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You Can Write a Mystery


Gillian Roberts




This book is dedicated to all my students with gratitude
for all you’ve taught me.
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Introduction


A prevalent myth has it that the ability to write is innate, almost genetic—like freckles or a predisposition to diabetes. You either have it or you don’t, and too bad for you if you don’t. This isn’t said of the other arts. One seldom hears that people are born opera singers, ballerinas, sculptors, or pianists and therefore voice and music conservatories, ballet masters and art institutes are foolish indulgences.


The truth is, all disciplines have a craft component, skills that enable artists to realize their vision. This includes the art of writing mysteries.


This book offers practical suggestions for handling problems likely to arise during the writing process. These aren’t hard-and-fast rules like those for physics, football or international shipping. These are techniques and concepts that can make the going easier. Once you’re aware of them, you can use them, break them, realign them or twist them any way you see fit. Whatever works works. We call this form a novel because it’s there to be reinvented and made new.




1. Getting Ready


When we think about writing mysteries, we think about plot ideas, characters, clues, and so forth, all of which will be dealt with in later chapters. But none of those items will see the light of day if you don’t first resolve issues that can frustrate and subvert your ambition to write a mystery. So please first consider the:


FIFTEEN COMMANDMENTS FOR MYSTERY WRITERS WHO WANT TO BE PUBLISHED


(Writing commandments on a computer is much easier than carving them in stone, so I’ve listed half again as many.)


I. Thou shalt think like a professional starting now.


Writing’s an art, but publishing’s a business. It’s counterproductive to present anything less than your absolute best to an editor. The more editorial time your work requires, the less enthusiasm the publishing house will muster. Learn your craft and become your own first editor.


II. Thou shalt begin and keep going till you’re through.


All beginnings are hard. The beginning of a novel is the hardest part to write. The beginning of each chapter is hard. The beginning of each day’s work is hard. Knowing that, grit your teeth and get past those beginnings. Then finish the book. Nothing’s more discouraging than an unfinished piece of work. Writing is rewriting. Let that give you confidence as you stumble along—you can and will make it better after you finish a draft.


III. Thou shalt take your efforts and desires seriously.


This requires a level of confidence that may be difficult at this stage, but honor your desire. It’s important to you—or you wouldn’t be reading this book—and it’s a worthy, rewarding ambition.


IV. Thou shalt call it work.


Give your labor the dignity of its title. Don’t wait till you “find the time.” Time wasn’t lost—it was differently allocated. Writing time has to be created. Figure out what schedule and frequency is realistic for you in your current life. No law dictates when or how, for how long or by what method one writes—as long as one writes. Negotiate—gently, realistically and specifically—with nearests and dearests who may not instantly understand your need for solitary and protected writing time. Once you have a schedule, stick to it.


V. Thou shalt write for yourself, not the market.


If you imitate whatever’s hot at the moment (e.g., serial killers, courtroom dramas, parrot-sleuths, ghost-detectives ad nauseum), you’ll have an unsatisfying year or two rehashing someone else’s inspiration and learning next to nothing. Worse, when it comes time to market the book, those killers and parrots and lawyers will be passé, the market clogged with them and no longer interested.


Write what tickles your mind. Write a book you’d love to read.


VI. Thou shalt not wait for visits from the muse.


The Muse is about as likely as Mr. or Ms. Right to show up just because you want her to. If you buy into the “possessed artist” myth, you’ll be stymied by the many unpossessed, uninspired moments while writing something as long and complicated as a mystery, and the odds will shift against your finishing your book. Don’t wait—get on with your life. (Oddly enough, once the perverse Muse realizes you don’t need her, she’ll show up.) Inspiration comes with the writing and seldom precedes it.


VII. Thou shalt not ask whether you are good enough.


This is not a valid question. You are good enough—or can be. The good (and possibly bad) news is that writing well is a lifelong challenge. The more you do, the more you learn you can do, and the more you then do beyond that. Start getting better at it now.


VIII. Thou shalt not intimidate yourself by comparing your writing with a published and polished work.


You never see the awful early drafts of that book you love. Learn from works you admire. This book will show you how to do that, but meanwhile, don’t let polished, published works become stumbling blocks.


IX. Thou shalt not worry whether your idea is new enough.


There are no new ideas in the area of crime, only new voices and approaches to telling us about those crimes and their meanings. Yours is one of the new voices.


