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for my sisters:


for Floss, half-fae, half-human, all woman;


for Bee, new cowgirl in town with leather chaps and a shady secret;


and for Cia, now and always, a wanton-looking redhead clutching a Save the Seals collecting tin.










Introduction


Friends Fear She’s Reading Romance Again


This is not an exhaustive history of the romance novel. Nor is it even a comprehensive summary of the romance novels of now.


It is, if anything, a romance novel itself – or, at least, a love story. Maybe it’s a love letter? If it’s a love letter, it has a message-in-a-bottle quality: I’m flinging this out into the world hoping that it’s going to wash up at exactly your feet. Writing is always like this, I have to tell you. To write anything you have to believe, somehow, that it’s all going to work out ok. You have to believe that out there, somewhere, is the person who will really see you, and love you for what they see. You have to believe, basically, that the things you believe – however earnest or embarrassing or exposing – are the things that will make someone out there go Yes. Yes. That’s it. That’s how I feel too! That’s me! You are looking for the person who gets it: the person to whom you do not have to explain anything, the person who understands everything you give them.


This is why so many writers are hopeless romantics.


So here I go.


Here’s my heart; please be careful with it.


You can picture me the way so many heroines start off their stories: stripy pyjamas, glasses, messy hair up in one of those grabby claw-clip things. An orange cat (I love him; he tolerates me). A blank page full of promise; so much to say, and no idea how to say it. Heart all in knots because something is just beginning. “Dreams” by The Cranberries playing.


And you?


Since I’m on the sofa under a blanket, you’re probably a high-powered professional in the big city (in which case I’ll teach you to breathe out), or a wholesome outdoorsy profession in your small town (in which case, you’ll teach me). If I’m stressed on the way to a meeting, you’re baking brownies in a blizzard, Miles Davis on the record player. If I’m too scared to write what I feel, you’re a painter who always speaks her truth or a deep-sea fisherman who knows that the salt sea will take my breath away and bring me back to life. If I just lost my job, you don’t know it yet, but you’re about to start a business. If my wife died six years ago, leaving me with a little daughter I would give my life to protect, you’re the first person she’s warmed to in all that time. She wants to try your lipstick – will you let her? Will you laugh with her on the swings?


Maybe we hate each other, in which case, maybe there’s only one bed. If we think we might like each other, there will be two beds in only one room, and we’ll go to sleep in chaste pyjamas listening to each other breathe. It’s eminently possible we’ll have to pretend to be in love, for some reason: I won’t inherit my father’s mill unless he sees me settled down, you can’t let your ex’s new lover show you up at a wedding. Maybe we get married so you can stay in the country, or so your grandmother can see you walk down the aisle – even though we’re best friends, or still total strangers. Maybe we mean to get divorced right after, because we hate each other, but for some inexplicable reason we can’t unless we live together, or take a trip together, or gaze into each other’s eyes because of magic or a curse or a promise. Maybe you get ill, or get hurt, and I gently bathe your forehead, because even though I hate you, I can’t let you die. I’ll die if you die. While I’m bathing your forehead and making you soup, I understand, at last, what you mean to me. Or maybe it’s the other way round: I’m lying in bed, and someone – a shadowy, familiar figure – is feeding me soup from a spoon. Through the haze of my fever, it dawns on me: it’s you. It’s always been you.


I should have realised so long ago! I should have realised when we were locked in the janitor’s cupboard hiding from the assassins! I should have realised when they sent us on that road trip together for work, and we had the same taste in obscure road-trip snacks! I should have realised when you were the only person to remember the thing from my childhood that meant everything to me! I didn’t realise, or you didn’t, and now everything is falling apart. You think I’m in love with someone else; your fiancée showed up at my work to tell me she’s back on the scene. I know I’ll never be good enough for you, because I’m traumatised in ways nobody could ever understand; you know you’ll never be good enough for me, because you’re traumatised in ways nobody could ever understand. (Wait a minute . . .) Perhaps you have secrets you’re not ready to share, or perhaps – and memorably – a false leg you don’t want to talk about.FN1 Perhaps someone – one of your friends, even! – has put a dead fish inscribed with obscenities in my bed, hoping to chase me off.FN2 (I’m too poor to love you; or are you too rich to love me?)


