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Preface




 


The Art of the Lesbian Mystery Novel
is both a guidebook and a database. Because of this it is—and
always will be—a work in progress. Currently, there are over 1150
novels that I have identified as lesbian mysteries by more than 380
authors. Tomorrow, there will be more. I will attempt to identify
each book as it is published and add it to this database. I will do
this through 2026. At that time I will have daa on the first 50
years of lesbian mystery writing. Someone else can take over
then.

 


This is not an attempt to bilk the buyer of
this volume by charging for each new revision. Quite the contrary.
At present, it is available only on Smashwords, which has a policy
that I don’t think you can find anywhere else. On Smashwords, when
you buy one edition, you also own all future revisions with no
extra payment. This is as it should be.

 


A shortened version of this book is available
under the title of The Lesbian Detective Novel: an annotated
bibliography. It is available in both hardback and paperback.
It contains the same essential information as this one but omits my
opinions, reviews, and some of the appendixes.

 


Another shortened version is available under
the title of The Lesbian Private Eye. It contains the same
information listed here, but is confined to novels with lesbian
protagonists who make their living as private investigators.

 


I am only one person. If you find titles or
authors that I have not included, please let me know. Likewise,
feel free to inform me of any wrong information or even typos or
grammatical errors I may have missed. My email address is on the
last page of this book.

 


Quickly, here is what you will find in these
pages.

1. A few introductory paragraphs about
various aspects of the lesbian mystery.

2. A list of over 380 lesbian mystery
authors.

3. A list of over 1150 lesbian mystery
titles.

4. A discussion of all of the authors and
many of their books.

5. A list of my personal favorites.

6. A list of the winners and finalists of
various LGBTQ lesbian mystery awards.

7. A list of lesbian mystery sleuths
according to their professions.

8. The number of lesbian mysteries published
each year.

9. A list of the publishers of the lesbian
mysteries mentioned in this book.

 


And more.


Introduction




 


This book is for anyone interested in reading
and studying the relatively new sub-genre of Lesbian Mystery. An
attempt has been made to list every book in this genre, along with
its author. But let’s step back for a moment and discuss in a
little more detail what I am talking about.

 


What Is a Lesbian Mystery?

Most of the
titles I list or discuss in this book will

1. be full-length novels (generally more than 50,000
words) or volumes of short stories featuring the same main
characters.

2. feature a protagonist who is either a lesbian or
bisexual female in a same-sex relationship.

3. fit into the detective novel genre; that is, the
protagonist must either investigate a crime or solve a puzzle or
mystery. The crime does not have to be murder, but usually is.

4. offer the reader a glimpse into some facet of the
lesbian experience.

 


Authors can be male or female, straight or
queer.

 


What Is Not a Lesbian Mystery?

 Books
that are purported to be mysteries, but which are written primarily
for readers more interested in Paranormal, Fantasy, Erotica, BSDM,
Romance, or other sub-genres, are not listed in this book. The most
difficult genre to cull is the ubiquitous Thriller (which is, these
days, called Romantic Suspense or Romantic Blend). There are too
many top-notch detective novels for me to take the time to write
about these types of hybrids. Perhaps someone else will undertake
the task.

 


Books written by lesbians that are not in the
detective novel genre (Patricia Highsmith’s The Price of
Salt, for example) are not included. Going even further,
detective novels written by lesbians that do not have lesbian
protagonists (such as Rita Mae Brown's Mrs. Murphy mysteries) are
also excluded. Books whose protagonists work for the CIA, FBI, or
other covert government agencies are—with very few exceptions—not
included because these generally fit more comfortably into the
Thriller genres.

 


Who Writes Lesbian Mysteries?

 Here
is a curious fact: A high percentage of gay mysteries—male/male
crime fiction—are written by women. A lot of these are written
under male pseudonyms, like Josh Lanyon. If this is true—and it
is—then shouldn’t we expect most lesbian detective novels to be
written by men? Maybe, but in we would be wrong. Not only are most
lesbian mysteries written by women, but they are written by
lesbian women. I find this comparison between gay and
lesbian detective novels to be fascinating. It is one of dozens of
topics in this book that are worthy of further study by future
scholars of the genre.

 


I did a quick estimate. Of the 380 authors I
discuss in this book, only28 are known to be men. That’s only about
7 percent! And at least three of these men are gay. At least three
others are part of a man-woman writing team. My conclusion is that
lesbians want to read about lesbians and they want what they read
to be authentic.

 


Of course I may have missed a couple of male
writers who write under female pseudonyms, but in this they are not
alone. A great number of lesbian writers also use pseudonyms. More
on this below.

 


A Question of Pseudonyms

Popular lesbian author Lori L.
Lake has an interesting essay on pseudonyms and why writers choose
to use them. However, she fails to discuss the use of pen names in
lesbian detective novels—a very important discussion. The omission
is odd because “Lori L. Lake” is, in fact, itself a
pseudonym.

 


Lake’s reason for using a
pen name is unknown—she is a very well-known, out lesbian—but a
number of other lesbian writers are simply afraid to be outed,
either at work or with their families. Early Naiad author Nikki
Baker is one of these, as is current superstar Lee Winter. Then
there are other writers who use pseudonyms for reasons unknown:
Kate Allen, Radclyffe, Jae, Rose Beecham, Ellen Hart, and on and
on. I’m sure that all of these women have good reasons for using
false names to write under.

 


But think of how different
the reasons must be for a man who chooses to write lesbian
detective novels.

 


Let’s take the number I
discussed above: 28 out of 380 authors who seem to be male. Samuel
L. Steward, for instance, who writes the Gertrude Stein and Alice
B. Toklas series, is the author’s real name. Ditto for Charles
Atkins, Thomas A. Burns, Matt Doyle, David Galloway, Jason
Halstead, Ian Hamilton, William s. Kirby, Bill McGrath, Mark
McNease, Laurence Moore, Adam Nichols, Erik Schubach, and Stephen
Spotswood.

 


B.P. Smythe and R.E. Conary
are also men, but as far as I know, they use their real initials
and their real last names. Other men write in collaboration with
women. Ingrid Black and Tinker Marks are the pseudonyms of two such
collaborations.

 


Not surprisingly, I have
only identified one man who writes lesbian detective novels under a
pseudonym: N. H. Avenue, but even that is not an obvious female
pseudonym; it is simply a disguise.

 


A complete list of m ale
authors can be found in Appendix 6.

 


A pertinent two-part
question is this: are there any male writers at all who use female
pseudonyms and if so, why? My answer to the first part is “yes—a
few—but I’m not outing them.” There are probably more but it’s
almost impossible to know for sure because so many authors have
left virtually no internet footprint. But the answer to the second
is obvious. Anyone who has read more than a handful of reviews
knows 1. that most readers of lesbian mysteries are not only women,
but also lesbians and 2. that many—not all and maybe not even
most—lesbians want to read books by lesbians
about lesbians.
Period. Some would pass up a lesbian mystery written by a man
without even reading the blurb. In other words, many men who use
traditionally female pseudonyms are simply worried that they will
be judged on their gender rather than on the work, and this is a
real concern.

 


Writing the Other

Okay but why do men keep trying to write
sapphic characters? Or female/womxn characters at all? Unless
someone gives me a good reason why it's worth reading, I'm not even
going to pick this up. –G , in a “review” for Stephen
Spotswood’s Fortune Favors the Dead.




Tying in to the discussion of pseudonyms is a
subject that has gained popularity lately: Writing the Other means
having a main character that is not part of the culture of the
author. A man writing about a lesbian, for instance, or even a
straight woman writing about a lesbian. Much has been made of a
recent literary novel, American Dirt, whose author describes
a woman from a Latin culture to which she does not belong.

 


Taken to its extreme, this stigma about
Writing the Other could extend to a stricture against women writing
from a male perspective or a man from a woman’s. Goodbye Madame
Bovary, Princess Casamassima, and the like. The truth is
this: a good book is a good book. Furthermore, novels, especially
lesbian detective novels, are fiction. Just because a
character doesn’t act like most other characters in a genre or in
real life doesn’t mean that someone just like them doesn’t exist
somewhere. After all, one of a writer’s jobs is to create unique
and interesting characters.

 


But just because it’s okay by me to write—and
read—about The Other, it has to be written well enough to be
interesting, realistic, or important. That’s where we as critics
come in. No intelligent reader—and especially a lesbian
reader—could read David Galloway’s 
Lamaar Ransom, Private Eye with a
straight face. Everything about Lamaar cries out “This is a man!”
And of course Galloway is not the only one who gets things wrong.
But having read over 300 novels in this genre, I know that it is by
far the exception and not the rule. For instance, Samuel Steward’s
brilliant characterizations of Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas
make his two lesbian detective novels are both enjoyable and
historically important.

 


My conclusion—and my suggestion—is to read
the books and judge them on their merits rather than who they are
written by. A god book is written by a talented author and that’s
the end of it. Having said that, if you still decide to read only
books written by lesbians, you’re in luck; most of them are.

 


Don’t judge books by their authors; judge the
authors by their books.

 


The Importance of Sex in Lesbian Mysteries

 To go into this question, we need to
determine the difference between a lesbian and a straight woman.
After all, many lesbians wear the same styles of clothing as
straight women, apply the same makeup, eat the same foods, drive
the same cars. Both can be fat or thin, rich or poor, black or
white, American or Japanese. The fact is that—unless there is a
lesbian gene, which is so far unproven—the only thing that
differentiates a lesbian from a straight woman is her choice of
sexual partner, even if that choice is only in her head. A lesbian
is attracted to women and not to men. It’s as simple as that.

 


So if a novel features a protagonist that
neither sleeps with women, is attracted to women, nor questions her
sexual identity, it is not a lesbian novel, right? If, in the same
novel, the author revises a few passages to have the protagonist
realize that she has feelings for women and not for men, then it
magically turns the novel in to a lesbian novel, although probably
not a very good one. One of the most controversial subjects in the
study of lesbian mysteries is whether Eve Zaremba’s 
A Reason To Kill, published in 1979, can be called the
first mystery featuring a lesbian private detective. The fact is,
the protagonist, Helen Keremos, does not reveal her sexual
identity, nor does she have sex with or date anyone at all. It is
not until the second book in the series, 
Work for a Million, which was published eight years
later, that her sexual preference is revealed.

 


So how important is sex in lesbian detective
novels? I suppose it depends on who you are. There are scads of
lesbian detective novels with no sex scenes at all. After all, they
are not totally necessary as long as the main character is
identified as a lesbian and lives somewhat within the lesbian
experience—even if her particular lifestyle finds her in the
closet. The fact is, though, that a great number of lesbian
readers—and straight male readers if the truth be told—prefer to
have a fairly explicit sex scene or two An interesting subject
someone might one to take on is the percentage of lesbian mystery
readers who enjoy fairly explicit sex scenes versus straight
readers reading novels with straight protagonists.

 


There are various degrees of sex in lesbian
detective novels. Some, like the aforementioned 
A Reason To Kill, Laurie R. King’s 
A Grave Talent, or Anne Holt’s 1222, are pure whodunits—totally consumed
with plot—and contain no explicit sex scenes. Others, such as Peta
Fox’s trio of novels about Jen Madden, can be rough and often
venture fairly deeply into BSDM with the mystery an important
thread tying things together.

 


So much for the extremes. In between we have
Romantic Mystery. I am using the word “romantic” in its best sense
here, meaning that the protagonist meets her future girlfriend and
they go through the rituals of courtship and love as puzzles are
solved and cases cracked. Good examples of this are in Iza Moreau’s

The News in Small Towns, Penny
Mickelbury’s 
Keeping Secrets, Liz Bradbury’s 
Angel Food and Devil Dogs, Gina
Dartt’s 
Unexpected Sparks, and many other books that are the
first in a series. The relationships help drive the novels. The
sexual activity—which ranges from fairly explicit to “off camera”
(the old “afterwards, we lay there recovering” chestnut)—helps
define the characters and their relationships.

 


Another category would be Erotic Mystery,
which Kelli Jae Baeli’s 
Also Known as Armchair
Detective falls into. The ebook version of this novel
that I read had almost a dozen pages of “What Others Are Saying”
quotations, almost all of which described the sex scenes in the
book as titillating and among their favorite parts of the book.
Peta Fox’s scenes are even wilder, but written with (maybe more
than) a touch of tongue in cheek.

 


Finally we have what might be called Porn
Mystery—a step or two beyond erotica. I suspect that people who
read books in this category read them primarily for the sexual
stimulation and pay little attention to the mysteries involved.
This may also be true of the authors. Fortunately or not, these
books usually fall somewhere just outside the purview of this book,
either because of the storyline or the ineffective writing. You’ll
have to search these out for yourself.

 


My preference? Well, I like character-driven
books, so it's Romantic Mystery (not to be confused with Romantic
Suspense, which are rarely true mysteries) for me. More than two or
three sex scenes seem gratuitous to me. Not that I don’t like to
read sexy scenes—I do! But I judge a book on how well the sexual
component fits into—or redefines—its purpose. A mystery book’s
purpose is to solve mysteries, not to count orgasms or to describe
the various ways our fingers and lips can cause seismic responses
to the bodies of our lovers. If a novel has rabbit-like activity
going on every few chapters, I get the feeling that the author may
be pandering to a readership that might very well be happier
reading straight erotica. And, of course, it detracts from the
mystery as mystery. And from the story as story.

 


Author Inga Simpson (see References) is of
the opinion that the amount of sex and romance in lesbian mystery
fiction often negatively affects not only the plot and character
development, but also the potential for higher sales. Although I
agree that this is usually the case, I don’t think it has to be.
Certainly one of the purposes of this book is to champion those
works that manage to balance relationships and plot.

 


In an interview no longer available on the
web, author Tracey Shellito was asked what lesbian mysteries need.
Her answer according to Lori L. Lake (see References again) was,
“More sex! Seems to me we're wimping out by getting the readers all
hot and bothered then not delivering the goods.”

 


What is inescapable is the fact that the
lesbian detective novel is a sub-genre all its own—one in which sex
between women is almost a given. And this is not just because
writers of lesbian detective novels have sex on their brains, but
because many of their readers demand it.

 


My Rating System

 Lesbian Mystery literature
is my special subject and reviewing the books in this genre is
something I spend a lot of time on.

 


I also read
a lot of reviews, both
on Goodreads and on the sites of ebook retailers like Amazon,
Barnes & Noble, Smashwords, and Apple. I have noticed that my
own ratings are often lower than average. Maybe this is because I
have a background in literature or maybe I just have different
likes and dislikes than most readers. Much of it, though, has to do
with the fact that I neither add nor subtract points because the
book is about lesbians. I have seen a book given a 1-star rating
simply because it contains descriptions of lesbian sex. I have also
seen 5-star ratings for a book that would seem to have nothing
else. Neither is a valid basis for a rating.

 


My schooling in literature
certainly impacts my final rating. That is not to say that I judge
each lesbian mystery writer on how she compares to George Eliot or
Edith Wharton, but the novels of classic literature are in my
consciousness. I also consider the word average to
be subjective. Its meaning should be “neither
good nor bad’ and this is appropriate. Yet for some reason, I
consider the average book to be a 3 rather than 2.5 as would seem
logical. It does, though, if zero stars is not an
option.

 


Like on Goodreads and
Amazon, I give ratings between 1 and 5 stars. I also, however, give
fractions of stars that further indicate the book’s level of
professionalism. 4.4 will be an excellent book, but not quite good
enough to get the 5 stars that Goodreads would round it off
to.

 


Here then is how I
determine the number of stars I give.

 


5
Stars. The
very best of the genre. These are books with wonderful characters,
fascinating relationships, successful pacing, interesting and
exciting plots, and something special. What that something special
is depends on the book. Peta Fox’s Jenny Madden has a wonderful
self-attitude; Katherine V. Forrest’s Kate Delafield deals with
subjects important to the history of LGBT society. With Nikki
Baker, it is Virginia Kelly’s inner dialogue; in Claire Macquet it
is the juxtaposition of darkness and innocence. Something
outstanding and unique. It is not difficult to give 5-star ratings;
masterpieces are obvious. It is just difficult to find
them.

 


4
Stars. Excellent, but not great. These are books that you wish you
had written because you would have been able to perfect them—to
push them just a little farther toward greatness. They are books
that, like 5-star ones, you would recommend to any reader, but with
perhaps a small caveat. The smaller the caveat, the more likely you
will be to award them a 4+ rating: 4.1 to 4.4. It is more difficult
for me to give a 4 than a 5.

 


3
Stars. These are average books, books that you would recommend only
to aficionados of lesbian mysteries. Instead of saying that they
are ‘pretty good,’ you would probably describe them as ‘not too
bad.” They may contain sizable flaws in the plot and writing that
does not give you the thrill of anticipation in turning its pages.
This is by far the most common rating, so I often use fractions to
differentiate. If 3 means ‘not too bad,’ then 3.4 might mean
‘almost good.’

 


2
Stars. Not
good. These are books that you would not recommend to anyone. The
flaws are greater, the pacing worse, the characters bland, and the
story boring or silly.

 


1
Star. I
almost never give a single star rating because most if not all
1-star books are bad enough to throw across the room after a few
chapters. And I never rate a book I have not read from cover to
cover. Bad writing, numerous typos, formatting problems, and the
like. These are books for the author’s friends and family
only.

 


0
Stars. An
impossibility because of what I said above. A zero-star book
can’t—and shouldn't—be finished. Nor should it have been
published—even by the author or the author’s family.

 


Read the First Book
First

 The list of lesbian
mystery authors in this volume numbers over 325. Because most of
these authors are writing books in a series, how should we decide
which book in that series to read first? Sounds like a no-brainer
and it is; read the first one first.

 


Okay, there might be some
people who say, “Well, I’m
going to start with the one that has the highest
rating. That way, if I don’t like it, I won’t have to worry about
reading the rest.” Good point, but I don’t necessarily trust
reviews, especially about writers who have relatively few. There
are too many “friend” reviews, “troll” reviews, or reviews based on
bogus criteria. For instance, for one of the books I had just
finished reading, I discovered a review that consisted of the
words, “Eww, lesbian sex!” The rater (or hater) gave the book,
which I thought was excellent, one star. A first novel by another
author on our list—one I didn’t like—received a number of
5-star ratings by fans who raved only about the sex scenes, of
which there were many, and little else. So which to choose? I say
again: begin with the first one in the series.

 


From a literary standpoint,
the first novel in a series should be the best. It is the book that
sets the scenes, introduces the characters, shows the author’s
style and tone, and, just as important, begins and develops any
relationship that might be ongoing. 
Keeping Secrets,
the first book
in Penny Mickelbury’s series introduces Mimi to Gianna.

The News in Small Towns, Iza Moreau’s entry into the field, sets up the attraction
between Sue-Ann and Gina.

 


The first novel in a series
should be the most complete. It sets everything up for future
novels, such as describing the protagonist’s kitchen and giving
complete backstories of most of the characters. In the follow-up
novels the author has to struggle to find those 20,000 words she
already wrote in the initial book—or simply to make the follow-ups
a little shorter.

 


The first novel in a series
should hook you like the first chapter in a stand-alone novel. If
it doesn’t, you should move on. And a smart author will often offer
their first book—at least in ebook form—for a reduced price. Those
are the authors who feel strongly about their first book and are
counting on your going on to the next in the series. Good for
them.

 


But wait a minute; the
first book in a series is often the author’s first foray into
publishing. Isn’t a first book expected to be a little raw? Sure it
is, but it is still going to show the author’s voice and
individuality. Having a little rawness doesn’t have to mean that
the whole book is bad. In fact, in these days of electronic
publishing, a bad first novel doesn’t have to
remain a bad
first novel. It can be re-edited, re-written, and re-uploaded to
Smashwords or Amazon or any self-publishing venue that offers
print-on-demand publishing.

 


Another reason for reading
the first novel in a sequence first is that the sequels often are
short on background for the very reason I stated above—the work has
already been done. The second and third books—unless very carefully
and intelligently crafted—might be a little light on description.
One series I read a few years ago spent about 20 pages of each book
in the series describing the cute antics of the protagonist’s
little yapping dog—the same antics that had already been
described ad nauseam
in book one. But think of this: some readers
might themselves own the same breed of little yapping dog and give
the book a high rating. A high rating for lazy writing is not
acceptable.

 


There are a number of
series in which the first book is vastly inferior to the sequels.
The ultra-popular J.M. Redmann’s first Micky Knight novel,

Death by the Riverside, is
obviously a first novel by someone who doesn’t really understand
her character yet. Her ninth novel, however, 
The Girl on the Edge of Summer, is
first rate. 
Amateur City, by the doyenne of the
Lesbian Mystery, Katherine V. Forrest, is significantly weaker than
her subsequent books. Yet its plot, characters, and voice are
intriguing and individual enough for most readers to look forward
to the classic 
Murder at the Nightwood
Bar.

 


Read the first book
first.

 


Read the Latest Version

 The advent of the ebook and
publish-on-demand paperback has done more than make more books
available to a wider audience. It has also allowed the author to
make changes—small or large—at will. No longer will every reader of
a book notice that the author calls a character Jane in one chapter
and June in another. No longer will an audience have to put up with
numerous typos and misspellings. An author or publisher can now
make any change at any time. The book you are reading now is a very
good example.

 


But because many of today’s
novels are written by authors—young or old—early in their writing
careers, there may be a lot more work done on a book than merely
correcting typos and misspellings. Here’s an example. An author I
know self-published his first book of short stories in 1990. At
that time, the per-copy cost of printing a book was based on the
number of copies printed—because most of the price consisted of the
set-up costs. So if he wanted to print up a single copy of his
book, it would have cost several thousand dollars. A hundred copies
would have brought the price down to $200.00 per copy. So he
decided to have 2,000 copies printed, which brought down the
price-per-book to a reasonable $2.00 per copy. If the book sold for
$8.00 (remember that we are talking about 1990 here) the author
could have expected a reasonable profit—even if he sold to
bookstores at a 50 percent discount.

 


A year or two ago, this same author read
through that first book and found about 10 typos. He immediately
trashed all the remaining copies of that book, corrected the
errors, and put out a new edition. His cost of doing so: zero,
although he had to pay about $3.50 apiece for a couple of author
copies for his files. Plus, he was able to upload an ebook version,
which had not existed previously, also for free.

 


What I’m trying to say is this. If you are
reading for enjoyment or excitement, make sure that you get the
most error-free book on the market. Because I began reading lesbian
detective novels as an educational project, I often had to read the
cheapest second-hand paperback copies I could find or early
versions of ebooks such as review copies. Occasionally I even read
titles from fan sites or an author’s personal website. None of
these options is a good idea if a later version is available.

 


Most lesbian mystery authors either publish
with small houses dedicated to LGBTQ studies or self publish, where
the possibility of professional editing and proofreading is slight.
This means that the author has a responsibility to keep up with—and
to reread her book from time to time—to make it equal in
professionalism to books from major, traditional publishers.

 


Having said all that, try to buy the latest
version of the book. It will make a difference to your enjoyment of
it and will certainly help the author financially if you purchase
it new rather than used.

 


Making the Genre Better

 The genre of lesbian mystery is a relatively
new one. In fact, the vast majority of the authors mentioned in
this book are still alive. Most are still writing and many are
active on Goodreads and on their own websites. For this reason, I
think we should lean toward kindness in our references to these
authors and their books. No, I am not saying that bad books should
get good reviews, but I am interested in finding ways to actually
improve the genre. This is my chance. Yours, too.

 


With the advent of ebooks and print-on-demand
publishing, there is no reason why new, corrected editions of books
should not be published whenever it becomes necessary—editions that
have corrected those frequent typos, plot muddles, crappy covers,
blank pages, or impossible-to-believe resolutions.

 


By not going the traditional route of
publishing through the mainstream presses, Indie writers—including
most of the authors discussed in this book—do not have the
professional editing, proofing, and guidance that all
writers really do need. It is up to interested readers—us—to take
over this role. In other words, our job is not to lambaste a poorly
written book, but give it thoughtful consideration and offer
constructive criticism on what does not sit quite right with
us.

 


I'm not going to suggest that we personally
write each author with our opinions about how their work might be
improved, but if we catch obvious typos, spelling mistakes, plot
flubs, or even bad formatting, a note to the author should not be
taken amiss. I have personally done this a number of times and each
time I received a kind note from the author thanking me for my time
and effort.

 


If you want to really help an author—or even
advocate for an author—do write a review, and a longish,
well-thought-our one is better than just a few words.

 


What’s in a Name?


“Why is it that so many gorgeous lesbians insisted on male
nicknames?”

—Kate Merrill, Homicide in
Hatteras.

 


“I want strong women who
don't need rescues by man-surrogates”

—Gunnvor, in a review of Redress of
Grievances by Brenda Adcock.

 


In a very quick survey of most novels listed
in this book, I found just over 50 percent of the main characters
to have names that are either traditionally masculine or non-gender
specific. Fifty percent! In addition, it seems that a far
greater percentage of protagonists with traditionally masculine
names have girlfriends with traditionally feminine names. But as I
said, this was a quick survey; a more thorough study would be
welcome.

 


On at least one level, this is troubling. Do
some authors think that having a masculine-sounding first name
somehow makes their characters braver, tougher, or more competent?
If so, that’s nonsense. Do they think that having a masculine-named
protagonist will go over better with readers? Judging from the
quotes above, this doesn’t seem to be true. In any case, I’ve never
seen anyone say in a review or anywhere else that they are glad
that a main characters name is Micky or Freddi instead of Michelle
or Frieda.

 


On a sociological level, this is very
interesting and studies should be done about it. Here are more
categories that could be explored: does the percentage of
masculine-named protagonists vary with their profession?. Does it
matter if the reader is a stud or a femme? There is enough
information in this book to generate dozens of such studies. And if
you can’t find what you are looking for, I have scads of
information I have decided not to include in this book. Ask away.
I’ll be glad to supply my research to whoever wants it.

 


But Is It Art?


“A really good book needs to have well developed
characters that are unforgettable, an interesting plot, maybe spicy
romance with a lusty sex scene tossed in for good measure, a
mystery that keeps you guessing and most importantly holds my
interest to such a degree that I do not want the book to
end.”

—“Avid CT reader”
reviewing Searching for Celia
by Elizabeth Ridley.

 


So yes, there is an art to writing lesbian
mystery novels. For the authors and their devoted readers such as
me, the artistic features of a book are the difference between a
good book and a bad one—or a good book and a great one. Character
development, conversational style, sense of place, backstory, pace,
plot, sex and romance, denouement, point of view, and pure craft of
writing are all important features. And all authors deal with these
differently.

 


Figuring out what works best, and which
authors have perfected which ingredients, are some of the purposes
of this book. The main purpose, though, is to introduce the lesbian
mystery novel to a wide group of readers.
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*Black
by Gaslight

The
Blue Scorpion

Call
Shotgun


*Darkness Descending (Lambda Finalist)

Dead
Reckoning


Desert Blood (Lambda Winner)


*Down The Rabbit Hole


Easy Street


Finding Ms. Wright

*For
Every Season


A Grave Opening


*Grave Silence (Goldie Winner)


*Hunter's Way

*In Too
Deep


The Iron Girl (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Justice Served (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


*The Kookaburra Gambit


The Madonna of the Sorrows


Memories to Die For

Mouths
of Babes


*Murder on the Mother Road


No Evidence

*Picking
Up The Pace


Quid Pro Quo A Siobhan Donahue Mystery


The Quokka Question


*Relationships Can Be Murder

A
Time To Cast Away


Turning The Tables


When First We Practice

 


2006


*Anticipation


The Art of Detection (Lambda Winner)


*Death of a Department Chair


The Dingo Dilemma


Disorderly Attachments

End of
Watch

*Idaho
Code (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Murder by Mascot


A Nice Clean Murder


Night Vision (Lambda Finalist)


Nine Nights on the Windy Tree


*Paid in Full


*She Waits


*Sleep of Reason (Lambda Finalist)


Unbearable Losses

*Unexpected
Ties


*Wanted


The Weekend Visitor (Lambda Finalist)

 


2007

All
Gone (2010 Goldie Finalist)


Always


*Blind Curves


Blind Leap


Borderline


February At Feldmans On Fifth

*Femme
Noir


In the Name of the Father (Lambda Finalist)


January Juggling the Jentons

The
Judas Heart


*Killer Storm

Laura's
War (Lambda Finalist)


March Of The Mustangs


The Mortal Groove (Lambda Finalist)


Murder Came Second


Murder in Triplicate


Ordinary Furies


Place of Exile


The Platypus Ploy

Preying
On Generosity


Redress of Grievances (Goldie
Winner)


Selective Memory (Lambda Finalist)

*Side
Out for Murder

The
Skin Beneath


*Three Doses of Murder

A
Winning Death


The Witch's Kiss


*1222

 


2008


*Angel Food and Devil Dogs


Blind Faith (Lambda Finalist)

Calling
the Dead (Lambda Finalist)

Circle
of the Dead


Compulsion

*Conflict
of Interest

Deeper


*An Expert in Murder


Gloria's Secret (Goldie Winner)


If No One's Looking


Land of Entrapment (Goldie Winner)


Losers, Weepers (Lambda Finalist)


May Might Mean Murder

Next of
Kin

Partners


Secrets And Sins


State of Denial


Sweet Poison (Lambda Finalist)


The Trouble with Murder (Goldie Winner)


*Whacked (Lambda Winner)


When It's All Relative


White Offerings

 


2009


Angel with Two Faces


April At The Antique Alley


Big Noise


Chloe's Heart


Circle Game

*Command
of Silence (Lambda Finalist)


Corpse Call


Death of a Dying Man (Lambda Winner, Goldie Finalist,
Rainbow Finalist)


Delusional


Double Legacy


*From Hell to Breakfast (Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)


Justice for All


*'Life's a Bitch. So Am I.'


McKee: The Return (2012 Rainbow Finalist)


The Mirror and the Mask (Lambda Finalist)

One Last
Kiss

Possessing
Morgan (Goldie Winner)


*Toasted (Lambda Finalist)


The Ties That Bind

Tunnel
Vision (Goldie Finalist)

*Veritas
(Goldie Winner)


Who'll Be Dead For Christmas? (Goldie Winner)


*Partners: The Wrong Corpse

 


2010


Also Known As DNA


The Cruel Ever After ) (Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)


The Curse of the Jade Dragon (Goldie Finalist)


Fatal Development


June Jumping The Jaguar

Kiss of
Noir


Kristy Maxwell Investigates

*Murder
by Deed


Murder Takes to the Hills (Goldie Finalist)


Of Course It's Murder (Goldie Winner)


The Only Option


Partners: The Other Woman


Rainey Days


*Still A Bitch


*Red Rover

Stalker!

Trick
of the Dark (2012 Lambda Finalist)


Two for Sorrow


Victim!


Water Mark (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist, Rainbow
Winner)


When Shadows Turned to Night

 


2011


*Bingo Barge Murder (Goldie Finalist)


Blind Leading the Blind


Partners: Blinded By The Trees


*Buyer's Remorse (Goldie Winner)


Dead Ahead (Goldie Finalist)


Deadly Intersection (Goldie Finalist)


Ditched


The Disciple of Las Vegas

Dust


Flowers For The Dead


The Fourth Aspect


Gloria's Legacy


Harpies' Feast

July
Jill's Justice

Justifiable
Risk


*Lilies on Sand


*The Lion's Circle


*The Lost Girls


The Lost Women of Lost Lake


On A Silver Platter


The Pearl Dragon


Rainey Nights (Lambda Finalist)

Retirement
Plan (Lambda Finalist)


The 16th Player

*The
Slayer


Snow White


The Truck Comes on Thursday


The Water Rat of Wanchai


The Watson Evidence


What Happened in Malinmore (Goldie Finalist)


The Wild Beasts of Wuhan (Lambda finalist 2014)


World Class Competition

 


2012


August Avenging Arlene


Also Known As Rising & Falling


Also Known as Syzygy


Being the Steel Drummer (Goldie Winner)

*Best
Place to Die


Black Widow


*Butch Fatale, Dyke Dick


Caught

Certain
Dark Things (Goldie Finalist)


Chasing


Chicks with Sticks

*Death
Has No Face

*Death
Takes a Hike


December Deadly Dolls


Echoes


Fear in the Sunlight


Fragmentary Blue

Haunting
Whispers


Hearts, Dead and Alive


Hide and Snake Murder (Goldie Winner)

*The
Hounding


Ill Will (Lambda Winner, Rainbow Winner)


It's Not Always Murder

*Kiss Me
Dead


Landslide

Lemon
Reef (Lambda Finalist)

*Molly:
House on Fire (Lambda Finalist)


The Murder Wall,


A Near Myth Murder


*The News in Small Towns


October Octagon Occult


November Naughty Nurse


Oranges and Lemons


Rapunzel


The Red Pole of Macau


Rest for the Wicked ) (Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)


*The Rosebush Murders

Runaway
(Goldie Winner)


Seminal Murder


September Surgeon Shamed


Settled Blood

Slingshot


Soccer Moms


Traitor


A Very Public Eye (Rainbow Winner, Goldie Finalist)

*Vultures
at Twilight


Wolfgirl

Writing
on the Wall

 


2013

The
Admirer (earlier title: Dysphoria)


Also Known As Sleepy Cat Peak

Battle
Axe (Goldie Finalist)


Beyond Cutting


Beyond The Shadows


Bus Stop at the Last Chance

The
Chameleon


Day of the Dead


Deadly Deceit


The Death of Lucy Kyte


*The Dragon Head of Hong Kong


Eviction


High Desert (Lambda Winner)

* 
How The Mouth Changes Its
Shape

*The
Illustrious Client


Intuition

Jump the
Gun (Goldie Finalist, Rainbow Finalist)


The Killer Wore Leather (Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist, Rainbow Finalist in Historical Fiction)

Like
Jazz (Goldie Finalist, Debut Author, Rainbow Finalist,
Debut Author)


Loves You, Loves Me Knot


*Madness in Small Towns


¡Maldición!


*The Missing Comatose Woman


Monument to Murder


Murder and the Hurdy Gurdy Girl (Rainbow Finalist in
Historical/Romantic Fiction)


Ocean Beach


*Of White Snakes & Misshaped Owls


On the Rocks

The
Performance


Pickle in the Middle Murder


Point of Betrayal (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Rachel Cord PI and the 'Bad Bitch Blues'


The Rainey Season (Lambda Finalist)


Rapture: Sins of the Sinner (Rainbow Finalist)


Recalculated Murder


The Scottish Banker of Surabaya


*She Overheard Murder (Lambda Finalist)


Singles' Cruise


Sketch of a Murder


The Shoal of Time


Taken by the Wind (Lambda Finalist)

Turning
on the Tide (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)

A
Venomous Cocktail (Goldie Finalist)


A Walk Into Darkness

Weeping
Walls (Goldie Finalist)


Yellow Vengeance (Goldie Winner)

 


2014

About
Face


Acquainted with the Night

The
Acquittal (Goldie Winner, Rainbow Winner, Lambda
Finalist)


Anniversary Killer


Buried in Vashi


Chip Off the Ice Block Murder

Click


Colde & Rainey


Criminal Gold


*Death in the Headlights

Done to
Death (Lambda Finalist)


Don't Call Me Hero


Evil

Far From
You


Finding Tess


For by Grace


The Gentleman


Guardian

Insight


Interference


Killed in Escrow (Goldie Finalist)


Killing for Keeps


The King of Shanghai: The Triad Years


Left Field (Goldie Winner)


The Old Deep and Dark (Lambda Winner)

No Thru
Road (Rainbow Finalist for 2015)


*Old Man Peterson


Old Woman Gone

The
Purveyor


Puzzled by the Clues

*Relic


Rule Number One: Trust No One


*Secrets in Small Towns (Goldie Finalist)

Slash
and Burn (Lambda Finalist)


Street Harvest

Switchblade


The Two Sisters of Borneo

UnCatholic
Conduct (Lambda Finalist)

The
Treasure Seeker

Widow
(Goldie Finalist)

 


2015


*Accidental Killer


Also Known as Blue, Dark & Bright

Angel
Fire (Goldie Finalist)


Backlash!


Busy Bees


The Case of the Beggars' Coppice


Cinder and the Smoke


Cold to the Touch (Goldie
Winner, Rainbow Winner)


A Crane Christmas

*Crossed


Damaged Goods

Dana's
Dilemma

A Dark
Horse


Dead in the Water


Deadline


Desert Places


Digging Up The Dead

Electra's
Complex


Everything To Lose


Fallen from Grace

Four
Point (Rainbow Finalist)

*Goslyn
County

*The
Ghost Network


Grace Through Redemption


A Grand Plan


The Grave Soul (Lambda
Finalist)


Hitched and Tied

Hold
of the Bone (Goldie
Finalist)


Hound and Hare

*Illicit
Artifacts (Lambda Finalist)


Indiscretions


Insinuations


Instinct


London Rain


Married to Mayhem

Mackenzie's
Beat (Goldie Finalist)

Melting
Steele


*Murder Under the Bridge


*Mysteries in Small Towns


No Good Reason (Goldie Finalist,
Lambda Finalist, Rainbow Winner)


Odd Numbers


The Poison in All of Us


The Princeling of Nanjing

*The
Red Files (Goldie Winner, Lambda
Finalist)


Relatively Rainey (Lambda
Finalist)

Searching
for Celia


Shinney Forest Cloaks

*Sight
Lines

Soiled


Steele Intent


Stumbling on the Sand


*Tarnished Gold (Goldie Winner, Lambda
Winner)


The Tattered Heiress (Lambda
Finalist)


Teaching Can Be Murder

*Ten
Little Lesbians

*Vienna


Viva Mama Rossi!


Waiting for a Love Song


White Horse in
Winter


Winds of Fire


Worst In Show


*The Wrong Woman

2016

*Along
Came the Rain


*Badge of Honor

Blood
Money Murder (Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist )


*Bury Me When I'm Dead (Lambda Finalist )

*Collide-O-Scope
(Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist )


Death By Dog


Death Wears Yellow Garters (Rainbow Winner)


Flirting with Danger


Gallows Drop


Going Coastal (Goldie Finalist, Rainbow Finalist)


Hannah's Hope


Her Own Drum


If Looks Could Kill (Goldie Finalist )


In Dust and Ashes

Incognito


Incisions


Intrusions


Iron Goddess


Last Room at the Cliff's Edge

Lost
and Forsaken


Mad for Mel


Murder in the Choir

*Murder
on the Rocks

Out
and Beyond

*Queen
Of Tarts


*A Question of Trust


Point Two


Rasp Meadow Crossing

*Ruthless

*Saddled
with Murder

Sleeping
Dogs Lie


Till Beth Do Us Part

Twisted
Minds


Under Contract (Lambda Finalist )


Vacations Can Be Murder

*The
XYZ Mysteries (Rainbow Finalist)

 


2017


*Addict


Amanda's Dragonfly


Beloved Wife


A Betrayal


Blood Moon Burning


Bourbon Chase


Breaking Steele


*Case of the Collie Flour

*Chasing
Answers


Close Enough to Touch


Cold Blooded Lover


County Vices


The Couturier of Milan


A Date to Die


Death Comes

Deception


Deception is the Old Black


The Deep End

Devoted

*The
Dime


Echo After Echo


8mm Model: Uncensored


Fever in the Dark (Lambda Finalist)

*The 5


*Forsaken Trust (Goldie Finalist)


Genuine Gold (Goldie Winner)


*The Girl on the Edge of Summer
(Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist)


Huntress (Lambda
Winner)


The Impasse


Initiations


Intentions


It's Murder, Dude


A Lamentation of Swans


The Last First Time (Lambda
Finalist)


*The Last Place You Look


Lethal Care (Goldie Winner)


Mirror


Murder at Metrolina


Murder Under the Fig Tree
(Lambda Finalist)


Nine Lessons


Odd Numbers (Lambda Finalist)


Out of the Shadows


Preventable Tragedies


*A Quiet Death (Rainbow Winner, Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist)


Rainey with a Chance of
Hale


RISK


*Sawmill Springs


*A Secret to Tell


Silver Wilderness Range


Sins of Our Fathers


Snitch


Taken In (Goldie Finalist)


The Turkey Tussle


Twisted Minds


Wildrose

*Wiping
Out Guilt

 


2018

Alias (Goldie Winner, Rainbow Winner)


Alice


Answering the Call


Case of the Gold Retriever


Case of the Great Danish


*Case of the Hot Dog

*Crime
in the Castle


Dark Euphoria


Dead Knock


Deadly Deception


Death's Echoes (Goldie Finalist)


Double Dog Dare


The Doll Maker (Rainbow
Finalist)


Finding Sheila


Flesh and Gold


The Fox, the Dog, and the King


The Goddess of
Yantai,


Heart's Content


*Homicide in Hatteras


The Imam of Tawi-Tawi


Infatuations


Invalid Evidence (Goldie
Finalist)


Justice Calls (Goldie
Finalist)


Killer Spring


Killer Winter


LV48


*A Matter of Blood (Lambda Finalist)


*The Mirror of Muraro (Lambda
Finalist)


A Perfect Storm


The Potion


Revenge!

Sandman


Sativa Strain


Secrets of the Last Castle
(Lambda Finalist)


Sentiment to the Heart


Stolen (Lambda Finalist)


Stranger Than Murder


Stripper!


A Study in Honor (Lambda
Winner)


Stabscotch


The Stories You Tell


Sullied Sally


The Third Eye


Timing Is Everything


Tinted Chapstick


Trusting Heart


Under Your Skin


Unresolved Conflicts


Wake Me When It's Over


*What You Want To See (Goldie
Winner)


A Whisper of Bones (Lambda Finalist)


Who is She?


Who Is Vera Kelly?


With Child


A World of Demons

 


2019


*The Arc


After the Eclipse


The Bartender's Secret


Beginnings


Black Friday


Bling


Bling 2.0


The Blood Runs Cold (Goldie
Finalist) (Lambda Finalist)


*Bodies Out Back

Breathe


Catch Me When I'm Falling


Case of the Hound About
Town


Case of the Poodle Doodle


Case of the Shepherd's Pie


Case of the Yorkshire
Pudding

Chasing
Shadows


Cold Steele


Conscious Bias


A Curious Woman


Dead Man's Jazz


Deadeye (Goldie Finalist)


Deception


The Device


Double Vision


Emendare


For Butter or Worse


Galileo (Goldie Winner, Lambda
Winner)


Gallows Humor


*Ghost in the Piano (Rainbow
Winner, YA)


*Going All In


Grave Decisions,


Hard Fall (Goldie Winner)


Hard Limits


*High Priestess


*Horses Wild


The Hound of Justice (Lambda
Finalist)


Impressions


Implications 


In Harm's Way


Introductions 


An Intimate Deception


Judge Me When I'm Wrong (Goldie
Finalist)


Keeping It Together


Killer Autumn


Killer Summer


*Locked Away


*Mind Games


Missing Pieces

Moonlight
Avenue


The Mountain Master of Sha
Tin


Murder at Midterm


Not Dead Enough (Goldie
Finalist)


One Little Secret


Out of Control

Payback (Lesfic Bard Finalist)


Proper English


Sacrificed


#SandyBottom,


Shadows of the Past

Sorry for the
Dead


Steel City Confidential (Lesfic
Bard Winner)


*Tank Baby (Lesfic Bard Winner,
YA)


Taking the Long Road Home


Tennessee Bound


Trafficked!


The Truth About Keeping
Secrets


Twisted at the Root (Lambda Finalist)


Unabiding Halls


Wounded Knights

2020


The Adventures of Isabel


Airplanes and Alibis


Assault in Asheville (Lambda
Finalist)


Baptism of Fire


Before She Left


Bling 3.0


Blood Sisters


The Boy in the Red Dress


Brotherly Love


The Building’s Secrets


The Burn


Case of the Bull Doggish


Case of the Dalmatian
Salvation


Case of the Irish Sitter


Cashed In,
2020


Complicated Heart


The Crystal's Curse (Goldie Winner) (Rainbow
Finalist)


The Darkest of Night's


Dead Man’s Hand, 2020


The Dead of Winter


Desperate for Divorce


Death Before Dessert (Goldie Finalist) (Lambda
Finalist)


Death of a Mermaid


Death on the Dream


*Desert Girl


The Diamond Queen of
Singapore


Doubling Down, 2020

Drawn


Dying on the Vine (Goldie
Winner)


Eight Pieces of Silva


Fair Game


Fear of a Successor Wife


Filthy Money


Find Me When I'm Lost (Lambda
Finalist)


Fortune Favors the Dead,
(Lambda Finalist)


Guardians of the Sacred
Moon


Gray Matters


Half Light,


Hayefield Manor


Hedging A Bet, 2020


Honor in Control


I Hope You're Listening (Lambda
Winner)


In a Midnight Wood


Incidents


Infractions


Jayne,


*Megan Riley: Detective
Inspector


Murder at Leisure Lakes
(Goldie Finalist)


Murder at the Estate Sale
(Goldie Finalist)

Murder
By The Sea


A New Beginning


Once You Go This Far


Private Investigation


Sea Lights


Sniper!!


Stacking the Deck, 2020


Standby Counsel


Steele Shield


Tapped Out,
2020


The Ungodly Hour


Venom!


*Vera Kelly Is Not A Mystery
(Lambda Finalist)


The Wedding Planner


*Where The Hell Is Tessa Ryker?
(Rainbow Winner)


Without a Trace


You Can't Die But Once

 


2021


Ace In The Hole


All the Right Wrong Reasons


At Sea


The Big Blind


Broken and Weary


Case of the Pom Poms


Chain Reaction


Danica


Dark Skies


Dead Dead Girls


Det ellevte manus

*The
Dinner Lady Detectives


Double Trouble


Explosion in the Arts


Graffiti Red Murder


Grave Mistake


Her Last Request


Illusions


Investigating Helen


Killers!


Lady Killer


Le bracelet de Madame
C:,


L'inconnue endormie,


Mavis Bone and the Fledgling
Killer


A Message in Blood


Murder and Gold (Goldie Finalist)


Murder Under Her Skin


1979


Not the Real Jupiter


The Payback Murders


The Pledge


Politics Makes Strange
Deadfellows


Radio Silence


Raising The Stakes


The Savage Kind (Lambda Finalist)


The Tell Tale (Goldie Winner)


The Things We Don't See

U Up?


Warn Me When It's Time


What's the Matter with Mary
Jane?

 


2022


Alone and Lonely


As You Look (Goldie Finalist)


*Bad Things Happen Here


Badly Served,
2022


Blood Matters

*The
Burning Bride


The Case of the Dangerous
Dames


Cinco de Die-O, 2022

Cold


Daring Duplicity


Daunting Dilemmas


Defending Jessica, 2022


Delafield (Goldie Winner


*Dirt Creek (Lambda Winner)


Double Exposure,
2022


Evil's Echo


Four Of A Kind


Harlem Sunset


Hunting Gold (Goldie
Winner)


Invocations


Informants


A Killing in
Costumes, 2022


Last Chance Chicago (Goldie Winner)


Legacy in the Blood (Goldie
Finalist)


The lost lamb


Love Dies Twice


Meeting over Murde


Murder in the mews


New Year in Murde

1989


Off The Board


Perilous Obsession


Perilous Passages


The Reaper


Road Rash


Secret Identity


Secrets Typed in Blood

Sister!


Skimming around
Murder,


Sky Court


Slay Bells Ring


Steadying the Ark (Goldie
Finalist)


The Sultan of Sarawak


Ultimate Blue (Goldie Finalist)


*An Unfortunate Christmas
Murder


Vera Kelly: Lost and Found

*The
Verifiers


Whereabouts Unknown

*The
Whispering Women


With a Minor in Murder


Young and Old

 


2023


*The Butterfly Cage


A Calculated Risk


A Crime of Secrets


A Curious Visit

Cutlass Cadaver


*Dear Sylvia, Love Jane


Destroying Angel


The Flourishing


A Frightfully Fatal Affair


The Gulf, 2023


Heart of Murder


The Homecoming


Hounded


How to Find a Missing Girl


Hunter's Revenge


Interceptions


The Mimicking of Known
Successes


Murder By Multiples


Murder Crossed Her Mind


No Limit


The Ones Who Care


Out to Get Her


Reprise in Murder


Scorched Grace

*Secrets
and Spies

Silent Fal


Stemming the Tide


Stolen Hearts


*Stormy Weather


Transitory


*A Terrible Village
Poisoning


The Undetectables

 


2024

*Billy’s Legacy


The Longest Goodbye


Murder By Rote

 


 


 


Totals 1159


The Authors and Their Books




 


In this section you will find information on
every Lesbian Mystery author I have identified so far. Under the
name of each author I give a brief summary consisting of
information that may be of interest to present readers or future
scholars. Finally I have often included an original review of at
least one of their novels. It is important to remember that the
reviews listed here are my opinions, which may or not be yours.
Some of the items in my system may seem odd, like wanting to know
what kind of a pet the protagonist has or what her favorite drink
is. But these things point to a complete description of the
character. It is sometimes the tiny things that that give us the
glimpse we need to understand her the way the author wants us to.
Lack of detail generally means a less satisfying story. It also
provides a starting point for future scholars who may want to take
this research in different directions. Buckle up because it’s going
to be along ride.

 


Here is how the entries are set up.

 


Author

(and dates, if available)

Series

Main Character

Profession

Type of Mystery (Hard-Boiled,
Procedural, Investigative, Cozy, etc.)

Age in First Book

Residence (where the main character
lives)

Love Interest (age and profession)

Pet

Drink of Choice

Best Friend (and friend's sexual
identification)

Heat Index

Romance Index

Titles in This
Series (along with the dates of publication. Clicking on the title will take you
to the Goodreads page of each book.)

Discussion: (Where I give my two
cents, if I have any, and a little history about the author, press,
or book)

Final Rating:
If I have read any of the books, I have posted a
full-length review at the end, where I give a rating between
1 and 5, using fractions of a point to be more precise.

 


Notes: If there are no reviews after the
Discussion, it means that I have not read any of the author’s
books.

 


n/a (as in Pet: n/a) means that I have
no information about the item. This is because 1. I didn’t read the
book, 2. I failed to remember the information while writing up the
section, or 3. I added the category after I had read the book.

 


There are other categories I could have added
as well. A good one would be Point of View—from what mind are we
getting the story. A good subject for a thesis.


Erica Abbott

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Alex and C.J. Mysteries

Main Character: Alex Ryan /
Christabelle Johnson (C.J.) St. Clair

Profession: Head of Detectives /
Internal Affairs Investigator

Type of Mystery: Romantic Intrigue

Age in First Book: Early 40s / 33

Residence: Colfax, Colorado

Love Interest: Each Other

Drink of Choice: Beer / Coffee

Pet: None

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Fragmentary Blue, 2012


Certain Dark Things, 2012 (Goldie Finalist)


Acquainted with the
Night, 2014


Taken In, 2017 (Goldie
Finalist)

Other Lesbian Mystery
Title:


Desert Places, 2015

Discussion:

Abbott herself styles these novels “Romantic
Intrigue.” The first novel in this series was edited by Katherine
V. Forrest.


Eve Adam

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Kristy Maxwell Adventures

Main Character: Kristina (Kristy)
Maxwell

Profession: Homicide Detective
Lieutenant

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Garry, Washington

Love Interest: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Kristy Maxwell Investigates,
2010


The Only Option, 2010


Victim!, 2010

Stalker!, 2010


Flowers For The Dead, 2011

Discussion:

The author, who is based in the U.K., was
trained as a biologist and anthropologist. I’m not sure of the
order of these titles. Flowers seems to be the first
adventure, but it was published last. Kristy Maxwell
Investigates seems to consist of two novellas. “Eve Adam” may
be a pseudonym. If so, the author is probably paying homage to
Eva Kotchever, an early lesbian writer and
activist. Kotchever, who was murdered at Auschwitz in 1943, also
wrote under the names Eve Adam and Eve Adams.


Leslie Adams

(Dates
not available)

 


Series: Debutante Detective

Main Character: Porter Sienna

Profession: Police Detective (ex-stock
analyst)

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: 34

Residence: Greenburg, North
Carolina

Love Interest: Elaine Jessup (41,
investment counselor)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Bourbon and water

Best Friend: None given

Heat Index: 3

Romance Index: 3

Title:


Allergic Reaction, 2000

Discussion:

Although this is listed as A Debutante
Detective Mystery, it seems to be the only one. I read the first
paperback printing of the novel. Although it was reprinted in a 2nd
edition in 2013, the one grammatical error I noticed is still in
the ebook edition—also from 2013—so it is unclear if any editing
was done between editions.

 



Allergic Reaction

At only 149 pages, this is a short read but a
surprisingly enjoyable one. Detective Porter Sienna is sometimes
called “The Debutante Detective” because she was born into wealth
and high society. When she quit the family investment business,
joined the police department, and came out to her father, her life
changed radically for the good. In fact, she managed to stay away
from the country club her family frequented for seven years—until
one of its members dropped dead in the men’s locker room after a
round of golf.

 


The dead man was found to have curare in his
system, but who could have procured such a drug, how was it
administered, and why would anyone want him dead? Those are the
questions that Porter has to solve. First things first, though. At
the crime scene, Porter meets—and is wildly attracted to—rich
investment counselor Elaine Jessup. In a refreshing turnabout from
the usual novelistic foreplay, Porter and Elaine almost immediately
have an exciting 7-page sexual romp. And naturally, Porter finds
out the next day that Elaine is a senior counselor in the victim’s
investment firm. Conflict of interest? Not if Porter can quickly
solve the case.

 


The most interesting part of this book is
that Porter does solve it quickly, without endless
interrogations of dozens of people that yield such a tiny amount of
information that the reader almost always misses it. Porter and her
partner get on track right away, so that most of their interviews
are short and sweet. This is also most likely the way that most
crimes are solved in the real world.

 


Although this is Leslie Adams’ only book, it
is competently written and infused with a number of interesting
characters and a hot romance. It kind of reminds me of some of the
“generic” books that were once a slight craze; books with titles
like Suspense Novel or Science Fiction Novel, but Allergic
Reaction is far more satisfying. This nicely done short read
gets a 3.7 from this reader with a mild recommendation. A perfect
beach or vacation read for someone that simply wants to be
entertained.

 


Final Rating: 3.7


Nene Adams

(1966-2015)

 


Series: Gaslight Series

Main Character:
Lady Evangeline (Lina) St. Claire

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Historical Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given, but probably near 30

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Rhiannon Moore (ex-prostitute, early
20s)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Whiskey and soda

Best Friend:
Sherrinford Pike (gay private
detective)

Heat
Index:4

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


Black by Gaslight, 2005


The Madonna of the
Sorrows, 2005


The Witch's Kiss, 2007


The Curse of the Jade
Dragon, 2010 (Goldie
Finalist)

Discussion:

Adams, who died in 2015 at
the age of 49, wrote at least nine novels (although none are true
lesbian mysteries) outside the Gaslight series, including a Golden
Crown winner. She also hosted a website dealing with Victoriana. I
read what was noted as the third printing of the “Third Edition”
of Black by Gaslight, but I suspect it was simply a first-printing reprint of the
original Cavalier edition. The edition I read was from P.D.
Publishing, which specialized in reprinting Uber novels from fan
websites. The other novels in the Gaslight series are fairly rare
and sell for hundreds of dollars. None are available in ebook form.
Here is my review of the first book in the Gaslight
series.

 



Black by Gaslight

There’s a lot to say about
this novel—both good and bad. It starts out like a house on fire
but finishes in smoldering ruins. Here are some of the good things.
First, there is the setting: 1888 London, smoggy, dark, and smelly.
Lady Evangeline (Lina, or “the dark-haired lady”) St. Claire is an
independently wealthy private investigator. She is tall and strong
and versed in the martial arts, like Xena, who, along with Sherlock
Holmes, is the author’s inspiration. The Gaby/Watson character is
called Rhiannon Moore, who Lina rescues from a life on the streets
after falling in love with her at first sight.

 


In an odd twist, there is
another Sherlock Holmes character who plays a big role in the
novel. He is called Sherrinford Pike, and he lives with his lover,
Dr. Ormond Sacker. Lina’s love/hate relationship with Pike is
charming and often hilarious. When she accuses him of shooting at
her through a dressmaker’s window, he denies it,
“even if I did once introduce a cobra into your
sitting room. . . . Besides, I thought that you’d sworn not to
mention that unfortunate incident with the air rifle again, St.
Claire. . . . [and] the arsenic-filled bonbons were an honest
mistake committed only once.”

 


And if that sounds a bit
over the top, well, so is everything else in Black by Gaslight. Lina’s language
is the language of Jane Austen squared—or maybe the language of the
penny dreadfuls that Rhiannon delights in reading.
“Rage beat at her and filled her veins with
liquid fire. A red mist enshrouded her vision.” And to be truthful, the language is often so well—or
oddly—crafted that it escapes being simply romance-novel drivel and
often rises to the level of actual creativity. So does the
relationship between Lina and Rhiannon. Both are smitten with the
other at once, but neither thinks it appropriate to mention it to
the other. And when their passion gets the best of them—as it does
in strange situations, such as in a carriage when they are chasing
a murderer—they will then play it down, or try to pretend it didn’t
happen.

 


But it is almost as if the
author gets tired of the novel halfway through. Repetition creeps
in, as do inanities. The language becomes tedious, the amount of
attention to describing Victorian-era women’s attire takes up too
much space, the love story becomes sappy, important incidents are
forced—rather than intelligently woven—into the plot, gore is
splattered more-than-generously on virtually everything. And then
there is the ending, where at least one of the women takes a series
of actions so stupid that it defies even my imagination—which is one that has
seen more than its share of ridiculous endings. It becomes just
another Sherlock Holmes versus Jack the ripper novels, with Jack as
someone that constantly hears the voices of prostitutes talking to
him. Motivation? Backstory? You’ll find
neither of these here.

 


So the main thing wrong
with this novel is the same thing that is wrong with most
independently published books in general and lesbian mysteries in
particular: the lack of an even halfway-decent editor. Yes, this is
an Uber novel and one that was almost certainly first posted to a
fan site. And yes, fan sites are notorious for their unabashed
enthusiasm for everything Xena (or everything Hermione or
everything Kate Janeway) and lack of critical
sensibility.

 


But lack of critical
thinking bespeaks a lack of education, and a lack of education is
the downfall of civilizations. If you don’t believe me, look around
you. This review is being written between the 2016 elections and
the 2017 inauguration. What’s worse, competent editors are very few
and far between—it takes a great deal of study and reading to
become one, while university courses in the fine arts are becoming
more and more unfunded. And let’s go even further; good editors
command a respectable fee—as indeed they should—and few budding
authors or even independent presses can afford one.

 


So too bad, what started
out as a potential Top 20 List novel turned into something that I
finished with a sense of relief. What could—with a very competent
editor—have been rated near a 5 ends up at somewhere near a
3.

 


Final Rating: 2.6


Brenda Adcock

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Harriet Markham-Jessie Raynes
Case File Book

Main Character: Harriet Markham

Profession: Defense Attorney

Type of Mystery: Legal Thriller

Age in first book: 45

Residence: Austin, Texas

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Redress of Grievances, 2007
(Goldie Winner)


Unresolved Conflicts, 2018

Other Lesbian Mystery Titles:


Tunnel Vision, 2009 (Goldie Finalist)


The Chameleon, 2013

Discussion:

When I read Redress of Grievances, I
determined that is was Lesbian Crime and not Lesbian Mystery so I
didn’t attempt a review. The second may be different, though.
Adcock is also the author or a dozen or so other novels, including
two that appear to stand alone.


Nekesa Afia

(1995-)

 


Series: Harlem Renaissance
Mysteries

Main Character: Louise Lovey Loyd

Profession: Café worker

Type of Mystery: Historical / Serial
Killer

Age in First Book: 26

Residence: Harlem, New York

Love Interest: Rosa Maria Moreno
(aspiring novelist)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Gin

Best Friend: Rafael Moreno (speakeasy
bartender / aspiring songwriter)

Heat Index: 0.5

Romance Index: 1

Titles in This Series:


Dead Dead Girls, 2021


Harlem Sunset, 2022

Discussion:.

The first book in this series is set in
Harlem in 1926. Louise Lloyd waits tables by day and hangs out in
nightclubs in the evenings. But when some of the girls she works
with are murdered, she is coerced into working with the police to
find the killer. The protagonist is African-American and the author
is African-Canadian.

 


Although this book seems immensely popular, I
have to give it a DNF for a lot of reasons, most of which can be
found in various 1-star reviews on Goodreads, which I won't
repeat.

 


However, my experience of the book was
through the audio version, and the narrator, Shayna Small, read it
in a voice that seemed geared toward an 8th-grade audience rather
than an adult one, despite the fact that it is not labeled Young
Adult. Love the cover, though.

 


So, unsatisfying all around.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish.


Claire Agincourt

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Joan Hudson, Private
Investigator

Main Character: Joan Hudson

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


8mm Model: Uncensored, 2017


Desperate for Divorce, 2020


Fear of a Successor Wife, 2020

Discussion:

Agincourt, “formerly Monica Leyland,” also
writes under the name of Claire the Word Witch and Penny Red Pulp.
His normal stuff is erotica and BDSM, but the Joan Hudson novels
may be different. I sampled these books in early November, 2021,
just before Amazon deleted his account, and what I sampled looked
interesting as hell. I will continue to monitor this author and
revise this page if possible.


O.M. Aguilar

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Shana Niguel Mysteries

Main Character: Shana Niguel

Profession: Private Investigator (ex
FBI)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: 32

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Kate Wolf

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Books in This Series:


Chloe's Heart, 2009


Double Legacy, 2009


Circle Game, 2009


Loves You, Loves Me Knot,
2013

Discussion:

These books may have elements of the
paranormal in that Shana has “nudges” of the mind. They are not,
however, instances of clairvoyance. Shana is of Mexican
descent.


Joan Albarella


(1944-)

 


Series: Nikki Barnes Mysteries

Main Character:
Nicolette (Nikki) Barnes

Profession:
Episcopal Priest (ex-army lieutenant.)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Early 40s

Residence:
Sheridan, New York

Love Interest:
Ginni Clayton (physician)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Agenda for Murder, 1999


Called to Kill, 2000


Close To You, 2003

Evil, 2014

Discussion:

Albarella has written several nonfiction
books on religious figures in history.

 



Agenda for Murder

Having a “woman of the
cloth” as a detective is a nice change, if you don’t mind a little
religion in your mysteries. Having done time in Vietnam is also as
plus, as the experience certainly shaped Nikki’s life thereafter.
But the writing in the first couple of chapters (the Amazon sample)
of Agenda for Murder seems less than professional and Nikki’s many flashbacks to
her Vietnam experiences are offputting. I might have been convinced
to overlook these and read the rest of the ebook, which was priced
reasonably, if the format had been more readable. Triple spacing
was used between each line and the number 1 appears every few pages
(as if someone put page numbers incorrectly in a print version of
the book, then forgot to remove them for the ebook version). No one
should be expected to read or purchase a book with such a poorly
concocted and proofed format. This may have been corrected by now,
but life’s too short.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish


Jane Alden

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Ari Morgan

Profession:
Student

Type of Mystery:
Historical / Investigative

Age in First Book:
23

Residence:
The story takes place in Egypt in the
1970s

Love Interest:
Cassandra (Cass) Stillwell
(archaeologist)

Best Friend:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Crystal's Curse, 2020 (Goldie Winner)
(Rainbow Finalist)

Other Lesbian Mystery Titles:


The Payback Murders, 2021


Evil's Echo, 2022

Discussion:

The Crystal’s Curse
has a unique twist—in an attempt to solve the
3,500-year-old murder of a pharaoh, two archaeologists stumble upon
a murder in real time. They must solve one before they can solve
the other. Like a few other recent novels, however, this book is
very short—only 130-140 pages—which makes its inclusion in this
volume borderline, at best.

 


The Payback Murders
is just as short. It features an attorney that
tries to help a free-lance book editor who is receiving
ultra-personal crime stories.


Robin Alexander

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Cat Island Series

Main Character: Hayden Tate

Profession: Inn owner and operator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Adrienne

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Gloria's Inn, 2004


Gloria's Secret, 2008 (Goldie
Winner)


Gloria's Legacy, 2011

Discussion:

Alexander is primarily a romance writer, with
a slew of novels to her credit. The Cat Island series takes place
primarily on a small island in the Bahamas. Oddly, the third book
is only available in ebook form.


Kate Allen

(1957-)

 


Series 1:
Alison Kaine Mysteries

Main Character:
Alison Jean Kaine

Profession:
Police Officer

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
33 (she is 36 in book 4)

Residence:
Denver, Colorado

Love Interest:
Anastasia (Stacy) Ross

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: A cat named KP

Best Friend
: Michelle Martin (lesbian jill of all
trades)

Heat Index:
5

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This Series:


Tell Me What You Like, 1993


Give My Secrets Back, 1995


Takes One to Know One, 1995


Just a Little
Lie, 1999

Discussion:

Kate Allen is the
pseudonym of Jane Severance who, like her protagonist, lives in
Denver. Here is my full review of all of the novels in the Allison
Kaine series and the single, related Marta Goicochea novel. As you
will see from the reviews below, I believe that she is one of the
very best Lesbian Mystery writers. At the age of 21, under her real
name, she wrote the first picture book for children with lesbian
characters: When Megan Went
Away. An interesting interview with “Jane”
can be found here: Setting the Record
"Straight."

 



Tell Me What You Like

From a few things I had
read about her books, I expected Kate Allen to write about “big
tough butches in leather jackets they never took off.” In fact,
that’s exactly what Officer Allison Kaine thought when she found
herself in a bar full of leather-clad lesbians. What she discovers
(and what I discovered) is that leather dykes range anywhere between
“packing” ultra-butches and submissive lipstick lesbians. Some are
lawyers, some work in animal shelters, some may even be police
officers. The trick is in how well they are captured in the
writing, and Allen makes each of her characters not only come
alive, but come alive with interest. One of the many things I
really liked about this book is that Allison and I are learning the
same things at the same time, having the same questions—first wary,
then joyous—about what it would be like to be part of this odd
enclave of leather dykes that even other lesbians shy away from. In
fact, an important subplot of this book is the way in which
lesbians who are not into the S/M theme disapprove of the practice
as a form of violence against women.

 


The story begins when one of these leather
dykes is murdered outside one of Denver’s lesbian bars. Because
Officer Allison Kaine routinely patrols this bar, she gets involved
in the case—much to the anger of the cops actually assigned to it.
Allison is uncomfortable with the assignment until she gets to know
several of the regular attendees of “leather night” at the bar. One
of these, Stacy Ross, is a paid dominatrix whose business card
reads: “Anastasia—Tell Me What You Like.” And wouldn't you know it;
against her better judgment, Allison ends up falling for her.

 


Meanwhile, other dykes (Allen rarely if ever
uses the word “lesbian”) are being killed—dykes that had a tie to
her new friend Stacy. If Allison doesn’t find the killer soon,
Stacy may be arrested for the crimes.

 


Allison’s investigative
technique is one of her strongest features. While interviewing
suspects, she often delves internally into the philosophy of
interrogation. For instance, here she is questioning one of the
suspects’ partners: “The trick with this
kind was to handle her gently, not excite her to the point where
she wouldn't speak. Playing it right was crucial; this woman would
tell her everything she knew if she thought it would protect her
girlfriend.” What Allison ultimately finds
(and what I—what we as readers find) is a community of women whose lifestyles may
seem strange, but who deal with the same emotions and foibles and
self-doubts as the rest of us.

 


It is refreshing that
Allison is simply a police officer, not a lieutenant or a detective
as is true of so many other lesbian mystery protagonists (see Kate
Delafield, Carol Ashton, Caitlin Reece, Frank Franco, et al). Women
can be strong role models without having a high rank.
Similarly, Tell Me What You Like
is one of the strongest entries in the lesbian
mystery field.

 


Allen’s use of first-person point of view is
done so well that I no longer feel guilty for taking other authors
to task when it is done poorly—which is often if you have read my
other reviews. No awkward internal dialogue or descriptions of
random minutiae. In fact the book as a whole is as close to A+ as
you can get without being perfect. I only noticed one segue glitch,
where a proofreader or typesetter screwed up, and a section near
the end where an editor seems to have talked Allen into having the
murderer go on and on in his confession, revealing details that are
not brought out in the story—details that would have changed the
tenor of the investigation. It was bad advice.

 


Still, almost everything about this book is
first rate; the professional writing, the S/M vs non-S/M debate,
and the intense characterizations make this an important book. Kate
Allen and her character Allison Kaine are among those solidly
within the pantheon of lesbian mystery icons.

 


Note: I read the first New Victoria printing
of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
4.8

 



Give My Secrets Back

The second book in the Allison Kaine series
finds our hero still dating Stacy, aka “Mistress Anastasia” Ross,
after a year. She is still a lowly officer for the Denver Police
Force, trying to get through the work day without being harassed
too badly by her co-workers. In her off time, though, she’s
involved in various lesbian and feminist causes and is heavily into
the S/M leather scene. At a gathering called GAY-la, she sees
Tamsin, an old acquaintance from the early feminist days of the
70s. She is intrigued when she finds out that Tam, under the name
of Katie Copper, is the author of one of her favorite mysteries
series featuring Blaze Badgirl. But before she can talk to Tam
about this, Allison finds the author dead in her bathtub.

 


Although this is an intriguing mystery with
more than a few excellently drawn characters, the importance of the
book may be in its history of the fledgling lesbian political
movement. Told in both flashbacks and stories from the
participants—Allison and her friends—it is one of the best
fictional chronicles of that time I have read and certainly the
best involving the city of Denver. But I think it is Allen’s
writing style that impresses me the most. Not only is Allison
personable and easy to like, but insightful as well. In asking one
of the characters why she chose to return to a relationship with
her abuser, she says, “This was one woman coming back to start in
again on a love that was painful and bad, for the simple reason she
could not stay away.”

 


Michelle Martin, quintessential feminist,
ranks high on the list of best friends in the lesbian mystery genre
along with Nikki Baker’s Naomi Wolf and a few others. She gives the
Kaine books not only another eye into the lesbian scene, but a
disapproving one into Allison’s own lifestyle, which can be
hilarious, as when Michelle bursts into the room while Allison and
Stacy are into a particularly revealing scene involving restraints,
fire, and fantasies.

 


Unlike other books where the protagonist is
a police officer, we see very little of Allison actually on the
job, or perhaps as an officer she sees very little action. The
entire case is worked and solved without any involvement from the
police. And it is an odd one with references to S/M, fire-play,
incest, feminism, and just good old plain murder.

 


This is the third book I
have read by Kate Allen, who like her character Tamsin, also writes
under a pseudonym. As a bonus, it also introduces the character of
Marta Goicochea, who is the main character of her only non-Allison
novel, I Knew You Would
Call. All are deserving of a 4 rating or
better.

 


Note: I read the second New Victoria
printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



Takes One to Know One

In this one, Allison and her friend Michelle
have been invited to a long working weekend building an adobe house
on land owned by lesbian separatists. Or maybe invited is too
strong a word; Michelle owns a much-needed cement mixer and she
insists that her best friend Allison accompany her. Just after they
arrive, they meet Gaya, Persimmon, Hawk, Salad, the Chain Gang, and
a woman who calls herself Sarah Embraces-All-Things. They all hate
Allison at first sight and when Allison’s girlfriend Stacy and her
kinky best friend Liz show up too, a war between women almost
ensues.

 


Things get worse when one of the women is
found dead in a sweat lodge. Was it an accident, or did someone
kill her? The truth is, nobody really cares; the dead woman was a
fake and a blackmailer. Nobody, that is, except Allison, who has
trouble not thinking like a cop. Her job is made harder—almost
impossible—by the fact that they are all forty miles out in the
desert with no phone and the only road out blocked by rocks. Add to
this the fact that she has recently been diagnosed with
fibromyalgia, an illness that keeps her almost constantly fatigued
and in pain.

 


But as in so many of the
very best lesbian mystery novels, the book is much more than just
the solution of a crime—it hits to the very heart of the concept of
the lesbian as other, and the attempt of a group of brave women to make a new
world away from the city and it’s patriarchal overtones. And why
shouldn’t they; just today a congressman from WV called for Hilary
Clinton to be hung on the mall in Washington because “feminists
need to be taught a lesson in following men’s orders.” As
Persimmon, one of the owners of the land, says, “What’s important
to me is women who have dreams about changing the system and are
willing to do more than just sit around to see them come
true.”

 


But no group of people is perfect and one of
the troubles associated with separatist groups is that they are so
easy to take potshots at. Sarah Embraces-All-Things is as fake as
her name and Allison has no qualms about taking some of the women
to task for what seems to her as over-the-top restrictions—no
caffeine, no meat, no pets (which are seen as slaves of their
owners). She even introduces Michelle as “Painted Pony on a Serene
Horizon (in the City).” And of course the land women are totally
against any leather or s/m play—of which Allison, Stacy, and Liz
are firm and unwavering devotees.

 


Because of some of the humorous
situations—and some of the conversations between Allison and her
friends Liz, Stacy, and Michelle earn kudos as the best repartee I
have read in lesbian mystery fiction—there may be some older women
who will not like this book as much as they do the others. I do.
Despite the fact that there are a couple of way-too-implausible
happenings and that the description of the community sometimes
assumes a lecture-like quality, the words and the writing are still
important and the excitement, danger, humor, and pathos way
overshadow any flaws the book might have. Another solid 4+
rating.

 


Note: I read the first New Victoria printing
of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



Just a Little Lie

The last book in the Allison Kaine series
may be the best one of all—and that is saying something. This time,
Allison, her girlfriend Stacy, Stacy’s best friend Liz, and a few
other regulars of the series host a leatherwomen conference in
Denver. They have rented a mansion for the occasion and fitted it
out with conference rooms, safe rooms, and even dungeons where
attendees can act out play dates.

 


One of the women, Livia, who has a bad
reputation among the other leather dykes, hires Allison to find out
who is sending her what seem to be threatening notes. Allison, who
is suffering badly from her fibromyalgia, takes the case to earn a
little extra money. Meanwhile, another attendee named Scar—who has
an even worse rep than Livia—tells Allison she fears that something
bad is happening at the conference that may involve minors.

 


In this book—even more
than the first three—the plot of the mystery ties in so closely
with the other happenings that it is almost seamless. It describes
in vivid detail what the world of leather dykes and s/m is really
like. This is because the mansion set up for the conference is a
microcosm of the leather world—everything can happen and it can
happen to anyone. Beatings, floggings, humiliation scenes,
fantasies, slave-keeping, and many other things you didn’t realize
fell under either love or sex. As Liz says, after cruising the
conference for a couple of days and finally picking up a big
butch: “I’ve got a date!” she sang. “I’m
the best shark in town and I’ve got a date with a hot woman who is
going to let me buff her boots before she beats me black and blue
and fucks me in the ass with a night stick. God. Life is good!” “I
truly am envious,” Allison said. Tell me;
is there a better voice in lesbian literature? I’m not being
sarcastic: this is brilliant writing and I truly am
envious.

 


But even with all this kinky stuff going on,
Allison is mostly an observer. This gives her time to take in and
describe what she sees and hears. And what she sees is just about
the most exotic group of women ever described. Tattoos, high heels,
whips, costumes, butches and femmes—even butches who turn into
femmes! Topping and bottoming and all the other lingo of this
demimonde.

 


The mysteries (there are more than one) give
the reader—and the detractors of the s/m lifestyle—a lesson in what
is not a crime (safe, consensual sex in all its permutations) and
what is (child abuse, for instance, an underlying cause of some of
the characters’ neuroses, and a general disregard for the
well-being of others).

 


Another plus in this final
book is the very strong presence of Marta Goicochea, the
protagonist of I Knew You Would
Call. In fact, one of the few
disappointments of this book—and the series—is that Allison and
Marta’s relationship is left unresolved. Allison obviously has
special feelings for Marta, and Marta’s plea to Allison to please
leave her alone is one of the most poignant I have ever read. It is
as if Allison has two personalities, one that fits Stacy and one
more comfortable with Marta. Her friend Michelle’s problems with
her wife Janka are also unresolved, as is Michelle’s affair with
Persimmon. The story of young Carla—the teen who took Allison’s s/m
virginity—is also in limbo.

 


The book seems to hint that Allison’s
fibromyalgia syndrome will cause her to resign from the police
department and take a job as Liz’s legal investigator. And I can
even envision Liz occasionally hiring Marta Goicochea to help
psychically. But Allen has not written a book in two decades. She
is one of the few writers whose style makes it obvious that writing
is a joy. Why did she stop? Did she die? Because Kate Allen is not
her real name, we may never know. What she has left us, though,
ranks at the very top of the lesbian mystery genre.

 


Note: I read the first New Victoria printing
of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
4.8

~ ~ ~

Series 2: Marta Goicochea Mysteries

Main Character:
Marta Goicochea

Profession:
Phone psychic

Type of Mystery:
Feminist

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Denver, Colorado

Love Interest:
Polly King (unemployed, about 35)

Pet: Five cats

Drink of Choice:
Tequila

Best Friend:
Mary Clare Echevarria (Marta’s butch cousin,
about 38)

Heat Index:
2.5

Romance Index:
1

Title:


I Knew You Would
Call,
1995

Discussion:

Although this is listed as
A Marta Goicochea Mystery, it seems to be the only one.

 



I Knew You Would Call

We can always count on Kate
Allen to take us through some of the seamier sides of dykedom. For
instance, Marta Goicochea (of Basque heritage and originally from
Idaho) spends most of her time curled up on her untidy couch
watching crappy TV and pining the lost Teri—who has dumped her
unceremoniously and gotten a new squeeze six months before. In
Marta’s typical way of using humor to temper serious subjects, she
thinks, “Nothing mattered. Nothing had
mattered for six months, but today nothing mattered more than it
ever had before.” The thing is, she
is luckier than most of her friends, including her cousin and best
friend Mary Clare and Marta’s budding love interest Polly, both of
whom were abused by family members.

 


She is also luckier than
Karen, a young dyke who calls Marta’s hotline to talk about her
abusive lover. Especially when Karen is found dead a couple of days
later and Marta’s friend Polly is arrested for the murder. And with
good reason: Polly is found at the scene of the crime holding the
murder weapon.

 


I Knew You Would
Call is a tough, gritty book that
might even be called “lesbian realism.” The despondency Marta feels
over losing Teri parallels the feelings of just about every
character in the book at one time or another. It also delves deeply
into the lesser-written-about subjects of abusive lesbian
relationships and incest survival. But despite all this depression,
what really comes out of this book is the idea of community—groups
of women in similar situations that come to each other’s aid no
matter how badly they might be screwed up themselves. And with the
help of Mary Clare and her odd friends Louann, G-Hey!, and even
Allison Kaine herself, Marta tracks down exactly what happened the
night that the luckless Karen was murdered.

 


Yes, Marta seems to have
some ability as a psychic, but it is generally faint and always
erratic. She calls it “the shine.” At a crucial point in the book,
she thinks that she only has “enough
of the shine to be able to answer the phone before the first ring,
and that was a party trick”, and in
fact, Marta solves this engrossing mystery with her intelligence,
not her psychic ability, although it sometimes confirms her in her
findings. One of the things I was confirmed in was my liking for
Kate Allen’s writing. Tell Me What You
Like was no means a fluke.
Give I Knew You Would Call
a 4 plus and hope that Allen comes out of her
25-year hiatus to give us at least one more Marta Goicochea
novel.

 


Final Rating:
4.5


Alexandra Allred


(1964-)

 


Series: Allie Lindell Series

Main Character:
Allie Lindell

Profession:
Obituary Writer

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
30

Residence:
Columbus, Ohio

Love Interest:
Rae Ann

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
n/a

Pet: A dog whose name is not given

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:

Roadkill, 2013


Sweetbreath, 2013


Anniversary Killer, 2014

Discussion:

Alexandra Allred is an
ex-Olympic bobsled racer. A short note on the first book in her
Allie Lindell series follows.

 


Roadkill

Allie Lindell is a
newspaper obituary writer who gets so involved in the deaths she
chronicles that she sometimes has to find out the reason for their
deaths. A clever technique indeed. Allie is also the first mother
of tots that I have come across in a lesbian mystery novel, so as
far as uniqueness goes, the series begins on a couple of high
notes.

 


But in the sample of the
ebook I read, most of the other notes are sour. I think it is
mostly because Allred can’t seem to decide the best way to start
the novel, so she starts is half a dozen times. First we learn
about Allie’s job as an obituary writer. Then we have a section
about her sister, then a long one about a chocolate cupcake. Then
we learn that, in fact, Allie is not an obituary writer and is in
fact a stay-at-home mom. It is very disjointed and kind of
confusing. She writes more about the cupcake than anything else in
the first 2 ½ chapters that Amazon allows us to read. Further,
Allie’s kids are fairly unpleasant and the author overuses the
technique of flashbacks to describe new characters.

 


There are only a few
things that an author can get away with in the first 40 pages or
so. Or maybe I should say that an author should not be able to get
away with any. So it is unlikely that I will pay the
not-unreasonable price of $4.99 for the rest of the book. It’s
beginning needs a thorough rethinking.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish


T.I. Alvarado

(Dates not
available)

 


Series: Bird Blacker Bounty-Hunter Mysteries

Main Character:
Ladybird (Bird) Blacker

Profession:
Bounty Hunter (ex-police)

Type of Mystery:
Comic Adventure

Age in First Book:
30

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Kyra Veach (mob enforcer)

Best Friend:
Not given

Drink of Choice:
Rum & Coke

Pet: None

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Wanted, 2006

Discussion:

Although this is listed as
A Bird Blacker Bounty-Hunter Mystery, it seems to be the only one.
I read the first printing of the Alyson Books edition. A few years
after this book was published, Alyson retooled to become an
ebook-only publisher. In the short blurb from the author’s
publisher, T.I. Alvarado was born in El Paso and grew up on both
sides of the border. However, for a first novel,
Wanted is
mature enough to make me wonder if Alvarado might be the pseudonym
of an experienced author who decided to write a Lesbian Mystery
just for fun.

 


Wanted

Bird Blacker—who has one
of the oddest names in Lesbian Mystery fiction—is an ex-police
officer now working as a bounty hunter—probably the first bounty
hunter in the genre. Comparisons beg to be made between Bird and
Janet Evanovich’s Stephanie Plum, and there are a few. Both women
are tenacious and funny, both have male partners, and both have
family that are active in the plot. But Bird is a closeted lesbian
and lives on the other side of the country from Stephanie. The
better comparison might be between Bird and Domino Harvey, a
real-life bounty hunter. Domino (who died in 2005—the year before
this book was published) was about the same age as Bird and lived
in Los Angeles.

 


Wanted
is a quick read and an enjoyable one. In fact, 95
percent of it is hilarious. It is a true comic novel, even more
humorous than the novels of Mabel Maney or Deborah Powell. Bird was
flushed from her nest as a police officer when she had an affair
with her male partner’s wife, and has to take a job as a “fugitive
recovery agent.” Her new boss, Vicky Da Vinci, not only owns the
bail bonding agency, but is a painter as well. Bird’s arch-rival is
a gigantic, bald, and heavily muscled bounty hunter named
Mochabean, a man so unpleasant that he pretends to have friends by
forcing his handcuffed skips to have a drink with him in his
favorite bar before he turns them over to the police.

 


But the real star of the
book is Bird’s younger sister Ruby. A 20-year-old college dropout,
Ruby makes Bird’s life a living hell from the minute she shows up
for a visit. The sisters agree on absolutely nothing, and Bird’s
dangerous job leaves her no time to babysit. Ruby, on the other
hand, wants to help Bird catch fugitives. But when the mob gets
involved and Ruby is kidnapped by Bird’s ex-girlfriend (whose
similarity to Lacey Montgomery, in Tonya Muir's
Breaking Away is duly noted), Bird has to risk everything to save
her.

 


But that’s really only the
surface of things. Most of the story is a madcap romp through
LA—the kind of a book that Butch
Fatale tried to be but
failed.

 


But remember when I said in
the second paragraph that the book was 95 percent hilarious? Well,
the other 5 percent consists of tough, fist-in-your-teeth violence.
Although I don’t like violence in literature, I’m sure there’s a
place for it. My objection here is that it is so out of tone with
the rest of the writing that it almost could have been lifted from
another novel altogether: Hemingway’s Islands in the Stream, maybe,
or Palahniuk’s Fight
Club. And most of this violence comes
in the first couple of chapters. An incredibly off-putting
beginning to what became a very enjoyable novel. It probably cost
the author the better part of a star. Give it a 3.8 and envision
what the novel could have been.

 


Final Rating:
3.8


Kimberley Amato

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Jasmine Steele Mysteries

Main Character: Jasmine (Jazz)
Steele

Profession: Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery: Police Procedural

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: New York, New York

Love Interest: Frankie (police
psychologist)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Steele Intent, 2015 (formerly
Steele Resolve)


Melting Steele, 2015


Breaking Steele, 2017


Cold Steele, 2019


Steele Shield, 2020

Discussion:

The author labels these “hard boiled police
procedurals.” They seem to be available only as ebooks. Jazz is
bringing up her nephew Chase, whose parents were killed in an
accident. Amato has a degree in forensic psychology.


Diane and Jacob Anderson-Minshall


(Dates not available)

 


Series: Blind Eye Mysteries

Main Character:
Yoshi Yakamota

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
About 36

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Angela Joy (AJ) Jackson (police
officer)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Vodka Martini

Best Friend:
Velvet Erickson (lesbian newspaper
reporter)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


Blind Curves,
2007


Blind Leap,
2007


Blind Faith,
2008 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Diane Anderson-Minshall is
the executive editor of Curve
Magazine. I read the first Bold Strokes
printing of the first book in the series. Diane stated in an
article that her mystery series was inspired by early Naiad author
Jaye Maiman.

 



Blind Curves

The Blind Eye Detective
Agency was formed with the philosophies that 1. eyewitnesses are
not to be trusted and 2. one should use all one’s senses to detect crime.
Despite this, the three Blind Eye detectives—Yoshi Yakamota, the
blind, lesbian owner, Bud Williams, Yoshi’s assistant, whose
lower-body paralysis requires him to use a wheelchair, and Tucker
Shade, lesbian detective-in-training—spend a good portion of the
book interviewing eyewitnesses. And of course this is what PIs do.
To be fair, though, Yoshi discovers a good bit of information by
smelling, touching, and hearing.

 


It seems that Rosemary
Finney, the owner of one of the largest lesbian magazines, has been
murdered and Yoshi’s best friend (and former lover) Velvet
Erickson, is suspected to doing the dirty deed. So Yoshi looses her
minions to find the real killer. The trouble is, almost everyone
who ever knew Rosemary—many of whom have slept with her—hate
her.

 


There is good reason for
this, because Rosemary is painted in the most awful colors
imaginable, making it impossible for the reader to have any
sympathy with her at all. She harasses her employees, drops her
lovers, hits a police officer, and even yells at a judge in court.
I guess there is nothing wrong with this from a writing point of
view because it gives the book more suspects, and if this were the
only example of easy writing, I wouldn’t quibble, but several of
their main characters seem to be almost caricatures of types. Bud
Williams is so bitter about his injury and about having to work for
a woman that almost everything that spews out of his mouth or his
mind is a negative cliché; AJ Jackson’s black dialect would be fine
if she were talking to someone in her own hood, but not to
strangers, and certainly not in her inner musings. Even
Yoshi—despite having lived at least most of her life in the
U.S.—talks in a very stilted and formal manner. You’ll find no
contractions in her speech.

 


Yes, there is some good
writing here too, such as the phrase “Blind Eye’s round wall clock held its hands straight up like
a robbery victim.” Unfortunately, the good
writing is sandwiched inside phrases like “Tucker shuddered at the recollection” or “Steam rose from between her
thighs.” Really?

 


Tucker Shade and Velvet
Erickson, despite their names, are the most sympathetic characters;
the most normal. Luckily, the book is segmented in such a way that
we see all of the characters from their own third-person point of
view. In fact, I am not sure who is the protagonist here—Tucker,
Velvet, Yoshi, Bud, and even AJ seem to get equal time. So if some
of these characters are not done as well as others, at least we get
to see them in depth.

 


If this book has any
importance, it is because Yoshi and Bud and “differently abled,”
and often turn their handicap to their own advantage, as when Yoshi
uses her enhanced senses to overhear conversations that were not
meant for her ears. Yoshi thinks, “Was it
wrong to prey upon people’s guilt and sympathy for the disabled in
order to get information? Not if it worked.”

 


All in all, it is a fairly
well-crafted mystery with more than a few bits of interest here and
there. I’ll give it a 3, which here means that it was not badly
done, but not on my list of recommendations.

 


Final Rating:
3


Laura Antoniou

(1963-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Rebecca Feldblum

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: New York, New York

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Killer Wore Leather, 2013
(Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist, Rainbow Finalist)

Discussion:

Antoniou has also written a series of BSDM
erotica novels. This is a rare entry into the genre of humorous
mystery.


Ann Aptaker

(1948-)

 


Series 1:
Cantor Gold Mysteries

Main Character:
Cantor Gold

Profession:
Art Smuggler

Type of Mystery:
Historical Noir

Age in First Book:
Not given (late 30s?)

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Celeste Copley (book 1), 2 others in book
2

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Chivas Regal Scotch

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Criminal Gold,
2014


Tarnished Gold, 2015 (Goldie
Winner, Lambda Winner)


Genuine Gold,
2017 (Goldie
Winner)


Flesh and Gold, 2018


Murder and Gold, 2021 (Goldie Finalist)


Hunting Gold, 2022 (Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the second book in
this series. I read the Advanced Review Copy of this novel which
was kindly provided by the publisher through Netgalley in ebook
form.

 



Tarnished Gold

The second book in Ann Aptaker’s Cantor Gold
series finds the dapper art smuggler in trouble not only with the
police, but with the New York mob as well. It seems that her
client, for whom she recovered a Dürer landscape from a Nazi in
Europe, was brutally killed shortly after Cantor made the delivery.
To stop the cops from nosing around his business, the mob boss
wants her to find the killer—or else.

 


I’m a sucker for
historical mysteries, so the fact that this book is set in 1950
already makes it a plus for me. But to keep on my right side, it
has to sound like it was written in 1950 in addition to being well
written and having interesting characters. Well, fear not, this
book has all those. It may not be as good as Deborah Powell’s two
novels about Hollis Carpenter, set in the 1930s, but it is well on
the way. What it reminds me most of, though, is Therese
Szymansky’s When the Dancing
Stops, whose main character, Brett
Higgins, also operates on the wrong side of the law.

 


Cantor Gold, like Brett,
is a pretty unlikable character. For one thing, her face gets so
continually banged up that many people’s first reaction would be to
wince (she is, in fact, the Tarnished Gold of the title). She is
intelligent, but selfish and she treats her women poorly. Her
devotion to Sophie—a missing ex-girlfriend—may be sweet and
honorable, but not at the expense of others who deserve better. As
Cantor herself says, “I was always
mystified by what Sophie saw in me.” Well, join the club. She also says, “I can be a cad and I know it.” But having a louse for a main character doesn’t mean a whole
lot when the author is able to wield a keyboard as well as Aptaker
does. In fact, it seems that she enjoys pointing out Cantor’s
flaws.

 


When her
woman-of-the-moment, Vivienne Parkhurst Trent, takes her to task
for her ill treatment, Cantor agrees, although silently:
“I’m speechless now, as if my tongue’s been
cut out with the sharp blade of truth.” It is this kind of self-realization—and this kind of poetic
writing—that puts this book in the way-above-average category. And
Aptaker is a wiz with a simile. A police squad car—which Cantor
loathes—is described as having “a
chrome grill that looks like a mouth ready to spit.”
It also “hugs the
curb in front of my building like a rat claiming
territory.” Not only are these
descriptions vivid, but they are appropriate both for the time
period and for Cantor’s mindset. It’s hard to get any better than a
simile that works on three different levels.

 


I’ve already mentioned
Szymanski’s book, but Tarnished
Gold also reminds me of the fine
novel by Lisa E. Davis, Under the
Mink. The protagonist, Blackie Cole,
is a 1940s nightclub singer who sometimes finds herself to the left
of the straight and narrow. Like Cantor, she dresses mannish—so
much so that she is always frightened that her place of business
will be raided by the police and that she will be arrested for
impersonating a man. The same holds true with Cantor and her
friends. And the police in Tarnished
Gold are not exemplary
representatives of New York’s finest. The main cop in the story,
Lieutenant Norm Huber, would do virtually anything to put Cantor in
prison or in a psych unit. His vitriol is so palpable that we get
the idea that he would gladly kill Cantor just to get such a
pervert off the streets. I mean, it was bad in those days. Real
bad.

 


Cantor, with her sidekicks
Rosie the cab driver, Judson the information gatherer, and Red the
tugboat skipper, have to delve into the very depths of New York’s
criminal society to try and find out who is killing people and
stealing their paintings. There are several more characters that
increase the enjoyment of the story. One of them is Esther “Mom”
Sheinbaum, a fence who seemingly can find out info on every piece
of stolen goods in New York City. She reminds me much of Mrs.
Sucksby, from Sarah Waters’ excellent Fingersmith. Sorry to drop so
many names into this review, but I love it when an author pays
homage to those who have gone before.

 


The novel has a few flaws (some of which I
have communicated privately to the author), but nothing to bring it
down to much less than a 4.

 


Final Rating:
4

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
Donner and Longstreet Mysteries

Main Character:
Finola (Fin) Donner / Devorah
Longstreet

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative / Historical

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


A Crime of Secrets, 2023

Discussion:

The year is 1899. This is the first of a
series.


Dolores Arden

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Remy Devereux / Giana
Falco

Profession: Homicide Detective /
Forensic Scientist

Type of Mystery: Police Procedural

Age in First Book: 32 / n/a

Residence: San Francisco,
California

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

List of Books: n/a


Gray Matters 2020

Discussion:

This is the type of book that makes me want
to create a whole new category of crime fiction. A genre that’s
almost, but not quite, a mystery. This category would have the
following characteristics.

There is a mystery, to a point.

The mystery is solved by lesbians.

There is a double point of view.

At least one of the protagonists is involved
in law enforcement.

The relationship between the dual
protagonists takes precedence over the plot and the solving of the
case.

 


There are hundreds of these, many of them
published by Bella or Bold Strokes.

Gray Matters is among them.


Michelle Arnold

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Amy Sadler Mysteries

Main Character: Amy Sadler

Profession: Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: 35

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Lira Ward (37, forensic
pathologist)

Pet: A dog named Henry and a Himalayan
cat named Clea

Drink of Choice: Beer

Best Friend: Luis Martinez (straight
homicide detective)

Heat Index: 4

Romance Index: 3

Titles in This Series:


Out of the Shadows, 2017


Beloved Wife,
2017


With Child,
2018


A World of Demons, 2018

Discussion: I read the ebook version
of the second novel in the series, which the author offered free
through an Amazon promotion.

 



Beloved Wife

The first book in this
series seems to follow the odd tradition of having the main
character taken to a dark room by a crazed woman-hating psychopath
and tortured before being saved at the last minute. I’m glad I
missed that one. However, the second volume begins with the murder
of a woman in similar circumstances to the ones in book 1. A
copycat killer or just coincidence?

 


Amy Sadler, a homicide
detective, and her wife Lira are celebrating their six-month
anniversary when Lira has a premonition that Amy is in danger. Of
course, as a police officer, Amy is always in danger, so Amy tries
not to worry about it.

 


The book is competently
written and has interesting subplots: Lira’s desire to get
pregnant, for instance. Some are less interesting, like the red
herring of having an incompetent officer—one who previously failed
to have Amy’s back and almost got her killed—assigned to her new
division.

 


The sex is pretty
explicit. They talk about fucking and vaginas and the 517 orgasms
that Amy has given to Lira—and we even get to experience some of
these, although sadly, only vicariously. Prurient readers like
myself will like this; more prudish ones will not.

 


But I sussed out who the
criminal was the instant his name was first mentioned, although it
took until about a third of the book to understand his motives. I
also realized that history would repeat itself. At that point, I
gave up on the book, although I skipped to the end to make sure
that my suppositions were correct. Having women kidnapped and
brought to a dark basement and tortured is not my idea of a good
plot—or a good read—although this motif is used over and over
again. I’m not saying that this is a bad book, but the characters,
relationships, style, descriptions, and settings do not offset the
plot. Sorry.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish.


Clare Ashton

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Bethan (Beth) Harris

Profession: n/a

Type of Mystery:
n/a

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Foel, Wales

Love Interest:
It’s complicated

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Tell Tale, 2021
(Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

Clare Ashton is a rather beloved author of
lesbian literature. Many of her books are borderline lesbian
mysteries. This one is, too, but because most reviewers have
labeled it a mystery, and because it won the Goldie Award for
Mystery / Thriller, I have included it here. It is set in Wales and
has several POV characters.


Charles Atkins


(Dates not available)

 


Series: Lillian and Ada Mysteries

Main Character:
Lillian (Lil) Campbell / Ada Strauss

Profession:
Retired

Type of Mystery:
Cozy

Age in First Book:
59 / 62

Residence:
Glenville, Connecticut

Love Interest:
Each other

Drink of Choice:
Single Malt Scotch / None given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Not Given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Vultures at
Twilight, 2012


Best Place to Die,
2012


Done to Death, 2014 (Lambda
Finalist)

Discussion:

I read a used copy of the
first hardback printing of Vultures at
Twilight and an ebook copy of
Best Place To Die.

 



Vultures at Twilight

The little town of
Glenville, Connecticut is famous for two things: its myriad antique
shops and its aging population. Both subjects are given a lot of
thought in this first mystery featuring retired widows Lil Campbell
and Ada Strauss. The two met eight years before as neighbors in an
upscale retirement community and remained close through the deaths
of both partners. When the story opens, death is upon them again
because a close friend and neighbor has just died, leaving Ada
executor of her will. This is made difficult by the dead woman’s
vulture-like family, who want the estate liquidated quickly,
despite the great value of their mother’s antique collection. Ada
consents in good faith, despite the fact that she is worried about
having to put her own 91-year-old mother in an assisted care
facility down the road.

 


But then one of the
antique appraisers Ada hires to value the collection is murdered
and another disappears. It seems that even her best friend Lil may
be in danger. But from who? And for what reason? It hits home to
her that her friendship of many years may be turning into something
more.

 


Atkins’ crisp prose
dominates the book, with only a couple of plodding bumps. I really
enjoyed his descriptions of the various antique stores and his
opinions of antique dealers. But think about it—as Lil and Ada have
to—a huge retirement community is one that feeds antique dealers,
but how far will they go to obtain these treasured relics? As the
police detective Mattie Perez—who is sent in to solve the
murders—says, “The real industry is
old people, isn’t it? There seems to be a systematic stripping away
of a person’s worldly goods; like cows being processed for
slaughter.” It is the beginning of an
expose on the retirement industry that may be furthered in the next
book. In the meantime, we get to meet Lil’s and Ada’s families and
compare them with the “vultures” who hover around the elderly and
dying, hoping for morsels. And what we see might not be exactly
what Lil or Ada would have wanted us to see.

 


Lil Campbell is the only
one in the book whose eyes we see directly through. Several other
characters—including Ada—are given to us in the third person. There
is never a problem figuring out what is going on—quite the
contrary. It just seems clunky and less artistic—or effective—than
it could have been.

 


As far as I can determine,
Atkins is the first man to be selected as a Lambda Award Finalist
in Lesbian Mystery. Based on my enjoyment of
Vultures at Twilight, he probably deserved it. Give this one somewhere around a
3.7 and buy the next one as an ebook while the price is
right.

 


Final Rating:
3.7

 



Best Place to Die

About six months have
passed since Lil and Ada confessed their love for each other. Ada
has moved into Lil’s adjoining condo in Pilgrim’s Progress while
Ada’s 16-year-old grandson Aaron—who has been kicked out of his
house by his bigoted father for being gay—is living in Ada’s. For
some reason, Lil is now 61—having aged two years in six months—but
everything else seems to be going smoothly. Ada has convinced her
elderly mother Rose—who is no longer able to care for herself—to
move into an assisted care facility only a few minutes from
Pilgrim’s Progress. So everything is hunky dory—until the facility
burns to the ground. Rose escapes, but others are not so lucky. An
accident? Arson? Murder? It is not really up to Lil—who has now
become a part-time reporter—or Ada to answer these questions, but
of course they are determined to do so anyway.

 


The setting and the prose
is as good here as it was in the first book. Atkins decided to
eliminate the first person point of view for Lil this time, which
is something he should have done earlier. But multiple points of
view are usually a cop-out, substituting an easy, skim-the-surface
narrative for a deeper and more satisfying one.

 


Other characters from the
first book are back as well. One, Mattie Perez of the state police
returns with a cute partner named Jamie. Will Mattie turn out to
like women as well? Delia Preston and Jim Warren, who run the
assisted care center—and who received short shrift in the first
entry—get their due here. It is Lil and Ada, though, who are the
book’s primary focus; how they are changing their lives because of
their feelings for each other.

 


The point of the book is
about the difficulty in running and living in an assisted care
facility. As Ada’s mother puts it, “in
a place like that there’s no hope. You’re going to die, and before
you go they’re going to strip you of everything worth taking. Like
cows to slaughter.” The book is also
about the greed of some people who see it as an opportunity to
defraud Medicare. Still, I had difficulty understanding what the
original crime was. Evidently the facility urged its residents to
liquidate their net worth—to their children, in trusts, etc.—in
order to fall below the poverty line so as to get on the Medicare
roles. But this is not illegal as far as I know. The author’s
explanation simply didn’t go deep enough to ring true.

 


I found a couple of
mistakes and typos in this book—not many, but certainly more than
in the fairly pristine first book. Not only is there the age
discrepancy mentioned above, but Ada’s younger daughter Chris has
become Tina and another character is said to be 34 when she is 40
or so. All in all, I found the book to be a bit weaker than the
first one, somewhere in the lower rather than the upper 3s. There
are still elements of the story that have not been resolved, but at
the extremely high price of the third book, I will have to just
keep guessing at how these turn out.

 


Final Rating:
3.1


N.H. Avenue

(1969/70-)

 


Series:
Amanda Ross Mysteries

Main
Character: Amanda Ross

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of
Mystery: Police Procedural

Age in First
Book: 29

Residence:
New York City

Love
Interest: Pamela Taylor
(waiter/actress), age 30

Drink of
Choice: Yoo Hoo, ginger ale

Pet:
None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Letter Perfect,
2001


For Pete's Sake, 2003

Discussion:

N.H. Avenue is the
pseudonym of David Abolafia, who has written a thriller under that
name. His two (so far) Amanda Ross books were published by the
high-priced vanity press iUniverse, which is a rarity in lesbian
fiction. However, Avenue should not be penalized by paying someone
to do what many authors—or small presses—do for free. Let the book
stand on its own. Here is my full review of the first novel in this
series, which you may have to put some effort into
finding..

 



Letter Perfect

One of the problems
that I had with this book is that I was
reading Diane Davidson’s first Toni Underwood novel at the same
time—one during the day land one at night as is my current habit.
The characters are so similar that they could easily be switched.
Both Amanda Ross and Toni are tough police inspectors, they have
virtually the same appearance, and their precinct offices are
nearly identical. So what’s the problem, Megan? The problem is that
one is written better than the other. When I would be reading the
Davidson book at night I would get confused, thinking at times,
“Ouch, this book is getting terrible,” forgetting that I had
switched from Avenue to Davidson. To clarify, Avenue is much better
than Davidson. Don’t read the two books together.

 


Having said all that,
though, there is not much left to say. Letter Perfect
is a tulle whole relevance to the story escapes
me, but then, a lot of the book is that way. It’s a book that you
have to read with care or the characters will fade out of your
memory If one of these forgotten names happens to be the culprit,
then you are SOL. There are actually a number of criminals, but all
were introduced before the dénouements so the fact that two of them
seemed strangers was my fault.

 


I will insist, however,
that the motive for at least some of the crimes was spurious. In a
nutshell, a powerhouse investment counselor contrives a scheme to
defraud his customers, thus becoming a target for revenge from
those who are defrauded. But the man was a legend in his own office
as someone who was among the most expert—and successful—brokers in
the business. Why would he concoct a scheme that would harm his
reputation? It wasn't as if he needed extra money.

 


The prose itself is not
bad. Sometimes the author’s decision to use italicized words as
inner dialogue is a mistake, but not as much of a mistake as many
I've seen. When Amanda sees a “catty” receptionist filing her
nails, she thinks, “Here kitty, have a ball of yarn and go away.”
Things like that. Told in the first person, Avenue’s writing often
involves way too much minute description, such as exactly what
streets she has to go down to get to her destinations, or the
salt-and-pepper descriptions of virtually every character. Several
pages could have been deleted this way.

 


The plot turns in a
pleasing way for mystery readers with a lot of twists and turns and
red herrings. But the actual solving of the crimes is not as
pleasing. One of Amanda’s clues comes from a debunked preacher
spouting the gospel on her doorstep. Other plot twists are not
quite brought to fruition. It may be a case of “I've spent this
much money already on my book, I can’t afford to spend any more to
make it right.” My advice to Avenue (and of course, I have some) is
that if he comes out with a third Amanda Ross mystery he should
publish it himself. That way he can change as much as he wants as
the need becomes obvious.

 


The author, a tournament
Scrabble player, adds some Scrabble-related acrostics to the book,
but with poor results. His wordplays and Amanda’s ability to
somehow intuit their meaning are about as believable as the
doorstep preacher.

 


But with all my whining,
let’s give this book about 3 stars out of five. That means that
there are more good things than bad, and that’s better than most of
the dreadful stuff I have been pouring through lately.

 


Final Rating:
3.1


Anne Azel

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Aliki Pateas Mysteries

Main Character:
Aliki Alberta Pateas

Profession:
Forensic Anthropologist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
32

Residence:
Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Love Interest:
Dawn Freeman (writer)

Best Friend:
Not given

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: None

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Murder in Triplicate, 2007


Three Doses of Murder, 2007

Discussion:

Evidently, there are six
novellas in this series, all of which are available for free on the
author’s website at http://www.academyofbards.org/authors....
Two were collected into a volume in 2001, entitled
Murder Mystery Series. The same two are the first two stories in
Murder in Triplicate.
Research shows that Azel’s publisher, P.D.
Publishing (now defunct) was a rather predatory organization that
took advantage of new authors. The two Aliki Pateas collections
were published simultaneously by P.D. Azel has also written a
number of lesbian-oriented books in other genres.

 


As far as I have been able
to determine, this is only the second collection of mystery stories
featuring the same lesbian protagonist. It was preceded only by
Barbara Wilson’s 8 stories about Cassandra Reilly in
The Death of a Much-Traveled
woman. Iza Moreau’s recent
collections, Mysteries in Small
Towns and
The XYZ Mysteries, give me the hope that this will become more prevalent in
the future.

 



Murder in Triplicate

I was initially reluctant
to start this one. The combination of an unprepossessing cover, a
questionable publisher, and the author’s choice of novellas rather
than more full-length works gave me the idea that it was an
amateurish production. But then I started thinking. Although the
novella is probably the least-written and least-read fictional
form, it has a storied history—especially in genre fiction. Many
famous science fiction novels began as long stories. And in the
mystery genre we don’t have to look any farther than Rex
Stout’s Trouble in
Triplicate to suspect where Anne Azel
got the title for her first collection. And when I actually began
reading the first novella, “Dead Fall,” I found myself immersed in
the setting, the characters, and the action.

 


It wasn’t long before I
realized that these novellas are Uber
fiction, stories based very lightly
on the characters of Xena and Gabrielle. Aliki Pateas is the
strong, tall, dark, silent type while her love interest Dawn
Freeman is slight, blonde, and, of course, a writer. This version
takes place in Canada—the first novella is set in Alberta while the
other two take place in Toronto, where Aliki works as a forensic
scientist—and a Mountie. I suspect that the author wrote a story
that precedes these—she refers to it constantly—and I wonder why
she didn’t publish it, especially as it introduces almost everyone
in the second and third novellas.

 


All three novellas deal with bones. The
first set belong to Dawn’s uncle, whose plane crashed in the
mountains under mysterious circumstances. The second belong to
victims of a serial killer who places a clown’s nose on the skull.
In the third novel, Aliki’s half sister discovers a set of bones in
the foundation of her new building.

 


Yes, there’s some stiff writing—especially
in “Dead Aim,” and yes, there is some unforgivably clumsy
point-of-view juxtapositions as well as some silliness (again, in
“Dead Aim”) that hints more at slapstick than hard-boiled
crime—things that a better editor could and should have taken care
of. Aliki’s forensic investigations of human bones are perfunctory
at best, but still interesting, as is her mind set. When she is
stabbed by a criminal in “Dead Funny,” she responds to Dawn’s
are-you-okay query by explaining that the blade “glanced off the
rostral side of the left clavicle, embedding distal to the acromial
facet.” Something, I confess, that Temperance “Bones” Brennan,
might have said.

 


As for the action and the characters and the
mysteries, well, they’re okay. Pretty entertaining, really, but the
impossible-to-believe coincidences and fairly amateurish artistry
don’t give me much choice but to give this one less than 3 stars.
But not much less.

 


Final Rating:
2.8


Antoinette Azolakov

(1944-)

 


Series
1: Cass Milan Mysteries

Main
Character: Cassandra (Cass)
Milan

Profession:
Landscaper

Type of
Mystery: Investigative

Age in First
Book: 38 in book 2

Residence:
Austin, Texas

Love
Interest: Lisa Grantly (32, factory
worker, social work student)

Drink of
Choice: Shiner beer

Pet:
Two cats: Chip and Pamela, and a Chesapeake Bay
Retriever named Ronson

Best Friend:
Jacqueline (Jacko) (lesbian, age, last name, and
profession not given)

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance
Index: 1.5

Titles in This
Series:


Cass and the Stone
Butch, 1987

Skiptrace, 1988 (Lambda
Winner)

Discussion:

Antoinette (Tony) Azolakov
is the pseudonym of Elizabeth Ann Holland. There seems to be some
confusion about which of the Cass Milan books should be read first.
Certainly Cass and the Stone
Butch is listed as being published a
year before Skiptrace. It also has an
earlier ISBN, but the events in the former seem to take place after
those in the latter. I read the first Banned Books printing of this
novel. Banned Books is also an odd fish. Seemingly a division
(maybe the only division) of Edward William Pub. Co., it publishes both men
and women and was located in Azolakov’s home town of Austin,
Texas.

 


Skiptrace

One of my criteria for a
good lesbian mystery is that the story should include some aspect
of lesbian culture. Skiptrace does this in spades.
In fact, I’m not sure that I’ve read a lesbian mystery that
portrays in such detail what it is like to be a lesbian.

 


Cass Milan has many of the
clichéd traits of a lesbian in the 1980s. She is a big,
short-haired butch who drives a truck, drinks beer, and loves the
outdoors. But Cass is also sensitive, and her sensitivity fuels the
plot. At 38, Cass runs a successful landscape company and has the
leisure to look back and reflect on her past. One thing gnaws at
her: a failed relationship with her first lover, Claudia Fanding,
who left Cass for a straight woman. Suddenly, Cass has an
overwhelming urge to see Claudia again and find out how she is
doing—but Claudia and her new lover, Judy Nesty, left town a decade
and a half previously, so Cass hires a private investigator, Dean
Caney, to locate her. Trouble is, Dean turns out to have
unresolved, violent issues of his own toward lesbians.

 


When one of Cass’s friends
turns up dead and Dean is implicated, Cass becomes concerned that
he may find Claudia and kill her, too (it’s not as improbable as it
sounds; well, maybe it is). Cass decides to try to find Claudia and
Judy before Dean gets to them.

 


But as in so many cases,
the plot is the least of the book. What stands out is Cass’s almost
continual feeling of being out of place. When interviewing one of
Claudia’s old neighbors, she is treated to a homophobic rant with
biblical references. Another neighbor’s young daughter asks whether
Cass is a boy or a girl. And Cass feels it to the core. When the
woman she is dating calls, Cass tells us, “I got a warm sensation when I heard her voice. Of course,
that could just be the relief of hearing a dyke again after an
afternoon . . .wandering among heterosexuals.”

 


What she feels even more,
though, is fear, and it’s hard to emphasize this fear enough. Dean
has killed one of her friends and may be after another. He may, in
fact, be after her,
and she is badly frightened. Scared enough not to
want to go home, enough to leave every light in her house on, to
spend the night doing housework instead of trying to sleep.
Azolakov describes it as “that cold,
thick jelly of fear” and
“that slime of fear.”

 


And of course the way she
feels about the possibility of Dean attacking her is symbolic of
the fear that many lesbians feel around men—today almost as much as
30 years ago. A bisexual friend of Cass’s undertakes a permanent
relationship with a man because of, as she describes it,
“all the pressure . . . all the
disapproval.”

 


Short, even chapters make
the book quite palatable and I noticed nary a typo or misused word,
which leads me to wonder about the author even more than I usually
do. Although Azolakov seems to be highly regarded by Lee Lynch and
others early in her career, she was not—as far as I can
determine—associated with Naiad Press or any of the other early
queer-oriented publications. Instead, her books were all published
by the mysterious Edward William Publishing Company under the
colophon of Banned Books. Despite this, Skiptrace won the first Lambda
Award in 1989. But after publishing four books in about 6 years,
Azolakov wrote nothing until 2010, when she (presumably)
self-released a volume of Texas ghost stories as an ebook. This
volume seems to have been withdrawn in the last several years,
though, and none of her other books have been republished in any
form. This is a shame. As one of the first 30 lesbian mysteries
ever published, it should be required reading for anyone interested
in the genre. Round this one up (not down) to a Goodreads
4.

 


Final Rating:
3.8

~ ~ ~

Series
2: T.D. Renfro Mysteries

Main
Character: Tehoka Daisy (T.D.)
Renfro

Profession:
Psychotherapist

Type of
Mystery: Psychological
Suspense

Age in First
Book: 34

Residence:
Austin, Texas

Love
Interest: June Leland (29) (office
worker and future forestry student)

Drink of
Choice: Whisky Sour, gin and
tonic

Pet:
None

Best Friend:
None listed.

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Contactees Die
Young,
1988 (Lambda Finalist)


Blood Lavender,
1993

Discussion:

I read the first printing
of the Banned Books edition of
The Contactees Die
Young. Banned Books, which publishes
most of Azolakov’s novels, is a subsidiary of Edward-William Pub.
Co., which is or was located in Austin, Texas—as is Azolakov. I
suspect she has something to do with its operation, but I have not
been able to locate the company on line.

 



The Contactees Die Young

This is a good book for
group discussions. It’s well written, well paced, well plotted, and
gives the reader a lot to think—and talk—about.

 


Five-foot three-inch T.D.
Renfro is a psychotherapist who specializes in LGBT issues. She is
treating one of her clients, Whitney Way, for internalized
homophobia—feeling guilty for being gay—but Whitney has a different
problem as well; she thinks she may have been contacted by aliens
when she was a little girl. And T.D. has a problem of her own: her
girlfriend June has been accepted to Forestry School two hundred
miles away in Nacogdoches. Coincidently, Whitney’s home town is
just outside Nacogdoches, so when T.D. accompanies June to visit
the college campus, Whitney decides to visit her home town to see
if she can find any reason for her odd UFO dreams.

 


Azolakov is a solid, mature
writer. The book is almost exquisitely plotted, with every twist of
the story subtly foreshadowed in an earlier chapter. T.D. Renfro is
an intelligent professional whose analysis of a situation—even her
own—sounds authentic and helpful. T.D.’s disdain for the outdoors
and all things mechanical is a far cry from the almost clichéd
softball-playing, mountain-climbing lesbians we read about so often
in similar novels. Internally, though, it ties in with her own
tendency to see herself as different from other lesbians—the very
symptom she counsels others against.

 


The mystery—which doesn’t
really show up as a mystery until late in the book,—the rustic
setting, and most of the characters are presented very well. Some
of the West Texas expressions used by Whitney’s family are as
precious as they are hilarious. Her cousin describes her by
saying, “if brains
was gasoline, you wouldn’t have eno0ugh to drive a piss ant on a
motor scooter halfway across a dime.”

 


And there is the UFO angle.
Not only is it a welcome treat to have a little SF injected into a
mystery, but Azolakov’s “little green men” can be seen as Others,
as Different, as Unknown, as Scary. In
other words, like lesbians are viewed by much of traditional
society. So different, in fact, that it is difficult for lesbians
to even say goodbye to each other in public. As T.D.
recounts, “What I want to do is give
her a hug and a kiss and tell her I love her or even just say
something like ‘Have a good time, Honey!’ And if I were a man, or
if she were, I would. Or if the world were the way it ought to be.
If we weren't afraid, always, to seem to care.”
Now if only the title were as good as the rest of
the writing.

 


Call this one a different
kind of mystery—a mystery where the clues are locked away in
someone’s mind. Although T.D. is described in the back cover blurb
as a therapist/detective, what she actually does is help her client
remember the details of a childhood memory that she has sublimated.
And although I believe that the author planted the clues as deftly
as she could, I guessed the solution--almost to the last
detail--before page 60. And being a psychotherapist does not
prevent T.D. from being stupid in a crisis, but who knows, maybe I
would have been stupid in her situation, too. I can’t give this one
4 stars, but I can come close. I’ll call it 3.9 and put the second
book in the T.D. Renfro series on my To Buy list.

 


Final observation: this
book has been given a couple of unfortunate reviews on Goodreads
and reviews of her books are few and far between. If you read this
book and agree with my assessment, add a 4 or 5 to her average and
give this worthy book a break.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Kelli Jae Baeli


(1962-)

 


Series:
AKA Investigations Series

Main
Character: Jobeth O'Brien

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-military)

Type of
Mystery: Hard-Boiled or nearly
so.

Age in First
Book: 28

Residence:
Lakeside, Colorado

Love
Interest: Phoebe McMasters, (rich
woman)

Best Friend: n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:4

Romance Index: 3

Titles in This
Series:


Armchair Detective, 2002


Also Known as DNA, 2010


Also Known As
Syzygy,
2013


Also Known As Rising &
Falling,
2013


Also Known As Sleepy Cat
Peak,,2013


Also Known as Blue, Dark &
Bright,
2015

Discussion:

Baeli is a very prolific
writer and her books cover many genres. In recent years, she has
gone from generic CreateSpace publications to her own brand,
Lesbian Literati Books.

 


The first novel in the AKA
Investigations series has gone through many revisions. The review
below is based on my reading of a Smashwords ebook version I
downloaded almost 10 years after its first publication. It has
undergone many changes since, so don’t put too much stock in what I
say below. However, I can only review the copy I had—which was the
latest available at the time. If you want to check out this author,
buy the latest edition and judge for yourself. The author’s new
title for this book is Also Known as
Armchair Detective.

 



Armchair Detective

Told in the first person
with an engaging style and lots of action, this series has the
potential to have a wide following if more of Baeli’s plot lines
were believable. As it is, there are way too many major
coincidences, some so outrageous that it turns off the reader.
There are a number of sex scenes, which are pretty vivid and well
done. I like it when the title of a book does work—like Penny
Mickelbury’s Keeping
Secrets, which has several layers of
meaning. However, the title Armchair
Detective is actually
counterproductive as Jobeth is not an armchair detective at all—she
is more hard-boiled. There are a few bad formatting decisions, but
it is the plot lines that rankle the most. I was not inspired to
continue on to the second in the series, but might be if I was sure
that Baeli had someone looking at it with an eye to the total
package.

 


Final Rating:
2


Nikki Baker

(1962-)

 


Series: Virginia Kelly Mysteries

Main Character:
Virginia (Ginny) Kelly

Profession:
Financial Analyst

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
28

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Emily (Em) Karnowski (financial
planner)

Drink of Choice:
Beer

Pet: A cat named Sweet Potato

Best Friend:
Naomi Wolf (gay black woman)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


In the Game,
1991


The Lavender House
Murder, 1992
(Lambda Finalist)


Long Goodbyes,
1993 (Lambda Finalist)


The Ultimate Exit
Strategy,
2001

Discussion:

Nikki Baker is the pseudonym of an author
who works as a financial analyst in California. Here are my full
reviews of all four Virginia Kelly novels. The series is among the
very best of the genre, as is the author. In addition to the
Virginia Kelly series, she has published 2 novellas in anthologies:
“Film Noir” (1995) and “Negatives” (1996). If anyone has read
these, let me know. Note: a new edition of this series was
published by ReQueered Tales in both ebook and paperback. Book 1
includes an interesting foreword by the author that makes way too
little of her considerable literary talents.

 



In the Game

Virginia Kelly is black.
This is significant because it makes her the first African-American
sleuth in lesbian fiction. Likewise, Nikki Baker is the first
African-American author of Lesbian Mysteries. This makes
In the Game an important
literary event. At a mere 171 pages, this is one of Naiad Press’s
shortest books, and it is also one of their sweetest.

 


Living in Chicago, where she got her MBA,
Virginia Kelly has a well-paying job, an intelligent lover, and two
good friends in Bev and Naomi. She certainly seems to have a good
life going, but when Bev’s lover Kelsey is murdered near a lesbian
bar, a pall is cast over them all. Naomi is worried about being
outed if it becomes known that she associated with lesbian Kelsey.
Ginny is worried that Bev will be charged with the murder and hires
a lawyer to defend her. I guess that’s enough plot, because,
although it is a good one, that’s not what makes this book
outstanding.

 


Nikki Baker is one of the
few authors who can outwrite her editor Katherine V. Forrest (Kate
Allen is another). There is little poetic language or ethereal
descriptions here; rather it is Ginny’s internal thought processes
that put Baker in a class by herself. She waxes almost
philosophical in almost everything she thinks about—from the
presence of black women in high finance to love. And add chaos to
that list:”Maybe craziness and order chase
each other through our lives like seasons.” Ginny’s girlfriend Emily, like Gianna Maglione in Penny
Mickelbury’s fine series of novels, is white woman, so
In the Game has another
important racial element to it as well. In fact, black woman/white
woman couplings seem to be a motif in Baker’s fiction. Another
motif is that Ginny works in finance, an unusual profession for a
black woman in the early 1990s—and don’t think that Ginny doesn’t
obsess about that choice and about how she actually fits into a
white, straight, world.

 


It is interesting that
Ginny’s friend Naomi Wolf has the same name as the feminist author
of The Beauty Myth, which came out in the same year as this book.
Coincidence?

 


The only nitpick I can find in this book is
that Ginny’s actions sometimes don’t live up to her thoughts. Not
only does Ginny’s friend Naomi guess who the murderer is way before
Ginny, but most readers will probably guess as well. A slight
fault, and the only one this nitpicker can come up with.

 


Truthfully, it is hard to find a rating high
enough for this book. Certainly it is as good as anything Naiad put
out. And for it to be one of the first 50 or so lesbian mystery
novels ever to be published speaks highly of the author and her
editors.

 


Note: I read the first Naiad printing of
this novel.

 


Final Rating: 5

 



The Lavender House Murder

The second installment of the Virginia Kelly
mystery series finds Ginny and her friend Naomi vacationing in
Provincetown. Both are having girlfriend problems and simply need a
break from their daily grind. But soon after they arrive, a famous
lesbian journalist is killed in an alley. Seems that the woman was
a gay rights advocate that believed that outing other LGBT
folk—especially white-collar ones—was for their own good and the
good of the cause. Now who would want to murder her? Well, the list
is a long one.

 


The list should also be
long for people who should read this book. Like
In the Game, it
has adventure, romance, and some of the best internal dialogue
anywhere. Virginia Kelly, financial analyst by day and cruising
lesbian by night, waxes poetic about her failing relationship with
her lover Em. “There seems to be an
irresistible force that causes all my relationships to
self-destruct after a prescribed number of years. A kind of siren
song that makes me want to hurl myself over the precipice into
infidelities and deceit.” And
“What I wanted was a woman as flexible as
builder’s putty to fill in the empty spaces in my life. I wanted a
woman as large as a circus tent to wrap around me and keep me safe
. . . to make a home for me in the ugly world. “
I can go on and on about Baker’s writing skills.
Here’s a description of one of the suspects:
“Her face had taken too much sun on its way
to middle age, and her eye makeup was pastel blue. It was a school
of beauty that had lost out in recent years to
realism.” Ginny is sardonic, almost
jaded—interesting but odd traits for a woman under 30. Through her
introspection, The Lavender House
Murders becomes not so much a
question of finding a murderer, but of finding out about the world
and solving questions in her own life.

 


While staying within Ginny’s point of view,
the first half of the novel flashes back and forth between her and
Naomi’s arrival in Provincetown, and Ginny’s discovery of the body
a day or so later. It is tricky writing, but she pulls it off
grandly. Baker’s cast of characters—all lesbians except for the
obligatory gruff police officers—are varied and well-drawn,
although a little clichéd at times. Ginny and Naomi are unique and
thoroughly engaging, as is the lifestyle the author pictures with
fine detail.

 


A similar book—one about a
lesbian Bed & Breakfast in a coastal vacation
spot—Death at Lavender
Bay, was probably influenced
by The Lavender House
Murder. Even the titles are similar.
This one is way better. In fact, this book was better than the
excellent first novel in the series. I can’t wait to read the
third.

 


Edition note: I read the second (1993) Naiad
printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating: 5

 



Long Goodbyes

This is an odd novel. For
one thing, it isn’t a mystery. Nor is it a thriller or a romance or
any of the other typical genres. Although Virginia Kelly is the
protagonist and the story is told in her inimitable voice, the
location and the cast of characters has changed. Yet, except for a
slightly sloppy ending, Long
Goodbyes could be ranked high on a
list of literary novels.

 


Virginia Kelly, has
traveled from Chicago to her home town of Blue River to attend her
10-year high school reunion. Because her relationship with her
girlfriend Emily in Chicago seems to be over, Ginny becomes fixated
on Rosie Paschen, her first love and her first lesbian dalliance,
who has contacted her after a decade of silence to beg her to
attend the reunion. But Blue River is not the same as it was when
Ginny was a girl, nor are her friends. “I imagined many pasts in my home town, as many as there are
individuals, as many as there are points of view. If they took up
space, in the air over Blue River there would have been a huge
traffic jam of individual perspectives returning, making it hard to
avoid unfortunate accidents of colliding
perception.

 


She is looking forward to her meeting with
Rosie in order to complete an unfinished transaction, to show
courage where she once felt fear. But when the two finally connect,
Rosie is distant and standoffish. Ginny’s near-obsession causes her
to initiate sex with a reluctant Rosie anway. And then Rosie
completely disappears. The book is Ginny’s attempt to find her and
make the kind of connection that she has been fantasizing about for
years. Something that will validate her life and everything she has
done up until this time.

 


Although Baker introduces Ginny’s parents
and high school BFF Sandra, I missed the laconic Naomi, Ginny’s bud
from Chicago. Without her, this novel is darker and more brooding,
more desperate and haunting than the first two novels in the
series. And I think this is the point. Ginny’s search is our
search; the same search animals might make when looking over the
fence or across the road or wondering what is on the other side of
the mountain.

 


I wouldn't be surprised if
Baker conceived this novel as a stand-alone, with someone other
than Virginia Kelly as the protagonist. But it works as it is and I
was glad to connect with Virginia again in this new setting. It
must have been a difficult book to write—and to edit: Katherine V.
Forrest missed a couple of convoluted paragraphs and seemed to be
unable to get Baker to cut out unneeded scenes or characters—such
as her gay friend Emery from high school. He was an interesting
character and I would have liked to see him in another novel, but
in this one he was extraneous. At 235 pages,
Long Goodbyes is more than 60 pages longer than In the Game, which is a
gem.

 


Despite its
shortcomings, Long
Goodbyes is a good addition to the
Virginia Kelly series, and to lesbian fiction in general. It shows
us another side of Ginny—one that most authors would hesitate to
write. Anyone who is turned off by anything in the first two novels
will certainly be turned off by this one. But for those of us who
like Baker and Ginny, Long
Goodbyes is simply another
pleasure.

 


Edition note: I read the first Naiad
printing of this book.

 


Final Rating: 4.8

 



The Ultimate Exit Strategy

Hmm. This book was slated to be published by
Naiad in 1996. But for some reason that didn’t h appen. It wasn’t
until Bella Books took over the Naiad catalog in 2001 that it was
finally published. It was probably one of the first Bella
publications.

 


The fourth and last Virginia Kelly mystery
takes place in the world of finance. The company Virginia has been
working for since college, Whytebread, Greese, Winslow, and Stoat,
is about to be subsumed by a larger firm, Gold Rush Investments.
This will make most of the Whytebread employees, including junior
partner Virginia, fairly rich when they trade in their old company
shares. There’s just one problem: Whytebread’s CEO, Wes Winslow, is
murdered just a few days before the merger is scheduled to take
place. If the murderer is not found, the deal will not go through.
So Virginia sees it as her duty to solve the crime.

 


Like Baker’s other books,
this one is too good to miss. Her flashbacks—often within other
flashbacks—are not your basic narrative technique, but she manages
to do it flawlessly—the reader always knows exactly where the story
is going. Virginia is her old ironic self and her BFF Naomi Wolf is
back to keep Virginia on her toes. To complicate the investigation,
Virginia gets taken up with Detective Cassandra Hope, an old flame
she would heartily like to rekindle. Then there is her faltering,
long-distance relationship with Spike, who we met in
Long Goodbyes.
Virginia suspects that Spike is using her for her expectations and
that Cassandra is using her to solve the case.

 


The British novelist C. P.
Snow was a master at conducting dialogue without using actual
quotations. Passages like: James was
astonished when I told him that I knew his sister from my days at
Cambridge. He told me that he had no idea that I had attended
school there. Other novelists have
done this as well, especially those that were not very good at
rendering dialogue. But Baker goes Snow one better, blending active
and passive conversation. Here’s an example in a conversation
between Virginia and Naomi:

 


“I called Spike tonight
and I broke up.” I’d thought it was the best timing, considering
Cassandra and all.

 


“Ok right.” Naomi
picked up the mention of Cassandra as if it were a detail she’d
forgotten.

 


An article should be written on the best
buds of lesbian sleuths. Certainly Naomi is at the top of the list,
followed b y Nyla Wade’s Audrey Louise and Jane Lawless’ Cordelia.
Oddly, many of our protagonists’ BFFs are actually gay men (see
Barbara Johnson, David Galloway, et al). Whenever Naomi is present,
there is a spark—not only in Virginia, but in the story. Yet the
reader senses that a romance between the two would be a mistake. In
this novel, Naomi is trying to give up smoking, which makes her
even bitchier than usual. And, as always, she figures out things
just a little before Virginia does.

 


I have seen a review of this book that
complains that Virginia is not black enough for the reviewer’s
comfort. It reminds me of another review I read about a lesbian
sleuth that was not lesbian enough. Virginia is a product of her
time and her culture. She did not grow up in a ghetto, her parents
were not divorced, and she completed a good college education. In
fact, this is a brilliant portrait of a black woman who is trying
to make it in the predominantly white profession of personal
finance. The book does not dwell on Whitey vs. Blackie. It dwells
on a sensitive and very intelligent young woman trying to survive
in a world she has chosen. Bravo.

 


The Ultimate Exit
Strategy is as good as the first
three novels in the series, or at least it would have been if not
for the sloppy job Bella Books did on both the editing and the
proofreading. But the author has to shoulder some of her blame
herself for not going over the final galleys more carefully
(presuming that Bella provided any, which is not certain). The
specter of HIV is thrust into the plot at the last minute and not
only was it not foreshadowed, but it seems to come to nothing.
Somebody missed something, or a couple of somethings. Like the
half-dozen discretionary hyphens that pop up in the text. And the
more-than-usual typos. In short, Naiad hurt the book by not
publishing it when it was scheduled. Certainly their house editor
could not have been as bad as Bella’s. I hate to think that because
of Bella’s languid approach to this book—resulting in fewer
sales—Baker may have given up her aspirations as a writer. After
all, she has published nothing else in over 25 years. Yet
The Ultimate Exit Strategy
does not end like the last book in a series. Like
the author, Virginia ends up leaving her Chicago firm. Many
adventures seem to lurk in the future.

 


Will there ever b e another Virginia Kelly
mystery? Who knows. But regardless, Nikki Baker is wildly
underrated and underappreciated. Luckily, all of her books have
been reprinted in new, editions by ReQueered tales. Give this
book—and this series—a near-perfect rating, despite the editorial
glitches.

 


Edition note: I read the first 2001 Bella
Books printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating: 4.8


Rebecca Barrow

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Luca Laine Thomas

Profession:
Student

Type of Mystery:
Young Adult

Age in First Book:
17

Residence:
An island called Parris

Love Interest:
Naomi Fontaine (17, student)

Drink of Choice:
Vodka and lime

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
4

Title:


Bad Things Happen
Here, 2022

Discussion:

It seems that the idyllic
island of Parris has a drawback: young women keep turning up dead.
One of these, Polly Stern, was Luca’s best friend. The author is
Black and was born in England. Luca is mixed-race Black. Luca’s
love interest is Asian.

 



Bad Things Happen Here

Is the well-heeled island of Parris cursed?
It seems that it is, at least to Luca Laine Thomas, who has lived
on the island all her life. Not only are there decades-old stories
of girls dying mysterious deaths, but her best friend was found
floating in the bay a couple of years before the book starts. But
when another death close to home occurs, Luca and her new friend
Naomi have to try to figure out what is really happening on the
island.

 


The book is about friendship and grief and
growing up. But under the surface it is also about mental health.
Although it is never clear why, Luca has undergone therapy
sporadically and is on medications. She frequently indulges in
self-harm and suicidal thoughts are not strangers to her. Luca
smokes and drinks and drives fast. And she is almost obsessed with
the idea of the curse. She comes to think that if she can solve the
deaths of the dead girls she can protect herself from it. Yet every
new clue she finds lets her know that someone she loved was either
lying to her or holding something back.

 


But Luca’s thoughts—which take up about
three quarters of the book—often seem irrational. It is as if the
author herself is holding something back from the reader. Although
there are hints of this throughout the book, it is only toward the
end that I began to wonder what was really happening. The beginning
of the story was wonderful, especially Luca’ budding relationship
with Naomi, but by the end I was thinking that if I were Naomi, I
would be running. And maybe it was just me, but Luca’s idea of what
the curse was kept changing. Maybe that was the point, but the
whole curse motif seemed a little flat to me. Unless, of course,
her mental instability was the curse. I was reminded just a little
of the novels of Kazuo Ishiguro, and that is a high compliment.

 


Bad Things Happen
Here is part of a very recent trend in YA
mystery novels featuring lesbian protagonists. This is a good one
but not a great one. Give it somewhere between a 4.0 and
4.5.

 


Final Rating:
4.3


Ava Barry

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Rainey Hall

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
n/a

Age: n/a

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Melia van Aust

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Double Exposure,
2022

Discussion:

Young heiress Melila van Aust has moved into
the family mansion in which her parents were killed four years
before. When she begins to receive threatening notes referring to
the murders, she hires young P.I. Rainey Bell to find out who is
doing it.

 



M.F. Beal

(1937-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Maria Katerina Lorca Guerrera Alcazar (Kat
Guerrera)

Profession:
Journalist, Bodyguard

Type of Mystery:
Literary Thriller

Age in First Book:
29

Residence:
Manhattan, New York

Love Interest:
Angel Stone

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Angel Dance,
1977

Discussion:

Mary Beal, along with her
ex-husband, David Shetzline, were among the literati who hung out
with Thomas Pynchon in the 60s and 70s. She wrote less than a
handful of books, and only one of these can be described as a
Lesbian Mystery. Here is my full review of Angel Dance.

 



Angel Dance

To fully understand
Angel Dance you
have to be at least a little familiar with the socio-political
paranoia that existed in the liberation underground of New York and
California in the 1970s. It would also be nice if you had studied
the work of any of the Cornell School of writers, which included
Thomas Pynchon, Richard Fariña, and David Shetzline. Beal, who was
married to Shetzline, is the least well known of this group. At
least she is right now.

 


Like the work of Pynchon,
Beal’s Angel Dance
is very dense, but it’s also very dark and, at
times, brutal. Kat Guerrera is a young, hip journalist for a small
community weekly in New York City who is offered a job with Angel
Stone, an up-and-coming feminist scholar, as a . . . what? Possibly
some kind of bodyguard; Angel has been getting threatening letters.
But like much of the rest of the book, even the job Kat is hired
for is ambiguous and cloudy. The truth is, it’s difficult to
understand what the hell is going on in the book—not some of the
time, but most of the time. Is Angel
Dance really a mystery? Does Kat
become a detective? If so, what is she investigating and why? It
seems that even she doesn't know: “I
wondered (how many times now?) why I had gotten involved, why any
of this meant a damn to me.”

 


Despite its difficulty,
this is an important book. For one thing, it is thought to be the
first lesbian detective novel in literature. For another, Beal’s
description of American feminism in the mid-1970s is unparalleled.
The woman can write. Phrases like this one let you know that you’re
not on the chicken farm any more: “I’d
lost most of the transcontinental drift in my brain except for a
ringing as if my skull were a brass bowl being worked on by an
arc-welder in bedroom slippers.”

 


And of course Kat
does know why
she is searching, why she is risking her life for someone she
barely knows. She loves Angel; but what’s more, she sees Angel as a
symbol, a feminist model for the future, and she will do anything
to protect her and to give her time to finish her important
work.

 


Angel Dance
reminds me of Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49,
which also has a protagonist that is searching
for something that she isn't even sure exists. But Beal is not
squeamish about getting her characters dirty and where Pynchon’s
descriptions are hallucinogenic, Beal’s are ultrarealistic. In her
investigation of Angel Stone's life, she either experiences or
uncovers rape, murder, incest, drug smuggling, and a host of other
unpleasantries.

 


I don’t expect a lot of
people to read Angel
Dance—especially based on this
review—and few of those who do read it will enjoy it. I don't care.
It's a book that needs, and deserves not only to be read, but to be
read twice and studied. I’m disturbed at how the men that hung
around Pynchon—Shetzline, Fariña, Rudy Wurlitzer and others—were
lauded by the critical press while Beal was virtually ignored; or
in the case of Angel
Dance, totally ignored. I have read
the others; Shetzline is instantly forgettable, Fariña overrated
and sexist, and Wurlitzer just kind of silly.

 


This generation has the
ability—and the responsibility—to bring this virtually forgotten
literary gem back into the public mind. Where it
belongs.

 


Final Rating:
4


Elaine Beale

(1962-)

 


Series: Lou Spencer Mysteries

Main Character:
Lou Spencer

Profession:
Office Manager

Type of Mystery:
Socio-political whodunit

Age in First Book:
31

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Alex Ramon (police officer)

Drink of Choice:
Mineral water

Pet: A border collie named Hairy Boy

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Murder in the Castro,
1997

Discussion:

Although this is listed as
A Lou Spencer Mystery, it seems to be the only one. Beale also has
a literary novel to her credit. Here is my full review of
Murder in the Castro. I
read the first New Victoria printing.

 



Murder in the Castro

Lou Spencer, your normal,
tomboyish young Englishwoman, has fled to San Francisco to escape a
bad relationship in her home country. Five years have passed, and
although she has been celibate the entire time, she has found a
meaningful job as office manager for a LGBT Crisis Management
Center. But when one of the Client Advocates is murdered in his
office after hours, her rather insulated existence is disturbed to
the max. All the indications are that this is a random hate crime,
but is it?

 


A literary theory professor
I know once said that whether or not a reader likes a novel has
little to do with its importance. I don’t like
Madame Bovary,
for instance, but that doesn't mean that Flaubert didn't influence
generations of writers. Elaine Beale isn't Flaubert, yet the
professor’s tenet still holds true. I didn't care for the novel,
yet I realize that there are many things unique and, yes, important
about it. Let’s start with these.

 


First of all, this is what
I might call a Movement novel: one that chronicles some form of
LGBT or women’s politics in the last years of the 20th century.
Think of Vicki P. McConnell’s The
Burnton Widows, Barbara
Wilson’s Murder in the
Collective, or Mary Wings'
She Came Too Late. Chronicling the history of this movement is important not
only for what it accomplished, but because it was so relatively
short, coming in with the hippies and out with the yuppies. Beale
gives quite a nice description of an office whose purpose is to
help gays and lesbians who have been abused on the street or in the
home. The second excellent thing about this novel is the mention of
same-sex domestic abuse; Lou has come to the U.S. to escape from
her abusive girlfriend. The mystery, too, is an interesting one. I
found myself wanting to know who the killer was, although an
observant reader could have guessed who the culprit was on page
22.

 


It is a fast-paced novel,
moving quickly from one clue to the next. To the author’s credit,
she uses similes instead of plain description. Unfortunately, a lot
of t he comparisons are overstated, such as when, at a local news
conference, Lou describes the media as being “like sharks at a
feeding frenzy,” or “if I ever became mayor, I’d not only make car
alarms illegal, but possession of them punishable by several years
hard labor.” It as if the phrases could have been (and probably
were) used to better effect somewhere else. Like in a stand-up
comic’s routine.

 


The investigating officer
is incredibly homophobic. Well, so was Kate Delafield’s first
partner. There are
clichéd, homophobic police investigators in real
life; it just isn’t very interesting to read about them. Unlike
Kate Delafield’s partner, who seemed real, with a real family and
real plans, there is nothing distinctive about this man, which
tells me that the author really didn't know her characters as well
as she should have. The ending, too, is obviously staged for
effect, not coherency. Give her a half star for bringing up
same-sex domestic abuse, but take it away again because she only
refers to it obliquely—she never really takes us as deeply as she
might have into Lou’s abusive relationship with her ex.

 


All in all, there is
nothing terribly wrong with the writing, or the characters, or the
mystery, or the romance. The writing style and point of view are
similar to that of Mary Wings. In fact Wings also wrote a book with
‘The Castro’ in the title in the same year as this one. Fans of
Wings and Sarah Dreher will probably like this book. Unfortunately,
I’m not a fan of either. You know how you sometimes meet someone
and the two of you—like me and Flaubert—just don’t click? It is the
personality of the writing—and necessarily of the first-person
narrator—that keep this book from getting more than 3 stars. But
that is still a fairly good rating, considering.

 


Final Rating: 3


Rose Beecham

(Dates not
available)

 


Series
1: Amanda Valentine
Mysteries

Main
Character: Amanda Valentine

Profession:
Homicide Detective Inspector

Type of
Mystery: Investigative

Age in First
Book: Not given, probably early
30s.

Residence:
Wellington, New Zealand

Love
Interest: Debby Daley (TV show
host)

Drink of
Choice: Scotch

Pet:
A cat named Madam

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Introducing Amanda
Valentine, 1992


Second Guess, 1994

Fair Play,
1995

Discussion:

Rose Beecham is one of the
pen names of Jennifer Knight. She was formerly a senior editor at
Bold Strokes Books (which published the Jude Devine series) and now
is at the helm of Helm Books. Here is my full review of the first
book in the Amanda Valentine series.

 



Introducing Amanda Valentine

When Amanda’s parents split
up, she remained with her mother in New York City, where Amanda
became a police officer. After the tragic death of her partner of
four years, she moved to New Zealand, her father’s birthplace.
After returning to school to get her PhD (the subject is not
specified), she joins the New Zealand force and has great success,
despite the fact that Wellington is a rather tame city in a rather
tame country. As this book begins, body parts are turning up in the
city garbage dump.

 


As mysteries go, this is as
well written as most, and as enjoyable. Amanda’s growing attraction
for a TV interviewer is a little different from most relationships
we see, and surprisingly satisfying, not only to Amanda and Debby,
but to the reader. Remember, though, that in books that are mostly
mystery and crime, development of the minor characters is scant and
some details of the crime are unfathomable. It is another of those
times where the author sets up a grisly scene (body parts in a city
dumping site), with interconnected bad guys (including a city
official and a police officer), then has to scramble to make
everything fit. They don’t. But they rarely do.

 


It is hard not to compare
this series to the ones featuring Kate Delafield and Carol Ashton,
which is hardly a coincidence, since the book was edited by
Katherine V. Forrest and Claire McNab. I suppose that Naiad had
been having success with stories involving high-ranking women in
large-city police departments. Amanda is even described as “New
Zealand’s most glamorous detective,” which puts her firmly in Carol
Ashton territory.

 


As I mention in my reviews
of the books in her Jude Devine series, Beecham is a good writer
and knows how to create excitement and adventure in her stories. On
the whole, though, Jude is a more refreshing character, as if out
from the Naiad template, Beecham is able to write more
freely.

 


But like most of the books
in the Naiad fold, Introducing Amanda
Valentine is enjoyable in a lot of
ways, but the publisher is not very concerned with what kinds of
reviews it might receive. This might be because in the
beginning—the 1980s and early 1990s, the number of lesbian mystery
authors (and lesbian authors in general) was small enough that each
new release was grabbed up by almost every interested reader. In
today’s publishing world—especially the ebook world—the choices are
far more varied. To write something special, it has to be a bit
more well rounded than Introducing
Amanda Valentine.

 


So go ahead and read this one, and maybe the
next and the next. But don’t be surprised if, after a few weeks or
months, you are not able to remember the difference between this
one and myriad other Naiad and even non-Naiad books.

 


Final Rating: 3

~ ~ ~

Series
2: Jude Devine Mysteries

Main
Character: Jude Devine

Profession:
Sheriff’s Detective (Undercover FBI)

Type of
Mystery: Investigative
Suspense

Age in First
Book: 36

Residence:
Paradox Valley, Colorado

Love
Interest: Mercy Westmoreland (Forensic
Pathologist), Chastity Young in book 2

Drink of
Choice: Glenmorangie, Talisker (Jude
is a single-malt scotch aficionado)

Pet:
A cat named Yiska

Titles in This
Series:


Grave Silence,
2005 (Goldie Winner)


Sleep of Reason, 2006 (Lambda
Finalist)


Place of Exile,
2007

Discussion:

She also has an earlier
lesbian PI series featuring Amanda Valentine, which was part of the
first wave of Naiad Press lesbian mysteries. In a 2010 interview,
she hinted at a fourth Jude Devine mystery as well as another
mystery featuring a forensic psychologist; neither has come to
pass. Here is my full review of the first two books in the Jude
Devine series.

 



Grave Silence

It occurs to me that a
reader can bond with the style and tone of a certain books very
quickly; with others not at all. This is one of the former. I liked
Jude almost immediately and more importantly, I liked the style of
writing, the flow of words, the tone of the story, and the
immediacy of the emotions. Still, this book has an unusual setting
and some damn weird characters. Think of Erskine Caldwell meets
Zane Grey.

 


Jude Devine herself has a
unique occupation in the literature. She is an undercover FBI agent
working as a Sheriff’s Detective in a small town in Colorado, near
the Utah border. When a young woman is dredged up from the Dolores
River, Jude comes to fear that fundamentalist Mormons may have been
responsible. That’s right, and if you think that Zane Grey painted
them harshly in Riders of the Purple
Sage, well, you ain’t seen nothing
yet.

 


Granted that Beecham is
careful to distinguish the offshoot Fundamentalist Latter Day
Saints from the rank-and-file LDS, I doubt she voted for Mitt
Romney in the last election. She paints a society of sullen, gruff,
interbred woman haters and child molesters and it’s hard not to
root for Jude to cut the balls off every last one. With dull
scissors.

 


Beecham isn’t making this
stuff up. These guys really exist; he-masters who think that
getting into heaven depends on the number of wives you have, and
that child-wives are another plus. The brainwashing that goes on is
incredible to anyone who is not actually in the cult, but normal to
anyone within. Interesting, too, that Beecham seems to indicate
that the Utah authorities turn a blind eye on some of these
isolated enclaves. If so, then bravo to Beecham for bringing them
to our attention. And even more kudos for making everything seem
totally genuine and realistic. The research that she put into this
novel must have been stupendous.

 


But politics aside, this is
a well-written, thrilling mystery with characters we care about
(unless, of course, we want them dead). Beecham alternates point of
view so that we see some chapters from Jude’s eyes, some from the
eyes of others. There is no letdown from one POV to another; all
are equally interesting.

 


Some parts of the mystery
are unconvincing, but that’s to be expected in modern mysteries,
when most of the realistic possibilities for plots have already
been done. Most obvious was the fact that the murdered girl’s
missing legs were never accounted for. And the actual method of her
death and the disposal of her body were almost shrugged off as
either not important enough to have to explain, or not thought out
as well as they should have been. Take your pick.

 


In the end, though, this
book was exciting from beginning to end, with a beautiful love
interest that will be developing through the series. Will I buy the
second book? I already have and my full review follows.

 


Final Rating: 4

 



Sleep of Reason

The second book in the Jude
Devine series is a worthy successor to the first. Maybe more so, as
author Rose Beecham doesn't have Fundamentalist Mormon sects to
bash. Instead, she sets her sights on child abuse. A two-year-old
boy goes missing from his home while the mother is out and her
boyfriend babysits. Everyone in the book—and every reader—knows
that the boyfriend is responsible, but he is somehow able to pile
lie on top of lie to wiggle out of every inconsistency in his
story.

 


The book reminds me more
than a little of Katherine V. Forrest’s Murder by Tradition, where the
murderer keeps changing his story every few minutes without
actually convicting himself. Another comparison is that it is
partly a courtroom drama, where the story plays out in the man’s
trial, although with a much different conclusion. Beecham's style
is not dissimilar to Forrest's and their protagonists are similarly
aloof.

 


Jude’s relationship with
Dr. Mercy Westmoreland goes way south when the good doctor decides
to marry her English movie-star lover in a large, well-publicized
ceremony (I wonder what happened to Mercy’s fear of being outed in
the small Colorado town where she still works?). I never thought
they were particularly well suited anyway. The good news is that
Chastity Young—a character from the first book—drives back into
Jude’s life and wins her heart. Her difficulty with sex will
undoubtedly be brought out further in the next book in the
series.

 


Another subplot here is the
relationship between two new characters, Brenda and Lonewolf. Lone,
unbeknownst to Brenda, is planning to assassinate Dick Cheney for
helping move the U.S. into an unreasonable war--one that ultimately
cost the life of Lone's previous lover. Jude suspects Lone of
plotting something, but she isn't sure
what. We'll undoubtedly find out next time.

 


As in the first book, there
is a lot in the actual plot that doesn't actually make sense, but
as I keep saying, we tend to overlook all but the more major plot
glitches with the writing is good and the characters interesting.
As they are in Sleep of
Reason.

 


Final Rating: 4



ReBecca Béguin

(1952-)

 


Series:
This is a stand-alone novel

Main
Character: Ida Muret

Profession:
Ranch Hand

Type of
Mystery: Feminist

Age in First
Book: Probably late thirties or early
forties

Residence:
Central Vermont

Love
Interest: Gem Cooper (late 30s,
college professor)

Pet:
Barn Cat named Hecate

Drink of
Choice: Beer

Best Friend:
Kathy (Kite), a lesbian farm owner

Heat Index:
3

Romance
Index: 1

Title:


Torrid Zone,
1997

Other Lesbian Mystery
Title:


Hers Was the Sky,
1993

Discussion:

Béguin was an early partner in New
Victoria Press, who published her novels. In addition to a couple
of literary novels, she wrote an earlier stand-alone mystery
entitled Hers Was the Sky.
I read the first New Victoria printing of
Torrid Zone.

 



Torrid Zone

In the early days of modern
feminism, when women were wimmin (or womyn), girls were grrrls, and
men were the enemy, Ida Muret joined seven other communal lesbians
on a collective farm in central Vermont. They called their group
Blue Corn. Their goals were many, but boiled down to living
self-sufficiently off the land and away from patriarchal oppression
of any kind—social, religious, or political. They succeeded for ten
years, until tragedy came to break the group up for
good.

 


Seven years later, Ida is
working as a ranch hand and stone builder when 19-year-old Viv
Lovejoy—a victim of sexual harassment at her college—needs a safe
house for a while. Ida, a loner by choice, unhappily agrees to take
her in. But it turns out that Viv is also writing a paper about
women’s collectives and about Blue Corn in particular. And Viv
whines and harangues Ida until Ida agrees to tell the younger woman
her story. And what a story it is.

 


“We were all into being
lavender Amazon wimmen with labryses between our bare
breasts” Ida tells Viv in a voice
that is almost post-apocalyptic in its regret and sadness.
And “You must understand, we didn’t
have TV spoiling our visions!” And in
Ida’s brilliant point of view, author Béguin segues into the saga
of Kite, Spence, Rune, Kristy, and the others as they farm their
land and try to sculpt, paint, write, and love in their spare time.
We get to know them all intimately. On one level it is Ida’s chance
to unburden herself of many of her secrets; on another the chance
to introduce feminist history and philosophy to the new generation
of lesbians that Viv represents.

 


The term Torrid Zone has
many meanings in this book. It is, for instance, the name of Ida’s
wood stove, which she salvaged from Blue Corn. It can mean great
sex or a hot day in the fields. It is the term one of the Blue Corn
members gave to the collective because they were “hot shit” because
they had created a utopia. But most of all, I think it represents
Ida’s memories of that ten years with her friends—a busy, creative,
and sometimes disruptive time that she has held inside her for too
long. Viv is a breath of relief, she brings new excitement to Ida’s
life, not only in her research, but in her own adventure, which
comes to an exciting head at the conclusion of the book.

 


But whatever meaning you
take from the title, The Torrid
Zone is one of the most interesting,
well-written, and important books in both the mystery and utopian
genres. Ida’s voice is unique in the literature, her story
inspiring and enjoyable. Give it as close to a 5 as you can without
going over. It is a book that should be in anyone’s Top 20 list. It
is certainly in mine.

 


It is only barely possible
to call this a lesbian mystery. Although there are two crimes that
are solved and lots of lesbians involved, Ida has very little to do
with their solutions, although she does help pursue the truth
behind both. I’m giving it the benefit of the doubt simply because
I want it included in this volume.

 


Final Rating: 4.9


Saxon Bennett and Layce Gardner

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Jamie Bravo Mysteries

Main Character:
Jamie Bravo

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Humor

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest:
London Wells (police investigator)

Pet: A dog and a parrot

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series: n/a


Worst In Show, 2015


Till Beth Do Us
Part, 2016


For Butter or Worse, 2019

Discussion:

The authors are a married
couple. They own Square Pegs, Ink, which published these Jamie
Bravo novels.


Kay Bigelow

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Black Orchid
Investigations

Main Character: Leah Samuels

Profession: Police Lieutenant (PI in
books 2-4)

Type of Mystery: Futuristic

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Killer Spring, 2018


Killer Winter,
2018


Killer Summer, 2019


Killer Autumn, 2019

Discussion:

I like the idea that Leah
is a police detective in book 1. It gives you an idea how she plans
to conduct her private investigative service in the rest of the
series. I also like the fact that this series is set 200 years in
the future. There are way too few SF mysteries, especially those
featuring private eyes.


CJ Birch

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Elle Ashley

Profession: County Sheriff

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Turlough, Illinois

Love Interest: Robin Oakes
(investigative reporter)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


An Intimate Deception

Discussion:

The first short scene takes place from the
point of view of the presumptive killer, if you like that sort of
thing. It’s enough to make me pass it over for something else.


Tammy Bird

(1964-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Katia Billings-Castillo

Profession:
EMT

Type of Mystery:
Psychological Thriller

Age: n/a

Residence:
Buxton Beach, NC

Love Interest:
Zahra Knox (police forensic
technician)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:

Sandman, 2018

Discussion:

This is another serial killer book with some
passages from the point of view of the killer. “Do you realize
what you did wrong, Megan?” is a question that might, with a
change of the name, come from dozens and dozens of similar books.
Still, a mystery is a mystery and the reader hopes that Katia will
find the killer without either she or her friends getting kidnapped
and tortured first.

 


Bird is also the author of The Book of
Promises, which was a finalist for the Goldie Award in mystery,
but it is not a mystery.


Zac Bissonette

(1989?-)

 


Series: Hollywood Treasures Mysteries

Main Character:
Cindy Cooper

Profession:
Shop Owner (formerly actor)

Type of Mystery:
Cozy

Age in First Book:
44

Residence:
Palm Springs, California

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
Jay Allan (Shop Owner ex-actor)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title in this
series:


A Killing in Costumes,
2022

Discussion:

Cindy and Jay are actually co-protagonists.
Cindy is lesbian, Jay is gay. They used to be married to each
other, but are now in business together as owners of a shop selling
Hollywood memorabilia.


Ingrid Black

(See
Discussion below for dates)

 


Series:
Saxon & Fitzgerald Mysteries

Main
Character: Saxon

Profession:
Crime Writer (ex-FBI agent)

Type of
Mystery: Procedural
Thriller

Age in First
Book: Not given

Residence:
Dublin, Ireland

Love
Interest: Grace Fitzgerald (Detective
Chief Superintendent of the Dublin Metropolitan Police)

Drink of
Choice Not given, although Saxon
drinks a lot

Pet:
None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
0

Romance
Index: 0

Titles in This
Series:

The Dead,
2003


The Dark Eye,
2004


The Judas Heart, 2007


Circle of the Dead,
2008

Discussion:

Ingrid Black is the
pseudonym of Irish writers Ellis O’Hanlon (1965-) and her husband
Ian McConnel (Dates not available). I read the first mass market
printing of The Dead
published by Headline in 2004.

 


The Dead

In a 2013 interview, Anne
Laughlin lists Ingrid Black as one of her favorite lesbian mystery
writers. It isn't clear from the interview whether she was aware
that “Ingrid Black” is actually two writers—Ellis O'Hanlon and her
husband Ian McConnel. Nor is it mentioned whether she was aware
that O'Hanlon, a journalist, has written flippant comments about
people identifying as transgender.

 


But having gotten that out
of the way, The Dead
a right good serial-killer mystery. Saxon, the
main character, writes books on true crime. Like Shiloh in Paulette
Callen's excellent Command of
Silence, Saxon has only one name, but
this doesn't seem to hinder her greatly. After all, her significant
other—Grace Fitzgerald—is Detective Chief Inspector of the Dublin
Police, so Saxon can get away with a lot.

 


The story begins when a man
calling himself Ed Fagan begins murdering young prostitutes and
leaving religiously themed notes at the scene of the crime. Trouble
is, Saxon knows for a fact that Fagan has been dead for years. In
fact, she knew the man well enough to begin writing a book about
him. So with the help of two profilers, a medical examiner, and of
course her S.O. Grace, she decides to hunt for the killer's real
identity before he kills too many more people.

 


But maybe it's me that's
being flippant, because, despite what seems to be a same-old,
been-there-done-that plot, The
Dead is a wet, cold, and dark
investigation. Saxon herself has been numbed by her proximity to
death and death dealers. Her point of view is a depressing,
introspective, quasi-philosophical one. This is how she describes a
crime scene, for instance: “A place
where there had been such pain and terror was always afterwards so
quiet, and yet it would never be entirely free of its past. Bad
things lingered, and it turned those places bad in turn, so that
other bad things happened in turn”. This is not light reading and it sometimes seems to have as
many twists and turns as Dublin has dark alleys.

 


The writing itself is very
good and O'Hanlon and McConnel's voices blend so perfectly that
Anne Laughlin (or any other reader) can be forgiven for not
suspecting a collaboration. What Laughlin can't be forgiven for is
patterning the ending of her first book, Veritas, on this one and
missing so badly with it. On the other hand, the ending of
The Dead is
first rate.

 


Downsides? Well, Saxon
doesn't sound much like the American she is supposed to be—and even
less like a Bostonian. She knows that baseball teams field nine
players, but most of her expressions are Irish or British. Too,
there is no sense of lesbian community here; Saxon's relationship
with Grace could just as easily have been with a man—and vice
versa. There is no sex, no romance, not even much touching. It
makes me wonder why the authors chose to call either Saxon or Grace
a lesbian. Since neither author has evidently had much experience
in being a lesbian, why not identify their characters as
straight—especially if they are going to act the part?

 


Despite this, I would give
this book close to 4 stars, and I look forward to reading the next
one in the series, hoping they fix the weaknesses in this
one.

 


Final Rating: 3.9


Ronica Black

(Dates
not available)

 


Series:
Erin McKenzie Mysteries

Main
Character: Erin McKenzie

Profession:
Homicide Undercover Detective

Type of
Mystery: Erotic intrigue/ Romantic
suspense

Age in First
Book: Not stated. Probably mid-20s to
mid-30s.

Residence:
Valle Luna, Arizona

Love
Interest: Elizabeth (Liz) Adams (bar
owner)

Drink of
Choice: n/a

Pet:
n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


In Too Deep,
2005

Deeper,
2008

Other Lesbian Mystery
Title:


Dark Euphoria, 2008

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series.

 



In Too Deep

I recently read a review of
another lesbian mystery that began with the words “Well-written.” I
read on, but noticed that the reviewer gave the book only two stars
because she didn’t find it interesting. In Too Deep is the opposite:
interesting, but not well written.

 


It’s not your typical
whodunit. Although solving the homicide is an important part of the
book, it is the romance between the detective and the suspect (and
her co-worker) that the author spends the most effort on. And it is
an effort well rewarded. From titillating to smoldering, to
graphic, this author knows how to write a sex scene—and to lead up
to one as well. The actual mystery, too, is fairly riveting and
contains several well-executed changes of direction. Call it
“romantic suspense,” then—a more and more popular genre these
days.

