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Cited to Death

Hoarded to Death

Burdened to Death

Researched to Death

Encountered to Death

Psyched to Death

Stacked to Death

Stoned to Death

Talked to Death

Avenged to Death

Played to Death

Filmed to Death

Trapped to Death

Promoted to Death

Published to Death

Cloistered to Death

Haunted to Death

Obsessed to Death

Deserted to Death

Drugged to Death

Resigned to Death

Snowed to Death

Enchanted to Death

Introduced to Death

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or

individuals – living or dead – is entirely coincidental.

©2015 Meg Perry. All rights reserved.

“Oh... you can’t think any of them did it. I mean, they’re nearly all librarians.”


- Charity Blackstock, Dewey Death. New York: Ballantine Books, 1958, p. 106
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Author’s note:

There is no Mount Tahoe University in California. There is no University of East Florida in Florida. There are no California community colleges called Stone Canyon College or Death Valley College, and there is no Mosquito Lagoon Community College in Florida. There is no Delta Delta Omega social fraternity in the U.S.

The performance-based funding scheme described is taken from what’s happening in Florida’s college and university systems. I have no idea if California is adopting a similar scheme. For their sake, I hope not.

The California Library Association annual conference did take place in Oakland in November 2014 and did include a presentation on prison libraries. Any other resemblance to any person, thing or event at the conference is purely coincidental.
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Chapter 1


The University of California Librarians
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On the 5

Friday, November 7, 2014

“Are we there yet?”

I glanced over at Liz Nguyen, sitting in the passenger seat of her own car, bare feet propped on the dashboard, short black hair tucked behind one ear. She was scowling at the hills of the Los Padres National Forest, through which we were passing. 

The California Library Association Annual Conference, typically known just as CLA – as in, “Are you going to CLA this year?” – was being held in Oakland over the first full weekend of November. Liz and I were presenting our paper on librarian involvement in police investigations. The paper had been published for almost a year, but we'd missed last year's deadline for presenting at the conference in Long Beach. Just as well as we'd had additional experience with our subject since then. 

Liz’s boyfriend, Jon Eckhoff, an LAPD homicide detective, was presenting with us. He'd been involved in about half of the investigations we were discussing, and we thought it would be a nice touch to include the law enforcement perspective.

I said, “We’ve only been gone an hour. Four more to go.”

She sighed deeply and then brightened. “Let’s play a game.”

“What, like Twenty Questions?”

“No... let’s play Spot the Librarian Stereotype.”

“Never heard of that one.”

“That’s because I just made it up. But you know the librarian stereotypes, right? I’ll describe someone, and you tell me what sort of librarian he or she is. Then we can test our skill at the conference.”

“Heh. Okay, go ahead.”

“All right. This person is almost always female and wears brightly colored clothing.”

“Children’s librarian.”

“Right! See, you’re good at this.”

“That one was easy. Challenge me.”

“Okay. This person is typically male, might have a pot belly, and only talks to his own kind.”

“Gotta be a library director.”

“Two for two! Our next candidate is under forty and carrying an iPad.”

“Pfft. That could be anyone.”

“He or she is also wearing cool glasses.”

“Hipster librarian.”

“Right! Half a point for that... because I had to prompt you.”

“Thank you. How would you describe us?”

Liz propped her elbows on her knees and steepled her fingers. “Ah, L. universitasis californii. The most highly evolved of the genus Librariensis.”

I snickered. “We may be the only examples of our species at this conference. Have you read the program?”

“No, why?”

I pointed at the passenger door, where Liz had stashed her iPad. “Take a look.”

She flipped the tablet open, pulled up the conference schedule, and started scrolling. “Shit. There’s hardly anything of interest to us. One talk on library instruction assessment and one on information literacy. That’s it.”

“We have to find something else to attend.”

“There’s one on prison libraries. That might be entertaining. And there’s the reception.”

Liz and I were both alumni of UCLA’s Graduate School of Education and Information Studies. GSEIS would hold a reception on Saturday evening. 

