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Back to the Salt Mines

Los Angeles, California

Monday, September 25, 2017

The Big Blue Bus rumbled up Wilshire Boulevard and hissed to a stop right in front of me. I stepped up from the sidewalk onto the bus with a deep sigh. 

My sabbatical was over. 

After eight weeks in the UK and four in New Mexico, I’d sent the second draft of the book I’d written—topic, Brodie family memoir in the context of Scottish history—to my editor at Oxford University Press last week. Today I was due back to my job as a librarian at UCLA’s Young Research Library.

My husband, Pete Ferguson, and I had come home to Santa Monica on Saturday evening with scant time to regroup. We’d crammed laundry, restocking the pantry and a baseball game with my family into the past 24 hours. Pete was already four weeks into his latest career as an adjunct instructor in Arizona State’s online psychology program, and his students’ initial papers were coming due. I had three months’ worth of email to plow through, and classes commenced on Thursday.

The coming week promised to be a whirlwind.

I went to work early to get the endless “how was your sabbatical?” questioning out of the way. I greeted everyone at the circulation desk, then my boss, Dr. Madeline Loomis. I said hello to the other librarians in the office suite and climbed the stairs to my second-floor digs, stopping in Liz Nguyen’s doorway first. She wasn’t alone. Avery Roth, until recently a librarian at Stone Canyon College and now a brand-new doctoral student in UCLA’s history department, was in Liz’s guest chair, her Doc Martens propped on the edge of Liz’s desk. She grinned at me. “Hey! There’s my personal librarian. Where have you been?”

I grinned back. “This is normal arrival time for me. Get used to it.”

“Is your book published yet?”

“Lord, no. At least another six months. It’s finished, though.”

“Outstanding. I wish you were teaching my classes.”

“Sorry, my adjuncting days are over. What are you taking?”

“200B and 204. Dr. Wolfe and Dr. Medeiros.” 

HIST 200B was Historiography, Ancient Rome, and HIST 204 was the required course for first-year students in how to be successful in the quest for a Ph.D. “You’ll have a fantastic first quarter.”

“I intend to. Do you have anything I can peruse as supplemental reading material to wow Dr. Wolfe?”

I gestured for her to follow me. “Come into my parlor.”

Avery thumped her feet to the floor. “Later, Liz.”

Liz fluttered her fingers. “See ya around.”

Avery trailed after me into my office, where I retrieved a couple of books on Roman historiography from my shelves and handed them to her. “There you go. Some light reading before classes start.”

“Thanks. What’s your opinion of Caligula?”

I laughed. “That he was an unpleasant person. Why?”

“I might focus my research on him. Do you approve?”

“Sure. There’s not much current research on him, so you’d have a niche.”

“Cool. I’m off to the stacks. Later.”

Avery disappeared down the hall and Liz entered my office. “Is the history department prepared for the whirlwind that is Avery?”

“She’ll liven the place up, for sure. We should get to the meeting.”

Our weekly librarians’ meetings were held on Monday mornings at 9:00. Liz and I went downstairs to the conference room and joined the rest of the librarians. I sat beside Lola Mack, our classics librarian and said, “There’s a new history doctoral student you should meet later. She wants to write about Caligula.”

Lola looked skeptical. “Is she aware of how few contemporary sources about him have survived?”

“I’m not sure. That’s why she needs to meet you.” I took a closer look at Lola; she seemed tired. “Everything okay?”

Her smile was intended to be encouraging, but it didn’t convince me. “Yeah. Just didn’t sleep much over the weekend. I’ll get caught up.”

Lola had a history of severe depression. She’d missed most of the fall quarter last year. I shook my finger at her in mock parenting style. “You’d better.”

Her smile widened. “Yes, sir.”

Dr. Loomis called the meeting to order just as our University Librarian, Dr. Laura Madorsky, entered the room. Dr. Madorsky didn’t typically attend our meetings. Something must be up.

