Those Mean Streets of Indianapolis

Bouchercon 2009

‘Is this the world’s most bland city?’ wondered the moderator of the first session at the 40th Annual World Mystery Convention in Indianapolis, Indiana. Brandt Dodson, a former FBI agent, disagreed. ‘There’s a lot of stuff goes on in this town,’ he asserted, darkly. Dodson was probably in a good position to know. Born in Indianapolis and growing up in a family of police officers he remembers being taken down regularly to the county gaol to play cards with the inmates. Now he writes crime novels.

     Everyone at the convention wrote, read or wanted to write crime novels. This was the Bouchercon, the gathering of the mystery writing community held every year in a different North American city and occasionally in the UK. There were practitioners of the cozy, the noir, the paranormal, the historical, the knitting mystery, gumshoe adventures and (a new one on me) geezer lit. A small cheer went up when one speaker saluted all the Guppies in the audience – the Great Un-Published. 

     Not that there could have been very many of them. 1500 new mystery novels are published annually in the USA by established publishing houses and there are almost as many self-published using print-on-demand technology. Of the 1500 attendees at the convention 400 identified themselves as authors but they were only the tip of a mighty iceberg. 

    Or the top few floors of a sky-scraping hotel, more likely. My first impression of downtown Indianapolis was that it was entirely devoted to the hosting of conventions. I shared a taxi from the airport with two people attending different social work conferences; there were drivers waving placards to meet delegates to a film convention and the city’s own figures show that more religious organisations choose Indianapolis for their get-togethers than any other US city of comparable size. 

    What Indianapolis is actually famous for is sport – the Indy 500 (motor-racing) is the largest single day sporting event in the world, the Indiana Pacers (basketball) regularly make the play-offs of the National Basketball Association, the high profile of the Indianapolis Colts (major league football) and the massive amounts spent on developing the Lucas Oil Stadium ($720 million) means that the city will host the world Super Bowl in 2012. During the weekend of my visit, the hotel filled up with the red sweatshirts of the Ohio State Buckeyes who had arrived en masse to support their team against the local Purdue Boilermakers (college football). I didn’t spot any football thrillers at the Bouchercon but that doesn’t mean that they haven’t been written. Nineteen members of the Speed City Indiana Sisters-in-Crime have produced a special collection of stories of mayhem, murder and mischief set around the Indy 500. Maybe in 2012 similar inspiration will spring from the Super Bowl

    A homeless man, smoking a roll-up and begging outside the convention, pointed further down the street where yet another high-rise hotel (this one clad completely in royal blue glass) was being constructed to meet the increasing demand.  He was chatty and pleasant and seemed proud of his city.  Told me about its historic theatres and saw me safely across the road with compliments and good wishes once I’d given him the price of a very modest lunch. I noticed another beggar doing reasonably well the next day – his handwritten sign said ‘No lies – it’s for beer!’

    There are 150 murders in Indianapolis annually, a high percentage for a city its size though I felt nothing threatening in the area where the Bouchercon was held. When I set out in search of the Eiteljorg Museum of Native American Art the streets were empty. We conference attendees were cocooned in our halls and hotels or traversing the area though a network of elevators and skywalks. 

    There must be a different Indianapolis elsewhere. Probably several. This city is known as the cross roads of America: Spanish is the its second language and ten interstate highways intersect here. Historically all sorts of people have passed through, the ex-FBI man told us, and some of them happened to stay. Was that the reason for the high murder rate – a haphazard mix of different ethnicities – or was it, as another locally-based author suggested, that the citizens were killing each other out of boredom? For all its religious conventions and prestigious sporting events Indianapolis may struggle to shake off the humiliation of being the place American fast food chains choose to test out their new products. 

    No-one actually admitted to writing burger lit but the Bouchercon itself is an important product placement centre. In such a huge fiction market, where publishers primarily use their promotional budgets to boost the multi-million sellers, most of the authors who attended were openly engaged in self-promotion. Laminated bookmarks, featuring our latest titles and web addresses, were swapped like calling cards and the woman running the volunteer stand said she was planning to cover an entire wall with the trophies she’d accumulated. I blushed when she asked what I’d brought with me and I could only pull out the homemade black-and-white postcards I’d knocked up on the computer before leaving. But she was kind and chose one, which she promised to include in her collage. 

   People were immensely kind. From the smart-suited TV reporter offering promotional lip-gloss, to the policeman from Chicago who was giving away bullet casings, everyone was welcoming and genial. The Irish writer Ruth Dudley Edwards explained that this was because crime writers can work out their frustrations and neuroses on the page so find it easy to be friendly when they meet. Unlike the attendees at Romantic Novelists conventions who are, allegedly, ‘a coven of bitches, driven to nastiness by having to produce saccharine books’.

People frequently mentioned the family atmosphere of this bustling Bouchercon market-place but as a first time visitor (and family cynic) I couldn’t gauge how thick this atmosphere was really – or how stifling for those within it.  

