsal dinner, was told by a relieved best man, “Finally, Greg is getting married. After his third engagement we were beginning to doubt whether anyone would end up marrying him.” Um, three failed engagements? That was news to the maid of honor—and the bride. Still, the wedding was on.

       •  The friend who knew it wasn’t going to last when she discovered the bride cheated on her fiancé—during the wedding rehearsal. Yet they still tied the knot the next morning, before three hundred of their closest family and friends.

       •  The bridesmaid who, along with the bride, the bridal party and thirty family and friends, waited for over an hour for the groom to show up at his own rehearsal. He’d had a great golf round going and couldn’t fathom walking off the course before finishing all eighteen holes. And the next day, the wedding went off as planned.



In hindsight, these women knew they should have spoken up. But did any of these friends express their concerns before the stretch limo pulled up to take the blushing bride to the ceremony? Not a chance. Are any of these couples still married today? No way.

So, if we really care about our friends, shouldn’t we share our doubts with them before they put on that $4,000 Vera Wang gown and walk down the aisle toward certain disaster? If we see the signs that trouble is looming, aren’t we obligated to tell our friends before they make one of the biggest mistakes of their lives? Sure, it’s risky. Of course we could be wrong. But this isn’t a matter of simply letting her choose the wrong entrée off the menu and holding her hair back the next day when her stomach is turning over and she’s cursing those damn raw oysters. It’s not just one day spent doubled over on the bathroom floor swearing off seafood forever—it’s a lifetime of regret.

Why are we more likely to tell our friend that her bra is peeking out from beneath her strapless gown than we are to point out that we’re worried about her relationship? We’d never let a friend enter the reception hall with her cathedral-length train tucked inside her pantyhose, so why do we balk at the idea of expressing our concern about her future? Obviously, the consequences of marrying the wrong man are far greater than those of exposing undergarments in the bridal party photo.

Why don’t we say anything, and, if we did, would our friends even listen?

In all fairness, William Collins wasn’t a philanderer, he had no ill intentions and he didn’t ask for Charlotte’s hand in marriage with an ulterior motive in mind (unless you count the fact that he’d already been shot down once on his trip and he still intended to return to Kent knowing he’d found a future Mrs. Collins). So why does Elizabeth shout “Impossible!” when Charlotte announces her engagement to Collins? Because she knows Charlotte deserves more. As her friend, Elizabeth wants Charlotte to be loved, not just provided for; to marry a man who cares for her emotionally, not just one who provides a comfortable home; and to spend her life with a man who sets her heart aflutter, not one who simply offers connections and a suitable situation in life.

Although she understands the societal expectations placed upon women of her age, Elizabeth has higher hopes for her own relationship. Although she concedes to the role society expects her to play, she’s not willing to concede her idea of love. She doesn’t believe that happiness is up to chance, as Charlotte does. Elizabeth believes that happiness is her right—is every woman’s right. When Charlotte claims, “I am not a romantic,” to explain her acceptance of Collins’ proposal, Elizabeth’s response could very rightly have been “Well, I am.”

While some may say that Elizabeth is devoid of sympathy toward Charlotte’s situation—after all, at the time it was the only honorable provision for well-educated young women of small fortune—I’d disagree. If anything, Elizabeth ultimately demonstrates extreme empathy and understanding toward Charlotte once she realizes that her friend’s expectations aren’t nearly as high as her own. But if Charlotte’s “bride or bust” mentality is indicative of England in the early 1800s, why are women today still leery of expressing their relationship concerns to their friends? What’s our excuse, when women no longer need a wedding ring to live a full life?

We’ve all seen the old movies in which the lone dissenter dramatically stands up at the wedding ceremony, her conscience called to action by the preacher’s words and her refusal to keep her peace. But it seems as though the whole part about giving bystanders the opportunity to object to the marriage has been eliminated from modern ceremonies, as if our purchase of a Cuisinart off their Bloomingdale’s registry provides our implicit acceptance and approval of the union.

Of course, no woman really needs her friends’ acceptance and approval before slipping that dazzling cushion-cut solitaire on her finger and setting into motion a flurry of pre-wedding activity. Still, we have friends because we value their opinions, respect their points of view. We consult them when considering new career opportunities, take them with us to check out that new apartment before signing on the dotted line and put that pair of strappy sandals on hold until we can get them on their cell phones and consult about whether a gorgeous pair of purple snake-skinned stilettos really will go with everything in our closets like we’ve been telling ourselves. Although we might not always like what they have to tell us (nix the sandals), we assume that they want the best for us—that’s why they’re our friends.

