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Nothing but Whoring and
Filth from Start to Finish:

The American Tragedy of
William Lindsay Gresham

By Jimmy Callaway

 


The first book assigned in my sixth grade
reading class was C.S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch, and the
Wardrobe, part one of The Chronicles of Narnia. I lost complete
interest within forty pages. A buncha fruity limey kids and their
goofy talking lion. Bah. Plus, looking back at this particular
assignment as well as some key comments Miss Chapman made in class,
I’m relatively certain now that this (otherwise nice enough) lady
was trying to indoctrinate us into the ways of the one true
Christian God. All the more reason I’m glad I paid more attention
to Comics Scene instead.

This became an old saw: my teachers trying
to get me to read boring garbage like Where the Lilies Bloom
while I insisted on reading stuff like the novelization of Total
Recall. I never lost my passion for reading, especially for
reading that spoke to me, although I had more than one English
teacher attempt to rip that from me along with my self-worth and
poor penmanship.

My senior year in high school, I discovered
the (now) late, lamented crime-zine Murder Can be Fun. John
Marr’s nearly blistering passion for crime literature, as well as
minimalist layout and scathing tone, instilled in me a love for the
genre which has not abated in the slightest. In particular, his
book review section, “Read Hard or Die!” was indispensable to me as
a young high school grad on the rise in the rapid-growth industry
of graveyard-shift gas station attendance. It was within these
meticulously typed pages that I first heard of Nightmare
Alley.

When I first pitched this piece to
Crimefactory, it was going to be an essay on the entire sub-genre
of carny-noir, those stories set in the seamy world of the
traveling carnival. A couple of things almost immediately put the
kibosh on this idea. Firstly, Michael S. Chong has already written
“Carny Noir: Bearded Ladies and a Man-Eating Chicken,” a fairly
complete piece of research to which I’d be able to add little.
Secondly, many of the novels are so rare and out-of-print, it would
cost me a small fortune to obtain enough research material.

But most of all is the bare fact that
Nightmare Alley is the definitive novel of its kind, if for
no other reason than that the masterful execution of the story
allows the book to transcend all generic trappings to prove itself
a pure example of American tragedy.

The basic structure of the classic tragedy
is the story’s protagonist rises to great heights, but because of a
fatal flaw, is brought horribly low. This form of story-telling
remained immensely popular for thousands of years, going back to
the ancient Greeks, only to be almost completely uprooted, it would
seem, by 1950 or so. Post-war America didn’t really wanna be bummed
out anymore, and since Western culture tends to be a pretty driving
force, this trend of happy endings remains dominant today. Even
when you come across a particularly depressing piece of literature,
it rarely holds to the classical structure, more often opting for
the vast post-modern ennui of existentialism and nihilism (nothing
wrong with that, of course).

Although Nightmare Alley was first
published in 1946, the time Gresham spent gathering research for
this novel and for the non-fiction Monster Midway was smack
in the middle of the Great Depression. When you add to that the
man’s own life-long struggles with alcoholism and what would
probably be diagnosed today as severe depression, you have an
extremely fertile ground for tragedy writ large. Also, Gresham’s
obvious interest in Freudian theory soundly rounds out the tragic
atmosphere; they don’t call it an Oedipal complex for nothing.

The story opens on young Stan Carlisle, an
amateur magician helping run the mentalist act at the Ten-in-One
show. The junior huckster is eager to learn all the ins and outs of
the fortune-telling racket, almost as eager as he is to get into
the pants of Zeena, the show’s palm- and mind-reader. Early on, we
see that Stan is willing to pull out all stops to get what he
wants. And why not? He’s young, good-looking, and smart enough to
talk himself out of the tightest situations. After the life he’s
had so far, he feels he deserves what’s coming to him.

Eventually teaming up with the innocent,
doe-eyed Molly (herself something of an Elektra poster-girl), Stan
leaves the carny to go into business for himself. Becoming the
Reverend Stanton Carlisle, he begins fleecing the lonely rich
widows who come to him looking for evidence of life after death.
And again, why not? Like any drug dealer worth his salt, Stan’s
just giving them what they want most, and if they don’t get it from
him, they’ll just get it elsewhere.

The psychology of Stan’s character runs to
chilling depths. Saddled with a holier-than-thou father whom he
despises—a hatred he projects onto nearly every authority figure
with whom he comes into contact—Stan was also left with deep
emotional scars after his mother ran off with the local singing
instructor. Abandoned at such a young age, Stan turned to magic to
affect some measure of control over his reality and, eventually,
that of others. Yet even during his highest triumphs, Stan is
plagued with a recurring nightmare: running down an alley into a
blinding light, death ever at his heels. We all have a nightmare
alley, Stan reasons, but he’s also managed to convince himself that
he’s going to come out the other side.

He’s wrong.

Gresham didn’t just craft a classic plot,
but his technique is unbelievably subtle, especially for a novel
that seems to view life, as Stan says, as “nothing but whoring and
filth from start to finish.” However, it only makes sense, with a
protagonist who relies so heavily on prestidigitation, that the
author would not be quick to give away his tricks. Each time Stan
pulls off a momentous scam, the reader is forced to fill in the
blanks as to exactly what happened. Gresham often accomplishes this
by adding a sort of P.S. to certain chapters, where the
point-of-view is from someone peripheral to the action—a cab
driver, a morgue attendant, a railroad bull. This refusal on
Gresham’s part to fully disclose every detail not only makes him a
boon to pulp fiction, but to story-telling in general.

