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INTRODUCTION


	Oh boy, is the world of publishing changing. You don’t need me to tell you that, as you’re reading this on your Kindle, your tablet, your smart phone, your PC or Mac screen. 

	When I first started publishing six years ago, the thing was to make your book available at least in paperback and – for the sake of vanity if nothing else – in a hardback edition too.

	But the work you’re holding in your hands (or looking at on your desk) may never see the inside of covers, paper or otherwise. It was created online, as a series of blog posts, and it will likely be consumed online. 

	What doesn’t change, however, is quality. Of course the advent of Print on Demand and Amazon’s direct publishing system means that more books are ‘published’ every year than ever before. Authors like me are cutting out the middle-men – those who have been perceived as the ‘gatekeepers’, preventing us getting our work ‘out there’ to a possibly mythical ‘starving’ readership. 

	But much as we hate to admit it, those gatekeepers do – or did – provide a level of quality control. It was hard to get published for a reason – the books had to be good enough to earn the publisher some money. And they weren’t going to publish bad books, lose their reputation, lose their authors as a consequence and go out of business. Quality was at least a potential hedge against failure.

	It’s still hard to get published but, it seems to me, for a different reason: the economics have got worse. When I was a young up-and-comer and had an agent, he said to me once that he couldn’t understand why I wasn’t finding a publisher. But I understood – my books weren’t good enough. These days I think, I hope, they probably are – but the environment has changed. Publishers are using agents, basically, to read their slush piles for them. Agents have taken the place of the young graduates who’d read through the reams of material publishers would receive every week. Many publishers don’t even have slush piles any more, and won’t accept ‘unagented’ work. 

	Moreover, publishers are outsourcing many of the functions that they once provided in-house – editing, marketing, design. The publisher seems to be developing into more of a central resource that binds these various disciplines together, then stamps their name on the title page.

	As a result, they have become even more particular about who they publish. Which of course means that in the new digital age, many authors have either given up on them (if they’re new to writing) or are abandoning them. One reads more and more stories of well-established and successful authors like Lawrence Block and Barry Eisler taking their work into their own hands and publishing their own work themselves. If nothing else, they earn a higher percentage of the take. Which is what publishers always did.

	This book, however, is Old School. While practically all of the works referred to have been read by me in ebook form, all of them have been commercially published. My goal as a reader of crime fiction – as well as simple enjoyment – is to learn as much as I can about the practice of writing. So by and large I try to read those writers who I know are going to teach me something.

	This book, therefore, is part of an ongoing personal project to squeeze learning from the best authors I can find, and to avoid the traps demonstrated in those books which, for me, simply don’t work. Some of the writers are popular, some are less well-known. All of them, I hope, can teach writers new to the craft something about how to write prose so that it both entertains and inspires.

	



	


WALTER MOSLEY – ELEMENTS OF A STYLE


	Walter Mosley's When the Thrill is Gone is the third of his series featuring black private-eye L.T. McGill. Mosley is probably best known for his series about Easy Rawlins, the first of which – Devil in a Blue Dress – was made into a film starring Denzel Washington. 

	Mosley is interesting because his style is both sophisticated and crude at the same time. It's sophisticated in that his characters are all individuated clearly and seem to have lives outside of the stories that Mosley tells about them. His style is crude to the extent that he uses dialogue tags very oddly. Take the following few examples:

	“It’ll be eleven years before I put him in the ring,” the brightskinned young thief opined ... "

	I hailed a cab and we piled in. Tally gave the driver his address after we both closed our doors.

	“I don’t go to Brooklyn,” the foreign white man told us.

	“A message?” this middle-aged woman from the middle of Middle America said.

	“Hi, Dad,” the dark-olive-skinned Asian girl said.

	 At one level you can read these as adding more information so that the reader gets a clearer picture of the individual in question. But on the other hand, when reading, these descriptions get in the way of your progress. Many if not most manuals on writing suggest that you use a straightforward 'he said', 'she said', the reason being that the reader glosses over the tags very quickly, simply taking orientation from them as to who is speaking. 

	By adding the adjectival descriptions Mosley complicates the reading process, often to no purpose. Early in the current book, for example, McGill, writing in the first person, describes a character he's interviewing as 'the retiree', 'the father' and 'the Merchant Marine', all in the space of a page and a half. If they were used ironically it might be different – for example, if the line was, "'I hate boats,' the Merchant Marine said."

