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      Chapter 1

      From Forever to Twilight

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Virginity can be lost by a thought.—St. Jerome, theologian
         

      

      
      
      
         Virginity is such a personal thing. You can’t judge anyone on it. A lot of young women
                  feel they want to save themselves for the man who they think they’ll love forever.—Joyce Brothers, psychologist and advice columnist
         

      

      
      
      Here’s a story that you probably won’t see in a popular young adult (YA) novel today:
         Katherine Danziger is a senior in high school when she meets Michael Wagner at her
         cousin’s New Year’s Eve party. They begin dating and eventually fall in love. After
         some thought and a trip to a free clinic for birth control, Kath decides that she
         is ready to have sex. Later, Kath and Michael leave town for different summer jobs.
         Kath begins to have feelings for someone else, and she realizes that she is too young
         to make a long-term commitment. Kath experiences—and survives—her first epic romance.
         She survives the breakup as well. Years after reading the novel when I was just a
         teen, I still vividly remember the name of Michael’s penis: Ralph. But I also remember
         the sex scenes because it was the first time that I’d ever read anything that felt
         like an honest portrayal of sex and love. That is, the author created two teens who
         experience joy, pleasure, heartache, embarrassment, doubt, and just about every other
         human emotion in the course of their relationship. Michael and Kath might be fictional,
         but they represent the same feelings that every teen experiences, especially when
         it comes to first love.
      

      
       Kath’s story is the subject of Judy Blume’s 1975 novel Forever,[1]   a book that’s still in print and has sold more than three million copies.[2]   It continues to be challenged for its explicit content. Forever is a timeless story about firsts—first loves, first times, and first broken hearts.
         Even today, readers look to it for an honest discussion about sex and love, yet parents
         and educators all over the country are still fighting to have it removed from schools
         and libraries. As recently as 2005, a librarian in Texas vowed to remove the book
         from every school library in the state.[3]  
      

      
      Forever’s frank portrayal of sex is one that’s difficult to find in any other novel aimed
         at YA readers, even today.[4]   Blume explains her rationale for writing the novel:
      

      
         My daughter Randy asked for a story about two nice kids who have sex without either
            of them having to die. She had read several novels about teenagers in love. If they
            had sex the girl was always punished—an unplanned pregnancy, a hasty trip to a relative
            in another state, a grisly abortion (illegal in the U.S. until the 1970’s), sometimes
            even death. Lies. Secrets. At least one life ruined. Girls in these books had no sexual
            feelings and boys had no feelings other than sexual. Neither took responsibility for
            their actions. I wanted to present another kind of story—one in which two seniors
            in high school fall in love, decide together to have sex, and act responsibly.[5]  
         

      

      While the novel has always been challenged somewhere since the time of its publication,
         it seems that it was less controversial in the 1970s than it is now. July Blume notes
         that “Forever was used in several school programs then, helping to spur discussions of sexual responsibility.
         This would never happen today.”[6]   Yet, contrary to what we might expect, Forever did not forever change the YA landscape in terms of how authors treat teen sex. YA
         literary critic Patty Campbell notes that Forever did not open the door for other YA authors to openly and graphically write about
         sex. In fact, Campbell says, Forever’s “notoriety brought parents’ attention to the free speaking that had been going
         on under their noses in books for teens, so that a wave of censorship followed.”[7]   Publishers surely saw the parental uproar coming. That might explain why they originally
         published the novel as a book for adults (Campbell, 9). Young readers still read Blume’s
         novel, but if they are looking for similar novels written in the last decade, they
         have to search. The novels exist, but they certainly do not enjoy the same status
         as megaselling YA series books, some of which are now household names.
      

      
      The Virgin Fetish and Abstinence Porn

      
      Fortunately, some authors since Blume have successfully addressed first-time sex in
         thoughtful and healthy ways. As Campbell suggests, well-written YA novels can be excellent
         avenues for teens to learn about sex and thus make informed decisions about their
         own behaviors (130–35). But the fact remains that many current YA novels reaffirm
         versions of the very narratives that Blume’s daughter hoped to challenge. Some of
         the most popular YA novels published within the last eight years feature teens who
         are punished for having sex (usually in the form of slut shaming). Virgins, in contrast,
         are presented as the embodiment of purity. That purity proves to be a powerful aphrodisiac
         for literary male love interests, usually much older men.
      

      
      The most popular contemporary YA novels[8]   since 2005 often rely on a trope that I have called abstinence porn,[9]   a narrative strategy directly counter to Blume’s mission in Forever. Abstinence porn is the fetishization of virginity. It’s the romanticizing, idealizing,
         and objectifying of the bodies of young girls. Like real porn, virginity fetishizing
         reduces female characters to objects whose sexual acts, or lack thereof, are the sole
         expression of their identities. Virginity in these novels is supposed to be arousing,
         sensual, and taboo. Readers are intrigued by girls who are in constant moral, sometimes
         mortal, danger—forever on the precipice of losing both their virginity and their identities.
      

      
      Porn is a strong word, to be sure, but it underscores the highly erotic way that naïve
         teen girls and their first-time sexual feelings and actions are often presented in
         these novels. The teens—and, by extension, their virginity—become objectified bodies
         that male characters find irresistible, intoxicating, and addictive. As readers, we’re
         asked to participate in that eroticization of virginity. Eventually, it becomes hard
         to offer a clear distinction between the themes of soft- and hard-core Internet porn
         featuring “barely legal” girls in pigtails and school girl uniforms and some of the
         YA lit that I discuss in this book. YA novels generally contain less graphic images
         of sexual activity than porn does, but they often use the idea of sex with teen girls
         as the primary signifier of eroticism.
      

      
       I’m not suggesting that popular YA novels are obscene, but I do suggest that their
         obsession with the purity of their young protagonists is potentially dangerous to
         readers. Virginity fetishes remind readers that protagonists are sexy and thus valuable
         because of their purity. Once that purity is lost, the girls can never again return
         to that lauded identity. Virginity fetishizing requires readers to see the character
         as morally defined by the act of heterosexual sex.[10]  
      

      
      Most YA novels require good girls to remain pure to be desirable, but the stories
         also put them in dicey situations—where they are tempted and tempting. We worry whether
         the heroine will make it to the end of the novel with her purity intact. When she
         does, we feel a sense of relief. She’s safe—for the moment. Then the sequel puts her
         in another precarious position.[11]   Authors repeat the same cycle for as many sequels as necessary. Only by the last
         book does the character become truly safe from any threat to her virginity.
      

      
      I am certainly not maligning abstinence as a valid choice for YA characters and readers.
         What I am critiquing is turning virgin characters into passive fetishized objects
         meant to arouse audiences. Virginity need not be a moral identity, and authors can
         use other plot devices to drive a narrative. Kath in Forever, for instance, is a fully realized individual before and after she has sex. Furthermore,
         Kath experiences events, unrelated to sex, that help propel her forward as a character.
         Novels that fetishize virgins rarely give them anything to do other than worry about
         whether or not to have sex.
      

      
      The Purity Myth

      
      Feminist scholar Jessica Valenti calls America’s obsession with abstinence “the purity
         myth,” a cultural ideology that conflates passivity—the act of not having sex—with
         superior morality. The purity myth turns virginity into a “stand-in for actual morality.”
         As Valenti argues, “you can be vapid, stupid, and unethical, but so long as you’ve
         never had sex, you’re a ‘good’ (i.e., ‘moral’) girl and therefore worthy of praise.”[12]  
      

      
      Valenti recounts South Dakota state representative Bill Napoli’s 2007 comment about
         the circumstances under which an abortion should be allowed: “The girl was a virgin.
         She was religious. She planned on saving her virginity until she was married. She
         was brutalized and raped, sodomized as bad as you can possibly make it, and is impregnated”
         (14). Napoli’s description of virgin rape illustrates an underlying message that sexual
         violation is worse for virgins, who are more pure and innocent than the rest of us.
         His graphic imaginings of brutal virginal sodomy show that, in his mind, such violence
         is far worse for a virgin. The unstated part of his offensive line is that nonvirgins
         (i.e., sluts) are used to, even deserving of, violation.
      

      
       The purity myth has become ingrained in our cultural understanding of young girls.
         We easily and readily associate virginity with moral integrity, so when we read YA
         books that present virginal and nonvirginal characters, we know exactly who is “good”
         and who is “bad.” Twilight, the multimillion-dollar saga created by author Stephenie Meyer, relies heavily on
         the purity myth to remind readers that Bella Swan, the protagonist of the novels,
         is worthy of our admiration and support. The entire plot of Twilight hinges on the fact that Bella and Edward will eventually have sex but can’t before
         they are married. Frankly, the entire plot of the popular series hinges on this idea
         that unrelenting self-denial is the hottest thing ever. Bella, the heroine, is in
         agony trying to resist the charms of Edward, a super-sexy vampire who literally lusts
         after her blood. Bella is absolutely obsessed with whether or not she should do it,
         and it makes her distracted, perpetually aroused, and often tortured by her own indecision
         and Edward’s refusal to give in to her desires. As the audience, we’re supposed to
         feel the same way as Bella. We feel her pain as she tries to resist her own desires.
         We eagerly anticipate the next scene where Bella and Edward will tempt each other
         but also resist at just the last moment. Abstinence porn tells us that the most titillating
         aspect of a sexual relationship is obsessing about doing it—not actually doing it.
         Because once you do it, it’s all over. We can never get back to that original state
         when everything depended on virginity, the state of being untouched.
      

      
       The abstinence porn narrative requires that girls operate in a state of unrelenting
         obsessive sexual desire, constantly feeling angst about whether or not to give up
         their virginity. It’s this uncertain equilibrium that so turns on audiences. Our obsession
         with virginity makes the Twilight series compulsively readable. If, as a culture, we didn’t fetishize virginity—and
         the dangerous threats to it—Twilight would be about five pages long.
      

      
         Twilight is not the only YA novel series to rely on abstinence porn. In fact, we are barraged
         with complicated and contradictory messages about sex everywhere we turn. A girl is
         supposed to be so desirable that she makes grown men salivate, but she can’t express
         her sexual desires until the right male partner shows her the way. Sluts are without
         redeemable qualities, yet it’s so easy for a virgin to slip into whore territory with
         one wrong step. It’s as if girls can be transformed with one good thrust. The great
         irony of abstinence porn is that it’s arousing, but to experience any kind of physical
         release would break the spell. It’s an unbroken circle of constantly ramped-up sexual
         tension that can never be relieved.
      

      
         The cultural obsession with purity reminds us that virginity is supposedly the
         most valuable possession that a girl will ever have. A girl’s treasure—her ability
         to turn men on— will always rest on her saying no while leading us to believe that
         she might ultimately say yes. The romance novel is a perfect venue for exploring abstinence
         and purity as moral constructs and narrative tropes.
      

      
      Swoonworthy Romance

      
      The Romance Writers of America define the romance genre by the presence of two key
         characteristics: a main plotline that revolves around characters who fall in love
         and struggle to be together and a satisfying ending where deserving characters end
         up together against all odds.[13]   Teen romance novels follow the same structure. The only difference is that the
         heroine is young—usually a teen in high school or a young adult in college—and she
         is innocent, unfamiliar with love and sex. Scholars Rosalind Gill and Elena Herdieckerhoff
         identify the typical plotline for what they call a “hard romance”: An average girl
         with no identifiable outstanding qualities (save for perhaps beauty) meets a rude,
         aloof, and often hostile man. The couple then have to overcome some obstacle (usually,
         the fact that they hate each other). The story is resolved when the man transforms
         into the perfect mate.[14]   Lydia Kokkola notes that the key to the romance genre is the obstacle, which must
         have “tragic potential” to be truly romantic.[15]   Kokkola notes that the obstacle in the Twilight series is “carnal desire” (168). Bella and Edward cannot be together, because Edward’s
         vampire strength could kill Bella. Interestingly, that’s precisely what turns Bella
         on!
      

      
      Romance novels tend to follow “sexual scripts.”[16]   Sex researchers Ménard and Cabrera discovered that 77.3 percent of the novels they
         analyzed “conformed to the expectations of Western sexual scripts” (248). For example,
         characters almost always engaged in physical contact in a specific order (beginning
         with kissing and light touching and leading to vaginal-penile intercourse). Heroines
         were almost always the receivers of touching. Contraception is rarely discussed, even
         if it is used. Sexual activity mostly takes place in private places, usually in a
         bed at night (248–50). According to the researchers’ content analysis, the “rigidity
         of prescribed gender roles and the stability of sex myths has been demonstrated in
         other media studies as well as in the minds of the general population” (251). That
         means that as consumers, all of us, including young adults, are receiving sustained
         and repeated messages about what romance is and how couples ought to act on it.
      

      
      Romance novels are important artifacts for analysis[17]   because, as Sue Jackson and Elizabeth Westrupp argue, they are sites where “sexual
         meanings are established.”[18]   Romance novels create situations where a protagonist’s value “is acquired through
         affiliation with males” (376). This experience of first love is indicative of “passage
         to womanhood” (366). The romantic relationship awakens a girl’s latent sexual desire
         but only when “the individual girl is assured of the boy’s love and commitment” (378–79).
         Romance novels remind readers what it means to be a good girl—beautiful, innocent, naïve, hungry, and destined to be with her soul mate. These
         “good” characteristics are not that different from the characteristics of early fiction.
         Sarah Emily Newton points out that historical “ideal female attributes” included the
         following adjectives: pious, submissive, humble, obedient, weak, dependent, and in
         need of protection.”[19]  
      

      
      Romance novels, like their cousins chick lit novels, are as much about sex as they
         are about personal identity. Campbell points out that chick lit—a negative term used
         to depict novels about girls written for girls—is really a way for authors to play
         out “dramas of social class, not love stories.”[20]   YA romance novels are similarly concerned with social class, often presenting a
         major economic gulf between two characters. In the Twilight series, Bella seems to be solidly middle class, while Edward comes from an extremely
         wealthy family. Meyer makes frequent mention of the sports cars that all the Cullens
         drive, and their family house is an enviable mansion.
      

      
      Sometimes, however, the characters are economically equal but significantly different
         in terms of their identities. YA novels are rife with girls who fall in love with
         boys (or men) who are nonhuman or outside the accepted social structure. YA romance
         novels frequently function as a means for the heroine, perhaps the reader too, to
         reject her identity in favor of the marginalized identity of the hero whom she loves.
      

      
       Readers’ favorite YA novels are notably free from discussion about race or sexuality.
         That might not be surprising, since romance novels in general have long been an effective
         way, says Anthea Taylor, to maintain “heterosexuality as an institution.”[21]   In the novels that I analyzed, only one included a gay character, and he is presented
         as the stereotypical girl’s best friend.[22]   Only a few novels present nonwhite characters, although the authors almost never
         discuss race as a key factor in identity.[23]   Certainly, the gay character and the gay protagonist are a staple in many contemporary
         realism YA novels,[24]   but these characters are notably absent from the most popular YA romance novels
         post-Twilight.
      

      
      Romance novels may not deal with complicated issues related to race and gender, because
         they function as fairy tales where the pursuit of love overrides all other interests.[25]   Romance novels seem to provide an opportunity for readers and characters to imagine
         an alternative world. As Linda Lee writes, a romance novel gives women the chance
         to “subvert and resist patriarchal norms.”[26]   A heroine seeks not just love but access to that which is denied her, by virtue
         of her being a woman. For example, Lee points out that romance novels present an emotionally
         closed-off hero who must admit that he loves the heroine. Once she persuades him to
         admit it, presumably through her charms, she has “access to him, to his resources,
         to his strength” (62). The novels are not just about a quest for love but about a
         “quest to find power” (62). Lee reads romance novels as “fantasies of female empowerment”
         (62). The novels are an expression of female desire for control in a patriarchal world,
         where the only control that women have is sexual.
      

      
      While romance novels for teens or adults do sometimes emphasize the sexual agency
         of the heroines, the novels can and do frequently reinforce traditional ideas about
         the roles of men and women in relationships.[27]   Kokkola analyzed the Twilight series and concluded that Stephenie Meyer counters conservative Christian messages
         while also countering liberal feminist messaging. On one hand, Bella and Edward engage
         in sexual behavior (if not intercourse) before they are married—a sharp departure
         from conservative abstinence-only messages. On the other, by the end of the last book,
         Bella accepts deeply traditional roles as wife and mother, sacrificing her identity
         and her humanity to do so. Kokkola notes that Meyer presents Bella’s life-changing
         event as the loss of her virginity. In contrast, having a half-vamp/half-human baby
         is barely transformational at all. That’s surprising because, as Kokkola says, “sex
         is rarely transformational but parenthood usually is” (176). Preserving her virginity
         and giving it to Edward is the action that precipitates her endless youth; motherhood
         is merely a consequence of her desire for Edward. The only truly life-changing event
         for Bella involves her hymen, not her uterus. It’s her desire for sex that changes
         everything.
      

      
      One scholar argues that female desire in novels like Twilight is presented as masochistic. Anthea Taylor posits that the relationship between Bella
         and Edward is deeply harming to Bella because she is constantly in danger and frequently
         experiences “eroticized pain.” In addition, her identity depends solely on Edward’s.
         Her safety depends on his ability and desire to protect her. She cannot function unless
         they can be together forever. Bella’s low self-esteem and constant self-deprecating
         comments and thoughts are part of her masochism. As Taylor notes, that self-loathing
         voice creates “a vulnerable subject for whom a masochistic relationship—and its end
         point: (un)death—is not only considered viable but desirable” (35). Even in nonparanormal
         romance novels, masochism is often a central storyline. Heroines continually put themselves
         in relationships where they are abused, in danger, or simply treated as objects. The
         girls romanticize their subversive position and come to desire subordination.
      

      
       Virginity that is constantly in peril could be construed as another signifier of
         masochism. Without their virginity, the heroines cannot be good girls. Tempting themselves in highly charged sexual situations—often with men much
         older and more experienced—but not being able to give in to the desire is a form of
         erotic pain. Readers vicariously experience this masochism. Unsophisticated readers
         in particular might easily link masochism with romance, a problematic equation for
         teens who are just learning sexual scripts.
      

      
      Virginity as a Code of Conduct

      
      Concerns about what fiction might do to young and impressionable minds has been around
         as long as popular media. Literary critic Sarah Emily Newton cites early American
         women’s conduct books arguing that fiction would weaken “female virtue,” opening the
         door for “the unscrupulous male” to take advantage (145). YA critics may not be explicitly
         concerned about young men taking advantage of young women whose minds are made weak
         by fiction; however, critics certainly fear that YA lit has the potential to harm
         readers, which certainly explains why teen romances in particular are frequently didactic
         (Kokkola, 176). YA lit often functions, implicitly or explicitly, as a model for what
         constitutes romance and what doesn’t.
      

      
       Novels come under fire usually because they include graphic sex or too many oblique
         references to sex. I argue, however, that many popular YA books—whether the characters
         engage in sexual activity or not—present virginity as a code of conduct. The novels
         suggest that virgins act in a particular and prescribed way. A virgin is not aggressive.
         She feels desire but only in the presence of one special man to whom she commits herself
         at a very early age. Her desire is overwhelming, but the right man can keep it in
         check, allowing her to release it when the time is right. The virgin understands that
         the man whom she loves is sometimes violent, dangerous, or just plain wrong for her,
         but she recognizes that her purity and her essential goodness can change him. Besides,
         she realizes that destiny has brought them together, and she—a mere human—cannot and
         should not fight fate.
      

      
       Interestingly, in many YA books, virginity has little to do with whether a character
         has sexual intercourse; instead, it is more largely defined as behavior and essential
         moral quality. Heroines of YA romance novels are desirable because they are special,
         because they have a light within them that a special man can see. Being virgins—in
         both the physical sense and the moral—makes them special; they couldn’t be special
         heroines without their virginity. Virginity is what makes them worthy of the desire
         that they inspire, the passionate feelings that they feel, and the rewards that they
         reap.[28]  
      

      
      Twilight, Forever, and the Virginity Tropes
      

      
      Stephenie Meyer certainly didn’t invent the romance novel genre from which her novels
         borrow heavily, and Twilight certainly wasn’t the first book to fetishize virginity. The virgin-in-distress trope
         is as old as our earliest novels. Pamela and Clarissa were both fundamentally about girls who must “fight tenaciously to preserve their
         chastity.” [29]   But what Twilight did do was mobilize a legion of fans who had an insatiable hunger for romantic storylines
         featuring ordinary girls pursued by extraordinary men. Twilight made this storyline feel fresh, new, and accessible to readers of all levels. For
         the first time, abstinence porn was available—and accessible—to everyone: from romance-reading
         teens to mothers and grandmothers who may have never picked up a romance novel before.
         In fact, according to a September 13, 2012, article in Publishers Weekly, more than 50 percent of YA novel sales are to readers over the age of eighteen.[30]  
      

      
      Much of contemporary YA draws on four characterizations and plot devices, most of
         which Forever and a select few other novels explicitly challenge. Twilight uses the strategies to build toward the series climax—Edward and Bella getting married
         and consummating their relationship. Twilight hews closely to the structure of many other paranormal novels that feature what Helen
         T. Bailie calls “the sympathetic vampire.”[31]   Much like the Gothic hero, the dark and ruthless vampire is misunderstood by everyone
         but redeemed by “the heroine accepting his essential nature” (142). When the couple
         finally engages in sexual intercourse, the act is “sensual, unrestrained, adventurous,
         not bound by society’s mores, and the couple’s mutual desire frees the heroine from
         any inhibitions she may have” (145). Engaging in sex signifies a lifelong commitment,
         a commitment from the heroine that the hero’s bloodline will continue on. YA novels
         that are not paranormal follow a similar structure. The plotlines build until the
         characters have sex (or sex is implied). Only then are the heroines released from
         their ordinary, average lives. They are catapulted into lifelong relationships with
         a heroic lover who will forever protect her and her honor.
      

      
      Intercourse becomes the marker of virginity loss, but the quality of being a virgin
         until the right man comes along is a constellation of personality characteristics.
         So while virginity is, according to virginity scholar Hanne Blank, an “abstract, intangible
         thing” that can only reveal whether or not a woman “conforms to what people of her
         time and place believe to be true of virgins,”[32]   it’s also a marker of “morality, character, and spirituality” (6). It affects behavior
         (9). Just as sixteenth-century thinkers such as Thomas Bentley associated virginity
         with “soberness, silence, shamefastnes, & chastitie, both of bodie & mind” (5)—our
         culture associates virginity with particular behaviors and attitudes. Virginity is
         an invention, an idea that we disseminate in our “cultures, religions, legal systems,
         bodies, and works of scientific knowledge” (3) and that we use as a shorthand for
         establishing the value and quality of a person, usually a young girl.
      

      
      The YA novels that I analyze in this book associate virginity with four crucial behaviors
         and attitudes: innocence and general naïveté; deference to male decision making and
         guardianship; lack of agency in spite of overwhelming emotional and physical desire,
         even in the face of danger; and unexplainable attraction to dangerous characters and
         situations that actively imperil virginity. These four behaviors and attitudes become
         tropes that help propel romantic narratives.
      

      
       I will use Twilight to illustrate how these four common tropes work together to fetishize virginity,
         slut-shame girls who act on their sexual desires, and lionize older men with big libidos
         for protecting the endangered hymen. Together, the tropes function as a constellation
         of characteristics that define and describe virginity as a moral state regardless
         of physical state. The stark reality is that no objective definition of virginity
         exists, so our understanding of it is heavily influenced by our understanding of what
         makes a good girl good and a bad girl bad. Typically, we define virginity as the presence
         of the hymen; however, the hymen as “material proof” or “inherent virtue” is highly
         problematic (Blank, 55–56). Not only can the hymen be broken by any number of nonsexual
         activities, but it can actually change shape all on its own. The meaning of “intact”
         is quite unclear (38). The reality is that we don’t really know what “constitutes
         the end of virginity” (19).
      

      
       Judy Blume’s Forever pushes back against the very tropes that Stephenie Meyer uses to characterize Bella
         Swan. Blume’s willingness to challenge standard notions of virginity might explain
         why the book has remained popular for so long and why it has also been so controversial.
         The fact that Blume recognized the need to challenge notions about virginity more
         than thirty years ago also demonstrates how dated and enduring our ideas about virginity
         are.
      

      
      Trope 1: Innocence and Naïveté Are Inexplicably Attractive

      
      Teen virgins in contemporary literature are often presented as worthy objects because
         of their virginity alone. That is, they have few or no qualities that make them attractive
         beyond their purity and innocence. They are often so attractive that extraordinary
         men can’t help but desire them. They are the prize for battling male suitors. In Twilight, Edward is attracted to Bella because she smells so good that she is his “brand of
         heroin.”[33]   Her scent is so erotic and tempting that he can barely control himself around her.
         None of her other qualities entice Edward the way that her smell does. As Anna Silver
         writes, Meyer presents a “persistent theme that identity comes from affiliation rather
         than individual accomplishment.”[34]   In this case, Bella’s identity forms only after she becomes Edward’s love interest.
      

      
      Conversely, Forever takes care to present Kath as an attractive protagonist for reasons other than her
         virginity or relationship with Michael. She’s smart, outgoing, and kind to her friends.
         Her relationship with Michael is based on shared interests and mutual attraction,
         not on some unexplained force that brings them together. Kath is a virgin, but she
         is not naïve. She asks questions about sex and educates herself about the world around
         her.
      

      
      Trope 2: Virgins Need Virginity Guardians

      
      Contemporary YA novels often present male romantic leads as virginity protectors.
         These romantic characters are usually so sexy and compelling that girls are too distracted
         and aroused to make good decisions, so the romantic leads must help them stay pure.
         In other words, men are agents of a girl’s passive body.
      

      
       From clandestine meetings in Bella’s bedroom to their time spent in a forest clearing,
         Twilight’s Edward almost always has his lips on Bella’s neck, a dangerous activity. When they
         do kiss, Bella loses control of herself, which means that Edward must be ever vigilant
         of controlling “his need.” After their first kiss, Bella asks him if she should give
         him some room. “No,” he tells her, “it’s tolerable.” He goes on, “I’m stronger than
         I thought.” Bella responds, “I wish I could say the same. I’m sorry” (277). From here
         on out, Edward takes on the role of protector of Bella’s human blood and her chastity,
         both of which are always in peril when he is nearby. “What is important here,” critic
         Anna Silver writes, “is that Edward, not Bella, is the one who persists in saying
         no” (129).
      

      
       Bella does not have strong guidance from her parents—her mother is absent, her father
         is clueless—but Edward functions as Bella’s caretaker. As Silver writes, Edward infantilizes
         Bella as he constantly saves her from her own clumsiness. Any decision that Bella
         does make is usually a dumb one—one that Edward must rectify in some way. Bella’s
         decisions are clouded by her feelings for Edward. It’s as if she can’t think at all
         when he’s involved. Examples of Bella’s cloudy thinking are legion. From her misguided
         decision to meet the bad vampires at an abandoned ballet studio in Twilight to her reckless extreme sports hobby in New Moon, Bella is constantly putting herself in danger only to be saved by Edward.
      

      
       Edward’s paternalistic behavior toward Bella is something that she finds romantic.
         His watching her while she sleeps, for instance, doesn’t feel creepy to her—his nighttime
         vigils serve as evidence that Edward loves her. Her poor decision-making skills put
         her in constant danger, but she likes that because danger means that Edward will attempt
         to rescue her. Edward’s constant vigilance makes Bella feel important and loved.
      

      
       Edward’s paternalism is not surprising given that Bella is only seventeen years old
         while his age is more than a century. It stands to reason that he would have more
         knowledge and better cognitive ability than Bella, who has practically raised herself.
         In subsequent chapters, I look at multiple novels with paternalistic male love interests.
         Some have an age gap like that of Bella and Edward; in other cases, the couple is
         close to the same age. Regardless, the male love interests are always presented as
         more mature, often having lived much more difficult lives or experienced more than
         the female characters. For that reason, I sometimes refer to female characters as
         girls and male characters as men. They each are presented in such a way that their disparate maturity levels are significant
         to their characters.
      

      
       Contrast this storyline to Forever, where Kath spends a great deal of time and thought preparing to enter into a sexual
         relationship; she takes responsibility for her own body and decisions. Before the
         big night, she visits her grandmother in New York to ask for advice. Grandma is not
         only a lawyer; she’s also an activist for Planned Parenthood and NOW. Rather than
         chastising Kath, Grandma provides pamphlets for Kath to review. Kath later sees a
         doctor and begins to take contraceptive pills. Michael does not function as a protector
         at all. In fact, readers are led to believe that he’s not particularly capable of
         such a task. He admits that he got “VD” from the first girl he ever slept with (98).
      

      
       When sexual activity between a protagonist and her mate does happen in typical YA
         romance novels, it solidifies an eternal commitment. Such a commitment provides a
         loophole: It allows a protagonist to remain a pseudovirgin, unsullied because she’s
         been touched only by her eternal soul mate. Bella and Edward do get to consummate
         their relationship in the final book of the Twilight series, Breaking Dawn, but only after they are married. Furthermore, Edward turns Bella into a vampire,
         which means that they will be together eternally. Bella loses her virginity, but Edward
         will always have it. She remains an honorary virgin, unsullied because her relationship
         with Edward is so morally pure.
      

      
       Blume, however, lets Kath and Michael break up without Kath becoming a slut or suffering
         punishing consequences other than a temporary broken heart. Kath and Michael will
         eventually enter into sexual relationships with other people, and Kath will be just
         as desirable as a nonvirgin. Kath recognizes that losing her virginity to Michael
         does not bind her to him: “Maybe if we were ten years older it would have worked out
         differently. Maybe. I think it’s just that I’m not ready for forever” (213).
      

      
      Trope 3: Virgins Have Destined Soul Mates

      
      Bella’s feelings are largely driven by destiny. She can’t control how she feels about
         Edward, because it is fate—or some larger force—that brings them together. In hundreds
         of years, Edward has never found anyone whom he wants as much as plain, ordinary Bella.
         She is rendered special solely because of his attraction to her. It’s Edward’s agency—his
         destiny meshed with hers—that guides Bella’s major life decisions, including her decision
         to become a vampire.
      

      
       In contrast, Kath and Michael become a couple as a result of shared interests and
         mutual attractions. They each have characteristics that make them special long before
         the relationship begins. Furthermore, they aren’t drawn together by destiny or some
         other force outside their control. Eventually, they break up because Kath realizes
         that they simply aren’t right for each other. Kath’s decisions are motivated by what’s
         right for her in the relationship, not by what she perceives as her destiny.
      

      
      Trope 4: Danger Is Sexy and Tempting

      
      Contemporary YA novels often present romantic relationships with extreme power imbalances;
         in fact, some of the relationships that readers find most romantic are those that
         would be classified as emotionally abusive in other circumstances—a fact that hasn’t
         escaped the notice of some readers.[35]   YA heroines are often selfless, unmoored characters who make decisions based on
         their boyfriends. When Edward disappears in New Moon—as a way to protect Bella from harm—she engages in dangerous activities just so she
         can hear his disapproving voice in her head. After diving from a cliff, she finds
         herself struggling to keep from drowning. “I didn’t want to fight anymore,” she says.
         “I was almost happy that it was over.” She feels no regrets about dying because she’d
         heard his voice one last time. “It made the whole dying thing pretty bearable.”[36]   (She doesn’t die, by the way; her best friend and long-suffering admirer Jacob
         saves her.)
      

      
      Bella finds Edward’s stalker-ish behavior romantic. But the reality is that Edward
         is often seconds away from killing her. In Twilight, he recalls the first time they met. Her “scent was maddening,” he tells her. “I
         so very nearly took you then. There was only one other frail human there—so easily
         dealt with” (270). Even when the two discuss their relationship, they are both aware
         that Edward’s desires are potentially violent. In one scene in Twilight, Bella asks Edward if they can ever be together physically. Edward responds, “I don’t
         think that . . . that . . . would be possible for us.” Bella asks, “Because it would
         be too hard for you, if I were that . . . close?” Yes, Edward tells her. She is “soft”
         and “so fragile” and “breakable.” “I could kill you quite easily, Bella, simply by
         accident” (310).
      

      
       Unlike Bella and Edward’s fraught interactions, Kath and Michael in Forever maintain a healthy, egalitarian relationship. They go on dates, attend parties, go
         skiing, and talk about their interests. When Kath wants to arrange her summer plans
         to accommodate Michael’s plans, she realizes the importance of making choices that
         are right for her.
      

      
      The Brave New World of YA Lit

      
      Forever stands alone as a classic, one that readers still turn to for honest portrayals of
         sex. But young readers of today rarely list it as a favorite. Instead, YA readers
         in the twenty-first century have been bitten by the Twilight bug. The Twilight series has sold more than one hundred million copies worldwide,[37]   far more than Forever has sold in the last thirty-some years. Publishers pump out series after series that
         rely on Twilight’s tropes. While Twilight has become the new source on romance and sex, Forever is almost a relic.
      

      
      YA novels that debuted post-2005 barrage us with simplified, stereotypical, and often
         contradictory messages about sex. A girl is supposed to be so desirable that she makes
         grown men salivate, but she can’t express her sexual desires until the right male
         partner shows her the way. Sluts are without redeemable qualities, yet it’s so easy
         for a virgin to slip into whore territory with one wrong step.
      

      
         The following chapters present analyses of YA romance novels in three popular teen
         genres: paranormal, dystopian, and romance fiction. These three genres of YA lit represent
         the most popular categories in the last few years.[38]  
      

      
      In what follows, I demonstrate how the most popular titles in paranormal, dystopian
         fiction and contemporary teen romance novels fetishize virginity and reaffirm the
         four tropes I presented here. While each genre presents its own spin on the virginity
         narrative, they all follow similar narrative themes. I also look at sex-positive YA
         novels that actively challenge virginity tropes, sometimes in sophisticated ways.
         Ironically, the books that most often challenge the virginity fetish narrative are
         also the most sexually explicit and therefore frequently challenged by adults. What
         we will discover is that YA fiction as a whole, especially the most popular books,
         tells young readers over and over again that virginity and goodness are synonymous.
      

      
      What This Book Is Not

      
      This book is an attempt to identify how virginity is presented in a select group of
         books published post-Twilight. This book does not attempt to do any of the following.
      

      
         Argue for or against abstinence in practice or as an ideology. Much work exists about the inefficacy of abstinence-only educational programs,[39]   but this book is about the presentation of virginity themes in popular literature,
         not about the actual practice of abstinence outside the novels analyzed.
      

      
      Make a claim about the morality of sex in young adult novels. Characters in these books sometimes choose to have sex and sometimes choose to be
         abstinent. My interest lies in how virginity is presented within the narratives, not
         to address whether young adult readers should or should not engage in sex.
      

      
         Comment on all young adult books. The books that I selected represent three subgenres of young adult romance novels—paranormal,
         dystopian, and contemporary. Of course, there are books that break the patterns that
         I identify, and I discuss those in detail in chapter 5. I purposely selected books
         that readers identified as favorites, and I looked for patterns of similarity. I categorized
         broadly so that readers will find a range of treatment within large generic categories.
      

      
         Talk about nonheterosexual sex. I did not set out to eliminate romance novels that featured nonheterosexual protagonists,
         but the books that readers identified as favorites simply did not deal with homosexual
         or bisexual attraction or relationships. Likewise, with only minor exceptions, the
         books that I selected feature white characters.
      

      
         Evaluate the quality of the books as literature. The books discussed are of varying quality, but my focus is on the content, not
         its presentation. Likewise, I do not comment on the quality of one subgenre over another,
         although I do indicate certain trends within subgenres toward very traditional and
         often sexist attitudes toward virginity. Other subgenres tend toward more open and
         analytical positions on the subject. In some cases, the novels within the series span
         thousands of pages with frequent contradictions in terms of plot and character. Wherever
         that happens, I try to identify that within my analysis.
      

      
         Argue that authors intended to convey these particular messages about virginity or
            that readers can consciously articulate the tropes I present. My analysis names patterns of narrative that may or may not be intentional, and
         readers may or may not easily identify them.
      

      
         Speak for all readers. I spent considerable time reading reviews online in various forums, including Goodreads
         and YA book blogs.[40]   Occasionally, I posted questions on Goodreads discussion forums, but I mostly read
         reviews and comment threads. Some readers quoted in this book are teens, and some
         are adults. In general, it was difficult to definitively determine the age or sex
         of the readers.
      

      
      Why It All Matters

      
      Young adult readers are wild about romance novels. What they read affects them.[41]   Popular books create generic models, and other books follow suit. As John H. Bushman
         and Shelley McNerny argue, YA novels can “allow students to vicariously experience
         challenging, sometimes dangerous situations, in a non-threatening fictional arena.”[42]   YA books have the potential to help readers understand who they are and how they
         might “understand their own moral dilemmas” (62).
      

      
      YA literature is often overlooked as a legitimate field of study. But just like any
         other kind of literature, YA novels are significant “because they speak to the human
         condition.”[43]   YA literature post-Twilight reveals much about our cultural ideals about romance, love, and sex and our understanding
         of those concepts in relationship to teens, particularly teen girls. My goal here
         is to demonstrate how particular notions of virginity present a kind of shorthand
         to identify a character’s attitude, motivations, and essential moral quality. While
         many YA novels may appear progressive or mature or clean or romantic (or whatever
         words readers use to describe them), the morality tales that they tell have much in
         common with ideas that are thousands of years old. As Blank writes, “virginity can
         render paternity knowable” (26), which is why virginity has been so important since
         roughly 8500 BC. As patriarchy and property distribution through bloodlines became
         a cultural norm, it mattered a lot who fathered a child.
      

