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When I heard that Alice Fraser had been selected to curate the long-awaited D’Ancey LaGuarde anthology, it all made perfect sense. Indeed, in retrospect, it was clear that this perfect meeting of creative minds would have happened years, perhaps even decades ago, if, for example, they had both been alive in the 1960s.


I first met Alice in 2017, when fate – in the form of me, looking for new co-hosts for The Bugle podcast – threw us together. Her linguistic ingenuity, satirical insight, vibrant ideas and fiercely intelligent brand of stupidity concocted a comedic cocktail that marked her out as different from at least 7 billion of the world’s population, probably more. She rapidly became a staple of The Bugle co-host rotation, quite literally so, due to her ability to metaphorically hold things together.


What I had not expected was for Alice to introduce me to the oeuvre of Romance novel major leaguester D’Ancey LaGuarde. I had steered the ship of my life well clear of Romance novels, ever since a scarring incident at my all-boys school, in which I was forced to read five chapters of Dreville Featherwell’s preternaturally graphic 1970s bodice-ripper Midnight Gondola to Colombo in front of a classroom of my teenaged peers and our strictly disciplinarian English teacher, Mrs Hawksbury-Jelks.


However, as arguably the world’s leading LaGuardist scholar, Alice educated me to understand that the genre, when perpetrated by a Romancesmith of LaGuarde’s dexterity and persistence, involved the stripping-off, not only of garments, but also of the layers of the human soul. This tome, surely destined to be regarded as the definitive LaGuarde collection, will take its rightful place in the Romance pantheon, to be read, enjoyed and cuddled as long as this famous species of ours retains an interest in the workings of its own fervid hearts.


Andy Zaltzman, July 2024










What Is This Book?
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This book is a comedy about Romance. It’s not a Romantic Comedy, though I’m hoping by the end you’ll fall in love – with me – with Romance. This book is a tribute to the many works of D’Ancey LaGuarde. The vast majority of it will be synopses from the back covers of D’Ancey LaGuarde books, extracts from those books and contemplative essays on the genre.


D’Ancey LaGuarde is the alleged author of a series of books that have been appearing in my comedy for some years. Like Hamlet’s father, it’s a matter of opinion as to whether they exist or not, but real or not, those books are the sperm and egg from which this book springs, a triumphant baby, fully formed.fn1


Once every week or so on my podcasts, listeners would hear the fateful words, ‘… and a new novel is out by self-published Romance maven and online bestseller D’Ancey LaGuarde,’ and I would read a summary of the plot of a book from an alternate universe in which the author LaGuarde is THE hugely famous, successful and influential writer.fn2


If we were to suggest, purely hypothetically, that all of the ads for all of these books and the very books themselves were fiction, a figment of my Science-Fiction-Fantasy-and-Romance-damaged imagination, then I would be obliged at this point to tell you the origin story of this book and its profoundly deranged commitment to the joyful silliness of Romance novel back-cover copy.


Of course, D’Ancey LaGuarde must be real, otherwise writing this whole book would be a completely off-the-rails exercise in taking a joke too far. But hypothetically, if the whole thing were a joke that had got significantly out of hand, I might roughly (but tenderly) place the origin of D’Ancey LaGuarde in a family holiday when I was about ten. We stayed in a place that had a bookshelf full of Romance novels: Mills & Boon, Harlequin – swooning women in the arms of various Fabios. (Fabiii? Fabiuses? Fabios, like octopuses, occupy an ambiguous linguistic position regarding plurality. Though the group noun for a lot of Fabios is a Clinch.) There were also shelves of Sci-Fi novels with anti-gravitationally well-endowed women in diaphanous togas standing on or before metal thrones, or dominating the foreground of alien landscapes and retro-futuristic spacecraft, and Fantasy novels showcasing extremely implausible dragons with abs. My twin brother and I would pick them off the shelves and solemnly read out the back covers to each other, one after the other, trying to keep a straight face, driving each other into wild fits of rib-wringing laughter. D’Ancey LaGuarde would be the distilled essence of those wild evenings of stupid joy. The ur-author or every guilty genre pleasure left on a holiday bookshelf. The unheimlich Frankensteiningfn3 of a thousand summer reads.


One result of that holiday activity was to give me a lifelong love of solemn silliness. A love of things where the goal is not that they achieve some high literary legitimacy, but just that they be the joyful thing they are, as hard as they can. It might have given me a strong feeling that joy and silliness are enough to make a thing worth it. I’ve never liked the phrase ‘worth it’. What is ‘it’? The ‘it’ you can make in New York? Is ‘it’ a pastrami bagel? Genre books, particularly Romance and the ‘girly’ sub genres of ‘soft’ Sci-Fi and Fantasy, ones that have characters and relationships, rather than just missions, revel in their tropes, play with their readers, and create a world in which we all consent for a while to the idea – however ridiculous – that everything can turn out alright in the end.


