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Merci mille fois to Janet




There are such beings in the world, perhaps one in a thousand, as the creature you and I should think perfection, where grade and spirit are united to worth, where the manners are equal to the heart and understanding: but such a person may not come in your way. . . .


—a letter to Fanny from Jane Austen


“. . . how are you?” said Winnie-the-Pooh.


Eeyore shook his head from side to side.


“Not very how,” he said. “I don’t seem to have been at all how for a long time.”


—Winnie-the-Pooh, A. A. Milne


“What are you thinking?” he inquired at last.


I opened my mouth to reply, changed my mind and shrugged my shoulders. I could not bring myself to say it, but there was a dead body between us.


—No Love Lost, Margery Allingham
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Rosie, now there are two dead men.”


“Karen, is that you?” a very sleepy voice asked me.


I knew it was the middle of the night in Minnesota, but I had to talk to someone. “This has not turned out to be the trip to England I thought it would be.”


“Come home and we can talk about it,” she said.


I could tell she was not even awake. Then she hung up the phone before I could explain.


How had I gotten to where I was?




ONE
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Cracking the Spine


A week earlier


You know how it feels when you open the pages of a new book, the sense that all is possible, that this might be the book that will sweep you up so completely that you will lose yourself in its story, not stopping to eat or sleep or answer the phone, and when it ends, you will be close to weeping, knowing this experience might never happen again?


Well, that’s how I felt the morning of my first-ever trip, with my boyfriend, Dave, to England, a place I had come to know intimately thus far only through books, starting with the Hundred Acre Wood of Winnie-the-Pooh continuing to present-day London streets of Ian McEwan’s Atonement.


A place of infinite promise and romance was how I viewed England. The thought that I would be there within the day made me feel as if bubbles were popping on the surface of my skin. Back to the homeland, for I’m of English descent: Nash, Karen Nash.


My trip, indeed, was to prove unforgettable.


*   *   *


Standing behind the counter at the Sunshine Valley Library, my assistant librarian, Rosie, was staring off into space and putting a couple more bobby pins in her short, spiky auburn hair, just for decoration. When she saw me, she wrinkled her nose and asked in her squeaky voice, “What are you still doing here?”


I shrugged, hoping that I didn’t need to explain.


When she continued to stare at me with her big blue eyes, I said, “Just checking on things one last time. In case you needed anything from me . . .”


“I want you to get on that darn plane.” She squinched her mouth to one side, “But as long as you’re here, there is one thing I want to ask you.”


Rosie was a good twenty years younger than me, but rather than the daughter I had never had, she was my best friend. She was slightly taller than me and weighed thirty pounds more than my 122 pounds—a little rounder than she wanted to be. I thought her absolutely gorgeous—lovely skin and fantastic dimples.


She had three tattoos, all birds and quite small, one pierced eyebrow, and a belly-button piercing, which I had never seen, thank the Lord. I finally got my ears pierced at her urging when I turned forty-five, but I wasn’t quite ready for a tattoo.


While we both were library professionals, Rosie had made the transition to the twenty-first century as a media specialist; she was an absolute whiz on the computer. The title of plain old “librarian” still suited me.


Rosie was way into speculative fiction—often asking me her favorite question, what if?—and I was the champion of the mystery section. I loved the psychology of people pushed to the ultimate act of desperation and passion. I adored the classic hard-boiled guys—Raymond Chandler, Ross MacDonald, and Dashiell Hammett—but some of my favorite writers were the latest crop of British women—Frances Fyfield, Minette Walters, and our own Elizabeth George. The mysteries that asked the question why? were the ones I had always cherished.


Having read literally thousands of them, I was sure I knew every which way of killing someone. I never thought a time would come when I would make use of it.


“Did I tell you that he came in again yesterday, the cute sci-fi guy?” Rosie whispered, her eyes wide with glee.


