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This book is dedicated to Gen Z and anyone else who came of age in an era when truth grew increasingly difficult to distinguish from invention. To you who have inherited the burden of deciding what, in the end, deserves to be believed.
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Before the story can start...
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I HAVE A FAVOURITE playwright. His name is Oscar Wilde. I cannot imagine that you've never heard of him. He may be the most well-known playwright in the English-speaking world. In his time and still to this day, he is unmatched in his gift for turning ideas on their heads. He was fearless in his ability to stab conventional morality in its very heart. In one of my favourite plays, Oscar (I feel I know him well enough to be on first-name terms) wrote, "The truth is rarely pure and never simple."

I won't bore you with a retelling of why one of his characters in the play "The Importance of Being Earnest" had to say this, but suffice it to say that dear Oscar had a point. If I tell you the truth, and suggest to you that it is the truth, pure and simple, you may or may not believe me. And that's the whole point. I have a truth and can tell you a story about events that unfolded. However, equally, there are others who were involved who may not see it that way. They have their truth, and I have mine. Mine, of course, is the only one that really matters.

The truth is that there was an unfortunate incident. To be more accurate, there were two, perhaps three, but who’s counting? Those who know some details of this incident (these incidents) might choose to refer to them by other terms, although, to be clear, one can’t possibly know the truth unless one happened to be there, and even then, recollections may vary—to quote the late Queen Elizabeth II. Truth depends so much on where one stands. But it's my story, so we'll call it an unfortunate incident or perhaps an inopportune event. Yes, that sounds so much better, don't you think? But again, it depends on whether you are the cause of the incident or the recipient. If I delved into my favourite thesaurus (because I have one), I might even be able to come up with a better word. At this point, though, this will have to do. So, back to the incident. 

The story begins and ends with murder. Who was murdered is not in dispute. What is disputed so often in these situations is who was responsible and, in my view, more importantly, why the murders happened, the most thought-provoking part of murder. That’s where the story gets interesting. 

These were not simple murders. They happened in crowded places. At first, no one had any idea by whose hand the deaths had been dealt (although there were initial suspicions). And there was no way to answer the questions of why these murders had happened (although there were rumours). Everything surrounding these deaths was cloaked in shadows.

Stories can present themselves in so many ways. Still, according to those who have set themselves up as experts in such things, the best way for the story to unfold is through three acts. In the simplest terms, a story has a beginning, a middle and an end. So, too does life. And since life is a story, it must and should unfold in those three acts. It must then follow that every individual experience, each a story in itself, also has a beginning, a middle and an end. Or as the literati might say, a setup, a confrontation (which, as you will see, has many interpretations), and a resolution. So, that is how I will tell you this story. And it will be the truth. And the truth shall set you free? Doubtful.

The questions that I'm sure you're now asking are these. Who am I? The second question is, why do I care about the "truth" of this incident? That's just it. I may care about the truth, or I may not. I may care only about my truth and not yours. I may care only about telling a good story. Does it matter? It's all about the truth and how ambiguous it can be. "Rarely pure, and never simple?" Never more so. 
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Act I
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“The Setup”

"What happens is fact, not truth. 

Truth is what we think about what happens."

~ Robert McKee, Story
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"Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. 

Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth." 

~ Oscar Wilde

"MAYBE YOU SHOULD WRITE a murder mystery.”

Seven simple words. Seven simple words that had never once crossed Jennifer Turner's mind, despite living in her fantasy world of books for as long as she could remember. Seven simple words that would alter the course of her life’s path, and now those words were all she could think about. 

Jen looked at Abigail, who seemed to be waiting for a reaction to her suggestion. Jen and Abigail had worked together for several years, and Jen was well aware that Abigail had probably never seen her without a book in her hand. Most recently, that book would likely have been a murder mystery because Jen had become obsessed with them. For Jen, books were far more important than people. Thus, as they sat in the bookstore’s back office together at lunch one hot August day, it seemed like the most natural thing for Abigail to say to her friend. 

Jen had begun working at Queen and Quill Booksellers a year after she finished grad school, where she had studied library science. After a life as the nerd the kids at school called "brain bag," Jen had expected to work in a university library for the rest of her life. She did begin there, but what started as a dream job soon morphed into a nightmare. After one year of working at the university, Jen was sick to death of the undergrads who flocked to the librarian with one problem or another. If, one more time, she heard, "Why can't you just get me the damn book?" even when she had clearly told the student it was checked out, she thought she might lose the will to live. She also hated the eye-rolling when she explained policies. But the thing she hated most was students snapping their fingers at her for help. The last time it happened, she had come very close to slapping the student in question, but her personality wouldn't let her, so she slapped the student in her mind and submitted her resignation letter. There may have been more to it, but at least that was how she chose to remember it. 

She knew she wouldn't miss the way the students treated books, showing an astonishingly willful disregard for their preciousness, dog-earing pages and highlighting passages in books they did not own. She wouldn't miss finding books abandoned in washrooms like used condoms, or the way they called her "library lady," as if she had no name. She also wouldn't miss how many faculty members talked down to her, never once acknowledging her expertise. 

One day, about two weeks after tendering her resignation, she was walking along Queen Street West, gazing in windows at shoes and sweaters that were far too funky for her buttoned-up style, when she noticed, around a corner, a marquis she had never seen before. It was a bookstore. It was like a magnet pulling her in. 

