


DEATH WASN’T ON THE ITINERARY

A Lucky Ticket Mystery

––––––––

by Christine Hartwell



    
        
          Death Wasn't on the Itinerary

        

        
        
          Lucky Ticket Mysteries, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Christine Hartwell

        

        
          Published by Christine Hartwell, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEATH WASN'T ON THE ITINERARY

    

    
      First edition. June 12, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Christine Hartwell.

    

    
    
      Written by Christine Hartwell.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Epilogue

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For the mothers who keep asking, and the daughters who finally say yes.
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​Chapter One
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The itinerary said Budapest was lovely in June, and the itinerary was not wrong.

Claire Hennessy stood on the embankment of the Danube with two rolling suitcases and a boarding pass she'd printed from her kitchen in Phoenix, and she looked at the city the way she looked at most things these days: from a slight distance, as though through scratched glass. The Parliament building glowed pink across the water. The Chain Bridge arched gracefully against a sky going soft and gold at the edges. On the river, the MS Danube Crown sat in its berth like something out of a travel magazine — white and gleaming, three slender decks catching the late afternoon light, absurdly beautiful and not quite real.

"Isn't it something?" Dot said.

Her mother was standing next to her. She was also, simultaneously, talking to a stranger.

The stranger was a man in his sixties with the slightly stunned expression of someone who had not anticipated being held conversationally hostage on a Tuesday afternoon in Hungary. He held a small phrasebook, which Dot had apparently taken from him and was using to point at the ship.

"Danube Crown," Dot said. "That's us. We won it."

"Mom."

"A sweepstakes. In a magazine. I enter everything. You have to enter to win — that's the thing people just don't understand. They think it's luck, but it's volume. It's math and—"

"Mom. He doesn't speak English."

Dot looked at the man. The man looked at Dot. He had the expression of someone quietly calculating how quickly he could leave without being rude.

"Well, he understands enthusiasm," Dot said, and handed back the phrasebook. "Thank you. Very lovely city."

The man said something in Hungarian — warm, polite, and almost certainly goodbye — and walked away at a pace Claire would generously describe as brisk.

She looked at the ship.

Eighteen months ago, she had been standing in her kitchen at 6:47 in the morning, waiting for coffee to brew, thinking about whether she needed to reschedule a Tuesday meeting with a client's florist. She had been an event planner. She had been the kind of person who rescheduled florist meetings. Then her phone had rung, and her whole life had organized itself into a before and an after, and she had not, since that morning, been the kind of person who thought about anything as small as a florist meeting.

She was here because her mother had asked. Her mother had asked three times, then six, then eleven, and the eleventh time had been at David's grave in March with the desert still cold and the irises not yet blooming, and standing there she had found she didn't have enough cruelty left to say no again. She was here because her therapist had said yes, go, what's the worst that happens. She was here because staying in the house in Phoenix another week, watching the ceiling, had felt like a different kind of giving up.

She was here. That was as far as she'd gotten.

"This is going to be wonderful," Dot said, with the absolute certainty of a woman who had never, in seventy-three years, had a vacation that wasn't.

* * *
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THE MS Danube Crown was smaller than Claire had imagined and considerably more beautiful. It sat low in the water the way river ships did — long, elegant, unassuming from a distance and then quietly impressive up close, the kind of thing that didn't need to announce itself. A blue-and-gold crest ran along the hull. A gangway connected the embankment to the main deck, where a man in a white uniform was greeting passengers with a clipboard and a calm, practiced warmth.

They were among the last to board. Dot had insisted on stopping at a market near their hotel for paprika — you cannot go to Hungary and not buy paprika, Claire, it's not optional — and then stopping to read the plaques on four separate buildings, and then stopping to photograph a dog of no particular breed who was sleeping outside a bakery and who was, according to Dot, "clearly very wise."

"I read a whole book about Hungarian history," Dot said, hauling her suitcase up the gangway. "On the plane."

"You watched two movies on the plane."

