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Prologue Moscow
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Mabel bit her lip as she looked at the white, waxy face of the dead woman lying on the bed. The life force that was Hilda drained away, her eyes wide open, sunk back into her skull, jaw slackened, and lips pale. “Come on, we have to get the hell out of here.”

“Shouldn’t we look for clues first?” Violet asked.

“Clues, what clues? We just erased them.”

“But don’t you want to find out who killed Hilda?”

“We’re in a foreign country.” Mabel started for the door.

“That never stopped you before.”

“This time, we are in big trouble.”

“Why? We didn’t do anything wrong,” insisted Violet.

Mabel paused, grim-faced; she looked back at the dead woman. “Really! We haven’t done anything wrong? We moved a dead body and interfered in a crime scene.”
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Mabel looked out of the round window of the plane. The small jetliner flew over the open water on its final approach to Copenhagen airport. She could see the tall wind generators. Denmark’s offshore wind farms. The long flight from Toronto, Canada, to Frankfurt, Germany, was behind her. Mabel’s tiredness faded, and her excitement grew. Soon, she and Violet would embark on their Nordic adventure.

Mabel’s best friend and travelling companion, Violet Ficher, spread their tour travel map on the small lap table.

“Table trays up,” instructed a small blonde flight attendant.

“Oh, sorry.” Violet’s face reddened as she flipped the table back up, fastening it. The two retired nurses were chalk and cheese. Mabel, who barely reached five feet in height, was portly with short snow-white hair. Violet was a tall, thin, athletic woman with fiery red hair from a bottle. Mabel, a widow, cared little about what people thought of her. While Violet, a three-time divorced woman and a stickler for cleanliness bordering on a phobia, never bent the rules. Unlike Mabel, who thought rules were more of a suggestion. Despite their differences, they were fast friends.

Mabel chuckled. “You probably have the trip memorized.”

“Probably.” Violet conceded; she closed the pamphlet, sticking it into her backpack. Shoving the bag under the seat in front of her, she recited the tour schedule. “Copenhagen, of course, is our first destination. Then on to Gothenburg, Sweden, Oslo, Norway, and then back to Stockholm, Sweden.” She took a package of hand wipes from her pocket and plucked one out, cleaning her hands. “And we have an overnight cruise to Helsinki, Finland. Then Russia, Saint Petersburg and then our final destination, Moscow.” Violet offered an alcohol wipe to Mabel.

Mabel quickly wiped her hands and took her phone from her pocket, grinning proudly. “Guess what I have? I have a translator app on my phone,” she said.

“I hope your phone is on airplane mode.”

“It is. But are you amazed?”

“Frankly, yes. Not that long ago, you were a Luddite. You didn’t even own a cell phone.”

“Well, no more, I’m now a nerd.”

Adjusting her blue-framed glasses on her nose, Violet looked down at Mabel’s phone. “I doubt that. You still have that old wall phone in your house, but tell me about this app.”

“It’s great, and even better, it’s free. I type in a phrase in English, and it comes up in the language I want. For instance, I have it set for Danish. And as soon as we land, I’m going to type in something, and ta-da, my phone will speak in Danish.”

* * *
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COPENHAGEN’S AIRPORT, a bright modern glass and steel facility, was a busy, noisy place. Mabel descended the stairs with Violet and their fellow passengers toward the crowded luggage carousel. At the bottom of the stairs, tour guides held up signs with their tour names. Front and center of the group stood a large woman with a ruddy complexion. Beside her was a thin, athletic-looking girl with long blonde hair. The girl held up the sign with the name of their tour group.

“Hi, I think we’re on your tour,” Violet greeted, setting her backpack on the floor beside her.

The big-boned woman with dark brown hair turned to the girl with the sign. “Annika, check to see if these women are on our list.”

Annika, a girl in her mid-twenties with big blue eyes and a ready smile, stuck her sign in a bag by her feet. “Hello,” she greeted. “Welcome to Copenhagen. My name is Annika Nilsson, and ─”

“Just check the names. We can exchange pleasantries later,” the stout older woman instructed, looking at her watch.

Annika held up a clipboard, smiling apologetically, and asked, “Your names, please?”

Mabel quickly began to tap on her phone. She held up the phone, and a robotic voice spoke in Danish.

