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spelling of names for local characters, all of which contributes to
a convincing background.

After choosing names, I draw up rough family trees for the
hero and the heroine to show how old the various members of
the family were during major events in the book. I often find
this useful, since it frequently wurns out at this stage of the
writing that the heroine’s father would have been only fourteen
years old or away at war when she was conceived. It is probably
to avoid this that so many gothic writers make the time period
of their novels vague. Then they can ignore electricity and in-
door plumbing. But 1 write my novels about contemporary
people in possible-but-improbable sitnations, and my readers are
likely to say, “If the heroine is twenty-five today, why wasn’t her
father in Korea?”

This is as far as I go with the planning on paper, because 1
find that if I de teo thorough an outline, I will never write the
book. However, it is all blocked out in my head, and I do know
what bits of action or information—of the many odd items in my
mental file~—1 will wse in the novel. It may be no more than a
tiny scrap, but it’s enough for a springboard, and I can amplify
it through research,

Research and reference

I do not write oft the top of my head, and neither should you,
no matter how well you know the background for your book. 1
have accumulated a random collection of reference books from
which to authenticate backgrounds and places 1 have never seen.
I have an old Britannica from which to bone up on the topog-
raphy of Lebanon or the history of a Scottish clan; a good atlas
(or almanac) which is essential to give you a general idea of dis-
tances between places, if there is any traveling in your story: Will
it be possible to reach Grenoble in time for dinner? Flying from
Rome to Wiesbaden in a private plane, what cities would your
characters fly over and how long would it take? Hallwag-Berne,
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in Switzerland, publishes road maps for every European country,
as well as sireet maps for every major city. Also, Michelin Publi-
cations, New York City, publishes street maps for European cities
at a cost of about $1.50 each. And there are innumerable guide-
books with accurate names of cafés, inns, parks, public buildings,
and other deuwails [or you to draw on. Other source material 1
keep on hand and use are airline schedules which give routes
from one city or country to another; tourist folders put out by
information offices of foreign countries, major airlines or cruise
ships; AAA guides to restaurants and hotels; and magazines like
Gourmet or Holiday to find the name of the restaurant in a city
like Stackholm,

From your friends’ descriptions of their travels abroad you can
store up a good deal of authentic detail. I came by an Athens
nightclub scene that way, and also an account of a marvelous
sailing jaunt to a Greek island. It will help to have a small
phrase book for the country in which your novel is set. You will
need only the simplest words, but using them will add authen-
ticity and flavor. If you use foreign words tco much, readers may
feel you are showing off. Maybe some readers will understand,
but I do not chance that. Use only ordinary phrases for please,
thank you, good morning, good night—and more only if to do so
would be in keeping with your characters.

In writing 2 novel with a foreign background, I usually in-
dicate at the start whether or not the heroine understands the
language. That may be part of your plot: Does she know what
the natives are saying? Amanda couldn’t speak a word of Swedish
—which was why she got the job. The villain wanted a girl who
couldn’t understand what was being said. If the girl does speak
the foreign language, there must be a logical reason for her to
have learned it, Persis studies Portuguese because of a dead god-
father she loved, but Fran didn’t speak a word of Arabic; it was
not necessary to the plot.

Such research, though time-consuming, is worthwhile. Editors
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and/or readers often ask me, “How long did you live in Paris?”
or “I didn’t know yow'd been to Greece.” The fact is that my
foreign travel has been limited to six weeks in Europe after 1 had
written seven gothics, and 1 have yet to use any of the cities I
visited as a background for one of my books.

After I've chosen the background, I make sure there is a logical
rezson for the heroine to go there. She arrives as a stranger, with
no preconceived ideas so she sees what may be missed by the
residents. She senses that something is going on, and puts to-
gether various clues almost unconsciously. I always introduce the
hero quickly, and often have the hercine get off on the wrong
foot with him. This creates a sort of subplot question in the
reader’s mind: How long will it take Sable to realize she loves
rude, irascible Sholto?

The only way I ever deceive readers is by keeping the heroine
from realizing how much she knows until the very end, when—
after she is rescued from peril by the hero—she puts all the facts
together and solves the puzzle. Sometimes I try to withhold a
single fact from the heroine, and she learns it only during the
wrap-up from the hero or the law agent. By then, the reader may
suspect the evidence of that fact and may even have deduced
what it has to be.

