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CHAPTER ONE
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Laura’s heart raced. On the outside, she looked no different from any of the other travelers. Yet as she made her way toward the plane’s entrance, butterflies surged inside.

If only John could have come with me. 

She wouldn’t cry. Not here. Not now. Life had thrown them a curveball. She took a deep, steadying breath.

It’ll be okay. I can do this.

She concentrated on the person in front. Why were they headed to London? Had they ever traveled solo before? She adjusted her shoulder bag. The person in front moved and she shuffled behind him, making their way down the jetway.

A tall and willowy flight attendant greeted her at the entry door. “Hello, may I help you find your seat?”

Laura glanced at the boarding pass she held. “4 A.”

“Perfect. If you turn to your left here, it is the third cubicle from the front. Have a pleasant trip.”

“You too.” Laura chuckled at her goof. The woman probably heard the faux pas quite a lot.

The attractive woman smiled. “Thanks. I hope so too. Curious, has anyone ever told you that you look like Catherine Deneuve?”

Laura bathed in the kind words, a warmth penetrating inside. “No, but I appreciate the compliment. Thank you.” Laura moved through the doorway, she scanned the numbers for her seat.

Laura sought to retain a cool, ‘I do this all the time’ exterior but struggled to contain her delight with flying first class. Four A. After dropping her purse onto the seat, she thrust her small carrier bag into the cubby. She removed her new coat, as an attractive dark-haired male approached. “May I take your coat for you?”

“Yes, that would be nice. Thank you.”

After he returned, he bent close, with Laura catching a faint hint of musk. A trace of a French accent made his words flow like honey. “Would you like a glass of champagne before we take off?”

On a normal day, drinking champagne in the morning would be out of character for her. Her newfound friends from book club had goaded her to be open to enjoying herself to the fullest. She planned to do just that. “Yes, please.”

After he’d left, she settled into her seat. She opened the various cubbies, taking stock of all the wonderful items on offer for her travels. She exhaled. Contentment wrapped around her like a warm blanket. Why had she waited all her life to experience some pampering? Well, she knew. Life, and all it entailed. It had been full of time spent raising kids, working various jobs, managing the home, and so much more. It had been rare for her to take time for herself over the years. Much less on something so extravagant as a first-class trip to London to look up her ancestry.

A lump formed in her throat as her thoughts traveled to more recent events. As John approached retirement, they had planned to enjoy all the traveling they’d never gotten around to in their youth. Sudden, unbidden tears sprung to her eyes.

Five years. John had been gone, but the pain still lingered. A sight. Smell. The worst was remembering a private joke they’d shared. No one else held the same memories. How they could glance at one another and know what the other was thinking. Grief’s bubble had encased her for so long. A smile played on her lips at the knowledge she’d grown content. Thankful to no longer be looking in on life. She had joined the world again. Still, her heart healed, yet bore the cracks of her pain. Quiet laughter across the aisle brought her back to the present. A young couple, probably on their honeymoon or traveling together for the first time. Warmth filled her as she recalled those days of love’s first blush.

“Here you are, Mrs. Rollins.” The steward had returned with her champagne, its shade a golden blond. She took the goblet from him and thanked him before he moved off to another traveler. The fizzy drink delivered the taste of cherries and a yeasty flavor not unlike brioche. She relaxed against the leather seat as she brushed a stray lock of silky hair back behind her ear.

His use of her married name pulled her back into her thoughts. She was no longer a missus but certainly not a miss either. What did you become as a widow? Of course, she could have checked Ms. in the box but that term didn’t fit either. She pulled up her phone, searching for the term dowager. She did have property from her late husband but the term designated a dignified elderly woman.

Laura shut down the app and set her phone on the tray. Elderly. Who decides what’s elderly? She didn’t consider herself old. As soon as she’d hit fifty-five, the membership paraphernalia had started arriving in her mailbox. Laura sipped the champagne.

