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Presenter: Shanna Swendson 
 
Course Description: 
 

As writers and as readers, we may be as passionate about chick lit as we 
ever were. Unfortunately, publishers right now aren't quite as passionate 
about the genre, with lists tightening. That just means we have to write 
better chick lit that goes beyond clichés and truly engages both editors 
and readers. 
 
It may feel like we're walking backwards (and sometimes uphill) in 
stilettos, but the authors who rise to the challenge are the ones who 
stand a better chance of breaking in. 
 
This class will cover: 
 

• Analyzing what we love about chick lit and what we don't want to 
see any more of 

• Creating memorable heroines 
• Finding the central story conflict 
• Populating the world with secondary characters who aren't just 

gay and/or slutty best friends 
• Building the right level of romance for your story 
• Finding your voice as a chick lit author 

 
About the Instructor: 
 

Shanna Swendson is an Army brat born in Fort Sill, OK at, as she puts it, 
a very early age. Writing as Samantha Carter, her first novel for Avalon 
was the contemporary romance A Storybook Hero. She followed that with 
two more for Avalon and then two for the Silhouette "Yours Truly" line. 
But when that line folded, she was given the idea that there might be a 
better fit for her writing style. That's when Shanna discovered Chick Lit 
through Bridget Jones' Diary. She took that edgy fun style and thought 
"What if there was magic like in Harry Potter?" And that is how 
Enchanted, Inc. came to be. She has written the sequel Once Upon 
Stilettos for Ballantine Books which comes out May 30, 2006. Also, she 
has sold the third and fourth in that series. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Hi, everyone, and welcome to the Backwards in Stilettos class on chick lit. 
This is a pretty challenging topic with the market the way it is right now. 
Things seem to be in a kind of transition zone with chick lit as the market 
shakes out from the glut that hit a few years ago. It's certainly not a dead 
genre. It's just finding a good balance right now. It may end up being called 
a different name, but there's still room for women's fiction told with a fun 
and engaging voice. What I hope to do is help us all find the core of what's 
so appealing about chick lit so we can write strong books that will stand out 
from the crowd. 
 
It was pretty difficult to come up with ideas for "homework" in a course on 
how to write a particular genre of novel. Basically, it boils down to writing a 
book in that novel, which would make me a mean teacher. I'm also not a 
huge fan of pointless writing exercises. One sure way to freeze up my brain 
is to say in a workshop, "Now, everyone get out a pen and a piece of paper 
and spend the next ten minutes creating a fascinating character and writing 
a scene that introduces that character." (And I am not making that up. I had 
that one actually happen.) 
 
We may do some fun writing exercises where they apply, but otherwise, the 
homework will be more thinking and discussion. I'd really like this class to be 
a conversation, with lots of interaction. Feel free to ask questions and make 
comments. 
 
Later tonight or early tomorrow morning (depending on how much of a night 
owl or early bird you are -- I'm not a fan of mornings, myself), I'll post the 
first "lecture," and then we'll open the floor for questions or comments 
based on it. I'm assuming that if you're taking this class, you're at least 
vaguely familiar with the chick lit genre and I won't have to go into the 
whole "it's books like Bridget Jones's Diary" explanation. But even if you're 
an avid chick lit reader, you may not have thought of these books or 
analyzed them in quite this way (since the point of these books is that 
they're fun and not something you have to analyze!). 
 
So, get ready for a fun (I hope) week. Stilettos are optional. I've been 
traveling and at meetings, booksignings and conferences for the past few 
weeks, so this is a house slipper week for me. :-) 
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LESSON 1 
 
Before we get started on how to write a chick lit novel, let's talk a bit about 
what chick lit is. 
 
From a high level – maybe even superficial – sense, chick lit is those books 
about shopping and dating with cartoon covers. Primary examples are 
Bridget Jones’s Diary and Sex and the City. 
 
But if that’s all you think chick lit is, you’re missing the point. And in today's 
market, if you write that book, it probably won't sell (unless you're a 
celebrity already). 
 
At its very core, chick lit is contemporary female coming-of-age stories. In 
modern industrial society, we don’t really have rituals that mark the 
beginning of adulthood. With marriages happening later and later, we can no 
longer look at marriage as the dividing line between childhood and 
adulthood. We don’t send people on walkabout or vision quests. We send 
them into the city to get jobs. While they’re there, they make friends, decide 
what they want to do career-wise (which isn’t always what they majored in 
when they were in college. Reality has a way of adjusting goals), and maybe 
find love. They learn survival skills, how to meet their needs, and how to 
find happiness. That’s what chick lit is about. 
 
It’s interesting that the genre became known as about young women in their 
twenties because the two works that are given credit for starting the genre – 
Bridget Jones’s Diary and Sex and the City – are about women in their 
thirties. At that time, the life of a single woman in her 30s was almost 
entirely unexplored as a subject for fiction, in part because it was relatively 
new as a major demographic. An unmarried woman in her 30s was an object 
of pity, someone who was that way for a reason that generally wasn’t her 
own choice. These books portrayed single women in their 30s in an entirely 
new way – as women who were in charge of their own lives (not always with 
success), answering neither to parents nor mate, and having a good time 
being single. They might date or want to date, but they had lives and friends 
that kept them busy even if they didn’t have a boyfriend.  
 
Chick lit picks up from that and applies it to younger and sometimes even 
older women (which is called hen lit). These are books about the experience 
of being a woman coming to terms with her place in the world. She may be 
looking for love as part of her story, but that’s not the whole story. 
 
I often use Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice as a basic example of chick lit 
because I believe that book has all the hallmarks of the genre, when 
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adjusted for time-period cultural differences. The heroine of that book, 
Elizabeth Bennet, is rather young to us, not yet twenty-one, but for her 
society, she was the equivalent of the 30-something single woman today. 
She was at an age when she was expected to be married, but she remained 
single. She didn't have a job or career, as most modern chick lit heroines do, 
but she had to deal with her family and friends, and she was affected by the 
choices people around her made. 
 
Chick Lit vs. Romance: Where's the Conflict? 
 
One question that is asked often in writing circles is what's the difference 
between chick lit and romantic comedy. Both usually involve wacky 
situations, a hero and heroine, and a love story of some kind. The lines are 
fuzzy, but I think there are some distinct differences, most of which hinge on 
where the story conflict lies. When I talk about romantic comedy here, I'm 
referring to books published within the romance genre. Most films billed as 
"romantic comedy" would probably be published as chick lit in book form 
(and are often film adaptations of chick lit novels -- though usually with 
more romance added). 
 
In romance, the core story conflict is the romantic conflict between hero and 
heroine. There may be other conflicts, but they serve to reflect or amplify 
the romantic conflict. There is some issue, either internal or external, 
between the hero and heroine that keep them from being able to have a 
relationship with each other. Usually, both of them have to change and grow 
so they can compromise on the conflict or change their goals in order for 
them to be together. The main conflict starts after the hero and heroine 
meet, and the romance part of the story is about overcoming that conflict. 
 