 


The fact that the
protagonist, Erin McKenzie, is an undercover officer is unusual and
a welcome change from the run-of-the-mill homicide detective. And
the fact that she is straight—at least when the book begins—sets it
apart from 95 percent of the books on our list. Another welcome
diversity.

 


But the writing style is
worse than pedestrian. It reminds me more of a cheap porno novel
than a mystery. Here are some examples.

 


“It was going be okay.
All of it. She had Liz by her side, now and forever. Together, they
could get through anything.”

 


“Was she ready to let
someone love her? Physically as well as
emotionally?”

 


“But Erin made her feel
comfortable and accepted, and she knew she could speak her true
feelings without fear of judgment or rejection.”

 


“Erin was the most
beautiful woman she had ever seen. No other woman could even
compare.”

 


“She blushed at her own
thoughts.”

 


Etc. It’s like someone is
trying to achieve free indirect discourse without knowing what the
term means. It isn't that the language is misleading, it is just,
well, easy. Almost clichéd. It makes you think, “Wow, if this
writer had an original voice, this could have been a terrific novel
all the way around.”

 


As it is, readers of
erotica will be floored, romance readers will be either shocked or
satiated, and readers of porno will have a new hero. But as in most
mysteries I have read lately, the actual plot and denouement of the
crime are not believable. Continuity in some of the characters is
also skewed; that arrogant becomes gentle and gentle becomes
murderous without much in between.

 


If you are a writer, stay
away from this one. Bad habits in language abound—and they are
catching. Again, this book is going to get some very good reviews
from people that are not very literary. Does this matter? Well, not
to them and more power to Ronica Black for giving them a thrill.
But it matters to me. For me to really enjoy a book, I have to be
awed at the author's verbal skills. In this book it is all I can do
not to be awed at their absence.

 


Final Rating: 2.5


Heather Blackmore

(1970-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Cassidy (Cazz)
Warner

Profession: Police Auditor

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Sarah Perkins (director
of a charitable foundation)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Like Jazz, 2013

Discussion:

This is probably on the very borderline of
being a true mystery. Still . . .


Della Borton

(1951-)

 


Series: Movie Lover’s Mysteries

Main Character:
Gilda Liberty

Profession:
Movie Theater Owner

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
47

Residence:
Eden, Ohio

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this series:


Fade to Black, 1999


Freeze Frame,
2000


Slow Dissolve, 2001

Discussion:

Gilda Liberty is part of a
Hollywood movie family. When her aunt dies, she inherits a
classic movie theater. The Author writes
the Cat Caliban mysteries under the name D.B. Borton. Both are
pseudonyms of Lynette Carpenter. The Gilda
books were all published in mass-market paperback by Fawcett—a rare
occurrence for lesbian mysteries.


Benna Bos

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Murder by the Bay

Setting:
San Francisco, California

Titles in this
series:


Investigating Helen, 2021


Defending Jessica, 2022

Discussion:

This series of murder mysteries seems to
revolve around a true crime blog entitled “Murder by the Bay.” The
protagonists of the first two novels are different.

 



Elisabeth Bowers

(1949-)

 


Series: Meg Lacey Mysteries

Main Character:
Margaret (Meg, Maggie) Lacey

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Kinda Hard Boiled

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Vancouver, Canada

Love Interest:
n/a

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Gin and Tonic

Best Friend:
Johanna (prostitute)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


Ladies' Night, 1988


No Forwarding
Address, 1991

Discussion:
I am not sure that Meg Lacey is a lesbian.
Has anyone read the second book?

 



Ladies' Night

Teenage girls are
disappearing in the Vancouver area. Coincidentally, private
investigator Meg Lacey is hired to locate two of them. Although one
turns up dead of a drug overdose, Meg is convinced that the other
has simply moved out of her parents’ home to find a new life away
from them and her fiancé, who turns out to be a low-life. But after
interviewing said fiancé and several of the girl’s friends and
relatives, Meg is not so sure.

 


One of the motifs that
separates this novel from other lesbian PI novels is the fact that
Meg—when the book starts—is a divorced mother of two teenagers with
an on-again, off-again boyfriend named Tom.

 


The book reminds me
somewhat of Andrew Vachss, at least in terms of the subject matter:
kiddie porn and abuse, so it’s not for everyone.

 


I can find no evidence
that Meg is a lesbian. It seems that I finished this book without
reviewing it, possibly because of that reason. However, Meg Lacey
is listed in Wikipedia as a Lesbian Mystery protagonist. Possibly
she becomes lesbian in book 2

 


Final Rating:
Because I decided that Meg was straight, I failed
to review if in its entirety after I had finished. Now, years
later, I simply do not remember enough about it to give it a
rating.


Liz Bradbury

(Dates
not available)

 


Series: Maggie Gale Mysteries

Main Character: Maggie Gale

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-police)

Type of Mystery: Hard-Boiled

Age in First Book: About 35

Residence: New York City

Love Interest: Kathryn Anthony
(college professor)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Angel Food and Devil
Dogs, 2008


Being the Steel
Drummer, 2012
(Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

I read the 2013 ebook version of the first
book in this series, which I purchased from Smashwords. Bradbury
also has a longish Maggie Gale short story called “Stage Whisper,”
which came out in 2013.

 



Angel Food and Devil Dogs

This is one of the very first lesbian
mysteries I ever read. At the time, I didn't know that the genre
was to be an obsession for me in the years to come, so I did not
write a review. Someday, I will have to reread the book and do this
properly. I do remember, though, that the main character, PI Maggie
Gale, is very out and very comfortable, almost offhand in her
sexuality, with lots of lesbian friends and acquaintances. This,
the first novel in the Maggie Gale series, is a well-written and
exciting story, with a strong love interest and plenty of sex. I am
interested in going on with the series and recommend the book to
like-minded people. Rating? Probably somewhere close to a 4.

 


Final Rating: 4


R.E. Bradshaw

(Dates
not available)

 


Series 1: Rainey Bell Thrillers

Main Character: Rainey Blue Bell

Profession: Bail Bondswoman
(e-FBI)

Type of Mystery: Investigative
Thriller

Age in First Book: 40

Residence: Raleigh, North Carolina

Love Interest:

Drink of Choice: Tequila

Name of Cat: Freddie Krurger

Titles in This Series:


Rainey Days, 2010


Rainey Nights, 2011 (Lambda
Finalist)


The Rainey Season, 2013 (Lambda
Finalist)


Relatively Rainey, 2016 (Lambda
Finalist)


Colde & Rainey,2014


Rainey with a Chance of Hale,
2017

Other Lesbian Mystery Titles:


Molly: House on Fire, 2012 (Lambda Finalist) (see
review below)

Emendare,
2019

Discussion:

Notes: Rainey Bell owns her own bonding
agency and her tough sidekick is an old friend of her father's. The
author has stated that she was unaware of Stephanie Plum—who also
works in bail bonding. I read a sample of the first book in this
series and found it to be readable enough and reasonably priced,
although the last two are higher.

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Molly Kincaid

Profession:
Attorney

Type of Mystery:
Investigative and Legal Thriller

Age in First Book:
39

Residence:
Durham, North Carolina

Love Interest:
Leslie Walker (psychologist, about Molly’s
age)

Drink of Choice:
Not given, but she enjoys Basil Hayden's
Bourbon

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Molly: House on Fire, 2012 (Lambda
Finalist)

Discussion:

Bradshaw is also the
author of the Rainey Bell thrillers. I read what appears to be the
first REB printing of this book. Molly Kincaid appears as a minor
character in several of the Rainey Bell mysteries.

 



Molly: House on Fire

I was drawn to this book
because of the praise it has garnered from its readers—praise that
seems genuine rather than just friend reviews. In fact, it may be
one of the most beloved lesbian mysteries ever, with over 300
five-star ratings. And many of the book’s fans enjoy the book over
and over again.

 


For one thing, it has
length—at 450 pages, Bradshaw has more than enough room to do
everything that has to be done to make a novel complete, unlike so
many of the early Naiad mysteries that topped out at less than half
that number of pages.

 


The plot is deliciously
complicated, but essentially, Molly Kincaid, a top-notch lawyer
living in Durham, North Carolina, receives a request from a dying
man to solve a murder that happened in her old home town of
Waitesville. This simple request—which she initially refuses—brings
Molly’s entire bizarre and tragic childhood back to her in a rush.
And make no mistake, this book is about Molly first and foremost;
the mystery is secondary. So far, so good, especially since Molly
is an interesting and unique individual. One of the most
interesting parts of the book, though has to do with Molly's
client, Joey, who lives with Asperger's Syndrome. The unique way
that Leslie—Joey's psychologist—communicates with him is not only
enjoyable, but informative.

 


I like the fact that the
very popular Bradshaw publishes her own books. This is the
direction that modern publishing is going and the quicker all
lesbian mystery writers take control of their own product, the
better off they will be financially. The main trouble is that many
indie writers don’t have access to or can’t afford adequate
editors. Although Molly: House on
Fire reads better than most, there
are still problems. I’m going to mention some of them here because
most of the other reviewers have not.

 


First of all, Bradshaw
seems to have her own theory about when to use hyphens for compound
adjectives. “A dope using poor
man,” for instance, instead of “a
dope-using poor man.” Or “ear
splitting levels” instead of
“ear-splitting levels.” There are a lot of these. If she has a
no-hyphens philosophy, fine, but she does use them sometimes so
consistency is an issue. Second, the author sometimes gives us too
much information—not anything really important to the story, just
filler. Here’s an example. Molly has instructed Randy, her
assistant on the case, to put some required forms in his briefcase
and bring them to an important meeting. Yet when he does, Molly’s
response is to gush. “Molly was more
certain than ever that she made the right decision, [sic] in making
Randy a partner.” These
overstatements are more subtle and harder to catch in an otherwise
interesting novel, but they are there in abundance and
detract from what could have been a tighter novel. The additions
are not bad, just unnecessary—something that a better editor would
have pointed out. My final peeve is Bradshaw’s decision to bring in
Rainey Bell from her popular Rainey Bell Mysteries series. I think
she should have just mentioned her in passing, maybe even asked for
help but was told that Rainey was too busy. This is Molly’s book
and it is unfair to her as a character for Rainey to wave a
technological wand and make things better. It wasn’t necessary;
Molly is a very strong, very intelligent character and could
have—should
have—handled the case by herself. In
fact, I think that Bradshaw should write a prequel that describes
Molly’s first cases and especially her first million-dollar case. A
case that was solved before Molly met Rainey Bell.

 


The first half of the book
roped me in pretty well. Molly’s love interest, Leslie Walker, a
psychologist, is a likeable character and a good match for Molly.
Their flirting throughout the book is charming. Yet somehow, I felt
that halfway though, the book was over. I knew virtually everything
that was going to happen—both with Leslie and with the murder. All
that was left to do was wade through the prose to the end. As far
as the ending goes, I felt there were far too many unbelievable
twists and contrivances—not the least of which was the ever-popular
and always-annoying gambit of having your otherwise extremely
intelligent protagonist suddenly do something completely stupid and
out of character for the sake of injecting a little excitement and
suspense into the story. A good novel does not need this type of
formulaic implausibility.

 


Having said all this—and
because I read one of the earliest printings of the paperback
version of this book—Bradshaw may have already dealt with these
problems without my knowing it. If so, my apologies. If I had to do
it over again, I would have purchased the ebook, which is
reasonably priced.

 


My rating? Well, it really
doesn’t matter much, does it, especially since my own scores don’t
affect Bradshaw’s average. Still, I can’t rave about the book like
so many others have done. Nor do I feel much like ranting about how
everybody else has overrated it. The first half is somewhere around
a 4; the last half nearer a 3. It is a decent book with a good plot
and excellent protagonist that needs some trimming down. Call it
3.5 and try the first of the Rainey Bell mysteries. At the time I
am writing this, the ebook is priced reasonably.

 


Final Rating: 3.5


Andrea Bramhall


(1979-)

 


Series:
Norfolk Coast Investigation Story
Series

Main
Character: Kate Brannon

Profession:
Police Detective Sergeant

Type of
Mystery: Police Procedural

Age in First
Book: 35

Residence:
Docking, King’s Lynn, Norfolk, U.K.

Love
Interest: Georgina (Gina) Temple
(campsite manager, 26)

Pet:
A collie named Merlin

Drink of
Choice: Wine, Bailey’s Irish
Cream

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
2

Romance
Index: 4

Titles in This
Series:


Collide-O-Scope, 2016 (Goldie Finalist,
Lambda Finalist)


Under Parr, 2017


The Last First Time, 2017 (Lambda
Finalist)

Discussion:

I read a review copy
of Collide-O-Scope, which was
kindly provided in ebook form by the publisher in mid-June, 2016.
As I write this, Bramhall is still in her 30s—young enough to write
many sequels. At the time of this writing, she serves as a
part-time editor for her publisher, Ylva, alongside Jae and Lee
Winter.

 



Collide-O-Scope

If you read a lot of
lesbian mysteries, especially those involving police officers, you
probably realize that some of them are written to a formula. That’s
not necessarily bad unless you get to a point at which the
character types and the plot sequences start becoming a little too
familiar. That’s how I felt about Collide-O-Scope: In this case,
Kate Brannon, a police officer, meets Gina Temple, a suspect or
witness in a murder investigation, and falls for same. Then Gina
does something dumb to put herself in danger, and Kate gets to
rescue her in the nick of time. There are more points to the
formula, but these are the most obvious. The difference is how well
the author succeeds and how many interesting differences she
manages to insert into the narrative.

 


Luckily, some of the
details that author Bramhall comes up with earn
Collide-O-Scope, which involves the murder of a campsite owner on the
Western coast of England, a better-than-average rating. Gina, for
instance, is a better-than-average girlfriend. In fact, half of the
chapters are told through her third-person point of view. Gina has
a 9-year-old daughter, who is, again, drawn better than most
children found in lesbian mysteries. A subplot involving the
daughter and a .22 rifle is not only entertaining, but creative and
believable once we suspend our disbelief about how the girl
obtained the rifle. Even the murder victim’s dog, Merlin, who Kate
adopts, plays a large part in the plot. Local color, too, is used
to good effect when Kate’s car gets flooded by an incoming tide.
And the fact that Gina suffers from anxiety attacks not only lets
us know her better, but is an important part of the
plot.

 


The style of the novel is
engaging, and the pace is just about as good as it gets. I like
Kate and the other characters—even the bad ones—and the
investigation proceeds in an exciting manner. The plot, however, is
. . . well, sometimes a plot will get away from an author and she
will have to jiggle it a bit to get it to hang together. In this
case the jiggle didn’t work. Kate Brannon and her colleagues are
shown time and time again to be exceptional at their jobs, yet
three quarters of the book elapses before Kate realizes where the
killing shot was fired from—something that almost every reader will
know immediately. I mean—and there’s a spoiler here—the dead woman
was facing the sea. For Kate—or anybody on her team—not to realize
that the shooter was on a boat is not just improbable, it is
impossible. And the author knows this! You can tell by the
way she tends to shift the reader’s attention away from the truth
by telling us where the victim was not facing—the houses behind
her for instance. And the water is always referred to as “the
harbor” so that maybe the reader will not think of water quite so
easily. When Kate finally has a light bulb explode in her head, she
says, “I really am a fucking idiot,” as if to partially explain her
tardiness in finding the solution. Sorry. Nice try, though, but
Kate is very decidedly not
an idiot. She would have thought of it not only
sooner than she did, but she would have thought of it
at once.

 


When something impossible
happens in a mystery, I have to declare that the book has a
fatal flaw–a
happening that, in essence, ruins the story. But the
improbabilities don’t end there. It is also almost impossible that
one of the officers on her team would not have mentioned that the
murder victim had previously filed several complaints about some of
the suspects. And then there is the scene I refer to above where
the 9-year-old girl is given a loaded rifle by her loving father
and told to go out on the moors—unsupervised—to shoot him a hare
for his breakfast. There is only so much of our disbelief that we
can suspend.

 


There is good writing here,
though. The post-mortem scene in the mortuary is done gracefully.
When Gina collapses during one of her panic attacks,
“she felt as if a pin had been pulled
from her knees and she dropped to the floor.” Nicely done.

 


Without the
impossible-to-believe scenes, Collide-O-Scope would have
easily rated a 4 or even higher. But with them, I have to give it a
3.4—not enough to be automatically raised to the next digit. The
good news is that the sequel will be available soon. Hopefully,
Bramhall will let us know what happened to some of the characters
who we met in this one—like the lively Inspector Timmons. And that
she will have more of a handle on her plot.

 


Final Rating: 3.4



Robin Brandeis

(1961-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Lane Montgomery

Profession:
Investigative Reporter

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not stated (early 30s?)

Residence:
Louisville, Kentucky

Love Interest:
Ann Alexander (investigative reporter)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not stated

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


She Scoops to Conquer, 2003

Discussion:

Robin Brandeis has
virtually no internet footprint so there is not much that is
available in the way of bio. Here is my full review of her
excellent only novel. I read the first New Victoria
printing.

 



She Scoops to Conquer

Lane Montgomery is the
chief investigative reporter for Louisville’s “reputable”
newspaper, The Louisville
Daily. Ann Alexander is her
counterpart at The Metropolitan
Inquirer, a tabloidish rival of the
Daily. Lane claims to despise the beautiful but unethical Ann until
they find themselves having to investigate what appears to be two
connected crimes involving a slain 15-year-old inner-city
boy.

 


The crimes—and the mystery
itself—are no joke; in fact, Lane uncovers a serious lack of
fairness in her own profession when she notices that stories on
crimes against minorities are generally buried deep in the paper
while high-profile crimes against whites garner banner headlines.
Ditto for the police investigations of same. But when Lane gets a
grudging go-ahead to write an in-depth piece on the young man that
was killed, she begins to find out a few facts she doesn’t want to
know.

 


So the actual plot of the
book is a serious one—and dangerous, too, as Lane finds out while
doing her research. On the other foot, Lane’s interactions with Ann
are not only among the most humorous in lesbian fiction, but the
most sensuous as well. Both women are fem—and each tries to outdo
the other not only in getting her story first, but in insisting
that the other is the more beautiful and desirable. Like its near
namesake, Oliver Goldsmith’s She
Stoops to Conquer, this can be
considered at least partly a romantic comedy.

 


Brandeis maintains her
first-person point of view in an interesting, straightforward, and
humorous way all at once. Lane is a very likable character and it
is a shame that she was not brought back for an encore. It is a
point of view that lesser writers, like the more popular Mary Wings
or Sarah Dreher, could have learned a lot from. There is some
wisdom in the book, too. When Lane speaks about her homophobic
mother, her grandmother replies, “Now,
I love your mother, but she hasn't learned yet that a daughter’s
love is worth a whole lot more than other people’s
opinions.”

 


And hey, here’s something
unexpected. The solution of the mystery is not nonsense as are most
other solutions in lesbian mystery fiction (and mystery fiction in
general). As I often mention, readers should no longer expect
solutions to make sense, but this one does. The only real flaw, I
think, is that the author unnecessarily keeps an important
interview with a suspect a secret until the end. It mars the ending
a little by making it seem rushed. Still, I recommend the book
wholeheartedly. Give it a 4.5 or so and put it in your Top 25
List.

 


Final Rating: 4.5


Breathedout

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Sherlock Holmes / Johnny Watson

Main
Characters: Sherlock Holmes and Johanna
(Johnny) Watson

Profession:
Private Investigator / Garage Mechanic

Type of Mystery:
Historical / Investigative

Age in First Book:
26 / late 20s

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Each other

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Gin and Tonic

Best Friend:
None / Mickey Stamford (garage owner)

Heat Index:
4.75

Romance Index:
4

Title:


How The Mouth Changes Its
Shape, 2013

Discussion:

There are many books listed in this volume,
such as Tanya Muir’s Breaking Away, that began as fanfiction
(mostly inspired by Xena) but were significantly revised before
publication. How the Mouth Changes Its Shape is, at this
writing, only available at Archive of Our own, as
fanfiction. It is the only unrevised fanfiction novel included in
this volume, although there are probably a ton more that fit in the
general lesbian mystery category. Fanfiction is its own world, with
incredibly loyal and proactive fans, who lend advice, comments, and
even illustrations to their favorite works. It is also—possibly
intentionally—pretty difficult to navigate unless you are one of
those minions. “Few Were the Words We Said” is a short story
featuring the same characters. Breathedout is the pseudonym of an
author I have not yet identified.

 



How The Mouth Changes Its Shape,

I have written about a number of lesbian
mysteries that use Sherlock Holmes as a model, but with minor name
changes to suit the gender change. Shirley Combs, comes to mind, as
does Charlotte Olmes. Then there is the Janet Watson chronicles.
Other writers who use similar characters include Nene Adams and
Olivia Stowe. In the case of How the Mouth Changes Its
Shape, though, the author does not bother to change the names
of the characters. Sherlock Holmes and Johnny Watson are both
females and both lesbians.

 


Having gotten that out of the way, How the
Mouth Changes Its Shape is a pretty good romp. Holmes and
Watson are living in post-WWII London, where Holmes is just
beginning her practice as a consulting detective. Her first murder
case involves the death of a long-time patron of one of London’s
only bars that cater to women. Homage to Murder at the Nightwood
Bar for sure, but also reminiscent of other murders in lesbian
hangouts, including Carlene Miller’s Killing at the Cat,
Kate Allen’s Tell Me What You Like, and others.

 


The very best part of this book is the
flashback to Sherlock’s boarding school days, where she experiments
with chemicals, keeps notes on how fast her own wounds heal, and
wonders about her sexuality. Although the timeline is slightly
different, the comparison to Libba Bray’s Gemma Doyle series is
inescapable. I wouldn’t be surprised if Breathedout used the same
girls school that appears in those novels as her inspiration.

 


It is here in Queen Margaret’s School for
Girls that the author begins her treatise on butches and femmes,
which permeates the book far more than in any other lesbian mystery
I have read. When the story lurches forward into 1954, Johnny
Watson is described not only as a butch, but one that h as bedded
just about every femme in London—including real-life “Blonde
Bombshell” actress Diana Dors. And in this novel, it seems that a
butch’s job is to give pleasure , although receiving pleasure in
return is frowned upon.

 


The second. The second thing I enjoyed about
this novel was the author’s use of punctuation. Especially in
awkward conversations. Like in the first part of this paragraph, it
creates pauses of a certain length without using conventional
methods and without seeming to be just a silly protest against the
grammar police. It can also show confusion without the constant use
of uh and um.

 


The mystery itself, which doesn’t begin until
halfway through the book, concerns wartime profiteering. This
subject—as well as many other aspects of the 1940s and 1950s
world—is not only well researched, but the research is provided at
the end of each chapter. This may be a standard feature of
fanfiction but my knowledge of the genre is not deep enough for me
to know for sure. The lesbian bar—Gateways—that is featured in the
story is particularly well researched.

 


I suppose that the mystery is interesting
enough and the author tries mightily to make it exciting. But much
of the mystery for me was trying to figure out whether Johnny was
ever going to let Sherlock assume the top position in one of their
intimate encounters. The sex scenes are very long and complex and
filled with grunts and sighs of “more, more.” They are so over the
top that I suspect some tongue and cheek is involved.

 


The thing that I have the most trouble with,
though, is keeping the character’s name Sherlock. Granted, there is
only one Sherlock that I have ever heard of—the Conan Doyle
character—and if he had chosen his character to be female I would
see her as such. As it is, though, I see Breathedout’s character as
Basil Rathbone or Jeremy Brett. And they are femmes. Yii! In short,
this novel is a good fit for Archive or Our Own, but it would
probably not be as well received anywhere else.

 


Final Rating: 3.4



Terri Breneman

(1961)

 


Series:
Toni Barston Mysteries

Main
Character: Toni Barston

Profession:
Attorney

Type of
Mystery: Romantic Suspense

Age in First
Book: Not given

Residence:
Fairfield, Missouri

Love
Interest: Victoria (Boggs) Boggsworth
(police investigator, 39, ex-Air Force)

Pet:
a cat named Mr. Rupert

Drink of
Choice: White Wine, Kahlua

Best Friend:
Lea (no last name give, a straight
lawyer)

Heat Index:
1

Romance
Index: 3.5

Titles in This
Series:


Anticipation, 2006


Borderline, 2007 (Goldie
Finalist)


Compulsion, 2008


Delusional, 2009 (Goldie
Finalist)

Discussion:

I read what appears to be
the first paperback printing of the first novel in this series. It
appears that she set out to write a novel with a title beginning
with every letter of the alphabet in order, but got tired out after
4.

 



Anticipation

The longer I spend on
studying the Lesbian Mystery genre, the more I wish I had known
earlier—which, of course, is impossible and is the very reason we
begin our studies in the first place. But if I could do it over
again, I would make a note next to each title as whether the book
involves a serial killer. And next to the serial killer I would
make a note as to whether he (or, less likely, she) was a
religious, homophobic, voice-hearing, pill-popping, and
misogynistic psychopath (but secretly, of course, so that none of
his everyday friends would suspect). And I’ll admit I would tend to
stay away from these.

 


But after all, many Agatha
Christie novels are about serial killers, right (although they
didn’t call them that back then). It was “Miss Marple had to catch
the killer before he killed again,” but in most cases he did kill
again, over and over. So there is definitely a market for these
books. The trouble is, after you have read 50 of the things, your
rating tends to drop, probably for no better reason than boredom.
Anyway, let’s cut to the serial killing, shall we?

 


The books in this series
are titled in A-B-C-D order, but the title Anticipation actually does a
lot of work. For one thing, the flirting between the two
protagonists—Toni and Boggs—is titillating and we want them to get
together. For me, though, I was also in a state of anticipation as
to when this book would turn into a mystery, which it kind of does
around page 150. As Toni says, “At
least now I feel we’re doing something constructive instead of
sitting on our butts.”

 


Breneman’s prose is
workerlike, with a few lapses, such as the heavyhandedness
of “She knew he didn’t like women
attorneys. He thought women should be secretaries and leave the
“real work” to men.” Or the silliness
of the killer’s internal dialogue when he thinks,
“One day people would realize how he had rid
the world of filth. He would be recognized as a hero and they would
be in awe of his brilliance.” He even
giggles in anticipation (there’s that word again) of his next
killing.

 


On the other hand,
Anticipation boasts one of the best cat characters in the genre. Mr.
Rupert acts not only as Toni’s companion, but is someone that she
speaks to constantly. In addition to being cute, it serves as an
alternate narration technique, letting the reader see what she is
thinking without having to use internal monologue. This brings up
the books rating at least another half star. Unfortunately, Mr.
Rupert’s involvement in the climax of the story takes away that
half star and more. It’s not the first book I’ve read in which a
pet saves the day, but I hope it is the last.

 


And for those of you that
read Lesbian Mysteries primarily for the romance and sex, well, at
least there’s plenty of romance. In fact, aside from a few
inanities, the back and forth between the two is both spirited and
fun. The last 50 or so pages are also—although
predictable—exciting. The wanderings inside the killer’s head are
so silly that they are hard to take seriously and cut the suspense
level down considerably. The author, who was once a counselor,
attempts to explain the killer’s actions. On a literary level,
though, I’m afraid she failed.

 


So there are a couple of
good things about the book, but a number of bad things as well.
Overall, I would rate this book somewhere between a 2 and a 3. The
sequels may very well improve, but I doubt I will want to wade
into Borderline
or the others.

 


Final Rating: 2.5


Cade Brogan

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Rylee Hayes Thriller
Series

Main Character: Rylee Hayes

Profession: Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery: Medical Thriller

Age in First Book: 35

Residence: Near Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest: Kenzie Brigam (34,
church secretary)

Pet: A coonhound named Buckshot

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Close Enough to Touch, 2017


Deadly Deception, 2018

Discussion:

Cade Brogan is he pseudonym of K. A. Moll,
who writes mysteries under that name. This is another series filled
with serial killers, told partly from the serial killer’s point of
view. My favorite. Not. These books are described by the author as
“thrillers,” but they still involve a sleuth-of-sorts solving
murders. Certainly not the closest to the borderline as some other
books in this volume.


Valerie Bronwen

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Winter Lovelace

Profession: Writer and Professor

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book:

Residence: Upstate New York, New
Orleans

Love Interest: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Slash and Burn, 2014 (Lambda Finalist)

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:

A Lamentation of
Swans, 2017

Discussion: Bronwen is listed as a
former journalist and creative writing teacher who lives in New
Orleans. However, she has virtually no internet footprint.


 


Echo R. Brooks

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Rachelle

Profession:
Private Investigator for a law firm

Type of Mystery:
n/a

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
n/a

Love Interest:
Kara (attorney)

Drink of Choice:
Whiskey

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Private
Investigation, 2020

Discussion:

At 133 pages, this is more correctly
described as a novella. It may have more than a hint of
erotica.


 


G.R. Browda

(1945-)

 


Series: Gloria Morris Murder
Mysteries

Main Character: Gloria Morris

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: 30

Residence: San Francisco,
California

Love Interest: Sparkle Napier (32, law
firm receptionist)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: King Alphonse (Kahlua
coffee liqueur))

Best Friend: Sheridan Brennan (55,
straight lawyer)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Out of Control, 2019


Honor in Control, 2020

Discussion:

The author lives in California and holds a
black belt in Okinawan Karate. A third book in the series is
planned. The first novel in the series is written in a pretty good
omniscient point of view, which is probably the most difficult POV
to do really well. And if you want to learn how to kill a criminal
in the space of three seconds using only your hands, this book
might interest you.


Lissa Brown

(Dates not available

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Characters: Patricia (Trish) /
Gabriella (Gabby)

Profession: Waitresses

Type of Mystery: Historical

Age in First Book: n/a / n/a

Residence: Newark,
New Jersey

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Filthy Money, 2020

Discussion:

Call this one a historical, as it takes place
in the 1950s. The description makes it sound like an enjoyable
read.

 



Maggie Brown

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Mackenzie (Mac)
Griffith

Profession: War Correspondent

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Brisbane, Australia

Love Interest: Rachel Anderson (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Mackenzie's Beat, 2015 (Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

Maggie Brown is Australian and has a master’s
degree in creative writing. All of her half dozen novels are listed
as romance, but this one has a bit more mystery.


Savannah Brown

(1996-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Mona Perry

Profession: Podcaster

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age in First Book: 17

Residence: Sandown Bay, Western
U.S.

Love Interest: Peyton (student)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:

Title:


The Things We Don't
See, 2021

Other Lesbian Mystery:


The Truth About Keeping
Secrets, 2019

Discussion:

Both the author and the protagonist are bloggers.
Things We Don’t See is about a 17-year-old blogger
determined to find out what happened to a young singer 34 years
earlier. Both novels listed above are young adult.


Lila Bruce

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Avery Brown

Profession: Sheriff’s Detective

Type of Mystery: Paranormal

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Bethel Springs, Alabama

Love Interest: Cameron Reinhart (TV
personality)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Chasing Shadows , 2019

Discussion:

There may be elements of the paranormal in
this one, but it does appear to be a true mystery. It is also
supposed to be quite humorous—a rarity in lesbian mystery fiction.
Sounds like fun.


Sigrid Brunel


(1939-)

 


Series:
Stand-Alone Novel

Main
Character: Magalie Lisan

Profession:
Travel Agent

Type of
Mystery: Investigative,
Travel

Age in First
Book: 27

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love
Interest: Danielle Meylan (travel
writer)

Drink of
Choice: Calvados

Pet
None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Woman With Red Hair,
1991

Discussion:

Sigrid Brunel is an
accomplished sailor and painter. Here is my full review of this
novel. It is based on the first printing of the New Victoria Press
edition. She worked with ReBecca Béguin when the latter was an
associate at New Victoria.

 



Woman With Red Hair

Magalie Lisan was adopted
and wants to find out what happened to her birth parents and to the
kind woman in whose house she lived as a child—a woman with red
hair she knew only as Celine. So Magalie takes a vacation from her
job as travel agent in San Francisco to visit France, where she was
born. She also wants to explore her mysterious attraction to a
French travel writer, Danielle Meylan, who she met while Danielle
was traveling through California.

 


Like this sentence
(yes, this sentence), the book is written in the third person present
tense. When done poorly, this technique can sink a book; when done
well, it brings the reader closer to the story and rates it an
extra half star for effort. In Woman
with Red Hair, it is done flawlessly.
The writing, too, is far above average despite a clumsy sentence
here and there (possibly because of the fact that English is not
the author’s first language). I blame this clumsiness on the
editor, who also misses a couple of date discrepancies. On the
other hand, because most of the conversations are purported to be
in French, some of the sentences may seem to be skewed slightly,
but this gives the language an authenticity that most similar
conversations lack. When Magalie asks Lucille, a woman she knew as
a child, about what Celine had done after Magalie was adopted,
Lucille answers, “Celine wasn't herself
for days. I feared for her, thought she'd commit some stupid thing
. . .but she coped . . . and then she was gone.”
It's a little odd, but it sounds
right.

 


As Magalie and Danielle go from place to
place in France, talking to person after person in an attempt to
find Celine, the book reads almost as part travelogue, reminding me
of Barbara Wilson’s Cassandra Reilly stories. In fact, the
similarities—in visual descriptions, history, and even politics—are
almost too obvious to think there was not some influence going on.
But surprise surprise; Brunel’s book was published two years before
Gaudi Afternoon, Wilson’s first
Reilly novel.

 


As a mystery, it is odd but satisfying.
Magalie rarely finds out anything of much importance from the dozen
or so people she meets, but each one gives her just enough to go on
to someone else, somewhere else in the southern coast of
France—from picturesque Roussilon to the grim and seamy First
Quarter of Marseille—until she is not only successful in her
search, but also manages to solve two 20-year-old murders in the
process.

 


Magalie (who has been straight all her life)
discovers her true sexuality with less internal conflict than I
would have liked, but her attraction to Danielle (and Danielle’s
attraction to her) are touching and believable. Lucille tells her
and Danielle, “Love is not a placid pond into
which one can mirror oneself. It is more like an ocean with tides,
changing and stormy, There are sea snakes, sunken cities,
shipwrecks. And oysters with peals. But they lie deep.” “We’ll dive
for them,” says Danielle.

 


This novel is one of those rare works that
deserve 4 stars. It is not a brilliant, groundbreaking, 5-star
novel like Looking for Ammu,
which it greatly resembles—and predates—but neither is it something
that you can read once and forget. Not great, but very
recommendable. And if it turns out that Brunel influenced Barbara
Wilson or Claire Macquet, it is an important one as well.

 


Final Rating: 4


Victoria Brunk

(1953-)

 


Series: Ace Montgomery Mysteries

Main Character: Ace Montgomery

Profession: Primate Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Mysterious Whispers, 2003


Blood Is Thicker, 2003

Discussion:

The author has also written a biography of
Melanie Safka under the name Victoria M. Brunk and has a few
nonfiction books listed under Victoria M. Brunk-St. Christopher.
The Ace Montgomery novels are ridiculously hard to find. I was not
even able to find a picture of either of the covers, much less view
a sample of the story.


Liz Bugg

(1949-)

 


Series: Calli Barnow Mysteries

Main Character:
Calliope (Calli) Barnow

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
43

Residence:
Toronto, Canada

Love Interest:
Jessica (Jess) Chang

Pet: a tabby cat named Sherlock

Drink of Choice:
Labatt Blue Light beer

Best Friend:
Dewey (no last name given—a gay black
man)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Red Rover, 2010


Oranges and
Lemons,
2012


Yellow
Vengeance,
2013 (Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

I read what appears to be
the first printing of the paperback edition of
Red Rover.

 



Red Rover

I confess that I like this
book a little more than I originally thought I would. Maybe it’s
because I liked the design and feel of the Insomniac paperback
version, which is very easy on the eyes. Or maybe it was the very
professional pace that Bugg was able to adhere to throughout. I
also liked the theme of the mystery, which involved Calli’s search
for a missing young lesbian in Toronto.

 


Calli herself gives off
reminders of many other lesbian private investigators without
actually borrowing anything and without being given any remarkable
qualities, such as Abigail Padgett’s Blue McCarron, who has no
qualms about giving the reader her views on psychology or
statistics, or Caroline Shaw’s Lenny Aaron, who specializes in cats
and who knows every breed. Callie is just a normal 40-something
woman trying to make a decent living for her and her partner Jess
and hoping that she doesn’t get into something dangerous. The one
quirk that Bugg does bestow on Calli, though, is a good one. She
has anxiety attacks that tend to almost paralyze her unless she
pops a Xanax. I like that kind of human weakness in a character.
And I like the backstory that helps to explain it.

 


In her search for the
missing woman, Calli comes into contact with babydyke Lisa Campbell
and almost falls for her. It is only her love for Jess—who is out
of town during the entire adventure—that saves her from her roving
eye. The trouble is, I really liked Lisa and, at first, wanted them
to get together. Jess was kind of an amorphous telephone presence
that did not let me know why she and Calli were together. Lisa, on
the other hand--again, at first--was the most exciting and lively
character in the cast.

 


Bugg’s prose is only
average, no pops and crackles, but she tells a pretty good,
exciting story. Although I frown on the type of ending she
chooses—I have disparaged it in several other reviews—Bugg does it
with a little more believability than, say, Anne Laughlin. In all,
it reads like a first novel, but one that lets the reader know that
there are better times ahead. Put Calli on a list with other
Canadian sleuths such as Helen Keremos, Harriet Fordham Croft, Jil
Kidd, and Aliki Pateas. It’s not a bad bunch at all. I suspect that
you will be reaching for the second Calli book before any of those
mentioned above.

 


Final Rating:
3


Thomas A. Burns, Jr.

(1953-)

 


Series: Natalie McMasters Mysteries

Main Character:
Natalie McMasters

Profession:
Private Investigator trainee (and college
student)

Type of Mystery:
Psychological/Investigative

Age in First Book:
20

Residence:
Not given

Love Interest:
Maria de Guadalupe (Lupe) Carmella Aguayo Ibanez
(stripper)

Drink of Choice:
Boilermaker

Pet: A cat named Xin Niu

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
1.5

Titles in This
Series:


Stripper!,
2018


Revenge!, 2018


Trafficked!, 2019


Venom!,
2020


Sniper!,
2020


Killers!, 2021

Sister!, 2022

Discussion:

The author is a big fan of
juvenile series novels like the Hardy Boys and Rick Brant, although
that does not necessarily show in these McMasters novels as Natalie
finds herself in situations as adult as you can get.

 



Stripper!

I knew I was getting into
an iffy situation when I noticed that all 4 books in this series
have an exclamation mark after the title. And they are typed in all
caps as well. Tacky to the max, right? It reminds me of another
attention-getting ploy in ebook publishing, which is adding the
series titles and even a few-word description to the title in order
to set it off from more traditional listings. Burns, thankfully
doesn’t descend to this level, but it is always better to let the
writing and the story be the only emphases an author
needs.

 


On the surface, the book
is about Natalie McMasters, a college student and private
investigator trainee in her uncle Amos’s firm, the 3M Detective
agency. By chance, Natalie meets a young woman named Becca, who not
only could be Natalie’s double, but who may be in love with her as
well. Now this is an almost irresistible set up, but Burns ruins it
immediately by killing poor Becca—arguably the most interesting
character in the story—off in the next chapter. What follows is
Natalie’s attempt to find Becca’s killer and her search takes her
into the realms of strip clubs, pole dancing, and internet soft
porn.

 


The book itself reminds me
of some of the classic hack writers of the 1940s and 1950s—writers
who turned out several books a month for a measly few bucks. Guys
like John D. MacDonald, who sometimes churned out stuff 14 hours a
day or Lawrence Block, who once wrote lesbian erotica under a
pseudonym. They had to write quickly because they were probably
hungry, but they also had to be at least semi-professional. In
other words, there was usually not much wrong with their writing
but they never had time to actually craft it into something
special.

 


That’s what I feel like
when I was reading STRIPPER!
It’s a fairly exciting story, most of the
characters are not totally uninteresting, and the locations and
situations are titillating. But something is missing—that something
that raises titillation into satisfaction. For one thing, there
doesn’t seem to be any realistic chemistry between the characters.
Natalie’s doppelganger leaves her a fortune after only knowing her
a couple of days. Ditto for Natalie, who grieves mightily for her
“best friend” of less than a week. Likewise, when Natalie takes in
illegal immigrant Lupe Ibanez, another stripper, it takes her only
a couple of days to realize that Lupe, who seems to have few skills
other than pole dancing and Mexican cooking, is the love of her
life—despite the fact that she had always considered herself
straight. Romance? Well, you need to go elsewhere for that. And the
author’s choice of using first person present point of view was a
bad one. It’s like wearing a see-through skirt to flaunt a body
that just isn’t that interesting to look at.

 


The book is filled with
sexy situations, but any romance or actual sex is muted. The pole
dancing is more erotic than the actual sex scenes, which are built
up only to have the curtain dropped. In short, I met the
characters, watched them working and heard them talking without
believing a word of it. In addition, I made the mistake of reading
the blurbs for the next books in the series and was greatly put
off. Better than average? Maybe, maybe not. I can go either way,
but not much either way.

 


Before I end this review I
have to mention the fact that either Burns has been reading Amelia
Ellis or I have stumbled on the most
extraordinary coincidence. Natalie’s cat, who she inherits from
Becca, is named Xin Niu, which happens to be the names of two of
the Chinese characters in Ellis’s The
Pearl Dragon. And The Pearl Dragon happens to be the
book I read immediately before I began this one. The climactic
ending also is more than reminiscent of Ellis. Kudos to Burns for
giving her a tip of his hat.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Paulette Callen


(1947-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Shiloh

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Psychological/Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given, but probably early 30s.

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Unattached

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles:


Command of Silence, 2009
(Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

This one barely squeaks
through the barriers that make up the guidelines for lesbian
mystery—and only then because it is so good. One of the prominent
characters is a lesbian, but the sexual orientation of the
protagonist, who happens to be a multiple personality, is not
given, although one of the female alter egos tries to seduce a
woman. That will have to suffice. Here is my full review of
Command of Silence.

 



Command of Silence

After reading only a few
chapters of this book, I wondered why it was not a best seller. It
has all the trappings of one. Think of the play Elephant Man: it is a
less-than-wonderfully-written play, but the subject matter
guarantees it a wide audience just as a train wreck guarantees a
gaggle of rubberneckers. Command of
Silence has that unique subject matter
without being poorly executed. What a concept—a detective with
multiple personalities. And it would have been so easy for the
author to completely screw it up. She didn't; instead, we see a
wide range of emotions flitting through at least 10 completely
different identities: a wisecracker, a caretaker, a monster, an
artist, a child, an evil twin; they are all part of Shiloh, and she
needs all of them in order to succeed in her investigations. Or
even just to get through a normal day.

 


I mean, when have you ever
looked forward to the sleuth interrogating the suspects one by
boring one? Well, I certainly did in Command of Silence. Shiloh is just
so freaky that you look forward to seeing how the interviewees
react to her.

 


And Shiloh is incredibly
clever. The way she works out the solution to the mystery (which
involves two abducted children) is superb, creative, and very
exciting. All of the characters are well drawn and
believable.

 


But toward the end of the
book I found out the answer to the question I posed in the first
paragraph. To be a best seller, or even to interest a major
publisher, the final interrogations of the suspects would have to
be more believable. As it is, the criminals simply break down in
the face of Shiloh’s questioning, which to tell the truth, is less
special than her earlier interviews. Nor is it in any way legal. In
life, neither of the guilty parties would have been convicted. I
feel that this is another example of an author getting a fine idea,
then wondering how to work herself out of the corner she finds
herself in at closing time.

 


So far, this book is not
part of a series, and I hope this remains true. In my research on
Callen I found a rumor that she was considering writing a prequel,
but it has not appeared and even her personal website seems to be
gone. I feel that Callen has created something special that would
tend to get old with more than one novel; that the personalities
would just do the same type of bickering we were treated to in this
one. I would far rather the author spend some time working on the
dénouements to this one. To make it the terrific book that it
could, with only a little rethinking, be.

 


Final Rating:
4.5



Kate Calloway

(1957-)

 


Series: Cassidy James Mysteries

Main Character:
Cassidy (Cass, Cassie) James

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
30

Residence:
Cedar Hills, Oregon

Love Interest:
Erica Trinidad

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: Two cats, Gammon and Panic:

Drink of Choice:

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


1st Impressions, 1996

2nd Fiddle, 1997


3rd Degree, 1997

4th Down, 1998


Fifth Wheel,
1998


Sixth Sense,
1999


Seventh Heaven,
1999

8th Day,
2001

Discussion:

According to
Crime Fiction,
Kate Calloway is the pseudonym of Kit Cameron, who I can find out
nothing about. The first 7 of the books in this series, originally
published by Naiad, have been repackaged—and in some cases
reedited—by Bella. Here is my full review of the first novel in the
Cassidy James series.

 



1st Impressions

Cassidy James, numbed by
the death of her lover, sells all her possessions in California and
moves to the Oregon coast. Just for kicks, she goes through the
process of becoming a Private Investigator, but once she actually
gets her license, doubts that she will ever take on any clients.
That’s what she thinks. Luckily, her friend Martha, a police
officer, recommends her to a babelicious client whose unsavory
uncle has just been offed by person or persons unknown. Cassidy
takes the case. Did you think she wouldn't?

 


In the small town where
she lives, everybody, of course, knows everybody. It also seems
that everybody hated the murdered man for one reason or another.
Then another crime occurs, and another. Can they be related? Kudos
for creating a different kind of criminal in this one, although the
motives seem to be a bit (or more) lacking. Still, it takes all
kinds of criminals to make a world.

 


This is an easy read with
interesting characters, a book to take to the beach and bring home
to put on your shelf. You may not want to read it again, but at
least you have it. Cass is kind of a brash fledgling PI. She hands
out her business card to all and sundry and makes it a point to
visit every possible suspect. A couple of times, though, her
investigation proceeds in an improbable way. When she wants to
interview a young man, she goes to his high school football stadium
to find him even though it is summer and it is raining. She also
“just happens to see” one of the other suspects knocking around his
kid sister.

 


It’s not a bad mystery by
any means, and the climactic dénouement is worth the wait, however
unlikely the events. The criminals get theirs and the PI gets to
keep the girl. I guess that’s what it’s all about. What brings a
book out of the “not bad” category, however, is missing from this
one. The writing is okay, no problems. The mystery is also fine, no
problems other than the improbabilities and most mysteries have
these. It is that extra feeling—like in Gina Dartt’s Nova Scotia
mysteries, the literacy—such as in Elizabeth Woodcraft’s books, or
the subject—pick most of the Katherine V. Forrest books, that is
missing here.

 


To be fair, many readers
are scared off by this something extra that makes an okay book into
a good one. Don’t be. Don’t give five stars to something that
deserves only three. It is our job as readers, and—with the advent
of ebook and Print-on-Demand publishing—editors, to set a high
standard for lesbian mysteries. I will give this one a 3, but not
higher. Will I read the second in the series? I will if I get my
hands on it, and I guess that might be recommendation
enough.

 


Final Rating:
3



Lindy Cameron

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Kit O’Malley Mysteries

Main Character:
Katherine (Kit) O’Malley

Profession:
Private Investigator/Amateur Crime Novelist
(ex-police)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
32

Residence:
Melbourne, Australia

Love Interest:
Alexis (Alex) Cazenove lawyer

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Blood Guilt,
1999


Bleeding Hearts, 2001


Thicker Than Water, 2004

Discussion:
Cameron, an Australian, has written a number of
other books, but these are the only mysteries.

 



Blood Guilt

This is another good,
well-written and well-paced lesbian mystery. P.I. Kit O’Malley is
hired by the rich owner of a successful publishing company to find
out what her no-good husband is up to. Along the way she meets with
her client’s rebellious daughter and also with the beautiful Alex
Cazenove, who makes Kit’s head spin so much that she can barely
concentrate on her job. It is seemingly, however, a one-sided
attraction.

 


The mystery is a pretty
interesting one, replete with a lot of bad baddies and a few
goodies, too. Kit earns her fee and author Cameron earns the price
of thee ebook I purchased. Here Australian vernacular is not nearly
as over-the-top as that of Peta Fox, but it still gives you a
little local Australian color. It might even make you want to go
out and buy a jar of vegemite somewhere—Amazon maybe.

 


Cameron inexplicably uses
a technique I first found in Laurie King’s first Kate Martinelli
mystery—referring to the androgynously named lover’s of the main
characters (Lee in King’s book and Sam in Cameron’s). without
telling us what sex they are until at least half the book is over.
I suspect that King did it so as not to turn away homophobic
readers that might have enjoyed the books in her Mary Russell
series. But for Cameron, there seems to be no reason at all. Kit
hangs out with lesbian pals and in fact has a reputation (although
a false one) as a serial lover of women. Cameron goes out of her
way to keep the secret of Sam’s sexual identity a mystery, even to
the point of making her sentences clumsy by not using the personal
pronoun. ‘her’ or ‘she.’ Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe Sam really is a
man, but she never tells us because they break up without the
reader ever seeing Sam, I mean her. I thought this was a cop out in
King’s book and completely senseless in this one.

 


But that’s the only peeve
I have. I like Kit, I like her eventual girlfriend Alex, and I
really like Quinn, Kit’s employer’s daughter. I also like Hector,
the ex-delinquent who tries to help Kit solve the complicated case
that she eventually finds herself with.

 


I enjoyed this book very
much without being able to put it at the top o my favorites list.
This speaks not to the faults of the novel, but to the surprisingly
high quality I am finding in this genre as a whole. I am looking
forward to reading the next book in the series, all three of which
are reasonably priced in ebook format.

 


Final Rating:
4


Amy Rose Capetta

(1984-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Zara Evans

Profession: Actor

Type of Mystery: Theater

Age in First Book: 18

Residence: New York city

Love Interest: Eli Vasquez (theater
lighting assistant)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:

Title:


Echo After Echo,
2017

Discussion:

Zara Evans is described as a chubby, bisexual
Jewish girl. She quits high school and moves to New York in hopes
of having a career on the stage. Although only.18, she is cast as
the female lead in a play that she has always loved. During the
production, she meets and falls in love with the lighting
assistant, Eli Vasquez, who is Puerto Rican, lesbian, and
ex-Catholic. Trouble is, people involved in the production start
dying. It is likely that this book concentrates on the romance more
than the mystery. This is billed as Young Adult.


C. E. Case

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Shelby Kohl

Profession:
Soccer Coach

Type of Mystery:
Sports Whodunit

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:

Love Interest:
Earlene (rookie cop, college student)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Unabiding Halls,
2019

Discussion:

A murder on the fictional Winston College
campus brings together an assistant soccer coach and a rookie
police officer.



Jessie Chandler

(1968-)

 


Series: Shay O’Hanlon Capers

Main Character:
Shay O’Hanlon

Profession:
Coffee Shop Owner

Type of Mystery:
Action Spoof

Age in First Book:
31

Residence:
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Love Interest:
JT Bordeaux (homicide detective)

Drink of Choice:
Fuzzy Navel

Pet: A dog named Dawg

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Bingo Barge Murder, 2011 (Goldie
Finalist)


Hide and Snake
Murder,
2012 (Goldie Winner)


Pickle in the Middle
Murder,
2013


Chip Off the Ice Block
Murder,
2014


Blood Money Murder, 2016
(Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series, as well as a short note on the
second. An interesting side note is that Ellen Hart, who also has a
character in the food service industry in Minneapolis, gave a good
review to Bingo Barge
Murder. Mine is not so
good.

 



Bingo Barge Murder

If I had to give a one-word description of
this book, it would be “lightweight.” Everything seems bouncy and
bubbly—even the murder. I guess that’s okay if the book is meant to
be comic, and certainly this one is, but instead of “ha ha,” what
goes through my head is “umm” or “ouch.”

 


Here’s the setup. Shay’s old fiend Nick
Cooper has words with his employer, who turns up dead the next day.
He asks Shay to hide him, and with the help of his landlady Eddy,
she does. This is one of an almost incalculable number of stupid
things that Shay does in the course of 228 pages. Oh no, let’s not
tell the police our friends have been kidnapped by mobsters, let’s
break into three warehouses, steal a semi truck filled with stolen
almonds, discover a dead body, and rescue them by ourselves.

 


To its credit,
Bingo Barge Murder is not badly written. It moves at a pretty good pace and
there is a lot of action and thrills. The paperback book seems well
edited and produced. Trouble is, I don’t really like any of the
characters. They all seem to be total nitwits and some of them are
just plain yucky. The one interesting thing about Shay is that she
sees red when one of her friends is threatened and always has to be
restrained by Nick Cooper. But that’s all we know—she never really
acts on those protective instincts, other than to wander into
foolish situations. She never beats her fist on the table, rams her
head into the wall, chokes anybody, etc. When she actually gets the
chance to beat on the heads of some criminals, she does little.
When faced with a mobster, does she shoot him with the gun she
holds in her fist? No, she tackles him, despite the fact
that he is also holding a gun on her. When she gets another
similar chance, does she shoot the person holding a gun on her and
her friends? Of course not; she freezes and has to be rescued by a
man who really is mildly retarded. Boo to all of this.

 


And then there’s the dog
she steals . . . but I’ll leave him for the next review. Give this
one less than average number of stars, unless you’re a big fan
of Hootch.

 


Final Rating:
2.3

 



Hide and Snake Murder

Okay, Shay and Coop are back at it again,
dealing with criminals and kidnappers without asking for help from
the police—one of whom Shay has the hots for. But whatever silly,
crazy, stupid thing they do, they never leave home without the big
Hootch-type mutt that Shay stole in the last book. His name is
Dawg, a name I kind of like, and he was named by the criminal Shay
stole him from. But that’s about all I like about him. The huge
pooch—and its salivations and pawings—are virtually everywhere.
I’ve seen this in other books and didn’t like it; don’t like it
here. She also introduces another of her “friends,” a man so gross
that I cringed when he appeared on a page.

 


In fact, after reading the
first book and getting a taste for what this series is about, I
could stomach only about five chapters of this one. Maybe “capers”
are not my style. Certainly the characters, their antics, and their
pets in Bingo Barge Murder
and Hide and Snake
Murder are not.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish


K.J. Charles

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Patricia (Pat)
Merton

Profession: She seems to be
unemployed

Type of Mystery: Historical

Age in First Book: 20s

Residence: England

Love Interest: Fenella Carruth

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Not given

Best Friend: Not given

Heat Index:

Romance Index:

Title:


Proper English, 2019

Discussion:

The novel takes place in England in 1903. The
“estate mystery” angle will have some readers thinking about Agatha
Christie. The author has written a number of other novels, most of
them m/m, including a prequel to Proper English entitled
Think of England.


Lily Charles

(Dates not available

 


Series: Molly and Emma Booksellers

Main Characters: Molly O’Donnell /
Emma Clarke

Profession: Booksellers

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in First Book: Middle age

Residence: Atlanta, Georgia

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend:

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Murder at the Estate Sale, 2020
(Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

This is listed at a series book, although
this seems to be the only one so far. Molly and Emma own separate
bookstores and meet at an estate sale. A great deal of time is
spent in discussing the occult, although I don’t think that it
enters into the solving of the mystery. If it does, let me
know.


 Kira Chase

(Dates not available)

 


Series:
Partners

Main
Character: Frankie Barker/Johanna
Obrien

Profession:
Private Investigators (ex-Police)

Type of
Mystery: Romantic/Investigative

Age in First
Book: 38/40

Residence:
Charlestown, Pennsylvania

Love
Interest: Each Other

Drink of
Choice: n/a

Pet:
None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Partners: The Wrong
Corpse,
2009


Partners: The Other
Woman,
2010


Partners: Blinded By The
Trees,
2011


Partners: Beyond The
Shadows,
2013


Winds of Fire, 2015


Deception, 2017

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series. As of this writing, all of the books
in this series are available in ebook only. More than one of these
books might be properly called a thriller or romantic suspense, but
not all, so they are all included here.

 



Partners: The Wrong Corpse

This book is kind of a
lazy, easy read. Until the ending, I was thinking that it wasn't as
good as it could be, but not as bad as I had expected.

 


Frankie Barker (wears the
trousers) and her lover Johanna Obrien (wears heels) have quit the
Philadelphia Police Department and have opened up a private
investigation service in nearby Charlestown. They have a nice
office in the city and a beautiful log cabin in the pristine
countryside, complete with a pool. And after 12 years together,
they are still in love and lust with each other.

 


When a rich businessman
hires them to tail his wife, they end up embarking on their first
murder investigation. The story is a creative one—the man’s wife
has an identical twin who may or may not be posing as her, the wife
may or may not be having an affair, the client himself might be
lying about just about everything. But this is what makes an
intriguing mystery. One of the main problems in this one is how it
is resolved. Frankie has a suspect in mind; Johanna has another.
Trying to make sure that both characters are right makes the story
so convoluted and continually rearranged that by the end the reader
has no idea what is even going on. And the “solution” itself
is—well, let’s just say “imaginative.”

 


I like the friendship
between the partners and the idea that their abilities as
investigators complement one another. And it’s kind of sweet that
they are continually whispering endearments to each other, but too
much candy can make a girl sick. In fact, the writing is often
sappy. Like this: “We’ll always be safe
as long as we’re together. Always.” Or
this: “She knew that no matter what
blows life would bring her, as long as she had the woman she loved
in her arms she could weather any storm.”

 


To be fair, Chase is
primarily an erotic romance novelist. Make no mistake,
though, The Wrong Corpse
fits into the Lesbian Mystery category. Problem
is, it just isn't a very good one. Three stars seems to be a
popular rating for this one, but I'm not sure I can go that high.
Certainly I was not intrigued enough to read the second book in the
series.

 


Final Rating: 2.4


Baxter Clare

(1959-)

 


Series: Detective L.A. Franco Mysteries

Main Character:
L.A. (Frank) Franco (Her birth name was Lucifera
Angelica, but she legally changed it to L.A.)

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
39 (40 in Book 2)

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Allison (Audi) Kennedy (police detective 29),
Gail Lawless (Books 2-3) (medical examiner)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Scotch (Dewars, Book 1, Glenfiddich, Book 2). She
also likes stout and Corona.

Best Friend:
Noah Jantzen, her former police partner, a
straight man

Heat Index:
2 (less in books 2-3)

Romance Index:
3.5

Titles in This
Series:


Bleeding Out,
2000


Street Rules, 2003


Cry Havoc, 2003 (Lambda
Finalist)


Last Call, 2004


End of Watch, 2006


Hold of the Bone, 2015 (Goldie
Finalist)

Discussion:

Baxter Clare is a pseudonym
of Vicki Trautman. She has been publishing her more recent books
under the name Baxter Clare Trautman. Only a couple of her books
are available on Amazon as ebooks. But at $9.99 they are too
expensive—and they don’t seem to be available as ebooks elsewhere.
Her print publisher is currently Val McDermind’s Bywater Books. I
read what appears to be the first Bella printing of
Bleeding Out,
which was reprinted from the original Firebrand Press
edition.

 



Bleeding Out

This book starts out like a
ball of fire with good writing, a finely delineated cast of
characters, and two (count them) two murders in the first chapter.
The first body is that of a small-time drug pusher shot execution
style; the other that of a high-school girl who went missing from a
school field trip. Can the two be related? In the teeming city of
Los Angeles it doesn’t seem likely. Luckily, Lieutenant L.A Franco
has no life outside of work, so she is free to delve into the
murders as much as she wants. “The
hide-and-go-seek for clues, the hunt and chase for perps—this was
as close as Frank came to being playful:”

 


But when the young
detective Audi Kennedy, with her cheekiness and schoolgirl looks,
is brought into the division to act as a decoy to trap the killer,
Frank wants nothing to do with her. The reasons for this and its
resolution are as integral to the book as the solving of the
murder. And this is as it should be. This is what a good lesbian
mystery consists of: a riveting crime, great, well-delineated
characters, crisp dialogue, and a budding romance. Do all good
lesbian mysteries have to have all of these? Of course not, but
this one has, so go ahead and enjoy it to the fullest.

 


Frank Franco is an
emotionless, hard-as-nails, butchy, tall, muscular, blue-eyed,
workaholic lieutenant with a dark and very secret past. Audi
Kennedy is younger, cuter, more femme. Frank’s partner Noah is a
sympathetic family man and her supervisor is more interested
in looking good than doing
good. Police Procedural clichés? Yes. But Baxter
Clare is able to take these givens and make them work far better
than her contemporaries. Another familiar technique in this book is
the author’s occasional glimpse into the mind of the murderer.
Almost every chapter ends with an italicized paragraph or two from
the life of same. This is one of those point-of-view decisions that
I often have problems with, but Clare does it better than
most—maybe better than anyone—so that, in the end, we have his
complete, sick, story.

 


Frank is real, alive, and
sympathetic. Her inner turmoil is almost palpable. From the hot
beginning, the story builds and builds and builds—and the pressure
inside Frank builds concomitantly—until the explosive ending, when
the mystery is solved and Frank crashes and burns into tiny charred
fragments that it will take someone special to put back
together.

 


There is a fullness about
this book that is absent from most lesbian mysteries. At a little
over 300 pages, Clare has given herself room to achieve pretty much
anything she wants to achieve. Her writing is mature, her voice
powerful and assured, the solution to the mystery is believably
reasoned out. And as a bonus, we also get to witness Frank and her
team working on other cases. By the time I finished the book, I
felt that I had been given a wild, wide, and complete reading
experience.

 


In short,
Bleeding Out is
the kind of book that makes you want to go back and give other
books you have read a lower rating. Books by Radclyffe, for
instance. There is simply no comparison between this book and most
other lesbian police mysteries. Giving this one 4.7 may be
short-changing it. Give it that anyway and call it an instant Top
25 keeper.

 


Final Rating:
4.7

 



Street Rules

Some books just scream out
to be a best-seller—or maybe the pilot of a fine TV series. They
have great characters, a lot of local color, and an exciting
plot. Street Rules
has all of these and more. But sadly—for
everyone—lesbian mysteries not only don’t make the best seller
lists, but are rejected by publishers that have no qualms about
printing garbage by straight writers.

 


The novel finds Lt. Frank
Franco involved in the brutal murder of six members of the same
family. The main suspect—a drug-addled relative—is later found dead
of an overdose. But Frank is not convinced that he was guilty,
despite her unit’s—and her boss’s—desire to clear the books on the
crime. As it happens, Frank—and many of her co-workers—knew some of
the victims. In fact, a fifteen-year-old cousin named Paca, was a
particular favorite of hers. But when she, too, is gunned down, the
crime becomes personal. She has no choice but to continue her
investigation, because “to do her work she
had to believe that justice existed at some level. Whether it was
meted out from the courts or delivered swiftly on the streets, she
had to know that there was a reason why she did what she did every
day.”

 


One of the things I like most about this
book is Clare’s gritty description of gang life in Los Angeles.
Paca, like most of her family, was a gang member. The author
introduces us to some of the intricacies of gang life and gives us
some cop slang that you probably have never heard before:
wit=witness, dip steel=shoot up, pudding in a cup=body in a trunk,
boot=rookie, grounder=dead body on the street, 10-7=off duty,
SWAT=some wild-ass theory. This language takes us more deeply into
Frank’s world and makes the story more interesting.

 


On the romance side, it
seems that Frank stopped seeing Detective Audi Kennedy after she
found Kennedy en flagrante
with a waitress. But a new medical examiner in
her department is more than willing to take Kennedy’s place—if only
Frank could let go of her past. And dating a medical examiner gives
Frank added incentive to observe a number of postmortems—all of
which are done tastefully but completely. This is another place
where Clare gives us the impression that she knows more about
police work than her curriculum vita would suggest.

 


All in all, this book is just as good—or
nearly so—as the first one. And that’s saying something. Give it a
4+ and hope someone makes takes the series to the screen. In the
meantime, it is up to readers like us to praise novels like these,
because in spite of the great gains that the LGBT community has
earned since this book was published, it seems like no one else
will.

 


Note: I read what seems to be the first
Bella printing of this novel. Although I did catch a few typos, I
was not bothered by them. Nor did I see places where names were
confused—as was mentioned by another reviewer.

 


Final Rating:
4.6

 



Cry Havoc

The events in this book
take place several months after those in Street Rules. Frank Franco is
still dating Gail Lawless, her unit’s medical examiner and they
seem to be doing okay. And her unit is now close to full staff,
having added three members. One of their first cases involves a
victim whose murder had ritualistic overtones—his throat was cut
and a headless rooster was found with his body. Ugh.

 


Turns out that the victim
had ties to Mother Love, the leader of the local Santeria church.
The good Mother is also a known trafficker of drugs so that her
church has occasionally been shut down, but she has never been
convicted. So far, so good. The author’s description of the church
and its leaders is convincing. And some of the actual writing is
better than ever. The times that Mother Love had been temporarily
shut down, “Crackheads had hopped
around the streets like fleas jumping off a dead dog.”
and Frank realized that her job often
involved “dealing with mentalities
that natural selection had somehow overlooked.”
Unfortunately, the actual story and its plot rank
a good notch or two below the first two books in the
series.

 


Maybe it is the religious aspect of the book
that jars me. In fact, spirituality in many forms plays a big part
in the story and in conversations between the characters. One of
Frank’s detectives, back from maternity leave, begs Frank to take
her off the Mother Love case because of her strong Catholic
beliefs. In fact, Frank is lectured on various aspects of religion
by one of her new unit members, whose ex-wife just happens to be a
voodoo mambo. Even her girlfriend Gail plays the old “everything
happens for a reason” harp until I just wanted to turn the page or
get to the next chapter.

 


But spiritual discussions are not
necessarily bad. My main objections to the book have to do with
coincidence vs. reality. We are told by the author to believe that
Mother Love put some kind of a spell on Frank that caused her to
have hallucinations concerning her past lives. We are told to
believe that an old beggar is able to teleport around town and
disappear from a locked examination room. And then we are told that
we have to believe these things and more because the human mind
can’t fathom the actions of the gods and those who work for them.
This might be true, but not in a mystery. In a mystery, it is not
the light vanquishing the dark, it is the detective vanquishing the
criminal.

 


Having to solve a crime involving Santeria
is unique and exciting, but making one of Frank’s new detectives an
expert on the subject—in addition to having an ex-wife who is a
voodoo priestess—is just blatant literary contrivance.

 


I got the idea that Clare didn’t really know
much about Santeria, so that much of the book is kind of a
conversational rehash of her homework. To be honest, that happens a
lot in fiction and Clare does it better than most. But the good is
this time defeated by the bad. Give this one a 3 and hope that
Clare gets back to her strengths in the next book.

 


Note: I read what appears to be the first
paperback Bella printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
3


Jaime Clevenger

(1977-)

 


Series: Kelly Haddon Novels

Main Character:
Kelly Haldon

Profession:
College Student/Karate Instructor/Private
Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
21

Residence:
Ashton, California

Love Interest:
Shannon Wallace (age 22, soldier) and Gina
Hernandez (age 21, rookie police officer)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
She doesn’t drink

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
3.7

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


The Unknown Mile,
2004


Call Shotgun, 2005

Other Lesbian Mystery
Title:


Waiting for a Love
Song, 2015

Discussion:

The author is a
veterinarian in Colorado and the author of a slew of other novels,
including Waiting for a Love
Song, which is listed as a romance, but
the characters do solve a puzzle featuring a mysterious jewelry
box.

 



The Unknown Mile

The truth is,
The Unknown Mile is not
really a mystery. In fact, it is not even a novel. Let me explain.
Kelly Haldon is spending her college summer vacation teaching kids
at a dojo in her home town of Ashton, California—not much more than
a stone’s throw from San Francisco. At 21, Kelly is footloose and
fancy free, so it is no surprise that she gets a crush on two women
at the same time; Gina is a rookie cop and Shannon an enlisted
soldier. Trouble is, the two are best friends.

 


The plot hangs on the
military’s dislike of lesbians in the service. In fact, Shannon’s
ex has been drummed out of the service with a dishonorable
discharge. She is in the process of bringing a lawsuit against the
military when she begins getting death threats. Meanwhile, Kelly is
supplementing her teaching income by doing “deliveries” for the
mysterious ex-FBI and current PI Rick Lehrman. It’s good money and
easy work. Hopefully, it’s even legal.

 


And that’s it; that’s the
whole book. The mystery—and the denouement of the rest of
The Unknown Mile doesn’t
come until the second installment, Call
Shotgun. So in fact, The Unknown Mile is only half a
novel. I suspect that the original manuscript was about 500 pages
and Bella decided to cut it in half and make two books out of it.
To be labeled a mystery—where Kelly actually is involved in solving
a murder—both books have to be combined. Well, I’ve never seen this
before, but maybe I can deal with it.

 


I like Kelly and I also
like Gina. The irrepressible Kelly reminds me somewhat of Bil Hardy
in Joan Opyr’s Idaho Code.
A number of scenes take place in the actual
dojo—and from my perspective as a lay person, they are excellently
done. Unfortunately, the author’s attempt to describe the game of
softball (and baseball) is just as bad as the karate scenes are
good. A man Kelly meets has a crush on “the lead pitcher” on the
San Francisco Giants. What is a lead pitcher, pray tell? She
describes a whole team of 7-year-old Little Leaguers, while Little
League actually consists mostly of youngsters 9-12. One of the
characters says that a team “gained three runs” in the last inning
to win the game. Kelly thinks that if she played softball she would
probably play left outfield (which would have actually been funny
if she would have spelled it left-out field.) In other words almost
everything she says about baseball or softball is inaccurate. Is
this the author’s fault for not doing more research—or at least
asking someone who knows more about the games? Of course it is, but
luckily we have someone else available to lay at least part of the
blame on.

 


Christi (Christine) Cassidy
is listed as editor for The Unknown
Mile Christi, a holdover from Naiad Press,
which was purchased by Bella the year before, always seems to bear
the brunt of my criticism for the various books in which she is
listed as lead editor. For instance, here are a couple of
too-formal constructions that a better editor might have
noticed: “Kelly considered asking her out
on a date,” instead of “Kelly considered
asking her out.” Or “I was supposed to
meet Laura tonight, but I called to cancel out plans,”
instead of simply “I was supposed to meet Laura
tonight, but I had to call and cancel.” Then there is the
astonishing coincidence of encountering a stranger in a train
station in another city who just happens to have a picture of
Shannon’s ex in her briefcase—and it just happens to fall out of
the briefcase so that Kelly can see it. Surely there were ways for
Kelly to get this information in a less contrived way. Come on, if
you’re not a real editor, don’t call yourself one.
The Unknown Mile was
Clevenger’s first novel and she deserved more help than you were
able to give her. Although it’s always possible that the success of
the rest of the book was due to her diligence.

 


I liked the book pretty
much—especially the scenes in the dojo and the tensions about gays
in the military. Still, I can’t give it more than say, a 3.4
because of the flaws and because it ends without ending. I would
read the sequel—or should I say the other half of the story—if I
could find one cheap enough, but that may not happen.

 


I read what appears to be
the first Bella printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
3.4


V. Clifford

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Viv Fraser Mysteries

Main Character:
Viv Fraser

Profession:
Hairdresser

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Edinburgh, Scotland

Love Interest:
Dawn Rhodes (musician), Sal Chapman

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series


Beyond Cutting, 2013


Finding Tess, 2014


Digging Up The Dead, 2015


Deception is the Old
Black, 2017


Who is She?, 2018


Wounded Knights, 2019


At Sea,
2021

Discussion:

Some of these books were
also published under the name Vicki Clifford. Like her protagonist,
she is a hairdresser. She also has a PhD in psychotherapy. Viv
Fraser is bisexual, but seems to have long, serious relationships
with women but short ones with men.


Rachel Cochran

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main
Character: Louisa (Lou)

Profession:
Bar Manager

Type of Mystery:
Whodunit

Age : 29

Residence:
Parson, Texas

Love Interest:
Heather

Drink of Choice:
Lone Star Beer

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Gulf, 2023

Discussion:

A murder in an old decaying mansion in Texas.
Cochran has a PhD in creative writing.

 



E.J. Cochrane

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Characters: Matilda (Maddie)
Smithwick

Profession: Dog Walker

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: A dog named Bart

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Dottie

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Sleeping Dogs Lie,
2016


Double Dog Dare, 2018


Hounded,
2023

Discussion:

E.J. Cochrane is a college
English teacher, dog walker, and marathon runner. Erik Schubach
also has a series about a dog walker who solves
mysteries.


R.E. (Robert Edwin) Conary

(1945-))

 


Series 1:
Rachel Cord Confidential
Investigations

Main Character:
Rachel Cord

Profession:
Private Investigator (Ex-Army MP)

Type of Mystery:
Modern Noir/Investigative

Age in First Book:
33 (She is 39 in Book 4 and about 48 in book
5)

Residence:
A largish, mythical town resembling St. Louis,
Missouri

Love Interest:
Wendy Devlin (beginning in Book 2. She is a
42-year-old banker)

Drink of Choice:
Glenfiddich Single Malt Scotch

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None Given

Heat Index:
4 (down to 0.5 in book 5)

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This Series:


Life's a Bitch. So Am
I, 2009


Still A Bitch, 2010


Rachel Cord Pi and the 'Bad Bitch
Blues',
2013


Queen Of Tarts, 2016


Where The Hell Is Tessa Ryker?,
2020 (Rainbow Winner)

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the first, second,
fourth, and fifth books in this series. I read the 2013 ebook
version of book 1, which has some formatting problems. I
understand, however, that a newer edition of the book is now
available and that those errors have been corrected. I read a
revised, 2015 edition of book 2, which was kindly provided to me
free by the author in electronic form. I read an ebook edition of
book 4 that was provided by the author in January, 2017. I
understand that he has released a slightly corrected edition since
then. I read the ebook version of book 5 that was available online
in December,2021. There is a Rachel Cord short story as well:
“Hangman’s Oak.” Check it out.

 



Life's a Bitch. So Am I

Sometimes you can look at
reviews of a book and tell which are from friends and which are
actual, unbiased reviews. Like this one. More often than not, the
really bad reviews, if any, will have more than a grain of truth to
them. Wussy writing, tons of typos, silly solutions, chatty
characters, etc. But in this case, the few unfavorable reviews were
mostly off base. This book is well written, with likable characters
and an interesting plot and storyline. Some of it might be
a little fuckin’
weird, but still
enjoyable.

 


I suppose that the history of literature is
chock-full of essays on why we like one thing and not another. I
have sampled several books recently, intending to like them but was
disappointed when I couldn’t get past the first couple of chapters.
Maybe because of these experiences, I expected this book, which I
found by accident, to be a dud. It is not. From the first few pages
I was drawn in to the first-person narrator and to use a very old
cliché, reading the rest of the book was like sailing on a very
glassy lake with just the right amount of breeze.

 


Not that there weren't a few ripples on the
way.

 


From the first, I was
somehow convinced that there was a man’s hand involved in this, and
discovered later that R.E. is Robert. My problem with some of the
book is not that the writer is male, but that the book’s style is
often at odds with itself—as if there were two authors instead of
one. In Life’s a
Bitch, one of the authors thinks that
Rachel is a bitch; the other not so much. Scenes where Rachel goes
undercover as a floozy from Biloxi seems to be written by a
clumsier hand than the one that wrote the opening scenes. An
occasional weak phrase or scene, though, only emphasizes the
strength of the rest.

 


But as I mentioned above, there may be a
little truth in even the most scathing reviews. Yes, using the
bitch motif in the title is a mistake. The part of the writer who
sees her as milder is correct. Not only is Rachel not any bitchier
than most lesbian PIs, but the use of the word cheapens the series.
Likewise, there are a bit too many references to Rachel’s sizable
breasts. It is important to the storyline, but if there are 30
references to them, there should be 3. Rachel’s intermittent grief
at getting dumped by her former girlfriend goes on too long without
a payoff. Will the payoff come in the next novel, or the next? Some
readers won’t care. And when Rachel finds herself climaxing from
the sound of a transvestite’s voice, well, that approaches
silliness.

 


On the other hand, the scenes that depict
Rachel’s psyche while recovering from a serious trauma are
sensitive and incredibly well rendered. It is easy to get into the
smooth writing style and pace that make up the majority of the
novel. Rachel’s method of investigation, too, is also well thought
out.

 


Truthfully, I enjoyed this book. I might
read another in the series. All in all, give it a “better than
average.”

 


Final Rating:
3.4

 



Still a Bitch

R. E. Conary is a talented
writer—more so than he might think, but not quite as good as he
could be. In Rachel Cord he has created a mostly sympathetic
character with twisty plots and excellent prose. Yet, even after
what may have been a significant update to the first printing of
this book, I still find some of the problems pointed out in the
Discussion above. The formatting errors are long gone—I found no
errors there. The main problem is that Rachel is simply not a
bitch, and this is quite a conundrum because the author has based
his titles on the assumption that she is. I suspect that he got his
ideas for titles, then was unable to make her fit into that mold,
or rather, she began writing her own character and chose a path not
foreseen. Truthfully, unlike Lee Winter’s Catherine Ayers—who
really is a bitch—Rachel seems to be a solid PI with no real friends,
but no real enemies either. She gets on well with the police and
with her ex-Army buddies. She treats her new girlfriend callously,
I’ll admit, but she’s just not what you would describe as “bitchy,”
you know?

 


The plot is an interesting one from the
first chapter. Rachel is hired to serve divorce papers to a
client’s husband. She finds him tied up in a friend’s basement in a
bondage ritual gone bizarre. And the friend is missing. Add to this
the fact that Rachel’s long-lost girlfriend Karen, who mysteriously
disappeared before the beginning of the first book, seems to be
involved in a murder.

 


I like the way that Rachel conducts her
interviews; she seems able to choose exactly the right way to
broach her questions and put her subjects at ease. Her office, too,
is unique. Part of a converted schoolroom, Rachel has kept its
original teacher’s desk and six tables, which she uses to display
active cases—one table for each case. It’s kind of like the way
Isaac Asimov used to have various typewriters placed around his
office. When he was tired of writing on one piece, he would move to
the next typewriter and work on something else.

 


And then, of course, there’s the problem of
Rachel’s breasts. She is obsessed with them to the point that she
supposes that the eyes of everyone she meets are magnetically drawn
to their hugeness. Mind you, she does not like this; her breasts
are a burden to her in several ways. We all know women like this,
with breasts that seem to unbalance them and contribute to unwanted
back pain. It is a believable obsession, but might be done more
subtly. For instance, she tells us no less than three separate
times in the first half of the book that she has been saving for a
breast-reduction operation. Once would probably have been
enough.

 


The only other thing I can
find that I’m not quite confident about is Rachel’s inner dialogue.
Because it is a first-person point of view narrative, all of it is
inner narrative, and most of it is very well done, especially the
descriptions of places and Rachel’s day-to-day activities. It is
when she begins arguing with herself about her relationships that
it gets weak. She definitely should be frowning on her
activities, but the way the author does this is not as well thought
out as the rest of Rachel’s musings. It is often a silly
back-and-forth, good-angel-to-bad angel dialogue ending in Rachel
telling herself to shut up.

 


But the good definitely outweighs the bad
and the book deserves higher than a 3-star rating. Another better
than average outing.

 


Final Rating:
3.4

 



Queen Of Tarts

The one thing that used to pique me about
some of the old juvenile series mysteries, like Nancy Drew or Tom
Swift, Jr., was the fact that the characters never aged. In fact,
they never seemed to change in any way. The same can be said about
some of the more popular best-selling adult detective series books,
like Nero Wolfe or even Miss Marple. They never had birthdays or
even changed their clothes.

 


The lesbian detective novel, however, is
different. Kate Delafield ages and goes through various stages of
alcoholic dependence. Hanne Wilhelmsen changes from a healthy and
robust youth to a wheelchair-dependent middle-aged woman. And then
there is Rachel Cord.

 


When we first saw Rachel
she was a randy, blithe, adventuresome woman almost obsessed with
her hefty bra size. In Queen of
Tarts, the fourth book in the Rachel Cord,
Confidential Investigations series, she has gotten rid of a lot of
baggage. Her love life, for one thing, has stabilized; in fact,
much of the book deals with her impending marriage to banker Wendy
Devlin, who she has been with for over six years. She is within an
anvil’s throw of turning 40, she has matured intellectually, and
she has made good on her promise of getting breast-reduction
surgery. But she still craves adventure and has become a damn fine
and well-respected PI.

 


Rachel exudes confidence
in her professional life while still being a little chary of taking
that big leap into marriage. It’s kind of a nice balance. In
Queen of Tarts, she
solves three mysteries—almost, but not quite, like a trio of
novellas. Two mysteries in her home town are sandwiched around one
in her childhood home, where she and Wendy go to exorcise Rachel’s
ghosts and come to terms with some of her family members that shut
her out of their lives when she came out as a lesbian.

 


The plots are well done and well sequenced.
Rachel’s investigation and solution of the mysteries (involving a
home burglary, harassment, and a murder) are all well done and
believable. Unlike most other PIs, Rachel shares her information
with the police ASAP—maybe she learned her lesson when she was
younger and more of f rebel.

 


A couple of
too-coincidental happenings bring the book’s ratings down a peg, as
do one or two other things that I have communicated privately to
the author. Still, I rate this book just a bit higher than the
other books in the series that I have read (somehow I missed
Bad Bitch Blues). Call
it anywhere between a 3.5 and a 4; it will round up to a 4 on
Goodreads anyway.

 


Final Rating:
3. 5

 



Where The Hell Is Tessa
Ryker?

As I mentioned in a review of an earlier book
by Conary, one of the good things about the Rachel Cord series is
that Rachel ages as the series progresses. And, like J.M. Redmann’s
Micky Knight, she gains wisdom and maturity. Book 5 gives us a more
relaxed and confident Rachel. She and Wendy are married and have
settled down into a comfortable life. Rachel has expanded her
office, both in terms of space and personnel. Her new assistant,
Barbara Lange, is one of the youngsters that she rescued in book
—someone that has the experience and also the savvy to know the
motivations and haunts of runaway girls. And finding runaway girls
has become Rachel’s specialty. Another young woman, Jen
Hackett—another former runaway—serves as Rachel’s go-to computer
expert.

 


The main difference between this book and the
previous ones, though, is that Rachel shares point-of-view chapters
with several other characters: a missing 14-year-old girl, the man
who hires Rachel to find her, and several other characters. As the
series head, Rachel’s pov is first person while the others are seen
from the third. Both points of view are done well and some of the
passages border on stream of consciousness.

 


Unlike the other books in this series, it is
the victim—Tessa Ryker—that seems to be the main character, and the
author portrays her excellently. She comes home to find her family
murdered and she is determined to make the killer—who she spots
leaving her home just after the killings—pay dearly. Why doesn’t
she go to the police? How does Rachel get involved in the case? And
can Rachel find her before the killer does? All these are integral
parts of the plot.

 


Although I enjoyed the other Rachel Cord
mysteries I’ve read, I’ll admit that this one surprised me. The
plot is not only pretty flawless, but incredibly tricky. Every time
I thought I’d found a glitch I was proven wrong. There are a couple
of loose ends, yes, but even some of these are explained away by
the characters themselves as something I guess we’ll ever know.
Yes, tricky. And clever.

 


There is only one peeve that I want to go
into a little here—the ever-increasing reliance on computer hackers
in crime fiction. Rachel’s assistant Jen works as a software
designer, so it is no stretch to find that she can ferret out
information that maybe you or I can’t. But she has written her own
beta program that allows her to enter and exit other systems that
few others—if any—can. And a couple of the things she finds out are
integral to solving the mystery. Mind you, Helen Keremos—the first
lesbian private eye—has her own special computer-expert friend. So
does Lisbeth Salander and dozens of other sleuths. Taken too far,
though, finding out nearly-impossible-to-find-out information from
a hacker is more like using magic than intelligence to solve a
crime.

 


Hacking aside, Where the Hell is Tessa
Ryker is written far better than this review. It is a
fast-paced and incredibly exciting story. One I highly recommend.
In truth, R.E. Conary has become the writer he always had the
potential to be.

 


Final Rating: 4.5

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
Elodie Fontaine Mysteries (with Iza
Moreau)

Main Character:
Elodie Fontaine

Profession:
High School Student

Type of Mystery:
YA Whodunit

Age in First Book:
17

Residence:
Tallahassee, Florida

Love Interest:
Kelli Ennis (16, high school student)

Pet: A cat named Midnight

Drink of Choice:
Chicory coffee

Best Friend:
Margo Schwadron (18, high school
student)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


Stormy Weather (with Iza
Moreau), 2023


Billy's Legacy, (with Iza Moreau), 2024

Discussion:

Iza Moreau wrote the first
4 books in this series by herself. For the 5th, she asked Rainbow Award Winner Conary for his help. A sixth
and final book has been planned by these co-authors.


Blayne Cooper

(1969-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Natalie Abbott

Profession: College Professor

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: The story takes place in
New Orleans, Louisiana

Love Interest: Adele Lejeune (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


A Dark Horse, 2015

Discussion: According to her own
author information, Cooper was born in California, got a law degree
from the University of Oklahoma, and now lives in Minnesota. She
began as a fanfiction writer and is a member of the Royal Academy
of Bards. She sometimes writes under the pen name of Advocate.


John Copenhaver

(1975-)

Series: The Nightengale Trilogy

Main Characters:
Judy Peabody, Phillipa Watson

Profession: High School Students

Type of Mystery:
Historical

Age in First Book:
17

Residence: Washington, DC

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title: 

The Savage Kind, 2021 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

This, the first of a projected three-book
series, checks a lot of boxes. It not only fits into the lesbian
mystery category, but qualifies as a historical and young adult
novel as well.


Marie Cox

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-Alone novel

Main Character:
Mollie Tate

Profession:
Animal Abuse Investigator

Type of Mystery:

Age in First Book:
43

Residence:
Lakewood, Ohio (just outside
Cleveland)

Love Interest:
Debra Stanton (age 47, police
detective)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Miller Lite beer

Best Friend:
Chris Whitefeather, straight Native American
man.

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1.5

Titles in This Series:


Murder by Deed,
2010

Discussion:

This is a short novel is available on ebook
only. I read the version that was online on May 5, 2016.

 



Murder by Deed

Although this book has been out since 2010,
it still does not have a proper cover, and from the first page it
is obvious that it has been formatted poorly. This isn’t a good
start—especially since the formatting was mentioned negatively in a
review as early as 2011. The fact that it is only approximately 135
pages is suspicious as well—Naiad had a good reason for making the
majority of their titles run about 200 pages.

 


The book has to do with a series of odd
murders—a man is killed with a stake through his heart, a woman is
buried in horse manure, etc. Turns out that the murderer is a
vigilante who kills animal abusers. Homicide Detective Debra
Stanton is not able to connect the clues until she meets animal
abuse investigator Mollie Tate (the two have about an equal number
of point-of-view chapters), who is looking into the murder of some
stray dogs. On the surface the plot is a good one. The two women,
too, are worthy of our notice and our respect. It is the way that
the novel is constructed that weighs it down.

 


First of all, we have a number of chapters
from the point of view of a character referred to only as “the
figure.” Like the 1930s pulp hero The Shadow, this figure seems
able to know all the “evil that lurks in the hearts of men.” The
figure is as annoying as a horsefly. Mollie’s best friend Chris has
odd, dark, and frightening visions which he interprets as poorly as
Roseanne Roseannadanna interprets news questions (Oops, never
mind.) In other words, a lot of the novel is just not believable
and a lot of the writing is less than compelling. Most of the
scenes where Mollie and Debra are together are fine; the others,
not so much. Mollie and Debra don’t solve the murders so much as
the murders seem to resolve themselves.

 


There are few actual
grammatical errors or typos (other than a reticence of the author
to use hyphens between compound adjectives, as in “three year old
quarter horse”), but the style is off just enough to lose the
interest of many readers. Sentences like “she curiously wondered how she spent her off duty days and
nights” illustrate that the author
hasn’t reached her maturity as a writer. Other reviewers have
mentioned that the book could use a good editor and overseer,
despite the fact that the author teaches English Comp in a
community college. Let that suffice. Without a thorough going
over—and probably adding another 40 pages—Murder by Deed is simply
incomplete.

 


Final Rating:
1


Lynda Currall

(1949-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: n/a

Profession: n/a

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Warwickshire, U.K.

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Murder in Black and White,
1994

Discussion:

Lynda Currall was born in Coventry, England
but moved to Cornwall. The book is described as “A witty and fast-moving tale of murder, intrigue and lesbian
romance set in the heart of England.” It
deals with the world of antiques and collectibles. It is also very
difficult to locate.


Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk

(1948-)

 


Series: Cameron Andrews Mysteries

Main Character:
Cameron (Cam) Andrews

Profession:
Police Detective Sergeant, Narcotics
Division

Type of Mystery:
Undercover Investigative

Age in First Book:
30. She is 40 in Book 4

Residence:
Baltimore, Maryland, Book 4: Newport,
Vermont

Love Interest:
Michelle (Michael) Gauchet (martial arts
instructor for the CIA). This changes in Book 6

Drink of Choice:
Dewar’s Scotch with soda, Book 4: gin and
tonic

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Pauly (a gay male police officer/DEA
agent)

Heat Index:
4

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This
Series:


Outside In, 1996


Rule Number One: Trust No
One,, 2014


Out and Beyond, 2016


Incognito, 2016


Bodies Out Back, 2019


Locked Away, 2019


Keeping It Together, 2019

Discussion:

The fact that D’Arnuk published her second
Andrews mystery almost two decades after the first is very unusual,
although she used the sleazy Page Publishing outfit—which charges
upward of $3,000 to the author—to do it. What’s even odder about
that is that she seems to have her own small-press publishing
business. After offering the last three novels only from her
website, they are now evidently available from jms books, “a queer
small press.

 


I read the first printing
of the New Victoria edition of Outside
In, which has since been revised and
republished. Bodies Out Back
was formerly called The
Memphremagog Discovery.

 



Outside In

It’s hard to find a
lesbian mystery that takes place—at least in part—in a prison. I
know that Pat Welch’s Helen Black is sentenced to prison, but I’m
not sure whether we actually see her there. In any case, Cameron
Andrews is the first—and maybe the only—inmate that qualifies as a
lesbian detective. Like Cameron, I once worked part-time in a
prison library, and this book rings true to me. It is probably not
as dire or depressing as real prison life would be, but if it were,
no one would read it. John Grisham’s The Racketeer also deals with
an inmate who works in a prison library. But guess what, this one
is better.

 


Cam Andrews is getting bored with her job as
a Detective Sergeant in the Narcotics Division of the Police
Department. When she is recruited by the CIA to infiltrate a
suspected drug ring within a women’s prison, she accepts without
qualification, despite the fact that her friends and family will
not know that her prison sentence is merely another assignment.

 


The story is deliberately and painstakingly
fashioned into two parts, with a few flashbacks to shore things up.
The first deals with her recruitment—and subsequent training—for
the abovementioned undercover assignment. This consists of
psychological, military, martial arts, and even sexual training.
Many of the women she will be dealing with in prison are tough,
hardened criminals who will kill her if they suspect that she is a
plant. Cam’s training team includes the beautiful psychologist
Maggie and the to-die-for martial arts instructor Michelle, who may
be having an affair with Charlie the drill instructor. The section
dealing with her training is every bit as exciting as her stint in
the actual prison.

 


But it is only when she gets to the prison
that she will be able to see if what she has learned will help her
not just to find the source of the drugs, but to survive. This is a
very exciting book, riveting actually, with flashbacks in just the
right places. By the end, I was sympathetic to almost every
character and anxious to find out what their fates were.

 


In both sections of the
book Cam has what I will call for want of a better term, a love
interest. But the sexual scenes are less like those between Mimi
and Gianna in Penny Mickelbury’s books and more like those between
Kate Allen’s Alison and Stacy in Tell
Me What You Like, which takes us into
the demimonde of rough sexual preferences and practices. Like
Alison, Cam is secretly curious about that type of life.

 


I’m trying to praise this book highly here
and I hope it’s getting across. Not just because the setting is
unique in lesbian mystery fiction, but because it is such a good
book all around. D’Arnuk—despite a little clumsiness in the
transitions and an occasional wrong verb tense—is a natural writer,
one that seems at home with her story, her characters, and her
style. Even her point of view changes are done with care,
necessity, and professionalism. I enjoyed it very much.

 


Give this one a 4.5 and put it on your Top
20 list, like I have. And somebody please read the next novel in
this series and tell me if it lives up to its predecessor—I want it
to be really great, but I can only buy it if I win the lottery.

 


Final Rating:
4.5


Gina L.
Dartt

(1961?-)

 


Series: Unexpected Series

Main Character:
Kate Shannon/Nikki Harris

Profession:
Bookstore Owner/Police Dispatcher

Type of Mystery:
Romantic Cozy

Age in First Book:
40/26

Residence:
Truro, Nova Scotia, Canada

Love Interest:
Each Other

Pet: Nikki has a cat named Powder

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
4

Romance Index:
4.5

Titles in This
Series:


Unexpected Sparks, 2002


Unexpected Ties, 2006

Discussion:

The first book was
originally published by the Uber publisher, Justice House. Here is
my full review of both books in this series. I read the ebook version of
both books circa 2013.I reread them in 2019.

 



Unexpected Sparks

Unexpected is right. When
I downloaded the ebook version of this novel, I had no real hope
that this series was going to be worth reading, much less
commenting on. Silly me. As it turns out, this book points out the
main reason for the existence of books like The Art of the Lesbian Mystery Novel: to find, celebrate, and promote outstanding works of
lesbian mystery. It was unexpectedly wonderful.

 


The main character, Kate Shannon, runs a
bookstore in the little town of Truro, Nova Scotia. She is 40,
divorced, and straight. But when 26-year-old Nikki Harris—who has a
penchant for reading lesbian mysteries—becomes a frequent visitor
to the bookstore, Kate is strangely smitten. What happens between
the two is one of the high points of this novel. But not the only
one.

 


The mystery starts when Sam Madison, a
fairly crass insurance agent, is found dead in the rubble of his
torched office building. Because Kate was a witness to certain
events that preceded the fire, she—and her new friend Nikki—begin
to wonder who had it in for the womanizing man.

 


As always—or almost always—in lesbian
mysteries (this is a good topic for a separate chapter), the
mystery takes a back seat to the characters—not only Kate and
Nikki, but the rest of the townspeople as well. Gina Dartt’s
description of the small Canadian town and its inner workings is
worth the price of the book in itself. Too, the book is told from
the point of view of both main characters in alternating chapters,
one after the other. It is a literary device that can be difficult
in the wrong hands. I found myself looking forward to a Nikki
chapter. Then I found myself looking forward to a Kate chapter.
Then I . . . Etcetera. Authors, if you want to see how alternating
points of view is done correctly, read this book.

 


The budding and growing romance between the
two characters is one of the best I have ever read. For some
reason, their feelings for each other seem exactly right. And
they’re not afraid to talk about their feelings—and about just
about everything else under the sun—even in bed. It makes me
believe that these lovebirds are incredibly compatible, despite
their age and walk of life differences.

 


It is easy to be picky about a good novel,
because there are so few things to pick at. However, the main clues
to solving the mystery come from Nikki just happening to be in the
right place to overhear incriminating conversations. And the
knowledge of Kate’s wealth comes a bit late, although it is hinted
at earlier. The solution to the mystery itself is plausible—the
criminal did not have to wear a leopard suit or make himself
invisible or engage in some of the equally silly things we see at
the end of most mystery novels. And although I have labeled this a
cozy mystery of sorts, Dartt is not shy about describing sexual
situations. And they are hot. The first one takes up two entire
chapters.

 


One the basis of what
little I can glean about Dartt, she is more well known for her fan
fiction than for this series. This should not be. Even though she
probably named Kathryn/Kate after the captain of the Starship
Voyager in Star
Trek, Unexpected Sparks is original
and creative and a better, more satisfying read than 99 percent of
the genre. I am looking forward to reading the second in this
series.

 


Many, many stars for this one.

 


By the way, kudos to Bold
Strokes Books, who is responsible for the ebook version of
Unexpected Sparks. Both the formatting and the editing are first-rate—a far
cry from the fairly poor job they did on Ronica Black's
In Too Deep.
Then again, Dartt deserves that kind of attention far more, and I
suspect that she needed it far less.

 


Final Rating:
4.75

 



Unexpected Ties

Although Gina Dartt does not list Penny
Mickelbury among her favorite authors, it’s hard not to see
resemblances between Dartt’s “Unexpected” series and Mickelbury’s
“Giana and Mimi” mysteries. First and most obvious is that both
have co-protagonist and use alternating points of view to tell the
story. Neither Giana nor Mimi nor Kate nor Nicki play a supporting
role. In fact, they are the only two authors I have read that use
this technique so well. More parallels: Each series contains one
character that is fully out and one that is not. In the first two
books of Mickelbury’s series, each of the lovers gets trapped by
the murderer, only to be saved by the other—and guess what: Dartt
does the same thing. Finally, both authors create characters that
truly and delightfully love one another. What all this tells me—if
in fact Dartt read Mickelbury at all—is that she is smart enough to
recognize a good thing when she sees it. Mickelbury is a good
teacher; Dartt is not only a capable student, but ends up
outstripping her teacher.

 


The second book in the “Unexpected” series
is as good as the first, and that’s saying something. In this one,
the characters of Kate’s rich grandmother and Nicki’s hard-working
parents are introduced, giving both characters deeper back stories.
When a prominent business man is poisoned at a benefit dinner,
Nicki—much to Kate’s dismay—decides to investigate.

 


One thing I really love about Dartt’s
writing is that she isn't satisfied to let silly plot twists go by
without letting us know that she is aware of them. Whereas Penny
Mickelbury is satisfied just to tell the reader that a number of
victims were killed by boys throwing hunting knives from moving
cars—an incredibly unlikely if not impossible task—Dartt lets us
know that, for instance, she is aware that murders are very rare in
her part of the country and that having three in a matter of months
will probably never happen again. In other words, if there are
oddities, Dartt is aware of them and is able to explain their
possibilities.

 


The solution to this mystery does not rely
on as much coincidence as it did in the first book. Nicki’s new job
as dispatcher at the police station gives her more possibilities to
uncover basic facts. And the disagreement between Kate and Nicki
about the danger of investigating murders gives their relationship
some give and take.

 


The sex scenes, too, are well done and
loving. However, if I have a quibble about this book, it is that
there are too many of them. I am a believer that what happens in a
book must move either the plot or the relationship. Most, but not
all, of the scenes in this book do it well—especially the scene
where they experiment with toys for the first time. It is actually
a brilliantly done scene and shows a great deal about what Nicki
and Kate feel for each other. At least one later scene, maybe more,
are in my opinion gratuitous, either to satisfy a desire for a
certain page count or fans of the sex scenes in the first book.

 


Despite this small
quibble, Unexpected Ties
is a worthy sequel to Unexpected Sparks. The series
remains near the very top of my list. I would hope that Dartt
decides to write a third novel in this series, then stop. Three is
enough. But if she decides to stop at two, that’s fine with me. The
series works fine the way it is.

 


Final Rating:
4.75


Diane Davidson

(1933-)

 


Series: Toni Underwood Mysteries

Main Character: Toni Underwood

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: Not Stated

Residence: Riverwood, California

Love Interest: Megan Pollard (police
crime lab technician)

Drink of Choice: n/a

Name of Cat: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:

Titles in This Series:


Deadly
Rendezvous,
1994


Deadly Gamble,
1997


Deadly Butterfly, 2001

Discussion:

Diane Davidson is a pseudonym of Diane
Bunker. She is not to be confused with another mystery writer named
Diane Mott Davidson, who writes mysteries about food. What follows
is a brief note on the first book in the series.

 



Deadly Rendezvous

Unfortunately, I was able to manage only 60
pages of Deadly Rendezvous. It
was the first novel I had attempted to read from Rising Tide Press
and I found it to be so amateurishly written (something that a
decent editor might have corrected) that I could not justify
spending any more time on it. Let me clarify that a little. I don’t
mean that there were a lot of misspelled words or typos; it was as
well copyedited as most. It’ just that the point of view seemed to
switch from paragraph to paragraph so that it was confusing to
figure out whose mind the thoughts were coming from. The dialogue
was in places juvenile and sometimes the characters even talked to
themselves out loud. In short, the writing prevented me from
enjoying or even trying to figure out the direction of the crime,
which seemed to be about a number of lesbians being murdered out on
Highway 60. Maybe you can figure it out.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish


Kaye Davis

(1956-)

 


Series: Maris Middleton Mysteries

Main Character:
Maris Mantle Middleton

Profession:
Forensic Chemist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
Allen, Texas (Just outside Dallas)

Love Interest:
Lauren O’Connor (FBI Agent)

Drink of Choice:
Not specified

Pet: A Border Collie named Earnhardt

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Devil's Leg Crossing, 1997


Possessions,
1998


Until the End,
1998


Shattered Illusions, 1999

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series. It is based on the first printing of
the Naiad Press edition.

 



Devil's Leg Crossing

Maris Middleton, after a
successful stint as a forensic chemist for the Dallas PD, has
opened up her own lab, where she tests for drugs, alcohol, and
blood. When she is called in on a case involving a missing teenage
girl, she meets knockout FBI agent Lauren O’Connor. Seems that the
missing girl is Lauren’s niece and Lauren is unsatisfied with the
police investigation. So you guessed it, Maris and Lauren team
up—in more ways than one.

 


Their investigation
uncovers a slew of unsavory characters, from homophobes to dirty
cops to satanic ritualists. The plot, however winding, is less than
satisfactory as are the character studies, conversation, and
general writing skills. Even Maris is kind of a cipher: she has
very little personality and it is hard to get close to her
character. The ending, too, is hurried and improbable, made worse
by the fact that we were not really introduced to the perpetrators
in detail. Not much backstory, in other words.

 


This book is part of the
third wave of Naiad Press offerings. As such, it suffers from the
imperfect editing of Christine Cassidy and probably even poor
judgment on the part of the acquisitions editor, who may have been
having trouble competing with Seal, New Victoria, and some of the
other women’s presses who were enjoying success during this period.
Someone needs to write an article about which presses were dominant
during which years since 1980. Maybe I will. In truth, the book
picks up toward the middle, as the author’s writing skills improve,
but by then the book has already sunk below the Average
line.

 


There is one thing about
the book that is
above average, however, and that is Maris’
profession as a forensic chemist. The reader is able to learn a
thing or two about analyzing samples of evidence that we do not see
in other books. Is this enough to save it? No, but it certainly
gives it some credibility. Although the ending is improbable and
more than a bit cheesy, there is some excitement as the clues add
up and Maris gets close to finding the criminal.

 


All in all, give the first
half: a 2, the second half a 3. Total rating: 2.4, which translates
into a little worse than average. Not a great raring, but certainly
better than I had envisioned after the first few
chapters.

 


Final Rating:
2.4


Lisa E.
Davis

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Blanche Cohen, aka Blackie Cole

Profession:
Nightclub Singer

Type of Mystery:
Period Hard-Boiled

Age in First Book:
Not given, but probably late 20s

Residence:
New York, New York

Love Interest:
Diana (Didi) Fletcher-Payne (21)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Titanic Schubet, a gay male burlesque
performer

Pet: None

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Under the Mink,
2001

Discussion:

Like Mary Vermillion,
Davis has a Ph.D. in literature. Here is my full-length review of
what appears to be Davis’ only full-length work of fiction. I read
the first printing of the Alyson Publications edition.

 



Under the Mink

In 1949 New York City,
Blackie Cole, dressed in an immaculate tux and tie, and with her
short hair slicked back, is a popular chanteuse at a nightclub that
features musical acts by crossdressers of both sexes. Her
popularity and career are going great guns until she finds a dead
body in the restroom and glimpses the killer as he runs from the
scene.

 


The nightclub is owned and
managed by the mob. Blackie is a kid from the streets, so when her
boss tells her to keep her mouth buttoned about ever having seen a
stiff in the club, she takes the advice seriously. At the same
time, Blackie meets the woman of her dreams—Didi Fletcher-Payne,
whose father just happens to own the largest newspaper in the city.
When Blackie finds out that Didi has a connection to the dead man,
her loyalties are torn.

 


There is a lot of mobster
talk in this book—more than a bit of blood and killing. Think of a
cross between Hammett’s Red
Harvest and Victor Victoria and think of
Blackie as a younger and more realistic Victor. Expect to read
lines like “But you know, I gotta ask
myself, whaduz a dame like that want with somebody like
me,” and “ A night in the slammer oughta loosen your tongue,
toots.”

 


But there is wisdom here
too, and fine writing. “Risking your
neck was one thing. Risking your heart, she’d have to think
twice.” or “One thing Blackie had learned was that lies bound people
together as the truth never would.”
Throughout the book, Blackie has to teeter on a knife edge between
gangsters on one side of her and a killer on the other.

 


And there is irony. One of
the subplots involves politics. A get-tough-on-crime DA is running
for mayor, basing his campaign on the assumption that graft,
payoffs, organized crime, and homosexuality are inextricably
intertwined. But because it seems that the mob owns all the
establishments that will hire gay entertainers, Blackie’s bread is
definitely buttered on the mob side of the slice. If the DA wins
the mayoral race, Blackie is not only out of a job, but probably
will go to jail as well—for “impersonating a man.”

 


The only really disturbing
thing about this book is the indiscriminate point of view changes.
I found three different points of view on a single page and two in
a single paragraph. Points of view can be changed, of course, but
not in a catch-as-catch-can manner. The author, with her education,
should have known better, and her editor was paid to catch such
blunders. Too bad.

 


That said, however, the
book is exciting. I like Blackie—at least what I know of her, which
isn't enough—and her friends. Davis’ Bogartian dialogue and
references to everyone from Ida Lupino to Pat O’Brien may be a
little over the top, but as a child of the Silver Screen, it—and
the archaic language—sounded authentic enough to me. And the fact
that Davis is giving a tiny bit of history about a small segment of
the queer population in the late forties gives it more weight than
many other mysteries. That—along with the atypical ending—is a
refreshing change from the ordinary, and although I can’t bring
myself to give it quite four stars, it is very close. Call it
3.9.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Sandra de
Helen

(1944-)

 


Series: Shirley Combs/Dr. Mary Watson Mysteries

Main Character:
Mary Watson

Profession:
Naturopathic Physician

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Pastiche

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
Lake Oswego, Oregon (She buys a house in Portland
in Book 2)

Love Interest:
None, but in Book 2 she woos Beth Adams
(realtor/medical supply sales agent)

Pet: A cat named Martha

Drink of Choice:
She rarely drinks, but gets buzzed on a glass or
two of wine

Best Friend:
Shirley Combs (about 39—she is 40 in Book 2;
private investigator)

Heat Index:
0 (although it jumps up a fraction in Book
2)

Romance Index:
0 (although it jumps up a point or two in Book
2)

Titles in This
Series:


The Hounding, 2012


The Illustrious
Client, 2013

Valley of
Fear, 2022

Discussion:

The author has also written
a lesbian thriller. I read the 4-16-2017 ebook version of
The Hounding, and a
review copy of The Illustrious
Client, which was kindly provided in ebook
form by the publisher through Lesbrary.

 



The Hounding

Pastiche:
“a literary, artistic, musical, or
architectural work that imitates the style of previous
work.” For decades, the word
pastiche was commonly
used to refer to stories about Sherlock Holmes that were not
written by A. Conan Doyle. Perhaps the most famous is
The Seven-Percent Solution, which was a best seller for Nicholas Meyer in 1974. More
recently, Laurie R. King (who also writes lesbian mysteries
featuring Kate Martinelli) has created the Mary Russell Mystery
Series, which features the iconic sleuth. Holmes also appears in
Carole Nelson Douglas’ Irene Adler series. In fact, Amazon.com
lists over 7000 paperbacks inspired by Holmes.

 


As far as the lesbian
mystery genre goes, characters based on Holmes and Watson appear in
Nene Adams’ Gaslight Series, Olivia Stowe’s Charlotte Diamond
Series, Debra Hyde’s Charlotte Olmes Series, and Claire O’Dell’s
Janet Watson Chronicles. There is more than a subtle similarity to
Holmes and Watson in Iza Moreau’s The XYZ
Mysteries, with Xande Calhoun as Holmes
and her sister Yolande as Watson. There are stories about Holmes
and Watson as lesbians and Holmes and Watson as gay. Now, Sandra de
Helen has become one of the latest pasticheurs with her series about
Shirley Combs and her friend Dr. Mary Watson. In the first
novel, The Hounding, neither character is either gay or lesbian, or even hetero.
But we’ll get to that in a paragraph or two.

 


We don’t hear the
word pastiche much any more. Today, it’s called “fan fiction.” I suspect
that The Hounding began as fan fiction, and perhaps that’s why it isn’t as
strong as it could be. For one thing, the author makes over 15
references to Sherlock Holmes himself. A couple of the characters
joke about the Sherlock Holmes/Shirley Combs vocal similarity. And
the language sometimes is just too Holmesian (despite the story
being set in modern-day Oregon) to be anything but fan fiction.
Here are a couple of for instances:

 


“I have been engaged by
Miss Goldenhawk Vandeleur to enquire into the circumstances
surrounding the death of her mother, Pricilla
Leoin.”

 


“Only a slight upward
movement of Shirley’s left eyebrow would have given away her
surprise, and only an observer as keen as Shirley herself would
have seen it.”

 


Now there’s nothing wrong
with fan fiction, which may be the newest literary genre. In
The Hounding, the
writing is strong and the mystery is worthy of the master himself.
In short, a woman is mauled by dogs, causing her to have a heart
attack and die. But who set the dogs on her and where are they now?
Shirley Combs, private investigator and portfolio analyst, takes on
the job of finding the answer. But unless an author is actually
writing about the real Holmes and Watson, it is not a good idea to
stick too close to the original.

 


There is little backstory
about either Shirley or Mary. Both consider themselves asexual and
both live alone; Shirley in Portland, Oregon and Mary in nearby
Lake Oswego. And neither, unfortunately, seems to have a very
interesting personality. Of the two, though, it is Mary—the primary
narrator—who has the most promise. It is she who gets an odd
feeling when she sees an attractive woman and it is she who
continually questions her strange relationship with Shirley.
Shirley seems to question nothing.

 


And I can’t let this review
go without discussing point of view. As you will remember, most—but
not all—of the original Sherlock Holmes stories are narrated in
their entirety by Watson, who sees all and hears all. Holmes
includes him in his adventures just so that Watson
is in attendance, not
only as a friend, but as an observer. De Helen knows this well, but
often finds it difficult to insert her Watson into the action, although
this action is important to the story. Here’s how Mary Watson
explains her ability to do it. Evidently, like Archie Goodwin in
Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe detective series, Shirley has a photographic
memory and is able to give a thorough account of her outings, as
when Mary says, “she dictated her word by
word account for me.” Then Mary
continues, “I use my creative license to
add what I imagine to be the thoughts and emotions of all the
players.” She adds later,
“It’s easy to imagine what happened next.”
This is one of the cleverest point-of-view ploys
I’ve ever seen, but it’s still a glitch in the artistry.

 


But that’s enough skating
around. As fan fiction, The
Hounding is as good as most; as creative
literature, not so much. But despite everything, it is an
interesting and well-developed mystery. I recommend it for any
Holmes/Watson obsessives.

 


Final Rating:
3

 



The Illustrious Client

One of the many good
things about this, the second novel in the Shirley Combs/Dr. Mary
Watson series, is that it stands alone very well. Conversely,
perhaps the best way to review this novel is by contrasting it to
its predecessor.

 


Let’s start with the
Holmes/Watson comparisons. In the first book, de Helen refers to
the original iconic detective no less than 15 times. Well, guess
how many comparisons she makes this time? Answer: zero. What this
means is that the author has become more confident in her talents
and more creative in her thinking. Ditto about her “explanations”
about inconsistent point of view. Although her narrative shifts
once or twice from Dr. Watson to omniscient, the author genuinely
tries to stay within Watson’s experience. Not perfect, but a vast
improvement.

 


The plot is fairly
complex, as was the previous book’s. Shirley is hired to dissuade a
famous young pop star, Oceane, from her romance with international
playgirl Zaro, who was once (disguised as a male) a soldier in the
Afghan army. But when Zaro is attacked with acid, the sleuth’s job
becomes one of finding the culprit. Although, as I said, the story
is a good one, the main merit of this book is the growth of Mary
Watson. Although in the first book there were a couple of
exquisitely tiny hints that Mary might not be quite as asexual as
she believes, in this book she discovers, quite by surprise, her
lesbian identity. Although from puberty, she assumed she was simply
asexual, she suddenly found that “something had awakened in me,”
when she met real estate agent Beth Adams. The idea of a
romance—maybe even a sexual relationship!—causes her to gush, “I
was excited to the point of near-hysteria.” This is really good
stuff; details that are all-too-rare in lesbian fiction, although
we have all been there.

 


Sadly, the same can’t be
said of Shirley. She remains a cold and pretty uninteresting fish.
She has, as Mary notes, “a coolly intellectual mind,” but that’s
about all, unless you add the fact that she wears Birkenstocks with
socks, but doesn’t everyone? And anyway, we found out about that in
the first book.

 


A touch worth noting,
Shirley’s new “administrative assistant” has the greatest first
name in lesbian literature: Lix. Hopefully in the next book we will
learn her last name and some backstory. And maybe some more about
Shirley, too. Or maybe Lix and Shirley will get it on. Whoo weee. I
can’t wait. And Lix should get her own series. You heard it all
here first.

 


Finally—and I rarely
comment on this—the formatting of the ebook for this novel is the
most sophisticated I have ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot. It may
presage the day when ebooks can look identical to print
versions.

 


Negatives? Well the POV
thing is still a little glitchy, as is Shirley’s lack of real
individuality. And now that Sherlock himself is absent from de
Helen’s pages, maybe it is time to stray from rewriting actual or
nearly actual Conan Doyle titles.

 


Bottom line, give this one
close to a 4; it is certainly worth a read. With the author
continuing to hone her talents, I am looking forward to the next
one.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Saffina Desforges

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Rose Red Crime Thriller
Series

Main Character: Cassandra (Red)
Rose

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Police Procedural

Age in First Book: Not Given, bur
probably mid-30s

Residence: London, U.K.

Love Interest: Philippa (Pippa) Crichton-Ward, QC (attorney)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Wine

Best Friend: None Given

Heat Index: 1.5

Romance Index: 1.5

Titles in This Series:


Snow White, 2011


Rapunzel, 2012

Discussion:

Saffina Desforges seems to be a brand rather
than an individual author or even a pseudonym. The main writer may
be Mark Williams, a British ex-pat living in West Africa. His
co-writer for the Red Rose series may be Karen Osborne or Stevie
Jordan. One of these also may be the woman in the video trailers
for the books and who identifies as Saffi. But that’s a lot of
mays.

 



Snow White

The plot for this novel revolves around two
cases that Detective Inspector Cassandra Rose and her team are
working on. The first involves a gang of ruffians who enjoy beating
on old people and leaving a beret at the scene of the crime. The
second—and more important—has to do with a stolen jewel called the
pomme-rouge. Red apple—Snow White; get it? Almost every
previous reviewer disliked something different about this
novel—there is really no consensus on what is good or what is bad.
So here’s my take on it.

 


Cassandra’s team is a good one, despite one
of them being a homophobic sexist pig. I like the addition of Terri
Miller, a 23-year-old constable-in-training from Texas although
neither she, nor the others in the homicide team are fleshed out
nearly enough. However, their briefings and bantering are well
done, as is their attention to detail in the cases they are
investigating.

 


Another good thing about the book—probably
the best part, in fact—is Cass’s relationship with Philippa (Pippa)
Crichton-Ward, who is a brilliant barrister on the Queen’s Counsel.
But even better than their relationship is Pippa herself. Her
snooty upper-class fastidiousness is totally opposite from Cass’s
more blue-collar nature and makes for a number of amusing scenes.
Sure, Pippa is often almost over the top, but she’s funny. She has
a horror of such things as cooking, fast food, public
transportation, or affordable-housing enclaves. When Cass suggests
that they buy a used car for their au pair to use in
chauffeuring Pippa’s three kids. Cass replies, “I won’t have
some dilapidated old jalopy sitting outside my house. What would
the neighbours think?” Pippa ends up buying the young woman a
new Mercedes. The fact that Cass and Pippa are often on opposite
sides of a case in the courtroom also affords us some interesting
moments.

 


It took me a few chapters to get into the
book, but when I did, I flowed along pretty smoothly until about
three-quarters through. Then it fell apart so completely that what
could have easily been a 4+ rating plummeted to about a 3. So what
happened?

 


Well, everything started to go downhill when
Cass realizes that she is acquainted with a man called The
Huntsman—the murderer they are after—and doesn’t tell anybody. She
doesn’t tell anybody even after he murders one of her best friends
right in front of her. Even when she becomes aware that he is
stalking Cass, Pippa, and their three children in an out-of-the-way
vacation spot she doesn’t tell anyone or even call for backup. Even
though she is unarmed and he has a pistol with a silencer. It’s as
if she thinks to herself that maybe he’ll just go away. Oh, and by
the way, the killer is Cass’s brother, who abused her as a
child.

 


Oh, and by the way, how did the killer know
where they were? How was he able to break in their cabin several
times and leave clues, despite the fact that Cass was careful about
locking up? He was even able to place a camera/projector unit in a
sauna room so that his client could watch as he committed his
crimes. It’s not that this author is the only one that devises
ridiculous denouements; it almost seems to be a tradition is
lesbian mystery writing. But just because others do it, doesn’t
mean you should.

 


At the end, Cass becomes nearly a blubbering
mess and has to be rescued by Pippa’s ex-husband and her
11-year-old son, who just happen to stumble onto the scene. There
are very few lesbian readers that will be able to accept this—and
hopefully, few straight readers either. Even the subplot of the
gang of ruffians who prey on the elderly is solved off-camera, with
Cass having nothing to do with their capture.

 


Now about the fairy tale
business. The authors get a couple of tenths of a point for
thinking about tying each of the crimes in this series to fairy
tales. However, they lose double that for actually attempting it
and botching is badly. References to Snow
White and incredibly clumsy and totally
unnecessary. Cass is called Red by her friends for absolutely no
reason whatsoever except that the authors are trying to tie in with
the Rose Red theme—which is an entirely different story from the
Disney Snow White. It is a total mess. Even the rounding up of the gang of
ruffians preying on the elderly is done off-camera.

 


Many many things are not resolved. Will they
be answered in the next volume? Maybe, but I won’t be reading the
next volume.

 


Final Rating: 2.9


Michelle DiCeglio

(1979-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Lacey Mills

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural, Serial Killer

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Lyons, Ohio

Love Interest:
Allison (Ali) Carmichael (Private Investigator,
age 32)

Pet: A white terrier named Viggo (belonging to Ali)

Drink of Choice:
Wine

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
4

Title:


Sight Lines,
2015

Discussion:

I read the Advanced Review
Copy of this novel, which was kindly provided by the publisher
through Netgalley in ebook form.

 



Sight Lines

I’m going to start out by
discussing the good things about this book. “Uh oh,” you are probably
thinking, “that means that there must
be bad parts.” Well, think what you
want. I was impressed by the professional writing (i.e.; good but
not special) and editing of this novel, which was better than I
find in some higher-end lesbian publishers like Bold Strokes. I was
impressed by the main character and the history she has with her
boss—the captain of her division. I was impressed with the
relationship she enters into and with the woman she brings into her
life. There is a private investigator in this book, but DiCeglio
resisted the temptation of using her as the narrator, instead using
the police detective working on the same case.

 


Lacey Mills is that police
detective and she serves the small town of Lyons, Ohio. She is
recovering from the loss of her girlfriend two years
before—murdered by persons unknown. Now it seems that there is
another murderer on the loose, preying on young women. In the early
part of her investigation, she meets Ali Rhodes, a web designer and
the two hit it off. Of course Lacey is still hung up on the late
Tara, but maybe things will work out. Their interactions keep the
story moving well.

 


But then there is the
ending, which unlike the rest of the book, is clichéd and
predictable. In fact, when the author telegraphed the ending about
three quarters of the way through the book, I couldn’t believe that
she actually meant to follow up on it. And the closer I got to the
final chapters the more I kept convincing myself that no, she
wasn’t really going there. And then she did. What an intense
disappointment. But hey, other books have had the same problem.
Just check out Anne Laughlin's Veritas or Antoinette
Azolakov’s The Contactees Die
Young, etc. It’s almost like there is
a formula for how to make a bad and unbelievable ending. But guess
what—their endings cost them all a rating point. A novel is, after
all is said and done, a story, and the story needs to ring
true.

 


But in
Sight lines,
something even worse results. It made me look back at the rest of
the book—something I might not have thought of doing with a
satisfactory ending—and see if anything else was amiss. Like why
Lacey didn’t pay any attention to Detective Braxton’s idea that the
killer may have been active in another state. Like there being no
backstory on the killer at all and no real motive for the killings.
There were also a few other inconsistencies I communicated
privately to the author and which would have little effect on a
rating. These are all problems that just can’t go unmentioned. So
what was—for three-quarters of the novel—coasting toward an easy
4-star rating ends up with something close to a 3. Too
bad.

 


The good news is the
author is only in her mid-thirties and has a lot of time to
improve—and to familiarize herself with the lesbian mystery canon
so as to avoid some of the mistakes of the past and contribute
something even more original to the future.

 


Final Rating: 2.8


Diana DiGangi

(1989/90-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Samantha (Sam) DiCiccio

Profession:
Attorney

Type of Mystery:
Legal

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Amy Igarashi

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series


Last Chance Chicago, 2022

Discussion:

When Sam DiCiccio’a ex-wife is charged with
insider trading and a judge freezes her assets, she is forced to
accept legal help from Sam, who she still harbors resentment
towards because of the way that their relationship ended. The
author is a journalist in the Washington, D.C. area.


Jane DiLucchio

(1953-)

 


Series 1:
Diega DelValle Mysteries

Main Character:
Diega (Dee) DelValle

Profession:
Elementary School Teacher

Type of Mystery:
Cozy

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
Burbank, California

Love Interest:
Unattached

Drink of Choice:
Pacifico Beer

Pet: Cats named Beelzebub (BB) and Sherwood Forrest (note the tip
of the hat to Katherine V in the misspelling of the last
name)

Titles in This
Series:


Relationships Can Be
Murder, 2005


Teaching Can Be Murder,
2015


Vacations Can Be Murder,
2016

Discussion:

Like her character,
DiLucchio was once an elementary school teacher. Here is my full
review of Relationships Can Be
Murder. I read the first printing of
the New Victoria Press edition of this novel.

 



Relationships Can Be Murder

My first—and last—response
to this book is that it was made for TV. Although the main
characters are lesbians in their mid-thirties, they act more like
elderly busybodies. Think Golden
Girls. Some of the entrances and
exits read like stage directions, their conversation is aimed at
the lowest common denominator of boob-tube watchers and some of the
repartee begs for canned laughter. Now I’m not saying that this
wouldn’t be a good
episode of Golden
Girls, I’m just suggesting that it is
only an average lesbian mystery.

 


Another knee-jerk response is that this
reads like the product of a local writing klatch. Again, though,
the klatch must have been better than most; at least it doesn't
remind the reader of a Silhouette romance. The fact that it was
published by New Victoria Press gives it some panache as well.

 


Dee DelValle is trying to get over being
dumped by two women simultaneously. One, Evie, had been her steady
partner; the other, Sheila, was an attractive woman she was having
an affair with. Then Sheila—a well-known TV anchor—is found dead in
her apartment with a crushed skull. So guess who the prime suspect
is? Goaded on by her friends (Dee and her best friend Tully have a
strong resemblance to Ellen Hart’s Jane and Cordelia), Dee decides
to investigate the crime herself.

 


All this is fine and dandy, but . . . the
“evidence” that Dee thinks makes her the prime suspect is scanty
and not really believable. The reasons for Dee to take up the
investigation because the police will end up arresting her instead
of the real murderer are forced, and some of the information that
her friends dig up about the suspects would have been well-nigh
impossible to collect in the scant time they spent on getting it.
In other words, TV at its most mundane. There are a few glitches;
for instance, DiLucchio indicates that Lurch of the Addams family
was bald when it was Uncle Fester that had the chrome dome. And
there were at least two hateful point of view glitches.

 


Plusses? The fact that Dee is an elementary
teacher is one. I’m a sucker for amateur detectives in all walks of
life. I also like the behind-the-scenes look at TV news
broadcasting and the introduction of transgender into the
conversation. The love interest, however, fails to
materialize—which is twice the pity because I had visualized Dee
becoming interested in a woman that her friend Tully was going
after for herself on all four cylinders.

 


The mystery itself, well,
naturally the killer is one of the characters that you would least
expect and, when you think about it, probably the least likely to
do the deed. Go ahead and assign it between 2 and 3 stars, give it
to the producers of Murder, She
Wrote, and hope that the audience
enjoys it. There are hundreds of lesbian mysteries that are better,
but there are also many that are not. Although it has been 10 years
since this book was published, the way it ended seemed to hint at a
sequel. So maybe that love interest will pan out after all. Let me
know.

 


Final Rating:
3.4

 


~ ~ ~

Series 2: Kare Matthews Mysteries

Main Character: Kate Matthews

Profession: Massage Therapist
(ex-lawyer)

Type of Mystery:

Age in first book:

Residence: Santa Barbara,
California

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Going Coastal, 2016 (Goldie
Finalist, Rainbow Finalist)


Politics Makes Strange
Deadfellows, 2021

Discussion:

DiLucchio is also the author of the Diega
DelValle mysteries. Although this is listed as The Karen Matthews
series, this title seems to be the only one.


Catie Disabato

(1987-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Caitlin Taer

Profession:
Music Critic

Type of Mystery:
Literary

Age in First Book:
23

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Regina (Gina) Nix (23, assistant to rock
star)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
0.5

Title:


The Ghost Network, 2015

U Up?, 2021

Discussion:

I read the first paperback
printing of this novel.

 



The Ghost Network

This novel reminds me of everything, so
forgive me if I drop more names in a short period of time that
maybe I should.

The plot is a simple one: a world-famous pop star
who calls herself Molly Metropolis vanishes in the middle of her
tour. An obsessed journalist and fan, Caitlin Taer, is determined
to find her. That’s it; that’s the plot.

But it’s also so much more. It
seems that Molly has herself become obsessed with a French cultural
group that were called The Situationists, led by a thinker named
Guy DeBord. Their philosophy encompasses sociology, geography,
architecture, and cultural theory. DeBord and his followers dreamed
of building a new type of city which would ultimately foreshadow a
new world. Caitlin and her girlfriend Gina Nix, who was once a top
aide to Molly Metro, begin to study the writings of the
Situationists in an attempt to locate the missing singer, who seems
to have left cryptic clues as to her whereabouts almost everywhere.
Among other ideas, the Situationists believed in the concept
of detournement, which is
basically the idea of “culture as common property.” In other words,
one should be able to “take pieces of
culture, like pop songs or photos of famous actors, and shove them
next to or on top of other pieces of culture or cultural
references, to create something new.” Kind
of like “sampling,” but to the x power.

Bottom line: Disabato’s book is
simply a concrete example of DeBord’s detournement. She is taking the
ideas of her betters and shuffling them together to form something
else. Let me explain in more detail.

I see so much here that is
derivative. Disabato’s style is a lot like Thomas Pynchon’s.
Molly’s disappearance reminds me somehow of Tyrone Slothrop in
Pynchon’s Gravity’s
Rainbow. The secret Situationist
group reminds me of Pynchon’s Tristero in The Crying of Lot49. Many
previous reviewers have likened Molly Metropolis to Lady Gaga,
although many other artists could have done just as well—Miley
Cyrus, Prince, Grace Jones, Elton John. I am reminded most of the
protagonist of Pinball, Jerzy Kosinski’s
underrated novel, about a flashing rock star who was purportedly
based on George Harrison, although I saw the protagonist as Elvis
Costello. In The Hermit of 69th
Street, Kosinski uses a great deal of
footnotes, ostensibly to prove that the writing is authentic.
However intelligent and well-read Disabato is, I doubt she has
read Hermit of 69th
Street. or Pinball. More likely, then, she
was influenced by David Foster Wallace’s uncanny
Infinite Jest,
which abounds in footnotes and secrets and cultural
savvy.

Oddly, the story is mostly told by an aging English
professor named Cyrus Archer, who has become interested in
Molly’s—then Caitlin’s—disappearance. As an academic, Cyrus writes
in PMLA style, much like a series of encyclopedia articles complete
with footnotes. And if that does not distance the reader from the
material enough, he, too, disappears and leaves his unfinished book
to our author, Catie, who attempts to finish it for him.

Disabato’s invention of the
Situationists is a wonderful sleight of literary prose, reminiscent
of the even more brilliant philosophical system in Neal
Stephenson’s gargantuan futuristic novel Anathem She is hitting all the
bases, to be sure. Caitlin’s search for Molly is also somewhat
reminiscent of the wonderful Lesbian Mystery novel
Looking for Ammu, although, again, this is a book that the author has almost
certainly never heard of.

There are at least two flaws to
the book, one major and one almost major. The lesser flaw is an
inability of the author to show Molly Metropolis as a real musical
artist. We are told about (although we never actually
see) her
designing costumes, working with dancers, and even writing lyrics,
but it isn’t obvious that she has any real musical knowledge or
ability. We never see her wrestling with words, practicing an
instrument, or trying to create melodies. It is as if she becomes a
pop icon simply by willing herself to be one.

The main problem I have though, is in Disabato’s
choice of point of view. We all know that third person point of
view is less immediate than first person, but Disabato decides to
filter what she tells us even more by having the narrator be
someone not directly involved in the action. He is simply a
researcher reporting what he finds out. Not only that, she then
filters it even more by bringing herself into the story as a sort
of overseer, giving us her opinions of what Cyrus Archer has
written. Disabato’s attempt to be incredibly literary is obvious.
She made a very conscious decision to distance the reader from the
text. So give her a point for considering alternate point of view
narratives; take off 1.2 points for her making the wrong choice. I
like the characters of Molly Metropolis, Caitlin Taer, Gina Nix,
and Nick Berliner—but I would like them far better if Disabato had
allowed me to know them more intimately. Her footnotes make the
text seem academic, although most of them are simply not necessary.
So too, an academic style precludes much experimenting with words
and language, but I suppose that the Situationists would consider
any artistic attempt at using words as pretentious. I don’t.
Literature is art, no matter how you try to disguise it.

The chances this book takes force me—as a former
academic—to give this book a solid 4 stars. But before you rush out
and buy it, I recommend you start with any of the novels I have
mentioned above. They are the real thing. Disabato is young and
talented enough to, in time, write something comparable.

 


Final Rating: 4


Meredith Doench

(1973-)

 


Series: Luce Hansen Thrillers

Main Character:
Lucinda Ann (Luce) Hansen

Profession:
Special Investigator, Ohio Bureau of Criminal
Investigation

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Dublin, Ohio

Love Interest:
Rowan (No last name given; she is an
artist)

Pet: 2 labs names Toto and Daisy; 1 cat named Handley. In Book 2
the cat is no longer mentioned and she gains a dog named
Gus.

Drink of Choice:
Beer, and wine in cartons

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
3.5

Titles in This
Series:

Crossed, 2015


Forsaken Trust, 2017 (Goldie Finalist)


Deadeye, 2019 (Goldie
Finalist)

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Whereabouts Unknown,
2022

Discussion:

Meredith Doench has a Ph.D. in literature and
teaches the subject at a university in southern Ohio.
Crossed is her first novel. I
read the Advanced Review Copy of both novels, which were kindly
provided by the publisher through Netgalley in ebook form.

 


Crossed

I’ve traditionally been pretty hard on first
novels published in the last couple of years, and I was prepared to
trash this one, too—in a nice way, of course. A couple of early
bobbles (which I have privately communicated to the publisher)
didn’t help, but as the book went on, I found myself enjoying it
more and more. Doench is one of the few PhDs that can do as well as
teach. Bravo for that.

 


Quick plot summary: Luce Hansen is an
investigator for the Ohio State Police who is assigned a job in the
home town she left years ago. It seems that young women are being
killed and their bodies posed in odd formations after death. Luce
is familiar with the pattern—her first love was killed and posed in
the same manner when both were sixteen. To make things even more
stressful, it seems that the One True Path—an anti-gay
interventionist church that Luce was once forced to attend—may be
involved.

 


On the surface, then, it
is a book about another serial killer who targets lesbians (see
Penny Mickelbury’s Keeping
Secrets, et al. Like in so many other
serial-killer novels, there is a religious fanatic angle. Luce is
assigned a homophobic partner for her investigation and of course
has girlfriend that hates Luce’s dangerous job and . . . But whoa,
why don’t we imagine that this is the first novel dealing with any
of these things. Because if you do that (or even if you don’t), it
stands out as one of the best of its kind.

 


There are three
simultaneous plots. One deals with Luce and her partner Rowan and
their up and down relationship. Unlike most similar relationships
in lesbian mystery fiction, this one is way above the surface. Luce
and Rowan are realistically paired and both have interesting
backstories. Both actually try to trust each other to the
fullest. The second plotline is the investigation itself, which is
an exciting one peopled with strange characters—a wannabe vampire,
a funeral director, a gothy photography student, and a pastor who
doth protest too much about the sins of homosexuality. The third
and probably the best of the three plotlines is the flashed-back
story of Luce and her first love Marci Tucker—the first girl that
was killed. In fact, it is impossible not to compare this storyline
to the one in Jessica Lauren’s fine novel, She Died Twice, in which many
of the same things happen to young girls just beginning to explore
their sexuality.

 


I especially like the
literary devices Doench uses in the novel. For instance, there is a
continuing metaphor where Luce feels like she is underwater, but
not the clichéd symbol or drowning or suffocating, but rather as a
safety area where Luce can flee when things get too much for her.
But if it gives her safety, it also prevents her from growing out
of her fears. Another device is what Luce calls her Berlin Wall—the
barrier she keeps between herself and her girlfriend. Although this
kind of a wall is present in a great number of lesbian mysteries,
Doench makes the device her own. Together, Luce and Rowan attempt
to tear it down. And then there is the circle symbolism which is
part of both Rowan’s and Marci’s philosophy. For Rowan, it
is “a universal truth we must face:
our past never dies. Like a giant wheel, everything circles back
around.” Marci’s favorite hideout
(and her and Luce’s trysting place) was called Stonehenge.
'I’m a fan of circles,’ Marci told me, ‘The
never-ending symbol.’” This is stuff
you don’t see in many lesbian mysteries, alas.

 


Still, I have a few quibbles. Or maybe more
than a few. When Luce talks about her experience in the One True
Path, she sometimes sounds like the narrator in an 8th grade
filmstrip. Luce also has the unhappy habit of speaking to her
father’s ghost. Although this is done rather carefully, it seems
that Luce believes he is sometimes really present. Ditto the
presence of Marci and of some higher power, which renders the
ending too sappy for my own belief system. The story is told in the
first person present point of view—one of the hardest to work with
successfully. Doench does it well, but I can’t be convinced that it
wouldn’t have been maybe 10 percent better if the past tense was
used. It is also true that using the present tense sometimes drives
away many of today’s readers. As for the ending, well, I’m pretty
sure I don’t want to go there.

 


All in all
Crossed is an
eyeblinkingly good first novel with unique and original takes on
old subjects. Give it somewhere around 4 stars—less if you’re
obsessive about details, more if you’re not squeamish about the
religious angle.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



Forsaken Trust

It occurs to me—not for
the first time—that there are currently no original lesbian
mysteries published by traditional publishing housing n the U.S. By
“original,” I mean first
published by American houses. Anne Holt—very
popular in her native Norway—is being republished in the U.S.,
partly because of her great success in her home country and partly
because of the success of other Scandinavian mystery writers like
Jo Nesbo, Stieg Larsson, and Henning Mankell. Gone are the days
when you might find lesbian mysteries by Katherine V. Forrest
(Berkley), Sandra Scoppettone (Ballantine), and Laurie R. King
(Bantam) in mass-produced editions at your local
bookstore.

 


And what a shame that is.
Every once in a while I read something that seems to cry out for a
larger audience. Paulette Callen’s Command
of Silence is one of those. Meredith
Doench’s Forsaken Trust, which continues the adventures of profiler Luce Hansen, is
another. Although I do not read the major thriller writers like
Lisa Gardner, Tana French, Tess Gerritsen and the like, it’s hard
to believe that their books could be as exciting and well-populated
as Doench’s.

 


A year or more has passed since the first
book in this series ended. Luce’s romance with Rowan has ended
badly and Luce is on the rocks—drinking too much, eating badly, and
not exercising. She is angry when her supervisor calls on her at
her dumpy apartment during what was supposed to be a short
vacation. She nearly growls when he tells her she needs to pull
herself together. But when he says that there is a new serial
killer on the loose, her eyes light up. Well, to each her own.

 


It seems that four women—past middle age,
either prostitutes or drug addicts—have been found murdered along
the Powell River in Wallace Lake, Ohio. In addition, they all have
two red hearts tattooed on the inside of their wrists. But what do
the hearts mean, and why have these woman been singled out? Luce,
along with rookie Detective Allison Harvey land Medical Examiner
Harper Bennett, tries to ferret out the truth despite the fact that
this triumvirate becomes a love triangle.

 


Those of you who, like me,
enjoyed the first book in the series, will appreciate the fact that
the author has brought back several motifs used in that book.
Luce’s safety valve—water—is discussed a bit less than in
Crossed, but it is still
there. “Those rolling waters anchored me,
a lifelong companion that sometimes saved me, sometimes threatened
me, but remained the constant element in my life and had never
forsaken me.” And the irony of the bodies
being found in the river will not be lost on an astute reader.
Another recurring motif is Luce’s “Berlin Wall,” that she puts up
to shut herself away from others—even those she loves. And a motif
that I was unsure about in Crossed—Luce’s father’s ghost—is
also back. She honestly seems to feel that he is real, appearing in
her direst need to help her think. Now don’t get me wrong; I like
ghost stories. I don’t even mind them in detective novels with one
caveat: they can’t help the detective solve the crime. Otherwise,
the book would not be a mystery, but a ghost story and would be
removed from my list of lesbian mysteries. Luckily, Luce’s father
does not give her clues, but mostly gets her to think more closely
about what she is doing. Still, we may be seeing the last of him as
he tells Luce late in the novel, “You
don’t need me anymore, Luce,” he said. “You’ve always known exactly
what to do.”

 


I generally don’t like
prologues in lesbian mysteries. They are almost always superfluous.
They also tend to be jarring when they are written from an alien
point of view, such as the killer’s. But Doench shows us how it is
done. In fact, the prologue in Forsaken
Trust is so well done that she actually
adds a second, similar section midway through the novel. And
speaking of point of view, Doench has made a change from the first
book. Instead of first-person present, which is difficult for an
author o work with and often confusing to readers, Luce now speaks
to us from the past—a small change—because she used the present
tense well—but a good one.

 


My main concern
about Forsaken Trust is the fact that, despite great plot development, the
solution to the crimes is confusing. A major red herring is not
explained, while both motive and the actual ability to carry out
the crimes seem forced. This is not unusual in run-of-the-mill
lesbian mysteries; in fact, it is the norm. Doench, I think, has
her sights set on something higher. With a little tighter
denouement, she will succeed.

 


Final Rating:
4


NJ (Natalie) Donath

(1956-)

 


Series: Sam O’Brien: Private Eye

Main Character: Samantha (Sam)
O’Brien

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Investigative /
Historic

Age in first book: 25

Residence: Whalesport, a small
fictional New England seaside town

Love Interest: Generica (no last name
given)

Pet: None

Best Friend: Al Grenier (aspiring
actor)

Drink of Choice: She doesn’t seem to
be finicky

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


Crime in the Castle,
2018


Sea Lights,
2020

Discussion:

These novels take place in the 1950s. Sam’s
father, a police officer, asks Sam to come in with him to form a
detective agency. Unfortunately, he dies before that can happen. So
Sam decides to open the agency anyway. The series is set along the
New England coastline. The second book is set “a couple of years”
after the first. I purchased the ebook version of the first novel
in this series from Amazon in November, 2021.

 



Crime in the Castle,

It’s not a good sign when
the very first two pages of a book are so confusing that the reader
doesn’t know what exactly is going on. It’s not important: one of
the characters is either reading a newspaper or something else,
either now or in the past. But the unclear prose is a sign of
things to come and you might suspect that the author’s glowing
acknowledgments to her editor and beta readers were
premature.

 


The year is 1952. It seems
that the mafia is running the small coastal New England town of
Whalesport. Ex-policeman Jack O’Brien has been trying to expose two
of the leaders when he suddenly dies—just as he has started a
detective agency. His daughter Samantha, who has been living the
queer life in California, returns to Whalesport and decides to open
the agency by herself after her childhood pal Val Barkowski dies
under mysterious circumstances.

 


There is an incredible amount of detail in
this book. It takes almost a chapter to describe Samantha’s family
home. The intricacies of lighting a cigarette takes a full page.
And yes, we do see clearly the house, the castle, and even the
scenery surrounding them, but there is such a thing as too much
description. It’s nice, but it just isn’t needed and interrupts the
story for too long. Trouble is, the description may be the
best-written part of the novel. Relationships, conversations,
motivations, inner dialogue, and even the all-important historical
feel are not as good as I would have liked. As for the story, well,
I just couldn’t get into it. The villains are kind of a cross
between Snidely Whiplash and the Godfather—way over the top.

 


Good point: Well, Sam’s erstwhile girlfriend,
Generica, has one of the greatest names in lesbian mystery fiction.
Probably at least a quarter of all lesbian detective girlfriends
should have the name Generica.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish


Fran Dorricott

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Cassie
Warren

Profession: Journalist

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age in First Book: Early 30s

Residence: Bishop’s Green, England

Love Interest: Marion (police
sergeant)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:

Title:


After the Eclipse,
2019

Discussion:

In an English village, two young girls are
abducted during an eclipse—the the eclipses were sixteen years
apart. The older sister of the first victim decides to see if she
can find connections between the two.


Candas Jane Dorsey


(Dates not available)

 


Series: Epitome Apartments
Mysteries

Main Character: The MC is nameless

Profession: Ex-Social Worker

Type of Mystery: Postmodern

Age in First Book: Late Thirties

Residence: Somewhere in Canada

Love Interest: Jian (a homeless woman
who is an ex-acrobat)

Pet: A cat named Bunnywit

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

List of Books: n/a


The Adventures of Isabel,
2020


What's the Matter with Mary
Jane?, 2021

Discussion:

The main character is a ambisexual—one of the
only ones in this study. She does, however, have an affair with a
woman in the novel. There are several very good reviews of this
book on Goodreads.


 


Margot Douaihy

(1977-)

 


Series: Sister Grace Holiday Mysteries

Main Character:
Grace Holiday

Profession:
Nun

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First
Book:

Residence:
New Orleans, Louisiana

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Scorched Grace,
2023

Discussion:

Sister Holiday is a
chain-smoking, tattooed, queer num in the order of the Sisters of
the Sublime Blood. She is also an amateur sleuth. The author is
Lebanese American. Although the novel is billed as a Sister Grace
Holiday Mystery, this seems to be the only one.


Lauren Wright Douglas

(1947-)

 


 


Series 1: Caitlin Reece Mysteries

Main Character:
Caitlin Reece

Profession:
Private Vigilante (former Prosecutor)

Type of Mystery:
Action Adventure

Age in First Book:
38

Residence:
Oak Bay, Victoria, Canada

Love Interest:
Dr. Tonia Konig

Drink of Choice:
Bailey’s Irish Cream, Glenfiddich
Scotch

Pet: A cat named Repo

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Always Anonymous
Beast, 1987


Ninth Life,
1990 (Lambda Winner)


The Daughters of
Artemis,
1991


A Tiger's Heart, 1992


Goblin Market,
1993


A Rage of Maidens, 1994

Discussion:

Lauren Wright Doughas
is the pseudonym of Linda J. Wright. It is difficult to track the
publishers of Douglas’ books. They seem to all have been first
printed by Naiad and reprinted the next year in the U.K. by either
Pandora (The Always Anonymous
Beast) or the groundbreaking
feminist press Silver Moon Books (the rest). Bella books inherited
the catalog from Naiad, but seem to have only actually reprinted a
few. Daughters of
Artemis was originally published in
the U.K. under the title Chasing the
Shadow by Silver Moon. ReQueered
Tales has begun to reprint the Caitlin Reece mysteries. Under her
real name, Linda J. Wright, she is the author of the Kieran Yeats
mysteries. She also wrote the novel Osten's Bay under the name Zenobia
N. Vole. Here is my full review of the first novel in the Caitlin
Reece series.

 



The Always Anonymous Beast

Well, it was raining here, so I was able to
sit back in my love seat with a cat sleeping on my lap and finish
this one in a day. It was a good day. And a good story. The
first-person point of view was vaguely reminiscent of Mary Wings,
but without Wings’ obsession with describing minute observations
that have nothing to do with the plot.

 


The story was engrossing and complicated,
but the complications were added—at least until near the very
end—so subtly that they were seamless. Like most good mysteries, it
was not over when you thought it was. Unfortunately—at least in
this case—Douglas seems to have lost control of the book and it
ended with a clunk. But let’s start at the beginning.

 


Caitlin Reece has no office; she only meets
clients at prearranged rendezvous. She doesn't seem to advertise,
so she only sees clients that were referred to her by other
clients. It is not even certain what her job is; in one scene she
visualizes herself as being a private eye, but what she really is
smacks more of a vigilante. Someone like Doc Savage—the hero of a
hundred pulp novels whose stated goal in life is to right wrongs
and punish the guilty, even if it has to be accomplished outside
the law.

 


But Caitlin is no ordinary Rambo Bimbo; she
is a Shakespeare scholar, a classical music aficionado, and an
ex-lawyer who once worked in the DA’s office, where she made
contacts out the yin yang. One of these, a computer geek who
delights in getting dirt on people, is a precursor of both Lisbeth
Salander and her own computer geek, Plague. And, of course, she
also has a friend who is a lawyer and one who is in the police
department and one who has pet Great Danes she can use as
protection, should the need arise. Lucky her, but after all, she
did have a pretty long career in the DA’s office.

 


The plot revolves around a TV anchor who is
being blackmailed by someone who has gained possession of a series
of love letters between her and another woman. She feels that her
career would be ruined if her affair came out—and also that her
abusive husband would enact his own vengeance. In a sequence of
well-written scenes, Caitlin finds out who is doing the
blackmailing. But something doesn't add up. Is there someone who is
actually pulling the blackmailer’s strings for his own purpose?

 


It really
doesn't add up, but
although Caitlin attempts to resolve it to her (and our)
satisfaction, she never does. Motives are simply not there, either
for the blackmailer or for the person behind him. Too bad. It was a
really good book until just before the end. In fact, a second, more
minor case she was working on was left unsolved—presumably to be
resumed in the next volume. It makes me wonder whether she was
overly influenced by a Naiad editor who may have suggested she keep
her page count down to their semi-required length. If so it was a
mistake; it seems to have negatively affected the entire ending of
the book.

 


But Caitlin Reece is a winning character.
Her hot-and-cold relationship to her love interest is made
particularly interesting by her lover’s firmly held belief in
nonviolent action in all things, while Caitlin illegally but
regularly packs a .357. I wouldn't mind seeing how she fares in her
next adventure. High marks overall, but at just under 70,000 words,
a little too short to do all the things that needed to be done.

 


Final Rating:
3.2

~ ~ ~

Series 2: Allison O’Neil Mysteries

Main Character:
Allison O’Neil

Profession:
Bed and Breakfast Owner/Mail Order
Bookseller

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not stated

Residence:
Lavner Bay, Oregon

Love Interest:
Unattached in first book

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: a cat named Sam Spade

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Death at Lavender Bay, 1996


Swimming Cat Cove, 1997

Discussion:

Douglas is also the author
of the popular Caitlin Reece series, most of which predate these.
Here is my full review of both novels in the Allison O’Neil
series.

 



Death at Lavender Bay

I kind of liked reading
this book and I don’t know why. Certainly it has enough faults to
fill a dozen reviews. But let’s go through it, shall we?

 


Allison O’Neil finds that
her Aunt Grace (her late mother’s twin) in Lavner Bay, Oregon, has
died and left Allison a picturesque bed-and-breakfast hotel.
Allison, for reasons unknown, doesn't want it, but she is convinced
by her lawyer to visit the place anyway. She does, and it is
beautiful. Everyone she meets seems to have loved her aunt and what
a shame she died doing one of the things she loved—snorkeling in
the beautiful bay outside the hotel. The trouble is, Allison knows
that her aunt had a deathly fear of water; the chances she died in
a snorkeling accident therefore seem to be remote. So, Allison
thinks, she must have been murdered. But by who? She decides to
hire Private Investigator Kerry Owyhee to find out. But Kerry has
problems of her own.

 


Here are a couple of things
I liked about this book. First of all, it is written in the first
person present, which puts less distance between the narrator and
the reader than any other POV. Allison is a good, clear, and
somewhat humorous narrator. I also liked Kerry, who had a far more
interesting backstory than Allison (who had way too little). Even
the idea of the protagonist of a lesbian mystery hiring a PI is
unique. And the setting of Lavner Bay is exquisite. In fact, the
place is called Lavender
Bay by the locals, who are mostly lesbians—as are
most of the characters—a plus for many readers.

 


But interesting writing
aside, Allison seems to be kind of a birdbrain. When she overhears
a conversation between two of her late aunt’s friends, she
interprets it as some kind of mysterious evidence-destroying scheme
when everyone else on earth can see that they are just planning on
scattering Grace’s ashes. Spoiler be damned.

 


In fact, if Allison had
just asked someone the details of her aunt’s death, she would have
saved the time and expense of hiring an investigator—and the story
would have been over in ten or so pages. It is not bad writing, but
it’s lazy and I expected better from a writer who had already
published seven Caitlin Reece mysteries. I would also have expected
better from her editors.

 


Like the first Caitlin
Reece mystery almost a decade before, things are up in the air when
the book ends. How does the B&B make money? Where did Allison’s
aunt get her money? What is happening to Allison’s on-line book
business while she is out gallivanting in Oregon? Will Allison ever
get Kerry or Delia (or anyone) into bed? There’s only one other
book in the series, so I might read it just to find out these
things. But I will expect less from it than I did of this
one.

 


I read the second Naiad
printing of this book, which came out about six months after the
first.

 


Final Rating:
2.7

 



Swimming Cat Cove

In this second (and final) book in the
series, Allison O’Neil has owned the Lavner Bay Bed and Breakfast
for almost a year and her new profession is taking its toll on her
psyche and her pocketbook. Business is bad and the weather is
terrible. She is seriously thinking about selling until adventure
comes calling. A young girl named Minou is found living in a
cardboard box behind a supermarket in town. The girl’s mother is in
jail and her father is a gambler who owes big bucks to some
out-of-towners who want him to pay up. Against her better judgment,
Allison takes the girl in until she can be handed over to Child
Protective Services. But then the girl disappears.

 


As in most books, this one has some good
things and some bad ones. One of the refreshing ones is the fact
that this is not a murder mystery; in fact, there is not even a
crime to solve. Instead, it is a story about Allison’s search for
the reasons that Minou has run away from her father. The more
she—and her PI friend Kerry Owyhee—find out, the more worried they
become that the girl might be in harm’s way.

 


There really isn't much
more to it. As in the first book in the series, Allison finds it
hard to put one and one together. Everyone in the universe knows
where the missing waif has gone except for Allison and Kerry. And
the fact that they spend a third of the book looking for her in
other places is kind of wasted print. The ending just kind of gives
up on everything—will Allison sell the B&B? Will Minou be all
right? Will Allison and Kerry ever hook up? It’s easy to blame
editor Christine Cassidy for these omissions—she’s done this kind
of thing before—but ultimately it is Douglas herself who has to
take the final heat. The three books of hers I have read are just
not constructed very well. Yes, they are easy reads and yes, the
characters are generally interesting—even the children—but a good
mystery has to be a well-constructed piece of literature.
Swimming Cat Cover is not. Even with the extra half star for using the first
person present as her point of view (and doing it well), I’ll have
to rate this somewhat less than 3.

 


I read the first Naiad printing of this
book.

 


Final Rating:
2.7


Connie B. Dowell

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Emmie and Dessa Mysteries

Main Characters:
Emmeline (Emmie McAllister / Odessa (Dessa))
Child

Profession:
Both are college students

Type of Mystery:
Small town cozy / historical

Age in First Book:
Both are 18

Residence:
Cora, Georgia

Love Interest:
Hank Carson (19, Airman) / Theresa Mayhew (18,
Jazz Musician)

Best Friend:
Each other

Drink of Choice:
None

Pet: None

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


The Poison in All of Us
(2015)


Dead Man's Jazz (2019)


Airplanes and Alibis (2020)

Discussion:

This series is borderline
in a number of ways. When the first two books in the series were
published, the author called the series The Emmie McAllister
Mysteries. Because Emmie is not gay, this would have placed the
book outside the realm of the Lesbian Mystery. But with the
publication of Airplanes and
Alibis, the first two books received new
covers and were relabeled The Emmie and Dessa Mysteries. By giving
the two equal billing, and because Dessa is gay, the series now
fits within the definition of Lesbian Mystery. And as it turns out,
Dessa is a much more observant investigator than Emma.

 


Second, the books are not labeled as Young
Adult although the author sometimes describes herself as an author
of Young Adult novels. The first novel—in which Emmie and Dessa are
18—certainly reads as a Young Adult, but the characters age as the
books progress—one year per book, so that they are both 20 at the
end of book 3. But the language, events, and characterizations
still read as YA.

 


The lengths of the books are also a problem.
Although the first novel may be close to 50,000 words, the next two
probably fall far short of that magic number. Book 2 is, in fact,
described by the author as a novella. This leads to a serious
problem for reviewers as novellas have a few different
characteristics than novels. Novels are longer, richer, and have
more depth or character. Because this book’s aim is to judge each
book as a Lesbian Mystery, it may appear that I have given
short-shrift to these books ratings-wise—that I have punished them
only because they are shorter than novels. In re-reading my
reviews, below, I don’t think this is true as many of the errors I
point out would be errors in any genre.

 



The Poison in All of Us

This novel takes place in 1918—just after
the end of WWI and just after the flu pandemic. It is early
December and Emmie McAllister and Dessa Child have returned from
their finishing school in Athens, Georgia to their home in Cora,
Georgia for the holidays. The two are not friends but are thrown
together simply because they are the only ones from Cora to attend
the same school. Then, to Emmie’s dismay, Dessa has to move in with
Emmie’s family when her mother mysteriously disappears. So they
hang out, but warily and grudgingly.

 


The Cora Woman’s Club, of which both girls’
mothers are members, has just voted to support the nation-wide
Suffragette movement. But in a small town in the Deep South, this
is not a popular decision, and soon bad things start to
happen—including a couple of murders.

 


But that’s enough about the plot, except to
mention that Emmie’s uncle, who lives with her and her mother—is
the sheriff of the town, giving Emmie (and Dessa, who grudgingly
begins to hang out with Emmie) intimate knowledge of the ongoing
cases. It is an interesting story about interesting and important
events in our nation’s history. It has a clever title and Emmie’s
first-person point of view narration is well done and keeps the
reader turning pages. In fact, The Poison in All of Us could
have been a first-rate novel. Here’s why it isn’t.

 


First of all, it’s too short. In fact, many
of the shortcomings of the novel stem from its brevity. There is
just so much that seems left out—important things. Both the war and
the flu pandemic could—and should—have had a larger role in the
story. Instead, they are mentioned once or twice, then given short
shrift. Emmie’s “boyfriend” is similarly treated. “We were
supposed to be married. Not that either one of us had ever said it,
but everyone thought so.” But for someone who considers herself
virtually engaged, Emmie is unable to answer Hank’s many letters
from France, where he is stationed. The reader actually has no idea
how Emmie feels about him. Dessa has a number of trysts with a
mysterious suitor, but it is never explained how they arranged
their meetings or what they did when they met. Other plotlines,
such as the murdered woman’s secret and nefarious
machinations—which are really quite interesting—are presented at
the last minute and quickly glossed over as the mystery wraps
itself up without much help from either Emmie or Dessa.

 


For those readers that like comparisons,
Emmie reminds me a little of Erik Schubach’s Finnegan May and Tomas
Burns’ Natalie McMasters. Emmie and Hank’s relationship is kind of
like Nicola Upson’s Josephine Tey and her long-suffering suitor
D.I. Archie Penrose—a one-sided and very chaste courtship.

 


I actually enjoyed reading this novel and
intend on reading the others—they are, after all, short. But I
can’t help wishing that there was more of it so that I could give
it the rating that reflects its potential rather than its overall
execution. As it is, give it a 2.5.

 


Final Rating: 2.5

 



Dead Man's Jazz

It becomes obvious right away that this book
is going to be at least a little different from book 1 when the
first-person point of view switches from Emmie to Dessa. A year has
passed and the two protagonists—now best friends, although, sadly,
this must have happened offstage—are in Savannah to hear Dessa’s
girlfriend Theresa play her saxophone in a jazz club. Murders ensue
and Theresa is arrested for them, although it’s hard to figure out
why.

 


Emmie’s “boyfriend” (she calls him “my sort
of beau”) is moody, taciturn, and overly protective. But while
these disturbing character traits are clear, he seems to have no
good ones. It’s truly hard to see how Emmie likes him very much
other than the fact that they are friends of nearly the same age
who grew up together in a small town. But while Dessa can muse on
her love for Theresa and remember how she had waited “Agonizing
weeks” to see her., Emmie is content just to hold Hank’s hand. We
rarely if ever get into Emmie’s head about what she actually feels
for Han. And the addition of the character of bootlegger
Birdie—what was that all about?

 


Other reviewers have taken the author to task
for using words that probably were not in the language in the early
20th century and I feel that I have to add my own two
cents. She has her characters use the phrase “serial killer” more
than once, despite the fact that the term came into the language in
the 1970s. Ditto with the term “African American,:” although in
this case I’m sure that the author preferred an anachronism over
the word “Negro,” which would have been the correct term n 1919 and
it is difficult to fault her for this. In book 1 she uses another
term that was almost totally unknown before the 1970s:
“misogynist.”And the word “liaised” was first used in 1928. Do
these out-of-time terms ruin the book? Of course not, but it does
give us the idea that maybe the author has not done quite as much
homework as she might have. And as for the relationships—they have
potential but there are at least half a dozen intimate
conversations that need to take place and do not.

 


So if one word can describe a book, “hurried”
describes this one. It is even evident in the number of typos and
inconsistencies I found—far more than in book 1. The ending is both
forced and rushed. And the motivation of one of the murders would
have been incredibly scandalous at the time, but it passes by
without comment from anyone. The author herself calls this story a
“novella,” and novellas are supposed to be short. Btu a good
novella must be complete in itself; Dead Man’s Jazz is
not.

 


In short, the book benefits greatly from the
addition of Dessa as the co-protagonist, butt suffers from just
about everything else. I will be charitable and give it a 2.5—the
same rating I gave book 1. Yet I still h arbor the hope that book 3
will somehow put it all together.

 


Final Rating: 2.5

 



Airplanes and Alibis

It’s Easter break, 1920 and Emmie and Dessa
are back in Cory, Georgia. Both girls are anxiously awaiting the
results of their applications to University of Georgia when a
barnstorming air show comes to the small town. When one of the
participants—a famous movie actor—is killed, the two friends are
keen to catch the killer.

 


Essentially, the third book in the series is
about the same as the first two. The episodes and characters
deserve more exploration. A scene where Dessa tells her aunt—who
she hasn’t seen for 10 years—that she is gay, goes by without a
single remark. Emmie, who hasn’t said boo to her “beau” Hank in the
first two books, suddenly refers to him as the only man she has
ever loved (even though Hank is probably one of the only men she
has ever spoken more than two sentences to), wants to jump into his
arms, and kisses him in public. They halve never kissed in either
of the first 2 books, so this is quite a surprise, but we get none
of Emmie’s feelings about this. In other words, I don’t feel the
connection between them; I am simply told about it.

 


The solution is, again, more of a confession,
but I’ll give the two girls credit for investigating. The
introduction of Emmie’s nosy grandmother is more of an intrusion
than semi-comic relief. Better to flesh out the characters that are
already there than introduce new ones.

 


What was most surprising about this book,
though, is the number of typos. I found 2 dozen and I probably
missed as many more. In addition, there were continuity problems.
At one point Emmie expresses surprise that her grandmother has a
camera, even though Emmie herself tells the reader about the camera
5 pages earlier. Another time, Emmie expresses some disgust at a
woman’s cavalier attitude about smoking, even though—in book 1—she
tells us that she is herself a smoker. The snake motif near the end
of the book is a silly one, although to be fair, Micky Knight
throws a snake into a man’s airplane in Death by the
Riverside. To be even fairer, I thought that it was silly then,
too.

 


I wish that the three books in this series
were better. I wish that even one of them was better. But the
author—and who knows, maybe most of her other readers, too—are
satisfied with Young Adult novellas that touch on important
subjects without ever going into them deeply enough to create a
truly satisfying story for any age or reader. This seems to be a
2.5 type of series.

