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      Hi there, I’m Ebony McKenna, I’m an Australian author of seven published young adult romances, a handful of short stories, three non–fiction writing guides and dozens of ideas and half–written *things* in the bottom drawer. I also write science fiction as E.J. McKenna.

      This Edit Your Own Romance Novel book will help you become objective about your own work and help you get rid of all the things that weigh a story down.

      I’ll show you how to get out of your own way and let the reader get on with enjoying the story.

      Quick note: As I said earlier, I’m Australian, so this editing book is full of what some regard as spelling mistakes. They’re not. I’m using Australian spelling throughout, so you’ll see the ‘u’ sneak into words like ‘colour’ and ‘flavour’ and your usual ‘ize’ will soften to ‘ise’ but still sound the same. This is all perfectly OK. The important thing to remember with spelling is to be consistent. Choose your favourite kind of spelling and stick with it.

      I repeat myself, and often, because deep down, I know you’re going to ignore me the first time I suggest doing something that you don’t particularly feel like doing.

      Because you will sort of think it doesn’t really apply to you and so you don’t really need to do it, right? But after a while, sometimes after many whiles, you’ll realise it does apply to you and you will do it.

      There may be times over the next few weeks where you think, “oh that’s ok, you’re just repeating yourself like you said you would, that doesn’t apply to me.”

      It does.

      “But Ebony–”

      No, really, it does. And yes, I’m repeating myself, because it’s important.

      

      BEFORE WE EVEN START (how annoying is this? You’re so ready to go and I’m holding you back. This is what backstory does to your novel, ps.) The very first editing step you need to take comes immediately after typing ‘The end’ on a draft.

      That step is this:

      
        	Put your manuscript in the ‘bottom drawer’.

        	Don’t even look at it for at least a month.

        	Three months is even better.

        	Start your next project so you become completely distracted with your new shiny thing.

      

      OK, that was four steps, but you get my drift.

      “But Ebony!” I hear you scream. “I’m here to learn about editing workshop. You can’t blow us off like that!”

      This is perfectly true. I’m not phoning it in. But the best way to be objective about your own work is to read a manuscript you haven’t immediately finished working on. You’ll come back to it with fresh eyes and fresh ideas.

      If this isn’t possible, please don’t stress. Do your best, knowing that the skills you learn in this workshop will work for your current project and later projects. If at all possible, get in the habit of ‘leap–frogging’ projects – leaving one and going back to an earlier one, then when that’s done, grab the one from before. If that works for you.

      If it doesn’t then that’s fine too.

      Caveat: Every book (especially mine) will always benefit from a completely new set of eyes going over it. By using this book as a guide, your manuscript will be in better shape and be a better book for it. That means you’ll spend less money hiring an editor if you’re self–publishing (because time is money and it’s better to waste your own time first instead of wasting money). If going the traditional route, you’ll have a better–quality manuscript for publishers and agents when you’re submitting.

      OK, are you ready to become your own editor?

      Cool!
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      So many people have strange ideas that romance novels are written to a strict formula (which is both true and a load of rubbish at the same time) and that things have to happen on set pages. Forget everything you’ve heard ill-informed people say about ‘the romance writing formula’. Those old (seriously old) zombie–rumours that refuse to die. You know the ones I’m talking about:

      ‘You just write to Harlequin and they send you the formula, first kiss on page 16, first shag on page 148.’

      ‘All romance novels are the same.’

      ‘You just fill in the blanks.’

      ‘Happy endings are so unbelievable and such an easy cop–out.’ This last one drives me bonkers, because a proper, satisfying happy ending is really, really hard to get just right.

      People who disparage romance and any kind of structure or formula do my head in, because what they’re really saying is, ‘it’s far easier for me to scorn something I don’t understand than to embrace it and perhaps even enjoy it.’

      Don’t be scared of structure, formula or formats because when you are guided by structure, formula and format, you are actually delivering on the goods for your reader. My job is to help you fall in love with structure. More specifically, a romance–novel–friendly structure involving 13 major scenes that your romance novel needs to have in order to satisfy your readers.

      Because writing isn’t actually about you. It’s about your readers. You are doing something for them; you are entertaining them. And readers are fussy creatures who want a novel to be ‘just right’ or they’ll move on to the next one written by someone else.

      We’ll embrace structure and formula using scene cards, so get yourself a stack from your local newsagent/stationer and some colour markers, because sometimes you have to pretty things up to get things done.

      Before we embrace formula, I’m putting this out there right now: There’s a huge difference between formula and formulaic!

      Formula gives us amazing, creative and entertaining movies like Wonder Woman,  Romancing The Stone and Bridesmaids.

      Formulaic gives us . . . basically everything below 20% on Rotten Tomatoes.

      One hard and fast rule of romance novels – because it is the very definition of a romance novel – is that the story must have a happy ending.

      If your story doesn’t have a happy ending, then it’s quite possibly lovely fiction, but you cannot ‘brand’ it as a romance novel, nor can you market it to romance readers as a ‘romance novel’. You won’t be giving them a ‘surprise’ or a ‘twist on the genre’, you’ll be mightily pissing them off.