Dr. Loomis said, “First order of business is to welcome Jamie back into the fold. Your sabbatical was productive, I take it?”

“Yes, ma’am. The second draft of the book is finished, and the editor has it now. It should be published in about six months.”

Everyone applauded, and I responded with the royal wave, which produced laughter. Dr. Loomis smiled and said, “Wonderful. Our second order of business will be explained by Dr. Madorsky.”

Dr. Madorsky pushed away from the wall where she’d been leaning. “You’ve probably seen flyers around campus announcing this... Beginning tomorrow and running through the end of the week, UCLA is hosting a convention of self-published authors on campus. The primary meetings will be at Carnesale Commons, but there will be sessions scattered throughout different buildings and the exhibit hall is in the Wooden Center. When you’re out and about over the coming days and see a lost conventioneer, please guide them to their destination.”

We all murmured agreement. Dr. Madorsky said, “Thank you. This is a convention of writers, so naturally it involves books. The self-publishing field is expanding rapidly, and it’s an area in which academic libraries have had minimal impact. I’d like to change that. It’s critical that we’re aware of what’s happening in all areas of publishing. Gina Marsh from Powell and Karen Lewis from the biomedical library are attending the conference, but I’d like to send one or two of you from YRL as well.”

We all glanced at each other. Lola, the scholar of classical literature, looked horrified. Dr. Madorsky continued. “Much of self-publishing is in e-book format, and much of the marketing occurs through social media. Kristen, unless you have a compelling reason that you can’t, I’d like you to attend. See what’s trending in the world of book-related social media.”

Kristen Beach—fellow librarian and my brother Kevin’s girlfriend—was our communications and digital humanities specialist. Dr. Madorsky’s request made sense. Kristen said, “I’d enjoy that. Thank you.”

Dr. Madorsky smiled. “Thank you.”

Kristen said, “I think Jamie should go, too. Since he’s currently immersed in the publishing process.”

What? I said, “Uh...”

Dr. Madorsky raised an eyebrow. “Excellent idea. Jamie?”

Liz was smirking. Frank Villareal and Katrina Johnson were hiding smiles. I said weakly, “Sure. That’d be great.”

“Wonderful.” Dr. Madorsky handed Dr. Loomis a folder, which she passed down the table to us. “The conference schedule is in that packet. I’ll look forward to your report. Madeline, thank you.”

Dr. Loomis saw Dr. Madorsky out, then turned to us. “Kristen? Jamie? Do you have everything prepared for the new quarter?”

Unfortunately, I did. I’d combed through all my research guides last week. I should have waited. I said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Kristen said, “I do.”

“All right.” Dr. Loomis gave me an amused smile. “Looks like you’re going to a convention. Now, third order of business...”

As soon as we were clear of the meeting room, I cornered Kristen. “You are a rat. You owe me, big time.”

She grinned. “Oh, come on, it’ll be fun. It’s different. And we might learn something.”

“You still owe me.”

“I’ll buy you a frappuccino right now.”

“That’s a start. You can buy my lunch today, too.”

At noon, Liz, Kristen and I secured an outdoor table at the North Campus Student Center. A minute later, we were joined by Pete’s sister and brother-in-law, Christine and Andy Fernandez, and their daughter—Pete’s niece—Samantha. Sam was about to start her freshman year at UCLA and was moving into student housing this week. Once they were seated and had renewed acquaintance with Liz—they’d met at my wedding—I asked, “Sam, how’s it going?”

“Super. I met my roommate. She’s a Latina, too, from San Ysidro.”

Chris said, “We moved everything in, but now we have to shop for stuff that we didn’t realize Sam would need.”

Liz said, “Oh, I remember doing that when I moved into the Stanford dorms.”

Andy asked, “Are you from the Bay Area?”

“No, I’m from the Valley.”

Chris said, “So you went away to school.”

