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    Dedication


    To those who believe


    All is dare in love and war.

  


  
    Writing a Romantic Suspense


    Are you interested in writing a thrilling romantic suspense but not sure how to start?


    Do you love reading romantic suspense novels and wonder how they’re put together?


    Romantic suspense is one of the most popular subgenres of romance and attracts both men and women readers.


    However, it isn’t easy to juggle a strong and compelling romantic relationship with the intrigue and suspense of a well-crafted thriller.


    In this book, you’ll learn:


    · The expected elements of a romance.


    · The expected elements in a suspense.


    · The different types of heroes and heroines.


    · How to design a worthy villain.


    · The eight basic romantic suspense plot types.


    · How to blend romantic and suspenseful story elements in an organic way.


    · When and where to choreograph romantic and sexy scenes between the breakneck pace of action and danger.


    · How to start a romantic suspense, with the meet cute or the crime?


    · How to structure and develop each of the eight romantic suspense plot types.


    o   The Protector


    o   The Investigation


    o   The Pursuit


    o   The Mission


    o   The Secret


    o   The Underworld


    o   The Victimized


    o   The Disturbed


    · How to pants a romantic suspense


    · How to plan and write a romantic suspense series.


    · Recommended reading for each plot type.


     


    I also tackle and give advice on setting up for love scenes, a different take on the Too Stupid To Live trope, whether to introduce the crime first or the meet cute, and how to come to a fulfilling ending for both the love story and the suspense.


    Since I’m a seat-of-the-pants writer, I will even show you how to pants a romantic suspense or mystery where the villain isn’t unmasked until the very end.


    I’ve been writing for over ten years and have currently written and published more than sixty romances and romantic suspense novels. I learned everything I could about story structure, writing romances, and reading mystery and suspense thrillers; however, it was hard to find books or courses on writing romantic suspense.


    Therefore, after reading hundreds of romances, mysteries, thrillers, and romantic suspense novels, and studying story structure and characterization, as well as on-the-job writing and critiquing, I put together this book to help you write thrilling and successful romantic suspense novels.

  






    Introduction


    To Writers


    Are you a romance writer who wants to add mystery and suspense to your stories but don’t know where to start?


    Do you crave the excitement of crime and mystery, but are unsure how to deal with characters who also have love and sex on their minds?


    Romantic suspense is an exciting combination of an emotional love story with a dramatic thriller full of danger and deviousness.


    A romance is about two people meeting and falling in love. A romantic suspense is, at minimum, a triangle between two lovers and one villain who is bent on destroying one or both of the lovers.


    Can you feel the excitement and complications coming from the third leg of this unstable triangle?


    It’s what makes romantic suspense edgier and more exciting than a romance. It’s also what makes it harder to write.


    There aren’t a lot of books or courses out there on how to write a romantic suspense. In contrast, there are conferences full of romance workshops, tropes galore, advice and tips on romantic beats, how to write sex scenes, plotting with your pants on or off, and more.


    It's the same on the mystery, thriller, and suspense side. Books, conferences, courses, and seminars devoted to cozies, hard-boiled, Gothic, espionage, horror, and more.


    Each genre has “rules” and “supposed-tos” that don’t necessarily mesh with the other. For example, in a romance, the hero and heroine must meet on page one. In a mystery, a dead body must be presented on page one. In a thriller, the evil organization or villain must appear on page one.


    I’m not a rule follower, and I’m betting you aren’t either. And before we go further, I don’t believe or adhere to any of the rules listed above. But they are oftentimes trumpeted as “the way” to write in that genre.


    I believe writers are free to use the elements of a particular genre in a creative way, choosing what works and bending supposed rules. A lot depends on the particular story and characters we’re writing about. However, this freedom doesn’t mean that a romantic suspense is anything we want it to be.


    When a reader picks up a romance or a suspense, she has certain expectations that determine how well she’ll enjoy the story. A romantic suspense is a combination and needs to satisfy both genres by weaving the growing love story with the dangers and thrills of a mystery or suspense novel.