Overthinking again. Can’t you for once think of something good? When things had started changing—oh yes, after meeting the book club ladies.

Her mind drifted back to the first meeting. Serendipity. Isn’t that what it was called? Something happens that affects you in more ways than you imagined.

She recalled her trip to the local bookstore. Something had drawn her to go inside. Entering the store, the smell of old books greeted her. Piles of books on every surface supplied a homey feeling. Laura browsed the various tomes on display. There might be some books that would make for a good birthday or Christmas gifts. Laura had been flipping through the pages of a book when Angela walked over to her.

Laura paused from reading. The woman’s face glowed radiant with good health, and Laura instantly liked the woman. They’d introduced themselves as they continued chatting. So, it didn’t seem strange at all for Angela to ask her to join her for coffee at the café next door. They’d chatted about the books they’d bought, and about their lives. Now thinking back on it, it had been more about hers. That’s when Angela shared about starting the book club. How she envisioned a small group and wondered if Laura would like to join. They’d meet once a month, enjoy dinner together, and discuss that month’s book.

Laura knew she needed to get out more, and she loved books. She met the ladies at a restaurant, and they named themselves the Boomer Babes Book Club. She’d never thought of herself as a babe, but why not? With age should come the freedom to do and be what you want. So what if it took her to her sixties to realize that?

Laura giggled, recalling their first meeting. Angela had picked a group of ladies around the same age but in various life stages. Some were single, others were divorced or widowed. Only one had noted being married. There were even some fireworks with two ladies. If not for her picking the first month, she doubted she’d have continued with the group. She’d picked historical fiction for her month with the classic book, Rebecca. Her choice also led to research beyond the book. She delved into learning more about her roots in the United Kingdom. Using an ancestry tool, Laura traced her roots back to the fifteen-hundreds. It was fun to see the Lords and Ladies in her lineage.

Over dinner, the group encouraged her to visit the places she’d shared. Despite her sharing her responsibilities, they dismissed her reasons for not going.

The eldest, Claire, had spoken first. “Your grandchildren have a mother. And your mother sounds like she can take care of herself. You should go.”

Shirley followed Claire’s statement. “If you have so many miles, your travel portion is paid. So there doesn’t seem to be any reason you shouldn’t go.”

“Exactly! Plus, I bet I could hook you up with a pet sit. So you wouldn’t have to worry about staying in a stuffy hotel all the time you’re there.” Betsy shared earlier how she’d done pet-sitting there before. It had allowed her to travel to other places too.

Before she’d known it, Betsy had contacted a couple who were heading to Morocco for a few weeks and would need a sitter for their dog. Everything had fallen into place with minimal effort. There was that serendipity again. If Laura hadn’t known better, it appeared as if Angela had selected each woman for a specific purpose in the book club.

One woman in particular who’d forced her out of her comfort zone. After they’d all encouraged her to be brave and travel solo, Sylvie chimed in. “With that many miles, you must fly first class!”

“I don’t know. That seems...”

“Like what? That you don’t deserve or you should save it? From the brief time I’ve known you, it sounds like you’re more than due for some splurging. You deserve it.” Sylvie crossed her arms, daring Laura to refute her.

The quiet-spoken Francis had chimed in. “Yes, I wish I could go back and be more in the moment with my life. It goes by so fast. Consider it a birthday treat to yourself if that makes you feel better.”

So Laura booked the flight, giddy with the prospect of exploring her roots. Then her growing excitement had come crashing down when she told her daughter about her trip arrangements.

“Mom, what are you thinking? You’re in your sixties, for heaven’s sake. You can’t go traipsing around the world by yourself. Plus, what about Danielle? She’ll need picking up from school and then there’s Luke’s—”

“You’ll have to make other arrangements.”

On most days, Laura would have backed down, but her book club friends had told her to practice that very statement over and over in the mirror. Once she felt confident that she wouldn’t back down, she told Caroline.