"I did both. I contain multitudes." She stopped at the top of the gangway and put one hand on the railing and the other to her chest. "Oh. Oh, look at that."

The Sun Deck stretched before them — small, everything on a river ship was small, but immaculate: cream canvas deck chairs, planters trailing greenery, and a view up the river toward the old town that made the whole city look curated. The Parliament building rose on the east bank, improbably grand. The Buda hills rose on the west. The Danube ran between them, going from silver to copper in the falling light.

Claire looked at it. She registered that it was beautiful.

She did not feel the beauty, exactly. But she could see it was there, which felt like something.

"Mrs. Hennessy?" The man with the clipboard had appeared beside her. He was perhaps fifty-five, trim, with a slight Austrian accent and the steady eyes of someone accustomed to managing both logistics and people. "I'm Klaus. Purser and concierge — anything you need aboard, I'm the one to find. And you must be—" He glanced at the clipboard. "Dorothy Marsh."

"Dot," her mother said, shaking his hand. "And yes, I did win the cruise, not her. She's a plus-one. I entered the Leisurely Living sweepstakes — not the Travel Well one, the odds-per-entry are better in Leisurely Living — and I've won before. It's a skill. Statistical and intuitive."

"We're delighted you did," Klaus said, without missing a beat. He handed them each a key card. "You're in cabins twelve and thirteen — river side. Welcome dinner is at seven in the main dining room." He looked at Claire directly, without the flinch some people got. "Mrs. Hennessy — I'm sorry for your loss."

"Thank you," Claire said.

She meant it. She always meant it. It was the one thing people said that she had no complaint about, because it was the only thing that was simply true.

* * *
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CABIN TWELVE WAS SMALL and quietly lovely. A proper window rather than a porthole, wide enough to frame the embankment and the city beyond it. White linens on a bed that was better than she'd expected. A bathroom that was a minor miracle of efficient design. On the desk, a small vase of yellow tulips.

Claire set her suitcase on the luggage rack. She sat on the edge of the bed.

David would have had the window open already. He would have learned five words of Hungarian from a YouTube video on the flight over — he always did that, whatever the country, five words, badly pronounced, deployed with total confidence at the first opportunity — and he would have gotten them lost in the old town yesterday looking for a specific coffee house he'd read about, and he would have declared the getting-lost the best part. He would have been downstairs on the Sun Deck already, talking to someone, learning their whole life in twenty minutes, coming back up to tell her about it.

You have to come down, he would have said. You have to meet this person.

She sat very still for a moment. The yellow tulips were very yellow. The Danube was very there.

Then she got up and began to unpack, because there was nothing else to do.

A knock on the cabin wall — Dot's cabin was next door, a shared wall, which had seemed fine when they'd booked and now felt extremely on the nose.

"I have the paprika!" Dot called through it. "I'm trying to figure out where to put it!"

"You're going to put it in your suitcase and forget about it and find it in four months doing laundry."

A pause. "...Probably," Dot said. "But it's good paprika."

* * *
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DINNER WAS AT SEVEN. By six-twenty, Dot was knocking on Claire's door wearing a dress in what she described as festive coral and what Claire would have described as extremely orange. She had also acquired, somewhere between the market and the ship, a small enameled pin in the shape of the Hungarian flag, which she had attached to her neckline with an air of ceremony.

"You look nice," Claire said. She meant that too.

Dot at seventy-three had the posture of a woman who had never once been invisible in a room. The orange suited her.

"You need earrings," Dot said.

"I'm wearing earrings."

"Those are studs. You need earrings." She disappeared back into cabin thirteen and returned thirty seconds later holding a pair of gold drops that had been Claire's grandmother's before they were Dot's, and before they were Dot's had lived in a jewelry box in a house in Connecticut for twenty years. "Here. Your grandmother wore these to parties."

"This is dinner on a boat."

"Your grandmother would have called this a party."

