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BEYOND HEAVING BOSOMS














Chapter Cleavage


AN INTRODUCTION TO ROMANCE AND TO THE SMART BITCHES






Welcome!


No, no, don’t hide your romance novel. You don’t have to wrap it in a quilted cover or slide it in between the pages of The New Yorker. We know you’re smart. We also know you like romance novels.


Your romance novels are welcome here. Celebrated. Loved. Cuddled, even, if they’re particularly good. Adorned with man titty and paraded up and down the street to acclaim, applause, and perhaps stray dollar bills. We’ll occasionally poke—with savage abandon, even—at the more ludicrous aspects of the genre, but we kvetch because we love. Our point is:


Welcome.


This is Beyond Heaving Bosoms: The Smart Bitches’ Guide to Romance Novels. We’re not egomaniacal enough to think it’s the Definitive Guide to Romance Novels, but guides written for readers by readers are few and far between. There are plenty of articles and books that dismiss the genre, and some excellent academic examinations that subject the genre to a long-overdue analysis. Us? We’re here to throw a party for the genre—to celebrate its soaring successes as well as its appalling excesses, and to raise a beverage to the continued health and happiness of our favorite reading material. And yes, we’re here to throw a drunken yet solidly comforting arm around your shoulders and say, “Oh, yes! We read them! We love them! Even the awful ones, them, too. And people who think we’re dumb for reading them? Screw ’em! What the hell do they know?”


There are some things only a reader of romance can understand and appreciate. The bemulleted cover models. The alpha hero whom you love to read about but who’d be fodder for COPS episodes in real life. The heroines who are either so feisty they make your teeth hurt, or the embodiment of every virtue known to man, dog, and Chthonic deities. Deep tongue kissing first thing in the morning after a long night of bonkety-bonk, because romance protagonists do not ever have morning breath.
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Then there are the fun parts of romance novels: the escape into a story that’s happy and satisfying, but won’t insult your intelligence. The spicy passages that feature…spicy passages. The characters you befriend and revisit when you’re feeling down or in need of comfort reading. The stories that unabashedly depict love, relationships, and happiness.


There’s nothing quite like a beautifully executed romance novel or the afterglow upon finishing an especially good one, and that’s why we Smart Bitches are celebrating them.


If you were to gather romance readers into one room, that room would circle the earth seventeen times and do the hokey-pokey while it turned itself around. Most likely we’d all get seasick. But while we fought for the Dramamine, no doubt we’d notice that romance readers represent an astonishing cross section of political, social, religious, and economic groups. According to the oft-quoted statistic from Romance Writers of America (RWA), one out of every five people reads romance. This is, in mathematically correct notation, “a shitfuckton of people.” A quick examination of the highlights of those statistics yields numbers with decimal points that are necessary only because that many zeroes become tiresome to type out. In 2006, romance accounted for $1.37 billion in sales, and 64.6 million Americans read at least one romance in 2005. No matter what you do to those numbers, whether you divide them or watch them do a tango, those numbers are freaking huge.


And yet, despite the millions of dollars and those millions of readers and that (quivering alabaster) mound of books sold in every language known to print, romance is easily the most well-hidden literary habit in America. Millions of dollars are spent on romance novels, yet few will admit to reading them. We Smart Bitches, we know you read romance.


In fact, we’ll come right out and say five out of five readers have read romance—they just didn’t know it. Think about it: just about every work of fiction has a romantic element in it. The love, sex, or attraction part might not be the primary focus, but they’re almost always there. What would the Iliad be without Paris and Helen, or the Odyssey without Odysseus and Penelope? What would a story of danger and intrigue be without sexual attraction and tension? What would horror be without some damn fool woman running around so that some muscled hero could rescue her scantily clad ass? Love stories, from epic poems to schlocky bestsellers, form the backbone of our storytelling tradition.


So tie another ribbon around the What-the-Fuck tree: a staggering number of people read romance, few admit to it, and romantic elements are ubiquitous, but when that romance stands on its own two glass-slippered feet as the focus and driving element of the plot, then it’s craaaap. No one who is anyone likes romance novels.




But somehow, everyone has a very firm idea of what the average romance reader is like. We bet you already know her. She’s rather dim and kind of tubby—undereducated and undersexed—and she displays a distressing affinity for mom jeans and sweaters covered in puffy paint and appliquéd kittens. So even though repeated surveys conducted by independent research reveal that an astonishingly diverse and often affluent population reads romance novels, in popular depictions, we’re all the same.
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“In all honesty, the dichotomy inherent in the conflicting nobility and morality of the duke is quite a fascinating subject to analyze.”




Here she is: meet Mavis. She’s not only a romance reader, she’s the romance reader, the image everyone pictures when they discuss the romance novels those bored housewives love so much. Funny thing about Mavis, and you, and us, and everyone else who read romance: our love of romance novels is probably all that we have in common, but because of this shared interest, we’re transformed from women of all walks of life to storm troopers: not very bright, evidence of the triumph of the Evil Empires of Bad Taste and Degraded Literature, and impossible to tell apart from one another.


Maybe you’re already familiar with the genre. Maybe your budget is earmarked for romance novels, then rent, then food. Maybe your bookcases look like ours, and there are paperback romance novels wedged two deep on each shelf. Or maybe you’re curious why romance is so popular, and why the otherwise-intelligent women in your life enjoy this cultural blight. Or perhaps you know us from our site, and you’re just wondering how many times we’re going to say expletives like “fuck” or “shit” or “holy cuntmonkeys” in this book.*


Maybe you’re just curious why women proclaiming themselves to be “Smart Bitches” would spend time, effort, and adoration on a genre that everyone else dismisses as tawdry, smutty, and lame. Sit down. We will explain—or at the very least provide a profanity-filled précis.


