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Recipe for Murder

What Critical Elements Are Required to Craft a Compelling, Cosy Crime Mystery? 



Contrary to popular belief, Crime fiction was first released in the 18th century. It became even more popular in the 19th century; today, nearly one in every three books is in the crime genre. (Franks)
The "cosy" is one of the most popular and rapidly growing subgenres within the crime genre.  One of the most popular, yet one of the most understudied, and applications are now open for a PhD in the subject (Falmouth University and Heholt); with that in mind, I still need to understand the essential elements required to craft a cosy crime mystery. 
In July 2020, I had an idea for a series of books, drawing inspiration from the comprehensive collection of the Agatha Raisin novels I had listened to on audible during lockdown. I initially drafted a few lines and set them aside due to being overwhelmed with how to proceed. I would start writing, then delete it all because I had no direction, didn't understand how stories worked and had no instructions to follow. I chose this research question because I have never had any writing experience before university, and if I wish to write a series of books in this genre, I need to know the required critical elements. 
I immediately thought of this book when I discovered that this module allowed us to choose our topics. The opportunity to start 6000 words with guidance and support seemed like a logical and beneficial step forward. In this paper, I will discuss how I found tips and show you how and where I used the techniques. The portfolio aims to reflect what I have learned and how I implemented the essential components into my story. After finishing this essay, you will see the techniques I have used in my writing and the sources I used to help me on my critical and creative journey. 

The portfolio is a 6000-word piece containing three chapters to the first book in the Dotty Darwin series. Dotty moved from London to live in Mumbles, South Wales, after the sudden death of her parents. She meets Doc, an Irish Detective Inspector in South Wales police, and they become best friends. Dotty has always had a special gift of the 6th sense, but after being scolded as a young child for predicting the death of a family friend, she suppressed it. As Dotty and Doc's friendship blossoms, so does Dotty's intuitive ability, and everything starts returning to her. This ability becomes instrumental in the story, serving as a pivotal tool in assisting Doc in unravelling the series of unusual murders that unfold in their quiet village. 
Firstly, I sat down and started writing the first two chapters. As the story grew, I let my creativity lead the story. I already knew that cosy crime mysteries don't have many gory details about the murders. The story that was initially taking shape was a complex one, and one I felt didn't belong in a cosy crime. I had written about a loner called Malcolm, who was snatching lone women at night, dragging them back to his place, killing them and then storing their bodies under a drawbridge on the marina where he worked. As I was writing about Malcolm and his back story, the ideas I was having read more like a crime and thriller novel, so I parked that idea for another book. 
I read the book "Reading the Cozy Mystery: Critical Essays on the underappreciated Subgenre" by Phyllis M Betz to gain some extra knowledge. On page nine, Paragraph two, Betz explains that "The cosy usually opens by introducing the protagonist dealing with her daily routine" (Betz 9: 1). After gaining knowledge from this book, I referred to the first book in the Agatha Raisin collection. Agatha Raisin and the Quiche of Death, and in chapter one, that is precisely where the author started. (Beaton 1) I looked up another book called "The Dinner Lady Detectives", and the cozy began with the lives of the main protagonist(s). (Hendy 1)
Armed with this new knowledge, I started by introducing Dotty. I did an entire chapter on her and submitted my piece to Moodle for our workshopping lecture. The first draft consisted of 1535 words; the description was poor, and I didn't show the reader how Dotty got from one place to another. After the first session and with the feedback I was given, I took on board all the information and reworked it with the final submission, coming in at 2292. I have found the workshopping classes invaluable, and my writing has massively improved from getting individual feedback from my lecturer and classmates. 
Taking on the feedback from everyone, it was suggested that I go to the location I was depicting in my writing. I visited Mumbles one Sunday with my dog, captured photographs of the village, explored the side alleys, and looked at the houses. I took notice of the smells and sounds in different areas of Mumbles, and now, when I am writing, I can describe the scenes better. 
As I became more comfortable with my writing and how I approached the genre, it was time to investigate the elements necessary to craft a cosy crime mystery. In my research, I discovered a book by Andrea J Johnson entitled How to Craft a Killer Cosy Mystery. The book was unavailable for online reading, but another writer in the same genre, Colleen M Story (Story), posted Andrea's tips on her blog. One of the most valuable tips Andrea suggested was ensuring you have an outline first.
In my story, I didn't have an outline; I started without any clear idea of what would happen. I did the pantser technique, and I believe that is why I have been struggling. After this project has been handed in, I will take the advice from Andrea J Johnson, using her 3-point technique. 
· Who is your sleuth? Why do they feel compelled to solve the crime? And what personal wound gets in the way of them seeing the solution? 
· Who is your victim? What is their role in the community? What consequence does their death have?
· Who is your killer? What is their relationship to the sleuth and victims? What reason has compelled them to kill, and why now? (Johnson)

