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The Surrender Arc

A Tool for Plotting and Revising the Romance Novel

Introduction

Plot is a very good thing to have in your books.  However, if you're writing romance novels, it's easy to have to external plot overshadow the romance, which is not good.  

One evening about two years ago at a critique group meeting, we were discussing just what it is that editors are looking for.  Shirley Schneckloth summed up our whole discussion by saying, "A romance novel is the story of the surrender to love."  

Yes!  A romance novel is the story of how the hero and heroine surrender to love, so to write a successful romance, you have to stay focused on this Surrender Arc.

Disclaimer: I get very enthusiastic about the Surrender Arc, because it works for me.  If it doesn't work for you, ignore it.  You should take from this only what works for you and ignore the rest.  Writing is such an individual process that you should always ignore people who tell you that their way is the only way to do it right.

The Surrender Arc

An arc is a way of picturing the changes that, as a writer, you want to track.  And since it's a personal tool, it can look any way you want it to.  It has only to be useful to you.  It can be a picture.  It can be a list.  Whatever focuses your attention best.

The simple arc:  

My version of The Surrender Arc in its simplest form looks like the one shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1  The Surrender Arc

You can use this to make sure that the love relationship develops according to plan by noting on the arc the way the feelings of the hero and heroine change throughout the course of the story.  That keeps you from writing, for instance, two first kiss scenes.  Not that I can imagine anyone doing such a thing.
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Figure 2   Surrender Arc for Loving Luke

This is the Surrender Arc for Loving Luke, which won the Heart to Heart last year.  It is the simplest Surrender Arc possible, because the heroine (Hannah) starts the book in love with the hero (Luke), and she ends the book in love with him.  All of the surrendering is his.  
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Figure 3  Surrender Arc for His Hot Number
In His Hot Number, a July 2004 Blaze by Shannon Hollis, both hero and heroine have to surrender.  

Note that both do not surrender at the same time (arrows).

The Surrender Arc Coupled

By combining the Surrender Arc with the plot arc (Figure 4), you can get a clear picture of the balance of love story and external plot in your book.  In too many romances, the two are out of balance--too little plot, too much plot, or in some cases, plot and romance completely independent of one another.  This makes, in my opinion, a disjointed and generally poor story.

In the simplest form, the coupled arc consists of the Surrender Arc and the plot arc.  For each scene, put a symbol on the arc that is advanced by that scene.  If a scene advances both plot and romance, put a symbol on each arc.  This shows both the relationship and the external plot at the same time, increasing your awareness of how they interact.  

You can use this to focus on any part of your book.  For instance, if your interest were analysis of the external plot, you could expand that part of the arc to take subplots into account.  And it's a good way to make sure that the love story, the main plot, and the subplots stay in balance.
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Figure 4 Coupled Arcs with Subplots
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Figure 5

The Surrender Arc, plot arc, and subplot arcs for the first half of His Hot Number, a Blaze by Shannon Hollis, are shown in Figure 5.  The actual book events aren't the issue here--what we want to look at is the way the different threads of the book tie together.

(Pretend the arrows aren't there until you get to the paragraph that explains them.)

The top arc is the Surrender Arc, with the scenes that contain material pertinent to it shown by hearts.  The bottom four arcs are the plot and subplot arcs, with circles for scene markers.  What you see here is that, as is fitting for a romance, every single scene has something in it that pushes the love story forward.  In addition, some scenes have other elements 

The external plot is the struggle to arrest a criminal.  Subplots are the heroine's control issues regarding romance, her quest for professional respect, and the romantic advice she gets from friends.

Now, the arrows:  Each event in the book should lead to a change in emotion and each change in emotion leads to another event.  In practice, stories aren't that tidy, of course, but we have to try.  The arrows in Figure 3 represent this cause and effect relationship.  

[image: image6.jpg]


Figure 6

Figure 6 shows the same arc for Grounds to Believe, a single title romance by Shelley Bates.  Grounds to Believe is only slightly longer than the category romance His Hot Number, but it has more subplots, and it is more tightly integrated.  

Again, the top arc is The Surrender Arc, and the lower five are plot and subplot arcs.  The main external plot is Ross's investigation of the toxic church which is Julia's life.  Subplots are Julia's journey to independence, Ross's search for his daughter, Julia's relationship with her sister, and Julia's relationship with the man she's expected to marry (fiancé, the bottom arc with the illegible label).  

Note that scenes involving the daughter subplot do not generally involve any other element in the book.  This is an example of intersecting plot lines.  Late in the book, this subplot intersects the romance plot and provides the impetus for resolution. 

How to Plot with the Surrender Arc

You can also use the surrender/plot arc couplet as a help in plotting, right from the start of writing your book.  Using whatever form of arc is your preference, write down anything you know about the plot, and then ask, "How does that event lead to an emotional change?"  "How does that emotion lead to the next event?" 

Summary

So to sum up, The Surrender Arc is a tool for plotting, revising, and analyzing.  

Drawing a surrender arc for your hero and heroine is a good way to keep the focus of your romance novel where it belongs.

By coupling Surrender arc and plot arcs, you can keep subplots properly balanced with the romance.
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