SO WHO ARE YOU, AND WHERE DID YOU COME FROM?


When people ask us why we started Smart Bitches, we usually have a hot pink list of reasons we trot out. The Internet was riddled with romance Web sites whose grading curve wasn’t curvy enough for our tastes, and we figured we could help change that. Or: we wanted the freedom to provide honest, no-holds-barred commentary on all aspects of romance novels. Or: we wanted a public venue in which we could use the words “cuntmonkey” and “dichotomy” in the same discussion as “man titty” and “Fabio,” and make all the fart jokes we possibly could whenever we came across titles like Savage Thunder or Brave the Wild Wind.


But ultimately, it boiled down to this fact: the two of us, we’re neither fish nor fowl nor meat—which would make us either TVP or tofu, but we digress. See, there tend to be two big camps in the discourse surrounding romance novels:


Camp Number One consists of those Who Just Don’t Get It. They’ve either never read a romance novel before, or they picked one up, discovered it was awful, experienced permanent retinal scarring from the terrible cover, and wrote the entire genre off—and the readers, too. The people in this camp are fond of accusing romance readers of being intellectually lazy, or hopelessly addicted to emotional porn. When the people in this camp find out they have friends—friends whose tastes they trust, even—who read and enjoy romance novels, their reaction is usually incredulousness, followed up by some variant of this backhanded compliment: “But you’re so smart!” they cry out. “How can you possibly read that tripe?”


Unfortunately, it often feels as if Those Who Just Don’t Get It outnumber the ones who do. Those Who Just Don’t Get It are the readers and critics who object strenuously to the idea of romance novels being reviewed in the New York Times Book Review. They’re the ones who, feeling defensive after having their media habits thoroughly scrutinized, say, “Well, at least I don’t read romance novels.” They’re the people who don’t know nearly as much as they think they do; they often end up making ludicrous flubs, such as mistaking Harlequin romances for erotica. But then, it’s difficult to properly criticize a genre when one hasn’t read extensively in it, and let’s face it: romance novels, with their titty-licious covers, overwrought cover copy, and genre constraints are an easier piñata to smack around than most. But because most of the people in this camp don’t know the genre, most of them don’t suspect that the best is on par with the best books in any genre, and that the worst books are even more vile than they could’ve imagined.


Camp Number Two is the cheerleader camp. Almost everything is at least four stars, or throbbing hearts, or fluffy kittens, or calling birds (partridge in a pear tree not included). Their attitude seems to boil down to: “Romance is awesome, and if you don’t have a nice word to say then you should just shut up. Bless your heart.” One of the signature arguments of this camp involves a contradiction that, to be honest, drives us a little bugfuck. On one hand, they would’ve made Rodney Dangerfield proud with the way they growl about how romance novels get no respect, no respect at all. On the other hand, when reviewers point out some romance novels are about as substantial as a house built entirely of meringue and dandelion down, or attempt to figure out what the fuck is up with the excess of abusive alpha “heroes” in the genre, these people are often the same ones who claim that romance novels are escapist fun, and somehow exempt from rigorous literary examination.


It’s odd to be in disagreement with both camps, but here we are, setting up a Bitching picnic. But the points we make aren’t that revolutionary, even if they give the Know It Alls and the Love It Alls a tweak in the nose.


Point the first: Romance novels aren’t all inconsequential bits of fluff.


Point the second: Many romance novels offer complex, nuanced stories.


And heads up and break out your red pen and your English degree! While it’s undeniable that romance novels are great fun, they should absolutely be subject to rigorous examination. We lit nerds say so.


Moreover, and worst of all, some romances are utter fucking crap. Complete, utter shittastic fuckcakes of crap with a side order of “How in the world did I pay actual money for this?”


When we started our site, we felt like we were two of only a few on the Internet who wanted to give romance a close examination. We looked around for a community of smarter-than-average romance readers who spoke their minds as they saw fit, and weren’t afraid to unleash their inner George Carlin when the occasion called for it; a community that was unabashedly geeky, and would get references that run the gamut from 1980s one-hit wonders to jokes about Leibniz and Newton without our having to explain who either person was. There were a few sites, such as All About Romance, that fit most of our criteria, but salty language was frowned on, and frankly, we wanted the freedom to say whatever the hell we wanted. We knew we were odd ducks, but we weren’t that weird—we are, after all, talking about the Internet. If the sneeze fetishists and furries and Armin Meiwes, the Rotenburg Cannibal, could find people on the same wavelength online, there had to be other people out there whose interests intersect with ours. Nathaniel Hawthorne would blanch at how big those damned mobs of scribbling women have grown. Tens of millions of people read this stuff—and we’re not all cretins. So we set about creating our own community.


TODAY’S MENU: ROMANCE! ROMANCE FOR ALL!


Saying that you read romance novels is like saying you like food. Just as there’s a world of difference between homemade panang curry and an Egg McMuffin, there’s mind-boggling variety in the romance genre. It’s huge. Huge like Fabio’s pectorals crossed with Diana Gabaldon’s total word count. Consider the types of books that can fall under the heading “Romance”:


There’s historical romance—but what kind of historical romance? A traditional Regency, in which the hero and heroine barely kiss? A novel set in the Victorian era, featuring bondage and anal sex? A story about lovers in ancient Rome? Colonial American? An American western? How about something set in Revolutionary France, or fourteenth-century Florence?


And contemporaries: is it a category romance or a single title? Is it a mystery or romantic suspense? (For the record, “romantic suspense” does not mean that the romance is in doubt and must be investigated. It does, however, mean that there is an 87.6 percent likelihood that the cover will feature two people running.) Is it a comedy? An ensemble of women that could be “women’s fiction” or chick-lit? (We’d just like to note for the record that that’s one of the worst terms ever to hit the genre since “bodice ripper.”) A wrenching story of emotional recovery, complete with a winning, adorable rescue dog?


