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Introduction


[image: image]


One of the best ways to begin writing mysteries is to read them. If you gravitate toward a certain type of story, likely that is the subgenre you’ll pursue as a writer. Are you attracted to bright, cheery covers with funny titles or to more serious works? In your crime fiction, do you read books that delve into the psychology of a criminal, or would you rather choose a lighthearted whodunit?

Despite market fluctuations, cozy mysteries have always been popular. Readers like cozies because they offer an escape from reality. Unlike the real world where criminals often go free and victims lack justice, in a cozy the crook is always caught and the sleuth emerges unharmed. The focus is more on the puzzle of solving the mystery than the forensics. These stories satisfy our need for justice and a happy ending.

How do you write a cozy mystery? In this book, you’ll learn to how develop your characters, build your setting, plot the story, add suspense, and sustain your series.

This Second Edition contains expanded sections; more examples; additional writing exercises; and seven new chapters, including The Muddle in the Middle, Romance and Murder, Special Considerations for Cozy Writers, Keeping a Series Fresh, Writing the Smart Synopsis, Mystery Movies, and Marketing Tips. Also, questions such as these are answered:

Can I use real places?

Does the crime have to be a murder?

How many suspects are a good number?

When should the dead body show up?

How can you avoid police involvement?

What is a Red Herring?

What types of questions must be resolved by the end of the story?

How important is originality?

Can serious issues be included in a cozy?

Most examples in this book are from my own work simply for the sake of expediency. Be aware there are numerous spoiler alerts in this material.

Let’s begin by taking a closer look at genre definitions.
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Chapter One – Defining the Genre
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Traditional mysteries are akin to Agatha Christie novels, wherein the puzzle is the thing. Readers expect to solve a crime along with the sleuth. A cozy is a type of traditional mystery.

A cozy mystery can be defined as a whodunit featuring an amateur sleuth, a distinctive setting, and a limited number of suspects, most of whom know each other and have a motive for murder. These stories contain no explicit sex, violence, or bad language. For the most part, they are “clean” books that can be read by all ages. As one reader said, “I love a good mystery with no obscenities, smut or gory details.”

Humor is often evident in cozies (as witnessed by the “punny” titles), and so are recipes. Pets, crafts, and culinary skills are welcome, but don’t kill the favored cat or dog. While murder is usually the basis for the story, the focus of a cozy is on interpersonal relationships rather than crime scene details or lab results. Readers who don’t like to be frightened know they will get a lighthearted story with a challenging puzzle, interesting characters, and a view of a world they might not experience otherwise.

These novels center on the connections among individuals, and not on large, impersonal groups like global terrorists, international drug cartels, or secret government agencies. Those are reserved for thrillers that deal with a broader scope. Psychological studies of the criminal mind or profiles of serial killers don’t play a big role here either. These would more likely be seen in suspense novels. Police procedurals, detective stories, and courtroom dramas are other subgenres of the mystery field.

In a cozy, the sleuth’s world is just as important as solving the murder. We read these stories to learn about a new occupation or to vicariously explore a different locale. Readers like to follow the sleuth’s personal life, which is the key to bringing fans back for the next installment. Be prepared for the long haul with your characters and setting, because readers as well as editors prefer series.

The amateur sleuth is your average Joe or Joanne. This person is not professionally engaged in hunting down or prosecuting criminals. The sleuth may run into serious danger but isn’t physically damaged to any great extent.

Occupations of today’s protagonists range from bakery owners to antique dealers to real estate agents to caterers. Popular subcategories include culinary cozies, animal mysteries (i.e. pets), cozy craft and hobby mysteries. Paranormal mysteries may include ghosts or other supernatural elements, while historical mysteries always attract a following. Don’t be afraid if your story doesn’t fit into one of these subsets. Readers are always looking for something new and fresh, and so are editors.

An example of a cozy series on television is Murder, She Wrote with Angela Lansbury, who played mystery writer and amateur sleuth Jessica Fletcher. She lived in the small town of Cabot Cove, Maine, and solved murders on a weekly basis. Then there’s the entertaining Mystery Woman series of Hallmark TV movies starring Kellie Martin as bookstore owner Samantha Kinsey. An avid mystery fan, Samantha gets caught up in solving crimes as much as bookselling. Look at the Hallmark Movies and Mysteries Channel for more TV series in this genre: http://www.hallmarkmoviesandmysteries.com/.

The classic Clue game offers another example of a murder happening in a confined setting with a limited number of suspects. Throw in a few secrets and motives for murder, and you have a classic cozy. An entire conference, Malice Domestic, is devoted to the traditional mystery genre. This shows you how many devoted fans are out there, waiting for your book. For more information on this event, visit http://www.malicedomestic.org.

The Eight C’s of Cozy Mysteries are depicted in this graphic, although all of these items are neither required nor exclusive. It’s my fun take on the genre. These may include, but not be limited to, crime, clues, characters, canines, cooking, crafts, cats, and chuckles.
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Chapter Two – World Building
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How do you establish setting?

Decide what ambiance you want to impart with your series and select a locale to reflect this lifestyle. Will it be a seaside village, a mountain ski resort, a coastal New England town, or a flashy city? These surroundings will take on characteristics of their own as you map out your territory, add regional flavors, and throw in some local slang.

Plan to lay the groundwork for your series in book one. Although your heroine’s adventures will be ongoing, each story should stand alone and come to a satisfactory conclusion. It’s the evolving personal relationships among the recurrent characters that will propel readers to your next book. In the meantime, be sure your setting allows for people to come and go, as you’ll need a new set of suspects for each story.