“I did.” Liz smiled. “It was a wonderful experience. I’m sure it will be for Sam, too.” Chris, Andy and the rest of the Fernandez clan lived near Tucson.

Kristen said, “Plus, Sam’s surrounded by family here.”

Andy said, “That does ease my anxiety. Sort of.”

Sam shook her head at her parents. “I’ll be fine.”

Chris said, “Of course you will. But what kind of parents would we be if we didn’t worry?”

At the reference desk, our regular patron and friend, former monk Clinton Kenneally, beamed when he saw me. “Dr. Brodie! Welcome home.” He shook my hand vigorously. “I trust your sabbatical was fruitful?”

“Yes, sir. The book will be published in several months.”

“Wonderful! I am eager to read it.” He stepped back and assumed a more sober expression. “The word of the day is divulgate.” He bowed and walked away.

Liz found the definition. “To make publicly known; to publish. That has double meaning for you, since you’re headed to a publishing convention tomorrow.”

“Don’t remind me.” I slumped in my seat. “I will never let Kristen off the hook for this.”

Liz snickered. “Oh, come on. You’ll have fun.”

“Yeah? Wanna take my place?”

She grinned. “And deprive you of the experience? What kind of a friend would do that?”
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A Leopard Cannot Change His Spots

At dinner that evening, Pete was no more sympathetic to my plight than Liz had been. He laughed as I recounted what Kristen had done. “Oh, come on. You and Kristen will have a blast, gossiping about all the conference attendees.”

I glared at him. “This had better not turn out like the conference in Oakland.” Where we’d been derailed by a murder.

“Pfft. That’s not possible. You’re on your home turf.”

“Hello? Most of the murders I’ve encountered have been on my home turf.”

He dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “If the worst happens, you can duck out and retreat to your office. Are there any sessions on writing nonfiction? You might learn something.”

I said grudgingly, “Maybe. I haven’t read the program yet. But my book’s already written.”

“You might decide to write another one.” He poked the back of my hand with his fork. “You’re very grumpy pants about this.”

“I just got back to work! It’s...” I searched for a word. “Disruptive to my sense of order.”

He grinned. “You and your sense of order. You have rugby practice tomorrow evening, right?”

“Right.” My first since I’d dislocated my shoulder last spring.

“See? Something to anticipate.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “For me, too.”

Our sex life had suffered on sabbatical, thanks to staying in other people’s houses and B&Bs with thin walls and tiny showers while in the UK, and hosting our friend Abby Glenn at the house in New Mexico while she built furnishings for us. Fortunately, watching rugby almost always got Pete in the mood. 

I said, “Hmmmm. Maybe I’ll take advantage of that.”

He grinned widely. “You can try. Try, get it?”

I laughed. A try in rugby was the equivalent of a touchdown in American football. “You made a rugby joke! I think I love you.”

“You think?”

I held my fork like a microphone and started to sing the chorus of the old David Cassidy song. “I think I love you...” Pete joined in, and we eventually dissolved into laughter.

Our meal concluded far more lightheartedly than it began. As I was clearing the table, Pete said, “Oh, by the way, I thought I should call Aaron. We haven’t seen him and Paul since we left.”

Aaron Quinn had been Pete’s best friend at Santa Monica College; like Pete, he’d resigned at the end of spring term in the wake of a promotion scandal in their department. He was now managing a psychology research lab at USC. Paul Thayer, his husband, was an interior decorator who owned a home-staging business. Pete had been Aaron’s best man at their wedding, six months before ours. 

I said, “Sure. Want to invite them for dinner over the weekend?”

“We don’t have anything else scheduled, do we?”

“Nope. We can grill if the weather cooperates.”

I cleaned the kitchen while Pete called. “Hey, Aaron. Yeah, we got back Saturday evening. Jamie went back to work today. Eh—teaching online is okay, but it’s too early to tell whether it’ll be sufficiently fulfilling to make it permanent. But it pays the bills.” He chuckled. “Yeah, I know. Everything still copacetic at USC? Good. That sounds interesting. Sure, sign me up. Oh, even better.”