    I’m assuming you are a reader of romantic suspense and because you picked up this book, you are interested in writing one or at least understanding how one is put together.


    I also make the assumption that you are more familiar with romances and that you’re either an aspiring writer of romances, an avid reader of romances, or you’ve finished writing several romances. Perhaps your romances already include suspense elements and mystery on the subplot level and you would like to explore making suspense a co-equal partner in your novel. Or it’s likely you enjoy reading mysteries, thrillers, and suspense, and the romantic or flirtatious subplot some of them incorporate, but would like to figure out why the romantic leanings in crime fiction are not completely satisfying.


    In any case, I hope I can help you get started. When I decided to write romantic suspense [with my second novel, Broken Build], it was hard to find books and resources devoted to romantic suspense. Therefore, I committed myself to reading as many romantic suspense novels as I could while studying books on writing romances and other books on writing thrillers and mysteries.


    I present my method of developing a romantic suspense story by combining elements, tropes, and plot structures between the genres of romance, women’s fiction, mystery, thriller, Gothics, and other crime stories.


    First, I discuss character traits and how the hero, heroine, and villain interact to drive an exciting and compelling story both emotionally and physically.


    Using my experience as a romance writer, I show how to extend the basic romance “beats” or plot points and interleaving them with the elements of a mystery, thriller, or suspense plot. I talk about how to extend the basic romance plot structure to one with a suspense plot and discuss common questions about the villain, the crime, and suggestions on love and sex scenes.


    I next provide a detailed analysis to eight of the most common romantic suspense plot types: The Protector, The Pursuit, The Investigation, The Secret, The Mission, The Underworld, The Victimized, and The Disturbed. These eight basic types can be used as guidelines or jumping off points for you to design your own story.


    I give advice on how to design a romantic suspense series. Obviously, there are many different approaches, and I discuss the pros and cons, as well as how to prepare the setting, character groups, and recurring series themes.


    I offer my opinions and methods to give you a boost to take a heady love story, mix it with a twisted villain, and write an explosive combination of killer feels and lustful thrills. As always, my advice and opinions, like all writing advice, is on a take what’s useful for you basis.


    Best of all luck. I can’t wait to read what you come up with.


    To Readers


    Does your heart pound for the heat of a great love story while your palms sweat with the excitement and anxiety of a suspenseful thriller?


    Do you enjoy reading for both the emotional need of a happy ending as well as the action and danger in solving a mystery or capturing a killer?


    Do you believe in the fight for good over evil, and does your spine tingle at the creepy stranger in the dark stalking his next victim while at the same time crave the feels of falling in love?


    How about stories of survival against the elements, natural disasters, or being hunted by a relentless enemy? Or saving the world at the side of an attractive but dangerous stranger?


    If you crave all of these thrills while luxuriating in a romantic haze of love conquering all, then romantic suspense is your perfect addiction.


    Read on if you enjoy a behind the scenes peek at how a romantic suspense novel comes to life. Maybe you, too, will dream up new and exciting stories that combine love and danger to share with your future readers.


    Let me know!

  






    What is a Romantic Suspense?


    Romance First?


    Definitely. A romantic suspense is first and foremost a romance.


    Romance Writers of America defines romantic suspense as: “Romance novels in which suspense, mystery, or thriller elements constitute an integral part of the plot.”


    And Goodreads says: “Romantic suspense is any genre romance that features a prominent mystery, suspense, or thriller plot.”


    Both of these definitions state quite succinctly that a romantic suspense is a romance. Maybe the genre should have been called a suspenseful romance.


    Originally, romantic suspense was viewed as a story that is fifty percent romance and fifty percent suspense. This was the definition back in the traditional publishing days and a guideline that writers adhered to when submitting.