X. Thou shalt not talk your idea away.


You’re a writer. The words on the page will allow the reader to live your story. If you tell it to someone, the experience will be completely different and disappointing. Don’t dissipate your energy, imagination and enthusiasm by talking about what you’re doing. As they say, just do it.


XI. Thou shalt not self-censor at all during the first draft.


This draft is yours for the adventure of finding out what you think. Future drafts will be for others. Hold off your critical self until those future drafts.


XII. Thou shalt not risk writer’s paralysis by looking for the precise word or being afraid of sounding dumb.


Two quotes on my bulletin board are “Don’t write it right, write it down” and “We all have a lot of bad writing in us, and it’s important to get it out so we can get past it.” Get the bad writing out. Fill pages. Move ahead. You’ll make it better later on.


XIII. Thou shalt not believe that if writing’s hard, you must be no good.


The only people who think writing is easy are people who don’t write. Writing’s a difficult, courageous act. Bravery is required, as well as a great deal of slogging along. A lot of our work is work.


XIV. Thou shalt not set yourself up for failure with impossible goals.


Don’t swear you’ll turn out one hundred pages a week or that you’ll wake up at three o’clock in the morning and write until six, then tend the baby and get ready for work. Nobody writes a whole mystery: We all write one page at a time. Set reasonable goals and commit to them. If you establish a (reasonable) routine, whatever it is, your subconscious will understand that you’ll be back to nourish this mystery again, and it will feed you in return—embellishing and enriching your idea between writing sessions while you live your other life. Make your goal finding out what you can accomplish as a writer at this stage and on this day.


XV. Thou shalt not believe in writer’s block.


Under all the words and mystique spun around it, writer’s block is old-fashioned fear: fear of yourself, of others’ opinions, of not being good enough or new enough or clever enough. Fear of the critical voice of parents, lovers, teachers or the neighbor who thinks you should spend your free time mowing the lawn. Fear of exposing your secret self and finding it unworthy. Fear, as the man said, of fear itself.


What’s to be done about it? See commandment XIII, on writing as an act of courage. Acknowledge that writing makes you vulnerable. No matter that your firsthand experience of murder is nil; that you in no way resemble your protagonist, villain or victim; and that you’ve never lived in Ancient Crete, where your mystery is set. Even so, your values, which are your real self, are going public via your work, and self-exposure is daring and frightening.


But if you can free yourself to understand that you are complexly human—and so are your readers—and if you put that honest revelation on paper, you’ll have a heady, liberating and exhilarating adventure.


That said, you’re ready for the trip—ready to apply your rear to a chair, stare down your devils and make words happen until you have a mystery. And ready to enjoy yourself in the process!


But first: as promised, let’s talk about how you can learn from published works by learning how to read like a writer.


All you need to do now is choose a book you’ve read and enjoyed. Keep it nearby for reference, because you’ll be going back to it many times. We’ll suggest ways for you to see precisely how that author handled a specific aspect of writing that we’ve discussed. Once you get used to reading like a writer, you can continue to do so on your own, and so continue to learn from the authors you consider great.




2. THE BASIC ELEMENTS


Every novel poses a question. Will Ahab conquer that whale? Will John win the hand of Mary? Will Scrooge change in time? The question in a mystery concerns a crime—whodunit? Why’d he do it? Is he going to do it—or do it again? Who is going to do it? The mystery novel is the answer to one, or a combination, of these questions.


You may write about a whole lot more than crime in your mystery. You might illustrate a facet of human nature, explore national issues, reassess historical “truth” or analyze the potential of a scientific discovery. Good for you—you’ll have a rich, multifaceted book. But all the same, the crime and its solution remain the book’s backbone. Everything else should flesh that out and be related to it.


Because a mystery has a beginning, middle and end (a crime, a search for answers, a solution) and develops logically, it appeals to the innate human need for well-structured stories. By definition it has dramatic conflict—an unsolved crime plus a quest for justice that leads to complications and ever growing tension—and a conclusion that is, in its own fashion, fair and just, so the mystery makes for pleasurable reading. Noir or humorous, hard-boiled or cozy, mysteries are the descendants of morality plays, and in an increasingly complex and ambiguous world, they provide the comfort of the absolutes of right and wrong, good and evil—or at least evil and less evil.


The puzzle mystery provides intellectual stimulation plus the enjoyment of game playing—the contest between the reader, the writer, the sleuth and the villain as to who will first triumph when all are given the same information.


Given all these instinctive and built-in pleasures, the popularity of the genre is no mystery.