There’s also a level of irony at work in the
story, one which creates a sort of tension one can only find in the
best psychological novels. As stated above, it is clear that
Gresham was at least passingly familiar with the works of Sigmund
Freud, which would not put him in an exclusive club for any author
of the time. But Gresham also sets up one of the most debilitating
femme fatales the genre has ever seen, one Dr. Lilith Ritter. She
begins her association with Stan first as an ally, helping him pick
out a prime mark, one who will give the big pay-off. Then she
becomes his lover as his physical obsession with her increases,
then his enabler as he begins the slide into alcoholism, and
finally his puppet master, the one who truly pulls the strings. The
fact that Dr. Ritter successfully utilizes Freudian analysis to
finally convince Stan that he is insane can be considered quite the
juxtaposition, since Gresham himself leans so heavily on those
theories to characterize his protagonist. What Gresham seems to be
getting at overall by casting Ritter in this light is that even
though Stan has risen to the level of supreme confidence trickster,
the true artists of the form hold Ph.D.s in psychology.

What remains probably my favorite rabbit
that Gresham pulls out of his hat is, at this point, he begins to
lead you toward a happy ending. Once Ritter wrings Stan out, he
hits the skids. He’s a wanted man, and he rides the rails, becoming
more and more of an animal as his slide downwards continues. But
then Stan’s nightmare finally comes true: the alley. Stan comes out
on the other side of it, but far from being intact. But as soaked
in brandy as his brain is at this point, even Stan realizes that if
he doesn’t clean up his act and quickly, he’ll not only be
destitute but dead, either by his hand or another’s.

So he goes home again. Back to Zeena, ever
the mother/lover figure, and back to the carny. It looks like
things will work out after all, and despite what a bastard Stan is,
the reader feels a sense of relief that, even at a man’s lowest
ebb, he can still find love and sanctity in himself and his
friends. As half-man acrobat Joe Plasky says of Stan, “That guy was
never born to hang.”

This proves to be the only time the wise
Plasky is wrong. And as if to illustrate just how tenuous is the
grip of anyone on his or her sanity, all it takes is a single
headline, read almost by accident, to finally send Stan over the
deep end. Stan, having risen, fallen, and risen again, has nowhere
to go at this point but down, even further than he or any
respectable human being has before. Gresham, with an evident glee,
pulls the rug out from under this tragic figure, and the reader
shares that sinking feeling in the pit of the stomach as the book
ends.

By all accounts, Gresham’s personal life was
not all that far a cry from his fiction. Apparently himself a
raging alcoholic and a wife beater, Gresham eventually drove off
his wife and the mother of his two sons, Joy Davidman, to whom
Nightmare Alley is dedicated. Herself a writer, Davidman had
struck up a loving correspondence with another writer, whom she
went on to marry. That writer was C.S. Lewis, creator of the
Chronicles of Narnia.

If by a man’s works you shall know him, then
C.S. Lewis was a kind and gentle soul who truly believed in the
teachings of Christ and the Sermon on the Mount. On the other side
of that coin, William Lindsay Gresham was a bitter and disturbed
man, who took his own life in 1962, dying in the relative obscurity
of a flophouse hotel room.

The works of C.S. Lewis are adored the world
over, translated into over thirty languages and adapted into stage
plays, TV specials, and movies. His messages of universal morality
and a rational approach to Christianity have won him as converts
many sixth grade reading teachers.

You ask me, though, I say fuck all that
shit. Gimme Nightmare Alley any day of the week.
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THE SOURCE:

NOVEL EXCERPT:

KILLER

BY

DAVE ZELTSERMAN

 


1993

 


“What if I gave them Salvatore
Lombard?”

That gets my lawyer’s attention.
It would have to, me offering up Boston’s top crime boss. Up until
that moment he’d only been going through the motions, halfheartedly
suggesting that he might be able to cut me a deal for thirty years,
but using a tone which indicated he didn’t really believe that. I
can’t blame him. I’ve already seen the same videotapes and wire tap
transcripts that he has. The state has me dead to rights for a long
laundry list of crimes including extortion, a shitload of Mann Act
violations and attempted murder. My busting up an undercover cop’s
skull with a crowbar was only icing on the cake as far as they were
concerned.

“You’re sure about this?” he
asks.

I nod. This wasn’t a spur of the
moment decision on my part. It was something I’ve been mulling over
for weeks, ever since I realized someone in Lombard’s organization
must’ve given up the operation. This was the reason I fired the
lawyer Lombard had cherry picked for me, and had my wife, Jenny,
find me a virgin one, someone not connected. I am forty-eight, and
maybe betraying Lombard means I’m never going to see forty-nine,
but I’ll be fucked if I’m going to be buried in a prison cell for
the next thirty years.

“And you can tie him to all
this?”

“Yeah.”

“That might change things,” he
admits. “Let me see what I can do.”

His face is flushed now. He stands
up abruptly and knocks on the small square Plexiglas window
embedded in the locked door, and two guards come into the room to
escort me to my cell. Less than an hour later I’m brought back to
the same room. My lawyer’s waiting for me, his face still flushed,
maybe even a bit shiny at this point. I take the chair opposite
him, and we both wait patiently until the guards leave the room and
close the door behind them.

“If you can really deliver
Salvatore Lombard—”

“I can.”

“Then I can get you fourteen
years,” he says. “This is a gift given what they have on
you.”

“I need better than
that.”

He stares at me, his eyes widening
as if I’m crazy. “Leonard, let me try to impress on you how
generous their offer is. I know the DA must be salivating over the
prospect of nailing Lombard, but fourteen years is the best he can
give you without inciting a riot within the police department after
what you did to that officer, not to mention those other people. I
wouldn’t have a prayer of doing better than that if this went to
trial—”

“I can do the fourteen years.
That’s not what I’m saying.”

“Then what?”

