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THE EVERYTHING® GUIDE TO WRITING A ROMANCE NOVEL

Dear Reader,

Everyone has a dream. If you've picked up this book, it's probably because you have a dream of writing a romance novel of your very own, much like those by JoAnn Ross, Linda Howard, Johanna Lindsey, and the reigning queen of romance herself, Nora Roberts.

We know the feeling. After all, from the time we were both little girls growing up in the South — Christie in Alabama and Faye in Mississippi — our individual dreams have been to write books that touch the hearts of readers. We've both been lucky enough to have fulfilled our dreams, and we're thrilled at being given an opportunity to help you fulfill yours by writing The Everything® Guide to Writing a Romance Novel.

And this book truly is everything we both know about the craft of writing. From plotting and characterization to adding sexual tension and conflict, we've tried our collective best to give you the tools and information you need to succeed in your dream of writing a romance novel.

Best of luck, and Happy Writing!
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials.

We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything
®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information
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Urgent warnings
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Quick handy tips
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This book is dedicated to the romantic that lives inside every writer.
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Top Ten Reasons to Write a Romance Novel


1. You believe in happy endings.


2. You've always wanted to write a novel.


3. You enjoy reading romance novels.


4. Romance novels speak the universal language of love conquering all.


5. You're up for a creative challenge.


6. More unpublished authors make a first sale in romance than in any other genre.


7. Romance readers are loyal and will follow a favorite author to a new genre.


8. More romances are sold every year than any other kind of novel.


9. The strategy has worked okay for Nora Roberts.


10. You know in your heart you could succeed if you only had the chance.









Introduction
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 Most of you can probably remember the moment it happened — the instant when the idea of writing a romance novel first filled your heart with dreams and your head with characters. Life became grist for the writing mill. The hunky cop who gave you a ticket becomes inspiration for your hero. A trip to the doctor's office for your child's earache becomes a chance to ask about a disease you plan to write about. It's as if you are suddenly looking at life in 3-D, wanting to see more, know more, experience more, so you can write about it.

For some, this magical moment happened after you finished a heart-warming romance and marveled at the author's ability to write such a story. For others, it happened when you couldn't find the type of book you wanted to read, and decided to just write it yourself. And still others experienced the moment after throwing a book against the wall and declaring, “I could do better than that!”

Whatever inspired you to try your hand at romance writing, you should know that you are about to embark on a journey — a wild, sometimes exciting, sometimes not so exciting, voyage. Because writing is basically a solitary profession, a lot of the journey will be one of self-discovery. As you trek down the writing path, you'll learn what is truly important to you. You'll find yourself digging deep into your heart and soul, tapping into your most private experiences — some good, some not so good — to add richness to the stories you put on paper. However solitary writing may be, if you take the recommendations of this book and join writing groups, you will also find a world of new friends. People who think like you think — people who don't consider it strange to rush out to the bookstore to buy the book, 101 Ways to Kill Someone or to ask your lawyer … “If I think my child was swapped at birth, and I wanted to track down my daughter, who do I need to see first?”

These people will understand that when you hear voices in your head, you are happy your characters are talking to you, and not the least bit worried about your mental health. Yes … the people you meet will be a part of this journey that you'll not want to miss.

As you prepare to embark on this journey, you'll need some supplies. A first-aid kit is crucial. Few of you will complete the writing adventure without having your feelings hurt and egos bruised at least a little bit. That's why you'll also be bringing some chocolate and a suitcase full of perseverance — yes, perseverance. This journey could take a while. Believing your first attempt at writing will be a bestseller is almost as farfetched as believing a brain surgeon's first day of training will involve a knife and a live patient.

You'll also need an endless supply of hunger for knowledge. For while The Everything
® Guide to Writing a Romance Novel is a good place to start your education, writing is a nonstop course on the lessons of being human and crafting words.

Also, make sure you pack plenty of attitude for your journey. You'll need ammunition for people who ignorantly believe a book about love is somehow trivial. Hold your head high. The romance genre isn't 55 percent of all mass market fiction sold today for no reason. Young girls don't spend hours dreaming of their first kiss, their first dance, or the day they walk down the aisle for trivial reasons.

