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One of the things | enjoy most about
reading mysteriesis that feeling of

being transported to another place.
Traveling by book is not only more
economicalthan traditional means,itOs
somuchsafer.|Odrather Virginia Lanier
tell me aboutthe Okefenokeeswamp
than go there myself and fight off

scratchy bushes, slithering reptiles or

monster bugs with big Georgia
appetites.Dana Stabenowcan take me
placesin Alaskathat | could neveffind

if | tried, notto mentionall thatmessy
snow business. Tony Hillerman is

doing just fine telling me all aboutthe
desert,well enoughthatl donOt havio

go there and dodge bullets and evil

spirits myself.

Such exotic locales arenOnecessaryor
me to enjoy a mystery. It could be
somethingas simple as a small town,
one found anywhere, where the
characterscan interactwith their own
specialsurroundingsandcometo life.

Setting the Scene for Mystery

by Mary Saums

Among the Femmes FatalesBDMe(
Chittenden, Toni L.P. Kelner, Donna
Andrews, Julie Wray Herman, Kris
Neri, Marlys Millhiser, Charlaine
Harris, and Elaine VietsBthereOsn
incredible variety of places!| love to
visit throughtheir books. How do they
comeup with just the right setting for
the particular story they want to tell?
How muchreality goesinto the storyOs
settingNis the location completely
fictional or based on a real place? Wh
comes firstNcharacter, plot or place?A

Mary SaumsOdidnight Hour is setin

Nashville, Tennesseeand introduces
Willi Taft, a singer and fledgling
private investigator. Willi travels to

North Alabamain The Valley of Jewels
where dealings with a Civil War
professoranda retired operastar lead
to murder. Mary also has a humorous
essayin the Winter2002/2003Mystery
ReaderslournalcomparingBritish and
Southermmysteries.

Meg Chittenden

WhenMeg ChittenderisnOjetting around
to speak at mystery conventions, she
practically livesin her office, which she
and husbandlim built overtheir garage.
This large room contains two desktop
computers and a laptop, a scanner,
copier,fax machineandtwo printers, not
to mention five large bookcasesmostly
filled with referencebooks. Around the
corner from the Pacific Ocean,the office
looksout on a freshwatercanal,complete
with ducks.

Settinghas often beerthefirst elemento
determinemy next book. For example,
IOvealwaysloved San Francisco While |
was casting around for ideas for my
Charlie Platomystery series, therevas an
earthquakein the San Franciscoarea. |
heardof someonevho hada trenchopen
up in their front yard and | imagineda

skeletonof a foot sticking out of that
trench. | visited the area and my
daughtettook meto The SaddleRack,a
country-westerrtavern,where | learned
how to line-dance. | immediately
decidedthat the serieswould be seton
the SanFranciscoPeninsulathe main
charactersvould own a country-westerr
tavern, and the skeleton of the foot
would show up in the tavernOdower
bed.

| set my books in real places,but |

often give them fictional names. put
my tavern in Menlo Park, California,
but | calledit BellamyParkso | could
changethe geographyslightly to suit
my plot, andif | saidthe bank manage
did it, | didnOthaveto worry aboutthe
bankmanagesuingme.

Unfortunately, Charlie Plato is in
hiatus. My nextbook, More Than You
Know, is set mostly in the Pacific

Northwest. With one exception,a small
town, | use the real names of the
placesNsuch asSeattle Tacoma/Portland
and Eugene.AA

Toni L.P. Kelner

OccasionallyToni toyswith the idea of
setting a book somewheremore exotic
than Byerly, North Carolina, the locale
her readersknow so well. 1tOsjust that
sheOst homein that setting, and her
family is always ready to help vet
manuscripts . Still, somedayshewantsto
grow as a writer, perhapsby setting a
bookin SouthCarolina.

Which comesfirst: character,plot, or
setting?1tOsnot plotNthatOsusually the
last thing | work on. But with the other
two, itOsnot so easyto say because use
characters to create the setting.



My Laura Flemingseriesis setin Byerly,

afictional North Carolinamill town, but|

spentrelatively little spacedescribingthat
town. There are passagesdescribing
LauraOs home place, asuineof the other
buildings in town, and a section
describinghow thetown tendsto revolve
around the mill. | refer to the weather,
whether itOsa steamy summer or mild

winter. And thatOsabout it for specific
factsaboutsetting.

