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Crafting Category Romance

By Amy Lane

 

Category romance is a precise art. With such a small word count, writing the perfect category romance is a little like writing a haiku. But how do you write a book in seventeen syllables? How can you cram compelling conflict, satisfying character development, and toe-curling romantic tension into less than sixty thousand words?

In Crafting Category Romance, two-time RITA™-nominated author of nearly one hundred books Amy Lane describes the rules of engagement, traps to watch out for, and how to leverage common tropes to create conflict, craft a character, develop a plot, and leave readers with a happy ever after that's different every time—all in a tidy package. With practical exercises in plot, conflict, and character development, Crafting Category Romance will teach you how to use the rigid rules and expectations of the genre to your advantage and win a loyal readership following for life.


Dedication

 

I USUALLY dedicate my books to my family—and Mate and the kids get a nod here because I babbled about this book forever and they deserve some thanks. But this book never would have happened if people like Damon Suede and Elizabeth North and Karen Rose and Tere Michaels and Lynn West and Mary Calmes and Rayna Vause and Brenda Chin hadn’t had the solid urge to “talk story” to me at every opportunity.

This book is for every writer who has thought about craft and struggled to perfect it, and has gone on to share what they have learned.

May we continue to talk story until every generation is thrilled at the stories they may tell.
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Foreword

 

 

I CAN’T remember a time in my life when I wasn’t reading everything I could get my hands on. At seven I became a regular at our local library, devouring middle-grade fiction like Where the Red Fern Grows, as well as many of the original stories behind my favorite Disney movies—Peter Pan by J. M. Barrie, The Hundred and One Dalmatians by Dodie Smith, Bambi by Felix Salten, Escape to Witch Mountain by Alexander Key, and, of course, The Jungle Book by Rudyard Kipling. At ten I moved on to my dad’s Zane Grey westerns and Frank Yerby’s historical epics, as well as my grandmother’s Victoria Holt gothics. But one March break when I was twelve, my grandmother gave me Kathleen Woodiwiss’s Ashes in the Wind to read, and that was it—I was hooked on romance. Throughout my teenage years, I read close to fifteen novels a week—books by Bertrice Small, Jennifer Wilde, Rosemary Rogers, Laurie McBain, and Johanna Lindsey, to name just a few. I couldn’t get enough of them.

But it wasn’t until I started at Harlequin in 1988 that I read my first category romance novel. Of course, I’d heard of them. But stories featuring meek nurses who fell for rich alpha doctors never really caught my interest. However, once I started working there, I discovered that there was so much more to category romance than I thought. I quickly identified with the strong heroines of Harlequin Temptation, and got my historical fix with Harlequin Historicals, which had just launched earlier that same year. I even learned all about mores and manners of Regency England while working with Marmie Charndoff of Harlequin Regency Romance. Throughout my time at Harlequin, I was lucky enough to work with the editors of almost every romance series coming out of the Toronto office.

I still can’t believe it took me all that time to discover one of the greatest treasures in the fiction world—category romance.

While I’ll always love reading historicals, category romances give me something altogether different.

They’re short, so they don’t involve a big time commitment. I can finish a book in an hour or two and get my dose of happiness for the day. I have a problem putting down a good book (I was in the midnight lineup for the last few Harry Potter books. I got the last one at 1:00 a.m. and finished it by 4:00 a.m.), so for me, this instant gratification is important.

I can see myself in the characters. When I worked on Harlequin Temptation and then Harlequin Blaze, I used to say that the heroines got into situations I could have, when I was that age. Only I didn’t have the nerve to go for it, and they do. I love living vicariously through characters I like and can identify with.

My favorite authors write a lot of books. In category romance, an author needs to write at least three books a year in order to keep a following (and more is even better). There’s nothing worse than having to wait for two years to find out what’s going to happen to an interesting character you’ve just met.

There’s a category series for almost everything. Like short and sexy? There are a few series to choose from. Or small-town stories with family values? Suspense? History? Paranormal? You’ll find it all in category romance.

A happy ending is a guarantee. You don’t have to worry about it. (I’ll admit, I read the end of every Harry Potter book before starting it. If J.K. Rowling had killed off Harry, as it had been hinted, I wouldn’t have read it. Then again, I also stopped reading A Song of Ice and Fire in the third book because I didn’t want to see what happened to Robb’s wolf. I’ll admit it—I’m a bit of a wuss.) That happy ending is everything to category readers. When you’ve had a bad day, when your life is turning upside down, when nothing looks like it’s going right, you can count on a category romance to lift your spirits with a happy ending. That’s better than Prozac!