      
      Our culture, much like that of the Victorians before us, eroticizes virgins. As Blank
         argues, we don’t so much care about “virgins’ subjective experiences”; instead, we
         experience and imagine virgins as “erotic objects” (195). Virgins function as “a sort
         of sexual Holy Grail” (193). A virgin is “a blank screen upon which to project one’s
         fantasies of sex and virginity itself” (193). Blank goes on to say that “sexual interest
         in virgins is something our culture considers entirely normal, acceptable, and ideologically
         correct” (215). Analyzing how we fetishize virginity is one way of understanding—and
         pushing back against—images of young girls as objects—the blank slates that we use
         to live out our misguided fantasies.
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      Chapter 2

      Virginity and Sex in 
Paranormal Novels
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         In a culture defined by shades of gray, I think the absolute black and white choices
               in dark young adult novels are incredibly satisfying for readers.—Maggie Stiefvater, YA novelist 

         
      

      
      
      
         I always thought of vampires, especially the young-adult ones, as a metaphor for sex—sucking
               blood, forbidden, taboo. I think they just ooze sex. Vampires are all the big themes
               in life in one attractive, bloodsucking package.—Melissa de la Cruz, YA novelist
         

         
      

      
      
      The woman at the gym had silvery grey hair that matched her sweatpants. She was on
         her way to the treadmills with a recent and popular YA paranormal novel tucked under
         her arm. As an avid reader, I can never pass up an opportunity to talk about books
         with someone, even a total stranger. “Is that a good book?” I asked her.
      

      
       She held it up for me to examine the worn library cover. “It’s young adult,” she
         told me with just a hint of sheepishness in her voice. “It’s all I read anymore. Everything
         else is full of sex.” She went on to tell me that she loved a good romance novel but
         hated the ones with “trashy covers” and was bored with the formulaic nature of Christian
         romance. “I love these young adult books,” she said as she climbed up a treadmill.
         “I’ll never go back to adult books.”
      

      
       This fifty-something exerciser is looking in the right place for sanitized love affairs.
         In the world of paranormal novels post-Twilight, actual sex is the least sexy thing about a torrid love affair. Instead, lovers come
         together for meaningful looks, chaste cuddling (often in the heroine’s bedroom while
         her parents sleep), and passionate kissing that rarely ventures below the neck. Paranormal
         romance seems like a safe bet for young readers (and old) who are not ready or willing
         to read about teens who have sex. But are YA paranormal romances as harmless as their
         all-but-neutered heroes?
      

      
       It is true that the most popular YA paranormal romance novels since Twilight are still PG rated with love scenes that you could read out loud to your grandmother,
         but the content remains troubling. Romantic heroines are almost always virgins, but
         their all-consuming focus on finding an eternal mate worthy of their love—and, by
         extension, their virginity—is potentially as problematic as any off-color language
         or sex scene.
      

      
       This chapter argues that three popular post-Twilight YA paranormal series present their female protagonists’ virginity as a signifier
         of their worthiness. These novels moralize virginity by presenting contrasting characters:
         virgin girls who are protagonists and nonvirgin girls who are antagonists. Authors
         then place the virgins in increasingly passionate circumstances where they desperately
         want to have sex, often with a more experienced love-sick hero. The hero uses these
         sexually charged situations to remind the protagonist of the importance of her virginity.
         When the heroine finally recognizes and admits that their love is fated, she is free
         to give her virginity to her mate with whom she has been destined to find and fall
         in love. The heroine’s treasured virginity is safe in the hands of the only man who
         will ever love her. Her goodness is preserved for all of eternity, a state that sets
         her apart from the nonvirginal antagonists who fail to protect their purity and thus
         end up alone. The romantic heroes are sometimes much older than the protagonists,
         but they are trapped in the bodies of younger boys. In cases where the hero and the
         protagonist are the same age, the boy is always more experienced, in terms of both
         sexual experience and general life experience.
      

      
       In addition to being virgins, paranormal heroines are ordinary girls who are secretly
         extraordinary. But here’s the catch: it takes the romantic hero to see her extraordinary
         characteristics. Even the protagonist herself doesn’t realize how amazing she is until
         her soul mate reveals it to her. Much like her pure body, her extraordinary nature
         is knowable to only one man, a man who has been fated to be her partner for all of
         eternity.
      

      
       Bella Swan of Twilight is the ultimate ordinary girl who becomes extraordinary under the gaze of her future
         eternal mate. Pre-Edward, she is so bland that even she can barely stand her own company,
         yet she attracts a grown man/vampire almost one hundred years her senior who is lusted
         after by every hormone-addled girl in Forks, Washington. But it’s Bella, the girl
         who is so pure that she’s never even been interested in another boy, who captures
         Edward’s attention. It’s Bella who has been waiting for destiny to bring her face-to-face
         with the man she was meant to love, physically and emotionally. Bella’s extraordinary
         nature is one that nobody but Edward can discern with his superhuman senses. It’s
         Edward who recognizes how special she is, because of the pleasing scent of her blood,
         and after he gets over wanting to suck it all from her body, he falls in love with
         her. He wants to possess that sweet smell, her extraordinary gift, for all eternity.
         It doesn’t take a literary genius to see the parallels between Bella’s perilous state
         of humanity and her perilous state of virginity. Her virginity is connected to her
         very essence as a human being.
      

      
       Like Bella, the protagonists in other paranormal novels are inexperienced girls—without
         sexual histories of any kind—who are brought by destiny to the open arms of their
         future eternal mates, who see something that others cannot. In the books that I examine
         in this chapter, the heroines are surprised to discover that they are a descendant
         of an angel, a product of a gene disorder that causes special powers, and a future
         werewolf. But it takes the handsome and worldly hero to teach her how to understand
         her own gifts.
      

      
       The fact that these girls are virgins is imperative to the plots of the novels. Readers
         must know that the intense desire that these girls are experiencing is unlike anything
         they’ve ever known before. The protagonist’s sexual awakening happens as a result
         of meeting this one special person, someone that the universe has sent expressly for
         her. Destiny is so persistent that the protagonist must accept this lover as her fate,
         even if she initially hates him. Hating each other—or at least being wary of the person
         who threatens to turn her world upside down—underscores a key part of the narrative.
         These protagonists are not looking to fall in love or have sex. They cannot want sex or even have the appearance of wanting sex, at least at first, or they risk
         losing their coveted status as worthy heroines. They must convince readers that they
         are awakened sexually by forces beyond their control. Sexual desire is something that
         happens to them rather than something they choose. In that way, they cannot be held responsible
         for having feelings that are wrong. That detail—the fact that desire happens to these
         girls—is what sets heroines apart from girls who are wanton and therefore unworthy
         of grand romantic relationships.
      

      
       For this chapter, I sought out popular paranormal romance novels[1] published after 2008 and the launch of the first Twilight book. I began by searching lists on Goodreads, a social media site where readers
         can create lists of favorites and vote on other readers’ lists. I looked at roughly
         thirty lists related to YA paranormal fiction and identified the books mentioned most
         often with the most votes to create an initial list of books. I then looked at sales
         ranks on Amazon, discussion boards on Goodreads, and a recent list of readers’ one
         hundred favorite books of all time on NPR. That list included a number of recent YA
         books. From there, I selected series that were mentioned in multiple places, rated
         highly, emphasized romantic love, and were firmly classified as young adult paranormal.
         I had not read any of the books discussed here before beginning this analysis.
      

      
      The books discussed in this chapter include the following titles: the four-book Hush, Hush series, by Becca Fitzpatrick; the three-book Mara Dyer series, by Michelle Hodkin; and the three-book Wolves of Mercy Falls series, by Maggie Steifvater.[2] All three series feature female protagonists who fall in love with males who have
         supernatural qualities. All three protagonists are virgins who find an eternal mate,
         although they endure a great deal of emotional turmoil and indecision about their
         virginity for hundreds—sometimes thousands—of pages. By the end, the fated couple
         ends up together, presumably for all eternity.
      

      
      In the Hush, Hush series, Nora Grey falls in love with Patch Cipriano, a fallen angel in need of a
         human body so that he can feel again. To get this body, Patch must kill a descendent
         of a half human/half angel (a Nephilim). He’s in luck because Nora’s father was Nephilim,
         making Nora the perfect target for Patch’s body quest. On top of that, Jules/Chauncey
         is also out to kill Nora, and things get really sticky when Patch decides that he
         has feelings for Nora. The plots of the subsequent books get even more complicated,
         but the primary story involves Nora and Patch’s desire to be together and the obstacles
         that are constantly between them. See table 2.1 for more about Patch and Nora’s relationship.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            Hush, Hush Series, by Becca Fitzpatrick: Patch and Nora
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	
                     
                      

                  
                  
                  	
                     Patch Cipriano

                  
                  
                  	
                     Nora Grey

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     Old

                  
                  
                  	
                     16/17

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he wants to kill Nora (before he falls in love with her)

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     He’s not human—he’s a fallen angel

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Heavy make-out sessions in bedrooms alone with implied sex at the end of the last
                        book
                     

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Eternal relationship is implied

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

       In the Mara Dyer series, Mara falls in love with Noah Shaw. Both Mara and Noah have special paranormal
         powers that make them unusual, powerful, and potentially dangerous. Mara’s gift allows
         her to kill or destroy things by just harnessing the powers of her mind. The only
         problem is that when she’s feeling amorous, her mind apparently thinks that she wants
         her partner dead. For that reason, she can’t have sex with Noah, no matter how much
         she wants to do it. The series includes subplots galore, but the primary storyline
         is about Mara and Noah’s love for each other.[3] See table 2.2 for more about Mara and Noah’s relationship.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            Mara Dyer Series, by Michelle Hodkin: Noah and Mara
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Noah Shaw

                  
                  
                  	
                     Mara Dyer

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low—he can sense danger and heal people

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—she can make things happen with her mind

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     Mara’s desire can literally kill Noah

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Heavy make-out sessions in bedrooms alone

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Unclear by end of second book in series

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

      In the Wolves of Mercy Falls series, protagonist Grace Brisbane is in love with boy-werewolf Sam Roth. The book
         also features a romantic subplot between Isabel Culpeper and Cole St. Clair, a rock
         star and a werewolf. The primary focus of the first book in the series is the burgeoning
         relationship between Sam and Grace. As the weather gets colder, Sam has limited ability
         to shift between human and wolf, and now that he’s in love with Grace, he wants to
         be human more than he wants to be wolf. The characters eventually discover that blood
         tainted with bacterial meningitis induces a high fever and thus keeps the would-be
         wolf in human form. Later books focus more heavily on the relationship between Cole
         and Isabel. See table 2.3 for more about the two primary romantic relationships in
         the novels.
      

      
      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            The Wolves of Mercy Falls Series, by Maggie Stiefvater: Sam and Grace; Cole and Isabel
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Sam Roth

                  
                  
                  	
                     Grace Brisbane

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     18

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     Probably

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he’s a wolf

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     They struggle to be together because he’s a wolf and she’s human (and then she’s a
                        wolf and he’s a human)
                     

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Regularly sleep in the same bed but have sex only once

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Implied long-term relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                      

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                      

                  
                  
                  	
                     Cole St. Clair

                  
                  
                  	
                     Isabel Culpeper

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
                  
                  	
                     15/16

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he’s a wolf, and he uses and discards girls

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     They initially hate each other

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Passionate kissing

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Implied long-term relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

       In the following sections of this chapter, I demonstrate how these fan-favorite YA
         paranormal novels use the virgin fetish theme to reaffirm outdated and dangerous ideas
         about young girls and sex.
      

      
      Trope 1: Innocence and Naiveté Are 
Inexplicably Attractive
      

      
      In the novels I analyzed, all three protagonists had purity, goodness, and individual
         worth simply radiating from them in some way that identifies them as extraordinary
         to male characters who are able to see things other people can’t.
      

      
       In addition to being full of light and goodness, naturally these heroines are virgins,
         a point that authors emphasize. Nora, in the Hush, Hush series, tells readers that “there had never been a guy before Patch.”[4] Nora’s mom reiterates that Nora’s virginity is valuable and in need of protection.
         When Mrs. Grey finds Nora in the bathroom kissing Patch, she is livid. “He wants one
         thing from you, Nora, and he’ll take it wherever he can get it. There’s nothing special
         about losing your virginity over a toilet.”[5] Mara Dyer comes right out and tells love interest Noah Shaw that she’s “never had
         sex.”[6] He isn’t surprised. Grace, in the Wolves of Mercy Falls series, is also a virgin, although she merely implies it.[7] Neither Patch nor Noah is a virgin; in fact, they are both presented as man whores.
         Sam never admits to being a virgin, but his sexual history is obscure.
      

      
      In contrast to virgins, female antagonists are presented as antivirgins, minor characters
         who lack any moral value and who will give it up for just about anyone. These characters
         are recognizable by a constellation of characteristics: they are mean, disloyal, often
         stupid, and emotionally empty inside. Whether they are slutty because of these characteristics
         or vice versa is a chicken-and-egg question, but because the characters are painted
         with such broad strokes, it’s easy to recognize “good” girls and “bad” girls. Their
         sexual histories—or lack thereof—become part of a larger theme.
      

      
       The narratives potentially send a troubling message to young readers. First, the
         stories reify a cultural standard that virginity is somehow tied to moral worthiness.
         Virgins in these books experience other-worldly romantic adventures because they are virgins. Once they have sex—unless it’s with the one man that the universe
         has selected—they are unworthy and morally diminished. They will never get a happily-ever-after
         story because they can never be the heroine, at least not in a traditional paranormal
         romance novel.
      

      
       Second, the narratives consistently pair positive characteristics with virginity
         (and negative characteristics with wanton sexuality). The message is confusing if
         you think about it too hard. Why would having an intact hymen predict intelligence,
         kindness, generosity, or the capacity to love and be loved? In the culture of these
         books, positive traits and virginity are so tightly intertwined that readers might
         easily miss how asinine that message truly is.
      

      
       Finally, the narratives remind us that it is the male characters who determine worthiness.
         If the male love interests ever decide to leave their respective partners, the girls
         would no longer qualify as good girls. They will have used up their chance to be the wide-eyed, pink-cheeked innocents
         who are swept off their feet by first love. The following paragraphs detail how each
         series makes use of virginity tropes.
      

      
      Hush, Hush Series
      

      
      The most obvious antivirgin is Marcie Millar, in the Hush, Hush series. She’s rude, competitive, aggressive, and ultimately unattractive as a potential
         friend or mate. Marcie constantly makes fat jokes about Nora’s friend Vee and teases
         Nora for being a geek. Nora and Vee fire back by calling Marcie a slut (Hush, Hush, 212), a “ho” (Crescendo, 44), and “cheap” (168). Nora once heard a rumor that “Marcie propped a tennis racket
         in her window when she was open to payment for certain ‘services’” (44). Nora recognizes
         that rumors are “90 percent fiction,” but at the same time she thinks that Marcie
         is capable of it. After all, Marcie dresses in short dresses, garters, thigh-highs,
         thong underwear, and a “promiscuous” cheerleading uniform (217).
      

      
       As the antivirgin character, Marcie acts on her sexual desires without regard for
         her own reputation. For instance, Marcie gets into Patch’s car and wantonly takes
         off her dress on which she has spilled Cherry Coke. Patch tries to resist Marcie,
         but she is too seductive. She reassures him that she’s not interested in a relationship;
         rather, she’s just “looking for a good time” (184). He doesn’t back away from her
         kiss but only because he’s too surprised and overwhelmed to push her away.
      

      
       Nora is also jealous of Dabria, an older and more experienced woman who has her sights
         set on Patch. Dabria is willing to put out, but Patch says that she is “disposable,”[8] much like Marcie. Eventually, Dabria tells Nora that she kissed Patch, but she admits
         that he wasn’t into it (Finale, 291). Patch is interested only in Nora, a girl who is sweet and innocent. She would
         never throw herself at him or any other guy.
      

      
      Mara Dyer Series

      
      In the Mara Dyer series, Anna functions as the antivirgin character. She is thoroughly unlikeable,
         without a single redeeming quality. Even though Anna acts prim, Mara can see through
         the act. She says that Anna and her friend Aiden are a “matched set of evil” (Unbecoming, 61). Anna moves from “evil to innocent” as she manipulates people (74). Anna is
         “only a few IQ points above a corpse” (113). In addition to being dumb and mean, Anna
         is free with her sexual favors. Mara says Anna’s “hookup resume” includes the same
         names as the “South Beach Free Clinic’s walk-in clinic” (285). Mara’s friend Jamie
         tells her that “Anna used to be the abstinence poster girl” until she started dating
         Noah Shaw. After that, “you could write a comic book about the many adventures of
         her vagina. It could wear a cape” (40).
      

      
      Mara and Anna are constant rivals for Noah’s affection. Jamie warns Mara to be careful
         when Noah flirts with her: “His attention already has Anna Greenly gunning for you”
         (115). Although Anna is clearly interested in Noah, he makes it clear that he has
         no feelings for her. He tells Mara that she “just sort of attached herself to me last
         year, and I suffered it until her general hideousness of character and my inability
         to translate her moron language got to be too much” (256). Noah is clear that he never
         slept with Anna, but he doesn’t seem to be doing much to quell the rumors about them.
         He presents himself as a victim of Anna’s seduction.
      

      
      The Wolves of Mercy Falls Series
      

      
      In the Mercy Falls series, Isabel is the antivirgin. Isabel is cruel and spreads rumors about other
         girls even though she herself is a victim of rumors. One victim of Isabel’s mean-spirited
         gossip “was still trying to get out from under a convoluted rumor that involved lap
         dancing and the football team” (Shiver, 165–66). Isabel herself is labeled in the same way. After the first book, Isabel
         becomes a narrator. At that point, she transforms into a virgin character and thus
         a heroine. Readers are meant to understand that she was just misunderstood before.
         She wasn’t really a slut; she was just a victim of gossip. Isabel’s transformation
         demonstrates that protagonists have to be virgins. She couldn’t occupy the space of
         both heroine and slut, so Fitzpatrick had to make her a secret virgin pretending to
         be a slut.
      

      
       When readers—and bad-boy hottie Cole—discover that Isabel is actually a virgin, she
         becomes a viable love interest for him. Cole admits to Isabel that he finds easy girls
         boring. He recounts an older “photographer’s assistant” who easily and quickly “confessed
         her love for me and thus became uninteresting” (158). He even mentions how many girls
         he has slept with—the answer is “countless” (Linger, 229)—but readers know that Isabel will be different because she’s a virgin who will
         give him that gift to treasure for all of eternity (or at least the life span of a
         wolf).
      

      
      Trope 2: Virgins Need Virginity Guardians

      
      Paranormal protagonists are unassailably innocent and pure, but they certainly aren’t
         asexual. They think about sex. They want sex. They obsess about sex. But the key is
         that they only want sex with a special man. That man is the extraordinary force that awakens their
         sexuality. These virgins want it so bad that they can barely think straight. But the
         man protects their virginity until the time is right. The males in these stories have
         so much power that they become guardians of the virgins’ hapless and naïve love. Their
         superior knowledge, temperance, and patience put them in a position of acting as a
         protector of the precious hymen.
      

      
       YA paranormal romance novels specialize in putting heroines in situations where the
         temptation to have sex is so great that girls can barely fight the urge. Heroines
         repeatedly put themselves in situations where they could easily have sex without fear
         of nosy parents or other interruptions, but the act of not having sex allows the male characters to demonstrate their superhuman self-control.
      

      
       These books tell readers that boys are in charge of guarding hymens because, if tempted,
         girls will not be able to control themselves (unless they need to in order to protect
         the boy). Romantic relationships become creepy pseudoparental relationships where
         male love interests must always act logically and reasonably for the good of the girl.
         Her job is to tempt him. While she may be frustrated by abstinence, she knows that
         the boy is right and that he has her best interests in mind.
      

      
      Hush, Hush Series
      

      
      Nora and Patch spend plenty of time in bed—not to mention “inside our cars, outside
         our cars, under the bleachers, and on top of the kitchen table” (Crescendo, 21)—having heated and heavy make-out sessions. Even after a lot of kissing at any
         location that offers even a modicum of privacy, Nora says that she still can’t get
         enough of Patch. “Nothing I did seemed to bring me close enough to him, no amount
         of him was enough” (25). Patch is equally tempted: “You have no idea what you do to
         me,” he tells her.[9] In one particularly steamy scene, Patch contacts Nora in her dreams, which is the
         only way that he can safely communicate with her, because the archangels are watching
         him. She tells him to get out of her dream, but he backs her against the wall and
         pulls at her underwear to move her closer. As she gets closer to his body, she feels
         her “resistance start to ebb away” (Hush, Hush, 180). She feels a “compulsive need” for him, and when he finally puts his hands
         under her tank top, while she’s pressed between his body and the wall, she admits
         that she can’t “resist him” (181). Yet they never have sex, not even in the final
         book, when they end up an eternal couple.[10] 
      

      
      Patch’s primary role in the books is to get Nora sexually aroused and then help her
         resist having sex with him. Patch controls their sexual relationship because he’s
         clearly more experienced in the bedroom. “If I taught you everything I know,” he says,
         “we’d need a considerable amount of time alone together” (Silence, 225). Patch has a particularly difficult job as virginity guardian because he has
         to hold back for both of them. When the two have to share a motel room because of
         bad weather, Patch admits that he finds it “hard to concentrate on answers with you
         looking like that” (Hush, Hush, 284). He tells her that he has a “hard time keeping his hands away from her” (Crescendo, 23), and Nora freely admits that she struggles with “boundaries” and willpower”
         in the presence of Patch, a place where she cannot “be trusted” (Hush, Hush, 339). She worries that she doesn’t have any self-control. In his arms she melts
         “like butter” (131). Their frequent encounters in the privacy of Nora’s bedroom are
         just fuel for the fire. Nora admits that their repeated “secret rendezvous” are “undeniably
         sexy” (Finale, 190).
      

      
       Even though Nora claims that she cannot resist Patch, she vacillates between wanting
         him and recognizing that he is right to forego intercourse. Although they are both
         immortal and Nora wants to be with him forever, she worries that maybe she isn’t ready
         to “complicate” the relationship that they have together (Silence, 428). For that reason, even after the heated kissing in her bedroom, she won’t sleep
         in Patch’s bed at his lair. She knows that he wants her, but she also knows that he
         wants her “head in the right place” (433).
      

      
      Mara Dyer Series
      

      
      Mara and Noah also spend an inordinate amount of time in each other’s beds not doing
         it, although they have to show incredible strength to resist. Noah admits that he
         can’t control himself around Mara. But he actually does resist her often, frequently
         playing the role of Mara’s virginity guardian. At one point, Noah pulls away from
         kissing Mara because “you’re not ready.”[11] Noah admits in his secret diary that sharing a bed with her is “its own exquisite
         torture” (Evolution, 327). In bed, he wants “nothing more than to devour her,” but he puts his lips on
         her neck so he can “savor the tremor in her chord.” He writes, “Her song is a siren’s
         song, calling me to the rocks” (327). Yet they continue to share a bed, experiencing
         the “torture” of having to say no to sex. Mara even sleeps naked in Noah’s bed (Unbecoming, 373), but he resists her, even after she clumsily tries to seduce him. When they
         stay at her house, she can’t bear to kick him out of bed. She can’t find the strength
         to pull away.
      

      
      From the very beginning of their story, Noah and Mara’s relationship is based on sexually
         charged banter. It serves to ratchet up the tension between the two. When they first
         meet, Noah correctly conjectures why Mara is reading Lolita. “I guess you nailed me, then,” she says. “Not yet,” he answers insouciantly (60).
         When Mara tells him that he always looks like he just “rolled out of bed,” he answers,
         “I usually have” and gives her a look that makes her blush (95). When Mara tells Noah
         to “bite me,” he says, “If I must” (192). In reference to food, Mara says, “I just
         like to know what I’m putting in my mouth before I swallow” (222). Noah’s arched eyebrow
         embarrasses her. Mara describes Noah as “looking like sex” (Evolution, 341), which means that she’s constantly thinking about sex when she looks at him,
         and it doesn’t help that he constantly references sex no matter what she says.
      

      
       The couple’s sex talk has an added element of danger to it because Mara knows just
         how experienced Noah is, a fact that turns her on. Mara’s friend Jamie says that Noah
         is an “unkempt bastard with a panty-dropping smile.” He’s so attractive to girls that
         he’s “drowning in pu—.” A teacher interrupts Jamie before he can finish (Unbecoming, 62). Jamie warns Mara that if she spends time with Noah, she’ll end up “doing the
         walk of shame out of his den of iniquity” (114). Not only does Noah have a copy of
         the Joy of Sex, but he knows “the word for vagina in every language” (221). And in case Noah’s sexual
         prowess isn’t clear, Jamie delivers another impassioned speech:
      

      
      
         Noah doesn’t date. He’ll screw you—literally and figuratively. Everyone knows it—his
            conquests know it—but they pretend not to care until he moves on to the next one.
            And then they’re alone and their reputations are shot to hell. . . . I heard that
            a senior from Walden tried to commit suicide after he—well. After he got what he came
            for, pun intended, and didn’t call again. (115)
         

         
      

      Mara is turned on by Noah’s bad-boy reputation. She wants to tell him, “Noah, despite
         you being an asshole, or maybe because of it, I’d like to rip your clothes off and
         have your babies” (172). When he finally orders her to go on a date with him—that’s
         right, he doesn’t ask her; he orders her—she asks if it will “involve the use of a
         safe word” (174). Mara’s quip is a reference to kinky sex in which safe words signal
         a participant’s right to disengage from the situation.
      

      
       Sometimes Noah and Mara switch places, and Mara becomes the person who must hold
         back. It’s not that she’s guarding her own honor; rather, it’s that she has a supernatural
         power that causes Noah to stop breathing when they become intimate. Mara withholds
         sex only to protect Noah. Losing her virginity could actually kill the man she loves.
         Noah still wants it, and he is clear that having sex with Mara would be different
         from his previous experiences. Before Mara, he did it “for fun” (428). Mara, however,
         is worth waiting for: he has “never felt about anyone the way I feel about you.” He
         tells her when she’s ready, “I’m going to kiss you” (429).
      

      
       In spite of Mara’s fear that she will kill Noah, she initiates most of the sexual
         contact. Noah allows her to reach a certain point, but then he pulls back. He claims
         that he is slowly showing her that she won’t hurt him. One particularly good make-out
         session leaves Mara “spinning.” She says, “Pinned to his mattress by the space between
         us but I was desperate to close it—desperate to feel his mouth on mine” (Evolution, 224). That is when Noah pulls away. “Not yet,” he says as he kisses her shoulder.
         Mara says that she is “ignited, on fire, flooded with heat and ready to beg” (225).
         Mara quickly becomes frustrated. She calls him an “arrogant prince” (Unbecoming, 226). “It’s like you don’t need it” (226). He reassures her that he is holding himself
         back for a time when he can “lay you out before me and make you scream my name” (Evolution, 226). But it is Noah who will decide when that time is right.
      

      
      The Wolves of Mercy Falls Series
      

      
      Grace is obsessed with Sam, and she’s eager to be with him physically. “You could
         just throw yourself at me,” she suggests at one point. Sam replies, “I didn’t think
         you were that sort of girl.” She replies, “I’m not. But with you, all bets are off”
         (Shiver, 275–76). Even on the first night they meet, Grace is eager to dip into temptation.
         She invites Sam to stay in her bed, an invitation that he only reluctantly accepts.
         Grace worries that she should be “insulted that, apparently, I wasn’t hot enough for
         him to charge the mattress like a bull” (77).
      

      
       Grace wants Sam to feel as tempted as she does, but he plays the role of wise guardian.
         He’s young, but he’s lived such a difficult life that he has the maturity and insight
         of a much older person. Sam’s parents tried to kill him when he was a child because
         he was a werewolf. Taken in by an older werewolf, Sam learned how to survive the frequent
         changes from human to werewolf and back again—changes that are precipitated by cold
         temperatures. Sam’s difficult life experiences make him the more prudent of the two,
         the person who makes good decisions for both of them, even when Grace says she’s not
         “looking for self-control” (293). Sam tries to “be a gentleman,” but Grace tells him
         not “to try so hard” (149). Still, he resists her, despite how badly he wants her.
         He can hardly “stand another night” of sleeping in the same bed with her while “behaving
         myself” (290). Grace is not a slut, though, because Sam is the only boy whom she’s
         ever felt this way about. She’s throwing herself at him but only because she knows
         that he’s the right partner for her.
      

      
       In a surprising twist for a popular paranormal novel, Sam and Grace do have sex early
         in the first book. The scene is not graphic at all; in fact, younger readers may miss
         it altogether. Sam narrates: “As we pressed our bodies against each other, I shrugged
         off my skin with a growl, giving in, neither wolf nor man, just Sam” (294). She can’t
         even think the word sex, let alone say it:
      

      
      
         My parents don’t even know. The morning after Sam and I—spent the night together,
            it seemed like the biggest thing on my mind was that my parents had no idea. I guessed
            that was normal. I guessed feeling guilty was normal. I guessed feeling giddy was
            normal. It was as if I had thought all along I was a complete picture, and Sam had
            revealed that I was a puzzle, and had taken me apart into pieces and put me back together
            again. (300)
         

         
      

      Sam can barely say the words either. He asks her, “Did you have s—make love—to get
         back at your parents?” (Linger, 302). Although Grace is no longer a virgin, Sam still guards her honor and dreams
         of marrying her to make things right. Sam and Grace both understand that marriage
         will make having had sex morally acceptable. Perhaps not surprising, there is no other
         mention of the pair having sex in the rest of the series.
      

      
       Sam and Grace aren’t the only hot and heavy couple in The Wolves of Mercy Falls trilogy. Cole, a consummate bad boy—who is, of course, in a band—flirts with Isabel,
         a mean girl who is secretly a sweet, innocent virgin masquerading as a more sophisticated
         temptress. Cole sees right through her bad-girl act and refuses to sleep with her.
         He calls it his first “decent act in years.”[12] Isabel doesn’t appreciate his self-control. She calls him “toxic,” to which he responds,
         “Toxic? Is that because I didn’t sleep with you? Funny, normally girls yell at me
         because I did screw them” (Forever, 92). Isabel wants him so badly that she feels “guilty, dirty, euphoric, as if I
         had already given in” (194).
      

      
      Only later does Isabel realize that Cole sees her inner goodness. She is a virgin,
         in need of protection, and Cole sees that in her, even when nobody else does. He tells
         her, “You don’t want to lose your virginity to some screwed-up singer. It’ll make
         you hate yourself for the rest of your life. Sex does that” (Linger, 272). Cole knows because he’s had sexual relationships already. He tells Isabel
         that his ex-girlfriend was a virgin and now “she hates me. She hates herself” (273).
         Cole’s implication is that neither the ex-girlfriend nor he was protective enough
         of her virginity and losing it to the wrong person can result in a lifetime of regret.
         These lines remind readers just how carefully a boy must guard his beloved’s hymen.
         Grace is simply fortunate that Sam is ready to commit to her for a lifetime. She will
         never have to regret that relationship like Cole’s ex-girlfriend.
      

      
      Trope 3: Virgins Have Destined Soul Mates

      
      When couples do have sex, they commit eternally, vowing to never be apart for any
         reason, even if it means inhabiting the form of another species. That’s a pretty big
         commitment to make at sixteen. The reason that the protagonists in these novels are
         able to commit with such certainty is that destiny has brought them to their soul
         mates. The fated nature of the relationships lifts any culpability from the girl.
         Even if she wanted to break up with this boy and date someone else, she couldn’t.
         Fate has drawn them together forever and always.
      

      
       The idea of true love as destiny is critical to the virginity-fetish narrative because
         it demonstrates that protagonists cannot fight the relationship even if they wanted
         to. They aren’t choosing lustfulness; rather, they are fated to it. Even in cases
         where they know better, characters plunge headfirst into a deep, intimate relationship
         in spite of the risks that they know could kill one or both of them. Fated love is
         eternal, significantly different from the run-of-the-mill lust that nonvirgins experience.
      

      
       Temptation is sexy in these novels. Characters never tire of describing how drawn
         together they feel, how badly they want each other, how much they have to fight to
         stay apart. That trope is not surprising given that it’s a staple of romance novels
         in general. What’s potentially problematic about that storyline in YA fiction is the
         fact that the romance balances on that precipice where characters almost give in. But then don’t. Defining romance in this way suggests that the sexiest thing
         that hormonally charged youths can do is almost have sex a whole lot before committing
         to a lifetime together. Putting teens in increasingly sexualized positions (alone
         in bed, alone in secluded and private locales, alone in hotel rooms, etc.) seems like
         a recipe for disaster. Only the superhuman strength of these fictional characters
         keeps them from accidentally going too far without proper preparation in the form
         of condoms and supplemental reliable birth control.
      

      
       This kind of eternal love, however, presents an interesting loophole for some characters:
         Virgins can remain pseudovirgins forever, even if they engage in sexual behavior.
         The fated nature of their relationships allows them to operate in a sort of marital
         state. The protagonist will remain pure for this one special and fated partner. These
         narratives show that soul mates are also sole mates. Boys and girls can each expect only one true love in a lifetime, although
         boys can experiment more in terms of sexual behavior. Once a course has been charted,
         it cannot be changed. The narratives emphasize that teen relationships can and should
         last forever, even if the partners seem to be poor matches.
      

      
      Hush, Hush Series
      

      
      Nora and Patch feel destiny pulling them together. Nora admits that she’s never felt
         drawn to anyone else like this. It’s a “dark magnetism” (Hush, Hush, 42). She calls Patch “irresistible” (20), and she can’t stop “exercising bad judgment”
         around him (69). Patch finds her eyes equally “irresistible,” in part because of her
         “killer curvy mouth” (28). Nora says that she needs Patch, and she found him by “fate,
         luck, sheer willpower, or for reasons I might never understand” (Silence, 56).
      

      
       In spite of their other-worldly connection, Nora and Patch have a fraught relationship:
         Nora understands that with him, her virginity is always at risk. She can’t trust—at
         least until the final book—that Patch is going to commit to her forever, yet she still
         wants him. She is quite clear that her “feelings for Patch weren’t harmless” (Hush, Hush, 245), referring to the fact that she wants to give in to him sexually. She knows
         that he is “the worst kind of wrong” (341). “Ten seconds of kissing him” has her so worked up she can barely
         think (343).
      

      
       Patch is equally attracted to Nora, but because he is an angel without a human body,
         he can’t physically feel anything. He does, however, feel desire, he reassures her,
         but when she touches him, he likens it to feeling things “through a sheet of glass”
         (313). He must have a human body to truly be with Nora. Even without a human body,
         though, Patch has lusts of many types. He admits that he has fallen as a result of
         “money lust” and “other kinds” (314). Later, Patch reveals that he experienced “instant,
         possessive lust” (338) for a girl from his past. It’s an interesting revelation because
         Patch has already admitted that he can’t feel anything in the physical sense, yet
         he still wants to have sex.
      

      
       Because Patch has needs, Nora’s greatest fear is that he is just using her to fulfill
         those desires. Dabria, an friend from Patch’s past and Nora’s ersatz high school guidance
         counselor, tells Nora that she’s “just another girl he’s seduced to get what he wants”
         (323). Dabria plants this seed of doubt in Nora’s mind, and it becomes a recurring
         obsession for Nora. She worries that Patch sees her as “just another notch on [his]
         belt.” She’s terrified to be “another stupid girl” whom Patch has seduced for his
         “own satisfaction” (Crescendo, 51). Nora’s obsession with whether or not she’s just another girl signifies her
         understanding that she only gets one eternal soul mate. Patch, however, is free to
         experiment as he pleases.
      

      
       In spite of Patch’s less-than-admirable loyalty, Nora is convinced that she cannot
         live without him: “I needed him in my life right now, and tomorrow, and the day after.”
         She continues, “I needed him like I’d never needed anyone” (23). She goes so far as
         to say that “any happiness, no matter how brief, seemed better than the long simmering
         torture of waking up day after day, knowing I could never have him” (237).
      

      
       Nora’s mother thinks that she’s getting too involved with Patch. Her mom says that
         she had been married for a year before she fell in love with her now-deceased husband.
         Interestingly, we learn in a subsequent book that Nora’s mother had an affair with
         another man, Hank Millar. Readers are left to believe that it is Nora’s mother who
         doesn’t understand eternal love.
      

      
       By the last book, Nora and Patch finally overcome the obstacles standing between
         them. They have a ceremony of sorts where they pledge undying love. Patch says, “You’ve
         given me a new eternity. Be my girl, Nora. Be my everything” (Finale, 445). Whatever sexual contact they’ve had (and it hasn’t been intercourse) is mitigated
         by that unending pledge. Nora will remain in Patch’s arms forever, never sullied by
         the touch of another man.
      

      
      Mara Dyer Series
      

      
      Mara and Noah are drawn together by a similar kind of destiny. When they find out
         that they have the same charm given to them by different close family members, they
         realize that they are linked in a cosmic way. We learn in a later book that Noah saw
         Nora in his mind before she came to her new school in Florida. Even though Mara dislikes
         Noah when she first meets him, the universe has already matched them. It’s only a
         matter of time before she gives in to her destiny.
      

      
       Although Mara initially hates Noah, she experiences instant attraction to him. When
         she touches him, “a current traveled from my fingertips through to the hollow where
         my stomach used to be. And just like that, I was completely, utterly, and entirely,
         His” (Unbecoming, 171). When Noah holds her wrist, “the contact interfered with my cerebral functioning”
         (173). Her pulse races when she’s around him. When he’s near, she feels on fire, which
         is not surprising given that he is “inhumanly perfect” (401). She describes his touch
         as feeling “like home” (240).
      