 


Final Rating: 2.5


Nicky Downes

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Detective Jack Kent

Main Character:
Jacqueline (Jack) Kent

Profession:
Detective Inspector

Type of Mystery:
Locked Room

Age in First
Book:

Residence:
Birmingham, U.K.

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title in this
series:


Silent Fall,
2023

Discussion:

One of this book’s motifs is mountain
climbing and Jack is an experienced climber. Although this is
listed as a “Detective Jack Kent” mystery, this is the only one so
far.


Matt Doyle

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Cassie Tam Files

Main Character:
Cassandra (Cassie, Cas) Tam

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Futuristic noir

Age in First Book:
27

Residence:
New Hopeland, (Utah?)

Love Interest:
Lori Redwood (23, unemployed tech
shifter)

Pet: a mechanical gargoyle named Bert

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0.5

Titles in This
Series:


Addict,
2017


The Fox, the Dog, and the
King, 2018


LV48, 2018


Shadows of the Past, 2019


Half Light, 2020

Discussion:

Matt Doyle describes
himself as “a Bi (or Pan depending on your definition), Gender
Fluid author based in the UK.” Like the futuristic books of Jason
Halstead, these books—despite their P.I heroine, are borderline
lesbian mysteries. Shadows of the
Past consists of two Cassie Tam
novellas.

 



Addict

Like Jason Halstead’s Kat
Wimple series, Addict
is set in the future. Unlike Halstead’s books
though, Addict doesn’t really feel
like it’s set in the future. For one thing, his
protagonist, Cassie Tam, doesn’t really like modern conveniences;
she likes real blinds, for instance and normal furniture. You’ll
find very little Blade
Runner futurism here. The few
futuristic things he mentions, like tech shifting and online
addiction, are light on description. Cassie’s “protector,” a robot
gargoyle named Bert, night just as well be a man or, as I have seen
elsewhere, “a man substitute” whose job is to rescue Cassie. Even
the modern city of New Hopeland—which I assume is meant to be
something like the new city Elon Musk has envisioned creating—is
given short shrift in its description. If something takes place in
the future, we are going to need a lot more creation and a lot more
description.

The mystery is quite a good
one in theory, but on paper it seems overly—and
unsatisfactorily—explicated. In other words, it’s hard to figure
out what’s actually going on. It’s the old showing instead of
telling bugaboo. The author’s explanation of the mystery takes
longer to tell than the denouement, and even that is dependent on
our old friend, the seemingly normal person who is actually a
criminally insane religious fanatic. In addition, the reasoning and
execution of the crime is so convoluted that all you can do it
blink and turn the page.

And I guess Cassie is a
lesbian; she says she is and at the very end of the book she may
even think about asking someone out. But again, she is a
permutation of another of our old friends, a lesbian on the run
from a bad relationship and terrified of being hurt a second
time—although in this case, her old relationship is described as a
good one and as far as I can tell without rereading, she wasn’t
dumped by her ex. Oh well. In any case, the author is content with
Cassie not having a real relationship. It is easier that way.
However, for lesbian readers this choice is far from
satisfactory.

Addict
is not something I can recommend. At less than
56,000 words, it is about 20,000 words too short. And those words
could have been used to very good advantage to spruce—and possibly
eliminate—the problems.

 


Final Rating:
2.2


Toni Draper

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Paige Turner –Bobbie Garza Mysteries

Main Character:
Paige Turner / Roberta (Bobbie) Garza

Profession:
Police Officer / Bartender

Type of Mystery:
Procedural

Age in First Book:
N/a

Residence:
San Antonio, Texas

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Cinco de Die-O, 2022

Discussion:

Paige Turner—get it?

 


 



Sarah Dreher

(1937-2012)

 


Series: Stoner McTavish Mysteries

Main Character:
Stoner McTavish

Profession:
Travel Agent

Type of Mystery:
Adventure

Age in First Book:
31

Residence:
Boston, Massachusetts

Love Interest:
Gwyneth (Gwen) Owens

Drink of Choice:
Manhattan

Pet: At the end of the book, her aunt tells her that they are
about to get a cat.

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Stoner McTavish, 1985


Something Shady, 1986

Gray Magic, 1987


A Captive in Time, 1990 (Lambda
Finalist)

Otherworld, 1993


Bad Company,
1995


Shaman's Moon,
1998 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Dreher, a clinical
psychologist, died in Amherst, Massachusetts in 2012. Here is my
full review of the first book in this series. I read the 1994
fourth printing of this book. Evidently, Dreher wrote (or was in
the process of writing) an 8th novel in the series, Love
Murders, which was never published. I
suspect that she never finished it or surely, New
Victoria—publisher of the rest of the McTavish mysteries—would have
brought it out.

 



Stoner McTavish

When the protagonist
of Stoner McTavish
was only a week old, her aunt won her in a card
game with her mother, who was a straight-laced, anti-feminist. A
compromise was reached and the mother got to keep the baby as long
as the aunt could name it. So she did: Stoner, after Lucy B. Stone.
In other words, before we get into the meat of the novel we are hit
by a fatal flaw—a tale so implausible—ridiculous even—that it
becomes impossible to trust the author. And generally, when I find
a fatal flaw, I drop the book and go on to another But because I
strive to do as good a job as I can in my chosen endeavor, I
finished the book anyway. Was it good? No, not really. But it
certainly deserves to be discussed because it is one of the first
dozen lesbian mysteries ever published.

 


Stoner McTavish is a
travel agent in Boston. When a friend of her aunt fears that her
granddaughter—Gwen Owens—has married a man who plans to off her for
her money, Stoner agrees to travel to Wyoming to keep an eye on the
young bride. Why? Who knows, maybe because of a blurry picture she
was given by Gwen’s grandmother. Maybe for no reason; Stoner often
seems . . . well, stoned.

 


The truth is, Stoner is as
nice a person as you could want to meet. We know this through her
inner dialogue and the plans she makes. But she is not particularly
lovable. When she talks to Gwen—and to most of the other characters
in the book—she is either squeaking, stammering, or apologizing. At
one point, the bad guy—Gwen’s husband—tells Stoner that he is
trying to understand why his wife is so fascinated with her. Well,
join the club, Bryan. Although it is not hard for anyone to believe
that Stoner falls in love with Gwen at first sight, it is not so
easy to see why Gwen comes to like Stoner equally as well. In fact,
lack of realistic motivation is the main problem that this book
suffers from. Why does Stoner follow the couple to Wyoming? Why
does Gwen marry Bryan in the first place—he is a decided asshole
from start to finish? Why does Gwen fall in love with Stoner? Why
does Gwen change her will? Why does Bryan want to kill her? None of
it really makes sense.

 


On the other hand, Stoner
can be seen as an interesting character—an antihero, gauche and
shy. She is more than a bit butch (is that why Gwen likes her? Is
that why Dreher has fans?) but way socially defective. If Dreher
meant to portray Stoner thus, she did it pretty well. Stoner has a
more interesting backstory than most protagonists in lesbian
mysteries, and some of the scenes near the end of the book are
almost Zane Grey-like in their excitement. Yet there is nothing in
the book that comes unexpected. The story, the dialog, the
descriptions, everything. The reader knows exactly what is going to
happen almost from page one. Every. Single. Thing. Although the
writing is professional—especially the descriptions—it often comes
off as either banal or clichéd. Juvenile is maybe a good work.
Nevertheless, lots of us wish that we could overcome our fears and
our shyness and get the girl of our dreams—that she could see
through our rough outer shell to the pearl we have within us. Maybe
this is the appeal.

 


I would rate this book
somewhere around a 2. The other books in this series may delve into
fantasy or the paranormal so I will probably avoid them. That
doesn't mean you should.

 


Final Rating:
2


Joan M.
Drury

(1945-)

 


Series: Tyler Jones Mysteries

Main Character:
Tyler Jones

Profession:
Newspaper Columnist and Women’s Abuse Center
Volunteer

Type of Mystery:
Feminist Whodunit

Age in First Book:
Mid to late 30s. She is 39 in book 2 and 42 in
book 3.

Residence:
San Francisco, California, although book 2 takes
place in Northern Minnesota.

Love Interest:
Unattached

Drink of Choice:
Cutty Sark Scotch, but she is on the
wagon

Pet: A Border Collie named Agatha Christie (Aggie). Oddly, in book
2 Aggie is a Golden Retriever.

Best Friend:
Mary Sharon Andrews (lesbian law student; in the
last book she is a lawyer)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This Series:


The Other Side Of
Silence,
1993


Silent Words,
1996


Closed in Silence, 1998

Discussion:

Drury was the publisher/editor of Spinster’s
Ink—who published the novels listed above—for 10 years. She now
owns a bookstore in Minnesota. Here is my full review of all three
novels in the series. I read the first Spinster’s Ink printing of
each one. As I write this, only the second book is available as an
ebook, and it is priced at least semi-reasonably.

 



The Other Side Of Silence

Tyler Jones is not the most social person in
the world, so when she wins the Pulitzer Prize for journalism for a
feature story about spousal abuse committed by members of the
police force, she goes into semi-retirement, writing her newspaper
columns from home. Because of her urgent concern about violence
against women, she also spends time at a crisis center. But
although her research and counseling brings her into contact with
many forms of violence, her own life is rather uninteresting and
predictable. That is until she finds a dead body in the park while
out walking her dog.

 


The characterization of Tyler is very
subtle, and we often have to rely on small clues to get a true
picture of her. We know that she broke up with her last lover ten
years before and that she is more comfortable working at home than
at an office. This may be explained by the fact that she describes
herself as “hefty,” “robust,” and “fat.” Not in the way a fashion
model might think she has to lose a pound or two, but because Tyler
is truly overweight. Yet she mentions this only in passing—never
dwells on her weight issues. We also know that she is a recovering
alcoholic who is often badly in need of a drink. The fact that
Drury gives us no backstory on any of this is an omission that
might be rectified in the two subsequent books about Tyler
Jones.

 


Here’s another thing we
know about Tyler but have no real backstory on: she has little use
for men (except for her contact at the newspaper) and blames them
for much of the violence that goes on in the world—especially
against women. As she says, “I am,
with reason, suspicious about men—especially when it comes to
violence.” In fact, Tyler makes her
living writing about the subject. She produces a weekly column for
her newspaper and is writing a book-length oral history. And hey,
Tyler is a writer who actually writes. We are not just told
about a column, we get to read it, too. Likewise chapters of her
book, which are convincing and heartfelt.

 


So does this mean that men
won’t like this book? Umm. Many won’t, but that’s their loss. The
history of feminism and the ongoing violence against women is a
subject that everyone should take a serious interest in. The fact
is, The Other Side of
Silence is one of the most
well-crafted mysteries I have ever read. It just continues to
develop until the very unusual (but maybe not totally unexpected)
ending. The fact that Tyler (and Drury) have an important agenda is
all the better.

 


The plot has to do with Tyler finding the
body of a man in the park next to her house. The man happens to be
a spouse abuser who once attacked Tyler physically when he found
out that she was using her apartment as a safe house for his wife.
Who would kill such a man? Everyone? Maybe it was Tyler herself—the
police certainly think so. And of course to prove her innocence,
Tyler has to uncover the perpetrator herself. Unlike many books
with this motif, however, Tyler’s experience and skill as a
reporter gives her the tools she needs to actually investigate in a
believable manner.

 


I read most of the books I
review in random order, so it is more than surprising when I read
two in a row that have many of the same motifs. And what is even
more surprising is that this happens more often than not. The book
I read previously, Relationships Can
Be Murder, by Jane DiLucchio, has
much in common with this one. For one thing, the detective’s best
friends (their Companions, as it were) are similar. As I’ve noted
above, their reasons to investigate are also similar—to prove that
they themselves are innocent. Another similarity is that—and I
don’t think I’ve seen this anywhere else—a potential romance
between the protagonist and the detective investigating the
case—goes absolutely nowhere. Weird.

 


But many of the
shortcomings of Relationships Can Be
Murder are not present here. Oh,
there’s a glitch or two, but they are so subtle it would be hard to
prove they even exist. I’m willing to let them go and to give this
novel a solid 4 stars and a desire to know more about Tyler Jones.
In fact, I have just ordered the next book in the series. I’ll let
you know.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



Silent Words

A couple of years have passed since Tyler’s
first adventure. She has turned 39 and her dog Aggie has turned
from a border collie into a golden retriever. Tyler is still
writing a syndicated column for her newspaper and still owns her
house in California. She has finished her book about violence
against women and become fairly well known in feminist circles. As
the story opens, she has just suffered the loss of her mother, and
is deeply affected by it. When she finds out that she has been
willed the family property in upstate Minnesota—property that her
mother has told her contains hidden family secrets—Tyler decides to
take leave from her job and drive to Minnesota to check things
out.

 


Like the first book in
this series, this book is feminist in nature. But it is not a
clichéd feminism, like we find in, say, Valerie Miner’s
Murder in the English
Department, but a well-thought-out
agenda. Tyler, although she has no qualms about instructing people
about politically incorrect language (“I’m not a lady.”), seems to
come out of her shell a little in Minnesota. She is much more
convivial, more gregarious than the virtual hermit she was in
California. Ad she cries a lot over one thing or another, which is
kind of unexpected in “a majestic Amazon” so outwardly strong and
mentally capable.

 


Freed from the task of volunteering at a
women’s crisis center, she is able to actually enjoy the beauty in
nature as well as the joy and hard work or restoring her
grandmother’s house as she asks questions of the locals about her
family’s history. She is befriended and helped by the owner of the
local grocery, and her cousin—once a snooty belle—who has become a
feminist organizer and mother or foster mother to mixed-race
children. Tyler—who broke up with her last lover ten years
before—even gets a crush on her. But all is not as idyllic as it
appears. When her handyman is found dead in her back yard, Tyler
realizes that some of the questions she has been asking have hit
someone too close to home and she begins to fear for her own
life.

 


And like the first book
also, this one is intricately plotted. Just when you think that
things are getting resolved, another major event takes place. Think
of Drury’s style as a cross between a feminist Agatha Christie and
Mary Stewart (think The Moon-Spinners) with lots of interesting
characters and plot twists. But Silent
Words is not just a thriller, it is a
very well-reasoned-out family novel that squashes the idea that the
reputation of a man takes precedence over the life of a woman. And
hey, this novel has—not by accident—one of the best feminist
endings ever. Even better than the first novel in this series.
Another well-earned 4 stars; maybe even a 4.2.

 


I’m hoping that in the third and last book
in the series, which I have put on my To Buy list, Tyler finally
gets a girlfriend.

 


Final Rating:
4.2

 



Closed in Silence

The third and last book in
the Tyler Jones series finds Tyler and her BFF Mary Sharon on their
way to a college reunion—kind of like a feminist
The Big Chill.
It seems that in the 1970s, six women met and bonded at the
University of Minnesota, where they enjoyed four years of
friendship and activism that shaped their lives. One of these women
was Julie—Tyler’s first (and only) love. The reunion was to take
place on a private island owned by Rachel, one of the six. But
before any real hobnobbing between the old friends can begin, two
things happen in close proximity. First, a terrible storm hits the
island, leaving the women stranded and without phone service.
Second—Tyler finds a dead man in the woods near the
cabin.

 


Much of the book is taken
up with Tyler’s nostalgic memories of the early exuberance of her
college years. And for those of you interested in the history of
feminist activism in the 1970s, Drury gives us much to think about,
and she does it in true, die-hard feminist rhetoric.
“Women are still getting raped and beaten,
victimized by glass ceilings, harassed at work, belittled at home,
ignored, demeaned.” or
“We were disappointed that this professor, an
obvious feminist, was reproducing the white elitism so prevalent
throughout the university system.” Sometimes, she even goes over the top, as when Tyler corrects
Julie on her use of the word redneck, which gives the
assumption “that all outdoor working
people are stupid and prejudiced and smallminded. It’s
classist.”

 


Knowledgeable readers will
see a resemblance between this novel and 1st Impressions, by Kate
Calloway, in that both protagonists get trapped on an island in the
Pacific Northwest with a killer on the loose and no way to get
help. Drury, though, is the better writer. Although there are
several incidents that seem way too coincidental, she is brazen
enough—and intelligent enough—to admit it. When two unusual
lightning storms hit the island within a day or two of each other,
one of the characters says, “This
really is like being in a mystery book. Do you realize how unusual
it is for one, let alone two, lightning storms to occur in this
area?” When Tyler learns that at
least four of the six women on the island knew the murdered man,
she is flabbergasted., but the answer she gets is classic:
“I know. It’s unbelievable, isn’t
it?”

 


And, oh yeah; although poor Tyler admits to
actually dating a woman named Jill back in San Francisco, she tells
her friends that she knows it will not last. Well, maybe she'll
hook up later with one of her college friends. Who knows?

 


Although Drury’s writing style and Tyler’s
point of view are as well done here as in the first two books of
the series, I was disappointed in the ending, which is not nearly
as well plotted as the others. Give this one a somewhat more than a
3 and put the whole series on your reading list.

 


Final Rating:
3.2


Stella Duffy

(1963-)

 


Series: Saz Martin Mysteries

Main Character:
Sarah (Saz) Martin

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Unattached, although she meets someone in a later
book.

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best
Friend; n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Calendar Girl,
1994


Wavewalker,
1996


Beneath the Blonde, 1997


Fresh Flesh,
1999


Mouths of Babes, 2005

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series. However, be aware that neither Duffy
nor Judith Markowitz (in The Gay
Detective) necessarily considers this book
actually in the series. It is more of a prelude to the series, but
Saz is still a major character. She was a Goldie finalist for her
thriller, Parallel
Lives.

 



Calendar Girl

Because of the author’s
popularity, evidenced by the relatively high numbers of reviews she
has received, I was expecting more from this book. It has a
creative structure, to be sure, with alternating chapters from the
point of view of the detective, Saz Martin, and Maggie Simpson, a
comedian who figures heavily in the story. But once the reader sees
the way the wind blows—after less than a third of the novel—it
becomes obvious that the author is drawing out the story in order
for the two parts to come together. This doesn’t happen in a book
crafted in the traditional way, and maybe this is the reason. It is
a rare case of an innovative device actually detracting from the
novel.

 


Another thing that
detracts is the fact that neither Saz nor Maggie is well drawn. Saz
is likable enough, but has little personality, Maggie has more, but
it is a cross between a clever-boots blogger and a crazed ax
murderer, of which she is neither. Do readers not care whether a
book’s characters seem real or not? Well, I do. If Maggie is a
successful comedian, let us have a scene where she gives us her
routine. Give Saz and Maggie enough backstory to make us feel like
we know them. Likewise the character of the victim. I simply do not
believe that she does the things she does nor do I believe her when
she tells us the reason why. Another clever idea that, when the end
of the book looms, the author has to scramble to explain
everything. This happens way too often in this genre—and probably
in any genre. But that doesn't mean it’s okay.

 


All in all, this novel is
readable. I suspect that in further Saz Martin novels, Duffy has
refined her voice and technique. I will have to wait for someone
else to review the next one.

 


An additional note to the
publisher of the ebook. Although most of the Saz Martin ebooks are
priced reasonably, there is entirely too much extraneous matter in
the first several pages of the book, which cuts down significantly
on the pages of the actual story available for sampling. I
purchased this one, but in many instances the lack of a proper
sample has caused me to pass by a book I otherwise might have
purchased, if not enjoyed.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Nann Dunne

(possibly 1928-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Angela (Angie)
Wedgeway

Profession: College Student

Type of Mystery: Romantic Suspense

Age in First Book: Probably 21

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Shelley Brinton
(college student, about the same age as Angie)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Merrill Lakins (straight
woman)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Staying in the Game, 2001

Discussion:

Nann Dunne is a part-time editor for Regal
Crest, who published the first edition of this book, which is the
one I tried to read. It has been re-released and re-edited several
times since then.

 



Staying in the Game

One of the reasons I wanted to read this
novel was because the storyline contains a heavy dose of softball,
of which I am a great fan. I was encouraged by the fact that the
author had been both a player and a coach. But I was put off almost
immediately by some oddities. First, she has a catcher strike up a
loud chatter (Hey, batter batter, etc.) at the beginning of a
batting practice. In a game, sure, but in batting practice? She
spells putout as two words. The coach of the college team decides
to demote her first basewoman—who had been the starter at that
position and who was a very good hitter and adequate fielder—by
replacing her with a woman whose hitting ability needs work, who
has only been at practice one day, and who failed to even come to
tryouts. Finally, that same day, this new player interrupts a
simulated game practice by leaving her position and running out to
confront another player about a (correct) throwing decision—and the
coach doesn’t say a word. Add to this the fact that the newcomer
seems to have transferred to the college at least several weeks
into the semester, which may not even be possible.

 


Note: Although I read the earliest printing
of this book, all of the above was retained in the latest e-book
version, which I only sampled. And each of these points remains
unbelievable to me. But is this a reason for deciding not to read
past Chapter 2? Probably not, especially for those who do not
follow softball or baseball.

 


My reason was more literary. Although the
author is listed as an editor, the book is written as if it had
none. Oh, the copyediting is done well enough, but the point of
view darts from character to character without any rhyme or reason
and the internal dialogue is generally horrid. In other words, it
would have been difficult, based on what I read, to recommend this
book to anyone other than friends and family.

 


However, in the recently published e-book
version I sampled, the above writing errors seem to have been—for
the most part—corrected. Some heretofore needed scenes have been
added and a lot of the embarrassing inner dialogue has been
excised. This is the main we should try to read the latest version
of a book. There is always the possibility that the author will go
back and revise, revise, revise. In this case, Dunne has done just
that and almost certainly raised its rating from the 2 I otherwise
would have given it. Good for you, Nann.

 


So until I somehow get the $$$ to buy a
recent copy of the e-book, this will continue to be a note rather
than an actual review. However, be warned. Do not buy the earlier
versions of this book.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish.


Laury Egan

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Dana Fox

Profession: Photographer

Type of Mystery: Travel

Age in First Book: 40

Residence: Mykonos, Greece

Love Interest: Cybele Karabélias, (
junior policewoman)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:

Best Friend:

Heat Index:

Romance Index:

Title:


The Ungodly Hour, 2020

Discussion:

Egan has several other published
lesbian-themed works, but none seem to quite fit into the lesbian
mystery category. She kindly provided me with a review copy of this
book in electronic form.

 



The Ungodly Hour

Probably the best—and most unique—thing about
this mystery is its location: Mykonos, Greece. Since I was there it
seems to have become a queer hub with numerous gay bars and other
meeting places. The photography aspect is also a nice touch as the
reader learns quite a bit about the art from the narrator.

 


A nice touch is that Cybele is not the
ubiquitous hard-shelled homicide detective found in way more
lesbian mysteries than any other profession.

 


Switches of POV spoil the tension. Dana: will
I get the dark woman? Cybele: I’m going to get that woman. Where’s
the tension? I’m not saying that this is necessarily a bad thing; I
mean, love at first sight exists as does lust at first sight, but I
think that most readers expect a little tension in a romance that
lasts the length of a novel.

 


What spoiled the novel for me was the POV
switches to the insane, ranting, serial killer plotting his next
moves. I have observed often in these pages that this kind of
switching is not only easy, but lazy writing that sidesteps a more
difficult but more artistically and aesthetically pleasing way to
arrive at the same point. In the end, it was that voice that caused
me to, regretfully, give up on the book.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish.


Carolyn Elizabeth

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Corey Curtis / Thayer Reynolds

Profession:
Hospital post-mortem examiner / Medical
Doctor

Type of Mystery:
Medical

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
Jackson City, probably fictional

Love Interest:
Thayer Reynolds (physician)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
Rachel (27, coffee shop owner) / n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Gallows Humor, 2019

Discussion:

A medical examiner suspects that the death
of a construction worker was not the accident is was reported to
be, so she begins her own investigation into the death.


Max Ellendale

(Dates not Available)

 


Series: Four Point Trilogy

Main Character: Salinger (Sali)
James

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Maggie Miller (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in this Series:


Four Point, 2015 (Rainbow
Finalist)


Point Two, 2016


Mirror, 2017

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Wildrose, 2017

Discussion:

The author has a Master of Fine Arts degree
in Creative Writing. Four Point is also described as a
psychological crime thriller. Wildrose is in the same
literary universe as the Four Point Trilogy.


Amelia Ellis

(1977-)

 


Series: Nea Fox Mysteries

Main Character:
Nea Fox

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Whodunit/Adventure

Age in first book:
31

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Emily Kingston (age about 29, paranormal
investigator) Nea has other love interests as the series
progresses.

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Tea, but she will drink wine and beer

Best Friend:
Hope Linney, about 31, IT consultant)

Heat Index:
1.5 (up to 4 in books 3 and 4)

Romance Index:
1 (and moves higher in subsequent
books)

Titles in This
Series:


The Lion's Circle, 2005 (2011
English)


Lilies on Sand, 2006 (2011
English)


The Fourth Aspect, 2008 (2011
English)


The Pearl Dragon, 2010 (2011
English)


The Mirror of
Muraro, 2018 (2019 English)
(Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Amelia Ellis was born in
Germany of a British father and German mother. Her first five books
seem to have been written in German, despite the fact that she has
lived in London since 2011. She is also a talented photographer.
Although the first 4 books were all published in 2011, they were
first published in Germany beginning in 2005. I read the ebook
version of these novels.

 



The Lion's Circle

Why is it that I have been
studying lesbian mysteries since 2012 but have only just now—in
mid-2019—discovered the Nea Fox mysteries? Well, one of the reasons
is that her publisher, PMI, is not in the mainstream of lesbian
publishing. For another, the books were first published in German.
Still, I’m chagrined that I overlooked this fine series, but
delighted that I actually found it. The
Lion’s Circle is a puzzling mystery with
interesting characters and tantalizing relationships, but it may
also be the most exciting lesbian mystery I have ever read—and I
have read more than you. It is maybe even a little
too exciting—I’m
not sure my heart could have taken much more.

 


In fact, despite the
wonderful set of puzzles that make up the mystery, the book does
not remind me of any other book in the genre. Rather, I thought
of—in this order—Fu Manchu, Indiana Jones, the pulp fiction
adventures of G-8, and J.K. Rowling. The first three are mainly for
the exotic goings-on and the Eastern characters, but the Rowling
comparison is more interesting. For one thing—as a previous
reviewer pointed out to her dismay (and my joy)—the book is written
in a literary way. For another, author Ellis has stated that there
will be at least 10 books in the series, most of which she has
mapped out in her head, including the last sentence of the final
book. The woman has an agenda and she knows how to use it. But
let’s get on with the review, shall we?

 


London-based PI Nea Fox is
hired to investigate a supposed haunting of an estate that her
client had been left in a friend’s will. Posing as her employer’s
niece, she travels to Newcastle where the plan is to spend two
nights in the house with various other interested parties to see if
there is any skullduggery going on. Not surprisingly, there is.
What is surprising, though, is the amount of skullduggery. Seems that
there is a century-old satanic cult operating in the catacombs
beneath the old mansion. Nea has to solve an ancient riddle or else
seven kidnapped women will be used as sacrifices.

 


In the process, she is
astonished by her attraction to one of the women that is spending
the weekend at the mansion—a paranormal investigator. I say
astonished because she has never before had a sexual relationship
with a woman and may never have even thought herself capable of it.
And even though their relationship is on stage only briefly, Ellis’
writing skill makes it seem longer. Regardless of what is going on
in the plot, readers have Emily continually in the back of their
minds. It is like Emily is there even when she is not there. It is
really brilliantly done.

 


All in all, this may turn
out to be one of my very favorite series. I like Nea, who is as
brave and unstoppable as they come, I like the motif of the book,
and I like the rather large cast of characters and friends. I would
have liked maybe a touch more backstory and more on Nea’s affair
with Emily, but like I said, Ellis is in this for the long run and
I suspect that we will get more of both as the series moves along.
It doesn’t get much better than this. But give this one a 4.8 in
case it does.

 


Final Rating:
4.8

 



Lilies on Sand

The second installment of
the Nea Fox mysteries is as exciting as the first—if that’s
possible. It is six months after the case described in
The Lion’s Circle and
Nea is at loose ends. Her affair with Emily seems to have come to
an end, although the reason why is not immediately given. Still,
the relationship haunts Nea—and the reader—throughout the novel,
especially when she begins dating men again.

 


She is hired by Marlee Fynn, a 21-year-old
American woman who has just graduated from college in California
and inherited her grandmother’s house in London. Her granny, who
was a semi-famous painter and adventurer, has left Marlee clues to
a mysterious Picasso painting that was painted especially for the
older woman.

 


As in the first novel, there are difficult
riddles to solve and dire situations to survive. Nea gets in one
impossible-to-get-out-of situation after another, and gets out of
them anyway.

 


The lesbian theme begun
in The Lion’s Circle, is continued here, although with a twist. It seems that Nea
is a true bisexual and gets her letch on for Scott Porter, a male
security guard. Meanwhile, though, her best friend Hope falls in
love with Nea’s young client, Marlee, who is only too willing to
reciprocate.

 


Unlike some reviewers, I am going to rate
this one a bit lower than the first. Why? One, because I want to
know more about her first lesbian love, Emily. It seems that she
has been given short shrift, although I assume that Ellis will tell
us what we want to know in her own good time as the series
progresses. Second, I am disappointed that Nea—after having a taste
of what it is to love a woman—chooses to go back to men. This is
absolutely unprecedented in lesbian mysteries, and may be the
perverse reason that Ellis writes it this way. Third, because the
book is kind of lopsided.

 


Although Nea and Marlee
travel to New Mexico to search for the first clue to finding the
valuable and previously unknown painting, Ellis probably realized
that for Nea to travel to each of the other areas that were hiding
clues, it would take about 1000 pages. So after an interesting and
exciting trip to Navaho country, Ellis makes do with Nea asking
friends in different areas of the world to find the subsequent
clues. The fact that she or her buddies actually
do have friends within
driving distance of hiding places in China, Kazakhstan, and other
hard-to-reach places is somewhat unbelievable. It would have been
easier for Marlee’s grandma to have left fewer clues—like maybe
two—which would have been more interesting, reasonable, and would
have kept the page count intact.

 


Another caveat. We see—and
learn—far too little about some of the criminals who are trying to
find the painting before Nea and Marlee. This is especially true of
the daughter of a master art thief who dogs Nea's steps throughout
her adventures. There are also mysterious, sinister, and murderous
Italians who we find out next to nothing about.

 


Still, I am anxiously
looking forward to reading the next book in the series. And yes,
I’m still giving Lilies on Sand
more than 4 stars. But not much more. Call it
4.2.

 


Final Rating:
4.2

 



The Fourth Aspect

On the first page of this, the third novel
in the Nea Fox series, Nea’s bodyguard boyfriend Scott breaks up
with her mysteriously. This is good news for lesbian readers, who
really don’t want him in the picture anyway. And although we never
really do find out why he backs away, the two remain friends and
sometimes colleagues. But without Scott, Nea is free to explore her
true sexuality, and this she does, eventually figuring out that
being with a woman is much more intense than with a man. Her
ruminations about love, friendship, family, and loneliness permeate
the book. It should be mentioned here, too, that the sex scenes in
the book are much more descriptive and in-depth.

 


The mystery involves a search for a missing
18-year-old girl, which brings our sleuth into contact with a coven
of witches. Two covens, as it turns out. Nea’s best friends—Hope
and Marlee—are moving in together and having a kind of celebration
with a trio of Marlee’s American friends. One of these, oh-oh, is
Marlee’s ex; another catches Nea’s fancy and they begin dating,
despite the fact that Nea’s new lover will only be in London for a
week.

 


Even though Nea saves the day in the end
without much at-the-nick-of-time help from Harry—a friend and
colleague in the detective business—or Scott, much of the
fascinating puzzle is in fact solved by Harry. The climax of the
book, which comes on almost the very last pages, involves an
ancient Scottish castle, poisoned knives, witches’ spells, and even
a remotely controlled trap door into a seemingly escape-proof
dungeon.

 


Truthfully, although Ellis is great at
disguising some of her ploys, I have trouble suspending my
disbelief about a lot of this. And there are a number of paranormal
elements that either not explained enough, not explained in time,
or not explained at all. This is okay in a paranormal thriller, not
in a mystery. It also repeats some of the themes and dangers of the
earlier books, especially those surrounding cults and ancient
rituals.

 


All in all,
The Fourth Aspect, with
its flaws, is still better and more exciting than most mysteries. I
don’t really want to give it much higher than a 4, though, so I
won’t.

 


Final Rating:
4.0

 



The Pearl Dragon

This one has a lot of the
flavor of a good Fu Manchu adventure, complete with sex
trafficking, Chinese gangs, and hired assassins. Like in
The Fourth Aspect,
Ellis’ emphasis on Nea’s relationship often takes center stage.
Here, Nea begins to date a street performer she first made contact
with in the previous book and, like her previous f/f relationships,
it is a good one.

 


So is the mystery, which revolves around an
incriminating videotape that the leader of the Chinese Triads in
London wants to get his paws on. And although Nea’s friend and
colleague Harry is always nearby, his help in solving the case and
getting Nea out of danger is much less than it has been in the
past. Interesting and exciting on several levels, it deserves a
high score.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



The Mirror of Muraro

In this novel, Nea Fox is hired by a theater
company to find out who is sabotaging a popular musical at the West
End—even if the saboteur is a ghost. I’m a fan of musicals; in
fact, I’ve seen a couple of them in the West End. Maybe because of
this, the most fascinating aspect of the book is Ellis’ depiction
of the theater—not only the myriad facets of the production, but
the structure and layout of the building itself. In fact, the
theater almost becomes a character.

 


It seems that a famous occult mirror—once
used by a famous magician and stored in the Bellawick Theater—has
toppled over—all 500 pounds of it, and broken to pieces. Then other
accidents began to happen—accidents that pose grave danger to Nea
and her friends and to the life of the show. Nea must find out who
is behind these events and why they are happening.

 


But essentially, this is the story of
families. We learn more about Nea’s parents, about her girlfriend
Fiorina’s sisters. Even the criminals are a family. But more than
that, it is the family of the theater—men and women not connected
by blood, but connected just as closely.

For those of you, like me, with licentious
natures, Nea and Fi experiment with a sex toy, which in turn, gives
them both an insight into a different part of their lover that they
had not suspected before. The scenes reminded me of similar ones in
Gina L. Dartt’s Unexpected Ties.

 


The plot has all the excitement that we have
come to expect in Nea Fox mysteries, and also more than a hint of
the occult with the obligatory midnight incantation. But there were
a few misses, too. For one thing, her friend Harry Moefield, does
at least half of the detective work using his encyclopedic learning
and memory. The elaborate crime, when looked at objectively, has a
few holes and sometimes conclusions seem glossed over too quickly.
An elaborate description of Nea's friend Hope's new bathtub reads
kind of like an ad for the product. I also suspect that the author
wanted to write a sex scene in the tub, but held herself back.
Maybe next time!

 


Final Rating: 4.2


R.G. Emanuelle

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Vera Kennedy

Profession: Scientist

Type of Mystery: Historical / Scientific

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Boston,
Massachusetts

Love Interest: Georgette Harris
(housewife)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Potion, 2018

Discussion:

Ah, a Victorian mystery!
Love ‘em. R.G. is a talented writer and editor of many
lesbian-themed books and short stories. As a culinary school
graduate, she also includes recipes in many of her writings. I
would like to read The
Potion, but at present it is just slightly
out of my price range.


Catherine Ennis

(1937-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone Novel

Main Character:
Dr. Bernadette Evangeline (Bernie)
Hebert

Profession:
Crime Lab Technician

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
New Orleans, Louisiana

Love Interest:
Vivian (Vi) Barr (about 42, a lawyer)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
2.5

Title:


Clearwater,
1991

Discussion:

Catherine Ennis is the
pseudonym of Hobby Van Der Weyden. She has several other novels,
but none seem to be mysteries. I read what appears to be the first
Naiad printing of this novel.

 



Clearwater

Did you ever see those cans
in your local discount supermarket with the contents labeled in
stark black and white as simply “Peas” or “Cola”? At the same time,
there were cheap, “no frills” paperback books. One, entitled
Romance, stated
on the cover, “Complete with everything: a kiss, a promise, a
misunderstanding, another kiss, a happy ending.” Well, if there
were a generic lesbian mystery, it would probably be
Clearwater (complete with a murder, a girlfriend, a first love, a dark
past, a mishmash of points of view, and a surprise
ending).

 


Dr. Bernie Hebert, a
successful Crime Scene Technician in New Orleans, pays a visit to
her old hometown of Clearwater, Louisiana, when her cousin Albert
is murdered. For some reason, she agrees to search for Albert’s
killer. But who could possibly have hated Albert enough to blow his
head off with a shotgun? Well, everybody. Even Bernie
herself!

 


The writing in this book
is pedestrian, but remember this: a pedestrian may move slowly, but
generally manages to get there in the end. Bernie is not memorable
and her girlfriend Vi is memorable only for the sneaking suspicion
that she is not quite right for Bernie. Our “sleuth” is simply
given a clue by the pathologist—who happens to be her uncle—without
his mentioning it to the police, which is a crime almost
everywhere. And rather than investigate this clue herself, Bernie
hires a high-powered private detective.

 


It becomes obvious that
the crime is about to be solved before a third of the book is over,
but then the author shifts gears. Instead of hearing about Bernie’s
investigation (told by Bernie in the first person), she decides to
give a third-person story-within-a-story about one of the suspects
in the case—a would-be mayor named Carly who was Bernie’s first
crush. A very odd choice to be sure, but the truth is, I like Carly
and her story a lot more than I do Bernie and hers. And Ennis
sticks with Carly for the next third of the novel, at which time we
go back to Bernie’s pov again. But of course by this time we have
figured out who the murderer is—or have we?

 


This is a rather short
novel, even by Naiad standards. It never gets bad enough to put
down or good enough to turn the page with more than a modicum of
curiosity. Pretty nice action between Carly and her young campaign
manager, though. I’ll give it somewhere around a 2.7, but not a
recommendation.

 


Final Rating:
2.7


Jean Erhardt

(1954-)

 


Series: Kim Claypoole Mysteries

Main Character:
Kimberly (Kim) Claypoole

Profession:
Restaurant Owner (ex-Department Store
Security)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
“just past 40”

Residence:
Gatlinburg, Tennessee

Love Interest:
Nancy Merit

Drink of Choice:
Very eclectic drinker. With her mother she drinks
Manhattans, in Small Town Ohio: Little Kings Cream Ale, at home:
wine.

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Small Town Trouble, 2000


Deep Trouble,
2014

Discussion:

Although Erhardt, who lives
in Portland, Oregon, claims to have written at least four Claypoole
mysteries as well as a number of other books in other
genres, Small Town Trouble
and Deep Trouble
seem to be the only books of hers to actually
make it to print. And the first of these has been hanging around
since 2000 under another name. Seems she paid iUniverse, a
well-known vanity press, to print this in 2000 under the
name She Loves me, She Loves Me
Not. Several versions—and several
covers—later we have Small Town
Trouble. I can say this: the present
cover is the best. Here is my full review of the book.

 



Small Town Trouble

I purchased this in ebook
form after not being turned off by the sample—a good sign. In
addition, it was reasonably priced and it has been a regular on the
Amazon Top 100 LGBT mysteries for quite a while. Unfortunately,
just after the sample chapters ended, the book began to show its
weaknesses.

 


The first person narration
is likeable enough, as is Kim Claypoole herself and her high school
buddy Amy (why she doesn’t jump Amy’s bones is the real mystery
here). But initially the story is put together kind of
floppily—flopping in a scene here, flopping a flashback in
there—when it needs to be much smoother. There is even a flashback
within a flashback at a fairly important juncture in the story. And
Erhardt does not seem to know exactly when to end a chapter, so she
ends them often.

 


Still, I was not that
disappointed until after the sample ended, when I realized that the
actions and the motivations of the characters—especially Kim and
her mother—were overblown. Way too much ado about way too much
nothing. It was as if Erhardt was determined to make this story a
mystery so she had to have her protagonist ponder on every little
thing, even though there was really nothing there to ponder about.
In a nutshell, Kim Claypoole’s mother, who is in dire financial
straits, was having a tizzy wondering why someone wanted to buy a
radio station she owned for way more money than it was worth. Then
Kim herself gets into a tizzy when she finds out that the
prospective buyer had given her mother an alias. Then, when the
buyer doubles his offer, Kim refuses to sell
because she thinks he is up to no
good. Just sell the damn thing and go
on back to Gatlinburg and your dreadful relationship!

 


It is only when one of
Kim’s cousins—who worked at the radio station—is murdered and
castrated that she really has reason to start pondering. That’s
when the mystery begins, not earlier. The solution to the mystery
is best left undescribed. In fact, it was only when the solution
was revealed that I began wondering if the book was meant to be
high farce or just plain cozy comedy. I don’t think it
was.

 


In short, the book turned
out to be kind of a mess. But that brings us to another mystery. As
I mentioned earlier, this book has hanging out with better ones in
the Amazon Top 100 LGBT mysteries for months. She also has far more
ratings and reviews than most “new” authors. Why? I’m afraid it
doesn’t speak well for the critical acumen of its readership for
this book to have made such an impression.

 


There are quite a few
low-priced ebooks that have samples that don’t suck. Somehow,
Erhardt has gotten plugged into the lesbian mystery readership very
early in her career. If your first book is a true winner, this is
great. If it is mediocre or worse—as Small Town Trouble is—it may
spell trouble for the next book in the series. If I were the
author, and I’m not, I would revisit this one. Again.

 


Final Rating:
2.1


Sarah Ettritch

(1963-)

 


Series: Casey Cook Mysteries

Main Character: Casey Cook

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-retail worker)

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in first book: 23

Residence: Weston, Toronto, Ontario,
Canada

Love Interest: Emily S (no last name
given, age 33, Ph. D student in computer science)

Pet: A cat named Midnight

Drink of Choice: Coke and coffee

Best Friend: Not given

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 3

Titles in This Series:


The Missing Comatose Woman,
2013

“The
Perfect Christmas Gift”, 2016

Discussion:

Ettritch lives in Canada. This short novel,
which doesn’t quite make it to 50,000 words, chronicles young Casey
Cook’s first case as a private detective. So far, this is the only
novel in the “series,” although Casey also appears in the
novelette, “The Perfect Christmas Gift.” Ettritch also wrote The
Deiform Fellowship trilogy, which are mysteries, but a little too
paranormal to make the cut for this volume. Probably worth a read,
though, based on the quality of the Casey Cook mysteries.

 



The Missing Comatose Woman

When Casey Cook quit her job at Walmart to
become a private investigator, she assumed that she would be
finding people’s pets for a living. But it turns out that her
first-ever case is to find a missing woman—a task that the local
police have almost but not quite given up on. The twist is—as is
more than implied in the title—the missing woman is in a coma.

 


It seems that a mysterious man claiming to be
the woman’s son showed up at the hospital one morning and told the
hospital staff that he was moving his mother to a private care
facility. He had what appeared to be a legal power of attorney
signed by the woman years before. Trouble is, the woman didn’t have
a son! So who took the woman from the hospital? And why? And, of
course, where is she now?

 


Although Casey is a newbie PI and worries
every other minute that she will fail and everyone will laugh at
her, her tracking methods are logical and believable—even when she
finds clues that the police missed. Despite her rawness—and the
fact that she rides a bike everywhere—Casey’s s search yields
pieces of information, one at a time, in a plausible manner. There
is a freshness, an innocence about Casey that I last saw in
Idaho Code’s Bil Hardy.

 


But Casey isn’t the only interesting
character in The Missing Comatose Woman. The woman that
Casey is romantically interested in, Emily, seems to be a truly
caring person, someone that is totally interested in Casey despite
a big difference in their levels of education. And Casey’s
grandmother is more than a hoot. In a genre filled with irascible
grandmothers, “Gran” stands tall. In one humorous scene, she sees a
Sphinx cat for the first time. “You’ve heard of hairless cats”
Casey tells her.

 


“Hearing about something and actually
seeing it are two different things. I said as much to your
grandfather on our wedding night.”

 


All in all this is a delightful gem or a cozy
with a touching romance and not a hint of sex unless you count
Gran’s quip above. Well written, well edited, and well proofread,
it doesn’t try to be anything it’s not. But what it is puts it at
the top of its class.

 


Final Rating: 4

 


Bonus Review:

“The
Perfect Christmas Gift”

In this 14,000-word novelette, Casey is hired
to find another missing person, although this time her quarry is
not in a coma. Casey’s grandmother’s good friend Lily has been
searching in vain for her long lost girlfriend—someone who she had
planned to run off with over fifty years before. Meanwhile, Casey
and Emily have been seeing each other for six months and Emily has
not yet asked Casey to move into her apartment.

 


But there’s no need to give any more of the
plot. It’s totally predictable, but so what? The long and short of
it is that this is a charming story or love—both young and new—that
every lesbian should read. It O. Henry was a lesbian, this is a
story that he (or she, as it were) would have written.

 


Final Rating: 4.25


Tash Fairbanks

(1948-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Sam Carter

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given, probably early 40s.

Residence:
Brighton, England

Love Interest:
Sunita Shilpa (doctor in a fertilization clinic,
age not given)

Pet: She feeds a stray cat.

Drink of Choice:
A former heavy drinker, she has stopped just as
the book begins.

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
0.5

Title:


Fearful Symmetry, 1990 or
1996

Discussion:

Tasha Fairbanks is
primarily a playwright. I read the 1996 printing of this book,
published by Onlywomen Press, although it seems likely that they
published an earlier, shorter version of it in 1990.

 



Fearful Symmetry

For me, good books are the
hardest to review. I mean, it’s easy—and sometimes not even fair—to
point out flaws in the work of writers who really don’t understand
writing, but what do I say about a writer who does? Sure, Tasha
Fairbanks’ characters are good, her prose is compelling, her plot
is exciting and unusual—but these are things that we
expect to find in a good
novel. One thing I can do is to say what other books this one
reminds me of. The scene of the novel and part of its
fin de siècle tone is
somewhat similar to Clare Sudbery’s sometimes-brilliant crime
novel The Dying of
Delight, right down to the literary title.
What the book reminds me most of, though, is J.K. Rowling. No, not
the Harry Potter books, but the others. The setting and multiple
point-of-view shifts are reminiscent of Rowling’s
A Casual Vacancy and the
detective reminds me of Rowling’s Cormoran Strike, with his flawed
character and his super assistant.

 


In fact, Sam Carter,
trying to get over a failed relationship, is pretty down and out.
She has an office and a drinking habit and that’s pretty much it.
Her job as a private detective has been reduced to serving writs.
But when an old acquaintance calls and asks her to investigate the
murder of her foster daughter, Sam knows that she must clean
herself up before she can clean up the case.

 


And what a case it is. It
involves a runaway girl, a murder, a fertility clinic, a genetic
lab, S&M, and a righteous, bigoted, right-wing church. But it
is really the characters that move the story. Sam is steady,
well-spoken, professional, and believable. Her bouncy
sidekick—young reporter Sarah Ginsberg—has issues out the yin-yang:
mother issues, boyfriend issues, career issues, even sexuality
issues. But Fairbanks handles all her characters
masterfully.

 


Lotsa characters and lotsa
third-person points of view. In fact, one criticism I have of the
book is that there are too many
points of view. Some characters appear seemingly
out of thin air and disappear just as quickly. It is distracting
when you have to pause in your reading and wonder, “Now who is this
character? Have I seen her before?” before realizing that it is a
new character altogether.

 


Another flaw is that some
of the important characters disappear without even a by-your-leave.
Just because they don’t figure in the denouement doesn’t mean that
we don’t want to know what happens to them. Finally, Sam’s love (if
you can call it that) interest isn’t all that special. In fact, the
sexual tension between her and two of the other characters is quite
palpable while it is nonexistent in the woman she
fancies.

 


So give this one as close
to a four as you want to without going over. Less if you are as
disappointed as I am that Fairbanks or her editors didn’t see Sam
Carter and Sarah Ginsberg as worthy of a fine series instead of
simply a one-off.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Christa Faust

(1969-)

 


Series: This is a sand-alone novel

Main Character:
Roberta (Butch) Fatale

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-Police,
ex-Military)

Type of Mystery:
Hard Boiled

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Essentially, anyone with a vagina

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
4

Romance Index:
0.5

Title:


Butch Fatale, Dyke
Dick,
2012

Discussion:

This book is available
only as an ebook, but the one I purchased was very reasonable.
Faust has a slew of other mysteries, but none of them seem to be
lesbian oriented. Faust has stated that she is planning to write a
second novel in the series. As a relatively young and prolific
author, she has many of these in her.

 



Butch Fatale, Dyke Dick

Butch is the
quintessential hand-to-mouth PI in LA. Her first client in a while
is a butch lesbian like herself who hires her to find out why her
girlfriend has left her and gone back into the prostitution trade.
Murders ensue and characters are introduced, described, questioned,
and usually fucked until Butch finds herself pointed in the right
direction to solve the case.

 


Faust, who seems to have
done it all, is a professional writer who rarely makes mistakes.
She has a curiously masculine style of writing. Either that or she
is successful in masculinizing Butch’s first-person point of view
without in any way making her seem like a man. The mystery is a
good one, going from one clue to another logically and building up
suspense along the way.

 


Despite these good things,
I can’t shake the idea that Faust wrote the novel primarily because
she came up with the name Butch Fatale. The fact that—unlike most
of her other books—Butch
Fatale is available as an ebook only
(despite the fact that releasing it as a paperback would cost her
virtually nothing) makes me think that Faust is tossing the book
off as something insignificant. Or as a kind of joke. More
disturbing still is the possibility that she intended it as a
parody of a hard-boiled detective novel using a butch lesbian as
the detective to give it more humor.

 


This is unfortunate
because Butch is a winning and likeable character. In fact, she’s
someone I wouldn’t mind hanging out with as long as bullets weren’t
flying around our heads the whole time. The novel could have been a
top-notch lesbian mystery and probably one of the best of these
featuring a PI. Trouble is, we never really know whether the book
is meant to be in any way serious. Maybe I’m not the best person so
judge this because I have notoriously little sense of humor but
this book goes from a nail biter to a Keystone Cops routine at the
drop of a hat. In the climactic last scene, Faust goes completely
over the top, creating a chase scene that would probably have a TV
audience chuckling, but leaving this serious reader scratching her
head.

 


Another problem is that
Faust seems obsessed with showing Butch having sex with virtually
everyone she meets except her secretary (see Mannix, James Bond,
Cormoran Strike, etc.), who is really the only one who loves her.
This randiness would almost pass muster, at least for the first
half of the book, but when she continues to undress woman after
woman—even under threat of death, even after she takes a bullet—it
gets old and occupies too much of the narrative. Is this overuse of
sex a spoof of something? Maybe, but there are very few lesbian
mystery characters who act in a similar manner.

 


I suspect—and this is of
course my opinion only—Faust decided to make Butch Fatale a
humorous, almost ridiculous Phillip Marlowe instead of a PI that
would stand tall in the pantheon of lesbian literature. Either
that, or she changed her mind about what the book was supposed to
be a couple of times as she was writing it. There is a great danger
that some readers will consider Butch to be the butt of a
novel-long joke, which is disrespectful to both the character and
to lesbian mysteries in general. Humor is fine, but not ridicule.
Too bad. Give it a 3 for the professional writing and hope that the
second novel in the series gives Butch the respect she deserves and
maybe a little more backstory. I will be waiting, and at a
reasonable price, I will be a willing reader.

 


Final Rating:
3


 


Rachel Ford

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Meredith and Alec Thatch Mysteries

Main Character:
Meredith (Merry) Thatch

Profession:
Heiress

Type of Mystery:
Historical Whodunit

Age in First Book:
Mid-30s

Residence:
Fernwood-on-Sea, England

Love Interest:
Alice (Alec) Thatch (mid-30s, land-owner
spouse)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Murder By Multiples, 2023


Murder By Rote, 2024

Discussion:

This is a series of
mysteries set in England just after WW I. Meredith, a rich
landowner, is married to a woman pretending to be a man.
Reminiscent of Gentleman
Jack, but with murders to
solve.

 



Katherine V. Forrest

(1939-)

 


Series:
Kate Delafield Mysteries

Main Character:
Kate Delafield

Profession:
Police Homicide Detective (ex-Marine)

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
Probably late 30s

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Aimee Grant, beginning with third
book.

Pet: a cat named Miss Marple

Drink of Choice:
Cutty Sark Scotch

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Amateur City,
1984


Murder at the Nightwood
Bar, 1987


The Beverly Malibu, 1989 (Lambda Winner)


Murder by Tradition, 1991 (Lambda Winner)


Liberty Square,
1996 (Lambda Finalist)


Apparition Alley, 1997 (Lambda Finalist)


Sleeping Bones,
1999 (Lambda Finalist)


Hancock Park,
2004 (Lambda Winner)


High Desert,
2013 (Lambda Winner)


Delafield,
2022

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Lethal Care (with Claire
McNab), 2017 (Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

Katherine V. Forrest is the doyenne of
Lesbian Mystery writers and should top most people’s Best 10 list.
She also writes popular books in other genres. Following is my
reviews of all of Forrest’s Kate Delafield mysteries. She also
co-authored the final Carol Ashton mystery with Claire McNab, which
was a Golden Crown Award winner.

 



Amateur City

According to some literary
historians, Kate Delafield is the first lesbian detective to be
featured in her own series. Although Eve Zaremba’s Helen Keremos
predates her by several years, Keremos was not actually identified
as a lesbian until the second novel in her series, which was
published after Amateur
City. In any case, Kate is one of the
first three or four lesbian detectives in literature.

 


When
Amateur City begins, Kate has a reputation among her colleagues in the
LAPD as an excellent officer and investigator, although the reader
is not sure what that respect is based on. Her investigative
techniques, however, are impressive; she approaches the case with
an incredibly minute penchant for details and obsessive note
taking. The reader gets the feeling that Kate
will get to the
bottom of the murder she is presented with.

 


It is difficult not to like her. She is
strong, intelligent, thoughtful, and caring. Yet she is also aloof
and difficult to pin down. I actually liked the character of Ellen
O’Neil—Kate’s love interest in this book—better than I did Kate.
Kate is smarter, Ellen is more human. also liked several other
characters in the book. The murdered man’s secretary is a total
hoot, as is the wise-cracking young receptionist.

 


Unfortunately, her male characters don’t
fare so well. The good ones are drab and the bad ones are
over-the-top bigoted. In fact, that is my main criticism of the
book. The overt bigotry (one man manages to use five or six racial
epithets in a single conversation) could have been artfully toned
down to better effect. As it is, it feels like part of the book was
written in 1954 instead of 1984.

 


But the mystery is a good one, well solved.
The romantic interest between Kate and Ellen is also worth the
price of the book. It is more than interesting that Ellen allows
Kate’s advances despite the fact that she is in a long-standing
relationship with another woman. So not only is this one of the
first books in its genre, it is the first that features infidelity.
In fact, it is rare in lesbian mystery fiction to have the
protagonist unfaithful to her same-sex partner. Evidently those
that followed Forrest’s lead (and there are many) liked the idea of
a lesbian sleuth but shied at the idea of infidelity.
Interesting—and probably worth an essay of its own.

 


So is this a great novel or a great mystery?
Neither, but its place in the genre rank it as a must-read for
aficionados. I am looking forward to reading the next novel in the
series—not only to find out how Forrest fleshes Kate out, but also
to see if the relationship between her and Ellen will continue.

 


Final Rating:
3.3

 



Murder at the Nightwood Bar

Second verse, better than the first.

 


Kate Delafield is back,
this time investigating a murder just outside the lesbian hangout
called The Nightwood Bar (probably a reference to iconic lesbian
Djuna Barnes’ classic novel Nightwood. And this book is
better than its predecessor for many reasons. First, there is no
over-the-top homophobia. Instead, Forrest takes us into
surroundings that many of us have never experienced. Even Kate
Delafield admits that before The Nightwood Bar, she had only been
in one lesbian bar in her life, and didn’t like it. In this one,
though, her investigation lets her become acquainted with the
various denizens therein, from the extreme feminist Patton to the
lonely and beautiful Andrea, who Kate takes a shine to.

 


Another reason I liked this book better is
that the solution of the murder is more reasonable—also more
unexpected. No one has to walk backwards on a chalk line
blindfolded in order to have perpetrated the crime. Kate reasons
things out very logically, although the crime actually solves
itself in the end. That’s fine; it is the story that is
important.

 


Forrest’s ability to draw characters has
improved, too. Although she had several interesting characters in
her first book, none of them were really major. In this one, not
only does Kate seem a little less cold and a little more human, but
she also fleshes out her partner, Ed Taylor. Ed fared badly in the
last book, but shines in this one. Forrest even makes the murder
victim into a vibrant and interesting character.

 


I was a bit disappointed
that Kate and Ellen O'Neil from the first novel did not end up
becoming a couple. In fact, Kate’s sexual life in the first three
novels in this series seems to have a pattern. She does not have a
single lover; rather she beds one of her witnesses (who are also,
of course, suspects) in each book. Ellen is only mentioned briefly
in passing. As I noted in my review of Amateur City, I liked Ellen
better than Kate. But her new lover Andrea is a good character,
too, with unique and interesting problems.

 


So give this one a thumbs up and read all of
the Kate Delafield mysteries. Forrest is not just a pioneer (like
Djuna Barnes), she is among the best in a field that she helped
mightily to create.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



The Beverly Malibu

There are Okay mysteries
(Amateur City), Good mysteries (Murder at the
Nightwood Bar), and Important
mysteries. The Beverly
Malibu, the third novel in the Kate
Delafield series, is an Important mystery. Good, interesting, and
well-drawn characters, a tight, well-paced plot, a plausible
solution, and an insight into one of America’s most shameful
incidents: the Hollywood Blacklist. Little known by most of today’s
readers, many artists in the film industry were asked by the House
Committee on Un-American Activities in the early 1950s to rat out
members of their profession who were suspected to be Communist
sympathizers or homosexuals. Some, like Lillian Helllman, told
Senator McCarthy and his cronies to effectively go fuck themselves,
But others did not, and ruined the careers of many wonderful
artists in the movie industry—not only directors, writers, and
actors, but people behind the scenes as well.

 


The Beverly
Malibu is about some of these people.
Detective Kate Delafield of the LAD is called to a boarding house
for elderly and retired members of the movie profession, where a
particularly grisly murder by poison has taken place. Seems that
the dead man testified against a number of people at the HUAC
hearings over 30 years before, but revenge has no statute of
limitations. And of course, everyone else living in the house
seemed to have something against him.

 


As is normal in a Kate Delafield mystery,
Kate and her partner Ed Taylor have to interview each person in the
house to find out exactly what happened. In the process, the reader
is treated to a history lesson not only on the McCarthy era, but
about the behind-the-scenes artists that make a movie what it is:
the script supervisor, the historical researcher, the screenwriter,
the film editor, the actor, and more. Their stories are all
fascinating, their lives well lived.

 


The opportunity for combining a mystery with
important world events comes rarely to an author, and Forrest takes
excellent advantage of hers. I recommend this book for
everyone.

 


As is her habit, Kate becomes enamored with
one of the suspects, but in a quirky twist, ends up bedding the
woman’s niece instead—a woman more than 15 years her junior. Her
new girlfriend is actually the least interesting person in the
book, but one that changes Kate in a very positive way, that makes
her experience more facets of her womanhood. Will this woman be a
staple in Kate’s future? Only reading the next book in the series
will tell.

 


Kudos to Lindsay Ellison, who reads each
book in the series for the National Braille and Talking Book
Library. Somehow she accomplishes the incredible feat of making
each of the dozen or more characters in this book come to life in
their own unique ways.

 


Final Rating:
5

 



Murder by Tradition

The fourth novel in the Kate Delafield
series is a little bit of a letdown from the third. This is partly
because the third was such a classic. In this one, Forrest turns
her soap box to the problem of obtaining justice for a gay man in a
still-homophobic world. The story: a gay man is found murdered in
his own restaurant. Kate and her crew know who did it—he even
confesses, but claims it was self defense. It is the word of a
macho man against someone who can no longer defend himself.

 


And in the course of the
book, Forrest turns the type of mystery from Investigative to
Courtroom Drama. A nimble feat and one that speaks well to the
author’s willingness to experiment within sub-genres. But the
result is less than perfect. The prosecutor—with Kate’s help—has
her work cut out for her but makes a brilliant attempt to prove
premeditated murder. Whether the jury was convinced or not,
I was not, even
though Forrest obviously went through the novel with care in order
to make everything seem correct.

 


The ending was right out
of The Color
Purple—the movie, not the book Kate’s
young lover, Aimee, is still kind of a dud and, sadly, Kat’s
partner turns from a fairly sympathetic guy into a homophobic
bastard. It’s kind of like Forrest wanted to write about homophobia
in the courtroom and was content to cut a few corners to get
finished. Like I did for this review. Give this one an O for
Okay

 


Final Rating:
3.5

 



Liberty Square

Katherine V. Forrest is
more of a literary chameleon than I had come to expect. I was
familiar, of course with her romantic classic
Curious Wine,
but I’m surprised in the number of ways she alters the lesbian
mystery genre—a genre she helped to create. The first several books
in the Kate Delafield series are purely Investigative. In the
fourth, Murder by
tradition, she segues into Courtroom
Drama. The fifth—Liberty
Square—may be the cleverest of all.
The longest chapter—a scene in a hotel room where Kate interacts
with a number of suspects in a murder—would have made a very good
stage play.

 


The scene of
Liberty Square is Washington D.C., where Kate and Aimee have come not only
for Kate to attend an FBI profiling seminar and for Aimee to
sightsee, but also for Kate to attend the 25th anniversary of her
military service in Vietnam. Of course a murder occurs and
Kate—although out of her jurisdiction—has to solve it.

 


Problem is, she really doesn't solve it at
all. Instead she is abducted by the killer and almost killed for
the very reason that she failed to make all of the necessary
connections. She only escapes when the DC cops prove they have more
moxie—and more brains—than Kate suspects.

 


Aimee has more of a role
in this book, but the reader still does not get to know her in the
way we like to know major characters in any book. This
notwithstanding, the book is important in its depiction of careworn
war veterans, both in the past and the present. I suspect that
Forrest had to do more research for this book than for any other.
The admirable TV series China
Beach is mentioned at least three
times and there are, in fact many parallels between the series and
this novel. After all, both are about women in Vietnam, and roles
in that particular war were limited to behind-the-scenes
duties—medicine, supply, entertainment, and the like.

 


But for us to understand Kate Delafield—and
for Aimee to understand her—this part of her life had to be written
about. I’m glad it came with such an enjoyable script and cast of
characters.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



Apparition Alley

It’s like someone came up to Katherine V.
Forrest and said, “Betcha can’t write a novel called “Apparition
Alley.” So Forrest took on the challenge and concocted a scenario
in which a suspected rogue cop asks Detective Kate Delafield to
represent him in an internal investigation. Seems he is accused of
shooting an unarmed man in an alley. In his defense, he tells her
that he was pursuing a couple of drug dealers into the alley, but
when he went in after them they had simply disappeared, like
apparitions.

 


When Kate, who is recovering from a gunshot
wound suffered in an arrest gone awry, unhappily investigates the
crime, she finds out plenty that she didn’t want to know. First of
all, she begins to like Luke Taggart, the man she is trying to
help, even though he has a bad reputation for causing trouble
within the department. He also claims that his own partner was shot
outside a convenience store just before he was going to “out” both
himself and a number of other closeted gays within the LAPD,
including Kate herself.

 


Trouble is, even though Tag is one of the
good guys, he continually lies to Kate about what went on in that
alley, making it virtually impossible to defend him. And not only
does he admit that he lied about seeing the drug dealers go into
the alley (invalidating the book’s title), but he lies about what
really happened. More than once. Now if a person is guilty, there
is no problem if he lies. But Tag has absolutely no reason to lie
about what happened that night and every reason not to. It simply
makes no sense, but it is interesting how Kate determines that he
has, in fact, been lying.

 


Forrest’s real message in the book, though,
concerns the homophobia that exists within the law enforcement
agencies in even the most progressive towns. It explains a lot
about why Kate is so reluctant to come out as a lesbian within the
department. It is even hinted that Kate was shot be one of her own
team because it was learned she was gay. Heady stuff; enough to
make you wonder why any gay person would choose to become a cop,
and more than enough to give you the utmost respect for those who
do.

 


I have not read a bad Kate Delafield
mystery. Despite the odd plot device of the lying good guy, this
one has a lot of plusses. The mysteries are good ones, well solved.
Although Kate’s partner Aimee remains kind of a cipher, the
character of Luke Taggart is a good one and I enjoyed their
clashes. Recommended, with caveats.

 


Final Rating:
4.2

 



Sleeping Bones

One thing that might be
overlooked in Katherine V. Forrest’s fine mysteries about Police
Detective Kate Delafield is her love for—and pride in—the city of
Los Angeles. Through her eyes we experience faded remnants of the
movie industry (The Beverly
Malibu ), gay West Hollywood
(Murder by
Tradition, and other locations rich
in history and character. In Sleeping
Bones), she actually takes us into
prehistoric LA and the La Brea Tar Pits, where dinosaurs once
roamed the Miracle Mile.

 


As are the majority of
Kate Delafield mysteries, Sleeping
Bones is well crafted and peopled
with relatively interesting characters. But like
The Beverly Malibu, this book has historical significance as well, using not only
the La Brea Tar Pits as the scene of a murder, but going into
detail about the Peking Man fossils, which disappeared from China
in 1941 and the Rape of Nanking in the second Sino-Japanese War.
All of these fascinating historical subjects are woven into a
modern murder story, which must be unraveled by Kate and her new
partner Joe Cameron.

 


The mystery—the murder of
an ex-soldier because of his involvement with priceless fossils—is
better than average and the solution is actually believable. What
is more interesting is Kate’s relationship not only with her new
partner, but with the murdered man’s paleontologist daughter. I
mentioned in an earlier review that in Amateur City, Kate has an
affair with a woman who is already in a relationship. After reading
dozens of other lesbian mysteries, this is still the only
“cheating” I have read about. Well, in this one, Kate comes mighty
close. It confirms my opinion that an essay about “extra-marital”
affairs between lesbians in mysteries might be
worthwhile.

 


And as an extra bonus, Kate learns that she
has a full brother that she never knew about. In fact, even her
father never knew about him. Odd? Sure, but Forrest explains it
well enough to be not only believable, but almost inevitable during
wartime 1942. Will the brother appear again? Only the next book
will tell.

 


The bottom line is that, after reading the
first 7 or the Kate Delafield mysteries, I have to conclude that
Forrest is not only at the top of her field of lesbian mysteries,
but very near the top of mysteries period. An incredible feat for a
woman that virtually invented the genre. I am already anxious to
get on to book number 8. I’ll let you know how that goes.

 


Final Rating:
5

 



Hancock Park

In my review of
Murder by Tradition, I characterize the story as a “courtroom drama”—a fairly
unsuccessful one because the verdict—and the actions of the jury
afterward—are so unbelievable. This book is better, not only
because Forrest has grown as a writer, but because the verdict is
more in keeping with the real world and because we get to see the
whole courtroom process. In fact, the story starts in the courtroom
with Detective Kate Delafield on the witness stand in a murder
investigation. After each scene in the courtroom is a flashback to
the actual investigation, where all the pieces of the puzzle are
presented.

 


As a courtroom drama, the book is a great
success. It is also a well-plotted whodunit with the added bonus of
not appearing to be a whodunit at all. Although Forrest gives us
important clues, we, like Kate in the novel, are content to dismiss
them when an obvious suspect is arrested.

 


Yes, Kate’s homophobic lost brother turns up
again Seems that his 16-year-old daughter has gender issues and has
run away from home. Kate’s search for her acts kind of like an
intermission between courtroom sessions. Introduced is the subject
of transgender issues, which even Kate is nonplussed by.
Interspersed with this search is Kate’s estrangement from Aimee,
who finally gets fed up with Kate’s morose secretiveness and her
drinking, and packs her bags

 


At first, I was not sorry to see Aimee go.
She is—and has been since she first appeared—one of the weakest
characters in the Kate Delafield series. She is simply there. After
some thought, though, I begin to wonder whether we see Aimee as
Kate sees her: pretty window dressing, a comfortable pillow to come
home to after a hard day’s detecting. It doesn't make me like her
any better, but it might explain why.

 


Will Kate bond with her new “nephew”? Will
she be more open with Aimee and stop her excessive drinking? Will
she choose to retire after the sobering courtroom verdict? We won’t
know until the next book.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



High Desert

Ever wonder why I give so
few 5-star ratings? It is because of books like High Desert, which raise the bar on
excellence in writing. This isn’t Forrest’s first excellent mystery
by any means. In fact, most of the books in the Kate Delafield
series are better than any lesbian mystery by any other author in
any other series. Kate Delafield herself is a true literary icon,
referenced in dozens of other books.

 


What sets Forrest’s books
apart is not her stylistic brilliance or her clever
conversations—she generally eschews both—but her realistic
portrayal of real people in tense (but never ridiculous)
situations. And she always has an agenda that leads to a hidden
literary essay on an important subject. In High Desert, she has two: friendship
and care-giving.

 


Briefly, Kate has been retired from the
LAPD for several months and the separation from the job she has
done for so many years is causing her drinking problems to
increase. She has no idea what she is to do with the rest of her
life. Her domestic partner of many years, Aimee Grant, has left
her. And to make things worse, her best friend Maggie Schaeffer,
who previously owned the Nightwood Bar, is in hospice with terminal
cancer. So when she learns that Joe Cameron, her ex-partner on the
force and another good friend, is missing, she is determined to
find him. The reader gets the feeling that she is doing it not only
to help a friend, but to save her sanity.

 


This is not as much of a detective story as
most of the other books, although Kate does use her considerable
ability to find Joe at last. And writers take note—although she
gets herself in a dangerous situation at the end, she doesn’t
stumble into it unaware or make a blindly stupid decision. She
walks into it fully armed, fully prepared, and fully cognizant of
the danger to help a friend that badly needs it.

 


And as I mentioned
earlier, friendship is a key motif in High
Desert. It drives her relationship with
Maggie and prods her to help protect Joe. But her foray into
helping Joe is not a solution for her malaise; it is just a
temporary reprieve.

 


In the end, Kate’s worry about what she
will do now that she has come to the end of her career pales into
insignificance beside those who have come to the end of their
lives. Friendship, then, if it lasts long enough, may evolve into
care-giving and it is the juxtaposition of these two ideas that
fuels the book.

 


So yes, this book is heads and shoulders
above the run-of-the-mill lesbian mystery or “romantic suspense”
novel. Does that mean that 3-star authors should blame Forrest for
their comparatively low ratings. Not at all. They should blame
themselves for their penchant for clichéd relationships and easy
characterizations, for unbelievable plotlines and mangled points of
view. For not reading—and studying—authors like Katherine V.
Forrest.

 


Note: I read what appears to be the first
printing of the Spinster's Ink edition of this book.

 


Final Rating:
4.8


Marion Foster

(1924-1997)

 


Series: Harriet Fordham Croft Mysteries

Main Character:
Harriet Fordham Croft

Profession:
Attorney

Type of Mystery:
Courtroom

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Love Interest:
Leslie Taylor (35, a TV reporter

Drink of Choice:
Brandy

Pet: A dog named Duchess

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Monarchs Are Flying
(1987)


Legal Tender,
1992

Discussion:

Marion Foster is the
pseudonym of Canadian writer Shirley Shea. She wrote
Victims: A Pound of Flesh
under her own name, probably because it was not
lesbian oriented. Here is my full review of both books in the
series. I read what appears to be the first printings of
both.

 



The Monarchs Are Flying

This novel will be of interest to those of
you who like Claire McNab’s Carole Ashton series. In fact, except
for the locations and professions, Carole and Harriett could be
twins. Harriet has “compelling,” “brilliant aquamarine” eyes. She
has “the pose of a model and the memory of a computer.” “Her small
breasts were high and firm, in perfect scale with the slender hips
and long, beautifully proportioned back.” The descriptions
continue, but that’s enough for this review. And lest we all get
too excited, Harriet is not only straight when the book begins, but
she has undergone a divorce in the not-too-distant past.

 


Harriet is roused from boring life as a
successful criminal attorney (ho hum) when an old client (and
erstwhile suitor) hires her for a very strange reason: he wants
Harriet to make sure that the woman who was arrested for killing
his wife not be granted bail. It’s easy money, but when Harriet
does a little digging, she realizes that the woman who was
arrested—Leslie Taylor—was not only the dead woman’s lover before
her marriage, but also innocent of the crime. But in the small town
of Spruce Falls, Canada in the 1980s, it seems that Leslie—a
well-known local TV reporter—would rather go to prison than
divulge—to the world and to her parents—that she is a lesbian.
Somehow, Harriet finds a way to get Leslie to fight the case
against her and prove her innocence.

 


I was more than tempted to label this a
double-sleuth mystery, like Penny Mickelbury’s Gianna and Mimi or
Gina L. Dartt’s Nikki and Kate. It is told from the third-person
point of view of both the main characters: Harriet and her client
Leslie. In fact, the book starts with Leslie. We don’t meet Harriet
until the third chapter. Yet it is Harriet that does the work and
solves the mystery. To her credit, author Foster manages point of
view changes gracefully and seamlessly. It is a near-omniscient POV
that is able to hover over several of the main characters before
zeroing in on each one in their turn. It is not, in other words,
intrusive or authorial.

 


One of the few
disappointing things about the book is the near dearth of
information about Harriet. We don’t know where she grew up, who her
husband was and why they divorced, or even her age. Pretty much all
we know is that she is perfect and that she likes brandy. And
here’s a real omission: Foster doesn't even tell us what
brand of brandy
Harriet prefers. Surely someone of her elegance wouldn't drink
just any brandy. I know that some of the things I've said so far may
seem a little catty, but the book is an interesting one. The
author’s treatment of Leslie Taylor is much more in depth than that
of Harriet and the portrayal of Leslie’s mother is extremely well
done and touching. The bad guys, well, they’re guys, and they’re
bad bad bad.

 


Published in 1987, this
is one of the first 20 lesbian mysteries to see print and probably
the first lesbian courtroom drama. Foster’s guide must have been
the Perry Mason mysteries and I suspect that her team was fashioned
somewhat after Mason’s as well. There is her efficient secretary
Donna and her information gatherer Clarence, who gets a ton of
information on almost everything without the author really going
into detail about how
he gets it. Nevertheless, I like the team; it
imbues a little camaraderie into the proceedings.

 


The end of the courtroom
scene is not really believable, but better than most Perry Masons
and also better than Katherine V. Forrest’s later
Murder by Tradition. Probably the worst thing about the book is its very last
scene, which sums things up in a flowery manner by the use of
butterfly images. If Marion Foster were here in this room with me
now she would admit that she went back after the book was finished
and inserted the butterfly images, then gave a new title to the
book. It is very contrived. Still, The
Monarchs Are Flying is an enjoyable
read—one that I am giving 3.75 stars, which will show up in most
rating systems as a 4. So be it. I am anxious enough to read the
other book in the series that I have put it on my To Buy list.
Maybe I can find out a little more about Harriett. The fact that I
want to speaks for itself.

 


Final Rating:
3.75

 



Legal Tender

It has been months since Harriet Fordham
Croft won an acquittal for Leslie Taylor on a murder charge—and
fell in love with her. But since then, Harriet continues to live in
Toronto while Leslie remains in the smaller town of Spruce Falls,
revamping her career as a reporter. They only see each other on
weekends or when they happen to have a day off. How their
relationship can survive under these circumstances is worrisome to
them both, but not nearly as worrisome as the enemies Harriet has
made; enemies that want revenge—and will go to great lengths to get
it.

 


One of the good things
about his novel is that we see Harriet at work on several cases at
the same time—a rural murder, a Native-American situation, and the
machinations of a threatening slumlord. As in the first novel in
the series, The Monarchs Are
Flying, we see Harriet in the
courtroom plying her wits against a prosecuting attorney who seems
to have an airtight case, including a confession from Harriet’s
client. But the courtroom drama is secondary to the action outside
it.

 


In a nutshell, someone
wants to kill Harriet, but why? Well, it is worth the wait to find
out, and Harriet’s team of secretary Donna and gofer Clarence offer
excellent assistance to that effect. Meanwhile, Harriet’s intimate
relationship with Leslie is progressing and a snooping private
investigator has the photos to prove it. Uh oh. Again like
The Monarchs Are
Flying, the story is told from
alternating points of view. In this one, though, we often leave
Harriet and Leslie altogether and get into the heads of Donna,
Clarence, and even some of the bad guys. when she sticks with the
main characters, this is fine; when she goes into the mind of more
peripheral characters it is not.

 


I’m very glad that we get to meet Harriet’s
ex-husband Cornelius. He is the handsome charmer we knew he would
be, although his reaction to Harriet’s newfound lesbianism is a
little too stereotyped. Then again, there would be no stereotype if
not for people who actually act in such a fashion, over and over
again—as happened recently in Indiana and Alabama. Still, it
doesn't seem that Foster is comfortable writing about him, giving
us the picture of a cliché rather than someone with a history.
Ditto with her assistant Clarence.

 


This book comes with
action and suspense that the first installment in the series didn’t
have, piling on tension in scene after scene. In fact,
Legal Tender is
not properly a mystery—it more a suspense thriller. No one really
solves a puzzle, Harriet least of all. Is it all believable? Of
course not, but believability in the solving of crimes is a
rarity.

 


Foster’s ability to pace her story and to
build up the excitement is more than worth the price of the read.
Give this one the same as the first one—somewhere between a 3 and a
4. You don’t have to recommend it to everyone, but certainly
mention it to any aficionado of the lesbian mystery.

 


Final Rating:
3.75


Peta Fox

(no dates available)

 


Series: Jen Madden Mysteries

Main Character:
Jenny Madden

Profession:
Advertising Copywriter

Type of Mystery:
Hard-Boiled Noir

Age in First Book:
Not given (Late 20s to mid-30s)

Residence:
Sydney, Australia

Love Interest:
She has at least one different female love
interest in each of the books

Drink of Choice:
Scotch on eh rocks

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
5

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This Series:


Kiss Me Dead,
2012


Death Has No Face, 2012


Death Takes a Hike, 2012

Discussion:

Although there are several women named Peta
Fox living in Australia, I suspect that this one is a pseudonym,
although her profession as an advertising copywriter seems
authentic. Jen Madden, her protagonist, has the same profession as
her creator but sometimes moonlights as a detective that
specializes in sex crimes. What follows are my full reviews of all
three novels in this series, which are, as of this writing, only
available in ebook form. I have read this series twice, and enjoyed
it both times.

 



Kiss Me Dead

How unexpected. To read a book that I would
have to call “hard-boiled/noir/bondage” and realize early that the
author is one of the most intelligent writers in this whole lesbian
sleuth genre. Maybe it’s because she actually works for an
advertising agency that her words slip onto the page like perfect
little hors d'oeuvres for the banquet. In fact, it’s hard not to
call this work poetic or literary, despite the frequent and casual
use of Australian slang words and expressions that most people have
never heard before.

 


Jen Madden is an advertising copywriter in
Sydney, Australia. She is also a bisexual woman who is sometimes
recruited for threesomes or group sex with potential clients. When
a couple of her bed partners die in agony, she has to wonder if
something about her might be the cause. Then, on a free-lance
assignment to work on a brochure about a vacation spot, she meets
Lise, who has more secrets than Pandora’s box and attracts Jen like
a fly to treacle.

 


But although Lise is her
main interest in Kiss Me
Dead, Jen is a true bisexual who enjoys
sex with both men and women—occasionally at the same time. Her male
love interest in this novel is a spy-type who stays with her when
he is not off on a mission somewhere. He is also referred to in the
other two novels, although he is never present.

 


Here are a few tidbits of
Jen’s internal dialogue: “A bird in the
hand means a hand in the bird.” “Just a few hours till hell snaps a
hinge.” “I’m the moth in love with the flame.” “Some are born
irrelevant, some achieve irrelevance, but I’ve just had mine thrust
upon me.” Cynical? I’ll say. In fact, Jen
calls herself a reformed optimist. The last three paragraphs of the
book are absolutely brilliant. Worth twice the price.

 


The incredibly sexual nature of this novel
took some getting used to, but once I realized that it was all part
and parcel of the storyline, I was able to get into it. And I’m
glad I did. It is a very intricate, unique, and well-thought-out
plot with super-interesting characters And, although I’m sure that
some of the sexual scenes were put in mainly for their titillating
nature (or for Fox’s friends), none seem really gratuitous. On the
contrary, they give the reader an insight into a very bizarre
relationship between Jen and Lise, one which Jen longs for even
though she often wonders why. And what seem like over-the-top
bondage scenes have a very real purpose for the plot and the
book.

 


I can’t be sure that Fox didn’t just whip
off three short novels in her spare time one year, found a small
publisher, and then completely forgot about them. Certainly they
could use another copyediting pass and a more professional
formatter. This is one of the few lesbian mysteries that I have
read twice, and I liked it as much the second time as the
first.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



Death Has No Face

In the second Jen Madden mystery,
advertising copywriter Jen is paid by a heavily veiled Eastern
woman to infiltrate a self-help cult and discover which member has
a butterfly tattoo in an area of the body that is generally hidden
from view. Luckily, Jen doesn’t mind sleeping with the enemy. The
cult leader seems to be wise and genuine; unfortunately, some of
his acolytes are murderers. Their weapon of choice is face-burning
acid.

 


I think it took me until this second book to
realize that much of what author Fox is writing is tongue in cheek
(in fact, Fox seems to have several tongues in her cheek—and not
all of them hers). Just the idea of a detective that specializes in
sex crimes is totally off the wall, but funny. If there is a
best-selling author who writes about detectives who specialize in
crossword puzzle mysteries, then why not sex crimes? Sex crimes are
sexier, after all.

 


I still love Jen's cynicism
and irreverence. As in “I wince through
life like a snail without a shell,” “I only keep in touch with my
family in case I need an organ transplant,” “You don’t really want
to see it but you look because human nature’s the most degraded
thing on the planet.” And, shades of E.M.
Cioran’s The Trouble with Being
Born: “Being born
was our first mistake,” You get the idea.
The only real problem I have with Jen’s language is that some of
her descriptions of transgender individuals is outdated and will
offend some readers.

 


The solution to the mystery is a stretch,
but in certain types of mysteries, it is easier to suspend
disbelief just because of the joy of going on with the story. Good
going, Jen. I’m glad you made it through this one in a single
piece. You, too, Peta.

 


Final Rating:
4.3

 



Death Takes a Hike

The third of the Jen Madden adventures is as
exciting—and as sexy—as the first two. And there may be even more
dead bodies! This time Jen is hired as the lead ad writer for a
giant funeral conglomerate. When one of the managing partners is
killed—and his genitals mutilated—Jen is hired to find his killer.
To do this, of course, Jen must sleep with several of the
suspects—both male and female.

 


I got the feeling that
there was more research behind this book than the other two. The
reader is given a good idea of the funeral business, from body
pickup to interment and all the fun in between. The idea of
necrophilia is a major motif; I wonder if Fox picked up the idea
from Elizabeth Sims’ Holy
Hell, which had appeared a decade
earlier.

 


Still feisty, still
irreverent, still depressingly cynical (“This, unfortunately, is a nation full of people. And people
suck.”) Tiny little Jen thinks everything
through and gets to a satisfactory ending—one I hadn’t expected.
There is a lot of corner cutting (Jen always hears exactly what she
needs to hear the first time she eavesdrops, sees a major plot
twist the only time she peers into a bedroom from the limb of a
tree), which is kind of easy writing, but as in the earlier two
books, you don’t really notice things like that much, although it
probably costs Fox a good fraction of a star.

 


Still, this book is amazingly well plotted;
the way that Fox can keep a novel going past the 50.000-word mark
is something that many writers can and should go to school on.
Despite the fact that Jen’s cynical witticisms are not as pointed
as in the first two novels, I enjoyed this one just as much.

 


Call this a three-book series and stop
there. Start something new. I’m talking to you, reader. And to the
author.

 


Final Rating:
4.0


Alma Fritchley

(1954-))

 


Series: Letty Campbell Mysteries

Main Character:
Letitia (Letty) Campbell

Profession:
Chicken Farmer (ex-insurance agent)

Type of Mystery:
Cozy

Age in First Book:
32

Residence:
Calderton, West Yorkshire, U.K.

Love Interest:
Anne Marple (librarian)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This Series:


Chicken Run,
1998


Chicken Feed,
1998


Chicken Out,
1999


Chicken Shack,
2000

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the first book in
this series.

 



Chicken Run

Letty Campbell, ex insurance agent, becomes
the owner of a small chicken farm in the small town of Calderton, a
half hour outside Manchester, U.K. When the niece of a neighbor
asks her to introduce her shy but recently-out-of-the-closet aunt
to the lesbian scene in the nearby large city, Letty finds herself
smitten with the woman. But also, through a series of coincidences,
she also finds herself hosting a big-bucks automobile auction at
her farm.

 


The most curious thing about this mystery is
that it doesn't seem to be a mystery at all. With only three
chapters to go, the only unexplained happening is Letty’s suspicion
that someone broke into her house for no reason and stole
nothing.

 


As lesbian mystery novels generally go, the
sex in this one is rather tame, with the horrid word “after,”
beginning more than one paragraph. But this is certainly no
surprise in a mystery that is generally classified as a cozy. The
writing is simply adequate, the mystery kind of nonexistent, and
the humor—much praised in the blurb—muted at best.

 


I’m terrifically glad I was able to get hold
of this book so I could judge it for myself. It is one of the few
cozy lesbian mysteries and a welcome change from some of the
blood-and-guts dramas and high-octane sex I have found in several
other lesbian mystery novels. Still, I doubt I’ll go on to the next
one in the series. Quite frankly, I didn't find Letty very
interesting. And when your main character is bland, your book tends
to be rated less stars they the author might wish. I suspect that
Fritchley gets into a better stride in the next novel, makes Letty
use more of her wits, but that is for another reviewer to
decide.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Ali Franklin

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Haverwood College
Mysteries

Main Character: Ryan McCabe

Profession: Dean of Students

Type of Mystery: Academic

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Nicki Statton (campus
police chief)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Her Own Drum, 2016


Bare Bones, 2017


No Good Deed, 2017


Summa Cum Liar, 2018

Discussion:

Ali Franklin is a college professor who lives
in Dallas, Texas.


David Galloway

(1937-2019)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Lamaar Ransom

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Historical / Investigative /
Hard-Boiled

Age in First Book:
31

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Conchita Gonzalez

Drink of Choice:
Cuba Libre

Best Friend:
n/a

Pet: None

Heat
Index: 0

Romance
Index: 0

Title:


Lamaar Ransom, Private
Eye,
1979

Discussion:

David Galloway attended
Harvard University. Here is my full review of this
novel.

 



Lamaar Ransom, Private Eye

With its publication in
1979, Lamaar Ransom, Private
Eye became the very first mystery
that had a lesbian PI identified as the protagonist. It would be
another six years before Eve Zaremba’s second novel
Work for a Million let us know the sexual preferences of Helen Keremos. This is
a big deal in PI literature and for the Lesbian Mystery genre as
well. The trouble is, although Helen Keremos was not initially
identified as a lesbian, Lamaar Ransom, who is identified as one, acts,
talks, and thinks like a man.

 


There is more to being a
lesbian than calling yourself—or your detective—one. I understand
that women sometimes act in ways that are traditionally seen as
“mannish;” in fact, many—if not most—of fictional lesbian PIs are
less than 5 on the butch/femme scale. But Lamaar does not seem to
be either butch or androgynous. Although she identifies as female,
Lamaar seems to this reader to be a man. She looks at women with a
man’s ogling eye, and she describes them in terms a real lesbian—or
feminist of any ilk—would eschew. For instance, she dismisses a
trio of dancing students as “peroxided cows.” And she unwittingly
describes her own girlfriend Conchita as a bimbo and loves her in
spite of—or maybe because of—it. “I
like it when she sounds dumb and helpless. I guess it brings out
the man in me.”

 


Like the later Deborah
Powell series, this novel is set in the first half of the 20th
Century; 1943 to be exact. The war is on in Europe and the country
is left to run on whatever cylinders it has left. That, and the
fact that the story takes place in Los Angeles, city of glitz and
gams, enables PI Lamaar Ransom to eke out a small living as a
PI—and even pay the pitifully small salary of her secretary and
factotum, the very black and very gay man-about-town Lavender
Trevelyn.

 


The plot is a decent one,
with an exciting finish. The head of an acting school hires Lamaar
to find a missing student. When that student turns up dead—and in
pieces—Lamaar finds herself suddenly very popular with both the
good guys and the very bad ones.

 


So as a mystery, it is not
bad. Neither is the writing—as you would expect from a book
published by literary press Riverrun Books. But I just wish that I
believed that Lamaar was really a woman. I kept thinking that she
would confess to being a cross-dresser—when she isn't talking like
a he-man, she is talking like a gay one. I suspect that the
character of Lamaar was originally a man, but somewhere near the
middle of the book, the plot got away from the author and he
decided to make Lamaar female. And because her girlfriend Conchita
was already an important part of the plot, he made Lamaar a lesbian
as well.

 


One of the important
things about the lesbian mystery genre is that is chronicles part
of the gay culture—lets us know something about it that maybe we
didn’t know before. This book does not do that. In fact, we learn
more about the gay culture from studying over-the-top queen
Lavender—than from Lamaar. If only Lamaar, Conchita, or Lavender
had even the hint of a backstory, we might be able to get a better
picture of them.

 


It’s not impossible that
this book is supposed to be a spoof of the PI genre. Perhaps the
author thought that having a female detective speak like other
hard-boiled detectives of the age—Sam Spade, Lew Archer, or Philip
Marlowe—would be humorous. Instead, the writing seems
straightforward. “His face showed as
much expression as that of a day-old corpse.”
Or “O’Brien gave me
a look that I think was supposed to bolster my confidence, but
instead resembled the early stages of glaucoma.”
Sure Lamaar is a wiseacre but so are many other
hard-boiled dicks.

 


It’s too bad; if Lamaar
was a man, the book might have been a popular one and could have
spawned many sequels. With Lamaar as a lesbian—or even as a
woman—the book is as off base as an AWOL fighter pilot.

 


Final Rating:
1.9


Merlina Garance

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Leicester Trilogy

Main Character:
Andy Campbell

Profession:
Detective Inspector

Type of Mystery:
Missing Person / Procedural

Age in First Book:
40

Residence:
Leicester, U.K.

Love
Interest: Mrs. Parry (42, wife of missing man)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
Claire Atkins (Black lesbian DI)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title in this
series:


The Flourishing, 2023

Discussion:

This is a super borderline romantic
suspense. Book 2 is a m / m romance.


Alicia Gaspar de Alba

(1958-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Ivon Villa

Profession: n/a

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Juarez, Mexico

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Desert Blood, 2005 (Lambda Winner)

Discussion:

This is the only lesbian mystery I can find
that was originally written in Spanish. It is a literary piece
about the serial murders of young women outside Juarez, Mexico. An
important novel.


Sharon Gilligan

(1943-)

 


Series: Alix Nicholson

Main Character: Alix Nicholson

Profession: Art Photographer and
Teacher

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: 40-something

Residence: Northern California and
Washington D.C.

Love Interest: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Danger In High Places, 1993


Danger!—Cross Currents,
1994

Discussion:

These little-known novels may be the first
lesbian mysteries published by Rising Tide Press, which had a
history of publishing less-than-stellar fiction.


Danielle Girard

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Rookie Club

Main Character: Mei Ling

Profession: Police Computer Forensics
Inspector

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Interference, 2014

Discussion:

The author has about a dozen other novels,
most of them thrillers with straight protagonists. Although there
are several more books in the Rookie Club series, only
Interference has Mai Ling as the main character, although
she appears as a minor character in Cold Silence.


Adrian Gold

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Rachel Katz

Profession: Forensic Psychologist

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Seattle, Washington

Love Interest: Anna Sigurdson

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Memories to Die For, 2005

Discussion:

It’s possible that this may be a
psychological thriller and not a mystery. There is very little
online to go on. It seems to be the author’s only literary
effort.


Gabrielle Goldsby

(1971-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Foster Everett

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Police Cover-up

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Los Angeles, California

Love Interest: Riley Meideros (age
26)

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Wall of Silence, 2003 (Lambda Winner)

Discussion:

Goldsby, an African-American author penned
half a dozen novels between 2007 and 2009. A seventh, The
Consequence of Silence, was slated for release by Bold Strokes
but never published. Curious. And Goldsby hasn’t published anything
since. Most of her novels are in the romance genre; Wall of
Silence seems to be her only mystery to date. It actually might
be closer to romantic suspense, but it’s close enough for rock and
roll.


Josie Gordon

(Dates not Available)

 


Series: Lonnie Squires Mysteries

Main Character:
Lorraine (Lonnie) Squires

Profession:
Episcopal Priest

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
Middelburg, Michigan

Love Interest:
Jamie Wollsey (laser surgeon, first book
only)

Pet: A German Shepherd puppy named Linus

Drink of Choice:
Beer

Best Friend:
Marion Freeley, a straight restaurant
owner

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


Whacked, 2008 (Lambda
Winner)


Toasted, 2009 (Lambda
Finalist)


Ditched, 2011

Discussion:

I read the first printing
of the Bella edition of the first two books, which as far as I
know, are the only ones other than the ebook versions.

 



Whacked

Lonnie Squires has an
unusual profession for a lesbian mystery protagonist; she is an
Episcopal priest. As far as I know, Joan Albarella’s Nikki Barnes
is the only other woman of the cloth in lesbian mystery fiction. In
fact, it is unusual to find religious references at all in the
genre other than casual references to “the goddess” is some of the
earlier novels. As we know, most churches have not treated the LGBT
community with respect, but if you have a calling, you have a
calling and the Episcopal Church has been more queer-friendly than
most.

 


Even so, author Gordon
makes is clear early that Lonnie’s “calling” had more to do with
the fact that the church had a women’s soccer team than any burning
bush experience. In her relatively short career as a priest, Lonnie
has become known for her ability to effect reconciliation; to
smooth out church differences. When her bishop promises to give her
her own rectory if she will travel to Eastern Michigan to mediate
between two splitting factions, she jumps at the chance. Little
does she know that she will become embroiled in a
murder.

 


Although I’m not someone
who likes a lot of praying in my novels, I confess to being a fan
of G.K. Chesterton’s Father Brown stories. I also confess to
finding Whacked
enjoyable and strangely satisfying. But that
satisfaction didn’t come easy. I found the setup to the mystery to
be clumsy and less than plausible. For one thing, Lonnie lies to
the police to protect someone she has met only half an hour before.
Then she breaks into the murdered man’s house (before the police
think of it, mind you) and finds a clue that shouldn’t have been
there in the first place. Having said that, it is absolutely
essential that she do these things—there is no plot without them.
But if I gave real star ratings for these books, Gordon would lose
a healthy part of one for forcing the plot in this way. She knows
she’s doing it; when Lonnie finds the clue, she thinks to herself,
why is this here? Yet its presence is never actually explained.
Likewise, a sheriff’s deputy, after a casual look at the body,
tells Lonnie that he was killed with a shovel and that the shovel
had been taken away. But if it had been taken away, how did he know
it was a shovel, especially since it turned out to be an unusual
kind of shovel? This is actually a major flaw in a mystery novel
because most astute readers would assume that the deputy must be
the killer. And this shovel is very important to the rest of the
book.

 


Still, I like Lonnie and
disliked her partner Jamie, as I was meant to—just about everything
Jamie does in the book is disrespectful to Lonnie. I liked the
description of the small Eastern Michigan town, especially its
Dutch traditions and odd-sounding cuisine. I liked the insider look
at the old Episcopal Church, and I very much admired the way that
Gordon managed to use soccer metaphors throughout the book. Such as
when Lonnie is questioning one of the suspects and thinks she may
be about to learn something important: “This felt like a breakaway on an open net, though I knew the
defenders were right behind me and gaining.”
Her use of this extended metaphor may be the best
I have ever seen—and that is saying something.

 


Lonnie’s philosophy of
reconciliation not only goes to the heart of the novel, but to the
heart of our society, divided now more than ever before:
“Love had great power. People could do great
goodness with the love they felt, once they got past anger and
fear.” I’m willing to give
Whacked the
benefit of it being Gordon’s first attempt and I’m looking forward
to seeing whether in Toasted, the next novel in the
series, my feeling is justified.

 


Final Rating:
3.5

 



Toasted

To some, the Kentucky
county clerk who refused to issue marriage licenses to same-sex
couples is a Christian martyr, to others she is a homophobic
buffoon. For those in the middle, this points out the difficultly
of trying to figure out what is serious and what is comedy in
religion. The same problem can happen in literature. In
Toasted, the
second book in the Lonnie Squires series of lesbian mysteries, some
of the motifs are so outrageous that it’s sometimes difficult to
tell if the author is poking fun or being entirely
serious.

 


Here is the setup: a famous Christian chef
visits Middelburg to hold a benefit cooking show with the proceeds
to go to charity. She raffles off her dishes, one of which is
called Sunny Spirit Salmon Spread with Tasty Toast Points (her
version of the loaves and fishes). Her other dishes are similarly
named (Holy Night Tuna Cups, Brandy-Braised, Praise the Lord Moose
Jubilee, Great-Granny’s Paraclete Parfaits). But uh-oh, the salmon
spread turns out to be poisoned and a man dies. One of the people
most affected by the crime is Star Hannes, a wannabe congresswoman
and stalwart of Middleburg’s most popular church, CLOSER (Christ
the Lord’s Own Sainted Elected Reformed Church). Star (who was also
a character in the first book), is Lonnie’s biggest headache. So
against her better judgment, Lonnie finds herself investigating the
death.

 


After I had gotten to the mid-point of the
book—which took me almost a week—I finally decided that the
religious oddities were meant to be funny—and they are. Even
Lonnie’s own church comes in for its share of comedy, as the
members of her Liturgy Committee continually play
hide-the-communion-wafers during the service. And what about
Lonnie’s own spirituality? Well, she asks God to help her organize
a women’s soccer team and to help her find the salmon spread, which
has mysteriously disappeared. Gordon even throws down on the small
religious college in Middelburg, with its pompous and overly
sanctimonious faculty. But here’s the question: if Gordon is so
intent on taking derogatory potshots at so many aspects of
Christian life, why make her detective a priest? It is hard to give
someone credit for making fun of religion; it’s just too easy.

 


My own preference would be
to see sheriff’s deputy Red Carson as the protagonist with Lonnie
as her paramour and helper. Or even better, craft Lonnie after
real-life Lutheran pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber, a multi-tattooed
recovering alcoholic, whose recent book, Accidental Saints, chronicles
the making of her own church, which welcomes various ex-addicts,
misfits and LGBT parishioners. Remind me to put that one on my “to
read” list. As it is, there are virtually no LGBT characters
in Toasted. Even Lonnie herself is very closeted and
celibate.

 


Gordon again brings her
soccer terminology to good use. “There’s nothing like a little good-on-evil scrimmage to stoke
your adrenaline” is a particular
appropriate one. The book is well plotted and very well edited,
with the exception of a couple of repeated phrases missed by a
copyeditor. The story was neither boring nor predictable. And
despite the fact that Lonnie finds an important clue by watching an
episode of The
Simpsons, I think that Gordon finally
finds her voice in the last third of the book. We are able to get
an idea of Lonnie’s real theology and can begin to differentiate
between the Kim Davis-type buffoons and the Nadia Bolz-Weber-type
heroes. This is Good News for those who are interested in finishing
the series by reading Ditched. Maybe Lonnie will even
get a girlfriend.

 


Putting the bad with the good, I’m going to
give this one about a 3.5—very near what I would give the first
book. I’m not ruling out reading the third in the series, but I’m
not putting in my order just yet.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Camarin Grae

(1941-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Kat Rogan

Profession:
Professional Dispute Mediator

Type of Mystery:
Gritty

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Three different love interests

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Pepsi (she is a teetotaler)

Best Friend:
Elizabeth Blakely

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This
Series:


The Winged Dancer, 1983

Other Title:

Slick, 1990 (Lambda
Finalist)

Discussion:
Camarin Grae is the pseudonym of Marian Grace. I
read the first printing of the Naiad edition of The Winged Dancer, which was
reprinted from the original Blazon Books printing. I don’t know if
there were any changes made from one edition to the next.
Slick deals with the
statue of the winged dancer at a later time.

 



The Winged Dancer

When Camarin Grae
wrote Winged Dancer, there was no Amazon, no Goodreads, no peer reviews. The
only way for a book to be reviewed was for the publisher to send
galleys to periodicals months in advance of publication and hope
for the best. Reviews for any work of lesbian literature were not
only few and far between, but limited to the few almost-underground
lesbian mags available only by mail or through the very few lesbian
bookstores that existed at that time.

 


Scholars of lesbian
literature have been slow to recognize—or even unearth—some of the
classic works of lesbian mystery. Witness the very few reviews and
ratings for brilliant novels like Claire Macquet's
Looking for Ammu, Nanisi Barrett D'Arnuk's Outside In, or Helen
Shacklady's The Patterned
Flute. Like Camarin Grae's
Winged Dancer.

 


The story begins with a fable. Hundreds of
years ago, in a small South American country, several different
tribes vied for existence. The cruelest and most powerful of the
tribes subsumed or eliminated their rivals until only one of the
smaller tribes was left—the Boweso—who escaped to an area
impervious to attack. They worked out an egalitarian system of
society where all members—men and women—enjoyed equal status. Each
year they celebrated life by bringing out a life-sized statue of a
winged dancer, fashioned mostly of gold. It is a fable of
oppression and power, rebellion and redemption.

 


The novel itself has a similar motif. Kat
Rogan is simply in the wrong place when a dying stranger begs her
to deliver a partially letter to his sister in a fictional South
American country. On her first day there, she is attacked by a man
who wants to not only steal the missive, but rape her in the
bargain and she kills him in self defense. But it is hard for a
stranger to be believed in a country where abuse of women is almost
the norm, and Kat is sentenced to life in a particularly unsavory
prison.

 


Without going into any
more detail about the plot, it is important to mention that while
in prison, Kat learns the rules of the jungle. She finds herself
first a bully (“I came to see others
as either useful objects or interfering
obstacles.”), then a near-slave
(“My job is to perform as you wish, as
a finely tuned instrument responsive to each whim you
have.” In other words, she runs the
gamut of that power and oppression I talked about earlier. And of
associated dichotomies like ethical and unethical, winners and
losers.

 


Through all of her prison experience, Kat
works on decoding the letter she received from the dead man—the
solution of which would get her out of prison. It is an intriguing
code referring to the original Boweso legend, which brings both
stories together in a very satisfying way. It’s hard to find
anything bad to say about this book. The puzzle is original, the
action palpable, the romances titillating, and the relationships
between characters realistic and totally human.

 


It Patricia
Highsmith’s The Price of
Salt has been resurrected to be the
darling of lesbians the world over; if Charlotte Perkins
Gilman’s Herland
has been injected into college Women’s Studies
classes, then Winged
Dancer deserves its place in the
pantheon of minor American classics.

 


Final Rating:
4


Stella Grey

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Artemis (Arty)
Wilson

Profession: Coffee Shop Worker

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in first book: Approaching
thirty

Residence: Seattle, Washington

Love Interest: Ellen Morris (police
detective)

Drink of Choice: Scotch

Pet: None

Best Friend: None

Heat Index: 4

Romance Index: 4

Titles in This Series:


Deception, 2019

Discussion:

Here is my full review of this novel. I read
the ebook version that was available in May of 2020.

 



Deception

It is rare that a
4-chapter sample of a novel can make me hanker to read the rest,
but that is what Deception
did. In fact, after I purchased the book I went
back and read those chapters again and liked it even better. One of
the reasons I was hooked was because the main character, Arty
Wilson, had not only not realized that she was gay, but she was
brand new to sexuality. She was an attractive, intelligent, and
successful woman who had never even been kissed. And when someone
finally does plant a good one on her, she is too drunk to remember it! And
despite the fact that I kind of enjoyed reading the entire novel,
my enjoyment comes with a ton of caveats.

 


First of all, although the
author, Stella Grey, is English, Deception is set in Seattle with an
all-American cast. Okay, that’s fine. There is no rule that an
author has to set her novels in her own country. Grey also uses
British spelling (tyre, centre, etc.), which can almost be forgiven
because many of her readers will probably be British. But she also
has her characters speak in Britishisms: “Bloody hell!” “go
missing,” “straightaway,” “no worries,” and on and on: phrases most
Americans would not use. Only the author knows why she set the book
in the U.S. in the first place. Surely any fairly large city in
Great Britain would have done as well.

 


Too, the entire plot of the book is based on
a coincidence so unlikely as to make it a fatal flaw. I.e., after
said drunken kiss, Arty flees (in an incredibly rude and hurtful
manner) the kisser, who is a secretary in her office. Arty drives
blindly until she sees a coffee shop and stops in. It’s okay that
the owner is a lesbian and that she soothes Arty and convinces her
not only is it okay to accept her feelings for women, but to quit
her job as well. Way borderline, but still within our
belief-suspension threshold. But when this new friend, Lil, turns
out to be the secretary’s best friend, well, that’s way too much.
Anyone who is not a review-monster like I am would be forgiven for
closing the book and going on to something else.

 


The truth is, the book is
filled with these kinds of flaws—flaws that would take a good
editor quite a while to point out and that even a review-monster
does not have time for. Other than the Britishisms, I had little
problem with the dialogue, although it got a bit cheesy here and
there. The internal monologues are less successful. It seems that
everything that Arty’s girlfriend (when she finally gets one) says
or does is internally dissected: “She took
a breath, knowing that Ellen was being completely genuine with
her.” “Ellen had
been right to s top them.” It gets tiring
having to read Arty’s—and Ellen’s almost constant internal
commentary. This can be dome more effectively in
conversation.

 


Then there is the endless crying and
hugging, one generally following the other. And lifting strands of
hair from the faces of others to tuck behind their ears. And
punching and swatting at each other. And as you might guess, Grey
fails the “grin” test, using the word 72 times in a normal-sized
novel. That good editor I referred to above would have deleted or
changed at least 65 of these. And 15 of the 17 times Grey uses
“chuckle.” And “groan”? Don’t ask.

 


Most of the plot, the solution, and the
denouement, although kind of intriguing, made little sense, but
there’s no point in going into these in any detail, because fixing
them would require a lot of work. I have, however, marked a few
dozen typos and things of that nature and would be glad to give
them to the author upon request.

 


On the bright side, most of the characters
were pretty interesting and Arty and Ellen had good backstories.
The single sex scene was particularly well done—certainly the best
writing in the book. And as I said in the first paragraph, I
generally found myself enjoying what was going on, despite the
awkward way in which it was written. Perhaps the author’s second
book will benefit from what she learned from writing the first.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


 


Nicola Griffith

(1960-)

 


Series: Aud Torvingen Mysteries

Main Character:
Aud Torvingen

Profession:
Private Investigator/Bodyguard
(ex-Military)

Type of Mystery:
Very Hard-Boiled; Almost Mercenary.

Age in First Book:
31

Residence:
Atlanta, Georgia

Love Interest:
killed in first book

Drink of Choice:
n/z

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Blue Place,
1998 (Lambda Winner)

Stay,
1999

Always,
2007

Discussion:

I read
The Blue Place just after it came out, mainly because I enjoyed Griffith’s
SF books. It may have been the first lesbian mystery I ever read,
years before I began my study of the genre. It was way too long ago
to say much about it now, but I know I found it too violent for my
taste. Aud is a shoot-first, shoot-later kind of gal. I found Aud
to be more of a movie character—a Terminator—than a real person.
Although The Blue Place
may have awakened the interest of a new audience
for Lesbian Mysteries, I have no desire to read the
sequels.

 


Final Rating:
3


Verónica Gutiérrez

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Yolanda
Ávila Mysteries

Main Character: Yolanda Ávila

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Los Angeles, California

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


As You Look, 2022

Discussion:

This is the first book in a projected series.
It may involve some kind of juju.


Lisa Haddock

(1960-)

 


Series: Carmen Ramirez Mysteries

Main Character:
Carmen Ramirez

Profession:
Newspaper Copy Editor

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
24

Residence:
Frontier City, Oklahoma

Love Interest:
Julia Nichols (newspaper library
clerk)

Drink of Choice:
Bass Ale

Pet: Cats named Holly and Wiley

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Edited Out,
1994

Final Cut, 1995

Discussion:

Haddock, like her
protagonist, is half Puerto Rican. Here is my full review of both
novels in this series. I read what appears to be the first printing
of the Naiad edition of each.

 


In 2020, Phoebe Press put
out a new edition of Edited Out
with significant revisions by the author. As of
this writing, there will be no new edition of Final Cut, although the author is
planning a completely different sequel to Edited Out. She has indicated
that Final Cut will no longer be part of the series.

 


For other lesbian
mysteries set in the Tulsa area, see Clara Nipper’s
novels.

 



Edited Out

It would be easy to just
say that this is a really good book and that you should put it high
on your list of things to read, but I guess that would be shirking
my responsibilities as a reviewer. But if you’ve read any of my
other reviews you’d know that several things catch my imagination
when I read, three of which are the writing, the plot, and the
characters. Edited Out
is written in the point of view most favored by
lesbian mystery authors, first person past—”I did this, I went
there” etc. It’s a good point of view because it brings the
character closer to the reader than standard third person limited
or omniscient. But it is also an easy POV to make mistakes in
because it most completely reveals a character’s personality. And
if you don’t like the personality of the main character, chances
are you won’t like the book.

 


I like Carmen Ramirez. She
is the daughter of a Puerto Rican dad and a mom of Irish descent.
After her mother’s death when she was still a baby, Carmen was sent
by her dad to live with her racist, homophobic, and bible-quoting
grandmother in Frontier City, Oklahoma—a very thinly disguised
Tulsa, complete with a famous evangelist and religious university.
Somehow, Carmen has come through her girlhood strong enough to
embrace her sexuality and to land a job as copyeditor for the local
newspaper. But when she is assigned to work on a story about the
murder of a young girl by a lesbian schoolteacher, she must make
the hardest decision of her career.

 


When I first read the
description of this book, I was hesitant to open the pages; it was
bound to be filled with depressing scenes of homophobia and
confrontation. But Haddock manages to turn the story in a
completely different direction. Even when Carmen questions a number
of unsavory characters, she does it with such style that even if
her questions are not answered, I felt I had nevertheless learned
something important.

 


Like many lesbian
detectives in the genre, Carmen is running from a bad relationship
(see Claire McNab’s Kylie Kendall, Elaine Beale’s Lou
Spencer, ad
infinitum. She has been very shy of
getting into another until she meets college student Julia Nichols
(who reminds me very much of a young Aimee Grant in Katherine V.
Forrest's novels), who identifies as straight. Their developing
romance—as well as Carmen’s love/hate relationship with her
grandmother—give balance to the book and intersect with the plot in
important ways. All the elements combine for an exciting—and
hopeful—finish. It’s hard not to credit editor Katherine V. Forrest
for the smoothness of this book, especially after having just read
several Naiad books edited by others.

 


There is a lot of
religious stuff here but again, Haddock uses the subject as a
literary device without actually proselytizing or bashing. Remember
that the book is set in Bible-Belt Oklahoma, where churchgoing is
as natural as breathing. Does it get a little over the top
sometimes? Well, maybe, but there are some enjoyable parts, too,
like when Julia argues scripture with her fundamentalist cousin in
order to rescue a confused young woman from a room filled with
Prayer Warriors. And maybe there are a few too many coincidences in
the solution, but hey, doesn't every mystery have these?

 


And here’s a question for
someone to write an article about: why do so many lesbian mystery
protagonists have a gay man as their best friend (not counting
their lovers of course)? Carmen has one. So does Bill in Joan
Opyr’s books, Lamaar in David Galloway’s Lamaar Ransom, Private Eye,
Barbara Johnson’s Colleen Fitzgerald, etc, etc. Is this true in
real life? Very few, like Nikki Baker’s Virginia Kelly and Vicki P.
McConnell’s Nyla Wade, seem to have same-sex best
friends.

 


Ultimately,
Edited Out is a
really good book and you should put it high on your list of things
to read. In the same league with She
Scoops to Conquer, give this one a
4+.

 


Final Rating:
4.3

 


Final Cut

Two years have passed
since Carmen Ramirez hooked up with college student Julia Nichols,
and when Edited Out
begins, they are living together along with
Carmen’s old friend Charles, who is conducting research at the
local university. Carmen is still a copyeditor at the paper; Julia,
now a graduate student, is a member of a gay and lesbian support
group. Their lives are proceeding in a kind of ho hum fashion until
the day Carmen comes home to a meeting of Julia’s group and finds
an old flame in attendance.

 


The woman’s name is Toni,
and the flashback story between her and Carmen is both unique and
exquisite—and there is a lot of unfinished business between them.
It isn't often in lesbian mysteries that the protagonist is tempted
to dally with someone else, but Carmen is sorely tempted.
“I longed for the day when I could see this
woman with indifference.” Again, I
can’t help comparing Julia Nichols with Aimee Grant in Katherine V.
Forrest’s Kate Delafield mysteries. They talk alike, act alike, and
are in similar situations. Kate is even tempted (in
Sleeping Bones)
to have an affair. Does Carmen succumb to Toni’s wily ways? Well,
that’s for me to know and you to find out.

 


Meanwhile the body of a young woman is found
in a wooded area of Timber City. When an outspoken member of
Julia’s LGBT group is arrested for the murder, Carmen decides to
act in his behalf. There’s a ton of stuff I’m leaving out here, but
suffice it to say that Carmen’s investigation is incredibly painful
for her—and we believe every second of her suffering.

 


Like
Edited Out this
book is written extremely well. Carmen is an intriguing character,
and a flawed one. Her friendship with Toni—and Toni herself—are
major plusses in a book filled with them. The ending—maybe a little
over the top, maybe not—is worth the buildup. Carmen’s workplace,
and her job as copy editor, maybe a little toned down from the
first book, but still informative, and she uses her contacts and
status at the paper to good effect.

 


I found the ending,
despite its implausibility, to be totally unexpected, yet
satisfying. Good books have to be more than just words strung out
on a page. It needs a good story line, pleasing characters, and
some kind of an agenda. Edited
Out has that. It is not just a
mystery novel, it is a novel of friendship and love and lost
opportunities.

 


Final Rating:
4.3


Anne Hagan

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1: Morelville Mysteries

Main Characters: Dana Rossi / Melissa
Raye (Mel) Crane

Profession: Customs Special Agent /
Sheriff

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: Early 30s / 35

Residence: Morelville, Ohio

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Not given

Best Friend: Not given

Heat Index: 1 (although books 4 and 5
have erotic scenes)

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


Relic,
2014


Busy Bees,
2015


Dana's Dilemma,
2015


Hitched and Tied,
2015


Viva Mama Rossi!,
2015


A Crane Christmas,
2015


Mad for Mel,
2016


Hannah's Hope,
2016


The Turkey Tussle,
2017


Sullied Sally,
2018


Finding Sheila,
2018


Tennessee Bound, 2019

Cutlass Cadaver, 2023

Discussion:

Anne Hagan is the pseudonym of Michelle
Hagans. The last half dozen of the Morelville mysteries are
considerably shorter than the first five. The following short
review is based on a free copy offered by Amazon in 2019.

 


A spinoff series, The Morelville Cozies, does
not seem to have lesbians as the protagonists. However, Steel
City Confidential, which the author labels a “legal thriller,”
seems to be a true mystery, so it is listed below.

 



Relic

When Special Agent Dana Rossi comes into the
small town of Morelville to investigate a possible international
smuggling operation she meets the Morelville sheriff, Mel Crane,
who has her own cases to worry about and doesn’t need feds around
scaring off her suspects. Could the two cases be related? Of course
they are and Dana and Mel eventually get together in solving the
case—and get together personally as well.

 


Like Jody Valley’s Kera Van Brocklin and
Barbara Wilson’s Pam Nielsen, Mel has an identical twin. And when
the sister is shot—mistaken for Mel—it gets personal.

I think that there is a touch of tongue in
cheek in the mystery, which features a mysterious gang boss called
only Relic, a trucking company owned by a gang of criminals,
designer knock-offs by an angry European designer, and a surprise
stalker. In other words, there are more than a few places where the
reader has to suspend disbelief a little more than usual but the
characters and setting are rendered so well that we really do not
mind—or even think about it.

 


Readers of cozies or fans of British TV will
like this series.

 


Someday I hope to go on with the series and
find out how the characters are getting along. For right now
though, I’ll just say that Relic is a worthy start for a
writer whose career seems to be taking off. Kudos to her for her
perseverance and her imagination.

 


Final Rating: 3.6

 


~ ~ ~

Series 2: Steel City

Main Character: Rochelle ‘Ro’ Rabinowitz

Profession: Attorney

Type of Mystery: Legal Thriller

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Steel City Confidential, 2019
(Lesfic Bard Winner)

Discussion:

This is the first of a new series by Hagan
featuring lawyers in the big city. In this one, it posits the
question of what Thelma and Louise would be doing if they had not
driven off into the Grand Canyon.


Erin Hall

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Detective Molly Malone

Main Character:
Molly Malone

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative / Historical

Age in First Book:
32

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Sylvia Owens

Drink of Choice:
Whiskey

Pet: None

Best Friend:
James Hayward (gay actor)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title in this
series:


Dear Sylvia, Love
Jane, 2023

Discussion:

Another new author
influenced by the Enola Holmes books, as her detective, Molly
Malone, pretends to be working for a detective that doesn’t exist.
And a hat tip to Remington Steele. The year is 1943—before San
Francisco became a LGTBQ haven. Although it is listed as part of a
series, this is the only one so far.

 



Dear Sylvia, Love Jane

After a stint as a Police
Department secretary, Molly Malone decides she wants to help stop
crime in her own way—by becoming a private detective. Trouble is,
nobody in 1943 San Francisco would hire a woman detective. So he
hires an actor she met in a gay bar to pretend to be her boss in
the agency. He meets with each client alone, but Molly is able to
hear through a listening device and guide her “boss” through a
series of colored light signals. If this sounds a little specious
well, it is. But once I got past the shaky setup, I found this to
be quite a good mystery tale with lots of LGBTQ content.


Sue Hallgarth

(Dates not available

 


Series: Willa Cather and Edith Lewis Mysteries

Main Character:
Willa Cather

Profession:
Novelist

Type of Mystery:
Literary

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
n/a

Love Interest:
Edith Lewis (magazine editor)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


On the Rocks, 2013


Death Comes, 2017

Discussion:

This is a borderline Lesbian Mystery because
the author presumably does not show Willa and Edith engaged in a
sexual relationship. But because the two lived together for 39
years, there is more than a little speculation that the two were
lovers.

 


Compare this series with Samuel Steward’s two
books about Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas. Like in the Willa
and Edith series, he shows no sexual scenes between his two
protagonists, but the evidence that Gertrude and Alice were lovers
is convincing. On the contrary, it seems that both Cather—during
her lifetime—and Lewis—after Cather’s death—went to some trouble to
destroy any evidence that the two were lesbians.

 


Still, this type of secrecy was the norm for
the age in which they lived. The readers are free to speculate as
they will about what happened between the two when their privacy
was not invaded by the author.

 


Another Lesbian Mystery series is that of
Josephine Tey, written by Nicola Upton. There is little if any
evidence that Tey—herself a mystery writer—was gay, but Upton has
convinced herself that she was.

 


 



Jason Halstead

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Lost Girls Series

Main Character:
Katalina (Kat or Katy) Wimple

Profession:
Police Lieutenant

Type of Mystery:
Futuristic, Slam-Bang

Age in First Book:
27

Residence:
Phoenix, Arizona

Love Interest:
Unattached

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Lost Girls,
2011

Traitor,
2012

Wolfgirl,
2012


Black Widow,
2012


Guardian, 2014


Bling, 2019


Bling 2.0, 2019


Bling 3.0, 2020

Discussion:

As futuristic novels, these
are right on the borderline of what can be labeled lesbian
mysteries. Still, Kat is a lesbian and she does solve a crime.
Whether or not the others n the series, especially the later ones,
are also lesbian mysteries is, in fact, a mystery. Halstead, a
weight lifter and code writer, has had the first book in this
series available for free almost since its publication—which has
been almost 10 years now. Hence, it has almost 10 times the number
of ratings as any other novel in the series. This can be dangerous,
but it does get you readers. Here's my full review of the first
book in this series, The Lost
Girls.

 



The Lost Girls

The first thing you might
want to know about this book is that the main character, Katerina
Wimple, is physically enhanced. She has retractable razor claws and
an armored skeleton. That’s right, like Wolverine. She resides in a
world that has some resemblance to that of Alien Nation, with
other-worlders living among them. In fact, many parts of this book
remind me of devices created by other authors. Robocop? Bionic
Woman?. Although Halstead seems to have a writing/work/family
schedule that leaves no time for watching TV or reading, I suspect
that these influences are present.

 


Despite the
less-than-original setup, I found the first short novel,
The Lost Girls fast paced and rather enjoyable. Kat, a police woman in the
mid-Twenty-first Century is investigating the disappearance of a
number of women (although she maddeningly refers to them as girls)
in a post-apocalyptic Phoenix. Kat is feisty and has a tough
backstory somewhat reminiscent of Sandra Scoppettone's Lauren
Laurano.

 


During her investigation,
she meets two hot women and the best parts of the book contain
Kat's interaction with them, which is hot indeed, despite the fact
that there is no actual sex.

 


It's hard not to be a
little put off when the main character puts herself in a position
to get shot repeatedly, then actually does get shot. Repeatedly.
Luckily, modern technology is able to repeatedly save her. And even
to further enhance her.

 


The solution to the
mystery is pretty much old hat, but I was presently surprised to
find that Halstead nimbly escaped a situation (one of Kat's
potential girlfriends being the criminal) which I would have
considered a fatal flaw. As it stands, it was a fast and bouncy
read.

 


Will I buy the next in the
series? Probably so, if I get time. The first left a few things
hanging and I’m interested to see if the author resolves them.
Luckily, I've always been a comic book fan.

 


I found this book free on
Smashwords. It is disappointing that most of other authors on this
list will not consider promoting their own books
similarly.

 


Final Rating:
3


Ian Hamilton

(1946-)

 


Series: Ava Lee Novels

Main Character:
Ava Lee

Profession:
Forensic Accountant

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given, probably early 20s

Residence:
Richmond Hill, a suburb of Toronto,
Canada

Love Interest:
None, although this changes in subsequent
books

Pet: None given

Drink of Choice:
White wine

Best Friend:
None Given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


The Water Rat of
Wanchai,
2011


The Disciple of Las
Vegas,
2011


The Wild Beasts of
Wuhan,
2011 (Lambda Finalist)


The Red Pole of
Macau,
2012


The Scottish Banker of
Surabaya,
2013


The Dragon Head of Hong
Kong,
2013 (prequel)


The Two Sisters of
Borneo,
2014


The King of
Shanghai,
2014


The Princeling of
Nanjing,
2015


The Couturier of
Milan, 2017


The Goddess of Yantai, 2018


The Imam of Tawi-Tawi, 2018


The Mountain Master of Sha
Tin, 2019


The Diamond Queen of Singapore,
2020


The Sultan of Sarawak, 2022

Discussion:

Ian Hamilton was born in
Wales but lives in Canada. He also wrote a book on J.D. Salinger.
Ava Lee is probably the first Chinese-American in lesbian mystery
fiction.

 



The Dragon Head of Hong Kong

Okay, what does Ian
Hamilton have in common with Eve Zaremba, Marian Foster, Anne Azel,
Liz Bugg, Stevie Mikayne, and Gina L. Dartt? That’s right—they all
write lesbian mysteries and their protagonists all live in Canada.
If Hamilton was influenced by any of these, it is probably Eve
Zaremba.

 


Both Ave Lee and Helen
Keremos are described as supremely confident in their abilities and
fearless. And like Keremos in Butterfly Effect, Lee must
travel to Hong Kong to solve her case. Both also have contacts in
the underworld that make their investigations a little easier and
less dangerous.

 


The plot of this short
book is a simple one. A friend of Ava’s mother in Toronto has been
swindled of a million dollars by a shady figure named Kung. It is
Ava’s job to go to Hong King and try to get it back. Ava, unlike
Helen, is not a private detective; she is a forensic accountant who
has the ability to track money to its destination. Using her
computer shills, she attempts just that—until she finds out that
others are looking into Kung’s finances as well.

 


Although this book was
published sixth, it takes place before the other books in the
series and acts as an introduction to Ava and her profession (For
another book with a forensic accountant as a protagonist, see Group
Member M.J.’s novel The Charlton
Affair.

 


Hamilton’s writing is
nothing special, but he has the ability to create an interesting
story that reads quickly and gives the reader a crash course in
Hong Kong all the while. Although Ava is described as a
“homosexual,” there is nothing even remotely erotic in
The Dragon Head of Hong
Kong. Hopefully Ava’s love life will
improve in the next book. I’ll admit that, despite my average 3.2
or so rating, I am hooked on this series far more than I was on Eve
Zaremba’s. I will be reading The Water
Rat of Wanchai next.

 


Final Rating:
3.2

 



The Water Rat of Wanchai

When this novel begins, forensic accountant
Ava Lee of Toronto has been working for Uncle—a collections agent
in Hong Kong—for about 10 years. Her latest client is an invoice
broker—a go-between that facilitates business between high-volume
suppliers and buyers. In this case the payment for a million pounds
of scamp has been reneged on and Ava’s client is out $5 million
U.S. Her search for the missing money—and the crooks who absconded
with it—takes her first to Seattle, then to Bangkok and Hong Kong.
Author Hamilton seems to know these places well, because he manages
to capture both the sardine-can street life and the old-world
opulence of 5-star hotels in major Asian cities. It makes you want
to go there and not go there.

 


Unfortunately, circumstances intervened
before I could finish this novel.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish.


Mari Hannah

(Dates not available

Series: Kate Daniels Mysteries

Main Character: Kate Daniels

Profession: Detective Chief
Inspector

Type of Mystery: Police Procedural

Age in First Book: Not given, but
probably mid to late 30s

Residence: Newcastle, England

Love Interest: Jo Soulsby (probation
officer/profiler)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Gin

Best Friend: None Given

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 1

Titles in This Series:


The Murder Wall, 2012


Settled Blood, 2012


Deadly Deceit, 2013


Monument to Murder, 2013


Killing for Keeps,
2014


Gallows Drop,
2016


Without a Trace, 2020


Her Last Request, 2021


The Longest Goodbye, 2024

Discussion:

Although the author is proud of publishing
these lesbian procedurals through traditional publishers, it takes
half book 1 before we learn that Kate is gay. In fact, one of the
reasons that Kate broke up with her last lover, Jo Soulsby, is
because Kate refused to come out for fear that it would hurt her
career. But when Jo becomes a suspect in the first murder that Kate
is given as Senior Investigating Officer, the two are forced to
reevaluate their relationship.

 



Killing for Keeps

The first four chapters of this, the fifth
book in the series, are done from four different points of view.
The first is from the POV of a man who is being horribly tortured;
the next three chapters show three other characters’ reactions to
this horror. My own reaction was to quit reading immediately, but
not soon enough. Now I just hope I can forget the pages I was able
to get through.

 


I did not read enough to even get much of a
sense of the writing style, so I won’t comment on it. All I can do
is warn you that the first several scenes may make you queasy.
That’s not what I want from my entertainment. Maybe you do.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish.


Gillian Hanscombe

(No Dates Available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: n/a

Profession: n/a

Type of Mystery: Feminist

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Figments of a Murder, 1995

Discussion:

Gillian Hanscombe grew up in Australia and
now lives in England with her partner Suniti Namjoshi. She has
written a number of scholarly and feminist works. It is very hard
to find out any information at all about Figments of a
Murder, as you can see from the scanty information above.


Sue Hardesty

(1934-)

 


Series: Lori Wagner Western
Mysteries

Main Character: Lori Wagner

Profession: Highway Patrol Officer
(police lieutenant in book 3)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Arizona (Oregon in book
3)

Love Interest: Jenna in book 3

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Truck Comes on
Thursday, 2011
Bus
Stop at the Last Chance, 2013


Taking the Long Road Home,
2019

Running Through Fire (forthcoming)

Discussion:

The series is also referred to as the Lori
Wagner Western Mystery Series. Lori is Native-American.


Jeane Harris

(1948-)

Series: Delia Ironfoot Mysteries

Main Character: Delia Ironfoot

Profession: Archaeologist, trail
guide, and outfitter,

Type of Mystery: Adventure

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Delia Ironfoot, 1992


A Grave Opening, 2005


The Diamond Queen of Singapore,
2020

Discussion:

These two books hover just on the borderline
between mystery and suspense. I am including them because the
author herself calls them mysteries and they look like worthwhile
reads. One of the few reviewers of these books claims that there
are three actually three entries in the Delia Ironfoot series. I
can find mention of only the two listed above. Delia, as her
surname suggests, is Native American.


Ellen Hart

(1949-)

 


Series: Jane Lawless Mysteries

Main Character:
Jane Lawless

Profession:
Restaurant Owner and P.I.

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Mid Thirties

Residence:
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Love Interest:
Unattached.

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
Cordelia Thorn

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


Hallowed Murder, 1989 (Lambda
Finalist)


Vital Lies, 1991


Stage Fright,
1992 (Lambda Finalist)


A Killing Cure,
1993


A Small Sacrifice, 1994 (Lambda
Winner)


Faint Praise,
1995 (Lambda Finalist)


Robber's Wine,
1996 (Lambda Winner)


Wicked Games,
1998 (Lambda Finalist)


Hunting The Witch, 1999 (Lambda
Winner)


The Merchant of Venus, 2001 (Lambda
Winner)


Immaculate Midnight, 2002 (Lambda Finalist)


An Intimate Ghost, 2004 (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


The Iron Girl,
2005 (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Night Vision,
2006 (Lambda Finalist)


The Mortal Groove, 2007 (Lambda Finalist)


Sweet Poison,
2008 (Lambda Finalist)


The Mirror and the
Mask, 2009
(Lambda Finalist)


The Cruel Ever After, 2010 (Lambda Finalist, Goldie Finalist)


The Lost Women of Lost
Lake, 2011


Rest for the Wicked, 2012 (Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist)


Taken by the Wind, 2013 (Goldie Finalist, Lambda Finalist)


The Old Deep and
Dark, 2014
(Lambda Winner)


The Grave Soul, 2015 (Lambda Finalist)


Fever in the Dark, 2017 (Lambda
Finalist)


A Whisper of Bones, 2018
(Lambda Finalist)


Twisted at the Root, 2019 (Lambda Finalist)


In a Midnight Wood, 2020

Discussion:

Ellen Hart is the
pseudonym of Patricia Boehnhardt. Although the series starts out
with Jane as a restaurateur, she becomes a likened
private investigator in book 20,
Rest for the Wicked.
There are more of her Jane Lawless novels than any other lesbian
mystery series. Here’s my full review of the first two books in
this series.

 



Hallowed Murder

It is hard not to make
comparisons between this book and Val McDermid’s
Report for Murder. Both are the author’s first published novels, both take
place in the women’s section of a college, both protagonists have
sidekicks named Cordelia (doubtless a tip of the cap to the main
character of P.D. James’ classic An
Unsuitable Job for a woman), neither
protagonist is a private detective or connected with the police,
and both authors were later published by McDermid's Bywater
Books.

 


Although McDermid’s book
was published two years earlier, Hallowed Murder is the better
book. For one thing, I like Jane Lawless very much. She is
understated, which is rare. She is an ordinary person, a restaurant
owner, and her methods are ordinary; she just wants to find out the
truth without bribing, inveigling, torturing, threatening, or
getting divine inspiration.

 


Jane’s close friend Cordelia (they went to
school together and briefly dated, although a romance never
blossomed) make a pretty good pair. Cordelia is the opposite of
Jane in many ways. She is slightly overweight and tends toward the
hysterical while Jane remains svelte and unexcitable. It is perhaps
their difference that makes Jane comfortable in sharing her
investigation with her friend. And in this book, they are
investigating the death of a young sorority woman.

 


Briefly, there were four very good friends
who virtually ran the KAS Sorority House. One of them—Allison—was
found dead in a lake, a possible suicide. A scandal results when it
is later found out that Allison was a lesbian. When Jane asks two
of her friends, Sigrid and Maggie, if they knew Allison was a
lesbian, Maggie is thunderstruck with astonishment while Sigrid
claims to have known it for some time. “Why did she tell you and
not me?” Maggie demands. When it comes out that Allison had once
kissed (and later made love to) Sigrid, Maggie wails, “Why did she
make a pass at you and not at me?” This is good stuff. Maggie and
Sigrid are particularly well done.

 


The book is written from multiple points of
view. While some might consider this literary cheating, I enjoyed
getting inside the heads of the various characters. Chalk it up to
Hart’s facility with words and ability to imagine her characters
fully—not an easy feat, nor one that a lot of authors even care
about. She seems to set the right tone and ends the book at just
the right time.

 


Is it a perfect book? Of course not. I don’t
believe that Hart ever completely explains the odd actions of
several of the characters, and the murderer turning out to be a
psychotic homophobe is not really very new, although I prefer this
to the many totally unbelievable motives that abound in mysteries
these days. I think, though, that if I could tell Hart to do one
thing over (and of course I am) it would be Jane’s initial desire
to investigate Allison’s death. It is as if the author decided to
make Jane a detective before she began writing the book and forgot
to give enough back story to make it plausible. Jane’s not
believing that Allison committed suicide is not a good enough
reason to put herself and her friends in danger. No one else in the
book believed it either—except, of course for the police—and no one
else saw the need to investigate. It doesn't need much, but it does
need a little.

 


So give this one many stars. Not all, but a
lot.

 


Perhaps because Hart has a mainstream
publisher, some of her ebooks are rather too expensive for my
pocketbook. However, a number of Jane Lawless are available at
$2.99, as this one was. Get them at this price while you can.

 


Final Rating:
3.7

 



Vital Lies

The second book in the
Jane Lawless series continues the good work that Hart did in
Hallowed Murder, better if you prefer your murderers not to be religious
psychopaths but not so good in other respects. This time Jane and
her intrepid friend Cordelia are invited to Fothergill Inn, a
resort owned by a former college classmate of the two. It is Xmas
time, but rather than good cheer, a number of disquieting things
have been happening around the inn. Jane, with Cordelia’s unwilling
help, will of course look into things.

 


As in the first book,
although most of the chapters are from Jane’s point of view, Hart
also doesn't mind getting the reader into the heads of several
other characters—especially when her logistics do not allow Jane to
be present at an important scene. Purists (like me) might frown on
this, but Vital Lies
is not meant to be seriously literary; it is a
murder mystery pure and simple and if the author lets her point of
view roam around from one grisly happening to another for the
benefit of the reader, so be it.

 


I still like Jane and Cordelia is
well-drawn. Jane is always trying to track down clues to her
mysteries while Cordelia is always eating or playing hypochondriac.
Yet despite the seeking, this is one of those mysteries that seems
to solve itself, with an unexpected character confessing near the
end of the book. The truth is, anyone reading this book will know
who does the crimes (because there are more than one) almost from
the beginning—and will be furious at Jane for not realizing it at
the same time they do. But the obvious answer turns out to be
wrong, and the surprise solutions are well hidden and
believable.

 


At this point, Jane seems
to be a lesbian in name only, having lost her lover several years
before and seems disinclined to pair up with anyone else.
Ergo, there are
no sex scenes in this or the previous book. If you like cozy
mysteries with pretty complicated solutions and multiple
storylines, you should like this one. I would give it an average
number of stars.

 


Final Rating:
3


Ellie Hart

(Dates not available)

 


Series: None Given

Main Character:
Dr. Giselle Cutler

Profession:
Veterinarian

Type of Mystery:
Intrigue

Age in First Book:
Forties

Residence:
San Leandro, California

Love Interest:
Marta Perry (forties)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Deep End, 2017


Double Vision, 2019

Discussion:
These books are written in the first person
present—a difficult point of view.


Cherry Hartman

(1947?-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Dr. Morgan McRain

Profession:
Therapist

Type of Mystery:
Caper

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Portland, Oregon

Love Interest:
April Daley (Attorney)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Well-Heeled
Murders,
1996

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
this novel, which is the only one that Hartman wrote—at least to
this point, although she has penned a couple of self-help
books.

 



The Well-Heeled Murders

I had expected this book to
be a little campier than it turned out to be. Having finished it, I
now wish it had been. If it had been more of a spoof of the genre I
could forgive the ridiculous mystery, the solution of which Morgan
McRain (or anybody else for that matter) had little to do with.
Maybe it is a spoof and I just didn't get most of the campy stuff. It
wouldn't be the first time.

 


Good things first, though.
The tone was even and the narrative was well done. Morgan was an
okay character and her marriage to April was a good one. The
subject of psychiatry is not new to lesbian fiction, but in this
novel it rang true and kept my interest. The fact that April has a
3-year-old daughter who lives with them is also rather unusual but
the girl, Pris, wasn't as bratty or poorly portrayed as I have seen
elsewhere. So far so good.

 


But one of the reasons
that a potential reader might want to check this book out is the
title and the premise. Someone is killing women and stealing their
shoes. How kinky! But it turns out that the killer steals the shoes
for same reason others might steal money—or guns or cartons of
yogurt:—he likes them. Yes there turns out to be a swingers’ club,
although the odd interrelationships between the members is only
briefly sketched. As for the solution of the mystery? Well, it’s as
if the author says, “Okay, only a few pages to go, so just forget
everything you've read so far.”

 


There was a foreshadowing
of this about halfway through. In one chapter Morgan learns that
one of her ex-lovers is a member of the club and expresses surprise
to the detective. In the very next chapter, the detective shows her
the list of names—as if she hadn't seen it before—and she expresses
the very same surprise. That is one of the things that a poor
editor does not catch.

 


But I don’t want to be too
harsh. It’s a very bad mystery, but the writing and the characters
are acceptable. Give it 2.2 or 2.3 stars.

 


Final Rating:
2.2


Ripley Hayes

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Tina Crowe Mysteries

Main Character:
Tina Crowe

Profession:
“Investigator and Process
Server”

Type of Mystery:
n/a

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Wales

Love Interest:
Summer Bateman

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title in this
series:


Badly Served,
2022

Discussion:

Ripley Hayes is the pseudonym of Liz Ripley
Hayes, known mostly for her m/m mysteries. Teena Crowe is Black.
The novel features Daniel Owen, the protagonist of one of Hayes’
m/m series. A second book, Feeling Badly, is in the works.

 



Cheryl A. Head

(1949-)

 


Series: Charlie Mack Motown
Mysteries

Main Character: Charlene (Charlie)
Mack

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Kind of a modern
noir

Age in First Book: 33

Residence: Detroit, Michigan

Love Interest: Mandy Porter (police
officer)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Glenlivet Scotch

Best Friend: None Given

Heat Index: 1

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


Bury Me When I'm
Dead, 2014 (Lambda
Finalist)


Wake Me When It's
Over, 2018


Catch Me When I'm
Falling, 2019


Judge Me When I'm
Wrong, 2019 (Goldie Finalist
)


Find Me When I'm Lost, 2020


Warn Me When It's Time,
2021

Discussion:

The first novel in this series was
self-published in 2014 under the title Trouble in
Birmingham. The series was then called “The Chareine Mack
Mysteries.” The author is African-American and lives in Washington,
D.C.

 



Bury Me When I'm Dead

Charlene Mack has recently opened a detective
agency, appropriately named C.A. Mack Investigations. The young
African American sleuth has two partners, Gil Acosta and Don
Rutkowski, both of whom worked with her in her previous job as
agent at the Department of Homeland Security. Another associate,
Judy Novak, holds down the office and manages to get the others
vital information through phone calls or internet searches.

 


Introducing these supporting characters is
important because, unlike almost every other detective story I have
ever read, this one involves the presence and activity of each
one—not just the titular head of the agency and the series. It is,
in fact, more like a TV series (the author had a successful career
in TV production) that follows a number of police officers in their
daily duties. In a TV series, this is appropriate; in a detective
novel, not so much.

 


The mystery is not complicated. Joyce
Springer, a salesperson for a restaurant supply company has
disappeared after $100,000 comes up missing. Charlie and her team
track Joyce to Birmingham, where they find out that her brother
Paul and cousin Andrew have been murdered. Could these murders have
anything to do with the embezzlement in Detroit? Well, of course
they do, but it’s complicated and all kinds of family secrets are
involved—secrets that go back 40 years.

 


The idea is not a bad one—I enjoyed learning
about the various (and nefarious) relationships between the
characters. The plot itself, though, is built on straw. Instead of
running away, if Joyce had just called her employer—who thought of
her as the daughter he never had—and explained the situation, there
would have been a completely different case. And if she had done so
near the end of the novel, a bunch of bloodshed might have been
avoided. And as for the climactic scene at the end where the FBI
helps set up an ambush for the criminals—well, don’ get me started;
it’s as silly as it is unnecessary. But there’s a lot of shooting
and people getting pistol whipped, so I guess that makes up for
it.

 


On a personal level, Charlie is trying to
come to terms with her attraction to Mandy Porter, an attractive
police officer. Yet when she is depressed, she calls her ex-husband
to come over for sex. Earlier, she had an affair with her partner
Don, a happily married man. I would have liked to see more internal
dialogue where she ponders her sexuality and her attraction to
Mandy.

 


And then there’s that old bugaboo, point of
view. The author seems to forget at times that she is writing third
person limited point of view from Charlie’s perspective—not
omniscient. Or maybe she just didn’t think about it at all. She
often ventures into the minds of Charlie’s partners, the criminals,
her mother, and even some incidental characters. At least once the
pov changes from one paragraph to the next. The chapters devoted to
her mother’s wanderings around Detroit are especially cringe-worthy
and absolutely unnecessary. Giving us internal insights into the
bad guys’ heads is simply easy writing that brings up the page
count.

 


I suspect that this book suffers from the old
first novel syndrome. Too, it may have been rewritten to fit into a
series. I hope that Charlie is more the focus of subsequent books
in the Charlie Mack series and that the author gets a better handle
on how she wants the books to proceed.

 


Final Rating: 3


Hannah Hendy

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Margery Baker

Profession: Cafeteria Worker

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in First Book: 61

Residence: Dewstow, U.K.

Love Interest: Clementine Butcher
(cafeteria worker)

Pet: A cat named Pumpkin

Drink of Choice: Tea

Best Friend: None given

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 0.5

Title:


The Dinner Lady
Detectives, 2021


An Unfortunate Christmas
Murder, 2022


A Terrible Village
Poisoning, 2023


A Frightfully Fatal
Affair, 2023

Discussion:

This is a rarity in lesbian mystery fiction:
a cozy. As is true for many cozies, this novel involves food and
elderly women sleuths. The author is a professional chef in the
U.K. I purchased the ebook version of the first book from Amazon in
November, 2021 and the ebook version of the second from Amazon in
September, 2022.

 



The Dinner Lady Detectives

This is a good novel, but it starts out a
little slow. One reason is that it is not sure whether it is a true
cozy mystery or a spoof of one. Certainly some of the situations
are over-the-top ridiculous. The death of a friend, for instance is
not quite as serious as running “out of custard for the cornflake
crunch.” The deceased—who seemed to be at death’s door anyway—was a
horrible old prankster who once poured a mixture of porridge and
honey in her co-worker’s shoes and filled the party donuts with
mayonnaise instead of jelly. It is actually a surprise that she
lived as long as she did.

 


A clue would have been if I had been given
the full names of the protagonists—Clementine Butcher and Margery
Baker—before half the story was told. But it gets better and the
statements become more subtle and less outrageous as the pages turn
and as the author hones her chops.

 


The plot is simple: the manager of a
secondary-school cafeteria was found dead in the kitchen’s walk-in
freezer. Clementine, the feistier of the two long-time partners,
suspects that the death is not the accident that the police seem to
believe. Then odd misadventures and dangerous near-misses start
happening.

 


Coming from a literary background, I love to
see poetic language and technique used in fiction, and author Hendy
not only uses them, but uses them sparingly and correctly. What’s
more, she goes the extra mile by making them fit in with her
narrative, which involves food in a school setting. “Margery had
softened like butter left under the kitchen’s heat lamp.” or
“we can’t trust them any more than a six-day-old egg
sandwich,” or “the lunch hour simmered along nicely.”
Good stuff!

 


I also liked the pace of the novel, at least
the pace of it after the first third. There are just the right
amount of action and cliffhanger chapter endings. And the
relationship between Margery and Clem is endearing. Backstory is
sparse, but sufficient, like a well-seasoned pot roast.

 


Kudos for having two elderly women as
protagonists. See also Pele Plant, Dorothy Tell, Samuel M. Steward,
and Charles Atkins, who also have older women as their main
characters.

 


Final Rating: 3.7

 



An Unfortunate Christmas Murder

There is a chant that goes something like,
“Let’s have another one just like the other one.” Well, this second
entry into the Dinner Lady Detectives series fills that request. If
you loved the first, you’ll probably love the second, too.

 


Tiny Mrs. Large, a music teacher, is killed
when a bank of stage lighting fixtures falls on her head during the
rehearsal of the Christmas play. Who did it and why are the
questions for Margery and Clementine Butcher-Baker to discover.
Margery has become the kitchen manager, but the other cafeteria
workers at Dewstone Secondary School—Clementine, Karen, Sharon,
Seren, and the rest manage to muddle along in just the right
direction. Of course, silly happenings abound and Christmas is
saved—at least for another year.

 


Nothing I say about this book could differ
much from what I said about the earlier book, so check the earlier
review out.

 


One peeve, though. The author uses the word
‘ginormous’ 10 times when once would have sufficed.

 


Final Rating: 3.5

 



A Terrible Village Poisoning

I wasn’t going to comment on this one, but my
reason for not wanting to is a subject for a future essay by one of
you. Anyway, it seems that the author has already written my review
within the novel itself:

They weren’t detectives, not really,
they were just two stupid middle-aged women who had gotten
themselves into hot water yet again. Or

Clementine just went trundling off into the
next chaotic misadventure, dragging Margery along behind her

I’m sure that the author wrote those
descriptions with tongue in cheek, but there is more than a grain
of truth to them. She pretty accurately describes the goings-on in
the first three books. In other words, there is nothing really new.
The enjoyment or excitement that the reader gets from these books
is exactly the same in all of them. The series reminds me of the
more famous Kylie Kendall series, by Claire Mcnab. They are
enjoyable, to be sure, occasionally even delightful, but they are
incredibly alike. I have made it through the first three but just
can’t get up the interest in reading the same book a fourth (or
fifth, or sixth) time.

So when should a reader say whoa? And when
should the writer realize that they have said the same things in
previous books and start something else? That’s for you to
decide.

As for A Terrible Village Poisoning,
I noticed a few more editorial misses and a number of typos—all of
which should be dealt with. But for the rest: same ole, same ole.
As Kurt Vonnegut once wrote, “Enough, Enough!”

Final Rating: 3


A.C. Henley

(1967-2009)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Quinlan (Quin)
McKee

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Los Angeles, California

Love Interest: Vivian Walsh (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


McKee: The Return, 2009 (Rainbow Finalist,
2012)

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Rapture: Sins of the Sinner,
2014 (with Fran Heckrotte) (Rainbow Finalist)

Discussion:

A.C. Henley was the pseudonym of Bridgette
Wyman. She finished this book before her death in 2009. From what I
can reconstruct, the book began as an Uber novel. She submitted it
to Intaglio Press, where it was evidently edited and reduced in
size in a way that Henley (or her friends—it is not entirely
certain that Henley ever saw the finished product) did not like.
Oddly, Intaglio entitled it McKee: The Return. A “restored,”
second-edition, now entitled McKee Unabridged, was published
by L-Book E-Publisher in 2011 and a third edition—under the
publisher’s expanded name Affinity E-Books Press—in 2013. The page
counts on these books is: Intaglio, 234 pages; L-Book, 446 pages;
Affinity, 456 pages. Choose one.

 


A.C. Henley—along with Fran Heckrotte—is also
the author of the crime thriller, Rapture.


Wendy Hewlett

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Solstice Coven Novels

Main Character: Raven Bowen

Profession: Detective Constable

Type of Mystery: Paranormal

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Ontario, Canada

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:

High
Priestess, 2019


Guardians of the Sacred Moon,
2020

Discussion:

I don’t include many witches in this volume
and from the review below, you will see why. Still, Detective
Constable Raven Bowen solves a crime without using her magical
powers.

 


Hewlett is also the author or the Taylor
Sinclair Series. Taylor seems to be bisexual but her relationship
is with a man.

 



High Priestess

 



Nicole Higgenbotham-Hogue

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Avery Detective Agency
Series

Main Character: Parker Avery

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Kay Walker

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Sentiment to the Heart,
2018


Trusting Heart, 2018


Heart's Content, 2018


Complicated Heart,
2020

Discussion:

These are all very short books; 150 pages or
less. I do not know the word counts. Despite the obvious
romantic-suspensey titles, the man character runs a detective
agency, the that trumps all.


Claire Highton-Stevenson

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Sophie Whitton

Profession: Detective Inspector

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Rachel

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Doll Maker, 2018


Grave Decisions, 2019

Discussion:

The first book is about a serial killer who
uses dolls as a calling card. From descriptions I have read, this
book has violence and disturbing scenes. It also makes the mistake
of beginning the first chapter in the criminal’s point of view.
Ugh!


Gerri Hill

(1959/60-)

 


Series 1: Hunter Mysteries

Main Character:
Tori Hunter

Profession:
Police Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Action

Age in First Book:
36

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Samantha Kennedy (34, a police homicide
detective)

Drink of Choice:
Scotch, Bloody Mary

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Hunter's Way,
2005


In the Name of the
Father, 2007
(Lambda Finalist)

Partners,
2008


Angel Fire, 2015 (Goldie Finalist)


Hunter's Revenge, 2023

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Moonlight Avenue

Discussion:

Hill is a prolific author,
writing not only mysteries in several series, but romances as well.
Like most Bella authors, most of her books are in the area of
“Romantic Suspense,” which are often hard to place squarely into
the mystery category. Gillette Park
even has a paranormal element. Hill is generally
to be found on the Amazon’s Top 100 list of LGBT mystery fiction.
The fourth book listed above, Angel
Fire, is a crossover between the Hunter
series and the Devil’s Rock series and is probably closer to a
thriller than an actual mystery. A stand-alone, Moonlight
Avenue, features the private detective Finleyl
Knight. The Hunter novels began her first crime series. Here is my
full review of the first novel in that series.

 



Hunter's Way

I had been meaning to read
Hill ever since I noticed her new series hanging around the top of
the LGBT Mystery bestseller list, but Bella’s ebook prices are just
too damned high! Instead, I got hold of a used hardback version and
went through it in a couple of days. Unlike some authors I see on
the bestseller list, this one deserves to be there.
Hunter’s Way has everything: realistic characters, a fast but even pace, a
simmering love story, and all the action in the world. It has its
flaws, but let's talk about the good stuff first.

 


Tori Hunter is a loner on the Chicago Police
Force, liked by no one because of her own unfriendly and
standoffish attitude, and badmouthed because she is openly gay. Her
last six partners have either quit the force or gotten killed or
crippled. She gets positive results on her cases primarily because
she spends most of every day and night working on them, pouring
through files until she can make the connection she needs.

 


Enter Partner #7: Samantha Kennedy, an
attractive detective in her early 30—with a possessive boyfriend.
Will Hunter make mincemeat of her and cause her to quit in a
rainfall of tears? Well, readers of lesbian mysteries already know
the answer to that one. Hill makes the stages of their relationship
ring true, even though she has to get them trapped in a sewage
tunnel with terrorists hot on their heels before any sparks
fly.

 


But these terrorists were just a sidelight;
their real case involves gay men and women turning up dead in a
dumpster (which seems to happen quite often in this genre, doesn't
it?) As Tori and Samantha investigate these deaths and try to put
together a picture of the killer, they become friends. What makes
this friendship a bit different from other growing friendships in
lesbian mysteries is that Tori has never had a friend before and
her vulnerability and fear of being hurt are palpable as the
relationship progresses.

 


While I was reading I
thought of the TV series Burn
Notice for its action. On the other
hand, it was similar to Bones for the highly improbable
murders and body disposals. So, no, the book was not perfect. It
went on a little too long; not in page length but in murders. I
mean, the man killed at least 13 people before Tori got a hunch
where to find him. Even Agatha Christie’s murderers didn't dispatch
that many. And his seeming lack of motive for any of the killings
seems ill thought out. All in all, I think most people would agree
that Tori’s detective work wasn't all that great.

 


A good book? Yes indeed. An important one?
No. It is competently written and well edited, but there is nothing
special in the language that makes it stand out from its peers. In
fact, there were a few romance novel clichés I tried to skip over:
lines like “her heart skipped a beat,” or “her breath caught at
Sam’s beauty.” Give it a lot of stars, but save some for another
book.

 


Final Rating:
3.7

~ ~ ~

Series 2: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Mandi Murphy /Kayla Dixon

Profession:
Police Officer (ex Police Detective) / Police
Officer (ex FBI Agent)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
34 / 32

Residence:
Sawmill Springs, Texas

Love Interest:
Each other

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
None given

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
3.5

Romance Index:
3.5

Title:


Sawmill Springs,
2017

Discussion:

Hill is the author of a
ton of other stuff. Note: I read a review copy of this book, which
was kindly provided by the publisher through Lesbrary in ebook
form.

 



Sawmill Springs

I can see why Geri Hill is
so popular. She is able to write to a formula that she has
perfected over the years. But a formula is no good without good
writing, good characters, and a good plot. And Sawmill Springs has all of these.
Not only that, but Hill—at least in the two books I have read by
her—manages to add in a slant to the story. In Hunter’s Way it is the fact that
Tori Hunter, the bitchy, work-obsessed protagonist, has never had a
friend. In Sawmill
Springs, it is more
complicated.

 


Hill gives her two
protagonists equal space. Mandi Murphy is an ex-Homicide Detective
from Houston who decided to move to calmer pastures when a drug
bust went wrong. Kayla Dixon is an ex-FBI agent who also decided to
choose the quieter life of Sawmill Springs, Texas, where her father
is police chief. The slant is that these two women—the only two
women in the unit—are the only ones that have any experience in
actually investigating homicides. So when a murder occurs the day
of Kayla’s first day on the job, she and Murphy (don’t call her
Mandi unless you want to experience the “death stare”) are given
the job of solving it. And they do a great job; that is,
they would have
done a great job if Kayla’s father hadn’t taken over the
investigation and given them bullshit orders.

 


The good news is that it
is the Chief’s orders send them into a dangerous (and contrived)
situation, so that they actually didn’t walk into it like some
other detectives I could name. Luckily, they come out of it
unscathed and are able to do the groundwork that results in
clearing up the crimes.

 


Because both Murphy and
Kayla have equal importance in the novel, Hill gives both
point-of-view chapters. Interestingly, when they are together, the
POV sometimes fluctuates from one to the other. I’m not sure I mind
this much. The only problem is that the two POVs are so similar I
wasn’t always sure who was talking or thinking. So, yes, I liked
both characters, but I wish they were just a little more
differentiated.

 


Like Hunter’s Way,, this novel is
competently, but not artistically, written. It has a good mix of
characters, a nice budding romance, and a few too many romantic
clichés. In short, it is probably a quintessentially perfect book
for the beach or long airplane trip. Give it somewhere between a 3
and a 4.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Anne Holt

(1958-)

 


Series: Hanne Wilhelmsen Novels

Main Character:
Hanne Wilhelmsen

Profession:
Police Detective Inspector

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural, although the 8th book is a
suspenseful whodunit.

Age in First Book:
33 or 34. She is 34 in Book 2, almost 36 in book
3, and 47 in book 8

Residence:
Oslo, Norway

Love Interest:
Cecilie Vibe ( nurse, same age as Hanne). In Book
8, Hanne lives with Nefis, a professor of mathematics

Drink of Choice
Not stated

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None given

Heat
Index:1

Romance
Index:1

Titles in This
Series:


Blind Goddess, 1993


Blessed Are Those Who
Thirst,
1994


Death of the
Demon,
1995 (Lambda Finalist for 2014)


The Lion's Mouth, (with Berit Reiss-Andersen),
1997


Dead Joker, 1999


No Echo (with
Berit Reiss-Andersen), 2000


Beyond the Truth, 2003


1222,
2007


Odd Numbers,
2015 (Lambda Finalist)


In Dust and Ashes, 2016


Det ellevte manus, 2021

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the 1st,
2nd, 4rd, and 8th books in this series. I read the first printing
of the Scribner edition of Books 1 and 2. I read the ebook version
of 1222. 
Det ellevte manus,
as of this writing, has not been translated into
English.

 



Blind Goddess

This is the first of the
Norwegian police procedurals featuring Detective Inspector Hanne
Wilhelmsen. It is also Anne Holt’s first novel, so it is not as
polished and focused as some of her later novels. Still, it is good
enough to reside somewhere within the pantheon of Scandinavian
writers that includes Stieg Larsson, Jo Nesbo, and Henning
Mankell.

 


One of the problems with
the novel is that Holt switches point of view too often. Either
that or you can just call it omniscient. But although we get to
know a wide range of people—both good and bad—we don’t get to know
any of them very well. This is a weakness of novels that are
story-driven rather than character-driven: we get to know way too
many people but far less about then than we would like.

 


This includes Hanne. In
fact, we don’t really meet Hanne until a dozen pages into the book.
She is described very much like Claire McNab’s Carol Ashton:
“strikingly attractive” and “respected and admired.” Like Carol
Ashton, too, she is very much closeted. We know that she has a
woman lover, Cecilie, but we know little about how they act around
each other, what they talk about, whether or not they are
compatible. Neither have any kind of backstory.

 


Several other characters
are given almost as much space as Hanne: Karen Borg and Hakon Sand,
both lawyers. The love story between these two characters is almost
as important as the solving of the case—and we find out much more
about their histories than we do about Hanne’s.

 


The plot hangs on Karen
Borg happening on a dead body while walking her dog one morning in
Oslo. A distraught man is arrested for the crime almost immediately
and insists that Borg represent him. It is a book about lawyers.
The “Blind Goddess” of the title refers to the statue of Lady
Justice holding her sword and scales. Not only are Borg and Sand
lawyers, but there are several others, some of whom may be involved
in a mafia-type drug operation bringing millions of dollars worth
of heroin into Norway.

 


It is an exciting book;
well-edited and well formatted, but missing a few essentials. Not
only don’t we know enough about any of the characters, but a number
of the clues come to the police through sheer coincidence. Even the
reason for the actual criminal activity remains obscure, although
it is important enough to nearly bring down the government. This is
something that Stieg Larsson would have taken and run with, but
Holt seems content to simply mention it in passing. Borg and Sand’s
relationship is not resolved and Hanne and Cecilie’s is hardly even
outlined. Will these be resolved in the next book? Perhaps. And the
series is good enough for me to purchase all the novels in the
series. This one, however, falls short of a 4-star rating. I expect
better of the next one.

 


Final Rating:
3.8

 



Blessed Are Those Who Thirst

There a several lesbian
mystery authors who are kind of my go-to authors. When I’m bored by
what I’ve been reading, I can just pick up a book by one of them
and know that I will be entertained in one way or another. Claire
McNab’s Kylie Kendall series is the first series that comes to
mind; the writing might be only ordinary, but the wit and
liveliness of the characters are good for a couple of enjoyable
hours. The second, though, would be Anne Holt’s Hanne Wilhelmsen
series. You can be sure that the writing will be excellent and the
stories rugged and well-plotted. But while McNab is mostly light
and airy, Holt is dark, stark, and dreary.

 


In the second addition to
the series, several months have passed since
The Blind Goddess, when various places in Oslo are discovered to be bespattered
with blood. But without a corpse to go with it, it is hard to
charge anyone with a crime. The mysterious numbers written in the
blood, however, convince Hanne that a serious crime has been
committed and is not just a prank played by drunken college
boys.

 


Her relationship with her
line-in partner of 15 years is also in serious jeopardy because
Hanne is so deeply closeted that she will not even allow Cecile to
answer her phone, much less meet her colleagues or family. Hanne,
in fact, is deeply disturbed about all this. And on top of it all,
the overworked inspector is given a rape case to
investigate.

 


The way that Hanne is
introduced in the first novel in the series,
The Blind Goddess, it is almost like she is an afterthought or maybe a minor
character added later and then bouffed up. In
Blessed Are Those Who
Thirst, however, it is obvious she is
the main character. Not only does she appear at the very beginning,
but more of the chapters are devoted to her. But still not all
chapters. The point of view remains at least partially omniscient,
roving from her to the rapist to the victim to the victim’s father.
Although this is not my favorite way of doing literature, Holt does
it as well as anyone.