This journey will not always be easy. The rejections will probably come, and it may be a long trek before you arrive at that wonderful place called publication. But the joys of writing are not just about the destination, but about the journey. Only a writer will know the elation of creating people, of falling in love with these people, and then having them fall in love with each other. And oh … the bliss of completing a book. Savor your accomplishments; nurture your passion for writing, for this is the key to sustaining perseverance. And as you make this trek, remember the lessons you are learning about falling in love will not only have the ability to make you a better romance author, but a better person.

Bon voyage!





CHAPTER 1


Why Write a Romance?

Do you have what it takes to write a romance novel? You might be surprised to discover that you do. But turning that dream of becoming a published romance novelist into reality takes talent, hard work, determination, and an insider's knowledge of how the industry works. Before you start typing “Chapter 1,” you'll need to know who writes the books, who reads the books, and, most important of all, what makes these books such perennial favorites. In other words, you'll need to start with the basics.



History of the Romance Novel


Romance novels have been around for almost as long as published books have. Maybe even longer, since many scholars point to the oral traditions of telling stories about the power of love to conquer all as being early forms of romance fiction.




[image: illustration]



Remember the fairytales you heard as a child? Beauty and the Beast. Cinderella. Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. At the heart of each lies a classic romance plot that can still be found in modern love stories — granted, the hero might be the one who needs rescuing these days but the basic premise of the redemptive power of love remains the same.



As a literary form, the romance novel probably first appeared in the nineteenth century, as a class of popular literature known as “domestic fiction,” which were novels written by women for women. The books, which featured a poor but feisty heroine and little emphasis on a hero, sold extremely well, although the critics usually panned them.

Another precursor of the modern romance novel is the gothic. Popularized by authors like Ann Radcliffe, gothics featured spooky castles with secret passageways, mad relatives locked away in attics, and the occasional vengeful ghost.

For most people, however, three novels stand out as classic early romances:


	

Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen



	

Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë



	

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë





The enigmatic Mr. Radcliffe. The brooding Heathcliff. The spunky Elizabeth Bennet. Who could forget these memorable characters? The work of Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters have stood the test of time and inspired many of the writers who came after them.


The Queen of Romance, Barbara Cartland


No discussion of the history of romance fiction could be complete without a mention of Barbara Cartland, who was as well known for her trademark pink outfits, large plumed hats, and ever-present Pekingese as she was for her romance novels. Her books — usually short, non — sexually explicit tales of a young, inexperienced woman and a worldly titled nobleman, who meet and fall in love amidst a tale of historical intrigue — thrilled generations of romance readers. At the height of her popularity during the 1980s, she wrote an average of twenty-three romance novels a year, almost all of them dictated to an assistant while Barbara reclined on a sofa.
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Dame Barbara was the most prolific romance writer of the twentieth century. At the time of her death at age ninety-eight, she still had 160 romance novels completed and awaiting publication.



In 1991, Barbara Cartland received her highest career award when she was named a Dame of the British Empire for her literary contributions and volunteer work. Although she passed away in 2000, her legacy lives on in her 723 published books.


Then Along Came Harlequin …


Meanwhile, Mary Bonnycastle, the wife of Canadian publishing executive Richard Bonnycastle, had noticed a virtually untapped market for romance fiction and convinced her husband to turn their fledgling book publishing company, Harlequin Enterprises, in that direction in the late 1950s.

Until that time, Harlequin had been printing a mixture of genre fiction and nonfiction paperbacks. That changed, however, in the early 1960s, when they moved exclusively to printing romance fiction previously published in Great Britain by Mills and Boon. The staple of the Mills and Boon collection were medical romances.
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Two popular forms of romances from the 1960s still published today in Great Britain — although in a modernized form — are the medical romance and the career romance. A medical romance was a romance between a male physician and a female nurse that was usually set in an exotic, glamorous locale. Career romances followed the same formula, except with professions other than the health-care field.



Rather than just offer their romance novels for sale in bookstores, Harlequin bucked tradition by making their books available in the places where women shopped most often — supermarkets, department stores, and drug-stores. It was a smart move, too.

