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Course description: 

IS SHE SYBIL OR DOES SHE JUST HAVE A DIFFERENT VOICES? 

 

How to gracefully and effectively "genre-hop" for fun and profit... 

 

Some writers do seem to just slide seemlessly between subgenres, while others can't 

imagine how or why they could take on multiple (publishing) partners.  Whether it's 

forced by changes your career,or a conscious choice made by an author who wants to 

stretch her wings...hopping between sub-genres is fraught with danger and 

possibilities.  Over a period of two weeks bestselling author Roxanne St. Claire will 

tackle the complexities of how to adjust your voice, pacing, story development, writing 

schedule and marketing to meet the challenge of writing in multiple sub-genres.  The first 

week of the lecture series will focus on craft, including how and when to alter your 

natural voice to fit a sub-genre, as well as changing pacing, plot development, and 

character development.  The second week will address the issues of juggling schedules 

and deadlines, coordinating marketing efforts across sub-genres and some tips on how to 

maintain sanity and a life while writing several books a year, in multiple sub-genres. 

About the Instructor: 

Roxanne St. Claire is a bestselling author of romantic suspense for Pocket Books, chick 

lit for Downtown Press, and contemporary romance for Silhouette Books.  Prior to 

launching a full-time career as a novelist, she spent nearly two decades in public relations 

and marketing.  A serial genre-hopper since her first book was published in 2003, she has 

sold twelve novels in three sub-genres under two slightly different names.  (Roxanne and 

Rocki St. Claire)  

 

In 2005, her releases include:  KILLER CURVES (Feb./Romantic Suspense); WHEN 

THE EARTH MOVES (April/short contemporary);  HIT REPLY (Reissue/May/chick 

lit); THE HIGHEST BIDDER (Oct./short contemporary); and KILL ME TWICE 

(Nov./Romantic Suspense).  She is a member of multiple RWA chapters and is a frequent 

presenter on craft, the writer's life and getting published.  More information, excerpts, 

and book reviews are available at www.roxannestclaire.com. 

 

http://www.roxannestclaire.com/
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IS SHE SYBIL: LECTURE # 1 

The title of this workshop is: Is She Sybill Or Does She Just Have Different Voices : A 

Workshop on the Pitfalls and Possibilities of Genre-Hopping by Roxanne St. Claire 

 

This is my first official "on line" lecture (although I have taken many) and I'm thrilled to 

have been asked to participate. My goal is to open your eyes to the possibilities of 

"hopping" from genre to genre in your writing, with a focus on the craft, business and 

marketing issues involved with this type of approach to your writing career. 

 

If you want to know more about me or my books, please visit www.roxannestclaire.com 

and that should tell you everything. 

 

Here's the Schedule I have planned over the next two weeks: 

 

Monday, October 17 - Lecture #1: WHY HOP? BECAUSE IT BEATS CRAWLING 

 

Wednesday, October 19 - Lecture #2: THE SUBTLE SHIFT OF YOUR CRAFT 

 

Friday, October 21 - Lecture #3: PLOTTING BY SUB-GENRE: BOARDS, ARCS AND 

LEGAL PADS 

 

Monday, October 24 - Lecture #4: THE BUSINESS OF HOPPING 

 

Wednesday, October 26 - Lecture #5: MULTIPLE EDITORS, DEADLINES, STORIES: 

THE JUGGLING ACT 

 

Friday, October 28 - Lecture #6: THE P WORD: PROMOTIONS 

 

So, here we go...Let's Genre Hop! 

 

Lecture #1: WHY HOP?BECAUSE IT BEATS CRAWLING. 
 

You may or may not have read my books, bio or web site. You don't have to (but I 

guarantee a good time!) to enjoy this class, but you should know what qualifies me to 

give this workshop in the first place. I write in multiple subgenres of romance, having 
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published in romantic suspense, then category romance, then chick lit. This month, my 

8th and 9th books hit the stands simultaneously - they are in two different subgenres from 

two different publishers. Although I would have preferred these releases to be spread out 

(more on that in another lecture), the fact that I can and did make this multi-genre career 

decision was not the result of random writing and submitting: my career path is the result 

of a very strategic approach to build readership and a fan base. I decided to write in 

multiple genres for business reasons, I love doing so because I enjoy change and 

challenge. (And cash.) 

 

One of the first things you hear when you first start writing and submitting in romance is 

"pick a line and learn it" or "write what you like to read" or "know the market and write 

to it." Basically, this advice is very sound for someone starting out. You read vampire 

paranormals, you want to write them. You're a diehard Regency lover, you'll want to 

write them. You read every single Intrigue and Intimate Moments, you're thinking 

category romantic suspense. You never miss a Susan Elizabeth Phillips or Carly Phillips 

book, you love romantic comedy and should be writing it. Maybe.  

 

As you get closer to publishing, or after you've released your first book, your editor (and 

hopefully the marketing department) will start to compare you to the "greats" in your 

subgenre. You are the next Linda Howard, the next Jennifer Crusie, the next Laurell K. 

Hamillton. Your agent will say: "stick with what your audience expects" and "give them 

a [your name here] book every single time" and "create your niche and fill it." 

 

This is all very, very sound advice. Unless you 1) support yourself exclusively with 

romance writing and want to, at least someday, see the inside of Bloomingdale's; or 2) 

write about 2,500 words a day and you can produce multiple books in one year; or 3) get 

bored or restless; and 4) don't mind spending your entire career in the midlist.  

 

Trust me, there are very sound reasons to write in more than one genre. Unlike most (not 

all) authors who write both category and single title, I started in single title romantic 

suspense, with my first release published by Simon & Schuster's Pocket Books. Today, I 

am on my fourth contract with Pocket, writing my sixth and seventh book for the same 

editor and my numbers are steadily growing. Why then, did I add Silhouette Desire to my 

repertoire? And why did I propose and sell a chick lit for S&S's Downtown Press, which 

was published under a slightly different name? Why wouldn't I be content to write 

romantic suspense - my very favorite genre - for a great, reputable house like Pocket? 

