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Introduction


Welcome! You want to write a romantic novel – congratulations! It is one of the bestselling, most long-lived genres in fiction. In these pages you will learn about every aspect of writing a romance, from creating great characters and fresh plots to learning how (and when – or if!) to write sex scenes. You will do so through a carefully orchestrated set of workshops and writing exercises designed to take you step by step through each element of writing, and leave you with enough resources to carry you on through the rest of your writing and publishing journey.


This is meant to be a fast track to help you master the ideas and tools you will need to succeed in writing romantic novels – as if you were in a serious class with a group of other students, delving into the very bones of the genre, and uncovering and mastering the subtle tricks and layers of great romance. I am going to assume that you are a fan of the genre or you’d be reading some other book, and that you already know in your gut what you love and what you’d like to do, but feel the need for a few tools to get you going.


Various short and mid-length writing exercises in the book will help you focus on practical writing work related to each chapter’s topic. These are as follows.
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Snapshots are short exercises or tasks related to the main idea in the adjacent text.
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Write exercises – self-explanatory – ask you to write focusing on a specific aspect of the craft of creating your story.
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Workshop exercises are longer exercises that ask you to do a bit more work – for example working out your characters’ backgrounds.


[image: ]


Edit is a reworking or review of a previous piece or exercise.


There are two other features within each chapter:
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Key ideas distil the most important points and ideas.
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Focus points at the end of each chapter distil that chapter’s core messages.


Now, let’s move forward to dive into the mesmerizing, popular, and very lucrative genre of romantic novels.
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Understanding romantic novels
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There is no other genre that is more polarizing, more beloved or more disdained than the romantic novel. I know this intimately after writing nearly 50 novels over 25 years, in virtually every subgenre of romance. The amount of revenue generated by romantic novels is well above that in other genres. What accounts for the vast popularity of these books, which have held their market share year after year, decade after decade, despite an ongoing (and undeserved) lack of respect from the rest of the literary world? Why do we so love to lose ourselves in a romantic story?


In this chapter you will learn some facts and figures about romantic novels as a genre; the reasons why romantic tales are beloved, even in a cynical society; and about the elements of a great romantic novel, to be discussed in more detail in later chapters.





How my story began


For me, it began like this. When I was a teenager, I babysat for the woman across the street. She worked late, serving cocktails at the local dog track, and I was sometimes there until three in the morning. She was a subscriber to Harlequin Presents, the classic romance category published in white covers, about men in Spain or Greece who said things like, ‘You little fool,’ just before they kissed the heroine passionately.


I adored these stories, read them one after the other after the other, sometimes two in an evening. Seeing my addiction, the woman gave me bags full of the books, and I took one bag on vacation with me. My grandmother drove her giant red Lincoln Continental across the western United States, and I sat beside her and read. I was 15 years old, and had already made my way through pretty much anything they’d let me check out of the library – all of Victoria Holt, Phyllis Whitney and Daphne du Maurier. I’d started making my way through my mother’s historical novels, too, and earlier that year had read Green Darkness by Anya Seton, which I read an uncountable number of times (and still love).


But on that trip across the western United States in my grandmother’s land yacht, I read Harlequin Presents by the ton. I read through a blizzard in Wyoming, in which we got stuck and had to be rescued by a trucker. I read through Idaho and through the pale-green and lush Columbia River Valley in Oregon. I read in tiny theme motels shaped like Alpine cottages and in the kitchenette where we finally landed in Seattle. I read about the Australian Outback and gloomy English country houses, about the Austrian countryside and, yes, castles in Spain.
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Key idea










Romantic novels are a massively popular arm of the market, worth more than $1,350 billion in sales in 2013 (source: Romance Writers of America).
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A reader of the sort I was then (and still am) often evolves into a writer and, by the age of 15, I knew I wanted to write books. I knew that I wanted to be a novelist, though the word wasn’t in my vocabulary at the time. I wanted to do a very specific sort of writing: stories about girls falling in love. I’d already written several by then, longhand in notebooks with pink or green or blue paper. (I would write only with a blue Bic pen, on college ruled notebook paper – a habit I kept until a journalism professor yanked the pen out of my hand and told me to go compose on a typewriter. Yes, a typewriter, and not even a particularly good one.)