Before long, sales of Harlequin's romances were skyrocketing. In fact, Harlequin romances, with their tales of an arrogant, older, and more financially stable male and a younger, virginal, and impoverished female — soon became synonymous with romance fiction itself.


The Heyday of Romance Fiction


While romance sales were hot, the books themselves got a whole lot hotter in the late 1970s with more sexually explicit fare such as Sweet Savage Love by Rosemary Rogers and The Flame and the Flower by Kathleen Woodiwiss. These steamier romances quickly climbed the bestseller charts and launched the careers of many talented new authors.

Harlequin Enterprises took the lead but soon publishers like Avon, New American Library, and Doubleday came on board with new lines for romance fiction. One of the most successful romance imprints of that time was Silhouette Books, an entity of Simon and Schuster. Harlequin Enterprises bought Silhouette in 1984 and it remains a strong component of the Harlequin romance empire today.


Oh, Fabio!


If you're like most people, when you think of a romance novel, you probably think of those historical romance covers from the 1980s and 1990s with handsome, muscular men and beautiful women in amorous — though mostly clothed — poses. Known in the industry as “the clinch,” these covers were a staple of the genre, but the books inside them were what mattered to the readers.

All of that seemed to change when a male model named Fabio Lanzoni appeared on the scene in the mid-1980s. Tall and muscular with flowing blond hair and smoldering good looks, the Italian hunk quickly became the next big thing in romance fiction, often drawing larger crowds at author gatherings than the authors did. Soon, other male hunks claimed the spot-light, but none had the lasting power of the “Great Blond One.”

But a romance reader's first love has always been the books themselves. Soon, the male cover models faded to the background as the emphasis again became focused on the stories inside.
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Who did the cover art?


The creation of a historical romance cover was a complicated affair. First, a photographer posed the models in period costumes and photographed them. Then artists, such as Elaine Duillo, would paint the covers. The process could take several weeks. Ironically, in the case of many new writers, the artists were often paid more for the covers than the authors were paid for the books themselves.




Evolution of the Romance Novel


As times changed, so did romance novels. Gone were the virginal heroines and the arrogant, more experienced heroes. In their place were modern men and women, facing modern problems. Alcoholism, infidelity, abusive relationships — all become fodder for the fertile imaginations of the modern romance novelist.

Rather than being just “those silly little books,” romance novels had the financial clout needed to be taken seriously. Unfortunately, literary respect was another thing.



Getting Past the Negative Stereotype


For most people, a romance author is a Barbara Cartland clone — a matronly lady in pink, maybe even with a feather boa around her neck, who dictates her novels to a nearby assistant while she reclines on a silk brocade chaise lounge feeding liver snaps to her well-groomed lap dog. But while that image may have worked for Dame Barbara, it is far removed from the reality of a bestselling romance author in the twenty-first century.

Romance Writers of America (www.rwanational.org), the largest group of writers of romance fiction in the world with over 9,500 members strong, is committed to changing that misconception through their advocacy program.
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RWA does more than educate the public about the romance genre. They also protect their members from signing bad publishing contracts and hiring shady literary agents. The organization screens publishing companies and literary agents before placing them on an approved list for use by their membership.



Today's romance novelists come from everywhere — they're physicians, lawyers, soldiers, scientists, mothers, fathers, teachers, secretaries, home-makers, and business executives. The one thing they all have in common is their talent, their perseverance, and a firm belief that love really can conquer all … at least on the pages of their books.



Separating Myth from Reality


One of the biggest myths about writing a romance is the same myth found in other genres of fiction. Namely, that since the books follow a formula — girl meets boy, girl loses boy, girl wins boy back — they must be easy to write.

They're not, of course.

In fact, a strong argument could be made that the opposite is closer to the truth.

The market is fiercely competitive. Most publishers no longer accept unsolicited work from unagented writers, and many unpublished authors find it difficult to find an agent to represent them. While the books do follow a loose formula, publishers require — and readers demand — freshness and variety. To succeed in romance fiction, a writer not only has to tell a good story that has a unique twist to a familiar formula, she must write a good book.



Financial Appeal of the Genre


So, can you make money writing romance novels? Absolutely!

