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INTRODUCTION



It’s probably fair to say right now that this isn’t a recipe book or a manual. Writing isn’t like cooking a meal or putting together a chest of drawers (though it may well have elements of both). Writing is a very strange mixture of the personal – your ideas, your voice, your take on things – and the public – the readers, their expectations, their interpretation. This book is aimed at helping you do two things, and to do them well – to identify the kind of crime-fiction novel or short story you’d like to write, and to explore some of the key elements of that kind of crime fiction, so that you can be clear about what you need to do to meet your readers’ expectations. It’s not that you can’t deviate from the template (in fact, it would hardly be possible to write something worth reading without doing so); it is rather that you need to be aware of what the ‘rules’ are, so that, when you break them, you do so consciously, for effect, rather than by mistake in a way that disappoints or frustrates your readers.


In order to help you do this, there are exercises throughout the book in which you can play with different ideas, different ways of saying things, different ways of putting events and characters together.



What works best for you?



There are fundamentally three different ways in which you can approach this book. None of them excludes the others – it’s more a question of what will work best for you.


The first approach is simply to read through the book from beginning to end, to get an overview of the landscape of crime-fiction writing, and of all the highly varied kinds of writing and plot-building available.


The second approach is to read the book through, doing all the exercises as you go along. This is an approach that is particularly helpful and appealing to new writers looking to hone their craft. There are few better ways of becoming a better writer than to experiment with writing in different ways, using different vocabulary, sentence structures, tones of voice and imagery.


In order to make this as practically useful for you as possible, each chapter focuses on an excerpt from the work of a specific, highly successful contemporary author writing in that genre, and each chapter provides, as well as a number of ‘building’ exercises, one Core Exercise, each of which focuses on one particular aspect of crime-fiction writing. Taken together these form the foundations of a complete crime-fiction writing course.


Finally, if you are already clear and confident about the kind of crime fiction you want to write, then, if you work through the chapter on that genre in detail, it will give you pointers and reminders about the kind of things you will need to do or bear in mind if you are to write in that genre successfully and satisfy your readers’ expectations.


It’s worth pointing out, though, even if you are only interested in one particular genre, all the exercises throughout the book will be helpful as you hone your craft. The writing techniques typical of one genre can often prove extremely useful when writing in another genre and, of course, there is often a great deal of overlap between genres.



Examples and technical terms



As mentioned, each chapter opens by looking at a short passage by a contemporary writer who is an expert in the genre – a difficult choice on every occasion because there are so many superb crime writers publishing today. Each author, and each passage, has been chosen not only because the writers are great practitioners of their craft, but also because the particular passage selected demonstrates important aspects of the kind of writing under discussion. At the end of the book you will find a glossary of technical terms. These have been used as little as possible, but, equally, these terms have been developed as useful analytical and explanatory tools so it is helpful for the writer to know them. In order not to interrupt the flow of the reader’s concentration, each term is marked in bold on its first use so that, if you are unfamiliar with it or unsure of its meaning, you can nip to the back of the book, have a quick glance at the glossary and then proceed.


One last thing – I have sought to be thorough and informative about the vast and ever-changing landscape of crime fiction. I will, inevitably, have missed things out, or categorized writers or styles of writing in ways that others would query. Much of the categorization of these different kinds of fiction is down to interpretation and emphasis. At the end of the day, what is important is that you take from each chapter what is useful to you, in order to explore, hone and develop your own writing, and find your own voice. Enjoy your writing.





CHAPTER 1



THE DIFFERENT KINDS OF CRIME FICTION


The idea of enjoying reading books about people being burgled, bullied, tormented, tortured and killed is, to say the least, an odd one. Yet crime fiction is almost as old as the novel form itself, and it certainly wasn’t long before it developed as a separate and distinctive genre – a genre that is more popular today than ever before.



Why does crime fiction exist?



There are all sorts of answers to that question but, as this is a book for writers, I will stick here to the answer that seems to me to be most practically useful to a writer. Crime fiction provides a way for the writer, and thus for the reader, to explore extreme situations in which questions of morality – what it is to be good or bad, what it is to behave well or ill, constructively or destructively – are brought to the fore, without either the writer or the reader actually having to expose themselves to those situations in reality.



