

    
            Chapter One





			Mason, Vermont, USA

			Present day

			 

			The maple woods around Puck Aston were virtually on fire. The tourist pamphlets hadn’t exaggerated when they very poetically described Puck’s stunning view. Granted, if it hadn’t been pouring outside her campervan, the “on fire” part would have been even more obvious.

			“Wish the sun had been more on our side the last week, eh, Noodle?” Puck took her eyes off the winding gravel road for a second and looked at her German shepherd. “Although you don’t mind the mud you drag in as long as you get to spend time in the woods.”

			“Mff.” Noodle tipped his nose up and wagged the tip of his tail. He understood a lot of words, and “woods” was one of them. He got a little too excited about some terms, which meant that Puck knew better than to say “carrot,” “hike,” or “ball” unless she meant business.

			The campervan gave a cough and seemed to lose strength for a moment, but when no warning lights came on, Puck gave it a little more gas and kept driving. She checked the time on the dashboard. She’d have to find a good place to turn off the road for the night. People sometimes asked her if she wasn’t afraid when she, as a single, thirty-year-old woman, camped alone in the wild, and she always said she wasn’t alone. She had Noodle. Besides, she would rather camp in the wild than in a city. The latter was a sure-fire way to not sleep very well.

			“What do you say?” she asked Noodle. “Should we put up camp? I just need to find a good spot—” 

			The campervan coughed again and began jerking as Puck tried accelerating again. Not much happened, and she looked around for somewhere to pull over. It was barely possible for two vehicles to pass each other on this road, and she couldn’t get stranded where some damn lumber truck might hit her. Counting her lucky stars when she spotted a grassy clearing to the right side of the road farther up, she prayed the van would make it another fifty yards. As if unnamed deities heard her, her vehicle gave up just as she got the left back wheel off the road. She switched off the ignition and then tried turning the key again. Nothing. Not even a clicking sound. 

			“The hell?” Puck stared out at the rain, exasperated. “Go visit Vermont in September, they said. See the maples on fire, they said. And of course, they forgot to mention that in the fall, it rained a lot.” She plucked her phone from the charging station. She had used different roadside-assistance companies since she began traveling around North America, always on the hunt for the next story, or the next photo op. She opened the app and pressed the link to reach one of them. The indicator on the screen began spinning, but it took too long for it to connect. Glancing at the bars in the upper right corner of the screen, Puck groaned. “Fuck.” No connectivity. Not a single bar.

			Getting out of the driver’s seat, Puck made her way to the console, where she could determine how her van was doing with one glance. If she had power, that is, and no matter how she tried to reboot different switches, nothing helped. The van had decided to give up the ghost in the middle of nowhere. At least she had propane. Puck slumped down on the seat that could transform into a bed with one tug and cursed herself. She had meant to fill up her propane when she reached Mason, the next town in this part of Vermont. She perhaps had enough to cook with, but not to heat the van for the night. Sure, she could use her sleeping bag to stay warm, but the idea of sleeping in the van when she couldn’t use her security system that connected to the internet via satellite didn’t sit well with her. She glanced at the hidden cabinet where she kept her Glock sidearm. A last resort that she’d never had to use. It had never made her feel safer; she saw it as a mere tool should a situation get completely out of hand.

			A cold nose on her left hand brought Puck out of her reverie. “Hey, boy. What do you think? Should we rough it tonight and then tomorrow walk back to that house we passed a while ago?”

			Noodle pushed his entire head beneath her palm, clearly indicating what he wanted. Scratches. She gently pushed her blunt nails through his fur and flicked his ears between her fingers. Looking out through the windows, she could tell the rain had at least doubled in force. Just as she made up her mind to pull out her thick sleeping bag and then use the last of her propane to heat some food, the camper shook and shifted sideways.

			“The hell?” Puck shot up from the seat and hurried toward the double back door. It was darker now, but she knew every inch of her van since she had converted it herself. She opened the right door and peered outside. Grabbing a flashlight from the metal frame, she directed the beam to the right of the van. “No. No, no, no!” Puck shook her head in disbelief. Next to the road, about twenty feet away, what she surmised used to be a babbling brook had turned into something more as water had begun to expand its width. This surplus appeared to undermine and weaken the edges that fell away into the brook. 