For the writer, the genre is a generous one, allowing enormous freedom. The crime can raise social, political or psychological issues in a setting rich with real or imagined historical events and figures. The tone of the book and/or its protagonist can be humorous or deadly serious, satirical or tragic. The detective can be as morosely complex and cerebral as Hamlet or as amused and irritated by life’s insanity as a Carl Hiaasen protagonist.


Crime fiction subgenres evolved out of various authors’ world views (Is the crime an outrage in an orderly world or just another day’s slaughter in the human jungle?) and what they wanted to say about them.


SUBGENRES: TYPES OF CRIME NOVELS


Mystery


In addition to the classic whodunit puzzle, we have mysteries in which we know who did it, but we read on in order to see “whydunit.” The Suspect, L.R. Wright’s Edgar-winning novel, shows us on page 1 who committed the crime and how. A Judgement in Stone by Ruth Rendell tells us immediately that a family was murdered because a servant was illiterate, and then it holds us captive as she shows us just what that means. Or the mystery can focus on whether the criminal will get away with it, as in caper novels, where we watch a crime being planned and attempted and the question is whether it will be successful.


For any of these, we can have an amateur sleuth (including semi-pros—amateurs who work close to crime—such as lawyers, investigative journalists and insurance investigators), a private investigator (PI) or a police officer as our detective. Our milieu and procedure will vary to some extent depending on which we choose, but again, this is not a hard-and-fast rule. The traditional noir American mystery has a PI prowling mean streets, while the British traditional puzzle, or “cozy,” is set in genteel villages and vicarages, where (mostly offstage) crime is in no way a normal occurrence. But these days, there are cozy PIs and gritty tales of amateur sleuths.


Subgenres evolved—and continue to do so—from writers’ experimentation with this limber genre.


Suspense


Where the classic mystery investigates something that has already happened, suspense asks the question “What is going to happen?”


In psychological suspense, the possibility of violence or death hovers nearby and will happen unless its secret heart is revealed. Our protagonist—usually an ordinary mortal like ourselves—is, like the detective in the whodunit, seriously tested.


A thriller is a novel of suspense writ larger. More than the girl at the bar or the vicar is at stake. A nation, a legal system or life as we know it on the planet is in a state of risk, as is the brave protagonist who is aware of this. Thrillers can involve espionage, technical terrors, mutant viruses, prehistoric monsters—or lawyers.


In romantic suspense, the emotional life and fortunes of the protagonist may be of equal weight to the mystery and just as filled with problems.


Any crime novel, lit from midnight noir to midday bright, can be set at any point in history. It’s up to you. If you could time travel (and you can, via writing), what era and locale would you like to explore? Set your crime there.


These forms have crossed over one another and sometimes merged. Few contemporary mysteries are pure puzzles where the detective summons all his suspects into a room and declares one of them the evildoer. Instead, we most often have a climactic scene of physical confrontation between the detective and the villain. Whatever basic differences once existed between mysteries and nonmysteries have blurred as well. Once a purely cerebral creation with lots of plot and little characterization, the best mysteries today are as fully fleshed as any of their fictional kin. Too often, when a mystery is exceptional, reviewers claim it “transcends its genre.” Unfair. Instead, it exemplifies the highest potential of the genre.


THE “RULES”


The “rules” that govern the mystery are the rules that govern all fiction. Every novel needs suspense and drama.


Every good writer plays fair with his reader and creates a believable world the reader can enter. This means the mystery writer doesn’t withhold necessary information from the reader. If the sleuth knows something, so does the reader. (This doesn’t mean that our clever sleuth can’t make inferences that escape the reader, but even though he can—and will—his deductions shouldn’t be based on knowledge so rarified that there’s no possible way the reader could have figured it out.)


The writer can’t (visibly) manipulate his characters or plot to fit his solution. A villainous creature doesn’t suddenly turn pussycat, nor is a crime solved by a sudden illogical coincidence.


THE SEVEN Cs


In addition to the crime, your mystery—like every other novel—must contain certain basic story elements. For the sake of alliteration, let’s call them the Seven Cs: characters, conflict, causality, complications, change, crisis and closure. If your book doesn’t have all these, it won’t work. Since more specific crime-writing techniques grow out of these concepts, let’s look at each in turn.


Characters


A story happens to and because of someone, so characters are a basic ingredient. Your imagined people are so important we’ll devote a chapter or two to them later in this book.