“Your favorite thing. A ‘networking’ opportunity.”

Liz rolled her eyes. “Spare me.” She wriggled a little, repositioning her feet. “We should have flown up here.”

“I couldn’t afford it, and the university wouldn’t pay for it. You’ll be lucky to be reimbursed for your gas.”

Liz and I had struck a deal – she’d pay for the gas if I’d drive. Jon couldn’t get away until noon; he was driving up later in the day with my boyfriend, Pete Ferguson, in Pete’s Jeep. Jon would drive Liz’s car back after our presentation tomorrow, and Liz would ride back to LA on Sunday with Pete and me.

I said, “We should draw up a schedule for tomorrow.”

Liz re-opened her iPad. “Okay. Keynote speaker, then we present, then we hear Barb’s talk. That takes care of the morning.”

Barb Simmons, my dad’s lady friend, was a children’s librarian. She and three colleagues were speaking on public library resources for homeschooled children.

Liz asked, “Is your dad coming with Barb?”

“No. She’s traveling with the other women on her panel. All four of them are sharing a room.”

“Sounds like fun.”

“What about the afternoon?”

“Um – right after lunch is the information literacy talk, then the one on assessment. The prison libraries presentation is first thing Sunday morning.”

“Okay, we’ll start home after that. Pete and I will probably skip the one on assessment.”

“Why?”

“We want to have some time to relax. Maybe go to San Francisco. Pete’s never been there.”

“Ah. Okay.” Liz scrolled through the program again, disgust on her face. “I thought last year was lousy for academic presentations. There are fewer than half as many this year.”

“What’s up with that? Where are the presenters from Stanford and UCSF and Berkeley? Not to mention San Jose State?”

Liz shrugged. “Money’s tight. Since CARL was up here in the spring, they probably all went there and didn’t want to pay the fee for this one.”

“I guess.”

“Face it, the only reason we’re here is that our topic fits into the public library arena as well as academia.”

CLA met every year. CARL, the California Association of Research Libraries, met every other year. CARL’s focus was entirely on academic and research libraries.

I said, “We probably wouldn’t have gotten this talk accepted at CARL.”

“No. But we need to come up with something for the next CARL conference, and we should include Justin on it.”

Justin Como, our newest librarian, was constantly seeking opportunities to present or publish. “If we write a paper together, we can include him. Do you have any ideas for a joint paper?”

“Nope. You should include him on your paper about Pete’s great-great-grandfather.”

Back in the summer Pete and I had solved the disappearance of his great-great-grandfather, 100 years previously. We were able to piece together the story of his murder from the diaries of both Pete’s ancestor and the killer, an archaeologist protecting his pet theory.

“I’m writing that one with Fiona Mackenzie. The archivist at University of Edinburgh.”

“Oooh. Fancy.”

I stuck my tongue out at her. She smiled sweetly back at me.

Liz was my best friend at work. She’d been a year behind me in library school and had joined YRL a year after me. She was half Hawaiian and Japanese, half French and Vietnamese – gorgeous, smart, and hilarious. Jon was a lucky guy.

Unfortunately, Jon’s family didn’t share that sentiment. I said, “What’s going on with the Eckhoffs?”

Liz rolled her eyes. “I think Jon’s mother is coming around. She graciously informed me that I may now address her as Mother Eckhoff.”

“Oh my God. Have they written Jon out of the will yet?”

“Not yet. They’re still hoping he’ll dump me.”

I glanced at Liz to see if she was serious. She was. I said, “What is their problem?”

“I don’t know. They’re such snobs, but they’re not rich enough to be as snobby as they are. I suspect they don’t want mixed-race grandchildren.”

“Has Jon said that?”

“No.”

“Have you all talked about kids?”

“Not seriously. We haven’t even talked about marriage, much less kids.” She poked me in the leg. “What about you? Any wedding bells in your future?”

“Sure, some day, but I don’t know when.”

“You’re not against it, are you?”

