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THE FIRST LADY OF FEMALE DETECTION

AN INTERVIEW WITH MARCIA MULLER

By Michael Pettengell

Marcia Muller has become one of the most
influential of practicing writers in the mystery field.
With the publication of Edwin of the Iron Shoes
(1978) she created the first female detective who
was based more on realism than sexist stereotypes,
Sharon McCone has the qualities of a living,
breathing individual and an increasing number of
readers not only care about her adventures salving
crimes, but they hunger for the kind of personal
information told between friends. It is this kind of
thought-provoking relationship that Muller has
fostered with her readers. Her work has marked a

e g

real breakthrough in terms of presenting to the
reading public a bellevable female protagonist and
mystery readers continue to respond enthusiastical-
ly. Many writers have been inspired by her work,
and the mystery genre itself is indebted to her for
bringing crime fiction out of the dark ages and
making it real, making It contemporary, and making
it popular. In the following interview she discusses
the creation of Sharon McCone, the many
influences on her work, and several of her novels,
including her newest, Pennles on a Dead Woman's

Eyes.
49 (continued on page 36)
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three times her prior advance money in the process.
Her new movel promised to ba dynamite. The
advance assured it lots of loving care...untit her
editor left. The publisher then promoted an editorfat
assistant who was assigred the project.

Disaster] My immediate response was to phone
the ediorial director and make sure he was still
excied about the book. | then arranged lunch with
the new editor and pitched the project just as hard
as | had the first time around. It worked. She got
fired up. Then, when the manuscript (a 1000-page
manster) came in, | sent it 1o her accompanied by a
box of Godiva chocolates.

Sound sifly? Net at all. That editor paid attention,
and discovered that she had a career-making novel
on her hands. She promoted it heavily in house,
obtained quates, gof a splendid cover and did tons
of low-cost but effective marketing. Just published, it
has shipped well. New pitfalls lie ahead, but more on
those in a moment,

Do the wards “splendid cover” sound to you fike
an oxymaran? If so, you'va likely been stung by poar
packaging. Recovering from that blow is difficult;
somefimes impossible. To prevent it from
happening, you've got to get involved. Be aware,
though, that there Is a right way and a wrang way to
influence cover decisions.

The wrong way Is to, a) rudely dictate your cover
to b) yaur editor. The right way is to politely suggest
cover approaches that speak to your unique
readers. You must also make sure your ideas reach
your publisher's art director. Never assume you
know better than he how to package your book, Still,
you know your readers better than anyone and can
best highlight the features of your story that are
unique and appaaling to them.

(Some editors and agents reading this column
are shuddering right now, | know, but believe me a
polite, short and businesslike dialogue over cover
approaches |s far better than relying on cold iuck to
make your book look great, At the same time, no
one can screw themselves worse than an author, so
be caraful,

Once published, your novel faces further pitfals.
 Not all of them are beyond your contral. Failure to
adverlise and promote is one avoidable problem.
(For more on this complex subject, please see my
calumn in Mystery Scene #32.)

More difficult to cope with are prablems like
underprinting, averprinting, overshipping  (with
consequent heavy refurns), early remaindering and
pulping, etc. Here your only defenses lie in strategic
planning. Advances too small or--sometimes--ao
large in turn tend to engender fatal publishing
miscalculations,

Plots that play short term trends are also risky.
They may win big advances, but their chances of
early death are much bigger, too. Better, in my
opinion, to write fiction that ofhers want to imitate
rather than the reverse,

ldeally, one’s novels either achieve an immediate
level of high sales, and sustain i, or show a paftern
of healthy selithrough and rising sales. If this
happens, it is inevitably accompanied by certain
temptations.

One Is to quickly become a full-ime novelist.
That is the dream of most fiction writers, and one

can hardly blame those who rush to make it come
true Going full time right away is not necessarily a
mistake, either. What s dangerous, though, is to
assume that one's career is locked on track, ftisn't;
noi, anyway, unfl you've passed the five-book
threshold, .

What Is that--?

The five-book threshold does not automatically
arrive with one's fifth boak, (It may come with the
sixth or seventh, but it rarely comes sconer than the
fifth.} It is that point at which it becomes clear that
the trend of one’s numbers is verifiably up, Returns
are low, Reorders are strong. No one can deny it
You're in.

