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  Chapter 1

  
  




Violet Hartwell had survived thirty-seven years of book reports, SparkNotes-wielding teenagers, and parent complaints about “inappropriate literature,” but nothing had prepared her for the sight of Professor Archibald Pembleton buried under what appeared to be the entire Western canon of classic literature.

“DEATH BY KNOWLEDGE!” Frank Morrison announced from the library doorway, where he’d positioned “The Interceptor” for what he called “optimal crime scene observation.” “CRUSHED BY INTELLECTUAL SUPERIORITY!”

The professor lay sprawled beneath a carefully constructed tower of books that stretched from floor to nearly ceiling height. War and Peace formed the foundation, with Ulysses, Moby Dick, and what looked like the complete works of Shakespeare creating subsequent layers. The arrangement was so precise it looked more like a literary monument than an accident.

“This is terrible!” Agnes Pemberton gasped, clutching her ever-present notebook. “We were supposed to discuss Pride and Prejudice at tomorrow’s book club meeting!”

“Agnes,” Bradley Chen said wearily, kneeling beside the professor to check for vital signs, “a man is dead.”

“And he never got to share his thoughts on Darcy’s character development! It’s tragic on multiple levels!”

Marcus Williams was already on his phone, calling for emergency services while carefully documenting the scene. “The books are arranged alphabetically by author,” he observed. “Austen through Zola.”

Violet wheeled closer, studying the improbable book tower with thirty-seven years of experience dealing with students who thought they were cleverer than they actually were. “Professor Pembleton was many things, but organized wasn’t one of them. His room looked like a library explosion.”

“Maybe he was turning over a new leaf?” Bradley suggested hopefully.

“BY TURNING INTO A PANCAKE!” Frank added. “COMPRESSED LITERATURE!”

Dolores Martinez appeared in the doorway wearing a silk negligee that suggested she’d been preparing for bed rather than investigating suspicious deaths. “What’s all the commotion? Some of us need our beauty sleep.”

“Professor Pembleton appears to have been crushed by his own book collection,” Marcus explained.

Dolores studied the scene with the practiced eye of someone who’d seen stranger things in Vegas. “Honey, I’ve seen a lot of creative ways to eliminate people, but death by required reading is a new one.”

“It does seem improbable,” Violet agreed, noting how precisely the books had been stacked. “Look at the arrangement. Each book is perfectly aligned, spines facing outward, organized by author surname.”

“So?” Bradley asked.

“So Professor Pembleton once spent twenty minutes at dinner explaining why alphabetical organization was ‘the refuge of small minds’ and that books should be arranged by ‘thematic resonance and intellectual synergy.’”

Agnes was taking notes at her usual frantic pace. “So whoever stacked these books…”

“Wasn’t Professor Pembleton,” Violet finished.

“MURDER BY DEWEY DECIMAL SYSTEM!” Frank announced triumphantly.

The sound of approaching sirens interrupted their discussion. Detective Murray arrived with her now-familiar expression of professional resignation mixed with the specific type of exhaustion that came from repeatedly visiting Sunset Manor.

“Please tell me,” she said, surveying the scene, “that someone just accidentally knocked over a bookshelf.”

“DELIBERATELY CONSTRUCTED DEATH TRAP!” Frank replied helpfully. “ALPHABETICAL ASSASSINATION!”

Detective Murray closed her eyes briefly, as if summoning patience from some deep reserve. “Of course it is. Because why would Sunset Manor have a normal accident when it could have a themed murder?”

“We don’t know it’s murder,” Bradley protested.

“The victim hated alphabetical organization,” Agnes explained, showing her notes. “But the books that crushed him are perfectly alphabetized!”

“Plus, look at the foundation,” Violet added, pointing to the bottom of the book stack. “Those are the heaviest volumes in our library, arranged for maximum stability. Someone who knew what they were doing built this.”

Detective Murray was already taking photographs and making notes. “Any idea who would want to murder your professor with classic literature?”

“EVERYONE WHO HAD TO LISTEN TO HIS LECTURES!” Frank suggested.

“Frank,” Bradley admonished.

