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Foreword
BY SYLVIA DAY

When I began writing the story that became the global bestseller Bared to You, there was no New Adult subgenre of fiction. I had no idea my tale of a recent college graduate tackling adulthood and her first mature relationship was tapping into a particular niche. I knew only that my heroine was on her own for the first time, making new mistakes while trying to learn from her old ones.

In many ways, I was embarking on a new chapter along with my heroine.

In picking up Writing New Adult Fiction, you, too, are turning to a new page in your writing career. Trying new things and taking risks is very much a part of being a successful entrepreneur, and educating yourself about the avenues you wish to explore is one of the most important aspects of career building. I commend you for performing your due diligence. By compiling the appropriate knowledge base to begin your story with confidence, you are contributing to your own success.

Take what you learn in the pages that follow, then adapt the knowledge to suit your story and style. Let the information work for you. Learn the rules so you can break them. You will lead your New Adult characters on a similar journey of discovery and adaptation. It’s a path we can all relate to, which is why the genre resonates with so many readers, regardless of age and background.

I have long said that we as readers fall in love with characters not for the things they get right, but for the things they get wrong. I hope you will give yourself the same latitude.

You are not writing another version of an existing story. You are writing your story, and that means you will be taking a road not yet traveled. You may get lost, you will certainly hit bumps in the road, you might have to turn around or take detours. Deborah’s advice and guidance will help you spot the landmarks, but forgive yourself for any misadventures. Careers aren’t built on successes; they’re built on the lessons you learn from your failures.

But you won’t fail. You’ll write the next great New Adult novel, and I look forward to reading it.

Sylvia Day


INTRODUCTION
Three Cheers for Emerging Adults!

They’re not full-blown grownups yet, but they’re pretty darn close. They’re not teenagers anymore, but they’re not done growing up. They’re in-between, relatively unfettered by the rules or expectations of either group. Finally—finally!—they can do what they want, when they want, where they want, how they want. That’s freedom! That’s independence! That’s scary stuff.

That’s the experience of the eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds whom psychologists have dubbed “emerging adults.” (That sounds like psychologists, doesn’t it?) This seven-year phase of development is as distinct as childhood, teenhood, and adulthood—and so crucially different from each one. This post-teen, pre-adult phase is marked by identity exploration, instability, self-focus, and possibilities. Oh, the possibilities.

Emerging adults—or as fiction writers refer to them (and how this book will from now on), new adults—are shedding the roles and relationships that defined them as teens, when they received guidance, support, resources, and imposed structure. Now they’re forging new relationships in which they decide what goes, constructing new social circles in which power is shared or mutual. These young people are operating in a lifestyle fairly oozing in its transitory nature, so the commitments, roles, and relationships are understood to be temporary.

They are also awash in a sense of brass rings screaming to be grabbed. New adults have a stunning breadth of opportunities to explore in love and work before they have to commit to a life partner and path—something they know they’ll do eventually but which they feel little compunction to do at this particular moment, thank you very much. New adults are optimistic. Things are unstable and stresses high, sure, but they know it’ll work out for them even if it doesn’t for other people. They’re quite aware that stability comes when you commit to the responsibilities of true adulthood—careers and marriages and partnerships and parenthood—and for the most part, they look forward to that. The new adult phase is marked by intense identity exploration and experimentation, making it fraught with both possibility and instability, with high expectations and shattered realities. Freedom from oversight is also freedom to screw up big time—and that makes for glorious fiction gold.

For some new adults, life is just too much. For most, it’s an emotionally charged time. And for all, it’s full of big firsts. First serious love relationships, where you’re no longer the tentative teen wondering what love feels like but are instead working out what traits in a lover sync with the new, self-actualized you. First career explorations, where your job focus changes from pulling in cash or rent money to laying down the foundations of a future career. First financial challenges … first true understanding of what it means to be responsible for yourself … first time you’ve walked the rope without a safety net. Life-changing choices and consequences are the “emerging adult experience,” and that’s New Adult fiction.


“I’m not writing for a certain age group but about a certain age group.” —TAMMARA WEBBER, New York Times and USA Today best-selling author of Easy and the Between the Lines series



REFLECTING THE NA LIFE IN FICTION

We all want to read stories that reflect our own existence, and new adults are no different. They need their own stories that reflect their own experience. Not young adult or “YA” fiction. And not adult fiction. New Adult fiction. NA. What is NA fiction, and how do you write stories that are distinctly NA? How can you explore the themes, characters, and issues you want to explore while giving NA readers stories in which they see themselves and feel truly entertained or enriched for the experience? This book answers those questions, digging into the new adult mind-set and experience and teaching you how to use trusted writing techniques and strategies in ways that allow you to create a wholly, distinctly, satisfyingly NA story.

Your job as an NA writer is extra challenging and extra fun because you’re not aiming to please just yourself or readers between ages eighteen and twenty-five. New Adult fiction also enjoys a readership of people older than twenty-five who totally qualify as full-grown, psychologist-approved “adults.” We’re talking readers in their thirties and forties who are well established with spouses, children, and careers. These crossover readers—the same ones who helped boost YA lit to the top of the trade fiction profit spectrum starting with the Harry Potter and Twilight series—love themselves some NA, too.