Insteadl use the charactergo illuminate
the Southernsmall-town milieu: their
accentsand figures of speech;the way
they know whoOselatedto whom; what
itOslike working atthe mill; going to the
local flea marketand beauty salon; the
weddings and family reunions and
funerals. Even the food they eat is
importantNwhat  would Byerly be
without barbecueghickenanddumplings,
and deviled eggs?

When | think of the South, | donOfust
think of the pine treesand red clay and
flowering crepe myrtle, though those are
all there.ItOsthe people that make the
South what it is, and itOsthose people
who color in the settingsof my books.AA

Kris Neri

While busy starting a secondseries,in

addition to writing her Tracy Eaton
mysteries,Kris Neri still makestime to

write a few of the short storiesthat she
enjoysso much. EvenKris concedestOs
good that she has this outlet, since it

wasnOhealthy hearingall thosevoicesin

herhead.

Characteris at the root of everythingin
my books, especially setting since the
placethatshapeany charactersiltimately
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determineshow theywill dealwith the
dilemmasthatcrop up beforethem.

While my protagonist,Tracy Eaton,is a
native Southern Californian, as the
offspring of major Hollywood stars,she
is more the quintessentiathow biz brat
than a typical Angeleno. 1tOs that
reality-challenged world, where the
impossiblecan be accomplishedy just
filming anothertake, that has skewed
TracyOsapproachto life and solving
crimes.

| set Revengeof the GypsyQueenin

New York becausel wanted Tracy to

seemmore out-of-synchwith the locals
than she might at home. IOmthrilled

when New Yorkers teline IOve capture
thelook and feel of the city, evenif itOs
viewed through TracyOsccentricfilter.

If N.Y.C. is a place where fearless
California girls can break into the
homes of Mafia dons and beat off

Central Park muggersso successfully
that Good Samaritansavethe muggers,
thenl havetotally nailedthatsetting.

Dem BonesO Revenge the other hanc
is a truly L.A. story. When TracyOt
mother, actress Martha Collins, is
suspected of murdering an aging
screenwriterandthe copaboutto arrest
her agreesto releaseherif Marthawill
readhis screenplay, you knowouOrén
LaPLa Land!AA

Charlaine Harris

Not long ago, Charlaine Harris told

me if she put in as muchtime on her
treadmill as she does her keyboard,
she'dbe readyfor the Olympics. This

year, sheOwriting a book,a novella,
and a short story, attending four

conferencesand wearing her OMomQ
hatfor her kids. But shemaintainsthat

sheOs the happiest person she
knowsNaslong as shegetsa coupleof

hoursaloneeachday.

| startby assumingmy bookswill be
setin the South,but wherein the South
is the subject of much intenseinner
debate. There are severalfactors that
contributeto thefinal decision,someof
them as peculiar as the local liquor
laws.

My main characteralso contributesto
determiningthe localeand coloring in

the details. Those details are the fine
strokeson paintingin the environment.

| begin with understanding my

protagonist. The person and her locale
have a complex relationship. Aurora
Teagardenwas raised in a town thatOs
rapidly being swallowed by Atlanta.

Affluent newcomersnix with herlifelong

friends, sometimes uneasily. Suburban
Roe is by far the most sophisticatedof

my three protagonistsNwhichmay not be

saying much! Shecould copeon her own

in anycity.

Lily Bard sawtiny Shakespeare, Arkans.
as a defensible fortNglace where she ce
control, andbe familiar with, everybit of
her environment.

Sookie Stackhousewould have a very
hardtime outsideBon Temps, Louisiana.
(The Cajun influence, though weakerin

northern Louisiana thaaround the coaste
area,is fun to work with.) Sookieis a
blue-collarSouthernerliving closeto the
bone. The fun of this serieslies in the
juxtapositionof the prosaicdetails of her
everydayenvironmentwith the acceptance
of vampires as part of the Southern
landscape.AA

Marlys Millhiser

A longtime resident of Boulder, CO,

Marlys was raised in lowa, where she
learnedthe meaningand usesof guilt and
is nowtrying to justify the pleasuresand
expense®sf a recentwhale watchingtrip

in Baja California. (The psyche of a

mysterywriter is extremelycomplicated.)
Must Charlie Greenego on a similar

expeditionMust Marlys return to getthe
factsstraight?Oh dear.