    The exact percentage of romance versus suspense can vary, but the conventional wisdom is that it has to be fairly evenly balanced so that readers know what to expect. I’m not going to argue the exact percentages, if it even matters, but what’s important is that the story is at its basic bones, a romance, which includes the all-important happy ending at least on the romantic side.


    Beyond these formal definitions, it’s the readers who decide, and today’s readers are open to a greater range of variations. However, for a label to mean anything, it does have to reach a consensus on definition.


    I went on an expedition to poll readers and ask them why they read romantic suspense over other forms of fiction, for example mysteries, thrillers, and adventures.


    Why do readers read romantic suspense? What are they looking for?


    Most answered that they read for both the romance and the suspense, with a slight edge on those who feel the romance is more important. They love that the dangerous situation heightens the potential passion between the hero and heroine and makes the plot less boring than a straight romance where everything is about the relationship and personal problems.


    In other words, an equal balance between the thrills and suspense of the plot with the explosive chemistry of attraction amidst heart-pounding danger.


    My supposition before I sent the survey is that most readers want the sex to be hot, frequent, and steamy. However, maybe it was the way I worded it, but the preference is sex on the steamier side but not distracting from the story. A few chose the sweeter option with more emphasis on cooperation to solving the problem. There’s definitely a market for the no-sex option, meaning there’s room for cozy romantic suspense as well as gritty and violent without the steam.


    Since romantic suspense is first and foremost a romance, it has to present the reader with the foundations for a great romance: strong and worthy characters, desire and passion, emotional conflict, the chance for a once-in-a-lifetime love, and a happy resolution and promise of love everlasting after the danger is past.


    Before we go any further, I’m going to make a few assumptions. These are meant to limit the scope of this book and not to start an argument or debate. It’s also to let you know if the book will be useful for you and the stories you intend to write.


    The stories and settings are contemporary or near current and not paranormal, urban fantasy, or science fiction. There are two main characters who fall in love, and they are fully consenting adults.


    While it is true that young adult and historical romances can be suspenseful and action/adventure thrillers can have romance tucked inside, my goal here is to adhere as much as possible to the traditional definition that matches the Goodreads and Romance Writers of America definition and create a useful handbook for those writing within this definition of romantic suspense.


    Expected Elements of Romance


    Many books have been written on how to write romances, including my own Romance In a Month, and Love Stories: Writing a Romance Novella titles. Feel free to read and research other romance writing books to get familiar with this rich and fruitful genre.


    I’ll summarize the major elements of a romance that must be present.


    Characters to Fall in Love


    A romance is primarily a love story, and therefore requires two characters to fall in love. These two characters don’t have to be perfect, but they should be sympathetic or at least redeemable. They should be normal, well-adjusted people who may have flaws but are the kind you wouldn’t mind having as friends or neighbors.


    The main character is usually the heroine, as the story is told from her point of view. She should be someone your reader can relate to and want to be around. Don’t make her perfect, though, because she will have internal conflicts and wishes that still need to come true. Sometimes, the best heroines are not the most likeable, in that they know what they want and they’re more of a challenge than a sweet and compliant wallflower. Confident and quirky, active and strong, but blind to her faults: these traits conspire together to make a heroine your reader can root for.


    The hero is also a main character. Most modern stories include his point of view, but it’s unlikely to have a romance that is told solely from the hero’s point of view. He should be someone your reader can easily fall in love with. He is brave, generous, and has to be kind to small animals and children. Of course, he’ll have faults. He should be able to grow under the care of the heroine’s love and resolve whatever is holding his emotions hostage.


    Both hero and heroine should be reliable witnesses, rational human beings, capable, talented, and believable. This is the ideal; however, there are cases when either the hero or heroine is warped and an unreliable witness and that would still work, as long as they have some redeemable quality. One way is to give an unlikeable protagonist a special talent or trait and have him use it in a sympathetic or sacrificial way.