With such a wide audience range and no “Age Appropriate” limits on content, you can explore life through your fiction in a way that YA writers can’t. NA fiction goes further than teen fiction, showing young people struggling through situations where the stakes are higher and the consequences longer term. New adults are doing their darnedest to deal with things on their own, taking their first big steps toward becoming the grown-ups they want to be, and New Adult fiction mirrors this in the choices the characters make and the type of situations they face. And it can mean, sometimes, more sex. Eighty percent of American college students are doing the premarital hubba-hubba, after all. Exploring your identity involves probing your sexuality, and new adults finally have the time, unfettered access, and social acceptance to probe as often and as experimentally as floats their boats. That’s where the NA category takes some heat. “Sexed-up fiction for teens,” NBC Today News declared. “Sounds like pornos to me,” one children’s book agent quipped while onstage at a national book conference. And so NA writers have had to defend their fiction as being about more than its often-explicit love scenes.

It really is more. This book is about the diversity of the NA realm. Diversity in plots. Diversity in settings and themes, and in character goals and circumstances. Fiction reflects its audience’s experiences and needs, and there’s extreme diversity within the new adult experience. It’s not all wild, casual sex in the dorms. Forty percent of Americans don’t go straight into college after high school. They join the full-time work force. They join the military. They get married and start families. Some struggle for work, some join the Peace Corps to satisfy their need to give to others while they find themselves, some flounder at home with Mom and Dad or on their own. The full new adult spectrum gets explored in New Adult fiction.

I’VE GOT YOUR BACK

This book will show you how to mine this rich phase of life for your fiction. While the elements of storytelling are the same for New Adult fiction as they are for standard teen and adult fiction, NA writers must come at those elements with a unique mind-set. After all, this category has its own expectations, quirks, and a very opinionated audience. In this book, I identify and teach actionable techniques to create the distinct sensibility of the New Adult mind-set and craft an appealingly youthful narrative voice and storyline. I’ll also help you sculpt your themes, settings, characterizations, and dialogue with the NA reader in mind.

Teaching these skills means breaking storytelling down into elements that in reality are intertwined and interdependent, but as long as you keep the concept of “variety” in mind and strive to mix and match elements while you draft your stories, the seams between those elements will disappear and you’ll stop thinking of techniques in isolation. Interweaving elements and focusing on effect rather than executing techniques will become second nature for you.

If you’re totally new to writing, you’ll find this a comprehensive book that’ll usher you from great idea to fabulous final draft and beyond into publishing and promoting. And for those of you who have been writing for a long time, I aim to remind you of things you’ve forgotten as you’ve plugged away in your writer’s cave, as well as to surprise you with other things you might never have considered, particularly in regards to NA’s distinct readership. I’ve organized this book so that you can dip in and out of it as each manuscript demands. Perhaps you’re aiming to launch your craft to the next level? I’ve kept that in mind, too. Years of work with best-selling authors and top award winners has shown me that the best writers keep their pencils sharp by consciously working on their craft. If you have a finished manuscript on your hands, you’ll be able to use this book to evaluate that draft, spotting weaknesses that you can then improve and strengths that you can hone for an even more satisfying story.

I do all of this with the unqualified declaration that this book is not about rules but rather about embodying the NA mind-set and experience in words and stories that are true to your very personal style and vision. Just as new adults feel unfettered by the rules and expectations of teenhood and adulthood, New Adult fiction evolved as a realm for storytellers who take the path that feels right to them rather than the path that’s approved by the powers that be.


“NA has freedom to break the rules because more NAs are self-published.” — JENNIFER L. ARMENTROUT, publishing NA fiction as J. Lynn, best-selling author of the Wait for You series



My teaching includes frequent discussions of the marketplace and publishing industry. Writer. Businessperson. Marketer. You need to do all of it well, and to help you do that I’ve brought in others who’ve traveled this path already—a slew of authors and agents and publishers and publicity pros. You’ll recognize some of the names from the bestseller lists, while others may be new to you as up-and-comers, behind-the-scenes experts, and notable advocates for NA. All shared their insights with me in off-the-cuff interviews, snippets of which I’ve peppered throughout this book, and some generously contributed full inserts devoted to particular elements of NA writing, publishing, and marketing. I can tell you that across the board, these amazing experts have important common ground: They care about NA writers and readers and the future of NA fiction. They’re all delighted to be there for you as you realize your New Adult fiction dreams, through this book and their own websites and social media, which they fill with craft tips and news about NA fiction happenings and cheers for fellow writers. NA is marking itself as a diverse and profoundly supportive community. Welcome to the fold, and happy writing.


CHAPTER 1
Mastering the New Adult Market

To publish is to be in business, and every businessperson should understand the market in which they participate. For us that means plopping the word revolution on the table. Because, make no mistake, that’s what the emergence of NA fiction is: a people’s revolution, starring writers and readers. Which makes you a revolutionary. You’re writing in a category that the reigning powers of publishing did not sanction until readers who shared your interest forced them to acknowledge their needs. In interview after interview, pioneering authors of NA fiction told me they were just writing what they wanted to read, and what they wanted to read were stories about the soul-soaring and soul-crushing experiences of young people living, loving, and learning in those years after high school but before marriage, career, and kids. NA is indeed a fiction of the reader, by the reader, and for the reader.

Most of this book is about the art and craft of storytelling, because that’s what ultimately melts readers’ butter—and ours, too. We all crave killer stories. But if you’re planning to publish your story, you’re going into business either for yourself or with a publishing company, and you need to work out how you fit into this scheme. In this chapter I’ll explain NA’s unique marketplace and lay it against the larger publishing landscape. I’ll distinguish NA from fiction for teens and fiction for adults, shine the spotlight on NA readers and their expectations, and give you insight into the blooming NA community of authors, readers, and industry players. Along the way, I’ll regale you with the tale of how this revolution unfolded.