Annika grinned and cleared her throat. “Your phone said you were a marble locked inside a hall.”

“Darn, spell check. I must have typed in the wrong phrase. My name is Mabel Havelock,” Mabel replied, frowning at her phone.

“And I’m Violet Ficher,” Violet added, adjusting the straps of her backpack.

“Thank you,” Annika said, placing a checkmark beside their names.

“Good, come. Now we go get your baggage. You are the last members of the tour to arrive. We must not tarry. The other people in my group are waiting on the motorcoach. Follow me,” commanded the intimidating, stocky woman.

Mabel tapped on her phone. Stepping in front of the older woman, she held up her phone and grinned as the phone spoke in the same robotic tone.

Annika giggled. The other woman did not. “You want me to wash your shoes?”

“Oh, sorry, my fingers must be hitting the wrong buttons. I was asking what your name is?”

“Forget your toy. I am well-versed in English. My name is Hilda Karlson, and I am your tour director. Enough chit-chat. Follow me.”

“It’s not a toy,” disputed Mabel; pursing her lips, she stuck her phone in her pocket.

“Maybe don’t use your phone; that app might not be the best. After all, it is a freebie,” cautioned Violet.

“Nonsense, it’s fine. I’ll get the hang of it. People appreciate it when you try to speak their language.” Mabel grabbed the handle of her carry-on bag.

“You’re not speaking Danish. Your phone is, and obviously, not doing it well.” Violet shifted her backpack, following the tour guide and Annika.

With long, determined strides, Hilda pushed her way through the groups of travellers to the luggage turnstile. Violet’s bag was already circling on the carousel. Violet pulled it off, and they waited for Mabel’s luggage to come down the chute. Bag after bag tumbled down, and passengers claimed their suitcases. But Mabel’s suitcase did not appear.

The turnstile stopped turning. Hilda tapped her foot, looking at her watch. “Your luggage, it is not here,” Hilda said gruffly, shifting the strap of a big black satchel on her shoulder.

“Yes, I can see that. Now what?”

Hilda blew out a long breath. “The now what. Is this will delay us even more. I have a schedule to keep. This is causing me precious time. First, you are late, and now I must take you to your airline’s lost luggage counter.”

“Sorry we didn’t arrive on time, but it’s the airlines’ fault. And I didn’t lose my luggage. The airline did,” mumbled Mabel.

“Don’t mumble. What did you say?”

“I said I didn’t lose my suitcase; the airline did.”

“Of course, the airline did. Did I say you had?”

“No.” Mabel’s face flushed.

“Good. Now, Annika, I want you to take this woman.” Hilda gestured to Violet. “Escort her to the motorcoach. And I will take this one to the lost luggage counter.”

This one! Mabel’s hackles rose, but she clamped her lips shut and followed Hilda. The broad-shouldered woman elbowed her way through the crowd. Pulling her carry-on bag, Mabel raced to keep up. “Please, could you slow down,” she requested.

“Do not dawdle. We have a schedule to maintain. If you cannot manage that little bag, give the small bag to me.”

Mabel sped up. Be darned if she was going to give this cranky woman her bag. At the counter, Mabel took out her phone and began to text.

“Put that phone away,” Hilda said, her lips tightened in a firm line. “I don’t have time for your silly toy. I will deal with this.”

Mabel, disregarding Hilda’s instruction, quickly finished texting on her phone. She held it up, waiting for it to speak to the agents. A picture of a red sports car speeding across a desert appeared on her phone. Speaking in Danish, a deep man’s voice was apparently explaining the car’s benefits.

Hilda sighed loudly, shook her head, and looked at the attendants behind the counter. “See what I put up with day after day?” speaking in English, she asked.

The attendants smiled politely in return.

“Your airline has lost this woman’s luggage.” Hilda turned to Mabel. “Now put that phone away and pay attention. And give these people your airline ticket receipts. They need your flight numbers.”

Mabel frowned at her phone. Darn the ads. Maybe a free app wasn’t the way to go. Jamming the phone into her pocket, she opened her purse, piling Kleenex, lip gloss, hand wipes, and scraps of receipts from fast-food places onto the counter. The uniformed woman and the man behind the lost luggage counter grinned.