I shift in my seat, my gaze
wandering past him. “If I give up Lombard he’ll tie me to other
felonies. I need immunity from those. Fourteen years is all I do
regardless of what else I confess to.”

“What else did you do?”

I shake my head. “When we have a
deal in place I’ll give the rest to the DA.”

My lawyer gives me a funny look,
but he gets up again and signals through the Plexiglas window. The
guards let him out, but this time they don’t bother taking me back
to my cell. I sit alone for no more than fifteen minutes before my
lawyer is let back in. His eyes are hard on mine as he
nods.

“As long as there’s no crimes
involving children, no child porn, and no sex crimes, the DA’s
willing to give you a free pass on everything else if what you give
them can be verified and is enough for a conviction.”

“We’ve got a deal then,” I tell
him.

My lawyer and I meet with the DA.
After I’m given the paperwork for the deal my lawyer has worked
out, I give the DA what he needs. It takes them three weeks to
check it out, but once they have Lombard charged, we all meet again
so I can outline the rest of my crimes, the ones I’m going to be
given immunity for. It takes a while. There are so many of them.
When I go over the twenty-eight murders that I did for Salvatore
Lombard, the DA’s face turns ashen. Involuntarily, my lawyer’s lips
twist into a sick smile, almost as if I’m pulling something over on
him too.

I breathe easier after that. Ever
since I fired Lombard’s chosen lawyer, I was expecting Lombard to
either find a way to kill me or to leak my involvement with those
killings to make sure I couldn’t cut any deal. I guess he couldn’t
figure out a way of doing either of them without screwing himself.
Anyway, a hell of a weight off my chest…
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Bio: The first of Dave Zeltserman’s ‘man out
of prison’ crime thrillers, Small Crimes, was named by NPR as one
of the 5 best crime and mystery novels of 2008, and by the
Washington Post as one of the best books of 2008. The second of his
‘man out of prison’ series, Pariah, was named by the Washington
Post as one of the best books of 2009. Look for Killer and
Outsourced both in 2010. Outsourced has been optioned by Impact
Pictures and Constantin Film and is currently under
development.

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


INTERVIEW:

CHARLIE STELLA VERSUS
CRAIG MCDONALD

 


 


 


 


Charlie Stella’s
Johnny Porno: It’s the
summer of 1973. Disco is King and the New York mob is at the peak
of its power. John Albano, an out-of-work construction worker with
child support and rent payments he can’t keep up with, is driving
for a local car service when his quick hands and honorable nature
place him in the middle of a perfect storm of danger. He’s just
trying to make ends meet with a weekend stint counting heads and
collecting the take at illegal screenings of the recently banned
porno film, Deep Throat, for Mafioso Eddie Vento. But a devious ex-wife, her more
devious ex-husband, the wiseguys behind the film (including one
obnoxious wannabe with a frenzied beef for Albano), the Fleetwood
Eldorado used in the opening scene of the porno film and a host of
cops (both good and bad—including the deranged one Albano punched
out) snowball into an often humorous, sometimes violent,
action-packed trip back to the year Willie Mays hit his last home
run.

 


Craig McDonald’s new
novel, Print the Legend, sends crime novelist Hector Lassiter to 1965 Idaho to
investigate the circumstances of his friend Ernest Hemingway’s
death. Hector has heard rumors of some surviving
Hemingway manuscripts allegedly written by a deluded
Hemingway.  Hector crosses paths with scholar Richard Paulson,
who along with his pregnant wife Hannah, herself an
aspiring writer, is bent on proving that Mary Hemingway
murdered her famous husband. Hector finds himself strongly
drawn to the spirited, formidable Hannah, and senses
sinister forces gathering around the Paulsons, as well. As
Hector digs into the mystery of Hemingway's lost writings, he
uncovers an audacious, decades-long conspiracy tied to the
emergent art movements of 1920’s Paris, the most duplicitous of
Cold War espionage tactics, and J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI...A
scheme to discredit and destroy not only authors, but the
craft of literature itself.

 


Crimefactory asked Charlie
Stella and Craig McDonald to interview one another about their new
novels.

 


 


 



PART I:

CHARLIE STELLA

ON WRITING JOHNNY
PORNO

 


CRAIG: Johnny Porno is
your first historically-centered novel. What was the trigger for
taking on a factually based crime novel?

 


CHARLIE: One of my
favorite crime novels was Ellroy’s American Tabloid because it
dared to play with some Americana that intrigues me. Jess Walter’s
Citizen Vince was another. Then this other guy who has had a lot of
influence on my reading lists put together a couple of great books
that delved into some more Americana and I found myself glued to
the reads of those books. The second author was you. You got me
thinking about a historical based mob novel just from reading Head
Games and Toros & Torsos. Johnny Porno is now the second book
of mine you’ve directly influenced. That frustrated email I’d
written you one day a few years back wound up being the start of
Shakedown (at your suggestion).



CRAIG: How’d you arrive at
the adult film Deep Throat to serve as the axis for Johnny
Porno?

 


CHARLIE: That was
accidental but wonderful. My wife and I were channel surfing one
night and landed on the documentary, Inside Deep Throat. I’d known
very little of what actually happened behind the film. I’d read
about some of the mob stuff but never really knew the details. When
the documentary was over, Ann Marie and I looked at each other and
said, “Next book.”

 


CRAIG: You’ve woven the
factual aspects of Johnny Porno into the fictional world and
characters you’ve created over six previous novels. Tommy Burns is
there, and the Vignieris are afoot, for example. When did you
decide to tie this work into your own fictional world and how’d you
decide who should be players from your other books?