In being a tribute to D’Ancey LaGuarde, this book is a love letter to genre fiction in general, and Romance specifically. Romance is particularly maligned, even among genres, in part because it has traditionally and primarily been written by women and for women. The tropes and archetypes of even the silliest Romance are not inherently more masturbatory, predictable, self-indulgent or wish-fulfilment-y than, say, James Bond, but they are treated as dirty, dorky little secrets kept by naïve, silly, frumpy escapists. The magic trick of a Romance novel is that we know how it ends. We know who is going to end up together, usually from the first chapter. And yet, the author has to make it gripping. While we know they’ll live happily ever after, we must feel at some point that the author can’t possibly pull off the trick. That’s art, telling people the punchline and still have it be surprising and delightful. All genre novels are essentially a little puzzle constructed of character and context. In Romance, seeing how the heroine solves her society’s rules, her own character and the problem that is the hero, to get her to happily ever after is what draws the reader in. Worse even than their silliness, Romance novels have the distinction of being, about female joy, rather than female suffering. Unlike most ‘serious’ art, which tends to revel in the femme misérable.


Perhaps that’s a side reason for a lot of the mistrust of Romance. If a woman believes (even in some small, silly corner of her heart, even in the way that many men secretly half-believe they’d be quite good at being James Bond should the opportunity arise) that life could hold a gentle jacked cowboy with a huge and adoring penis who’d give up his glamorous life as an itinerant rodeo rider to help her start the animal sanctuary of her dreams, what does that mean for society? Or the dude she’s with right now, who is insisting that it’s just he doesn’t know how to make dinner for the kids.


Even though the number of Romance novels sold is mind-bogglingly large, indulgence in Romance is seen as a slightly pathetic pursuit for silly single girls or, worse, ageing housewives. Mainly because anything that is enjoyed by ageing housewives or teenage girls is inherently silly-coded. Their taste cannot be good because, well … it’s their taste.


We haven’t come so far from the idea that women reading novels would make their wombs fall out or something equally hysterical. I don’t want to pretend my job is changing the world, but I like to think that it is a little bit of pushback against the idea that women’s pleasure is dangerous, that women’s joy is naughty, that women’s laughter is an act of rebellion.


Bringing D’Ancey to this universe has made me laugh from the beginning, in the way I used to laugh with my twin on holidays. Reading out the synopses on my podcasts felt like tapping into a place of childhood joy, as well as adult naughty silliness. I never expected those ads to ‘hit’ with the audience. They were for me. But then all of a sudden, lots of people said D’Ancey was for them, too. Enough that when this silly book was proposed, the pre-sales funded the production cost of the book inside four days.fn4


If you need a ‘real’ reason to read this book, let it be as a serious argument for the legitimacy of silly joy. But I’m here to tell you, you don’t need a real reason.


Please feel free to read this book with legs open to the ridiculousness of Romance, quivering with yearning, wallowing in an unrestrained passion for passion, holding a boombox in the rain at midnight in the garden of your heart.


This book will give you a small taste of the vast D’Ancey LaGuarde oeuvre; enough, we hope, to let you understand why the works of D’Ancey LaGuarde have achieved enough momentum and force to break through the barriers between dimensions and penetrate our own. Our hope for this book is that you too receive full-body thrills the next time you see a shelf full of ‘silly’ books or hear the fateful words, ‘… and a new novel is out by self-published Romance maven and online bestseller D’Ancey LaGuarde.’










Are YOU a Romance Heroine?
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Before we collectively bite our lower lip and plunge tenderly  into the quivering body of this work, I urge you to situate yourself within the genre by discovering if you are a Romance heroine or not.


Romance heroines! What even is one and are you she?fn1


If you are wondering if you know someone who is a Romance heroine,fn2 or are suddenly suspecting, while being kissed in a hedge, fingered against a wall or pressed up against a massive erection on a horse, that YOU might be a Romance heroine, here are some good rules of thumb.


Part of this process of elimination will be determined by whether you live in the past, the present, the future or a fantasy realm. Differing levels of sassiness, competence and violence are likely to apply.




	If you are living in the Regency period, you can basically assume you’re a Romance heroine.fn3 The period seems to have been entirely peopled by incredibly attractive people fraughtly falling in love with one another over fluttering fans in manors, ballrooms or Bath.


	If you are, however, living in the Victorian period, you are probably a Romance heroine, but you may also be a ragged lady, trying to feed a bottle of gin to a baby, whose lot in life is to mistrustfully open a door to give someone directions. Check your person for bottles of gin to triangulate.


