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Chapter 1
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People say you can often know, somehow, when the phone is about to ring. Some actually claim to know when the call will be a momentous one. On this weekday morning, I must confess that I didn’t have a clue.

At 7:42 a.m., Albuquerque was already sunstruck—every street bathed in light, our quiet little business neighborhood dusted with early-morning calm. The windows in my office reflected the green of late-summer trees and a cloudless blue sky. 

With Ron out of the office all week, I’d achieved something close to the mythic ‘zero inbox,’ or at least the paper equivalent: every manila folder filed, every sticky note either dealt with or transferred to the appropriate case log, my laptop screen split between an open spreadsheet and the digital address book for RJP Investigations. It was the rarest sort of day, one that felt entirely my own, as if the universe had granted me a brief and precious reprieve from human chaos. Our little brown and white spaniel sprawled contentedly on the rug beside my desk, a testament to the calm.

I took a victory sip from my coffee—black this time, though Drake was often lobbying to get me on board with his latest flavored creamer obsession—and scrolled through my tasks for the day, each one color-coded by priority and actual client deadline. Nothing on fire. No urgent client calls, no crisis emails from my brother and business partner, Ron. The only sound was the faint whir of the A/C from the building’s aging ductwork. For one short moment, I toyed with the idea of getting ahead on next week’s billing, but ducking out early so Freckles and I could take a walk in the Bosque, before the August heat morphed into one of our seasonal monsoon rains sounded like more fun.

So, when my cell phone erupted with the opening bars of “Winchester Cathedral”—which I recognized as the ringtone I’d assigned to my Aunt Louisa—I nearly spilled coffee on my clean desktop.

I wiped a stray drop from my desk calendar and thumbed the answer button. “Louisa! To what do I owe the pleasure?”

I heard a brief, clattering noise—a background of plates or cups colliding in the echoing way only British kitchens have—followed by her voice, enthusiastic as a college radio DJ, which spilled through the line.

“Charlie, darling! I’ve had the most spectacular idea, and I need you to say yes before you come up with one of your many, many reasons why you can’t.”

I stifled a chuckle. “Can we define ‘spectacular’ first? Is this one of those ideas that requires tequila shots, or will a pot of strong tea do it?”

“Neither, both, it doesn’t matter!” she said, her voice leaping an octave. “I’ve found the perfect flight and a darling little boutique hotel in Sydney—Sydney, Australia, not the one in Canada—and I want us to go together. It’ll be a proper bucket list adventure. Two weeks, the two of us. I’m picturing us by the harbor, with the Opera House in the background and you trying to teach me how to use a selfie stick without impaling a stranger.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and let silence speak for a few seconds. Louisa, true to form, interpreted it as an opening.

“I know you’re swamped with work and that you’re the brilliantly responsible one,” she added, “but honestly, Charlie, I haven’t been out of the UK in over a year, and you—you admitted recently you needed a break. Or has the American work ethic finally finished what the IRS started and ground you into a fine, caffeinated powder?”

“Some of us,” I said, tracing swirls on the desk with a fingertip, “are small business owners who can’t drop everything on an impulse. Even if it’s a bucket-list whim.”

“Nonsense,” she replied. “You’ve told me on several occasions that your brother’s perfectly capable of running the place while you’re away. And you do owe me, remember?”

I heard a clink—a teaspoon striking china, I guessed. The memory of her tiny Bury St. Edmunds home came into focus, all artfully mismatched mugs and the sweet, yeasty aroma of home-baked bread.

“I seem to recall,” Louisa went on, “that you were the one who swore, and I quote, ‘Someday we’ll travel the world together, like Thelma and Louise, only with less crime and better snacks.’ Well, I’m ready for less crime and better snacks, darling.”

She had a way of making every conversation feel like a dare.

“Out of curiosity,” I said, “how much research did you do before calling me at—” I checked my computer screen—“before eight o’clock in the morning, local time?”

