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Chapter 1

 


 


It all started with a Chinese fortune cookie
message: “A close relative needs your help.” I phoned each of my
brothers—both were doing fine. My husband Drake was sitting across
the table from me at Ming’s. He didn’t seem in any particular
distress, but I asked anyway. A shake of his head as he took the
last bite of his shrimp fried rice.

“These things are dumb,” I said, wadding up
the scrap of paper and adding it to our trash pile of throwaway
chopsticks.

We went for a drive, the scenic route through
Albuquerque’s north valley, went home and got naked together, since
it had been a few days. It wasn’t until I went to the kitchen later
in the evening, with a hungry spaniel at my heels, that I spotted
the blinking light on the answering machine. I swear, we use our
landline so seldom any more, I forget there are still a few people
who aren’t trying to sell us something, the ones who’ll actually
leave a message.

“Charlie, dear, it’s your aunt Louisa.” Her
British-accented voice came through clearly. “I’ve been thinking of
you quite a lot recently. Do give me a ring.”

My father’s sister, my namesake aunt. I
hadn’t known of her existence until a few years ago when a letter
came, out of the blue, and I’d taken her up on the offer of a
visit. She was one of the most interesting women I’d ever met, with
an extraordinary life of travel and experiences to her credit.
American born, she’d settled in England several decades ago. I
calculated the time difference. It would be incredibly early in the
morning in the UK, and my aunt was no pre-dawn riser—I recalled her
as much more a night owl.

A close relative needs your help.

A whine at my heels caught my attention.
Freckles was the reason I’d come into the kitchen in the first
place, and she wasn’t happy her dinner was coming so late. I
scooped kibble into her bowl as I pondered Louisa’s call.

I played the message again, listening for
nuances in her tone of voice. Could she be in some type of trouble?
This one had come more than a day ago, and her voice sounded
normal.

I swear I do not place any credence in
fortune cookies but this one was weird. They usually say things
like you’ll have a long and happy life, or a windfall is coming
your way. But to say that someone needed my help? What if that
cookie had been specifically meant for me? I couldn’t ignore the
possibility.

While the dog lapped noisily at her water
bowl, I padded barefoot back to the bedroom. Drake was curled up
under the covers, deep in a satisfied sleep. I wrapped my robe more
tightly around me and found a pair of cozy slippers. At my desk in
our home office, I began searching online for flights to London. No
harm in checking prices and availability.

Two hours zipped by, as they tend to do when
I’m at the computer. Freckles had dropped a ball at my feet
repeatedly, but she finally gave up when she got no response from
me. I certainly wasn’t going to head off to the park at ten
p.m.

By eleven, I had checked ahead on Drake’s
calendar to be sure there wasn’t a job coming up that would require
me to be there. And I’d automated most of the duties at my regular
job as accountant for RJP Investigations so I could take my laptop
and handle the few end of month chores from anywhere, including
Aunt Louisa’s tidy little home across the pond. I had to admit I
was getting excited about the prospect of a trip, even if it meant
I might be going there to jump into some kind of family crisis.

Back in the kitchen I listened to her message
once again. She’d said only that she had been thinking about me
recently. I was probably getting way ahead of myself in planning a
visit. At least it would now be after seven in the morning for her,
a time I could decently call without alarming her, not too
much.

I began by apologizing for the early
hour.

“Oh, Charlie, it’s fine, absolutely fine. I
was up and putting the kettle on.” But I could hear her yawn
through the connection.

“Is everything all right?” I asked.

“Quite. Spring was lovely and the summer is
shaping up quite well. I’m still doing my tours. Oh! Next week I’m
attending a symposium in London on the role of ghostly beings in
crime detection. Wouldn’t it be marvelous if you could come!”

Aunt Louisa gives nighttime tours of the
haunted sites in her small town. I could easily see how any
conference on a ghostly topic would grab her attention. Kitchen
sounds came through—water filling her electric kettle, the clink of
a mug.

“Actually, when I got your message, my first
thought was how nice it would be to visit again,” I admitted. “I
haven’t run the idea past Drake yet. It’s the fire season here in
New Mexico and it could be that he’ll be away for several weeks
anyway.”

My mind was racing. There would be a lot of
details to manage—what to do with Freckles if we were both gone at
once was a main one. Was my passport up to date? How much more
would an airline ticket cost on short notice?

