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On July 6, 2011, I was one of ten mystery writers, all born in Maine and/or living in Maine at the time, to launch a group blog called Maine Crime Writers. Between then and early 2021, I wrote 250 Maine Crime Writers' posts. I consider most of them to be essays, and as such I have collected 115 of them into this book. I've made small changes to some and left others just as they were. The reader will have to forgive the few occasions when certain examples are used more than once, but they are repeated in different contexts. The original publication date of each essay is beneath its title. As for the categories, they sometimes overlap, but their titles give an inkling of the content. 

On Friday, July 8, 2011, I posted my first blog, "I Kill People for a Living." With minor revisions, I include it below as an introduction to this collection.

~
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My name is Kaitlyn and I kill people for a living. I also have three separate personalities. Fortunately, two of them are crime writers, which helps to explain that first statement. 

Since this is my first blog at Maine Crime Writers, I'd like to spend it introducing all three of me, even though the only regular blogger among us will be Kaitlyn Dunnett. My real name is Kathy. Really. It's not short for anything. But to confuse the issue, my parents gave me the middle name Lynn. When I decided to use a pseudonym, I opted for Kaitlyn, which I always thought was a much cooler name than Kathy Lynn. 

As Kathy Lynn Emerson, I started writing my first novel in 1976. In the years since, I've written both nonfiction and fiction in several genres and under several names. In the mystery field, I wrote two mysteries for middle-grade readers (The Mystery of Hilliard's Castle and The Mystery of the Missing Bagpipes, both set in Maine) and, for grown-ups, the Face Down series of ten novels and a collection of short stories featuring Susanna Appleton, a sixteenth-century English gentlewoman, herbalist, and sleuth. Under the same name I also wrote the Diana Spaulding 1888 Quartet, featuring a female scandal-sheet journalist and her love interest, a physician from Bangor, Maine. Two of the four books, Deadlier than the Pen and Lethal Legend, are set mostly in Maine. My historical mystery-writing career led to the publication of the Agatha-award winning How to Write Killer Historical Mysteries: The Art and Adventure of Sleuthing Through the Past in 2008. 

Kate Emerson is my non-mystery historical writing name. Under that pseudonym I write novels in the Secrets of the Tudor Court series. They are not romance novels or mysteries, but rather focus on the lives of little-known women at the court of Henry VIII.

That brings me back to Kaitlyn Dunnett. Kaitlyn's books, the Liss MacCrimmon Scottish-American Heritage Mysteries, are set in the Western Maine mountains. This is very convenient, since that's where I live. They feature an amateur sleuth, Liss MacCrimmon, former professional Scottish dancer (think Riverdance, only Scottish). When a knee injury ends that career, she returns to her hometown of Moosetookalook, Maine (yes, I made that up) to work in her aunt's store, Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium. And, of course, there is a murder. The first book in the series, Kilt Dead, came out in 2007. The stories are on the "cozy" end of the mystery spectrum and written with a light touch, full of eccentric characters and situations that I hope readers find amusing. It's not that I don't take murder seriously, but I know, from being married to a man who worked many years in law enforcement, that a) criminals do really stupid things and b) normal people react in truly ridiculous ways to the unexpected.

Looking back at what I've written here, my first thought is to hope I haven't bored you. I haven't had a lot of experience with blogging. With luck, I'll get better at it, and hit on some topics that you find interesting. In the meantime, I'm extremely grateful to Kate Flora, who came up with the idea for this group blog and has done a fantastic job of pulling it together. It's a known fact (and I'm not the first to say it) that persuading a group of writers to do anything in an organized fashion is like herding kittens.  
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Author's Note: In the ten years between 2011 and 2021, more Liss MacCrimmon mysteries and Secrets of the Tudor Court historical novels were published. As Kathy Lynn Emerson, I wrote the Mistress Jaffrey Mysteries (a three-book series spun off from my Face Down books) and a stand-alone mystery, The Finder of Lost Things, and started second cozy series, the Deadly Edits Mysteries, as Kaitlyn Dunnett. The grand total of books published (or about to be published) by traditional publishers now stands at sixty-four. I've also reissued my backlist and self-published a few special projects, including e-book and print-on-demand (POD) editions of two original historical novels for children and my grandfather's memoir, The Life of a Plodder, as well as an e-book edition of my massive A Who's Who of Tudor Women, a collection of over 2300 mini-biographies of women who lived in England between the years 1485 and 1603. The latter is an updated and expanded version of my very first published book, 1984's Wives and Daughters: The Women of Sixteenth Century England.