I glanced at her in surprise. “No, why?”

She shrugged. “Some gay guys believe that marriage is too straight.”

“That’s true. I understand the argument. But there are so many financial and other benefits that are tied to marriage – it’s the system we’re stuck with, and we have to participate in it if we’re going to reap those benefits.”

“Makes sense.” Liz batted her eyes at me. “When you do get married, can I be your maid of honor?”

“We’ll all be outside somewhere in hiking boots. Not a bouquet in sight. Just scrub oak and manzanita.”

“I can totally see that.” Liz lowered her feet and scooted back in her seat. “Speaking of couples, what’s going on with Kevin and Abby?”

“Um – I’m not sure. Why do you ask?”

“We used to have dinner with them once a week. Back in the summer, Abby started missing a couple of weeks here and there, and now it’s been a couple of months since she’s come over.”

Hm. “She’s been participating less often in our family activities too. Come to think of it, that started in the summer.”

Liz wrinkled her nose. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. All Kevin has mentioned is that she’s complaining constantly that he’s never home.” Kevin was taking classes two evenings a week, working toward a paralegal certificate. He’d finish in December.

“So you’d think if she had the opportunity to spend more time with him she’d take it, right?”

I said, “You’d think so. What excuse is she giving you?”

“That she’s babysitting for her sister. The one with the twins. Amy, right?”

“Right. I guess that could be true.” 

“During the week, though? Couldn’t Amy schedule whatever she’s doing on the nights Kevin’s in class?”

“Maybe not, if it’s something with a group. Like a book club. Or choir practice.”

Liz gave me a skeptical look. “Seriously? Choir practice?”

“I was just providing an example. I don’t even know if she can sing. Does Kevin still come over?”

“Yeah.” Liz sniffed. “At least he appreciates my cooking.” She propped her feet on the dash again and frowned at the dry central California landscape. “Are we there yet?”
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We got to the hotel about 2:00. When we entered the lobby, it was swarming with women, gathered in brightly colored clumps, talking excitedly. Librarians. I was nearly the only guy in the place.

We got in line at the reception desk, and I leaned over to Liz. “What do you call a group of librarians? A flock? A herd?”

She giggled. “A range. Or a stack.”

“Ha. Good one.”

We got the key cards for our rooms and hauled our things upstairs, finding that our rooms were on different wings of the same floor. I walked Liz to her room. She shoved the door open and said, “Hey, nice bed.”

“Right, to compensate for the fact that there isn’t free wireless in the room.”

“Meh. Hotels are like airlines now. Nothing’s free anymore.” She rolled her suitcase into the room. “I’m going to unpack. What time are Pete and Jon getting here?”

“Should be around five.” Pete had texted me at noon that he and Jon were leaving.

“Okay. See ya.”

I went to my room and unpacked after a fashion, carrying my toiletries into the bathroom and hanging my garment bag in the closet. We were only here for two nights, and I only had to wear a jacket and tie tomorrow. On Sunday we could dress down.

It had barely been worth coming, but Liz and I needed to present this paper so we could move on to other things. I was aiming to publish the paper about Pete’s ancestor by next summer and hoped to present it at a history conference rather than a library meeting – preferably in Scotland. Fiona was hunting for one that was fitting.

But I couldn’t concentrate on that until tomorrow’s talk was over.

Besides, it was a rare opportunity for Pete and me to escape for a couple of days. We’d both been working hard this fall and hadn’t had a lot of quality time together. This weekend would be a breather – no papers to grade, no housework to accomplish, no appointments to keep, no family obligations – before the rush of the end of term coupled with impending holidays.

I had plans for tomorrow. After a trip to San Francisco, we’d buy a bottle of wine and come back to the room. We’d have room service – my favorite splurge when traveling – and watch the lights across the bay. I had a couple of surprises, too – a CD of Ravel’s Bolero, which would play in my laptop, and a can of whipped cream, which I’d carried from home in a cooler and now stowed in the mini-fridge.

