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Dedication


To my sister Catherine, in loving memory.

A piece of my soul goes with you. With remembrance, my heart heals.
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A cheerful spring sun glared in Charlotte MacGregor’s eyes. Instead of being a soothing welcome, the brightness aggravated an already pounding head. She pushed her discount sunglasses higher on the bridge of her nose then rummaged through her backpack to find her bottle of aspirin. 
Her eyes burned from too much crying this week.
She called it pre-crying. Get it out of her system early, right? So, when the day arrived, her tear ducts would be empty. 
Veronica had tried to convince her this trip to the Mad River Valley of the Green Mountains would be a chance to have fun during her high school students’ April break, but Charlotte knew otherwise. 
She leaned her head against the humming glass of the rear window in Veronica’s sporty SUV, letting the vibration of tire against road battle the migraine.
Five years. 
How had it been that long ago? The pain was a welt on her heart, a sore from yesterday.
So much could happen in five years…but in Charlotte’s world, nothing good had happened. Instead of moving forward, she had fallen back. Back into old feelings. If only she could turn the clock back, too.
Veronica knew that her friend was in a crater-sized rut. That’s why they were heading to Winterwood, Vermont for the week. To help Charlotte forget. To make her snap out of it.
There was no forgetting her sister, though. Did people think she could forget Julie? 
She heaved a sigh laced with bitterness. With her pointer finger, she traced the infinity tattoo on the inside of her wrist, circling along faded black. The tattoo was over fifteen years old. She and Julie had gotten matching tattoos once they graduated high school. Irish twins some called them. Two peas in a pod. Throw any paired cliché at them. They had been inseparable.
She had once scheduled an appointment to have the tattoo removed but chickened out. Brands were meant to be reminders after all.
Lifting her head from the warm glass, she twisted the bottle cap, popped two aspirin, and sipped her now-cold vanilla latte she’d purchased at a rest stop on the Mass Pike.
“Chin up, Charlie girl. We’re almost there,” Veronica said from the front. She took a sharp turn, and Charlotte had to hold onto the door handle. 
Oblivious to her lead foot, Veronica added, “We’ll have a blast. Sunshine. Green.”
More like mud and brown. Charlotte blinked away the returning tears. There were too many triggers today. Too much time on the drive from Boston with her wandering thoughts and in the front seats, gabbing, overly happy, touchy-feely Veronica and Josh. This whole third-wheel thing with her newlywed friends was a bad idea. At least she brought some work along. Maybe she’d find a bookstore.
“There it is. A sign for the Millstone Inn,” Veronica said a few minutes later, her voice sickly sweet with excitement. 
Oh, to find the joys in simple things. Did Charlotte find joy in anything anymore?
A good cup of coffee. She liked that. An engaging book. An afternoon nap. Comfortable shoes. An organized pantry.
Good grief, she aged herself fifty years.
Josh lifted his gaze from the map. “Terrific. My GPS stopped working, and this map is confusing. Who uses these things anymore when you have GPS? Hope we have Wi-Fi at the inn. That mountain pass was a dead zone.”
Veronica pinched him. “Ouch! What the hell, Ronnie?” He plopped the map in a heap onto his lap, ignoring the folds. 
“Josh, I’ll take it.” Charlotte shoved her hand between the front seats, and he deposited the tattered road map in her palm. 
What Josh lacked in neatness and manners, he made up for in honesty and affection. He loved Veronica to the moon and back. He would never lie to her or treat her like dirt. He was a good one. There seemed to be so few of them these days. 
Dating apps had been a disaster for Charlotte…and such a bad idea post-divorce. Maybe she was going to grow up to be like her spinster aunt Evelyn. Spinster? Even that word sounded like an old-lady word.
She snapped out of her melancholy and opened the Vermont map, lined up the folds, and refolded it properly. She tucked it into her red backpack, the one that still had new tags on it until this morning. The one that had been packed away into a box in her basement five years ago.
“A pity there’s no snow to ski Sugarbush or Mad River Glen,” Veronica said.