 

Not because I have multiple personalities and not because I am a masochist and not 
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because I wanted to torture my publisher and not because I wanted to confuse my readers 

and most certainly not because I wanted to double my marketing workload. I branched 

out into a second, and third, genre because I wanted to broaden my audience, stretch my 

writing skills, use one type of book to attract readers to another, and because it never 

hurts to have a back up plan. Honestly, I did it because I wanted additional income and 

the numbers that come with category books could move me up and out of the midlist 

faster. I hopped, so I didn't have to crawl. 

 

But how does the concept of genre-hopping apply if you haven't sold yet? Shouldn't you 

be honing your skills and voice in one genre, concentrating on getting a manuscript sold 

there? Well, yes, but I also think writing in multiple genres is the one of the smartest 

things you can do while you are navigating the white water of pre-publication for two 

reasons:  

 

1) you may discover you're writing the wrong kind of book and  

 

2) you may sell in a totally different genre than you expected.  

 

How many times have you heard writers talk about the years they spent on their 

paranormal western historical, only to give it up and dash off a romantic comedy for fun, 

the one that sold in two months? While you are improving your craft, networking within 

the industry and learning the business, the very best thing you can do is stretch your skills 

by testing your voice and storytelling talent in multiple genres.  

 

What's the WORST that can happen? You don't sell anything. But what's the BEST that 

could happen? You sell - maybe in a different genre than you "thought" you would sell 

in. That doesn't mean you can't market the manuscripts outside of that genre. You can! 

And it will be MUCH easier to sell because you are published. Yes, it's great to be able to 

offer an editor another similar story, and chances are you will be able to because most 

authors write many manuscripts before they actually sell. There are many authors who 

come out of the gate in multiple genres (Katie MacAllister comes to mind, along with 

Alesia Holliday, Beverly Brandt/Jacey Ford and other new authors who write in multiple 

genres.) 

 

Once you decide to test the waters of another genre, whether you are published or not, 

there are a few things you should do before you actually put pen to paper. Of course, you 

should read in numerous genres: romantic suspense, chick lit, short & long contemporary 

category, historical (and all its timeframes and iterations), comedy, mystery, paranormal 
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(and all of its variations), erotica and women's fiction. I may be missing one or two! Read 

the biggest names in the genre and then try to find one or two BRAND NEW authors to 

study. Why new authors? So you can see what editors are buying from unpublished 

writers. 

 

Then you're ready to hop over and try a brand new type of book...in a few days, we'll 

tackle some craft issues to consider as you switch genres. In the meantime, hit me with 

your questions! 

Questions and Answers 

Q: When you were first knocking on publisher's doors, did you write one genre or did 

you pitch several? 

A: When I first wrote and submitted, I really didn't know enough to understand what 

genre I was writing. It was a romance. Like so many others, I wrote my first manuscript 

without the benefit of RWA, and nothing but my reading background as a past. It had a 

whisper of suspense, and was about 100,000 words, so I sent it out to single title 

publishers. (I joined RWA the month I finished the manuscript and learned exactly how 

much I didn't know.) I never sold that manuscript, but as I began to understand the 

nuances of the industry, I knew romantic suspense was my subgenre of choice and wrote 

my second manuscript with much more suspense. (That was TROPICAL GETAWAY; it 

sold to Pocket as my first book.) By the time that sold in 2002, I had another nearly 

finished. (That was KILLER CURVES.) So, I was ahead of the game with two contracted 

books completed. My publisher asked me to write about France, so I wrote FRENCH 

TWIST and they ended up releasing it before KILLER CURVES. As you can see, I was 

writing quickly and at one book a year, I had time in my schedule to produce more. That's 

when I made a conscious and strategic decision to ADD category and then chick lit to 

broaden the scope of my readership, stretch my creative muscles and make more money. 

When I sold to Silhouette, I'd already had a published book with Pocket and three more 

under contract.  

 

But, I certainly don't think there's anything WRONG with writing and submitting in 

multiple genres before you are published. In fact, I highly recommend doing so because 

this is when you're going to learn where you fit. While the editor who buys you in genre 

A will want more of genre A, you might also hit paydirt in genre B. This happens 

frequently, because a writer has honed her skills to the point where she is *publishable* 
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regardless of what she writes. And if you're prolific, this is a great way to launch a multi-

faceted, fast-track career. 

Q: I have noticed when you write in the different genres that the voice is different in each 

of the books. How do you achieve that?  

A: YES, my writing voice changes with the genre. I actually address this in a later lecture 

-- the third, if I recall correctly. Maybe it's not the "voice" per se -- because that is so 

natural and inbred and who knows what the heck it is anyway. But the tone, style, word 

choice, pacing, sentence structure, scene and chapter length, amount of introspection and 

dialogue is DIFFERENT in different subgenres. I am very aware of my reader's 

expectations (more on that, too) and the type of book I'm writing and that impacts my 

voice.  

  

LECTURE #2: THE SUBTLE SHIFT IN YOUR CRAFT 

Hello again, Genre Hoppers! Now that you've decided why it's a good idea to hop over to 

another genre, you might want to consider some of the adjustments you'll have to make to 

meet the "requirements" of a new subgenre. 

 

Yes, I feel you bristle at the word *requirements*. I do, too. But it is a fact of life and you 

can use whatever euphemism you like, but there are "requirements" to a subgenre. Call 

them guidelines, the style sheet, the specs, the (gasp) formula of the subgenre, but every 

subgenre comes with a set of reader expectations. They include the story premises, the 

level of sensuality, the number of subplots, the rate of story resolution, and the length, the 

main and secondary character development, even the setting and, to some extent, the 

voice. You need to know how these elements of storytelling fit into the new subgenre that 

you've chosen. 

 

You know that you must write a fresh story in a magnificent voice with compelling 

characters that touches a chord with readers no matter what the genre you select. But you 

should also know that you must meet the *expectations* of the reader and the editor 

within that genre. In the case of category romance, those expectations are fairly well 

defined. And while all "rules" are made to be broken, or at least cracked, the editor who 

is purchasing a category book is looking for stories that meet her vision of what that line 

is all about. And for the editor wide open to any single title story, she, too, has certain 
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likes and dislikes even at a house that claims to have NO GUIDELINES.  

 

When I sit down to start a 55,000 word contemporary category romance after just turning 

in a 100,000 word single title romantic suspense, there is a subtle shift in my craft. The 

first thing that changes is my voice.  