For some reason, we don’t talk about any of this. We don’t try to make things better; we don’t call or text or ask each other what the fuck just happened. We just have one perfect night – or almost one perfect night – or a single brief (and perfect) kiss – and then we fall apart, because we’re human, and we’re fallible, and this is the third act, and everything is as bad as it could be. This is the worst part.


Sometimes, if things are particularly bleak in the world outside the book, this part is too much for me. I can’t bear it: the idea that anyone should suffer, when everything is suffering, makes me fall apart. I have to put the book down and read a different book, but I always come back.


No: not true. I always come back if I trust the author to bring us home somewhere better than we started. I always come back if I trust we’re going somewhere good, whether that’s me off the sofa, you unwinding your city-girl bun and taking out your fierce hairpins, or both of us walking down the aisle with your half-orphan daughter and my orange cat as, respectively, bridesmaid and best man. I want our best friends to agree we’re so much happier like this, however this is. I want my mom at the dry cleaning shop to approve of you; I want your dad at the mill to tell you that this is the kind of person he always dreamed you’d bring home; I want your aunt to murmur, quietly, that your dead parent or sibling would have loved this, loved me, loved us. I want someone in the department to mutter oh, about time! and us to realise, with a shock, we’ve been observed this whole time – our secret romance played out to everyone who’s known us both for years – or I want the department to gasp in real, honest shock at the Christmas party when we appear hand in hand. I want to kiss in a corner while big band music plays and the credits roll. I want to end with a dot dot dot, or an epilogue, or a promise . . . I want to end with the future.


I don’t know if I need a Happily Ever After – we’ll unpack that in a bit, I promise – but I need a happy for now: I need to know we’re coming into safe harbour and nobody is going to drown before we get there.


I need to fall asleep thinking: When’s she writing another one? And what’s going to happen next?


I need to wonder what’s going to happen, even though I know what’s going to happen. It might happen in, you know, a slightly different way – see above re. false legs and dead fish – but it will happen, more or less the way I think it’s going to happen, every time. When it doesn’t happen how I think it’s going to happen, I think it’s a bad book, and I’m annoyed. I don’t want you to knot me up like a pretzel; I want to eat my buttered toast and fall asleep happy. I don’t want to be tricked. I don’t want a twist. I don’t want to be surprised, only delighted.


In this way, romance novels are not like other novels: or maybe only like mystery novels, where an ending without a criminal unmasked is no ending at all. Nobody laughs at mystery novels for this. I think that’s weird! I love mystery novels, probably almost as much as I love romance novels, but it doesn’t escape my notice that when it’s a boy thing (murder), it’s cool to have a formula, when it’s a girl thing (kissing), it’s sort of humiliating. We are supposed to be embarrassed by the way romance novels follow the blueprint. We are supposed, at least, to acknowledge it with a self-deprecating nod of the head and a shrug. People love to tell you that the best romance novels are the ones that break the formula, and then follow up by recommending books that would give nobody the cosy buttered-toast feeling.


Listen: I hate when people get prescriptive about genre. Genre (like gender) is at its best when it’s a playground instead of a prison: here are your new toys, let’s see what we can do with them. Here are the Barbies, here are the Beanie Babies, here is a large teddy bear you’re going to need to be your one’s boyfriend because we don’t have nearly enough borrowed (stolen) Action Men to go round. I’m allergic to authority and hate all kinds of rules. The word “technically”, as in “technically, a romance novel should . . .”, brings me out in hives. The word “should” is even worse. I am, in theory, up for all kinds of ideas about the way we write, and what we read. And yet there’s something about the way people who don’t read romance talk about romance that makes me, myself, want to put up the exact kind of gatekeeping boundaries I hate.


