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Introduction


So you’ve decided that you want to write a crime fiction novel? Shrewd commercial choice! Hundreds of thousands of crime fiction books are sold worldwide each day, and there are avid fans. I hope you’re one of them. But now you have decided that you want to write a crime novel yourself and have already shown that you are serious by picking up this book.


Writing Crime Fiction is designed to be specific to the field. What I have written is based on years of running a postal writing school and weekend seminars, tutoring a university ‘crime writing’ course, and also on my own experience as a crime writer. But you will also find advice from lots of other more famous authorities – look for the quotations scattered through the text. Of course, you don’t want to learn to write like anybody else, you want to develop your own ‘voice’ and style – and only you can do that – but perhaps I can save you the time and effort you might otherwise expend having to learn lessons the hard way, from your own mistakes.


I hope to give you insights into how crime novels are different from other fiction genres and encourage you to experiment with specialist techniques, while also helping you to hone your general writing skills. I’ve put the chapters in an order that seems logical to me, but you do not have to follow it. This is not a book to read from cover to cover at one sitting if you hope to benefit. Dip into it – perhaps a little every day – and take time to digest one idea and try it out before moving on to the next.


Expect to work as you go. Each chapter contains a series of suggested writing tasks and related exercises. You needn’t slog through them slavishly. Feel free to pick and choose. Do them in any order that you like. You might even want to repeat the helpful ones. This should be a voyage of discovery, not an irksome chore.


However, if a particular writing task does not appeal, I strongly suggest that you should still have a go. In crime writing in particular, going beyond your comfort zone can lead to new ideas. You may find, as others have, that the things you didn’t want to do are those that teach you most. And please do keep copies of anything you write – at least while you are working through this book. You will need them later, as you will see below.


Here is an outline of what you can expect:
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Snapshot – a five-minute exercise or a series of questions to draw your attention to some concept or technique.
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Write now – a longer exercise where you are invited to write a page or two, usually something related to the topic of the chapter.
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Edit – a chance to rework and strengthen a piece of your own work. This is an essential skill – and the reason why you need to keep a copy of your work, especially if you are not very satisfied with it.
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Workshop – a piece of writing for you to think about, with guided questions on some aspect of technique. See below for a more detailed explanation.
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Key quote – what other writers have had to say about a topic.
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Key idea – the most important element to grasp.
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Focus point – advice to take forward and apply to what you write.


Where to next? – this outlines what we’re going to cover in the next chapter.


The workshop


This is a new kind of exercise, introduced especially in this Masterclass series. You will be offered an opportunity to look at a piece of someone else’s writing, reflect on how it works (by answering a series of guided questions) and then compare it with something of your own – rather as if you were a member of a writers’ group and were discussing skills. (Of course, if there is a real-life writers’ workshop near to you, attending it would be an asset, too – but please, whatever other exercises you ignore, try at least to do the Workshop one.)


Finally in this section, here is a little tale.


There was once a fabulously wealthy Eastern prince whose riches had enabled him to fulfil all of his ambitions except one: having once seen a craftsman use a potter’s wheel, he yearned to make a lovely hand-thrown pot. Accordingly he summoned the finest potter he could find, provided him with a studio within the palace walls, furnished it with the best equipment in the land and commissioned him to teach him how to throw a pot.


Flattered but nervous, the potter set to work. He began by throwing a demonstration pot, and was most impressed by the close interest which his pupil showed. Encouraged, he took his completed creation to the kiln and threw another piece of clay on to the wheel.


‘Now, Your Highness, it’s your turn to try. I’ll stand beside you and instruct you as you go.’


The princeling shook his head. ‘There’ll be no need for that. I know now how it’s done. Collect your fee from my steward as you leave. I’ll throw my pot tomorrow. Thank you very much.’


Absurd? Of course. There are some things you cannot learn simply through observation or instruction. Writing is one of them. This book will guide you, but it is you who will ‘make the pots’.
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Snapshot exercise










Give yourself two minutes to write down the three most important things you personally feel you need to learn and hope to gain from this book.
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This is your journey. I will do my best to give you signposts on the way. Let’s begin by setting out some ground rules for the trip.