 

Huh? How do you change your voice? Well, you don't actually change it, but you 

*modify* it, just as you would raise or lower your speaking voice depending on a social 

situation. In category, for example, my word choice, my tempo, my tone and my sentence 

length is faster, shorter, more staccato because my category books are all about a fun, 

safe, giggle-inducing ride of romance and sexual tension - sort of like a spin on the 

Madhatter's Tea Cups at a theme park. The romantic suspense is also a ride - but in that 

subgenre, I will use longer sentences, more complex structure, and take my time to drag 

my reader up, up, up a steep climb cause we're going on one scary rollercoaster ride of 

danger and lust. Maybe that's not voice, maybe that's style. But, whatever it is, I make 

deliberate word choices that are, in part, dictated by the genre and tone of the book I'm 

writing. 

 

You can take many seminars and workshops on voice and I recommend that you do 

because a strong and memorable voice will catapult you to publication (and 

bestsellerdom) faster than any other element in the craft. But for our purposes, it's 

important to remember that voice does "modulate" for different subgenres. Just as you 

speak in a different tone at a formal table wearing a gown than you do in a noisy 

restaurant with a bunch of friends and children. Voices are the same, but the "owner" 

adjusts them to the expectations of the listener/reader. 

 

Another craft issue to consider when hopping is pacing. Obviously, you have a lot more 

time in a longer book to deliver a plot point in a scene, you can give a little more depth to 

the room description, add some introspection, and drop in some character development 

clues in a more leisurely fashion. When you have half that amount of time, as in a short 

contemporary category book, every word counts even more. You need to get into scenes 

and out of the "earlier" without cheating the reader out of emotion or depth. Where do 

you cut? That depends on you the writer, but my point is that you should be aware that 

pacing will indeed change with subgenre, and it's not just page count and "length" - it's a 

"beat of the book" as well.  

 

In a shorter book, you don't usually have the luxury of "one plot point per scene." You'll 

have to double up - make three or four important points and hang the whole thing on a 
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hook, and move on. In a longer single title, I sometimes have non-hero or heroine POV 

scenes to establish just one element about a secondary character, delivering just one red 

herring as a clue to whether or not that character might be the villain.  

 

In certain subgenres (Regency, for example) a leisurely pace is welcome and expected. In 

others, you need to move the story as briskly as possible. These are choices you make as 

an author, but they are somewhat based on what you think the reader and editor are 

expecting and embracing. The pacing of love scenes (where they show up in a story) in 

an erotica novel can be much different in a light comic romance. 

 

Likewise, with character development - both the main and the secondary -- you will do 

yourself a favor if you've read a lot within the new genre you are targeting, and 

understand what works for readers. For example, the "first meet" scene will vary wildly 

within subgenres and this is often a point of contention for contest entrants. In a long 

historical, it's not unusual for the reader to wait 20, 30 or more pages until the hero and 

heroine meet. In the beginning, the author establishes a sense of time and place and 

history, sets up the saga and reveals the goals and motivations of many characters. (Not 

in all - I am making sweeping generalizations in order to make my point!) In a short 

contemporary category book, the editor/reader is looking for that first meet to happen as 

soon as possible - page one, paragraph one, line one is just fine. Certainly they should 

meet in the first two or three pages.  

 

How many times have you heard a chaptermate complain because the contest score sheet 

required the judge to evaluate the chemistry between the hero and heroine in the first 

chapter, but in their book, they don't meet in the first chapter - and that is accepted in 

certain subgenres. While more and more contests are trying to take this into consideration 

by adjusting score sheets accordingly, I still hear this complaint a lot. It underscores the 

fact that character development happens at a different place and in a different way 

according to subgenre and if that's a new subgenre you'd like to try, you may have to 

adjust your writing. 

 

This is also true with regard to the level of sensuality. A chick lit book is quite likely to 

have much less on-camera lovemaking than a hot category book. Even within the 

category lines, a Harlequin Blaze will be much more graphic than one of the sweet lines. 

And even between two lines that both feature fully described love scenes, the depth of 

that description can vary, as well as the frequency of sexual encounters and the point in 

which they occur in the story. In addition, the kind of language used is going to vary, as 

well. While the couple in an erotica novel might be engaged in precisely the same act as 
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they are in a Silhouette Desire, for the same length of time and with the same level of 

intimacy and emotion, the language in the erotica novel will be more graphic. That's not 

right or wrong, and that's not formula. That's reader expectation and an author's choice 

and it is something you'll want to consider when you think about your craft when you 

decide to jump genres. 

 

There are plenty of craft issues to consider when switching genres, but one of the most 

complex is plotting, so I'm devoting a whole lecture to it next. In our next lecture, we'll 

look at how different subgenres require different approaches to plotting! 

  

Lecture #3: PLOTTING BY GENRE: BOARDS, ARCS & LEGAL PADS 

No matter what genre or genres you write, you have to have a plot. It can be thin, it can 

be complicated, it can be layered, it can be singular, it can be fresh, predictable or 

character-driven, it can have peaks and valleys, an overriding arc or a sagging middle, but 

a story has to have a beginning, a middle and an end. It has to have what I call "forward 

motion" that takes the reader on a journey from point A to point B. Even if that journey is 

strictly a character's development, *something* has to happen around and to them to 

make the journey a "story." That doesn't change with any subgenre. 

 

It seems that when it comes to plotting, all writers have "their way" of doing it. We even 

give it easy to remember names, like "Flying Into the Mist" or "Plot Storming." And once 

you've found your technique, you keep it. You use it. You perfect and adjust it, but you 

know how you plot. Whether you create a detailed outline, develop a complicated plot 

board, outline scenes in longhand, bullet plot points along a story arc or open a blank 

document and jump off a cliff - you are plotting.  

 

At least, it's how you plot what YOU write. But what happens if you try to write another 

type of book and the plotting process doesn't work? This is exactly what happened to me 

and led me to the discovery that different genres of books require different types of 

plotting techniques. 

 

In the course of writing twelve manuscripts in three different genres, I've discovered three 

entirely different ways of plotting a story that all work for me. But they don't all work for 

me in the same way. And, the reason they don't all work, I believe, is that the plotting 

process is DRIVEN by the type of book I am writing, not the type of writer I am.  



