
 

An Interview with Bill Stackhouse 

Stream of Death: An Ed McAvoy Mystery 

Poisoned Pen Press - ISBN: 1-890208-56-6 

By Paul Hefka II 

May 14, 2001 

 

Q: What was your experience like at Wayne State University? 

A: Because I worked during the day and got my master’s at night, I didn’t really get the full 

flavor of campus life. One incident has always stood out in my mind, though. It was the late ‘60s 

and the anti-war protesters were at it hot and heavy. 

I’d get off work and come down to the Student Union to study before class. One night, although 

there was more commotion than usual, I wasn’t paying a whole lot of attention to what was 

happening around me. All of a sudden some guy hopped up on a table and yelled, "The 

building’s ours!" Everyone cheered. I looked up and I was the only one there in a suit. I closed 

my briefcase and quietly removed my establishment self from the premises. 

Q: Are you where you thought you would be? 

A: It depends on from where you’re looking. From when I started writing stage plays, the answer 

is no. I honestly thought I’d be the next Neil Simon. From two years ago after almost three 

dozen rejections for Stream of Death, I guess the answer is still no, but for a totally different 

reason. At that time I was very discouraged and thought I’d never get published. 

Q: Tell us about your stage plays. 

A: My first play, Encore to Murder, received a showcase production at a small teaching theater 

in New York City—no money, just the production. The second, A Tradition of Service, received 

a showcase production in the L.A. area. Again, no money, just the production—and a dreadful 

production it was. They added two characters, plus a monster in the floor, and ended it with a 

Rockettes kick line to the theme from Oklahoma. The reviewer wrote: ‘Every playwright 

deserves a traditional performance so that he can see his work, learn from it, and grow. 

Unfortunately, Bill Stackhouse never got that opportunity. A rather amusing little play, A 

Tradition of Service was completely engulfed by the director’s rather surrealistic vision.’ 



 

By the time my third play, The Early Bird won the Alabama Conclave's One-Act Play 

Competition, my fourth, To Serve and Protect, won the Mid-South Playwrights Competition,  

and a completely rewritten A Tradition of Service won a National New Play Program (I did get 

a couple hundred bucks for those latter two productions), some facts of playwriting life had 

begun to sink in. 

Aside from those few theaters that get grant money to sponsor new play contests, most will not 

produce a play which hasn’t been published. New plays have no name recognition and don’t 

draw very well. But, at the same time, play publishers want a play to be produced before they’ll 

consider it for publication. A classic Catch 22. 

Q: What was it about Ed McAvoy that made you want to tell his story? 

A: The character of Ed McAvoy and the Catskill setting were introduced in my stage play, 

Encore to Murder. I liked the character and the setting. McAvoy isn’t a brute-force type of guy. 

He uses his wits and guile to solve crimes. And I also liked my play. When I decided to go the 

novel route, I tried to turn Encore to Murder into a novel. The first attempt failed. The play was 

still too fresh in my mind and the novel turned out to be just one extra-long stage play. However, 

I did enjoyed the novel format, so I set that particular one aside and decided to write a new novel 

from scratch, unencumbered by a playscript. I still liked the characters, though, even more so 

now that there were more of them than there had been in the play, so I decided to stick with them 

for the new book. The rivulet that would one day become Stream of Death was born. 

Q: Tell us about the people of Peekamoose Heights in Stream of Death. 

A: Among the locals you’ll encounter are McAvoy’s sister-in-law Lucille, with the body of a 

goddess, the face of a bulldog, and the voice of an unmuffled chain saw. 

John Desmond, a CPA, is also an Episcopal priest and the Rector of St. Mary’s-in-the-Hills 

Church. 

Porky Jarvis, a world-class chef, and his sister Stevie Henderson own The Plough & Whistle 

Pub, the hub of village social life. 

Dr. Ben Krider runs The Poplars, a private clinic and rehab center owned by Katherine Duffrin-

Winthrop, the wealthy village matriarch. 