In chick lit, the main story conflict is between the heroine and some aspect 
of her world. There may not even be any conflict between the heroine and 
the romantic interest. The thing keeping them apart may just be her needing 
to get her life in order and figure out what she really wants in life in order to 
be ready to accept a relationship or recognize Mr. Right when he shows up. 
The romantic conflict for a chick lit heroine could be about finding her 
"hero." Once she finds him, things might actually go pretty well for them, 
with no real issues between them. 
 
By conflict, I'm talking more about story-level issues. The heroine and her 
romantic interest in a chick lit novel may still argue, disagree and see the 
world in a different way, but they can continue having those differences 
even after the story conflict is resolved. The romantic conflict that keeps the 
hero and heroine apart in a romance must be resolved. 
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As an example, look at Bridget Jones and Mark Darcy in Bridget Jones's 
Diary (and this should work either with the book or the film). They do see 
the world differently because he's a rather buttoned-down professional with 
money and from a more upper-crust background. Bridget is a bit of a mess 
who is insecure and sometimes flighty. He's conservative and up on current 
events, while she thinks of herself as a liberal (even though she doesn't 
actually understand what the issues are) and would rather focus on celebrity 
gossip. At the end of the story -- even at the end of the sequel -- they're 
both still that way and will likely continue to be that way. The only thing that 
changes is her degree of insecurity. That's because the story conflict isn't 
about these differences between them. The conflict is between Bridget and 
her world, and the story is about her figuring out what she really wants out 
of life. She thinks that the key to having a great life is to fix all the little 
things she sees as wrong about herself, and thus the list of resolutions she 
makes and the hilarious running tab she keeps on all her vices. She thinks 
that if she can just lose weight, stop smoking and stop drinking so much, 
everything else will fall in line. Instead, she has to learn through her own 
misadventures and from watching her friends and her parents just what love 
is and what she really wants. Only then is she ready to be with Mark. 
 
Which brings us to the "hero." 
 
In romance, the hero may be a co-protagonist with the heroine. Depending 
on the book, he may even be the primary character. He has his own growth 
arc of things he needs to learn and ways he needs to change before he’s 
ready to form a relationship with the heroine. 
 
In chick lit, it’s usually more of a male lead than an actual hero. He may be 
a secondary character and may not have his own story arc. He may not even 
change. Instead, it may just be that the heroine is getting to know him 
better so her perceptions of him change -- which is what happens with both 
of our Darcy guys, Mr. Darcy in Pride and Prejudice and Mark Darcy in 
Bridget Jones's Diary. Neither of these guys really change all that much. It's 
more about the heroines learning about them by getting to know them 
better, and then realizing that their first impressions were inaccurate.  
 
And how fun is it that we have a genre where the guy is the "love interest" 
who is secondary to the heroine, after all those years of women serving as 
little more than the "love interest" in so many books and movies? 
 
In romance, there’s usually one hero. Once the hero and heroine meet, 
that’s it. It’s very clear which guy is the hero if there are other possibilities 
early in the book. 
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In chick lit, there may be multiple romantic options, and all of them could 
even be viable. Some of the suspense of the book may be in the question of 
which guy – if any – the heroine will end up with. She may get seriously 
involved – including sex – with a man she doesn’t end up choosing. That 
relationship can be part of her growth arc. Many chick lit novels focus more 
on the relationships with all the Mr. Wrongs because they're part of what 
helps prepare the heroine for Mr. Right. 
 
If a romance heroine meets a hot guy in chapter one, you can be fairly 
certain that he’s the hero. If a chick lit heroine meets a hot guy in chapter 
one, he could be her main love interest. But he could also be the nice-
seeming jerk who ends up breaking her heart, or he could turn out to be gay 
and become her new shopping buddy. 
 
In romance, the hero and heroine meet fairly early in the book. In category 
romance, it’s as close to the first page as possible. In single title, it may be 
later, but he’s still introduced fairly early. 
 
In chick lit, the romantic interest can show up at any point – if he shows up 
at all. He may be someone the heroine meets at the beginning, he could 
show up midway through the book after she’s learned a few lessons, or his 
arrival on the scene could even be her reward for her growth at the end of 
the book. 
 
In romance, the happy ending is the hero and heroine realizing their love for 
each other and making some kind of commitment to each other. 
 
In chick lit, the happy ending is the heroine having learned something while 
resolving her issues -- whatever the central story conflict is. That may or 
may not include a romance. It usually does – though it may just be meeting 
a suitable romantic partner – but not always. The happy ending may even 
be the ending of a bad relationship and the realization that it’s better to be 
alone than to be with the wrong person, leaving open the possibility that 
she’ll be free to meet Mr. Right when he does come along. 
 
One funny difference I've noticed between the two genres is the heroine's 
attitude toward relationships and romance. 
 
The romance heroine almost never has finding love as a goal. She's very 
seldom looking for love. She has some other story goal which conflicts with 
finding love, or else finding love would keep her from reaching her goal. 
Even if she's looking for marriage, sex or someone to father a baby, she 
doesn't really want to fall in love. It's usually incredibly annoying and 
inconvenient for her when a really hot guy shows up on the scene. 
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On the other hand, a chick lit heroine might very well have "getting married" 
or "falling in love" as her story goal. She may be looking for the wrong 
things or going about it the wrong way, but her primary stated goal may be 
to find someone. Her problem and her conflict may be that great guys don't 
grow on trees, or that she hasn't yet figured out what she needs, as opposed 
to what she wants. 
 
A romance heroine is actually in a relationship from the time the hero comes 
on the scene, whether or not she realizes it. Meanwhile, a chick lit heroine is 
almost never in a relationship. If she thinks she's in one as the story starts, 
she usually turns out to be wrong (being dumped is a rather common story 
opening). 
 
What are some common chick lit story conflicts? Here are a few examples: 
 
Work or career -- bad bosses, difficult co-workers, dilemmas about career, 
wanting a promotion, wanting a different job, losing a job, trying to figure 
out what to be when you "grow up," competition at work, comparison of 
career status with friends/relatives, job hunting, starting a business 
 
Family -- parental expectations, sibling rivalry, aging parents, divorcing 
parents (who gets custody of Mom?), moving back home, moving away from 
home, parents moving in with you, seeing parents as "human" 
 
Friends -- growing apart from childhood friends, trying to find new friends in 
a new setting, creating a makeshift "family" out of friends, fitting in, peer 
pressure, romantic jealousy of friends, meddling in friends' lives (or they're 
meddling in your life), falling out with friends, trying to schedule time with 
friends when all are busy working, roommate issues, what if you hate your 
friend's new boyfriend? 
 
