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I walked out in the snow trying to 
get away from Delores's ghost. It 
was sitting back in the apartment 
waiting for me. Snow was powdering 
up the sidewalk, but I'd seen too 
many winters to be surprised'by how 
beautiful they can be. 

The opening paragraph of After Del
ores shows us immediately that we 
are in a lesbian version of Chandler
land. Short sentences, cropped, 
spare descriptive writing and a pre
occupation with the city so that the 
urban landscape becomes part of 
fiction in its own right, are the classic 
signifiers of what has come to be 
known as the 'Hard-boiled School' of 
detective fiction. Even though the 
narrative is usually in the first 

person it is clear from the outset that 
the reader is being addressed di
rectly, almost in a confiding manner. 
The reader becomes the narrator's 
accomplice. 

These comments on this particu
lar subgenre are necessary in re
lation to Schulman's new novel since 
the unnamed main character is not 
intended to be sympathetic. It is a 
bold trick to attempt, the linking of a 
reader with a character whose ac
tions, thoughts and behaviour are 
probably going to horrify the reader 
from very early on in the novel. 

Schulman's narrator has just 
been left by her (female) lover of 
some years and is plunged into de
pression and drink in a seedy subcul
ture of New York. Working in a 
cheap diner, drinking to excess, un
washed and mostly unloved, she ob
tains by chance a gun - 'tiny, with a 
pearl handle, deadly, sleek and femi
nine'. She proceeds to have a series of 
fantasies about shooting various 
people including her ex-lover's new 
woman, a few men and complete 
strangers. 

As the book progresses and the 
murder takes place of a woman she 
has met only once - incidentally, 
strangled rather than shot - the 
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narrator becomes involved in the 
relationships of the dead girl and 
eventually, violently solves the 
murder. 

In the US, gunmakers Smith 
and Wesson have produced a 
handbag-sized gun for women which 
they advertise in women's maga
zines with slogans which prey on 
women's fears of the city and stress 
the protective possibilities of carry
ing a gun. It is this element that 
disturbs me. There is such a ready 
acceptance by the narrator of the 
possibility of using the gun - the 
fantasizing has in a very brief two 
chapters turned into a calculation of 
its safety value: 

I remembered I had a gun in my 
possession. I could use it any time I 
chose ... the next time somebody 
went too far, I had the power to go 
further. I had a gun. 

This novel throws up so many 
contentious issues. Schulman uses 
the form of the 'hard-boiled novel' -
interestingly without a professional 
private investigator which is usual 
in this subgenre - to look at power 
within relationships and between 
employers and employees; the use of 
violence and guns and whether it can 
ever be justified. Whether or not the 
book comes to the right conclusions 
or not depends on the reader's point 
of view regarding murder. If you 
think that killing is sometimes justi
fied, in fact necessary, then it will be 
possible to enjoy this book for the 
energy and excitement of its writing 
which is terrific. It also manages to 
approach more closely to that Chan
dleresque style which some of the 
more enterprising lesbian and fem
inist thriller writers, such as Mary 
Wings and Sara Paretsky, are at
tempting. 

Barbara Wilson certainly does 
not fit into this category, although 
echoes of Chandler turn up in her 
novels in the style of writing. As the 
most adventurous of the new wave of 
feminist thriller writers it was 
always likely that Wilson would at-

tempt to tackle the current hot 
potato of feminism: pornography and 
its related questions of erotica and 
desire. 

Wilson's three novels have been 
the most consciously polemical of 
feminist thrillers. She consistently 
attempts to marry the ideas of a 
'classic' thriller with investigating 
issues pertaining to women, whether 
prostitution, violence against 
women or rape. The Dog Collar Mur
ders sees the return of her series 
sleuth Pam Nilsen who investigates 
the murder of a prominent antiporn 
activist at a conference. In the course 
of her investigation she looks at sex
shops, lesbian-produced erotica, 
sado-masochistic relationships, the 
place of fantasy in sex and most of 
the pro- and anti-porn intellectual 
positions. She also solves the murder 
as a sideline. 