Then there’s Danny Henderson, Stevie’s 14-year-old son, and his yellow Labrador retriever 

Sandy, as well as Patrick Blackstone, a retired magician, and Beverly White, the managing 

director of Mountain Gap Repertory Theatre. 

Q: How do you prepare for the story you are working on? Does it differ between play and 

novel? 

A: A play doesn’t depend so much on a sense of place as does a novel. It’s dialogue-driven. 

With Encore to Murder, the play, it was a single interior set of a home on the slope of Slide 

Mountain. All the action took place inside and all I required from the outside was that it snow so 

hard that my characters couldn’t leave. 

When I decided to turn it into a novel, and with the subsequent Ed McAvoy Mysteries, I had to 



 

go up to the Catskills and get the flavor of the area, since the action in the novels takes place in 

and around the village. 

Q: What was it like to write training films for the U.S. government? 

A: Whether it’s a stage play, a novel, a training film, or a commercial, it’s still a story of some 

sort. For the play or novel, it’s my story as I want to tell it. For a training film or commercial, it’s 

the client’s story as he or she wants it told. But, regardless, it all boils down to storytelling. 

Q: Might we have seen any of the commercials you’d written? 

A: No, they were all local. But if you’re a country music fan, you may have seen me as an extra 

in Chely Wright’s Single White Female music video or as a featured performer in Ray Stevens’ 

Juanita and the Kids music video. 

Q: What was it like to have your own theater group? What plays did you produce? 

A: Fun, mentally rewarding, financially frustrating, grueling, and, at times, bizarre. We traveled 

to six medium-sized towns in northern Alabama and southern Tennessee, setting up on a 

Thursday night and performing Friday and Saturday nights. 

At one location (a high school theater that had a bare stage the day we booked it) the local 

community theatre group had just done Neil Simon’s Rumors and left the set up for the high 

school drama class to use. 

"Is that going to be a problem?" the principal asked me on the Thursday set-up night. 

Fortunately, the show we were doing was an interior set, but all the entrances were reversed. We 

had to do our show in mirror-image from the way we were used to doing it. 

For the one season before I ran out of money, we did My Heart Reminds Me, First Night, 

Eleemosynary, The Deal, and Murder at the Howard Johnson’s. 

Q: What advice do you have for aspiring novelists and playwrights? 

A: Seven pieces of advice, actually. 

First, on dialogue: Read your dialogue out loud to see if it rings true. And, remember, people 

often don’t speak in complete sentences. If dialogue is your weakness, read a few plays by David 

Mamet or Lee Blessing to see how it’s done extremely well. 

Second, on writing what you know: Better still, write what you like. If you enjoy your story and 

your characters, so will your readers. 

Third, on creative writing classes: They certainly can help you with mechanics but, then, so can 

some good reference books. It’s still up to you, however, to come up with a good story and 

engaging characters. Don’t get caught up in technique and go rigid with all the rules that creative 

writing instructors seem to love. Pick up a John Grisham novel and see how many of those rules 

he routinely breaks. He’s not being published because of his writing technique. He’s being 

published because he tells a darn good story. 

Fourth, on reading fees: You’ll get enough rejections for free. There’s no point in paying for 

them, be they from publishers, agents, or contests. For an agent or publisher, reading 



 manuscripts is a cost of doing business. For contests, they usually have an Arts Council grant, 

anyway. And if part of the contest prize for a book doesn’t include a bona fide publishing 

contract with a reputable house, or if the prize for a play doesn’t include a production contract, 

why waste the postage, even if it is free? 

Fifth, don’t give up: Remember, Stream of Death was rejected by 30-some publishers and about 

as many agents before it found a home at Poisoned Pen Press. 

Sixth, about buying my book: I know that many people, especially students, are reluctant—and 

rightly so—to spend close to $25 for a hard copy of a first novel from an unknown author, 

despite some very nice reviews. The first three chapters of Stream of Death (as well as chapters 

from the still unpublished books) and a few of the stage plays can be downloaded from my 

website, www.billstackhouse.com. If you’re unsure, download the chapters and take Stream of 

Death for a test drive before you make up your mind whether or not to buy. 

Finally, and most importantly, number seven: Marry well! 