 


CHARLIE: That was probably
the only outlining I’ve ever done, but some of it came about on the
fly; I had always wanted to tie the characters and books together
(what I enjoyed most about some Higgins and Leonard novels) but
once I started the research, I did the math on my characters (ages,
etc.) and it worked out that in 1973, Tommy Burns could just be
starting out in his life of crime. From there it was easy to stay
with the Vignieri crime family.

 


CRAIG: Anything about the
reappearing characters surprise you in terms of writing a kind of
prequel to your previous novels?

 


CHARLIE: Tommy Burns is
one of my favorites and I had always hinted that he was more
complex than the average hit man. I had to give him a sister in JP
because of the short story featuring him in The Milfinators. While
I was there (redeveloping him, so to speak) I decided to get into
his self-righteousness (perhaps due to a nasty relationship with
his old man, his feelings about God, the church, women and his
honorable sense of accountability). What was most surprising was
the Kaprowski character—because of the year (1973), I was able to
have some fun with a young Kaprowski (who first appears in
Shakedown). I’ll have to write another character (or two) from JP
someday because my editor, Peter Skutches, told me something very
interesting after he read a first draft. I asked him to guess which
character was gay and he had guessed wrong (the novel wasn’t fully
developed yet). He told me another character was “but didn’t know
it yet”. Man, did that set my wheels spinning. The character Peter
was alluding to has to return.

 


CRAIG: You’re of an age
that you’d have first-hand memories of 1973…the culture, the cars
and clothes. That said, did you have to do much research or
back-checking in order to evoke that period? Did you find yourself
going back to 1970s tunes or films while you were composing the
novel to stay in mood/era?

 


CHARLIE:
I tried to stay within the scope of what the
characters I wrote might listen to musically, but not necessarily
what I enjoyed playing as a drummer (as a guitarist recently told
me, “Not everybody likes Cream, Charlie”). I also had to think
about the background porn music of the era. Frankly, the research
was a blast. The year (’73) was an incredible source of Americana.
Some of the research involved watching a few old porn flicks
mentioned in the novel (a tough job somebody had to do) and looking
at some doofus pictures of myself from high school but it was a lot
of fun throughout the process and something I hope to try
again.

 


CRAIG: The Friends of
Eddie Coyle (1972) by George V. Higgins is a pivotal book for you
in terms of your own writing. It’s referenced a couple of times in
your new novel. At what point did you realize that in writing 1973,
you were at ground zero, so to speak, for the Coyle era — the book
and the then-fresh film adaptation with Robert Mitchum?

 


CHARLIE: There was no way
I could ignore Eddie Coyle (the book or the movie) writing about
1973. The understated film Peter Yates directed with Mitchum was
brilliant and it reminded me to avoid getting flashy. I needed
something to help bridge a connection between my protagonist and
his female interest and there was Eddie Coyle. I could’ve used
something more popular, I suppose, but that was my way of honoring
one of my favorite writers of any genre; certainly the writer who
most influenced me.

 


CRAIG: Let’s talk about
females and the role of women in your novel, both in terms of the
actresses in the films that are referenced most often in your book
— Linda Lovelace and Marilyn Chambers — and your fictional female
characters. Today pornography is nearly mainstream, certainly more
easily accessible to the masses and in a position to affect
behavior. Was it tough to put yourself in a mindset where the porn
film is just starting to become, if not a date film, at least a
kind of destination movie for more than guys in
raincoats?

 


CHARLIE:
This was one of the most fascinating things I
learned during the research. The two women would eventually share
the same piece of shit as a husband, Chuck Traynor. He had started
Linda Lovelace’s porn career doing short loops with her and
allegedly forcing her to perform with animals. Traynor was an
opportunistic pimp who somehow managed to imbed himself with the
two most famous woman of early porn (Lovelace and Chambers). It was
more a matter of dealing with my male characters (the
cops/wiseguys, etc.) reactions to both women in their respective
films (Deep Throat & Behind the Green Door) than women in
general. That wasn’t so tough because much of early porn was
equally as graphic and gross as the stuff produced today. As for my
female characters, I tried to use an array of women who not only
fit the year but again, also where they were supposed to be in
their lives within the novel. Opportunism works both ways and one
of my female leads certainly used her third husband while still
seeing (and plotting with) the first; a college kid with a strong
ethical background is kind of naively tricked into being a rube for
two very different men and then there’s the protagonist’s female
interest who’s just trying to find a decent guy and get on with her
life. There’s an aging mob mole who accepts her place in that life,
the wife of a kinky cop willing to play kinky games and a desperate
street smart witness who uses what she has to try and
survive.

 


CRAIG: I seem to remember
you went through a period where you were reading the big Russian
novels, maybe about the time you were shaping or writing JP. Johnny
Porno is, I believe without question, your biggest novel — an urban
epic really — a big book with a big cast of characters and this
great backdrop of a vividly etched 1970s New York. Were there any
particular non-crime novels that shaped or in some way influenced
your novel?

 


CHARLIE:
Ah, my Russian phase, as my wife calls it. I had
started my big Russian-like novel a few times. It was so bad my
mind refuses to remember it. What I did want to present in Johnny
Porno as the novel grew were more than the usual cast of good and
bad guys. One of my favorites is a bass player for the
Philharmonic; a lonely decent man who marries the wrong woman for
the wrong reason. If there’s a literary influence in JP it has to
do with an elderly neighbor of John Albano who came to mind
immediately after reading Nikos Kazantzakis’ Zorba the
Greek.

 


CRAIG: A character in your
book is obsessed with obtaining the Cadillac Fleetwood Eldorado
that appears in Deep Throat. In the course of your research, did
you run across something interesting regarding that car that
prompted that plot point? Any stories about what became of that
car?