As for how much, well, that depends. A quick check of recent deals at Publishers Marketplace (www.publishersmarketplace.com) will probably show several major deals (deals over $500,000) for new novels by bestselling romance writers within the past year.

But new writers rarely sign those kinds of contracts. Often, a first book contract will come with a modest advance against earnings. An average advance for a series romance runs around $3,000 to $4,000. For a single title, the advances are generally higher, though they can be less for smaller publishers.
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When most writers sign a publishing contract, they are guaranteed an advance, which is a good-faith payment made in anticipation of future royalties. The size of an advance can vary, as will the terms of the contract. Generally, an author can keep the advance, even if the publisher decides to cancel the deal through no fault of the author.



It can take a new author several years to build a sales record strong enough to allow her to quit her day job and write full-time. Still, for those who have the ambition and the talent, the sky is the proverbial limit.


Publishing Statistics


So, just how popular is the romance genre? With over $1.4 billion in sales each year, romance novels easily outsell any other type of fiction in the United States.
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Romance Statistics



The majority of the sales are with mass-market paperback titles, though trade paperbacks and hardcovers are strong as well.




Understanding the Romance Reader


Who reads romance novels? A better question might be who doesn't read romance novels? According to statistics provided by Romance Writers of America, the average romance reader is female, married, and college educated. But fans of the genre can be of any age and any economic background. They could be your mother, your babysitter, your doctor … or even the father of one of your children's friends.

Yes, a steadily increasing number of romance readers are male. But regardless of gender, income, or career, the thing to understand about the romance reader is why they read this particular genre of fiction. They read it for the romance. They read it because they want to experience the emotion of falling in love.



Reading Is Recommended


Of course, one of the best ways to learn about romance novels is to read the work of those who are considered the best in the genre.

And who determines who is the best? Usually the readers who buy the books, the reviewers who rate the books, and the published membership of Romance Writers of America, who nominate them for the annual Rita award. RWA has several lists on their Web site — www.rwanational.org — of the current bestselling romance titles and award winners.
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To get an edge on the competition, read the work of debut authors. Established romance writers can often break the rules of the genre but a new author trying to break in needs to make her manuscript rejection-proof. Reading a debut novel can give you valuable insight into the tastes of the acquiring editor for a particular publishing house.



Another great resource for finding a recommended reading list of current titles is to pick up a copy of Romantic Times BOOKreviews magazine (www.romantictimes.com), a leading monthly publication for fiction lovers of all genres, including romance. With over 250 reviews of current titles each month, as well as informative author interviews and writing tips for beginners, RT has been a staple of the romance community for years.


Famous Romance Novelists


So, who are the more renowned authors of modern romance fiction? The list is a long and varied one. Barbara Cartland, Danielle Steele, and Janet Dailey usually come to mind when thinking of popular romance authors from the twentieth century.

In recent years, though, several men have gained fame for their romance novels. Chief among them are Nicholas Sparks and James Patterson, who have both had romance titles at the top of the bestseller lists.

However, the most famous romance author working in the industry today is probably Nora Roberts, who sells more books each year than any other U.S. author.





CHAPTER 2


Understanding the Genre

More than half of all paperbacks sold in the United States are romance novels. But romances are far from just the girl-meets-boy, girl-loses-boy, girl-gets-boy-back formulas of the past. Some romances are sweet, even inspirational, while others are very, very spicy. Some are set in the present, others set in the past, and a few are even set in the distant future or in faraway galaxies. So, what makes a romance so appealing? You might be surprised to find that it's not what you think.



What Is a Romance Novel?


Defining a romance novel seems easy enough. It's a novel about two people who fall in love, right? Well, yes.

And no.

Margaret Mitchell's Gone with the Wind might be considered a romance but, technically speaking, it's not. The relationship between Scarlett and Rhett, while important, is not the central plot of that book. Scarlett's life journey is the focus of the novel.

Publishing professionals generally define a romance novel as a work of fiction with a love story that is essential to the plot and a Happily Ever After (HEA) type of ending. But what does that mean, really, when it comes time for you to write your novel?


Focus on the Romance!


