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      When I retired in 2001, among other perks I had was the leisure to read gay mysteries. I discovered that much had occurred since I first discovered Joseph Hansen and Larry Townsend, aka J. Watson, in the early 1970s. By the time I had read roughly a hundred titles, I felt the need to put some order into what I was finding. That attempt led directly to the first edition of this book. A bibliographer accepts the happy fact that his work is never finished. As soon as one becomes recognized in a field, new information starts coming in. I discovered many cross-genre mysteries that I had missed, along with more traditional but obscure works. Plus, the number of new titles coming out each year seems to grow exponentially. Now, with double the number of titles in the first edition, it seems time for a second. I have also taken advantage of feedback to try to make the bibliography sections more user-friendly.


      I marvel at the fact that, grace of the Internet, I have yet to meet face to face the majority of the extraordinarily generous people who have helped me write this book. I hope I have forgotten no one in this list of people who have helped throughout the last ten years; know that I appreciate the help of all: Alex Amador; Josh Aterovis; Victor J. Banis; Peter Berg, head of special collections at Michigan State University; Anthony Bidulka; Harvey Billmaier of Richard Anthony Films; Justin Blake; Jett Blakk of Red Devil Entertainment; Dennis Bolin; J.P. Bowie; David Boyer, Patrick Herlihy, Kym Olson, and Stephen Toushin of Bijou World (with special thanks for Steve Toushin’s gift of The American Adventures of Surelick Holmes); Nowell Briscoe; Sharon H. Brondos; Michael Bronski; Chris Budel of Nostalgia Zone; Marsh Cassady; Arlene Chase; Becky Cochrane; Mike Crawmer of Pittsburgh’s Out; Sukie De La Croix; Joseph DeMarco; Cathy Downs; David Doyle of Queer Horror; John Drake; Brad Alan Deamer; Durk Dehner, director of Tom of Finland Foundation; Michael Allen Dymmoch; Chris Eckhoff; Roger Edmonson; Barbara Franchi; Michael Thomas Ford; Jon Froschner; Richard Fullmer; Paul Goode; Michael Halfhill; Ron Hamm; Jo Carolyn Harper; Jonathan Harper; Rocky Heck and Mike Pincus of Bolerium Books; Greg Herren; Pamela Hill; Rose Idlet of Black Ace Books; Allison Jacobson; Dean James; Sandra Jefferson, university police chief; Steve Neil Johnson; Neil K. Jones; Barbara Karmazin; Earl Kemp of Greenleaf Classics; David Kincaid of Simon’s Closet; Susan Knoer, head of special collections at the University of Louisville; John E. Krammer Jr.; Frederick W. LaCava; Irwin Lachoff, librarian at Xavier University; Lori L. Lake; William J. Lambert III; Cindy Lamberts of Arnea Books; Josh Lanyon; Vincent Lardo; Rob Latham; David Lennon; Bob Lind; Roger Margason; Jeff R. Marks; Rob McDonald; Anthony McGowan; Corky McGraw; Sandra Meyer; Wesley Molstad of Comic Book College; Lisa C. Moore; Tom Norman; E.F. Norwood; Dorothy Pace; Will Parish; Eddy Pham and Ann Simpson of 2nd Look Books; Steven Piziks; Neil Plakcy; Kevin J. Porter; Jerry Rosco; Todd Russell of Dead Guys Cinema; Allen Sawyer; Ruth Simms; Sara Simms of Wayward Books; Eric J. Smith, librarian at Duke University; Caro Soles; Richard Stevenson; William Stingone, curator at New York Public Library; Lester Sullivan, librarian at Xavier University; Jacqueline Thomas; Beth Tindall; Fender Tucker; Jim Van Buskirk and the San Francisco Public Library; Renata Vickrey, librarian at Central Connecticut State University; Burton Weiss, bookseller; Sharon Wheeler; Shawn C. Wilson of the Kinsey Institute; Mike Wooliscroft; Helen Wright; Ian Young; Orlando Zapata; Lance Zarimba; and R.D. Zimmerman. Those who eased production problems include Vanessa Earp, Aggie Gonzales, Kellie Hagan, Nicole McCullough, Susan Roberson, my much appreciated editor, Stephen Ryan, Connie R. Salgado, and Michelle Strunge. They all made life not only easier but a whole lot more fun.