			The van shuddered and slid more than two feet closer to the water. If it kept it up, it might tip over as the ground next to the road sloped down to the brook.

			Closing the door, Puck pushed the water from her face and hurried back to the driver’s seat. She turned the ignition, but it still didn’t even give a clicking sound. Swallowing against the dryness in the back of her throat, she tried to diagnose her beloved van. The battery? The distributor box? It could be the electrical installation that was meant to charge her internal batteries while she was on the road. She couldn’t even check the solar panels, as it was dark and cloudy, and the console was dead.

			Noodle gave a bark as the van shook again. He looked pointedly at the door, and Puck sighed. 

			“I know, boy. It’s not safe to stay in the van like this. We have to go for help.” If she could arrange for a tow truck before her van fell down the small embankment, she could have it tow her vehicle to the closest garage. She always made sure she put money aside in a special account for any costs such as this.

			Trying to think what might break if the van did slide farther, Puck made sure she securely wrapped her cameras and their accessories and put them in her large hiking backpack. She didn’t intend to leave them behind while she looked for cell connectivity or a landline. No way would she risk her gear. After Noodle, the cameras were the most important thing.

			She harnessed him and then dressed in her rain gear, which boasted several strips of reflective ribbons. Foregoing the hoodie, as it would make it hard to use her peripheral vision, she pulled a black baseball cap down to just above her eyebrows. She tucked her cameras into her go-bag, which held all her essentials if she ever had to bolt from the van. After she grabbed Noodle’s leash, she looked around, making sure everything was firmly strapped in. 

			Outside, the ground around the campervan was slippery from the drenched mud. Though wearing boots, Puck still slipped and had to brace herself against the side of the camper. Right then, a gush of wind, accompanied by a complete downpour, shook her vehicle, which began to slide again, pushing at her.

			“Noodle! We’ve got to get up on the road!” Puck pushed off the van and tried to light her way with the flashlight, holding on hard to Noodle’s leash, as it provided some stability. Her dog was squinting against the rain but dug his paws into the mud and pulled her along with him, even growling at the offending weather. 

			When they managed to round the camper, Puck saw it had moved at least six feet from the road. The road itself was still there, if somewhat cracked in places where the water quickly dug mini canyons to reach the brook.

			Relieved to be on steady ground, but frantic about her van, her home, Puck kicked at a rock. “Let’s go, Noodle. We need to find a place where my phone works, or scare up a landline, which will be a challenge now.”

			Noodle pressed against the side of her left leg and gave a soft sound of agreement. He blinked repeatedly against the rain while he looked up at her with adoration.

			“What would I do without you?” She patted him with drenched, gloved hands and knew she would be worse off if she removed them. She motioned toward the direction they’d come from. “Let’s go, then. Time to leave.” She tried to estimate how far she had driven after seeing the large house behind a low brick wall. Forty-five minutes? Something like that. How long would it take her and Noodle to double back on foot? A couple of hours, probably. 

			Hoisting her backpack into a more comfortable position, Puck took an energy bar from her pocket and bit into it. Chewing it as she began to walk, she shook her head at Noodle’s hopeful glance. “Sorry, boy. It has raisins, which means you can’t have some.” She stuck her hand into another pocket and produced a carrot. “Here you go. You’ve got to walk and eat, okay? No stopping just yet.”

			Noodle looked like he smiled around the carrot and kept walking next to her while chewing his favorite treat.

			Puck cast a last glance at her RV, hating to leave it like this. She had spent ninety-nine percent of her nights in it for the last decade. Not knowing where she might end up tonight was unsettling, but not an unfamiliar feeling when she thought further back in her life. Some people had problems putting down roots. She wasn’t sure what it felt like to have even the tiniest thread of a root. Her childhood had made her determined to prune them to a minimum, and she wasn’t sure what she’d do if one sprouted. Instantly snip it off at the base, most likely.

			The icy cold rain did its best to penetrate her rain gear, but it was of excellent quality and kept most of her dry. She regretted not pulling up the hood of the jacket, but it was too late now, as it was undoubtedly full of water. She had to live with that inconvenience and the water seeping under her collar, chilling her shoulders.

