BLOOD LILY Q&A
All of the questions below are taken from queries I received via email, my website, and the B&N message boards.  Some have been abbreviated for space reasons, but, for the most part, they are as I received them.  Thanks so much to everyone who lobbed in a question!  Enquiring minds wanted to know what enquiring minds wanted to enquire about….

Why did you choose to use a blood lily in the title when the spies are all named after other flowers?  

Since the spy in the book is called the Marigold, the title was originally The Something Something of the Something Marigold (all of my titles start out with lots of somethings and eventually graduate to real words), but the marketing powers that be deemed “Marigold” an insufficiently sexy flower.  I didn't want to change the name of the spy, so we compromised.  The spy stayed the Marigold, but the title changed.  Rather than naming the book after the spy, I put an SOS out on my website, asking readers which flower reminded them most of Penelope.  After many suggestions and much deliberation, the blood lily won out.  It had a flair that seemed to suit Penelope’s fiery spirit.

Why did you have Penelope shamed into marrying the wrong man?

One of the favorite tropes of romance fiction is the Marriage of Convenience plot, in which two relative strangers—who generally don’t like each other much at the outset—are flung together and forced by circumstance into the bonds of holy matrimony, till death do they part.  There are various sub-sets of the Marriage of Convenience: sometimes the marriage arises out of financial necessity, other times because the hero and heroine are caught in a compromising position, but one thing remains the same: no matter the initial circumstances, they always discover in the end that, fortuitously, they were absolutely the right people for each other all along.  Huzzah for True Love and the strange workings of Fate.   

I confess, I enjoy a nice marriage of convenience plot as much as the next person—in fact, I even resorted to one in my third book, The Deception of the Emerald Ring.  But I’ve always had my doubts as to whether all of those marriages of convenience could have ended quite so happily.  What if, once in a while, that couple caught canoodling on a balcony just wasn’t that well suited to one another?  What if, instead of growing together, they grew apart?  The Betrayal of the Blood Lily is an anti-marriage of convenience plot, one in which a popular trope of the genre is turned on its head.  

How does Blood Lily fit into the series?

The Betrayal of the Blood Lily fits into the overall story arc in two ways.  On the one side, it’s a continuation of the story that began with The Masque of the Black Tulip, when we first met Henrietta Selwick’s two best friends, Charlotte and Penelope.  I was intrigued by the character of Penelope, independent, brusque, brash, and, above all, self-loathing.  Over the next few books, as Henrietta and Charlotte found their own places in the world, I watched Penelope careening towards self-destruction, as what had once been high spirits became deliberately self-harming behavior.  How to help Penelope find her own place in the world, someplace where she could be really, truly herself?  The Betrayal of the Blood Lily was the answer to that question.

The second way in which the book links in to the overall series concerns the spy plot.  The Black Tulip may be dead—or missing—but there’s a new floral organization at work.  In The Temptation of the Night Jasmine, we learn about a spy ring which reaches all the way to India, employing such spies as the Marigold, the Frangipani, the Jasmine, and the Moonflower.  We’ll be seeing a lot more of the head of that particular spy ring (known only as the Gardener) and the spy called the Moonflower as the series moves forward.  

Is the Pink Carnation aware of all the activities in India?  If so, who is informing her?

At this point, contrary to what Eloise believes, Jane really doesn't have any idea of what's going on in India.  At the outset of Blood Lily, in 1804, it's been just about a year since Jane founded the League of the Pink Carnation.  She's still building her organization, and very busy with events in France (about which we’ll hear more in Pink VII, The Orchid Affair).  Jane manages to keep an eye on events in England as well as France, but she hasn't branched out into other countries.  Yet.

This seems like a good opportunity for me to interject a few comments about chronology.  The first five books all took place in very close chronological order, one after the other.  Pink Carnation occurred during the spring of 1803, Black Tulip and Emerald Ring took place that summer and Crimson Rose in the fall, while Night Jasmine picked up in December and finished up in spring of 1804.  With The Betrayal of the Blood Lily, which takes place five months away by boat, the chronology of the Pink books leaps forward a bit.  By the time Penelope and Alex arrive in Calcutta, it’s already autumn of 1804.  So there’s lots going on back in England and France during that spring/summer stretch of which Alex and Penelope have no knowledge.  Meanwhile, our folks back in England and France are equally unaware—at least, until the next boat of letters arrives, five months later—of what’s going on in India.

How long does research usually take you, and did you do more for Blood Lily than the previous Carnation books because of the setting?

I usually spend at least two months doing nothing but research before I start writing the book.  I call this my immersion period, as I read everything I can find on a particular area, not taking notes, just letting it sink in.  That way, once I start thinking about the characters and the plot, the historical events can weave themselves organically into the story.  Blood Lily was more of a challenge, research-wise, partly because India is an area with which I was less familiar (despite a memorable experience teaching a class on nineteenth century India during my grad school days), and partly because it's the first time I've done research on a place where I don't speak key languages.  But all that made it fresh and interesting for me. 

I spent a lot of time scrounging around for old pictures and maps, letters and diaries.  I found useful snippets in the most unlikely places: for example, a floor plan of the Governor General's residence in Calcutta at around the same time Penelope would have been staying there, buried a book about the men who ruled India.  I relied very heavily on contemporary journals and travellers’ reports for descriptions of buildings and landscapes, and, when I couldn't find those, on historians' summaries of those letters, journals, and other materials to which I didn't have immediate access.  There was a surprising wealth of material available on the period and especially on Hyderabad.  (For more information, you can flip back a few pages to the Historical Note, where I list specific sources and influences.)

When are we going to learn all the sordid details behind the Jeremy and Colin/Serena's mother’s story? Why is Serena so disturbed by Jeremy's presence? 

In The Orchid Affair, Eloise and Colin are going on their first mini-break together: to Paris for Colin's mother's birthday bash.  We'll get to meet Colin’s mother, Caroline Selwick-Selwick-Alderly, for the first time and see more of the big, happy family all together.  And by big, happy family, I mean hideously dysfunctional soap opera-type people.

Will we see Alex’s family in future books?

Oh, boy, will you!  As you could probably tell, I was more than a little bit fascinated by Alex’s complicated family, both as an aggregate and as individuals.  I have big plans for Alex’s father (who is currently on his way back to England); his brother, the Moonflower; and his two sisters, Kat and Lizzy.  In fact, we’re going to meet his youngest sister, Lizzy, in the next book up, The Mischief of the Mistletoe, where she’s wreaking havoc on Miss Climpson’s Select Seminary for Young Ladies, in the company of Agnes Wooliston and Sally Fitzhugh.  Take three high-spirited young ladies, Jane Austen, Turnip Fitzhugh, some Christmas puddings, and stir….