In a huff, Caroline grabbed her bag. Her parting words were, “You’re only thinking of yourself.”

Laura waved from the door as her fuming daughter strode to her car. “Yes. Yes, I am. And I think it’s about time.”

The captain coming onto the speaker brought her back to the present. The captain had noted they were waiting for some additional luggage before taking off. She glimpsed her almost empty champagne goblet.

After a deep, contented sigh, Laura reclined in her chair while raising the footrest. She took a moment to pull out some lotion, slathering it on her hands before patting it on her face. While planning her trip, she’d found the tip to keep your skin from drying out on longer flights. As she placed the tube back in her purse, the handsome young steward came to her seat, asking if she’d like a refill. She almost said no.

I shouldn’t. Says who? 

“Yes, that would be nice.”

From now on Laura, you better say ‘yes’ instead of constant no’s.

Plus, it might make her sleepy earlier so she could get some rest on the trip over. She’d pulled up a rom-com movie by the time he returned with a fresh glass of champagne. “Please let me know if you would like anything else, madame. We will be taking off in a minute. Enjoy your trip.”

She returned his smile. “Thank you. I plan to.”

After eating a wonderful meal, Laura watched her movie until her eyelids grew tired. The champagne, coupled with the carb-heavy meal had done the trick. She lowered her seat to its flat position before drifting off to sleep. Thankful for a good solid sleep for four hours, she woke to the aroma of coffee brewing.

Excitement at nearing her destination finished waking her up. Laura moved into a seated position, stretching her arms, and yawning away the cobwebs. An attendant appeared with coffee and she requested a light breakfast.

I’ll never want to travel in economy again. 

It wasn’t long before they were pulling up to the gate. Sylvie advised Laura to take advantage of the first-class arrivals lounge showers before leaving the airport. At first, it seemed senseless, but Sylvie said it would help wake her up before heading out to London. Plus, if she didn’t eat on the plane, she could grab some breakfast or some snacks for later. With that plan in mind, Laura had chosen an outfit for the plane made for comfort more than looking stylish.

Laura took the time for a shower, dressing in clean, unwrinkled clothing. When she returned home, she’d have to thank Sylvie for her advice as the shower had refreshed and energized her. As it was already late morning, she enjoyed some items from the lunch buffet. That would save her from having to purchase lunch out somewhere or be hungry when she arrived at her destination.

After enjoying her meal, Laura made her way out to the taxi area.

This is it. The adventure begins.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Taxi, ma’am?” 

“Yes, please.” She pulled her new bag behind her, the wheels beating a rhythm on the pavement. While Laura had purchased a train ticket for her time in London, she decided on a taxicab to take her to the house. Along the way, Laura hoped to enjoy seeing the various architecture and the double-decker buses. However, unlike most freeways in the states, everything rushed past, leaving her disappointed.

Her frustration changed to glee when they got off the highway and turned onto Kensington High Street. Now in the city’s midst, the views were of modern and historical melded together. She marveled at the architectural combinations. Peering out her window kept her occupied, as did seeing the occasional double-decker red bus.

She grinned when the view turned to trees. She knew from her previous searches online, that it meant they were nearing her destination. Laura scooted closer to the window, keeping her eyes peeled.

There it is. It’s huge.

She turned around to see the Albert Memorial spires disappearing.

Laura spoke to the driver, “Will we be going past the Royal Albert Hall on the way?”

“Certainly, ma’am.”

After making their way around the enormous historic building, the driver drove on toward Queen’s Gate. Arriving at the townhouse, Laura’s breath caught. Her love for architecture and history came alive as she took in the white plaster buildings, black door fronts, and black iron railings. She recalled learning about some railings that were at one time used as stretchers back in World War Two. She’d have to see if she could find some while she stayed in London.

Counting the windows, each townhome must make up six to seven floors along with the basement. If not for the modern vehicles driving by, the home facade would be a vivid historical reminder.

