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When she checks in, someone always checks out
. . . .

KILLER LIBRARIAN
Praise for the first novel in Mary Lou Kirwin’s mystery series featuring transatlantic librarian-sleuth Karen Nash

“How can you not buy this cozy debut with its catchy title? Mary Lou Kirwin succeeds at creating a winning heroine whose amateur sleuthing efforts make for a fun, gentle puzzler with a touch of love.”

—
Library Journal

“Literary allusions, from Winnie the Pooh to Ian McEwan, distinguish Kirwin’s captivating debut from the common run of cozies.”

—
Publishers Weekly

“This engaging cozy has it all—English bookshops, flower shows, dotty sisters, plenty of surprises—along with an engaging premise for a continuing series.”

—
Booklist

“A charming debut for Mary Lou Kirwin. . . . I hope this author has more books coming, and soon.”

—
Suspense Magazine

“Kirwin weaves literary gems into the story that will keep the reader jumping to keep up. Add a new love interest to mix into the stew and there is something for everyone in this book.”

—
Single Titles
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I’d like to dedicate this book to all the librarians who have shown me the right book at the right time. Many thanks.

The books were arranged rationally, thematically, alphabetically, and dust-free: this last was the only sign of housekeeping in that austere place.

A. S. Byatt,
Possession

“When I used to read fairy tales, I fancied that kind of thing never happened, and now here I am in the middle of one!”

Lewis Carroll,
Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

One never knows when the blow may fall.

Graham Greene,
The Third Man
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ONE

Arranging the Books
S
itting on the floor surrounded by books, I realized I had never been happier in my life.

The sun streamed in the open window of Caldwell’s library, which had been a bedroom in his B and B at one time but was now filled with floor-to-ceiling bookcases holding row upon row of amazing books. Not in perfect order. Not in terrifically bad order, but I wanted to organize them to my satisfaction. I’m a librarian, and I know how these things should be handled.

Caldwell was running errands, and I was glad to have both some meaningful work to do and time to myself to
think over the last few months of my life—how things had changed. Caldwell and I had fallen in love under rather dire circumstances and, for both of us, we needed some time to just be together and see if what we were feeling for each other had legs, as they say.

There were inherent problems in our relationship: he lived in London, I lived in Sunshine Valley, Minnesota. The plane trip took a good eight hours if you were lucky and then there was the jet lag. Neither of us was a spring chicken; rather we were in the prime of our forties. My previous boyfriend had dumped me and then died rather tragically. Caldwell had started the B and B with his previous girlfriend, who had later run out on him, leaving him to fend for himself and make breakfast for the guests. But that was quite a few years ago. We were both recovering from these upsetting and unreliable relationships.

I hadn’t thought I would retire from my job as a librarian for some years yet, but Caldwell was ready to jump with both feet into running a bookstore (or as he was constantly reminding me in British English, a “bookshop”) here in London. He wanted it to be called Nash and Perkins, our two last names; therefore, he wanted me to be involved in the running of said shop. He felt we would make very good partners. He had hinted at wanting to make us more than simply business partners. I had the same thoughts, but was being cautious.

I had come over to London about a week ago to try this new lifestyle on for size. Over the years I had accumulated many weeks of vacation time, having taken them so infrequently. I had asked for two months off to help Caldwell get his life and his books organized and to see if we wanted to take these next steps together.

Since Caldwell had been scouting around for the perfect shop, word had gotten out of his intentions and was already stirring up interest in his collection. While he collected a great variety of books, he was specializing in children’s books. One of our guests was a well-known book collector, Bruce W. Hogsworth. Bruce wanted desperately to see Caldwell’s library, but so far Caldwell had put him off—just not ready to let go of any of his books.

At the moment, I was trying to decide how to arrange Caldwell’s nonfiction, whether to stick with strict library methodology or to be more loose, more intuitive about what books to put next to each other. For example, Caldwell puts all the books about Canterbury, England, together even if they should be shelved apart because some are about its geography and others are about its history.

This can grate on me. By nature, I am not intuitive. I believe everything has its proper place. But along with thinking of making a major change in my life—like moving to England and opening a store and living with a man I love—I was trying to be a little more relaxed about all things.

For instance, I was learning to eat dinner later. I was used to eating promptly at six. That’s when Caldwell might start thinking about dinner. We went out to eat more than I was used to.

And he often bought books because they were handsome, while I tended to focus on their monetary worth.

When I arrived, Caldwell had told me that he had found a wonderful first edition in very good condition. “I’m still checking out whether I’m right about this book. If I am, it alone could finance the start-up of our business.”

“Will you be able to sell it?” I asked, knowing that he could get quite attached to certain books.

He hesitated before saying, “I think so.”

He hadn’t told me what book it was or shown it to me yet. I trusted him. He would reveal it to me when he was ready. I knew it could well be secreted away in the very room I was sitting in, but I wasn’t going to search for it. I was content to let things unfold as they would.

I wanted to share this lovely, quiet moment with someone, and so I called Rosie, who worked with me as a librarian and who, even though she was a couple decades younger than me, was my best friend. In Minneapolis, it was early in the afternoon. She would be home unless her new beau, Richard, had taken her out to see an early movie.

“Hey,” she said when she answered the phone.

“Hey, yourself. How are things in Sunshine Valley?” I was
feeling so good I nearly sang this question to the tune of “How Are Things in Glocca Morra?” and I don’t even like the song.

“The usual. Nancy, our favorite librarian, griped all day long about how much work you’ve left us with and how your replacement shouldn’t be allowed to pump gas, let alone touch a book.”

Nancy was the head librarian and took her work very seriously. Not that Rosie and I didn’t, but we tried to have fun too. “I’m glad to hear nothing has changed.”

“But you’ve changed. You sound positively glowing.”

“You can tell that over the phone?” I asked.

“Yes, your voice is all full of bubbles.”

“Well, it feels good to be here,” I admitted.

“With Caldwell,” she added.

“Yes, with Caldwell. Guess what I’m doing.”

“Sitting in the back garden eating some crumpets.”

“No, I’m sitting on the floor of the library, which is really just this room that used to be a bedroom that Caldwell has filled with shelves, and I’m organizing his books.”

“That’s enough to make any librarian happy.”

“And sometimes I’m not even putting them according to the Dewey decimal system.”

“Oh, you are a wild thing. So things are going pretty good. Are we going to lose you to this Svengali?”

“Maybe. I’m just taking it a day at a time, until I have to decide.”

“Which is in seven weeks,” she reminded me. “Oh, there’s the doorbell.”

“What movie are you seeing tonight?” I asked. Seeing movies was about all she did with Richard—but they both loved it.

“We’re staying in tonight and watching
Casablanca.
”

Which made me want to sing “A kiss is just a kiss.” “Toodles,” I said.

“Ta-ta.” Rose signed off.

The only fly in the ointment of my utterly perfect moment and heavenly day was the decision I had to make—did it make sense for me to completely give up my life and step so deeply into Caldwell’s? How well did I really know the man? Why did I have to lose so much to gain him?
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