I want to defend my Happily Ever After with both hands.


 


The term “feminist” is so broadly used and abused that it’s almost more trouble than it’s worth at this point: overexposure has made it almost meaningless. It has, I think, been essentially divorced from its political roots, as perhaps all useful words eventually are, and splintered into dozens of factions and a slogan t-shirt factory. If anyone can wear a This Is What A Feminist Looks Like t-shirt, no matter who they are and what they do, does that make anyone – or everyone – a feminist? Is it useful to group the trans-exclusionary radical feminists with the queer liberation feminists? Is it useful – has it ever been useful – to group together everyone based on the single common belief that women should be treated as people? Perhaps I ran into too many “male feminists” who groped girls at parties in the noughties; perhaps I’ve seen too many women use “feminist” as a cover for anti-immigrant or anti-trans beliefs now in the 2020s; or perhaps I’ve simply got into too many arguments about Judith Butler where nobody has done the required reading: whatever it is, I’m a little nervous about applying it to my own arguments.


And yet it’s impossible to think critically about romantic novels – why we love them, why people hate them, why we write them, why we read them – without a feminist lens. To turn critical attention on romantic fiction is, I hope, a feminist act: to give these works, chiefly by and for women, the thoughtful and careful unpacking that other literatures might take for granted. Equally, it’s impossible to credibly call yourself any kind of feminist while dismissing romantic fiction. If you want to take the rights of women seriously, particularly in times where it seems that the rights of women are being eroded from all sides, you must also take seriously the art that women create and consume – now as much as in the past. You must take the living woman as seriously as you take the dead woman, whose opinions have been made safe by time.


With certain notable exceptions (a lecturer I had at college in – yes! – the twenty-first century), we all accept that the literary work of great women is just as mighty as the literary work of great men. Nobody could scorn the work of the Brontë sisters as frivolous.FN3 Yet if you like the yearning, the longing, the troubled past, the passionate kiss in Jane Eyre, then it’s a short step to romantic fiction more generally.


Romance fans know this all too well. But you must be wary of people who tell you that their favourite romance novel is, for instance, Villette by Charlotte Brontë. (And I love that book. The Brontë sisters, or most of them, were pretty good at the high-intensity kissing.) Because when someone tells you the best romance book is Villette, then you can be pretty sure that person thinks they are too good for romance books. They often follow it up by explaining that they don’t really read romance books. But of course.


What this person is telling you is that the thing you love was best in the past, when it was Art, and before it was yours. Back then, people understood what a book was supposed to be.


And this is true, I suppose, as far as it goes.


And this is true provided what you mean is: there has never been a time when novels were separate from romance novels, and there has never been a time when these two types of book weren’t under scrutiny. Reading romances and reading novels are two interchangeable crimes: the French word roman means “novel”, and it’s not a coincidence. Two of the very earliest novels in English are Love-Letters Between a Nobleman and His Sister (1684) and Pamela or, Virtue Rewarded (1740), and they are exactly what they sound like. Pamela, by Samuel Richardson, is (sorry not sorry) essentially an epistolary Jilly Cooper, complete with problematic employer–employee age-gap non-con relationships (that nonetheless end in marriage); Love-Letters, by Aphra Behn, is a bonkers romp about a man, his wife’s sister, and everyone they know.


Both books – obviously – came under immense scrutiny when first published. Both books, when read by women, became scandalous.


So yes. Books were best in the past, provided what you mean is: there has never been a time when women could read novels without comment.


Gender (like genre) is a playground, but when we talk about romance novels we’d be remiss not to understand this as a woman’s world first and foremost. To be honest, it’s sort of a wilful misreading – wishful thinking, if you will – to consider novels as a whole as ungendered. Men – and the statistics will bear me out here, although I’m not the kind of writer to put them in myself – don’t read. Oh, they look like they do. They carry one heavy tome around with them, if they are that sort of man. They can talk about books. But they don’t read like women read. They don’t buy books like women buy books. And they don’t read books that women write either. Writing is gendered, reading is gendered, and the way people think about novels is gendered. Men can write for women, but can women write for men? Will men read women? The Bell brothers weren’t sure they would. Nor was George Eliot.