 


CHARLIE:
It apparently belonged to the director, George
Damiano and was driven down to Miami (where the movie was shot) by
Harry Reems (the doctor in the movie). I don’t know what happened
after that, but I saw a way to play with it (based on the nature of
hustlers). I love old cars and especially Cadillacs. The car was my
obsession. I used to drive a friend around in his Fleetwood during
my fantasy connected days. I loved that boat. I eventually bought
an Eldorado but it didn’t have fins. The Fleetwood Eldorado went
out of production after 1976. Now, of course, I drive a ten year
old Honda. Some things are more painful than others.

 


CRAIG: I hear you; there’s
a reason my guy drives a ’57 Bel Air. What else would you like to
get out there about your new novel?

 


CHARLIE: Firstly, I owe my
writing ass (and the dedication) to Ed Gorman who passed the
manuscript along to Greg Shepard at Stark House Press. Greg liked
it enough to make Johnny Porno Stark House’s first original
publication. That excites me no end; the idea that Johnny Porno
will be a first for a house known for its reprints of classics.
Johnny Porno is definitely my most ambitious novel. Hopefully it is
as well received as my previous works. It sure was fun to research
and write the thing.

 


CRAIG: Anything you care
to share about works in progress…other projects?

 


CHARLIE:
I hope to work with a book C&G had made an
offer on back in the day. Rough Riders was my witness protection
novel that takes place during a particularly cold North Dakota
winter. It brings back the bad guy and the cops from my first
novel, Eddie’s World. I was busy working 6 and 7 days a week there
for a while and didn’t have much time for writing. So far the Wall
Street bailouts and subsequent stimulus has cost me one job. If I
lose the other, I’ll enjoy the extended unemployment and get at it
again.

 


CRAIG: You mentioned your
own music. How’s that going? Does the Average White Band still loom
large in your world?

 


CHARLIE: Actually I’m sitting here
listening/watching the HBO Rock and Roll special and BB King just
did The Thrill is Gone. It reminded me to contact Todd Robinson of
Thug Lit. He graciously asked me to do a reading last year where I
used to live back in my fantasy connection days in Little Italy
(that Milfinators piece with Tommy Burns for Hardcore Harboiled).
There was an older gentleman there playing blues guitar and singing
some tunes. I’m going to write Todd soon and see if I can hire the
guy out to play with (maybe for our Christmas Party). I played my
drums tonight and continue to try and reform a band. We had a
pretty good one going there for a while but life’s interruptions
(like making a living) managed to screw up a good thing. The thing
is, as my wife says, I’m one tenacious SOB … so I’ll get something
together before long. As for the Average White Band, I stay in
touch with their great saxophonist, Fred Vigdor (who has his own CD
out as of last year—Easier than it Looks). AWB still rocks … as
does Fred.

 


 


 


 



PART II:

CRAIG McDONALD

ON WRITING PRINT THE
LEGEND

 


 


CHARLIE: Hector Lassiter
has had about the most interesting life any man could want. Is
there a formula you used to keep the details, historical and
fictional, manageable? Do you have a family tree or organizational
chart you referenced?

 


CRAIG: In the short story
“The Last Interview” that introduced Hector, I put down some mile
markers for Lassiter’s life. In Head Games, there’s a magazine
profile that lays down more. After Toros & Torsos completion, I
thought I’d better formalize a timeline. My editor at the time,
Alison Janssen, was also checking me to be sure I had a real sense
of when Hector wrote certain novels referenced in the Lassiter
series. So at that point, I created this document with names of
wives, what car he drove in a certain year, where he lived…his own
bibliography. Stuff that will never get used, but it keeps me
honest and his biography straight. The series is eight books long
and they all are written, so I have plenty of time to make sure
they square up as they appear.

 


CHARLIE: I know you’re a
Hemingway man so this is personal curiosity. What was writing that
gripping first chapter (the morning of Hemingway’s death) to
Print the Legend like
for you?

 


CRAIG: I’d thought a lot
about Hemingway’s death and the factors leading to it. Hem was
struggling under a huge genetic load in terms of predisposition for
depression and wicked, deep mood swings. The seeds of suicide were
probably sown when his father killed himself while Hem was writing
A Farewell To Arms. Stir in innumerable health issues and an
unknown number of massive concussions…the self-medication of booze,
a bad marriage and those electroshock treatments. Worst: the horror
for a career writer — the stylist of his generation — in being
robbed of words. So I tried mightily to imagine myself in that
terrible position and write it as I thought he might have felt it
that morning. I was trying hard to depict a man, a writer, who saw
no future, robbed of words. So I wrote that scene and spent a week
or two trying to climb out of an emotional void. Just very
depressed.

 


CHARLIE: One of the things
I enjoy most about your work is the education I get from it. You
have Lassiter investigating lost Hemingway manuscripts (along with
others determined to screw with Papa’s reputation). It is
fascinating background to the novel and Lassiter. We now know what
it was like at the end for Hemingway from your previous answer, but
what was it like getting into Hem’s head in producing some of those
lost pieces written at a better time in his life?

 


CRAIG: I decided I needed
to deliver some proper Hemingway prose since the plot revolved
around stuff he left behind. So we get a “lost chapter” of
Hemingway’s posthumous memoir, A Moveable Feast. For that, I
essentially reread Feast and put the chapter together in a single
sitting. I was trying to capture Hem’s voice in that book, which
tends to be more discursive than in his fiction, and in which he
writes about himself in a kind of strange, almost third-person. I
also wanted that vignette to carry on the recurring themes of A
Moveable Feast — family, money, writing, poverty. Hem was real
romantic about that period, about being poor, even though his
wife’s money gave them more cushion than he indicates in that book.
Trying to put all that into that lost chapter — the overt and the
covert — was a compelling but enjoyable challenge. I also got to
write with some sense of swagger and cockiness, which are not my
own traits.

