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Presenter: Jenna Petersen (a.k.a. Jess Michaels) 
 
Course Description: 
 
Hot is well, hot, right now. But not every author is comfortable with the intricacies of 
sensual love scenes. In this three part presentation, sensual and erotic romance writer 
Jenna Petersen (Jess Michaels) breaks down the key elements a powerful love scene should 
contain. 
 
Part 1: Character -- Remaining true to your characters when they take off their clothes. 
Virgins versus concubines and other ways to throw your hero and heroine out of character. 
 
Part 2: Plot -- Don't lose the thread just 'cause they're in bed. 
Why the story can't stop for six pages. 
How to fold plot elements into your love scenes and keep the conflict and tension high. 
Why consummation doesn't mean the end to conflict. 
 
Part 3: Emotion -- It's not just slots and tabs. Trust me. 
Exploring the love scene beyond lust to anger, fear, love and more. 
How tension can build to and from love scenes. 
 
In addition, Petersen will give tips and hints on how authors can be more comfortable 
writing their characters in bed. 
 
Ms. Petersen will conduct Q&A and provide examples. 
 
About the Instructor: 
 
Jenna Petersen started writing full-time in 1999 when her husband said, "You're only happy 
when you're writing, why don't you do that?" In 2004, her dream came true when her 
literary agent called to say she'd just sold two books to Avon. 
 
Her releases include: Scandalous (October 2005), From London With Love (August 2006) 
and Desire Never Dies (January 2007), Seduction is Forever (October 2007) and the 
upcoming Lessons from a Courtesan (August 2008). She also writes erotic romance as Jess 
Michaels, and helped launch the Avon Red line with her novella in Parlor Games. Her next 
Jess Michaels release is Something Reckless (May 2008). She's been a Bookscan and 
Waldenbooks Mass Market bestseller. 
 
 In addition, she has run The Passionate Pen since 1999. This popular site for aspiring 
authors gets nearly 200,000 hits per month and contains information on literary agents, 
publishing houses, articles about writing and the industry, links and Jenna's Diary toward 
and beyond publication. You can find her at http://www.passionatepen.com and at 
http://www.jennapetersen.com. 
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LESSON 1 

Thanks for all the introduction yesterday! Wow, we have a very diverse 
group. I hope the workshop will be helpful to all of you. :)   

So, I have always loved reading highly sensual romances. I'm one of those 
readers who looks for 'the good stuff' before I buy any romance and I have 
naturally turned to writing the same kinds of books. I know that not every 
author is totally comfortable with writing the sex scenes, though, so I hope 
by the end of this workshop you'll feel a little more at ease as you embark 
on love scenes and the sensual scenes leading up to them.  

There are three main components that I feel must go into every love scene:  

Component 1: Character (or Remaining true to your characters, even when 
their clothes come off)  

If you are like most authors, you get very protective of your characters. 
Whether you start out building them piece by piece, or you just grow to 
know them over time, most of us find ourselves saying things like, "Well, 
Becca would never do that." Or "That just isn't Justin!" If we're doing our 
jobs, we know that our characters' actions must be properly motivated and 
in line with the history and personality we've given to them. 
 
One of the big tricks to a love scene is not to lose that protectiveness when 
it comes to writing your love scene. Making love is just another in a series of 
actions your characters will perform in a book. There must be a reason for 
them to do so, or to cut off from the act before it's over, or to react a certain 
way to the experience after it is over.  
 
So when you enter into the build up of a love scene, ask yourself about the 
characters you have created. What has driven them to this point? Why have 
they resisted beforehand? What will excite and terrify them about this 
experience? How will they react to every part of what happens?  
 
In addition, you must remain true to your characters when they enter the 
bedroom. Your sheltered, virginal heroine is not going to start giving the 
hero mind-blowing oral sex on their first night together.  Just as a courtesan 
heroine isn't going to mince and pretend that sex isn't something she 
accepts and probably enjoys. If either of those characters did behave in 
those ways, there would need to be some kind of build up or explanation so 
that the reader wouldn't be pulled from the moment. 
 