      The Perkins Library Rare Books Collection at Duke University now houses my personal collection of mysteries as the Drewey Wayne Gunn Collection of Gay Male Mysteries and Police Stories and my collection of paperback originals as the Drewey Wayne Gunn and Jacques Murat Collection of Gay American Pulps. I thank Laura Micham for overseeing the process. The Kinsey Institute now houses the Drewey Wayne Gunn Gay Mysteries Video Collection. I equally thank Liana Zhou for setting up this archival resource.


      Here then are all the books and films I found that appeared by 31 December 2011. In answer to a question that has been posed repeatedly: unless I note otherwise, I have read every work and watched every film that is included here. I quickly realized that no matter how good a summary may seem, nothing takes the place of reading or viewing it for myself. As you will note, I am not an avid television viewer, and I have no doubt that I missed some episodes that should have been included. In the first edition I tried to remain neutral in my annotations; this time I let the reader in on my personal appraisal of works. I do not anticipate a third edition, but I still welcome hearing from users.


      Drewey Wayne Gunn


      Kingsville, Texas

    

  


  
    
      Introduction

    


    
      The label “gay mystery” admits a number of possibilities. It may mean the presence of a gay milieu, a gay victim, a gay perpetrator, or a gay detective. The first three can have sociological importance. The last moves the genre onto a more complex level, for the cognitive processes that the gay sleuth goes through to solve a mystery function as a paradigm of the stages of self-actualization all gay men, all queer folk in general, go through in order to achieve wholeness. Reading these works means encountering on some ontological level what happens to each of us as we confront the ultimate mystery: our difference from the family and the general society into which we have been born. One of the characters in Michael Nava’s The Hidden Law says, “You know . . . we’re the only people who get born into the enemy camp. I mean, black babies get born into black families, Jewish babies get born into Jewish families, but gay babies, we get born into straight families. How we survive it at all is a miracle.”


      The main character in Michael Thomas Ford’s non-mystery novel Full Circle makes a telling comment about his childhood: “While I could easily spot the villain in a Hardy Boys novel, I hadn’t the first clue where to start solving the mystery of my own heart.” In order to survive, one must solve the mystery, with role models and guides for the fortunate ones or, as is probably still the lot for most, alone, sometimes with the budding sleuth in utter fear of the direction his “investigation” is taking him. It is not easy to be different under any circumstances. But when one realizes that the resolution of the mystery may mark him an outcast, a pariah to society and perhaps his own family, the position in which he finds himself may seem unbearable. Too many gay teenagers’ suicides testify to this sad fact.


      This single difference distinguishes gay and lesbian mysteries from their straight counterparts. Sam Spade never has to reckon with his sexuality. He may, if need be, hide his role as a private investigator, but he never has to hide his desires; he does not have to worry that they will be met with revulsion, nor that they pose a danger to his safety. If a straight sleuth is oftentimes an outsider, it is in a quite different way from the gay or lesbian as outsider. It is perhaps impossible for a straight American reader to understand the impact of the paradox with which the gay sleuth found he had to live in all fifty states before 1962 (and still in thirteen states until June 2003). By being honest to his very nature, no matter how moral, how ethical, he felt he was, he was in the eyes of his own government an outlaw. Even after the historic U.S. Supreme Court decision of 2003, gays remain offenders (or at best, sinners) in the eyes of many families, peers, and religious groups—as reactions that year from Justice Antonin Scalia, Senator Rick Santorum, and Pope John Paul II made abundantly clear. Gays in the rest of the English-speaking world have suffered similarly.


      Unfortunately, common identity in the face of the enemy does not automatically make for a common community with innate support systems. Rodney Garland in The Heart in Exile made the interesting observation that gays, “like criminals . . . have only an identity of aim, but no identity of belief.” It is not just a miracle so many survive; it is even more miraculous how decent the majority manage to be. How many straights would come through so well if they had to put up with the vitriolic hatred spewed by political and religious leaders that we have to deal with constantly and often alone?


      Perhaps the very struggle to understand ourselves provides strength that few heterosexuals ever need to find. R.D. Zimmerman has been particularly cognizant of these possibilities. In Hostage he wrote about his main character:


      What is it, he asked himself, that you like about being gay? Not simply the company and touch of men, not the conversation and camaraderie. No, something more profound. What he liked about gay people was exactly what he pitied so many straight people for missing. The honesty, thought Todd. Everything in this world was set up for heterosexuals—all the ceremonies, all the major events of life—which meant that if you were, indeed, straight you didn’t even have to think about who you were, where you were going, what you really wanted. But if you were gay you were forced by your very nature to see that there were many layers of many truths beyond the surface of what was presented. And as difficult as the self-search might be, that realization and the personal accounting it always entailed brought a wisdom well beyond one’s years. It was something straight people—straight white people in particular—didn’t automatically experience and learn.