Rosie had developed a severe crush on a library patron. It happens. We librarians are only human. The young man she had her eye on came in about once a week. Rosie liked the kind of books he checked out: lots of sci-fi with a little gardening thrown in. She liked his glasses, thick black frames. And she liked his name: Richard Wrangler. The fact that he was a frequent library patron answered the first question we wondered about on seeing a cute man—does he read?


“You might have mentioned it two or three times,” I said.


“How did you get Dave to ask you out?”


I thought back to when I had met Dave, who is a plumber, arriving at my doorstep with his box of tools. “I didn’t really have to work very hard. It seemed as if it was meant to be.”


“You make it sound easy. And now look, you’re going to England together. What should I do to get this guy to notice me?”


“You could stop up your toilet.”


When she gave me her slivered-eye look, I suggested, more reasonably, “You could comment on something he’s taking out.”


“What if I haven’t read it?”


“Wouldn’t be good to be caught in a lie so early on in your relationship. Maybe say something like you’ve heard it’s a good book.”


“I could do that.” She fingered her eyebrow piercing. “Don’t you think he’s cute?”


I had only seen Richard once. He looked like I had always pictured Ichabod Crane, tall and thin to the point of it being slightly painful. “He’s got a certain charm.”


Rosie reached out and put her hand on my shoulder. “I can’t believe you’re leaving. I’m going to miss you. E-mail, snail mail, postcards are even good.”


I nodded, getting a little misty. I couldn’t believe I was going on this trip either, but I knew adventure was waiting for me over the ocean.




TWO
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What Now?


I was an efficient and organized packer. Of course I’d made a list of all I’d need, but the most important thing was figuring out what books to bring. I had been planning this trip for six months, saving books as they came along: Josephine Tey, Dorothy Sayers, even some Agatha Christie. Then came the winnowing them down to six, one for every two days of the trip. I knew they had books in England, but I just didn’t want to be caught out.


I should say we had been planning this trip—Dave and I. Dave, the love of my midlife.


I’d been with other men. I was even married for two years and four months in my early twenties. Roger Lundgren had been my best friend in library school. When we both graduated it seemed natural that we should marry. However, when he realized that he liked boys better than girls, our parting was sad, but very civil. We had really enjoyed each other and had been such good companions. We still send each other Christmas cards.


After that I was wary with men. Plus, the opportunities did not present themselves very often—certainly not in my line of work. After all, most librarians are women: 84.6 percent, to be exact.


Dave and I met in our forties when he fixed my toilet. I was so happy to have found a man who could fix things—unlike the usual type I went out with, who didn’t even know what a hammer looked like—that I felt we were meant to be together through the hardships of life. I ignored the fact that all he read was the business section of the paper and books on golfing—even though he didn’t golf.


A year ago, Dave had been trying to design a new toilet. With the green movement coming on strong, he wanted to cash in on it. I suggested he figure out a way to create a holding tank where the effluence could be stored and flushed only once or twice a day, thus saving many gallons of water. I even gave him the name: the Flush Budget.


Dave patented the idea and sold it for a large chunk of change. He put my name on the patent and offered me half of the royalties, but I demurred. After all, I figured that soon our finances would be commingling. To celebrate, he suggested this trip to England.


When he told me he had bought airline tickets for London, I was so excited I snapped the pencil I was holding right in half.


I had the trip all planned out—what bed-and-breakfast we would stay at, what plays we would see, what museums we would visit. The one tour I had to strike off the list was a trip to Hay-on-Wye, a town in Wales with more bookstores than any other in the British Isles. Dave would have died of boredom.


*   *   *


Even though our plane wouldn’t leave for hours, I was already dressed in my new outfit—a pair of beige knit pants and matching Eileen Fisher hoodie—bought especially for the trip.


As I primped in front of the mirror I took a good hard look at myself, cataloguing my attributes. Forty-six years old; five foot two; dark brown hair with a few threads of gray, cut in a stylish bob, blue eyes, an okay figure. I needed reading glasses—a badge of honor in my profession. One of my best features was my feet, but I didn’t often get to show them off. I needed to lose twelve pounds and I knew exactly which ones they were.