Is She Sybil or                                                                                      Roxanne St. Claire 

Does She Just Have Different Voices?                                                               October 2005  

 

P a g e  | 10 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

 

What works really well for a complex single title suspense is gross overkill for a short 

contemporary. What seems to write itself in a super fast, all first-person chick lit would 

utterly frustrate a person trying to write a multi-layered trilogy set during the Crimean 

War. 

 

Today, I'm going to review my three different plotting techniques and explain why they 

work for three specific genres.  

 

1. The Plot Board - for longer, more complicated stories 
 

When I discovered a plot board, lightning struck. For me, the tool ranked right up there 

with the wheel, the computer, hair gel and Pringles, also known as Things I Cannot Live 

Without. I was introduced to the concept at one of the phenomenal "Discovering Story 

Magic" workshops given by the super talented Laura Baker and Robin Perrini. (Run, 

don't walk, to sign up for one of these, if you can.) Their workshop covers a multitude of 

story development techniques, but, for me, the magic was in the plot board. Since taking 

the class (three times now), I've adjusted their recommended plotting technique to fit my 

needs when I write a 100,000 word romantic suspense.  

 

You'll need a large white board or a science project board that folds into threes. (I like 

this one because you can stand the plot board on the floor next to your desk.) Divide it 

into 20 squares, each representing a chapter. Use different colored stickies - 1 for each 

scene, and give each story thread a color so you can track it - most scenes deal with more 

than one thread, but I try to 'weight' them for visual ease. For example, I use pink for 

romance, green for suspense, blue for one secondary plot, yellow for the second supbplot. 

Then, I write the plot point(s) of each scene (technically known as "things that need to 

happen to get us through this journey and to the HEA") and place the scene sticky 

approximately in the chapter where I THINK it will take place. Okay, mist-flyers, listen 

up: You don't have to plot more than a chapter or two in advance, still free to fly though 

blind - all you need to know is what's right in front of your face, if that's how you like to 

work. For you, the beauty of the board is seeing it develop and being able to stand back 

and see your whole book. 

 

Before I start a book I write about 30 plot points, knowing that there will be 60 - 70 

scenes when the book is done - clearly, I add and adjust as I go along. 

 

The plot board technique is especially useful if you are a control freak like I am and you 
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like to see *everything* all at once. The plot board is your book from 30,000 feet and it 

not only helps you to see the direction you are headed, but it also helps you to see where 

you may be going wrong. The plot board also allows you to note and track POV, turning 

points, subplots and, using colored stickies, the scene emphasis and plot points to ensure 

you are braiding elements of romance, suspense and secondary plots. 

 

2. The Story Arc - For shorter, romance-focused stories 
 

When I decided to write a short contemporary category, I took out my plot board and 

started to assign colors, braid scenes and look for secondary plots. I struggled until I quit. 

That plotting process did not work for the short category book. There was no braiding of 

multiple storylines - the emphasis of every scene was romantic conflict and there was no 

suspense regarding the villain or motive. In addition, there really was no subplot - it's 

there, but it is really the "external" conflict that's having an impact on the "internal" 

conflict between the hero and heroine. 

 

Instead of a story board, I created a classic story arc on a long, rectangular board, 

marking twelve intervals (like on a timeline), one for each chapter. What I "plotted" then 

were the emotional highpoints as opposed to plot points and created an "uphill battle 

plan" that helped me be focus on the task of BUILDING CONFLICT between the hero 

and heroine in every single chapter. You see how the very nature of the subgenre dictated 

the plotting process?  

 

The end is not a mystery and there are only a few secondary characters or subplots to 

resolve at the appropriate pace. I also find that I know far fewer than 50% of the scenes 

ahead of time. Because the story is so character-driven, plot points will turn more 

unexpectedly than in a romantic suspense, where I have to be certain to incorporate 

scenes that trick the reader and the character, red herrings and other suspense-related 

storytelling techniques. 

 

The only "color" changes I use in the Story Arc are to indicate scenes when the hero and 

heroine are apart. Again, this is a subgenre-driven element. In romantic suspense, there 

are many scenes where they are apart; in fact, there are scenes where they are not on the 

page. Not so in a short category romance, so the coloring allows me to be sure I keep 

them together as much as possible. 

 

3. The Yellow Pad and Pen - low tech, but effective 
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Okay, you cannot plot. You will not plot. Genre be damned, you are flying through the 

mist and when you get to where you want to be, you'll know it. 

 

More power to you. I did it once, though, and I have to admit it was exhilarating. (But so 

was driving through sugar cane fields in a Mustang convertible with the lights off at 

midnight with a sexy and dangerous boy. Some things are fun, but better left to the young 

and invincible, as I was that week in Hawaii. J) 

 

I did a little joyriding again, when I wrote my chick lit, HIT REPLY. For this book, 

perhaps because of its genre, perhaps because of its style, I couldn't plot beyond the three 

main story arcs of the three main characters. 

 

So I abandoned my boards and arcs, and used the trusty yellow legal pad. And I plotted 

daily. In the morning, I took my pad and made a list of the next four or five "things that 

needed to happen." Calling them plot points feels too confining, but that's what they 

were. Then I wrote until they happened and then I quit for the day. The yellow pad kept 

me on track FOR THAT DAY only, and for the very most character-driven genres, like 

chick lit, this seemed to work very well for me.  

 

You're not really "plotting" as much as making a list of what's got to take place and then 

letting the magic happen entirely at the keyboard. I find this also helps when I reach the 

very end of any book. Because at that point, I can literally list the last six or eight things 

that have to happen to finish the story. This is a way to track them, organize them, assign 

page numbers to them if you are watching the count, and make sure you don't forget 

anything. 

 

Now that we've covered several elements of the craft, next week we're going to tackle the 

business end of genre-hopping. I'll review some important considerations to keep in mind 

before you hop, how to coordinate deadlines, editors and marketing efforts when you 

have books released in multiple genres and, finally, staying sane while producing four 

books a year in two or three subgenres. 

