WHAT YOU MIGHT WANT TO DISCUSS WITH SALLY WRIGHT

1. When you write a mystery, you go far beyond what the average reader might expect to find within one - i.e. your reader gets some “bonuses.”  What are the extras you provide for your fans?

I’m trying to write something more than a simple mystery.  I want to put words together so that people get that unexpected stab of satisfaction that only really comes from words when they shape a place, or a person, or a slant on reality well.  My characters get caught in complex tangles of good and evil that could actually happen in real life. And I pick at human behavior in a lot of contexts, turning over ethics and modern morality, hoping to help all of us consider our own lives and how we ought to live.

I also like writing about unusual undertakings and interesting places that most readers don’t have time or opportunity to learn about themselves. Which means I get the pleasure of  traveling to places I wouldn’t go otherwise, studying local history and figuring out how to use it, while getting ideas given to me by the settings I visit and the people I meet. I ask strangers questions I couldn’t ask in polite conversation and I often get answers that I wouldn’t have gotten if I were actually a friend.

2. Reviewers have compared you to some of the greatest writers of your genre, like P. D. James, Elizabeth George, and Josephine Tey. The Washington Times says your work "echoes Dorothy Sayers and Ngaio March without in anyway imitating them." How do you feel about these comparisons and do you agree with any of them? 

I’m glad they think so! Traditional, classic British mysteries are about the only mysteries I read. I don’t like spending time with cannibalistic serial killers. No, I love Sayers, Tey, Allingham, Marsh and Christie, and certainly P.D. James, so when I started writing my own books, I tried to give my readers what I liked about theirs. I’ve developed my own style, I hope, with my own sensibilities, and my own methods of making fiction seem real. And I’m American, not British too, so there’s a strange combination of the two traditions. Ben’s an American, but the books are set in both cultures. At least so far. He’ll travel to other places later.

3. Why are mysteries still popular with readers?

A few people argue that mystery novels are “great literature.” I wouldn’t put myself in that camp, but I would say that, like great literature, the traditional, classic mystery is inherently moral.  The center of its concern is that wrong has been committed and the guilty party deserves to be sought and caught. I suspect that a large part of why mysteries are as enormously popular as they are today stems from the morality of mysteries contrasted with the lack of  moral substance in much contemporary fiction. Obviously, people like solving puzzles, too. And death can be talked about in mysteries in ways that apply to all of us.

4. Each Sally Wright mystery takes the reader into a different and complex world that most of us would not know much about. How do you decide which “new world” to zoom in on and how do you do your research?

I choose certain undertakings because it’s something I love, like horses.  Sometimes it’s something I want to learn about, like stone sculpture, or falconry. Other times it’s serendipity.  For instance, when our daughter was studying at Oxford, we went into a small church in a nearby village, and I read a tombstone buried in the floor that said, “Here lyeth the body of John Pryor gent; who was murdered and found hidden in the priory garden in this Parishin 1697”  I wrote down the whole epitaph, which was a lot more complicated than that, read the guidebook, asked questions, and used it years later as a starting point for part of the plot in PURSUIT AND PERSUASION.  
The preparation is different for each book. I can do a lot of work in libraries where a book is set, but there’s nothing like talking to experts, people who can listen to my early ideas, and say, “No, it isn’t like that.” I love that part. Getting to know a sculptor, watching him work, using a hammer and chisel with him guiding me. Watching flyfishers and being taught myself --only to discover how hard it really is.  Of course there’s nothing more depressing than having a murder method all worked out, and then hearing a pathologist say it wouldn’t work that way at all.  But that’s just one way reality looks you in the eye and makes you write better. I really want readers to get caught up in the historical, sociological, and professional worlds I write about. I did, when I did the research --some of which is listed here: 

 Hunted with hawks, falcons and ferrets in Scotland, handled owls and eagles

 Researched the history of rubber and tire-making

 Talked to rare books collectors and book dealers

 Interviewed microbiologists and pathologists 

 Studied water colorists in Scotland, 

 Toured a morgue

 Interviewed a great number of eccentrics in obscure places, including beekeepers and army historians

5. What “worlds” do you plan to explore in future books in the series?

I’ll set books in other places besides England, Scotland and the U.S. Ben will become involved with a woman in the not too distant future. In the fourth book, there’s a character who’s bedridden with MS.  I’ve interviewed people with MS, but I’ll have to study it from a lot of other angles. I’ll examine attitudes toward pain and suffering and the difference made by attitude, will, and beliefs concerning life after death.  I’ll touch on euthanasia, then change focus entirely and discuss the ways in which government imposes “right of eminent domain” and takes away private property.  The fourth book will be set in the barrier islands off the coast of Georgia and South Carolina in the early 1960’s, though there’ll probably be “horsey” areas in North Carolina and Virginia that will play into the plot too. I’ll also consider what’s happened to the descendents of some very successful early American inventors and entrepreneurs. 