Embroidery and embellishment

That is my basic scheme. Now for the embroidery. There are
certain things I use in almost every novel I write. There is often
a cat (with personality), some emphasis and description of de-
licious food (I also write cookbooks), and some music, because 1
play the piano. At the age of sixty, I have met a number of
people, picked up a number of tidbits to be used in fabricating
a plot, and I have various friends who know things like gunnery,
photography, horticulture, and the price of real estate in Vir-
ginia. Before 1 became a free-lance writer, I worked as a librarian,
secretary, file clerk, office manager, and purchasing agent. I have
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gone to operas and ballets and a few expensive restaurants, and
although I still make my own clothes, I know who could make
them for you in Paris if you can't thread a needle.

It boils down to this: You must draw upon every scrap of
knowledge and information you possess, and if what you have in
your mental storehouse is not all Phi Beta Kappa quality, it
doesn’t matter. Remember, you are writing for people like your-
self, and if you write convincingly, they will understand and
enjoy whatever pleases you, Simply check and double-check what-
ever window dressing you add, whether it is the name of a square
dance, the painter who did the hero's portrait, or a new word.
Never shall I forget the love scene I read years ago in which the
hero threw a cord of wood on the fire before seizing the girl in
his arms!

Write what you know, add the embroidery carefully, and you'll
have it made.
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IDEAS FOR MYSTERY NOVELS

by Stanley Ellin

THE more things change, the more they remain the same. Which
means, as any mystery writer will agree, that the tribal storyteller
either delivered the goods to his Stone Age audience, or else went
without his share of roast mastodon at dinner time,

The mystery writer today is the lineal descendant of that tribal
storyteller. He must tell a story which has a beginning, a middle,
and an end, and he must draw his audience into identification
with a protagonist who faces immense obstacles on his way to a
vital goal. And he does not have the escape route from these ob-
ligations that a luckier sort of novelist has. He cannot produce
two or three hundred pages of fictionalized autobiography and
expect his editor and auvdience to take it to their hearts. If the
tribal storyteller tried that kind of trick, he’d be lucky not to
have his skull parted from cranium to molars by a fiint ax.

On the other hand, today’s mystery writer, safe from such a
fate, faces a problem his Neanderthal forebears didn’t have. Since
the caveman was the first storyteller, any story he told was likely
to hold its audience spellbound by its originality. Now, a few
thousand generations later, originality is considerably harder to
come by. The method of narrating a story may be new and fresh,
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so the experienced writer, once on his way, won’t have teco much
trouble in producing something different, but coming up with a
new and fresh idea—the idea being the foundation on which he
must build plot and treatment—can pose a tough problem.

What's new?

The basic idea for any mystery novel can be expressed in the
simplest line or two, as it often is in the writer's notebook. This
applies as well to the most elaborate literary works. No matter
how much the pedant may shudder at such simplification, the
idea for Hamlet as jotted down in Shakespeare’s notebook might
have been, Tragedy of a young man who sets oul to avenge his
father’s murder. And, in fact, the idea for Paradise Lost is briefly
presented by Milton in its opening words: “Of Man’s first dis-
obedience, and the fruit/ Of that forbidden tree whose mortal
taste/ Brought death into the world, and all our woe.” In his
notebook, it might have been even further reduced to the phrase,
Adam and Eve story. Let’s not forget either that both the Hamlet
story and the Adam and Eve story had been written long before
Shakespeare and Milton did their versions of them.

Often, the novice mystery writer, bursting with confidence and
creative vigor, is scornful of any such “borrowing.” His head is
swimming with vaguely formulated impressions of detectives and
corpses, crime and punishment; he feels that at the drop of a hat
he could come up with a hundred original story ideas. As he gets
older and wiser and sadder, he discovers that when these ideas
are formulated in the fewest possible words, they bear a startling
resemblance to each other. And, even worse, to stories already in
print. Once he sneered at the dolt who said there were only nine
original plots in the world. Now he begins to wonder if there are
even that many,

The question most asked of a mystery writer by his readers is,
“Where on earth do you get the ideas for your books?” The
answer, alas, must never be the truth, Tell a flatteringly awe-
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stricken lady, as I once did, that your first mystery novel was sim-
Ply a twist on the old Hamlet story, and she is instantly crest-
fallen. “Oh—,” she says, now seeing those feet of clay sticking out
from beneath your trouser cuffs,

Indeed, as I later came to realize, it was not my story ideas
which the lady admired, but whatever was ingenious in their
treatment. She had been talking about birth and child-raising,
and I had been talking about conception. And it is that period
between conception and birth—a period of gestation which need
take no longer than a split second in this case-—that is the real
subject of this article,

What if—2?

