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BEYOND THE BEDROOM DOOR—Presented by Mary Gillgannon
Why include sex in your novel?

1) Readers in some genres expect it. Sex sells.
2) Can add significant tension to your story, Will they or won’t they? When? At one time, sexual consummation was literally the “climax” of the book. Norms have changed but the rise and fall of sexual tension adds to the pace/excitement of the story.
3) Takes you deeper into your characters’ perspectives/psyches. Sex can be a deeply emotional, transformative experience. If you close the door on the couple, the reader misses out.  Also how they interact sexually adds to the reader’s understanding of the characters. 

4) Emotionally engage your reader more intensely by letting them explore their personal desires and fantasies through the characters.
5) Can be a means to resolving or deepening conflicts. People make love for lots of reasons, including releasing tension. If there are other plot elements that are ramping up, a sex scene can give the characters (and the reader) a break from that tension. At the same time, if a couple are ambivalent or even antagonistic towards each other, being physically intimate can make them even more conflicted emotionally, enhancing the tension between them and moving the story forward.  
Heat levels and how to determine what is appropriate for your genre.

1) Chaste/sweet: Little emphasis on physical attractiveness. May hold hands and after they’ve committed to each other, share a tender kiss.

2)  Kissing and gentle foreplay; then door is shut on the reader.
3)  Bedroom door is left open but consummation is suggested rather than described in detail.
4) Foreplay and consummation are described but vague/euphemistic terms may be used. Sexual play not drawn out or extended.

5) Long, involved sex play, four-letter terms used freely, multiple partners, bondage, S & M, role playing, etc. 

There is a readership for books of all levels of sexual intimacy.

Writing sex scenes:  getting comfortable and overcoming inhibitions.
1) Remember, you’re not having sex, your characters are. Let your characters take over and the story unfold through them. The intense focus on their perspective will help override your self-censor.
3) It’s all imagination. No one thinks writers who write explicit scenes of violence are necessarily violent or deviant. Being able to write sexy scenes doesn’t mean you’re obsessed with sex. 
4) The more you do it, the easier it gets and the more comfortable you will feel.
Sexual language: 

1) Clinical terms. Latin words. Very precise but cold and unappealing. Can sometimes work if used sparingly. Some readers turned off/find them unromantic.

2) Flowery euphemisms (purple prose). Keeps things from seeming too graphic but can also sound silly and prevent readers from engaging with characters and being emotionally involved.

3) Implied terms. Sex, shaft, manhood, womanhood, opening, ridge of flesh, penetrating, entering, etc. Subtle and generally not offensive, but too vague for some readers.
4) Slang terms other than four-letter words. Less graphic, sounds natural/conversational. In contemporary romance, can become dated over time. Works well in historical romance.
5) Four-letter words. Problem is that these words have been co-opted for derogatory purposes. Some readers consider them a turn-off. Yet they are perfectly natural in erotic romance.
Choreography:

1) Social scientist Desmond Morris’s twelve stages of intimacy:  Eye to body, eye to eye, voice to voice, hand to hand, hand to shoulder, etc. Some writers find these guidelines helpful, but if followed too closely, can seem contrived. 

2) Baseball analogy:  1st base, 2nd base, etc.  Can seem boring/clichéd if followed too closely.
3) Whatever happens, happens. More organic than following a formula, but may be difficult for plotters, or if you’re not comfortable writing sex scenes.
Using all the senses:
Visual:  When we write, we tend to focus first on the visual, like watching a movie. Visual cues are very important in sex, especially to men. We respond unconsciously to these non-verbal signals.

Smell:  The most powerful, evocative sense. Arouses memories and emotional responses from deep within our pasts.
Sound:  Often overlooked, but enhances atmosphere. Sounds of partners responding to each other. Hiss and rustle of fabric as they undress.

Feeling:  Skin on skin. Textures, tactile experience. Physiological responses. Blood pressure rises. Heartbeat quickens. Skin flushes. Eyes dilate. Mouth waters.
Setting/Atmosphere:  Slow and sensual/subtle and teasing, or the opposite, raw, immediate, impromptu, can’t wait. Outdoor settings heighten intensity, primal aspects.

Integrating sex into your plot:

1) Building tension. The push-pull tension between the characters as they interact provides a sub-text to the main plot.

2) Sexual attraction between the characters may motivate them to do things that contradict their logical choices and their beliefs about themselves.
3) The conflicts between them may be intensified by this inner conflict of attraction/resistance. Their conflicts may be worked out or become even more complicated as they engage in intimacy.

4) Sex gives you another tool in keeping the pace of the story moving swiftly. Adds excitement/conflict were there might be lulls.

In general, sexual tension is more important than sex itself. Will they/won’t they. When. The slow-build-up can be more exciting than the actual sex act.

Sex and Conflict:

Basic formula of a romance (and books in general) is based on conflict. What she/he/they wants. What he/she/they wants. Why they can’t get it. They may be attracted but there are reasons they don’t jump into bed immediately and/or fall in love.  Or they may start off in conflict.
1) They are truly enemies or think they are. Attraction pulls them together even as antagonism pulls them apart.

2) They are competitors or have conflicting goals. Sex is the way they discover there are things more important than winning/prevailing.

3) Social constraints/different values keep them apart. Inappropriate for them to be partners, either in the mind of society, their families, or their own values. Sex is the way they come into their own and choose their own fate.
4) Strong conflict coupled with strong attraction is great, but it’s important to have them work it out realistically, through a gradual process of realization/awareness. 

Sexual norms/safe sex/consent:

What is considered “acceptable” in terms of sex in fiction has changed dramatically over the past thirty years. More freedom from traditional censorship/moral rules. Less freedom in terms of power/social dynamics. You have to be aware you are conveying sociological values when you write about sex and relationships and society may hold you to account.

1) Erotic elements much more acceptable. 
2) Much more sensitivity to double standard and misogyny.

3) Consent/sexual abuse and harassment are tricky and complex issues.

4) Fantasy vs. political correctness. In the real world, sex is sometimes about power and control as much desire. Writers must struggle with the negative implications of this reality and deal with this dynamic in a way that fits the genre they have chosen and fulfills the expectations of their readership.
Sex and story:

1) Sexual relationship should be part of the unfolding of the plot and the development of the characters. Not something to be inserted or tacked on later.

2) Sex scenes, like other scenes, need to be there for a reason. Formulas, i.e. sex every so many pages, or other rules can rob your story of authenticity.
3) Sex doesn’t occur simply because of desire. People make love as a way to release tension. To grieve or celebrate. To be defiant. To prove themselves. But sex scenes should always further the story arc and/or enhance the reader’s understanding of the characters.
4) In a romance, sex needs to develop the emotional/spiritual closeness between the characters. In other genres, sex scenes may not necessarily focus on closeness, but they should reveal something about the characters and their emotional journey or move the plot forward in some way.  
Develop your own voice/style for sex scenes, involving these dynamics.

1) Focus on eroticism (sensuality)

2) Focus on romance/love (emotional)

3) Focus on transcending experience (spiritual)

Sex (and love) is for everyone:

1) More and more stories featuring gay, lesbian, bi-sexual relationships as well as gender neutral and transexual characters.

2) Growing awareness that gender identification is a continuum and a lot of people don’t fit into the classic male/female stereotypes. 

3) People are complicated and so are their relationships/desires. Gay romances read by women.  Three-somes and other variations. Bondage and S & M.  

Successful sex scenes:

1) Are appropriate for your genre and readers.

2) Evolve naturally from your characters and their journey.

3) Reveal your world view and vision of what sex is about.
