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This book is dedicated to all the fabulous readers who have come to Smart Bitches over the years to talk romance novels, celebrate the excellence, and bemoan the bizarre. You are made of awesome.

And to Adam, who is my romance every day.
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It is a truth universally acknowledged that I am bad at math. Seriously, howlingly bad. So I can’t attempt to add up the number of people to whom I owe thanks because I know beyond any doubt that I will miscount, screw up, and cause all sorts of mathematical mayhem. The fact is, an astonishing number of people were gracious enough to help me with this book, including authors, readers, editors, and mysterious publishing professionals. The communities of romance readers and writers online and off are boisterous and supportive and opinionated and wonderful. So many people from these communities contributed to this book, and I can’t begin to say how grateful, honored, and proud I am to have had so much enthusiastic assistance celebrating what the romance community already knows: that romance novels, and the women who read and write them, are amazing.

Thank you for helping me celebrate romance, and what we have collectively learned from it. You rule.


Introduction
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One more exuberant gesture and her bosoms would heave themselves over the edge of her gown. Elliott wondered how much more boorish behavior would make it so—and how much of a boor he was to consider enjoying it.

“You’re lying,” he said in an even tone, trying deliberately to keep his gaze on her face. He wasn’t that much of a scoundrel. Well, not entirely.

Alina’s eyes narrowed and she took a deep breath, but not deep enough, to Elliott’s disappointment.

“I should call you out for that,” she said in an equally even tone, but the calmness of her voice was itself a lie. Her cheeks were pink, her hair was askew, and her hands clenched her gown into wrinkles that, should they have appeared on his cravat, would make his valet weep, though in a dignified manner, of course. What could he say next to send her over the edge of reason?

“It won’t work,” she said.

“What won’t work?”

“Your plan.” She looked concerned, as if he couldn’t remember what they’d just been talking about. How could he follow something so plebeian as a conversation when the most striking woman he knew was one fierce movement away from—he shook himself.

“I think the plan would work admirably,” he said, desperately trying to move his brain and its accompanying lascivious thoughts away from any tracts of land south of her chin. There was no reason why his idea wouldn’t work. What engaged man wouldn’t be tremendously interested in seeing his intended’s impending revelations?

“No one would believe you, me, or us.”

“Sure they would. I’d make sure of it, and isn’t it the standard that the man pursue the woman? My interest in you will be supremely believable.” He wouldn’t even have to pretend his interest, he realized, and reminded himself again not to look down.

He was so focused on her face that he noticed for a spare fraction of a moment an odd look of sadness. “Why don’t you think it would work?”

“Because, dammit,” she muttered, and before he could react to her language, she was in his arms, her hands gently framing his cheeks to bring his face to hers, his lips to her own. He found his fingers just beneath the curves he had been trying not to look at, and he was struck to learn he didn’t need sight. Touch was much, much better: the warmth of her, the firm but soft bend of her waist, the northward curve of her breast. He’d had no idea how much better this could be than trying not to look.

But despite knowing with all certainty that her décolletage was a precarious thing, he couldn’t allow his fingers to tilt the edge of her gown in his favor. This was his intended, after all. His almost intended, anyway, and as his friend and his fiancée, her honor was about to become his responsibility…and how on earth were those her lips moving over his, an embrace and exploration that made him feel as if the top of his head were about to lift off? His hands followed the curve of her side to her back, away from temptation yet bringing it closer. She was firmly pressed against him as he deepened their kiss, touching her with his eyes closed. He really didn’t need to see anything. Touch was too much, in fact.

Suddenly she stepped back, though not out of his arms. He held his arms around her as she stared up at him, flushed and breathing a touch too fast.

“I don’t see that as a problem at all,” he said.



So what do we learn from this scene? That breasts have hypnotic powers more potent than most women realize? No, though they likely do. That men try to behave according to etiquette though that can be a struggle? No, but that’s likely true as well. That women can have sexual desire, and act on it, and take risks to grab what they want and plant a big wet one on a gentleman’s shocked but willing self? That her desires are as important as his? Yup. Definitely.

If you’re a romance fan—and I bet you are—you know that reading romances can teach you a great deal about love, sex, and relationships. In fact, romance reading has probably already taught you more than you realize. You might not be kidnapped by cross-dressing pirates and held for ransom, or find yourself outrunning a serial killer with the help of a very handsome, taciturn detective, but you will always find conflict in your relationships, whether it’s bills and debt chasing you down a dark alley, or precarious sexual fulfillment lurking in your bedroom.

But fear not. Inside those stories is everything you need to have a happy, loving relationship. From books like Seducing a Sinner and Rescuing the Rake, you can learn about tricky subjects like Valuing Your Emotions and Having Real Conversations about Sex.

Welcome to Everything I Know about Love I Learned from Romance Novels. In this handy little book, we can celebrate all the wonderful things we’ve learned about real-life love and romance that are hidden and not-so-hidden inside the average romance novel. What, you thought all those heaving bosom covers with impossibly Technicolor eye shadow were just for visual embarrassment and titillating thrills? Nope. Romance novels are much more complex than meets the eye—and we readers of romance know that better than most.

It’s not hard to discount romance, and it’s easy to take them way, way less than seriously. After all, there is a 95 percent chance that a romance novel cover will feature a mullet. Enough said.

But romance novels are complex and emotionally driven tales of courtship. And what better way to learn about relationships and how they start, fracture, and become stronger once repaired, than to read about those relationships in many, many permutations and variations? In all the thousands of romances where the boy meets the girl, stuff happens, and they get back together, there are a million-plus possibilities of how to repair what went wrong. And we’re going to look at every one, from amnesiac twins and what they can teach us about truthfulness and identity to bank-robbing cowboys and what you can learn from them about bad boys and perhaps avoiding felony charges.

Who am I? And have I robbed a bank? No, not so much. I’m Sarah Wendell, better known as Smart Bitch Sarah from the romance novel website Smart Bitches, Trashy Books. Smart Bitches reviews and discusses romance novels with a readership of many thousands of readers around the world—there are more romance fans than you dare suspect, and we’re all very intelligent, fabulous dancers with minty-fresh breath, and as a bonus, we’re all quite savvy when it comes to relationships too. Reading romance, a genre focused on the emotional development and self-actualization of the heroine and hero (a fancy and academic way of saying they get their shit together and grow the hell up like damn), gives romance fans a deep, multifaceted, all-encompassing lesson on how human relationships work. Many of us find ourselves in the role of advisor to our friends as the person others turn to for help with problems.