6. Another bonus you provide for readers is the subtle manner in which you have incorporated your own personal attitudes about society, religion and government between the lines of your stories. What views are you putting forth, for e.g. in PURSUIT AND PERSUASION?

All writers put their worldviews in their books, one way or the other. I show people in the early Sixties, when academia, in particular, was beginning to undergo substantive changes, and let readers make the comparisons themselves. I show a few people who take their moral commitments and their religious beliefs seriously, and describe the kind of decisions they find themselves having to make. I emphasize the ethical side of life that’s often mocked or ignored today as a serious arena of choice and thought.

7. Your main character, archivist Ben Reese, provides a fascinating mix of characteristics and personal history. You have said he is modeled on a real-life hero -- a World War II veteran. What does he represent for you aside from being a charismatic and very unusual sort of "amateur sleuth"? 

Ben Reese is very much based on a real life academic archivist who was a behind-the-lines scout in World War II.  I knew the man for many years as a quiet, witty, self-deprecating, observant, gentle person and then learned, much to my amazement, that he’d been part of a Scouting Group the GI’s called “The Nighttime Special.” My friend would be sent out at night, in groups of  two or four, to take German command posts and photograph German documents. “Taking a command post” meant sneaking through the German defenses, killing the men in the posts silently, photographing their documents but leaving everything as you found it, so the Germans wouldn’t know Intelligence had been there and change their material or troop arrangements, or the papers needed by the underground.

I find the two sides of my friend’s character fascinating. He’s a man of intellect and a man of action.  He didn’t enjoy killing with his bare hands; he did it because he thought the war was justified, and he was handed a job that had to be done. He’s spent the rest of his life trying to heal, not hurt; trying to guide students as he would’ve wanted to be guided himself, while studying artifacts that interest him as concrete examples of human history. All of that made me want to create the fictional person I call Ben Reese and get to know him over several books. Ben has both physical and emotional scars from the war, and his  dedication and masculinity and self-sacrifice, in spite of those scars, appeal to me. I’m interested in his reluctance to injure as well as the decisiveness that kicks-in when he knows he has to, the breadth of  his perspective in a lot of areas, and the way he works at not taking himself seriously. Yet, every time I refer to specific events in the war - Ben being strapped under a Piper Cub and flown out of Germany after he was wounded - those events actually happened. My friend lived through them. I talk about them accurately, in homage to him, because he never will. Still, our kids would probably tell you Ben’s a lot like my husband. The personality itself, not the career, or the past.

8. What other functions does Ben Reese serve in "Sally Wright's world?"

Ben gives me an excuse to learn about all kinds of things he would know and I don’t, that I think would be fun to study. Manuscripts, paintings, coins, rare books --all the kinds of things people bring to “The Antiques Roadshow.” Working with Ben over a long period of time gives me a chance to contemplate what it would be like to be a man too, which is an interesting exercise for me. I have to research real soldiers and consider what it would’ve been like to fight in the Second World War, to face physical danger and choose to take it on when I wouldn’t want to do that at all. Writing about Ben makes me learn, change, and expand the way I see things. Working with the friend of mine upon whom Ben is based does that for me even more, maybe.  Getting to know  the mind and soul of someone else, someone who is interested in seemingly everything there is to know is a lot of fun for me.

9. Reese and his work at Alderton University, are used by you to reveal some searing insights into the world of academia. Are these based on your own experiences? How do you see the university world of the 60s compared to that world today?

My perspective on academia is based loosely on my own experiences at five universities, at a marine biological institute on Cape Cod where my husband studied, and at the college both our kids attended. It comes from my fascination with human nature more than anything, as it’s manifested in academic settings.

I was a sucker of the Sixties --in college in the late Sixties and early Seventies when life was on the loose, when professors were making themselves ridiculous trying to look and act “young,” when being “relevant” was the most important thing that could be said about you as a professor.  Students were out “struggling in the streets,” and university presidents and their boards were getting buffaloed. Professors were starting to smoke dope and sleep with students fairly openly, and blind eyes were being turned to a lot of unprofessional behavior. 