Claire put them in. She looked in the bathroom mirror. She looked like herself — a version of herself that had slept adequately and applied mascara and was wearing her dead grandmother's earrings on a river cruise she'd agreed to attend while standing at a grave in March. She looked like someone who was, technically, present.

"Ready?" Dot said.

"More or less," Claire said, and followed her down the corridor.

* * *
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THE LOUNGE FILLED UP at quarter to seven, as people do before a dinner where they don't yet know anyone — tentatively, in clusters of two, with the slightly heightened brightness of strangers making their first impressions.

Claire got a glass of wine from the bar and found a spot near the windows where she could observe without being immediately drawn into conversation. This was a skill she'd developed, or possibly always had. David had been the one who walked into rooms; she had always been the one who waited to understand them first.

Dot, naturally, walked straight into the room.

Within four minutes she had introduced herself to a young woman sitting alone near the door — thirties, dark hair, the look of someone who had made a recent decision and was still adjusting to it — and they were already talking with the ease of people who had skipped the preamble entirely.

"Sophie," Dot said, when she returned briefly to collect her wine. "From Seattle. Very interesting situation. I'll tell you later."

"You don't have to tell me later."

"I want to, though." She went back.

* * *
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ELEVEN IN TOTAL FOR the sailing — a small ship, Klaus had mentioned, a deliberately small group. Her mother, herself, and nine strangers, for the next twelve nights on a river running through the middle of Europe.

Claire stood with her wine and looked around the lounge at nine people who were strangers to her: a sharp-faced woman orchestrating the seating of a trivia set near the bar; a couple examining the next day's excursion notes with bilingual intensity; a man traveling alone who looked away the moment Claire's gaze reached him, as though he'd been watching the door. A quiet older gentleman near the windows who said little and observed much, asking the woman beside him a polite, careful question — and then waiting for the answer with the particular patience of someone who already knew what he was looking for.

Something about him was slightly off. Not unpleasant. Just — slightly off. Like a painting hung a quarter-inch crooked on the wall.

Claire looked away. She lifted her glass.

She was stuck here, she thought — on a boat, on a river, in a country where she did not speak the language, with her mother and nine strangers, for twelve nights. David would have been thrilled. He would have had a nickname for each of them by dessert.

The lights of the Parliament building glittered across the water.

Here, Claire thought. I am, at the very least, here.

It was not a beginning. But it was a fact, and right now facts were what she had.
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​Chapter Two
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The dining room was on the main deck — dark wood paneling, white tablecloths, windows along the river side where Budapest had gone dark beyond the glass. It smelled like good food and warm air and something faintly floral. Small enough to feel intimate rather than grand. The kind of room that, under different circumstances, Claire might have been glad to be in.

A woman in a navy blazer welcomed them all just before they sat — Petra, the cruise director, bright-voiced and professionally warm, who ran through tomorrow's departure time and the Bratislava excursion options with the practiced ease of someone who had given this speech many times and had made peace with the fact that half the room was still finding their seats. She had the quality of someone trained to make every silence feel intentional rather than awkward.

Dot had already identified where she wanted to sit. She moved toward a table with the ease of a woman who had never in her life waited to be told where to go, and Claire followed, as she had been following Dot into rooms for fifty-four years.

Dinner was set at three round tables, unevenly filled, which Klaus had arranged, Claire suspected, with some thought. She and Dot were at a table with Sophie and a man named Andrew, who arrived last, apologized for it with a warmth that made the apology feel unnecessary, and turned out to be a recently retired surgeon from Edinburgh who had brought exactly one good jacket and was already questioning whether he'd packed enough books.

"I brought six," he said. "I thought: twelve nights, six books, I'll be conservative."

"How many have you read since Budapest?" Claire asked.

"Nearly two." He said it with the cheerful resignation of someone who knew himself well. "I'm apparently not a slow traveler."

He had the kind of face that was easier to look at than she'd expected — not conventionally handsome, but attentive, the sort of face that made you feel, when it was turned toward you, that what you said next would be genuinely interesting to it. Claire noticed this, noted it, and set it aside.