I raised an eyebrow at Pete—sign him up for what? He made a “don’t worry” gesture and said to Aaron, “Listen, Jamie and I wanted to have you guys over for dinner this weekend, if you can make it. What?”

Pete paused, listening, dismay spreading across his face. I closed the dishwasher and sat down across the table from him. After a minute Pete asked, “How long? Shit. How the hell did he explain that?” Another pause. “And it never occurred to him to mention this? Yeah, I know.” He sighed. “Well, then, why don’t you come over? Saturday is great. Around mid-afternoon? We’ll fire up the grill. See you then.” 

He disconnected and tossed his phone onto the table. “You are not going to believe this.”

I’d been listening to the conversation with an increasing sense of dread and made an educated guess. “Paul’s done something.”

“He sure has. He’s been getting some action on the side since June.”

“Damn. I take it he and Aaron didn’t have any sort of understanding.”

“Nope. Needless to say, things are somewhat tense between them at the moment.”

“When did Aaron find out?”

“Last week. Paul left his phone lying on the bathroom counter with a text from this guy on the screen.”

“Sounds like he meant to get caught.”

“Yep. Cowardly bastard.”

I said, “You know... I never mentioned this, because A, I thought I might have been imagining it, and B, I didn’t want to give you any reason to feel uncomfortable around Aaron and Paul. But I always had the impression that Paul might enjoy being more than friends.”

Pete frowned. “Did he ever say anything?”

“Not a word. I can’t even tell you why I had that impression. Maybe his facial expressions sometimes, or an innuendo that might have been perfectly innocent.”

“But you picked up on something.”

“Yeah. Like I said, I thought I might have imagined it.”

Pete shook his head, disgust on his face. He slowly spun his phone on the table with one finger. “Your instincts are pretty good.”

“So, Aaron’s coming over Saturday by himself?”

“Yeah. He’s moved into a guest bedroom for now.”

“Are they communicating?”

“Only about housekeeping matters. They’re not discussing the infidelity yet.”

“Suppose they’ll work it out?”

“I don’t know.” Pete spun his phone again. “Nearly a year after Aaron started dating Paul, he learned that Paul had been cheating on his then-boyfriend for the first couple of months that he and Aaron saw each other.”

“Ack. Once a cheater, always a cheater?”

“Maybe. It’ll be difficult to socialize with them now, knowing this.”

“If Aaron is able to get past it eventually, we’ll have to as well.”

Pete frowned. “Yeah. Eventually.”

“What is he signing you up for?”

“Oh.” His face lightened. “Writing a paper. He and his buddy that he works for—Phil somebody—are testing physiological responses in the prefrontal cortex to violence in video games vs. violence in movies vs. violence on the news. Measuring the differences, if any.”

“That does sound interesting. How will you be involved?”

“Pull the sources for and write the review of literature. Aaron said that Phil hates doing lit reviews and would gladly welcome a co-author affiliated with Arizona State.”

“Cool. If that’s the case, you might get more than one paper from that collaboration. I can help you with the research.”

He grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

We each grabbed a beer and went to the sofa to watch The Quantum Gene, a sci-fi thriller about genetics researchers, based in real science, which was one of our favorites. The show preceding it had ten more minutes to run. I said, “How was work today?”

“Productive. I spent an hour and a half-ish on each class and was done in five hours. I ate lunch and spent the afternoon in the garden. I could get used to this.” He elbowed me. “You could do the same.”

“Yeah, but with both of us here, sharing the same office—sharing the same desk—would that work?”

“Hm. Maybe not. But I bet it would in the Alamogordo house. If you wanted to teach online.”

“That’s a big if. Now that you’re four weeks in, how does it compare to face-to-face classes?”