“Darling, it’s mid-afternoon here,” she said, feigning offense. “I spent the entire day on TripAdvisor getting ideas and asked the man at the travel agency if he could find us seats next to each other. You should have heard his reaction when I told him we’re doing a great-aunt-niece adventure. They adore me in that office, you know.”

I believed it. Louisa’s charisma was the sort that left people slightly dazed, like they’d accidentally signed up for a college course, but a really charming one where the only rule was mandatory fun.

I rolled my chair away from the desk and looked out the window. The Sandias were blue at the edges, the day sharpening. I tried to imagine myself halfway around the world—Sydney, of all places, with the ocean as backdrop and the southern hemisphere sky looking completely unfamiliar—and my brain stuttered. The thought was so out of sequence with my day-to-day that I almost laughed.

“We have clients,” I said, the words sounding less forceful than I intended. “Some of them actually pay us on time if we deliver answers for them. We’ve got three active investigations. And I can’t simply drop off the face of the planet for two weeks.”

“You can if the other half of your investigative firm is named Ron Parker. Your brother knows how to handle anything short of a full-blown international incident,” Louisa countered, not missing a beat. “Besides, I’ve spoken to Drake, and he’s promised to keep your plants alive and your dog happy while you’re gone.”

I turned from the window, trying not to smile. “You called my husband before you called me?”

“He’s more easily persuaded than you are, honestly, and he’s so impossibly nice.”

That much was true. I let out a sigh that was half resignation, half amusement. “I’ll have to check and see if my passport’s expired.”

“You renewed it last year. I remember.”

She was right. I swiveled back to my perfectly clear desk. This was surely the sign that it was fine for me to leave for two weeks. And Louisa was correct—Ron could handle whatever came through the door in my absence.

Louisa was talking again, describing the walking tours she’d mapped out and the food markets she wanted to try. “You haven’t lived,” she said, “until you’ve had a lamington, straight from the source. And I want us to go on a ferry ride. Or at least eat ice cream while watching the ferries. Are you writing this down?”

“I’m still processing the part where you want me to fly halfway around the planet with zero notice,” I said, but as I did, I opened a browser tab and typed ‘Albuquerque to Sydney flight time.’

She must have heard the change in my tone, because her voice softened a notch. “Charlie, I know you. If you put this off, you’ll find a dozen reasons not to go, and one day you’ll wake up and wonder why you waited. The world is full of reports to file and clients to bill, but opportunities to make memories? Those are a little harder to come by.”

It was such a Louisa thing to say—sentimental without being cloying, a direct hit to the guilt center of my brain. I watched the search results populate on my laptop: 18 hours, minimum, plus the lost day to the International Date Line. It was insane. And also exactly the sort of thing I used to promise myself I’d do once I’d grown into an adult who didn’t need to double-check the balance of her checking account before committing to a trip.

A small voice in my head—a quieter, braver version of myself—whispered that maybe the time was now.

“All right,” I said. “If I can find flights for under four grand, and if Ron doesn’t throw a fit, and if you promise not to drag me to any haunted penal colonies, I’ll consider it.”

Louisa’s squeal was so loud I jerked the phone away from my ear.

“I’ve got the airfares covered. I’ll phone my travel agent this minute and have him finalize everything for both of us,” she said. “This will be epic. I’ll send your itinerary as soon as we hang up, and as you’re packing don’t forget it’s the tail-end of winter there. Could be rainy.”

“Got it.” I’d clicked over to the weather app to check out the forecast.

“And Charlie? Thank you. I mean it. You’re my favorite niece—my only one—but it counts.”

I’d always admired her ability to seize joy wherever it appeared—because I’d never been quite as good at it myself. I was probably too much like my scientist father, whereas his only sister was completely into carpe diem.

“Send the email,” I said. “I’m excited to see the details.”

We said our goodbyes—Louisa’s full of exclamation points. I set the phone on my desk; it proceeded to buzz with incoming texts and links to TripAdvisor reviews.

When I opened Louisa’s email, it was three screens long, complete with emojis, attachments, and a detailed list of possible activities broken down by day. At the very end, she’d pasted a quote in bold, purple font: “Life shrinks or expands in proportion to one’s courage.” —Anaïs Nin.

