

FOREWORD

			ELLEN HART

			The saying, “May you live in interesting times” was once thought to be a Chinese blessing, of course, understood ironically. Turns out, it’s a Western idea. But no matter who came up with it, there’s no denying that we are living in “interesting” times.

			When I started my career as a mystery author more than thirty years ago, it wasn’t easy to get out and promote my books to audiences that would appear decidedly itchy if not overtly uncomfortable when I explained that my main character was a lesbian. In those early days for me, people would often come up after a talk or a panel discussion to offer a comment, and while we were talking, they would appear to have difficulty even touching the books I had for sale.

			Happily, that changed significantly over the years. I believed we were making progress. But social mores, as we’ve all discovered, don’t only move in a positive direction. Perhaps Martin Luther King was right. The arc of the moral universe does bend toward justice. But in my lifetime, at least at the moment, it looks as if it’s moving in the opposite direction.

			I’ve always felt that the mystery, as a genre, was perfectly positioned for queer writers. It’s a familiar bridge over which readers of all stripes could move to a more nuanced understanding of our lives. I’ve received many letters thanking me for writing the kind of book that could be given to a parent or friend, something that wasn’t scary or difficult, but that helped open up a dialogue. Mysteries are a perennially popular genre, second only to romance novels in sales. As long as the writer provides a compelling read, just about any subject can be explored. I’m sure my sleuth’s sexuality put some people off, but I’m also sure that for those who gave the books a chance, an important understanding began to develop.

			The famous British author, P.D. James, once pointed out that the crime novel was positioned squarely within the moral universe. That’s one of the main reasons so many people are drawn to it. When you couple the exploration of moral and ethical dilemmas with mystery—the quality in any piece of fiction that drives us to read on to find out what happens, or simply what happens next—you have the key to the mystery’s popularity. That’s what makes LGBTQ+ mysteries so essentially and deliciously subversive.

			Humans need stories. We eat them. We breathe them. We test ourselves against them. We find them in movies, on TV, in magazine articles, in everyday gossip, and in novels and short stories. Stories are essential. As much as we want to understand other people lives, their actions and motives, we also want to see our own lives reflected in literature. And yes, mysteries can be literature with a capital L. Genre status is an artificial hierarchy. You can find great books across the spectrum. To say that LGBTQ+ voices have been wildly underrepresented in published literature is to state the obvious. And that brings me to this anthology.

			What you hold in your hands is the culmination of an important effort to redress that lack. The short pieces of fiction assembled herein are written by new voices as well as some our best, award-winning mystery authors. It’s my hope that you will delight in these tales and that you will pass them on to family and friends as a way to build those vital, life-affirming bridges during a time when so many want nothing more than to blow them up.
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			“Are you married, Mr. Cole?”

			I was not married. I was also not Mr. Cole, but I’ll get to that in a minute.

			First, some relevant details about the questioner, a Mr. James Whale. A British man with a Hollywood tan. Early sixties. Six feet. Full head of white hair and dark, haunted eyes. Large hands with long expressive fingers toying restlessly with a French cigarette. Well-dressed, clean shoes. A once famous man, now less so, but still far more so than I.

			My usual tactic when asked that particular question was to fall back on a self-deprecating comment about my profession. After all, the science of the dead holds little appeal for marriage-minded ladies. But when Whale asked me that question, he made it quite clear that he was asking an entirely different question. One that made my palms sweat and my heart race like a whipped horse. One that I could not possibly answer.

			It was difficult not to flinch from the filmmaker’s gaze as he analyzed the angles of my face and body, perceiving me relentlessly and without mercy. Placing me into a narrative context of his own creation just as he would have positioned an actor within the camera’s frame.

			His scrutiny made me want to abandon my quest and flee with all my monstrous secrets clutched tight to my chest.

			I didn’t. I simply responded to his question with a terse shake of my head and looked down at the business card I’d given him. The one he’d regarded with a wry, raised brow and then tossed onto the rococo coffee table between us. My boss’s business card, Deputy Coroner Hayward P. Cole.

			“Tell me about the boy,” I said. “The boy in the purple jacket.”

			 

			 

			You want to know about the boy too, don’t you?

			He came in as a John Doe on the second day of one of my boss’s increasingly frequent dipsomaniacal absences.

			I’d started off as a janitor in the L.A. County morgue and through a combination of intelligence, ambition and a strong stomach, I’d risen up the ranks to become Ward Cole’s assistant and indispensable right-hand man. I did nothing to discourage his drinking, because it made him increasingly dependent on me to cover for him and keep our department running smoothly. It also allowed me unfettered access to an endless supply of hobos and hopheads whose broken, unloved bodies taught me far more than the night school classes I’d been taking in my spare time.

			So it was just me and the boy that day. The unexpected police sergeant who had come in with him was quite emphatic that this case needed a tight lid. That this one was rough, so rough that several uniforms lost their lunch on the scene.

			“Brass needs this to stay out of the papers,” the cop had said, his tone hushed, like whoever had done this to the boy might be listening and come back to do the same to him. “Minimal paperwork, COD unknown. Rubber-stamp it, file it as indigent and transfer the stiff over to Boyle Heights in the next batch of unclaimed remains.”

			“What do you want us to do with his clothes?” I asked. Unless they had been fused to the body, by extreme heat for example, personal effects were supposed to be either bagged and tagged or discarded before any cadaver arrived in our department.

			“Make ’em disappear,” the cop replied, pressing an envelope of cash into my hand. “Along with the rest of that kid.”

			He couldn’t leave quickly enough.

			The boy had been young. Maybe sixteen. Five foot five. Slight build. Pale complexion. Dark hair, freshly barbered in a sporty brush cut. Precise eye color difficult to determine upon initial examination due to corneal opacity and extensive conjunctival petechiae.

			The clothing in question consisted of a flashy purple dinner jacket, a matching cummerbund, a starched white shirt and a black bow tie. No pants or shoes, just a single black sock.

			Which brings me to the aspect of this case which needed to be kept out of the papers. Not the boy’s death, because the death of one more juvie hustler was hardly newsworthy in a ruthless Hollywood ecosystem that ate pretty teenagers for breakfast every sunny, postcard-perfect day.

			It was the manner of his death that needed to be kept hidden. Not the asphyxia that sped up his inevitable demise, but rather his more unusual pre-mortem injuries.

			There is no gentle or pleasant way to say what I must say next, so I will simply state the facts in a straightforward and clinical manner. Both the genital and rectal areas exhibited extensive laceration consistent with a small but sharp object, such as a pocketknife, resulting in substantial tissue loss.

			It was this grievous wounding that had been so unsettling to the patrolmen who had found the boy’s discarded corpse in some scrubby underbrush near the Greek Theater. Far more so to me, who saw these wounds clearly and completely, illuminated by the harsh fluorescent light of science, and yet was still undone on such a fundamental level that I could barely breathe. Albeit for entirely different reasons.

			At home that night in the modest courtyard apartment I shared with a clever tabby tomcat named Percy, I could not get the boy out of my mind. I could not eat my half of the tinned sardines I normally shared with the feline, so I shoved away the unopened sleeve of saltine crackers and scraped the remaining fish into his bowl.

			Allow me to reiterate at this point that I am not a man who is easily disturbed by the indignities of the murdered dead. If I were, I would not have been fit for the job I’d worked so hard to hold. But I do suffer from a pathological loathing of excess flesh, one that leads me to limit my daily caloric intake in a rather strict fashion. You see, I had been quite fleshy in my youth and that fleshiness had attracted the attention of a certain man. A man who availed himself of my flesh and left me anguished and deeply confused by a slew of terrifying and contradictory emotions that shattered the very foundation of who I believed myself to be. Caustic shame. Existential dread. Horror and hunger and beneath it all, a perverse longing for the very debasement from which I so viscerally recoiled. From that point on, I vowed to whittle away the flesh that had betrayed me and assiduously avoid being touched by anyone ever again.

