X: First of all, thank you for agreeing to talk with us.

TR: You’re very welcome.

X: So, is Seeking Hyde your first book?

TR: It’s my first novel. I’ve published a couple of scholarly volumes, though—one, in fact, about Jekyll and Hyde as an allegory of alcoholism.

X: And what motivated you to write Seeking Hyde?

TR: I suppose anybody who teaches literature for as living is going to have a secret hankering to sharpen the pencil and give it a try, but it was actually researching and writing the scholarly book on Stevenson that got me started.

X: And what in particular about it?

TR: An incredible irony I came across. I still remember the day I discovered that a play based on Stevenson’s story was blamed for inspiring Jack the Ripper.

X: Really?

TR: I know. I guess it was an early version of blaming Call of Duty for a mass shooting. For a while, the leading man in the play was Scotland Yard’s prime suspect.

X: He must have been a convincing actor!

TR: Evidently. What’s ironic, though, is that Stevenson pretty clearly wrote Jekyll and Hyde as a warning against the dangers of addiction. Then it comes out and, bang!,  Whitechapel turns into a killing zone.

X: Is there a lesson in that?

TR: (Laughs) I don’t know. I guess you send your words out into the world, maybe hoping they’ll have a certain kind of influence, but there’s no controlling how they’re going to come across to a given individual. Sort of like the American Constitution and all of the interpretations it seems to inspire.

X: Did Stevenson ever find out if he, or the play, had actually inspired Jack?

TR: Never. The crimes were never solved, so no one ever got to ask the murderer what had motivated him.

X: Speaking of influence, do you have any particular hopes for what a reader might take away from Seeking Hyde?

TR: Now you’re putting me on the spot.

X: Why not?

TR: Well, first of all, I hope readers enjoy it—just as a story, you know, about where art comes from, and some of the obstacles the artist has to get past in order to bring it into being, and how, in this case, a novelist has to come to terms with the fact that published books can take on a life of their own.

X: Right.

TR: But I also hope there’s a lesson there about accepting certain people for who they are—and, just as importantly, about accepting certain parts of our human makeup as perfectly natural, there for a reason, even if they may not be the most “civilized” sides of us.

X: You’re not talking about taking serial killers to lunch, are you?

TR: (Laughs) Not at all. But the common understanding is that Jekyll and Hyde is about this struggle between the in-born Good and Evil in every human. If you read it carefully, though, it’s about the way a rigid Victorian code of Respectability was capable of turning a man against the fullness of his own nature. When Jekyll becomes ashamed of part of what he naturally is, that’s when he drives his desires underground, out of sight. Stevenson once told a friend he’d written a story of hypocrisy. Unfortunately, it seems to be easier for most people to read it as a story of basic, ground-floor-up Good vs. Evil. Rather than about the danger of certain kinds of repression.

X: Which gets us back to the idea of an author having no control over the impact of his text.

TR: Exactly!

X: So we have time for a few more questions. Did anything particular surprise you about writing Seeking Hyde?

TR: Besides how long it took?

X: How long did it take?

TR: I’d say I was working on it, off and on but pretty seriously, for four or five years.

X: And other surprises?

TR: I guess the first surprise was how much I came to love the characters. I remember the night I finished my first draft, coming down from my study to tell my wife I was done. I felt like I had just waved my entire family off on the Mayflower. I was about to say the Titanic, but I hope the book does better than that. Anyway, I just looked at her and broke out crying.

X: Wow! Anything else?

TR: There was one character whose sexuality turned out to be a complete surprise—to me and to Stevenson, both.

X: Like author like character.

TR: I guess.

X: Who do you read? Who are your favorite authors?

TR: Well, Stevenson is obviously one. But people writing today? I think Kazuo Ishiguro, Ian McEwan, and Richard Russo are about as good as anybody going. And for dark, historical, Victorian-era novels, there’s always Matthew Pearl and Caleb Carr.

X: And your favorite recent book?

TR: Maybe David Benioff’s City of Thieves. It has the power of Robert Flanagan’s Narrow Road to the Deep North but with an incredible sense of humor as well.

X: Well thank you, Thomas Reed. I wish you luck with Seeking Hyde. I hope it does well for you.

TR: Thank you very much. It’s been a pleasure.
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