What can I say? I can't not write. I continue to contribute twice a month to the Maine Crime Writers' blog and work on an assortment of other projects, including the occasional short story. I'm also on Facebook as Kaitlyn Dunnett.

So, without further ado, here are the collected essays of Kathy/Kaitlyn/Kate. Enjoy!

Kathy Lynn Emerson

Wilton, Maine

March 2021
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Cozy Mysteries



[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Some Thoughts on Words
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(8/9/13)

––––––––
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We deal in words all the time, but some words don't always mean the same thing to everyone. In particular, many of the words associated with the business of writing books mean different things to different people. 

Take cozy, for example, the term often used to describe mysteries featuring amateur detectives, mostly female and usually doing their sleuthing in small towns where the protagonist has a close-knit circle of friends and a remarkably large pool of potential villains to choose from. 

I always say I write cozies, both as Kaitlyn Dunnett and when I'm writing historical mysteries as Kathy Lynn Emerson. I don't see anything wrong with the term myself. But some folks who prefer their crime stories darker have for years made derisive remarks about the cozy. I agree that some are too fluffy even for my taste, and personally I could live without recipes or craft patterns, but overall the term cozy no more designates only one narrowly defined type of story than the term noir does. They're guidelines to tell the reader something, but not everything, about the general content of a given novel.

Faced with all that negativity about the term cozy, many prefer the word traditional, defining a traditional novel as the sort Agatha Christie wrote, as opposed to, say, Raymond Chandler. If you look at the novels that have won the Agatha Award, given for best traditional mystery, however, you'll see that they include a wide variety of story lines. 

Another word people quibble about is writer. I know. You'd think that one would be pretty self-explanatory. But no. There's the whole writer/author debate. Some think that only an author writes published books. I don't agree. For one thing, auth is not a verb. To me, a famous author is as likely to be a movie star who hired a ghost writer to write a book for him as he (or she) is to be a novelist, biographer, or true-crime writer. 

True, anyone who writes more than an occasional letter or term paper can call him- or herself a writer, but a published writer has something in print (or, these days, available digitally). S/he hasn't necessarily been paid for writing it. A professional writer, on the other hand, has been paid for writing. The amount doesn't matter. If you have sold something you've written and received money in return, you are and will forever be a pro. A working writer earns a regular income from writing. A successful writer actually makes a living at it. The amount it takes to be successful varies by where you live and your lifestyle. The equivalent of what you would earn at a "real" job provides a good ballpark figure.

Please note that I don't define success as a writer in terms of number of friends on Facebook, rating or number of customer reviews on Amazon, appearance on bestseller or "best of (year)" lists, or by award nominations or wins. Some writers do. For some the goal of writing is not just to be published but to make the New York Times list. I have to admit that I wish I could answer the question I sometimes get at signings ("Have I heard of you?") with a confident "yes," but in general I'm happy to be able to make a living writing books I'd enjoy reading if someone else had written them. 

Sometimes, in connection with a professional writer's writing life, the term professional comes up in another sense. It seems not every writer is as "professional" as they could be about meeting deadlines and honoring commitments. This came as a shock to me the first time someone (my agent, actually), complimented me on being so professional. I was brought up to follow through on obligations. I can't imagine doing things any other way. That said, there are some things traditionally published writers are now expected to do by their publishers that were never included in the deal in the past. I have politely but firmly refused to be bullied into engaging in every form of social media available.

I write because that's what writers do. Writers can't not write. Publication. Income. Success. Even fame. Those are excellent side benefits, but the real joy comes from the act of creation. 

One last thought: there is actually a better name than either writer or author for a person who crafts novels, short fiction, or works of nonfiction. It's wordsmith.
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Homicide with Haggis
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Readers may find the name Robert Burns familiar. He was a Scottish poet born in 1739. On January 25, 1739, to be exact. Burns died fairly young, but he made an impression, and in 1796 the tradition of the Burns Night Supper (or sometimes Burns Night Dinner) began. Over the years, numerous traditions became established. Today, throughout the world, Maine included, the birth of this unique poet is celebrated with toasts, songs, and a menu that features some uniquely Scottish items, including haggis. One of the most famous poems Burns wrote, after all, was titled "To a Haggis."

As there is a Scottish-American heritage theme to all my Liss MacCrimmon mysteries, I knew from the beginning that I'd have to structure a story around a Burns Night. My original title for this book was Homicide with Haggis, but it was vetoed on the grounds that not enough people know what a haggis is. To my mind, not knowing would make a potential reader pick up the book and glance at the front matter to find out, but I'm only the author, so what do I know? To give credit where it's due, my editor came up with a great alternate title: The Corpse Wore Tartan. 