As she stepped over the threshold of the Queen and Quill, she found herself in a space unlike anything she had ever experienced. The impossibly high ceilings suggested she was in an old warehouse that might once have housed a factory when this part of the city was called "the garment district." Old timber beams crossed the ceiling, and industrial pendant lamps cast soft pools of golden light. Tall, dark-wood shelving rose nearly to the ceiling, with sliding library ladders, Jen's favourite feature. The worn hardwood floors creaked as she walked in reverence toward a large central display table near the entrance, on which were intentionally arranged stacks of books with handwritten staff recommendations. Jen could almost feel herself writing these recommendation notes and lovingly placing them beside personal favourite books. She continued on inside. 

Tucked away along the side was a niche called the "Toronto Writers' Corner." As she browsed the shelves behind the two comfortable couches, she noticed that the shelves were full of books written by local authors. She loved that. Further on, there was a small literary café with eight tables, five of which were occupied by people reading actual books and not gazing into electronic devices. 

Jen spent two hours in the store that day, and by the time she left, she had been offered a job by the owner, a woman called Rebel Springfield. Rebel was unlike anyone Jen had met before, with her wild red hair, her arms full of bangles and her wildly coloured, Bohemian wardrobe. Rebel was also old enough to be Jen's mother, and Jen couldn't help thinking that Rebel and her buttoned-up mother could hardly be from the same planet. 

Jen started her bookselling career as a shop clerk, but eventually, Rebel decided she didn't want to be involved in the day-to-day activities of her business. She appointed Jen to manage the store for her. Rebel had decided to write a screenplay, a pursuit Jen couldn't quite understand. She held a deep-seated snobbery about how stories should be told, and that was between the covers of books. 

Jen spent every waking moment thinking about books (and probably much of her sleep time, too). Still, that day when Abigail mentioned the idea of her writing a murder mystery, Jen was momentarily perplexed. It was an alien notion that Jen should be the writer, not the one organizing writers and their book signings. And a murder mystery? Well, she was something of an expert. 

Over the past few years, her reading interests had gravitated away from the more literary genres (aka "serious" literature) toward mysteries, mostly involving murders, the more convoluted, the better. She used to read those massive Russian novels that were often better used as doorstops, as well as the glacially slow but certainly luminous works of contemporary Canadian fiction. In the past, she had also favoured the Giller Prize long-listers known more for their experimentation and so-called inventiveness than their actual stories. She often wondered if she (and many others) waxed poetic about them not because they actually “got it,” but because it was expected of the serious literati to appreciate literature beyond the reach of mere mortals. Her serious literary-reader credentials began to wither about the time she turned thirty, as she reassessed her long-standing love affair with all things serious. After all, she had said to herself, where has that gotten me? Indeed. 

She had suddenly felt herself craving something with more immediacy, something that acknowledged that life is short and one has to get to the point. Her foray into murder began innocently enough as she helped an older customer who frequented the store to select reading material for a planned hospital visit. Mrs. Papadopoulos was looking for mysteries. 

After Mrs. P. had left the store, happily swinging her paper bag stuffed with mystery and detective novels, Jen had wandered back to the area in the store devoted to those mysteries—murders, detectives, crime. They had it all. She slid a copy of Still Life by Louise Penny off the shelf, paid for it at the end of the day and took it home. She began reading before dinner. The story started with the discovery of a dead body in the woods, and Jen found that she could not put it down. As she sat alone in her apartment later that evening, devouring her first mystery book, she felt like Dorothy who had just landed in Oz, having been shaken out of her black-and-white world. There was direction; there was clarity. There was a story that didn't require her to audit an English course to understand it. She finished it before she could even sleep that night and hadn't stopped since. Her world had come alive. 

Now, with the idea of writing a novel of her own, she could barely contain her imagination. But where to start? 
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"If you do not tell the truth about yourself, 

you cannot tell the truth about other people."

~ Virginia Woolf

BY THE TIME THE DOORS opened each morning, Jen had already restored the bookstore to quiet perfection. The bookshelves were all perfectly aligned, the cash desk was tidy, and every chair in the café was perfectly aligned under its respective table.

Jen knew that, even at age thirty-three, she appeared older to her colleagues and the shoppers. She liked it that way. She remembered her customers the way other people remembered their friends. Perhaps it was because she didn’t have many friends to have to remember. There was an older man who sought out obscure books about naval history, and the young Asian girl who studied at the College of Art and Design two streets over, who came in every week to read poetry books, once a month buying a special one that Jen had set aside for her. Jen knew them all and loved helping them. These people were her family. 

Jen knew, though, that no one saw how quickly she could fall apart. No one saw how quickly her sense of order could implode into chaos. She had been navigating this tightrope every day of her life since she was seven years old and her mother told her that her beloved father wasn’t coming home that night or any night after. At first, she had blamed herself. Even at such a young age, she had a sense that she must have done something wrong. As she grew up, though, she began to understand that it had been her mother’s fault. Her mother had driven him away with her temper and her emotionally distant and overly guarded approach to the world. But Jen had never really gotten past that little girl who had been abandoned by the only person in her life whom she truly loved. That’s why it was so crucial for her to hold her life tightly together. Now, she was going to write a book. A murder mystery. She had no idea how that would happen, but something inside her told her that it was important.

Jen hadn't been inside a university classroom for almost seven years when she walked into Prof. Efraim Vale's evening extension course titled "How to Write a Murder Mystery," three weeks after Abigail planted the idea in her head about writing a book. She was feeling a bit like a fish out of water as a "mature" student, but mature was relative. As she looked around at her classmates who were now beginning to fill the seats in the small auditorium at Evangeline College on this languid September evening, it occurred to her that she was likely among the youngest in the room. The number of silver-haired students suggested that writing murder mysteries must be a thing among retirees these days. 