But putting these wonderful tales together isn’t easy. In fact, in many cases it’s more difficult than writing a single title novel, because the author has fewer words to get the story across, as well as a lot of reader expectations. So what’s the secret to writing these shorter stories that mean so much?

That’s what you’re going to find out in this book. I leave you in the very capable hands of a master storyteller, Amy Lane, who promises to spill some of her secrets in the following pages. I hope you enjoy learning all about the art of Fiction Haiku. I certainly did.

Brenda Chin

Editor


Author’s Note—Amy’s Nostalgia Lane

 

 

WHEN I was a kid, reading was not really considered a “valuable” use of my time.

I remember staying with my grandparents and my grandfather getting upset with me because I had my nose in a book—a romance book—60 percent of the time.

“They’re all the same,” he dismissed. “Boy and girl get together, have sex, whatever. Don’t see why you need to be reading them all the time.”

“But Grandpa! They’re so much more than that!” I told him. But I was fourteen. My vocabulary stalled out at “so much more.”

Years later, after a college education and years breaking down the intuitive things I knew about literature for my inner-city high school students, I had better words. I had trope, plot, character, conflict, archetype, and theme. I could explain that romance books operated on the same fictional platform as any other literature, but they came with certain genre expectations that created a smaller, tighter framework they had to work within.

I could explain that category romances adhered to the same plot structure Shakespearean plays did and that the idea of being “surprised” by the outcome of a story was a relatively new rule for pop culture. I could point out that plot—any plot—was designed to do the same things to our body that a pleasant bump of exercise or sex or sugar did, with the added benefit of occupying our minds and increasing our empathy and vocabulary.

I would talk about character, and how just because a character was made to fit into an expected mold didn’t mean that character couldn’t be a unique individual, much like people we know, and how exciting it was when a character’s personality, job, and function in the story actually drove that exciting, comfortable, endorphin-releasing plot. There would be a discussion about tropes and motifs and expectations, and the rush of excitement when those expectations had been met, or exceeded, or turned on their ear.

Conflict would come into the picture, and the different kinds of conflict that can be generated by two strong characters and a little bit of forced contact and the ineffable—but hopefully reproducible—magic of sexual chemistry and conflicting agendas that becomes the friction at the heart of an engaging love story.

There would be some serious adult conversation about how the climax of the story shouldn’t be just about sex. It should be about how important it is that two people can forge a life together, and how much hope it gives people.

I know that it gave hope to me—both then as an adolescent and now as a woman of age—to see that a happy ending could be forged with hard work and true love. I would want to make that universal.

In short, I’d talk about everything in this book, backed up with empirical evidence and the job knowledge of almost twenty years of teaching high school and more than ten years of writing romance, the genre I love best in the world.

Which is what Damon Suede and I were talking about when he hoodwinked me into writing this book.

Damon Suede is a powerhouse in Romancelandia—and I’ve had the privilege of talking romance with him for years. Like me, he has the heart of a teacher and a passion for storytelling, whether it’s writing romance or debating the evolution of pop culture during a leisurely lunch.

“So when are you going to teach more?” he asked. “Your students enjoy your classes—you love it. Why aren’t you teaching more often?”

“I don’t know how to market myself as a teacher. You know I love discussing story and helping people work on their technique, but I barely know how to market myself as a writer, and that’s how I make a living!”

“Well, first you write a craft book so people know how much you know.”

The idea made me feel a little out of my element. After all, I’m a fiction writer. At the point of this book’s publication, I will have published nearly one hundred stories that are category length and longer—and I have a thousand more hiding behind my eyes. But writing nonfiction? It had never occurred to me.

“Like, a how-to book? Like on archetypes or character or setting?” These are all classes I’ve taught before, but I should have known. Damon had a plan.

“Like on category romance! Duh!”

A thousand years ago, Damon and I had started discussing category romance—and it turns out we both had a passion for reading them. Where other people saw a small pulpy novel—short fiction, a bored housewife’s last recourse—we saw something much more detailed. We saw a perfectly crafted nugget of storytelling, a carefully structured truffle of conflict layered on character, layered on plot.