Well, no one was going to call me chicken. I closed my laptop and leaned back in my chair, imagining the world down under, waiting for me like a dare I couldn’t resist. 

Before I could talk myself out of it, I shot a quick text off to Ron: I’m taking two weeks off to see Louisa. Any problem?

A puzzled-looking emoji appeared, along with the words: I guess not.

My message to Drake was done in a teasing tone (I called him sneaky-pants for talking to Louisa about the trip before I knew of it). He responded with a string of hearts, telling me to relax and have fun.

So, okay ... down inside I knew I was really doing this.

* * *
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It must have been nearly midnight in England when Louisa phoned the second time, having bombarded my email with links, pages of flight information, and separate messages for every fun activity she could think of. I’d skimmed it all, hoping we could wait until we were together to decide on how we would spend our time. 

“Did you see the glamping link?” Louisa said, not bothering to greet me. “I could spend a week floating in those infinity pools. Oh, and the hotel concierge says they organize sunrise yoga on the rooftop. You should see the view. Wait, I’m forwarding you another email. Are you sitting down?”

“I’m at work,” I said, “which is functionally the same as sitting down.”

Louisa ignored this. “I’ve booked our arrival for the fourteenth. That gives you two weeks to prepare. And before you start worrying about the cost, I have enough frequent flyer points to cover all of it. So, the only thing standing in our way is your pathological fear of spontaneity.”

I could almost hear her grinning through the phone, the words tumbling over one another in their rush to the finish line.

Her tone softened, “I know it’s a big ask. You have your work, and your life, and a husband who’s probably going to spoil that dog rotten while you’re away. But Charlie, I really want this.”

I smiled. “You really don’t need to pay for everything.”

“I’ll throw in travel insurance,” she said, ignoring my protest, “and you know how much I loathe insurance companies. Plus, you don’t really have to take time off. Bring your laptop and consider it remote fieldwork. Investigate the Australian psyche. Research the underbelly of the international breakfast buffet. The opportunities for observation are limitless.”

I snorted. “I think you want a travel partner to keep you from being attacked by poisonous spiders.”

“That’s a bonus,” she replied, deadpan. “But seriously. This could be my last big trip, you know. The knees aren’t getting any younger, and the doctor says I’m supposed to avoid ‘strenuous travel,’ which I’ve chosen to interpret as not running for trains, rather than skipping the trips altogether.”

There it was. The gentle, inevitable tug of mortality. Louisa’s secret weapon.

“All right. If you’ve really got the points and the hotel, it looks like we’re doing it.”

The scream that followed was loud enough to get Freckles’ attention, and she raised her head from across the office to stare at me.

“Best niece ever! Oh, you won’t regret it. I’ll send you the finalized flight details, the hotel links, and a map of the city. And a packing list. Should I book any day trips? We could see the Blue Mountains. Or learn to surf. Or drink wine at the harbor for a week.” Louisa laughed. “Never mind. We’ll decide all that later.”

“Spontaneity will be our watchword.”

She laughed, delighted. “It’s a deal. Oh, Charlie, this is going to be wonderful. I’ve already started packing. Basically, the essentials—books, sunscreen, a hat for every occasion.”

I thought of my own packing style—minimal, efficient, thinking about what could be left behind rather than what to bring. Maybe this time, I’d try it her way. 

“See you in Sydney,” I said, and meant it. 
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Chapter 2
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I’ve watched enough episodes of Border Security to be fairly anxious about the questions I would face at Sydney International. The customs folks were notorious for pinning people down on what contraband items they might be carrying, and on the TV show some were detained for hours. 

But, apparently, I didn’t fit the profile of a master drug smuggler. Everyone I spoke to was friendly. I retrieved my bag, and when I answered the questions about medications I might have with me (luckily, none), I was passed directly through. 

The arrivals area seemed filled with a million moving bodies, conversations in a dozen languages floating through the air. Families clustered around the ropes, holding up signs and flowers and helium balloons in every possible shade of “Welcome Home.” I scanned for Louisa, expecting the familiar petite, gray-haired woman in British clothing, holding a printed sign or a paper flower, something discreet.