Jen took a seat about halfway back on the aisle. No sooner had she sat down when a white-haired woman bounced down the aisle and said, "Do you mind, dear? I have a bit of mobility difficulty. Could you possibly move in?" 

Jen didn't think she looked like she had any mobility issues but complied anyway. She found herself sitting beside one of the few others in the room who appeared to be under age sixty or so. He turned as she arranged herself in her new seat and said, "Hey."

She said, "Hey." And that was that. The professor had arrived. 

Jen had done some online research about Prof. Vale. He was now over 70 and had recently retired from his full-time university position. He had been elevated to the position of Professor Emeritus—something of an honorary position awarded to those who had endured the university hierarchy for decades. He now taught evening writing courses to groups like this one after a career spent teaching writing rather than actually writing. What she had been drawn to, however, was that, according to her research, in 1983, Prof. Vale had written a best-selling murder mystery book that she was still trying to track down, thinking it would be very educational to read what her professor had written. Jen had discovered something odd, though. He had written that one bestselling book and had never written another novel. In forty years. Or, at least, he had never written anything that had been published. She wondered why. A mystery, for sure. 

What had intrigued Jen the most, though, was that he had been 33 years old when he wrote that book, the same age Jen was now. 

~
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Efraim Vale paused in the doorway down at the front of the tiered auditorium, listening to the hum in the room for a moment. For almost forty years, he’d listened to this kind of vibration that filled every classroom he’d ever entered since his first days as a creative writing professor. These days, though, the buzz sounded different. He suspected it was because the students awaiting his arrival were no longer those fresh-faced university kids. Instead, they were of a seasoned (a polite word) demographic with a whiff of desperation about them, as if nearing the end of their days meant they had one more chance to write that book they knew was inside them. Thus, it was time to sign up for a night class. Occasionally, there would be a younger wannabe writer or two among them, but they also stank of desperation. He sighed. Some day, he thought, there will be a student with talent. Some day, I will discover the next Agatha Christie, Raymond Chandler or Arthur Conan Doyle. That was what kept him going. 

Efraim Vale was a man who had enjoyed a lifetime of being listened to. He told himself he continued teaching these extension classes because he still had something to share, but he had enough self-awareness to realize he still needed that audience. It was at least as much for his sake that he was here this evening as it was for the eager students, perhaps more. 

As usual, Efraim had dressed carefully. He considered sartorial choices to be less about function than about subliminal messaging. And he always controlled the messaging to the extent it was possible. He had chosen the expected tweed jacket, but unlike the cheap jackets his colleagues always sported, his was made from a sumptuous Harris tweed, hand-woven by islanders from the Outer Hebrides of Scotland. He loved the feel of the soft wool and the way the fabric’s subtle colour variations shifted in the light. Even if no one knew the provenance of his jacket, he had always considered it his quiet signal of superiority over his colleagues. He had also artfully and intentionally flung a red cashmere scarf around his neck, remembering how often one or more university “friends” had marvelled at how expensive his clothes always seemed to be. He knew he was worth it.  

Those who knew him well (and he knew this number to be small) understood that his charm, in whatever manner he chose to display it, was deliberate. He had spent decades learning to use his gifts to build his influence. To him, outcomes mattered more than intentions. In other words, ends were more important than the means chosen to achieve them. It was the moral foundation upon which he had built his life. And each semester, as he began to teach another course to another group of students, to whom he was a new face, he remembered that teaching what he wanted to teach and doing it well were only really important for what he could get out of the experience. He kept this thought foremost in his mind as he stepped into the classroom.

As he set his briefcase on the large table in front, Efraim paused again to survey the sea of faces arrayed in front of him. The room was nearly full, but as usual, it was a sea of silver hair, bifocals and sensible shoes. Some were there because they still needed something to do with their time. Many of them identified as “lifelong learners,” a new buzzword that evidently gave meaning to lives that were otherwise meaningless. Those were the ones who took class after class, always seeking something; he had no idea what that was. By the time they enrolled in his murder mystery class, though, he knew they were coming to the end of their runway and had to finally face that it was now or never to write that book. Then there were the few younger faces. 

This semester’s crop of younger students seemed thinner than usual. He saw a couple of younger students in the middle of the auditorium and a few more on either side. That was about it. He wondered why they were here. In his experience, it was usually because they were murder mystery fans. They were readers, but usually not writers. Not at all. 

As the class noticed him standing there, the buzz began to dissipate like bells across the meadow on a summer Sunday, fading out. They sat up straighter and opened laptops or lifted pens over notebooks, anticipating his words of wisdom. The hopefulness was almost palpable. 

Efraim knew that some, if not most, of the people in this room, regardless of how old they were, were likely to have "Googled" him before laying down their tuition fee. Some of them would know about Backstory, the murder mystery he had written at age thirty-three. A few among them might even have read it forty years ago, a thought that made him shudder slightly. If they had researched the book's reviews, they would have found critics who called it "haunting," "unsettling,” and replete with “chilling authenticity.” None of them would ever know why they had never seen another book by Efraim Vale. As he considered this, he lifted his notes from his worn, leather briefcase and set them on the lectern. He stood behind it and looked up at the faces. "Good evening, everyone. Welcome to 'How to Write a Murder Mystery.' I'm Professor Efraim Vale."

There was a murmur of greetings from the students. 