    Emotional Needs and Internal Conflict


    If everything were perfect, we would have no story. When developing your characters, think about any personality flaws or emotional wounds they harbor. Give them complete personalities, including good traits and those that need to improve. Uncover unexpected backstory and important events by interviewing your characters.


    You never know what you might come up with, and it’s important to have emotional needs that are not met for both characters. Common ones are distrust, fear of abandonment, unforgiveness, overconfidence, and hot temper.


    Because a romantic suspense is a romance, it is important to have an emotional reason to keep your hero and heroine in a conflict that does not entirely revolve around the suspense element.


    Internal conflicts like different beliefs, outlooks, or motivations, or the need to overcome a fear, trauma, or misunderstanding can allow your characters to help each other grow and heal.


    Let me repeat. You need to heal at least one emotional need apart from solving the suspense plot. Do not rely on your suspense plot as a crutch. Otherwise, there is no reason for your characters to stay together after the suspense is resolved.


    Chance for Once-In-A-Lifetime Love


    Your characters will also have strengths and talents. These positive features will play into both surviving the suspense as well as endearing him or her to the other. Be sure to show kindness and concern. No one believes a selfish person would be anyone’s once-in-a-lifetime lover! Some philosophers believe sacrifice is the essence of love.


    Use the story and setting to show why the love interest is different from all the others and why your character cannot risk losing him or her. Luckily, the danger and suspense plot will give plenty of opportunity to highlight the specialness as well as feelings of despair and worry at the possibility of losing the one true love.


    Emotional Connection and Happy Ending


    This is the ultimate reward. Throughout the crime fighting and dealing with the evil villain, our hero and heroine fall in love and gain insight and understanding to each other’s personalities. The emotional conflict that had them hurting at the beginning of the story is resolved by their time together and the heroics and heart-to-heart talks that ensued.


    In other books, I’ve written about the Dark Moment or the Big Bad Breakup. This is the point where the love story is on the rocks and both the hero and heroine need to make changes, gain new understanding, or dig deep inside themselves to solve the emotional conflict keeping them apart.


    Once the decision is made, the resolution brings the lovers together and the reader is assured that the happy ending is well-deserved. The suspense plot can provide fireworks and danger, as well as dark moments where it looks like “all is lost.” However, be sure to mirror the external disasters with internal despair so that the inner conflict is not papered over by the external action of defeating the enemy and restoring physical safety.


    Remember, the romantic suspense is primarily a romance, so the romantic ending needs to be complete and satisfying with an explicit declaration of true love and a believable commitment to a lasting relationship.


    Suspense: Danger in Present Tense


    The suspense element is the engine that drives the plot of a romantic suspense. It glues the hero and heroine together as well as pits them against a diabolical and conniving villain.


    There are many books on writing thrillers, mysteries, and suspense, and I won’t try to replicate their advice.


    There are even some who distinguish between suspense, mysteries, and thrillers, but for the purpose of this book, I’m going to combine them the same way as in the Romance Writers of America and Goodreads definition.


    The suspense plot must be logical, without glaring holes or jerky action or jumping conflict. Plot devices need to be planted ahead of time. They don’t have to be obvious, but the reader should be able to look back and realize the answers and outcomes don’t come out of nowhere.


    The villain drives the suspense plot. He or she has to be fully developed with motivated goals and reasons that make sense to him. Even if the villain remains in the shadow, the writer should know everything about him—especially the reason, both logical and emotional, for him to be causing trouble.


    Since there are many good books on writing mysteries and thrillers, I’ll summarize the main elements.


    Diabolical Villain


    The thriller opens with the villain in action, and the mystery usually opens with a dead body. A suspense could open with a crime in the distant past or a foreshadowing of future pain. Everything that happens to start the story is caused by the actions or existence of the villain or evil organization. The antagonist defines the development.


    Some thriller writers give us the point of view of the villain in the first chapter. Others show the effect of the villain’s activities. But in every case, the opening has to be gripping with heightened tension and the scent of danger.