Instead, I spotted her from fifty yards away, a comet in the sea of greeters. She wore a caftan of vivid purple with a strand of turquoise beads and—because it was Louisa—an enormous sunhat meant for a day at Bondi Beach rather than a dim air terminal. Her arrival two days earlier had clearly given her time to acclimate.

She caught my gaze and lit up like a Christmas tree, waving both arms overhead as if signaling a ship in distress. A few heads turned. I considered ducking behind the nearest pillar, but too late.

“Charlie!” she shrieked, weaving through the barricades with the deftness of a seasoned air traveler. 

I barely had time to unshoulder my computer case before she enveloped me in a hug. Her perfume was exactly as I remembered: floral, but with an undertone of black pepper that lingered. She pulled back, inspecting my face with both hands.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said, as if I’d arrived by magic rather than a commercial flight she’d arranged herself. “You must be shattered. Are you shattered? I warned you about the time difference, but you probably worked up until the minute you left, didn’t you?”

“It was only a ten-hour day,” I said, with a twist to my grin. “And I did manage to sleep on the final leg of the flight out of Honolulu.”

She patted my cheek. “You poor thing. But look at you! You look wonderful, darling.”

I spotted a money exchange booth and nodded toward it. “I’ll need some cash.”

She laughed, a noise so bright and sharp it made my head ring. “Whatever for? Everything here is done with a tap of a card. You’re here. That’s what counts. And I have so much to show you, you have no idea. I found a thermal pool in the city, and they say it’s the thing to do for jet lag. Oh, and I’ve reserved a harbor cruise. A small one, but the views—”

“Louisa,” I said, raising a hand. “Can we start with offloading my bags at the hotel and getting a cup of tea?”

“Are you hungry? I’ve discovered amazing pastries here.”

I shook my head. They feed you well in business class, another happy surprise when I realized what a splurge my aunt had done for me.

She grinned, looping her arm through mine and steering me toward the exit. It occurred to me, as we walked, that I had never seen Louisa look healthier or more animated in my life. The last few years, her emails and phone calls had been laced with references to ‘the knees’ and ‘the hip’ and ‘the arthritis,’ but here she moved with a spring that belonged to a much younger woman.

“You look good,” I said, and meant it.

She squeezed my arm. “Sydney suits me. Or quite possibly it’s the thought of two weeks with you, my dear. Tell me all about the flight. Were there any screaming babies? Did you get the aisle seat like I asked?”

I recounted, in as few words as possible, the litany of minor in-flight indignities: the woman across the aisle who’d coughed the entire way from LAX to Honolulu, the lavatory with water splashes all over the teensy vanity top, the man in 3B who had refused to wear shoes at any time. Louisa ate up every detail, nodding as if mentally cataloging the information for later use.

The airport doors hissed open, and the outside air wrapped around us—a chilly, salty humidity under an overcast sky I hadn’t expected in August. I could smell the ocean here at the edge of the city. Louisa took a deep breath, smiling as if she’d orchestrated the weather herself.

“Here’s the plan,” she said, eyes sparkling. “We take the train straight to Circular Quay, drop your bags at the hotel, and get a proper breakfast. After that, we’ll walk the harbor and see if the rumors about the world’s best flat white are true. I’ve mapped out every possible walking tour, but don’t worry, I’ll go easy on you until you’re fully acclimated. Oh! Did I tell you about Sydney Park? Or the book signing?”

“You didn’t,” I said, but she was fishing two plastic cards from her bottomless purse, hands moving with the precision of a street magician.

I took my Opal Card—apparently the way to get about in Sydney—and followed, my mind lagging two or three sentences behind her at all times. The world outside the airport blurred by: palm trees, glass towers, a distant curve of water. The train platform was packed with a medley of travelers and locals—schoolchildren in uniforms, business types checking phones, a pair of backpackers debating the ethics of eating kangaroo.

