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Prologue

When Write Away was first published in 2004, I had no thought of writing a follow-up volume to it. But after a number of years during which I taught writing courses and appeared at writers’ conferences, I began to see that creating a process book that used one of my novels as an example of each step of my own process might prove useful to people who are interested in novel writing or in how this one individual writer approaches the complicated task of putting together a British crime novel.

Let me first explain how I developed my process for creating a novel.

When my first to-be-published novel was acquired by Kate Miciak at Bantam Books, I waited anxiously for an editorial letter. I knew enough about the craft of writing and the world of publishing to understand that it’s a rare occurrence for a novel to be accepted and then published without editorial input. So I understood that my work on A Great Deliverance wasn’t complete. What I didn’t see was that my work on A Great Deliverance was far from complete. The editorial letter I received from Kate three and a half months later was nine pages long, comprising twenty-two paragraphs. The twenty-two paragraphs consisted of nothing but questions. It was my job to answer these questions somehow in whatever way I saw fit within the body of the novel as I revised it. Looking back, I recall that creating the answers to these questions added in the vicinity of one hundred pages to the manuscript.

It was a task that I didn’t wish to repeat. So once I had completed it, I studied Kate’s letter to see how I could avoid having to do so much editor-requested work on my next novel. From my study of the letter, I saw that there were two areas towards which Kate directed most of her questions. One was towards a fuller examination of place, and the other was towards a fuller exploration of character.

So I asked myself: In my next novel, what can I do to illustrate place with more depth and verisimilitude? How do I make my characters more real? The answers that I developed gave me the first two elements of what ultimately became my process.

Initially, I came to understand that I would have to examine far more closely any setting I wished to use in the future. These were the days before the Internet, so the onus was on me to come up with a way to make place jump out for the reader. I did this by upping the quality and intensity of every prewriting activity I engaged in to understand a place when I was in England trying to decide where to set a novel. That meant making more copious notes about what I saw in every location, taking far more photographs, learning the flora and the fauna of any area in which I might wish to set a scene, recording all sensory impressions of a place, conducting interviews when necessary. I would also need to purchase brochures and books, Ordnance Survey maps, road atlases of the individual areas and hundreds of postcards. I would have to learn the architectural style and the building materials of any county I was investigating, as well as the geology and the topography. I would have to listen carefully to people speaking around me. I would have to watch carefully people living their lives around me. From all of this, I would then create a setting, and I would do this in advance of any writing of the novel itself. In this way, when I placed a character in a scene of the book, I would have notes and photographs and maps and booklets to use in order to make the location real for the reader. If necessary, I would create my own map of the location, especially if I wasn’t using a place that actually exists or if I was combining several places into one for the purpose of my story.

Second, I would have to create my characters in advance. Once I had the kernel of the story (which quite often emerges from my experience of the place in which the story will occur), I would need to people that kernel with the various individuals who logically would be involved in the tale I wanted to tell. Since I write crime novels, this peopling of the story would begin with the victim and the killer and would spread out from there. But creating the characters in advance couldn’t mean just knowing that there would be – for example – five generic suspects, a generic killer and a gen eric victim. Additionally, creating them in advance couldn’t mean I was merely giving them names and ages. Those pieces of information wouldn’t make them real to my editor or, actually, to me either.

So I decided I’d become my characters’ psychologist, social worker, historian, medical doctor, psychiatrist, religious adviser, guardian angel, omnipresent observer, parent, sibling, confidant, best friend, worst enemy, etc. In doing this, I would eventually know my characters better than they could ever know themselves because, in effect, I was the god who was creating them from nothing. I would mould them into real people in a document that I could turn to throughout the writing of the novel, and from this document I’d learn how each of them would act, how they would react, how they would speak, what their biases were, what they needed in life, what they wanted from life, what their agendas were, what their attitudes looked and sounded like, and what their hidden psychopathologies were.