The rules for writing crime fiction


RULE 1: FORGET RULES


There is no set of rules that writers can follow to guarantee success. If there were, all authors would be millionaires. Besides, every writer does things differently. You have only to read a half-a-dozen best-selling books to realize this, which is both an inspiration and a curse. You have freedom, but will have to find the techniques, plots and characters that work for you. There is no fixed formula.


Even the rules for writing other novels – if there are any – often do not hold for crime. Take whodunnits, for example. We don’t ‘begin at the beginning, go on until you come to the end, then stop,’ as the King of Hearts advised Alice to do in Wonderland. We begin with the end (the murder) and work backwards to find out how it occurred. The pivotal character (the corpse) cannot be revealed through action – which is the usual advice – since he or she is obviously dead. Normal rules don’t necessarily apply.


RULE 2: THERE ARE NO OTHER RULES


This does not mean that there is nothing to be learned. There are some useful precepts that it is generally better to observe and certainly some pitfalls that new writers should avoid. There are successful authors who flout this advice and if you are hugely talented you may find that you can do the same. Most of us, though, find it easier to sell our manuscripts if we obey the conventions – to begin with anyway.


The three things every writer really needs to do


1  Persevere.


2  Practise.


3  Make time to read.


1 PERSEVERE


Learning to be a writer is largely about developing mental discipline. It requires not only an enquiring mind and being prepared to try new things, but also having the strength and stamina to stick with it to the end. It’s not a job for quitters. There is a lot of toughness and patience required in settling to write, more still in editing.
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Richard Bach










‘A professional writer is an amateur who didn’t quit.’
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It also pays to be a realist. You write because you really want to write, not in the hope of gaining great reward. Even when all your work is done and you’ve found a publisher, great fame and fortune are unlikely to result – though, of course, these things are possible. Few writers actually make a decent living from their work. It is much more likely that – like the majority of authors – you will find that your royalties are not your bread and butter, but merely buy the jam, and that your real reward is seeing your name on the spine of a book that a stranger is reading eagerly.


2 PRACTISE


The only way to become a writer is to sit down and write – and I mean literally writing, not thinking about potential plots or planning characters.
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William Goldman










‘Writing is finally about one thing: going into a room alone and doing it.’
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So, write. If you do not yet have an idea in mind (although you might well have one, since you are reading this), just make a daily appointment with yourself and write. Make it a very short appointment to begin with, if you like. Just five minutes first thing in the morning initially, perhaps, but try to fix the time and duration in advance – and write the first thing that comes into your head. Don’t mess around with trying to rephrase, just write and try to keep going for the whole period that you promised yourself. (It may help to set a timer, if you have one, for your first attempts.)
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Write










Here are some suggestions if you’re stuck for an idea.


•   Describe the room that you are sitting in, or the half-dozen things you should be doing next.


•   Pick up a picture from a magazine and write a description of the scene or person that is depicted there.


•   If all else fails and you still can’t think of anything to write, try putting your frustration about that into words.


•   Rant against your spouse. Or boss. Or anyone. Don’t worry if you find you’re writing vitriol. No one is going to see your ravings except you. (Disguise the name if you have any doubts.) In fact, writing a tirade against what ‘gets to you’ is a very useful exercise for would-be crime writers. Frustration and anger are powerful motives, after all, and if you have tapped those feelings now you can revisit them later when you need them for your characters.


[image: image]


For now don’t worry about the quality of the writing – just get used to writing something every day. It doesn’t really matter what implement you use: pencil, pen, computer – anything will do. (Some people prefer a pencil because you can rub it out, which is perhaps a reason for not using one. A pen is portable. But you’re going to have to use a keyboard when you submit your manuscript, so there’s something to be said for getting used to typing as you think.)


Be sure that you keep your early scribblings and exercises, though. If you’re not using a notebook, put them in file or in a box. But do keep them. You will need them when we come to editing. Later, we will move on to working on your narrative daily. For now the important thing is that you keep your appointment with yourself. Then you can call yourself a writer, ‘somebody who writes’.
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Walter Mosley










‘The first thing you have to know about writing is that it is something you must do every day.’