Since this is a murder mystery, someone soon ends up dead, but the weapon isn't the haggis. It's a skein dhu, that little knife kilt-wearing Scots keep tucked in the top of their hose. There's also a battle with a bagpipe. Not bagpipes being played in a sort of Scottish Deliverance theme, but one actually used as a weapon with which to beat someone else over the head. You remember that I write humorous cozy mysteries, right? Comic relief is essential to the genre. And why not? Real life is full of absurdities, and Maine is a state chock full of eccentrics. Some of them are even Scottish-Americans.

Because the story is set in late January, I felt comfortable throwing in a blizzard to complicate matters. Instead of spending just an evening at a hotel, the members of the Scottish Heritage Appreciation Society end up trapped there for a couple of days with the power out and phone lines and cellphone towers down. My real reason for cutting off contact with the outside world was simple. I needed to give Liss a chance to solve the crime without interference from the state police, who would ordinarily have been on the scene within hours of the discovery of the body, excluding everyone else from the area and making it impossible for an amateur sleuth to accomplish anything at all.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

A Few Thoughts on Cussing in Cozies
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Not too long ago, I received an e-mail from a reader taking me to task because Liss MacCrimmon, my amateur sleuth, after her earliest, cuss-free adventures, had started swearing. In this reader's opinion, swearing disqualifies a novel from being considered a cozy mystery. Furthermore, such a book should not be left lying around the house lest a child pick it up, open it, and be exposed to bad language. 

Needless to say, I disagree with this very limited definition of a cozy. And I make it a policy not to respond to e-mails that force me to go on the defensive, a no-win situation if there ever was one. However, I was curious as to what had prompted this complaint. 

Since the e-mail was not specific, I pulled up the doc file of the book in question (A Wee Christmas Homicide) and used the "find" function to check for the presence of any words a reader might object to. I knew I hadn't dropped the f-bomb, and I didn't think I'd referred to any other bodily functions or . . . let's call them byproducts. Of course, strictly speaking, none of those are swear words, although most would probably be considered inappropriate language for a traditional mystery. What did I discover? I did use the word "pissed" once, to mean "angry with," but since the speaker was a man and the situation he was in warranted strong language, I figure that word choice was pretty mild compared to what he might have said in real life (or in a hardboiled detective story). 

Swearing, so I was always taught in Sunday School, is taking the name of the Lord in vain. I was pretty sure I hadn't done that, although the use of "damn" (as opposed to not giving "a Tinker's dam") implies the use of "God" before it. I'll be honest with you. My search yielded more instances of the word "damn" than I'd expected. I probably should have cut some of them, but not because they were swear words. They should have been cut because they were repetitious. Liss is frustrated on several counts during the book and seven times, twice in one sentence, she uses the words "damn" or "damned." She also thinks it once. Other characters use "damn" four times in conversation. But here's the funny thing: neither the number of times I used the word nor the word itself struck me as excessive any of the many times I reread the manuscript, nor did they jump out at my first reader, my agent, my editor, or the copy editor, all of whom had the opportunity to tell me to remove some or all of them from the text before publication.  

Having investigated this far, I was intrigued. By my definition, "hell" isn't swearing, either, but I figured that was the second most common "offensive" word I was likely to have used. I found five instances in this same novel, but Liss herself didn't use any of them. 

What about other books in the series? According to the e-mail, the earlier entries in the series were in the clear, so I picked another later one at random and ran the same check. My grasp on realistic language appears to be consistent. One person, provoked, said "pissed." The word "hell" appeared four times, used by two different characters, neither of them Liss, but Liss did use the adjective "hellish" on one occasion. As for "damn" and "damned," Liss used the former four times and the latter once. Liss's gal-pal Sherri said "damn" once. Liss's love interest, Dan, said "damned" twice and other characters used that word three times. When I turned in the manuscript of that book it was 76,803 words in length. It contained seventeen "bad" words. In another in the series, Ho-Ho-Homicide, Liss only said "damn" once, but other people said "hell," "damn," and "damned." Out of a total of 78, 411 words, those instances added up to a total of twelve. On the one occasion where Liss swore, she was under extreme stress, afraid neither she nor Dan would make it out of their predicament alive. I'd be more surprised if she didn't swear.  

"But wait," as the TV commercials say. Here's the kicker. I was taking that "fan's" word for it that Kilt Dead and Scone Cold Dead were cleaner than A Wee Christmas Homicide. Well, guess what? On page five of the hardcover edition of Kilt Dead, Liss gets the bad news that a knee injury has ended her career as a professional Scottish dancer. Her reaction: "No. Damn it, no!"