 


CHARLIE:
“There are never any … successful
suicides.” (Ernest Hemingway). The
epigraphs at the start of each chapter are wonderful (as is the one
quoted here to the book). Did you write to the epigraphs or find
appropriate ones later?

 


CRAIG: The opener you
quote was down on the page before the novel’s writing began. It’s
drawn from an obscure poem Hemingway wrote in ’22 called
“Montparnasse.” Some of the rest are lines or quotes I ran across
somewhere, but more often I went looking for remarks that evoked
the action or essence of a particular chapter. Because Print the
Legend kind of tails off the end of Toros & Torsos, which used
the same format, it seemed right to continue them here. As it
stands now, Print is the last of the Lassiter’s that uses quotes to
key chapters, or that uses chapter titles.

 


 


 


CHARLIE: There’s an
intriguing juxtaposition with some of the literati attending the
Hemingway writer’s conference at the start of the novel and
Hemingway the man (and Lassiter, for that matter). It is a
dichotomy I loved. Was it something outlined or was it a natural
play for you?

 


CRAIG: It just seemed to
be a natural move. Hemingway had a rough time with critics — he’d
respond to bad reviews and unfriendly reviewers, more often than
not. Hem’s relationship with academics wasn’t much better. He had
scholars who really hounded him during his later years. The
biographical school of thought in the 1950s and 1960s seemed to be
a psychological approach to subject and with all of Hemingway’s
issues, that was about the worst way to come at him. Hem had a
decent, early relationship with critic Edmund Wilson, but that,
too, eventually soured. I loved the idea of an author like Hector
having to cope with all these academics. At some point, that
tension may become more poignant in terms of another of the books
I’ve written but hasn’t yet been printed. It’s set in one week in
Paris, in 1924 — A Moveable Feast as a crime novel, really. In that
one, we see Hector become Hector…moving from a literary writer to a
crime novelist. A transition that haunted him throughout his
life.

 


 


CHARLIE: Mary, Mary, Mary.
If the widow Hemingway wasn’t fascinating for me before Print the
Legend, she sure was after. How much research was involved in
getting inside her alcohol soaked brain?

 


CRAIG: I tried mightily to
make it through Mary’s autobiography, but never could slog through
it all the way. To his credit, my editor, John, requested some key
Hemingway books to read in advance of the edit, and he did soldier
through her entire book. I own maybe 300 Hemingway related
scholarly studies and biographies, some of it pretty obscure,
deep-thought stuff, but Mary’s personality is strangely consistent
across those volumes in a way most people aren’t in competing
biographies of a single subject. I also interviewed Valerie
Hemingway, who was with Papa during his last trip to Spain, and a
kind of secretary or assistant to Mary after Hem’s suicide, and
picked up some sense of Mary from Valerie, and from her own memoir,
called Running With the Bulls. In a nutshell, I’d say Hem and Mary
were pretty dreadfully wrong for one another.

 


CHARLIE: At various points
in Print the Legend, you refer to Lassiter’s Toros
& Torsos. Are you intentionally
screwing with our heads there?

 


CRAIG: Guilty. And I had a
couple of other agendas. One of the big influences/inspirations for
the Lassiter books is James Sallis’ Lew Griffin novels. Griffin is
a detective, a teacher…a crime writer. At points, Sallis references
novels written by Lew Griffin — novels that share titles with books
about Lew Griffin written by Jim Sallis. So there was that. I was
also riffing on the fact that Hemingway played with the notion of
blurring the novel and nonfiction book in Green Hills of Africa,
True At First Light and in A Moveable Feast — all purportedly
nonfiction books, but which Hemingway said could be read as novels.
And there was a last thing: I wanted to start putting across the
idea that whether in first- or third-person, the Hector Lassiter
novels might be memoirs. He is “the man who lives what he writes
and writes what he lives,” but maybe in a deeper way than that
catchphrase implies. Print the Legend actually begins to contradict
some facts as we thought we knew them as received in the first
novel Head Games. I’ve got a plan.

 


CHARLIE: I love the
dipping in and out of American history you do. J. Edgar certainly
plays a role in not only the fictional world you’ve created around
the facts, but his secret persecution of artists like Hemingway.
Hoover played dirty but fairly carefully; a not so romantic
Godfather behind the scenes pulling the strings. Tell us about the
animus between Hoover and Hemingway/Lassiter and how you weaved it
all together.

 


CRAIG: Hoover hated anyone
who could be judged a rival. The pursuit of Dillinger drove a wedge
between Hoover and Melvin Purvis…two guys who at some points were
close to friends. Hemingway was very critical of the FBI, publicly,
so that was a big problem. Through his third wife and that woman’s
connections to Eleanor Roosevelt, Hemingway fleetingly had a
pipeline to FDR (whom Hemingway loathed). There are internal FBI
memos addressing Hoover’s concerns regarding that relationship.
Then Hemingway organized his own spy network in Cuba during the
Second World War…had this sub-hunting scheme FBI operatives thought
was a Hemingway scam to score gas for his boat during rationing. At
the end of his life, people around Hemingway thought he was crazy
because he claimed he was being followed by the FBI. Turns out he
was right. Turns out they followed him into the Mayo Clinic.
Reportedly, the FBI was talking directly with Hemingway’s doctor
right up to Hem’s death in the summer of ’61. So far as Lassiter
goes, he’s a stand in for a number of authors like Hemingway, like
John Steinbeck and even poor old Robert Frost who were all watched
at Hoover’s orders.