Please check out Handout 1 (SEE END OF THIS DOCUMENT FOR THE 
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HANDOUTS), which is an example of character in a love scene from my 2006 
release, FROM LONDON WITH LOVE. I have added it (or will shortly) to the 
Files section of the Yahoo Group. Also feel free to post any questions, 
comments, whatever as we go along.  

LESSON 2 

Component 2: Plot (or Don't lose the thread just 'cause they're in bed.) 
 
When I talk to authors about writing love scenes, I often hear a lot of 
complaints about how the story comes to a stop or how the story slows. This 
is generally where complaints about the gratuitous nature of love scenes 
also comes into play.  
 
Here's the thing. Every scene in your book ought to have some kind of 
purpose in driving the story forward. Whether it's in character development 
or plot movement or conflict building or whatever, each scene should take 
you toward the next turning point, the next obstacle, the next moment. And 
now I'm going to tell you a secret. 
 
Love scenes are no different. 
 
If your love scene has stopped the story or doesn't fit. then it hasn't done its 
job as a scene.  
 
Let's look at it this way. If your hero and heroine have been waging a battle 
of wits through their entire story and you put them in the bedroom, does it 
make sense for them to be in perfect accord? Does a power struggle stop 
just because clothing is coming off? Do the emotions that have lead to this 
moment simply…. end? 
 
They shouldn't. Love scenes can be amazing tools in a romance! They 
change the trajectory of the relationship between the hero and heroine. They 
can have far reaching consequences to the plot (someone sees them, their 
distraction causes problems, they betray a long-held personal belief, etc, 
etc, etc). They change the emotional charge. They end tension and begin a 
new tension. They can be absolutely pivotal!  
 
But only if you remember the plot while you're writing them. What are the 
conflicts between these characters? What are the circumstances surrounding 
the scene? What are the stakes? If you put those things in bed with your 
hero and heroine, you will write a love scene that is absolutely necessary to 
the book. A love scene your reader won't be able to skip. and she probably 
won't want to. 
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Please see Handout 2, an example of plot in a love scene from my October 
2007 release, SEDUCTION IS FOREVER. I will post it in the files section as 
both a RTF file and a .doc file.  

LESSON 3  

Component 3: Emotion (or It’s not just slots and tabs). 

So far we've talked about a lot of issues when it comes to making a love 
scene a real part of your book, but I think the most important one is 
emotion. Romances are about emotion. Even if there are other elements like 
suspense or paranormal things or other drama, when it comes down to it, 
the reason your reader is coming on board for the ride is because of the 
emotions romances explore and evoke. Your love scenes and other sensual 
scenes should be no different. There MUST be emotion involved or else it's 
just going to be a merging of body parts. 
 
So how do you put emotion into love scenes? Well, you'll be using the tools 
of characterization and plot that we've talked about before, of course. But 
beyond that, you'll really want to examine the emotions coming into the 
scene and the emotions you want to get to when you leave the scene. 
 
Every love scene isn't going to be. well, loving. Your characters might not be 
at that 'I love you' place or even a gentle place when they come together. If 
you've built an adversarial relationship between them, they might be angry. 
If you've been teasing your reader and your characters along with sexual 
tension, they might be frustrated (and ultimately relieved). They might have 
just had a fright that drove them to each other's arms. They might even be 
sad if they think this is the last time they can ever be together. 
 
With each of those emotions, you'll be writing a very different kind of love 
scene. If you're not, then you're probably not putting your entire heart, nor 
the heart of your characters, into the scene enough.  

And the emotions in a scene might change as the love making progresses. A 
set of characters who come together with angry passion at first might begin 
to slowly transform into a loving joining that changes the way they interact 
for the entire book. A couple who surrenders when they feel they shouldn't 
might make love with abandon only to have guilt worm its way in after the 
passion cools, thus having them exit the scene on a far different note than 
they came in. 
 
Love scenes are a great place to have real emotions come out in the heat of 
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the moment. Or to allow your characters to express the feelings they can't 
or won't say through the physical act of sex. 
 