Ironically, many people who disdain the romance genre and look down on the women who read it presume that reading about courtship, emotional fulfillment, and rather fantastic orgasms leads to an unrealistic expectation of real life. If we romance readers are filling our own heads with romantic fantasies, real men and real life won’t and cannot possibly measure up to our fairy-tale expectations, right? Wrong. Wrongity wrong wrong wrong. That accusation implies that we don’t know the difference between fantasy and real life, and frankly, it’s sexist as well. You don’t see adult gamers being accused of an inability to discern when one is a human driving a real car and when one is a yellow dinosaur driving a Mario Kart, but romance readers hear about their unrealistic expectations of men almost constantly.

We’re going to put that sorry notion away for good. In this book, you’ll hear from me and other romance readers and writers as we explain both what we’ve learned about ourselves and about relationships. Sometimes the fantastical and impossible, such as the space captain with a streak of honor, or the sinking pirate ship populated with crewmen with impeccable manners and perfect teeth, can help translate reality better than any self-help book ever could. When you see your problems blown up into, dare I say, fantasy proportions, your real problems don’t look so insurmountable. Fantasy, instead of distorting reality, can help you comprehend your reality.
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You don’t see adult gamers being accused of an inability to discern when one is a human driving a real car and when one is a yellow dinosaur driving a Mario Kart, but romance readers hear about their unrealistic expectations of men almost constantly.



For example, in many paranormal romances, especially urban fantasies, the fate of the world, if not the fate of the universe, may hinge on whether or not the heroes of the story figure out their pesky relationship problems and beat the bad guy. Their ability to kick ass and to kiss each other are equally important, because if they don’t work their shit out, the planet might blow up. Comparing your current difficulty to that level of “OHCRAPNO” might help you gain perspective on how to handle it, and how to stop it from happening again.

This is not to say that problems are not important—they absolutely are. But no one knows better than romance fans that most problems are also very likely fixable with varying applications of hard work and some risks or maybe a righteous smack down with a broadsword and a photon-charged handgun.

Now, before we move on to the kicking of ass and the fixing of things, let me share with you The Rules of This Book. Yes, there are rules. Fear not, for they are easy and friendly rules.

The First Rule: Happiness is serious business, but I do not take many things too seriously. And by “things” I mean pretty much everything. So this is not a book wherein you’ll be asked to journal or spend time holding your own hand, envisioning willow trees and flowers with no pollen to make you sneeze as you drift on a tranquil riverbank, reclining in an outlandishly comfortable rowboat with the one you love.

HEY! WAKE UP!

Techniques that bring you to some understanding of yourself are all good—but that is not what this book is about. This book is about celebrating romance novels for every important thing they teach us about ourselves, the people we love, and the relationships we value—and the sex we have. That alone should tell you: expect jokes about man-titty and mighty wangs, and when we get to that chapter about sex, expect the insertion of seriously turgid bad puns.

The Second Rule: Each chapter is defined by a specific lesson we romance fans have learned that is demonstrated by countless romance novels—along with extra content for fun, games, silliness, mayhem, and shenanigans. If you’re a romance reader, no matter how old you are or how old your relationship may be, I’m willing to bet a stack of paperbacks that you’re already aware of some of these ideas, if not all—even if you didn’t realize it. After many, many unwilling dukes and smoldering tycoons meeting their matches among the best and bravest of heroines, we romance readers know what behaviors can help someone enjoy a happy, healthy, meaningful, and satisfying relationship, and which behaviors can screw it all up in a damn hurry.

Many romance readers and writers helped with the creation of this book, and there are quotes from writers you may have heard of, writers who are new to you, and readers who may be just like you—terribly passionate about romances. Some readers I quote by their real names, and others I attribute using their online pseudonyms. Regardless, all of the quotes in this book came from individuals who love romance, and have read metric tons of it.

The Third Rule: Not every situation may match, but the basics of romance, both in real-life and in literature, are simple. Unless your veins are filled, as my friend Billie says, with brimming levels of crazysauce, you are probably a kind person who is entirely capable of loving someone and being loved in return. We get a lot of terrible examples in mainstream media and entertainment on how to treat people we love. Between the murderous glares, misery, mayhem, and acts of momentary weakness played up for maximum laughter, there’s a lot of How Not to Treat People. Romance novels are the antithesis of that example, and we readers are fortunate to indulge in stories that are uplifting and hopeful in the end. So if you’re harboring some stalwart prejudices about the romance genre, it may be time to rethink them. No, it’s definitely time to rethink them. Romances can be a rare but valuable example of how to treat people.


THE RULES OF THIS BOOK




	Happiness is Serious Business—but don’t take me, yourself, or anything else too seriously. Taking yourself too seriously is tiresome. The penalty is mullet.

	There are specific lessons to be learned from romance novels, as well as mayhem and silliness, too. Mayhem, you may be surprised to learn, is very good for your sex life.

	The basics of romance, and how to treat people, are surprisingly simple—you just have to rethink any prejudices about the romance genre first. You have to rethink any prejudice, really, including the ones about mullets. They are (allegedly) good for your sex life. So I’ve heard. Not that I know this personally or anything. *puts on hat*





So now that we know the Three Rules of This Book, let’s get to work. Here’s a romance-tested idea that I bet you already knew: the “happy ending” is actually right now. It’s not somewhere down the line into the misty future. Everyone deserves a happy-ever-after. Everyone deserves a happy, healthy relationship. Bottom line, everyone deserves happiness, period, full stop. But, as that motivational poster so tritely puts it, happiness is the journey, not the destination. And as Nora Roberts has said many times in interviews, the story of a romance is not the happy ending, but the journey to that happy ending. Thus, every story is different, unique, and ultimately happy.

Romance fans can tell you, happiness is created in the present, not as a wish for the future. The first rule of your happy-ever-after is to be happy right now.

Prepare ye for a moment of touchy-feely-squirminess: that means the first, most-important relationship you have is the one with yourself. If you are happy, content, and capable of taking good care of yourself, whether that’s an hour of working out or an hour of reading with a dish of ice cream (and I heartily support both), you’re on your way toward happy-ever-after because you care about yourself now. In other (really sickly twee, I admit) words, happiness is the present we give ourselves in the present, and its presence in our lives is a present to the world. (I just totally made you throw up, didn’t I? Sorry about that.)


[image: images]

Has anyone told you? You look marvelous today. (When’s the last time a book complimented you, and meant it?)



Moreover, happiness is not created by the presence of someone else in your life. Happiness and joy should already be hanging out with you (and complimenting your appearance) when you encounter someone else who captures your attention.

That someone else augments and adds to your happiness—sort of like fantastic icing on a rich, moist cupcake, or a really savory and delicious gravy on your already-gourmet dinner. You are the most important element in the process of finding your happy ending, and you must start with happiness already riding shotgun in your life. A small dose of romance can add to that happy-happy, reminding you that things will all work out, and that, yes, you are marvelous as you are.

But romance isn’t merely the printed version of a “There, there” ham-fisted pat on the head. Romance, in addition to being All about the Happy, is also mentally active—and is, we all freely acknowledge, a form of entertainment. Romance is fun! It’s sometimes emotionally twisting, or light, sparkling comedy, or straight-up sudsy, fluffy fantasy, but it’s fun. But reading romance—and reading in general—is, and always has been, a mentally active pastime.

