Murder….for a good cause

CJ Lyons, copyright 2005 (Note: this article first appeared in Crimespree Magazine)
Mystery and suspense authors love the thrill of plotting a good murder.  Something juicy and provocative, certain to linger in a reader’s mind long after they finish our novels.  Some people think we are driven by a rare genetic defect, others consider it more of a psychological aberration, a few blame a thirst for fame and fortune.

Whatever our reasons for immersing ourselves into a world of murder and mayhem, it is refreshing to find authors striving to give something back to the people who have inspired them.  
Authors recently in the news for their work supporting charitable causes include John Grisham’s five million dollar contribution to the Katrina hurricane relief efforts, James Patterson’s Page Turner Awards honoring “original and effective ways to promote the excitement of books” and Patricia Cornwell’s support of the forensic sciences.

Other lesser known authors are also working to champion good causes, trying to make a difference just as their main characters do in their fictional worlds.

One of these is Jeff Cohen, author of the Aaron Tucker mysteries.  While still keeping to his comedic-mystery roots Cohen’s latest release, AS DOG IS MY WITNESS, focuses on Asperger’s Syndrome, a neurological disorder in the autism spectrum of disorders.  Not only is the main suspect a man with Asperger’s, but Aaron enlists the help of his twelve-year-old son, also diagnosed with Asperger’s, to solve the case.
When asked why he decided to make the issue of Asperger’s central to the third novel in the Aaron Tucker series, Cohen answers, “It was a natural story idea, and a way to explore what an autism-spectrum disorder like Asperger's creates within a family unit.  For me, the interesting part is to see the contrast between the way the Tucker family handles Ethan's AS and the way others react to it, not to mention the way the Fowler family (the family of the young man accused of the murder in AS DOG IS MY  WITNESS) has reacted to AS over the years.”

Cohen’s publisher, Bancroft Press, has been supportive of his inclusion of central characters with Asperger’s Syndrome.  “My publisher believes, as I do,” says Cohen, “that focusing on it in DOG is a way of presenting the situation in an entertaining fashion, with laughs and a strong plot.  I've always wanted people who read the Aaron books to get a little information about AS, whether they want it or not.  And booksellers have been very constructive and helpful with the whole series, as have librarians.”

Cohen is well acquainted with the world of Asperger’s Syndrome and the struggle of parents to raise children suffering from this disease.  His own son was diagnosed at the age of five with Asperger’s.   To help other parents coping with Asperger’s Syndrome and its affect on their families, Cohen has authored THE ASPERGER PARENT: HOW TO RAISE A CHILD WITH ASPERGER SYNDROME AND MAINTAIN YOUR SENSE OF HUMOR, (2002, Autism Asperger Publishing Company) and the tentatively titled GUNS A'  BLAZING: THE AUTISM SPECTRUM AND SCHOOLS which will be published this Fall.

Another writer with a mission is Deborah LeBlanc.  With the release of her second novel, GRAVE INTENT  (Leisure, July, 2005), she has begun a literacy campaign, sponsoring a $5000.00 literacy challenge and turning her fifty city book tour into an opportunity to promote literacy awareness.

LeBlanc was drawn to this issue after the release of her first novel, FAMILY INHERITANCE (Leisure, 2004).  As she toured, she asked people she encountered to name a favorite author. "The most common response was, ‘Oh, I don't read much anymore,'" LeBlanc reports.  "Even worse, if the individual was under the age of 25, the response was usually, ‘I don't like to read.’ To say I was disheartened by this seemingly endless tide of ‘non-readers’ would be a gross understatement. So I decided to do something about it.”

She developed a contest, the LeBlanc Challenge, to entice people to read more.  During LeBlanc’s tour for GRAVE INTENT she is speaking at high schools across the country to promote literacy awareness and to announce her challenge.  Reaction so far has been overwhelmingly positive from students and faculty alike.  
The LeBlanc Challenge offers participants the opportunity to win $5000 in cash plus an additional $1000 that will go to any public school of their choice for the purchase of library and/or text books. However, for anyone interested in putting the money aside for a college education, (either for themselves or a child) LeBlanc will personally contact the University of their choice about a matching funds program for the chance to turn that $5000 into $10,000.  The Challenge ends November 15, 2005, and LeBlanc already has over 4000 entries.  LeBlanc hopes to make her Challenge a yearly event.  This year’s winner will be announced December 15, 2005.
As for myself, I have created a program called, “Buy a Book, Make a Difference”.  In my 16 years as a practicing pediatrician I have witnessed extraordinary acts of courage from my patients and their families.  The thing I love most about my work is that I have a chance, almost daily, to make a difference.  That’s true not only of practicing medicine but also of my writing.    
My medical thriller, BLINK OF AN EYE (Tor Books, May, 2006), features an ER physician’s search for the identity of a young Jane Doe.  Once somebody’s beautiful baby girl, Jane Doe now lies in a coma without even a name to call her own, abandoned by everyone except my main character, Dr. Cassandra Hart, and the good people at the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC).  Therefore, I have decided to donate a portion of my proceeds to the NCMEC through my Buy a Book, Make a Difference program.
Buy a Book, Make a Difference will be launched with a TV interview focusing on ways parents can prevent child abduction and teach their children to be “Street Smart Kids”.  My goal is to target a different national charity with each new book and to also use public appearances as opportunities to raise money for local charities. 
Remember, even if you’re not named Grisham, Patterson or Cornwell, in the right hands, murder can be for a good cause. 
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