It was different in the Fifties and early Sixties, and I got to watch that too, because of  two older brothers.  Rules were tighter.  Behavior of students and professors was closely monitored. There was a long established code of expectations for professorial behavior. The small liberal arts college where my real-life archivist worked had a professorial “old guard” who took new professors “under their wing” and taught them to take responsibility for their students --to really try to get to know them, and truly mentor them when they needed academic or personal help. The older professors there, in many instances, tried hard to teach students to think for themselves, while passing on the accumulated wisdom of the ages.  Their hope was that their students could then put the blips of daily life into the perspective of a long-term view that encouraged responsibility, as serious citizens, once they were out of school.  Not every professor did that. But that was the climate of expectation.

Today? Standards are lower in a lot of areas, academically and behaviorally. More university freshman have trouble writing a complete sentence. Western civilization is mocked or ignored. Many students, not surprisingly, have very little sense of history --of where we’ve come from, and what it means, and how it applies to what’s happening in the world. A Ph.D. in Astrophysics can get through school without hearing of Jane Austen or reading a word by Tolstoy. Classes are huge and often taught by graduate assistants. Some professors do what they have to do to get tenure, and then coast. Others are so pressured by the “publish or perish” and “get your own grant” syndromes, they have very little time to teach or mentor anyone.  It can’t be easy in today’s state schools, run on quotas, with bucks brought in by way too many students. 

10. The public believes in certain stereotypes regarding the world of academia versus the world of business. How do you compare these two worlds in terms of their similarities and differences? 

I think academics in the Sixties and Seventies tended to see themselves as the watchdogs of morality in America.  Many professors then, when I was directly connected with academia, never worked outside an academic institution, yet perceived business people as wildly immoral --almost an underclass of exploiter barely a cut above the Mafia.  I, on the other hand, was raised with a family business started by my father (an orphan, raised in an orphanage,  who put himself through college during the Depression) and my mother (an army brat from a middle-class family that had lived through substantial difficulty).  As a kid, in the years of financial panic, emotional strain and sacrifice that small-business people face (if they’re lucky enough to survive the start-up), I saw a different side of business than many do. I heard the phone calls late at night from employees with tragedy in the family and saw my mother go to the hospital to sit with them.  I knew what it felt like to have your formulas stolen and then have to buy them back because a page in a contract had been altered and substituted.  I also watched teams of employees struggle together to serve customers and solve problems and put their own agendas behind them to keep the company going and put food on everybody’s tables.  That is not to say that there aren’t egotistical self-seeking vicious people in business.  They’re just forced, a fair amount of the time, to work together to accomplish clear-cut goals. 

Academics don’t typically work as a team to produce measurable results.  Even in a scientific setting, it’s usually one scientist’s lab.  He has graduate students who do much of his work, and when they accomplish something, the major credit typically goes to the lab director, even if they publish jointly.  Academics’ careers depend on their individual ability to develop their own reputations, for that’s what brings tenure, government grants, high salaries, respect from their peers, better labs, more interesting courses (assuming they actually teach), more time off to write, and students who hang on their every word (the appeal of this cannot be underestimated).  The desire to make yourself look brilliant drives the cocktail parties as much as the faculty lectures, where making the speaker look stupid and yourself  look good is often a part of the general amusement.

The moral standards academics of  the late Sixties and Seventies applied to “business” often weren’t applied to themselves.  Graduate student research got repressed or stolen by mentor/professors, lies about results were told when there was grant money to be made, and wives or husbands were seduced and then mocked while fingers were pointed steadily and self-righteously toward business.  

A surprise? No. Human nature is what it is.  There are obviously countless professors of remarkable ability and moral character who condemn the entire aforementioned behavior.  Several are still among my all-time favorite people, who’ve influenced me substantially as a person and a writer.  But the drive in academia to excel and be noticed strikes me as a particularly interesting example of a trait we all fight -- the desire to set oneself above other people, in one or more of a thousand ways.

11. The titles of your books all start with the letter "P" -- words such as pursuit, persuasion, publish, perish, pride, and predator. What's next? What will you do when you run out of words starting with "P"?

I’ve had to come to grips with the rest of the alphabet already. The  next book will be called Behind The Bonehouse.  After that I don’t know.