      
       Noah feels the same attraction. Before they even start dating, he tells her “you’re
         mine” (175). He knows that he was “made for Mara” (424). He doesn’t care that they
         are only seventeen: “If I were to live a thousand years, I would belong to you for
         all of them. If I were to live a thousand lives, I would want to make you mine in
         each one” (348). When she is scared to kiss him (because she fears that she will harm
         him with her special powers), he reassures her that he is satisfied being near her
         and touching her—but not having intercourse. “Just knowing you’re mine” is enough
         for him. “Knowing that no one else gets to touch you like this. Seeing the way you
         look at me when I do” (Evolution, 427).
      

      
      The Wolves of Mercy Falls Series
      

      
      Both Grace and Sam feel the pull toward each other against their better judgment.
         Grace tells readers,
      

      
      
         The stark landscape was a world away from the small, warm kitchen with its comforting
            smells of easy survival. Where I was supposed to belong. Where I should’ve wanted
            to be. But the trees called to me, urging me to abandon what I knew and vanish into
            the oncoming night. It was a desire that had been tugging me with disconcerting frequency
            these days. (Shiver, 19)
         

         
      

      Sam reciprocates the feelings: “I was drunk with it, with the scent of her. I’d gotten
         too close. My instincts warned against it” (26). But yet they can’t fight their attraction.
         Grace tells Sam that she’s loved him for years. “You’re like the song that I heard
         when I was a little kid but forgot I knew until I heard it again” (208). She tells
         Sam that she wants to be together forever, and he tells her that they’ll be together
         longer than forever. In fact, Grace wishes that they “were already married” (184).
         When Grace’s parents question the relationship, Grace tells them that “Sam is not
         negotiable.” “He’s the one,” she says (329). Sam even gives Grace a leaf stem as a
         “ring” (386). Grace doesn’t care if she has to give up her own humanity. “I wish I
         changed,” Grace says (158), referring to when she was bitten at eleven. She doesn’t
         care if she is human or wolf, just as long as she can be with Sam, the boy she’s fated
         to love for all her life.
      

      
      Trope 4: Danger Is Sexy and Tempting

      
      While the couples in these novels are bound in eternal love, they don’t always like
         each other, especially when they first meet. The fact that protagonists are initially
         afraid of their soul mates is central to the virgin fetish. The fear fuels the attraction.
         The male love interests in the books represent temptation—legitimate threats to safety,
         well-being, and of course virginity. Yet it’s the very threat of harm that makes the
         relationship so enticing. Once the couple gets together, they become inseparable,
         so emotionally attached that they are literally in pain when the other is not around.
         In some cases, the male love interests are physically and emotionally abusive, yet
         the girls stand by their men because destiny has willed it.
      

      
      Hush, Hush Series
      

      
      At first, Nora is positively repulsed by Patch. That’s no surprise because Patch Cipriano
         is rough, rude, and, frankly, a bit of a misogynist. When Nora first meets him in
         biology class, he is talking about the kind of girl that he finds attractive. “Intelligent.
         Attractive. Vulnerable” (Hush, Hush, 34). He goes on to tell the class that he knows if a girl is into him by studying
         her. He demonstrates by calling the class’s attention to Nora. “She knows she’s being
         evaluated,” he says. “She likes the attention, but she’s not sure how to handle it”
         (37). Nora is horribly embarrassed, yet both Patch and readers realize that his words
         are true; Nora just can’t admit it to herself. But she reminds readers every few pages
         how her body is responding to him whenever he is near. She has an “erratic” heartbeat
         (46), a “ratcheted pulse,” “a jolt of heat” to her arm when he touches her (204),
         warm skin when Patch looks at her (232), a “flutter in my stomach” when she sees his
         abs (234), even a tingly sensation of her blood warming at the very thought of drinking
         from the same soda can (116). It’s a “scary attraction” (125), she tells us, but it’s
         one that she “secretly enjoyed” (134). She can’t fight her feelings, because the two
         are drawn “by a mysterious force field” (284). Never mind that Patch’s entire mission
         through most of the first book is to kill Nora; she simply cannot keep herself from
         wanting him.
      

      
       Nora feels fear whenever she is around Patch; in fact, she mentions her fear on almost
         every page of the first two books. His “black eyes slice” into Nora (11). Patch is
         “trouble” (11), “not normal” (25), “unsafe” (25), “a constant threat” (38), “creepy”
         (49), “off” (49), “intangible, scary, and unknown” (100), “unsettling” (123), “frightening”
         (92, 126), and “the kind of guy [mothers] changed the house locks for” (236). She
         recognizes that his “moral boundaries” are questionable (Crescendo, 46).
      

      
       Her rational mind tells her to stay away, but her emotional connection to him rules
         her decisions. She tells her best friend Vee that his “dark side calls to me” (Hush, Hush, 42). She feels “lured to the edge of danger,” on the verge of being pushed “over
         the edge” (42). She makes poor decisions when she’s around him because he “wipes all
         logical thought from my mind” (78). She can’t trust herself when he’s physically near
         her, a tacit admission that she cannot trust whether she will remain pure and virginal.
         She says, “Part of me wanted to run away from him screaming, Fire! A more reckless part was tempted to see how close I could get without . . . combusting”
         (103). She admits that she’s “lured” by the threat (132). She likens her feelings
         to how she felt the time when she was little and the housekeeper’s godson dared her
         to lick a shard of glass: a dare that she took. Nora admits that she’s “fallen in
         love with the devil” (Crescendo, 302), and Patch does nothing to alleviate her fears; in fact, he tries to push her
         away to keep her safe from her own desires. He outright tells her, “I don’t have a
         heart” (Hush, Hush, 204).
      

      
       Vee tries to warn Nora away from Patch because he’s “rough-and-roguish” (43). Even
         though Vee is the quintessential ditzy best-friend character who constantly makes
         bad decisions about her own life, she is Nora’s voice of reason, probably because
         she’s not swept off her feet the way that Nora is. Vee points out that Patch has “the
         whole bad-boy-in-need-of-redemption thing going on,” but the reality is that “most
         bad boys don’t want redemption” (Crescendo, 133). “Patch is not the kind of guy I want my boyfriend aspiring to be,” Vee smartly
         says (277). (Ironically, her boyfriend is Rixon, who turns out to be a cold-blooded
         killer himself.) Vee isn’t the only person who worries about Patch’s dark side. Even
         a total stranger tells Nora that Patch “looks slippery as soap” (Hush, Hush, 183).
      

      
       Nora’s fear of Patch is mediated by subtle notes that we ought to believe that Patch
         is simply misunderstood. After pages of Nora telling us that she’s frightened to death
         of Patch, she often shows that she’s not really that frightened. When somebody attacks Vee in the first book, Patch is the obvious suspect,
         but Nora is sure that Patch isn’t capable of that kind of violence. When bad-girl
         Marcie is attacked, Nora says, “I could not accept that Patch would hurt Marcie. Senseless
         beating wasn’t his style” (227). The hundred or more preceding pages detailing her
         fear of Patch are really just drama. The narrative inconsistency—Nora’s vacillation
         between fear and certain knowledge of Patch’s inner goodness—is a tool for readers.
         It provides the idea of a dangerous bad boy without upping the stakes and putting
         Nora in any real danger.[13] 
      

      
      The back-and-forth thinking (does he love me? will he kill me?) can be chalked up
         to a bad plot device or just plain bad writing. But drawing out the Patch-Nora relationship
         also keeps readers invested for thousands of pages. Unfortunately, it also subtly
         tells readers that exciting and passionate relationships have to hurt. On one hand,
         Nora wonders if he will rape or murder her, take advantage of her in some way, or
         is stalking her. On the other, he’s just so good-looking and exciting. Nora’s desire
         for him outweighs any concern that she has for her own safety. While his initial desire
         is to kill her and become human, fortunately he realizes that he loves her before
         he does any real damage. Nora is just lucky that he changes his mind.
      

      
       Patch often physically hurts and threatens Nora, frequently before they make out.
         Nora begins by resisting, which increases the pain, but then she realizes that she
         likes it. Scenes of violence then morph into romantic encounters where Patch declares
         his love for her. In one scene, Nora touches the scar on his back. By doing so, she
         is able to see into his past, something that he wants to hide from her. The scene
         becomes violent as he pushes her away and pins her down. She knees him in the ribs,
         but he “straddles” her hips and “immobilizes” her legs all while smiling, “all lethality
         around the edges” (Hush, Hush, 298). She believes that he’s going to kill her, so she continues to hit him. He
         puts his hands on her throat and begins to kiss her. Even though Nora is terrified,
         she can’t “smother that illogical speck of trust” (301), so she kisses him back, reveling
         in “shivers of panic and pleasure” (301). The moment ends when Nora bites his lip.
         Later, Patch tells her that he’s willing to kill, but he doesn’t “kill people who
         are important to me” (339). He beats up Nora’s friend Scott for kissing Nora, proving
         that he’s not above physical violence to other people when it comes to Nora.
      

      
       Patch is very controlling, which doesn’t seem to bother Nora as much as it should.
         He stalks her for an entire summer, just to learn more about her. He even goes to
         the same school as her to be close to her. He can talk to her inside her head (she
         calls it “mind-speaking”; 106) and plant ideas. For example, he doesn’t like her wearing
         makeup, so he plants a “no make-up suggestion” in her mind (96). Nora refers to Patch’s
         constant presence in her head as “invading” her mind (134). Even in the “privacy of
         her dreams,” Patch can invade her mind and tell her what to do or how to feel (Crescendo, 192). By the last book in the series, Patch has put a tracking device on her to
         keep her safe.
      

      
       The longer Nora is with Patch, the more she becomes isolated, especially because
         he doesn’t like her best friend, Vee. Without Patch, Nora worries that the only other
         person who could “come to my rescue” is Vee (296). But Nora doesn’t mind giving up
         everyone for Patch. She’d “give up my dreams” for him. “I didn’t need those dreams.
         I couldn’t even be sure they’d come true. And even if they did, I didn’t want to spend
         the rest of my life alone and tortured by the knowledge that everything I’d done meant
         nothing without Patch” (56).
      

      
      Mara Dyer Series
      

      
      Mara initially hates Noah, largely because she doesn’t trust him. He gets under her
         skin. He’s “assholish” (Unbecoming, 61). He has a “delinquent grin” (78) that she reluctantly admits is attractive.
         He’s an “angsty, solitary, introspective emoteen” (118). Mara even knows that Noah
         has a sordid past. Her friend Jamie’s sister tells Mara that Noah has “his assholic
         moments, and there’s a lot of darkness there.” She goes on to say, “I hear he’s done
         some seriously fucked-up shit” (257). He has a filthy smoking habit that she finds
         “disgusting” (91), although she admits that “he looked so good doing it” (96). On top of his smelly nicotine addiction, she discovers that he’s
         a total man slut, totally “indiscriminate” in his hookups (119). Noah and Mara’s early
         relationship consists mostly of Mara volleying insults at him. When Noah accuses her
         of like liking him, she says, “No, I hate you,” although she admits that she’s hoping that
         “saying it would make it so” (172). When Jamie points out that “you could start a
         fire with the heat between you two,” Mara answers, “You’re mistaking bitter animosity
         for heartfelt affection” (114). Noah himself tells Mara, “There’s nothing I want.
         There’s nothing I can’t do. I don’t care about anything. No matter what, I’m an imposter.
         An actor in my own life” (196). He admits that he is a liar, someone not to be trusted.
         Mara fears herself when she’s in his presence: “I’m afraid of . . . myself. I don’t
         feel like I’m in control with you” (310).
      

      
       Noah’s touches and smoldering looks nearly drive Mara mad, and she uses a variety
         of violent metaphors to describe her feelings about him. He has a “half-smile that
         wrecked me” (224). When he looks into her eyes, “he killed” her (241). She has to
         “mentally flog” herself when thinking that she likes his laugh (95). Her pulse frequently
         races “without . . . permission” (239), making her “blood glow under [her] skin” (258).
         She is “on fire” (260), “incoherent” (290), and a frequent victim of a galloping heart
         (361)—all as a result of Noah’s stunning attractiveness.
      

      
       Mara doesn’t seem worried that Noah eventually becomes obsessed with her; in fact,
         she likes him even more because of it. In algebra class, Noah stares at her “with
         the single-minded focus of a kitten playing with a ball of yarn” (77). He finds her
         phone number without asking her, which she calls “stalking” (178). He goes to her
         art class to watch her draw. When another guy hits on Mara and gives her his phone
         number, Noah takes it from her.
      

      
       Noah is not overtly violent with Mara, but he does behave violently on Mara’s behalf
         when classmate Kent makes a gross sexual comment about Mara: “I’d hit that so hard
         whoever pulled me out would become King of England” (249). Noah hits Kent, who drops
         to the ground immediately. “I’m barely above kicking the shit out of you on the ground.
         Barely,” Noah tells him (249). Even though Mara recognizes this behavior as a “dick-measuring
         display,” she admits that she likes it. She knows that he’s not really defending her
         honor. It was “you marking your territory,” she says, but she admits that she’s happy
         he did it (252). When another character, Aiden, threatens Mara, Noah tells Jamie to
         get Mara away immediately. Jamie complies because he knows that Noah “fights dirty”
         (288), especially when it comes to Mara. Noah beats up Aiden and says, “He’s lucky
         I left him alive. If he threatens you again, I won’t” (289).
      

      
       Mara becomes so dependent on Noah that she doesn’t know if she can survive without
         him. “Without Noah,” she says, “I would be truly, completely alone in this.” She goes
         on, “If I lost Noah, I might just lose my mind” (Evolution, 72). Noah is what she needs to “tether me to earth” (435).
      

      
      The Wolves of Mercy Falls Series
      

      
      Upon first glance, it seems that Grace provides an interesting departure from the
         love stories in the other series. Grace does not hate Sam, perhaps because he is a
         wolf. She doesn’t meet him in his human form until years after she has already developed
         an emotional connection to wolf-Sam. Grace first meets wolf-Sam when she’s attacked
         by wolves as a young child and wolf-Sam saves her. He returns to her house every winter,
         and Grace feels a strange attraction to him. She realizes that she’s actually in love
         with a wolf—a wolf that could easily kill her: “He was large enough to tear me from
         my swing, strong enough to knock me down and drag me into the woods” (Shiver, 6). She lets her emotions overrule her logical thinking. “The ferocity of his body
         wasn’t in his eyes. I remembered his gaze, every hue of yellow, and I couldn’t be
         afraid. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me” (6). Like Nora and Mara, Graces believes that
         her logical response—fear—is misguided.
      

      
       Sam does not control Grace, nor does he stalk her, but he does act as a creepy watchdog,
         long before he’s ever even met her. He admits that he has an “obsession” with Grace
         (158). He jokes about it and says, “I’ll court you properly and then it won’t make
         my obsession with you so creepy” (194). Grace likes the way that he looks at her “possessively”
         (282).
      

      
       It doesn’t take long before his presence in her life is so all-encompassing that
         he becomes the centerpiece of her existence. Even when he just gets out of the car
         to go into a candy store, Grace thinks, “As soon as the door closed behind me, I felt
         utterly alone, suddenly assaulted with the vastness of the night, lost without Sam’s
         touch and scent to anchor me” (283). She thinks about her life before Sam and decides,
         “Those were just things I had done while waiting for Sam” (296).
      

      
       To be fair, Sam is equally obsessed with Grace. Without her, he feels lost, living
         in “a hundred moments other than the one I currently occupied” (Forever, 20). Cole notices that the two of them can’t function without each other. They have
         the kind of love that “only worked when you were sure both people would always be
         around for each other” (115). Together, they think of themselves as a sort of “creature”:
         “Grace-and-Sam” (Shiver, 146). They literally cannot function as individuals. They’ve been matched since
         the first time that their eyes met.
      

      
      Reader Responses

      
      Some readers recognize that the relationships in these novels are problematic at best.
         Participants in a Goodreads young adult discussion group[14] were particularly concerned about Patch’s behavior in the Hush, Hush series. Tatiana posted:
      

      
      
         I am one of those who utterly disliked Patch. There was nothing noble or positive
            about him, except for his sexual appeal (which I didn’t quite get). He continually
            harassed Nora, attempted to kill her, held her at a knife point, shoved her around
            in dark places. No wonder Nora called him creepy half of the book.[15] 
         

         
      

      Fellow poster Betsy agreed that while Patch is presented as “hot,” he didn’t have
         many other “redeeming qualities.” Betsy feels like Patch is just “messing with [Nora’s]
         head and making her want him.”[16] Another poster, Britt, finds it hard to relate to Nora: “Yeah, I can’t say that I’ve
         ever met someone that made me think, concurrently, ‘I love you’ and ‘You remind me of a serial killer.’ Usually the latter sentiment negates the former.”[17] Lisa agrees that it’s “odd how people are willing to brush aside the fact that he
         was intending to MURDER the main character.”[18] 
      

      
      Posters on Goodreads call out the Mara Dyer series for the way that it presents Mara and Noah’s relationship. Tatiana posits
         that some readers might find Noah “attractive, amusing, hot even,” but she can’t “work
         up any love for a male lead who is described by Mara’s new best friend as a guy who
         uses and discards his girlfriends ‘like condoms.’”[19] Vinaya critiques the presentation of Noah as a “loving slave” whose job it is to
         protect Mara and “shield her from life’s realities, big and small.”[20] 
      

      
      The Wolves of Mercy Falls series prompts reader concerns about sexual content. A teacher on Common Sense Media,
         an organization that provides families with information and education about popular
         media, was outraged by the portrayal of teen sex, even though the details were so
         oblique that readers may have missed it altogether:
      

      
      
         As a high school English teacher I was shocked, disappointed and actually horrified
            at the glamorization and romanticization of inappropriate sexual behavior between
            these teenagers. What are you reviewers thinking about using the word “tastefully”?
            There is no such thing as tasteful sex between teenagers. Have we all lost our minds
            these days?[21] 
         

         
      

      MizKitty, a seventeen-year-old, agrees that the Mercy Falls series has mature themes. She argues that “youngsters that read this book should
         know that sex is a bad thing to do at seventeen and eighteen.”[22] A twelve-year-old reader suggests that parents or teachers could just black out the
         offending sex scene.[23] 
      

      
      Some readers say that while the male’s behavior in YA paranormal romance might be
         dangerous or just plain creepy, they really love the heroines, so “bad boy” actions
         are forgivable. They argue that love makes them act this way; therefore, the behavior
         is excusable. Amie writes, “I like Patch. Yes, he’s dangerous, and yes he’s brought
         loads of trouble into Nora’s life, but he has saved her life many times and loves
         her a lot. So I’m a fan of Patch.”[24] April says that Patch is her “favorite bad guy character EVER!!!” because he’s “the
         ultimate bad boy.”[25] Flora likes Patch, even though she thinks that he is “quite cliché.” Nevertheless,
         he makes her “all wonderstruck and all.”[26] Annalisa thinks that Sam in the Mercy Falls series is “creepy” because he is always watching Grace, but she still thinks that
         their relationship is “cute and adorable.”[27] The fact that Sam is enamored with Grace makes his stalker tendencies understandable,
         even romantic.
      

      
      That the male leads are so rude, difficult, mean, dangerous, or stalkerish is part
         of what makes them so attractive in the first place, according to many readers. One
         reader said that Patch reminded her of Heathcliff—“a horrible, bad psycho but at the
         same time loveable (or in Patch’s case—lustable).”[28] Another reader said that while sometimes Patch is a jerk, he’s still “oh-so-intriguing.”[29] Reader Michelle admitted that if she knew Patch in real life, she’d “likely stay
         far away,” but “it’s typical for readers to find themselves attracted to the mysterious
         bad boy who’s just misunderstood.”[30] Casey finds the Mara Dyer books “dark” but also very “sexy.”[31] Danielle the Book Huntress is captivated by the relationship between Sam and Grace:
         “Their interactions have a fiery intensity, a soul-deep truth.”[32] 
      

      
      Some readers argue that girls’ passivity and stupidity are the offensive aspects of
         the novels. Dara Weasley writes in reference to Nora, “Oh my gosh, this girl is sooooo
         stupid it made me want to go jump off a cliff. What is her problem?!? How many freakin’
         times does she have to almost die?!? UGH!”[33] Erin felt that Grace and Sam were “a little too Twilight-esque” in that Grace was a “passive” character, one that she describes as a “Bella-like
         woe-is-me” archetype.[34] Jody agrees and calls for more “independent female characters in the YA genre” because
         “girls need a role model!”[35] Joe agrees:
      

      
      
         In what’s becoming a distressing theme in young adult literature aimed at females,
            Stiefvater’s Shiver follows a teenage girl who falls in love with a supernatural creature, and risks
            life and limb to be with him—oftentimes forgetting herself along the way.[36] 
         

         
      

      Young readers posting on Common Sense Media’s site (especially those under the age
         of sixteen) tended to love paranormal romance novels without hesitation or embarrassment
         and balked at the idea of media having any impact on their thinking. One eleven-year-old
         reader chastised other posters for questioning a parent’s reasoning in letting a preteen
         read the book: “My mom read the book, so don’t call her a bad parent. She knows my
         reading capabilities, and how books/TV normally don’t have an influence on me.”[37] Her comment illustrates a pervasive view among readers that what they read simply
         doesn’t affect them, yet the very existence of a site like Common Sense Media suggests
         that parents and educators strongly believe (and worry) that media does have an impact on young people. The existence of a site dedicated to rating YA novels
         and calling out instances of violence, sex, and other adult themes suggests that popular
         culture matters.
      

      
      Conclusions

      
      The most alarming aspect of the narratives discussed is that they revolve around using
         hate as a precursor to love. Violence becomes romantic when it’s done to protect the
         honor of the protagonists. Possessiveness becomes sexy because it’s a tacit acknowledgment
         on the part of the male love interest that other males want to possess the heroine.
         The stories that these three series present about love are, frankly, quite startling.
         The books may be free from graphic sex, but they are teeming with situations where
         girls are objects to be possessed, prizes to be won, virgins to be protected until
         just the right time.
      

      
      Certainly not all paranormal romance follows the same tropes, but it is interesting
         to see how similar three popular series are in terms of how they treat romance, relationships,
         and sex. It seems that paranormal romance is particularly entrenched in post-Twilight narrative strategies that romanticize and idealize virgins in peril. Readers might
         be drawn to such novels because the heroes and heroines must operate in a liminal
         space, just as teens occupy a liminal space between childhood and adulthood (Taylor,
         36). Losing virginity represents the crossing-over point—the signifier for adulthood—just
         as becoming unhuman is a signifier for crossing over to a different worldview, one that’s determined
         by the hero’s paranormal makeup. In losing their virginity, heroines are agreeing
         to leave behind their human (or childhood) worlds and cross over to the paranormal
         (or adult) world. While the couple is merely dating and not having sex, they are both
         in liminal spaces. Both have to occupy two worlds. When they can finally have sex,
         they can once and for all adopt an authentic identity.
      

      
       Other popular paranormal romance novels published since 2005 riff on these virginity
         tropes, pairing innocent young girls (often with hidden supernatural powers) with
         romantic love interests who are often older, more experienced, and potentially dangerous.
         Novels that play with similar narrative themes include the following titles, all of
         which deal heavily with themes of identity and romance:
      

      
      
         	
            
            The Mortal Instruments series, by Cassandra Clare (first book published in 2007), is about a fifteen-year-old
               girl who discovers the gritty underworld of angels and demons. Along the way, she
               discovers her place within that world.[38] 
            

            
         

         
         	
            The Blue Bloods series, by Melissa de la Cruz (first book published in 2007), is about a sophomore
               girl who discovers a world of vampire secrets and begins to question what she is and
               where she comes from.[39] 
            

            
         

         
         	
            The Fallen series, by Lauren Kate (first book published in 2009), is about a teen girl who is
               sent to a reform school where she meets fallen angels and learns the truth about herself.[40] 
            

            
         

         
         	
            The Bloodlines series, by Richelle Meade (first book published in 2011), is about a teen girl who
               bridges the world between humans and vampires.[41] 
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Scores of other paranormal YA novels have been published since 2005 that deal with
         angels, demons, fairies, vampires, werewolves, or other supernatural creatures. Readers
         have voraciously consumed novels that follow the same basic storyline as the Twilight series. The protagonists in these novels can act as heroines only because they are
         virgins. Virginity appears to be a requirement for a paranormal heroine.
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      Chapter 3

      Virginity and Sex in the Dystopia

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         Dystopian novels help people process their fears about what the future might look
               like; further, they usually show that there is always hope, even in the bleakest future.—Lauren Oliver, YA novelist
         

      

      
      
      
         When a man cannot choose, he ceases to be a man.—Anthony Burgess, author of A Clockwork Orange

      

      
      
      The Twilight phenomenon was followed by another major literary event, one that rivaled the vampire
         saga’s astronomical success. Just three years after Twilight’s debut, YA readers went wild for The Hunger Games, by Suzanne Collins, a series in which young people must fight to the death to survive
         a deadly game of violence for the amusement of a nation. While dystopian novels were
         certainly popular before 2008, The Hunger Games trilogy ushered in an unprecedented demand for young adult dystopian books set in
         future worlds where governments control people and require extraordinary and often
         barbaric feats of its people. The primary theme of these books is choice: who has
         it, who doesn’t, who wants it, and who abuses it. Teen protagonists are stuck in societies
         where their individuality and personal desires are squelched by powerful adults who
         control everything. The characters in the Hunger Games, for example, are forced to participate in a violent pageant for the pleasure of
         adults who can control the teens and their families with threats of starvation, extreme
         poverty, and even death.
      

      
       Unlike Twilight, however, the Hunger Games is not fundamentally a romance series. The books do have a romantic element—an element
         that serves as a major plot point—but the overarching narrative of the Hunger Games does not conform to the romance genre. As noted in chapter 1, the Romance Writers
         of America define a romance novel as one that features two characters in love kept
         apart by some obstacle that they overcome to live happily ever after. Katniss and
         Peeta’s romance begins as a means of garnering audience support, a way to save their
         lives. While they do end up together, the novels are not wholly centered on Katniss
         and Peeta’s relationship; instead, the narrative is a heroic adventure story about
         a girl who attempts to topple a government. Katniss and Peeta eventually get married,
         but Katniss is not a blissfully happy bride. She and Peeta both suffer from the trauma
         of what they’ve been through, and they worry what they will tell their children. Both
         are haunted by the violence and destruction that they survived and perpetrated themselves.
      

      
       Other popular YA dystopian books followed suit with strong romantic elements but
         without actually being romance novels. The Divergent series, by Veronica Roth, is often identified by readers as a favorite romantic read;
         however, it does not conform to the structure of a romance novel. The narrative focuses
         on Tris, who fights against a society that divides its people into five sectors based
         on seemingly arbitrary factors.[1] Tris, born into the Abnegation faction, chooses the Dauntless faction. All young
         people can choose a faction, although they are limited to choosing from the five that
         exist. Once an individual chooses, she is bound to that faction. In Tris’s case, she
         disappoints her family with her choice. As a Dauntless, she will have limited contact
         with them. Her situation is further complicated by the fact that she is actually divergent,
         which means that she can fit within multiple factions. Being divergent is, for reasons
         that are not totally clear, a bad thing, so Tris has to hide it. The plot is as complicated
         as it sounds and doesn’t hold up to logical scrutiny; however, millions of readers
         love Tris and her quest to find her true self in a society that allows limited self-expression.
         Tris does have a romance with Tobias, otherwise known as Four, but like Katniss and
         Peeta in the Hunger Games, that romance is not the center of the overarching narrative. Furthermore, Tris and
         Tobias do not get their happily-ever-after. The final book in the series presents
         a plot twist that stunned its legion of fans who desperately wanted the novels to
         be a romantic series.[2] 
      

      
      Despite departing from traditional romance genre conventions, both The Hunger Games and Divergent follow some of the same narrative tropes that serve to romanticize virginity and
         virgins’ lack of agency. Katniss, for instance, is a seemingly tough and independent
         young woman who repeatedly saves herself and Peeta from death. In fact, it is Peeta
         who is willing to sacrifice everything, including himself, for Katniss. But an alternative
         reading flips Peeta’s self-sacrifice on its head: the reality is that Katniss cannot
         survive without Peeta’s help. In the first book, Katniss fabricates a romance with
         Peeta to appeal to viewers, and it’s that charade that helps her to win the games.
         To placate the audience, she is forced to play the role of an innocent young girl
         encountering her first romance. It’s often unclear how much Katniss cares for Peeta
         and how much she is faking for the cameras, which itself is an interesting commentary
         on our culture’s obsession with performing romance. Collins seems to be making an
         interesting argument about the way that consumers of culture demand a formulaic romance
         that fetishizes teen bodies and desires.
      

      
       Veronica Roth’s Divergent series is much less sophisticated than Collins’s Hunger Games series. Roth frequently makes use of virgin-fetishizing tropes as she builds the
         relationship between Tris and Four (Tobias). Part of Tris’s attraction to Four is
         the danger he presents. He tells her, “If I wanted to hurt you, don’t you think I
         would have already?”[3] Tris recognizes that he is “not sweet or gentle or particularly kind. But he is smart
         and brave, and even though he saved me, he treated me like I was strong” (Divergent, 289). She notes that he has “shifting moods” and “something unstable inside of him”
         (311). After their first kiss, Four chastises Tris for freaking out during a fear
         simulation. He says, “Get yourself together! This is pathetic” (344). She responds
         by “[smacking] him so hard” her “knuckles burn with the impact” (345).
      

      
      Later, when Four is under the influence of a simulation, he attacks Tris, beginning
         a massive fight between the two of them. He punches Tris in the jaw. She kicks him
         in the stomach. He pulls her to the floor and grabs her hair. Even when it appears
         that Four is going to beat her to death, she says, “I can’t kill him” (475). Still
         under the influence of the simulation, he gets a gun, but he doesn’t shoot her. Instead,
         he comes out of his trance at the sound of her voice and kisses her passionately (477).
         She reacts as if he hadn’t just been on the verge of killing her. She excuses the
         violence because he wasn’t really himself. But the simulation definitively proves
         that Four could (and does) turn on her under the right circumstances. Her attraction
         to him is tied up in the threat that he presents to her physical safety and her virginity.
         In fact, one of her “fear landscapes” is a bed, which represents her fear of being
         intimate with Four or anyone else (393). Her desire for Four is constant exposure
         to the very thing that she fears most: intimate contact with a man.
      

      
       In spite of the romantic elements in The Hunger Games, Divergent, and other popular dystopian books, in this chapter I focus on series that could
         be classified as both romance and dystopian. I selected titles by searching on Goodreads
         and Amazon for lists of reader favorites. I also selected titles that appeared in
         the top five positions in multiple lists of favorites. The three series that I discuss
         in this chapter are as follows: The Selection series, by Kiera Cass, first published in 2012; The Matched series, by Ally Condie, first published in 2010; and the Delirium series, by Lauren Oliver, first published in 2011. All three series are about futuristic
         societies where young people’s ability to choose lifelong partners is limited by stringent
         governmental rules. In all three series, the romantic partners are torn apart in some
         way but later reunited to presumably live happily ever after together. All three series
         conform to the Romance Writers of America’s definition of a romance novel.
      

      
       Each series presents a dystopian view of love in a slightly different way. The Selection series is about America Singer, a young girl who is selected to compete in a highly
         publicized Bachelorette-style pageant in which teen girls try to win a chance at becoming Prince Maxon’s
         bride. America’s story is complicated by the fact that she already has a serious boyfriend,
         Aspen, who is a lower caste than she—and she isn’t very high on the caste system herself.
         But Maxon represents an opportunity for America to improve the financial and social
         position of her family. See table 3.1 for more information about America and Maxon’s
         relationship.
      

      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            The Selection Series, by Kiera Cass: Maxon and America
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Maxon Schreave

                  
                  
                  	
                     America Singer

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     19

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he can have her punished or killed because he’s the king

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low—she’s in a low caste and has limited to no power

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     America is competing with hundreds of other girls who want to marry him

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Heavy make-out sessions in bedrooms alone

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Maxon and America get married and become king and queen

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

       In the Matched series, Cassia Reyes lives in a society where teens are matched in marriage by an
         all-controlling government. Cassia is matched with her childhood friend Xander Carrow,
         but in spite of society’s rules against individual choice, she falls in love with
         Ky Markham. In Cassia’s world, teens are matched in a matching ceremony, where they
         see an image of their partner on a screen. Cassia is at first relieved when she sees
         Xander on the screen, but she is confused when Xander’s image disappears and she sees
         someone else: Ky. Cassia’s future is uncertain as she sets out to discover why Ky
         appeared on the screen. She eventually learns that they are meant to be together.
         See table 3.2 for more information about Cassia and Ky’s relationship.
      

      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            Matched Series, by Ally Condie: Ky and Cassia
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Ky Markham

                  
                  
                  	
                     Cassia Reyes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he hasn’t been matched with Cassia

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—she hasn’t been matched with Ky

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     The Society forbids them from being together

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Minor kissing

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Implied long-term relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

       In the Delirium series, love is forbidden by law. At the age of seventeen, citizens are given the
         “cure,” a treatment that ensures that they never experience love. Just before being
         cured, Lena Haloway falls in love with Alex, an uncured boy who shows her that love
         is not a disease but a gift. Lena also finds her mother, whom she had presumed dead.
         Her mother was an outcast, someone who could not be cured and who therefore became
         a pariah. See table 3.3 for more information about Lena and Alex’s relationship.
      

      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            Delirium Series, by Lauren Oliver: Alex and Lena
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Alex Sheathes

                  
                  
                  	
                     Lena Haloway

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     19

                  
                  
                  	
                     18/19

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     Maybe

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—Alex hasn’t been cured yet, so he’s considered high risk

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—getting caught falling in love with Alex would mean certain punishment

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     They live in a society that forbids love of any kind

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Heavy make-out sessions alone in hideaways

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     Implied long-term relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

       Not surprisingly, these dystopian romance series present tropes similar to those
         of paranormal romance novels, but the dystopian novels are significantly more complex.
         The plots themselves are critiques of authoritarian controls on individual choice.
         The protagonists must act within a system that denies them the right to feel or express
         love and desire, unless sanctioned by a patriarchal system designed to keep a populace
         in strict control. Heroines challenge that system—and, by extension, societal expectations
         about virtue and purity—but the books ultimately end with girls “matched,” or married
         to their soul mates. While the plots are built around girls who challenge an entire
         political, social, or economic system, the characters’ acts of dissent are revolutionary
         only in the context of their societies. They are still heroic, but their virginity—the
         constellation of characteristics that define them—matters more than what they actually
         do. Once they fight the system and win the right to love their heroes, heroines can
         lose their virginity, and their revolutionary work is presumably done, since that’s
         where the story ends.
      

      
       This chapter describes the four tropes of virginity as they play out in selected
         dystopian romance novels. Specifically, I examine how these narratives simultaneously
         question a dystopic society’s control of young girls’ bodies and desires while fetishizing
         teen bodies as a means of building romantic tension. In each case, the female protagonists
         use desire as a means of rebelling against a society that doesn’t allow them to control
         their own lives or bodies, but the heroines also end the fight just short of changing
         anything other than their right to be with their soul mates.
      

      
      Trope 1: Innocence and Naiveté Are 
Inexplicably Attractive
      

      
      The novels that I examine for this chapter include protagonists who are not only virgins
         but relatively inexperienced in romantic relationships altogether. Authors are careful
         to establish that the heroines are innocent and naïve and therefore beyond reproach.
         The heroines can safely challenge rigid societal rules regulating love and desire
         but only because readers know that they are morally upright, even if adults in their
         own societies don’t recognize them as such. Because the girls are virgins, readers
         know that the characters have pure intent. They aren’t fighting for love just because
         they are horny. They are fighting for their true loves because they alone know what
         is right and good and they must communicate that to the rest of the world.
      

      
      The Selection Series
      

      
      America Singer is surprised to find herself among thirty-four finalists who will compete
         for a chance to marry Prince Maxon, heir to the country’s throne and an extremely
         eligible bachelor. When America meets her competitors, she worries that she won’t
         have a chance because she figures that they will be “much better at seduction than
         I could ever pretend to be.”[4] America is so demure that she doesn’t even want to wear makeup and she only reluctantly
         lets her assigned servants/stylists polish her toenails (The Selection, 91). Her lack of makeup sets her apart from the other girls, who get dolled up to
         meet Maxon, like the girl who “had on so much lipstick she looked like she was bleeding”
         (38).
      

      
      America’s insistence on being pure and looking pure is strategic: The palace actually
         requires “confirmation” that all girls are virgins (59). A girl in the Selection contest
         is considered “a prize.” Even those who don’t marry Maxon will go on to marry “wonderful
         men” (The One, 191). Their virginity will reward them with husbands who can support them and potentially
         move them to a higher caste. Regardless of who the girls end up with, the society
         insists that people wait until marriage to have sex to “keep diseases at bay” and
         “the castes intact” (The Selection, 65). Whoever marries Maxon will be “duty bound to produce heirs.”[5] Nonvirgins cannot be trusted to ensure the royal bloodline.
      

      
      Prince Maxon, however, can do anything that he wants with his harem of competitors.
         The girls cannot legally turn down the prince no matter what he asks them to do (63).
         We later learn that Maxon is a total gentleman and has no intention of using his power
         to get sex. In fact, he’s a virgin too, a status that is very uncommon for heroes
         in popular romantic YA fiction.
      