Then again, I would rather not hold up George Eliot as any kind of hero here. George Eliot, actually, is exactly the kind of person who makes me want to cling onto my Kindle deals. “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists are a genus with many species, determined by the particular quality of silliness that predominates in them—the frothy, the prosy, the pious, or the pedantic,” begins a bitchy little essay of 1856. Eliot likes the phrase “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” so much that it is also the title of the essay, in which the author tears viciously and happily into a stack of romance books.


There is, essentially, nothing about romance novels that Eliot seems to like (although it must be said, she does appear to have read a lot of them). Me? I could fall into these mid-Victorian romps that Eliot loathes and live there gladly for a week. Everything she quotes is silly. The writing is overwrought, underbaked, and also irresistible. Do you not seek to submerge yourself in a “pot pourri of Almack’s, Scotch second-sight, Mr. Rogers’s breakfasts, Italian brigands, death-bed conversions, superior authoresses, Italian mistresses, and attempts at poisoning old ladies”? Who could help wanting this?


Eliot, apparently: not only are these books supposedly beneath us in literary terms, but they will more broadly impede the whole course of female emancipation and education. Men will think badly of women, on the whole, because these books exist – which is reason enough, for Eliot, for these books not to exist.


I think this might, on the whole, be the worst reason to dislike romance novels that I’ve ever heard.


At least men have the wide-eyed boldness to come out and accuse women who read novels of being sex workers: “she who can bear to peruse them,” thunders the eighteenth-century bestseller Reverend Fordyce, “must in her Soul be a Prostitute”. Like so many bestsellers, though, it would be unwise to take his as the voice of the people. After all, Fordyce, now, lingers on as the favourite writer of literature’s most odious man:


 


A book was produced; but, on beholding it (for everything announced it to be from a circulating library), Mr. Collins started back, and begging pardon, protested that he never read novels. Kitty stared at him, and Lydia exclaimed. Other books were produced, and after some deliberation he chose Fordyce’s Sermons. Lydia gaped as he opened the volume, and before he had, with very monotonous solemnity, read three pages, she interrupted him–


 


This, to me, is extremely charming.


 


Mr. Collins, much offended, laid aside his book.


 


And Pride and Prejudice continues.


Isn’t that so great? Isn’t that completely wonderful?


There is this bit in the Eliot essay where she gets scathing about the idea that reviewers “tell one lady novelist after another that they ‘hail’ her productions ‘with delight’ ”. Well, I do hail these productions with delight. I hail lots of things with delight. I love to be charmed by things that don’t exist.


I love to read about clothes and jewels and gardens and horses. I love to read about woolly hats and wild storms in small Canadian towns, and perfect cups of coffee and autumn leaves in middle America, and freshly painted walls in tumbledown cottages in the Cotswolds or Cornwall or Cape Cod. I love to read about objects and fabrics and textures and sensations. I love the part in a romance novel where the author describes the love rival’s clothes because they are always so immaculate and coordinated; I love the part where the hero gives the heroine some kind of perfect and thoughtful present; I love the part where they eat together, sushi or soup or a picnic or a box of heritage strawberries from a local farm co-operative hand-picked by the hero in his wholesome outdoor work. I love when someone builds something for someone they love. I love when there is woodwork involved. I love when there is crafting involved. I love when there is a little magic. I love when there are breakfasts and deathbeds and second sights.


And all these things delight me.


Maybe Eliot was not big on delight, but I am.


I think, in a funny way, the whole thing hinges on delight: the whole thing being romance novels, the whole thing being reading for pleasure, the whole thing being a sense of joy that is not tied to moral or intellectual betterment.