After I did both the setting activities and the character activities, then and only then would I start the novel. This became the process I used when I wrote my second British crime novel, Payment in Blood.

The setting came from a trip I took to the Scottish Highlands and from the great house in which my husband and I stayed. It stood on quite a large property, and once I had a decent wander around the area, I realised that I could use it as the primary location for the book because it had all sorts of intriguing spots: an overgrown family graveyard, a misty loch and an isle in the loch just to name three. Other locations also came from that trip, specifically the scenes in Hampstead and the chase scene that became the climax of the book.

Obviously, I wasn’t going to ‘create’ Hampstead. It exists, so it had to be rendered as it truly is when it came to writing the novel. Thus, I would need notes, maps and photographs to make that setting real. The Scottish setting, as I’ve indicated, I would base upon the great house in which we stayed as well as the land surrounding it, but I would need to map the property, and I would need to create the architectural exterior and interior of the house.

Additional locations that I’d use were places with which I was already familiar, as I’d stayed in that general area of London many times when travelling there over the years: South Kensington, Chelsea and Belgravia. These were the spots – in close proximity to each other – where four of my five continuing characters would live: Lady Helen Clyde in South Kensington; Simon St. James and his wife, Deborah, in Chelsea; and Thomas Lynley in Belgravia. I’d already found specific streets and squares in which these individuals would have their homes. I’d prowled around enough – including staying there for five weeks one summer – that I thought I’d be able to render each neighbourhood realistically, specifically Onslow Square, Eaton Terrace and Cheyne Row.

In doing all of this and then forging ahead with the novel itself, I ended up with what I thought was a manuscript that was going to address all of Kate’s concerns. I did manage to address a number of them, for my second editorial letter was only two pages long instead of nine. It comprised nine paragraphs instead of twenty-two. That told me that I was on the right track, and if I expanded my approach for the third novel, there was a good possibility that I could create works requiring very little editor-requested revisions once I’d written a satisfactory draft. That would never be my first draft (no one has ever seen a first draft of one of my novels). But it would be a draft that I had taken as far as I felt I could without commentary or reaction from someone else.

How to expand the approach was the question. It seemed to me that I had the process of creating characters down fairly well, but there was more I could do on setting. Kate had not had any questions or concerns about the plot or the structure of the scenes, and she was fine with the dialogue. So it seemed to me that broadening my understanding of the setting, of the culture, of the traditions, and – perhaps most important – of policing was going to be worthwhile.

For my third novel – Well-Schooled in Murder – I decided to take on the challenge of writing about a British boarding school with the authority of someone who had actually attended one, which was as far from my personal experiences as an American Catholic schoolgirl as one could get. To meet the challenge, I began by locating British boarding schools that would allow me to visit while they were in session. And then I did just that, ultimately spending time at four.

The plot of the novel rose directly from those visits I made. Headmasters, teachers and pupils – understanding why I was there – were enthusiastic about helping. Since a pupil was the designated victim, I was shown myriad places where a young person could meet an untimely end at the hands of another student or a faculty member or one of the non-teaching staff. I attended classes, was shown hidden spots where young people got into mischief, learned the vocabulary of the English boarding school world, and eventually came face-to-face with a young boy – called in to meet the headmaster for attempting to run away from the school to visit his mother, who was in the hospital – who would, in the novel, become Matthew Whateley, the child whose body is found behind the wall of the country churchyard in which the poet Thomas Gray is buried.

I had piles of information when I returned home. I used it to create my own British boarding school. I wrote the prospectus for the school; I mapped out the school grounds; I named the dormitory buildings; I placed it in West Sussex. This was, by far, the most extensive preliminary location work I’d yet done. Once I had it completed, I went on to create the characters. Once they were real, I added a new step to the process: the running plot outline, which I would write one section at a time and which would guide me through the plot and assist me when it came to keeping every detail straight.

When I had a draft that I was satisfied with – it was at least my third – I sent it to Kate. My work paid off. She accepted it without revisions and sent it off to the copy editor.