 


CHARLIE: I read the
Richard Yates bio last year and although I wasn’t surprised at how
a wannabe writer who hadn’t made it went after Yates as a critic
(and probably cost him some fame and money), I was surprised at the
length that particular loser went to destroy a brilliant career.
You present an even more vindictive wannabe writer who works for
J. Edgar who has it in for both Hemingway and Lassiter. Tell
us about Donovan Creedy; how’d you come up with someone so
sinister?

 


CRAIG: In the original
version of the novel, there was a much different heavy. But the
Lassiter novels seem to work best when Hector’s status as writer,
and his writing, play a central role to plot. My editor, John
Schoenfelder, and me were talking about giving Hector someone
weightier to joust with. John sent me an email with a simple but
evocative suggestion. He said, “E. Howard Hunt” along with a link
to Wikipedia’s page on Hunt. I took the concept of that man, a
Watergate plumber, a career spook and a published thriller writer —
a conspiracy theorist’s dream — and kind of exploded him out in all
directions to fill-out Creedy. Donovan came to represent all the
FBI agents whose names I’d come to know from their Hemingway
surveillance reports sent to J. Edgar Hoover over a period of
decades. He became the shadow figure who allowed me to tie together
strange events in Hemingway’s life (two near-fatal plane crashes in
as many days?!...really?). Creedy will exist as a kind of shadowy
behind the scenes player in some of the future Lassiter novels…a
lurker.

 


CHARLIE: You’ve put
together three winners in a row. You say the Lassiter series runs
eight books. What comes after Print the
Legend? Tell me Lassiter and Papa spend
some more time with the
Kraut, please.

 


CRAIG: Next one is called
Roll the Credits (winter of 2011). It’s my World War II novel, but
not some battlefield thing. It opens with Hector smuggling Gertrude
Stein and Alice B. Toklas from occupied Paris and goes on from
there. We meet a Lassiter wife, finally. We get a little Hemingway,
and a little Marlene Dietrich. We get a lot of a German filmmaker
turned Nazi propagandist and bloodthirsty auteur. Lyon, Paris,
Hollywood and Brazil. Roll the Credits. There’s also the Head Games
graphic novel coming fall of 2011. We’ve got the artist and we’re
rolling on that.

 


CHARLIE: What comes after
Lassiter? I know you’re a workhorse and aren’t sitting around on
your hands. Do we get a peak … a glimpse … a tease?

 


CRAIG: I’ve got a few
things in the marketplace…we’re shopping something now — a trilogy
that’s traipsing a line between horror and film noir. A couple of
other things are out there. As always, it’s a waiting
game.

 


CHARLIE: You’ve got a new
family member you recently described as a “horse”. How is the puppy
adjusting to family life (or the family adjusting to the
puppy)?

 


CRAIG: The women in the
house love her; Duff and me (she’s a Golden Doodle Doodle because
of our daughter’s asthma) are still trying to reach a separate
peace. She’s definitely a word eater in terms of writing time. She
was so small just a few months ago. Now she has the feet of a
Kodiak bear and is closing in on looking me in the eye while
standing. Nobody adequately prepared me for the size of these dogs.
She’s amiable and devious…a vexing combination in an
animal.

 


 


 


[image: tmp_7f2f17f91b3efca75a6adeed31d466d6_oA8Trj_html_10ce5b55.jpg]

Edgar®—nominee Craig McDonald is an award-winning journalist,
editor and fiction writer. His short fiction has appeared in
literary magazines, anthologies and several online crime fiction
sites.

His debut novel, Head Games,
was published by Bleak House Books in September 2007. Head Games
was selected as a 2008 Edgar®—nominee for Best First Novel by an
American Author. Head Games
was also a finalist for the Anthony, Gumshoe and Crimespree
Magazine awards for best first novel.

His nonfiction books include Art in the
Blood, a collection of interviews with 20 major crime
authors which appeared in 2006, and Rogue
Males: Conversations and Confrontations About the Writing
Life, a second collection of interviews published by
Bleak House Books in 2009.
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Charlie Stella is basically a curmudgeon.
He’s worked two jobs most of His legitimate life. He was also been
a bad boy for 18 years ... but not anymore. He’s been produced as a
playwright and continues to write hardboiled crime fiction. He’s
written one screenplay for coin.His fierce diabetic Bichon Frise,
Rigoletto, is way cool. What a dog. Charlie’s recently returned to
competitive powerlifting in an attempt to beat some personal bests
from his younger days. Bone spurs in the knee have precluded doing
squats & deadlifts. Charlie does not shave his back. Charlie
loves his DW Drums. He also loves his New York State Buffalo Bills
but freely admits they are the dumbest organization in all of sport
... dumber than the wood that his DW's are made from. Charlie has
also written 7 critically acclaimed crime novels.

What a guy

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


UNDER THE INFLUENCE:

Inspiration Along The Way

By Reed Farrel Coleman

 


I have been asked many times at signings and
panels about my transformation from poet to mystery author. For me,
the path from one to the other was fairly direct and began with a
night class I took at Brooklyn College. At the time, I was bored
with my job and had to commute from Kennedy Airport to Manhattan
one night a week. The only class on the Brooklyn College schedule
that fit my schedule was a class on mystery fiction. Where would
Moe Prager be if that class had been on Poetry of the English
Renaissance? So I came to crime and mystery fiction the same way
many of us came to it: by falling in love with the writing of
Chandler and Hammett. Nothing new or exciting about that. Oh, sure,
my attraction may have been a bit different because it was based
more on the meter and poetry of their language and on character
development than on setting, pacing or plot devices. But there
isn’t much I could say about Hammett and Chandler that Laura
Lippman or Megan Abbott or a hundred other authors couldn’t say
more eloquently.