She was going on about the program and the
dates of the symposium, and I jotted them down as these other
thoughts ran through my head.

“I’ve booked my room already,” Louisa said.
“You could fly into Heathrow, get the train into central London,
and share my accommodations. A girls’ trip to the city. How
brilliant!”

I reiterated that I had a lot of details to
work out, but I had to admit her enthusiasm was contagious. I
promised to get back to her within a day or so. By the time we
ended the call it was well after midnight and I suddenly wasn’t the
least bit sleepy.

As I feared, the plane ticket was a bit of a
shocker on a last-minute itinerary, but I had some savings and
decided the splurge would be fun. I put a ticket on hold for the
last seat on the only flight that would get me there while Louisa
was still in London. I wouldn’t make the conference dates, but she
would fill me in if I expressed an interest. It was more the
prospect of hanging out with my vivacious aunt that appealed
anyway.

Finally, I tucked into bed beside Drake. Too
many thoughts kept me from falling asleep, but I had eight hours to
confirm my flight. I could let him get his sleep and break this
startling bit of news in the morning.

As my eyes drifted shut at last, my final
thought was at least Louisa had not been in dire need of my help
with something. Silly fortune cookie.


Chapter 2

 


 


“I’m a little jealous,” Drake admitted over
breakfast that morning. “Your aunt sounds like a fun person to
spend some time with.”

“Then come with me,” I said, belatedly
remembering I was holding onto the last ticket on the flight.

He patted my hand across the table. “Nope.
You do it.”

“You’re sure? We can find a schedule that’ll
work.”

“I hadn’t mentioned it yet, but I had a text
this morning from Ben Hernandez at the Forest Service. Looks like
they’re going to send me to a fire down in the Gila. I was waiting
to tell you about it before I confirm with him, but I really should
take the job. You know how that goes every year. Until the
monsoons, these fires are going to start up. I need to be
ready.”

He didn’t mention that the long hours and
months of work provided a big chunk of his income for the year too.
If he wasn’t here to take the job, the Forest Service would assign
it to someone else, possibly an out-of-state operator.

“You don’t mind my being gone for ten
days?”

“Work out some arrangement for the dog,” he
reminded. “I can’t take her with me. Dump the rest of your
obligations and just go—you’ll love it.”

The rest of my obligations meant my
partnership with my brother at RJP Investigations, and Ron already
knew that I would take off anytime I wanted. As long as the clients
received and paid their bills, he didn’t much care about the rest
of my duties there.

I picked up my phone and retrieved my airline
reservation code, booked the flight, and swallowed hard as the
charge hit my credit card. Once that was set, I texted Victoria and
asked if they would like a canine visitor for a while. My
sister-in-law absolutely adores our little brown and white
spaniel-mix. Unless they had travel plans of their own, I couldn’t
imagine her turning me down. But, if they couldn’t manage it,
there’s a great boarding kennel nearby and Freckles has done quick
overnight visits there a few times.

Within moments, however, the phone pinged
with Victoria’s reply: Yes! We’d love to have
her!! (smiley face).

“Looks like I’m going to England,” I told
Drake as I cleared the dishes. I tried to make it seem as if this
was a big favor for my aunt, but truthfully in my head the phrase
was coming out in a joyful sing-song: I’m going to England … I’m
going to England …

He planted a kiss on my forehead before
heading to the bedroom to don his flight suit. He’d responded to
the Forest Service request while I finalized my own travel
arrangements. From the parts of the conversation I caught, he
needed to report for a check ride this morning and to complete some
paperwork so he could be ready the moment he was needed.

I loaded the dishwasher with the breakfast
dishes and caught a glimpse out the kitchen window of my neighbor
Elsa Higgins and her caregiver Dottie Flowers. No time like the
present to check in with them. After Elsa’s heart attack last fall
Dottie had moved in, a wonderful angel in the form of a large woman
who was ideally qualified to care for a spunky ninety-year-old. A
month ago, the two had set out tomato plants and some other
vegetables. Now, it looked as if they were studying the progress of
the tiny green peaches on one of Elsa’s fruit trees.

I wiped my hands on a towel and opened the
back door, letting Freckles run past me. The moment she heard their
voices, she dashed for the break in the hedge between our two
properties.

“Hey, you two. How’s it going?” I asked once
I caught up.