	But usually that's not the case. 

	So as you read these tags you're having to work harder than usual, without gaining that much benefit from the work. Would it have hurt that much if the line above had read:

	"I don't go to Brooklyn," the cabbie told us.

	This throws the emphasis on the dialogue itself, which is strong enough to take the weight. Adding 'the foreign white man told us' provides more detail, but doesn't qualify the fact that he doesn't go to Brooklyn in any meaningful way. 

	Of course Mosley's books have a lot going for them despite this – to me – odd tic. McGill is a strong, principled character and the family he's made for himself is constantly interesting and problematic. The plot itself is not exactly serpentine, but Mosley tells it in such a way that it seems more complex: there are sub-plots, for example, involving his sons and an old family friend that interfere with the resolution of the main storyline. They provide a richness and depth to the milieu that Mosley creates. 

	In the end, personally, I think I prefer the Easy Rawlins series because Rawlins himself is more engaging and straightforward, and there's a social history in the books as they take place over a period of years in Los Angeles, allowing Mosley to capture the changes in society happening during the last forty years or so. 

	But Mosley has continued to develop as a writer since his first books, both in his style and his subject matter, so he remains an interesting and influential writer in the genre of crime writing.

	



	


MOVING THE STORY ON


	Comfort to the Enemy, by The Great Elmore Leonard, is a continuation of his stories about Carl Webster, the Hot Kid, who is some kind of federal agent. The series started before WWII, but the current story is set towards the end of it, with Carl investigating the alleged suicide of a German prisoner-of-war in a camp in the US.

	One of the reasons Elmore Leonard is so great is because he doesn't hang around. He gives you just enough physical description of locations and people so that you have a general idea of where you are, but he lets the dialogue do the rest. This is a scene where Carl is interviewing a waitress who has met a German P.O.W. who continually escapes his prison but then gives himself up when, it seems, he gets bored. Carl spends a good part of the story investigating this prisoner, Jurgen, because he feels there's something going on that he doesn't yet understand. Norma, the waitress, describes the moments before Jurgen was last arrested in her cafe: 

	"Before the MPs came in he said, 'Come here, closer,' motioning to me. I leaned my arms on the counter right in front of him, and he reached over and pretended to pull a coin out of my ear, a dime, and gave it to me, with a nice smile you could see in his eyes."

	"Wanting you to trust him."

	"He said, 'Thank you, Norma, for the coffee.' He said my name."

	"It's on your uniform."

	"I know, but he took the trouble to say it, 'Thank you, Norma,' making it sound natural, like we'd known each other a while, or maybe were even pretty close at one time."

	Carl said, "You got all that out of 'Thank you, Norma?' He was giving you his ten cent magic trick."

	"With the smile," Norma said.

	"I've seen the smile. He's sure of himself, isn't he? But without sounding cocky. He doesn't put on any airs. He tell you anything about himself?"

	"He wanted to know about me, if I lived alone. He didn't ask if I was married, only do I live alone."

	"Wants to know if you're available."

	There are a couple of typical Leonard tricks in this section. First, he has characters describe other characters' personality:  

	"He's sure of himself, isn't he? But without sounding cocky..."

	This enables Leonard to create the personalities of his characters without him having to show it himself, because he's showing their impact on yet other characters. At the same time it demonstrates the insight of Carl and Norma – that they recognise what Jurgen's doing – and also helps Carl build a bridge to Norma, and gain her trust, because he's agreeing with her and showing that he's noticed the same personality traits as she has.

	This willingness of his characters to show empathy in order to build friendship is also evident in two other phrases:

	"Wanting you to trust him."

	"Wants to know if you're available."

	Leonard omits the third-person pronoun – "He wants to know if you're available" – which demonstrates that the comment is also an interjection, intended to help Norma tell her story, to move on because Carl understands exactly what she's saying. As you're reading Leonard's books, this technique means that you're constantly racing ahead as the characters talk – the story becomes as much about what the characters say as it is about the events that take place.

	The final point I notice as a writer is that when the characters are not egging each other on with these short interjections, they don't always answer the questions they're asked:

	"... He tell you anything about himself?"