And then we get to the landscape of paranormals: Vampires! Werewolves! Vampire werewolves! Mummies! Psychics! The undead! The reanimated! The demonic and the celestial! The slayers, the fey, the wee folk, the fairies, trolls, and selkies. They all fall under “paranormal,” which has its roots in an ancient Greek word meaning “overcrowded genre.”


And then there’s that scary place, the crossroads of romance, fantasy, and perhaps even science fiction, where the puffy-paint sweatshirt-clad stereotypical romance readers meet the stock sci-fi readers, complete with Spock ears and communicator pin, and they all do the hora with the fantasy readers who have d20s in their pockets and long sword replicas strapped to their backs. In fantasy or science-fiction romance, the fate of the entire fucking universe can depend on the Happily Ever After of the hero and heroine. No pressure or anything. It’s a scary mixture, but it works. Why? Because romance deals with one of the most elemental blocks of human relationships. Just as any work of fiction can have a romantic element, any romance can include the elements of other popular fictional genres. The genre is huge, creative, evolving, and a multiavenue crossroads of just about every other type of fiction. And it has been ignored for far too long. Conveniently, that’s why we’re here.















Chapter Petticoat


A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE MODERN ROMANCE NOVEL






Some of the misconceptions about romance novels are, unfortunately, all too understandable. Take, for instance, the reputation that they’re all bodice rippers. Just look at the covers they’ve been inflicted with: a woman with quivering mounds one button away from a wardrobe malfunction being held up by a male specimen whose quivering mounds of man titty are even larger and firmer than hers. The woman looks either orgasmic or nauseated—hard to tell sometimes. The man’s face is usually clenched in masculine determination, as if attempting to hold Montezuma’s revenge at bay, with limited success. Unfortunate hand or body placements can give the pained expressions new meaning entirely, making us wonder why so many romance novel heroes are being presented as ad hoc proctologists.


Here’s a shocking revelation: the content of the book is rarely reflected in the cover.


But what are the romance novels about, then, if not about a man’s tender voyage into the most secret depths of a woman’s bowels to study the proliferation of rectal polyps?


Don’t get us wrong: some romance novels are full of assholes—but not in quite the way the covers would have us think. The basic formula is deceptively simple:






Boy meets girl.


Holy crap, shit happens!


Eventually, the boy gets the girl back.


They live Happily Ever After.





One would almost think that we could tell the story once and be done with it. But we’ve written and read countless thousands of variations of this story, and we show no signs of being sick of it.


The romance tradition goes all the way back to the oldest myths, and we could wank on and on about medieval courtly love, the rise of the gothic tradition (which marked some of the first popular novels written by and for women), and the influence that people like the Brontë sisters and Jane Austen have had on the various elements of romance, but that could easily take up a book in and of itself. We’re just going to cut right to the chase and talk about the clearest predecessor we can find for the modern romance novel: The Flame and the Flower by Kathleen E. Woodiwiss.


The Flame and the Flower was first published in 1972, and it’s one of the most famous in the bodice-ripper tradition. These books are typically set in the past, and the hero is a great deal older, more brutal, and more rapetastic than the heroine—but then, despite the way more and more romances push the envelope, we’ve yet to encounter one in which the heroine plunges the depths of the hero’s dark tunnel of muddy love against his will.


But back to The Flame and the Flower. This novel is, in many ways, the Platonic ideal of the bodice ripper. The heroine’s bodice is, in fact, ripped; the hero is appropriately arrogant and hard-edged before being brought low by the power of love; swashes are buckled; buckles are swashed; villains are suitably hideous; and the adventure runs at quite the fever pitch. No noun or verb is left unmodified, and Woodiwiss works simile and metaphor to limp exhaustion. It was a runaway bestseller and spawned countless books that followed, with various degrees of success, that particular formula, such as Rosemary Rogers’s infamous Sweet Savage Love (which, if nothing else, is probably the most-parodied romance novel title of all time).




And honestly, “sweet, savage love” serves as a neat encapsulation of the older style of romances. The turmoil and violence, they runneth over in torrents as mighty as the hero’s seed. And speaking of mighty torrents of heroic seed, it was well-nigh de rigueur for the heroine to be raped by the hero in those novels. The rape would be justified in any number of ways within the framework of the story (something we’ll discuss in much more detail later). Sometimes, the heroine was the spoils of war, so clearly, it was acceptable to rape her. Other times, the hero would assume the heroine was sexually experienced, and as we all know, rape counts only if the rapist knows the victim is a virgin. Other times, the allure of the heroine was too much for the hero to take, and his penis took over—and what can a man do, really, once his Privy Counselor demands he invade the heroine’s inner sanctum?


And oh lawdy, the sexual euphemisms. Romances like Sweet Savage Love and The Flame and the Flower were a great deal more humpy than any of the other mainstream love stories at the time, and there was a veritable arms race to see who could come up with the moistest grottoes and the most potent (and jutting) spears of manhood so they could titillate without being considered obscene.


They were discreet enough at first. They danced the dance as old as time, culminating in explosions of ecstasy. Then quivering mounds and flowers of femininity—and the feasting on thereof—started making an appearance. Steely shafts with throbbing veins quickly followed suit. Honestly, with all the rearing stallions, jutting man staffs, and tall soldiers everywhere, one would be hard-pressed to decipher how the men hid their tumescent towers.