WHERE NA CAME FROM AND WHERE IT’S GOING

It’s not often that a new category emerges in the publishing industry, and speed isn’t the word to describe the emergence when it happens. It took Young Adult fiction over fifty years and a split into YA and MG (middle-grade) subcategories to become the industry juggernaut it is today. In every way, the volcanic emergence of the New Adult fiction category in 2012 defies precedent.

The NA genesis story can be summed up simply: It started with writers.

In true grassroots fashion, writers—many of them new adults themselves—yearned for stories that reflect the lives of people immediately following high school graduation, and when they didn’t find those stories in bookstores, they started writing them. It wasn’t a wholly new urge. I’d seen a number of manuscripts featuring college-aged protagonists in my years with a children’s trade fiction division in the 1990s and early 2000s as writers tried to place these manuscripts with publishers of Young Adult fiction. But the publishers stuck tight to the notion that high school graduation marked the YA ceiling. Young Adult fiction was about the twelve- to eighteen-year-old experience, period. The prevailing belief was that once readers graduated from high school themselves, they moved on to their college-assigned reading or to novels for adults. Bookstores believed they’d have no customers for NA books, and without those bookstores buying the books from publishers, publishers had little incentive to produce them. This, of course, was in the days before e-books and up through the early days of publishing’s digital revolution.

One editor, Dan Weiss of St. Martin’s Press, tried to carve a place for these wayward eighteen-plus stories in 2009 and coined the term “New Adult fiction.” Alas, without bookstore support, Weiss failed to score the breakout book needed to force the rest of the publishing industry to acknowledge the new fiction.

A year or so after Weiss’s efforts, with the Twilight series having locked in the fervent loyalty of the crossover readers who’d discovered the YA category via Harry Potter, there was a sense of things coming to a head. Teen fiction seemed to be pushing at its upper limits, trying to punch a hole in its ceiling. What about the lives of teens after high school? What about their experiences in college, when grownups aren’t around to tell them who to be, how to be, where to be, and when to be there? You wouldn’t find that in adult fiction categories any more than you’d find it on the YA shelves. The gap was starting to show.


“I didn’t make a conscious decision to write ‘New Adult.’ I wrote about the kinds of experiences that happened to me or to people I knew in college. I like my books to be real, so I put a lot of myself into them. That’s how they ended up being New Adult. Then I read Easy and Beautiful Disaster and realized that other people wrote for the college age, too.” —MOLLY MCADAMS, author of the best-selling novel Taking Chances and other NA novels



Authors like Molly McAdams, Tammara Webber, and Jamie McGuire stepped into that gap and, exhibiting the very optimism, experimentation, and high expectations that mark the New Adult mind-set, published their books themselves. The digital publishing revolution had reached the point where the technology for self-publishing e-books was accessible and affordable to everybody, and e-reading devices were commonplace. They struck gold. Not only were there readers for the books, there were lots of readers. Ignoring conventional wisdom and acting on their own creative impulses, the authors had proven that college-aged people were eager for books that reflected their experiences.

In the stroke that rendered this emergence truly volcanic, the timing of this communion of writers and readers coincided with the maturation of social media and the culture-rocking Fifty Shades of Grey, hailed as one of the first NAs, published in May 2011 and selling 44 million copies by late 2012 (first published by small indie publisher The Writer’s Coffee Shop, then by Random House in 2013). New adults and crossover readers are very active online and very vocal when they like something. It was the perfect storm. Fan word of mouth drove sales of self-published NA fiction through the roof, fast and loud. By the end of 2012, Goodreads.com had logged 14,000 New Adult titles, NA books were hitting bestseller lists, and the world had taken notice. Articles examining the NA fiction phenomenon appeared in mainstream media such as The New York Times, NBC News, New York Magazine, The Guardian, Publishers Weekly, School Library Journal, The Huffington Post, Jezebel.com, and MediaBistro’s Galley Cat. Ladies and gentlemen, NA fiction was in the building.

Traditional publishers took notice. In a rush of headline-worthy deals, they signed self-publishing standouts like Sylvia Day, whose Bared to You, the first book in her NA Crossfire series, was already a bestseller through her own efforts. New York Times best-selling authors Tammara Webber, Jessica Park, Jennifer Probst, and Jennifer L. Armentrout (writing her NA fiction as J. Lynn) landed high-profile deals, too. By the end of 2012, publishers were rolling out their own New Adult imprints, with Random House and Entangled both announcing their dedicated New Adult lines, Flirt and Entangled Embrace, in December of that year.

REVOLUTION DOESN’T HAPPEN WITHOUT A FIGHT

Even as the fans cheered and begged for sequels and editors signed big sellers, many within publishing still pooh-poohed this category that had emerged without their blessing or oversight. They called “New Adult” a marketing label, explaining that it was a useful term for positioning this “sexed-up YA” fare for those readers who’d just finished Fifty Shades of Grey and now craved more sexually explicit books about young people. Other publishing people saw the larger potential of this fiction but considered it a subgenre of YA. For them, publishing NA fiction through their children’s/YA trade fiction divisions as “mature YA” would allow them to hang on to those crossover readers who’d helped turn YA into a publishing juggernaut.