It all boils down to those two words, whether the writer is
aware of it or not. He experiences or witnesses or hears about
some episode or situation, or, for that matter, recalls one from
literature, and thinks, “I'd like to make a story of this.” Here is
the conception of the story idea. Then, as a born storyteller—and
storytellers are born, not made—he intuitively feels the urge to
reshape and develop this proto-idea, his raw material, into some-
thing exactly to his taste, and he asks himself, “What if I changed
this, added that, took away the other?” He does, and considers
the effect. “There’s a story here all right,”” he says—and the new
story idea is truly born. His story idea, and his alone,

The feeling of *rightness”

From my experience, that first flickering awareness that a cer-
tain episode or situation would make a good story is largely a
visceral matter. One feels the rightness of the episode or situa-
tion as dramatic material. Here is the difference between the or-
dinary observer and the creative writer, because where the ob-
server, the layman, tends to accept a situation on its own, the
writer cannot resist tampering with it in his imagination. Like a
chess master coming upon a game already in its twentieth move,



IDEAS FOR MYSTERY NOVELS 289

he is curious to know not merely what the next move might be,
but how the chessmen got where they now are. And to conjecture:
What if, on the fifth move, the rook had been played instead of
the bishop? What if that pawn there had been sacrificed? What
if—?

It’s also possible that the period of gestation between the first
visceral recognition that a certain situation would make a good
story and the first application of the What if? question can take
weeks or months or even years. I had been fascinated by the
Hamlet story long before 1 suddenly found myself wondering:
What if Hamlet, well along his road to vengeance, unexpectedly
discovered that the murder of his father was wholly justified?
What if the father were a bloody tyrant who deserved his fate?
And then I set to work writing my first novel on the basis of the
answers | arrived at.

At that time, I wasn't conscious of the process I was using,
but I grew more and more aware of it through the course of writ-
ing a series of short stories and books. There finally came the time
when 1 used it deliberately, with full understanding that, when
faced with the raw material for a story, I must immediately apply
the What if? test to it. And must continue to apply it until a
whole plot has been hammered out.

Writer's instinct

Up to then, I had not invented any private detective, prefer-
ring to write about different sorts of protagonists. Then the day
arrived when I felt impelled to create my own Sam Spade or
Philip Marlowe. As luck would have it, while still brooding over
what form to give him, I was called to jury duty and found my-
self impaneled with eleven other unhappy citizens sworn to de-
cide fairly the innocence or guilt of a policeman charged with
taking graft. It was a miserable time for all of us, because not
only was the cop extremely youthful and fresh-faced, but his
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pretty wife, their baby in her arms, patiently sat on a front bench
in the courtroom through the trial, never out of the jury's eye-
shot. In the end, the verdict was "Guilty” and even at the awful
moment when it was read out in the courtroom, my writer's in-
stinct was telling me that there was a story in all this, and it had
something to do with the private detective I was trying to conjure
up as the hero of my next book. Somehow, he must be invelved
with this stricken young husband and wife.

What if the wife hired my private eye te get the evidence that
would clear her husband at the trial, and my detective, infatu-
ated with the girl, desperately desiring her, set out to prove the
husband’s guilt, not his innocence? The cop in my stery had to
be innocent—the victim of a frame-up—to give the story sub-
stance. But that left my private eye a complete scoundrel, which
would never do. So what if—?

In the end, I wrote a book called The Eighth Circle from all
this and from a whole succession of What ifs? stemming from
answers that kept opening new plot possibilities ahead, Through
the entire preparation and writing of the book, whenever 1 was
held up by any problem of characterization or plotting, I would
simply pose myself that question of What if?, always finding this
the shortest route to the problem’s solution.