Romance and relationships -- breaking up with boyfriends, needing a date 
for an event, blind dates, set ups, no dates, weirdo guys, bad dates, 
unwanted attention, scarcity of candidates, running into exes 
 
Personal -- trying to lose/gain weight, changing image, makeovers, trying to 
stop bad habits (smoking or drinking), learning a new skill, getting over 
fears (like public speaking), making a fresh start in a new place, trying to 
find a new place to live, remodeling a home, trying to sell a home, financial 
worries, travel, personal growth/discovery, spiritual issues, cultural issues, 
self-inventory or self-improvement 
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You may mix or match several of these to create a plot. For instance, 
Bridget Jones is trying to go on a self-improvement kick and transform 
herself by getting rid of some vices and by finding inner poise. Her task is 
made more difficult by her wacky mother's meddling in her life, her 
frustrating job, her crush on her jerk of a boss, and her friends, who are as 
messed up as she is. She's got a chorus of bad advice coming at her from all 
angles, and only when she learns what to listen to is she able to see clearly 
enough to know what she really needs.  
 
The examples I'm using are from Bridget Jones's Diary and Pride and 
Prejudice. Those are so well-known that I figured almost everyone would at 
least have seen one of the movies (and yes, Pride and Prejudice fits all the 
patterns of a chick lit novel). 
 
Your assignment: 
 
Take a look at your bookcase, pick out a few chick lit books, romantic 
comedies, or books where you're not sure what they'd really be considered, 
and try to identify the main story conflicts in these books, based on the 
guidelines I gave in the lesson. Can you determine if these books are more 
romance, or more chick lit? 
 
If you're working on a chick lit novel, find the main story conflict in your own 
work in progress. Have you really got a chick lit book, or is it actually a 
romance? 
 
If you'd like to share with the group and generate discussion, please do, but 
if you're more the lurking type, don't feel pressured. I won't be calling on 
anyone. :-) 
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LESSON TWO: High Concept -- Making Your Story Stand Out 
 
Because the market for chick lit right now is tight, high concept has become 
almost essential to selling a chick lit -- or as my agent has started calling it, 
young women's fiction -- novel. 
 
There are entire workshops on high concept, but I'll give a brief overview 
here and talk about how it applies to chick lit. 
 
The term "high concept" comes from the film world. It means a concept 
that's strong and unique enough that just from hearing a short description, 
you have a pretty good sense of what the movie will be like and how it will 
stand out against other movies, even if you don't know anything else about 
it, such as who's starring in it, who's writing it, who's directing it or what 
awards it might win. A "low concept" movie is one that might need a big star 
or famous director attached in order to get funding because the studio will 
rely on the name power in order to draw an audience. 
 
For instance, "Buffy the Vampire Slayer" is so high-concept that the title 
alone gives you a pretty good sense of the tone and what the story is about. 
You don't have to know the stars or the director to have an idea of what it 
will be like. 
 
On the other hand, take this description: A man and a woman meet, clash, 
eventually become friends, and then struggle with how the growing sexual 
tension between them will affect their friendship.  
 
That could turn out a lot of ways. It isn't until you find out that Billy Crystal 
is playing the male lead, that Nora Ephron is writing it and that Rob Reiner is 
directing that you know it's got to be a comedy -- When Harry Met Sally. 
That same story line, with the exact same description, could have been 
produced by a different group of people with entirely different results. It was 
the people involved who helped make the movie stand out against a lot of 
similar stories that have been done over the years. 
 
In general, the big summer blockbusters are high concept, while art films 
tend to be low concept. 
 
How does this apply to books? High concept may be even more important to 
books than to movies because we can't attach stars or directors to a low-
concept book to make it more interesting or to give people a sense of what 
it's going to be like. The only name attached to a book is the author's name, 
and if you aren't already famous, even that doesn't do any good. The book 
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has to stand out on its own merits. The tighter the market for a genre, the 
more important high concept is. 
 
High concept isn't necessarily the "X meets Y" Hollywood pitch, though it can 
be, but only if you can be absolutely certain that both apply and that your 
blend really does create a vivid mental image. I initially pitched Enchanted, 
Inc. as "Bridget Jones meets Harry Potter," and that does seem to work for 
instantly summing up what the book is like, what the tone is, and even a 
little bit about the story. However, when my agent was pitching the book to 
editors, she didn't use that at all. She still saw the book as high concept, but 
she didn't use the Hollywood pitch. She focused more on the book itself, 
describing it as about "an ordinary girl who finds out that she's so ordinary 
that magic doesn't work on her, which is so valuable in the magical world 
that she's recruited to work at a magical company -- and then that turns her 
life upside down." 
 
A high concept story helps you in two important ways: for one thing, it's 
easier to pitch to get someone's interest, which then means that if it gets 
published it's easier for word of mouth to spread because people can 
describe it quickly and easily. For another, it means that there's something 
really unique about your story. Your writing still had to be good, but the idea 
alone can get someone's attention, which gives you a boost toward selling 
the book. 
 
When it was published, Bridget Jones's Diary was high concept in that it 
explored the life of a single woman in her 30s, which hadn't really been done 
much before, and it was written in the form of a diary, complete with a 
running tally of virtues and vices and with amusing abbreviations. Now, 
those have been done so much that it wouldn't stand out in the market. 
 
That may be why we're seeing so many books right now with some kind of 
celebrity angle -- dating movie stars, working at talent agencies, working for 
film companies, working for famous people. Even there, there seem to have 
been enough of those books that you need something more to set any one 
book apart. Most of the time, it seems to be the fact that it's a thinly veiled 
autobiography of someone who really did work in that industry or with that 
person. 
 
But what's a not-so-famous or well-connected author to do?  
 
Find something new and different – this is where you have to go against 
your RWA-honed instincts about studying the market. We generally tell 
writers to look for an editor or publisher who publishes your kind of book, 
and then submit to them. But in chick lit, if you see something on the 
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market that is similar to your story, don’t target that editor. By the time a 
deal shows up in Publisher’s Lunch, that story concept is probably over 
already. With so few books being published in the genre now, there’s not a 
lot of room for duplication, especially from a new author. You have to create 
your own niche. 
 
Try to think of a bigger story, with something major going on, something at 
stake. Try to say something about the world. When I think I have a high-
concept story idea, my agent always asks me to think of something else to 
raise the stakes even more. Or, as Emeril would say, kick it up a notch. 
 
While multicultural stories remain hot and are in demand, the mere fact that 
a story has ethnic elements doesn't automatically make it high concept. You 
need to have something high concept about the story in addition to the 
cultural elements, although that concept can certainly be related to the 
cultural elements. 
 