He continued. "You’re here because you believe that a novel, especially a mystery novel, is something that can be constructed. I would venture to guess that you believe that if you learn how to create characters, outline a plot and construct a narrative, you will have a bestselling book. You believe that you can engineer a story.” He shook his head slightly. “Stories can be constructed, but the best stories arise, unbidden, from your deepest unconscious. The best murder mystery stories surface from your own deepest and darkest places.” He stopped to let that sink in. 

A few students tapped on laptop keys, while others leaned over their notebooks. About halfway up, just in from the side aisle, one of the young faces stared at him from under a dark fringe. She wasn’t making notes. She was just staring. He made eye contact with her and continued, but not before noting the unsettling stare from the young man next to her. 

“Murder mysteries,” he said, “are not about murder.” He noticed several heads now looking up from their note-taking, eyebrows raised. The young woman didn’t flinch, nor did her companion. “Murder mysteries are about meaning and,” he paused for a beat, “consequences. They are about the fault lines that run through ordinary lives, until the pressure on them causes a volcanic eruption. Murder is that one moment of eruption. What happens before and, more particularly, after the eruption is what creates the story. That is where we will begin.”  

Efraim turned away from the lectern for a moment and picked up a marker. He would have preferred chalk on a blackboard, but the university, in its wisdom, some years earlier had deemed blackboards passé, with all their chalk dust. He could feel their eyes on his back as he wrote in large block letters: Good stories do not fool readers. Good stories make readers care. He placed his marker back on the ledge and turned back to the class. As expected, most of them were making a note of what he’d written on the board. The young woman was still staring. 

~
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Jen hadn’t expected Prof. Vale to be like this. It wasn’t so much that he was unexpected. The problem was that her reaction to him, to what he’d talked about, was unexpected. If someone had asked her to describe her feeling, though, she would have had trouble finding the right word. Discomfort? Not really. Uneasiness? Perhaps closer. 

Prof. Vale wasn’t loud or flamboyant. In fact, to Jen’s eye, he looked a little tired. But he carried an intensity that made her sit up straighter, as if she recognized it. She had felt it from every detective in every mystery she’d ever read. What felt most unsettling, though, was that she’d often felt this intensity from the killers as well. Then, when he’d said mysteries were about fault lines, she felt a flush of recognition. It was as if someone had finally put into words that she had so often felt in her life but had never found the right words. He had given voice to the invisible cracks that lived underneath polite lives. And there was no one a more polite life than the one Jennifer Turner lived. 

As Prof. Vale continued to talk, she wondered what fault line he carried beneath his professorial persona. There was something about him that suggested to her that there was a crack, and she wondered if it had anything to do with why he’d never written another novel. She would double her efforts to find a copy of his old book. 

Then he said something very unexpected. It was about not being able to engineer a story, and this was exactly what Jen had hoped to do. “...the best stories arise, unbidden, from your deepest unconscious,” he was saying. “The best murder mystery stories surface from your own deepest and darkest places.” 

Jen shifted uncomfortably, causing the young man next to her to turn and look at her for a moment. Her deepest unconscious? She had spent her entire life doing the exact opposite of delving into unknown places in her psyche. She had built orderly shelves where she categorized and stored her life experiences and feelings, as she did books. She had been meticulous about ensuring that anything that might be construed as dark was stored away in a secure place in the basement of her psyche. Although, to tell the truth, she wasn’t sure there was anything anyway. This was what bothered her the most. Despite her reading of Jungian psychology in her university days and learning that for every lightness there must be a darkness, she didn’t believe those theories applied to her. Her life wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t dangerous. It was quiet and orderly, even predictable. This idea that the best murder mysteries bubbled up to the surface from the depths of the writer’s deepest, darkest places was nonsense. It had to be. Writing was a craft like any other. There were structures and techniques, and these could be learned. At least she supposed they could. What was he suggesting? To write a good murder mystery, you had to dig down and figure out what? That you could imagine committing one? That you might have such fantasies? Feel it? No, she thought. That’s not me. What if she did have a deep darkness, though? What if she had simply never looked? Been afraid of what might be there? What am I getting myself into?

As she tuned back into the lecture, Prof. Vale was writing on the board. “Where do stories come from?”

A very good question, and an important place to start, she thought. She listened carefully and took down a few notes. 

“Of course, many writers mine their personal experiences,” he was saying.

Jen considered her own life and experiences and figured that this would not be the most productive place to find stories. 

“But personal experiences,” Prof. Vale continued, “are limiting for most people. So, where else do you find stories?” He turned back to the board and wrote, “The unconscious.”

“Joseph Campbell, the famed writer and mythologist, argued that stories spring from the same source as our dreams. That would be our imaginations and the collective unconscious.”

Jen wrote down “collective unconscious,” and tapped her pen on her notepad, wondering how anyone could believe there was such a thing. 

He then said, “There are those who believe that stories come from what the literati call intertextuality, a fancy word that simply means that new stories spring from old stories. I consider that to be lazy and derivative. Yes, ladies and gentlemen, those are places where you can find the whispering of a story, but those are not the places you will find the best stories. In my view, the best stories, and in particular, the best murder stories, arise from observation.”

There was a small flutter of what Jen figured was incomprehension, because that’s how she felt. How could a writer be expected to observe anything remotely like a murder? She wasn’t the only one. An older man down in front said, “So, are you suggesting we all go out and try it out? That we have to murder someone to get it right?” It sounded only half in jest. 