Hilda gave Mabel a scathing look. “You have lost your airline ticket receipts. You have made a big disaster. It is going to take me forever to fix this.” She took out her phone. “I will call Annika; she must now take my tour group to the hotel. I will have to stay with you and sort out your mess. And then you and I will have to take a taxi. Time squandered, and money spent unnecessarily.”

Mabel glared back. It wasn’t her fault she lost her luggage. Okay, it’s her fault she lost her ticket stubs. But did this woman have to be so nasty? She dumped her purse, shaking it upside down. The airline ticket stubs floated out onto the counter. “Ha,” she exclaimed.

Hilda put her phone back in her jacket pocket. “Good. At last, the ticket receipts. Now, you must let these good peoples do their jobs.”

“I’m not stopping them,” grumbled Mabel, stuffing her belongings back in her purse.

Hilda’s thin, prominent nose twitched; she tapped a rapid tattoo with her toe. “Do not mumble.

“Please describe your suitcase,” requested the agent behind the counter. His partner, typing on a computer, looked up expectantly.

“It’s black and about this big.” Mabel spread her hands.

“This big is not a measurement.” Hilda glanced at her watch; her lips pursed.

“We have pictures,” the agent said. He placed a plasticized card on the desk with pictures of luggage with their dimensions.

“This one looks like it,” Mabel said, pointing. “Oh, and my bag has a red maple leaf luggage tag too.”

“Very good, we will add that to the information. As soon as your bag arrives, we will forward it to your hotel. If we could please have the name of your hotel.”

Hilda rummaged in her shoulder bag and took out sheets of paper separating them. She handed one page to the agent. “This is the list of hotels we will be staying for the duration of the tour and the dates.” The tour director didn’t wait for the agent’s response. Instead, she turned, threading her way through the airport crowds. “Come,” she called over her shoulder.

Mabel ran to keep up. This was not a good way to begin the tour. Hilda was the tour director; it didn’t bode well if there was acrimony. Determined to make peace, she said, “It was so very helpful of you to give the agents the names of all the hotels on our tour. Just in case my baggage doesn’t come today.”

Hilda grunted in reply.

Mabel bit her lip. Maybe Hilda was just not good at taking compliments. Either the woman never got many, or the tour guide was irritable because she messed up the schedule.

“This is my job. I am a professional,” snorted Hilda. “This is not the first piece of luggage that has gone missing.”

The big glass doors opened, and they sped out of the airport to the parking lot. The mid-May sun shone brightly down, heat wafting up from the tarmac. A slight breeze rippled Mabel’s hair, and her granny glasses slid down her nose; her little carry-on bumped over the hot pavement as she jogged behind Hilda. The woman set a fast pace, winding her way past a myriad of tour buses to the waiting green and yellow bus with the tour logo displayed on the side. A man and a woman with backpacks lying by their feet were standing outside the bus, talking to a tall, blond man in his mid-thirties, wearing a blue uniform with a small name tag. The uniformed man leaning up against the bus stood as Mabel and Hilda approached. He gave a little salute and climbed on board the bus. The couple turned, glancing at Hilda and Mabel, picking up their backpacks; they followed the man onto the bus.

Mabel tugged on her small black bag up to the steps of the bus.

“No, leave your bag here. Bjorn will put it under the bus with the rest of the luggage,” directed Hilda.

Relieved, Mabel climbed aboard the bus to a round of applause from the waiting passengers. She smiled; what a friendly group. She slipped down the aisle to sit beside a sullen Violet, who had a scowl on her face. “Are you mad at me?” Mabel asked.

“No, why do you think I’m mad at you?”

“You didn’t clap, and you look kind of sour.”

“That applause wasn’t a welcome greeting. The blonde girl wearing the baseball cap suggested everyone clap. Not because they were happy to see you, but to draw attention to you because you held up the bus.”

Mabel, face flushed with embarrassment, looked around at her fellow passengers and grimaced. She guessed she could understand their frustration, but it wasn’t her fault the airline lost her luggage. The blonde-haired girl with the baseball cap tipped it, grinning slyly.

Hilda picked up a handheld mike. Turning it on, she tapped on it. Then, leaning close to Annika, she asked. “Did you introduce Bjorn? And did you tell the people where we are going and what is on the agenda for this evening?”

“No,” answered Annika. “I thought you would want to do that.”