“Yah, unusually warm this year,” Josh responded and added coyly, “What are we to do, Mrs. Meier?”
Veronica tossed her head back and giggled, her salon-perfect, strawberry-blonde curls bobbing.
Honeymooners. Charlotte rolled her eyes behind the sunglasses. Oh, how she remembered. The early days of fun and romance. Then came the fighting, the controlling, the cheating. She prayed her friends’ marriage would last longer than hers had.
Why had she agreed to go on this trip with them? Thirty-somethings were too old for this party-of-three thing.
She drank the last drop of her coffee. She’d hold onto the cup to recycle at the inn.
They turned onto Main Street toward the Millstone Inn.
On the corner stood an outdoor sports outfitter. Charlotte’s stomach churned, the coffee bitter on her throat, the taste of pain rising to join the sweet vanilla. She shied her eyes away, clinging to anyplace else. There, the post office. Nice and reliable. The toughest obstacles for postal carriers were barking dogs or lawn sprinklers. Or storms. Ugh. She withdrew her lip balm and applied it, the mint pleasantly tingling.
Trees lining the clean, trimmed streets of the quiescent town had yet to show their spring blooms. Their brown bark stood out stark against a sky-blue horizon. 
A dazzling early April was a deceitful jester. New England was notorious for late snowstorms. Veronica and Josh had packed their skis despite the resorts being closed for the season. Josh said they might even climb up a mountain to ski down, but Charlotte knew Veronica didn’t have that level of commitment in her. Veronica stuck to the easier ski slopes, usually green trails or the occasional blue, and then spent the rest of her time near the fireplace in the lodge. Josh was the daredevil though, skiing down double blacks.
Although they lived near Boston and received milder weather than the central hills near Worcester and the mountains of Vermont and New Hampshire, they had been pummeled with snow in January and February this year. Veronica had begged Charlotte to come along on a few trips north to slopes “like the good old days,” but she declined. Her days of stepping foot on a mountain of any sort were long behind her. No more hiking, biking, or skiing. Flat land. City streets. Evenings in front of her television lesson-planning or watching mindless shows.
It might be April, but winter was never done until after Mother’s Day. Her mom always waited until then to fill her planters. She loved pansies the most. Pansies were some of the first blooming annuals in spring. They tolerated the cold best. 
They had been Julie’s favorite flower.
Hardy and defiant, happy and bright, just like Julie.
Charlotte looked at the sky. She bet winter wasn’t done with them yet. She shivered and zipped her fleece vest to her chin, despite the heat from the seventy-degree day.
Because of their crazy number of snow days at school, her students were behind, again, on their curriculum and projects. Toss in their February and April breaks, and she felt like summer would never arrive. 
She needed this respite.
The principal was always understanding during this week and had allowed her to use extra personal days for this trip. 
Veronica peered at Charlotte over her designer sunglasses. Adoring, crystal-blue eyes beheld hers. “We’ll have a great week, hun. Ignore those meteorologists, too. Look! Spring is here. Remember, you chose this instead of Florida.”
Charlotte forced a half smile in place of a grimace. Brown and gnarly and isolated instead of glistening sandy beaches filled with party people and slick, hot bodies. Brown and gnarly for the win. Isolation was the best part. It’d be easier to disappear here with a coffee and her students’ reports and her training manual. She hoped her students were ready for the statewide testing coming up.
“Perhaps we can take a hike—” Josh began. 
“No,” Veronica said tersely.
He looked at her, puzzled. 
She puckered her glossy pink lips, then said, “We’ll find something else to do. Walk the town, explore the Mad River, eat loads of ice cream. I wonder if the inn has a firepit.”
Josh didn’t get it. The aching cleft in Charlotte’s brain cracked farther down to her chest, right through her heart.
He pressed. “The hiking is fab. I thought we could—”
Veronica squeezed his knee.
“Ouch, Ronnie. My darling wife, we can’t spend all our time in our room,” he teased.
She laughed too quickly. “Oh, yes we could.” 
Charlotte sighed. Josh was slow to put it together, but Ronnie’s not-so-subtle reminders finally jogged his memory.