Women’s delight – especially when it’s bound up with sex – is a tinderbox to a certain kind of thinker, because it’s a threat to a certain way of life. It’s dangerous to let women think about making their own choices; it’s dangerous to let women choose their lives based on what delights them, enchants them, makes them happy instead of anyone else. It’s dangerous to let women think too much about happy endings, because then they might look twice at what you want to give them instead. When women write for pleasure, read for pleasure, they aren’t thinking about what men might think. They are thinking about themselves: themselves, and the women in the books they read.


 


Here is a woman I think about a lot: a girl named Sarah Oakey. Sarah lived two hundred years ago, if she ever lived at all. I don’t know anything about her – can’t find anything out about her, although I have tried. She exists, if she ever did, only for this story.


Sarah’s story is very short and it goes like this: Once there was a woman they sent to the madhouse for reading too much.


It sounds like a joke, doesn’t it?


It sounds like the kind of joke people used to say to me when I was little and went everywhere with a paperback in each hand. It sounds like the kind of joke old men say to young women who aren’t paying enough attention to them.


I found out about Sarah on the internet about fifteen years ago, and I’ve thought about her on and off ever since. Her story is the kind of thing people like to talk about, when they talk about the past: every so often she crops up on one of those lists of reasons men called women crazy in the past. These lists always go viral. Too much crying; too many snacks; wilfulness. People love these lists because they love to think of how narrowly we avoided this kind of life ourselves – a hundred years, in the grand scheme of time, being nothing at all.


Novel reading, Sarah Oakey, Gloucester.


The madhouse was Gloucester Asylum, which did exist. You can look it up, see pictures of it. It is hard, harder than you would think, to imagine being taken there because you cared too much about people who didn’t exist. You are here, probably, because you care too much about people who don’t exist. You are here because you want to be around people who also care too much.


This book is for Sarah Oakey, and all the Sarah Oakeys.


This book is for everyone who cares too much; everyone who ever cried at the third-act crisis or got breathless at a fictional touch on a fictional cheek or tilted their screen away from a stranger on the Tube. This book is for everyone blushing on the bus.


The world is very bleak, lately. Maybe it always has been, and this is just our particular bleakness, but nonetheless: it’s bad out there. It’s a hard world. Sales of romance used to go up after a tragedy; now they are up all the time. I don’t know what this says about the world, but I know what it says about us: in times of darkness, we seek the light. In times of darkness, we find joy where we can: silly novels by lady novelists, or whatever you want to call them. Chick lit. Romcoms. Kissing books. I said from the top that this wouldn’t be a comprehensive history of the romance novel, or even an extensive bibliography of the great romance novels. And it is, perhaps, comprehensive and extensive in one way only: it is a field guide to delight; not a defence, or a counterattack, but a love song.


This is a book about things I love and I hope you love it too.










1


What If We Kissed in the Community Library?


The summer I worked at the library I read at least one, probably two, romance novels a day.


It was a community library, which is to say, the local authority had withdrawn funding several years before. They let us use their books, and their computers, and we – or rather, the charity who ran the place – funded everything else. The building itself was elderly and graceful, like an old aristocrat fallen on hard times. The furniture was mostly wipe-clean and functional. The sash windows were rotting gently in their frames. But there were a lot of books, and there were people doing their best. It was an important place.


In between stamping books for toddlers, or logging old ladies into their emails, or trying to figure out what, exactly, the semi-nude man (loin cloth, denim visor) was doing in the Naturalists section of the basement (had he misread the sign?) – and what, exactly, I could do about itFN4 – I sat behind the desk, and I read.


I read so many romance books that the library itself – huge bubbles of damp plaster peeling from the walls, uncomfortable hard plastic chairs – became kind of romantic to me. I started writing library romances to entertain myself; worse, started matchmaking library patrons. How could I help it?


June came on Thursday mornings to change her books; May came on Thursday afternoons. I learned fast not to shelve anything June returned, because May invariably took them out again hours later. When something disappointed one, it always disappointed the other, too. They lived on opposite sides of town; they were different, according to their saved demographic data, in every way.