In a Jenna Petersen book that is coming out this summer (Lessons From a 
Courtesan, July 2008), I wrote two characters who have, for a variety of 
reasons, a lot of anger toward each other. But they also have a lot of 
passion and they ended up making love throughout the book far more than I 
anticipated. About halfway through the story I had a realization. Sex was the 
only way they felt safe in connecting. So when they felt strong emotions 
toward each other, sex was a way of expressing them. From that point on, 
the way I wrote their love scenes changed. Some were angry, some were 
loving, some were desperate. Whatever they felt going into the scene, 
whatever they were afraid to say, had to be expressed through every touch, 
every kiss, every moment they were joined together.  
 
Your characters may be more able to say what's in their hearts, but some of 
that should still exhibit itself in the love scene, no matter what emotion that 
may be.  

For an example of emotion in a love scene, check out handout three, with an 
example from my November 2007 erotic romance, EVERYTHING 
FORBIDDEN. I’ll be posting it in the files section at Yahoo in both .doc and 
RTF versions. 

LESSON 4  

So now we’ve worked out way through the key components of a love scene, 
but I know a lot of you have comfort and language questions and I don’t 
want to ignore those! That’s why today’s lesson is about… 

 Okay, so about “those words”… 

Language in love scenes is one of the main topics that gets brought up every 
time I do this workshop. Writers often get bogged down with what words 
they should or can or feel comfortable using. In the end, you pretty much 
have three choices: 

1. Clinical. You can just go straight out and say penis. I know, gasp in 
shock. The only problem with this route is that it can be very cold and… 
well, clinical. Especially if there isn’t a lot of context to the scene. You 
want to create an emotional, sensual experience for your reader when 
you write a love scene. And the clinical terms may make that a bit more 
challenging. 
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2.  Bold. All the ‘c’ words (both male and female). Often seen in erotic 
romance, in fact if you’re writing erotic romance, your readership might 
expect these words. The problems here are that there are going to be 
some readers who are offended by these terms.  

3. Flowers and hearts. There are numerous euphemisms for acts and body 
parts that we romance writers have been using for years. My only 
caution would be for overuse. If you read ‘manhood’ or ‘love channel’ too 
many times (and for me, that would be once) it gets silly. Anything silly 
will likely draw your reader out of the story, which is ultimately not what 
you want to do. 

 Ultimately the solution I came to was to use a combination of all those 
things. Sometimes I might use a softer term, sometimes I might use 
something more blunt. Sometimes it will depend on what character I’m in 
the POV of and what the context of the usage is. In a love scene in the 
beginning of a story, your male character may think of the act in far 
different terms than he will at the end. Of if you have a heroine who is really 
coming into her own sexuality, she may go from not having ANY real words 
for what she’s feeling or seeing to using explicit words. 

 In the end, my best advice is… don’t get too caught up in words. I know 
we’re writers, so that’s a very hard concept for us to master, but if you sit 
down and take an hour agonizing over whether to use one term or another 
for your hero’s, er, member then that’s an hour that you’ve wasted. 
Remember, a first draft can just be a first draft. Even in a love scene. 

 Tomorrow we’ll be talking about Friends and Family in the bedroom, as well 
as comfort levels. Please do ask questions! 

LESSON 5 

Today is our final day, so I’m going to cover a couple of topics that have to 
do with comfort in writing love scenes.  

Putting Your Family in the Room 

Another issue many writers talk to me about is that they start thinking about 
what their mom, spouse, child, cousin, friend, coworker…. Etc will say when 
they read the book and get to the love scene.  

Yeah, that’s a tricky one. I think we all have that little voice in our heads 
while writing, but it gets louder when we get to the naked parts. Personally, 
I’m fine until I get revisions and find that my editor has put a comment or 
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even a smiley face in the margin of a love scene. And then it hits me. She 
READ that!!!  

 But here’s my advice: 

 Get Over It. 

You are writing this story first and foremost for you. And you are writing it 
for the characters you have created. In the first writing stage, put everyone 
who has climbed into the bed with your characters out in the hall. They don’t 
belong there. Just like they don’t belong in any murder scene or action scene 
or ballroom scene you might write.  

The fact is… we’re writing romance. And part of romance is sex, plain and 
simple. Even if you’re writing the sweetest little love story in the world, in 
the end, when the door shuts, your characters are going to do it. That’s part 
of love, that’s part of marriage, that’s part of a ‘satisfactory emotional 
ending’. 