Either now or en rowte, several new temptations
appear, One Is to leverage up to bigger money. 1
love doing that for my clients, of course, yet it takes
skill to keep an author’s career from overheating.
Letting advances lag is bad, but big money is nat
necessarily a safety net, efther--not before you've hit
the threshold.

In pursuit of big money, many agents rush to
changs publishers, teo. Our open and competitive
market Is a joy, to be sure, but unless an author is
very unhappy with his current publisher there are
many compeliing reasons to stay in place, One of
them is backlist,

Everyone understands, | think, the value of.

having all of one's books In one publisher's
catalogue. For one thing, the retaifer and wholesaler
need only deal wih one source. Less well
urderstood, though, is the effect of backlist on future
deals. Once paid for, and left in print, backlist novels
are money machines. The more of these machines
a publisher has, the more cash he can count on to
lessen the risk of lofly new advances.

(That, by the way, is alse the reason for a litle
naticed phenomenan: The big leaps upward In
money more often occur with ane’s current publisher
than when cne switches canoes.)

A final temptation is this: Having tasted early
success, the desire to write the Great American
Novel...or the Book I've Always Wanted to Write...or
whatever. I'm not saying that ane must slavishly
crank out carbon copies of one's first novel. A
healthy writer grows in his eraft, Stil, a radical
change of direction too early in the game can lead to
disaster,

A good rule of thumb for new authors is this: If
you change genres, direction, or your publisher,
start counting from zero. Your goal, once again, is
the five-boak threshold.

Mow, suppose that in spite of all your caution,
forethought and planning, things go drastically
wrong. Can anything be done to help writers already
marked to “perish?

By the time | receive the call from the drowning
writer it is, in most cases, already too late to rescue
fim, The realistic options opan to him go something
fike this;

1} Switch genres.

2) Adept a pseudonym and try again.

3) Hunker down and wait. The sfing of bad
numbers wilt fade--in a few years.

Unsatisfying options, | agree, In fact, they are
downright humiliating, But somefimes it tuly is
better {o run away, the better to live to fight again

another day.

However, there are other possibilities. These
require courage and clear vision on the part of both
the author and his agent.

One strategy that works is to write a bigger
book--if you're ready, | don't just mean longer; |
mean & novel that is much greater in scope, scale
and quality. Up and down the publishing pipeline,
the new book can then be presented as a great leap
forward, and one's previcus numbers, with luck, will
not be held against one,

Changing publishers is also sometimes possible,
If you've besn stung, though, this can prove difficult.
Whan they are nat rolling the dice on newcomers,
publishers today are only inferested in sure befs,
Not too many years ago, | got angry when editors
asked for royalty statements when | was moving a
client. Now it is routine. Publishers want proof that
they are not walking into a trap.

Switching formats can also help you get unstuck;
that is, if your novels have been original paperbacks,
go hardcover and vice versa. That has drawbacks,
50 do it only if you have to.

Finally, the most difficuit advice of ali to follow: If
you are marked to “perish,” keep afive your sense of
adventure, You started writing because it Is fun and
fulfiling. i you lose that joy and let bitterness
overwhelm you, believe me you will compound_your
froubles.

Why? Because anxiety is the enemy of creativity,
And creativity-—plus confidence--are what you are
geing to need to survive.

{(Donald Maass is president of the Donald Maass
Literary Agency in New York City,)

THE MAN BEHIND
MATT HELM: AN
INTERVIEW WITH
DONALD HAMILTON

By Michael Pettengell

Few founders of the original paperback have
waathered the storm of popular opinion as well as
Donald Hamilton. Having created cne of the maost
familiar and lasting of the espionage/datective
characters, Hamilton continues to publish on a
regular basis and his newest Matt Helm novsl, The
Threaleners, was published in March, Whereas
those characters comparable to Helm (such as the
suave James Bond and the long-lived Nick Carter)
are no lenger breathing the fresh air of original
fiction, Matt Helm novels are as energetic and
exciling as the day they first appeared; scmehow
Hamilton seems to keep abreast of the times
continuing to present believable stories and
interesting characters. Those of you who know Mati
Helm only from the films starring Dean Martin, albeit
worth thelr weight in acelate as popular culture
artifacts, should pick up ihe first Maft Helm, Death of
a Citizen (1960). Chances are that before long you
will have made your way through the entire Helm
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canon, although selective readers may wani to
begin with the latest installment, The Threateners,
since Hamilton has a knack of keeping each novel
separate in effectiveness while ihe entire series
remains infact.