Compare reading with television viewing: With TV, you passively sit and receive visual and auditory stimulation. With reading, you actively fill your mind and absorb the story mentally while embellishing with your own creativity. The reader creates the voices, imagines the scenery, and envisions the ambiance. Some readers dislike seeing cover models’ faces on the book jackets because they want to imagine the faces themselves.

Because of that involvement, women are very critical of their romance-reading entertainment. This is not a surprise for me, since I review and critique romances every day, and the Smart Bitches, Trashy Books website is largely fueled by the passion of romance readers gathering to talk about what rocked their worlds or what made them irate at the poor quality story. That passionate response (pun intended) is created because romance-reading is complex. It’s not a simple endeavor, all that mental creation and emotional connection. The entertainment and creative value is huge—and makes for a very personal and often vivid response in the reader, because if the reader is actively involved in the reading experience, she is giving of herself and wants to be fulfilled. A bad movie might create a feeling of disgust or disappointment, but the same two hours spent with a bad book can create a much stronger negative emotion, up to and including outright rage. Just check out some Amazon book reviews if you don’t believe me. Hell, check out some of my D and F reviews on Smart Bitches, Trashy Books for evidence of bad-book-rage. It’s just as true for the positive response as well: good romances will create an absolute joy and possibly the desire to forcibly beat someone with a paperback until they agree to read that fantastic book you’ve just finished. (I refuse to incriminate myself by stating whether I’ve committed such an act.) (Oh, screw it, I totally have. C’mere so I can beat you with my copy of Bet Me.)

That incredible positivity at the end of a good romance is part of why romance-reading is so addictive: that emotional lift at the end creates a sustained feeling of happiness, and if readers don’t get that expected joy, they are not happy about it, because, oh boy, do they know what they are missing. And when they don’t get what they wanted in a book, they are the exact opposite of happy—and that goes for me too.

I’ve often joked that romance readers have a sound that they make when they finish or even talk about a wonderful book they’ve read. I can’t transcribe it here, but it’s somewhere between a sigh and a moan, similar to the sound you make when eating the most delicious meal when you’re supremely hungry, or when you finally come into a warm room from a cold day.

The happiness that comes with finishing a good romance also means that this happiness spreads. Reader Liz Talley says that the bonus happily-ever-after (more commonly known as the HEA) “has to give some chemical reaction in the brain that promotes satisfaction and happiness. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve closed a book, sighed, and thought ‘Today will be a good day.’”

Romance novels are both the story of the characters finding each other, and the story of finding themselves deserving of the effort that creating a happy-ever-after requires. Happiness might be as difficult to spot as an undercover duke operating a cattle ranch in Texas. But if you’re already familiar with joy and contentment, your continued happiness will be as easy to spot as a plucky nineteenth century heroine dressed as a boy. I mean, doesn’t every nineteen- or twenty-year-old woman fit into a ten-year-old boy’s clothing? Of course they do. I’ve been to the mall and time-traveled to Regency London. I know these things.

Cross-dressing and tight pants aside, if you want your happy ending, you start with a happy beginning. So let’s start right there: you, you holding this book in your hands (hi there!), you’re awesome, and because you read romance, you’re smarter than the average savvy person. Welcome! Let’s celebrate all we’ve learned and loved in romance novels.

LORETTA CHASE PRETTY MUCH KNOWS EVERYTHING


As I was writing this book, asking every romance novelist I could think of for her perspective and querying readers for their ideas on how romances have affected them personally, I asked one of my very favorite writers for advice. Loretta Chase has written some of the best romance novels ever in the history of the universe, and I say that without exaggeration or hyperbole. Her books are amazing examples of characterization, with strong women and challenging men, and stories that take place all over the world.

When I asked for her perspective on hero and heroine behavior and on character traits that are required for a romance, her response was so illustrative that I had to include it in its entirety.




Dear Sarah:

When I started thinking about rules, I immediately had an avoidance reaction. I hate the idea of imposing rules on the genre, because someone can come along and break them beautifully. But then I thought about my rules for character traits, and I realized most of my answers were in the movie The Wizard of Oz.

THE WOMAN IS IMPORTANT

Interestingly, the hero of the movie is a girl. Everything revolves around Dorothy. Romances are one of the few genres in which the woman really matters. The hero might drive the story, but he’s focused completely on the heroine. Oh, yes, he might have to save the world or build a canal or fight murderous antiquities hunters, but those are little problems to be solved on the way to winning She Who Is the Love of His Life. Forever. And with whom he’ll have the best sex of his life. Ever.
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When women read romances, they can live for a few hours in a world that looks like real life but is more delicious



Right there we have our obvious fantasy element. All women know this is not the way it is in real life. Among other things—and I have to leave out politics and the media to keep this at a manageable length—in real life men imagine having sex with other women; the hero of a romance barely even sees other women after he’s met the heroine. In real life, men compartmentalize; in a romance, most of the compartments are filled with Her. In real life, men are easily distracted by, say, golf or a football game, when their women are trying to tell them something; in a romance, the hero is totally distracted by Her.

CHARACTER TRAITS

The Lion, Scarecrow, and Tin Man are seeking traits that, combined, make my idea of a romance hero—Courage, a Heart, a Brain—and Dorothy, who has all those traits, is a heroine. Equally important, we can relate to all of them at some very basic level.

Seeking to become complete. All the characters are imperfect, but in the course of their journey, they bring out the best in one another. As a team, they become a sum greater than the parts. In a romance, the hero and heroine bring out the best in each other and again, it’s more than that: these two people could do all right separately, but when they’re together, they create something that transcends who they are as individuals. And I think the great sex we give them—the transcendent sex—is symbolic of that.

Journeying home. Dorothy is trying to get home, and that is my take on finding the Love of Your Life. When the hero and heroine commit to their relationship, it’s like a homecoming: one finds one’s heart’s home in the loved one.

Individuality. Like these movie characters, the hero and heroine of a romance novel—or any genre novel—need to be larger than life. Maybe in a romance novel, the couple’s problems don’t amount to a hill of beans, as Rick tells Ilsa in Casablanca. Maybe they’re ordinary folks, like the ones who peopled LaVyrle Spencer’s books. But the author makes them big in some way—memorable.

Appeal. I don’t think there’s a rule that characters need to be beautiful. Most of us have written our Beauty and the Beast or Ugly Duckling stories. However, I’m shallow, so I make all my heroes tall and hot (at least to the heroine). They don’t need to be, but my feeling is, this is a fantasy and we all know it and so why not make the hero fantastic? The heroine doesn’t have to be attractive—except to him—but we need to understand what draws him to her.