			The gravel road wound among the trees, and Puck kept checking her watch, trying to figure out how far they had to go. Noodle looked like he’d had a shower as the rain pounded down on them and had shifted into wandering mode after he finished his carrot. He was more than a great companion. He was her best friend and helped keep her safe as a single woman constantly on the road. She had encountered some hairy situations, where Noodle’s mere presence had kept her safe. Now he faithfully kept pace with her as she tried to see what was in front of them in the rain. Just as she thought it couldn’t get any worse, the rain gods kicked it into next gear. It was like trying to walk through a waterfall.

			“This is ridiculous,” Puck said as the rainwater streamed over the brim of her cap, effectively blinding her. “I can’t see a damn thing. I’m bound to get us lost.”

			Noodle gave a soft huff, which she interpreted as agreement. Carefully she kept walking, making sure she felt the gravel under her feet. This would take forever. She risked missing the house she’d passed earlier, even if it was really big. What if nobody was home? Could she muster the courage to break in, even to only use a phone? She doubted it. Her strict father had instilled more than his rootless lifestyle in her. He had also made sure she knew that honesty and accountability were among the cornerstones she needed to live by.

			Annoyed that she’d allowed the thought of her father into the forefront of her mind, Puck hoisted her rucksack farther up her shoulders and kept walking. She dug into her pocket for another energy bar. 

			Constantly moving was yet another cornerstone of her life.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			Walking up a neatly kept path toward a pale-yellow Victorian-style house, Puck mentally rehearsed what Felicienne had shared about Marie and Bertie. Marie owned a spa, and Bertie was an accountant. On the surface their activities didn’t sound too exciting, but there was a lot more to people than their professions. The mere look in Felicienne’s eyes when she talked about her friends should be enough. Following her throughout her regular work routine the last three days had added more admirable qualities to the list Puck had begun to compile.

			Readers might not consider people who were meticulous, conscientious, and careful exciting, but it was Puck’s job to show the ones interested in the book, and in Felicienne, to see beyond this absence of glamour. So much about Felicienne intrigued Puck that she was having to force herself not to rush things. She knew for a fact that, judging from how Felicienne described her friends, she didn’t let people in easily, but she was totally loyal when she did.

			Puck held on harder to Noodle’s leash as he pulled to the side, sniffing at something. “Hey, boy. Not on someone’s lawn, okay? Especially not when it looks like the eighteenth hole of a golf course.” 

			“It’s Bertie’s pride and joy, that lawn. That said, his pet-loving daughter will make up for anything your dog could possibly leave behind on the lawn.” Felicienne motioned with her hand. She wore beige, loose trousers, paired with a navy silk shirt, and a brown, well-loved leather jacket. When Puck first saw her dressed in anything other than jeans or coveralls, she had stared far too long for either of them to feel comfortable. 

			Puck always made sure she had access to something she could easily dress up in. A black trouser suit, a white button-down shirt, and black sneakers. This was as fancy as she would ever get. A gold chain and the matching earrings made her look reasonably put together.

			As they stepped onto the porch, the door opened so fast, it bounced off the wall next to it and nearly slammed closed again. It opened again, this time with more care, to reveal a young girl, perhaps twelve years old.

			“A dog!” The girl, dressed in a denim skirt and a pink top, rushed toward them. “Can I pet him? What’s his name?” She halted when Felicienne held up her hand.

			“Tracey. Remember what your parents keep telling you about dogs. I know you love them, but you can’t run up to them without asking Mom or Dad—and the dog’s owner. All right?”

			Tracey was bouncing in place but remained where she was. Her blond hair was tied back into impressive space buns, and her slanted eyes glittered. When Puck studied the girl’s face closer, she realized that Tracey had Down syndrome. 

			“Hello, Tracey,” Puck said and smiled. “My name’s Puck, and this is Noodle. He’s a German shepherd, and he’s really friendly. But I agree with Felicienne. Ask your parents first if it’s okay for you to say hello to him.” 

			“Mom!” Tracey turned her head and yelled through the still-open door. “Can I pet Noodle?”

			Noodle’s ears perked up even more than usual when he heard his name. He gave a soft woof but sat down at Puck’s side, patiently waiting.

			“Dear God, Tracey. That doesn’t make sense. Pet a noodle—? Oh, hello! Welcome!” A petite, blond woman came out to greet them. “I’m Marie.” After staring at Noodle, she extended a hand. 

			“Puck.” She shook Marie’s hand. “Thank you for including my dog and me in your family celebration.