A standard question asked most writers, and
yet one which is of some interest, is how they
got into writing. What made you consider writing
as & profession?

| don't know. | was writing way back in high
schoal. Generally you ¢an say that for anything I've
writtan {'ve read something like it. | used to read

Leslie Chartaris’ The Saint and of course
Hammett...Hemingway and Ross Macdonald. | read
plenty of pulps. As a matter of fact, | worked like hell
to get into the pulps and | couldn't do #. | hate to say
it, but | must have been too good a writer or
something, Because the first stories 1 really werked
hard on. | sent them off to Black Mask, of caurse,
and Dime Defeclive...] cant remember the rest of

.the magazines. Turned oul one or two stories a
month. Or maybe even one a week. And I'd send

,them off and they'd bounce... send them off and
they'd bounce...send them off and they'd bounce.
And finally | had a funny idea about a litle old fove
stery and | wrote it and Collier's Magazine took it for
a hell of & lot more money than any pulp would have
paid me. So then [ wiote another one and they took
that. Besides a couple of Wesiem short stories |
managed fo get out, those are about the only short
storles I've done. I'm not a shorf story writer 50 how
I managed to do that I don't knaw.

Did it discourage you &t all when you were
getting the rejection slips?

Not really. | figured I'd find the combination some
time, Al the writer's manuals and teachers and
everything are always telling you 1o slant the darn
stuff, As far as ['m concerned, that's for the birds. 1
have never been able to sell anything like that, if 1
say Il read Collier's Magazine or what nat or The

Amenican or Cosmopolitan to figure out what they
want, well, that doesn't work...at Jeast not for me. i
never has, Every time | fry to write something that {
think & magazine wanis, it falls flat on its face. K1
write something that | want it practically always selis.
In order to become a success at being a writer |
would think it almost has to be something
hereditary...] just don't know what the secret is, All |
know is that ! started writing when | was in high
schooi and it fascinated me and i kept on. Of course
there are people who aren't as Jucky as |, The things
| have wanted to write are the things people wanted
10 read. And | know some guys who spent their lives
writing stuff that they liked but that they can’t sell.
They are probably just as good a writer as | am, the
only thing is that the stuft that turned them on didn’t
iurn on anybody else. | don't really keep in touch
with others in the fied though. | hate to talk about
wiiting {Jaughs})...with other writers, because they alt
have such screwy ideas and they're all wrong! They
all have to go and make little outlines. | just don't
see how anybody can write a book with an outline. if
t knew how a book was going to end I'd never be
able to write it because it would be a big bore. Every
day 1 sit down and | find out that new things are
happening, that's the fun of it,

The most recent book, The Threateners, Is
wonderful, but it took a fittle longer to come out
then the one before which was called...?

The Frighteners. That was 1989 | believe. The
problem with the writing of The Threateners was that
| got about half way through and my wifa died. That
threw me for awhile...i’s dedicated to her and we
had been married for forty-eight years. Of course, |
didn't get very far on the book during that tough
time. Then | decided that 1 didn't want to rattle
around in that big house, big enough anyway that
we had raised four kids in it. And | didn't need alt
that and | just wanted to get away so | bought this
boat and rented out the house. And living on the
boat is very handy. Everything is compact and if's
quite comfortable...no problems. It took awhite to get
started again on The Threateners which is why there
was a two-year hiatus between that and the
previous Matt Heim. 1 don't think, however, that
there is a difference between the first and second
halves of The Threafeners. | wasn't actively aware
of my personal feelings coming out in the writing, but
when 1 finished it | was six manths older and had
been through a kind of harrowing experlence. So if's
at least possible that this one may read a litile
differently.

The book reminds ma of the early books with
Matt Helm because he is settled at the beginning
and then through the loss of something he loves
he gets unsettied. In fact, when | read the
passage to my wife about Mait Helm's dog and
what eventually happens to him, she had tears in
her eyes.

That's what she’s supposed to do. You'l be glad
to know that | have a dog just like that. He's lying
right here. And he's doing fine. He's getting on. Will
e eight next month, | actually thought it was time to
pry Helm loose in The Threateners a little bit, Of
course, it's sad to see the dog go, but | thought Fd
better do it that way.