Find complex emotional depth in your story. It can still be light and fun, but 
there are real emotions there even in the fun stuff. See what you can delve 
into -- and how you can make things worse for your heroine. I had an idea 
about an unmarried older sister who ended up having to be the wedding 
planner for her younger sister's big fairytale wedding and thought that 
sounded high concept enough. My agent suggested I raise the stakes even 
more. What if, in the course of planning the wedding, the heroine realized 
that her sister and her fiancé were totally wrong for each other -- but the 
fiancé was perfect for the heroine? That would make a moderately painful 
experience excruciating for the heroine (and I hope to write that book 
someday). 
 
Another way to get a higher concept is to blend genres. Stick a chick lit 
heroine into another kind of story, like a mystery, thriller, science fiction or 
fantasy. Or to really mix things up, how about a very non chick-lit character 
who, for some reason, is stuck dealing with some more typical chick lit 
dilemmas? Here, it's important to study the market and see what's been 
done. Vampires mixed with chick lit is a fairly oversaturated niche. Mystery 
with a chick lit voice is hot, but publishers are looking more for books that 
are primarily mystery, rather than chick lit with a dead body in it.  
 
When mixing genres, try to think about what the elements of the other 
genre add to the chick lit part of the story. What does the other genre allow 
you to say about the life of a young woman in the twenty-first century? For 
instance, in my fantasy/chick lit blend, I have fun with making some of the 
chick lit clichés literal. A lot of chick lit heroines have bad bosses. Mine works 
for a literal ogre. An obsession with shoes is a bit of a chick lit cliche, but in 
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my books, there's a reason for that obsession -- the shoes are enchanted. 
You could do similar things with a mystery -- finding a good guy to date is 
even more difficult than finding the fiend who's killing people left and right. 
 
How do you know if your story idea is high concept? Try summing it up in a 
sentence or two, kind of like a TV Guide listing for a movie. Can you do it, or 
do you need a paragraph to explain everything? If you can do it, does it 
sound different and unusual, and does it give you a vivid mental image of 
the story, or does it sound like a lot of other books? If you've been sending 
out query letters, do you get requests for partials or rejections? That's a 
pretty good indicator if you aren't sending pages of the manuscript with a 
query. If your story is something someone has to read before they know 
whether or not it would be remotely interesting, then it's probably not high 
concept, or you aren't able to bring out the high concept elements. 
 
Here are some examples from my bookshelf: 
 
Little White Lies, by Gemma Townley 
A young woman takes on the glamorous identity of the person who used to 
live in her apartment when she can't resist the invitation to the season's 
hottest party that comes in the mail. (The dual identity is the twist. You can 
tell from this description that she'll be leading a double life, which will cause 
all kinds of problems.) 
 
Also by Gemma Townley, Learning Curves 
A free spirit pretends to be a business student in training at a major 
corporation in order to investigate possible corporate wrongdoing that could 
involve her estranged father. (Under cover work is a good hook, plus you 
can tell that there's going to be family tension.) 
 
English as a Second Language, by Megan Crane 
When her ex-boyfriend smugly tells her she couldn't get into graduate 
school, a young American woman takes it as a challenge and goes off to 
grad school in the UK, where she realizes the language may be similar, but it 
really is a different country. (Culture clash!) 
 
Getting Personal, by Chris Manby 
A group of friends realizes they're picking terrible dates for themselves, 
while they always know right away when someone is right or wrong for their 
friends, so they make a deal to choose dates for each other. (Personal ad 
dating has been done before, but letting friends choose dates for you from 
the personals is a fun twist.) 
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None of these stories are really genre benders where you can throw in stuff 
like big mysteries, suspense or magic. They're mostly classic chick lit with a 
lot of romantic comedy elements, all about stuff like young women coping 
with jobs, family, friends and dating, but they all have some twist on them 
that makes them sound fun and different. 
 
Your homework:  
 
If you've got a work in progress, one you're trying to sell or an idea you're 
thinking of writing, try summing it up in a short (about 25 words) 
description, like a TV Guide listing for a movie (see some examples in the 
lesson). If you'd like feedback, share with the group, and maybe we can 
work to help consider ways to strengthen the concept. 
 
If you just want to play along but aren't working on anything in particular, 
try to figure out what the high concept hook is in some of your favorite 
books. Try writing a short description. That's good practice for helping you 
eventually pitch your own books. 
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LESSON THREE: The Heroine and Her Voice 
 
The one primary essential element in chick lit is the “chick,” the heroine. She 
needs to be someone readers can identify with, and the main plot is based 
around her character arc. She’s the character who needs to have learned, 
grown and changed by the end of the book. She may be quite flawed – some 
may call her a protagonist instead of a heroine – but she still needs to be 
relatable even if she isn’t entirely sympathetic. This is her story, so she has 
to be a character readers are willing to stick with. She should be someone 
readers could imagine being or that they might want to be. 
 
A chick lit heroine is usually smart and self aware. That doesn't mean she 
never does anything dumb or that she's a Mensa candidate. Smart people 
can make bad choices or do silly things. You just want to avoid Too Stupid 
To Live syndrome. 
 
Jane Austen provided some models for chick lit heroines who are still 
relevant today. These are some great examples to consider when developing 
your own heroine. 
 
Lizzie Bennet in Pride and Prejudice is the smart, self-aware heroine with a 
keen perception of the world around her. She’s wryly critical of the foibles of 
the people around her but is also critical of herself. Her main problem is that 
she is so critical of others and forms quick, strong opinions that aren’t 
necessarily based on facts. That blinds her to the truth about some of the 
people – especially the men – around her. She has to learn to take a second 
look, consider the evidence and listen to both sides. 
 
Elinor Dashwood in Sense and Sensibility is similar, but perhaps more 
serious than Lizzie. She’s analytical and logical about herself and others. We 
see the quirks of the people around her through her eyes, and her being so 
level-headed means that she sees what’s going on honestly instead of being 
swayed by flattery. She probably changes the least of all these heroines. 
Instead, she’s ultimately rewarded for her good sense and then is able to 
show that she also has strong emotions, even if she doesn’t express them 
the way others do. 
 
On the other end of the spectrum, there's the heroine of Emma. Emma 
Woodhouse is perhaps the least self aware of this group. It’s no accident 
that the movie that was a modern updating of her story was called Clueless. 
She plunges blindly ahead, managing the lives of everyone around her, while 
she retains a massive blind spot to her own issues. She’s so convinced that 
she knows what’s best for everyone else that she doesn’t realize she’s 
missed the boat on just about all of it. She has to realize that she’s wrong 
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and let others do what they know is right for themselves in order to figure 
out what’s been right in front of her the entire time. 
 
You’re more likely to find the first two types in American chick lit, where the 
heroines are more proactive and self aware. It was American authors who 
came up with chick lit mystery, “chick thrill” and other subgenres that 
involve the heroine taking action. The latter you’ll find more often in British 
chick lit. Heroines like Shopaholic Becky Bloomwood are more likely to drift 
through life and be rewarded more because they ultimately make the right 
decisions than because they had a goal they went after. 
 