			“When Felicienne said she was having a live-in photographer at her house, Bertie and I didn’t hesitate. It sounded far too exciting.” Marie studied Noodle. “He seems very well behaved.”

			“He is. And he’s used to meeting all kinds of people, young and old.”

			“Can I pet him, Mom? Please?” Tracey had joined her mother and was looking longingly at Noodle.

			“If Puck says it’s all right.” Marie wrapped her arms around Felicienne. “Hi, stranger. So glad you could make it.”

			Puck crouched next to Noodle and held out her hand to Tracey. “Here. Let me show you. Put your hand, like this, under his chin. That way, he’ll understand you’re a sweet, friendly girl.”

			“Like this?” Tracey pushed up her glasses with one hand and held the other one out for Noodle to sniff. “He tickles!” 

			“It’s his whiskers. He also loves if you are really, really gentle and scratch behind his ears, like this.” Puck demonstrated. “See?”

			Noodle turned his head and licked Tracey’s small hand. Tracy’s eyes grew huge, and then she pressed both hands to her chest. “He—he kissed me!”

			“He did. He likes you.” Puck looked up at Marie and Felicienne. “I’d say Tracey is a natural.”

			“I’d say you are.” Marie’s lips trembled, but she fired off a bright smile. “Tracey keeps asking for a dog, but we’ve been reluctant. Maybe if she can practice some more with yours while you’re here, if you’ve got time…” 

			“I don’t see why not. I think all kids benefit from learning how to treat animals, for their own safety and for the pet’s enjoyment. And for the fun.” Puck looked over at Felicienne, who had assumed one of her unreadable expressions. Now what? Surely she couldn’t be displeased?

			Inside, Marie encouraged Puck to let Noodle off leash, as long as he wasn’t alone with Tracey just yet. Noodle showed his stellar best side and went around the living room, greeting the other people as if he were some honorary guest.

			“Now there’s a handsome boy,” a deep voice said from behind her. “I’m Bertie. You must be Puck. Welcome to Mason.” A tall, burly man, easily twice the size of his wife, rounded them. 

			“Happy birthday,” Puck said and watched him pull Felicienne into a bear hug. 

			“You’re out among the living. Fantastic.” He winked at Puck. “She’ll soon go on a tirade on how alive her plants are, etcetera.”

			Felicienne swatted at Bertie’s shoulder when he let go of her. “Incorrigible.” 

			“There’s that word again.” Bertie went down on one knee next to Noodle and his daughter. “I see you’ve made a new friend, sweetheart.”

			“He kissed me,” Tracey said and gently stroked along one of Noodle’s ears. “He likes me.”

			“What’s not to like?” Bertie tugged gently at her hair. “And Noodle looks like a gentleman.”

			“A gentle dog, Dad.” Tracey frowned. “He’s not a human.”

			“I stand corrected.” Bertie laughed and then grimaced as he grasped the back of a chair for support. “I better stay upright, period. My days of playing on the floor are dwindling.”

			Watching how rigidly Bertie moved, Puck wondered if he suffered from arthritis or something similar. She had managed to unhook her ever-present backpack and now handed over the bottle of red wine she’d bought earlier in the day. Not imaginative, but as she was nothing more than a temporary, tagalong kind of guest, it would have to do. “If you aren’t into wine, it can go into the cooking,” she said and handed it over.

			Bertie eyed the bottle. “Are you joking? This is going into me, alongside the dinner.” He gave a bellowing laugh at his own wit. “Felicienne, this one looks like a keeper to me.”

			If his words hadn’t made Puck’s cheeks grow hot as well, she would have enjoyed the redness coloring Felicienne’s all the more. 

			“Idiot,” Marie said from behind, but her tone was tender. “Now that everyone’s here, we can sit down to eat. I hope you all like salmon. If you don’t, you’ll find a bunch of takeout listings in the kitchen, stuck to the freezer door.”

			Puck was still feeling self-conscious about Bertie’s words but didn’t want to sit surrounded by strangers. Just as she tried to gauge where Felicienne might choose, she felt a hand in the small of her back. 

			“Let’s sit by the door, that way you can keep an eye on Noodle, and I’ll have an exit if I need one.” Felicienne’s tone was stark but her hand gentle. 

			Puck chose the seat nearest the door leading from the dining room to the living room. She placed Noodle on the other side of the threshold, which meant having Tracey join her on her other side. 