Regardless of the type of romance, the one element they all have in common is that the romantic relationship between your two main characters is always front and center. Think about Gone with the Wind. If that book were truly a romance, the reader would have kept turning the pages to find out if Scarlett and Rhett would end up together, rather than to see what Scarlett would do next.

In other words, your subplots must support the central love story.
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It's hard to fill the pages of a 400-page book with only the romance of your main characters as the storyline. That's where the use of subplots and secondary characters come in. Whether they add humor or drama to your story, subplots and secondary characters can give your novel depth.



Readers keep reading a mystery novel to find out who done it. They read a romance novel because of the developing romantic relationship between your two main characters. Will the hero and heroine work through their inner conflicts and find a lasting happiness? That question fuels every romance novel's engine. Everything else — a war, a sudden illness of a child, a killer, family discord — is secondary to the main storyline.


The Payoff at the End


When they close the pages of your book, readers want their happy ending, too. Your main characters don't have to walk off into the sunset holding hands but the reader needs to know that their investment of time and emotion in your story was worth the price they paid for your novel.

It's the classic good-triumphing-over-evil premise. If your romance was done well, your main characters faced many obstacles on their path to a Happily Ever After and your reader expects — no, make that demands — their payoff at the end.

To put it another way, a good first chapter will sell that book … but a good last chapter will sell the next novel.



The Happily Ever After


Just how important is the Happily Ever After, or HEA for short, to the success of a romance novel? Very. Unlike some genres where the ending is just about tying up the remaining loose ends, the HEA in a romance novel needs to leave the reader feeling emotionally satisfied.

That doesn't mean that every romance novel must end with a marriage proposal. To the contrary, a romance reader will be happy as long as she feels the ending was positive and uplifting with a promise toward a future happiness.



The Role of the Hero and Heroine


Probably more so than in any other literary genre, the two main characters of a romance novel are the most important component of the book. If you choose the right characters to carry your story from the first page to the last, the readers will keep turning those pages. What's more, she'll probably recommend the book to her friends and place it on her “keeper” shelf.

But if you choose the wrong characters, well, there's a good chance your book may end up on the remainder table of your local bookseller.


The Heroine


She can be young and just falling in love for the first time. Or she can be older — widowed perhaps or divorced — and looking for someone to share the next chapter of her life. More than likely, however, the heroine of a romance novel is somewhere in the middle between the two extremes.
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Modern romance heroines are usually strong, confident, and in charge of their own lives … although their love lives may be another story entirely. Romance heroines have been everything from cops to government assassins, and starship captains to Regency-era spies. But even if she's leading an ordinary life as a kindergarten teacher, she's the one who decides the course of her life.



More important than her age, however, is that she is someone with whom your reader can relate. Someone your reader can understand. While every character can and should be unique, romance heroines generally have two similar qualities:


	
The female reader can imagine herself as the heroine.



	
The heroine is the perfect match for the hero.





Other than those two similarities, your heroine is limited only by the plotline of your novel — and by the requirements of your intended market.

(For more information about developing your heroine, refer to Chapter 10.)


The Hero


Much like the heroine, the hero of a romance novel can be of any age appropriate to the story, including being younger than his heroine. Most heroes, however, are in their thirties and have at least one failed romantic relationship in their past.

Just as it is true with the romance heroine, age isn't what defines a romance hero. It's his attitude. Whether an alpha male — the physically strong man of-action type — or the beta male — the emotionally strong, nurturing type — a romance hero knows how to win his heroine's heart. Regardless of what he may say in the beginning of the novel, he'll always step up to the challenge in the end, whether it's leading his troops into a battle he suspects they can never win or babysitting his sister's twin toddlers.

But all romance heroes do share two common traits:


	
The female reader can imagine herself falling in love with the hero.



	
The hero is the perfect match for the heroine.





The rest, however, is up to the author's imagination and talent. (For more information about developing your hero, refer to Chapter 10.)
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Making your hero a multilayered character with emotional baggage is fine but try to avoid making him so complex that he's impossible to understand. After all, if your reader can't identify with why your heroine is falling in love with the hero, it's unlikely she'll care that much about finishing your novel … or buying your next one.