“In real life, men compartmentalize; in a romance, most of the compartments are filled with Her. In real life, men are easily distracted by, say, golf or a football game, when their women are trying to tell them something; in a romance, the hero is totally distracted by Her.”



—LORETTA CHASE





Faithfulness. Sexual faithfulness isn’t an element of Wizard, but its friendship counterpart is there, and I think sexual fidelity is crucial to the idealized friendship of a romance hero and heroine. Once they start down the obstacle-strewn path of the relationship, he needs to be sexually faithful. See above re the woman matters. But faithful applies in other ways: He is or becomes the kind of man a woman can count on. He’ll be there through thick and thin. So will she. Again, real life can be so unstable and people are constantly having the rug pulled out from under them. The romance myth offers the beautiful alternative.

IMPOSSIBLE OBSTACLES

The history books are littered with “Truth Is Stranger than Fiction” stories. Couples overcome religious differences, racial differences, political differences. They find a way to make things work, even when they have mutually exclusive goals. That said, it’s no good putting in historical fact if the readers won’t buy it. The obstacle to be overcome and the way it needs to be overcome must be plausible within the context of the story.

Once the house falls on the witch, we’re ready for the rest of the Wizard of Oz extravaganza. We, including children, know it isn’t real. It’s a story! But we know how to suspend disbelief. So we’ll believe, for the time of the romance story, whether the impossible obstacle is physical or psychological. In real life, not all that many people overcome deep stupidity about something or mule-headedness or psychosis or neurosis. But part of the myth belonging to romance is this element of healing, with love being the balm. Again, don’t we wish that could be true in real life?





“I would never recommend shooting a man to help him get his head on straight.”



—LORETTA CHASE





THE CHARACTERS LEARN TO HAVE A HEALTHY RELATIONSHIP

My sister tells me that Lord of Scoundrels was impressive in that way, but you know, I would never recommend shooting a man to help him get his head on straight. But fantasizing about shooting him might help a woman get through a rough day.

There were a lot of books dealing with unhealthy relationships (can you say Wuthering Heights?) that left an impression on me as an adolescent, but the great book about two people learning to have a healthy relationship is, I believe, Pride and Prejudice. The change happens by degrees, and it takes time, and Elizabeth and Darcy overcome a social difference that, for the time, was a considerable obstacle. It happens in the context of family and friends—the gossip, the backbiting, the changing opinions, the family tensions, the interference, the competitiveness—it’s all there, and it’s so human and so well done that teenagers reading the book today can relate. Elizabeth reading Darcy’s letter, for instance, and the way her view of him begins to change, is I think one of the great examples of character growth.

I know people are going to say that isn’t a romance novel; it’s literature. But it’s both, and don’t we romance authors all wish that might be said of our work some day centuries hence?

Loretta Chase



WHAT ROMANCE ARE YOU?

Ever wondered which romance novel you would be, if you were a romance novel? Of course you have. Who hasn’t wondered which paperback subgenre they might be, on a metaphysical or psychological level? Duh.

Anyway, your late-night ponderings are answered with this handy, and somewhat bizarre, chart. Once you’ve identified which type of romance novel you are, you’re only a few hundred thousand books away from knowing the secret to all mysteries, including why paranormal investigators wear four-inch heels and leather pants to work.









	 	Regency	Western	Harlequin Presents	Contemporary

	How do you like your steak?	Well done	Mooing	In a boardroom	Au poivre, cooked by hero

	Who is your preferred dictator?	Napoleon	Stalin	Mussolini, the original	Castro “Italian Stallion”

	How many pairs of black pants do you own?	0	1	1.75 million	[image: images]

	What is your favorite dessert?	Pudding, in a trifle	Biscuits	Angel food cake	Crème brûlée

	What is your favorite holiday?	Boxing Day	Independence Day	Boss’s Day	National Fruitcake Day (12/27)











	Chick Lit	Erotica	Romantic Suspense	Paranormal	Historical

	British	Hot, with béchamel cream sauce	Under indictment	Hairy	Medium rare

	Lenin	Caligula	Kim Jong II	Mao	Franco

	25	1 (if the pair in a pile on my floor counts?)	5	10. And they’re all leather. SQUEAK FREE leather.	Pants?

	Fat-free ice cream sandwich	Whipped cream	Anything on fire	Ice cream truck	Melons

	May Day	S&BJ Day (3/14)	Winter Solstice	All Saint’s Day (duh)	Talk Like a Pirate Day (9/17)




We Know Who We Are, and We Know Our Worth

[image: images]

AKA: SEEING YOURSELF IN A ROMANCE NOVEL IS NOT A BAD THING!

Romance readers take a lot of heat for their love of the genre. It’s fluffy pornography, it’s fantasy-land, and it gives readers unrealistic expectations of real life—oh no!

That right there is deep-fried hogwash. Romance readers are savvy people who can celebrate the fantastical elements of the genre—what, like every murder gets solved in real life like they do in mystery novels?—while recognizing themselves and familiar situations in each plot. Harlequin CEO Donna Hayes says that romances allow women to see pieces of themselves reflected in the books they read—and she’s right. We aren’t looking for mirrors of our entire lives, just bits of familiarity—which is why we can learn so much from them. Those pieces of familiarity can be very illuminating.

As a rule, the heroine is usually the focus of a romance, but it’s not just all about her. It used to be that the hero would show up at some point and be present in a few key scenes, notably marked as “the hero” by the number of times the heroine would notice him, and how amazingly handsome/smart/dangerous/all-of-the-above he seemed. Nowadays, romance novels, as defined by what’s currently popular—and romance is popular, to the tune of over a billion dollars annually, according to the Romance Writers of America—feature the stories of both the hero and the heroine as equally important.

So what does that mean for romance readers? Well, for starters, we read a lot of romance, and we meet a lot of heroes and heroines. We’re reading narratives about a woman’s self-fulfillment and her own achievement of happiness, whether that’s beating the bad guy or finding her way back from a trauma, and we’re experiencing the repeated discovery of someone who not only fought for that happiness but realized that she was worth that struggle.

In short, romances teach readers that we should know ourselves, and value ourselves, in order to find happiness. Romance readers experience the repeated discovery of someone who not only fought for her happiness, but realized that she was worth the struggle. That’s the first lesson of romance novels, really: romance is found in how we treat ourselves. Would you want to read a three-hundred-page novel about some woman who beat herself up constantly for being those extra few pounds overweight and having the wrong shoes? Maybe, like many of us, she does that every once in awhile, but characters worth reading about eventually conclude that they are awesome as they are, and don’t need to put themselves through abusive crap like that every time they get dressed.

Everyone has their kickass outfit, the clothing that fits and flatters and makes the wearer feel invincible and, well, kickass. A romance heroine arrives at that feeling more and more often, particularly if she begins the story feeling poorly about herself, because feeling kickass is the first step to a long day of awesome. Reading that type of self-discovery teaches clearly and openly that women are valuable and awesome.
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Romance is found in how we treat ourselves.