How long does If take you to complete a Matt

“Brock Callahan is surely one of
the major detectives since
Chandler’s Philip Marlowe.”

--The New York Times

“[Gault writes] about people
instead of characters, people so
real and vivid that you’ll think

you know them personally,
Even more important, this boy
Gault can wrife, never badly and
sometimes Bike an angel.”
--Fredric Brown

)ead Pigeon

WILLIAM
CAMPBELL
GAULT .

A mystery scepe. book

Carroli & Graf Mystery
Distributed by Publishers Group West
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Helm novel?

Well, normally | write one a year. And that
includes traveling and resting up from the last one
and siuff like that. The actual writing dossn't take
that long. But it averages ouf to about one & year
with the research and everything else. And | revise
every day as | go along, With a computer revision is
endless. | rewrite each chapler every moming urtil |
get to the end of . And then | may go back and
rewrite it again.

Do you follow Hemingway's advice and stop
with the next section firmly In mind for when you
begin the next day?

Well, that's a nice theory, but | usually write as far
as | ¢an until | don't know what's going to happen
and then | start the next morning. | don't have the
strength of mind to stop when it's going wel,

Helm has been around for a long time, Is
there a secret to writing a serles like that with 2
leng-standing maln character?

Well, the secrat which | didn't know at the time |
staried #s that you shouldn't put any dates into it,
Anybody who sits down and reads several of them
can figure that this guy must be fairly old by now.
Whereas if | hadn't nailed him down pretly
accurately in the first few books, | could fudge more
easily. That's about #, Writing a series is a litile
easier in a way In that you'il know who the main
character is guing to be and what the general outline
or shape of the book is going to be. There are
certain things you have to repeat in each book.
You've got to kind of give the reader the general
idea of the organization and his own histary as far
as it applies 1o the book in question.

Is it difficuit to keep it creative when you have
done so many?

Well, of course you do find yourself plagiarizing
yourself. | mean, every so often when | read an old
ona | think, "Oh, my gosh, | used that again?!” You
know. Usually that happans with cbservations and
opinions and stuff that really aren't worth repeating,
but you find yourself repeating them a few books
later. Gertain things should be repeated, like Matt
Helm's Fittle prejudices and opirions are afl right to
repeat. But just general cbservations for some
reason tend to pop up again and again,

Matt Helm is certainly not too fond of women
in pants,

Well, P've kind of tapered off on that, But | thought
that was a reasonable quirk for him to have. Of
course, I've had a lot of women complain.. feminist
or somethirg, 1 don't know what. That doesn't reatly
bother me because | think the guy is entilled to his
prejudices. And | can't see why objecting to a
woman's pants is anti-feminist. | mean, he stil likes
women|

How much is Helm like you?

Well, | ain't kiled nobody. | don't know. He's a
fairly competent and husky guy and I'm prefty much
a sedentary typewriter type,

That's interesting because the photos on the
early Fawcett paperbacis make you look pretty
tough,

Well, that's what the pictures are supposed to da,

Before you created Matt Helm you did several
books which you have characlerized as having
anti-heroes. | find those books not only

wiell-written but very interesting.

Yeah, but you get tired of the guy who is always
getling pushed around. At least | did. | finally
discovered that | needed a stronger character to pul
it out in the end. The first actual book | published
was called Dafe With Darkness. | wrote it after the
war and if youve read it you know that the
background is right there. The here, Philip Branch, is
& kind of an anti-hera,

lts fike a Matt Helm book without Matt
Helm..the same situations, but with a ditferent
kind of main character, R Is also reminiscent of
some of Hitchcock's films.

Well, nobody Iiked it very much when it came out,
The ane | kind of lilked was Line of Fire. The one
about the gunsmith, And these came before Helm, !
may have written a Western after | wrole the flrst
Hetm, because at the time [ was kind of alternating
them. | was writing a mystery and then | was writing
a Western so | can't really racall whether the last
Western was after the first Helm or not.

What attracted you to the Western genre?