This debate was a dynamic step in developing a strong, definable category. Young Adult fiction had gone through the same hesitancy. There still lingered a sense within the industry that children’s divisions were quaint side endeavors when I arrived on-scene in 1995, a couple of years before the first Harry Potter book was published. One children’s book publisher told me about feeling indulged at a high-level meeting with VPs of the other divisions, as if she were a precious child seated at the adult table. With the phenomenal multimedia success of Harry Potter, Twilight, and The Hunger Games, plus the growing awareness that Young Adult fiction offered rich and very skilled storytelling, YA removed the booster from its seat. In fact, in many ways and due to factors including the negative impact that e-book growth had on adult trade divisions’ bottom lines in the early 2000s, YA moved to the head of the table.

It makes sense that many publishers have been interested in publishing NA through their children’s book divisions. NA themes can look at first blush like an extension of YA themes. Other publishers, though, see the more mature content and mind-set as being just too far beyond teen and tween fiction to be a true partner there, instead embracing that mature content and publishing NA through their adult divisions, as William Morrow (an imprint of HarperCollins) decided to do.

But NA is not simply “mature YA”, or “sexed-up YA”, or YA anything. New adults have left the teen experience behind in a significant way, with its intensely structured life of reporting to school in the morning and being shuffled about by bells and grown-ups for the rest of the day. Post-graduation realities have these young people developing a new mind-set, devising their own structure (or operating without it entirely), forming new goals, and trying to shape themselves to be truly independent adults. They may consult their parents, and younger NAs still have a big decision-making learning curve ahead of them, but they are the ones doing that decision-making. They want it. They are looking forward in life, not looking back to their teen years. New adults view their world and their place in it through a new lens, and that’s what readers and writers of New Adult fiction explore. I’ll delve more deeply into the ways that the new adult mind-set and perspective differs from that of teens and adults in Chapters 3 and 4, which focus on the NA sensibility and on creating believable NA characters.

New Adult fiction surely isn’t hype—we know that now. Publishers don’t create imprints for hype. Staffing, launching, and running imprints is a serious financial endeavor. And over time, NA has grown big and is moving independently from other fiction categories, so it can’t be dismissed as a mere marketing term. Publishers have been vital in this growth, injecting legitimacy and credibility, and helping cull and cultivate the immense volume of NA being published for those readers who prefer such filters. But this unique writer-reader-spawned, self-publishing-driven category depends most on its community of writers, bloggers, and readers for its growth. The majority of NA readers are plenty happy to continue going right to the source for their NA fiction—to you, the writer. This category has grown organically and will continue to do so as NA writers flesh out the genres and offer readers fresh storylines about the vast and varied new adult experience.

The people’s revolution continues.

WHAT NA IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T

What exactly makes a manuscript “New Adult” fiction, anyway? Is casting a protagonist between ages eighteen and twenty-five in the leading role enough?

No way, José.

As with most things literary, writing NA fiction isn’t as simple as accounting for one feature, even its main one. Dropping some luscious sex scenes into the story won’t bump it into NA territory, either. The characteristics that distinguish NA fiction from teen fiction and fiction for adults reflect the perspective, sensibility, and interests of young people at this very distinct phase of life. That’s what NA readers respond to, and they’re quick to object through social media and in bookstore comment sections when an NA offering doesn’t feel truly NA.


“I’ve seen a lot of people thinking they’re writing NA because the characters are between eighteen and twenty-five years old. However, their stories are either adult stories with young characters—they don’t have that underlying theme of growing wings and developing identity; or they are young adult stories—YA themes but with lots of sex. Neither of these are what I consider NA. New Adult is not just age or sex, it’s an underlying theme of finding one’s place in the adult world.” —KAREN GROVE, Editorial Director, Entangled Embrace



NA’S INGREDIENTS

The new adult phase is a spectrum representing young people who are moving from fresh-out-of-high school all the way to those experiencing their first post-college, career-oriented jobs. NA fiction embraces all of it. As with YA fiction, where a book about a fourteen-year-old high school freshman will showcase a less developed maturity and more youthful sensibility than a book about an eighteen-year-old high school senior, NA offers story opportunities across a deliciously wide spectrum. Further enriching this publishing category, every genre has full access to that spectrum: A necromancer on his first assignment without his father is at a different point of discovery in his new adult phase than a necromancer who’s been waking the dead on his own for a couple of years now but feels like he hasn’t yet found his calling in life—and he has no idea what that calling could be.

With this understanding that a significant range of maturity exists in this seven-year span, here are nine traits that together distinguish NA fiction from teen fiction or fiction for adults. All of these will be examined from many different angles and to many different ends as we dig into the writing of your NA story.

1. Main Characters in the NA Age Range

NA stories star eighteen- to twenty-five-year-olds who haven’t yet defined themselves enough to settle into marriage, career, and children, the three markers of adulthood. Protagonists on the older end of the spectrum may be revising the plans they thought they’d laid out so carefully, which is why the early careerists fit in the NA realm. There’s still a ton of self-definition and exploring to be done, giving plenty of opportunity for inner conflict and stress.

2. Themes Related to Identity Establishment

New adults are figuring out who they are, separate from their families and the identities many feel were foisted upon them as children and teens. Therefore, NA characters are embroiled in the act of self-definition. It has them exploring and experimenting, sometimes leaping and sometimes cowering, through their plots. NA narratives often include conscious thought about the protagonists’ need to know who they really are and what they really want in life now that they get their say. This active exploration is laced with both desperation and hope, which of course sets up delicious opportunities for fictional drama.