The books and writers who inspired me to
write in the genre are less important to me now than the books and
authors whose works I stumble onto that get me fired up, that
challenge and teach me, that inform my own work. Carl Banks, a Hall
of Fame linebacker for the NY Giants, has said, “I was still
learning up until the last snap of my career.” Although I’m a Jets
fan, Carl and I are on the same page. I’m continuously learning and
evolving as a writer. At least I hope I am. A few years after my
first novel, Life Goes Sleeping was published in 1991, I
began reading Lawrence Block’s Scudder series. In a very real way,
Scudder helped put an end to my Dylan Klein series and give birth
to Moe Prager. No Scudder, no Prager. And Moe Prager would have
been very different without Philip Kerr’s Bernie Gunther
series.

The next author to have a profound effect on
me was Ken Bruen, but not in as obvious a way as either Block or
Kerr. Ken’s work challenged me. The characters Jack Taylor and
Brant forced me to examine my own willingness to take risks as to
plot and to character. Was I too afraid to take Moe Prager to dark
places? Was I afraid of damaging Moe in the eyes of my readers by
having him commit questionable acts? Was I afraid to let Moe beat
information out of someone? Could Moe have an affair? Was Moe too
precious to me? Was he a darling I was too afraid to blow up? These
questions helped give rise to Joe Serpe and Bob Healy, the two
protagonists of the series I write under the name Tony Spinosa.
Although Ken and I joke that Moe Prager is Jack Taylor inside out,
Ken’s work was a big inspiration for the grittiness and darkness in
Hose Monkey and The Fourth Victim.

I have two close author friends—Peter
Blauner, Peter Spiegelman—whose books have had direct stylistic
influence on my writing. And this is only possible because our
styles are not wildly different to begin with. For instance, I love
the books of Megan Abbott and Daniel Woodrell, but their styles are
so unique to them that their work doesn’t directly inform mine.
From Peter Blauner I learned how to strengthen my images by using
fewer of them and by making the contrasts within the metaphors and
similes more stark. Peter B’s work has also helped me sure up my
work with the dark hues of the color pallete. Read the beginnings
of Peter B’s The Last Good Day or Slipping Into
Darkness, then read the opening of Soul Patch. Peter
Spiegelman’s influence has actually been more technical in nature
and therefore harder to explain, but it has a lot to do with
constraint and self-editing. Even in my early books, I was good at
character, tone, and atmosphere. I could write pretty sentences
with a pleasing rhythm, but my work lacked tightness and focus.
Peter S’s John March books have definitely challenged me to up my
game in these areas.

More recently, I have fallen under the sway
of Don Winslow. His narrative style is something that appeals to
both the philosopher and poet in me. Read the opening of either
California Fire and Life or The Dawn Patrol, then
read the Wallace Stevens poem “Thirteen Ways of Looking at
Blackbird.” His characters are, like mine, of a very specific
place, but our narrative styles are vastly different. Not so
different, however, that I am not sorely tempted to try a project
which brings our work closer into alignment. And if Winslow’s books
didn’t quite push me all the way in that direction, Denis
Johnson’s

Nobody Move certainly did. Narrative
form has become an obsession of mine, but the obsession didn’t
coalese out of the void. I’ve read hundreds of books in the last
twenty years, but I remember very few of them. The ones that live
on do so because they appeal not only to the reader in me, but,
perhaps more importantly, to the writer in me.
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Called a hard-boiled poet by NPR's
Maureen Corrigan, Reed Farrel Coleman is the former executive vice
president of Mystery Writers of America. He has published twelve
novels—two under his pen name Tony Spinosa—in three series, and one
stand-alone with award-winning Irish author Ken Bruen. His books
have been translated into seven languages.

Reed is a
three-time winner of the Shamus Award for Best Detective Novel of
the Year. He has also received the Barry and Anthony Awards, and
has been twice nominated for the Edgar® Award. He was the editor of
the anthology Hard
Boiled Brooklyn, and his short
fiction and essays have appeared in Wall Street Noir, The Darker Mask, These Guns For Hire,
Brooklyn Noir 3, Damn Near Dead, and
several other publications.

Reed is an adjunct professor at
Hofstra University, teaching writing classes in mystery fiction and
the novel. He lives with his family on Long Island.
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THE BLUES BEFORE AND
AFTER

A Charlie Byrne
Investigation


PART 1

 


By: Kieran Shea











1

The ugly crunch and boost as the black Chevy
Tahoe clipped my left rear bumper sent my Toyota Camry into a
spinning slide. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a lone telephone
pole in a skirt of yellow halogen light as my car clocked around.
The pole moved toward my passenger side like a cruel punctuation
mark on the joke that was my life. I braced for impact. The Tahoe
shot past. The impact never came.

Try and replicate that near fatal collision
on some automotive test track and you’ll never come up with the
miracle physics and pure dumb luck necessary to pull that scenario
off. The walls of my tires slammed hard against an oversized curb
about two feet high off of the gutter and the impact sent fierce
shockwaves through the Camry’s chassis. My head snapped on my neck
like a billiard ball slapped between bumpers, but eventually the
car came to a rest, wobbling to a halt.

The Tahoe followed me from the Atlantic City
Expressway a few miles to the west. At first I thought it was just
some aggressive driver, maybe some low-slung hip-hop banger kids
from Philly making a late night run to the A.C. casinos and messing
with the man. But the more I tried to out maneuver the Tahoe on the
expressway the more the Tahoe leaned in on me from behind. When I
decided to punch an exit, the Tahoe accelerated fast in chase.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11590
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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