Laura paid her driver before stepping out onto the sidewalk. The air was crisp with a few leaves dancing on the streets accompanied by the smell of wood burning in a fireplace. Popping a mint in her mouth, she settled herself for their first meeting. Mounting the five steps up to the front door, she rang the bell. A lovely chiming sound came from inside.

A middle-aged, petite woman wearing cream slacks and a twin cashmere sweater set opened the front door.

“Hello. You must be Laura.” Her posh English accent delighted Laura who smiled at hearing it. The woman waved Laura into the house.

“Yes, and you must be Lavinia.” Laura took her bag and placed it in the entry foyer.

Lavinia welcomed Laura warmly with a firm handshake. After a few moments about her trip, Lavinia showed Laura to the room she’d be using.

“I’ll give you some time to get settled. Then we’d like to take you out for dinner tonight if that suits you.”

“Yes, that’d be nice.”

“Splendid. Don’t hesitate to call out if you require anything.”

“Thank you.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.” Lavinia left the room so Laura could unpack. The room decor had been tastefully done with a bowl of lavender buds in a cut crystal bowl. Laura leaned over it, inhaling the earthy, yet sweet aroma. The sunny cream and blue bedroom overlooked the back garden. Even though fall would arrive soon, flowers still spilled from pots and along the walled garden.

How wonderful. I’d love a walled garden with a nice bench for reading. I need to thank Betsy for telling me about pet sitting and giving me this introduction.

It would save Laura money on her trip, plus it was so nice to stay in a home. And what a home. She’d only seen these homes from another era in pictures or movies. After unpacking her clothing and hanging them in the armoire, Laura strode over to the bathroom with her toiletry bag. Fiddling for the wall switch, she searched in vain.

It has to be here somewhere. 

She fumbled along the wall. Nothing. She remembered seeing shows where the doorknobs were higher on the doors, so maybe the switches were too. She reached up over her head and groped with her hand along the wall.

A deep voice startled her. “May I help you?”

“Ack!” Laura cried out in surprise.

“My utmost apologies. I didn’t mean to frighten you. The door was open.” It was Lavinia’s husband.

“All good. If you don’t mind helping me, I can’t seem to find the light switch.”

He reached over on the other side from where she’d been hunting and pulled a chain. “No switches in the bathroom.”

Color rose to Laura’s cheeks. Of course, she’d read that somewhere. Why hadn’t she remembered? Instead, she’d ended up looking foolish.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Lavinia asked if you would like to accompany her to walk the dogs before we make our way to the White Swan for dinner?”

“Yes. I’ll just put on my tennis shoes and be down in a moment.”

He nodded and left her to go back downstairs.

Ugh. I hope he doesn’t think of me as a dotty old lady who didn’t have a clue about anything. Who am I kidding? I am a dotty old lady to most younger people.

At least that’s what her daughter, Caroline, implied. Her heart raced. This was a bad idea. What was she thinking? Coming across the world to explore her roots. She should have stayed home and saved money. She should have stayed in her comfort zone. She clamped her lips tight, inhaling deeply.

Stop ‘shoulding’ on yourself. 

Laura peered at herself in the mirror. “But you didn’t. Because you’re not a dotty old woman. And don’t you forget it.” The woman in the reflection winked back at her.

Lavinia waited downstairs when Laura arrived, having changed into better walking shoes. Two well-behaved dogs sat at her feet, but their expressions bore excitement at this new stranger. Lavinia’s laugh was infectious. “As you can see, one mustn’t miss their walks.” She handed Laura the leads.

“Hello, you two.” She scratched behind their ears. “Now, you must be Geoffrey.” She scratched his neck as she attached the lead. “And you, my dear, must then be Sophia. The spaniel wagged her tail. “I can see we’ll be good friends.”

Once they were situated, they made their way down the steps to the street. Lavinia shared a bit about the neighborhood, and Laura asked about the homes.