3. Independence as a Story Driver

“Free at last!” could be the rallying cry for new adults, particularly the youngest ones. The sense of finally grabbing the bull by the horns pervades most NA stories—which can be at various times exciting and terrifying, successful or disastrous. There’s a strong strain of self-determination in NA fiction as characters take responsibility for themselves, their actions, their problems. They may embrace this responsibility or struggle against it, and it fits into any story regardless of genre and specific plotline. NA protagonists are always empowered to resolve their own problems, even those who choose to consult with their peers or parents. Ultimately, the responsibility is on them to make the call and take the action.

4. A Self-Focused Perspective

The quest to work out their own identities, combined with their newfound self-determination, focuses new adults on their own needs, wants, dreams, and interests. That self-focus permeates the narrative sensibility of NA stories and affects character behavior. Characters are “self-centered” not because they are uncaring of others but because this is likely the one time in their lives when their only responsibility is themselves. Note that selfishness may be a flaw of specific characters here and there, just as in any work of fiction, but as a group, NA’s Good Guy characters exhibit compassion for others. NA characterizations, relationships, and plot choices are heavily influenced by this perspective.

5. Heightened Sense of Change and Instability

The new adult phase of life is marked by change, making it a very unstable time. Even good change requires reassessments, rearrangements, and uncertainty. Factor into that the absence of daily structure that has regulated the previous eighteen-plus years of their existence and you’ve got serious stress roiling the NA gut. These stories throw a lot of change at their characters and channel their stress into worsening conflict and bad decisions.

6. Clash of High Expectations and Harsh Reality

New adults are an optimistic bunch, at least in terms of their own lives. They generally have a positive outlook for themselves, believing things will work out well for them even if their outlook for the rest of the world is grim. That means they are ripe for a crushing blow and harsh realities. NA stories tap into the conflict and tension that results from this clash, making their optimistic characters aim big but miss even bigger.

7. Peer-Heavy Social Circles

In NA fiction, a social circle of peers often acts as the protagonist’s post-teen “family,” sharing intimate details and experiences with the main character, serving as social and moral barometers, and in some cases being present on a daily basis, as with roommates or co-workers. Generally these peers have similar interests. Even those new adults who “stay behind” to live with Mom and Dad after high school end up forming new social circles as their friends move on. Parents are out of the picture, or nearly so, in NA fiction. In some stories the new adult may consult the parents, but Mom and Dad’s power over the young person is diminished or gone, especially as the new adult’s financial independence grows. Some NA fiction features parents unable to let go, causing the new adult to struggle for freedom.

8. Significant Romances

Almost invariably, the NA novel includes a romantic storyline, whether as the primary plot or as a secondary thread. New adult characters are beyond the first-love, in-the-moment romances of teen fiction. These new relationships are intense, usually include sex, and are as much about the protagonist’s self-discovery as they are about the object of their affections. Less “Does he love me?” and more “Do I love him? What do I love about him? How do I feel about myself when I’m with him?” The sex scenes are often explicit, although they don’t have to be. Romance is such a prime element of NA fiction that I go whole hog with it in Chapter 9, “Love and Sex in the Age of Experimentation.”

9. NA-Relevant Circumstances

NA fiction examines universal themes through situations and circumstances that are believable within the new adult experience and within the logic of the fictional world. Examples include temporary living arrangements, short-term jobs, fluid social circles, unfamiliar activities and settings, and financial stress. Chapter 6 is dedicated to helping you develop circumstances for your characters that NA readers can relate to and that offer you superb opportunities for spinning a fresh and distinct storyline.

You can come at these universal NA elements from countless angles, through a myriad of combinations and degrees of emphasis, with either positive or negative spins. NA fiction is a rich realm for a storyteller.

NA GENRE ROLL CALL

I keep calling New Adult fiction a “category.” That’s important. A publishing category tells you the general topic, in this case the experience of new adults. Categories are then broken down into kinds of stories—genres. NA genres include dystopian, contemporary romance, paranormal, and historical (more below), but really there’s no limit to the kind of story through which you can explore the lives of young people living, loving, learning, and struggling in that gap between late adolescence and adulthood. You can even mash up the genres, throwing some paranormal elements into your historical fiction about a young person struggling in the Confederate South, for example. There’s ample room for this new category of fiction to expand its offerings and to mature, bringing in new voices, fans, and creativity.

Contemporary romance has been the most dominant NA genre, but dominant has never meant only. As NA continues to grow, more books are being published into nonromance genres, although their storylines still incorporate romance in some way. Here’s a rundown of the most-published NA genres.


	CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE. Romance stories first and foremost, set in modern-day settings and circumstances, with the protagonist’s primary struggle being the search for fulfillment through a romantic partner. Happily Ever After endings with promises of marriage and family aren’t required; more often, these stories end with the couple together and strong, fulfilled both in their love for each other and in their discoveries about themselves. Examples: Sylvia Day’s Bared to You; Jessica Park’s Flat-Out Love; J. Lynn’s Wait for You; Jay Crownover’s Rule; Abbi Glines’s The Vincent Boys; Jamie McGuire’s Beautiful Disaster.

	CONTEMPORARY REALISTIC (OR CONTEMPORARY). New adults struggling to define identity in modern-day settings and circumstances—most commonly in college but also frequently in major cities where the focus is on hip lifestyles and career-launching. Unlike contemporary romance, the love storyline takes a back seat to a more primary conflict for the protagonist. Examples: Markus Zusak’s I Am the Messenger; Amy Efaw’s Battle Dress; Denise Grover Swank’s Twenty-Eight and a Half Wishes; Rainbow Rowell’s Fangirl.

