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An Epically Rad and Wicked Anthology

As a card-carrying member of Generation-X, I will live and die on the hill that the music of my generation is infinitely better than that of any other. Sure, every age group says this of their music, but it’s pretty hard to prove compared to the songs of the 1980s.

The Decade of Decadence contributed more one-hit wonders and songs that would survive into the future than any other decade that came before it. Even now, in the first quarter of the 21st century, it’s fairly difficult for a song from the 1980s to play on the radio or a Spotify list without being recognized. These songs are still being used in commercials, films and television episodes. Legacy soundtracks such as those for Purple Rain or Footloose continue to log ranks in music industry sales tracking. And, as remakes and sequels of films from the 1980s are brought out, interest surges in the music that made the originals such big hits.

One of the other great things about music from the Decade of Excess is that much of it had lyrics that were either misunderstood or left widely open to interpretation. Is Billy Idol’s Dancing With Myself a commentary on the youth of the day or is it about the act of self-pleasure? Is The Human League’s Don’t You Want Me a song about a breakup or an unhealthy, ongoing relationship. I mean, perennial wedding staple Every Breath You Take by The Police is not a romantic tune and is instead a song from the point of view of a stalker. And Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the USA is actually a harsh criticism of the United States and the way veterans were treated, but it’s trotted out as a song of pride for the USA every Fourth of July. Oops.

Keeping this in mind, it only made sense to create an anthology of crime stories based on some of the most fun, “poppy” hits of the 1980s. I gathered together 11 extremely talented crime writers and asked them to put their own spin on some of these classic songs that were such an integral part of my (and thousands of others) childhood. Each also has a healthy dose of humor to keep the lightheartedness of the feel of songs of the era, but let’s not forget that sometimes those songs harbored a dark side. These stories are no different.

I hope you enjoy these supremely fresh, choice, tasty tales. There isn’t a bogus one among them. As if! Not one is grody to the max. And, if you understood all that, welcome fellow ’80s fan. If you didn’t, there’s no doubt you’ll still find these stories to be most bodacious.

J. Alan Hartman

Editor

June 2025

 


Sappho’s Girl

Linda Kay Hardie

Looking back, I’m pretty sure everything started to unravel when Rick Springfield’s song Jesse’s Girl came up on my phone’s playlist. At the time, I was working on editing a 140-year-old public domain translation of the poem by Greek poet Sappho known as Poem 31. Sometimes it’s titled by its first line, which in ‘my’ translation is Like a God, He Seems to Me.

Whoa. TMI all at once. I’m lost already.

Antwon, you listen too fast.

Say what?

Let me tell it my way, my friend.

All right, all right. Writers! 

I lived in a small city in Northern Nevada and taught at a nearby small private college. That semester I had two sections of Ancient and Medieval Cultures and two of English comp. The English department chair told me there was no budget for me to use a copyrighted translation of Sappho’s poem in my classes. I pointed out to him that this is the entire purpose of using textbooks, and I would have my students buy the latest translation (from Gillian Spraggs or Guy Davenport) through the college bookstore (now run by a for-profit major corporate bookstore chain), but he was adamant. So there I was, taking out all the thee’s and thou’s and weird spellings like gaz’d and glanc’d, and trying to make this wonderful lesbian love poem “relevant” to my 19-year-old, short-attention-spanned students. I could use it in both the humanities class (where I struggle to find women to focus on) and the English class.

Besides which, Sappho is a damned good poet, even in the worst translation. In a skilled one, she’s amazing. Here’s the first stanza in my edit of the 1883, rather clunky translation by Symonds:

“Like a god he seems to me, the blissful

Man who sits and gazes at you before him,

Close beside you sits, and in silence hears you

Silverly speaking...”

Sappho, from the island of Lesbos (yes, that’s where the word came from), wrote love poems to women, and this was one of the best of all time.

Hearing Springfield’s great ’80s song about a cishet love triangle is when I realized I was in a much worse situation than Jesse, his “girl,” and his best friend in the song. I was in a mash-up of Jesse’s Girl and Sappho 31, where I was the Sappho narrator, loving another woman (who in the song would have been “Rick’s” girlfriend) from afar. I was in a love pentacle, and this was untenable. Someone needed to die.

Antwon!

What? I didn’t say anything.

You rolled your eyes.