    The event could be in the past, happening in the present, or planned for the future. If it is past, like a discovery of the dead body, show the danger for the person discovering the body by having the villain on the scene or a reminder or threat. If the mayhem is planned for the future, show the villain watching the innocent protagonist or hurting another victim.


    Imperfect Protagonist


    The protagonist can be either a professional, a detective, agent, special ops, or military or an ordinary civilian, maybe with special skills in medicine, martial arts, or outdoor survival.


    He is not perfect and has blind spots that allow the villain to get the upper hand at first. He is determined, however, and has clear goals to get the villain, but he is foiled before he figures things out, and this engages the reader to worry about him while rooting for him at the same time.


    That said, the hero needs to be a worthy adversary to the villain, and he should be a fully-developed character with motivations, a backstory, goals, and relationships.


    Since you’re writing a romantic suspense, you will have two protagonists, a hero and heroine. They should be developed to the extent that they are able to take on the villain and have the psychological toughness to credibly be both victors and victims in a fast-paced and high-stakes story. They have to be engaging enough for the reader to root for them and agree that they are operating with all their brain cells.


    Give your protagonists clear and compelling motivations. It could be the safety of a loved one, a lover, a child, family or friends, or stakes as high as the fate of the world. Start each story with a clearly defined external goal for each of your protagonists. It does not necessarily have to be capturing the villain, although it could be. The protagonist may not even know he or she is going to be in a suspense story and could be looking for a job, finding daycare for a child, or breaking up a relationship. The initial goal puts the protagonist into the path of the antagonists.


    Twists and Critical Turning Points


    Thrillers are full of fast-paced action that pop, pop, pop with increasing jeopardy around every turn. The stakes escalate as people are hurt or the threat gets more dire.


    The villain seems formidable at the beginning because he is prepared. The hero and heroine rapidly respond and meet each attack, even if they fail or suffer setbacks.


    The urgency is ratcheted up, and in many thrillers the pace is driven by a ticking clock or a deadline set by the villain. The plots and twists trap the hero into what is called the crucible, an impossible situation that he is stuck in and has to fight his way out. There is no going back. For example, if the heroine is held as a hostage, there is no way out for either the hero or the heroine other than defeating the villain.


    Provide escalating turning points and reversals that lead to the dark moment where all looks lost. Usually, the villain is a step ahead of the hero or heroine in a series of escalating try-fail cycles, but the tide turns near the end as the protagonist has a new insight or confronts an emotional wound or secret he or she had been avoiding.


    Climax before Satisfying Ending


    At the dark moment, the villain appears to have trapped the hero and is clearly about to win. The hero or heroine may be incapacitated, injured, or captured. Show the villain’s glee in contrast to the protagonists’ fears and anxiety. Maybe the villain offers the protagonists an easy way out or forces him to make a choice between bad and worse.


    The hero and heroine could be tempted to compromise because of their love for each other, but in the end, they refuse what they know is wrong, even if it might sacrifice their love or their own lives. They dig deep into their abilities and fight to conclusively defeat the villain.


    Justice should be meted out to give the suspense reader assurance that all is right in the world. If you end in a cliffhanger (not recommended), you must correct most of the problems, save the children and community, and leave only one loose end as an enticement to read another book in the series.


    For example, after capturing the bioterrorists, one of the virus vials falls on the sidewalk and someone steps on it.


    What Romantic Suspense is Not


    For the purposes of this book, we’ve already determined that romantic suspense is not paranormal, historical, fantasy, or science fiction even if those stories carry both a romance and the required suspense elements.


    There are two other similar and related genres that do not fit easily with romantic suspense mainly because they do not contain a complete romance.


    They are cozy mysteries and detective thrillers that have a love interest or romantic elements, but the love story is not central and fully developed. There may be kissing, attraction, dating, and even characters getting together, but the main story arc is the mystery investigation or thriller action and the emotional arc of a romance is incomplete. Or it could be the percentage of time spent on the romance is less than thirty percent, just to pull a number out of the air.