I cannot count the number of discussions we’d had about how perfect a well-written category romance could be, how it could live in a reader’s heart a lot longer than on the pulp paper it was written on, and how the craftsmanship and literary awareness of those little word confections were constantly underestimated by the people who dismissed them with a haughty sniff. “Grocery-store romances,” they’d say—without realizing that in order to sell in a grocery store, that book, those writers, that imprint, had to be selling like gangbusters in a thousand different places, and that this art form had to generate a tremendous, multifaceted appeal before it ever graced the hallowed halls of Safeway.

So Damon must have had all this in mind when he said, “You’ve read them all your life, you love them, and you’ve written a bunch that have sold really well. I think that’s your new mission in life.” He looked at my husband. “Don’t you?”

My Mate is easily led. “Yes—I’ve been telling her that for years.”

I sputtered. “My schedule! My deadlines! My—”

“Do it while you wait for your kids to finish dance class. What I’m saying is that we need a user-friendly category romance book—written by someone who understands the mechanics and is willing to lay it down for writers who want to grok it better. Too many people think that category is all about shortness and clichés—”

“Oh, I hate that! It’s a very specific thing! It’s about choosing a trope and following it through and knowing all of the associations of that trope so that people aren’t just reading the shortened romance, they’re reading the depth of expectations that readers have for those particular elements of romance. It’s like fiction haiku—”

He smiled, catlike. “Fiction haiku. Just write what you know. You’ll have a blast.”

“You’d better beta read,” I grumbled. It was already half-written in my head.

Thanks, Damon—for spending a lunch with me and my Mate, for encouraging me to do wonderful things, for believing I am fully capable of doing them with no questions asked. That kind of faith is a kind of magic.

I’ll never take it for granted.


A Word About the Notebook

 

 

I OFFER a variety of exercises in this book, some at the end of chapters, some right there in the middle. I will usually say something like, “Grab your trusty notebook and jot that down!”

I am going to make a confession.

I have several notebooks in my house that have one page of scribbled notes in them, often half ripped out and sometimes with telephone numbers printed on top. And yet I’ve published more than ninety books and novellas, several of them category-style romances.

I don’t know what to tell you. Honestly, that’s just me.

It is not most of the people—most of the truly successful people—I write with.

So when I say, “Get your notebook and…” I could be talking about a real notebook. I could be talking about something with lovely handmade paper and a rough finish, using a fountain pen with artistic blotches. I could be talking about a twenty-five-cent spiral notebook available by the gross at Staples right before school starts and a Sharpie. I could be talking about a Word file on your computer.

The fact is, it doesn’t matter what shape or form your prewriting exercises take. Concrete, electronic, or a long plotting session between you and your bestie—or you and your cat.

But for people who need notebooks, the prompt to use the notebook is there.

For people who don’t? Well, I pity you all, especially if, like me, you tend to write long series, which means you spend extended exploratory sessions reading your own backlist going, “Dammit! What color were this guy’s eyes again?”

I’ll imagine people reading this with a notebook in hand and be happy for them. For one thing, those truly successful people I know usually have a thousand story ideas already written down. This book gives you some shortcuts to thinking about romance—hopefully, if you do a few exercises involving tropes or modeling or even determining what kind of romance you want to write, you will have story ideas ready and waiting for you when the well is dry.

For another thing, you will have a record of the things you’ve learned as you start your journey as a romance writer. All I have are anecdotes and a backlist. When I pulled this book together, so much would have been made simpler if I’d kept a notebook detailing my process as I learned the nuts and bolts of writing.

As you investigate writing category romances, I wish you a thousand story ideas and enough good experience to someday be able to tell students, “Yes, when I started to write category, this is what I learned….”


Chapter 1: Fiction Haiku—How to Stage an Opera in a Phone Booth

I am a popular writer and proud of it…. And I really believe in the category romances. I was there with two young kids, and the shorter format saved my sanity. I remember exactly what it felt like to want to read and not have time to read 200,000 words.

Nora Roberts

Publishers Weekly, 

February 23, 1998

 

 

Consider the Haiku

 

 

I DON’T know about you, but when I was in school, I was always frustrated by the teachers who told us that “haiku is the hardest poem to write.”

It was a math game, right? Five syllables, seven syllables, five syllables—done. Now give me an epic poem—that was some meat. And several relatives who read my hand-printed twenty-four-page epic poem can testify that they really wished I had stuck to haikus.