Thus my process was born, a process to which I’ve added elements as I’ve seen their usefulness to me. That’s the crucial part: as I’ve seen their usefulness to me. What’s useful to me isn’t necessarily going to be useful to anyone else, but for people for whom writing by the seat of the pants creates roadblocks and dead ends instead of thoroughfares, there might be something in these following pages that proves worthy of trial.

One might argue that I’m attempting to give you a ‘recipe’ for writing a novel when, in reality, no recipe exists. One might also argue that I’m telling you that if you only do exactly as I’m advising you throughout this volume, you will indeed write a publishable piece of fiction. However, what I actually want to do is show you how a particular process that I’ve developed over time works for me. You can certainly follow the steps I’ll be describing in order to discover if they work for you. You can follow some of them and reject others. You can modify or tweak them in any way that meets your needs. You can reject them all and go your own way. But those three final words – your own way – constitute the point I’ll be trying to make. You’ll find the writing itself much more joyful if you develop a way to go about it.

Some writers use a process journal to do this.

Some writers like to construct a novel out of a series of scenes written in no particular order, stringing them together logically only when the entire story seems to have been told.

Some writers like to plunge into a moment of drama and then see what comes out of it.

Some writers come up with a plot and then use index cards and post them on a wall, shuffling until they have an order that best reflects what they want their novels to be about.

What I do is what I’ll be describing in this book, a process that has served me well throughout the creation of twenty-two of my twenty-four novels. As illustration of my process, I’ll be using one of my novels for all of my examples: Careless in Red. It isn’t necessary that you read or that you have read the book, but you might find it helpful to grab a copy in the event that you want to read further in a scene or a section from which I’m merely taking a few paragraphs. It’s up to you. However, do take note of the fact that there will be spoilers throughout, so if you hate spoilers and want to read the novel in advance of learning about the process I followed in creating it, please do.

As you read Mastering the Process, then, the only requirement is that you keep your mind open. As I always tell my writing students, take what you like and leave the rest.


CHAPTER 1
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Research

Eliminating the Fear of the Blank Page

There’s some sense in arguing that writing can’t be taught, especially if one sees writing as purely art with no craft behind it to serve as a foundation. For art is the result of the impulse to create, and an impulse can neither be taught nor learned. An impulse just is. The result of that impulse is always in the eyes of the beholders who judge it and find it … well, any number of things: magnificent, inventive, idiotic, exceptional, mundane, vulgar, awe-inspiring, moving, nauseating. Name the reaction and someone will have had it. Tracey Emin’s bed on display at the Tate Modern in London is, I believe, a good example of the impulse to create. To some people it’s art; to others it’s an immense joke that Emin is playing upon the public.

The truth is that there is very little that we can call ‘pure’ art, something arising from an impulse to create but having nothing besides impulse serving as its foundation. Most art is based on a fundamental knowledge of craft, and craft is what an artist puts to work in order to create a piece of art. It is this – craft – that can be both taught and learned.

For example, should one wish to become a sculptor, there is something to be learned about working with stone before one bangs out the Pietà. It helps to understand how the old masters painted before slapping The Night Watch onto canvas. Someone working in bronze learns about moulding clay or the lost wax method first and then goes on to The Burghers of Calais. One might want to learn exactly how to blow glass before expecting to be the next Dale Chihuly. All of this is craft, and craft is what we use as a foundation for art. In writing, an understanding of craft is what we use to develop process. In writing, process is what we follow to write a novel.

Essentially, by developing and utilising a process, we eradicate our fears of the blank page and eliminate the chaos of the thoughts that are produced by our mental committees. We trick our minds into believing that there is actually a recipe for novel writing.