Also, when some of your continuing characters leave the stage, you may want to bring others onboard. So even though you might set your series in a small town, create a canvas large enough to accommodate an influx of new blood.

My Bad Hair Day mysteries are set in sunny South Florida. Balmy breezes, sun-kissed sand, and beautiful beaches bring to mind a lazy tropical setting under the sizzling sun. But the heat can act like a flame to ignite boiling passions, inspiring murder and mayhem.

Florida life suits me, and I want to share my enjoyment of the rich, earthy scent of humus, the graceful sight of palm fronds swaying in a breeze, the blazing tangerine sunsets, and the seductive fragrance of gardenia blossoms. I hope to convey the tart taste of Key lime pie, the sweetness of fresh-squeezed orange juice, and the honeyed flavor of homegrown bananas.

Marla Shore, my hairdresser sleuth, lives in the fictional town of Palm Haven located between Fort Lauderdale and the Everglades. As part of the South Florida melting pot of immigrants and northern transplants, its population can be diverse, although residents of this community tend to be more affluent. An upscale suburban community, Palm Haven is lushly landscaped and boasts an above-average income level for its residents. However, behind the manicured lawns lurk secrets that can be dark and deadly.

South Florida has a lot to offer beyond its beaches, including varied ecological systems and hot topic issues. Writing mysteries set in this locale gives me an excuse to explore this steamy environment.

What slice of life do you want to showcase? Once you select your setting, you’re committed for the length of the series. So make sure it’s a place you enjoy and one that comes with its own set of conflicts beneath the surface.

Can I use real places?

Yes, if nothing bad happens there. Then you’ll want to change the name. If two people are chatting while sipping tea, you can name the restaurant. But beware that restaurants go out of business and then your work will appear dated. As for the name of your town, if you use a real place, everything has to be accurate. Whereas if you make up a location, you can move buildings around, add parks and community halls, or lay out the interior of the police station the way you want it.

Readers do like to recognize locales, so if you sprinkle in enough real sites, they’ll be excited and pleased. As one reader said to me, “Having lived in Broward County, I loved reading about all the places that were home to me. It gave me lots of warm fuzzies.” Or another: “I grew up down in that area. As I read though the book, it was like I was there. Thanks for the tour of memory lane.”

Florida is a magnet for readers and writers alike. Our varied demographics, diverse ecology, and wealth of social issues lend fodder for stories, while tourists like to mentally revisit places they’ve been or would like to see. So think carefully about what you’d like to include for real and what you’d like to make up.

Narrow the details.

What makes your setting distinctive? How do these factors impact your story? Consider the following once you’ve determined your general setting. If you’re writing a historical mystery, these details are even more important to research accurately.

Activities of Daily Living—Jobs, work hours, chores, meal times, sleep habits.

Ecology—Climate, plants, pollution, weather, wildlife, environmental concerns.

Economics—What is the town’s economic level? Your character’s situation?

Education—Educational levels, teachers and mentors, school system.

Entertainment—What do your characters enjoy for recreation in their spare time?

Food—Meal preparation, food staples, dining establishments, cultural practices.

Geography—Geological terrain, forests, lakes, mountains, oceans.

Government—Political structure, local conflicts, power influencers.

Housing—Architecture, construction, design, furnishings and accessories.

Language—Speech patterns, favorite phrases, local slang.

Legal System—Judges, court system, police department, sheriff’s office.

Medical—Holistic or traditional medicine? Herbal meds or prescribed drugs?

Physical Characteristics—Facial features, hair texture, body build, mode of dress.

Religion—Special foods, holidays, and rituals.

Social Relationships—Family units, courtship rituals, sexual attitudes.

Technology—Determine how your characters use the technology of the era.

Transportation—How does your character’s means of transport reflect his personality?

Bring in the five senses.

To make the story come alive for readers, you’ll want to add sensory details to help them see, smell, taste, feel, and hear the place where your characters live. These factors are critically important for making your story seem real. Ditto for your sleuth’s profession. Do your research to make these details richly authentic for your fans. Then you’ll get responses like these: “What I like about your books is that I can actually smell in my mind the hair color solutions and the hair spray.” Or, “I have been a hairdresser for over 30 years and you have such a knowledge of our profession that I thought you had roots in hairdressing.”

Be careful not to let your research show too much, however. All descriptions should be observed by your viewpoint character. What is her emotional response? Does a certain smell bring back a memory or provide a sense of comfort? Is your heroine unaccustomed to wearing heels and afraid of tripping on the bumpy sidewalk? Does she hate the humidity for how it frizzes her hair or love how it moisturizes her skin? We see the world through our own lenses. So should your sleuth.

Whenever you travel or go on a research trip, take notes and photos to help remind you of these sensory impressions later. They’re more important than the sites you visit. You can look up places online, but you won’t find the spicy scent you smelled in the air, the uneven pavement underfoot with weeds growing in the cracks, the sounds coming from someone pressure cleaning his roof, the yellow wildflowers by the roadside, or the heavy moisture that fills your lungs. These exquisite details are what you need to scatter amongst your scenes.

Setting within a Setting

As mystery writers, we are trained to place our sleuths within a distinctive milieu that becomes a character in itself. Whether it’s a small town, a neighborhood in a big city, or a regional locale, this setting imbues our stories with a unique flavor. We assign an occupation to our sleuth that further defines this world.

For each story, we need to add another layer. Think of concentric circles each
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