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The Puzzle of Fiction Becoming Fact

Where am I?  

During the Ice Age, I would be under four hundred feet of freezing glacial waters.  Back in the 1830s people would have embarked on a long and dangerous trek across country to reach me.  I am pretty big, in fact the twenty-fifth largest in my country and, in my early days, I was known as Stumpsville.

Bit of a mystery?  Rightly so.  A few more clues might be needed.  I am in the Pacific North West, based on a wide and magnificent river, and – here is the killer (pun intended) – my city’s guidebook was awarded the best of its kind. In 2014.

Still no closer?  Then, look into the distance and a magnificent mountain smiles down on me from afar.  I could almost be in a Paramount movie from the 1950s, full of handsome men and romantic themes.

I am, of course, in the wonderful city of Portland, close to the Canadian border in the bountiful state of Oregon.  Not the place, most people would assume, for the sort of murder whose mysterious plot and romantic overtones seems right out of the script of a hard to believe fifties’ romantic tear jerker, the sort of Saturday afternoon B flick in which Paramount specialized back in the day.  Or, for that matter, the pages of an escapist novel from the pen of a little-known writer.

Then again, maybe the latter is a possibility.  A much greater possibility than we, or the police, at first realized.

Nancy Crampton-Brophy is not John Grisham or J.K. Rowling or E.L, James.  Nor is she Barbara Cartland or, for that matter, Jackie Collins.  But she aspires to be as successful as these names from popular literature.  No doubt, she would love to see her works on stands in airport bookshops or brightening the plate glass windows of Barnes and Noble.  It is with painful irony that her current predicament might lead to a greater chance of her achieving this goal than her words could ever do.

Nancy is not a great writer, at least in terms of the sales of her books.  Her words are not discussed on late night TV’s more obscure cable channels, the only time intellectualism might knock the kinds of plots found in her books off the main channels of the goggle box.  Her characters are not evaluated in national newspapers or the more prestigious book magazines.  Her catalogue is unlikely to appear on an exam syllabus.  Her output is considerable – in one year she set herself the task of writing a book a month – a goal she almost reached.  Quantity over, well, originality her critics might argue.  

But Brophy does have her fans.  Her Amazon reviews might be few and far between, but those she does get tend to be positive.  Admittedly, there is the odd moan about typographic errors, the sort of mistake that a publishing house would spot, but Brophy does not enjoy that luxury (although, if her trial goes the way she wants it to, her unwanted notoriety might spur one or two literary companies to spot the potential for big sales, and send her the kind of letter she has sought for most of her career).  

For Nancy Crampton-Brophy is one of that vast and welcome legion of self-publishers, a writer who twenty years ago would simply have a drawer full of rejection letters and a mind full of thwarted ambition.  Now she can publish her works herself, and she does so with gusto.  Or, more accurately did so with gusto.  The events of 2018 led to a notable drop off in her creative output.  But let us not hurry too quickly to the cliff-hanger.  Instead, we’ll build context and backstory.  There’s much to be said for self-publishing.  Let’s be honest, under the old regime you needed one of a very limited range of benefits to fall your way in order to make any kind of publishing grade.  

A literary name helped, or some connection to the industry.  Celebrity of another kind helped sales, no doubt about that.  Occasionally, if combined with exceptional luck, extreme talent might get you a publishing deal.  Take the aforementioned JK Rowling; she certainly knows how to tell a story, but her Harry Potter books are not especially original.  She tapped in on the ground set by the likes of Anthony Buckeridge, with his tales of boarding school life in a British Prep School, becoming a sort of Enid Blyton combined with tints of Tolkien.  (Note:  a Prep School is a British private school in which very small children are dragged out of the arms of their mothers and, certainly during Buckeridge’s day, beaten for the various pleasures of their beaks and masters – see British Public School etymology for an explanation of these archaic terms )

The chances are that Brophy, with her penchant for, in her own words ‘stories...about pretty men and strong women, about families that don’t always work and about the joy of finding love and the difficult of making it stay’ would never had seen a story bought up by a publishing house.  Advances would for ever stay so advanced that they were out of reach; the drudge of book tours and signings, and giving interviews to people who have never read your book and have not the slightest interest in it would remain no more than a dream.