And it doesn't stop there. I counted twenty-nine "damns" in Kilt Dead. And twenty-three in Scone Cold Dead. There is one instance of "pissed" in each and several "hells." My goodness me! That's more cussing than in the book my correspondent was complaining about. How very strange.
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Detectives in Glasses
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The other day I was noodling a possible scene for the Liss MacCrimmon mystery I'm currently writing. I don't know if this scene will appear in this book (or some future book) or not, but the gist of it is that Liss is taken out into the wilderness and left there by the villain, who needs to get her out of the way for a certain period of time but doesn't particularly want to murder her. She's given a fighting chance to make it back to civilization safely. She's not tied up. She is warmly dressed (it's March in Maine). And a couple of hours of walking, if she doesn't end up going around in circles, should bring her to a house with a phone. It is nighttime, which makes things harder. Maybe she's been hit on the head and is still dizzy or seeing double. I'm not sure about that part. And that bad knee of hers could act up to cause her some problems.

There was a story in the news here in Maine just recently about a man who, after breaking his leg in a nighttime snowmobile accident, had to crawl a mile and a half to reach the house of a friend and get help. It took him six hours. Liss could probably do that, but I'm not sure I want to put her through so much trauma. Whatever I end up doing, she's obviously going to survive the ordeal and get back in time to foil the villain's evil plan.

To create such a scene and make it believable, a writer (in this case, me) has to try to get into the head of the character, to feel what she's feeling, react as she's reacting. Liss is a lot younger and much more physically fit than I am. She's also considerably braver. But the thing that stood out in my mind as I attempted to put myself in her place in this situation was that her eyesight is also a heck of a lot better than mine. If I was the one being abandoned in the wilderness and the villain wanted to make sure I'd have trouble finding my way out, all he or she would have to do is take away my glasses. 

That may explain why most fictional series detectives appear to have excellent eyesight. I tried to think of mysteries I've read where the sleuth wore glasses, or even contact lenses. The only example I could come up with was Elizabeth Peters's librarian sleuth Jacqueline Kirby (The Seventh Sinner), whose mood can be judged by how far down her nose her glasses have slipped. In search of other examples, I posted a request on two online groups, Dorothy L and Sisters in Crime, and Googled "Fictional Detectives Who Wear Glasses." The results confirmed my suspicion that bespectacled sleuths are few and far between. 

Many of the names people came up with were older, either in the sense of series written quite some time ago, or because the detective is getting on in years. Terry Shames's detective, Samuel Craddock (A Killing at Cotton Hill), wears glasses. Ilene Schneider's protagonist in Chanukah Guilt is "blind as a bad with its sonar jammed" without her glasses. Marni Graff's Nora Tierney wears them in the first two books in the series but switches to contact lenses in the third (The Scarlet Wench). In historical mysteries, Laurie R. King's Mary Russell is nearsighted, as is Edith Maxwell's Quaker midwife, Rose Carroll (Breaking the Silence).

Bespectacled sleuths from days gone by include Ellery Queen (pince-nez glasses), Margery Allingham's Albert Campion (horn-rimmed glasses), Dorothy L. Sayers's Lord Peter Wimsey (a monocle), and Dorothy Dunnett's Johnson Johnson (bifocals). Agatha Christie's Miss Marple wears glasses, too, but only, apparently, when she's knitting. There have been a number of detectives, past and present, who use reading glasses or wear contact lenses, but even they are somewhat rare in crime fiction.

Let's face it. If a sleuth is going to flirt with danger, wearing glasses could put him or her at a distinct disadvantage. Vision problems may add dimension to a character and allow for a few interesting twists, but it isn't hard to understand why most protagonists in mystery novels have excellent eyesight.

~
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Author's Note: The book I was writing was The Scottie Barked at Midnight. A few years later, I created a sleuth for my Deadly Edits Mysteries who does wear glasses. She also has hearing aids!
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Getting To Know Your Characters
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When I'm in the planning stages of a novel, I make a character sheet for each character. I use these in two ways, to plan ahead and to record important facts about that character that come up as I write. This is also where I try out character names, since it's always a good idea to make sure a new character's name isn't too similar to any other character name in the same book. Similarly, jotting down notes on hair and eye color, facial features, height, weight, and other details of physical appearance keeps me from introducing a whole slew of characters who look too much alike.

Physical description is important, although I'm not sure it's crucial to mention hair and eye color for every character. That a minor character is horse-faced or blushes easily might be more significant. How do they speak? How do they walk? Do they have a favorite cuss word? That's the sort of thing I look for to make an individual stand out. Each character needs something to keep him or her from ending up as a cardboard cutout.