English majors and their big words! Now you’re rolling your eyes. I know that untenable means something can’t last because of major problems with it. Gay men read books, you know. But c’mon, don’t leave us in suspenders.

Are you familiar with the song?

No. Not my era.

So the narrator, the “Rick” character, lusts after his best friend Jesse’s girlfriend. And he has some pretty specific daydreams. In the song, it’s not clear if anyone is actually cheating but “Rick” isn’t far away.

When I heard the song, it woke me to the fact that I’d been complacent too long. The “Jesse” in our situation didn’t have any suspicions yet. But I did know that our “Ricky” and the girlfriend had started, shall we say, canoodling?

What’s her name?

She doesn’t have one in the song. Let’s call her Joanna.

Why?

I’m changing names to protect the innocent, as they used to say in that cop show on TV.

Boy, you are old!

You want to hear this or not?

Lips. Sealed. Please?

Meanwhile, Ricky’s girlfriend, and I’ll call her Tikki, was also unaware of the affair.

Why Tikki?

For Rudyard Kipling’s heroic mongoose Rikki-Tikki-Tavi. I’ve always loved that character. Don’t give me that look. I’m an English geek. Sue me.

To continue. The five of us were all adjuncts at the same small college, part of a group that met Thursday late afternoons at a Midtown bar to drink and laugh and dance to songs on the jukebox and eat appetizers and relax after a week of dealing with first-year students. Who, by the way, are now considered “clients” by the administration, clients who need to be placated and rewarded with good grades for their pricey investment. What happened to coming to college for an education? To, you know, learn things?

But I digress. Altogether there was usually around a baker’s dozen of us. We met on Thursdays, because it was the end of the week for us, teaching-wise, so the bar didn’t mind us taking over the place. We filled almost half the tables in the small bar called Inanna’s. This particular day, Thursday the 13th, was the end of the week when I’d heard the “Jesse’s Girl” song.

Wait! You’re trying to pull a fast one on us!

What is it, Antwon?

I happen to know that Inanna is a Sumerian war goddess. And you know that, as a professor of ancient cultures. But a bar with that name?

So I changed the business names, too. This bar was a small business, owned by a pair of lesbians. Not actually a “gay” bar, but it was welcoming to everyone who was copacetic with everyone. And they probably would have called it that if they’d had a classical education. So?

Just wanted to set things straight. Go on.

We were all drinking and doing our usual bitching about first-year students, since most of us taught required courses in English and humanities and math. Several of us represented multiple departments, since we were all paid by the class, so we taught as many classes as we could get each semester in as many departments as we were qualified for. Contract workers with no stability and absolutely no tenure. Ever.

That’s when I realized that Jesse and Tikki were oblivious to their respective significant others’ affair. I was flying solo because I had five classes that semester, which is too much work to be fair to a partner. At least that’s my story and I’m sticking to it. Also, I’d broken up a few months back and was fighting an unrequited crush on Tikki. Life was complicated enough.

Turned out I was a bit wrong though. Tikki and I ended up meeting in the ladies’ room several hours into our bacchanal. More of a revelry, actually. We did a lot of drinking and dancing, but no orgies.

But while I had come in for the usual bladder reason, apparently Tikki had come in to cry. Her eyes were red and she was splashing water on her face.

“Is it something I can help with?” I asked. I don’t have the best social graces and tend to just put my foot into it. But Tikki was used to my bluntness.

“Sappho, I think Ricky’s having an affair.”

I nodded.

“You knew?”

“I figured it out a few days ago. I saw him and Joanna making cow eyes at each other in the mailroom. I kicked over a wastebasket to announce myself, and they leaped apart.”

“And I was starting to think he was ‘the one.’ Mostly.” Tears leaked out of her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. 

I’m not a huggy sort of person, and I had a crush on this woman. Damn. Pretend she’s a stray cat, I told myself firmly. I cautiously wrapped my arms around her and awkwardly patted her on the shoulder. She hugged me, then stepped away. I avoided her eyes and tilted my head toward the stalls. (I said I was awkward. And I had to pee.)

When I came out, Tikki was wiping her face with paper towels after splashing more water.

“Thanks.” She blew her nose into the damp paper. “I guess it’s better to know for sure.”

I nodded.

“But what do I do now?” She straightened her back. In a stronger voice, she said, “I need to break it off with him. Now.” And she scowled.

My opinion of her skyrocketed. She had gumption.