Remember that the heroine is the center of the story and the one with the 
major conflict, so she has to be a particularly strong and vivid character. 
 
The heroine is also the source of the book's voice. Most chick lit is written in 
first person POV, but even when a book is in third person, it's usually very 
deep third person, to the point where you wouldn't have to change much 
more than the pronouns to make it first person. The narrative takes on the 
tone of the viewpoint character. 
 
Voice is probably the main thing that separates chick lit from other kinds of 
women's fiction. The chick lit voice tends to be snappy and sassy, with a lot 
of humor and wit. Even if the events in a chick lit novel aren't all that funny, 
the humor can come from the way the events are described.  
 
But be careful about just trying to write in a "chick lit voice" without really 
thinking about it. Each character's voice is going to be somewhat different, 
based on geographic and cultural background, educational background, 
social class and, of course, personality. That should be reflected in the 
narrative. If your heroine/narrator has a sharp, sassy tone, where did she 
get her world view that makes her describe the world in that way? 
 
Back to my example of Lizzie Bennet from Pride and Prejudice, she has that 
sharp, even critical, way of describing the foibles of others, and that comes 
from her character. She's closest to her father, who gets most of his 
amusement from watching and mocking other people's idiocies -- to the 
point he lets his family just about be ruined because he's too busy laughing 
at how silly his wife and younger daughters are to actually do anything 
about it. We can definitely see where Lizzie gets her attitudes about the 
world and about other people, and that, in turn, helps create her voice. 
 
There are different kinds and degrees of wit, humor and sarcasm that will 
vary by character. A nice girl from a small town who's moved to the big city 
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will have a different tone from a street-smart girl who's grown up in the city 
-- and yet both of them can still be funny and witty. 
 
When you're dealing with first-person narration, think about why and to 
whom your narrator is telling the story. That may not have to show up in the 
book, but it may affect the way she tells her tale. Is she talking to a trusted 
friend, or to an anonymous stranger she'll never see again? She might tell 
more to the stranger, but she'll have more intimacy in what she tells to a 
friend. Even if you don't name your audience within the book, having it 
straight in your head can help you with the tone. 
 
One big distinction between first person narration and even a deep third 
person narration (aside from the pronouns) is that with third-person 
narration, the POV character doesn't know she's in a story or that anyone is 
eavesdropping on her thoughts. When you're writing in first person, the 
character is actively telling a story, and that means she's choosing what to 
tell and how to tell it -- and possibly more important, she's deciding what 
not to tell. That, again, goes back to the character and the kind of person 
she is. Is she honest, trusting, cautious, shy, open, candid, looking to shock 
people, not wanting to rock the boat? That will make a big difference in how 
you tell the story and the way the voice comes out in the book. I often get 
asked if my heroine and her leading man will ever "get it on," but after 
writing four books in her voice, I can safely say that she'll never tell in any 
detail because she gets bashful about that sort of thing and she'd also want 
to respect his privacy. I can't write anything my character wouldn't tell. 
 
What makes this all a bit challenging is that you have your own voice as an 
author that the character's voice has to be layered on top of.  I guess you 
could compare it to an actor playing a role. The actor has a certain acting 
style, voice and body language that she then uses to convey a character 
who may be entirely different from herself. As a writer, you have a way of 
using words and conveying thoughts, and you then use those tools to more 
or less channel a character who may be very different from you. 
 
Here's a fun homework assignment: 
 
If you're as bad at deleting old e-mails as I am, see if you can find 
something you sent to a friend describing some event from your life. The 
way you tell that kind of story will be a good example of your personal 
writing voice. 
 
Now, get into your heroine's mindset and tell the same story the way she'd 
tell it if the event happened to her. 
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If you don't have a work in progress and a heroine you want to play with, 
pick a favorite heroine from a book you've read and try telling that story the 
way she would. 
 
If you actually clean out your e-mail and don't have any funny stories lying 
around, or if you have no friends you send stuff like that to, write a short 
paragraph or two describing some funny event, and then re-write it as 
another character. 
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LESSON FOUR: The Supporting Cast 
 
There are plenty of workshops and books on creating characters -- and 
especially supporting characters -- so I'm not going to go over all that 
ground. Instead, I'll talk about these characters and character types in how 
they specifically apply in chick lit. 
 
The Leading Man 
 
Chick lit doesn't necessarily have heroes in the way that romance does. The 
leading men or romantic interests in chick lit are usually supporting 
characters, secondary to the heroine and sometimes even secondary to 
other characters, like friends and family members. A chick lit romantic 
interest may be off-stage through much of the book or may not even show 
up until the end of the book. 
 
It also may not be entirely clear which guy is Mr. Right. Mr Wrong can look 
like a viable option for much of the book, while Mr. Right may not show his 
true heroic colors until later in the book.  
 
Take Pride and Prejudice. If you weren’t familiar with the story and if you 
didn’t know that Mr. Darcy looked like Colin Firth, you might not recognize 
him as Mr. Right early in the book. Austen stacks the deck against him, 
pointing out repeatedly how obnoxious he is. His only redeeming 
characteristic appears to be his appreciation for Lizzie’s eyes. Lizzie also 
faces a man who might be called “Mr. Good on Paper,” Mr. Collins, who 
stands to inherit the Bennet estate. Marrying him would secure her family’s 
future. Too bad he’s an idiot. Meanwhile, Mr. Wickham seems more like a 
romantic hero. He’s dashing and handsome, and quite charming (where Mr. 
Darcy is rude and arrogant). Plus, he gives us a very unflattering view of 
Darcy, one that Lizzie believes. It’s only later that we learn the true story as 
we get to know both men a little better.  
 
In Bridget Jones's Diary, a modern updating of the same story, Mark Darcy 
is painted in the most unflattering light for much of the book, while Bridget's 
boss Daniel seems dashing and sexy. But Daniel turns out to be a two-timer, 
while Mark is the one who comes through in a crisis. 
 
There’s a similar situation in Emma. Mr. Knightley is there from the 
beginning, but almost as part of the scenery. The real romantic excitement 
builds around Frank Churchill’s arrival. He’s the one who seems like the 
perfect match for Emma – until he turns out to have been engaged to 
someone else all along. It’s only at the end of the book when Emma realizes 
that Mr. Knightley, the boy next door, is the man for her. 
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For me as a reader, a lot of the fun of reading chick lit is this suspense of 
wondering which guy will turn out to be the right one.  
 