So, I put a certain amount of thought into each new character ahead of time. But to be perfectly honest, what works best for me in creating distinct individuals is tossing a character into a scene and letting him or her start talking.

In Vampires, Bones, and Treacle Scones, I introduced the character of Boxer Snipes, a teenage boy. The Snipes family had appeared in the Liss MacCrimmon series before. They are not upright citizens.

Series regular Beth Hogencamp, a precocious preteen, brings Boxer to a planning meeting of the Moosetookalook Halloween committee. His presence immediately raises the hackles of the adults who are present. In the beginning, that was all I needed Boxer to do, since it automatically made him a suspect when strange things started to happen in the old Chadwick mansion, the "haunted house" for the town's Halloween festivities.

Boxer, however, had other ideas. He developed an unexpected talent for malapropisms like "that's the way the cookie bounces." And then, when I was about halfway through writing the book, it dawned on me that Boxer had another role to play in the story. It turned out that he had a secret, one I knew nothing about when I started plotting. I can't reveal what it is (spoiler!), but once I knew this significant fact about him, it not only gave Boxer a more fully developed character, it led to new insights into two of the series regulars and gave me another suspect with a motive for murder. Getting to know Boxer better led to a better novel.

One piece of advice I received when I was starting out (writing mysteries for the eight-to-twelve-year-old set) was "give everyone a secret." That works pretty well in mysteries for grown-ups, too.
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The Hardest Part
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The hardest part of starting a new novel is . . . starting a new novel. As I write this, I'm just beginning work on the ninth Liss MacCrimmon mystery, The Scottie Barked at Midnight. For quite some time to come, most of what I write will be garbage. A rough draft is, by definition, rough. Still, it's important to get something down on paper. Once a rough draft exists, it can be rewritten and revised and polished until I'm happy with it. But my first, raw writing? Yuck!

When the weather outside is lousy, as it so often is at this time of year, it's even harder to crank out those first words. My prose seems (seems? IS!) dull and lifeless. A lot of what I write is a rehash of things I've already written in previous books in the series. Then again, some of that can't be avoided. Not everyone reading this new mystery will have read the previous ones and there just aren't all that many ways to do basic description to set the scene or reintroduce a character. Moosetookalook Scottish Emporium, The Spruces, Patsy's Coffee House, and Angie's Books don't change much from book to book. Although Liss, Dan, Sherri, Pete, and the others have grown and matured through their experiences, their physical appearance remains pretty much the same. Personally, I'd be happy to write the entire book without ever telling you the color of Liss's hair or eyes or how tall she is, but the consensus of opinion appears to be that the author should provide some description of all the main characters early on, before readers form their own mental images.

With a new book, there are also new characters to introduce. The first hurdle is naming them, no easy task when I already have a large continuing cast of characters from past books in the series. You've all heard the rule of thumb: avoid having too many characters whose names begin with the same letter . . . unless there's a good reason, such as adding humor. I got myself into trouble on this issue before I even started writing. In the outline I sent to my editor, I chose the name Dandy for the Scottie dog who plays a major role in the plot. Dandy and Dondi are "Deidre's Dancing Doggies." Yes, I was going for "cute" but I somehow managed to forget until it was too late that Liss's husband is named Dan. I could change the dog's name, but I'm already used to thinking of this particular Scottish terrier as Dandy. I don't think any other name is going to feel right. 

I started out not knowing what these new people look like. Now there's an oversight that will stop the writing dead in its tracks! I don't need to (and shouldn't) get too carried away with physical descriptions, but each one of these people (and animals) needs to have some distinguishing characteristic. Otherwise, I'll end up with pages and pages of talking heads. Does each one have to have some strange little quirk? Not necessarily. But when new characters come on stage, they need to be identified in such a way that the reader will remember them when they reappear. It could be hair or eye color or height or build or the way they dress or the way they speak. Or it could be some odd personality trait. I took a day to do nothing but come up with distinctive descriptions for all my suspects and make a character sheet for each so I'll remember what I decided and what I change as I write. As each one appears on the page, I'm putting in some of these traits. Probably too many, but I can cut extraneous details when I revise. Better too much than too little at this stage. After all, I have to make these new people stand out in my mind, too.

I don't outline. When I start writing, I don't have a clue which of several suspects is guilty. He or she usually tells me when s/he's ready. In this case, I was a little worried when I got to the end of the rough draft of Chapter Three and was ready to write the scene where Liss meets the remaining suspects in person for the first time. I still didn't know who dunnit. That night, as I was trying to fall asleep, I thought: "I've got to figure out who the murderer is." And, by golly, an hour or so later, I woke up knowing the answer. Of course, that may change if I come up with a better villain, but it's a big relief to have someone in mind, and to know why that person committed the crimes of dognapping and murder.  