“That is negligence; you should have done the introduction. What were you doing? Just sitting here waiting for me? I’m disappointed in you. It is a good thing I am a forgiving person.” Hilda turned to the tour group and raised her mike. “Welcome to Denmark. You met me when you arrived, but the airport is such a busy and noisy place, so you might not have heard my name properly. As you can see on my name tag, my name is Hilda Karlson. I am your tour director.” She patted her lapel. There was no tag. Hilda’s lips turned down. She continued. “And this is Annika Nilsson, my apprentice. And as you can see by her ineptness, it will be a long while before she becomes a tour director.”

Annika’s face reddened; she stared down at her hands. The tour group exchanged embarrassed glances.

Hilda continued, “Our coach driver is Bjorn Hanson. Bjorn will be our driver for the duration of our tour, all the way to Russia.” Hilda paused. Her stern countenance disappeared, her face lit up, and her eyes sparkled as she directed a big, warm smile at the driver. “You may clap for Bjorn. And don’t forget, at the end of your tour, to tip this man well. Bjorn has made this trip to Russia many, many times. He is an excellent driver. We are in safe hands.”

Everyone clapped enthusiastically.

Bjorn stood up from his seat and turned to face the passengers. The tall, athletic, blond-haired man with a ruddy complexion and sparkling blue eyes smiled, revealing even white teeth. “Velkommen,” he said with a slight bow. “Which means welcome in Danish.”

“Thank you, Bjorn.” Hilda’s warm smile disappeared from her face. She turned to the group. “I will check you into the hotel and assign you your sleeping rooms. I am sorry you had to wait so long.” The tour director nodded in Mabel’s direction. “I had to help this lady. She lost her baggage, which is not the fault of my tour company, but I have fixed everything. We go now to the hotel.”

The bus started up.

“Wait, wait.” Mabel leaped up from her seat. “Stop, stop, my bag isn’t on the bus. It’s sitting outside on the pavement.”
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Chapter Two
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As Bjorn brought the bus to a stop. Hilda sighed. “Please put the woman’s carryall on the bus,” she instructed the driver. Then, turning to look down the aisle at Mabel, she added, “You are responsible for your hand luggage. There are thirty-five other people on this tour. I cannot hold your hand.”

“But you told me to leave it outside,” protested Mabel.

“Mrs. Havelock, you must pay attention to what I say. I did not tell you to leave your bag on the tarmac. You have already lost one suitcase. Do you want to lose another?”

Mabel gave Hilda a stony look and pressed her lips shut. She had not misheard.

Violet looked sympathetically at Mabel and squeezed her hand. “Please don’t make waves; it’s our first day. It will get better.”

In short order, Bjorn returned, winking good-naturedly at Mabel; he stowed the bag on the luggage rack above her head. Retaking his position behind the steering wheel, he skillfully maneuvered the bus from amid the other tour buses in the parking lot onto the busy highway.

Sitting in the front seat by the door, Hilda held up a glossy brochure over her head, waving it. “This is the itinerary for our tour. Hand out these information sheets, Annika.”

Annika jumped up from her seat behind the driver, and with a fist full of pamphlets in her hand, she swayed down the aisle, giving each tour member a brochure.

“We have a lot to cover on this tour. This is vital information. It is the information for the entire trip. I will post the daily itinerary in the lobby of each hotel we stay at. Everyone must pay attention to the schedule I post. Our tour name and number will be on the top of the daily schedule,” instructed Hilda. “It is up to you to remember the name and number of our tour. If you get on the wrong bus, that is your fault.”

The passengers on the bus murmured to each other as they read the leaflet.

“Pay attention,” Hilda said in a firm, commanding voice. “This is essential information I am giving you. You can read your brochure later.”

Everyone quieted down except a handsome man with a hint of stubble on his chin. The man with neatly combed dark hair and white streaks at his temples continued to talk to the woman sitting beside him. Spreading the glossy brochure on his knee, he said, “Look, the statue of The Little Mermaid. It is one of the sites we’re going to see in Copenhagen. Do you know why they made this little mermaid statue?”

The woman shook her head.

“It’s from the Disney movie,” the man said.

Hilda stood up and turned to face the passengers. “Mister?” she looked first at the man, then down at her clipboard.

The man continued to talk to his seat companion, “A nice tip of the hat to Disney, don’t you think?”