He wrinkled his nose. “It doesn’t. I miss the direct contact with the students. It’s like I said before—this is serving as filler until I figure out what I want to do.”

I held my bottle up for a toast. “Here’s to doing what you want to do.”

He clinked his bottle on mine. “I’ll drink to that.”
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A Legend in Her Own Mind

Tuesday, September 26

The next morning, I dropped my rugby clothes at my office and went downstairs to collect Kristen. We headed out to meet Gina and Karen at the Powell undergraduate library.

Gina Marsh was one of the librarians at the Powell Undergraduate Library, a relatively recent alumnus of UCLA’s information studies program. She’d taught fifth grade in the LAUSD system for a couple of years, then decided that librarianship was far more attractive as a career choice.

Karen Lewis was a medical librarian. Her second master’s was an MSN, and she’d worked as an ER nurse for ten years before going to library school. She also wrote self-published murder mysteries featuring an ER nurse as amateur sleuth. I’d read them all. They were gory and profane, but morbidly entertaining and hysterically funny.

Gina and Karen were waiting outside and fell into step with us as we turned toward Carnesale Commons, the primary venue for the convention. I asked, “To what or whom are we being subjected today?”

Karen said, “The keynote speaker is one of the superstars of self-publishing. Her name is Mercedes Moran. She’s made several million dollars selling 99 cent romance novels.”

Gina asked, “Through Amazon?”

“There, and all of the other e-book sites. She doesn’t have anything in print, but she has a backlist of at least 80 novels. She publishes one per month.”

I said, “Wow. Is she writing them herself?”

Karen shrugged. “She doesn’t credit anyone else. I downloaded a couple, just out of curiosity. They’re standard boilerplate bodice rippers. The names and locations change, but the stories don’t vary much.”

Gina wrinkled her nose. “And people buy enough of them to make her a millionaire several times over?”

Kristen said, “Never underestimate the romance reader. Those women binge read. If they find an author they like, they buy everything she’s ever written.”

I said, “How do you know that? Please tell me you’re not a secret romance fan.”

She laughed. “No. My boss at my first job was. She read paperbacks because e-books didn’t exist then, but she went to used bookstores and library sales and bought them by the bushel. Her devotion was impressive. And she belonged to a romance readers’ group there in Spokane. There were about thirty of them.”

We entered the large meeting room and nabbed seats in the back row. Most of the other attendees were attempting to squeeze in as closely as they could to the front of the room, where there was an elevated podium with a central mic for the speaker and a couple of seats on either side. As soon as we were seated, the rest of our row was filled by a collection of middle-aged and elderly ladies. One of them, a grandmotherly type wearing a bright green sweater, had brought her knitting; another opened a tablet to the New York Times crossword.

I scanned the room as the conventioneers swarmed in. I was nearly the only male there; a handful of others were gathered near the back of the room, on the opposite side from us. I said, “Where are all the men who self-publish?”

Karen said, “Romance and erotica are among the top sellers in self-publishing, and they’re mostly written by women. I’m sure there are men at the conference, but they may be avoiding the keynote.”

At the front of the room, a woman in a sleeveless dress went to the center mic. “Good morning, everyone! I’m Carrie Reed, events coordinator at UCLA, and on behalf of the university I’m delighted to welcome all of you to our campus. In your packets you’ll find maps of the campus and restaurant locations in Westwood. If you have any questions or concerns, please don’t hesitate to see me or one of the conference staff. We’re here to ensure that you have a wonderful visit.”

Everyone applauded politely. Ms. Reed said, “Now allow me to introduce the president of the Association of Self-Publishing, Sabrina Larson.”

Sabrina Larson was a height-challenged, apple-shaped woman in a jacket and long skirt that weren’t particularly flattering, but her voice could have belonged to a Marine drill instructor. She pulled the mic down to her level and bellowed, “Hello, readers and writers!”

About half the room hollered back, “Hello!”