So how do romances teach the value of knowing yourself and your worth? Well, just reading one is an act in and of itself that demonstrates that you care about yourself. If you’re like me, there’s hardly a moment in your day when you’re not doing six things simultaneously. If you’re reading, then you’re likely doing just that one, indulgent thing.

Indulging yourself is a very, very noble task. Don’t stop doing that. You’re giving yourself a break, an escape, and a moment of relaxation—and if you’ve noticed the workaholic, wired culture many of us live in, that cessation of constant action is a true respite.

Not only are you indulging yourself, but you’re indulging yourself with, literally, happiness. You’re reading a reminder that problems work out, challenges become easier, mysteries get solved, and everyone involved can live happily ever after. There is absolute value in reminding yourself that happiness is a worthwhile endeavor.

Harlequin, which publishes over a hundred romances each month, can tell you (and me, actually) a great deal about the value of romance for its readership. Harlequin has an entire corporate division dedicated to researching its customer base, and they host focus groups where they ask readers to explain why romance is valuable to them—and not just Harlequin romance, but romance in general.
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Reading a romance novel is indulging yourself in happiness.



Janet Finlay, head of research for Harlequin, says that in each focus group, much to her continued surprise, there are always women who can remember with great and vivid detail the first romance they ever read. She says that listening to women share details about the first romance they read is much like listening to someone share a story about a truly special moment in her life. Readers can remember details of that first romance, even if it was over thirty years prior.

She’s totally right. I have long had a similar theory that romance fans do not ever forget that first romance novel, especially if they enjoyed it. For example, the first romance I read was Catherine Coulter’s Midsummer Magic. I read it in 1991. I can still remember where I found it (in the public library), how I found it (petty larceny), and who introduced me to romance (a high school classmate—I stole the book from her while she went to the ladies’ room, checked it out of the library, and left before she returned to her seat). I can tell you details about that book as well, not only because there are some crazy over-the-top moments but because that book made a tremendous impression on me. It was not just the story of two very headstrong (I believe the word “mule-headed” was used by both parties) people learning to accept one another, but the absolutely insane lengths the heroine, Frances, goes to to avoid marrying the hero. She goes from Hot Scottish Lassie to Butt-Ugly, Judgmental, Slightly Rumpled, Possibly Smelly, and Definitely Nearsighted Dowd—and he marries her anyway, precisely because he thinks she really is all of those things. Imagine his surprise when a few months later he discovers she’s really quite lovely (read: hot), she’s terribly intelligent, and she’s wickedly and lastingly pissed off at him.

Reading this book, with the mistaken identity and the characters being hoisted by their own petards more than once, was a revelation to my fiction-starved teenage mind. Here were stories, big, rich, detailed, lengthy stories, about passion and excitement and places I’d never been. I was tired of stories about high schools that were populated by people more beautiful, more blonde, more aquamarine-eyed, well-adjusted, and wealthy than I was, and in romances, I found adventure, challenge, and emotional depth I hadn’t experienced in fiction before. In short: Boo Yah!

Just about every romance reader I’ve ever spoken to can recall the first romance she read, and certainly the romance that hooked her on the genre. As Harlequin sees it, the first romance is a moment of passage, and can be a marker of coming-of-age due to the emotional experience of finding this rich and very well-populated form of narrative written mostly by women, for women, about women.

And it’s not just “older women” or “women of a	certain age.” Romance readers are all ages, so you can chuck that stereotype of women in their graying years, wearing shabby sweatshirts with stained sweatpants, reading fat paperbacks, and surrounded by too many cats. Romance readers are young and old, and may have nothing in common except the books they read and the experience they gain from reading them.
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Just about every romance reader I’ve ever spoken to can recall the first romance she read.



The Romance Writers of America collects statistics on romance readers every year, and according to their 2009 figures



	Women comprise just over 90 percent of the romance readership.

	The majority of the readership in the United States is women ages thirty-one to forty-nine.

	Most romance readers are currently in a romantic relationship. (So maybe that theory that romance readers are desperate, single, undersexed neurotics can go away too. Please.)





Harlequin’s research has revealed what they consider the three main things that we romance readers receive from our fiction-reading. The first is rather obvious: escape and relaxation—but, as Finlay says, those are broad and generic terms. Most people read anything to escape or relax. Romance specifically creates a sense of hope and hopefulness that a romantic situation can and does exist. Perhaps you haven’t experienced it with your parent’s marriage or your friends’ marriages or your own relationships, but there is lasting romance. Romance reading affirms that idea and supports belief in the possibility.

Second, romance readers find ways to temporarily leave their present situations—though not every reader escapes entirely into the fantasy world. Certainly not every reader believes she is being kissed by a secret prince who is also a billionaire and a well-hung sexually adventurous tiger in the bedroom besides. The value of romance-reading, as Harlequin has found with its reader focus groups, is not so much in what the romance novel offers as an escape destination, but what reading offers as a temporary rest from the present stress and demands of life.

One woman in a focus group mentioned that her every waking moment was spent caring for her son, who was dying. The only time she had to forget that daily pain was when she was reading a romance, because then she could get away from that imminent unhappy ending.

It’s not always a tragic situation that brings readers back to romance. Any amount of rest from a present stress could be desired. Another woman said that romances help her make that transition from workday to family evening: “I just need thirty minutes after work of reading Harlequin books and all the stress of the day is gone. All it takes is thirty minutes and then I’m ready to cook dinner.” Escape and fantasy play an important role in every person’s life, whether it’s the fantasy of romance, or the fantasy of being an unstoppable warrior, or knowing you’re the smartest person in the room, able to solve any puzzle with observational skills and the ability to quirk one eyebrow. The time spent in escape and fantasy, regardless of the venue of the escape, is fulfilling because it presents a time of rest and quiet while one is awake. Some people watch TV, some folks play games, some build or create things, and some people read—and some do all of the above, though not necessarily at the same time. One would hope not, anyway—might be messy.

A third benefit that romance readers receive, according to Harlequin’s research (which I am told fills many a PowerPoint presentation), is the validation of seeing their lives, their stresses, their beliefs, and their values reflected in fictional narratives. It’s reassuring to see confirmation of your own beliefs and to find someone or something that is like you. This is part of the reason that inspirational or Christian-focused romance is popular: it is reassuring for a reader to see a validation of personal values, and to realize that one is not a freak for wanting to attend church, for finding community in a spiritual setting, or for wanting to be chaste.

Within the romance genre, there exists the validation of the belief and the desire for a happy ending, and the idea of a perfect someone who will create happiness in tandem. Perhaps this explains why romance readers are in romantic relationships themselves: they’re repeatedly reading about successful relationships, and creating ones for themselves as best they can.