      Garland, using the labels of his period, wrote, “I always felt that the invert was one of the least immoral people in a world which was more a-moral than immoral, perhaps because his own guilt feeling [created by society’s harsh judgment] often forced him towards scrupulousness in all his dealings.” Penn Jillette summed up in Sock, “To live outside the law you must be honest.”


      All detectives, gay or nongay, by their very role play a dual part: if they are to solve the crime, they must be able to think like the criminal. That is, though they have made the conscious choice to be on the side of law and to work for the greater good of society, they are keenly aware that they have the innate potential to be outlaws. The gay detective’s general appeal to readers who have been branded by society as sexual outlaws but who are determined to live honorable and productive lives should be fairly obvious. But the gay sleuth’s double role is bifurcated yet once more. He not only has the capacity to operate either ethically or unethically (while, until very recently, automatically operating criminally by various governments’ own choice), but he can choose whether and when to blend into straight society or to merge with the gay community. That is, much like the caped avengers of comic books, even the most uncloseted gay sleuth can slip in and out of personas as he sees fit. Garland noted that a gay’s “whole life is spent hiding his real passion from the enemy. A double life becomes second nature to him; he learns the technique in his teens.” Zimmerman (Outburst) observed “how easily and naturally all gays could lie . . . simply because their safety had depended on it for so very, very long. As a survival technique over the centuries gay people had learned what truth to give to which person. And when. If at all.”


      Thus the gay sleuth becomes an example of the consummate double agent—the doubled double agent, so to speak. Though threatened by the agents of lawlessness and by homophobic agents of law, the gay sleuth maintains a distinct advantage, even a superior position, by being able to judge both and even to play one against the other, engaging all the while within his own peculiarly outlawed community. For the gay sleuth discovers that he has wondrous access to a wide-reaching network of relationships, what W. Stephen Gilbert tagged “the vast cat’s cradle of sexual connection” (Spiked), which, because it cuts “across all social boundaries, ethnic groups and occupations” (as Kelly Bradford observed in Footprints), provides both vital information and moral support denied to the straight sleuth. For many reasons then, mysteries featuring gay sleuths offer more than simple pleasure, more than just an enjoyable way to pass the time.


      Raymond Chandler’s classic description of the detective in “The Simple Art of Murder” resonates particularly for gay readers:


      . . . down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid. . . . He must be a complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a man of honor, by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it. He must be the best man in his world and a good enough man for any world. . . . The story is his adventure in search of a hidden truth, and it would be no adventure if it did not happen to a man fit for adventure. He has a range of awareness that startles you, but it belongs to him by right, because it belongs to the world he lives in.


      For straight readers the pleasures of reading gay mysteries are almost certainly different. Anthony McGowan, the author of Stag Hunt (2004), in response to my question of why straight writers create gay characters, focused initially on “the outsider status of gays” as being of interest and then singled out the human “fascination with the other (especially where the ‘other’ is also the ‘same’).” This similarity/difference provides an auxiliary mystery for the straight male to grapple with. McGowan described his admiration for the courage of gay schoolmates of his who endured gay bashings yet “carried on camping.” He summed up, “It took the kind of guts that I’ve never had.”


      One of my biggest surprises was discovering how many of the authors of gay mysteries are women and what a large percentage of gay mysteries’ readership is female. When I asked Ruth Simms why, she too cited the gay’s position as “outsider.” She then noted that, while many women are titillated by the physical aspects of gay sex, for her a mystery must “have love—not just infatuation or lust but the kind of love that lasts.” She finished: “Love / permanent relationships of any kind are hard to maintain and face enough problems just day to day. Take that and add to the mix the difficulties, both legal and social, hostility, religious oppression, internalized hatred, and all the other things gay persons face and graft them onto characters who battle all the odds and still can love at the end—to me that makes a good book.” Sharon Brondos also cited the importance of romance, but she placed the emphasis on “the possibility of balance potential” in a gay story. Starting from the premise that females “quickly figure out that power resides in people with penises and, in many if not all cases, muscles,” she went on, “[w]hile remaining female and for the most part heterosexual, women find fantasizing life and sex as a powerful male emotionally satisfying.” But the problem is, as she said, that women are “less inclined to enjoy power-over. What [they] want is equality and balance.”