   I did notice how jaded some of the big stars looked. Authors like Sara Paretsky or Michael Connelly don’t have to cobble together their own handouts or invest in clever little gifts. They’re dispatched by their publishers on promotional tours that can last for weeks at a time. The mystery is that they manage any imaginative work at all.

    A sort of feeding frenzy gripped the convention when major authors were ready to autograph copies. I was taken aback when I noticed members of the audience streaming out of the ballroom while guest-of-honour Connelly was being interviewed. He hadn’t said anything remotely offensive: such rudeness seemed completely out of sync with the usual (slightly surprising) attitude of respect towards authors. Then I realised that these enthusiasts were desperate for a place in the signing queue. The previous day I’d noticed Paretsky hunched in a corner in the otherwise deserted dealers’ room an hour and a half after her panel event had finished still doggedly signing copies while the queue stretched round the walls.

    My heroine, the Golden Age Queen of Crime, Margery Allingham, thought writers should be allowed to sit around at home, warm and quiet ‘like incubating eggs’, allowing plenty of time for new novels to cook up. No chance of that under the tyranny of book-a-year deals as well as the months-long promotional tours. Kate Stine, editor of Mystery Scene magazine wondered aloud whether authorial self-promotion has gone too far. People write blogs to promote their books. Then they discover that they need to find ways to promote their blogs. And somewhere along the way the primary job of the writer to entertain readers may get lost.

    Some authors may find creative inspiration from attendance at mystery writer conventions. One writer had discovered his fulsomely inscribed and personalised presentation edition passed immediately to the charity shop. ‘I’m going to kill her in my next,’ he swore. ‘You just see how I’m going to murder her!’ Ruth Dudley Edwards’s most recent crime novel, Murdering Americans, is set in Indiana and was inspired, by her regular visits to Magna Cum Murder, in Muncie, Indiana. Magna Cum Murder’s organiser Kathryn Kennison, nicknamed ‘the Steel Magnolia’ was Bouchercon 2009’s fan guest of honour, but some latent American puritanism decreed that toasts in her honour were only drunk in water or ice tea. A far cry from the hard livin’ hard drinkin’ tradition of  Chandler, Hammett and MacDonald.

    No one would want to murder a convention organiser but might the organisers need to suppress violent impulses towards some of their attendees? I watched bookseller Jim Huang, this year’s Bouchercon co-chair, dealing with the steady stream of authors, like me, who’d arrived at the event with a sack of pristine copies that we were certain had only to be noticed to be bought. Morning after morning we marched up to his book stall, counted our un-solds and pulled them shamelessly towards the front of the stand, displacing any other title in our way. We proclaimed our availability for in-store signings and thrust our promotional material at the bookshop staff. Critic Oline Codgill told of books arriving for review in exploding glitter boxes or packed with peanut butter treats that melted in transit and, once, stowed lovingly in a black, baby-sized coffin. Editor Kate Stine thought her shoulder bag was being snatched while she enjoyed a conversation with a fellow Bouchercon attendee. But no, it was merely a desperate author stuffing it with more promotional brochures. 

    The Bouchercon is organised and run entirely by volunteers and, while I hoped that it boosted profits for members of Independent Mystery Booksellers Association, I couldn’t see why anyone would exactly hustle for the organiser’s job. The convention moves at least five hundred miles each year – it’ll be held in San Francisco in 2010 and St Louis, Missouri in 2011. Sharing a taxi on my return to the airport I listened to a librarian from Cleveland, Ohio, who was jubilant at her success at securing the 2012 convention for her home city. In a time of budget cutbacks and library staff redundancies money had been found for her to fly to Indianapolis and make the necessary pledges to obtain this coveted prize. Had Cleveland perhaps missed out on the Olympics or the 2012 Super Bowl? 

    A Bouchercon beside Lake Eyrie sounds attractive but would I drag myself away from the warm hotels and conviviality for long enough to explore? Certainly the mean streets of Indianapolis remain almost as much of as mystery as they were when I left England. I failed to bag a place on the bus tour led by Michael Z Lewin who has been setting his ‘Albert Samson’ P.I. novels in and around Indianapolis for forty years because I was being so well entertained by Robin Agnew of Aunt Agatha’s bookstore and her hilarious panel of Dilys Award winners. So I tried to catch up by purchasing a copy of Eye Opener, the latest Samson, to read on my journey home. 

     Lewin has a nice line in humour, idiosyncratic characterisation and locations that I felt I could probably place on my mental sketch-map of the city. It was a good read. I particularly enjoyed the group of gun-toting silver surfers named Posy’s Posse, valiantly defending their neighbourhood against vandalism. Perhaps I’d cracked the mystery of geezer lit as well? I checked Lewin’s website to discover more about these chronicles of the Mid-West. Where are the ‘Albert Samson’ novels actually written? In seedy bars and dark alleys; intercontinental jets and hotel suites? No. All except the first of this long-running series has been produced from the market town of Frome, near Bath, Somerset, England.