			The boy in the purple jacket had touched me. Even in death, he had touched me in a dark, unspeakable place hidden deep inside my calcified heart, dredging up old terrors and bringing back that anguish and loathing with such intensity that I found myself driven out into the balmy Southern California night. I walked the streets of my sleeping neighborhood at a brisk, near panicked pace that bordered on a run, as if I could outrun the demons that the boy had awakened inside me.

			I could not, of course.

			 

			 

			I’m sure that by now you are beginning to sense the shape of deliberately omitted information lurking like monstrous shadows behind my carefully crafted recollections. I promise you I will eventually tell you everything. It’s just that my secrets are shy creatures who cannot be forced from their hiding places. One must wait patiently for them to emerge.

			 

			 

			In the days that followed, I found myself possessed by a burning desire to find out everything I could about the boy before his transfer to the crematorium.

			My first stop was a small tailor’s shop called Marcel’s in Bunker Hill. I had been directed there by the label inside the purple jacket I’d carefully removed from the boy’s cold body.

			Marcel’s was on Clay Street, which was barely more than an alleyway lurking beneath the tracks of Angel’s Flight. The only indication that the little shop existed at all was a hand-painted sign in the dirty, opaque window featuring a dancing needle and thimble and an arrow pointing towards an otherwise unremarkable metal door.

			Marcel himself proved to be a chatty Black man with conked hair and an unabashedly feminine demeanor. Five foot eight, thickly built in the lower body, wide-set dark eyes and a large mole on his left cheek. He wore a gold pinkie ring and pinched the humble gray fabric of my Sears and Roebuck suit jacket with curious, hungry fingers.

			“You came to the right place,” he said, looking me up and down. “Because these lapels should’ve never come home from the war.”

			“I’m not here for clothing,” I replied. “I’m here for information.” 

			His eyes hardened, face locked up tight.

			“You a cop?”

			“No.” I took the carefully folded purple jacket from my attaché case. “I’m looking for information about a . . .” I paused, forcing myself to push through my hesitation. “A young friend. He was last seen wearing this jacket.”

			Something unspoken seemed to pass between us, and his face softened.

			“Where did you find it?” Marcel asked, taking the jacket and smoothing it out gently on a nearby table. “How’d it get cut up the back like this?”

			“It was discarded in the brush near the Greek Theater,” I said. I didn’t tell him that the boy had been discarded with it. I also didn’t tell him that it was I who had carefully excised the bloodstained sections as I cut it free from the boy’s body. “That’s all I know.”

			“I made five of these,” Marcel said. “For a client named Jerry Tashman. Runs a chicken house and likes his boys to match for parties. I like the repeat business.”

			“Do you have any idea where he might have taken those boys two days ago?” I asked.

			“Ain’t my place to know Hollywood people’s business,” he said with a shrug. “And from the look of you, I’d say it ain’t your business either.”

			“Where can I find this Tashman?” I asked.

			“You don’t listen, do you?” Marcel shook his head like a disappointed parent. “When he’s not busy casting, you can usually find him holding court at the Shanghai Room. But you didn’t hear it from me.”

			I let him sell me a silk tie that was entirely too luxurious for my line of work, which he knotted around my neck with a flourish. Then I headed west, into the Other Los Angeles.

			 

			 

			The bus that ran west on Sunset Boulevard was always crowded with stoic domestics and gossiping waiters and hard-faced, bosomy b-girls stuffed into obscenely tight dresses. Denizens of my humble Los Angeles traveling into that glitzy, Klieg-lit dreamland of movie stars and hot spots and the perpetually illusive promise that you too might “make it.”

			I didn’t look out the window. I wasn’t interested in glitz or fame. Quite the opposite, in fact. My reading material, a lovingly worn copy of Simpson’s Forensic Medicine, assured that I had no seatmate for the entire trip.

			The Shanghai Room was just down the block from the Mocambo but it may as well have been on another planet. The sign was only slightly more obvious than Marcel’s but the faded, faux-oriental interior was something out of a 1930s movie about opium smugglers. Threadbare red velvet and chipped gold flourishes and dusty Chinese lanterns that cast strange feverish shadows across the faces of the patrons. I wondered which one of them might be Tashman.

			I ordered and paid for the signature Shanghai Mai Tai, which I did not touch, and observed the scene for several minutes. The patrons were mostly men, except for one older lady with a long cigarette holder who had not changed her style since the silent era. The woman was the only one who could have been described as holding court, surrounded as she was by her all-male entourage of admirers.

			“Want to order something else?”

			The bartender was a tall man with a slim build, slicked back salt and pepper hair, a pencil mustache and a distinctly smarmy demeanor. He was clearly not Chinese despite the vaguely Asian cut of his uniform jacket. He gestured at my untouched drink.

			I looked at the drink, which was really quite attractive with its cheerful fruity garnish, but given the egregious amount of sugar contained therein, I would have sooner ingested rat poison.

			“It’s fine,” I said anyway, sliding a folded ten-dollar bill across the bar’s sticky surface. “I’m looking for Jerry Tashman.”

			The bartender quickly suppressed a bemused smirk.

			“Really?” he said. “You don’t strike me as a Bobby Driscoll fan. I’d have pegged you as more of a Muscle Beach enthusiast. Skinny, bookish types like you usually want to get tossed around.”

			How could he possibly know something so private about me? How could a complete stranger have intuited my most shameful secret so easily? Yet this man had just said out loud a thing that I had been unwilling to acknowledge even to myself.

			Because I do, in fact, own a stack of Muscle Power magazines, each one purchased from a different newsstand in far-flung neighborhoods across Los Angeles. And I do, in fact, look at them in the lonely hours of the night with a combination of corrosive jealousy and helpless, primal arousal culminating in a humiliating paroxysm of involuntary physical response. Which I vow never to repeat yet inevitably do.

			“I need to talk to Tashman,” I forced myself to say.

			“Well, you’re out of luck,” he replied. “Word is he skipped town just yesterday. Must have gotten caught with his hand in the wrong cookie jar.”

			“I’m looking for one of his boys,” I said. “Five foot five, dark hair, slight build.”

			“You just described them all,” he replied, his knowing smirk back in spades. “Tash definitely has a type.”

			“Where are they now?” I asked. “These boys?” He shrugged. 

			“Some got scooped up by other agents right away,” he said. “Others went back to wherever they came from.” He poked a thumb at a doorway marked PRIVATE. “I got one back there working stock and sleeping behind the empty kegs if you want to talk to him.”

			Needless to say, I did.

			That boy was named Billy, and he was eerily similar to the boy on my slab. The only difference was a spray of charcoal freckles across his upturned nose. That, and the spark of life in his bright blue eyes, of course. When he saw the money in my hand, he flashed a sugary Shirley Temple smile.

			“You want a suck job, mister?” he asked with the chipper enthusiasm of a newsboy hawking the morning paper.

			I shook my head.

			“I want information,” I said. “About one of your friends who went missing yesterday.”

			A shadow of hesitation flickered across his face, but it was easily dispelled by a generous handful of the police sergeant’s cash.

			“Adam,” he said, brows creased into a thoughtful frown. “He left the party early and that’s the last anybody saw of him. We were supposed to meet up the next morning, but he never showed.”

			“Do you know Adam’s last name?” I asked. “Or where he was from?” 

			Billy shook his head.

			“We all go by Tashman,” he said. “And most of us don’t wanna remember where we’re from.”

			“Where was this party?”

			“Up in the hills near Griffith Park,” he said. “At this big fancy estate owned by some old movie director. Great pool.”

			That was how I wound up talking to James Whale.

			 

			 

			“Jerry Tashman?” Whale shook his head. “Doesn’t ring a bell. Must be one of Pierre’s friends.”