But I'm getting ahead of myself. 

I started the rough draft (Chapter One, Scene One on a blank computer screen) on a cold, dreary day in early January. A week later, I had the first chapter roughed out and a couple of pages of notes each for Chapter Two and Chapter Three. I'm aiming for fifteen chapters, but that's not a hard-and-fast rule. More important is to end up with around 75,000 words, the minimum stipulated by my contract. 

Chapter One, Scene One involves just Liss and Dandy. My earliest version contained no physical description of Liss, mostly because it's written in her point of view. Besides, what she looks like isn't particularly important. The lousy weather got a lot more attention, since it precipitates what happens. (Sorry! Terrible pun, but I couldn't resist.) 

It came as no surprise when Chapter One (three scenes in all) ended up way too short and filled with uninspired prose. There were also a few false starts that came right back out again. At the beginning of a book, I have to remind myself repeatedly that everything will get better. Some days I force myself to push onward without doing more than minimal revising. After all, I know there will be lots more changes to Chapter One once I've written Chapter Two and beyond. Clues I hadn't thought of will need to be planted. Maybe a name will change. There will definitely be substitutions of better word choices and removal of repetitious words. But all that comes much later in the process.

I expected writing this book to follow the pattern established with previous novels. By the time I roughed out the last scene in Chapter Three, I should have had a pretty good idea what was going to happen in the next three or four chapters and should have figured out who the villain was. In this one, I do know who dunnit. Where the plot is going? Not so much, although I know what happens in Chapter Four. Even if I didn't, the important thing is to keep on keeping on. Type something. See where it ends up. Put two characters on the computer screen and let them talk to each other. My goal is to get as far as I can before I've made so many adjustments to the story that I absolutely have to go back and do some serious revising of earlier scenes. By that point, I usually have a substantial chunk of text to work with, as well as a pretty good idea where the remainder of the book is headed. I'm keeping my fingers crossed that's the case this time.  

For now, I'm still getting started and it's hard. I have about fifty pages that no one is ever going to read but me. I know, intellectually, that perseverance will pay off, but with another two hundred to two hundred fifty blank pages still ahead of me, it's easy to become discouraged. I would love to be one of those writers who can envision the entire plot before ever setting fingers to keyboard, but my mind just doesn't work that way. I have to keep plodding along until I get through what, for me, is always the hardest part.

Don't get me wrong. It's also hard to fix the sagging middle of the book, and to come up with a satisfying ending. Honestly, nothing about giving birth to a book is easy. But I have learned one thing from my previous efforts. Nine times out of ten, if I hit a place late in the novel where I'm not sure what happens next, I can figure it out by going back and rereading the first three chapters. The seed of what I'm looking for will have been planted there, once I finally figured out how to start the story in the first place. How does that happen? To quote from the film Shakespeare in Love, "It's a mystery."
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Voyage of Discovery: Writing a Rough Draft
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There are definite similarities between writing a rough draft and making a voyage of discovery. You know, like Columbus searching for a shortcut to the Indies, or Cabot looking for a northwest passage to the wealth of Cathay. You may find uncharted lands and fabulous riches or you could be eaten by a sea monster or fall off the end of the earth. To paraphrase Mary Chapin Carpenter, you might end up as the windshield . . . or as the bug. There's no way to tell till you try.

Whether you refer to this stage of writing as the rough draft, the first draft, or the [expletive deleted] draft, it's a necessary step in producing a book. Those who plot in advance have some idea where they're going with it. Those of us who write by the seat of our pants? Not so much.

For me there is always a lot of going back and forth as new thoughts occur to me. Right now I’m about a third of the way into the rough draft of Overkilt, the twelfth book in the Liss MacCrimmon series. It’s due on my editor's desk on the first of December. I got almost this far before I took a break to attend Malice Domestic and to give a final polish to the first Mikki Lincoln mystery, Crime & Punctuation, which was due today. So, last week, when I went back to what I'd written on Overkilt, I was hoping my subconscious would have come up with some good ideas for the next two-thirds. 

I'd already had one epiphany concerning the identity of the murderer—this was a very good thing, since until then I had no idea who dunnit. Unfortunately, after reading through what I'd already written and punching it up as I went along, I got back to the place where I'd stopped and sat there staring at a blank screen. What should happen next eluded me. 

As is so often the case, talking over an impasse with my husband helped jump start my brain. The first thing I realized was that one of the scenes I'd already written was in the wrong place. Once I moved it, the direction in which the plot should advance became much clearer. 