Louisa found us seats and plopped down, fanning herself with a brochure she’d nabbed from the tourism rack. “Do you want to know something funny?” she said, leaning in close. “I’ve dreamed about this trip for years. Not only Sydney, but this exact train ride. The first time I was here—God, it must’ve been 1978—I was so broke I had to walk from the airport into the city. Took four hours. I vowed I’d return someday, with enough money to ride the train and stay somewhere with actual towels.”

She grinned. “And now I get to share it with you. Life’s a miracle, isn’t it?”

I watched the city unfold through the train’s glistening windows, the skyline growing closer, sharper, more real. 

“You know,” I said, as we zipped past a jumble of red-roofed houses and wild-looking trees, “I’ve done some pretty impetuous things in my life...” some of them facing a gun “...but never a trip halfway around the world on a few days’ notice.”

Louisa laughed. “That’s because you’re a Parker. We’re genetically predisposed to planning our steps in advance. My brother was the quintessential one. But every so often, you have to do the opposite, to remind yourself the world’s bigger than your to-do list.”

She was right about my father and his methodical mind. I closed my eyes, letting the train rock me; she might be right about the rest of it, too.

As we pulled into Circular Quay, the clouds had shifted to reveal blue sky, and the city gleamed ahead of us, the white sails of the Opera House piercing the sky, the Harbour Bridge a dark arch above the water. Louisa squeezed my hand, her own shaking just a little, and I realized I hadn’t thought about the office or the caseload or the ticking clock in nearly half a day.

It was only the first morning, and already Australia enchanted me.

* * *
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Outside Circular Quay station, the city exploded with sensory data. Sunlight pinged off high-rise office windows and the steel arc of the Harbour Bridge, and the water below was dotted with ferries in constant motion—each painted in distinctive shades of yellow or green. On a Tuesday morning, the streets simmered with traffic and the clamor of tourists. Every corner seemed engineered for the perfect photo: palm trees, street buskers, the distinctive shape of the Opera House like a precise origami figure against the blue.

Louisa set a pace, navigating through the crowded platform as if she’d lived here for years, pointing out landmarks with the certainty of a local and the flair of a travel agent on commission. “That’s the Customs House, now a library. Amazing architecture. Oh! And there’s the ferry to Manly Beach, which I booked for Thursday, unless you want to swap with the zoo day?”

I trailed behind, wheeling my suitcase across the uneven pavers, watching as Louisa charmed a street artist into drawing our caricatures in under thirty seconds. I barely registered the result—her eyes were three times too large, and I had the jawline of a movie star—but Louisa clucked her tongue and tipped the artist an extra five for “capturing the spirit.”

Outside the train station, we hailed a cab for the last stretch to the hotel. The driver was a silver-haired woman with a voice like sandpaper and opinions on everything from city planning to rugby. “You two new in town?” she asked, glancing in the rearview.

“Visiting from England and the States,” Louisa announced. “But my niece is a quick study. She’ll know more about Sydney than you by tomorrow morning.”

The driver snorted. “Not unless she picks up a proper accent. They’ll eat her alive in Newtown with that American twang.”

“Is it that bad?” I asked, suddenly self-conscious.

“Not at all,” Louisa said, giving me an approving look. “She’s teasing.”

We wound through The Rocks, a tangle of narrow streets that looked as if they’d been poured into the cracks between sandstone cliffs. The area was a jigsaw of old pubs, boutiques, and what Louisa called “historic shopfronts,” which in reality meant anything built before 1970. Our hotel was tucked between a bakery and a jewelry store, its façade mirrored to reflect the harbor sights.

Inside, the lobby was filled with upscale plush furnishings, a marble tile floor, and the scent of strong coffee wafting from somewhere out of sight. At the front desk, a young man in a navy vest greeted us with a smile that might usually be reserved for royalty or exceptionally good tippers.

Louisa explained that she had checked in already and requested a second key for me.

“Welcome to the Darling,” he said. “I see you’re booked for two weeks in the Queen Suite, with a balcony overlooking the garden.”

Louisa preened. “It’s the best room in the place,” she told me quietly.

