MINUTES

of the meeting of

The Novel Club of Cleveland
December 5, 2006

The home of May and Bob Targett was the site of the December meeting of the Novel Club. It was possibly due to the reluctance of the members to start the discussion of tonight’s novel, or the presence of the excellent spread laid on by our hosts with two cakes and three boxes of candy supplementing the usual wines, cheeses and coffee that led to the sluggish entrance of the members into the Targett living room. In fact several scouting parties were needed to coax the laggards into the meeting.

After the din had been silenced by George Weimer’s stentorian call to order Mary Douthit presented the Treasury report, since there were no guests whose introduction would have preceded it. The good news was that the Club remained in the black despite the reluctance of some members and emeriti to ante up their dues. Does this represent a criticism of the choice of books for the current year, a complaint regarding the increase in dues to $20 or perhaps a not too subtle way of exiting the Club? In any event Mary will make a final attempt to remind the late payers and non payers that somewhere in the rules can be found a punishment to fit their malfeasance.

Ham Emmons was given an accolade for his excellent work in setting up the web site. It is working so successfully that only 9 cards each month need to be sent out to announce the site of the next meeting.

The biography of Dashiell Hammett was presented with vigor and flair by Lloyd Owens. Hammett inherited from his father an overfondness for wine and women. He had to quit school prematurely and go to work for the Pinkerton Detective Agency which gave him an up front view of crime and the people who were Perps and those who went after them. He then entered the military and subsequently developed Influenza followed by Tuberculosis.

He fathered a child and married the mother though I do not recall in what order. He enrolled in a book writing course and began to turn out a number of successful entries in the pulp fiction category. His great contribution to this genre was in presenting a new type of “operative”, tough and no-nonsense. His outstanding works included The Maltese Falcon, and after a 30 year period during which he seemed to be constantly drunk The Thin Man which gave rise to a series of William Powell-Myrna Loy movies in which Nick and Nora were also portrayed as lushes. After he divorced his wife he and Lillian Helman became involved for many years and it was she who supported him emotionally. He eventually joined the political left and was interviewed and branded by a Congressional Committee. After his death he was buried in Arlington National Cemetery.  

The critical report on Lady in the Dark was presented by Lynn Gruel whose maiden trip as a presenter was a huge success. She described this book of unsavory characters whose heroine was a mysterious Swiss strumpet, Luise Fischer, threatened by several unpleasant crooks including a rich playboy, Robson, who seemed to have no redeeming social values. Her defender was an ex-con with the intriguing name of Brazil. In 76 pages Brazil using only his fists subdued Robson and his side-kick Conroy. The bad guys had guns and showed how rotten they were by shooting a Great Dane who had apparently befriended Luise.  At the end of the book Luise removed some rings given her by Robson and seemed prepared to embark on a new life with the only guy left standing, Brazil. 

The discussion which followed was vigorous with some enthusiastic readers attempting to make a silk purse out of a not so satisfying book. Even the proponents were heard to say that they read it a second time to find the nuggets that made it worthwhile. The author spent considerable energy describing the physical characteristics of the actors but character development seemed on the whole to have gotten short shrift. There appeared to this interpreter of the mood of the audience, the general feeling that the best works of an author should be offered for consideration rather than poorer efforts.

George called the meeting to a close promptly at 10:00 and we hastened off to begin our preparation for next month’s book, Moby Dick, which promised to offer a more satisfactory read.

Respectfully submitted,
Arthur J. Newman