      M/M (male on male) romance mysteries are flourishing at the moment. Their origins lie in slash fiction, dating back at least to the stories written by Teri White in the 1980s. They now dominate the field. Written primarily by women to arouse other women, they are as rampant with explicitly described sex as the gay pulps were, but with seldom the authenticity. One M/M author in conversation with me summed up that she liked men—so what could be hotter than two men together? That is basically all one gets in most of the works. When reading them, I alternate among appreciation for their support, amusement, and annoyance at our becoming another colonized people. One benefit has come from their emergence: as one traditional gay press after another has folded, M/M romance presses have stepped in to provide outlets for gay authors much like straight presses specializing in pulp erotica did in the 1960s and 1970s.


      In the interest of completeness, the present collection includes M/M mysteries. It also includes mysteries with bisexual and transgendered sleuths. It does not include lesbian sleuths; it has been all I can do to keep up with gay male sleuths. Nor does it include gay superheroes in comic books. In deciding who to include and who to ignore (or to place in a subsidiary section), I accept the sleuth’s own self-definition as the most valid. A wide spectrum of sexual possibilities exists. Some men are fascinated by gay sex but do not act on their interest, as is the case in William Maltese’s pair of novels A Slip to Die For and Thai Died and Scott King’s film Treasure Island. Some men are willing to have sex with other men but do not define themselves as gay. So it is with the teenager in Joseph Hansen’s novel Backtrack. It is particularly painful to encounter a sleuth who is drawn to sex with other men but cannot admit his desires even as he acts upon them. Such a situation becomes tragic in Gerald Walker’s novel Cruising, the first of a whole series of portraits of frightening police officers (and later the basis for a much publicized movie). And then there are sleuths like those in Carleton Carpenter’s quintet of mysteries who cannot quite come out of the closet, even to the reader.


      Michael Nava’s sleuth muses in The Little Death, “The sexual aspect of homosexuality was, in many ways, the least of it. The tough part was being truthful without painting yourself into a corner: I am different, but not as different as you think.” It is perhaps useful to make a distinction between being homosexual and being gay. A character in John Paul Hudson and Warren Wexler’s Superstar Murder, in arguing that the terms are not synonyms, says, “One has to do with sexual orientation, the other is a state of mind encompassing sexual security, creative and dynamic self-discovery and sense of humanity.” A homosexual wants sex with other men but otherwise accepts the stereotyped roles society has given men to play. He wants to compartmentalize the sexual facet of his being from the rest of his life and continues to live by a rigid code of conduct prescribed by others as to what he can say, how he can act, and even how he should think. This is the position taken by a detective in Josh Lanyon’s Adrien English series.


      A gay, on the other hand, is aiming at total integration of all aspects of his life. Nava’s sleuth says in The Death of Friends, “I couldn’t equate being gay with sexual practices alone, because I was gay whether or not I was having sex, when sex was the last thing on my mind. It wasn’t separate from who I was; it was part of who I was . . . the thing that made me human, the ability to love and to be loved, the drive toward connectedness.” Some gays even find it natural to have sex with women, but they still define themselves as gay. We have such few examples of bisexual sleuths that it is difficult to generalize—Dan Kavanagh/Julian Barnes’s Nick Duffy being a rare case of a bisexual who has worked out a sexual philosophy that provides structure for him. But for all sleuths who accept their sexuality, the goal is to achieve complete self-actualization without worrying about society’s definitions.


      The mystery genre itself is eminently artificial. In its classic form a puzzle is presented, the sleuth solves the puzzle, and the reader may either passively admire the sleuth’s skill or actively participate in marshaling the evidence and identifying the criminal. Most mysteries fall into one of several categories: traditional cozies, with the gay community providing the closed setting in gay mysteries; more wide-ranging private or police investigations, including police procedurals; and various types of political, psychological, and action thrillers, including novels of espionage. Capers are yet another category; I have omitted them unless the would-be robber doubles as a kind of sleuth. I have tried to track down cross-genre mysteries: science fiction, fantasy, historical fiction. My one exclusion has been Westerns, a decision I have come to regret. Given the seemingly ephemeral nature of e-books at present, I have ignored them. All mysteries pose one insurmountable obstacle for anyone who writes about them. One feels honor-bound not to spoil the fun by revealing the ending.