This is not to say that every romance reader is in a happily blissful relationship—not true. Some are single, some are partnered and miserable, and some have a relationship that’s in progress. But the affirmation of seeing conflict resolution and the acquisition of more self-confidence played out over and over again with different problems and different people can create a belief in the possibility that, if a fictional heroine can overcome that problem, surely one’s own difficulties can be battled into submission. It’s pretty simple: seeing kicking of ass inspires one to kick ass.

These benefits of reading romance, as Harlequin puts it, are only some of the reasons why romance readers are so devoted to the genre—and boy howdy, are we devoted. This dedication is one unique quirk of the romance reader. We turn to romances and stories of courtship again and again. We finish one book and immediately seek another. We read romances that vary in settings a few hundred years or even light-years apart from one another, but we return to the stories of courtship repeatedly.

One reason that fans of the romance genre read so much of it is that there are few experiences as thrilling as falling into an electric attraction or a feisty relationship with someone you’re seriously, seriously into. Falling into like, into love, or even into oh-my-gosh-I-want-to-kiss-you is a heady and delicious experience.

Author Julia London says that her readers thank her for the ability to re-experience their joy and excitement through fiction: “They have thanked me for giving them a romance to fall into. I think that feeling of falling in love is something we have all experienced and for many of us, that falling in love has turned to companionable love. Yet the feeling of falling is something we want to experience again, and I think readers can do that safely in a book and keep the love without giving up the love we have. It’s not that readers idolize the hero or heroine and wish their own spouse was more like that person. Reading romance is about the emotional attachment and connection, and enjoying that thrill in a contained narrative (one that guarantees a happy ending—don’t forget that part).”

Reading about the emotional experience allows the reader to enjoy it vicariously, to feel the emotional pull and upheaval without going through it personally—which is a good thing because it can be exhausting! This isn’t truly different from someone who adores thriller, spy, or crime novels because they enjoy being scared, or someone who reads fantasy or science fiction novels because they like the experience of being placed into an alternate universe and learning their way around each time they pick up a new book. That vicarious emotional and intellectual thrill is one reason people read and return to romance repeatedly. We see reflections of ourselves in romance, and of our own experiences, each time we read. To quote French author François Mauriac, “‘Tell me what you read and I’ll tell you who you are’ is true enough, but I’d know you better if you told me what you reread.”



“The feeling of falling in love is something we want to experience again, and I think readers can do that safely in a book… without giving up the love we have.”

               

—JULIA LONDON




SEEING YOURSELF IN A ROMANCE

Romance readers can find inspiration in their romance in myriad ways. Reba, a fan of the genre, says that one thing she enjoys “about romance novels is the [depiction of a] woman struggling for independence in a world that does not recognize her value. Historicals are especially good for this, but I think they only highlight things that women recognize exist to this day. To wit, even our literature is seen as ‘less than,’ despite strong writing, compelling storytelling, and regular inclusion of universal truths (or as universal as truths can get, anyway).

“So women fighting to be seen as strong, smart, fully realized human beings with something to offer strikes a chord with me. Since I do have the benefit of civil rights (such as they are) and a more open society (ditto), the least I can do is sally forth with as much pluck as the heroine of a Victorian novel, grateful that, if nothing else, I don’t have to manage a bustle.”

Seeing one’s values and desires in a narrative is powerful—and so is seeing the possibility of one’s ideal self. I realize that sounds tremendously Oprah-esque, but hear me out. Reading romances can and absolutely has taught readers to consider who they want to be, and has allowed them to understand themselves in a unique fashion.

It can be difficult to find realistic and possible encounters between two people in popular entertainment. The best storytelling combines the impossible drama, the improbable tension, and the realistic encounters that depict awkward and confusing human relations. Not everyone is in an impossibly exclusive private school for wealthy teens, or running for their lives from yet another serial killer, or being blackmailed into posing as a stunningly beautiful tycoon’s mistress, or fighting vampires in Regency England. But everyone knows that feeling when you see something or someone you admire, and find yourself wanting to emulate. Seeing your potential ideal self, whether she is brave, clever, funny, or merely able to get through the awkward moment of not knowing what to say to someone, can be absorbing and inspiring.

On a long and entertaining thread of comments on my website, romance readers shared with me what they learned from romance, and how they learned about themselves from the books they’ve enjoyed—and the characters they’ve loved and hated.

Avid reader Kelly says she thinks romances help her envision her own future because they help her picture situations objectively and figure out what it was she wanted in a relationship: “Romances have helped me to think through things. How would I act in this situation, how would I react to that, would I put up with that, what would be a deal-breaker, what would I SAY? For example, would I move across the country to be with him? Would I take the chance of being able to find a new job that I like as much as my current one? Do I trust him to be alone with his ex? Do I care that he has a difficult kid? Would I want to be with a guy who has that much anger? Is he too controlling? Romances have put words to feelings and experiences. When the hero and heroine break up, you feel the pain, and when you feel it in real life, it’s familiar and less scary. By acting out things in [my] imagination, I prepared for real life.

“Romance novels are over-the-top and exaggerated, completely focused on relationships, but that’s what they are for. The relationship lessons are highlighted by being exaggerated.”


“Romances have helped me to think through things.”

—KELLY, A READER



Romance reader Nadia says romance has absolutely taught her how she would like to be valued: “I’d say being a lover of romances from early high school on did help me in relationships as a barometer of what I did or didn’t want. The heroines of favorite romances have one thing in common: they are worth the effort. And so, eventually, that seeped into my own thinking.

“Maybe he won’t have to save me from pirates, or disguise himself to secretly marry me to rescue me from a worse fate, or deliberately lose a major football game to keep me from getting killed by the villain, but dammit, he could make a date and keep it, wash the sheets before I spend the night, and cook dinner every now and then.”

I love how she expressed that idea: the heroine is worth the effort, no matter how insane and complicated that effort may be—and let’s be honest, there are some crazy situations that romance heroes and heroines have to dig themselves out of before they can reach the final pages and their happy-ever-after.

Olivia T. says similarly that romances have taught her about herself: “I did not start reading romance novels until after the end of my First Real Relationship. At first they were a comfort to me, reminding me that I was well rid of that idiot because he sure did not act like any of the heroes in the books I was reading.

“However, after reading more romance novels I found that romance is not about a perfect man meeting a perfect woman and living happily ever after…It isn’t about meeting a perfect man; it’s about meeting the man who is perfect for me. Romance has taught me to own myself.”
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We interrupt this nonfictional celebration of romance to bring you…romance! Sprinkled throughout the book are excerpts from romances that illustrate the points I'm making, and represent some of the very best of the genre. Enjoy, and if you need a shopping list, there's one in the back.
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Mr. Turner slid his finger under her chin. “Yet another reason why I am glad I am not a gentleman. Do you know why my peers want their brides to have pale skin?”