 


But the real focus of the
book is the rape; in fact, Blessed Are
Those Who Thirst may be the
quintessential mystery novel involving this horrible crime. The
chapters given over to the victim and her father are riveting. So,
too are the descriptions of Oslo’s unseasonable temperatures and
the overwork of the police department. Hanne’s relationship with
Cecilie is given a little more play than in the first book, but not
nearly enough. It is becoming obvious that Holt is in it for the
long run and will add to our knowledge—not only of Cecile, but
Hanne and her colleagues as well—as the books continue. Again, not
the best way to write a novel, but effective if the series is to
survive more than a couple of books.

 


Hanne is an effective
detective that also seems to have an incredible sense of
recognizing members of the sisterhood. “Hanne Wilhelmsen, however, like all lesbians, possessed
built-in radar making it possible to ascertain such things in a
split second.” The word “all” might
be a little strong here.

 


I wish Holt hadn’t settled
for such an easy, biblical title, but there you are. Despite the
things I wish she had done differently, this book is certainly
better than its predecessor. Give it a 4 for sure, maybe a little
higher.

 


Final Rating:
4.1

 



Death of the Demon

Reading
Death of the Demon, it’s easy to get the idea that Holt doesn’t like her main
character that much. For one thing—as in the previous books—Hanne
Wilhelmsen is only one of a number of characters from whole point
of view we see the action. Yes, she is at least marginally the
central character, but in having her appearances limited, we do not
get to know her as well as we should. What we do know is this:
Hanne has recently been promoted to Chief Inspector. But as she
rises in rank, she seems to be even more frightened of being outed
than before. She and her Partner, Cecilie Vibe, have been together
since the two were in college, yet Cecilie has never met Hanne’s
family. The only one—outside their inner circle of friends—who
knows that they are a couple is Billy T., Hanne’s go-to detective.
And oddly, Hanne seems to be more than ordinarily drawn to Billy
T.

 


What’s worse, because
Hanne is unable to totally accept herself as homosexual, she is
adamantly against Cecilie’s wish to have children, and for a reason
that is hard not to find homophobic. “If I can’t quite dare to accept myself, then it’s bloody
unfair to make life difficult for a child.”
Then she adds, “I
truly believe that a child should come into being through a mother
and a father loving each other.” Well!

 


The plot revolves around the stabbing murder
of the director of a foster home. Was it one of her underlings, who
has deceived her in some way? Was it one of the children? Or maybe
the man she was having an affair with? The plot is a good one, but
ironically, Hanne fails to solve it, just as she fails to solve her
own problems with Cecilie.

 


As always, Holt’s writing is very good, as
is the professional editing from Scribner. But I will have to rate
this one lower than the first two—and the 8th. Holt’s meandering
point of view becomes annoying, especially since the first 32 pages
are taken up with a prologue, much of which comes from the
first-person, stream-of-consciousness point of view of the mother
of one of the residents of the foster home. In fact, this woman’s
narration continues intermittently throughout the book, despite the
fact that she is only an incidental character. My suspicion is that
she gets so much print because of Holt’s sib-theme of abuse inside
foster care facilities. This is an important theme, of course, but
it could have been done better and more artistically.

 


I’ll have to give this one a simple 3
rating—no more and not much less. With Holt’s penchant for delving
too deeply into other characters, she seems to be writing primarily
for a non-lesbian audience. Yet she has another series featuring
protagonists that are not lesbian, so I wonder what the point is.
Even if there is no point, and that it is simply Holt’s style to
involve as many characters as possible in her plot, the book
suffers from lack of focus. Again: 3.

 


Final Rating:
3

 



1222

The first interesting thing I want to
mention is that Anne Holt’s series is listed as The Hanne
Wilhelmsen Novels. Not The Hanne Wilhelmsen Mysteries or The Hanne
Wilhelmsen Adventures. The publisher—a traditional mainstream
press—wants us to view these books as literary. In other words,
something above the more lightly taken mystery genre, and certainly
above the lesbian mystery subgenre. This is a bit troubling.
Although I don't question the fact that books labeled “of lesbian
interest” will sell more than those that are, it gives the mistaken
and still-perpetuated notion that lesbian mysteries are
inferior.

 


Holt is a good writer,
though; way better than the average, and 222 is an exciting and
suspenseful novel that fits squarely into the class of Scandinavian
writers like Jo Nesbo, Stieg Larsson, and Henning Mankell. I
generally read the first book in a series first, but for some
reason, 1222 was the only one that was affordable. This may have helped
this review, because I suspect that the protagonist, Hanne
Wilhelmsen, has changed greatly since her inception over twenty
years previous. This Hanne is someone who wants to be left alone to
suffer a crippling disability without having people stare at her or
offer sympathy.

 


She is on a train trip to see a specialist
in a northern city in Norway when her train derails during a fierce
storm and all the passengers are forced to wait for help in a
nearby hotel. Then the storm turns into an actual hurricane,
threatening the hotel itself. Then someone is killed. Although
Hanne has no desire to participate in finding the killer, she seems
to be the only one who can.

 


The mystery is actually set up as a
veritable whodunit—with the reader getting clues as Hanne gets
them. And I suspect that when she gets the final clue, the reader
will guess the murderer at the same time Hanne does. This spoils
nothing. The setting—a hundred-year-old resort hotel, the varied
and well-drawn characters, and the dangerous story, would be worth
reading about even if there were no mystery at all. The truth is, I
felt like I had been put through a ringer—a very cold one—before I
had even finished half of this entertaining novel.

 


Although Hanne seems to identify as a
lesbian, there is no sex in this book, nor is there any attempt to
feature a gay lifestyle in any of the characters or even in Hanne’s
inner thoughts. I suspect I will have to read some of the initial
offerings in this series to learn more about this side of Hanne’s
life.

 


Quibbles aside, I give this book high marks
At least as high as a 4 and maybe higher. Certainly high enough to
make my Top 25.

 


Final Rating:
4.3


Nairne
Holtz

(Dates not available

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Samantha (Sam) O’Connor

Profession:
Dish Washer

Type of Mystery:
Literary

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Toronto, Canada

Love Interest:
Romney

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Skin Beneath, 2007

Discussion:

Sam O’Connor’s life is not
what she had hoped it would be when she receives a postcard telling
her that her sister—who reportedly died of suicide—was actually
murdered. This book recounts Sam’s attempt to find her. See Jenny
Roberts’ Needle Point for a novel with a similar plot. The novel has spawned a
couple of well-thought-out reviews on Goodreads and I urge you to
seek them out. I suspect that it was over the head of the several
reviewers who rated it badly.


Beth Houston

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Covert Justice Series

Main Character: Nikki
Peterson-Thunderhawk

Profession: Chief of Florida
Investigations Bureau

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: 43

Residence: Florida

Love Interest: Lane Carlyle
(profiler)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: Pol Roger Brut
Réserve

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Blood Moon Burning, 2017

Discussion:

Houston writes other books on religious and
spiritual matters. When the book starts, Nikki –who formerly had a
lesbian affair, is married with a few kids. When the investigation
into a murder begins, however, she is forced to work with her
ex-lover. Kind of like the premise of the Batwoman TV series. Look
for a bit of feminism and philosophy in this one.

 


Although this is listed as the first book in
the Covert Justice Series, it seems to be the only one.


Cari Hunter

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Dark Peak Series

Main Character:
Sanne Jensen, Megan (Meg) Fielding

Profession:
Police officer / Physician

Type of Mystery:
Thriller

Age in First Book:
Both are 33

Residence:
East Derbyshire, England

Love Interest:
Each other

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Sanne seems to be a teetotaler /Meg’s is not
given

Best Friend:
Nelson Turay (straight black male, Sanne’s
partner)/Meg doesn’t seem to have close friends

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


No Good Reason, 2015 (Rainbow Winner, Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)


Cold to the Touch, 2015 (Goldie Winner, Rainbow Winner)


A Quiet Death, 2017 (Rainbow Winner, Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)

Other Lesbian Mystery
Titles:

Alias, 2018 (Goldie
Winner, Rainbow Winner)

Breathe, 2019


A Calculated Risk,
2023

Discussion:

Hunter has several other
books that fall into the nebulous “Romantic Suspense” category that
is somewhere between a romance and a thriller. The novel Alias may
be closer to an actual mystery than the others not in the Dark Peak
series. There is also a short story featuring the Dark Peak
characters, “Dark Peak, White Christmas.”

 


I read a review copy of
the first novel in this series, which was kindly provided by the
author in ebook form. I also read a review copy of the third novel,
which was provided to me by the publisher through
NetGalley.

 



No Good Reason

Any time a book can teach
us something, it is performing an important function. Hunter, as a
paramedic and an outdoors enthusiast, has two realms of knowledge
that she dishes freely in No Good
Reason. She has evenly divided up this
knowledge between the book’s two protagonists. Sanne Jensen has the
unusual penchant for the sport of fell
running, which involves scrambling miles
up tortuous hills and over rough terrain. It is kind of the
ultimate hiking experience and is not for the weak. Her best friend
and occasional lover, Meg Fielding, is a medical doctor and through
her, the reader is given entrée into the inner workings of a busy
medical unit. When Sanne comes upon a woman at the bottom of a
steep cliff, it takes the know-how of both women to have a chance
to save her. I like the new information and I like the very unique
Northeast England slang that gives us a feel for an area that most
of us will not ever have a chance to visit.

 


The injured woman turns
out to have just escaped imprisonment and torture in one of the
area’s many caves. Hunting for the person who kidnapped her is the
main thrust of the book. And hoping against hope that Sanne or Meg
wouldn’t end up in the same situation kept me shivering.

 


The actual writing? Well,
it’s pretty good but not special. I have hinted before—in my review
of Conflict of Interest, by the author calling herself Jae—that I can pretty
accurately rate a book based on the number of times an author uses
the term ‘grin.” Although not even close to Jae’s record of 50,
Hunter’s use of the term 31 times is about 30 times too many. I was
surprised, therefore, to note only a few other no-nos, such as two
or three clunky point of view shifts and a bit of intrusive
authorial description. When Meg is tidying herself up, we are told
that “She didn’t’ have a vain bone in her
body, but she did want to appear professional.” I can accept that Meg always wanted to appear professional
and that this ideal might have been going through her head, but
it wasn't going
through her head that she didn’t’ have a vain bone in her body.
That comes from the author and not only is it intrusive, it is
unnecessary. There are a couple more of these intrusions, but, like
the other perceived glitches, they mostly come in the beginning,
before Hunter really reaches her stride.

 


For the most part, though,
the point of view was equally divided between Sanne and Meg. Like
Mimi and Giana in the Penny Mickelbury mysteries, this is truly a
story shared by both characters. The narrative moved along in a
nice linear manner and the relationship between the two was gentle,
loving, and unique—as they obviously loved each other but have made
the decision to live apart.

 


In fact, the longer I
read, the more I was impressed by the story. Each new facet was a
revelation. Although the climactic and exciting ending was brought
about by two rather unlikely coincidences, at least it wasn’t’
ridiculous, as so many of these books are—the intelligent
protagonist didn’t just take a stupid pill and walk into a trap so
that the killer could get her (or Meg) alone. Bravo for that. And
for an exciting and interesting read—worthy of the Rainbow
Award.

 


So what? 3.7? 3.9? 4.2?
Whatever. They all round off to 4. Good enough to want to read the
sequel.

 


Final Rating:
3.8

 



A Quiet Death

One of the reasons I read
books is that I don’t like to watch TV. So it’s not necessarily a
compliment when I say that A Quiet
Death could easily be made into an episode
of Broadchurch:
death among dark and brooding scenery. But because of the shared
point of view of the two main protagonists, it’s like watching a
mixture of Broadchurch and Grey’s
Anatomy.

 


Don’t get me wrong, this
book has the same grittiness and excitement as the first—somehow I
missed the second—maybe too much the same. In this book—as
in No Good Reason—an abused girl or woman escapes from captivity only be found
either badly injured or dead on the rugged slopes of the Dark Peak
area of North England. As in the first book, the story starts out a
bit slowly but revs up after a few chapters.

 


The rotating chapters
between Sanne Jensen, a police detective, and her girlfriend Meg
Fielding, a doctor specializing in emergency room medicine, are not
only interesting in themselves but often act as brief respites
between some of the horrors that are almost continually revealed.
The fact that they end up intertwining is also a big plus. It took
a lot of thought and good writing to accomplish that.

 


Sanne and Meg, lifelong
friends who dated occasionally, have finally decided that they want
to be a real couple, although they still prefer to have separate
residences. They are kind of a model couple, but for some reason
scenes from their domestic life are a lot less interesting than
their chapters apart (kind of like when Mary Beth Lacey goes home
to her husband at the end of her shift). In fact, the first chapter
was so bland I found myself wondering how I could have liked the
first book so much. Yes, it gave the reader information on the two
main characters, but it was information that could have been worked
in elsewhere.

 


But it got better quickly
and Hunter’s agenda—this time it is sex trafficking and sex
slavery—is not only horrifying, but important. Bravo for bringing
this subject to everyone’s attention. Repeating another theme from
the first book, the local scenery plays an important part of the
book, as does Sanne’s familiarity with it. And one last similarity
to the first book: one of the characters gets trapped alone with
bad guys, but it happens by accident, not stupidity, like you see
in so many other similar books. Formulaic? Well, yes. Kind of like
those TV shows I mentioned earlier. But here’s another kudo, the
author has cut down her use of the word “grin” from 31 times in the
first book to only 10 in this one. It would be interesting to know
how many times she uses it in the second book. Anyone?

 


It’s hard to think of
giving this book less than 4 stars, so I won’t. But I did have
reservations about a couple of things. First, a third
character—Sanne’s supervisor—gets several of her own point of view
sections. For me, this is an artistic hiccup that means the author
has taken the easy way round. I don’t believe that Penny
Mickelbury—who I mentioned in the first review—or Gina L. Dartt—who
also has dual protagonists—would introduce a third point of view
just because some scenes might take place without either of the
main characters being present. And the several confusions about how
to pronounce Sanne’s name gets old very quickly.

 


The writing is better than
average, but not exceptional. The good lines—“I have a meeting at stupid o'clock”
—are matched by poor or overwritten ones—“She took a moment to curse every deity known to man, plus a
few more she'd made up.”

 


In any case, this one is
recommended for all readers, but especially for those who are
trying to wean themselves from too much TV. CSI Derbyshire, anyone?

 


Final Rating:
4


Debra Hyde

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Charlotte Olmes Mysteries

Main Character:
Charlotte Olmes

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Historical/Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
New York City, New York

Love Interest:
Joanna Wilson (nurse, age not given)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
3+

Romance Index:
1+

Titles in This
Series:


Of White Snakes & Misshaped
Owls,
2013


The Tattered
Heiress,
2015 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Most of Debra Hyde’s other
books are in the erotica genre, which may explain a lot. I read the
ebook edition of this novella, which seems to be the only format in
which it is available.

 



Of White Snakes & Misshaped
Owls

Generally, I don’t review
novellas, but this 27,000-word story is billed as the first part of
an ongoing series, and the next book is a full-length sequel. That
makes it fair game. The covers of both books are very attractive
and the motifs—a lesbian take on the Sherlock Holmes mysteries—are
close to my heart.

 


Charlotte Olmes is a
private investigator in New York in the late 1800s. Her live-in
companion is a nurse named Joanna Wilson. They have separate
bedrooms but often get together for nighttime fun when they are not
out sleuthing. In this story, a young Chinese woman asks for
Charlotte’s help in finding her husband. Wonderful detective that
she is, Charlotte simply visits the morgue and her job is
done.

 


Of course there is more to
the story and the investigation than that, but by the time you get
that far, the Holmesian sheen has quite worn off. The fact is, I
don’t really like Charlotte or Joanna. Their conversations—and the
author’s pseudo-Victorian language—is precious at best and
insufferable at worst.

 


There are typos
throughout—way too many for a novella that has been out two years
and is supposed to be the lead-in—the lost-leader as it were—for
the first full-length novel. The date that begins the story is
wrong—1800 instead of 1880. There is even a typo in the Author
blurb! And except for the fact that Charlotte is the sister of a
diplomat’s wife, we know almost nothing about her or
Joanna.

 


And then there is the sex,
but in this case the author is not sure whether this is a work of
erotica, BSDM, mystery, or just Sherlock fan fiction. The truth is
that Charlotte and Joanna like to use the cane on each other’s
backsides. “Pain made my cunt grow
wet,” Joanna confides.
“My squeals and cries begged for passion made
complete.” Yikes.

 


In truth, I feel like
taking a cane to this story, except that it would probably moan
with pleasure. A first book should be interesting and enjoyable
enough to make the reader want to go on to the next. This one does
the opposite and deserves closer to a 2 than a 3.

 


Final Rating:
2.1


Jae 

(1978-)

 


Series: Portland Police Bureau series

Main Character:
Aiden Carlisle / Dawn Kinsley

Profession:
Police Detective / Psychologist

Type of Mystery:
Romantic Suspense

Age in First Book:
Dawn is 28, no info on Aiden

Residence:
Portland, Oregon

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: A cat named Kia

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Conflict of Interest, 2008


Next of Kin, 2008

Discussion:

Jae is the pseudonym of
Sandra Gerth, a senior editor of Ylva Publishing, who publishes
Jae's books. I read the revised, 2014 Smashwords version of this
book. Evidently it and its sequel have been floating around for
years. There is a story “Change of Pace,” that deals with the same
characters. A relatively young author, Jae has many years left to
add on to her body of work, and to improve it. Here is my full
review of Conflict of
Interest.

 



Conflict of Interest

Sometimes I will read a
book's reviews before I begin reading the book itself. And I will
confess that I generally start with the reviews of those who hated
it. If they are silly, such as “Ugh. My wife says that this book
had sex between two women,” I will consider the source. But if a
book is really bad, you can get a pretty good idea of why from the
one- and two-star reviews. You can also be pretty sure that they
were not written by someone in the author's family or writing
group. Conflict of
Interest is not “really bad” but it
isn't good either, despite Jae’s many admirers and the book’s
continuing popularity.

 


It starts out okay,
despite the fact that she uses the word ‘grin’ four times in the
first couple of pages (and a whopping 50 times in the book as a
whole). A lesbian police detective, Aiden Carlisle meets and
becomes attracted to a therapist—Dawn Kinsley—whose specialty is
rape counseling. When Dawn herself is raped, Aiden comes to her
rescue and helps capture the rapist. This takes up maybe a fourth
of the book, which I would call average (about 3 stars). The next
fourth, approximately, details the trial, and the courtroom scenes
are very well done, so rate this portion a 4. The last half,
however, chronicles Aiden’s and Dawn’s attempts to form a
relationship despite Dawn’s aversion to sex and Aiden’s
wishy-washiness and determination not to hurt—or push—Dawn too
quickly. The best adjectives I found for this were in the poorer
reviews for this book: redundant, tedious, sappy.

 


I tend to harp on editorial
omissions and just plain bad editing. The history of this book
seems to indicate that it has been edited to death and that neither
the author or its many editors have any idea how to fix it. It is
as badly put together as a book can be, with almost the entire
story happening in the first half of the book. But it’s not just
that. It’s the use of ‘grin,’ a word that has so much baggage left
over from its overuse in juvenile series novels that it should be
rarely used today—and for a very specific type of smile. The
author’s use of internal conversation: “Asking me to come home with her. Is he
flirting?” is not well done, either.
In fact, it’s overdone and blatant. And then there is the other
type of internalizing: “Now that she
knew Dawn better, she found that she wasn't just attracted to Dawn
physically, she liked her as a person too.”

 


Gag me. This is not the kind of mature
writing that is going to advance the literary popularity of lesbian
mysteries. In fact, it sets it back. I have to confess that I
skimmed much of the last half of the book, reading every fifth
sentence or so. And I guarantee you that I missed nothing of
importance. It is like a soap opera where you only have to look at
it once a week to know exactly what is going on.

 


Some of the earlier
reviews make it clear that an extensive revision has been done on
this book since it first appeared in 2008—although not nearly
extensive enough. Yet upon its republication as an ebook by Ylva
Press—at a way too-expensive price—Conflict of Interest has been
on the Amazon Top 100 LBGT Mysteries list almost constantly. It
even hit Number One. Someone needs to do some research on how this
can happen when far better books, like those of Gina L. Dartt, Peta
Fox, and Deborah Powell never seem to appear at all. I don’t care
how few readers of lesbian mysteries there are, when books
like Conflict of Interest, She
Overheard Murder, or
Small Town Trouble finish ahead of any of Katherine V. Forrest’s books it is a
shame and does not speak well of the level of readership
involved.

 


Final Rating:
1.9.


Lynne Jamneck

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Samantha Skellar Mysteries

Main Character:
Samantha (Sam) Skellar

Profession:
FBI Agent

Type of Mystery:
Whodunit

Age in First Book:
32

Residence:
Seattle, Washington

Love Interest:
Lucy Spoon, 27 (computer hacker)

Drink of Choice:
Beck’s Beer

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Down The Rabbit
Hole,
2005

Discussion:

Lynne Jamneck generally
writes in the horror genre. Here is my full review of her only
mystery novel so far. I read what appears to be the first printing
of the Bella Books edition of this novel. I do not believe in the
phrase—or the belief—that “this is the exception that proves the
rule.” No exception proves a rule; it simply breaks it. However, I
have included this novel in this volume despite the fact that the
protagonist is an FBI agent. It just seems more mystery than
thriller to me. Jamneck herself calls this “A Samantha Skellar
Mystery,” although Down the Rabbit
Hole seems to be the only one.

 



Down The Rabbit Hole

Because the author is a
South African transplanted to New Zealand, it is difficult to
understand why she chose to set the book in the U.S. and have her
protagonist be an FBI agent. It would have been so much more
interesting if she had used either of her own countries and their
agencies as her models. Oh, well. There is so much FBI stuff on TV
that Sam Skellar seems authentic, at least to this reader—with
maybe the exception of her protagonist eating tomatoes for
breakfast. But still, television fodder is not what we strive for.
Here’s the gist:

 


When a man is shot dead in
his own bed and his wife raped with a metal object, Sam Skellar and
her partner are called in to investigate, much to the disapproval
of the local police. Seems that the crime mirrors a similar one,
making it a possible serial killing and thus under the jurisdiction
of the FBI. But when a third crime happens, Sam realizes that
something about the crimes is not quite right. Meanwhile, someone
is stalking her and making obscene phone calls and emails, so she
hires computer hacker Lucy Spoon to track him or her
down.

 


This is a Bella book, and
for those of you who don’t know this, Bella subsumed Naiad in the
early 2000s. Naiad editor Christine Cassidy—who now goes by Christi
Cassidy—once again seems to get the tail end of the
over-the-transom submissions and can do little with it. Either that
or she is an editor in name only, because this book needs the hand
of someone who understands the author and the book like it is her
own. Otherwise, omissions are compounded and chances are missed and
what might before editing have been a 2.5-rated novel comes out as
a 2.4-rated novel. Bummer.

 


Sam Skellar is not a bad
character. Jamneck writes in the ubiquitous 1st person point of
view and does it neither well nor badly. I didn't dislike Sam, nor
did I like her much. The only really interesting character was her
love interest, Lucy, whose backstory was, thanks to author and
editor, missing. Either might have consulted 20-something writer
Tonya Muir about the value of backstory, but it’s too late for that
now. Kudos for augmenting the main plot with an intriguing subplot,
but demerits for solving both simplistically.

 


Well, what about the
writing style? It was neither noticeably bad nor engagingly good.
The crime was fairly interesting until the solution, which was more
forced than most. I did enjoy the brief descriptions of forensics
that the author gives us; it reminded me of Devil’s Leg Crossing, by Kaye
Davis—another Cassidy-edited novel, and another that I gave less
than an average rating to. But that brief bit of enjoyment was far
too little. And if anyone can tell me the relationship of the title
to the novel, please do.

 


I would not recommend this
book to anyone, but if you have already purchased it, donate it to
your local library. While you are there, maybe you can find
something a little better to read.

 


Final Rating:
2.3


Barbara Johnson

(1955-)

 


Series: Colleen Fitzgerald Mysteries

Main Character:
Colleen Fitzgerald

Profession:
Insurance Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
27

Residence:
Washington, D.C.

Love Interest:
Gillian Smith (aerobics instructor/freelance
writer)

Drink of Choice:
7 Up with lime (She doesn't drink
alcohol)

Pet: A cat named Smokey

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Beach Affair, 1995


Bad Moon Rising, 1998

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the first book in
this series. It is based on the first printing of the Naiad Press
edition.

 



The Beach Affair

Colleen Fitzgerald has only
been working as an insurance investigator for a few months when she
is sent on an important case involving the death of Candy Emerson,
a famous bodybuilder. The location, Rehoboth Beach, Delaware (one
of the cities where Naiad Press was born), is a gay-friendly city
with many hangouts for same-sex couples. In fact, it is very
similar to Lavner Bay in Lauren Wright Douglas’
Death in Lavender Bay. Lesbians abound, but why does it seem that most of them are
content to call the suspicious death an accident?

 


Naturally, the police—some of whom are
anti-gay—have made little effort to investigate, despite some
recent gay bashings and Candy’s suspicious will. But Colleen
trudges on dutifully. Then she meets—and falls for—Candy’s ex, a
very strong and muscular aerobics instructor. Colleen, a
self-described “lipstick lez,” finds the idea of being with someone
like Gillian a real turn on. As a femme, Colleen is in the minority
of lesbian sleuths. Peta Fox’s Jen Madden is femme, as are Artemis
Oakgrove’s Avery Vincent, R.E. Conary’s Rachel Cord, and possibly
Claire McNab’s Carole Ashton, but they are few and far between.

 


Candy Emerson is a very thinly disguised
fictionalization of Cory Everson, who won Ms Olympia six
consecutive times during the 1980s. Everson, though, as far as I
can determine, is straight, although Johnson may know something I
don’t. Certainly the bodybuilding angle is a unique and interesting
one. So is the fact that Colleen is an insurance investigator. She
is a teetotaler without much explanation, and without the heavy
exploration of AA meetings or drunken memories. The author’s voice
and Colleen’s point of view soothed me into the story before I was
aware of it and coaxed me on to the finish. The few instances where
the point of view switches to Gillian’s are not jarring.

 


The mystery, too, is
well-thought-out and well-investigated by the fledgling Colleen.
Quibbles? Well, there are a few. Colleen just happens to see an
incriminating cancelled check while interviewing a possible suspect
in Candy’s death. Without that lucky happenstance, Colleen would
have almost certainly given up the investigation and reported the
death as an accident. A couple of plot lines are not tied up, and
the ending is pretty cheesy. These, and lines like
“The smoldering passion in Gillian’s eyes
ignited,” and
“She wanted to take Colleen slowly,
make her beg for release” during an
unnecessary sex scene prevent this from quite making it to a 3. All
in all, The Beach Affair
is a book to, well, to take to the beach.
Preferably a muscle beach.

 


Final Rating:
2.8


Bett Reece Johnson

(1945-)

 


Series: Cordelia Morgan Mysteries

Main Character: Cordelia (Cord)
Morgan

Profession: Hit Woman turned
sleuth

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Western U.S.

Love Interest: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Woman Who Knew Too Much,
1998


The Woman Who Rode to the Moon,
1999


The Woman Who Found Grace, 2003
(Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

This is also referred to as “The Woman Who”
series or “The Cordelia Morgan Woman Who” series. The first
printing of the Cleis paperback edition lists “B. Reece Johnson” as
the author. Her subsequent books use “Bett” as her first name. The
paperback versions of these novels were originally published by
Cleis. It looks, though, that Johnson self-published the ebook
versions, which have different covers than the paperback
originals.

 


One of the interesting things about this
series each book seems to have alternating first-person narrators.
Each also may have a co-protagonist, although Cordelia Morgan is
the only one taking a main role in all three.

 


The plot of the first book has many facets,
the important subject of water rights being one of them.

 


An interesting sociological note is that a
reviewer in 2000 referred to Johnson as “the authoress.” I think an
essay or two are in order. Anyone?

 


Final Rating: Although I examined with
interest the paperback of the first book in the series, I did not
read it.


Frankie J. Jones

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Andrea (Andi) Kane

Profession:
Phone Company Technician

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
San Antonio, Texas

Love Interest:
Janice Reed (district attorney, probably late
30s)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
None given

Best Friend:
Becka Lewis (gay woman, phone
technician)

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
3

Titles:


For Every Season, 2005

Discussion:

Jones has written quite a
few books, but this one seems to be the only mystery. I read what
seems to be the first printing of the Bella edition.

 



For Every Season

When I pick up a Bella
book, I sometimes wonder if I shouldn’t just assign it a rating of
somewhere between a 2.5 and a 3.5 and go on to something else. I’m
talking about Bella originals, now, not reprints. I usually come
around to the hope that I might run into something really
outstanding, something that would be a credit to the genre, but the
fact that none of the 24 books in my Top 20 list are Bella
originals tells its own tale. Of course, reading average or bad
books is as much my job as reading good ones. Where does
For Every Season fit? Well, it doesn’t; it is surprisingly good.

 


Andi Kane is at the end of
a nowhere relationship when she is laid her job at the phone
company. Tail tucked firmly between her legs, she returns to her
parents’ home in San Antonio to get her head together and look for
another job. But somehow her grandmother railroads her into looking
into Andi’s great-grandfather’s murder conviction sixty-five years
previously. This despite the fact that she has no experience in
sleuthing and that three private detective agencies have already
failed to exonerate him.

 


One of the good things
about this book—and there are many—is the fact that at first, there
seems no way in hell that Andi can unearth any new evidence about a
crime that happened before even her mother was born. But through
diligence, luck, and the help of some new friends, Andi just might
manage it. And she manages it in a way that is both believable and
interesting

 


In the meantime, Andi has
become attracted to the district attorney, who also has an interest
in the case. What happens between them is the sub-crux of the
story—one that spans at least three generations. It is hard not to
like Andi—we have all been at a crossroads in our lives, guilty
over our perceived failures and anxious to travel down a new road.
The small, fictional town of HiHo, Texas is a hoot, as are a lot of
the people in it.

 


It is a well-written,
well-edited, and well-investigated mystery. Bravo to Bella for
breaking out of the mold of their own making. Give this one
somewhere around a 4 and recommend it to your friends, as I am
doing at this moment.

 


Final Rating:
4


 


Rebecca K. Jones

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Mack Wilson Legal Mysteries

Main Character:
MacKenzie (Mack) Wilson

Profession:
Assistant District Attorney

Type of Mystery:
Legal

Age in First Book:
32

Residence:
Tucson, AZ

Love Interest:
Anna Lapin

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
Jess Lafayette (37, coworker)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Steadying the Ark, 2022
(Goldie Finalist)


Stemming the Tide,
2023

Discussion:

Legal thrillers from a courtroom lawyer
turned novelist.


Sonje Jones

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Detective Series

Main Character: Cornelia (Oz)
Osgood

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Everton (state not
given),

Love Interest: Abby O’Leary

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series: n/a


Chasing,
2012


Echoes,
2012


Landslide,
2012


Caught,
2012

Discussion:

Oz’s cases generally range
from following cheating husbands to tracking down lost cats, but
sometimes she gets lucky.

 


The author does not have much of an internet
footprint. Her twitter account has been dormant for years.
Caught is listed as the “final book of the Detective
Series.”


Jennifer L. Jordan

(circa 1965-)

 


Series 1: Kristin Ashe Mysteries

Main Character:
Kristin Ashe

Profession:
Amateur Private Investigator/Marketing
Consultant

Type of Mystery:
Investigative/Psychological

Age in First Book:
29

Residence:
Denver, Colorado

Love Interest:
Destiny Greaves, 29, famous lesbian

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Dr. Pepper

Best Friend:
Michelle Spivak

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


A Safe Place to
Sleep,
1992


Existing Solutions, 1993


Commitment to
Die,
2004 (Lambda Finalist)


Unbearable
Losses,
2006


Disorderly
Attachments,
2006


Selective
Memory,
2007 (Lambda Finalist)


If No One's
Looking,
2008

Discussion:

Jordan is also the author
of the Lauren Vellequette series. I read the first printing of this
book published by Our Power Press (which was owned by Jordan and
which seems to have published only two titles—both by Jordan). I
suspect that the later version, published by Spinster’s Ink in
2006, has been spruced up, as it is listed as having 50 more pages
than the original. Of interest is the fact that the third book in
the series was originally published by Spinster’s Ink two
years before they decided to reprint the first two. As of this writing,
none of the Kristin Ashe series has been published in ebook
form.

 



A Safe Place to Sleep

I probably made a mistake
when I started reading this version of A Safe Place to Sleep, because
I suspect it was considerably spruced up before it was reprinted by
Spinster’s Ink. Not that it had lots of spelling and grammatical
errors—I didn’t see a single one—but because the book as a whole
seemed ill-thought-out and somehow incomplete.

 


Kristin Ashe owns a
successful marketing business, but moonlights as a private
investigator dealing with crimes against women. But it is a
surprise to her when her newest client is not only the most famous
lesbian in Denver, but also her best friend’s new girlfriend. The
client, Destiny Greaves, who was adopted, wants Kristin to
investigate her past—to find out why she can remember nothing
before the age of 4. Her revelation makes Kristin’s blood run cold,
as it turns out that Kristin herself can remember nothing before
the age of 7. What a coincidence.

 


So the book becomes kind
of a psychological drive through their dark tunnels of time, with
each new revelation more devastating to the psyches of both women
than the last. And, of course, there is the problem of their
growing mutual attraction as they begin to trust each other with
their old secrets. The final piece of Destiny’s puzzle is indeed a
unique one, and would be a reason in itself to write the book. But
there are some things missing that make it thin and ultimately
unsatisfying.

 


For one, although we learn
more about Kristin’s and Destiny’s past than we could ever want, we
don’t hear enough about their present. Destiny may be the most
famous dyke in a large city, but we never hear—or better yet,
see—what she does. We hear that she helps people and does a lot of
good, but not exactly what her skills are. And although the author
goes to great lengths to explain why Destiny doesn’t just look for
her family on her own, I never really believe it. It is just a
literary ruse to make it possible for Kristin to interact and
discover her own missing past. And yes, yes, everything in
literature is a ruse of some kind, but it shouldn't' be
obvious.

 


Another literary device
that doesn’t always work is that a lot of Kristin’s and Destiny’s
conversation doesn’t ring true. Kristin might fly into a rage at a
time that would seem to call for a more rational approach. Ditto
Destiny. I know that rediscovering one’s past life can often be
brutally painful, but I get the feeling that the amount of anger
and shouting that the author puts her characters through are simply
to jazz up the moment—to make something seem more important than it
actually is. Having said that, I have never been victimized the way
Kristin was so I can’t really say whether she acts appropriately or
not. The motivation just doesn’t seem to be there.

 


One more quibble. Jordan
has the unfortunate habit of teasing the reader about what is about
to happen—maybe because she feels she is being boring. For
instance, “Before I was done with this
case, I would have found parts of Destiny's four years and pieces
of my own seven. Both of our lives would be shattered.”
And she does this at least five times (check
pages 17, 33, 55, 114, and 156 if you don't believe me).

 


From glancing at the blurb
for the second book in this series, Existing Solutions, I gather
that it is simply the second half of the first book. In other
words, Kristin and Destiny are unable to come to a decision about
their relationship, Destiny finds her long-lost mother but not her
father, and Kristin only begins to remember some of the awful
things that happened to her as a child without resolving anything.
All this we can look forward to in the next volume.

 


The professional prose and
the error-free text, along with the snappy and unpredictable ending
make this book one with a lot of potential. It is possible that the
Spinster’s Ink edition of A Safe Place
to Sleep has resolved at least a few
of my reservations. I’ll give this particular version a 3 but
recommend that if you decide to read it, read the Spinster’s Ink
edition. And let me know what you think.

 


Final Rating:
3

~ ~ ~

Series 2: Lauren
Vellequette Mysteries

Main Character: Lauren Vellequette

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-real estate agent)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: 42

Residence: Denver, Colorado

Love Interest: None

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Rollie Austin (65,
private investigator)

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 0

Titles in This Series:


Killed in Escrow, 2014 (Goldie
Finalist)


Under Contract, 2016 (Lambda
Finalist)

Discussion:

Lauren Vellequette is a newly ordained
private investigator who can afford to buy PI gadgets because of
the money she makes as a real estate agent. The first book in this
series focuses on the mysteries that Lauren has to solve and
involves no romance or even dating on her part.

Jordan is also the author of the Kristin Ashe
Mysteries.


KatLyn

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Logan McGregor

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age: n/a

Residence: Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania

Love Interest: Madison Cavanaugh
(orthopedic surgeon)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:

Code Blue, 2004

Discussion:

Notes: KatLyn seems to be an early pseudonym
of Kate Sweeney. She has another book that is probably a thriller,
as the protagonist is an FBI special agent. Evidently, this book
began as Uber fan fiction, with a lot of “the tall, dark-haired
woman” descriptions.


Dharma Kelleher

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Shea Stevens Outlaw Biker

Main Character: Shea Stevens

Profession: Owner of Motorcycle Shop
(ex-con)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Iron Goddess, 2016


Snitch, 2017


Blood Sisters, 2020


Road Rash,
2022

Discussion:

She also writes the Jinx Ballou, Bounty
Hunter series, which is pure thriller. The Shea Stevens books,
which are certainly borderline thrillers, are published by Alibi,
which is a Random House imprint specializing in first ebook
printings. There is also a short story featuring Shea, entitled
“Boosted.”
The author is transgender and lives in Arizona.

 



Maggie Kelly

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Mig

Profession: Creative Writing Tutor

Type of Mystery: British Noir

Age: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Burning Issues, 1995

Discussion:

A writing instructor determines to find out
who killed an elderly student. Other than that, there is almost
zero information about this book or its author online. It is
published by Onlywomen, though, whose books I have generally liked
very much. It seems to be Kelly’s only published work.


Vivien Kelly

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Josephine (Jo) Summers

Profession:
Hostel House Employee

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Various

Drink of Choice:
Glenmorangie Scotch

Pet: A cats named Nasty and Nice

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Dirty Work,
1995

Discussion:

Although there are other books listed under
this author’s name, none are lesbian mysteries. None, in fact, may
even be the Vivien Kelly that wrote this novel. Here is my full
review of the book. I read what appears to be the first printing of
the Onlywomen Press edition.

 



Dirty Work

Jo Summers is kind of a social worker. She
is the office manager of a London hostel for the disadvantaged. I’m
not sure we have the equivalent in the U.S—halfway house, maybe—but
the residents of her house are ex-drug addicts, ex-prostitutes, or
abused men and women who have been approved to live in inexpensive
housing until they can get back on their feet. When one of Jo’s
favorite residents is found dead of an overdose, Jo suspects foul
play of some kind. The police, of course—including an old
flame—don’t agree, so Jo is forced to investigate the death on her
own. Other deaths follow in short order.

 


In the course of her
investigation, she is thrown into contact with a number of savory
and unsavory characters—some of which she spends the night with. As
in all good mysteries, one interview leads to another to another
and to another until at last she seems to understand what the hell
is going on. It is kind of a unique novel in that there is not a
similar novel that comes immediately to mind. Maybe
Looking for Ammu,
although the resemblance is slight.

 


The best thing about this book is its
consistent quality in every aspect of the writing. Jo’s
first-person point of view narrative is a thing of beauty, such as
when she describes the relationship between one of her friends and
his lover: “to say that the two of us didn't get on is like saying
that Tom and Jerry had their little differences of opinion.” The
descriptions of the hostel and of its work for the community are
interesting and progressive. The characters are well drawn and the
mystery is logical and puzzling. Few books are so well done
A-Z.

 


Having heaped up those particular praises, I
need to add that, although good, it is not a great book. The
characters are not quite interesting enough, the crime doesn't have
that extra twist that brings it up to Poe level. Kudos to Onlywomen
Press, who are “Radical lesbian feminist publishers,” for printing
a book whose life may not yet be over.

 


The real crime here is that
such a good book has not yet had a single review either on Amazon
or on Goodreads (except mine). I’m going to go ahead and give this
one a 4 plus. It may not be on the level of a Nikki Baker or a Kate
Allen, but it is close. It’s not going to appear on many Top-10
lists, but it is a book I would recommend to you or anyone. And I
can’t say that for many books I read. Get in touch, Vivien. Let’s
get Dirty Work formatted as an ebook. And maybe we can share a bottle of
Glenmorangie.

 


Final Rating:
4.3


Kathleen Kent

(1953-)

 


Series: Detective Betty Series

Main Character: Elizabeth (Betty)
Rhyzyk

Profession: Narcotics Detective

Type of Mystery: Procedural
Thriller

Age in First Book: Not given (probably
mid-30s)

Residence: Dallas, Texas

Love Interest: Jackie Nesbitt, 35, a
pediatric radiologist

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Jameson Irish
Whiskey

Best Friend: None

Heat Index: 1

Romance Index: 1

List of Books:


The Dime, 2017


The Burn, 2020


The Pledge, 2021

Discussion:

The main character is of Polish descent and
has recently moved to Dallas from Brooklyn after being injured on a
case. The novels are written in the first person present. Like
Kristen Lepionka, Kent has a mainstream publisher.

 



The Dime

The protagonist is a narcotics detective
whose job it is to curtail the import and distribution of drugs in
from Mexico by various cartels. She is put in charge of a
months-long investigation that goes sideways when a bystander
interrupts a huge drug bust. The ensuing pages are Detective
Rhyzyk’s attempt to run down the chief dealer, whose name is Ruiz,
before he can regroup. But a series of incidents shows that the
Mexicans are not the only drug game in town.

 


There are few lesbian procedurals that do
not involve “romantic suspense,” and this is one of them. Betty’s
romantic connection has taken place years before this book begins
and her relationship with her partner is mostly domestic. This may
disappoint the avid readers of Bella Books and Bold Strokes Books,
but it should delight those who are tired of the same old romantic
setups.

 


And indeed, this is a well-written
adventure with plenty of excitement and plenty of bullets flying
and knives flashing. Besides drug lords, Betty also has to deal
with members of her own team, some on whom think that they, not
she, should be in charge of the case. And homophobia is subtler
than usual, but still there.

 


Because, sadly, my tendency is to find
flaws in writing rather than rewarding excellence, I often have
trouble writing reviews of the very best books. This may be one of
them. The truth is, Betty’s backstory in New York is first rate,
the writing professional, and the story pulsing with life. For
excitement, this book ranks up there with the Nea Fox adventures by
Amelia Ellis—and that is a high bar to reach.

 


In fact, there may actually be too much
excitement for some readers, me included. It seems that every other
chapter has at least one scene where something dreadful happens to
someone. And each scene is even more intense than the one before.
Although this book deserves a high rating—and I am giving it one, I
can’t see myself going on to the other two in this trilogy. I also
can’t see myself recommending it. Too much pain, too much abuse.
And the fact that crazy religious fanatics play into the storyline
is just disappointing. It’s easy to see how some readers would give
this 5 stars, but I can’t do it.

 


Final Rating:
4.2


Judy M. Kerr

(Dates not available)

 


Series: MC McCall Novels of Suspense

Main Character:
MC McCall

Profession:
Postal Inspector

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
St. Paul, Minnesota

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Black Friday, 2019

Discussion:
Although this is labeled “An MC McCall Novel of
Suspense,” this seems to be the only one so far. Ker is an editor
at Launchpoint Press, the publisher of this novel.


E.J. Kindred

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Annie Velasquez Mystery
Series

Main Character: Annie Vesasquez

Profession: Housekeeper

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Near Portland, Oregon

Love Interest: None

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 0

Title: n/a


In Harm's Way, 2019

Discussion:

This seems to be the beginning of a new
series. Time will tell.


Laurie R.
King

(1952-)

 


Series: Kate Martinelli Mysteries

Main Character:
Katarina (Kate, Casey) Martinelli

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Procedural

Age in First Book:
28

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Lenora (Lee) Cooper, therapist)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


A Grave Talent,1993


To Play the Fool.1995

With Child,1996

Night Work,2000


The Art of Detection,2006 (Lambda
Winner)


Beginnings, 2019

Discussion:

Here's my full review of
the first book in this series.

 



A Grave Talent

King, of course, is an
established writer who publishes with a mainstream house. As such,
her writing style is clear and error-free. The book itself, though,
is nothing special, although the same can be said about most books.
Worth saying, though.

 


I found the book to be
divided into halves. The first half was very interesting and even
riveting. Detective Kate Martinelli has just transferred to San
Francisco and has been assigned to a case involving the abduction
and murder of a young girl. Although she suspects that she has been
assigned to the case for political reasons (having a woman on a
case involving a girl), she is anxious to make good and to please
her grumpy-but-sometimes-nice new partner, Al Hawkins. The setup,
descriptions, and plot are good so far.

 


It is in the second part
that things slow down and become more routine. The writing becomes
choppier and less interesting, even as more crimes are being
committed and more characters introduced. Just as I thought that
King’s series on Sherlock Holmes was fairly preposterous, the
actual mystery here is pretty far-fetched. Most are, though, so it
is hard to hold this against her.

 


Kate is an okay character
who keeps her sexuality very close to home. I don’t mind Kate
herself being cagey about her sexual preferences, but I think it is
a flaw for the author—it is not until midway through the novel that
we learn that her roommate, “Lee,” is a woman. Did King think that
we would put the book down unfinished if we found out too early
that Kate was a lesbian? Well, she was probably right in some
cases, but they would have put it down eventually anyway. I also
didn't get the sense of any real feeling between Kate and
Lee.

 


To give King her due,
though, her ideas on psychology and art—two main motifs of the
novel—are well thought out and presented.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


William S. Kirby

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Heather Ingles (aka
Justine Am) / Vienna

Profession: Professional Model / Clerk
in Gelato Shop

Type of Mystery: Literary
Adventure

Age in First Book: Not given / At
least 18

Residence: Georgia, U.S. / Brussels,
London

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Neither seem to have
a preference

Best Friend: None given / Cecile
(co-worker)

Heat Index: 3

Romance Index: 4

Title:

Vienna,
2015

Discussion:

I read the ebook version
of this novel as available from Amazon in February,
2020.

 


Vienna

This is a blend of odd
romance and inspired adventure involving a centuries-old treasure,
the clues to which are cleverly hidden inside carvings of famous
women. Several reviewers have mentioned that it is a retelling of a
Sherlock Holmes story; others say that it is not. Both are correct,
but only slightly. In the Sherlock Holmes adventure “The Adventure
of the Six Napoleons,” Holmes discovers a rare gem inside one of a
batch of busts of Napoleon, which was hidden there by a criminal.
In Vienna, a
series of almost incomprehensible clues are hidden inside wooden
statues. The reasons for such subterfuge is itself almost
incomprehensible, as is the protagonist’s method of solving them.
So, yeah, there is at least one element of Vienna that resembles
“Six Napoleons.” But it could also be a coincidence.

 


The character of
Vienna—whose last name is never given—is an autistic savant. Not
only does she have a photographic memory, but she seems to be able
to tune in with the unversed so that she can align herself with her
surroundings geometrically and mathematically. She can’t help
herself—and the constant stream of information, images, and
calculations make her crazy most of the time. The only character in
lesbian fiction that is remotely comparable is Shiloh, in Paulette
Callen’s masterpiece, Command of
Silence, who is a multiple
personality.

 


The mystery was very
intellectually challenging, but the special part of the story was
the burgeoning love between Vienna and super fashion model Justine
An—two characters who seemingly couldn’t be more
different.

 


Final Rating:
4.4


Dolores Klaich

(1936-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Tyler Divine

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-Reporter for a national
magazine)

Type of Mystery:
Cozy Parlor Mystery

Age in First Book:
Not given (probably early 40s)

Residence:
Cape Gull, New Jersey

Love Interest:
Nina Petrovich (45, a writer of crime
stories

Pet: A Maine Coon cat named Alexandra

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This Series:


Heavy Gilt,
1988 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

I read the first Naiad printing of this
book.

 



Heavy Gilt

Now here’s something I
haven’t seen before: a modern lesbian mystery told in the comic
style of the old Victorian parlor mystery or maybe one of Agatha
Christie’s Tommy and Tuppence mysteries. In fact, one of the best
things about this delightful book is its consistent language and
tone. The story takes place in the faux-Victorian town of Cape
Gull, New Jersey. The city, like the story is an anachronism. It
has, “a town-out-of-time
feeling.”

 


The point of view is also unusual—and
refreshing—for a lesbian mystery: omniscient. The author goes from
one character to the next whenever she feels like it, which is
often, but there is rarely a time when the reader is confused as to
who is speaking or thinking. It’s a good choice, though, because
most of the characters have equal billing with the detective, Tyler
Divine.

 


The book begins in the household of Hilary
and Dru, two heavily closeted lesbians in their late forties.
Independently wealthy and incredibly naïve, they assume that their
relationship is unnoticed by the rest of the community, including
their friends. Then Dru’s younger sister Bettina comes for a visit.
Bettina has just written a popular book on lesbian feminist thought
and is hiding from the press at her sister’s. Also present is
Hilary’s homophobic brother Malcolm and his proper wife Maggie.
When Malcolm disappears after a treasure hunt organized by his
sister, detective Tyler Divine is called in to find him—or his
body.

 


But who would want to see poor Malcolm dead?
As is normal in Agatha Christie’s mysteries, virtually everyone
disliked him for one reason or another. But in this book, the
mystery is secondary. Author Klaich uses the frame of the crime to
focus on the relationships of the people involved. With Tyler
Divine as instigator, they learn a lot about each other and about
themselves. And except for Bettina, who is in her mid-twenties, all
of the characters are between 40 and 50—old enough to have been
keeping secrets for far too long.

 


What Bettina tries to teach
them is that not only is their town an anachronism, but they are,
too. They are all hiding for one reason or another and it is time
to stop and be proud of who they are and what they feel. Do they
find Malcolm’s murderer? Well, who cares? What is important is that
they find themselves and accept their sexuality. As one of the
characters—a writer—realizes later in the book,
“My love life is not an irrelevant issue. It
informs my work. It is, in fact, my essence.”

 


The trouble of having a lot of main
characters is that each needs equal backstory, and Klaich gives
short shrift to some of them. The ending is way too pat—it’s as if
the author decided on the ending first and was bound and determined
to get there somehow, however awkwardly. Still, I’m going to give
this one close to a 4. With a better ending and maybe another 25
pages delving a bit more into the several relationships, it would
have been higher.

 


Final Rating:
3.8


Jody Klaire

(Dates not available

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Morgan Lloyd

Profession: Private Investigator
(retired DCI)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: 35

Residence: England

Love Interest: Sophie Haye

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Bob (police
constable)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Hayefield Manor, 2020

Discussion:

Klaire has written several other novels that
should be considered Crime Fiction or Romantic Suspense, but this
is the only novel I have been able to actually fit into the Lesbian
Mystery


Rosalie Knecht

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Vera Kelly Stories

Main Character: Vera Kelly

Profession: CIA Operative / Private
Investigator

Type of Mystery: Historical /
Adventure / Investigative

Age in First Book: About 25. She is 27
in book 2

Residence: Brooklyn, New York

Love Interest: Jane Dabrowski(college
professor), Maxine (Max) Comstock, 27 (bartender)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Rye whiskey

Best Friend: None given

Heat Index: 2

Romance Index: 2.5

Titles in This Series:


Who Is Vera Kelly?, 2018


Vera Kelly Is Not A Mystery,
2020 (Lambda Finalist)

Vera Kelly: Lost and Found, 2022
(forthcoming)

Discussion:

Although working for the
CIA is generally verboten
in this study, Vera becomes a PI in book 2. The
covers for these novels are simple and brilliant. The author is
also a Spanish-to-English translator.

 



Who Is Vera Kelly?

Who Is Vera Kelly
seems to be a type of literary spy novel. The
chapters alternate between 1957 U.S.—where Vera is recruited by the
CIA—and 1966 Argentina—where she is posted. For our purposes, the
book is of value only in giving the future PI an exciting
backstory. The motif of changing professions within a series is not
new—Jaye Maiman’s Robin Miller, Laurence Moore’s Kina McKevie, and
Mary Wings’ Emma Victor become private eyes after the first book in
their respective series. It’s hard not to wonder if each of these
books weren’t imagined as stand-alones. And when the author decided
to write sequels, the original profession just didn’t
work.

 


I read just enough of this book to get an
idea of the character and the style. Both are helpful in
understanding the sequel.

 



Vera Kelly Is Not A Mystery

A year has passed since Vera quit her job as
a CIA operative. She has purchased a nice house in Brooklyn and
gotten a job as an editor for a news program. Unfortunately,
trouble comes in pairs. First, her girlfriend Jane leaves her for
another woman. Second, she is fired from her job for her
lifestyle—it is 1967 and there is a morals clause in her
contract.

 


So she sets herself up as a private eye. Why
not? Her CIA training gives her some cred and it’s better than
becoming a secretary in some office without much hope of promotion.
She is hired by a couple from the Dominican Republic to find their
young nephew, who was sent to the U.S. to escape persecution from a
tyrannical government. But the friend of the family who the boy was
sent to live with has died and the boy has disappeared.

 


In her lengthy and complete investigation,
Vera travels to the Dominican Republic, which is run by the iron
hand of dictator Balaguer. Author Knecht has an interest in
Spanish-speaking countries which she imparts to her readers, like
me. I frequently found myself Googling the history of the Dominican
and its leaders.

 


The plot—the mystery—is well crafted and
exciting and Knecht’s prose style is excellent—intelligent without
being flowery. Add some political intrigue and a romance with an
interesting ex-ingénue-turned-bartender and you have an excellent
novel.

 


I’m generally not a big fan of intermittent
point-of-view changes and there are a couple of half-chapters where
the point of view changes from Vera’s first-person point of view to
third person renderings of her quarry or an unnamed witness to an
event. But these are done very well; they give the reader a chance
to blink. I can even see that Vera may be writing these scenes
later after she has verified the information.

 


Just about the only quibble I have is a
couple of plot holes—at least they seem that way to me—involving
the exciting denouement that takes place in the Dominican Republic.
And believe me, it’s exciting enough that you may not notice.

 


In short, this novel is not only a good one,
but one to put on your Top 35 list, as I have done.

 


Final Rating: 4.3


Phyllis Knight

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Lil Ritchie Mysteries

Main Character:
Lillian (Lil) Ritchie

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-rock
musician)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
39 (“pushing forty”)

Residence:
Tillman, Maine

Love Interest:
Unattached

Drink of Choice:
Glenlivet Scotch, Dos Equis Beer

Pet: A cat named Littlefield

Best Friend:
Molly Byrne (a lawyer whose age or sexual
orientation is not given)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Switching the Odds, 1992


Shattered Rhythms, 1994

Discussion:

I read the first printing
of the paperback edition of this book, which was published by
traditional publisher St. Martin’s Press as part of their Stonewall
Inn Mystery Series. Sadly, Knight and Randye Lordon seem to be the
only authors in the series featuring lesbian protagonists. Here is
my full review of the first novel in the series.

 



Switching the Odds

Finding missing persons is
PI Lil Ritchie’s specialty, so when a wealthy businessman hires her
to find his missing 16-year-old son, Lil expects to find the job
right up her alley. But when she finds that the boy has witnessed a
murder that may have involved his father, her loyalty is torn
between her client and the law.

 


The idea for the story is
a good one; it has some good guys and some very bad ones. Lil’s
investigative technique is brazen but solid. Trouble is, the book
is very disjointed. Although she lives in Maine, Lil is hired by
someone in Virginia, then travels to Texas, and back to a second
city in Virginia. And everywhere she goes she has fond memories of
the times she spent there earlier in her life. In fact, her
peregrinations read like a travelogue—what is the flora like, where
can you hear good music, what place sells the best food? The author
needed to focus more on the main course, not the side dishes. Much
is served up that we do not want; much is omitted that we
need.

 


I like the fact that Lil
was once in a rock band. I don’t even mind that she takes every
opportunity to drop the names of her friends who are still in the
business—and who are real persons outside the novel. But she does
not spend enough time telling us why she quit—in fact, what she
does give us sounds like a very brief and unsatisfying synopsis of
a previous novel—possibly one she abandoned. Her relationship with
one of her band members is also kept short and unsatisfying. The
bandmate’s name was Ron, but Lil’s actual relationship to him is
unknown. Was he a lover, for instance? Her brother? Her musical
mentor?

 


Her identity as a lesbian
would be even more suspect without a titillating few sentences
where she derides herself for looking longingly at her client’s
wife. I tend to believe that the original draft of the novel
described passionate night with same, but was cut out by the
prurient editor of her mainstream publisher. More’s the pity. I
think it would have been interesting as hell because the wife has
the makings of an intriguing and complex character. And much
of Switching the Odds
is not. The fact that there seems to be no real
sense of the lesbian experience or lifestyle in the story does not
help my overall redoing experience.

 


This is another
book—like Down the Rabbit
Hole, et. al., whose title seems to
have nothing to do with the storyline. Even though the climactic
ending is unbelievable, the reader still sees it coming miles away.
It is another one of those endings that make you read faster and
then wish you hadn’t bothered. Sometimes I get the idea that
authors get their endings from Ouija boards. Or that they
should.

 


As befits the resources of
a traditional publisher, the writing is very professional, even
polished. But as far as anything else? Meh. Give this one somewhat
less than 3 stars—a 2.4 maybe—and go on to something else,
hopefully something better. There is a second book in this series,
but I suspect I will give it a miss.

 


Final Rating:
2.4


Katherine E. Kreuter

(1932-)

 


Series: Paige Taylor Mysteries

Main Character:
Paige Taylor

Profession:
Private Investigator/Mystery Writer

Type of Mystery:
Travel

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Patricia Towne (university professor)

Drink of Choice:
Margaritas, but she is an eclectic
drinker

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Fool Me Once,
1994

Discussion:

Although Kreuter has written other books,
this seems to be the only Paige Taylor mystery. Here is my full
review of it. I read the first printing published by Madwoman
Press, which oddly enough, also reprinted (or bought the remaining
stock of) all three of Vicki M. McConnell’s Nyla Wade Mysteries

 



Fool Me Once

Paige Taylor is a private investigator who
prefers to take cases that involve travel. In fact she used her
first case—to Nepal—as the background of her first mystery novel,
which evidently made her rich. She lives in a gorgeous house in LA
with her perfect girlfriend who teaches French at UCLA. Both of
them are pretty insufferable—flippant and glib and ironic to the
point of sarcasm—but perfect for each other.

 


Paige takes a case that involves traveling
to China to look for her dentist client’s wife, who has absconded
from their short marriage with a half mil in Krugerrands. Although
she is two weeks behind her quarry, she sets off to Hong Kong, one
of half a dozen whirlwind stops in a week. Paige, who without Pat
to goad her on is not really a bad sort, describes her surroundings
with sympathetic objectivity, so that the reader gets a quick feel
of different places in China—as long as those places are not too
downtrodden.

 


And even though her client’s wife has stolen
all his money, Paige seems determined to conduct the most expensive
investigation possible, involving trips to Hong Kong, several
cities in Mainland China, Macao, Hawaii, and Alaska, not only for
herself but her associates. But I suppose if lawyers can take cases
on spec, then Paige can take a case for an impoverished client
hoping that she will recover his moolah.

 


There are three major
things going on in this book. The mystery is potentially a good one
and reminds me of some of the old pulp potboilers; the
travelogue—which seems to be Kreuter’s main interest—is mildly
interesting, and Paige’s relationship with Pat is fairly unique if
you don’t mind grinding your teeth. Trouble is, none of these
facets really fit together. Although she tries hard to make her
travelogues interesting, they simply intrude on her search. And as
far as the search goes, Paige’s internal dialogue doesn't begin to
let the reader know what the hell is going on. And if you sit and
think about it for a while, the intricate moves of the pursued seem
not only incomprehensible, but totally unnecessary. And everyone
Paige talks to not only has whatever information she needs for the
next leg of her journey, but dishes it out to her without a second
thought. “The friendly desk clerk
seemed to recognize the woman in the photos I showed him. He also
told me exactly what I needed to know.” Everyone does.

 


Mind you, this is a
professionally written manuscript by a polished writer—not
something written in a class or local writers’ group. But for this
to be a really successful book—either mystery or travelogue—it
needed to be reimagined. Not that travelogues don’t work in
mysteries; Barbara Wilson, with her Cassandra Reilly mysteries, is
one of a number of more successful mystery/travel writers. In fact,
I suggest you forego this one and pick up Gaudi Afternoon. But with the
intricacy of the plot (regardless of its credibility), the
descriptions of China (no matter how intrusive), and the pleasant
writing style, it is difficult to give this one lower than a 3.
Difficult to give it higher either. Another beach read—or maybe a
book to take on your next flight to Hong Kong.

 


Final Rating:
3


Carole laFavor

(1948-2011)

 


Series: Renee LaRoche Mysteries

Main Character:
Renee (Ren) LaRoche

Profession:
Artist, Elementary School Teacher, Tribal Police
assistant

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Early 40s (she is 42 in Book 2)

Residence:
Red Earth, Minnesota

Love Interest:
Samantha Salisbury (teacher, writer)

Drink of Choice:
None. She is an ex-alcoholic

Pet: A Cocker Spaniel named Mukwa. In Book 2 she gets a
kitten.

Best Friend:
Her grandmother and her great aunt

Romance Index:
1

Heat Index:
1.5

Titles in This Series:


Along the Journey
River, 1996


Evil Dead Center, 1997 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Renee LaRoche is Ojibwa. Although Renee is
not the only Native American lesbian sleuth (Lauren Wright Douglas’
Kerry Owyhee and Lauren Maddison’s Laura Nez come to mind),she is
the only one created by a Native American author. Carole laFavor
lived with AIDS for 20 years and died in November, 2011. Here is my
full review of both novels in her Renee LaRoche series.

 



Along the Journey River

After a youthful sojourn in Minneapolis,
where she became addicted to drink and drugs, Renee LaRoche
returned to the Ojibwa reservation in Red Earth, Minnesota. She
straightens herself out and becomes a skilled artisan of Native
basket weaving and beadwork. When a thief breaks into a school
where she teaches elementary art and steals priceless tribal
artifacts, Renee gets involved in tracking down a ring of thieves
and finding the murderer of the head of the Tribal Council—who was
somehow involved with the robbers.

 


It’s almost impossible to
read this book and not think about the Tony Hillerman mysteries
about the Navajo Nation. Along the
Journey River is not as good as the
best of Hillerman’s work, and not as sensational. LaFavor’s world
is more down to earth, more mundane. Renee has a 14-year-old
daughter and a non-Native lover who is desperately trying to
understand Renee’s traditional beliefs—beliefs that won’t let Renee
just walk away from the danger she faces in tracking down dangerous
criminals.

 


I like all of the characters in this book:
Renee, her lover Samantha, her daughter Jenny, Chief Hobey of the
Tribal Police, and his assistants Jesse and Bobbi. I like their
interaction and their facial expressions. I like the sprinkling of
Ojibwa language through the conversations and the acceptance of the
lesbian “two-spirit” in Native American society. The mystery is not
particularly exciting and the book drags in places, but not badly.
The value is in the characters and what the reader can learn about
Ojibwa life and history.

 


I read the first printing
of the Firebrand Books edition and found the writing and editing to
be a bit sloppy. Although I can’t give this book higher than a 3, I
will go on and read the other book in the series.
Along the Journey River
is interesting, instructive, and maybe even
important.

 


Final Rating:
2.8

 



Evil Dead Center

About a year has passed
since Renee LaRoche helped solve a murder on her Ojibwa
reservation. She is still teaching part time in an elementary
school and “helping out” at the Tribal Police station, although
without official status. She is also still living with her
Chinook girlfriend
Samantha, who has gained a small degree of success by writing a
book about a woman on the rez. It’s a cozy, comfy situation, kind
of like being by a fire on a snowy day.

 


Then trouble comes.
Caroline Beltrain, Renee’s first girlfriend, who she dated in their
shadowy Movement days almost two decades earlier—contacts Renee
about a friend of hers that has just been found dead. The coroner
has pronounced it a suicide by exposure to the elements, but
Caroline tells Renee that it was murder. And of course it was. And
in the course of the investigation, Renee not only uncovers the
murderer, but also a child pornography ring aided by people in
local government. Another problem Renee uncovers is the tendency of
social workers to place Native foster children with white families
outside the reservation.

 


Racism abounds. For
instance, it is racism that causes a white coroner to simply assume
a cause of death based on his preconceptions on Native-American
alcoholism. It is racism that puts Native children in white homes
when other solutions are available. It is racism that makes people
turn their heads whenever Renee walks into a white establishment.
Yet it seems that it is always Renee that is called on to do the
dirty work.

 


Truthfully, the mystery is
little more than laFavor’s essay on how her Native-American
community has been taken advantage of by people outside the tribe
who think they know better that those who are in it: social
workers, police, government agents, and pretty much everybody else.
And it is also a forum for the author to recount a number of
traditional tribal stories—almost as if laFavor—aware of her AIDS
diagnosis—wants to get down as many of them as she can.

 


For instance, here’s one
on conservation:

“It is important we learn to walk lightly, because the faces
of our unborn ancestors are looking up at us, relying on us to care
respectfully for their inheritance.”

 


And on harmony in
nature:

“When a bird picks up some of your hair and includes it in
their nest . . .all the little birds wake up every morning with
your scent and remember you forever.”

 


But I think that her
reference to the Movement—Native-American activism on racial
injustice that sometimes took a violent turn—is both the most
interesting and the most disappointing motif in the novel. It is
interesting because it was started partially due to broken treaties
with the U.S. Government. One “broken treaty” had to do with Native
Americans being kicked off their land because of gold mining;
another because of uranium extraction on tribal lands. Sound like
DAPL? Well, that’s because they are exactly the same. Under the
present government administration—20 years after the time of this
novel—what Big Oil wants, Big Oil gets. The Movement is
ongoing.

 


My disappointment stems
from the fact that laFavor gives us only tantalizing hints about
Renee’s and Caroline’s involvement in the Movement. We know that it
was often dangerous and involved covert operations, but we are
never given any details; never given even a single flashback scene
to make Renee’s memories vivid or even believable. This becomes
even more of an obvious omission when, toward the end of the novel,
Renee gets involved in one of the most harrowing and dangerous
situations in lesbian mystery fiction.

 


Because laFavor is still
the only Native-American to write lesbian mysteries,
Evil Dead Center must be
ranked among the important books in the genre. But that doesn’t
mean that it is a very enjoyable one. As I did for her earlier
book, I am going to give this one just enough of a rating—2.6 or
so—to jump it up to 3 on the Goodreads scale.

 


Final Rating:
2.6


Kimberly LaFontaine

(1979-)

 


Series: Angie Mitchell Mysteries

Main Character:
Angie Mitchell

Profession:
Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
24 & 25 (maybe she has a birthday)

Residence:
Ft. Worth, Texas

Love Interest:
Lauren Lucelli (singer, graduate
student)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Beer

Best Friend:
Leslie (no last name given, straight art
historian), Jimmy (no last name given, gay computer
tech)

Heat Index:
3.9

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This
Series:


Picking Up The Pace, 2005


Preying On
Generosity,
2007

Discussion:

The author has also written
a lesbian romance. I read what appears to be the first printing of
the Intaglio edition of Picking up the
Pace.

 



Picking Up The Pace

First things first. Angie
Mitchell is a young reporter for the Ft. Worth Tribune. In
virtually her first day as a crime-beat reporter, she stumbles on a
series of crimes involving homeless victims. It seems that one of
their number—on the run from the law—has organized a gang whose
main goal seems to be to rob and beat others in the homeless
community. Why they didn’t go out and beat and rob people who
actually had money is one of those questions we’ll never know the
answer to.

 


That’s not really a
problem, because nothing in the book really bears close scrutiny.
The plot, the characters, the point of view, the ending, even the
title, simply haven’t had the amount of work put into them that
they need. In fact, although LaFontaine is listed as a free-lance
newspaper reporter, Picking up the
Pace reads like what it is: a young
first-time novelist’s initial offering. The prose itself is filled
with words like groaning, chuckling, and grinning and sentences
like “Angie put on her best scowl and
faced the singer, but it crumbled the moment she met warm eyes and
a cute little pouting lip.”

 


The most interesting thing
about the novel in my opinion is that it is a coming-out story.
Angie has always been a man’s woman until she meets the sexy singer
Lauren Lucelli. The author spends a lot of time in Angie’s head as
the young woman tries to come to terms with her growing attraction
to Lauren. This part of the novel is fairly well done, and because
I have to fill up some space, here is a list of other lesbian
mystery protagonists who were straight when the books they are
featured in first begin.

Gina Dartt’s Kate Shannon,
Iza Moreau’s Sue-Ann McKeown, Marion Foster’s Harriet
Fordham-Croft, Ronica Black’s Erin MacKenzie, Barbara Wilson’s Pam
Nilsen, Nicole Upson’s Josephine Tey, Vicki P. McConnell’s Nyla
Wade, and possibly even Claire Macquet’s Harriet Wilson. Few of
these protagonists go as deeply into her inner conflict as does
Angie. Unfortunately, most of the books they are featured in are
superior to Picking up the
Pace in just about every other
way.

 


My suggestion: if you have
a copy of this book, go ahead and give it a 2, then give it away
without reading it. If you don’t have a copy, even
better.

 


Final Rating:
2


Lori L. Lake

(1960-)

 


Series 1:
Gun Series

Main Character:
Desiree (Dez) Reilly

Profession:
Police Patrol Sergeant

Type of Mystery:
Action/Adventure

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
St. Paul, Minnesota

Love Interest:
Jaylynn Savage (victim/ police
officer)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:

Gun Shy,
2001


Under the Gun,
2002


Have Gun We'll Travel, 2005


Jump the Gun,
2013 (Goldie Finalist, Rainbow Finalist)

Discussion:

Lori L. Lake is the pen name of Lori
M. Loughney. In addition
to two series of lesbian mysteries, is also the author of numerous
crime stories and romances. She is certainly one of the top 10
best-selling lesbian mystery writers of the 21st century and has won
many awards. In addition, her essays on writing are insightful and
important. On e of them is listed in the References section of this
book. Lake publishes all of her lesbian mysteries in ebook form
under her own imprint of Launch Point Press.

~ ~ ~

Series 2: Public Eye Mysteries

Main Character: Leona (Leo) Reese

Profession: Police Officer

Type of Mystery:

Age in first book: 33

Residence: Duluth, Minnesota

Love Interest: Daria (attorney)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: Merlot

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Buyer's Remorse, 2011


A Very Public Eye, 2012
(Rainbow Winner, Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

See above.


Kristin Lambert

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Millie Coleman

Profession: Speakeasy Employee

Type of Mystery: Historical /
Whodunit

Age in First Book: Late teens or early
20s

Residence: New Orleans, Louisiana

Love Interest: Olive (bar
waitress)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Boy in the Red
Dress, 2020

Discussion:

This Young Adult novel takes place in New
Orleans in 1929/1930. As the story opens, a woman shows up at a
queer-friendly speakeasy called The Cloak and Dagger looking for a
boy who is now working as a cross-dressing singer. When the woman
later falls from a balcony and is killed, the singers suspected of
pushing her. Millie, a bisexual girl who is overseeing the bar for
her aunt, must investigate to clear him.


Susan Landis-Steward

(1952-)

 


Series: Erik Walton/Liz Gearhart
Mysteries

Main Character: Erika (Erik)
Walton

Profession: Unemployed (ex-police
detective)

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age: 34

Residence: Portland, Oregon

Love Interest: Liz Gerhart (early 40s,
therapist)

Pet: A horse named Saber

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Blind Leading the Blind,
2011

Discussion:

Although this is listed as “the first book in the Erik Walton/Liz Gearhart mystery
series,” it seems to be the only one. There is a rumor that
a second book. Blind Spot, was to follow, but it never did.
The two quick twists here are that 1. Erik has been suspended from
her position as police detective and 2. Liz is blind. For other
novels featuring a blind lesbian sleuth, see Diane and Jacob
Anderson-Minshall’s Blind Eye Mysteries series. Erik was once a
barrel racer on the rodeo circuit.


Leigh Landry

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Erin Sonnier / Samantha (Sam) Ardoin

Profession:
n/a / Police Sergeant

Type of Mystery:
Murder / Arson

Age in First Book:
Sam is 2 years older than Erin

Residence:
Etta, Louisiana

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
Dr. Pepper / n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Out to Get Her, 2023

Discussion:

Landry is primarily a contemporary romance
writer, so this book is borderline rom / sus.


Edale Lane

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1:
Wellington Mysteries

Main Character:
Stetson Goody

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Historical

Age in First Book:
28

Residence:
London, U.K.

Love Interest:
Evelyn (burlesque performer)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Daring Duplicity, 2022 (Lesfic Bard Finalist)


Perilous Passages, 2022


Daunting Dilemmas, 2022

Discussion:

Book 1 is a series of 5
long stories or novellas. The protagonist, Goody Stetson, is a
woman who introduces herself as the secretary or associate of
Xavier Wellington, a famous detective. But it turns out that there
is no Mr. Wellington. Goody solves the cases by herself.

 



Daring Duplicity

To her clients, Stetson Goody is simply ace
detective Xavier Wellington’s assistant. In fact, there is no Mr.
Wellington and Stetson works the cases by herself. The only other
example of a detective pretending to be an assistant is in the
Enola Holmes mysteries—most of which were published before
Daring Duplicity. Interestingly, both take place in Victorian London in the
1880s.

 


Although I read most of the
first story in this volume, I found myself not really caring about
the outcome. Maybe it was my mood. I will probably revisit this
series when I have more leisure.

 


Final
Rating: Did not finish

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
Lessons in Murder

Main Character:
Jenna Ferrari / Miranda (Randi) McLeod

Profession:
Police Detective Lieutenant / English
Professor

Type of Mystery:
Academic / Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
32 / ‘mid-thirties”

Residence:
Roanoke, VA

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
beer / wine cooler

Pet: Cat named Bandit / German Shepherd named Byron

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
3.5

Titles in this
series:


Meeting over Murder, 2022


Skimming around
Murder, 2022


New Year in Murder, 2022


Heart of Murder, 2023


Reprise in Murder, 2023

Discussion:

The author also writes
horror novels under the name of Melodie Romeo. I don’t know which
is the pseudonym. Maybe both. All of these
books except the last two are probably novellas.

 



Meeting over Murder

This book raises a couple
of subjects for further study. The first is to discuss the recent
popularity of the novella genre. This I will leave to
you.

 


The second is connected to
the first. At 133 pages, Meeting Over
Murder it is probably too short to be
called a novel, so should it be rated as a novel or as a novella
for the purpose of giving it a rating? In the long run, it is the
quality of the story, the relationships, and the writing itself
that should determine its value. In this novel, most of these are
average. Some of the dialogue, for instance, is just a touch
formal, using he is or you are (just as examples) instead of he’s
or you’re, which are seen most often in conversation.

 


In addition, some of the
inner dialogue is awkward, using the “talking-to-yourself” method
instead of free indirect discourse. “Don’t
jump to conclusions.” Instead of
“She knew that she shouldn’t jump to
conclusions.” or “No, no, focus. You must stop checking out every woman you
meet.” I suspect that some people actually
do talk themselves like that, but it’s kind of a literary
flaw.

 


The novel reminds me of a
handful of generic, “no frills” paperbacks that came out in 1981
Black and white covers, no author names, and titles like
Science Fiction and Romance. At approximately the same time, grocery stores carried cans
of legumes with black and white labels that simply read
“Peas.”

 


Just about everything
about Meeting Over Murder
is uncontroversial. The two protagonists and
sympathetic, the mystery is engaging, and the writing is
unexceptional. The culprit is predictable and you just know that
one of the two protagonists are going to end up alone in a room
with the killer. In other words, it is the perfectly average
generic lesbian mystery: the perfect book to read if you have never
read a lesbian mystery before and never want to read one again. But
does that mean it deserves a perfect rating? Well, no. As a novel
or even a story, it is average in just about every way.

 


Two things did strike me
in a positive way. The first was that the procedural investigation
is fine; not too much, not too little. The forensics team was
relatively lucky. The other is that Randi—although she hints that
she has always liked women, has never actually had a relationship
with one. I have never seen quite that configuration before in a
lesbian mystery novel.

 


So give it an average
score: 3.0, maybe. Go on to the next? Well, I probably don’t have
the time, but maybe you do.

 


Final
Rating: 3


 


J.T. Langdon

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Siobhan Donohue Mysteries

Main Character:
Siobhan Kiernan Donohue

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative, Erotic

Age in First Book:
About 33

Residence:
Manhattan, New York

Love Interest:
Felicia (Felix) Kramer

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Varied

Best Friend:
None Given

Heat Index:
5

Romance Index:
2.5

Titles in This
Series:


For I Have Sinned, 2004


Quid Pro Quo,
2005

Discussion:

I can find out little
about J.T. Langdon. In her article on pseudonyms, Lori L. Lake says
he is male, but at least one website describes Langdon as “she.”
Langdon he has written a number of other books that seem to be
unabashed lesbian erotica.

 



For I Have Sinned

Butch PI Siobhan Donohue,
although from a much different family background, had a warm
friendship with Felicia Kramer throughout their teenage years in
Boston. She was also close to Felix’s much younger sister Helen.
But like all such friendships, the girls drew apart when Siobhan
moved to New York and Felix relocated to Seattle. But little sister
Helen’s life took a much sadder turn—she became a stripper, hooker,
and crackhead—and was found dead near a flophouse at the young age
of 24. When Siobhan and Felix are reunited at Helen’s funeral,
Felix hires her to prove that the death was not an
accident.

 


The idea that abandoning
Helen may have contributed to her poor life choices causes a great
deal of guilt for both Siobhan and Felix and they begin spending a
lot of time together. And think about it: what
would cause a
well-brought-up young woman from a well-to-do family to end up as
she did? So the basic premise of the novel, as well as the
investigation and resolution of Siobhan’s case, are interesting and
well plotted.

 


In fact, Langdon may be a
better writer than he thinks he is. He has a first-rate cast and
storyline, but that’s where the kudos end. Instead of getting just
a bit deeper into psychology and backstory, the author chooses to
insert as many raunchy sexual scenes as he possibly can. The Travis
Bickle (who assumed that all movies were fuck movies) of lesbian
mystery writers, Langdon seems to be someone who thinks of “book”
as “fuck book.” Just when things get interesting, he inserts
unbelievable sex scenes into the chapters in inappropriate places.
Siobhan has sex with a stripper, a hooker, a stranger, and her best
friend, as well as phone sex with her secretary and her dominatrix.
She even finds time to masturbate at Helen’s funeral. But these sex
scenes, gratuitous as they are, are not even done well. In fact
they are more like Penthouse Letters to the Editor (or so I’m
told). So too are Siobhan’s reflections on women. She ogles every
woman she sees and fantasizes about most of them in a way that
reminds me more of a 16-year-old pimple-faced boy than an
experienced, mature lesbian.

 


Here’s the tragedy. I
believe that Langdon wrote this to be mainly erotica; the fact that
it is a full-fledged mystery with a wonderful premise seems
incidental to him. The book could be cleaned up by not just a good
editor, but a decent one. Get rid of all the sex except with Felix,
delete the stupid asides Siobhan has with herself like
“or maybe I needed to get
laid,” “I’m such
a sweetie pie,” “I tried not to drool,”
“I wanted to skip the egg rolls and have
her for dinner instead,”
“Damn, she had a nice
rack,” and best of all
“The sound of my fly being unzipped sliced
through the air like a crack of thunder.”
Make it all go away. And, oh yeah, get rid of the numerous typos
and reformat the book so that each chapter begins a new page. A
more professional cover wouldn’t hurt either.

 


As it is, rate this one
anywhere from 1.5 to 2.4—it’s still going to round off to a 2.
Which is 2 bad; the premise is so good that I almost want to go on
and read the second one just to see if Siobhan and her new and old
friends work everything out.

 


Final Rating:
1.8


Nadine LaPierre

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Constable Danielle Renaud Thrillers

Main Character:
Marie Danielle Renaud

Profession:
RCMP Constable

Type of Mystery:
Police Investigation

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada

Love Interest:
Diana Nathalie Bordeau (veterinarian, songwriter,
32)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Sangria, Geneva Gin

Best Friend:
Lily Marsh (age not given, lesbian
attorney)

Heat Index:
4+

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This
Series:


The Slayer,
2011

Discussion:

Although the author page of
this book contains a listing for the second book in this
series, Verity and the Virgin
Queen, it seems to have never been
published. I suspect that Frisson, which is listed as the publisher
of The Slayer, is
LaPierre herself. It was printed by CreateSpace. The author, like
her character Danielle Renaud, grew up near Quebec and moved to
Halifax, Nova Scotia.

 



The Slayer

Whoa; here's something I
wasn't expecting. I purchased The
Slayer primarily so I could get free
shipping for a recent book order. At the time I ordered it, I was
not even sure that it was a mystery. The book, when it arrived, was
an attractive size and it was well formatted—more accessible for my
taste than the often-unwieldy Regal Crest/Quest books. Because it
was almost certainly printed by CreateSpace, I assumed it to be
self-published (under the aegis of Frisson Books. So far so
good.

 


The prologue—although just as unnecessary as
most prologues, was written better and held my interest better than
most. Then we meet RCMP Constable Danielle (not Dannie, please)
Renaud, who has left her birthplace near Quebec to take a job in
Halifax, Nova Scotia. At first blush, she is simply Claire McNab’s
Carole Ashton transplanted from Australia to Canada—an incredibly
beautiful, statuesque out blonde with a hard-to-match work ethic.
But I think Danielle is a more rounded, more professionally written
character than Carol. And she has a good backstory. She has a habit
of speaking her ideas into a tape recorder; a convincing and fairly
unique motif. So, still good.

 


In fact, once you get
through the first dozen chapters and figure out who the characters
are, The Slayer is a pretty remarkable book. On loan from her department to
the Special Crimes Unit, Danielle is assigned to look into a cold
case—the death of a nurse a year and a half earlier. Danielle digs
into this seemingly impossible-to-solve case and manages to dig up
a few new facts no one else had been able to find, while trying to
juggle a personal life that includes no less than five women
dancing around each other like mating birds. Misdirections
abound—but they are misdirections well conceived.

 


The reader (along with Danielle) learns a
lot about forensics and psychology without the author making us
think of homework. Danielle's knowledge of different types of data
searches gets a bit forced, but everything else—including a
knowledge of veterinary supplies and types of drugs—are spot-on
believable. And hey, LaPierre knows her way around the bedroom,
too; you can look forward to a couple of delicious sex scenes that
are almost worth the price of the book (plus shipping).

 


The author takes a lot of
chances and almost always gets away with what she attempts. The
plot often careens like a tilt-a-whirl, but rather than thinking
that there might be a method to the madness, I suspect that there
is genius in that madness instead. The
Slayer is simply one of the most
well-plotted books I have ever read. Add this to a plethora of
interesting characters and a total lack of typos, and you have the
makings of a must-read.

 


But the book is not all gold and emeralds.
It is difficult at times to figure out who is romancing who, a
couple of these relationships are not properly brought to a close,
there are a few clumsy point of view shifts, needless dream
sequences are thrown in here and there, and don't even get me
started on the last paragraph!

 


All in all, though, it is an exciting and
well-written mystery. I recommend this book pretty highly and wish
the author would tweak it just a bit. And here’s a clue. Books
published on demand are free to revise and the author doesn’t have
to even buy any copies herself. Ditto for ebooks. Second edition,
anyone? As it is now, I'll call it 3.7.

 


Final Rating:
3.7


Anne Laughlin

(1955-))

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Beth Ellis / Sally Sullivan

Profession:
College Dean / Police Chief

Type of Mystery:
Academic, Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
40 / Late 30s

Residence:
Mount Avery, (Illinois?)

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
Gin and Tonic / Not given

Pet: None / 2 Labs, Betty and Lou

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
2.5

Romance Index:
2.5

Title:

Veritas,
2009 (Goldie Winner)

Other Lesbian Mystery
Titles:

Runaway, 2012 (Goldie Winner)


The Acquittal, 2014 (Goldie Winner, Rainbow
Winner, Lambda Finalist)


A Date to Die, 2017

Discussion:

Laughlin is or was a real
estate agent in Chicago. She has written several other stand-alone
lesbian mysteries, but as far as I know, none are in a series. She
also wrote an erotic novel under the pen name of Lesley Gowan. Like
Lori L. Lake—and me—she is a spokesperson for the lesbian mystery
genre. I read the first printing of the Bold Strokes paperback
edition of this book.

 


Veritas

If you think about it,
stand-alone novels are best suited for the lesbian mystery genre.
The obvious reason is that most readers of lesbian mysteries are
also readers of lesbian romances; in fact, they read far more
romances than mysteries. In a series of mysteries featuring the
same character, say Kate Halton in Helen Shacklady’s delightful Liz
and Kate mysteries set in the UK, we only get one chance—in
The Patterned Flute— to see Kate meet and fall in love with Liz Sharpe. In the
second and third novels we see them together after they are a
couple. Ditto with Kate Delafield who, after a couple of flings in
her first two adventures, meets and woos Aimee Grant in
The Beverly Malibu. In most of the following books, Aimee (and romance) are
mostly just window dressing. In other words the romance—if not the
sex—is pretty much gone by the second book in a series.

 


Because there is no
follow-up (at least not yet) to Veritas, we can sit back and
enjoy two people getting to know each other for the first time and
even bite our figurative nails as we watch the mystery unravel. And
what a pleasure it is! Beth Ellis and Sally Sullivan are
intelligent, well-drawn characters just different enough to look
like the makings of a good couple. When a little-liked professor is
murdered at the small college where Beth has just been made a dean,
the two are thrown together for the first time. And, of course,
sparks fly.

 


I always enjoy academic
mysteries and for the most part, this one is more enjoyable than
most. It seems that the dead man was disliked by almost everyone
except the college’s new president—a nonacademic appointed by a
Board of Trustees from the business world. Why
did the
president hire the man? And why would he threaten to fire Beth
unless she convinced the tenure committee to grant him tenure? It
is a lively book with a lively host of lesbians, including the
irrepressible Mel, a garage mechanic with a heart as large as her
libido. With about 30 pages to go, I was ready to assign this book
a rate (for me) 5-star rating.

 


But then things changed.
In the last few chapters—after most readers would have assumed the
book was over (except, of course for the fact that there were still
a couple of chapters to go), Laughlin subtly, then completely,
changed the tone of the novel. What was intelligent step-by-step
storytelling suddenly leaps into violent action; what I treasured
as a believable ending to a puzzling mystery suddenly twisted into
the same old chestnut of having the crimes committed by someone
that just happens to be completely (but secretly)
insane.

 


Of all the books I have
read in this genre—over 300—this book reminds me most of T.I.
Alvarado’s Wanted, which sprinkled
off-tone and over-the-top violence into an otherwise very enjoyable
novel. In Veritas, the tone changes come
only at the end. It isn’t just that I was disappointed at the
ending; I was shocked by it too. The prose is as well crafted as
the rest of the book, but the story completely changes. It is as if
Laughlin lifted the ending from another book and tacked it onto one
already finished. The first ending resorted to only a few mild
implausibilities; the final ending contained so many contrivances
that they ruined what could have been a very fine addition to the
genre—one in which the romance—from the handshake to the
bedroom—was really quite well done.

 


Final Rating:
3.4


Jessica Lauren

(1965-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Emma Kendrick

Profession:
Associate Editor for a women’s publishing
house

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
25

Residence:
Washington, D.C.

Love Interest:
Barbara (Bobbi) Campbell

Drink of Choice:
Mineral Water

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Carlotta (Carly) Velasquez (lesbian computer
programmer)

Heat Index
: 0

Romance Index:
0

Title:


She Died Twice,
1991

Discussion:

Jessica Lauren is the
pseudonym of Jessica Fagerhaugh. Here is my full review of
She Died Twice. I read
the first printing of the New Victoria Publishers
edition.

 



She Died Twice

This is another winner for
New Victoria, made even more impressive by the fact that the author
was only 25 when she wrote it. On the surface, it tells the story
of Emma Kendrick’s childhood friendship with Natalie Mercer, who
suddenly disappeared at the age of eight. Over the years, Emma
buried the image of Natalie somewhere deep within her. But when
Natalie’s body is found, seventeen years later, Emma’s memories
begin to return.

 


The story is told from
Emma’s point of view but from two time frames. In the present, Emma
is asked by one of Natalie’s old neighbors to look into her death.
So, despite her own reservations and that of her best friend Carly,
she begins to ask questions. No, this isn't a thriller in which
Emma eventually and stupidly finds herself alone with a killer.
Rather, it is a story of loss and love and friendship and
abandonment, as Emma loses first her father, then Natalie, then her
girlfriend Judy. Even her friend Carly is thinking of changing jobs
and moving to a city far away.

 


But there are also
chapters in which Emma has vivid memories of herself and Natalie in
the past: in their hidden fort, playing house, talking of the
future, just being together in the cold, lonely world. She begins
to remember specifics that she had never thought about before—the
fact that Natalie once showed up for school with a cast on her arm,
her fright at having to leave her home to visit her father after
her mother has remarried, the memory of Natalie leaving the school
counselor’s office—memories that make her think that Natalie might
have been abused.

 


Although there are lots of
lesbians in this one, there is no romance and no sex; the book
doesn't call for it. There are a couple of glitches that I am
mentioning only in the hope that Lauren reads this and corrects
them in any new editions. First, there is a page in which Emma
remembers her grandfather having a serious talk with her when she
was 14. In the next paragraph, she tells her mother that her
grandfather died when she was 12. A second glitch is just an
omission. Emma meets Pat Carroll, an older lesbian that she has
admired for years, not only for her work in the women’s movement
but for her startlingly good looks. When Carly tells her that Pat
has the hots for Lauren, Lauren simply doesn't respond. My god, she
has to at least have some thoughts about that. For the record,
although I pegged the villain on page 22, I did not guess the
murderer. But that’s okay, Emma didn't’ either.

 


As far as I know, Lauren,
who, like Natalie, was abused as a child, managed to calm her inner
demons and live a normal life without having to resort again to
literature. Give this one as close to 4 stars as you can without
going over. It should be on everyone’s to-read list, although maybe
not as high as some others.

 


Final Rating:
4


Patrice Lawrence

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Rudbeckia (Becks)

Profession: Student

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age in First Book: 16

Residence: Hackney, London, U.K.

Love Interest: China

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:

Title:


Eight Pieces of
Silva, 2020

Discussion:

This book, which seems to be only a
borderline mystery, is aimed at readers between 12 and 17. The main
character is a mixture of African and Asian ancestry. Becks, our
protagonist, is left at home with her slightly older stepsister
while their parents go off on a wedding trip. When the stepsister
disappears, it is up to Becks to find her. Lawrence is a Black
author from the U.K.

 



Erica Lawson

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1: Edda Case Mysteries

Main Character: Edda Case

Profession: Handbag Designer

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: 52

Residence: The fictional city of
Cambridge, no state given

Love Interest: Delia Parsons (late
forties, nurse)

Pet: A cat named Jasper

Drink of Choice: Coffee

Best Friend: Davie (late 30s, no last
name given, insurance agent)

Heat Index: 0

Romance Index: 2.5

Title:


The Case of the Beggars'
Coppice, 2015

Discussion: Although this is listed as
“An Edda Case Mystery,” it seems to be the only one. See below for
the listing of a stand-alone mystery that the author published in
2009.

 



The Case of the Beggars' Coppice

When Edda Case’s partner of 12 years dies of
cancer, Edda needs some solitary time to grieve. To escape the
well-meaning but unwanted condolences from her friends, she decides
to temporarily switch houses with an old friend who lives in
another city. Thereby begins the tale.

 


In her new residence, she meets neighbor
David, who is so friendly and flirty that it is almost creepy.
Somehow he wheedles his way into Edda’s life and becomes her
protector. Due to the fact that Edda seems to be continually
getting herself injured, she also meets nurse Delia Parsons, a
woman who, after devoting much of her youth to taking care of a
sick mother, thinks that her chances of happiness are over.

 


One night, Edda looks out her window and sees
a light in a nearby cemetery. When she sees it again a couple of
nights later, she becomes obsessed with finding out what caused it.
With David as an unwitting helper, she researches the area and
decides that it is necessary for her to dig up a grave.

 


But that’s pretty much enough said about the
plot. To me, this reads like a novel that the author wrote in her
twenties and is just now getting around to publishing—without
anyone around to forcefully dissuade her. In some places,
particularly in the mystery of the glowing light, and in David’s
odd reluctance to visit the cemetery, it is as if she had intended
the book to be for a young adult audience. Much of her style is
also pointed in that direction. Even the title—a Nancy Drew-type
title if there ever was one, is very forced—like someone dared the
author to write a book entitled The Case of the Beggar’s
Coppice.” It is clickbait.

 


The book heats up action-wise near the end,
but it would take a long session to explain the implausibility of
pretty much everything that goes on. The cliché “more holes than a
Swiss cheese” comes to mind. Although it is an easy read, the
budding friendship between Edda and Delia is about the only thing
that I really enjoyed about the book. Edda’s constant guilt trip
about enjoying her life—or anything at all—while June, her partner,
is dead is overly and very obviously emphasized at every turn. It
is as if the author is refusing to let poor Edda enjoy the
pleasures of a new relationship and is cautioning any readers in a
similar situation to do the same. Pretty limiting stuff.

 


And the mysterious light that caused Edda to
get battered and beaten up numerous times? Never explained, unless
the author is trying to let us know that her deceased lover June is
trying to send her some kind of a message—despite the fact that
June is buried elsewhere. There is at least one other important
motif—the shovel in her back yard—that is never explained

 


If there is another book in the series in the
future, I hope that the author’s maturity is more evident.

 


Final Rating: 2.3

~ ~ ~

Series 2: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Morgan O’Callaghan

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Police Procedural

Age: n/a

Residence: New York, New York

Love Interest: Andrea Worthington
(assistant district attorney)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Possessing Morgan, 2009 (Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

A tough-as-nails detective meets rich
socialite district attorney and sparks fly. This novel, as well as
at least one of her other novels, began as Xena fanfic.


 


Jess Lea

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Murder Under the Gum Trees

Main Character:
Bess Campbell

Profession:
Gallery Owner

Type of Mystery:
n/a

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Port Bannir, Australia

Love Interest:
Margaret Kelly (museum curator)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


A Curious Woman,
2019


A Curious Visit, 2023

Discussion:

Cozy murders in a little town on the coast
of Australia. Jess Lea seems to be the pseudonym of an author I
have not yet identified.

 



Eliza Lentzski

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Don’t Call Me Hero

Main Character: Cassidy Miller

Profession: Cold Case Detective
(ex-marine)

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: n/z

Residence: Minneapolis, Minnesota

Love Interest: Julia Desjardin (city
prosecutor)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Don't Call Me Hero, 2014


Damaged Goods, 2015


Cold Blooded Lover, 2017


One Little Secret, 2019


Grave Mistake, 2021


Stolen Hearts, 2023

Discussion:

The first two books in this series may not be
actual mysteries, despite the fact that Cassidy is a police
officer. In books 3 and 4, though, she investigates a case. Much
flashback to her military career.


Kristen Lepionka

(1983-)

 


Series: Roxane Weary Mysteries

Main Character: Roxane Weary

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: 34 (35 in book
3)

Residence: Columbus, Ohio

Love Interest: Catherine Walsh (artist
and professor)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Crown Royal scotch
whisky, Woodford Reserve bourbon

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: 2

Romance Index: 1

Titles in This Series:


The Last Place You Look, 2017


What You Want To See, 2018 (Goldie
Winner)


The Stories You Tell, 2019


Once You Go This Far, 2020

Discussion:

Roxie is bisexual, but seems to have more of
an intense relationship with a woman. Lepionka has a mainstream
publisher and has won a Shamus Award.

 


Note: I listened to the audio version of book
3, read by Allyson Ryan.

 



The Last Place You Look

I didn’t want to publish The Art of the
Lesbian Mystery Novel without reviewing at least one of the
Roxane Weary novels. Roxane is one of the last few fictional
lesbian private investigators to be created before 2020—when the
first printing of The Art of the Lesbian Mystery Novel came
out. And as it turns out, she is one of the best.

 


The series begins at a low point in Roxie’s
life. Her dad, a police officer and seemingly a bully, was gunned
down six months before and Roxie can’t seem to get over it. She has
literally drunk herself under a table when she gets a phone call
from a potential client. Seems that the client’s brother is on
death row for a murder she swears he didn’t commit and she wants
Roxie to prove his innocence.

 


The book is excellent on several levels.
Probably the best is Roxie’s own first-person point of view. It is
what I might call philosophical introspection, such as “The
universe sends you he same lesson over and over until you
learn.”

 


In other words, there is something very
likable about bruised, plodding, and intoxicated Roxane Weary.

 


Another plus is the plot. Roxie finds clues
where others have not been able to and she is able to build them up
and up until . . .until they break apart and she has to begin over
again. And then again.

 


The crime is almost totally unbelievable
until you realize that you have seen headlines about the very same
thing several times over the last few years. And although race is
only a minor part of the plot—the man on death row is black—the
following observation cuts to the heart of what is going on in
almost every major city in the country as I write this:

 


“I wondered if Veronica and Sarah would
ever be able to look at a police officer again without
fear.”

 


Roxane happens to be occasionally sleeping
with Tom Heitker, her father’s ex-partner on the force. Yet she
seems obsessed with getting back with ex-lover Catherine Walsh, who
generally treats poor Roxane shabbily. Yet the sex with Catherine
is described in greater detail than that with Tom.

 


I started to say that this book lacks a clear
window into the LGBTQ world, but that wouldn’t be quite right.
Although the word ‘lesbian’ is never used, Roxie is clearly
disturbed when she finds out that Catherine has a new girlfriend.
And a side story has one of the teen girl characters secretly in
love with her best friend. Both threads add much to the story.

 


And at times throughout the novel, I couldn’t
help but think of fictional private eyes who came before: Nell Fury
and Emma Victor in particular. Lepionka takes what they have taught
her and goes beyond. That is how writing should work. Give this one
top marks, or almost.

 


Note: I read the ebook version of this novel
that was available on Amazon on June 10, 2020.

 


Final Rating: 4.75

 



What You Want To See

I was a bit burned out on reading for a
while, having had to literally slog through three straight
mysteries that I couldn’t for the life of me get interested in. So
what a relief it was that, when I began What You Want To
See, I sailed through the first few chapters without seeming to
take a breath. The smooth narration, fast-paced plot, and
believable and sympathetic relationships make this book—and this
series—a must read.

 


Six months have passed since the events in
The Last Place You Look, and business is slow until Roxane
is hired by an elderly, mild-mannered printing shop owner to see if
his younger fiancé is having an affair. But before Roxie can find a
definitive answer, the woman is murdered. And, of course, her
client is the main suspect.

 


Unraveling the case entails a great deal of
exciting, old-fashioned detective work. A lot of violence ensues,
like stabbings, shootings, and pistol whipping. Mostly, though, it
is just good, solid sleuthing.

 


Several recurring plotlines give the book
some depth. First, Roxane’s sexual relationship with her father’s
old partner has seemingly come to an end—more to her chagrin than
to his. Second, Shelby, an 18-year-old character from book 1, has
temporarily moved into Roxie’s apartment until she can find a place
of her own. Third, Catherine Walsh—the woman Roxane is in love
with—has ditched her husband and is more than hinting that she
would like to get back together with Roxane. And finally, Roxie is
trying to curb her drinking problem despite having to stress about
all of the above.

 


Remember in my review of book 1 I mentioned
that Roxane often comes to a dead end in her enquiries and has to
begin again? Well, in this one she solves several taxing cases and
realizes that she still has not solved the case she was originally
hired for.

 


A lot has happened and it seems that families
and their sometimes unfathomable intricacies are at the heart of it
all. It’s a tough book in some ways, reminding me of Raymond
Chandler and especially Ross McDonald. Roxane muses, “But what I
kept thinking about was mostly how everyone came out of this worse
off.” Not a good feeling for a detective, but an honest
one.

 


A plus is a short tutorial about how the
bitcoin system works, the first use I have noticed in the genre of
that system.

 


Final Rating: 4.8

 



The Stories You Tell

This one starts close to home when Roxane’s
brother Andrew asks her to find an old girlfriend. It seems that
Addison had paid him a short visit and was acting wonky enough for
him to fear for her safety before she fled out into the night and
disappeared. When the woman’s two best friends also express worry
about Addison, Roxane decides to take the case.

 


A more smoothly written mystery is hard to
find. Roxane goes from one clue to another, always picking up just
enough information from one suspect to lead her to the next. The
interconnections between characters and events are intricate and
plausible. And just as Lepionka gave us some insight into bitcoin
in the previous novel, in this one we get a glance into the
algorithms that go into running a social media platform—a motif
that permeates the novel.

 


Roxane’s various relationships continue to
develop. Her obsession with her late father, her love affair with
Catherine, and friendship with young Shelby, who had moved into the
apartment above Roxane’s and provides an ear and an occasional
plate of gourmet cooking. And Roxy’s battle with the bottle
continues.

 


I suspect that straight readers will like
this third entry into the Weary series more than her lesbian ones.
Her relationship with Catherine—strong at the beginning of the
book, begins to unravel just at the time her ex-lover Tom begins to
have cold feet toward his new girlfriend Pam, who is pressuring him
for an engagement ring. In other words, bisexual Roxane seems to be
moving away from women and toward men as the novel ends. But
because this is a motif that Lepionka seems to be playing with
throughout the series, we will see who Roxane ends up with.
Hopefully, it will be with someone other than Catherine—who seems
to have no good qualities—or Tom—who seems to have too many. And
although I’m not sure of Tom’s age, he sometimes gives off the air
of the older man, father-surrogate, which is slightly
disturbing.

 


The only quibble I have with The Stories
You Tell is the “coincidental” appearance of two characters
from previous books who are neither friends nor family. An
underworld figure she has dealt with before just happens to own the
business where the missing woman worked, giving Roxane the ability
to enter the joint as she pleases. Another “acquaintance,” a fairly
sleazy PR company owner, just happens to be high up in the company
that owns the social media app. I mentioned above. This can be
forgiven once, but it gets old.

 


Final Rating: 4.5


Julia Lieber

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Loy Lombard Mysteries

Main Character:
Aloysia (Loy) Lombard

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-Police Detective,
ex-Navy)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
41

Residence:
Asheville, North Carolina

Love Interest:
Hunter Lyle (TV Reporter)

Pet: 2 unnamed tomcats

Drink of Choice:
Bourbon

Best Friend:
Sam McLean, a straight man and her ex-partner on
the police force.

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


There Came Two
Angels, 2004


The Blue Scorpion, 2005

Discussion:

Julia Lieber is the
pseudonym of an author that I have not yet identified. She works as
a lawyer in Knoxville. I read the first Alyson printing of this
novel.

 



There Came Two Angels

An article should be
written about this ability of some authors to rope in a reader
immediately just from the voice alone. Baxter Clare does this with
her L.A. Franco series, as does Claire McNab with the five books in
the Kylie Kendall series. T. I. Alvarado is another. Well, add
Julia Lieber to the list. Her style is straightforward and
compelling. In other words, I liked Loy Lombard at first
sight.

 


The plot could have come
straight out of the newspapers—maybe it did. A former senator is
found in a hotel room with a male hustler. Not good, but even
worse, the senator heads up a family-values organization that
despises gays. And to top it off, the hustler is dead and the
Senator—Jasper Slade—is charged with his murder. It seems like a
pretty cut and dried case until a honcho from Slade’s right-wing
organization hires Loy Lombard (has there ever been a more sultry,
cinematic name for a lesbian PI?) to prove that Slade was
framed.

 


Of course Slade doesn’t
know that Loy is a dyke and she isn’t about to tell him—it is her
first real case as a private investigator and she wants badly to
make good. Although she is appalled by Slade’s politics and
supposed hypocrisy, she is determined to find out the truth—even if
Slade is exonerated and his enemies in the LGBT community are found
to be the real criminals. It’s a very good beginning for a lesbian
mystery, no?

 


This may be Loy’s first
case, but she is no stranger to police work, having been a
detective in Charlotte for several years. Her backstory is
compelling and her authority is well drawn. Loy’s romance with
beautiful TV reporter Hunter Lyle is one that may make your own
heart beat a little faster. The plot is an exciting one with plenty
of action. Lieber’s concern with the division of church and state
is obvious as her plot meanders back and forth between right- and
left-wing organizations and the people in them. And unlike some
authors, Lieber does not portray the haters as devils. Each
character has both good and bad points. The mystery evolves until
it is not just one, but two, then three mysteries.

 


And if Lieber would have
stopped there, everything would have been okay. But for some
reason, she chose to have Loy delve into the situation even deeper,
despite the fact that the crimes had been solved and the murderers
brought to justice. And yes, Loy discovers a last piece of the
story, but it is a minor point and one that she could have put
elsewhere rather than make the reader go through another six or
seven chapters for almost no reward. Even worse, she allows Loy to
go through the clumsy tradition of explaining to her partner what
she had done and the steps she had gone through.

 


Then there is the
celebratory gathering after the fact where, for some reason, Lieber
decides to bring in biblical quotes to explain the book’s title.
It’s a cheesy thing to do and not part of our understanding of
Loy’s character.

 


Without the last half
dozen chapters, I would have given this book a solid 4-star rating.
With them, I have to give it less. I am tempted to order the second
book in the series—Lieber and Lombard have the potential to be a
great combination—but my order list is a long one and it would be
near the bottom.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Randye Lordon

(1954-)

 


Series: Sydney Sloane Mysteries

Main Character:
Sydney Jessica Sloane

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
39

Residence:
Manhattan, New York

Love Interest:
Leslie Washburn (somewhere in her mid to late
20s)

Drink of Choice:
Remy Martin Cognac

Pet A cat named Charlie (It’s a neighbor’s cat, but it pretty
much lives with her.)

Best Friend:
Gil, a straight male police officer

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


Brotherly Love,
1993


Sisters Keeper,
1994 (Lambda Finalist)


Father Forgive
Me,
1997 (Lambda Winner)


Mother May I,
1998 (Lambda Finalist)

Say Uncle, 1999


East of Niece, 2001


Son of a Gun, 2003

Discussion:

Randye Lordon either is or
was an innkeeper in New York. Although she wrote seven Sydney
Sloane novels in rather quick succession, she has not come out with
anything new in over a fifteen years—at least under this
name.

 



Brotherly Love

When Sydney Sloane is
going through the newspaper one morning, she sees the blurred photo
of an accused murderer who has escaped from prison. Oddly, the
murderer resembles her brother, who she has not seen for 15 years
and who was in fact reported to have been killed in Israel. She
didn’t like her brother much. He was older and both a liar and a
swindler. Still, she can’t believe he would murder anyone, so she
sets out to find—and clear—him.

 


The plot is a unique one,
with a few twists and turns that I totally did not anticipate. And
as with almost all entertaining lesbian mysteries, Sydney is
smitten with a young woman who is involved in the case. Sydney, of
course, is still smarting from her last romance that somehow went
sour and is reluctant to get involved. But for those of us who read
a lot of lesbian mysteries, this is almost a given. Then there is
the sinister dark stranger that tries to hire Sydney to find her
own brother for purposes of his own.

 


Although the romance is
thin, the action is hot and plentiful with more than one dead body
lying in the path of Sydney’s search. A couple of downers are the
fact that when Sydney becomes convinced that it was her long lost
brother that escaped from prison, her best friend Gil, a police
lieutenant, refuses to believe her despite reams of evidence. Then,
when Sydney is threatened by the dark stranger’s hooligans, she
decides not to tell the police about either one. “Why the hell
didn’t you tell me this sooner?” Gil asks her later. It was a plot
device, of course, that Lordon used to extend the book, but surely
she could have created a more believable sequence of events. One of
the oddest omissions, though comes in one of the two climactic
scenes when a man stumbles into a bar and falls down dead with a
bullet in him. Who’s that?” asks Gil. “I don’t know,” she responds.
Well, we never find out—even though his death saved Sydney’s life.
The “brother” motif is a good one and Lordon can be forgiven for
taking it maybe a tad too far, too late. Still, this is a
professional effort in many ways, with characters that are
enjoyable without being enthralling.

 


Call this one another
pretty good mystery by another pretty good writer. Give it a goodly
number of stars, but not too many. Not as many as four, for
instance.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Frances Lucas

(1956-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Diana Mendoza

Profession:
Lawyer and Scriptwriter

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
Boston, Massachusetts (although the story takes
place in Hollywood)

Love Interest:
Lauren Lytch (actor, age not given)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Patricia (Pat) Cordoba (producer)

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
4

Title:


If Looks Could Kill,
1995

Discussion:

Lucas has written two
other books. Although neither are mysteries, both look interesting.
She has written nothing since 1995. A pity.

 



If Looks Could Kill

It’s not that unusual for a
lesbian sleuth to get a crush on someone that is the prime suspect
in a murder. Harriet Fordham Croft has this experience in
The Monarchs are Flying,
the enjoyable first novel by Marion Foster. In fact both Harriet
and Diana Mendoza—the main character in If
Looks Could Kill—are lawyers. But while
the romance between Harriet and Leslie is somewhat casual, that
between Diana and up-and-coming actor Lauren Lytch smolders and
sizzles by turn.

 


In fact, it is the
relationship between these two characters that drives the novel.
And the reason is an odd one. The truth is, Diana dislikes Lauren
at first sight, not just because she seems stuck up, but because
she is white. That’s right, Diana—who is of Costa Rican
heritage—has racial issues.

 


Diana is a successful
Boston attorney who has found a side-niche consulting with
scriptwriters of crime dramas. She has even begun to write scripts
herself for a popular TV series, Milipitas
Knows. Because of her dark complexion,
Diana often feels that she is talked down to by “Anglos.” For this
reason, she is very reticent to even mingle with people who are not
Latinos. This becomes apparent when the blonde and beautiful Lauren
mistakes her for a waiter at a Hollywood party. Later, though,
Diana discovers Lauren in an unguarded emotional moment and,
against her better judgment, begins to like her.

 


It seems that several years
before, Lauren was blackmailed into marrying a real estate broker.
Now the husband has turned up dead. Although they have been
separated for years, Lauren just happens to have seen him on the
night he died and is, of course, suspected by the police. Can Diana
help her? Well, of course. “There was
something in Diana that responded to being needed.”
I love the interplay between the two women. It
might not be as sassy as the relationship in Lee Winters’
The Red Files or Robin
Brandeis’ She Scoops to
Conquer, but it’s darn close.

 


The mystery itself is both
twisting, interesting, and more plausible than most. Despite one or
two very small glitches, the point of view narration was extremely
well done. I like Diana and I like Lauren and I would gladly date
either of them. Give this book a solid 4. On the whole it is an
unexpected little gem. Nice story, nice characters, nice
cover.

 


Final Rating:
4


J.A. Lymer

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Megan Riley Mysteries

Main Character: Megan Riley

Profession: Detective Inspector

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age in First Book: n35

Residence: England

Love Interest: Jess (disc jockey)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Not Given

Best Friend: None

Heat Index: 1

Romance Index: 0

Titles in This Series:


Megan Riley: Detective
Inspector, 2020


Brotherly Love,
2020


A New Beginning,
2020


The Darkest of Night's, 2020


The Wedding Planner, 2020


Jayne, 2020


Danica,
2021

Discussion:

All 6 of these are around 100 pages—probably
closer to novellas than novels. The protagonist is promoted a
couple of times in this series while she and her girlfriend raise a
baby.

 



Megan Riley: Detective Inspector

It is difficult not to begin with the
observation that this book (and series) has by far the most
grammatical errors I have ever seen. Anywhere. It is almost as if
the author dictated the novel into a computerized word program,
then never bothered to look for errors. Here’s an example:

 


She wiped a tear from her eye, who in their
right mind would spend Christmas holidays alone in the woods, she
smiled, she would, this would be the start of a brand-new life.

 


Trouble is, there are punctuation mistakes
like this in almost every paragraph and it’s unlikely that
fastidious readers will finish more than a couple of pages. An
essay might be written on how much better the novel would be if
read aloud by a competent reader. Unfortunately this review is on
the ebook version. I sampled other books in this series and the
same types of punctuation errors continue.

 


In this first book, the first 3 chapters—a
fourth of the book—are from the point of view of the murder victim,
which is not only odd but unnecessary. Odder still is the fact that
we learn more about the victim from these first chapters than we
ever do about the real protagonist, DI Megan Riley or her
girlfriend Jess.

 


 


The plot, of course, is to find out who
murdered Melanie and why, but the less said about the denouement
the better.

 


Final Rating: 1.5

 


Note: I read the ebook version of this book
that was available from Amazon in August, 2022.


Lee Lynch

(1945-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Sue Slate

Profession:
Private Investigator/Cat

Type of Mystery:
Humorous Noir

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Tallulah Mimosa (torch singer/cat/ age 21 by the
cat colander)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
milky and nip

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Sue Slate: Private
Eye,
1989

Discussion:

This novel, featuring a
cat detective is said to be a spoof of the detective genre. I read
what appears to be the first Naiad printing of the book. Bold
Strokes claims to be reprinting all of Lynch’s books, but it seems
that they are selling the original Naiad printing of this
one.

 



Sue Slate: Private Eye

As an aficionado of the
lesbian private eye mystery and a serious cat lover, I was
intrigued by this book’s blurb: “a delightful romp through the
world of Raymond Chandler and Georges Simenon, feline style.”
Having talking animals in literature, of course, is not new.
Puss in Boots is a talking cat. See also Wind
in the Willows and
Watership Down where we meet toads and rabbits that speak as well as you or
I. And don’t get me started on hobbits. So I was intrigued by what
now-iconic writer Lee Lynch would do with the subject—for about 3
pages.

 


The fact of the matter is
that it is possible that Sue Slate,
Private Eye is the very worst book in
this talking-animal genre. In fact, if may be the worst of several
genres, Lesbian Mystery among them. Many people have probably
penned–or at least dreamed up—silly stories to tell to their young
ones. Jane Austen did this; so did Sylvia Plath and Anne Frank. But
none did it for publication, despite that some of these stories
were discovered and placed before the public after the authors’
deaths. Why Naiad decided to place this one before us is indeed the
mystery.

 


The basic plot is this.
Beautiful chanteuse Tallulah Mimosa asks lesbian private eye Sue
Slate to find three kittens that were in her care, but went
missing. Sue, with the help of her one-legged brother, several
alley cats, a parrot, and various People, she sets out to do just
that.

 


The characters in
Sue Slate, Private Eye
are not just cardboard, they are wooden. In a
spoof, this is sometimes permissible, but I still long for real
connections among the characters—characters with interesting
backstories, even if they are kittycats. Instead we have bad cat,
mouse, and fish puns, where snowman is snowcat, myself is myselves,
kidnapped is kitnapped, Atlas is Catlas, John Hancock is John
Hancat, Old Spice Aftershave is Old Mice After Lick, and Goddess is
Coddess.

 


The dialogue—especially
among the cat characters (the humans fare a little better) is so
stylized as to be almost unbearable. “I wish to wreak revenge on the criminal who perpetuates this
skullduggery on three innocent kittens.” Or maybe—as if it weren't bad enough the first time,
“I do have earnest interest in
identifying the malefactor in the Case of the Kitnapped
Kittens.”

 


And for a reason I can
hardly even guess at (cats live only in the present?), the cats
only use the present tense—even if the action happened in the past.
When Sue Slate asks Rex Boudoir, dashing cat abut town, whether he
had witnessed a kidnapping the night before, she says,
“You prowl the Alley nights. What do you see
of the event?” It’s not only
confusing, it is ridiculous and unnecessary.

 


The one bright spot in the
book is its call to arms vis-à-vis the AIDS epidemic in San
Francisco. In fact, this motif in the book might have been
developed into a serious medical thriller. The way that some of the
cats have of comforting their People—such as an AIDS sufferer named
Darlin’—is touching and realistic.

 


The bottom line is that
there is no way that this book can be rated more than a 2, no
matter what genre you put it in. Some, like me, might choose to
give it less. So be careful what you publish in haste—it may come
back to haunt you.

 


Final Rating:
1.6


Susan Lyons

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Dace McKendrick

Profession: Therapist

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Jen Solero
(attorney)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Reality Check, 2001

Discussion:

Lyons, a Canadian, writes primarily romance
books under Susan Lyons, Susan Fox, and Savana Fox. This book is
probably borderline mystery with a lot of romantic suspense.


Heather Dune Macadam

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Devon Halsey

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: New York, New York

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Weeping Buddha, 2002 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Throughout the book, Devon and her male
partner are having an affair. The only reason I am including this
novel here is because it was a finalist for a Lambda award in
Lesbian Mystery. Certainly the book is a mystery. Certainly one of
the protagonists is a woman, but I can find no evidence of her
being either a lesbian or a bisexual woman in a same-sex
relationship.

 


Final Rating: Despite having examined
this book with interest, I have not read it.


Trish MacEnulty

(1956-)

 


Series: Delafield & Malloy Investigations

Main Character:
Ellen Malloy

Profession:
Lady’s Maid

Type of Mystery:
Historical, Feminist

Age in First Book:
22

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Hester French (parvenu)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Louisa Delafield (24, society columnist. She is
26 in book 3)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
1.5

Titles in this
series


The Whispering Women, 2022


The Burning Bride,
2022


Secrets and Spies, 2023


The Butterfly Cage, 2023

Discussion:

The series takes place in New York City in
1913 and is part of a trend in historically based lesbian detective
novels. It is the first in the genre to talk about abortion. It is
also unusual in that both of its co-protagonists are not lesbian.
Ellen, a lady’s maid, is gay while Louisa, an impoverished
aristocrat and society columnist, is straight.

 



The Whispering Women

Although this novel clearly fits into the
lesbian mystery category, I don’t think it was conceived as one.
Louisa Delafield, an impoverished aristocrat now working as a
society columnist for a large newspaper in New York, is a straight
woman and it is her point of view that begins this historical crime
novel. Yet it is the character of Ellen Malloy—who alternates
chapters with Louisa—that may be more interesting to readers of
lesbian detective novels.

 


This novel reminds me a
little of the three books in Connie B. Dowell’s Emmie and Dessa
novels. They all take place in the second decade of the twentieth
century, they confront women’s issues, and they feature two
protagonists—one of whom is gay, the other straight. But that’s
where the similarity ends. Unlike Dowell’s shorter books,
The Whispering Women is
a full-throated historical mystery with plenty of excitement,
adventure, plot twists, and politics. And most of them are
believable.

 


Briefly, Ellen Malloy, a lady’s maid in New
York in 1913, accompanies a fellow servant named Silvia to an
abortionist, where Silvia dies on the operating table from a bad
reaction to ether. Evidently, her impregnator—a son of the family
who employed her—had sold her into a house of prostitution on her
recovery. But with Silvia dead, the men who came to take her to the
bawdy house decide to take Ellen instead. Luckily Ellen escapes.
Together with Louisa Delafield, a society columnist she meets while
on the run, Ellen is determined to expose the crimes involved in
Silvia’s death.

 


But what these crimes are is not exactly
clear and they shift as the book progresses. The subject of
abortion rarely if ever appears in lesbian mystery novels (I know
of no other), and for good reason. But that does not mean it is not
an important topic of discussion. At the time, abortion was
illegal. Performing one was presumably dangerous but lucrative for
the physician performing it —and a much-needed service for women in
need.

 


As the book goes along, Louisa, who grew up
in high society, begins to learn how the other half lives. She
becomes woke. Likewise, Ellen, who has little formal education,
becomes involved in the famous women’s march on Washington and
comes to terms with her romantic preference for women.

 


And the feminism is coupled with excitement.
Both Ellen and Louisa face almost constant danger. There are
knives, bombs, and kidnappings enough to keep most readers at the
edge of their seats. By the end of the book, Ellen and Louisa have
become good friends and partners in investigation—no, not lovers.
Ellen does not tell Louisa about her sexuality and Louisa has
sexual secrets of her own.

 


Perhaps the crimes that the two investigate
might have been better set up and I would have liked Ellen’s speech
to be a mite rougher, with more of an Irish brogue here and there.
But the book is still good enough to rate somewhere between a 4 and
a 4.7. You choose.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



The Burning Bride

The second book in the Delafield and Mallow
Investigations series finds the lesbian half of the team, former
lady’s maid Ellen Malloy, infiltrating a gang of anarchists to find
out who took a shot at her friend Louisa.

Louisa, in turn, is convinced to take a
working vacation to St. Augustine, Florida, to do a series of
society page stories on an upcoming celebrity wedding—and to hide
from whoever it is that wants her dead.

 


Louisa, despite her amorous relationship with
her publisher, falls for the groom’s brother in a big way. And
guess what? Ellen, during her sojourn with her new anarchist
friends—which is frowned on by her girlfriend Hester—falls in lust
with Lulu, one of Emma Goldman’s associates. And, as anyone who has
read more than a handful of Lesbian Mysteries knows, it is
incredibly rare for a protagonist to cheat on her partner. An
interesting study might—and should—be written on this
phenomenon.

 


The book’s politics range from homelessness
to working wages to unions to race relations in the South and even
to the hunting of brilliantly feathered birds to decorate ladies’
hats. Unfortunately, the politics sometimes gets in the way of the
writing. In the first half of the book, the author spends a lot of
time setting up the scenes, especially on the history of anarchism
and the joys of historic St. Augustine. It may read just a little
too much like homework. I enjoyed more the author’s afterword on
the research she did for the book—the same type of afterword
Malinda Lo did for Last Night at the Telegraph Club.

 


The last half of the book, however, is filled
with excitement, both in St. Augustine and back in New York. Will
Ellen get back together with Hester? Will Louisa’s boyfriend ever
forgive her for sleeping with another man? Time and the next book
in the series will tell.

 


Final Rating: 3.8.

 



Claire Macquet

(1941-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Harriet Weston

Profession:
Nurse

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Noir

Age: 35

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Dr. Ammu Bai (Medical Doctor)

Drink of Choice:
Espirit de Maurice Rum

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Looking for Ammu, 1992

Discussion:

Claire Macquet is the
pseudonym of Dale Gunthorpe, who was born and raised in South
Africa. She is also the author of a book of stories called
The Flying Hart and a novel, Georgiana’s
Closet, which was written under her
own name. Neither are crime related, but both are probably worth
reading.

 



Looking For Ammu

Harriet Weston leaves her
home in London—and her fiancé of several years—to become a nurse in
the island of Mauritius, off the African coast. There she meets the
enigmatic Dr. Ammu Bai, who over time wins Harriet over to her
philosophy of holistic medicine. She also wins her heart, although
Harriet is the last one to find this out.

 


Eventually, Ammu leaves
Mauritius for a fundraising session in London and writes Harriet to
join her there as soon as she can get away. She has hopes that they
can, together, open new clinics in Mozambique. Harriet does not
hesitate to leave her job and her new home to hurry to London, but
when she arrives, Ammu has disappeared. Instead, she finds the
slatternly Sophie and her roommate Brucie, a leather dyke who makes
her money selling dope and porn.

 


Harriet’s obvious interest
in Ammu sparks Sophie to assume Harriet is a lesbian—an idea that
Harriet thinks could not be further from the truth. She is simply
looking for her friend and mentor. Although Harriet was engaged to
a fine young Londoner for a number of years, it was certainly a
chaste romance, as she has reached the age of 35 without ever
experiencing sex with anyone. She views love as only so much
idiocy, and sex as disgusting. That is, until she discovers that
Ammu herself has lain in bed with women and given them pleasure. It
is only then that she realizes the real reason she has left her job
in Mauritius to find her is that she is in love with Ammu and she
always has been. But she also realizes that Ammu is in deep trouble
and that she has to find her and extricate her from whatever it
is.

 


With the grudging help of
Sophie and Sophie’s sometimes-lover Brucie, Harriet delves into an
unimaginably sordid London underworld—one that Ammu is evidently a
part of—determined to save the woman she worships. She simply will
not be deterred.

 


It is hard to describe
exactly how good this book is. The descriptions of the seamy and
nasty surroundings, the cloying and menacing criminals, the
disgusting goings on (yes, Harriet, sex can be disgusting) give the
reader the sounds, feelings, and smells of the places Harriet
visits. Harriet is a hero, although she is naive and innocent. Ammu
is a hero, although she has spent part of her life in devious
actions. Brucie is a hero, although she has no education and no
real idea of what the world is like.

 


The truth is, I absolutely
adored this book. It might not end the way you would think it
should, but it ends the only way it can. Track down Claire Macquet.
Tell her what a good job she did and how she will influence every
writer who reads her work.

 


Final Rating:
5


Lauren Maddison

(1956-)

 


Series: Connor Hawthorne Mysteries

Main Character:
Connor Hawthorne

Profession:
Crime Novelist (formerly an /Asst.
D.A.)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
41

Residence:
Washington DC

Love Interest:
Laura Nez.

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:

Deceptions, 1999

Witchfire, 2001 (Lambda
Finalist)


Death by Prophecy, 2002 (Lambda
Finalist)


Epitaph for an Angel, 2003 (Lambda
Finalist)


The Eleventh Hour, 2004

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series.

 


Deceptions

I hope that the other
Connor Hawthorne mysteries are better than this one. In fact, I
hope they are mysteries, because Deceptions is not. I’m not
sure what it is, and I’m not sure that the author does either. It’s
almost like the author moved to the Southwest and discovered Tony
Hillerman after she had written the first 100 or so pages. Instead
of the murder mystery it seemed to be at the beginning, it rambles
on for another 300+plus pages replacing simple detecting with
psychic visions and a simple murderer with an evil colonel intent
on world domination. In places it reads like a very amateur attempt
that was heavily edited by someone else that still couldn’t get it
quite right (but was determined to publish it anyway).

 


Connor Hawthorne herself
is not a particularly attractive character, although the author
spends a great deal of time trying to convince us otherwise. She
thinks a lot, (but if you want to see how interesting people
philosophize to themselves, read Alexander McCall Smith’s Isabel
Dalhousie books) but comes to few conclusions and does nothing
whatever to help find the various criminals involved in the story.
She is, in fact, not a sleuth bur a tourist.

 


On the other hand, Laura
Nez, a Navajo bodyguard, is quite an interesting character and it
is no wonder that Connor ends up falling hard for her. Connor’s
first girlfriend, however, who is killed in the Prologue of the
book, is described as a flighty Barbie type with little
intelligence and even less morality. The fact that Connor spends
the bulk of the book grieving for her is less surprising than the
fact that she saw anything lovable about her in the first
place.

 


As to the resolution of the
murder/crimes, the less said the better. Beware though, that the
true heroes of this book are an Indian spirit guide in the form of
a hawk and an old woman in England who can astrally project herself
at will. Nice touch though, in the long car ride Connor and Laura
take, chased all the while by a killer. Reminiscent of a similar
car ride in Patricia Highsmith’s classic The Price of Salt.

 


I’m assuming that Maddison
has improved since this first book, but I am not tempted to find
out, despite the fact that her Amazon ebooks are inexpensively
priced at $2.99 or below.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Rae D. Magdon

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Jayshree (Jay) Venkatesan

Profession:
Bookstore worker

Type of Mystery:
Parlor Cozy

Age in First Book:
Not Given

Residence:
Upstate New York

Love Interest:
Nicole Fox (works at her rich family’s nonprofit
company)

Drink of Choice:
Beer or wine

Pet: A poodle named Wendy

Best Friend:
None (Jay is a loner)

Heat Index:
4.2

Romance Index:
3

Title:


Death Wears Yellow Garters,
2016 (Rainbow Winner)

Discussion:

I read the ebook version of this novel that
was available in May, 2020.

 



Death Wears Yellow Garters

When Jay’s girlfriend
Nicole’s grandfather dies at his 70th birthday party, Jay’s aunt Mimi—a crime novel aficionado—is
determined to find the killer. Jay is forced to go along with her
just to keep her out of trouble. But soon, she gets enmeshed in the
investigation, too . . .

 


In short, the book is a
fairly lighthearted mystery with some elements of Agatha Christie.
Aunt Mimi, with her ubiquitous matching shoes and purse, is a
fairly common comic relief character, whose antics get her and Jay
in all sorts of trouble with the suspects and the police alike. Her
attempts at interrogating said suspects strain credulity, but as
this is a humorous mystery, we can forgive at least most of
this.

 


Jay has an anxiety
syndrome that makes her pretty much of a loner—except maybe when
she is on the softball field (which we hear about but never see).
Her relationship with Nicole is important to her; so much so that
she has not made a sexual move on Nicole even though they have been
seeing each other for several months. Her condition is not helped
when she learns that Nicole belongs to one of the wealthiest
families in the area. Things are topped off on the anxiety scale
when Jay not only witnesses the death of Nicole’s grandfather at a
family dinner. But it gets way out of hand when Jay’s quirky aunt
Mimi hears about the crime and wants to get involved in its
solution.

 


I need to note here that
Jay is not the first lesbian PI with an anxiety disorder. Liz
Bugg’s Calli Barnow also suffers from that malady. In fact, she is
hooked on Xanax, which allows her a semblance of normality when she
is having to concentrate on a case.

 


Jay is described as a clerk for a major
bookstore chain, although we never see her actually at work. In
fact, we really don’t see much of her at all outside of her
disability. She seems to be just a modern version of Stoner
McTavish with major anxiety issues. Which isn’t good, by the way.
As it is, the reader—as we do in the eponymous Stoner
McTavish—wonders what Nicole sees in the odd and fairly
uninteresting Jay.

 


But there are a lot of what-could-have-beens
in this book. First of all, if we could only see Jay in her real
elements—the softball field or the bookstore—it would give the
author a couple of fine chances to show a more confident and
talented Jay. The biggest failing of Death Wears Yellow
Garters, however is in the fact that Jay—whose family emigrated
to the U.S. from Southern India—exhibits few if any remnants of her
heritage aside from a few British pronunciations that we hear about
but never actually see. In fact, Jay is never really described at
all, although one has to assume that she would be dark complected
at the very least. It would have been a wonderful chance for Magdon
to make Jay more of an individual with a more interesting
backstory. Is there an LGBTQ community in India, for instance? What
traditions does Jay still uphold and believe in? What does she like
to eat (other than “rice cakes” that her aunt serves to her)? In
other words, how does Jay’s heritage make her different from Nicole
or from any other character in the book? My rating is based not
only on what is in the book, but what is not.

 


The mystery itself is a fairly traditional
parlor whodunit. Someone in Nicole’s family is a murderer. But who?
And as such, it is no worse than some others I could name. Although
Jay’s aunt Mimi is purportedly the sleuth, Jay actually solves the
crime an instant before Mimi does. The solution leaves a few
questions unanswered, but who’s noticing?

 


Magdon writes books in
several genres. If you read and enjoy Death Wears Yellow Garters, maybe
you can sample some of the others. That’s part of what this study
is for, after all.

 


Final Rating: 3

 



Jaye Maiman

(1957-)

 


Series: Robin Miller Mysteries

Main Character:
Robin Miller

Profession:
Travel Writer, Romance Novelist (in subsequent
books she is a PI)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
30 (Maiman says she was 28 and is probably right
because Robin says she is 31 in book 2.)

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Catherine (Cathy) Chapman (newspaper
columnist)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: Two unnamed cats in book 1. In book 2 they are identified as
Geeja and Mallomar

Best Friend:
Dinah (a lesbian therapist and Robin’s
housemate)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


I Left My Heart, 1991


Crazy for Loving, 1992 (Lambda
Winner)


Under My Skin,
1993


Someone to Watch, 1995 (Lambda
Finalist)


Baby, It's Cold, 1996 (Lambda
Finalist)


Old Black Magic, 1997 (Lambda
Finalist)


Every Time We Say
Goodbye,
1999

Discussion:

Jaye Maiman is the
pseudonym of a writer whose real name I have not yet discovered.
Here is my full review of the first two novels in this series. I
read the 1997 fourth printing of this book. And a fourth printing
was a relative rarity for any lesbian mystery, even one from Naiad.
I read the scan of what was probably the first 1992 Naiad printing
of the second novel. Maiman has published nothing since 1999 and
nothing outside the Robin Miller series. Of all the mystery series,
this is the one I most regret not having read all of. Maybe I will
finish it in the future. Note: her books seem to be available for
borrow on Internet Archive, or at
least it was during the first phase of the coronavirus
scare.

 



I Left My Heart

I’m not sure why, but it’s
harder for me to write a review of a book I like than one I
dislike. Partly, it’s because many critical reviews concentrate on
what an author could have done better. The best books are seamless
and make it difficult to actually pick out why they are so good.
In I left My
Heart, I have very few
quibbles.

 


It took a few pages for me
to get into this book and more than a few chapters before I totally
trusted the author, but by the end I realized that Maiman is in the
top rank of lesbian mystery authors. Her first novel is
well-plotted, has a cast of interesting characters (and suspects),
and features a protagonist who truly cares about finding the
truth.

 


Robin Miller is a travel
writer and romance novelist living in New York. When her ex-lover
dies in California, Robin learns that she is the beneficiary of her
friend’s estate. But when she arrives in Los Angeles and determines
that Mary’s death was not an accident, she becomes obsessed with
finding the truth about why she died and who killed her. Everyone
seems to be a suspect: the people she worked with, those she knew
casually, and even those she loved. Which gets to be a problem when
Robin becomes romantically involved with one of them.

 


At over 300 pages,
I left My Heart is longer than most Naiad offerings by a third. In this case,
it is exactly enough for Maiman to flesh out the ideas she is
working with in the novel—politics, religion, love, guilt, grief,
and passion are all given their due. Robin tells the story in the
first person, but rather than the obsessive minutia we sometimes
find in such narratives, hers is always necessary and to the point.
Robin is hardly a lovable person, but she is honest, sincere, and
determined. I have already ordered the second book in the series—in
which she goes back to New York and apprentices as a PI. I will
have to read it before I decide how far up in my list of favorites
Maiman will climb.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



Crazy for Loving

Two years have passed since Robin’s sojourn
in California. Because the sales of her romance novels tanked after
she was outed, she has joined an ex-cop named Tony Serro in his
Serro Investigative Agency in Brooklyn. Although sales of her
novels have picked up in the last year—and have made her
self-sufficient—she finds that she loves detective work even though
Tony generally gives her the grunt duties. As Robin puts it: “I
was developing a taste for trouble and I had a feeling I was in for
a feast.”

 


And in this book, she gets it. First, she
takes a case to find out who killed an elementary teacher in his
classroom. Then a woman hires her to locate a man who deliberately
infected her with HIV. To bring the matter home, her boss, Tony, is
also suffering from HIV through a botched operation to remove a
bullet. It is his illness that convinced him to hire Robin in the
first place.

 


There is quite a bit of backstory here. At
age 3, Robin accidently shot and killed her sister Carol with her
father’s pistol. It made her wary of guns and caused her father
never to speak to her from that date forward. Pretty heavy stuff.
Here once ne’er-do-well is now a hard-working locksmith—and has
supplied Robin with a few necessary breaking-and-entering
tools.

 


Robin’s long-distance relationship with Cathy
Chapman—who she met in California—has fizzled. It may not be polite
to say that Robin was getting desperate, but when she meets
beautiful Vanessa, she remarks to herself, “She was sexy and she
could read. Not a bad combination at all.” In fact, Robin ends
up sleeping with one of Vanessa’s friends, who is not only married,
but a suspect in the murder of the schoolteacher. Her guilt over
breaking her own rules is intensified tenfold with the woman is
murdered the next day.

 


It has been several years between my reading
of books 1 and 2, but I have the general feeling that book 2 is not
quite as good. It is better than okay, but not extraordinary. This
one was less emotional and more of a normal PI whodunit. Which
isn’t a bad thing at all. Robin is not fearless, but she gets
involved in more danger than any PI except maybe Nea Fox. Still,
she survives and begins a budding relationship with chef K.T.
Bellflower—which we will learn more about in the next book.

 


Odd note: Robin drives an old Plymouth Duster
named Bella. Bella is also the name of the publisher that reprints
Maiman’s Robin Miller novels. Coincidence? Probably, although the
founders of Bella Books almost certainly would have been familiar
with Maiman’s work.

 


Final Rating: 4


Catherine Maiorisi

(1937-)

 


Series:
Chiara Corelli Mysteries

Main Character:
Chiara Corelli

Profession:
Police Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
40

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Brett Cummings, (37, financial
consultant)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Best Friend:
None Given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


A Matter of Blood, 2018 (Lambda Finalist)


The Blood Runs Cold, 2019 (Goldie Finalist) (Lambda Finalist)


A Message in Blood, 2021


Legacy in the Blood, 2022

Discussion:
I read an Advanced Review copy of this book which
was kindly provided by the publisher through Lesbrary in electronic
form.

 



A Matter of Blood

As you should know by now,
I’ve never been a big fan of Bella Books. Many of their so-called
mysteries devolve into cookie-cutter romantic suspense novels. But
my opinion of them may be about to change. For the second time in
as many weeks, I have read a Bella book that I enjoyed. In
fact, A Matter of Blood
may be my favorite Bella original.

 


One of the reasons for the
change may be Bella’s addition of Ann Roberts as editor. Although I
complained about some of the editing of a couple of Roberts’ own
mysteries, she seems to be able to catch authorial glitches and
create a fairly seamless storyline. Kudos also to Bella—and
Roberts—for taking a chance on fledgling writer Maiorisi, who, at
80, is beginning another of a long line of successful careers.
Kudos to you, Catherine, for achieving your dreams. I have some
peeves, but I’ll save them for last.

 


As far as police
procedurals go, this is about as good as it gets. The relationships
are finely rendered, with Chiara Corelli seemingly always picking
on and denigrating her new partner Penelope Jasmine (P.J.) Parker.
Except for being black, P.J. reminds me somewhat of Porter Sienna,
the “Debutante Detective” in Leslie Adams’ Allergic Reaction. She is rich,
fashionable, and has a famous father. And let’s not forget the
similarity of Chiara and P.J. to Tori Hunter and Samantha Kennedy
in Gerri Hill’s Hunter series.

 


The two clash almost as
soon as P.J. is assigned to protect Corelli, who has just completed
an undercover assignment that ratted out a number of corrupt police
officers—much to the disgust of other police officers who turn
their backs on her when she appears. Corelli, who is undoubtedly
suffering from a severe case of PTSD, belittles Parker every chance
she gets, often ridiculing her famous progenitor—a U.S.
Senator,—her high level of education, and her fashionable style.
Parker can only grit her teeth and try not to explode; she realizes
that being Corelli’s partner is the only way she can work in
homicide, a job she has been coveting since at 15, her brother was
murdered, presumably by the mafia.

 


The first case they are
assigned to is the murder of a rich investment broker, who is
killed in her office by person or persons unknown. And like in must
Agatha Christie novels, the deceased is reviled by all, making
everyone she knew suspects. Both Corelli and Parker are expert at
questioning suspects and making deductions based on their
findings.

 


An unexpected highlight
of A Matter of Blood is the extensive paean—both outwardly and subtly—to the love
and support of family. Corelli has a big one, although her father
disapproves of her because of her choices in life. Parker’s family
is—in this book at least—almost a cipher. We only know that her
father is a U.S. Senator, although later we find out that she
hasn’t spoken to him in years. But there are different kinds of
families. The huge Italian community—as well as the mafia—plays an
important role in this book as does Corelli’s and Parker’s chosen
family, the NYPD, to which both are partially excluded because of
misinformation and prejudice. It is all quite literary in its
subtlety.

 


Let no one accuse the
author of not having done her homework. In addition to the
parallels to other works and authors mentioned above,
A Matter of Blood is
quite similar in its plot to Katherine V. Forrest’s first
novel, Amateur City. In fact, isn’t it Kate Delafield that always insists that a
sketch be made of every crime scene? Well, Corelli insists on this
as well. And anyone who is familiar with J.D. Robb’s Eve Dallas
series knows that she is married to the son of the mob and that the
mob saves her bacon in at least one adventure. The denouement
of A Matter of Blood hinges on just such an association. I consider these
similarities to be either coincidences or homages to other writers,
both of which are perfectly okay.

 


I have a couple of peeves,
though, aimed both at the editor and the author, who evidently
rewrote this book numerous times over many years. Both have to do
with sexist language and the characters’ acceptance of it. Maiorisi
refers to men’s testicles at least 17 times. Several times it is
because Corelli places her foot in contact with same, which is okay
because their owners deserved it. But most of the time it is in
reference to bravery. As in when Corelli asks Parker if she is
afraid to incur the snubs of her colleagues by saying,
“Are you sure you have the balls to walk the
gauntlet with me?” Or when tells Parker
that she “wouldn’t have the balls”
to kill someone. Let’s get something straight:
having testicles has absolutely no bearing on whether someone is
brave or has fortitude. It is an insidious phrase that means that
if you are not a man you are in some way inferior. And this phrase
is used over a dozen times! It is never okay and Bella should be
ashamed.

 


Another sexist glitch.
When Corelli is talking to a mob boss, he “compliments” her by
saying, “You are a brave women, braver
than many men.” The phrase is
belittling—she is far braver than most men, but I can accept that
such a sexist bastard might use such a phrase. What I can’t accept
is Corelli’s response, which is ‘a flush
of pleasure.” Dammit woman, you have just
been patronized!

 


One more thing. A kind of
big deal is made early about why an air conditioner at the murder
scene is set to an abnormally and uncomfortably cold setting. I was
assuming that when Corelli found out who set it, it would lead to
the murderer. Instead, it was completely dropped. No explanation
whatever. And that’s not to mention the security tapes and the
misplaced ladder. Ms. Roberts? Ms. Maiorisi? It’s traditional to
place red herrings in a mystery, but they have to be explained away
at the end.

 


This complex mystery—with
all its side plots—is satisfactorily solved. Does everything tie up
a little too smoothly? Well, yes. But isn’t that what we want our
mysteries to do? And there is enough tension and interplay between
Corelli and Parker to make me at least think about paying Bella’s
high price for the sequel.

 


Final Rating:
4.5


Cara Malone

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Fox County Forensics
Novels

Main Character: Varies

Profession: Forensics Investigators /
Police Officers

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age in first book:

Residence: Fox County

Love Interest: Each Other

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Mind Games,
2019


Radio Silence, 2021


Dark Skies,
2021


Chain Reaction, 2021


Lady Killer,
2021


Destroying Angel,
2023

Discussion:

The actual subtitle of these books is “A Fox
County Forensics Lesbian Romantic Suspense.”

Cara Malone. Also writes under the name of
Kaylin Evans. I’m not sure which is the pseudonym, though. Possibly
both.

 


All five books in the series feature Fox
County forensic investigators, but never the same one. Most of the
characters in the series are introduced in book 1.

 



Mind Games

Although this is not much of a mystery, it is
rather entertaining. I like the idea of one of the co-protagonists
(Kelsey Granger) being OCD and the other (Zara Hayes) a wannabe
detective who can’t stand to work death scenes. The protagonists
have a pretty good chemistry and it is nice to see their budding
romance. The alternating point of view chapters are done well and
well paced. Unfortunately, there are also chapters from the pov of
the criminal(s), which seem to be added solely to tell the reader
how the crime was actually committed—the investigators draw a blank
until one of the suspects confesses because he is being nagged by
one of the others.

 


As a romance, then, call it entertaining. As
a mystery (it showed up on Amazon’s list of top LGBTQ+ Mystery) it
is mostly a dud, although there is a slight twist near the end. It
is 90 percent overshadowed by the romance. I did enjoy the
forensics parts of the book, though—scenes at the crime scene and
in the examination room. Were they accurate? Well, who knows. I
don’t, so I will give the author the benefit of her research. Ditto
for the OCD stuff.

 


Interestingly enough, although there are only
2 sex scenes, both are nearly pornographic in their descriptions.
Even more interesting is the comparison between the first sex scene
and the first sex scene in the 2013 fanfiction novel How the
Mouth Changes Its Shape. In both stories, we have a fairly
large butch lesbian who is almost famous for casually bedding a
number of women. She becomes attracted to a femme of slighter frame
and is smitten, vowing to take it slow and gentle with her despite
the other’s desire to consummate. And when they finally do get
together sexually, the butch ends up vigorously fisting the other
to her cries of “more!” And, of course, the butch stays fully
dressed. The whole scene is so parallel that I don’t see how it
could be a coincidence, especially since type of sex act is only
featured in one other of the almost 300 lesbian mystery novels I
have read. On the other hand, the styles of the two authors are
totally different. Curious.

 


Final Rating: 2.9


Mabel Maney

(1958-)

 


Series: Nancy Clue and Cherry Aimless Mysteries

Main Character:
Cherry Aimless / Nancy Clue

Profession:
Nurse / Girl Detective

Type of Mystery:
Spoof, Parody

Age in First Book:
Both are 24

Residence:
Seattle, Washington / River Depths,
Illinois

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: A small, unnamed kitten

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Case of the Not-So-Nice
Nurse,
1993 (Lambda Finalist)


The Case of the Good-for-Nothing
Girlfriend,
1994 (Lambda Finalist)


A Ghost in the
Closet,
1995

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
each book in this series. I read the first printing of the
second edition
of the first book in this series, which was printed in 2002. It may
have significant revisions from the first, 1993 edition.

 



The Case of the Not-So-Nice Nurse

I may be one of the only
people on the earth who owns and has read the complete Cherry Ames
series. I also own a complete set of the original Nancy Drew
series, although I have read only about three-fourths of them. So
it was with mixed feelings that I started The Case of the Not-So-Nice Nurse. Cherry was one of the few girls’ series heroes that did not
still live with her parents. She had many adventures in different
parts of the globe while still maintaining her good-girl image. But
in The Case of the Not-So-Nice
Nurse, Cherry finds out that she is a
lesbian. And Nancy is, too, for that matter. Well, sacrilege or
not, the book turns out to be enjoyable. In fact, it is a
hoot.

 


Cherry Aimless is working
in s Seattle hospital under gruff head nurse Margaret Marstad. When
it is time for her two-week vacation she promises to deliver an
important package from the head nurse to one of her friends in San
Francisco—which is convenient because Cherry has been intending to
visit her aunt Gertrude there. But when Cherry gets there, she
finds that her aunt has been kidnapped, along with an entire
convent of nuns. To make matters worse, her idol, Nancy Clue, girl
detective, has disappeared from her home town after her father is
murdered. To solve all these things, Cherry must make use of her
innate sleuthing skills as well as call on her new women
friends—all of whom seem to be strangely affectionate to each
other.

 


I don’t believe that the
author even mentions the word ‘lesbian,” but it seems that every
woman in the book—except maybe for Cherry’s mother—is one. All the
men in the book are murderers, rapists, thugs, or bullies. But
who’s noticing? The small amount of sex in the book only borders on
titillation and could pass for mild petting.

 


But can a parody achieve a
higher rating than a book whose characters are original with the
author? This one can, especially since many of the protagonists in
other books are based on already-existing ones (it’s hard to
believe that Claire McNab did not base her Carol Ashton on
Katherine V. Forrest’s Kate Delafield, for instance). And in this
case, at least we know what the author was (affectionately)
parodying. Here are a couple of examples. “Cherry blushed, for the trillionth time in her
life.” “[Nancy remembered that she] had overpowered a gang of
criminals using just the contents of her
purse.”

 


The book is not only
enjoyable, but well written. I only have three small peeves. First,
there are places in the beginning when Maney goes a little
too over the
top, as in describing her mother’s bland breakfast as nourishing
and delicious twice, when only once would have been sufficient.
Second, the book is listed as a “Nancy Clue Mystery” when it is
actually Cherry Aimless that is the protagonist—possibly to
interest fans of Nancy Drew, who was infinitely more popular than
Cherry Ames. Nancy appears only briefly. Finally, the book is
actually a book and a third. The last half dozen chapters come
after the solution of the case and are part of the sequel. Having
said that, I am eagerly awaiting the arrival of same in my
mailbox.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



The Case of the Good-for-Nothing
Girlfriend

A spoof or a parody is a
work in which the author takes an established subject and makes fun
of certain elements in the original work. Mabel Maney, as mentioned
above, got away with it in the first book in this series. It was
almost lovingly parodied, and only a bit over the top. It works
because a sensible use of parody is funny and enjoyable. The same
can’t be said for The Case of the
Good-for-Nothing-Girlfriend.

 


In this one, the author
seems to have her mind set on describing the greatest number of
women’s outfits in the history of literature. I’m not sure if Maney
has read all he Nancy Drew and Cherry Ames books—which this series
parodies—but I have. Sure, clothes are described, but not
en masse, like
Maney does. Because the success of a spoof is in the sparing use of
humor; heaping up joke after joke becomes not parody, but
ridicule.

 


The story starts where the
last one left off, which is another problem because the last one
did not end in the right place. Truthfully, the three books in this
series could and should have been arranged much better.
The Case of the
Good-for-Nothing-Girlfriend.is almost
100 pages longer than its prequel or its sequel. Much of the first
half takes place as Nancy and her chums are driving from San
Francisco to her home in River Depths,
Illinois, where Nancy is anxious to confess to the murder of her
father. But much of the ride is taken up with Cherry Aimless
quoting from her ubiquitous travel guides. In addition, a couple of
jewel thieves make her look like an idiot on several occasions. The
only real reason I can see for drawing out this boring car trip is
to give a hat tip to Patricia Highsmith’s The Price of Salt, which is a
classic cross-country drive novel. That’s not a good enough reason,
though. Most of the trip—and everything about the jewel
thieves—should have been cut out by a caring editor.

 


In fact, much of the time
I was turning the pages without much enjoyment, wondering when
Nancy and Cherry were going to get into bed and fuck themselves
silly. They never do. Another pity.

 


Except for the long
passages on apparel, the second half of this novel runs much
smoother and quicker. Nancy, Cherry, and their pals manage to not
only let the townsfolk know that Nancy acted in self-defense—her
father was a bully and “did things to her” in the bedroom at
night—but to run over the police chief, set him in cement, and make
a bronze statue out of his corpse as well. Now this is good
stuff.

 


But the good stuff is way
too far between the endless clothing descriptions and evidence of
Cherry’s complete idiocy. Not that there aren't some good zingers
here, but they are way too few for the number of attempts. But
piling on ridiculous quote after ridiculous description turns the
parody into a mockery.

 


It’s interesting to look
between the lines in this book, though. Essentially it brings up
the specter of child abuse at a time when it was mostly hushed up.
Nancy’s father, an all-around good guy on the outside, was in fact,
a child abuser and rapist. It’s easy to see why Nancy drinks to
excess I would, too. I just wish that this book had been edited
more tightly so that this important facet of the novel would be
more obvious without being overwhelming.

 


After reading the first
book in this series, it is hard not to go on to the next. But maybe
this review will help you to restrain yourself. There are better
things to read—the original Nancy Drew and Cherry Ames series, for
instance. Or, skim this one and go on to the third,
A Ghost in the Closet.

 


Note: I read the second
edition of this book, printed in 1998. There is a later, ebook
printing, which may have some revisions.

 


Final Rating:
2.8

 



A Ghost in the Closet: A Nancy Clue and Hardly
Boys Mystery

The third book is better than the second,
but only when you have waded through more verbiage about dresses
and wardrobes, which slow down the book and bore the reader (at
least this reader) into zombieland.

 


In this one, Nancy Clue comes to realize
that she has been a jerk to poor Cherry Aimless, whose eye has been
wandering to Jackie, the handsome police woman from San Francisco,
who has driven to River Depths just to woo her. She asks her
friends the Hardly Boys to help her win back Cherry’s heart. In the
process, they find a plot to kill pretty much everyone in town,
ruin the good name of Hardly, and wreck America’s fledgling space
program.

 


Joe Hardly’s first suggestion—that Nancy
become a nun—doesn't meet with her approval because it would mean
“wearing the same outfit day after day.” Humor like this in
moderation works great. And, after the adventure is set up, this is
a rousing, rollicking book.

 


I read the fairly tame Cleis first printing
from 1995. There is a later ebook available that may contain some
differences.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Jackie Manthorne

(1946-)

 


Series:
Harriet Hubbley Mysteries

Main Character:
Harriet (Harry) Hubbley

Profession:
High School P.E. Teacher

Type of Mystery:
Curious Wonder

Age in First Book:
Middle-Aged

Residence:
Montreal, Canada but she moves around

Love Interest:
Judy Johnson (49), computer programmer

Drink of Choice:
Brandy

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Ghost Motel,
1994


Deadly Reunion,
1995


Last Resort,
1995


Final Take,
1996 (Lambda Finalist)


Sudden Death,
1997

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first novel in this series. The edition I read was the first
edition by Gynergy books out of Canada in 1994. Although Gynergy
doesn't seem to list number of printings, this may be the first and
only.

 



Ghost Motel

P.E. teacher Harriet
Hubbley—called Harry by her friends—is on vacation. She is invited
to travel from her home in Montreal to Provincetown to spend time
with her girlfriend, who left earlier to visit an old friend. En
route, however, she stops at a decrepit-looking motel (it is the
only one she can find without a NO VACANCY sign flashing) and makes
the acquaintance of the owner, a 75-year-old lesbian named Gertie.
They have a few drinks and get to know one another before Harry
leaves the next morning.

 


But when Harry gets to
P’town the next day, she learns that Gertie died during the night
under mysterious circumstances. And she also finds out that her
lover Judy has been unfaithful. Perhaps the combination of these
two shocking incidents cause Harry to begin having
nightmares—dreams in which the dead old woman tells her secrets and
gives her suggestions to use in her own life. Against Judy’s
advice, Harry begins searching for the reason that Gertie died. Was
it suicide, or was she murdered?

 


The fact is, though, that
Harry doesn't really solve anything; much of the information she
does find out comes from her dreams. Despite this occult
slant—which to me is unforgivable in a true
mystery—Ghost Motel
is a well-written and enjoyable book, despite the
fact that the characters, including Harry, are unexceptional. What
I like best is author Manthorne’s ability to anticipate my
criticism with a kind of knowing smile. She tells Harriet (and the
reader) “I’m asking you to suspend
your disbelief in the [ir]rational, to see to the bottom of the
wishing well, to follow Alice to Wonderland. Troubling, isn't
it?” A bit. But from the
descriptions, the next books in this series are true murder
mysteries so maybe we can forgive the dream sequences. This
time.

 


This is one of those books
that are stylistically pleasant, that suck you into the story
without grandiose plots or scintillating characters. And as a
simple ghost story, it probably deserves high marks. I will reserve
my own judgment until I read others in the Harriet Hubbley series.
The fact that I am anxious to do so is a credit to
Ghost Motel,
despite its flaws.

 


Final Rating:
3.6


Jean Marcy

(See below for dates)

 


Series: Meg Darcy Mysteries

Main Character:
Margaret Ann (Meg) Darcy

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex Army MP)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
St. Louis, Missouri

Love Interest:
Sarah Lindstrom (Police Detective)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: A white cat named Harvey Milk

Best Friend:
Patrick Healy, a gay neighbor and bookstore
clerk

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


Cemetery
Murders,
1997


Dead And Blonde, 1998


Mommy Deadest, 2000 (Lambda
Winner)


A Cold Case of
Murder,
2003

Discussion:

Jean Marcy is the pseudonym
or Jean Hutchison (1940-) and Marcy Jacobs (1959-). I read the
first paperback printing of Cemetery
Murders.

 



Cemetery Murders

Have you ever started a
book and said to yourself, wow, this book is really . . . kind of
bland; the characters are really . . . pretty uninteresting; the
author’s voice is really . . .a little forced. It’s the kind of
book you can’t quote because there doesn’t seem to be anything
good—or bad—enough to be worthy of separate comment. Nothing
embarrassing, nothing exciting.

 


The premise is promising:
three homeless women are murdered and their bodies placed in
various cemeteries in St. Louis. When the next victim turns out to
be a relative of one of PI Meg Darcy’s friends, Meg is hired to
make sure that the police are covering every angle. But Meg is most
interested in the angles and curves of Detective Sarah Lindstrom,
who is in charge of the case.

 


“Why, why kill these
old women? Surely they were the most harmless among
us?” A good question, and one that
other writers might have gone into more thoroughly as a
psychological or sociological question. It is simply mentioned
here; although Meg does get to interview a number of the homeless
in her investigation, her questions never delve deeply enough into
the women’s backstories for us to feel much empathy with them. In
fact, lack of backstory may be the main reason that any book—not
just this one—never climbs more than halfway up the ladder between
bad and good.

 


Meg is determined and
persistent—except maybe where Detective Lindstrom is concerned; and
it is her doggedness that finally solves the mystery. The authors’
familiarity with St. Louis gives an interesting picture of that
city for those of us who have never been there, and I enjoyed their
descriptions of the various activities that Meg’s security firm is
engaged in—although, again, I wish there had been more of
them.

 


The pace of the book may
be the best part of it. It never gets boring and finally segues
into a thrilling denouement in which (instead of calling the
police) the heroes walk into a dangerous situation and get hurt
while catching the bad guy. And what about Meg’s attraction to
Detective Lindstrom? Well, it is . . . titillating but a bit of a
letdown—at least in this book.

 


Mysteries that are
terrible in places and wonderful in others sometimes end up being
rated in the 3 category. Other mysteries—like this one—earn a solid
3 from start to finish. Doesn’t seem fair, somehow, but there you
have it.

 


Final Rating:
3


Tinker Marks

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Claire Sinclair

Profession:
Economics Professor

Type of Mystery:
Academic Whodunit

Age: 32

Residence:
Hammond, Iowa

Love Interest:
Emma Harrington, 34, feminist philosophy
professor

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Title:


Theoretically Dead, 2001

Discussion:

Tinker Marks is the pseudonym of husband and
wife team Irene Powell and Mark Montgomery. I can find no mention
of any other books by either. I read the first printing of the New
Victoria edition, which is probably the only one.

 



Theoretically Dead

As someone who has published three novels in
collaboration with a woman (although not lesbian mysteries, alas),
I was anxious to read this book, which is possibly the only husband
and wife collaboration in the genre. Writing with someone
else—blending two voices—is a tricky proposition—but the writers
calling themselves Tinker Marks have done it pretty well.
Unfortunately, the voice they have achieved is pretty bland.

 


Claire Sinclair, an
economics professor at Hammond College in Iowa, relates how she
discovered the body of a reclusive philosopher on the eve of a
conference devoted to his work—a conference engineered by Claire’s
philosophy-professor partner Emma. It is Claire that narrates this
adventure with a kind of hit-and-miss dry humor. At times it is as
if she is narrating it on a stage during open-mike night at the
local comedy club. Such as in “Usually
I make it a point never to go running when the temperature is below
fifteen degrees. I also make it a point never to go running when
the temperature is above fifteen degrees.” Sometimes she may get a chuckle, but the sparse audience is
mostly silent. The voice—either in its serious or its
self-deprecating mode—just wasn’t compelling to me. Although I
generally enjoy academic mysteries like Gaudy Night, this one (at least
until the last chapter or two) is so slow that it is like watching
land erode.

 


The two main characters in
this book, Claire and Emma, remind me of Gertrude Stein and Alice
B. Toklas in Samuel Steward’s Murder
Is Murder Is Murder—domestic
fuddy-duddies of the first magnitude. Trouble is, Gertrude and
Alice are past middle age while Claire and Emma are in their early
thirties. And although they have only been living together less
than a year, they show each other the affection that one
eighty-year-old sister might show the other.

 


Then there is the subplot. Emma is
determined to have a child, despite Claire’s lukewarm feelings
toward being a co-mother. And when Emma decides to inseminate
herself (using sperm that Claire has frozen in a
liquid-nitrogen-filled container used by hog breeders), at the very
time someone is getting murdered, the story turns farcical. Is the
whole book supposed to be a farce? I simply don’t know. And it
doesn’t help that the authors manipulate poor Claire into
situations she has every reason to avoid. And the relationship
between Claire and Emma? Well, if I were Claire, I would be long
gone. The mystery itself is so uncompelling, the characters so
annoying that I found myself wishing that even more of them would
be murdered—and that Emma was found to be the murderer! No such
luck.

 


I’m left with the idea that
a husband and wife decided to do a joint project and managed to
finish it. Bravo for that. Couples should do things together. And
bravo for getting New Victoria to publish it. But that’s about the
best that can be said for Theoretically Dead.

 


Final Rating:
1.5


Andi Marquette

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1: K.C. Fontero Mysteries

Main Character: K.C. Fontero

Profession: Sociologist

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Albuquerque, New Mexico

Love Interest: Sage

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Land of Entrapment, 2008
(Goldie Winner)


The Ties That Bind, 2009

Discussion:

Marquette has either written or edited dozens
of books with lesbian protagonists.

 


K. C. Fontero is friends with Chris
Gutierrez, the protagonist of her own mystery series (see below).
The four books that comprise the Fontero and Gutierrez novels are
also called The New Mexico series.

 


~ ~ ~

 


Series 2: Chris Gutierrez
Mysteries

Main Character: Chris Gutierrez

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Albuquerque, New Mexico

Love Interest: Dayna Carson
(attorney)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


State of Denial, 2008


Day of the Dead , 2013

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


If Looks Could Kill , 2016 (Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

Chris Gutierrez is friends with K.C. Fontero.
The four books that comprise the Fontero and Gutierrez novels are
also called The New Mexico series.

 


The novel, If Looks Could Kill, is
part of a 5-book series by Ylva entitled The Law Game. Each of the
books is written by a different author and each has different
characters. This one seems to be the only true lesbian mystery.