Conflict


The fundamental element of all drama is conflict, the clash between what’s wanted or intended and what prevents or frustrates that desire. Happily for mystery writers, conflict comes with the territory, because in committing a crime, the criminal defies what the community (the law) wants. In our mysteries, the crime of choice is most often murder because it is the ultimate offense and it therefore produces the most absolute and unequivocal of conflicts. Life vs. death, law vs. order are now in conflict one with the other, and the magnitude of the offense forces action, either in the pursuit of justice for deeds already done or the pursuit of evildoers because of deeds they intend to do.


The basic conflict represented by the crime that moves your story engine is only one of many large and small conflicts that will be in the book. There will be the internal conflicts of what the antagonist wants vs. the status quo; what the sleuth must choose to do given various options, none of them completely satisfactory. There are the conflicts of human interaction—personality conflicts of people with different goals, hostile witnesses, uncooperative co-workers, frustrating red tape. In life, these might produce ulcers, but they produce healthy fiction.


It’s best for your story if the two sides of the conflict are equally weighted. Your protagonist should be the mental equal of your antagonist. Otherwise, it’s an unfair fight and a rout rather than the difficult quest it should be, and the tension and reader identification will be reduced.


Tension, the charge that keeps those pages turning, comes from the battle between the challenge and the character’s need and ability to meet it. He has to do it—but it’s so hard. He’s repeatedly foiled, but he must keep trying. He cannot, even as an amateur and accidental sleuth, give up and walk away from it. (When you’re developing your characters, you’ll build in the reason for this compulsion to unravel this particular mystery—his history or psychology.) What the obsessed protagonist wants has to be important. Even if you’re writing about the police, pros who have seen and done it all, this crime can’t be another routine murder, just another day’s work. This one—your story—is an urgent and personal quest.


Causality


The reasons why the murder happened, why the detective is passionately involved in this case, why his actions produce still more difficulties, are examples of causality. The laws of physics apply to fiction—actions produce reactions. Events do not simply happen and hang there. They happen because something else happened, and then the reaction to what happened—your detective’s behavior—affects still more, including your detective’s life. There has to be this internal logic—things happen because other things happened. Even psychotics have reasons, odd though they be, for their behavior.


Not only do bad things keep happening to our good sleuth, but the things that happen keep getting worse and more intense because of pressures being brought upon her (cause and effect again). Because secrets worth killing for are being dredged out of their hiding places, there is even more reason for extreme behavior. Because the investigation shines a light on many people, possibly irrelevant secrets produce still more odd reactions. These may be red herrings, but they have logical cause and effect behind them. Because of all this muddle, the detective becomes more determined to probe and push. Think of your story as a snowball, gaining breadth and heft because of where it’s been and what it’s picked up along the route.


Complications


These further problems are called complications. The danger the sleuth is trying to prevent grows ever more possible, its threat more serious. The evolving picture of what really happened seems to be clarifying—but the steps the sleuth takes to prevent, explain or end the danger are all only partial solutions. He finally locates the seemingly vital piece of the puzzle—and it turns out to be a wrong lead or only a fragment of a puzzle piece, dragging new questions along with it. The sleuth feels his work is in vain; and the struggle for understanding becomes more intense as time runs out, theories are reworked and the struggle is resumed with still higher stakes.


Change


With each complication, the sleuth adds a bit of knowledge. The picture of the situation is readjusted; the opinion of a character, altered. We feel in motion as readers because each of these shifts is a change, and when we realign our perceptions, we get an almost unconscious sense of motion, of something happening. You could write a nonstop round of fistfights and chases, but if things were the same at the end of them as at the beginning, the reader would feel that nothing much happened.


Crisis


Eventually, when the complications and changes have produced an increasingly tense situation, we reach a point where, once and for all, one side or the other is going to triumph. This is the crisis—the point of no return. It’s do-or-die time, often quite literally.


This scene will be the biggest, most dramatic clash of your book. Generally it’s a direct confrontation between the sleuth and the villain.


Closure


And then your story is over, its question answered, and you have a sense of what its significance was. This provides closure, one of the great virtues of fiction. We welcome a story’s rendering of wrongdoing and evil because we know, unlike in real life, it will ultimately be over and resolved. Things have changed at the end of the story from how they were at its start. The villains have been stopped or acknowledged as unstoppable, the scales of justice momentarily realigned. Ideally, the protagonist’s life has also been redefined because of what he learned through this investigation.




3. AMATEUR OR PRO, SERIES OR STAND-ALONE


The mystery or crime novel has many variations on the basic theme. Which niche you decide to occupy should most logically depend on which you enjoy reading.