The categories of crime fiction



That’s a very broad-brush attempt at a definition. Perhaps it’s more useful to look at what happens in the different kinds of crime fiction, not so much in terms of the plots as in terms of how the world of the book is left when the story ends and where the book takes the reader. It is possible to see the different kinds of crime-fiction story as falling into one of three broad categories:


1.   Putting the world to rights


2.   Taking you behind the scenes


3.   Taking you away from the world you know


Before going on to look in detail at each of the separate genres of crime fiction, as we shall be doing throughout the rest of this book, let us just take a moment to look at what each of these three broad categories consists of, and what implications that has for the writer.


To some extent, all fiction, perhaps all literature, can be seen as an exercise in putting the world to rights, even if it’s only in terms of showing just how singularly not right the world is, in the writer’s view. But crime fiction, more than any other kind of literature, is concerned with confronting a transgression, identifying a transgressor and, in one way or another, restoring the moral order. This is true of all crime fiction, but it is perhaps pre-eminently the case with ‘cosies’.



The cosy



The world of the cosy is a world in which moral and social order are the expected norm. It depicts a circumscribed world, usually a village; one totally trustworthy character, who is both highly intelligent and slightly underrated by many of those around her (and it usually is a ‘her’); and a violent crime, the interest of which lies not in the violence but in the puzzle surrounding it. The moral order is restored by the solving of the puzzle, the apprehension of the perpetrator and the restoration of the world of the book to its customary equanimity.



The consulting detective



Something similar is the case in ‘consulting detective’ crime stories, such as those involving Edgar Allan Poe’s Auguste Dupin, or Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. There are important differences, though. First of all, the world of the book is much more flexible and fluid, both socially and geographically. Equally, the consulting detective (most often male) is usually more of a maverick, standing slightly at odds to the society that he serves and whose ills he addresses.



Hardboiled crime fiction



The ‘hardboiled detective’, such as Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe, is a development of the figure of the consulting detective, but darker, even more of a maverick, no longer necessarily a gentleman, yet with a totally reliable, if wry, sense of right and wrong.


In all of these three kinds of crime fiction, the writer must establish their central figures as having two fundamental characteristics: they need to be clever and they need to be good. The reader has to be able to trust them, both in terms of the moral order and in terms of their ability to sort through the chaos and confusion of the crime or crimes, and put things right again.



Noirs and thrillers



Things get slightly less cut and dried with the last two genres in this section: the ‘noir’ and the ‘thriller’. In each of these the central protagonist on whom the reader relies to solve the mystery and put the world to rights is not necessarily an entirely nice, pleasant or reliable person. The hero or heroine is usually tormented, tarnished and tousled, and the world in which they move is confused, dark and often brutal.



A continuum of crime fiction



In a slightly simplistic but nonetheless generally accurate way, one could see these five different kinds of crime fiction as operating along a continuum like this:
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As we will see when looking at each of these genres in detail, the position on the continuum you choose for your protagonist and for the world of your story will have important repercussions for the choices you will be making as a writer – plot, narrative voice, language, imagery and all the rest.


There is, of course, as we have already seen, no cut-and-dried division between the different genres of crime fiction – they necessarily link and overlap, and there are frequently very fuzzy boundaries between one and another. Nonetheless, there is an important difference in emphasis between the next four kinds of crime-fiction story we will be looking at here and those that we have just been discussing.



Specialists in fighting crime



Police procedurals, forensic crime fiction, courtroom crime fiction and spy stories all depend for their interest and effectiveness on the unfamiliar details of the different worlds to which they introduce the reader. What this means for the writer is easy enough to state but sometimes very hard to achieve: the details must be accurate or, at the very least, entirely consistent, convincing and intriguing.


Expert knowledge and research are key here, and, almost as important, a light touch. The writer must perform a judicious balancing act between letting the reader into this specialist and usually hidden world, and overwhelming them with facts. Fundamentally, as we will see in more detail when we look at each of these genres in turn, the facts need to be at the service of the plot, and where explanation is required, it needs to be provided in such a way that the reader is involved rather than simply hit over the head with information. This is why there’s often an ‘innocent’ character to whom the specialist has to explain X, Y or Z about their subject, so that the reader can receive the explanation as well. This needs to be carefully done, though, if the specialist is not to come across as tedious and patronizing, and the reader is not going to be tempted to leave them to it and go and make a cup of tea.