By the late 1980s, oral sex scenes were practically a requirement (as was the accompanying fluttering distress and confusion of the heroine the first time her hey-nanner-nanner made the acquaintance of the hero’s mouth), and we had the occasional startling turn of phrase, like the hero who “burst like a ripe melon” within the heroine, as recorded by Rebecca Brandewyne’s deathless prose in Desire in Disguise. Then authors like Susan Johnson and Linda Howard showed us their heroes’ rampant cocks—and we’re not talking about a coat of arms or a rooster, if you know what we mean.*


The genre, however, has changed a great deal since those Old Skool romances were published. It’s true: the covers haven’t changed that much. There are still allusions to anal probing and buxom men grasping at equally buxom women. But though the covers may be similar, the content is different in some substantial ways.


In fact, we have a flowchart to help you tell the difference between Old Skool and New Skool romance on chapter 1. The Old Skool, very roughly speaking, ran from the late 1970s through the ’80s, while the New Skool started sometime in the late 1980s and continues to the present, but as with any attempts at categorization, there were some books published in the ’80s that were in the New Skool mode, and Old Skool–style romances are still occasionally published. That’s why the chart will serve as a handy-dandy guide.


Most Old Skool romances, from historicals to contemporaries to category romances, shared several elements in common, elements that don’t necessarily hold true for the newer types of romances that now dominate the market. Some of them include:


BRUTAL HEROES


These heroes aren’t just determined, assertive, and confident—they’re hard, arrogant, and harsh, and the heroine is often afraid of him. He’s a punisher as well as lover and protector, but he hurts her only because he loves her so much. Baby. Punitive kisses were dealt with abandon, and the heroine, after stiffening up and resisting, would eventually soften into his kiss—after all, who wouldn’t love having their lips mashed hard enough to leave bruises? And speaking of bruises: grabbing the heroine by the arms so hard that they leave marks was another earmark of Old Skool heroes.
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RAPE


As we mentioned above, it was practically de rigueur Back in the Day, and, boy, did the critics have a field day with that particular aspect of romance novels. We won’t go into the whys and where-fores at the moment, but just know that if it was a romance novel published between the 1970s and mid-’80s, and especially if it was a historical romance, you could usually count on some forceful plucking of the heroine’s delicate bud of womanhood.


But never, ever doubt, dear reader, that they live happily ever after.


THE HEROINE: COMING-OF-AGE COMES EARLY


The heroines in Old Skool romances were often much, much younger than the hero. How much younger? Eighteen-year-old heroines were very, very common for a long time; they were often distressingly innocent—if they had been married before, the authors would often go through the most elaborate contortions to preserve her virginity, most of them centering on the erectile deficiencies of the first husband. But the innocence extended beyond the heroine not knowing her hoo hoo from a hole in a ground. One of the defining characteristics of the Old Skool romance is how most of them are coming-of-age stories for the heroines; the heroines are often incredibly sheltered and just starting to come into their own when they’re thrown into a world full of high-finance hostile takeovers or cross-dressing adventure on the high seas.


THE CONFLICTS


The Big Secret was a staple of Old Skool romance novels. Ranging from “My brother is a spy for the enemy” to “I’m a maaaan, baby” to “I lied about something very small and extremely pointless at the beginning of the story, and now it’s snowballed out of control because the author needs about twenty thousand more words’ worth of conflict,” Big Secrets littered the landscape of Romancelandia like dollar bills on a strip club stage.


And then there were the Big Arguments. Relationships were much more antagonistic in most of the romance novels Back in the Day—they were, in many ways, Fight ’em and Fuck ’em romances. The heroine usually hated the hero on sight, and they’d scrap and make up and scrap and make up again until the difference between fighting and fucking would be blurred into a roiling cloud, not unlike those cartoon clouds that indicated huge brawls, except with more pebbled nipples and turgid staffs.


And perhaps because knowledge is power, and the power struggle was more overt in the Old Skool, Big Misunderstandings would often be part of the romance landscape, too. The protagonists would have an exasperating knack of overreading or underreading a situation at just the wrong time, but if the two of them were locked in a room for five minutes with truth serum and a big stick for beating heads, all problems would be solved, but not only would that be too convenient, the book would also be over in a mere dozen pages. So, much like a soap opera, in which the happiness of the characters can last only an episode or two before Much Sadness-Soaked Angst and Drama must befall them again, the entirety of a Big Mis storyline was sustained not only by the Big Mis itself, but by the bullheaded idiocy of the protagonists.


Imagine the Big Mis romance confronting Judge Judy:




HEROINE: “Your Honor, the defendant’s older brother looks just like him, and because I once took his arm at a masked ball following a musicale in the garden beneath a weeping willow tree, the defendant now thinks I am a cheating harlot. And really, he is an unfeeling callous monster who has a first wife he swears is dead, but is not!”


HERO: “Your Honor, the plaintiff is a cheating harlot.”


JUDGE JUDY: “Sir, be quiet. It’s not your turn.”


HEROINE: “I am not a cheating harlot! And it’s never my turn. You only say I’m a harlot because you saw yourself in the mirror after we…after we…”


HERO: “After you gave it up like the slut you are, spreading your legs for anyone in the family, since you’re desperate for a title and a fortune, as I heard you whispering to your late father the day before we were wed!”


HEROINE: “I have a title, numbnuts! I’m a princess, a duchess, and a marchioness through my great aunt’s half sister’s dogwalker’s estate entailed through my mother, and I didn’t tell you because you’re merely an earl and I thought it would hurt your pride!”


HERO: “You’re a cheating harlot!”


HEROINE: “I am not! I’ve never had anyone in my tender river but you!”


HERO: “Prove it!”


HEROINE: “Your brother has no man root—your father told me! How could I…do that…with a man who has no manhood? And speaking of things you never told me about, what about your first wife? I’ve seen her everywhere! She’s still alive, you bigamist!”


HERO: “She’s dead!”


HEROINE: “Oh, my stars, you killed her!”


HERO: “No, I was having her portrait cleaned and was moving it about the house to make sure the surface was consistently pure so I could—”


HEROINE: “You’re still in love with her, you callous, heartless man!”