“You, Mr. Talking Man. What is your name?” Hilda asked in a sharp tone.

The man with piercing blue eyes looked through his steel-rimmed glasses down the aisle at Hilda. “Me?” he asked. “Are you, by chance, talking to me?”

“Why yes, by chance I am. What is your name?” Hilda’s ruddy cheeks became redder.

“My name is Herman Chapman, and this is my lovely wife, Carmilla,” he said, indicating the plump woman wearing a bright floral dress.

The woman, with short, wispy blonde hair, a flushed face, and small brown eyes, looked adoringly at her handsome husband.

“Herman.” Hilda knelt in her seat, looking back at the man. Her voice had a steely edge to it. “May I call you Herman?”

“Yes, you may,” Herman said. Using his middle finger, he pushed his glasses up on his nose.

Mabel looked across the aisle at Herman. The man looked like a professor or a businessman. He must be teasing his wife.

“First of all, Herman, that hideous Disney version of The Little Mermaid bears minimal resemblance to the actual story written by Hans Christian Andersen, a Dane. The statue is in honour of Han’s story. It’s not that tacky tale by Disney. And more importantly. When I am talking, it is not because I am fond of my voice. It is important information. Information that your fellow travellers need to hear, even if you do not. So please be quiet.”

Herman’s blue eyes narrowed as he folded his arms across his chest. He stuck out his stubbled chin and gave his wife a sidelong look. Carmilla laid her head against his shoulder and patted his hand.

The blonde-haired girl with the baseball cap murmured, “I liked the Disney movie.”

Hilda cast a dismissive look at the girl. “We will arrive at our hotel shortly.” She sighed and continued, “We are already late, so pay attention. You must wait in the lobby to be assigned to your sleeping rooms. Do not rush up to the front desk for your keys. That is my responsibility. After you freshen up, we will all meet in the lobby.” Hilda’s long nose twitched as she looked at her watch. “We will meet in the lobby precisely at five-thirty. Then we will all walk to the restaurant for our ‘Get to Know You Dinner.’ And as for you stragglers.” Hilda cast another cold, disdainful glance in Mabel’s direction. “The name of the restaurant is in your brochure. Do not lose your brochure. The dinner is booked for six-thirty, so please do not be late.”

The bus drove down the broad streets of Copenhagen. Mabel noted the bicycles seemed to outnumber the cars. The lane for the bikes was wide. It appeared to be wider than the lanes for the automobiles. Tall, three and four-story houses lined the streets. They were similar in shape and size, with red-tiled roofs. The plain and unadorned houses were painted brilliant red, blue, green, and even yellow.

The bus parked at the curb in front of a square, white, five-story hotel. And everyone gathered their belongings. Bjorn, the first one off the bus, opened the big luggage door under the bus, and the porters from the hotel rushed out to take the baggage.

Hilda stood at the front of the bus, blocking the exit door and addressing the tour group, some already standing in the aisle. “You will follow me into the lobby, and remember, do not rush up to the desk and ask for your keys. I will get your keys and sort you out. And do not go and grab your luggage. The porters will deliver the bags to your sleeping room. And for God’s sake, do not phone down to the desk as soon as you get to your sleeping room. Your luggage can not beat you to your sleeping room.” She looked sternly at the group. “Do you understand?”

The blonde girl with the baseball hat giggled.

“You think this information is funny?” Hilda glared at the girl.

The girl shook her head, “No, it’s just you keep saying sleeping rooms.”

“What do you do in these rooms? You sleep in them. In the dining room, you dine. I see nothing funny. Now, does everyone remember my instructions?” Hilda waited for the course of meek yeses from the passengers. “Good, now, follow me.”

Annika sped across the lobby to the desk as Mabel, Violet, and their fellow tour members trooped into the hotel, standing obediently away from the front desk. Hilda stationed herself at a glass and silver coffee table, waiting. The pretty blonde girl hurried back with sheets of paper and keycards, placing them on the table in front of Hilda.

“Is there a chance to do some shopping before dinner?” A big-bosomed woman asked.

Hilda shuffled the papers in front of her. “Dinner or shopping, you pick.”

“Ah, dinner, I guess.”