For me, this trickery begins with research, and the research comprises not only the background information I need in order to write with some degree of authority about various subjects that may or may not come up in my novel but also an experience and an understanding of the place in which the novel is going to be set so that locations can be rendered with accuracy. These days, some of this can be done via the Internet, especially when it comes to preliminary information that might well fuel the story. But for me, most of it needs to be done in person, in the actual setting, especially when the setting can inspire plot elements that I wouldn’t have considered had I not been there to prowl around.

By travelling to a location, I’m able to examine the broad landscape in which the novel is going to occur. This landscape is filled with countless details – equating to countless possibilities – that I can’t see using Google Earth. My job while in the location is twofold: I’m choosing from among myriad details those that will illuminate the story; I’m also looking for a score of places that can be used as individual settings for scenes in the novel. While doing this, I try to take into the examination of place absolutely no preconceived notion about how anything I see might be used. I simply look for places that shout ‘story’ to me. Upon seeing them, I make no determination about where in my novel each place will fit or even if a place will fit at all. I just see the place as a story possibility and add it to my storehouse of collected knowledge about a location.

Here is what I knew when I went to Cornwall to do the research for Careless in Red:

In one of the previous novels – With No One as Witness – the wife of my central character (Thomas Lynley) is murdered in a completely senseless street crime in London.

Crushed by grief, Lynley has returned to his family home in Cornwall, having resigned from his job in London with the Metropolitan Police.

Because his mother, brother, sister and niece live there in the home to which he has decamped and because of their deep and overt concern for him, he comes to feel that he must get away, in order to deal privately with his sorrow.

To do this, he embarks on a walk along the South-West Coast Path in Cornwall. This will take him from the vicinity of Lamorna Cove in Cornwall where his home is, around Land’s End, and north to Minehead in Somerset, a distance of more than two hundred miles.

That was what I knew. That was all I knew. Because of my choice of location, I had also decided that the novel would touch upon surfing in some way. This meant that most, if not all, of the locations chosen as individual settings would probably be along the coast of Cornwall rather than inland.

Since Lynley is experiencing not only terrible grief but also the need somehow to get through it, I was looking for settings in Cornwall that would be appropriate to the tone of melancholy that I wanted to depict. This meant that, because Lynley was going to be on the South-West Coast Path, I was going to have to walk parts of the path myself in order to see if there were specific places where I could visualise him, finding locations that would serve my purpose of establishing both tone and atmosphere. I knew that the description of place and the depiction of Lynley’s reaction to place would help in doing this. The critical part was finding a spot that would also be useful in launching the crime story at the heart of the novel.

Thus, my job was to make certain that I understood what the environment was like through a personal experience of it so that I could then use it with confidence, rendering with verisimilitude the action within every scene. That meant going to Cornwall at approximately the same time of year that Lynley would be there.

If you examine Image 1 and Image 2, you’ll see two of the photographs I took while on location in north Cornwall. It was the month of March when I was there, the wind was blowing fiercely from the Ural Mountains, the temperature was hovering in the vicinity of thirty degrees, and the weather alternated between fog and rain. I would have been hard-pressed to find a better environment to photograph and to record impressions if I wanted to achieve an atmosphere of melancholy and a tone of grief.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 1

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 2

At the time, I wasn’t sure how or if I could use either of these pictures of this place. But given my experiences walking various sections of the South-West Coast Path, I developed the opening of the novel, which would take place a month later than the month during which I made my explorations:


He found the body on the forty-third day of his walk. By then, the end of April had arrived, although he had only the vaguest idea of that. Had he been capable of noticing his surroundings, the condition of the flora along the coast might have given him a broad hint as to the time of year. He’d started out when the only sign of life renewed was the promise of yellow buds on the gorse that grew sporadically along the cliff tops, but by April, the gorse was wild with colour, and yellow archangel climbed in tight whorls along upright stems in hedgerows on the rare occasions when he wandered into a village. Soon foxglove would be nodding on roadside verges, and lamb’s foot would expose fiery heads from the hedgerows and the drystone walls that defined individual fields in this part of the world. But those bits of burgeoning life were in the future, and he’d been walking these days that had blended into weeks in an effort to avoid both the thought of the future and the memory of the past.