But when it comes to romantic relationships, we stop asking, maybe for fear of the response. And, in turn, we don’t offer our opinions, perhaps for fear of the repercussions.

For some reason, it was easier when we were younger. If our friend had a crush on the boy who put worms down our shirt on the playground, we’d tell her he was a jerk. If she was waiting for the moody boy in the white painter’s pants and AC/DC t-shirt to ask her to the Valentine’s dance, we’d point out that maybe a guy who drew barbed wire on his forearm in ballpoint ink wasn’t the best candidate for a boyfriend. But as we get older, things change. All of a sudden the guys our friends like have the potential to stick around a lot longer. After all, maybe the guy isn’t just someone she enjoys having dinner with, maybe he’ll end up being the one. Maybe if we told her how we felt we’d be doing more than just expressing our opinions—we’d be drawing a line in the sand. We’d be putting her in the middle of two people she cares about, forcing her to make a choice. Or worse yet, maybe she’d decide that if we can’t peacefully coexist with the guy she loves, maybe we weren’t meant to coexist as friends, either.

As friends, when relationships are past the point of no return, we tend to tiptoe around the subject for fear of creating problems. There’s a sort of relationship “no fly zone” that exists between friends. Our friend is making a huge decision and we’re supposed to support her, no matter what we think. We’re not expected to be the voice of reason, to rain on her parade. Sometimes what it comes down to is this: we fear losing our friend more than we fear the outcome of her mistake.

By the time the caterer is selected and the band is told which song to play for their first dance, it’s too late. We had our chance. Voicing our concern is a gamble that cuts both ways. If we express our doubt about the longevity of the relationship, even if time ultimately proves us right, we risk losing a friend. If she stays with him and lives happily ever after, it’s possible we’ve still lost a friend.

Even if she could look at a board and see what odds her friends give her relationship, would she hesitate or think a little longer before committing to forever? Would it even make a difference?

My husband and I are convinced that half the friends at our wedding were betting on the endurance—or lack thereof—of our marriage. We were an unlikely pair with high highs and low lows. Eleven years later, we laugh about it. But if a friend had come to me beforehand and told me she thought I was making a mistake, I’d like to think I would have appreciated her thoughtful expression of caring, her genuine concern for my happiness, and have taken it into consideration. Truth be told, she probably wouldn’t have been telling me anything I hadn’t already told myself. But would it have changed my mind? I don’t think so. Would I still remember our conversation years later and wonder if she had changed her mind? Would I watch her seemingly friendly conversations with my husband and question her sincerity? Would there have been long-term ramifications to our friendship that I couldn’t imagine at the time? I really don’t know.

There are friends I thought were perfectly matched, ideally suited to their partners, only to receive a phone call and hear my friend’s sobbing on the other end as she describes her marriage’s demise. There are people I thought wouldn’t last long enough to wash the “Just Married” off their windshields or remove the tin cans dragging off their bumpers, only to find them happily celebrating yet another anniversary.

It would be nice to think that our intuition is keen enough to save our friends from making life-altering mistakes, to keep them from certain heartache. But in real life friends can’t predict the certainty of relationships with the precision of Vegas odds makers. There is no Magic Eight Ball we can shake and find the answers. And, at best, any couple starts out even.

“I am convinced that my chance of happiness with him is fair, as most people can boast on entering the marriage state,” Charlotte tells Elizabeth. Elizabeth considers this and decides to go along with her friend, to concede the fact that there are no sure things when it comes to marriage.

So Elizabeth doesn’t press the issue with Charlotte. She doesn’t point out that Charlotte truly deserves better or that Charlotte should hold out for more than marriage to a man who’s merely suitable and up to the task. Instead, Elizabeth accepts her friend’s decision and, like Charlotte, hopes for the best, knowing that if things don’t work out she’ll be there for Charlotte, to give her a shoulder to cry on and the encouragement she needs to move on. She’ll be the friend Charlotte needs.

Because Elizabeth understands that we’re all feeling lucky when we’re staring down the aisle. We’re all betting that we’ll win. And that’s why we let our friends roll the dice.