The clerk handed over a card key to me. “Would you like help with your bags? If you’d like a coffee or tea, the lounge is right through there.”

While I told him I could manage my one suitcase, Louisa sidled up to the concierge—a woman about my age with a tattooed forearm and a nose ring that glinted in the sun. In less than a minute, Louisa had learned her name (Jas), her favorite nearby restaurant (Lox & Crumpet, two blocks east), and the best spot for a nightcap (a rooftop bar with “the world’s best Negroni” according to Jas’s partner).

“Honestly,” Jas said, sliding a map across the desk, “if you want to see the real Sydney, skip the bus tours and simply walk. Everything you need is within two kilometers of a train stop, unless you’re planning to wrestle a kangaroo.”

“No plans for wildlife wrestling quite yet,” I said.

Jas grinned. “Give it a day.”

Our suite was on the third floor, accessed either by stairs or by an elevator lined with black-and-white photos of the harbor and old city. We had a living room with a curved sofa, dining table, and huge flat-screen. Each of the two bedrooms held a king-sized bed with luxurious linens and a private bath (mine had a round tub standing before wide windows of harbor views—luckily, there were shades). From the living room window, I could see the courtyard below, ringed by ferns and flowering vines, with a single lemon tree at its center.

“Louisa, I can’t believe you had enough travel points for a place like this, on top of business-class tickets.”

She sent me a cryptic smile and changed the subject. We chatted while I hung my clothes in the closet and set up my laptop on the desk, in case the outside world demanded my attention. 

She inquired about Drake and Freckles, which reminded me of how we’d lain in bed, talking into the wee hours, the night I’d said yes to the trip. He assured me that he could indeed take care of the dog, and if a job should come up where she wasn’t welcome, he’d confirmed that Gram and Dottie would be happy to watch her (translation: spoil her rotten with treats). 

However, in this space, the routines of my real life already felt like a distant echo. I tried to calculate the time difference to New Mexico, couldn’t wrap my head around it, and sent texts to both Drake and Ron, letting them know I’d arrived safely and Louisa says hi. When I didn’t receive immediate responses, I decided not to stress over it. They would read the messages eventually.

After a quick shower—water pressure like a fire hose, thank you, Australian infrastructure—I found Louisa curled up on the curved sofa, surrounded by an arc of tourist brochures and a legal pad covered in her hasty handwriting.

“Take a look,” she said, handing me a list. “I’ve narrowed it down to the essentials: the Botanic Gardens, Opera House tour, a trip to Manly Beach, and at least one day eating our way through the city. Oh, and the book signing tomorrow afternoon.”

I read the list twice. “How many hours of sleep do you think I need to survive all this?”

She ignored the question. “Jet lag is mind over matter, Charlie. If you nap now, you’ll be up at three in the morning, watching infomercials about hair removal. Best to get out in the sun and reset your clock.”

“Or,” I offered, “we could compromise. Walk down to the harbor, stroll around, get coffee, and just people-watch for a while.”

She considered this, then nodded with surprising solemnity. “Deal. And let’s try out that place Jas recommended for a late lunch.”

Outside, the air had warmed, and the streets buzzed with a new shift of humanity. We followed the twists and turns toward the water, Louisa humming under her breath and occasionally stopping to peer into the windows of art galleries and specialty shops. There was no hurry in our steps, and I felt the effort of travel begin to give way to something like curiosity.

At the harbor, we found the café we were seeking, took seats outdoors, and ordered two flat whites. The coffee arrived in cups the color of wet sand, the foam sculpted into careful rosettes. We sipped and watched ferries slice the water, their wakes leaving wriggling lines behind them.

“You know what I love about this city?” Louisa said. “Everyone’s moving, but nobody seems to be in a rush. It’s like they all know they’ll get where they’re going, eventually.”

I nodded, watching a parade of schoolchildren file past the café, each one in a different-colored hat. We settled in, ordered sandwiches, and felt content to let the world take its own sweet time.

“Do you ever wish you’d settled here instead of Bury St. Edmunds, or any other place you’ve traveled, for that matter?”