“Oh, ah, yeah. You do love shopping.” He recovered his valor while clearing his throat. He ran a hand through his sandy blond hair.
Like a helpless fly drawn to honey, Charlotte angled her head to the west. The cloudless sky revealed nearby Lincoln Peak and Mount Ellen at the Sugarbush Resort. Their brown hills lacked snow, except for areas far on the top, near the ski runs. The rest had melted with the unseasonable warmth. 
A storm could be on the horizon. A storm could rush in and suffocate the world and allow the mountain to swing its rocky fist with a blow of death for those unlucky souls caught upon the ridge.
She exhaled the negative thoughts. Veronica was right. She needed a break. If it snowed and the ski resorts reopened, the lovebirds would hit the slopes and leave her alone in her room. It would be perfect.
One week. She could do this. She had brought science reports to grade and lessons to prepare. She also had her emergency response manual to review for the big seminar she organized for their school district. That seminar was scheduled for May. Plenty of stuff to keep her mind occupied.
She would review the annual CPR training, first aid presentation, and crisis intervention notes. A glutton for punishment, she had taken on that effort a few years ago to lead the school district’s emergency response training. Anything to keep busy. Anything to be prepared…if.
She also had her laptop, never traveling without it. Today could be the day that Esteban sent her more news.
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Matiu Christiansen trudged toward the inn, his calf-high gumboots caked in mud. The sun dipped in the afternoon sky. “Ah, cripes,” he mumbled. Late. Again. Nate would be put out. They had a full roster of guests this week, with it being April vacation in Massachusetts. New Hampshire ran different school breaks, so the guest load was spread over two weeks. 
The inn was at max occupancy which meant more work. Even if the weather sucked this time of year, people needed to get away. Many went to Florida, but some stuck around in New England.
He juggled his hectic schedule in his mind. He disliked leaving Reka with Mrs. Wakefield, yet again, but he knew the widow enjoyed the companionship of his German shepherd.
He chugged from his water bottle and moaned as he stretched his back and cracked his neck. If more reckless out-of-towners thought they could conquer Lincoln and Ellen in this weather, then he would be needed on the mountains with the search and rescue—SAR—team. The ski patrol was done for the season, so all rescues were left to the SAR crew. 
Matiu was up to his calves in mucking for his US Forest Service job, it being mud season after all. Did people not read conditions before embarking on a trail? Apparently not. His obligation to rescue stranded trampers took away from his time cleaning trails. But people would be people. Heck, the thrill always lured him, too. 
Knackered and reminded of the two young bros he pulled from the mud this morning, he didn’t see the black SUV heading for him as he crossed Main. The screeching tires roused his senses, and he dodged it.
The driver honked, stopped, and the passenger window rolled down.
“Watch it, man! Don’t need to wipe you off my car bumper,” the man hollered, thick with a Boston accent. Cah bumpa. Matiu cringed.
The driver leaned across her rude passenger and said pleasantly, “You okay?”
He shrugged her question away, shaking. “Nah, yeah.”
“Huh?”
He nodded and patted his chest to indicate he was fine. “Speed limit on Main Street is twenty-five miles per hour, ma’am.”
“Oh, Josh, I’m a ma’am! That guy sounds like he’s from Australia. I’m going to love it here. Told you,” he heard her say as the car turned onto the inn’s cobblestone parking area.
Try New Zealand, lady. Flatlanders were all the same.
He reached the rear door to the inn, dropped his gumboots outside, and swapped them for a pair of shoes he kept by the door. The kitchen was quiet since it was Wednesday, and they only served dinner Thursdays through Saturdays. Today was prep and experiment day. Nate gave him a half nod as Matiu entered. Reusable grocery bags overflowing with fresh produce and kitchen staples lined the counter. 
“Let’s try that new salmon recipe, Matiu. I have some ideas to spice up the béarnaise for tomorrow.”
Matiu washed his hands, put on an apron, and set to work.