      A distinguishing mark of detective fiction is that the sleuth stands apart from the plot of the work in which he appears. If he becomes central to the plot, the work ceases to be a true detective story and becomes a psychological or epistemological study instead. Thus, as interesting as works like Lynn Tillman’s Cast in Doubt or Scott Heim’s Mysterious Skin may be, they are not true mysteries. The Oxford Companion to Crime and Mystery Writing, edited by Rosemary Herbert, observes that there are essentially three types of fictional sleuths: the amateur sleuth, the private investigator, and the police detective. The Companion further makes a distinction between the amateur sleuth, a person without credentials or any official standing in the case who, nevertheless, undertakes to solve it in a professional manner; the accidental sleuth, who assumes the role because of some inescapable personal connection to the crime; and the surrogate sleuth, who feels compelled to investigate the crime because of some special skill he possesses (for example, the psychologist or the journalist). We also have the secret agent.


      One may also distinguish between the sleuth as outsider and the sleuth as insider. Outsiders have no personal connection to the crime; their only emotional involvement is the challenge the cases pose for them to identify the perpetrators. Insiders have a personal, generally emotional, connection to the victim or to the alleged killer. Accidental sleuths are almost always insiders; amateur sleuths are often insiders but only in the sense that they reside in the community and know the people involved; police detectives and private investigators are almost exclusively outsiders. But when the crime involves a gay person or a gay issue, even the outsider cannot escape seeing the case from an insider’s perspective and becoming personally, emotionally, caught up in restoring order to the gay community. The sleuth in Brenner Luckhart’s A Rotten Way to Die realizes that “[b]efore, it had been just another case, but now it involved one of his own kind.”


      Thus, though many excellent cases with gay sleuths involve no other gay slant, to have a gay sleuth working on a gay case provides an extra sense of satisfaction. For when the sleuth is emotionally involved, the resolution becomes another stage in his own development as a person; plus, a case that dramatizes real issues and problems facing the gay reader or viewer engages us in a special way and provides additional insight to aid us in understanding our world and ourselves. The word mystery has its origins in the Greek mustērion, secret rite, from mustēs, an initiate. The puzzle to be solved always resides, not in the book or the film, but in the reader or the viewer. All one needs is the key.
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      Chapter 1

    


    
      Milestones in the Development of the Gay Sleuth

    


    
      Reviewers of Graham Robb’s Strangers (2003) paid inordinate attention to its last chapter, “Heroes of Modern Life,” in which the author set forth plausible reasons to conclude that both C. Auguste Dupin and Sherlock Holmes are gay. References to Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter” occur frequently in gay mysteries (for example, B.F. Christi’s Jerry’s First Love, 1987), but no one seems to have followed up on Dupin’s relationship with the unnamed narrator of the three stories about him—though an early novel by H.R. Kaye, Two Gay Sleuths (1969), executes a strange takeoff on “Rue Morgue,” with one of the title characters named “Edgar” and the killer orangutan called “PoePoe.”


      It is altogether a different case with Holmes. There is the entirely delicious moment in Billy Wilder’s film The Private Life of Sherlock Holmes (1970) when Holmes, to Watson’s great discomfort, lets stand the impression that Watson is his “glass of tea,” and there is more than a hint that the Holmes in the BBC series Sherlock (2010) shares the same sentiment. A very randy Holmes appears in The Sexual Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (1971) by Larry Townsend writing as J. Watson, as well as in a short story (1993) by Steven Saylor writing as Aaron Travis. There is a comical adult film parody, The American Adventures of Surelick Holmes (1971). A closeted Holmes, fearful of the implications of the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, shows up in Rohase Piercy’s My Dearest Holmes (1988) and some of the stories collected by Joseph DeMarco in A Study in Lavender (2011). No less than Oscar Wilde in Russell A. Brown’s Sherlock Holmes and the Mysterious Friend of Oscar Wilde (1988) points out to presumably a totally straight Holmes the impropriety of two men sharing a flat and having at their beck and call an army of young boys. In a series of novels starring Wilde (2007 ff.), Gyles Brandeth plays with the idea that the Irish wit supplies Conan Doyle many of Sherlock’s best lines. None of these adaptations, of course, prove anything about the original.