Pete had always been the romantic one. Tomorrow night, I’d show him romantic.

I’d dozed off on the bedspread when my phone buzzed with a text message from Pete. We’re here. What room?

I sent him our room numbers. Jon’s is same floor, opposite wing.

Be right there.

I had time to take a leak before Pete knocked. I opened the door just as my phone buzzed with a text from Liz. We need to practice our talk tonight.

Sure. After dinner? Around 8:30?

See you then.

I closed the door and kissed Pete hello. “Welcome to our room.”

“Thanks.” He kissed me back and glanced around approvingly. “Comfy.”

“The wireless isn’t free.”

He waved that off. “Just an excuse not to answer email this weekend.” He dropped his overnight bag on the dresser; unlike me, he was able to wear jeans all weekend. “Speaking of which...” His tone was foreboding.

“What?”

“This morning I got an email from Bryn Davies.”

“No.” We’d met Bryn at a gay bar in Oxford last summer; he and Pete had shared an immediate attraction that had shaken Pete – and me. “What the hell did he want?”

“To tell me that he’s coming to CPA in April, and he hopes to see me there.”

Shit. “CPA?”

“The California Psychological Association annual conference. In San Diego, remember? Elliott and I are presenting?”

“I remember. Bryn is coming all the way from Oxford for that particular conference?”

Pete rubbed his chin. “He said the keynote speaker is someone whose work he’s interested in.”

“With the added benefit that he might have the opportunity to see you. What did you say to him?”

“I haven’t answered him yet. I figured I’d wait until we got back and tell him I was away with you all weekend.”

“Ha. He’s probably hoping you’ve thrown me over by now.”

“Exactly why I want to tell him that I haven’t.” Pete glanced at the clock. “What time are we meeting your friends for dinner?”

“Six. We should get moving.”
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The Library Directors
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We stopped on the ballroom level to pick up our conference badges at the registration desk, then went to the lobby. As we walked through, our attention was drawn by a loud discussion – an argument, really – right in the center of the lobby. Five men were loosely grouped together. One of them, a skinny, balding, red-faced fellow, was up in the face of another, a tall, heavy-set guy, shouting at him, shaking his finger at the other man. The other three men seemed to be edging away in embarrassed discomfort.

As we neared the group, the angry guy yelled, “That’s bullshit! Completely unsupportable! You have no evidence for that because there isn’t any!”

The heavy-set guy said, “Calm down, Creighton. The only reason there’s no evidence yet is that you hand-picked the pilot colleges. Once this is adopted by everyone, I’ll get my evidence. Because this is going to be a fucking disaster. And you know it.” 

Pete said, “Jeez. Who are those guys?”

“Dunno.” They were wearing CLA nametags. I sidled closer to see if I could spot a name or affiliation and managed to identify the one that had moved the farthest from the argument. When we were out the door I said, “The guy I saw was Dewey Schmidt. He’s the university librarian at UC Santa Cruz.”

“Do you know him?”

“No, I just recognize his name. I never met him.”

“Suppose the guy making the fuss is a university librarian?”

“I don’t know. It sounds like he’s talking about a new initiative, and I’m not aware of anything the university libraries are preparing to roll out. He might be a director at one of the community colleges, though.”

“That looked personal.”

“It did. It’s hard to imagine anyone getting that worked up over something concerning libraries. But they mentioned pilot colleges, so it has to be work-related.” I texted Liz. Just observed a pod of library directors in a scrum. All but one had a pot belly.

She replied, LOL.

We drove up to Berkeley to meet my college rugby teammate, Mike Berube, and his wife for dinner. Mike’s wife Caroline had been his college sweetheart, so I’d known her as long as I’d known Mike. Mike was the only member of the team who’d realized I was gay, and only because he’d guessed – one of his brothers was gay. I’d stayed firmly in the closet with respect to the rugby team while I was at Cal. I’d stayed firmly in the closet with respect to everyone then, except for my family and my boyfriend Ethan, who, conveniently, was my roommate.

