
Good evening.

My name is Deanna Mascle and I am here to talk to you about writing romance 
novels.

I am a romance writer. I published three historical romances and wrote many others 
in a variety of genres. I am a past president of the Kentucky Romance Writers. 
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These are the things I want to talk to you tonight in hopes that each of these
elements will help you on your own journey

The best place to begin is with our definition. As a writing teacher, I always spend a 
lot of time helping my students understand their rhetorical situation and this is even 
more crucial when you enter the wild and woolly world of publishing. So what is a 
romance novel? 
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A Central Love Story: The main plot centers around individuals falling in love and 
struggling to make the relationship work. A writer can include as many subplots as 
he/she wants as long as the love story is the main focus of the novel.
An Emotionally Satisfying and Optimistic Ending: In a romance, the lovers who risk 
and struggle for each other and their relationship are rewarded with emotional 
justice and unconditional love.

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

There are two formats for romance fiction:
Series or "category" romances: short books issued under a common imprint/series 
name and released at regular intervals, usually monthly. These books are most 
commonly published by Harlequin/Silhouette.
Single-title romances: longer romances released individually and not as part of a 
numbered series. Single-title romances may be released in hard cover, trade 
paperback, or mass-market paperback sizes.
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Some of these subgenres have their own subgenres – such as regency romance, 
time travel, vampire, Christian…
Contemporary Romance: Romance novels that are set from 1950 to the present that 
focus primarily on the romantic relationship
Erotic Romance: Romance novels in which strong, often explicit, sexual interaction is 
an inherent part of the love story, character growth and relationship development
Historical Romance: Romance novels that are set prior to 1950.
Paranormal Romance: Romance novels in which fantasy worlds or paranormal or 
science fiction elements are an integral part of the plot.
Romance with Religious or Spiritual Elements: Romance novels in which religious or 
spiritual beliefs are an inherent part of the love story, character growth and 
relationship development 
Romantic Suspense: Romance novels in which suspense, mystery, or thriller elements 
constitute an integral part of the plot.
Young Adult Romance: Romance novels in which young adult life is an integral part of 
the plot.
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Humankind’s love affair with stories stretches back through the ages and we find 
evidence of this love of stories mixed in with evidence of our ancient ancestors. It 
would be enough that stories can offer a fun escape, but in truth stories serve three 
very important purposes key to the survival of humanity

Stories have always been an useful way to teach us things about ourselves and our 
world especially how to be human and how to cope with tragedy and loss and all the 
other challenges that the world and life throw at us.

Stories also inspire us to do more and to be more. Through the stories of others’ lives 
we can see examples of worthy and unworthy goals and aspirations as well as the 
consequences of pursuing them. All these experiences challenge us to think more 
deeply about our own motivations and actions.

Stories also unite us. We can connect through stories, because there are many 
universal stories, archetypes, which cross cultural boundaries. Stories provide a 
common ground where we can connect and bond whether over the campfire or the 
water cooler. We create community by sharing our stories. 
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In the publishing industry the term Genre fiction, also known as popular fiction, is 
often used as shelf headings within the fiction section of a bookstore, in order to 
appeal to readers and fans already familiar with that genre.

Genre fiction is generally distinguished from literary fiction because it follows 
specific genre conventions or "specific settings, roles, events, and values that define 
individual genres and their subgenres“

This is important because any writer who wants to be successful in one of these 
genres needs to be aware of the specific genre conventions because these 
conventions are the expectations of the reader and publisher (sometimes explicitly 
laid out in the publication guidelines).

I believe people read genre fiction because of these expectations – we know that our 
hero will come out OK in the end and there will be an emotionally satisfying ending 
whether we read romance, mystery, or western – I know that is why I read genre 
fiction. Enough chaos in the world and my life – I don’t need it in my reading
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In the early 1990s I got serious about pursuing my dream write a book--simply to see 
if I could do. A longtime historical romance reader, I studied many of my favorite 
authors to better understand how they incorporated historical detail and paced the 
story. I grew up in Upstate New York very proud of my Dutch heritage so I chose to set 
my story during the Dutch Golden Age (roughly spanning the 17th century)
when Dutch trade, science, military, and art were among the most acclaimed in the 
world and when they began the settlement of the New World.