			“Great. You can help me make sure he doesn’t sneak in to beg,” Puck murmured to Tracey, who nodded eagerly. 

			“I’ll help you.” Tracey patted Puck’s arm. “You can trust me.”

			Puck’s heart melted at Tracey’s serious expression. “I know.”

			Several of the men removed their jackets and hung them over the backs of the chairs, which was a relief. The dining room was large, but it was still a little too warm for her, since she was used to living out of her van in all kinds of climates. When she sat down after getting rid of the suit jacket, she did a quick headcount of the guests. There were fifteen including the host family, and it didn’t escape her that a lot of furtive attention was directed at Felicienne. Was it because they knew her well or because they didn’t? Felicienne had let it slip that she was quite good at canceling, so perhaps that was it.

			Puck remained silent, unless someone asked her a direct question, happy just to study the dynamic in the room. Marie and Bertie were obviously popular among their friends. They had put together an eclectic group, which made the conversations interesting. It was hardly surprising that Felicienne wasn’t the most talkative one of the guests. Puck did notice though how everyone around the table quieted when Felicienne did speak. 

			One other guest, a woman, seemed as new to the group as Puck. She had studied Felicienne closely for the last hour, and Puck wasn’t sure if Felicienne had noticed the attention. During a lull in the conversation, the woman spoke in a rather too-loud voice. “Felicienne de Montagne. That’s French, right?” 

			Felicienne had just placed her utensils back on her empty plate and took time to dab her lip with the napkin. “It is.”

			“Canadian?”

			“Yes.” Felicienne clearly preferred brevity. It was hardly surprising as the woman sounded more like an interrogator than a guest at a birthday dinner. Puck started to become annoyed.

			“You’re a—florist, was it?” the woman asked, apparently having no qualms about blinking her huge, blue eyes in fake innocence.

			“Horticulturist, Vera. There’s a huge difference.” Vera’s boyfriend, who was related to Bertie, sighed. 

			Vera glared at him. “Sounds like the same to me.” She didn’t seem to be done with her questioning but instead homed in on Puck.

			“I never quite understood what you do for a living.” She tilted her head in what some would have found a cute way, but to Puck it was as fake as fuck.

			“I understand that it can appear complicated to some,” Puck answered and applied her best sympathetic look.

			Vera drew in a harsh breath but then gazed around the table. Perhaps she was looking for empathy from the other guests. “I just meant, how can a person survive by living out of her car. Such a vagrant existence. I thought that was a thing of the past.”

			“Excuse me, Vera. What are you getting at? And what are you hoping to gain by interrogating our guests?” Marie rose halfway out of her chair. 

			“Oh, no. I didn’t mean to cause a scene. I’m just curious.” Vera pressed a hand to her forehead. “If I had known you would read so much into my remarks, I wouldn’t have opened my mouth.”

			“What’s going on? Is Vera being naughty?” Tracey asked, appearing alarmed. She looked over at Noodle as if to reassure herself he was still there.

			“For heaven’s sake! What an idiotic thing to say.” Vera snapped the words at Tracey.

			“What the hell?” Marie half stood from her chair. “You owe my daughter an apology!”

			A single fat tear rolled down Tracey’s cheek as she drew a trembling breath. “I’m not an idiot. That’s not a nice thing to say to anyone.”

			Now everyone returned their attention to Vera, who grew pale. “That’s not what I said. I only said…I meant…”

			“That’s not remotely an apology, Vera,” Bertie said, his voice calm on the surface, but unless Vera was completely obtuse, she had to hear the furious undertone. 

			“I, uh, I’m sorry, Tracey. That was wrong of me.” Vera twisted the napkin between her fingers. “Truly sorry.” She blinked several times. “I can be such an idiot.”

			Puck saw movement out of the corners of her eyes. Noodle was doing his trademark army crawl along the floor and ended up between her and Tracey.

			Distraught by the young girl’s distress, Puck handed Tracey a napkin and then pointed to the floor. “Think we can keep it a secret that Noodle snuck in?” she whispered, even if she didn’t care who overheard.

			“Yes.” Tracey nodded firmly. “He’s a gentleman even if he isn’t human. He can stay.”