Place sparksthe story, while characters
and author reactingto it shapethe plot.
This was nevermore evidentto me than
in The RampantReaperwhich beginsin
the graveyardof a tiny town in lowa
where | took my fatherOsashesto be
buried a few yearsago and wherel will
returnwith my motherOdly husbandand
I, both only children, will soonbeginour
seconddecade of eldercareand nursing
home duty, and of experiencing five
Ohealth care centers.O

How doesan authoraddresghe hardfact
that lingering is not necessarilyliving,
especially in a humorous, if satirical,



mystery seriesPchanged the namef and
added a nursing home to this decaying
town and brought in Charlie Greeneto

discoverwho is murderingthe poor souls
at Gentle Oaks, one of few viable
businessesleft. Another business, the
pool hall, | renamed ViagraOs. | discove
controversy and conundrum, and found

this issue goesbeyond polite discourse
except for the designated daughter/
sister/whoever living nearest the probler

Approaching a subject of gigantic
proportions few want to admit exists,
with evenawry grin, is aforbiddingtask.
Grounding it in a believable setting is
essential, and perhapshumor the only
bearable approach for this story, one
which begarin thatgraveyardn thetown
where | was born.AA

Julie Wray Herman

Combining gardeningand writing, two

of Julie Wray HermanOsavorite things,

resulted in the Three Dirty Women
Landscapingmysteryseries.While it is a

terrible hardship to make a weekly
pilgrimage to the nursery, Julie swears
that thesetrips are vital in order to

create verisimilituden her fictional town

of PineGrove.

It is my firm belief that setting and
charactersireintertwined.| live outsidea
city with a hot, humid climate, lots of
noisy people, smelly traffic, and nearly
everylanguageon the planetspokenon its
streets.| am a differentkind of person for
having lived herethanl would havebeen
had | stayed in my hometown of
Louisville.

So, living where | do, why would |
chooseo write abouta small-townsetting
in the Southeast?The short answerwas
that my publisher asked me to. The
longer, perhaps mor¢ruthful answer,was
that thesecharactersdlemandedheir own
town and held me hostage until |
compliedwith their wishes.

Initially, the serieswas to have featured
three suburban Houston women, all in

their forties,who got tired of being taken
for granted and decided to start a
landscapingcompany so people would

takethemseriously.

Thenl wrotethebook.And afunny thing
happenedon the way to The End. The

setting changedNand so did the
characters. They grew. The town shra
Mountains beganto form. The small-
town atmospherallowedthe characters
to become closer friends as well as
businesgpartners. was halfway to the
Appalachiansbhefore my publisherever
uttered a word.

And the book becamea betterstory. AA

Donna Andrews

Has Donna Andrewsgoneto the birds

again? Yep. Crouching Buzzard,
Leaping Loon, fourth in her Meg
Langslow series, introduces the
eccentric programmers of Mutant
Wizards, the computergame company
foundedby MegObrother Rob, andthe
wayward therapists sharing the
WizardOsubleasedjuarters. Whenthe
office practical joker is strangledwith

a mousecord, the police suspectRob,
and Megturns sleuthto protecthim.

My Meg books start with a vision;

plot, characterandlocationflow out of

that. For Murder With Peacocksl saw
Meg asthe onesanepointin themiddle

of chaosNI decidedafterwardto setthe

book in Yorktown, wherel grew up.

Murder With Puffins began when was
almost marooned overnight on

Monheganisland with severalhundred
avid birdwatchers. Revenge of the

Wroughtlron Flamingoshadto happen
on the Revolutionarybattlefieldswhere
| playedasa child. CrouchingBuzzard,
LeapingLoon grew out of the day my

employer installed self-propelled elect
mail cartsNand | knew at first sight

that | had to kill someoneon or with

oneof thosecarts.

| heard Turing HopperOsvoice long

beforel knewwhatstory sheOtell. And

| set the original draft of YouOvé&ot

Murder in an unspecifiedEasterncity.

Thenmy agentwisely said, OSett in a

real place, dammit.OSo | stole a scrap
of Crystal City for the Universal
Library headquarters, arrdwrote all the
scenego happenon real streetsin real
Washingtonareaneighborhoodsl was
astonishedat how much life this added
to the book.

No matter what comes first, plot,
characterand location have to work in

harmony before IOmsatisfied that the
latestdraftis the bestbookit canbe.AA

Elaine Viets

Like her character, Helen Hawthorne,
Elaine Vietsactually worksthoseawful

jobs in her new DeadbBEndlob series
from Signet.Shehas beena dressshop
clerk, a bookseller and telemarketer
who called you at dinner time. At one
minimum wage job, she got a

twentyDfiveDcentaise for being Oa
teamplayer.O

Whenl first movedto SouthFlorida, |
saw an ad for a swingers@Ilub in the
paper.Being a Midwesterner,| was
pleasantlyshocked.Then| readthe ad.
OTry our salad bar!O it said.