But as I got older—and symbolism and allegory and metaphor started to seep into my thick head—I realized that the math wasn’t in the syllable count, it was in the word choice. And that the expectations of a haiku poem were more complicated than numbers.

Every word in a haiku was precisely chosen in order to create the maximum emotional effect. Each word had to do double and triple and quadruple duty. It wasn’t just a noun, a verb, or an adjective—and there was no room for adverbs at this party. Each word was also a concept, a mood, a metaphor, and the way it played off the other words in the poem made it mean more than just itself.

Think of a hieroglyphic or a tarot card. The picture has meaning, but depending on its position in the overall frame or hand or the pictures that surround it, the meaning changes radically. In one hand, the queen of cups can be encouraging you to open your senses and engage your empathy, and in the other, she can be telling you to protect yourself because too much empathy can hurt. In one hand, the ten of coins can be a celebration of good fortune, but in another, it might be a warning to get off your ass and do something because you can’t rest on your laurels forever.

This quality of representing more than one thing depending on the surrounding symbols is called zeugma or polysemy. The words aren’t necessary to memorize (although they do sound cool at parties!), but they do give you a sense of the complexity of the idea. If you take a powerful adjective, with layers of meaning behind it, and couple it with a powerful noun, one that has its own lexicon as well, the meaning of both words changes drastically with the pairing.

And when you change one of those words, the meaning changes again.

Take the word blind.

Blind as an adjective means “to be without sight.” It’s a very simple word to comprehend—and thus a very powerful one. To be deprived of one of our five senses diminishes our power in one area, and that’s frightening. To have no sense of sight in a sighted world changes our human experience profoundly.

So profoundly, in fact, that the word blind is often used metaphorically—not of being deprived of physical sight, but of being deprived of emotional or intellectual sight. Because being blind is such a powerful word physically, it becomes even more powerful when used as a metaphor—and it impacts the nouns it is used in conjunction with.

For example, a worm, something without power to start with, is rendered even less powerful in conjunction with blind. A blind worm is lowly (and a sighted worm is creepy: just saying). Now, change that to a king. If someone with tremendous power is deprived of the ability to see his kingdom, his situation is both terrible and broken because it’s more about being deprived of insight than of actual sight. 

So a blind king is tragic—but if we change the noun in the sentence, the word blind means different things when ineracting with a different noun. A blind lover is not interpreted as a lover without sight—it’s interpreted as a lover who cannot understand whom they love. A blind child may have the ability to see but may be sheltered from all the world has to show. A blind mother… well, we’d need at least one more word to write that story.

In word math, A + B does not equal C. A + B = earth, and A + C= love, and A + D = death.

Word math is much more exciting than algebra—and much trickier too.

“You know,” I muttered to myself during college, “they should have lexicons or thesauruses or something so that every weighted word, every important word, also has the many synonyms and meanings that attach to it.”

And it turns out, they do. In fact, in Japan, haiku thesauruses were incredibly valuable, added to generation after generation as poets came into their own and used the language in new and different ways. Each new meaning of a word would be considered carefully and inscribed with precision. Each new connection between words was recorded—generations knew which poet first said love was a rose, and which one said it was a sunset, and which one said it was a ring of fire. But they did not know what today’s poet would compare it to next—or what the blind king would be doing with the ring of fire that had never been done before.

Think of haiku as a three-dimensional puzzle. Each word is the tip of the iceberg. All of that inherited meaning is below it. Under the obvious image, the surface of the words, the icebergs intertwine, and the word-and-metaphor dance becomes that much more complex. It’s a magic trick, a narrative illusion. It’s like a cloak with hidden pockets. We all know the shape of the cloak, and we understand that it’s to keep us warm—but in every fold there’s a nuance or a hidden understanding that makes the garment more than it seems.

Let’s look at our blind king again. We’ve already established that someone with all the power in the world who’s oblivious to some sort of truth is a tragic figure. What happens if we give him something to do?

The blind king grasps the

Rose and pricks himself on thorns.

He tastes his own blood. 

It’s bad, I know—I never claimed to be a poet. But a rose is a universal symbol of both love and pain. A symbol of power who cannot see what he’s reaching for hurts himself—and is impervious to the beauty of what he holds. If he can’t see the rose as a vessel of love, he’s going to see it as an insult, as an injury. And he’s powerful. When the powerful—and oblivious—are injured, the consequences can be grave indeed.