But self-publishing changed that, for Brophy and for tens of thousands of authors like her.  And a good thing too.  Niche subjects and topics which would never have found the light of day, unless funded benevolently by the author themselves, no longer go untold. Genuine talent is given a better chance of finding an audience.

Yet there is a downside to self-publishing; it doesn’t pay very well.  Even for one as (very) moderately successful in the field as Brophy, the chances of making a fortune are slimmer than a size zero model.  And that, it seems (to prosecutors at least) was the problem.

For all that, murders are sadly plentiful in the US, even in Oregon and even in a city as pleasant as Portland.  Brophy is still awaiting trial, and as we shall see, the evidence against her seems shaky, according to her attorneys.  So, she may not be a murderer; she is certainly not a mass murderer.  Admittedly, people who kill are rarely professional writers, but even though that makes her unusual, she is hardly (or was, hardly) a household name.  Her notoriety is therefore, clearly, down to another reason.

That is that, once upon a time, Nancy Crampton-Brophy wrote an essay. One which has subsequently captured the imaginations of a nation of headline writers and those who enjoy a half decent pun or the concept of an idea coming back to bite its creator.

That essay was published in November 2011, nearly seven years before the death of the husband whose demise she is alleged to have caused (a claim she vehemently denies.)  It contains lines such as the following: ‘As a romantic suspense writer, I spend a lot of time thinking about murder...After all, if the murder is supposed to set me free, I certainly don’t want to spend any time in jail...orange isn’t my color.’ In the essay, she goes on to say: ‘I find it is easier to wish people dead than to actually kill them.  But then what I think I know about murder is that every one of us have it in him/her when pushed far enough.’  

The title of this piece is, incredibly, now infamous: ‘How to Murder Your Husband.’  The plot to this potential blockbuster has just taken a twist nobody could have seen coming.  Unless, of course, they stayed up to date with Portland news.

Daniel Brophy was a teacher and a chef.  He taught cookery at the Oregon Culinary Institute in Portland, where he was chief instructor.  Called an ‘encyclopedia’ by his colleagues, he enjoyed a specialism in, of all things, fungi.  When he was killed, in June 2018, he was sixty-three years old, a few years younger than his wife of twenty-seven years, Nancy.

Daniel was a popular teacher.  Following his death tributes were paid by colleagues, current and ex-students, as well as Nancy herself.  Whether she was keeping up appearances, or genuinely distraught and confused by his murder we can only surmise.  Perhaps a card left by a student from the Class of 2013, Neil Larecco, sums up feelings towards the friendly teacher cum cook.  ‘Chef’, it read, ‘Thank-you for your Brophy-isms, your instruction, your personal Puttanesca Sauce Recipe.  But most of all your friendship.  Bon Appetit, Chef!’  A smiley, cheerful hand drawn emoji gave an insight into the way those he had taught wished to remember him.

Nancy, too, seemed as distraught as any unexpectedly grieving widow would be.  Too upset to telephone anybody with the terrible news, she sent a message via Facebook to friends and colleagues.  “For my Facebook friends and family,’ it read, ‘I have sad news to relate. My husband and best friend, Chef Dan Brophy was killed yesterday morning. For those of you who are close to me and feel this deserved a phone call, you are right, but I’m struggling to make sense of everything right now. There is a candle-light vigil at Oregon Culinary Institute tomorrow, Monday, June 4th at 7 pm. While I appreciate all of your loving responses, I am overwhelmed. Please save phone calls for a few days until I can function.”