Across the room, at a table near the far windows, a man was sitting slightly apart from the other two at his table. He appeared to be listening to the conversation around him while conducting, quietly and without seeming to, a separate assessment of the room. Late sixties, she thought. Silver-haired, lean, with the patient economy of movement of someone who spent a lot of time watching and very little time being watched in return.

He was looking at their table.

Not at her. At Dot.

* * *
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THE DINNER ITSELF ARRIVED in courses, unhurried, which was either a European sensibility or the kitchen's way of ensuring everyone had time to become a person to one another before the ship departed in the morning. By the soup, Claire had a working map of the room.

The trivia woman — Susan, she'd introduced herself during pre-dinner drinks with the slight emphasis of someone who knew how to command a room — was at the table to their left with Geoffrey, the ship's historian, and a man named Sebastian who had already offered to help Susan with something unspecified and been deflected with practiced ease. Geoffrey was a retired history professor who had spent ten minutes at the bar explaining to anyone in range why the Wachau Valley was, in his view, one of the three most historically undervalued stretches of river in Europe. He seemed genuinely delighted to be on this ship. Susan seemed genuinely delighted to be the most socially capable person at the table, which Claire suspected was not unrelated to why she'd sat there.

Sebastian was networking. There was no other word for it. He moved through pre-dinner drinks with the fluid ease of a man who was always looking for the next useful connection, and he'd found Geoffrey useful and Susan useful and had given Claire a business card before she'd said her name. Import and export, the card said, which Claire recognized as the category of work that could mean many things and usually meant something quite specific that people didn't discuss at dinner.

At the third table — the one near the window where the silver-haired man sat — there were also a woman named Iris and a man who had introduced himself as Robert Turner. Howard, the fourth at that table, had arrived late and said almost nothing. He was perhaps sixty, with the compressed quality of someone who had been disappointed by people and had organized his life to minimize the opportunities for repetition.

Iris was quieter than the room around her — watchful, kind-faced, with the particular stillness of someone who had recently rearranged themselves around a loss and was still learning the new shape of things. She and Claire had found each other briefly at the bar before dinner, and the conversation had moved, without either of them quite intending it, to husbands.

"Eleven months for me," Iris had said. And then, because she was perceptive: "You don't have to say how long."

"Eighteen months," Claire had said. And then, because it was unexpectedly easy: "Thank you for not making that face."

"Which face?"

"The one where people don't know what to do with their hands."

Iris had smiled. It was the smile of someone who knew exactly which face she meant.

* * *
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THE WOMAN AT THE FAR end of the room was the one who came to them.

She arrived at their table between the soup and the main course, a woman in her late sixties with silver hair set in soft waves and the kind of face that made you think of someone's favorite aunt — open, warm, attentive, the type of face that remembered birthdays and sent actual cards. She had a wine glass in one hand and she set it down on the edge of the table as though she'd been coming to this table all along.

"I hope you don't mind my wandering," she said. "I'm terrible at staying in one place at dinner. I'm Margaret. Margaret Fairfax."

She shook hands with Andrew, with Sophie, with Dot, and then she turned to Claire, and her expression shifted — not dramatically, just a small settling of warmth, like a fire turning toward you — and she said, "And you must be Claire. Klaus mentioned you'd be joining us. I lost my husband four years ago. I just wanted you to know."

Claire blinked.

"Sorry?"

" You're doing splendidly, by the way." She patted Claire's arm once, lightly, and let go. "Most people who are still grieving properly look like they're attending their own funeral, and you're here, which is more than half of it."

"My mother," Claire said, "is a very persuasive woman."

"All the best mothers are." Margaret smiled at Dot. "You won the cruise, yes? I heard from Klaus. I think that's wonderful. I used to enter things — never won anything. Some people have the gift."

"It's not a gift," Dot said. "It's volume. You have to enter enough times."