That sort of thing happens to me a lot when I’m working on a rough draft. I start at the wrong place or try to have something happen too early and until I spot where I went wrong, I'm stuck. Fortunately, although it may take me a while to see what's right in front of me, I will eventually identify the problem and figure out how to fix it. 

I scribble notes to myself that deal with events two or three chapters ahead. That's about as far as I can see, which explains why I don’t outline the entire book before I start. I simply can't visualize what happens next until I'm almost at that point in the writing. Is this an efficient way of writing? Of course not. But it works for me. 

Unless you are one of those rare writers who does all the pre-writing in your head before you ever put fingers to keys, the first version of a book will undergo many revisions before it sees print. Those people are rare. I've heard Isaac Asimov was able to do that and I once witnessed Mary Higgins Clark come up with near perfect prose off the top of her head, but the rest of us are stuck with multiple rewrites. The thing is, you can't rewrite what isn't there, which is why a rough draft, no matter how badly it turns out, is better than no draft at all. In my case, once I have something written down, I can fix it. And if that ship has sailed to a place I didn't expect? That's good, too. I end up with a whole new continent to explore.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

A Cure for the Middle-of-the-Book Blahs
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So there I was, approaching the midpoint of the ninth Liss MacCrimmon mystery (The Scottie Barked at Midnight), when I hit another of those obstacles that crop up every single time I write a novel. Yes, that's right. I ran headlong into the middle-of-the-book blahs, where the plot is chugging along okay and the characters have all taken on distinct personalities and I know who the villain is and how the book is going to end but—and that's a BIG but!—I was having a really hard time dragging myself to the computer every morning to crank out the next scene. 

Partly, that was because I didn't have anything particularly exciting in mind for the day's pages. Mostly, it was because I'd been working on this opus just about every day for weeks. I wasn't tired of it. Not exactly. Nor bored. Exactly. But I wasn't as revved up as I was at the beginning when everything was fresh. 

So, how did I get out of the doldrums? 

First let me say that although I usually do manage it, there was one time recently when I didn't. I started a stand-alone novel a couple of years ago with the idea that my agent could sell it on a proposal. That meant I needed to write a synopsis and the first one hundred pages or so. I came up with the requisite chunk of text, but by page one hundred, when books these days tend to run less than three hundred manuscript pages, I was officially in the middle of the book. That's when I realized that I didn't know where I wanted the story to go. And that I'd pretty much lost interest in trying to make changes in what was already there to make it easier to sell. I know I'll do something with the material someday, since I'm never one to let ideas go to waste, but at that point (October 2012), I set the project aside and put it out of my mind. 

I don't have that option when I'm under contract to deliver a manuscript on the first of September and it's supposed to be at least 75,000 words in length. There was another difference with Liss #9, too. I was pretty happy with most of what I'd written. The story was building toward the denouement I had in mind. But, were I to keep writing from my miscellaneous notes, I'd be typing "the end" on my rough draft when it was still less than 50,000 words in length. 

Oops. 

Obviously, I needed to do more than just up the word count. Padding is always a bad idea. Most traditional mystery novels weave together the mystery plot (the sleuth discovering who dunnit) with one, and sometimes two, subplots. Usually a subplot involves an aspect of the sleuth's private life. It could be a romantic dilemma, conflict with another character, or a secondary mystery that needs solving. Whatever it is, it needs to add depth to the novel and aid in character development. As a happy side effect, it increases the word count. Ideally, the plot and subplot are inseparable. 

I began writing Liss #9 without a subplot in mind. There were other things going on besides the sleuthing, but nothing that intertwined with the main plot throughout the novel. That meant my biggest problem was easy to identify, but not so easy to cure.

The extreme solution (surgery) would be to toss out everything I'd written and start over from scratch. I wasn't about to do that. There was too much about the work-in-progress (WIP) that I did like. What would have been most convenient, a "Eureka!" moment while washing the dishes or taking a shower (for some reason, immersion in water seems to promote creativity), did not materialize. So much for physical therapy. I was going to have to fall back on a tried and true course of treatment, one that has worked in similar situations in the past. 

When I was writing as both Kaitlyn Dunnett and Kate Emerson, I'd work on one type of book for a while and then, when I needed a break or ran out of steam, I'd switch to the other. My subconscious would noodle whatever problems I was having with Book One while I was working on Book Two. When I hit a wall with Book Two, I'd go back to Book One, armed with fresh ideas and renewed enthusiasm. Since there are no more Kate Emerson books on the horizon and since, writing as Kathy Lynn Emerson, I finished Murder in the Queen's Wardrobe before I began work on Liss #9, I had no "other" project in the works and, until Murder in the Queen's Wardrobe sells, I don't want to do more toward a second book in that series than scribble down ideas. 