Using the above format, I will be able to detail how Dotty becomes entangled in the murder investigation and know the impact of old man Bob's demise on the village. Additionally, I will already know why he was killed, by whom, and for what reason, all before I start the writing process. It was too late to implement this for this project, but on reflection, I should have done this at the start. This is a lesson learnt and one I will use for every story going forward. 
Due to the nature of the research question, it was evident that limited academic information is available on the elements required to write a cosy. I primarily based my research on the work and advice of other authors. During the research and writing process, I discovered some tips I implemented in my story that were not too late to change. 
Another reason I chose this genre is because of the light-heartedness and humour that are intertwined within a murderous setting. As stated in the first paragraph, I was inspired by the Agatha Raisin novels, so I wrote what I like to read. 
In addition to providing escapism, this genre offers the thrill of solving a crime without the gory details. Readers can use their cognitive abilities by picking up clues and determining whether they are red herrings. People like a mystery, and the psychology behind it could be because readers must engage with the characters more; some enjoy confirming their suspicions at the end and some like being surprised at the outcome. (The British Psychological Society and Monaghan). Taking this advice, I revisited my story and reworked some clues, red herrings, and humour. 
· When Dotty was taking Watson for his first walk, I tried to give him a voice. Dotty tried to imagine the little dog talking in a refined Welsh accent, thus giving the readers an idea of how highly regarded he is in Dotty's life. 
· When Doc ribs Dotty about being a vegetarian. I aimed to show a playful side to their relationship where Doc can tease Dotty about serious issues but in a playful way. 
· Haydn, the breadman, told Dotty he had a lovely pair of baps for her that morning. I aim to show Haydn as a playful, potty-mouthed man, but later in the book, he will be instrumental in providing Dotty with a clue to solve the murder. 
· When Doc arrived at the crime scene, he mumbled that he had his eye on Bob's antique candle sticks. I want to show that he is a seasoned officer, and even though Bob was a good friend, he still sees the scene through the eyes of a police officer, giving it a light-hearted feel. 
· PC Jackson Foote getting queasy over a bit of blood. You wouldn't expect an officer to vomit over a relatively mild murder scene. Still, this information is instrumental at the beginning because Jackson will be a clumsy, comedic officer who will surprise readers by working something out that no one else can see. 
· The man that PC Foote spotted. Is he a clue, or is he a red herring? 

My exploration of the elements required to craft a compelling, cosy crime mystery has been a journey of theoretical understanding and practical application. As I delved further into the world of this genre inspired by the Agatha Rasin series, I aimed to discover the critical components at the heart of cosy crime mysteries and weave them into my portfolio. 
As my investigations grew more profound, my learning extended beyond research, unfolding in the classroom. Workshopping, discussions, and feedback played a pivotal role in refining my work. The finished portfolio accompanying this reflective essay shows my theoretical understanding put into practice. 
A small turning point in the process was when on-location research was suggested. The trip to Mumbles infused authenticity into my descriptions, ultimately leading to better feedback at the next workshopping class. 
I gathered insights from authors like Andrea J Johnson and the three-point technique for outlining a cosy mystery. Unfortunately, this methodology didn't find itself a place in the portfolio. Still, it will be a method I will use going forward in the continuation of Dotty Darwin and future works to provide a clear understanding of the sleuth, the victim, and the killer, ultimately making way for a more structured narrative and a less confusing approach. 
While the lack of academic literature on cosy mysteries hindered my research, the reliance on the wisdom of already established authors within the genre became invaluable. Taking the hints and tips provided and infusing them into my portfolio helped to craft the start of the humour and lightheartedness I desired for the Dotty Darwin series and will hopefully result in immersive and enjoyable stories for the readers. 
In summary, this reflective essay shows my theoretical understanding of cosy crime mysteries and the application of these findings in my work. As I submit the portfolio and the accompanying essay, I am confident that the lessons learned and the insight gained will continue to improve my ability to write compelling, cosy crime mysteries in the future. 
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