HERO: “…have it painted over with your image, since I love you so.”


HEROINE: “…Oh.”


HERO: “Oh, my darling Epistemologia, I do love you so.”


HEROINE: “Oh, I love you, too.”


JUDGE JUDY: *shoots self*





THE SUDDEN REALIZATION OF LOVE


Given the antagonistic nature of the lovers, resolving the tension between their evident hatred for each other and their out-of-control lust was quite the trick to pull. Thus was born the Sudden Realization of Love device. At some point, the hero and heroine realize: OH! All that hatred, and the fights, and the fear? All actually manifestations of love. Hey, Ike hit Tina because he loved her, okay? And when the hero hits her, it feels like a kiss, obviously.


We’d almost always witness this critical epiphany on the part of the heroine, inevitably followed by page upon page of angst about how the hero could not possibly love her back, so she’d act like even more of a spoiled buttnoid because it’s not as if what she did mattered any more, anyway (cue the world’s tiniest violin). And sometimes, we’d witness the hero being coldcocked by the brass-knuckled fist of love as well, but that was a relative rarity. It was much more common in Old Skool romances for heroes to relate to the heroine, in excruciating detail, about the Exact Moment the scales fell off his eyes—usually during the denouement at the end of the book. Why? Because of:


THE POINT OF VIEW


Most of these Old Skool romances were written solely or mostly from the heroine’s viewpoint, though a few early authors started including the hero’s point of view, too. This was sometimes a good thing, because it allowed us to experience the process of falling in love from both perspectives (and trust us, sometimes the readers needed all the explanation they could get about why and how the constantly warring factions could find enough time to fall in love). Sometimes, though, it wasn’t so good, when the hero revealed himself to be an unrepentant rapist assclown.


Scholars have differing views as to why the viewpoints stayed so faithfully with the heroine for so long. Pamela Regis, in A Natural History of the Romance Novel, offers an analysis of how Old Skool romances followed the heroines partially because they had much more development to undergo than the hero, and the heroine’s achievement of autonomy and self-actualization was the point of the narrative. This is borne out by the thirteen-item plot summary for the ideal Old Skool romance formulated by Janice Radway in Reading the Romance, published in 1982:




	
1. The heroine’s social identity is destroyed.


	
2. The heroine reacts antagonistically to an aristocratic male.


	
3. The aristocratic male responds ambiguously to the heroine.


	
4. The heroine interprets the hero’s behavior as evidence of a purely sexual interest in her.


	
5. The heroine responds to the hero’s behavior with anger or coldness.


	
6. The hero retaliates by punishing the heroine.


	
7. The heroine and hero are physically and/or emotionally separated.


	
8. The hero treats the heroine tenderly.


	
9. The heroine responds warmly to the hero’s act of tenderness.


	
10. The heroine reinterprets the hero’s ambiguous behavior as the product of previous hurt.


	
11. The hero proposes/openly declares his love for/demonstrates his unwavering commitment to the heroine with a supreme act of tenderness.


	
12. The heroine responds sexually and emotionally.


	
13. The heroine’s identity is restored.





In other words, the quest of the romance was the fulfillment of the heroine, and the hero was often a tool (in the construction sense, not in the dickhead sense, though often he could be both) in that fulfillment.


This idea has merit, but the fact that the hero was simultaneously villain and savior, punisher and lover, probably also dictated the choice of point of view. A lot of the central conflict and tension in Old Skool romances depended on the heroine and the reader not really knowing what the hell was going on in the hero’s head—insofar as he showed any capacity for rational thought not dictated by his penis, that is, and given the priapic state of many romance heroes, that capability is somewhat in doubt. At any rate, despite the reassurance of the happy ending, not truly knowing what the hero is thinking or how he’s going to react to situations lends a certain tension that wouldn’t be there if the readers were inside his head.


But romances, as we’ve mentioned before, have undergone some fairly drastic changes over the past several decades, with trends visibly changing by the late 1980s and early ’90s. In “Trying to Tame the Romance,” an essay in Dangerous Men and Adventurous Women, massively bestselling author Jayne Ann Krentz attempted to pin the blame on a cadre of young editors, fresh out of “East Coast colleges” (one can’t help but read that as some sort of coded term for “over-educated liberal arts major,” but then, haven’t editors been hired largely from that pool since, well, forever?). These college graduates, claimed Krentz, were trying to make romance more politically correct, and in those efforts systematically sought to destroy some cornerstones of romance, including the brutal heroes, the obsession with virginity, and rape (which she chose to describe as aggressive seduction, and we can buy that, sure—what’s assault and battery if not an aggressive embrace?). She concluded that the changes wouldn’t take, and that the editors had been largely unsuccessful.


That book was published in 1992. Now, whether or not Krentz was correct about the editors, or whether the market changed drastically when a new generation of readers grew into our own and had enough money to make our preferences known on the market-place—and our Bitch money is on the latter scenario, since personally, we’ve never been very fond of many aspects of Old Skool romances, and neither are most of the people of our generation and younger—the fact remains that she was wrong about her predictions. The heroes softened and became less monolithic in their roles as symbols of love and fear; rape largely disappeared from the genre; and the heroine’s sexual purity, while still an unhealthy indicator of moral integrity in many novels, is no longer clung to as stringently.


Just as Old Skool romance has several distinct distinguishing characteristics, New Skool romances tend to feature the following:




GENTLER HEROES


Romance heroes aren’t wimpy, but there’s a lot more room for the nice boys now—the ones Krentz denigrated as being sensitive and unaggressive (and therefore undesirable, unlike the iconic alpha males she described) in her essay. Vicki Lewis Thompson, for example, has been fairly successful with her series of books featuring nerd heroes.