Well, 've always enjoyed reading and | wiite
anything | like o read. So 1 had a good time with
them. | guess | like The Big Country the best since
they made the best movie of it. The film version of
Smokey Valley was called The Violent Men with
Glenn Ford and Barbara Stanwyck and some gal |
can't remember, | believe The Big Counlry was very
successful and # still comes around on the late show
every now and then. They did a good job on that
one. And it made me a lille richer {laughs). Lef's
ses, in terms of films, there were the two Westerns,
there were four Malt Helms and The Stes! Mirror
was made into a movie way back when with Sterling
Hayden, who was a nice guy, and they called it Five
Steps to Danger. It was kind of a minor one and |
had to dash off to a litle fown somewhere near
Santa Fe in order to catch it because | had never
seen it and it never came to any of the big theaters
for same reason. | had nothing to do with the making
of that one.

Bid you have input in the making of the
others?

I kind of fudged with a script for The Big Country.
That's about all.

Did they use ii?

Well, they used a few words, They had such a
crew working on i, There must have been seven or
eight writers on it before they finally got it made, |
wasn't pleased with the Matt Helm movies at all. But
like | say, | cried ali the way to the bark. | thought
the first one was good fun, The Sifencers, | mean, it
wasn't Matt Hefm but it was good fun, The ather
three were kind of mechanical. They tried to be too
funny and too gadgety.

An early book of yours that | am very fond of
is Night Waiker. Aboul a guy who is In the wrong
place at the wrong time and must assume he
identity of the man who tried to murder him.

Glad you #ked it. | remember the book. | think
that was a Collier's serial,

Ancther good one is Assignment: Murder,
which was reprinted as Assassins Have Starry
Eyes,

They had to change the litle on that because
Edward S. Aarons had the “Assignment” series.

Thay theught it would confuse people, And 1 always
thought that the fitle they changed it to was silly.
Assignment: Murder was my original litle and they
changed it to Assassins Have Starry Eyes which |
thought was ridiculous,

It is kind of poetic.

Well, yeah (laughs). But that ore | lind of
enjoyed doing.

You haven't written a Western in a long time.

No, for a while | had a confract for the Matt
Helms that required me to put out one a year and
they would have liked me to do more, That kept me
busy enough that | couldn't take time off to play with
tha Westarns. By the time | returned to them | found
that | had forgotien too much of the background to
get back into it. And basides, it's too bad but they
don't seem to sell very well. Unless your name is
L'Amour you don't seem to make much money in
Westams.

Is there some relationship between your
Western herces and the hero of the Matt Helm
series?

F don’t know. | just put a guy in there who wauld
wiork in the story, In two cases in my Westerns the
heso cames from the East; that is always nice to
play with because the townspeople all think he must
be a dode since he wears a funny hat. He has to
prave himself and that gives you a nice conflict right
from the start.

What made you decide fo create a hero |iie
Helm who is se different than the anti-heroes of
your other early novels?

Well, actually he was not suppoesed o be a series
character. At least | didn’t think of him as such. After
I got him going and the first book came out, my
editor said, “Look, let's make a series of this,” and |
said, “Sure.”

Death of a Cilizen, the first Matt Helm book, is
one of the best of its kind Was it very
successful when it was first published?

Successiul? | mean, it sold. You never know how
successful a book is untit years later i and when the
royalties keep coming in in small drips and drabs.
But you know that the bodk is still alive, That means
that it's successiul. But there weren't any of them
that really made me a mint of money as such. i gota
nice contract with Fawcett because they had had
somebady who had leit them, | forget who it was. So
they ware looking for another guy to put the push
behind and my editor said, look we've got this guy
right here, he's right in the shop. So they gave me a
try and gave me a contract for so-and-so many
books at one a year, wanting more than that, but |
didnt want to get stuck at a pace | couldn't keep.

Matt Helm seems to have influenced many
writers at the time to start writing espionage
fiction.

You never know who starts what, 1 think it's just
like inventing DNA or something, The climate is ripe
and all of a sudden three or four guys come up with
the same experiment or the same kind of general
character, And | suspect that at that fime it was the
Cold War. It was a time of conflict, more than there
is now, Now you don't know who are the “black hats”
and who are the “white hats." And Helm had to
change over the years a fitle bit because you
haven't got those nice villains aver there any more.
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Is there & kind of formula for the Helin book?
Or, how do you get your Ideas for the next ona?

No, | just go someplace and take & lock at some
scenary and decide what I'm golng to do. | stant
some people going in that scenery, an of them baing
Matt Helm and see what happens. Se | go with my
characters.

