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P E N A N C E
Ten years ago, Lori Bryant, as a teenager walked in on her boyfriend
Tommy Doyle and his two cousins, just in time to see Tommy kill a
young doctor in a drug related crime gone bad. Today, Lori, now
married and divorced from Tommy is living in Maine under an alias
with their four year old daughter. She has finally established a new life,
met someone, and is slowly beginning to think she and her daughter
may have the chance for a better future. Unbeknownst to her, all that’s
about to change, as some from her past are seeking her out to do her
harm and some to do her good. Tommy, recently released from prison
for non-related crimes has mixed feelings about his ex-wife Lori. He
doesn’t want to hurt her but he also doesn’t want her talking to the Feds
or anyone else. Tommy has anger management problems but he’s
working on it. John Gilfillan, a retired Boston homicide detective has
been asked to take another look at this unsolved homicide that he
wasn’t able to solve years before. Gilfillan is good at his work but not so
good in his personal life. Long divorced but still willing to try, he has
slowly been developing a relationship with a bartender who has
problems of her own. Tony Gazzo, the highly competent, but possibly
autistic right hand of a local crime boss has also been charged with
finding Lori. His boss is concerned there may be some overlapping
interests that may be compromised. Tony also has relationship
problems. Last, but not least, Lori’s estranged father, Albee Bryant is
looking to find Lori to warn her about Tommy. He was a terrible father,
always drunk and abusive, but he’s hoping he will be able to make a
difference and make amends. Penance.
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PENANCE DISCUSSION TOPICS & QUESTIONS

 1. You really can’t make this stuff up…

As a writer, I am often asked where I get the
ideas for my stories and novels and if I make it
all up. I think all fiction writers no matter what
the genre are influenced by their life
experiences and relationships as well as what’s
going on in the world around them, and I’m no
different. Writers can exaggerate or distort or
completely change an incident or character and
it’s called artistic license. Examples in my
writing would include the unsolved homicide in 

Have you had the same experience?
Has something you witnessed or read about seemed too outrageous to be true?

the beginning of Penance which was loosely based on a homicide from many years ago that
I really don’t know any of the details. The body being found in a quarry in Quincy is based
on bodies actually being found in that quarry. 

The massage parlor featured in several chapters of Penance was based on one in Maine that
was raided by the FBI and shut down years ago before I lived in Maine. Again I didn’t
actually know anybody that worked there and most of the details are fiction. In reality,
working there was probably much more horrible than I portrayed.   

I admire writers who write historical fiction and science fiction and make it seem believable
but if you look closely they often still contain the universal themes of love or greed or
jealousy or whatever that all writers use and I’m sure much of that has come from their
personal experience.
 
I can’t speak for other writers but when I hear of something that strikes me as unusual or
just funny, I jot it down thinking I will be able to use it somewhere in my writing.  
 

FOR DISCUSSION:
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 2. Pantser or Plotter?

When I first heard the term “Pantser” I was at a
writer’s conference where best-selling author
Tess Gerritsen was speaking and answering
questions about her writing style. Her comments
made my day.  I had been writing for a while but
was only recently involved in the local writer’s
community. I was having some doubts about my
own writing style after attending a few
seminars and reading a few articles in trade
journals that focused on developing outlines for
w

Do you think being a “Pantser” is a legitimate style of writing or is Ed, as his high school
English teacher once told him, "just plain lazy"? 
Do you think a “Pantser can become a “Plotter?” Or is the opposite true?  

what you were attempting to write and developing detailed bios for each of your characters
that you may or may not use. That’s never been my style, I just write and let it take me where
it goes. The next day I reread what I have written, edit as needed, and keep going. I have a
general idea in my head of what the book is about and where it’s going to end up but that is
always subject to change. A minor character can be promoted and end up being the central
character for three or four chapters. {Tony Gazzo in Penance is an example of that.} After the
initial draft is done I go back and start rewriting. This is somewhat of a weakness of mine
because I never know when to stop rewriting and usually keep going even after the editor
has accepted it for publication and is ready to go forward. 
 
When Tess Gerritsen described herself as a “Pantser”, meaning she wrote by the seat of her
pants, not knowing exactly how it was going to end up or how she was going to get there, it
resonated with me. I was a “Pantser!” Since that day I have heard a number of other
successful writers described as “Pantsers” including Stephen King and Margaret Atwood.
 

FOR DISCUSSION:
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 3. Location, location, location.

Location is important when buying real estate
but it’s also important when writing fiction.
Some feel location is as important in fiction as
the characters. While I admire those writers
who can write believable stories about a place
they have never been to and a time period long
before they were born, I am not one of them. I
write about the places I know fairly well and
feel connected to. For me those places include
where I have lived; all of the New England States 

Can you think of any other authors whose use of location is an important element of
their writing? 
Can you think of an author or book where location isn’t essential?

with the exception of Vermont. Some very successful authors have also made location an
integral part of their writing. Kent Haruf’s small town in Colorado, James Lee Burke’s New
Orleans, Richard Russo’s small town in upstate New York, Robert Parker’s Boston and where
would Charles Dickens be without his London? For me I am more comfortable writing about
the places I know best but have to be careful when writing in the present not to be locked
into my memories of an area from the past such as Boston in the nineteen-seventies when
I lived there or Providence in the late sixties when I lived and worked there. I have been
back to both places many times so I like to think my perception is accurate but the memories
do invade your thoughts. 
 

FOR DISCUSSION:

  

If you witnessed a crime and were given the choice of a new life under an alias, would
you take it? Would having a child sway your decision one way or the other?
Do you think Lori's father did enough to make amends and earn back her trust?
Was Tommy really a villain in this story or was he basically  a good guy who fell in with
the wrong crowd?
Did the ending of Penance satisfy you?

ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

  