I had all my accoutrements for traveling set right by the front door—the current issue of Vogue (always my little treat when I fly), the New York Times tucked into my carry-on bag so I could do the crossword puzzle, oatmeal cookies, binoculars, and a few choice books.


We had four and a half hours before our flight, but I was ready to leave as soon as Dave arrived. All I had to do was put on my lipstick.


I was picking out the perfect color when the phone rang.


I checked caller ID. It was Dave.


Dave had not come over last night as he usually did. It was my idea, really. I thought it would be more romantic, build up the tension. He had been busy for the past two nights, so we hadn’t seen each other for a few days.


“Hey, Dave,” I said.


I had decided not to try out my British accent on him yet. I wanted it to be a surprise. Like the black negligee I had rolled up in my flannel nightgown and tucked deep into my suitcase. I had been watching BBC television shows—“Are You Being Served?” and all the many versions of the Jane Austen novels produced by PBS—trying to perfect my accent.


“Yeah, listen, Karen.”


“I can hardly believe we’re really going,” I said. “Can you believe it? I hope you’re packed. Really, I could have helped you, Dave. Do you have your raincoat? When are you coming to get me? Let’s leave on the early side.”


“That’s what I called about.” He sounded all business. “I don’t think this is going to work.”


I felt my shoulders tighten, my throat turn to dust. But I managed to sound calm when I asked, “What isn’t going to work? Is there something wrong with your car? We can take a cab. That might be easier.”


“No, that isn’t what I mean. I mean this whole thing.”


“What whole thing?” My voice was rising. I couldn’t help it. Tension did that to my vocal cords.


“Us. This trip,” Dave answered.


“This trip! Now you’re scaring me.”


He cleared his throat. Not a good sign. He only did that when he had bad news to deliver. Like when he told me my burgundy 1950s-era toilet would have to be replaced. “Well, I’ve been thinking. I don’t think we’re right for each other.”


I could hardly breathe, but I managed to spit out, “What are you trying to say?”


“Karen, you’re great, but . . . it’s over. It isn’t anything you did. It’s me.”


“What about the trip?”


“That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Karen. No trip. I’ve changed my mind. I can’t go to England with you.”


“But I have my passport.”


“I know, but I think it’s better this way.”


“Dave?” I had to talk sense to him. The last time I’d seen him everything had been fine. He had loved my meatballs. Later, in bed, he had loved me.


He hung up.


“Dave?” I couldn’t believe it. This simply could not be happening. I let go of the phone. It fell to the floor and lay there like a dead mouse.


I slid down onto the floor next to it. The walls of the room rushed in toward me and I had a hard time breathing.


Something broke inside of me.


That was the first time I thought of killing him.


I couldn’t believe how fast my love, my deep abiding love for this man who had saved me from the emptiness of the middle of my life, could change into bottomless hate. I was a walking hate machine.


Hate, however, was a better feeling than the flood of despair that was pushing behind it.


What about England?


I had taken two weeks off from my job.


What would I tell Rosie and Nancy, the other librarian? And everyone else I had bragged to about this wonderful trip.


I was all packed.


Everything was in order.


Sitting on the floor, staring at the kitchen cabinets—angry beyond despair—I became very clear.


Nothing was going to stop me.


With or without him, I was going to England.




THREE


[image: logo]


Mohammed Ali


After that first tsunami of hate washed over me, I tried to call Dave back. I’m not sure if I was calling him to berate him or to beg him to give me another chance.


No answer. I tried his home number, his cell number, I sent him an e-mail, I called his office. I left no messages until the second time I called his cell. He slept with his cell. I knew this because I had been in bed with both of them.


“Dave, we need to talk. If you’re unhappy about some things, we could work them out on the trip. I know I can be rather rigid, but I would like to change.” I stayed calm, but by the word trip my mouth was quivering. I hung up before I cried.