      Truer contenders may be waiting to be discovered in 19th-century dime novels. James J. Gifford in his collection Glances Backward (2006) includes an excerpt from a boys’ novel published in 1877 by Harry Enton under the pseudonym “Police Captain Howard.” In Young Sleuth, the Keen Detective, the eighteen-year-old hero disguises himself as a young girl, fools his father, a police captain, and allows him a lingering kiss. Prominent 20th-century sleuths who have been the subject of speculation include the Hardy Boys (created by Franklin W. Dixon in 1927), Nero Wolfe (Rex Stout, 1934), Adam Quill (Caryl Brahms and S.J. Simon, 1937), Philip Marlowe (Raymond Chandler, 1939), and the homophobic Mike Hammer (Mickey Spillane, 1947). All one can safely say about these investigators is that, if they are gay, they are quite closeted. Cyril Connolly outs James Bond in his short story “Bond Strikes Camp” (1963), and Agent 0069 appears in a film spoof Spy on the Fly (1966), while “James Blond” and “James Bonk” appear respectively in the erotic films Thunderballs (1998) and SpyBoy (2003). Neil Simon outs “Sam Diamond” (i.e., Dashiell Hammett’s Sam Spade) in the film Murder by Death (1976), and Mabel Maney outs the “Hardly Boys” in her novel A Ghost in the Closet (1995).


      My suspicion is that the first gay sleuth to appear in plain sight was Rupert Cadell in Patrick Hamilton’s 1929 play Rope. He is described by the author as “foppish,” with an “affectation [that] verges on effeminacy.” Though he is nearing thirty, he is a bachelor. He easily invites the two homosexual murderers (before he knows what they have done) to spend the night at his place while they are clearing out their apartment. Rupert was injured in World War I; consequently, he is never without a cane, a phallic symbol that he unsheathes during the final showdown to reveal a powerful concealed sword. None of his speeches or stage directions, however, indicates his sexuality. All would depend upon the actor’s interpretation. Arthur Laurents confirms in his autobiography, Original Story By, that in adapting the play for Alfred Hitchcock in 1948, he portrayed Rupert as gay. All suspect dialog, however, was cut by the censors. Still, the gay subtext that remains would have been fairly prominent had Cary Grant accepted the part, but he turned it down for fear that “his own sexuality made him too vulnerable to public attack.” James Stewart ended up playing the role. Laurent sums up, “Jimmy Stewart was Jimmy Stewart, which meant not a whiff of sex of any kind. . . . Sexless, Stewart is interesting as the detective on the case but not as Rupert.”


      There are paramount reasons, legal and social, why gay male sleuths did not—could not—appear in any great number until the mid-1960s. Publishers probably did not believe that a market for gay mysteries existed. Even had they thought so, however, they would have hesitated to publish any. Until the U.S. Supreme Court began applying First Amendment rights to literature, any work that the postal system deemed obscene could be seized and its publisher submitted to legal action. Hard as it may be to credit today, the very presence of a positive gay character in a book qualified it as “obscene” by postal standards. Any presence of homosexuality in American movies was similarly understood to be taboo under the Hollywood Production Code. Government censorship seems to have been a norm also under British common law. As a result of the infamous Montagu scandal in England, Parliament commissioned the so-called Wolfenden Report. It was presented in 1957, but its recommendations were not implemented until 1967, the same period in which U.S. state governments and both state and federal courts began to give grudging acceptance to homosexual rights in the United States, permitting the first great flowering of gay literature, including gay mysteries.


      The Beginnings


      With such an atmosphere, it is not surprising that the first self-acknowledged gay sleuth appeared in a novel that was marketed and reviewed not as a murder mystery but as a work of fiction about the problem of homosexuality: The Heart in Exile by Rodney Garland. It was published in England in 1953 and in the United States in 1954, and it had a happy ending. Its hero was a London psychiatrist, Dr. Anthony Page. In 1995 a well-deserved English reprint acknowledged the novel’s form as that “of a thriller and a quest.” Indeed, it contains key elements that will recur throughout the subsequent history of gay mysteries.


      First, it is a mystery. Why did Julian Leclerc kill himself on the eve of his marriage? His fiancée, having no idea that Julian and Tony Page had once been lovers, solicits him to discover the answer. Throughout his investigation, Tony compares his activities to those of other fictional sleuths: “All my life I had been attracted by the romantic figure of the private detective. Conan Doyle and Edgar Wallace had exercised as powerful an impression on my childhood as Proust, Gide, or Dostoievsky on my young manhood. But how much more absorbing it was to be the private detective than just to read about his doings—actively to live not just some of his doings, but every small detail of his investigations.” At another point he says, “The fact that the novel I wished to live at this particular moment was a penny-dreadful mystery story was significant, because I always felt the penny-dreadful was the real novel. As a species it was immortal.” He talks about “the clues” he finds and worries that “a real private detective would have discovered more.” In the end, he discovers that, despite the fact the victim is a suicide, it is nonetheless a murder case, as truly as if the perpetrator had himself administered the fatal overdose of sleeping pills, and that the victim’s sexuality provided the motive. The novel is a classic whodunit, but this time with a gay sleuth who identifies the homophobic perpetrator.