On that trip with my grandmother, I was writing – endless, detailed journals about what I saw, absorbing details, paying attention. I can still remember what that blizzardy highway looked like, high in the mountains, cars piled up on the roadside like toys, and the giant of a man who clambered down from the cab of his semi-truck to drive us into safer territory.


This is what writers do, of course. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was the start of everything.
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Jerry B. Jenkins










‘Writers write.


Dreamers talk about it.’
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When I returned home from my trip, I could hardly wait to go across the street to gather another paper sack full of romance. As I came into the living room with my haul, my father said, ‘If you are so serious about being a writer, why don’t you write a romance novel? I bet you could get it published.’ (The subtext being: if I was 16 and a good writer, how hard could it be to write a romance?)


My heart woke up and started pounding at the idea of actually doing something like that. My mind, which generates story from anything, already began to toss out snippets and tidbits – probably a tall and brooding Spaniard and a stranded motorist on a blizzardy highway…


Unfortunately there were those who did not approve. My mother, who at the time would not even read a book that was popular enough to hit the bestseller lists, shuddered. ‘She would never prostitute her talent that way!’


I blinked and looked at my mother, whose opinion mattered to me tremendously. The nascent dream shrivelled. I shut down any aspirations towards romance writing for years, until I’d gone through college, tried writing short stories and plays and all manner of other things. I was a struggling, poor, aspiring novelist with a degree in Mass Communications that I would have to put to good use if I couldn’t figure out how to make money by writing.


Luckily, I am blessed with a sister who read all those Harlequins and Gothic romances along with me. She hadn’t given them up for college, as I had. One day, she brought me two grocery bags full of new romances from her collection. This was the mid-1980s and the genre had grown hugely, proliferating into various new lines: Silhouette Special Edition and Desires, Harlequin Americans (my favourite at the time) and Silhouette Intimate Moments. Hundreds of romance novels were being published every month.


During my study years, the romance novels being published had matured and ripened. They were wide-ranging, no longer just castles in Spain and powerful men with brooding brows. These books showed a modern sensibility, with characters that had been divorced or had children. There might be a virginal heroine here and there but, more often, she was experienced. The characters were more realistic, more the kind of people I might know.


I peeled through them, and my excitement blossomed. Although I was still sending out boomerang short stories to literary magazines that would then pay me in copies of the magazine, and asking magazines for article assignments, I was half-hearted about those things. When I read these new romance novels, I knew in my gut that I could do this. I felt the beats in my blood and I could feel the flow of how it would go down on the page. I knew because of all that reading I’d done. I’d absorbed it into my bones.


My first attempt, however, was a clichéd mess. I took all those beats, took what I thought the genre wanted, sent it out, and promptly started another one. The words flew from my fingers. I couldn’t wait to get back to my story every day. This second one was grittier, set in Pueblo, Colorado, around the steel mill that was collapsing at the time. The hero limped. The heroine was a widow who drank tea and composed music.


The first book made it through the channels at Harlequin, going up the chain, moving one direction and then another, though I had no idea of this at the time. I sent out the second book. The first was rejected, but at a very high level, by an editor who took the time to write me a letter about the book. I knew this was a Very Big Deal.


