
 
 
DANGEROUS BOOKS FOR GIRLS  
Is that a Romance (in your pocket)? 
 
One of the fun parts of living in New York City is checking out what all those strangers are reading on the 
subway. People are real private about that, I’ve noticed, which makes it even more natural to try and 
steal a peek. You size them up and try to imagine what they’re into. What’s more interesting than 
that?[1] 
 
There’s the kids who look fresh from Bennington. You figure them for literary fiction. And they seldom 
disappoint. Among skinny nerds, books with strident political views are not uncommon. (Just sayin’.) 
The How to Get Ahead in Business crowd seem confident, dead serious, and very well laundered. But — 
who am I kidding? — I’m craving my aha! moment. I want to suddenly come upon a normal person 
reading something deliciously risqué. 
 
My mother used to call them Gothic Novels. We’d see them near the checkout when we went food 
shopping — heroines all gussied up with glamour and their shirtless beaus. I played with G.I. Joes and 
Tonka trucks. I didn’t get the appeal. “Too much make-up,” Mom would say and look away. How could 
she even begin to explain? Romance is not for little boys. For the longest time, you’re not even allowed to 
admit you like girls. You cock your head and move on to thoughts of candy, I dunno. 
 
It’s not that I hold fast to gender rules. I’m not afraid to drink a Cosmopolitan in public. The ladies at the 
other tables always toss me coy, knowing looks, as their fellas stare down at more manly libations. I like 
that. I have nothing to prove. So, why can’t I read a girly book? 
 



One day not so many weeks ago, when no one was looking, I spied a handsomely designed trade 
paperback, its cover is pink on black, very attractive and fortuitously entitled Dangerous Books for Girls 
(quite the title to spark a lad’s curiosity). I picked it up. Maya Rodale, the author, is an expert on Romance 
novels. She knows her stuff. 
 
Right away, she hits you with the facts. Romance is big business — by far the biggest in publishing — and 
almost everyone (of the female persuasion) is doing it — reading, writing and basking in the glory of 
happy endings. I can’t tell you how heartbreaking, it was for me to learn, however, that a significant 
majority of Romance readers are painfully ashamed of their habit (and don’t want anyone to know). 
Who can blame them? Dissing the genre is a national sport. It’s not just men being insensitive. Everyone 
jumps on the bandwagon. Even someone who hasn’t read a book in years will at the mere mention of 
Fifty Shades of Grey suddenly become a total literary snob. Go figure. But, I say, these grumpy, fun-
busting bullies and buzz killlers need to hush up. It’s not cool to make other people feel bad about what 
they read, especially when they are enjoying it so much. 
 
Even more to Rodale’s point — all these people so gleefully scoffing at the genre, have they ever even 
read a work of Romance fiction? Well, I certainly hadn’t. What a peculiar idea. Or so I thought… Turns out 
Audrey Niffenegger’s Time Traveler’s Wife is a Romance. No apologies about it. Niffenegger set out to 
write a Romance. She did. That’s what it is. Had I known, I never would have touched the thing. (I mean, I 
was reading a time travel book, that’s what it was to me. What’s wrong with that?) And yet, I loved it. It 
was pure exhilaration the whole way, like I was the one in love — and so beautifully written and sweet 
and lovely and sad. 
 
Now I’m onto probing some of the other frontiers of this genre. I’m still just a visitor, but I can say this — 
unless you are yourself a Romance devotee, you probably have no idea what it’s all about. Trust me, it’s 
not all just cloying fluff for simpletons in the suburbs. Some of it’s for guys like me, who are suckers for a 
darn good story. 
 
What do my fellow straphangers make of this handsome, well-dressed hunk clinging to his bodice ripper? 
Well, most aren’t very timid about expressing their delight. Big warm smiles, I’ll have you know, and 
plenty of knowing winks, sans the irony. 
 

 
[1] Your first instinct is to go for the cover. That can get gymnastical, though. To get in a proper sidelong 
glance, you have to duck down precariously, like you are examining something on your shoe. The binding 
is easier, and you can still tell saucy just from the title. Either way, you’ll start to notice people angling 
their book away from you. I call that flirting. Honestly, if they really didn’t want you to know, they’d get an 
eReader, which confounds the whole thing entirely, forcing you to be one very committed with your 
inconspicuous reading over the shoulder. Sometimes you just have to know. Good luck. 
 