      
       America recognizes that obeying the abstinence laws makes her a more attractive contestant
         than other girls who are willing to have sex with Maxon. When Maxon discovers that
         all the girls had been warned that they must submit to his every desire, he is appalled. America responds with a catty comment:
         “I can’t imagine many girls would need such a warning. They’re probably waiting to pounce on you” (155). The comment illustrates America’s belief
         that she is a good girl—moral, pure, and honest—in opposition to girls who are willing
         to do anything.
      

      
       Throughout the novels, America makes snap judgments about other girls based on appearance
         alone. America thinks that Fiona looks the same age but “more . . . experienced” (56).
         The ellipsis signifies America’s reluctance to openly call Fiona a nonvirgin, but
         the sentiment is quite clear. America makes other comments that illustrate her belief
         that goodness and virginity are synonymous. When Celeste posits that Marlee, a girl
         whom America befriends, bribed the audience, she tells America that “a girl has more
         than one way she can pay for what she wants” (87). Outraged, America notes that someone
         “as innocent as Marlee would never think about sleeping with someone to get ahead”
         (88).
      

      
       Marlee is a character with a heart of gold,[6] while Celeste is a one-dimensional villain without a sympathetic bone in her body.
         It is important to note that Celeste repents in the final book in the series, but
         for most of the narrative, she is a truly horrible human being. When Marlee is publicly
         tortured for falling in love with a guard, Celeste says, “Got what she deserved. Whore.”[7] In the final book, Celeste calls America a “slut” for wearing a revealing dress (The One, 21). America’s intent is to seduce Maxon, something that she wrongly believes Celeste
         has already done. Celeste is so seemingly wanton that she even flirts with Maxon’s
         father, King Clarkson. When she’s near him, she gives him a “seductive smile.” America
         wonders, “Where were her boundaries?” (The Selection, 139). Not surprisingly, Celeste tries to seduce Maxon when it becomes apparent that
         he is in love with America. America walks in on Maxon “all but pinned to the wall
         by Celeste’s body.” Celeste’s hands are on his chest, and her bare leg is touching
         him. Celeste seems to be “teasing” Maxon (The Elite, 260). Maxon, of course, is merely a victim of Celeste’s seduction.
      

      
      The reality is that Celeste is not a slut at all; in fact, she has never had intercourse—a
         fact that she later admits to America. Interestingly, she also dies in the last book.
         She’s shot by the rebels, along with the key members of the royal family. It seems
         that even a girl just pretending to be a slut can’t have a happy ending.
      

      
       America’s spunky attitude and the attention that Maxon pays her make her an object
         of jealousy. America is clearly Maxon’s favorite from early in the competition, yet
         she’s confused about why the “girls were looking at me funny during dinner” (The Selection, 104). Marlee has to explain that they are “a little nervous because everyone liked
         you so much” (104). America chalks her ignorance up to being homeschooled. Marlee,
         however, explains what it was like interacting with jealous girls back home where
         they all gave “backhanded compliments” or “little remarks” (104). Jealousy is why
         the girls at the place stare “daggers” when America is around (71). Even Kriss, who
         is ostensibly America’s friend, is jealous. When Kriss tells America that she looks
         “stunning,” America is convinced that it was “slightly more accusation than praise”
         (238). When in another instance Kriss says that America looks “trashy,” America responds,
         “Well, you look jealous” (The One, 7). In one scene, America is so beautiful in her dress that Celeste literally tries
         to steal it off of her. America takes the high road: she doesn’t “hate any of the
         girls here, no matter how wrong they might be” (266).
      

      
       Most of the girls’ conversations revolve around who has done what with Maxon. America
         wonders if Kriss has kissed Maxon. She’s relieved when Kriss says, “In my family,
         we sort of have this tradition where we don’t kiss until we’re engaged. Sometimes
         we have a party when people announce their wedding date, and everyone gets to see
         the first kiss. I want that for me” (The Elite, 219). Kriss’s moral convictions are even stronger than America’s. America values
         purity, but she is also willing to make out with Maxon. And they do it often. Celeste,
         in contrast to both America and Kriss, seems to be willing to do anything that Maxon
         wants, including sex. Kriss is at a distinct disadvantage for being too virtuous.
         America alone manages to be both alluring and withholding, a combination that drives
         Maxon wild with desire. The storyline relies on the prospect of sexual activity while
         requiring abstinence. Kriss and Celeste are cardboard characters that represent two
         ends of the virgin spectrum. America’s position is likely the hardest to maintain
         because she has to be a virgin while being wanton enough to make Maxon and readers
         think that she just might have sex. The message seems to be that virgins are sexy
         and sexually tempting but only if they never engage in sex. As readers, we understand
         that America could slip up at any moment and lose her coveted position as a virgin
         (as it seems that Celeste does). Virginity is interesting to us as readers because
         it’s always so close to being compromised.
      

      
       Beyond America’s virginity, part of her appeal is that she doesn’t even realize how
         special she is as a result of her sexy purity, although both Maxon and her ex-boyfriend
         Aspen can see it clearly. America denies that she is anything special, so she is constantly
         confused when either boy recognizes her beauty. She tells Aspen, “Please don’t call
         me gorgeous” (The Selection, 13). She accepts that she is “positively plain” (121) and has absolutely no desire
         to be the center of attention. Aspen reassures her that she is “the most beautiful
         thing” that he’s ever seen (13). Maxon tells her that she needs to “stop looking so
         lovely.” He thinks that she’s “too beautiful” for her “own good.” He jokes that he’ll
         have to send guards with her outside the palace walls because “you’ll never survive
         on your own, poor thing” (251). King Clarkson is confused by all the attention that
         she is getting from Maxon: “I know there are girls offering him more than you’d dream,”
         he says, referring to sex. He goes on, “Do you think someone as plain as you could
         stand a chance next to them?” (The Elite, 319). What the king fails to understand is that America’s purity is what makes her
         so beautiful in the first place. It’s the very thing that makes both Aspen and Maxon
         want to marry her.
      

      
       On the surface, The Selection series seems to present virgins and nonvirgins in the same one-dimensional light
         as the paranormal romance novels discussed in chapter 2. But there is a notable difference:
         The environment in which America and the other girls live creates the tensions between virgins and nonvirgins. If not for the contest itself, the girls
         wouldn’t be obsessing about who goes all the way (Celeste), who doesn’t (Kriss), and
         who can gracefully occupy the middle ground (America). The novel suggests that America’s
         society has created conditions that require a virginity obsession, yet once America
         wins Maxon, she seems to have no interest in making over the selection process, a
         process that will undoubtedly affect her children.
      

      
      The Matched Series
      

      
      Cassia lives in a world that’s obsessed with young love. The Society creates Matches
         that teens must abide by. Young people are allowed to “express physical affection
         with their Match before marriage,[8] but it’s clear that premarital sex is not an option. The characters are almost ridiculously
         inexperienced. Cassia tells Xander, “We shared a spoon. That’s practically kissing”
         (Matched, 145). Xander is slightly more sophisticated: “If you think that, you’ve never been
         kissed before” (146). In fact, Cassia has been kissed, but she admits that it was
         part of harmless and innocent “kissing games” (146). When she finally kisses Xander,
         it’s hardly a make-out session, but it is her “first real kiss” (147). When Cassia
         is reunited with Ky in the last book, she knows that she is “seen and known, if not
         yet touched.”[9] They chastely look at each other, which Xander notes “is like touching” (Reached, 281). Cassia is referring to the fact that she and Ky haven’t yet embraced, but
         the line also points to Cassia’s purity. Even away from Ky, she has not been touched
         by any man save for the almost asexual kiss with Xander. She has saved herself for
         Ky.
      

      
      Cassia’s body, including her virginity, literally belongs to the state. There’s no
         mention of girls who choose their own Matches or choose to engage in premarital sex.
         It’s as if sexual desire doesn’t exist in Cassia’s society. Simply being in the same
         space as Ky is enough to satisfy her yearnings. While sex is outside the scope of
         the story—an activity presumably left unexplored until after marriage—Cassia’s virginity
         is paramount to the overarching narrative. If she were not a virgin, she would be
         cast out of the Society, and she would have no voice to tell her story.
      

      
      The Delirium Series
      

      
      Like the Matched series, the Delirium novels present a world where love is controlled by a government. In fact, love is
         forbidden by law. At the age of seventeen, young people are given a “cure” that will
         prevent them from feeling love for anyone. Sex is permitted after marriage, but without
         the ability to feel love, couples engage in nothing more than procreation. Love and
         desire are rendered juvenile feelings, emotions that only teens experience before
         they are cured and enter into adulthood. Virginity is so strictly regulated that it’s
         illegal for “uncureds” to have any kind of “physical contact.”[10] Lena herself is a rule-following girl who has “never touched a boy” (Delirium, 10). Her Aunt Carol explains “about the expectations of husband and wife,” and Lena
         does wonder “what sex feels like” (262), but she has hardly even spoken to a boy in
         her life, let alone had any physical contact. Her virginity is not a choice: It’s
         a requirement.
      

      
      Lena’s inability to see herself as an attractive sexual being is part of what makes
         her so attractive to Alex. She describes herself as “plain” over and over again, yet
         Alex sees something in her that nobody else can. “I’m not ugly,” she says, “but I’m
         not pretty, either. Everything is in-between” (14). She says almost the same line
         twenty-odd pages later, clarifying that she has a “blurry, in-between-face” that’s
         just “like a thousand other faces you would see on the street” (58). She says later
         that she is “in-between in every way” (393). Alex, she notes, is most definitely “not
         in-between” (58). She finds it “unbelievable that anyone could ever find me pretty”
         (209). She calls herself the “short nondescript girl” (271). She compares herself
         to her beautiful friend Hana. Why, she wonders, would anyone settle for her, “a stale
         cookie,” when Hana is a “big bowl of ice cream, whipped cream and cherries and chocolate
         sprinkles included” (25). When another character, Julian, tells Lena, “You look pretty
         in this light,”[11] she answers, “You must be going blind” (Requiem, 7).
      

      
      Yet Alex loves Lena almost immediately when he first sees her outside running. “Why
         me?” she asks, almost adding, “I’m nobody special” (Delirium, 202). She worries that he’s picked her “at random” or “as a joke” (202). It turns
         out that he saw her jogging and admired how free she looked, like a bird. Alex can
         see in Lena what nobody else can see—and it’s his love that makes her special. With
         Alex, she forgets, “I’m supposed to be plain” (278). Lena’s purity—her complete lack
         of awareness about her desirability or sexuality—is indicative of her modesty, part
         of the constellation of virginity characteristics. Alex’s love awakens in her desire
         and an awareness of her own self-worth.
      

      
       Neither the Matched nor the Delirium series presents a nonvirgin antagonist. The organization of both societies precludes
         that possibility. While Cassia and Lena do question the system by expressing desire
         for forbidden boys, they do so within extremely limited confines and as naïve and
         innocent virgins. They live in such controlling societies that any desire—even relatively
         chaste kissing—is forbidden. By these rules, it doesn’t take much to go from virgin
         to slut, so the heroines must be very careful. The novels may very well be explicitly
         or implicitly critiquing systems that control female bodies with such overbearing
         measures as to functionally neuter their citizens if they want to remain in good standing.
      

      
      Trope 2: Virgins Need Virginity Guardians

      
      In spite of being virgins, the heroines of all three series feel desire and tempt
         themselves almost constantly. They are frequently alone with their love interests,
         hiding from adults who want to keep them apart. In all three cases, characters engage
         in behaviors that are illegal. If caught, they would face severe consequences, possibly
         even death. The male love interests must be ever vigilant about protecting their mates
         because losing virginity is synonymous with losing their citizenship or even their
         lives.
      

      
       In each series, the heroine is wildly attracted to a boy whom she cannot have. The
         desire to engage in physical behavior is so strong that the couples narrowly avoid
         having sex, an action that could have dire consequences. The male romantic leads sometimes
         act as virginity guardians—particularly in America’s case in The Selection series—but the state also serves as a guardian of female bodies. The state ensures
         that couples must wait until they are married, which happens shortly after the age
         of seventeen. Marriage is the ultimate goal because it means that the couple can finally
         have sex. Having unmarried sex is objectively bad in these worlds, but getting married
         before the age of eighteen to engage in sex is not only acceptable—it is required.
      

      
      The Selection Series
      

      
      America is the sole character in the three series who openly admits that she’s a virgin
         only because she’s required to be. Before she goes to the palace to be part of the
         Selection, she is a regular lower-caste girl from Carolina who is in love with her
         childhood boyfriend, Aspen Leger. America admits that she would have sex with Aspen
         if she could. They spend hours kissing in a treehouse so “feverishly and hard” that
         America wonders why he doesn’t leave “finger-shaped bruises all over [her]” (The Selection, 22). Aspen likes to get her aroused because he enjoys the sound of her “raspy breathing”
         as much as her singing (22). America admits that they are always “cautious, stopping
         shy of the things we really wanted” (22). They have to be smart because if they “went
         any further, and there was every evidence of it, we’d both be thrown in jail” (46).
         It’s Aspen who backs away, telling America that “one day you will fall asleep in my
         arms every night” but not until marriage. “We’re pushing our luck,” Aspen tells her,
         as their make-out sessions get hotter and hotter (46).
      

      
       People marry young, America muses, because “waiting is torture” (46). That might
         explain why she’s so eager to marry Aspen, a vanilla lump who has almost zero personality.
         When Aspen encourages her to be part of the Selection as a way of testing their love,
         America is indignant. “I don’t want to be some princess. All I want is to be your
         wife” (21). She even calls her desire to be Aspen’s wife her life’s “great ambition”
         (15). All she wants is “for Aspen to touch me, kiss me” (15), and she dreams of the
         children that she will one day have with him. Aspen could marry America and lawfully
         have sex with her, but he’s afraid that he won’t be able to provide for her and their
         future children. America’s father warns her that if she marries someone from a lower
         caste (as Aspen is), she might end up hating him if he can’t provide for her and her
         children.
      

      
       On her last night before she leaves for the palace, America brings a starving Aspen
         some food. Surprisingly, he’s livid. “America, I’m supposed to be providing for you.
         It’s humiliating for me to come here and have you do all this for me. I’m not some
         charity case, America. I’m supposed to be a provider” (49). Aspen’s fear that he isn’t
         good enough for America is exactly why he wanted her to participate in the Selection
         in the first place and why he so closely guarded her virginity. He knows that America’s
         life is at stake if she gives in and has sex with him. America herself admits later
         she is “glad I’d been forced to save myself” (65). Whether she sees Aspen or the state
         as the enforcer is unclear, but her passive attitude suggests that she doesn’t choose
         to preserve her own virginity; it’s a choice that’s made for her.
      

      
       Once America is away from Aspen, she is physically drawn to Prince Maxon. She resists
         falling for him, but she finds that she just can’t help herself. Maxon makes her “pulse
         race” (The Elite, 78) and her “bones feel weak” (80). It’s hard “to think rationally” when Maxon looks
         at her (138). Even when she is mad at Maxon for making out with Celeste, she feels
         a “warm buzz of electricity.” She’s forced to admit that she still “wanted it” (260).
         The “it” clearly refers to sex, if not Maxon explicitly.
      

      
       When King Clarkson tells America that the other girls are making “physical advances”
         toward Maxon, she decides to take matters into her own hands and seduce him (The One, 6). It becomes Maxon’s responsibility to resist her and protect her from her own
         base instincts. But America thinks that if she has sex with him, he’ll choose her
         to marry, and she will then “be Maxon’s” forever (6). So she puts on a sexy dress
         and hopes that “with any luck, this dress would be on the floor pretty soon” (8).
         She describes her plan as “taking down a man” (9).
      

      
       Maxon is certainly tempted by her. He comes to her room and starts kissing her neck.
         She reminds herself to “focus” because she needs “some level of control” (11). She
         guides his hand to her dress zipper, “hoping that would be enough” (12). That’s when
         Maxon bursts out laughing as he says, “I always wondered what it would be like to
         see you try” (12). Then he simply leaves. America is humiliated, so much so that she
         asks her maids to dress her in a “demure dress” the next day (14). In the light of
         day, she realizes that seduction is not part of her “character” (13). Maxon tells
         her that she was “very tempting,” but “you’re not that girl” (17). America admits
         that she wouldn’t have tried to seduce him “if you had told me that Celeste and I
         were at about the same point with you physically” (26). She realizes how lucky she
         is to have Maxon protecting her from her own bad decisions that threaten her virginity,
         especially given that the other girls are retaining theirs.
      

      
       Even after Maxon finally chooses America—something that readers can see coming a
         mile away—he protects America’s virginity before the actual marriage. America continues
         to tempt Maxon, hoping he’ll relent and give in to her. She says, “I was going crazy,
         wanting so much more of him, aching to know if he’d let me have it” (269). America’s
         use of the word “let” underscores her knowledge—and acceptance—that Maxon is making
         the decisions. Her use of the word “it” again demonstrates that America wants sex
         as much or more than she wants Maxon. “I can’t, America,” he tells her, “not like
         this” (27). It’s a strange statement because they are safely ensconced in her room
         and engaged to be married. There are no longer societal rules forbidding sex; Maxon
         has the power to override any such rules. He simply says that he wants to wait for
         a “proper honeymoon” (271). Maxon withholds sex to ensure that she stays pure until
         she is officially married to him. He is presumably preserving her virginity for moral
         reasons, and she agrees only because she has no choice. America needs Maxon to help ensure her moral virtue.
      

      
       The final book in the series ends before Maxon and America get married, but readers
         can assume that they will wait until the honeymoon to finally have sex. Maxon is quite
         clear about his feelings regarding premarital sex with America. Maxon’s virginity
         certainly presents an interesting angle to the story; in fact, he’s actually less
         experienced than America is. Maxon’s purity, however, seems to be more a function
         of his position as prince rather than any deep-seated philosophical beliefs. Like
         America, he is a virgin because the rules say that he has to be, not because he recognizes
         inherent value in it for himself. America’s virginity is obviously a different story.
      

      
      The Matched Series
      

      
      Cassia is the least sexually assertive of the heroines in the three series, which
         means that she is the least in need of a boy to guard her virginity. While she’s not
         explicitly interested in sex, she does want to kiss Xander, her state-sanctioned Match.
         But she waits for him to make the first move. Once he does, she wants him to kiss
         her again “so that I know that what I feel for him is real” (Matched, 183). She even cries one night when Xander doesn’t kiss her. “There are too many
         people watching,” he protests, although he adds that “it’s allowed as long as you
         are Matched” (195). Clearly, it is he who is uncomfortable with kissing. When he doesn’t
         kiss her after a third date, she leans over and kisses him “right on the lips” (201).
         Oddly, by that time, she already knows that she’s “falling for Ky” (201). Kissing
         Xander is less about expressing her own wants and more about testing her desire for
         Ky. The kiss with Xander reiterates how badly she wants Ky.
      

      
       While Cassia does want to express her physical desire for Ky, she waits for him to
         make the first move, even for the most innocuous of touches. When Ky hands her an
         envelope, she wishes that his hand had touched hers. Another time when she’s with
         Ky, she thinks that he is finally going to touch her, but she is let down when he
         doesn’t. “I feel a disappointment,” she says (210), which is indicative of the level
         of emotion that any of the characters in the series have. The world they live in is
         frustratingly absent of any real passion.
      

      
       Cassia eventually becomes increasingly frustrated waiting for Ky to make a move.
         She just wants “the constant hungry waiting” to be over (229). Eventually, Ky kisses
         her on the cheek, but they both know that they can’t go further: “For once we do that,
         the Infraction will have been committed” (262). Presumably for that reason, Cassia
         and Ky have almost no physical interaction throughout the entire series, but when
         they do, Ky initiates, and Cassia revels in what she calls the “waiting and the want”
         (Reached, 512).
      

      
       Cassia clearly recognizes that her desires cannot be acted on. The fact that she
         waits for Xander to give her a harmless peck or for Ky to brush his fingers against
         her hand demonstrates how completely she has surrendered her body and her desire to
         the boys who in turn are obliged to follow the rules set forth for them. Cassia’s
         feelings for Ky are as close to rebellion as she can get in a society that dictates
         every aspect of physical and emotional desire. The state itself acts as the ultimate
         virginity guardian. Cassia’s challenge to it is so mild as to hardly be a challenge
         at all, yet given the confines of the Society, Cassia’s desire to love someone of
         her choosing represents a challenge that is every bit as rebellious as endangering
         her virginity.
      

      
      The Delirium Series
      

      
      Lena is immediately attracted to Alex, even though she knows that it’s wrong to have
         those feelings. When he’s near, she feels ready to “have a heart attack” or “melt
         into a puddle” (Delirium, 121). Alex makes her heart do a “frantic winging in my chest, spinning higher and
         higher, until I’m sure it’s going to carry me off” (129). She describes their connection
         as “a zipping, humming energy” (130). When he takes off his shirt, she feels like
         “a thousand tiny birds have been released in my chest” (200). Lena and Alex tempt
         themselves by sneaking out to abandoned places where Lena starts to “explore other
         parts of his body” (233). She even lets him look at her with her shirt off, something
         she’s never done before. When they are together, they are practically joined at the
         lips. Lena says, “We kiss so much that when we’re not kissing it feels weird, like
         I get used to breathing through his lips and into his mouth” (233). She can’t help
         herself; she feels compelled to kiss him whenever he is near: “I need it as much as
         I’ve ever needed anything” (216).
      

      
       While Alex and Lena do want to be together physically, Alex doesn’t have to protect
         Lena’s virginity. They never get to a point where they even consider having sex. Both
         recognize that even feeling love for one another is wrong. Lena is so enmeshed in the cultural mores that she
         feels guilty “just for thinking about a boy” (64). Her virginity is a central part
         of her identity, and she knows that she’s expected to have sex only with her husband,
         a man that she’s guaranteed not to love or desire. Like Cassia and Ky, Lena and Alex
         exist in a society that guards virginity under threat of punishment.
      

      
       Loving Alex is her rebellion against the system. They fight to be near each other
         and to have the right to openly love each other. Sex is presented as an expression
         of their love, an activity that is enhanced because they have the capability to feel
         emotions toward each other. In some ways, the series functions as a critique of a
         society that separates sex and love, creating couples like Lena’s aunt and uncle,
         who tolerate each other but clearly have no deep feelings for each other.
      

      
      Trope 3: Virgins Have Destined Soul Mates

      
      In spite of the fact that the girls in these novels live in societies that have turned
         abstinence into a moral and legal imperative, the characters find love as a result
         of fate. Because the protagonists are brought to their forbidden male love interests
         by destiny, they cannot be blamed for wanton desire. They are breaking the rules only
         because they recognize a predetermined plan, something that no reader can fault them
         for. Following their destiny is what sets them apart from girls who break the rules
         for their own gain or for lack of obedience or self-discipline.
      

      
      The Selection Series
      

      
      America hardly ever makes a decision about her love life on her own; instead, she
         waits for Maxon to recognize that they are meant to be together because of some unnamable
         force. She hesitates to call it “fate,” but she admits that it does “seem bigger than
         anything I’d known before” (The One, 83). She’s right that, technically, destiny did not bring her to Maxon. It’s Aspen,
         her first boyfriend, who convinces her to do the Selection as a means of improving
         her life and that of her family. The Selection is a sacrifice for both of them: Aspen
         gives up America to allow her a chance to decide if she really loves him. She gives
         up her home, family, and a safe relationship for the good of her family. Once she
         falls for Maxon, she chooses to stay in the competition because of her emotional connection
         and physical attraction to him that she simply can’t deny. By the end of the series,
         readers find out that Aspen was right all along. America just needed the opportunity
         to find the man she truly loves.
      

      
       Once America recognizes that she’s meant to be with Maxon, she has to wait for him
         to figure it out, too. In fact, she spends much of the final book of the series waiting
         for Maxon to send the other girls home. But Maxon doesn’t want to be hasty. He tells
         her that he doesn’t want to be pressured into making a decision. “When people push
         me,” he says, referring to the pressure to propose, “it makes me crazy” (11). America
         agrees: “You should be in charge of this” (11).
      

      
       Maxon does love America, but he hasn’t yet recognized that destiny is calling. Queen
         Amberly, his mother, tells America to be patient and to remember that “you don’t choose
         him; he chooses you” (The Selection, 53). By the end of the final book, Maxon finally chooses America because he recognizes
         that they are meant to be together. “This isn’t happily ever after,” America says.
         “It’s so much more than that” (The One, 323). Their relationship is presented as something bigger than a mere teen romance.
         Her relationship with Aspen doesn’t last, because it doesn’t have the emotional heft
         that her connection with Maxon does.
      

      
      The Matched Series
      

      
      Cassia never acts as the agent in her own life except when it happens by accident.
         While the series itself is a critique of an overbearing society that provides no choices,
         Cassia’s relationship with Ky is driven as much by forces outside her control as her
         relationship with Xander is driven by the Society.
      

      
       Cassia believes that Xander is her Match, her mate chosen by the Society and, thus,
         her fate. Her first chaste kiss with Xander “feels right, sweeter than I expected’
         (Matched, 147). But the image of Ky, which she sees as a result of a glitch during her Match
         ceremony, stays in her mind. She wonders if kissing Ky “might be more than sweet”
         (229). Because Ky is not her Match—and is therefore forbidden to her—she begins to
         think that “people should be able to choose who they Match with” (246). When Ky says he loves her, Cassia describes it this way:
         “Lightning. Once it has forked, hot-white, from sky to earth, there is no going back”
         (275). She’s drawn to Ky because of destiny, and the Society gets in the way of that.
      

      
       In an interesting twist, we learn in the last book that it is Cassia who unwittingly
         added Ky’s name to the Matching pool (Reached, 470). Cassia hypothesized that the Society had no system for catching two Matches
         because it believed that such an occurrence would never happen—because it believed
         so strongly in “only one perfect Match for each person” (471). It is fate against all odds—not the Society—that
         leads Cassia to him.
      

      
       Cassia ends up with Ky because he picks her, not the other way around. Ky tells her
         that he would “choose her again, and again, and again” (493). His statement underscores
         how little agency Cassia has. She waits to be chosen. She waits for her fate to be
         revealed to her. Her ability to act is limited by her near-complete devotion to the
         Society and its expectations for her, and when the Society is not guiding her, she’s
         led by Ky.
      

      
      The Delirium Series
      

      
      Lena and Alex don’t choose each other, but they are drawn together by a force that
         Lena cannot explain. When Lena first meets Alex, she says, “The world seems to freeze
         for an instant” (Delirium, 53). They shake hands, and “a tiny electrical shock buzzes through me” (55). His
         eyes “light my whole body on fire” (61). Thinking about him makes her “dizzy” (62).
         Hearing his voice causes the blood to stop “flowing in my veins” (118). When she can’t
         decide whether to secretly meet him, she opts to just leave it to “luck, or fate,
         or whatever you want to call it” (66).
      

      
       Lena’s society has set up a system where the kind of instant attraction that she
         experiences with Alex is forbidden. The cure ensures that all teens grow up to be
         adults “cured, tagged and labeled and paired and identified and placed neatly on our
         life path, perfectly round marbles set to roll down even, well-defined slopes” (81).
         Lena’s act of rebellion is not a choice; it is a matter of fate and Alex himself.
      

      
       Alex acts as the agent of Lena’s choices. In the final book, he pretends that he
         doesn’t love her anymore, in a misguided attempt to let her be with another boy that
         she doesn’t love as much. Only when Alex determines that the time is right does he
         tell Lena he still loves her. Her destiny is complete when Alex determines that they
         can be together. Lena’s relationship with Alex is built on his actions and her willingness
         to follow suit.
      

      
      Trope 4: Danger Is Sexy and Tempting

      
      The three heroines in each series are drawn to love interests who will make their
         lives more difficult in some ways. They frequently recognize that they ought to stay
         away from the boys, particularly when their lives are at stake. Still, they find themselves
         in situations where their safety is at risk. Rather than run away, they stay and escalate
         the relationship.
      

      
      The Selection Series
      

      
      America risks her life by acting on her attraction to her ex-boyfriend, Aspen, a palace
         guard, while she’s vying for Maxon’s attention. Being with Aspen is dangerous because
         America is considered “property of Illéa” (The Selection, 58). She can be executed for even corresponding with someone other than Maxon. While
         Aspen is not violent, he is aggressive and knowingly puts America in situations that
         could get them both killed. In one scene, Aspen sneaks into her room and rips her
         blankets off “in a move both graceful and violent.” America admits that she “should
         have protested.” Aspen pushes her face to his and kisses her “feverishly.” She tries
         to “work up the will to tell him to stop,” but she can’t. She lets his “hands travel
         up and down my legs.” She tells him, “They’ll kill you for doing this.” He dramatically
         replies, “If I don’t, I’ll die anyway” (291). In another scene, Aspen grabs her from
         behind and jerks her toward him to give her a “deep, rough kiss” with his hands pulling
         her to him. America says that it’s “as if he forgot the danger” as “the kiss deepened”
         (The Elite, 147). America describes how Aspen feels about her in ways that make her seem like
         an object. He is constantly “drinking” her in (The Selection, 48); his “eyes rake over” her (The Elite, 78); he touches her so hard that she worries she’ll bruise, yet she never asserts
         herself, even when she knows that she wants Maxon instead of Aspen. It’s Aspen who
         finally recognizes that he must let her go for her own good.
      

      
       Being with Maxon presents its own physical threat. While Maxon himself is about as
         threatening as a teddy bear, his father, King Clarkson, does not approve of America
         and does not want Maxon to choose her. When America is too mouthy, Maxon volunteers
         to take a beating at the hands of his father. “I was afraid that if he didn’t have
         me, he’d want you,” Maxon says (284–85). America has good reason to fear King Clarkson’s
         punishments. When her friend Marlee is caught with a soldier, she is publicly flogged.
         In the end, America and Maxon are free to marry, but it’s only after King Clarkson
         is murdered and Maxon and America are safe from his abusive reprisals.
      

      
      The Matched Series
      

      
      The Matched series presents male characters who are kind and gentle. They never pose a threat
         to Cassia; instead, the threat is entirely from the Society. By choosing Ky, Cassia
         must go against everything that she believes is right and against the laws of her
         country. In spite of how dangerous Cassia’s situation is, the books are free from
         graphic and violent descriptions about what happens to girls who go against the Society’s
         wishes. While readers may not get the same level of description about fear and violence
         as they do in the other books, the Matched series clearly presents a character who cannot act on her own desire without fear
         of legal reprisal. Ky, however, presents no danger to her, which makes their relationship
         relatively healthy, compared to the paranormal relationships discussed in chapter
         2 and the relationships in the contemporary romance novels that I discuss in chapter
         4.
      

      
      The Delirium Series
      

      
      Alex is not presented as a danger on his own, but Lena’s feelings for him are certainly
         dangerous. With him, she does things that could get both of them killed, including
         leaving the confines of their home in Portland, Maine, and wandering around the Wilds
         where the uncureds roam.
      

      
       When the two first meet, Lena is suspicious of him. She finds him annoying, so much
         so that she wants to “reach out and slap him” (Delirium, 56). She’s also “frightened of him,” and even when the fear subsides, she “still
         doubts him” (122). When she finds out he’s uncured, she becomes even more scared.
         She compares him to “vampires” and “werewolves”: “things that will rip into you, tear
         you to shreds. Deadly things” (151). She admits that she loves him, but she knows
         that doing so might “kill me” (208). Even after she is satisfied that he won’t kill
         her, she is “almost frightened” of his “absolute and utter perfection” (296). Lena
         understands that loving him will be her undoing, yet she refuses to give him up.
      

      
       Like Ky in the Matched series, Alex himself presents no immediate threat to Lena. Alex is presented as a
         kind, generous, giving, and caring boyfriend who would be ruined by the Society if
         he were given the cure. If not for the rules of the state, Alex and Lena’s relationship
         would be sweet, romantic, and even healthy.
      

      
       Both the Delirium and Matched series might be commenting on the outcome of a world that militantly controls the
         emotions of its citizens. Rather than becoming better people, citizens surrender the
         qualities that make them well-rounded and productive humans. Ky and Alex’s rebellion
         is an attempt to preserve what makes both people worth loving.
      

      
      Reader Responses

      
      Some readers on discussion forums recognized the obvious romantic tropes in the novels,
         especially in The Selection series, which, of the three, sticks closest to the romance genre. Vanessa says that
         America is “a Mary Sue” who is “also a dumb, lovestruck teenager.” She says, “I think
         I’m pretty close to having bruxism [a condition that causes teeth grinding] listed
         on my medical and dental records if I read any more books with lovestruck teenagers
         in a romance that will not work in the long-term.”[12] Vanessa is correct that these dystopian romance novels seem to take for granted that
         teen love, forged in unusually high-stakes circumstances, will last forever.
      

      
      Other Goodreads commenters critiqued author Kiera Cass’s lack of world building. Some
         thought that her series wasn’t dystopian enough and therefore suffered from an ill-conceived
         marketing plan that billed The Selection as the next Hunger Games. In fact, the only thing that the two series have in common is a televised competition.
         Some readers suggested that the series was too much like The Bachelor and other reality TV shows to be taken seriously. The dystopian setting seemed superfluous
         since America and Maxon’s televised romance is hardly different from any number of
         staged romances, or showmances, that we can see on any network or basic cable reality TV show.
      

      
       Goodreads commenter Kira is arguably The Selection’s most critical reader:
      

      
         This book actually isn’t the worst book I’ve ever read. But I suppose the merit of
            that statement is little, considering that the worst book I ever read was Mein Kampf. There’s your praise, The Selection! You’re better than Mein Kampf. Give yourself a pat on the back.[13] 
         

      

      Many readers unreservedly loved the series for its romance and beautiful dresses (described
         in detail in the novels and pictured on the elegant covers). Erin Gross, on her Goodreads
         review, says that The Selection is “a breathtaking journey [of] a young girl finding her way.”[14] Even those who found the plotting slow agreed that America’s journey is one that
         young girls can relate to. America’s decision between Aspen and Maxon is more than
         just a choice about whom she loves more: she’s also choosing the lifestyle that she
         wants to live and the person whom she wants to be. The fact that she selects Maxon,
         the prince, and that he chooses her back demonstrates America’s determination to be
         something more than she was before. That’s certainly a storyline that many teens can
         relate to as they too struggle with their identities and who they hope to become.
      

      
      Common Sense Media praised The Selection books for being “tame” in terms of how they present sex. Parents and kids both rated
         them highly because Maxon and America wait until marriage to have sex. Readers commonly
         referred to the series as “cute.”[15] 
      

      
      The Matched series garnered some of the same criticism as The Selection series in terms of plotting and world building. Some Goodreads reviewers said that
         the characters and the plot were bland and slow. Many readers described Cassia as
         boring to the point of being annoying. Even readers who loved the storyline admitted
         that characterization and structure are definite weak points for Ally Condie as a
         writer.[16] 
      

      
      One reader, Elizabeth, wrote that the narrative “lacked spirit”: “Cassia seemed so
         dull and the only times she was truly emotional was due to other people. If Ky hadn’t
         shown up on her portscreen that day, she would have happily gotten married to Xander.”[17] Elizabeth is right that Cassia’s decisions are predicated upon events out of her
         control. To be fair, Cassia lives in a world that doesn’t allow her much agency, so
         being a spiritless character is in keeping with the world in which she lives. Choosing
         Ky as opposed to Xander is hardly an earth-shattering event, but in the context of
         the Matched world, that choice changes Cassia’s life and her entire world philosophy.
      

      
      Phoebe, another reader on Goodreads, agrees with Elizabeth that Cassia’s story is
         “repetitive and plodding.” The relationship between Ky and Cassia, she adds, “has
         none of the heat of genuine teen love, or even the unfulfilled promise and pain that
         we see in, say, Twilight. This isn’t just passion put off for later. It’s a relationship that might as well
         be between asexuals.”[18] 
      

      
      What Phoebe considers a fault in the series is exactly what many parents and educators
         on Common Sense Media found praiseworthy. Reviewers frequently referred to the books
         as good, clean entertainment for young readers. Commenters praised Condie for writing
         a story that had limited violence and almost no sexual content.[19] The Matched series certainly does downplay any type of sexual relationship between Cassia and
         Ky. Even the kissing scenes lack much in the way of passion. While some readers may
         find that appropriate for younger readers, one might argue that Matched does nothing to challenge virgin fetish tropes; instead, Condie mostly avoids dealing
         with the very real desires of teenagers in love.
      