	
If you find yourself looking in the mirror, cataloguing your features as though someone might be listening to your inner monologue and imagining exactly what kind of hot you are.fn4 But, no matter how beautiful you are in the mirror, you must never be aware of your own beauty. If you know you are beautiful, looking in a mirror, then you are probably a villain, or a beautiful but selfish little sister due for a reckoning, probably by seeing your plain but sensible sister run off with and win the heart of a marquis.fn5 Sorry.fn6




	You can be made to feel beautiful in the eyes of the hero. Other men finding you beautiful makes you feel uncomfortable. Sorry.


	If you’re not stunningly beautiful (when taken out of comparison with your outrageously beautiful but shallow or lovely yet stupid sister), you could have horrible disfiguring scars that are actually quite superficial and do nothing to disguise your beauty to the many men and women who are immediately in love with you and/or want to kill you.


	You are almost certainly in your mid-twenties.


	If you’re not in your mid-twenties, whatever age you are, be assured you don’t look it.


	Nobody who has any moral goodness can hate you. Nobody good can hate a heroine. They might mistrust or be threatened by you, but by the end of the story they will begrudgingly respect you or become your best friend, receiving as a reward a book of their own later in the series.


	You have an infallible lodestone located alternately in your heart or your crotch that will tell you who to fall in love with, even if you initally encounter him while fully believing him to be the monster who ate your parents and is trying to annihilate your village, small business or virginity.


	Instantly wanting to bang someone is a valid cue that they are actually not evil, because they can’t be evil because they’re the love of your life, and therefore you can assume that although all the information you have ever been given – and evidence and experience – would indicate they are evil, your irresistible urges mean they must either be misunderstood or can be won to the side of righteousness by the sexy love of a good woman.


	Any sex you have with the hero must be light-bendingly good, the best sex you’ve ever had, on a sliding scale increasing in sexiness towards Happily Ever After, at which point the author ceases to attempt to even describe how good the sex is, presumably because they’ve run out of horny words and it becomes impossible to continue describing the increasing excellence of a penis on an exponential curve.fn7




	You have eyes and hair of some specialness, not unlike what a dreamy but socially awkward teen dreaming of a life writing romantic fantasies in Romance and Fantasy might imagine.fn8




	Even if you’re captured in a horrible dungeon with no water for washing, you’ll come out looking quite good and bang-able, and will be on board with a full-on make-out session surprisingly quickly, regardless of trauma.













Are YOU a Romance Hero?
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No. Sorry.


No really, I’m sorry.


No matter how many abs you have, you don’t have as many and they aren’t as rippling as those of a true Romance hero. A true Romance hero is an impossible paradox. He must be incomprehensibly oblivious to the needs of his fated match, his own emotions and the capacity of open communication to solve a myriad of relationship problems, and then suddenly obsessively and instinctively capable of fulfilling his heroine’s emotional and physical needs once the requirements of narrative tension are climactically released. Are you a conceptual paradox capable of turning yourself emotionally inside-out like a sock finding its pair? While maintaining 6 per cent body fat? NO? I thought not.










Favourite Novels
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Only a small sampling of D’Ancey LaGuarde texts has ever made its way into our dimension, and those books have often been incomplete.fn1 The vast majority of D’Ancey’s books that we’ve found come through Henrietta Schliemann’sfn2 famous excavation of back-cover blurbs – a stratum of interdimensional books uncovered at an ancient Barbara Cartland burial site. Unfortunately for this dimension, however, during the process of these books’ journey between the unknown stanzas of the multiverse, something had rendered the pages themselves completely coagulated and incomprehensible. The books, displayed in the British Museum of Sexy Texts (right next to the naughtiest Venus de Whipped Cream and Milo), are completely unopenable.


They are beautifully decorated bricks, through the covers of which the best radiographic imaging can make no headway. But here are some of the best of the back blurbs of these beloved texts which broke through the cultural zeitgeist.fn3 I have included clarifying commentary and context by D’Ancey where relevant, and by me where tempted.










Victorian/Industrial Revolution
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THE DIM MENAGERIE


[Medical, Victorian]


The Dim Menagerie is a violent, sexy and occasionally violently sexy instalment in LaGuarde’s bestselling ‘Hustle and Bustle’ series of Georgian/early Victorian period Romance Thrillers with a supernatural twist.


Set in the mean streets of a rapidly industrialising London, The Dim Menagerie sweeps you into a world of coal and corsets.