Do you have & plot firmly In mind
baforehand?

Heavens, no, As a matter of fact right now I'm a
hundred and fifty pages into a baok and { still don't
know what the plot is. The working fitle Is The
Plunderars. But | haven't figured out what they are
plundering yet (laughs). As you might expect, it's got
a boat In it. And the boat |s having all sors of
prablems going down the Intercoastal waterway.
And I've done It this way since | started. | could
never understand anybody who could write an
outline because 1 never knew whet was going to
happen untll it happenad In my books. Theve have
bean times when Pve had to back up and go [n
another direction, Thers have been times when |
could see that a cerain line of wrlting wasn't
profitable and just wasn't going to work out and |
had fo tear up a chapter or two and &im them off In &
different dicection where | could see there would be
some kind of & resolution, You don't try to think up &
simple plot, you Just try to explaln things as they
happen,

What was it llke publishing with Fawcett back
in the sixtles, since they are conaldsred one of
the real plonaers in paperback publishing?

They were nice and they had some good editors,
It was a good relationship, But | haven't spent much
time, and | spand aven leas ima now, In New York, |
try to avold editors and wrlters and agents and
evarything like that ag much as possible. | suppose
publishing has changed since | started, You are
aware of that stuff when you are starting out, but

once yau'va got to the peint whera they're taldng It,

or at Jaast pratty sure 1o take I, you don't really
know what's gaing on there. | gather that It Is much
hatder to braak In now than it was when | did. When
1 slarted out ali | did waa pack the darn thing up and
sent It in. it never occurred to me fo get an agent
unless | started salling a fow things. They al! had
readers and they all were very nice abouf i, And
they sent me [itle notes saying, “This Isn't it, but
we'd like to see your next,” and stuff llke that, And
ona day they took It. Which was really very nice. |
knew | was a weiter and that It was Just a matter of
tme. But It allowad me fo quit trylng to be a chemist
and be a writer full ima, | bacame a chemist even
though | was writing way back when, And my father
sald, “That's all very well, but you have to have a
way to make a living,” And so | worked my way up o
a degrea in chemlstry which came In very handy. it
got me a cemmission [n the war fixing up bad smells
at a naval experiment station, Then they wanted mae
to stay on In a civillan capaoity so | swiiched over.
After 1 had been there a year or so after the war my
stuft started to sell and It was cbvious that it would
be more profitable for me to spend my time writing
tather than mixing up bad smalls and trying to knock
off storles in the evening and In my spare time,
Anthony Boucher was one critic who had
high praise for your books throughout the

=

slties, Did you know him personaliy?

Mo, | llked what he wrote, parficularly what he
wrote about me, Bui | never did meet him,

The place of popular Herature In our soclety
seama to be changing. But did It bother you that
pecple might not have taken your books
serfously or appraclated thelr artistic qualities?

Well, thera may be people who knock off
pothollers, as they call them, There may be people
who are really clever at it and can take a look and
say, “Wall, | can wiita this and knock off something
that really dossnt mean anything to me.” 1 can't do
that, | mean, this Is what | wanted to write and I'm
writlng it. ¥'m doing ihe bast | can with &,

Weli, you are siil a master at [t. The new
book, The Threateners, ls just as good as the
others and probabiy better than most. 1hink it ls
a real accomplishment. What ara your feelings
about your writing today?

Well, the books come slower. | msan, I'm
seventy-five years old. And everything comes a little
slower at seventy-five, If you know what | mean, |
don't have any favorites among the Matt Helms
really. As a matier of fact, | gat them all mixed up, |
have fo take a look Inslde in order to ramember what
each book was deafing with, Onca [ look at It, of
course, | remember, but if you just mention a tife |
might not be able to remember which one that was, |
started with Death of a Citizen and the Murderers

Aow and then we had The Sifencers, | think, and for
some reason they fiked the one-word title, so | want
with that dea.

You mention In the back The Great Dafectives
{1978) that you got Helm's first name from the
Blble, Do you remember where you got his last
name?

Not really, It just seemad like & good one. You
know, you think of tha character and you think of the
book and then you try to think of a nice comfortable
name that you'll feel good about working with, And
"Matt Helm" seems to have worked out pratly well

How has your writing schedule changed
throughout your caraer?