      
      Delirium fans praised author Lauren Oliver for presenting a believable romance, one that readers
         can relate to. Goodreads reviewer Natalie admitted that she has fallen in love with
         Alex.[20] Jessica agreed and praised the book for emphasizing her favorite literary theme:
         “Love can conquer all.”[21] Other readers were irritated when Alex and Lena broke up and Lena began a relationship
         with Julian. Readers chastised Lena for forgetting who taught her “how to love.”[22] Other readers reiterated that first love should always come first because “first
         love never passes.”[23] One reader was downright angry that Lena “tried to move on after she assumed Alex
         was dead.” She writes, “I mean seriously! She said she loved him!!!”[24] 
      

      
      Some readers criticized Lena for being too good to be true. One reader says that Lena
         is just “too much of a typical YA heroine.”[25] A poster called Stormy felt like Lena was “one of those YA characters that are like,
         ‘I’m not pretty. No one would ever fall in love with me.’”[26] These readers are responding to Lena’s prototypical character, one who has trouble
         making decisions and is consumed with choosing between two boys. One reader responded
         to a Julian-versus-Alex discussion board in this way:
      

      
         Hells. I hope she doesn’t choose either. I mean, I’m sick of all these authors making
            the strong female lead go all floppy with all their wishy-washy emotions! I hope she
            says screw you to both of them, and walks away and maybe goes and lives in Fiji. When
            will authors realize that GIRLS DO NOT NEED GUYS TO SURVIVE!![27] 
         

      

      Parents and educators on Common Sense Media rated the Delirium series almost as high as Matched. (Delirium received three of five stars, and Matched got four. According to the ratings system on the site, three and four stars each
         mean that the book is educational.) Their only point of concern with Delirium is when Alex takes Lena’s shirt off, a scene that parents worried would send a bad
         message.[28] Interestingly, many readers responded positively to the physical relationship between
         Lena and Alex. Their desire to be together—but not being able to because of society’s
         rules—is part of what makes the book “unique.”[29] 
      

      
      Conclusions

      
      Paranormal and dystopian romance novel heroines certainly share similar characteristics.
         But there are notable differences. Unlike the every-girl protagonists in the paranormal
         novels that I discuss in chapter 2, the dystopian heroines presented here are special,
         chosen, and different from any other girl. They have to be unique because they take
         on authority and fight for their right to love whom they want, something that paranormal
         characters don’t have to do. Presumably, no other person in the world of Matched or Delirium has fought the system until now. Cassia and Lena are singular in their attempt to
         change an accepted system of government and social practice. America is special too
         because she dares to question the rules and practices of the Selection. Maxon falls
         in love with her precisely because she refuses to play by the rules—rules that have
         been in place for years.
      

      
      In each series, a society attempts to force young girls into loveless unions as a
         way to further a government’s political, economic, and social reach. By fighting against
         it, the girls critique a system of power that uses them as pawns. The narratives subtly
         present virginity as a tool of the state, something used to commodify the girls. All
         three girls are valuable as a result of their virginity. At the same time, their virginity
         allows them to be revolutionary. America wouldn’t even have a shot at Maxon’s hand
         if she were not a virgin. Cassia would not be in a Match ceremony if not for her virgin
         status, and Lena would not be a member of her society if she had engaged in any kind
         of sexual activity.
      

      
       While the books seem to critique a system that makes pawns of girls, the characters
         themselves remain conservative in their desires. They aren’t fighting for the right
         to have sex or be valuable regardless of their sexual activities; instead, they are
         fighting to be married, the very thing that the Society wants for them in the first
         place. The only difference is that the girls want to be free to choose their own mates;
         they don’t want to be free from a system that requires traditional pairs bound in
         marriage and eventually children. Their dreams deviate only mildly from what their
         society requires in the first place.
      

      
       In spite of the fact that these books present strong female characters who have the
         courage and fortitude to fight something much bigger than they are, their strength
         is undermined by their romantic relationships. All three characters realize they are
         special only when a boy validates it. America is in the Selection because of Aspen.
         Before that, she has presumably never before considered the injustice of her society’s
         rules. Cassia has no revolutionary agenda and fully intends to marry Xander and live
         happily ever after. She fights the system only because she sees Ky and is immediately
         attracted to him, pulled by a force that she can’t explain. Lena is willing to submit
         to the cure until she meets Alex and feels the pull toward him that she can’t resist.
         If Alex had refused to interact with her, she would have become loveless just like
         everyone else in her culture.
      

      
       The books may challenge extreme rules of dystopian societies, but the complete narratives
         present characters who fight for what amounts to a traditional system recognizable
         to readers as our own: one that still romanticizes and commodifies virginity. All
         three books culminate with marriage (or implied marriage), yet the brides are still
         teenagers. They remain virginal until they are allowed—by the laws of the state and
         moral custom—to give in to their desires. By marrying and settling into a happily-ever-after,
         the characters may find their own contentment, but the system remains basically intact,
         an obstacle for future girls who are simply not as special or as virginal as the heroines.
         Each book ends with the beginning of a new status quo that looks an awful lot like
         the old system.
      

      
       In The Selection series, Maxon and America become king and queen of Iléa. Maxon surprises America
         when he tells her that he has already taken steps to “dissolve the castes” (The One, 313). He doesn’t, however, suggest changing anything about the Selection process
         itself. If Maxon and America have a child, he or she will presumably have to go through
         the same process that America had to endure, one that controls the desire and agency
         of all the people involved.
      

      
       Cassia in the Matched series is certainly the weakest of all three heroines and arguably the least courageous,
         yet she does recognize the need for people to choose their lives for themselves. The
         series ends with members of the community voting—a strong message that Cassia and
         Ky’s plight does spark some social change or at least the beginning of it, but the
         extent of change is unclear. By not clarifying the future of the Society, Condie suggests
         that Cassia and Ky’s individual plight is not representative of a larger societal
         shift.
      

      
       Lena, in the Delirium series, ends her story with the most revolutionary message of the three series: she
         urges everyone to “take down the walls” (Requiem, 391). Lena recognizes that it’s the cultural rules and values that require a girl
         to be passive, to wait to be noticed by a boy who will choose her and unlock her ability
         to love and experience desire. Lena’s fight to “pull, and pull, and pull” against
         “the hard stuff, the links of metal and chink, the fragments of stone filling your
         stomach” (391) is her critique of the system, one that controlled her and everyone
         else in it.
      

      
       Other YA dystopian novels present similar stories of girls denied the right to choose
         their own romantic paths. Novels that follow themes similar to those I have presented
         here include the following:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Under the Never Sky series, by Veronica Rossi (first book published in 2012),[30] features a teen protagonist, Aria, who lives in a protected dome. When her mother
               goes missing, she travels to the outside, where she meets a savage with whom she just
               happens to fall in love and have sex.
            

         

         
         	
            Legend series, by Marie Lu (first book published in 2011),[31] tells the story of a teen prodigy, June, who becomes tied up with a criminal from
               the slums, Day, who presents the key to solving the mystery of her brother’s murder.
            

         

         
         	
            Chemical Garden series, by Lauren DeStefano (first book, Wither, published in 2011),[32] presents a world where the human life span is only twenty years for women and twenty-five
               for men. When Rhine, the heroine, is kidnapped and taken as a bride for Linden, who
               legitimately loves her, she has to figure out how to escape and find her twin brother
               before she dies in four years.
            

         

         
         	
            Eve series, by Anna Carey (first book published in 2011),[33] tells the story of Eve, who is about to graduate from her all-girls school. Eve lives
               in a world where 98 percent of the population has died as a result of an epidemic.
               What she doesn’t know is what happens to graduates of the school that she’s attending.
               Eve escapes and meets a boy who might be able to help her avoid the fate of other
               girls.
            

         

      

      
      These and other dystopian novels riff on the themes that I’ve identified in different
         ways; however, they share an emphasis on special and virginal heroines whose agency
         is often validated and limited by the boys whom they love. While some of these books
         present sexual relationships and some don’t, they feature virginal protagonists whose
         innocence is central to their ability to change the world. Popular YA dystopian novels
         suggest that girls can be heroines and change the world but only if they are pure
         enough and only if they are fighting to maintain the right to engage in long-term
         committed heterosexual relationships.
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      Chapter 4

      Virginity and Sex in
 Contemporary Teen Romance
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         They spoil every romance by trying to make it last forever.—Oscar Wilde
         

      

      
      
         A historical romance is the only kind of book where chastity really counts.—Barbara Cartland, romance novelist
         

      

      
      
      The post-Twilight years brought a glut of paranormal and dystopian novels. Contemporary teen fiction
         took a backseat to the Twilight look-alikes and The Hunger Games rivals, but a few titles became reader favorites. In this chapter, I analyze three
         stand-alone novels identified by readers as favorite teen contemporary romances.
      

      
       Beautiful Disaster, by Jamie McGuire, has been called Fifty Shades of Grey for teens,[1] yet McGuire herself argues that it is not a young adult book. She and her publisher
         classify it as new adult,[2] a fast-growing subgenre of young adult that features slightly older characters (usually
         college-age) who engage in more explicit sex than what a reader would find in a traditional
         young adult novel.[3] New adult novels are often labeled as specifically for readers who are age seventeen
         and up. Not surprisingly, teens and adults of all ages gravitate toward new adult
         books, especially when they present explicit sex scenes as Beautiful Disaster does.
      

      
      In the novel,[4] heroine Abby Abernathy is a college freshman and the ultimate good girl until she
         meets Travis Maddox, an amateur underground fighter and a man-slut of epic proportions.
         Travis bets Abby that he will make it through a fight without getting hit. If he wins,
         she has to stay at his apartment for a month. If she wins, he has to be abstinent
         for a month. Naturally, he wins, and Abby finds herself staying in his bed for a month.
         It’s not long before they are involved in an emotional and dramatic relationship that
         feels ready to go off the rails at any second. See table 4.1 for more information
         about Travis and Abby’s relationship.
      

      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            Beautiful Disaster, by Jamie McGuire: Travis and Abby
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Travis Maddox

                  
                  
                  	
                     Abby Abernathy

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     19

                  
                  
                  	
                     19

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he has a violent temper and a reputation for using girls

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low—she is the girl-next-door

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     Travis’s temper is often out of control

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Engage in sexual activities (including penetration) often

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     They get married in Las Vegas and get tattoos

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

      Perfect Chemistry, by Simone Elkeles, is a Romeo-and-Juliet story that could fall into the new adult
         category—although it appears that many readers think of it as young adult, perhaps
         because the main characters are still in high school. In the novel,[5] seemingly perfect Brittany Ellis ends up falling for bad-boy gang member Alex Fuentes.
         The plot unfolds as readers—and the characters themselves—learn that a “good girl”
         and a “bad boy” aren’t always what they seem. Brittany ends up saving Alex when she
         prevents him from going to a drug deal that’s a setup. She distracts him by having
         sex with him. See table 4.2 for more information about Alex and Brittany’s relationship.
      

      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            Perfect Chemistry, by Simone Elkeles: Alex and Brittany
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Alex Fuentes

                  
                  
                  	
                     Brittany Ellis

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     18

                  
                  
                  	
                     18

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
                  
                  	
                     Yes

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he’s a gang member and has a reputation for using girls

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low—she is the girl-next-door

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     He’s in a gang and she’s a beautiful, college-bound good girl

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Engage in sexual activity (including penetration) once

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     They go to college, get married, and have a child together

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

      The Duff: Designated Ugly Fat Friend, by Kody Keplinger, features high school senior Bianca Piper, who has always been
         in the shadow of her thin beautiful friends. Bianca meets Wesley Rush, a handsome
         slimeball who talks to her only to get close to her friends. Because Bianca hates
         herself so much, she begins having sex with Wesley, even though he’s horrible to her.
         By the end of the novel, Bianca learns to respect herself and demands the same from
         Wesley. They end up together, although Bianca forbids Wesley from calling her “Duffy”
         ever again. See table 4.3 for more information about Bianca and Wesley’s relationship.
      

      
         
         
         
         
            
            
            The Duff, by Kody Keplinger: Wesley and Bianca
            
            
            
            
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
            
            
               
               
                  	 
                  
                  	
                     Wesley Rush

                  
                  
                  	
                     Bianca Piper

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Age

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
                  
                  	
                     17

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Virgin

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
                  
                  	
                     No

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Danger level to each other

                  
                  
                  	
                     High—he is emotionally cruel to Bianca

                  
                  
                  	
                     Low—her self-esteem is so low that she accepts Wesley’s opinion of her

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Roadblock in relationship

                  
                  
                  	
                     Wesley and Bianca are having hate-sex; they find it difficult to admit their feelings

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     Sexual activity together

                  
                  
                  	
                     Engage in sexual activities (including penetration) often

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

               
               
                  	
                     
                     How it ends

                  
                  
                  	
                     They become a long-term, committed couple

                  
                  
                  	
                      

                  
               

            
         

         

      

       Two of the novels present monogamous relationships in which the heroine has never
         considered engaging in any kind of sexual behavior with any other male before meeting
         the love interest. The hero awakens the female character’s desire for love and sex
         and introduces her to the world of passionate lovemaking. One of the novels, The Duff, presents a slightly more complicated view of a heroine—one who begins the novel
         unvirginal but later discovers the importance of respecting one’s body and demanding
         the same respect from romantic partners.
      

      
       The portrayal of virginity in the books is significantly more complex than the portrayals
         in either YA paranormal romance or dystopian romance. One reason might be that these
         books are aimed at older teens (over sixteen in most cases). Nevertheless, each novel
         makes use of virginity tropes as a means of excusing the female characters for engaging
         in sexual acts. The novels implicitly argue that these girls are not bad girls—even
         if they are having sex—because they are virgins at heart. Some of the heroines are
         attractive and mysterious because they are innocent and free from desire until just the right man comes along. While
         some readers might argue that the books present licentious sex, the context in which
         the sex happens fetishizes virginity as much as novels that present abstinence. Furthermore,
         two of the novels suggest that romance necessarily ends in young marriage. Marriage
         mitigates premarital sex because the heroines never have sex with anyone other than
         their soul mates: the men that the universe has specially brought to them.
      

      
      Trope 1: Innocence and Naiveté Are
 Inexplicably Attractive
      

      
      Two of the novels that I discuss here feature female characters who are virginal—both
         in terms of never having engaged in penetration and in the sense that they embody
         qualities of innocence and naïveté. Alternatively, none of the male love interests
         are virgins; in fact, they have engaged in sex with many girls but have never experienced
         love.
      

      
       That the female characters are virgins and the males are not figures heavily in the
         plots of two novels. The heroines are rendered more interesting and more desirable
         to the male characters because of their innocence and inexperience; in addition, the
         heroines experience desire in a way that feels bigger and more momentous because they
         are attracted to males whom they know they should not be attracted to. Desire is antithetical
         to who they are as virgins, so when they feel it, they (and readers) know that it
         is supposed to signify something big, important, and eternal. The third novel presents
         a nonvirgin protagonist who doesn’t value herself or her body until she meets the
         right boy who can help her recognize her worth.
      

      
      Beautiful Disaster

      
      Abby Abernathy is an inexperienced and innocent nineteen-year-old college student
         who, unlike other girls around her, doesn’t try to attract male attention. When she
         first goes to Travis’s apartment, she decides to be “unattractive.” She wears a “ratty
         T-shirt and sweatpants.” Travis is surprised by it: “I like the au naturel thing you
         have going on. Girls don’t come over here like that.”[6] Abby is determined to be different from the other girls, the girls who “blushed in
         his presence” (9). Abby tells him that sex is “a big step for me!” (17). She tells
         him that this makes her different from “the sluts you deal with!” (117).[7] 
      

      
      Everyone at Eastern College is surprised to learn that Abby and Travis are just friends,
         although that changes later in the novel. Kara, Abby’s roommate, is surprised that
         Travis hasn’t tried to have sex with Abby: “He’s slept with everyone” (35). The soccer
         team mocks Travis for taking Abby out to dinner. “They’re laughing at me about having
         to take you to dinner first. It’s not usually . . . my thing” (22).
      

      
       When Travis finds out that Abby is a virgin, she becomes even more attractive to
         him: “Since the word virgin came out of those beautiful lips of yours . . . I have
         a sudden urge to help you out of that dress” (118). She’s actually disappointed that
         he doesn’t want to have sex with her, especially because they regularly and chastely
         share the same bed, but he reassures her, “It’s not that I’m not attracted to you,
         I just think you’re better than that” (53). His nickname for her, Pigeon, seems to
         signify his paternalistic attitude toward her. She is his little bird, in need of
         protection and guidance. Pigeon has a second definition: it refers to someone who
         is gullible or the victim of a swindle. Calling Abby “Pigeon” suggests that Travis
         is fully aware that his relationship (at least at first) is part of a scam where Abby
         is the victim. A pigeon in poker is someone who makes a mistake and becomes trapped.
         Ironically, later in the book, we discover that Abby is a whiz at poker and can beat
         anyone. A subplot of the novel involves Abby winning money to pay her estranged father’s
         gambling debts.
      

      
       When they do finally have sex, Travis leads the way, teaching Abby how to find pleasure
         with him. He admits that Abby is the first virgin that he’s ever been with (180),
         which makes their union special for both of them. Abby is also the only girl with
         whom Travis has ever had sex without a condom. Because she’s a virgin and he’s virginal
         in the sense that he’s never had skin-on-skin contact during intercourse, they can
         have a different kind of sex from what Travis has ever experienced. Even though Travis
         has had sex with multiple slutty girls, he can have unprotected sex with Abby because
         they both waited for each other. The “sluts” simply don’t count for Travis.
      

      
       Travis’s partners before Abby are portrayed as mindless sluts, nothing like the pure
         and innocent Abby. Travis treats those girls with about as much regard as he might
         have for a sack of garbage. When one of two “voluptuous bottle blondes” sits on Travis’s
         lap “pawing at his shirt,” Travis lets his knee give way and sends her tumbling to
         the floor because she disrespected Abby’s friend America (7). Travis is clear that
         he could never love a girl “who is a little too eager about it” (38). The girls that
         he brings home aren’t even allowed in his bed: “I bag ’em on the couch” (39). Abby
         asks him what he would do if “down the line, someone treats your daughter like that?”
         Travis responds, “My daughter better not drop her panties for some jackass she just
         met, let’s put it that way” (38). Travis’s contempt for the girls that he uses is
         repugnant, but Abby doesn’t seem bothered by it.
      

      
       Abby is hardly a champion for the girls whom Travis mistreats. She refers to them
         as “the STD-infested imbecile” type (50). She’s not far off, given that Travis brings
         home two girls for a threesome that “sounded as if a pornographic movie were being
         filmed in the living room” (83). Travis is quite emphatic that the only woman he’ll
         love “will be a woman with my last name” (96). Both characters make it clear that
         sex is okay only if a virginal girl gives it up to a guy whom she eventually marries.
         Not surprisingly, Travis and Abby do get married in Las Vegas. Abby, who isn’t even
         old enough to drink and barely old enough to vote, gets a “Mrs. Maddox” tattoo to
         mark the permanence of their relationship.
      

      
      Perfect Chemistry

      
      Brittany Ellis is a virgin with limited “sexual experiences.”[8] She does have a boyfriend, Colin, who is pushing her to have sex, but she resists.
         She says that they “got close” once, but she “chickened out” because she “wasn’t ready”
         (46). She’s uncomfortable with girls who talk about sex. When her friend Darlene talks
         about her boyfriend’s penis, Brittany leaves the conversation. She later says that
         she doesn’t have the ability to fool around the way that Darlene does, emphasizing
         the fundamental differences in character between a girl like Brittany and a girl like
         Darlene.
      

      
      When Alex first meets Brittany, he is convinced that she must be “experienced,” yet
         he’s puzzled about why she “looks so innocent” and “sexy as hell” (120). He takes
         a bet to try to bed her because he assumes that she must be having sex already. Alex’s
         assumption underscores his morality: Making a bet to seduce a girl is okay as long
         as she’s already having sex; it’s not okay if the girl is a virgin. Only after he
         finds out that Brittany is a virgin does he begin having doubts about the morality
         of his bet.
      

      
       That Brittany seems so “angelic” (215) while seeming to be experienced confuses Alex.
         He finally says to her, “What I can’t figure out is if you know you’re a tease and
         are fuckin’ with me or whether you really are innocent” (272). Brittany’s response
         is simple: “I’m not a tease” (272). She implies that she is, in fact, innocent (meaning
         virginal). Alex realizes that both his bet (that he can have sex with her) and his
         sexual harassment of her in chemistry class are wholly inappropriate. Brittany’s virginity
         becomes part of what attracts him to her as a person, rather than just viewing her
         as a body.
      

      
       Nonvirgin girls are presented in sharp contrast to virginal Brittany. Alex has had
         sex with his ex-girlfriend Carmen Sanchez, who has questionable morals. The couple
         broke up because she was “sleeping around” (74). Paco, Alex’s best friend, calls Carmen
         a “loose-talkin’, hickey-makin’, sexy Latina” (107). Carmen undoubtedly uses sex and
         her willingness to engage in it to get what she wants. When she wants to make Alex
         jealous, she gets intimate with Sam in a car at the auto shop where Alex works. Alex
         is right there and can even hear the sounds of their “heavy kissing and moaning” (74).
      

      
       Although Alex dislikes Carmen and does not want to get back together with her, he
         uses her when he’s trying to forget about Brittany. Carmen was “there” and “willing,”
         he says, but he later admits that he should not have taken “the bait” (173). While
         Alex does take responsibility for using Carmen, he subtly implies that she precipitated
         events by being the sort of girl who is willing to have drunken sex at the beach.
         If she had not offered up her body—an action in keeping with nonvirgin morality—he
         would not have been tempted to use it. Carmen becomes the antagonist, while Alex gets
         to be a romantic hero.
      

      
       Alex’s mom has a very low opinion of nonvirgin girls like Carmen; in fact, Mrs. Fuentes
         wrongly assumes that Brittany is one of those girls with questionable morals and ulterior
         motives. When she walks in on Alex and Brittany innocently kissing in her living room,
         she sanctimoniously tells Brittany that her “home is not a whorehouse” (197). Brittany
         has to redeem herself to Alex’s mother, proving that she is different from nonvirgin
         girls like Carmen and, strangely enough, Alex’s mother herself, who admits to nonvirginity.
      

      
       Parents in YA novels don’t often admit to sexual feelings themselves, but Mrs. Fuentes
         is quite open with Alex. She reveals that she got pregnant in high school because
         she seduced Alex’s father into having unprotected sex. She tells Alex, “Girls are
         manipulative. I should know, I’m one of them.” She assumes that Brittany is the same
         as she was as a girl; in fact, she describes Brittany as “the kind of girl who can
         make you do things you don’t want to do” (257), just as she presumably made Alex’s
         father do things that he would have been better off not doing. Brittany must prove
         to Alex’s mother that she is a virgin and thus not like other girls, the kind of girl
         who manipulates boys.
      

      
      The Duff

      
      Bianca tells readers that she lost her virginity at the age of fourteen to eighteen-year-old
         Jake Gaither, yet it wasn’t much of a relationship. The two never went on any real
         dates, and she admits that she was with him only because she “wanted a boyfriend”
         and “wanted to be liked and to fit in.”[9] Bianca had intercourse with Jake a couple of times, but she didn’t really “enjoy
         the actual sex” (68). What she liked was the connection that she felt to Jake, “the
         sensation of closeness, of connection” that she finds “comforting” (68–69). She doesn’t
         have sex again until she starts hanging out with Wesley, which is the first time in
         the three years since Jake that she presumably has felt any sexual urges.
      

      
      Wesley hangs around Bianca because he’s trying to score with her thin and extremely
         good-looking friends. When Bianca questions his motives, he clarifies: “What I’m saying
         is, girls—like your friends—find it sexy when guys show some sensitivity and socialize
         with the Duff. So by talking to you right now I am doubling my chances of getting
         laid tonight” (6). Wesley goes on to clarify that Duff is an acronym for designated ugly fat friend. If that isn’t verbally abusive enough, he goes on to tell Bianca, “Every group of
         friends has a weak link, a Duff. And girls respond well to guys who associate with
         their Duffs” (6).
      

      
       Wesley is clear that he doesn’t find Bianca attractive at all, nor does he have any
         interest in pursuing a relationship with her. Still, they end up making out, something
         Bianca calls “a really fucked-up thing” (29). What alarms her even more is that she
         likes it. After the first kiss, she tells her friend Casey, “I will always hate him.
         It was just a stupid, immature, thoughtless moment of . . . stupidity” (33). She goes
         so far as to say that she feels “dirty” (33). At the same time, the kiss with Wesley
         allows her to release all of her stress. Later, when they begin having sex, Bianca
         admits that Wesley is like a drug, a tool for relieving her anxiety about her absent
         mother and her relapsing alcoholic father.
      

      
       Bianca feels like a slut when she’s with Wesley, and her actions do suggest that
         she’s no different from the school slut Vikki, a girl who also offers herself to Wesley
         for casual sex. (The fact that Wesley says no to Vikki feels like a grand gesture
         to Bianca.) Bianca’s friend Casey states that Vikki’s reputation as a “whore” is “about
         to get worse” because Vikki is “dating a junior football player,” but she also “told
         some guy from Oak Hill High that she’d take him to Basketball Homecoming.” Casey is
         truly perplexed: “I don’t know why she does this stuff to herself” (43). Dating one
         guy while going to a dance with another seems to be a low bar for being a whore, but
         Vikki represents the kind of girl that Bianca and her friends do not want to be.
      

      
       Bianca knows that casual sex means that she is less worthy than other girls. Her
         friends aren’t virgins, but they are worthy of monogamous relationships with guys
         who respect them. The fact that Bianca is willing to have casual sex with Wesley,
         a guy who doesn’t even like her, suggests that she is not a valuable or worthwhile
         person. She is not a physical virgin or a pseudovirgin. She feels worthwhile only
         when Wesley admits that he loves her and they have sex within the confines of a committed
         relationship. Wesley later falls in love with Bianca, a plot twist suggesting that
         sluts, both male and female, can be reformed and become worthy of healthy and respectful
         sexual relationships.
      

      
      Trope 2: Girls Need a Virginity Guardian

      
      The heroines in all three novels begin as relatively desire-free. That is, they don’t
         even know what it feels like to want sex, at least until they meet the right guys.
         Once Abby and Brittany meet the right men, all they can think about is sex. It falls
         on Travis and Alex to ensure that the girls maintain their virginity until just the
         right time. Initially, Wesley doesn’t have to protect Bianca’s virginity, because
         he doesn’t deem her worthy enough to protect. He doesn’t think that she is someone
         with whom he would ever have a healthy long-term relationship. Once he changes his
         mind about her, he stands up for her and tells people that she is not a slut.
      

      
       Two of the male characters, Travis and Alex, are unaware that the female characters
         are virgins until a pivotal moment when the heroine reveals her status. But even before
         the male characters are aware of the girls’ virginity, they act as virginity guardians.
         It’s as if virginity is an elusive characteristic that the right man can sense without
         even realizing it. That plot point underscores virginity as a way of being, a cluster
         of characteristics that make these girls shine in a way that draws men to them. The
         men in question preserve the girls’ virginity without realizing it. The male love
         interests also act paternalistically toward the heroines, stepping in and forbidding
         or punishing behaviors that they don’t like, especially as they relate to sex or desire.
         The heroine eventually realizes that the man is enforcing rules for her own good.
         In Bianca’s case, to make their sexual relationship acceptable, she must wait for
         Wesley to realize that she’s a worthwhile human being. Wesley begins to treat her
         properly once he recognizes that she is deserving of love and respect. Once they agree
         to a long-term romantic relationship, Bianca is no longer a slut. She’s a cherished
         girlfriend who has sex only with Wesley, and he agrees to give up other girls.
      

      
      Beautiful Disaster

      
      Travis is obsessed with preserving Abby’s general safety, particularly when he thinks
         that she’s at risk at the hands of other men. In fact, he’s so paranoid that he’s
         convinced that every man is out to seduce or rape Abby. He reassures her, “I wouldn’t
         let anything happen to you, Pigeon” (19), and he makes good on that. When he sees
         her at a party talking to a guy named Ethan, he quickly gets her away from him. Ethan,
         he explains, was once arrested for “sexual battery” (58). Travis tells Abby, “You
         need to be more careful. If I wasn’t there . . . I don’t even want to think about
         it” (60). Perhaps for that reason, Travis asks Abby to change clothes before one of
         his fights. (Travis is an amateur fighter in an underground fight ring at school.
         That’s how he makes his money.) He’s concerned that her tight jeans, halter top, and
         heels will put her in danger and distract him from the fight: “I’ll be more worried
         about who’s looking at your tits in that shirt” (69).
      

      
       Travis won’t even let her ride home with Parker, a boy whom she casually dates before
         she becomes involved with Travis. Travis is horrified that she would even consider
         getting into Parker’s car: “What if he tries something on you?” (94). When Abby refuses
         to listen to Travis and gets into Parker’s car anyway, Travis is livid. “Fine,” he
         tells her. “If he ends up holding you down in the backseat of his car, don’t come
         crying to me” (95). Travis waits up for her and misses an important fight. “I wanted
         to make sure you got home,” he tells her (98). He’s that convinced that Parker, his
         fraternity brother, is going to attack Abby. No evidence seems to exist that Parker
         has a history of attacking girls or that he’s given Travis any reason to believe that
         he’s an uncontrollable rapist. Travis simply assumes that every guy is a threat to
         Abby’s virginity. Travis is so concerned about protecting Abby that he overreacts
         in ways that are almost comical. When he hears her cry out from the apartment bathroom,
         he bursts in to save her. It turns out that America has flushed a toilet and Abby’s
         shower has turned cold (100).
      

      
       When Abby interacts with any man who is not Travis, he immediately assumes the worst
         of her. Travis rushes out to accost Abby when she’s in Parker’s car after a date with
         him. Parker and Abby are kissing, but she has no intention of having sex with him.
         Travis tells her, “You’re so much better than that, Pidge. Don’t let him fuck you
         in a car like a cheap prom date” (116). He’s so adverse to Abby having sex with anyone
         that he exhorts her not to tell him if she does it with Parker. “I don’t wanna know
         about it. I’ll go to a prison for a long time if I find out what he . . . just don’t
         tell me” (117). In a different scene, he tells Parker, “If you so much as breathe
         in her direction, I’ll make sure you’ll be limping through med school” (210). When
         he finds her flirting with frat boys on the dance floor, he physically picks her up
         and carries her off the floor: “I’m not going to let you embarrass yourself over me”
         (364). Travis simply can’t stand any guy paying attention to Abby. From the moment
         that he determines that she is his—before they even start dating—he controls who can
         talk to her, touch her, or even look at her.
      

      
       Travis is not just worried about other guys; he worries about what he might do to
         Abby. He’s very careful to protect Abby from his own base desires. When they end up
         passionately kissing one night, she feels ready to hand him her virginity “on a silver
         platter” (125). It’s Travis who keeps them from having sex. “Not like this,” he tells
         her. “I want you, but not like this” (120). He tells her, “I’ll wait until you’re
         ready” (171). It’s an interesting line because Abby actually is ready; what he means
         is that he will determine when she’s ready. Abby accepts his pronouncement and patiently waits
         until Travis has identified the proper moment.
      

      
       When he finally decides that the time is right, they engage in sex, which they both
         find to be passionate and pleasurable. The next morning, Abby breaks up with him because
         she doesn’t think that he can be monogamous. But she still wants to have sex with
         him again. Travis, however, who is supposed to be a man-slut, won’t give in until
         she says that they’ll be together forever. Without that commitment from her, he knows
         that it just “isn’t right.” Abby is beyond frustrated. “My insides were screaming
         for him, and I couldn’t stand it a second longer” (368). Travis wants Abby to do it
         right, within the confines of a real relationship. It’s ironic for Travis to take
         such a position because he has built his entire reputation on having sex with many
         girls from whom he wants nothing else, not even their phone numbers. But he believes
         that Abby is better than he is, and his job is to ensure that he doesn’t bring her
         to his level. Having sex with him while in a committed relationship is okay, but if
         she hooks up with him outside a relationship, she effectively tarnishes her own purity.
         Travis has to save her from doing that.
      

      
       Abby is forever a virgin in Travis’s eyes because he has vigilantly protected her
         against any threats from other men. Travis is so sure that he alone will have her
         that he calls their first kiss her “last first kiss” (173). Tattooing the name that
         he has given her—Pigeon—on his wrist is just one more way that he reiterates the permanence
         of their relationship. As long as she stays with him, she can forever remain protected
         from being a slut or a skank, the fate of every girl who came before her.
      

      
       Travis’s desire to keep Abby safe, innocent, and touched by only him is essentially
         his only hobby. He watches her while she sleeps. He decides that he will never go
         anywhere without her, not even to his fights. He even loves taking care of her when
         she’s drunk: “Sitting up with you when you’re sick and you falling asleep was one
         of my best nights” (149). He decides that it’s the two of them together “against the
         world” (236). Abby knows and accepts that she has become “his weakness” (257).
      

      
       Travis’s behavior is paternalistic at best, yet Abby obviously finds it romantic.
         It’s true that she breaks up with him for a short time because of his violent temper,
         yet she ends up married to him by the end of the novel. His temper and his tendency
         toward violence do little to turn her off to him. Even when she breaks up with him,
         they are so obsessed with each other that they might as well have stayed together.
      

      
      Perfect Chemistry

      
      Unlike other contemporary romance protagonists, Brittany can say no to sex without
         needing a boy to guard her virginity or control her sexual desires. She determines when she is ready to have sex. When Alex tries “to pull her panties down,”
         she stops him. She tells him that she’s “not ready for that” and that he’s moving
         “too fast” (246). Brittany’s friend Sierra confirms that girls have to be in control
         of their bodies. It’s “your job to say no,” Sierra advises. “It’s up to you to make
         it happen. Or not” (111). When Abby does eventually have sex with Alex, she does it
         to save him from going to a potentially dangerous drug deal. “My body is yours tonight,
         Alex,” she tells him (314), a decision that she has made on her own. Yet, it’s important
         to note that Abby’s decision to “seduce” Alex (306) comes from, not simply her desire,
         but her determination to protect him. She gives him her virginity as a gift to save
         his life. She makes the ultimate sacrifice for him in order to distract him. She uses
         herself as a decoy.
      

      
       While Brittany seems more in control of her body than Bianca or Abby, the agency
         that she thinks she has is called into question when Alex narrates his sections of
         the book. While she presents herself as being in control of how she interacts with
         Alex, he reveals that he is protecting her virginity without her even realizing it.
         For example, Alex finds Brittany drunk on the beach. She tries to kiss him, but because
         she’s drunk, he doesn’t take advantage. Instead, he holds her hair while she’s throwing
         up. He knows that he could “take advantage of her and win the bet” right there, but
         he doesn’t (119).
      

      
       In another situation, Brittany’s desire for Alex is so strong that she feels like
         she is “losing control.” She says, “I don’t want to stop, Alex.” Alex thinks to himself,
         “I can easily take her. Hell, she’s asking for it. But God help me if I don’t grow
         a conscience.” He realizes that he wants to “make love” to her, not “fuck her on my
         motorcycle like some cheap whore.” So he tells her, “I can’t take you like this. Not
         here” (295–96). Alex saves Brittany from becoming the sort of girl who would have
         sex on a motorcycle.
      

      
       After they eventually have sex (in the auto shop), Alex wants to ensure that they
         are always together. He wants to “protect” her from “all the other guys who want to
         be near her, to see her as I’ve seen her. Touch her as I’ve touched her” (315). Alex
         wants to solidify that he will forever have Brittany’s purity, thus making her virginal
         for the rest of her life.
      

      
       Not surprisingly, Brittany and Alex do face some obstacles in their relationship,
         even breaking up for a significant period, but they end up going to college together,
         getting married, and having a child whom they name Paco after Alex’s murdered friend.
         Alex forever remains the only man whom Brittany will ever love or have sex with. She’s
         a pseudovirgin for the rest of her life.
      

      
      The Duff

      
      Wesley doesn’t feel that he has to protect Bianca’s virginity, because he initially
         doesn’t consider her a girl whom he could love or commit to. He reiterates as often
         as he can that he’s just using Bianca to get to her friend with “the fantastic rack”
         (28). He goes, “She’ll be begging me to sleep with her soon. Talking to you will just speed up the process. Until then,
         you get the honor of my company” (28). To her credit, Bianca thinks that he’s a jerk,
         but she has such low self-esteem that she becomes involved with him.
      

      
       Bianca is strikingly passive during her first sexual encounter with Wesley. Because
         he doesn’t have to protect her virginity, he is free to have sex with her on his terms.
         The scene describing their first instance of intercourse is disturbing. At first,
         Bianca wonders why he doesn’t shove her away “in disgust” because she’s the Duff.
         His “skilled hand” unzips her pants and takes off her underwear. He is the one who
         produces a condom from his pocket and takes off his pants. The last line in the chapter
         is this sentence: “All of a sudden, we were having sex, and my thoughts were muted
         again” (67). True, Bianca enjoys what is happening to her—she calls it “pure, unadulterated
         bliss” (67)—but she also feels the need to shower to “wash away the dirty feeling
         Wesley had left on my skin” (72). Having sex with him might have helped her forget
         her problems, but the “euphoria” (69) that she experiences with him wears off as soon
         as they are dressed, probably because Wesley is so mean to her. He continues to call
         her Duffy, and the few compliments that he gives her are couched in a demeaning statement:
         “You know, Bianca, you aren’t that unattractive. You do have some potential. Maybe
         if you hung out with different friends—” (95). Wesley is suggesting that if Bianca
         had less attractive friends, she would be more attractive by default. Both Wesley
         and Bianca seem to think that he is doing her a favor by having sex with her.
      

      
       Wesley does try to protect Bianca’s honor after he develops feelings for her. When
         Wesley’s grandmother sees Bianca in the backseat of Wesley’s car, she assumes that
         Bianca is just “another floozy he’d picked up” (161). Bianca is shocked that someone
         would mistake her for a slut because she’s a “straight-A student” who has never “been
         in any trouble” (161)—proof that Bianca associates virginity with moral goodness.
         Having sex with Wesley makes it hard for her to reconcile her view of herself as a
         good girl and Grandma’s view of her as just another girl whom Wesley is having sex
         with. Wesley does stand up for Bianca, telling Grandma not to “disrespect” his friend
         (161). It’s one of a few instances where Wesley shows strength of character. Another
         instance happens when Wesley stands up to Bianca’s father. Her dad tells her that
         “boys don’t stay with whores” (171). Wesley’s response is problematic, though: he
         hits Bianca’s dad, an action that she finds romantic. It’s the beginning of her realization
         that Wesley might care for her in spite of the verbal abuse that he and her father
         heap on her. What’s troubling is that Wesley must demonstrate violence to show Bianca
         that he cares for her, and it’s ironic that her father’s words are not that different
         from Wesley’s. The difference is that Wesley is a lovable rake when he’s calling Bianca
         ugly and fat. Bianca is touched when Wesley steps up to be the guardian of her reputation.
      