Don’t get us wrong; romance novel heroes are still, by and large, a testosterone-laden bunch, with tree-trunk thighs and a near-magical ability to vanquish villains with nothing more than the power of their utterly huge, utterly massive, utterly intimidating…guns, when a veritable army of people have failed. The heroes just aren’t quite as shouty and grabby and punishy as they used to be.


We’re not sure which came first: the not-quite-as-shouty-and-angry hero or the switch in point of view, but there’s no question that many New Skool romances feature…


MORE SCENES FROM THE HERO’S POINT OF VIEW


According to Pamela Regis, the evolution of the romance novel led to the involvement of the hero in the narrative to the point where his story was “much more in evidence, much more a part of the action.” Because modern heroines began in much more control of their lives politically, economically, and socially (having achieved, in Regis’s words, affective individualism), contemporary retellings of the heroine’s courtship began to show the emotional evolution of the hero, instead of having us view it through the (thoroughly unreliable but fetchingly bedewed) eyes of the heroine.


Why is seeing the story from both sides so satisfying? The fact is, affective individualism and autonomous heroines aside, books told from both points of view provide a stronger emotional punch, and we romance readers, we sure do love having our emotions thoroughly pummeled. Hey, if seeing the torments one party has to undergo for the sake of love is good, seeing two is even better, right?


THE RISE OF THE KICK-ASS SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED HEROINES


For all the derring-do and high adventure in Old Skool romances, it was relatively rare for the heroine to save the hero—or demonstrate much competence in anything, really. One of the classic peeves we have with Old Skool contemporary romance is how the author continually tells the reader how the heroine is the best in her field and an utterly ruthless career person, but continually shows instead what an incompetent dingbat she is. Negotiations with a rival company going badly? Instead of requesting arbitration or siccing the lawyers on them, let’s do something that’s guaranteed to work, like move into the smoking-hot company owner’s house without warning and pester him until he gives in to your demands.


This lack of anything resembling common sense, coupled with the need to show us that the heroine has more than a limp noodle for backbone, often leads to annoyingly feisty heroines, who in turn are the precursors to the dreaded Too Stupid to Live heroine. You know her. She’s the one who insists on facing down the bandits alone despite the lack of any sort of physical prowess whatsoever, other than the ability to stamp her foot very prettily, or on going to the unsavory parts of town unaccompanied (because what could possibly happen to a gently bred girl in the worst stews of London?), or on committing any number of other dangerous imbecilities—and all for no particular reason that we can discern other than so they can be very fetchingly caught and threatened by the villain.


Not that New Skool romances are perfect in this regard. Heroines still show a tendency to commit howlingly awful mistakes or make decisions that make absolutely no sense given the character setup provided. But they’re no longer quite as young and naïve, and they’re certainly not as virginal as they used to be. The population of heroines in contemporary romances who are beautiful, smart, and independent, yet for unfathomable reasons unacquainted with the existence of their womanly bud, much less somebody else’s cock, has plummeted of late, and we can only cheer the attrition of their thoroughly odious ranks.


And can we have three cheers for birth control and prophylactics finally making an appearance in romance novels? Fantasies are all well and good, but given how slutty some romance novel heroes are, knowing that they’re sensible enough to put a jimmy hat on their johnson before playing let’s-make-a-pickle-sandwich at least alleviates the worry that all that burning the heroine feels in her loins might actually be due to gonorrhea, not runaway hormones.


Not only that, but romance novel heroines who are fully capable of saving themselves and the hero are becoming more and more common. These are romance heroines now who, if the rapist heroes of yore attempted to harvest the pure flower of their femininity, would’ve been able to kick those heroes into the middle of the next week. Which brings us to…


THE QUIET DEATH OF THE RAPIST HERO


The rapist hero went away by degrees. For a time, the rape scenes became somewhat more ambiguous, with the heroine telegraphing mixed signals (unlike the unambiguous rapes portrayed in books like The Flame and the Flower) and the hero showing more and more remorse for his acts. Thus was the era of the Forced Seduction born. Motto: If she kinda wants it, give it to her hard. Other motto: It’s not rape if she comes!


But those sorts of encounters started slowly withering away, too. Now, when books featuring rape or forced seduction scenes rear their tumescent, purple-helmeted heads, Internet message boards on romance Web sites light up like Christmas trees, with the majority of people expressing indignation at the continued presence of this specter in our genre. This was amply demonstrated by the reaction many readers had to A Well-Pleasured Lady by Christina Dodd in the late 1990s, and the more recent kerfuffle involving Claiming the Courtesan by Anna Campbell. Much as Jayne Ann Krentz would like to say the editors dunnit—and editors could probably occupy the same niche as butlers did in murder mysteries set in British manors—cultural sensibilities have changed, and fictional rape, especially by the hero, is more likely to burn the average romance reader’s biscuit than melt our butter. (But for the record, we would like to note that while we, personally, are glad that the rapist hero is no longer the default model in Romancelandia, we are fully in favor of writers writing whatever the hell they want, and readers enjoying the same.)


However, has rape really disappeared from the landscape? Perhaps not. The rape of the heroine may have shifted focus; instead of violating the heroine’s hoo hoo, rape may be visited instead on her will. This sort of metaphorical breach is especially pervasive in paranormal romances, in which heroines are often changed or transformed without their consent, even against their express wishes, by the hero. Pity those heroines! Imagine the shock of waking up one day to discover that from that day forward, they’d have to suck blood down like rock stars chase beer with Vicodin, or that they’d spend a portion of every month sporting lush fur in parts of their body where no fur had ever been before and feeling overwhelmed with the urge to groom their own asses.


Rape in romance: it’s magically delicious, whether real or metaphorical.


And there you have it: a quick and moderately dirty précis of the romance genre as we know it in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. Let’s get to the nitty-gritty details, shall we?