He carried virtually nothing with him. An ancient sleeping bag. A rucksack with a bit of food that he replenished when the thought occurred to him. A bottle within that rucksack that he filled with water in the morning if water was to be had near the site where he’d slept. Everything else, he wore. One waxed jacket. One hat. One tattersall shirt. One pair of trousers. Boots. Socks. Underclothes. He’d come out for this walk unprepared and uncaring that he was unprepared. He’d known only that he had to walk or he had to remain at home and sleep, and if he remained at home and slept, he’d come to realise that eventually he would will himself not to awaken again.

So he walked. There had seemed no alternative. Steep ascents to cliff tops, the wind striking his face, the sharp salt air desiccating his skin, scrambling across beaches where reefs erupted from sand and stone when the tide was low, his breath coming short, rain soaking his legs, stones pressing insistently against his soles … These things would remind him that he was alive and that he was intended to remain so.



Thus, one location along the South-West Coast Path gave me the opening I needed for the novel. But an overall depiction of place, while offering me a broad landscape for the book, was going to need to move from the wide vista we see in the third paragraph to the specific setting in which this first scene occurs.

In Image 3 and Image 4, you can see exactly what I saw: the deadly fins of slate that constitute much of the coastline; the South-West Coast Path itself in a photo taken from above it. In Image 5 you have a much more intimate look at the path.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 3

In the paragraphs from Careless in Red that follow, you can see how these photos were used in the creation of the narrative. What I’m attempting to do is bring in details that not only influence the shading of tone but also begin to attach the reader to the character on the path. It’s the reader’s interest in and caring about a character that will keep her reading.


He was struggling in the wind to the top of a cliff, climbing from a V-shaped cove where he’d rested for an hour or so and watched the waves slamming into broad fins of slate that formed the reefs in this place. The tide was just beginning to come in, and he’d noted this. He needed to be well above it. He needed to find some sort of shelter as well.

Near the top of the cliff, he sat. He was winded, and he found it odd that no amount of walking these many days had seemed sufficient to build his endurance for the myriad climbs he was making along the coast. So he paused to catch his breath. He felt a twinge that he recognised as hunger, and he used the minutes of his respite to draw from his rucksack the last of a dried sausage he’d purchased when he’d come to a hamlet along his route. He gnawed it down to nothing, realised that he was also thirsty, and stood to see if anything resembling habitation was nearby: hamlet, fishing cottage, holiday home, or farm.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 4

There was nothing. But thirst was good, he thought with resignation. Thirst was like the sharp stones pressing into the soles of his shoes, like the wind, like the rain. It reminded him, when reminders were needed.



[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 5

Going to the place and experiencing it eliminates the need for me to create a setting from my imagination. (When it comes to setting, I have virtually no imagination to speak of, I’m embarrassed to say.) The many places I visit whenever I do location research allow me to consider spots where characters are going to be placed into conflict, or forced to act, or challenged to be different, or faced with an aspect of themselves that was previously unacknowledged or even unknown.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 6
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IMAGE 7

Images 6 and 7 offer me the opportunity to deepen the sense of place for the reader, inviting her understanding of the inherent dangers Lynley will encounter while simultaneously serving as an indication of what is soon to come. Image 6 shows the reader the height of one of the cliffs so that she can anticipate what’s possible should anyone fall from it. Image 7 depicts the absolute danger of wandering too close to the edge, where the ground is unstable and apt to break off, sending a walker to his death.

So far in my location research, then, what I photographed ended up giving me an entrée into my novel. It provided a sense of place, and it suggested that hiking along the South-West Coast Path was not only a logical activity for Lynley to engage in after the violent death of his wife but also something that was going to place him where he needed to be in order to come across a crime. What the crime would be, I didn’t know at this point, but my research in Cornwall was going to introduce me to the police, to surfers, to surfboard makers, to a cider maker, and to sea cliff climbers. I was relying upon my conversations with them to come up with an idea that could be developed into a book.