My latest book, House of Cards, was produced from the first
dawning of its idea by this method. The Bronté kind of novel
has always irritated me even while I was enjoying it. Always the
same moony female being invited by the dark-browed, mysterious
man to enter his mansion as governess to his children or as his
wife or secretary or whatever; always the lush feminine handling
of this plot structure. But who said that the ladies had the patent
on it? What if I wrote it from the male angle? What if, instead of
the guileless maiden entering the service of the handsome man
of mystery, a guileless young man entered the service of a beauti-
ful woman of mystery in her gloomy mansion? It was as easy as
that. A couple of What ifs? and I was back in business.
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“Where on earth do you get the ideas for your books?” the
nice lady asked.

Everywhere on earth, of course. But please take notice, dear
lady, it's only after they've gone through the What if? process
that they magically become my ideas,
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Summer, titled Come Winter, which first appeared in Cos-
mopolitan as a one-shot, and which will be published in paper-
back by New American Library.

Writing under his pseudonym Ed McBain, Mr. Hunter is au-
thor of the equally popular 87th Precinct books, of which over
twenty have been published, including such titles as Fuzz, Ten
Plus One, Like Love, See Them Die, and Lady, Lady, I Did It.
He has recently written a sequel to Fuzz, titled Let's Hear It
for the Deaf Man, which was published in hardcover by Dou-
bleday and which New American Library will bring out in
paperback. Mr. Hunter wrote the screenplay for Fuzz (which
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is expected to gross more than four million dollars in this
country), and is now busy adapting Come Winter for filming.

Eusie LEE is the author of many successful gothic novels, includ-
ing The Governess and Ivorstone Manor (under the pseudonym
of Elsie Cromwell), Silence Is Golden, Barrow Sinister, and
Wingarden. She has also written Regency novels (Second
Season, The Wicked Guardian) and pure romance (The Pas-
sions of Medora Graeme, recently published by Arbor House).
A well-known authority on food, she is the author of Elsie Lee’s
Book of Simple Gourmet Cookery, brought out by Arbor House
(and issued in paperback by Dell), and selected as a Book-of-
the-Month Club Dividend.

MarjoriE LEE’s short stories and poetry have been published in
a number of magazines, including Cosmopolitan, Redbook,
McCall's, Mademoiselle, Ladies’ Home Journal and The Satur-
day Evening Post. Her stories have been selected for reprint-
ing in such anthologies as Love and Marriage (edited by
Margaret Cousins), The Ladies’ Home Journal Treasury, and
others. Her four novels are The Lion House (Rinehart), The
Eye of Summer (Simon & Schuster), Or You It Looks Good
(Morrow), and Dr. Block and the Human Condition (Putnam),
and her four nonfiction books are Games Analysis Play, Mara-
thon 16, Sexual Marathon, and The Erotic Fantasies of Females.

Hannaz LEEs is the author of Women Will Be Doctors, Till the
Boys Come Home and The Sweet Death of Candor {Harcourt
Brace, 1969), as well as three mysteries and a nonfiction book.
She has also written hundreds of short stories and articles for
major magazines such as Cosmopelitan, McCall's, The Atlantic,
The New Yorker and others.

Noran LoFTs’ name is synonymous with excellence in fiction, par-
ticularly the historical novels for which she is widely known in
this country and her native England. Her novel, Out of the
Dark (Doubleday), is an engrossing tale of a young English girl
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in the last century and was inspired by a reallife unsolved
crime, Other best sellers (and major book club selections) by
Miss Lofts include 4 Rose for Virtue, The Concubine, The
King’s Pleasure, The Lost Queen and How Far to Bethlehem?
and most recently, Nethergate, all published by Doubleday.
Scheduled for publication in 1974 is Crown of Aloes.

EuceNE MIRABELLY'S recent novel, No Resting Place, received ex-
cellent critical comment on its publication, and it has been
called the “best book about a contemporary marriage,” and a
novel which “should endure for a long time.” His previous
book, The Way In, was acclaimed as *a virtuoso performance,”
and an early novel, The Burning Air, was recently re-issued in
paperback. Mr. Mirabelli teaches at the State University of
New York at Albany and is currently at work on a screenplay
and another novel.