We took surface streets to Berkeley. Mike and Caroline lived north of the university, but we were meeting them at Gather, a restaurant specializing in locally sourced food. It was similar to the famous Chez Panisse, but cheaper. 

The restaurant was right at the western edge of campus. Mike and Caroline were waiting for us when we arrived. We had a delicious meal, catching up on rugby team gossip and entertaining Pete with tales of our college exploits. At one point, Mike said, “I hope this isn’t indelicate, but do you ever hear from Ethan?”

Pete huffed a laugh. I said, “Not for about a year. He’s at MIT, but he said he might move back to California.”

“He’s a literature prof, right? Good luck getting a job in this town.”

“Good luck getting a job anywhere these days.”

We said goodbye to Mike and Caroline. I took Pete for a driving tour of the Berkeley campus before we went back to Oakland. By the time we parked, it was nearing 8:30 – time to meet Liz and Jon. We hurried into the lobby, only to encounter another argument. The same skinny, balding man we’d seen earlier – Creighton – was still red-faced, having a heated discussion with another man. This time, it was just the two of them. The other guy wasn’t wearing a CLA badge. He wasn’t responding to Creighton, just standing in a confrontational pose – feet spread, arms crossed, chest puffed out, scowling. He was wearing a shirt and tie, with the tie loosened and the sleeves rolled up.

The conversation was slightly more muted this time, but just as intense. As we walked by, Creighton said, “You’re way out of line, Hooks.”

Pete gave the two a close look as we went by. “Hotel security ought to do something about that guy.”

“Someone has to complain first.”

“I’m surprised the desk clerks haven’t called them.”

So was I.

When we got upstairs, we knocked on Jon and Liz’s door. Jon met us at the door with a bottle of wine and a wide grin. “Hey! Have a drink!”

I laughed. “You’d better let us in first.”

Liz poured us plastic glasses of wine as I told her and Jon about the scenes we’d witnessed in the lobby. Liz said, “That sounds like the guy we saw when we went out to dinner.”

Jon sat in the desk chair and propped his feet on their bed. “It does. Except he wasn’t arguing with a guy when we saw him. It was two women. Something about budgets and outcomes.”

I asked Liz, “Did you recognize any of them?”

“Nope.” She handed me my wine. “Might be from up in this region.”

Pete served as our guinea pig as Liz, Jon and I ran through our presentation. We were taking turns speaking, and we had to smooth out our transitions. By 10:00, we were satisfied with the results and about half soused. Liz closed the last slide, and Pete applauded vigorously. “That was superb.”

Jon took a bow. Liz said, “Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious. Jon, I had no idea you were so damn funny.”

I giggled at that one, and Liz groaned. “Oh my God. Don’t encourage him.”

“Hey.” Jon made a pouty face at Liz. “No disrespect for the comedy police.”

After more general hilarity, Liz and Jon kicked us out. Pete and I weaved down the hall to our room, still giggling. As we were struggling to insert the key card in the right direction, a couple of people passed behind us. I overheard one of them say, “Creighton’s going to get someone angry enough to punch him out one of these days.”

“What’s his deal?”

“Damned if I know. Something about the community college consortium and a decision the board made recently about the performance-based funding thing.”

“Isn’t he on the board?”

“Yep, and he’s the chair of the committee that ran the pilot program.”

At that point, Pete got the lock to cooperate and we stumbled into our room. Pete pulled the drapes and began to strip. “Join me in the shower?”

“Yes.” I began peeling my own clothes off.

After our shower, we’d both sobered up slightly. Pete turned off the room lights and opened the drapes, giving us a view of the bay. He pulled down the coverlet and sheet and slid into bed. “I like your friends. Mike and Caroline.”

“I thought you would. Berube’s a good guy.”

“What does he do now?”

“He’s a chemist. Works for some private lab.” I got into bed and snuggled beside Pete. “How was the ride up with Jon?”

He chuckled. “God, he’s hyper. I’d
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