“Well, isn’t this just the most beautiful
day?” Dottie asked. Her dark face lit up with the kind of joy only
a natural born gardener can find in the fact that she was bent over
plucking weeds from between the bell pepper plants.

“We’ll have quite a crop of peaches by this
fall,” Elsa added. “Look at these branches.”

“What’s new with Miss Charlie?” Dottie asked,
straightening and noticing my expression.

“Well.” I took a deep breath. “I’ve been
invited to England.”

“Going to visit Louisa again?” Elsa
asked.

“Exactly. It’s super short notice, but I
think everything’s all set. Drake will probably be away on a fire
contract, but Ron and Victoria will watch Freckles. So, if you
could just—”

“You don’t gotta send Freckle-baby away,”
Dottie said. “She more than welcome to stay right here with us.
Right, Miss Elsa?”

“Oh, I hate to ask …” I began.

“No trouble at all,” Dottie said. Under her
breath she added, “Dog’s good company. Keeps Miss Elsa young.”

“I heard that. It’s my heart that went bad,
not my hearing.”

“What do you think, Gram? It wouldn’t be too
much to have a dog around?” My sense of imposing battled my need to
do the best for all concerned.

In the end, we came up with sort of a shared
custody arrangement where the dog would stay with Elsa and Dottie
most days; Victoria would step in on Dottie’s bowling night and her
day off or as the need might arise. I couldn’t possibly worry too
much—my baby was in the hands of those who would love and spoil her
the most.

The days flew by as I decided what clothing
to pack, made a travel bag for Freckles and one for Drake, saw my
husband off for his own adventure, and got myself to the airport.
The flight was long—there’s no way around that part—and when I
arrived at Heathrow it was only due to the innate courtesy of the
British airport greeters that I found my way to the train heading
toward central London.

By that point I would have dozed but was too
keyed up and worried over missing my stop. Growing up in New Mexico
doesn’t really prepare a person for the reality of public
transportation and navigating around a huge city. We simply hop in
our cars and drive to wherever we want to go.

But I managed it all, and when I saw Louisa’s
smiling face at Victoria Station my stress evaporated.

“My girl, you look radiant,” she exclaimed, a
little loudly. She wore loose purple cotton pants and a turquoise
and lavender print top that floated in gentle folds around her
slightly generous hips.

“I do not. I look travel worn and
jet-lagged.” I laughed and she hugged me.

“All right, it’s true. You are a bit ragged
for the moment. We’ll get you to the hotel and then a decent lunch.
If you can stay awake most of the day, you’ll settle in better in
the long run.”

“I think I can manage it.”

“So, our hotel’s not far. Can you handle a
ten-minute walk? I’ll pull your bag, if you like.”

“The exercise will do me good. There’s
nothing like twelve hours in an airline seat to make a person want
to get out and moving.” I took the suitcase handle myself.

“Splendid.” She turned toward the exit doors,
her quick movements reminding me of her spritely demeanor.

With her wavy, shoulder-length blonde hair
and the wispy fabrics she favored, plus her quick movements and
vivid hand gestures, I doubted anyone would guess her age was well
into her sixties. She moves and acts younger than I do. And she'd
certainly used her years well, traveling the world and making the
most of her life. I must admit to having somewhat of a girl-crush
on her.

We stepped out into a mix of the historical
and the modern—Victoria Station, with its red brick and stone
façade, and in the next block a modern pharmacy next to a clothing
store with windows filled with the latest fashions. Teens with nose
rings and tattoos passed us without a glance, on their way to the
historic station dating back to 1860.

Our hotel sat on a quiet side street, an
edifice of white stone with small columns flanking the entrance. A
glossy black door led into the small reception space, where Louisa
greeted the clerk with familiarity. I had learned this about my
aunt during my last visit—she tends to become friends with
everyone. We stepped into a tiny, two-person lift.

“I’ve been using the stairs,” she explained
as she studied the buttons. “Always trying to get my exercise. But
with the luggage …” She pressed a button and we rode to the third
floor.

The room was slightly cramped with two beds
and an armoire, but the linens were plush and comfy looking. A desk
held a kettle and the standard tea setup with cups, saucers,
teabags, and small packets of cookies. A tall window faced the
street and filmy sheer curtains reflected the light.

“So how was the symposium?” I asked as I
stashed my undies and folded T-shirts in the drawer she’d left
empty for me.