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A light breeze whistled through wind chimes, and cars groaned down Main toward the lively crowd at Finnigan’s as Matiu made his way home. The streetlights were his companion as he mentally reviewed tomorrow’s schedule. He had a morning tour group to guide on a paddle of class one and two whitewater, an afternoon shift at Barrett’s Bookstore, where he could leash Reka outside due to the nicer weather, before heading to the inn for his dinner shift. He was off mucking crew duty tomorrow at least.
Cripes, he did too much.
He crept up the stairs and dropped his muddy gumboots at his door, hoping to not rouse Nora Wakefield below.
Reka barked.
“Ah, cripes,” he said to himself, shaking his head.
How could he forget his sweet gal?
“Matiu? That you?” Nora poked her head through her opened porch door, Reka clambering beside her in the door yard.
“Just me. Was tossing my boots upstairs first,” he said and descended the stairs.
“How’s my girl today, Reka? Helping Nora with her cooking?” He knelt to the German  shepherd’s level and allowed her to lick his face. She sniffed his fingers. “Salmon tonight, my sweet.” He shook a bag beside him. He whispered, “With bacon…”
“She was well-behaved, like always.”
He cleared his throat. “Thanks. I appreciate it this week. I’ll bring her tomorrow for my evening shift at the inn. She’ll be joining me on a tour and at the bookstore. I’ll get to that yard work for you next weekend, if that’s okay?”
She swatted him away and nudged her glasses up on her nose. “No rush. The street sweepers haven’t come to collect the winter sand from the sidewalks and roads yet.” She shivered, bundling tighter in her rose-colored sweater. “Winter’s not finished, as much as those flatlanders think it is. Sure hope they brought snowshoes and not sandals.”
He smiled politely and took Reka upstairs. “Cheers. See you tomorrow.”
He unlocked his door, clicked on a light, and caught himself before tripping on his rescue gear and rucksack. He weaved past the pile, grabbed a soda from the fridge, and scooped a portion of the meal for Reka on a dish.
“Don’t get used to it, sweet girl. It’s just a treat. You need to eat your kibble to stay fit. I’m sure there will be people to help on the mountain this week.” He exhaled. “You’re so patient with me,” he whispered, scratching behind her ear. He strolled to the couch. It was early afternoon in New Zealand, so he dialed his cousin.
Jacob answered.
“Hey, mate. Your mum home?”
“Matiu! She’s buggered. Just got home from her morning shift at the hospital. How’s life?” Jacob’s youthful voice came.
“The town’s chocka this week. Spring break. Mud season. You’d love it. All good.”
“When are you coming to visit again?”
Matiu’s heart squeezed. “Soon, mate, soon. Put your mum on?”
He heard rustling as his cousin Kura snatched the phone from her son. “Matiu,” she breathed into the phone with delight, but Matiu deciphered the exhaustion in it. “How are you?”
“All good. You?”
“It’s bloody cold today, but otherwise all good,” she said.
“You’re still working morning shifts at the hospital? Thought the doctor ordered you to rest?” He rubbed his knuckles on his grimy jeans and sipped the soda.
“I need to make ends meet.”
“I’ve almost got the money saved, Kura. I’ll be home soon. I’ll see you right.”
She sighed heavily into the earpiece. “I’m no bludger. I can’t take your money.”
“I reckon you can, and you will. Let me help, cuz. Plus, I could watch Jacob and stuff. He can help me at my outfitter.”
“He has school, and you’ll be too busy with setting up the business.” She coughed. “You never take no for an answer.”
“Nope.”
She chuckled. “How’s your mum?”
“Good. Keeping busy with her work at the university. She’s been looking into openings in history departments in Wellington. She’s keen on the idea of moving back home with me,” he said, trying for a light attitude. “I miss her.” 
His mom lived in California, which felt so far away these days.
Reka advanced and curled at his feet. She heaved a heavy sigh, her breath warm on his calf.
They talked about little things, avoiding conversation about weighty subjects. Soon enough he’d return home to Aotearoa, to New Zealand. His skin itched with the desire to be among his maternal family. His move back home was only a few months away. He’d finish this upcoming summer season, and he’d have enough in the bank for the outfitter he dreamed of opening near Queenstown. 