Patricia Movzs has been called “the mystery writer who put the
‘who’ back in whodunit” with the writing of her Inspector
Henry Tibbett books. These include Dead Men Don’t Ski,
Death and the Dutch Uncle, Murder 4 la Mode (which has
been adapted and performed as a radio play), Falling Star,
Murder Fantastical, Johnny Under Ground, Death on the
Agenda, Down among the Dead Men, Murder by ¥s, Many
Deadly Returns, and Season of Snows and Sins, all published
as Holt, Rinchart & Winston Suspense Novels, She is also the
author of a children’s mystery, Helter-Skelter. Many of her
books have been serialized in publications in England, the
United States, Canada, Holland, Italy, Germany, and Brazil,
and they have also been translated into eleven languages.

Shifting American values and the legacies of power, both military
and civilian, have been the dominant themes of ANTON
MyRER’s fiction. His most recent novel, Once An Eagle, was a
Book-of-the-Month Club and Reader’s Digest Condensed Books
selection. The Big War was made into a major film by Twenti-
eth Century-Fox, and The Intruder was subsequently pub-
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lished in condensed form in Cosmopolitan. An article, “The
Giant in the Tube,” appeared in the November, 1972 issue of
Harper’s; and in February 1973 Norton published The Tiger
Waits, a novel dealing with the conflict between personal and
professional demands in an American Secretary of State,

Jovce CaroLr Qates, National Book Award winner for her novel,
Them, is the author of several other outstanding novels, all
published by Vanguard Press: Expensive People, A Garden of
Earthly Delights, Wonderland, and Do with Me What You
Will; four collections of short stories, including her widely ac-
claimed Marriages and Infidelities; and a recent volume of
essays, The Edge of Impossibility: Tragic Forms in Literature.
Her work has also appeared in an impressive variety of publica-
tions, ranging from Cosmopolitan to The Partisan Review,
from Harper's and The Atlantic 10 Family Circle. Her short
stories have been frequently anthologized in such collections
as The Best American Short Stories and Prize Stovies: The
0. Henry Awards.

Ervis PETERs (pseudonym of novelist Edith Pargeter) has written
a number of outstanding thrillers in addition to more than
twenty books under her own name. Included among them are
Where There’s A Will (Doubleday); Death and the Joyful
Woman (Doubleday), winner of an Edgar Award from the
Mystery Writers of America as the best mystery novel of the
year (1962); Funeral of Figaro, Who Lies Here?, Mourning
Raga, and The Knocker on Death’s Door (all published by Mor-
row). Her last thriller is Death to the Landlords!, also pub-
lished by Morrow who have scheduled her newest one, called
The Hypocaust. Viking will bring out her historical novel, The
Bloody Field.

A practicing surgeon for many years, during which time he had
written many successful short stories and novels, FrRaNnk G.
SLAUGHTER turned to full-time writing in 1946. During the past
twenty years, Dr. Slaughter, one of the most prolific and best-
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selling novelists of this century, has had fifty-three novels and
nonfiction books published, drawing for his backgrounds on
historical, medical, and biblical subjects, with his most recent
titles including Doctors’ Wives, Sins of Herod, and Convention,
M. D., all published by Doubleday. In paperback, hardcover,
book club and more than twenty foreign language editions,
sales of Dr. Slaughter's books total more than fifty million
copies,

The suspense novels by MaRY STEwART have achieved spectacular
sales as well as critical acclaim all over the world. Her books
regularly appear on the bestseller lists in hardcover and have
continued their impressive sales in paperback: The Fawcett
Crest (paper) editions of her eleven novels have sold more than
twelve million copies. The Gabriel Hounds (which sold more
than a quarter of a million copies in hardcover) was a selection
of the Doubleday Book Club, the Reader’s Digest Condensed
Book Club, and an alternate selection of the Literary Guild;
The Moon-Spinners was made into a successful Disney film
starring Hayley Mills; and This Rough Magic was a Literary
Guild selection. Three of Mrs. Stewart’s novels—Madam, Will
You Talk?, Wildfire at Midnight, and Nine Coaches Waiting
—were published in England in a one-volume Omnibus, with a
preface by the author. Her novel, The Crystal Cave, sold over
a hundred thousand copies in hardcover and was a Literary
Guild selection. She has also made an exciting start as a chil-
dren's book author with her highly successful fairy story, The
Little Broomstick. Her next adult novel, The Hollow Hills,
a sequel to The Crystal Cave, and also published by Morrow,
has been chosen as a Literary Guild selection.