Sweet Versus Spicy


Romance novels can vary widely in terms of sexual content. Some readers like their romances to be less explicit when the temperature begins to rise between the hero and heroine. Other readers prefer a little more, well, spice in their reading materials, as evidenced by the popularity of erotic romances.

Luckily, romance novels can accommodate both tastes.


Sweet Romances


Sweet romances are those without graphic depictions of sex or sexual situations. Although they can have either contemporary or historical settings, the most common examples are short contemporaries, such as those published by Harlequin Enterprises through their Mills & Boon imprint in the United Kingdom and those published by smaller presses in the United States, such as Avalon Publishers.

A variation of the sweet romance is the inspirational romance, which has little if any sexual content and a strong emphasis on spiritual values. These, too, can either have a contemporary or historical setting.
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When deciding how sexually explicit to make your romance, consider this: The plotline — and the main characters — of your romance novel, as well as your targeted publisher, should always determine the level of sensuality in your manuscript. A lot also depends upon your own comfort level. If writing sexually explicit love scenes makes you uncomfortable, it will show in your writing. Follow your instincts.




Spicy Romances


Spicy romances are those with sexual content — sometimes a little, sometimes a lot. Just as with the sweet romances, they can have either a historical or contemporary setting, as well as utilize elements of paranormal and science fiction/fantasy.

Just how sexy can they be? Well, that depends on the publisher, of course, and the type of romance. Generally speaking, though, they can be as sexy as you want to make them. Romantic Times BOOKreviews magazine (www.romantictimes.com) uses the following sensuality ratings scale in their reviews of historical, contemporary, and romantic suspense romance novels:


	
Scorcher — Borders on erotic. Very graphic sex.



	
Hot — Conventional lovemaking. Explicit sex.



	
Mild — May or may not include lovemaking. No explicit sex.





Most modern romance novels fall within the middle sensuality rating of “Hot.” Euphemisms are frequently used and the emphasis is on the buildup of sexual tension, rather than on the sex act itself, although these books can be, and often are, quite explicit. (For more detailed information on the use of sensuality in a romance novel, refer to Chapter 15.)



Series Versus Single Title


There are two distinct types of romance novels: single title and category. Category romances are short and fit into a publisher's clearly delineated grouping. Single-title romances are longer and do not fit into a publisher's standard category lines. The name single title can be misleading though as they are not always stand-alone titles and can be several interconnected books.


Series or “Category” Romance Novels


Category romances are the mainstay of the Harlequin Enterprises empire. These are shorter romances that have an easily recognizable cover brand, such as family and home for Silhouette Special Edition or mystery for Harlequin Intrigue. The books are part of a numbered series and the line publishes the same number of new titles each month. Most are carried in bookstores, and they're usually available through an in-house book club at substantial discounts, too, with each month's titles shipped to the reader as a single unit.
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In 2007, Harlequin Enterprises released over 800 titles a month around the world from their various publishing operations. Their books are sold in ninety-four international markets, on six continents, and in twenty-five different languages. Is it any wonder that, on average, an imprint of Harlequin Enterprises purchases over two original works of fiction each day?



Levels of sensuality can vary from Mild to a full-out Scorcher, depending on the line. So can the size of the book, or word count. The lines generally range from a low of 50,000 words to a high of 85,000, although each book in the series is the same approximate number of pages.

To make the books uniform, word counts are especially important in category romances. Because each line has a general “theme” and a specific word count, the publishers offer editorial tip sheets, or guidelines, for writing the books. (For more information on writing series or category romances, please refer to Chapter 4.)


Single-Title Romance Novels


Single -title romances are longer books and encompass a wide range of subject matter. Harlequin Enterprises also publishes single-title romances, although the majority of these books are published through New York — based publishers, such as Berkley/Jove, Avon Romance, Kensington, Dorchester, Grand Central Publishing (formerly Hatchette Group), NAL, and Random House, among others. While these publishers generally do release new romance novels each month, there is no set number and can vary from month to month.

A single-title romance has more of everything — more plot, more characters, more romance. They can also tackle more complex and emotionally gripping conflicts, too, though that isn't always the case. The covers range from the traditional clinch to something with a more mainstream fiction feel. (For more specific information on writing single-title romances, refer to Chapter 5.)