“WHAT? HE SPENT THREE HOURS EXPLAINING WHY STEPHEN KING WASN’T ‘REAL’ LITERATURE!”

“He did have strong opinions about reading material,” Agnes admitted. “Last week he tried to have all the romance novels removed from the library.”

Detective Murray looked up from her notebook. “He wanted to remove books?”

“Said they were ‘polluting the intellectual atmosphere’ and ‘contributing to the decline of literary culture,’” Marcus quoted. “Made quite a scene about it at the last book club meeting.”

“Who opposed this removal?” Detective Murray asked.

“Everyone who enjoys reading things that don’t require a PhD to understand,” Dolores said. “Which is basically everyone except him.”

“But especially Ruth Henderson, our librarian,” Violet added thoughtfully. “She was furious about his campaign against popular fiction.”

“Where is Ms. Henderson now?”

“Probably in the library office,” Bradley said. “She usually does inventory on Tuesday evenings.”

As if summoned by the mention of her name, Ruth Henderson appeared in the doorway. She was a small woman in her seventies who looked like she’d been sent from central casting to play “kindly librarian,” complete with reading glasses on a chain and a cardigan with cats on it.

“What’s happening here?” she asked, then saw the book tower and its victim. “Oh my goodness! Is that Professor Pembleton?”

“I’m afraid so,” Detective Murray said, studying Ruth’s reaction. “When did you last see him?”

“Around six o’clock. He was browsing the classics section, making notes about which books he thought should be featured more prominently.”

“Making notes?” Violet asked sharply.

Ruth’s expression tightened slightly. “He had opinions about our collection. Many opinions.”

“MURDEROUS OPINIONS!” Frank announced.

“Frank, please,” Bradley said.

“Ms. Henderson,” Detective Murray continued, “I understand you and the professor had disagreements about the library collection?”

“Disagreements?” Ruth’s voice rose slightly. “He wanted to throw away books that residents love! Books that bring them joy and comfort! Just because they didn’t meet his arbitrary standards of ‘literary merit.’”

“So you were angry with him,” Detective Murray observed.

“Of course I was angry! A librarian’s job is to provide books people want to read, not to dictate their taste based on some outdated notion of cultural hierarchy!”

Agnes was writing so fast her pencil was smoking. “Literary murder motive!”

“I didn’t murder anyone,” Ruth said firmly. “I was doing inventory in the office. The computer logs will show my activity.”

“We’ll check that,” Detective Murray assured her. “In the meantime, I need everyone to stay out of the library while we process the scene.”

“BUT WHAT ABOUT BOOK CLUB?” Frank demanded.

“I think book club is cancelled,” Bradley said.

“CRIMINALS WIN AGAIN!”

As the investigative team was ushered out of the library, Violet noticed something odd about Ruth’s cardigan. There were small tears in the fabric, as if she’d been handling something heavy with sharp corners.

Like, for instance, the complete works of Shakespeare in hardcover.

“This is going to be an interesting investigation,” she murmured to Agnes.

“All our investigations are interesting,” Agnes replied. “But this one has literary themes! I can write character studies of the suspects!”

“Please don’t.”

“Too late! I’m already composing psychological profiles based on their reading preferences!”

Violet sighed. Somehow, their quiet retirement home had once again become a crime scene, and now they had to solve a murder that appeared to involve weaponized classic literature.

At least it was more culturally enriching than death by disco ball.
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The next morning brought what Agnes dramatically called “the dawn of literary investigation,” which mostly meant everyone was arguing about books over breakfast while trying to identify potential murderers.

“THE BUTLER DID IT!” Frank announced, stirring his coffee with suspicious vigor.

“Frank, we don’t have a butler,” Bradley pointed out patiently.

“THEN THE LIBRARIAN DID IT! SAME PRINCIPLE!”

“Just because someone’s a librarian doesn’t make them a murderer,” Marcus protested.

“IT DOES WHEN THEY HAVE TORN CLOTHING AND SUSPICIOUS TIMING!”

Agnes looked up from her notebook, where she’d been creating what she called “character profiles through literary preference analysis.” 