Dee D. Matthews

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Mackenzy (Mack)
O’Rorke

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Historical /
Hardboiled

Age in First Book: Early 20s

Residence:

Love Interest:

Pet:

Drink of Choice:

Best Friend:

Heat Index:

Romance Index:

Title:


The Case of the Dangerous
Dames, 2022

Discussion:.

Dee D. Matthews is the pseudonym of a writer
that I have not yet identified.

 


Mackenzy is bisexual, but enjoys sex with a
woman more than with a man. The story takes place in 1942.


Sara Marx

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Shel Carson

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-cop)

Type of Mystery: Missing person

Age: n/a

Residence: Shreveport, Louisiana

Love Interest: Addison James

Pet: A cat named Newton

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:

Click , 2014

Discussion:

Shel Carson loses her job as a police
detective and has little choice but to hire herself out as a PI.
Her job in this novel is to find a man’s missing wife and daughter.
Katherine V. Forrest edited this novel.


A. Rose Mathieu

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Elizabeth Campbell
Mysteries

Main Character: Elizabeth Campbell

Profession: Attorney

Type of Mystery: Legal Thriller

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Grace Donovan (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Sins of Our Fathers, 2017


Secrets of the Last Castle,
2018 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

The protagonist is an upper-class lawyer who
chooses to work in a nonprofit legal clinic. The author herself is
a practicing attorney in California.


Melanie McAllester

(1962-)

 


Series: Tenny Mendoza/Ashley Johnson Mysteries

Main
Characters: Elizabeth (Tenny) Mendoza and
Ashley Johnson

Profession:
Police Homicide Investigator/Police
Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
Not Given/23

Residence:: Fictional cities in
northern and southern California

Love Interest:
Diane Barker (TV Reporter)/Margo
(Lawyer)

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
1.5

Titles in This
Series:


The Lessons,
1994


The Search,
1996

Discussion:

Another second-wave
Spinster’s Ink, Naiad Press author. One of the first Black lesbian
detectives (actually, half black, half Mexican). Interestingly,
McAllester’s first book was published by Spinster’s Ink, the second
by Naiad. Neither is available in ebook form. A third book,
entitled The
Truth, was listed as being published
by Naiad in 1998. It was even assigned an ISBN, but there is no
evidence it was ever released. It was also listed as “An Ashley
Johnson Mystery,” which is why I named the series after both
women.

 



The Lessons

Except for her straight
black hair and golden chestnut skin, Tenny Mendoza is the spitting
image of Claire McNab’s Carol Ashton. Her ramrod-straight walk, her
icy stare, her reputation of never closing a case without an
arrest. Tenny, by the way, is short for Tenacity—a description that
her captain labeled her with because of her bulldog-like ability to
face any situation and come out a winner. Ashley Johnson is
shorter, less experienced, but just as tenacious.

 


This novel has a wonderful
premise: that people of different lifestyles can learn from each
other if they really try. Homicide Detective Steve Carson, for
instance, is a serious homophobe, so he goes ballistic when two
lesbian detectives (Tenny and Ashley) are assigned to help him
investigate a series of rapes in the lesbian community. But only
when they teach him that lesbians are not disgustingly different
from straight women can they manage to work together as a
team.

 


Ummm. I wish it were that
simple to write a good novel. The truth is, the premise is far
better than the execution. Instead of the riveting investigative
chase novel this could have been, it comes off more like a
grade-school filmstrip on how people should get along. A lot of
this is accomplished by unfortunate writing, such as
“the cruel absurdity of the crime
struck him and he laughed, then cried with shame, with pain, with
fear.”

 


The fact that most of these
clichés are associated with Steve—rarely with Ashley or
Tenny—points out much of the problem: McAllester doesn't write men
well. Both Steve and the rapist seem to switch personality from
chapter to chapter. Steve is shown as both a belligerent gay basher
(“Captain, you can't tell me you
really care if these dykes are getting
poked.”) and a caring friend
(“Please let it be all right,” Steve
prayed with a knot in his stomach and a lump in his
throat.”) Even the rapist is
characterized as both an abject coward and a smarmy, monomaniacal
daredevil. You simply can't have it both ways without much more
internal soul searching.

 


There is excitement
galore, but it's not possible for three highly trained and
much-decorated police officers to let an unarmed criminal slip
virtually through their fingers three times and not have most
readers regard them as stupid, incompetent, or both. I suspect that
if the author—herself a police officer—had acted in such a slipshod
manner, she would have been demoted. Steve, on the contrary, is
promoted.

 


Neither Tenny's nor
Ashley's love life is compelling. Ashley's partner is
unsympathetic—both as a character and to Ashley's job as well,
while Tenny's love interest seems thrown in at the last minute to
show the reader that she, too, has learned her “lesson” about being
a cold, heartless bad ass.

 


That's it for today, class,
so let's go out there and be kind to somebody. Giving this one
closer to a 2 than a 1 is all the kindness I can muster up
for The
Lessons.

 


Final Rating:
1.7


Carole Spearin McCauley

(1939-)

 


Series: Pauli Golden Mysteries

Main Character: Pauli Golden

Profession: Medical Journalist (in
book 2 she runs a gym)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: San Francisco, California
(book 2 finds her living in Connecticut)

Love Interest: Chessie Anaya

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Cold Steal, 1991


A Winning Death, 2007

Discussion:

The protagonist seems to be straight at the
beginning of the first book. When her married boyfriend is
murdered, she decides to find his killer.


Janet McClellan

(1951-)

 


Series: Tru North Mysteries

Main Character:
Tru North

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
Kansas City, Missouri

Love Interest:
Margarete (Marki) Campbell (Bouncer,
Psychoanalyst)

Drink of Choice:
Scotch with beer chaser

Pet: A gray cat named Poupon

Titles in This
Series:


K.C. Bomber,
1997


Penn Valley Phoenix, 1997

River Quay, 1998


Chimney Rock Blues, 1999

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Murder in Cloud City,
2000

Discussion:

Second-wave Naiad Press
writer McClellan has a PhD and has worked in the field of criminal
justice most of her life—including a stint as police chief. She
stated that Tru North would return in 2000, but that has not
happened.

 


McClellan also
self-published through iUniverse another lesbian mystery featuring
Major Lynne Fhaolain, although the reviews indicate it was
amateurishly done.

 



K.C. Bomber

I’m not sure I've ever
read a more uneven novel. It’s like the author wrote the first two
chapters as a graduate student in creative writing, then came back
to it a quarter of a century later and decided to make it a crime
story, paying no attention to her earlier style. Either that or
several different people wrote the book, at least one of whom
didn't read what the others had written. But first the
plot:

 


When the book begins, Tru
North has just gotten cruelly and painfully dumped by her
girlfriend. The breakup puts Tru into a major depression, affecting
both her mood and her job as a police detective. To make it worse,
her boss decides to give her an assignment so impossible that she
will resign. Not because she is a lesbian or because she has been
particularly bad at her job, but simply because he feels like it.
Enter Dr. Margarete (Marki) Campbell, who takes an almost
harassingly intense interest in Tru.

 


If the entire book was
written as good as the first two chapters, it would rate a
hands-down 5 stars. Dark, dreary, cold, depressing, and very real,
the persona of Tru etches itself into our interest kind of like one
of Tru’s own similes: The gray haze of
winter lingered in her shrinking soul as easily as the clouded
skies hugged the spires of downtown
buildings.

 


But for some reason, most
of the other chapters might have come from any of a thousand pens
and are disconcertingly blah. The mystery itself is not a bad one:
somebody is sending bombs in the mail to unsuspecting artists.
Unfortunately, the motives of the bomber are silly and Tru’s method
of tracking him down is delivered in an oh-by-the-way
manner.

 


And there’s Marki. When
Tru first meets her, Marki is a tall, tough-looking bouncer in a
woman’s bar. In an incredibly surreal and arousing scene (in
Chapter 2), Marki cajoles a very drunk Tru into having sex in the
dark but crowded bar. Tru, ashamed of her conduct, refuses to go
into that particular bar again. But when she goes to her second
choice a week later, Marki is there as well, watching and thinking.
She is at a third bar, too, in the next booth from the unsuspecting
Tru, listening to her conversation with a friend and even following
her home.

 


But enough of Marki. Let’s
get back to the case. When Tru decides she needs the help of a
professional to try to understand the psyche of the bomber, she
makes an appointment to see the Head of the Psychology Department
at the local university. Oh, shit! It’s Marki!

 


The Naiad editor in charge
of K.C. Bomber
was Lila Empson, whose name I had not run into
before but who seems to have spent much of her time with Naiad
editing romances. I don’t think she deserves much credit for how
this one came out. I admit that some of the descriptions of police
work are well done and interesting, and the climactic ending is
exciting. Still, I have no problems treating this one like a bad
relationship and trying to move on. Trouble is, I have discovered
that Marki is my checkout clerk at Walmart, she is also the UPS
driver that delivered my latest batch of books to review, she
anchors the late news on TV. Lately, she has been haunting my
dreams as well, threatening, cajoling, demanding, wheedling,
promising me sensual delights beyond imagining if I will only
change this review.

 


Final Rating:
2


Vicki P.
McConnell

(1947-)

 


Series: Nyla Wade Mysteries

Main Character:
Nyla Wade

Profession:
Journalist, Copywriter

Type of Mystery:
Historical Investigation

Age in First Book:
Not given; probably late 20s.

Residence:
Denver, Colorado and Burnton, Oregon

Love Interest:
Lucy Randolph (mail carrier)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend:
Audrey Louise, a straight woman

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:
0 in first book, but it heats up later

Romance Index:
0 in first book, but it heats up later

Titles in This
Series:


Mrs. Porter's Letter,
1982


The Burnton Widows: A Nyla Wade
Mystery,
1984


Double Daughter, 1988

Discussion:

In 1978 McConnell penned a
romance entitled Berrigan
under the pseudonym of Gingerlox. She also served
as editor for a number of other authors. Here are my full reviews
of all three books in the Nyla Wade series.

 



Mrs. Porter's Letter

Mrs. Porter’s
Letter, published in 1982, is one of
the first four lesbian mysteries ever printed—and only the second
to develop into a series. It was followed over the next several
decades by hundreds of other novels featuring lesbian sleuths. Yet
the novel’s influence seems small in comparison to some of f the
other early authors of lesbian mysteries, such as Eve Zaremba (who
created the private investigator Helen Keremos) and Katherine V.
Forrest (whose police detective, Kate Delafield has become an
icon). Few critics seem to have paid much attention to McConnell.
Either no one was influenced by the book, or no one bothered to
read it. What a mistake, because it is decidedly and mysteriously
different from almost everything that came later.

The book, featuring fledgling
writer Nyla Wade, is on the surface a modern Gothic search for the
owner of a desk that Nyla comes to possess, although it has a
very noir subplot involving the murder of a prostitute. Most important,
though, it is Nyla's search for her own intellectual and sexual
identity. This is very rare in a genre dominated by out-and-out
dykes, closeted (like Kate Delafield) or not (like Helen Keremos).
Nyla, throughout most of Mrs. Porter’s
Letter, is neither.

In fact, Nyla is one of the few protagonists in the
lesbian mystery genre who has been married to a man. But Nyla is
divorced now and living on her own, getting back into her first
love—writing—both for a living and as a creative outlet. To this
end, she buys an antique desk, which turns out to contain the
spirit and essence—not to mention some love letters—of its previous
owner.

Nyla is an intriguing and very likable character
with more moxie that I had expected. McConnell, her creator, is
adept at showing us her many sides, including very real fears about
a single woman living alone in a dangerous city. Luckily, Nyla has
a best friend, Audrey Louise that she can discuss things with.
McConnell draws Audrey Louise, with her flummox of a husband and
three complaining children, with a sympathetic pen. Although Nyla
has strong feminist leanings, it doesn't seem as if she has even
given the slightest thought to the idea of identifying as a
lesbian—until she actually meets a few.

The novel takes Nyla on a thousand-mile journey to
search for the writer of the letters she finds—and to unravel the
30-year history of a hidden love affair. In the process she is
finally able to realize why her marriage was not a success and why
she has such powerful feelings for a woman she meets in a bar.

Slipshod editing in places is to be expected in
early Naiad Press books, but the ones found here rarely detract
from the enjoyment of reading. But the lack of seamlessness to the
story is another matter. A good—or even a decent and
sympathetic—editor, could have guided McConnell through the complex
plot and suggested ways in which it would actually achieve more
cohesiveness and believability. As it is, the reader gets the idea
that McConnell began the novel with no real idea how to end it.

With this and other problems, it can't be ranked
among the best in the genre, but its early publication date makes
it a must for students of the lesbian mystery genre. An additional
quirk is the fact that this book and its two sequels are
illustrated—the only lesbian novels I have seen that are. Sadly,
all of McConnell’s books seem to be out of print and unavailable in
ebook form. This needs to be corrected.

 


Final Rating 2.5

 



The Burnton Widows

This book was somewhat of a
letdown; not because it was so much worse than the first novel in
the series, but because it wasn’t much better. Although McConnell
uses the same historical plot device she used in
Mrs. Porter’s Letter, the results come out less satisfactorily.

Nyla Wade has moved from
Denver, Colorado to Burnton, Oregon, to work on a weekly newspaper
called the Burnton
Beckoner. She becomes interested in a
castle near the shore, a local landmark owned by two lesbians who
were murdered there a year earlier. She becomes friends with the
man who inherited the castle, a gay man named Perry Truman, along
with his friends Seth Randolph and his sister Lucy, who seem to be
the only other gay folk in Burnton.

 


Nyla decides to write a feature article on
the castle and, if she can, find out the truth about who murdered
the two women. In the midst of all this, she and Lucy fall in love
and become a couple.

 


Remember now, Nyla has only just recognized
her own attraction for women and, aside from a brief kiss in the
first book, has never been with a woman. Yet her first night spent
with Lucy goes by swimmingly—and without a second thought. Without
even a first thought. We hear no inner dialogue about what she will
do in bed with a woman, no conversation with Lucy about her sexual
past—nothing to make the scenes, and her feelings, realistic. This
is a major omission, and very disappointing because I like Nyla and
her fierce and natural concern for oppressed minorities. Her lack
of inner feeling and contemplation, though, makes everything seem
contrived.

 


And much of it really is
contrived, from the murder motive to the little celebration at the
end where dozens of gays and lesbians form a vehicle blockade to
prevent a wrecker ball from destroying the castle. The more I think
about this book, the more I realize how flawed it is. I could
forgive much of Mrs. Porter’s
Letter because of the fact that it
was the first mystery published by fledgling Naiad Press and
suffered from little or no competent editing. This one suffers even
more and puts an exclamation mark on why presses like Naiad were
the only ones who would give books like these even a
look.

 


As was
Mrs. Porter’s Letter, this book is important historically because it was part of
the first series featuring a lesbian detective. It is fun because
Nyla is fun and it is interesting because of the way that McConnell
uses historical letters and documents (Perry Truman’s written
account of the original owner of the castle is extremely well done)
in her mysteries. But in all other ways, The Burnton Widows suffers from
immature writing and bad—or no—advice.

 


Final Rating:
2.5

 



Double Daughter

Nyla returns to Denver for her good friend
Audrey Louise’s birthday. She has been in Burnton, Oregon for two
years, but she and her girlfriend Lucy need a break from each
other. At Audrey Louise’s party are a number of people that Nyla
has not seen for many years—members of a special group in college
that called themselves the Passionate Few. Most of the people in
this group—men and women—were gay and several were very strong
Amazon-like feminists. The strongest woman of all, and one that
influenced Nyla greatly with her lesbian-tinged poems, becomes the
target of a group of homophobes. When she is hospitalized in a hit
and run, Nyla must hunt for the perpetrators before anyone else
gets hurt.

 


One of the problems this book suffers from
is the fact that it was written 25 years ago. Oh, it's true that
the main themes—the raising of women's consciousness and it's
concomitant homophobia—were in their early stages when McConnell
wrote the book. They are important themes and deserve to be treated
as such. In fact, it can be read as much today as a historical
document as an entertaining mystery. So what the blip do you mean,
Megan? What do we have now that wasn't available in 1988?

 


Answer? We have the
ability to change our minds. A novelist friend once told me that
his characters had a tendency to act differently that he sometimes
assumed they would; plots tended to veer off in unexpected
directions; conversations had more (or fewer) words than he had
envisioned. It isn't that his original concept of the book was
incorrect; it was simply based on incomplete information. The more
he wrote, the more he realized not how the novel
should be, but
how it was. And with series books, this is true in spades.

 


In short, Nyla Wade
became more fully realized as McConnell continued the series. And
as Nyla changed, the continuity of the series became flawed. In
1988—when this third book was written—there was no way for
McConnell to go back and fix what she had written about her in
1982. Today, with the advent of ebooks and publish-on-demand
platforms, McConnell could have revisited Mrs. Porter's Letter and
prepared us for The Passionate Few and for Nyla's strong attraction
to the idea of lesbianism. To let us all know why Nyla decided to
get married, etc. etc.

 


I complained in my last Nyla Wade review
about the lack of detail and introspection in Nyla's backstory.
That is more true here than ever. Nyla’s reason for taking a break
from her girlfriend is glossed over. And because of Nyla’s return
to Denver, it doesn’t seem that McConnell is even sure where she
wants to set the series. But in 1988 it was too late to rethink
these things. Although I suppose it’s possible for the reader to
cobble together a semi-believable history for Nyla, it would have
been ever so much more interesting if McConnell had done it
consistently, coherently, and comprehensively in the first
place.

 


One of the most interesting things about
the book is Nyla’s—and McConnell’s—forthright attempts to become
immersed in the blossoming women’s culture issues that were
spreading at that time. Mention of Amazons, goddesses, and women
warriors; a time when a woman was a womon and when women were
wimmin. None of these ideas seem to have taken hold. The alternate
spellings have virtually disappeared from the language—almost
before they began, and goddesses have given way to either sexless
deities or atheism. But from a historical standpoint, this book is
important. And from this viewpoint and others, it is a work we can
look back on and imagine how it might have been. Too, we can
imagine what the Nyla Wade series might have been with more
foresight and a passionate editor.

 


Final Rating:
2.7


Val (or V.L.) McDermid

(1955-)

 


Series 1:
Lindsay Gordon Mysteries

Main Character:
Lindsay Gordon

Profession:
Freelance Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative/Procedural

Age in First Book:
Early 30s (32?)

Residence:
Glasgow, Scotland

Love Interest:
Cordelia Brown, (a successful
novelist).

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Report for Murder, 1987


Common Murder,
1989


Deadline for Murder, 1991 (Open and Shut)


Union Jack,
1993, US Title: Conferences are
Murder


Booked for Murder, 1996 (Lambda Finalist for 2001)


Hostage to Murder, 2003

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


Trick of the Dark, 2010

Discussion:

The author has three other popular mystery
series, but tonly two featurea lesbian protagonist (See below). I
read the Bywater Books ebook edition of the first novel in the
Lindsay Gordon series, which did not contain a printing date.
McDermid founded Bywater Books.

 



Report for Murder

Report for
Murder, is a paean to Dorothy L.
Sayers’ Gaudy
Night. Murder in a school for Girls.
Lindsay is a good reporter and manages to crank out enough copy to
fill the pages of another novel. I enjoyed her burgeoning romance
with Cordelia (a tip of the hat to the main character in P. D.
James’ An Unsuitable Job for a
woman), a book that McDermid knows
well. Yet as is often (if not always) the case in modern mysteries,
McDermid's attempt to create this whodunit different from any other
results in an almost unbelievable method for committing the crime
that Lindsay investigates. I did like the fact, though, that
through each of the seemingly endless interviews that Lindsay has
with the suspects, she always managed to get one tiny bit of new
information that she could put in with the rest. See Sigrid
Brunel's Woman with Red Hair
for a similar investigative process.

 


Final Rating:
3

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
Allie Burns Novels

Main Character:
Allison (Allie) Burns

Profession:
Investigative Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Glasgow, Scotland, Manchester, England

Love Interest:
Rona Dunsyre (journalist)

Drink of Choice:
Lanson Black Label champagne

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series


1979,
2021

1989, 2022

Discussion:

This is the fifth crime series by the
current Queen of Crime and the second featuring a lesbian
protagonist. It is based on her life in journalism.


Bill McGrath

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Xara Smith Mysteries

Main Character:
Xara Smith

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Lightly Hard-Boiled

Age in First Book:
She is 31 in Book 12

Residence:
North Irving, TX (just outside Dallas)

Love Interest:
may vary

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


January Juggling the
Jentons,
2007


February at Feldman's on
Fifth, 2007


March of the Mustangs, 2007


April at the Antique
Alley, 2009


May Might Mean Murder, 2008


June Jumping the
Jaguar,
2010


July Jill's Justice, 2011


August Avenging
Arlene,
2012


September Surgeon
Shamed,
2012


October Octagon
Occult,
2012


November Naughty
Nurse, 2012


December Deadly
Dolls, 2012

Discussion:

Bill McGrath should be congratulated on
finishing 12 Xara Smith mysteries—one for each month on the
calendar. Unfortunately, the congratulations do not extend to his
execution of the novels—neither of the two I sampled impressed me
enough to pay the reasonable price for the remainder. Oddly, each
of the 12 novels is between 50,000 and 51,000 words—too few for a
really detailed novel. His titles, too, are total turn-offs.

 


In the first novel,
January Juggling the
Jentons, Xara Smith, a six-foot-three
PI in Colorado, is hired to protect a real estate magnate’s wife.
In the eleventh, November Naughty
Nurse, she helps a friend investigate
a reverse-mortgage scheme that involves murdering the elderly for
their property Both are logical and interesting crimes.

 


In November Naughty Nurse, McGrath
makes the mistake of not running the manuscript by a talented
editor or a professional formatter—font sizes vary with the
paragraph. And for some reason, he refuses to have actual
conversations with dialogue tags. Instead he says things like “I
recounted to her my day and she responded appropriately. I let her
know that Jean was a pill and she agreed” (Not a direct quote). It
reads like a skeleton of a book, or maybe he had to cut out a lot
to keep it near 50,000 words. In any case, it is poorly done. And
as much as I hate to bring out this aspect of it, Xara herself
seems more like a man than most men.

 


My advice is this: If you
want to read about naughty nurses, read Mabel Maney’s
The Case of the Not-So-Nice
Nurse. If you want to read about
reverse mortgages, read Pele Plante’s Getting Away with Murder. If
you want to read about lesbian life, read Katherine V.
Forrest's Murder at the Nightwood
Bar—or most of the other novels
discussed in this book. I like the fact that McGrath’s books are
available on the Indie-friendly Smashwords, but not much
else.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish.


Iona McGregor

(1929/1930-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Christabel MacKenzie / Eleanor Stewart

Profession:
Student / Instructor

Type of Mystery:
Historical Young Adult

Age: 17 / 18

Residence:
Edinburgh, Scotland

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
None

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
1 or less

Romance Index:
2.5

Title:


Death Wore A Diadem, 1989

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first—and probably the only—edition of this book, which is the
only lesbian mystery in Ms. McGregor’s oeuvre. In an interview—linked
below—she states that she began a sequel, but never finished it.
Pity.

 



Death Wore A Diadem

Christabel MacKenzie is a 17-year-old
student attending the Scottish Institute for the Education of the
Daughters of Gentlefolk in Edinburgh. Like most of the students
there, Christabel’s family is well to do. In fact, her aunt is a
friend of the Empress Eugenie of France. It is when the Empress
decides to visit Edinburgh—and the Institute—that bad things start
to happen. First, a replica of the Empress’ jeweled diadem goes
missing, then a servant girl is pushed down a flight of stairs
after a tryst with her paramour.

 


Christabel, concerned about both the theft
and the murder, begins to ask questions. She is helped by Eleanor
Stewart, her botany tutor at the Institute. But they are more than
just student and tutor. Christabel has a terrific crush on
Eleanor—only a year her senior—that is fully reciprocated. So when
Christabel deliberately makes bad scores on her science tests,
Eleanor is given permission to give her private lessons at
Christabel’s home. This comes in handy because it gives the two
young women not only time alone together, but the freedom to
investigate both inside and outside the school.

 


This is a rather delicious book that
deserves way more attention and more reviews than it has garnered
thus far. Its publication date—1989—shows it to be far ahead of its
tune. The relationship between Christabel and Eleanor is very
believable and touching. Although their intimacies are limited to
quick kisses and phrases like “They put their arms around each
other and one thing led to another,” we do believe in their love
for each other and are rooting for them all the way.

 


In the process of the novel, the author goes
into some detail about the Institute, which was one of the first to
provide more than a cursory, parlor education for girls. We learn
that not only was this unusual, but it was mostly frowned upon.
Senior instructors had to have college degrees, which most women
didn’t have at the time so that only men taught the higher levers
of study. And Eleanor’s passion to become a full-fledged doctor is
treated with derision by the male doctors she comes in contact
with. The intricacies of the Institute are well set up, as are the
plot and the resolution of the mystery. I especially liked the
author’s rendering of Scottish dialect.

 


This is the first Young
Adult lesbian mystery I have come across. In fact, it may have been
the only YA
lesbian mystery until Iza Moreau’s Elodie Fontaine series began in
2019. Give it a thumb’s up with every hand you have. And check out
a fascinating interview with the author here.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Claudia McKay

(1934-)

 


Series: Lynn Evans Mysteries

Main Character:
Lynn Evans

Profession:
Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Adventure

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Hartfield, State not given

Love Interest:
Marta Handley (cult member)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Delia (Del) Whitney (a straight African-American
woman, police detective)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Kali Connection, 1994


Twist of Lime,
1997

Discussion:

According to
The Gay Detective, McKay founded New Victoria Publishers in 1976 and had a hand
in editing and designing at least 80 of its books. In this aspect
of her work, her importance to the Lesbian Mystery genre cannot be
over-emphasized. It’s surprising that she waited until 1994 to
publish the first of her own novels. I read what seems to be the
first printing of the first novel in the Lynn Evans
series.

 



The Kali Connection

Lynn Evans, reporter for a newspaper in an
unnamed state, is assigned to investigate the suicide of a young
man named Sam, who was found dead in a hotel room not far from
Lynn’s office. Her quickness in arriving at the scene allows her to
interview several residents before the police can get things
cordoned off properly. And it doesn’t hurt that her best friend is
one of the detectives on the scene. The two friends agree that the
death was probably not suicide but murder. Lynn discovers that Sam
was a member of the Kalimaya society—a group of people practicing
an amalgam of eastern religions. Could the group or one of its
members have been responsible for Sam’s death? Well, maybe. What
puts Lynn off the track is her quick and powerful attraction to
Marta Handley, one of the leaders of the Kalimaya group.

 


The book consists of two story lines: Lynn’s
search for Sam’s murderer and her relationship with the mysterious
Marta. The book also has two geographic sections; the first half
taking place in the U.S., the remainder in Nepal, where Lynn goes
in search of answers. So if you like romance, adventure, and travel
you will get on well with this one.

 


The Kali
Connection is well written and well
plotted without ever breaking through to excellence. The
message—that we must always be searching for something—is a
legitimate and compelling one. But it is the additional message
that is more important—that once we have found something, we must
use it for good; not only good for ourselves but for humanity. As
Marta tells Lynn, No matter what one’s
inner virtues, how long one meditates on goodness, one must still
act in this world.” Well
said.

 


The book is remarkably flaw-free. I will
admit, though, that I wish the author had given Lynn more
backstory—we know almost nothing about her past; we don’t even know
where she lives. Is this necessary for a good murder mystery?
Probably not, but it is necessary for an excellent one. Give this
one a 3.6 and at least consider buying the other book in the Lynn
Evans series.

 


Final Rating:
3.6


Jan McKemmish

(1950-2007)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Frances Smith

Profession:
Photographer

Type of Mystery:
Literary Novel with Crime

Age: Probably early 40s

Residence:
Sydney, Australia

Love Interest:
Solange (last name, age, and profession
unknown)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Brandy

Best Friend:
Anne Stevens (Lawyer)

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Only Lawyers Dancing, 1992

Discussion:

McKemmish, an Aussie, died
of cancer in 2007. She has a couple of other books that may be
worth checking out.

 



Only Lawyers Dancing

I’ve had to create a new
shelf for this one called Lesbian Crime Fiction. There is a lot of
crime in this book, and a couple of lesbians, but nobody actually
solves a mystery or a puzzle. At least, I don’t think they do. The
fact is that Only Lawyers
Dancing is so literary that it’s
often difficult to follow the thread of the several stories that
are going on simultaneously. The author uses first person present
point of view not only for Frances Smith, the lesbian protagonist,
but also for her co-protagonist, Anne Stevens, a straight woman.
And for Anne’s boyfriend Harry, who may or may not be a mobster.
But she also goes into third person at times, but told as if one of
the other characters is relating it. And stream of consciousness
abounds.

 


Anne and Frances are very
old friends from two very different backgrounds. Anne’s father was
a policeman while Frances’ was a crime boss. One of the recurring
narratives in this book is a crime that took place over two decades
earlier—one that eventually led to Anne’s father having a nervous
breakdown. But despite the fact that these murders are referred to
again and again, they seem to have no relation to the rest of the
book, which is mostly concerned with a well-known hit man named Max
hiring Anne to make him look good in court. The rest of the book
deals with various criminals connected to Max and their
relationships to both Anne and Frances.

 


But McKemmish did not
write Only Lawyers Dancing
for the plot or the story. She did it because she
loved writing and the opportunities it often offers to bend genres.
She wrote it because she loved words and the many possibilities
they give to communicate ideas in different ways. Think of a hybrid
between the prefaces to the chapters in Steinbeck’s
The Grapes of Wrath, Michelangelo Antonioni’s classic movie
Blow-Up. But
don’t really expect things to make sense. The author knows exactly
what she is doing and isn’t shy about letting us know it.
“The trouble is you keep expecting it to make
sense, like a serial moving tortuously show through the labyrinth
of side plots and byways toward an order, a clarity, a closed
book.”

 


In some places the writing
is pretentious, in others it is engaging and downright brilliant.
Like, “. . .the new week looms like a
mountain in the mist when you’re on a cheap-fare-to-Europe
aeorplane and hoping, hoping hoping that the radar
works.” But there is murder,
embezzlement, theft, and even a kidnapping on the way to
denouement. It’s not certain what satisfaction the characters get
from all this, but we can only hope they all live happily ever
after. I give it 4 stars.

 


Final Rating: 4


A.M. McKnight

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Goslynl County

Main Character:
Olivia (Ollie)Ann Winston

Profession:
Police Detective (and part-time math
teacher)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
41

Residence:
Goslyn, Virginia

Love Interest:
Maureen Jeffries (IRS Special Agent)

Pet: None.

Drink of Choice:
Teetotaler

Best Friend:
Pat Henley-Rice (age 41, straight woman, computer
tech)

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


Goslyn County,
2015


County Vices, 2017

Discussion:

I can find out very little
about the author and suspect that she uses a pseudonym. I read a
review copy of this book, which was kindly provided in electronic
form by the publisher through Lesbrary. McKnight also has a short
story in the Goslyn County series, although it seems like a simple
romance.

 



Goslyn County

All readers of lesbian
fiction know that romance—and maybe even sex—is almost a
prerequisite. The lesbian mystery genre is no exception, although
the author must also craft a plausible crime puzzle. Let’s face it,
we are all intrigued by romance. Maureen Jeffries, one of the
protagonists in Goslyn
County, “craved romance and wanted to
experience it at every opportunity.” And she gets her chance when
she meets Detective Olivia Winston.

 


The two come into contact
with each other during an investigation into a burglary that
results in identity theft leading to fraudulent tax refunds. Both
are attractive, single black women in their early 40s who have been
alone too long. Fans of Kate Allen’s Allison Kaine mysteries will
find no butch/femme roles here. In fact, Ollie and Maureen are
almost interchangeable. They dress similarly, they both have a
close female confidante, are closely tied to their families, and
have each had one significant earlier relationship that went
sour.

 


But not only is the book
tantalizing in the romance aspect, but the mystery is interesting
as well. Although she doesn’t get into very specific detail, the
author posits a plausible crime scenario with criminals that are
more interesting than your run-of-the-mill lowlifes. The
combination of the local Goslyn police and the IRS in investigating
the crime is a believable one—and a believable way for Ollie and
Maureen to meet and get to know each other.

 


The romance is better than
most. Both women initially skirt around the possibility of
commitment, but their talks are frank, interesting, and to the
point. Just when love seems imminent, though, a turn in the plot
that requires a few months to pass puts the romance kind of in
stasis. During that time, we are to believe that Ollie and Maureen
kept seeing each other as usual but limited themselves to holding
hands and kissing each other on the cheek. I didn’t believe it, but
maybe you will.

 


And not everything else is
great and good in good old Goslyn
County, either. For one thing, Goslyn
seems to be a city, not a county, so the title is more than
questionable. As a self-professed “self-published” author, McKnight
is sometimes unsure of what words to capitalize, although her
grammar, spelling, and overall writing skills are otherwise
fine.

 


But now we come to the
part of the novel that won me over as a fan. Although McKnight
sometimes uses clunky point-of-view shifts—especially when Ollie
and Maureen are together—other point-of-view shifts do something
that few other mysteries do: they make the criminals more
sympathetic. I don’t mean that we agree with what they have done;
rather we are able to understand the reasons that circumstances
have pushed them in that direction. The criminals, in fact—although
they are brothers—are more expertly and uniquely drawn than are the
protagonists.

 


Yeah, there is some sappy
stuff at the end and a few loose ends, but overall, this book gets
close enough to a 4 to be rounded up.

 


Final Rating:
3.8


Kate McLachlan

(1960-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Beatrice Scott

Profession:
Judge

Type of Mystery:
Classic Whodunit

Age: 60

Residence:
Cascade County, Washington

Love Interest:
None

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not stated

Best Friend:
Not stated

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
2

Title:


Ten Little Lesbians,
2015

Other Lesbian
Mysteries:


Hearts, Dead and Alive,
(2012)


Murder and the Hurdy Gurdy
Girl, (2013). (Rainbow
Finalist)

Discussion:

I read a review copy of
this book, which was kindly provided by the author in ebook form. A
short story, “Seasons of Deception,” featuring one of the main
characters, is currently available on Smashwords for free. The
author has two other lesbian mysteries, but they are also
stand-alones.

 



Ten Little Lesbians

There is a lot that can be
said about this book, not just about whether it is good or bad, but
also about the style of its composition, its history, and its
characters. This is true of all good books, of course, but not all
books are good.

 


It is no secret that Ten
Little Lesbians is based on Agatha Christie’s Ten Little Indians,
which was originally published under a name that had more negative
racial overtones. I don’t want to go into that here, but Google the
book if you don’t already know the story. In Christie’s novel, a
number of people are invited to an island resort in order to kill
them. Each has a guilty secret.

 


In Ten Little Lesbians,
the guests are all women who are planning a “Women’s Weekend” at a
bed and breakfast many miles from the nearest town. And yes, they
all have guilty secrets. The two main characters are Beatrice Stone
and her niece Tish. Bea has arranged the trip for two reasons—to
get Tish away from her ex before she is arrested (again), and to
accompany her friend Carmen, who is trying to get over a bad
breakup. The other guests—as well as the inn’s owner and her single
employee—of course have their own stories. One is blind, one an
ex-con, one a Mormon, and so forth.

 


But except for a tidbit
here and there, that’s about as close to Ten Little Indians as
McLachlan gets. This is not bad because Agatha Christie is not a
very good writer. Ooh, have I touched a taboo subject? Too bad,
because although Christie could write an extraordinary plot line,
very few of her characters are realistic or interesting. I exclude
Miss Marple from this because I kind of like her, but Hercule
Poirot was a windy buffoon; even Christie herself disliked him. And
the vast majority of her incidental characters are utterly and
immediately forgettable. Her prose is generally plodding and
dull.

 


Ten Little Lesbians is a
much more enjoyable book than its near namesake. Not only is the
writing more lively, but the characters are all more interesting
and individual. One of the reasons for this is McLachlan’s use of
point of view. The book is made up of seven longish chapters, but
each chapter is further divided into sections. And each section has
its own point of view character. Chapter 1, for instance has at
least one section from each character’s perspective so that we get
not only different voices, but deeper backstories as
well.

 


When one character
disappears and another is found dead, the fun begins. In fact, the
book reminded me as much of the 1986 mystery/horror movie April
Fool’s Day as it did the Agatha Christie novel. And the story
really is fun, despite the suspense. Tish is a sexy, engaging
character and her aunt is a businesslike no-nonsense authority
figure who harbors a tragic secret. “Aunt Bea” is pragmatic and
philosophic and generally is the one who moves the book along. But
it is the divergent lives and voices of the other characters that
keep us anxious to follow her.

 


My one quibble is that I
found myself wishing I knew earlier who was going to end up as the
main character. Tish dominates the first two chapters, then her
aunt takes over almost completely for the next two. This is not
necessarily a fault; after all, a number of series, such as Penny
Mickelbury’s Mimi and Gianna Mysteries, are told from two points of
view. I just came away with a suspicion that all is not as balanced
as it might be. Give this one a 5 on the enjoyability scale and
certainly no lower than a 4 in your Final Rating.

 


Final Rating:
4.2


Franci McMahon

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Miles Series

Main Character: Jane Scott

Profession: Journalist

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Montana

Love Interest: Becky Miles
(rancher)

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: A horse named Night

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Night Mare, 2001


White Horse in Winter, 2015


The Impasse, 2017

Discussion:

Most books within a mystery series keep the
same point of view. One exception is Eve Zaremba’s Helen Keremos
series, which switches from first person point of view to third in
the fourth novel. McMahon’s series is more unique. It changes
narrators completely; Jane Scott gives a first-person narration on
book 1 while Becky Miles narrates the second and third. There is a
really good reason for this, as you will find out near the end of
book 2.

 


It is almost as if—in the 15 years after the
first appearance of Night Mare—that McMahon tired of Jane Scott and
felt more simpatico with the Montana rancher Miles. It is highly
possible that there may be other books forthcoming in the
series.

 


The third novel takes place about a year
after White Horse in Winter. It is in the adventure/suspense
category, not a mystery, but I am including it because the first
two are. I did the same thing for some of the novels in the Stoner
McTavish series that veered from the mystery format.

 


It’s probably a coincidence, but author Manda
Scott—no relation to the Jane in these novels—also wrote a lesbian
mystery entitled Night Mare, which came out three years
before McMahon’s novel.


Ann McMan

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Evan Reed Mysteries

Main Character: Evangeline (Evan)
Reed

Profession: Political Operative

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Julia Donne (book
publisher)

Best Friend: Tim Donovan (priest)

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:

Dust, 2011


Galileo, 2019 (Goldie Winner,
Lambda Winner)

Discussion:

Evan Reed is an ex-Catholic, single mother,
whose job it is to vet political candidates. Interesting and fairly
unique.


Claire McNab

(1940-)

Series 1:
Carol Ashton Mysteries

Main Character:
Carol Ashton

Profession:
Police Detective Inspector

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First
Book:

Residence:
Sydney, Australia

Love Interest:
Sybil Quade (Teacher)

Pet: A cat named Sinker

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Lessons in Murder, 1988 (Lambda
Finalist)


Fatal Reunion,
1989 (Lambda Finalist)


Death Down Under, 1990 (Lambda
Finalist)

Cop Out,
1991 (Lambda Finalist)


Dead Certain,
1992


Body Guard,
1994 (Lambda Finalist)


Double Bluff,
1995


Inner Circle,
1996 (Lambda Finalist)


Chain Letter,
1997

Past Due,
1998 (Lambda Finalist)

Set Up,
1999


Under Suspicion, 2000

Death Club, 2001


Accidental Murder, 2002 (Lambda
Finalist)


Blood Link,
2003

Fall Guy,
2004


Lethal Care (with Katherine V.
Forrest), 2017 (Goldie Winner)

Discussion:

Claire McNab is the pen
name of Australian-born Claire Carmichael. She was part of the
first wave of lesbian mystery writers and important in that
respect. Her first novel was published only a few years after Vicki
P. McConnell and Katherine V. Forrest came out with their first
books. There are 14 books in her Carol Ashton series—she published
one a year from 1994 to 2004, no mean accomplishment. She also has
two other mystery series. Here is my full review of the first,
fourth, and fifth novels in her Carol Ashton series. I read the
fourth printing of Book 1 and the first printings of Books 4 and
5.

 



Lessons in Murder

Some time ago, I posted an
article giving my opinion about why you should read the first book
in a series first. One of those reasons is that the first book
should be the best, despite the possibility that it might be a
little raw. In another article I complained that the small sample
of a book that Amazon allows you to read for free is often not
enough to tell if the whole is worth paying for. Well,
Lessons in Murder brings
these ideas home in a big way.

 


I read the sample of this
book twice, and neither time did I think it worth paying the
too-high price of $9.99 for the remainder. Instead, I read books 4
and 5 of the same series, which I already had in my library. After
reading these, and enjoying them to some extent, I decided to find
a used copy of book 1 and see how the series started. So I did, and
surprisingly, I was surprised. Lessons in
Murder, despite getting off to a slow and
somewhat clumsy start, was by far the best of the three and very
worth reading.

 


Because this novel does
exactly what the first book in a lesbian mystery series
should do: it has an
interesting puzzle to solve, it’s peopled with likeable (and
unlikeable) characters, and it chronicles the beginnings of a love
story between the detective and someone else. In this case,
Inspector Carol Ashton investigates a murder at a posh high school
just outside Sydney. The prime suspect is Sybil Quade, a woman that
Carol feels an immediate attraction to. And even though the other
woman is married, she feels a similar attraction for
Carol.

 


Carol, too, was once
married, and even has a 9-year-old son who lives with his father,
making this book the second I have read where the sleuth and her
love interest start out straight (the first was Iza Moreau’s
The News in Small Towns.
And the growing attraction between the two—coupled with Carol’s
strong belief that dating a murder suspect is unprofessional and
Sybil’s initial conviction that women loving women is
unnatural—make this a juicy story in a lot of ways.

 


The murder plot is well
done—and well played by Carol and her team, including her
assistant, Detective Mark Bourke, a handsome, likeable man and a
good police officer. The interviews are professional and rewarding
in a slow but inexorable way. And there are lots of baddies, too,
from the religious fanatic to an ex-Premier whose political career
was marred by suspicions of corruption.

 


My main problem with the
book—and the one that caused me initially to stop reading after the
sample, is that Carol Ashton is too perfect. Or rather,
everyone—good guys, bad gals, and especially the author—are so
dazzled by everything about her that they literally can’t see
straight. Tall and blonde and gorgeous, she is famous for bringing
her cases to a satisfactory conclusion and sought after by the
media because of her looks and her calm, unperturbed demeanor. Here
are some descriptions showing how everything about her is
extraordinary: “Carol’s smooth, decisive driving,” “the firm lines
of her mouth,” “Carol drove efficiently,” she parked “with swift
competence,” she had “long, sensitive fingers,” “that beautiful
woman,” And all of these come in a three-page sequence!

 


McNab also has a tendency
to use phrases usually confined to cheap romances. I imagine that
editor Katherine V. Forrest edited out most of these, but some
remain. I also wish there had been a little more backstory, more
give and take between Sybil and Carol about their pasts. As it is,
it reads like it may have been shortened because of Naiad’s
penchant for not going more than a page or two over 200. On the
other hand, this length is almost perfect for an enjoyable read on
a day that you have absolutely nothing else to do but lounge and
drift off into another world.

 


Final Rating:
3

 


Cop Out

While I was reading this book I was
continually reminded of the Lily Allen song “Not Fair,” in which
the singer, after listing many sterling qualities of her current
boyfriend, goes on to say

“There’s just one
thing that’s getting in the way,

When we go up to bed
you’re just no good, it’s such a shame.”

I was able to find many sterling
descriptions of McNab’s writing in some of the reviews and blurbs
that speak of her popularity and expertise, but when I actually got
into reading the book, there was certainly something missing. As
Allen says, she didn’t “make me scream.”

 


The fact is, McNab reads like a second-rate
Katherine V. Forrest and her protagonist is a second-rate Kate
Delafield. There are a number of parallels between Carol Ashton and
Kate Delafield. Both are high-ranking police detectives in large
cities and both are closet lesbians with live-in partners who are
not. Carol is obviously the prettier of the two (McNab pounds her
attractiveness home every few pages) but not as good a detective.
While Kate’s methods of investigation are carefully repeatedly
documented in her cases, Carol just seems to go from one interview
to another until she gets an epiphany. Here are some more
parallels. Not only does Carol's relationship with Sybil mirror
Kate's with Aimee, but they even have the same sexual
preferences.

 


Cop Out
is a family whodunit. The brother is murdered
with the sister found over the body. The clues are well spaced and
the pace of the novel itself is good. There is even a surprise clue
near the end that delves into the homophobia within families. But
again, I can’t imagine that this twist (and the murder itself) was
not inspired by events in Forrest’s Murder at the Nightwood Bar.
Forrest is, by the way, listed as the editor of this
book.

 


But, getting back to Lily Allen, being a
second-rate Katherine V. Forrest is not the end of the world. The
book could have been better; it should, in fact, have been longer
in order to flesh out aspects of the characters that were only
mentioned quickly at the last minute (for instance, the murdered
brother is described as having homosexual inclinations only, yet a
bit of the plot hangs on the fact that he thinks that he has AIDS).
Conversations are sometimes stiff and there are more descriptions
than a normal yin-yang can hold. But a book can’t be expected to be
perfect, can it? Lighten up, Lily.

 


Final Rating:
3

 



Dead Certain

This, the fifth book in the series, may be a
little better than the fourth, but I'm not sure why. Detective
Inspector Carol Ashton is still too beautiful and too cold and
fairly unlikable. Her investigative methods are still invisible and
she uses coincidences like others might use metaphors.

 


But there are a number of differences
between this book and the last. For one thing, her girlfriend Sybil
finally has enough of Carol's coldness and domination and moves
back into her own apartment for a while. But--and this is unusual
in a lesbian mystery—when the mouse is away . . That's right, Carol
allows herself to be consoled by an attractive news reporter who
seems to be very serious about getting Carol for herself. The night
they spend together is the first I have read in the genre of a
protagonist actually cheating on her partner--no matter that Sybil
is temporarily living in another house.

 


Another difference is that much of the
mystery takes place in or around the iconic Sydney Opera House. The
murdered man and all the suspects are connected with opera in some
way. The musical descriptions are well researched and well
depicted. I also like the character of Constable Anne Newsome, who
appears fresh and lively around the morose Carol. She and Mark
Bourke make good assistants for the Detective Inspector.

 


The crime? A perfect one, probably. The way
Carol explains her deductions is almost believable, but every iota
is circumstantial. If the criminal(s) hadn't decided to get things
off their chests, as it were, and confess into a tape recorder,
there would have been absolutely no chance of a conviction. Lucky
for Carol, huh?

 


The book also has a more
serious message, that of the transfer of AIDS among sex partners.
Although McNab touches on this briefly in Cop Out, she goes into it more
fully here. It is one of the first uses of AIDS as a major plot
device in the lesbian mysteries I have read, although I assume it
is much more pervasive in novels featuring males gay characters.
That doesn't make it less important here.

 


This is also the book in which Carol comes
out to her 10-year-old son and to her superiors in the police
department. Will this affect her relationship with David and her
career? Only the next books will tell.

 


All in all, call this one average.

 


Final Rating:
3

~ ~ ~

Series 2: Kylie Kendall Mysteries

Main Character:
Kylie Kendall

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-tavern
keeper)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Action

Age in First Book:
28

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Ariana Creeling (private investigator)

Drink of Choice:
Not much of a drinker

Pet: A cat named Julia Roberts

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Wombat Strategy, 2004
(Lambda Finalist)


The Kookaburra Gambit,
2005


The Quokka Question,
2005


The Dingo Dilemma,
2006


The Platypus Ploy,
2007

Discussion:

See her other series featuring Carol Ashton,
several books of which I have reviewed elsewhere on this site. A
third series, featuring Denise Cleaver, seems to be more thriller
than mystery. Here is my full review of the first two books in the
Kylie Kendall series. The edition I read of the first book was a
strange fish. A book club edition hardback that states in the front
matter that it is a trade paperback, but also states that it is a
first edition. It has a slightly different cover than other listed
hardback editions. Very odd. I read the first Alyson printing of
the second book.

 



The Wombat Strategy

Kylie Kendall, newly
arrived in L.A. from a small-town in Australia, is a fresh fish
compared to cold-fish, Sydney-based Carol Ashton, the protagonist
of McNab’s first lesbian mystery series. To expend the
metaphor, The Wombat
Strategy is a pretty good
catch.

 


Kylie has grown up in Australia and of late
has worked in her mother’s pub in Wollegudgerie. But when her
American father dies and leaves her his 51 percent of a private
investigation business in Los Angeles, California, Kylie jumps at
the chance to jump ship and head for the states. Of course, having
been dumped by her girlfriend for a hairdresser might have helped,
too.

 


When the junior partner of the business
politely tries to buy her out, Kylie refuses and decides that she
wants to be a PI too. The fact that this junior partner, Ariana
Creeling, is a bombshell, might have helped in Kylie’s decision,
too. But Ariana agrees to sponsor her and Kylie’s nationality comes
in handy almost at once when a famous Australian self-help guru
hires Kendall and Creeling to solve a mystery involving the
disappearance of highly confidential patient records—records that
might be used to blackmail certain famous clients.

 


The mystery is believable enough, especially
with the strange Hollywood types who seem to flock to the quack
doctor for therapy. Kylie proves herself to be not only smart, but
able to take care of herself in dangerous situations—criminal or
sexual.

 


Unlike the relatively lifeless Carol Ashton,
Kylie brings health to these pages with her enthusiasm and her
Australian euphemisms, which McNab lays on maybe a little too
thick. She’s a quick study and catches onto the PI business in
short order. I like the staff of Kendall and Creeling. Ariana is
mysteriously aloof and professional, and the rest of the staff are
interesting in their own ways. Fran, the office manager, is pretty,
dour, and a relative of Ariana’s. Melody, the receptionist, is less
at her desk than away at casting calls. There are also a few other
members of the staff with their own areas of expertise.

 


Although I hadn't noticed this in McNab’s
Ashton series, the names she gives certain things are often
excellent. The self-help guru has a system he calls “Slap slap Get
on with it.” And the movie titles of a couple of filmmakers make me
want to go out and watch them; I mean, if they really existed. A TV
reality show has incognito angels competing with humans for viewer
votes.

 


I like the title, too,
which is a spoof on Robert Ludlum titles. Kylie
is kind of like
a wombat, small but determined and feisty.

 


Bottom line? Kylie is refreshing not only
compared to Carol Ashton, but compared to many other lesbian
sleuths as well. A good beach read that you may want to keep
instead of throwing away. Call this one a 3.7—closer to a 4 than to
a 3. Fair dinkum.

 


Final Rating:
3.7

 



The Kookaburra Gambit

Only a week or two after solving the Wombat
mystery, Kylie is visited by Alf and Chicka Hartridge, twin
brothers from her old home town of Wollegudgerie. They have signed
a contract with a highfalutin U.S. movie company for a film
starring the Oz Mob—delightful children’s characters created by Alf
and Chicka and based on native Australian animals. It seems,
though, that someone is using the stuffed toy versions of the
animals for no good and the brothers want Kylie to find out
who.

 


I wanted very much to not
like this book. For one thing, it is disgustingly
formulaic—repeating many of the same themes from
The Wombat Strategy. First of all, the clients just happen to be Australian. The
bad guys are charismatic California gurus of some type. Kylie gets
to go under cover and has to deal with family problems. She manages
to uses every Australian expression imaginable. And then there is
always Ariana—cold and aloof. Will Kylie get to second
base?

 


But here’s the thing. When
I went to my stack to pick out something new to read, I almost
snatched at this one, despite the fact that I had two others
already picked out. And despite whatever flaws it might have, I
found myself smiling almost all the way through at Kylies
adventures. How can this be? Well, as to the formulaic thing—at
least it is McNab’s personal formula and not something she gets
from the best-seller list. She lets us know that what we liked in
the first book will be echoed in this one. The charismatic
gurus—both self-help and religious—do exist aplenty in California,
so why shouldn’t
she write about them? I am still annoyed by the
plethora of Australia-isms, but the book would be much duller
without at least most of them. And Kylie’s friendship with Ariana
makes me turn the pages just as fast as anything else. A truly
unique and fascinating relationship that McNab holds closely to her
chest from book to book. Kylie’s undercover activities and family
problems? Both plusses, and McNab’s penchant for Kylie’s frequent
references to Private Investigation:
The Complete Handbook is not only
priceless, but useful to the plot and the tone.

 


Here’s the bottom line. The Kylie Kendal
series is both a professionally written and professionally produced
series—even the covers are interesting and the typefaces unusual
without being clunky. Any book that makes you smile is worth a
recommendation to others. Formulaic or not, it’s impossible for me
to give this one less than a 4. It’s better than the first and I
can’t wait to read the next.

 


Final Rating:
4


Mark McNease

(1958-)

 


Series: Detective Linda Mysteries

Main Character:
Linda Sikorsky

Profession:
Antique Store Owner (ex-police
detective)

Type of Mystery:
Whodunit

Age in First Book:
42

Residence:
Kingwood, New Jersey

Love Interest:
Kirsten McClellan (real estate agent)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet None

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


Death in the
Headlights,
2014


Last Room at the Cliff's
Edge, 2016

Discussion:

Here is my full review
of Death in the
Headlights, which I purchased in
ebook form from Amazon at a reasonable price.

 



Death in the Headlights

Death in the
Headlights is a strange fish of a
mystery—a unique spin-off, as it were, of McNease's Pride Trilogy
series, featuring gay photographer Kyle Callahan. In that series,
Kyle meets and becomes friends with Homicide Detective Linda
Sikorsky, who has been a closet lesbian. “Detective Linda,” as Kyle
calls her, appears as a secondary character in the series.
In this book, however, Linda has retired from the police force,
having inherited from her aunt a cozy house in the country. And she
has come out at last, having fallen in love with high-energy real
estate broker Kirsten McClellan.

 


As the book begins, Linda has been living in
the new house for several months, so she invites her friend Kyle
and his fiancé Danny to spend their vacation there. The vacation,
however, gets off to a particularly bad start when the two find the
body of Linda's rich neighbor in a ditch. Seems that the woman had
been riding her bicycle down the street at midnight wearing only a
thin nightgown and slippers. Are you hooked yet?

 


Call this a cozy mystery
if you want; there are no street gangs, serial murderers, or
laundered money. But greed and avarice are everywhere and Linda was
a cop too long not to recognize a good murder when she sees it. As
she tells Kyle: “We walked into a
family web there this morning. We just have to determine which of
them is the spider.” But interspersed
in her (and Kyle's) investigation are Linda's plans to open an
antique store—as well as her fears that she may be losing the woman
she loves.

 


This book brings into vivid focus just how
difficult it is to write a novel. Although the author switches
point of view frequently, so that the reader can get a first-hand
view of the characters—their problems, aspirations, and
feelings—the novel still comes in at way under 200 pages. What
would it have been like if it stretched into 300 pages, or 300
pages with a single point of view?

 


If you enjoy reading about
lesbian sex; Boo, there isn't any. If you hate reading about
lesbian sex: Yay, there isn't any. Instead, you have a couple of
gentle, G-rated relationships that most people would envy and a
murder mystery that plumbs the secret depths of a wealthy family.
If this scenario appeals to you, then go ahead and reel in
Death in the Headlights
from your nearest book or ebook dealer. You’ll
probably find it—along with McNease’s other mysteries—a tasty
morsel.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Diana McRae

(1951-)

 


Series: Eliza Pirex Mysteries

Main Character:
Eliza Pirex

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age: mid-thirties?

Residence:
Oakland, California

Love Interest:
Honor Sutton (commercial designer)

Pet: She doesn't have a cat—and this plays in the
story.

Best Friend:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


All the Muscle You
Need, 1988

Discussion:

This book is no longer in print and is not
available in ebook or talking book form. Here is my full
review.

 



All the Muscle You Need

This, the only novel featuring Eliza Pirex,
is surprisingly good. And for a surprising number of reasons. The
writing is good, the mystery engaging, and the characters
interesting. But that's just for starters. The best part may be
that it is the most realistic description of being a private
investigator that I can remember. Eliza, who speaks to us in the
first person present, tells us about the criteria for becoming a PI
in California, explains how her office is run, and lets us in on
not only the primary case, but all her other cases as well. It is,
in fact, a book about being a private eye. And at around 130,000
words, it has the length to tell several stories at once and to do
it well.

 


On the surface, the book is about one
woman’s search for her college chum, who mysteriously disappeared
six years before the book begins. But someone, it seems, doesn't
want Eliza to find her. Eliza’s other cases are just as
interesting: moonlighting with a cleaning service at a local
college to find the person who has been molesting women students,
and investigating the acquaintances of another client, all of whom
seem to take advantage of her.

 


Eliza’s love life, too, is interesting and
fairly unique. She lives with a woman named Honor, who is a
commercial designer, and Honor’s two children, ages 7 and 12 from
her previous marriage. Honor is cut from nifty cloth, not from the
cardboard that seems to be the makeup of many of the love interests
we read about. Her relationship with her odd family and her general
daffiness gives life to the book and even gives reason not to
dislike the odd book title, which is a phrase from Honor’s promo
campaign for Eliza’s business.

 


Eliza is one of the first lesbian detectives
I have read about to live with kids. Claire McNab’s Carol Ashton
has a young son who visits her, but who lives with his dad. Unlike
Ashton, however, Eliza, seems like a real mother to her adopted
ones. Her feelings for them are sensitive and believable (while
Ashton’s are often unrealistically gushy, and mechanical rather
than spontaneous) and her kids make up an important part of the
interest of the book (while, again, Ashton’s son just seems to be
there taking up space.)

 


Eliza, however, can’t seem to keep her hands
off an old girlfriend, and when Honor finds out, there is hell to
pay. As she tells us,

 


“Women tend to be
more monogamous than men. So in a relationship between two women,
the odds that it is monogamous are good. I don’t know why I stray
against the odds every so once in a while. Probably because I’m a
detective and we detectives have a yen for romance and adventure .
. . ”

 


Of course there are problems; one or two of
the plot devices seem a little too hard to believe and Eliza Pirex
is probably the worst-named character in lesbian fiction. On the
whole, though, it works. A goodly number of stars for a book that
few people—even aficionados—have ever heard of. It would have made
the first of a wonderful Eliza Pirex series.

 


Final Rating:
4


Kate Merrill

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Amanda Rittenhouse
Mysteries

Main Character: Amanda (Mandy)
Rittenhouse

Profession: Metal Sculptor

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in First Book: 28

Residence: Mooresville, North
Carolina

Love Interest: Sara Orlando (28,
psychiatrist)

Best Friend: Not given

Drink of Choice: Rum and tonic,
wine

Pet: None, although Mandy is a dog
person

Heat Index: 1

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


Murder at Metrolina, 2017


Homicide in Hatteras, 2018


Murder at Midterm, 2019


Assault in Asheville, 2020
(Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

The author has an earlier series featuring
Amanda’s mother, Diana, but Diana is not a lesbian. Here is my full
review of the second novel in the Amanda Rittenhouse series. I read
the 2018 Bella ebook version, which I received as a review
copy.

 


It is interesting to note that, although
books 1, 2, and 4 were published by Bella, book 3 (which is very
political) was put out by Merlin-Janus Studio, an art gallery whose
president is one Kathleen E. Merrill.

 



Homicide in Hatteras

The best thing about this book is how
professionally it is put together. The chapters are short and easy
to get through and the fact that the author managed to come out
with an even 50 is no mean feat. The prose too, is professional,
but unexciting. Or maybe I should say professionally unexciting.
There are few attempts at unique or poetic language, although
“The stark words scattered like beads cut off their strand”
is a good try.

 


The mystery itself is a competent one. Amanda
and her new lover Sara travel to nearby Cape Hatteras to find a
young ex-con who may be involved in various scams in this
paradisiacal vacation spot. The story builds and builds and even
has an unexpected twist at the end. There is even excitement and
danger. Sex? Well, it exists—Amanda and Sara both seem quite
randy—but it all occurs off stage. “Their lovemaking had been
slower, sweeter, but even more satisfying than the first time
around.” Rate this one PG or milder.

 


Another interesting motif is the author’s
description of the several small cities on the North Carolina coast
that are vacationer’s havens. She even—sometimes very
stiffly—relates various legends common in these areas. Local color
enough to at least give the reader a sense of the place.

 


My main problem with the book is that both
Amanda and Sara seem to be pretty fuddy-duddyish. Neither are
particularly interesting characters and, in my opinion, act speak,
and think more like women in their late 40s than the youthful 28
that they claim to be. Amanda, in fact, despite having been in
steady relationships for years, had yet to come out to her mother
who, of course, continually tries to set her up with men.

 


A few kudos to editor Ann Roberts—another
Bella author—and her proofreading staff. I found only 2 typos in
the entire book. I also found several passages in which I suspect
that point of view glitches were corrected. Still, there were
several contrived scenes, especially when Amanda—for reasons even
she doesn’t know—goes off by herself just in time to see or hear
important clues. Or when Amanda and Sara let themselves be dragged
in to a situation that was obviously fraught with danger.

 


Then there is the curious decision to have
Amanda and Sara become aroused while talking about the rape of a
16-year-old girl. Although I’m sure that the author was intending
that it was their proximity and not the conversation that was
turning them on, the juxtaposition is unfortunate.

 


I’d say that most readers of lesbian
literature will like this book. I liked it too, a little, but not
enough to give it a rousing recommendation. Give it a 3.5 or so and
assume that Merrill’s other books will have a very similar
rating.

 


Final Rating: 3.5


Jane Meyerding

(1950-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Terry Barber

Profession: College Student

Type of Mystery: Feminist

Age: 20

Residence: Seattle, Washington

Love Interest: Sarah Nakasuma (age
20)

Drink of Choice: Beer

Pet: None

Best Friend: Roger Kreuger (a
heterosexual man)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Everywhere House, 1994

Discussion: This book takes place in a
feminist commune in Seattle in the 1970, which makes it of
historical importance. It was edited by Vicki M. McConnell.
Meyerding also has a couple of interesting-sounding and
well-received mysteries with an autistic protagonist.
Unfortunately, the main character is not a lesbian and the books
are not included here.


Joanna Michaels

(1945-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Callie Jean Sinclair

Profession:
Probation Officer

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age: 40

Residence:
Albany, New York

Love Interest:
Anne Hollis (41), owner of a lesbian
bar

Drink of Choice:
Whisky Sour (although she is now a
teetotaler)

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Nun in the Closet, 1994

Discussion:

This is the only lesbian
mystery that the author wrote. It is another enjoyable mystery
polished by New Victoria. Unlike the Kate Allen novels, however,
this one has been recently rereleased as an inexpensive ebook. That
is the version I read and that I write about below.

 



Nun in the Closet

Callie is an ex-Catholic
and a recovering alcoholic. As a Probation Officer, she is given
the simple task of writing up a Pre-Sentence Investigation form for
a woman who was involved in an auto accident that killed her
companion. Yet filling out that form turns out to be harder than
she expected. For one thing, the driver, Anne Hollis, is not only a
knockout, but owns one of the few lesbian bars in Albany. For
another, Anne’s companion was a nun. And third, Anne claims that it
was not an accident at all—that the nun was murdered. And because,
naturally, no one believes her, the overworked Callie has to
investigate it herself.

 


The best thing about this
book, I think, is that it is so well paced. It is interesting and
exciting from start to finish, with even a couple of well-done sex
scenes thrown in. Unlike most lesbian mysteries, this one is tinged
with religion—it has to be, given its subject matter—but it is
simply presented without comment. The idea of convents being filled
with lesbians is an old one, but here it is given a new slant. What
if two nuns fall in love? Is there only option to break their vows
and quit their order?

 


I like the way that Callie
kind of insinuates herself in this mystery. She is only a probation
officer, after all. She is a likeable character and her
conversations with suspects and witnesses usually further the
mystery. But if author Michaels has an agenda, it is alcoholism.
Callie is a regular attendee of AA and is constantly reminded of
her addiction to drinking, although she has been sober for 10
years. The information on AA is enlightening, although Callie’s own
troubles with alcohol were maybe a little thinly drawn.

 


It is refreshing as well
to read a novel that has no sequels—no secrets that are withheld
until the next volume. I suspect that, between the time that the
book was first published in 1994 and its reissue 20 years later,
the author was able to tweak any little errors that may have been
in the original paper editions. She did a good job. And who knows,
maybe the relative success of this book (it has been cropping up in
the Amazon Top 100 LGBT Mystery list for a few months now) will
make her consider publishing other Callie Sinclair novels she might
have in her drawer. In the meantime, give this one an above average
rating. It may not be great, but it is as good as it should
be.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Penny Mickelbury

(1948-)

 


Series: Mimi/Gianna Mysteries

Main
Characters: Gianna Maglione and Mimi
Patterson

Profession:
Police Lieutenant / Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Procedural/ Investigative

Age in First Book:
both seem to be about 40

Residence:
Washington, DC

Love Interest:
Each other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


Keeping Secrets, 1994


Night Songs,
1995 (Lambda Finalist)


Love Notes,
2002


Darkness Descending, 2005 (Lambda
Finalist)

Death's Echoes, 2018 (Goldie Finalist)


You Can't Die But Once,
2020

Discussion:

I have read the first four
books in this series, each of which has more pages than its
predecessor. Unlike some of the more mundane books in this list, I
feel that Mickelbury’s books shine with an aura of importance. I
like the literary aspect of the double-barreled storyline, wherein
half of the story is told from Gianna’s point of view and the other
half from Mimi’s. I believe in the love the two characters feel for
each other and I sympathize with their need to keep their private
and professional lives separate. Each of the novels has an agenda:
gay women, prostitutes, menopausal women, and fringe lesbians, the
latter two deserving special praise for bringing them and their
needs to our attention. This was also the first bi-racial couple I
came across in my reading. Pet peeves: Although this series has
more than its share of gay men and women, every one—without
exception—is described as beautiful. Well, maybe in her world . . .
There are other things that do not ring perfectly true—one of the
books has four serial killers throwing hunting knives from a moving
car, yet never missing their victims’ hearts—but the series is good
enough that you can almost suspend your disbelief.

 


I read this series before
I decided to become a Lesbian Mystery reviewer and before I began
making my list of things to list. My memory is that the books are
all between 3.6 and 4.5.

 



Keeping Secrets

My literary specialty is
writing reviews about mysteries featuring women who happen to be in
love with other women. This was not always the case. In fact, until
five or six years ago, I was woefully ignorant of the genre. And
among my first few forays into the Lesbian Mystery genre, I
found The Blue Place too violent and gritty and A Reason
To Kill not gay enough. A couple of books
published by Indie authors seemed too unfinished and hectic to pay
much attention to. But Penny Mickelbury’s Keeping Secrets was a refreshing
find—not just because it is a mystery that features lesbian
characters—but because it is a damn good book.

 


Gianna Maglione is the
head of the Hate Crimes Unit in Washington D. C. Mimi Patterson is
a crime reporter in the same city. Both have leads on a serial
killer preying on successful in-the-closet homosexuals in the
nation’s capital. Their work brings them together, but no way is
Gianna going to let Mimi jeopardize her investigation by
cooperating with the press. Trouble is, the two are instantly
attracted to each other; and both have been without lovers for too
long

 


This is a fast-paced,
thrilling story that, cliché or not, you won’t want to put down.
Mickelbury makes us care not only about Gianna and Mimi, but about
their friends, the people they work with, even the victims of the
horrible crimes they are trying to stop

 


You might think of this as
two novellas that have been intertwined smoothly into a single
piece, because Gianna’s and Mimi’s investigations are completely
separate. And as they edge closer and closer to the solution, they
also get closer and closer to each other. The ending brings the two
stories together the way a railroad track comes together in the
distance from the perspective of a stationary observer. As far as I
know, this is the first Lesbian Mystery book written from the point
of view of dual protagonists, but it is a technique used hundreds
of times since, especially in the lesbian suspense or romantic
blend genres.

 


In mystery fiction as a
whole, as well as in Lesbian Mystery Fiction, I’ll give this one a
high mark. In the former, it’s better than most. In the latter, it
is near the top. And with only a few differences, the other three
books in the series are equally well written. .

 


Note: I read the e-book
version of the first four books, all of which were available in
September, 2013 on Smashwords.

 


Final Rating:
4.4


Stevie Mikayne

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Jil Kidd Mysteries

Main Character:
Jillienne (Jil) Kidd

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-police
officer)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Rockford, Ontario, Canada

Love Interest:
Jessica (Jess) Blake (high school
principal)

Best Friend:
Not given

Drink of Choice:
Whiskey sour

Pet: A Great Dane named Zeus

Heat
Index:3.5

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This Series:


UnCatholic Conduct, 2014 (Lambda Finalist)


Illicit Artifacts, 2015 (Lambda Finalist)


Invalid Evidence, 2018 (Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

I read the Advanced Review
Copy of Illicit
Artifacts, which was kindly provided by
the publisher through NetGalley in ebook form.

 



Illicit Artifacts

Jil’s foster mother Elise has passed away
and left Jil her estate. Elise was a college professor, and Jil was
prepared to inherit a modest amount. But when she finds out that
Elise’s legacy totals 3.5 million dollars—and that the many
“replica” art objects that Elise owned were all valuable
originals—she fears that Elise may have been involved in some shady
deals. She is not sure she wants to know about them, but when some
of the objects are stolen, she is forced to investigate.

 


There is a lot to like in
this, the second book in the Jil Kidd mystery series. I
particularly like the italicized flashbacks into Jil’s past. It is
the kind of backstory that I expect in a good novel but so rarely
find. I also like the relationship between Jil and her lover Jess,
who brings an incredible amount of baggage into the partnership.
She is married, for one thing, although her husband is in a coma.
For another, she is not only religious, but the principal of a
Catholic high school. Closeted? Oh yeah: “She lived in the biggest, most soundproof closet ever
created.” And to top it all off, Jess
has a debilitating form of rheumatoid arthritis, which tends to
flare up when she is stressed. And she is stressed often,
especially after she breaks it off with Jil. I can really feel
Jess’s pain. Jil’s too.

 


One of the crooks is a beautiful cat burglar
who is a master of disguise. The reason why she is after Elise’s
property makes up the plot of the novel and will keep you guessing
throughout. And although the book’s focus is mainly on Jil, Jess
tries to help out the investigation on her own and even comes up
with a good clue. And in a turnabout that will make some hard-core
readers quiver with rage, Jil, a lifelong lesbian, finds herself
feeling a growing attraction for a male police officer. Their
extremely erotic game of Truth or Dare may be one of the highlights
of the book. Their relationship is interesting and different from
the run of the mill.

 


Quibbles? Not many. Like many PIs, Jil
relies on a computer hacker to get her necessary information. And
having a hacker is like having a magic wand; it’s a little too
easy. A couple of scenes have some missing information and there is
an odd, off-kilter phrase of two that might be altered. On the
other hand, I love the characterizations and the passages about art
and collecting—another theme that permeates this interesting
novel.

 


History—and maybe a tweak or two—will
determine how this book will be ultimately viewed, but for right
now, it deserves no less—and probably more—than 4 stars. It is
another well-written, well-plotted, and well-formatted book from
Bold Strokes.

 


Final Rating:
4.1


Marsha Mildon

(1946-)

 


Series: Cal Meredith Mysteries

Main Character:
Calliope (Cal) Meredith

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Probably Mid-30s

Residence:
Victoria, Vancouver Island, Canada

Love Interest:
Jennifer (Jay) Campbell

Drink of Choice:
Remy Martin Cognac

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Fighting for Air, 1995


Stalking the Goddess
Ship,
1999

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series.

 



Fighting for Air

This book is a prime example of
why ebook samples should be longer. If Fighting for Air had been available
as ebook available when I read it, I would have given up after the
ten-percent sample that Amazon offers. At the time, however, there
was no ebook—New Victoria came out with one in 2016—21 years after
its paperback publication and several years after I read it. So I
persevered and was rewarded. Am I rich because of it? No. But I
gained something I didn’t have before.

Calliope Meredith is a private detective and former
diving enthusiast living in a coastal town in Canada. When she is
invited to participate in a dive off Anemone Island, she is at
first reluctant because her lover was killed in a diving accident
only a year previously. But she is persuaded by her good friend
Jay, who is running a diving certification class and wants Cal to
help her out. Then the unthinkable happens: one of the students
drowns and Jay is arrested for homicide-by-negligence. Unless Cal
can prove that the diver, an Ethiopian graduate student named
Tekla, has been murdered—and figure out who murdered him—Jay might
be sent to jail for life, just as Cal is falling in love with
her.

It’s a fairly rich cast of characters, with
beautiful lesbians a-plenty: Cal, her best friend Danielle,
Danielle’s lover Sally, and the likable old bat Faith, who keeps an
eye out for all of them when she can. But many characters makes for
many suspects, and one of Cal’s friends may be a murderer.

As mysteries go, this one is better than most, but
you may have to do some research into scuba diving for much of it
to ring true. I did, and I learned a lot about how poisonous carbon
monoxide can find its way into scuba tanks. In fact, the whole
diving motif was extremely well done—accurate and interesting. The
author also goes into the theme of activism vis a vis third world
countries. It seems that Tekla was a relation of the deposed
emperor Haile Selassie, and harbored the grandiose scheme of
returning to his country and taking over power from the military.
The history of Ethiopia’s aggression toward the accessed state of
Eritera is also gone into in some detail.

Cal is not a particularly noticeable character. She
plods from one suspect to another determined to exonerate her lover
even after Jay gives up and resigns herself to prison life. Cal’s
status as a P.I. is stated but not gone into with enough detail for
us to really believe it. These are a couple of minor but important
details. A more significant flaw is in Cal’s relationship with Jay.
Quite simply, it isn’t written very well. Cal’s previous friendship
with Jay is told in asides and occasional flashbacks, not as part
of the story line, so it seems very abrupt when Cal touches Jay’s
shoulder comfortingly and shudders with sexual feeling. Explaining
after the fact, kind of. And because Jay has heretofore been
straight, I felt like I was missing out on a lot of foreplay.

Despite the flaws and the non-flaws, give
this book an average rating. 2.5. You’ll learn some important
things, but you’re not likely to be very engrossed in the
story.

 


Final Rating: 2.5


Carlene Miller

(1935-2009)

Series: Lexy Hyatt Mysteries

Main Character:
Alexis (Lexy) Hyatt

Profession:
Newspaper Reporter (ex-Teacher)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
East Central Florida

Love Interest:
Wren Carlisle (Designer)

Drink of
Choice:

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Killing at the Cat,
1998


Mayhem at the Marina, 1999


Reporter on the Run, 2001

Other Lesbian Mysteries:


Death Off Stage, 2001

Discussion:

Miller died in Titusville,
Florida on February 6, 2009. She published another lesbian
mystery, Death Off
Stage, which is the first of a
proposed two-book Tony Gordon series. She died before the series
could be completed. The following is my full review of the first
book in her more well-known Lexy Hyatt series,

 



Killing at the Cat

When Katherine V. Forrest
wrote Murder at the Nightwood
Bar, she may have created an entirely
new sub-genre: The Lesbian-Bar Mystery. Think
Sudden Death,
by Jackie Manthorne, Tell Me What You
Like, by Kate Allen,
Nun in the Closet, by Joanna Michaels, and the list goes on with
Killing at the Cat.

 


Lexy Hyatt has quit her
job as a high school teacher and is trying her hand at journalism.
When she happens to be present in The Cat—one of the town’s lesbian
bars—when a woman is murdered there, she feels that she has her
first real chance to prove herself as a crime reporter.
Unfortunately, an ex-lover and some of her other friends are
suspects, so Lexy has to move carefully in her
investigation.

 


There are the usual number
of suspects, most of them lesbians. Most had a motive for killing
the murdered woman so Lexy has to pry layer after layer of
information from each of them until she has the whole story.
Trouble is, almost everything she hears from anyone—until the very
end—is a lie. Lie on top of lie on top of lie. Not only is Lexy
thrown off track, but the reader is, too. This is unfair in a
mystery; after all, some readers are interested in seeing if they
can identify the guilty before the sleuth does. But this
onion-layers-of-lies motif seems to be another sub-genre that
Katherine Forrest (whose Kate Delafield is referred to at least
three times in this book) used, particularly in
Apparition Alley. It’s not one I care for, although the author does it
brilliantly.

 


Unfortunately, nothing
else in the book is very praiseworthy, or even interesting. The
characters, especially Lexy, have no really outstanding or
memorable characteristics. Except maybe that when Lexy gets miffed,
she hisses. The love angle is more pedestrian than most, and
Miller’s attempts to create dialogue often result in her characters
sounding like they are reading essays. It is the author’s attempt
to write as dialogue what would have been better written as
description. By the time the book ends, the reader doesn't really
care who the murderer is.

 


From the time the book
began until about the middle, I was thinking that it was maybe the
quintessential average book—better than half and worse than half.
But the second half moved it downward a good deal. Give it a 2.2
and hope that the two sequels are better. Let me know if they are
because I will not be reading them.

 


Final Rating:
2.2


Lynn C.
Miller

(1952-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Miriam Held

Profession:
College Professor

Type of Mystery:
Academic Whodunit

Age: About 60

Residence:
Austin, Texas

Love Interest:
Vivian Garnet (free-lance editor)

Pet: a tortoiseshell cat named Alice and a Jack Russell Terrier
named Poirot

Drink of Choice:
Glenmorangie Scotch

Best Friend:
Fiona Graf (a colleague of Miriam’s at the
college)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Death of a Department
Chair, 2006

Description:

I read what seems to be a
book club hardback edition of this novel, which I suspect is
identical to the first printing. Some of the characters in this
book appear in her first novel, A
Fool's Journey.

 



Death of a Department Chair

This stand-alone novel,
which is one of the only lesbian mysteries published by a
university press, does so many things wrong that it reminds me of a
problem child. An annoying one, belonging to an annoying
neighbor.

 


In the Introduction, the
main character, college professor Miriam Held, tells us that after
much soul-searching, she has decided to tell the story about how
her colleague and former lover Isabel Vittorio was murdered and how
she, Miriam, solved the case. But she has decided for some reason
that she will write it in the third person. Unfortunately, this
“Intro” doesn’t do much to make us want to go on. Her language is
overblown, with overwritten sentences and paragraphs, much like you
might find in an 19th Century thriller written by someone now
out-of-print and forgotten. As Miriam tells us, “Galvanized to save
my life and reputation, I unraveled the complex tangle of lies and
trickery surrounding Isabel’s murder.” But if language like that
isn’t enough, “Miriam” throws in an “editor’s note” from time to
time, most of them not only pretentious but pointless. “I must
remind the reader that . . .” Well, you get the picture. Miriam
herself, as described by Miriam herself, reminds me very much of
Dolores Umbridge from the Harry Potter books: “Miriam hefted her
compact, round body out of her chair and snatched her coat from the
chair back with the snap of a wrist.” Author Miller even references
Harry Potter—the first such reference I can remember in a lesbian
mystery.

 


A few chapters in, Miller
loses a lot of the highfalutin language and gets down to business,
but by then it is too late; most of the characters have already
revealed themselves as snoopy and boring. Who would want to kill
Isabel? Well, everyone, of course. But in my opinion, the late
Isabel is the most interesting character in the book—the only one
with real fire and life. Better that all the others had been killed
off. In fact, some of the best writing is done in the sections that
are labeled “Isabel’s Diary,” where the offed professor writes down
the facts leading up to her murder.

 


But lest reader gets
complacent and settle down into the mystery, the author decides
that the sleuth needs more clues, so Miriam organizes a séance,
conducted by one of Miriam’s friends who reminds me a little of
another Harry Potter character: Sybill Trelawney. This
séance—against all rules of mystery writing—ends up giving Miriam
and her friends quite an important clue indeed, but, astonishingly,
it is one that is never followed up on. In short, the plot is as
full of holes as a stop sign in rural Georgia; the events so
unlikely and forced that I am reminded of a seven-year-old boy
trying to fib his way out of trouble.

 


If this book had been
self-published post 2009, I simply wouldn’t have finished it, nor
would I have reviewed it, although I might have penned a private
note to the author. But a university press, especially one known
for its literary works, should have known—and done—better. I’m
afraid that giving this book as many as 2 stars is ranking it
higher than it deserves.

 


Final Rating:
1.8


Martha Miller

(1947-)

 


Series: Bertha Brannon Mysteries

Main Character: Bertha Brannon

Profession: Lawyer, County Judge, Cab
Driver

Type of Mystery: Legal Mystery

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Jefferson, Illinois

Love Interest: Toni Matulis (police
sergeant)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Nine Nights on the Windy Tree,
2000

Widow, 2014 (Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

Miller also has an autobiographical account
of an abusive lesbian relationship she was in. Although Miller
herself seems to be white, her protagonist, Bertha Brannon, is a
six-foot tall, 200 pound African American. Miller was also a Lambda
Finalist for her thriller Retirement Plan. The events in
Widow take place a dozen years after those in Nine Nights
on the Windy Tree.


Charlotte Mills

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Payback

Main Character: Kate Wolf (Lexi Ryan)
/ Helen Taylor

Profession: Detective Constable /
(Detective Chief Inspector)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: Warner, England

Love Interest: Each Other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:

Payback, 2019 (Lesfic/Bard Finalist)


Fair Game, 2020 (Lesfic/Bard Finalist)

Discussion:

The author lives in the north of England.
These books, partly because of the various aliases of the
protagonists, are difficult to talk about without reading the
books.


Laurence Moore

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Kina McKevie Crime Novels

Main Character: Kina McKevie

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-con)

Type of Mystery: Hard-Boiled

Age in First Book: 36

Residence: East London, England

Love Interest: Abigail Costas (No age
given but she is probably in her late twenties, warehouse
supervisor)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Brandy

Best Friend: Jade (No last name given,
mid-30s, social worker)

Heat Index: 1.5

Romance Index: 1.5

Titles in This Series:


Wiping Out Guilt, 2017


Chasing Answers, 2017

Discussion:.

Kina McKevie is half-Jamaican, half-Irish.
There was a cover prepared for a third novel in the series but it
has not yet appeared.

 


In 2021 a new version of Wiping Out
Guilt was published under the title of Cold Deal. The
author is purported to be Lisa Ambrose. All versions of both
original titles have disappeared.

 



Wiping Out Guilt

I’m often surprised at the coincidences that
sometimes cross the path of a reviewer. Sometimes you might read
two books in a row with a lawyer as a protagonist, or two series
set in Denver, Colorado. In this case, there are similarities in
the Kina McKevie series to Amelia Ellis’ Nea Fox series, which I
read earlier this week. Both series feature
bisexual-but-leaning-lesbian protagonists who are fearless private
investigators, both are set in modern-day London, both are
published either by the author or an untraceable independent
publisher, and most surprisingly both are first rate. Aside from
that, though, they couldn’t’ be more different.

 


When Wiping Out Guilt begins,
half-Jamaican, half-Irish Kina McKevie, has just gotten out of
prison after serving over a decade for murder. She lives in a
simple room, has a part-time job in a warehouse, and keeps to
herself as much as possible. When her half-sister’s boyfriend is
knifed to death, unwanted memories flood in about her time before
prison, when she had been a drug dealer, thief, and gang member.
But when her sister Olivia is charged with the boyfriend’s murder,
Kina reluctantly has to get involved.

 


The novel has a lot going for it. First of
all, it is a top-notch investigative thriller that realistically
depicts modern East London—a place filled with gangs, drug addicts,
dealers, and teenage hoods who cause trouble just because it is the
only thing they can do. The first-person narrative is wonderfully
done. Although the author uses modern East London vernacular in
depicting conversations, he for the most part keeps it out of the
narrative. It is as though Kina, before writing down these memoirs
as it were, had gotten not only drug- and gang-free, but had become
educated as well. This is a very difficult path to maneuver down,
but Moore does it with a fluidity and dexterity that deserves
respect. (I might mention here, though, that he wanders from this
path in the next volume in the series. See below). Another kudo to
the author is for his introspective flashbacks that reveal the
majority of Kina’s backstory. This is an incredibly easy thing to
clunk up, but Kina’s introspections are seamless and
interesting.

 


Wiping Out Guilt is a gritty book
filled with unsavory characters and not a little violence. And it
is also filled with Kina’s inner demons. She often feels degraded,
demeaned, and totally worthless. “The truth is I didn’t belong.
I wasn’t worth anything.” She works at menial jobs because
that’s all an ex-con can get and because she can work at night in
places where there are few other people. But she can’t let her
little sister go to prison—to the life that Kina has just escaped
from. In her own words she “had to step out of the shadows; I
had to become someone and solve this mess—or my sister was going to
rot behind bars.”

 


“I was no detective. I had no backup, no
specialists, no experts and no resources. But I did have good
instincts and tenacity and I would have to roll with that.” I
have to note here that in this book—the first in the series—Kina is
not a detective, but she becomes one in the second.

 


In short, this novel is a completely
unexpected knockout. If I had to compare it to another mystery
series, it would be J.K. Rowling’s Cormoron Strike mysteries but
grittier and dirtier. Give is a 4.8 and hope that Kina lands on her
feet in the next adventure. See you there.

 


Final Rating: 4.8

 



Chasing Answers

In the three months that have elapsed since
the events in Wiping Out Guilt took place, Kina McKevie has
gotten a new girlfriend and has somehow become a private
investigator. She has even successfully solved several cases. The
book begins when she is hired by Donnie Copeland to find his best
friend, who has gone missing. She also undertakes to help out an
acquaintance she met in prison who seems to be heading back into
trouble. As in the first book, Kina’s investigation takes her into
the seamier parts of East London where she has to deal with
druggies, teen hoodlums, pushers, and thieves.

 


Kina’s investigations are every bit as
interesting here as they were in book 1. The plots are intricate
and well thought out. Kina’s relationships—with two women—tell us a
lot about Kina, some of which we really don’t want to know. It
shows us her flaws, but not enough that we completely lose interest
in her.

 


The only real flaw I found in Chasing
Answers is that Kina’s first-person narrative style suggested
that she was less literate than the Kina in book 1. I liked her
tone in Wiping Out Guilt very much; it was as if she
conveyed dialogue—even inner dialogue—faithfully but didn’t resort
to quite as much vernacular in her narrative or descriptions. In
Chasing Answers, she has narration like this: I guessed the
suits in power were happy with the shootings, stabbings, beatings
and dealing because it’s going down on poor shitty estates and
ain’t happening in no fancy mews or nothing. This sentence is great
for conversations, but not for narration. Here’s another example.
In book 1, Moore uses the vernacular word “gonna” 25 times and each
time it is dialogue. In Chasing Answers, she uses it a
whopping 95 times.—many of them in regular narration or
description—as in the example above. In this case, I feel certain
that the author gave this book one too few editorial passes. For
this reason I am rating this book lower than the first, but not
significantly lower. Plenty high enough for a recommendation.

 


Finial Rating: 4


Finola Moorhead

(1947-)

 


Series: Margo Gorman Mysteries

Main Character: Margo Ellen Gorman

Profession: Detective Senior
Constable/Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Feminist

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: New South Wales,
Australia

Love Interest:

Pet:

Drink of Choice: Wine

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Still Murder, 1991


Darkness More Visible, 2000

Discussion:

Finola Moorhead has been working for women’s
rights in Australia since the 1970s.

 


In the first book, Detective Senior Constable
Margot Gorman goes undercover as a nursing aide to protect Patricia
Phillips, a lesbian who has been accused of murder.

 


Experimental in form, these two books are
classics of Australian lesbian feminist literature.

 


Margot is straight when still murder begins.
In fact, she has been married. Without actually having read these
two books, I’m not sure that Margot is a lesbian, but certainly
lesbians abound in both books.

 


The very few ratings on these books are poor;
I suspect that it is over most readers’ heads.


Iza Moreau

(1970-)

Series 1:
Small Town Series

Main Character:
Sue-Ann McKeown

Profession:
Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Mid-thirties

Residence:
Pine Oak, Florida

Love Interest:
Ginette (Gina) Cartwright, (office
manager)

Pet: A cat named Kitty Amin

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
4.5

Romance Index:
5

Titles in This
Series:


The News in Small
Towns,
2012


Madness in Small
Towns,
2013


Secrets in Small
Towns,
2014 (Goldie Finalist)


Mysteries in Small
Towns, 2015

Discussion:

The following reviews of
all three novels and the book of short stories in Iza Moreau's
Small Town Saga are included with the permission of their author,
Dr. Sara Warner. Moreau also won the 2022 Lesfic Bard award in
Fantasy for her novel Persephone’s
Mare.

 



The News in Small Towns

This novel probes the opaque gentility of
small town life in an eyes-wide-open way that captures the strife
of changing social dynamics while preserving the almost mythic glow
of Norman Rockwell simplicity associated with rural America. I
often felt when reading The News in Small Towns that Moreau’s
protagonist, stress-fatigued war-reporter Sue-Ann McKeon, embodies
both a cutting edge, 21st century woman slogging through internal
conflicts and a grown up version of Jean Louise “Scout” Finch,
traipsing around in the woods of her small Southern town solving
odd mysteries while negotiating the prejudices and quirks of her
neighbors. Having enjoyed my fair share of life in the rural
climes, I found this co-mingling of modern introspection and
old-fashioned adventurousness a fitting blend for characterizing
small town life.

 


The novel is a cross-genre story combining
mystery, romance, and a more novelistic examination of contemporary
issues. As the book gets underway, we meet Sue-Ann returning home
from a devastating stint in Iraq. She is further distressed by her
mother’s recent, and sudden, death, and the facts that she has
missed the funeral, that her father has irresponsibly dispersed her
mothers’ horses and belongings and then departed to Italy to paint,
and that her own health seems to be in a downward spiral. She is
trying to cobble her life back together with a part-time job at the
local paper, but between a deadbeat boyfriend and her own
self-medications, things don’t look promising.

 


The discovery of a weirdo pirate radio
station and her re-connection with several of the townspeople
provide some lifelines. And when she returns to the pursuit of her
once-Olympic-level archery skills, she begins to find her core. But
when her former high school rival begins making overtures of
friendship, Sue-Ann encounters new challenges she never expected.
As Sue-Ann tries to uncover who’s behind a series of mysterious
animal sacrifices, she begins to understand that much is changing
in her town, not the least of which are her own notions of who she
is.

 


This is the first novel of
a small town trilogy from Iza Moreau. The strengths of this first
book include complex and well-drawn characters and a setting that
places the sensibilities of a wider world against the conventions
of a provincial, small town. Given the insightful and unusual
window into rural America Moreau has provided in
The News in Small
Towns, I’m looking forward to what’s
coming.

 



Madness in Small Towns

I loved this second book of the Small Town
Series even more than the first. Maybe because it felt so much like
going home to the small town I grew up in (which long ago grew up
to be a different place), and finding those characters from the
first book still making their ways through the conundrums of life
today. The microcosm of a small town as a setting for these human
stories somehow brings us closer to the understanding of America
today...like looking at something tiny under a microscope makes you
feel that you have tumbled into a different world which
nevertheless seems oddly familiar. The resonance of life in Pine
Oak with the schisms of our culture at large is insightful and
humanizing. That this story is also entertaining, funny, strange,
and homey makes it satisfying on all fronts.

 


Given that the first book of this series was
a top-five finalist in the 2013 Next Generation Indie Book Awards
in both the Mystery and Regional Fiction competitions, I look
forward to more from this emerging author, who, in her quiet and
fun fashion, is crafting an insightful view of American life
today

 



Secrets in Small Towns

So, we arrive at the third
and final novel in Iza Moreau’s Small Town Series,
Secrets in Small
Towns, with a certain sense of
familiarity. Our favorite dynamic duo, Sue-Ann and Gina, are here,
trying to live a quiet, happy, and productive life in the rural
Northwest Florida town of Pine Oak. But, like so many such American
towns, Pine Oak has issues—an ugly secret from the past, too
long-guarded and festering into the present, and a certain
intolerance for anything out of the ordinary. Again, it’s Sue-Ann,
as editor of the town newspaper, who needs to bring together the
many hidden strands of unexplained violence in order to finally out
the old wounds. And, on a personal level, she has some unfinished
business with her mother’s death she can no longer
ignore.

 


Along the way, however, are some outrageous
new characters, rollicking scenes, creative solutions, and intrepid
derring-do that prove entertaining and enlightening. But, in this
last, full-length story (according to her Facebook page, Moreau has
a collection of short stories that will complete the series),
perhaps the most compelling situation centers around certain
powerful forces in the town that are not content to leave Sue-Ann
and Gina in peace. I guess there’s at least one such person in
every little town, and in Pine Oak it’s Sergeant Joey Bickley, who
is obsessed with outing the two women’s relationship and destroying
their lives. Some of Moreau’s most relevant commentary on small
town life in America today emerges from this aspect of the novel,
and I found it riveting.

 


In an odd way, this final
novel returns us to secrets that have been present all along, from
the opening pages of the first novel, The News in Small Towns. It’s a
good strategy, and through it we feel the weight of such
secrets—how they embed themselves in a person, in a town, in a
culture; and how it feels to live with damage and hostility that is
beyond our understanding or control. Thanks to the innovative
characters Moreau has created, we also see the grace and humor that
may accompany the lives in small towns. I’m sorry to see the series
drawing to a close, and eager for the final group of stories that
will involve these smart, funny, lovely people who might be any of
our neighbors.

 



Mysteries in Small Towns

I find myself feeling nostalgic reading
these stories. I can feel change coming. The familiar characters
from Iza Moreau's Small Town Trilogy are moving on to new things,
places, loves, mysteries. It's a little like when the first nip of
fall touches the air—it's invigorating, but it also means the end
of summer and often the loss of a favorite scene or companion. And
it seems too, that the stories move into a darker time, when the
initial light and simplicity of our protagonists' feelings give way
to the inevitable limits of life.

 


Mysteries in Small
Towns is a collection of stories that
puts the polish on characters we have seen mature through three
wonderful novels. And, in spite of drawing on our familiarity with
the town of Pine Oak and the people we have come to know, these
stories bring a new depth to our main characters that would not
otherwise be. The collection runs the gamut from funny scenarios to
bittersweet stories of life and love going by, and they give a
dimension to this author we didn't have before. There are still the
wit and humor of scenes with some of the South's most colorful
characters, such as bookstore-owner Benny, who is forever inventing
whimsical and quirky must-haves. There is still the familiar
conflict with the town's intrusive and blustering cop that
threatens the peace of our heroines. There are still puzzles to be
solved. But these stories reflect a maturing of the characters and
the town itself. Fearsome feuds have settled into something more
akin to friendly running rivalries, accommodations have been made,
and a more honest peace established. Yet, time has exacted its toll
on all, and we feel the turning of a new page in the lives of the
characters we have grown to love. It is Moreau's closing work in
the Small Town Series, and it is a collection of stories worthy of
our final farewells.

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
The XYZ Mysteries

Main Character:
Yolande Calhoun

Profession:
Private Investigator and law student
(ex-Army)

Type of Mystery:
Historical Whodunit

Age in First Book:
23

Residence:
Miami, Florida

Love Interest:
Julia Medeiros (19, college student)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
None given

Best Friend:
Patty Ireland (married law student)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


The XYZ Mysteries, 2016 (Rainbow
Finalist)

The 5, 2017

Discussion:

The following review
of The XYZ Mysteries is written by Moreau scholar Dr. Sara Warner, who read the
first printing of the paperback editions of these books. Note:
Calling this a series is a stretch, The only things that connect
the two books are an approximate timeline and the fact that one of
the characters in XYZ appears in The 5, although she is a relatively important secondary
character.

 



The XYZ Mysteries

Here's a quirky, meaty
surprise for mystery lovers: Iza Moreau's latest collection of
stories titled The XYZ
Mysteries, based on three sisters who
make up XYZ Investigations. Thirty-five years after Philip Marlowe
sleuthed the palmed avenues of LA, these oddball Calhoun girls set
up shop in fabulous, funky, and feral Miami. There, the sisters
suss out murderers in a fashion worthy of the Chandler heritage,
but, you know, from the other coast. Moreau's homage to Marlowe,
Raymond Chandler, and Ross Macdonald is obvious in the opening
lines of the book. “The only breeze in
Miami wafted down grudgingly from an overhead fan so old that its
thick electrical wires resembled black snakes crawling up into the
white ceiling. We hadn't had a case in weeks and couldn't afford to
buy a replacement.”

 


X is Xande, the oldest
sister who, despite being a hippie complete with long blonde
dreadlocks, studies classical torture texts and works cryptograms
obsessively. Y is Yolande, the level-headed middle sister (and the
stories' narrator), whose unblinking accounts of the 1970s' fraught
cultural climate extend to her own same-sex preference and the
precarious state of her family. Z is Zoe, the youngest Calhoun
sister, who has been missing for several years when the first story
opens. We come to know Zoe best by the hole her absence has left,
the emptiness Yolande continually tries to fill with the
expectation of her return, the box of business cards with Zoe's
name on them sitting in the drawer of an empty desk in the
ramshackle office where the older girls ply their investigative
trade.

 


The XYZ collection includes
six longish stories full of whacky, battered characters whom Moreau
brings to life in all their lovable, pathetic glory. The stories
take us through posh Miami mansions to drab boarding houses, hippie
hangouts, and sleazy nightclubs where transvestites transmogrify
and hustlers hustle. And within each of these settings, murder
lurks just out of sight. It is up to the gorgeous Xande, who
Yolande describes as “tall as a
twilight shadow, smart as Sartre, and goofy as a
goose”, with her mysterious
underground connections and her brilliant, almost-Sherlockian mind,
to unravel each case layer by layer. Meanwhile Yolande, slogging
her way through each surprisingly complex and intense mystery,
strives to find Zoe and reunite what's left of her family. While
Moreau's prose reels these tales out with dense description and
florid scenes, there is nevertheless a hard-boiled undercurrent to
the stories that makes this collection not just an enjoyable read,
but an insightful plunge into a little-known world and almost
wholly undocumented perspective.

 


Those of you who were
hoping for more of the voice that we came to love in Moreau's Small
Town series, may be disappointed initially. Perky Yolande Calhoun
could hardly be more different that the steady, journalistic
narrator of Madness in Small
towns. Too, every story in
The XYZ Mysteries contains a murder or attempted murder—something that Sue-Ann
insisted never really happened in her own small town of Pine Oak.
And, while Sue-Ann often flashes back to her experiences in Iraq,
Yolande uses flash-forwards—an unusual
narrative device to be sure—to reveal by quick peeks into the
future how the characters age and mature. The XYZ Mysteries is not
Mysteries in Small Towns
revisited. With Yolande, Moreau has given us a
fresh, immediate, and convincing voice coming from another time and
place.

 


Final Rating:
4.8

~ ~ ~

Series 3:
The Elodie Fontaine Mysteries

Main Character:
Elodie Fontaine

Profession:
High School Student

Type of Mystery:
YA Whodunit

Age in First Book:
17

Residence:
Tallahassee, Florida

Love Interest:
Kelli Ennis (16, high school student)

Pet: A cat named Midnight

Drink of Choice:
Chicory coffee

Best Friend:
Margo Schwadron (18, high school
student)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


Tank Baby, 2019 (Lesfic Bard Winner)


Ghost in the Piano, 2019 (Rainbow Winner)


Horses Wild,
2019


Desert Girl, 2020


Stormy Weather (with R. E.
Conary), 2023


Billy's Legacy, (with R. E. Conary), 2024

Discussion:

I read the first printing
of each of these books and enjoyed them all. Here is my full review
of the first book in the series, which will give you at least a
taste of the others.

 



Tank Baby

The short review is
this: Tank Baby is the first book in a marvelous new series that has the
potential to, much like Nancy Drew did for past generations,
capture the hearts and minds of young readers searching for a role
model.” But because nothing is as simple as it sounds, here is the
longer review:

 


Elodie Fontaine was born
in Shanghai and for the first 7 years of her life, was part of her
scientist mother’s secret project to see if children could learn
computer code as a first language. But Elodie’s mother died before
the project came to fruition and Elodie was adopted by the
interracial lesbian couple Sandra Croft and Carmah Williams (who
are, in fact, the main characters in Moreau’s earlier novel,
The 5)

 


Ten years later, Elodie is a normal high
school senior—a member of the tennis team and Math Club. All
thoughts of her early childhood have almost disappeared when she
begins to get strange messages referring to her mother’s project.
Somebody wants the notes for that project and, it seems, will go to
any length to get them.

 


Elodie is intrigued, but somewhat annoyed.
The last thing she wants to do is get involved in a mystery that
will take time away from her studies, her tennis, and especially
her just-blossoming romance with her doubles partner, Kelli Ennis.
But when she, Kelli, and their friend Margo are threatened, she has
no choice, even though it means dredging up unwanted memories and
shuffling through thousands of pages of code to figure out what
worth the project might have to anyone.

 


And so he girls are off on an exciting
adventure complete with an attempted kidnapping, threatening email
messages and phone calls, and a mysterious death. And, of course,
the budding romance. The mystery and its solution are both
intricate and compelling; the romance both flirty and touching.

 


The allusion of Moreau’s series to Nancy
Drew is subtle, barely more than a hint, but there is just enough
there to imagine that the ghost of Nancy is smiling somewhere
nearby. Like Nancy, Elodie hangs out with two friends—Kelli and
Margo, she drives a snazzy new sports car, solves mysteries, and is
seemingly unable to swear. But that’s pretty much where the
similarity ends except for the dynamic, narrative-driven cover that
even has a cameo of Elodie on the spine.

 


While Nancy, George, and
Bess are straight (although I have my suspicions about George),
Elodie and her friends are all members of the Gay/Straight Alliance
at their high school. Yes, there is some homophobia and yes, there
is a coming-out scene, but these are side issues to this
novel. Tank Baby is all about the mystery and the relationships between the
friends. In other words, it is both character driven and plot
driven. A nice combo.

 


As far as I know—and I am a long-time close
observer of the subject—the projected Elodie Fontaine Mystery
Series is the first-ever Young Adult mystery series featuring a
lesbian sleuth. That in itself is worthy of attention.

 


Tank Baby
is an enjoyable first
foray into Elodie’s world. In the tradition of the original
Stratemeyer syndicate that produced the bulk of juvenile series
novels in the early to mid twentieth century, the first three
Elodie novels were released almost simultaneously. I like Elodie
and Tank Baby a
great deal; but more than that I like the idea of a YA mystery
series that LGBTQ youth can call their own.

 


Final Rating:
4.7


Mary Morell

(1945-)

 


Series: Lucia Ramos Mysteries

Main Character:
Lucia Ramos

Profession:
Police Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery:
Procedural

Age in First
Book:

Residence:
San Antonio, Texas

Love Interest:
Amy Traeger (therapist)

Titles in This
Series:


Final Session,
1991 (Lambda Finalist)


Final Rest,
1993

Discussion:

Interesting that Morell and
her first novel are mentioned in Lauren Maddison’s
Deceptions,
Evidently Morell owns or used to own Full Circle Books, a feminist
bookstore in Albuquerque, New Mexico. According to
The Gay Detective
Novel, by Judith A. Markowitz, Lucia
Ramos is the first Chicana protagonist in lesbian mystery fiction.
Followers of M.F. Beal might disagree.


Linda Morgenstein

(1952-)

 


Series: Alexis Pope Mysteries

Main Character: Alexis (Alex) Pope

Profession: Resort Worker (book 1),
Fitness Instructor (book 2), Stunt Double (book 3)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Guerneville, California (book 1),
Sebastopol, California (book 2)

Love Interest: Nickie (book 2,
playwright)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Ordinary Furies, 2007


Harpies' Feast, 2011


On A Silver Platter, 2011

Discussion:

When the first book in this series begins,
the protagonist is heavily grieving the death of her husband, who
has recently died in a sky-diving accident. Through the series she
has several jobs and lives in several cities. She also explores her
heretofore hidden attraction to women.


Bonnie J. Morris

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Ceci Blum

Profession: Works in an MIT physics
lab

Type of Mystery: Feminist

Age: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Trudy

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Question of Sabotage,
2001

Discussion:

Things don’t go as Ceci Blum plans when she
is accused of sabotaging the first women’s music festival that she
ever goes to. The author’s knowledge of music festivals gives the
reader a real sense of what is going on in the book. An anonymous
reviewer describes it as “a passionate book of
coming out in a sea of naked lesbians at a summer music
festival.” Who could resist?

 


The author lists this
title as part of a series she calls “Festival Tales,” although this
short book is the only one currently a part of it.


Sandra A. Morris

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Jessica (Jess) George
Shore

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-Canadian cop)

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: Toronto, but the story
takes place in Provincetown

Love Interest: Cat

Pet: A dog named Buster

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


By the Sea Shore, 2000

Discussion:

Although the book cover describes this novel
as “A Jess Shore Mystery,” it seems to be the only one. It is a
crime-on-vacation novel, similar to Nikki Baker’s The Lavender
House Murder, which also takes place in Provincetown, or The
Beach Affair, by Barbara Johnson, which takes place in
Rehoboth Beach, Delaware.


Faith Mosley

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Casey Black

Profession:
Dishwasher

Type of Mystery:
YA Missing Person

Age: 17

Residence:
Illinois, U.S.

Love Interest:
Rowena Miller

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Sky Court, 2022

Discussion:

Both the author and her protagonist are
African-American. This is a YA m ystery.


Merrilee Moss

(No dates available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Julie Bernard

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Comic

Age: Not Given

Residence:
Melbourne, Australia

Love Interest:
Teresa (last name and profession not
given)

Pet: a Blue Heeler puppy named Jodifosta

Drink of Choice:
Not given, but doesn’t like hard
liquor

Best Friend:
Johnny (a gay man whose last mane and profession
are not given)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Fedora Walks,
2001

Discussion:

Moss has written a series of young adult
books, published in Australia. I read the first (and probably the
only) Spinifex printing of this book.

 



Fedora Walks

Julie Bernard is a private investigator who
has never had a real case. Oh, she once found someone’s lost puppy
and located the keys to a friend’s car, but nothing of much moment.
So imagine her surprise with a sultry beauty wearing a trilby
approaches her in a bar and, in a silky French accent, asks for her
help in locating some stolen items. The surprise grows when the
case turns into a murder investigation. And to top it off—the silky
woman—who calls herself Fedora—reveals herself to be a ghost from
the past.

 


Well, that’s pretty much it. At only 88
pages, there is not really room for much more plot, and maybe
that’s a good thing. The truth is, although this is purported to be
a comic novel, it is more silly than funny. Don’t get me wrong, it
is well-written and even somewhat literary, but it is difficult to
understand why Moss wrote it in the first place. I like the
characters and the descriptions, but the story is just not there.
Nor is there any real investigation. I guess the only real mystery
is whether Julie would even get back together with her
girlfriend.

 


Although this is not a book
you will find in your local used bookstore—if there are any of
those dinosaurs left—it isn’t one you need to look for. If you want
to read a book about ghosts, try the Topper series. If you want to
read a better mystery set in Australia, look under M for McNab or C
for Cameron. Fedora
Walks, despite good intentions, gets
no higher than a 2.

 


Final Rating:
1.9


Tonya Muir

(1971-2001)

 


Series: Lacey/Rachel Adventures

Main Character:
Lacey Montgomery/Rachel Wilson

Profession:
Mobster/Rider, Stable Hand

Type of Mystery:
Uber Adventure

Age: Lacey’s is not given; Rachel is 26

Residence:
New York, New York

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: A Siberian Husky named Karma

Title:


Breaking Away,
2000

Discussion:

This is actually two
books—Faltering Steps
and Making
Strides—that were published under the
umbrella title of Breaking
Away. It is the sub-sub-sub-genre of
fanfic called alt Uber
fiction, which pays homage to the
characters in the Xena, Warrior
Princess TV saga. Lacey, tall and
dark, is the Xena character; Rachel, petite and blonde, the
Gabrielle character. Sadly, the young author died of cancer only a
year after the book was published. Research shows that Muir
graduated from U. of Pittsburgh, served in the air force in
Oklahoma, was married to a man, and worked as a computer
analyst.

 


There may be many
alt Uber novels
that would fit into the lesbian mystery genre. If you find others,
please let me know and I will add them and their authors to future
editions of this book.

 


Faltering
Steps

A real change of pace, this
one. As Uber
fiction, the two main characters,
Lacey and Rachel, are based on Xena and Gabrielle from the Xena TV
series. As alt
Uber fiction, it is set in a different universe
as the TV show, namely 1990s New York City.

 


When the story opens,
Lacey Montgomery—top enforcer for a local mobster—is investigating
why some of her boss’ racehorses are not running as well as they
should At the barn, she meets one of the riders—Rachel Wilson—and
is immediately captivated by her. Together, the two try to solve
the case of the sluggish horses.

 


It’s not a bad mystery,
especially because of the horse angle. I have read a lot of novels
featuring horses, so that I know that Muir is not only incredibly
detailed in her treatment of them, but accurate as well. She is
like a rider, a writer, and a veterinarian all in one. Surprising
for a woman who was in her twenties when she wrote this.

 


Muir, like Penny
Mickelbury and Gina L. Dartt—two of my favorites—uses a double
point of view. One chapter or section will be from Lacey’s POV,
another from Rachel’s. It is very well done; Lacey and Rachel are
both strong characters with their own voices and
backstories.

 


In addition, Muir uses a
very odd and unique style: Instead of saying something like “Lacey
looked into Rachel’s eyes, she will say, “Ice-blue eyes met emerald.” In fact,
she often uses parts of the body as the subject of her sentences.
As in “dark hands found soft white
skin.” Lacey is referred to as “The Dark
Woman” more than as “Lacey.” As interesting as it is as a style, it
can be overdone, and Muir overdoes it. Over all, this is the main
flaw, but it is a big one, and it putting her youth and
inexperience under a microscope. Although the setting is supposed
to be New York City, it feels more like a smaller town in another
state.

 


I’ve actually read
Ulysses a
couple of times and both times I had to go back and read
The Odyssey afterwards. After beginning Faltering Steps I had to go
back and start watching episodes of Xena, Warrior Princess. That's
a pretty good recommendation.

 


If t he author had lived
to find a good editor—or to become one herself—she could made this
into a 4-star read or even better. As it is, give it a kind 2.7 and
a place in our collective hearts.

 


Final Rating:
2.7


Marcia Muller

(1944-)

 


Series: Soledad County

Main Character:
Carly McGuire

Profession:
Newspaper Editor

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Suspense

Age: Not given

Residence:
Cyanide Wells, California

Love Interest:
Ardis Coleman (investigative reporter, age not
given)

Pet: A act named Gracie

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Title:


Cyanide Wells, 2003

Discussion:

Although this is called
the second novel in the Soledad County series; it is the only one
in which Carly McGuire is the protagonist. I read the first
printing of the Mysterious Press edition of this book in
hardback.

 



Cyanide Wells

This book is interesting
not so much for the mystery, which is a bit less than so-so, but
for the fact that it was penned by Muller, who, along with P.D.
James, Sue Grafton, and Sara Paretsky, are often considered the
first modern women detective novelists. James’ An Unsuitable Job for a Woman (1972)
was the first—and likely the best—of these, but only one more book
followed before James went on to other characters. Muller’s
Edwin of the Iron Shoes (1977) began the long career of P.I. Sharon McCone, who has
now appeared in at least 31 novels. Why is this important? Because
out of all of the famous women mystery writers we see on the
best-seller lists, including Rita Mae Brown, Patricia Cornwell
(both of whom identify as lesbian), Janet Evanovich, and J.D. Robb
(who do not), Muller is the only one who has written a novel with a
lesbian protagonist. And even here she kind of hedges her bets by
giving her a male counterpart, who shares the story and comes to
the rescue at the end.

 


The story goes something
like this. Carly McGuire, editor of a small-town newspaper, picks
up hitchhiker Ardis Coleman, who is on the run from demons in her
past. The two fall in love and set up house together. Fourteen
years later, Ardis disappears on the same day that her ex-husband
shows up looking for her. The husband, Matt Lindstrom, has been
tipped off by an anonymous phone call as to where Ardis has been
living for so long and he plans to confront her not only for
leaving him, bur leaving him to be suspected of killing her and
disposing of her body. But when Ardis runs away again, he and Carly
are forced to team up to find her—before something
really happens to
her.

 


Carly McGuire is not a
particularly well-drawn lesbian, so you won’t get much of a sense
of the LGBT community here. Still, Carly is a strong, acceptably
likeable character. Her erstwhile life partner, Ardis, is less so.
In fact, her character flip-flops like a jumping bean without a
hint as to what makes her so. A much-needed backstory is hinted at,
but never delivered. The mystery is not badly conceived, but it is
pretty badly executed. It involves the three-year-old murder or a
gay couple who happened to be friends with Carly and Ardis. In
fact, if you can believe it, Ardis wins a Pulitzer in journalism
for her in-depth reporting of the murder. Meanwhile, the dastardly
mayor is threatening Carly and Ardis with all sorts of mean, nasty,
ugly things if Ardis doesn’t sell him the property previously owned
by the murdered couple—property for which Ardis is the
administrator. And property which may harbor a rich vein of
gold.

 


Well, after a great deal
of searching and interviewing by Carly and Matt (they have
alternate, third-person point-of-view chapters), and two suicides
that seem to indicate involvement in the gay couple’s murder, the
story seems to peter out in the time-honored fashion of having the
killer simply be someone who is insane. The writing is
professional, but obviously so. In other words, Muller, who has
already written something like 40 novels, has to “research” this
one—find out the intricacies of the place, how to be a
photographer, and other tidbits. The homework shows. I feel nothing
heart-felt here, just surface observations. We know little about
even the main characters, such as who their friends are, what they
drink, their ages—things that make me suspect that the author
didn't know them either.

 


I guess the best part of
this book—aside from the characters of Carly and Matt—is that the
two didn’t get together at the end. But that’s one of those things
that, if they had, simply would have taken a full star away from
the book’s rating. As it is, the rating doesn’t change. Give it no
more than a 2.4 as a mystery, 2.0 as a lesbian mystery. I’d say
that if you’re wanting to give Muller a try, start with a Sharon
McCone mystery. An early one.

 


Final Rating:
2.2


Paula Murphy

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Phyllis Ludwigsohn
Mysteries

Main Character: Phyllis Ludwigsohn

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Investigative /
Sports Mysteries

Age in first book: Not given

Residence: Belmont Shores,
California

Love Interest: Marlene, Chara, Sara,
etc.

Pet: None

Best Friend: None given

Drink of Choice None given

Heat Index: 2

Romance Index: 0.5

Titles in This Series:


Side Out for Murder, 2007


The 16th Player, 2011


World Class Competition,
2011


Soccer Moms, 2012


Chicks with Sticks, 2012


Ocean Beach, 2013


Singles' Cruise, 2013


Eviction, 2013


¡Maldición!, 2013


Hound and Hare, 2015

Discussion:

None of the current Phyllis Ludwigsohn books
are full-length novels (most are in the 35,000-word range), but are
included h ere anyway, primarily because the protagonist is a
private investigator. Most of the novels go into the realm of
sports: volleyball, soccer, aikido. lacrosse, Many of the front
covers are rudimentary. In a 2015 Facebook post, Murphy claims to
have written 34 novels under 7 pen names. “Paula Murphy,” in fact,
may be a pseudonym. I purchased the ebook version of the first
novel in this series from Amazon in November, 2021.

 



Side Out for Murder

There are books that you hope will go on
forever and others that you hope will just hurry up and end.
Side Out for Murder is one of the latter. Phyllis Ludwigsohn
is a private eye that is also a sports enthusiast. In fact, she
once considered becoming a bodybuilder. She happens to be at a
volleyball tournament with her “very special person” Marlene when
one of the top players, Barbara Dahl, is poisoned in front of not
only several hundred spectators, but a television audience as well.
A representative of the volleyball association convinces Phyllis to
take the case of finding out who murdered Barbara and why.

 


The novel or novella consists of
Phyllis—sometimes called Phyll—interviewing various members of the
volleyball community If the interviewee is female—an almost all
are—she ogles them, lusts after them, fantasizes about them, and in
at least two cases, has sex with them. She is, in short, the
quintessential chauvinist pig.

 


The book contains almost no backstory on
Phyllis or her paramour, Marlene—who she does not have sex with in
the book. This hurts the story. So do the heavy racial slurs that
occur during conversations with several of the suspects—slurs that
go by without comment by the protagonist-narrator. The solution to
the mystery? Why, it was on the TV broadcast all the time and of
course neither the police nor the audience caught it. I’m not sure
Phyllis did either because she never actually makes that clear.

 


In any case, I mostly disliked the
protagonist and would hesitate to read further, despite the
author’s refreshing penchant to write about sports murders. I would
give this one less than 2 stars.

 


Final Rating: 1.8


Clara Nipper

(1965-)

 


Series 1: Nora Delaney Mysteries

Main Character:
Nora Delaney

Profession:
College Basketball Coach

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
35 (in the second book, she is 42)

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Max

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Gin and tonic

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Femme Noir,
2007


Kiss of Noir,
2010

Discussion:

Clara Nipper is a Court
Clerk in Tulsa and an avid lepidopterist. She is—or was—also a
member of a professional roller derby team and the author of the
more recent Murder on the
Rocks. I read the April, 2015 ebook
version of the first novel.

 



Femme Noir

I read Nipper’s latest
book, Murder on the
Rocks, before I read this one. That
was a mistake because the two books are entirely different in
quality. In fact, I began Femme
Noir thinking that it would be really
bad. It is not, although the two books have several elements in
common. First, both take place in good old Tulsa, Oklahoma,
although Nora Delaney, the main character in
Femme Noir is a
visitor while Jill Rogers (from Murder on
the Rocks) has lived there all her life.
Second, both are butchy. Third, both like to play with fire (oh oh;
have I just uncovered some symbolism? I wouldn’t be surprised)—Nora
has a habit of lighting wooden matches with her thumbnail while
Jill snaps a ubiquitous Zippo lighter open and closed throughout
her adventure. And both think about sex approximately 40 hours
every single day. Both are minorities: Nora is African-American;
Jill is Native-American.

 


Well, the good news is
that Femme Noir
is better than Murder on the Rocks, although
to actually call it noir you have to alter the word’s definition.
It is more in the tradition of books like Jaye Maiman’s
I Left My Heart, where the protagonist is called to another city when an
ex-lover is murdered. In this case, it is a woman that Nora lived
with for three years in Los Angeles before the woman moved to
Tulsa. In the course of Nora’s investigation—the police are rarely,
if ever, mentioned—she finds out a lot about her ex-lover that she
didn’t know.

 


She also learns about the
1921 Tulsa race riot—which was one of the worst in this country’s
history—in which the most affluent black community in America was
burned to the ground, dozens were killed, and hundreds arrested. As
Nora’s research continues, she finds reason to believe that her
ex-lover’s murder is directly related to that fateful event almost
a century earlier. It is an important inclusion, but it is not the
only thing that brings this book up above the ordinary. Many of the
scenes that include people she meets in Tulsa are fresh and
humorous; a scene in an alternative bookstore featuring a lesbian
on roller skates is one of the funniest in the literature. And the
second half of the book is just plain well written. There is no
trace of the unfocused author of Murder on the rocks.

 


It is not all good,
though. Otherwise it would have won prizes, right? It was enough
for Nora to look into the Tulsa race riot without having her new
white friend Jack go into a tearful, drunken tizzy when he thinks
about it. And Nipper has a bad habit of having her protagonist drop
everything to go into an almost pornographic fantasy about Max—her
current love interest—although I have to admit that the last time
she does this it is a hoot. The rest are superfluous and boring.
Think about it: reading about sex is not as exciting as actually
having it, but reading
about someone thinking about sex is another
layer removed from the real thing.

 


There is something about this author that
intrigues me. On a personal level, I like the fact that she works
for the safety of animals, that she is a roller derby queen, that
she feels it is important to let her readers know about the Tulsa
race riot—which had been hidden from public knowledge for 90
years—and that writing is the most important thing in her life. I
think it is interesting that Nipper—who some might describe as a
voluptuous blonde if her pictures do her justice—makes her
protagonists minorities. It is even more interesting that the love
interests of the two protagonist—Max and Sophie—are not only almost
interchangeable, but they are described as voluptuous blondes that
Jill or Nora have vivid sexual fantasies about.

 


Give this one anywhere between a 3 and a 4
that you wish. I’ll say 3.7. Both of these Noir Series books are
currently available as ebooks at a very reasonable price.

 


Final Rating:
3.7

~ ~ ~

Series 2: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Jill Rogers

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Absurd

Age: Not given, probably mid-30s

Residence:
Tulsa, Oklahoma

Love Interest:
Sophie Walsh (age and profession not
given)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Bourbon

Best Friend:
Marny Marlowe, straight woman, assistant district
attorney

Heat Index:
3.5

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Murder on the Rocks, 2016

Discussion:

Clara
Nipper is a Court Clerk in Tulsa and an
avid lepidopterist. She is or was also a member of a professional
roller derby team. I read the Advanced Review Copy of this novel,
which was kindly provided by the publisher through NetGalley in
ebook form. She has two other lesbian mystery novels, both of which
are priced reasonably in ebook form.

 



Murder on the Rocks

It’s hard to know where to
start with this book; the characters? the plot? the narrative? the
dialogue? the pace? All have their part in any discussion of this
book. The trouble is, all of them are poorly conceived. And what’s
worse, the setting has the makings of a wonderful dark thriller,
maybe even a dark comedy.

 


Tulsa, Oklahoma is in the
throes of one of the worst ice storms in its history. Millions of
people lose their electricity as trees crack and fall on wires all
over town; roads are too icy to drive on safely, and hardware
stores sell out of batteries and generators in a single afternoon.
Yet crime goes on. In fact, Detective Jill Roberts is called to the
scene of at least four murder scenes in the course of the freeze.
Pretty exciting, huh?

 


The previous reviews of
this book have been poor, and with good reason. But if you look
closely, you can see that Nipper has the sensibility of an artist;
in fact, the closest writer I can compare her with is Samuel
Beckett. But Nipper doesn’t seem to have the literary education or
the artistry to accomplish what she is attempting. In fact, I think
that only Nipper can really tell us what she is trying to do,
because Murder on the
Rocks is a hodgepodge of scenes,
conversations, and descriptions with only a hint of cohesion. The
crimes are glossed over or forgotten, the solutions murky, and
Jill’s qualifications to be a detective are open to question. Even
the title seems to have no relation to the storylines. “Murder on
Ice” would have been better.

 


Jill Rogers, the
protagonist, is as unlikable a character as you will find. One of
methods of detecting crime seems to be to use her ubiquitous Zippo
lighter to lead her to the solution like a farmer uses a dousing
stick to find water. Her relationship to an ex-lover, Sophie Walsh,
is likewise at odds with reality. After not seeing her for over a
year, Jill shows up and her house and, despite Sophie’s antagonism
and the presence of Sophie’s new boyfriend, decides to stay there
for the duration of the freeze. Conversations are often filled with
non sequiturs and overreactions. People come and go without the
slightest motivations. In a more qualified author’s hands, this
might have been turned into a Modernist or Absurdist novel. As it
is, it’s just kind a senseless bunch of characters trying to either
kill each other or get in each other’s pants. It is really hard to
care about any of it.

 


It is interesting that Jill
claims to be a Native American, but she offers no backstory about
her childhood, nor does she seem to have even a whiff of cultural
identity. In her earlier book, Femme
Noir, her protagonist, Nora Delaney,
is black, but Nipper gives her at least a halfway believable
identity.

 


There is only a small section of actual sex
in the book, but Jill’s fantasies about Sophie sometimes go
on—poetically—for whole pages. Similarities of Sophie’s hands,
feet, eyes, etc., to natural objects. Some of the description is
well done, but the vast bulk of it makes even this good writing
overdone. Jill even envies the soap bubbles that course down her
naked girlfriend’s body in the shower—for long paragraphs. And that
Zippo lighter she carries—an heirloom from her grandfather—makes me
crazy. If she had played with that thing even half as much as she
seems to it would have disintegrated in weeks; yet she has been
abusing it for decades.

 


The fact that there are no obvious
grammatical errors or typos in this book can’t bring it up past a 2
rating. The book needs to be reconceived and put out as a literary
novel. Even then, the average Goodreads reader will simply not
“get” what is going on. As it reads now, though, I’m not sure
anyone can.

 


Final Rating:
1.9


RJ Nolan

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Kody Garrett

Profession: Veterinarian

Type of Mystery: Animal

Age: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: BJ Braden (animal
control officer)

Pet: A Great Dane

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:

All Gone, 2007 (Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

Someone is poisoning dogs!

 


Nolan is also the author of the Metro
hospital series, the books of which don’t seem to be mysteries.


Artemis Oakgrove

(1951/52-)

 


Series: Avery Vincent Mystery

Main Character:
Avery Vincent

Profession:
Computer Consultant

Type of Mystery:
Suspenseful

Age: 32

Residence:
Seattle, Washington

Love Interest:
Hatch Salvador (UPS Driver)

Drink of Choice:
Vodka

Pet: The only pets she has are fish.

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


File Not Found, 1998

Discussion:

Although this is listed as
“An Avery Vincent Mystery,” it seems to be the only one. It and two
non-mystery novels were published by One Rogue Press, all in 1998.
I suspect that Oakgrove herself is the owner of One Rogue. Although
she had other books published earlier by well-known feminist
publishers such as Alyson, she must have broken ranks with them
after a while and decided to publish her final three herself. Here
is my full review.

 



File Not Found, An Avery Vincent
Mystery

This book is better than
you might think by looking at the cover—an oversimplified line
drawing of the Seattle skyline. It is a rather early book about
computer crimes and hacking, but it is by no means boring or
nerdy.

 


Avery Vincent is a very
fashion-conscious computer consultant to various corporations. In
fact, she met Shawna Simms in a chat room and was enjoying their
four-month relationship when she finds Shawna murdered in the
woman’s own living room. The shock of finding her body makes it
essential that she find out who murdered her, especially when Avery
finds out that her girlfriend seems to have died because of some
illegal hacking she was doing on line. But what? To solve this
question, Avery must become a hacker herself. Using Shawna’s
notes—which she steals from the woman’s apartment—she begins the
tedious task of finding out the truth about a woman she thought she
knew well.

 


Does it sound okay so far?
I hope so, because it gets better when Avery’s personal life gets
taken over by a very butch lesbian UPS driver named Hatch. Hatch
not only has exquisite taste in interior decorating and
professional-level talent in playing Spanish music on her guitar,
but she wears a strap-on dildo under her clothes. At all times,
even when she’s alone in her bathrobe in her own home. Hatch has
very urgent and very powerful sexual needs, and she is able to
satisfy them with any woman she wants. And she wants
Avery.

 


Aver at times seems so
fragile and introspective, almost inexperienced, that her
determination to find Shawna’s killer comes as a pleasant surprise.
Another surprise is her sexual appetite and appreciation for
Hatch’s considerable skills in the sexual satisfaction department.
That is, until Hatch forces her into sex. If this is
a spoiler, tough. It is at this point that the book gets its
gravitas. Hatch is described as man-like in almost every way
possible and not only man-like, but like an abusive and controlling
man; the kind of man described negatively in many lesbian
mysteries. The type of man who can abuse his woman, then turn right
around and come to her rescue when danger threatens. Will Avery go
back to Hatch—even though she finds out that Hatch has raped at
least one other woman before her? Well, the answer is probably
yes—just like many woman take their abusive husbands back even
though they have black yes and broken bones. This is a book that
should actually be studied by women’s groups. And Hatch’s sexuality
would make a good the subject for an essay. For me to delve any
deeper into it here would smack of pornography.

 


As in other novels I have
read recently, Oakgrove makes the mistake of weaving in and out of
point of view, sometimes from one paragraph to the next. Unless you
are kind of literary, you might not notice this sort of thing, but
it is a lazy way to write and quite unartistic. I have found this
in several lesbian mysteries lately (such as
Last Rites by
Tracey Richardson for instance. It starts the novel out with a
handicap it doesn't need. And Oakgrove does it constantly—sometimes
it is impossible to figure out whose mind the author is
in.

 


All in all, though, this
is a satisfying book—even more satisfying because it is a
stand-alone; I would not want another book with Avery trying to
figure out if she should ditch Hatch or invite her to move in. It
is satisfying in another way, too. Avery Vincent reminds me very
much of Jen Madden, the protagonist in Peta Fox’s surprisingly
good—and very sexy—mystery series. I would love to know if Madden
has read Oakgrove—almost as much as I would enjoy knowing if
Artemis Oakgrove is the author’s birth-certificate name.

 


Final Rating:
3


Claire O’Dell

(Dates not available)

Series: The Janet Watson
Chronicles

Main Character: Janet Watson

Profession: Physician

Type of Mystery: Futuristic

Age in First Book:

Residence: Washington, D.C.

Love Interest: Sarah Holmes (covert
agent)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


A Study in Honor, 2018 (Lambda
Winner)


The Hound of Justice, 2019
(Lambda Finalist)

Discussion: These books are borderline
mysteries for a lot of reasons, but the Holmes/Watson angle is kind
of persuasive. Set in the near future—during the New Civil War—it
may be a portent of things to come.


 


Malka Older

(Dates not available)

 


Series: The Investigations of Mossa and Pleiti

Main Character:
Mossa

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
SF Missing Person

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
The Planet Jupiter

Love Interest:
Pleiti (Earth history scholar)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Mimicking of Known
Successes, 2023

Discussion:

SF Holmesian investigations on Jupiter. May
be the first of a series.

 



Rebecca O’Rourke

(1955-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Geraldine (Gerry) (Rats) Flannagan

Profession:
Office Manager

Type of Mystery:
Literary

Age: Not given

Residence:
Stoke Newberry, Hackney, London, U.K.

Love Interest:
Helen Murray (activist, age not given)

Pet: A cat named Dusty

Drink of Choice:
Beer

Best Friend:
Becky (last name not given; an older
lesbian)

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
0.5

Title:


Jumping the Cracks,
1987

Discussion:

I read what appears to be
the first printing of the Virago Press edition of this
novel.

 



Jumping the Cracks

As far as I can determine,
this is the first lesbian mystery published by the very reputable
feminist publisher, Virago Press. It is not the best. In fact, it
took an uncomfortably long time before I was able to actually label
it a mystery.

 


Gerry Flannagan, called
Rats, for a reason that doesn’t really seem to make much sense, has
moved to London from Hull to escape from a relationship gone sour.
Good for her. But not so good when she becomes an alcoholic and
runs out of money to pay her rent. One evening as she staggers
home, she finds a dead body in a Rolls Royce automobile and that
event shakes her out of her depression and, at least temporarily,
turns her life around. She immediately she gets a job with what
Americans might call a real estate agency or a property manager. It
is kind of a sleazy operation, but it pays the rent. But the
finding of the body haunts her. She tells no one—even the
police—about the body and, naturally, it disappears. The newspapers
have no stories about it, either. Then she finds out that the owner
of the company she works for owns the Rolls. Uh, oh.

 


But this book isn’t about
the mystery. Not really. It is about life and death and choices. As
Rats, now living alone and without any good friends, goes from job
to boring job, she thinks that “it should
have been a good life, and it wasn’t.” The
borough of Hackney, where Rats has her small apartment, is just a
small section of London, but its boundaries seem to enclose its
inhabitants as securely as a wall. Still, it is more than a bit or
a contrivance that Rats’ employer owns the vehicle in which she had
seen the dead man. Aside from that though (regardless how large
that ‘aside” might be) Jumping the
Cracks is a story of a normal woman trying
to find meaning in her depressing surroundings. A woman who can
only be jolted into action by death.

 


Rats comes to see herself
as a detective. “She was piling up
fragments, hoping that they would eventually form a whole.”
Her ex, Helen, who she reunites with,
says, “We’re like Miss Marple or Jemima
Shore. All set to ferret out the truth, bring wrongdoers to
justice. “

 


But only by discovering the
truth can Rats move on. “Finding out who
had killed the body in the car was no longer about settling scores
with the past, it was for the future.”

 


And of course the
solution—which she searches for in good faith—comes in a manner not
really believable, but it is strong enough that it gives Rats a new
belief in herself and a new direction in which to stride toward her
own growth.

 


Jumping the Cracks
is not an important book, nor is the title or the
cover art compelling, but it does give more than just a slice of
life in a smallish London borough. It is about people striving hard
for very little and taking their pleasure wherever they can find
it. I’ll give this one a 3-star rating without guilt either
way.

 


Final Rating:
3


Joan Opyr

(1967-)

 


Series: Idaho Mysteries

Main Character:
Wilhelmina “Bil” Hardy

Profession:
College Student

Type of Mystery:
Small Town

Age in First Book:
22

Residence:
Cowslip, Idaho

Love Interest:
Sylvie Wood

Drink of Choice:
No preference stated

Pet: A cat named Jed

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This
Series:

Idaho Code, 2006 (Goldie Winner, Lambda
Finalist)


From Hell to
Breakfast,
2009 (Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
both novels in this series.

 


Idaho Code

I admit it. I like amateur
sleuths better than police detectives or private investigators,
whose jobs seem to define them in similar ways. Amateur sleuths are
less serious, maybe; less tough, have less on the line. I like
bookstore owners, restaurateurs, newspaper editors, advertising
copywriters. Even college students. And that’s exactly what Bil
Hardy is in Joan Opyr’s delightful small town mystery set in
Cowslip, Idaho.

 


At 22, Bil is among the
youngest protagonists in lesbian mysteries. The mystery is an odd
one. A tramp dies in the local jail under mysterious circumstances.
As it happens, Bil’s brother is the only other person in the cell
with him at the time. Later, the dead man is identified as Burt
Wood (abusive father of the gorgeous Sylvie), who disappeared with
another man sixteen years earlier. To exonerate her brother, who is
suspected of the crime, Bil starts looking into the circumstances
of the death and the history of Burt Wood, but what she finds is
not conducive to furthering her relationship with
Sylvie.

 


There are five siblings in
Bil’s family. She is a college student, Sam an ailing
ne’er-do-well, Naomi a lawyer, Ruth a doctor, and Sarah a
librarian. Bil, Sam, and Naomi are adopted. This is a very clever
set up for a mystery series, giving Bil intimate access to
information medical, legal, and otherwise without actually having
to have a friend in the police department.

 


In a nutshell, Bil has
quit college in Seattle to return to Cowslip because of a failed
relationship. When the book begins, the town is buzzing about
Proposition One, which would prohibit any town in Idaho from
granting equal privileges to gay couples. In town for the vote are
Bil’s best friend Tipper, and some of his transvestite cronies, as
well as the Lesbian Avengers, of which group Bil’s ex is a member.
Then there is Sylvie. As Bill says:

“In elementary school, I’d secretly worshiped the water Sylvie
Wood walked on. She was pretty and smart and I was tall and
awkward. One day when we were in the first grade she reached out on
the playground and ruffled my hair and lo, a baby dyke was
born.”

Descriptions like these
make me like Bil—and the book—right away.

 


And it is a real novel,
all 321 pages of it. Long enough to explore both Bil’s and Sylvie’s
families in detail and long enough for the reader to have some real
fun. The mystery itself is quite plausible and well done by most
mystery standards. It is one of those mysteries, though,
that—although Bil clearly looks into it—seems to solve itself
without the protagonist’s intercedence.

 


I’m interested to find out
how Opyr will continue the series, maybe having Bil look into her
birth family. A goodly number of stars here, and much anticipation
to read the sequel.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



From Hell to Breakfast

I recently read an
unfavorable review of a book that I had enjoyed. The reviewer gave
the book 2 stars without saying anything negative about the
book—and without having read more than two chapters. It was reading
this review, or rather non-review, that spurred me into
finishing From Hell to
Breakfast, the second book in Joan Opyr’s
Idaho Code series. Otherwise, I probably would have stopped about
halfway through. There is almost no justification for rating a book
you have not finished. It’s not fair to the author or the
story.

 


Because I had enjoyed the
first book in the series, my lack of interest in
From Hell to Breakfast was surprising until I realized that much of what Opyr was
doing in the second novel had already been done in the first—and in
the same way. As she did in the first novel, she attempts to write
a literary work and a mystery at the same time. It worked for the
most part in book 1, but in book 2 the characters and their antics
get old and boring. Corssdressers, lesbian separatists, and drug
dealers are okay once, but not twice. And the new elements in the
story are puzzling at best.

 


When the story begins, Bil and her
girlfriend Sylvie have been together two years. Bil’s brother has
finally succumbed to cancer and she is having trouble dealing with
his death, which affects her relationship with Sylvie. Not a bad
opening, but after that, Opyr has trouble deciding in which
direction to go. There are multiple sub-stories, at least two of
which should be completely cut out. One is Bil’s newly discovered
ability to sing hymns like a professional, despite never having
gone to church or taken voice lessons. We also find out about
her—and Sylvie’s—latent religious beliefs. Because the story
involves a right-wing, bigoted local pastor, the religious
tone—which includes a number of well-placed religious metaphors and
similes—makes sense. Yet what it reads like to me is that the
author herself is having a spiritual crisis and is trying to
resolve it through her characters.

 


Not much of it works.
There is simply too much going on. And then there’s the problem of
Bil and Sylvie. Their relationship is just too gushy and lovey, and
repeated again and again and again. But here’s the thing: Although
Sylvie is a pretty good character—smart, cheerful, pretty—it’s
hard, if not impossible, to understand what she sees in Bil, who
never seems to actually do
anything except argue with her family and make
stupid decisions. We never see her studying, hear about her goals
in life, or even read that she cook a decent meal. She is just kind
of a nothing that everyone seems to love and insist on having
present in even the most unimportant scenes.

 


In Opyr’s Acknowledgments, she hints that
the book gave her a lot of trouble and that it went through many
revisions. This is true, of course, for almost every book ever
written, but the fact that she stated it in what almost seemed to
be an apologetic manner concerned me. I wondered about the fact
that it was not published by Val McDermid’s Bywater Books, which
had published the first one. Was the book rejected by Bywater,
forcing Opyr to look elsewhere, or did Opyr choose to move on for
other reasons?

 


In the Introduction of
this book—in the section entitled, “Read the First Book First,” I
give my opinion that the first book in a series is the easiest and
most fun to write; the characters and settings are fresh and new.
Subsequent books have to work around the fact that most of the
descriptions and backstories and friendships have already been
done. Opyr chooses to rehash these; even her best line from book 1:
“I worshiped the water Sylvie Wood walked
on,” is cannibalized here. A pity. She
even uses the same painting on both book covers.

 


Unlike the reviewer I mentioned above, I
finished the book. Am I glad I did? Well, not especially. Although
Opyr got a little better the deeper she went into the story, that
only emphasized the difficulty she had in trying to achieve any
harmony in the beginning. If I had rated the first half, I would
have given it half a star less than the book as a whole. But that
still wouldn't have been a very high rating.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Abigail Padgett

(1942-)

 


Series: Blue McCarron Mysteries

Main Character:
Emily Elizabeth (Blue) McCarron

Profession:
Social Psychologist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Wren’s Gulch, California

Love Interest:
Roxanne (Rox) Bouchie (forensic
psychiatrist)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: A Doberman named Brontë

Best Friend:
BB Berryman, a gay ex-con clothing
designer

Heat Index:
2 or less

Romance Index:
2 or less

Titles in This
Series:


Blue,
1998


The Last Blue Plate
Special,
2001


Ultimate Blue, 2022

Discussion:

Padgett has written a
number of other books. The three Blue McCarron books seem to be the
only ones in the Lesbian Mystery genre, although all look
interesting. I read the first Mysterious Press paperback edition
of Blue and the first hardback printing of The Last Blue Plate Special.

 



Blue

There are a lot of good
things about this novel. The locale, for example: Dr. Blue McCarron
lives with her Doberman in a ghost motel in the southern California
desert. She is a social psychologist with the ability to analyze
unprofitable businesses and give advice on turnaround strategies.
It is making her rich. Even more interesting, her
dissertation, Ape, discusses how humans often
revert to an innate primate behavior. Her use of this idea to
analyze the various characters who come into her life is not
exactly easy reading, but it is excellently done. Very literary and
informative. And a chapter where Blue discusses an ex-inmate of a
girls’ juvenile center is one of the best I have read all
year.

 


Nice prose abounds, like
when Blue is relating her attraction to Rox.
“Roxie Bouchie, nothing like me in any way, a
stranger with a history I could never truly understand, was
nonetheless home. My home. I’d never felt that before, a person
suddenly revealed to be a place where you’ve always
belonged.”

 


Even the plot and the
mystery are good ones. A man named Dan Crandall asks Blue’s help in
proving that his sister is innocent of killing a man and storing
him in a freezer for five years. Her investigation—and her analysis
of human versus primate behavior—convinces her that the sister, who
has confessed to the crime, is lying. But why? And why does Blue
herself seem to be a target for thugs? Throw in said thugs along
with a fetching prison psychiatrist named Rox and an ex-con named
BB the Punk, and you have a rich brew of a novel. There is even a
lot of action and people getting shot. Way cool.

 


But the way I began this
review makes you wonder when I will be getting to the “but,”
because surely there is one. So, of course, there is. Somewhere
along the way, Padgett either got confused or made some bad
decisions. Halfway through, she decides to make Blue’s
ex-girlfriend part of the mystery. Then several chapters before the
end, she decides to make everybody part of the mystery.
I’m sure I am doing Padgett a disservice; I’m sure she had the
complete plot in her head all along. But the ending of the novel
seems more than forced and convenient. I am used to the solutions
of mysteries being rather silly and convoluted, but the ending
to Blue has more coincidences than characters—enough to go beyond
silly and into contrived. The sad thing about this is that it
wasn’t necessary. Although I like her idea of a secret woman’s
organization (see Joan Drury’s The
Other Side of Silence) that goes
around righting wrongs, Padgett didn’t have to make nearly everyone
in the novel a part of it. Worse, the reason for Dan Crandall’s
sister having to freeze the body in a storage unit for five years
made no sense at all. Her involvement—and that of her
friends—equally made no sense. The involvement of Blue’s
ex-girlfriend, from whom Blue is nursing a loneliness and despair
well known in lesbian mystery fiction, is, well, out of the blue.
I’m sure that if Padgett were sitting here in this room with me she
could point out very simple explanations of what seem to me to be
fatal flaws. But I looked and I couldn’t find them.

 


I’m not sure I have ever
been so disappointed in an ending. When, several chapters before
the end, I realized what direction Padgett was headed, I groaned
inwardly. Seriously, I had to force myself to read the last two or
three chapters. What could have been a 4+ now gets just over a 3.
I’m not saying the plot and the mystery’s resolution would have
been easy to change—to make more plausible and less contrived; what
I am saying is that it is necessary.

 


Final Rating:
3.2

 



The Last Blue Plate Special

Social Psychologist Dr.
Blue McCarron is back in the second installment of the series that
bears her name. It is as good as the first—and with a far better
ending. Those of you who have read my other reviews know that I am
a sucker for a well-edited book, but you also know that when an
author has a major publisher—like Mysterious Press, a division of
Time Warner—I expect
the editing to be good. But no editing staff can
alter an author’s voice or her knowledge or her vocabulary or the
inner poetry of her words.

 


One of the things that
makes Padgett’s books stand out is her thorough knowledge of the
subjects she writes about: the California desert, for instance, and
social anthropology, which are featured in both this book and the
first one, Blue. But if
Blue was
largely successful because of the protagonist’s interest in human
behavior versus ape behavior, this one succeeds because of her
interest in statistics. She says that “real people have never made much sense to me, only numbers.
Charts and graphs and statistical estimations make
sense.”

 


In fact, the story begins
when Blue discovers that two highly successful political women have
died only weeks apart in the same town and from the same cause—a
cerebral aneurism. When she runs the numbers—something she relishes
like I might relish a Dove Bar—she finds that the coincidence is
statistically impossible. Thus, a murder investigation is born.
With her girlfriend Rox Bouchie—a clinical psychologist—Blue sets
out to find the murderer and stop him or her from killing
again.

 


In the course of her
investigation, Blue learns a lot about cosmetic surgery, and of all
things, Willow Pattern dishes—both of which are not only
interesting, but integral to the plot. But it is Blue’s odd
philosophy that makes her a character worth remembering. “The
Grid,” for instance is back. “Fate,
God, fortune, disaster—to me these are just flashes from some huge
grid on which everything moves at lightning speeds.”
When Blue feels the crackle of the grid, she
knows she is very close to realizing something
important.

 


Blue’s relationship with
Rox is not completely convincing, but it is both heartfelt and odd.
I’ve said it before: people get into strange relationships and
somehow manage to make them work. The solution of the mystery is
not terribly convincing either, but it is better than most
and way better than in the previous book. And of course there is the
old serial killer/religious fanatic angle that I wish would just go
away. I’m not saying that either of Padgett’s novels should be in
anyone’s Top 20; but maybe least one of them should be in someone’s
Top 50. Your choice.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Syd Parker

(No dates available)

 


Series: Gray Foxx Thrillers

Main Character:
Jordan Gray/Rebecca Foxx

Profession:
FBI Special Agent/Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural

Age in First Book:
36/31

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
Jack Daniels Whiskey/

Pet: None.

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The Killing Ground, 2012


Sin No More, 2013

Discussion:

Parker, like Gerri Hill,
is a fairly prolific author or romance novels. Here is my full
review of the first novel in the Gray Foxx series.

 



The Killing Ground

This book is a prime
example of why publishing professionals are essential, not only in
helping to make your book the best that it can be, but in ensuring
the reputation of both the genre and the ebook industry in general.
In other words, badly edited, badly proofed, and badly formatted
books are painful to read and they give the genre a sloppy
reputation.

 


Having said that,
Killing Ground is not as bad as some. In fact, its proofreaders did a pretty
good job. But proofreading—even copyediting—is not enough. This
book suffers greatly from not having an overall editor to resolve any
inconsistencies in the plot, timelines, and characters. It even
needs another going over by the author, who, I think, published it
prematurely.

 


Put this one in the
category of dual protagonists, like Mimi and Gianna in Penny
Mickelbury’s novels. Like in Mickelbury, it introduces two
characters who meet and become attracted to each other while
working the same homicide. It even has a similar Mickelbury-like
prologue in which we see the first crime being committed. But
unlike Mickelbury’s controlled writing, in which she switches point
of view between chapters, Parker switches whenever she feels like
it. She also has a couple of interludes with an unwanted intrusion
from the killer’s point of view.

 


In fact, until this first
killer interlude, the book is going pretty well. The romance might
have happened a bit too quickly for some sensibilities, but I
thought it was okay, and the pace of the novel through its first
half is well done. It is only towards the middle of the book that
things fall apart. And not until the end that you know exactly how
much. Without putting too fine a point on it, the killer changes
from a crazed god-in-the-head maniac to a jilted lover. Time frames
essential to the plot change from one chapter to the next, as if
Parker began with an outline, diverged from it, then forgot to go
back and make sure all the elements were consistent. And the number
of times these characters roll their eyes is dizzying.

 


The formatting, too, lacks
the same final stage of professionalism as the writing. The chapter
titles were not centered correctly, for instance, and worse, there
were nearly a hundred instances of m-dashes (these things—;)
instead of the smaller hyphens, causing initial confusion for the
reader.

 


In short, this book
obviously has potential, but not without a thorough going over by
someone not a good friend or relative (unless, of course, that
friend or relative is a professional editor). I do not fault the
author’s beta readers as much as I fault Parker herself. Not only
did she not recruit the readers she needed, but she failed to do
the final read-through herself that would have shown her that
changes were necessary.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


DL Pawlowski

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Nic Stone Mysteries

Main Character: Nicole (Nic) Stone

Profession: Police Narcotics
Detective

Type of Mystery:

Age in first book:

Residence: the fictional city of
Larson on the East Coast, U.S.A

Love Interest: Carly Jamison

Pet:

Drink of Choice:

Best Friend:

Heat Index:

Romance Index:

Titles in This Series:

Vendetta, 2001

The Darkest Hour, 2001(fan fiction only)

Discussion:

When Nic Stone’s police partner is shot and
seriously wounded, she has to meet his younger sister at the
airport. Sparks fly.

 


Vendetta, under the same title, was
released by Renaissance Alliance under the author name of Talaran.
The Pawlowski edition came out in 2007 and was published by Quest.
I suppose that Talaran—which is the name Pawlowski used as a fan
fiction writer—sounded too much like Taliban, especially in 2001.
The original fan fiction story is still available here:
http://www.academyofbards.org/fanfic/t/talaran_vendetta1.html.

 


Author Lori L. Lake’s Amazon review of
Vendetta should be read with the knowledge that both she and
Pawlowski had books published by Renaissance Alliance in the same
year. Not so coincidently, both novels were republished by Quest in
2007. Lake has gone on to become famous in the lesbian literature
world; Pawlowski has not (unless under another pseudonym) published
anything since, although a sequel, The Darkest Hour, was
scheduled by Renaissance Alliance but never released. I found that
it is still available as fan fiction at the link below, although it
may be incomplete: http://www.academyofbards.org/fanfic/t/talaran_dark1.html

 


Enjoy!


Jane Pek

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a
stand-alone novel

Main Character: Claudia Lin

Profession: Dating Agency Verifier

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in first book: 25

Residence: New York City

Love Interest: Rebecca (Becks) Rittel
(mid-30s?, Claludia’s supervisor)

Pet: None

Best Friend: Max (her gay
roommate)

Drink of Choice: Not given

Heat Index: 0.5

Romance Index: 1

Title:


The Verifiers, 2022

Discussion:

Although Claudia is not the first
Chinese-American sleuth in lesbian mystery fiction (Ava Lee comes
to mind), Pek is the first Chinese-American author of same. She is
a martial arts aficionado and works as a lawyer at a global
investment company.

 



The Verifiers

It’s interesting how many “firsts” in lesbian
mystery fiction are also the best. The first lesbian police
detective—Katherine V. Forrest’s Kate Delafield—is still the best.
Nikki Baker’s Virginia Kelly series is still the best series
featuring a Black protagonist and Baker is still the best
African-American author in the genre. Now, 38 years after
Amateur City and 31 years after In the Game, Jane Pek
becomes the first Chinese-American to write a lesbian mystery. And
it is destined to occupy a very high place on the Top Ten lists of
most lesbian mystery aficionados.

 


Claudia Lin works for Veracity, a small
company whose job is to check out users of matchmaker sites to
verify that they have told the truth in their profile descriptions.
When one of Veracity’s clients dies under mysterious circumstances,
Claudia—against the wishes of her boss and supervisor—decides to
look further into the death. She is sure that there was something
suspicious about it—although it is labeled a suicide by the
police—but she can’t figure out what it is. It seems that the very
idea of solving a mystery is what drives her. She explains it like
this:

“I want to be the one to find out
what really happened—to scrape away the shiny surface of the world
that no one else even thought to question.”

The novel is brilliantly written. Not only
does the author make good and frequent use of poetic language, but
often brings in classic works of literature to illustrate her
points—Finnegan’s Wake, for instance, and Jane Austen. She
even invents her own mystery detective to whom she looks for
inspiration when she finds herself at a dead end or in a tight
fix.

 


Her secondary motif—the life of
Chinese-American families—and her family in particular—is
reminiscent of Malinda Lo’s multi-award-winning novel Last Night
at the Telegraph Club. The Verifiers is a worthy
follower.

 


There is a lot of high-tech language
revolving around website algorithms, but the story depends on
understand this language and Pek does a marvelous job of bringing
it down to the reader’s level. Well, maybe not all readers,
but I have read most of the negative reviews of this book—some of
which revolve around boredom—and I don’t buy it. Iwas riveted
throughout. In fact, I feel like I learned something, which is
always worth raving about in a novel.

 


Another of the criticisms is that Claudia
often seems to intuit the meaning of clues throughout the
book—conclusions that some might call reaching or contrivance. Not
so. In fact, most of Claudia’s epiphanies are wrong. She is truly a
trial and error detective.

 


Almost completely hidden is Claudia’s letch
for her supervisor Becks, who is described as a kind of Asgardian
war goddess. She has nothing good to say to poor Claudia throughout
the book and Claudia is scared to death of her, yet you can see the
attraction building up on both sides. If this book has a sequel, it
should be to explore this relationship further.

 


In short, this is a superb lesbian mystery
novel and one that should be read by any mystery fan. Give it the
highest marks.

 


Kudos to the reader of the audio book, Eunice
Wong, who is able to convey Claudia’s voice as well as her
words.

 


Final Rating: 5

 


Note: This review is included in my ebook
<a href="https://www.smashwords.com/books/view/1012157"><I>The
Art of the Lesbian Mystery Novel</i></a>, along with
information on over 1000 other lesbian mysteries by over 330
authors.


Emma Perez

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Electra Campos

Profession: College Professor)

Type of Mystery: Academic

Age: n/a

Residence: New York City

Love Interest: Carolina Quinn (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Adrian, (a colleague)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Electra's Complex, 2015

Discussion:

The author is, or was, a feminist scholar and
history professor at the Univ. of Texas.


R.G. Peterson

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Samantha Summers Mysteries

Main Character:
Samantha Octavia (Sam) Summers

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative / Sports

Age in First Book:
about 37

Residence:
Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Love Interest:
Shannon Williams (wife of basketball
player)

Drink of Choice:
white wine, such as Chardonnay

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Aaron Chancellor (“Chancy,” “Ace”) Evans
(straight man, gambler, Sam’s housemate)

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
1

Titles in this
series:


Going All In,
2019


Stacking the Deck, 2020


Doubling Down, 2020


Cashed In,
2020


Tapped Out,
2020


Hedging A Bet, 2020


Dead Man’s Hand, 2020


Raising The Stakes, 2021


The Big Blind, 2021


Ace In The Hole, 2021


Four Of A Kind, 2022


Off The Board, 2022
No
Limit, 2023

Discussion:

This series is unique in
that the first-person narrator—gambler Chancy Evans—is a man. He
accompanies ex-lawyer, ex-police officer, ex-volleyball star, and
current P.I. Sam Summers on her varied cases, which generally
involve the rich and famous.

 



Going All In

This book has a unique approach: it
chronicles the adventures of a lesbian sleuth by her friend Chancy,
a professional gambler and self-described wisecracker. Through his
eyes—and whatever Sam chooses to tell him—we are guided through the
increasingly seedy world of professional sports.

 


The plot involves a star
basketball player who is accused of killing his pregnant
housekeeper, who, presumably, is carrying his child. He denies
this, but the evidence keeps piling up against him. The fact that
Sam is attracted to the man’s wife makes the case doubly
difficult.

 


Sam herself is a Sherlock
Holmes type of sleuth, being able to tell a lot about a person’s
background just by looking at the way they dress or the car they
drive. She also has a little Doc Savage, having deliberately honed
her sensory skills so that she can hear individual conversations in
a crowded room or detect even the faintest traces of gunpowder in
the air.

Chancy is a keen observer
of people, including Sam. His ability to read his poker opponents
transfers to his ability to read people in general. So, together,
Sam and Chancy make a pretty good—and fairly believable—team. As
friends, too, they seem to make a good pair. Chancy is mostly a
little boy with little boy jokes and an adolescent desire to see
Sam naked. Yet Sam—with her magnificent body and mind—is socially
gauche and seems to be able to be herself only around
Chancy.

 


As a mystery, Going All In, is not
bad. The plot is intricate, the investigation with its many
interrogations is first rate, and the information on professional
basketball interesting, if maybe a little too over the top. At over
430 pages it may go on a little too long and the suspects might
border on the too-many, although the last third of the book went
quickly. The trouble, I think, is with the narrator.

 


Chancy is not simply a wisecracker, he is a
wise ass. There is no subject of conversation that he doesn’t have
a comic rejoinder for. He even describes himself as “obnoxious” and
“immature,” as if that makes it okay. And one of the things he
observes about the suspects is that they all have a completely
shameless new life goal of taking Sam to bed. This is his goal,
too, by the way.

 


So if you’re looking for a longish,
investigative thriller, you might like this one. If you have your
heart set on reading a good lesbian mystery, look elsewhere.
Because Chancy narrates the book in the first person, there’s no
way that we can tell what Sam is thinking unless she tells him, and
even then it is in edited form. And the reader knows right away
that we will never have access to Sam’s bedroom activities—which
are many—although Chancy never misses an opportunity to peek
through half-open doors or peepholes to watch Sam kissing her dates
goodbye in the morning. But kisses are all we get.

 


Final Rating:
As a normal mystery: 3.8; as a lesbian mystery:
3.0.


Lin Phillipi

(1949-)

 


Series: Shannon Patrick Landscape
Mysteries

Main Character: Shannon Patrick

Profession: Landscape Designer

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: Palm Springs,
California

Love Interest: Karen (her wife, a
collectibles dealer)

Pet: Two cats named Mooch and
Bailey

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:

Soiled, 2015

Discussion:

Although this is labeled “A Shannon Patrick
Landscape Mystery,” it seems to be the only one. A proposed sequel,
Transplanted is reportedly in the works. The author, like
her character, is a landscape designer in Palm Springs. Edited by
Katherine V. Forrest.



BJ Phillips

(Dates not available

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Characters: Jessie (Jess)
Howard

Profession: Landscaper (ex sheriff’s
detective)

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in First Book: 59

Residence: Lakeland, Florida

Love Interest: Beth Crandall (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend:

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Murder at Leisure Lakes 2020
(Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

The book starts on an exciting note when an
89-year-old resident of a Florida retirement community finds a
human foot floating in a pond near her apartment.


Cath Phillips

(No dates available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Jane Stewart

Profession: Detective Chief
Inspector

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age: n/a

Residence: Sydney, Australia

Love Interest: Valentine

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


River's Edge, 1998

Discussion:

Gay residents of a small river community near
Sydney, Australia are being murdered. The two lesbian protagonists
of this novel are six foot two inches tall. This literary mystery
seems to be the author’s only novel.


Ellys Phox

(1951-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Maxine (Max)
Ferrari

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: Prineville, Oregon

Love Interest: Sarah Castleman

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Performance, 2013

Discussion:

Ellys Phox seems to be the pseudonym of
Sylvia Diane Saxon, a former social worker in California. She has
two other novels, but neither is a mystery.


Elizabeth Pincus

(1957-)

 


Series: Nell Fury Mysteries

Main Character:
Nell Cather Fury

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Hard Boiled

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Tammy Rae Tinkers (college student)

Drink of Choice:
Jameson Irish Whisky

Pet: Two fish—Flannery and Carson

Heat
Index: 2

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


The Two-Bit Tango, 1992 (Lambda
Winner)


The Solitary
Twist,
1993


The Hangdog
Hustle,
1995 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Here are my full reviews
of the first two books in this series.

 



The Two-Bit Tango

Nell Fury is a struggling
PI whose office is in a warehouse in a not-so-good part of San
Francisco. When a woman hires her to find her missing twin, who she
thinks might be in trouble, Nell has visions of paying the rent and
maybe even getting her car fixed. And make no mistake, Nell is kind
of a stop-at-nothing gal; in the course of this book, she gets shot
and wrecks at least three cars. When she has a case, she intends to
solve it to the end. But naturally there are people who don’t want
Nell to succeed.

 


Nell is an engaging
character; not too snide or too blasé, too hard-boiled nor too
bouncy, and not butch enough to get more than a second glance. I
would go as far as to say that we might use Nell Fury as our
standard lesbian PI, to which all others can be compared. Some,
like Peta Fox’s Jen Madden, are better, but most are worse. And
Nell is still a beloved character even though Pincus has not
published anything in over 25 years.

 


As it happens, I was
reading Kira Chase’s The Wrong
Corpse at the same time I was reading
this one—another book dealing with twins. Nell's story is the
better of the two. Both involve money, power, and murder but
The Two-Bit Tango is conceived, plotted, and written more professionally.
Spinster’s Ink, who published this book in 1992, did a good job
proofing, editing, designing, and formatting the book.

 


It’s hard to say that
there was anything outstanding about it, but it was entertaining
all the way through, with enough thrills and entertainment to give
it a real identity. Give this one however many stars you want. More
than three, certainly. But also put it—and the Nell Fury series as
a whole—down as a classic, a lesbian PI novel that should be on the
shelves of any aficionado.

 


I read what appears to be
the second printing of this paperback, which probably contained
few, if any, corrections from the first printing.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



The Solitary Twist

It’s hard not to compare
the Nell Fury series with Mary Wings’ Emma Victor series. Both are
set in San Francisco, were written in the same decade, and both are
hard-boiled to some extent and are solidly in the
feminist/political vein. Their titles are cute, but do no work.
Besides that, Wings and Pincus were evidently friends; Pincus
credits Wings in the Acknowledgements section of this novel. Both
series also must be considered early classics of the lesbian PI
genre. It is worth noting, though, that Emma Victor—although she
appeared two years earlier than Fury—did not become a private eye
until after The Two-Bit Tango
was published.

 


Of the two, I like Pincus
better. Here style is smoother and easier to get into. And Nell
Fury’s first-person narration is a bit more winning than Emma
Victor’s. Truthfully, though, the difference is pretty
small.