			When Puck returned her focus to the others, she could tell that everyone was looking at her and Tracey. Next to her, Felicienne leaned near and placed a hand on her thigh. “Good.”

			Puck merely nodded, not sure she could keep her anger out of her voice if she said anything. 

			The ambiance in the room lightened some when Bertie and Marie served the dessert, Suisse Meringue. This treat, together with the fact that Noodle had wormed his way in under her feet, dried Tracey’s tears. Puck didn’t participate much in the conversation, as it was mostly about local matters and people.

			After they finished eating, Puck helped clear the table. And after making sure that Felicienne looked after Noodle, Puck found herself alone in the kitchen with Bertie. He made his way around easily, which suggested that he and Marie usually divided the chores between them.

			“You and your dog seem to have hit it off with Tracey,” Bertie said after closing the dishwasher and pressing the sensors. “Usually it takes several get-togethers before she can relate to a new person. As you can see, we haven’t had Vera over more than a couple of times. We’re very fond of my nephew, but his taste in girlfriends is questionable. Vera tends to be ill at ease around Tracey, which our kid notices but can’t decipher. Tracey is a smart girl, even if she doesn’t realize it herself. She also has a lot of empathy for others, and for animals too, as you can see.”

			“It’s quite obvious, judging from how she’s taken to Noodle.” After rinsing off the big platters that wouldn’t fit in the dishwasher, Puck washed them in the sink. “What I don’t know is why this Vera gave me the third degree.”

			“Vera has found a new clique to belong to in town, and one of the members of said group may be Bettina.”

			“Damn. We ran into her the other day.” Unable to stop herself, Puck made a face.

			“That’s another person we don’t want around our daughter.” Marie entered the kitchen. “Bert-man, my love. The guests are missing the birthday boy. I’ll finish off here.”

			“It’s almost done,” Puck said as the two of them exchanged a quick kiss. “I just need to know where the platters go and put the leftovers in the fridge.”

			“You’re too kind.” Marie moved around the kitchen so fast and efficiently, Puck understood she’d do best to keep out of her way. “How old is Tracey?” she asked.

			“She’ll be fourteen in six weeks. I hope you’re still around then, as I’m pretty sure the guest of honor would be your dog.”

			Fourteen? Tracey wasn’t even four-foot ten. “So do I. We’ll see how the work progresses—or when Felicienne tires of us.”

			A voice from the door broke in and ended Marie’s chuckles. Felicienne stepped inside. “I’m sure you can keep me on my toes, Puck.”

			Puck grimaced. “I was only kidding around.”

			Felicienne studied her for a moment. “Why don’t you return to Tracey because the kid can’t stop asking for you. Bertie is minding Noodle, but from what I could see, the dog adores Tracey.”

			“I’ll go see what they’re up to.” Gratefully, Puck slipped past Felicienne and out the door. The last thing she heard from the kitchen was Marie’s warm laughter before she said, “So, tell me all about the lovely Ms. Aston. I haven’t seen you look at another woman that way since…oh wait…ever?”

			Not about to listen to an unavoidable response from Felicienne in which she set Marie straight about their working relationship, Puck was relieved to enter the living room and be out of earshot.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			“Ha ha. Very funny,” Felicienne said and rested her hip against the counter. She studied Marie’s efficient movements as she packed the leftovers.

			“I’m serious. Truly. That young woman is a find.” Marie returned from the fridge and mimicked Felicienne’s pose. “I’ve known you since we started first grade. You’re not fooling me. You look at her as if she’s one of your flowers.”

			“Ridiculous.” Felicienne had to break eye contact. Marie was clearly out of line, but there was perhaps a smidge of truth to her words. However, she wasn’t prepared to acknowledge anything of the sort. “We’re working together. I’m not sure how the book project will turn out, as she has a completely different approach than I planned originally.”

			“Yet you let her keep working her way?” Marie poured two glasses of water from her filtered faucet and handed one to Felicienne. “That says something. You’re normally all about your way or the proverbial highway.”

			Another undeniable truth. Damn it. Felicienne sipped some water, stalling. “It’s not like that. Well, not just like that. I think she’s sensitive to my wishes—” She groaned at Marie’s raised eyebrows. “Regarding the photos. Puck wants the book to be as much about me as my process and my results. She can be quite confrontational.” Felicienne shook her head. “Yet so damn stealthy with her cameras. I get lost in my work, and nothing she does pulls me out of it until she reminds me that we need to eat. Guess I’ve eaten more regularly since she showed up on my doorstep with Noodle.”