      The novel incorporates two important patterns that would become hallmarks of the gay mystery. First, Tony, in the process of solving the mystery of his ex-lover’s suicide, begins to understand more the nature of his own sexuality. Although for contemporary tastes he may be too accepting of his times’ attitude in regarding homosexuality as a negative condition, Tony does assert that he “was born like that.” Moreover, he understands that his sexuality gives him power because it “gives [him] extra insight into people.” Second, the novel is the prototype of the gay mystery as romance. As Tony uncovers the facts about Julian’s life since the time that they were lovers, he discovers the key to unlocking his own emotions. The title, the reader comes to realize, refers not to poor Julian trying to accept a straight marriage, but to Tony, who has never allowed himself to commit to another man. Yet all the while, his male secretary, who is far wiser about affairs of the heart, has been waiting patiently. Thus from the beginning, gay mysteries have willfully violated Chandler’s belief that a “[l]ove interest nearly always weakens a mystery story because it creates a type of suspense that is antagonistic . . . to the detective’s struggle to solve the problem” (“Twelve Notes”). For the gay detective, it is complementary.


      Given the stifling atmosphere created by McCarthyism in the United States and the reaction to the Cambridge spies in the United Kingdom, it is not surprising that the gay sleuth’s arrival appeared to be stillborn. Homosexuals continued to show up as perpetrators, victims, and witnesses, even when a writer such as Gore Vidal turned to mysteries (writing as “Edgar Box”). Six years passed before an out-of-the-closet, in-your-face policeman appeared as a secondary character in a straight novel about an opera singer in Naples, A Voice That Fills the House (1959) by Martin Mayer. New York Police Inspector Charles Sellars, however, works completely out of sight in arranging his bust of a U.S.-Italy narcotics connection. We learn much more about his tensions with his son created by his relationship with NYPD Sergeant August Andrews.


      In 1961 four significant works appeared. Not that the London barrister Melville Farr truly counts as a gay sleuth. For one thing, he does little real investigating; more to the point, he will not self-identify as gay. Still, he is all-important, for he is the hero of Victim, a film deliberately crafted by scriptwriters Janet Green and John McCormick in support of the Wolfenden Report: Farr was, in the words of Vito Russo (The Celluloid Closet), “the screen’s first homosexual character to choose visibility and thereby challenge the status quo.” Although William Drummond’s novelization of the film lets the renamed Melville Carr take a slightly more active role in finding the blackmailers, in both film and novel it is the heterosexual London police who actually solve the mystery of who is extorting money from vulnerable gays. Still, British moviegoers and a limited number of American ones (the film was initially banned in the States) heard the word “homosexual” uttered for the first time in a movie house.


      The figure of English schoolteacher Adrian Musgrove is so discreet that the reader has almost finished the novel A Wicked Pack of Cards by Hugh Ross Williamson before finding out that Adrian is gay. But like Tony Page (and unlike Mel Farr/Carr) Adrian does not deceive himself about his sexuality. Nor does he (unlike Tony) offer any apologies. In an unexpected ending, he and the murderer reveal that they both loved the victim and comfort each other.


      That same year, our first gay sleuth of heroic stature appeared: California private investigator Frank Morley. Not for him British reticence. During his application for a gun permit, when asked “what he needed a gun for, he just rolled his eyes, put his hand on his hip, tossed back his wavy hair and shrieked . . . that he’d have a helluva time beating off some attacker with a mascara brush.” His sole case, written by Lou Rand, is blatantly titled The Gay Detective. Combining his “flashing display of limp-wristed gesture” with an ability to hold his own in a physical battle, Frank presents an unabashed affirmation of gay sexuality that was a revelation at the time for readers starved for positive portrayals of gays. Though it is clear from the onset that homosexuals can be villains, the book gives us glimpses of a gay-based political awareness that was beginning to be openly articulated in the United States. The setting is largely the demimonde of a barely disguised San Francisco immediately after the McCarthy era (Frank notes “that several hundred federal government employees have been loudly bounced in Washington lately, and for just such little peccadillos”); his investigation takes him into its after-hours nightclubs and gay baths.