You may find different types of men serving as the romantic leads in a chick 
lit book than you might in a romance novel. Since the "hero" isn't always a 
source of conflict and since the story usually doesn't revolve around a 
conflict between the heroine and her love interest, the chick lit male 
romantic lead seems less likely to be an alpha male. You're more likely to 
find beta types -- the best friend or the boy next door. These are the guys 
who'd usually be the hero's best friend or the heroine's family member (or 
platonic buddy) in a romance novel. The love interest may be more of a 
refuge from conflict than a source of conflict.  
 
The kind of alpha men we usually see in romance novels are more likely to 
turn out to be Mr. Wrong in a chick lit book -- the kind of guy the heroine 
maybe always thought she wanted, then realizes isn't so much fun when she 
does get him. 
 
That doesn't mean the romantic lead is a milquetoast kind of guy. Since he 
often does have to compete with other men for the heroine's -- and the 
readers' -- affections, he needs to be someone who is truly worthy of the 
heroine, someone we could imagine winning out over all other contenders. 
His charms may be hidden, since part of the heroine's growth may be her 
learning to recognize true value when she finds it. Ideally, at the end of a 
chick lit novel with a romantic subplot, the reader should feel like the 
heroine ended up with the right guy, and she should recognize why this is 
the right guy for the heroine, even if it's not the guy the reader would have 
chosen for herself. 
 
Female Friends 
 
Because the story doesn't revolve around the romantic conflict and, 
therefore, because the male romantic lead doesn't necessarily have to be 
onstage so much, a chick lit novel can spend a lot of time on the other 
relationships in the heroine's life. If you count pages, the heroine’s friends or 
sisters often get more time in a book than the romantic interest does. 
Friends offer support, a sounding board, advice and sometimes 
complications. A woman can live without a boyfriend, but a woman without 
friends is a truly sad case. 
 
Again, Jane Austen provides some wonderful examples: 
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In Pride and Prejudice, Lizzie spends a lot of time with her sister Jane, 
dishing about the men in their lives and sharing their joys and heartbreak. 
She also spends a lot of time with her friend Charlotte and her Aunt 
Gardiner.  
 
Austen also deals with a dilemma women of any century can relate to: what 
happens when your friends get married while you’re still single, especially 
when you don’t approve of their choice of husband? Lizzy’s friend Charlotte 
marries the obnoxiously obsequious Mr. Collins—whom Lizzy has just 
rejected for herself—with the reasoning that it’s the best she can hope for. 
Lizzy recognizes that her relationship with her friend will be forever altered 
and has to find a way to overcome her personal feelings in order to support 
her friend. 
 
Elinor and Marianne in Sense and Sensibility are a little more isolated, 
having to rely on each other while not entirely understanding each other, but 
they pull together to support each other during their mutual heartbreaks. 
They’re the ones who help each other grow – it’s not the men in their lives 
spurring them to growth and change. Sense and Sensibility also focuses 
more on the negative aspects of female friendship – we see the catty women 
who pretend to be friends as a form of manipulation, with Lucy Steele 
bringing an unwilling Elinor into her confidence about her secret 
engagement. 
 
Emma’s primary goal in that book is transforming the life of her friend 
Harriet. Feeling the need for female friendship after her friend and former 
governess gets married, she sets out to create the kind of friend she’s 
looking for by making over Harriet. 
 
A chick lit novel offers wonderful opportunities for exploring the positives 
and negatives of friendships and family relationships. Because career or 
work are generally big parts of a chick lit novel, there's also the factor of 
office relationships -- real friendships, enemies, workday friendships, 
backstabbers and competition.  
 
Relationships with supporting characters give you more opportunities to 
show various facets of the heroine in the different aspects of her life. As with 
any supporting characters, you need to develop them into real people 
instead of cardboard cut-outs or stereotypes. 
 
Speaking of stereotypes, there are a couple of chick lit clichés to be aware of 
and avoid unless you can do something truly fresh with them. 
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One is the gay male best friend. This has become one of the aspects of chick 
lit that usually shows up on lists of clichés that detractors use to prove how 
shallow the genre is. If you're read more than a few chick lit novels, you've 
run into this character. He's shallow and obsessed with appearances, knows 
more about fashion than the heroine, cheers her choice of shoes or handbag, 
validates her opinions about the guys she runs into and is the first to spread 
juicy gossip about other friends. If it's not that character, it's the guy who's 
the one person in the crowd of friends who's actually in a healthy, 
committed relationship, and he and his partner throw fabulous dinner parties 
while offering sage romantic advice to the singletons. 
 
While it is true that young women in urban environments, particularly those 
who work in creative fields, often have gay male friends, it's been overdone 
enough in chick lit that the merest mention in a synopsis may make an 
agent or editor hit the reject button. That doesn't mean your heroine can't 
have gay friends. Just don't use Will and Grace as the basis for the 
characters. Create these characters the way you would any other, and be 
sure they mean something to the story. 
 
Where and how did this friend come into her life? Is she a party girl who 
frequents hot dance clubs, or is she involved in creative fields like art and 
drama? Or is he maybe not anything you'd expect a gay guy to be, so that 
she met him in some unexpected place? What role does he play in the 
heroine's life? 
 
In other words, don't just give your heroine a gay best buddy simply 
because that seems like a very chick lit thing to do. 
 
The other clichéd supporting character is the slutty female best friend -- the 
one who has a string of one-night stands or else is always involved in dead-
end relationships with married men. Usually, this character either goes 
through some kind of heartbreak that makes the heroine temporarily drop 
her own issues to come to the rescue, or else this friend suddenly meets the 
right person and abruptly changes her ways and finds happiness while the 
heroine is still struggling (the Carrie Fisher character in When Harry Met 
Sally seems to be the model for this character). 
 
I think often the slutty best friend is meant to show what a nice girl the 
heroine is in comparison, or else she's meant to show how overly cautious 
the heroine is, in contrast. When the slutty best friend finds happiness, it's 
often a wake-up call for the heroine, or else a spark of hope that maybe 
there's a chance for her, too. 
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To avoid your heroine's friends being clichés or stereotypes, be sure to 
develop them fully as independent characters instead of just contrasts or 
reflections of the heroine. The best friend should be almost vivid enough as 
a character to be the heroine of her own book -- and she often becomes 
one. Several authors have had success with writing follow-up books starring 
supporting characters from earlier books. As with the gay friend cliché, don't 
just throw in a slutty friend because that seems to be required in chick lit. 
Do it -- if you must -- because that's what the story needs. 
 
Homework: 
 
This is more of a thinking homework exercise than a writing one, because 
it's hard to create or write about a character outside a book. 
 
Just think about some of your favorite secondary characters, including 
romantic interests, from chick lit books. Think about what makes them 
memorable and how they fit into the story -- especially what part they play 
in the heroine's life and how their relationship with her tells you something 
about her. 
 