 


The second entry in the
series begins with an amazing coinkidink. The passenger sitting
next to Nell Fury on a flight to San Francisco happens to mention
to Nell—a perfect stranger—that she needs to hire a private
investigator, and that the PI has to be a lesbian. So of course
Nell takes the case, which involves getting dirt on a man who is
about to marry Nell’s client’s ex-lover. But when the ex is
reported kidnapped and the man Nell is investigating is murdered,
her client takes her off the case. Luckily, the ex’s daughter hires
Nell to find the missing woman but when Nell comes too close, she
is taken off the case a second time.

 


As you can see, this one
involves a few potholes and dead ends, but it becomes personal to
Nell when a friend of hers is shot and seriously wounded. In a
well-plotted and researched story, Nell uncovers a decades-long
secret involving a radical activist group that was suspected of
robbery and murder. Reminiscent of M.F. Beal’s first novel,
Amazon One, it brings
back the flavor of those exciting days in the 60s and 70s when
protest was almost an obligation, but the penalties
severe.

 


And, of course, Nell’s
borrowed car is wrecked—a theme carried forward from the first
book.

 


A bright spot in
The Solitary Twist is
the character of Pinky Fury, Nell’s 15-year-old daughter, who is
visiting Nell from England, where she lives with her other parent,
a description of whom is not given. She doesn’t have much of a
role, but Nell involves her when she can and it is nice to see
another side of the hard-nosed detective.

 


All in all,
The Solitary Twist is
about on a par with The Two-Bit
Tango, interesting and exciting without
sweeping you off your feet.

 


Note: I read a scanned
copy of the first Spinster’s Ink edition of this book, which I
borrowed from the Internet Archive.

 


 


Final
Rating: 3.75


Pele Plante

(no dates available)

 


Series: Cynthia Chenery Scott Suspense Novels

Main Character:
Cynthia Chenery (CC) Scott

Profession:
Semi-retired Therapist

Type of Mystery:
Semi-Cozy

Age in First Book:
55 or so

Residence:
Dos Pueblos, California

Love Interest:
Barbara Bettencourt (Junior High School
Teacher)

Drink of Choice:
Teetotaler

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Getting Away with
Murder,
1991


Dirty Money,
1992

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first novel in this series. The edition I read is the first
printing of the Clothespin Fever Press edition, 1991. As of this
writing, it is the only printing. The second novel in this series
is so rare that I had to add it to Goodreads myself.

 



Getting Away with Murder

CC Scott is a 55-year-old
semi-retired therapist specializing in alcohol abuse. She and her
partner Barbara have moved to a small town in California to retire
and live out the rest of their lives in peace. But when her
70-year-old neighbor gets roped into a reverse mortgage scheme, C C
decides to investigate. What she finds turns out to be dangerous
for not only her friend, but for herself and Barbara.

 


It is a tersely written
book with little actual flavor in the words, but it is interesting
nonetheless. It discusses the reverse mortgage principle-where a
company buys your home but lets you live there for the remainder of
your life. And of course, the sooner you did, the sooner the
company can sell your house and take its profit.

 


The most interesting thing
about Getting Away with
Murder, though, is CC’s penchant for
analyzing everything like the therapist she is. She even does this
with her own actions. Her father was not only an alcoholic, but
suffered from depression. CC was also addicted to alcohol earlier
in her life, but has been dry for sixteen years. She also, however,
recognizes that she has inherited her father’s depressive
tendencies.

 


The writing is not all
bland. For instance, “We drove on
through the night, snug and temporarily safe in our cocoon of our
own making, wrapped in the music of Bach.” In fact, most of her lyrical passages involve her long
relationship with Barbara, which is an endearing one. Give this one
a smidgen above whatever number of stars you use for
average.

 


Final Rating:
3


Dorothy Porter

(1954-2008)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Jill Fitzpatrick

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-police)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age: 38

Residence:
Sydney, Australia

Love Interest:
Diana Maitland (late 30s, college
professor)

Drink of
Choice:

Pet: A cat named Emma

Best Friend:
Louie (no age or last name given, a lesbian
poet)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
1

Title:


The Monkey's Mask, 1994

Discussion:

This is a novel in verse.
I read the first printing of the Serpent’s Tail edition.
Incredibly, it has over 1040 ratings on Goodreads, but only 20 on
Amazon.

 



The Monkey's Mask

The idea of a novel in
verse is not a new one. Take The
Iliad, for instance, or
Pushkin’s Eugene
Onegin. The Brownings both wrote
novels in verse. More recently, Vikram Seth had a surprise
bestseller in his The Golden
Gate. Most, if not all of these take
the form of a long poem, while The
Monkey’s Mask is comprised of a
series of many shorter poems—most only a page long—each a “chapter”
of the novel.

 


What this does is cut down
on almost everything—descriptions, backstory, conversation, and
relationships. But Porter does this with such a deft hand that what
we see is the essence of the necessary; what she leaves out is the
superfluous—things we tend to skip over in other books. Here are a
few lines that characterize Diana Maitland, Jill’s love interest,
perfectly and without taking several pages.

 


She’s thirty
something

maybe
forty

her hair
honey-blond

streaks

falls in her
eyes

she pushes it
back

with a
fidgety

nail-bitten
hand

she got
eyes

that flirt or
fight

she’s
gritty,

she’s
bright

oh christ help
me

she’s a bit of
alright!

 


Porter is able to give us Jill’s
impressions of someone in an instant.

 


Tony’s
company

is hard cold
work

like defrosting a
refrigerator

 


Yet even in poetic form, the mystery is a
true one. A family hires private investigator Jill Fitzpatrick to
find their missing daughter, Michelle Norris. When the daughter
turns up dead, they continue to pay her to find the killer. There
are the usual suspects—in this case several poets and teachers at
her college that Michelle was obviously obsessed with. In fact, we
see them through Michelle’s own eyes when Jill discovers a cache of
the girl’s own poems, many of which are sexy, almost obscene. Jill
has almost no interaction with the police, which saves even more
time and space. Instead, she tells us

 


Michelle's mother has
just rung

she's jack of the
cops

I'm back on the
job.

 


Because the descriptions of poets and
poetry in general come through Jill’s eyes, it gives an impression
of pedantry, of boredom, almost of silliness—spending one’s life
doing, well, not much. Yet what we are reading is poetry, and it is
anything but silly. Porter’s poems are down to earth, almost
minimalistic, and very readable. The only problem I had with it is
that I’m not sure what Jill does with the information she gathers
once she has solved the mystery. It is a book to be read more than
once—especially by writers who tend to be a bit too flowery and
detailed in their descriptions—and that’s not something that can be
said about most books. Although the round-off will show 4 stars, my
actual rating is more like a 4.4.

 


Final Rating:
4.4


Deborah Powell

(1951-)

 


Series: Hollis Carpenter Mysteries

Main Character:
Hollis Carpenter

Profession:
Investigative Reporter

Type of Mystery:
Historical Investigation

Age in First Book:
at least 35

Residence:
Houston, Texas

Love Interest:
Lily Delacroix

Drink of Choice:
Whatever is handy

Pet: A Schnauzer named Anice.

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Bayou City Secrets, 1991


Houston Town,
1992

Discussion:

The Hollis Carpenter books
are set in the 1930s, making this series unusual in that it is not
set in or near the time the author wrote them. The Gertrude Stein
series by Samuel Steward is another. Here is my full review of the
first novel in this series. I read the first Naiad printing, which
may be the only printing. More’s the pity.

 



Bayou City Secrets

Hollis Carpenter is a
tough-as-nail, no-nonsense-from-men crime reporter for
The Houston Times. Well, at least she is in the first page or two—she quits
when her editor is pressured into assigning her to write a story
about a glitzy centennial celebration. Hollis does crime—like
investigating the theft of a number of weapons from a police
warehouse. But as soon as she is unemployed, people start trying to
kill her and her friends, so what gives?

 


Although this book is
excellent all the way through, it is the humorous descriptions that
stand out. The author is witty and knows how to use words to their
full advantage. In describing Hollis’s editor, she says,
“if Kelly ever did have an intelligent idea
and expressed it verbally, there would be such a vacuum created
that his face would be sucked to the back of his head.”
She has dozens and dozens of these
bon mots.

 


As you would expect in
post-Prohibition America, this tale is replete with gangsters and
tommy guns, prostitutes and crooked cops. But Hollis is more than a
witty wisecracker. She is intelligent and well able to defend
herself against all off the above. But she is not so brave when she
meets—and falls in a big way for—her publisher’s wife, Lily
Delacroix. And when Lily decides to reciprocate, all hell breaks
loose.

 


This is another fairly
early Naiad Press book, but it is very different from most of its
sisters. Either Powell is a better, more creative, writer than the
rest of the Naiad stable, or Katherine V. Forrest does a superb
editing job. I would suspect both. I also suspect that this is the
first—and one of the only—times that Forrest has had the
opportunity to guide a manuscript through publication by a writer
more skilled than herself. Good descriptions abound, like this
one: The rain was like a poor cousin
who had come to visit for a few days and had moved in to live
forever.

 


Bayou City
Secrets is a delight from start to
finish. I don’t have much of a sense of humor, but I laughed out
loud at least half a dozen times reading it. Not only would I read
the sequel to this novel, which is Powell’s last book of any kind,
but I already have it and can’t wait to get started reading it.
Will Lily be a good addition or a liability? Certainly Hollis needs
a foil of some kind—she is too much of a loner—and she needs to get
back to reporting. We’ll see what happens in the next exciting
episode of The Hollis Carpenter Mysteries.

 


Final Rating:
4.3

 



Houston Town

I’ll admit it. I like a
well-written book. I like a well-written mystery even more because
they are harder to come by. I like to experience poetic
descriptions, clever phrases, and gripping situations. Well, I came
to the right place when I got into Houston Town. Crime reporter
Hollis Carpenter is the most literate wisecracker in the mystery
genre, and Deborah Powell can generate metaphors and similes all
day long. Here’s how she describes Hollis’s meeting with a
sleazebag oilman: “We grinned slyly at
each other like two sumo wrestlers who had each hidden pistols in
their diapers before entering the ring.” I enjoyed the first novel in this series,
Bayou City Secrets, very much, but I think this one is even better.

 


Like
Bayou City Secrets, Houston Town
is set in the late 1930s—a few years after the
repeal of Prohibition and a few years before the United States
entered WWII. Everybody carries a pistol and is eager to use
it—much like the characters in some of Dashiell Hammett’s books,
like Red
Harvest. When a man turns up dead in
the bed of one of Hollis’s best friends (shot in the forehead),
Hollis gets out her own arsenal to prove that her friend is being
framed. Does she have to shoot anyone? You’ll have to read the book
to find out.

 


Although Hollis is fairly well known for her
reporting, we never see her in her office, which is a shame because
the history and color of a 1930s newsroom would have added spice to
the story. Still, if she can prove that her friend did not commit
the murder, she will have a helluva story to write up. Naturally,
the police are no help, so Hollis has to investigate everything
herself.

 


Her trail leads her to a shady but beautiful
evangelist named Sister Jasmine, a wealthy blackmailing oilman
named Clancey Willson, and some hired guns with names like Dub and
Earl. And when one of them almost shoots Anice—her constant canine
companion—Hollis flies into a rage that would send a bull galloping
for cover. She is always in danger, but never runs from it.

 


And as I’ve mentioned
before, the solutions to most mysteries are implausible, totally
unbelievable, or just silly. This one is better than most. Put the
book as a whole near the very top of the list. In a way, it is a
shame that author Deborah Powell only wrote two novels. I would
have loved to see Hollis in further action. On the other hand,
with Houston
Town, Powell goes out a
winner.

 


Final Rating:
4.4


VK Powell

(1959?-)

Discussion:

Powell had a 30-year career in law
enforcement, so it is no surprise that most of her novels feature
at least one police detective. Most of her something-like 18 novels
are in what she calls the Romantic Intrigue genre—a motley
combination of thriller, suspense, romance, and yes, maybe even
mystery. In searching through her book blurbs, I found that a
number of her protagonists are commitment shy. And here is a list
of the names of some of her lesbian protagonists: Frankie, Evan,
Emory, Dani, Carter, Jordan, Zak, Bennett, Sydney, Colby, Alex. And
those are just the obvious ones. See any patterns? No? As I have
mentioned early on in this book, this subject makes good fodder for
an essay.

 


Although I am including her name in this
volume—surely at least one of her protagonists must solve a
mystery—none of her titles will appear in the titles section.
Explore her on your own time if she sounds like your cup of
tea.

 


I did, however begin one of her books, To
Protect and Serve. Here is my reaction.

 


Okay, say you’re standing in a bookstore,
flipping through pages of a book, looking for something interesting
to take home. On page 1 you read, “A silky red tank top hung
loosely on her braless body, leaving nothing to the imagination. A
pair of unencumbered breasts, the firmest most perfectly shaped
olive mounds [Alex had] ever seen, were centered by erect,
dark-chocolate nipples that beckoned invitingly. Alex’s pulse
quickened.” Question: is Alex a man or a woman? There’s more:
“Soft waves of chestnut hair brushed her shoulders and fell
loosely into place as if fingerer-combed by a lover.” What
about now: Man or woman? Of course because this is a lesbian
mystery, Alex is a woman, but if she had been a man, wouldn’t the
author’s concentrating on this kind of ogling be considered kind of
sexist? Another essay?

 


On page 2, when Alex and the owner of those
chocolate prizes shake hands, “Alex’s nerves sparked with a jolt
of excitement.”

 


Sorry, but that’s as far as I got.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish.


Radclyffe

(1950-)

Series: Justice Series

Main Character:
Rebecca Frye

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Romantic Suspense

Age in First Book:
Not given, but probably mid-30s.

Residence:
St. Paul, Minnesota

Love Interest:
Catherine Rawlings (psychologist)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Seltzer and Lime (she used to drink scotch, but
is an ex-alcoholic)

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
4

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


Shield of Justice, 2002


In Pursuit of Justice, 2003


Justice in the
Shadows,
2004 (Goldie Winner)


Justice Served,
2005 (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Justice for All, 2009

Discussion:

Radclyffe is the pseudonym
of Dr. Leona Ruth Barot. She has written over 40 books, all of
which were published in this century—an astonishing feat. She also
writes paranormal novels under the name L.L. Raand. The Justice
Series seems to be her only books that qualify as actual mysteries,
so I will not be discussing her Honor Series or First Responder
Series. I read the first printing of the Renaissance Alliance
edition of Shield of
Justice, which was later reprinted by
Bold Strokes—a publishing company Radclyffe founded in 2004.
Possibly the book has been tweaked a bit.

 



Shield of Justice

It is not surprising that
Radclyffe is one of the most popular lesbian authors (each of her
five Justice Series novels have over 675 Goodreads ratings;
Shield of Justice has over 1100!) She has many strengths, none of which are
very artistic, but I don’t think that Radclyffe is much interested
in being artistic. As a full-time writer (she retired from medicine
a decade ago), she is more interested in satisfying her fans, most
of whom are romance readers and lesbians. She also has a cadre of
readers that were introduced to her through her fan
fiction.

 


Although
Shield of Justice certainly qualifies as a mystery, it is heavy on the romance
and not squeamish about sprinkling sex scenes throughout the book.
Because Rebecca and Catherine are strong, sympathetic characters,
their ultimate bonding is more important than the serial-rapist
plot that brings them together. The sex scenes are steamy and
satisfying but tasteful. One of the techniques the author uses—the
roving point of view—is one that I frown on because it is most
often done clumsily and lazily. Radclyffe, however, wants to show
what each character is thinking at all times, and when Rebecca and
Catherine are together we are able to see the impressions each has
about the other at each step of their relationship—almost with each
sentence they speak. It is easy writing, but Radclyffe uses this
point of view better than most. I also need to mention here that
Radclyffe, unlike lesser authors, does not feel the need to go into
the rapist’s point of view, nor does she give him a backstory—in
Rebecca’s mind, he doesn’t deserve one. This is refreshing,
especially in a book that deals with many psychological
issues.

 


So I enjoyed the romance
and the mystery, and if it had been the only romantic suspense book
in existence, that would be all I would have to say. But it isn’t,
and I have to point out that Radclyffe resorts to an abundance of
clichés—both in her plot and in her writing—that make it impossible
to give it a high rating. For one thing, you just know for an
absolute fact that no matter how carefully they plan, somehow the
serial rapist will manage to capture Catherine and get her alone.
This can’t be a spoiler because in these types of suspense novels
it is a given. And although the sequence of events isn’t as
near-slapstick as the ones in Melanie McAllester’s
The Lessons, it
is reminiscent enough.

 


And then there is the
language. How about the authorial heavy-handedness of
“That was the price she paid to maintain her
sanity, even though people who couldn’t’ see past her cop’s eyes
had accused her of being cold and uncaring.”

 


Then there are the scenes
that set up the attraction between the two protagonists.
“She tried to ignore the quickening of her
heartbeat,” “Even that innocent touch sent her pulse racing,” She
was aware of the quickening of her heartbeat and a low pulse of
desire just from the anticipation of seeing her again,” “She
flushed as heat spread over her skin.” These are just a taste.

 


So chalk it up as a pretty
quick and easy read, even a mildly enjoyable one. Kudos for the
author’s success and even more kudos for enticing romance readers
into buying lesbian mysteries. But demerits for the easy,
heavy-handed writing. I can’t give this one above a 3, but I will
read the next book in the series to see if it is an improvement.
This may be telling in itself, because most authors don’t get that
second chance.

 


Final Rating:
3


A.E. Radley

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Amy Hewitt

Profession: Barista

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in First Book: 25

Residence: Great Britain

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Kerry

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Huntress, 2016 (Lambda Winner)

Discussion:

Radley has a number of other books, mostly in
the romance line. Lost at Sea is described as a mystery but
I can’t see it. Death before Dessert, however, seems to fit
the genre and is listed below.

 


~ ~ ~

Series 2: Vanessa Harrington
Mysteries

Main Character: Clara Harrington

Profession: Violinist

Type of Mystery: Cozy

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Buckinghamshire, U.K.

Love Interest: Felicity Abbott (member
of the parish council)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Death Before Dessert, 2020
(Goldie Finalist) (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Although this is described as a “Vanessa
Harrington Mystery,” it seems to be the only one. And although
Vanessa is the major sleuth, her niece Clara is the point of view
character through which we view the action. When Clara loses her
job and her girlfriend, she moves from London to live with her aunt
Vanessa, who is a famous crime writer. When a murder occurs in
their small community, Vanessa vows to solve it and she drags a
reluctant Clara along with her. The scene and the characters almost
beg for this to become a series. We shall see.


Jenna Rae

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Del & Lola

Main Character: Del Mason

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: San Francisco,
California

Love Interest: Lola Bannon
(novelist)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Writing on the Wall, 2012


Turning on the Tide, 2013 (Goldie Winner, Lambda
Finalist)


Stumbling on the Sand, 2015

Other Lesbian Mystery Title:


The Third Eye, 2018

Discussion:

As with many Bella titles, these are all
borderline mysteries with a heaping helping of romantic
suspense.


J.A. Rainbow

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Ellie McVey

Main Character: Ellie McVey

Profession: Detective Chief
Inspector

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age in First Book: 36

Residence: Glasgow, Scotland

Love Interest: Katherine (Kate)
Mitchell (34, novelist)

Pet: a Shi-Tzu named Bruiser

Drink of Choice: Coffee, tea

Best Friend: Gavin Bickerton (straight
Detective Sgt)

Heat Index: 2

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


The Arc,
2019


Death on the Dream,
2020


Explosion in the Arts, 2021


Double Trouble,
2021


Murder in the mews,
2022


The lost lamb,
2022


Slay Bells Ring,
2022
The
Homecoming, 2023

Discussion:

This series follows the adventures of
DI—later DS—Ellie McVey as she and her faithful partner Gavin
Bickerton track criminals throughout Glasgow. The majority are
under 200 pages.

 



The Arc

This book—and the rest of the series, for
that matter—has surprisingly high ratings. It’s hard to figure out
why.

 


This is the third book in a row that I have
read that takes such liberties with punctuation that one might
wonder if the author reads physical books—most of which are edited
correctly—or just listens to audio books, in which punctuation is
not noted. Run-on sentences abound and end-of-conversation
punctuation is mostly absent. In addition, all conversations are
rendered in italics, despite the fact that quotation marks are also
used. I have read over 3000 books and I have never seen this
before. Hint to author: italics are difficult to read, especially
for the millions of readers that are vision impaired.

 


The book begins from the third-person point
of view of the victim—almost always a mistake and a waste of space.
Well, at least it wasn’t from the POV of the killer. The other
chapters are seen from the eyes of both protagonists—Ellie and
Kate—which is fine and has become standard practice in f/f
novels.

 


The investigation itself is well-plotted and
thorough and the main characters’ interactions are easy and
believable, although the romance comes a mite early—and never
really comes to the climax the reader might be expecting. Secondary
characters, like Kate’s aunt Peggy and even Ellie’s partner Gavin
are sometimes done to excess. It’s nice to have a comic interlude
from time to time, but several scenes here border on the silly.
Kudos, though, for giving Kate MS—a disability that the reading
public should know more about. And for adding a motif about Kate’s
use of marijuana to help alleviate her symptoms.

 


In short, my rating would be higher if not
for the errors—or the author’s unwanted license—in formatting and
punctuation. Either way, it is annoying and distracting. Still,
with perfect punctuation and less typos, this would still be in the
3 range.

 


Final Rating: 2.4


Jacqueline Ramsden

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Norah Rosenberg/
Peregrine Falcon (Perry) Jones

Profession: Private Investigator /
Thief

Type of Mystery: Romantic Caper

Age in first book: Not given

Residence: Not stated

Love Interest: Each Other

Pet: A large ficus plant named
Benjamina / None given

Best Friend: Delta / Rhodes (no last
names given)

Drink of Choice: Café Miel (Spanish
coffee with honey)

Heat Index: 3.5

Romance Index: 4

Title:


All the Right Wrong
Reasons, 2021

Discussion:

This novel takes place in the near future,
when business goes on twenty-four hours a day. It has kind of a
reverse plot-ploy in which the thief watches the detective instead
of the other way around. Complications arise when the two begin to
fall for each other.

 


According to her book bio, the author
(she/they) is a “genderqueer, demisexual lesfic writer” who has
also published a romance novel. I purchased the ebook version of
this novel from Amazon in November, 2021.

 



All the Right Wrong Reasons

This novel starts out with a couple of really
new and refreshing ideas. First, it is set in a future where
business goes on 24 hours a day—cafes are open, stocks are traded,
employees can ideally choose which shifts to work. The second is
the fact that the crime that Norah is investigating—the hacking
robbery of millions from a large corporation—was committed by her
new romance, Perry.

 


Perry’s assistant, Rhodes, is a hacker who
seems to be able to hack into any system in the universe and do
whatever he wants there. For instance, he is somehow able to hack
into the system of a major newspaper and prevent them from sending
reporters out to cover an important story. He can blank out
selected CCVT screens so that Perry can go virtually anywhere
undetected. He can even monitor conversations. And, of course, he’s
so good at it that no one can figure out how he does it.

 


But Norah is a true P.I. and duly
investigates the disappearance of the money. She interviews the
firm’s employees, sends out queries to other hackers for
information, and even enlists the help of the firm’s own security
expert who, just by chance, she has been using as an informant for
years. The solution, when it comes, has nothing to do with her
investigation, but at least she learns the truth. In other words,
it is hardly a satisfying mystery.

 


All the Right Wrong
Reasons, though, is only about 25
percent mystery. The other 75 percent is the budding romance
between Norah and Perry. I liked the characters okay but the
writing gets a little easy at times. The author uses variations of
the word adorable—usually in Norah’s thinking about Perry—22 times
n the novel. Eye-rolling is mentioned 20 times and someone smirks
(usually Norah) 22 times.

 


Nonetheless, it was a
fairly enjoyable novel, especially if you can totally and
completely suspend your disbelief. Unfortunately, I could not.
Quite a number of the interactions and plot devices were simply out
of my realm of possibility. I admit that the author sets up her
contrivances well, but they are still contrivances.

 


Read as simply a fun, sexy romp, I would rate
this novel somewhere just under 3 stars. As a mystery it gets
less.

 


Final Rating: 2.6

 



Kate Jessica Raphael

(1959-)

 


Series: Palestine Mysteries

Main Characters: Rania Bakara / Chloe
Rubin

Profession: Police Detective / Peace
Worker

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age in first book: Not Given, but late
30s or early 40s / About 40

Residence: Mas’ha, West Bank,
Palestine / Ramallah, San Francisco

Love Interest: Bassam (her husband) /
Tina

Pet: None, but Chloe has a cat back in
the U.S.

Drink of Choice:

Best Friend: Not Given / Jill and
Diane in San Francisco

Heat Index: 4

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


Murder Under the Bridge,
2015


Murder Under the Fig Tree, 2017
Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the first book in
this series.

 



Murder Under the Bridge

This is an untraditional lesbian mystery in
several ways. First, the nominal detective, Rania Bakara, a
Palestinian police officer, is straight—she doesn’t even recognize
that homosexuality exists in Palestine. Rania begins the book as
the primary third-person protagonist. Chloe Rubin, a Jewish
American lesbian peace activist (probably based on the author)
meets Rania by chance and they both become interested in solving
the murder of a young woman who immigrated to Israel from
Uzbekistan but whose body was found in Palestine. Chloe’s own
third-person point of view chapters augment Rania’s and give the
reader a bit more knowledge about the case than either Rania or
Chloe possess by themselves. This solves the major question in most
murder mysteries: how can the main character be everywhere and see
everything?

 


The fact that Murder under the Bridge
makes a political statement is not unusual; all lesbian
mysteries do that simply by being LGBTQ-oriented. But this novel
goes a step or two further. Studies show that most lesbians are
liberal and because lesbians are women, they will come down mostly
on the side of LGBTQ and women’s issues. The one area I can think
of that not only lesbians but all people are divided on is the
subject of Israel and its relationship to Palestine and the
Occupied Territories. I suspect that more Jewish women support
Israel—whether or not they are lesbians or straight. That’s what
makes Murder Under the Bridge that much more compelling:
Kate Jessica Raphael is not only a lesbian, but a Jewish lesbian,
and also someone who has spent time as a peace activist in
Palestine. And for the most part, what she has to say about
Israelis—especially in the police or the military—is devastating.
According to the author, seeing Israeli bulldozers in front of your
Palestinian ancestral home not an uncommon occurrence and Israeli
police torture of Palestinian suspects is the norm rather than the
exception, such as: “they were excited to be on this mission
because they might get to beat people up.”

 


In other words, this is not the vision of
Israel that either the mainstream media or the right-wing media
would have us believe. As such, it is an important look into an
area of the world rife with discord and given by someone with
first-hand experience.

 


The mystery is a good one and the crime—sex
trafficking—is one that we can all abhor equally. Rania and Chloe,
although not working together, somehow are able to exchange enough
information that the perpetrators are found out—although not
punished because they are (no surprise here) well-respected Israeli
politicians.

 


My main complaint with this book is the
number of times the author feels that she has to translate
Palestinian or Israeli words or phrases into English. Such as
“Rania sought out one of the coffee kids and bought two small
cups, nos hilwe, half sweet.” She does this so many
times that it is as if one of her goals is to allow the reader to
visit Palestine with a full vocabulary. Not only is it unnecessary,
but it is irritating. Other glitches include a few contrived scenes
and too-fortuitous meetings.

 


Although Chloe plays a slightly less
important role in Murder Under the Bridge than Rania, she is
the lead third-person pov character in the second book in the
series, Murder Under the Fig Tree, so I am eager to read the
next volume of this series.

 


This novel reminds me of two other authors,
one lesbian, one not. Ruth Shidlo’s Helen Mirkin mysteries are set
in Israel and kind of counterpunch the books by Raphael because
they are only mildly political and take place in Jerusalem. More
apt are the gritty Omar Yussef novels of Matt Rees, where the
protagonist is an elderly Palestinian teacher. For those of you who
are interested in this part of the Middle-East conflict, I
recommend this series highly. Look for Rees’s novels, however, to
view the situation much like Raphael does.

 


As for Murder Under the Bridge, let’s
give it almost the same rating that I gave The Rosebush
Murders. Their strengths much outweigh their weaknesses, but
the former has just a tad more weaknesses than the latter.

 


Final Rating: 3.9


J.M. Redmann

(1955-)

 


Series: Mickey Knight Mysteries

Main Character:
Michele (Micky) Knight

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Hard-Boiled

Age in First Book:
29. She is about 42 in Book 9.

Residence:
New Orleans, Louisiana

Love Interest:
Unattached

Pet: None

Romance Index:
varies between books

Heat Index:
Varies (probably about a 4 in Book 1 and 0 on
Book 9)

Titles in This Series:


Death by the Riverside,
1990


Deaths of Jocasta, 1992
(Lambda Finalist)


The Intersection of Law and
Desire, 1995 (Lambda Winner)


Lost Daughters, 1998
(Lambda Finalist)


Death of a Dying Man,
2009 (Lambda Winner, Goldie Finalist, Rainbow Finalist)


Water Mark, 2020 (Goldie
Winner, Rainbow Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Ill Will, 2012 (Lambda
Winner, Rainbow Winner)


The Shoal of Time,
2013


The Girl on the Edge of
Summer, 2017 (Goldie Finalist, Lambda
Finalist)


Not Dead Enough, 2019 (Goldie
Finalist)


Transitory, 2023

Discussion:

Here are my full reviews of the first and
ninth books in this series. Redmann also writes mysteries under the
name of R. Jean Reid, although the protagonist does not appear to
be a lesbian.

 


For some reason, Redmann
has pulled Deaths of Jocasta
and Death of a Dying
Man from the series, although they are
still available for sale. I will continue to list these in this
study.

 



Death by the Riverside

The Micky Knight series seems to be one of
the most popular around right now, and Micky herself appears to be
a well-liked character. I'm not sure why.

 


The first few pages—even
chapters— of Death by the Riverside
seem confused, as if an editor has missed
something. The prose is shabby and faux-tough and Micky is as
unpleasant a protagonist as you are likely to find. Essentially,
she speaks in bad quips, like someone trying to amuse a room full
of her own clones. For instance, “I’m so
witty with cunt juice dribbling down my face,” “The office was managed well, but
that was no guarantee that she was a nice
person,” “Beauty
is fleeting, but painful feet are forever.” She is described by one of the other characters as having
“never in her life held a serious
conversation.” In her own words, Micky
says, “I have an incurable sophomoric
streak in me.” More like she is incredibly
sophomoric, with maybe a streak of likeableness somewhere
inside.

 


Yet the author would have
us believe that at least four attractive, successful, and
intelligent women are slavering after Micky like mothers, lovers,
and best friends all together. This beggars the imagination. I
can’t help but think that Katherine V. Forrest would have cast
Micky as an unlikable extra in a lesbian bar (that is, if Forrest
would admit that any denizen of a lesbian bar could be unsympathetic).

 


But Micky is not the only problem with the
book. The plot is a mishmash of two separate stories tied together
in a coincidence so extraordinary that it amounts to a fatal
flaw—my term for that point in a bad book beyond which I can no
longer treat it seriously. I have already mentioned sloppy editing,
but it gets worse. With a competent editor, it may have been
crafted into an exciting, well-paced thriller, although I doubt any
editor could made Micky into someone a sensible reader cared about.
Even the few good scenes, such as one where Micky, depressed
because an old friend has just (unrealistically) shot himself,
walks sadly to a pier and has a conversation with an old Cajun
(although his presence there would have been more believable if she
had intimated that he was an angel). The conversation, for once, is
good; the situation is contrived.

 


I suspect that Redmann’s current popularity
stems from the fact that she recently put out an eighth Micky
Knight mystery. And perhaps she has gotten better over the years. I
hope so, but I probably will not have time or inclination to sample
other books in this series, especially at the rich price of $9.999
for the ebook versions.

 


Final Rating:
2

 



The Girl on the Edge of Summer

Here’s something I’ve
never had the chance to do before—compare an author’s last book to
her first, without having read the ones in between. Of course,
Redmann may write many more Micky Knight books, but you get the
idea. This is going to be fun. Girl on the
Edge of Summer comes 27 years after
Death by the Riverside.
If you look at my review of Death by the
Riverside, you’ll notice that I had a very
unfavorable opinion of it—and with good reasons. What I’m going to
do here is to look at the reasons why I disliked the first book and
see if she makes similar mistakes in the ninth.

 


The basic premise of the book is that Micky
is hired by a grieving mother to find out who had posted nude
selfies of her daughter online, causing her daughter to kill
herself. She is hired by a second client to find out as much as she
can about his great-grandfather, who was murdered in 1906. Micky
not only has to deal with these two problems, but also with the
fact that she has joined an online dating service and that it seems
that her ex has moved back into town without anyone warning her. So
there’s a lot going on.

 


Micky, who is 28 years
old in the first book, is now squarely into her 40s. Redmann, too,
has aged, and she has improved because of it. In the first
paragraph of my first review I state that 1. The book is not well
edited, 2. Micky is a thoroughly unpleasant character, and 3.
Mickey generally tends to speak in quips and according to one of
her friends, has “never in her life held a
serious conversation.” Well, thankfully,
all this is in the past. In fact, Micky has aged very well, has
become almost wise in her thinking and has given up speaking in
quips. There are too many coincidences in the book that a good
editor should have talked her out of, but they are not nearly as
damaging as those in the first book.

 


In Book 1 Micky seemed to
be the darling of the lesbian scene, with four beautiful women
lusting after her. In Book 9, Micky has no lovers at all and has
been persuaded to join an online dating service. As she tells us,
she “had to go through this slog of frogs
until I found one I wanted to kiss.” In
fact, the only one lusting after her is a disgusting woman who has
given false photos to the dating service in order to get dates. And
Micky very definitely shuts this frog down quickly. In fact, I
think that the dating service motif serves the book very well; that
is, until it gives Redmann an opportunity late in the book to write
in a rather impossible coincidence. But that is later.

 


The worst part of book 1,
according to my earlier review, was that there were two very
mismatched cases that tied into each other in a totally
unbelievable way. In book 9 there are also two cases, and they are
not tied together in any
way. This is really how it should be. The case
involving the murdered man in 1906—which Micky “solves” via a
100-year-old diary—brings the book up at least a half a point. Set
in the early twentieth century in historical Storyville, it is both
charming and well researched and is a welcome change from the
sexting case that is Micky’s primary concern. A private eye
generally has more than one job going at once. Giving the reader a
greater glimpse into what a PI’s job entails makes the book not
only more enjoyable, but more realistic.

 


So what we have is a very
professional woman who has gained a lot of maturity over the years.
Here’s an example, as Micky thinks, “Men
kill each other for drugs or they’re drunk and stupid, or drunk and
angry, or feel they have to prove something. Women die because
they’re women.” Micky is eking out a
living alone, but doing it her way. Both mysteries are gripping and
exciting. She actually only stumbles into the answers, but without
looking she would never have been in the right place to stumble.
Are there coincidences and contrivances? Yes, and although this is
almost always true in lesbian mysteries, there are a few too many
in Girl on the Edge of Summer
for me to let her get away with. And most of them
are totally unnecessary. One of her online dates just happens to be
kin to the murderer? No. The only place in the world that Micky
could have solved the 1906 murder was in the very library where she
was researching it? No. But just a few word or sentence changes
could have fixed each of these. Why she chose to go with the
contrived rather than just a more realistic solution is a good
question. And one more thing; why do so many lesbian mystery
writers insist on inserting a few (quite unnecessary) chapters from
the killer’s point of view when it comes from Micky in every other
chapter? The answer, “well, it gives the reader an insight into the
mind of a killer,” is nonsense. One of the very oddest things about
the book, though, is Mickey’s almost obsessive concern with being
near a bathroom. In fact, she mentions bathrooms no less than 17
times in the book. Shrug.

 


All in all, give this
book a solid 4. I’m not sure it could have been a 5, but it
certainly could have been 4. 5 or slightly higher with less
emphasis on the unnecessary and the coincidental. This is, however,
worlds better than the first book in the series, to which I gave
and 2 and thought it kind. One final thing. Redmann has some
dynamite titles: Death of a Dying Man, The
Intersection of Law and Desire, and
now The Girl on the Edge of Summer.
Bravo. I love titles that not only sound good but
that do work—that nail the subject matter.

 


Note: I read an advanced review copy of this
book, which was kindly provided in ebook form from the publisher
through NetGalley.

 


Final Rating: 4


Venus Reising

(No dates available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Jackeline (Jacks) Raelston

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-Police
Detective)

Type of Mystery:
Biomedical Thriller

Age: Not given

Residence:
Narragansett, New York

Love Interest:
Cassandra (Cassie) Wainwright

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
None listed

Best Friend:
None listed

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
3

Title:


Ruthless, 2016

Discussion:

Venus Reising is the
pseudonym of two women who live in the Orlando, Florida area. I
read a review copy kindly provided by the publisher in ebook
form.

 



Ruthless

This book is jam packed
full of stuff: romance, spies, biotech, terrorists; you name it. In
fact, I get the idea that the two authors sat around the table one
evening and plotted the book together. Kind of like this,
maybe.

 


“Oh, and we have to have a terrorist,” says one to the other.

 


“Right, right,” the second woman
exclaims. “And the terrorist has to be
related to one of the other characters.”

 


“Cool. Then we have to have somebody who carries Bowie knives
in both her boots.”

 


“And cuts her nails with a switchblade!”

 


Both women squeal with
delight.

 


The trouble is, I don’t
believe a word of it. Yes, Jacks, our protagonist, has a
backstory—a riveting, and occasionally intrusive one. But she
doesn’t have much of a personality. She, like the other characters
in the book, seem to have no substance except in the minds of the
authors. Although it is difficult to pick out which passages were
written by one author and which by another, the combined voice
grated on my nerves. Likewise the pseudonym the authors chose. I
mean, really?

 


Bottom line, once I got to
the halfway point, I decided my time could be better spent on
something else.

 


Final
Rating: Did not finish.


Renée 

(1929-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Puti Derrell

Profession:
Bookstore Owner

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
About 39

Residence:
Porohiwi, New Zealand

Love Interest:
None

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles:


Blood Matters, 2022

Discussion:

Renée is the pseudonym of Renée Gertrude
Taylor, a New Zealand writer and
playwright of Maori heritage who describes herself as “lesbian
feminist with socialist working-class ideals.” Blood Matters was written when the
author was in her 90s. Its protagonist is also of Maori heritage
and is takatāpui, or lesbian.


 


Jane Retzig

(Dates not available)

 


Series: The Wrong Woman Quartet

Main Character:
Jaiden Baker

Profession:
P.I. (ex-Police)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative / Romantic

Age in First Book:
30

Residence:
London, U.K. / Leeds, U.K.

Love Interest:
Saskia Ciernikova

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
2 to 3.5

Romance Index:
4

Titles in this
series:


The Wrong Woman, 2015


A Question of Trust, 2016


A Betrayal,
2017


A Perfect Storm, 2018

Discussion:

This series features a number of lesbian
couples / sleuths who take turns as main characters. Here is the
general lineup:

 


Kathryn (Kate) Fennings, 29, Psychotherapist.
Closeted lesbian until she meets Naz.

Precious (Naz) Nazzaro, 25, Lesbian hotel
worker. She helps investigate the crime with which Kate is
charged

 


Saskia Ciernikova,
no age given, hotel receptionist. she is straight with the book
begins but begins to have feels for a couple of the women
characters. She works with Jaiden as a PI for her aunt Anna.

Jaiden Brady. A private detective that
sometimes works for Anna Maxwell. She is ex-police and has a crush
on Saskia.

 


Anna Maxesll, 55, straight lawyer and
Saskia’s aunt.

 


Tracey, no last name given, about 27,
straight Hospitality Manager at the hotel.

Milulus Ciernik. Saskia’s straight older
brother. Hotel owner. Attracted to Tracey.

 


Jamila Shah, no age given, Detective
Superintendant married to Sayed.

Peter Laclan, straight police officer in love
with his partner J amila.

 


Jules Mullen, no age given, Young lesbian
Detective Constable. Works with Peter and Jamila.

Brian Crabtree, no age given, Detective
Constable. Jules Mullen’s partner.

 



The Wrong Woman

This is as odd a lesbian mystery as I have
read. It fits the requirements of the genre: 1. It has a lesbian
protagonist. In fact, it h as several. 2. The lesbian protagonist
investigates a crime. Or, at least one of them does. 3. It explores
part of lesbian culture. But just about everything else about it is
a little wonky.

 


The crime is an interesting one. A patient of
psychotherapist Kate Fennings is murdered and Kate is framed for
the crime. But when Kate is put in jail, some friends that she has
recently met at a conference—including one very special young
woman—rush in to help prove her innocence.

 


The oddest thing about the novel is that, for
at least the first third of the novel, Kate is the undisputed major
protagonist. When she is jailed, she almost disappears from the
story except for a long-awaited flashback that accounts for some of
her feelings of guilt. After that a number of new protagonists take
over, several gay and several straight. All of these characters are
interesting and they move the story along.

 


We get revelation after revelation about
Kate’s backstory and eventually the crime is solved, kind of by
committee. Unfortunately, some of the denouement is rushed and at
least one important character is not introduced until the last
minute

 


I have purchased the entire quartet so I will
try and sort this series out better as I go. For right now,
although I appreciated a couple of nice turns of phrase, the choppy
construction and the kind of hasty solution to the crime keep my
rating down to a mid-3.

 


Final Rating: 3.4

 



A Question of Trust

In this one, PI Jaiden Brady and her new
assistant Saskia Ciernikova are working
together on cases for attorney Anna Maxwell and it doesn’t take
line before they become a couple—Chapter 2, in fact. But then
Jaiden is hired by Anna to find a missing girl—one that just
happens to be Saskia’s niece. Bur for some reason, Anna insists
that Saskia not be told about the investigation.

 


That’s pretty much the plot and the story.
Why doesn’t Jaiden trust Saskia enough to tell her what she is
working on? Why doesn’t Saskia trust that Jaiden’s secret
assignment is just that: a secret, and not an opportunity to
two-time her?

 


But that’s a pretty crumbly foundation to
build a story on. The missing girl turns out to not be missing
after all and Jaiden is able to solve a second “mystery” in a
single paragraph. The mortar that binds these 4 novels together
seems to be a little soupy. The characters and their personalities
are cool, but the story itself is meh. Or rather, 3.

 


Final Rating: 3

 



Tracey Richardson

(1964-)

 


Series: Stevie Houston Mysteries

Main Character:
Stephanie Elizabeth (Stevie) Houston

Profession:
Police Detective Constable

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
30

Residence:
Toronto, Canada

Love Interest:
Jade Agawa-Garneau (forensic
pathologist)

Drink of Choice:
Rebel Yell Kentucky bourbon whiskey

Pet: None

Best
Friend: n/a

Heat
Index: n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Last Rites,
1997


Over the Line,
1998


Double Take Out, 1999

Discussion:

Richardson is a
second-wave Naiad Press author. Here is my full review of the first
book in the Stevie Houston series.

 



Last Rites

Because so many lesbian
police detective novels are similar, maybe it is best to focus on
some of the things that make Stevie Houston different. There aren't
many, but the few I can find are at least minimally interesting.
First of all, she is not established in her position on the force,
like Carol Ashton or Kate Delafield. She is a rookie detective with
a fierce desire to succeed. Second, she was once half of a set of
twins, her sister Sarah having drowned at age five. This gives the
young (and grown) Stevie a fear of commitment—that whoever she
loves might leave her as her sister did.

 


But that’s pretty much
where the innovations end. Stevie has to work with a stable of
officers that are homophobic and she takes chances that are simply
out of line. When she is able to unearth a couple of clues to the
murder, her superiors choose to ignore them, even though they not
only point to the killer, but point him out in a way that would be
almost open and shut for any jury.

 


And as in many other of
mysteries I have read lately, Last
Rites suffers from poor internal
dialogue, as if the author (or editor) couldn't make up her mind
whether to use first or third person point of view. Lines like
“Jesus, Houston, get it
together,” are more than vaguely
reminiscent of Poppy Dilworth’s unwieldy internal thoughts in the
Dorothy Tell novels. Richardson also drifts into the point of view
of other characters—just briefly enough to tell us that her plot
and craft have gotten away from her. From an artistic standpoint,
having to resort to another character’s perception—unless it is
deliberately done in a chapter-by-chapter or section-by-section way
(as is masterfully done in Penny Mickelbury’s Gianna and Mimi
novels)—is a cop out.

 


And if I read any more
descriptions about how our hero is a “lone wolf” or “doesn't like
rules” or is “afraid of commitment,” I think I’ll scream.
Especially if it is written in the language of Silhouette romances,
which some of this is.

 


Okay, so what about
Stevie’s relationship with the forensic pathologist she meets at
the murder scene? Well, it’s not hard to see why Stevie falls for
Jade; she is an intelligent, good-looking woman who is great at her
job. But what does Jade see in Stevie? The uniform? Her strong
silence? There just doesn't seem to be anything special about
Stevie, and certainly nothing in their few brief conversations that
would bring them together romantically. Stevie says it herself:
“What was even more remarkable was that
this woman seemed to be falling for her, too.” Remarkable indeed.

 


Give this one two stars
and attach to it the label “Less than Mediocre,” a label that by no
means fits this novel alone.

 


Final Rating:
2


Nancy Richler

(1957-2018)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Toya

Profession: Laundromat Manager

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age: n/a

Residence: Vancouver, Canada

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Throwaway Angels, 1996

Discussion:

Richler, a Canadian, is the second cousin of
novelist Mordecai Richler. This is not the only book that seems to
delve into the real-life disappearance of sex workers outside
Vancouver. She was a fairly well-known writer and received a number
of literary prizes.


Hannah Rickard

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Alyssa Norland

Profession: Dog Trainer

Type of Mystery: Animal Cozy

Age: n/a

Residence: Michigan

Love Interest: Sue Hunter (ex-cop)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Guarded Hearts, 2003

Discussion:

Unless someone changes t heir name in this
book, Amazon erroneously labels this “A Detective Franco Mystery.”
I can find very little other information on it.


Elizabeth Ridley

(1967-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Dayle Anne
Salvessen

Profession: Spy Novelist

Type of Mystery: Missing Person

Age: n/a

Residence: Wisconsin, although the
story takes place in England

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Celia Frost

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Searching for Celia, 2015

Discussion:

The description of the plot is quite similar
to that of one of my very favorite lesbian mysteries, Looking
for Ammu. The style—which I was able to experience in the
Amazon sample, was not encouraging. The mystery itself—which, sadly
is not even hinted at in the sample—sounds tantalizing, as do the
characters.


Alex Rissini

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Characters: Donna / Ellen

Profession: Private Investigators

Type of Mystery: Investigative /
Generic

Age in first book: Not given

Residence: New York City

Love Interest: Varies

Pet: None given

Best Friend: None Given

Drink of Choice None given

Heat Index: 1.5 in first story

Romance Index: 1 in first story

Title:


Baptism of Fire, 2020

Discussion:

This book, which has the subtitle “with a
lesbian detective agency,” seems to be a compilation of three
longish stories about the same characters, placed in chronological
order. No character has more than a single name. The good guys are
known by their first name only. The only character with a last name
is a villain, and he doesn’t have a first name.

 


Rissini’s other works seem to focus on
eroticism and dominance I purchased the ebook version of the first
book from Amazon in November, 2021.

 



Baptism of Fire, 2020

Ellen is straight when the book opens. She
has just broken up with her boyfriend Wayne, who seems to be a
romeo. She has also just been let go from her job with the lottery
and was offered a job by Donna, a lesbian private eye. On their
first case—on the first day—they both manage to kill someone. More
are killed on the way to the end of the story. And, of course, they
become attracted to each other.

 


The book is amazingly short on description,
inner dialogue, and especially backstory. Generally, there is a
set-up sentence consisting of a short paragraph, followed by page
after page of dialogue. Both of the protagonists have POV chapters,
but so does one of the other characters. It is Easy Writing
101.

 


Most of the “action” takes place after Donna
manages to break into houses through the back door. She does this
quite often, so it’s good that she is an expert at it. It is also
lucky that one of her employees, Gary, is a master hacker and can
access even the most private of computer files. Compare this to
Kina McKevie from Laurence Moore’s brilliant series: “I had no
backup, no specialists, no experts and no resources. But I did have
good instincts and tenacity and I would have to roll with
that.”

 


The first story, “A Case of Medical Fraud,”
doesn’t seem to involve fraud at al. The researcher, who is also
later killed senselessly—by Ellen—seems totally dedicated to an
invention that provides a new and unique way to diagnose
cancer.

 


Will Ellen ever get it on with Donna? Or with
her housemate Rosa? Or will she go back to Wayne? I may never
know.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish. Although
I read the first of the three stories, I was not inspired to go on
to the second. The first rates less than a 2 in my humble
opinion.


Ann Roberts

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Ari Adams Mysteries

Main Character:
Aria (Ari) Adams

Profession:
Realtor (ex police officer)

Type of Mystery:
Procedural whodunit

Age in First Book:
33

Residence:
Phoenix, Arizona

Love Interest:
Molly Nelson (homicide detective, age 35; she is
a recovering alcoholic in Book 6)

Best Friend:
Jane Frank (bisexual colleague and later, a bar
owner), Bob Watcon (copy shop owner)

Drink of Choice:
Whisky sour

Pet: None

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Paid in Full, 2006


White Offerings, 2008


Deadly
Intersection,
2011 (Goldie Finalist)


Point of
Betrayal,
2013 (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


A Grand Plan, 2015


A Secret to Tell, 2017


Justice Calls, 2018 (Goldie
Finalist)


Dying on the Vine, 2020 (Goldie
Winner)

Discussion:

Ann Roberts now acts as an
editor at Bella Books, who publishes many of her novels. Here is my
full review of Paid in
Full and A
Secret to Tell. I read the first Bella
printing of the former and received an advanced review of the
latter in electronic form from the publisher through
Lesbrary.

 



Paid in Full

It’s astonishing how often similar motifs
crop up in successive books. In the previous book I read, Allison
Kaine’s father was a well-known police officer in Denver. Well, Ari
Adams’ dad, “Big Jack” Adams, was a police legend in Phoenix.
Trouble is, unlike Allison’s supportive father, Ari’s dad disowned
her the day she came out. Despite her success as a realtor, Ari
feels alone and unloved, despite having the looks of a “model.” Her
oldest friend, Bob Watson, who she briefly dated as a young woman,
is one of the only people she can turn to for comfort. But when Bob
is accused of murder—then disappears—Ari has no choice but to try
to find him.

 


Police Detective Molly Nelson finds Ari’s
interference a pain, despite being smitten with her at first sight.
If she doesn’t find, arrest, and question Bob at the first
opportunity, her job may be on the line. So the dichotomy is
planted. Unlike the protagonists in many lesbian mysteries, Ari and
Molly declare their like for each other early in the book. This
gives room for tension when Ari withholds crucial information, not
once but several times. Then, of course, Ari does something stupid,
gets trapped in an empty house by the killer, and is saved at the
last instant by either a man or a man surrogate.

 


So, yes, there is a lot
about Paid in Full
that is formulaic. I kind of like both Molly
(who, unexpectedly, plays a mean piano) and Ari, who is never
afraid to take chances. The plot, featuring a good deal of real
estate lore that gives us a good idea of Ari’s profession, is not
bad except for the more-then-improbable ending. In fact, one of the
big deals in the book has to do with the fact that the murder
victim wrote the name Robert in blood on the wall as a dying clue,
despite the fact that everybody in the book called the suspect Bob.
Oops, another of those dreaded fatal
flaws that I sometimes mention. For
one thing, it is next to impossible for Molly—or any other police
officer—to assume that Robert stood for Bob in this instance. More
impossible still, is that the name written in blood was not
“Bob”—not only was it shorter for a dying man to write, but the
victim actually called him Bob, not Robert. It ruins whatever story
is there. Sorry.

 


Blame the editor—I usually do. Blame her for
the incredibly awkward point of view shifts throughout the book.
Either Bella editors know nothing about the correct use of point of
view, or they just don’t care. I suspect the former, but it could
very well be the latter. Neither reflects well on the publisher.
Then there is the confusion about Ari’s age—first she is said to be
32, then 33 (and no, she didn’t have a birthday). During the
investigation we learn that one of Molly’s officers finds a pistol
hidden in Bob’s filing cabinet; later we learn that it was in fact,
in his desk drawer. Which is it? All this despite the fact that the
office was searched thoroughly a day or two previously.

 


But what really galls me
about this book is what the author did not do: explain how appearances
depend on the observer. There is no real doubt about what Ari looks
like—Molly admires her legs, her hair, her eyes, her skin, even her
mind. Yet all Ari has to say about Molly (to her friend Jane) is
that she is “gorgeous.” No description at all from Ari. Yet in
Molly has no hesitation in describing herself as looking like a
“linebacker” or a “tank.” Those who are interested in what a
lipstick lesbian like Ari sees in a self-described “bull dyke,”
will go away wanting. Author Roberts had a great opportunity to do
something I’ve never seen in a lesbian mystery—and totally blew it.
I don’t even think she thought of it. And that’s not all. Two of
the main characters—both the victim and the suspect—are incredibly
handsome, straight, rich, conservative businessmen with
philandering dispositions. Yet both planned to leave their wives
for a 21-year-old goth who is described as having a belly piercing,
black-rimmed eyes, five studs in each ear, and two-toned hair. A
quick fuck? Sure. But anything else? Come on. In other words we
need more than that—we need to know what these men saw in her.
Look: I'm not saying it couldn't happen, but for something this
unusual the author has to do more work than just state
it.

 


So on the whole,
Paid in Full isn’t a good start to a series whose fourth offering won a
Goldie award. I probably won’t be reading that far, so somebody let
me know if the series gets any better. And give this one 2.5
stars.

 


Final Rating:
2.5

 



A Secret to Tell

I recently had the
opportunity to review the Ninth Novel in J.M. Redmann's Micky
Knight series after having read only the first one previously. As
it turned out, I liked The Girl on the
Edge of Summer almost as strongly as
I disliked
Death by the Riverside. Not only was Redmann's maturity obvious, but almost every
flaw I pointed out in the first novel was not repeated in the ninth (and no,
she almost certainly did not read my review). So now I have a
chance to review another later novel in a series in which I had
read only the first.

 


Ann Roberts first
novel, Paid in Full, lacked the talents of a really good editor—someone who
could sift and cut and dissuade a young first-timer from some of
the excesses that ended up in the novel. Eleven years later, this
is still true—at least in part. For instance, you have sentences
like this—comprehensible, but not really grammatically
correct: “she looked to be in her
mid-thirties with her hair pulled back in a
ponytail.” In addition, she used the
word grin 16
times. What's worse, she uses chuckle a whopping 19
times.

 


Times have changed. Ari and Molly have
become a strong couple. Ari is now the owner of Southwest Realty
and Molly has quit the police and now heads Nelson Security. The
two characters now have equal importance in the story. They even
have an equal number of point of view chapters. Technically, the
series should now be called the Ari Adams/Molly Nelson Mysteries.
Both characters are likable and dynamic. Their relationship has not
become colorless or commonplace like those of many lesbian mystery
couples.

 


And probably the best part of this novel is
that both characters have their own case to solve, with both cases
being puzzling, well-plotted, and interesting. Molly is hired to
find out who killed a successful divorce lawyer while Ari is asked
by a childhood friend to investigate the mysterious death of his
mother—25 years before. One story line does not interfere with the
other and, best of all, they don't surprisingly converge at the
end. Really well done.

 


On a minor note, Roberts crafts good god
descriptions of some of the things a realtor would be interested
in: houses, inside and out, and even architecture. It might be a
smart ploy to advertise on some of the TV fixer-upper shows; the
number of people who watch them could make her well-to-do. Other
good sub-plots include Ari's (and her father's) ongoing obsession
with her brother Richie's murder and her friend Jane's ongoing spat
with Muriel, the health inspector, who, for some reason, can't stop
staring at Jane's chest.

 


And yes, there was a place where “curiosity
overwhelmed her [Ari's] good sense,” but at least she wasn't as
mind-numbingly stupid as she was in book 1. The almost-obligatory
“Prologue” from the point of view of the murdered man grated on my
artistic sensibilities as such prologues usually do, and the
eventual solution to Ari's case was telegraphed in Chapter 3.

 


All in all though,
A Secret to Tell is a
vast improvement over Roberts' first novel in the series. Not yet a
4, but creeping pretty close.

 


Final Rating:
3.8


Jenny Roberts

(1948-)

 


Series: Cameron McGill Mysteries

Main Character:
Cameron McGill

Profession:
Counselor/Therapist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Suspense

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
York, England

Love Interest:
Unknown

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Celia Frost

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Needle Point,
2000


Breaking Point,
2001


Dead Reckoning,
2005

Discussion:

To my dismay, I was not
able to finish this one. I did try. I even bought the book after
reading the sample (the author’s books are very reasonable), but it
was still no go. Here is a partial review that may explain why it
was not for me.

 



Needle Point

There really isn't much to
say about this novel except that it just isn't very good. But I'll
try to come up with reasons why it fails.

 


The basic plot is this:
Cameron McGill's sister is found dead of a drug overdose in
Amsterdam. Because Cam is sure that her sister was not a druggie,
she decides to investigate the death, even if it means traveling to
Amsterdam from her home in England.

 


So far, so good. In fact,
it has the makings of a good thriller. But success or failure of
any book lies In its execution and Needle Point has the sloppy
amateur feel that a good first novel doesn't.

 


You can find it
everywhere, really; in stiff dialogue, misplaced or unnecessary
scenes, and unconvincing motivations. In other words, it feels
unpolished. But it is not a reviewer’s job to point out editing
mistakes; it is an editor's. And without the careful reading an
intelligent editor can provide, any book starts off with a
significant disadvantage.

 


The truth is, I simply
don’t believe the emotions that Cam feels at the beginning of the
book. I mean, she is a total basket case months after her sister’s
death. I don’t believe that the Cam of the first couple of chapters
would turn into the one in the next chapters—a motorcycle-riding
crusader for truth and justice. I don’t believe that her sister (or
Cam herself) would have made friends of a lesbian boarding house
owner; I don’t believe that the police cold have acted so stupidly
in a murder case (unless, of course, the police are on the take). I
simply felt no interest in Cam or her friends. Sorry.

 


So if I were talking to
Jenny; if I had her here in this room, I would say something like
this, patronizing as it may sound. Writing a novel is a wonderful
accomplishment. Congratulations. You have achieved an artistic
endeavor that few have the tenacity and stick-to-itiveness to
complete. I just wish it were something that I could connect
to.

 


Final Rating:
Did not finish


Tom Ryan

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Delia (Dee)
Skinner

Profession: High School Student,
Podcast Host

Type of Mystery: YA / Missing
Person

Age in First Book: 17

Residence: Redfields (a fictional
small town)

Love Interest: Sarah Cash (student,
neighbor)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Not given

Best Friend: Burke O’Donnell (high
school student, pothead)

Heat Index: 1.5

Romance Index: 2

List of Books: n/a


I Hope You're Listening, 2020
(Lambda Winner)

Discussion: This is Young Adult
mystery is about a 17-year-old girl who hosts a podcast to help
find missing persons. Ten years earlier, she went into the woods
with her best friend, but her friend never came back out. Ryan is
the first male to win a Lambda Award for Mystery / Thriller.
I read the ebook version of this novel as
provided by my local library service in December, 2022.

 



I Hope You're Listening

Ten years ago, 7-year-old
Dee Skinner and her friend Sybil Carmichael were playing in the
woods near her house. Masked men abducted Sybil and left Dee tied
to a tree. Since that day, Dee has lived with an undefined guilt:
guilt for not stopping the abduction? Guilt for not being taken
herself? In any case, now-17-year-old Dee now hosts a
podcast, Radio Silent, where she enlists her listeners to help find missing
persons.

 


Then another young girl is abducted from the
same neighborhood.

 


Dee’s first-person-present
voice is genuine and compelling, her relationship with her friend
Burke is believable, and her burgeoning romance with a new girl in
town is touching, especially since Dee has always (with the
exception of Burke) been a loner. The narration is suspended
several times for a transcript of episodes of Radio Silent, in which Dee’s methods
are outlined. These interruptions give Dee, the reader, and (I
suspect) the author time to take a breather.

 


Reminders? Well, there are
a few. The missing-girl plot itself is reminiscent in a way
to She Died Twice, by Jessica Lauren. Dee’s podcast identity
The Seeker, reminds me of a similar mysterious radio personality
who calls himself The Creeper in Iza Moreau’s Small Town series.
And finally, Dee’s army of on-line listeners and helpers, who call
themselves the Laptop Detectives, serve the same purpose as
Finnegan May’s association of New York dog walkers in his Unleashed
series. It is unlikely that Ryan has read any of these—well, maybe
one of the Unleashed novels.

 


Yes, there are a few things in this book that
might not be as solid as they could be, but certainly nothing to
waste space quibbling about. In truth, this is a good one all the
way through with plenty of excitement at the end. Give it above a
4. How much above? You decide.

 


Final Rating:
4.4


Nancy Sanra

(1944-)

 


Series: Tally McGinnis Mysteries

Main Character:
Tally McGinnis

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex police
inspector)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Katie O’Neil (Tally’s assistant)

Drink of Choice:
Glenlivet Scotch

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Cidney (Cid) Cameron, a lesbian police
inspector

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This
Series:


No Witnesses,
1995

No Escape, 1998

No Corpse, 2000


No Evidence,
2005

Discussion:

I read the first printing
of the Rising Tide Press edition of this book. The first three
books in this series were reprinted by Bella at the same time that
they came out with the fourth as a Bella original.

 



No Witnesses

One of the first things I
noticed about this book was that it was originally edited by Vicki
P. McConnell, author of the earlier Nyla Wade series for Naiad. And
except for a couple of glaring and clunky point of view glitches,
the book reads easy and error-free. This may not be true for some
of the other books in the series, at least in their original
form.

 


This is one of those books
that someone will probably plagiarize into an episode of a TV crime
series. A rich lesbian is found beaten, exsanguinated, and hung up
seven feet in the air between two trees. And of course the killer
left no tracks. Wow, talk about impossible. To be fair, Sanra
spends a lot of time trying to convince the reader that the
murderer does in fact have the wherewithal to accomplish the
deed—something that the writers of Bones, for instance, never
bothered to attempt.

 


When an ex-girlfriend of
private investigator Tally McGinnis is arrested for the murder, the
ex-cop is drawn into the mystery along with her friend Cid—a
chain-smoking, treadmill-walking police inspector—and Katie,
Tally’s assistant. The story gets more complicated when Tally finds
herself also high on the suspect list. Here and there, Tally and
Katie give each other appraising glances; will they get together or
will Tally go back to her ex?

 


The book is not a
difficult read, but it has problems. One of these is in the fact
that Tally isn't given enough backstory. Although we know a little
about her parents, we never find out what Tally is short for, nor
are we given much of a hint about her age or the work she did in
her former job as police inspector. She is, in fact, more of a
cipher than she should be. Katie is kind of cool, just as Aimee
Grant is cool the first time we meet her in the Kate Delafield
books. Cid, on the other hand, is introduced as quite
unpleasant—she makes me cough just reading about her bad habits.
Although she is a decent police officer, she is just not introduced
as sympathetic enough to feel a liking for. Most of the other
characters, ex-girlfriends and police officers alike, are similarly
unpleasant. The actions and motives of the murder were impossible
to take seriously.

 


I’ll admit that the
solution to the crime had me totally bamboozled. Although I—and
Tally and everyone else on earth except the police—knew who the
murderer was by the middle of the novel, I understood only half of
what was going on. The other half made any preconceptions I had run
for cover. Many of the things that seemed impossible before, became
more plausible. Unfortunately, Sanra never explained herself. The
reader has to do a lot of work just to make sense of a few of the
happenings. Some, however can be explained only if the killer had
super powers, including omniscience. And, oh, yes, to be quite
insane in the bargain. Maybe I’m overstating things, but I didn't
feel like the book had given me enough to go back through and begin
to put at least some of the things together. But hey, you be the
judge. The next judge, I mean.

 


Final Rating:
3


Karen Saum

(1935-)

 


Series:
Brigid Donovan Mysteries

Main Character:
Brigid Donovan

Profession:
Private Investigator/Free-lance Writer
(ex-nun)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
52

Residence:
Greenville, Maine

Love Interest:
Unattached

Drink of Choice:
Teetotaler (ex-alcoholic)

Pet: A cat named Measles

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Murder is Relative,
1990


Murder is Germane, 1991


Murder Is Material, 1994

Discussion:

Saum also has a
stand-alone mystery featuring a woman who appears in
Murder is Germaine entitled I Never Read
Thoreau: She seems to be an acquaintance
of May Sarton and has conducted interviews with her. There is a
question about her birth date. According to her official bio blurb,
she was about 7 when WWII started. But her Library of Congress
information (which is probably a typo) has her ten years younger.
Here is my full review of the first novel in the Brigid Donovan
series.

 



Murder is Relative

Brigid Donovan is a free-lance writer who
doubles as a P.I. It is no coincidence, then, when a rich Canadian
hires her not only to write a book about her husband’s charity,
H.O.P.E., but to solve the recent murder of her nephew as well.
Using research into H.O.P.E. as a cover, Brigid plods into the
twisting course of investigation that takes her not only into
murder, but incest and child abuse.

 


This is not a book whose tone grabs you on
the first page. For a while, the book seems to be another exercise
in which “will this thing ever end?” becomes the overriding
question. Especially since—in the first several chapters—the author
posits several hardly credible coincidences in Brigid’s
investigation. One of these is later explained almost believably.
But the fact that many of the suspects are either alcoholics or
nuns—conditions in which Brigid has found herself in younger days,
seems a bit much.

 


As the book progresses, though, it becomes
more readable as the situations resolve themselves. Brigid, the
first-person narrator, comes off as another semi-tough cookie
trying to get along in the world She is older than most lesbian
detectives, having had two bad marriages (which she fails to
describe), and two grown children (who we do not ever see). She has
had it pretty rough at times but seems to have come through life
fairly well.

 


One of the things I have noticed about a lot
of lesbian mysteries is that they contain a preponderance of
lesbian characters. See Nikki Baker or Lauren Wright Douglas, for
instance. But in, there are no lesbians except Brigid. She does not
have a current romantic interest and gains none in the course of
this book, although she casts admiring thoughts at several of the
characters. Her best friend, Ed Kelly, is a newspaper writer and
one of the worst alcoholics I have ever read about—always offering
recovering-alcoholic Brigid drinks of every imaginable kind. Some
friend; no wonder Brigid seems to know the locations and times of
every AA meeting within a hundred-miles. She goes to a meeting
daily, although the author never actually takes us into one with
her. Because most of the characters are alcoholics, recovering or
not, the 12-Step Program seems to be author Saum’s overriding
interest, which gets a bit in the way of the story. y the way, this
is the second book I have read lately that refers to a famous Irish
whiskey as Jamison’s. It is Jameson (no ‘e’ and no ‘’s’). And
Willie Nelson is not Willy Nelson. All in all, this is not one of
the best editing jobs from Katherine V. Forrest.

 


Still, despite the
unpromising beginning, this is not a bad book. The mystery is okay,
the writing is okay, the characters are okay. The problem is that
none of them are very exciting or in any way special. I’ll give it
an initial rating of 2.5, with no real interest in reading the
other two in the series. Again, this is not a bad book—I liked it
better than Stoner McTavish
or Death by the
Riverside—it’s just not a good
one.

 


Note. I read the first
printing of this Naiad Press Book. A good website for information
on all three Brigid Donovan mysteries can be found here:
Clerical
Detectives.

 


Final Rating:
2.5


Carol Schmidt

(1942-)

 


Series: Laney Samms Mysteries

Main Character:
Priscilla Elaine (Laney) Samms

Profession:
Lesbian Bar Owner

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
48

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Rhonda Rasmussen (Mid-20s) (preacher’s
wife)

Drink of Choice:
White Russian (but she is an ex-alcoholic and is
generally on the wagon)

Pet: She has five cats and four dogs, although her main one is a
German Shepherd named Radar.

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
3.5

Romance Index:
1.5

Titles in This
Series:


Silverlake Heat, 1993


Sweet Cherry Wine, 1994


Cabin Fever, 1995

Discussion:

Schmidt’s life reads like
a novel. As I write this, she and her partner of half a century run
a small pizza joint in Mexico. Someone should contact Schmidt and
ask her to put this series in electronic format for a little extra
money. I read the first printing of the Naiad Press edition of this
book.

 



Silverlake Heat

The story opens with
bar-owner Laney Samms’s decision to break up with her partner of
almost 20 years. It’s not because of another woman—at least that’s
what she tells herself. But when golden-haired beauty Rhonda
Rasmussen, a babydyke presently married to an Episcopal priest,
comes into her bar one night, the scene is set for romance. Or
maybe for heartbreak. Or worse, especially when a couple of the
patrons of Laney’s bar end up dead.

 


Silverlake
Heat is written with a solid hand and
for once, Naiad editor Christine Cassidy has a winner. Credit also
is due to the author’s partner, who evidently came up with some of
the intricate plot devices. And devices it has—from one odd
happening to the next and then to the next. It certainly kept me
wondering until the end.

 


This was a tough book to
write, because the crime is not committed until midway through.
That means that Schmidt had to keep the reader entertained despite
there not being a whole lot of action. But every page is necessary
for what comes after. Not only that, it is an excellent treatise on
what it means to be a lesbian, in the 1990s and now. After all,
Laney is nearing fifty—not exactly the time of life to be breaking
off a 20-year relationship to go after a youngster. On the other
hand, how does that youngster—and others like her—find out about
the lifestyle she only recently discovered herself part of. So the
relationship between Laney and Rhonda is entirely believable. All
of us have been in love with someone that is not really
appropriate. We have hit both the giddy heights of love and dark
moments of despair. We realize it’s probably not going to work, but
think that if only we can hang on to that new person just a little
longer, things will somehow work themselves out. So the first half
of the book serves not only as a preparation for the mystery, but
as a romance novella to boot. There is certainly more background on
being a lesbian in this book than in most. The two semi-graphic
sexual scenes are well done and necessary.

 


The book actually only
becomes a mystery at the very end, when Laney begins to search
deeply into her relationship with Rhonda. The book is, after all is
said and done, all about relationships. Another plot device—one
that adds to its credibility and storyline—is Laney’s attempt to
stay sober. Her sobriety—like her long-time relationship—is sorely
put to the test. The AA connection has been explored elsewhere,
notably in Joanna Michaels’ Num in the
Closet—in which the protagonist is
also a bar owner—and Karen Saum’s Murder is Relative.

 


Go ahead and decide for
yourself it this is the kind of book you want to read. I suspect
that it is. My rating is about a 3.6—better than average without
quite falling into the very good category. The Laney Samms series
is one that—like its author—deserves to be remembered.

 


Final Rating:
3.6


Erik Schubach

(1966-)

 


Series: Unleashed

Main Character:
Finnegan Temperance (Fin) May / Jane Marie
McLeary

Profession:
Dog Walker / Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Comedic Mystery with Animals

Age in First Book:
25 / Age not given

Residence:
Manhattan, New York

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
Teetotaler / Beer

Pet: a Border Collie named Sir Calvin Cornelius
Fluffytoes

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
3

Titles in This
Series:


Case of the Collie Flour
, 2017
Case
of the Hot Dog ,
2018
Case
of the Gold Retriever ,
2018
Case
of the Great Danish ,
2018
Case
of the Yorkshire Pudding ,
2019
Case
of the Poodle Doodle ,
2019
Case
of the Hound About Town ,
2019
Case
of the Shepherd's Pie ,
2019
Case
of the Bull Doggish , 2020


Case of the Dalmatian
Salvation, 2020


Case of the Irish Sitter,
2020


Case of the Pom Poms, 2021

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first two books in this series. I read the ebook version of
these novels as purchased from Amazon in January, 2020.

 



Case of the Collie Flour

The author lists this as a
Lesbian Romance rather than a mystery, which I guess is because
more LGBTQ readers read romance than mystery. But make no mistake,
with every title beginning with “The Case of” and with the
protagonists engaged in solving mysteries, the books fit squarely
into the mystery category. And Schubach is either incredibly
prolific or has been writing for decades and has only now decided
to publish. Note that the first 9 books in this series have been
published within the last 2 years—a rate of 4 per year without
counting his numerous books in other series.

 


And it’s kind of a
delightful little series. Finnegan May is a dog walker in New York
City who charges $150 per walk, per dog to her high-class
customers. When one of her clients is murdered, she was the last
person to be in the deceased apartment—and notices an important
clue before it disappears. For this reason she is sought after by
to the police—in the form of the Xena-like Detective Jane
McLeary—and the killer. The abrasive McLeary has just broken up
with her long-time girlfriend and (a little too) coincidently,
answered Fin’s add asking for a roommate. Surprisingly to Fin, the
arrangement turns out to be a good one.

 


And, surprisingly to me,
the book turns out to be a good one as well. For one thing the book
is light and humorous instead of dark and gory. Like Superman’s
Perry White and his “Great Caesar’s ghost!” exclamation), Fin has a
habit of saying things like “hold tugging rope!” and “oh fluffy
lord of the swishing tail!” Cute. Really. The characters are
usually (a little too) chipper, and the budding romance between
Fin—who begins the book as straight as an arrow—and McLeary kept me
turning pages. Fin is (a little too) obsessive compulsive,
incessantly wondering if she should, for instance, organize her
napkin drawer by color instead of size. There is really no need to
write any more—I would recommend this book to anyone who wants to
pass a couple of mindless hours with a fairly delightful story. I
have to mention, though, that Fin’s (and evidently the author’s)
knowledge and love of animals, especially dogs, is both
heartwarming and instructive. And the denouement of the book is
unique and worthy of a TV series. It will be interesting to see if
the author can equal it in the second book in the
series.

 


A few quibbles. On his
webpage, the author is up front about not being an English major
and warning that there may be some incorrect grammar in his books.
Actually, I didn’t find any obvious grammar problems, although I
did find a few typos that I will gladly share with the author if he
is interested. What did disturb me though, was his use of easy
descriptive words that are usually found mostly in fifty-year-old
children’s novels. Words such as chuckle (which he uses 45 times),
smirk (38 times), and my most unfavorite word, grin, is used a
world-record 84 times. For a couple of roommates who Fin first sees
as a huge mismatch, she and Jane seem to spend the entire book
grinning, chuckling, and smirking at each other. But the number of
times isn’t the point; it is that anyone who decides to use these
particular words this often, doesn’t have a voice that I can
totally get into. Likewise the number of times that Fin tells
herself to shut up (12) and the number of times she flips Jane a
bird or sticks out her tongue at her (after which Jane either grins
or chuckles). It is these kinds of repetitive juvenile glitches
that make a novel only mildly enjoyable instead of really
good.

 


This series is priced
reasonably in ebook form, especially if you choose to buy them in
sets of three.

 


Final Rating:
3.4

 



Case of the Hot Dog

Second verse, same as the
first. Unfortunately.

 


The second book in the
series finds Fin May caught up in another murder. As it happens,
this murder is similar to the murder in the first book in that 1.
the victim was a rich and famous woman, 2. the victim was a dog
owner, 3. the victim was killed for her jewels, 4. the victim was
killed when she came home unexpectedly during a burglary. Oh, did I
say similar? Maybe I meant identical. Even the very nice touch at
the end of the first book—the method by which the killers were
caught—was the same.

 


Fin’s voice—which began to
grate on me during the first book, becomes almost a blackboard
scratcher in this one. Likewise her persona. She (and the rest of
the cast) is continually grinning (this time the author uses a
variation of this word 63 times), chuckling (32 times), smirking
(28 times), cocking an eyebrow (24), blushing, sticking out her
tongue at people, and flipping people off. In her first-person
point of view, Fin is continually complaining about Jane being
“infuriating,” aggravating, or calling her names like “Jerky
McJerkface.” But, in fact, Jane is none of these things. She is
mostly tender and solicitous. Even Fin’s exclamations get a little
tiring, although I kind of like “By the
seven canine lords of Nebula B.”

 


In other words, what may
work—and even seem cute—in one short novel sometimes becomes very
old, very quickly in a sequel.

 


And how is Fin’s
relationship with Jane coming along? Well, they manage “a steamy
make out session” late in the book, although it is off-camera. And
although Fin wonders if they will ever get past second base (as do
we all), we don’t even see her get to second base. Both are
described highly sexed women, but they manage to sleep in the same
bed for months without having sex. I don’t believe it. I do
believe, though, that the author might just keep this sexless thing
going for the entire series—although, looking at blurbs from books
later in the series, they do end up getting married. I just don’t
think I can make it through another volume, though. Hey, if they do
have sex and it’s juicy, let me know.

 


If this book is the first
one in the series you read, you may want to give it a higher rating
than if you read the first one first, simply because of the
repetition. And as a one-off it is worth taking to the beach.
Maybe. And even if you don’t read the books, take a look at the
covers. The model is a darling.

 


Final Rating:
3


Sarah Schulman

(1958-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Sophie Horowitz

Profession:
Reporter for a feminist newspaper

Type of Mystery:
Investigative/Feminist

Age: 24

Residence:
Lower East Side of New York City

Love Interest:
Lillian (no last name given; she is a 34-year-old
typist for a publishing company)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Jim Beam Sour Mash

Best Friend:
Eva Weinblatt, a straight lawyer

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
1

Title:


The Sophie Horowitz
Story,
1984

Discussion:

Depending on who is doing
the figuring, this is one of the first eight lesbian mysteries to
be published. My own estimate is that six novels were published
ahead of it and one other in the same month. So it is tied for
seventh. It is, however, the best of these. Here is my full review.
I read the first printing of the Naiad edition.

 



The Sophie Horowitz Story

Sarah Schulman is probably
the most widely acclaimed writer on our list, mostly because her
novels are more literary than most and get reviewed by major
publications. After having read The
Sophie Horowitz Story, I understand
why. The book is a gem. Although I suspect that Schulman set out to
write a simple literary novel about the women’s movement in New
York in the early 1980s, the fact that it includes a mystery brings
up the average quality of lesbian mysteries.

 


The plot is not a simple
one. A bank is robbed by two women who were early and very vocal
activists in the feminist movement. One is captured by police; the
other goes on the lam. Sophie Horowitz is assigned to write a story
about the missing woman and in the process becomes obsessed with
locating her.

 


Here are the good things
about this book: everything.

Here are the bad things
about this book: nothing.

 


Although Sophie is a
staunch feminist, who—despite her youth—is often called upon to
speak at meetings and attend conferences, she is not above poking
fun at some of the excesses in the movement. The missing woman,
Laura Wolfe, was once, for instance, head of a group called Women
Against Bad Things, which seems to encompass pretty much
everything. Call it mild satire and credit Schulman’s sensitively
drawn main character for the ability to get her likeably wry
personality across.

 


Unlike almost every lesbian
protagonist I have encountered, Sophie prefers to date straight
women. As she says, “Nothing beats the pure pleasure of watching
them experience women in such an immense way for the first time.”
The straight woman in question is Laura Wolf’s college roommate,
who Sophie finds intriguing and lusts after.
“I wanted to kiss her. We looked at each
other. I wanted to kiss her soft so she would know what that’s like
and then kiss her hard so she wouldn’t think that soft was the only
option.”

 


Way too rarely is a book
enjoyable just for the way its words are arranged on a page and for
the meanings and the feelings they engender. Here’s Sophie’s take
on writing, for instance. “Writing, it’s like making
love. First you dream about it and then one day it finally happens
and it’s nothing like you imagined.” Or women:
“The world is full of these brilliant,
beautiful, delicious women and all I want to do is love them and be
good to them.”

 


So what’s to review?
Sometimes it’s enough just to let the author’s words speak for
themselves. Not only does this book elevate the standard of the
genre, it makes some of the other—way more popular—books seem like
they were written by rank amateurs. The on-the-run story calls up
memories of M.F. Beal’s Amazon
One, while the story is squarely in
the tradition of Thomas Pynchon’s The
Crying of Lot 49. Put this one on
your Top 25 list, like I have.

 


Final Rating:
4.5


Margie S.
Schweitzer

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
J.Z. Mackenzie

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-attorney)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age: 34

Residence:
Cloverdale, Oregon

Love Interest:
Sandy Garrett (36, independently wealthy, ex
teacher)

Pet: a gray tabby cat named Tasha and a Himalayan Lynx cat named
Corey

Drink of Choice:
Teetotaler

Best Friend:
Samantha Devaroux, a lesbian bookstore
owner

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Courting Death,
2002

Discussion:

I read the first Justice
House printing of this novel. Schweitzer was reputed to be writing
a sequel in 2002, but it never appeared. Maybe now would be a good
time.

 



Courting Death

Okay, here’s a question.
Say the main character of a book is unlikably self-conscious and
self-effacing. How do you know whether it is the author trying to
create a strong and witty character but failing or the author
trying to create a flawed character and succeeding? This is
particularly hard in first-person narratives, where we get to hear
every thought and see every action. The answer lies in how the rest
of the book is handled—the story, the dialogue, the relationships
between the characters, and the way the words are put together. But
I guess that now the really important question is how all this
relates to Courting
Death.

 


J.Z. Mackenzie (she
refuses to say what the J.Z stands for) has a new girlfriend in the
wealthy and desirable Sandy Garrett. Trouble is, soon after their
first date, Sandy is arrested for the murder of her former lover.
Chris St. James—a powerful and much-hated defense attorney. Sandy’s
fingerprints are in the room, Chris’s blood on her shoes, her tire
tracks on the driveway, and she is the sole beneficiary of Chris’s
will. How in the world is J.Z going to get her out of
this?

 


Well, at first, it’s hard
to care. In the first third of the book, J.Z. comes off as socially
awkward and geekish, as if she hides her self-consciousness behind
a slew of weak witticisms. “I’m in
pretty good shape, though I despise exercise. I figure that walking
to the store for ice cream should count for something,
right?” And when she does actually
get in a good zinger, she ends up explaining it to death.
Schweitzer is also constantly over-writing.”The cold porcelain finally brought me to my senses and
synapses started firing, light bulbs appeared over my head, and
puzzle pieces began snapping into place.” Or “I felt like my head was
going to explode from the force of these competing
emotions.”

 


Luckily, the book—and its
voice—get better. As J.Z. begins to get into the case she loses the
bulk of her mannered way of speaking. Her detective work is
plodding but very real and intricate. The interviews that J.Z. has
with the suspects (the suspects except Sandy, of course) are well
delivered and interesting. Although she later confesses that
finding the real murderer was just “dumb luck,” it was only due to
her doggedness that that luck was able to find her.
Most solutions,
it seems to me, are just dumb luck—Schweitzer is the first author
to actually admit it. Good for her.

 


And good for introducing
what might be the first transgender character into the Lesbian
Mystery genre—a young man who felt that he was really a woman (and
a lesbian woman at that) and had a sex-change operation. Kudos for
including this character, although most of what Schweitzer would
have us believe about her are not plausible—even for those of us
who have read all of Rita Mae Brown’s early novels.

 


In other words, give this
one more stars than you might have at first guessed you would. A
good mystery with good elements and good pace. I just wish that I
had liked J.Z. better.

 


Final Rating:
3.7


Sandra Scoppettone

(1936-)

 


Series: Lauren Laurano Mysteries

Main Character:
Lauren Laurano

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
42

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Kip Adams (Therapist)

Drink of
Choice: Not given

Pet: They get two Persian kittens, Nick and Nora, in book
3

Best Friend:
Rick and William, gay men who live in the
apartment above

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Everything You Have Is
Mine,
1991 (Lambda Finalist)


I'll Be Leaving You
Always,
1993 (Lambda Finalist)


My Sweet Untraceable
You,
1994 (Lambda Finalist)


Let's Face the Music and
Die,
1996


Gonna Take a Homicidal
Journey,
1998

Discussion:

Here's my full review of
the first three books in this series. Everything You Have Is Mine. is
an important book in that it was the first lesbian mystery
published by a mainstream press and reviewed in
The New York Times. Times have changed for the worse since them. I read the
Ballantine Mass Market paperback editions of all three.

 



Everything You Have Is Mine

One of the first things
you realize when beginning this series is how professionally
written it is compared to the work of most of the other authors on
this list. Professional—or at least professional-level—editing and
guidance are so much more important than people think. That said,
the mystery is just as clunky as you find elsewhere:
almost-impossible-to-believe murder methods, clients who tell lies
on top of lies, and the clue that stays buried in the detective's
subconscious until just the right moment. And, of course, the
detective withholds information from the police that puts her in
grave danger. But really, these things are a given in most murder
mysteries.

 


What's interesting about
this book—in addition to its professional style and pace—is the
main character, Lauren Laurano. Victim of a heinous crime when she
was a teenager, she overcame her fears and became what she is—a
private detective with a penchant for seeing justice served. Her
11-year relationship with her girlfriend is unusual in lesbian
mystery fiction and risky; the first book in a new series,
generally takes us through meeting and courtship, which is often
the most interesting parts of a book of this nature. But Lauren's
relationship with Kip is pleasant and secure, despite the usual
bickering about bad eating habits and the danger of
detecting.

 


What gives this book a
little cache is Lauren's attempt to learn how to use computers in
the days of modems, Bulletin Boards, Prodigy, and laptops that were
too heavy to carry around. It is a good piece of history. Also
unusual, and at times offputting, is Lauren's penchant for
wondering what other fictional detectives would do in some of the
situations she finds herself in. Many of these detectives, though,
will be unknown to most readers, so it is a nice way to be
introduced to them, and hats off to Scoppettone for giving homage
to them in this way. Some reviewers might complain about the
political nature of some of the talk between Lauren and some of her
many gay friends, which often is centered on homophobia, child
abuse, and violence against women, but these too, are of historical
importance. Current importance, too.

 


But if I have made it seem
that all is dark and dreary, it is not. There is also a lot of fun
in this book--the playful give and take between Lauren and Kip, for
instance, and Lauren's quick addiction to computer games. There is
even a somewhat hilarious scene where Lauren and several friends
are trying to explain the many convolutions of the mystery to
another friend, who is clueless (as are most of the readers, by
this time). It is an excellent—and kind of unique—way to sum things
up.

 


All in all, this is as
typical a mystery as you are likely to find—with just a few quirks
to give it its own life—and one that would be useful to judge
others against.

 


One short additional note:
there are a few places where the ebook formatting breaks paragraphs
at odd places. The author's formatter (probably paid by her big
bucks publisher) should have proofed it better.

 


Final Rating:
3

 



I'll Be Leaving You Always

The second book in the
Lauren Laurano series is a good deal darker than the first. It
begins with the murder of Megan Harbaugh, Lauren’s dearest friend—a
woman she had been close to since the age of six. Despite her
partner Kip’s warnings, Lauren decides to uncover the murderer. It
is made no easier, however, when both Megan’s grown children and
one of Lauren’s own friends are among the suspects.

 


The story would have been
more compelling if Scoppettone had introduced—or even
mentioned—Megan in the first book of the series. As it is, Megan is
simply another character we don’t know, despite the nice backstory
she gives Lauren and Megan in Chapter Two. And, of course, you
can’t think of every eventuality when you are writing your first
book. Just sayin’: it would have been much more powerful had she
introduced Meg in a book before she gets killed.

 


The sadness Lauren feels,
and indeed the sadness that everyone seems to feel for the dead
woman kind of cramps Scoppettone’s style, which tends to be light
and bantering. In fact, probably the highlight of any of the books
in this series is Lauren’s relationship with Kip. Their
conversations inevitably meander from one subject to another with a
great deal of misunderstanding and humor.

 


But in
I’ll Be Leaving You
Always, this humor has to be balanced
with what Lauren finds out about Meg—a woman who Lauren thought she
knew thoroughly. As she uncovers lie after lie, the book becomes
more a novel about friendship lost than a simple murder
mystery.

 


Meanwhile, Scoppettone has
Lauren muse on whatever topics that happen to be on her mind at the
time: Sex in fiction, for instance: “Although we don’t hide our relationship from anyone, we’re
not into sharing the sexual specifics of our lives.”
Or politics: “In a
world where Clarence Thomas can be nominated to the Supreme Court,
why should anyone’s word mean anything?” The lesbian community: “We will
always be a minority, and meeting others who’re the same is like be
being part of a secret sorority.” In
other words, Lauren is like most of us, with her own foibles and
prejudices.

 


Ultimately, this should
have been Scoppettone’s third novel, not her second. It would have
given her the chance to introduce Megan Harbaugh and also to
solidify her style without being handicapped with Lauren’s very
personal loss. Because Scoppettone had a mainstream publisher, the
Lauren Laurano novels have been read—and reviewed—by far more
readers than other lesbian mystery novels. The average review
for I’ll Be Leaving You
Always is the lowest by a small
fraction. I think the subject matter is the reason—the fact that
the reader has to go through the obligatory funeral and be subject
to Lauren’s own grief. These scenes make this novel not quite as
enjoyable as the other novels in the series where Lauren is not as
personally involved with the deceased.

 


But I understand the
difficulty Despite the fact that I, too, enjoyed this novel a bit
less than the others I have read in this series, I still enjoyed
it—and appreciated it for what it is and for what it adds to the
Lauren Laurano literary legacy. Give it 3.5 and consider it a must
read for Scoppettone freaks. Others may want to skip this one and
go on to the third in the series.

 


Final Rating:
3.5

 



My Sweet Untraceable You

The third book in this
series finds New York P.I. Lauren Laurano approached by a man who
calls himself Boston Blackie to investigate the whereabouts of his
mother, who disappeared 38 years before. If she finds that the
woman is dead, Blackie wants Lauren to prove that she was
murdered—and that it was his father who did the deed. But because
of the incredible number of coincidences that come her way,
Lauren’s biggest obstacle may be getting in and out of her
apartment, which has been temporarily converted into the set of a
movie based on her life.

 


Coincidences tend to make
a mystery a little less believable; even Scoppettone knows this, so
she has Lauren complain that she hates coincidences, too. Lauren
also hates twins in a plot, and triplets are even worse. But just
because the author is apologetic about them doesn’t give their
presence in the plot any more credibility. So give some demerits
for coincidences. Here are two: the woman she is hired to find is a
member of the movie cast; she also uses the same hairdresser as
Lauren.

 


It’s easy to think, in
fact, that the author is just having fun. It’s a good thought. In
some ways Scoppettone is writing hard-boiled crime novel, in
another she is writing a near-spoof of same and I think it is a
little too subtle for most readers and reviewers. The truth
is, My Sweet Untraceable
You is a delightful, well-written,
and well-edited novel.

 


As are all the books in
this series, My Sweet Untraceable
You is written from the first person
present point of view. It is not an easy trick for most writers,
but Scoppettone is an expert; I didn’t notice it this time until
page 78. It gives an immediacy not present in other points of view,
bringing the character closer and giving us a better glimpse of her
thinking process. Scoppettone has her hooks, too. One of these is
the almost consent bickering banter that goes on between Lauren and
her partner of 14 years, therapist Kip Adams. There is a hilarious
back and forth about Kip’s sudden revelation that they can’t be
“real lesbians” because they don’t have a cat. And then there’s the
bit where Lauren decides that Kip is smitten with Cybil Shepherd,
who is splaying Lauren in the movie.

 


The novel is partly about
time. Kip’s brother, for instance, is dying of AIDS; he has
virtually no time left on this earth. Compare this with the movie
director’s ridiculous pique when people waste his precious time by
wandering into his movie set during a shot. Time also plays a part
in the 38-years that have gone by since Boston Blackie lost his
mother, or the time that Lauren and Kip have been together. These
references to time might explain why Lauren has a penchant for
humorously exaggerating the time she spends doing things. For
instance, when Lauren visits a talent agent, she is let into a dark
office where “It takes about eight weeks for my eyes to adjust.”
When she emails a friend for information: “He disappears. I know he
is checking. I sit staring at my screen for a month.”

 


Although it’s impossible to rate this highly
as a mystery, it isn’t difficult to recommend. it as a cool read.
Scoppettone, although not one of the very first writers of lesbian
mysteries, has done a lot for the genre by simply being published
by a traditional New York publisher and being read by more people
than generally go in for lesbian mysteries. I believe that she is a
better, subtler writer, than she is generally given credit for.
Although I would not like for it to be founded up to a 4, I will
give this one a 3.75.

 


Final Rating:
3.75

 



Manda Scott

(1962-)

 


Series: Kellen Stewart Mysteries

Main Character:
Kellen Stewart

Profession:
Psychiatrist

Type of Mystery:
Medical Suspense

Age in First Book:
Not given, probably late 30s.

Residence:
Glasgow, Scotland

Love Interest:
Janine Caradice (computer journalist)

Drink of
Choice:

Pet: Several cats and a dog

Titles in This
Series:


Hen's Teeth,
1997


Night Mares,
1998


Stronger Than Death, 1999

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first book in this series. I read the Bantam mass-market
version of this book and I wish I hadn’t. As I mention below, it
seems strangely edited and I wish I had obtained the original
Women’s Press edition.

 



Hen's Teeth

This is more of a
suspense/thriller than a real mystery. Still, crimes are solved and
criminals are nailed. Kellen Stewart, a therapist living in
Glasgow, Scotland, learns that an ex-lover has died of a heart
attack at a fairly young age. Kellen, of course, suspects that
Bridget was murdered and sets out to prove it. In the course of the
story, Kellen and her friends are shot, terrorized, and tortured
but manage to unravel a scheme that involves drugs, medicine, and
bioengineering.

 


Beginning a story with an
ex-lover’s death is not unique in lesbian mystery literature. In
fact, Jaye Maiman’s I Left My
Heart begins with almost exactly the
same premise—an ex-lover who has supposedly died of natural causes.
Both novels have clever premises and unique conclusions. But while
Maiman’s Robin Miller plods toward the truth, Kellen Stewart and
her old friend Lee Adams get almost ninja-like in their quest for
same. Breaking and entering, stealing, lying, and even the odd
killing are in their repertoire.

 


Again like Maiman’s novel,
the story is told in the first person with well-crafted internal
dialogue. The fact that the author is a veterinarian lets us know
likewise that she is familiar enough with medical procedure and
research to concoct a thrilling and almost-believable scenario. Yet
even having a major publisher like Bantam does not ensure that
there are no editorial glitches.

 


One such oddity in the
novel is that the top policeman in the region, Chief Inspector
Laidlaw, seems to have a previous history with Kellen that we never
find out the details to. A recent trip of Kellen’s to the U.S. is
also mentioned and plays a role in Kellen’s relationship with her
girlfriend, Janine, but the reason for the trip and what Kellen did
there is not touched upon. It is almost like Scott wrote a previous
novel in which Kellen and Laidlaw tangled, then decided not to
publish it but left in the animosity. This can work, of course, but
it doesn’t quite manage it here.

 


Kellen’s affair with
Janine seems to be on the rocks, although I’m not sure what the
reason is. Maybe it was in the novel that Scott didn’t publish. In
any case, it is obvious that her medical buddy Liz is her perfect
mate. Whether this will come about or whether Kellen will get back
to Janine, or even pair up with several other available and
interested partners will have to wait until the next
book.

 


All negative comments
aside, I did enjoy this book. The uniqueness of the crime, Lee’s
gung-ho, dress-in-black assertiveness, and the setting of Glasgow
all contribute toward making Hen’s
Teeth an exciting and satisfactory
read. It deserves more than a few stars, but not a gold
one.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Pascal Scott

(Dates not available)

 


Series: McStone & Martinelli
Thrillers

Main Character: Kathleen Mary (K.M.,
Stone) McStone / Zoe Martinelli

Profession: University Graduate
Admissions Officer / P.I. Office Manager

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: 38 / n/a

Residence: San Francisco,
California

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Hard Fall, 2019 (Goldie
Winner)

Discussion:

Zoe Martinelli works for a private
investigator and is an amateur sleuth and student psychic. Although
this is described as a McStone and Martinelli thriller, it seems to
be the only one.

 


Another novel, Hard Luck is described
as an Elizabeth Taylor Bundy thriller and seems to be more of a
caper or a con than a mystery. It follows a character from Hard
Fall.

~ ~ ~

Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Wynona Fletcher /
Brett Wolfe

Profession: Hemphill Co., N.C. Sheriff
/ Novelist

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age: n/a

Residence: The story takes place in
Atlanta, Georgia

Title:


Hard Limits, 2019

Discussion: This book delves into the
BSDM lifestyle in Atlanta.


Rae Scott

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Melissa (Mel) Tanner

Profession:
Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery:
Procedural / Serial Killer

Age : n/a

Residence:
Norfolk, Virginia

Love Interest:
Natasha (Nat) Petrov (police
detective)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Reaper, 2022

Discussion:

This one has it all. It begins not only with
a prologue featuring the killer, but it is a particularly gruesome
torture scene. Like in pretty much all WLW policiers, Mel, the
experienced detective, has a fit when her boss tells her that she
must train a rookie to be her new partner. And, of course, at least
one of the protagonists has a name that is traditionally male. Will
one of them get kidnapped by the killer? We’ll never know.

 


A slight twist here in that one of the
protagonists is already happily married to another woman. Some call
it serial killing; others call it “vigilante justice.”


Hayley Scrivenor

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Sarah Michaels

Profession:
Police Detective Sergeant

Type of Mystery:
Missing Person

Age in First Book:
Not Given

Residence:
Durton, Australia

Love Interest:
None

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Not Given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0.5

Title:


Dirt Creek, 2022 (Lambda
Winner)

Discussion:

This book has a number of
POV characters; Sarah Michaels is only one of them. I
listened to the audiobook version of this book available from the
Braille and Talking Book Library in July, 2023.

 



Dirt Creek

Out of Australia comes this minor
masterpiece. When a tween girl goes missing, the entire town of
Durton is affected. Those who knew her well, such as her besties
Veronica and Lewis, become two of several characters whose POV
chapters make up the novel. And each of the POV characters have
their own backstories and their own adventures.

 


Interestingly, Veronica’s POV chapters are
first person past. Others, like Det. Sgt. Sarah Michaels, are
generally third person past, but there is also a POV that I have
never seen before: first person plural past. In these “We”
chapters, we hear kind of a collective consciousness of the entire
town looking dispassionately down on it and its history. Do they
add to the story? Maybe not, but like the prefaces to chapters of
John Steinbeck’s masterpiece Grapes of Wrath, they add to
the value of the writing and the work as a whole.

 


In other words, it is a pretty literary piece
of work, so it is no surprise that the manuscript was the author’s
PhD dissertation. Nor that it won the Lambda Litery Award in its
category.

 


Generally, in police procedurals—which his
novel technically is—the reader has to follow the police officer to
each and every interview, and these interviews are where we get out
knowledge of where the case stands. In Dirt Creek, though,
we learn new information every time we get another point of
view—not only enough to keep the story moving, but enough to
provide a number of surprises along the way.

 


I liked the relationships among the
characters and the general storyline. I liked the descriptions of
the surroundings and the occasional poetic language that the author
used. I even enjoyed the tried-and-true flashbacks to Det. Sgt.
Michaels failed relationship with her girlfriend, which haunts her
throughout her investigation.

 


There are a couple of scenes that I wish the
author had not included, but for the most part, Dirt Creek
is first rate. It is a novel with a lesbian detective where the
storyline is not crowded out by the “romantic suspense” elements so
popular in some circles today. I did enjoy the titillation of Det.
Sgt. Michaels’ mild longing for one of the suspects, but this never
got in the way of the story.

 


In all, this is as close to a five as I have
seen for a while. Pick it up by all means.

 


Final Rating: 4.8


Anne Seale

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Jo Jacuzzo Mysteries

Main Character:
JoDell (Jo) Jacuzzo

Profession:
Unemployed (ex home health care
worker)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative Suspense

Age in First Book:
27

Residence:
Buffalo, New York

Love Interest:
Charity Redmun (art dealer)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Not given

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Packing Mrs.
Phipps,
2004


Finding Ms. Wright , 2005

Discussion:

I read the first Alyson
printing of the first novel in this series. At the time of this
writing (February, 2016), neither of the books in this series have
been reprinted or put into ebook form. A pity.

 



Packing Mrs. Phipps

This is another of those
books that, from its blurb, makes you put it near the very bottom
of your pile of books to read. I mean, what could be more boring
than having to read about an out-of-work female schlemiel driving
down the U.S. in order to help an old woman pack her bags? And
that’s why it is often difficult to write blurbs about good
books—and also a testament to author Anne Seale to write a book
that transcends blurbs and carries the reader up into a rarefied
reading experience.

 


The first half of this book
is almost another version of The Price
of Salt, which isn’t necessarily a
bad thing. Jo Jacuzzo, between home health care jobs, is hired to
travel to Florida and help a friend’s mother pack up her belongings
for a trip. She sets out to drive the long distance down from her
home in New York and just take in the sites she encounters on some
of the back roads. Somewhere in Georgia, though, she meets Charity
Redmun, who is attempting to drive an oversized RV to Arizona.
Because Jo’s Toyota has broken down, Charity persuades Jo to take
the wheel of the RV and help her deliver it to its destination. She
also offers Jo a nice sum of money, so Jo says, why not? It is only
when they notice that another RV is following them that things get
dicey.

 


At this point, though,
that the story blasts off like a rocket. A very unexpected turn of
events transforms Jo’s life into one big target. Jo’s first-person
point of view is done just about as well as it can be done, and Jo
never embarrasses herself, even when she is berating herself for
her flaws. Unlike a lot of other lesbian sleuths, she isn’t a
homicide detective or tough gumshoe; just a normal home health care
worker who gets caught up in more excitement that she could have
ever dreamed of. But when push comes to shove, dangers get closer,
and more people than she could shake a snake at are searching for
her, she refuses to run and is determined to solve the crime that
has hit home so close to her.

 


Aside maybe from a couple
of Rose Beecham books, I can’t think of a more exciting novel in
this genre. If you like books featuring racist militia, spousal
abuse, murder, kidnapping, or even art theft, then
Packing Mrs. Phipps is the book for you. In fact it should be the book for you
anyway. Give it at least a 4 and consider putting it on your
favorites list.

 


Final Rating:
4.1


Alex Segura

(1980-

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Carmen Valdez

Profession: Comic Publisher’s
Assistant

Type of Mystery: Historical /
Investigative

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Manhattan, New York

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Secret Identity,
2022

Discussion:

Both the author and his protagonist are
Miami-to-New York transplants of Cuban ancestry who work in the
comic book industry. The story takes place in 1975 and involves the
theft of the protagonist’s creation and the murder of her
co-writer. The novel includes illustrations from the fictional
comic, The Lethal Lynx.


Helen Shacklady

(1956-)

 


Series: Kate and Liz

Main Character:
Kate Halton

Profession:
Musician

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
About 37

Residence:
Lancashire, England

Love Interest:
Liz Sharpe (photographer)

Drink of Choice:
Vodka with a splash of tonic

Pet: A large tortoiseshell cat named Dainty (Book 3
only)

Best Friend:
Several, of all sexual identifications

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


The Patterned Flute, 2001


The Stolen Crate, 2002


The Lacquered Box,
2003

Discussion:

Shacklady seems to have
been a “market trader” in Lancaster, U.K. and owns a book shop in
Ulverston. She wrote lesbian semi-mystery called
Stoppage Time,
which does not quite fit in the genre but which is worth checking
out. Here is my full review of all three books in the series. I
read what is probably the first printing of each.

 



The Patterned Flute

The covers and titles of
the books in this series made me think that they might be set
sometime in the middle ages, in the time of street fairs and
gypsies and baroque music. Well, the time period was wrong (it is
set in the near present), but I wasn’t far wrong about the
subjects. The main character, Kate Halton, is a professional
fiddler for a traveling group of musicians. The mystery revolves
around an antique flute that has been stolen from its rightful
owner and sold to one of Kate’s bandmates. When the owner, Liz
Sharpe—a hateful bitch as far as Kate is concerned—asks to
accompany her in her search for the thief, Kate is dragged into t
he venture almost against her will. Almost.

 


By the merest chance, this
is the second book in a row I have read that was published by
Onlywomen Press, and I have to say that I am impressed. Like
Dirty Work by
Vivien Kelly, The Patterned
Flute is interesting, well written,
well presented, and well edited. But the two books are by no means
similar in content. While Kelly’s book can be rather dark and
institutional, The Patterned
Flute is both light and free. Kate is
a hoot and the descriptions of her band’s performances—while not
going into note-by-note dreariness—are conveyed with vigor and
artistry. We believe that Kate is really a fiddler, not just a
character that is called one. The mystery, too, which ends up
including one of Kate’s ex-lovers, is an important and realistic
one that takes her to France and involves a gang of thieves and a
Jim-Jones-type religious cult.

 


But the grit and mortar of
the book is Liz, whose mantra seems to be “There’s something else I
haven’t told you.” She is a schemer with determination and she
usually gets what she wants, even if she may have to tell more than
a few half-truths to get it. Liz drives the plot—and Kate—on a wild
ride that had me on the edge of my seat for several
reasons.

 


Shacklady writes a
first-rate character sketch. Her descriptions—which are too long to
repeat here—bring the character into the room with you, into the
chair next to you. As Kate says after meeting one of her
informants, “I found myself smiling at
him as if we were old friends.” And
the sex? Well, it’s pretty good, too. How’s this for a subtle
description: “ . . .our separate skins
disappeared and we moved deep inside each other like electric
currents.”

 


So far I am impressed with
Shacklady very much and have the other two books in this unnamed
series (by the way, her home town and her age are also undisclosed)
on my list of future purchases. I am also impressed with Onlywomen
Press, who seem not only professional on the editing and
acquisitions sides, but in their artistic covers as well. If Naiad
had put as much effort into their own covers, they may have had a
much wider audience and we wouldn't be struggling right now to
resurrect a lesbian mystery audience.

 


Give this one a 4+ and
consider putting it in your Top 20 List (as I have), if not your
Top 10. In a word, The Patterned
Flute is delightful.

 


Final Rating:
4.2

 



The Stolen Crate

The second novel in the
series finds Kate and Liz still enamored of each other and living
in Kate’s flat in Lancashire. Kate’s band of folk musicians—the
Inertia Reel—has gotten fairly popular so Kate is busy traveling to
performances and studio gigs while Liz adds to the household
coffers with photo assignments. But one day Liz comes up to Kate
and confides, “There’s on e little detail I haven’t told you.” Uh
oh. Seems Kate has been secretly taking on jobs driving bootleg
whisky in from Scotland—and things are getting hot for the
bootleggers.

 


In addition to this
thread, some of Kate’s friends—and there are a ton of them—are
protesting the development of some rich farmland in the area, which
would hurt the ecosystem and destroy the land’s beauty. And of
course the irrepressible Liz has to be involved in this as well.
But that’s enough of the story; the enjoyment of the book is in its
characters, primarily Liz and Kate, the development of their
relationship, and how they begin to subtly influence each other.
From a writing standpoint, this may be the hardest task in lesbian
series fiction.

 


The first book is
traditionally where the two lovers meet and generally chronicles
their budding and fluctuating romance (and few have done this
better than Shacklady did in The
Patterned Flute.) The “second-book
problem” is what to do for an encore. The solution is to bring out
subtleties in each character’s personality that let us know them
even better than we did in the first book—and to know
each other better as well. To know what each is capable of. Shacklady
does this so well that other series-fiction writers would do well
to study her methods. Liz is not just a helpmeet as in so many
other lesbian mystery romances; it is she that drives the plot and
Kate has to go along for the ride—both because of love and because
she has to make sure her lover doesn’t get into too much
trouble.

 


Shacklady’s—as well as
Kate’s and Liz’s—voice is both consistent and witty. Her north
England dialect is convincing and unique, as when the two lovers
are discussing old flames. Kate, who continually expects Liz to
leave her, thinks, “Blimey, I’ve
hopped into bed with women who had partners and never thought twice
of it. I’m mad, I’m sure.” It’s
almost like Shacklady’s own regional version of
Valspeak.

 


If on-line photos do it
justice, the area that Shacklady describes has not changed much in
hundreds of years, so the feel that her books have of somehow being
both historical and present-day is understandable. Kate’s band
still has a far-off feel, like a minstrel troupe traveling from
place to place in the Middle Ages.

 


There is kind of a bang-up
ending to this book and it was a bit unexpected. Yet the way
Shacklady handles the climactic scene—as well as the all-important
lead-up to it—is done so believably that
many—most—other lesbian mystery authors might well sit up and take
notes. There may be a place or two where we have to suspend our
disbelief, but at least we won’t groan and have to hold ourselves
back from throwing the book across the room—which happens, don’t
you know?

 


Quibbles? Well, maybe one.
I wish that Kate would tell us just a little more about the music
that her band plays—give us a longer glimpse of them on stage,
rather than after gigs when they are tired and mostly inebriated.
Kate’s artistry, after all, is part of her make-up, part of her
attraction to the reader and, presumably, to Liz. I assume that
they play traditional English and Scottish folk music, although
they occasionally get studio work playing behind other types of
musicians; country singers, for instance. But does Kate write songs
herself? Shacklady gives no hint.

 


My final thought on
The Stolen Crate is that it is nearly as good as The Patterned Flute, but it is
not really a mystery. It is simply an adventure that Liz and Kate
get caught up in unawares. Still, don’t second-guess yourself if
you decide to rate this book a 4 or nearly so.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



The Lacquered Box

Once you have the romance
simmering and the relationship pretty much worked out (as happened
in the first two books of this series), what is left for the third?
In this case, it is a more plot-driven mystery with both Kate and
her girlfriend Liz taking major roles in its solution. In this
respect it is very similar to Iza Moreau’s Small Town Series where
in the third book, Secrets in Small
Towns, Sue-Ann and Gina, having with
difficulty worked out their relationship, become the main actors in
the series’ most exciting book. Shacklady also makes use of
backstory to flush out some of the hidden incidents and desires of
both Kate and Liz.

 


But that doesn’t mean the
characters take a back seat; far from it. Kate and Liz are still at
each other’s throats (both homicidally and sexually) almost every
time you turn a page. Kate thinks nothing of calling her beloved a
cow and Kate wonders to herself why she had to fall in love with a
“flawed person.” But after every contretemps, the two fall into
bed—or the sofa, or the floor—and work out their passion in tandem.
I haven’t written about Kate’s and Liz’s sexual proclivities
previously, but they are the rabbits of the genre. Kisses, bites,
touches, and phrases abound—as do the more vicious animals like
jealousy and perceived inadequacy. Yet the language Shacklady uses
is never X-rated, which is why the Heat Index is so much lower than
the Romance Index.

 


The basic story revolves
around Kate’s friend Tom, who owns an antique store and often
visits relatives of the recently deceased to make an offer on any
valuables they might want to liquidate. But lately, someone has
been getting to the houses before him and making off with the goods
before he gets there. Coincidently, an elderly acquaintance dies
and her relatives find that many of her valuables have already been
spirited away mysteriously. Liz, of course, hatches—behind Kate’s
back—a plan to nab whoever is stealing these treasures.

 


Unlike the plots in the
first two books in the series, this one has contrivances galore.
One of Liz’s ex-girlfriends just happens to deal in antiques. A new
acquaintance just happens to work for the primary suspect. An aunt
of a friend’s just happens to clean the suspect’s place of
business. And on and on. A believable mystery it is not. But this
is more than made up for by the squabbling interactions of Kate and
Liz—who get my vote for best couple in a lesbian mystery. The
writing, too, is even better than in the first two books, which is
saying something.

 


I like titles of books to
do more work than The Stolen
Crate and The Lacquered Box—both of which
objects seem to be just thrown willy nilly into the stories to
parallel the first title, The
Patterned Flute, which is actually a
major player there.

 


All in all, this is
another near-4 title from Helen Shacklady. The entire tidy little
series is one that everyone should read. You, too.

 


Final Rating:
3.9


Caroline Shaw

(1964-)

Series: Lenny Aaron Mysteries

Main Character:
Helena (Lenny) Aaron

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-police)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
27

Residence:
Melbourne, Australia

Love Interest:
None

Pet: a Lilac Point Siamese cat named Cleo Harrelson (later Cleo
Aaron)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Cat Catcher,
1999


Eye to Eye,
2000

Discussion:

Although English born, Shaw
grew up and lives in Australia. These two excellent books seem to
be all that she has published. I read the first Serpent’s Tail
printing of Cat
Catcher, which is a reprint from the
original Bantam edition. I read the first printing of the Bantam
edition of Eye to
Eye.

 



Cat Catcher

After a painful and
horrifying run in with a sadistic heroin dealer—brilliantly
recounted in a series of short flashbacks—Lenny Aaron resigns from
the Melbourne police department. In a few words, she has lost her
nerve. When the book begins she has been running a successful cat
detective business. No danger there, right? But when she is hired
to find a young socialite’s ragdoll cat, she finds out that her
client’s mother—considered by some to be the most beautiful woman
in Melbourne—has been receiving threatening letters. Will Lenny
help find the letter writer and protect her mother? Lenny doesn’t
want to, but well, there wouldn’t be a story unless she accepts,
right?

 


First of all (or maybe
second of all), this is a really good book. Shaw’s voice
is confident—especially for a first novelist—and the story is well
crafted, well-paced, exciting, and humorous. Lenny is as screwed-up
a character as you will find, but she somehow gains our sympathy
and our trust. She can be funny, as when she describes a giant
poodle:”Trimmed into grotesque style
with droopy white curls, it was a vicious breed, its long snout
filled with big savage fangs. The Tammy Wynette of
dogs.” But some of her humor is soon
seen to be a reflex mechanism for her own shortcomings and
obsessions, all of which she is aware of. Lenny is a neat freak and
very germaphobic. Not only does she clean and disinfect her
apartment and office thoroughly every few days, but she can’t
endure being touched. She hates her grandmother, has an ambivalent
relationship with her mother, and is dependent on over-the-counter
pain medication, which she downs in massive doses.

 


As the title implies, there
are a lot of cats in this book—and some of them come to a bad end.
It is not a book to give to your cat-loving friends, as one
unappreciative reviewer found out to her dismay. But despite
Lenny’s voice and the occasional humor, Cat Catcher is a tough book.
Some really bad things happen in it. But to grow out of her
phobias, Lenny forces herself to deal with them and to investigate
the case to the end. And looking more deeply into the book than is
really necessary, Lenny’s relationship to her cat clients—the
actual felines—parallels her personal growth.

 


If this book doesn’t make
my Top 20 list, it is only because there is little, if any,
information on lesbian society. Lenny is obviously attracted to
women and not to men, but she nowhere mentions an ex-lover or even
refers to herself as a lesbian. The thought of actually kissing
anyone—and getting their mouth germs—is repugnant to her. So I will
give this one about a 4.5 and dive headlong into the next and last
volume in the series—not minding at all that someone has read it
before me.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



Eye to Eye

In this one, Lenny has
decided to get back into real private investigating again and is
soon hired by an insurance company to find out who has been
stealing and vandalizing expensive camera equipment from a nearby
film school. Disguised as a goth film student, Lenny is soon
embroiled in an incredibly complicated series of crimes.

 


This book takes place a
year and a half after the first one, but Lenny hasn’t changed much.
She is still on a crusade to wipe out germs.
“It was unfair, Lenny thought. Viciously
unfair. The way fate had chosen her to be one of the pure, one of
those unable to tolerate germs and then forced to exist in a world
of filth.” She still has a love/hate
relationship with her mother, still pops OTC meds by the bushelful,
and, yes, she still enjoys finding the whereabouts of missing
cats.

 


One of the most impressive
things about this book is the research that the author must have
done on the art and craft of filmmaking. She shows us a world of
cameras lenses, spools of film, editing machines, and the like.
Enough to interest us and to heighten the story but never enough to
bore us. Her initial short character sketches of the principle
students are brilliant. I also enjoy learning Aussie terminology,
like “trolleys” for shopping carts, and just the general feel of
being in Australia.

 


Lenny describes herself as
being in a state of “stoic misanthropy,” mostly because of her germ
fetish. Even her well-drawn Japanese psychiatrist tells her,
“Forget friends, Helena san. You have none
and you will never have any.” She
claims to despise emotional people, but subtly, beneath the
surface, Lenny is truly yearning to connect with someone. You can
see it in the way she looks at certain women, the way she obviously
envies the lesbian couple living in the apartment below her, the
way she tries to become friends with one of the murder suspects,
hoping for a hint of affection.

 


Eye to
Eye, like Cat Catcher, is brutal in
places. Neither book is for the squeamish, but like good
film-making, it is artistic as well. If I can read lines
like “Mediocrity confronted with
perfection must tremble a little,” I’m well content to take a little rough stuff. This novel is
not perfect, but compared with most other books in the
genre, Eye To Eye
commands respect. Like its predecessor, give this
one somewhere around a 4.5 and consider putting it on your Top 20
list.

 


Final Rating:
4.5


Jean Sheldon

(1951-)

 


Series: Nic and Nora Mysteries

Main Character:
Nicole (Nic) Owen

Profession:
Radio Star

Type of Mystery:
Historical Whodunit

Age in First Book:
27

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Nora Hahn (radio scriptwriter)

Pet: A cat named Alley

Drink of
Choice: n/a

Heat
Index: n/a

Romance
Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


She Overheard Murder, 2013
(Lambda Finalist)


Puzzled by the Clues, 2014

Discussion:

Here is a very brief review of the first
book in this series.

 



She Overheard Murder

This book would be easy to take potshots at,
but I’ll let somebody else do that.

 


Suffice it to say that the
historical setting—1945 Chicago—is a refreshing change from the
present noir we
mostly find in this genre. The characters are fairly likable and
the cover is well done.

 


And if it were listed as “young adult” (it
is not), its on-the-surface, grandmotherly writing style might be
overlooked the way we overlook it in say, Nancy Drew stories.

 


But everything else, from the name of the
book (an unbelievable contrivance) to the names of its characters
(they could not be more unlike Nick and Nora Charles) to the plot
(I and the person I was reading this book aloud to knew who the
murderer was the instant his name was first mentioned), to the
almost total lack of an internal thought process, the book is
simply not worth spending the time on.

 


Final Rating:
1.6


Tracey Shellito

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Randall McGonnigal

Profession: Bodyguard

Type of Mystery:

Age in first book:

Residence: Blackpool, England

Love Interest: Tori (exotic
dancer)

Pet:

Drink of Choice:

Best Friend:

Heat Index:

Romance Index:

Title:


Personal Protection, 2004

Description:

Professional bodyguard decides to investigate
crimes against Blackpool sex workers—including her girlfriend.


Ruth Shidlo

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Helen Mirkin Mysteries

Main Character:
Helen Mirkin

Profession:
Detective Inspector (ex-army)

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural/Medical

Age in First Book:
37

Residence:
Jerusalem, Israel (Tel Aviv in book 2)

Love Interest:
Adrienne (age not given, painter)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Scotch on the rocks, gin and tonic with a lemon
twist

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
1.5

Titles in This
Series:


The Rosebush
Murders, 2012


Murder in the Choir, 2016


Preventable
Tragedies, 2017

Discussion:

Ruth Shidlo seems to own
Hoopoe Publishing, which publishes her Helen Mirkin novels. I read
the January, 2016 version of the ebook of The Rosebush Murders.

 



The Rosebush Murders

I had little expectations
for this one: I got it free in a promotion, it seems to be a
self-publishing venture, and the cover is pretty tame. But one of
the reasons for reading at all is that sometimes our expectations
are exceeded—and then some. The Rosebush
Murders as just about as good a police
procedural as you will find. DI Helen Mirkin is a believable,
no-nonsense, bloodhound. And the book’s Jerusalem setting—this is
the first lesbian mystery I have read with a Middle-East background
(although Kate Jessica Raphael’s Murder
Under the Bridge is a close second)—is a
big plus. Because let’s face it, Jerusalem is a pretty dangerous
place. Helen herself muses that she is living “in the age of anxiety” where in the
case of every murder, nationalism (Shidlo’s word for terrorism)
can’t be counted out as a motive.

 


“Innumerable such incidents occurred
every day all over the country, but especially in Jerusalem, a city
that, like a huge magnet, drew fanatics of all shapes and tenets to
its folds.”

 


DI Helen Mirkin is given
the case of trying to find out who shot a well-respected
psychologist in the head at point-blank range. The victim—half of a
successful lesbian couple—seemed to have no enemies and many
friends who are outraged “like an
underground volcano rumbling in the earth’s belly”
at her death. But as Helen plods on in her
investigation, she comes across disturbing information concerning
mysterious doings in the hospital in which the victim worked. And
then someone else shows up dead—shot with the same gun.

 


Helen never doubts that she will bring the
criminal to justice, and her no-nonsense, no-stone-left-unturned
manner of investigation leaves the reader no doubt that she will
succeed. The plot, with its various twists and turns, is an
exciting one, and Helen’s perambulations around the Holy City
interesting to those of us who have never been there.

 


Of course,
The Rosebush Murders is
not flawless. For one thing, all of the bad people (and none of the
good ones) are described as somehow unsavory, a well-used but
rather easy writing device. There are a few parts to the climax
that the author doesn’t bother to explain, such as how the murderer
arranged to meet up with the victims. In addition, not only is
Helen not given quite enough backstory, but we end up knowing
almost nothing about her romance partner, Adrienne—not even her
last name.

 


But that which is there is done well, and
far outweighs that which is not. Treat this novel like an exotic
and slightly dangerous vacation. I have given it a solid 4-star
rating.

 


Final Rating:
4


Linda Kay Silva

(see also Alex Westmore)

(1960-)

 


Series: Delta Stevens Mysteries

Main Character: Delta (Storm)
Stevens

Profession: Police Officer

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: 28

Residence: River Valley,
California

Love Interest: Megan Osborne
(ex-prostitute)

Drink of Choice: n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: Connie Rivera (a
co-worker)

Drink of Choice: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Taken by Storm, 1991 (Miles
to Go, 2015)


Storm Shelter, 1993 (Con
Game, 2016)


Weathering the Storm, 1994
(Not
in the Cards, 2016)


Storm Front, 1995 (Taylor
Made, 2016)


Tropical Storm, 1997 (Delta
Force, 2016)


Storm Rising, 2000 (Storm
Surge, 2018


Thunderstorm, 2012
although review copies of this book may have been sent out, I can
find no evidence that it was ever published.)

Discussion:

Sometime around 2015, Silva changed her
writing name to Alex Westmore and brought out an entirely new
edition of the Delta Stevens. Although the characters and
storylines remain the same, the series is now called The Delta
Stevens Crime Logs and all of the current 6 books in the series
have different names, publishers, and covers.

 


A seventh book, Thunderstorm, released
circa 2012, may have had review copies sent out, but as far as I
know, was never actually released. Nor has it been released in the
current incarnation of the series.

 


The author has about 35 novels to her credit,
including a series featuring Echo Branson, but it is in the
paranormal genre featuring beings called supernaturals.

 


The author is proud of the fact that Delta
remains monogamous throughout the series.


Robin Silverman

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Jenna Ross

Profession: Attorney

Type of Mystery:

Age: About 30

Residence: San Francisco, California
(although the story takes place near Miami, Florida)

Love Interest: Adeline (Del) Soto (in
flashback)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Gail Samuels (childhood
friend)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Lemon Reef, 2010 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

The descriptions and reviews of this book
remind me a lot of the excellent She Died Twice, by Jessica
Lauren, that weaves together the past and present of two young
lovers. Lemon Reef is a novel I have not yet read, but
intend to.


Inga Simpson

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Kersten Heller

Profession: Free-lance Historical
Researcher (ex-spy)

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Brisbane, Australia

Love Interest: Toni

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Fatal Development, 2010

Discussion: This novel was, at least
in part, written for the author’s doctoral thesis in 2008, some of
which can be located online. She is also the author or a
thought-provoking article (also part of her doctoral thesis) on sex
and romance in lesbian detective fiction.


Elizabeth Sims

(1957-)

 


Series: Lillian Byrd Crime Stories

Main Character:
Lillian Byrd

Profession:
Free-lance Journalist

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
not given, but probably mid 30s

Residence:
Detroit, Michigan

Love Interest:
Unattached

Titles in This
Series:


Holy Hell,
2002


Damn Straight,
2003 (Lambda Finalist)


Lucky Stiff,
2004


Easy Street,
2005


Left Field, 2014 (Goldie
Winner)

Discussion:

Sims is also the author of the Rita Farmer
mystery series as well as a stand-alone mystery. None, however seem
to be lesbian oriented. Here is my full review of the first novel
in this series.

 



Holy Hell

This is a well-written crime story that will
hook you and pull you out, only to have you slip free and swim away
at the last minute.

 


Lillian Byrd is a likable journalist for a
small newspaper in Detroit—until she gets fired for stabbing the
owner’s son in the butt with an X-acto knife for unwanted fondling.
Too bad, because she was working on two stories: one about a series
of missing women and the other about a recent murder. The murdered
woman was someone she knew—someone, in fact, that she had tried to
pick up in a women’s bar not long before.

 


As you might suspect, this
book is similar to Murder at the
Nightwood Bar, the second in the Kate
Delafield Mystery series in that both are centered on a lesbian
bar. But that’s where the similarity ends. Lillian, after breaking
up with her girlfriend of several years, has been frequenting the
Snapdragon, where she met Jean, a shy, beautiful DJ with many
secrets. After Jean turns up dead, Lillian vows to find her killer
and maybe even tie her in with the missing women. In the process
she meets an investigative crime writer—an Edna Buchanan type—and
the two hit it off, although they have to dodge ultra-butch Lou, a
Snapdragon regular who is obsessed with Lillian, Bucky the
newspaper owner's son, who is looking for revenge after having
stitches in his ass, and, of course, the killer.

 


An unusual facet of this book is that we’re
all pretty sure who to blame the crime on halfway through the book.
The other half deals with Lillian trying to convince the police by
turning up hard evidence and to find it she has to . . .Well, let's
just say that this is a very exciting book replete with guns and
kidnappings and even a hint of necrophilia.

 


But that hint maybe should
have been a warning that the book was about to go off the deep end.
The solution to the mystery is far-fetched to say the least and
relies on a motif that too many writers fallen back on; blaming a
deity for the killings; as in “God told me to do it.” How many is
that now in the last dozen or books I have read, hmm? Well, Ellen
Hart’s Hallowed Murder
for one. And what about Penny Mickelbury’s
Keeping Secrets? There must be more, but should be less. I liked Lillian. I
also liked her crime writer friend and even the extremely odd
ex-undertaker, but the book reads like the author concocted a fine
tale and then realized—way too late—that she didn't know how to end
it. It would be interesting to read the second book in the series
just to see if she solves this literary problem the next time
around.

 


Final Rating:
3


Maria Siopis

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Fiona Sapiro

Profession: Head of New York Special
Forces

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Sophie Andrews (police
detective)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


The Device, 2019

Discussion:

Another borderline thriller featuring the
search for a serial killer. Oh boy.


Sam Skyborne

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Toni Mendez

Main Character: Toni Mendez

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-cop)

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book:

Residence: London, England

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Lizebeth Du Cannon

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


RISK, 2017


Alice, 2018

Discussion:

Sam Skyborne is the pseudonym of Wollie Boehm.
Toni seems to be straight at the beginning of book.1. Book 2 is set
in South Africa, the author’s native country. The books feature
several erotic scenes. Skyborne describes her work as
“It is not strictly a 'series' but more a
fictional multi-verse, where the characters exist and participate
across a number of different novels, often spanning a number of
different genre stories.” I kind of like this, as it shows
that the author has her own creative universe.


Jennis Slaughter

(1958-)

 


Series: Rae and Delaney Series

Main Character: Delaney Delacroix

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Raelin Montrose
(wiccan)

Pet: A cat named Rori

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:

Insight, 2014


Intuition, 2013


Instinct, 2015

Discussion:

There is some slight
confusion about the order in which these were published. I suspect
that Instinct may have been briefly released at
the end of 2013. These may have elements of the
paranormal. Note
that Barbara Winkes also has a series of books whose titles all
begin with the letter I.

 



Adrian J. Smith

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1: Spirit of Grace Series

Main Character: Grace Halling

Profession: Sheriff’s Deputy

Type of Mystery: Procedural

Age in First Book: Not given

Residence: Not given

Love Interest: Anya Stone (police
chaplain)

Drink of Choice: Orange Juice

Pet: None


For by Grace, 2014


Fallen from Grace, 2015


Grace Through Redemption,
2015

Discussion:

Technically, the first book does not qualify
as a Lesbian Mystery because Grace does not solve, or even look
into, a mystery. The book is more about the change she feels after
she is shot at for the first time—a change that threatens her
career.. The next two books in the series do seem to have Grace
actually looking into a crime or two.

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
Missing Persons

Main Character:
Grace Halling

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Procedural

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
n/a

Love Interest:
Anya Stone (police chaplain)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


Lost and Forsaken, 2016


Broken and Weary, 2021


Young and Old, 2022


Alone & Lonely, 2022

Discussion:

This series is a sequel to
Smith’s earlier Spirit of Grace series, In this one, Grace Halling
has been promoted to Detective and transferred to the Missing
Persons unit.


Courtney Smyth

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Mallory, Cornelia, Diana

Profession:
Various

Type of Mystery:
Occult / Serial Killer

Age in First
Book:

Residence:
Wrackton

Love Interest:

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Undetectables, 2023

Discussion:

A witch detective agency. So, plenty of
paranormal and fantasy.


B.P. Smythe

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Mavis Bone

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age: 40

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Mavis Bone and the Fledgling
Killer, 2021

Discussion:

According to the author’s
introduction to this book, Mavis Bone is a transplanted Australian
private detective. She is a racist and a cocaine addict who killed
both her husband and her parents. Her secretary, 48-year-old
Gertrude Stick, is a Nazi admirer who sleeps with pillows featuring
the faces of Hitler and other German officials.

 



Alison R. Solomon

(Dates not available)

 


Series: The Gulfport Mysteries

Main Character:
Wynn Larimer

Profession:
Jewelry maker

Type of Mystery:
Psychological

Age: 59

Residence:
Fictional Jade County, near the west coast of
Florida

Love Interest:
Barker (43, a social worker)

Pet: Queen, a Miniature Schnauzer and Latifah, a
Labrador

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Along Came the Rain, 2016

Devoted,
2017


Timing Is Everything,
2018


Before She Left, 2020

Discussion:

The Gulfport Mysteries are
a series of stand-alone novels set in the same locality. John
Nichols’ New Mexico Trilogy and P.V. LeForge’s North Florida
Trilogy come to mind. Although each book has a different
protagonist—all of whom solve mysteries—characters from one book
may make an appearance in others. I read an early review copy
of Along Came the Rain, which was
kindly provided in ebook form by the author in August, 2016. The
author has edited it and made some changes since then, but my
review should still give you a good idea about the book.

 



Along Came the Rain

Many factors are
considered in reviewing books, but here are two that I consider
highly. First, is the subject matter important? Two shining
examples of important books are Katherine V. Forrest’s
The Beverly Malibu, which goes into detail about how the McCarthy Era ruined
the lives of so many people in the 1950s, and
The Torrid Zone, which, more than any other lesbian mystery novel,
chronicles the Wimmen’s Land Movement of the 1970s. Both should be
in any Top 20 list of lesbian mysteries. Bottom line; if the book
has an important subject, add from half a point to a full point to
your rating.

 


The second important
consideration is spectacular writing. While very few lesbian
mystery writers use much poetic language (Iza Moreau and Dorothy
Porter come to mind), several have spectacular point-of-view
protagonists (Kate Allen, Nikki Baker, Peta Fox, to name a few).
Bottom line again, but different. If a book does
not do
something special with language or technique,
subtract a
small percentage point from the total rating score.

 


First-time novelist
Allison R. Solomon’s Along Came the
Rain passes the first test in spades.
Her portrait of a burned-out social worker takes the reader into
the homes of foster parents and abused children, giving us a candid
and appalling glimpse into things that real social workers have to
deal with every day. Social workers have incredibly important and
stressful jobs and Solomon’s tip of the hat is both needed and
welcome. Likewise, the author gives us her insight into the
interesting and unusual topic of memory loss and how it affects not
only us but our loved ones.

 


As far as the writing goes—well it is as
good as most, but not extraordinary. Yet Solomon takes the kind of
chances I expect only from flashier, more experienced literary
novelists. For instance, in the first half of the book she does a
brilliant job of mixing three different first-person-present points
of view. And all three voices are very different, defining three
very diverse characters. The only problem I have is that she alters
the chronological time signatures of each of the chapters so that
the reader is sometimes confused, not so much about what is
happening, but why it is happening out of order. I suspect that the
author wanted to start the novel with a bang when the bang actually
happened—timewise—later on in the book.

 


Wynn Larimer seems to be
having memory problems, but when she is arrested for kidnapping,
she begins to wonder if she has completely lost it. As far as she
can remember, she never saw the two 15-year-old girls that have
gone missing. Her long-time partner, Barker, gets her a lawyer, but
even she suspects that Wynn’s memory problems have become serious.
But unknown to Barker, Wynn has decided to clear her own name by
investigating the girls’ disappearance herself. So, aside from a
couple of hard-to-believe scenarios, the first half of the
Along Came the Rain, deserves a solid 4 rating, if not higher.

The second half doesn’t fare as
well. First, we lose the flowing three-part point of view for a
more chaotic narration and we quickly find that things are not what
they have seemed. Mild characters become
sinister, confused ones become logical, and logical ones turn out
to be insane, the crime becomes not-a-crime. In fact, the entire
narration becomes suspect.

Okay, I get it; the new unstructured narration
mirrors the chaos that is going on in the minds of the characters.
But that doesn’t mean that we have to necessarily like it. I was
excited about the first half of the book, but when I realized where
it was heading—that a major plot twist was going to change the
course of the novel—I lost most of my interest.

Instead of a well-written novel with a hint of the
literary, I felt like I had been manipulated toward an awkward and
inferior conclusion. And sure, we are manipulated by every author
in every book we read, and I realize that the story was a difficult
one to find a suitable ending for, but still, I felt let down.

Those who get their kicks from
twisty plots will find something to like here; those who don't;
well, you can't please everybody. All in all,
Along Came the Rain is a worthy effort and I hope that Solomon continues her
promising writing career. She writes well and she has important
issues to discuss.

 


Final Rating: 3.2


Alex Spear

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Virginie Harper

Profession: n/a

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Felix

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Restraint, 2018

Discussion: Alex Spear is British. She
has two other novels that do not seem to be mysteries.


Stephen Spotswood

(1978-)

 


Series: Pentecost and Parker
Mysteries

Main Character: Willowjean (Will)
Parker

Profession: Private Investigator
(ex-circus performer)

Type of Mystery: Historical /
Whodunnit

Age in First Book: 23

Residence: Brooklyn, New York

Love Interest: Becca Collins (20,
socialite)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Water

Best Friend: Lillian Pentecost ( about
45, private eye

Heat Index: 0.5

Romance Index: 2

Titles in This Series:


Fortune Favors the Dead, 2020
(Lambda Finalist)


Murder Under Her Skin, 2021
(Lambda Finalist)


Secrets Typed in Blood,
2022


Murder Crossed Her Mind,
2023

Discussion:

The series takes place in the 1940s and the
bisexual main character, Will Parker, once worked as a knife
thrower in a circus. Her boss, Lillian Pentecost, is a famous
detective suffering from MS, which hampers her mobility. Will
serves Lillian much like Archie Goodwin serves Nero Wolfe. Like
Kristen Lepionka, Spotswood has a mainstream publisher. I listened
to the audio versions of the first two novels read by Kirsten
Potter.

 



Fortune Favors the Dead

Even without knowing that this book won the
Nero Award, it’s hard not to make the connection between this
series and Rex Stout’s Nero Wolfe mysteries. Willowjean (Will)
Parker functions as Lillian Pentecost’s Archie Goodwin. Like the
Stout characters, they live in a luxurious brownstone apartment in
New York in the 1940s. Will does much of the interviewing, later
relating in detail what she has learned. Although Lillian is not a
housebound orchid breeder like Wolfe, an advancing case of Multiple
Sclerosis hampers her ability to travel. There are other
similarities as well.

 


The first book in the series is a locked-room
mystery. A woman is found murdered in her late husband’s
study—bludgeoned to death with a crystal ball recently used in a
séance. All windows are barred and the door can only be locked from
the inside. The woman’s family hires famous detective Lillian
Pentecost to solve the case. Is the murderer one of the family who
stands to inherit her money? Or someone at the company that she was
the major stockholder in? Will hopes it isn’t the woman’s daughter,
Becca: she’s cute as hell, but has secrets.

 


Will’s POV voice reminds me a little more of
Erik Schubach’s Finn May than Rex Stout’s Archie Goodwin, but all
three are interesting narrators that move the story along. The plot
of the novel is intricate, the investigation interesting, and the
solution fairly unexpected with a couple of twists along the
way.

 


High marks for twisting Rex Stout’s iconic
Nero Wolfe series into a Sapphic, feminist one. But maybe take some
tenths off for the same reason—original characters are more
commendable than characters obviously based on others, no matter
how small or subtle the transformation. But although this book
doesn’t seem to break any new ground, I would recommend it to just
about any lesbian mystery reader as a fast-paced, easy, and likable
read.

 


Final Rating: 3.9

 



Murder Under Her Skin

Several months have passed since the events
in book 1 and it is now August, 1946. Our protagonist, Will Parker,
has learned that one of her ex-colleagues at the circus has been
killed and that another has been charged with her murder. The
accused is a Russian ex-pat who once taught Will the art of knife
throwing. The victim was a tattooed woman who Will once had a crush
on, so the crime is a very personal one to Will.

 


The solution involves hours of interviews—by
both Will and her famous detective boss Lillian Pentecost, whose
philosophy is that the more you know about a victim, the more
knowledge you have about who might want to harm her.

 


The location of the traveling circus is a
small town in Virginia—the same town that the victim grew up in and
disappeared from over 15 years earlier. So the suspects are many,
both townies from her past and co-workers from the circus. And
indeed, it’s a fine mystery—better than the first in the series.
The prose is very well done, too, with the author—through
Will—coming up with simile after simile, and all of them
appropriate.

 


And everybody loves the atmosphere of a
circus—the tents, the high wires, the scent of elephant manure, the
cotton candy, and the wild variety of characters. Spotswood writes
of circus life very convincingly. The circus family ties in nicely
with the idea of family in the victim's own early life as well as
snippets from Will's and Lillian's family backgrounds.

 


As in book 1, the author should be thanked
for putting a spotlight on Multiple Sclerosis, the gradually
debilitating disease from which Lillian Pentecost suffers.

 


A couple of quibbles, though. The ending is
not necessarily rushed, but seems crammed with too much information
to really take in all at once. And with a couple of
not-so-believable episodes—like Will chasing a murderer barefoot
through a newly mowed cornfield at night, or chasing him again with
new stitches in the bottom of her foot—I would say that the novel
stumbles to its conclusion.

 


A couple more additions for special readers,
neither of which affect my rating. First, this novel is rated as a
mystery only—not a lesbian mystery. In this novel, Will—although
referring to earlier romantic adventures with women—has a brief
romance and one-night stand with a man. Second, the reader of the
audiobook I listened to, although very good overall, was kind of
over the top snide with Will’s voice, making it more difficult to
like her than it should have been.

 


Final Rating: 4.1


Deni Starr

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone
novel

Main Character: Billie Jean (BJ)
McKay

Profession: Ex-Con

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Ocean City, Oregon

Love Interest:

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Murder By The Sea, 2020

Discussion: When CJ McKay gets out of
prison, she finds out that her sister has been murdered. She
decides to investigate.


Ursula Steck

(1964-)

 


Series: Anna Spring Mysteries

Main Character:
Anna Spring

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex security guard,
geneticist)

Type of Mystery:
Medical Suspense

Age in First Book:
34

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Midori (Mido) James (advertising
writer)

Drink of Choice:

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Next World,
2005


Laura's War,
2007 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Ursula Steck has written several other
novels in German. Here is my full review of the first novel she has
written in English.

 



The Next World

Anna Spring has left her highly specialized
job as a geneticist in Germany to come to San Francisco and start a
new life. We don’t really know why at this point, but we do know
that she takes the first job she is offered—security guard for a
pier—and seems content with her life. That is until a man she has
gotten to know is killed by a hit-and-run driver. Then one of the
man’s co-workers—a woman that Anna has talked to only once but has
developed a crush on—disappears. So Anna investigates.

 


None of the above is believable, at least to
me, so it would have been difficult indeed to win me over later. In
fact, this was one of those books where you plod through and seem
to be no closer to the ending. Interminable is a word that comes to
mind. Anna continually places herself in mortal danger for the sake
of a man she saw only occasionally on her work breaks and a woman
she has talked to once. Walk away, Anna, walk away.

 


Things become no more
believable when an important clue depends on whether Anna happens
to be German. The entire story, in fact, hinges on whether Anna was
once a geneticist and is able to interpret important technical
medical data. Is this likely? That’s for you to determine.
Actually, it’s not; it’s for me to determine and I say
hogwash. Things might have been different if Anna had started out
as a Private Investigator and was hired to find her friend’s
killer. Or if she had made her friendships more detailed, her
motivations more believable.

 


Although Steck credits her Bella Books
editor with superhuman feats of editorial skill—including taking
out her “Germanisms” (Steck herself is German)—the book reads kind
of robotic—totally unlike the more human Naiad characters, for
instance, whose back list Bella has subsumed.

 


Toward the end of the book, the author’s
description of the genetics involved in human cloning make
interesting reading, but by this time Steck has already left the
reader pawing through her bookshelf, looking for something more
palatable.

 


Final Rating:
1.9


Karelia Stetz-Waters

(1976-)

 


Series: Ivers and Wilson

Main Character: Helen Ivers

Profession: College President

Type of Mystery:

Age in first book:

Residence: Pitcock

Love Interest: Adair Merrill Wilson
(college drama professor)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


The Admirer, 2013 previously self-published under
title Dysphoria


The Purveyor, 2014

Discussion:

These seem to be psychological
mastery/thrillers with a lot of grit. Book 1 is mostly from the
point of view of Helen; book 2 is mostly Adair.


Samuel M. Steward

(1909-1993)

 


Series: Gertrude Stein-Alice B. Toklas Mysteries

Main Character:
Gertrude Stein / Alice B. Toklas

Profession:
Writer / Companion

Type of Mystery:
Literary Cozy

Age in First Book:
63/60

Residence:
Bilignin and Paris, France

Love Interest:
Each Other

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: They have two dogs, Basket and Pepe

Best Friend:
John (Johnny jump up) McAndrew (gay college
professor)

Heat Index:
0 (although there are a couple of after-sex m/m)
scenes in book 2)

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


Murder Is Murder Is
Murder,
1985


Caravaggio Shawl, 1989

Discussion:

Steward had an incredibly
interesting and varied life. Not only was he an early writer of gay
erotica, but knew Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas as well as
others in their circle. He later became the official tattoo artist
for Hell's Angels. The back cover blurb of the second book stated
that Steward was working on the two final books of the series, but
evidently he never finished either of them. Here is my full review
of both novels in this series.

 



Murder Is Murder Is Murder

It is actually Alice who
is the chief mover in this story and it is told mostly from her
point of view. She is described as intelligent, down-to-earth, and
resourceful. Gertrude, on the other hand, is a petulant and mostly
in Alice’s way, not that Alice minds. After all, Gertrude is the
famous one, the one that celebrities from all over the world come
to see. But actually being the one in charge—even though few people
realize it—gives Alice her own importance.

 


The story begins in
Stein’s country residence in 1937 and the mystery is a simple one.
Alice sees the father of their gardener confronting an unpleasant
farmer while the latter is plowing. She goes into the house to tell
Gertrude of the altercation, but when the two get back to the
garden, only the farmer is still in sight, plowing as before. But
their gardener’s father does not return home that night—or the
next.

 


Whether the man has been
killed or not, and by whom, is not as important as the characters,
the style, the milieu, and the conversations. What we see are a
couple of sixtyish busybodies who just happen to be literary icons.
Gertrude seems to be more worried about her dogs and what Alice is
preparing her to eat than she does about writing. Just two fairly
normal elderly women living as best they can and looking for
adventure when they can find it. The language is unusual although,
not being a Stein scholar, I’m not sure whether Steward—who was a
friend of Stein and Toklas—is trying to imitate her or not.
Certainly, though, we see Gertrude through her own
conversation—slangier than the more proper Alice, who tells her
“Vulgarity is for others.”

 


As you might expect, this
book is a little more literary than most, with a good bit of
namedropping (Hemingway, Picasso, etc.).Steward’s style is spare,
almost clunky, but obviously deliberate. It is a welcome change
from the melodrama of many mysteries. Both Gertrude and Alice have
sharp minds and come to the solution of the mystery at the same
time. Interestingly, the actual solution seems pulled directly from
the 1939 Nancy Drew movie, “Nancy Drew, Trouble Shooter,” starring
Bonita Granville. Check it out. It is an original screenplay that
was not based on any of the books.

 


Although the entire book
is kind of odd, Steward makes a chronological gaffe that defies
belief. He has one of his characters talk about his use of a
coin-operated photocopier—the invention of which was still decades
away. It is almost as if he was daring his editor to find the
anomaly or that he put in the reference as some kind of in joke. Or
maybe that’s the real mystery.

 


High marks for originality
and for recreating a milieu that was so important to literature.
For reintroducing us to characters that make us want to leave our
chairs and check out The Autobiography
of Alice B. Toklas or
Tender Buttons from the library. And in the unlikely event that the library
has the other book in this series, I will gladly read it,
too.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



Caravaggio Shawl

The second book in the
series finds Gertrude and Alice back in Paris, delighted to view a
newly discovered Caravaggio painting in the Louvre. But when Alice
goes back the next day to match a piece of yarn with a specific
color on the painting, she is surprised to find that some of the
paint is still wet. A forgery! Then, (horrors!) she finds the body
of a murdered guard. And Gertrude, of course, when told about the
discoveries, will not rest until they get to the bottom of the
crimes.

 


Gertrude is as nosey and
irascible as ever while Alice is calm and dependable. But it is
Steward himself that kind of takes over the novel. An odd sort of
Renaissance man (he was a college professor, novelist, essayist,
sexologist, and tattoo artist), Steward’s personality—and his
personal devotion to the two women he writes about—comes out on
almost every page. I often imagined him scratching out words on a
piece of paper as he fondly looked back to that time in his life in
Paris with his two friends. He even writes himself into the book in
the character of Johnny jump up, a young visitor from Chicago who
becomes Gertrude’s and Alice’s “leg man” in their search for the
killer. An oddity in a lesbian mystery, Johnny’s leg work sometimes
takes him into the bedroom as he woos various suspects—all male—in
the hope that they will give him information during “pillow
talk.”

 


Although most of the
chapters focus on Alice—and show us her voice in a limited
third-person style—an entire chapter, cleverly entitled Kayaking up
the Medulla Oblongata, consists of Gertrude’s unpunctuated stream
of consciousness thoughts as she walks her dogs. Other chapters
feature Johnny and his flings. There is even a chapter where Johnny
describes his latest conquest through the words of at least a dozen
other writers, few of which (alas) I recognized. It is a really fun
book with more than a few insights into members of the artistic
community (Hemingway receives absolutely no love from Steward) and
gems of wisdom from both Alice and Gertrude. Gertrude, on
knowledge:”It’s what you learn after
you know a little that counts a lot.”

 


It probably doesn’t earn
the highest rating as a lesbian mystery, but as a fun piece of
literary entertainment, I’ll give it a solid 4 stars.

 


Note: I read the first
Alyson printing of this novel, printer errors and all.

 


Final Rating:
4


Olivia Stowe

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Charlotte Diamond
Mysteries

Main Character: Charlotte Diamond

Profession: Retired FBI Agent

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Hopewell, Maryland

Love Interest: Brenda Boynton (movie
star)

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:

Although Stowe has a number of published works, none
are long enough to qualify for inclusion here. Nor are the titles
listed in the master list of authors in the appendix.

Discussion:

Olivia Stowe is the pseudonym of an author
who I have not yet identified. None of the current Charlotte
Diamond books are full-length novels (most are in the 35,000-word
range), so they are not appropriate for discussion in this book.
Charlotte is also an FBI agent, which disqualifies her, although
most of the books seem to deal with solving common mysteries rather
than world-saving ones. Feel free to read them on your own,
however.


Felicia Strobe

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Trish Grayson Mysteries

Main Character: Trish Grayson

Profession: Homicide Detective

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: Not given

Residence: Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest: Daisy Rodriguez
(homicide detective, age not given)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: Not given

Best Friend: Not given

Heat Index: 2.5

Romance Index: 1.5

Title:


Badge of Honor, 2016

Discussion:

Although all 3 titles
included in this book—Caught
in the Crosshairs, 
Speak of the Devil,
and 
We Are Your Sons, We Are Your
Husbands—were released separately, I am only counting it as single
volume They are certainly closer to short stories than to
novellas. The series title is my own. The author lists them
as “Lesbian Detective Mystery Thriller Trilogy” or “Lesbian Cop
Romance Fiction, the Trilogy.” I read the ebook version of this
book that was available in August, 2022.

 



Badge of Honor

The three stories in this series are not only
short in length; they are short on description, characterization,
backstory, lead-up, and pretty much everything else that makes up
good fiction.

Plot: Against her will, rookie Detective
Trish Grayson is teamed up with veteran Daisy Rodriguez, who she
initially does not respect and who certainly seems to have no
qualms about ignoring her. It isn’t a question of whether they will
get together, but on which of the first several pages it will
happen. But I’m not going to give any spoilers.

 


Plusses? Well, the point of view is
consistent and there is a fairly hot sex scene in story 3. And the
murders—all involve serial killers—are as grisly and gruesome as
they come. If you like that sort of thing.

 


Story 3 (whose title is a quote from Ted
Bundy) is longer and a little more detailed than the first 2 but
also more flawed and improbable. I wanted to up the rating a
little, but just couldn’t.

 


Final Rating: 1.5

 



Penny Sumner

(1955-)

 


Series: Victoria Cross Mysteries

Main Character:
Victoria (Tor) Cross

Profession:
Archivist, Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
31

Residence:
Oxford, England

Love Interest:
April Tate

Drink of
Choice:

Pet: None

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


The End of April, 1992


Crosswords,
1994

Discussion:

Penny Sumner is the
pseudonym of Penny Smith, who was born in Australia and moved to
England to do postgraduate work at Oxford University. Here is my
full review of both books in the Victoria Cross series.

 



The End of April

Tor Cross is a special kind
of P.I.: one who is trained to authenticate and preserve documents.
Her great aunt hires her, ostensibly to validate the authenticity
of handwritten Victorian-era erotica. In reality, however, she
wants her to investigate a series of threatening messages received
by a law student at Oxford—a beautiful law student, named April
Tate. But April dismisses the threats and Tor has to go into
overdrive to make sure that April’s complacence doesn't get her
killed.

 


The setting conjures up
Dorothy L. Sayers’ Gaudy
Night. In fact, one of the characters
even mentions it. But it also brings to mind other books in this
side-genre of lesbian mysteries: murders in the halls of academia.
A few come to mind: Report for
Murder by Val McDermid,
Angel Food and Devil Dogs
by Liz Bradbury, Hallowed Murder by Ellen
Hart, or even Agenda for Murder by Joan
Albarella. I happen to like this motif; the educational settings
seem to give the books a grounding in the literary.

 


The End of
April is not constructed like many
other lesbian mysteries in that Tor gets the girl right
away—without having to wait until near the end of the book. And
unlike the relationships in some books—in Stoner McTavish, for
instance—the attraction between the two women is easy to
understand. Both Tor and April are intelligent, outgoing, and
immersed in their own special talents. It is a rather spare,
easy-to-read novel and because Tor is likable, her first-person
narration makes the novel smooth and enjoyable. The writing is
always adequate, but in places—like when Tor thinks she has lost
April for good and waxes poetic about love—it is both exquisite and
wise.

 


Like in many mystery
novels, though, it is a chore to remember the actual perpetrator
even a day or two after finishing the book. This seems to indicate
that the criminal was not really a major character. That’s all
right; I don’t believe that the criminal even has to be part of the
story at all. What I argue with is that, being present, the
criminal should be memorable. Another small peeve is that Tor’s job
transcribing Victorian-era porn goes no further than that. The
job—or the author of the manuscript she is transcribing—are only
lightly described. It is not impossible that Sarah Waters, in her
dazzling Fingersmith, took it upon
herself to finish what Sumner started. Kudos to Waters but not to
Sumner.

 


Give this one somewhere
between 3 and 4 stars and add it to the burgeoning list of
mysteries set in academic surroundings. There are only two books in
this series and I intend to read the second. The first succeeded on
a lot of levels. Maybe the second will succeed on the
others.

 


Final Rating: 3.6

 



Crosswords

In this second and last book in the Victoria
Cross series, Tor has evidently finished transcribing her aunt’s
Victorian erotica and gone back to her job as private investigator
in London. This is disappointing on a couple of levels, at least
for me. I enjoyed the academic setting of the first novel and I was
intrigued by the work she was doing for her aunt. But for every
minus there is a plus.

 


Tor is hired by a nightclub owner to locate
a valuable Chinese vase, which was stolen a quarter of a century
before—before she knew its true value. Luckily, the client knows
who stole it, so all Tor has to do is track him down. But nothing
is ever that simple, is it? By the time the story comes to its
conclusion, Tor has had to delve into the gangland nightclub scene
of the late 1960s, when celebrities and mobsters rubbed elbows and
when murder was just part of the business.

 


Tor works for an agency
and is assigned work by an office manager. This is decidedly
different from most other P.I. books I have read. Not only does she
have to run herself ragged tracking down criminals, but also has to
do everyday stuff like serve summonses or sit in her office and
take statements from witnesses. Even the most mundane work is more
interesting to Tor than being the archivist she was trained as. I
also liked the pace of the plot, which was meandering but not
tortuous. Tor has to decide which witness was telling the truth and
which was lying (“I’m used to my
clients lying to me,” she says.). She
manages to get just enough from each new witness to find the
next—and the next.

 


Tor’s relationship with April is in
jeopardy—as are most relationships in this genre. They are planning
to move in together, but April becomes standoffish when Tor
continually exposes herself to danger. This is old stuff and not
done very well. In fact, April is almost a non-character, which is
too bad because she showed some promise in the first book. The book
also suffers from an overabundance of seemingly unnecessary word
play. “Victoria Cross” is a medal for bravery, “Torcross” is a
village in England, Tor is hired by Bryton Rocke, who lives in
Brighton. There are also references to the title in the crosswords
that a couple of the characters in the book enjoy—and in the angry
conversations, and in the way that some of the suspects try to
cross Tor up with their lies. Or in every speech that Ms. Cross
makes. Enough.

 


With its flaws and its disappointments, the
mystery itself and its resolution bring this book into the 3+
range—better than many, but certainly not as good as it could have
been.

 


Note: I read the first—and
probably the only—printing of this book, which was published by
Naiad.

 


Final Rating: 3.3


Kate Sweeney

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Kate Ryan Mysteries

Main Character:
Kate Ryan

Profession:
Photographer (ex-P.I.)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
43

Residence:
Chicago, Illinois

Love Interest:
Margaret (Maggie) Winfield (medical
student)

Drink of
Choice:

Pet: A dog named Chance, that figures in the plot.

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:

She Waits, 2006


A Nice Clean Murder, 2005


The Trouble with
Murder,
2008 (Goldie Winner)


Who'll Be Dead For
Christmas?,
2009 (Goldie Winner)


Of Course It's Murder, 2010 (Goldie
Winner)


What Happened in
Malinmore,
2011 (Goldie Finalist)


A Near Myth Murder, 2012


It's Not Always
Murder,
2013


Recalculated Murder, 2014


Dead in the
Water,
2015 (ebook only)


Married to Mayhem, 2015 (ebook only)


It's Murder, Dude, 2017


Stranger Than
Murder, 2018

Discussion:

Odd that the second book in the series seems
to have been published before the first.

 


She Waits

In the one of the opening scenes,
photographer Kate Ryan is driving through a small town in Illinois,
thinking that she may stop by and talk to a young woman that, rumor
has it, may need some help. As she enters the city, her car is
nearly blindsided by that very same young woman—Maggie Winfield—who
is for some reason racing a wild black horse on the paved street.
Kate swerves in time, but the horse shies and the woman takes a
tumble. Somehow the young woman’s aunt arrives at the scene almost
immediately, calls for someone to bring a trailer for the horse,
and invites Kate to her house for tea (leaving her car, seemingly,
on the side of the road). In other words, there are so many
coincidences, implausibilities, and just plain poor authorial
decisions that I wouldn't have blamed myself if I had put the book
down right away as a bad idea. So why didn't I?

 


Well, besides the fact
that I paid money for the book and that it is kind of my job to
write as many full reviews as I can, I admit that I was caught up
by the characters, the setting, and the tone of the writing. I was
also intrigued that the main character was an ex-private investigator. But am I
glad I continued? No.

 


Yes, I’ll admit I did like the characters
and the atmosphere of the book. The mystery was tantalizing, too,
as was Kate’s determination to get to the bottom of
things—including the 20-year-old murder of Maggie’s mother. But
when important evidence turns up, it is Kate’s dog that turns it
up. And worse than that; the dog was told where to dig for the
evidence by the murdered woman’s ghost. Talk about being
disappointed!

 


From there on out, everything is just as
implausible as the first scene. I mean, why did the killer bury the
evidence in the first place? Maggie Winfield looks and acts 20, but
turns out to be 34—old enough that Kate can’t be called a cradle
robber. That is, if Kate ever made a move on her, which she didn't
(I expect that and other lose ends to be tied up in the second
book). Other quibbles. The author uses “her eyes got as big as
saucers” no fewer than three times and almost every epithet (and
there are a lot of them) is either Christ! or Jesus! Besides that,
there is a major relationship thread involving a misunderstanding
between Kate and her former lover that just makes no sense (I read
the paperback so maybe she fixed it in the ebook). I mean, does her
publisher employ an editor?

 


Sweeney is a prolific author who has written
9 books in this series in 8 years. Some of these books can be found
frequently on the Amazon Top 100 LGBT Mystery list. Based on this
book, it’s hard to figure out why unless she is getting some
crossovers from the Gothic crowd, who have no trouble when the
solution is handed to the protagonist by a ghost. This actually won
a Lambda award for best debut author, but that speaks poorly for
the award. In later volumes, Kate and two friends open a detective
agency. Perhaps these books are better.

 


Final Rating:
1


Therese Szymanski

(1968-)

 


Series: Brett Higgins Motor City Thrillers

Main Character:
Brett Higgins

Profession:
Manager of Adult Businesses

Type of Mystery:
Thriller

Age in First Book:
23-28

Residence:
Detroit, Michigan

Love Interest:
Allison (Allie) Sullivan (police officer)
(17-22)

Drink of Choice:
Glenfiddich Scotch

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
5

Romance Index:
2.5

Titles in This
Series:


When the Dancing
Stops,
1997


When the Dead Speak, 1998


When Some Body
Disappears,
1999


When Evil Changes
Face,
2000 (Lambda Finalist)


When Good Girls Go Bad, 2001


When the Corpse Lies, 2004


When First We
Practice,
2005


When It's All
Relative,
2008


When Shadows Turned to Night: The Motor City
Thriller Series Finale, 2010

Discussion:

I read the first Naiad
printing of this book, which was later reprinted by Bella—which
lists it as having 100 fewer pages. The first three books in this
series—all originally published by Naiad--are labeled The Brett
Higgins Mysteries. The remainder of the series are called The Motor
City Thrillers. Go figure. At 29, Szymanski was younger than most
lesbian mystery authors publishing a first novel.

 



When the Dancing Stops

This is advertised as a different kind of
lesbian mystery, and it is. Then again, most of them are different
kinds. Brett Higgins is a young woman from the wrong side of the
river in Detroit, who manages to work her way up to becoming the
manager of a sleazy porn operation that has sidelines in drugs, lap
dancing, and intimidation. She is as butch as they come, and
fearless. She also has a taste for 17-year-old baby dykes.

 


If Brett doesn't seem like a very
sympathetic character it’s because she isn't. And if the setting
seems gritty and unappealing, it’s because it is. It’s hard not to
get the feeling that Szymanski is making it as difficult as she can
for the reader to like Brett and her job—and also that she seems to
enjoy making the reader squirm. Well, an old professor of mine once
told me that just because a certain book might not be to your
liking doesn't mean it’s not good. I've never quite agreed, but in
this case, she might have a point.

 


For one thing, the author’s use of roving
third-person point of view is one of the best I have seen—it may
even be considered omniscient, which is the hardest POV to work
with. The reader may experience what is going through the minds of
several characters, but you are never confused about who is
thinking. She also limits herself to the points of view of only the
important characters—which might seem a no-brainer, but evidently
is not. The book is tough and honest and gives us a view of a world
we rarely see in lesbian mysteries—or anywhere.

 


The problem is, though, I just don’t like
Brett Higgins. The fact that she can get any lover she desires irks
me, but I know enough about human nature to realize that this is
not even that implausible. Many of my friends have gone off with
people that I can’t for the life of me respect. It happens. But
when she gets the hots for Allie Sullivan I can only watch with
dismay, because Allie is one of the only halfway sympathetic
characters in the book. I watch the relationship unfold with the
eyes of a disapproving mother.