"Hm." Margaret considered this with genuine interest. "Like most things, then." She collected her wine glass. "I'm going to let you eat. But I do hope we'll sit together tomorrow — I want to hear more about the sweepstakes strategy. I suspect it's more interesting than it sounds."

She drifted back to her table, stopping briefly at Geoffrey's to say something that made him laugh.

"I like her," Dot said, watching her go.

"She's very warm," Andrew agreed.

Sophie was nodding. "She actually listened, though. Most people at dinner that age don't — they wait for you to stop talking." She paused, reconsidering this. "That was rude. I'm sorry. I meant—"

"No," Claire said, "I know what you meant." She watched Margaret settle back into her chair, lean toward Iris, ask her something. Iris answered, and Margaret nodded, and the nod was the nod of someone genuinely receiving information rather than waiting to respond.

She was good at it, Claire thought. The listening. Better than most people. Better than Claire was, lately.

* * *
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THE MAIN COURSE ARRIVED. Somewhere between the first glass of wine and the second, the room became easier — warmer, louder in the way rooms get when people have decided they might as well like each other for the voyage. Sophie had made Dot laugh twice with something Claire didn't catch. Andrew had asked Claire what she'd done before, and she'd said events, corporate mostly, and he'd said that sounds like you spent a lot of time managing other people's worst impulses and she'd said yes, actually, that's exactly what it was, and they'd both laughed, and it had been, briefly, a normal moment — the kind where she wasn't thinking about being a person who was still learning how to be in rooms.

Across the dining room, the man who'd introduced himself as Robert Turner was talking to Iris in the quiet, methodical way Claire had noticed before — one question at a time, with the patience of someone more interested in the answer than the conversation. He was not performing interest. He was actually interested, in a way that seemed to have an agenda beneath it, though she couldn't have said why she thought so.

He asked Iris something. Iris shook her head, said a few words. He nodded, asked something else. His eyes moved briefly across the room — not restlessly, but systematically — and landed for just a moment on Dot.

And then she saw it: Dot, mid-sentence with Sophie, went still. Just briefly — a half-second, the length of a blink — her animation suspended, as though the track had skipped. She was looking at Robert Turner, and her face had done something complicated and private and then, so quickly Claire almost missed it, closed.

"—anyway," Dot said, and picked up her sentence exactly where she'd left it, something about a sweepstakes for a Venetian glass set that had required six separate entry forms, and Sophie laughed, and it was fine, it was Dot, and the moment was already gone.

But Claire had seen it.

She looked back at Robert Turner. He had returned to his conversation with Iris. Whatever he'd been looking for when his eyes passed over their table, his expression gave nothing away.

Slightly off, she thought again. Like a word you've spelled correctly so many times it stops looking right.

* * *
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DESSERT WAS A FLOURLESS chocolate cake that was, objectively, very good. Geoffrey gave a brief, unasked-for but not unwelcome overview of what they'd see in Bratislava the day after tomorrow. Susan organized a voluntary show-of-hands trivia game that no one had the energy to win and everyone had the energy to participate in. Sebastian won the second round, which he seemed to view as a networking opportunity.

By nine o'clock the dining room had thinned to half, the river had gone fully dark outside the windows, and Dot had already announced to the remaining table that she intended to walk along the embankment and look at the Parliament building properly, because you did not come to Budapest and not look at the Parliament building properly. Sophie had said yes immediately. Andrew had said he'd been hoping someone would suggest it.

"We'll need jackets," Dot said. "Five minutes. Meet at the gangway."

They went upstairs together to collect their things. At the door to twelve, Dot paused.

"Good day?" she said.

Claire thought about it. The paprika. The man with the phrasebook. The gold earrings in the bathroom mirror. Andrew's face when she'd said managing other people's worst impulses. Iris, who knew which face she meant. Margaret, who had not made it.

"Adequate," she said.

Dot's mouth curved. "Adequate is something." She disappeared into thirteen. Claire heard the sound of a suitcase zipper and, a moment later, the triumphant retrieval of something from a bag.