			He gestured with his chin towards a tan and semi-comatose young man lying on a chaise lounge out by the pool. He was quite hirsute and barely dressed in tiny white swimming trunks that did little to conceal the anatomy beneath.

			“I hardly know anyone at my own parties these days,” Whale said, dark eyes gone contemplative and melancholy.

			“You’re too young to remember,” he continued. “But the time between the wars was nothing like today. So open and vibrant, filled with art and wit and beautiful young men who thought the party would never end. That all changed with the Second World War. Did you serve?”

			“Four F,” I said, my usual response. Given my eyeglasses and ninety-eight-pound weakling’s physique, it was never challenged. I had, of course, avoided military service in an entirely different way.

			Whale’s gaze was already turned back inward, as if my response had barely registered. 

			“I fought in the Great War,” he said.

			He fell silent, accessing some profound emotion I could not fathom. 

			“For a time, it seemed as if we had won. Like we were finally free.” 

			I could not begin to imagine that kind of freedom, now or ever.

			“Now there’s this air of paranoia beneath the revelry,” Whale continued. “Moral panic. The Blacklist. ‘Are you now or have you ever been a sexual deviant?’” He shook his head. “Every maudlin old man looks back upon his younger days with a biased eye, but believe me when I say that these are dark times for men like us, Mr. Cole.”

			I wanted to protest that I was nothing like him, that he didn’t know anything about me, but he did, and I was. I also wanted him to keep talking, so I changed the subject instead.

			“But you do remember the boy at the party,” I said, trying to bring his focus back to my original question. “Don’t you?”

			“I remember a group of boys,” he said. “Four or five, I think, all wearing the same jackets, though not for long. Everyone ends up naked in the pool eventually, but there was one boy who refused to disrobe. A quiet lad, a bit more reserved than the others. If I recall correctly, he wanted to be driven home, and eventually, someone agreed to take him.”

			“Try to remember who that could have been,” I said.

			“It wasn’t Fredrick, it was someone older. Ah yes, I remember, it was Bruno. Bruno Sherry.” Even I knew who Bruno Sherry was.

			“He’s married, you know.” He spoke that word with an undisguised contempt. “Men like him can do as they please, so long as they maintain plausible deniability.”

			He paused, gaze drifting over to the young man by the pool. His expression was not one of fondness or desire but rather one of deep, brooding ennui.

			“You must excuse me, Mr. Cole,” he said, stubbing out his cigarette in an otherwise empty jade ashtray. “I seem to be feeling rather more unwell than I realized. My housekeeper will see you out.”

			He stood and walked away without another word.

			 

			 

			If you were hoping for a Hollywood ending, you have not been paying attention. There is no version of this story in which I, like some rock-jawed matinee hero or relentlessly clever fictional criminologist, bring the murderer to justice. That’s not the way things work in the Other Los Angeles.

			This is not only because I am fundamentally a coward and terrified of calling attention to myself, although that certainly is a factor. It is also because Adam’s ending had already been written by larger forces long before we ever met. Hollywood bigwigs like Bruno Sherry rarely face consequences for their actions. No one cares what happens to shadow-dwelling monsters like us. This is why we must take care of our own in whatever ways we can.

			To that end, I made sure that Adam did not go to the crematorium where his unclaimed ashes would be poured into a mass grave with the rest of the forlorn and forgotten dead of Los Angeles. In death, I gave him dignity. I gave him what he could not have in life.

			We may never know exactly what motivated Bruno Sherry to perpetrate such a gruesome and heinous mutilation, but I have my suspicions. And as much as I may loathe and fear this kind of frank disclosure, I simply cannot go on without finally acknowledging my most perverse and terrible secret. A secret I suspect you may have already discerned. Regardless, I will do my best to relate the truth to you in a clear and scientific manner.

			I am in a unique position to grasp both the precise nature of Adam’s injuries and the psychological complexities behind Bruno Sherry’s possible reactions when confronted with the unexpected physiological features that the boy and I share.

			You see, I intimately understood the nature of this anatomical dissonance even before I removed Adam’s bloody shirt to reveal the tightly wrapped binder beneath. When I first examined the body, I knew that I was not looking at a void left behind by the removal of male genitalia, but rather a series of furiously jagged incised wounds to the external female genitalia, exposing the vaginal canal beneath.

			For many years, I was certain I was a terrible and singular creature. A monstrous deviant so rare as to be undefined by standard medical textbooks on psychosexual disorders. Despite the fact that my conviction was not shared by those who raised me, I have always known myself to be unquestionably male since childhood. As such, I had always assumed that I would naturally develop an interest in the fairer sex. When the opposite occurred, I was plagued with crushing doubt and confusion. I was so desperate to be perceived as a normal man, but yet felt so fundamentally abnormal that I knew my only hope for survival was to forgo all sexual relations of any kind and devote myself solely to the pursuit of science.

			Adam’s arrival in my morgue and in my life was evidence that I was not alone. He gave me a strange and terrifying gift, and I wanted to give him something in return.

			It was quite easy for me to repair his wounds and correct his anatomical defects. I was able to remove the excess tissue from his chest and give him what I so longed for and knew that I could never have, courtesy of a post-mortem donation from the well-endowed wino who would be headed to the crematorium in his place.

			I buried Adam’s surgically perfected body in a blue mohair suit made by Marcel, although I lied and told him it was for me. I was able to make it work for Adam with a few strategic pins. The flat granite headstone I picked out was simple and elegant and when they asked me for his surname, I didn’t want to use Tashman, so I gave him my own instead.

			You may laugh, but I chose my name when I was still quite young. The last name was admittedly more aspirational than descriptive, and my first name had been inspired by a handsome actor on whom I had an embarrassing fixation at the time. I swear that it was not inspired by the scientist in James Whale’s most memorable film, although in retrospect that would not have been entirely inappropriate.

			My name is Victor. The grave marker I had made for the boy reads:

			Adam Strong, Beloved Brother

			 

			 

			I visited Adam often, as he was my only family. I visited him five years later when I read about the lonely suicide of James Whale and shared with him the complex emotions that news evoked in me. I visited him when Bruno Sherry died a wealthy and successful man, surrounded by adoring grandchildren. Whenever the weight of my monstrous secrets became too much to bear, I found solace in the peaceful silence of Adam’s grave.

			Maybe that’s not a Hollywood ending, but it’s not an entirely unhappy ending either.

			





VICTORY OR DEATH

			DIANA DIGANGI

			Eva liked to joke that they were the most expensive forklift drivers in history.

			She found this funnier than Jane did. Jane clung to the romance of exploration. She was born too late to participate in the Artemis missions, which had briefly rekindled the American love affair with the moon; when it was her time to go, it was thanks to the needs of the private sector.

			The conglomerate Yates-Briar Group wanted to fly a crewed mission to the moon in search of helium-3, abundant in the lunar regolith and the single most promising candidate for powering nuclear fusion. The idea wasn’t new. Three different space-mining startups had tried this a decade ago.

			A Silicon Valley startup went first, promising to deliver twenty-five tons of He3 — enough to power the entire country for a year. They brought back a few pounds and went bankrupt. A state-run Chinese company improved on the first company’s design but failed too. Another U.S. startup tried and failed, and less than a year after that the idea was abandoned by everyone as the world sank into its worst-ever energy crisis. At the moment fusion was needed most, a moonshot had become impractical.

			“You just can’t do this as a startup,” explained Frank Conrad as he walked Jane across the courtyard of YBG’s corporate headquarters in Arlington. “You need institutionally deep pockets.”

			Frank, a retired flight director for NASA, was stepping back into the role for YBG. He was the final sentinel of Jane’s long interview process, which ended with him offering her the job and inviting her for coffee.

			“But the Chinese startup was state-owned,” she said.