 


The book has twist after twist and a fairly
surprising ending. Yet the climactic scene is not rendered very
clearly and is improbable and forced. Yet none of this really
matters—most denouements in mysteries are implausible, and we know
which way this one is going to go anyway, even if the author has to
transform the personalities of all the main characters midway
through the book for it to happen. Everybody ends up questioning
their life choices at the same time. Well, call it growth if you
like.

 


As an intellectual, I would give this book a
3.5 or a little higher. As a reader, less than 3. As Allie’s
mother, I am going to have to call my lawyer and have a new will
drawn up. I’m sure it would be interesting to see if the book has
changed much since it was published by Bella, and to see how Brett
fares in the next book under different circumstances. But I fear I
am going to have to learn these things second hand.

 


Final Rating:
3


Carsen Taite

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Characters:
Claire Hanlon / Riley Flynn

Profession:
Police Detective / Artist

Type of Mystery:
Police Procedural, Serial Killer

Age: n/a

Residence:
Dallas, Texas

Love Interest:
Each other

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:

Drawn, 2020

Other Lesbian Mystery:


Perilous Obsession,
2022

Discussion:

Taite has written a ton of books that are
borderline Lesbian Mysteries, but more properly placed into the
Crime Fiction or Romantic Suspense category. This one is, too, but
it is about a detective who attempts to solve a mstery. Feel free
to read them all and let me know.


Mariko Tamaki

(1975-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Georgia

Profession:
Student

Type of Mystery:
n/a

Age in First Book:
Teens

Residence:
n/a

Love Interest:
Carrie

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles:

Cold, 2022

Discussion:

There is a dose of the
paranormal in this Young Adult novel because one of the two
alternating point-of-view characters is a ghost. The other is
mixed-race-Asian. The author is Canadian and is also the author of
a n umber of graphic novels.


Jay Taverner

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Scotty Scott

Profession:
Software Designer

Type of Mystery:
Historical

Age: 37

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Helen Mitchell (librarian, no age
given)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Kate (No last name given, straight
homemaker)

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
2.5

Title:


Something Wicked,
2002

Discussion:

Jay Taverner is the
pseudonym of Jacky Bratton and Jane Traies (both probably in their
seventies), a lesbian partnership. Both are university professors
in Great Britain. Both are also widely published separately and
interesting as individuals. Traies, for instance, received her PhD
after turning 70. I read what is probably the first Onlywomen
printing of this novel.

 



Something Wicked

I make notes as I read,
and I find that the less I like a book, the more notes I take. I
guess it is easier to write about a book’s failings than simply to
list where it didn’t fail or, more rarely, gush about certain
wonderful things that an author does. I made a lot of notes about
this book and, no, I don’t think it was very good. But aspects of
it bear careful discussion.

 


The gist of the book is
that Scotty (whose real first name is never given) has just been
dumped by her long-time girlfriend, who has left her for a “Real
Man.” She has also been redundencied by her employer, a software
company that evidently she helped found. In an effort to get
herself together, she drives to see her old friend Kate in
Shropshire, just east of the Welsh border. There are several
mysteries here—who owns the centuries-old cottage Scotty has her
heart set on buying? What are her mysterious neighbors up to? Who
is kidnapping and abusing young girls? And in the midst of it,
Scotty falls head over Doc Marten’s for librarian Helen Mitchell,
who happens to be married to a Real Man.

 


Sound familiar? It should
if you have read either Sarah Dreher’s Stoner McTavish. or Kelli Jae
Baeli’s Armchair
Detective. All three novels have their
butchy, letchy protagonists lusting over absolutely gorgeous
married women. All three try to protect said gorgeous ones from
harm. And who are the perpetrators of this harm? Why the Real Men,
of course. Thus making Scotty, Stoner, and Jo, that’s right, man
substitutes. They even have male substitute names.

 


Man substitute, by the
way, is not my term; it comes from a one-star review of a lesbian
mystery by a peer reader on Goodreads—one which I am having trouble
finding again. But that term—and that review—has stayed with me
ever since. If ever a topic needed to be further explored, it is
that one—not only in literature, but in society.

 


Baeli’s book, of course,
was written after the other two, so she may have been influenced by
either. Taverner, though, actually mentions Sarah Dreher in
Something Wicked, so the
influence is plain. The two writers who make up Taverner are both
literary and feminist scholars, so their use of the term “Real Man”
is no accident. A pity they didn’t expand on it.

 


And speaking of things
that needed to be expanded on, Scotty has virtually no backstory.
She rarely thinks of her life’s work and seems to have no family.
She doesn’t even have a real first name. She and other authors I
could name make a mistake I have to mention too frequently: they
grin a lot. Like 50 times. Do a Search and Replace, please,
authors. The mystery of the cottage—built in 1716—is interesting,
but could have been more so. The abuse story simply falls flat—just
as the mysteries in Dreher’s and Baeli’s books do.

 


On the other hand,
Taverner’s descriptions of the Shropshire countryside are
reminiscent of Helen Shacklady’s tales set in similar locations—and
of the fine novels of classic writer John Cowper Powys. All are
well done. This, at least, gives the book some cachet and saves it
from getting much less than a 3 rating. Less, yes, but not much
less.

 


Final Rating:
2.8


Jean Taylor

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Maggie Garrett Mysteries

Main Character:
Maggie Garrett

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
28

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Joiie Krawczyk (model, artist)

Drink of Choice:
Coffee or Bardolino wine

Pet: Cats named Fearless and Pod

Best Friend:
Liam O’Meara, a gay man

Heat Index:
3

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


We Know Where You
Live,
1995


The Last of Her Lies, 1996

Discussion:

I can’t find much
information on Taylor, sorry. It comes from her having a common
name. Here is my full review of the first novel in the Maggie
Garrett series. I read the first Seal Press printing.

 



We Know Where You Live

The political infighting of
LGBT groups in San Francisco is hardly stuff that great novels are
fashioned from. But as Henry James once said, we must grant the
authors their donnèe—their subject, their idea—whether we like that idea or not.
This isn’t easy for a reviewer—especially one whose purpose is to
actually review as many books in this genre as possible (James’s
advice is to simply ignore it.) I’ll just assume that many readers
who have been involved in LGBT politics, fundraising, and
consciousness raising may be more enthralled with the subject
matter than I was. In the author’s own words,
“The thing about political groups—hell, any
nonprofit—is nobody wants to deal with finances.”
Well, nobody wants to read about them
either.

 


In a nutshell, youthful
San Francisco PI Maggie Garrett is hired by Lynnette McSorley, an
Executive Committee Member for Pride, an LGBT political action
group, to root out the person who has been embezzling their
hard-earned donations. To do this, Maggie poses as a historian who
is writing a book on the LGBT political system. The trouble is that
many of her suspects are, along with Lynette, Committee Members and
already in on the secret. And for the others, Maggie’s questions
are so leading that only a dimwit could fail to figure out her real
agenda.

 


Taylor is careful that the
Committee is politically correct in terms of its makeup: there are
women, men, blacks, whites, and Asians. No matter what their
origin, though, almost all are incredibly boring. None of the men
are drawn well enough to distinguish one from the other. Which
makes even less interesting the already far-from-exciting case of
embezzlement.

 


Having said all
that, We Know Where You
Live, is a competently written,
well-edited novel—which is what I have come to expect from Seal
Press. And I have also come to expect “movement” novels from Seal,
such as Barbara Wilson’s Murder in the
Collective. My definition of a
Movement novel is one in which the protagonist or her friends are
involved with any kind of LGBT or feminist groups. This is good;
this is an important historical time, but for the stay-at-homes, it
is less than riveting subject matter. There is excitement in
We Know Where You
Live, especially in the second half.
Someone seriously does not want Maggie delving into Pride’s
affairs. And to confuse things, there are random cases of gay
bashing that the police seem to be powerless to stop. Is anything
connected? Will the woman of Maggie’s dreams manage to kick her
drug habit? Or will she accept her lover Kristin back home, despite
their differences?

 


Maggie, with the help of
her 17-year-old computer hacker assistant, manages to ask the right
questions and come up with the right answers as we knew she would.
It is just a little difficult to care. And when the crimes are
actually analyzed, Maggie’s stick-to-itiveness results in three
murders and a bunch of other violence that wouldn’t otherwise have
happened. Oh well, it’s easy to criticize after the
fact.

 


Maybe my biggest
disappointment, though, was the fact that Maggie’s previous
occupation—rock guitarist for a thrash band—was given short shrift.
Although she mentions that fact that she was in a band, Maggie
seems to have no musical interests, no musician friends, and no
real interest in the subject. For Taylor’s professional writing and
the believable crime, I’ll give the book somewhere around a 3, but
probably won’t go on to the other one in the series. Henry James
would approve.

 


Final Rating:
3


Michelle L. Teichman

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Alex Lines Novels

Main Character: Alex Lines

Profession: Police Officer

Type of Mystery: Missing Persons

Age in First Book:

Residence: Toronto, Canada

Love Interest: Elora Riley
(journalist)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title in This Series:


The Gentleman, 2014

Discussion:

Teichman, a Canadian, is reportedly working
on a revision of The Gentleman, which she wrote as a college
dare. It appeared only as an ebook and is no longer available in
its original form. She is also rumored to be working on a sequel,
In God’s House.


Dorothy Tell

(1939-2010)

 


Series: Poppy Dillworth Mysteries

Main Character:
Papillon Audubon (Poppy) Dillworth

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex sheriff’s dept.
clerk)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
65

Residence:
Dallas, Texas

Love Interest:
Belle Stoner (ex-housewife with two grown
children)

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Pet: A cat named Cleopatra

Best Friend: n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Murder at Red Rook
Ranch,
1990


The Hallelujah
Murders,
1991

Discussion:

Dorothy Tell is the
pseudonym for Dorothy Lee Irvin. Toopes. The character of Poppy
Dillworth appears in Tell’s previous novel, Wilderness Trek. However, it is
not a mystery and Poppy is a relatively minor character. Here is my
full review of Murder at Red Rook
Ranch. Interestingly, Tell seems to
have stopped writing after publishing the sequel. She died in
Dallas, Texas in 2010.

 



Murder at Red Rook Ranch

Poppy Dillworth is a 65-year-old retiree
from the Dallas Sheriff’s Department. But she retired as a clerk,
not a police officer—and the fact that, under the good-old-boy
system that existed at the time (and that probably still exists),
she never got the chance to put her considerable mind into doing
more than just recording cases. Now, as a fledgling P.I., she
finally has her chance to solve one. And she takes advantage of it
with a passion.

 


Murder at Red Rook
Ranch is not a seminal book, but it
is important for several reasons. First of all, it deals with the
plight of aging lesbians, like Poppy, who are left alone in their
old age. It also tackles the subject of other women who approach
their declining years realizing that they have lived their lives in
this patriarchal society having never questioned their own
sexuality. The budding relationship between Poppy and Belle Stoner,
the aunt of one of the murder suspects, deals with both of these
questions. It is done somewhat better by Penny Mickelbury, another
early Naiad author, in her poignant Love Notes, but both are
important.

 


Poppy is kind of a weird
character. Out to prove that she can do what she always thought she
could, she speaks kind of like Foghorn Leghorn and is very
compartmentalized in her thinking, able to put each clue together
with others to form a picture. My only complaint is not really with
her but with the author, who chose to internalize Poppy's thoughts
verbatim rather than using free and direct discourse. Poppy herself
calls it “her irreverent inner voice,” and it goes something like
this: “Yep, Dillworth—looks like some
happy-ever-after goin on here.” She
also deprecatingly refers to herself as Wondercrone, or WC. There
are better ways to internalize.

 


Poppy’s partner in
investigation, Marcie June, is an ex-missionary she met in Tell’s
previous book, Wilderness
Trek. A silent third member of their
organization is a mysterious woman named T.J., who can track down
just about any information they can think up—similar to Helen
Keremos’ friend in the Eve Zaremba mysteries. Poppy is a lesbian,
T.J. is a lesbian, Poppy’s clients are all lesbians—even two
lifelong straight women become lesbians as the book progresses. Is
this totally believable? Well, probably not. But it provides
another reason that this—along with Penny Mickelbury’s books and
several of Katherine V. Forrest’s—especially
Murder at the Nightwood
Bar—is an important book. Back in the
1980s and early 1990s there was a dearth of lesbian literature.
Books like these provided at least a glimmer that lesbian life
existed elsewhere and was thriving and was valued and could be
wonderful. So we can easily forgive some of the books where it
seems that almost every character is lesbian.

 


The actual murder mystery in this book is
not just tacked on. It is well plotted, many faceted, and
intelligently solved.—three things that most murder mysteries do
poorly. It is an easy, absorbing read. Treat yourself.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Jessica Thomas

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Alex Peres Mysteries

Main Character:
Alexandra (Alex) Peres

Profession:
Private Investigator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
33 or 34

Residence:
Provincetown, Massachusetts

Love Interest:
Janet Meacham (murderer, ex
coast-guard)

Pet: A black lab named Fargo

Drink of Choice:
Bourbon

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This Series:


Caught in the
Net,
2004 (Goldie Winner)


Turning The
Tables,
2005


The Weekend
Visitor,
2006 (Lambda Finalist)


Murder Came
Second,
2007


Losers, Weepers. 2008 (Lambda
Finalist)


Murder Takes to the
Hills,
2010 (Goldie Finalist)

Discussion:

I read the first Bella printing of the first
book in this series.

 



Caught in the Net

There are a number of
reasons why I’m not a big fan of Bella Books. Yes, they were
fortunate enough to be able to purchase the stock of iconic Naiad
Press, and yes, they were wise enough to reprint Baxter Clare’s
earliest Frank Franco novels, but other than that, their books just
don’t seem to get out of third-rate-ness. A case in point is
Caught in the Net.

 


When PI Alex Peres finds an old shoe washed
up on the shore of her favorite beach, she thinks nothing about
it—until she notices a foot still inside. Good start to a mystery
novel, for sure. And in fairness, the actual mystery—whose foot is
in the shoe and how did it come to be washed up on shore?—is
tantalizing, especially when coupled with a string of robberies, a
murder, a stolen boat, and rumors of drug and arms smuggling.

 


Luckily, Alex’s brother Sonny is a police
detective and furnishes Alex with all the updates and details as
the case progresses. In fact, he even provides her with the
information she needs to work a cheating-husband case. Lucky for
her, because she doesn’t seem to be able to find out much on her
own. Luckily, she gets some satisfaction when she meets the
attractive Janet Meacham, a newcomer in town who has recently
gotten out of the Coast Guard.

 


The main trouble with the
book is the voice, which is almost self-consciously glib. It’s
voice that wants to be thought amusing most of the time, even
though what she says is rehashed from just about everywhere. Here’s
her take on shopping: “I made out a
grocery list of essentials—dog food, beer, pastry, chips—you know,
the basic food groups.” And when she
is being held prisoner in her own apartment by the murderer, she
thinks, “Where the hell were all those
Jehovah’s Witnesses with you needed them?” It’s not that I dislike Alex Peres; it’s just that the author
provides me no reason for actually liking her.

 


The interesting mystery
premise gets muddled pretty early in the book and never really gets
coherent again. The plot gets clumsy and the character of the
murderer undergoes a change that does not ring true. As I mentioned
earlier, Alex does very little investigating and gains all of her
knowledge either through her brother or through the murderer
actually confessing. And if all that is not enough, Alex’s dog
manages to fly through the air and push her out of the path of an
oncoming bullet. There should actually be a subgenre of lesbian
mystery where a dog saves the day (see Kate Sweeney’s
She Waits or
Kieran York’s Timber City
Masks).

 


And here’s one more quibble. Alex introduces
Janet to the works of Rita Mae Brown, telling her that one of her
main characters is a cat named Sneaky Pie. Sneaky Pie, of course,
is the fictional co-author of Brown’s first mystery series; the
cat’s name is Mrs. Murphy. It’s a strange thing for the author—and
the editors—not to know.

 


This book was a co-winner of the first
Golden Crown Award ever given, but I’m not sure why. Rather than
making me reevaluate my opinion of the book, I am revising my
opinion of the award. Give this one a 2.2 and go on to something
else. As I write this, however, the ebook version of this title is
very reasonable, which is a plus. The later books in the series are
way too expensive.

 


Final Rating:
2.2


Lesley Thomson

(Dates not available

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Frederica (Freddy) Powers

Profession:
Fishmonger

Type of Mystery:
Whodunit

Age in First Book:
about 40

Residence:
Newhaven, U.K.

Love Interest:
Mags McKee (librarian)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
Toni Kemp (police detective inspector)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Death of a Mermaid, 2020

Discussion:

Thomson is the author of the popular
Detective’s Daughter series, in which the MC does not seem to be
queer. Thomson lives in the U.K.


K.A. Tracy

(1957-)

 


Series: Sam Perry Mysteries

Main Character: Samantha (Sam)
Perry

Profession: Crime Reporter

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Palm Springs,
California

Love Interest: Ellen Konrad
(politician, ex-actor)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Joe Sapone (a gay
man)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Deadline, 2015


Dead Knock, 2018 (I can find no
evidence that this book was actually released.)

Discussion:

K.A. Tracey is the pseudonym of Kathleen Ann
Tracy. The first book in this series was well liked and had almost
100 ratings. The second has none. This seems to indicate that it
was never released. It is not listed on the Diversion Books
website.


Nicola Upson

(1970-)

 


Series: Josephine Tey Mysteries

Main Character:
Josephine Tey

Profession:
Writer

Type of Mystery:
Historical

Age in First Book:
38

Residence:
Inverness, Scotland

Love Interest:
Marta Fox (writer, early 40s)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Dalwhinnie single malt scotch

Best Friend:
Arthur (Archie) Penrose (a straight police
inspector)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


An Expert in
Murder,
2008


Angel with Two
Faces,
2009


Two for Sorrow, 2010


Fear in the
Sunlight,
2012


The Death of Lucy
Kyte,
2013


London Rain, 2015


Nine Lessons,
2017


Sorry for the Dead, 2019


The Dead of Winter, 2020

Discussion:

I read the ebook edition
of the first installment of this series at a very reasonable,
introductory-book price.

 



An Expert in Murder

This is a unique entry
into the lesbian mystery canon in that its protagonist, Josephine
Tey, has not yet come to terms with her sexuality when the book
opens. In fact, we are told that as a young woman in Inverness she
had a male “lover” who was killed in WWI. It is only as we read
through the entire series that we begin to see her preference for
female love and companionship. In other words, as her own
perceptions grow, so does the reader’s.

 


In this book, Josephine
Tey, a novelist and playwright, is traveling from her home in
Scotland to London, where her long-running play is finally coming
to an end. On the train she meets pretty Elspeth Simmons, who is a
great fan of Josephine’s. Josephine even introduces her to her
friend Lydia, the leading lady in her play who, along with her new
lover Marta Fox, has come to meet Josephine’s train. Minutes after
the women part, however, young Elspeth is murdered and it is up to
Josephine’s long-time friend, Inspector Arthur Penrose, to find the
murderer before . . . well, you know.

 


There are a lot of things
to like about this book, including the winding and unusual plot,
Upson’s literary style, and the knowledge of the 1930s London stage
that the reader is introduced to throughout. Upson is also an
expert in Josephine Tey and her writings. Tey is not a particularly
interesting character in this book, but—as odd as it sounds—I think
this is deliberate. I think that Upson is in this for the long run
and wants the reader to experience Josephine’s growth—both personal
and sexual—as the series goes on. This bodes well for the series as
a whole, but not necessarily for the initial volume.

 


Upson is a master of the
long sentence; it is not unusual to find sentences over 30 words
and I found one that had 83. Like in the work of John Lyly—who
wrote in the late 1500s—the sentences are not only beautifully
constructed, but easy to follow. Eventually, though—especially in a
mystery, which is generally chosen for the lightness of its
reading—convoluted sentences can become almost ponderous to today’s
readers. Even I found myself more than once thinking, “Get on with
it.”

 


Josephine and Marta barely
get to know each other in this book. Marta is the lover of one of
Josephine’s best friends and although Josephine is attracted to the
woman as a friend, she never sees her in a sexual way. In fact,
Josephine sees no one in that way—even Inspector Penrose, who is
obviously in love with her. The way that Upson tries to involve
Marta in the crimes is a logistical nightmare that she should never
have attempted. She didn’t really have to; the murderer had all the
reason he needed without Marta complicating the plot.

 


Another irritating thing
to someone who loves lesbian mysteries is the fact that Upson
relegates Josephine to a much smaller role than I would have liked.
Not only does the author flit from point of view to point of view,
but Inspector Penrose seems to be the main character. Josephine
needs more screen time. Although I read this book avidly, because
of the quibbles mentioned above, I can give it no more than a 3.5.
I have, though, ordered the next three books in the
series.

 


Neither this book nor its
sequels are tagged as lesbian mysteries. In fact, no mention of
Josephine’s same-sex preference is included in the any of the
books’ back-cover descriptions. This irked some readers, who gave
them a 1-star rating for making Josephine gay or for having the
protagonist turn lesbian without warning. Invariably, these
reviewers stopped reading at that point (or so they say) and gave
their sad ratings despite having admiration for the excellent
writing. This kind of reviewing is unforgivable. Unfortunately, it
is also indicative of today’s reading audience—and in fact, of the
rising divisions in our society. What is better, then, for an
author: to mask a character’s sexuality hoping for more sales but
realizing that they will receive more low reviews than normal; or
to label the book more completely, getting higher ratings overall
but losing a lot of sales—most sales, in fact—despite
mostly glowing reviews by magazine and newspaper critics, who
rarely let their sexual preferences interfere with their literary
objectivity? It’s a hard choice, but I’m sure that Upson is earning
a healthy bankroll from her sales. And based on my reading
of An Expert in
Murder, she has earned at least some
of it.

 


Final Rating:
3.5

 



Angel with Two Faces

Readers who simply enjoy
reading mysteries may not like Nicola Upson’s Josephine Tey series
because they are too long and too densely written. Readers of
literary fiction may give them a pass as well because they are,
when all is said and done, mysteries. In fact, I think that the
readers that might enjoy these novels most are people that
watch Downton Abbey
instead of reading Charles Dickens. Both the tone
and the descriptions are similar in a very British way.

 


If you are just reading for
sentence structure, Angel with Two
Faces might be considered first rate,
but that’s where the comparison with Dickens ends. Technically, the
author’s series description is a fitting one: “A Mystery Featuring
Josephine Tey.” But even with that hedge, Josephine is present a
lot less than she ought to be. And when she does appear, she often
seems aloof or nosy. When one of the characters compliments her on
her knowledge of Cornish family history, instead of simply saying
thanks, she uses more Sherlockian language: “I’m afraid I can’t lay
claim to any great feats of perception.” I guess that this was the
point at which I should have cut and run, but I plowed on. The
truth is, Josephine is more of a pest than a sleuth—or a writer—in
this one.

 


As I mentioned in my review
of the first book, Josephine is stunted in her sexuality. Her
first—and presumably only—”lover” was killed in WWI when Josephine
was still in her teens. This give her an excuse to put off
Inspector Archie Penrose of Scotland Yard—who obviously loves her
dearly —for over twenty years. In Angel with Two Faces, Josephine
accepts an invitation to visit Archie at his country home in
Cornwall, where people are getting murdered and raped and beaten in
great droves. She hopes that they can put the past behind them. She
even invites Archie to stay in her cottage—alone with her—not for
sex, of course, but as a joke on his cousins. But when Archie asks
her whether Cornish life might suit her, Jo “suddenly felt
cornered, the way she always did when a conversation became too
personal.” In other words, she ran for the proverbial
hills.

 


And crime? This book has a
lot of it, oozing deep down into the family lives of those in the
area. There are so many unusual turnarounds in the plot and the
solution of the crime, that you almost want to bow in reverence.
But then you think about it more rationally.

 


Here is a line from one of
the characters to her twin brother: “I know what you’re capable of,
Harry. You killed our parents and it didn’t stop me loving you.”
Both Josephine and Archie seem to accept this because the love was
true.

 


The fact that Josephine’s
new friend Marta Fox does not make an appearance in this book is
another disappointment, and I’m not sure I can wade through much
more of Josephine Tey just to see if she ever accepts a lesbian
sexuality. I certainly can’t give Angel with Two Faces more than
3 stars.

 


Final Rating:
3


Ali Vali

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Call Series

Main Character: Sept. Savoie

Profession: Police Detective

Type of Mystery: Serial Killer

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: New Orleans, Louisiana

Love Interest: Keegan Blanchard
(restaurant manager)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:

Calling
the Dead, 2008 (Lambda Finalist)


Answering the Call, 2018

Discussion:

The second book takes place about six months
after the conclusion of the first. She has several other books, but
they seem to be thrillers of one kind or another.


Jody Valley

(1941-)

 


Series: Kera Van Brocklin Series

Main Character:
Kera Van Brocklin

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-military)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Lakeside City, Michigan

Love Interest:
Mandy Bakker (age not given, a lawyer)

Pet: A German Shepherd/Rottweiler mix named Lakota

Drink of Choice:
Bell’s Ale

Best Friend:
Vinny Belsito (a gay man, no age or profession
given)

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


A Venomous Cocktail, 2013
(Goldie Finalist)


Twisted Minds, 2016


The Bartender's
Secret, 2019

Discussion:
I read an Advanced Review Copy of the second book
in this series, which was kindly provided by the publisher through
Lesbrary in electronic form.

 



Twisted Minds

This isn’t exactly Romantic
Suspense 101, but it’s close. All it needs is separate paragraphs
for the protagonist and her love interest in the book’s
description. I don’t usually include romantic suspense in my
reading, but the fact that the protagonist is a private
investigator makes me include it here. The problem with that genre
is that it takes two to tangle. There is generally one character
with a mystery to solve (in this case, Kera Van Brocklin, an
ex-Army veteran with a bad case of PTSD) and another—presumably a
love interest—who is engaged in something else entirely (here it is
Mandy Bakker, a lawyer involved in LGBT rights). Sometimes, the two
occupations transect, as they do here. This is fine as long as the
two characters—see Penny Mickelbury’s Mimi and Gianna series—are of
equal interest, especially if you are going to give then their own
point-of-view chapters. In Twisted
Minds, unfortunately, Mandy’s sub-story is
not as interesting as Kera’s and it drags the novel
down.

 


Kera served in the Middle
East, where she developed PTSD—and where she witnessed her lover
blown to bits by an IED. A good friend gave her a trained dog as a
support companion to help her in overcoming this malady. Although
she thinks that she is in love with Mandy, she insists on living
mostly alone with her dog in a lighthouse near Lake Michigan.
Although she loves her privacy she gets antsy without an
occupation, so she chose to get her Private Investigator’s license,
which keeps her busy and gives her excitement. When a closeted
member of the lesbian community disappears, Kera undertakes the job
of finding her.

 


Let’s first talk about the
novel’s good qualities. The thing I like most about this book is
the use of Kera’s service dog as a companion. As a dog (and cat)
owner myself, I know firsthand how wonderful it is to have an
animal to rest my hand on or to talk to in times of stress or
loneliness. Kera takes Lakota everywhere; in fact, she so
overwhelmed by groups of people that she rarely goes anywhere
without her. I like the fact that Kera has an identical twin and I
wish the author had gone much more deeply into her character,
although she may have done in the first book. She is interesting
and her coming to terms with her sexuality is intriguing. There is
also a transgender character who plays a small, but important
role.

 


The novel is fairly well
edited by Shelly Rafferty; at least, there are no point of view
errors and only a very few typos—which may already been corrected.
These are big plusses. Granted, the writing is more toward the
romance reader than the mystery reader, but that is the author’s
choice. But notice that I said “fairly well edited.” There is one
scene where Mandy receives a text and replies, but on the next page
has to search for her phone. In a subsequent scene, Kera is told
(and believes) that you have to have a password to see someone’s
Facebook posts. In one part a suspect has a mustache; in another
the mustache is a beard.

 


But the book has other
problems as well. The first problem is Valley’s decision to go into
the criminal’s point of view—she even leads off the book with a
chapter in his POV. Despite the fact many authors do this, it is
always a horrible idea. For one thing, an author—no matter how
great her powers of imagination are—simply can’t get into the mind
of a psychotic killer. It always comes off as either silly, over
the top, or both. In Twisted
Minds, it is both.

 


It is almost impossible to
imagine a scenario in which having chapters from a killer’s point
of view would add value and enjoy ability to a novel. Especially a
killer who is intent on killing or torturing lesbians. Too often,
an author adds these only to get the number of pages up to an
acceptable level. To make it worse, the killer—who I identified
almost one quarter of the way through the book—is like a cardboard
cliché.

 


But in Twisted Minds, many of Mandy’s
chapters have the same feeling. Mandy is just not that interesting,
but we keep seeing her in situations—like organizational
meetings—in which the only thing that happens is that we have gone
though another dozen pages. Decisions are made, but we never are
told exactly what those decisions are. The truth is, the author
tries her mightiest to make Mandy’s concerns seem important, but
fails—at least in my opinion. Romance aficionados might disagree.
There is an important plotline in which Kera thinks that Mandy is
dating another woman. And again, the author busts a gut trying to
convince us that Kera really believes this. But it is way too
silly; either that of Kera is simply an unsympathetic character
unworthy or our interest. The supposed love interest—another
cardboard cliché—was rather interesting, although we see way too
little of her. The book would have been a lot better if Mandy would
have just gone ahead and slept with the woman. Give Kera a
real reason to feel
dumped and Mandy a real reason to compare her feelings for Kera
with those she has for Jessica, who is successful, pretty, and
determined to help the LGBT community despite the fact that she has
only just come out. And in the jam-packed denouement, Valley seems
to just write whatever comes into her head, without thinking about
whether it is plausible or not.

 


 


If I had been a normal
reader, I would have quit reading several pages before the part in
which I identified the killer. There were at least another two
parts where I wanted to quit again. I could point out other things
I didn’t care for, but I’ve gone on long enough. All in all, I
didn’t care for this book and can’t recommend it. Give it a 2 and
go on.

 


Final Rating:
2


Annette Joy Van Dyke

(1944?-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Jessie Batelle

Profession:
College Women’s Studies Director

Type of Mystery:
Academic/Feminist

Age: Not given; somewhere in her forties

Residence:
Somewhere in the Midwest

Love Interest:
Lynn Perry (legal advocate for a women’s
group)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: 3 Cats: one of them is named Gremlin; the other two are not
named.

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Hooded Murder,
1996

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first and only Jessie Batelle mystery.

 



Hooded Murder

Jessie Batelle didn’t know
what she was getting into when she accepted a job as the Director
of Women’s Studies at a small private college in the Midwest. The
campus is rife with dissension and animosity: fraternity pranks,
date rape, homophobia, and racism. Even the lesbian faculty
population, which is high, is at odds. A close-knit family of
students and faculty it is most definitely not. But the job is on a
tenure track, and Jessie wants very much to find the financial and
emotional stability she and her partner need.

 


This stability comes into
doubt when one of the professors in her department is murdered.
Because the campus is so chaotic, it could have been
anyone—homophobes, jealous colleagues, or disgruntled ex-lovers.
Unlike the protagonists in almost every other lesbian mystery,
Jessie makes no attempt to find out who the murderer is; she just
wants to do her work and get her tenure. Yet events have a way of
bringing Jessie into their path.

 


I guess the attraction of
this novel is the unusual academic atmosphere, where everyone seems
to suspect everyone else of something or other. Jessie herself
can’t believe that a community of lesbian feminists could be so
uncooperative and unfriendly. Jessie’s partner of 14 years, Lynn
Perry, is a rather typical lesbian helpmeet, existing primarily to
comfort Jessie, although, as is also typical in lesbian mystery
fiction, she works outside the home as a feminist
advocate.

 


But after having said all
that, there is not much in this book that makes it worth reading.
It is a short book that needs fleshing out. It reads more like a
series of episodes than a real novel; jumping from one incident to
the next. When the story begins, Jessie has just been hired, but
after a couple of chapters, without any time seeming to have
passed, Jessie is waiting for her six-month evaluation. As far as
her teaching goes, we have no idea what she actually teaches and
see none of her students. Likewise her partner; we know her job
title but never see her in action. Grave omissions if you want your
book to be seen as truly feminist. Lynn does give Jessie a “carved
stone goddess” on a string to wear around her neck to “center” her
(Van Dyke is also the author of the nonfiction book,
The Search for a Woman-Centered
Spirituality).

 


Too, some of the
conversations sound awkward. Like “Are
you bringing your partner Pam to the reception?
Why not just say “Are you bringing Pam?” or “Are
you bringing your partner?” It is because the author or editor
wants to be sure that you know that 1. the person being addressed
is s lesbian and 2. that she has a partner named Pam—without
worrying about whether the conversation is realistic. Here’s
another: “Oh, that’s Lucy Taft, the
chair of the other department besides women’s studies with which
I’m supposed to be connected.” This
stilted language comes as no surprise when we see that the book was
edited by Christine Cassidy, who seems to have always been given
the tail-end of the over-the-transom submissions. But this one is
worse than most. By only the barest of margins can this in any way
be called a lesbian mystery—even though “A Jessie Batelle Mystery”
is included on the book cover. Jessie investigates nothing,
although for some reason she keeps notes on the crimes.

 


It is hard, maybe
impossible, to give this one more than 2 stars. Easy, though, to
see why a sequel never appeared.

 


Final Rating:
2


Rivka Vann

(1951-)

 


Series: Connor and Gunn Mysteries

Main Character: Clancy Connor

Profession: Private Investigator

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Boston, Massachusetts

Love Interest: Bess Gunn

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


Buried in Vasti, 2014

Discussion:

Vann is a retired nurse who lives in New
Hampshire. Rumor has it that she was once working on a sequel to
Buried in Vasti, entitled The Bad Mother Blues. She
is on Facebook—write her and tell her to finish it.


Alexi Venice

(Dates not available)

 


Series 1: San Francisco Mysteries

Main Character: Amanda Hawthorne

Profession: District Attorney

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: San Francisco,
California

Love Interest: Jen Dawson (emergency
room physician)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Bourbon Chase, 2017


Amanda's Dragonfly, 2017


Stabscotch,
2018


Tinted Chapstick, 2018


Sativa Strain, 2018


#SandyBottom,
2019

Discussion:

Jen Dawson is straight when the San Francisco
Mysteries begin.

~ ~ ~

Series 2: Monica Spade Novels

Main Character: Monica Spade

Profession: Attorney

Type of Mystery: Legal Thriller

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Apple Grove, Wisconsin

Love Interest: Shelby St. Claire (high
school art teacher)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Conscious Bias, 2019


Standby Counsel, 2020 (Lesfic/Bard Winner)


Graffiti Red Murder, 2021

Discussion:

The books in this series are legal thrillers
featuring “newbie” lawyer Monica Spade. Like Smashwords or Amazon
KDP, eBookIt is a Self-publishing solution for indie authors and
small presses. Venice is also the author of the Pepper McCallan
thriller series.


Mary Vermillion

(1964-)

 


Series: Mara Gilgannon Mysteries

Main Character:
Mara Gilgannon

Profession:
Radio Personality

Type of Mystery:
Cozy/Investigative

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Cedar Rapids, Iowa

Love Interest:
Neale Warner (police officer)

Best Friend:
Vince Loyacano (gay male manager of an animal
shelter)

Drink of Choice:
Miller Lite Beer

Pet: None

Titles in This
Series:


Death by Discount, 2004 (Lambda
Finalist)


Murder by Mascot, 2006


Seminal Murder,
2012

Discussion:

Vermillion has a Ph.D. in
literature from the very literary University of Iowa. I read what
seems to be the first printing of the Alyson Publications edition.
All three mysteries are available as ebooks, although they are
priced too high for many readers.

 



Death by Discount

Our protagonist sets out
from her home in a large Midwestern city to her smaller home town,
where one of her relatives has been murdered at the family-owned
radio station. Sound familiar? It should if you have read Jean
Erhardt’s Small Town
Trouble. Except for the names, the
basic plot is the same—as is the attempt at humor. A version of
Erhardt’s book was vanity published in 2000—several years before
Vermillion’s. Yet I choose to think of these similarities as just
wild coincidence. I have read and reviewed Small Town Trouble and found it
wanting; I expect Vermillion would have, too.

 


Not that
Death by Discount is much better. Mara, our hero, drives to Aldoburg, Iowa, to
comfort her aunt Zee, whose lover of many decades—Gladys—has been
murdered on the eve of an important vote to decide whether the
small town will allow a Wal-Mart to invade their precinct. Did the
murder have to do with Wal-Mart (which the murdered woman was
strongly opposed to) or was it committed by someone who simply
hated her lesbianism (of which Gladys was openly proud)?

 


Despite the very
professional job of printing and editing by Alyson Publications,
the story misses on a number of levels. Although on the surface,
Vermillion makes strong points about the death of Midwestern towns
due to encroaching corporate interests, she simply dwells on things
too much, even referring the reader several times to a specific
anti-Wal-Mart book. Yes, Wal-Mart is bad, we get it. By giving us
page-by-page, blow-by-blow, chapter-after-chapter descriptions of
arguments between former friends and speeches at a town-hall forum,
Vermillion makes it impossible for the reader not to think that it
is more her agenda than it is her characters’.

 


The mystery, too, drags on
and on. Several chapters into the book, Mara has already decided on
her list of suspects and throughout the book, she goes over them
again and again and again until by the mid-point of the book, I no
longer cared which of them committed the murder. In fact, I
desperately wanted it to be someone else.

 


The cover of the book—a
bar code with a shot-dead smiley face stuck on, seems to indicate
that the book is intended to be humorous. I didn’t find it to be,
and rather than blame my faint sense of humor, I suspect it is
because the book just isn’t funny. Did the cover designer not
consult with the editors or the author? Sure, some of the book is
lively, and some of the characters a bit quirky, but funny? No.
Maybe the cover was an afterthought.

 


As you would expect from
someone who graduated from the University of Iowa, Vermillion
writes pretty well, although there is no pretense of being
literary. Her character tries to be witty and creative, but falls
just short. Here’s a sample that pretty much sums up Mara’s
personality: “If the road to hell was paved with good intentions, I
was creating an eight-lane interstate to eternal damnation.” And
Vermillion sometimes falls into the unfortunate habit of the
first-person obsessive point of view: “I poured more syrup on my
already soaked pancakes.” But if you like this style of
writing—used by many—be my guest.

 


There are good things about
the book. As I mentioned above, the author’s points about the
smothering of Middle America are well taken. I also enjoyed her
description of the inside of a small radio station that has only
recently transitioned from turntables to computers—a tidbit that
was left out of Jean Erhardt’s Small
Town Trouble. Mara’s romantic tryst
with a pretty police officer is also a good distraction from the
more boring parts of the book.

 


And admittedly I did find
myself reading with interest and concentration as the story came to
a close, but I would rather have been doing that much earlier. And
when the actual ending came, I wished I had not read it at all. I
offer Death by Discount
no higher than 3 stars, along with my regrets
that Vermillion did not excise about 30,000 words from the finished
product. As it is, I will leave it to someone else to review the
other books in the Mara Gilgannon series.

 


Final Rating:
3


 


Louise Vetroff

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Kate Brody Mysteries

Main Character:
Kate Brody

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Procedural

Age in First Book:
n/a

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


The Ones Who Care,
2023

Discussion:

Someone attacks the daughter of her boss’s
best friend and Kate is assigned to find out who it was. As always
in these circumstances, Kate finds out more than she anticipated.
Although this is listed as “a Louise Brody Mystery,” it seems to be
the only one.

 



 


Linda M. Vogt

(1949-)

 


Series: Riley Logan Mystery Series

Main Character: Riley Logan

Profession: Reporter

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in First Book: 35

Residence: Ashland, Oregon (although
the story takes place on Galiano Island, BC, Canada)

Love Interest: Kit Powell (kayak
instructor)

Pet: A Jack Russell terrier/toy poodle
cross named Dusty

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: Marie Wells (35, a
straight art gallery owner)

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Title:


No Thru Road, 2014 (Rainbow Finalist)

Discussion:

Although this is listed as “A Riley Logan
Mystery,” this seems to be Vogt’s only book. It is published
initially by Quest, then by Lori Lake’s imprint, Launch Point
Press. The book was also edited by Lake.


 


Alex Vox

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Maxence Jaquin

Main Character:
Maxence Jaquin

Profession:
Software Engineer

Type of Mystery:
Serial Killer

Age in First Book:
25

Residence:
Sainte-Rosine, France

Love Interest:
Alice Poussin (27, teacher)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: None

Best Friend:
Stephanie Richard (neighbor, teacher )

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


The Building’s Secrets
2020


Le bracelet de Madame
C:, 2021


L'inconnue endormie,
2021

Discussion:

Vox (who sometimes writes her last name in
all caps: VOX) is a French writer. Only one of her books has been
translated into English so far.

 



The Building’s Secrets

The premise of this book is a good one: a
lesbian couple move into the French countryside to escape the crime
of the bigger cities. One of the main characters, Maxence Jaquin,
discovers a dead body while cleaning the basement of the house she
has just moved into with her girlfriend Alice Poussin. Is it the
young woman that disappeared in 1985? But no, the skeleton is
wearing a bracelet with a thumb drive attached. Then who . . .?

 


Well, I personally will probably never know
who the poor victim was because I had to put the book down after
Chapter 7. Unprofessional writing combined with a dreadful
translation (possibly done with a bad online translation program)
made for an almost impossible read.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish.


Aya Walksfar

(1954-)

 


Series: Special Crimes Team

Main Character: Nita Slowater

Profession: Police Detective
Sergeant

Type of Mystery: Procedural /
Serial Killer

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Seattle, Washington

Love Interest: Dawn Samira
(investigative reporter)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Sketch of a Murder, 2013


Street Harvest , 2014


Old Woman Gone, 2014


Backlash! , 2015


Death By Dog, 2016


Twisted Minds, 2017

Discussion:

The Special Crimes Unit is charged with
solving the worst of the worst cases in the state of
Washington—cases other cops are afraid to touch. Hot-tempered
sergeant Nita is straight when the first book begins.

 


Note: I read the electronic vesion of this
book (labeled at 2nd Edition) that was available on
amazon on 04-26-2022

 



Sketch of a Murder

 



Karis Walsh

(Dates n ot available)

 


Series: University Police Series

Main Character: Clare Sawyer

Profession: Campus Cop

Type of Mystery: Academic
Procedural

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: Seattle, Washington

Love Interest: Libby Hart (History
Professor)

Pet: n/a

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


With a Minor in
Murder, 2022

Discussion:

Murder in the halls of academe! Walsh has
scads of other books, most of them borderline Thriller / Suspense
/Romance, and several of which involve horses. Although this is
listed as book 1 in the University Police series, this is the only
one so far.


Brenda Weathers

(1936-2005)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Libby Merchant

Profession:
Retired (ex-Clinical Psychologist)

Type of Mystery:
Travel/Investigative

Age: Middle aged; she leads us to believe she is in her 50s, but
most people view her as older.

Residence:
Long Beach, California

Love Interest:
Ellen Littlefield (age and profession not
given)

Pet: A bulldog named Sugar

Drink of Choice:
Screwdriver

Best Friend:
Her sister Sudie, a romance novelist

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0.5

Title:


Murder on the Mother
Road, 2005

Discussion:

Weathers was heavily
involved in lesbian and animal rights issues in California until
her death from cancer in 2005. Her two other books seem to be in
the paranormal category.

 



Murder on the Mother Road

“Nothing like the open
road, a little time to oneself and a good mystery to solve to get
one’s head straightened out about one’s love life.

 


Libby Merchant, a recently
retired clinical psychologist, is driving her expensive Airstream
RV from her home in Long Beach, California, to Albuquerque for a
hot-air balloon festival attended by several of her RV buddies. On
the way—and on a particularly desolate stretch of desert—she
discovers Janet Witherspoon, an old sorority sister wandering in
front of the only motel in many miles. It seems that Janet, who has
been disabled with a recent stroke, is traveling in an RV with her
brother. But when Libby tries to enlist his help with her
struggling sorority sister, she finds him dead in his bed.
Murdered, of course.

 


This is not the first
murder-in-an-RV mystery I have come across. Anne Seale’s
Packing Mrs. Phipps,
which came out a year before Murder on the
Mother Road, instantly comes to mind. And
it wouldn’t have been such a bad one if the late author had not
made a mistake early; that is, she introduces a character that the
reader knows is a swindler—and a probable murderer—before page 100.
Then she goes another 75 pages with Libby blithely thinking the man
is a saint and withholding all information about him from the
police. Then she wanders into a type of danger that even The
Continental Op would think twice about. This wouldn’t be so bad if
Libby was stupid, but she is highly intelligent.

 


So what about the good
things in the book? Well, for one thing, the writing itself is well
edited and very workmanlike. And, at least in the beginning, it has
its humorous moments. And the beginning sentence is one of the best
I have read: “The Knight’s Rest Motel and
Café sprang from the desert floor like a pop-up greeting
card.” Libby, who is recovering from a
lost love, is an interesting person with a nice voice. The
backstory is sufficient but not outstanding. Her questioning of
various suspects resembles the way she previously analyzed her
clients; an excellent and unique technique. Her treatment of RV
life, too, is one that can be appreciated by both novices and
aficionados.

 


But ultimately, Libby’s
unthinking omissions (forgetting to read important papers and faxes
until it is too late) and wanderings into danger add up to fatal
flaws that render an otherwise decent outing into one that I can’t
recommend. Give it a kind 3 stars with the realization that even if
my quibbles didn’t’ exist, it wouldn’t have earned much better than
a 3.5.

 


Final Rating:
3


Cynthia Webb

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Laurie Marie Coldwater

Profession:
Journalist/Photographer/Word Processor
Operator

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age: 35

Residence:
Manhattan, New York (although most of the story
takes place in Port Mullet, Florida)

Love Interest:
Samantha (Sammy) (midwife, no last name given, no
age given)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not given

Best Friend:
Susan Dalman (straight childhood
friend)

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
1.5

Title:


No Daughter of the
South, 1997 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Webb’s has either one
other mystery with two titles or two different novels featuring
Katherine McDonald, an attorney. Katherine, however, doesn’t seem
to be a lesbian.

 



No Daughter of the South

As it happens, this is the
third book in a row I have read that deals with racism. The
first, If Looks Could
Kill, deals with a protagonist of Costa
Rican heritage that is often looked down on because of the tone of
her skin. The second, Evil Dead
Center, shows the widespread
discrimination perpetrated on Native Americans. This one,
No Daughter of the South, is about KKK-sanctioned white-versus-black
racism.

 


Laurie Coldwater,
full-time secretary and part-time journalist, travels from her home
in Manhattan to rural Port Mullet, Florida—where she grew up—to
look into the death of her new girlfriend’s father. Her
girlfriend—Sammy—is black, as was her father. The fact that the
death took place 35 years previously and that Port Mullet is a
typical rural Southern (read “racist”) town does not bother Laurie
at all. That is, until she actually begins asking
questions.

 


The truth is, I had trouble
getting into this book. Although the voice is well done, Laurie
Coldwater is simply not a very likeable character. Her situation in
New York as a wannabe journalist is interesting enough, but without
quite enough backstory. Her relationship with Sammy is not quite
convincing enough. And the clichéd characters and situations in
Port Mullet (Port Mullet?) were almost enough to make
me scream. Laurie’s mother is the most typical, long-suffering wife
ever, her father is a highly respected football coach, her brothers
are beer-drinking real estate agents, the Klan is not only active,
but its members will not hesitate to rape. And quotes like
“One test of a strong man is how well he manages
his womenfolk are sprinkled throughout.
There is a lot for Trump supporters in Port Mullet, too. In
referring to the Klan, someone tells Laurie, “Their whole agenda was to look like a legitimate
organization for white men who were tired of feeling the system was
against them.”

 


Although I sincerely
believe that all clichés are based on historical fact, having too
many of them—even if they might all be real—is just too much to
expect a reader to swallow. Less is more.

 


But despite all
this, No Daughter of the South
tells an important story about the intolerable
way that people were and are sometimes treated in the South.
Laurie's investigations not only point her toward the truth of what
happened to Sammy's father, but let her know that much that she
thought she knew as a girl was wrong. Webb’s style is engaging
enough and the middle three-quarters of the book is a good read. It
and Carole laFavor’s Evil Dead
Center were finalists for the Lambda Award
in the same year. Neither deserved the award, but I’m going to give
this one a slightly higher rating; maybe in the neighborhood of
3.5.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Pat Welch

(1957-)

 


Series: Helen Black Mysteries

Main Character:
Helen Black

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-Police)

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not the slightest idea.

Residence:
San Francisco, California

Love Interest:
Freda Lawrence (artist)

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: A cat named Boobella

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Murder by the Book, 1990


Still Waters,
1991


A Proper Burial, 1993


Open House,
1995


Smoke and Mirrors, 1996


Fallen from Grace, 1998


Snake Eyes,
1999


Moving Targets,
2001 (Lambda Finalist)


A Day Too Long,
2003


A Time To Cast Away, 2005

Discussion:

Here is my full review on
the first two novels in this series, which has 10 books—more than
all but two or three lesbian mystery series. As of 2020, these
novels have not been reprinted or formatted into ebooks. And they
should be.

 



Murder by the Book,

Okay, here it is
again.

Q: Why do we need to run
our books through professional editors?

A: Because if we don’t,
our books suck.

 


In this case, it’s not the
whole book, just the particulars of the crime. In the second
chapter of the book our protagonist, P.I. Helen Black, is having a
bank robbery/murder scene described to her by her friend in the
police. He mentions a coat and shoes, but tells us (or her) nothing
about them. I read the passages several times without making head
nor tail of them. Yet they seemed to mean a great deal to Helen.
Sure enough, the coat and shoes show up at the end as the only way
to trace the murderer. It is like Pat Welch got to the end of the
book and realized that Helen had no way to solve the crime so she
went back and wrote in the coat and shoes. Yet no one checked her
work for either clarity or plausibility—and it’s almost impossibly
implausible.

 


Not a good beginning.—or
ending. Which is too bad, because the rest of the book is readable.
Helen is an ex-police officer in the San Francisco area. She is
just starting up her private investigation business, so when a
wealthy lesbian socialite comes to her for help, she sees it as her
first real chance to succeed in the business. Her characters are
not bad, although Helen’s relationship with her lover Frieda is
fraught with spats about Helen’s safety and irresponsibility. She
is another protagonist who is unable to let go, unable to express
what they really feel, who presents a hard exterior,
ad infinitum.
But I can’t fault her without faulting the dozens of other
protagonists who have almost exactly the same problems and
relationships. Like Carol Ashton/Sybil Quade, for instance or Kate
Delafield/Aimee Grant. I can go on and on.

 


So really, there’s not
much else to say about this book, good or bad. We really don’t
learn new things, there is no historical interest, and the
characters don’t jump off the page. Without the poor beginning and
ending, I would call this book exactly average or mediocre; with
them it is maybe two stars.

 


Maybe the real mystery (and
there always is one) is why she titled the novel
Murder by the Book. The only book mentioned is a ledger, and it plays only
vaguely into the plot.

 


Oh well, it’s Pat Welch’s
first novel; maybe the others are more mature and well thought out.
I have scanned the blurbs of the other books in the Helen Welch
series and have found that Helen goes through times of trouble and
turmoil. She changes partners and locations several times. She even
goes to prison. A gritty and humorless saga that would be nice to
go through completely, given time. But the book’s publisher, Naiad,
prided themselves on having professional editors, despite their
being a small, independent press. Not so here. Pat Welch needed
guidance and better copyediting. It’s too bad that
Murder by the Book was allowed to be published without them.

 


Final Rating:
2

 



Still Waters

The second novel in the
series finds Helen and Frieda living in kind of a domestic limbo.
Frieda hates what Helen does for a living and Helen seems to be
obsessed with it—almost morbidly so. In other words, nothing has
changed since the first book. So when Helen’s good friend and
ex-mentor gets herself pushed off a cliff, Helen decides that she
is going to find out who did it. And Frieda insists on coming with
her.

 


The ensuing mystery is
interesting enough and its solution hard fought. It seems that
everyone loved Helen’s friend, Jill Gallagher, who was a journalist
down on her luck. Trouble is, it’s hard to figure out why. From
Helen’s description, Jill was a drunk and a panhandler who often
put the bite on her friends without giving them much in
return—except maybe for sex. Jill has stumbles—Welch is not really
clear on how—onto a story involving undocumented refugees from
Central America. Here story might put her in the spotlight again,
but at the suffering of hundreds, maybe thousands of people. So
between her cast-off lovers and the subjects of her “expose,” who
wouldn’t want her dead?

 


There is quite a bit of
action in this novel involving knives, guns, rape, and arson, yet
even at the end of the book, I still wasn’t absolutely who killed
Jill—or why. And because this is a private whodunit—albeit a dark
one—this is important.

 


It seems that author Welch
is deliberately imbuing her creation with a less-than-subtle
darkness. I mean, Helen’s last name is Black. This mood will, I
assume, permeate the series—and Helen’s relationships.

 


The illegal immigrant
angle could have been written today. In fact, Iza Moreau’s Desert
Girl takes a 2020 stab at it with better results than
Still Waters.
The horrible treatment of undocumented asylum seekers fleeing from
corrupt countries is a problem that persists without much hope of
getting better, although any attempt to bring it to the public’s
attention—even in a Lesbian Mystery novel—is welcome.

 


I found the novel as a
whole to be just so-so. Helen is just not particularly interesting,
nor is Welch more than an average writer. Although the bulk of the
book is told through Helen’s eyes in the third person, Wench, on at
least two instances, crowds three or four different points of view
into the back half of a chapter, just to catch up on what is going
on outside of Helen’s view. As I often point out, this is the easy
way out that a more talented writer would find a way around. The
old “I may not know much about art but I know what I like” doesn’t
apply here. I know something about art and I know what I like, and
Still Waters, is not much of either.

 


Final Rating:
3.1


Alex Westmore

(See also Linda Kay
Silva)

(1960-)

Series: Delta Stevens Crime Logs

Main Character: Delta Stevens

Profession: Police Officer

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: 28

Residence: River Valley,
California

Love Interest: Megan Osborne
(ex-prostitute)

Drink of Choice:

Pet: n/a

Best Friend: Connie Rivera (a
co-worker)

Drink of Choice: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Miles to Go, 2015 (formerly

Taken by Storm, 1991)


Con Game, 2016 (formerly

Storm Shelter, 1993)


Not in the Cards, 2016
(formerly 
Weathering the Storm, 1994)


Taylor Made, 2016 (formerly

Storm Front, 1995)


Delta Force, 2016 (formerly

Tropical Storm, 1997)


Storm Surge, 2018 (formerly

Storm Rising, 2000)

Discussion:

Sometime around 2015, Linda Kay Silva changed
her writing name to Alex Westmore and brought out an entirely new
edition of the Delta Stevens. Although the characters and
storylines remain the same, the series is now called The Delta
Stevens Crime Logs and all of the current 6 books in the series
have different names, publishers, and covers.

 


A seventh book, Thunderstorm, released
circa 2012, may have had review copies sent out, but as far as I
know, was never actually released. Nor has it been released in the
current incarnation of the series.

 


The author has about 35 novels to her credit,
including a series featuring Echo Branson, but it is in the
paranormal genre featuring beings called supernaturals.

 


The author is proud of the fact that Delta
remains monogamous throughout the series.


Mary Wilbon

(1953-2009)

 


Series: Cassandra Slick Mysteries

Main Character:
Cassandra Slick

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-police, ex-business
manager )

Type of Mystery:
Whodunit

Age in First Book:
Not Given

Residence:
Oakland, New Jersey

Love Interest:
Laura Charles (clam industry business
owner)

Pet: A Yorkshire Terrier named Garbo

Drink of Choice:
Not Given

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
1

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This Series:


Naughty Little
Secrets,
2004


One Last Kiss,
2009

Discussion:

Wilbon was an out lesbian involved in
community theater in New Jersey. I read the first Kensington
paperback printing of this novel.

 



Naughty Little Secrets,

Mary Wilbon is not the first
African-American lesbian mystery writer to have a mixed-race couple
as protagonists. Penny Mickelbury’s main characters, Mimi Patterson
and Gianna Maglione hold that honor, but other than this coupling,
Wilbon and Mickelbury have little in common. For one thing, Gianna
and Mimi alternate point-of-view narrative in fully equal portions,
while Wilbon goes for more of an omniscient narration, with just
about everybody in the book having their say. The two main
characters, Cassandra Slick and her girlfriend Laura Charles
probably have more lines than most of the others, but not much
more.

 


Slick is an ex-police detective turned
private eye, who is coaxed into retirement when her fabulously rich
partner, Laura, gives her a job in her seafood company so as not to
worry about Slick getting killed. But when Laura’s butler, Judson,
asks for their help in helping his estranged niece, who is
suspected of embezzling money from her employer, Slick is only too
happy to come out of retirement. And as it happens, the niece’s
employer is a repertory theater company that exists in part on the
largess of Laura’s philanthropic foundation. So the two decide to
investigate together.

 


Wilbon was active in New
Jersey theater so she is very convincing when she talks about
theaters, rehearsing, actors—anything theatrical. A number of her
conversations between cast members are not only brilliantly
written, but funny “He gets more ass than a bus seat,” comes to
mind. But other passages slog, almost as if an editor told her she
needed more words and to write something—anything. Passages that,
when you have read them, you realize that you have just read
nothing.”Blaire smirked and wondered
if Slick had suffered a severe head trauma as a child. Maybe the
reason she was so dimwitted was because she had a collision with an
ice cream truck, or something.” Foolish and unnecessary writing. And the last book that had
the sleuth's dog finding a vital clue received zero
stars.

 


In several ways, then, this book suffers
from first-novel-it is. Not only is the writing uneven, but a
semi-romantic subplot surfaces three-quarters of the way through
the book as if the editors were still not happy with her page
count. And it is a silly subplot. Laura’s second-in-command, in a
pique at being rejected by Laura as a sexual partner, decides to
ruin her using bullshit evidence that wouldn’t’ convict a donkey
for braying. But the ending is funny and everyone lives happily
ever after. Which is the way it should be, isn’t it?

 


As far as writing style and
voice go, I think that Wilbon is pretty similar to Abigail Padgett,
who, coincidently, also has mixed-race lovers in her two Blue
McCarron novels. And Wilbon’s knowledge of the theater—and her
ability to describe it—rival Padgett’s essays on social psychology
and statistics. There is a lot of potential in
Naughty Little Secrets.
but ultimately, the bad matches the good here and
I can’t give it more than a 3.5. I will, however, read the other
book in the series and lament that Wilbon died rather young, only a
couple of months after the sequel was published in 2009.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Barbara Treat Williams

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Brittany Louise (Britt) Danner

Profession:
Ranch hand

Type of Mystery:
Rural

Age: Not given, but probably around 33

Residence:
Goose Creek, Kansas

Love Interest:
Kyla Bannister (police chief, age not
given)

Pet: A cat named Slippers

Drink of Choice:
Jack Daniel’s

Best Friend:
None listed

Heat Index:
1.5

Romance Index:
1.5

Title:


Saddled with Murder,
2016

Discussion:

Williams has a couple of
other novels that—like this one—might be loosely called lesbian
mysteries. I read an advanced review copy of this book kindly
provided in ebook form by the publisher through
NetGalley.

 



Saddled with Murder

All books have their
quirks—their differences with all other books of the same kind. In
this one, it is the fact that a lot of the important stuff comes
before the book even begins. Britt Danner has left her job as
bookstore clerk in Annapolis, Maryland because her affair with her
lesbian boss was discovered by the boss’s wife. This is really
unfortunate because, before this affair, Britt had always
considered herself straight. So the reader misses this
transformation—one or the most important for any lesbian who
realizes her true gender identity later in life. The other thing
that happens before the book starts is that Britt discovers two
skeletons buried in her aunt’s silo. A shame, because, again, this
would have been an interesting scene. Oh, and Britt’s mother served
jail time for embezzlement; that happens before the book begins,
too. It’s almost as if this was the second book in a series, but
that doesn’t seem to be the case. Or, if so, the first book was
never published.

 


Britt has returned to her
home town of Goose Creek, Kansas to help her aunt Tess run her
boarding stable, Shamrock Ranch. She brings her 14-year-old son
Jake with her, and he’s more than a handful. Various events take
place—Jake’s girlfriend is kidnapped, Britt’s mother is nearly
murdered, and Britt herself is conked on the head with a shovel.
And oh yeah, there’s a tornado.

 


The voice and the location
reminded me a little of Joan Opyr—a little quirky and rural
Midwest, but the entire time I was reading this novel I couldn’t
get over the feeling that it was almost totally average. There were
one or two good pieces of writing, like “a
barn cat had draped himself over a tree limb like a limp clock in a
Dali painting,” but that was an
aberration. Other than that, there was little about the novel that
was outstanding and, at least until the second half, not much that
was too far-fetched. Even the attraction between Britt and local
police chief Kyla Bannister was only warm.

 


I’m not sure what the
author was trying to do with all this and I’m surprised that her
editor, Katherine V. Forrest, didn’t try to get her to take out
some of the weirdness at the end and replace it with some of the
stuff she left out in the beginning. Still, it deserves somewhere
around a 3, as does this review.

 


Final Rating:
3


B. L.
(Brenda) Wilson

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Cops in Love

Main Character:
Abigaile Truman

Profession:
Police Lieutenant

Type of Mystery:
Investigative/Romantic

Age: Not given

Residence:
New York City

Love Interest:
Jannita Davis (socialite, ex-nurse)

Drink of Choice:
ginger ale (ex-alcoholic)

Pet: None

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
2.5

Romance Index:
2.5

Title:


Old Man Peterson, 2014

Discussion:

This author seems to have
written dozens of books between 2015 and 2019. The “series” Cops in
Love” deals with an entirely new set of protagonists in each book.
The others smack too much of plain romance so I am omitting them
from this book.

 


I read the ebook version
of Old Man Peterson.

 



Old Man Peterson

A lot has been written
about the new opportunities for writers in the ebook era. No more
need for agents, over-the-transom submissions, and year-long waits
for answers from editors. At the same time, things have changed for
reviewers, especially for reviewers of lesbian mysteries, like me.
Even though my reviews cover the entire gamut of lesbian mysteries,
from 1977 to the present—most of the authors are still alive, and
most have easy access to all my reviews.

 


I’m in this business for
the express purpose of popularizing the lesbian mystery. That’s the
absolute truth. To get the kind of readership that the genre
deserves and has long been denied. It is certainly not to
disrespect anyone who doesn’t meet whatever standard I might have
of what it takes to write a successful novel. But every novel is
not great. Every novel is not professionally written. How can I get
that across without bomb threats from the author or her
friends?

 


I’m overstating, of
course. And who is to say that my opinions are any more valid than
the author’s, or the author’s significant other? Well, that would
be you. And for my reviews to have any cachet at all, I have to
praise the best and caution the readers about those that do not
meet what I consider the standards of a good novel.

 


Good novels do not mix
points of view in a clumsy manner, they do not have characters act
without having proper motivation, they don’t meander from the
plotline without a good reason, they don’t use clichéd,
over-the-top characters without giving the reader whatever
background is necessary for us to accept them as legitimate
characters that we should pay close attention to. Good novels, in
fact, are generally written by good novelists, but here’s the
catch-22: only good novelists would have the slightest idea what I
mean by any of this. Novelists that are not good won’t be able to
understand that I am talking about what they have written. But I
am.

 


The bottom line is this:
the novels I’m talking about in these opening paragraphs, and there
are plenty of them, have no quick fixes—nothing I can say in a
review will help make them good. They were simply released to the
public too soon and only tend to lower the standard of the lesbian
mystery genre.

 


Old Man
Peterson tells the story of a
skeleton that is found walled up in the bathroom of 73-year-old Ina
Peterson. It has a wonderful cover—one that pokes you in the
stomach to buy it. A couple of the characters and the basic plot
are intriguing enough to wish that more time had been put into the
book’s writing, editing, and even conception. Unfortunately, it
suffers from many of the flaws I mention above. Resist the cover
and read something by Penny Mickelbury or Nikki Baker.

 


Final Rating:
1


Barbara Wilson

(1950-)

 


Series 1:
Pam Nilsen Mysteries

Main Character:
Pam Nilsen

Profession:
Printer

Type of Mystery:
Investigative, Feminist

Age in First Book:
29 (she is 30 in book 2)

Residence:
Seattle, Washington

Love Interest:
Hadley Harper (typesetter)

Drink of Choice:
Not given.

Pet: No pets, although she takes care of Ray's cat in book
2

Best Friend:
June, a straight, African-American
co-worker

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
2

Titles in This Series:


Murder in the
Collective,
1984


Sisters of the Road, 1986


The Dog Collar
Murders,
1989 (Lambda Finalist)

Discussion:

Another “First.” Pam
Nilsen is the first amateur lesbian detective to appear in a
series. Here is my full review of all three novels. I read the
first printing of Murder in the
Collective, from Seal Press, founded by
Wilson and the second printing of Sisters
of the Road. Also be aware of Wilson’s
other mystery series featuring world traveler and literary
translator Cassandra Reilly.

 



Murder in the Collective

This book provides an important glimpse into
the burgeoning women’s movement in the early 1980s. Pam Nilsen and
her twin sister Penny are part of a collective that is just able to
eke out a living running a printing operation. When a lesbian-owned
and -operated typesetting firm makes overtures to join forces,
disruption occurs. Then destruction, then murder. But are any of
these things connected?

 


Pam and Penny are both
straight when the book opens, but Pam’s close association with
lesbians in the collective and in the movement causes her to give
her sexuality a second thought. Like Nyla Wade in Vicki P.
McConnell’s Mrs. Porter's
Letter, Pam first realizes her attraction
to women during the course of the story, with all the strangeness
and wonder that goes with new love.

 


Unlike most other lesbian
mysteries, however, Murder in the
Collective does not overly glorify
lesbianism. Elena, the only avowed lesbian in Pam’s collective (at
least when the book begins), states it bluntly.
“I’ll tell you, Pam. I've seen more
fucked up women who are lesbians and even more who are lesbian
feminists. They’re jealous, they gossip and lie, they’re
promiscuous, they drink, they fight, they hurt
people.”

 


Nor is every lesbian
described as a total babe. Pam’s love interest, Hadley Harper, has
bony legs, enormous feet, and a face that could not be called
pretty. It is Hadley’s style and interest in her surroundings; her
determination to solve the crimes and make things right that
attracts Pam—and the reader—to her character. When Pam denies that
she is a detective, Hadley points out, “But what’s a detective if not somebody who wants to find out
what happened?” Wilson’s pacing on
their romance is titillatingly slow and I rooted for them to become
a couple.

 


Although a reluctant
detective, Pam—prodded by Hadley—does a thorough job of
investigation, and like in an Agatha Christie novel, everyone
becomes a suspect at one point or another. She especially suspects
a rude and unpleasant lesbian couple, Anna and Margaret, but
changes her mind when she watches them excel in a softball game. As
she tells the reader: “ I saw that I
would have to reconsider my suspicions of Margaret and Anna in the
light of their softball skills.” It
is a small touch, but one that shows the quirkiness of Pam’s
character.

 


The plot is an intricate one and each of the
characters gets its turn at being important—nerdy Pam, plain
Hadley, bull-dykey Fran, mixed-race Ray, mysterious June and the
beautiful Philippine ex-patriot Zee. It’s possible, though, that
Wilson’s main character is the Philippine unrest that was going on
during the iron rule of Ferdinand Marcos--who may have had
informers even in Seattle. Like all writers with moxie, Wilson
usually has an agenda behind her stories, one that not only
furthers the plot, but that educates us about facts of historical
importance that might be overlooked in textbooks.

 


A small aside here. After Hadley asks one of
the suspects a penetrating question, Pam calls it a “bold stroke.”
I wonder if that is the origin of the LGBT publisher Bold Stroke
Books.

 


All in all, this is a book—and a series—to
put on your “to read” list. It might not be at the very top of the
list, but it is way above the average.

 


Final Rating:
3.9

 



Sisters of the Road

The second novel in the
Pam Nilsen series gets off to an exciting start when Pam comes
across two teenage runaways: Trish and Rosalie, who is seriously
hurt. When Rosalie dies in the hospital and Trish disappears, Pam
makes it her duty to find her and make sure she is all right,
especially when she learns that both girls were into drugs and
prostitution. Her search takes her into broken homes and homeless
shelters, into conversations with feminist lawyers, social workers,
drug dealers, child abusers, abused children, and prostitutes. In
other words, Wilson had an agenda and she knows how to use it.

And her agenda this time is child prostitution. How
did someone like Trish get into the business in the first place?
What makes her stay? And more generally and philosophically, what
is feminism’s take on the “oldest profession?” On one hand, Pam
hears from a working prostitute,

“What’s the crime if a woman sleeps with a man
for money? He gets what he wants sexually and she gets what she
wants economically. Why should the state in the guise of public
morality intervene?”

But Pam counters with,
“Why is the institution of prostitution always
seen as something that’s always been there and always will be? It
just feeds into the myth that men are these insatiable creatures
whose needs have got to be met.”

It’s a fascinating dialogue. Like the BSDM in Kate
Allen’s books, Wilson gives us both sides of this hot-potato
feminist issue.

Maybe because she doesn’t have
enough room in the story and maybe because she just doesn’t know
what to do with them, Wilson has two of the main characters
from Murder in the
Collective—Pam’s twin sister Penny and
Pam’s first girlfriend Hadley—leave the city. Penny goes to
Nicaragua with her activist boyfriend to help with the coffee
harvest while Hadley has moved to Houston to care for her ailing
father. So essentially, Pam is alone for the first time in her
life, allowing her time to seriously wonder where she fits in the
world. Maybe that’s why she is so interested in finding and helping
Trish, despite having to neglect her duties at work. In searching
for the missing girl, she is searching for something within
herself.

Pam is a good character; I like her a lot. But I
like her for who she is and how she thinks rather than for her
profession—she is not s world traveler and novel translator like
Wilson’s other protagonist, Cassandra Reilly; nor is she a police
officer, lawyer, doctor, or whatever. She is just Pam.

It is not a flawless book, by any means. We
suspect that Pam is going to get into danger, for instance, when
she insists on keeping information to herself. And the interviews
she has with lawyers and social workers and prostitutes reads like
interviews that the author probably had with the same women. So,
oddly, it is realistic and homeworky at the same time. But
generally a fun (despite the subject matter!), compelling, and
instructive read. Sisters of the Road is a novel that might
just miss a place on your Top 20 Lesbian Mystery novels, but it is
certainly a solid 4.

 


Final Rating: 4

 



The Dog Collar Murders,

The third and last book in
the Pam Nilsen series is another satisfying feminist mystery, with
an emphasis on the feminist. In this one, Pam is involved in a
conference discussing the very divisive issue of pornography. On
one hand, pornography often portrays violence against women and
almost always portrays them as sex objects for men. As one of the
big names of the conference notes, “Men
hated women. Always had. Always would. There was absolutely no
other way to explain history.” Well,
that’s one viewpoint. Another held that women need to feel free to
express their sexuality, whether that be by acting in pornographic
films, enjoying such films privately, or even engaging in S/M
practices—in which violent scenarios can be safely acted
out.

 


Pam, having only recently
realized her true sexuality, is in way over her head on these
topics, but when two of the women at the conference are strangled
to death with dog collars, she vows to find out who the killer is.
And, of course, she does, but that’s not the point of the book. The
point is to discuss feminist theory. The point is to present two or
three different arguments and have the readers decide which fits
them best. As Pam’s girlfriend Hadley exclaims, while watching
naked women dancing in a peep show, “I
can’t decide whether it’s horrible or it’s wonderful.”

 


Yes, Hadley is back from Texas after placing
her ailing father in a rest home and she and Pam are
houseboat-sitting for a friend—a temporary arrangement—while they
decide how committed they are to each other. Pam’s twin sister
Penny is back from South America with her boyfriend Ray and a newly
born daughter. Pam loves Hadley and wants to stay with her forever,
but Hadley isn’t so sure. Penny wants to have a real wedding, which
goes against much of Pam’s feminist ideals and leaves her a bit at
odds with her sister for the first time. So it’s no wonder that Pam
needs something to concentrate her energies on other than her
personal or family life.

 


And she is tenacious in
her pursuit of the killer. Each interview, each conversation she
has with other participants of the conference reveal just a little
more of the answer. Pam describes her method as,
“making everyone so nervous with my
questions that I precipitate events.” Unfortunately, the perpetrator turns out to be one of the
most obvious suspects and the one with the least feminist ideals.
Still, as I said, The Dog Collar
Murders is not really about the crime, it
is about the milieu.

 


I’m not sure how this book
was received with it first came out in 1989. Certainly the average
reader would have thought it dreadfully academic while feminist
readers would have had arguments among themselves. Today, it stands
as more of a history of part of an important “violence against
women” movement that has disappeared from mainstream thought. As
Pam says, “women were much angrier a while
back, with an anger that didn’t allow for complexities, that burned
away all the scrub—and many of the trees—and left you looking at a
world you’d never seen before.” Sadly,
women of Pam's day were still angrier than many women are
today.

 


But it is more than just a
history. It is a discussion of feminist authors like Julia
Kristeva, Andrea Dworkin, Susan Griffin, and even mentions Jacques
Lacan and other postmodernists. Author Wilson uses terms that today
we would eschew, such as “Penny really
didn’t accept my becoming a lesbian.” or
when Pam asks a woman pornographer, “Then
why are you a lesbian?” Did women in 1989
think that they had a choice? Although I still enjoyed it, this is
probably the least likable of the three books in the series, but
also the most feminist. The parts that discuss S/M are reminiscent
of the novels of Kate Allen, and especially of her wonderful
novel Just a Little Lie. which was written a decade after The Dog Collar Murders. My
recommendation? Read them both. Read them all.

 


Final Rating:
3.5

~ ~ ~

Series 2:
Cassandra Reilly Mysteries

Main Character:
Catherine Frances (Cassandra) Reilly

Profession:
Translator

Type of Mystery:
Travel

Age in Second
Book: 46

Residence:
At large, but has a flat in London,
England

Love Interest:
Unattached

Pet: None

Best Friend:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
ginger ale (ex-alcoholic)

Pet: None

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Gaudi Afternoon, 1993 (Lambda
Winner)


Trouble in
Transylvania,
1994 (Lambda Finalist)


The Death of a Much-Travelled Woman: and Other
Adventures with Cassandra Reilly, 1998


The Case of the Orphaned
Bassoonists,
2000 (Lambda Finalist)


Not the Real
Jupiter, 2021


Love Dies Twice, 2022

Discussion:

Barbara Wilson changed her
name to Barbara Sjoholm in 2000; many of her books can be found
under both names. She is the co-founder of Seal Press, which
published many of her books. This is a trend that needs more
looking into. She is also the author of another lesbian mystery
series featuring Pam Nielsen. Here are my full reviews of all three
novels in the Cassandra Reilly series.

 



Gaudi Afternoon: A Cassandra Reilly
Mystery

This is a hard series not
to like. Not only is it professionally written, with an interesting
storyline and quirky characters, but it’s almost half mystery, half
travelogue. In this book, Cassandra Reilly, who makes her living
translating South American literature into English, is asked by the
friend of a friend to find her missing husband in Barcelona, Spain.
Well, Cassandra needs the money so she can go to Hungary to see
some old friends (see Trouble in
Transylvania, below). But come to
find out, the man she is looking for is not a man at all, nor is
the woman who hired her really a woman.

 


All of the characters are,
well, unusual to say the least. Carmen the hairdresser that
Cassandra has a crush on is a Catholic and won’t go all the way.
Ana, whom Cassandra is staying with, is an architect who builds
special, portable rooms designed specifically to a client’s needs.
Ben is a butch dyke with a young daughter who is always getting
kidnapped. Frankie is a male-to-female transsexual who is Ben’s
ex-husband. Then there is April Showers, a foot masseuse whose
presence in Barcelona seems suspect. Add to this the fact that some
of these characters speak English, some Spanish, and some
Catalan—the native language of Barcelona—and you have traveler’s
stew.

 


The title is tip of the
author’s hat to Dorothy L. Sayers, who penned the exciting Harriet
Vane mystery, Gaudy
Night, but there is no other
similarity. While Sayers’ story was set in a woman’s college,
Wilson’s takes place on the streets and in the buildings of
Barcelona. Gaudi is Antoni Gaudi, an early 20th Century architect
whose incredible structures dot Barcelona like sprinkles on a
donut. The descriptions of these structures were so awe-inspired
that I had to stop reading and Google as many Gaudi images as I
could call up.

 


For a change, there are no
murders in this book. No deaths at all, in fact. Just a series of
misunderstandings and a lot of walking around, sitting in clubs and
restaurants and apartments, and discussions of sexuality. But
Wilson does this in a way that keeps you interested and wondering
what will happen next. Cassandra, who at 46 is one of the oldest
protagonists in the initial offering of a mystery series, even
manages to get laid, although off camera. At the end, we know
everything we want to know and more—even where Cassandra will
travel next.

 


Final Rating:
3.9

 


Bonus Review:
Gaudi Afternoon (The Movie)

I was excited to learn that
there was a film of Gaudi
Afternoon, directed by Susan
Seidelman. I ordered it on Netflix and watched it the day after
finishing the book. It was pretty dreadful. There are a lot of
reasons why, and no real excuses.

 


To start off with,
Cassandra (played by Judy Davis), is not identified as a lesbian.
Instead, the movie focuses on the odd gender reversal roles
exhibited by Frankie (a pre-op male to female transsexual) and Ben
(a butch dyke) as father and mother respectively of the young
Delilah. This is pretty heady stuff, it’s true, but Seidelman chose
to play it primarily for its comic value and leave the social
issues aside. Save for the part of Hamilton, who was terrific, the
movie was badly miscast. I suppose Davis could have played a pretty
good Cassandra, but decided (or was directed) to portray her as
alternately angry and bewildered. Frankie and Ben were given some
of the right lines, but didn’t have the right actors to say them.
April was played by Juliette Lewis as gorgeous, thin, and young
(none of which attributes April had in the book, except through
lusty Cassandra’s eyes). The young girl, Delilah, is given such
horrible lines that you wish she had stayed in San
Francisco.

 


As you might expect,
Cassandra doesn't have any girlfriends in this movie, unless you
count the times that April inexplicably makes a move on her. Ana,
the architect of small rooms, doesn’t make an appearance at all and
Cassandra’s eventual in-book lover, Carmen, appears in the movie as
a mother of three with a no-good boyfriend.

 


So why did Seidelman
choose not to express Cassandra’s lesbianism? Nor her lust for
April nor her nights with Carmen? Cowardice, I guess. And box
office expectations, although I doubt this movie got more than a
handful of viewers in the theater. The movie would have been far
more effective it she had stuck to more of the book, using the
camera for panoramic shots of beautiful Barcelona—including the
Gaudi constructions, which appeared only briefly. If she had
retained Cassandra’s sexual nature, the movie would have at least
had a shot of being an underground lesbian classic, watched by
like-minded women for generations to come. Well, you make your
choices and have to live with the results—and sometimes the
negative reviews.

 



Trouble in Transylvania

This is less a mystery
than a travelogue, although a very interesting one, peppered with
feminist politics, history, and economics and salted with a mystery
that blends all of these things together. It’s not a great book,
but it is fairly delightful.

 


Cassandra Reilly is a
world traveler who decides to spend some time with her friend Jack
in Hungary. Somehow, she gets roped into helping some travelers who
get embroiled in a suspicious death in the nearby Romanian province
of Transylvania. Said travelers are as entertaining a bunch as you
are likely to find. An elderly woman taking a cure at a health spa,
her 19-year-old lesbian granddaughter (who takes a shine first to
Cassandra, then to her friend Jack) and a family named Snapp who
are searching for the birth mother of a four-year-old girl they
adopted as a baby.

 


But although all the
characters are interesting (which is very rare in itself) and the
mystery mildly interesting, it is the author’s care in describing
the history of the area that gives the book its punch. Without
dwelling overlong on the Dracula theme, it gives the history of
Romania and Hungary from both perspectives. And Transylvania has
ties to both, it being part of Romania but with a mostly Hungarian
population. In addition, Jack has studied the goddesses of Old
Europe and is a fountain of information on this prehistorical theme
that owes much to the work of Marija Gimbutas.

 


All in all, the characters
(except for the murdered one, of course) have a good time and so
does the reader. Well written and well researched without being
outstanding, give this one just above an average number of
stars.

 


Final Rating:
3.2

 



The Case of the Orphaned
Bassoonists

When my mother died, she
willed me her collection of girl's series novels. There was Nancy
Drew, of course—the original editions that had over 200 pages—but
there were also books featuring Trixie Belden, the Dana Girls, and
the greatly overrated Judy Bolton. One of my favorites—and one of
the reasons I like the Cassandra Reilly series so much—was the
Vicki Barr, Flight Stewardess series. In each book, Vicki flew off
to another city or country, and in each new location she was able
to take in the scenery as well as solve some type of mystery. Few
other such series books mixed education and
entertainment.

 


This is true in lesbian
mystery novels as well. In those I have read, only Katherine V.
Forrest does it in spades. The Beverly
Malibu, which goes into the
repressive McCarthy years, and Sleeping Bones, which delves
into the beginnings of World War II, are far more interesting and
important in their historical and societal aspects than the
mysteries in which they are framed.

 


So, too, are the
descriptions of the places Cassandra Reilly visits. The first novel
in the series, Gaudi
Afternoon, describes Antoni Gaudi’s
beautiful and mysterious architecture so glowingly that it makes
the reader want to head to Barcelona on the next flight.
Trouble in Transylvania
not only describes the various places in Romania
and Hungary that Cassandra visits, but gives the odd and divisive
history of that region. The Case of
the Orphaned Bassoonists does the
same with the beautiful city of Venice. If you don’t use your
Google search engine at least twice during each book, you are not
reading it right.

 


But Wilson doesn't stop at
describing the scenery; when she can, she provides the stories with
a feminist context as well. In Trouble
in Transylvania, she gives us a
rundown on the prehistoric matriarchal societies in what is called
the Other Europe. In The Orphaned
Bassoonists, the focus is on orphaned
girls in Venice during the Renaissance who were taken in by nuns
and taught to become virtuoso musicians. Heady and touching
stuff—and history that almost no one has been taught. Until
now.

 


The story begins when
Cassandra’s good friend Nicki is asked to come to Venice to take
part in a musical performance and is falsely accused of stealing a
valuable bassoon thought to have been played by one of the orphaned
girls hundreds of years earlier. So Cassandra shows up to save the
day, as usual. But, as usual, Cassandra really doesn't do much to
solve anything, although she does make inquiries. Cassandra’s
mysteries usually solve themselves. And, as usual, she finds time
to get laid, although it is off camera (again, as
usual).

 


Buy these books and read
them for what they are. Good travel writing with a mystery and a
lesbian twist. Are they the best mysteries? No, but few are. Are
they entertaining and enjoyable? Even a little endearing? They are
to me. Just as the Vicki Barr mysteries were when I was growing
up.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Mary Wings

(1949-)

 


Series: Emma Victor Series

Main Character:
Emma Victor

Profession:
Women's Hotline Counselor (later she becomes a
PI)

Type of Mystery:
Feminist noir

Age in First Book:
Not given. Late 30s?

Residence:
Boston, Massachusetts (later she moves to San
Francisco)

Love Interest:
Frances Cohen (research physician)

Pet: A cat named Flossie

Drink of Choice:
She’s not much of a drinker

Best
Friend: Jonelle
Flax (an African-American woman)

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


She Came Too Late, 1986


She Came in a Flash, 1988


She Came by the Book, 1995


She Came to the
Castro,
1997


She Came in Drag, 1999 (Lambda
Finalist)

Other Lesbian Mystery
Title:


Divine Victim,
1994 (Lambda Winner)

Discussion:

Mary Wings, an important
American feminist, was born Mary Geller. She adopted the new name n
1972. In addition to being a novelist, she is also an artist,
musician, and cartoonist. Emma Victor is only the second lesbian PI
in literature. Her books are not available in ebooks or talking
books and should be. Here are my full reviews of the first two
books in this series.

 



She Came Too Late

This is a competently
written, pretty well-thought-out mystery, but for some reason it
won’t make my favorites list. Let’s see if I can figure out
why.

 


Emma Victor is currently
working as a staff member in a woman’s crisis center hotline. A
woman she has spoken to only briefly is murdered and Emma feels the
need to find out who did it. This is good; a woman’s life has been
taken and justice (which seems to be held up at the D.A.’s office)
must be served. So Emma gets caught up in the politics of a women’s
clinic—and in the arms of the clinic’s head research physician, Dr.
Frances Cohen. Again good; Frances is a more believable and
well-drawn character than most love interests in lesbian fiction.
But other than that.

 


I think what disturbed me
most about the book was the point of view: first person obsessive.
It reads like I did this, I did that, then I went for a walk.
Everything that Emma describes she describes with such detail that
you want to scream. Now I know that this is fiction, but most—not
all—of the details are so minor that no one would have noticed
them, much less remember them later. And most—not all—are
irrelevant to the story. I feel that Wings could have spent her
time better sculpting the mystery and the motives instead of
dropping little grains of minute observation into the
narrative.

 


The motives, as I hint
above, are iffy and almost incomprehensible, at least to me. Yes, I
can understand the cover up, but not the motive behind what has
been covered up. So too, although Emma is certainly no dummy and
her heart is in the right place, I’m not sure what Dr. Frances
Cohen sees in her that makes her fall in love after less than a
handful of meetings. And several of the clues to the mystery that
set Emma going come from either dreams (hers or a friend’s) or from
séances. Even the catchword in the book’s title (which is repeated
throughout the series) is misleading; although there is sex in the
book, it does not contain the descriptive orgasmicism I had half
expected.

 


A secondary character, Sue
Martinez, is one of the most interesting in the novel. Another
potential love interest, she is rejected by Emma after trying to
come on to her while she is stoned. Later Sue moves to California
to dry out (she is a drug addict and a blackmailer). It seems that
Emma will move to California herself in the second book in the
series and become a private investigator. I would be interested in
seeing if she sees Sue again, and what will happen to Dr. Frances.
I’m not 100 percent sure, though, that I want to know enough to
actually read the book.

 


Final Rating:
3

 



She Came in a Flash

On a whim, Emma Victor
moves from Boston to California. She is still involved in women’s
issues so she takes a job with an old friend to work on a contract
dealing with a benefit concert. As she is working on this, her best
friend from Boston calls and asks help in finding her sister, Lana,
who the family hasn’t heard from in six months. Coincidently, Lana
is living in a religious commune that has ties to the benefit
concert Emma is working on. The commune is run by a charismatic
leader named Vishnu, but just after Emma has a serious talk with
Lana about her family’s concerns, the young woman’s lifeless body
washes up on a beach near the commune’s mansion.

 


I’m not particularly
interested in cults, but I have enjoyed other lesbian PIs who
become involved in them. Jen Madden infiltrates one of these
in Death Has No Face and Amelia Ellis’ Nea Fox always seems to be stumbling into
one. So it must be the way that Wings describes the Vishnu Commune
that makes it seem kind of boring. The truth is that I can’t really
point a finger at why I don’t like this novel more than I
do.

 


Like She Came Too Late, this sequel is
competently written—well-written, even. Some of Wings’ descriptions
are spot on and her observations are cogent and wry and witty at
the same time. Yet I continually found myself wondering—at least
for the first three-fourths of the novel—why I was still turning
pages. The truth is something that defies criticism. Wings and I
are simply not on the same wavelength. To me, her writing simply
doesn’t spark joy However, Wings is in good company; I don’t care
for Flaubert, either, nor his eponymous character, who is
coincidently also named Emma.

 


High marks, though, for
interesting and unique plot twists and strangely likeable
characters. Despite my personal feelings, I suspect that the Emma
Victor series should hold a high place in any lists of top lesbian
PI novels. Not as high as the Nell Fury series, however. See my
discussion of Fury on the Elizabeth Pincus page for a little
comparison.

 


Note: I read a scanned
version of the first Plume paperback printing of this book, which I
borrowed from The Internet Archive.

 


Final Rating:
3.5


Barbara Winkes

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Carpenter/Harding Novels

Main Characters: Jordan Carpenter /
Ellie Harding

Profession: Police Detective / Police
Officer

Type of Mystery: Procedural, Serial
Killer

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: n/a

Love Interest: Each other

Pet: None

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: 2

Romance Index: 1.5

Titles in This Series:


Indiscretions, 2015


Insinuations,
2015


Incisions,
2016


Intrusions,
2016


Initiations,
2017


Intentions,
2017


Infatuations,
2018


Impressions,
2019


Introductions , 2019


Implications , 2019


Infractions, 2020


Incidents,
2020


Illusions,
2021


Invocations , 2022


Informants,
2022


Interceptions, 2023

Discussion:

These shorter-than-usual novels are currently
available in ebook only. Winkes, like R.E. Bradshaw, R.E. Conary,
Anne Hagan, and other independent lesbian mystery writers,
maintains her own publishing arm. Winkes, certainly one of the most
prolific authors since 2017, has a couple of other series that
feature lesbian protagonists, but are probably not true mysteries.
Note that Jennis Slaughter has an earlier series
of books whose titles all begin with the letter I.

 



Indiscretions

This book starts out well. Ellie Harding, a
rookie detective, is overjoyed when she gets to work under Homicide
Detective Jordan Carpenter. Not just because Jordan can teach her a
lot about detective work, but because Ellie is interested in taking
her to bed—despite the fact that Jordan has a significant other.
The case involves a criminal who abducts women, takes them to
various abandoned cellars, tortures them, and kills them.

 


Ellie quickly succeeds in bedding Jordan and
finds that Jordan’s relationship with her partner, an FBI profiler,
is on the rocks. What can she do when that very profiler is
assigned to the case they are working on? So there’s a bit of
tension there. Will Ellie succeed in breaking Jordan away from
Bethany, or will Bethany get her way as she always does? So as a
romance, it’s pretty typical stuff and the characters are
interesting enough.

 


Other things in the book are not so well
done. For one thing, the author often breaks in on the story with a
scene from the mind of the killer. People, this is never a
good idea. Look, for one thing, unless you’re a homicidal
woman-hating maniac, you can’t possibly know what might be going
through his mind and most of the stuff that authors come up with is
just cardboard silly. Might as well call them Snidely Whiplash and
have them tying women up on the railroad tracks. For another—and I
can’t say this too many times—what woman would want to be in the
mind of a sadistic bastard that kills and tortures women? Every one
of the scenes from the killer’s point of view needs to be
excised.

 


I knew who the murderer was the first instant
that he was introduced, which was about a third of the way through.
I also knew that somehow, he was going to lure one of the
protagonists into a dark cellar, only to be saved at the last
minute by the other. And of course I was correct. He even
managed—as crazed, women-hating psychopaths always do—to overcome
the protector, even though she held a gun and he didn’t. This is a
weird kind of empowerment.

 


Truthfully, if this were the first book to
use this tired theme, it would probably be refreshing, but this
scene—in one familiar form after another—occurs often enough to
make me cringe. It also says that the author has not really done
her homework on what has been done and what hasn’t. Does a lesbian
mystery author have to be an expert on the genre in which she
works? Probably not, but she is cruising for criticism if she
doesn’t make more of an effort.

 


After I had predicted essentially what was
going to happen in the last half of the novel, I decided to close
the book on Barbara Winkes and go on to someone else.

 


Final Rating: Did not finish


Lee Winter

(1968/69-)

 


Series: On the Record Series

Main Character:
Lauren King

Profession:
Entertainment Reporter

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Early 30s

Residence:
Los Angeles, California

Love Interest:
Catherine Ayers (gossip columnist, early
40s)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Wine

Best Friend:
Joshua Bennett (gay male accessories
designer)

Heat Index:
3.5

Romance Index:
4

Titles in This
Series:


The Red Files,
2015 (Goldie Winner, Lambda Finalist)


Under Your Skin,
2018

Discussion:

Lee Winter (which I
suspect is a pseudonym) is an Australian journalist and one of the
very best of the third wave of lesbian mystery writers. I read a
review copy of this novel that was kindly provided by the publisher
in ebook form. A short story, “Flashbang,” features the same
characters.

 



The Red Files

I have trouble actually
explaining why one voice is better than another. I might love it or
hate it or anything in between. And, of course, the voice of a
novel is the first thing that any reader notices, even if it is
only subconsciously. Suffice it to say that there is just something
about the voice in The Red
Files that grabs me. It is as if my
perception and her voice are magnets that attract. Contrast that
with a voice like, say, the voice in Terri Breneman’s
Anticipation,
where one of the magnets is reversed and I kept having to force
myself to stay with it. So, okay, The
Red Files has a delightful voice.
What about the story?

 


It all starts when lowly
entertainment reporter Lauren King attends a fete for a new
financial organization called SmartPay, which has just been hired
to take over the payroll duties of California’s state workers. At
this party, however, Lauren spots a number of women that look out
of place—women that turn out to be prostitutes bussed in from
Carson City, Nevada, home of SmartPay. She also finds out that
their trip—which oddly included no sexual objectives—was paid
through an account listed to a branch of the Nevada
legislature.

 


Curious about why the
Nevada government would call unsavory attention to itself at such
an important event, Lauren decides to look into the deal a little
more closely. Unfortunately, her arch-nemesis on the
newspaper—acerbic gossip columnist Catherine Ayers—has also noticed
the out-of-place guests and cajoles Lauren into a partnership.
Their quest takes them to a bus company, a sleazy liquor store, a
bordello, and finally into a muddy ditch—followed most of the way
by mysterious thugs in black suits. And somehow in the midst of all
this, the two rivals start looking at each other with new
eyes.

 


In a twist away from the
usual lesbian mystery model, half of the novel goes by before we
get even the slightest whiff that either Lauren or Catherine might
be attracted to their own sex. Out of over 200 books I have read in
this genre, only Iza Moreau’s The News
in Small Towns is similar in this
regard. And in an incredible coincidence, the action in both books
begin with an ill protagonist being awakened from a troubled sleep
by a phone call having to do with goats.

 


But two other authors also
come to mind. Lauren and Catherine’s budding, biting, and snarky
relationship is similar to the one between Kate and Liz in Helen
Shacklady’s fine trilogy of Lesbian Mysteries. But it is also—not
only because of their ongoing spats but because both protagonists
are newspaper reporters—more than reminiscent of Robin Brandeis’s
excellent 2002 novel, She Scoops to
Conquer. It says something that each
of these novels—none of which are books Winter is likely to have
even heard of—are on my Top 20 list. Add to this Catherine’s
backstory, which includes a reporting scandal similar to Mikael
Blomkvist’s in The Girl with the
Dragon Tattoo, and you have quite an
interesting frame around which to hang a novel.

 


I generally have some
caveats about even the best novels, but aside from a couple of
typos that I have communicated privately to the publisher, I can
find no fault in The Red
Files. Lee Winter, as an experienced
journalist, has her writing chops down pat, but this novel is more
than just good writing. It is good imagination, excellent dialogue,
intense feeling, and more than a little excitement on the way to a
rousing and believable finish. Her limited third-person narrative
from Lauren’s viewpoint is textbook perfect.

 


It’s curious that Aussie
writer Winter sets the book in the U. S. rather than down under.
Maybe she was going for the American market. Maybe, though, she
just wanted to write the story in the best way possible. I found
absolutely nothing that would lead me to believe that Winter was
not a native Californian. Bravo for that, and for everything
else. The Red Files
is a book that should have been a national best
seller in the U.S. and Australia. That it is not attests to the
lingering presence of homophobia in our society—one of the maladies
that this group exists to counteract. No matter whether this book
is 4.6, 4.8, or what—It still rounds off to a 5. Well
done.

 


Final Rating:
4.8


Jade Winters

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Ashley McCoy Mysteries

Main Character: Ashley McCoy

Profession: Police Detective
Sergeant

Type of Mystery: n/a

Age in first book: n/a

Residence: England

Love Interest: Tasha (dog walker)

Pet: A dog named Muffin

Drink of Choice: n/a

Best Friend:

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


A Walk Into Darkness, 2013


Everything To Lose, 2015

Other Lesbian Mystery Titles:


Flirting with Danger, 2016


Missing Pieces, 2019

Discussion:

Jade Winters is a Black woman living in
Dorset, England. I do not know if her characters are Black as well.
She is also the author of many other novels in other genres, mostly
romance.

 


The author is of English and Nigerian
heritage.


Victoria Wlosok

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Iris Boackthorn

Profession:
Unemployed (Amateur Sleuth)

Type of Mystery:
YA / Missing Person

Age in First Book:
17

Residence:
Hillwood, Louisiana

Love Interest:
n/a

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in this
series:


How to Find a Missing
Girl, 2023

Discussion:

Teenager Iris starts an amateur sleuthing
agency to find a couple of missing girls. She is pansexual. The
book title refers not only to the subject of the story, but of a
podcast.


Elizabeth Woodcraft

(1950-)

 


Series: Frankie Richmond Mysteries

Main Character:
Frances (Frankie) Richmond

Profession:
Barrister

Type of Mystery:
Literary Thriller

Age in First Book:
33 or 34

Residence:
London, England

Love Interest:
Margo Baron

Drink of Choice:
Morgon wine

Pet: None.

Titles in This
Series:


Good Bad Woman, 2000 (Lambda
Winner)

Babyface,
2001

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
both novels in this series. The review of the first book is based
on the first Kensington hardback printing in September, 2002, but
it is unlikely that the book was revised significantly from the
earlier British edition.

 



Good Bad Woman

Because the protagonist of
this book, Frankie Richmond, is a London barrister, I had expected
this to be a courtroom drama. Not so, Margo. Instead, it is a very
literate novel that delves deeply into the dual system of lawyering
in the U.K. without getting too technical. The mysteries take place
outside the courtroom.

 


Frankie Richmond is a
struggling barrister in her mid-thirties. Her chosen field is
family law, which is much less lucrative than criminal law, but it
enables her to help women in need without having to be assigned to
represent rapists or child abusers. In the beginning of the book
she is assigned to a case involving Saskia Baron, a young woman she
has represented in the past for participating in protest marches.
It is a simple plea job and Frankie successfully gets the woman out
of jail. But when violent things began happening around the
girl—and around Frankie and some of her colleagues—Frankie knows
that there is more to Saskia’s arrest than she has been
told.

 


As the story unfolds,
Frankie meets a vixen of a singer: Margo Lattimer, who she pursues
avidly. Yet it seems like Margo has something to do with Saskia
too. And when Frankie gets arrested for murdering Margo’s
ex-husband, she has to call on her former lover for legal help. The
interaction of all these women is fascinating and their eventual
relationships are well worth the time spent. The book, at over 300
pages, is a bit longer than most lesbian mysteries, but I enjoyed
every page.

 


Although I generally shy
away from books that hint at police corruption—it is too easy a
vehicle to solve plot problems—the crimes in the book, and their
solutions, are easy to believe. To put icing on the cake, the dust
jacket illustration, which depicts a beautiful blonde smoking a
cigarette and staring at a voluptuous woman in a red dress, is
smoking hot. Music, in fact, permeates this book like the cigarette
smoke on the cover, as Frankie is an avid fan of all Motown music,
and often remembers lines from songs to illustrate her various
predicaments.

 


It’s odd, but in trying to
formulate this review—and even as I was writing it—I had trouble
finding proper words, even proper topics within the book, that
might convince a reader to buy it. I’m not sure why I failed. Maybe
it is because the book is more literary than most, moving the story
with characters rather than plot twists that are either silly or
totally outré. But the review is what it is. I liked the book very much
and have ordered the second in the series. Maybe when I read it, I
will have more to say about this one.

 


Final Rating:
4.8

 


Babyface

Yay. The second and last
(at least so far) novel in the Frankie Richmond series is as good
as the first—maybe better. This one finds barrister Frankie pining
from the defection of torch singer Margo Baron. Luckily, she has a
real case to take her mind off things. It is a class action suit
against a juvenile home that abused its young residents. But when
her courtroom questions start hitting too close to home, people
start dying.

 


This is kind of a unique
book in that the mystery, or rather the case Frankie is advocating
for, is both interesting and important. Yet she also gets embroiled
in a second case—this one involving the murder of a sleazebag, or
maybe a couple of sleazebags. Come to find out, one of the
witnesses in this case was a resident in the same juvenile home
that she is investigating in her other case. And he has
secrets.

 


And then, of course, there
is Yolande. Like Margo in Good Bad
Woman, she is a siren and Frankie is
immediately smitten with her. But is Yolande using her like Margo
did in the previous book: Quite frankly, my dear, Frankie doesn't
care. Call me crazy, but call me.

 


Babyface
is not just another mystery. It is an
interesting, full-length, well-rounded novel filled with
interesting characters, riveting mysteries, reprehensible crimes,
and office intrigue. In fact, the relationship between Frankie and
the other barristers and clerks and solicitors in her chambers are
quite as interesting as the other facets of the novel. And all tie
in in some way to the plot. As with Good Bad Woman, this novel
takes us into the fascinating and complicated British legal system.
And for those of you who like courtroom drama, Woodcraft has
Frankie spend much more time in the halls of justice than in the
first installment.

 


There is something special
about the two Elizabeth Woodcraft novels. Many things, maybe. The
only disappointment was the cover (I read the mass-market paperback
published by HarperCollins in 2003). It is hard to recommend this
book or this series highly enough. Put both of these fine novels
very near the top of the genre.

 


Final Rating:
4.8


Rosalyn
Wraight

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Laura McCallister Mysteries

Main Character:
Laura McCallister

Profession:
Police Detective

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
Not given

Residence:
Granton (possibly in Michigan)

Love Interest:
Holly Crawford

Drink of Choice:
n/a

Pet: n/a

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This
Series:


Woman Justice,
2000


Secrets And Sins, 2008


Corpse Call,
2009


The Watson Evidence, 2011

Discussion:

Here is my shortish review
of the first novel in this series.

 



Woman Justice

This book has only about
four chapters that the detective, Laura McCallister, actually
appears in. The rest are taken up by a reclusive writer who seems
to be haunted by one of the characters in a long-abandoned
character sketch. Neither of the points of view are rewarding. The
‘mystery” is silly and the “solution” is formed off
stage.

 


The first thing that
struck me when I began reading this novel in earnest (I had sampled
it earlier without being willing to pay for the remainder) was how
badly it was written. Wraight, who has a dozen or more ebooks to
her credit, often uses inappropriate words, as in “Not much of it
left, she pelted”. There is much over-the-top use of metaphors,
such as “She swilled the adrenalin of challenge,” or “Her satiny
hair wept on her shoulders like a satiated lover.” The author is
also clumsy in using conversational identifiers (he said/she said
and their variations), which causes some of the conversation to
flow poorly.

 


To be truthful, I
vacillated between thinking that the writer was either in
(unrequited) love with her thesaurus or had written the book in
another language and put it through a bad translating program. I
finally realized what it reminded me of most: a first novel by a
middle-aged woman in a local writer’s group that has listened to
way to many guest speakers.

 


Really, the less said
about this book the better. Possibly Wraight’s follow-up books are
less amateurishly written, but it’s unlikely I will ever find that
out first-hand.

 


Final Rating:
1.5


Jennifer Lynn (Jen) Wright

(1964-2016)

 


Series: Jo Spence Mysteries

Main Character:
Josephine (Jo) Spence

Profession:
Juvenile Probation Supervisor

Type of Mystery:
Procedural

Age in First Book:
40

Residence:
Clover Valley, Minnesota

Love Interest:
Zoey Rundell (40, university psychology
professor)

Pet: Dogs named Java and Cocoa

Drink of Choice:
Coffee

Best Friend:
Kathy (No last name given) lesbian architect and
designer

Heat Index:
2

Romance Index:
1

Titles in This
Series:


Killer Storm, 2007


Big Noise, 2009


Dead Ahead, 2011 (Goldie
Finalist)

Discussion:

Here is my full review of
the first novel in this series. I read the first Clover Valley
Press edition of this book. Interestingly, Wright lived in Clover
Valley, although there is no mention of her being involved in the
press other than as a writer. Killer
Storm was one of the first novels
that they published.

 



Killer Storm

It is always refreshing
when a protagonist has a profession slightly out of the ordinary.
Jo Spence is a Juvenile Probation Supervisor—kind of a cop but
different. When four members of a fairly well-to-do family are
murdered, gangland style, Jo is called in to help because the
suspect is a teenager on probation. As a treatise on what the
duties, responsibilities, and possibilities of being a probation
officer supervisor are, then this book fires on a lot of cylinders.
As a novel, alas, it does not. And as a mystery, even
less.

 


It only takes a few
paragraphs for intelligent readers to realize that this is a book
written by a first-time novelist and published by a fledgling
independent press. It begins with a dream sequence that plows right
into the story without a line break or segue of any kind. I thought
“What the . . . ?” and had to go back several times to figure out
what was going on. A couple of pages later Jo is briefed about the
murders, but the crime is described so clumsily that it almost
seems to have been written backwards. This happens often—scenes
appearing either before or after they should have. And Jo Spence is
hardly a sleuth. She is simply present as an observer. I want to be
as kind as I can and tell you that the author’s descriptions of
working with juvenile offenders are interesting and educational,
but working directly with juvenile offenders does not seem to be
part of her job; she simply supervises other probation officers so
that it's hard to get a real sense of what they go
through.

 


On the whole, Wright's
prose is pretty dry. Have any of you seen any of the
Dragnet TV
shows of the 1960s? Well, Jo Spence sometimes talks like Jack Webb.
As in “I had Lou drop me at the
office, and I called chief Long at home, informing him of the
murders . . . We discussed how to deal with the media . . .We
agreed that this decision really needed to come from the Police
Department, and Long asked me to call Chief of Police Knight as
soon as his office opened.” In Webb’s
case, the technique is brilliant and true to his philosophy of
“just the facts.” In a novel we need more than facts.

 


It is almost as if Wright is constructing a
novel in the form of a written police report. Unfortunately, she
isn’t. If she were, I could give her some points for creativity,
but not many. After all, a written report is still not a novel. And
characters in a police report have little life or vibrancy in them.
An exception to this dryness is in the few sex scenes in the novel,
which are smoother and more interesting than the rest of the
scenes—possibly because sex scenes are not generally part of police
reports.

 


But there is really no
point in dwelling on shortcomings. Wright did the best she could
and evidently had a lot of help in the editing and production of
this novel—including that of novelist Joan Drury, the founder of
Spinster’s Ink, who I would have expected more from. Personally, I
think Wright needed to spend a couple of years studying writing
before she went back through the manuscript with more mature eyes.
I scanned a bit of the recent ebook edition of
Killer Storm and found no difference. I would avoid this one if I were
you, just as I intend to avoid the two sequels.

 


Final note: The edition of
the book I read included a sample chapter from the second book in
the series, Big
Noise. In a very unusual twist, the
novel is written from an omniscient point of view, while
Killer Storm was strictly first-person. Unfortunately, from the sample I
read, this doesn’t seem to be an improvement.

 


Final Rating:
2


Linda J. Wright

(1947-

 


Series: Kieran Yeats Mysteries

Main Character: Kieran Yeats

Profession: Animal Crimes
Investigator

Type of Mystery: Investigative

Age in First Book: n/a

Residence: Victoria, British Columbia,
Canada

Love Interest: n/a

Pet: A grey cat named Trey

Drink of Choice: Method and Madness
single malt Irish whiskey

Best Friend: n/a

Heat Index: n/a

Romance Index: n/a

Titles in This Series:


Stolen, 2018 (Lambda
Finalist)


Sacrificed, 2019

Discussion:

Under the name Lauren Wright Douglas, the
author also wrote the Caitlin Reece Mysteries and the Allison
O’Neil Mysteries. Kieran is a distant relative of William Butler
Yeats.


Kieran York

(1943-)

 


Series:
Royce Madison Mysteries

Main Character:
Royce Madison

Profession:
Deputy Sheriff

Type of Mystery:
Investigative

Age in First Book:
27 and 28 (she has a birthday)

Residence:
Timber City, Colorado

Love Interest:
Valeria Driscoll and Hertha White

Drink of Choice:
Beer

Pet: A Miniature Schnauzer named Smoky and a cat named
Elsa.

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Titles in This Series:


Timber City Masks, 1993


Crystal Mountain
Veils, 1995


Shinney Forest
Cloaks, 2015


Rasp Meadow
Crossing, 2016


Silver Wilderness Range,
2017

Discussion:

Here is my full review of the first book in
this series. I read the first Third Side Press printing of this
novel. All of these novels have very recently come out as ebooks
and paperback reprints, but at prices that are too rich for most
readers.

 



Timber City Masks

When Royce Madison was a teenager, her
father, the sheriff of Timber City, Colorado, was gunned down by
person or persons unknown. Ten years later—when Royce herself has
been hired as a deputy—another murder occurs. A suspect is arrested
but the present sheriff is a little too eager to think he is guilty
with almost no proof. The suspect is also the brother of a
potential paramour for Royce, so she decides to find the real
killer.

 


There were a lot of
things to like in this book—particularly the setting and the
scenery. The mystery is pretty exciting as well, and the author
doesn't mind taking chances with words. Odd stylistic
juxtapositions like “Decisions were
made, challenges met, laughter churned,”
“Scrambling clues belonged to an interlocking
puzzle”, “Trish’s defunct body”,
or “Valeria’s downy mouth”
certainly make it seem like the author is trying
for unique descriptions. So too her strange he said/she said
alternatives. Here are a few examples:

In the meantime,
there was a murderer out there, Royce mulled,

Emotionally charged
events bring self-examination, she deliberated,

“Yancy downs booze
with his badge on,” she confronted.

 


Well, Royce also has to “confront” her
somewhat hellish relationship with Valeria, a beautiful
schoolteacher who acts more like a social butterfly—unless she is
around Royce. Valeria, too, has a strong connection to the murder
victim. The author almost nailed Valeria, but veered off at the
last minute, as if she didn't want to make a secondary character
more interesting than Royce. Still, the feelings of passion and
love in this book—feelings from both Valeria and Royce—ring
true.

 


I like authors that take
chances and at one point during a particularly exciting scene I
considered giving the book 4 stars. After a while, though, I
realized that just because the author takes chances doesn't mean
she gets away with them. Most of the quotes above just don’t bear
close scrutiny. Likewise a few wooden passages toward the beginning
where people use words more fit for essays: “I longed to get back to my people,” for instance, or “It hightailed
it when I approached.”

 


And, yes, the present
murder is connected to the murder of Royce’s father a decade
earlier—didn't you predict it? And Royce’s puppy not only finds the
key clue to the murder (a teeth-gnashing reminder of Kate Sweeney’s
dreadful She
Waits), but also helps her to escape
the killer who is able to get the drop on her through her own
stupidity. Then there was some cheesy passages in the love
scenes: She had never been the
recipient of love’s full embrace,
and “Your embrace will bring me
back.” Truthfully, there just are not
enough good things in this book to bring it up past a 3. But there
are many books worse.

 


Final Rating:
3


Claire Youmans

(1952-)

 


Series: Janet Schilling Mysteries

Main Character:
Janet Schilling

Profession:
Deputy Chief Prosecutor

Type of Mystery:
Investigative/Legal

Age in First Book:
About 40

Residence:
Salmon Bay, Washington

Love Interest:
None given

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Glenfiddich Scotch

Best Friend:
None given

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Rough Justice,
1996

Discussion:

Although this is listed as
a Janet Schilling Mystery, it seems to be the only one. Youmans
also writes YA fantasy.

 



Rough Justice

The very beginning of this
book, like Robinson
Crusoe, begins with an exciting
shipwreck. New Zealander Nic Cavanaugh gets caught in a fierce
storm off the Washington coast and rides a rogue wave onto the
shore of an island called Seal Rock, which is inhabited only by the
reclusive biologist Catherine Adams. To extend the
Crusoe metaphor, Catherine can be seen as a bit like Friday—her
Native American ancestors once controlled the island that she now
owns. But unlike Crusoe and Friday (as far as we know) both Nic and
Catherine are gay.

 


As Nic and Catherine get
to know each other, the same storm has revealed a scuttled ship
with a single skeleton inside. Prosecutor Janet Schilling—who has
political aspirations and just happens to have been in love with
Catherine—is assigned to investigate what seems to be a homicide on
the high seas—a crime that may have some connection to her
ex-girlfriend.

 


The point of view is an
unusual one, as it is told equally from the points of view of Nic,
Catherine, and Janet. Unfortunately, Youmans sometimes jumbles a
couple of them together so that the point of view changes in
mid-paragraph—a technique that is usually just an editorial glitch
but is always confusing. Each of the three characters is described
favorably—sympathetically—although the reader may get a negative
impression of Janet’s insistence on having only the best things
that money can buy; she drives a BMW, keeps her credit cards in a
Vuitton wallet, and writes with a Tiffany pen. It is kind of subtle
and heavy handed at the same time.

 


Well, I—and probably most
readers—guessed who had committed the crime and why by page 50, but this
does not damage the story very much. For one thing, most of it is
very professionally written; for another, Youmans seems to be
trying to get the reader to think about crime and criminals in a
new way. Do murderers always have to be punished? Is crime ever
justifiable? Brenda Adcock addresses the issue somewhat differently
in her Redress of
Grievances, when a defense lawyer is
haunted by the fact that she once successfully defended a
guilty-as-hell rapist, but here t is reversed—does a prosecutor
always have the duty to bring someone to trial? As the suspect’s
own lawyer says about Janet, “She’s a prosecutor . . . This is her
job.” For a variation on these themes you also might want to read a
couple of Iza Moreau’s short stories: “Archer’s Paradox”
from Mysteries in Small
Towns and “Xmas” from
The XYZ Mysteries.

 


Rough
Justice is full of nautical lore and
legal terminology—all of which is believable because the author is
both a lawyer and a mariner. The jargon might make some readers
grit their teeth, but I believe that learning about new things from
literature is a good thing. In fact, one of the few demerits I can
give this book is that the author didn’t go into
enough detail
about a few important threads, like how one of the characters was
able to repair her own boat and how she was able to sink an
unsinkable skiff. Both episodes were treated as a sort of
faits acomplais when they really need to be described more fully.

 


Overall, this was an
enjoyable book, but not likely to make anyone’s Top 20 list. Give
it somewhere around a 3.4—something that can’t be rounded up to a
4.

 


Final Rating:
3.4


Laura DeHart Young

(Dates not available)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Megan (Meg) Rhyland

Profession:
Potter

Age in First Book:
40

Residence:
Nantucket, Massachusetts

Love Interest:
Susan Marks, (private investigator)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Brandy

Best Friend:
Hollis Shea, lesbian mail carrier

Heat Index:
2.5

Romance Index:
2

Title:


Family Secrets,
1996

Discussion:

I read what appears to be
the first Naiad printing of this book. Bella published her other
books, which do not seem to be mysteries—but decided not to pick up
this one after Naiad’s demise.

 



Family Secrets

Mysteries come in all
shapes and forms. So many, in fact, that it is often hard to decide
if they are actually mysteries or something else entirely—crime
novels, romantic suspense, or whatever. Is there a puzzle or a
mystery? Is it solved? And what if the protagonist is not the
sleuth? That’s the case here as Meg Rhyland, successful Nantucket
potter, hires a private eye to investigate a man who says he’s her
long lost brother—who is claiming half of her recent inheritance.
Meg doesn’t need this grief; she is opening a new store and her
partner Kit is fast becoming an alcoholic. Add to that the fact
that Meg wants to get a private eyeful of her detective, Susan
Marks.

 


But let’s start at the
beginning, where Young consumes much of the first 25 pages or so in
backstory. It is good, compelling backstory, although it seems to
take place all at once—giving us an interesting glimpse into Meg’s
childhood and the history of her meeting Kit. There is nothing
wrong with this set up, per se, but after all the history, things
seem to go south fast.

 


Young is about as
heavy-handed a writer as you will find. Instead of subtly
introducing us to Kit’s reliance on scotch over a period of time,
she hits us over the head with it again and again. Kit’s got a
glass of scotch in her hand almost every time we see her after page
50 or so. And of course when Meg cautions her about it, Kit flies
off the handle. And we never find out what causes Kit’s sudden
alcoholism. As Mr. Knightley might say to Emma, “very poorly
done.”

 


Her treatment of men is no
better. The long-lost brother, Michael Gregory, could hardly be
portrayed as more of an ogre. From his portly, disreputable
appearance to his attitude, he is described much like a villain in
an early Nancy Drew or Hardy Boys book. Such as,
“Michael Gregory stood in the living
room doorway, a callous sneer plastered across his unshaven
face.” He also has
“a snide laugh” and other disturbing characteristics. All the other men in
the book fare just as badly. I’m as much aware of the “evil that
men do” as anyone, but this kind of writing is
unacceptable.

 


And speaking of Nancy Drew
and her penchant for discovering secret hiding places, Meg finds an
important clue behind a hidden bookcase in her grandfather’s study.
And Susan just happens to have a hidden hiding place of her own in
a cave, a la Hardy Boys. The plot itself has a bit of excitement,
but it also has holes galore. Here’s one. A criminal locks Meg and
her friend Hollis up on her yacht while he rows to shore on a raft
to pick up his friends. Meg easily escapes the locked room, but
instead of just cruising out of danger, the two women risk their
lives by swimming to shore.

 


The prose and copyediting
of Family Secrets are
professional, the backstories good, and the fact
that Meg is an artist—one of the only protagonists in the lesbian
mystery genre that is—give the book some panache. There are also
some nice sparks between Meg and Susan, who gets her own point of
view chapters late in the book. But these minor plusses do little
to make up for the major gaffes and plot holes. Give it not much
higher than a 2.

 


Final Rating:
2


Eve Zaremba

(1930-)

 


Series: Helen Keremos Mysteries

Main Character:
Helen Keremos

Profession:
Private Investigator (ex-military)

Type of Mystery:
Various. some seem hard-boiled, one is a
whodunit, another a thriller.

Age in First Book:
Late 30s, she is 40 in book 2 and the case in
book 1 happened “some years” before. No age or relative time frame
in book 3

Residence:
Vancouver, BC

Love Interest:
Unattached

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Brandy

Best Friend:
Alex Edwards (tech genius, book 2), Jessica
Tsukaka (lawyer, book 3)

Heat Index:
0

Romance Index:
0

Titles in This
Series:


A Reason To Kill, 1978


Work for a Million, 1986


Beyond Hope,
1987


Uneasy Lies,
1990


Butterfly Effect, 1994


White Noise,
(1997)

Discussion:

Eve Zaremba was born in
Poland but moved to Canada in 1952. Zaremba's fans are quick to
point out that Keremos was the first lesbian private eye in series
literature; but the first book did not mention her sexual
orientation. You all can duke it out for yourselves. Following is
my review of all 6 novels in this series. In her 80s, Zaremba began
working on graphic novels featuring a hot-looking Helen
Keremos.

 



A Reason To Kill

I know that in music, a
lot of people will wait until an artist's second or third album
before they will buy. By that time the artist will have learned
more and become more mature. I agree most of the time. The same may
be true of literature. Oliver
Twist is better than
The Pickwick Papers, for instance. And Roderick
Hudson is better than
Watch and Ward.

 


Readers of lesbian
mysteries will also agree that Murder
at the Nightwood Bar is superior
to Amateur
City. But in novels that are part of
a series, I'll always want to read the first one first. Why?
Because the first novel is the one in which the author sets up the
characters, the characters' surroundings, mannerisms, friends, and
habits. The Kate Delafield series is a case in point. Although Kate
has not yet met Aimee and Forrest has not quite found her
voice, Amateur City
sets up the series well. We get to know Kate and
her job and are anxious to see what she will have to face
next.

 


This is true in spades for
the first Helen Keremos novel. In Reason to Kill, we are
introduced to Helen without much depth or folderol. Then follows a
rather average mystery conducted with some brilliance by the
aforesaid Helen.

 


Helen is called to Winnipeg by a college
professor who is concerned because his 18-year-old son is missing.
She drives to the last place where the boy was seen—a farmhouse
just outside Toronto—and begins questioning suspects—all of whom
seem to have something to hide.

 


Without going into too
much detail, Reason to
Kill is a better-than-average mystery
that could have been better with more backstory on Helen and a
little more depth overall. The fact that the plot revolves around
an affair between two gay moves the book into a more social and
political realm than was found in most mysteries of the
time.

 


Although in subsequent
books Helen lets us know that she is a lesbian, she is silent about
her sexual identity in Reason to
Kill. However, there are clues. In
the second chapter she glanced at her client’s secretary “and liked
her.” When she finds out that her client sought her out
specifically to find his son—who he suspected was gay—Helen
responds, “A woman like me
would be able to handle it better than a male
private investigator.” [the italics are mine] Helen may also dress
like a stereotypical dyke. One of her suspects tells her, “Don’t
you come around with your butch charm trying to make trouble for me
with Kath. She isn’t susceptible to dykes.” I think that these
clues are more than enough to determine that Helen is indeed the
first lesbian private detective in literature.

 


I am giving this closer to a 3.5 than a 3
because Zaremba states that she is trying to stay within the
hard-boiled detective tradition, and this she does. We also get a
glimpse of what Helen will become in the next three books in the
series. A completely no-nonsense detective with inner
self-confidence, and snappy prose that never gets cutesy. “All the
bullshit in the world won’t prevent me from getting the truth out
of you!” And finally her ability to assess the situation is almost
unexcelled in Lesbian Mystery fiction.

 


A Reason to
Kill is exactly what a first book
should be: enjoyable enough to get through and tantalizing enough
to want to go on with the series.

 


Final Rating:
3.4

 



Work for a Million

What a pleasant surprise
this book is. After having read A
Reason to Kill I was not very
disposed to read any of its sequels, but I’m very glad I finally
went back and did so. The difference is so pronounced it is almost
as if Zaremba spent the 8 years between the first and second books
getting to know her main character. The Helen Keremos of
A Reason to Kill, was vaguely described—she was of no specific age, had kind
of a teeth-gnashing personality, and one had to guess what she
actually looked like. In this book, Helen’s comes into her own. She
is 40 years old, sees herself as a fairly stereotypical butch dyke,
and she has a razor-sharp mind with a finely tuned bullshit
meter.

 


“Some years” after the
events told in A Reason to
Kill, Helen is just about to leave
Toronto and drive back to her home in Vancouver when she gets a
summons from a big-shot lawyer named Sedgewick. He insists that
Helen look into some threats that a client of his—up-and-coming
singer Sonia Deerfield—has been receiving. This brings Helen into
contact with the high-life and high-stakes world of pop music,
including musicians, agents, publicists, and other handlers—all of
whom seem to want a part of Helen, who has, incidentally, just won
a million big ones in the Canadian lottery. At first, everyone
seems chummy, but, as Helen notes, “a million beans is one hell of
a temptation.” But if the descriptions are reminiscent of
Dragnet, the
mystery itself is more of an Agatha Christie whodunit, with every
character eventually becoming a suspect.

 


There is really not much
to say negatively about this book. The many characters come to
life, the mystery is a well-wrought and believable one, and Helen
herself is so well drawn that she makes most other lesbian private
eye almost cartoonish. She is intelligent, matter-of-fact, and well
spoken. Better yet—even as a first-person narrator—she never comes
out with an awkward quip or self-putdown (J.M. Redmann’s Micky
Knight, for instance, tells us that “I
have an incurable sophomoric streak in me.”) Maybe that’s why I am so taken with Helen Keremos, and
maybe that’s why there are no Private Investigators on my Top 20
list.

 


Well,
Work for a Million might not make my Top 20 Lesbian Mystery list either, but it
will be near the top of my Lesbian Private Investigators list, if I
even make one. Give this one a solid 4.

 


Note: I read the 1988 second printing of the
Amanita edition of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



Beyond Hope

The third entry in the
Helen Keremos series goes a step beyond the fine
Work for a Million. Not only does Helen exceed her previous excellence as a
detective, but the book has more excitement, danger, and history
within its pages than the first and second novels put
together.

 


The whole thing starts with $3,000 in cash
and a request to find a woman who fled the U.S. twenty years
before, after being involved a terrorist bombing. Helen’s only task
is to give the woman a message from the clients. Seems standard
enough fare, right? Her search takes her into a little-known area
in the interior of British Columbia: the Kootenay Mountain district
where three diverse cultures cautiously interact: The
Dukhobors—Russian Christian emigrants—, native Americans, and “new
people,” generally hippies who have fled—like Helen’s quarry—to
Canada to escape punishment (or the draft) for anti-Vietnam war
activities. Each section of the community plays an important role
in Helen’s search.

 


But before she actually locates “Carol,” the
assumed name of the woman she is being paid to find, she is
befriended by two members of the Israeli secret police and accosted
by American thugs—all of whom have their own reasons for wanting to
find Carol. It seems that there is more going on in the Kootenays
than Helen had suspected.

 


No point in going on with the plot outline,
though; this is a very satisfying mystery/thriller in which Helen’s
character is cemented as a no-nonsense detective with a sometimes
dangerous penchant for following a case to the end. It is
impossible not to like her. And it is impossible not to see the
literary and historical importance of the women’s commune she
locates—a farm where Carol once was forced to hide—and the
solidarity of the commune’s inhabitants, who will protect each
other at all costs.

 


As in the other Helen
Keremos novels I have read, Beyond
Hope is entirely self-sufficient. No
characters from the previous novels show up, despite the fact that
Helen and her previous client seemed to be heading for a romance at
the end of Work for a
Million. And for the third book in a
row, Helen is fairly sexless. Although she mentions a previous
romance with her friend Jessica Tsudaka—who helps her on this
case—she does not have a romance, or even a flirtation, in this
book. This lack of romance is a little disappointing since, after
all she has done in the first three books, it seems like she
deserves one. Another disappointment is the lack of backstory. In
the last book there were brief glimpses into Helen’s past; she
lived in the U.S. for several years with her uncle, for instance,
and her mother was either a drunk, a prostitute, an addict, or
maybe all three. I had hoped this would continue, but except for
the brief mention of Helen’s history with Jessica, there was little
reference to the past.

 


Still, the writing is
solid, the mystery is multi-faceted, and Helen’s ability to suss
out underlying motives is refreshing: “Having established to m y satisfaction that they were indeed
trying to hide something I had to decide if it was worth
uncovering. I had a pretty good idea what it was, of
course.” And that’s where we get to
one of the most interesting pars of the book. Helen solves the
mystery, of course, but does she ever find the missing woman she
was hired to find? She never says, but I think she does—woman’s
solidarity to the end. Read the book and see if you agree. This
should be rated somewhere between 4 and 4.7; good enough to get on
my Top 25 list.

 


Note: I read want seems to be the first 1988
Amanita printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
4.5

 



Uneasy Lies

The fourth book in the
Helen Keremos mystery series finds Helen back in Toronto. Her
affair with Alice Caplan, who we met in Beyond Hope is getting rocky,
so when another of her exes—Clare Harwood—offers her a job as
temporary Head of Security in a luxury condo development, she jumps
at the chance for a change of scenery—and some easy money. Well,
maybe easy is not the proper word because one of the tenants is
murdered on Helen’s first day on the job.

 


Turns out that the
murdered man worked for an eco-organization looking into the
possibility that the next phase of the development may be planned
in an area that has biological waste. Was the man killed because he
had found such waste, or was it something more personal, like his
wife having an affair or maybe just an accident? That’s what Helen
must find out, despite the fact that Detective Staff Sergeant
Francis Malory (who we first met in Work for a Million) is also on
the case.

 


Helen has turned 42 in this book and has
been with Alice for several months. They got together after Alice
returned from the commune in the Kootenays to pursue an acting
career. Although the sex with Alice is not particularly graphic, it
is at least sex—the first in a Helen Keremos novel. The truth is,
though, that Helen’s relationship with Alice is not very well
done—maybe a reason why Zaremba was so loathe to add a sex scene—or
even a love scene—into the Keremos series. Even their dialogue is
less than scintillating—a far cry from Helen’s usual snappy and
tough repartee.

 


But except for this—and
after all, one can’t really talk to one’s lover like we do to
criminals, can one?—Uneasy
Lies is on a level with the last two
novels in the series, and the level is a high one. Helen is always
one step ahead of her adversaries and manages to identify the
murderer despite a ton of misinformation from almost every suspect.
Like Work for a Million
and A Reason to
Kill, this is a whodunit in which all
of the characters are prime suspects. It is also one that should be
on your reading list.

 


Note: I read the ebook of this novel which I
downloaded on 5/28/2016. There are no chapter designations. It
seems obvious that the ebook is the result of a scan of the
paperback version into Word using character recognition software.
It needs another read-through by either author or publisher.

 


Final Rating:
4

 



Butterfly Effect

I made the mistake of reading this book
first—it was the only one in the library. But in this, the fifth
offering in the Helen Keremos mystery series, the author doesn't
really have much left to pad the book with. In other words, we
don't really find out much about Helen, other than she is a
middle-aged lesbian P.I. with supreme confidence in her abilities
and almost no fear. There's nothing wrong with this combination,
but it's not much in itself. We rarely get a glimpse into Helen's
psyche, her feelings, or her past.

 


In this one, Keremos is on her way to Hong
Kong on business when she gets caught up in the murder of a
Japanese Yakuza member who may have been involved in art forgeries
so perfect that they are nearly impossible to detect. Pretty heady
stuff for a start. But all the subsequent twists and turns are so
difficult to follow that you might end up flipping to the end just
to get it over with. I stayed with it, which may not have been a
good idea.

 


The main premise—that someone has developed
a method of making perfect forgeries of stolen paintings right down
to the molecular level of the paint—is a new and unique concept to
the genre, almost taking it into the realm of science fiction.
Trouble is, we never learn who was doing these forgeries. In fact,
from what we know about all the characters, none had the requisite
knowledge to even attempt this, much less succeed at it. This is
what I call a Fatal Flaw in a mystery—something that, no matter how
good the rest of it is (and this one is none too good)—makes the
novel as a whole a failure. Even the title is pretty off the
mark.

 


I will probably go back and read some of the
other books in this series, just because they are pioneering. This
one I’ll give a 2.4. Not really bad, but certainly not
recommended.

 


Final Rating:
2.4

 



White Noise

Like
The Butterfly Effect this, the last book in the Helen Keremos series, is written
in the third person—there are even places where it looks like it
may have begun as first person but was changed at the last minute.
Also like The Butterfly
Effect, this one is far inferior to
the first four. So much so, in fact, that I can’t help but suspect
think that Eve Zaremba—or her publisher—paid a ghost writer to do
the bulk of the writing of these two books.

 


I know that’s a pretty
heavy thing to say, but not only has the point of view changed, but
the style of writing has changed as well as most of Helen’s
personality. For instance, the Helen of Beyond Hope would never say
anything as juvenile as “Go home. Do not pass Go” or “Am I right or
am I right?” And she would never say anything as fuddy-duddyish as
“You’ve got your nerve lecturing me, Sonny Burke.” The book has a
different feel altogether; an uncomfortable feel. Certainly she is
less the superwoman here as elsewhere, and ordinariness just
doesn’t suit her. Too, 20 years seem to have passed somewhere as
Helen—about 36 in the first book—is suddenly 59. Did Zaremba forget
her character’s age, or did the ghost writer just not bother to
read the other novels? Heck, she even drinks Scotch now—in the
first book she did not care for the stuff.

 


As to the plot, well,
Helen gets to Vancouver at last—it only took her 6 books to get
there, but she is finally home—with Julie Piper, the girlfriend she
picked up in Japan. But she’s not there long before Sonny
Burke—who, like Julie, is a character we first met in—you guessed
it, The Butterfly Effect
flies into Canada and hires Helen to help him
escape from bandits unknown. Or at least he says they’re unknown.
So Helen has to try to find out the truth about the men who are
tailing him—and get the real truth out of Sonny as well.

 


If I’m going to be completely honest, the
novel is set up pretty well, a couple of small incidents foreshadow
bigger things to come; one group of bandits turns into another,
then another—and some are not really bandits at all. All of these
things help to move the book along. On the other hand, the
descriptions of the islands off Vancouver are far too lengthy—even
superfluous. The author or her ghost even invents a fictitious
island for no apparent reason, as it is not really important to the
plot. The existence of the real islands off Vancouver, however,
with their small lesbian communities, will be of interest to most
readers.

 


Oh yes, Helen finally
manages to get to the bottom of things and the series comes to kind
of a placid satisfying end. But without the snappy, dour, and
no-nonsense Helen I came to love and respect in
Work for a Million, White
Noise, is disappointing
indeed.

 


Note: I read what seems to be the first
Second Story printing of this novel.

 


Final Rating:
2.4


Tong Zhang

(Dates not available)

 


Series: Sarah White Mysteries

Main Character:
Sarah White

Profession:
Novelist, computer program designer

Type of Mystery:
Tech Thriller

Age in First Book:
about 30

Residence:
Palo Alto, California

Love Interest:
Curling Carrie (C.C.) Camden (biotech
scientist)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Not listed

Best Friend:
None

Heat Index:
0.5

Romance Index:
1

Title:


Accidental
Killer,
2015

Discussion:

Although this is listed as
a Sarah White mystery it seems to be the only one I read a review
copy of this book which was kindly provided in electronic form by
the publisher through Lesbrary.

 



Accidental Killer

The digital publishing
revolution began in 2009, when both Amazon and Smashwords enabled
authors to publish their own books in electronic form. If these
authors did their own formatting, cover design, editing, and
proofreading, ebook publishing could be accomplished virtually for
free. This allowed thousands of amateur authors to publish their
own books without having to go through the horrible process of
getting an agent or trying to get their manuscripts through the
transom of a publishing house. It also allowed small specialty
houses, like lesbian-oriented Bella Books, to acquire hundreds of
out-or-print titles—mostly from the defunct Naiad Books—and make
them available to a new generation of readers.

 


One of the downsides of
this ebook revolution is less rigorous quality control. Without
that attractive cover, and with only a friend or relative to proof
or format a manuscript, a great many books of inferior quality have
come into the marketplace. Unfortunately, Tong Zhang’s
Accidental Killer is one of these.

 


Here’s a brief rundown of
the plot. Sarah White is a novelist and software programmer. She is
evidently doing research for a new novel when an old college
friend—now a computer programmer—is murdered for his newest
program. Luckily—at least for his program but maybe not for
Sarah—he had given it to Sarah for safekeeping. And of course,
Sarah has to go on the search for his killer and the reason behind
the killing. Well, she might have saved herself the trouble. The
actual killer is crippled in a car wreck and the man that hired him
has an epiphany while in a fasting retreat and calls the FBI to
confess. But at least Sarah gave it the old college try.

 


Another result of the
technological revolution are peer reviews. No longer to we have to
wait for the New York
Times to come out to see how our
favorite authors fare. In fact, venues for lesbian mysteries have
always been few and far between. Now all of us can express our
opinions on whatever we read—or even eat and drink. Yet even this
has a downside. Untrained readers often do not seem to know the
difference between very bad and very good writing. A reader’s
honest opinion cannot be gainsaid, yet giving a good review to a
bad book threatens to water down literature and erode the fabric of
art as a whole. Here are some phrases from reviewers of
Accidental Killer, for instance. “well written, well paced,” “brilliantly
written,” “great,” “really great,” “terrific.” You get the picture.
The same is true with ratings, two reviewers that gave the book 5
stars also said that the series “has potential” and was
“promising,” descriptors that traditionally go with 3 stars, not
5.

 


In fact,
Accidental Killer is not “well written” and it not “great”. The best that can be said
for it is that it was written at all—a to-be-envied accomplishment
as I have said several times before in other reviews. But just
because something is written does not mean that it should be read.
Zhang and her proofreader and copy editor don’t’ seem to have even
a suspicion of what should make up a novel and how it should be
crafted. It is absolutely filled with clumsy points of view, typos,
jumbled scenes, stilted dialogue (“I’ll not fail you as I have
given you my word,” says the killer to his boss) and a lot of
showing versus telling. In addition, I suspect that English is
Zhang’s second language.

 


Bottom line, I am being
kind when I say to give this one somewhere less than 2 stars and go
on to something else.

 


Final Rating:
1.5


Magdalena Zschokke

(1950-)

 


Series: This is a stand-alone novel

Main Character:
Janet McMillan

Profession:
College Professor

Type of Mystery:
Travel/Intrigue

Age in First Book:
35

Residence:
Minneapolis, Minnesota

Love Interest:
Michelle Sanders de Devilleux (artist)

Pet: None

Drink of Choice:
Beer with Rum Chaser

Best Friend:
n/a

Heat Index:
n/a

Romance Index:
n/a

Title:


Salt Rock
Mysteries,
2000

Discussion:

This seems to be the only
title by this author that would be defined as a mystery, although
she writes other books that may be of lesbian interest. It is not
available as an ebook. I read the first printing of the Victoria
Press edition.

 



Salt Rock Mysteries

This is described on the
front cover as “A novel with murder,” and so it is. In other words,
it reads—and is constructed—like a typical work of literature, not
a mystery. The author’s style is spare, not flowery, but it gets
the job done. It’s a book that after the first chapter or two, I
assumed would eventually get a rating of about 2 stars, but the
slow start is both deceptive and deliberate. The mystery and its
intrigue unfold slowly, like the petals of a rose. This is a
mystery for travelers and academics and those who don’t mind a good
deal of foreplay before the suspenseful climax.

 


Professor Janet McMillan
travels from home in Minnesota to Providentiales, in The Turks and
Caicos Islands, to write an economic history of the island. In her
quest, she finds a world of drugs, blackmail, infidelity, voodoo,
murder, and a century-old scandal. Pretty heady stuff for a stuffy
professor, but to make matters worse, the formerly straight
professor finds herself having feelings for Michelle Sanders, a
young woman from Martinique who is married to the chef of one of
the resort hotels.

 


The author was once a
sailor, so her descriptions of the Turks and Caicos Islands are
lush, inviting, and reliable. Likewise her descriptions of the
history of Provo and its reliance for many years on gathering and
exporting salt.

 


Despite this idyllic
setting, though, there is a different tone to this book; almost a
resignation that life is not meant to be happy, that things are not
meant to turn out well. On one level, yes, Provo is a beautiful
paradise, but it is so underpinned with corruption that it’s not
hard to see how its residents might begin to take drug running and
suspicious deaths in stride and have no real hope for tranquility
in their lives. In a similar manner, some of its residents, like
Michelle—whose marriage outwardly seems to be an untroubled one—are
having to seek out pleasure surreptitiously, living, as it were,
under the surface of their real lives. Even the mysteries have to
do with double lives—one secret, one normal.

 


There are a lot of
villains in this one. Some get their comeuppance and some don’t.
The important thing is that—as Janet comes to understand—there can
be both change and hope. Despite a few left-out words in the text
(and the fact that the author’s name is misspelled on the back
cover!), give this one a 3.9 and reward it by maybe reading one of
the author’s other books.

 


Final Rating: 3.9


Lesbian Young Adult Mysteries




 


I decided to put in this short section
primarily because of Iona McGregor’s Death Wore a Diadem,
which just missed out on my Top 20 Stand-Alone List. In fact, until
2019—30 years after its publication, Death Wore a Diadem was
the only lesbian young adult mystery. Even now, there are
only a few, although Iza Moreau’s Elodie Fontaine Mystery series
is—like the Nancy Drew series—an ongoing one. Again, if this Part 3
didn’t exist, I may have included the Elodie series in the Top 20
Series list. I hope the 2019 and 2020 entries are an indication of
things to come in Young Adult and New Adult fiction. It is a
fertile field with not much growing in it. But much or what
does exist is very good. The books are listed by year of
publication.

 



Death Wore A Diadem, by Iona McGregor, 1989


The Poison in All of
Us, by Connie B. Dowell,
2015


Echo After Echo, by Amy Rose
Capetta, 2017


Dead Man's Jazz, by Connie b.
Dowell, 2019


Ghost in the Piano, by Iza
Moreau, 2019


Horses Wild, by Iza Moreau,
2019


Tank Baby, by Iza Moreau,
2019


The Truth About Keeping
Secrets, by Savannah Brown, 2019


Airplanes and Alibis, by Connie
B. Dowell, 2020


The Boy in the Red Dress, by
Kristin Lambert, 2020


Desert Girl, by Iza Moreau,
2020


Eight Pieces of
Silva, by Patrice Lawrence,
2020


I Hope You're Listening, by Tom
Ryan, 2020


The Savage Kind, by John
Copenhaver, 2021


The Things We Don't
See, by Savannah Brown, 2021


Bad Things Happen
Here, by Rebecca Barrow,
2022

Cold, by Mariko Tamaki, 2022


Sky Court, by Faith Mosley, 2022


How to Find a Missing
Girl, by Victoria Wlosok, 2023


Stormy Weather, by Iza
Moreau and R. E. Conary, 2023


Billy's Legacy, by Iza Moreau and R.E. Conary, 2024


Authors on the Borderline




 


The following authors, listed in alphabetical
order, have shown up in some of the places where I have done
searches for this volume. After a lot of thought, I decided to omit
them from the main body of this volume because

1. The protagonist is not a lesbian.

2. The story is not a mystery.

 


Because I have fudged on these requirements a
few times, I think it is only right to at least include their names
so that the reader can decide for themselves. Many of these authors
write thrillers or romantic suspense, but many do not. And many
have loads and loads of books, so you may have to do some real
browsing to find anything close to a Lesbian Mystery.

 


Lynn Ames

Carol Anshaw

Mavis Applewater

Heather Blackmore

Sharon Bowers

Jane Brooke

Geonn Cannon

Mariah R. Embry

Maggie Estep

Lula Flann

Maurice Gagnon

Jennifer Giacalone

Lucy Goacher

Nancy Ann Healy

Molly Hite

Benita Kirkland

Dolores Komo

Stieg Larsson

Catherine Lewis

Mairile Liebhair

Dyeluazon Life

Beth Lyons

Alex Marcoux

Bob Mantel

K’Anne Meinel

Jlee Meyer

Adam Nicholls

Marie Rutkoski

Jenny Scholten

Shelly Smith

David Stukas

Robin Summers

Clare Sudbery

Ida Swearingen

Jacqueline Wallen

Jessica L. Webb


Appendix 1

The Best Lesbian Mystery Fiction

 


 


And now we have it. We have come to the part
where I let you know, in one short section, the novels and series I
like the best.

 


I have separated this section into two parts:
stand-alone novels and series novels. The reason for this is
because if I had simply listed my favorites in order, novels by
Katherine V. Forrest, Nikki Baker, and Kate Allen would take up
something like 15 of the top 25 spots. All are part of a series and
most were originally published by Naiad Press.

 


And always remember: these are my
favorites. It’s not likely that all of them will be yours.

 



Part One: The Top 20 Lesbian Mystery
Series

 By
“series,” I mean at least two novels featuring the same
protagonist. As far as I can determine, the most novels in a series
by a single author is Ellen Hart’s Jane Lawless series of culinary
mysteries, which is now up to 27 titles. There are numerous series
consisting of only two books. I am including them all because the
authors have to deal with different artistic issues. So, without
further ado:

 


1. The Kate Delafield Mysteries, by
Katherine V. Forrest. There is not much disagreement—or even much
discussion—that Detective Kate Delafield is the most popular
lesbian sleuth in literature or that the series is the best in the
genre. Currently holding at 9 books in the series, several
(Murder at the Nightwood Bar, The Beverly Malibu, Sleeping
Bones) are as good as any in the mystery genre as a whole.

 


2. The Allison Kaine Mysteries, by
Kate Allen. These four (five if you count I knew You Would
Call, a spin-off book featuring a character in the Kaine
series) are as different from the Kate Delafield series as you can
imagine. Filled with sex and BSDM experimentation, it shows the
reader a facet of the lesbian community that is rarely glimpsed.
The writing is superb, Kate’s point of view excellent, and the
mysteries well-thought-out. Like Kate Delafield, Allison is a
police officer—although not a detective—and the books are not at
all procedurals. In fact, I had to go back and look up her
profession as it is mostly incidental to the stories.

 


3. The Virginia Kelly Mysteries, by
Nikki Baker. Like the novels of Forrest and Allen, Baker’s first
novels were originally published by Naiad, unquestionably the most
important publisher not only of Lesbian Mysteries but of lesbian
literature in general. Virginia is a financial consultant who finds
herself involved in several murders. Her point of view narration
may be the best in the genre, especially since it is so indicative
of her personality. She is not the best crime solver in the world,
but the job gets done. Virginia is the first African-American
lesbian sleuth and still the best. Baker, by the way, is the first
African-American author of lesbian mysteries.

 


4. The Frankie Richmond Mysteries, by
Elizabeth Woodcraft. Frankie is a London barrister, but most of the
plot in both novels in this too-short series takes place outside
the courtroom. The novels are steamy and seamy, but not your
run-of-the-mill whodunits; they are fascinating literary novels
with unique and well-rounded characters, riveting mysteries,
horrible crimes, and dark intrigue. Just thinking about having read
these gives me a pang of pleasure and a desire to read them
again.

 


5. The Nea Fox Mysteries, by Amelia
Ellis. Possibly the most exciting mysteries in lesbian fiction. And
Nea Fox is brave and unstoppable. There are difficult riddles to
solve and dire situations to survive. Nea is straight when the
first book begins, but her affair with a paranormal investigator,
although short, haunts both Nea and the reader through at least the
first two books and she later realizes that she is a true
bisexual—somewhat like Jen Madden, who is discussed below. But
Nea’s sex life takes a back seat to her adventures and to her
ability to escape one impossible situation after another. Author
Ellis states that there are to be 10 books in the finished
series.

 


6. The Small Town Series, by Iza
Moreau. Character-driven novels (and short stories) with a literary
side. The setting is a small rural town in north Florida where
lesbians, what few of them there are, have to very discrete.
Sue-Ann McKeown is a former international war correspondent with
PTSD who returns to her hometown and takes a job as reporter for a
twice-weekly rag whose office manager is her high school rival.
Look for a lot about horses, archery, and romance. Her rustic
sidekick Gina has more importance to the series than any other I
can think of except maybe Nikki Baker’s Naomi Wolf or Ellen Hart’s
Cordelia Thorn: characters that always find a way to impact the
story and move it forward.

 


7. The Roxane Weary Mysteries, by
Kristen Lepionka. Modern private-eye noir at its very best. Readers
can look forward to wide-ranging plots, intelligent investigating,
and in-depth relationships, both personal and family. Think of Ross
Macdonald or even Raymond Chandler. These books are published by
traditional presses and you can sometimes tell the difference in
their all-around professionalism.

 


8. Kate and Liz, by Helen Shacklady. A
nearly perfect 3-book series where fiddler Kate Halton and Liz
Sharpe, a photographer, go through the stages of 1. romance, 2.
settling down as a couple, and 3. refining the relationship.
Although the mysteries are interesting and kind of reminiscent of
Renaissance Britain, it is the constant back and forth loving and
squabbling of Kate and Liz that make them one of the great couples
in lesbian literature. Somewhere in this book I have probably
mentioned that 3 is the perfect number for a lesbian mystery
series. This series is the reason.

 


9. The Jen Madden Mysteries, by Peta
Fox. This 3-book series is told in the first person by one of the
most engaging protagonists you will ever want to meet—and the most
cynical. She is a private investigator that specializes in sex
crimes. Yet the stories are incredibly well crafted if somewhat
hard to believe. This is a series I read twice just to make sure
that it deserves to be included in this section. It does.
Diminutive Jen is openly and exuberantly bisexual, but the novels
are all concerned with her relationships with women. As an added
side note—if you are interested in such things—Fox writes some of
the most hard-core sex in lesbian mystery fiction.

 


10. The Mimi and Gianna Series, by
Penny Mickelbury. This is the first series to use alternating
points of view by protagonists that have equal weight in the story.
With the advent of “Romantic Suspense,” this use of two equal point
of views has become common. It is also the first Lesbian Mystery
series that I know of to feature an interracial couple. Gianna is a
white police detective; Mimi is an African-American reporter.
Together, they deal with mostly hate crimes in Washington, DC. The
first 3 books are all excellent, but probably too short to be
considered great. The last two are slightly longer.

 


11. The Unexpected Series, by Gina L.
Dartt. The real unexpectedness of this series is how much I like
it. This unassuming, 2-book series chronicles the lives and loves
of a heretofore straight but divorced bookstore owner and a young
lesbian client in a small town in Nova Scotia. The mysteries are
okay, even though some of the clues are way too coincidental or
contrived. But the growing attraction of the two characters of two
different lifestyles is simply irresistible. Look also for some
unexpected explicit sex scenes. I read this series twice and found
it delicious both times.

 


12. The Micky Knight Series, by J.M.
Redmann. To me, this is an uneven series in that the first book
rates a couple of stars less than the ninth. But that does not take
away from the fact that the ninth is so good. It also tells other
writers to keep pushing on, you’ll get better. Micky, in fact, even
seems to get wiser. She is a P.I. in New Orleans and, once she gets
rid of her sophomoric streak, is a no-nonsense hard-boiled
detective with difficult cases. This series is one of the most
popular and award-winning lesbian mystery series of all time,
falling just behind the Kate Delafield series and the Jane Lawless
mysteries. I would be remiss not to have it in my own Top 20.

 


13. On the Record Series, by Lee
Winter. The placement of this series is based almost entirely on
the first book, The Red Files, not because it is so much
better than the second but because I have not yet read the second.
Winter is probably the best younger lesbian writer at work
today—and one of the most popular. If this series continues and I
manage to read every book in it, look for it to go up on the list.
It features, like other good books in the genre, a combative
relationship (see Helen Shacklady or Deborah Powell, whose own
2-book series is remarkably similar to The Red Files)
between two ultra-strong-willed women. Look for sharp dialogue,
intricate plots, and smooth writing.

 


14. The Hollis Carpenter Mysteries, by
Deborah Powell. Speaking of Deborah Powell, the two novels in this
series are sparkling and enjoyable. The series is
set in post-Prohibition America, so expect to see gangsters and
tommy guns, prostitutes and crooked cops. Hollis Carpenter is a
takes-no-nonsense-from-men investigative reporter. She is
intelligent and well able to defend herself against all off the
above. Set in the 1930, this is the only series on this list
that can be considered “historical.”

 


15. The Helen Keremos Mysteries. Helen
Keremos is the first private eye in Lesbian Mystery fiction. Hard
boiled and intricate, most of the stories take place in
Canada—sometimes remote parts. The series, as important as it is,
is low on this list because the last two novels in the series are
so inferior to the first four that it is like another author was
involved.

 


16. The Lenny Aaron Mysteries, by
Carolyn Shaw. A 2-book series about an ex-police officer in
Melbourne, Australia, who becomes a private investigator
specializing in finding lost cats. But don’t think these are
cozies. Instead, they can be stark and brutal. The protagonist is
an oddball—someone so fastidious that she refuses to even shake
hands with anyone. And the idea of actually kissing—so much for her
attraction to women—is simply out of the question. Shaw’s voice is confident and the stories are well crafted,
well-paced, exciting, and humorous. Their location in the second
half of this list is mostly because there is little if any
description of the lesbian lifestyle.

 


17. The Detective L.A.
Franco Mysteries, by Baxter Clare
Trautman. Another uneven series, but the
good ones, such as Bleeding Out
and Street Rules,
are as good as anything in the entire mystery
genre. If the author is not as filthy rich or as popular as someone
like J.D. Robb, it is a tragedy. L.A. (Frank) Franco—Like Katherine
V. Forrest’s Kate Delafield—is a Homicide Detective in Los Angeles,
although I don’t think the two ever meet. The best of these books
make you want to go back and give other writers you have read lower
ratings.

 


18. The Robin Miller Mysteries, by
Jaye Maiman. Sadly, due to time constraints and lack of budget, I
have read only two of the seven books in this series, but they were
good ones. Robin Miller is a romance novelist and travel writer
when book 1 begins, but becomes a private investigator in New York
City soon after. Robin’s first-person interior dialogue is better
than most although less quirky than Jen Madden’s or Virginia
Kelly’s.

 


19 The Jude Devine Series, by Rose
Beecham. These books are slam-bang excitement, featuring an FBI
agent on loan to a small Colorado sheriff’s department. If you like
Zane Grey, you should like Beecham.

 


20. The Kina McKevie Mysteries, by
Laurence Moore. Somehow, the gritty, unpolished covers with their
tarnished-looking model tell you a lot about these books, which are
set in London’s East End. Kina is a half-Jamaican, half-Irish
ex-con turned private eye. Just about everything about this series
is surprising—the writing, the dialogue, the stories, and the
characters. This quote will give you an idea: “I
used to run with a gang; sell drugs, do bad shit. I was evil. I
ended up in prison. I ain’t like that no more. I’m a different
person now. I work as an investigator, getting answers for people
with nowhere left to turn. Along the way, I might just earn a
little redemption for the things I’ve done …”

 


The following list of
authors also have a fine series of mysteries that you may enjoy. I
have read at least one book in each series, but not enough to rate
the series as a whole. Perhaps in the future I will get a chance to
read them all. I suspect that that some will find a way to appear
on your own list of favorites.

 


The Cantor Gold Crime Series by Ann
Aptaker

The Maggie Gale Mysteries, by Liz
Bradbury

The Tyler Jones Mysteries, by Joan M.
Drury

The Carmen Ramirez Mysteries, by Lisa
Haddock

The Hanne Wilhelmsen Series, by Anne Holt

The Dark Peak Series, by Cari Hunter

The Vera Kelly Series, by Rosalie Knecht

The Jil Kidd Mysteries, by Stevie Mikayne

The Chiara Corelli Mysteries, by Catherine
Maiorisi

The Nell Fury Mysteries, by Elizabeth
Pincus

The Jo Jacuzzo Mysteries, by Anne Seale

The Lillian Byrd Crime Stories, by Elizabeth
Sims

 


 



Part Two: The Top 20 Stand-Alone
Novels

 The
following is a list of my favorite lesbian mysteries that are not
part of a series. That is not to say that some of the books in some
of the series are not superior to some of these. But as I mentioned
earlier, the artistry is different. The author of a stand-alone
novel does not have to worry about what will come next; she or he
just tells the story as it should be told and that’s that. In fact,
many—if not most—of the novels on this list would not be originally
classified as lesbian mysteries by their authors, but rather as
literary fiction that just happen to have a lesbian protagonist and
involve a mystery. That is as it should be.

 


1. Looking
For Ammu, by Claire Macquet. Dark and brilliant at the
same time.

 


2. 
Torrid Zone, by Rebecca
Béguin. A feminist masterpiece.

 


3.Command
of Silence, by Paulette Callen. Featuring the
weirdest protagonist in lesbian fiction.

 


4. 
The Sophie Horowitz Story, by
Sarah Schulman. The earliest of the literary genre mysteries.

 


5. 
She Scoops to Conquer, by Robin Brandeis. A
hilarious, adversarial romantic mystery.

 


6. The 5, by Iza Moreau. A literary gem told
from five different points of view.

 


7 Woman
With Red Hair, by Sigrid Brunel. An excellently written
novel about the search for a mysterious woman.

 


8. Vienna,
by William S. Kirby. The oddest sleuth in lesbian fiction outside
of Paulette Callen’s Shiloh.

 


9. 
The Monkey's Mask, by Dorothy Porter. Unique and
well-done novel told as a series of poems.

 


10. Dirty
Work, by Vivien Kelly. Well-written novel about
murder in a halfway house.

 


11. 
All the Muscle You Need, by Diana McRae. Surprisingly
good early PI whodunit.

 


12. 
Angel Dance, by M.F. Beal. The first lesbian mystery
ever written. A feminist classic.

 


13. The
Winged Dancer, by Crmarin Grae. Feminist fiction at its
finest and most harrowing.

 


14. The
Ghost Network, by Catie Disabato. Literary mystery about
a missing rock icon.

 


15. Only
Lawyers Dancing, by Jan McKemmish. Genre-bending novel
from a woman who loves words and their possibilities.

 


16. She
Died Twice, by Jessica Lauren. Brilliant novel of past
and present love and loss.

 


17. 
The Missing Comatose Woman, by
Sarah Ettritch. A delightful gem of a cozy.

 


18. 
Salt Rock Mysteries, by Magdalena Zschokke. The mystery and its intrigue unfold slowly, like
the petals of a rose

 


19. Under
the Mink, by Lisa E. Davis. Historical novel with
mobsters and cross-dressers.

 


20. Ten
Little Lesbians, by Kate McLachlan. Agatha Christie with
a lesbian twist.


Appendix 2

Award Winners

 


 


There are currently at least four annual
literary contests that reward books with primarily LGBTQ content.
The authors can be of any gender and any sexual persuasion as long
as the book’s protagonists and main themes are primarily queer. Two
of these, The Lambda Literary Award and the Rainbow Award, give
awards for books in both gay and lesbian literature. The other two,
the Golden Crown Literary Award and the Lesfic Bard Award, are for
books with lesbian content only. I will go into each one a bit more
thoroughly, including listing all of the winners and finalists for
each, below.

 


Each of these contests has tons of
categories. For this book, I am listing the Lesbian Mystery
category only. Remember that a book can only win an award if it is
nominated. Most Lesbian Mystery novels were not, especially in the
Award’s first few years, before publishers became aware of it. Even
now, in 2021, only about 30 books are nominated each year, which is
probably about half of those published.

 


Each of the awards listed above—except the
Rainbow Award—give out attractive, engraved crystal trophies to the
winners of each category. For the Rainbow, which does not require
submission fees to the contest, the glory of winning has to
suffice.

 


 


Golden Crown Award Winners and Finalists




Here is a list of all the Golden Crown
winners and finalists from its inception in 2005 until 2020. Listed
below by year are the titles, authors, and publishers of each book
selected.

 


Note that in the first two years, lesbian
mysteries were combined with action, adventure, and thriller,
possibly because of few submissions. Since then, however, Lesbian
Mystery has been combined only with Thriller. Still, I hope that in
the future, both will get their own separate category. My estimate
is that only about half of the books listed below are actual
mysteries.

 


Note: The date is the date of the
award. The publication year is a year earlier.

 


Entry Fees:

As of 2020, the entry fee is $30.00 per book
and you can only enter it in a single category. It is preferred
that electronic versions of the submission be sent instead of hard
copies.

 


Finalists Announced:

Finalists are
announced in
late-April/early-May. In 2020, this was
on May 11. In 2021, it was on April 21.

 


Winners
Announced:

Winners
are announced at the Golden Crown Literary
Society’s Annual Conference, which is held at a different location
each year. In 2020 it was scheduled to be held in Albuquerque from
July 8-12 but cancelled by the coronavirus pandemic. The winners
were announced on or near July 11, 2020 at a virtual
conference.