What followed was a flood of tears, a tornado of wailing. I’d rather not go into too much detail here, but suffice it to say that it was both painful and pathetic. Afterward, I washed my face and reapplied my lipstick.


I stared at my watch. Our plane was leaving in three hours and thirty-three minutes. I was going to be on that plane if it killed me.


I called the airline and asked if there was any way I could get on that flight. That was the one thing I had Dave take care of—the plane tickets. “We’ve had some cancellations,” the woman told me.


I tried to ignore the cost of a last-minute booking. How appropriate that I might be getting my own ticket back—at twice the price. I booked the flight, gave her my frequent-flier number, even though I was really an infrequent flier, and I was confirmed on the flight.


When the phone rang a few minutes later, I jumped for it so fast that I didn’t even check caller ID. I was disappointed to hear Rosie’s squeaky voice on the other end.


Her voice always reminded me of a mouse trying to talk like a human. “Karen, sorry to bother you, but that guy Richard came in again and returned his books and took out two others. He didn’t use the speedy checkout, but brought them to me. Do you think that means something?”


“Possibly,” I replied, not wanting to get her hopes up.


“I know you’re leaving on your trip, but I didn’t know who else to talk to.”


“I am getting ready to leave.” I hated to say my news out loud. Saying it to someone would make it all the more real. But I couldn’t keep it from Rosie. “But not with Dave.”


Stunned silence, then her thin voice yelped, “Oh, no. What happened? Is he okay? Did he have a heart attack?”


“No such luck.” My voice cracked and I swallowed down tears. “He just broke up with me.”


“What about the trip?”


“I’m going anyway.”


“Wow, Karen, that’s brave.”


“I know.” I tightened my top lip. I didn’t feel brave. I felt a deep loneliness and wretched anger that the man who had been in my life for several years didn’t have the guts to sit down face-to-face and tell me what was going on.


Even though I was the last person in the world who should have been giving advice to the lovelorn, I wanted to help Rosie with Richard. I told her, “Maybe ask your guy a question.”


“About what?”


“One of the books he’s taking out.”


“Yeah, I like that. I’ll ask him if it’s any good.”


“But he won’t have read it yet.”


“That’s right. I’ll ask him why he’s taking it out.”


“Good plan.”


“Dave wasn’t good enough for you, Karen. I never liked his nose. Made him look like a toad.”


“Thanks, Rosie.” I had always liked his squat, turned-up nose. Not handsome, but neither was Dave. Because of that nose, I’d thought I could trust him.


I had to leave one thing behind. I opened my suitcase, unrolled my flannel nightie, and removed the black negligee. I wouldn’t be wanting it now. I found a pair of scissors and was on the verge of slashing it to bits, when I thought again. Why rule it out? I do like to be ready for anything, and who knew what my future might bring? I folded it and put it back in the suitcase.


*   *   *


Cabdriver Mohammed Ali picked me up shortly before noon. He helped me put my one suitcase in the trunk. When I got into the backseat, I stared at his photograph and name, memorizing them just in case.


“Where are you going?” he asked.


“I’m going to England. My first time. I’ve never been before.” I was babbling. Not a good sign. But if I talked I couldn’t think about Dave, which would keep me from crying in the taxi.


“That’s good, but I mean, what airline?”


“Oh.” I told him.


“What time is your flight?”


I told him.


“You’re plenty early,” he said.


“I know. I don’t like to rush.”


“I lived in England,” he said after we had pulled onto the freeway. “Before I come to America.”


“Oh.” I didn’t feel much like hearing his life story.


“America’s better. More room. Bigger cars.”


“Yes, I suppose.”


Halfway to the airport, Mohammed said, “Would you mind if I pull over for a few minutes?”


I wasn’t really in a hurry. I assumed he needed to get gas. “No. That’s fine.”


He pulled off the freeway, turned onto a service road, and stopped on the shoulder. When he reached down under the seat, I started to worry. What was he doing? Was I getting kidnapped by a taxi driver? I touched my cell phone in my purse, in case I might want to use it.