For "extra credit" (not that we're grading!), if you have a work in progress, 
analyze your own secondary characters this way. Do you have any that 
come dangerously close to clichés?  
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LESSON FIVE: Adding Depth to Your Chick Lit Novel 
 
Every industry source I've talked to about chick it agrees that it's currently a 
very tight market. There was a bit of a glut a few years ago, when 
publishers were flooding the market with books and buying just about 
everything they could get their hands on. They were even putting pink 
cartoon covers on books that weren't chick lit at all. As a result, the existing 
readership was spread more thinly, with fewer copies of each book selling. 
Publishers have since cut back severely. For instance, Red Dress Ink used to 
publish four books a month during the peak. Now they do one book a 
month. Most of the available chick lit slots are going to established writers, 
which makes it really difficult to break in. 
 
To succeed today, a chick lit novel has to be about more than bad bosses, 
dating and shopping. It needs the kind of depth you might find in "women's 
fiction," but still with the tone and sense of fun we've come to expect from 
chick lit. 
 
One way to add this depth is with social observation and satire. That ties 
back to the observant heroine noting the frailties of her society and those 
around her. While our heroine may be hyper-real and down to earth, the 
supporting characters may be exaggerated or over-the-top to make a point 
about societal attitudes. In Pride and Prejudice, Lizzie Bennet’s mother is so 
bent on getting her daughters married off that she’ll stop at nothing, 
including sending one daughter off in a threatening rainstorm so she’ll be 
stranded at her target’s home. Her modern counterpart in Bridget Jones's 
Diary, Mrs. Jones, is so determined to hook Bridget up with Mark Darcy that 
her efforts end up turning him off (temporarily, of course). Both Austen and 
Fielding use this to make a statement about their societies’ attitudes toward 
marriage and single women. It may be a couple of hundred years later, but 
women who stay unmarried after the expected "sell by" date are often 
looked upon as flawed or desperate, and that drives the people around them 
to try to match them up with someone -- sometimes even anyone at all. 
 
Austen makes similar comments about gossips, matchmaking, marrying for 
security or money and the quirks of provincial life. In modern chick lit, 
you’re likely to see similar comments on expectations, relationships, 
materialism and corporate life. 
 
British author Wendy Holden comes close to farce in some of her pun-filled 
novels with exaggerated secondary characters that expose the silliness of 
the yuppie lifestyle, celebrity culture and even fashionable 
environmentalism. Sophie Kinsella mocks materialism in her Shopaholic 
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series (while also looking at something that is actually a serious addiction), 
and she examined workaholics in her recent Undomestic Goddess. 
 
Another way to add depth is to explore the emotional undercurrents that lie 
beneath some of the superficial aspects of a chick lit book. One of the best 
examples of this is See Jane Date, by Melissa Senate, one of the earliest 
American chick lit books (the Red Dress Ink launch book). On the surface, 
this looks like the standard-issue chick lit novel. It's about a young woman 
living in New York and working in publishing. She has a group of friends she 
gets together with to gossip and talk about their love lives over cocktails. 
She's got difficult people to deal with at work and has to succeed on her 
current project if she wants a promotion. She's been dumped relatively 
recently -- and worse, has to work with her ex. Her cousin's wedding is 
coming up soon, and she can't bear to face it alone without a date, so she 
starts frantically dating, taking every set-up and blind date she can find in 
order to be able to go to the wedding with Mr. Right at her side. 
 
But underneath all those elements that have since become practically a chick 
lit checklist, there's a pretty powerful emotional story lurking. The reason 
Jane is so desperate to have a date for the wedding is because this is the 
wedding she feels should have been hers. When she was a child, her father 
pointed out the beautiful hotel and told her that one day she'd get married 
there, and he'd walk her down the aisle. He died soon after that, and then 
her mother died while she was in college. She now feels like she'll never get 
that dream wedding, and it's her cousin who's getting what her father 
promised her. Jane also worries, deep down inside, that because her cousin 
is getting the all-out wedding, her aunt won't feel the need to play "mother 
of the bride" for her, and if she does get married, she'll be going it alone. 
She won't be able to share it with her parents. Everything she sees as she 
watches her cousin prepare for the wedding reminds her that she won't have 
that experience. She's feeling very much alone in the world, and she's trying 
to hold off that loneliness by making sure she doesn't go through it all alone. 
 
So, basically, the book that seems to be all about going through lots of bad 
blind dates on the way to finding a date for her cousin's wedding is actually 
about loneliness, loss, and family. It just happens to tell this story in a witty 
way, with lots of funny situations. 
 
Other chick lit authors do this, as well. Marian Keyes has dealt with addiction 
and recovery, depression, loss of a spouse, divorce and separation, cancer, 
miscarriage, and being the child of an alcoholic in her hilarious books. In her 
latest book, Baby Proof, Emily Giffin explores societal attitudes toward 
women who don't want to have children, and what happens to a marriage 
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when one partner changes his mind on something that was supposed to be a 
deal-breaker. 
 
That doesn't mean that the book has to be a downer, a public service 
announcement or a socio-political rant. If the issue is too obvious, it turns 
off readers who are, after all, picking these books up for a fun read. 
Whatever message you're sending should be subtle, the kind of thing that 
doesn't hit the reader over the head, but rather lingers in her subconscious 
long after she puts the book down.  
 
Homework: 
 
If you have a work in progress, is there some cultural or social issue that 
you might be able to satirize or comment on through humor? 
 
A good example would be the way Helen Fielding wrote about "Singletons" 
and "Smug Marrieds" in Bridget Jones's Diary as a way of discussing the way 
single women tend to be treated by society. 
 
Is there any additional emotional depth you might be able to find or layer in 
beneath the events of your story? 
 
If you don't have a current work in progress, think about some aspects of 
life as a woman in the 21st century that would be interesting to comment on 
or satirize. Or, is there some emotional issue that you could explore through 
showing the ordinary aspects of modern life?  
 
 



 Backwards in Stilettos, Page 26 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2006, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

LESSON SIX: The Market (and general wrap-up) 
 
This is a difficult time to be talking about how to write chick lit, when some 
industry professionals would have you believe the genre is dead or dying. 
The volume has decreased, but that seems to be as much as a "correction" 
(in stock market terms) as anything. For a while, there were too many books 
being bought and published, some of them of lesser quality, and readers got 
burned. Readers also got burned by non-chick lit books being packaged like 
chick lit. I know I got at least one big jolt when I bought a book that looked 
and sounded, from the back-cover description, like it would be full of wacky 
fun but that turned out to be this dark, depressing book about growing up in 
an abusive family with alcoholic parents -- and not with the touch of wit and 
humor that Marian Keyes uses to handle that subject matter. 
 
So, now there are fewer books being published, and publishers seem to be 
getting more variety, with fewer of the standard cookie-cutter type chick lit 
books. Chick lit is also seeping into other genres. There's urban fantasy with 
a chick lit tone, chick lit mysteries, lots of paranormal chick lit, chick lit 
thrillers, romance with a chick lit voice, Christian/inspirational chick lit, 
ethnic chick lit and young adult chick lit. 
 