“Ah, as if I haven't heard that question before,” Prof. Vale said. “Observation will transform your writing from the ordinary to the extraordinary and add authenticity that puts your readers right there beside your victim, so close that the reader can smell him. It means that you keep a notebook with you at all times and record conversations, sights, sounds, smells: the details of a sensory nature. How places feel and smell, what they sound like. What someone’s skin feels like. Details. All of these details will spark ideas and will create stories that give your readers the experience of sensory immersion.”

Jen wrote “sensory immersion” in her notes. 

Just before wrapping up for the night, Prof. Vale had given them their first assignment. They were tasked with answering the question of why they wanted to write a murder mystery novel. 

As she made her way out of the classroom, she was thinking about what her answer would be. Unbidden, two thoughts came to her: to see what people are capable of, and to see what I am capable of. She didn’t think she would tell him that. 
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“Fiction is the lie through which we tell the truth.” 

~ Albert Camus

SEPTEMBER WAS ALWAYS a busy month at Queen and Quill Booksellers. There was the early semester back-to-school rush, of course, but there was also the crucial fall publishing season. Jen knew all about how important this season was to publishers as they scrambled to make the best of the “sweet spot” in their annual publishing calendar. The fall was the season where they often published books by their heavy hitters, those authors expected to win awards and sell untold numbers into the Christmas book-buying season. Jen had always paid close attention to this season and taken advantage of the opportunity to read as many of the new releases as possible. This year, though, was different. 

This year, she seemed able to focus her personal attention solely on books in the mystery and thriller genres, loading up her e-reader and bedside table with new releases. There was another aspect of the new publishing season that felt different. For the first time in her life, Jen couldn’t stop picturing her name on the cover of a book. With that at the top of her mind, she left the store on Friday afternoon with plans to eat pizza, drink wine and work on her assignment for her writing class. Why did she want to write a murder mystery?

On Saturday afternoon, Jen sat at her dining table in her small apartment and opened her laptop. Beside her on the table was a pile of books. She had slid a selection of her favourite murder mysteries off her bookshelf for inspiration. She took a sip of wine from the glass she had poured for herself and typed the words: “Why I want to write a mystery novel.” Then nothing. 

She stared at the pile of books and realized that they had somehow changed her, perhaps even rewired her thought processes. That was the only explanation she could think of for why she was no longer reading Margaret Atwood, Salman Rushdie and Ernest Hemingway. Instead, she was reading James Patterson, Peter May and Janet Evanovich. She tapped her pen on the books for a moment, thinking about how she had changed. Then she put her pen down and started typing. 

She started by considering what her favourite mysteries were about. All her favourites seemed to pivot on moral ambiguity. This thought started her thinking that, perhaps, moral ambiguity was a universal concern. These were the stories that led her to believe that what appeared to be the “clean” truth was rarely the whole truth, a theme that appealed to her because her own sense of right and wrong seemed to evolve daily. A social media habit would do that. The mystery novels taught her that the world is full of hidden rot beneath polished surfaces, and for the first time, she began to wonder about herself. Despite Prof. Vale’s reference to the idea that the best stories are not engineered, she now knew that even if a story couldn’t be, the truth could. 

Jen had noticed that the detectives in the stories she devoured often constructed fictional versions of the truth to test theories. This approach to solving cases seemed to her less like discovering the truth than manufacturing it. Did she want to manufacture reality? Was this her reason for wanting to write a murder mystery? 

Then there were all the lies. From her reading, if not from life itself, Jen had come to believe that everyone lies. She had concluded that deception was the norm. She needed only to peruse her social media channels to realize that the truth was nowhere to be seen, at least not a truth that was discernible. Even so-called good people seemed to be able to lie with ease. Did she want to be able to lie with impunity? She startled herself with the realization that the idea was tantalizing. 

In the end, she was able to answer Prof. Vale’s question by telling herself she wanted to write a murder mystery to explore the idea of truth. Or maybe she wanted to tell a good lie.

~
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On Tuesday evening, Jen arrived early for class. She climbed over the two older women who were already sitting together on the aisle and found herself, once again, beside the young man she had noticed the week before. 

He looked up at her. “Hey,” he said.

Jen thought, Here we go again. She said, “Hey.”

“We have to stop meeting like this,” he said, smirking. 

Jen was caught off guard. What did he mean? She must have looked alarmed, because he then said, “Just a joke. I guess if we’re going to be sitting beside each other for the next ten or eleven weeks, we should probably at least introduce ourselves. I’ll go first. I’m Devon.”

Jen sat down, feeling slightly flustered. She had never been good in social situations and especially not with men. And most especially not with attractive men.

“Jen,” she said finally. “Jen Turner.” Now, why had she said that? He hadn’t offered a last name. Maybe it’s the way it is these days. Maybe last names are passé, she thought. She had no idea. She flushed slightly and hoped he hadn’t noticed. 

“Chambers,” he said. “Devon Chambers. Nice to meet you, Jen Turner.”

As Jen arranged her laptop, pen and notebook on the fold-out desk surface, Devon said, “So, what do you think of our Professor Vale?”

“Well, he seems to know what he’s talking about,” she said as she powered her laptop on.

“You read his novel? The one he wrote when he was in his thirties?”

Jen shook her head. “No, but I managed to find a copy online from a seller who deals in out-of-print books. I’m expecting it to arrive any day now.”

Devon pulled a book out from under his laptop. Jen immediately recognized its dark cover with the creepy building. It was Backstory by Efraim Vale.