What happens after a king feels injured? Is he given a taste of his own blood?

Well, that’s the subject of many, many epic poems—but in something so short, what matters is that the weight of it is felt at the end of the statement. We know the epic poem that comes after the blind king tastes his own blood—we’ve read it in history books and literature, we’ve seen it in movies, we’ve even seen it on the news.

That is the tango of icebergs beneath the surface of a blind king in a rose garden. It’s much bigger than a man in a fur robe picking flowers—it becomes the terrible dance of power and emotion that has all but crippled the world for millennia.

Given all of that to consider, fitting that idea in seventeen syllables is really quite an extraordinary feat.

 

 

Now consider the category romance

 

 

A CATEGORY romance is, quite simply, a romance published under a particular set of requirements—or category.

The number of categories varies by publisher and imprint, but each category is branded differently, marketed differently, and appeals to a different range of readers—older readers might remember Silhouette Desire or Harlequin Presents. Younger readers have most likely seen Harlequin Candlelight Romance or Blaze. That long-ago discussion with my grandfather notwithstanding, not all romances are the same, and a category romance is a way for a reader to get exactly what they want by selecting the branding that appeals to them.

Some of the parameters set around category romances can include:

Length: 40-60,000 words? 60-80? People have different preferences, and some stories take more or fewer words to tell. Setting category romances by length helps readers know what sort of time commitment they’re making—and romance readers are a busy group. They want to know they have time to read the story, and they need to know the time frame for the story will give them a complete reading experience. Time is important.

Subgenre: Paranormal? Romantic suspense? Small-town? Historical? And even, sometimes, a subgenre of a subgenre. Paranormal romantic suspense? Cowboys only? Regency? Depending on time period and demand, there have been some very specific categories out there.

Sensuality level: No-holds-barred, all the sex words, blow-back-the-hair-and-steam-up-the-glasses sexy? Slow burn with sweet, suggestive sex? Fade to black? No on-page sex, period, and definitely no sex before marriage? No matter what your preference, oh yes—since the 1980s, there has been a category for that.

Trope: There is a romance category that features sharp city girls and one that features second-chance romance. This entire book is about tropes because tropes are such an integral part of our imaginary lives that they don’t just impact the genre we love, they’ve helped create it. Category romances can revolve around trope just as easily—and as tightly—as they revolve around sensuality level and subgenre.

No matter how you slice, dice, or compartmentalize a romance book, there’s a category for that.

For many years, category offered the simplest path to publication—mostly because so many books were needed to satisfy the reading base. A category author could get a bigger print run based on the series requirements alone. Because the quality was expected to be uniform, the editors were absolutely adamant about the series guidelines. Therefore, category worked as a training ground for newer authors who would gradually work their way up to longer “single title” romance. Well, times have changed. Nowadays publishers and audiences seek out category romances on their own merits… because they are uniquely suited to the intense pace and demands of the twenty-first-century publishing market.

Category romances are marketed very clearly—they have uniform branding, uniform size, character-driven cover art, and titles that specifically convey the tropes featured between the covers. One of my favorite examples of a trope-driven title is The Greek Tycoon’s Green-Card Groom, written by Kate McMurray. One look at the handsome billionaire on the cover and you know that this story is about a marriage of convenience… between two men. And it even rhymes! No reader would pick this story up by accident without knowing what they were in for. One glance at the cover would do it.

But even if the reader did pick this story up by accident and didn’t know what they were in for, there should still be relatively few surprises. They picked up a category romance—it’s going to have two engaging main characters, deploy classic romance tropes, and feature a strong, exciting writing voice that reinvents these tropes while honoring them at the same time, then culminate in that most paramount of requirements: the happy ending.

This is a romance. Every word, every kiss, every yearning glance must convey the one thing the romance reader craves beyond all else.

A thread of hope.

Seems simple? Well, a simple creation can be both perfect to behold and frustratingly difficult to achieve.

The following are some things a category romance is not.

 

1. It is not a romance novel that just happens to be shorter.

In fact, length itself—including classifications of more than 85,000 words—makes up part of each book’s category. The shorter titles are expected to pack the same amount of punch as the longer titles. Every component—character, conflict, trope—needs to be compressed. It’s not short because it’s easy, it’s short because it’s precisely the length the reader enjoys. Write to craft the right story for the right length.
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