	SPECULATIVE. An umbrella label for all fantastical genres. The following prevail in the NA market, but there are many other varieties of speculative fiction and there’s a lot of mixing and mashing of speculative elements, as with Ilona Andrews’s popular Kate Daniels series, which takes place in a world that’s suffered a magic-related apocalypse and includes advanced technology and mythical monsters with its magical spells.

	PARANORMAL. Real-life characters and settings touched by supernatural elements like magic or magical creatures. Demons, werewolves, and winged creatures are common. The menacing atmosphere and psychological fear mongering of horror fiction is often a part of NA paranormal novels, though it is not required. Examples: Carrie Butler’s Mark of Nexus series (paranormal romance); Alyssa Rose Ivy’s The Crescent Chronicles series (supernatural); Lynn Rush’s Wasteland (paranormal romance/time travel). E.J. Wesley’s Blood Fugue stands as an example of a paranormal/horror/action novella, a shorter alternative to the full-length novel and prevalent in the NA category.

	SCIENCE FICTION/DYSTOPIAN/APOCALYPTIC. Science fiction has many subgenres, such as genetic engineering and alternate worlds, but NA’s offerings seem to coalesce around time travel, dystopian/post-apocalyptic, and futuristic stories. To distinguish between post-apocalyptic and dystopian, imagine civilization surviving its near end (usually through human-deployed weaponry) versus being totally gone to pot (again through man’s inhumanity to man). Examples: Summer Lane’s Collapse series (post-apocalyptic); Ernest Cline’s Ready Player One (futuristic science fiction); Aubrie Dionne’s A New Dawn series (science fiction/romance); Julie Cross’s Tempest series (science fiction/time travel/thriller).

	FANTASY. Stories that are magical or in other ways supernatural. Subgenres include high fantasy, dark fantasy, gothic novels, parallel worlds, urban fantasy, and fictional landscapes that are in some way fantastical. Paranormal is fantasy, but it’s so dominant in NA that I singled it out above. Examples: Carrie Vaughn’s After the Golden Age (fantasy/superheroes); Samantha Young’s Slumber (fantasy romance/fairy tale retelling); Juliana Haygert’s The Everlast Trilogy (futuristic urban fantasy).





	HISTORICAL/HISTORICAL ROMANCE. Stories featuring characters in past eras like the Roaring ’20s, or experiencing historical events like President Lincoln’s assassination. Far-flung locales and cultures add to the appeal of this genre. If the story is primarily one of romance, then the genre is specified as “historical romance.” The cutoff era for historical fiction is a point of debate, so I recommend applying this label to any story set through the 1980s and being clear about the specific time period in all your descriptions of the book. True blue historical fiction fans probably want dramatically different clothing and lifestyles than they’d find in anything after the 1970s. Examples: Melanie Harlow’s Speak Easy (historical); Allison Rushby’s The Heiresses (historical romance; serial novellas).



THE THRIVING NA COMMUNITY

An active, supportive community of writers, readers, industry experts, and bloggers/reviewers has grown around New Adult fiction. Most of their interaction takes place online, through social media and blogs, so you can be a part of this community no matter where you live. I’ll get into that interaction and its networking potential in Chapter 15, “Marketing Your New Adult Fiction … and Yourself.”

NA READERS ARE NA CHEERLEADERS

NA authors, editors, agents, and bloggers generally agree that the audience for New Adult fiction is primarily the same full-fledged-adult crossover audience that took YA to the top of the industry, with college-aged readers coming in second and some advanced teen readers bringing up the rear. These claims have yet to be confirmed by official researchers, but a report by the publishing market research firm Bowker in September 2012 gives us a good look at these “crossover” readers. Bowker determined that over half of the people buying YA books were eighteen years old or older, and that most of them were purchasing those books for their own reading pleasure, not to gift to a teen. The largest segment of these eighteen-plus-ers was the thirty- to forty-four-year-olds. That’s a lot of “older” people reading stories about young people in less settled phases of life than their own. Simple escapism is often cited as a reason for their reading choice, as well as a nostalgia for a time in life without the full weight of adult responsibilities. Authors and editors continue to learn about the NA audience through the same writer-reader online interaction that fueled the category’s initial growth.

NA readers of all ages interact with authors online, fall in love with characters, and speak freely about what they like and don’t like. They don’t shy from making suggestions and requests. Molly McAdams specifically wrote the sequel Stealing Harper at the mass urging of fans of her Taking Chances. NA readers want to connect deeply with their lead characters, and when they do, they let it be known. They hold contests on social media sites where they vote on the sexiest NA hottie. They write fan fiction. And they spread word of their favorite NA books and authors with gusto.

Many NA readers are also bloggers and book reviewers. The blogs act as online gathering places for readers to talk all things NA. Some blogs are dedicated to full-length book reviews, a vital contribution for a category filled with self-published books that aren’t likely to get mainstream media book reviews. Bloggers also support authors directly by hosting blog tours and doing book giveaways. I’ll cover bloggers extensively in my marketing chapter.

YOUR FELLOW WRITERS

NA writers span the gamut of the writing spectrum, from those trying their hands at fiction for the first time to published veterans. Many are new adults themselves, while others are solidly among the crossover audience age, even topping it. They often write in other categories and across genres, particularly adult category romance and Young Adult fiction (frequently paranormal YA). Jennifer L. Armentrout publishes her YA paranormal/urban fantasy fiction under her full name but her sexier adult and New Adult romance as J. Lynn to keep the lines clear for her readers.