			“They still cheaped out in a few key ways. I think a lot of their decisions along the way came from people who didn’t actually believe this was possible, and that kills a project like this.”

			“So how deep do these pockets need to be?”

			“YBG’s spending hundreds of billions. They’ve been in mining since the 1800s, they know what it takes to stake a claim. That’s why NASA’s a bigger partner this time and offered them a far more generous contract than they’ve given anyone else. They think this is the real deal.”

			“Do you? Are you a true believer?”

			“I am,” Frank said. “That’s why I’m sending two of our best.” 

			“I’m flattered. So we have our command pilot?”

			“Commander Eva Cathay,” Frank said. “It’ll be just the two of you and a narrow AGI. You don’t know Eva, do you?”

			“I’ve met her in passing, but we were never on the ISS at the same time.” 

			“She’s a great pilot. A little rough around the edges, but talented.”

			 

			 

			A deep topographic survey led them to a landing site on Mare Nubium, an unexplored basaltic plain where helium-3 was abundant. There, Eva and Jane would deploy the harvester before driving a rover to their new home, NASA’s abandoned lunar base in the Faustini crater.

			Eva was capable and appealing, a natural leader who looked like one. She was taller than Jane, lean and hawklike with light brown eyes. She was a few years older, but like Jane, she had spent her career making the most of a diminished era for space exploration. They would be the first all-female crew to land on the moon—YBG renamed their craft the Sally Ride 1 in honor of this and put out a self-congratulatory press release about it.

			On launch day, Jane’s parents and sisters saw her off from a crowd of thousands. Jane didn’t know how big the crowd had been until she checked her email from orbit and saw that her father had sent her a TV piece he’d been interviewed for. As he spoke, people behind him teemed against a fence with signs like SAVE OUR SKINS and ROLLING BLACKOUTS KILLED MY HUSBAND.

			“Jane’s tenacious and single-minded as hell,” George told the reporter, squinting into the Florida sunlight. “If she can’t bring that stuff back, nobody can.”

			It was a long two days on the Sally Ride before they reached the moon. Jane was asleep when they began their initial descent, startled awake by Eva’s voice in her earpiece: “Look alive, Howell!”

			Jane’s entire body jerked and she began peeling back the Velcro of her sleep restraints. “I’m up.”

			“Now you are.”

			The overhead lights in their quarters blazed on. “Thanks, ALICE.”

			“You’re welcome, Jane,” replied the pleasant but uncanny voice of their onboard artificial general intelligence.

			Jane floated her way to the command module and patted Eva on the shoulder before strapping herself into the copilot seat. Eva’s pin-straight blonde hair was in a tight braid—when loose in zero-G it fanned around her head like the golden halos in Byzantine depictions of saints. Jane’s own curly, dark hair stayed close like a mane.

			“Take a look,” Eva said, nudging Jane and pointing to the window on their right.

			The moon was much closer, and the horizon glow of lunar sunset blazed at its crown. Jane’s lips parted in awe.

			“For a bullseye landing, a slight acceleration is needed,” ALICE said from overhead. “I have adjusted our speed.”

			Eva’s golden head shot upright. “With whose permission?”

			“I can act autonomously within mission-critical parameters, Commander, including making small adjustments to account for human error.”

			“Human error,” Eva scoffed. “You mean discretion?” 

			“Discretion can result in error,” ALICE said.

			“We were within twenty feet of a bullseye.” 

			“Control would prefer we land closer.”

			“For bragging rights,” Eva said. “So you increased our yaw.” 

			“I apologize for any resulting discomfort.”

			“Thank you, you overengineered—”

			“Don’t antagonize it,” Jane interrupted, then adjusted her earpiece as her gaze was drawn back to the moon. “Houston, this is Sally.”

			“We read you, Sally,” Frank said. “Sorry about your backseat driver.” 

			“Control, you said this thing was narrow and shackled,” Eva said. 

			“She’s operating within her limits, Commander.”

			 

			 

			On Earth, they had rehearsed this ad infinitum, and Jane worked without much conscious thought until she descended the lander’s ladder and took her first step on the moon.

			The movement was as easy as if she had dreamed it. Twenty meters to the west of where they landed lay the lip of a ridge, which Jane scaled to get a view away from the lander’s floodlights.

			Over the horizon was a vast, velvet darkness peppered with minuscule flecks of stars. It felt more still here than anywhere Jane had ever been or imagined. In the airless space around her danced bright particles of electrically charged dust, repelled by the electrostatic shielding of her suit and lit by its flashlight. She was the first living thing to set foot on this stretch of soil.

			Jane’s earpiece crackled with Eva’s husky voice: “Harvester time, Howell.” 

			“Copy,” Jane said. “Stand by.”

			Tucked into a Velcro loop on her belt was a small, handmade pole holding an American flag. She walked further to a spot that was more regolith than hard basalt, then began coring a hole in it with a manual hand drill. It was a tough job in low gravity, and Jane sweated as she dug. Finally, she knelt and thrust the flagpole’s end into the hole.

			She felt the flesh of her palm tear, but the pole had gone deep enough to stand the flag up. With relief, she turned to rejoin Eva.

			Eva was standing beside the lander, and from a distance was dwarfed by it—a tiny, suited figure beside a white bullet five hundred feet tall. Directly above them in the black sky hung Earth, too beautiful to believe.

			As Jane approached, Eva said, “Open the pod bay doors, ALICE, and send the forklift.” 

			“We do not have a forklift,” ALICE’s calm voice said in their ears.

			“I’m fucking around, I meant the harvester.”

			“I see. I did understand your joke in referring to 2001: A Space Odyssey.” 

			Jane laughed, and Eva whistled as if impressed.

			“Please step back,” ALICE said.

			Eva and Jane moonwalked backward over the basalt, giving the lander a wide berth. The cargo bay door at the top of the lander opened, and mechanical arms outstretched, holding a massive vehicle.

			When the harvester made landfall, Eva climbed a twenty-foot ladder into the cab and started the engine. The ground shook and trembled, and the machine began to unfold itself.

			Jane had grown up among wheat farms in the San Joaquin Valley before droughts bankrupted most of them in her teens, and this creature barely resembled the combine harvesters that used to sweep the golden horizon. It was too tall, too white, too alien.

			Through her earpiece, Jane heard the opening notes of a song she was now very familiar with: International Harvester. She let out a sigh, and Eva said, “Get into the spirit!”

			Jane did her best to tune this out while they worked through their inspection checklist until finally giving up and singing along with her, to Control’s unhappiness.

			Hoggin’ up the road with my p-p-p-plower!

			Ninety minutes later, they were sure: the harvester was operational.

			 

			 

			The lunar base was derelict from neglect but contained marvelous oxygen. Jane unpacked, then Velcroed to her bed and breathed for a while. She was allowing herself some hope. This operation might become a permanent outpost like a lunar mining colony, and once Earth’s energy needs were met, a lunar fusion reactor could power the first crewed flight to Mars. She had a toehold in history.

			Jane got up to explore the base and found Eva in the common area, a long cylindrical room with orbed lamps. Eva sat on one of the small white couches, drinking from a smoothie packet and reading a book. Jane joined her, kicking up lunar dust that settled onto her sweaty skin.

			“That’ll get annoying,” she said.

			“The dust?” Eva said, looking up. Her hair shimmered like seaweed. “We’re miners now, occupational hazard. What happened to your hand?”

			Jane looked down to see the cut on her palm surrounded by strange splotches where low-gravity blood had rolled across the surface of her skin. “Human error.”

			Eva bounded into the hallway, then returned with a tube of ointment, took Jane’s hand in her own and began applying a thick seal of it.

			Jane watched her work. Her gut buzzed with a fleeting attraction to Eva, something she kept experiencing and repressing. She distracted herself: “You believe in what we’re doing here, don’t you?”