As I’ve indicated, there are occasions in my observations of place when I see something that I know for certain I will use in the novel. The moment I see it, I don’t always know how I will use it, but I do know that, because of its qualities or its specific details or its quirkiness or its unexpectedness, it will find a place in the narrative. So I photograph it. Images 8 and 9 serve as good illustrations of this.

I had gone to the general location of the cottage in the distance because the cove in which the cottage sits was one of the spots along the coast that gave me access to the beach. I’d read about the cove in one of my guidebooks before leaving the US. In Image 8, you can see my rental car in the small car park above the beach. I had climbed from there up the South-West Coast Path to photograph the valley in its entirety. On my way along the lane to the beach, I had passed the cottage you can see in the distance. I found its isolation intriguing, but I wasn’t sure how I might use it in my story. Its isolated presence, however, told me there were possibilities.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 8

In Image 9 you have a much better sense of the cottage and, more important, of its immediate environment. I had walked back to it along the lane at this point and crossed over the wooden bridge in the foreground, climbing a short distance up another section of the South-West Coast Path in order to take a photograph both of the building and the meandering brook that bypasses it on its way to the sea. I realised upon a closer inspection of the place and its surroundings that it was demanding to be part of the novel. So I got closer and prowled around.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 9

What came from the hiking, prowling and photographing was what follows from Careless in Red. This selection comes soon after Lynley’s seeing a lone surfer as he’s walking on the path. He’s wondered what the surfer is doing, out on the waves in such bad weather.


His inadequate meal finished, he resumed his walk. The cliffs were friable in this part of the coast, unlike the cliffs where he’d begun his walk. There they were largely granite, igneous intrusions into the landscape, forced upon ancient lava, limestone and slate. Although worn by time, weather and the restless sea, they were nonetheless solid underfoot, and a walker could venture near the edge and watch the roiling sea or observe the gulls seeking perches among the crags. Here, however, the cliff edge was culm: slate, shale and sandstone, and cliff bases were marked by mounds of the stony detritus called clitter that fell regularly to the beach below. Venturing near the edge meant a certain fall. A fall meant broken bones or death.

At this section of his walk, the cliff top levelled out for some one hundred yards. The path was well marked, moving away from the cliff’s edge and tracing a line between gorse and thrift on one side and a fenced pasture on the other. Exposed here, he bent into the wind, and moved steadily forward. He became aware that his throat was painfully dry, and his head had begun to fill with a dull ache just behind his eyes. He felt a sudden bout of dizziness as he reached the far end of the cliff top. Lack of water, he thought. He would not be able to go much farther without doing something about it.

A stile marked the edge of the high pasture he’d been following, and he climbed it and paused, waiting for the landscape to stop swimming in front of him long enough for him to find the descent to what would be yet another cove. He’d lost count of the inlets he’d come upon in his walk along the undulating coast. He had no idea what this one was called, any more than he’d been able to name the others.

When the vertigo had passed, he saw that a lone cottage stood at the edge of a wide meadow beneath him, perhaps two hundred yards inland from the beach and along the side of a twisting brook. A cottage meant potable water, so he would make for that. It wasn’t a great distance off the path.

He stepped down from the stile just as the first drops of rain fell. He wasn’t wearing his hat at the moment, so he shrugged his rucksack from his shoulders and dug it out. He was pulling it low onto his forehead – an old baseball cap of his brother’s with ‘Mariners’ scrolled across it – when he caught sight of a flash of red. He looked in the direction from which it had seemed to come, and he found it at the base of the cliff that formed the far side of the inlet beneath him. There, a sprawl of red lay across a broad plate of slate. This slate was itself the landward end of a reef, which crept from the cliff bottom out into the sea.