 

Until then, here's an assignment that might tackle: 

 

What if you were offered the opportunity to write in another genre - something different 

than what you are targetting right now. You need to come up with a proposal, a story 

idea, an opening hook. That's actually what happened to me -- an editor from Harlequin 

asked me to pitch her an idea. How might you adjust your plotting process? Think about 
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an entirely "different" story in a "different" subgenre. What would you do, at the 

beginning, that would be a change from what you're doing now? 

Questions and Answers 

Q: Do you find in writing one genre, say historical, you might let the reader in on 

"everything" but not the main characters, as opposed to romantic suspense where the plot 

twist comes out of the blue? Or do you still thread enough hints throughout to make the 

reader go "oh, didn't see that coming"? I hear different thoughts on what needs revealed 

to the reader depending on genre. Or does it not matter at all? 

A: Good question. If someone knows the answer, please let me know because I'm 

KILLING myself on this right now. <ggg> I really worry about "hints" and red herrings 

in romantic suspense, but I think the surprise to the reader helps in every genre. The issue 

is to what degree you use it as a device to make the book more suspenseful or "page 

turning". The best books, regardless of genre, surprise the reader. But I wouldn't go crazy 

trying to do that -- think of it as a storytelling technique. How much do you want the 

reader to know? How important is it to the story that the character knows what the reader 

does?  

 

What really bogs down the story, I think, is backstory. If the reader doesn't HAVE to 

know it, then save the information to reveal it when it makes sense. There's a difference 

between explaining the character's motivation and bogging the book with backstory - and 

the best books give the reader just enough to want to know more. 

  

LECTURE #4: THE BUSINESS OF HOPPING 

In the past three lectures, we covered the craft-related issues that can impact your work 

when switching from one genre to another. Now we're going to focus on the non-writing 

related implications of the strategy, so that you can avoid some published or pre-

published pitfalls should you decide to hop genres.  

 

As I alluded in my first lecture, genre-hopping, such as jumping to and from paranormal, 

women's fiction, historical, contemporary, chick lit, comedy, young adult, and more, 

offers a number of professional benefits, including: 

 



Is She Sybil or                                                                                      Roxanne St. Claire 

Does She Just Have Different Voices?                                                               October 2005  

 

P a g e  | 14 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

* An increased base of readers 

 

* More frequent releases 

 

* Enhanced career security with two publishers 

 

* Fresh opportunities for creativity 

 

* Additional income from advances and royalty checks 

 

* Delighted publishers who see an increase in orders 

 

Of course, the technique is not without its detractors. Some say that hopping can dilute a 

writer's audience, increase her marketing budget and, worst of all, infuriate her publishing 

house. However, if you choose between two or three sub-genres that share readers, 

handle the issue of marketing and names properly, and work with your publisher(s) to 

time releases for the most impact on sales, genre-hopping can be a godsend to a midlist 

writer.  

 

Genre-hopping is best done on a voluntary, planned basis, although it is certainly a 

strategy implemented by authors who have experienced the pain of dried up contracts, a 

new editor, or a failed line. That kind of "imposed genre-hopping" has given the practice 

a bad name, inducing stern warnings that writers should "pick their niche" and stay with 

it.  

 

While that is often wise advice, niche-picking and niche-staying can be frustrating to 

prolific, ambitious, creative writers who not only are able to write in multiple sub-genres, 

but want and need to for financial and artistic reasons. In talking to a number of highly-

productive and motivated genre-hoppers, a few key pieces of advice emerged that will 

help increase a writer's success in moving between and among multiple genres.  

 

Be sure you have a hopping personality. Specifically, genre-hopping is not for the feint of 

heart. You'll need to juggle multiple projects, deadlines, editors, personalities, and, most 

importantly, writing styles. To accomplish this juggling act, you'll need to be organized 

and flexible. If you are neither of those things, genre-hopping may not be for you. 

 

Know your sub-genres and gauge their appeal to your muse. There are some obvious 

differences at first glance: category is shorter than single title; erotica is, well, more erotic 



Is She Sybil or                                                                                      Roxanne St. Claire 

Does She Just Have Different Voices?                                                               October 2005  

 

P a g e  | 15 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

than mainstream romance; romantic suspense requires a dead body that contemporary 

romance can do without. But there are also much more subtle differences in tone, 

language, audience expectations, character types, and taboos. To know them, you need to 

read within each sub-genre, communicate with other writers in the sub-genre, and follow 

the reviews, where you will get a sense of the story premises and themes. 

 

Once you know the sub-genres well, you will recognize the opportunity to feed your 

muse by trying your hand at different types of romance. For many writers, this is a 

stronger impetus for hopping than any business or financial reason.  

 

Choose sub-genres that can co-exist and support each other. Ideally, there should be some 

cross-over of readership. The most effective sub-genre hopping occurs where the cross-

over audience is built-in, such as mystery and romantic suspense, light comedy and 

chick-lit, erotica and dark paranormal, or contemporary romance and women's fiction.  

 

Look long and hard at the opportunities in category romance. Category, or series 

romance, published primarily by Harlequin/Silhouette, is one of the great training 

grounds for sub-genre hopping. Writers who sell to one "line" (such as Silhouette Desire 

or Harlequin Intrigue) might have an easier time sliding from one type of category 

romance to another. This allows a writer to flex her genre-hopping muscles. In addition, 

the move to single title is encouraged with the HQN and Mira imprints, and authors who 

find they are able to write a longer book with multiple sub-plots and points of view have 

the opportunity to do so for their own house, or for others.  

 

Category romance does not require a great deal of marketing investment, and the readers 

tend to be loyal line buyers, so the need to establish a name is less pressing than it is in 

single title. In addition, the high print runs ensure a large, new audience will discover 

your work - an audience that many believe does cross-over to single title when they like a 

particular author.  

 

[NOTE: Do not, however, fall under the spell of this fallacy: it's "easier to sell into 

category so I'll start there." No. No. NO. The category lines may buy more new authors 

than the single title houses, but it is NOT easier. It is highly competitive and selective, so 

don't pick category just because you think it's a faster route to publication.] 

 

If you are selling and releasing both category and single title, the timing of one release 

can have a positive impact on the sales of a single title. My agent recommends releasing a 

category book a month after a single title, to give the single title a sales boost from 
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readers who enjoy the category and then seek more from the same author. This kind of 

carefully-planned timing requires open and regular communication with your editors, but 

they want your sales to be as high as possible and will usually work to schedule releases 

for the greatest benefit to everyone. 