“So, you’ve read it already?” she said, unaccountably annoyed by not being the one who had read it first. After all, she was a bookseller, although she had no idea what he did. 

“Skimmed it,” Devon said nonchalantly, although Jen detected something deeper. “I suppose now I should take a closer look, eh? Maybe it might help us see the fault line beneath our prof’s life.”

Jen realized he was referring to Prof. Vale’s reference to fault lines and murderous eruptions the week before. She was a bit surprised—and admittedly a bit impressed—that Devon had noted that as well. Just then, Efraim Vale strolled onto the podium, put his briefcase on the table and picked up a marker. He turned, his back to the class and wrote in huge block letters: BACKSTORY.

The class had begun.

~
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Efraim took a deep breath and turned back to class. “Yes,” he said, “it is the title of my mystery novel from so many years ago, of which you are no doubt aware. But that’s not the reason I’ve written it on the board. It’s the topic we’ll be covering this week and next, and, in my view, it’s the most important aspect of writing your murder mystery. So, pay attention.” 

Efraim would have preferred to avoid all mention of that book, but he was aware that pretending it didn’t exist was beyond asinine. There was no way to avoid it entirely in these days of online searching. Best to get the elephant in the room out of the way so that they can get on with it. Backstory—not his book—was in fact his favourite topic in the course. 

“Tonight, we focus on the most important backstory: that of your killer.” He walked out from behind the lectern and started talking. He needed no notes for this class. 

“A killer does not begin at the moment of murder. A murderer is not an ordinary person one minute, and a killer the next. No, that is not how it happens in life, nor will it in your story. The killer begins with a moment, yes, but not the moment of the murder. It is your job as the writer to find that moment. That is where your killer’s backstory begins.”

He then wrote “motive” on the board under backstory and turned back to the class. “I’m sure you’ve all read novels or even watched movies where the search for a motive is one of the first ways a detective will begin to figure out who committed the crime. And, of course, at some point in the investigation, that’s important. But from the writer’s point of view, that motive isn’t really what’s driving your character. So, we begin creating backstory by delving into the killer’s real motivation.”

As usual, Efraim then went on to say that motives like money, jealousy, and revenge were merely superficial. He wanted them to begin to see motives like humiliation, fear, powerlessness and abandonment as deeper and truer motivations. “Think of it this way. The murder is the final chapter in a story your killer did not necessarily want to end that way.” Then, he changed gears into the topic he considered to be the foundation of any murderer’s backstory. 

“Every killer,” he said, “has a moral compass.” He stopped to permit this statement to sink in. After so many years of teaching about this topic, he knew it would be the most contentious, since most people seemed to believe that anyone who would commit murder must be amoral. He knew otherwise. 

“Murderers are not the immoral or amoral creatures you probably think they are. Even in their most appalling acts, there’s a kind of structure to the decision-making. There is a logical explanation. They believe they are restoring something, perhaps order or even justice.”

“Excuse me, professor.”

Efraim looked up into the audience and saw a hand waving from the back of the room. It was attached to a white-haired man who looked like he might once have been a professor himself, in his tweed jacket and collared shirt. Efraim raised his eyebrows and nodded. 

“Professor, what about the killers who say they don’t care about anything? The ones who say things like I just wanted to feel something?”

Efraim smiled slightly. “Ah, yes, the so-called thrill killers. Even they have a worldview, albeit a nihilistic one. Nothing matters; therefore, everything is permitted. Their claim that they feel nothing does not signify the absence of philosophy. It signifies the presence of a very bleak one. When someone tells you there is no meaning, that is their meaning.”

There was a brief silence while everyone took this in. Efraim could hear the click of laptop keys and the scratch of pens across notebook pages. 

“Your task as the writer is not to judge your killer. It is to uncover their code; to figure out what flavour of morality drives their decisions. A killer without a moral code is just a lot of ink spilled on a page. A killer with a moral code is a person who jumps off the page. If you don’t believe me, go back and compare the mystery novels you loved and couldn’t put down to the ones you almost didn’t finish.”

By the time the class was nearly over, he had one more major principle he needed to convey before he gave them their assignment. He picked up a marker and wrote THE DARK MIRROR ASSUMPTION on the board. “Let me introduce a concept I call The Dark Mirror Assumption,” he said. “It is one of the most important ideas in understanding a well-written killer.” Efraim clasped his hands behind his back, pacing slowly. “A truly compelling killer,” he said, “reveals something essential about the protagonist. This is usually the detective, or whoever is pursuing the killer. Or the killer reveals something about society itself, but in a distorted form. They are not the opposite of the hero. They are the distorted echo. They are like a warped answer to the same question. Whatever the protagonist fears, avoids, denies or represses, the killer embodies without apology.”

The young woman, seated in the centre of the auditorium beside the same young man as usual, raised her hand and said, “So what you’re saying is that the killer exposes what society doesn’t want to see.”

Efraim smiled up at her. “Precisely.” He wondered who she was. 

~
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As she sat there in the auditorium surrounded by her classmates, thinking about how her killer would expose what others don’t want to see, Jen felt utterly alone. Alone with her thoughts of the killer that were taking shape in her mind. She almost didn’t hear Prof. Vale when he said, “The reader should get ten percent of what you know about your killer. Your reader does not need you to splash backstory across page after page of your story. That is for your eyes only. Your assignment this week is to create the complete backstory for your killer. As you do this, remember that when you begin to write your story, which I’m sure many of you have already started to do, you, as the writer, need the whole iceberg. The reader needs only the tip.”