One year almost to the day after I had started the first romance, the second sold. It was two days before Thanksgiving in a blustery November almost 25 years ago as I write this, and it’s a date I celebrate every year because that day – that book – changed my life. I never looked back or yearned for another kind of writing. I sat down in the romantic fiction chair and it fitted me just right. I’ve now written more than 45 novels – category, contemporary, historical, paranormal, women’s fiction and New Adult / Young Adult – and all of the books have at their core a romance.
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Key idea










A ‘Category romance’, such as those published by Harlequin, is a book published in a clearly delineated category, with a certain number of books being published in each category every month. They are also called ‘series romances’, from the sequential numbers sometimes printed on the books' spines. Category romances are short (usually no more than 250 pages), and cheaper than other fiction books.
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I hope you’ll join me in exploring this world; maybe writing romantic novels will change your life, too.
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Write your story










Take a few moments to write your own story about your connection to romantic novels. Can you think of the first books you loved? What were your favourites? Did anyone disparage your love of the genre, and if so, is that still getting in your way when you think about writing such a novel?
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Facts and figures


It cannot be denied that romantic novels are incredibly popular. Romance Writers of America collects statistics annually about the genre. As I write this, the most current statistics are from 2012, though you can read updates and notes at rwanational.org.


•  Romance fiction generated $1,438 billion in sales in 2012.


•  Romance was the top-performing category on the bestseller lists in 2012 (across the NYT, USA Today, and PW bestseller lists).


•  Romance fiction sales are estimated at $1,350 billion for 2013.


•  In 2008 74.8 million people read at least one romance novel (source: RWA Reader Survey).


•  Romance fiction was the largest share of the US consumer market in 2012 at 16.7 per cent.


And there’s this. While romance fiction generated $1.438 billion in estimated revenue for 2012, here are the figures for other genres for comparison:


•  Religion/inspirational: $717.9 million


•  Mystery: $728.2 million


•  Science fiction/fantasy: $590.2 million


•  Classic literary fiction: $470.5 million.


Those are some staggering differences. Some of the 2012 swell can be attributed to the explosive popularity of 50 Shades of Grey but, even in the slower years, the differences are astonishing.


Why are romance novels so popular?


We are living in a society that values a cynical, sophisticated view of the world. We’re so world-weary and knowing about everything that a romance sometimes seems impossibly quaint. We’re overrun with divorce and ‘hooking up’ and texting break-ups and social mayhem of all sorts, after all.


We tell ourselves that we know what really happens to a lot of romance in the real world. Divorce and affairs, we say with sour faces. It’s all Peter Pan men and disenchanted women, and nobody cares about the long term. And yet romance novels continue to be incredibly popular.
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Key idea










Even as we are spouting our cynical statistics and bemoaning the state of love in the world, people are desperate to connect. For all our social media, for all the shallow texting and chatter that goes on, we all long to be seen by others, to really know and be known. We yearn for union and happiness, so much so that people will pay for professional huggers to come over and lie down and hold them.
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Human beings need love. We want love and sex and happiness and families. Finding love has a dizzying, heady, life-transforming power. Finding the right partner is also one of the biggest contributors to long-term happiness, which makes choosing that partner one of the most powerful decisions you will make in your life. Those are important ideas.


Romance novels are hopeful in a world that often seems to be full of crashing doom and despair.
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Orson Welles










‘If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on where you stop your story.’
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Jennifer Crusie, who is one of the smartest women writing romance novels today (and believe me, there are many of them), has this to say about the power of romance novels:
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Jennifer Crusie, Romancing Reality










‘Romance fiction places the woman at the centre of the story by refusing to pay lip service to the post-modernist view that life is hopeless and we’re all victims. Instead, romance fiction almost universally reinforces the healthy human perception that the world is not a vicious tragic place, especially for women. This has been often cited as evidence that romance fiction does indeed dwell in a fantasy land, but showing women’s victories is not unrealistic, nor is tragedy inherently superior or more realistic than comedy. This bias stems from an idea rife in literary fiction, best voiced by Joyce Carol Oates when she said, “Uplifting endings and resolutely cheery world views are appropriate to television commercials but insulting elsewhere. It is not only wicked to pretend otherwise, it is futile.” Oates misses a serious point: it is as unrealistic to say that life is all tragedy as it is to say that life is all happy endings. The truth is, life is often both, and just as literary fiction usually opts for the tragic as the more dramatic and telling, so romance fiction, in choosing to show women readers the variety of possibilities in the real world of women’s lives, opts for the happy ending as more empowering. Therefore the consistently satisfying endings of romance fiction, far from being unrealistic, actually bring balance back to the perception of reality by reminding the romance reader that, along with everything else, good things happen to good people, too, especially to strong, courageous women, especially when they work for it, at the centers of their own lives and stories.’
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Love stories have been with us from the dawn of time. David fell in love with a bathing beauty and upset the kingdom by pursuing her. His son, serious Solomon, wrote some of the most beautiful love poetry known to the Western world. Shakespeare gave us merry romantic comedies and heartbreaking romantic tragedies and sonnets by the dozen, all about love. And so did Austen and the Brontës, Heyer and Victoria Holt and Stephanie Meyer. Our movies are filled with love stories, too, and we flock to them, wanting to find again what we all know is true.