The Bitches’ Dictionary (With apologies to Ambrose Bierce)






We romance aficionados know that Romancelandia has its own dialect that may be unfamiliar to outsiders of the genre. Fear not, gentle reader, for we have here an extremely handy dictionary, composed with greatest care, that should hopefully eliminate any and all confusion you might have. We are, in fact, proud to present to you: The Bitches’ Dictionary.


 


Hero. n. He who gets the milk for free only to find he must have the cow as well, for he cannot get it up for any of the other dairy maids.


Heroine. n. She who could be given a direct map to fulfillment and happiness, but would still find a way to get lost. Kick-ass heroine. n. A heroine who allegedly knows how to handle herself in a dangerous situation, yet still shows the occasional distressing proclivity toward throwing her gun at the villain instead of shooting it.


Virginity. n. An oxymoronic state of physical and spiritual being. She who has it wants to lose it; she who has lost it needs it back. Cabin boy. n. Often a heroine in boy’s clothing; the hero’s attraction to her will sometimes lead him to agonize over his masculinity and sexual proclivities, because it’s not as if sailors have been known to engage in homosexual shenanigans after many months at sea. Never. Not once. Not known to happen. Ever.


Pirate. n. A seafaring criminal with a penchant for puffy linen shirts that are unbuttoned to the waist, yet still firmly tucked into trousers, thus rendering him irresistible to cross-dressing heroines. See CABIN BOY.


Viking. n. Another seafaring species, this one has a penchant for wearing furry vests and horned helmets and having their fingers pulled.


Rake. n. 1: A sharp gardening implement used to comb through dense bushes, usually in the hopes of finding riches and security.


2: A species of attractive and sexually promiscuous male; scientists postulate that rakes exhibited strong antibacterial properties, as they were capable of copulating with anything and everything on two legs without falling prey to venereal disease.


Vampire. n. 1: Immortal, soulless animate corpse that drinks the blood of the living. This is, for some reason, considered extremely sexy.


2: An excuse for authors to inflict their most Outrhageouz Nhames on the reading populace.


3: IS MORE EMO THAN YOU.


Werewolf. n. The only creature with hairy shoulders who is portrayed as sexually viable in romance novels.


Shapeshifter. n. See WEREWOLF.


Hymen. n. A membrane partially covering the vaginal opening, especially in females who haven’t experienced penetrative sex. In romance novels, often located two to three inches inside the vagina itself, with the toughness and resiliency of a rubber sheet, though massaging it with fingers apparently can help relax it.


Sheikh. n. A swarthy, hard-edged playboy hero of Middle Eastern origin, though, oddly enough, rarely a devout Muslim who desires that the heroine convert to Islam.


Tycoon. n. A swarthy, hard-edged playboy hero, usually of Mediterranean origin who, oddly enough, has scads of free time to chase after the virginal heroine despite having billion-dollar business concerns to look after.


Cowboy. n. Always smells like horses, hay, and sweat. This is always a good comforting smell that never makes the heroine want to head for the nearest fire hose to bathe him forcibly.


Navy SEAL. n. Fearsome modern warrior of the deep who in real life smokes two packs a day and can be emotionally nonfunctioning, but in a romance has deep, rich, hidden, murky but not watery sensitive depths.


Mistress. n. 1: A woman of ill repute who services the hero sexually in exchange for money and gifts before he meets the heroine. Her ability to enjoy orgasms without requiring a wedding ring of the hero is usually a sign of villainy, as is her use of makeup and nail polish.


2: Harlequin romance only: A position the virginal heroine can occupy that doesn’t actually require her to engage in sexual intercourse in any way, shape, or fashion.


Widow. n. See VIRGINITY.


Amnesia. n. A temporary but severe memory loss caused by head trauma that is rarely accompanied by the usual side effects of real-life amnesia, such as personality changes, loss of motor control, and incontinence. If amnesia helped mask heroine’s former hatred of hero, another blow to the head or similar trauma will restore her memory and generate, at minimum, another fifty pages of conflict.


Secret baby. n. A stupid plot device by any other name would still smell as much like a used diaper and be full of too much screaming cluelessness to sue for child support.


Chaperone. n. A singularly ineffective guarding device, usually aged past its prime and sleeping on the job.


Corset/stays. n. 1: Boned fabric meant to whittle a woman’s waist to significantly unhealthy circumference, depending on the year and the style of that time.


2: Item commonly not worn by heroine (see above), despite historical knowledge that indicates her dress would then look like a misshapen sack.


3. Historical equivalent of Barbie doll meant to contribute to intimidation and poor body image of reader. See also SIMULTANEOUS ORGASM.


Pelisse. n. Some kind of coat. Every historical heroine has one, and usually it gets wet or is in some way insufficient protection from the elements.


Riding habit. n. A jacket and skirt ensemble worn habitually by heroines in every novel for horseback riding, sidesaddle of course.
 

Musicale. n. Someone will be singing or playing an instrument, and the quality of the performance will be worse than dreadful.
 

Lady’s maid/Abigail. n. Servant who assists independent, autonomous, and individually feisty heroine with washing, bathing, drying, dressing, hairstyling, wiping, chamber pot emptying, bed making, and just about every other domestic task known to woman.
 

Simultaneous orgasm. n. Everyone has them but you.


Dog. n. Companion of hero or heroine (see above) used as foil to highlight presence or absence of loyalty, faithfulness, and devotion in owner.


Hedgehog. n. Most awesome sidekick animal ever in the history of the world, bar none.















Chapter Corset


AN IN-DEPTH INVESTIGATION OF THE ROMANCE HEROINE, EMPHASIS, OBVIOUSLY, ON “DEPTH”






THE HEROINE


Can’t make a soufflé without breaking a few eggs. Can’t make romance novels without breaking a few heroines.