Jen was thinking about the killer in a recent novel she’d read. The killer’s name was Rachel, a serial killer with a moral code. She wondered what the writer knew about Rachel that the reader did not.
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“A man’s face is his autobiography. A woman’s face is

her work of fiction.”

~ Oscar Wilde

AT NINE AM ON SATURDAY morning, Jen sat at her dining table in front of her laptop with her notebook beside her. She had spent every evening since her backstory class making frantic notes about her killer. The more she thought about it, the more she felt this person coming alive for her. 

It began with a news story she’d read online about the AI actress named “Tilly Norwood.” From the media coverage, Jen gathered that everyone from actors to media personalities was outraged by the young woman who had created that eerily lifelike persona (the young creator in question was an actor and comedian who also happened to have a master’s degree in physics). Jen, however, thought the woman who created Tilly was a genius. Jen agreed with her when, interviewed by shockingly distressed television hosts, she said, “It’s a new art form.” After digging into how it was done, Jen became increasingly excited about the possibilities and how this could apply to developing a character’s backstory. She wondered whether it could serve as a way to observe things, as Prof. Vale had suggested. She would create an online persona and explore the world through online connections. It was brilliant. But could she pull it off?

Jen began by taking stock of her own skills and abilities. She was thinking about the ones she’d honed through years of studying library science. As a librarian, she was trained to observe patterns; she was comfortable with research; she was accustomed to tracking information streams; and she was very skilled at synthesizing personality clues from texts. She also discovered that she wouldn’t need to know things like coding, advanced AI development skills or backend infrastructure (which meant nothing to her) or to have deepfake-level sophistication. She concluded from her research that she could do it. She also had an acquaintance who was an IT whiz, who, if she needed anything further, could answer questions Jen couldn't answer through her own online research. She had her research notes printed out and on the table beside her, and she was ready to start. 

Jen worked slowly, as though she were coaxing a young woman into existence rather than assembling the pieces of a fiction. It felt less like writing and more like midwifery, guiding something into the world that had already begun to form on its own inside her.

She began with the name. Jen knew that names mattered. They carried resonance and expectation, and the faint shadow of a life already in progress. She thought about Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s and how that name suggested a woman who was carefree and possibly elusive. She thought about Willy Wonka in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and its eccentric, whimsical echo. Then there were characters like Darth Vader, Hannibal Lecter and Norman Bates. She had to get the name right. 

After flipping through an old baby name book that she’d kept since her library school days (mostly because she liked the rhythm of names), she settled on the name Lila Merrin. 

Jen had discovered that in Sanskrit, the name Lila means “divine play”, referring to the Hindu idea that the universe is a playground for the gods. To Jen, that sounded like a name ripe with potential and possibilities. “Lila” also felt approachable, bright, and unthreatening, qualities her killer needed to embody. The name seemed like someone you could get to know and like and never suspect had a darker side. Jen liked that. As for the surname? Jen thought that “Merrin” sounded strong, and she liked the combination of a soft name with a harder one. Jen typed it once, then again and again, watching the letters settle as if she were testing how it would appear to someone else seeing it for the first time. 

Next came the biography. Jen had already made copious notes about who Lila was but was trying to keep Prof. Vale’s comment about not going overboard in mind. She wasn’t sure she could pull that off, given her need to excel, but she would try. Lila was twenty-six years old and held a graphic design diploma. She had a fondness for vintage cafés, art galleries, interior design and flowers. Could she have a penchant for murder mysteries as Jen did? Jen toyed with the idea, then decided to put it aside until later. It might become obvious. 

These elements combined to create exactly the kind of aesthetic that suggested creative career possibilities and justified a carefully curated Instagram feed without demanding much technical expertise. Jen built it like librarians build catalogues. She meticulously checked for consistency, filling gaps and resisting the urge to overcomplicate. She gave Lila a childhood in Newfoundland because Jen herself had never been there; that made it harder to accidentally slip in details from her own life. At least that was her reasoning. Lila had a father who collected postcards, a mother who taught piano and a younger brother who’d moved to Calgary. All of these details were invented, yet as each one emerged, it felt oddly familiar, as if Jen were remembering rather than imagining.

She paused, reread it, and felt a slight flutter beneath her ribs. Was it pride in her creation or protectiveness? Jen had never had a child of her own and knew that, at this point in her life, she probably never would, so it was beginning to feel to her like she was giving birth to her child. Or perhaps herself. 

Next came the most challenging part. What did Lila look like? Jen sat back, staring into her screen again, as if she might find Lila’s face lurking at the edge of the glow. Then she remembered something. When she was an undergrad, she took a course on magazine publishing, specifically the history and evolution of women's magazines and how they reflected and mirrored the women’s rights movement. In that course, she had been introduced to a short-lived magazine from the 1990s. The magazine was called Mirabella. 

Jen leaned forward, opened a browser and began searching for covers of this magazine. She was searching for one in particular. She remembered a face that had haunted her. Bingo! It was the cover of the September 1994 issue, and the featured cover story asked the question, “Who is the face of America?” It was the image, though, that she remembered. 

Using photos of six beautiful women, each representing a different racial profile, the graphic artist created what was proposed as the representation of perfect beauty that transcended race and ethnicity. It was a face representative of the world. The created cover model had an elongated oval face with wide-spaced dark blue eyes, a perfect, small, yet aquiline nose, beautiful cheekbones, and a perfectly shaped mouth. Her hair was dark, as were her eyebrows. 