She shrugged. “Every place is just another version of home once you find your rhythm. But it’s good to visit the other versions now and then. Makes you appreciate your own.”

We lingered until the afternoon sun dipped low enough to paint the Opera House in gold. Another thing about winter—the early sunsets. When Louisa finally stood, stretching like a cat, she patted my arm. “Tomorrow, we’ll explore the gardens. And afterwards, we might treat ourselves to a little cake at the Queen Victoria Building. It’s world-class shopping, and I’ve heard it’s supposed to be haunted, you know.”

I smiled, recalling that she conducted tours of haunted sites in her small hometown. “I thought we were taking a break from ghosts.”

She grinned back. “Ghosts can show up, even on holiday, Charlie.”

We returned to the hotel in the early gloom, the city lights beginning to be reflected in the harbor, and I found myself looking forward to tomorrow’s adventures—despite jet lag and all.

* * *
[image: ]


In theory, a vacation is a retreat—a clearing of the desk and of the mind. In practice, I woke the next morning with a familiar sense of readiness, as if my nervous system hadn’t gotten the memo about time off. It was a little past seven when I heard the first trains rattling the city awake. I padded to the window, unsure whether the aches in my legs were jet lag or the residue of yesterday’s walking.

Louisa had left a note under my bedroom door: At breakfast. Come join! Try the lemon curd pancakes. L. The handwriting was less wild than usual, as if she’d tried to contain her excitement. I dressed in clean jeans and a black T-shirt, then headed down the staircase.

In the dining room, Louisa sat at a table by the window, half turned and chatting up a pair of German tourists who looked alternately bemused and enthralled. When she saw me, she waved me over, motioning for the server to bring another coffee.

“Sleep well?” she asked, and I realized she was in full regalia: a different purple caftan, and this time with a coordinating scarf wound artfully across her shoulders.

“Best sleep I’ve had in months,” I said, ignoring the fact that I had awakened at weird intervals during the night. “You?”

“I did a dawn walk along the harbor,” she said. “It’s beautiful before the crowds.” She lowered her voice, glancing toward the other tables. “Today’s the day, darling. I hope you’re ready.”

“For the Opera House?”

“Well, not exactly. I checked the schedule. The tours are all sold out until Saturday, so I moved us to the next most important thing.”

“The book signing? Didn’t you say that’s a ticketed event?” 

“It is, and I did get tickets for us. It’s this evening.”

“You’re really that much into this author?” I tried to imagine Louisa as a fan-girl.

“She’s more than a writer. She’s an icon—writes those suspenseful stories that’ll have you questioning whether to trust anyone in your household. I think domestic noir is what they’re calling the genre. And besides, she’s British. And... I did a writing workshop with her, years ago.”

My knowledge of Lily Davenport could be summarized as ‘famous’ and ‘book with blue cover that everyone was reading in the airport.’ 

“Wait, you did a writing workshop? Were you writing a book?”

Louisa’s smile drooped for a second. “Yes, well ... I took the workshop and gave it a go. Discovered I don’t have the discipline it takes to complete a novel. It’s more work than one would think.”

I chuckled at her frank admission. 

“Lily had a couple of books out, not bestsellers at that point, but you could tell she was going to be something. Before I left England, I saw an article in the Times that listed Sydney as a stop on her world book tour, so I thought it might be fun to say hello, you know, see if she remembers the little people.”

I got the feeling Louisa remembered this author better than she was letting on, but before I could probe further, she switched the subject.

“You must try these pancakes,” she said, sliding her plate toward me. “They have actual lemon zest in the batter. I’m convinced it’s medicinal.”

I took a bite to humor her, and found myself agreeing. It was a breakfast that could make you apologize to every bowl of oatmeal you’d ever eaten. I ordered a plate of them, too.

We lingered over breakfast, and took a long walk through the botanical gardens, before returning to the hotel for an afternoon of pure relaxation. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CONNIE

[
wet Bestsellers
iCanBeM urder

Charlie Parker Mysteries





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