[image: image]


3 MAKE TIME TO READ


This is almost as important as making time to write. Read anything: read classics, read rubbish, read humour, read noir, above all read the kind of book you are hoping to produce. If a particular author doesn’t please you, ask yourself why not. Even more important, try to work out what it is about your favourites that you enjoy.


Reading is a part of every writer’s repertoire. Not because you want to borrow other people’s plots or steal their characters, but because you can observe their techniques in action – and then you can not only borrow these but take them home and practise them until they are your own. Or, conversely, leave them well alone.
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Stephen King










‘I am always chilled and astonished by the would-be writers who ask me for advice and admit, quite blithely, that they “don’t have time to read.” This is like a guy starting up Mount Everest saying that he didn’t have time to buy any rope or pitons. […] If you don’t have time to read, you don’t have the time (or the tools) to write. Simple as that.’
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Focus point










A writer is somebody who writes, who reads and has the capacity to persevere.
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Where to next?






If you’re going to be a ‘crime writer’, you will be writing ‘crime’. But what is that, exactly? The classification is so wide that it covers everything from the ultimately gentle ‘cosy’ (including some that actually feature cats or dogs as detectives) to the darkest noir, with graphic scenes of sexual torture. There are mysteries and there are crime thrillers. Obviously, your first decision will be to choose what part of this spectrum you hope to occupy.


So let’s begin our journey with an examination of the scope of ‘crime’.




1
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Exploring the genre
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What is crime fiction? As we shall discover in this chapter, there is a no single answer and even the classic types of this richly diverse genre – from whodunnit to howdunnit to whydunnit – can be broken down into subdivisions or their boundaries blurred. What matters, though, is that we should care about the characters involved and that there is real jeopardy – which means that there must be violence, usually murder, at the heart of the story.





What is a crime fiction novel?


This may seem self-evident but it is worth defining in our terms. A crime fiction novel is:


•  a novel – which means a full-length book. You should aim at somewhere between 60,000 and 90,000 words. Any shorter and it becomes more of a novella or long short story, which are different markets. Any longer and it will be very difficult to sell. (However, even as I write, a crime story of over twice that length has just won the Booker Prize. In this game there are no absolutes.) But 60,000 or so words will give your book the greatest chance. When (and if) you find a publisher, your editor will guide you as to cuts – or even which parts of your story to expand.


•  fiction – which means you’re going to make it up. There is an entirely different market for non-fiction crime. Of course you may use real-life events, or even characters, as inspiration; everybody does. But as inspiration only. The final story comes out of your head – not out of research and newspapers. And since you have possibly never seen a corpse, much less a murder, you are simply going to have to imagine it.
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Key idea










General advice to aspiring novelists is to ‘write about what you know’. Unless you are a murderer, police officer, advocate or judge, this won’t apply to the central incident in crime novels. This is the first of the ‘general rules’ that we are going to break.


Even so, there are no absolutes. There is a sort of ‘half-fact’ variety, in which a purely fictional character re-examines a famous actual event – usually one that happened long ago. (There are also examples where this pretends to be the case but the supposed distant murder is imaginary too.)
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And this brings us to the special requirements of the genre.


The four central requirements of the genre


1  The novel is about a crime – preferably murder.


2  This crime is the driving force behind the plot.


3  The crime will out and justice will be done.


4  The author will ‘play fair’ with the reader.


1 IT IS ABOUT A CRIME – PREFERABLY MURDER


This is the one essential requirement and so important that it must be said again. Your crime must be one with huge physical stakes for the victim. Usually this is murder, although kidnap, violent rape, torture, child abduction and horrific cruelty to animals have all been used, though mostly in crime thrillers, rather than mysteries.
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Howard Haycraft










‘There really must be a murder, or at least a major felony – otherwise, what’s the point? Who’s ripping off the hand towels at the Dorchester Hotel is hardly the business of a mystery novel.’
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Don’t try basing a crime novel on a theft of art or jewels – unless there is a murder in the course of it. Some great writers (Agatha Christie and Conan Doyle) have done it, but not in full-length books. This is the stuff of short stories. For a whole novel mere theft is not enough, even when fabulous treasure is involved.