Police procedurals, courtroom crime fiction and spy fiction have a lot in common in terms of the way in which the reader is introduced to and kept within the unfamiliar world of police work and spycraft. Frequently, as we will see, this is done by using ‘insider language’ in such a way that the meaning is clear to the reader, while giving them a sense of being a member of the inside team themselves. For instance, to pick just one example more or less at random, in Michael Connelly’s Harry Bosch series, there is frequent mention of the Murder Book. Fundamentally, this is simply the ring binder in which every action and every piece of evidence is recorded throughout the investigation of a homicide case in the United States. The slightly creepy name used with easy familiarity, and the fact that the name is often employed in a casual and offhand way, gives the reader a sense of inclusion within the inner world of the homicide detective.


Similarly, in spy fiction, use of ‘technical’ terms such as ‘asset’ or ‘wet work’ immediately places the reader within the world of espionage, with all its extraordinary vocabulary of dissimulation and pretence.


All the different kinds of forensic crime fiction work in a comparable but slightly different way – the forensic scientist is an expert, a specialist, whose extraordinary skill we are invited to learn about as if we are looking over their shoulder. While the reader may be one of the team, as it were, in police procedurals and spy fiction, in forensic crime fiction the reader’s position is much more that of the admiring outsider or, at the very most, an apprentice.



Transporting the reader to different times, different places



In terms of crime fiction, there is a range of different ways of using different times, different places, different experiences of reality into which the reader can delve. You can take your reader into an identifiable historical past, you can introduce them to an alternative version of the reality they feel they know, or you can whisk them away to a different part of the globe, where the geographical and cultural setting is distinctive and imaginatively engaging.


Crime fiction set in past times has become increasingly popular of late, and it is easy to see why. It is history at street level, so to speak, with the pleasure of being taken inside the places, the culture, the thinking of peoples we have probably just brushed past in our schooldays. If you are interested in a particular historical figure, or a particular historical period, then exploring that person or that period through the medium of a crime-fiction novel can be profoundly rewarding. The judicious mixture of minutely researched historical fact with the freedom of fictional invention enables writer and reader alike to inhabit a world both familiar and unknown, while the addition of a crime or crimes immediately raises questions about what, morally and personally, we have in common with peoples in past times, and what things we see radically differently.


Killing a partner in a jealous rage may seem understandable, if undesirable, in any culture at any time – but beating a child? In our current Western culture this may be seen as a criminal offence punishable by imprisonment; in another time it would perhaps simply have been viewed as good parenting. Historical crime fiction sets up a series of mirrors in which we can catch fascinating glimpses of other times, times that have helped to shape our own. Simultaneously, we see our own culture, assumptions and behaviours reflected back at us from odd angles. And all with characters to get to know and puzzles to solve . . .


Paranormal crime fiction is another genre that is becoming increasingly popular, and which has a power all of its own. To write effective paranormal crime fiction is extraordinarily difficult, though – not more difficult than other kinds of crime fiction, but with different, and perhaps more extreme, temptations and traps for the writer. This is something we will look at in more detail later on, but it’s something of which to be aware from the start if this is the kind of writing to which you are drawn.


Fundamentally, the power of the paranormal rests on our belief in two worlds simultaneously – the world with which we are familiar, which we regard on an everyday basis as the ‘real world’, and the world created and evoked by the writer – a world that needs to be entirely as consistent and convincing as the world we take for granted. It is hardly surprising, when our experience of the ‘real world’ has changed so radically over the past twenty to twenty-five years, with the invention and application of information technology, the internet and the World Wide Web, that our interest in and acceptance of the paranormal should have grown so greatly.


Every day, the vast majority of us are making use of technologies of which we have little or no understanding – saying ‘boot up the server’ might just as well be saying ‘abracadabra’ for all we understand of the mechanisms behind the action described by the phrase (although, of course, the language of technology is seen as being much more ‘respectable’ in our science-based age). So, to some extent, the writer of paranormal crime fiction today has a head start over anyone attempting the same genre a hundred years ago. Your readers’ willingness to accept apparently outlandish occurrences as being perfectly possible has already been extraordinarily expanded by the incomprehensible but incontrovertible genius of the likes of Albert Einstein and Sir Tim Berners-Lee. Having said that, though, the writer of paranormal crime fiction does have two challenges that need to be addressed with clarity and deftness: making the world of the paranormal internally consistent, and explaining its particularities without being either boring or patronizing. As with forensic thrillers, the use of an ‘innocent’ to whom things need to be explained is often handy here.
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