            Bachelorette #1, Jennifer’s bestselling debut novel, was called a “pool-side page turner” by Cosmopolitan and declared “chick-lit at its most fun” by the Denver Post. Dress Rehearsal, Jennifer’s second book, was selected as a “hot book pick” by US Weekly, hailed as a “sassy novel” by LIFE Magazine and dubbed “perfect” by The Boston Herald. Her third book, Off the Record, will be available September 2005, and Plan B, Jennifer’s first teen chick-lit book, will be published by MTV Books in April 2006.

                Jennifer received her B.A. from Smith College and her M.B.A. from the University of Chicago. She can be contacted via her Web site at www.jenniferoconnell.com.




High-Class Problems

LAURA CALDWELL


            When I was teaching Pride and Prejudice in a high school English class, one of my students said, “This whole book is about getting married; it’s just a Harlequin romance.” After I’d smacked him upside the head for being snotty about romance, I pointed out that marriage in the nineteenth century was a life or death matter. It was different then, I said. Laura Caldwell has a much better answer: it wasn’t that much different then. Relationship problems may be the problems of the privileged, but they’re still very real problems. Attention should be paid.



 

 

OKAY, I’M JUST GOING TO ADMIT IT. When the publishers of this book asked me to write an essay on Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, I nodded and murmured, “Hmm, interesting.” I pulled at an imaginary beard. I said I’d think about it. The tricky thing was, I’d never read Pride and Prejudice.

Sense and Sensibility, yes. And hey, I’d seen the Sense movie and Emma as well, but somehow Pride and Prejudice had escaped my Catholic high school curriculum and my Big Ten liberal arts education.

Nonetheless, I said yes to the project. A writer friend of mine recommended I read the CliffsNotes, claiming the book was too long. I did, and found them spare, to say the least. When I told my agent about the anthology, she said, “Oh, just get the movie.” So I rented the BBC version, which, at six hours long, didn’t seem particularly economical in terms of time.

I still didn’t know what in the hell I would write about, so I trotted off to the library and borrowed five treatises on Pride and Prejudice, two written before 1930. After slogging through over a thousand pages of theoretical musings on Elizabeth Bennet and her crew, I realized I could have read the damned book twice over by this time. And the fact was, I was intrigued.

So finally, at last, I went to my little neighborhood bookstore, and there it was, in a nice, trim paperback with a hot pink cover. Somehow I doubted the original cover had been so sassy.

I opened the book and dug in. By now, Elizabeth, along with the Bennet family and their friends, was as familiar to me as my own friends and family. And thanks to my research, I knew more about them than a suspect under FBI investigation. I knew what they were really about. I knew, for example, that Elizabeth and Darcy’s marriage is the culmination of a journey toward social moderation. I knew that the wit embedded in the dialogue exposes their imperceptions and incongruities. I understood that Darcy represents heroism in his friendship with Bingley. And, of course, I realized that Elizabeth is an ironic and analytical spectator.

Yet within sixty pages my God-like perceptions of the characters floated away, and I moved on through the story as I would any other. As I did, I couldn’t help but notice a similarity between Pride and Prejudice and many chick-lit novels published today. This similarity is that, instead of discussing the political situation of the time, Austen deals instead with what my friends and I call “high-class problems.”


High-Class Problems, Defined



The term “high-class problems” was born for me one night while at a party with a friend who had spent the last year (and a hell of a lot of money) purchasing and rehabbing a house on Grand Cayman Island. She talked about the hurricane that had walloped the island only three days after she had moved in, and how she and her children had been evacuated and the house flooded.

A fellow partygoer, a man in his fifties wearing Buddy Holly glasses, listened to her story and then asked her if she still owned her house in Chicago. She replied that she did. “Well,” he said, “sounds like you’ve got high-class problems.”

Everyone laughed. He had a point, to be sure—my friend hadn’t been killed or injured, nor, thankfully, had her children. But her spirit certainly was, along with her house, her furnishings, her clothes, her shoes, for Christ’s sake.

Yet after that party, I started using the term “high-class problems,” spreading it around amongst my friends. When I got a miserable massage by a woman with fingers the size of an infant’s, I reminded myself that by definition a bad massage was a high-class problem. When the walls of my friend’s






Austen’s Awareness of High-Class Problems








Similarities with Chick-Lit
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