In particular, don’t base your book on dreadful doings at banks or companies, however much that’s ‘writing what you know’. If you want to air that subject, try a different genre: a factual exposé or social satire perhaps. Financial double-dealing does not stir the blood. It won’t create enough tension to sustain a crime novel – unless there is a murder, and not often, even then.
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Key idea










There must be very high physical stakes for the victim for a crime novel to work.
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Snapshot exercise










Read through the following:


She looked at the police officer with anguished eyes. ‘My baby,’ she whispered, as though it cost her pain to speak. ‘Only three weeks old. She was right here. I put her down myself.’ She shook her head. ‘I left the room a moment – only a moment – because I thought I’d heard someone at the door but when I came back in here she had disappeared!’


1    Ask yourself: what is your attitude to the woman in the extract? Think of three adjectives you might apply to her.


2    Now reread the extract, substituting the words ‘diamond necklace’ for ‘baby’ (and ‘it’ for ‘her’, where appropriate) and repeat the exercise.


Which alternative feels like ‘high stakes’ for the woman?
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2 THE CRIME IS THE DRIVING FORCE BEHIND THE PLOT


This does not mean that you are limited and cannot tackle psychological, social or political issues. On the contrary, these may be compelling triggers for a homicide – and sometimes the most chilling butcheries of all are those committed in the name of an idea. Just ensure that the human drama is what drives the narrative. This applies even when the central crime does not actually occur – in psychological thrillers, for example. Here it is the threat or suspicion of the crime that propels the narrative, whether or not it actually happens.


3 THE CRIME WILL OUT AND JUSTICE WILL BE DONE


The conventions of the genre generally require that good overcomes evil in the end, or at least that the lesser of two evils wins. This does not mean that every loose end must be neatly tied up and all peripheral questions answered, as was the fashion once. Nor does ‘justice’ necessarily imply the force of law. In fiction written when hanging was the law, a female or sympathetic criminal was often permitted to escape the noose, for instance by committing suicide. In novels set in other periods (or countries) whose forms of legal punishment seem particularly cruel, a different kind of justice may have to be invoked, so that the punishment seems commensurate to modern Western eyes.
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Jean-Patrick Manchette










‘The crime novel is the great moral literature of our time.’
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Write now










Give yourself a quarter of an hour. Write down as many motives as you can think of for committing murder. Be as specific as you can. Don’t write ‘love’ or ‘jealousy’, write something like ‘Jo abandons her partner Henry and takes up with Fred.’ Free your imagination and let your mind run wild – just keep writing until the time is up. Try to fill at least a page with different ideas.
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Important note










If you are already part way through a crime novel, you may add that motive to your list of course, but please do not use what you have already written as the basis for these exercises, until we come to the point where that is suggested. This is because you will already have made decisions about settings, character and plot and this book hopes to teach you new approaches and techniques. Try them out first, and don’t apply them to your major opus till you’re familiar with them.
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4 THE AUTHOR WILL ‘PLAY FAIR’ WITH THE READER


This means that all information necessary to solve the crime (or the rescue in a thriller) should be made available to the reader at the same time as the sleuth. It may be hidden or disguised (we’ll look at methods later) but it must be there. It should be possible for perceptive readers to work out the solution for themselves – for many this is the whole attraction of the genre.


Given these general requirements, you have enormous scope. There are so many varieties of crime novel, and so many subgenres, that it would be impossible to list them all. However, it might be useful to look at some of the major categories, so here are some suggestions of examples you might read, if you are unfamiliar with a particular type of crime writing.


The main varieties of crime fiction


There are two major divisions of crime writing, either of which may occur in the ‘specialist bracket’. So we shall look at:


•  crime mysteries, including whodunnits, howdunnits and whydunnits


•  crime thrillers, including psychological thrillers.


In addition, there are specialist genres, which may be either of the above, but add something extra, in particular historical crime, exotic crime and comic crime.