“Well,” I said, unsure if I should voice the thought. To hell with it. “We could kill him.”

“And her, too?”

I love gumption.

That’s quite a leap.

What is, Antwon?

Going from being mad at someone to deciding to kill him.

Yeah, I know. We did talk it over when we were clear-headed and not drunk.

Tikki came over to my apartment the next day. I was burning sandalwood incense to calm down. I’d gone too far in the heat of the moment and possibly revealed too much about my background, in a way. I needed the mental clarity and emotional balance of sandalwood’s warm, earthy aroma.

I had the front door open with the screen keeping the cats inside, so I wasn’t surprised to hear a light tapping and “knock-knock” in Tikki’s voice. 

“Down, Fiona, Banshee.” I shooed the cats away and opened the screen door. When Tikki stepped in, I closed the front door behind her. I certainly didn’t want my nosy neighbors listening in on this conversation. Most of them had figured out I was a witch, but they weren’t nasty neighbors, just nosy. Murder, though, would be a bridge too far.

“Beautiful cats.” Tikki sat down cross-legged on the floor to pet the girls. They purred like small, idling UPS trucks and rubbed their cheek glands all over her. “What kind of cat are they?”

“They’re Abyssinians. Very friendly, very smart, very athletic. Fii’s color is ruddy and the Banshee’s is fawn.”

Tikki laughed. “They’re wonderful! I understand Fiona the redhead, but Banshee?”

“Her pedigreed name is Bit O’ Honey, and she was called Bito, but when I got her, she arrived on a flight from the breeder in North Carolina. When I picked her up at the shipping counter in the airport, I could hear her howling long before they ever brought her out.”

She laughed again. “But she survived.”

I chuckled. “That’s more than I can say for the poor pedigreed Chihuahua that shared the airplane’s baggage compartment with her. Already a high-strung breed, this poor critter was shivering from all those hours with her. And the Banshee is still a big talker.”

“The Banshee?”

“It’s more of a title than a name.”

I sat down in my favorite chair and waved an arm to indicate another chair or the couch, but Tikki shook her head.

“I’m fine down here, if you don’t mind.” Fiona chose that moment to head-butt Tikki’s chin, and we all laughed, we humans with our voices and the girls with their cat-grin squints.

And just like that, I felt awkward. I’m not good around people I don’t know or trust yet, or in situations where I’m not in control, like I am in the classroom. Tikki continued to pet the cats. 

Finally I spoke. “Uh, about last night...”

“I’m sorry,” we said simultaneously.

“What?” we both said. And we laughed again.

“Me first.” I waved my hand, as though I were a student. “I want to apologize for what I said last night. You know, about... murder?”

“No. I was going to apologize for that,” Tikki said. “See, what you don’t know is that I didn’t realize how toxic this relationship was until I discovered he was cheating on me. And after Ricky went to bed last night, I stayed up almost until dawn, writing in my journal about everything I hadn’t had the guts to admit to myself until your... suggestion last night.”

“Everything?” I whispered. The tone of her voice made it sound awfully intimate. “If you want to tell me, that is. I don’t mean to pry.”

“No, it’s okay.” Tikki looked at the cats, and I thought she wanted to get up but was too polite to shove the cats off her legs.

“Shoo, girls,” I said, waving an “away” gesture at them. They gave me a quick glare, but scampered to the back of the apartment where the sun shone through the window this time of day.

Tikki stood up, brushing fur off her clothes. She sat on the couch and stared down at her hands clasped in her lap. She spoke without looking over at me.

“I moved in with Ricky five weeks ago, and he changed. Right away. But I didn’t acknowledge it to myself until yesterday, right before our gathering at Inanna’s, when I heard him talking on his phone in an intimate tone to Joanna. I realized I hadn’t heard that tone from him since I’d given notice on my apartment and brought all my stuff over.”

She was quiet for several minutes.

“Let me get us some wine,” I said.

Tikki looked up at me and nodded. I awkwardly patted her shoulder on my way to the kitchen, and I brought back two glasses of a nice Argentinian Torrontes, my new favorite white.

She took a couple of sips and asked me what it was. I told her and she smiled and sipped some more.

“So once you had nowhere to go, he showed his true colors?” I said.

“Yes. I found myself doing all the cooking and cleaning. I was constantly picking up his dirty underwear and socks from all over the house. I did the laundry. At first I thought it was sweet that he wanted to do the shopping with me, but as I wrote in my journal, it dawned on me that he was keeping an eye on me.” She paused to sip more wine.