Your mom, your friend, your sister… they’re going to think whatever they 
think. And if they don’t like what you wrote, my suggestion is for them to try 
to write something better. Take back your story. Don’t let anyone else’s half-
cocked opinion lead you to pull a punch or tone down a scene that could 
really be pivotal to your novel. 

Your Own Comfort Level 

Another common comment is that the author herself doesn’t feel 
comfortable writing a love scene. There are a few things you can do to help 
yourself: 

Remember it’s about the characters. We sometimes get so wrapped up 
in our stories that we forget they’re not about us. You aren’t writing your 
own sex life. You aren’t writing characters who adhere to all your very own 
personal beliefs. And if you’re writing romance, hopefully you aren’t writing 
sex just for the sake of writing it. You’re writing it for the three key elements 
I started out talking about. Character, Plot and Emotion. Try to get into your 
story a bit deeper. Forget about you and focus on your characters. Use your 
love scene to really deepen your story. 

Get in the mood. Okay sickos, calm down. Although, honestly if your gutter 
mind will help, why not research with the one you love? But I’m talking more 
about setting the scene. Burn a scented candle, play some music, shut the 
door. If you have trouble writing love scenes, you might want to do this 



 Anatomy of a Love Scene, Page 8 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2008, All rights reserved. 

Do not copy or distribute any images or text from this document without permission. 

while the kids are at school and you can have YOU time. If you’re still having 
trouble, find some of your favorite romances and read a hot love scene that 
you liked. You might even go so far as taking a trip to literotica. Whatever is 
going to help you relax and write sexy, do it.  

Tension versus Penetration. One final way to deal with your lack of 
comfort writing love scenes is to… not write them. Now this is a very 
extreme solution because I honestly think love scenes get easier to write as 
you practice and let go of your inhibitions. But there are going to be some of 
you who just CAN’T do it. You feel so uncomfortable that it’s impossible to 
go there. Well, the great thing is that really hot sexual tension is sometimes 
as fulfilling for the reader as actual sex.  

So ramp it up. Sexual tension is really about awareness and the five senses. 
A hero may be captivated by a heroine’s scent. A heroine may feel his body 
heat whenever he passes by. She might be more aware of her own body, 
he’ll definitely be more aware of his. Don’t put yourself in a situation where 
you enter a scene saying, “They MUST have sex here.” Just up the tension, 
start with something light. Follow the rules of seduction (eye to eye, hand to 
shoulder, etc). As you write along, you might find yourself growing bolder. 
Getting closer to being able to complete the scene. 

And if not, if you end up having your characters part or putting them in the 
bedroom and closing the door… well, the reader will still get their money’s 
worth for sexual tension. I have a friend who writes very sexy 
contemporaries and she was laughing to me the other day about reader 
reaction to a recent book. People kept saying it was her sexiest book ever. 

She only had one sex scene. But the tension was so high throughout that 
the readers tapped into THAT and still felt like they’d come away from a hot, 
hot, HOT story. 

The fact is, sexy books are still selling in the industry. And that may be 
something some of you cringe about. But if you look at your love scenes as a 
pivotal part of you book and find ways to overcome the stressful feelings you 
may associate with writing them, I think you’ll find they become easier over 
time. 
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HANDOUTS 
 
From From London With Love© 
August 2006 
Jenna Petersen 
 
Meredith uttered a helpless cry as Tristan suckled her breast. Sensations she had all but forgotten 
roared through her[JM1] , weakening her knees and sending hot desire to pool low in her belly, 
between her thighs, at every sensitive nerve ending and every heated part of her. 
 
This was what she had feared[JM2] . That her explanation she wanted to give in to their mutual 
desire would spiral out of control before she could pull back. But it was also what she’d secretly 
hoped for[JM3] . She recognized that now as his tongue did wicked things to her nipple and 
made her hips rock helplessly. 
 
 “Please,” she heard her voice whisper, but it seemed distant, foreign in its huskiness, its 
desperation. “Please.” 
 
