The other day a friend of mine asked me if I knew someone who’d make a good detective. Concerned that he might want his wife followed, his neighbour spied upon, or some other mad enterprise undertaken, I was reassured to be told that his interest was much more exotic. He – a novelist – was thinking of turning to crime fiction and was looking around for a hero. Did I think a crime reporter might be suitable? 

Well, I began to explain, the problem is that crime reporters don’t actually investigate crime. They hang around those who do and hope to pick up one or two crumbs of information that they can make into something that will pass, in the paper the following day, for a full meal. These days the competition from television, radio, and the internet means crime reporters are so afraid of missing the latest crumb, however small, that they hang around in large packs at the scene, and co-operate more than their readers or viewers would like to know. In short, my novelist friend might struggle to convincingly base on a crime reporter the slightly eccentric loner that makes for a good detective hero (or heroine). 

He’d have another problem, too: the kind of illegalities that such journalists now spend much of their time reporting. Crime now seems uglier, more violent; less the stuff of intriguing mysteries, more that of horror stories. I’m not sure that crime actually is more ugly, it just seems that way because of the way the media covers it. We are given the shocking and excessively violent because, to a large degree, television sets the agenda and its fast approach favours the simplistic and brutal, rather than the subtle. So we get a concentration on child abductions, street robberies, and multiple-shootings on college campuses. 
Crime in fiction is very different. It is a world of resentments, plots, tortured consciences, and several likely suspects. You could argue that none of this actually happened but is all made up. Yet until recent decades the kind of crime reported in newspapers was very similar to the crimes written about in novels. There were people poisoning those who stood between them and an inheritance, women attracting love rivals to a lonely villa and hitting them to death with a hair-dryer, and apparently harmless little bank clerks stealing thousands from their employers to satisfy the fast women for whom they had lost their head a organised the disappearance of their boring wives. Heiresses, country houses, jealousy, surrender to long-suppressed lust, and the emergence of murderous plots in the minds of the hitherto (fino a quell momento) -respectable were constant themes. Newspapers often had pages and pages of stories with plots indistinguishable from the crime novels.

Such crimes are still committed. What’s changed is the ones we choose to report, and the way newspapers and magazines report them. Not only do we take our cue from television, but in the understaffed, don’t-bother-to-go-out-of-the-office-but-look-it-up-on-Google journalism of today we rely far more on the official spokesperson or the press conference. It should be our mission to resist this sheep-like approach, and look instead for stories which benefit from detail, character, and even complexity. Perhaps we should be reversing the question my friend put to me, and asking not if journalism can provide a hero for a novel, but whether fiction can be the basis for better reporting. 
 