Wall, | used to write all day and ali week and on
and on, But now | usually get up at five, have
breakfast, walk the dog and then | get to work and
probably around ten o'clock | kind of start getling
fred of it And then | may do a litle
correspondance,..pay a few bllls, And then | leave
the afternoon free for errands or for golng down to
the rifle range and shocting off a few or stuff like
that, I llke to do a little shooting to kesp my hand In.
Atthe moment | have a .22 rifle which { use a couple
times & week for silhouette shooting, | haven't been
dolng much real saling in this boat. It's more a
fioating home, § ran It down to Florlda last fall and
brought it back here to Connectlout thls spring which
{s 1600 mlles each way. So (t hasn't sat idle. But
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while I'm here it stays put. It's a big boat to handle
by yourself. And it's a lot of worl 1o get it away from
the dock {laughs} t can do it all by myself, but | must
be fealing reat strong and it has to be a real nice
day. No big adventures...that's how you tell a good
sailor, he doesn't have any adventures,

One of the Matt Helms ) recently reread was
The Devastators.

Now, you'lt have 1o refresh my memery.

That's the one about the evil scientist who
develops a mutant strain of the Black Plague,

Oh, the one with the rals, As a matter of fact, |
reread ihat one recently, too, for some reason. |
thought it was pretty geod. Some peaple thought jt
was a litle too science-fictiony. For that one, my
viife and | bought a litile Brilish sports car and drove
alt over Scotland and the continent, foo. As | say,
when | want to starf a new Matt Helm | just think of a
place | want to go and go there. The big problem
with it is that by the time | get to writing it I'm so far
away fram the place | visited that | have to go back
and check things out again.

Do you think fiction about the so-called secret
agent will cease to be popular?

1 don't know, I'm not under contract for these
now, so I just write them and | suppose eventually
someday people will get tired of them, but so far |
just send them in and that's about it. You kind of
wander how long a subject like this will last. | don't
think I'l be around long enough to do any more
non-Matt Heim books. Unless somebody gets tired
of Matt Helm and asks me to write something else,
Il probably keep right on with him. It's been over
iy years, you know. But, then again, there's
always something to wosry about. 2

INTERVIEW:
JIM HUANG

By Ted Fitzgerald

1982 is a significant year for the American
Mystery Award-winning Drood Review of Mystery.
The Boston-based publication marks its tenth year
of publication even as its editorial offices move
westward from the Bay State to Kalamazco,
Michigan, with founder, editor and publisher Jim
Huang. In early March, Huang sat down amid boxes
packed and unpacked and spoke with Mystery
Scene about Drocd's development and operations,
its philosophy and audience and the roles of
publishers, bockstores and fan publications in
promoting mystery fiction.

Establishing and publishing Drood shows a
deep and obvious love of mystery fiction. How
fong have you been interested in mysteries and
how did this interest lead to Drood?

Pva been reading mysteries for a long time,
dafing back to high school. | started out reading
science fiction and mysteries were shelvad next o
scienca fiction in the book shops where | bought my
books. Over time | became more and more
interested in mysteries and Jess in science fiction.
By the time | was out of college | was pretty much
reading mysteries exclusively, 1 got into publishing

thraugh science fiction where there's a big tradition
of fan publishing, hundreds, perhaps thousands, of
fan publications, | was happy 1o add to that number.
When i locked around for the same sort of thing in
the mystery field there was Armchair Detective but |
didn find any others, especially one dealing with
new hooks and what to read, When | saw there
wasn't any, | decided to go ahead and do one
myself. | had done some fan publishing in high
school (a fanzine fitled Cloak and Dagger around
1877-76} (out) | didnt have time to publish in
college, Coming out of Swarthmore, | moved up to
Boston and started faw school, which--believe it or
not--feft me with a lot of free time on my hands, So |
came back to publishing and staried the Drood
Review in September 1982. From September '82 to
summer '83, Drood was small, with rudimentary
production values...a lot of content but not much to it
visually, In the summer of '83, a group of people with
whom I'd worked on the student paper at
Swarihmore moved up to Boston and suddenly we
had a talented group of people to exploit. We used
the techniques we'd utilized at Swarthmore to
transtorm Drood info the format seen today.