      
       I’m not suggesting here that having a virginity guardian is a positive thing. As
         I’ve demonstrated throughout this book, the virginity guardian trope infantilizes
         women and turns their bodies into objects to be controlled. Bianca could be read as
         liberated because she doesn’t need a guardian and is in charge of her body, yet that
         message is undermined in two ways: first, she needs Wesley to point out that she is
         valuable even if she has sex; second, she is presented as less valuable as a human
         and as a sexual being because she is the Duff. Even though she renounces this position
         by the end of the novel, readers can’t ignore that the whole reason she’s with Wesley
         is that he was using her to get to her friends. That she then uses him for sexual
         relief doesn’t change that the relationship is alarmingly unhealthy. Being a prized
         virgin—like Abby and Brittany in the other novels—is not an ideal subject position,
         but Bianca’s Duff status is hardly an enviable alternative.
      

      
      Trope 3: Virgins Have Destined Soul Mates

      
      The characters in these contemporary romance novels don’t explicitly name destiny
         as the force that pulls them together, but they are inexplicably drawn together in
         ways that they cannot name and do not understand and that they feel spring from something
         bigger than themselves. For the heroines, this magnetism is alarming and confusing
         because they have never experienced urges of any kind before, let alone sexual urges.
         The female protagonist cannot control the physical and emotional response that a perfect
         man—a man meant for her—can elicit from her. Even at the first moment they meet, she
         already feels the connection, and she’s confused.
      

      
       The key is that two of the virgin heroines are not seeking a physical relationship
         (as a nonvirgin does), but the right man awakens desire within her. Sexual awakening is something that happens to a virgin as a result of forces outside her control, not something that she chooses
         for herself. It’s destiny—or some unnamed, unidentifiable force—that brings the pair
         together and provides the opportunity for the man to open the door to the girl’s sexual
         identity. Virginity scholar Hanne Blank describes our cultural obsession with virginity
         “conversion stories,” such as those presented in these YA novels. In conversion stories,
         it takes a “real man” to convert a virginal “little girl” into a sexually eager “real
         woman,” and she is appropriately grateful. By being the first to have sex with her,
         the man literally makes the woman.[10] 
      

      
      The wrong man will not tempt a virgin; however, a nonvirgin girl will respond to any
         desirable man. What sets the virgin apart from the nonvirgin (among other characteristics)
         is that the virgin can be awakened by only one man, not because she has incredible
         self-control, but because the universe has given her only one true love. Either nonvirgins
         haven’t waited for their true love, or they simply don’t have one, presumably because
         they aren’t worthy of a destined mate.
      

      
       Once again, Keplinger presents an interesting twist on the soul mate trope in The Duff. Bianca is hardly destined to be with Wesley, but when she’s with him, she experiences
         feelings that she’s never had before. She feels wanted and sexually fulfilled, something
         that no other man has ever been able to give her. It’s key to the plot that Wesley
         comes along and helps her feel these things. Wesley’s role in her conversion to a
         sexually desired—and desire-experiencing—woman underscores that Bianca doesn’t have
         the power to change herself. She needs him to help her recognize her own worthiness.
      

      
      Beautiful Disaster

      
      Abby has never had a real boyfriend, nor has she experienced true desire until she
         meets Travis. They admit to each other that they have an attraction that they can’t
         explain. Interestingly, it’s Travis who most strongly feels the pull of fate, the
         intangible line that draws him to Abby. “I don’t know what it is,” he says, “but I
         can’t stop thinking about you” (166). Later, he tells her, “You’re what I’ve been
         waiting for, Pigeon” (252). He boldly admits, “I knew you were going to be my wife
         pretty much from the second I met you” (413). Travis becomes so enamored with Abby
         that he can’t function without her. When she’s not at his fights, he “can’t concentrate”
         because he’s “wondering where you are, what you’re doing.” When she’s there and he
         can see her, he “can focus,” as long as she’s not dressed too provocatively. He admits
         that “it’s crazy” that he needs her so badly, but that’s simply how he feels (380).
      

      
       Travis is so sure that he’s found his soul mate that he rushes to make the relationship
         permanent. He doesn’t ask Abby to marry him; he simply tells her that’s what’s going
         to happen. In fact, he’s in such a rush that they go to Las Vegas on a weekend to
         have the ceremony. He’s determined to make her “Mrs. Maddox” by the following Monday
         at school.
      

      
       Abby is remarkably quiet about her fated connection to Travis. She’s certainly attracted
         to him, and she definitely wants to have sex with him once he proves that he cares
         about her, but she is not inexplicably drawn to him. Abby stands out as a character
         who can express attraction—even desire—without destiny’s intervention.
      

      
       Yet, Travis functions as the primary agent in the relationship. It’s his decisions
         and behavior that move the relationship forward. That he openly attributes his desire
         for her to forces that he can’t explain suggests that Travis’s destiny determines
         the course of both their fates. While Abby may demonstrate stronger agency than other
         contemporary romance heroines, she still finds herself making decisions based on what
         Travis feels is right, according to his conviction that she was meant for him. He’s
         so overwhelming, so sure of their relationship, that he convinces Abby that he’s right.
      

      
      Perfect Chemistry

      
      Brittany and Alex couldn’t be more different, yet they find themselves strangely attracted
         to each other. Alex feels like he’s “on drugs” when she touches him. He feels like
         he’s under the “spell” of a “pretty witch” (84). He can’t control his “feelings or
         emotions when she’s near” (304). Eventually, the pair begins dating and become an
         official couple. They do break up for a time, and Alex is so emotionally distraught
         that he tries to have sex with another girl. He’s surprised when he finds that he
         can’t do it: “I realized then that Brittany had ruined every other girl for me” (337).
         He realizes that he can be forever happy married only to Brittany. No other girl can
         ever replace her because she is the girl whom he was meant to be with.
      

      
       Brittany says that Alex haunts her “daydreams and night dreams” (116). She claims
         to hate him, yet she can’t stop thinking about him, especially when she’s “ogling
         his chiseled triceps and biceps” (116). All she has to do is look at him, and she
         feels warmth throughout her whole body. She wonders if “it’s medically possible to
         be addicted to another human being” (201). She thinks about him constantly, wishing
         that he would kiss her. She feels like it is “Christmas morning” when she’s with him
         (203). She realizes that she’s felt this way about him since they first met: “Ever
         since I almost ran over your motorcycle that first day of school I haven’t been able
         to stop thinking about what it would be like if you and I got together. And that kiss
         . . . God, I swear I never experienced anything like that in my life” (218).
      

      
       The connection that Brittany feels to Alex is so strong that she can’t fight it,
         even though she knows he’s wrong for her. Not only is he a player, but he’s a gang
         member who commits crimes and does drugs: behavior that she ultimately saves him from.
         But her connection to him—the pull that she feels toward him in the beginning—is almost
         inexplicable. Yes, he’s good-looking, smart, and cocky, but he’s also threatening.
         Brittany’s desire to be with him is something that she can’t fight. The chemistry
         between them is simply unavoidable, something meant to be. That seemingly unavoidable
         connection is what causes Brittany to ignore her instincts about Alex.
      

      
      The Duff

      
      Having sex with Wesley awakens feelings that Bianca has never had before. There is
         a spark between them that draws them together even though they initially dislike each
         other. Bianca calls Wesley a “man-whore” (8). She describes him as an “obnoxious,
         womanizing bastard” (32). She says that he’s “repulsive” (34). She calls him an “annoying,
         egotistical, womanizing guy” (234). She says that he’s a “jerk,” “an asshole,” and
         “an arrogant, womanizing rich boy” (244). She has zero respect for him since he has
         sex with “everyone” (34). “If it has a vagina,” Bianca says, “he’ll screw it” (52).
         She’s convinced that she could get a disease “just by stepping foot in [his] bedroom”
         (50). She even suggests that he might be violent when she says that “everything about
         him screamed date rape! to me” (40). She frequently tells him that she hates him and that she’s just using
         him for sex. In turn, he cruelly calls her Duffy—a reminder that he finds her ugly
         and fat.
      

      
       In spite of their obvious contempt for each other, Bianca admits that being with
         Wesley makes her “feel attractive.” She finds it “exciting and empowering” to know
         that she can make a guy like Wes want her, even though she’s already established that
         Wesley wants everyone. Bianca’s opinion of herself is so low that she’s flattered
         to be among Wesley’s conquests.
      

      
       Bianca eventually feels like she needs Wesley and their physical relationship. She
         compares herself to a “druggie” and admits that she needs him “three or four times
         a week” to stay “sane” (148). She laments that there’s no rehab for the kind of addiction
         that she has. She knows that he’s unequivocally bad for her, but being with him gives
         her a high that apparently she can’t get from any other source. Bianca is drawn to
         Wesley by some inexplicable force that trumps any rational thoughts. Addiction is
         an apt comparison.
      

      
       By any logic, Bianca and Wesley are horrible for each other. Bianca admits that their
         relationship is “sick and twisted,” but she flippantly adds, “That’s reality, right?”
         (277). It’s as if all the terrible things that they’ve said to each other are acceptable
         because emotional abuse is just part of reality. Bianca even says in reference to
         Wesley, “Escape is impossible, so why not embrace it?” (277). It’s as if Bianca simply
         gives up fighting her attraction to Wesley and accepts their relationship and all
         its attendant flaws with the mere proviso that he not call her the Duff anymore.
      

      
       Bianca does try dating a nice guy, Toby, who is a total gentleman in her bedroom.
         Bianca has to make all the first moves, yet she’s disappointed that Toby doesn’t “cross
         any lines” (224). She knows that he wants her but “not the way Wesley had” (224).
         Bianca worries that she’s a slut because she wants to have sex with Toby to forget
         about Wesley. Even though Toby is a “patient, respectful boy,” she can’t stop thinking
         about Wesley, the boy that she feels drawn to be with.
      

      
      Trope 4: Danger Is Sexy and Tempting

      
      Violence is a central component to two of the novels discussed in this chapter. In
         Beautiful Disaster, Travis beats up men, a number of men, throughout the book. Sometimes he does it
         because he’s in the fighting ring; other times, he does it because he’s paranoid that
         other guys are threatening Abby. Alex in Perfect Chemistry is in a gang, and while he refuses to kill or shoot anyone, he’s heavily involved
         in gang violence. Violence—or the threat of it—becomes part of the romance in these
         novels. The protagonists are attracted to the men, in part, because they are dangerous,
         yet the girls believe that the men would never really harm them. Violence and danger become synonymous with romance as the female characters
         learn that they—and only they—can save their love interests from harming themselves.
      

      
       The Duff does not contain violence, but it does present two characters who hate each other
         and behave in emotionally abusive ways toward each other. Bianca and Wesley are often
         verbally abusive to each other, justifying their bad behavior because they are “both
         pretty fucked up” (277). Bianca alarmingly admits that their verbal assaults are what
         make their relationship “more exciting” (277).
      

      
      Beautiful Disaster

      
      When Abby first meets Travis, she’s not scared of him physically hurting her, but
         she is aware that he is capable of great physical violence against others. Travis’s
         underground fights are brutal. One fight leaves Abby, a bystander in the crowd, covered
         in blood (4). In another fight, Travis beats his opponent Brady Hoffman unconscious.
         Abby describes the situation: “He was relentless, first bringing his knee to Brady’s
         face and then pummeling him over and over until Brady stumbled and hit the ground”
         (74), his face a bloody mess.
      

      
       Travis is violent outside the ring, too. When a football player named Chris makes
         a rude comment about sleeping with Abby, Travis goes nuts. He punches Chris in the
         face multiple times. Chris cowers and covers his face with his hands, unable to escape
         “being assaulted without mercy on the tile floor” (153). Abby has to stop Travis because
         hers is the only voice that Travis will listen to (154). She alone has the power to
         keep him from killing Chris.
      

      
       Chris is obviously a slow learner because he later makes the mistake of calling Travis
         “whipped” (206). Travis again loses it—even though he admits that he is whipped by
         Abby—and swings a tray into Chris’s face. Chris wisely crawls under a table, but Travis
         pulls him out and begins to “whale on him” (206). There’s a lot of blood before Travis
         decides to stop, leaving Chris’s “limp body on the floor” (206).[11] The scene is even scarier when Travis admits that “it took everything I had to quit
         when I did” (206). He admits that what makes him most angry is that other guys want
         to “try [Abby] out” (207), and he assumes that every guy does.
      

      
      Travis is so jealous—and so concerned that somebody else might claim Abby—that he’s
         constantly fighting with anyone that he deems competition. He beats up a guy at a
         dance who merely talks to her. When Ethan actually attacks Abby for real, both Travis
         and his cousin/roommate Shepley assault him; never mind that Abby has already kneed
         him in the groin and escaped his clutches. Shepley hits Ethan repeatedly until he’s
         pouring blood. Travis takes over from there:
      

      
         Ethan pleaded with Travis, even as Travis gripped his shirt and rammed his head into
            the car door. The begging was cut off with the loud thud of his skull against the
            windshield, and then Travis pulled him to the front of the car and shattered the headlight
            with Ethan’s face. Travis launched him onto the hood, pressing his face into the metal
            while shouting obscenities. (352)
         

      

      The bloody scene doesn’t end until Ethan’s body is limp. Then Travis walks away as
         if he hasn’t violently assaulted someone. No mention of Ethan is made again, so readers
         can easily forget the aftermath of a beating that undoubtedly left Ethan seriously
         injured.
      

      
       To be fair, Travis does try to avoid fights by asking Abby to dress more modestly. He won’t let her wear
         a short dress to a party: “I can’t take you to my frat house looking like that. I’ll
         get in a fight in the first five minutes” (239). Travis’s statement suggests that
         he doesn’t want to fight; he simply has to do it to protect Abby’s virtue and to ensure
         that everyone knows she belongs to him.
      

      
       While Travis never harms Abby, he does have violent outbursts that affect her and
         raise questions about whether he is able to stop himself from doing something dangerous.
         He trashes his entire apartment when Abby breaks up with him. He throws a stereo and
         even tries to hit Shepley. If that wasn’t enough, he “shattered his mirror with his
         fist, kicked his door . . . broke it from the hinges” (176). When she doesn’t show
         up for a shared class one day, he loses it in the classroom. America reports that
         “he kicked over both of your desks” (295).
      

      
       People close to Abby do worry about her relationship with Travis. Parker warns her
         that “you’re going to push him too far, and I’m not going to feel sorry for you when
         he puts his boot in your ass” (215). America tells her, “You don’t have to keep saving
         him,” but Abby won’t hear of it. She argues that saving Travis is “the right thing
         to do” (303). Travis’s dad agrees that Abby’s job is to be the love of Travis’s life.
         In fact, he practically begs Abby not to leave Travis: “I know it’s hard not to blame
         him, but you have to love him anyway, Abby. You’re the only woman he’s loved besides
         his mother. I know what it’ll do to him if you leave him, too” (308). Even America
         reminds Abby “how much he’s already changed for you” (178). She says, “He’s done a
         180 for you” (145). America goes back and forth between encouraging Abby to stay with
         Travis and warning her, which contributes to Abby’s confusion about what she should
         do. Shepley suggests that she “overlook his demons” (62).
      

      
       To Abby’s credit, she realizes that Travis’s behavior is not normal. She recognizes
         that their relationship is “dysfunctional.” She knows that Travis is “just obsessed
         with the thought of owning me more than anything else” (295). After his epic beat-down
         of Ethan, Abby says, “I was nothing more than a water hydrant; he had marked his territory,
         and I had allowed him to do it” (355).
      

      
       Nevertheless, Abby ends up not only getting back together with Travis but marrying
         him. She does that with no real commitment on his part to change his behavior. He
         certainly doesn’t admit that he has a problem; she just implicitly agrees to live
         with it. Plus, her concern is not the fact that Travis has almost killed more than
         one person as a result of his rage; her concern is that his violence is misplaced,
         done with the wrong intentions.
      

      
       Beyond Travis’s violent tendencies, he’s a risk to Abby because he’s “Eastern’s most
         infamous tramp” (174). She knows that he has a reputation for loving and leaving girls.
         She says, “He oozed sex and rebelliousness” (8), which makes her suspicious of him.
         Abby worries that he’s not “capable of being faithful” (130). She’s right to worry.
         He’s the sort of guy who has a giant glass bowl of condoms in his room (41). He’s
         the type of guy who “one-nights the best friend,” as Shepley describes it (10). He’s
         the guy who has sex with a girl and then tells her he won’t be needing her number
         because he has no intention of calling (36).
      

      
       Once Abby gets to know him, she starts making excuses for him: “He’s not as bad as
         everyone makes him out to be” (93). She even unearths his good qualities. He’s a straight-A
         student because he’s a “freakin’ genius” (30). He’s so smart that he starts tutoring
         Abby, who is not as good at school as he is. He’s willing to do anything for Abby
         because he believes that she can turn him into a better person. Abby’s job is to endure,
         to understand, and to patiently support him, no matter what the risk to her. She alone
         can do that job because the nonvirgins who were with him before weren’t capable of
         being so virtuous. Abby is someone—and something—that Travis has never experienced
         before. His potential is in her hands, and she is eager to be his savior, the woman
         who saves him from himself. Abby’s desire to fix him is a classic sign of a codependent
         relationship, one that author McGuire presents as romantic.
      

      
      Perfect Chemistry

      
      Brittany is frightened of Alex from the first time that she meets him. She describes
         him as having “devil eyes” (13). She also thinks that he’s a “dangerous, deadly, hot
         and sexy Mexican” (148). She admits that “being this close to him makes my body shiver
         with excitement and my head spin” (118). Even when she knows that he’s trying to “bully”
         her by looking at her body in an objectifying way, she feels like her stomach is “doing
         one hundred cartwheels in a row” (14). Alex’s behavior with Brittany is often aggressive.
         When she meets him at the library to work on their chemistry project, he grabs her
         keys and forces her to get into her own car as a passenger. She describes it as “carjacking”
         and “kidnapping,” and she worries that she might be “going on my first drug deal”
         (141). In spite of how terrified Brittany says that she is of him, she desperately
         wants to be with him. She thinks that she’s going to change him: “It’s my mission
         to make him change his life so, one day, people might say we’re a perfect couple”
         (235).[12] 
      

      
      Readers know that Brittany’s fear of Alex is misplaced because he is really a good bad boy who is simply misunderstood. He is a member of the “Latino Blood” gang, but
         he’s only doing it because his father was killed and he needs to protect his mother
         and brothers “as the designated man of the house” (8). Plus, he refuses to do anything
         that he considers really bad: “I won’t do drug deals or break into people’s homes
         or businesses to steal shit. But I’m good at collecting . . . debts, mostly” (48).
         He’s also clear that he refuses to “kill anyone” or “shoot anyone” (49). He carries
         a Glock, but he has no intention of using it.
      

      
       Less than halfway through the book, Brittany decides that her fear of Alex is probably
         unwarranted: “I know I should be scared, alone with a gang member in a deserted place
         talking about kissing. But I’m not. Deep in my soul I know he wouldn’t intentionally
         hurt me or force me to do anything” (142). Brittany has no real reason to trust Alex,
         but readers know that she’s right to believe in him. The standards of the romance
         novel genre require him to be a good guy, at least when his beloved is involved. Brittany,
         however, takes a huge leap by trusting him, a decision based on her “soul.” Even when
         Alex admits that he “fucked” her “because of a bet” (332), she doesn’t believe it.
         She knows that Alex is only saying it to keep her away from him, to protect her until
         he can get out of the gang.
      

      
       The real dangerous character in the novel is Colin Adams, Brittany’s boyfriend (before
         Alex). Everyone thinks that he’s the nice guy, but Brittany eventually recognizes
         that he’s the villain. Colin is constantly pushing Brittany to have sex, even phone
         sex. Not surprisingly, Brittany isn’t into it, mostly because he has no desire to
         provide her any pleasure. Colin’s idea of foreplay is squeezing her “boobs like they’re
         water balloons” (113). He frequently calls her names, like “prude” (166) and “psycho”
         (158). He tells her that she’s a bad girlfriend because she won’t have sex with him
         to “show me how much you care” (165). On top of that, he wants to give her “expensive
         earrings” to guilt her into “giving something to him . . . like my virginity” (169).
         Finally, Colin admits that he had sex with another girl the previous summer. Colin’s
         admission validates Brittany’s decision to be with Alex instead. She was right that
         Alex was the good guy all along in spite of his bet that he can “have a piece of that
         ass” (52). The good guy—rich, white Colin—is actually the persistent threat to Brittany’s
         purity.
      

      
       Brittany learns that what appears to be bad (Alex) isn’t really bad at all. She can’t
         trust her own judgment; instead, she must act on her gut feelings and the instinctual
         attraction that she feels for him. The lesson for Brittany is that love is something
         that you feel with your heart, not something that you understand with your brain.
         The problem with such a lesson is that it suggests that warning signs of potential
         violence or abuse ought to be ignored or, worse, taken as evidence of true love.
      

      
      The Duff

      
      Bianca and Wesley never physically harm each other, but their interactions are almost
         always negative and contain multiple instances of verbal abuse. For example, the first
         time they kiss, Bianca describes their lips as “warring” (30), underscoring the adversarial
         relationship between them. Even though she initiated the kiss, she slaps him and calls
         him an asshole. He kisses her again, which she likes, and she calls it a “battle between
         our mouths” (29). She describes the “aggression” that both of them demonstrate as
         they are making out (29).
      

      
       By the end of the novel, Bianca and Wesley admit their feelings for each other. After
         that admission, they have sex, which doesn’t “feel dirty or wrong” (177) and there’s
         “no war between [their] mouths” (176). The reason for engaging in healthy sex is that
         Wesley finally tells Bianca that she’s not a whore. He says, “What you are is an intelligent,
         sassy, sarcastic, cynical, neurotic, loyal, compassionate girl” (175). When Wesley
         finally utters these words—and confirms that she is not a slut and that she is worthwhile
         as a human being—she feels understood. Wesley’s speech is certainly romantic, but
         that Bianca needs him to validate her worth—to confer upon her the rights and privileges
         of a virgin—undercuts the feminist message. A much stronger message would entail Bianca
         recognizing her worth regardless of Wesley’s opinion.
      

      
       Fortunately, Bianca does stand up for herself in a small but important way: She tells
         Wesley that he can no longer call her a Duff. Wesley agrees, claiming that he didn’t
         realize that calling her the Duff was hurtful. “I didn’t know you then” is his excuse
         (276). It seems like a pretty weak justification for constantly referring to Bianca,
         whom he allegedly loves and is regularly having sex with, as fat and ugly.
      

      
       Here’s where Bianca’s response is strange: She argues that she is a Duff. “But so is everyone else in the world. We’re all fucking Duffs” (276). Bianca
         lets him off the hook way too easily by rationalizing that everyone has to be the
         Duff sometimes because that’s just how the world is and “anyone who didn’t feel like
         the Duff must not have friends” (257). Bianca and her friends even take the word back
         by using it themselves. They see it as a way to “control the hurt it inflicted” (264).
         She argues that calling girls like Vikki sluts is no different than “calling someone
         the Duff” (256). She recognizes that, unfortunately, all girls are victims of “sexist
         labels” (256), but that doesn’t make the labels true. That people—usually boys—call
         a girl a slut, a whore, or a Duff doesn’t make those things true. Bianca says that
         all girls have this in common: “We [are] all sluts or bitches or prudes or Duffs”
         (257). She seems to be suggesting a sort of girl-power solidarity where we all acknowledge
         our insecurities and disempower the language that the patriarchy uses against us.
         Bianca might be right that co-opting a hurtful word is one way to sap its power to
         inflict cruelty, but her willingness to forgive Wesley makes him seem less cruel.
         She sees him as ignorant rather than willfully mean.
      

      
       The Duff’s happy ending may adhere to romance novel conventions by allowing Bianca and Wesley
         a happily-ever-after—although for how long is unclear—but Bianca’s conclusions send
         mixed messages at best. Even after she admits that she cares for Wesley, she says,
         “He annoys the hell out of me ninety-six percent of the time, and sometimes I’d like
         nothing better than strangle him to death” (188). She goes on to say she wants him
         to be happy and she wants to be with him.
      

      
       The reality is that neither Bianca nor Wesley has really reformed. Yes, they manage
         to have sex that isn’t hate fueled, and Wesley has agreed to never refer to her as
         the Duff again, yet their relationship remains largely adversarial. Bianca says that
         she’ll “be a bitch most of the time” and will probably yell at Wesley often and dump
         drinks on him (276). Wesley responds by kissing her so that she can’t keep talking,
         an action that makes her want to throw something at him. Wesley is turned on because
         he thinks that she’s sexy when she’s mad. None of these things suggest a healthy relationship;
         instead, Bianca and Wesley model a relationship where love and hate are so closely
         tied together that neither character can tell the difference.
      

      
      Reader Responses

      
      Astute readers picked up on the abuse themes in all three books but particularly in
         Beautiful Disaster. Hayley writes in her review, “[Travis] kicks the shit out of anyone who even looks
         at Abby. He breaks his fucking phone because if he doesn’t, he won’t be able to stop
         himself from calling Abby. THIS BEHAVIOR IS NOT NORMAL.”[13] Sophia agrees, writing her own capital-letter screed to Abby the character: “It’s
         not okay, it’s not okay, it’s not okay. It’s NOT NORMAL BEHAVIOR. . . . NO. I’M SORRY
         BUT NO. YOU NEED TO STAY THE FUCK AWAY FROM HIM!”[14] Angela James wrote a review that encapsulated the shock and concern that she felt
         as she was reading the book:
      

      
         I think that’s what disturbed me the most while I was reading—that this was . . .
            romantic? This dramatic, turbulent relationship, where the heroine saw nothing wrong
            with the hero slamming someone’s head into a car windshield or into the ground because
            said person had impugned [Abby’s] honor, was supposed to be the ultimate of romantic?
            That scared me.[15] 
         

      

      Readers who loved the book sometimes commented on Travis’s abusive behavior, but they
         often explained it away, arguing that both Abby and Travis recognize by the end that
         their relationship is unhealthy. Reader Jude notes that while Abby and Travis’s relationship
         is not perfect, “the beauty in it is that they both become the best versions of themselves
         when being together, and I think that’s what relationships are all about: being with
         someone that inspires you to be better each and every day.”[16] 
      

      
      Kristen, a voracious romance reader and reviewer on Goodreads, is honest about her
         love/hate response to the book:
      

      
         In many ways this book is everything I hate in a Young Adult romance, but I still
            found myself enthralled, giddy, and starry-eyed, regardless of how annoyed I became
            at times. In fact, I felt like I was at odds with myself during most of it. There
            was my latent teenage self, all starry-eyed and idealistic, who loved everything about
            this book, warring with my more mature and realistic 40-year-old self who knows better.
            It became quite exasperating.[17] 
         

      

      Kristen’s comment underscores an important aspect of the book: Beautiful Disaster may be book-crack for younger readers who idealistically believe that Abby can change
         Travis and turn him into the kind of man who can casually beat someone half to death
         for looking at Abby and then be a loving husband at home. This message is not just
         problematic; it’s dangerous.
      

      
      Not all readers cared about Travis’s abusive behavior. All that matters to some fans
         is that he’s hot and he’s obsessed with Abby, a romantic plotline that feeds readers’
         fantasies. Sangria thinks that Travis is “yummy,” and she pictured actor Channing
         Tatum as she read. She states unequivocally, “I love Travis, despite his many flaws.
         He got to be too much at times, but he’s just a very passionate and sensitive guy
         underneath all that testosterone and masculinity.”[18] Another reader put it more succinctly: “Um, question. Can I get pregnant from this?”[19] 
      

      
      Readers of Perfect Chemistry sometimes mentioned the fact that Alex is in a gang, something that puts both him
         and Brittany in danger. But most reviewers on Goodreads excused Alex because he was
         a good guy at heart. He just appears to be a bad boy. Lindsay professes her love for Alex, not just because she thinks
         that he’s physically perfect:
      

      
         I will fight everyone for [Alex] because he is just so damn fine! Honestly, he is
            on my Top Sexiest Guys I Would Love to Fuc Rape[20] and Keep in My Closet Forever List, and I only have eight other guys on that list
            of out of the 293 books I’ve read so far. So that’s a record. Alex is the ideal guy.
            He has things he wants to do for himself, but he won’t because he’ll go to any extreme
            to protect his family. And the fact that he let himself be with Brittany because he
            knew he wanted her was sexy!
         

      

      Reader Kristi argues that there’s much more going on in the book than just a hot guy
         and the-girl-next-door. “It’s a story of life lessons,” she argues. Readers learn
         not to “judge a person by the color of their skin” and not to “judge a person by the
         way they look.” Many readers agreed with Kristi and excused the book for its clichés,
         suggesting that the message of the book—that love conquers all—is more important than
         original characters or plot. In other words, romance novels are meant to follow a
         particular formula, and it’s that repetition that fans love.
      

      
      Many readers of The Duff were pleased with the romance novel ending and found Bianca and Wesley’s relationship
         romantic. Reader Chelsea writes, “I was totally enamored with this book! I would snap
         it shut and hold it to my chest and exclaim ‘Awwwwwwww’ and sigh and then open it
         right back up and keep reading.” Bailey at IB Book Blogging spoke for many readers
         who forgave Wesley for his bad behavior:
      

      
         Wesley was definitely swoon worthy. Even with his negative comments to Bianca, he
            manages to make them sound flirtatious, not insulting. When Bianca really got to know
            him, she found out that he wasn’t so bad after all and really started falling for
            him. While Wesley sure had his share of faults, he really was a great guy for Bianca.
            The letters that he sent her towards the end gave me butterflies and made me fall
            even more in love with him.
         

      

      Reader Britney agrees that Wesley is a complicated character who is strangely likeable
         in spite of his bad behavior. She writes, “I felt just as conflicted as Bianca about
         him. He made me angry and I wanted to shake some sense into him at times but oh boy
         was he irresistible! And the scenes between him and Bianca! Yeah, definitely at the
         top of my literary crush list.”[21] 
      

      
      Many fans of the book, including YA author Veronica Roth, praised Keplinger’s realistic
         characters. Readers also noted that Bianca and Wesley both change by the end of the
         novel, thus demonstrating a healthy and realistic relationship in spite of the complications
         discussed in this chapter.
      

      
      Conclusions

      
      Given that romance novels have fairly strict genre requirements, it’s not surprising
         that paranormal, dystopian, and contemporary YA romance novels follow similar themes.
         The authors are simply overlaying two sets of genre requirements. Contemporary YA
         romance novels do, however, depart in significant ways from the paranormal and dystopian
         novels that I discuss in previous chapters. The novels that I discuss here center
         more on adult themes, depict more adult behaviors, and feature characters who are
         older, though not necessarily more mature. They also add the one element that paranormal
         and dystopian novels almost always leave out: premarital sex. As discussed in previous
         chapters, paranormal and dystopian novels tend to focus on characters who want to have sex—who are constantly tempted to give in—but who wait until marriage to
         finally engage in sexual intercourse. The protagonists in contemporary YA novels often
         engage in sex fairly early in their relationships, long before they have emotionally
         or legally committed to their partners. Older readers may expect a certain amount
         of sex in the pages and not have the patience to wait until the final chapter. This
         may be particularly true of new adult romance, which is largely defined by the presence
         of sex. Contemporary YA romance may also be even more closely linked, in terms of
         genre conventions, to adult romance novels than paranormal or dystopian romance.
      

      
       YA contemporary romance novels still manage to fetishize virginity, even while presenting
         graphic sex scenes. Although heroines lose their virginity, they retain the characteristics
         of virginity. They may no longer have intact hymens, but they retain the constellation
         of behaviors, attitudes, and emotions that classify them as virgins in moral terms.
         However, the female characters can maintain that moral position only as long as they
         stay with the one man meant for them. Having sex with someone else would immediately
         change their status. In that regard, the heroines are dependent on their soul mates
         to protect and preserve their pseudovirginity for the rest of their lives. Should
         Travis or Alex ever leave their beloved girls, the heroines would lose the virgin
         sheen, the specialness that made them attractive in the first place. Wesley and Bianca
         represent a more fluid view of virginity, one that allows them to “redeem” themselves
         from nonvirgin status but only by entering into a committed relationship with each
         other.
      

      
       Other contemporary YA romance novels published since 2005 present virgin heroines—or
         virginal, in terms of moral fortitude—and conquering heroes, with all the right moves,
         as the ultimate romance. Many of the characters are in college or are about to graduate
         high school, which means that the novels can deal with slightly more mature themes.
         Other popular contemporary YA romance novels include the following, all of which use
         virginity tropes in various ways:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Going Too Far, by Jennifer Echols (published in 2009),[22] is about Meg, a high school girl, who wants to get out of her small town. When she
               falls in love with John, a police officer who has little patience for her recklessness,
               she has to decide what she wants her future to look like.
            

         

         
         	
            Anna and the French Kiss, by Stephanie Perkins (first book published in 2010),[23] is about a lucky girl who goes to boarding school in France and meets the boy of
               her dreams.
            

         

         
         	
            The Vincent Boys, by Abbi Glines (first book published in 2011),[24] is about Ashton, a preacher’s daughter, who has feelings for two boys who happen
               to be cousins. Ashton’s decision requires her to choose between the perfect boy and
               the consummate bad boy.
            

         

         
         	
            Losing It, by Cora Carmack (first book published in 2012),[25] is about a college student, Bliss Edwards, who is sick of her virginity. She meets
               a hot guy at a bar, ready and willing to sleep with her, but she chickens out when
               it comes time to have sex. She kicks him out of her apartment using her fake cat as
               an excuse. Unfortunately, the guy that she picks happens to be her new theatre professor.
               Naturally, the pair pursue a relationship, filled with twists and turns, and eventually
               end up married. Bliss gives her virginity to the one man whom she vows to stay with
               forever.
            

         

         
         	
            Taking Chances, by Molly McAdams (first book published in 2012),[26] is about a virginal freshman, Harper, who has never even been kissed. After falling
               into a world of parties, she must decide which hot guy, Brandon or Chase, she wants
               to be with forever.
            

         

         
         	
            My Favorite Mistake, by Chelsea M. Cameron (first book published in 2013),[27] introduces readers to Taylor Caldwell, a college student who accepts a bet from her
               new off-campus roommate, the very sexy Hunter: She has to convince him that she loves
               or hates him to get him out of the apartment. Romance ensues.
            

         

      

      
      While not all YA contemporary romance novels present physical virgins, they frequently
         use virginity (defined in moral terms) as shorthand for identifying worthy female
         characters. Authors are continually reworking a template where virginity becomes a
         necessary element for romance: a highly dangerous message for young readers who use
         YA lit to make sense of the world around them.
      

      
      Not only do these novels romanticize abuse, but they also normalize it. By presenting
         female characters who accept controlling, paternalistic, and sometimes violent behavior
         from male characters, authors not so subtly suggest that such behaviors are done out
         of love. Heroines who question the behavior are reminded at every turn that their
         instincts are wrong, that the male love interests will change if the heroines stand
         by their men.
      

      
       Critical readers are right to be alarmed by such narratives, especially because these
         are the novels that readers of all ages have identified as favorites. That readers
         find these dangerous messages about relationships romantic is symptomatic of a larger
         cultural problem—one that requires immediate and sustained attention from readers,
         parents, teachers, critics, and librarians. I’m certainly not suggesting banning books,
         but readers do need to be armed with critical reading skills to identify places where
         authors are relying on virginity tropes to tell romantic stories. Furthermore, readers—young
         ones in particular—must have the skills and knowledge to identify places in contemporary
         YA romance novels where physical, emotional, and verbal abuse is romanticized.
      

      
       Fortunately, novels do exist that provide an antidote to these troubling and dangerous
         messages. The next chapter presents contemporary YA novels that are sex-positive and
         actively fight against virginity and abuse themes that are all too common in some
         of the highest-rated contemporary YA books post-Twilight.
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      Chapter 5

      Sex-Positive Messages in
 YA Literature
      

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         That adolescence is about first experience—first sex being the jewel in the crown
               of first experiences—is what makes YA as a genre so delicious and vital.—Carrie Mesrobian, YA author
         

         
      

      
      
      
         I didn’t want to have smut on the page. I don’t want to titillate.—Veronica Roth, YA author
         

         
      

      
      
      
         Nymphomaniac: a woman as obsessed with sex as an average man.—Mignon McLaughlin, American journalist
         

         
      

      
      
      Within the subcategory of contemporary young adult novels, readers will find a subset
         of books that present virginity in a very different manner from the one I discuss
         in chapters 2, 3, and 4. I call this category sex-positive literature. I’m not in any way suggesting that books with characters who engage in sex are superior
         to books that present characters who choose abstinence. My goal here is to demonstrate
         that certain YA books are sex-positive because they actively challenge virginity-fetishizing
         tropes. Certainly, characters could choose abstinence and still be part of a sex-positive narrative. The reality is that
         the sex-positive novels that I identified based on readers’ lists usually included
         characters who opted to have sex.
      

      
       These are YA novels with characters who engage in sex but do not represent fetishized
         ideas about virginity. The characters in these books carefully consider what virginity
         means, and they make decisions based on their own values, not on fated connections
         with people they’ve just met or who display dangerous behaviors. While the books are
         not technically romance novels, because the couple does not always end up together,
         they do have romantic storylines featuring characters who must overcome obstacles
         to be together.
      