“Welcome to Los Angeles! I’m thrilled to be here on the campus of one of the world’s top universities, and I know all of you are, too. Keep your eyes peeled for movie stars—I’m told that Sunset Boulevard and Beverly Hills are right over there!” She flung her arm out to the south, in the wrong direction. 

The crowd roared its approval. Kristen snickered.

Ms. Larson continued. “On behalf of the Association of Self-Publishing, I want to thank UCLA and the lovely folks here at Carnesale Commons for their gracious hospitality. Isn’t this a wonderful venue?”

Sustained applause. Ms. Larson basked for a moment, then held up her hand. “All right. You aren’t here to listen to me. Without further ado, I’m thrilled to introduce one of the shining stars of our business, the woman who put self-publishing on the map, the author of over eighty self-published books, all of them best sellers—Mercedes Moran!”

About three-quarters of the room cheered and leaped to their feet in a standing ovation. I stood up, too, curious, and saw that the other 25% of the attendees—mostly in the back of the room, surrounding us, and including the other men I’d spotted—were stationary, arms crossed, glaring at the woman now taking the podium. A couple of people’s expressions were downright malicious.

Strange.

I hadn’t clearly defined to myself what I expected a romance writer to look like but realized that I’d fallen prey to a stereotype. I’d imagined someone far more feminine. Mercedes Moran was built like an East German shot-put champion, and her gravelly contralto voice suggested years of heavy smoking. She growled, “Good morning, fellow authors! I’d like to thank Sabrina and the Association of Self-Publishing for inviting me to give the keynote address today. It’s such an honor.”

Applause from the front of the room. The crossword puzzle worker, immediately to my right, muttered, “Such a mistake.”

Mercedes continued. “The question I’m asked most frequently is, ‘What is your writing process?’ I decided to answer that once and for all this morning.”

The woman in front of Kristen turned to the woman in front of me and asked, “Do we give a shit about her writing process?”

The woman in front of me snorted in disgust. Kristen looked at me with a raised eyebrow. I whispered, “Not universally beloved, is she?”

Mercedes said, “I approach every day just as I would any other typical working day. I have breakfast, get dressed, and go to my studio, which is in a separate building in the rear garden of my home. I’m at my computer by 8:00, and I work for eight full hours, taking breaks every two hours.”

The woman beside me said, “Whoop-de-frakkin’-doo.”

I had to bite my lip to refrain from laughing. Mercedes said, “When I’m starting a new book, I write an outline first.”

The woman in front of Kristen said, “Like hell. She uses the same outline for every book.”

I whispered to Kristen, “This is like Mystery Science Theater 3000.”

She whispered back. “I know, right?”

Mercedes continued. “Then I build my characters—their appearance, their clothing, their speech patterns...” 

She droned on about characters, plot and dialogue for a while. The women around us were yawning. I was getting bored, too. I began flipping through the program and list of exhibitors but glanced up at the sound of loud applause. “Is she done?”

Kristen said, “She’s done with her writing process.”

But Mercedes wasn’t through. “Now I want to say a few words about the future of self-publishing.”

The woman beside me said snarkily, “This oughta be good.”

“We face a crisis in our profession—a crisis of authenticity. Too many authors hide behind pseudonyms. Too many authors hide behind multiple pseudonyms. This deceit is bad for business. You who are participating in this charade—your readers would be appalled to discover your true identities.” 

An undercurrent of unease was spreading through the room. I leaned across Kristen to ask Karen, “Is it common to use pseudonyms? I know you do.”

“Yeah, it is.” Karen was concerned. “She’s potentially pissing off a lot of these people.”

Mercedes growled, “How would the fans of Carmen Hidalgo feel to learn that their supposed Spanish princess was really a middle-aged housewife in Arkansas named Edna Brown?”

A gasp and murmur sounded from across the room. The woman in front of Kristen said, “Uh-oh.”