The heroine is a difficult beast to create. She has gorgeous hair, fine eyes, a mouth that usually begs to be kissed or at least gazed at while thinking of kissing, and a plucky, demure, yet saucy and seductive personality—all housed in a perfectly perfect character that drives the hero wild, and perhaps annoys the ever-living shit out of the reader. Like it or not, romance readers are oftentimes harder on the heroine than they are on the hero, and managing the hero isn’t exactly an easy job for the heroine, either, especially if she has to deal with an Old Skool alpha hero, full of rape and fury, signifying imminent assault.


The readers (and the hero) often demand impossible things of her. First of all, we prefer a heroine who’s drop-dead gorgeous—but she has to be completely unaware of that beauty. We want her to be intelligent, independent, brave, and strong—but we don’t want her to outshine the hero. We want her to have a stellar sex life and the ability to experience multiple orgasms with the hero—but be demure and sexually unawakened prior to knowing him; a heroine having multiple lovers and enjoying the experience the way the hero enjoys sex with his bevy of mistresses and former lovers would be about kosher as a bacon cheeseburger. If she’s a paragon, we want to shake up that perfection; if she’s less than perfect, we often find her flaws annoying. The hero, however, can’t resist her. She drives him crazy; she oftentimes drives the readers crazy, too.


And what would a Smart Bitch guide to romance be without an exhaustive list of the various flavors of Heroine Sauce available on the market? Here are the different types of heroines we’ve been able to discern using our patented Detect-a-Magic-Hoo-Hoo technology:


 


Too Stupid to Live: Unfortunately, not extinct, but potentially endangered. At every moment. This heroine archetype was first recognized and the term coined at romance supersite All About Romance. She runs down dark alleys and wonders why each and every time she meets up with danger. She challenges at the wrong moment, fights when everyone, including the reader, can see her cause is lost, and generally makes an annoying, whiny nuisance of herself. This heroine, more than any other, has the greatest potential to cost you thousands of dollars in dental work as you grind your teeth in frustration. Last seen: Old Skool romance. Prototype: Shanna by Kathleen E. Woodiwiss; Cathy from Island Flame by Karen Robards.


 


Spoiled Hoyden of Historical Inaccuracy: Unfortunately, not extinct, but seen less lately, thank heavens. She’s in your face. She’s in the hero’s face. She thumbs her nose at social mores; she bites her thumb at you. She wants a job at a time when employment was Not for Gently Bred Ladies. She wants autonomy before the word had been invented yet. She’s utterly anachronistic, spoiled, and irritating, and if she lived in contemporary times, she’d drive you up a wall if she were your coworker, what with her petulant demands. Last seen: Old Skool romance. Prototype: Whitney, who is not our love, from Whitney, My Love, by Judith McNaught; Genny from Catherine Coulter’s Night Storm.


 


Doormat: Still out there, waiting for you to wipe your shoes on her. She’s malleable, weak, and an utter bore. She doesn’t stand up to anything, much less her own desires, and can be found swooning on the nearest sofa, or lying on the bed while she’s ravished with pleasure that she so does not deserve. Might be seen swooning, wringing her hands, whining, or otherwise worrying about something. Any resistance she might mount against the hero is ineffectual, and she couldn’t find her own backbone if you showed her an X-ray and counted each vertebrae. Last seen: freaking everywhere, dammit, especially in older Harlequins as the victim of punishing kisses. Current idol: Marissa from Lover Revealed by J. R. Ward; Bella from the Twilight series by Stephanie Meyer. Former all-time greats: Sarah from Linda Howard’s Sarah’s Child; Marlie from Dream Man, also by Linda Howard.


 


Plain and Strong: If you find her, and she’s well written, she’s wonderful. One of our favorite types of heroines: she’s nothing extraordinary, but she’s a marvelously good person. No fiery hair, no flashing eyes, no outlandish adventures or daring feats of iconoclastic inappropriate behavior. But being around her makes the hero happy. Maybe she cooks well, or she’s caring and warm in a way that reaches him, but she’s the lighthouse in his storm, and while superficially she’s not spectacular, her determination, honor, sense of humor, and strength can make for a marvelous story. Last seen: making us happy. Prototype: Honoria Anstruther-Wetherby from Devil’s Bride by Stephanie Laurens; Folie from Laura Kinsale’s My Sweet Folly; Leda from The Shadow and the Star by Laura Kinsale; Sara from Dreaming of You by Lisa Kleypas.


 


Antiheroine: Her mantra as coined by Jorge Luis Borges: “To fall in love is to create a religion that has a fallible god.” First identified by former English professor Robin L. Harders (writing under the pseudonym Janet) at Dear Author, this heroine may eventually fall in love with the hero—but she’s definitely not crazy about the idea of being in love. She genuinely and consistenly resists committing to the relationship, sometimes because of the nature of the conflict in the book, sometimes because she wants to maintain her independence—true independence of the self-sufficient sort, not the “I’m going to stamp my foot prettily, run away, and promptly be caught by the bad guys” variety. When written clumsily, she veers dangerously close to Too Stupid to Live territory, basing her resistance on some thin reasoning. When written well, however, her integrity and consistency provide a refreshing change from the bevy of heroines in Romancelandia whose loudly proclaimed resistance collapses like a soggy pile of cards in the face of the heroes’ masculine wiles, or the heroes’ masculine chests. However, many readers often perceive the resistance as insufferable stubbornness or self-ishness—after all, they can see how wonderful the hero is, so why can’t the heroine? Last seen: a sparse smattering throughout contemporary romance, paranormal romance, and historical intrigues. Prototype: Eve from J. D. Robb’s In Death series; Merlin from Laura Kinsale’s Midsummer Moon; Tessa from Kathleen O’Reilly’s Shaken and Stirred; Meriel from Mary Jo Putney’s Uncommon Vows.
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