Notice that Images 6 and 7 became the first part of this section. Information from my research into the geology of the area provides details of the place.

Images 8 and 9 gave me the momentum I needed to move the story forward. I saw the cottage; Lynley sees the cottage. Seeing the cottage, I decided I would use it somehow. Seeing the cottage, Lynley decides to go there for potable water.

Because it begins to rain, he pauses to put on his hat, and this is when he sees what will be the crime in the book. During my research at this point, I still didn’t know what the crime was going to be, nor did I know Lynley would see the crime occur at this precise moment. All of that came later, once I looked at my pictures and my notes and evaluated exactly how I could use them.

You might find it interesting to know that none of the places photographed so far are anywhere near each other. Part of the pleasure of the post-research process is to put things together in order to mould them into story.

Consider Images 10 and 11, which come from my prowling round the cottage itself.

The more I saw of the place, the more I knew I would use it because it prompted questions, always a good omen when constructing a novel: Who lives here? Why does this person live in such isolation? Is this a permanent home? Is it for holidays? Is there anyone inside at this point in time?

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 10

Moments after Lynley sees the cottage, decides to descend to it for water, and then witnesses what will be the crime in the novel, Daidre Trahair is introduced to the reader and at least some of the questions about the cottage begin to be answered:

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 11


A light rain was falling when Daidre Trahair made the final turn down the lane that led to Polcare Cove. She switched on the windscreen wipers and created a mental note that they would have to be replaced, sooner rather than later. It wasn’t enough to tell herself that spring led to summer and windscreen wipers wouldn’t actually be necessary at that point. Late April was so far being as notoriously unpredictable as usual and while May was generally pleasant in Cornwall, June could be a weather nightmare. So she decided then and there that she had to get new wipers, and she considered where she might purchase them. She was grateful for this mental diversion. It allowed her to push from her mind all consideration of the fact that, at the end of this journey south, she was feeling nothing. No dismay, confusion, anger, resentment or compassion, and not an ounce of grief.

The grief part didn’t worry her. Who honestly could have expected her to feel it? But the rest of it … to have been bled of every possible emotion in a situation where at least marginal feeling was called for … That concerned her. In part it reminded her of what she’d heard too many times from too many lovers. In part it indicated a regression to a self she thought she’d put behind her.

So the nugatory movement of the windscreen wipers and the resulting smear they left in their wake distracted her. She cast about for potential purveyors of auto parts: In Casvelyn? Possibly. Alsperyl? Hardly. Perhaps she’d have to go all the way to Launceston.

She made a cautious approach to the cottage. The lane was narrow, and while she didn’t expect to meet another car, there was always the possibility that a visitor to the cove and its thin strip of beach might barrel along, departing in a rush and assuming no one else would be out here in this kind of weather.

To her right rose a hillside where gorse and yellow wort made a tangled coverlet. To her left the Polcare valley spread out, an enormous green thumbprint of meadow bisected by a stream that flowed down from Stowe Wood, on higher ground. This place was different from traditional combes in Cornwall, which was why she’d chosen it. A twist of geology made the valley wide, as if glacially formed – although she knew this could not be the case – instead of canyonlike and constrained by river water wearing away aeons of unyielding stone. Thus, she never felt hemmed in in Polcare Cove. Her cottage was small, but the environment was large, and open space was crucial to her peace of mind.

Her first warning that things were not as they should have been occurred as she pulled off the lane onto the patch of gravel and grass that served as her driveway. The gate was open. It had no lock, but she knew that she’d left it securely closed for that very reason the last time she’d been here. Now it gaped the width of a body.

Daidre stared at this opening for a moment before she swore at herself for being timid. She got out of the car, swung the gate wide, then drove inside.

When she parked and went to shut the gate behind her, she saw the footprint. It pressed down the soft earth where she’d planted her primroses along the drive. A man-size print, it looked like something made from a boot. A hiking boot. That put her situation in an entirely new light.