“Actually, Frank might have a point. Ruth was very passionate about protecting the romance novel collection.”

“Passionate enough to commit murder?” Bradley asked skeptically.

“Honey,” Dolores said, appearing at their table in what could only be described as “investigative breakfast attire” (regular clothes plus detective-themed jewelry), “I once saw a showgirl stab someone with a stiletto heel over a disagreement about sequin placement. Never underestimate what people will do when their passions are threatened.”

“But murder by book stacking seems excessively complicated,” Marcus observed. “Why not just push him down the stairs?”

“ARTISTIC STATEMENT!” Frank declared. “DEATH BY LITERATURE SAYS SOMETHING!”

“What does it say?” Violet asked.

“IT SAYS ‘I’M A LIBRARIAN AND I’M ANGRY!’”

Before anyone could respond to Frank’s literary analysis, Ruth Henderson herself appeared in the dining room, looking somewhat haggard but determined. She was wearing a different cardigan—this one featuring dogs instead of cats—and carrying an armload of books.

“Good morning, everyone,” she said, approaching their table. “I thought you might want to continue with book club despite yesterday’s… unfortunate incident.”

“Book club? After a murder?” Bradley asked incredulously.

“Professor Pembleton would have wanted us to continue our literary discussions,” Ruth said firmly. “In fact, I think he would have insisted on it.”

Agnes perked up immediately. “That’s true! He was very passionate about maintaining intellectual discourse!”

“SUSPICIOUS ENTHUSIASM FOR BOOK CLUB!” Frank announced.

Ruth’s smile tightened slightly. “There’s nothing suspicious about wanting to maintain our regular activities, Mr. Morrison. In fact, I’ve selected some books I think you’ll all enjoy much more than the professor’s choices.”

She began distributing paperbacks around the table. Violet noticed they were all popular mysteries and romance novels—exactly the kind of books Professor Pembleton had wanted to ban.

“These aren’t classics,” Marcus observed.

“No,” Ruth agreed with satisfaction. “They’re books people actually want to read. Books that bring joy instead of making you feel intellectually inadequate.”

“Speaking of the professor,” Violet said casually, “you mentioned he was making notes about the collection. Do you know what happened to those notes?”

Ruth’s hand paused slightly in distributing books. “I’m sure they’re somewhere in the library. The police sealed it off before I could tidy up.”

“Tidy up?” Agnes asked, pencil poised.

“The professor had a habit of leaving papers everywhere. Very inconsiderate for other library users.”

“EVIDENCE TAMPERING!” Frank announced. “TIDYING IS SUSPICIOUS!”

“Frank, librarians are supposed to tidy,” Bradley said wearily.

“NOT WHEN TIDYING INVOLVES MURDER EVIDENCE!”

Dolores was examining one of the books Ruth had distributed—a romance novel with a particularly lurid cover. “This is from the banned list, isn’t it? The one Professor Pembleton wanted to remove?”

“Every book I’ve given you was on his ridiculous list,” Ruth confirmed. “Including this lovely mystery series about a librarian who solves crimes.”

Everyone at the table suddenly became very interested in their breakfast plates.

“A librarian who solves crimes?” Violet repeated carefully.

“Yes! Very clever plots. The librarian always outsmarts everyone because she understands how information works and how people reveal themselves through their reading choices.”

Agnes was writing frantically. “Do the fictional librarian’s methods include murder?”

“Oh no, she always catches the real killer using her library science skills and psychological insights.”

“UNLIKE REAL LIBRARIANS WHO USE ALPHABETICAL BOOK STACKING!” Frank observed.

Ruth’s expression flickered. “I don’t appreciate the implication, Mr. Morrison.”

“What implication?” Violet asked innocently.

“The implication that because I disagreed with Professor Pembleton and happen to be a librarian, I must have murdered him with books.”

“Well,” Marcus said thoughtfully, “you have to admit the murder method suggests someone familiar with library organization.”

“Anyone can alphabetize books,” Ruth protested. “It doesn’t take a library science degree.”

“But knowing which books would create a stable stack heavy enough to
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