      Romance readers want that happy ending. The happy ending is the entire reason people read romance. The readers are expecting it, and they want something expected yet unexpected and a bit of a twist but not crazy twist and predictable yet surprising.

      Got that?

      Because we’re not in it to find out *if* they get together (and I count myself as a romance reader of long standing). We’re in it to find out *how* they get together.

      If romance readers want to read something different (which we very often do because we are voracious readers) then they will find that in general fiction, genre fiction, science fiction etc.

      Respect the genre you’re writing in. The happy ending is not a ‘cop out’. It’s actually very difficult to achieve because it needs to be satisfying, somewhat expected but also completely delightful. It needs to be a logical yet surprising conclusion to satisfy the reader. Above all it must be happy.

      Happy can be defined three ways:

      Happily Ever After – the couple are utterly committed to each other to the exclusion of all others, for the rest of their lives. Whether they get married or simply know they are soul mates and nothing will ever break them apart again, they will always be together.

      Hopefully Ever After – often used in multi–book story arcs, where the couple are together at the end of one book, but the audience (and the characters) know they have further adventures and disasters awaiting them. They will stick together and see it through. The end tone is up–beat and there is a strong hope that the two main characters will end up together eventually (kind of like the ending to Gone With The Wind).

      Happy For Now – an upbeat ending where both protagonists are in love and committed to each other, but for logical reasons (perhaps they’re teenagers and they have long lives ahead of them and who knows what life will throw at them?) there isn’t an expectation that they will always be together forever. Happy For Now is on the teetering edge of what is acceptable in a romance novel, because it’s no guarantee they really will be committed to each other for the rest of their lives.
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      There are many sub–rules that follow on from the Happy Ever After Rule. They are THE THINGS THAT ARE NOT ALLOWED TO HAPPEN IN A ROMANCE NOVEL BECAUSE IF THEY DO IT’S NOT A ROMANCE NOVEL, it’s just a novel:

      
        	A hero or heroine who dies. Yes, your favourite movie of all time, Ghost, is not ‘a romance’. It’s very romantic and wonderful at times, and there is good emotional closure at the end, but – spoilers – he’s dead. If she had died and they met up together as ghosts at the end of the movie, then that would be different.

        	The relationship is not between true equals. This is a tricky one, because many romances are centred around people whom society decides are not equal. For example, a Duke and a scullery maid. At first, they’re obviously not equals in social class – but events throughout the book will prove they are true equals in the emotional sense, and they are both happy at the end because they are a really good match for each other.

        	One of them has a crippling drug/gambling/vice habit. The addiction will always come first, and the relationship will be a distant second. This will not deliver a happy ending.

        	One of them is an elite athlete. Sports stars don’t often make great romance leads because the game (and the club) will always take precedence over everything else in their lives. If, however, the hero/heroine is a coach or former elite athlete, then the relationship can take centre stage and flourish. Yes, there are examples of writers who have broken this rule, and there’s a whole line of romance novels tied in with car racing, football, winter sports etc, but generally speaking elite athletes don’t really work that well in romance.

        	The power is unbalanced. (which is a tangent of the relationship not being between true equals) If you have a relationship between a slave and his or her owner (whether a historical slave, contemporary slave or outer space scifi slave) then the slave didn’t really have a choice in the matter, did she? (or he?) If this is how the story starts, a lot of things have to happen in the plot and character development in order for the couple to have a balance of power. Oh, hi there Stockholm Syndrome! Which leads me to my next point, and it’s an absolute doozy.

        	A lack of consent. Super important. Both parties need to be willing to come to the party (oooer!) If one of them isn’t, or they’re badgered into it until they eventually give in, then it’s not a romance.

        	One or both of them is still married. Just no. If they’re already married, then what’s keeping them apart is their duty to another person – which is an external conflict. Excellent romance novels focus on the internal conflict, their internal beliefs that keep them from finding happiness. Lady Chatterly’s Lover was not ‘a romance’ however deeply romantic it was in places. But hello, she was married.

      

      YOU STILL HAVEN’T SAID WHAT PAGE THEY SHOULD HAVE THEIR FIRST KISS!

      I haven’t, because there is no rule for what page the first kiss should be on. Because it all depends on what kind of book you’re writing. The romancebooks I write are young adult romances that have a sweet tone. I want to build to that first kiss so that it acts as a payoff for the reader and creates an emotional turning point for the characters. But kissing is pretty much as far as it goes in my books. Other writers and audiences will require a lot more.

      There are guidelines if you’re writing for a specific line with a publisher like Harlequin. For example, Medical romances will take place in a medical setting, that’s a rule for that line, but they can be super sweet or hot enough to melt your slippers.

      Sweet romances have kissing and lots of tension, but no really overt raunchy–raunch. If the couple gets together in the bedroom, it’s hinted at rather than written on the page. They call it ‘closing the bedroom door’.

      Clean reads are becoming popular. Anything that could get a G or at the most a PG rating if it were made into a movie, would qualify as ‘clean’ in some circles. (I’m talking contemporary PG, not ‘80s PG’ as we call it in our house, where we show a classic movie to our son and find it’s not as ‘mild’ as we remember.) There are some clean reads that have no more than hand holding. This is fine, it’s still a romance because the couple resolve their internal conflicts in a satisfying way and get a happy ending.