Thank goodness the "cure" for my middle-of-the-book woes is somewhat flexible. After a couple of days of moping around the house without opening Liss#9text.doc, I belatedly remembered the hundred pages of that unfinished stand-alone. No, I was not suddenly inspired to finish writing that novel, but within those hundred pages there were several scenes where the protagonist encounters crime. It had already occurred to me that one or more of those incidents could be turned into a short story. My hope was that writing a short historical mystery would give me the same kind of break from writing a contemporary humorous mystery that working on a non-mystery historical had.

I can't guarantee this cure will work for everyone, or even that it will work every time for me, but in this case it definitely helped. By the time I'd polished two short stores about Old Mother Malyn, a mid-sixteenth-century herb woman, healer, and finder of lost things, and her granddaughter Joan (the "Watson" character), I'd come up with an idea for a subplot for Liss #9. How well it will work remains to be seen, as does whether either of these short stories will find a publisher, but I'm pleased to report that I'm now back at work on Liss #9. My stalled enthusiasm for the project has been jump-started.

~
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Author's Note: Both short stories were published and "The Blessing Witch" was a finalist for the Agatha Award. For more on the fate of this unfinished stand-alone project, see "If at First You Don't Succeed" in the section on historical novels.
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You'd Think It Would Get Easier
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You'd think, having developed characters and written about them for fifty or sixty thousand words already, and having worked up a plot of some sort, that the push to the finish would be a piece of cake. By this point, even pantsers like me have some idea where the story is going. While that's true, there are still a lot of choices to be made, plus a couple of pitfalls that aren't always easy to avoid. 

For one thing, there's the exhaustion factor. I've been working on this mystery novel day after day, week after week, for months. I really really want to get to the point where I can type "the end." The scenes I'm writing right now are short on details and heavy on dialogue. They gallop along, hitting the plot points I need to include. They don't have much depth to them, but at least I'm moving forward. This strong desire to finish will probably lead me to write a rushed climax and denouement that don't do justice to what came before. I tend to be a bit too abrupt in wrapping things up, at least in my rough drafts. Fortunately, I’ll get a chance to improve those scenes when I revise, but that's a topic for another day.

It would help if I had a clearer idea what will trigger the climactic scene. At least I'm in good company when I don't yet know. As the now legendary story goes, until well into filming Star Wars, the script read only, "Darth Vader says something to make Luke mad." 

Soon, I hope, I will figure out exactly what final clue will allow my detective to determine who dunnit. Confronting the villain may place her in mortal danger. I haven’t decided yet if that is what I want. If I do, will she rescue herself or will someone else have to step in to help her out of trouble? If the villain gets hold of the sleuth or some other important character, the stakes rise, suspense increases, and (in theory) it's then an easy jump to the climax of the tale—a rescue or an escape; a fight; possibly a death. Ideally, readers end up eagerly turning pages to see what happens next. How to accomplish that in a way that is not a cliché is another tricky part of writing the end of the book.  

In the best of all possible worlds, plot, subplots, and any loose ends are wrapped up in the last couple of pages and the reader finishes the novel feeling satisfied. Once everything is explained, it becomes apparent that the clues were there all along. The solution makes sense. The reader figured it out at about the same time the sleuth did or, failing that, will admit that the answers were only just out of reach. The author played fair. Providing such explanations, however, can become an end-of-the-book minefield for the writer.

Many mysteries use a technique syndicated columnist Joel Achenbach called "the obligatory spilling of the beans," a phrase he coined to mean the scene "where the villain explains his diabolical plot to rule the world, a moment of braggadocio that will lead to his downfall once the hero escapes." This is the point at which the villain confesses to all his crimes and willingly answers any remaining questions, usually because he plans, immediately after confessing, to kill the sleuth. A last-minute escape or rescue prevents that outcome and the villain gets what's coming to him (or her). Is the "spilling of the beans" overused? Yes and no. The same plot devices are used over and over again because they work, and because there just aren't that many ways to bring a mystery novel to a satisfying conclusion. A variation of this is the gather-all-the-suspects-in-the-library ending, in which the sleuth, who may or may not know who dunnit, tricks the villain into confessing.
An alternative to beans-spilling is to have the sleuth work out what must have happened and explain any elusive details to another character for the benefit of the reader. I always have a bit of a problem with this solution. It just doesn't seem realistic that any one person could be brilliant enough to solve crime after crime with nary a misstep. I'd rather let my sleuth be misled, or even come up with a completely wrong explanation for the crime first, and then discover additional information that makes the pieces of the puzzle fall into place
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