 He drew back from aching breasts to meet her eyes. The look he gave her was one of pure 
possession. A promise of pleasure. A pledge of fulfillment she had never truly experienced. 
 
Dropping his mouth to hers, he guided her to his bed in stumbling steps. Then she was off her 
feet as he lifted her onto the mattress. Without arguing, she settled back on the pillows and 
watched him. 
 
Through her hooded gaze, she took in every moment. Tristan shrugged from his jacket and made 
swift work of the cravat knot at his throat. In an instant, he stripped away his shirt and her heart 
stopped. 
 
She was no blushing virgin. She had seen a naked man before. [JM4] But never had she looked 
at one and marveled at the beauty of his body. His shoulders seemed impossible broad, strong 
and muscled, as were his arms. His entire body put ancient statues of Rome and Greece to 
shame. None could live up to the specimen before her. 
 
 
 [JM1]By saying “sensations she had all but forgotten”, it plays into character. This character has been to bed with a 
man before, but it’s been a long time. Fits her history into the moment. 
 
[JM2]Gives her character something to lose, also fits into her resistance in the book up to this point. 
 
[JM3]Explains why she’s allowing it to continue. Develops her character further by letting her recognize desires she 
had suppressed until this moment. 
 
[JM4]Again, plays into the history of the character. If Meredith was a virgin, I would have played more into her 
curiosity, her embarrassment at nudity, her interest in his body. Instead, I can give her comparison points, and also 
let the audience know through this and earlier sentences, that Meredith’s experiences in the past haven’t been 
fabulous. 
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From Everything Forbidden© 
November 2007 
Jess Michaels  
 
This was the last moment they would have together. That was the only thing she knew for 
certain. And Miranda was going to make it worth all the sacrifices. She was going to burn every 
touch on her memory so that in the future she could relive this last time over and over. No matter 
what else happened in the lonely future.[JM5]  
 
She clutched his shoulders, reaching for more of his kiss, for all of his passion, but he held back, 
continuing the gentle exploration instead.[JM6]  
 
Her hair fell around his fingers, around her shoulders, a golden curtain that could protect them, at 
least for a moment, from the outside world. She allowed it to protect her, setting aside her 
heartbreak and worry so that the harsh emotions wouldn’t taint the experience.[JM7]  
 
Ethan let her go and stepped back. His eyes were wild, desperate, belying the utter control of his 
kiss. He looked at the grassy hill. 
 
“Normally I’d have a blanket,” he said, his voice a gruff apology. 
 
 She smiled. “I know.” 
 
 His gaze caught hers, the wildness lingering beneath a veil of pain. “With you, it was different,” 
he said softly. “I know that isn’t enough, but it’s true.” 
 
The tears she just fought off returned to Miranda’s eyes and she reached out to touch his arm. 
“It’s enough for now. For today.” 
[JM8] 
 
He stared at her for a long, silent moment, then shrugged out of his jacket. He laid it on the 
ground, spread wide open, then went to work on his cravat and shirt beneath. 
 
“At least I can give you some protection,” he explained as he pulled the linen over his head. 
 
Miranda stared, still mesmerized by the beautiful lines of his body. By the way his lean muscles 
worked beneath his skin with every motion. He spread the shirt out beside the jacket and then 
turned to her, eyes on fire with potent desire. 
 
He reached out to feather his fingers along the ruffles at the neckline of her gown. Her eyes 
fluttered shut as his knuckles grazed her sensitive skin. 
 
“Ethan,” she breathed, grasping at his bare arm to remain steady. 
 
His arm snaked around her waist and he pulled her against his warm, naked chest as he continued 
to caress her skin with feather-light touches that served to drive her mad. She lifted her mouth in 
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mute offering, but he ignored that, staring intently at the way his fingers looked splayed out 
across the paleness of her skin and shabby fabric of her gown. 
 
“Turn around,” he ordered, his voice husky. 
 
She did so, unable to deny him anything when her body was craving his touch and her legs were 
shaking with anticipation. He cupped her arms, first sliding his palms up to her shoulders, then 
back to the little buttons that closed her gown. She arched, moving closer to him in a quiet 
demand that he strip her out of her clothing. 
 