Some of the established chick lit authors are moving more into the young 
adult market, which remains fairly hot (last time I heard -- though that could 
change next week) or into mystery. These are avenues to explore if you like 
writing with that tone but are having trouble marketing a mainstream chick 
lit novel. Word is, though, that mystery publishers are looking for true 
mysteries with perhaps a chick lit voice, rather than a chick lit novel with 
mystery elements (and I've heard rumors of that market tightening). 
 
In addition to having a high concept, a strong voice, a relatable heroine, 
memorable secondary characters, emotional depth and social relevance, 
what can you do to improve your chances in the market? 
 
One thing is to get a job working for someone famous, and then write a 
novel that's a thinly disguised tell-all. That's how a lot of authors seem to 
break in. But before you send your resume to Tom Cruise (boy, would that 
be a book), you should know that a lot of those authors who broke in with 
huge bestsellers had second books that bombed (it seems you have to be 
able to actually make up your own stories to really have a career). 
 
If you insist on doing it the hard way by just writing and submitting a really 
good book, here are some clichés I've heard publishing people complain 
about that you might want to at least think about, if not avoid entirely 
(unless you can come up with a fun twist on them): 
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Lots of bad dates with Mr. Wrongs on the way to meeting Mr. Right – the 
first few books with that plot were fun, but it’s been done to death. Not that 
you can’t write about dating, but there has to be something else going on. 
You probably couldn't sell a book today that's about a heroine who 
desperately needs a date for some event and then spends the book having 
bad dates before she meets the right guy. 
 
Shopping, clothes, and shoes as an obsession – this was never really as 
predominant as critics would make you believe, but because of the criticism, 
editors have become hypersensitive to it. I think it had more to do with 
Carrie's shoe obsession on Sex and the City than with chick lit novels, but 
still, editors may recoil at the thought of the cliché unless you do it in a fun, 
unexpected way. 
 
Heroine with a job in publishing – this happened because many of the early 
chick lit authors were former editors, and they were writing what they knew. 
Now it's become part of the mocked stock description of chick lit. 
 
Heroine with a lower-level job in a glamorous field – there’s been a rash of 
books about lower-level staffers working for movie stars, magazine editors, 
television producers, etc. It’s almost like a way of getting glitz while still 
making it realistic. Of course, this doesn’t apply if you ever really did work 
as an assistant to someone famous. Then you can cash in. The problem is 
that all of these assistants to magazine editors, movie producers, Hollywood 
agents, and the like, are writing their own books, not leaving a lot of room 
for ordinary writers who don't have celebrity contacts. 
 
Any pop culture trend that’s been around a few years – there have already 
been a lot of books based on reality TV, to the point the door is pretty much 
closed to the concept (unless you really have appeared on a national reality 
TV show and are writing a thinly veiled not-entirely fictional account of your 
experiences). Of course, every time I say that, some new book about reality 
TV pops up, but ones based on dating shows like The Bachelor do seem to 
be overdone. (Maybe I just want this trend to go away.) 
 
Ironically, just a couple of years ago, I heard this same list given as things 
that should be in a chick lit novel. How fast the market changes! 
 
In a market that is as small as it currently is and that moves as fast as it 
does, you can't really judge what editors are looking for now by what you're 
seeing on store shelves, or even in announced deals. You just have to write 
your book, and then hope that it catches someone's interest. That way, you 
get to be at the front of the trend instead of trailing behind. That sounds 
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scary, but at the same time, it's a great chance to really let your creativity 
run wild without worrying too much about marketing and what publishers 
are looking for. They're looking for good books, and they want to be the 
ones to publish something that's the first of its kind (though probably not so 
different that they don't know how to deal with it). 
 
I almost didn't write my fantasy/chick lit crossover novel, Enchanted, Inc., 
because I didn't think there was a market for it, since I hadn't seen anything 
like it in the bookstore. I got some encouragement from talking to an editor, 
which is what spurred me to write it, but even as I submitted it to an agent, 
I wasn't sure it would go anywhere. I just knew I had written the kind of 
book I wanted to read. And it turned out that I hit the market at precisely 
the right time, so that I got to be considered something of an industry 
forerunner. I really could have missed out if I'd kept paying so much 
attention to what was being published already. 
 
I've heard varying things about using the term chick lit. My agent has 
started calling it "young women's fiction," but I've heard other agents say 
that if it sounds like chick lit, you may as well call it that. The label might 
change, but I don't think that the market for books like this is going away. 
 
Homework: 
 
If you absolutely insist on doing homework (Hello! It's the weekend! What 
kind of nerd are you?), you could think about common elements you've seen 
in chick lit books you've read. Are there any you've seen too often? Anything 
you're tired of? 
 
Now, think of some elements you'd like to see that you haven't seen much 
of. What about heroines in unusual careers, different settings, different kinds 
of friends, different kinds of boyfriends, plots you haven't seen. Or, is there 
some way you could subvert or invert one of the more common plot 
elements to make it new and unexpected? This is a good brainstorming 
exercise if you're thinking about starting a book.  
 
Q&A 
 
Q: Are most chick lit's in the first person? 
 
A: A lot of chick lit is first-person, but there have been some in third person. 
Even so, it tends to be deep first person, where you wouldn't have to change 
much more than the pronouns to make it first. The narrative has something 
of the voice of the POV character. 
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I think Jennifer Crusie does some of the best deep third-person narrative. It 
really does sound like the person whose head you're in, even without the "I" 
stuff. 
 
The lines between romantic comedy and chick lit are very blurry, and when 
chick lit came on the scene, that tone and voice started showing up more in 
other kinds of books, including romances. I don't think it matters much 
whether what you're writing is a chick lit with romantic elements or a 
romantic comedy with a chick lit voice. That's more of a marketing thing so 
you'll know where and how to pitch your book. You'll sound more on top of 
your story when you query an agent or editor if you're calling it the right 
thing. If the central story line is about the heroine relating to her family, and 
you pitch it as a romance, the agent might wonder about you. :-) 
 
Not that even the editors and publishers have things straight. For a while, it 
seemed like the chick lit books that were shelved as romance, mostly the 
Red Dress Ink books, were the least romantic, while some of the Avon Trade 
books that had a lot of romance were shelved as mainstream fiction. Still, if 
you took a good look at the core conflict, those books weren't really 
romances, even though they contained full-fledged love stories. 
 
And now, you might not want to use the term "chick lit" at all in queries. The 
term my agent suggested today was "young women's fiction." So in 
describing your romantic comedy, you might want to call it "a romantic 
comedy with a contemporary voice," or something like that. The industry 
currently seems to be recoiling from the term "chick lit."  
 
[See Lesson 3 for more about “voice”] 
 