These distinctions are arbitrary of course, and there are recognizable subgenres within all of them. But it may be helpful to do a swift analysis and look at the advantages and disadvantages of each, including what makes them hard to sell or easier to write.
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Key idea










Whodunnits are not the only kind of crime novel. Work out which varieties most appeal to you.
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CRIME MYSTERIES


As the term suggests, these are the stories that focus on a puzzle to be solved. They fall broadly into three categories:


1  Whodunnits (which has distinct subdivisions of its own)


2  Howdunnits, and


3  Whydunnits.


Whodunnits


These are still by far the most widely written and read of all varieties of crime fiction, so much so that many recognized subgenres exist. They differ chiefly in focus, setting, the nature of the sleuth, the tone of the writing and the amount of graphic violence in the text. All, however, have a basic similarity.


•  Focus: on the puzzle and the mechanics of the crime, which is almost always murder – often more than one.


•  Sleuth: may or may not be a professional, but is intelligent and/or resourceful.


•  Solution: arrived at through the application of that intelligence or resourcefulness (not accident or chance).


•  Cast of suspects: a group of people, any of whom may have done the crime for different reasons, is an essential element of the genre.


•  Setting: may be anything. The nature of the setting often sets the genre.


•  Motives: range from the purely personal to political and social motives. There may be more than one person with motive, or no apparent motive for anyone at all (though there will be one – this is not the genre for writing about random killers or psychopaths).


Here are the most important subdivisions of the genre.


THE CLASSIC ‘DETECTIVE’ NOVEL
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Willard Huntington Wright (S.S. Van Dine)










‘There simply must be a corpse in a detective novel, and the deader the corpse the better.’
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•  Focus: the puzzle and the cleverness of the sleuth. The plot is usually complex.


•  Sleuth: may be a police officer but more commonly a private detective or an amateur. There is often a secondary ‘Watson’ figure, with whom clues and theories can be discussed.


•  Solution: arrived at by the application of intelligence. Depends on clues – often a matter of noticing apparent trivia and slight discrepancies in the testimony of different witnesses.


•  Cast of suspects: outwardly respectable people, often interlinked, not all of whom are necessarily pleasant characters. Driven to murder by old-fashioned passions like jealousy and greed.


•  Setting: may be country or city, but a generally law-abiding, ordered world. Sometimes a confined environment – such as the classic ‘country house’ – thus limiting the possible suspects.


•  Tone: intelligent and sometimes literary. The degree of explicit violence is usually not high. Generally the criminal, when identified, confesses rather than, for instance, attempting violence.


Examples: almost any writer from the so-called ‘Golden Age’. Try Agatha Christie’s Poirot novels, Margery Allingham, Dorothy L. Sayers, Edmund Crispin or the earlier exponent, Arthur Conan Doyle.


May suit you if you like a puzzle and enjoy creating motives and red herrings and disguising clues. This form is probably the easiest to plot. It has a natural structure (as we will later see) which gives automatic shape to the book.


Not for you if you dislike a middle-class and ‘literary’ tone or seek gritty modern realism in what you write. It can seem dated, especially if set in the present with a ‘sleuth’ who is not a professional, as amateurs aren’t permitted near a scene of crime these days.


‘COSY’ CRIME WHODUNNITS


•  Focus: the hidden tensions in a village or rural society.


•  Sleuth: almost always a private individual, often a woman, with some professional role giving her access to the whole community (though probably not as doctor, magistrate or police officer).


•  Solution: often hinges not only on clues (as above) but on understanding the personalities and dynamics of the community.


•  Setting: pivotal. A rural or village setting – or, rarely, a very small town – but generally a peaceful law-abiding place.


•  Cast of suspects: as in the classic form. Not all the characters are wholly likeable (adultery and snobbery are common themes), though there is generally only one real ‘bad egg’ to be unmasked. Motives are often complex and purely personal.


•  Tone: typically fairly gentle, descriptive and genteel, and the degree of violence generally small. Though grisly corpses may be discovered, we rarely see anyone being killed.


Examples: Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple novels, M.C. Beaton (the Agatha Raisin books), Rebecca Tope, Carola Dunn. Often the title will tell you it’s a ‘cosy crime’ (e.g. Knit One, Kill Two by Maggie Sefton). Or try the ultimate, the cat detectives of Vicky Halls, Linda Stewart or Carole Nelson Douglas (to name just three of the 40 or so exponents of that type of tale).