			“Felicienne. I don’t think you’ve strung this many sentences together regarding anything personal, like, ever.” Her eyes soft and somber, Marie put down her glass and pulled Felicienne into her arms. “No matter what your relationship is, or isn’t, I’m just glad you’re raising your eyes above the horizon, so to speak. You deserve more than just your work, no matter all the beauty you create.”

			Felicienne often found physical closeness awkward. Aunt Colette had hardly been the cuddly type, and if she showed any affection, it was brief and always conditional. Slowly, Felicienne raised her arms and returned the hug. Closing her eyes, she could still sense Puck’s perfume in the kitchen, and she shuddered and took a step back. 

			“Guess we should take these trays with us back to the living room.” Marie acted as if she hadn’t noticed anything amiss, merely pointed to the trays of fruit and snacks. Felicienne took the heavier of the two and pushed the kitchen door open with her shoulder. 

			When they reached the opening to the living room, Felicienne nearly dropped her tray. Noodle sat in the center of the open area, balancing on his bottom while holding his front paws up under his chin. She’d never seen the dog do anything like this, no matter how much he wanted to taste her and Puck’s dinner.

			“Look, Mom, look!” Tracey gave the engaged Noodle a small treat that Puck had handed her. “I taught him this!”

			“You did?” Marie winked at Puck, but Puck shook her head. 

			“She’s not exaggerating. It took her ten attempts to get him to understand, but once he did, he’s done it ten more times.” Puck glanced at Bertie. “Right?”

			“I can’t say what Noodle already could or couldn’t do, but it did take him a little while to figure it out. Looks like our girl could add dog training as a possibility for her future career.” He grinned broadly, but Felicienne could see how his eyes shone. 

			Marie put her tray down on the large coffee table. “This is amazing!” She wrapped her arms around her daughter and hugged her much like she just had with Felicienne.

			Puck came over to Felicienne, who stood motionless with the tray in her hands. “Let me get that.” She put it down next to the other one, which broke Tracey’s concentration. The girl threw herself to her knees beside the table and reached for the snacks. Snatching her hand back at the last moment, she looked over at her father. “May I have one?”

			“You may.” Bertie cleared his throat. 

			Puck returned to Felicienne’s side. “You okay?” she murmured. 

			“I’m fine.” It was all Felicienne could manage, and her words made Puck smile.

			“Of course you are.” She squeezed Felicienne’s arm gently. 

			They remained at the party for another hour, but toward the end, Felicienne started to feel all talked out, even if she hadn’t participated very much in the different conversations. She grew increasingly rigid, and when she finally gave in and looked pointedly at Marie, her friend had no problems interpreting her meaning.

			“We need to get home. I have to check the greenhouses,” Felicienne said, repeating the excuse she’d used or something similar a thousand times over the years.

			“Understood.” Bertie joined them as they got up from one of the couches. 

			Tracey looked crestfallen as she joined them. “Will I ever see Noodle again?” 

			“You need to ask your parents,” Puck said gently and tapped one of the space buns on Tracey’s head.

			“Mom? Dad?” Tracey looked between Marie and Bertie, her gaze so pleading, it nearly shattered Felicienne’s heart. Transported back in time, she trembled at how the past could echo into the present.

			“Absolutely. When Puck has the time, you have our permission. Perhaps we can set a date now?” Marie looked hopeful. “That way you can check the calendar on your phone, sweetheart.”

			They decided on the next Wednesday, when Tracey was home from school. The girl jumped up and down, exciting Noodle, who did his best to keep the same pace as he bounced next to Puck.

			Back in the car, Felicienne tried to shake the memories that had just passed through her. It had been such a long time ago. Putting the car into gear, she pulled out into what little traffic existed outside Marie and Bertie’s home.

			“That has to be the most interesting, heartwarming, and odd party I’ve ever been to,” Puck said and stretched. “Noodle was the biggest hit, I think.”

			“Yes.” Not ready to talk about anything yet, Felicienne was glad she’d managed the one-syllable word.

			Puck sat in silence for a moment, but then she placed a whisper-light hand on Felicienne’s shoulder. The touch was as non-invasive as was humanly possible, but it still sent shivers down Felicienne’s arm.