But they were soulmates. If it hadn’t been a breach of every regulation in the GDPR handbook I would have told them about each other; instead, I just propped June’s returns prominently on the trolley for May, and kept anything new May found behind the counter for June.


There were tired parents taking out the same books to learn how to talk so kids will listen, and listen so kids will talk; there were expectant mothers taking out the same what to expect when you’re expecting; there were teens, different schools, different lives, taking out dark fantasy mangas and graphic novels about urban witches kissing under the Brooklyn Bridge. There were so many romance readers, all kinds of romance readers, I wanted to start them some kind of club: some kind of silent reading club. Every day they brought back books and took them out again, and every day I took the best ones from everyone, made a stack of their books on my desk, then read them instead of shelving them.


I loved reading romance books, but I really hated shelving them. I hated shelving them because the romantic shelving system was, to me, a disaster.


While “Crime” had three big bookshelves and a constant supply of new books, the single official shelf for “Romance” held mostly agèd Mills & Boons, languishing unloved and unlucky and rarely borrowed. The vast majority of romance books – the books that I thought of as romance – were scattered across other categories of fiction. Some went to Classics. Some went to Young Adult, or even to New Adult. Most went to General Fiction, lost in the vast mass of every kind of novel.


This was phenomenally annoying to me: the Crime people could expect new books to arrive, neatly shelved, on a semi-regular basis. The Crime people would know where to find their new books, just as the Cookery fans could always wander down to the basement (we meet again, Mr Loincloth), and the Celebrity Memoir gang could check the row of shelves to the left of the big bay window. The Crime people got prime real estate. We, the Romance crew – and by now I felt myself to be one of them – had to forage. Our desires were overlooked.


And there was no solution. It was not permitted for a day supervisor to change even a single label on a spine, let alone to rearrange whole swathes of the shelving system. Also, frustratingly, I did not think I actually had a solution; at least, not one that could be applied broadly. I knew what romance should be. I knew romance when I saw it. It was in my head, but I struggled to define my beloved genre.


It was, as the little boy in The Princess Bride says, a kissing book.


It was a book about romance. Which did not really help pin things down.


It wasn’t enough for a book to be a love story. A romance novel is always a love story; but a love story is not always a romance novel. A romance novel is something else. It is something like what used to be called “chick lit”, but not exactly. (Also, now nobody said “chick lit” except the worst kind of man.) It’s definitely more specific than the amorphous category of “women’s fiction” – as distinct, I suppose, from real fiction, by men? Women wrote all kinds of fiction; women were in all kinds of fiction. It was overwhelming. (How, for instance, do you solve a problem like Marian Keyes?FN5)


But my instincts knew.


Some books in Classics – Jane Eyre! Pride and Prejudice! – felt right to me. Others – hello, other Brontë sister – did not.


There were YA books – Becky Albertalli! – that felt right; then there was the baffling classification of “New Adult”, which seemed to mean a book about a person in their twenties having sex, and that was almost entirely romance.


Then there were writers like Jilly Cooper who defined the genre so completely that she was almost beyond genre. There were writers like Jill Mansell, with bare kicked-up legs on the cover; there were writers like Jasmine Guillory and Emily Henry with the big bold fonts and the big bold colours; there were fantasy romances like Sarah J. Maas’s A Court of Thorns and Roses, which needed to be shelved next to The Priory of the Orange Tree by Samantha Shannon (fantasy, drama), but also really needed to be lifted out of the General Fiction and into something like Erotica. (We did not, in the community library, have an Erotica section.) There were one million books with swirly writing and beach huts on the covers; and books with stark fonts, flowers and titles like Hopeless in which definitely one party was going to die; and black and red covers with maybe a skull or a syringe or a rose in which if one party died, the other party might well bring them back to life in some new, changed form. All of these were shelved in General Fiction, trapped between the slim Nobel-winning volumes translated from the French and battered paperbacks about abused kids called things like Suffer the Little Children or Daddy, Please Don’t.