The Romance Subgenres


Much like ice cream, romance novels come in a variety of flavors. From stories set in the past to stories set in the future, from the ones that make you laugh to the ones that make you cry, the romance genre has a little something for everyone.
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What is the most popular romance subgenre?


According to Romance Writers of America, of the 2,285 titles of romance fiction sold in North America in 2005, a full 64 percent were contemporary romance. The closest competitor was historical romances at 20 percent.



As reading tastes evolve, so do the subgenres of romance fiction, along with the subsets within those subgenres. Vampire romances may soar in popularity one year and plummet the next, as fast-paced romantic comedies become all the rage. The basic subgenres of romance, however, usually remain the same.


Contemporary Romance


As defined by Romance Writers of America, a contemporary romance is one that is set after the world wars. Most, however, are set in the present without a specific year mentioned in the text. (In fact, many publishers discourage the use of a time reference because it can date the novel and make future reprints harder sales.) Contemporary romances can be either a single title or a category in terms of size.


Historical Romance


Historical romances, by contrast, are romances set before the world wars. They are usually single-title releases, although a few are available in series-romance format. The word count, on average, for a historical romance is 100,000 words, or 400 manuscript pages. Rich with historical detail, these books transport the reader to another time and place.
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For up-to-the-minute information on market trends, your best resource by far is membership in Romance Writers of America. Members of the organization — both published and unpublished — have access to monthly market updates through Romance Writers Report, as well as the members' section of the RWA Web site (www.rwanational.org).



While historical romances can be set in any time period, some may be a harder sale than others, due to fluctuating reader preferences. Popular historical time periods include:


	
Regency



	
Medieval



	
England or Scotland — Any time period



	
American West



	
Colonial America



	
French Revolution





A quick review of the historical romances being sold at your local book-store can give you a good idea of where the current market stands, although it may have little correlation to what type of books are being purchased right now by publishers.

A hot trend in historical romance could have already peaked by the time you see a book on the shelf of your local bookstore, since publishers usually sign the contracts with the author twelve months prior to the book's release date, if not longer.


Paranormal


Demons. Shapeshifters. Sword and sorcery epics. The colonization of faraway planets. They're all fair game in paranormal romances. Authors embrace an altered state of reality in a paranormal romance by creating new spins on existing folklore and legend, as well as complete new worlds. Connected books, or mini-series, are common in this subgenre. Popular types of paranormal romances include:


	
Time travel



	
Futuristic



	
Fantasy



	
Ghosts



	
Witches and magic



	
Vampires



	
Shapeshifters



	
Demons and the undead





But no matter the number of fairies, vampires, and alien life forms that populate these books, the romantic relationship between the hero and the heroine remains the central focus of the paranormal romance.


Romantic Suspense


According to a 2005 market survey conducted by Romance Writers of America, nearly half of all romance readers prefer their romances served with a side order of mystery. Romantic suspense blends the best of the genres of suspense and mystery within a solid romance plotline.

The tone of a romantic suspense can fluctuate between dark and edgy to something more lighthearted and humorous. With few exceptions, the mixture of romance to mystery is usually around 50/50.


Romantic Comedy


Romantic comedies are romances with a heavy emphasis on humor. They can have either a contemporary or a historical setting.


Multicultural


These are ethnically diverse romance novels that can have either a contemporary or a historical setting. In addition to the romance, the books usually contain elements unique to the characters' cultural background. Examples include African-American romances.


Alternative Lifestyles


These are romances with gay or lesbian main characters.


Inspirational


These are romances with spiritual themes, although usually the term inspirational refers to Christian romances.


Young Adult


Young adult romances are for the teen market, although a central love story is not a requirement of the plot.


Mainstream


Mainstream novels refer to women's fiction novels that may or may not contain a romantic element.


Erotic Romance


Erotic romances turn up the heat between the main characters to the boiling point. While inhibitions are often cast aside in an erotic romance, the central focus of the story never wavers from the romantic relationship between the two main characters.
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Don't confuse an erotic romance with an erotica. Erotic romances are romance novels that contain a strong sexual content. An erotica, on the other hand, is a novel with strong sexual content that does not contain a central love story and a HEA.