It feels wonderful – and terrible! – to fall in love. It makes fools of wise women and settles madmen. We know in our guts that it really matters, that there are few things, ever, that will match how we feel when we are falling in love. That’s why we love romances.
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Connie Brockway










‘No one ever fell in love gracefully.’
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What makes a great romance novel?


It must be said that there are bad romance novels. There are bad novels of every type: rambling, self-important literary fiction, boring historical fiction, gratuitously violent action/adventure and thrillers. There is the same collection of excellence and trash in romance as in every other genre of fiction.


Instead, let’s focus on the positive: what makes a great romance novel? What elements take a romantic novel from ordinary to magnificent? Personal preference enters into all reading, of course, and romances cover a huge spectrum of possibly great stories.
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Reflect on your own favourites










Take a moment and think of some of your favourite romances of all time. Some of mine are:


   •   Green Darkness by Anya Seton


   •   The Shadow and the Star by Laura Kinsale


   •   On the Night of the Seventh Moon by Victoria Holt


   •   Night of the Phantom by Anne Stuart


   •   Not Quite a Husband by Sherry Thomas


   •   The Fault in Our Stars by John Green.


In terms of movies (which I like to use in group settings and for discussion purposes as more people have seen individual movies than have read any one romantic novel), my top five are:


   •   Love, Actually


   •   Titanic


   •   Green Card


   •   The Last of the Mohicans (the version with Daniel Day Lewis): a movie so brilliant that it can be used to illustrate nearly every marker of great romantic stories


   •   Romeo and Juliet (the Zeffirelli version).


What makes these romances great? Why does Pride and Prejudice still work, all these years later? Why do we love Romeo and Juliet? What makes The Last of the Mohicans so absolutely brilliant? Why do I want to watch Green Card over and over and over again? Do all these stories – and your own favourites – have elements in common?
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The common elements of romance fiction


It may seem mysterious, but each of these works has a very particular set of things in common. As with all good fiction, these elements are:


•  great character development


•  an understanding of theme and stakes


•  a great setting and sense of place


•  great writing


•  a great voice


•  a powerful sense of authenticity.


GREAT CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT


Great characters are unique, three-dimensional people who are connected to time, place, other characters and their own histories. How can a rake possibly be fresh? How can the middle-aged carpenter and his widowed mother seem like a new story? It’s through the magic of powerful character development.


Alice in The Last of the Mohicans is a great study in character growth. She begins as a very proper English girl and, when things go badly, she’s terrified and shy and a fainting maid in every way. Nothing in her life has prepared her to be brave, and she doesn’t know how to handle the challenges she faces. At the end, when she makes her sacrifice in the great climactic scene that is so beautifully executed in the movie, she’s being as brave as anyone ever has been. She’s choosing her fate, rather than letting fate bob along with her in its clutches.