There was nothing wrong with the slim volumes or the paperbacks. It was just that they weren’t my books – or my way of dealing with trauma. I didn’t, and don’t, love to be confronted by the world in a way that feels out of control. Life is already out of control!


I want to read something that gets me out of here.


I don’t want to read something that ignores the fact that life is hard – but I do want to know how to live that hard life lightly. If love is the most important thing, and to me it was and is, I want books that think that too.


I want books that know love is enormous and vital and frightening: love is always frightening, because love is always the same shape as loss. Love is the same shape as loss, and desire has the same all-consuming hunger as death. There’s something embarrassing about such big words, maybe about such big ideas. I feel slightly defensive about them, and their right to be here: they feel almost adolescent. Hunger, death, desire, love. Too much for grown-ups! Too much for everyday living! They demand to be written in red and black and Tippex across a schoolbag.


The singer Lorde wrote, once, that she had always been fascinated by teenagers: the way they know something that adults have forgotten. I think about this a lot when I think about romance novels. It is probably why so many of them end up shelved in YA. Romance novels give us back the things we used to know, or hoped we would get to know. They restore to us the world the way it was when it was all new to us: new and shining and terrible. The writers and readers of romance are scholars of the human heart: they know how hungry it can be, how much it wants, how much it needs. It’s hard to see why people belittle romance novels so fervently when they contain all the most vital elements of being alive, including the beginnings and the endings.


And yet they do it without pretentiousness, or gatekeeping, or intellectual showing off. They just do it. And they do it in a way that makes you want more. They do it in a way that is, above all, funny. Funny, even when your heart is breaking; sweet, even when you’re falling through the sky.


Funny, sweet, heartbreaking, delicious: I suppose what I am looking for, always, in romance, is a book that feels like popular ’90s sitcom Friends. I wanted a book that was about looking for your lobster, and finding them. I wanted something deceptively light, full of big feelings and, ideally, a happy ending.


It wasn’t that I thought all romance had to have a happy ending. Did I?


I was clear, for example, that The Time Traveler’s Wife was a romance novel. It had big ideas about science fiction, but it was a romance novel. It was a romance novel the same way that Dorothy L. Sayers’ Golden Age detective story, Busman’s Honeymoon, was a romance novel: as Sayers said, it’s either a detective story with romantic interludes, or a romantic story with detecting interludes. The Time Traveler’s Wife counted, but it didn’t offer – unlike Sayers – a happy ending. Or, at least, not exactly a happy ending. Or – wait, was it? I couldn’t think about the ending without crying even after nearly twenty years, but it was an ending that believed in love above all things.


It believed in the lightness of love, and the weight of it. It believed that love mattered. It believed that love was the only thing that really mattered; and it believed that love could overcome all things. Which was, I supposed, something that all the romance I loved had in common. It wasn’t the happy ending, per se; it was the belief that happy endings were possible. It was the belief that happy endings were important, and that to strive for them was not just a good thing but the only thing worth doing. It was the belief, I suppose, that striving for happy endings is not a single plot but a state of mind.


I wanted to read about people trying to be happy.


It isn’t exactly that all romance novels have to have a happy ending. It’s just that the ones I love mostly do. And it seems, too, that we’re in a happy ending phase of romantic fiction right now.


We probably won’t always be. In the past it was fashionable for romantic fiction to end badly and sadly and weepily, but perhaps the world was less bleak then. Comedy and tragedy kind of take it in turns to come in and out of fashion. Writers want to write something new, which is by necessity something old: there are no new stories, especially not in romance. What changes is the way you tell the story; and the way you tell the story changes depending on the emotional socio-political climate. We would be forgiven if the desire for a happy ending rose with each tick of the second hand on the Doomsday Clock. Our awareness of the increasingly bleak global climate shifts the national (and indeed international) mood further towards darkness; the reader reaches for a writer who can carry her, if only for some little time, in the opposite direction.