At the function, Nancy seemed much as any woman unfortunate enough to find themselves in her position would be.  Distracted, bemused but trying to hold it together.  Maybe she is an outstanding actress, or perhaps the emotions she seemed to be displaying were genuine.  Similarly, eighteen months later at pretrial hearings, she appears to be exactly as confused as any of us might find ourselves in similar circumstances.  Looking much older for the stress she has been through, hair untidy and straggly rather than neatly coiffured as before, her poor health and age seems to weigh much heavier upon her.  She looks as she probably is – a woman whose life has turned upside down.

Whether this upheaval was the result of her own actions is, of course the problem the court must resolve.  Doing so may prove to be difficult.

One of the issues in this case, which the jury will need to see through, is that the writing – fiction and non-fiction - Brophy produced in her professional life seems so closely linked to the crime which took place that the two can become overly intertwined.  If she had contented herself with just writing stories, dramatically romanticised ones in which the apparently demure little heroine generally turns out to hold a core of best quality steel, and every hero is a handsome Heathcliff with a heart of hewed gold, then the gap would be easier to discern.  

Probably.

Because it cannot be denied that today we live in a world of celebrity, one where the actions of the Kardashians, or the interplay of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle hold far more import that they really should.  Where the public, in too many cases, find the lines between fiction, faction and genuine truth so misted that they become one.

It will be even harder in the case of Nancy Crampton-Brophy because she saw herself, vainly or rightly, as more than just an author.  Rather, as an expert who could provide lessons and learning for others.  Despite having only modest success herself (if that) she produced copious articles and pages offering guidance to would be writers and provided a service whereby she would review extracts of would-be novels and offer feedback.  For a fee, of course.  

During the course of this work she produced numerous documents which could easily sway a gullible – or perhaps perceptive, depending on the truth – jury member against her.  

Let us start with another extract from the essay now so beloved of the lower end of the media market, ‘How to Murder Your Husband’, which originally appeared on the See Jane website.  ‘Divorce is expensive, and do you really want to split your possessions?’ she demands.  Or, in a more philosophical tone she asks of would be domestic killers, ‘What if killing didn’t produce the right result?  Would they do it again?  Could they do it again?  What if they liked it?’

Another essay produced from the pen of the prolific wordsmith is entitled, ‘When Marriage Fails Us’.  Here she emotes ‘Love is tough.  Riding off into the sunset may blind you temporarily, but sooner or later your sight returns.  Everyone’s story includes pain and underneath it all, we share the same story.’

But then she comes back to the idea that it is important to ride out the inevitable tempests of married life.  ‘I read somewhere,’ she writes, ‘that after being divorced for a couple of years, most people believe they could have made it work, if only they’d tried harder.’

Some of Brophy’s fiction also errs towards the idea of getting rid of a husband.  She published a series of books called ‘The Wrong...’ (as in, for example, ‘The Wrong Cop’).  Among this collection is a novel entitled ‘The Wrong Husband’, where the heroine fakes her own death to escape the clutches of her abusive partner.  In ‘The Wrong Cop’, the protagonist spends, in the writer’s own words, ‘every day of her marriage fantasising about killing’ – the planned victim being her husband.

But surely, jury members will see beyond the obvious conclusion here.  Brophy might be a hereto undiscovered literary gem of a writer, or a rather ordinary one whose plots are predictable and story lines familiar and romantically unreal.  But there is a difference between fiction and reality.  Even when, on the ‘about me’ page of her website she opines, ‘In writing fiction you dig deep and unearth portions of your own life that you’ve long forgotten or had purposely buried deep.  Granted’ she adds with either terrible irony or unintended foresight, ‘sometimes it is smarter to change the ending.’

Even her more factual writing is just that.  Writing.  Not necessarily truth.  Or intent.  Or plans.  Just writing.  So, when she published the aforementioned article, ‘How to Murder Your Husband’, or even when she discovered (as prosecutors were please to share) a little known piece entitled ‘How to Cover Up a Murder’, only the foolish and overly dramatic read too much into it.

Except...  It has to be said, the state of Nancy and Daniel’s marriage was hard to determine.  Certainly, on her website she describes the relationship positively, and with suitable amour. Mostly. ‘I can’t tell you when I fell in love with my husband,’ she relates
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