May suit you if the ‘genteel’ tone suits your style and you know a real semi-rural location fairly well (like the Cotswolds or West Virginia). It’s important that you can portray this sympathetically, while hinting at tensions behind the bland façade. Pacy writing is a requisite as there is rarely violent action to speed the plot along. Good plots and lively characters are pivotal. This genre may seem a bit old-fashioned at a glance, but is still being written and has ardent fans.


Not for you if you seek a realistic, gritty modern tone. The rural tone is difficult to catch if you’re a city dweller.


POLICE PROCEDURALS


•  Focus: the battle of the police officer against crime in general and this one murder in particular.


•  Sleuth: a member of the police, investigating the crime in the course of duty. Has modern methods and technology at his or her disposal – but is subject to modern constraints on interrogation methods. Must be a rounded personality, with faults as well as gifts, and not a cipher in a uniform. Typically a maverick who does not always do things by the book.


•  Solution: arrived at by patient police work, including fingerprints, interrogating suspects and witnesses – often assisted by a team. May involve the work of specialists (e.g. forensics and ballistics – see Howdunnits later on). Often a colleague does the boring work of searching computer bases.


•  Setting: usually larger towns or cities, sometimes fictional.


•  Cast of suspects: the public – and not always the most savoury specimens. The police officer naturally knows a group of criminals, who may or may not be involved as part of the plot or subplot.


•  Tone: professional and sometimes world-weary. Moving into more generally ‘realistic’ realms. (The police officer is accustomed to the seamy side of life and understands that people don’t always tell the truth.) Bad language and violence don’t come as a surprise. The degree of violence is moderate to high. There may be graphic descriptions of corpses, wounds and physical struggles – including gun and knife fights. Deaths may happen ‘on the page’.


Examples: Ian Rankin, Michael Connelly, Ed McBain, John Creasey, Georges Simenon.


May suit you if you are an organized thinker with a gift for characters, know a town or city very well and have some understanding of what police procedure is (or are prepared to research this with great care). It will require you to know a great deal about, for instance, how fingerprints and DNA are checked, yet call for restraint in how much of this appears. The goal is to create the illusion of reality, while keeping the story moving but not making factual mistakes. Generally fictional police officers are not allowed to fight or strike a suspect except in self-defence.


Not for you if systems and teamwork don’t appeal or you don’t like research.


REALISTIC CRIME


•  Focus: gritty realism in a clearly modern world.


•  Sleuth: a world-weary private eye (or citizen, in some varieties) who becomes embroiled with serious criminals.


•  Cast of suspects: generally the urban underworld, including nightclub and casino owners, criminals, pimps and prostitutes.


•  Solution: often relies on confrontation, including violence. The police are as likely as anyone to be corrupt or physically aggressive. The sleuth may be required to shoot someone, in the course of ‘justice’.


•  Setting: a city, usually a run-down area of town.


•  Tone: generally cynical but often with a snappy style. The degree of violence is generally high, as many of the characters are armed.


Examples: Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, Mickey Spillane, Sue Grafton, Walter Mosley. This is the archetypal ‘hard-boiled’ school, originating in mid-twentieth-century America.


Paul D. Brazill, Ray Banks, Tony Black, Allan Guthrie and Charlie Williams write ‘Brit-grit’, a modern British version of the same, featuring grim inner-city settings where police are powerless, and gangs, thugs, terrorists, hard gangsters, loan sharks and debt collectors rule. The sleuth is often a con-man himself (so that, like the Americans, he has a gun) now working on the side of greater justice. Fast-moving and hard-hitting, with a high degree of explicit violence.


Patricia Highsmith, Russell James and Stieg Larsson write ‘noir crime’, which is similar to ‘hard-boiled’, except that the protagonist is not a professional sleuth, but a loner – a suspected person, an investigating journalist or even an intended victim – battling the system. The outcome is often a compromise, or a ‘lose–lose’ situation.


There is currently a strong trend of Nordic noir. Apart from Larsson, try Henning Mankell’s Wallander mysteries, Åke Edwardson, Helene Tursten, Arnaldur Indriadson, Anne Holt or Jo Nesbø.