He’d been saving for five years. With the right loan, he could make it work. 
Even though Kura had access to governmental aid, he needed to be with her. He’d read about new multiple sclerosis treatments she could try. She needed an honest bloke in her life. Jacob needed a respectable role model. Mum coming home with him would be a bonus.
It would all work out.
Once he disconnected with Kura, he lifted the business plan binder from the messy pile on his cluttered coffee table. He pushed this morning’s half-full tea mug aside and thumbed through the pages of possible business locations with reasonable leases. The plan was set. All he needed was the place. Some mates back home were willing to jump at the opportunity. Kura had been speaking with investors. All he had to do was to pinpoint the finance group for his business loan. 
He cast a look at the framed photo above his small TV. Aoraki stood majestic…and ready. His father had taken him on many of the tracks in the valley, on the glaciers, and around the mountain before they moved to the states. Sure, Vermont and New England owned their share of 4,000-footers, but nothing compared to that alpine glory in his homeland.
“Oh, you’d love it, sweet girl,” he said to Reka. Her ears perked, and she tapped her tail.
Soon. First, he needed to get through these two busy weeks. No distractions. Punch the clock, do his jobs— cripes, so many jobs—and crash on his couch alone each night. That was all he had in mind. Perhaps catch up on some sleep and get a morning run with Reka. 
He pulled on his quilt, reclined, and let his dead-tired body rest.
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Charlotte expected the knock at her door. She sighed, closed her laptop, and opened the heavy oak door to find Veronica standing there. “Yeah?” 
“Did you not see my texts? We’re going to tour the town. Come with us,” Veronica pleaded, her voice hinging on annoying.
“I’ve got papers to grade and my presentation to prepare. I’ll come later,” Charlotte half lied. She had already tackled part of the stack last night after they arrived and would easily be done this afternoon. The lesson planning could be done by tomorrow. The presentation was mostly set; she’d just update the previous year’s slide set.
Veronica chewed her lip, feigning exasperation. “Well, I made reservations for tonight, okay?”
“Sure,” Charlotte relented.
Her friend paused. She tapped a finely manicured nail on the door jamb. “Charlie, look. I brought you here to get fresh air.” She gave an exaggerated chin flick toward the laptop. “Are you actually grading papers?”
Charlotte thinned her lips. No more tears, no more tears. Julie would not have had it. “There’s no Wi-Fi in the room, and my phone is spotty. The mountain is blocking good cell reception. So, no, I’m not gloom scrolling, or checking emails, or anything. Stuff is loading at a snail’s pace. If I did want to go online, I need to use the media area where the connection is better. So, no, I’m not online. I am doing work.” 
Veronica leaned in and embraced her, her perfume nearly migraine-inducing. “This weather is amazing. Perhaps we can hit a trail or two? See flowers or something? Here, in town. Not in the mountains. They call us flatlanders. We’ll stick to flat land. You love flowers.”
“It’s too early for much of anything. Everything is in planters. The daffodils aren’t even blooming.”
Josh appeared at Veronica’s side. He scratched his head, ruffling his wayward hair. “We’ll bring you a coffee from the café?” he offered.
“Sure.”
“Dinner?” Veronica pushed.
“Okay.” Charlotte nodded and wriggled from her friend’s tight hold. She closed the door but overheard their frustrated, lowered voices. Old inn, thin walls. Veronica sort of got it. She knew. She tried. Everyone tried.
The stack of science research papers beckoned her. On the top was Kesha’s paper on “The Effect of Pollution on Bioluminescent Bacteria.” Below it, she had to chuckle at Robert’s: “The Fate of Storm Chasers.” His work was always an animated, amusing read. She wouldn’t be surprised if that bright student in her tenth-grade class ended up an actual tornado chaser. He loved nature, meteorology, and the thrill of the chase. He reminded her of a younger Julie.
She sighed, put his paper aside, and dug into Kesha’s with her handy red pen.
A few hours later, with a kink in her neck from sitting in the 1950s-era armchair and tired of correcting grammar on top of scientific reasoning and evidence, she
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