We will study character development in Chapter 4.
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Your favourite characters










Write a list of your favourite romantic characters. What do you love about each one?
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AN UNDERSTANDING OF THEME AND STAKES


A great romance novel also has great understanding of theme and stakes. It makes good use of detail to underline those themes and subtexts. In Green Card, we are not sure whether the hero really is a composer or just a big French oaf but, all through the movie, he’s humming a little bar of music that’s then translated into the theme of the story, which is about strangers becoming intimates.
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The vicomte de Valmont, in Dangerous Liaisons










‘And it's not that I want to have you. All I want is to deserve you.’
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In Dangerous Liaisons, the hero is a rake who falls in love. The trouble is, his whole life has been based on keeping up appearances, and if he shows the world that he’s genuinely fallen in love, he’ll lose his standing as a great rake. If he doesn’t show the world, he’s doomed, and so is his lover. The stakes are enormous: life and death. In a way, all romances are based in that life-or-death equation.
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Key idea










The reader needs to believe, really believe, that these two specific lovers are destined to be together, that nothing will really ever be right with them again if they don’t get together, that they might even have been put on this earth just to be with each other.


[image: image]


We will discuss plot design in Chapter 5. We will discuss orchestrating emotion in Chapter 6.


A GREAT SETTING AND SENSE OF PLACE


This is an element that seems to be overlooked quite a lot, but I would argue that it’s impossible to have a great romance novel without a great sense of place and setting. Setting is specific and particular, producing ideas and attitudes and character types of a specific sort. Creating a great setting offers a sense of verisimilitude to the reader, helping to connect her to the fictional world.


We will discuss setting and sense of place in Chapter 7.
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Write about a place you love










Write a couple of paragraphs about a place you love and where you feel completely comfortable.
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GREAT WRITING


You will work on your writing in the exercises throughout this book. This is a critical area, and I want to address the persistent idea that prose style doesn’t matter much in a romance, as long as it is competent and clean. Clean and competent prose is not a terrible thing, but it will lead to merely competent romantic novels.


Your writing style matters tremendously. There’s a mistaken idea that great prose is lyrical and calls attention to itself, but that’s baroque and showing off. Great language is about making fresh choices, about listening to the rhythm of your work and to the book itself. Writer Christie Ridgway is a California native whose stories are always set in California, among the people and landscapes there. Her prose style is as lively and fresh smelling as a lemon grove.


We will discuss the tools of good writing in Chapters 9 and 10.


GREAT VOICE


Voice is perhaps my greatest passion in teaching students. It is not something you have to particularly work on, but set free. It begins with passion, with your interests and fascinations.


One of the books I’ve written that people cite over and over again as a favourite is Jezebel’s Blues. It was my fifth book, a category romance for Silhouette Special Editions. It had a hideous cover, dark and muddy, and it didn’t sell particularly well. But over and over again, readers express their love for this book in particular. It was my first finalist in the RITA Awards (a competition run by the Romance Writers of America (RWA)), and it made the lists of other awards that year.


When I wrote it, in 1991, I knew I was taking a chance by colouring outside the genre lines. It was a category book, after all. Musician heroes were frowned upon. But the story arrived practically whole, set in the East Texas milieu of my grandmother’s stories, and to a soundtrack of the blues. There was a flood and two lonely people trapped in an attic for several days. It was a humid, musical story, and I wrote it with my full passion. I love the blues, I love cabin romances, and I loved the hero, Eric Putman, a wounded and lost bluesman, as much as I loved any character I’d created to that point. I wanted to bring more ethnic variety to category romance, too, and the town is a big stew of black and white characters.


I found my voice with that book. It showed, because readers connected and, even some 20 years later, it’s one that still sells (though now with a much better cover).


That passion, that love of the material, is not something that can be faked. Readers can smell insincerity at a hundred paces, and respond to passion with an outpouring of passion of their own. If the writer is swept away, the reader will be, too.


This is not passion in the sense of sex, of course, but passion in the sense of that powerful love for the material, the subject and the setting. I know any number of people who want to write Scottish/Highland historical romances because they are so insanely popular, but it’s easy to see who really loves the setting: writers with websites devoted to clan names, to tartans, to the psychology and politics of the time.
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What’s your voice?










Writers love to fall in love with times, places, cultures and people. What are some of the things that interest you madly? What could you talk about for seven years without stopping?
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We will discuss the writer’s voice and how to recognize and capitalize on yours in Chapter 11.