"Found it," Dot called through the wall.

"The cardigan?"

"The cardigan and the phrasebook."

Claire put on her jacket and went back downstairs.
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​Chapter Three
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Petra, the cruise director, pressed a laminated map into Dot's hand at the top of the gangway, the pier marked in yellow highlighter and the return time written in the margin in careful block letters. She had the look of someone who had done this before and had developed opinions about it.

"The map," Dot said, accepting it. "I also have the phrasebook."

Petra's smile didn't change, which Claire found impressive.

* * *
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THE EMBANKMENT AT NIGHT was a different city. The same streets that had been busy and tourist-thick in the afternoon were quieter now — couples, locals walking dogs, a few people on phones — and the river had gone black and glassy, holding the reflected lights of the Buda hills and the great glowing face of the Parliament building as though it were keeping them safe. The Chain Bridge blazed white across the water. It was, objectively, one of the more beautiful things Claire had ever seen.

She noted this, and walked.

Dot was up ahead with Sophie, describing, in some detail, the statistical principles of sweepstakes entry while simultaneously attempting to read the street signs.

"The thing is," Dot was saying, "the entries that require effort always have better odds. Because most people don't want to do the work. So if they say write a slogan or submit a photograph, your odds are actually—" She stopped. They had reached a small street vendor selling lángos — flat fried dough topped with sour cream and cheese — from a cart, and Dot had apparently decided to buy one.

This was, on its face, a simple transaction.

"Kérek — " Dot consulted the phrasebook, squinting. "Kérek egy — " She looked at the lángos. She looked at the vendor. She said, with absolute confidence, something in Hungarian that caused the vendor to blink very slowly and look past her, as though seeking a translator in the middle distance.

"What did you say?" Claire asked.

"I ordered one with sour cream."

"What did you actually say?"

"That's what I said."

Sophie, who had been watching with the particular attention of someone who could tell this was going somewhere, leaned toward Claire. "I speak a little. She said, approximately, 'I request one ceiling, please.'"

The vendor, who had apparently understood enough, was now holding a piece of lángos out to Dot with the patient expression of a man who had seen many tourists and had come to terms with all of them.

"Köszönöm," Dot said, which was at least thank you, correctly deployed.

"That one she got right," Sophie said.

Dot bit into the lángos and pronounced it extraordinary, which it appeared to be, and bought two more — one for Sophie and one for Margaret, who had appeared at Claire's elbow at some point in the last thirty seconds and was watching Dot with an expression of pure, delighted warmth.

"She's wonderful," Margaret said.

"She ordered a ceiling," Claire said.

Margaret laughed. It was a genuine laugh, unguarded, the laugh of someone caught off-balance by something actually funny. "I haven't laughed like that at dinner in ages. Your mother is—" She shook her head. "You must have had the most interesting childhood."

"It had its moments," Claire said.

* * *
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THEY WALKED ALONG THE embankment toward the bridge, past the benches and the river walls and the shimmer of lights on the water. Andrew had fallen into step beside Claire at some point, and they walked in comfortable half-silence while Dot and Sophie went ahead and Margaret stopped to read a historical marker with the interest of someone who actually meant it.

"Do you travel a lot?" Andrew asked.

"I used to. For work." She paused. "Corporate events. Conferences, mostly. You end up in a lot of places without seeing them."

"And now?"

"This is the first time in—" She did the math without wanting to. "A while."

He nodded, and didn't fill the silence with anything, which she appreciated.

Geoffrey materialized from somewhere — he had joined the group at the last minute with a canvas tote bag and a look of academic excitement — and began explaining the history of the Chain Bridge in a tone that was genuinely interesting and only mildly lecture-like. He had clearly given versions of this talk before. Claire listened to about a third of it and found it was enough.

The Parliament building burned gold against the sky across the river, its reflection broken into a thousand pieces on the moving water below. It was the
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