Devin is the bastard son of a duke, forging his own way in the emerging world of science. Half-vampire, half-Victorian doctor, he’s got his hands full figuring out the implications of germ theory while lusting for the blood of his patients. But there is something missing. Until, that is, he meets a lady being set upon by footpads in a dark alleyway and rescues her with his sword stick.


Violet is a sassy suffragette with an anachronistic vocabulary and an elasticated corset … and amnesia. She doesn’t need a man, but she can’t remember why.


As Devin nurses her back to health, they fight the passion rising between them. But they can’t fight the passion rising between them! And when Violet continues to be the subject of assassination attempts, they must track down the source of her mysterious diplomatic enemy and solve a plot to bring down the government … while also having sex.


Will Devin overcome his vampiric bloodlust and meet with his estranged father (now on his deathbed)? Will Violet overcome her violent fear of handwashingfn1 and marry a doctor?


With a charming cameo by Violet’s godfather, celebrity bridge-builder Isambard Kingdom Brunel, and a forty-page lecture on Joseph Lister’s ‘Principles of Sanitation’, the Guardian called The Dim Menagerie ‘a period piece that leaves a stain’ and The Times called it ‘the most graphic description of a Victorian-era penis surgery we’ve ever read’.


Available now in all bus terminals and airport bathrooms.


THE HEIGHTS OF LONGING


[Hot Air Balloons, Victorian]


The Heights of Longing is a standalone in LaGuarde’s ‘Those Magnificent Men’ series of standalone novels about Victorian aerialists, with an Industrial Revolution twist.


Jack Haggerty is the king of the sky; a well-known exhibition aerialist and hot air balloon exhibitionist, he’s got room in his heart only for his altitudinous ambitions and the clouds. His balloon is his mistress and the winds are his other mistresses.


Sangeetha is the illegitimate daughter of a wealthy East India Company partner, sent to London to earn her stripes running the books of her father’s silk warehouse.


Jack’s got a head for heights and thighs to swoon for. Sangeetha’s got a head for business and a bottom for adventure. When Jack comes in to finger her silks, it’s lust at first sight.


But the course of true love never did have a hitch-free launch. Jack is pursued by a newspaper journalist seeking a sensational headline, sky-high saboteurs, and thrill-seeking women dazzled by his celebrity (and his thighs). Meanwhile Sangeetha’s hand in marriage is ruthlessly bartered for by a rival cloth house’s boorish yet lordly owner’s vile viscount son, whose offer represents both her father’s approval and a way to enter the highest echelons of British society.


When a lustful aerialism fangirl’s tangled scheme goes awry, Sangeetha finds herself literally caught up in a runaway hot air balloon incident with a hysterical teen, an outraged viscount and the one man she knows she shouldn’t let ruffle her bustle. Reputation compromised mid-air, crash-landing in a village, abandoned by her horrible fiancé who elopes with the teen, with Jack injured in the groin and feverish from chivalrously giving her his coat, she must nurse this wounded yet muscular aerialist back to health in a rustic inn. Readers will adore the scenes in which she soothes his fevered groin and figures out how to save her father’s business prospects.
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The Heights of Longing is available at altitude and up the back of all respectable bustles.fn2


THE DUKE’S TONIC


[Factory Owner, Victorian, Malarial]


The Duke’s Tonic is the next in LaGuarde’s critically bemused Victorian Romance Thriller series with a supernatural twist.


Reginalda is an American heiress visiting London to check on her family’s investments. She sticks out like a sore thumb because she’s too sassy for England’s refined upper class, and she scandalises the whole haut ton with her sassy American-ness and her creamy breasts. The last thing she wants is a man who would check her reckless ways but when she’s taken hostage by the sinister Hellfire Club during a scandalous game of cards, she swears she’ll marry the first man to rescue her.


Lachlan is the bastard son of a duke, recently back from the subcontinental colonies and disillusioned with the life of the British aristocracy.


He spends his days secretly doing shamefully un-aristocratic business activities – navigating industrial property investments in London’s commercial underbelly, disguised as a merely fabulously wealthy merchant – and his nights playing cards with the notorious Hellfire Club, while spying on the sleazeballs and villains of the nobility for the Crown.


Balancing his responsibilities as an espionage agent with his job as an industrial innovator and investor, Lachlan’s secret life hides a dark secret. During his time in the colonies he was bitten by an infected mosquito and now he’s half-man, half-malaria victim. He’s sworn to avoid a loveless marriage like the one his father had, and he fears his diagnosis will chase away willing women, but loneliness circles his soul like a mosquito at night until he stumbles upon a captive Reginalda.


Enraged by her creamy breasts, Lachlan has had it up to his impeccably tied cravat with the infuriating heiress and ragefully saves her from his criminal frenemies.
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