She was all too aware of the golden glow of vitality emanating from him. She could feel the warmth in his finger. She shouldn’t encourage him. Still, the word slipped out. “Why?”

“They want a woman who is a canvas, white and empty. Standing still, existing for no other purpose than to serve as a mute object onto which they can paint their own hopes and desires. They want their brides veiled. They want a demure, blank space they can fill with whatever they desire.”

He tipped her chin up, and the afternoon sunlight spilled over the rim of her bonnet, touching her face with warmth.

“No.” Margaret wished she could snatch that wavering syllable back. But what he said was too true to be borne, and nobody knew it better than she. Her own wants and desires had been insignificant. She’d been engaged to her brother’s friend before her second season had been halfway over. She’d been a pale, insipid nothing, a collection of rites of etiquette and rules of precedent squashed into womanly form and given a dowry.

His voice was low. “Damn their bonnets. Damn their rules.”

“What do you want?” Her hands were shaking. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Miss Lowell, you magnificent creature, I want you to paint your own canvas. I want you to unveil yourself.” He raised his hand to her cheek and traced the line of warm sunshine down her jaw. That faint caress was hotter and more dizzying than the relentless sun overhead. She stood straight, not letting herself respond, hoping that her cheeks wouldn’t flush.

—UNVEILED BY COURTNEY MILAN, 2011



Romance shows us that you have to look out for yourself first, and place the quest for someone else as a secondary concern to your own happiness. This is one aspect of romance novels that many people who don’t read them don’t quite get: at no time is anyone sitting around waiting for Lord Wonderful and His Majestic Pants to come galloping in on a giant (yet well-behaved) horse to sweep the heroine off her feet and into a blissfully purple and fuchsia happy-ever-after. Hell to the no.

No matter what you may have heard, romance novel heroines are not unilaterally selfless, spineless wimps who achieve a backbone only after being introduced to the erect specimen of manly achievement and consequence that is the hero. You might encounter a doormat heroine, but she is not the quintessential heroine any more. In fact, one thing you must know about romance readers is that we aren’t that impressed with novels featuring women who do nothing until the hero shows up. The most negative romance reviews on any website or online bookstore are frequently directed at books featuring a heroine with no spine to speak of.

Romance novels often feature women who are already accomplished and men who are relatively happy in their own lives as well. Romances featuring people who pine for someone, anyone who will do everything to make them happy, well, those aren’t romances. To quote the romantic comedy The Holiday: “You’re supposed to be the leading lady of your own life, for God’s sake!” If a person who is content with his life meets someone who makes everything just a little bit more challenging, who both fits and doesn’t fit into his life and his routine, to quote Guy Fieri, it is On Like Donkey Kong: swing the rope, jump the barrel, and save the princess.


“Romance has taught me to own myself.”

—OLIVIA T., A READER



If you get nothing else from this chapter, or this entire book, let it be that romance novels, to quote Olivia, help readers own themselves and learn to become a heroine worth her own happy ending.

Romances can also help readers fix some not-so-attractive habits. Caroline writes that romances have helped her identify potentially crappy habits of her own: “There were some books that taught me just how stupid some behaviours are. I recognized my own actions in what the heroine was doing. When I stopped reading, I slapped my forehead and exclaimed ‘Wow, she’s a (insert descriptive of asshattery here).’ I stopped and went ‘but, but, but…I done did that with Mr. X. Oh s***!’ I knew that if I read it and it sounded dumb to do, maybe, just maybe, I shouldn’t [do it] either?”



“Relationships are about compromise.”

               

—EVE SAVAGE




Amber G. also figured out some basics of interpersonal relationships from really annoying plot devices: “Romance taught me…that passive aggressive behaviour is aggravating. Nobody ends up happy when someone is upset and then waits for the other person to read their mind, getting angry when this obviously never happens.”

Merriam has had an identical experience: “When the ‘big misunderstanding’ in a story is caused by a failure to communicate, it not only annoys me but it reminds me to try and be more open and to talk more about what the issue is, or what is going on in my real life. I am also much clearer about what I am looking for in the other person because I have tried on for size the heroes in romance stories. I also think you can’t underestimate the role of redemption in romance novels, with their message that we all get things wrong and must consciously work on fixing what is broken.”

Romances also teach that the heroine can be strong and that sex is not the only method through which to achieve intimacy, nor is it always the advisable or even the safest choice. Erotica author Eve Savage says that romances have helped her define what makes for a strong relationship—and what makes for an adventurous relationship as well: “Romances have definitely had an impact in my life. I didn’t start reading them until later (early to mid ’90s), and by then they’d evolved from the ‘wimpy heroine/raping hero’ style to the ‘confident but flawed heroine/strong yet sensitive hero’ style. This enabled me to realize relationships are about compromise. They helped me understand I was worth something and that most important lesson—sex does not equal love.”

Savage is not the only person who discovered and explored her own self-worth and relationships through the writing of romances. A writer who wished to remain anonymous and went by the name “anonapotamus,” thereby earning a huge giggle and my respect forever, writes that it wasn’t reading romance but writing romance that helped her slowly realize that her marriage was not ideal and that she deserved better for herself: “The more I learned about crafting stories, the more I told myself, ‘It’s a fantasy—this isn’t how real guys think and act; it’s how we (women) want to believe they think and act.’ And I convinced myself that what I had was as good as it was going to get. More, I think somewhere deep down inside, I kept waiting to get through the bad times to the big payoff on the other side.


“I am also much clearer about what I am looking for in the other person because I have tried on for size the heroes in romance stories.”—MERRIAM, A READER



“Twelve years, thirty-plus books, and some therapy later, I’m newly single, happier than I’ve been in a long time, and ready to Not Fucking Settle this time around. In the meantime, I’ve got a career I love and family, writer friends, and wonderful stories to keep me company.”

Another writer who goes by the name Odette Lovegood used romance to help her overcome her own shyness when she met someone she was tremendously interested in—and who was just as shy. But instead of reading it, she and her boyfriend collaborate on fiction with strong romance plotlines: “Writing romance allowed us to get to know one another and express our feelings in ways we never could have otherwise. It got me in touch with my own sexuality, and made me realize that sex isn’t something to be afraid of.”

Reader and writer Sarah W. (no, not me) says that the books she read helped her figure out what kind of person she didn’t want to be with—and figure out the goals for her own parenting: “Oddly enough, the rape-y, obsessive, I-hate-you-because-I-love-you, he-loves-me-so-it’s-okay romances that were popular (or at least crowded the shelves at the library and the used bookstore) when I was growing up showed me how wrong that sort of behavior is. My own characters (female or male) don’t stand for that—or don’t by the end of the story. And I’m raising my kids to know that real love is so much more than…drama and that they’re worth so much more.”


WHO WERE THESE RAPETASTIC ASSCLOWN HEROES?