New Adult writers are just as active online as their readers, keeping up their end of the avid writer-reader communion that marks NA fiction. Note that it isn’t just the up-and-comers doing this interacting. Sylvia Day, who was already RWA president and successful author of a slew of novels when she self-published the first book in her Crossfire NA series, is constantly online with her peeps, and she updates her blog and maintains her website content herself. Her tweets and blog posts sound like her because it is her doing the tweeting and the blogging. Readers love that their NA authors are this accessible and “real.” The writers engage with each other online, too, talking craft and business through the blogs, Twitter #NAlit chats, and various individual efforts. With the same grassroots spirit that sparked the NA revolution in the first place, they support and promote each other and NA fiction as a category even as they write and promote their own books.

PUBLISHERS AND AGENTS BRING EXPERTISE TO THE TABLE

Publishers are helping to define and grow the category as well, bringing to bear their editorial acumen, marketing power, and distribution channels. Independent publishing experts, such as freelance editors, interior and cover designers, and publicists, also play a significant role as self-published New Adult writers aim for quality in content and promotional strategy. NA authors may sign with a traditional publisher, self-publish, or balance a hybrid career where they do both. Literary agents fit into all three choices as they manage author rights with publishers and those seeking film, audio, or foreign rights, guide authors’ long-term writing careers, and sell manuscripts to publishers that don’t have open submission policies. I’ll go into great detail about the experts’ roles and how they fit your publishing choices in my chapters about publishing with traditional houses, self-publishing, and marketing. Remember, to publish is to be in business, and knowing your marketplace means knowing the full breadth of your options and making the best-informed decisions you can for each book and for your overall writing career.


INDUSTRY INSIGHT: “It wasn’t a category then, but I knew it was there.” An Interview with Dan Weiss

Dan Weiss, packager of Francine Pascal’s 1980s hit Sweet Valley High and Sweet Valley University series, was excited about a new series his packaging company was developing with Francine Pascal called Fearless. Fearless pushed the envelope of the then intensely rigid YA market, running its seventeen-year-old protagonist through a gauntlet of violence, romance, philosophy, and solitude. Weiss knew there was an older market for Fearless and pressed Simon & Schuster to publish it as an adult novel series. Despite S&S’s decision to send it into the world as a YA series, Dan saw that as the beginning of what he knew would be a new kind of publishing, one he would eventually dub New Adult fiction.

In 2009, Dan Weiss had just joined St. Martin’s Press as an editor. He hadn’t forgotten his experience with Simon & Schuster and the Fearless books and felt the time was now right to publish fiction about college-aged protagonists for college-aged readers. His recent experience running the SparkNotes online study site for junior and senior high schoolers and college students gave him a great deal of data about the market, and so he knew the college crowd was still reading Young Adult books, only dipping into adult fiction for the bestsellers. This was contrary to the industry-wide belief that college students were only reading their school-assigned textbooks or had moved on to books for grownups. “My experience says the market follows the audience when it comes to young people but then can quickly catch up,” he says. He set about catching the market up to the college crowd.

Dan had a hunch that books written specifically for that college-aged readership, about their experiences and time of life, could be published at St. Martin’s. Needing a label for this new kind of fiction, he called it New Adult fiction and had his assistant announce a contest on his blog. That blog post defined the category.

When I interviewed Dan in May 2013, he broke his definition of New Adult fiction into three parts:

“One, perspective. A new adult might be suffering the same trials as the young adult, but it’s about perspective. YA is tunnel-visioned. In the NA mind, the perspective about the character’s own situation is distinct. They’ve been through this before, in a way—it’s not new—but it has a new context.

“Two, sexuality. Sexual awakenings or sexual independence that an adult might experiment with. This aspect is important. Is New Adult really YA with sex? No. It’s more. It’s about understanding and experimenting with yourself.

“Three, a readership that is looking back on its younger years. More passionate, more sensual, more dramatic than their actual lives where they are now, at thirty-ish, with young children, doing the day to day, and needing to escape.”

In that visionary St. Martin’s NA contest, Dan received a lot of submissions from writers who’d been writing New Adult fiction without having a label for it or, in most cases, even thinking there was a market for it. They just had to write the stories that were burning inside them. St. Martin’s published a few of these entries in their Griffin imprint, a paperback line in their adult trade fiction division. Alas, the books lacked the retail outlets to forge a new space in the market. “Where do we shelve something called ‘New Adult fiction?’” retailers said as they passed on the books during sales calls. The fiction would have to wait for the technological revolution that bypassed physical bookstores completely, allowing readers to discover these novels online and download them, no retail shelves required. That wouldn’t happen for another couple of years, but Weiss had laid the scaffolding for the category that was to come. New Adult fiction had a name and an identity, and a community of writers and readers embraced it and set out to make it their own.

Dan Weiss is the former publisher at large at St. Martin’s Press.




CHAPTER 2
Creating Your Premise, NA-Style

People have been writing stories about falling in love for hundreds of years. And they’ve been writing stories about trust issues for hundreds of years, and about finding happiness amid poverty for hundreds of years, and so on. Basic themes get recycled because humans are always intrigued by them. Your challenge as a writer is to put together a set of fictional variables that, when blended into specific characters, concept, conflicts, and circumstances, make your story a fresh and intriguing presentation of your chosen theme. That unique collection of story elements is the premise for your story. If readers like what your premise offers, you’re well on your road to happy readers, and that’s a powerful force to have behind you. Seriously, when NA readers love a book, their social media pom-poming is off the charts. Summing up your premise in a single alluring sentence, called a “hook statement,” can help you write that book.