Which is tough, for romance, because the reader and writer are so often the same person. I sat in the library reading romance books, scribbling romantic stories on the back of the printed Holds List, just for myself. When you read a lot of romance, the world starts to feel romantic. When you read a lot of romantic stories, the world starts to feel story shaped.


 


In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the academic Janice Radway spent several years working with a group of romance readers in the American Midwest. Radway, an anthropologist, studied romance reading not as a literary text, but as an act in and of itself worthy of study, and distinct from other forms of reading. The women – and the group was entirely formed of women – filled out surveys and spoke with Radway at length and over time about their complex feelings on romance reading: not just the place it held in their lives, but the function it served. It seemed that it was not – as assumption would have it – a question of “wishing they had a romance like the heroine’s”, but rather that “romance reading is valued by . . . women because the experience itself is different from ordinary existence.”


Romance novels are, by design, a space for dreaming: they function as a wish-fulfilment station. But the wishes are, perhaps, not always straightforward. Like Radway’s reading group, I don’t seek either the “strong, virile heroes” or the “romance like the heroine’s”. I don’t seek to be them; I don’t seek to possess them. But I want to live in their world for a little while: a world in which I understand all the rules, a world in which I know where we’re going. I want to live in a universe where things make sense: where a third-act break-up has a satisfactory resolution, where cruelty has a reasonable rationale and results in a good solid grovel, where the perfect moment is not fleeting but caught forever on the page (which is no longer blank).


The world of the romance novel is the world of all romance novels. The rules of one are the rules of all, and therefore it’s only necessary to be a newcomer once. Your first romance novel is not a visa, it’s a passport: your presence in one romance novel grants you access to any other, a friend instead of a foreigner, safe even in the strangest of set-ups. This is why romances span universes like no other genre: aliens, cowboys, gargoyles, oil barons, regular barons, secret countesses and fraudulent dukes, fairies and faeries, farmers, fishermen, monsters, monster-truck drivers, dancers, hockey players, soccer players, single dads, single mothers, surprise mothers, surprise mothers to infant vampires or a litter of wolves, woodsmen, mathematicians, scientists, scholars, school teachers, time travellers, mermaids, astronauts, carpenters, café owners, waitresses and – obviously – writers. They can be in outer space or in your own backyard. The romance novel can be set in literally any location, with any cast of characters, and the romance reader will find herself immediately and comfortably at home.


The experience is different from ordinary experience – but not because it’s pirates or cowboys or whatever. The thing that is different between our world and the world of romantic fiction is that in the world of romantic fiction there are rules – and we understand the rules. Furthermore, and so far away from real life it’s laughable, we understand that those rules are bringing us, always, to a place of love.


Critics of romance novels love to laugh at us because the same things happen book after book, but they don’t understand that that’s the point. A sculpture isn’t less impressive because I’ve seen a ball of clay before: it’s not the colour on the palette, but the way the painter puts it together that makes the picture. A Bernini sculpture, the one with the hands pressing into the thighs and the billows of transparent gauzy cloth, is more impressive because I know what a block of marble is and what it looks like when fingers press into soft skin: I know what he started with, I know where he wanted to end up; I love to see it and feel like it’s really real.


You could give ten painters the same ten-paint palette and the same still life composition, and they would paint ten different pictures. A Rachel Ruysch tulip is not the same as a Georgia O’Keeffe tulip, even when the pinks and oranges and scarlets and golden stamens come from the same colours and the same shapes and the same desire to convey the perfect singular sexy inside of a fleeting floral moment. I want to see both! I want to see it all. I love to see how a writer will put the pieces together this time around. It’s obvious, to me, that it’s writing on hard mode to keep a reader’s attention when she already knows not just the ending, but the beat-for-beat structure the story must have to feel satisfying. If you don’t have the pull of plot to keep the narrative tension, your characters and setting have to be so very vivid; your dialogue so sharp; your jokes so good. The emotions have to be pitch perfect. It all has to feel real. It has to feel like you made it real.
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