Is there a basic philosophy to Drood and has
It changed much over the past decade?

i don't think i's changed in ten years. Basically,
we want to help readers figure out what books they
should read next. Qur desire to do that grows out of
our own desire to find new books to read. We read
veraciously and always want to know about new
writers. | think the thing that sels Drood apart from
most book reviews, especially those done by
mainstream reviewers, is our willingness to take the
book seriously. What you're not gaing to see in
Drood is the assumption that a good book is nat a
genre book, We doa% talk about a book
transcending the genre. It's my own feeling that the
best writing being done teday is being dane in the
genres, The form imposes a discipline on the writers
that makes them write batter,

Apart from taking the books seriously is our
willingness to look at their social messages. For
example, weve been very concemed about
stereotyping in mysterles and have frequently
pointed out instances of negative porirayals of
women, gays and other groups. 's my feeling that
popular fiction isn't just & mirror to society but also
goes a long way toward shaping soclety,

What developments and changes have you
observed in mystery writing and the mystery
field since starting Drood?

Obviously, the increased presence of women in
the field, Women have always been the majority of
mysiery readers. It took publishers a long time to
figure out that these women wanted to read about
people like themselves and that men were interest-
ed in reading about strong female characlers as
well, The genre has gotien a lot stronger in the last
ten years and, from my point of view, 1 attribute a ot
of that to specialty mystery booksellers, By them-
selves they're not enough to make a boak success-
ful but they provide a strong base o build on and,
mare importantly, they provide expertise and feed-
back to authors and publishers willing to listen,
There are also a lot more periodicals which | think is
graal. The more of them out thare, the better off we
al are. The conventions, which give dedicated

mystery fans a chance to get together, are important
as well, When Drood'ran conventions in Boston from
1984-86, it was a new and unfamiliar idea in
fandom. Last year, there were four successful
regional or specialty conventions. People are used
to the idea and eagerly look forward to attending
one. We were ahead of the curve on conventions
but we've concentraled on Drood which has grown
considerably since 1986.

In hard numbers, how much has it grown?

Qur paid circulation is approaching 1,700. We
have subscribers in forty-nine of the fifty states--
North Dakota, where are you?--several APO and
FPO subscribers as well as those in a half-dozen
countries including Britain, Japan, Ausiralia and
Saudi Arabia, .

Who makes up this 1,700 and how well do
they view Drood?

Reaciion has been ferrific. Readers appreciate
having information they can rely on, and that's not
just the reviews but also the gquarterly previews of
forthcoming fitles. In addition to fans, authors and
editors use Drood. Librarians find it very helpful in
deciding which mysteries to buy, Bocksellers in the
genre largely use Drood to catch up with things they
missed one way or another. We're a good primary
source for a good bookseller who needs to stock
more than bestsellers. We don't hear a lot back from
publishers. We sge our reviews quoted mare and
more on book jackets but we don't get a lot of direct
feedback from publishers.

Mo authors have thrown bricks through our
windows...yet. Most seem grateful for the reviews,
even negative ones, It's rare that a writer is really
angry with us. Maybe they're just not talking to us.
That goes back to the part about taking the books
seriously. Mystery writers recognize that we will
never belitle a book because il's a mystery and |
think thal's rare concerning book reviewers. We do
print negative reviews--we print a fot of them. I'd say
our standards are very high but we don't make the
mistake of excusing a fault because we take the
baok too lightly. it also means that a pasitive review
in Drood means something.

Wiriters often ask us why we don't review a bock
and, in vitually all cases, the answer is that the
publishers didn't do their jobt in getting the galleys to
us in a timely fashion. We'd like our review to reach
readers the same time the book reaches the
booksteres. In order to do that, we need three to
four menths tead time. It doesn't help a book to have
the review come out a week or month or year after
the book has left bookstores, With the increased
number of tiles the shelf life of each is being
reduced.

Other than publishers gelting galleys to you
early enough, how does a book end up being
reviewed in Drood?

Drood is all staff-written, 1o avoi duplication and
as a matter of quality. The core group of reviewers is
Swarthmore people, which explains a lot of our
orientation. Everyone else is a personal conlact.
Short reviews are a matter of who's in the right place
at the right time. Reviewers have favarites and 'l try
to assign them with that in mind. One of the things
that's good about our reviewers is that they're apen
to reviewing new writers and thal's allowed us to
cover newcomers. Our fonger pieces are developed
both by the writers, who have an enthusiasm for an
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