 


2005

(Mystery/Action/Adventure/Thriller)

Winners:

An Intimate Ghost by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

Justice in the Shadows by Radclyffe
(Bold Strokes)

Caught in the Net by Jessica Thomas
(Bella)

 


2006

(Mystery/Action/Adventure/Thriller)

Winners:

Grave Silence by Rose Beecham (Regal
Crest)

Justice Served by Radclyffe (Bold
Strokes)

The Iron Girl by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

 


2007

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

First Instinct by JLee Meyer (Bold
Strokes)

Idaho Code by Joan Opyr (Bywater)

The Killing Room by Gerri Hill
(Bella)

 


2008

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

Dark Valentine by Jennifer Fulton
(Bold Strokes)

Redress of Grievances by Brenda Adcock
(Regal Crest)

The Devil Unleashed by Ali Vali (Bold
Strokes)

 


2009

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

Gloria’s Secret by Robin Alexander
(Intaglio Publications)

Land of Entrapment by Andi Marquette
(Regal Crest)

The Trouble with Murder by Kate
Sweeney (Intaglio Publications)

 


2010

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

Possessing Morgan by Erica Lawson
(Blue Feather Books)

Veritas by Anne Laughlin (Bold
Strokes)

Who’ll Be Dead For Christmas? by Kate
Sweeney (Intaglio Publishing)

 


Finalists:

All Gone by RJ Nolan (L-Book
ePublishing)

Death of a Dying Man by JM Redmann
(Bold Strokes)

From Hell to Breakfast by Joan Opyr
(Blue Feather Books)

Tunnel Vision by Brenda Adcock (Regal
Crest)

World On Fire by Geonn Cannon (PD
Publishing)

 


2011

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

From A Distance by CL Hart (PD
Publishing)

Of Course It’s Murder by Kate Sweeney
(Intaglio Publishing)

Watermark by J.M. Redmann (Bold
Strokes)

 


Finalists:

Miles to Go by Amy Dawson Robertson
(Bella)

Murder Takes to the Hills by Jessica
Thomas (Bella)

The Cruel Ever After by Ellen Hart (St
Martin’s)

The Curse of the Jade Dragon by Nene
Adams (PD Publishing)

Tilting at Windmills by Geonn Cannon
(PD Publishing)

 


2012

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

Beyond Instinct by Lynn Ames (Phoenix
Rising)

Buyer's Remorse by Lori L. Lake (Regal
Crest)

Hell's Highway by Gerri Hill
(Bella)

 


Finalists:

Bingo Barge Murder by Jessie Chandler
(Midnight Ink)

Dead Ahead by Jen Wright (Clover
Valley Press)

Deadly Intersections by Ann Roberts
(Bella)

Scapegoat by Amy Dawson Robertson
(Bella)

What Happened In Malinmore by Kate
Sweeney (Intaglio Publications)

 


2013

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

Being the Steel Drummer by Liz
Bradbury (Boudica Publishing)

Hide and Snake Murder by Jessie
Chandler (Midnight Ink)

Runaway by Anne Laughlin (Bold
Strokes)

 


Finalists:

A Very Public Eye by Lori L. Lake
(Regal Crest)

Above Reproach by Lynn Ames (Phoenix
Rising Press)

Certain Dark Things by Erica Abbott
(Bella)

Keepers of the Cave by Gerri Hill
(Bella)

Rest for the Wicked by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

 


2014

(Mystery/Thriller)

Winners:

Point of Betrayal by Ann Roberts
(Bella)

Turning on the Tide by Jenna Rae
(Bella)

Yellow Vengeance by Liz Bugg
(Insomniac Press)

 


Finalists:

A Venomous Cocktail by Jody Valley
(Bella)

Battle Axe by Carsen Taite (Bold
Strokes)

Jump the Gun by Lori L. Lake ( Regal
Crest)

The Killer Wore Leather by Laura
Antoniou (Cleis)

Weeping Walls by Gerri Hill
(Bella)

 


2015

Mystery/Thriller

 


Winners:

The Acquittal by Anne Laughlin (Bold
Strokes)

Left Field by Elizabeth Sims (Spruce
Park Press)

The Consequence of Murder by Nene
Adams (Bella)

 


Finalists:

Just Intuition, by Makenzi Fisk
(Mischievous Books)

Killed in Escrow, by Jennifer L.
Jordan (Clover Valley Press)

Secrets in Small Towns, by Iza Moreau
(Black Bay Books)

Widow, by Martha Miller (Bold
Strokes)

Angel Fire, by Gerri Hill (Bella)

 


2016

Mystery/Thriller

 


Winners:

Cold to the Touch by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

Tarnished Gold by Ann Aptaker (Bold
Strokes)

The Red Files by Lee Winter (Ylva)

 


Finalists:

Burning Intuition by Makenzi Fisk
(Mischievous Books)

Fatal Intuition by Makenzi Fisk
(Mischievous Books)

Hold of the Bone by Clare Baxter
Trautman (Bywater)

Mackenzie’s Beat by Maggie Brown
(Bella)

No Good Reason by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

 


2017

Mystery/Thriller

 


Winners:

Requiem for Immortals by Lee Winter
(Ylva)

Triggered by Jessica L. Webb (Bold
Strokes)

Walk-in by T.L. Hart, (Bella)

 


Finalists:

Blood Money Murder by Jessie Chandler
(Bold Strokes)

Collide-O-Scope by Andrea Bramhall,
(Ylva)

Going Coastal by Jane DiLucchio (Regal
Crest)

If Looks Could Kill Andi Marquette
(Ylva)

The Secret Unknown by Dillon Watson
(Bella)

 


2018

Mystery/Thriller

Winners:

Genuine Gold by Ann Aptaker, (Bold
Strokes)

Lethal Care by McNab and Forrest,
(Bella )

 


Finalists:

A Quiet Death by Cari Hunter, (Bold
Strokes)

Forsaken Trust by Meredith Doench,
(Bold Strokes)

Girl on the Edge of Summer by J. M.
Redmann, (Bold Strokes)

Taken In by Erica Abbott, (Bella)

 


2019

Winners:

Alias by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

What You Want To See by Kristen
Lepionka (Minotaur)

 


Finalists:

Death’s Echoes by Penny Mickelbury
(Bywater)

Invalid Evidence by Stevie Mikayne
(Bold Strokes)

Justice Calls by Ann Roberts
(Bella)

Shadowboxer by Jessica L. Webb (Bold
Strokes)

 


2020

Mystery/Thriller/Crime

Winners:

Galileo by Ann McMan (Bywater)

Hard Fall, by Pascal Scott
(Sapphire)

 


Finalists:

The Blood Runs Cold by Catherine
Maiorisi (Bella)

Deadeye by Meredith Doench (Bold
Strokes)

Judge Me When I’m Wrong by Cheryl A.
Head (Bywater)

Not Dead Enough by J.M. Redmann (Bold
Strokes)

 


2021

Mystery/Thriller/Crime

Winners:

The Crystal’s Curse by Jane Alden
(Desert Palms)

Dying on the Vine by Ann Roberts
(Bella)

 


Finalists

The Book of Promises by Tammy Bird
(Flashpoint)

Death Before Dessert by A.E.
Radley (Heartstone Publishing)

Murder at Leisure Lakes by BJ Phillips
(Desert Palm Press)

Murder at the Estate Sale by Lily
Charles (Black Opal)

 


2022

Mystery/Thriller/Crime

Winners:

The Tell Tale, by Clare Ashton

Unbreakable, by Cari Hunter

Finalists:

A Message in Blood, by Catherine
Maiorisi

Murder and Gold, by Ann Aptaker

 


2023

Mystery/Thriller/Crime

Winners:

Delafield, by Katherine V.
Forrest (Spinsters Ink) (Top Prize)

Hunting
Gold, by Ann Aptaker
(Bywater)

Last Chance
Chicago, by Diana DiGangi
(Bywater)

 


Finalists:

As You
Look, by Verónica Gutiérrez
(Bella)

Legacy in the
Blood, by Catherine Maiorisi
(Bella)

Steadying the
Ark, by Rebecca K. Jones
(Bella)

Ultimate
Blue, by Abigail Padgett
(Bywater)

 


 


Lambda Award Winners and Finalists




The oldest and arguably the most prestigious
of these awards is the Lambda Literary Award, which honors books in
all LGBTQ genres. It has been honoring gay and lesbian writers
since 1989.

 


Here is a list of all the Lambda Award
winners and Finalists from its inception in 1989 until 2021. Listed
below by year are the titles, authors, and publishers of each book
selected.

 


In the first year, lesbian mysteries were
combined with science fiction, possibly because of few submissions.
For many years after that, however, Lesbian Mystery had had its own
category. In 2021, when the category was changed to LGBTQ Mystery,
lesbian protagonists were no longer required.. Also, the list of
submissions was not published for 2021 or 2022 but a kind soul at
Lambda sent me a list of all entries, many of which featured gay
protagonists.

 


Note: The date is the date of the
award. The publication year is a year earlier.

 


Entry Fees:

The entry fee for the 2021 awards is $65.00
per book (a $20.00 increase over 2019) and you can only enter it in
a single category. Because of the coronavirus pandemic, in 2020
they will accept only electronic versions (PDF is preferred) of the
novel. Another new feature is that the Mystery category is now
shared between gay, lesbian, bi, trans, etc novels. There is no
category for Lesbian Mystery.

 


Finalists Announced:

Finalists are announced
sometime in March. In 2020 it was on March 10. In 2021 it was March
15.

 


Winners
Announced:

Winners are announced at
the Lambda Literary Society’s Annual Awards Banquet, which is held
in New York City. In 2020 it was cancelled because of the
coronavirus. However the awards were announced on June 1 in
Vanity Fair.

 


 


1989

Mystery/Science Fiction

Winner:

Skiptrace by Antoinette Azolakov
(Banned Books)

 


Finalists:

Lessons In Murder by Claire McNab
(Naiad)

Mundane’s World by Judy Grahn
(Crossing Press)

Heavy Gilt by Dolores Klaich
(Naiad)

The Crystal Curtain by Sandy Bayer
(Alyson)

 


1990

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

The Beverly Malibu by Katherine V.
Forrest (Naiad)

 


Finalists:

Dog Collar Murders by Barbara Wilson
(Seal)

Fatal Reunion by Clair McNab
(Naiad)

Hallowed Murder by Ellen Hart
(Seal)

The Contactees Die Young by Antoinette
Azolakov (Banned Books)

 


1991

Lesbian Mystery

Winners:

Gaudi Afternoon by Barbara Wilson
(Seal)

Ninth Life by Lauren Wright Douglas
(Naiad)

 


Finalists:

A Captive In Time by Sarah Dreher (New
Victoria)

Death Down Under by Claire McNab
(Naiad)

Slick by Camarin Grae (Naiad)

 


1992

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Murder by Tradition by Katherine V.
Forrest (Naiad)

 


Finalists:

Cop Out by Claire McNab (Naiad)

Everything You Have is Mine by Sandra
Scoppettone (Little Brown)

Final Session by Mary Morell
(Spinsters Book Co.)

The Providence File by Amanda Kyle
Williams (Naiad)

 


1993

Lesbian Mystery

Winners:

Two-Bit Tango by Elizabeth Pincus
(Spinsters)

Crazy for Loving by Jaye Maiman
(Naiad)

 


Finalists:

Deaths of Jocasta by J.M. Redman (New
Victoria)

Lavender House Murder by Nikki Baker
(Naiad)

Stage Fright by Ellen Hart (Seal)

 


1994

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Divine Victim by Mary Wings
(Dutton)

 


Finalists:

Trouble In Transylvania by Barbara
Wilson (Seal)

Long Goodbyes by Nikki Baker
(Naiad)

Case of the Not-So-Nice Nurse by Mabel
Maney (Cleis)

I’ll Be Leaving You Always by Sandra
Scoppettone (Little, Brown)

 


1995

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Small Sacrifice by Ellen Hart
(Seal)

 


Finalists:

Case of the Good-For-Nothing
Girlfriend by Mabel Maney (Cleis)

Sister’s Keeper by Randye Lordon (St.
Martin’s)

Body Guard by Claire McNab (Naiad)

My Sweet Untraceable You by Sandra
Scoppettone (Little Brown)

 


1996

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Intersection of Law and Desire by J.M.
Redmann (Norton)

 


Finalists:

Hangdog Hustle by Elizabeth Pincus
(Spinsters)

Faint Praise by Ellen Hart (Seal)

Someone to Watch by Jaye Maiman
(Naiad)

Night Songs by Penny Mickelbury
(Naiad)

 


1997

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Robber’s Wine by Ellen Hart (Seal)

 


Finalists:

Baby, It’s Cold by Jaye Maiman
(Naiad)

Final Take by Jackie Manthorne
(Gynergy)

Inner Circle by Claire McNab
(Naiad)

Liberty Square by Katherine V. Forrest
(Berkley)

 


 


1998

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Father Forgive Me by Randye Lordon
(Avon)

 


Finalists:

Apparition Alley by Katherine V.
Forrest (Berkley)

No Daughter of the South by Cynthia
Webb (New Victoria)

Evil Dead Center by Carole laFavor
(Firebrand)

Old Black Magic by Jaye Maiman
(Naiad)

 


1999

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

The Blue Place by Nicola Griffith
(Avon)

 


Finalists:

Shaman’s Moon by Sarah Dreher (New
Victoria)

Mother May I by Randye Lordon
(Avon)

Past Due by Claire McNab (Naiad)

Wicked Games by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

 


2000

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Hunting the Witch by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

 


Finalists:

Lost Daughters by J.M. Redmann
(Norton)

Murder Undercover by Claire McNab
(Naiad)

She Came in Drag by Mary Wings
(Berkley)

Sleeping Bones by Katherine Forrest
(Berkley)

 


2001

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Mommy Deadest by Jean Marcy (New
Victoria)

 


Finalists:

The Case of the Orphaned Bassoonists
by Barbara Wilson (Seal)

Booked for Murder by Val McDermid
(Spinsters Ink)

When Evil Changes Face by Therese
Szymanski (Bella)

Death Understood by Claire McNab
(Naiad)

 


2002

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Merchant of Venus by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

 


Finalists:

Back to Salem by Alex Marcoux (Alice
Street Editions/Haworth)

Kiss the Girls and Make Them Spy by
Mabel Maney (Harper Entertainment)

Moving Targets by Pat Welch
(Bella)

Witchfire by Lauren Maddison
(Alyson)

 


2003

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Good Bad Woman by Elizabeth Woodcraft
(Kensington)

 


Finalists:

Accidental Murder by Claire McNab
(Bella)

Death by Prophecy by Lauren Maddison
(Alyson)

Immaculate Midnight by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

The Weeping Buddha by Heather Dune
Macadam (Akashic)

 


2004

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Damn Straight by Elizabeth Sims
(Alyson)

 


Finalists:

Cry Havoc by Baxter Clare (Bella)

Epitaph for an Angel by Laruen
Maddison (Alyson)

Owl of the Desert by Ida Swearingen
(New Victoria)

The Woman Who Found Grace by Bett
Reece Johnson (Cleis)

 


2005

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Hancock Park by Katherine V. Forrest
(Berkley)

 


Finalists:

An Intimate Ghost by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s Minotaur)

Commitment to Die by Jennifer Jordan
(Bean Pole)

Death by Discount by Mary Vermillion
(Alyson)

The Wombat Strategy by Claire McNab
(Alyson)

 


2006

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Desert Blood: The Juarez Murders by
Alicia Gaspar De Alba (Arte Publico)

 


Finalists:

Women of Mystery edited by Katherine
Forrest (Haworth)

The Iron Girl by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

Darkness Descending by Penny
Mickelbury (Kings Crossing)

Justice Served by Radclyffe (Bold
Strokes)

 


2007

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

The Art of Detection by Laurie R. King
(Bantam)

 


Finalists:

Sleep of Reason by Rose Beecham, Rose
(Bold Strokes)

Night Vision by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

Idaho Code by Joan Opyr (Bywater)

The Weekend Visitor by Jessica Thomas
(Bella)

 


2008

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Wall of Silence by Gabrielle Goldsby
(Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists:

Mortal Groove by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

In the Name of the Father by
Gerri Hill (Bella)

Selective Memory by Jennifer L. Jordan
(Spinsters Ink)

Laura’s War by Ursula Steck
(Bella)

 


2009

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Whacked by Josie Gordon (Bella)

 


Finalists:

Blind Faith by Diane and Jacob
Anderson-Minshall (Bold Strokes)

Sweet Poison by Ellen Hart (St.
Martin’s)

Losers Weepers by Jessica Thomas
(Bella)

Calling the Dead by Ali Vali (Bold
Strokes)

 


2010

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Death of a Dying Man, by J.M. Redmann
(Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists:

Command of Silence by Paulette Callen
(Spinsters Ink)

From Hell to Breakfast by Joan Opyr
(Blue Feather Books)

The Mirror and the Mask by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

Toasted by Josie Gordon (Bella)

 


2011

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Fever of the Bone by Val McDermid
(HarperCollins)

 


Finalists:

The Cruel Ever After by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur/St. Martin’s)

Missing Lynx by Kim Baldwin &
Xenia Alexiou (Bold Strokes)

Parallel Lies by Stella Duffy
(Bywater)

Water Mark by J.M. Redmann (Bold
Strokes)

 


2012

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Dying to Live, by Kim Baldwin &
Xenia Alexiou (Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists:

Hostage Moon by AJ Quinn (Bold
Strokes)

Rainey Nights by R.E. Bradshaw (R.E.
Bradshaw Books)

Retirement Plan by Martha Miller (Bold
Strokes)

Trick of the Dark by Val McDermid
(Bywater)

 


2013

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Ill Will by J.M.
Redmann, (Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists:

Jacob’s War by C.P. Rowlands, (Bold
Strokes)

Lemon Reef by Robin Silverman, (Bold
Strokes)

Molly: House on Fire by R. E.
Bradshaw, (R. E. Bradshaw Books)

Rest for the Wicked by Ellen Hart,
(Minotaur Books)

 


2014

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

High Desert by Katherine V. Forrest,
(Spinsters Ink)

 


Finalists:

Cross and Burn by Val McDermid,
( Grove/Atlantic/Atlantic Monthly Press)

Death of the Demon by Anne Holt,
(Scribner)

The Killer Wore Leather by Laura
Antoniou, (Cleis)

Point of Betrayal by Ann Roberts,
(Bella)

The Rainey Season by R.E. Bradshaw,
(R.E. Bradshaw Books)

She Overheard Murder by Jean Sheldon,
(Wellworth Publishing/Bast Press)

Taken by the Wind by Ellen Hart,
(Minotaur Books)

Turning on the Tide by Jenna Rae,
(Bella)

Web of Obsessions by Diane Wood,
(Bella)

The Wild Beasts of Wuhan by Ian
Hamilton, (Picador)

 


2015

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

The Old Deep and Dark by Ellen Hart,
(Minotaur)

 


Finalists:

The Acquittal by Anne Laughlin
(Bold Strokes)

Done to Death by Charles Atkins
(Severn House Publishers)

Slash and Burn by Valerie Bronwen
(Bold Strokes)

UnCatholic Conduct by Stevie Mikayne
( Bold Strokes)

 


2016

Lesbian Mystery

Winners:

Tarnished Gold by Ann Aptaker
(Bold Strokes)

Ordinary Mayhem by Victoria Brownworth
(Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists:

The Grave Soul by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

Illicit Artifacts by Stevie Mikayne
(Bold Strokes)

No Good Reason by Cari Hunter
(Bold Strokes)

The Red Files by Lee Winter
(Ylva)

Relatively Rainey by R.E. Bradshaw
(R.E. Bradshaw Books)

The Tattered Heiress by Debra Hyde
(Riverdale Avenue Books).

 


2017

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Pathogen by Jessica L. Webb
(Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists:

Blood Money Murder by Jessie Chandler
(Bella)

Bury Me When I’m Dead by Cheryl A.
Head (Bywater)

Colliide-O-Scope by Andrea Bramhall
(Ylva Books)

Final Cut by Lynn Ames (Phoenix
Rising Press)

Requiem for Immortals by Lee Winter
(Ylva Books).

Under Contract by Jennifer L. Jordan
(Clover Valley Press)

Walk-in, by T.L. Hart
(Bella)

 


2018

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Huntress
by A.E. Radley
(Heartsome Publishing)

 


Finalists:

Fever in the Dark
by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

The Girl on the Edge of
Summer by J.M.
Redmann (Bold
Strokes)

The Last First Time
by Andrea
Bramhall, (Ylva)

Murder Under the Fig
Tree by Kate
Jessica Raphael (She Writes
Press)

Odd Numbers
by Anne Holt
(Scribner)

Repercussions
by Jessica L.
Webb (Bold
Strokes)

A Quiet Death
by Cari Hunter
(Bold Strokes)

 


2019

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

A Study in Honor
by Claire O’Dell
(HarperCollins)

 


Finalists:

A Matter of Blood
by Catherine
Maiorisi (Bella)

A Whisper of Bones
by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

Alice Isn’t Dead b
by Joseph Fink
(Harper Perennial)

Gnarled Hollow
by Charlotte
Greene (Bold Strokes

The Locket
by Gerri Hill
(Bella)

Secrets of the Last
Castle by A. Rose
Mathieu (Bold Strokes)

Stolen by Linda J. Wright (Cats Paw
Books)

 


2020

Lesbian Mystery

Winner:

Galileo by Ann McMan (Bywater)

 


Finalists:

The Blood Runs Cold by Catherine
Maiorisi (Bella)

The Hound of Justice by Claire O’Dell
(Harper Voyager)

The Mirror of Muraro by Amelia Ellis
(Newton Pryce)

Twisted at the Root by Ellen Hart
(Minotaur)

 


2021

LGBTQ Mystery

Winner:

I Hope You’re
Listening, Tom Ryan, (Albert
Whitman & Company)

 


Finalists:

Death Before
Dessert, by A.E. Radley, (Heartsome
Publishing)

Find Me When I’m Lost, Cheryl A. Head, (Bywater
Books)

Fortune Favors the
Dead, Stephen
Spotswood, (Doubleday)

Vera Kelly Is Not a
Mystery, Rosalie Knecht, (Tin House
Books)

 


2022

LGBTQ Mystery

Winner:

Savage Kind, by John
Copenhaver, (Pegasus Books)

 


Finalist:

Murder Under Her Skin, Stephen Spotswood,
(Doubleday)

(The other 3 finalists do not have lesbian
protagonists.)

 


2023

LGBTQ Mystery

Winner:

Dirt Creek, by Haley Scrivenor
(Flatiron Books)

 


Finalist:

Dead Letters from Paradise, by Ann
McMan (Bywater Books)

(The other 3 finalists do not have lesbian
protagonists.)

 


 


Lesfic Bard Award Winners and Finalists




This is an award created and overseen by
author K’Anne Meinel in response to the perceived favoritism shown
by other contests, namely the Lambda and Golden Crown awards. In
some eyes—including mine—a judge might be influenced to favor a
book by a well-known author over an unknown one. Likewise, a judge
might subconsciously assume that if a book is published by lesbian
publishing stalwarts like Bella or Bold Strokes (or any mainstream
publisher), it must be more worthy than one published by the author
or by a press that the judge has never heard of.

 


To combat this, K’Anne has instituted a
“blind” judging system. That is, the judges will see the manuscript
only—all references to the author, the publisher, and even the
title must be removed before any book is submitted. Authors who
fail to do this will be disqualified and their entry fees not
refunded. Presumably, only K’Anne—who assigns each book a unique
identification number—will know who the authors of the books
are.

 


I believe in this system of judging and in
this award, which, unlike the Lambda or Rainbow Awards, is for
lesbian literature only. However, one obvious difficulty is in
judging books that are in a series. For instance, if a judge is
reading the first page of a book and sees that the protagonist is
named Kate Delafield or Micky Knight, or any of a hundred
well-known series detectives, she will not only know the author,
but the assumed worthiness of the book for an award. In fairness,
this will be true more for Lesbian Mysteries and Fantasies than
nonfiction titles or even Romances, which are less likely to be
written in series.

 


The first year of the award was 2019 for
books published in 2018 and the results were disappointing. Out of
19 categories, only 4 had enough entries to qualify for judging.
Entry fees were refunded to authors who submitted to categories
that ad too few entrants. Out of the 4 award winners, however, two
were by self-published authors and two were published by relatively
unknown presses.

 


In 2020, 12 of the 19 categories had enough
entries—a nice increase—but there were still 7 categories not
represented with enough entries. And for most of the filled
categories, there was only a single finalist in addition to one
winner. This, too, I suspect will change as the number of entries
increases.

 


2021 was kind of a mirror image of 2020,
which may be a bit odd because the pandemic should have made it
possible for authors to write more and concentrate on the
sometimes-difficult process of submitting their books for prizes.
In 2021, there were 11 filled categories—compared to 12 the year
before.

 


2022 had 13 categories that were filled.
However, 2 of these—both dealing with novellas—were new this year.
Each of these 13 categories had one winner and one runner up. There
were also a number of books that won in multiple categories.
Lady Hawthorne, by Alexi Venice, for instance won first
place in Action / Adventure and Mystery and was runner up in
Fantasy. All of this leads me to believe that entries were
sparse.

 


It is way too early to tell if this award
will take off. The directions for submitting are somewhat confusing
and the preparation of manuscripts for submission is considerable.
Authors who are unfamiliar with formatting may have difficulty
submitting a professional-looking entry. Still, this is an award to
keep an eye on and to support if you have a chance.

 


Entry Fees:

As of 2023, the entry fee is $45.00 per book
per category and multiple categories are acceptable. For extra
categories, add $40.00. You are required to send electronic
versions of the submission instead of hard copies.

 


Finalists Announced:

Sometime in the spring. In 2020 the Finalists
were announced on April 18.

In 2021 the Finalists were announced on May
29.

In 2022 the Finalists were announced on May
22.

 


Winners Announced:

In 2020 the winners were announced on April
19.

In 2021 the winners were announced on May
30.

In 2022 the winners were announced on May
23.

 


2019

Mystery

Winner:

There were no winners or finalists because of
too-few entries.

 


2020

Mystery

Winner:

Steel City Confidential, by Anne Hagan
(Jug Run Press)

Finalist:

Payback, by Charlotte Mills (Ylva)

2021

Mystery

Winner:

Standby Councel, by Alexi Venice
(eBooklit.com)

Finalist:

Fair Game, by Charlotte Mills
(Ylva)

2022

Mystery

Winner:

Lady Hawthorne, by Alexi Venice
(Palmer Publishing)

Runner Up:

Daring Duplicity, by Edale Lane (Past
and Prologue Press)

 


 


Rainbow Award Winners and Finalists




 


Unfortunately, this award is no longer a
thing, as the brains behind the award no longer has time for it. A
brief description and history of the award follows.

 


The award was created and overseen by blogger
Elisa Rolle simply for the love of queer fiction. The entry fee for
the contest is the donation to a queer charity of your
choice—nothing goes to Elisa. Although seemingly “less
professional” for this reason, it has been entered by some of the
more famous names in Lesbian Mystery, such as J.M. Redmann, Lori L.
Lake, Lee Winter, and Cari Hunter.

 


In 2009 and 2011—probaboy because of few
entries—the Mystery award included entries featuring both gay and
lesbian protagonists. It is not known if there were even any
lesbian mysteries submitted in 2009, but none made the finals. In
2011 the finalists were split evenly between gay and lesbian.

 


In subsequent years, lesbian works had their
own categories, but the Lesbian Mystery category is shared with
Thriller novels. Perhaps in the future this will change and both
will have their own categories. Note that, as in all contests that
do not give mysteries their own category, many of the winners and
finalists are not true mysteries.

 


If the Lesfic Bard Award is the most
secretive, then certainly the Rainbow Award is the most
transparent. Elisa’s blog and Facebook page chronicle every entry
and every review in real time. I had a chance to follow the
progress of this award very closely in 2019 and 2021 and found few,
if any, real problems with submitting, judging, or reporting. The
structure of the winners may be a little tricky to understand and
more than half of the entries receive an Honorable Mention. And all
Honorable Mentions get a 5-star review on Goodreads or Amazon.

 


Beginning in 2018 the contest went to an
every-other-year format. Books published in 2018 and 2019 were
combined for the 2019 awards. Ditto for the 2020-2021 award. It is
interesting that in 2019-2020—Covid years—there were about 100
fewer entries than in 2018-2019.

 


Entry Fees:

The entry fee is $25.00 per book, and must be
in the form of a donation to a worthy LGTBQ+ cause—a list of which
is provided. Feel free to donate more if you have a mind to. You
can enter in a single category only Books may be submitted as PDF,
epub, or mobi, preferably all three.

 


Finalists Announced:

This is the only one of the four awards that
actually announces winners in the year of publication. There are no
finalists announced until the winners are announced, although
Honorable Mentions are given out throughout the process.

 


Winners Announced:

In 2019, the awards—winners and
finalists—were announced on December 8. In 2021 it was December
7.

 


2009

(LGBT Mystery)

Winner:

No books featuring lesbian characters were
winners or finalists. All four finalists featured gay male
protagonists.

 


2010

(Lesbian Mystery/Thriller)

Winner

The Seeker by Ronica Black (Bold
Strokes)

 


Finalists

Returning Tides by Radclyffe (Bold
Strokes)

Death of a Dying Man by JM Redmann
(Bold Strokes)

 


2011

LGBT Mystery/Thriller

 


Winner

Water Mark by J.M. Redmann (Bold
Strokes)

 


Finalists

Women of the Mean Streets by Greg
Heren and J.M. Redmann (Bold Strokes)

The Definitive Albert J. Sterne by
Julie Bozza (Manifold Press)

Rarer Than Rubies, by E.M. Lynley
(Dreamspinner)

 


2012

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winner

Ill Will by J.M. Redmann (Bold
Strokes)

 


Finalists

McKee, Unabridged by A. C. Henley.
(L-Ebook Publishers)

She Left Me Breathless by Trin Denise.
(Ragz Books)

 


2013

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winner

A Very Public Eye by Lori L. Lake
(Quest)

 


Finalists

Jump the Gun by Lori L. Lake
(Quest)

Desolation Point by Cari Hunter. (Bold
Strokes)

The Killer Wore Leather by Laura
Antoniou. (Cleis) (Winner in Historical Fiction)

 


2014

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winner

Season of the Wolf by Robin Summers
(Bold Strokes)

 


Finalists

Rapture, Sins of the Sinners by Fran
Heckrotte and A.C. Henley. (Affinity Ebook Press)

Tumbledown by Cari Hunter. (Bold
Strokes)

Murder and the Hurdy Gurdy Girl by
Kate McLachlan (Quest) (Finalist in Historical Fiction)

 


2015

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winners

No Good Reason by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

The Acquittal by Anne Laughlin (Bold
Strokes)

The Surrender by Terias McKlay
(Bedazzled Ink)

 


Finalists

Blind Trust by Jody Klaire (Bedazzled
Ink)

No Thru Road by Linda M. Vogt
(Quest)

 


2016

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winners

Cold to the Touch by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

Requiem for Immortals by Lee Winter
(Ylva)

Death Wears Yellow Garters by Rae D.
Magdon (Desert Palm Press)

 


Finalists

Going Coastal by Jane DiLucchio
(Quest)

The XY Z Mysteries by Iza Moreau
(Black Bay Books)

Four Point by Max Ellendale (Max
Ellendale)

 


2017

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winners

A Quiet Death by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

Hindsight, by Jody Klaire (Bedazzled
Ink)

 


Finalists

None were listed

 


2018/2019

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winner

Alias, by Cari Hunter (Bold
Strokes)

 


Finalists

Noble Heart, by Jody Klaire (Bedazzled
Ink)

The Doll Maker, by Claire
Highton-Stevenson (Independently Published)

 


2020/2021

Lesbian Mystery/Thriller

Winner

Where the Hell is Tessa Ryker, by R.E.
Conary

 


Finalists

The Crystal Curse, by Jane Alden

Stone’s Mistake, by Adrian J.
Smith


Appendix 3

Sleuths by Profession

 


As you might imagine, the jobs of Law
Enforcement Officer (101) and Private Investigator (95) are tops
among protagonists of lesbian mysteries. Journalists (23) are next
followed by Teachers (15), and Writers (14). The lists are in
alphabetical order by profession.

Accountant

Ava Lee (Ian Hamilton)

Animal Profession

Lenny Aaron (Carolyn Shaw) Pet Detective (see also
Private Investigator)

Finnegan May (Erik Schubach) Dog Walker

Alyssa Norland (Hannah Rickard) Dog Trainer

Matilda Smithwick (E.J. Cochrane) Dog Walker

Mollie Tate (Marie Cox ) Abuse Investigator

Kieran Yeats (Linda J. Wright) Animal Crimes
Investigator

Archaeologist

Delia Ironfoot (Jeane Harris)

Artist

Justine Am (William S. Kirby) Professional Model

Edda Case (Erica Lawson) Handbag Designer

Zara Evans (Amy Rose Capetta) Actor

Riley Flynn (Carsen Taite) Artist

Dana Fox (Laury Egan) Photographer

Andi Kane (Frankie J. Jones) Photographer

Wynn Larimer (Alison R. Solomon) Jewelry Maker

Alix Nicholson (Sharon Gilligan) Photographer

Kate Ryan (Kate Sweeney), Photographer

Meg Rhyland (Laura DeHart Young), Potter

Amanda Rittenhouse (Kate Merrill), Metal Sculptor

Frances Smith (Jan McKemmish), Photographer

Athlete

Nora Delaney (Clara Nipper) College Basketball
Coach

Pauli Golden (Carole Spearin McCauley) Fitness Club
Manager

Shelby Kohl (C.E. Case) Soccer Coach

Alex Pope (Linda Morganstein) Fitness Coach

Attorney

Toni Barston (Terri Breneman)

Bertha Brannon (Martha Miller) Later a county
judge

Sam DiLuccio (Diana DiGangi)

Harriet Fordham Croft (Marion Foster)

Amanda Hawhorne (Alexi Venice) District Attorney

Molly Kincaid (R.E. Bradshaw)

August Mapes (Jane Alden)

Harriet Markham (Brenda Adcock)

Diana Mendoza (Frances Lucas) See also under
Writer

Frankie Richmond (Elizabeth Woodcraft)

Jenna Ross (Robin Silverman)

Janet Schilling (Claire Youmans)

Monica Spade (Alexi Venice)

Mack Wilson (Rebecca K. Jones)

Bodyguard

Randall McGonnigal (Tracey Shellito)

Bookseller (see Business Owner)

Bounty Hunter

Bird Blacker (T.I. Alvarado)

Business Owner

Bess Campbell (Jess Lea) Gallery Owner

Emma Clarke (Lily Charles) Bookseller

Cindy Cooper (Zac Bissonette) Memorabilia Shop
Owner

Puti Derrell (Renée)
Bookstore Owner

Lynne Fhaolain (Janet McClellan) Bookseller

Bobbie Garza (Toni Draper) Bartender

Jess Howard (BJ Phillips) Landscaper

Gilda Liberty (Della Borton) Movie Theater Owner

Louisa (Rachel Cochran) Bar Manatger

Molly O’Donnell (Lily Charles) Bookseller

Kate Shannon (Gina L. Dartt) Bookstore Owner

Linda Sikorsky (Mark McNease) Antique Store Owner

Shea Stevens (Dharma Kelleher) Custom Motorcycle Shop
Owner

Chicken Farmer

Letty Campbell (Alma Fritchley)

Clerk

Jay Venkatesan (Rae D. Magdon)
Bookstore Worker

Computer Tech

Maxence Jaquin (Alex Vox)
Software Engineer

Scotty Scott (Jay Taverner) Software tech

Avery Vincent (Artemis Oakgrove) Computer
Consultant

Criminal

Cantor Gold (Ann Aptaker) Art Smuggler

Brett Higgins (Therese Szymanski) Manager of Adult
Businesses

BJ McKay (Deni Starr) Ex-Con

Lacey Montgomery (Tonya Muir) Mobster

Dating Service Verifier

Claudia Lin (Jane Pek)

FBI Agent

Jordan Gray (Syd Parker) Special Agent

Samantha Skellar (Lynne Jamneck)

Financial Analyst

Virginia Kelly (Nikki Baker)

Food Service Provider

Margery Baker (Hannah Hendy) Cafeteria Worker

Casey Black (Faith Mosley) Dishwasher

Kim ClayPool (Jean Erhardt) Restaurant Owner

Millie Coleman (Kristin Lambert) Speakeasy
Employee

Jane Lawless (Ellen Hart) Restaurant Owner

Louise Lloyd (Nekesa Afia) Café Worker

Sam O’Connor (Nairne Holtz) Dishwasher

Shay O’Hanlon (Jessie Chandler) Coffee Shop Owner

Allison O’Neil (Lauren Wright Douglas) Bed and
Breakfast Owner

Freddy Powers (Lesley Thomson) fishmonger

Lacey Samms (Carol Schmidt) Lesbian Bar Owner

Vienna (William S. Kirby) Clerk in a gelato shop

Forensic Scientist

Aliki Pateas (Anne Azel) Forensic Anthropologist

Maris Middleton (Kaye Davis) Forensic Chemist

Hairdresser

Viv Fraser (V. Clifford)

Historical Researcher

Kersten Heller (Inga Simpson)

Hostel House Worker

Jo Summers (Vivien Kelly)

Hotel Owner

Alex Pope (Hotel Worker)

Hayden Tate (Robin Alexander) (Hotel Owner)

Insurance Investigator

Colleen Fitzgerald (Barbara Johnson)

Journalist

Allie Burns (Val McDermid) Investigative
Journalist

Lillian Byrd (Elizabeth Sims) Freelance
Journalist

Hollis Carpenter (Deborah Powell) Investigative
Reporter

Agnes Coates (Benna Bos) Podaster

Lynn Evans (Claudia McKay) Journalist

Lindsay Gordon (Val McDermid) Freelance
Journalist

Mackenzie Griffith (Maggie Brown) War
Correspondent

Kat Guererra (M.F. Beal)

Sophie Horowitz (Sarah Schulman) Reporter for a
Feminist Newspaper

Lexy Hyatt (Carlene Miller) Newspaper Reporter

Tyler Jones (Joan Drury) Newspaper Columnist

Emma Kendrick (Jessica Lauren) Associate Editor for a
Women’s Publishing House

Kaia Kent (Benna Bos) Podcaster

Allie Liddell (Alexandra Allred) Obituary Writer

Riley Logan (Linda M. Vogt). Newspaper Reporter

Ellen Malloy (Trish MacEnulty) Secretary

Carly McGuire (Marcia Muller) Newspaper Editor

Sue-Ann McKeown (Iza Moreau) Reporter/Editor

Lane Montgomery (Robin Brandeis) Investigative
Reporter

Mimi Patterson (Penny Mickelbury) Journalist

Mona Perry (Savannah Brown) Blogger

Sam Perry (K.A. Tracy) Crime Reporter

Carmen Ramirez (Lisa Haddock) Newspaper Copy
Editor

Jane Scott (Franci McMahon) Journalist

Nyla Wade (Vicki P. McConnell) Journalist,
Copywriter

Cassie Warren (Fran Dorricott)

Landowner

Meredith Thatch (Rachel Ford)

Landscape Designer

Shannon Patrick (Lin Phillipi)

Law Enforcement Officer

Cameron Andrews (Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk) Undercover
Detective Sergeant

Sam Ardoin (Leigh Landry) Police Sergeant

Elle Ashley (CJ Birch) County Sheriff

Carol Ashton (Claire McNab) Police Detective
Inspector

Brenda Borelli (Jenna Rae) Police Captain

Raven Bowen (Wendy Hewlett) Detective Constable

Kae Brannon (Andrea Bramhall) Police Detective
Sergeant

Royce Brodie (Brenda Adcock) Homicide Detective

Kate Brody (Police Detective)

Avery Brown (Lila Bruce) Sheriff’s Detective

Andy Campbell (Merlina Garance) Detective
Inspector

Aiden Carlisle (Jae) Police Detective

Jordan Carpenter(Barbara Winkes) Police Detective

Chiara Corelli (Catherine Maiorisi) Police Homicide
Detective

Mel Crane (Anne Hagan) Sheriff

Kate Daniels (Mari Hannah) Detective Constable

Kate Delafield (Katherine V. Forrest) Police Homicide
Detective

Remy Devereux (Dolores Arden) Homicide Detective

Jude Devine (Rose Beecham) Sheriff’s Detective

Maria Diaz (Ronica Black) Police Detective

Kayla Dixon (Geri Hill) Police Officer)

Foster Everett (Gabrielle Goldsby) Police
Detective

Giana Falco (Dolores Arden) Forensic Scientist

Rebecca Feldblum (Laura Antoniou) Police
Detective

Jenna Ferrari (Edale Lane) Detective Lieutenant

Max Ferrari (Ellyx Phox) Police Detective

Rebecca Foxx (Syd Parker) Police Detective

Rebecca Frye (Radclyffe) Police Detective

L.A. Franco (Baxter Clare) Police Detective

Margo Gorman (Finola Moorhead) Detective Senior
Constable

Kelsey Gorman (Cara Malone) Forensic Investigator

Trish Grayson (Felicia Strobe) Homicide Detective

Chris Gutierrez (Andi Marquette) Police Detective

Grace Halling (Adrian J. Smith) Sheriff’s Deputy,
Detective

Claire Hanlon (Carsen Taite) Police Detective

Luce Hansen (Meredith Doench) Special
Investigator

Ellie Harding (Barbara Winkes) Police Officer

Nikki Harris (Gina L. Dartt) Police Dispatcher

Rylee Hayes (Cade Brogan) Homicide Detective

Zara Hayes (Cara Malone) Police Officer

Bernie Hebert (Catherine Ennis) Crime Scene
Technician

Stevie Houston (Tracey Richardson) Police Detective
Constable

Tori Hunter (Gerri Hill) Police Homicide
Detective

Sali James (Max Ellendale) Police Detective

Maureen Jeffries (A.M. McKnight) IRS Special
Agent

Sanne Jensen (Cari Hunter) Police Officer

Ashley Johnson (Melanie McAllester) Police
Detective

Allison Kaine (Kate Allen) Police Officer

Jack Kent (Nicky Downes) Detective Inspector

Alex Lines (Michelle Teichman) Police Officer

Mei Ling (Danielle Girard) Police Computer Forensics
Inspector

Cochetta Lovejoy (A.C. Henley and Fran Heckrotte)
Texas Ranger

Royce Madison (Kieran York) Deputy Sheriff

Theodora Madsen (Merideth Doench) Homicide
Detective

Gianna Maglione (Penny Mickelbury) Police
Lieutenant

Kae Martinelli (Laurie R. King) Police Detective

Del Mason (Jenna Rae) Police Detective

Kristy Maxwell (Eve Adam) Police Homicide
Detective

Laura McCallister (Roselyn Wraight) Police
Detective

Ashley McCoy (Jade Winters) Police Detective
Sergeant

Logan McGregor (KatLyn) Police Detective

Erin McKenzie (Ronica Black) Undercover Homicide
Detective

Jane McLeary (Erik Schubach) Police Detective

Ellie McVey (J.A. Rainbow) Detective Chief
Inspector

Tenny Mendoza (Melanie McAllester) Police Homicide
Investigator

Sarah Michaels (Hayley Scrivenor) Detective
Sergeant

Cassidy Miller (Eliza Lentzski) Cold Case
Detective

Lacey Mills (Michelle DiCeglio) Police Detective

Helen Mirkin (Ruth Shidlo) Police Detective
Inspector

Mossa (Malka Older) Investigator

Mandi Murphy (Geri Hill) Police Officer

Tru North (Janet McClellan) Police Detective

Morgan O’Callaghan (Erica Lawson) Police
Detective

Nikki Peterson-Thunderhawk (Beth Houston) Chief,
Florida Investigations Bureau

Lucia Ramos (Mary Morell) Police Homicide
Detective

Leo Reece (Lori L. Lake) Police Detective

Dez Reilly (Lori L. Lake) Police Patrol Sergeant

Megan Riley (J.A. Lymer) Police Detective
Inspector

Danielle Renaud (Nadine LaPierre) RCMP Constable

Betty Rhyzyk (Kathleen Kent) Narcotics Detective

Jill Rogers (Clara Nipper) Homicide Detective

Cassandra (Red) Rose (Saffina Desforges) Police
Detective

Amanda Ross (N.H. Avenue) Police Lieutenant

Dana Rossi (Anne Hagan) Customs Special Agent

Alex Ryan (Erica Abbott) Police Head of
Detectives

Amy Sadler (Michelle Arnold) Homicide Detective

Lean Samuels (Kay Bigelow) Police Lieutenant (later a
PI)

Fiona Sapino (Maria Siopis) Head of Special
forces

Sept Savoie (Ali Vali) Police Detective

Clare Sawyer (Karis Walsh) University Police
Officer

Jo Shaw (Cari Hunter) Detective Inspector

Porter Sienna (Leslie Adams) Police Detective

Callie Jean Sinclair (Joanna Michaels) Probation
Officer

Nita Slowater (Aya Walksfar) Police Detective
Sergeant

Jo Spence (Jen Wright ) Juvenile Probation
Supervisor

C.J. St. Clair (Erica Abbott) Police Internal Affairs
Investigator

Debra Stanton (Marie Cox ) Police Homicide
Detective

Jasmine Steels (Kimberly Amato) Homicide
Detective

Beatrice Stone (Kate McLachlan) Judge

Sally Sullivan (Anne Laughlin) Police Chief

Abigaile Truman (B.L. Wilson) Police Lieutenant

Mel Turner (Rae Scott) Homicide Detective

Paige Turner (Toni Draper) Police Officer

Tori Underwood (Diane Davidson) Police Detective

Amanda Valentine (Rose Beecham) Homicide Detective
Inspector

Lori Wagner (Sue Hardesty) Police Detective

Eric Walton (Susan Landis-Steward) Police
Detective

Cassidy Warner (Heather Blackmore) Police Auditor

Sophie Whitton (Claire Highton-Stevenson) Detective
Inspector

Hanne Wilhelmsen (Anne Holt) Police Detective
Inspector

Katy Wimple (Jason Halstead) Police Lieutenant

Olivia Winston (A.M. McKnight) Police Detective

Lawyer—see Attorney

Mechanic

Johnny Watson (Breathedout)

Medicine

Cherry Aimless (Mabel Maney) Nurse

Katia Billings (Tammy Bird) Emergency Medical
Technician

Corey Curtis (Carolyn Elizabeth) Medican Examiner

Giselle Cutler (Ellie Hart) Veterinarian

Meg Fielding (Cari Hunter) Physician

Kody Garrett (RJ Nolan) Veterinarian

Jo Jacuzzo (Anne Seale) Home Health Care Worker

Kate Matthews (Cheryl A. Head) Massage Therapist

Thayer Reynolds (Carolyn Elizabeth) Physician

Mary Watson (Sandra de Helen) Naturopathic Physician

Harriet Weston (Claire Macquet) Nurse

Musician

Blackie Cole (Lisa E. Davis) Nightclub Singer

Kate Halton (Helen Shacklady) Fiddler

Office Manager

Gerry (Rats) Flannagan (Rebecca O'Rourke)

Lou Spencer (Elaine Beale)

Tova (Nancy Richler) Laundromat Manager

Paramedic

Jemima Pardon (Cari Hunter)

Phone Psychic

Marta Goicochea (Kate Allen)

Political Operative

Evan Reed (Ann McMan)

Postal Inspector

MC McCall (Judy M. Kerr)

Printer

Pam Nilsen (Barbara Wilson)

Private Investigator

Lenny Aaron (Caroline Shaw), Cat Detective

Kristin Ashe (Jennifer L. Jordan)

Parker Avery (Nicole Higgenbotham-Hogue)

Yolanda Ávila (Verónica
Gutiérrez)

Jaiden Baker (Jane
Retzig)

Frankie Barker and Johanna Obrien (Kira Chase)

Callie Barrow (Liz Bugg)

Julie Bernard (Merrilee Moss)

Helen Black (Pat Welch)

Mavis Bone (B.P. Smythe)

Jamie Bravo (Saxon Bennett and
Layce Gardner)

Yolanda Calhoun (Iza Moreau)

Shel Carson (Sara Marx)

Sam Carter (Tash Fairbanks)

Nancy Clue (Mabel Maney)

Shirley Combs (Sandra de Helen)

Clancy Connor (Rivka Vann)

Casey Cook (Sarah Ettritch)

Rachel Cord (R.E. Conary)

Tor Cross (Penny Sumner)

Teena Crowd (Ripley Hayes)

Meg Darcy (Jean Marcy)

Delaney Delacroix (Jennis Slaughter)

Poppy Dillworth (Dorothy Tell)

Tyler Divine (Dolores Klaich)

Donna (No last name given) (Alex Rissini)

Fin Donner (Ann Aptaker)

Siobhan Donohue (J.T. Langdon)

Brigid Donovan (Karen Saum)

Ellen (No last name given) (Alex Rissini)

Butch Fatale (Christa Faust)

Jill Fitzpatrick (Dorothy Porter)

Nea Fox (Amelia Ellis)

Nell Fury (Elizabeth Pincus)

Maggie Gale (Liz Bradbury)

Maggie Garrett (Jean Taylor)

Stetson Goody (Edale Lane)

Margo Gorman (Finola Moorhead)

Kelly Haldon (Jaime Clevenger)

Rainey Hall (Ava Barry)

Sherlock Holmes (Breathedout)

Joan Hudson (Claire Agincourt)

Cassidy James (Kate Calloway)

Vera Kelly (Rosalie Knecht)

Kylie Kendall (Claire McNab)

Helen Keremos (Eve Zaremba)

Jil Kidd (Stevie Mikayne)

Finley Knight (Gerri Hill)

Micky Knight (J.M. Redmann)

Meg Lacey (Elisabeth Bowers)

Lauren Laurano (Sandra Scoppettone)

Jane Lawless (Ellen Hart)

Morgan Lloyd (Jody Klaire)

Loy Lombard (Julia Lieber)

Devorah Longstreet (Ann Aptaker)

Phyllis Ludwigsohn (Paula Murphy)

Charlie Mack (Cheryl A. Head)

J.Z. Mackenzie (Margie S. Schweitzer)

Molly Malone (Erin Hall)

Natalie McMasters (Thomas A. Burns) Private
Investigator trainee

Saz Martin (Stella Duffy)

Zoe Martinelli (Pascal Scott) Office Manager for a
private investigator

Tally McGinnis (Nancy Sanra)

Quin McKee (A.C. Henley)

Kina McKevie (Laurence Moore)

Toni Mendez (Sam Skyborne)

Cal Meredith (Marsha Mildon)

Robin Miller (Jaye Maiman)

Ace Montgomery (Victoria Brunk)

Gloria Morris (G.R. Browda)

Shana Niguel (O.M. Aguilar)

Jobeth O’Brien (Kelli Jae Baeli)

Sam O’Brien (NJ Donath)

Charlotte Olmes (Debra Hyde)

Kit O’Malley (Lindy Cameron)

Mackenzy O’Rorke (Dee D. Matthews)

Cornelia (Oz) Osgood (Sonje Jones)

Willowjean (Will) Parker (Stephen Spotswood)

Alex Peres (Jessica Thomas)

Eliza Pirex (Diana McRae)

Rachelle (Echo r. Brooks)

Jackeline (Jacks) Raelston (Venus Reising)

Lamaar Ransom (David Galloway)

Caitlin Reece (Lauren Wright Douglas) Private
Vigilante

Lil Ritchie (Phyllis Knight)

Norah Rosenberg (Jacqueline Ramsden)

Lean Samuels (Kay Bigelow) (Police in book 1)

Shiloh (Paulette Callen)

Jess Shore (Sandra A. Morris)

Sue Slate (Lee Lynch)

Cassandra Slick (Mary Wilbon)

Sydney Sloane (Randye Lordon)

Xara Smith (Bill McGrath)

Anna Spring (Ursula Steck)

Evangeline St. Claire (Nene Adams)

Sam Summers (R.G. Peterson)

Cassie Tam (Matt Doyle)

Paige Taylor (Katherine E. Kreuter)

Aud Torvingen (Nicola Griffith)

Kera Van Brocklin (Jody Valley)

Lauren Vellequette (Jennifer L. Jordan)

Emma Victor (Mary Wings)

Roxane Weary (Kristen Lepionka)

Yoshi Yakamota (Diane and Jacob
Anderson-Minshall)

Kieran Yeats (Linda J. Wright) Animal Crimes
Investigator

Psychologist

Rachel Katz (Adrian Gold) Forensic Psychologist

Dawn Kinsley (Jae) Psychologist

Kate Matthews (Jane DiLucchio) Marriage Therapist

Blue McCarron (Abigail Padgett) Social
Psychologist

Cameron Mcgill (Jenny Roberts)
Therapist/Counselor

Dace McKendrick (Susan Lyons) Therapist

Morgan McRain (Cherry Hartman) Therapist

T.D. Renfro (Antoinette Azolakov Psychotherapist

Kat Rogan (Camarin Grae) Dispute Mediator

Cynthia Chenery Scott (Pele Plante) Retired
Therapist

Kellen Stewart (Manda Scott) Psychiatrist

Radio Personality

Mara Gilgannon (Mary Vermillion)

Nic Owen (Jean Sheldon)

Real Estate Agent

Ari Adams (Ann Roberts)

Religious Occupations

Nikki Barnes (Joan Albarella) Priest

Grace Holiday (Margot Douaihy) Nun

Lonnie Squires (Josie Gordon) Priest

Retired

Lil Campbell (Charles Atkins)

Ada Strauss (Charles Atkins)

Rider/Ranch Hand

Britt Danner (Barbara Treat Williams)

Becky Miles (Franci McMahon)

Ida Muret (ReBecca Béguin )

Rachel Wilson (Tonya Muir)

Scientist

Vera Kennedy (R.G. Emanuelle)

Social Worker

K.C. Fontero (Andi Marquette) Sociologist

Unnamed protagonist (Candas Jane Dorsey) Unemployed
Social Worker

Store Owner (see Business Owner)

Student

Becks (last name n/a)( Patrice Lawrence)

Dessa Child (Connie B. Dowell) Finishing School
Student

Georgia (no last name given) (Mariko Tamaki)

Elodie Fontaine (Iza Moreau) High School Student

Bil Hardy (Joan Opyr) College Student

Christabel MacKenzie (Iona McGregor) Girl’s School
Student

Ari Morgan (Jane Alden) College Student

Judy Peabody (John Copenhaver) High School
Student

Dee Skinner (Tom Ryan) High School Student

Luca Laine Thomas (Rebecca Barrow) High School
Student

Phillipa Watson (John Copenhaver) High School
Student

Angie Wedgeway (Nann Dunne) College Student

Teacher

Natalie Abbott (Blayne Cooper) College Professor

Jessie Batelle (Annette Van Dyke) College Women’s
Studies Director

Electra Campos (Emma Perez) College Professor

Dee DelValle (Jane DiLucchio) Elementary School
Teacher

Beth Ellis (Anne Laughlin) Small College Dean

Miriam Held (Lynn C. Miller) College Professor

Harriet Hubbley (Jackie Manthorne) High School P.E.
Teacher

Helen Ivers (Karelia Stetz-Waters) College
President

Renee LaRoche (Carole laFavor) Elementary School

Miranda McLeod (Edale Lane) College English
Professor

Janet McMillan (Magdalena Zschokke) College
Professor

Claire Sinclair (Tinker Marks) College Economics
Professor

Eleanor Stewart (Iona McGregor) Girl’s School
Instructor

K.M. Stone (Pascal Scott) Graduate Admissions
Officer

Kimberly Wayland (Kate McLachlan)
Fifth-grade teacher

Adair Wilson (Karelia Stetz-Waters) College Drama
Professor

Travel Agent

Magalie Lisan (Sigrid Brunel)

Stoner McTavish (Sarah Dreher)

Writer

Laurie Coldwater (Cynthia Webb) Journalist

Connor Hawthorne (Lauren Maddison) Crime Novelist

Jen Madden (Peta Fox) Advertising Copywriter

Diana Mendoza (Frances Lucas) Screenwriter. See also
under Attorney

Robin Miller (Jaye Maiman) Romance Novelist and
Travel Writer

Cassandra Reilly (Barbara Wilson) Translator of
Literary Works

Dayle Salvessen (Elizabeth Ridley) Spy Novelist

Saxon (Ingrid black) Crime Writer

Gertrude Stein (Samuel M. Steward) Novelist and
Writer

Caitlin Taer (Catie Disabato) Music Critic

Josephine Tey (Nicola Upson) Novelist, Playwright

Alice B. Toklas (Samuel M. Steward) Novelist’s
Companion

Carmen Valdez (Alex Segura) Comic Book Writer

Sarah White (Tong Zhang) Novelist and Software
Programmer


Appendix 4

Number of Books Published by Year

 


 


The following list shows—to the best of my
knowledge—how many lesbian mysteries have been published in any
given year since 1977, when the first book that can be classed as a
lesbian mystery was published.

 


As you can see below, the number of lesbian
mysteries gradually increased until 2002, when Naiad, probably the
most important name in lesbian publishing, was sold to Bella. But
the slack was immediately picked up by Bella, Bold Strokes,
Bywater, and a number of other LGBTQ-oriented publishers.

 


Most of the increase since 2008, however has
been from the creation of the ebook and publishing-on-demand
paperbacks—arguably the most important event in publishing history.
Amazon’s Kindle appeared in late 2007 while Smashwords began a few
months later. It took a few years for writers to realize that they
no longer had to be accepted by a publisher or even to have an
agent. But it’s going great guns now and no one can stop it.

 


Likewise, the last year or two seem to have
less books only because they have not surfaced yet. It would be
great if every lesbian detective novelist would notify me when new
books are published but it would also be great if there was world
peace—there’s about as much chance of one happening as the
other.

 


1977. 1

1978. 1

1979. 1

1980. 0

1981. 0

1982. 1

1983. 1

1984. 4

1985. 2

1986. 4

1987. 6

1988. 8

1989. 9

1990. 12

1991. 20

1992. 16

1993. 26

1994. 28

1995. 30

1996. 22

1997. 25

1998. 25

1999. 29

2000. 24

2001. 27

2002. 14 (Naiad goes out of business)

2003. 21

2004. 24

2005. 30

2006. 18

2007. 28

2008. 22

2009. 23

2010. 21

2011. 32

2012. 48

2013. 46

2014. 40

2015. 62

2016. 36

2017. 56

2018. 55

2019. 69

2020. 66

2021. 40

2022: 51

2023: 33

2024: 3

 


Total: 1,159 (and counting)


Appendix 5

Publishers of Lesbian Mysteries

 


 


This does not pretend to be a complete list,
although it should be. It is also not intended to be a litt of
publishers that publish only LGBTQ-oriented books, although many,
like Naiad Press, are. Only printed copies of a title are listed
unless it is only available in an ebook. Editions in other
languages are also not included unless there is no English edition
available. Large Print books are also not included.

 


Some of these books have links; some do not.
Oh, well . .

Affinity E-Book Press NZ (also known as Affinity Rainbow Publications
and L-Book ePublishers
a lesbian-oriented publishing house out of New
Zealand. It was formerly called L-Book ePublishers.)

All Gone, by RJ Nolan, 2007

Conflict of Interest, by Jae, 2008

Next of Kin, by Jae, 2008

McKee Unabridged, by A.C. Henley, 2011 reprint
of the 2009 Intaglio edition.

The Truck Comes on Thursday, by Sue Hardesty,
2011

The Case of the Beggar’s Coppice, by Erica
Lawson, 2015

Possessing Morgan, by Erica Lawson, 2015
reprint of the 2009 Blue Feather edition.

Akasic Press

Weeping Buddha, by Heather Dune Macadam,
2003

Albert Whitman Co.

I Hope You’re Listening, by Tom Ryan, 2021

Aldyn Books

Murder in Black and White, by Lynda Currall,
1994

Alibi (An imprint of
Random House. It is an ebook division.)

Iron Goddess, by Dharma Kelleher, 2016

Snitch, by Dharma Kelleher, 2017

Allen and Unwin (UK)

Lessons in Murder, by Claire McNab, 1990
reprint of the 1988 Naiad edition.

Fatal Reunion, by Claire McNab, 1990 reprint
of the 1989 Naiad edition

Death Down Under, by Claire McNab, 1990
reprint of the 1990 Naiad edition

Cop Out, by Claire McNab, 1991 reprint of the
1991 Naiad edition

Fatal Reunion, by Claire McNab, 1990 reprint
of the 1989 Naiad edition

Body Guard, by Claire McNab, 1994 reprint of
the 1994 Naiad edition

Double Bluff, by Claire McNab, 1996 reprint of
the 1995 Naiad edition

Inner Circle, by Claire McNab, 1996 reprint of
the 1996 Naiad edition

Chain Letter, by Claire McNab, 1997 reprint of
the 1997 Naiad edition

Past Due, by Claire McNab, 1998 reprint of the
1998 Naiad edition

Set Up, by Claire McNab, 1999 reprint of the
1999 Naiad edition

Under Suspicion, by Claire McNab, 2000 reprint
of the 1999 Naiad edition

Death Club, by Claire McNab, 2001 reprint of
the 2001 Naiad edition

Alpha World Press

Femme Noir, by Clara Nipper, 2007. There is an
indication that this was actually published by Bold Strokes several
months earlier, but I don’t believe it.

Alyson Publications (founded by Sasha Alyson, who is a man)

Murder Is Murder Is Murder, by Samuel M.
Steward, 1985

The Caravaggio Shawl, by Samuel M. Steward,
1989

Deceptions, by Lauren Maddison, 1999

She Came Too Late, by Mary Wings, 2000 reprint
of the 1986 Women’s Press edition

Under the Mink, by Lisa E. Davis, 2001

She Came in a Flash, by Mary Wings, 2001
reprint of the 1988 Women’s Press edition.

Witchfire, by Lauren Maddison, 2001

Death by Prophesy, by Lauren Maddison,
2002

Amateur City, by Katherine V. Forrest, 2003.
Reprint of 1984 Naiad edition.

Epitaph for an Angel, by Lauren Maddison,
2003

Death by Discount, by Mary Vermillion,
2004

The Eleventh Hour, by Lauren Maddison,
2004

The Wombat Strategy, by Claire McNab, 2004

Packing Mrs. Phipps, by Anne Seale, 2004

There Came Two Angels, by Julie Lieber,
2004

The Kookaburra Gambit, by Claire McNab,
2005

The Quokka Question, by
Claire McNab, 2005

Finding Ms.
Wright, by Anne Seale, 2005

The Blue
Scorpion, by Julie Lieber, 2005

Murder by Mascot, by Mary Vermillion, 2006

Wanted, by T.I. Alvarado, 2006

The Dingo Dilemma, by Claire
McNab, 2006

The Platypus Ploy, by Claire
McNab, 2007

Amanita Enterprises (Canada)

Beyond Hope, by Eve Zaremba, 1987

A Reason to Kill, by Eve Zaremba, 1989 reprint
of the 1978 Paperjacks edition.

Work for a Million, by Eve Zaremba, 1987

Amazon Digital Services

Murder by Deed, by Marie Cox, 2010. This seems
to be the only edition of this book

Butch Fatale, Dyke Dick, by Christa Faust,
2012. This seems to be the only edition of this book

Rapunzel, by Saffina Desforges, 2012. This
seems to be the only edition of this book


Indiscretions, by Barbara Winkes, 2015


Insinuations,
by Barbara Winkes, 2015


Incisions,
by Barbara Winkes, 2016


Intrusions,
by Barbara Winkes, 2016


Initiations,
by Barbara Winkes, 2017


Intentions,
by Barbara Winkes, 2017

Steele Resolve, by Kimberly Amato, 2017
reprint of the 2015 Little Crown edition

Melting Steele, by Kimberly Amato, 2017
reprint of the 2015 Little Crown edition

Breaking Steele, by Kimberly Amato, 2017

Heart’s Content, by Nicole Higgenbotham-Hogue,
2018


Infatuations,
by Barbara Winkes, 2018

Sentiment to the Heart, by Nicole
Higgenbotham-Hogue, 2018

The Arc, by J.A. Rainbow, 2019

Cold Steele, by Kimberly Amato, 2019


Impressions,
by Barbara Winkes, 2019


Introductions , by Barbara Winkes, 2019


Implications , by Barbara Winkes 2019

Death on the Dream,
by J.A. Rainbow, 2020


Infractions,
by Barbara Winkes, 2020


Incidents, by
Barbara Winkes, 2020


Double Trouble, by J.A.
Rainbow, 2021


Explosion in the Arts, by J.A.
Rainbow, 2021


Illusions, by
Barbara Winkes, 2021


Invocations , by Barbara Winkes,
2022


Informants,
by Barbara Winkes, 2022


Interceptions, by Barbara Winkes, 2023

Angus and Robertson

Only Lawyers Dancing, by Jan McKemmish, 1992.
This may be the original Australian edition, printed by Cleis in
either 1992 or 1993.

Arbor Farm Press


On the Rocks, by Sue Hallgarth,
2013


Death Comes, by Sue Hallgarth,
2017

Arcade Books

The Monkey’s Mask, by Dorothy Porter, 1994

Archive Of Our Own (AO3) This is a fanfiction site.


How The Mouth Changes Its
Shape, by Breathedout, 2013

Arte Publico

Desert Blood, by Alicia Gaspar de Alba,
2005

Atlantic Monthly Press


1979, by Val
McDermid, 2021

1989, by Val McDermid,
2022

Avalon Publishing Group

Sisters of the Road, by Barbara Wilson, 1993
reprint of the 1986 Seal Press edition

Avon Books

Father Forgive Me, by Randye Lordon, 1997

The Blue Place, by Nicola Griffith, 1998

Mother May I, by Randye Lordon, 1998

Say Uncle, by Randye Lordon, 1999

AWC (Albert Whitman Co.)

I Hope You’re Listening, by Tom Ryan, 2020

Bald Peaks Books (a PNW
(Pacific Northwest) Indie Publisher). The
following is their only title.


Dear Sylvia, Love
Jane, by Erin Hall,
2023

Ballantine Books (sometimes listed as Fawcett after 1982)

Hallowed Murder, by Ellen Hart, 1993 reprint
of the 1989 Seal Press edition

Vital Lies, by Ellen Hart, 1993 reprint of the
1991 Seal Press edition.

Everything You Have Is Mine, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1992 reprint of the 1991 Little, Brown edition

Stage Fright, by Ellen Hart, 1994 reprint of
the 1992 Seal Press edition.

I’ll Be Leaving You Always, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1994 reprint of the 1993 Little, Brown edition

A Small Sacrifice, by Ellen Hart, 1995 reprint
of the 1994 Seal Press edition

My Sweet Untraceable You, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1995 reprint of the 1994 Little, Brown edition

A Killing Cure, by Ellen Hart, 1995 reprint of
the 1993Seal Press edition.

Faint Praise, by Ellen Hart, 1997 reprint of
the 1995 Seal Press edition

Let’s Face the Music and Die, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1997 reprint of the 1996 Little, Brown edition

Robber’s Wine, by Ellen Hart, 1998 reprint of
the 1996 Seal Press edition

Gonna Take a Homicidal Journey, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1999 reprint of the 1998 Little, Brown edition

Banned Books (this is some
type of subsidiary of Edward-William Pub. Co.)

Cass and the Stone Butch, by Antoinette
Azolakov, 1987

Skiptrace, by Antoinette Azolakov, 1988

The Contactees Die Young, by Antoinette
Azolakov, 1989

Blood Lavender, by Antoinette Azolakov,
1993

Bantam

With Child, by Laurie R. King, 1997 reprint of
the 1996 St. Martin’s edition

Hen’s Teeth, by Manda Scott, 1999 reprint of
the 1996 Women’s Press edition

Night Mares, by Manda Scott, 1999 reprint of
the 1998 Headline edition

Cat Catcher, by Caroline Shaw, 1999.

Eye to Eye, by Caroline Shaw, 2000

Night Work, by Laurie R. King, 2000

Stranger Than Death, 2000 reprint of the 1999
Headline edition

The Art of Detection, by Laurie R. King,
2006

Bay Company Books

Beginnings, by Laurie R. King, 2019

Bedazzled Ink


Hayefield Manor, by Jody Klaire, 2020

Bella Books

Called to Kill, by Joan Albarella (Bella for
Rising Tide), 2000

When Evil Changes Face, by Therese Szymanski,
2000

Moving Targets, by Pat Welch, 2001

The Question of Sabotage, by Bonnie J. Morris,
2001

The Ultimate Exit Strategy, by Nikki Baker,
2001

When Good Girls Go Bad, by Therese Szymanski,
2001

Accidental Murder, by Claire McNab, 2002

Blood Link, by Claire McNab, 2003

A Day Too Long, by Pat Welch 2003

Guarded Hearts, by Hannah Rickard, 2003

Smoke and Mirrors, by Pat Welch, 2003 reprint
of the 1996 Naiad edition

Fallen from Grace, by Pat Welch, 2003 reprint
of the 1998 Naiad edition

Snake Eyes, by Pat Welch, 2003 reprint of the
1999 Naiad edition

When the Music Stops, by Therese Szymanski,
2003. Reprint of the 1997 Naiad edition

Cop Out, by Claire McNab, 2003 reprint of the
1991 Naiad edition

Street Rules by Baxter Clare, 2003

Cry Havoc by Baxter Clare, 2003

Dead Certain, by Claire McNab, 2003 reprint of
the 1992 Naiad edition

Possessions, by Kaye Davis, 2003 reprint of
the 1998 Naiad edition

Shattered Illusions, by Kaye Davis, 2003
reprint of the 1999 Naiad edition

When the Dead Speak, by Therese Szymanski,
2003 reprint of the 1998 Naiad edition

Fall Guy, by Claire McNab, 2004

Last Call, by Baxter Clare, 2004

Where the Corpse Lies, by Therese Szymanski,
2004

Lessons in Murder, by Claire McNab, 2004
reprint of the 1988 Naiad edition.

Caught in the Net, by Jessica Thomas, 2004

The Unknown Mile, by Jaime Clevenger, 2004

Call Shotgun, by Jaime Clevenger, 2005

For Every Season, by Frankie J. Jones,
2005

Memories to Die Fork, by Adrian Gold, 2005

A Time to Cast Away, by Pat Welch, 2005

When First We Practice, by Therese Szymanski,
2005

Down the Rabbit Hole, by Lynne Jamneck,
2005

Hunter’s Way, by Geri Hill, 2005

The Next World, by Ursula Steck, 2005

No Witnesses, by Nancy Sanra, 2005 reprint of
the 1995 Rising Tide edition

No Escape, by Nancy Sanra, 2005 reprint of the
1998 Rising Tide edition

No Corpse, by Nancy Sanra, 2005 reprint of the
2000 Rising Tide edition

No Evidence, by Nancy Sanra, 2005

Anticipation, by Terri Breneman, 2006

End of Watch, by Baxter Clare, 2006

Paid in Full, by Ann Roberts, 2006

In the Name of the Father, by Geri Hill,
20007

Laura’s War, by Ursula Steck, 2007

Bleeding Out, by Baxter Clare, December, 2007
Reprint of the 2000 Firebrand Books edition and the October 2007
printing from Emmis Books.

Borderline, by Terri Breneman, 2007

Wall of Silence, b Gabrielle Goldsby, 2007
reprint of the 2003 Regal Crest edition.

Partners, by Geri Hill, 20008

Whacked, by Josie Gordon, 2008

When It’s All Relative, Therese Szymanski,
2008

White Offerings, by Ann Roberts, 2008

Compulsion, by Terri Breneman, 2008

Toasted, by Josie Gordon, 2009

A Small Sacrifice, by Ellen Hart, 2009 reprint
of the1994 Seal Press edition

The Always Anonymous Beast, by Lauren Wright
Douglas, 2010 reprint of the 1987 Naiad edition.

Delusional, by Terri Breneman, 2009

Crazy for Loving, by Jaye Maiman, 2010 reprint
of the 1992 Naiad edition.

I Left My Heart, by Jaye Maiman, 2010 reprint
of the 1991 Naiad edition.

Robber’s Wine, by Ellen Hart, 2010 reprint of
the 1996 Seal Press edition

Wicked Games, by Ellen Hart, 2010 reprint of
the 1998 Minotaur edition

When Shadows Turned to Night, by Therese
Szymanski, 2010 (This may never have been published)

Hunting the Witch, by Ellen Hart, 2011 reprint
of the 1999 Minotaur edition

When the Dancing Stops, by Therese Szymanski,
2011 reprint of the 1997 Naiad edition

Clearwater, by Catherine Ennis, 2011 reprint
of the 1991 Naiad edition.

Deadly Intersection, by Ann Roberts, 2011

Fatal Reunion, by Claire McNab, 2011 reprint
of the 1989 Naiad edition

1st
Impressions, by Kate Calloway. 2010 reprint of the 1996
Naiad edition.

2nd Fiddle, by
Kate Calloway, 2011 reprint of the 1998 Naiad edition.

Deadly Intentions, by Ann Roberts, 2011

Ditched, by Josie Gordon, 2011

Merchant of Venus, by Ellen Hart,2011 reprint
of the 2001 Minotaur edition

Ninth Life, by Lauren Wright Douglas, 2011
reprint of the 1990 Naiad edition.

Under My Skin, Jaye Maiman, 2011 reprint of
the 1993 Naiad edition

Certain Dead Things, by Erica Abbott, 2012

Fragmentary Blue, by Erica Abbott, 2012

3rd Degree, by
Kate Calloway, 2012 reprint of the 1997 Naiad edition

Death Down Under, by Claire McNab, 2012
reprint of the 1990 Naiad edition

The Wombat Strategy, by Claire McNab, 2012
reprint of the 2004 Alyson edition

Writing on the Wall, by Jenna Rae, 2012

Point of Betrayal, by Ann Roberts, 2013

Someone to Watch, by Jaye Maiman, 2013 reprint
of the 1995 Naiad edition.

Turning on the Tide, by Jenna Rae, 2013

A Venomous Cocktail, by Jody Valley, 2013

4th Down, by
Kate Calloway, 2014 reprint of the 1998 Naiad edition

Acquainted with the Night, by Erica Abbott,
2014

Click, by Sara Marx, 2014

Angel Fire, by Geri Hill, 2015

A Dark Horse, by Blayne Cooper, 2015

Daughters of Artemis, by Lauren Wright
Douglas, 2015 repaint of the 1991 Naiad edition.

Desert Places, by Erica Abbott, 2015

Electra’s Complex, by Emma Perez, 2015

The Kookaburra Gambit, by Claire McNab, 2015
reprint of the 2005 Alyson edition

Mackenzie’s Beat, by Maggie Brown, 2015

Stumbling on the Sand, by Jenna Rae, 2015

Waiting for a Love Song, by Jaime Clevenger,
2015

Baby It’s Cold, by Jaye Maiman, 2016 reprint
of the 1996 Naiad edition (note the absence of the comma after Baby
on the front cover title)

The Beach Affair, by Barbara Johnson, 2016
reprint of the 1995 Naiad edition

Blood Money Murder, by Jessie Chandler,
2016

Ruthless, by Venus Reising, 2016

Sleeping Dogs Lie, by E.J. Cochrane, 2016

Twisted Minds, by Jody Valley, 2016

Lethal Care, by Claire McNab, 2017. Note: This
book was listed for release in 2012 but only finished later with
the help of Katherine V. Forrest.

Murder at Metrolina, by Kate Merrill, 2017

Sawmill Springs, by Geri Hill, 2017

Taken In, by Erica Abbott, 2017

Double Dog Dare, by E.J. Cochrane, 2018

Homicide at Hatteras, by Kate Merrill,
2018

A Matter of Blood, by Catherine Maiorisi,
2018

Old Black Magic, by Jaye Maiman, 2018 reprint
of the 1997 Naiad edition (this seems to be available from Bella in
ebook only)

Stumbling on the Sand, by Jenna Rae, 2018

Blood Runs Cold, by Catherine Maiorisi,
2019


The Bartender's Secret, by
Jody Valley, 2019


Gallows Humor, by Carolyn Elizabeth, 2019


Assault in Asheville, by Kate
Merrill, 2020

Dying on the Vine, by Ann Roberts, 2020


Gray Matters, by Dolores Arden, 2020


A Message in Blood, by
Catherine Maiorisi, 2021


As You Look, , by 
Verónica Gutiérrez, 2022


Legacy in the Blood, by
Catherine Maiorisi, 2022


Steadying the Ark, by Rebecca
K. Jones, 2022


Hounded, by E.J. Cochrane,
2023


Hunter's Revenge, by
Gerri Hill, 2023


Stemming the Tide, by Rebecca
K. Jones, 2023

Berkley

She Came by the Book, by Mary wings, 1996
reprint of the 1995 Women’s Press edition

She Came to the Castro, by Mary Wings, 1997
reprint of the 1997 Women’s Press edition

She Came n Drag, by Mary Wings, 1999


Dead Dead Girls,by Nekesa Afia, 2021


Harlem Sunset, by Nekesa Afia, 2022

Black Bay Books (owned and
operated by authors P. V. LeForge and Sara Warner)

The News in Small Towns, by Iza Moreau,
2012

Madness in Small Towns, by Iza Moreau,
2013

Secrets in Small Towns, by Iza Moreau,
2014

Mysteries in Small Towns, by Iza Moreau,
2015

The XYZ Mysteries, by Iza Moreau, 2016

The 5, by Iza Moreau, 2017

Tank Baby, by Iza Moreau, 2019

Ghost in the Piano, by Iza Moreau, 2019

Horses Wild, by Iza Moreau, 2019

Desert Girl, by Iza Moreau, 2020

Stormy
Weather, by Iza Moreau and R. E. Conary, 2023


Billy's Legacy, by Iza Moreau and R. E.
Conary, 2024

Black Opal Books


Murder at the Estate Sale, by
Lily Charles, 2020

Blackwattle Press (an
Australian publisher with several gay and lesbian books to their
credit)

River’s Edge, by Cath Phillips, 1998

Blazon Books

Winged Dancer, by Camarin Grae, 1983

Bloody British Press

Mouths of Babes, by Stella Duffy, 2008 reprint
of the 2005 Serpent’s Tail edition

Blue Crab Publishing

Rainey Days, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2010

Blue Feather Books

From Hell To Breakfast, by Joan Opyr, 2009

Possessing Morgan, by Erica Lawson, 2009

Staying in the Game, by Nann Dunne, 2010
reprint of the 2001 RCE edition.

Checkmate, by Mavis Applewater, 2014

Bold Strokes Books

Grave Silence, by Rose Beecham, 2005

Shield of Justice, by Radclyffe, 2005. Reprint
of the 2002 Renaissance Alliance edition.

In Too Deep, by Ronica Black, 2005

Justice in the Shadows, by Radclyffe, 2005
reprint of the 2004 Bookends edition

Sleep of Reason, by Rose Beecham, 2006

Unexpected Sparks, by Gina L. Dartt, 2006
reprint of the 2002 Justice House edition

Justice Served, by Radclyffe, 2005

Unexpected Ties, by Gina L. Dartt, 2006

Blind Curves, by Diane and Jacob
Anderson-Minshall, 2007

Blind Leap, by Diane and Jacob
Anderson-Minshall, 2007

Place of Exile, by Rose Beecham, 2007

Blind Faith, by Diane and Jacob
Anderson-Minshall, 2008

Calling the Dead, by Ali Vali, 2008

Deeper, by Ronica Black, 2008

Femme Noir, by Clara Nipper, 2009 reprint of
the Alpha World edition.

Justice for All, by Radclyffe, 2009

Possessing Morgan, by Erica Lawson, 2009

Veritas, by Anne Laughlin, 2009

In Pursuit of Justice, by Radclyffe, 2010
reprint of the 2003 Renaissance Alliance edition

Kiss of Noir, by Clara Nipper, 2010

Lemon Reef, by Robin Silverman, 2012

Like Jazz, by Heather Blackmore, 2013

Criminal Gold, by Ann Aptaker, 2014

Nine Nights on the Windy Tree, by Martha
Miller, 2014 reprint of the original 2000 New Victoria edition

UnCatholic Conduct, by Stevie Mikayne,
2014

Widow, by Martha Miller, 2014

Cold to the Touch, by Cari Hunter, 2015

Crossed, by Meredith Doench, 2015

Illicit Artifacts, by Stevie Mikayne, 2015

Night Mare, by Franci McMahon, 2015 reprint of
the 2001 Odd Girls edition.

No Good Reason, by Cari Hunter, 2015

Searching for Celia, by Elizabeth Ridley,
2015

Tarnished Gold, by Ann Aptaker, 2015

White Horse in Winter, by Franci McMahon,
2015

Murder on the Rocks, by Clara Nipper, 2016

Forsaken Trust, by Meredith Doench, 2017

Genuine Gold, by Ann Aptaker, 2017

The Impasse, by Franci McMahon, 2017

A Quiet Death, by Cari Hunter, 2017

A Secret to Tell, by Ann Roberts, 2017

Answering the Call, by Ali Vali, 2018

Dark Euphoria, by Ronica Black, 2018

Flesh and Gold, by Ann Aptaker, 2018

Deadeye, by Meredith Doench, 2019

An Intimate Deception, by C.J. Birch, 2019

Not Dead Enough, by J.M. Redmann, 2019

Drawn, by Carsen Taite, 2020


With a Minor in Murder by Karis
Walsh, 2022


Whereabouts Unknown, by Merideth Doench,
2022


Perilous Obsession, by Carsen
Taite, 2022


A Calculated Risk, by Cari
Hunter, 2023


Transitory, by J.M. Redmann, 2023

Bolinda Publishing (Australia)

Set Up, by Claire McNab, 2002 reprint of the
1999 Naiad edition

BookEnds Press

Code Blue, by KatLyn, 2004

Justice in the Shadows, by Radclyffe, 2004

Boudica Publishing (I
suspect that Liz Bradbury is or was behind this publisher, but I do
not know for sure)

Angel Food and Devil Dogs, by Liz Bradbury,
2008

Being the Steel Drummer, by Liz Bradbury,
2012

Book Echoes Media


The Poison in All of Us, by
Connie B. Dowell 2015


Dead Man's Jazz by Connie B.
Dowell, 2019


Airplanes and Alibis by Connie
B. Dowell 2020

Breezy Tree Press (dedicated to the works of Clare Ashton)


The Tell Tale, by Clare Ashton,
2021

Broad Winged Books (probably owned and operated by author Alex
Westmore)

Miles to Go, by Alex Westmore, 2015 reprint of
the 1991 Paradigm edition with the title Taken by Storm

The Con Game, by Alex Westmore, 2016 reprint
of the 1993 Paradigm edition with the title Storm
Shelter

Taylor Made, by Alex Westmore, 2016 reprint of
the 1994 Paradigm edition with the title Weathering the
Storm

Not in the Cards, by Alex Westmore, 2015
reprint of the 1995 Paradigm edition under the title Storm
Front

Delta Force, by Alex Westmore, 2015 reprint of
the 1997 Paradigm edition with the title Tropical Storm

Buzzword Books (Australia)

Kiss Me Dead, by Peta Fox, 2012 ebook only

Death Has No Face, by Peta Fox, 2012 ebook
only

Death Takes a Hike, by Peta Fox, 2012 ebook
only

Bywater Books

Blood Guilt, by Lindy Cameron, 2005 reprint of
the 1999 Harper Collins (Australia) edition

Booked for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2005
reprint of the 1996 Women’s Press edition

Common Murder, by Val McDermid, 2005 reprint
of the 1989 HarperCollins edition

Deadline for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2005
reprint of the 1991St. Martin’s edition under the title
of Open and Shut

Delia Ironfoot, by Jeane Harris, 2005 reprint
of the 1992 Naiad edition

A Grave Opening, by Jeane Harris, 2005

Hostage to Murder by Val McDermid, 2005
reprint of the2003 HarperCollins edition

Report for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2005
reprint of the 1987 St. Martin’s edition

Idaho Code, by Joan Opyr, 2006

Bleeding Hearts, by Lindy Cameron, 2006
reprint of the 2001Harper Collins (Australia) edition

Thicker Than Water, by Lindy Cameron, 2009

The Mirror and the Mask, by Ellen Hart, 2013
reprint of the 2009 Minotaur edition

The Cruel Ever After, by Ellen Hart,2013
reprint of the 2010 Minotaur edition

The Lost Women of Lost Lake, by Ellen Hart,
2014 reprint of the 2011 Minotaur edition

Rest for the Wicked, by Ellen Hart, 2014
reprint of the 2012 Minotaur edition

Hold of the Bone, by Baxter Clare Trautman,
2015

Taken by the Wind, by Ellen Hart, 2015 reprint
of the 2013 Minotaur edition

The Old Deep and Dark, by Ellen Hart, 2015
reprint of the 2014 Minotaur edition

Bury Me When I’m Dead, by Cheryl A. Head, 2016
reprint of the 2014 self-published edition entitled Trouble in
Birmingham.

Death’s Echoes, by Penny Mickelbury, 2018

Wake Me When It’s Over, by Cheryl A. Head,
2018

Catch Me When I’m Falling, by Cheryl A. Head,
2019

Judge Me When I’m Wrong, by Cheryl A. Head,
2019

Find Me When I’m Lost, by Cheryl A. Head,
2020


You Can't Die But Once, by
Penny Mickelbury, 2020


Murder and Gold, by Anne
Aptaker, 2021


Warn Me When It's Time, by
Cheryl A. Head, 2021


Hunting Gold, by Ann Aptaker,
2022


Ultimate Blue, by Abigail Padgett, 2022


Last Chance Chicago, by Diana
DiGangi, 2022


A Crime of Secrets, by
Ann Aptaker, 2023

John Calder

Lamaar Ransom, Private Eye, by David Galloway,
1979

Candlewick Press


Echo After Echo, by Amy rose
Capetta, 2017

Canelo (U.K.)


The Dinner Lady Detectives, by
Hannah Hendy, 2021


An Unfortunate Christmas
Murder,by Hannah Hendy, 2022


A Terrible Village
Poisoning, by Hannah Hendy, 2023


A Frightfully Fatal
Affair, by Hannah Hendy,
2023

Cape Winds Press

Allergic Reaction, by Leslie Adams, 2000.
(2nd edition, 2013)

Cavalier Press

Black by Gaslight, by Nene Adams, 2005

Madonna of the Sorrows, by Nene Adams,
2005

Cedar Street Press
(owned by Barbara Wilson)


Not the Real
Jupiter, by Barbara Wilson,
2021


Love Dies Twice, by Barbara Wilson, 2022

Chenault andGray

Delia Ironfoot, by Jeane Harris, 2004 reprint
of the 1992 Naiad edition.

Circuit Breaker Books


Sky Court, by Faith Mosley,
2022

Cleis Press (purchased by
Start LLC in 2004, so some of the following might have their stamp
or imprint)

Only Lawyers Dancing, by Jan McKemmish, 1993
reprint of the 1992 Angus & Robertson edition

The Case of the Not-So-Nice Nurse, by Mabel
Maney, 1993

The Case of the Good-for-Nothing Girlfriend,
by Mabel Maney, 1994

A Ghost in the Closet, by Mabel Maney,
1995

The Woman Who Knew Too Much, by B. Reece
Johnson, 1998

The Woman Who Rode to the Moon, by Bett Reece
Johnson, 1999

The Woman Who Found Grace, by Bett Reece
Johnson, 2003

The Killer Wore Leather, by Laura Antoniou,
2013

Clothespin Fever Press

Getting Away with Murder, by Pele Plante,
1991

Dirty Money, by Pele Plane, 1992

Clover Valley Press.

Killer Storm, by Jen Wright, 2007

Big Noise, by Jen Wright, 2009

Silent Words, by Joan M. Drury, 2009 reprint
of the 1996 Spinster’s Ink edition

Dead Ahead, by Jen Wright, 2011

Killed in Escrow, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2014

Under Contract, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2016

Marie Cox

Murder by Deed, by Marie Cox. Amazon ebook
only.

CreateSpace (This
generally means that the book is controlled by the author) (Changed
to Kindle Unlimited Paperback in 2018)

Armchair Detective, by Kelli Jae Baeli, 2009
reprint of the 2002 iUniverse edition.

Chloe’s Heart, by O.M. Aguilar, 2009

Circle Game, by O.M. Aguilar, 2009

Double Legacy, by O.M. Aguilar, 2009

Also Known as DNA, by Kelli Jae Baeli,
2010

Kristy Maxwell Investigates, by Eve Adam,
2010

The Only Option, by Eve Adam, 2010

Stalker, by Eve Adam, 2010

Victim, by Eve Adam, 2010

Flowers for the Dead, by Eve Adam, 2011

The Lost Girls, by Jason Halstead, 2011

Snow White, by Saffina Desforges, 2011

Caught, by Sonje Jones, 2012

Chasing, by Sonje Jones, 2012

Echoes, by Sonje Jones, 2012

Landslide, by Sonje Jones, 2012

The Hounding, by Sandra de Helen, 2012

Wolfgirl, by Jason Halstead, 2012

Black Widow, by Jason Halstead, 2012

Also Known as Syzygy, by Kelli Jae Baeli,
2013

Also Known as Rising and Falling, by Kelli Jae
Baeli, 2013

Bad Bitch Blues, by R.E. Conary, 2013

Dysphoria, by Karelia Stetz-Waters, 2013

Loves You, Loves Me Knot, by O.M. Aguilar,
2013

Close To You, by Joan Albarella, 2013 reprint
of the 2003 iUniverse edition.

The Performance, by Ellys Phox, 2013

Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak, by Kelli Jae
Baeli, 2014

Evil, by Joan Albarella, 2014.

The Gentleman, by Michelle Teichman, 2014

Guardian, by Jason Halstead, 2016 print
edition of the 2014 Novel Concept ebook edition

Out of the Shadows, by Michelle Arnold,
2017

Beloved Wife, by Michelle Arnold, 2017

With Child, by Michelle Arnold, 2018

A World of Demons, by Michelle Arnold,
2018

Creative Solutions (Most
of the books published by Victoria Brunk and her partner, Koz St.
Christopher, are published by this entity.)

Mysterious Whispers, by Victoria Brunk,
2003

Blood Is Thicker, by Victoria Brunk, 2003

Crème de La Crime (U.K.)

Personal Protection, by Tracey Shellito,
2005

Crooked Lane Books


A Killing in Costumes,
by Zac Bissonette, 2022

Crossing Press

Angel Dance, by M.F. Beal, 1990 reprint of the
Daughters 1977 edition.

Murder in the English Department by Valerie
Miner, No Date. Reprint of 1982 St. Martin’s Press edition.

She Came Too Late, by Mary Wings, 1987 reprint
of the 1986 Women’s Press edition

Cuba Press


Blood Matters, by
Renée 2022

Dare to Dream Publishing (a division of Limitless Corporation)

The Brass Ring, by Mavis Applewater, 2012

Dark Pariah Press

Iron Goddess, by Dharma Kelleher, 2017 reprint
of the 2016 Alibi edition


Road Rash, by DFharma
Kelleher, 2022

Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk

The Memphremagog
Discovery, by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk,
2018, ebook only

Locked Away, by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk, 2018, ebook only

Daughters Publishing

Angel Dance, by M.F. Beal, 1977

Lisa E. Davis Publishing (through IntoPrint Publishing)

Under the Mink, by Lisa E. Davis, 2015 reprint
of the 2001 Alyson edition

Desert Palm Press (founded
in 2014 by Lee Fitzsimmons)

Death Wears Yellow Garters, by Rae D. Magdon,
2016


The Crystal's Curse, by Jane Alden, 2020

Murder at Leisure Lakes, by BJ. Phillips,
2020


The Payback Murders, by Jane Alden, 2021


Cinco de Die-O, abyToni Draper, 2022


Evil's Echo, by Jane Aklden, 2022

Dirt Road Books (co-owned
and co-founded by E.G. Emanuelle)


The Potion, by R.G. Emanuelle, 2018

Diversion Books

Deadline, by K.A. Tracey, 2015

Dead Knock, by K.A. Tracey, 2018 (probably
never published)

DLSIJ Press

Reality Check, by Susan Lyons, 2001

Don’t Waste Daylight Publications

Woman Justice, by Rosalyn Wraight, 2000

Doubleday

Stay, by Nicola Griffith, 2002

Fortune Favors the Dead, by Stephen Spotswood,
2020

Murder Under Her Skin, by Stephen Spotswood,
2021


Secrets Typed in Blood, by
Stephen Spotswood, 2022


Murder Crossed Her Mind, by
Stephen Spotswood, 2023

Dukebox.life (“a lesbian
bestselling book publisher that seems to be owned and operated by
Sam Skyborne)

RISK, by Sam Skyborne, 2017

Alice, by Sam Skyborne, 2018

Dutton

She Came n a Flash, by Mary Wings

eBookIt.com (a
Self-publishing solution for indie authors and small
presses)


Amanda's Dragonfly, by Alexi Venice,2017


Bourbon Chase: A
Mystery, by Alexi Venice,
2017


Sativa Strain, by Alexi Venice,2018


Stabscotch,
by Alexi Venice,2018


Tinted Chapstick, by Alexi Venice,2018


Conscious Bias,
by Alexi Venice,2019


#SandyBottom,
by Alexi Venice, 2019


Standby Counsel, by Alexi Venice, 2020


Graffiti Red Murder, by Alexi
Venice, 2021

ECW Press (a Canadian
indie publisher)


The Adventures of Isabel, by
Candas Jane Dorsey, 2020


What's the Matter with Mary
Jane?, by Candas Jane Dorsey, 2021

Ellora's Cave Publishing Inc

Sight Lines, by Michelle DiCeglio, 2015

Emmis Books

Bleeding Out, by Baxter Clare, October, 2007
reprint of the 2000 Firebrand edition.

Equal Footing Books

Life’s a Bitch. So Am I, by R.E. Conary, 2015
reprint of the 2008 Outskirts edition.

Still a Bitch, by R.E. Conary, 2015 reprint of
the 2010 Outskirts edition.

Bad Bitch Blues, by R.E. Conary, 2016 reprint
of the 20013 CreateSpace edition

Queen of Tarts, by R.E. Conary, 2016


Where The Hell Is Tessa
Ryker?, 2020

Faber and Faber

An Expert in Murder, by Nicola Upson, 2008

Angel with Two Faces, by Nicola Upson,
2009

Two for Sorrow, by Nicola Upson, 2010

Fear the Sunlight, by Nicola Upson, 2012.

Death of Lucy Kyte, by Nicola Upson, 2014

London Rain, b Nicola Upson, 2015


The Dead of Winter, by
Nicola Upson, 2020

Fawcett


Fade to Black, by Della Borton, 1999


Freeze Frame,
by Della Borton, 2000


Slow Dissolve, by Della Borton,
2001

Firebrand Books

The Monarchs are Flying by Marion Foster,
1987. This edition seems to have been published sometime after the
Second Story edition.

Legal Tender, by Marion Foster, 1992 This
edition seems to have been published a month after the Second Story
edition.

Along the Journey River, by Carole laFavor,
1996

Evil Dead Center, by Carole laFavor, 1997

Bleeding Out, by Baxter Clare, 2000

Flashpoint Publications

Sandman, by Tammy Bird, 2018


Investigating Helen, by Benna Bos, 2021


Politics Makes Strange
Deadfellows, by Jane DiLucchio, 2021


Defending Jessica, by Benna Bos, 2022

 


Flatiron Books


Dirt Creek, 2022


Secret Identity, by Alex Segura, 2022

Forge Books

Vienna, by William S. Kirby, 2015

Frisson (probably the
self-publishing identity for Nadine LaPierre)

The Slayer, by Nadine LaPierre, 2011.

Gardner’s Books (although
this is a major distributor of books in the U.K., I am not sure
that it is actually a publisher)

Bad Company, by Sarah Dreher, 1996 reprint of
the 1995 New Victoria edition

The Dark Eye, by Ingrid black, 2004 reprint of
the 2004 Headline edition

Stranger than Death, by Manda Scott, 2009

Gillian Flynn Books


Scorched Grace, by Margot Douaihy, 2023

Danielle Girard

Interference, by Danielle Girard, 2014

GNM Books


Going All In,
by R.G. Peterson, 2019


Stacking the Deck, by R.G. Peterson, 2020


Doubling Down, by R.G. Peterson, 2020


Cashed In, by
R.G. Peterson, 2020


Tapped Out,
by R.G. Peterson, 2020


Hedging A Bet, by R.G. Peterson,
2020


Dead Man’s Hand, by R.G. Peterson, 2020


Raising The Stakes, by R.G. Peterson, 2021


The Big Blind, by R.G. Peterson, 2021


Ace In The Hole, by R.G. Peterson, 2021


Four Of A Kind, by R.G. Peterson, 2022


Off The Board, by R.
G. Peterson, 2022


No Limit, by R. G.
Peterson, 2023

Golden Keys Publishing (self-publishing house of Nann Dunne)

Staying in the Game, by Nann Dunne, 2015
reprint of the original 2001 RCE edition.

Grafton (UK imprint of
HarperCollins)

Good Bad Woman, by Elizabeth Woodcraft, 2002
reprint of the 2000 HarperCollins edition

Babyface, by Elizabeth Woodcraft, 2003 reprint
of the2002 HarperCollins edition

Grand Central Publishing (formerly Warner Books)

Cyanide Wells, by Marcia Muller, 2004 reprint
of the 2003 Mysterious Press edition.

Gynergy Books (Canada)

Ghost Motel, by Jackie Manthorne, 1994

Deadly Reunion, by Jackie Manthorne, 1995

Last Resort, by Jackie Manthorne, 1996

Final Take, by Jackie Manthorne, 1996

Sudden Death, by Jackie Manthorne, 1997

HarperCollins (U.K &
Aust.)

Common Murder, by Val McDermid,, 1989

Amateur City, by Katherine V. Forrest, 1993.
Reprint of 1984 Naiad edition.

A Grave Talent, by Laurie R. King, 1995
reprint of the 2003 Minotaur edition

Conferences Are Murder, by Val McDermid (See
also Union Jack)

A Suitable Job for a Woman, by Val McDermid,
1995

To Play the Fool, by Laurie R. King, 1995
reprint of the 1995 St. Martin’s edition

With Child, by Laurie R. King, 1997 reprint of
the 1996 St. Martin’s edition

Blood Guilt, by Lindy Cameron, 1999

Good Bad Woman, by Elizabeth Woodcraft,
2000

Night Work, by Laurie R. King, 2000 reprint of
the 2000 Bantam edition

Bleeding Hearts, by Lindy Cameron, 2001

Babyface, by Elizabeth Woodcraft, 2002

Hostage to Murder, by Val McDermid, 2003

Booked for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2004
reprint of the 1996 Women’s Press edition

Report for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2004
reprint of the 1987 St. Martin’s edition

An Expert in Murder, by Nicola Upson, 2008
reprint of the 2008 Faber edition

Angel with Two Faces, by Nicola Upson, 2009
reprint of the 2009 Faber edition

Two for Sorrow, by Nicola Upson, 2010 reprint
of the 2010 Faber edition.

Fear the Sunlight, by Nicola Upson, 2013
reprint of the Faber 2012 edition.

Death of Lucy Kyte, by Nicola Upson,
2014(Bourbon Street Books imprint) reprint of the 2014 Faber
edition

London Rain, b Nicola Upson, 2016 reprint of
the 2015 Harper edition.


The Gulf, by Rachel Cochran, 2023

Head of Zeus

Death of a Mermaid, by Lesley Thomson,
2020

Headline Book Company (UK)

Night Mares, by Manda Scott, 1998

Stranger Than Death, by Manda Scott, 1999

The Dead, by Ingrid Black, 2003

The Dark Eye, by Ingrid Black, 2004

Hen’s Teeth, by Manda Scott, 2005 reprint of
the 1996 Women’s Press edition

Heartstone Publishing

Huntress, by A.E. Radley, 2017

Death before Dessert, by A.E. Radley, 2020

Wendy Hewlett Publishing

High Priestess, by Wendy Hewlett, 2019

Guardians of the Sacred Moon, by Wendy
Hewlett, 2020

Hilliard and Harris

Cold Steal, by Carole Spearin McCauley, 2004
reprint of Women’s Press edition.

A Winning Death, by Carole Spearin McCauley,
2007

Hodder Children’s Books


Eight Pieces of
Silva, by Patrice Lawrence,
2020

Hoopoe Publishing (This
seems to be owned by Ruth Shidlo)

The Rosebush Murders, by Ruth Shidlo, 2012

Murder in the Choir, by Shidlo, 2016

W F Howes Ltd

Angel with Two Faces, b Nicola Upson, 2009
large print reprint of the 2009 Harper edition.

House of Anansi Press (Canada)

The Water Rat of Wanchai, by Ian Hamilton, 2011

The Disciple of Las Vegas, by Ian Hamilton, 2011

The Red Pole of Macau, by Ian Hamilton,
2011

The Wild Beasts of Wuhan, by Ian Hamilton,
2012

The Scottish Banker of Surabaya, by Ian
Hamilton, 2013

The Dragon Head of Hong Kong, by Ian Hamilton,
2014

The Two Sisters of Borneo, by Ian Hamilton,
2014

The King of Shanghai, by Ian Hamilton,
2014

The Princeling of Nanjing, by Ian Hamilton,
2016


The Couturier of Milan,
2017


The Goddess of Yantai, 2018


The Imam of Tawi-Tawi, 2018


The Mountain Master of Sha Tin,
2019


The Diamond Queen of Singapore,
2020


The Sultan of Sarawak, 2022

Hushion House (Canada.
These seem to have the same ISBNs as the original editions, so they
may just be imports with stickers)

Calendar Girl, by Stella Duffy, 1995 reprint
of the 1995 Serpent’s Tail edition

Wavewalker, by Stella Duffy, 1996 reprint of
the 1996 Serpent’s Tail edition

Beneath the Blonde, by Stella Duffy, 1997
reprint of the 1997 Serpent’s Tail edition

Hyland House (Australia)

The Monkey’s Mask, by Dorothy Porter, 1994.
This may be the original edition.

Independently Published This generally means Amazon Paperback after mid-2018.
Previously printed by CreateSpace, which was subsumed by Amazon.
There are many books in this category that are not listed
here.

Four Point, by Max Ellendale, 2015


The Wrong Woman, by Jane Retzig, 2015


A Question of Trust, by Jane Retzig,
2016

Point Two, by Max Ellendale, 2016


A Betrayal,
by Jane Retzig, 2017

Mirror, by Max Ellendale, 2017

Wildrose, by Max Ellendale, 2017


Crime in the Castle, by NJ Donath, 2018

The Doll Maker, by Claire Highton-Stevenson,
2018


A Perfect Storm, by Jane Retzig, 2018

Trusting Heart, by Nicole Higgenbotham-Hogue,
2018

The Arc, by J.A. Rainbow, 2019


Brotherly Love, by
J.A. Lymer, 2020


The Building’s Secrets
by Alex Vox, 2020

Death on the Dream, by J.A. Rainbow,
2020


Jayne, by J.A.
Lymer, 2020


Megan Riley: Detective
Inspector, by J.A. Lymer,
2020


A New Beginning, by
J.A. Lymer, 2020


Private
Investigation, by Echo R.
Brooks, 2020


Sea Lights, by NJ Donath,
2020


The Wedding Planner,
by J.A. Lymer, 2020


Danica, by
J.A. Lymer, 2021


Double Trouble, by J.A.
Rainbow, 2021


Explosion in the Arts, by J.A.
Rainbow, 2021


Le bracelet de Madame
C:, by Alex Vox,
2021


L'inconnue endormie,
by Alex Vox, 2021


Badly Served,
by Ripley Hayes, 2022


The Case of the Dangerous
Dames, by Dee D. Matthews,
2022


The lost lamb, by
J.A. Rainbow, 2022


Murder in the mews,
by J.A. Rainbow, 2022


Slay Bells Ring, by J.A. Rainbow, 2022


The Homecoming, by
J.A. Rainbow, 2023


Murder By Multiples, by Rachel Ford, 2023


Out to Get Her, by Leigh
Landry, 2023


Stolen Hearts, by Eliza Lentzski, 2023


Murder By Rote, by Rachel Ford, 2024

Inland Womensource (this
seems to be a division of Naiad)

Double Daughter, by Vicki P. McConnell, 1991
reprint of the 1988 Naiad edition

Storm Front, by Linda Kay Silva, 1995 reprint
of the 1995 Paradigm edition

Insomniac Press (Canada)

The Skin Beneath, by Nairne Holtz, 2007

Red Rover, by Liz Bugg, 2010

Oranges and Lemons, by Liz Bugg, 2012

Yellow Vengeance, by Liz Bugg, 2013

Inspired Quill (UK)

Storm Surge, by Alex Westmore, 2015 reprint of
the 2000 Paradigm edition with the title Storm Rising

Intaglio Publications (Sheri Payton is President, Kate Sweeny is Vice President;
Reese Szymanski once served as Executive Editor)

Code Blue, by KatLyn, 2004 reprint of the 2004
BookEnds Press edition

Gloria’s Inn, by Robin Alexander, 2004

Picking up the Pace by Kimberly LaFontaine,
2005

A Nice Clean Murder, by Kate Sweeney, 2005
(This is odd because it means the second novel was released before
the first)

She Waits, by Kate Sweeney, 2006

Preying on Generosity, by Kimberly LaFontaine,
2007

Gloria’s Secret, by Robin Alexander, 2008

The Trouble with Murder, by Kate Sweeney,
2008

McKee: The Return, by A.C. Henley, 2009

Who’ll Be Dead For Christmas?, by Kate
Sweeney, 2009

Of Course It’s Murder, by Kate Sweeney,
2010

Gloria’s Legacy, by Robin Alexander, 2011

What Happened in Malinmore, by Kate Sweeney,
2011

A Near Myth Murder, by Kate Sweeney, 2012

It’s Not Always Murder, by Kate Sweeney,
2013

Recalculated Murder, by Kate Sweeney, 2014

Dead in the Water, by Kate Sweeney, 2015
(ebook only)


It's Murder, Dude, by Kate Sweeney, 2017


Stranger Than
Murder, by Kate
Sweeney, 2018

Interlink Publishing

Common Murder, by Val McDermid, 1989 reprint
of the 1989 HarperCollins edition

Interlude Publishing

The Ungodly Hour, by Laury A. Egan, 2020

Inverardoch Press


Beyond Cutting, by V. Clifford, 2013


Finding Tess, by V. Clifford,
2014


Digging Up The
Dead, by V. Clifford,
2015


Deception is the Old
Black, by V. Clifford,
2017


Who is She?, by V. Clifford,
2018


Wounded Knights, by V. Clifford, 2019


At Sea, by
V. Clifford, 2021

iUniverse (they are a
fairly high-cost vanity press that made a killing before the
popularity of self-publishing in 2008 or so. See also
Writers Club Press)

She Loves Me, She Loves Me Not, by Jean
Erhardt, 2000

Armchair Detective, by Kelli Jae Baeli,
2002

Close To You, by Joan Albarella, 2003

jms books (“a queer small
press,” owned by J.M. Snlyder, one of the press’s
authors)

Outside in, by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk, 2015
reprint of the original 1996 New Victoria edition.

Out and Beyond, by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk,
2016. Available only in ebook

Incognito by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk, 2016.
Available only in ebook

Bodies Out Back, by Nanisi Barnett D’Arnuk,
2019. Available only in ebook

Locked Away, by Nanisi Barnett D’Arnuk, 2019.
Available only in ebook

Keeping It Together, by Nanisi Barnett
D’Arnuk, 2019. Available only in ebook

Jug Run Press (Owned and operated by
Anne Hagan)


Relic, by
Anne Hagan, 2014


Busy Bees, by Anne Hagan,
2015


Dana's Dilemma, by Anne Hagan,
2015


Hitched and
Tied, by Anne Hagan,
2015


Viva Mama
Rossi!, by Anne
Hagan, 2015


A Crane
Christmas, by Anne
Hagan, 2015


Mad for
Mel, by Anne Hagan,
2016


Hannah's Hope, by Anne Hagan,
2016


The Turkey
Tussle, by Anne
Hagan, 2017


Sullied Sally, by Anne Hagan,
2018


Finding Sheila,by Anne Hagan,
2018


Tennessee Bound, by Anne Hagan,
2019

Cutlass Cadaver, by Anne Hagan, 2023

Justice House Founded by
Robin Patterson as a way to print Uber books.

Courting Death, by Margie S. Schweitzer,
2002.

Unexpected Sparks, by Gina L. Dartt, 2002.

KAM Books (owned and
operated by KA Moll, who sometimes writes under the name of Cade
Brogan)


Close Enough to Touch, by Cade
Brogan, 2018 reprint of the original Triplicity edition.


Deadly Deception, by Cade
Brogan, 2019 reprint of the original Triplicity edition.

Kensington Press

Good Bad Woman, by Elizabeth Woodcraft, 2002
reprint of the 2000 HarperCollins edition

Naughty Little Secrets by Mary Wilbon,
2004

One Last Kiss, by Mary Wilbon, 2009

KJC Books (The publishing
arm of author K.J. Charles)

Proper English, by K.J. Charles, 2019

L-Book ePublishers (see Affinity)

Launch Point Press (a.k.a.
Lori Lake Enterprises, owned and operated by Lori L.
Lake)

Jump the Gun, by Lori L. Lake, 2013 ebook
reprint of the 2005 Quest edition.

Bus Stop at the Last Chance, by Sue Hardesty,
2017 reprint of the 2014TRP Cookbooks edition.

The Truck Comes on Thursday, by Sue Hardesty,
2017 reprint of the 2011 L-Book ePublishers edition.

No Thru Road, by Linda M. Vogt, 2018 reprint
of the 2014 Quest edition.

In Harm’s Way, by E.J. Kindred, 2019

Taking the Long Road Home, by Sue Hardesty,
2019

Murder by the Sea, by Deni Starr, 2020

Running Through Fire, by Sue Hardesty,
2019

Laurence Moore

Wiping Out Guilt, by Laurence Moore, 2017

Chasing Answers, by Laurence Moore, 2017

Lesbian Literati Press (owned and operated by Kelli Jae Baeli)

Also Known as Armchair Detective, by Kelli Jae
Baeli, 2014 reprint of 2002 iUniverse edition and 2009 CreateSpace
edition

Also Known as DNA, by Kelli Jae Baeli, 2014
reprint of 2010 CreateSpace edition

Also Known as Syzygy, by Kelli Jae Baeli, 2015
reprint of 2013 CreateSpace edition

Also Known as Rising and Falling, by Kelli Jae
Baeli, 2016 reprint of 2013 CreateSpace edition

Also Known as Sleepy Cat Peak, by Kelli Jae
Baeli, 2014 reprint of 2014 CreateSpace edition

Also Known as Blue, Dark, & Light, by
Kelli Jae Baeli, 2015

Lethe Press

Small Town Trouble, by Jean Erhardt, 2013
reprint of the 2000 iUniverse edition

Lillian Row Publishing


The Case of the Dangerous
Dames, by Dee D. Matthews,
2022

Lisbon Press (probably
owned and operated by the author)


Mind Games,
by Cara Malone, 2019


Radio Silence, by Cara Malone,
2021


Dark Skies,
by Cara Malone, 2021


Chain Reaction, by Cara Malone, 2021


Lady Killer,
by Cara Malone, 2021


Destroying Angel, by Cara
Malone, 2023

Little, Brown

Everything You Have Is Mine, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1991

I’ll Be Leaving You Always, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1993

My Sweet Untraceable You, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1994

Let’s Face the Music and Die, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1996

Gonna Take a Homicidal Journey, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1998


How to Find a Missing
Girl, by Victoria Wlosok, 2023

Little Crown Productions

Steele Resolve, by Kimberly Amato, 2015

Melting Steele, by Kimberly Amato, 2015

Little Frank Press

Sight Lines, by Michelle DiCeglio, 2017
reprint of the original Ellora’s Cave edition

Lului.com (a
self-publishing platform, like Smashwords and Kindle Direct
Publication)

January Juggling the Jentons, by Bill McGrath,
2007

Lura Press


The Ones Who Care,
by Louise Vetroff, 2023

Madwoman Press (owned and
operated by Diane Benison)

Fool Me Once, by Katherine E. Kreuter,
1994

The Burnton Widows, by Vicki P. McConnell,
1994 reprint of the 1984 Naiad edition.

MWiDP (Mark Williams
International Digital Publishing)

Snow White, by Saffina Desforges, 2011

Rapunzel, by Saffina Desforges, 2012

Mathilde Gand


The Flourishing, by Merlina Garance, 2023

McCorkle Ink (although I
can find no actual connection to de Helen, she is their only
author)

The Hounding, by Sandra de Helen, 2013 reprint
of the 2012 CreateSpace edition

The Illustrious Client, by Sandra de Helen,
2013

Valley of Fear, by Sandra de Helen, 2022

McElderry Books (Simon and
Schuster)


Bad Things Happen
Here, by Rebecca Barrow,
2022

A.M. McKnight

Goslyn County, by A. M. McKnight, 2015

Macmillan


Monument to Murder, by Mari Hannah, 2013

Melville house

The Ghost Network, by Catie Disabato,
2015.

U Up?, by Catie Disabato, 2021

Merlin-Janus Studio (owned
by Kate Merrill)


Murder at Midterm, by Kate
Merrill, 2019

Metamorphous Press

3rd Degree, by
Kate Calloway, 1999 reprint of the 1997 Naiad edition

Midnight Ink

Bingo Barge Murder, by Jessie Chandler,
2011

Hide and Snake Murder, by Jessie Chandler,
2012

Pickle in the Middle Murder, by Jessie
Chandler, 2013

Chip Off the Old Ice Block Murder, by Jessie
Chandler, 2014

Mill City Press

She Loves Me, She Loves Me Not, by Jean
Erhardt, 2011 reprint of the 2000 iUniverse edition

Minotaur Books (imprint of
St. Martin’s Press)

Stage Fright, by Ellen Hart, 1994 reprint of
the 1992 Seal Press edition.

A Grave Talent, by Laurie R. King, 1993

Wicked Games, by Ellen Hart, 1998

Hunting the Witch, by Ellen Hart, 1999

East of Niece, by Randye Lordon, 2001

Merchant of Venus, by Ellen Hart, 2001

Immaculate Midnight, by Ellen Hart, 2002

Intimate Ghost, by Ellen Hart, 2004

Hallowed Murder, by Ellen Hart, 2003 reprint
of the 1989 Seal Press edition

The Dead, by Ingrid Black, 2004 reprint of the
2003 Headline edition

Intimate Ghost, by Ellen Hart, 2004

Vital Lies, by Ellen Hart, 2004 reprint of the
1991 Seal Press edition

A Killing Cure, by Ellen Hart, 2005 reprint of
the 1993 Seal Press edition

The Iron Girl, by Ellen Hart, 2005

Son of a Gun, by Randye Lordon, 2005

Night Vision, by Ellen Hart, 2006

The Mortal Groove, by Ellen Hart, 2007

Sweet Poison, by Ellen Hart, 2008

The Mirror and the Mask, by Ellen Hart,
2009

The Cruel Ever After, by Ellen Hart, 2010

The Lost Women of Lost Lake, by Ellen Hart,
2011

Rest for the Wicked, by Ellen Hart, 2012

Taken by the Wind, by Ellen Hart, 2013

The Old Deep and Dark, by Ellen Hart, 2014

The Grave Soul, by Ellen Hart, 2015

The Last Place You Look, by Kristen Lepionka,
2017

What You Want to See, by Kristen Lepionka,
2018

The Stories You Tell, by Kristen Lepionka,
2019

Once You Go This Far, by Kristen Lepionka,
2020


In a Midnight Wood, by Ellen Hart, 2020

Moon and Stars Press, LLC


Badge of Honor, by Felicia
Strobe, 2016

William Morrow

The Blue Place, by Nicola Griffith,1999
reprint of the 1998 Avon hardback edition

Mulholland Books (a division of Little Brown and
Hachette)


The Dime, by Kathleen Kent,
2017


The Burn, by Kathleen Kent, 2020


The Pledge, by Kathleen
Kent, 2021

Mysterious Press (Time Warner)

Blue, by Abigail Padgett, 1998

The Last Blue Plate Special, by Abigail
Padgett, 2001

Cyanide Wells, by Marcia Muller, 2003

Naiad

Mrs. Porter’s Letter, by Vicki P. McConnell,
1982

The Winged Dancer, by Camarin Grae, 1983

Amateur City, by Katherine V. Forrest,
September 1984

The Sophie Horowitz Story, by Sarah Schulman,
October, 1984

The Burnton Widows, by Vicki P. McConnell,
October, 1984

Winged Dancer, by Camarin Grae, 1986

The Always Anonymous Beast, by Lauren Wright
Douglas, 1987

Lessons in Murder, by Claire McNab, 1988

Double Daughter, by Vicki P. McConnell,
1988

Heavy Gilt, by Dolores Klaich, 1988

Amateur City, by Katherine V. Forrest,
1989

Fatal Reunion, by Claire McNab, 1989

Sue Slate, Private Eye, by Lee Lynch 1989

Death Down Under, by Claire McNab, 1990

Murder by the Book, by Pat Welch, 1990

Murder is Relative, by Karen Saum, 1990

Murder at Red Rook Ranch, by Dorothy Tell,
1990

Slick, by Camarin Grae, 1990

Ninth Life, by Lauren Wright Douglas, 1990

Bayou City Blues, by Deborah Powell, 1991

Clearwater, by Catherine Ennis 1991

Cop Out, by Claire McNab, 1991

Daughters of Artemis, by Lauren Wright
Douglas, 1991

The Hallelujah Murders, by Dorothy Tell,
1991

I Left My Heart, Jaye Maiman, 1991

In the Game, by Nikki Baker, 1991

Murder is Germaine, by Karen Saum, 1991

Still Waters, by Pat Welch, 1991

Crazy for Loving, by Jaye Maiman, 1992

Dead Certain, by Claire McNab, 1992

Delia Ironfoot, by Jeane Harris, 1992

Introducing Amanda Valentine, by Rose Beecham,
1992

The End of April, by Penny Sumner, 1992

Houston Town, by Deborah Powell, 1992

The Lavender House Murder, by Nikki Baker,
1992

A Tiger’s Heart, by Lauren Wright Douglas,
1992

Goblin Market, by Lauren Wright Douglas,
1993

Long Goodbyes, by Nikki Baker, 1993

A Proper Burial, by Pat Welch, 1993

Silverlake Heat, by Carol Schmidt, 1993

Under My Skin, Jaye Maiman, 1993

Body Guard, by Claire McNab, 1994

Second Guess, by Rose Beecham, 1994

Edited Out, by Lisa Haddock, 1994

Crosswords, by Penny Sumner, 1994

A Rage of Maidens, by Lauren Wright Douglas,
1994 (Although Bella took over the stock of the Naiad edition, I
can find no evidence to suggest that they ever printed an edition
of their own.)

Murder is Material, by Karen Saum, 1994

Sweet Cherry Wine, by Carol Schmidt, 1994

Cabin Fever, by Carol Schmidt, 1995

Double Bluff, by Claire McNab, 1995

Fair Play, by Rose Beecham, 1995

Final Cut, by Lisa Haddock, 1995

The Beach Affair, by Barbara Johnson, 1995

Open House, by Pat Welch, 1995

Someone to Watch, by Jaye Maiman, 1995

Double Bluff, by Claire McNab, 1995

Baby, It’s Cold, by Jaye Maiman, 1996

Family Secrets, by Laura DeHart Young,
1996

1st
Impressions, by Kate Calloway, 1996

Inner Circle, by Claire McNab, 1996

The Search, by Melanie McAllester, 1996

Smoke and Mirrors, by Pat Welch, 1996

Death at Lavender Bay, by Lauren Wright
Douglas, 1996

Hooded Murder, by Annette Van Dyke, 1996

Chain Letter, by Claire McNab, 1997

Old Black Magic, by Jaye Maiman, 1997

When the Dancing Stops, by Therese Szymanski,
1997

Devil’s Leg Crossing, by Kaye Davis, 1997. It
appears that Bella put their sticker over the old Naiad
information, but that they never actually published a new
edition.

Last Rites, by Tracey Richardson, 1997

2nd Fiddle, by
Kate Calloway, 1997

K.C. Bomber, by Janet McClellan, 1997

Swimming Cat Cove, by Lauren Wright Douglas,
1997

3rd Degree, by
Kate Calloway, 1997

Penn Valley Phoenix, by Janet McClellan,
1997

Bad Moon Rising, Barbara Johnson, 1998

Fall from Grace, by Pat Welch, 1998

4th Down, by
Kate Calloway, 1998

Over the Line, by Tracey Richardson, 1998

Possessions, by Kaye Davis, 1998

Past Due, by Claire McNab, 1998

River Quay, by Janet McClellan, 1998

Snake Eyes, by Pat Welch, 1999

5th Wheel, by
Kate Calloway, 1998

When the Dead Speak, by Therese Szymanski,
1998

Set Up, by Claire McNab, 1999

6th Sense, by
Kate Calloway, 1999

Every Time We Say Goodbye, by Jaye Maiman,
1999

7th Heaven, by
Kate Calloway, 1999

Chimney Rock Blues, by Janet McClellan,
1999

Double Take Out, by Tracey Richardson,
1999

Shattered Illusions, by Kaye Davis, 1999

Until the End, by Kaye Davis, 1999

Under Suspicion, by Claire McNab, 1999

When Some Body Disappears, by Therese
Szymanski, 1999

Death Club, by Claire McNab, 2001

8th Day, by
Kate Calloway, 2001

New Victoria Press (an
all-female print shop founded in 1975 in Lebanon, NH, by Beth Dingman, Claudia
McKay Lamperti, Katie Cahill, Nina Swaim, and Shelby
Grantham)

Stoner McTavish, by Sarah Dreher, 1985

Something Shady, by Sarah Dreher, 1986

Gray Magic, by Sarah Dreher, 1987

A Captive in Time, by Sarah Dreher, 1990

Murder is Germaine, by Karen Saum, 1991
reprint of the 1991 Naiad edition (this may be a mistake on New
Victoria’s part. I suspect that the printing date was actually
1994)

Woman with Red Hair, by Sigrid Brunel,
1991

She Died Twice, by Jessica Lauren, 1991

Hers Was the Sky, by ReBecca Béguin, 1993

Otherworld, by Sarah Dreher, 1993

Tell Me What You Like, by Kate Allen, 1993

Everywhere House, by Jane Meyerding, 1994

The Kali Connection, by Claudia McKay,
1994

Murder is Relative, by Karen Saum, 1994
reprint of the 1991 Naiad edition

Murder is Material, by Karen Saum, 1994
reprint of the 1994 Naiad edition

Bad Company, by Sarah Dreher, 1995

Fighting for Air, by Marsha Mildon, 1995

Give My Secrets Back, by Kate Allen, 1995

I Knew You Would Call, by Kate Allen, 1995

If Looks Could Kill, by Frances Lucas,
1995

Outside In, by Nanisi Barrett D’Arnuk,
1996

Takes One to Know One, by Kate Allen, 1996

Cemetery Murders, by Jean Marcy, 1997

Murder in the Castro, by Elaine Beale, 1997
Amazon has a mass-market paperback listed for this book, but I
don’t believe it.

No Daughter of the South, by Cynthia Webb,
1997

Torrid Zone, by ReBecca Béguin, 1997

Twist of Lime, by Claudia McKay, 1997

Dead and Blonde, by Jean Marcy, 1998

Killing at the Cat, Carlene Miller, 1998

Shaman’s Moon, by Sarah Dreher, 1998

Just a Little Lie, by Kate Allen, 1999

Mayhem at the Marina, by Carlene Miller,
2000

Mommy Deadest, by Jean Marcy, 2000

Nine Nights on the Windy Tree, by Martha
Miller, 2000

Salt Rock Mysteries, by Magdalena Zschokke,
2000

Day Stripper, by Jenny Scholten, 2000

Reporter on the Run, by Carlene Miller,
2001

Theoretically Dead, by Tinker Marks, 2001

A Cold Case of Murder, by Jean Marcy, 2003

She Scoops to Conquer, by Robin Brandeis,
2003

Relationships Can Be Murder, by Jane
DiLucchio, 2005

Murder on the Mother Road, by Brenda Weathers,
2005

Nighthawk Books (an
imprint of New Deism Press. Both are owned by Beth
Houston)

Blood Moon Burning, by Beth Houston, 2017

NineStar Press (seems like
a legitimate LGBTQ-oriented press)

Addict, by Matt Doyle, 2017

The Fox, the Dog, and the King, by Matt Doyle,
2018

LV48, by Matt Doyle, 2018

Shadows of the Past, by Matt Doyle, 2019


Half Light, by Matt Doyle,
2020

Nom Publishing

The Missing Comatose Woman, by Sarah Ettritch,
2013

“The Perfect Christmas Gift,” by Sarah Ettritch,
2016

Novel Concept Publishing

The Lost Girls, by Jason Halstead, 2011

Traitor, by Jason Halstead, 2012

Bling, Jason Halstead, 2019(ebook only)

Bling 2, by Jason Halstead, 2019

Bling 3, by Jason Halstead, 2020

NPI (Newton Pryce Ingram) I can find nothing about this publisher.

The Lion's Circle
by Amelia Ellis, 2011

Lilies on Sand
by Amelia Ellis, 2011

The Fourth Aspect
by Amelia Ellis, 2011

The Pearl Dragon
by Amelia Ellis, 2011

Der Spiegel von
Muraro by Amelia Ellis,
2018

Odd Girls Press

Night Mare, by Franci McMahon, 2001

One Rogue Press

File Not Found, by Artemis Oakgrove, 1998

Onlywomen Press

Fearful Symmetry, by Tasha Fairbanks, 1990.
Reprinted in 1996. Certainly there are 2 different covers and many
stores list it as being published in 1990.

Burning Issues, by Maggie Kelly, 1995

Dirty Work, by Vivien Kelly, 1995

The Patterned Flute, by Helen Shacklady,
2001

The Stolen Crate, by Helen Shacklady, 2002
(this is also mistakenly listed as being published in 1990)

Something Wicked, by Jay Taverner, 2002.

The Lacquered Box, by Helen Shacklady,
2003

Open Road Press

Murder in the English Department, by Valerie
Miner. 2004 reprint of the 1982 St. Martin’s Press edition and the
1982 Crossing Press edition.

Orion


Without a Trace, by Mari Hannah, 2020


Her Last Request, by Mari
Hannah, 2021


The Longest Goodbye, by Mari Hannah,
2024

Our Power Press (Owned and
operated by Jennifer L. Jordan)

A Safe Place to Sleep, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
1991

Existing Solutions, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
1993

Outskirts Press

Life’s a Butch. So Am I, by R.E. Conary,
2008

Still a Bitch, by R.E. Conary, 2010

Page Publishing (This
seems to be a vanity press)

Rule Number One: Trust No One, by Nanisi
Barrett D’Arnuk, 2014


The Reaper, by Rae Scott,
2022

Pan


The Murder Wall, , by Mari Hannah, 2012


Settled Blood, by Mari Hannah, 2012


Deadly Deceit, by Mari Hannah, 2013


Gallows Drop,
by Mari Hannah, 2016

Pandora (Harper/Collins
UK)

Amateur City, by Katherine V. Forrest, 1987
reprint of the 1984 Naiad edition.

Stoner McTavish, by Sarah Dreher, 1987 reprint
of the 1985 New Victoria edition.

Something Shady, by Sarah Dreher, 1988 reprint
of the 1986 New Victoria edition.

The Always Anonymous Beast, by Lauren Wright
Douglas, 1989 reprint of the 1987 Naiad edition.

The Monarchs are Flying by Marion Foster, 1989
reprint of the1987 Firebrand edition.

Paperjacks (Canada)

A Reason to Kill, by Eve Zaremba, 1978.

Paradigm Publishing I can
find no info on this publisher, which has a box number for an
address.

Taken by Storm, by Linda Kay Silva, 1991

Storm Shelter, by Linda Kay Silva, 1993. I
have seen a 1996 listing of this book as having been a Naiad
edition. Another of Silva’s book’s is associated with Naiad via
Inland Womensource.

Weathering the Storm, by Linda Kay Silva,
1994

 


Past and Prologue Press (Owned and
Operated by Edale Lane)


Daring Duplicity, by Edale Lane, 2022


Daunting Dilemmas, by Edale Lane, 2022


Meeting over Murder, by Edale Lane, 2022


New Year in Murder, by Edale Lane, 2022


Perilous Passages, by Edale Lane,
2022


Skimming around
Murder, by Edale Lane, 2022


Heart of Murder, by Edale Lane, 2023


Reprise in Murder, by Edale Lane, 2023

P.D. Publishing

Black by Gaslight, by Nene Adams, 2006 reprint
of the 2005 Cavalier edition.

Madonna of the Sorrows, by Nene Adams, 2006
reprint of the 2005 Cavalier edition

Murder in Triplicate, by Anne Azel, 2007

Three Doses of Murder, by Anne Azel, 2007

The Witch’s Kiss, by Nene Adams, 2007

The Curse of the Jade Dragon, by Nene Adams,
2010

Pegasus Books

Savage Kind, b John Copenhaver, 2021


Double Exposure,
2022

Penguin

Still Murder, by Finola Moorhead, 1991

The Judas Heart, by Ingrid Black, 2007

Circle of the Dead, by Ingrid Black, 2008


The Truth About Keeping
Secrets, by Savannah Brown, 2020 reprint of 2019 Sourcebooks Fire
edition.


The Things We Don't
See, by Savannah Brown, 2021

 


Phoebe Press

Edited Out, by Lisa Haddock, 2020 revision of
the 1995Naiad printing.

Picador (U.K., an imprint
of St. Martin’s Press)

The Monkey’s Mask, by Dorothy Porter, 2000
reprint of the Hyland House or Arcade edition.

The Water Rat of Wanchai, by Ian Hamilton,
2014 reprint of the 2011 House of Anansi edition

The Disciple of Las Vegas, by Ian Hamilton,
2013 reprint of the 2011 House of Anansi edition.

The Red Pole of Macau, by Ian Hamilton, 2013
reprint of the 2012 House of Anansi edition

The Wild Beasts of Wuhan, by Ian Hamilton,
2013 reprint of the 2012 House of Anansi edition.

A Grave Talent, by Laurie R. King, 2014
reprint of the 1993 Minotaur edition

To Play the Fool, by Laurie R. King, 2014
reprint of the 1995 St. Martin’s edition

The Two Sisters of Borneo, by Ian Hamilton,
2014 reprint of the 2014 House of Anansi edition.

The King of Shanghai, by Ian Hamilton, 2015
reprint of the 2014 House of Anansi edition

The Princeling of Nanjing, by Ian Hamilton,
2016 reprint of the 2016 House of Anansi edition

With Child, by Laurie R. King, 2014 reprint of
the 1996 St. Martin’s edition

Plume Books (see also NAL,
New American Library, Dutton)

She Came in a Flash, by Mary Wings, 1988
reprint of the 1988 Women’s Press edition

Poisoned Pen Press

A Suitable Job for a Woman, by Val McDermid,
1999 reprint of the 1995 HarperCollins edition

A Grave Talent, by Laurie R. King, 2014
reprint of the 1993 Minotaur edition

With Child, by Laurie R. King, 2008 reprint of
the 1996 St. Martin’s edition

The Art of Detection, by Laurie R. King, 2006
reprint of the 2006 Bantam edition

Press Gang (a Vancouver
feminist house)

Throwaway Angels, by Nancy Richler, 1996

Prism Light Press (seems
to feature only the works of Trish MacEnulty)


The Whispering
Women, by Trish MacEnulty,
2022


The Burning Bride, by Trish MacEnulty,2022

Secrets and
Spies, by Trish MacEnulty, 2023

Puddletown Publishing Group (founded by author Susan Landis-Steward)

Blind Leading the Blind, by Susan
Landis-Steward, 2011

Quest Books (a division of
RCE, or Regal Crest Enterprises, LLC. Regal Crest is owned by Cathy
Bryerose)

Gun Shy, by Lori L. Lake, 2001 reprint of the
2001 Renaissance Alliance edition

Staying in the Game, by Nann Dunne, 2001

In Pursuit of Justice, by Radclyffe, 2006
reprint of the 2003 Renaissance Alliance edition

Have Gun We’ll Travel, by Lori L. Lake,
2005

Redress of Grievances, by Brenda Adcock,
2007

Under the Gun, by Lori L. Lake, 2007 reprint
of the 2002 Renaissance Alliance edition

Vendetta, by DL Pawlowski, 2007 reprint of the
2001 Renaissance Alliance edition

Land of Entrapment, by Andi Marquette,
2008

State of Denial, by Andi Marquette, 2008

The Ties That Bind, by Andi Marquette,
2009

Tunnel Vision, by Brenda Adcock, 2009

Buyer’s Remorse, by Lori L. Lake, 2011

Harpies’ Feast, by Linda Morganstein, 2011

On a Silver Platter, by Linda Morganstein,
2011

Seminal Murder, by Mary Vermillion, 2012

Hearts, Dead and Alive, by Kate McLachlan,
2012

A Very Public Eye, by Lori L. Lake, 2012

The Chameleon, by Brenda Adcock, 2013

Day of the Dead, by Andi Marquette, 2013

Jump the Gun, by Lori L. Lake, 2013

Murder and the Hurdy Gurdy Girl, by Kate
McLachlan, 2013

No Thru Road, by Linda M. Vogt, 2014

Teaching Can Be Murder, by Jane DiLucchio,
2015

Ten Little Lesbians, by Kate McLachlan,
2015

Vacations Can Be Murder, by Jane DiLucchio,
2016

Going Coastal, by Jane DiLucchio, 2016

Unresolved Conflicts, by Brenda Adcock,
2018

Filthy Money, by Lissa Brown, 2020

Raincoast Publishers

Throwaway Angels, by Nancy Richler, 2002
reprint of the 1996 Press Gang edition

Random House (New Zealand)

The Monkey’s Mask, b Dorothy Porter, 1994
reprint of the original 1994 Arcade edition.

Random House Value Publishing (this may be an invalid listing)

Death Wore a Diadem, by Iona McGregor, 1991
reprint of the 1989 Women’s Press edition

R.E. Bradshaw Books

Rainey Days, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2013 reprint of
the 2010 Blue Crab edition

Rainey Nights, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2011

Molly: House on Fire, by R.E. Bradshaw,
2012

The Rainey Season, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2013

Colde & Rainey, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2014

Relatively Rainey, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2015

Rainey with a Chance of Hale, by R.E.
Bradshaw, 2017

Emendare, by R.E. Bradshaw, 2019

R.E. Conary

Bad Bitch Blues, by R.E. Conary,
2013

Regal Crest Enterprises
(RCE). See also Quest
Books

Wall of
Silence, by Gabrielle Goldsby,
2003

Renaissance Alliance
Publishing

Murder Mystery Series, by Anne Azel, 2001
(This is the original publication of the first two novellas in
Murder in Triplicate.)

Gun Shy, by Lori L. Lake, 2001

Vendetta, by Talaran, 2001

Under the Gun, by Lori L. Lake, 2002

Shield of Justice, by Radclyffe, 2002.

In Pursuit of Justice, by Radclyffe, 2003

Renaissance Books (seems
to be mostly erotic books)

For I Have Sinned, by J.T. Langdon, 2004

Quid Pro Quo, by J.T. Langdon, 2005

ReQueered Tales

The Always Anonymous Beast, by Lauren Wright
Doughas, 2020

In the Game, by Nikki Baker, 2020

The Lavender House Murder, by Nikki Baker,
2020

Long Goodbyes, by Nikki Baker, 2021

Ninth Life, by Lauren Wright Douglas, 2022

The Ultimate Exit Strategy, by Nikki Baker,
2022

Rising Tide Press

Danger in High Places, by Sharon Gilligan,
1993

Danger! Crosscurrents, by Sharon Gilligan,
1994

Deadly Rendezvous, by Diane Davidson, 1994

No Witnesses, by Nancy Sanra, 1995

Rough Justice, by Claire Youmans, 1996

Deadly Gamble, by Diane Davidson, 1997

Tropical Storm, by Linda Kay Silva, 1997

No Escape, by Nancy Sanra, 1998

Agenda for Murder, by Joan Albarella, 1999

By the Sea Shore, by Sandra A. Morris,
2000

No Corpse, by Nancy Sanra, 2000

Storm Rising, by Linda Kay Silva, 2000

Deadly Butterfly, by Diane Davidson, 2001

Riverdale Avenue Books

Of White Snakes and Misshaped Owls, by Debra
Hyde, 2013 (ebook only)

The Tattered Heiress, by Debra Hyde, 2015

Riverhead Books (part of
the Penguin publishing group)

Always, by Nicola Griffith, 2007

Riverhouse Books (likely
owned and operated by author Rivka Vann)

Buried in Vasti, by Rivka Vann, 2014

Riverrun Press (the
paperback reprint house for John Calder)

Lamaar Ransom, Private Eye, by David Galloway,
1984 reprint of the 1979 John Calder edition. There is a 1971
edition of this book listed on Amazon, but I’m pretty sure it’s a
mistake.

Roaring Brook Press

Cold, by Mariko Tamaki,
2022

Sapphire Books (founded,
owned, and operated by Christine Svendsen, who writes under the
name of Isabella and Jett Abbott. Her wife, Schileen Poter, seems
to be the CFO.)

The Admirer, by Karelia Stetz-Waters, 2013
reprint of the 2013 CreateSpace edition, which was published under
the title Dysphoria.

The Purveyor, by Karelia Stetz-Waters,
2014

Soiled, by Lin Phillipi, 2015

Along Came the Rain, by Alison R. Solomon,
2016


Killer Spring, by Kay Bigelow,
2018


Killer Winter,
by Kay Bigelow, 2018

Hard Fall, by Pascal Scott, 2019


Killer Summer, by Kay Bigelow, 2019


Killer Autumn, by Kay Bigelow,
2019

Scarlet Clover Publishers (owned and operated by Kieran York)

Timber City Masks, by Kieran York, 2014
reprint of the 1993 Third Side Press edition.

Crystal Mountain Veils, by Kieran York, 2014
reprint of the 1995 Third Side Press edition.

Shinny Forest Cloaks, by Kieran York, 2015
(This seems to be ebook only.)


Rasp Meadow
Crossing, by Kieran York, 2016


Silver Wilderness Range, by
Kieran York, 2017.

Erik Schubach (owned and
operated by Erik Schubach)


Case of the Collie Flour , 2017


Case of the Gold Retriever, by Erik Schubach, 2018


Case of the Great Danish, by Erik Schubach, 2018


Case of the Hot Dog,
2018 by Erik Schubach,


Case of the Hound About
Town, by Erik Schubach,
2019


Case of the Poodle Doodle, by Erik Schubach, 2019


Case of the Shepherd's Pie, by Erik Schubach, 2019


Case of the Yorkshire
Pudding, by Erik Schubach,
2019


Case of the Bull Doggish, by Erik Schubach, 2020


Case of the Dalmatian
Salvation, by Erik Schubach, 2020


Case of the Irish Sitter, by Erik
Schubach, 2020

Scribner

Blind Goddess, by Anne Holt, 2012

Blessed Are Those Who Thirst, by Anne Holt,
2012 reprint of the 1994 J.W. Cappelens Forlag edition.

Seal Press (founded by
Barbara Wilson)

Murder in the Collective, by Barbara Wilson,
August, 1984

Sisters of the Road, by Barbara Wilson,
1986

Ladies Night, by Elisabeth Bowers, 1988

The Dog Collar Murders, by Barbara Wilson,
1989

Hallowed Murder, by Ellen Hart, 1989

Gaudi Afternoon, by Barbara Wilson, 1990

Vital Lies, by Ellen Hart, 1991

No forwarding Address, by Elisabeth Bowers,
1991

Stage Fright, by Ellen Hart, 1992

A Killing Cure, by Ellen Hart, 1993

Trouble in Transylvania, by Barbara Wilson,
1993

A Small Sacrifice, by Ellen Hart, 1994

Faint Praise, by Ellen Hart, 1995

We Know Where You Live, by Jean Taylor,
1995

Robber’s Wine, by Ellen Hart, 1996

The Last of Her Lies, by Jean Taylor, 1996

The Case of the Orphaned Bassoonists, by
Barbara Wilson, 2000

Second Story Press (Canada)

The Monarchs are Flying by Marion Foster,
1987. This printing seems to have preceded the Firebrand Books
edition.

Work for a Million by Eve Zaremba 1988 reprint
of the 1987 Amanita edition

A Reason to Kill, by Eve Zaremba, 1989 reprint
of the 1978 Paperjacks edition

Beyond Hope, by Eve Zaremba, 1990 reprint of
the 1987 Amarita edition

Uneasy Lies, by Eve Zaremba, 1990

Legal Tender, by Marion Foster, 1992. This
printing seems to have preceded the Firebrand Books edition by a
month.

The Butterfly Effect, by Eve Zaremba, 1994

White Noise, by Eve Zaremba, 1997

Serpent’s Tail

Calendar Girl, by Stella Duffy, 1995

Wavewalker, by Stella Duffy, 1996

Beneath the Blonde, by Stella Duffy, 1997

The Monkey’s Mask, by Dorothy Porter, 1997
reprint of the Arcade edition.

Fresh Flesh, by Stella Duffy, 1999

Cat Catcher, by Caroline Shaw, 2000 reprint of
the Bantam Books Australia 1999 edition.

Mouths of Babes, by Stella Duffy, 2005

Severn House (U.K.
Legitimate publisher of mid-list authors.)

Common Murder, by Val McDermid, 1994 reprint
of the

Report for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2000
reprint of the 1987 St. Martin’s edition

Vultures at Twilight, by Charles Atkins,
2012

The Best Place to Die, by Charles Atkins,
2012

Done to Death, by Charles Atkins, 2014

Shadoe Publishing (owned
and operated by K’Anne Meinel)

Intuition, by Jennis Slaughter, 2013

Insight, by Jennis Slaughter, 2014

Instinct, by Jennis Slaughter, 2015

The Device, by Fiona Sapino, 2019

She Writes Press

Murder Under the Bridge, by Kate Jessica
Raphael, 2015

Murder Under the Fig Tree, by Kate Jessica
Raphael, 2017

Sheba Feminist Publishers

The Sophie Horowitz Story, by Sarah Schulman,
1991 reprint of the 1984 Naiad edition.

Shinchosha (Japan)

Calendar Girl, by Stella Duffy, undated
reprint of the 1995 Serpent’s Tail edition

Wavewalker, by Stella Duffy, 2003 reprint of
the 1996 Serpent’s Tail edition

Silver Moon Books (UK)

Lessons in Murder, by Claire McNab, 1990
reprint of the 1988 Naiad edition.

Ninth Life, by Lauren Wright Douglas, 1991
reprint of the 1990 Naiad edition.

Death Down Under, by Claire McNab, 1991
reprint of the 1990 Naiad edition

Cop Out, by Claire McNab, 1992 reprint of the
1991 Naiad edition

Chasing the Shadow, by Lauren Wright Douglas,
1992 reprint of the

I Left My Heart, by Jaye Maiman, 1992 reprint
of the 1991 Naiad edition

Dead Certain, by Claire McNab, 1993 reprint of
the 1992 Naiad edition

Crazy for Loving, by Jaye Maiman, 1993 reprint
of the 1992 Naiad edition.

The Garbage Dump Murders, by Rose Beecham.
1993 reprint of the1992 Naiad printing entitled Introducing
Amanda Valentine.

A Tiger’s Heart,1993 reprint of the 1992 Naiad
printing.

Under My Skin, Jaye Maiman, 1994 reprint of
the 1993 Naiad edition

Second Guess, by Rose Beecham. 1994 reprint of
the 1994 Naiad edition.

Fair Play, by Rose Beecham, 1995 reprint of
the 1995 Naiad edition

1st
Impressions, by Kate Calloway, 1996 reprint of the 1996
Naiad edition.

Someone to Watch, by Jaye Maiman, 1996 reprint
of the 1995 Naiad edition.

Baby, It’s Cold, by Jaye Maiman, 1997 reprint
of the 1996 Naiad edition.

2nd Fiddle, by
Kate Calloway, 1998 reprint of the 1998 Naiad edition

Old Black Magic, by Jaye Maiman, 1998 reprint
of the 1997 Naiad edition

Past Due, by Claire McNab, 1999 reprint of the
1998 Naiad edition

4th Down, by Kate Calloway, 2000 reprint
of the 1998 Naiad edition

Set Up, by Claire McNab, 2000 reprint of the
1999 Naiad edition

She Came n Drag, by Mary Wings, 2000 reprint
of the 1999 Berkley edition

Under Suspicion, by Claire McNab, 2001 reprint
of the 1999 Naiad edition

Sizzler (ebook
only)

For I have Sinned, by J.T. Langdon,
2004

Quid Pro Quo, by J.T. Langdon,
2005

Smashwords (a
self-publishing platform, ebook only)

February at Feldman's on
Fifth, by Bill McGrath, 2007

March of the
Mustangs, by Bill McGrath, 2007

April at the Antique
Alley, by Bill McGrath, 2009

May Might Mean
Murder, by Bill McGrath, 2008

June Jumping the
Jaguar, by Bill McGrath, 2010

July Jill's
Justice, by Bill McGrath, 2011

August Avenging
Arlene, by Bill McGrath, 2012

September Surgeon
Shamed , by Bill McGrath, 2012

October Octagon
Occult , by Bill McGrath, 2012

November Naughty
Nurse, by Bill McGrath, 2012

December Deadly
Dolls , by Bill McGrath, 2012

Sketch of a
Murder, by Aya Walksfar,
2013

Sourcebooks Fire (children’s book publisher)


The Truth About Keeping
Secrets, by Savannah Brown, 2019

Spiderline Press (see House of Anansi)

Spinifex

Figments of a Murder, by Gillian Hanscombe,
1995

Fedora Walks, by Merrilee Moss, 2001

Darkness More Visible, by Finola Moorhead,
2000

Still Murder, by Finola Moorhead, 2002 reprint
of the 1991 Penguin (Australia) edition

Spinsters Ink

All the Muscle You Need, by Diana McRae, 1988
(Published under the Spinsters/Aunt Lute imprint.

Report for Murder, by Val McDermid, 1989
reprint of the 1987 St. Martin’s edition

Final Session, by Mary Morell, 1991 (published
under the Spinsters Book Company imprint)

The Two-Bit Tango, by Elizabeth Pincus,
1992

Final Rest, by Mary Morell, 1993

The Other Side of Silence, by Joan Drury,
1993

The Lessons, by Melanie McAllester, 1994.

The Well-Heeled Murders, by Cherry Hartman,
1996

Silent Words, by Joan Drury, 1996

Conferences are Murder, by Van McDermid,
1993

Common Murder, by Val McDermid, 1995 reprint
of the 1989 HarperCollins edition

Deadline for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2005
reprint of the 1991 St. Martin’s edition with the title of Open
and Shut

Closed in Silence, by Joan Drury, 1998

Booked for Murder, by Val McDermid, 2000
reprint of the 1996 Women’s Press edition

Commitment to Die, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2004

A Safe Place to Sleep, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2006 reprint of the 1991 Our Power Press edition.

Existing Solutions, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2006 reprint of the 1993 Our Power Press edition.

Unbearable Losses, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2006

Disorderly Attachments, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2006

Ordinary Furies, by Linda Morganstein,
2007

Selective Memory, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2007

If No One’s Looking, by Jennifer L. Jordan,
2008

Command of Silence, by Paulette Callen,
2009

High Desert, by Katherine V. Forrest, 2013

Saddled with Murder, by Barbara Treat
Williams, 2016


Delafield, by
Katherine V. Forrest, 2022

Square Pegs, Ink (owned
and operated by authors Saxon Bennett and Layce Gardner)

Worst in Show, by Worst in Show, by Saxon
Bennett and Layce Gardner, 2015

Till Beth Do Us Part, by Saxon Bennett and
Layce Gardner, 2016

For Butter or Worse, by Saxon Bennett and
Layce Gardner, 2019

St. Martin’s Press

Murder in the English Department by Valerie
Miner, 1982

Report for Murder, by Van McDermid, 1987

Death Wore a Diadem, by Iona McGregor, 1989
reprint of the 1989 Women’s Press edition

Open and Shut, by Val McDermid, 1991 (see also
Deadline for Murder)

Switching the Odds, by Phyllis Knight,
1992

Brotherly Love, by Randye Lordon, 1993

Sister’s Keeper, by Randye Lordon, 1994

Shattered Rhythms, by Phyllis Knight, 1994

To Play the Fool, by Laurie R. King, 1995

With Child, by Laurie R. King, 1996

East of Niece, by Randye Lordon, 2001
(Minotaur imprint)

Son of a Gun, by Randye Lordon, 2005 (Minotaur
imprint)

Storm Publishing


Silent Fall,
by Nicky Downes, 2023

Supposed Crimes (founded
by Geonn Cannon and C.E. Case)


For by Grace, by Adrian J. Smith, 2014


Fallen from Grace, by Adrian J. Smith, 2015


Grace Through Redemption,
by Adrian J. Smith, 2015


Lost and Forsaken, by Adrian J. Smith,
2016


Unabiding Halls, by C.E. Case,
2019


Broken and Weary, by Adrian J. Smith, 2021


Young and Old, by Adrian J. Smith, 2022


Alone & Lonely, by Adrian J. Smith, 2022

Taschen

Gaudi Afternoon, by Barbara Wilson, 1991
reprint of the 1990 Seal Press edition

Tekrighter, LLC
(this seems to be a freelance writing service
owned and operated by Thomas A. Burns, Jr., who is the author of
the books listed below)


Stripper!, by
Thomas A. Burns, J r., 2018


Revenge!, by Thomas A. Burns,
Jr., 2018


Trafficked!, by Thomas A.
Burns, Jr., 2019


Venom!, by
Thomas A. Burns, Jr., 2020


Sniper!!, by
Thomas A. Burns, Jr., 2020


Killers!, by Thomas A. burns,
Jr., 2021

Sister!, by Thomas A.
Burns, Jr. 2022

Terace Books (an imprint
of the University of Wisconsin Press)

Death of a Department Chair, by Lynn c.
Miller, 2006

Third Side Press

Timber City Masks, by Kieran York, 1993

Crystal Mountain Veils, by Kieran York,
1995

Death of a Much-Travelled Woman, by Barbara
Wilson, 1998

Tin House Books

Who is Very Kelly?, by Rosalie Knecht,
2018


Vera Kelly Is Not A Mystery,
by Rosalie Knecht, 2020

Vera Kelly: Lost and Found, by Rosalie Knecht,
2022

Titan Books


After the Eclipse, by Fran
Dorricott, 2019


The Undetectables, by Courtney Smyth,
2023

Tor Books


The Mimicking of Known
Successes, 2023

Torquere Press

Fatal Development, by Inga Simpson, 2010

Torrid Books (possibly a
division of Simon & Schuster Digital)

The Kira Chase series, which are currently available
only on ebook

Trafalgar Square

Sisters of the Road, by Barbara Wilson, 1994
reprint of the 1986 Seal Press edition

Trouble in Transylvania, by Barbara Wilson,
1993 reprint of the 1993 Seal Press edition

Cold Steal, by Carole Spearin McCauley, 2001
reprint of the 1991 Women’s Press edition

Train Wreck Xpress

Bingo Barge Murder, by Jessie Chandler, 2014
reprint of the 2011 Midnight Ink edition

Triplicity Books


Close Enough to Touch, by Cade
Brogan, 2017


Deadly Deception, by Cade
Brogan, 2018

TRP Cookbooks, LLC (an
imprint of Teal Ribbon Publications, which is run by Sue
Hardesty)

The Truck Comes on Thursday, by Sue Hardesty,
2013 reprint of the 2011 L-Book ePublisher edition.

Bus Stop at the Last Chance, by Sue Hardesty,
2014

Turnaround (UK)

Chain Letter, by Claire McNab, 1998 reprint of
the 1997 Naiad edition

Unread Reads

Deep Trouble, by Jean Erhardt, 2014

Vhps

Open and Shut, by Val McDermid, 1991 reprint
of the 1991 St. Martin’s edition (see also Deadline for
Murder) Note: I’m not sure this edition exists. It may be an
audio book

Viking


The Boy in the Red Dress, by
Kristin Lambert, 2020

Virago (Crime)

Jumping the Cracks, by Rebecca O’Rourke,
1987.

Beyond Hope, by Eve Zaremba, 1989 reprint of
the 1987 Amarita edition

Work for a Million, by Eve Zaremba, 1990
reprint of the 1987 Amanita edition

Ladies’ Night, by Elisabeth Bowers, 1990
reprint of the 1988 Seal Press edition

Looking for Ammu, by Claire Macquet, 1992

Everything You Have Is Mine, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1992 reprint of the 1991 Little, Brown edition

No Forwarding Address, by Elisabeth Bowers,
1993 reprint of the 1991 Seal Press edition

I’ll Be Leaving You Always, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1994 reprint of the 1993 Little, Brown edition

The Monkey’s Mask, by Dorothy Porter, 1994
reprint of the 1994 Arcade edition.

Murder in the Collective, by Barbara Wilson,
1994, reprint of the 1984 Seal Press edition.

Sisters of the Road, 1994 reprint of the 1986
Seal Press edition

The Dog Collar Murders, by Barbara Wilson,
1994 reprint of the 1989 Seal Press edition

My Sweet Untraceable You, by Sandra
Scoppettone, 1996 reprint of the 1994 Little, Brown edition

Stay, by Nicola Griffith, 2003 reprint of the
2002 Doubleday edition


The Verifiers, by Jane Pek, 2022

Warner Books

Blue, by Abigail Padgett, 1998 Reprinted in
2001 by Mysterious Press.

Cyanide Wells, by Marcia Muller, 2004 reprint
of the 2003 Mysterious Press edition.

Wicked Winters Books (owned and operated by author Jade Winters)

Walk into Darkness, by Jade Winters, 2013

Everything to Lose, by Jade Winters, 2015

Flirting with Danger, by Jade Winters,
2016

Missing Pieces, by Jade Winters, 2019

Wild Haven Press (I
suspect that this is owned and operated by author Aya
Walksfar)

Sketch of a Murder, by Aya Walksfar, 2014
reprint of the 2013 Smashwords ebook edition

Street Harvest, by Aya Walksfar, 2014

Old Woman Gone, by Aya Walksfar, 2014

Backlash, by Aya Walksfar, 2015

Death by Dog, by Aya Walksfar, 2016

Twisted Minds, by Aya Walksfar, 2017

Edward-William Publishing Co. (see under Banned Books, which seems to be a subsidiary of
this publisher)

Witness / Impulse (a
division of HarperCollins)


Killing for Keeps, by Mari
Hannah, 2014

Women’s Press (U.K.)

Murder in the Collective, by Barbara Wilson,
1984 reprint of the 1984 Seal Press edition.

She Came Too Late, by Mary Wings, 1986

Report for Murder, by Val McDermid, 1987
reprint of the 1987 St. Martin’s edition

Sisters of the Road, by Barbara Wilson, 1987
reprint of the 1986 Seal Press edition

The Monarchs are Flying by Marion Foster, 1987
reprint of the1987 Firebrand edition. (Womens Press of Canada)

Common Murder, by Val McDermid, 1989 reprint
of the 1989 HarperCollins edition

Death Wore a Diadem, by Iona McGregor,
1989

Cold Steal, by Carole Spearin McCauley,
1991

Bayou City Blues, by Deborah Powell, 1992
reprint of the 1991 Naiad edition

Houston Town, by Deborah Powell, 1992 reprint of the
1992 Naiad edition

Legal Tender, by Marion Foster, 1993 reprint
of the 1992 Firebrand edition.

All the Muscle You Need, by Diana McRae, 1993
reprint of the 1988 Spinsters Ink edition

Union Jack, by Val McDermid, 1993 (See also
Conferences are Murder)

Stage Fright, by Ellen Hart, 1994 reprint of
the 1992 Seal Press edition.

Still Murder, by Finola Moorhead, 1994 reprint
of the 1991 Penguin (Australia) edition

She Came by the Book, by Mary wings, 1995

Booked for Murder, by Val McDermid, 1996

Hen’s Teeth, by Manda Scott, 1996

Stoner McTavish, by Sarah Dreher, 1996 reprint
of the 1985 New Victoria edition.

A Small Sacrifice, by Ellen Hart, 1996 reprint
of the 1994 Seal Press edition

Bad Company, by Sarah Dreher, 1996 reprint of
the 1995 New Victoria edition.

Chicken Run, by Alma Fritchley, 1997

Silent Words, by Joan Drury, 1997 reprint of
the 1996 Spinster’s Ink edition.

Faint Praise, by Ellen Hart, 1997 reprint of
the 1995 Seal Press edition

She Came to the Castro, by Mary Wings,
1997

Chicken Feed, by Alma Fritchley, 1998

Robber’s Wine, by Ellen Hart, 1998 reprint of
the 1996 Seal Press edition

Wicked Games, by Ellen Hart, 1998 reprint of
the 1998 St Martin’s Press edition

Chicken Out, by Alma Fritchley, 1999

Chicken Shack, by Alma Fritchley, 2000

Hunting the Witch, by Ellen Hart, 2000 reprint
of the 1999 Minotaur edition

Women’s Work Press, LLC

Death Off Stage, by Carlene Miller, 2001

Word Witch Press (seems to
be run by Claire Agincourt)


8mm Model: Uncensored, by Claire Agincourt, 2017


Desperate for Divorce, by Claire Agincourt, 2020


Fear of a Successor Wife, by Claire Agincourt, 2020

WordWooze Publishing

Out of Control, by G.R. Browda, 2019

Honor in Control, by G.R. Browda, 2020

Writers Club Press (an
imprint of iUniverse)


Murder in Cloud City, by Janet
McClellan, 2000

Letter Perfect, by N.H. Avenue, 2001

For Pete’s Sake, by N.H. Avenue, 2003

The Writer’s Coffee Shop (TWCS) (a small press out of Australia, it published
50 Shades of Grey, but now seems to be defunct)

Roadkill, by Alexandra Allred, 2013

Sweetbreath, by Alexandra Allred, 2013

Anniversary Killer, by Alexandra Allred,
2014

Ylva Press

Conflict of Interest, by Jae, 2014 reprint of
2008 L-Book edition

Next of Kin, by Jae, 2015 reprint of the 2008
L-Book edition

The Red Files, by Lee Winter, 2015

Colied-O-Scope, by Andrea Bramhall, 2016

If Looks Could Kill, by Andi Marquette,
2015

Under Parr, by Andrea Bramall, 2017

The Last First Time, by Andrea Bramhall,
2017


A Curious Woman, by Jess Lea,
2019

Payback, by Charlotte Mills, 2019

Fair Game, by Charlotte Mills, 2020


A Curious Visit, by Jess Lea, 2023

Zanybooks


Side Out for Murder, by Paula Murphy,
2007


The 16th Player, by Paula Murphy, 2011


World Class Competition, by
Paula Murphy, 2011


Soccer Moms, by Paula Murphy, 2012


Chicks with Sticks, by Paula
Murphy, 2012


Ocean Beach, by Paula Murphy,
2013


Singles' Cruise, by Paula Murphy, 2013


Eviction, by Paula Murphy, 2013


¡Maldición!, by Paula Murphy,
2013


Hound and Hare, by Paula
Murphy, 2015



Appendix 6

Male Authors of Lesbian Mysteries

 


 


Here is a list of all of the lesbian authors
I have been able to find that identify as male. There may, of
course, be others, but certainly not many. At the time of the
writing of this page, this accounts for only 7 percent of lesbian
mystery authors. An asterisk (*) indicates that I have read at
least 1 book by this author.

 


Claire Agincourt

*Jacob Anderson-Minshall (m/f team)

*Charles Atkins

*N.H. Avenue

Zac Bissonette

*Ingrid Black (m/f team)

*Thomas A. Burns, Jr.

*R. E. Conary

John Copenhaver

Saffina DesForges

*Matt Doyle

*David Galloway

*Jason Halstead

*Ian Hamilton

*William S. Kirby

*J.T. Langdon

*Tinker Marks (m/f team)

*Bill McGrath

*Mark McNease

*Laurence Moore

*R.G. Peterson

*Alex Rissini

*Tom Ryan

*Erik Schubach

Alex Segura

B.P. Smythe

*Steven Spotswood

*Samuel Steward

 


Total: 28

 



References




 


Here are links to sites that contain
interesting information on the topic of lesbian mysteries. I have
made frequent use of these sources in my own studies.

 


1. Betz, Phyllis M. 
Lesbian Detective Fiction: Woman as Author,
Subject and Reader. This is one of the rew printed texts
I have found that discuss lesbian mystery novels. It is not quite
as in depth as the Markowitz book listed below, but it is still a
valuable resource.

 


2. Casey, Megan. 
The Lesbian Detective Novel: an annotated
bibliography. This is a shorter
version of the book you are holding right now. It omits my
reviews and opinions on both authors and books. Available in both
ebook and paperback.

 


3. Casey, Megan. The Lesbian Private
Eye: a history. This book contains information only
about lesbian sleuths that make their livings as private
investigators. It includes a great number of my reviews and
personal opinions. Available in paperback and ebook. Note: if you
already have The Art of the Lesbian Mystery Novel, you won’t
need this one because all of the PIs are included.

 


4. Ellis, Danika. The Lesbrary.
“The Lesbrary is a book blog about bi and lesbian
books.” Danika was kind enough to run my reviews for a couple of
years on her site.

 


5. Lake, Lori L. “Writing
Craft and Technique Articles.” This website deals with
various aspects of the writing craft. One of the discussions
involves pseudonyms. In other parts of the site, there are quite a
few quotes taken from some of the authors she mentions. Most of the
articles do not reach out past 2005 or so and was last updated
in2014.

 


6. Markowitz, Judith A. 
The Gay Detective Novel: Lesbian and Gay Main
Characters and Themes in Mystery Fiction. Excellent book and one that I often consulted when I
was stumped for information. It is 16 years old now, but most of
the authors we are dealing with were writing before then.

 


7. Rainbow Sauce. This
website a very detailed list of authors with a brief introduction
to some of the novels of each. In addition to this list, the site
also has an incredible amount of information of all things LGBT.
Impressive and highly recommended, although it seems to have been
last updated in 2008.

 


8. San Francisco Public Library:
James C. Hormel LGBTQIA Center. This is the home of the
Barbara Grier Naiad Press Collection, one of the most valuable and
extensive collections on lesbian literature in the world. Anyone
writing a dissertation on the subject owes it themselves and their
work to visit this collection.

 


9. Simpson, Inga. “Torn
Between Two Genres: Sex and Romance in Lesbian Detective
Fiction.” This essay, taken from the author’s Ph.D.
thesis, gives the opinion that the heavy roles that sex and romance
play in lesbian mysteries often come at the expense of plot and
character.

 


10. Smart, Andy. The Phillipa Marlowe
Detective Agency. Although the entire website is
of interest, their link to “Our book reviews” is of particular
interest, as it lists their personal reviews of many books in this
genre. As of 2021 it is no longer certain that this site is
active.

 


11. University of Massachusetts, Amherst.
New
Victoria Publishers Archive. Valuable information on the
seminal women’s press, including papers, history,
and publications. A scholar of lesbian mysteries will find many
subjects of interest here.

 


12. Van Laningham,
Ivan. The Blue Place. Sadly, all versions of this
wonderful website seem to have been removed from the web. It
contained an incredible amount of information excruciatingly
gathered by Van Laningham—its original owner—that was difficult to
find elsewhere. The site contained information from the beginning
of the genre through 2006 and was the most important source of my
early information on the lesbian detective novel. Lesbian
mysteries—and this book in particular—owe Van Laningham a
tremendous debt.
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