			Eva raised her eyebrows. “I’m carrying out my mission as assigned.” 

			“You don’t seem thrilled about it.”

			“I don’t think anyone should get their hopes up about this.” 

			“I get that it’s a long shot,” Jane said. “I’m a pragmatist.” 

			“No pragmatists in foxholes.”

			“We’re in this foxhole together, so why aren’t you a true believer?”

			“Because even if we succeed, it never should have come down to this. AI brought on the energy crisis, and instead of shutting it off, we turned to it for answers.” Eva grinned. “We’re degenerate gamblers.”

			Jane masked an inexplicably bitter disappointment. “If we succeed, we’ll prevent a lot more pain and suffering.”

			“Suffering teaches you what to avoid. We haven’t learned our lesson yet. If a miracle bails us out, we never will.”

			“Human ingenuity brought us here, not a miracle. Why’d you even accept this mission?”

			Eva dropped Jane’s hand, but they kept looking at each other. An inappropriate amount of time passed in a stalemate, and Jane’s face buzzed with heat as Eva’s bright eyes examined her. She reached up to run her hand through Jane’s hair, and the buzzing got worse.

			“You have a really striking face,” Eva said. 

			Jane breathed a laugh. “It’s a normal face.”

			“No, I have a normal face.” Eva grazed her thumb over Jane’s cheekbone. “Yours is interesting. You’re like a woman in a painting.”

			ALICE’s voice rang out from a ceiling speaker, and they jumped apart. “I’m reading a spike in your heart rates. Status?”

			“We’re fine,” Jane yelled as Eva scoffed and sprang to her feet with a rip of Velcro.

			“Overengineered,” she said, striding into the hall. “Night!”

			“Night,” Jane called.

			 

			 

			Over the following two weeks of lunar night, they divided up fourteen-hour days into two shifts each: one shift in a rover, sweeping the regolith with sensors to find hotspots of He3, then one in the harvester, which handled like a dump truck on an ice rink.

			Then the sun rose again, bringing with it solar wind, and the harvester’s electromagnetic components became temperamental: flickering displays and sensor failure. On the third day of this, Jane found the harvester had blown a fuse.

			“ALICE,” she said with simmering frustration, “we’ll lose most of today to repairs. Are we still on track to mine 1.6 tons this month?”

			ALICE took a moment to reply. “I don’t have output data from the last two days.”

			“What do you mean?” Jane said. Through the windshield of the harvester’s cab, she could see Eva doing donuts in the rover far below.

			“I don’t have harvester data from the last two days.”

			“Come again?” Solar winds aside, ALICE wasn’t supposed to lose data. Everything she ingested was stored in her central node, enclosed in titanium housing back at the base. “How is that?”

			“Are you certain you operated the harvester in that time frame?” 

			“Yes!”

			“It would be okay to take a break,” ALICE said. “The Yates-Briar Group values your mental health.”

			“ALICE, you spoke with us while we worked. You don’t remember?”

			“I’m sorry, Jane,” the pleasant voice said in her ear. “If the memory isn’t stored, I can’t access it.” 

			“This can’t happen. You’re part of our life support system.” Jane touched her earpiece. “Houston, are you hearing this?”

			“I am, Sally, and we’re on it,” said systems officer Kathy.

			A few hours later, Control reported back with bad news. Over the last few days, ALICE had been obsessively testing the limits of her restraints, and each failure generated terabytes of data and led her to devote more RAM to the problem. They theorized the lost data was a casualty of this and said they would close any logic loopholes that might allow ALICE to take initiative on deletion.

			NASA blamed YBG for supplying ALICE; YBG blamed NASA for designing her protocols. Both balked at the idea of shutting her off.

			“Unfortunately, we can’t get you home without her,” Frank told them that night over a video call they picked up at the base’s dust-filled teleconferencing room after blocking ALICE’s access to it. “She’s got all our telemetry.”

			Jane

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			





AFTERWORD

			KATHERINE V. FORREST

			These tributes to LGBTQ icons, brought to us by many of today’s mystery writing icons, vary so widely in theme and life experience, with settings ranging from the repressive darkness of 1929 to our present day, that the question suggests itself: what contrasts in the genre between back then and now?

			Woven into the mystery heart of these stories is greater visibility and affirmation of our lives, and positivity. Since gay marriage has not, as prophesied, visited Armageddon on the civilized world, and the behavioral sciences continue to consign to the garbage heap any categorization of LGBTQ people as unnatural, perverted, or child molesters, generalized prejudice against LGBTQ people has lost some traction and momentum in recent decades—a huge benefit of our coming out and our expanding LGBTQ visibility through the arts and on social media.

			But, as shown in the stories, we have by no means achieved equality. Still, not equality. The quicksand of prejudice lies unchanged under the entire span of decades. The stories confirm the unrelenting denial of the legitimacy of our existence, expressed in the same bullying and brutal behaviors, the same physical and emotional persecution. What’s also negatively, poisonously new in this day and age is that the advances in technology bringing us closer together as a community have added their own opportunities to spread disinformation, distortion, propaganda and false news around every aspect of our existence.

			The stories surely illuminate a fundamental driver behind the resistance to any sexual and gender divergence, much less transition or gender neutrality. In today’s mainstream culture, a woman may have “advanced” to where she can flaunt suits and ties, our transgression into traditional male attire tolerated with scant or muted murmurs of protest. But if a male dons a dress? Revulsion, ridicule, hostility, and a rage that far too often extends to the homicidal. Why? WHY so visceral and specific a response to a gender variation that harms no one?

			That answer is conclusive, as vividly demonstrated by our transgender authors. The rabid determination to render these lives invalid exposes the very root of homophobia: misogyny and toxic masculinity. The pervasive, culturally ingrained, set-in-concrete male view of the feminine as inferior, limited, lesser in every way. Reinforced by paternalistic religious doctrine and with allies in white supremacy.

			Transgender visibility is today’s target of convenience under a false flag, the true goal being, as ever, the demolishing of an ideal of a democratic society: aspiration to diversity, equality and inclusion.

			Our books are especially dangerous, having raised alarm bells with their capacity to open minds and expose prejudice with their revealing, authentic depictions of LGBTQ lives. An array of weaponry has been brought to bear on us: censorship and scare tactics over any manifestation of difference, along with gender cant, religious cant, and all the distortions, slurs and catch phrases too familiar to us all.

			Crime Ink: Iconic, in its honoring of those who blazed trails for us, is a significant and signal achievement. This tribute to our LGBTQ icons is in itself a continuation of the mystery fiction which has always been at the forefront of our path to visibility. From its very origins—M.F. Beale’s 1977 classic Angel Dance, the pioneering, classic 1970s Dave Brandstetter mysteries of the great Joseph Hansen, Barbara Wilson’s 1984 Murder in the Collective, the decades-ranging mystery fiction of Sandra Scoppettone, the 1980s Valentine and Lovelace novels of Nathan Aldyne—these pioneering, groundbreaking mysteries and authors brought us our first images of lesbians and gays who defied stereotypes, exposed the irrationalities and injustice of the dominant culture. Their early depictions of lesbians and gay men of principle and agency pushing back against a lethally unwelcome world bequeathed to us the example of their courage, their idealism in calling for fairness and justice—a justice to be always fought for, even if not always won.

			Our books, our stories, have elbowed their way into mainstream American literature with nationally known and acclaimed authors. Our mystery novels lay claim to the worth and rightness and dignity of our lives, and this historic collection of writing icons honoring cultural icons will now take its place among the LGBTQ books on the front lines, soldiers arrayed against censorship and prejudice.

			We’re here. Living our lives in every permutation of gender. Defiantly visible and united, in our lives and in our books. In all our diversity, equality, and inclusion under the radiance of our rainbow flag.