“Oh, it was quite enlightening. The dead most
definitely can tell us things. Prasha Bhaktari was the most
fascinating of the speakers—maybe you’ve read her book?”

I had to admit I hadn’t; actually I’d never
heard of the woman who was apparently an authority on ghosts at
crime scenes.

“Her work could come in handy in your private
investigation business,” Louisa called out as I headed into the
bathroom to put away my toiletries.

I laughed. “I’ll mention it to Ron, although
we mainly handle employment background checks and the occasional
philandering spouse these days.”

“Well—I promised you some lunch,” Louisa said
when I emerged. “And I have just the place. Have you ever shopped
at Harrods?”

“Never. But I would love to check it out.” Of
course I’d heard of the famed department store where a person could
supposedly buy anything in the world. Most likely that was true
when there was a lot less stuff in the world—and before Amazon, of
course.

We gathered our purses and headed down the
stairs. “It’s a bit of a walk,” Louisa said. “I’d recommend a
taxi.” And she proceeded to flag down one of the ubiquitous boxy
black things I’d so often read about in novels and seen in British
movies. Today’s version seemed smaller as it pulled to a stop at
the curb, but inside it was amazingly roomy and we settled in as
Louisa told the driver where we were going.

“Quite the heat wave,” he commented, steering
into the traffic.

Louisa agreed. Apparently, it was
unseasonably warm for June in Britain, although it felt pleasant
enough for this girl from the desert Southwest. The discussion
between cabbie and passenger lasted the duration of our five-minute
drive.

I paid with unfamiliar bills I’d drawn from
the ATM at the airport, and we emerged at the front entrance of the
behemoth store.

“So which is it—a bit of shopping first or
fortify ourselves with some food?”

I could go for either, but from the way
Louisa phrased the question I gathered she was ready for food.
“Lunch, definitely,” I said.

She led the way confidently through a huge
department of luxury accessories, the kind where a single purse or
briefcase occupies its own table or shelf, a way to make goods
appear exclusive rather than to admit the cost of inventorying a
large selection would be astronomical. Beyond, we walked into the
world of food—cheeses, wines, meats, fruits and vegetables, and oh,
the chocolate! I became distracted until I realized Louisa had
gotten ahead of me.

She’d come to a stop at the entrance to an
elegant room with tall pillars and intricate tile designs.

“Oh! My, this has changed.” She didn’t seem
exactly happy. “Admittedly, it’s been a couple of years since I’ve
been in.”

A jacketed maître d’ approached. “Welcome to
the new Dining Hall,” he said with just the right amount of
deference. “We’ve now many more offerings, something to suit every
palate.”

He pointed to a display of the menus, and we
both exclaimed over dishes on the Pasta Bar’s listing. He led us to
that section. The hall was crowded and should have been noisy, but
soft background music encouraged people to keep their voices low.
Either that or everyone else was just as awestruck as I.

I ordered a fettucine dish with shrimp and a
sauce I’d never heard of, while Louisa contented herself with a
simple pasta decorated with sprigs of basil. With a glass of white
wine apiece, we were soon sitting contentedly back in our
chairs.

“To your arrival,” Louisa said, raising her
glass.

“To my hostess. And to a wonderful trip.” Our
meals arrived and I had to admit the creamy marsala sauce on my
shrimp fettucine was amazing.

After finishing the meal by splitting an
incredibly light tiramisu, we made our way upward via the
escalator. I’d hoped to find a nice jacket for Drake, but
everything was out of my budget, and although I found some gorgeous
things in the ladies department, they were out of my league too. I
passed on a $300 sweater and $500 slacks.

“But it’s fun to browse,” I told my aunt. “If
I do any clothes shopping in England, it will have to be at places
a commoner can afford.”

She laughed. “Me too. I know just the places
in Bury. They’ll have some things that would be so cute on you. For
now, though, I sense that your eyelids are drooping toward
sleep.”

It was true. I hadn’t felt jetlagged at
first, but the long night and day were catching up with me.

“What can we do to pass a little time? I want
to stay upright until a somewhat reasonable bedtime,” I told her.
“Keeping in mind my normal bedtime at home is around nine.”

“It will still be daylight at that hour, but
I’m sure we can draw the curtains and get you a good night’s rest.
Meanwhile, I thought of one tourist spot that could be fun, given
how fond you are of solving a mystery.”

She had my interest.
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