In this chapter I help you develop your idea into a pom-pom-worthy premise using a hook statement as your development tool. I walk you through this premise-building process and show you how you can then use your finished hook to write the story you conceptualized. If you’ve already finished a draft of your story, writing a hook for that story is a keen way to evaluate the manuscript and make sure you’ve delivered something distinct and fresh. And then—because by golly this hook thing just keeps on giving—you can use your hook to pitch your finished novel to agents, editors, and readers, ultimately arming those cheering readers with the perfect sound bite to plug right into their social networks.

LEAD WITH THE RIGHT HOOK

A successful premise starts with a core idea. That idea might be a theme you want to explore, like falling in love, or it might be a single image in your head, like a young woman standing on a ledge with a trophy in one hand and a Samurai sword in the other. Or maybe it’s a concept, such as Joe Normal saving the President of the United States from assassination. Those are all cool ideas, but you can’t dive into your first draft armed only with that. Where would you begin? Who would you put in that first scene, and what would they be doing? You need at least a sense of your main character and conflict, the main themes or issues you’ll explore, and the general context of the story, like the era or locale or life circumstances that form the stage for your fiction. You need to develop that core idea into a story premise, and an excellent way to do that is to try to describe your premise in a twenty-five- to forty-word hook statement.

USING A HOOK TO DEVELOP IDEAS INTO PREMISES

A hook statement, or simply a hook, describes what the story’s about, how it fits into the NA marketplace, and what makes it stand out from all the other books in that market, all in a single sentence. You’re best served crafting your hook as soon as you start working with that cool idea of yours. It’s an awful feeling to find yourself, after spending weeks, months, or even years writing hundreds of pages, with a full manuscript that’s so indistinct it leaves beta readers going, “Okay … but so what?” The story is just there. They can’t point to anything really wrong about it because it’s well written craft-wise; they just know it’s not rocking their boat.

How do you pitch an indistinct story to readers when you go to publish and promote it? It’s a love story! … It’s a demon story! … It’s a first-year-in-college story! Yeah, but so what? There are plenty of love stories out there. And demon stories. And first-year-in-college stories. What’s different about your love story? What makes these lives worth reading about? “Ordinary people with extraordinary lives is fresh”—that’s how Harlequin’s Vice President of Series Editorial Dianne Moggy urged listeners in a 2013 Publishers Weekly webcast to reach for “fresh” angles in a romance. Articulating your main conflict and the distinct elements of your tale from the get-go can help you make sure you’ve got “extraordinary” covered.

Hook-writing is the perfect exercise for challenging yourself to work out unusual but believable and intriguing details for your story. If I handed the above ideas to three different NA writers and worked through the hook-writing process with them, we’d







USING YOUR HOOK TO WRITE YOUR BOOK



USING YOUR HOOK TO SELL YOUR BOOK

















WRITE YOUR HOOK




	CHARACTER AND CONFLICT GET TOP BILLING. Those are your biggest carrots because those are what readers care about the most.

	BREVITY IS BOSS. This is a brief articulation of your vision—as few as twenty-five words, if you can swing it, making it Tweetable.

	AVOID HYPERBOLE. “… and saves the world as we know it” may sound catchy, but expansive phrases like that are so overused in American pop culture that people’s brains barely register the words. They don’t reveal anything specific about your book, anyway.

	SPECIFICITY IS YOUR FRIEND. Being specific forces you to analyze your premise and gives readers something tangible to latch onto. “Jack the Ripper” evokes a stronger set of associations than “a serial killer.”

	TONE TEASES. You’ll start drafting your hook with statements about your key elements, then you’ll massage the words and phrasing into a tight sentence that captures the tone of your story—scary, lighthearted, etc.


HOOK-WRITING IN FOUR PARTS


Character






Theme



Primary Conflict and Goal














Context




STRATEGIZING A SERIES BY WRITING A HOOK







A SERIES NEEDS ITS OWN GOAL


A SERIES IS DRIVEN BY A CHARACTER OR RELATIONSHIP




A STRONG SERIES KEEPS THE STORY FRESH WITHIN THE SERIES


HOOKING STORIES ON PASSION INSTEAD OF TREND






	KNOW WHAT REVS YOUR ENGINES. Identifying your tastes as a reader helps you know the direction you should proceed in developing your idea into a full concept. Do you lose yourself in novels that linger in protagonists’ psyches? Dive into your own protagonist’s psyche, then. Take a long, sudsy bath in it. If that’s what gets your reader juices flowing, it’ll get your storyteller juices flowing.

	KNOW HOW YOU PROCESS YOUR WORLD. Do you dwell on the things people say, or do you focus on their movements and behavior? Do you notice the ambiance of places, imagining how that will affect the mood of people as they move through those spaces? When you identify your own way of filtering the world, you can run your stories through those filters.

	KNOW WHY YOU ARE WRITING. Understanding what you want from writing and why you write will help you develop the things you’re passionate about in your current work-in-progress. What makes your blood boil or your knees knock in real life? What drives you to write? Tap into that to develop your body of work. That can mean specializing in a genre or branding yourself as someone who explores certain themes, such as misfits trying to fit in, or underdogs who triumph, across a variety of genres.

	KNOW YOUR COMFORT ZONES. The flip side of writing what impassions you is staying away from that which makes you squeamish. Explicit sex scenes, for example. New Adult fiction runs the gamut with its handling of sensual material. If you’re not comfortable with the sexy scenes, don’t write them, because they’ll sound clunky and be anything but sexy. Same with cussing, and with violence, and with any element you might be tempted to write because you think the market wants it.
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