      
       Sex-positive YA literature actively works against virginity fetish tropes. Female
         protagonists are often still virgins, but they are defined by their passions, desires,
         talents, and interests rather than their virginity. They don’t need virginity guardians,
         because they make thoughtful and well-planned decisions about sex. They don’t have
         soul mates to whom they are drawn for inexplicable reasons. They select boyfriends
         based on shared interests and mutual attraction. Male love interests do not pose a
         threat to the physical safety or emotional well-being of the female protagonists.
         If male love interests fail to provide mutual love, support, and pleasure, the heroines
         break up with them. Girls recognize that having sex with someone does not necessarily
         make him a healthy eternal soul mate no matter how bad his behavior.
      

      
       Judy Blume’s Forever spoke to teens because it was honest about its portrayal of romance. Unlike the characters
         in traditional romance novels, Blume’s characters don’t end happily ever after with
         each other, but they do end up happy. Blume challenged the romance novel requirement
         of marriage and a baby carriage by giving her female protagonist, Kath, a satisfying
         ending without having to sacrifice everything, including herself, for Michael. A handful
         of post-Twilight YA writers have followed in Blume’s footsteps.
      

      
       Rather than presenting virgins as irresistible, sex-positive novels present girls
         who have multiple physical, emotional, and intellectual qualities that make them attractive
         and interesting to those around them. Heroines may be virgins, but that doesn’t define
         who they are as humans, nor does virginity confer any sort of value on them. Furthermore,
         nonvirgins are not de facto sluts. Instead, sexual activity is presented as a choice,
         one that has potential consequences but not one that defines a girl’s character for
         the rest of her life. Virginity is presented as more than just a marker for someone
         who has never had intercourse. Instead, virginity is a complex state that includes
         in its definition a range of intimacies. First-times refer to all manner of sexual activity, not just intercourse.
      

      
       When sex is graphically presented in these novels, the result is often very unsexy.
         The teen characters are clumsy, inept, and mostly clueless about human anatomy. Consequently,
         depictions of sex in the novels are less titillating than just plain cringe-worthy,
         a far more realistic portrait of most first-time sex.
      

      
       Boys in sex-positive books do not act as virginity guardians; instead, girls are
         in charge of their bodies and sexual activities. They make decisions about how far
         they’ll go, often in consultation with close friends, trusted family members, or health
         professionals. Girls take precautions to prevent pregnancy and disease, although they
         aren’t always successful in preventing emotional or physical consequences. Heroines
         recognize that they must be agents of their bodies.
      

      
       While couples in sex-positive novels are drawn together as a result of chemistry,
         they do not see themselves as destined or eternal soul mates. Authors depict characters
         working hard to have functional relationships, rather than relationships that magically
         happen with little to no effort. Furthermore, when relationships don’t work out, characters
         move on without worrying that they will never find love again. Couples do not stay
         together just because they’ve had sex; in fact, sometimes couples realize that sex
         has complicated and compromised the relationship to the extent that it cannot be fixed.
      

      
       Male love interests in sex-positive novels are never violent or dangerous. Sometimes,
         they are smart, funny, attractive, and interesting. Sometimes they are also thoughtless
         and inconsiderate. Other times, they are loving and kind. Boys are presented as fully
         human characters who are not inhumanly perfect. They are not superheroes who save
         girls from danger. No girl in sex-positive novels is ever in danger of being harmed,
         irrevocably changed, or killed by her boyfriend.
      

      
       In this chapter, I examine five YA novels published since 2005 that present sex-positive
         messages and challenge virginity-fetishizing tropes in interesting ways. All five
         books present strong heroines who engage in sexual activities, including intercourse.
         Each girl’s decision leads to various consequences—some of them serious. By the end
         of each novel, heroines learn about themselves and their sexual desires as well as
         what they expect from a relationship. Like Kath in Judy Blume’s Forever, these characters experience sex as a complicated set of events, not a single life-changing
         moment where they magically transform as a result of a lost hymen.
      

      
      Sex and Virginity in Anatomy of a Boyfriend

      
      Anatomy of a Boyfriend (2008),[1] by Daria Snadowsky, features high school senior Dominique Baylor, who falls in love
         with the smart and handsome Wesley Gershwin. Dom is a virgin who carefully considers
         whether or not to have sex with Wes. Together Dom and Wes decide on a birth control
         method and determine the right time and place to have sex. Eventually, however, Dom
         realizes that she has become obsessed with Wes and their relationship. They break
         up after they go away to different colleges, and Dom realizes that Wes is not as invested
         in their relationship as she is.
      

      
      Snadowsky describes her characters’ sexual encounters with graphic details, capturing
         the confusion that Dom feels as she does things that she’s never done before, including
         but not limited to intercourse.[2] For instance, before having sex, Dom and Wes explore mutual masturbation. Dom describes
         what happens when she gives Wes a hand job: “I can barely feel my arms now, and my
         shoulders are sore.” She has to “alternate hands and lick them.” Soon, though, “a
         few drops of something hot leak onto my fingers.” She feels a “stiffening of his penis
         in my hands as the tip expels a thick, creamy liquid” (116). In return, Wes gets Dom
         “the wettest” she’s ever been, and then “without warning he shoves his second finger”
         into her vagina (122). Naturally, Dom doesn’t find it particularly pleasurable. Together,
         she and Wes must discuss what she finds enjoyable and how he can best please her,
         as well as how she can pleasure him.
      

      
      When Dom and Wes finally do have intercourse, she does not enjoy the painful and all-too-quick
         experience. What she does like is how close she feels to Wes. She begins to see that
         the intimate sexual experiences that she is having with Wes are creating a strong
         bond between the two. Her feelings for Wes build as she allows herself to be increasingly
         more vulnerable and open with him. Sex warps Dom’s emotions in some ways. She finds
         it hard to process her feelings about Wes separate from their physical intimacy.
      

      
       The relationship begins to suffer as Dom and Wes develop different interests, goals,
         and future plans. Dom fights to save the connection with Wes, partially because she
         loves him but also because she feels like she should stay with him. Dom has internalized
         the message that having sex with someone means an eternal commitment. Not until the
         end of the novel does she finally admit that she has become unhealthily obsessed with
         Wes. Going their separate ways is key to Dom’s developing healthy ideas about sex
         and relationships. Being with a guy doesn’t have to consume you, and virginity doesn’t
         have to define you.
      

      
       Snadowsky carefully complicates virginity fetish tropes by letting Dom buy into virginity-fetishizing
         while challenging received notions about romance, love, and sex. Dom’s grandmother
         tells her “no ring, no ring-a-ding-ding” (92). Dom disagrees with her grandmother’s
         position on sex and the need for a white wedding, but she also admits that she’s turned
         on by the idea of being a virgin: “I’m so glad I never let anyone else touch me there
         before. It’s as if I’ve been holding out for Wes before I even knew he existed” (101).
         In spite of her eagerness to go all the way, she can’t help but be affected by cultural
         notions of virginity. When the time to have intercourse finally arrives, Dom says,
         “Suddenly the prospect of having sex seems like a death sentence for the person I’ve
         been all my life up until this night” (151). After sex, she feels like a “different”
         person: “I just had sex. My vagina had a penis inside of it” (155). “A part of me,”
         she admits, “does feel like I’ve just lost something precious” (155).
      

      
       Before Wes, Dom prides herself in being smart, interested in a variety of hobbies,
         and determined to become a doctor. Ironically, it’s only after she becomes involved
         with Wes that she begins to feel like she isn’t interesting at all: “I’m starting
         to realize I don’t know if I like myself. I have no idea who I am, and there’s nothing I enjoy doing all that much”
         (66). She admits that “Wes is the first thing in my life I’ve ever felt totally, completely,
         and viscerally passionate about and want to devote every hour of my day to” (68).
         After they break up, Dom realizes that her obsession with Wes was coloring everything.
         She couldn’t see herself as an individual, because she was too focused on building
         the perfect romantic relationship.
      

      
       In spite of Dom’s doubts about herself, she always acts as the arbiter of her own
         body, even when she’s using it to please Wes. She decides when she is ready to have
         sex and only after she carefully considers the consequences. Dom even experiments
         with self-pleasure. In one scene, she starts touching herself, and she finds it “relaxing,
         but energizing too” (23).
      

      
       Once she gets physical with Wes, she starts to think of her body only in terms of
         pleasuring him, which is one of the reasons why the relationship falls apart. At one
         point, she says she has been “Wes-ed, Wes-inated, Wes-erized” (88). She goes on, “Suddenly
         my body is good for something more than just carting me around—it means something
         to someone else” (88). She sees pleasuring him as a privilege. When he ineptly tries
         to manually stimulate her,[3] they take a break. Later, Dom says, “He lets me give him two hand jobs, which makes
         things feel normal again” (126). Note that Dom uses the word “let,” suggesting that
         Wes is doing her a favor. Snadowsky carefully demonstrates how Dom moves from an independent
         young woman to a dependent mess as she tries to turn her relationship with Wes into
         the perfect romance novel relationship.
      

      
      In spite of having a lot of sex, Wes simply can’t give Dom an orgasm, a fact that
         troubles Dom’s friend Amy. “It’s just not fair he’s the only one who’s been getting
         off,” Amy writes in an e-mail to Dom (166). Dom is so obsessed with pleasing Wes that
         she can’t even fathom getting any kind of pleasure for herself.
      

      
       Dom initially sees Wes as her soul mate and falls in love with him way too quickly.
         She starts neglecting her college search, and she even becomes a vegetarian for Wes.
         She says, “I don’t think changing for someone is bad as long as you’re objectively
         changing for the better” (56). Only later does she recognize the inherent problems
         with turning one’s life over to a relationship, particularly at seventeen. She ultimately
         decides that Wes might be her first love, but he is not the one and only man who can
         make her happy. Her dad encourages her to explore her options in life with everything,
         not just boys: “Just like you shouldn’t commit to a career too early, you shouldn’t
         commit to a guy so young” (68). Her friend Amy—who has a psychotherapist mother—warns
         about mistaking lust for love: “My mom’s worked with hundreds of dysfunctional couples
         who mistook raging hormones for love and are so obviously wrong for each other” (72).
      

      
       When Wes and Dom break up, she’s heartbroken. She wonders “how it is that mankind
         can engineer condoms to prevent pregnancy and STDs and not be able to invent some
         sort of emotional safeguard” (231). Dom realizes that, for her, sex and love are connected.
         Without Wes, she feels “so worthless because he doesn’t love me anymore” (233). Only
         after she’s had time to reflect on the relationship does she realize that being with
         Wes made her “deluded, irrational, inconsiderate, and a liar” (238). She tells Wes
         in an e-mail, “Loving you made me be passionate about nothing but you” (238). Dom
         realizes that she bought into unrealistic notions about romance. She made Wes the
         center of her world, which ironically made her less interesting to him. In her quest
         to please him, she failed to please herself.
      

      
       The novel ends with Dom recognizing that she needs to do something for herself, something
         that will allow her “ to take back control of my body in some small way” (250). What
         she does is masturbate until she has her first orgasm. The scene demonstrates Dom’s
         acceptance of herself, her body, and her sexuality separate from a relationship with
         Wes or anyone else. Losing her virginity was monumental—and it presented many emotional
         consequences—but it wasn’t the act of having sex that made Dom feel like less of a
         person: it was her unquestioning and uncritical acceptance of the idea that being
         in a relationship and losing one’s virginity defines one’s life.[4] 
      

      
      Sex and Virginity in Lost It

      
      In Lost It, by Kristen Tracy (2007),[5] Tess Whistle meets the boy of her dreams, the very serious Benjamin Easter. Ben feels
         connected to Tess because she tells him that she has diabetes: a strange lie that
         she tells to cover up an embarrassing bout of clumsiness. Ben is a cancer survivor,
         so Tess’s alleged illness makes him think that they have something in common. They
         start dating and eventually begin having sex. After some practice, they even have
         enjoyable sex. But when Ben finds out that Tess lied about being a diabetic, he wonders
         if he can trust her. On top of getting dumped by the only boy whom she’s ever loved,
         Tess is dealing with a deranged best friend who is struggling with her parents’ impending
         divorce and who ends up in reform school. Tess herself is living with her lottery-winning
         grandmother because her weirdo parents have moved to a survival camp in the deserts
         of Utah. By the end of the novel, Tess learns that loving someone means being honest,
         even when it hurts. That lesson applies to herself as well as her parents.
      

      
      At the beginning of the novel, Tess buys into the idea of virginity as a marker of
         purity. Even the mention of breasts by her progressive grandmother makes Tess turn
         red: “I just don’t want to talk about them at the bagel shop. They’re sacred” (126).
         Tess associates virginity with being a good girl, even though she has to struggle
         to be virginal. She says, “I always thought I would have been the kind of girl who
         said slow down, no, and stop doing that right now. But those reactions would’ve required me to engage my brain” (75), something that
         she has trouble doing when she’s around Ben. She goes on, “I’d never considered Tess
         Whistle to be the kind of girl who would let a guy explore her naked body while still
         in high school” (80). Tess has always planned to save her virginity for marriage.
         She tells her best friend, Zena: “I don’t believe in getting laid. And you know that
         I want to wait until after I’m married, or at least engaged, until I’m officially
         in love, until after I have a ring” (17). Zena, more experienced in all matters, thinks
         that’s “lame.” Zena says, “You should’ve been alive during the fifties. Back then,
         pretending to be pure was fashionable. Now, people just find it annoying” (17).
      

      
       When Tess and Ben get serious, he becomes the guardian of her virginity, a role that
         Tess dislikes him playing. During a heavy make-out session in the car, he’s the one
         who stops them from going any further. “Let’s just sit and keep talking,” he says
         (134). Tess is insulted and begins to cry because she assumes that she’s done something
         wrong. She’s confused because she assumes that all boys simply want to have sex, and
         Ben isn’t a virgin. He finally tells her, “I’m stopping because I like you” (136).
         Tess reluctantly admits that she isn’t ready for sex, but she doesn’t like the feeling
         of rejection: “I wanted Ben to want me. I wanted to be the one who said when to stop”
         (136). Tess implicitly recognizes that sex is about power. Even liberal Grandma reiterates
         that old-fashioned message about letting boys chase girls: “Sure, you can let [Ben]
         catch you, but you should always be moving away” (141). Grandma knows that times have
         changed from when she was a girl. She tells Tess, “I was a virgin when I married your
         grandfather, but I’m not sure I’d do it that way again. I never sampled another man”
         (154–55). Tess is understandably grossed out by Grandma’s oversharing.
      

      
       Tess is almost painfully ignorant about sex. Zena has to explain to her what the
         pill is. Tess thinks it sounds “magical” (80). She doesn’t know what a hymen is or
         that it can be broken by having sex (4). In fact, she doesn’t learn about her hymen
         until after she has sex, something that makes her sad: “Reading about breaking it
         after the fact, I felt a sense of loss” (234).
      

      
       Her ideas about sex mostly revolve around nonsexual activities. Her first “official
         daydream” about sex happens in school, and it involves Ben telling her that he loves
         her “over and over again” and asking her to marry him (122). Ben has to take charge
         of almost every aspect of sex. He’s the one who decides the time is right, after Tess
         is involved in a car accident. She wishes that she felt comfortable enough to ask
         about condoms, but she doesn’t (197–98). Fortunately, Ben has thought to bring condoms;
         Tess thinks that she probably should have taken “more responsibility” herself (205).
         As the child of “deeply conservative” parents who won’t even let her take sex education
         at school (4) and who qualify as “two certifiable prudes” (11), Tess has to rely on
         Ben and Zena to teach her the basics. Surprisingly, Zena is quite wise about sex.
         At one point, she sagely tells Tess, “When done properly, sex should be about your
         pleasure, too” (235).
      

      
       What Tess learns is that sex is a “rite of passage” (189). When she finally does
         it, she marks the occasion: “On December 27, I had sex with Benjamin Easter. And,
         yes, first-time sex is a big deal” (197). Later, after the novelty wears off, Tess
         feels “a little down” because “the big excitement was over” (237). As time passes,
         their relationship starts to change in a negative way, something that Ben points out
         to Tess (144). Tess becomes obsessed with Ben. He becomes “more important than people
         I’d known my whole life” (122). Ben’s mere presence can make her “pain disappear”
         when she’s in the hospital following a car crash (182). Ben is so amazing to her that
         she admits that she wants to “tongue-bathe every inch of his chest” (144) whenever
         he’s near. Her obsession also means that she has less time for everything else. Even
         her “book consumption [drops] off” (189) after she starts dating Ben. She gets clingy
         and wonders “when we were going to start having babies” (240). She wants Ben even
         when she doesn’t enjoy the sex that much after the first couple times. She admits
         that “neither of us was that into it” (241).
      

      
       Tess’s clinginess is hardly surprising; she’s been obsessed with Ben since the first
         moment she saw him. She feels an electric charge with him right away. She’s delighted
         when he knows her name upon first meeting. She says, “That’s when I knew that I was
         on the right track to having his intelligent and attractive babies” (34). Tess is
         a little too eager, which is part of why Ben loses interest in her. As she slowly
         changes to become just like him, she loses the characteristics that made her special.
      

      
       When Ben finds out that Tess lied about having diabetes—one of the reasons why he
         was attracted to her in the first place—he dumps her. Tess is devastated because she’s
         given Ben her virginity. “I feel like I lost something,” she says. Zena replies, “I
         think that’s the way it’s supposed to feel. For a little while” (264). Zena actively
         fights against fetishizing virginity by telling Tess, “It’s okay that you slept with
         Ben. Unless you’re like a nun or something, nobody stays a virgin forever. It’s okay”
         (264).
      

      
       Tess frequently talks about “losing it” in reference to her virginity, but she also
         uses the term to talk about her ultrareligious parents, who refuse to teach her sex
         education and who abandon her at a critical time in her life. They’ve lost their minds
         about everything, including the reality of their own teen daughter’s sexuality. Tracy
         is undoubtedly making a comment on larger themes of parenting and sex education.
      

      
       It’s also Zena who helps Tess see that she is conforming to an extremely narrow definition
         of a good girl, an image that isn’t realistic or healthy. “No offense,” Zena says,
         “but it sounds like that whole situation was a series of his decisions and not yours.”
         Tess denies it, but Zena pushes: “You lied to Ben about apple juice to manipulate
         his opinion of you. You wanted to control what he thought of you. But some things
         are beyond your control” (272).
      

      
       Ben and Tess do not get back together, probably because both recognize that their
         relationship was built on a lie and they were never really right for each other. Tess’s
         obsession with turning their relationship into something suitable for a romance novel,
         with white weddings and chubby babies, ruins what she does have: a sweet, passionate,
         experimental high school relationship. It doesn’t have the maturity to last into adulthood,
         but neither Tess nor Ben is ready for that. Having sex doesn’t make the relationship
         stronger; it simply complicates it. But as Zena argues, having sex doesn’t change
         who Tess is as a person. With Zena’s help, Tess accepts that her relationship with
         Ben is over. She says, “But that’s okay. For the first time in a long time, I feel
         hopeful” (276).
      

      
       Like Forever, Lost It is very graphic in its depiction of sex. Tess describes what it feels like when she
         feels Ben “enter me” (204). She talks candidly about what it’s like after sex: Everything
         feels “wet,” and she wishes she’d “brought a towel” (205). She even describes what
         it’s like to feel the ribbed condom that Ben uses (204). The graphic details are hardly
         titillating; instead, they provide a realistic view of first-time sex. Like Tess says,
         it’s “messy” and “moist” (205) and just plain “weird” in some ways (230). Author Tracy’s
         depiction of sex is not supposed to be a turn-on; rather, it’s an honest illustration
         of what happens between two fumbling teens. By presenting sex with all the details—good
         and gross—she prepares readers for a realistic experience, whether they are teens
         or young married adults.
      

      
      Sex and Virginity in Ten Things We Did
 (and Probably Shouldn’t Have)

      
      Ten Things We Did, by Sarah Mylnowski (2011),[6] features April Berman—a rule-following good girl who seizes the opportunity to live
         unchaperoned with her friend Vi after April’s father and stepmother announce that
         they are moving to Cleveland. April’s father believes that Vi’s mother is present;
         she’s really off acting in Mary Poppins in Chicago. April’s new unsupervised living situation offers her plenty of opportunities
         to finally have sex with her longtime boyfriend, Noah. But April makes a series of
         really poor decisions—not the least of which is buying a hot tub—that result in some
         pretty serious consequences. April and Noah break up after he cheats on her, but April
         finds a new guy who treats her with respect.
      

      
      April is a virgin at the beginning of the novel, and she’s eager to “change my virgin
         status” (54). The only problem is that she and Noah keep missing opportunities to
         do it. In fact, Noah seems to actively be avoiding having sex with her. April persists
         and prepares for the big event by going to the doctor to get on the pill. She feels
         “responsible,” “sexy,” and “grown-up” with her pill prescription (87). April’s reaction
         to going on the pill is telling. Having sex with Noah is, for her, about feeling like
         an adult. Living with Vi without parents, buying her own groceries, taking care of
         her own problems, and having sex all operate in the same adult sphere that April desperately
         wants to inhabit.
      

      
       Eventually April and Noah have intercourse. They like it so much that they do it
         as often as they can, and they don’t regularly use condoms. Everything seems great
         until April ends up with chlamydia (298). After ruling out the possibility of getting
         a venereal disease from the hot tub, Noah admits that he cheated on April with a girl
         named Lily. Immediately, April thinks, “Stupid Lily. Disease-ridden Lily. Whorish
         Lily” (326). April realizes a few pages later that blaming Lily and calling her “easy”
         is wrong (333). Just because a girl has sex doesn’t make her a whore. April admits
         that it wasn’t Lily’s fault she got chlamydia; it was Noah’s fault. “Can you ever
         forgive me?” Noah asks. “No,” she says. “I can’t” (333). Losing her virginity is actually
         the fifth thing that April presents in her ten things than she shouldn’t have done
         list. Mylnowski doesn’t sugarcoat the consequences of having sex, nor does she moralize
         about it. April may regret having sex, but she doesn’t become a fundamentally different
         person as a result of it. She simply learns that sex requires a level of maturity
         that she doesn’t yet have.
      

      
       After the breakup, April admits to feeling “dirty” and “unwanted” (336), but she
         doesn’t go back to Noah just because they’ve had sex; instead, she realizes that she
         deserves better. She doesn’t try to justify Noah’s bad behavior. By the end of the
         novel, she’s forging a new relationship with Hudson, a boy who is kinder and more
         interested in April as a person. April admits that everything she did—lying to her
         dad to stay with Vi, refusing to move to Paris with her mom, refusing to move to Cleveland
         with her dad and stepmom—had been at least partially about Noah. “I was afraid to
         try something new,” April admits to her friends (346). Being with Noah, including
         entering into a sexual relationship with him, was as much about following what seemed
         to be a natural order of events as it was about any true commitment to him. Winding
         up with chlamydia wasn’t April’s punishment; it was simply a consequence of her actions,
         one that she has to accept. Just as she learns how to navigate the difficulties of
         living in an adult world without her parents, she learns that sex doesn’t make relationships
         easier: it complicates them and sometimes it ruins them. April’s lesson is that adult
         relationships come with adult problems.
      

      
       Novels where characters suffer negative consequences about sex are often moralizing.
         The consequence becomes a punishment that the character, usually female, must endure
         as a result of acting on her desires. In this book, I argue that disease is not functioning
         as a moralizing punishment for April. She is embarrassed and uncomfortable as a result
         of it, but she sees a doctor and gets well. She is not harshly judged or denied future
         relationships because of having had the disease. What the disease storyline seems
         to do is highlight the necessity of using condoms. April fully trusts Noah, but he’s
         lying to her, not because he’s an innately bad person, but because he’s a teenager
         who makes poor decisions based on peer pressure and his own limited impulse control.
      

      
       Not all of the lessons in Ten Things We Did are positive. April tells increasingly bolder and more complex lies to her father
         to stay at Vi’s house. Months later, when she’s in Paris with her mother and brother,
         she calls her dad in Ohio to cop to all of her lies. The book ends before readers
         see any consequences for her actions. In fact, the way that April opens the conversation
         with her dad suggests that she thinks what she did is a bit of a joke: “Dad? Um, listen.
         I have kind of a crazy story for you. . . ” (354). April treats her lies to her father
         as less serious than having sex. Engaging in sex is certainly a big decision, but
         her decision to set up an elaborate months-long ruse to deceive her dad about where
         she’s living and how she’s spending the money that he’s giving her seems to be the
         bigger infraction.
      

      
      Sex and Virginity in Good Girls

      
      Laura Ruby’s Good Girls (2006)[7] features Audrey Porter—a hard worker, an excellent student, an obedient daughter,
         and a loyal friend. She does have one secret: She’s hooking up with Luke DeSalvio,
         the hottest guy in school. They are so busy locking lips that they “never do much
         talking” (4). Audrey loves the power that she feels when Luke wants her. Motivated
         by that power, rather than her own desire, she gives Luke a blow job at a party. She
         says she wants him to “beg me” (17). She wants him to “be the naked one” (17). Unfortunately,
         someone snaps a photo of her in the process. Overnight, Audrey becomes the school
         slut, forcing her to rethink how she feels about herself and about the other girls
         she’d written off as tramps. The novel ends with Audrey and Luke attempting to have
         a real relationship, one that’s based on mutual feelings and not merely occasional
         hookups.
      

      
      Audrey’s parents are shocked when they find out that she is sexually active. Audrey
         knows that her mom has always wanted to protect her from “drunken boys bent on stealing
         my virtue” (6). Audrey willingly engages in sexual activity, including intercourse,
         with Luke, but she admits that he is the “first guy I let up my shirt” (123).
      

      
       When the leaked picture of her giving Luke a blow job starts circulating around school,
         Audrey feels “like a slut” (96) and a “dirt-haired ho” (118). She says that the picture
         made Luke “a hero” and her “a whore” (76). Her antagonist, Chilly, calls her “a ho”
         right to her face (39). Even total strangers make her feel cheap. A store employee
         asks, “Maybe you like to do it for free?” (85). Mr. Zwiebeck, the vice principal,
         assumes that she was “victimized” by Luke (124) because, as Audrey knows, “nice girls
         are forced, honors students are forced. If I wasn’t forced . . . ” (125). She leaves
         the sentence incomplete, but the message is clear: Mr. Zwiebeck can’t fathom a good
         girl experiencing desire. If she wasn’t forced, then the only logical conclusion,
         according to Mr. Zwiebeck, is that she’s simply a slut.
      

      
       Audrey comments on the unjust way that girls and boys are treated in regard to sex.
         She thinks that she might as well “try to be like guys.” After all, “they do whatever
         they want and nobody cares” (22). She’s quick to note that Mr. Zwiebeck is telling
         her to “set a better example,” but he’s not saying the same thing to Luke. “No,” she
         says sarcastically, “that boy’s obviously doing just dandy as he is. It’s those girls
         that you have to watch. Girls are tricky” (125). Audrey’s best friend Ash worries
         that Audrey will end up like Cherry, a girl who has sex with lots of guys. Audrey
         points out that guys hook up all the time and nobody asks “if they love every person
         they have sex with” (133). Luke is considered one of the coolest guys in school, in
         part because he’s “a player” (10). Ironically, Ash has had sex, but she did it with
         her boyfriend. She argues that’s different because she loved him. Audrey challenges
         the notion that girls have to be in love to have sex, while boys can do it without
         the same expectation.
      

      
       Her pastors at church aren’t helpful either. They “like to talk about everything
         but sex, except to tell us to ‘save’ ourselves for our husbands and wives” (95). Audrey
         wonders why they don’t “give practical lessons on how to deal with hot guys without
         having to wear a freaking chastity belt” (120–21). She’s calling attention to the
         way that abstinence-only education provides no solutions to the very real issue of
         teen sexuality and desire. She knows that she is “supposed to fight Luke off.” She
         knows “that’s what girls do.” You are only supposed to have sex if “he promises to
         love you forever” (226). But nobody talks about “what girls want, because we’re not
         supposed to want anything, not really” (226).
      

      
       Audrey, like other girls in the book, struggles to control her desires. She has no
         strategy for dealing with the very powerful feelings that she has around Luke, who
         makes her “brains dribble right out of my ear” (9). She’s “left with nothing but a
         body I can barely control” (9). When they are kissing, she feels “a thousand flowers
         bloom in my gut, my skin tingles everywhere, and my brains sidle toward the door”
         (16–17). She admits that she turns into “some sort of panting, slobbering wolf-girl
         when he’s around” (17), and it’s hard to operate in what she calls a “Luke-induced
         lust haze” (20).
      

      
       In spite of the fact that she wanted to have sex with Luke—she brought the condom
         and made the first move—she feels conflicted about having lost her virginity. She
         “never believed that virginity was some sort of precious gift or whatever” (219),
         but after sex, she feels like “I’d given something away.” She hopes that virginity
         is “something that you could give over and over again” until “eventually you got something
         in return” (220). Audrey is commenting on the virginity fetish culture that makes
         girls feel bad about themselves, that doesn’t allow room for thoughtful and frank
         conversations about female desire.
      

      
       Fortunately for Audrey, she has explicit conversations about sex and virginity with
         her friends, all of whom occupy different positions on virginity. Cindy and Noelle
         want to wait until they can do it with someone they love. Pam is a proponent of masturbation:
         “You can always take care of it by yourself,” she says, in reference to having orgasms
         (158). Pam is the school slut: “Everyone knows she’s been with, like, the entire planet”
         (9). Pam admits that she has sex with a lot of boys because it makes her feel powerful.
         She had oral sex for the first time at age thirteen. She didn’t enjoy it, but afterward
         she “felt so powerful.” “I thought I owned them all” (254).
      

      
       It’s Pam, in fact, who takes the picture of Audrey and Luke together. She is angry
         because Audrey is considered “this good girl” but is doing everything that Pam does.
         Why is Pam considered a slut while Audrey maintains her shiny reputation? The answer
         is implied: Everyone assumes that Audrey is a good girl because she exhibits virginal
         characteristics. She’s smart, studious, compliant, pretty, kind, and quiet. Nobody
         guesses that Audrey has the same desires as Pam, who has almost none of Audrey’s virginal
         characteristics. The picture provides incontrovertible proof that Audrey’s virginal
         appearance is a sham. Audrey is understandably angry with Pam, but she forgives her
         because Audrey recognizes that she and Pam are both victims of a larger system that
         they didn’t create or control.
      

      
       By the end of the novel, Audrey figures out that labels like virgin and slut don’t really tell us anything. The point, she argues, is “self-respect” and “knowing
         what you want” (252). The term slut is particularly problematic for Audrey. “What is a slut anyway?” (251). Pam suggests
         that they use the terms player or pimp instead, but Audrey shrewdly points out that “those are compliments” (225). Audrey
         and her friends decide to make a statement by going to the prom in bridal gowns. As
         “anti-brides,” they underscore the message that virginity cannot be identified by
         a white dress or any other cultural signifier. Sex is an individual and personal decision
         that has little or nothing to do with the content of an individual’s character.
      

      
       Audrey does end up with Luke, but they decide they need to start over. This time,
         Audrey explores desire on her own terms, free from hang-ups about what it means to
         be a virgin. Once she realizes that sex is more than just power over a boy—that it
         is a way to express emotions—she can have a real relationship with Luke.
      

      
      Sex and Virginity in Not That Kind of Girl

      
      Not That Kind of Girl, by Siobhan Vivian (2010),[8] presents another good-girl heroine, Natalie Sterling, who always does the right thing.
         But when she gets sick of being perfect, she starts meeting popular and “ungodly hot”
         (73) Connor Hughes for increasingly passionate make-out sessions. Eventually, their
         secret trysts lead to sex. Natalie, so used to being the good girl, doesn’t want to
         tell anyone about their secret relationship. By the end of the novel, she realizes
         that it’s she who has been using Connor. The only way to build a relationship, she
         discovers, is to be honest with each other and develop a bond beyond their late-night
         meet-ups.
      

      
      Natalie describes Connor as “confident” and “completely sure of himself.” She thinks,
         “He could probably talk a girl into anything” (141). They only meet late at night
         in a cabin on his family’s Christmas tree farm where nobody will see them. Natalie
         thinks that Connor is a way to “forget all my problems for a while.” “I don’t want
         to be your girlfriend or anything like that” (181), she reassures him. As the make-out
         sessions become more frequent and intense, Natalie realizes that she’s fooling everyone,
         including herself: “I was in love with him,” she admits (265).
      

      
       Natalie is a virgin, and although Connor is not, she senses an intimacy between them
         that feels special. She says, “I could tell that what we were doing was different
         from what he’d had with any other girl before” (166). In spite of the feelings they
         share, she thinks that having sex with Connor makes her into a different person, the
         sort of girl who has sex with someone without the trappings of a romance novel. There
         are no lightning-bolt moments when they meet and certainly no unexplainable mental
         connection that causes them to feel the other when they aren’t together. It’s just
         a relationship between two fallible human beings. (In contrast, paranormal romance
         novels often feature characters who have a mental connection that allows them to share
         thoughts.)
      

      
       Natalie’s guilt about losing her virginity in this way may have easily turned into
         self-hatred; instead, she realizes that having sex (or not) doesn’t define who she
         is as a person. She says, “It didn’t matter if I was the kind of girl who had sex
         . . . I just need to be okay with all the kinds of girl I was” (317). She admits that
         she regrets having sex with Connor “a little,” but it wasn’t the “earth-shattering
         regret I’d expected to feel” (312). In fact, she blames her obsession with being perfect—being
         a good girl as defined by everyone else—for messing up something really great. They
         were “two people who really cared about each other,” but she “simply couldn’t see
         it” (313).
      

      
       Natalie admits that she likes the feeling she gets when she has Connor’s attention,
         when he wants her physically. She says that it makes her “feel drunk” (164). The novel
         contains a subplot between Natalie and a younger girl named Spencer, who argues that
         women in control of their sexuality can “use that power to make guys worship you”
         (137). Even though Natalie is uncomfortable accepting that position, she finds herself
         using her “power” over Connor to “get what I wanted” (174). What Natalie wants for
         a long time is simply physical pleasure because she is afraid of having real feelings
         for Connor. He finally confronts her with the truth: “You think I’m not good enough
         for you” (299). Natalie realizes that he’s right: By becoming obsessed with being
         like a guy (hooking up without strings), she turned into the sort of person who is
         judgmental and cruel. What she regrets is not the sex; it’s the way that she treated
         others.
      

      
       By the end of the novel, Natalie realizes that she and Connor love each other and
         want to be together, not because they had sex or because they feel as if the universe
         brought them together. Instead, they recognize that they have true feelings for each
         other that they want to explore. That they have had sex is simply one element of their
         complicated relationship, and that Natalie is no longer a virgin doesn’t make her
         a bad girl. Her behavior, including her treatment of Connor, is what tarnishes her
         self-image, not her broken hymen—and it’s that behavior that she apologizes for.
      

      
      Reader Response

      
      Some readers, of all ages, appreciate the frank portrayals of first-time sex. Bailey
         from IB Book Blogging writes in her review of Anatomy of a Boyfriend,
      

      
      
         [The novel is] heavily focused on sex, but not in a bad way. Sex is just something
            that happens with teens. No matter how much people want to ignore it, it happens.
            Thank you, Daria, for creating such a heartfelt and intense book that really made
            me think about life, lust, love, and all the things in between.[9] 
         

         
      

      Jennifer Wardrip applauds Snadowsky’s “very frank look at sex.” She thinks that “the
         book stands out from other young adult novels that glaze over the reality of high
         school relationships without really exploring them.”[10] Reader Kristi praises Snadowsky’s honest and realistic depiction of teens struggling
         to make adult decisions:
      

      
      
         I only wish I would have had something like this to read when I was a teen. Thankfully
            I have an extraordinary mother that was there for me. The only sex talk my mother
            ever received growing up was that sex was a dirty, nasty thing that you only did with
            the one you love. I guess she didn’t want me to grow up with that same warped view
            on sex. I’m not condoning or condemning teen sex, but I think that having information
            available and books like this are absolutely necessary.[11] 
         

         
      

      Reader and reviewer Heather praises Not That Kind of Girl for smartly treating cultural ideas about virginity:
      

      
      
         [The novel] taps into the very essence of a battle that all young girls face throughout
            their lives. There’s a fine line between prudishness and whorishness. Women often
            walk a tightrope on their journey of self-discovery. What’s sexually empowering, when
            does it become slutty, when do we lose control? And how do we maintain that control
            while delving into our own sexuality? This was a brilliant story that fully encompassed
            the awkwardness, the impotence, and uncertainty that accompanies our teen years.[12] 
         

         
      

      Claudia agrees that novels play a key role in helping readers understand themselves.
         She writes of Good Girls, “Audrey’s story is someone’s story. I hope this book finds her and reassures her.”[13] 
      

      
      Fans of sex-positive novels praised the authors for treating themes beyond just virginity.
         Reader Jolene Perry writes on Goodreads that Lost It has a “good love story in there, but more powerful than the love story was the story
         of a girl who’s dealing with a whole lot and re-connecting with her best friend and
         learning about herself.”[14] Jeni agrees that Lost It is more complex than it seems at first: “Most people would think the book is completely
         about a girl losing her virginity but it is also about how she kinda loses her mind
         and how her parents go insane and she doesn’t know what to think of them anymore.”[15] Another reader noted that Tess learns “she doesn’t need love to survive high school—although
         she doesn’t stop looking—but all she really needs is a great best friend and supportive
         parents.”[16] Joelle Perry praised Ten Things We Did for being among books that “make you think without preaching.”[17] 
      

      
      In spite of the positive messages that readers found within the pages of these books,
         media watchdog group Common Sense Media found zero educational value in Anatomy of a Boyfriend, Lost It, and Good Girls (it didn’t review Ten Things We Did or Not That Kind of Girl). In fact, the site worried that Anatomy of a Boyfriend “could double as a how-to manual.”[18] Some parent reviewers noted that they wouldn’t let their children read any book with
         sexually explicit content. The presence of sex put these books off-limits for many
         readers, even if the ultimate message was positive.
      