I wrote most of the first draft long hand in notebooks because this was a time before 
most people owned personal computers. I typed up my chapters while babysitting my 
nephew as my sister-in-law had an Apple computer and sometimes I snuck in some 
time in the computer lab at the local high school.

But as I neared completion of my first manuscript I knew I wanted to see if I could get 
it published. I knew nothing about publishing and I knew no published authors so I 
bought a copy of The Writers Market and began studying up. I quickly learned that I 
had made a big mistake. All the Apple computers in my world were dot matrix 
printers so my husband and I invested in a word processor – which was actually a 
pretty big deal for us financially – so I could begin sending my manuscript out.
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You need a complete manuscript – publishers and agents are not going to bother with 
an unknown author who doesn’t have a complete manuscript. Think about it. And 
honestly why are you worrying about publishing when you don’t have one!

The most traditional route toward publication is the one I took with my first book. I 
researched a list of publishers from The Writers Market – ranked  them in order and 
sent queries (usually a cover letter, synopsis, first 3 chapters) to them in turn. This is a 
long process and the odds of success are even longer. I did eventually sell my book to 
a very small press that went out of business within a year of publishing my book so I 
made very little money on the deal and still have boxes of books on my hands.

But the process of promoting my book led me to the key to the next stage of my 
writing career – The Romance Writers of America
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Through RWA I was able to meet other people like me – but even more – I learned a 
lot about publishing and made contacts.

I first became involved in RWA while living in Upstate NY but it was when we moved 
to Kentucky that my life really changed. I became involved in a writing group where I 
met regularly with a group of romance writers who are still my friends today, I joined 
an online chat group that included a number of big time romance authors including 
Nora Roberts, and I learned what publishers were starting up new lines and what 
agents were open to inquiries or should be avoided.

And RWA chapters held conferences and contests which offered an alternative entry 
to the publishing world – and that is what eventually led to my two-book contract 
with Zebra historical romances (an imprint of Kensington publishing). I won a contest 
where the prize was for an editor to read your book. She liked it and bought it and its 
unwritten sequel! 

In between the publication of my first book and the Zebra contract – I did acquire an 
agent for a time but I think she did more harm than good – killing momentum I was 
getting through contacts I made personally and I ditched her.
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As my publishing experience is 16 years old…I want to share the experience of two 
authors who started around the same time I did but continued to write and publish 
although their career paths have overlapped and diverged through the years. 

Both started writing for category romance (Silhouette, Harlequin) – short 
contemporary fiction part of a series within a specific category: sweet, spicy, 
historical… Most books purchased via subscription although at the time grocery store 
sales were also strong

Annie eventually snagged a pretty good agent who helped her break out of category 
fiction to the Christian market and eventually bigger books. In more recent years she 
has been busily buying back her titles and releasing those as ebooks

Stephanie is an excellent example of an author who was able to harness her 
experience and backlist to make the transition from traditional publishing to e-
publishing – she’s a pretty big deal on Amazon & she has a book you might want to 
check out: YOUR PERSONAL FICTION-WRITING COACH
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I hope I didn’t frighten you too much. Publishing is a business. It is not warm, fluffy 
feather pillows. People are making a living. But during my active time I met many 
wonderful people and made several good friends. I found romance writers to be 
welcoming and supportive – I strongly urge you to join RWA and look into the many 
supports and educational opportunities they offer. According to RWA there is still a 
Louisville chapter but even if they are not very active then check into surrounding 
states as well. Some of those regional conferences are pretty good and well worth 
attending.

But the bottom line is that the only way to become a published writer is to read a lot 
and write write write – that has to be the priority before you worry about publishing. 
However, organizations like RWA can help support you with both so definitely worth 
the investment.

Before we leave – there is one marketing tool that is also an important writing tool –
the elevator pitch. When you attend a conference or talk with anyone about your 
current work in progress you need to be able to sum it up in a short, effective pitch. 
You need to prepare this before you go public in any way – but lucky for you 
preparing it will also help you during both the writing and editing process.
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