 

Beware the Option Clause. If you are inclined to genre-hop, the biggest impediment to 

doing so for more than one publishing house will be the Option Clause in your contract. 

Be certain that your agent or literary attorney limits the wording of this clause to 

precisely the sub-genre that you have sold. For example, the publisher should have a right 

of first refusal on your next "100,000 word contemporary romantic comedy" - thereby 

allowing you to write category, or paranormal, or suspense, or women's fiction for 

another publishing house.  

 

If the clause is general, open-ended, or requires the house have first refusal on something 

as vague as "the writer's next work," you may have a difficult time moving to another 

house or another genre. If you succeed, you need to keep both or all editors apprised of 

your schedule and meet all of your deadlines, remembering that they are, in a sense, 

competitors for your time. Like any smart business person, never let one "customer" 

think they are less valuable to you than another. 

 

In addition to these considerations, a genre-hopping published author has more problems: 

the potential for conflicting editors and deadlines, and an increased need for promotion. 

In the next two chapters, we'll talk about techniques for handling both. 

Questions and Answers 

Q: I have tried writing a book both ways--plotter and pantser. Since I write Romantic 

Suspense and I need to put in clues/red herrings ect--I find it difficult doing that as a 

pantser, and I tend to write myself into a corner, then have difficulty getting myself out. 

Also, in plotting before hand, which helps--I come to some areas in the book that I don't 

know what comes next. How do you figure out what comes next?  

A: I totally understand how difficult this is. Right now I'm trying to wrap up a book and I 

literally have to keep a list of "loose ends" to be sure all the clues/red herrings are tied up 

neatly. I sometimes drop things in without knowing WHAT I'm going to do with them, 

and in the end, I have to go back and take them out. That's the hard way, but it is one 

way. To answer your question "how do you figure out what comes next" -- I would 

recommend a few things: 
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1. Use your gut to "feel" what should happen next 

 

2. Even a pantser has to have major plot points in the beginning, middle and end -- you 

need to get that plot point across. Just TRY something. Let's say the plot point is to show 

the villain doing something that will later motivate his/her action. Just try writing the 

scene -- to see if it feels right. Don't worry about craft or technique -- you might just write 

dialogue or narrative -- all you're trying to do is get that plot point to take place. Then 

start to fill it out and add sensory perception, change the POV, pump up the action or 

dialogue. Then, go away from it and see if you think it felt like the right thing to happen 

at the right time.  

 

3. Reverse engineer another book. Pick up one of your favorite romantic suspense books 

(if that's what you're writing) and re-read it NOT for pleasure, but to ask yourself "WHY 

is that scene where it is and what does it accomplish?" Pretty soon, you'll start to see a 

pattern and you will begin to think of ways to incorporate your own pattern to your 

books. 

 

4. Let the characters tell you. Put yourself in your heroine's head (deeply) and let her tell 

you where she needs/wants to go next. Then try it. 

Q: Lecture 1 - Since you do genre-hop, and you don't live in a remote castle somewhere 

with no distractions, how do you find the time to learn all you can about more than one 

genre? Do you do that mainly by reading the genre you want to write in? 

 

A: LOL on the castle -- wouldn't that be nice! I read in the genre I'm NOT writing. I don't 

read a romantic suspense while I'm writing one, because that would make me crazy. 

While I'm writing the one I'm working on now, I've been reading some chick lit and 

women's fiction, because I have an idea for another book similar to HIT REPLY brewing 

and I'd like to work on a proposal for it when I've finished this one. Next up, I'm writing 

two Christmas anthologies for 2006 for two different publishing houses, so I'll probably 

read some category books and romantic suspense. After that, I've got a category book 

due, so I'll be diving into suspense on those nights. I do read at night, after my kids are in 

bed. I don't watch much TV -- although I admit I'm addicted to LOST. Also, I shouldn't 

admit this, but it's true - if I don't absolutely love a book, I won't finish it. I'll skim (a 

writer's nightmare) and get the sense of how the author handled the story, but, honestly, 

unless a book grabs me by the neck and takes my breath away, I will not finish it. The 
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one that took my breath away most recently: IN HER SHOES by Jennifer Weiner. 

Brilliant! 

Q: Lecture 2 - What's the hardest part for you in switching the pace of your works when 

switching between genres? 

A: I think the hardest part is voice and pacing. When I sit down to write a short 

contemporary, I have to rein in my pacing and remember I have half as much 

time/space/words to tell my story. Then when I write single title, I have to remember that 

every word STILL counts, but I have more room for enriching the story with sensory 

details, introspection, subplots and multiple points of view. 

Q: Lecture 3 - I'm currently working on Paranormal, but have a Romantic Suspense 

waiting in the wings. I frequently find that I know what I WANT to happen in the story 

even if I don't write it all down somewhere. When my writing partner and I plot, we kind 

of use a "free-flow" discussion - one of us will propose something and then the other will 

say, "what if..." That seems to work for us with plotting - and then the characters 

occasionally take over and something else happens so we have to go back to that "what 

if..." and reevaluate. 

 

A: That is so true, and it won't change when you're published. Here's the good news when 

you sell on proposal: they don't mind if the story changes from the synopsis to the book. 

In fact, my editor at Pocket (Micki Nuding) says she EXPECTS the story to change -- 

that's why it's fresh and alive.  

To adjust from the Paranormal to the RS, I'd need to do the following for my own 

"plotting points":  

 

(1) actively design the protagonist - make sure it's a "person" not an "emotion" or 

"circumstance" that is bent on keeping the H/H from reaching their HEA;  

 

(2) make sure I don't revert to the paranormal - even in the slightest, because once I do, 

I'm sunk <g>;  

 

(3) actively develop the sub-plot into a more central part of the story - can't think of 

anything else at the moment... 
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Those are great examples of how you have to consciously change certain elements of the 

writing when you switch genres.  

  

Lecture #5: EDITORS, DEADLINES AND SANITY: THE JUGGLING ACT 

If you are unpublished, this won't sound like a problem you'd mind having: two different 

editors at competing houses vying for your time and talent. Trust me, however, this 

conflict is one of the most difficult aspects of writing in multiple genres and I would be 

remiss if I didn't devote some time to it. 