    Of course, this is subjective, and I don’t expect everyone to agree, so I’m only going to discuss two types of stories that are oftentimes confused with romantic suspense.


    Cozy Mystery


    Readers of romantic suspense are not looking for a cozy mystery where the emphasis is on an amateur and likeable detective (usually the heroine) solving a murder like an intellectual puzzle or by social engineering.


    Cozy mysteries are usually more concerned with a cast of interesting characters, a long list of quirky suspects, a community centered around a craft, hobby, or special interest, and a murder that is unusual but clean, i.e. not gruesome or the result of a demented serial killer.


    The killer could be anyone in this close-knit community, and it’s up to the cozy heroine to ferret out the guilty party while passing around teacups and finger sandwiches or working on a patch in a community quilt.


    Because the emphasis is on the puzzle or whodunit, the cozy needs to spread itself around a lot of characters’ lives and discover possible motives for the murder. The heroine or likeable detective spends most of her time exploring the relationships between the deceased and the large number of sweet suspects.


    Yes, there is usually a romantic interest. It’s likely that one of the suspects is interested in the heroine or that the heroine runs into trouble with the attractive police detective.


    He may suspect the heroine or warn her off on interference, and they may get together to compare notes. While she might be romantically involved with him, the push and pull of the romance is secondary to that of solving the puzzle of the murder and is usually left unresolved to prolong the possibility of a series arc.


    The romance in a cozy mystery usually takes place as a subplot. It happens in the background of the investigation or main plot. The conflict between the heroine and detective is centered around the investigation and not a fundamentally emotional need or want. The usual conflict is the detective telling the heroine to butt out and the heroine unexpectedly finding useful clues while disobeying the hero.


    The heroine may end up in danger, and the detective may rescue her, but the emotional ups and downs are due to the investigation and a few minor disagreements. There’s no room to go into the insane sexual attraction or the once-in-a-lifetime love story and the all-or-nothing threat of a deeper emotional conflict.


    Because cozy mysteries are usually developed as a series, the romantic subplot is drawn out over several books, with perhaps the cozy heroine meeting the detective and sparring with him in the first book, then tentatively agreeing to a date [for investigation purposes, of course] in the second book, followed by a family or friend conflict in the third book.


    The romantic arc has to last the entire series, because once the cozy heroine and her love interest are together, they will need to find another source of subplot conflict, i.e. disagreements with the care of a relative, danger to a child or pet, conflict over living arrangements, for example, to continue in the background of the main investigation plot.


    If the cozy mystery is a one-off and on the longer side, a sweet romance can be combined with the puzzle-solving and investigation aspect. Just be sure to have a complete romance character arc and develop your characters emotionally with enough relationship conflict to carry through to the realization of the potential for the lifetime love. In other words, it has to be a full romance while satisfying genre conventions for a cozy mystery.


    Because sweet romances are generally resolved with engagement or marriage, it would be hard to find enough conflict for a series of sweet romantic cozy mysteries with the same hero and heroine.


    For example, Agatha Christie has Tommy and Tuppence Beresford, a cute husband and wife team of amateur investigators. They are collaborators and lovers without the romantic conflict, who may bicker over minor issues, but are cutely in love, have a family, and grow old together. However, Tommy and Tuppence do not have a long series of books, unlike Hercule Poirot or Miss Marple, who both remain single sleuths without romantic involvement.


    The solving of the puzzle is the main plot in a cozy mystery. Without the relationship struggle or emotional conflict, it’s very hard to combine a complete romantic arc while keeping track of the long list of suspects and clues.


    Never say never. If you do endeavor to create a cozy mystery romantic suspense, please don’t let me stop you. I’m sure you’ll come up with a fantastic story which hits both genre expectations.