Romance Hybrids


Sometimes a romance morphs with another genre and forms a hybrid with an even mix of romance to the other genre. Hybrids could include any variation of adding two unrelated romance subgenres and/or a non-romance genre, such as:


	
Erotic paranormal historical romance



	
Paranormal romantic mystery



	
Romantic comedy suspense





The lines between genres often become blurred within the pages of a romance hybrid, as these books attempt to reach a wider audience than any single subgenre or genre could attain on its own.



Traditional Publishers Versus E-Publishers


In the mid-1990s, e-publishers, or electronic publishers, barely made a blip on the romance fiction radar screen. Ten years later, the story had changed as traditional print publishers began to offer their books in e-format. Much of the success of romance e-publishing can be attributed to e-publisher pioneers such as Ellora's Cave (www.ellorascave.com) who specialize in erotic paranormal romances, one of the new hybrids in romance fiction.
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Many e-publishers utilize Print On Demand technology, which allows them to print each book when an order has been received for it, rather than print a large number in advance of sales and store them in a warehouse.



As it became more difficult for new writers to break in, an increasing number of authors turned to e-publishers. Advances were low, if offered at all, but the higher royalty rates, frequent payment periods and creative freedom to write about subjects considered unmarketable by traditional publishers, made e-publishing an extremely attractive alternative.





CHAPTER 3


Basic Structure of a Romance Novel

Forget the myth that writing a romance novel is easy. To the contrary, writing a compelling, sale-able romance novel is just as difficult as writing any other form of fiction, maybe even more so since the romance market is so highly competitive. To succeed in the genre, you'll need to know the fundamentals of good novel writing — how to create hooks and plot points that grab your reader's attention. Then you'll need to know how to make your romance stand out from the crowd.



What Makes a Romance a Romance?


So, what makes a romance a romance? As you learned in Chapter 2, a romance novel requires two basic components: a central love story and a Happily Ever After (HEA) for the two main characters. But is it that simple? Well, yes. And no.

All forms of popular fiction will likely contain a romance for the main character. The difference, however, between a romance novel and other types of fiction is that the developing romantic relationship will always be front and center in a romance.

Romances are defined by their tone as well as by their focus. Imagine for a moment that you want to write a novel with the following story line:


A few days before an English Lit professor is to present a recently discovered handwritten first draft of a Pulitzer Prize — winning short story by a deceased American author at a literary symposium, the author's only child — who also happens to be the professor's ex-wife — appears on the scene with two bombshells. The first is that their quickie divorce in Costa Rica five years earlier wasn't quite legal. The second is that the manuscript purportedly written by her father is a fraud.


The basic plotline could work as a romance or as a mystery. What determines its type is its focus and tone.


Focus


Focus refers to the emphasis you place on certain details of your novel. For a romance novel, the focus would be on the romantic relationship between your two main characters. After all, romance novels can have a variety of subplots but these books are ultimately about the romance itself.
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One of the biggest challenges facing a new author is in keeping the focus firmly placed on the romantic relationship between the main characters. An easy way to maintain that focus is to restrict your use of subplots to those that support the romantic conflict.



In the example given here, the novel becomes a romance when the focus of the story is placed on the renewed romance between the professor and his ex-wife — now, his current wife who wants them to get back together. Tension is heightened with the addition of a deadline — the heroine will only have a week or so to win back her hero before the arrival of the new divorce papers. The forged manuscript is relegated to a subplot that supports the romance. Because the hero authenticated the forged manuscript — and because the heroine will challenge that authentication once he makes an official announcement at the symposium — the potential for conflict in their romantic relationship is high.


Tone


Tone refers to the choice of language that you use to describe the events of your novel. All romance novels, regardless of their type and format, have a unique tone that sets them apart from other types of fiction. More specifically, romance novels inspire an emotional response in their readers, although the specific emotional response can vary. For example, some books may inspire laughter, while others may inspire sadness or fear. All, however, will inspire a sense of awe at the redemptive power of love.
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Because romance readers want to experience every aspect of a romance novel as though it were happening to them, details matter. The key, however, is to filter those details through the eyes of the point-of-view (POV) character.
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