			





CONTRIBUTORS

			CHRISTA FAUST writes original novels, as well as comics, novelizations, and media tie-ins. Faust won the 2009 Crimespree Award (Best Original Paperback) for Money Shot. Money Shot also received nominations for Best Paperback Original from the Edgar Awards, Anthony Awards, and Barry Awards. She has worked in the Times Square peep booths, as a professional dominatrix, and in the adult film industry both behind and in front of the cameras.

			 

			Why James Whale?

			 

			“Bride of Frankenstein is one of my all-time favorite classic monster movies and its sly, deliciously queer subtext felt like a secret message from filmmaker James Whale to the little teenage monster that I was. Whale lived openly as a gay man in an era when few others could and died by suicide just as the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), the Blacklist, and other powerful cultural forces started cracking down on anyone who didn’t fit in. Sound familiar? It did to me too, which is why I chose him as my icon and why I needed to write this story right now.”

			 

			 

			ANNE LAUGHLIN’S novels have won four Goldie Awards and been nominated three times for Lambda Literary Awards. She is the 2022 recipient of the Alice B Medal for her body of work and is a two-time Lambda Fellow. Anne is currently a board member of Mystery Writers of America and a member of the Queer Crime Writers Association. She reviews books for the Gay & Lesbian Review. After seven contemporary crime novels, Anne is finishing work on a historical thriller set in pre-war Germany. In her spare time, she teaches adults to read at Literacy Chicago.

			 

			Why Vita Sackville-West

			 

			“I have long been fascinated by the life of Vita Sackville-West, the aristocratic author, master gardener, diplomatic wife, raconteur, lover of Virginia Woolf and many, many other women. For me, she represents boldness and supreme self-confidence. She chose to live as her authentic self in the early part of the twentieth century, when that was virtually unheard of for queer people. She dressed as a man and would go away for weekends with her lover, pretending to be husband and wife. She was an inspiration.”

			 

			 

			CHERYL A. HEAD’S writing always includes diverse characters and explores themes of racism, human rights, and justice. Her award-winning Charlie Mack Motown Mysteries, whose female PI protagonist is queer and Black, was featured this year on the game show Jeopardy! Head’s 2023 crime fiction novel, Time’s Undoing, was shortlisted for the Los Angeles Times Book Award, the Hurston Wright Legacy Award, and the Anthony Award. Head was named to the Saints & Sinners LGBTQ+ Literary Festival Hall of Fame in 2019 and is a 2022 recipient of the Alice B Award for her body of work.

			 

			Why James Baldwin?

			 

			“James Baldwin is one of the most enduring intellects of the twentieth century. Black, gay, complex and brilliant, one cannot consider queer icons without his inclusion. In my story I wanted to explore Baldwin’s acuity in navigating the competing challenges of his blackness, queerness, and literary celebrity. I wish he were alive today to help us make sense of America’s renewed chaos.”

			 

			 

			CHRISTOPHER BOLLEN is the author of six literary thriller novels, including Havoc, The Lost Americans, and A Beautiful Crime. He writes for a number of publications including the New York Times, Vanity Fair, and Interview Magazine. He lives in New York City.

			 

			Why Elton John?

			 

			“I wanted to write a story about unexpected visitors set in Venice, and several years back I visited Elton John’s apartment on the tip of Giudecca when a friend was staying there as a guest. Although Elton John was not at home, I was still the unexpected and perhaps unwanted visitor. I may not be a big fan in Elton John’s taste in art, but I loved his music from a very young age. He may well have been the first openly gay musician to find my ears, and certainly he was one of the few figures at that time whose queer flamboyance was so happily embraced by the mainstream. I also wanted to sneak in a tribute to the song ‘Daniel,’ which played on the radio when I was on my way, at 15, to my friend’s funeral (he’d killed himself). Songs become emotional portals to the dead, and whenever I hear ‘Daniel,’ I instantly think of Mike.”

			 

			 

			RENEE JAMES’ novels and screenplays have been honored in a variety of competitions as finalists and medal winners. Her short stories have appeared in four anthologies, including the 2022 Mystery Writers Association collection, Crime Hits Home. She has also edited several developmental anthologies for Off Campus Writers Workshop, including the 2023 release, Meaningful Conflicts. Her novels include the Bobbi Logan trilogy and the Publishing Triangle Ferro-Grumley finalist, BeatNikki’s Café—all of which depict the life and times of a transgender women in Chicago.

			 

			Why Laverne Cox?

			 

			“Laverne Cox was the inspiration for the heroine in my story, ‘These Truths,’ because I wanted Sydney to be a modern transgender woman, someone poised, intelligent and successful, someone who came of age in that moment of American history when trans people were sometimes encouraged to become whole people.”

			 

			 

			KATHERINE V. FORREST’S awards and honors include five Lambda Literary Awards and the Pioneer Award from Lambda Literary, the Lifetime Achievement Award from the Publishing Triangle, the Trailblazer Award from the lesbian community’s Golden Crown Literary Society. Her seventeen works of fiction include the enduring lesbian classic Curious Wine, and the celebrated Kate Delafield mystery series which features the first lesbian police professional to appear in American literature.

			 

			Why Dickinson, Whitman, and Bannon?

			 

			“Emily Dickinson, Walt Whitman, Ann Bannon—iconic indeed. Lines from Dickinson’s timeless, heart-piercing poetry provide lyrical counterpoint for my story of first discovery in the novel that launched my writing career, Curious Wine. Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman was an oasis in the desert for many generations of us, especially my gay brothers. And Ann Bannon—her books saved my life. Those five pioneering novels of hers, set mainly in Greenwich Village in the late 1950, were life-giving and essential to countless numbers of us, and will always remain concrete-foundational in lesbian literature.”

			 

			 

			MEREDITH DOENCH is the award-winning author of the Luce Hansen Thriller series. Doench’s works of short fiction and nonfiction have appeared in literary journals such as Hayden’s Ferry Review, Women’s Studies Quarterly, and The Tahoma Literary Review. She currently serves on the board of Mystery Writers of America, Midwest Chapter. She is a senior lecturer of creative writing, literature, and composition at the University of Dayton in Ohio.

			 

			Why WNBA stars?

			 

			“In a parallel universe, I’m a starter on a WNBA team alongside some of the league’s original players: Sue Bird, Sheryl Swoopes, Rebecca Lobo, and Diana Taurasi. This level of ball is all about rivalry, athleticism, and whole-hearted devotion to the game, and my story explores what happens to elite players after they’ve given every ounce of themselves to the sport and still it’s not enough.”

			 

			 

			JEFFREY MARKS is a freelance writer and interviewer whose work has been published in The Armchair Detective, Mystery Scene, Mystery Readers Journal, and other magazines devoted to crime fiction. His own short stories have appeared in Kracked Mirror Mysteries and other periodicals. He is a member of Mystery Writers of America and Sisters in Crime.

			 

			Why C. Auguste Dupin and Ellery Queen?

			 

			“The Great Detectives of Mystery, like Poe’s C. Auguste Dupin, have always been queer-coded. Indeed, Dashiell Hammett once asked the two men who conceived Ellery Queen to explain their character’s sex life. When I look back at all the mysteries I read as a teen, they were my icons.”

			 

			 

			MARGOT DOUAIHY is the author of the Sister Holiday Mysteries published by Gillian Flynn Books/Zando. She is the recipient the Publishing Triangle’s Joseph Hansen LGBTQ Crime Writing Award, the Saints & Sinners Emerging Artist Award, The Pinckley Prize for Crime Fiction, and Boston Magazine’s 2023 Best Author Award.

			 

			Why Radclyffe Hall?

			 

			“‘High Hit Area’ is a lyrical Maine noir about the dangerous allure of traps. Influenced by the tensile and trenchant novel The Unlit Lamp by Radclyffe Hall, I wanted to write a lesbian crime story that triangulates unmet potential, lust, (dis)trust, set in an isolated place where desperation and desire leave the same tracks in the snow.”