Jen remembered reading that Tilly Norwood’s creator had used over 2,000 images to achieve the right look. Yet, three decades earlier, this face had been created from only six images, and it looked no less real than the cover models on every other issue. Jen turned to the online tools she’d discovered during her initial research and went to work. Three hours later, Jen sat back and stared. On the screen in front of her was Lila Merrin, smiling back at her. With a few more keystrokes, Jen brought her to life, animating a pretty young woman who was destined to be an online influencer—and so much more. 

At first, she thought she was looking at someone real, an actual woman, caught in a candid moment. She had soft brown hair tucked behind one ear and a faint, almost hesitant half-smile. Her eyes were a shade too dark to read easily. Her skin wasn’t airbrushed or filtered. It wasn’t flawless, with slight shadows and the trace of a healed blemish near her jaw. Jen leaned forward, drawn in helplessly. This was Lila.

It wasn't the Lila that Jen would have described at the outset. It was as if the computer and its tools hadn’t simply followed her instructions, although it did that well. No, it was as if the computer had reached into her imagination and coaxed the girl out whole. Jen felt a shiver run down her arms. She hadn’t realized until this moment that she’d been waiting for Lila. How long, she wondered, have I been waiting? She felt an unexpected rush of protectiveness wash over her, followed quickly by something more unsettling. It felt like recognition. 

“Of course,” Jen whispered before she could stop herself. “Of course, that’s you.”

She generated a second version, then a third, with small variations in expression. Each new rendering felt like she was catching Lila in a different mood. At first thoughtful, and then wary. In another, she looked vaguely amused. Jen saved them all. They weren’t drafts. They were moments in Lila’s life.

Jen felt a strange flicker move through her. The more she looked at the face, the less she felt that she’d created it. It felt more like she’d been waiting her whole life to realize she hadn’t been alone with her thoughts after all. There, on the screen, Lila Merrin watched her quietly as if whispering, “Well, what next?”

Jen then imagined how Lila should “sound” in her posts and captions. Her tone should be warm, a little whimsical, befitting someone who posts sunlit photos of half-finished lattes. Jen tried a few sample captions for photos she had created. “Trying a new hairstyle today—messy but authentic.” Or, “Walked the long way home because the sky was gorgeous.” They came so easily, as though Lila were leaning over her shoulder dictating them.

Now Lila had to go online, but before Jen could create her accounts, she had to mask her own online trail. She’d written a paper about this kind of source secrecy when she was in grad school, but that was a few years ago. She had no doubt the process was much more sophisticated and secure these days. She began by creating a separate user profile on her laptop so that she could be Lila whenever she wanted. Then she found a reputable VPN, which gave her a new IP address and protection from tracking. She was beginning to feel a sense of secrecy.  

She then opened a new email account using a careful combination of initials and numbers, the kind of forgettable address a real person might have. Then an Instagram profile and a Pinterest board. She used her photo of Lila to create profile pictures.

Then, it was time to begin posting. For a moment, Jen felt a shiver of camaraderie with a certain Dr. Frankenstein just before he brought his creation to life. Banishing that thought, Jen began to create posts. 

Jen was not the sort of woman who constantly took selfies whenever and wherever she was. She did, however, take a lot of photos just like the rest of her generation. She was never far from her phone’s camera, and she loved to see if she could capture just the right light from a window or the perfect bird-in-flight moment. So, she had a vast store of her own photos to work with for Lila. It was easy to place Lila in so many different situations. Within an hour, Lila had her first grid of nine images: abstract sketches, thrift-store finds, blooming houseplants, a pair of scuffed ballet flats. Nothing could be too perfect. Jen had a sense that perfect wasn’t believable or approachable. Lila wasn’t going to be the queen of shabby chic, though; rather, she would be a guru to countless young women who eschewed the curated perfection of the older generation. Lila knew that it was now all about telling a story through objects, memes and personal experiences, all with a heavy dose of nostalgia. No one would ever believe she was a killer. That was what made her so breathtaking to Jen.

Jen leaned back in her chair, rubbing her eyes. It was astonishing how quickly the girl had taken shape. Lila would not be a character on a page but a presence. She would be a voice, a young woman with a life Jen could almost feel humming at the edges of her own. And though she knew she should stop, she found herself thinking instead about what Lila might post tomorrow. She shivered, suspecting that Lila would decide that for her.
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“Storytelling is as natural as breathing; 

plotting is the literary version of artificial respiration.” 

~ Stephen King

WITHIN TWO WEEKS, LILA had begun to accumulate followers. Jen watched the rising numbers excitedly while spending every waking moment outside of work posting and commenting. For Jen, this was a new experience. Never before had she managed to post anything that strangers “liked.” Lila, however, was something else. She did things Jen would never do. She said things Jen would never say. She commented on others’ posts that Jen would never have done, out of fear of their responses. Lila, however, was fearless, just as Jen had hoped. And not a single one of the online followers with whom Lila interacted had any inkling that she wasn’t real. Jen’s problem, though, was that she still wanted to write that novel, and Lila’s life, as important as it would be to her story, had been keeping her from working on her plot. She once again remembered Prof. Vale’s warning about not going overboard. She just didn’t seem to know how to stop. 

Jen finally decided her best course of action was to make an appointment and talk to Prof. Vale. Perhaps he would have a few suggestions for her. She wouldn’t mention Lila or her online presence, though. That was a secret. 

~
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Dr. Efraim Vale, PhD, had a small office tucked into the corner on the third floor of the old stone building that housed the English department
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