“Why?” I drank, too.

“He didn’t want me talking to people too much. And he wanted to choose what I bought. I like chicken and fish, bur Ricky prefers beef and hamburger, so that’s what we ate. That sort of thing.”

“Isolating you.”

Tikki nodded.

I let her gather her thoughts, but after a few minutes I asked her the big question.

“Did he hit you?”

She sat silent for a minute. “Not until last night. When we got home, he yelled at me for staying so long in the bathroom and accused me of ‘conspiring’ with you.” Tikki looked embarrassed. “But that’s the only time! And he was drunk.”

“Tikki, don’t make excuses for him. Hitting is hitting. No one ‘makes’ someone else hit them. Believe me, I know.”

I put my hand on hers. Then I stood up.

“I’ll be right back.” I walked to the kitchen and came back with a fresh bottle of Torrontes and poured us both another glass.

“Tikki, I didn’t come out of the closet, even to myself, until after my divorce.”

“But you were in your 30s then, weren’t you?”

“Mid 30s. And I’d repressed my identity so deep that I didn’t even know I was doing it. The ‘gay lifestyle’ was not something I could even entertain. My parents tried not to be bigoted, but they were in many ways.” I took another drink of wine. And then a deep breath. At this point, I hadn’t told anyone these details. Not even my divorce attorney.

“My mom made comments like, ‘Ugh, how can you listen to Elton John? He gives me the creeps, thinking about him and…Ugh. You know.’ I knew. And I knew that my parents could never like—let alone love—someone like that. I never even let myself think I was that someone.”

Tikki poured the last of the wine into my glass.

“Only my divorce attorney knows all these details.” I took another sip of the wine. “I was married 11 years. The abuse started in year two. Initially it was only verbal. Shouting, calling me stupid or crazy, giving me the silent treatment for days because of an imagined slight. I thought everything was my fault, partly because he told me so and partly because (as I see now, looking back) I was still trying to be the good girl who wasn’t queer. The third year he started hitting.”

My glass was empty again. So was the bottle. I looked up to see Tikki looking at me with kind eyes.

‘You don’t have to tell me,” she said.

“I think you need to know.”

“Okay. Thank you for sharing. I see how hard this is, but we’ve each had three glasses of wine and it’s just barely lunch time. I could fix us sandwiches. I think we both need to boost our blood sugar.”

“Let’s do it together.”

We worked well as a team fixing grilled cheese and turkey sandwiches on sourdough. I collected the ingredients and pointed out equipment (skillet, spatula, knife) while she put it all together. She even sprinkled a little garlic powder on the buttered outsides before grilling the sandwiches. I made a pitcher of iced tea, and we switched to that when we returned to the living room.

Wow, girl. I never would have guessed. I’m so sorry for you.

Thanks, Antwon. I told her the rest, how even though I knew how abuse works, I still thought that in this case it was my fault. It’s so hard to see the gaslighting for what it is when you’re inside its bubble. And the hitting always seemed spontaneous, spur of the moment, so it was easy for him to convince me that he wouldn’t do it if I didn’t say the wrong thing or disrespect him. All the usual shit. There was nothing exceptional about my abuse story. Until the end.

“How did you get out?” Tikki asked. “You divorced him, right? You didn’t... you know... kill him?”

I could see a mixture of fear and hope in her eyes.

“A final and unthinkable act of abuse finally woke me up,” I said. “I walked into his home office one morning. I wasn’t trying to be sneaky, but I was wearing woolly socks and the carpet was thick. I saw him kick Sundance across the room. He was my fawn aby boy.”

She gasped.

“Sundance hit the closet door with a thud. I shrieked. The cat leaped up and ran from the room. I could see realization dawning in the fucking bastard that he’d made a fatal mistake. Only figuratively, alas, but if looks could actually kill, I would be in jail. But after a moment, I turned and ran after my kitty.”

“Sundance, was he all right?”

“Yes. As soon as I determined that, I started to pack. The bastard initially yelled and threatened me, but when that didn’t work, he groveled and pleaded. He tried to gaslight me into believing that somehow he didn’t kick the cat, that somehow Sundance just ran into the closet door by himself.”

We both sat silently, drinking tea. Tikki excused herself to go to the bathroom. I collected plates and glasses and took them to the kitchen. Tikki walked in.