 

There are a few ways to avoid the problem. One of my friends writes for Harlequin Blaze 

and also writes for HQN and Signature. In essence, she is genre-hopping; however, she 

has the same editor for all of her books. This is a lot easier when it's time to negotiate a 

deadline for manuscript delivery. When I wrote and sold a chick lit, I was fortunate to 

work with the same editor at Pocket, although the "imprint" of Downtown Books is 

different from Pocket Books. We were able to agree easily on when manuscripts, galleys 

and proofs would be due, because she was competing with herself. 

 

But if you have two different houses, it is not unlike having two different masters (or 

clients, depending on your point of view.) And you need to manage them very carefully, 

and professionally, to maintain excellent relationships. 

 

My first piece of advice is to remember these editors are adversaries where you are 

concerned. Once your first editor has "accepted" that you are writing for another house in 

another subgenre (best to let your agent handle that announcement, believe me), she will 

undoubtedly congratulate you and give you every indication that they think the "other" 

books will help sell "their" books. And while that may be true, don't fall into the trap that 

editor #1 wants to hear about how brilliant editor #2 is and how much support the house 

is giving you. By all means, be professional. Introduce the two editors if you happen to 

see them together at a conference, inform both houses of your release dates to avoid 

conflicts and, if possible, discuss release dates well in advance because they both would 

prefer your release dates don't clash.  

 

Mine did this month, because I was offered a continuity book for Silhouette that had to be 

released in October, which happened to be the month Pocket had schedule for one of my 

romantic suspense releases well over a year earlier. I simply informed both houses of the 
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situation; I didn't ask for a change and I assured them the two books would support (not 

cancel out) each other in sales and that I would make every effort to promote them both. 

 

When you are negotiating contracts or even just having a casual conversation, there may 

come a time when you have to tell your editor that you are working on "the other one." I 

recommend you do this as quickly and professionally as possible and do NOT gripe about 

one book to another editor. If you are negotiating delivery dates, be professional and 

straightforward: "I have another commitment to a project through June, but will be able 

to begin that book immediately afterwards and will deliver it on XYZ date." And then (I 

don't have to tell you this) DELIVER IT ON TIME. 

 

I strongly recommend keeping a very organized system, either by spreadsheet or old 

fashioned calendar to track your deadlines and project due dates. Once you sign a 

contract and deliver a finished manuscript, the deadlines continue: revisions, line edits, 

galleys, proofs and author alterations are all due on specific dates. You need to work 

those due dates into each project, so you don't miss any deadlines. 

 

A number of writers use spreadsheets to manage this process and I bow to their technical 

expertise. The one that comes to mind is Julie Kenner and I believe she has her process 

detailed on her web site so you might check it out if you are spreadsheet adept. I'm not as 

smart as my friend Julie Kenner, so I use a much more low tech system, but it works. 

 

At Office Depot, I purchased three very large "At A Glance" dry erase calendars. Two of 

them show all twelve months and one is only four months. I have affixed them to my 

office wall in a row. Not beautiful art, but very functional. The first is the current year (in 

truth, they are both technically 2004 calendars, but I use them for months/weeks, not 

actual dates and since they are Dry Erase, I can reuse them for years). I use one as my 

"current year" and one as "next year" and I mark due dates of all major projects 

(including proposals, galleys and proofs and, of course, manuscripts), release dates for 

every book (very important when planning promotion), and I block off weeks/months to 

indicate which book I am writing and when. I also knock out the last two weeks of July 

for the RWA conference, and major holidays. (Just for fun, I mark, in green of course, 

when royalty checks are scheduled to arrive.) I do the same thing (although it might not 

be down to the week) for then following year. In this business, we work far ahead. I'm 

already thinking hard about my 2007 release and writing schedule, and we have 3 months 

of 2005 left.  

 

When I'm asked when I can deliver something, it's a matter of looking at my wall and 
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seeing my schedule and where I could juggle if I had to. You may prefer to do this on the 

spreadsheet (see Julie Kenner!), but, like my plot board, I'm extremely visual and seeing 

it stretched out on my office wall - all 24 months of it - helps me. 

 

And what about the third calendar? That is four "blank" months and I use it to track my 

page progress on a manuscript. When I start a book, I fill in the months and dates, then at 

the end of every week, I put my "Page Goals" and then, on Friday night, I write in my 

"Actual Production." If I'm going to get in trouble near the end of those four months 

when my deadline looms, I want to know it long in advance so I could warn my editor. 

(Haven't yet, but life does happen.) I strongly recommend tracking your page progress, 

goals and actual production well before you are published.  

 

If you are not yet sold, this is still a fantastic, eye-opening exercise. As a writer, you need 

to know how many pages you can produce - whether it's five a week or fifty - because 

when you do sell and you get a two-book deal, you are going to have to commit to a 

deadline for the second book in the contract stage. You really should know your 

production rate - which can change depending on children's school schedules, holidays, 

vacations and, of course, the *other* subgenre you are hopping to on occasion. 

 

This process will tell you, very quickly if you 1) meet your goals regularly and 2) how 

many books you are capable of producing in a year - and that number can determine 

whether or not you want to research the possibility of genre hopping. 

  

Lecture #6 - THE P WORD: PROMOTION 

Before embarking on a full time career as a novelist, I spent eighteen years in marketing 

and believe me, there are few products I haven't pushed to the public. When I first entered 

a public relations agency after graduating from college, I knew in five minutes that I'd 

found my place in the world. I could promote. And, still, with a background that includes 

executive positions at the largest agencies in the world and multi-million dollar clients, 

there is NO SINGLE ELEMENT of my writing career that I dislike more than promoting 

my books. I'd rather write a synopsis - does that tell you how much I don't like promoting 

my work? 

 

But promotion is a fact of life in our business and if you don't like that and want to ignore 

that, you may. I don't think a phenomenal promotion campaign can make or break an 
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author: only the book can do that. But I do think an understanding of the role promotion 

can play and a willingness to do *something* will elevate your chances of selling, of 

getting good publisher support, and of getting another contract.  