			“Something made you tremble. Just before we said good-bye.” Puck let go, and Felicienne immediately wished she hadn’t. “You don’t have to explain a thing. I just wanted you to know that I noticed.”

			“So did Marie.” But after forty years, Marie knew her better than anyone. It was strange for Puck to read her so easily. “Just old ghosts,” she said, managing a half-assed explanation.

			“They show up when we least expect it and can cause problems, for sure,” Puck said quietly. “I have a few of my own that live rent-free in my brain.” She didn’t elaborate, but the dark timbre in her voice was enough. 

			As soon as they got home, Felicienne went to change into her apron and boots. Puck walked into the woods to let Noodle do his business, and Felicienne caught herself worrying that they’d run into the wild animals that roamed the woods at this time in the evenings.

			Chastising herself, as she knew full well that Puck could take care of herself, Felicienne made her evening round, taking her time. Her plants were in good shape overall, but she needed an opportunity to settle her trembling stomach.

			It should be easy to recall images of Aunt Colette’s stern face when she towered over Felicienne. It had been more than fifteen years since she passed away from a heart attack, but sometimes Felicienne could sense her essence in the walls. Marie had often suggested she should sell and continue her successful business somewhere else around Mason, but that had never felt right, as she had grown up in this house. This was her home, the only one she truly remembered, having lived here since she was five.

			Another image flickered through her mind. Puck’s van, of all things. How anyone could live year after year in such a small space, traveling all the time, astonished her. And still, Puck did it all the time. Like a tumbleweed, she rolled around the country to any place she could photograph or find a story worth telling.

			And now Puck was here, stuck until Holden had repaired her van, set on telling Felicienne’s story. Her professional story, she reminded herself. Felicienne wasn’t thrilled that anyone in Mason would peruse the photos and read the captions. Too many nosy people already had opinions. The idea of them dissecting the texts in the book, trying to read between the lines, perhaps, was chilling. For the umpteenth time, she questioned her decision to document her process—her work.

			As she took a short walk around the garden and checked on the fence that corralled some of her older peonies for gaps or damage, she saw Puck and Noodle return from the woods. The dog was obediently walking to the left of Puck—until he spotted Felicienne. With a bark that sounded more like a cheer, he took off toward her.

			“Noodle!” Puck hurried after him but slowed when Noodle abruptly halted just in front of Felicienne. He sat down and looked up at her, his tongue lolling.

			“What’s up, Noodle?” She had to smile at his bright, affectionate gaze. 

			Noodle pushed off with both front paws and showed off his latest trick of sitting tall on his bottom. Felicienne couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled up from her chest, breaking free. She ignored the damp grass and knelt in front of Noodle, still laughing when he did something entirely unexpected.

			Slowly, Noodle extended one paw and placed it on her shoulder, then did the same with the other. He didn’t put much weight on her and, unlike what she’d read about dogs, looked her straight in the eyes. It wasn’t the first time he had fixated on her, but never this close. He tilted his head, and his ears moved as if he were listening for something.

			“What are you thinking, Noodle?” Felicienne managed to ask after the laughter died out. “Do you think I have something you want?”

			Puck came up to them and crouched next to Felicienne. After a few moments of silence, she spoke softly. “Or perhaps he thinks he has something you need.”

			Felicienne would normally have scoffed at something so presumptuous, but looking into Noodle’s beautiful, concerned, eyes and taking in his demeanor made her uncertain. Perhaps some dogs had a strong sense of intuition. What did she know?

			“Dare I ask what that might be?” Felicienne ran a finger along Noodle’s nose. 

			“He’s a champ when it comes to comfort, laughter, and guarding. Not to mention unconditional love.” Moving closer, Puck placed a hand on Felicienne’s shoulder. “He’s been my companion ever since I got him from a shelter in Portland, when he was a year old. I feel safe, cared for, and entertained, in equal measures. And loved, obviously.”

			It was easy to see how much Puck loved this dog. Felicienne understood, as it was obvious that Noodle was special. “I watched him with Tracey today.” It had warmed Felicienne’s heart to observe the immediate connection. Still, right now, all she could think of was the sensation of Puck’s hand on her shoulder. Apart from occasional quick hugs from her friends, she hadn’t experienced physical closeness to anyone for a while. When she
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