She looked from the print to the cottage. The blue front door seemed unmolested, but when she quietly circled the building to check for other signs of intrusion, she found a windowpane broken. This was on a window next to the door that led outside to the stream, and the door itself was off the latch. Fresh mud formed a clump on the step.

Although she knew she should have been frightened, or at least cautious, Daidre was, instead, infuriated by that broken window. She pushed the door open in a state of high dudgeon and stalked through the kitchen to the sitting room. There she stopped. In the dim light of the tenebrous day outside, a form was coming out of her bedroom. He was tall, he was bearded, and he was so filthy that she could smell him from across the room.

She said, ‘I don’t know who the hell you are or what you’re doing here, but you are going to leave directly. If you don’t leave, I shall become violent with you, and I assure you, you do not want that to happen.’



Notice that buried within Daidre’s approach to the cottage are dramatic questions. These are laid down in order – one hopes – to keep the reader intrigued about this woman. More on dramatic questions later. For now, the main element of a crime novel has been introduced along with two characters, the setting, the atmosphere and the mood. It has taken me eleven pictures, a good many hikes on the South-West Coast Path in Cornwall and a book on the geology of the area, but I’m feeling pretty good about the results.

Before we leave this exploration of research, I’d like to look at various options for learning about place if you can’t afford to go there. At the time I was preparing Careless in Red, I’d probably been to England more than twenty times over the years. But as this sort of topographical gumshoeing isn’t possible for everyone, what’s a writer to do?

My first suggestion is to choose a location based not only on your interests but also on your ability to study the place. Many writers – probably most writers – use their own immediate environment as a jumping-off point. T. Jefferson Parker uses various locations in southern California for his novels, which makes getting to the specific setting easy for him, as that’s where he lives. The same can be said for James Lee Burke (Louisiana), the late Tony Hillerman (the Southwest), Jane Hamilton (the Midwest), David Guterson (the Pacific Northwest) and countless other writers.

My second suggestion is to use the vast resources of the Internet. Put your potential location into a search engine and see what comes up. Follow the trails that the Internet leaves for you. Use Facebook as a possible source of people who live in your chosen location. Use Twitter to do the same. Use Google Earth to see the area. Use Amazon to find nonfiction books about it.

Finally, use the public library as well.

I like to go to locations in order to understand them. But this isn’t the case for everyone, and some locations are too difficult or too expensive to get to.

Optional Exercise 1

Image 12 is also one of the pictures I took along the South-West Coast Path. Soon into my walks I noticed that along the path various makeshift memorials stood, accompanied by a few impressive permanent markers as well as benches with metal plaques remembering someone. It’s possible that the one depicted below had been placed at the spot where Nick died. Perhaps he was a surfer who made an error among the many reefs in the area, perhaps he was a suicide, perhaps he was a sea cliff climber who favoured the spot, perhaps he ventured too near the edge of the cliff and tumbled over. He could even have died elsewhere, his survivors choosing to remember him in the hours after his funeral by walking to the cliff and leaving a little memorial to him. We don’t know, but the possibilities are there, and they all suggest story.

[image: Image Missing]

IMAGE 12

Using this photograph, develop an idea of what happened to Nick. Using this photograph, try to render a scene in which the setting is made clear as a character experiences it. Nick is someone. Who? What happened to him? Why?

Optional Exercise 2

Choose a place where you can observe and take notes. This can be in your own house, or it can be a location with which you’re familiar because you go there frequently: the local coffee house, the dog park, an antiques shop, the petrol station you use, a lunch spot where you meet your best friend, your place of employment, its cafeteria or car park. It can be wherever you spend a lot of your time. Take some notes on what you see, smell, taste, touch and hear when you are in this place. Take note of any particular detail that you’ve never really noticed before. In doing this, find something within that environment that suggests story to you. Create a paragraph-long explanation of who-where-what-why-how that uses what you saw and noted.
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