Mercedes wasn’t done. “And yet that fraud is nothing, comparatively speaking. How many of you are fans of Angelica Ashley?”

Angelica Ashley? I whispered, “Holy crap.” Angelica Ashley was the author of the best-selling erotic romance of all time—the Rose trilogy. Rose, Rise; Rose, Rising; Rose, Risen.

And I knew who Angelica Ashley really was.

About half the room applauded; another significant number had raised their hands. Mercedes wore a satisfied smirk. “Would you be surprised to learn that the Rose trilogy was written by a man? That behind Angelica Ashley was a man named Elmer Thrash?”

Gasps and various other sounds of shock ricocheted around the room. A male voice from the opposite side of the back aisle shouted, “So what? He’s still a better writer than you!”

There were cries of dismay from the front of the room and loud applause from the back. I said to Kristen, “This is getting ugly.”

She frowned. “Maybe we should...”

Then someone stood up in the middle of the aisle, and the room fell silent.

I whispered, “Oh, no. That’s Martie Pepper.”

Kristen said, “Who?”

There was a mic on a stand in the center of the room, intended for questions from the audience. Martie Pepper—first ex-wife and only heir of late TV host Dixon Gill, AKA Elmer Thrash—pulled the mic out of its clamp and turned it on. “My name is Martie Pepper. I was married to Elmer when he wrote the Rose trilogy. Accusations of deception are rich coming from you, Moran, when everyone in this room knows that your first five books were born as fan fiction of Rose. Talk about deceit. Your writing is derivative, plagiarized dreck. Why don’t you tell them about the copyright infringement lawsuit I’ve filed against you?”

The room exploded into shouting and gesticulating. Gina leaned over and said, “I’m uncomfortable with this.”

Karen said, “Me, too. Let’s go.”

I said, “The exhibits open in ten minutes. We can be the first ones there.”

We scooted our chairs backwards so we wouldn’t have to crawl over people and ducked out the door. Even after it closed behind us, we could still hear angry voices. Mercedes and Martie were still at the mics, and a dozen other people were trying to shout them both down.

Karen said, “Well. That was—unusual.”

Kristen asked me, “Who’s Martie Pepper?”

I explained about Elmer Thrash/Dixon Gill and the Rose trilogy. “I know who she is because she was involved in the case of that actor who was killed last year. The one Abby discovered in his pool.”

Kristen said, “I remember. You were researching a problem with the script.”

“Yeah. Pete and I met Martie on set the day Jon wrapped the case.”

Gina’s eyes were wide. “Wow. I harbored the notion that romance writers were nice people.”

Karen said, “Not all of them, obviously. Listen, there’s a breakout session on mystery writing next, being held on the second floor. I want to go to that.”

Gina said quickly, “Oooh, mysteries. I’ll come.”

Kristen said, “Jamie and I will check out the exhibits. See you later.”

Kristen and I left the building and crossed to the walkway that would lead us past the track and field stadium and the intramural fields to the Wooden Center. When we entered the exhibit hall, we saw that it was divided into sections—one area for companies offering print publishing services to e-book authors, one area for cover artists and independent editors, one for indie publishing companies and one for authors. 

We found the men that had been absent from the keynote speech at author tables. Male writers of sci-fi, spy thrillers, and military nonfiction crowded one aisle. Kristen said, “I suppose they didn’t think there was anything to learn from Mercedes Moran.”

“I suspect they were right.” I looked around, and a sign caught my eye. M/M Romance. I nudged Kristen. “Look at that.”

“Male-male romance? Have you read any of that?”

“No. I wasn’t aware that it existed.”

We approached the table, which was sponsored by a small publisher that apparently specialized in the genre. The woman at the table smiled up at us. “Hello! Are you male-male romance fans?”

I said, “I’ve read a lot of gay mystery, but I didn’t realize that gay romance was a thing.”

“Oh, yes! We publish many best-selling authors in this genre.” She tipped her head and gave me an
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