      
      Goodreads reviewers often missed the larger points of the novels, focusing instead
         on the initial plotlines rather than looking at the narratives as a whole. One reader
         criticized Anatomy of a Boyfriend for being “nothing more than your typical ‘sex = bad!’ novel because in the end,
         the girl gets dumped and has lots of regrets.”[19] The reader misses the point: Dom’s regrets are about how she handled the relationship
         itself, not necessarily about having had sex with Wes. Jennifer calls Dom, “PATHETIC.”
         She writes, “This girl’s whole life revolves around a guy (save the first few chapters)
         and it’s a ‘victory’ that she doesn’t think of him in the first 17 minutes she’s awake
         after their break-up.”[20] Jennifer identifies exactly the behavior that Dom regrets, but she fails to understand
         that the ending of the novel shows Dom adopting a different attitude toward relationships.
      

      
      Another reader, Mehsi, criticizes Good Girls for being stereotypical: “I hate the fact a girl is a slut when she has sex, while
         a guy is a player/god. Seriously, people?”[21] Mehsi also misses the point: The novel explicitly calls out the injustice that girls
         experience when they demonstrate desire of any kind. Heather, a teacher, worries that
         Good Girls will present the wrong message to young readers, although she either misses the message
         herself or worries that her students will:
      

      
      
         There was a lot of honest discussion between the teens about sex and the drama that
            results from having sex at a young age. I probably won’t recommend this book around.
            I think that, while it addresses the negative aspects of teenage sex, it also glamorizes
            it at the same time. This is something that my students don’t need any more encouragement
            in.[22] 
         

         
      

      Heather’s argument that author Laura Ruby glamorizes sex in Good Girls is hard to buy, and she doesn’t offer much in the way of support. If anything, Ruby
         presents sex as deeply complicated, with consequences that go far beyond the usual
         physical consequences, such as pregnancy and disease. But Heather isn’t alone in her
         assessment. Julie argues that the novel “promotes the misuse of intimacy. It would
         not be an enjoyable read for a teen with Christian values. It’s disappointing that
         a book such as this gives the impression that most teens have friends with benefits.”[23] Again, Julie’s argument is problematic because Audrey decides by the end of the book
         that she doesn’t want to be friends with benefits; instead, she and Luke decide to
         pursue a real relationship.
      

      
      Kristy criticized Not That Kind of Girl for being too feminist. She argues that the book is too didactic in terms of presenting
         “this is what a good girl is, this is what a bad girl is. This is how it’s supposed
         to be. Almost too much ‘Girl Power,’ feminism for me.”[24] Interestingly, Kristy articulates exactly what Natalie learns by the end of the book:
         that we shouldn’t define what a good girl or a bad girl is, because people are individuals.
      

      
      Reviewer Carol Royce Owen disliked Ten Things We Did because it “glorifies casual sex and drinking between under-aged teens, lying to parents
         and getting away with it, and pretty much every other stereotype expected of youth
         today.”[25] While the characters do get away with lying to their parents, the ending of the book
         is decidedly traditional. April’s STD is a clear consequence of having sex with Noah,
         who had casual sex with another girl. One reader praised Mylnowski for discussing
         STDs as a consequence of unprotected sex, a topic rarely presented in YA lit.[26] 
      

      
      Beyond the STD, having sex actually makes April’s relationship with Noah worse. Astute
         readers might recognize that when April ends up with Hudson at the end of the novel,
         she does not have sex with him; instead, she gets to know him on an emotional level.
         Mylnowski doesn’t seem to be suggesting that teen sex is necessarily wrong, but she
         does demonstrate that sex complicates relationships, emotionally and physically. April
         was wrong to trust Noah; by the end of the novel, she learns that she has to protect
         herself.
      

      
       Some readers hated the novels but appreciated the negative consequences, especially
         for female characters. For example, consequences for having sex in Good Girls is the only redeeming quality that Common Sense Media identified about it. It praised
         the novel’s portrayal of “repercussions” for characters who do have sex.[27] The idea that girls should be punished for having sex was a prevalent theme among
         readers. Reader Stephanie A. felt that Audrey deserved the consequences that she got:
      

      
      
         Are we actually surprised when this results in negative consequences? Because I feel
            like if you are okay with casual sex encounters and don’t take any precautions whatsoever
            to keep it private, you should be okay with everyone knowing about it and not be all
            that bothered by whatever names they call you. This is not to say that the people
            spreading the photo and doing the name-calling are right (and the double standard
            still doesn’t make sense), but it does mean that as a detached reader, I’m going to
            be completely unaffected by your main character being all sad and oppressed.[28] 
         

         
      

      Stephanie’s comment suggests that Audrey got what she deserved. According to Stephanie,
         by giving her consent to having oral sex, Audrey signs away her rights to privacy
         and respect. It’s that very sentiment that Audrey fights against in the novel.
      

      
      Overall, most readers rated all five of these novels highly. Readers who disliked
         the novels found the content “vulgar”[29] or the characters boring or unlikeable. Most Goodreads reviewers recognized that
         the novels presented an alternative to traditional YA romance novels that illustrate
         sex in a sanitized and romanticized manner. Readers praised sex-positive books for
         telling complicated and nuanced stories that challenge romantic ideas about first-time
         sex.
      

      
      Conclusions

      
      Sex-positive romance novels are far less popular than traditional paranormal, dystopian,
         or contemporary romance novels. In fact, a search of Amazon’s book titles indicated
         that many of the highest-rated sex-positive novels are self-published. Mainstream
         publishing houses certainly don’t market sex-positive romance novels in the same way
         that Twilight or other novels are promoted.
      

      
      Perhaps publishers’ reluctance to mass-produce and market sex-positive YA lit comes
         from readers’ reluctance to read it. Some reviewers of the sex-positive books that
         I analyzed simply dismissed the books because intercourse and loss of virginity were
         presented in detail. In addition, that many readers misunderstood the authors’ attempts
         to challenge traditional ideas about virginity and sex suggests that complex portrayals
         are simply less accessible and maybe even less enjoyable than books that follow our
         accepted sex scripts.[30] 
      

      
      Given that our ideas about virginity are thousands of years old, it’s perhaps not
         surprising that our popular media reifies ideas that have come to appear biological
         rather than cultural. Reading complex portrayals of female characters who grapple
         with these cultural concepts is simply more difficult than reading a romance novel
         that conforms to our every expectation and allows us to inhabit a fantasy world where
         sex isn’t messy, sticky, difficult, or potentially emotionally draining if done with
         the wrong person under the wrong circumstances.
      

      
      Notes
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      Chapter 6

      Beyond Twilight

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      
         It is one of the superstitions of the human mind to have imagined that virginity could
                  be a virtue.—Voltaire

         
      

      
      
      
         Sex is more exciting on the screen and between the pages than between the sheets.—Andy Warhol
         

         
      

      
      
      
         Even Tom Sawyer had a girlfriend and to talk about adults without talking about their
                  sex drives is like talking about a window without glass.—Grace Metalious, author of Peyton Place

         
      

      
      
      Virginity fetish YA novels are certainly not the only purveyors of potentially problematic
         messaging about virginity. The virgin fetish is alive and well in all areas of pop
         culture, from celebrity gossip culture to our highest- and lowest-brow TV. That audiences
         understand virginity fetish plots is evidence itself that we’ve accepted the tropes
         as truth. Virginity scholar Hanne Blank recounts a plot from a 2003 episode of the
         popular WB show Gilmore Girls. In it, teen characters Paris and Rory are discussing colleges. Virgin Rory has been
         accepted at multiple Ivy League schools. Paris, however, has been rejected. Paris
         believes that she’s been rejected from Harvard because she’s had sex. Rory, she argues,
         is a virgin and therefore the better candidate. Blank correctly asks, “Why, indeed,
         would such a conceit make dramatic sense to viewers who know full well that even the
         choosiest Harvard admissions officer would neither know nor likely care about any
         given applicant’s virginity or lack thereof?”[1]   The virginity storyline works only because viewers are so steeped in equating virginity
         with virtue of any stripe. Blank attributes this emotional equation to “a long history
         of punishing those who lose it under the ‘wrong’ circumstances and praising those
         who retain it until the ‘right’ ones are at hand” (22).
      

      
      Beyond YA Lit: Virginity in Pop Culture at Large

      
      Our assumptions about virgins and virginity—no matter how wrong they are—guide our
         conceptions of reality and help us make sense of the world around us, and it’s not
         just YA literature that reaffirms these concepts. Popular culture aimed at young adults
         delivers messages about virginity at every turn—often based on the same tropes that
         I identify throughout this book. When young readers open YA novels, they are reading
         the same themes that they’ve been seeing in the culture at large. These ideas converge
         and start to feel normal because we see them everywhere.
      

      
      For instance, when Britney Spears first appeared on the music scene, she built her
         image on the basis of being a virgin. How did we know that? Well, she was blonde and
         beautiful and wore her hair in braids in her “Baby One More Time” video. She also
         told us that she was a virgin, but the story was believable because she had the trappings of virginity. Her own mom eventually outed her, saying that she lost her virginity
         in high school. Later, when we all decided that Britney was a slut, we stopped thinking
         of her as a nice, sweet, pretty girl. Then, she was just damaged goods with a penchant
         for flashing her private parts. The story makes narrative sense to us, just as it
         makes sense in the YA novels with the same basic storyline.
      

      
       Even pop culture aimed at supposedly older and higher-brow audiences plays with virginity
         tropes, mirroring the YA stories that even adult readers love. Viewers understand
         those tropes because we are so accustomed to them as pivotal points in narratives.
         For instance, in Downton Abbey, PBS’s wildly popular upstairs-downstairs soapy costume drama set in the early twentieth
         century, viewers meet Lady Mary Crawley, the eldest daughter of a British aristocrat.
         In season 2, she allows herself an unsavory romp with a dark-skinned son of a Turkish
         sultan. What might have been a forgettable night of stolen passion turns into a game
         changer for Lady Mary when the Turkish lothario dies in her bed. If anyone finds out,
         Lady Mary will be “ruined,” a euphemism that denotes the ruin of both her reputation
         and her purity. Fortunately, Lady Mary gets a happy ending[2]   when her true love, Matthew, tells her that the incident has no bearing on his
         love for her: “I don’t believe you need my forgiveness. You’ve lived your life and
         I’ve lived mine. Now it’s time we lived them together.”[3]   Cue romantic music and a down-on-one-knee marriage proposal.
      

      
      Lady Mary’s transgression with the sultan’s son is scandalous because it happened
         at a time when ladies had to remain pure for very good reasons. The Earl of Grantham,
         Lady Mary’s heirless father, can’t afford for his daughter to end up pregnant with
         bastard progeny, not when the fate of Downton rests on Lady Mary marrying a rightful
         heir. A virgin bride makes a kind of sense in this situation, even if the whole aristocratic
         system is flawed—why can’t a daughter be an heir? Why must estates remain in the hands
         of the few who share the same supposedly royal bloodlines? Matthew’s willingness to
         overlook Mary’s misbehavior is magnanimous, romantic, and downright sexy in this high-stakes
         context. We, the viewers, know that Matthew could have just as easily written off
         Mary for her poor judgment. That he doesn’t makes him all the more lovable. That it’s
         never clear exactly what happened in the illicit meeting between Mary and the sultan
         is beside the point. When a maiden goes to bed with any man, people will talk, and
         the family reputation will be sullied. Mary’s virginity is necessary to ensure a proper
         marriage with a man who can protect her family name and property.
      

      
       That Matthew can love Mary in spite of her potentially damaged hymen is romantic
         only because we understand the period; we know exactly what’s at stake, and we casually
         excuse our forbearers, who so charmingly and naïvely contrived a system wherein virginity
         was a potent currency. But the fact that audiences find the same plot romantic in
         the twenty-first century raises questions. Why does virginity matter so much to us
         now? Why must it be the centerpiece of our most popular novels, movies, and TV shows
         aimed at young adults? Is it that we fear young adults have gone too far the other
         way? That their libertine attitudes toward sex need correctives?
      

      
      Virgins and Pseudovirgins: Then and Now

      
      We might be tempted to believe that our world is nothing like the one in which Downton’s Lady Mary lives. We live in a time when sex is perfectly acceptable—for most of
         us, it’s inevitable. Many teens do it before marriage. According to the Centers for
         Disease Control and Prevention, 42 percent of teens between the ages of fifteen and
         nineteen have had sex.[4]   But in spite of that number, the reality is that our world hasn’t changed so much.
         Downton Abbey’s quaint storyline is not familiar just to historical fiction buffs. It’s the same
         plot line that runs through much of popular culture today—with a twist, of course.
         What teens read in some of the most popular YA books since 2005 are the same narratives
         that they see in pop culture beyond the pages.
      

      
      Take Jersey Shore, MTV’s hit reality show[5]   about young adults in their early twenties who spend their summer in a shore house.
         While all the Shore roommates engage in copious premarital sex, it’s the girls who are held to virginity
         standards. In Jersey Shore world, nobody is a virgin, but the show sets up standards of sexual propriety for
         girls that require something akin to virginity: Girls can have sex but only if it’s
         with a long-term partner or with a male member of the house. Because they frequently call themselves family, having
         sex with a housemate is not the same as having sex with a total stranger; it’s more
         like having sex with a vetted candidate.
      

      
      When Vinny “gets it in” with Angelina, the housemates refer to her as “the Staten
         Island Dump.”[6]   When Sammi “hits up” a guy at a bar, which amounts to no more than talking to a
         man, she’s called “shady” because she’s dating housemate Ronnie. At the same time,
         the other guys in the house actively encourage Ronnie to bring home girls for sex.
         Deena gives herself a nickname: a “walking holiday.” Housemate Mike suggests that
         she’s more like a “walking Holiday Inn,”[7]   even though it’s Mike who brings home more strangers from the bar than anyone else
         in the house. Angelina is shunned for “getting it in” with roommate Vinny because
         she’s seeing another boy, José, who buys her a Fossil watch. The watch seems to be
         the biggest sticking point for the male housemates: they seem to think that Angelina
         must be monogamous because José is buying her tony gifts. Meanwhile, Vinny gets a
         pass for being the other man. Nicole, known as Snooki, calls Angelina a “fucking whore”[8]   for playing two guys. In a later season, Nicole sleeps with Vinny herself while
         dating the man who would eventually become the father of her children. Mike says that
         Angelina is a “hypocritical whore” for having sex with Vinny while dating José.
      

      
      The irony is that the male roommates do everything that the females do. They just
         cast it in a different light. Mike frequently brings women home and then brags about
         kicking them out when he’s done having sex with them. He brags that he can’t even
         remember all their names. Pauly argues, “Women are definitely a game, it’s like a
         business.”[9]   They all agree that it’s a numbers game; you just have to go to the clubs and see
         how many women you can bring home, hoping that at least some of them will want to
         have sex. Girls who have their periods or are “grenades” (Shore-speak for unattractive) are quickly ushered out of the house.[10]  
      

      
      The message of the show is pretty clear, and it’s not all that different from upscale
         PBS’s Downton Abbey’s message: Girls who show desire and act on it outside of narrowly defined boundaries
         are worthless. Snooki might lack the class and sophistication of Lady Mary, but at
         the end of the day, the two live by the same rules: Coy, sexy flirting is hot, but
         going all the way with just anyone is a big no-no, not if you want to remain desirable.
         The surest way for a girl to lose her worth—a worth that’s defined by the fact that
         men desire her—is to give in and have sex with the wrong partner.
      

      
         Jersey Shore presents the same cultural loophole that readers see in any number of YA romance
         novels. If a girl does it with a committed partner, then she gets a pass, as long
         as she commits to the guy for a long period, presumably a lifetime. A soul mate, by
         definition, means a sole mate; you only get one of them.
      

      
       Doing it with a soul mate, however, isn’t the only requirement for a pseudovirgin.
         She must also be white, heterosexual, feminine, traditionally attractive, passive,
         and inexperienced. She must be reluctant at first to have sex, but her more experienced
         boyfriend will teach her the ropes. She may or may not be physically satisfied, but
         she will be so deeply in love with her partner that the emotional rewards will be
         satisfaction enough. Then and only then can she remain morally pure.
      

      
       Here’s a memorable example of a pseudovirgin outside of YA lit, one that mirrors
         the sex-positive storyline of a select few novels: Brenda Walsh of the classic Beverly Hills, 90210. Debuting in 1990,[11]   it was one of the first TV shows exclusively directed at teens. The show is corny,
         predictable, and largely tone-deaf in regard to just about every issue it addresses.
         Yet scores of ’90s teens were captivated by the central romance of the first two seasons
         between a good-girl virgin and bad-boy Casanova.
      

      
      The character Brenda Walsh, played by real-life bad-girl Shannen Doherty, was an innocent
         California transplant from Minnesota. She had heavy bangs and wore high-waisted khakis
         with tucked-in T-shirts. She was also a devoted girlfriend to the James Dean–esque
         Dylan McKay, a recovering teen addict who had his own pad because he was estranged
         from both parents. The show lets us know early on that Dylan is no virgin, but he
         falls head over heels in love with the virginal Brenda, who is so good that she rescues
         puppies and volunteers at a teen rap line. You have to wait a few seasons for Brenda
         to go bad, and it’s probably no coincidence that it happens after she loses both her
         virginity and her pseudovirginity. But sophomore year of high school was the year
         that Brenda and Dylan got together—and they are still the most intense TV couple to
         ever make out in a Porsche Speedster while listening to “Losing My Religion.”
      

      
       In the penultimate episode of season 1, which aired May 2, 1991, Brenda and Dylan
         finally go all the way in a fancy hotel room during the spring dance. Brenda worries
         that her performance won’t be up to snuff, but Dylan, the most sensitive teen boyfriend
         on the planet, reassures her. “We’re not going to be judging each other up there,”
         he tells her while staring sexily into her eyes and sporting an impressive pompadour.
         “We’re going to be enjoying each other.”[12]   True to his word, Dylan gently leads Brenda into the world of nonvirginity. The
         experience is rewarding for both of them, although the PG-rated show refrains from
         discussing the physical details. Brenda enthuses about how lucky she is to have her
         first time be with someone she loves.
      

      
      Postcoital Brenda and Dylan, hair-dos still miraculously in place, rejoin the other
         couples at the spring dance, and it doesn’t take long before everyone knows that they
         weren’t playing checkers in the upstairs suite. In a stunning move for a network TV
         show, the writers show Brenda actually happy about her decision. In fact, she and
         Dylan seem closer than ever. No doubt about it, Brenda is no slut. She is an object
         of envy. Not only is she beautiful and wholesome, but she is the beloved girlfriend
         of one of the coolest guys to ever grace the eight-o’clock time slot. However, it
         is only because Dylan loves her so much—and swears commitment to her—that Brenda can
         remain morally intact now that her hymen is history. Brenda is a certified pseudovirgin—just
         as long as she remains pretty, passive, and pliable.
      

      
       Some parents were upset that the show allowed Brenda and Dylan to have sex without
         any apparent consequences. Slate’s Marisa Meltzer points out that the problem seemed to be that Brenda enjoyed sex.
         The show, intentionally or not, suggested that while losing one’s virginity is a big
         enough deal to warrant an entire episode, it’s not a defining part of one’s character.
         But the viewer backlash was intense. As Meltzer notes, in later episodes, Brenda had
         a pregnancy scare and regretted her decision to have sex. Brenda’s twin brother lost
         his virginity earlier and had no such consequences or regrets, a disparity that suggests
         that parents are not as concerned about their sons losing their virginity.[13]  
      

      
      Contrast Brenda to Kelly Taylor, the poor little rich girl who had tons of sex with
         guys she didn’t love. In fact, her first sexual experience was almost a rape. Later,
         when Kelly falls in love with Dylan while Brenda is studying abroad in Paris, viewers
         understand that Kelly is no Brenda. Dylan may be in love with her, but they are not
         soul mates. How could they be? Kelly has already had sex, and Dylan has already expressed
         his undying love for Brenda. We might eventually accept Kelly and Dylan’s relationship,
         one that lasts for a couple of seasons, but that will never change the fact that Kelly
         Taylor is not a virgin and she didn’t save herself for Dylan.
      

      
       Likewise, we can never accept any of Brenda’s subsequent relationships as particularly
         serious or dramatic. Even when she is about to marry Stuart Carson in season 4, we
         can’t muster the same thrill that we felt when Brenda fell in love the first time,
         when she committed herself to her soul mate and sacrificed her hymen. Even as a young
         viewer, I understood that the exciting aspect of Brenda and Dylan’s relationship was
         the “Will they or won’t they?” tension. I relished the anticipation of the big moment,
         when Brenda would cross the line from virgin to something altogether different. Kelly
         and Dylan’s relationship never provides that same tautness.[14]   Their doing it is a foregone conclusion. She’s not a virgin, so she has no line
         to cross, no metaphorical river to traverse that will change her from girl to woman.
         Young viewers have been trained as pop culture consumers to see virginity as a state
         of being, an identity that can be transformed with just one romantic and unbelievably
         sexy physical encounter.
      

      
      The explosion of romantic YA lit post-2005 has presented a glut of novels that echo
         the same messages of a wildly popular TV show that debuted more than twenty years
         ago. If anything, the messages of many of these novels have become more conservative,
         more virgin-centric, and more sexist as they actively demonize girls who have sex
         on their own terms.
      

      
      Everywhere the Evil Temptress

      
      Like popular YA romance novels, pop culture at large tells us that when girls are
         not virgins, they are sluts—dirty, dumb, unlovable (though often still desirable),
         and morally suspect. Sluts are subject to judgment by other characters and by us as
         viewers. That’s why the first casualties in horror flicks are almost always the slutty
         girls. We want them to die because we know that they deserve to. We’ve already memorized
         the script: Good girls shouldn’t have a lot of sex. Girls who do are bad and therefore
         worthy of whatever bad thing happens to them. They’re practically asking for it! Or
         at least that’s what we’re supposed to think. If we cared about the slutty characters,
         we’d be traumatized by their deaths. Instead, we hold out hope that the main character—a
         nonslut—will be saved by virtue of her virtue. We readily and easily take on the role
         of judge and jury, a stance that can bleed over into real life.
      

      
       Let’s face it, part of the reason why many viewers watch shows such as Jersey Shore is to play the role of slut police. When the Jersey Shore boys call Angelina insulting names and imply that she’s gross and disease riddled,
         viewers can work up only a modicum of sympathy.[15]   After all, why in the world would she consent to sex with Vinny, a man who can’t
         function without his mother bringing him groceries and clean undershirts? From the
         comfort of their own homes, viewers know exactly why Angelina is bad and Vinny is
         good. Virginity tropes work to dehumanize Angelina and prepare the way for the next
         narrative where viewers have to make quick judgments about characters.
      

      
      Even outside TV, actresses are subjected to consumers’ knowledge of virginity tropes
         that lead to shorthand conclusions. See Kristen Stewart, star of the Twilight movies and real-life ex-girlfriend of costar Robert Pattinson, who played Edward.
         Not a suspected virgin by any means, Stewart still made media waves in 2012 when she
         was caught locking lips with married and much older director Rupert Sanders. Stewart
         was deemed a “trampire” by fans and haters alike.[16]   Sure, the disapproval is, on its surface, a result of Stewart’s lack of fidelity.
         Kristin and Rob were, after all, the real-life Edward and Bella. Nothing could be
         more unromantic for Twi-hard fans than finding out that fictional Bella was secretly
         cheating on Edward with a forty-something married man. But Stewart’s trampire moniker
         comes from more than just her unfaithfulness to the steadfast Edward/Pattinson. After
         all, she’s not the first Hollywood star to demonstrate poor judgment when it comes
         to temptation. Plenty of famous people are unfaithful to their partners, and while
         they do get plenty of media attention, they don’t get excoriated for being sluts—as
         long as they are men. Think Brad Pitt, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Bill Clinton, Tiger
         Woods, Ethan Hawke, Woody Allen, Ryan Phillipe, Jesse James, Eddie Murphy, John Edwards.
         The list goes on. These men may not be well loved by everyone, but they aren’t classified
         as sluts, and most of them went on to enjoy high-profile careers (it remains to be
         seen what will happen to Kristen Stewart).
      

      
      Kristen Stewart, like Lady Mary, committed a cardinal sin, one that is fundamentally
         different from the sins committed by philandering male counterparts. Stewart proved
         that she wasn’t a virgin or a pseudovirgin, and the only other identity space for
         a female nonvirgin is a slut. Likewise, Lady Mary is a loose woman, even if penetration
         never occurred, because there is no other word—because there is no other idea—to describe a woman who isn’t a virgin or virginal. Lady Mary is as much a trampire as Stewart, and Stewart is as much a ruined woman
         as Lady Mary. Both are in need of men who will overlook transgressions, who will bow
         on one knee and pronounce that he has nothing to forgive, even when everyone else
         knows that there is so much to forget. Like the heroines in YA lit, these women must
         rely on men to redeem them. Such messages are not only harmful; they are also demeaning
         and contribute to unrealistic and unhealthy standards for women.
      

      
      Why It Matters

      
      Not surprisingly, what we see on the screen is often echoed or reiterated in our lives
         outside the megaplex or the small screens in our living rooms. Handwringers of all
         stripes have worried about entertainment that glorifies casual sex and its effect
         on young viewers. Cultural and political conservatives have been particularly vocal
         about Jersey   Shore’s messages. Jersey Shore ranked as one of the least favorite shows of conservative Republicans, according
         to Experian-Simmons’s 2011 research survey.[17]   In reality, Jersey Shore’s antiquated message about female sexuality has much in common with Rush Limbaugh’s
         view of the world. Limbaugh’s insistence that Georgetown law student Sandra Fluke
         was basically a prostitute because she argued that women ought to have the right to
         contraceptives covered by private health insurance[18]   is just another variation on the virgin-slut dichotomy. In Limbaugh’s world, if
         a woman isn’t a virgin, she isn’t pure, and if she isn’t pure, she doesn’t have to
         be an actual prostitute to be classified as one. Prostitute is just a coy name for a slut—and it’s not just known misogynists like Limbaugh who
         think that girls are to blame for boys’ bad sexual behavior. A recent video released
         by a group of Ohio nuns argues, among other things, that oral contraceptives are turning
         males gay—it’s a convoluted argument about pheromones—while causing girls to wear
         too much makeup and slutty clothes, thus arousing boys and making it difficult for
         them to control their urges.[19]  
      

      
      What we believe about sluts and virgins, even if our knowledge is unconscious, affects
         how we see the world around us. In turn, we make policy decisions based on this information.
         YA lit readers may not be explicitly making decisions about the world around them
         based on their reading of popular teen romances, but novels themselves echo shades
         of messages that readers hear through TV, film, and politics.
      

      
       We see a trope repeated enough times, and it begins to color the world for us. We
         all “know” that women are interested only in sex and shopping. We “know” that all
         twenty-something friends hang out together in coffee shops or bars and talk about
         their sex lives. And we “know” that virgins are hot, sluts are not, and both are the
         only two categories for teen girls to inhabit.
      

      
         Popular culture tells us that virginity is something that can be “popped.” The
         hymen can presumably be burst through by the act of sexual intercourse. As consumers
         of popular culture, we audiences are also “popped.” We are metaphorically burst by
         sustained and repeated messages about how girls and women ought to be. It’s about
         time that we came up with new ways of thinking and talking about virginity.
      

      
      Beyond Twilight

      
      In spite of the Blume-esque realistic fiction dotting the publishing landscape, the
         reality is that the most popular novels in the most popular genres consistently send
         the message that virginity is the most valuable possession that a girl will ever have
         and the most precious gift that she can ever give to her soul mate. It’s a sustained
         message that limits audience’s abilities to think critically and broadly about teen
         sexuality. For that conversation to happen, we need a broad range of well-written,
         interesting, and entertaining teen novels that present thoughtful treatments of sex
         and sexuality.[20]  
      

      
      YA literature—and other pop culture aimed at young adults—is a profitable industry,
         and there’s likely no end in sight to the mass production of YA entertainment. Readers
         can still enjoy novels, as well as TV shows, movies, music, and celebrity culture,
         while recognizing the omnipresence of virginity fetishization. Just as researchers
         examined adult romance novels for adherence to Western sex scripts,[21]   readers might actively look to identify the presence of virginity tropes. Readers,
         even young readers, should be able to identify instances where virginity and moral
         virtue are presented as synonymous and instances where nonvirginity is presented as
         equivalent to lack of value. Readers should pay close attention to the circumstances
         in which girls in particular are “allowed” to express sexual desire without punishment
         and without losing their status as a worthy character. Readers should question storylines
         that present characters drawn together by destiny, even when heroines feel uneasy
         in the presence of the hero. Readers should be particularly alert to heroes who are
         physically, emotionally, or verbally abusive.
      

      
      Moving forward, educators and parents will play an important role in helping readers
         understand and articulate how these accepted virginity tropes affect readers’ responses
         to the novels. The reality is that many readers—including adults—are not particularly
         adept at reading YA novels. They often focus on the wrong parts of novels and misunderstand
         the larger messages. YA literary critic Patty Campbell correctly points out that part
         of the problem with book challenging and banning is parents, administrators, and readers
         who lack the ability to read deeply: “When interpretation depends on irony, metaphor,
         allegory, figurative language, or any kind of subtlety in characterization, these
         folks simply don’t get it.”[22]   To productively talk about the quality of content in YA lit, everyone involved
         has to understand how to read critically. The presence of a sex scene, for example,
         does not necessarily mean that a novel endorses sex. Conversely, the absence of a
         graphic sex scene does not necessarily mean that a book promotes abstinence or moral
         virtue. In her analysis of the massively popular teen novel series Sweet Valley High, Sherron Killingsworth Roberts suggests that readers need “the gifts of reading against
         the grain,” particularly as publishing houses privilege producing and heavily marketing
         books that sell, even if they aren’t “of high literary quality.”[23]  
      

      
      Examples of readers who have misread YA fiction are not hard to find. Some readers
         have even missed the point of a novel that quite unequivocally deals with sexual violence.
         Laurie Halse Anderson’s YA novel Speak is a sensitive and deeply emotional portrayal of a young girl, Melinda, who is literally
         silenced after she is raped at a party. Far from a rape advocate, Halse Anderson gives
         voice to Melinda, allowing her to express the same fears and emotions, including rage,
         that a young victim of sexual assault is likely to experience. Still, some parents
         railed against the novel because of the sexual content and themes. A writer for Watchdog Wire referred to the book as “child pornography,”[24]   even though the only sex scene is a rape, one that the author carefully presents
         without romanticizing any aspect of it. A professor at Missouri State University called
         the novel soft-core pornography, suggesting that the rape scene is titillating and
         erotic.[25]   These responses to Speak, a novel that in no way falls into the YA romance category, suggest that even adult
         readers have trouble discerning messages and themes. They fail to understand that
         the presence of rape in a novel does not equal an endorsement of it. Speak challengers alarmingly seem to believe that rape scenes are sexually arousing, equivalent
         to a consensual sex scene in a romance novel. Campbell notes “the bad smell of sexual
         obsession” that surrounds many of the websites and campaigns against the presence
         of sex, in any form, in books for young readers (134).
      

      
      Scholars, educators, parents, and readers alike bear the responsibility of reading
         against the grain. Only then will the virginity fetish cease its hold on us as a culture
         and open the doors for thoughtful and nuanced conversations about teen sex and sexuality.
         While formulaic romance novels and other YA pop culture can still be consumed and
         enjoyed by audiences of all ages, perhaps it’s time that we explicitly identify the
         ways that they reinforce ideas about virginity to which we may be better off saying
         good-bye forever.
      

      
      Discussion Questions for Readers

      
      
         	
            
            How do characters treat each other in romantic relationships? Is there any sign of
               abuse or fear? Does the author turn abuse into something romantic—that is, the boy
               is violent but only because he loves the girl so much?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Is the male love interest presented as being more sexually experienced than the girl?
               Does the boy “teach” the girl about sex? Does the boy select the right time and place
               to have sex on the basis of her perceived readiness?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Are girls who are not virgins at the beginning of the book presented as jealous, petty,
               and mean-spirited? How are their personalities different from those of “good” girls
               who are virgins?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Are characters who have sex “punished” by getting pregnant, acquiring a disease, or
               suffering from a tarnished reputation?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do the main love interests have anything in common besides an electric chemistry that
               pulls them together? Do they share interests, friends, or hobbies? Do they have conversations
               about things other than their relationship?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do the characters commit to lifelong or eternal relationships within an extremely
               short period of time? Do they rush into marriage to have sex or legitimize their relationship?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do the female characters involved in romantic relationships fear breaking up with
               their significant others because they can’t live without them?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Is losing virginity tied to losing something else, such as humanness or goodness?

            
         

         
         	
            Is masochism presented as romantic? Do the characters get joy from experiencing pain?
               Do characters find pleasure in inflicting pain? Do you think that the relationship
               would be equally romantic without masochism? Why or why not?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do the characters make decisions about having or not having sex based on their spiritual
               or familial beliefs, as opposed to beliefs about popularity or fitting in with a certain
               crowd?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Does the novel present sexual violence as behavior that is morally wrong and unacceptable
               in any circumstance?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Is consensual sexual activity graphically presented as a means of titillating readers?
               Or is it presented as a means of informing readers about the physical and emotional
               circumstances of sex? Or does it simply advance the story?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do characters engage in all manner of sexual activity while abstaining from intercourse
               to preserve female virginity? Do characters believe that “everything but intercourse”
               is considered abstinence?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do characters understand how to prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases?
               Do they feel comfortable talking to their romantic partners about these topics?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Does “reading against the grain” yield a different message than what readers might
               initially recognize? For example, does an author present abstinent characters but
               then repeatedly put them in situations where they will be tempted to have sex? Are
               the sexiest scenes those in which characters struggle to say no to sex?
            

            
         

         
         	
            If the novel has been challenged, what were the objections to it? Did the objectors
               fail to read against the grain? What does an in-depth reading tell us about the novel?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Does the novel rely on “irony, metaphor, allegory, figurative language, or any kind
               of subtlety of characterization” (Campbell, 134) to make sense of its themes? Define
               these literary tools, then identify instances of them and discuss how they inform
               the narrative. How would the novels’ messages be different if a reader didn’t understand
               how these devices are employed?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Do multiple novels or other pop culture artifacts exist that tell the same basic story
               about love, romance, and sex? Why do you think readers find that particular story
               so compelling? Would the novel be better or worse if the author had presented an alternative
               storyline?
            

            
         

         
         	
            When authors do challenge virginity tropes, how do readers, particularly parents and
               educators, respond? Are these novels popular? Why or why not?
            

            
         

         
         	
            Does the author present nonwhite or nonheterosexual characters? If so, how do the
               characters function within the narrative? Are their storylines significantly different
               from those of white or heterosexual characters?
            

            
         

         
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. Hanne Blank, Virgin: The Untouched History (New York: Bloomsbury, 2007), 22.
               

            

         

         
            2. For a while anyway. Later episodes bring heartache and sorrow to Lady Mary, but her
                  virginity is not the cause of it.
               

            

         

         
            3. Downton Abbey, “Christmas Special,” PBS, February 19, 2012.
               

            

         

         
            4. G. Martinez, C. E., Copen, and J. C. Abma, “Teenagers in the United States: Sexual
                  Activity, Contraceptive Use, and Childbearing, 2006–2010,” in National Survey of Family Growth (National Center for Health Statistics, 2011), http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/series/sr_23/sr23_031.pdf.
               

            

         

         
            5. The reality show aired on MTV from December 3, 2009, to December 20, 2012. Reruns
                  are still aired on MTV, and episodes can be found online. Many of the cast members
                  have had spin-off shows.
               

            

         

         
            6. Jersey Shore, “All in the Family,” MTV, September 12, 2010.
               

            

         

         
            7. Jersey Shore, “Where’s the Beach,” MTV, January 17, 2011.
               

            

         

         
            8. Jersey Shore, “All in the Family,” MTV, September 12, 2010.
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            11. The show ran from 1990 to 2000. Fox rebooted the show in 2008, with mostly new actors
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            12. Beverly Hills, 90210, “Spring Dance,” Fox, May 2, 1991. 
               

            

         

         
            13. Marisa Meltzer, “When Brenda Walsh Was Young: The Revolutionary First Season of Beverly Hills, 90210.” Slate, December 7, 2006, http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/dvdextras/2006/12/when_brenda_walsh_was_young.html.
               

            

         

         
            14. A viewer on a TV discussion forum, previously.tv.com, reiterated this position on
                  July 25, 2014. (Yes, conversation about Brenda, Kelly, and Dylan continues twenty-four
                  years after the show debuted!) The poster “felt NOTHING for [Dylan and Kelly’s] supposed
                  guilt over [kissing] and Kelly’s put upon suffering, when she had the come hither
                  look when she walked into that cabana and then closed the door. . . . No one will
                  EVER convince me that stupid Kelly was Dylan's soulmate. That was Brenda.”
               

            

         

         
            15. There’s a Facebook site dedicated to hating Angelina where fans of the show pop in,
                  telling her to “stfu” or mocking her “cankles.” See https://www.facebook.com/pages/I-Hate-Angelina-from-the-Jersey-Shore/340767012575.
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            18. Limbaugh later apologized to Fluke.
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