A POWERFUL SENSE OF AUTHENTICITY


A great romance novel will feel true and unique. Of all the lovers in all of time, these two are unlike any others, and the reader believes in their story completely. That means there are no false notes of history, of language, of dialogue (see Chapter 10). Authenticity stems from all of the above, combined with the particularity of details that create your world (see Chapter 11).
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Key idea










We can’t afford to write a badly crafted romance.
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I love romantic novels, and for that reason I want to see the best possible work in our genre. A badly crafted romance ruins the public perception of our books. It undermines the sheer power of our main theme (which is: love matters, love matters, love matters!). It makes of us less than we have the possibility to be.


It makes women’s writing less than it can be, less than it should be. We have an obligation to make it as brilliant as possible.


Does that mean we have to write books according to what the (usually male) academic community believes they should be? No. These really are books about women’s lives. Romances are women’s fiction, and we’re defining what women’s fiction is even as we speak.


We’re writing about what we care about.





	
Set up your study notebook





	
Every new venture requires a few supplies, and for this one you will need:


•  a sturdy notebook with a ring binder


•  loose-leaf paper to put in it


•  a sheaf of dividers


•  pens that flow and feel good in your hand.




	When you get it home, set your notebook up however you like. Perhaps you like things to be very serious and tidy, or you want a beautiful photo on the front of the notebook to remind you of what it is you want to accomplish with your study of romantic novels. Don’t worry about labelling the dividers yet. That will come later.





Timed writings


This notebook will be used to hold the exercises you will be prompted to write throughout this book. Many of them are timed writings.


I strongly believe in timed writings for a variety of purposes. Mainly, it is a practice that helps remove the editorial eye and chatter and allow creative thought to flow unimpeded. It’s a simple process: set a timer for a specific amount of time and start writing. Then keep writing until the timer stops. That is the most important part of the process: to keep your hand moving across the page for the entire period, writing words. If you find you don’t know what’s next, write that: ‘I don’t know what comes next.’ Often, what will arrive is, ‘I don’t know what comes next but I’m liking the idea of butterflies, blue, maybe flying over a field, maybe that’s too stupid, but I’m thinking about it anyway.’


•  Keep your hand moving. It will surprise you.


•  Look for the prompts for timed writings throughout the book.
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Focus point










Why do you want to write a romantic novel? This is a good question to ask yourself at this point. Is it for money, for satisfaction, for fame or to fulfil a long-held desire? All answers are equally good. Be honest.
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Where to next?






Next, we will take a look at the multitude of forms romantic novels take and the appeal of each one.
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The different forms of the romantic novel
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Romance novels are not one monolithic thing. There are dozens of forms, each with their own specific requirements and subtexts. How do you know what type of romance you are writing? Which form will your story idea take?


In this chapter you will learn about the many different forms of romantic novels, from the sweetest category of 200 pages to sweeping romantic epics of hundreds of pages that cross continents and even centuries. We will also discuss tropes of romances and romantic women’s fiction, the more mainstream arms of the genre, as well as the various subgenres in romance and what each of them is all about.





The basic model


According to the Romance Writers of America, two basic elements comprise every romance novel: a central love story and an emotionally satisfying and optimistic ending.
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Key idea










Here’s a definition of each of the two basic elements of the romance novel.


A central love story: The main plot centres around individuals falling in love and struggling to make the relationship work. A writer can include as many subplots as he/she wants as long as the love story is the main focus of the novel.


An emotionally satisfying and optimistic ending: In a romance, the lovers who take risks and struggle for each other and their relationship are rewarded with emotional justice and unconditional love.
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These are working definitions but, for our purposes, romantic novels are defined more broadly. Many books are highly romantic without the romance being the central plot, although all commercial fiction readers are looking for the conservative ending: the world returned to order. That usually means an upbeat ending, and over-the-top happiness is great.


Romance novels may have any tone or style, be set in any place or time, and have varying levels of sensuality – ranging from sweet to extremely hot. These settings and distinctions of plot create specific subgenres within romance fiction.
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