    Hard-Boiled Detective Thriller


    Hard-boiled detective thrillers generally involve a “loner” hero or heroine whose main obsession is solving crime and taking down villains. The emphasis is on the action and the battle of wits between the detective and the villain.


    Readers of hard-boiled detective stories expect a degree of violence and intrigue which doesn’t put them in a romantic mood. Demented villains, high-speed chases, hideous crimes, and brutal violence form the backdrop of a hard-boiled thriller, and the plot is necessarily devoted to the complications caused by tricky villains, international intrigue, or fiendish organized crime organizations.


    Thriller plots are driven by the villain and can involve large scale disasters, like a backpack atomic bomb threatening an entire city, or catching a multinational terrorist, or stopping a serial killer who terrorizes the entire community.


    These villains are impersonal since they threaten the world at large. Although the detective considers the battle of wits or cat and mouse game personal, the machinations of the high-action plot doesn’t allow room for the loner detective to get into a deep love story.


    Because of the emotional aspects of a romantic suspense, the villain is more likely to be personal. An ex-boyfriend with an axe to grind. A jealous stalker who is obsessed by the heroine. Someone with a personal vendetta against the hero or heroine’s family.


    That is not to say that a romantic suspense cannot have elements of a thriller. It’s just that the quick pace of a thriller’s plot doesn’t allow for the deep character development required for a once-in-a-lifetime love story.


    Many thrillers are written in a male point of view and do involve the rugged individualistic hero having a love interest—usually a femme fatale character or perhaps the helpful girl Friday. Unfortunately, the love interest is there to be put in danger more often than not and in some cases, like in James Bond stories, she always dies so that the main character can go on to another adventure without the encumbrances of an ongoing relationship.


    The same holds true for female protagonists like the hard-boiled investigator or FBI profiler expert. She may meet and even be romantically interested in either a suspect or a fellow investigator. She may spar with him and disagree and be put in danger with him, but the main endgame of a thriller is stopping the villain and saving the world.


    Readers of thrillers and other hard-core crime fiction are primarily reading for the excitement of unrelenting danger to a generic group of people. The danger may get personal, and the investigators will definitely be in personal danger with the possibility of irreparable harm; however, the presentation is mostly plot-driven and designed to root out and destroy the villain. It’s oftentimes a match of wits with the villain, and our hero and heroine must cooperate to defeat evil and win the day for the force of good.


    Thrillers are modern day morality tales and even though the hero or heroine may have flaws, usually having to do with their job, maybe a drinking problem or an ego problem, there is no space to explore the love angle or meet any deeper emotional needs. There may be sex, sometimes lots of it. There could be flirtation and banter or friction between the characters, but because of the intense focus on the villain or evil organization that has to be defeated, internal conflict is minimized to surface characteristics, for example, smart-aleck versus detail-oriented, or a reliance on intuition versus obsessive checklist-driven. The presence of a love interest keeps the story moving, but more often than not, the relationship ends after the villain is defeated.


    Not having a deep, committed love story allows the hero or heroine the freedom to go to the next trouble spot wounded and wiser, oftentimes plagued with memories of what could have been, but unencumbered and able to face the next great evil.


    An example of a thwarted love story is the first book of James Patterson’s A Woman’s Murder Club Book #1, First to Die, where Inspector Lindsay Boxer battles a fatal disease and falls in love with a fellow investigator. The love wasn’t meant to last, and I can tell you, as a romance reader, I was devastated to the point I couldn’t continue the series. However, romance was not the point of the series. The first book sets up the four female relationships which will continue in perpetuity among the episodic nature of a continued series of gruesome crimes.


    If you are keen to write a romantic thriller, you can still do it. Be sure to spend as much time on the romance and allow time for romantic interludes or heart-to-heart talks, maybe while both are trapped in a near-death situation. It’s likely that both hero and heroine are professionals on a mission, so that they have commonality to develop a balanced romantic relationship. But whatever you do, don’t kill off the love interest!
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