“Ours was built in the 1860s and designed by Richardson. Are you interested in architecture?”

“Yes, I’d considered becoming an architect when younger, but then I got married, and well—”

“Ah yes, the forgotten dream.”

Laura almost stopped in her tracks. Had that been what had happened? Dreams set aside never to be achieved or even recognized. She took a deep breath, wondering what other forgotten dreams she’d had.

“Ah, here we are.” Lavinia took Gregory’s leash from Laura, and they crossed over to the wildlife park. Lush with foliage and blooming with color, even in the fall, it was a calm oasis from the busy city streets.

“We’ll do a short walk at night for them and often take a longer walk during the morning. If you would like a longer walk for an outing, you can take them to the park by Kensington.”

“That would be nice.” That evening, they enjoyed dinner out at the busy pub before Laura fell into bed exhausted with jet lag. 

~
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AFTER WAVING GOODBYE to the couple the following morning, she settled into a routine with the dogs. She noted how they would wake up early, which suited her, and they would go out for a walk in the cool of the morning. Back at the house, they would head to their pallets next to the Aga in the kitchen, where they would nap.

This gave her a chance to head out to see some sights on her list. Lavinia had also shared some places Laura might like to explore while in London. There were so many places within walking distance she wondered if she’d end up using her senior train pass. However, for those she’d added to her list, her rail pass would come in handy.

She decided there were some age advantages. And she would focus on the advantages versus the disadvantages while on her travels. As the next day looked to be nice weather, Laura bundled up before heading out for a longer walk. She wandered the streets, enjoying the architecture before making her way over to the gardens on the Kensington Palace grounds. She strolled with the dogs along the Flower Walk. She relished the leaves crunching underfoot. 

Her thoughts were elsewhere when a pull on the leash surprised her. The leash dropped, and Laura scrambled to grab it. Sophia bolted away.

Oh no. She must have seen a squirrel. Lavinia had said Sophie had a fascination with them. While she wrestled to control an excited Geoffrey, Sophia ran barking toward a tree. Laura sprinted toward the dog. Well, as much as her non-runner legs could sprint.

Just as she reached for Sophia’s leash, the dog bolted toward two gentlemen, who were deep in conversation. Sophia jumped toward one man.

“Madam, your b—!”

Laura stopped in shock. Had he just called her what she thought? Her mouth dropped open in shock. Anger rose as she fought the urge to give the man a piece of her mind. It’s not like Sophia’s paws were muddy. His pants looked fine after she’d jumped on him. Her gaze went to his face.

Under his stylish brown fedora, his tawny hair brushed over his ears, curling alongside them. No doubt signaling a trip to the barber overdue. Along his cheeks, a mixture of brown with some gray led to shorter sideburns. His long, straight nose led to his mouth and full lips. Then she met his eyes. A combination of gray and green, they connected with hers. She fought to look away but couldn’t. As if their gaze toward each other had been magnetic, neither having a choice in the matter.

Well, so what that he’s handsome. I’d much rather have a nice, polite man than a rude one. What are you even saying? Keep focused!

She grabbed the dog’s lead, muttering under her breath, “Rude.”

The tall, attractive man stared at her as his shorter companion spoke in a muffled voice, “Americans.”

She turned back toward him. “Well, you’re impolite. So there!” Her eyes grew wide. Had she just said that aloud? The man Sophia had jumped on stopped walking. He stared at her with those intense gray eyes but said nothing. Though his upturned lips were hard not to notice. He touched his finger to his hat as they walked away.

Impolite? That’s your big put-down? You’re impolite. I bet they’re quaking in their boots now. 

She gathered the leashes, wrapping them firmly with both hands. Her rage subsided, she strode away toward a bushy hedge. As she came to a nearby tree, her body shook with indignation. She might have been called that name in her lifetime but never out loud or to her face. The dogs looked at her as if reading her mind.
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