      Displaying the protean nature of the gay sleuth, while Frank meshes perfectly with gay society, he can also mimic the straight world: “[H]is words were now clipped and sincere, and his tone distinguished by a dangerously steely quality.” He is quite aware that this inherent ability to change as the occasion demands provides him not just a general asset as an investigator but a resounding advantage over the city police. As he says to a federal narcotics agent, “I understand . . . that you tried to work your way into a few places, but just didn’t seem to fit. The point here seems to be that I look to be more the type, and can probably crash this outfit somewhere.” In two days’ and a night’s hard work, he cracks an intertwined case of murder, blackmail, and narcotic dealing that effectively dramatizes the way criminalizing human sexual drives invites organized crime to move in with increasingly disturbing consequences, including corruption of government officials in addition to the horrible destruction of lives. The 2003 reprint of the mystery pays due tribute to a significant debut.


      The First Great Flowering: The Gay Pulp Explosion


      In September 1964 a television series, The Man from U.N.C.L.E., began its four-season run. Immediately there appeared in Drum magazine a comic strip by A. Jay starring superhero Harry Chess, “That Man from A.U.N.T.I.E.” (Later he joins F.U.G.G.—Federal Undercover Gay Goodguys.) Each episode follows basically the same format. Harry is called upon to track down some nefarious agent of evil and checkmate his schemes. Each episode includes some kind of sexual intrigue, the kinkier the better. Throughout the series Chess and his buddies hedonistically enjoy each twisted moment. Lasting into the mid-1970s, the panels become increasingly explicit, befitting their publication in various erotic magazines. They are filled with outrageous puns (“corn-holing is kernel knowledge”), Jewish jokes, bad spelling (consistently “dildoe”), cultural asides about figures in the news, and political barbs (“Why can’t Nixon be circumcised?” “Because there is no end to that prick!”). The smutty humor keeps the strips alive as they offer an interesting perspective on some of the social issues of the moment.


      The Man from C.A.M.P. appeared in 1966 (the same year that the film Spy on the Fly was being projected in Los Angeles and Long Beach gay bars). By “Don Holliday,” it stars the flamboyant Jackie Holmes, accompanied by his killer white poodle, Sophie. Jackie went on to appear in nine more books, all with campy titles often involving a double entendre, the first gay mystery series to appear. Cut from the same heroic cloth as Frank Morley, Jackie has the chameleon quality to fit in however the situation demands. He can swish with the best, but like Frank he is an expert in martial arts: “Instead of a flamboyant homosexual, Jackie was now hard as nails, as vicious an adversary as a criminal could have” (The Son Goes Down). Jackie has a vast array of skills and talents. If he is extraordinarily knowledgeable about gems and the like, he is likewise a first-class mechanic for his vintage automobiles. He delights in double entendres and campy remarks. With his combined unisex first name and homage to Sherlock in his last (there is no connection to porn film star John Holmes, who did not begin his career till the end of the decade), he is unapologetically himself.


      C.A.M.P, we are told, is “an underground organization dedicated to the protection and advancement of homosexuals” everywhere; the acronym itself is never explained (though Jackie notes that “the C might stand for sucker”). Jackie joined the organization after a friend of his committed suicide because an unscrupulous police officer was blackmailing him. “Wherever there’s a homosexual and laws that make him live in fear and vulnerability, we’ll be needed,” Jackie says (Holiday Gay). Following the formula established by the first case, generally Jackie is hooked up with a homophobic government agent to investigate some mystery. Invariably Jackie gets his criminal—and the agent, who discovers that life is more than a matter of labels. Though Jackie openly acknowledges, “I use sex as another weapon when I’m working” in order to get to the villains (The Man from C.A.M.P.), the cases’ language is quite demur by today’s standards. All nine of the novels penned by Victor J. Banis (the author behind the pseudonym) are once again available, in two collections plus single reprints.


      The Man from Pansy made its debut in 1967 and went on to resolve The Daisy Dilemma. By Don Rico, their paperback covers pitched the two books to U.S. readers as gay spy stories, the first one sporting the come-on: “Meet Buzz Cardigan . . . the limp-wristed spy who stops at nothing to queer freedom’s enemies.” But within the cases themselves, Buzz carefully establishes that it is all an act and that he really is as masculine and heterosexual as they come. He does argue for tolerance, however, saying forthrightly in 
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