A first consideration is who your sleuth will be. Amateurs, licensed private investigators and police professionals each have strengths and weaknesses.


THE AMATEUR


The amateur sleuth is Everyman, confronted with a problem that challenges the best of what he’s got. That’s why readers can strongly identify with the story and ultimately feel reassured that in a world with often overwhelming problems, the street smarts, courage, hidden talents and common sense of an ordinary person can meet life’s most challenging demands.


The amateur also affords the writer the chance to explore interesting milieus. Amateur sleuths run the gamut of occupational possibilities, a tiny portion of which include a park ranger, forensic paleontologist, Episcopal priest, sports agent, caterers, wedding planners, innkeepers, and crafters of all possible varieties. You can add texture and interest to your mystery via the idiosyncrasies, pitfalls and opportunities of whatever field you know or are willing to research.


Because this sleuth is an accidental one, thrust into a situation where he must act but isn’t professionally prepared to do so, mysteries with amateurs tend, in general, to be closer to the classic puzzle than to the noir, tough-guy mode. Because the protagonist is not necessarily armed and/or physically tough, the story has, in general, less violence. This forces you—and your character—to rely more on quick thinking and improvisation. In lieu of guns or fists, I have gotten Amanda Pepper out of big trouble using at different times a file cabinet, a car, Dr. Spock’s Baby and Child Care, and a can of hair spray. Nancy Pickard has gotten creative with lingerie, having Jenny Cain use her bra as a garrote in Generous Death and her panty hose as a rope in No Body.


The amateur sleuth’s methodology is not constrained by law, as is that of private investigators and the police. Within the limits of sanity and self-preservation, the amateur can do whatever he must—lie, assume disguises, break and enter. The official law must work within more stringent boundaries.


Although tea cozies and country houses may have nothing to do with your amateur’s world, novels featuring a nonprofessional are often put into the “cozy” subcategory. The crime is an outrage, a gaping hole in the social fabric. There is a minimum of overt violence and a maximum of intellectual pyrotechnics, and murder is given its dreadful due as the impact of the crime and its aftereffects are examined.


The flip side of the coin is that you’ll have to work hard to justify the amateur’s need and opportunity to sleuth. Even though the reader is predisposed to suspend disbelief on this score, you still have to make moonlighting as a detective seem rational. Why aren’t the police adequately taking care of this? Why would this citizen choose to face danger?


There are stratagems for getting around this hurdle. Sometimes the sleuth is the prime suspect and has obvious reasons to find the real killer. And even if she isn’t in danger because of the way the investigation’s going, someone or something she very much cares about must be.


Writing about an amateur character doesn’t mean you can be oblivious to official law enforcement. Although you want the police to be misguided or disinterested so that your amateur saves the day, you need to do enough research in the real world to avoid having your amateur’s behavior seem ridiculous.


THE SEMI-PRO


Somewhere between amateurs and professionals are the semi-pros—the journalists, lawyers and insurance investigators who in many ways have the best of both worlds. They have access to and logical involvement with the world of crime, they are protected against being forced to reveal their sources, and they don’t have the rules and regulations that govern the behavior of PIs and police. But even with these advantages, make the risk and involvement plausible and necessary—and research the sleuth’s actual profession so you keep that realistic base.


THE PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR


The next category revolves around the archetypical American hero—the private investigator, described by Raymond Chandler: “Down these mean streets a man must go who…is neither tarnished nor afraid.” Today’s PI may be an untarnished woman tooling down suburban streets—with the traditional fisticuffs, womanizing and hard drinking gender adjusted—but reader disbelief doesn’t have to be suspended over quite as deep a canyon with a PI as with an amateur sleuth. Readers have immediate interest in these investigators. The PI wears the mantle of a clear-visioned seeker of justice, more iconoclastic than the law, but ultimately on the side of the angels. He (or she) is the ultimate individual, the cowboy-loner, a figure larger than life. By stepping into this tradition, even while making it your own, you also have logic on your side as to why and how this person became involved with an investigation.


Pragmatically, your PI has, if you like, a license to carry a gun, which saves a lot of time in figuring out methods of self-protection.


But do be aware that the “licensed” part of the PI’s title involves regulations and prerequisites. Hollywood’s clichéd private eye seems to need only a rented office with his name stenciled on the door before he rushes off to find out who murdered John Doe. But Hollywood’s home state actually requires that wannabe PI to put in six thousand hours of qualifying investigative experience before being licensed. Research your setting’s requirements. Your readers expect and deserve a strong and realistic base to your fiction.
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