It has proved very easy for re
viewers to criticize Wilson over this 
book. Detective fiction purists feel 
she has pushed too far the bounda
ries between didacticism and 
'proper' thriller-writing; both pro
and anti-erotica feminists think that 
her conclusions are too 'woolly
liberal' while the inclusion of long 
speeches putting forward different 
viewpoints in the argument has been 
criticized for slowing the pace. 

None of these criticisms is fair. 
It is clear that The Dog Collar Mur
ders is a logical extension of Wilson's 
attempts to stretch the thriller genre 
to encompass other kinds of investi
gation. And why should investi
gative fiction confine itself to specific 
incidents rather than ideas or politi
cal concerns? The speeches on par
ticular political lines in the opening 
chapters are the equivalent of char
acter-building in classic detective 
fiction: in a case where the motive for 
murder is clearly political the politi
cal persuasions of the suspects and 
victim are of the same importance as 
more traditional motives of money or 
jealousy in Agatha Christie. 

It could be said that these two 
novels represent opposite ends of the 



spectrum of feminist thriller
writing. While Schulman has gone 
for gritty urban realism and, poss
ibly, fashionable violence and tough
ness, Wilson can be seen as a writer 
in the tradition of Josephine Tey or 
Ruth Rendell but with a feminist 
consciousness. It is interesting that 
in the USA Schulman's novel is pub
lished by a mainstream house while 
Wilson has remained with Seal 
Press. Maybe this shows the amount 
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Are we the 'one in ten' born this way, 
or have we been made lesbian or gay 
through experience or even by 
choice? Have women always engaged 
in what we would recognize as les
bian sexual relationships- is there a 
line of dyke fore-sisters stretching 
back into the mists of time?- or has 
the meaning and practice of same
sex love changed in different social 
and historical contexts? The debate 
between essentialist and social con
structionist accounts of homosexu
ality was the central theme of the 
conference in Amsterdam in 1987 
from which this collection of articles 
comes. Indeed the conference aimed 
to push the debate further. Carol 
Vance's paper, which not only opens 
the book, but was the keynote ad
dress at the conference, sets the tone. 
She defends social construction 
theory from some misconstrued at
tacks, but also identifies some major 
problems with this theory, especially 
in its purest forms. While we might 
agree that the meaning of sexuality, 
and sexual object choice are socially 
constructed, to what extent do we 
believe that sexual desire itself is 
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of 'crossover' (into the mainstream 
thriller market) potential which 
Schulman's brand of thriller is seen 
to have in the USA. In the UK, 
Wilson is published by Virago and 
Schulman by the much smaller 
Sheba. It seems that the conserva
tism of the UK market for thrillers is 
taking longer to break down than 
that of readers in the USA. 

Linda Semple 

innate? There becomes a danger of 
deconstructing the category of sexu
ality entirely. Futhermore, how do 
we incorporate the reality of the body 
back into social constructionist 
ideas? 

The conference itself by all ac
counts (see for example Franklin and 
Stacey's 'Dyketactics in difficult 
times', Feminist Review 29) was 
more coherently organized around 
the theme than the book which rep
resents it. This is a rather disparate 
and uneven collection ranging from 
articles addressing the broad theor
etical questions posed by Vance and 
Jeffrey Weeks on the one hand, to 
very specific discussions of particu
lar issues and pieces of research on 
the other, including lesbians and 
religion, and violence against gay 
men in Holland. This raises the 
question of how conference collec
tions attempt to illustrate the rich 
diversity of material and debates to 
make a coherent book. The main 
addresses to the conference have 
been included here, but it's unclear 
what selection criteria were used to 
choose from the other 400 papers 
presented at the conference. Why 
should a paper on gay theology have 
been chosen, for example, and what 
links this article to the one on the 
merger process and lesbian therapy? 

The best and most thought
provoking articles are those which 
address general theoretical issues, 
or provide a review of lesbian or gay 
work in a particular academic disci-
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