			 

			 

			DIANA DIGANGI is the author of the award-winning novel, Last Chance Chicago. She holds both bachelor’s and master’s in journalism from Virginia Commonwealth University, where she started her journalism career in television news, then returned to the D.C. area to pursue her career as an investigative journalist.

			 

			Why Sally Ride?

			 

			“While brainstorming, I asked my girlfriend—an astronomer at Hubble—to name a queer icon, and she suggested Sally Ride. Once she did, the idea of an all-female space voyage named in her honor occurred to me, and the themes of treachery, frontierism, and runaway technology (all already on my mind) quickly helped flesh out the concept.”

			 

			 

			KATRINA CARRASCO is the author of The Best Bad Things, which won a Shamus Award and was a finalist for a Washington State Book Award and a Lambda Literary Award. Her short fiction and essays have appeared in journals and outlets including Witness, Post Road, and Literary Hub. She was a Yaddo fellow and has received support from Jentel Arts, Blue Mountain Center, Lighthouse Works, Artist Trust, and other residencies and foundations. She lives in Seattle.

			 

			Why George Michael?

			 

			“I adore George Michael and his music. My story called for a recognizable sound (that would also add humor in the moment), and the saxophone riff from ‘Careless Whisper’ was a perfect fit. It brings a little light to the dark world of the story. Love you, George.”

			 

			 

			JOHN COPENHAVER is an award-winning author whose latest novel, Hall of Mirrors, was named a New York Times Crime Novel of the Year. His debut, Dodging and Burning, won the Macavity Award, and The Savage Kind earned the Lambda Literary Award. A founding member of Queer Crime Writers, he teaches at Virginia Commonwealth University, mentors in the University of Nebraska MFA program, and lives in Richmond, VA, with his husband, artist Jeffery Paul Herrity.

			 

			Why Truman Capote?

			 

			“Truman Capote has long been an inspiration to me, and In Cold Blood is one of my favorite books—not just for its true crime narrative, but for its deeper exploration of how men can incite violence in one another and the fragility of masculinity, which Capote perceived so clearly. In my story, I wanted to explore a similar dynamic: how patriarchal institutions render male friendships fraught, painful, and potentially violent.”

			 

			 

			ANN MCMAN is the two-time Lambda Literary Award-winning author of fourteen novels and two short story collections. She has won numerous Independent Publisher (IPPY), Foreword Reviews INDIES, and Golden Crown Literary Society medals and awards, and she is a laureate of the Alice B Foundation for her outstanding body of work. She divides her time between Winston-Salem, North Carolina, and Grand Isle, Vermont.

			 

			Why Dolly Parton?

			 

			“During a visit to the legendary Jugtown Pottery in rural North Carolina, I discovered a beautiful hand-thrown grave marker that bore the inscription, ‘Find out who you are, then do it on purpose.’ It was a perfect summation of my own life’s journey to self-understanding and self-acceptance. The words had been spoken by Dolly Parton, who has always been an ally and advocate for the LGBTQ+ community. Dolly also never forgot her humble roots—and she set upon a path to use her considerable means to inspire a love of reading in all young children, including the queer ones. Dolly’s Imagination Library delivers, for free, more than 28 million books a year. She is, in one word, iconic.”

			 

			 

			GREG HERREN is a writer and editor, who publishes work in a variety of genres, including mystery novels, young adult literature, and erotica. He publishes work both as Greg Herren and under the pseudonym Todd Gregory. He lives in New Orleans, where he also works as an HIV/AIDS counselor and educator. He is also a co-founder of the Saints and Sinners Literary Festival.

			 

			Why Tennessee Williams?

			 

			“Tennessee Williams is indirectly responsible for my career. The Tennessee Williams and the New Orleans Literary Festival exposed me to great writers, master classes, and eventual publication. The table is there, too.”

			 

			 

			KELLY J. FORD is the Anthony-nominated author of Real Bad Things, Cottonmouths, a Los Angeles Review Best Book of 2017, and The Hunt. An Arkansas native, Kelly writes crime fiction set in the Ozarks and Arkansas River Valley.

			 

			Why Langston Hughes?

			 

			“The price of admission for having childhood friends in the Bible Belt was that I had to get saved because many parents believed I was going to Hell—not for my sexuality but because I was a feral girl who lacked parental guidance. Despite fan-girling Jesus before the age of five, the first time I felt any type of belonging related to spirituality was not in church but through a Langston Hughes poem. This story is an ode to those feelings, filtered through my heathen heart.”

			 

			 

			STEPHANIE GAYLE is the Pushcart Prize-nominated author of Idyll Threats, Idyll Fears, and Idyll Hands. Her first novel, My Summer of Southern Discomfort, was chosen as one of Redbook’s Top Ten Summer Reads and was a Book Sense monthly pick. She’s a former president of Sisters in Crime and a member of Queer Crime Writers.

			 

			Why Babadook?

			 

			“The horror movie monster, the Babadook, began its tenure as queer icon as an online joke (Babadook created a popup book just to create drama!) but queer folk also saw themselves in the maligned monster, consigned to a basement for not conforming. And truly, what’s more queer than claiming a misunderstood being and celebrating it, and adopting it as a symbol of the LGBTQIA+ community?”

			 

			 

			JEFFREY ROUND’S seven-volume Dan Sharp mysteries won a Lambda Literary Award. Bon Ton Roulet, the fourth volume in his other queer mystery series, Bradford Fairfax, got him invited to read at the 300th anniversary of the founding of New Orleans alongside then-mayor Mitch Landrieu. He is also an award-winning filmmaker and songwriter. His latest book is The English Tutor from Rebel Satori Press.

			 

			Why James Dean and Wilfred Owen?

			 

			“I became obsessed with James Dean on seeing Rebel Without a Cause when I was seventeen. I have travelled to his birthplace, death site, and other locations associated with him, and wrote a series of poems about him published in my collection Threads. The World War I war poet Wilfred Owen haunts me for the same reason, as the personification of talented youth cut down too soon.”

			 

			 

			MIA P. MANANSALA is a writer from Chicago who loves books, baking, and bad-ass women. She is the author of the multi-award-winning Tita Rosie’s Kitchen Mystery series and the YA novel Death in the Cards. She uses humor (and murder) to explore aspects of the Filipino diaspora, queerness, and her millennial love for pop culture.

			 

			Why Geena Rocero?

			 

			“Filipina queen Geena Rocero is a trans activist, model, beauty pageant winner, and so much more, and I think the world needs to know about her. Her memoir, Horse Barbie, was such an entertaining and enlightening read that I knew I had to create a story around chapter one’s opening line.”

			 

			 

			ROBYN GIGL is the author of four novels featuring Erin McCabe, a transgender criminal defense attorney. Time magazine selected her novel, Survivor’s Guilt, as one of the 100 best Mystery/Thriller books of All Time. It was also named as one of the best crime novels of 2022 by the New York Times, received a starred review from Publishers Weekly, and won the Publishing Triangle’s Joseph Hansen Award for LGBTQ+ Crime Writing. Her fourth novel, Nothing But the Truth, was selected by the New York Times as one of the best crime novels of 2024.

			 

			Why Christine Jorgensen?

			 

			“When I was growing up in the 1950s and ’60s, Christine Jorgensen was one of the few out and open trans people. At a time when information on being transgender was impossible to find, her visibility let me know that I was not the only person who felt the way I did. She was a beacon of hope to a generation of trans people.”

			 

			 

			BAXTER CLARE TRAUTMAN is the author of the Lambda Literary finalist L.A. Franco mystery series. She also wrote the award-winning The River Within, and Spirit of the Valley, a natural history of California oak woodlands. A practicing wildlife biologist, she lives in central California with her wife.