May suit you if you want a ‘modern’ feel. Great if you are good at writing lively action in hard-hitting prose and know enough about the seamier side of city life (or are prepared to do enough research on it) to make it leap out of the page. It requires enough knowledge to describe wounds and physical fights (including gun and knife fights). Demands the ability to write crisp, fast-moving prose, create memorable characters and sustain the tension and the pace. This genre is probably the easiest of all to sell – at present, anyway.


Not for you if you are not attracted by ballistics, physical action and the criminal underworld. Not for the squeamish.
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Snapshot exercise










Here are three short crime-plot scenarios. Into which ‘whodunnit’ genre do you think each would best fit?


  1  A petty thief discovers that a work of art he stole from a van disguises a priceless masterpiece belonging to a gangland millionaire, who demands it back with menaces. But before the painting can be returned, it disappears again and the body of the gangster’s son is found in the thief’s flat.


  2  A man out gathering wild mushrooms discovers half a hand emerging from a pile of decomposing leaves. Further investigation leads to the discovery of an entire dismembered corpse – recently murdered, but conclusively identified (by the teeth) as a young woman who disappeared five years earlier.


  3  A dotty ageing spinster moves into a house she recently inherited from a relative. On the first morning, when she goes downstairs, she is appalled to find a body on the kitchen floor – a young man who has obviously been strangled. Having no telephone she cycles into town to report this to the police. But when they return to investigate there is no sign of a corpse, no one has been reported missing, and she cannot convince anyone of what she saw.
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Howdunnits


These are still puzzles, but here the prime factor in finding the solution to the crime is the murder method itself. There are two chief subdivisions.


THE ‘LOCKED-ROOM’ MYSTERY


This is so-called because, in the original version of the form, a newly dead corpse is found locked into a room, where all the keys are on the inside of the doors and all the windows fastened from within. The term is now generally used for ‘impossible’ crimes, especially in a confined environment.


•  Focus: how a seemingly impossible crime was carried out.


•  Solution: working out the method (which may be technical). Finding that identifies the criminal.


•  Sleuth: may be a professional, but often an amateur with the knowledge and intelligence to solve the conundrum.


•  Cast of suspects: complex, secret motives are not a requisite. Sometimes the likely killer is quite evident, but circumstances seem to prove the suspect innocent. It is up to the author to prove otherwise.


•  Tone: much as a classic ‘whodunnit’. The degree of violence is not often great, though in some modern examples it is explicit.


Examples: The Three Coffins by John Dickson Carr; Murder on the Orient Express by Agatha Christie.


May suit you if you are sufficiently ingenious to come up with a genuinely different version of the plot. It is essential that your solution works, and does not flout the laws of physics or of science (though characters may fear a non-human or alien agency). There is still a market for this type of mystery.


Not for you if technical puzzles do not appeal.


FORENSIC FICTION


Here the ‘howdunnit’ element is of a different kind. Modern science is used to work out where and how the victim met their end.


•  Focus: modern science – usually forensic expertise, though psychological profilers are also possible.


•  Solution: science leads to the discovery of the murderer.


•  Sleuth: not usually a sleuth at all, though there is often a police officer as a ‘sidekick’ in the plot. The protagonist (who can be, and often is, a woman) has a life and personality outside the lab and may be in conflict with colleagues or authority.


•  Cast of suspects: the general public, only whittled down by science.


•  Setting: often much action takes place in a laboratory.


•  Tone: brisk and professional, occasionally wry. Graphic descriptions of wounds and bodies are common in this genre.


Examples: Patricia Cornwell, Jack Hyland (forensic science), Val McDermid’s Tony Hill series (psychology).


May suit you if you have expertise or an interest in pathology, psychiatry or at least medicine. A burgeoning market if it interests you.


Not for you if you have no real knowledge of the sciences involved. (Other ‘expert witnesses’, such as ballistic specialists, may contribute to the solution of the crime, although they are generally not the main protagonists. However, if that is your field of expertise …)
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Write now










Look at the three scenarios from the Snapshot exercise again, and remind yourself into which subgenre you decided each would fit. Then write an opening paragraph suitable for each one, paying attention to the setting and the tone.
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Whydunnits


Less puzzle-oriented than other mysteries, whydunnits are concerned not so much with the solution to the crime as with understanding what was in the killer’s mind.
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