“I’m so pleased to hear that,” Hilda said sarcastically, her lips curled down. “Now, if you have read the brochure, you will know this is an overnight stop. Tomorrow we will visit the Copenhagen sights. And tomorrow evening, when we return, your supper will be on your own. This hotel has a wonderful dining room, so if you don’t want to venture out, you will enjoy dining here.”

“Will we have to pay for our dinner?” asked Herman.

“Yes, you must pay for your dinner. But not this evening. This evening, the meal is included in the tour package.” Hilda held up a hand, her palm facing the tour group. “And before I give you your keys, there is one more detail you must pay attention to. Not tomorrow morning. But the following morning, you must have your suitcases outside your sleeping room before breakfast. The porters will collect your luggage and put them on the bus. Is that clear?”

“Tomorrow morning,” Carmilla said.

“No, I distinctly said not tomorrow morning. The following morning, we are leaving for Oslo, the capital of Norway.”

“What day is that?” asked the blonde girl with the baseball cap.

“I cannot hold your hand. Read the poster on the bulletin board. It explains the schedule. Do you all understand?” She looked at the tour group standing before her. The members nodded meekly. “Good, that’s settled.” Hilda nodded back and looked down at the list of names on the papers in her hand. “Now, please listen carefully. I will call your name and give you your keys.” The tour group surged forward, crowding around the coffee table. “Stay back and listen for your names. I have a loud voice. For God’s sake, be calm,” she reprimanded. “You will all get your key.”

Mumbling and grumbling, the tour members stepped back from the table. “Mabel Hitchcock and Violet Ficher,” Hilda called out.

“My name is Havelock,” protested Mabel, threading her way through the crowd to claim the room key.

“I read out your name. Now take your key,” snapped Hilda. “People are waiting.”

Mabel peered down at the sheet of paper, trying to read how her name was spelled on the list. But quickly stood back as Hilda, with a warning look in her eyes, held out the keycard.

Violet squeezed Mabel’s shoulder. “Never mind. Let’s go to our room.”

“That woman is impossible,” Mabel fumed, following Violet across the crowded lobby to a bank of four elevators. Two men in suits pulling big black suitcases shouldered their way past the women and dumped their large bags in front of them.

Mabel sighed, more rudeness. This will be a tour to remember for all the wrong reasons, she thought, as she listened to the men conversing in Danish. An elevator door opened, and the men stepped politely back, allowing Mabel and Violet to precede them into the elevator. Violet nodded her thanks and used her knuckle to press the number for their floor. The elevator stopped at the third floor, and they stepped around the men’s large bags out into the hallway.

“This direction, I think the room numbers get bigger this way,” Violet said, leading the way down the hallway. She stopped at their room, inserted the keycard through the card reader, and opened the door. “I like this room. It’s nice, modern, and clean,” she remarked, setting her backpack on a bed.

The room’s white, grey and silver decor was bright and airy. Mabel opened her small carry-on, dumping the contents on a bed and taking stock of her belongings. She took out a sweater, a nightgown, a pair of socks, her toiletry bag, two paperback mystery novels, three rolls of toilet tissue, a box of Kleenex, and an extra pair of walking shoes.

“You definitely have the paper products covered. Why so many? We aren’t doing a tour of a third-world country. We’re in Europe.”

“If I’d known the airline was going to lose my baggage, I would have packed less toilet paper and more clothes,” Mabel muttered.

Violet opened her backpack and took out a container of alcohol wipes.

“I suppose you have a change of clothes in your backpack.”

“Well, yes, I have. And as you have just found out, you can’t be too careful.” Violet opened the yellow cylinder, drawing out a wad of wipes.

“Lesson learned,” Mabel sighed. “Too bad we aren’t the same size.”

“Never mind, I’m sure your suitcase will turn up shortly,” Violet said as she proceeded to wipe the doorknobs and light switches.

“I’m not a big fan of Hilda, our tour guide,” Mabel grumbled, putting the rolls of toilet tissue back in her carry-on.

“Give Hilda time. She is under pressure and is trying to get us organized.”

“I guess so. She did sort out my lost luggage. But charm sure isn’t her long suit.”

“Hilda has a lot on her plate. I think getting all of us from point A to point B is kind of like herding cats,” Violet said, taking out more alcohol wipes from the cylinder.

Mabel chuckled. “You did say this was a nice, clean hotel room.”

“One can never be too careful.” Violet continued around the room, wiping surfaces.​
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