AMELIA WALDEN has had forty-six novels published by five differ-
ent publishers: The Westminster Press, J. B. Lippincott, Mc-
Graw-Hill, Appleton-Century-Crofts, and William Morrow.
The subject matter of these novels has been diverse: suspense,
sports, tycoons of industry, ghetto teen-agers, theatrical back-
grounds (off-Broadway and the American Shakespeare Festival),
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espionage, public school teaching, international detectives, and
jet-set crime. Her three newest titles are Play Ball, McGill,
Valerie Valentine Is Missing, and Where Was Everyone When
Sabrina Screamed? Some of her best-known earlier books in-
clude: To Catch a Spy, How Bright the Dawn, The Spy Who
Talked Too Much, The Case of the Diamond Eye, What Hap-
pened to Candy Carmichael?, Walk in a Tall Shadow, Basket-
ball Girl of the Year, and A Name for Himself. Many of these
novels have been translated into French, Italian, and German.

To mystery novel writer HiLLary WaucH, who has been writ-
ing whodunits for more than twenty years, “there’s always an-
other one.” His most recent books are Finish Me Off and The
Shadow Guest. Earlier titles include Last Seen Wearing,
Madame Will Not Dine Tonight, The Girl Who Cried Wolf,
The Missing Man, End of a Party, Pure Poison, “30” Manhat-
tan East, and The Young Prey. Mr. Waugh has served as presi-
dent of the Mystery Writers of America.

Novelist Davib WESTHEIMER first achieved a major success in 1964
with Von Ryan’s Express, which remained on the best-seller list
for five months, was a Book-of-the-Month Club selection and
was made into a2 major motion picture, starring Frank Sinatra.
He followed this with My Sweet Charlie, which was well re-
ceived as a novel, produced on Broadway, and subsequently
filmed. This book was published in Italy, where it was a Club
degli Editori (Italian equivalent of Book-of-the-Month Club)
choice, Mr. Westheimer’s most recent novels are Lighter Than
a Feather and Quer the Edge, both published by Little, Brown.

PuyrLis A, WHITNEY, now at work on her fifty-second book, is
published in seventeent countries around the world. Her writ-
ing achievements have been both in the field of juveniles and
adule gothics. For eleven years she was a teacher of writing at
New York University, and has taught at many writers’ con-
ferences. Her latest book for young people is Nobody Likes
Tring (Westminster), and her most recent adult novel is Snow-
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fire (Doubleday). Her novels—most of which have appeared in
paperback under the Fawcett imprint, following hardcover
publicaion—include The Quicksilver Pool, Hunter's Green,
The Winter People, Columbella, Sea jade, The Moon-
flower and many others and have sold over 6,000,000 copies.
She is alse the author of a basic how-to book on creative writ-
ing, Writing Juvenile Fiction (The Writer, Inc.).

SyLvia WILKINsON's first novel, Moss on the North Side, was pub-
lished in 1966; her second, 4 Killing Frost, in 1967; and her
third, Cale, in 1970—all by Houghton Mifflin in hardcover and
in paperback by Avon, Miss Wilkinson has taught creative writ-
ing at William and Mary and the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill, and conducted a fiction workshop at the Boat-
wright Literary Festival. As a teaching consultant for Learn-
ing Institute of North Carolina, she visited a number of high
schools to advise teachers on innovative teaching techniques
and edited a book based on her experiences called Change
(1971). In 1972-73, she worked with the Richmond Humanities
Center as Poetry-in-the-5chools Consuitant, and in the spring of
1973 as writer-in-residence at Sweet Briar College.

In addition to her writing and teaching, Miss Wilkinson also
does paintings which have been widely exhibited. She is a
sports car racing enthusiast, presently at work on a book on auto
racing to be published by Houghton Mifflin.

MoNa WiLLiaMs has written numerous short stories, about twenty
published novelettes, assorted poetry, and two movies, in addi-
tion to her novels. She is the author of three hardcover novels
—The Marriage (Putnam’s), The Hot Breath of Heaven (Put-
nam’s), and Voices in the Dark (Doubleday). Her original
paperback novels include The Company Girls (Fawcett), The
Passion of Amy Styron (Paperback Library), and Celia (Dell).
A number of her articles ("Waiting Out His Divorce,” “The
Cheaters,” etc.) have appeared in Cosmopolitan.