As he surfaced from under the seat, I saw in his hands a rolled-up rug. He got out of the cab and put the rug down on the ground, facing east. Then he kneeled down on the rug and started praying. At least, I assumed he was praying.


When he got back in the cab, I asked him what he had prayed for.


“Always the same,” he said. “To praise Allah and to ask him to take care of me and my family.”


“Are you married?” I asked.


“Yes, I have four children.”


“What would you think of a man who dated a woman for four years, made a huge pile of money, and then dumped her?”


“He will be punished.”


His prophetic words calmed me. Dave would be punished.


*   *   *


With an hour to spare, I headed down to my gate, which was as far away as it could be from the entrance and still be in the airport. That was fine with me—I could use the walk.


I vacillated between being so angry with Dave that I wanted to tear his few remaining hairs out to feeling as if my heart had gone through a shredder and would never be mended again.


At the gate, I sat in the row of seats closest to the windows and watched the airplanes take off. With every successful liftoff, I was relieved. I never quite understood how those big, heavy machines lumbered up into the air and managed to soar around the world.


I tried not to pay any attention to the couples around me, happy or otherwise—I couldn’t bear it. If Dave were sitting next to me, he would be reading USA Today and complaining about something, but that was what I had loved about him. He didn’t move easily through the world. Like a stolid tugboat, he created a wake.


I always use the bathroom right when they call the first-class passengers. Gives me a head start on the trip. Fifteen minutes before our flight was scheduled to board, I went into the bathroom.


After visiting the stall, I leaned in toward the mirror to see how red my eyes were. Not too bad.


I turned to exit the restroom, when a scrawny young woman with puffed-up lips and thin blond hair came whipping in. She was wearing one of the tightest T-shirts I had ever seen—the bones of her spine jutted through it—and jeans that hugged her knees and the bottom of her butt.


She almost ran right into me. “Sorry, I’ve got a plane to catch. Had to check on my makeup. Want to look good for my guy.”


I heard a man’s voice call after her, “Hurry, honey. I just heard them call our row.”


I recognized the voice.


It was Dave’s. He must have kept his ticket and bought a new one for this blond woman.




FOUR
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Magic Pill


Crazy ideas of revenge raged through my mind—sticking her head down the toilet and depressing the handle a few times. My next thought was how I was going to get on the plane without Dave seeing and recognizing me.


I went back to the mirror and pulled out my sunglasses. That helped. Dave had never seen the outfit I was wearing. I had bought it special for the trip. I pulled the hood up. Now not even my mother would have recognized me.


“Honey” came flying out of the stall and stood at the sink next to me. “Oh, I can’t believe I’m going to England,” she said.


“Neither can I,” I said. At least we agreed on something.


“I’m not so sure about this guy I’m going with, but I figure what the heck, he can’t be all bad.”


“Want to bet?” I muttered.


She leaned in closer to the mirror and started to put on some lipstick. At least that shut her up for a second.


I turned on the water in my sink full blast, held my hands in the stream, and aimed. Water hit her full in the face and she gasped from the shock of it. Her straggly thin hair looked even thinner and darker wet.


I mumbled something that I hoped sounded like, “I’m sorry,” then fled the bathroom, not quite believing what I’d done. After all, she had done nothing to me, except exist, and steal my man.


Dave was tapping his foot and pressing his lips together as I walked by him. He didn’t like to be kept waiting. He didn’t even give me a second glance.


I ran to get in line. My row had already been called.


When I got up to the stewardess, she asked me if I would mind being seated in first class, as a family had requested the seat I was sitting in. “We have a very full plane.” She smiled.


First class. That suited me fine.


*   *   *


I was holding a glass of champagne in my hand and a copy of the New York Times in front of my face as Dave pulled a very bedraggled Honey behind him onto the plane. The cabin doors closed right behind them. Peeking out from behind the paper, I watched them as they lurched down to the coach section of the plane. I toasted the start of a very fine trip.