“So how does this lead to murder?” she asked.

“I’m tired of abusive men getting away with near-murder and actual murder. My lawyer provided evidence of his abuse of me, but his got it thrown out. I know a woman who killed herself in similar circumstances.”

“But still. Ricky only hit me one time.”

“That’s just the start. We’ve got to nip this in the bud.”

So we decided to do it. But neither of us had any real idea how. We were talking about murder mysteries we’d read and movies we’d seen when a loud knock at my door interrupted us. It was Jesse. He had a black eye.

“Sappho, um, could I come in? I wanted to talk to you, because you’re such a good listener. Oh. I didn’t know you had company already.” 

I’d motioned for him to come in.

“No, it’s okay,” Tikki said. “I was just leaving.”

“Uh, if you could stay? I’m, well, I’m embarrassed, but I need a woman’s point of view.” Jesse sat in the chair on the other side of the couch.

“Sure,” I said. “Would you like a drink? Iced tea? Wine? Scotch?”

“Uh. Yes. I’d love scotch, but isn’t it kind of early?”

Tikki and I looked at each other and chuckled. Jesse stared.

“Sorry,” Tikki said. “But it’s been that kind of day. We’ve been drinking wine.”

“No worries,” I said. “I’ll get you a scotch. It’s rocks, isn’t it?”

Jesse
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Manilow also created a legendary musical crime in his song Copacabana, telling
the story of feather-wearing dancer Lola who is caught between bartender Tony
and patron Rico as the two men vie for her affections...and ultimately meet
untimely ends.

Now, 13 crime author fans of Barry (affectionately known as “Fanilows”) take on
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As Manilow sings, “there was blood and a single gunshot. But just who shot who?”
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Rupé, Recita Clemons, J. M. Taylor, John M. Floyd, T. Fox Dunham, Christine
Verstraete and Shari Held.

Paperback ISBN: 9781963479706
eBook ISBN: 9781963479690





OPS/image2.jpg
N

JANIE'S 5
60T

A GUN

CRIME FICTION INSPIRED,/
BYTHE MUSIC OF 2/
AEROSMITH

EDITED BY MICHAEL BRACKEN

With a career spanning over 50 years, Aerosmith has been a trend-setter in the
world of rock and roll. From early hits such as “Dream On” and “Sweet Emotion”
to their legendary collaboration with Run DMC for a cover of “Walk This Way” to
their contribution of “Don’t Wanna Miss a Thing” on the soundtrack for
Armageddon, Aerosmith has proved time and again to be a band capable of
reinvention and constant influence on the music scene.
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Aerosmith’s greatest hits and their studio albums. This literary trip across the rock
and roll landscape is courtesy of multi-award winning editor Michael Bracken with
stories by Ed Ridgley, Bill Baber, Eve Fisher. Avram Lavinsky, John C. Breuning,
Jeftrey Marks, Mary Dutta, Tom Mead, Steve Liskow, Joseph S. Walker, Adam
Meyer, John M. Floyd, Leone Ciporin, M.E. Proctor, Tom Milani and Jim Winter.

Paperback ISBN: 9781963479539 — eBook ISBN: 9781963479522





OPS/image0.jpg
‘White City






OPS/image1.jpg
EDITED BY J. ALAN HARTMAN

= CRIME FICTION
" INSPIRED BY
ONE-HIT WONDERS

Hitting the charts only once isn't just unfortunate...it's a crime.

Over the decades, tons of musical artists and groups have had a hit song that has lived on
long after the tune topped the charts and is often looked upon fondly for decades to come.
For some musicians, this may be the only the song they're ever known for and they fade
into obscurity soon thereafter. These are affectionately known as "one-hit wonders," and
are much celebrated by fans and music publications, particularly on September 25th each
year on One-Hit Wonder Day

12 of today's best short story authors have taken their favorite one-hit wonders and
reimagined them as the influence for some pretty heinous crimes. (I Just) Died in Your
Arms features a decades-spanning collection of immediately recognizable hit songs
turned into stories from the amazing talents of Vinnie Hansen, Jeanne DuBois, Josh
Pachter, .M. Taylor, Christine Verstraete, Sandra Murphy, Joseph S. Walker, Wendy
Harrison, Bev Vincent, Leone Ciporin, Adam Gorgoni and Barb Goffman.
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