	"He wanted to know about me, if I lived alone... " 

	It's far more engaging if questions aren't answered directly. Here, Norma doesn't say whether Jurgen told her anything about himself ... but her response seems more like a considered reply, as if there's an implicit, "No, but he wanted to know about me ... " In his prose Leonard constantly moves the conversation on by having characters almost ignore what's been said to them, but what they do in fact say has been prompted somehow by the other speaker:

	Carl said, "What do you hear from Teddy?"

	She paused, "You know Teddy or you know of Teddy?"

	"The day we met," Carl said, "he had a guy hit me in the gut with a baseball bat. The next day he wanted to hire me. I know Teddy." 

	Instead of answering the question, Carl describes the first day he met Teddy – we get characterization, personality, an interesting event, and then he says, "I know Teddy." That's why he's The Great Elmore Leonard.

	



	


THE TROUBLE WITH HARRIES


	(First published in Mystery Tribune, March, 2012.)

	What is it with the name Harry? Why is it that two of today’s favorite crime-writing characters – Harry Bosch and Harry Hole – happen to have the same moniker? And let’s not forget that other crime-fighting nemesis, Dirty Harry Callahan.

	In fact it’s interesting to look at the personalities of these three characters and examine the similarities. Writers know that a character’s name is important to help an audience draw on its collective if subconscious knowledge about a character’s personality and background. Given this, it’s likely that the name Harry hasn’t been chosen by accident.

	First, Harry is a diminutive – short for Harold, usually, though in Bosch’s case it’s Hieronymous. A diminutive suggests something youthful, friendly and perhaps non-threatening … think Johnny or Timmy. Interestingly, Arnold Schwarzenegger’s characters are often given single syllable names: I count three Johns, a Jack and a Joe in his IMDB profile.  There’s also Ben, Dutch, Doug. When you want to be straightforward and macho, you have a no-nonsense name. (He also has a ‘Harry’ – the rather hapless secret agent in True Lies, played as much for comedy as drama.) Harry has a slight implication of ‘you-don’t-need-to-take-me-seriously’ …  because I’m only little …

	For Harries Bosch and Hole, the irony of course is that they continually show the foolishness of that kind of thinking. They always get their man despite being underwhelming in many other areas of their personal lives.

	This leads to a secondary signification in the name Harry – there’s something insubordinate that clings to it. This is clear in Dirty Harry, where the premise of the movie is that Harry gets his man by playing dirty and ignoring the rules. (Though you can’t take vigilantism too far, as the second film in the series, Magnum Force, shows.) Harry Callahan and Harry Bosch both despise the bureaucracy that gets in their way, and moreover dislike having to work with partners who might inhibit their style. Harry Hole has colleagues but rarely partners – though in fact one of his earliest partners was killed, thus making him wary of working closely with anyone again. Like the other Harries, Hole kicks against the restrictions placed on him, but most of his demons are internal anyway and if anything, his bosses usually want to keep him intact and on board. In The Leopard they even send someone to Hong Kong to bring him back from his self-imposed exile. (Hmm, Bosch goes to Hong Kong too in Nine Dragons. Is there a sub-genre developing here?)

	The name Harry is also … cosy. It’s everyday and mundane. Michael Caine explained that the choice of the name Harry Palmer for the films of Len Deighton’s spy novels (the character was anonymous in the books) came about because he was asked for the most boring name he could think of. Caine replied, “Harry,” forgetting that he was talking to Harry Saltzman, the films’ producer …

	It’s as though these characters are at the other end of the spectrum from Lord Peter Wimsey and Hercule Poirot, from the gentleman detectives and upper-class police superintendents of years gone by. They’re ordinary joes, working-class, straightforward, and don’t need all that bureaucracy and ‘process’ to get the job done. It’s a clever act of democratization on behalf of the authors to get the audience onside in an era when class or social strata are supposedly shattering. We identify with these detectives because they have the same name as us.

	In The Third Man, Grahame Greene named his villain Harry Lime. He was seedy, untrustworthy and potentially violent. Half a century later Michael Connelly, Jo Nesbo and the producers of Dirty Harry could use the name and reposition it to say a character with that name might still have all those traits, but society has moved on – and those are the traits that you might need nowadays to succeed in the fight against crime.

	



	


HARLAN COBEN – UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL


	Stay Close is Coben's 22nd novel and is one of his standalone books rather than being part of the Myron Bolitar series.

	In the standalone books, Coben's particular tactic is to use the 'close' third-person technique. This means that when describing a character's inner life, he moves very quickly from observing the character from the outside to giving us direct access to the character's thoughts:
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