      There are many other genres within the romance umbrella, right through to blazing hot reads that leave absolutely nothing to the imagination. They can also have three or more parties to the heat, and some of them can be shape shifting were panthers. Whatever floats your goat – if the couple (or trio or quad) are all willing, and they’re all committed and happy at the end, it’s a romance.
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      Here are more rules for your novel to be considered a ‘romance’ and satisfy the voracious romance reader:

      
        	The central characters who are to fall in love, need to meet pretty early on in the story. It’s absolutely fine if it’s bleedingly obvious they will get together in the end. A romance novel is not based on ‘will they or won’t they?’ That’s not what the readers are in it for. The readers want to know how they get together (yes I’m repeating myself because it’s important). They want to see how the characters sort themselves out, resolve those crippling internal conflicts and make it work.

        	The main characters need to bring pre–existing personal conflicts to the story, which prevents them from getting together right away. This emotional baggage needs to be deep–seated and essential to who they are as a person. This is the engine that keeps all good romance novels motoring along. They must be deep–seated beliefs, not merely a misunderstanding. If they’re both hot for each other from the beginning, it’s their internal conflicts that hold them back.

        	Once they start to feel the feelings for each other, they need to stop seeing other people. The journey to falling in love and making a lasting commitment to each other must be central to the story. If she’s still hooking up with exes or he’s still playing the field . . . it’s not really a romance. It’s a story with romance in it, but it’s not ‘a romance’ which fulfils all the above criteria.

        	There needs to be a threat to their happiness (the black moment), and it needs to be a result of the personal baggage they brought with them. It needs to be something that is their own doing, their own fault. They then need to fight for their happiness, because true love is worth fighting for.

        	They need to shag on page 148.

        	Just kidding, it’s really pages 63, 91 and 152.

      

      There are always examples where authors have broken these rules. The reason they get away with it is because they’re incredibly talented and their writing is gorgeous.
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      Every competition entry I’ve read in the past year (and in the years before that) has started strongly. (Huge congrats if you’ve entered a romance writing competition in Australia, I may have been your judge!) Alas, many entries became tangled in backstory before the actual story could get started. A few pages in to a new story, I’m getting to know the characters and BAM! Flash back to four months ago. Of four years. Or more.

      The reason I’ve brought Backburning Backstory to the front of this book is because it needs to be dealt with before anything else.

      Writing backstory is an easy trap for a writer to fall into. From an editing point of view, it’s also an easy problem to spot and fix. Once you use these visual techniques, you’ll see the backstory for yourself and you’ll be on your way to fixing it. This will give you early success (I’m all about results!) and motivate you to stick with the program.

      Why should you remove backstory?

      Because it runs the risk of becoming an infodump of ‘tell’ and good writing is all about showing not telling, and it’s all about inviting readers in to your world.
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      Backstory makes a reader sit in the corner and wait while the author writes themselves into a cosy spot about the history of her characters. And, if I may repeat myself, it’s not about the author being comfortable, it’s about the reader having a good time.

      Let’s light some fires and get ready to burn some backstory!

      Step 1:

      
        	Open your file – make sure it’s the most recently saved version and you don’t accidentally open an earlier draft.

        	Now rename it so you know which file you’re working on from here.

        	Save your work regularly. I say this for my own benefit as well as yours!

      

      Step2:

      
        	Print out the first few chapters and get ready with any colour highlighter you like.

      

      If you don’t have a printer or you want to save paper, open the file and activate the highlighter in the formatting section. If you can’t find it, type ‘where is the highlight function on a XYZ Model 99 computer’ into a search engine and the internet will give it to you.

      
        
        Please also put the zoom function up to 150 or 175 % so the font is larger on your screen. This will help you spot annoying tpyos.

        

      

      Step3:

      
        	
Read your story out loud. I can’t stress this enough, so I’ve put it in bold. Reading out loud slows you down and helps you hear the rhythm of the story more clearly.

        	Highlight text every time the character / narrator goes into memory, or thinks about something that happened before the story began – anything from childhood, anything the previous week, month, year etc.

        	Highlight ‘exposition’ and explanations. Exposition is ‘tell’ and for the first few chapters you don’t want to slow your reader down by ‘telling’ them anything. Your book is about showing your reader a good time. Give it to them.

        	Any colour will do, as long as it stands out and you can see it on the page.

        	You can even mix and match if you want. Blue for his backstory and pink for hers, if you need to differentiate.

      

      Highlighting on the page is a technique the fabulous Margie Lawson uses to great effect in her editing workshops. I was lucky enough to attend her Friday workshop at the 2015 RWAustralia conference in Melbourne. Highlighting various aspects of the manuscript immediately helped me ‘see’ what was working and what was not. She didn’t cover ‘backstory’ per se, but she did make us highlight ‘thoughts’ in yellow. This is my way of saying, ‘I’m inspired by Margie, but I’m not ripping her off.’
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