But he wouldn’t be pushed to do anything faster or differently than he seemed to have planned. 
Instead, he pushed her hair out of the way and pressed a warm kiss against her neck, just above 
her gown’s edging. Then another. Another. 
 
Miranda let out a little cry. She’d never realized her back was so sensitive, but those gentle 
caresses lit her body on fire, sent shockwaves of wet heat through her to settle between her 
trembling legs. Ethan could have flipped her skirt up and had her right there with no resistance 
from her body. 
 
In fact, that was what she wanted. But he wasn’t going to give her that. It was his final torment. 
This last time they came together wouldn’t be swift and passionate. It would be gentle and slow, 
like he wanted to linger over her.[JM9]  
 
 
 
[JM5]This sets up what emotions are going into the scene right from the outset. This is the end of the affair Miranda 
and Ethan have conducted. It’s bittersweet and sad. 
 
[JM6]She’s pushing for more, he’s lingering. This implies his emotion even though this part of the scene is in her 
POV. 
 
[JM7]Again, gives the scene a ‘stolen moment’ feel. 
 
[JM8]Again, the dialogue implies the past (which has been explored earlier in the book), but also the regret on his 
part and the acceptance on hers. 
 
[JM9]Again, ties back to the opening paragraphs. His lingering over the last time versus her desire to just feel and 
forget. 
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From Seduction Is Forever© 
October 2007 
Jenna Petersen 
 
Her eyes narrowed and then she moved. It was so sudden, so smooth, it took Grant off guard. 
She whipped her hands upward, striking his forearms with enough force that pain ricocheted up 
to his shoulders. His grip broke and she caught his arms. With a twist and a pull, she wrenched 
his hands upward at the same time she swept her feet beneath his. 
 
Grant found himself on his back with Emily on top of him, straddling his lap. 
 
“I don’t want your protection,” she panted. “I want your help in my investigation. There is a 
difference.” 
 
Grant shifted his hips to one side and as she adjusted, threw all his force into the other. She 
rolled onto her back with a low grunt and he covered her with his body. 
 
She arched her back, but he stiffened and didn’t bend to her will, despite how surprisingly strong 
she was. He hadn’t been put to the ground by a sparring partner in months, perhaps even a year 
or more. He couldn’t help but be impressed by her abilities. 
 
But he was even more distracted by the way her body shifted beneath him. Warm and soft. She 
was still disheveled from their earlier encounter. The one that had left him frustrated and on 
edge. The feel of her beneath him now awoke his ready cock and it came to attention with 
surprising speed.[JM10]  
 
He held her steady and watched her eyes widen as she felt the length of him press against her 
stomach. 
 
“In the field, everything can shift in a heartbeat, Emily,” he managed to whisper on a ragged 
breath. 
 
She nodded, breathless and he didn’t think it was from exertion. “I know that. Trust I know that 
fact better than most.”[JM11]  
 
 “Then you know why I can’t work with you.” He lowered his head toward hers and felt her hot 
breath against his skin. He wanted to melt into her, even though she was exactly the kind of 
woman he had vowed to avoid. [JM12] “Just give me all the information you have and I’ll be 
happy to investigate what you’ve uncovered.” 
 
She tilted her head to the side in anticipation of his kiss, even as her eyes lit with anger at his 
statement. “That is not an option. Either you work with me, or I’ll investigate this on my own. 
Those are your two choices.” 
 
Grant rolled off of her.[JM13]  
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[JM10]A transition from the fact that Grant is impressed by her abilities, but also distracted by the way she feels 
beneath him merges plot with a more erotic element. It also allows for his frustrations, both sexual and ones to do 
with the plot, to come out. 
 
[JM11]Using the double entendre of both their words to keep the  plot and the sensuality tightly together. 
 
[JM12]Keeps his character motivation, which is part of what drives the plot, in the forefront of the encounter. 
 
[JM13]Letting him pick plot over completion of the sex scene (though they do make love before the chapter is over) 
works for this moment. The reader still gets the intense sexual tension, the erotic encounter, but the purpose of the 
scene isn’t sacrificed. At least… not at that particular moment. 