Once upon a time, not so far behind us, romance novels were often populated by heroes who would be a half-step from a restraining order today. They were autocratic, they were self-important, and their goal was to break the maidenhead of the heroine, often by force or forced seduction, such as overwhelming her with assertive sexual conduct until the poor, overwrought, confused thing could no longer think for herself. Think of it as the historical equivalent of a roofie, only written in purple prose. If this sounds miserable, well, it often was. These are what we call Old Skool romances. The focus of the Old Skool romance is most often the heroine, because the stories were mostly about her journey to self-discovery and orgasms described in terminology usually reserved for natural phenomena. The heroines of Old Skool romances are often helpless under the influence of the alpha male assholes (whom we call alpholes), and while these books reflected the sexual ambivalence of the time in which they were published, they are not always popular with romance readers today.



Caroline, another eager romance reader, agrees that identifying behavior that repulses you in fictional portrayals makes it a lot damn easier to spot it in real life: “Romance novels taught me it is never OK to let a man take advantage of you. I was so turned off in my early reading years with the ‘force my mighty sword-o-lovin’ on you and you will love and loathe me for it’ storyline. Ick. I remember never allowing a guy to just slobber and grope his way about without my explicit permission, remembering how awful it sounded when I read scenes such as that. The ‘I can’t stop, I’m so in lust and out of control for you’ line never worked on me. A knee to your groin will help then, right? Romance novels [also] taught me it is OK to fantasize, and dream, and take pleasure in someone else’s happy ending without needing to compare my own happy ending, or dejectedly pine that my romantic life sucks. It’s fiction, it’s fantasy, and it’s healthy, but it’s not real.”


“Romance novels taught me it is never OK to let a man take advantage of you.”—CAROLINE, A READER



Emotions are tricky, and, as Smart Bitches cofounder Candy Tan wrote in our book Beyond Heaving Bosoms: The Smart Bitches’ Guide to Romance Novels, we are, especially in the United States, taught early that emotions are squicky, uncomfortable things that should not be talked about and certainly not displayed too much. Some people are very skilled at dampening their own emotions, and the safe harbor of reading romance and knowing that the emotional response you might feel for the characters or the story will end happily and without loss or grief is an equally safe space to explore emotions one might not otherwise want to feel at all. One reader, Em, writes, “I’m a fairly emotionally dead person when it comes to real life, so fiction gives me people I can care about without the pain that caused my apathy in the first place. Romance novels—being so emotionally charged—are the best for that.”

Amber G. is a shy person who figured out with the help of romance novels how she might interact with people she doesn’t know: “The first thing romance as a genre did for me was teach me about flirting. It was romance that taught me how to smile, how to meet someone’s eyes, that relaxing was good and so was dressing nicely and looking as though I cared.”


“The first thing romance did for me was teach me about flirting. It was romance that taught me how to smile.”—AMBER G., A READER



Jill Q. says, “I think what romances taught me was that it was OK to feel and have positive emotions, to be an optimist not just about love, but about anything. I think romance, like all genre fiction, generally has a positive message. You can stop the evil overlord, catch the murderer, fall in love. Be proactive about your life and good things will happen.”

Amanda M. says that when she was reading romances as a teen, “it was quite reassuring to read the ‘plain girl gets the guy’ stories. I was just entering that very awful awkward stage with gaining weight in the wrong places, gaining in the right place but not being ready for it, pimples, and all that other stuff. I was not only an ugly duckling, but a shy, lonely duckling. But I read books where the heroine was sometimes plump and plain, yet her intelligence and sweetness earned her love from a good man. It helped me to keep believing that even if I wasn’t the beautiful, vivacious prom queen, I still deserved and could find someone who loved me without a miraculous makeover.”


“You look good,” Cal said, with enough tension in his voice to make it an understatement.

“It’s not a fat dress,” Min said, turning back to the mirror. “It doesn’t hide anything.”

“Haven’t we talked about this?” Cal said, coming to stand behind her.

“Yes, but my mother has talked since then,” Min said. “Also, there’s this mirror which tells me I don’t have much of a waistline.”

“You have a waistline.” Cal put his hands on her hips. “It’s right here.” He slid his hands across her stomach and she shivered, watching him touch her in the mirror. With Cal’s hands on her, she looked different, good, and when he pulled her back against his chest, she relaxed into him and let her head fall back on his shoulder. “Very sexy dress,” he whispered into her ear, and then kissed her neck. She drew in her breath and he whispered, “Very sexy woman,” and moved his hand up to her neckline, drawing his finger down the edge of the silky fabric, making her shudder as the heat spread and she began to feel liquid everywhere.

“I have to stop drinking wine when I’m with you,” she whispered to him in the mirror. “I start believing all this garbage you tell me.”

—BET ME BY JENNIFER CRUSIE, 2008



In addition to owning ourselves, romance novels teach women to be confident in our strengths. Reading about heroines who have a continual need to please gets old, unless that heroine learns to please herself first. Selflessness is not an admirable trait when it means you give away everything about yourself, and that includes both men and women. I’m not saying selfishness is the key to being heroic—it surely is not. But molding yourself to the expectations of others is not heroic either, and misleads everyone, including you, and makes for a heroine about as exciting and passionate as plain yogurt at room temperature.
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The trick to being the heroine of your own story is being happy with who you are. Confidence and accomplishment are hot damn sexy.



Certainly women are bombarded with messages that they should achieve perfection in the eyes of everyone around them, but the same messages are sent to men as well. The trick to being the heroine of your own story is being happy with who you are. Confidence and accomplishment are hot damn sexy.

Just as there is no one single type of romance novel, there is no one way to read romance, and there’s no one way that readers use their romance-reading. Women read romance and bring it into their lives in many, many different ways. Identifying their own likes, desires, and senses of worth—and of being worth the effort so they don’t feel the need to settle for less than what they want—is only part of the value of romance for the reader. In addition to knowing ourselves, we also know happiness, and romance makes readers happy in a myriad of ways.
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Happiness, much like something spilling in the fridge, has a trickle-down effect, only much less sticky.



Now, this is not to say that romance readers are unhappy. They are not miserable and seeking panacea and palliative emotional fluffing in their reading. Most romance readers are happy already—and their reading material increases their joy and allows them to bring it to others. Would you rather have your dinner with your happy mom or your unhappy mom, your happy wife or your unhappy wife? Happiness, much like something spilling in the fridge, has a trickle-down effect, only much less sticky.

Romance readers bring their romance to life as they read it and find happiness, and they bring that happiness to their lives after they’re done reading. As Harlequin’s research has revealed, romance readers give themselves the gifts of time, quiet, peace, and hopeful optimism as they read—and they bring those gifts to others. In doing so, they recognize themselves and find validation and affirmation for their own desire for happiness.

And, equally important, after they learn to identify what they want in a relationship, they learn they can and will find it.
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