 

The purpose of this lecture is not to suggest a promotional campaign for any subgenre. 

That's another two week course and I recommend you take workshops about promotional 

tactics as you get closer to your first sale or the release of your first book. Until then, 

spend your educational time on craft and industry issues.  

 

But for our purposes in reviewing all of the positive and negative implications of genre-

hopping, we do need to think of promotion in a macro sense and how to use it to your 

advantage when you are published or seeking to be published in more than one genre. 

 

Whatever your promotion campaign is, regardless of your budget, you have to think 

about its impact on "the other genre" - good and bad. If you haven't sold into a second 

genre and you want to, as I just mentioned, the editors of genre #2 become one of your 

main target audiences.  

 

The first element of promotion you will have to consider is your name or names. After 

all, the author's name is the number one promotional tool in your arsenal. You have three 

choices when you genre-hop regarding your pen name(s). You can keep one name for all 

sub-genres. The benefit of this is a reduction of marketing costs - it does take an 

investment to build a brand, run a web site, produce collateral, or increase name 

recognition. The downside, of course, is the possibility of diluting that brand so that 

readers don't know what to expect. Many authors have written in multiple sub-genres 

under one name. Julie Garwood, Linda Lael Miller and Karen Robards, for example, are 

writers who have a fairly well-established "brands" and legions of readers who opt to buy 

by author, not genre. Their publishers wisely alter covers and cover copy, as well as 

advertising, to promote the "different" versions of the brand. 

 

Another option is to create a completely separate name, such as Rachel Lee and Sue Civil 

Brown, or Jayne Ann Krentz and Amanda Quick, or Nora Roberts and J.D. Robb. This 

completely eliminates the worry about diluting an audience, but it does increase the cost 

of marketing and brand-building. Most authors are open about their duel identities and 

encourage readers to give their other 'self' a chance. If the two sub-genres have little 

cross-over audience (young adult and erotica, for instance), then this is a recommended 

avenue. It might not get you out of the midlist as quickly as having one name, but it will 

build overall sales and spread your talent around. 
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The final option is a "similar" name. Meggin and Meg Cabot, writing chick lit and young 

adult is an example, or Nicole and Niki Burnham, writing romance and young adult. The 

goal is to bring along established readers, but make it clear (along with entirely different 

covers and even formats) that they should not expect a similar "read" from these books. 

(Although I write category and single title romances under Roxanne St. Claire, the chick 

lit I wrote and any I will write in the future was published under Rocki St. Claire - a 

subtle way to tell my established readers that this book was very different from the 

others.) 

 

The next most critical promotional vehicle is your web site. When you are planning a 

move into a second genre, or even if you haven't published yet but are writing and 

submitting in two different genres, you want to think about how to reflect that in your 

web site. It's very difficult to do well. I suggest you visit the sites of writers who are well-

known for writing two different genres and see all of the ways (color, graphics, names, 

font) you can demonstrate to readers that you write in two subgenres and why they 

should enjoy both. 

 

Depending on the various subgenres you've chosen, you may want two completely 

different sites that reflect the types of books you write. Or you may want to give readers 

options to go to the "chick lit" pages or the "young adult" pages. Or you may want to 

blend it all into one big site. 

 

I've chosen the latter, with the one page devoted to "lovers of category." One of the 

reasons I added short contemporary category to my writing life was that the subgenre 

required less promotion because many of the sales are to regular, loyal readers of the line. 

That was a strategic and powerfully motivating factor to me because, as I just admitted, I 

hate promotion and didn't want to add more of it to my life. To be honest, I do very little 

to promote my category books and my web site is more geared to introducing readers to 

my romantic suspense work, but I do offer information and links just for the category 

reader. 

 

The amount of cross over between any two subgenres will also dictate the release dates 

you negotiate. As I've mentioned, it's better to avoid having two books out in the same 

month. Ideally, you want one to be released, then the next one a month or two later, so it 

can push sales of the first release. This isn't always possible, but it can be beneficial. 

 

The various promotional vehicles available to you are limited only by your budget and 
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imagination. And time. Frankly, I think the most valuable use of that time is to write 

another fantastic book, in any genre, and see how much more of an impact that has on 

your sales in every genre! 

 

Remember, genre-hopping is not for the feint of heart, but it is an excellent way to build a 

bigger audience, create career security, climb out of a creative rut and launch yourself 

from unpubbed to midlist to bestseller. 

Questions and Answers 

Q: As someone who writes in several sub-genres, do you recommend one to start out in? 

Do you think there is a sub-genre that is better for first-time authors to target? 

A: I think a lot of writers, after learning the way the industry works, think they'll "start in 

category" -- kind of like an entry level position. I know I had that epiphany when I was 

trying to sell my first book and even revised that book repeatedly so that it would fit into 

one of the category lines. In hindsight, that's not a smart move. (That manuscript never 

sold, in any genre.) I don't think category is any easier to sell; in fact, it may be more 

difficult because of the structure and stricter guidelines. I think your best bet is to try and 

sell (and therefore write) the genre you love to read the most. That's the one you will 

have subconsciously absorbed and that's probably where your newly honed voice will 

naturally fit.  

 

If you've been reading Regencies or romantic comedy or short contemporary or lush 

historical sagas all your life and find them to be your "comfort read" -- that's probably 

where you should start. I have a hard time keeping suspense out of my books because I 

have been a diehard romantic suspense reader since Victoria Holt took me to Pendorric. 

Although I loved historicals, the years before I started writing, I was reading almost 

exclusively contemporary romantic suspense and that's what it seemed natural to write. 

That's not to say you shouldn't pay attention to the market, but in the beginning, I would 

try to write what you love to read. If you are drawn to a certain subgenre, chances are you 

will be most comfortable writing in it and will write the best book you can. That's the one 

that will sell. 

 

As far as category, it makes a lot of sense to read the books before you try to sell. Just 

because some of the lines are shorter or publish 6 books a month, it doesn't mean they are 

easier to write or easier to break into. Just the opposite. 
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Go look at your keeper shelf. Pull out your favorite books and see if you can find a type 

of book that always appeals to you. Start there. 

 

Visit Roxanne on the web at: www.roxannestclaire.com 

 

http://www.roxannestclaire.com/