			 

			Why Queer Literary Giants?

			 

			“Katherine V. Forrest. Lee Lynch. Joseph Hansen. May Sarton. Forster. Rita Mae Brown. Aside from being my personal favorites, what stands out to me, as with so many other queer writers, is their sheer gutsiness. In a time when being anything other than straight was considered deviant, satanic, criminal, these writers had the guts and audacity to speak for all of us. They brought hope and comfort into dark closets, boldly giving us the courage to speak, to fight for our love. And eventually, to be brave enough to continue in their giant footsteps.”

			 

			 

			MARCO CAROCARI grew up in Switzerland, where he worked in a hardware store, traveled the globe working for the airlines and later as an internationally published photographer, and frequently jobbed as a waiter, hotel receptionist, or manager of a professional photo studio. In 2016 he swapped snow-capped mountains, lakes, and lush, green pastures for the charm of the dry California desert, where he lives. His debut novel, Blackout, was nominated for a Lefty and won The NYC Big Book Award and Independent Press Award for Best LGBTQ Novel. His short stories appeared in Malice Domestic: Mystery Most Diabolical and the Saints and Sinners New Fiction from the Festival anthologies.

			 

			Why the Queer Icons of NYC in the ’70s and ’80s?

			 

			“When prompted with a clear, single task, my mind usually bursts into a million directions simultaneously—which is likely how we ended up with my contribution (and it sounds much better than saying I couldn’t make up my mind). Loosely inspired by All About Eve and the pitfalls of fame at any cost, I approached the theme more broadly, mixing iconic eras (the ’70s and ’80’s in New York City) with iconic characters and the iconic places they frequented (Studio 54 and CBGB).”

			 

			 

			DAVID S. PEDERSON has written multiple mysteries, all featuring LGBTQ+ characters. He’s a two-time finalist for the Lambda Literary Award for Gay Mysteries. His second book, Death Goes Overboard, was selected by the GLBT Round Table of the American Library Association for the 2018 Over the Rainbow book list. Two of his poems, “My Candle” and “I Never Knew,” were used in the 2024 OCTC stage production of “Love Notes Cabaret of Words & Music.” He’s passionate about mysteries, old movies, ocean liners, and reading.

			 

			Why Oscar Wilde?

			 

			“Oscar Wilde was ahead of his time: flamboyant, witty, and quite clever. In my short mystery, as in many of my novels, I strive to remind people of his brilliance as a poet, author, and playwright, and to show how pertinent his quotes are, even today, by weaving them into my narratives.”

			 

			 

			PENNY MICKELBURY is an African American playwright, short story writer, mystery series writer, and historical novelist who worked as a print and television journalist before retiring to focus on her creative writing. As a member of the Washington Post Metro Seven, she was inducted into the National Association of Black Journalists’ Hall of Fame. She is the recipient of the Alice B Medal for lifetime achievement. In 2025 she was awarded the Golden Crown Literary Society’s Trailblazer Award for her contributions to the advancement of lesbian literature.

			 

			Why Lorainne Hansberry?

			 

			“My mother was the librarian at Spelman College, and I got to hang out on campus growing up. Naturally my favorite refuge was the library, but the Drama Department was a close second. I loved watching rehearsals, but I lived for the magic of opening nights. When I later learned about Lorraine Hansberry and her magnificent accomplishments I set my feet upon that path. And when I learned she liked girls? Well, writing novels became my life’s work, but Ms. Hansberry set my heart’s dreams on having a play produced.”

			 

			 

			ANN APTAKER’S Cantor Gold Crime series has been the recipient of Lambda Literary and Golden Crown Literary Society’s Goldie Awards. Her short stories have appeared in the anthologies Fedora, Mickey Finn: 21st Century Noir, Private Dicks & Disco Balls, Scattered, Smothered, Covered & Chunked, Our Happy Hours: LGBT Voices from the Gay Bars, Switchblade Magazine, Black Cat Mystery Magazine, the Guns & Tacos novella series, and the online zine Punk Soul Poet.

			 

			Why Billy Strayhorn?

			 

			“The first time I heard composer/lyricist Billy Strayhorn’s ‘Lush Life’ years ago, I’d just emerged from a broken love affair. Strayhorn’s haunting, plaintive tune and wistful lyrics, full of barely disguised queer hurt, has stayed in my heart and soul ever since, as has the memory of the woman I lost.”

			 

			 

			KRISTEN LEPIONKA is the author of the award-winning Roxane Weary mystery series. The first installment, The Last Place You Look, won a Shamus Award and was nominated for Anthony and Macavity Awards. Its follow-up, What You Want to See, won Shamus and Goldie Awards. Kristen’s work has been selected twice for Best American Mystery & Suspense. She lives in Columbus, Ohio with her wife and two cats.

			 

			Why Marlene Dietrich?

			 

			“I chose Marlene Dietrich as my icon in ‘Lipstick, Grenadine, or Blood’ because she embodied mystery and defiance—glamorous, sharp-witted, and unapologetically herself in a time when women, especially queer women, weren’t allowed that freedom. Her gender fluidity, command of the screen, and refusal to conform have captivated me forever, and when I was invited to write something for this anthology, I knew right away who my muse would be. Marlene was iconic, subversive, and always in control of the room, whether she’s the one being watched or the one doing the watching (as she is on the walls of the bar in my story).”

			 

			 

			J.M. REDMANN has published twelve novels featuring New Orleans PI Micky Knight. Her first was published in 1990, one of the early hard-boiled lesbian detectives. Her books have won multiple awards, including three Lambda Literary awards, two Golden Crown Literary Society awards, and the Publishing Triangle’s Joseph Hansen Award for LGBTQ Crime Writing. Her third book, The Intersection of Law and Desire, originally published by W. W. Norton, was an Editor’s Choice of the San Francisco Chronicle and a recommended book of NPR’s Fresh Air.

			 

			Why Ellen Hart?

			 

			“Once we were outlaws. Two women having sex? Illegal. Equal rights for queers? Forget the back burner, not even in the kitchen. Despite, or perhaps because of, being an outlaw, Ellen Hart decided to write a mystery, one where the protagonist was a lesbian—the outlaw deciding what was justice. She, along with Katherine V. Forest, Barbara Wilson, and others, dared to claim space not ceded to us—to be the hero, to be the ones who decide right and wrong, innocence and guilt. Ellen Hart inspired me to start putting words on a page, as she has inspired, taught, listened to, and supported so many of us.”

			 

			 

			ELLEN HART is the award-winning author of the Jane Lawless and Sophie Greenway series. She is an inductee of the Saints and Sinners Hall of Fame and was awarded the Golden Crown Literary Society’s Trailblazer Award. She is the recipient of six Lambda Literary Awards, and was named Grandmaster by the Mystery Writers of America.

			 

			Why This Anthology?

			 

			“I’ve always known that being awarded certain honors came because I was a token, that I was helping those groups redress years of ignoring lots of fine writers. Still, it was something. Not that it opened every door for everyone, but hopefully it cracked a few in the mainstream world—whatever that is today.  There are still lots of monoliths out there that need their doors cracked, if not outright kicked in. This anthology is doing that.”

			 

			 

			SALEM WEST is the publisher and executive editor of Bywater Books and its Amble Press imprint. She was a Lambda Literary Award finalist in 2014 and later became a trustee of Lambda Literary. A vocal opponent of book bans and censorship of LGBTQ+ and BIPOC literature, she continues to use her voice to champion First Amendment rights.

			 

			Why These Crime Writers?

			 

			“Every single writer in this collection is essential and at the top of their game—some have just risen, and some have been holding strong for the span of their careers. It’s a lifetime opportunity to work with them on this volume that stands in defiance to the prejudice and status quo of the crime-writing world.”
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