Only SouthFlorida would have asalad
baratanorgy.

This is paradiseif youOrea mystery
writer. | love writing my new Dead-Enc
Job series,becausethe placegives me
absolute freedom. Readerswill accept
outrageousehaviorin a South Florida
novel, because they've just read
somethingweirder in the newspaperN
andit wastrue.

In ShopTill You Drop, my characters
engage in elegant blackmail, drug
dealing, and murder at an exclusive
dress shop called JulianaOsAlready,
peoplehavetold me theyOvshoppedat
JulianaOsNeven though | made the pl
up out of whole cloth.

New Floridians have no past. My
amateurdetective,Helen Hawthorne is
typical. SheOson the run from the
courts and her exbhusband.

Other seriesshow old Florida, Cuban
Florida, and ultrabrichFlorida. | show
FloridaOswvorking world, wherepeople
get by on minimumbwagejobs. 10ve
worked those deadbengobs and met
thosepeople. Theyaretoughandfunny.

In a South Florida novel,the characters
grow out of the place.Peggythe parrot
lady and Phil the invisible pothead
would be possible only in South
Florida.

Anywhereelse, theyOde on Prozacor
in jail.AA
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Meg Chittenden has two short stories
coming out in anthologies, OThree
Blondes Living On Geary,Oand OThe
Spirit Of Washington,(lus a suspense
novel due in September 2003 from
Berkley. More Than You Know features
an FBl agent and a woman whose
husbandsuddenlygoes missing, leaving
behind tracesof a very disturbing secret

life. This year, Meg will attend
Sleuthfest, Malice Domestic and
Bouchercon.

£
Toni L.P. KelnerOs eighth Laura

Fleming mystery, Wed and Buried, was
releasedby Kensingtonin February,and
shehasshort storiesin the anthologiesA
Hot and Sultry Night for Crime and
Criminal Appetites SheOllbe attending
Malice Domestic and Boucherconthis
year, and perhapsother conventionsas
well. Shecan alwaysbe found online at
www.tonilpkelner.com.

Va)

Kris NeriOsTracy Eaton mystery series
was recently nameda Left CoastCrime
2003 Book Club choice, an honor that
went to only four of the hundreds of
authors in attendance. The paperback
edition of her Agatha, Anthony and
Macavity Award-nominated first novel,
Revengeof the Gypsy Queen was just
publishedby Worldwide Mystery.

o)

Charlaine HarrisOsLiving Deadin Dallas
has been nominated for the Pearl, the
Sapphire,andtwo RomanticTimes awards.
Following on the heels of Dead Until

DarkOs Anthony win, itOs obvious her
Sookie Stackhouseseries has cross-genre
appeal.Forthosewho find vampires dittle

on the fangy side, CharlaineOsAurora
Teagardenwill appearin AugustOsPoppy
Doneto Death

&

Marlys Millhiser is hard at work making
Charlie GreeneOs lifdifficult yet again,this
time with a murderousdoseof prescription
drugs, health spas, and screenwriter
Oinstitutes@ San Diego County. Voicesin
the Armoire has breachethe halfway hump
and then some. Marlys will attend Malice_
Domestic this spring, Western WritersC
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News from the Femmes Fatales

Convention in Helena in June, and
Bouchercorin LasVegasthis fall.

&£

Julie Wray HermanOghird book, Three
Dirty Womenand the ShadyAcres will
be availablein a specialeditionat Malice
Domesticin limited quantities. Between
now and its official releasein October
2003, Juliewill betrying to convinceher
husbandthat they needto put in a rose
gardenonthesideof the house aswell as
working hardon hernextbook.

&

Donna Andrews recently learned that
YouOvesot Murder, first in her series
featuringartificial intelligencepersonality
Turing Hopper, has beennominatedfor
the Agatha Award for best mystery of
2003. TuringOsadventurescontinue in
Click Here for Murder, availablein late
April. For more news, reviews, and
signing dates, check donnaandrews.cor

fZa)

Elaine VietsOsiew DeadDEndob series
debutsin May. The first book is Shop
Till You Drop from Signet. Tim Dorsey
calls this South Florida series, OJane
EvanovichmeetsThe Fugitive O In June,
Elaine has a short story, ORedVieat,On

the LawrenceBlock anthology Blood on

Their Hands She wrote that story after
her husbandhired a twenty-three-year-olc
blonde trainer named Heather.