I took a huge gulp of my champagne as I faced another awful truth—and probably the main reason why I’d never been to Europe before—I was petrified of flying. Even though I knew it was a bad idea, I hadn’t been able to stop myself from checking the airline statistics for the past year and found there had been a total of twenty-seven airplane crashes, in which eighty-seven people had died. Statistically I knew it didn’t matter what had happened previously. When a plane takes to the sky, it’s a brand-new roll of the dice.


I know my fear is unfounded. I know it’s stupid. I know it makes no sense. It’s ten times more dangerous to drive on the freeway than fly in an airplane. And nothing was going to keep me from flying to England.


In order to be prepared, I had memorized the Federal Aviation Administration’s five-step survival plan:


1. Count the rows between your seat and the exit.


2. Read the safety card.


3. Properly brace for landing.


4. “Stop, go, and stay low.”


5. Get away from the crash site.


I was only four rows from the front exit. I’m not sure what proper bracing is and the “stop, go” part of number four gives me trouble too. But getting away from the crash site would be no trouble for me.


I also have a magic pill I take. Unfortunately, this pill puts me to sleep, but since it would be a good seven hours before we landed in Heathrow, on this trip this side effect was a distinct advantage.


I took my pill with my second glass of bubbly and paged through my Vogue magazine. Many of the young models looked like Honey: no boobs, no butt, and probably no brain. Dave had turned fifty this last year. She had to be a good twenty years younger than he was. What was he thinking?


Before I drifted off to sleep, my eyes wandered out the window. Darkness was climbing up over the rim of the eastern horizon. I put my head close to the window and looked down. The earth, seen through billowing mattresses of clouds, appeared green and inviting.


Really I don’t know what I was afraid of. Falling to death in an airplane would be quite a fantastic way to leave this world.


As I faded off to sleep, I thought maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if the plane crashed.


At least then Dave would be dead.




FIVE
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Mr. Toad


The stewardess gently shook my shoulder and said, “We’re only an hour out. Can I get you something before we land?”


“Coffee,” I managed to croak out. “Everything in it.” I pulled myself up to a sitting position and first checked my watch—still early, only eight o’clock in the morning. Grey clouds swirled below me (note: grey, not gray). A gentle rain would be falling on the city streets, I was sure. Just the way I had always imagined London.


When I thought about Dave being on the plane, anger threatened to swamp me. When I remembered he was with Honey, hate filled my mouth like bile. I wished he would fall off the face of the earth and drag his Honey with him.


*   *   *


Maybe it all would have turned out differently if Dave and Honey hadn’t gotten their bags moments before me. We all got in line for the cabs at the same time. They were too busy smoochie-facing with each other to notice me standing a few people behind them. Who was this man? Dave had never liked to be intimate in public. With me.


I climbed into the cab right behind theirs and, without thinking, told the driver to “follow that cab.” There I was in London—home of Sherlock Holmes, Jack the Ripper, the Woman in White—and I was following my ex-lover through the rainy streets of the capital city.


“What’s up?” the cabbie asked.


“They forgot something on the plane,” I replied, pleased with how quickly I had thought up a suitable lie. “This is my first time in England,” I told the back of the cabbie’s head.


He grunted, then said, “That’s all right then.”


Their cab dropped them off at a small, quaint hotel: the Queen’s Arms Hotel. I pulled my hood up as my cabdriver slid in behind them.


“You going to get out?” the cabbie asked as I sat mesmerized, watching Dave and Honey. Holding hands.


That really galled me. Dave had never held hands with me. I had tried once or twice, but he shook me off quickly. I had always assumed it was not his style. But obviously, I was not the right woman. Probably not the right age.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
            
             
        
    

  

   
     
  







OEBPS/images/common.jpg















OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
KILLER
LIBRARIAN

MARY LOU KIRWIN

&

POCKET BOOKS

NewYork London Toronto ~ Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781451684650_cover.jpg





